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This dissertation centers on the realization that history evolves and is never 

complete because the past is elusive and perceptions sway as society changes. 

Throughout the turn to the twenty-first century, Spain has been moving from resistance to 

remembrance with regard to individual, cultural and governmental interest in the Civil 

War and dictatorship of the twentieth century. During the transition to democracy after 

General Francisco Franco’s death on November 20th, 1975, the reunified government 

opted to forget the divisive past with the unofficial Pacto de Olvido. Despite this impulse 

toward resistance, the urge for remembrance at a personal and social level evolved into a, 

nationwide debate. On December 26th, 2007, the incumbent Congress of Deputies enacted 

La Ley de Memoria Histórica, a law that mandates attention to previously denied history. 

In essence, this controversial ruling seeks to promote remembrance of both sides of the 

Civil War. Contemporary literature, media and film have long been involved in this 

deeply political and personal work. From the multitude of options, this project selected 

five renowned texts published between 1992 and 2005. The authors of Autobiografía del 
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General Franco (1992), La voz dormida (2002), El lápiz del carpintero (1998), Enterrar 

a los muertos (2005), and Soldados de Salamina (2001) belong to what Marienne Hirsch 

defines as the postmemory generation, the one born following a national trauma. These 

writers do not have the privileged position of immediate contact with survivors, yet 

emotional and temporal distance from the events narrated empowers these Spanish 

authors to create nuanced, literary depictions of war and post-war experiences. In their 

texts, these writers challenge accepted history, poetically weave a collective memory 

based on testimonies, illuminate idealistic differences, counter-balance hope with horror, 

and narrate the transformative experience of historical research. By engaging with the 

past from the perspective of the present, their narrators articulate the tension between 

resistance and remembrance.  The texts studied here offer five contrastive representations 

of ways in which versions of history are alternately censored or suppressed, and 

subsequently unearthed and refashioned in collective and official memory as political 

power and narrative agency are transformed in an ever-changing society. 
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 1 

INTRODUCTION  

Though we generally accept the idea of history as the official story and that of 

memory as the personal story, this project will note how the two terms are not that 

distinct. History is a polemic term because it implies an official story yet the official 

version inevitably is created with an agenda. Memory is an equally problematic 

phenomenon that continues to evade any clear medical explanation or sociological 

definition. History and memory often affect each other in their development at the 

individual, collective and official level. In essence, both are malleable, evolving 

narratives that seek to understand the past within the context of the present. A myriad of 

circumstances influence the formation and preservation of government archives as well 

as personal recollections. Literature, be it historical essay or historical fiction, serves this 

process of chronicling human experience. This study explores the cultural dialogue 

between the issues of history, memory, resistance and remembrance as they apply to 

Spanish novels written about the Civil War. 

According to Paul Ricoeur, there is a  “relationship between historical explanation 

and narrative understanding” because of the way in which historical events are “framed 

by a plot” (Time 93, 208). Authors who recognize the impossibility of defining absolute 

Truth or a complete History will nevertheless strive to create artistic narratives that 

provide glimpses into the past. In this way, these writers use their privileged position of 

tellers of tales to empower individual memory, cultivate collective memory and question 

official memory. Literary texts may represent either the individual’s or the society’s 

remembered experience, and are capable of guiding or even recreating, that history.  

This project studies five texts published in Spain within the last twenty years that 

address aspects of the Civil War (1936-39) and the dictatorship of Francisco Franco 
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(1939-75).1 Chapter One will analyze the discrepancies between official and individual 

memory as depicted by Manuel Vázquez Montalbán in Autobiografía del General 

Franco (1992). Chapter Two will read La voz dormida (2002) to look at how Dulce 

Chacón weaves individual memories into a nostalgic collective memory that differs from 

the suffering recounted in direct testimonies. Chapter Three will focus on the narrative 

techniques and voices at play in Manuel Rivas’ El lápiz del carpintero (1998) to observe 

how literature recreates a more nuanced and approachable view of history. Chapter Four 

will read Ignacio Martínez de Pisón’s Enterrar a los muertos (2005) and Javier Cercas’ 

Soldados de Salamina (2001) as investigative works that reconsider history and will 

follow how both narrators address the expanding scope of their topics.  

Spain’s Civil War was a grievous conflict between an array of ideologies 

classified into two groups, the Nationalists and the Republicans. The nationalist group, 

led by General Francisco Franco, included conservatives, the Catholic Church, the fascist 

Falange, the Spanish army, and support from Mussolini’s fascist Italy, Hitler’s Nazi 

Germany and António de Oliveira Salazar’s regime in Portugal. The republican side 

consisted of El Frente Popular, a coalition of political groups including liberals, 

socialists, communists, anarchists, and republicans, individual soldiers who came 

voluntarily from countries such as France and the United States, and Soviet soldiers sent 

by Stalin to participate in the conflict.  

                                                
1 The texts chosen for this study represent the popularity of both fiction and non-fiction dealing the social 
values in conflict during the Civil War in Spain. These non-canonical works were distributed by major 
publishing houses: Mondadori, Alfguara, Punto de Lectura, Tusquets and Seix Barral, respectively. 
Autobiografía was awarded the 21st Premio Internacional de Literatura Ennio Flaian (1994), La voz 
received the Premio Libro del Año (2002), El lápiz was awarded four recognitions, including the Premio 50 
Aniversario de la Sección Belga de Aminstía Internacional (2001), Soldados received the first Premio 
Salambó, and Enterrar was awarded the Premio Dulce Chacón de Narrativa Española (2006). El lápiz and 
Soldados were produced as films. 
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The war began on July 18th, 1936, when Franco led a coup d’état against Manuel 

Azaña, president of the Second Spanish Republic and continued until he declared his own 

victory on April 1st, 1939. Over the course of these three years and in the ensuing 

oppression, the country suffered a tremendous loss of life and resources. The conflict 

devastated a country already severely affected by the economic depression of the early 

1930s. Then, under Franco’s vengeful and tyrannical regime, the forties were defined by 

fear when “millones de personas quedaron paralizados por los efectos directos o 

indirectos de la represión” (Molinero 221). The Franco regime’s control of the creation of 

history, particularly in the first two decades following the war, established a type of state-

imposed amnesia. From the 40s to the 70s, regime-society relations became increasingly 

unstable. The official discourse on the Civil War gradually shifted from “the ‘crusade’ 

narrative of the war for ‘the nation against a foreign invasion’” toward a more 

“conciliatory” construction of a fratricidal war, “a tragedy for which all Spaniards were 

somehow culpable” (Ealham and Richards 7).  

The dictator’s death in 1975 and the establishment of a democratic government 

meant a gradual change in the perception of Spanish history. The historical understanding 

imposed by an authoritarian regime in the first half of the century came to be 

reconsidered and recast at the end of the century. The title of this study, “Resistance and 

Remembrance,” refers to two governmental actions and to a general cultural impulse in 

Spain that coincide with traditional views of post-traumatic recovery. However, this 

project does not promote a view of the country as a trauma survivor that repressed its 

experiences for an extended amount of time until things began to resurface to a collective 
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consciousness. Instead, I recognize a recent nationwide impulse to broaden awareness 

and acceptance of the war, dictatorship and transition back to democracy2.  

The idea of resistance relates to “El Pacto del Olvido,” an unofficial dictum made 

by representatives of the political left and right during the transition to democracy, which 

agreed to avoid investigating war crimes or crimes committed by the dictatorship in order 

to move forward to a united future (Wood). This “desmemoria” avoided asking “about 

the recent past for fear of jeopardizing ‘national reconciliation’ and the restoration of 

liberal-democratic freedoms” and became “central to the critique of the establishment 

politics of memory in Spain” (Ealham and Richards 5, 9). Known as the Pact of Silence 

or the Pact of Forgetting, this political act did not impose a cultural silence. “Since 1975 

historians have produced a vast output documenting the wartime reprisals…and its 

follow-up during the Franco dictatorship” (Labanyi 93). Over the last twenty years, that 

fascination has developed into a national phenomenon exhibited in daily media, and in 

contemporary literature and film.  

In fact, this attention to remembrance was ratified in 2007 by a second 

governmental act, known as The Law of Historical Memory, formalized as “LEY 

52/2007, de 26 de diciembre,” which specified that  “se reconocen y amplían derechos y 

se establecen medidas en favor de quienes padecieron persecución o violencia durante la 

guerra civil y la dictadura” ("Ley 52/2007"). Here, the government seems to have taken 

an opposite stance, moving from an impulse to forget the past and move into the future to 

a compulsion to recognize the past and recreate current collective and official memory. 

Rather than avoiding crimes committed during a war that divided the country for three 

                                                
2  See Cristina Moreiras Menor’s Cultura Herida for a study of the cultural construction of history in 
literature and film produced throughout Spain’s transition to democracy.   
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years and then during nearly half a century of fascist rule, this law promotes 

remembering how the vanquished suffered grave losses for their ideals.  

It was not simply fear of oppression in the Franco years or political persuasion 

during the transition to democracy that kept Spaniards relatively silent until the 1990s. In 

his review of the recent book War and Remembrance in the 20th Century (1999), Ariel 

Colonomos notes that “in the case of Spain, we retrieve the issue of mourning associated 

with guilt; trauma becomes the object of a true sociological enquiry” (130). The complex 

social and political situation surrounding Spain’s process of coming to terms with its own 

contemporary history is as significant as the history itself. The post-war dictatorship 

“meant a complicated interplay between acceptance and defiance” by the conflict’s 

winners and losers (Richards 150). As the oppressive situation lessened over the decades 

and upon the transition when the two factions of society gradually reunited, the question 

remained of accepting or denying what had happened. Spain’s Pact of Forgetting and 

Law of Historical Remembrance affirm that the divisive national trauma, which was 

prolonged over decades, continue to affect all aspects of life, social and governmental. 

Kai Erikson defines a collective trauma as “a blow to the basic tissues of social 

life that damages the bonds attaching people together and impairs the prevailing sense of 

communality” (187). Julio Aróstegui’s following comment reveals how Erikson’s idea 

pertains to twentieth-century Spain: 

Por razones de secuencia y de casualidad histórica sobre las que no es preciso 
insistir, la memoria de la guerra civil y del régimen dictatorial que se fundó sobre 
ella aparecen como excepcional hecho traumático colectivo y se encuentra 
inseparablemente ligada, pues, a la situación española que prolongó durante 
muchas décadas de las realidades de la guerra misma, en especial la represiva, o, 
lo que es lo mismo, una de las connotaciones más definitorias de la dictadura del 
general Franco. (58)   
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The Civil War damaged the Spanish society, and then Franco’s regime kept the wound 

open. Jo Labanyi notes that two new generations were born during the dictatorship which 

“systematically instilled fear and shame into the Republican losers” and censored “any 

mention of the civil war that was sympathetic to the Republic” (Labanyi 99). 

Despite this context of enduring trauma and silence, the country cannot be 

considered a victim who repressed the events only to have them surface later. Instead, 

Labanyi proposes an “aesthetics of haunting” as the explanation for the current presence 

of voices that were silent for years after the war. She notes that: 

The testimonies of repression that have appeared in Spain in recent years do not 
suggest a biological inability to register the event at the time but habits of silence 
induced by decades of repression and a lack of willing interlocutors, which 
become hard to break. For this reason also, an aesthetics of haunting, which 
listens to the voices from the past that have not previously been allowed a 
hearing, seems more appropriate in the Spanish case than an aesthetics of rupture, 
which is predicated on the classic notion of trauma as the blocking of recall. 
(Labanyi 109)   

My study pivots on the role of remembrance in five exemplary pieces of recent 

Peninsular literature. In four chapters, I will look at how history and memory interact, 

how direct testimony and testimonial fiction differ, how the “aesthetics of haunting” is 

depicted through dialoging narrative voices, and how engaging with recent history 

ruptures established perceptions and broadens historical awareness. 

Despite the level of devastation of the war and the effects of the 36-year 

dictatorship, after the transition to democracy, a generation has grown up in Spain fairly 

ignorant of early twentieth-century history. Recognizing this historical naivety in his son 

motivates Ernesto Amescua, an editor in Manuel Vázquez Montalbán’s Autobiografía del 

General Franco, to commission a series of faux-autobiographies of the world’s recent 

dictators. The author, Marcial Pombo, accepts a contract to create the fascist leader’s 
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personal testimony, yet finds himself unable to provide this self-favoring perspective 

without interrupting with historically backed challenges to Franco’s claims. 

In Chapter One, we see the conflict between official memory (the dictator’s 

version of his personal life and the country as a whole) and individual memory (the 

counter-autobiography written to debunk official memory). Autobiografía is a thoroughly 

documented text that is as faithful to what one would expect Franco’s self-depiction to be 

as it is conscientious about noting exaggerations regarding the dictator’s inherently 

Spanish ideals as well as his involvement in and influence over the country’s history. 

After first analyzing the dueling autobiographies as dominant and subaltern, respectively, 

to consider the presentation of history, ideal and experiences, I will consider what 

motivates Franco’s production of history and Pombo’s hostility to that version. Lastly, I 

will look at the novel’s Epilogue in which the editor informs the author that he will delete 

the personal interjections that undermine the dictator’s slanted narrative. I argue that with 

the final section of the novel, Vázquez Montalbán contradicts the tradition of dominant 

historical memory silencing other, contradictory versions of the past.  

Moving from official to collective memory, this project will then incorporate a 

recently established theory that applies to cultural trauma. In 1997, Marianne Hirsch 

published Family Frames, a study of how traumatic memories of the Holocaust are 

passed on within the family network. Hirsch’s work focuses on the significance of 

photographs and introduces the term “postmemory.” Andrea Liss “developed this concept 

simultaneously and independently” of Hirsch (Bos 69).3  While Hirsch defines 

postmemory within the family unit, Liss “uses the term to define all postwar Holocaust 

                                                
3 “For Liss’ first and later use of the term, see Liss (Trespassing) and Liss (“Trespassing”). For Hirsch, see 
Hirsch (Family Frames, “Projected Memory,” and “Surviving Images”)”  (Bos “Positionality” 69).  
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memory projects, regardless of whether the creator is a child of survivors” (71). Pascale 

Bos notes that “extra-familial” postmemory is as significant as familial “if we understand 

it as a form of identification that facilitates the crucial bridging of the gap between 

survivors and those who were not there, since it seems to allow for a connection, a 

dialogue” (60). She states that this “witnessing by adoption” represents a choice to 

engage with the past, and to participate in cultural postmemory (60, 62).  

In 2005, Susana Kaiser produced a study of postmemory in Argentina which 

consists mainly of testimonies of Argentineans involved with or remembering the Dirty 

War. While Hirsch looks at the power of the artifact and the way in which memory is 

constructed in the subsequent generation, Kaiser produced an ethnographic project, one 

that attests to the value of collective memory.  

Leo Spitzer, in his work Hotel Bolivia (1998), considers the role of nostalgia 

when looking back into recent traumatic events, and addresses the reality of longing for 

what was lost. His case study, inspired by his family’s experience, looks at Holocaust 

émigrés. In an article published the following year, Spitzer defends nostalgic memory 

against claims that it is  “escapism, inauthentic, and…a simplification if not a 

falsification of the past” by arguing that when coupled with critical memory it creates “a 

more complete memory of a past in which both its negative and its positive aspects would 

be acknowledged and employed” (91, 101). He also rationalizes nostalgia for its 

“animating purpose” that creates a link to a lost reality from the removed perspective of 

the present (92). Maurice Halbwachs similarly upholds the idea of nostalgia, which 

permits a person to focus on positive experiences from the past (Spitzer 91). Hirsch’s, 

Liss’s, Bos’s, Kaiser’s, and Spitzer’s work with postmemory affirms the importance of 

remembering at a generational level. Even within the social context of traumatic history, 

survivors tend to long for certain elements when seeking to comprehend the past.  
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In Chapter Two of my project, I read Dulce Chacón’s La voz dormida as an 

example of postmemory literature. This chapter will begin by defining and providing 

examples of different types of testimonial writing. To emphasize La voz’s value as an 

artistic narrative, I will compare it to a testimonial work and a piece of testimonial fiction 

that also depict women imprisoned during and after the Civil War. The discussion will 

argue that testimonial accounts and minimally mediated testimonies tend to highlight the 

extreme conditions and suffering while Chacón’s novel, a minimally fictionalized 

historical narrative, creates a nostalgic vision of these women as strong and deserving of 

empathy. I will look at Chacón’s narrative style to demonstrate that the removed 

perspective of the postmemory generation enables her to give voice to a subaltern group 

that was also active in the resistance. 

Dulce Chacón weaves a collective memory out of individual memories. After 

seeking out testimonies from women throughout Spain, she created a story that honors 

the experiences of republican women in the post- Civil War era. Shoshana Felman links 

memory (as witnessing) and literature (writing about it) with rhetorical questions: 

How is the act of writing tied up with the act of bearing witness? ... Is the act of 
reading literary texts itself inherently related to the act of facing horror? If 
literature is the alignment between witnesses, what would this alignment mean? 
And by virtue of what sort of agency is one appointed to bear witness? (Felman 
14, emphasis in original)  

This immediacy of survivors and recent events is significant in each of the works 

analyzed in this project. 

In Chapter Three, I will study Manuel Rivas’ El lápiz del carpintero, which 

narrates an intricate alignment between witnesses within a dual narrative that depicts two 

individuals who were appointed to bear witness. Unlike Pombo, the narrator in 

Autobiografía, who is a member of the postmemory generation who saw his father suffer 
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as a former republican soldier in post-war Spain, the two characters who witness 

testimonies in El lápiz are extra-familial. Felman’s initial two questions provide the 

context for my reading of the novel. I will defend that Rivas’ narrative style makes facing 

the horrors of the war more palatable for us as readers, contending that his nuanced 

presentation of the conflict is possible because he is a member of the postmemory 

generation.  

The analysis of this novel depends upon Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism, 

which values “reading and writing as dialogical activities where meaning stems not from 

the utterance but from the fact that it is directed at and heard by another person” 

(Sidorkin Discourse 25). El lápiz opens with a former republican soldier being 

interviewed, or giving a testimony, and then continues with a former nationalist guard 

giving a testimony to a subordinate. The story line implies that the two witnesses, a 

reporter and a prostitute respectively, will then discuss the versions of history they had 

just heard.  

In Chapter Three, I will analyze the development of right- and left-wing values 

and use of multiple voices as exemplary of dialogism. Finally, I will look at Rivas’ use of 

symbolism as a literary device that establishes a theme of hope in a narrative depicting 

horrific conditions. Like La voz, El lápiz provides a nostalgic view of the republican 

ideals, yet this novel simultaneously recognizes a conflicted existence of a man who 

chose to adhere to the nationalist side, thereby denying any simplified reading of the past.  

For historians, impartial writing is the ideal. Yet even in listing facts, a 

perspective may be apparent because impartiality is thwarted first by immediate 

connection and later by forgetting and current context. Pablo Sánchez León debunks the 

myth of objective history by claiming that social contexts change historical perceptions 
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and that historical knowledge does not, in fact, advance either linearly or towards 

increased objectivity: 

No sólo es imposible escribir historia desde ninguna parte, sino que además el 
conocimiento histórico no sigue un curso lineal hacia la imparcialidad: su 
evolución está estrechamente vinculada a los contextos y los valores que definen 
la identidad del historiador, la cual se sustenta a su vez en grupos. Y los grupos 
surgen, se transforman, logran reconocimiento y poder, desaparecen. (98)  

We tend to give credence to the claim that ‘time heals all things,’ and we seek to 

trust that temporal distance guarantees impartiality. Yet the passage of time also favors 

forgetting, on occasion (96). As my project continually affirms, in accord with current 

expression and study, Spain is embracing the work of remembering. These recollections 

and reconstructions may be labeled as personal, nostalgic, insightful, aggressive, 

reformative, corrective, and/or enlightening.  

Chapter Four reviews two works that break with any remnants of the romanticized 

view of republican war history, which I will argue is possible because of the authors’ 

temporal distance from the events. Rather than viewing traumatic events in stark black 

and white, this generation of authors is able to see the hues of gray that permeate all 

aspects of history and memory.  

Both historical and fictional narratives are influenced by temporality and are 

“symbolic discourses” that mediate how we perceive life by what they allow to “[emerge] 

as most pertinent” (Herzberger 7). The evolutions witnessed over the last twenty years 

with regard to the historically ‘pertinent’ and the discourse of the defeated confirm 

Sánchez León’s observation that “no es que el conocimiento avance, sino que las 

transformaciones en los contextos sociales hacen que las interpretaciones históricas 

cambien” (98). Among these changed perceptions, we find two authors willing to 
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investigate histories that look at allies as the enemy and recognize that the republicans 

also commit war crimes.  

In Enterrar a los muertos, Ignacio Martínez de Pisón recounts the author-

narrator’s intellectual journey to uncover the truth behind the execution of an intellectual 

early in the war. Seeking information regarding the death of José Robles leads into the 

broader issue of the divided left (primarily between Spain and the Soviet Union, yet the 

rupture of a friendship between two American authors, John Dos Passos and Ernest 

Hemingway, also receives attention). Martínez de Pisón presents a complex history that 

branches out from one man, Robles, to include intellectuals, politicians and militia from 

several countries. 

While the bulk of the work itself focuses on Robles and those with an invested 

interest in hiding or learning the facts of his abduction and execution, the Appendix looks 

at the widespread violence, including the significant execution of Andreu Nin (co-

founder of the POUM) and Stalin’s orders to kill his own loyal officers, and it addresses 

the irony of Republicans acquiescing to repression of fellow communists out of fear of 

fascism. The Appendix covers in detail the oppression of the POUM (el Partido Obrero 

de Unificación Marxista) within the historical context of Spanish/Soviet relations in the 

political and literary arenas.  

Part One of Chapter Four considers a historical narrative whose author refuses to 

label it a novel (rather, it is an “ensayo narrativo”). In an interview for El País, Martínez 

de Pisón describes himself as an amateur historian and explains that Enterrar represents a 

new genre for the country: “No es un libro estrictamente literario, es un género que no 

tiene tradición en España: el ensayo narrativo. Diálogo cara a cara con la verdad” (Mora). 

Whereas the other works I study are historical fiction, in which collective memory is 

incorporated in the formal structure of the novel, this text is a complimentary inversion. It 
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shows us how history itself, as narrative, is at times fictional. It may be considered 

(fictional) history in comparison to historical fiction. At the same time, the text notably 

lacks narrative techniques and is rigorously documented. 

In Soldados de Salamina, Javier Cercas questions the traditionally partisan 

approach to the roles of “victim” and of “hero” through a first-person narrative of the 

fictional Cercas’ investigations into a mass execution carried out by the republicans and 

the chance escape of Falangist founder, Rafael Sánchez Mazas. Investigating the survival 

story of the Falangist writer inspires an impassioned quest to find the anonymous 

republican soldier who found Sánchez Mazas in the woods but let him live. The first and 

third sections (“Los amigos del bosque” and “Cita en Stockton,” respectively) have “un 

narrador homodiegético,” a self-aware narrator commenting on the experience of 

gathering the story for the middle section, “Soldados de Salamina,” in which we read a 

third person historical narrative quite similar in tone to Martínez de Pisón (Jünke 118). It 

is a novel that manages to humanize representatives from both extremes of the conflict, 

rather than demonize one and idolize the other. Cercas is more interested in how 

historical events serve as material for a well-narrated story than in how politics influence 

actions or define our understanding. 

Part Two of Chapter Four looks at a celebrated “relato real”4 that is at once so 

historical and auto-referential that critics hesitate to label it a novel. Jo Labanyi describes 

Soldados as a “docufable (fictionalized documentary)” and Claudia Jünke and Ulrich 

Winter define it as a “novela metahistórica” (Mora). Despite the difference in focus and 

                                                
4 The author-narrator Cercas explains the term simply, as “una historia con hechos y personajes reales” 
(106). Given that Soldados’ focal point is identifying the “unknown Republican soldier who let Sánchez 
Mazas escape, [it] attracted huge press coverage, making it a phenomenal best seller (twenty-nine editions 
in its first two years)” (Labanyi 105). Then, in 2003, the novel was released by David Trueba as a film. See 
Javier Cercas and David Trueba, Diálogos de Salamina. Un paseo por el cine y la literatura, ed. Luis Alegre 
(Barcelona: Tusquets, 2003). 
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narration, both Cercas and Martínez de Pisón embark on journeys toward the past through 

living testimonies and the historical archive that they witness and research, then recreate 

without overt judgment (though their personal investment is apparent).5 Yet as this final 

chapter argues, “the pursuit of any ‘relato real’ is less about the revelation of specific 

details that corroborate an account, and more about transforming our understanding of 

who shapes our access to memory of the past” (Korcheck 56). 

In La guerra persistente, Antonio Gómez López-Quiñones notes the proactive 

author-narrator as a technique in a variety of publications since 19986 that share a 

common narrative strategy:: “un personaje o varios personajes indagan, desde el presente 

(ya sea mediante una investigación, una conversación o una búsqueda bibliográfica) en 

un pasado que exige tenacidad y voluntad gnoseológicas” (24). He describes Enterrar 

and Soldados as two works founded on an anti-fictional rhetoric that read as “thriller 

historiográfico[s]” (16). The intense quest for information, or clues, takes both author-

narrators through a variety of sources and serves to advance the narration as much as the 

history itself.  

Salvador Oropesa also links Enterrar and Soldados, finding their common 

denominator to be that, “lo único revolucionario es la verdad, la verdad honesta, que el 

auténtico progresista es siempre antitotalitario y que el fin no justifica los medios” (160). 

Martínez de Pisón does not condemn the execution and/or oppression of everyone 

                                                
5 This is what Pascale Bos refers to as “extra-familial or cultural” postmemory and Kathleen Korcheck 
calls the “practice of postmemory” Pascale Bos, "Positionality and Postmemory in Scholarship on the 
Holocaust," Women in German Yearbook: Feminist Studies in German Literature and Culture 19 (2003): 
59, Kathleen E. Korcheck, "Postmemory and Gender in Contemporary Spain: Intergenerational Dialogues 
on the Spanish Civil War," Washington U, 2008, 8. 
6 He lists El lápiz del carpintero (1998) by Manuel Rivas, El nombre que ahora digo (1999) by Antonio 
Soler, Soldados de Salamina (2001) by Javier Cercas, Las guerras de Etruria (2001) by Julio Manuel de la 
Rosa, Tu rostro mañana. Fiebre y lanza (2002) by Javier Marías, and  Enterrar a los muertos (2005) by 
Ignacio Martínez de Pisón. 
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involved with the POUM early in the war in Enterrar, nor does Cercas excoriate the mass 

execution of nationalist prisoners on January 30, 1939 in the woods of el Collell, Gerona 

at the end of the war in Soldados. Nevertheless, by highlighting these crimes, the texts 

themselves suggest that the political ends do not justify the means of these acts, even in 

the context of the war.  

Why opt to present their discoveries as a narrative rather than a history? In 

History Made, History Imagined, David Price argues that certain novels seek “to establish 

an understanding of what occurred in the past” through acts of figuration in the forms of 

characters and situations that embody values associated with historical (f)acts” (2). At the 

same time, however, he views ‘facts’ as insufficient because every historical act 

“emerges as a response to systems of values,” which – just as Sánchez León argues, 

change and/or are opposed to one another (Price 2). For that very reason, we have authors 

such as Martínez de Pisón and Cercas, among others of their generation, who “se asoman 

a zanjas llenas de cadáveres y deciden que hay que construir textos que hagan justicia a 

los muertos porque son nuestros” (Oropesa 159).   

This project also looks at authors who have produced texts to honor those still 

living, whose sacrifices and suffering had long gone unacknowledged. Vázquez 

Montalbán, Chacón and Martínez de Pisón include stories of republican children of 

persecuted or executed soldiers who grew up eager to continue the resistance against 

Franco’s regime, while Rivas and Cercas both resonate with the significance of an 

interview with a republican soldier.  

Ultimately, the five works I analyze in the next four chapters question history, 

empower memory, and narrate aspects of Spain’s traumatic past. The authors included in 

this project employ a variety of literary techniques that reveal the interpenetration of 

memory and history in all discussion of the Civil War and dictatorship. Each of my texts 
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expands collective memory, or cultural postmemory, by artistically recreating the past 

through stories narrated from removed, informed and questioning perspectives set in the 

present.  
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CHAPTER ONE: Autobiografía del General Franco:  

Individual Memory vs. Official Memory 

        

      
Under history, memory and forgetting. 
Under memory and forgetting, life. 
But writing a life is another story. 
Incompletion. 

Paul Ricoeur 

 

Paul Ricoeur’s quotation illuminates the inevitable inconsistency of history, as it 

is largely based on memory, and the fallibility of memory, as it is forever incomplete 

because of forgetting. If we see memory as unreliable and history as variable due to 

remembering and forgetting, how can we assess the social significance of memory and 

history at a given time, for a specified group? The three categories of memory – official, 

individual and collective – provide a context for characterizing versions of history (Who 

is remembering?) and consequently analyzing motives (Why remember it that way?). By 

looking at the purpose behind a certain telling of past events, we can appreciate different 

attempts to capture the past despite their inevitable “incompletion.” 

In this chapter, I will address these concerns through an analysis of Manuel 

Vázquez Montalbán’s work, Autobiografia del general Franco (1992). My reading 

considers these issues through the lens of individual memory versus official memory. 

Following a general discussion of the text, I will examine Autobiografia in three ways: 

first, to read the novel’s conclusion as evidence that dominant historical memory silences 

the opposing subjective versions; second to study the elements of the Franco 

autobiography as dominant historical memory and the one by Marcial Pombo as 
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subaltern, contradictory memory; and finally, to propose motives for constructing or 

resisting history as each version does. The first secion considers the social context for the 

novel and will lead into direct textual readings.  

 

The “memories” of a dominant individual may form part of official history, 

meaning that the version of recent events that he or she chooses to record becomes part of 

the discourse of victory and legitimacy. Their memories dominate other versions of 

history and take on an “official” character as official memory. This official, dominant 

memory-as-official-history is pervasive, to the point where it may be assumed and 

subjectively created by a subaltern “object,” one of the victims of the dominant society. 

Yet while this version of history is internalized by the other, it is never fully accepted as 

legitimate. To the subaltern, the idealized vision of history purported by a dominant 

figure is distorted. It is a distortion of historical narrative and of the subaltern’s subjective 

historical experience. Dominant memory, therefore, represses certain elements of history 

and invalidates reality as it is perceived by the dominated. These “flaws” can be “proven” 

through other sources that contradict the accepted dominant memory. If official memory 

denies individual memory and individual memory disproves official memory, then what 

do we believe is “history”?   

The question cannot lead to any definitive answers regarding historical record or 

recollection without dialogue, which is improbable. An important consequence of the 

“assumption of dominant memory” is that it renders explicit the imposition of hegemonic 

historical memory on the subaltern while also emphasizing an opposing tendency: the 

unwillingness of the dominant to seek to understand the subaltern; furthermore, its goal is 

to oppress it and silence it. According to Tzvetan Todorov, “Las tiranías del siglo XX han 

sistematizado su apropiación de la memoria y han aspirado a controlarla hasta en sus 
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rincones más recónditos” (11). The Franco regime figures among those that controlled 

the production and distribution of information, to the extent that historical readers for 

students were censored by the state (Boyd 85).  

Carolyn Boyd analyzed changing depictions of the Civil War in primary school 

textbooks. She found that the triumphant dictatorship monopolized history in texts 

published immediately after the war. In the 60s, with the republican militants eliminated, 

Franco’s regime changed the myth from inciting students against the republican militants 

to promoting the government as the one true agent of prosperity and social mobility 

(Boyd 83, 88). Consequently, the history lessons were modified. Instead of a crusade 

against the “anti-Spain” rebels, the Civil War was represented as a collective tragedy. 

The presentation and perception of the past needed to uphold reconciliation and economic 

development (89). Then, during the Transition, the version of the war became one of 

fratricide, yet void of any details that may remind survivors of the conflicts that caused 

the war. The Second Republic, the Civil War and dictatorship (spanning 1931-75) are 

collectively described as “a difficult modernization” (92). With the Constitution of 1978, 

history was censored in such a way as to promote the new values of tolerance, unity and 

democracy.  

These brief examples provide three different historical images of the Civil War: in 

1939, it was a crusade to protect the country from its enemies, one that must be 

maintained; in 1960, it was a tragedy from which everyone had to recuperate together; 

and in 1978, it was a difficult time of fratricidal conflict linked to economic change (92). 

Such changes in perceptions of the past are constant and may explain why we never cease 

our quest to find the past, and why history and memory are malleable. 
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If official memory controls and silences the “history of the other” in the 

classroom, on the news and radio, and in literature and film, the past –as it belongs to the 

subaltern– may seem to cease to exist. Yet, Todorov notes that everyone has the right to 

regain his or her past (33). Beyond deserving access to it, according to Todorov, both the 

winners and the losers have a responsibility to recognize the other version in order that 

inaccurate memories are not cemented in history, causing an abuse of memory (26-33). In 

a dictatorship, particularly one following a civil war, censorship and control over 

historical record is more pronounced than in other regimes. It is the vanquished that need 

to establish their story, and to do so, some level of conversation with the victors must be 

attained. Forcing dialogue logically falls to the one whose voice is denied, though how 

could such an implausible conversation take place?  

Autobiography is a literary form that empowers the speaker because it posits that 

the speaker’s story will be both “heard” and accepted. Philippe Lejeune set forth the 

“autobiographical pact,” defining it as the expectation that an autobiographical narrative 

be the “historical truth of the author” such that we trust “the permanence of an origin, of 

the truth of a name” and believe in the “history of the signatory's formation” (Regard). 

We as readers assume the legitimacy of the source in the context of recounting the 

credible, “true,” intimate experience most germane in the experience of, and 

representation of, a life. Moreover, that life is the story of the author listed. 

Autobiographies raise the question of “a certain rhetoric of the self” and “the effects of 

such a promise on the reader” (Regard). Manuel Vázquez Montalbán manipulates the 

boundaries of this accepted literary form to create a surprising, if fabricated and 

weighted, conversation between official and repressed voices. This novel combines the 

text of a faux-autobiography, written by someone other than the name in the title, with a 
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personal narrative that seeks to challenge the “truth” purported by the autobiography 

commissioned by an editor.  

Consequently, Autobiografía del general Franco boldly breaks the 

autobiographical pact. Pombo, the narrator-author,7 writes the “autobiography” of Spain's 

twentieth-century dictator, which is actually a product of the narrator himself. The novel 

weaves the assumed autobiography with the related life-story of its textual author, 

Marcial Pombo, a communist who despised el Generalísimo. Ernesto Amescua, an editor, 

asks him to produce the history of Francisco Franco’s life in the first person. Amescua 

explains that the book is supposed to recreate the dictator’s voice, correcting any 

historical errors and telling his life story to future generations. Pombo initially rejects the 

project because Franco’s shadow has affected his family history such that they cannot 

even mention him without sarcasm, but Amescua tells him, “tú has de tratarlo con la 

misma falsa objetividad con la que Franco se trataría a sí mismo” (26). Pombo then 

accepts the challenge, since Amescua seems to be implying that an “official,” “objective” 

memory of Franco is false, regardless of its source, and therefore subject to criticism. In 

fact, he cannot help inserting frequent interjections, in which he dialogues with and 

contradicts the very identity he assumes.  

Upon reading the manuscript, Amescua decides he will remove the interruptions 

and print only Franco’s side of the story. This returns the work to its intended form but it 

again silences the voice of the opposition and reinforces the illusion that the only version 

of the past worth printing as history or as literature is that of the winners. As Walter 

Benjamin reminds us, history is written by the winners; historians empathize with the 

victors, and the vanquished are therefore forgotten (Benjamin 681).  

                                                
7 “Textual author” and “narrator-author” will indicate the intra-textual author, Marcial Pombo, and 
“author” will refer to Manuel Vázquez Montalbán. 
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This dual-novel, therefore, recasts the roles of memory, history and representation 

of truth. Why do we trust memories if they both create and contradict history? What 

makes history something we personalize? Whose version of history do we accept? How 

does our understanding of history change over time? What influences our perceptions of 

the past? Vázquez Montalbán's novel embraces these questions, which lead to the central 

question in my analysis of this text: how does individual memory dialogue with official 

memory through the medium of fiction? To answer this question, I will reiterate the 

definition of official memory and then consider how this text uses memory to 

differentiate between versions of the past. After analyzing the debate between the two 

autobiographies in the novel, Franco’s and Pombo’s, I will examine how the prologue 

and epilogue indicate that individual memory is repressed by official memory.  

Vázquez Montalbán deals with the official memory of the Civil War and Franco 

years by telling the dictator’s version of the events, the version of an oppressed opponent 

of the government, and glimpses of the media’s version. Official memory is the historical 

record that the governing power establishes. Yet just as that leadership changes, so does 

the version of official memory or history. Official memory, therefore, accepts and reflects 

the changing images of the past. This leads me to the following point: if even the 

standard view of history is subject to adaptation due to both memory and the changing 

ideals of the government, it is arguable that the distinctions between fact and fiction may 

not be as extreme as we have thought. According to Hayden White, the issue is not 

“What are the facts? but rather, How are the facts to be described in order to sanction one 

mode of explaining them rather than another?” (134). How history is told is just as 

important as whose history is told, and which history is told is as significant as how that 

history is told.  
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I will examine how Autobiografia del general Franco asserts that official memory 

is biased and incomplete, and how it refuses to subsume individual memory. When the 

governing power appears to suppress or romanticize a substantial amount of history, the 

oppressed individuals may seek to debunk that version by creating their own. After 

considering side by side a dominant and a subordinate account of twentieth-century 

Spain, the fictional editor Amescua rejects the second as “noise” that distracts from the 

“facts.” Vázquez Montalbán employs this frame story structure to argue for the intrinsic 

value of said “noise” and to recognize the significant history of Spain’s vanquished. 

Within the confines of the text itself, the “other” version of history fails to debunk official 

memory, yet the novel empowers the voice of the long-suffering, defeated republicans. 

My reading of the novel for its “memory dialogue” also considers this question: What 

elements distinguish the official memory from the subaltern (defeated, oppressed) 

memory and what are the motives for constructing them?   

 

PART ONE: THE FRAME STORY 

Autobiografía del general Franco not only achieves a fictional dialogue to affect 

historical understanding and official memory, it underscores a contemporary debate 

raging outside of the text. During the transition to democracy in the late 1970s, the 

country opted to adhere to what many critics have called a pact of oblivion, the intention 

of which was to forget the past and start over anew. Due to this intentional forgetting, the 

post-Franco generations have little sense of what the Civil War and dictatorship years 

meant. There are those who want to regain that historical context and memory, and others 

who would keep it repressed and move on. It is an issue that Joan Ramon Resina refers to 

as “induced amnesia,” or an imposed dismissal of aspects of the collective memory 
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toward some political aim (88). In his essay, “The History of Social Memory,” Peter 

Burke addresses the idea of amnesia. He writes, “Amnesia is related to ‘amnesty,’ to 

what used to be called ‘acts of oblivion,’ official erasure of memories of conflict in the 

interests of social cohesion” (Burke 108). Burke’s comment embodies the reasoning of 

Spain’s pact of oblivion, during the transition to democracy. To a certain degree, the 

present debates surrounding historical memory of the war and dictatorship encompass a 

counter-pact, one that seeks to transform the official story in order to highlight the one 

neglected for the last 30 years. 

This new conflict regarding memory is of interest to José Colmeiro, who sees a 

tendency in Spain to romanticize the past and think of the Civil War and Franco years 

nostalgically. Instead of recalling events as tragic and troubled, some are opting for an 

imagined time of peace and progress and remembering the Franco years as free of the 

contemporary problems of drugs, corruption and unemployment ("Voces" 250). The 

slogan of this conservative movement is “Con Franco estábamos mejor.” Vázquez 

Montalbán has countered by voicing the ideals of the anti-Fascist Spanish resistance – 

“Contra Franco estábamos mejor,” as a pointed commentary on the suppression of 

contestatary historical memory in the post-Franco period, suggesting that, against Franco, 

at least the battle was a recognizable one, not a tacit collusion in the conceit that no 

conflict exists (250). The novelist believes that the recuperation of historical memory, 

and the collective counter-memory of those that fought against the Franco dictatorship, 

are both important.  

Autobiografía openly serves his argument, as in it Franco, Amescua and Pombo 

are all concerned with historical memory, and the prologue and epilogue provide the 

context of the debate. For although the presumed future of the fictional text is an isolated 

faux-autobiography and not Pombo’s dual-story, the novel itself –that is, Pombo’s 
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manuscript given to Amescua– still contains multiple versions of historical memory, and 

the frame story –the conversations between author and editor regarding that document– 

centers around which history is to be remembered and how, ideally, that record will be 

perceived in the future. Story and frame story demonstrate that such a conflictive 

dialogue is inevitable. As noted earlier in the chapter, Amescua’s complaint to his 

commissioned author is the following: “Yo te propuse un mensaje: que Franco explique a 

las generaciones del futuro quién fue y por qué fue lo que fue y eso está explicado muy 

bien, pero constantemente ese mensaje aparece obstaculizado por tus ruidos” (683). 

Pombo cannot accept that his story and extensive research constitute nothing more than 

noises and he ‘tells’ Franco in the final words of the epilogue that, “cada vez que un 

ciudadano del futuro lea esa historia objetivada o presencie esos videos reductores, será 

como si usted emergiera del horizonte puesto a cubrir con una capa más de tierra a todas 

sus víctimas de pensamiento, palabra, obra y omisión” (697). The imminent threat, which 

resonates beyond the confines of Autobiografía the novel, is undermined within the text 

itself.  

Historical memor combines official and individual memories to establish a more 

comprehensive history. Nevertheless, it always reveals a political motive intended to 

have one history or memory supersede another. Resina summarizes this constant 

evolution and debate concisely, by stating that memory is “intrinsically problematic” 

(83). As I have stated, the debate that concerns Vázquez Montalbán is whether the history 

repressed during the transition will be remembered or remain repressed. This is an issue 

addressed by Resina in his article “Short of Memory” where he notes that, “Current 

debates on historical amnesia are not so much about the loss of the past as about the 

politics of memory. The dispute is really over which fragments of the past are being 

refloated and which are allowed to sink” (86). Both Vázquez Montalbán and Colmeiro 
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argue that the disturbing histories of the suffering during the war and dictatorship must be 

admitted and recalled in order to truly understand and accept the past.  

The politics of memory are of immediate concern to Spain, which passed the 

controversial Law of Historical Memory in 2007. In essence, this law mandates the 

recognition of the history ignored by the so-called pact of oblivion and emphasizes that as 

both sides of the conflict suffered losses, war memorials of any sort must equally recall 

the nationalists and republicans. The problematic 15th Article, “Símbolos y monumentos 

públicos,” requires the destruction of monuments to Franco that do not recognize the 

republican side as well ("Ley 52/2007")8. This policy change hints at a new regime of 

historical amnesia because it is still denying a major aspect of the past, regardless of 

whether it is intended to promote a balanced historical memory. Obliterating evidence of 

history, even if it is one-sided, facilitates the imposition of a hegemonic version of 

historical significance, a remembrance that represents the interests of one group as 

opposed to both sides.  

The Law confirms another observation made by Burke regarding history as the 

winners and the losers remember it: “It is often said that history is written by the victors. 

It might also be said that history is forgotten by the victors. They can afford to forget, 

while the losers are unable to accept what happened and are condemned to brood over it, 

relive it, and reflect how different it might have been” (Burke 106). Although the pact of 

oblivion was imposed during the Transition, blurring ideological lines of victor and 

vanquished from the Civil War, the history that Franco intended to establish for the 

benefit of his posterity demonstrates this readiness to forget. In the interests of a peaceful 

transition, both sides of Civil War and post-war Spain effectively rejected their history 
                                                
8 In the document, the Law is entitled, “LEY 52/2007, de 26 de diciembre, por la que se reconocen y 
amplían derechos y se establecen medidas en favor de quienes padecieron persecución o violencia durante 
la guerra civil y la dictadura.”  
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for the purpose of Burke’s aforementioned “social cohesion.” Presently, the losers –their 

ideals currently represented by el Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE) and the 

2004-2012 president, José Luís Rodríguez Zapatero (whose father was executed by 

Franco’s forces)– are fighting for their experiences to be remembered in order to finally 

have a history that revives repressed history, while the Civil War winners        –whose 

ambitions and reactions are embodied by el Partido Popular, and former president, José 

María Aznar (who believes that the government should not dig up the dead)– are 

claiming that reopening wounds that have healed cannot serve to overcome conflicts 

("España").  

 This is the current political and social atmosphere to which Autobiografía 

presently contributes, though its publication in 1992 served a different one, pivoting 

around the centennial of Franco’s birth and the issues with historical memory that the 

anniversary inevitably evoked. As noted by Colmeiro, the novel’s provocative title and 

timely publication serve to underscore its anti-commemorative intent (Memória 250). He 

quotes Eduardo Haro Tecglén’s label for Vázquez Montalbán’s novel as “un monumento 

antifranquista” (Memória 251). Even with this grand intention, the outcome within the 

text itself is disheartening, because the anti-Franco aspects of the novel created by the 

textual author are to be eliminated before the autobiography can be published.  

PART TWO: DIALOGUING AUTOBIOGRAPHIES 

According to Ofelia Ferrán, Vázquez Montalbán invented the realistic, fictional 

memoirs “to deconstruct a unitary, monolithic, repressive view of history,” or, to argue 

against the way in which history surrounding the Franco era had been established first by 

the dictatorship and later by the “official discourse of the transition” to democracy 

following the dictators natural death in 1975 ("Memory" 198). Within the realms of 
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reality and fiction established by the dual-narrative of the dialoguing autobiographies, 

there are ample examples to analyze how memories differ and how history is created and 

perceived. 

In the world of this dual novel, the reality that Franco is remembering is very 

different from the one that Pombo knows. The premise of Franco’s autobiography is that 

he is telling his life story to a trusted doctor during his dying year. The historical data that 

the textual author references to support his points demonstrates that he has done a 

substantial amount of research in order to recount Franco’s life details and to create an 

authentic narrative voice for the dictator. In spite of the incredible amount of 

documentation evidently used to produce the Franco text, Emilio Ramón García notes in 

his article “Las dos caras de la realidad” that we know that it is not an objective narration 

because of the introduction (126). Pombo’s interlaced autobiography continually negates 

the dictator’s assertions with proof from people’s testimonies, the media, or other 

sources. This contra-narration “is free of false objectivity and can attack Franco” (Ramón 

García 128). The “attack” is mainly a deconstruction of a biased official memory, though 

personal angst stemming from Pombo’s life experiences is also apparent. Regardless of 

the fact that the same narrator-author created both texts, I will analyze them as 

“authentic” voices representative of the “person” they portray, in order to better illustrate 

the contrast between these contrasting versions of historical memory.  

Franco – as portrayed in the faux-autobiography – is a disciplined man who 

passionately upholds his perceptions of Spain’s traditional religious, political and military 

values. From a very early age, love for his mother, the Catholic faith, and the armed 

forces guide his actions. The development of his self-image and the extremist vision of 

his country revealed throughout his autobiography merit a close reading. An analysis of 

his self-narration reveals the strategies that serve to legitimize and idealize this Franco-



 29 

persona and his selected memories. Pombo’s fictional account coincides with the 

biography produced by Pío Moa, a pro-Franco historian who published the highly 

controversial bestseller Franco: Un balance histórico in 2005. In a sense, then, Pombo, 

and Vázquez Montalbán behind him, produce a fictional autobiography of historical 

veracity from a pro-Franco perspective. The very legitimacy of the pro-Franco version –

the production, in other words, of a ‘good faith’ fictional autobiography– also implies 

good faith, legitimacy and veracity as characteristics of the alternative, subaltern 

historical version also supplied by Pombo. In accord with the novel itself, I will challenge 

Franco’s recollections and version of his life with a close reading of Pombo’s counter-

autobiography.  

While this narration clearly distorts the autobiographical pact, my analysis of 

Franco’s (invented) voice maintains the assumption that the version of a life being told is 

reliable according to its source (again, at this point in the analysis, I view the source as 

the dictator himself). The moral fiber that Franco consistently seeks to portray is one of 

respect, honor and discipline. Even in his earliest anecdotes, the speaker candidly 

recounts his strengths, questioning those that do not see him the same way. 

One example of Franco’s own unabashed self-idealization comes in the opening 

paragraph of his work, when he admits that he enjoyed being called “Paquito” by his 

mother yet it bothered him when he realized others used the nickname as a diminutive:      

No comprendía por qué a mi primo, Francisco Franco Salgado Araujo, todos le 
llamaban Pacón y a mí Paquito, aunque él fuera algún año mayor que yo y, desde 
luego, mucho más alto y corpulento. ¿Acaso la grandeza de los hombres se mide 
por su edad y su estatura? Somos como creemos ser y hay que rechazar la mirada 
interesadamente disminuidota de los demás. (Vázquez Montalbán 29-30)  

This candid self-affirmation is immediately linked to the pueblo, and to Spain in general. 

It is the first of many opportunities he takes to mention how he embodies the purist ideals 
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of the country and holds it close to his heart. Still in the opening to his autobiography, a 

moment of brief reflection over his life –and that of his country– he states that Spain has 

long been victim to “la mirada reductora de los otros” and has had to believe in itself. 

Franco reflects that, “Ha sido la tarea de los españoles, y modestamente, la mía inculcar 

que la estatura de los pueblos no la marcan sus límites, sino la sombra que proyectan 

sobre la historia” (30). This overtly pronounced modesty regarding his role in Spain’s 

history continues throughout the work, until his concluding words that in his last moment 

of life, he would want to unite God and Spain “y abrazaros a todos para gritar, por última 

vez, en los umbrales de mi muerte: ¡Arriba España! ¡Viva España!” (677). This is a man 

who believes he has given all he could for his country, that he has done only good, and 

that he should be considered not only justified in his actions but venerated for them. 

These words that Pombo quotes as Franco’s last are quoted in full in the first appendix to 

Moa’s text, as well as various web sites dedicated either to Franco or to the memory of 

the war. Again, Pombo is relying on verifiable documentation for his recreation of 

Franco’s voice. 

 Franco does not hesitate to affirm his sacrifice of personal ambition to selfless 

civic virtue. While recounting his ascent through the military ranks, he recalls accepting 

orders to serve as general of Baleares, a promotion that compromised this progress. 

Because others may have expected him to refuse the assignment, Franco takes the 

opportunity to laud his own loyalty and self-sacrificing obedience. Franco explains: 

Era una ascenso formal y un destierro virtual, tan clara esta relación que hasta los 
socialistas especularon con mi posible negativa a aceptar el nombramiento: 
“Franco dirá que no,” pronosticaba Largo Caballero en sus cenáculos, pero 
Franco dijo que sí, porque Franco seguía siendo un jefe disciplinado y no había 
alternativa clara a la obediencia al poder civil, aunque por un momento estuve 
tentado a dejar el ejército y pasarme abiertamente a la política, abiertamente, no 
conspirativamente. (213)  



 31 

The momentary switch to a third person narration also implies a sense of a persona worth 

discussing. In this comment, he reaffirms his own compliance with leadership, suggesting 

that others may have doubted his submission to orders. At the same time, he admits his 

personal investment in attaining political power. In so doing, Franco hints –not 

inconspicuously– at a selflessness that respects his military superiors to the point of 

denying his own hopes and expectations.  

This ‘selflessness’ is again evidenced in a passing anecdote that Franco appears to 

believe will demonstrate his affection for and concern regarding Spanish peasants. In 

1934, while he and his older cousin, Pacón, are traveling the Baleares Islands inspecting 

them to verify that they are prepared to fight against the enemy (the republicans, los 

rojos), they are caught in a rainstorm. The local fishermen provide them with dry clothes 

and a place to stay. Franco recalls the experience in the pueblo of Pollensa, Menorca 

emotionally: “Gentes sencillas. ¡Cuánto me emocionaban aquellos contactos con el 

pueblo sencillo y llano! ¡Cuántas veces he pensado que algunos de aquellos pescadores 

fueron luego sacrificados en la vorágine purificada de nuestra cruzada, mal llevadas sus 

conciencias por la propaganda roja antipatriótica!” (214). Here, the future dictator is 

affirmative of the peasant people for their generosity. At the same time, he suggests 

concern about their vulnerability to being captured by the republican or communist 

ideals. In this comment, he expressed both appreciation of and concern for ‘his’ people. It 

is a memory chosen in order to align his own ideals and project with a national one based 

implicitly on the popular rural class, el pueblo, as the foundation of Spanish identity.  

Toward the end of the war, Carmen asks Franco what he feels and he responds, 

“Valor. Un inmenso valor frío y la sensación que en mí ya habitarían para siempre dos 

personas: Franco y el caudillo, el hombre y el jefe del Estado y, desde luego, uno se 

impondría sobre el otro porque el bien común de todos los españoles debía estar por 
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encima de mi bien particular….El Estado soy yo” (365). It is a moment of self-awareness 

that comes only after a certain amount of struggle, including criticism of his choices 

throughout the war and time away from his own family, and this new valor will motivate 

and guide his ongoing control of the country.  

Within the dual-identity of “family man” and “military leader,” Franco upholds 

the importance of prudence, for both he as “El Estado” –after the end of the war– and his 

family merit this. Following his rise to power as dictator, he notes that Carmen developed 

filters to decide who had access to Franco as a friend and who did not. The circumstances 

had changed and Franco had changed, for which reason, interaction with him or his 

family needed modifications. The family established these distinctions while vacationing 

in El Pardo. Franco recalls that it was a good time “para que los inteligentes se dieran 

cuenta de cuál era su sitio y cuál el nuestro y los tontos, allá ellos. Jamás he tolerado 

familiaridades arbitrarias, y desde que represento el Estado he exigido que en mí se 

respete al Estado” (368). Aware of his position of power within the State, Franco as 

dictator will not permit any lack of prudence because it contradicts his longest established 

value: honor. 

Years later, Franco is a grandfather of seven. Regarding these children, he 

announces that they were all a joy, but he had less contact with the girls and the younger 

kids. Most of his attention was focused on the first male grandchild, his namesake. The 

grandfather openly admits having a vested interest in the grandson’s progress and that, as 

his namesake, he felt an innate natural pride regarding all that the boy did, “pero, ¿qué 

valor tiene la opinión de un abuelo?” (483). This last comment shows self-deprecation 

and modesty in family matters. This ‘family man’ also holds the role of dictator in 

society, so it is in Franco’s best interest to expound upon such values to counteract the 

image of pure power. At the same time, narcissism is again obvious, for his selective 
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nature of interest in grandchildren suggests his interest in finding a suitable male 

successor in his lineage.  

Within his love of nation, there is a clear appreciation for the countryside, which 

he details with regard to vacationing, hunting and fishing. Franco explains that he 

thoroughly enjoyed the outdoors, and that staying at the palace in El Pardo brought him 

great serenity because it was outside of Madrid and surrounded by forests. There are even 

numbers to detail his prowess as an outdoorsman: “he llegado a pescar yo 118 salmones 

en una jornada” and on a different trip, “186 reos, pez de difícil pesca, porque salta” 

(469). Beyond hunting, Franco exhibits his involvement in the national fascination with 

soccer following a significant win over England in 1950. “El fútbol del que siempre había 

sido aficionado pero distante, empezó a interesarme como fenómeno patriótico…Los 

buenos resultados de la selección española eran buenos resultados de España como 

entidad nacional y por lo tanto de su régimen” (475). In Franco’s worldview, national 

pastimes serve to represent patriotism, while being an outdoorsman confirms masculine 

virility as part the national ideal he embodies.  

One significant representation of Franco’s perceptions and hopes for Spain stems 

from a movie based on the novel he wrote in 1941 under the penname Jaime de Andrade. 

The goal of Raza was to express the tension between Spain and the anti-Spain “a través 

de una familia en la que se introduce el demonio de la descomposición ideológica” 

(Vázquez Montalbán 432). The fact that he took the time to produce a literary work in 

order to reach out to popular culture and share his views, albeit with a pseudonym, again 

confirms his desire to realize his perceived image of Spain. The text itself, Raza: 

Anecdotario para el guión de una película, glorifies nationalist ideals through “una 

familia hidalga” which demonstrates the typical “sacrificios sublimes, hechos heroicos, 
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rasgos de generosidad y actos de elevada nobleza” of those who upheld their patría (de 

Andrade 7).  

The father, Captain Churraca, dies in the Spanish-American War and the mother 

dies in 1935 following the shock of seeing a church vandalized. “Los años de República 

no constituían el clima más favorable para el restablecimiento de Isabel y, un tarde de 

otoño, Dios le concedió el Consuelo, tantas veces pedido, de no ver a su Patria destruída 

[sic]” (de Andrade 82). All three of their sons are executed by the republicans: José – 

who miraculously survives and returns to the war with a temporary new identity; Jaime, 

who is gunned down along with the other priests that were taken from the children’s 

hospital they were running; and Pedro, the eldest, when he finally recognizes the error of 

his ways and gives secret papers to a nationalist spy. Their sister, Isabel, turns her 

husband back into the night when he arrives after having gone AWOL because he misses 

his family. Though she falls to the floor weeping after he disappears, both recognize “su 

deber, unirse otra vez a los suyos” (154).  

While in the de Andrade text, this captain dies in the war, the film version 

provides a happy family reunion following a montage of relatively tame war images 

(Heredia and Sáenz). Script and film both conclude with “el desfile de la Victoria” 

heralding the triumph, honor and order of the new regime (195). Both Franco’s script and 

the film based on his idealistic screenplay affirm the views consistently presented by 

Franco as narrator in Vázquez Montalbán’s novel. 

I will now return to Franco’s life story as portrayed by the textual author. We 

have seen how the dictator uses the power of the autobiographical voice to legitimize his 

military decisions and political actions by persistently lauding his own value system. The 

professed, if controlled, love for his family as well as his evident respect for military 

codes, are the two most prominent strategies. Franco’s stress upon military compliance 
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was so complete that he felt wholly justified having his own cousin, Ricardo Puente 

Bahamonde, executed in 1939 for being a rojo.  

Although the episode was used as proof of his authoritarian cruelty, he presents 

the case to give evidence of his military strength. “Si hubo a sacrificar a otros jefes 

militares por su insensata fidelidad a la anti-España, no iba a ser yo quien diera el 

ejemplo, evidentemente malo, de salvar a un pariente” (259). The execution of family for 

political reasons has happened before, recounts Franco, as when Moscardó allowed the 

republicans to execute his son rather than agreeing to surrender the nationalist garrison in 

Toledo. This presence of mind is so powerful that Franco holds no regrets for his actions.  

There is likewise a notable lack of empathy with regard to the carpet-bombing of 

the small town of Guernica in the Basque region, in April, 1937. Franco refers to “la falsa 

destrucción de Guernica” as one of the campaigns to slander his name in history and calls 

Picasso a notorious anti-Franquista communist who painted the work Guernica in “plena 

propaganda roja sobre el confuso episodio del bombardeo de la ciudad vasca” (Vázquez 

Montalbán 100, 567, 68). In his historical study, Moa also addresses this attack, which he 

considers one of the greatest legends of the century: “Según hoy sabemos produjo un 

máximo de 126 muertos, y no los 1.600 y hasta 3.000 que se han venido dando, y fue 

realizado sin órdenes de Franco por la Legión Cóndor y aviones italianos” (71). This 

undocumented number of casualties is not an accepted fact, as the number is still very 

much subject to debate, and though the attack was carried out by Germans and Italians, it 

cannot be concluded that the Nationalist forces commanding the Condor Legion, or 

General Franco himself, had not been involved.  
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PART THREE: MOTIVES 

As we have already noted, Franco’s commanding memories provide only one 

perspective, that of the winners. Marcial Pombo narrates the experience of the subaltern, 

the losers, who resent the dictator’s actions as well as his entire existence. As Pombo 

reveals in the introduction, he grew up in the shadow of his father’s fear of Franco. 

Pombo remembers, “forcejeé contra Franco con tanta vergüenza como miedo y 

finalmente me di cuenta de que a Franco sólo le había vencido la biología y ni siquiera el 

olvido de su rastro era mi Victoria” (26). The political, personal, economical and physical 

suffering that defines Pombo’s life establishes him as the polar opposite of Franco. His 

autobiography implicitly contradicts that of Franco, and he also covertly undermines in 

his own narrative process the dominant discourse provided by the powerful autocrat. José 

Colmeiro explains that Pombo’s strategy “consiste en exponer las ‘contradicciones 

objetivas; de Franco y las múltiples fisuras de su discurso al revelar las disonancias entre 

lo dicho y lo hecho, las discrepancias entre lo escrito y lo reescrito” ("Voces" 260). The 

textual author uses other versions of history, as well as individual memory, to challenge 

the one he is creating as a version of official memory.  

Though ideologically opposed, these two individuals value many of the same 

things – Spain’s welfare, politics and family. Whereas Franco either attains or presumes 

success in these three elements of life, Pombo’s story is diametrically opposed, both in 

experience and narration, such that his autobiography gives evidence of how Franco’s 

actions are pernicious in each area. To challenge the official version of history, Pombo 

concerns himself with the same honorable ideals, but from the vantage point of the 

defeated. His perception of the development of politics, justice, and the economy 

contradicts the one detailed in Franco’s narrated history.  
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Pombo uses satirical commentary corroborated by information from other sources 

to substantiate his memory. In so doing, Pombo’s individual memory becomes 

representative of the collective memory, that of the vanquished. The sarcastic 

interjections and informed contradictions form a dialogue, albeit one-sided, in which the 

subaltern voice challenges the dominant one. Pombo’s narrative is much more a counter-

biography than an autobiography, for though his life story is woven into the interjections, 

the primary focus of his voice is to denounce the official version purported by the self-

affirming dictator.  

The autobiographical representation that Pombo constructs throughout his 

personal story is that of a man whose entire life was overshadowed by the Franco regime. 

As it stems from an instinct to respond to and oppose the dictator, the entire narrative of 

the autobiography is directed to one interlocutor – Franco himself. Daring to address him 

personally while writing the dictator’s autobiography allows for the creation of two 

contrasting stories – the apparently sincere, probable voice that Franco would have used 

and the honest, emphatic one of “the other.” Pombo uses this method because when 

Amescua commissioned the work, the deal was five million pesetas for a realistic 

representation of Franco.  

Moreover, he realizes that if he created a sarcastic work, Franco could be seen as 

his victim and be perceived as a martyr of his writing, which would be a victory over his 

own death. In Pombo’s eyes, “sólo le había vencido la biología (a Franco)” (26), hence he 

does not want to inadvertently provide him a victory over that as well. Interjecting his 

own thoughts and reactions, however, disempowers the dead, official personage because 

there is no possibility for rebuttal. The dialogue with Franco – one in which, even in its 

most sarcastic moments maintains a level of formal respect – empowers Pombo in that he 
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can attack his lifelong enemy and debunk myths long established by the hegemonic 

culture.  

The faux-conversation stems from interruptions of the main text that are later 

called “noises” by the editor. Colmeiro believes that “los ruidos son elementos de 

desorden que constituyen interferencias pertubadoras dentro del sistema discursivo” and 

argues that Vázquez Montalbán uses them as a metaphor for “los desestabilizadores 

disturbios movilizados por la resistencia y la contra-memoria” ("Voces" 260, 59). The 

interjections’ mere existence serves the purpose of undermining official memory by 

disrupting the discourse. Presently, it is the content of these “noises” that I will analyze. 

When telling his experiences, Pombo explains to Franco that he will not tell 

others stories than ones he had personally lived “como hijo del condenado a la muerte” 

(372). This implies that he is not simply attacking the reputation of a historical leader 

based on hearsay, but immediate experience. It may seem that Pombo is emphasizing the 

‘reality’ of his story in order to contrast his narrative with the implied unreliability of 

Franco’s, but that autobiography (viewed as a text written by “Franco”) is likewise based 

on someone’s perceptions of reality. Rather, I believe this comment serves to establish a 

counter-narrative based upon experiences, not hearsay; one that will be authenticated by 

various other credible sources. Pombo is not endorsing his tales as more authentic than 

Franco’s; he is defending the legitimacy of his memories before his intended interlocutor.  

Regarding his family life as a child, Pombo recalls how his republican father was 

consistently imprisoned or oppressed by the nationalists. For example, at the end of the 

war, his mother searched for an entire month before finding his father in a convent, after 

which she recruited a priest to “hacer un aval de buena conducta que tal vez salvaría a mi 

padre de la pena de muerte” (364). Though saved from a death sentence, he was later 
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compelled to work on Franco’s project, el Valle de los Caídos.9 In detailing Franco’s 

efforts to reduce the number of prisoners after the war, Moa points out that Franco 

allowed for prisoners to use one day of work on the project to count for five days of their 

prison sentence (93). Though Franco believed he was providing better opportunities for 

prisoners and real work for soldiers, Pombo views it as an abuse of political power. 

While Pombo never truly learns the extent of what his father went through, he is 

able to gather pieces of the history. Like many war veterans and prisoners of war, his 

father shuts down emotionally and is forever changed by the traumas he suffered. This, in 

turn, affects Pombo’s attitude toward Franco and politics. 

Pombo remembers that five years passed after his father’s pardoning before he 

received another hug from his father, and that physically he rejected that embrace, yet he 

felt: 

una profunda compasión por aquel semidesconocido que se había encogido, 
saludaba servilmente a sus guardianes y tardaría años en recuperar el valor para 
contarme cortos relatos sobre noches en vela en celdas hacinadas, a la espera del 
capricho liquidador de cualquier partida de falangistas borrachos o de la sorpresa 
mañanera de descubrir que habías duermevelado toda la noche, boca a boca, con 
un cadáver. Nunca me habló de los golpes que había necesitado recibir para 
inclinarse como un japonés…Mi padre me sacaba monosílabos con preguntas por 
su parte inacabadas y con mi madre trataba de recuperar una memoria insuficiente 
de los tiempos normales. (427)  

While father and son share political ideals, they are not close emotionally, and rarely 

embrace or reveal in detail individual experiences. Although Franco’s narrative does little 

to create the level of any emotional intimacy among the family, he often mentions how 

his wife supported his politics and presents his family as exemplary. While Franco and 

                                                
9 El Valle de los Caídos is a monument conceived by Franco after the Civil War to honor those who fought 
and died in the war. Built outside the city of Madrid, in San Lorenzo de El Escorial, it was finished in 1958. 
This controversial project took eighteen years to construct. An estimated ten percent of the workforce that 
built El Valle consisted of prisoners and convicts, including republican soldiers who (like Pombo’s father in 
this novel) had fought against Franco and the nationalists during the war.  
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his family were settling into the palace at El Pardo, Pombo’s mother was looking for her 

husband, and later, when Franco would take successful hunting or fishing trips, Pombo’s 

weakened father was doing near-slave labor so that his family could afford food to 

survive.  

Later, Marcial Pombo is imprisoned and tortured for the republican and 

communist ideals affirmed by his family. Both Pombo and his wife Lucy were arrested 

and tortured during the 1962 strikes, after which she was sentenced to six months in jail 

and Pombo to three years (579-83). The textual author provides the following details 

about this experience, “me dolía todo el cuerpo por las palizas recibidas…Aquellos 

puñetazos en el estómago por sorpresa, aquella prohibición de mear, de dormir y la 

amenaza de que iban a hostiar a Lucy en mi presencia” (583). Released after his first 

eight months in prison, Pombo remembers how it was even worse for him to see his 

parents’ spirits broken than to deal with his own tortures (542).  

This long-sustained war-mentality and violence, still in effect more than two 

decades after the war’s end, is again seen with the execution of Julián Grimau in 1963, an 

event which exemplifies Franco and Pombo’s vastly different interpretations of justice. A 

leader in the Partido Comunista de Espãna (PCE), Grimau was mysteriously arrested, 

unfairly tried, and sentenced to death. This is according to Pombo’s perception, whereas 

Franco believes that the capture and judicial process were long overdue. To uphold the 

dictator’s view, Moa’s historical essay notes that although Grimau was mourned 

internationally as a martyr, the accusations and testimonies against this leader responsible 

for “represión revolucionario o chequista…resultaban impresionantes” given that he used 

terror, torture and assassination, even among his own comrades (163).  

The execution itself was a fiasco as la Guardia refused to participate and then the 

enlisted soldiers’ shots all failed to kill him, so that the captain, García Valiño “hubo que 
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darle el tiro de gracia” (594). Grimau had been quite active in the clandestine efforts of 

the PCE during the war. For that reason, Franco feels satisfied because so many years 

“después de la guerra civil se hacía justicia” (594). As a fellow communist, Pombo’s 

reaction naturally is one of grief, for Grimau was a veteran with the same set of ideals as 

his father.  

It is noteworthy that Pombo was in jail for his communist actions at the time of 

Grimau’s death. Franco finishes his memories of the situation with the question if 27 

years to attain justice “son demasiados.” The textual author then reports that thinking of 

his comrades condemned to over twenty years in jail filled his nights with nightmares in 

his own jail cell, nights he spends counting and recounting the remaining months of his 

sentence. The lives of the two politically motivated men are drastically opposed, for 

which reason their perceptions of time, rectitude and honor differ. 

The elements of family, justice and faith carry throughout Pombo’s narrative as 

well as Franco’s, though his is a troubled story. His marriage with Lucy crumbles 

because of the difficulties of political involvement, and his experiences are not supported 

by a stalwart faith given that he sustains a certain level of anti-clericalism because he 

recognizes the hypocritical role of the Catholic Church during and after the Civil War. 

Following their first arrest, Pombo and his wife returned to active participation in strikes. 

Lucy was again briefly jailed in 1966 after they were both violently attacked by the 

police. Unlike Franco, Pombo lacks an ever-faithful wife that supports him through every 

political struggle, and in fact, she divorces him because his political passion is not 

sufficient in her estimation. He explains, “Lucy me dejó. Casi trece años le habían 

llevado a la conclusión de que yo era un hombre sin atributos, que nunca llegaría a nada y 

tampoco le ofrecía emociones épicas militando en un partido tan reformista” (620).  
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This is a devastating change for Pombo, who mentions that his son was nearly 

twelve and that he truly regretted not being there every morning to see his daughter wake 

up, but at the same time he admits the marriage had been falling apart. Pombo explains 

that, “La voz de Lucy era como una cordillera de indignación que me aplastaba. Era tan 

agresiva verbalmente que se me escapó una bofetada en abril de 1969 y desde entonces 

tengo una ficha por malos tratos en la comisaría de Princesa,” yet Pombo’s violent 

response “la catarata de insultos y descalificaciones que me caía desde lo más alto de la 

cordillera” stands as a physical confirmation that the forces eroding his own family 

values were overwhelming (620). 

Following the disintegration of his marriage, his life seems to crumble. “Tras unos 

años traté de rehacer mi vida sexual, porque la sentimental nunca llegué a rehacerla, 

incluso de convivir con una camarada del distrito de Maravillas, demasiado más joven 

que yo y que me admiraba por mi pasado combativo” (620). Following that failed affair, 

he returns home to live with his parents, “a este rincón de sombra mediocre del barrio de 

Salamanca” in time to witness his mother’s slow death in 1970 and his father’s move to a 

second-rate retirement home, that he could afford because of the money he had ‘earned’ 

from two years of forced labor building the Valley of the Fallen (621). Pombo rarely left 

the apartment because he was “obligado a una superproducción para atender mis 

obligaciones económicas para con Lucy y los chicos, soñando en el momento que fueran 

independientes o autosuficientes” 621). His childhood was clouded by political suffering, 

then as a young adult his life was consumed by fighting for his political ideals, which 

were both the reason for meeting and then losing his wife.  

As with the disintegration of the family unit, during Franco’s reign, Spain’s 

economic and national structures maintained aspects of the division, alienation and 

breakdown of the Civil War. Franco sees his role in history as that of a savior who 
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brought the country toward epic unity regardless of all costs. For those that lost the war 

and the next generation that maintained anti-Franco ideals, Spain was not a place of 

opportunity and unity but rather one of burden. This imbalance of perceptions is seen 

throughout the dual autobiography of Vázquez Montalbán’s Autobiografía.  

Franco claims that social class divisions do not matter; it is only important that 

people be good Spaniards, “Durante la cruzada yo había advertido que no tenía nada ni 

contra ricos ni contra pobres, siempre y cuando fueran españoles, buenos españoles. La 

identidad española está por encima de las cuentas corrientes o los niveles de vida” (377). 

Despite this announced unitarian view of his people, Franco later states that envy is “el 

primer defecto de los españoles” (665). For Pombo’s family, envy is not their defect. 

They are classified among the “bad” Spaniards that fail to uphold the dictator’s ideals. 

Pombo explains that, “La suerte de mi padre nos instalaba en la derrota, nos instalaba en 

la derrota durante toda nuestra vida, durante toda mi vida” (372). The unified Spain that 

Franco is determined to establish and uphold necessitates the oppression of those that fail 

to comply, hence dissenters like Pombo are harshly oppressed, including by the use of 

torture. In one example, Pombo recalls the division between him and his oppressors as 

such, “No quiero presumir de las palizas idiotas que me pegaron, por el simple placer de 

demostrar que me las podían pegar, armados además con el expediente en el que 

constaban los antecedentes de mi padre o las horas de insomnio a que me obligaron, 

molestias de barato sadismo” (528). 

Another example of differing views of the nation arises when the leader defends 

the country’s self-sufficient, isolationist economy. Franco believes that Spain is a 

privileged country capable of producing everything it needs to guarantee its own 

development, “No necesitábamos importar casi nada” (378). According to Pombo, those 

claims are entirely false: 
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A pesar de que usted prefería, según la tesis económica tantas veces esgrimida,… 
pronto empezó a darse cuenta de que necesitaba oro y gasolina para poner en 
marcha aquel país convertido todo él en una pura zona devastada, descerebrado de 
buena parte de sus profesionales más preparados y herida su población productiva 
por la guerra y sus consecuencias, la represión incluida. (379)  

The country’s economy cannot sustain itself, regardless of what the dictator declares.  

Yet another example of the drastic differences between the perceptions of the 

country’s unity centers on opportunities for employment. Franco is certain that “Desde la 

primera hora me apliqué a institucionalizar el movimiento nacional y muy 

preferentemente esa relación entre capital y trabajo” (380), yet Pombo believes that the 

work opportunities available to republicans versus nationalists demonstrate tremendous 

division. He notes, “otro dato de sumo interés ético y económico general. Usted creyó 

batallones de trabajadores de soldados republicanos que le hicieron trabajo esclavo de 

reconstrucción y les obligó a hacer la mili otra vez” (373), which meant he robbed seven 

more years of the lives of soldiers, particularly tragic for those that had enlisted at 18 

years of age and did not leave until they were in their 30s. Though to Franco, it may seem 

he is providing work even for his enemies, it appears a level of slavery for the families of 

soldiers left with no other option. These so-called work opportunities prolong the 

suffering of the wives and children who are left without a husband or father at home and 

need to make do with precious little money.  

One contrast of economic welfare is apparent in the fact that young Pombo and 

his mother’s dependency upon food or money sent by his father while Franco has enough 

resources and time that he spends days fishing and hunting excessively. Pombo recalls 

that, “un día llegó un jamón de Galicia, un jamón gallego humilde y muy graso que nos 

pareció la novena maravilla del mundo” (374). They marveled over the treat, then ate 

their fill ravenously, after which his mother rationed out the rest and saved a piece for his 

father. A second-rate ham is a delicacy for the family, while Franco kills hundreds of 
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birds or fish in each hunting trip. Pombo observes that, “doce días laborables por mes 

dedicados a la caza, me parece un récord más homologable por la guía Guinness que el 

atún que al parecer usted pescó, 324 kilos en canal” (470). His is not the only voice to 

speak out against such excess, and Pombo quotes a song from the boys in the Frente de 

Juventudes, which made a joke out of Franco’s affinities, “Con los nietos en la mano/ 

inaugural los pantanos,/ en la pesca del salmón,/ es un gran campeón./ ¡Paco, Paco, 

Paco!” (470). Even when Franco admits that economic problems exist and that the 

resistance continues to plague his country, he states that any due concern should be 

controlled. This could stem from his personal experience of the desire to maintain a 

positive history of his dominion over Spain. 

With regard to the role of the church, Franco and Pombo are again divided. The 

dictator upholds the Catholic Church as central to Spanish identity, and links faith in the 

church to faith in his government and country. He remembers Luis Carrero Blanco, killed 

by ETA on December 20th, 1973, as one who “ante todo…era un católico y por eso 

mismo era un franquista” (415). Carrero had written that Catholics knew instinctively 

where to find absolute truth, implying that it was in the Church and in Franco’s Spain. 

This mentality was akin to what Franco himself believed, one to which he hoped the rest 

of the world would likewise adhere. Hence, regarding a Vatican affirmation in 1937 that 

a letter of support for the nationalists from the bishops was a top priority, Franco declares 

that “la pastoral era el más claro, decidido respaldo de la Iglesia a nuestra causa y decantó 

hacia ella muchas voluntades de los católicos de todo el mundo que por fin entendían el 

carácter justo de nuestra razón” (298). 

Yet to this comment, Pombo has a strong counter argument. Given that this 

seeming affirmation from the Vatican comes during the height of the Civil War, there is 
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an inescapable irony with regard to whose reasoning the church would uphold. Naturally 

there is a certain division within the church itself, which Pombo addresses as follows:  

Otros católicos en cambio, como Bernanos (testigo directo de la salvaje represión 
que ustedes desarrollaron en Mallorca), Maritain, Mounier, Mauriac, 
Duhamel…expresaron su horror ante la cruzada y sus avaladores, y Mauriac llegó 
a escribir ‘…para millones de españoles cristianismo y fascismo se confunden’ y 
añadía: ‘No se puede identificar la causa de Dios con la del general Franco,’ y 
Mounier publicaría en Esprit las razones por las que un católico debía militar al 
lado de la república española, pero usted tenía a su servicio otro Iglesia, la que 
representaban Gomá, Pla y Deniel, o aquel enfervorizado apologeta de su 
caudillaje falangista que fue Fermín de Yzurdiaga o Gabriel Arias Salgado, el ex 
seminarista que se convirtió en el capador intelectual del país desde 1939 a 1962, 
mereciendo el apodo el Arcángel San Gabriel por los muchos españoles que su 
censura había salvado de ir al infierno. (299)  

Franco had implied that Catholicism was the same as nationalist fascism and quotes 

Carrera as saying there is no confusion in knowing the truth, but Pombo counters that 

with Mauriac’s words, suggesting Christianity and fascism were too often confused by 

Spanish Catholics. Pombo also sarcastically refers to the role of censorship in Spain 

under the Franco regime as something that saves souls rather than repressing freedom of 

expression. The church that Franco upholds is not the one in which Pombo and the 

individuals mentioned in the previous quote would believe.  

 In this section, I have studied how Pombo’s autobiography contradicts Franco’s 

by considering his motivations and by viewing their opposed perceptions on various 

topics side by side. The dictator has held the privilege of living a bountiful life separate 

from the problems of his country, with a constant wife and a steadfast faith in his 

perception of his church and government. Meanwhile, Pombo could not escape troubles, 

be they economic, political or personal. These inevitable points of difference include the 

instability and erosion of family unity – centering around his father and then his own 

marriage; violent, dehumanizing oppression from above – Pombo’s and Lucy’s torture, as 
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well as the execution of Grimau; his perceptions of economic scarcity and social division 

– limited funds, food, and work opportunities for the defeated Republican soldiers; and 

his view of the Catholic Church as one that is not entirely unified or infallibly righteous. 

These are the main distinctions that motivated the creation of a counter-autobiography 

when a faux-autobiography was commissioned. Having established their personal, ethical 

and experiential differences, I will now analyze how the Pombo autobiography 

undermines Franco’s, namely, how it uses interruptions, sarcasm and historical sources as 

support for his delegitimizing project, in addition to providing his own contrasting life 

story.  

 

The first of these contradictions and differences is an interruption that comes as 

soon as the second page of the autobiography, when Franco is explaining the etymology 

of his family name, Bahamonde, and Pombo steps in to tell him, “Menos haches, general. 

Su apellido materno real siempre se escribió Baamonde, hasta que usted, ya en la etapa 

de su despegue epopéyico le añadió la hache intercalada para subirlo de estatura social” 

(30). Pombo is so well versed in the details of Franco’s life that he knows at what point 

the dictator opted to change the spelling of his maternal surname. Moreover, this subtle 

correction refutes Franco’s later claims that he is an unpretentious man who identifies 

with the pueblo, given that he doctored his own name for improved social prominence. 

One of the first noticeably sarcastic comments follows the dictator’s observation 

that he opted to ignore certain political comments that he believed were invented by his 

enemies during and after the war. Pombo sardonically confirms that choice, telling him, 

“Hizo bien en ignorarlos, porque eran ciertos a juzgar por el testimonio, entre otros, de su 

sobrina Pilar Jaraiz” (59). The antagonistic comments that Franco disregarded came from 

his own father, Nicolás Franco, with whom Franco had a poor relationship due to 
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Nicolás’ abandonment of the family for another woman when he was a young boy. 

Nicolás criticized the Franco regime and his son “Paquito” whenever he had the chance, 

and because Pombo’s ulterior motive in writing the dual autobiography is to call attention 

to the many voices that at some level spoke out against the dictator, the textual author is 

eager to quote Franco’s own father criticizing his son’s panic over an alleged conspiracy 

between the Jews and the Masons. Nicolás is quoted as saying, “¿Qué sabrá mi hijo de 

masonería? Es una asociación llena de hombres ilustres y honrados, desde luego muy 

superiores a él en conocimientos y apertura de espíritu. No hace más que lanzar sobre 

ellos toda clase de anatemas y culpas imaginarias, ¿será para ocultar las suyas propias?” 

(59). This critique is effective because his own father berates the leader’s intelligence and 

sense of honor. 

Another notable interjection plays on Franco’s dual role as a family man and 

dictator. When Franco describes his mother’s death, Pombo retorts: “brillante párrafo, mi 

general, el mejor hasta ahora, sin duda el más sentido, porque usted cuando habla de la 

muerte siempre se refiere a una muerte calculada como un riesgo de combate o de la vida, 

menos en este caso, precisamente en este caso” (218). The sarcasm of suddenly referring 

to him as “mi general” while pointing out that this is the only time he refers to a death 

with emotion, reveals Pombo’s personal, antagonistic reading of the official memory 

surrounding Franco himself. Moreover, when we remember that Pombo is the textual 

author of both the faux-autobiography and the counter-autobiography, lauding the 

statement itself is irony that is almost humorous. 

Soon after his mother’s death, Franco callously condemns his cousin Ricardo 

Puente Bahamonde to death, a political action whose justification I previously addressed. 

Pombo responds to this particular instance by saying, “No resulta tan difícil, general, 

reconstruir lo que pasó por su corazón cuando estuvo en condiciones de impedir el 
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fusilamiento de Puente Bahamonte y no lo hizo” (259). Pombo knows that Franco would 

have been predisposed to have his cousin executed since Bahamonde was a republican 

and that their ideals regarding the army and the government were directly opposed. 

Franco maintains throughout his autobiography that enforcing his politics demonstrates 

his stability and reliability, not inhumanity, yet Pombo sustains in his narration that 

Franco’s political choices and their rationalizations reveal his heartlessness and ruthless 

ambition. 

A very different manifestation of Franco’s ambition is the script for the movie 

Raza: Espíritu de una raza (1941) that Franco created as the representation of true 

Spanish family and political culture. InVázquez Montalbán’s novel, Pombo quotes from 

script to suggest that Franco’s (de Andrade was his nom de plume) presentation of 

‘reality’ as a parody of reality: 

 
Jaime: ¡Qué hermoso es ser español! Por eso nos dice el padre Esteban que 
España es la nación más amada de Dios.  
La madre: Así es, en los días difíciles, nunca le falta la ayuda divina. 
José: Y la de su indiscutible Patrón. Podrá el extranjero difamarnos, pero no 
puede robarnos esta gloria. (qtd. in Vázquez Montalbán 407) 

Given that the screenplay and subsequent movie were produced in the aftermath of the 

Civil War and during the throes of World War II, the family’s positive exclamations 

regarding Spain as a blessed and glorious country may seem asinine. For Franco, 

however, their comments reflect the views that the post-Civil War Spaniard should have 

been cultivating at that time.  

In the dual-autobiography, Pombo quotes Franco’s script following the leader’s 

recollections of meeting both Hitler and Mussolini. In the movie scene referenced at that 

moment, the family passes a synagogue and José mentions how upon coming in contact 

with Spain, Christians, Muslims and Jews have been purified, and that the Jews in Spain 
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had protested the death of Jesus. José’s little story relates to Franco’s decision not to 

accept Hitler as an ally and to his image as “un generoso valedor de la salvación de los 

judíos” because Spain is a welcoming place for Jews (Vázquez Montalbán 406).  

In his historical essay, Moa supports this perception by reminding us that as early 

as 1940, Franco recommended to 7,000 Sephardic Jews in France to claim Spanish 

nationality in accord with the law established by Primo de Rivera, that no Jew who 

sought refuge in Spain would be returned to the Nazis, and that some diplomats, 

including Sanz Briz, worked diligently to protect the persecuted Jews (119-20). The 

Franco apologist calculates that at least 40,000 Jews were saved by the work of the 

Franco regime, whereas other allied countries had refused to help (120). Yet Pombo 

would argue that Franco was not motivated by humanitarian concerns as much as 

economical ones. The textual-author quotes Franco’s brother-in-law, Ramón Serrano 

Suñer, as having advised the dictator to accept Jewish refugees because they would 

continue to control the world’s money as well as the perceptions of North America 

(Vázquez Montalbán 406).  

Pombo quotes the conclusion to Raza when commenting to the caudillo how it 

should be expected that “le dedicaron tantos epítetos gloriosos porque usted mismo los 

impulsaba y en Raza, su obra literaria maestro, consigue desdoblarse en José, el héroe de 

la novela y la película y en el caudillo, el héroe del desfile de la victoria en el Madrid 

liberado” (370). In the final words of Franco’s work (recall that it was written under the 

nom de plume Jaime de Andrade), an admiral echoes the very thoughts that Captain 

Churraca had told his children earlier in the work, that “cuando en España surge un 

voluntario para el sacrificio, un héroe para la batalla o un visionario para la aventura, hay 

siempre en él un almogávar” (qtd. In Vázquez Montalbán 371). Again, Pombo contrasts 

the most affirmative words from Franco’s work with his own life, given that “ni mi 
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madre ni yo estábamos entre la multitud que le aclamaba. Mi madre pasó días de angustia 

hasta que localizó a mi padre en el campo del Rayo Vallecano, entre miles y miles de 

prisioneros hacinados” (Vázquez Montalbán 371). In Pombo’s estimation, his father and 

the other prisoners were the heroes, willing to fight, even die, for what Spain was truly 

meant to be. 

The textual author’s frequent interjections are often supported by a variety of 

primary and secondary sources that serve to contradict the version of history established 

by Franco’s autobiography. To produce both the faux-autobiography and its 

deconstruction, Pombo utilizes interviews, news media, personal letters, works by other 

historians or biographers, and his own experience. His intention is to undermine Franco’s 

memory, defined by the dictator himself (in the text) as perfect. The premise of Franco’s 

autobiography is that he is narrating his entire life from memory. He mentions that he has 

control over his memory, and that he has everything recorded there, including the names 

of allies and enemies: “En mi memoria tengo todas las lealtades, todas las traiciones y 

sólo unas cuantas tonterías” (603, 606). Nevertheless, there exists an inevitable tendency 

to ‘remember’ things in such a way as to best uphold one’s image. Pombo’s intention is 

to debunk Franco’s ‘perfect memory’ by hinting at a conscious forgetting and ‘proving’ 

that the dominant version of history is repressing reality as known by the collective 

evident in the many subaltern sources (the voices of the defeated) he references. Pombo 

is a mediating voice that has written a version of history in opposition to Franco’s. 

Nearly every comment is contextualized with multiple references, and extensive 

quotes from various sources. When Franco is remembering the beginning of his courtship 

with Sofía, he states that it was difficult to get a dance with her at the dances at General 

Aizpuru’s home, so he opted for sending her letters and postcards that revealed his 

increasing interest. Pombo interjects with the question, “¿Cómo era Franco, como 
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hombre, doña Sofía?” followed by a two-and-a-half page citation in which Sofía 

remembers that at first she found Franco boring, that the only man that Franco ran away 

from was her father, that she did not marry him because it was not her destiny, and that 

she regrets destroying the letters he had sent her prior to his subsequent marriage to 

another. Sofia feels that it is a “lástima que las rompiera, pero me pareció una acción 

justa romper cartas de amor de un hombre casado” (118). It would seem that these words 

were a fabrication of the textual author, but then Pombo informs his interlocutor, “Sofía 

Subirán, excelencia, realizó estas declaraciones a Vicente Gracia en 1978” (118). This 

personal testimony provides a glimpse of the dictator as an average, awkward young 

man.  

A less documented example of these aptly prepared counterarguments follows 

Franco’s recounting of an anecdote he had heard regarding an interchange between a 

high-society madrileña and don Gregorio Marañón in Paris. The woman asks a bishop if 

Azaña had confessed prior to his death and expresses disgust to learn he had, and that 

“entonces podemos encontrarnos a este monstruo en el otro mundo” (271). This disgust 

echoes Franco’s own distaste for Azaña. Pombo interjects with, “General, la anécdota es 

mucho más compleja y menos favorable a sus deseos de denigrar a Azaña” (271). In the 

complete story, the bishop responds to the woman that she need not worry, for there is no 

chance she will encounter Azaña in the afterlife, which succeeds in reassuring her, but 

Marañon sarcastically comments on the irony that the lady completely missed the 

sarcastic intention of his retort.  

More convincing than anecdotes, Pombo often quotes history books to expand 

upon Franco’s memories. Following a very different comment in which Franco esteems 

general Queipo for his change from support of the rojos to the belief that “el mejor rojo 

era el rojo muerto” (311), Pombo cites a well-known historical text by a celebrated 
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British historian who focused his work on Spain and the Civil War. “En El laberinto 

español, [Gerald] Brenan aporta razones de horror y nausea inspiradas por el ex- 

republicano general Queipo de Llano, para inclinarse sentimentalmente del lado 

republicano” (311). While Franco’s version of history affirms Quiepo as a hunter of 

republicans and an asset to his political goals, the republicans and their historians view 

him as inhumane. Brenan mentions that “Los republicanos no tenían ningún Queipo de 

Llano,” meaning that side of the war had no figure as cruel and as active in organizing 

executions (311). Pombo also mentions that the general was a radio star for the nationals 

during the war, and that his personality, “cruel, bufonesca y satírica, pero 

maravillosamente viva y auténtica, llegaba a través del micrófono” (312). Nevertheless, 

Pombo had no radio at home because his father despised those who listened to the radio 

of the enemy, as the radio media was under the control of the nationalists.  

However, access to oppositional programs was available by 1951, when Pombo 

listened to clandestine radio broadcasts. Franco’s regime provided incomplete versions of 

what was happening with the social unrest and uprisings in Barcelona. According to 

Pombo, these accounts were “reducido[s] a informaciones falsificadoras que lo[s] 

convirtieron en alargas desconectadas de una voluntad de impugnar al régimen” (492). 

Instead of covering the July 18th strikes as motivated by political differences, the official 

news merely focused on the recent train fare increase as the origin of the uprisings. For 

that reason, republicans listened to “Radio España Independiente…o los programas en 

español de la BBC, Radio París o Radio Moscú los que nos dieron el cuadro más 

aproximado de aquellas semanas de incertidumbre” (492).  

 Yet another method of challenging Franco’s ideals is to respond with rhetorical 

questions. As the conclusion of his evaluation of the country’s improving economy, 

Franco declares that Spain had won the fight to be “a la cabeza de los pueblos más 
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desarrollados del mundo” (599). Pombo retorts, “¿Está convencido de eso, mi general? 

También podría decirse que Liberia es la poseedora de la marina mercante más 

importante del mundo. Pero ¿quiénes son realmente los dueños de la marina liberiana o 

de la panameña?” (599). His response is merely disputative, showing the irony of 

Franco’s estimation of the economical situation at a local or global level.  

Ultimately, the counter-autobiography is an attempt to settle a vendetta, and while 

it is consistently supported by personal testimony, anecdotes, historical texts and studies, 

media, and rhetorical questions, personal experiences also find voice in the dual-

autobiography. In summary, in this section of the chapter, I have focused solely on 

Franco’s and Pombo’s narrative contributions. I have analyzed their respective 

presentations of ‘history,’ memories and self, as well as how the collective voice interacts 

with the dominant one. At this point, I will expand my reading from the characterization 

and presentation of information to the context of the novel itself, in terms of the frame 

story and the historical framework in which it was published.  

 

CONCLUSION: RETHINKING THE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL PACT  

In the epilogue of Vázquez Montalbán’s Autobiografía del General Franco, 

during which the textual author debates with the textual editor, Pombo continues his 

sarcastic and ironic dialogue with the deceased dictator. He quotes two leitmotifs that had 

defined Franco’s voice throughout the work: “no hay mal que por bien no venga” and 

“sin prisa, sin pausa.” Pombo explains to Franco: 

Usted fue declarado material humano para la sanción de la historia y hoy tienen la 
sartén por el mango una raza de historiadores objetivos que reparten culpas 
repartibles y olvidan la culpa inicial de que usted empezó el tiroteo en medio de 
tanto alboroto y que conservó el tiroteo hasta el final de sus días, totalitario o 
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autoritario, a usted le daba lo mismo, no hay mal que por bien no venga y hoy 
yunque, pero mañana sin prisas pero sin pausas…martillo. Sin prisas pero sin 
pausas le estamos olvidando, general, y olvidar el franquismo significa olvidar el 
anti-franquismo… (696) 

The preceding quote strings together a series of phrases that play with the ideas of power 

and control. Their implications as Franco would have used them differ from what they 

mean for Pombo. Franco’s narrative voice constantly reminded us that “every cloud has a 

silver lining/everything happens for a reason” and encouraged perseverance and patience. 

He was the one who had “la sartén por el mango,” the one whose patience –“sin prisa”– 

would have been rewarded with a product (for example, The Valley of the Fallen). Such 

would be the implication of the images of the anvil and the hammer for a dictator in 

power.  

Yet for Pombo and those who suffered under Franco, the idea of patience and its 

consequential rewards are quite different. Their endurance may have meant outliving the 

dictator and witnessing the transition to democracy, but it did not mean receiving 

recognition by society or control over memory. It is the historians who now have el 

sartén por el mango. For the vanquished, the leitmotif no hay mal que por bien no venga 

conveys a disheartening message. What was the reason for surviving Franco’s oppression 

if he was then to disappear into oblivion? In this rebuttal to the dictator’s life, Pombo 

uses the same ideas to remind him that even his place in history is ephemeral. While the 

only power over Franco now is to forget him, to erase him from memory would 

nevertheless negate the memory of the resistance. Instead, Pombo creates a text that 

remembers him – as well as his opponents, and in doing so becomes the one controlling 

historical memory.  

The inevitability of historical forgetting concerns Pombo because historical 

amnesia favors the status quo, the State that represses dissident historical elements. It is 
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the undesired story that opposes the official one established by the hegemony that 

disappears altogether in the process of diminishing even official memory (Colmeiro 

"Voces" 264). To Pombo, Franco and his social order were anathema to democracy and 

liberty; cherished values one must continue to fight for, even while telling the ‘official’ 

story, but Pombo’s editor negates him. According to Amescua, history is comprised 

exclusively of the facts of what happened: 

En definitiva, Franco es el que hizo la historia y vosotros la sufristeis. Mala 
suerte. Eso es todo. Dentro de cien años, vuestras sensaciones de odio, 
impotencia, fracaso, miedo, no estarán en parte alguna y Franco al menos será 
siempre, para siempre una voz de diccionario enciclopedia…y en esas pocas 
líneas no cabrá vuestro sufrimiento, vuestra rabia, vuestro sentimiento. (684)  

The same observation that Pombo makes regarding Franco-inspired official history, 

Amescua makes to Pombo: your history will be forgotten. Ironically, the pact of 

forgetting during the Transition served to discount both versions of history, official 

memory as much as anti-official discourse. Nearly two decades later, Amescua gave 

Pombo the task of re-establishing an official memory of Franco, which meant creating a 

discourse as if he were the hegemony and eliminating unwanted details – those of his 

own life (Colmeiro "Voces" 264). Amescua’s pragmatic view of history clashes with 

Pombo’s empathetic one. The losers’ version of history does not matter to Amescua 

because losers themselves are historically insignificant.  

As we have seen, Pombo’s ironic assignment had authorized him to write the 

story of the winner. A hostile opponent to that victor, he interlaced his own story as a 

representative of the vanquished side into that document, thereby temporarily creating a 

more balanced history. In writing this work, Pombo combined a credible (or plausible) 

personal narration of a dictator with a methodical deconstruction of its ideological goals. 

Following the confrontation with his editor after finishing his project, Pombo fears that 
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Amescua’s sanitized view of history will prevail, not only in the published faux-

autobiography, but in society as well. This attitude is reflexive of Vázquez Montalbán’s 

concerns regarding Franco history versus anti-Franco history. 

In Autobiografía, the textual author tried to create a historically based work that 

openly seeks to counteract the objectives of official history by giving voice to individual 

and collective memory. This is not what Amescua anticipated when he offered the job to 

Pombo. The deal had been for an autobiography in Franco’s voice, as adapted by Pombo, 

an author already recognized for his capacity to rewrite the previously written, or retell 

the previously told, in an abbreviated and simplified manner (Colmeiro "Voces" 256); 

two qualities that would serve to legitimate his work. In the prologue, Pombo admits that 

“Pese a no ser yo un autor literario conocido, sí tenía un cierto crédito como divulgador, 

especialmente en trabajos de reducción de libros de historia para jóvenes y niños” 

(Vázquez Montalbán 20). Both his experience rewriting history and the fact that he was a 

close friend of Amescua’s father led the editor to Pombo to make the book proposal. 

As mentioned previously, Pombo was not inclined to accept a task that, on the 

face of it, consists in salting the wounds of the vanquished. Nevertheless, while thinking 

it over, it occurred to him that that he had been privileged to resurrect Franco in order to 

kill him, and he thought, “¿No estoy en condiciones de cumplir el sueño de media España 

vencida?” (28). However, Pombo immediately cautions himself regarding his vindictive 

inclination. He realizes, “no puedes dar pie a que se diga que Franco era tu víctima, no 

puedes convertirlo en mártir de tu escritura. Sería su victoria después de muerto” (28). 

Instead, he produces a plausible representation of Franco’s voice, one that Amescua 

affirms: “Marcial [Pombo], buen trabajo...verosímil que pensara así, que escribiera así” 

(Vázquez Montalbán 682).  
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However, the editor disapproves of Pombo’s autobiographical and satirircal 

interjections (which he refers to as “ruidos”) and complains that, “Mi padre y tú habéis 

sido demasiado…históricos, pero dando al adjetivo un sentido moral. La historia sólo 

puede tener un sentido fáctico, lo que está hecho, hecho está y sólo interesa resaltar lo 

curioso de su casualidad, no la moral de su casualidad” (684). For Amescua, a historical 

text needs to contain only facts, and the facts to be recorded are those that pertain to the 

winners. It is an amoral approach that is consequently cynical, as it implies that might 

makes right. The editor accepts as a matter of fact that the vanquished have no voice in 

the recording of history, and finds it futile to try to consider events from a moral 

standpoint. He asks the rhetorical question, “¿Qué importa una crueldad tan momificada 

como sus víctimas?” (Vázquez Montalbán 684). Instead, adhesion to hegemonic values is 

what matters. His is not a quest for ‘Truth’ or accuracy in historical representation, or one 

that is concerned with the losers’ plight; it is focused precisely on the version of events as 

told by the winners. 

Silencing one of the versions presented in the text falsifies both. Given that 

history has both winners and losers, repressing the experiences of the vanquished 

establishes a false record. For Pombo, his story is not an ancient, mummified, irrelevant 

and forgotten history, but a current and tragic reality. Yet when he defends his 

contestatory voice in the novel, the editor responds that he can write a different book to 

give voice to his concerns, one on torture, for example. Amescua is solely interested in 

publishing a text representative of the victor, and his pragmatic attitude toward history 

dehumanizes the experiences of the contracted author by affirming the legitimacy of 

dominant discourse as accepted –and uncontested– dogma. The ‘contest’ itself is over 

and history remembers the winners. Pombo’s valiant effort of memorializing his enemy is 
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rejected in that half of the story; his “ruidos,” will be deleted and officially forgotten. The 

novel will go to press after deleting the interlaced autobiography.  

Pombo now knows that his side of the story will never be told and that “el control 

de los hechos históricos, en el nombre de la objetividad histórica, elimina la memoria 

subjetiva” (Vázquez Montalbán 264). Emilio Ramón García observes that the fact that 

Pombo’s novel is “mutilated” for commercial purposes reaffirms “cómo los intereses del 

poder, sea éste cual fuere, son los que escriben la historia” (Ramón García 130). His 

comment implies that the debate between differing versions of history is one that the 

stronger side inevitably wins. By implication, Ramón García questions the idea of 

‘objective history’ referred to by Amescua and Pombo in the prologue. History reflects 

the interests of those in power, hence an objective record of “facts” is impossible because 

the selection of which facts are recorded implies control and censorship beyond that of 

typical memory selection.  

This returns me to the question of the debate between history and memory, as 

well as official versus individual memory. Peter Burke’s ideas on the role of history 

pertain to Amescua and Pombo’s discussion because it reflects their opposing ideas:  

Herodotus thought of historians as the guardians of memory, the memory of 
glorious deeds. I prefer to see historians as the guardians of awkward facts, the 
skeletons in the cupboard of the social memory. There used to be an official 
called the “Remembrancer.” The title was actually a euphemism for debt-
collector, the official’s job was to remind people of what they would have liked to 
forget. One of the most important functions of the historian is to be a 
remembrancer. (110)  

In the construction of his Franco project, Amescua clearly still holds to Herodotus’ ideas 

for the role of historians, yet Pompo is the new “remembrancer” trying to expose the 

dictator’s faults and failures.  
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Autobiografía del general Franco argues for a multi-voiced, multi-sourced and 

contradictory official memory, one that preserves the dialogue between victors and 

vanquished, and that allows for individual memories to question and challenge 

established perceptions. It is a book that thematizes the recuperation of the “historical 

memory that many were trying to make ‘unthinkable’ so that the transition’s identity as 

radical departure from the past could ‘become thinkable’” (Ferrán "Memory" 198). Post-

Pact of Oblivion and pre-Law of Memory, Vázquez Montalbán produces a work that, 

according to Colmeiro, questions the ontological status of fiction and autobiographical 

writing, and, in doing so, also explores the relationships between history and literature 

and between empirical reality and textual reality (Memória 253).  

By combining various versions of reality in the realm of fiction and by 

questioning memory and history, Vázquez Montalbán’s work comes closer to creating an 

accurate image of the past, contesting the official memory of the Franco dictatorship and 

political Transition, and anticipating a reformulated official discourse actively being 

fashioned in the first decade of the twenty-first century. Simply by existing in dialogue, 

Franco and Pombo’s contradicting life stories approach a more complete glimpse into an 

idealized truth; something impossible to ever fully realize. Though the two faux-

autobiographies demonstrate the narrators’ ideological polarization, the novel itself 

stands as a testimony to reveal the problem and alter a one-sided history. Unfortunately, 

the force of its story line implies that hegemonic, official history succeeds in suppressing 

alternative versions.  

To conclude, I wish to return to two points I mentioned at the beginning – the fact 

that Autobiografía del general Franco creates an improbable dialogue between differing 

versions of history and that it does so by disregarding the autobiographical pact. Whereas 

the pact posits one voice that is meant to be reflective of the named individual’s “true” 
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experience, this novel contains two narrative voices, both created by an external author 

(Manuel Vázquez Montalbán). Lejeune’s pact is ignored on two levels: the novel’s front 

cover, with the title/author mismatch, and the frame story’s premise of a fictional author, 

Pombo, producing his own title/author mismatch. The alternative versions of events and 

the differences in subject-construction by “Franco” and “Pombo” testify not only to the 

respective ideals of victor and vanquished, but also to the latter’s opposition to the first. 

A counter-memory grounded on multiple forms of historical record, both official and 

unofficial, emphasizes the selective, constructed, and hence fictional, nature of official 

memory. Despite the convincing argument against official memory as a comprehensive 

and sufficient record of the past, the novel concludes by silencing the contradictory voice. 

The fact that dominant historical memory silences this opposition reaffirms the social 

power structure that creates and is validated by dominant discourse. Nevertheless, the 

novel itself affirms dialogue, promotes awareness of the losers’ experience and memory, 

and respects the multiple views of history that inevitably persist in official, individual and 

collective memory. It is the frame novel that negates the pessimism of the storyline itself. 

There, communication is evident, as is the possibility of Bakhtin’s polylogical historical 

vision – a philosophy that promotes a multi-perspective, dialogical vision of past and 

present. Literature, as this novel demonstrates, is well equipped to promote such a vision. 

Vázquez Montalbán’s work is simultaneously pessimistic and optimistic, for 

while an ideal dialogue regarding historical memory and perception may never truly 

occur, it is possible through the medium of fiction. Over 15 years after its publication, 

Autobiografía del general Franco continues to highlight the conflict between official and 

individual memory. Yet now it may be read as an example of the ideal sought by the Law 

of Memory. In a time when the country is trying to remember into existence an 
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alternative, or perhaps more nuanced historical memory, Manuel Vázquez Montalbán 

shows the feasibility –as well as the impossibility– of such a task. 
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CHAPTER TWO: La voz dormida: Nostalgic Postmemory 

The task of formulating a nuanced historical memory of twentieth-century Spain 

belongs, in part, to Dulce Chacón, whose novel La voz dormida (2002) disrupts 

established perceptions of Civil War history by providing another version of the 

vanquished perspective. Chacón explains her motivation for the novel in a New York 

Times article published the same year: “History was written by the winners. The losers 

have never had the chance to tell their story. But we've been silent for too long.”  Caught 

up in the “wave of emotion to remember,” Chacón is among those who recognized that 

the generation that remembers that past is “getting old and if we don't get their testimony 

now, we never will” (Daly and Sciolino). It is a work born of testimonies she gathered 

from women involved in the resistance following the war, a political text as much for its 

content (women and war) as for its context (testimony in literature).  

The experiences of a subaltern group are often repressed or neglected. Unless 

those memories are sought and collected, their distinct version of history will disappear, 

forgotten. Given that collective memory often disrupts or contradicts official memory, it 

is in the best interest of the dominant power to keep it silenced. Forming a discourse for a 

long-silenced group, therefore, presents the challenge not only of opposing the dominant 

(official) memory but also of establishing that a contradictory voice in fact exists. This is 

precisely the project that Chacón undertook for her celebrated novel, La voz dormida. By 

testifying to the strength and involvement of women republicans during and following the 

war, this work illuminates an existent void in historical memory and provides insight into 

the experiences of the ‘doubly’ Other – vanquished women. 

La voz dormida mixes reality with fiction, creating fictional characters based on 

the people Chacón had interviewed, and referencing historic people, places and facts to 
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create her narrative plot (Ramos 245). Alicia Ramos credits Chacón with having 

“fictionalized reality” (245). La voz dormida consists of a collection of vignettes in many 

perspectives, either overlapping or distinct, told by a third person omniscient narrator that 

shifts between present, past and future tense to maintain the sense of an ongoing 

occurrence. The first part of the novel narrates experiences of the women imprisoned at 

Ventas, recalls their lives before their arrests, and tells events about revolutionaries 

during the war. The second section focuses on the abuse of the women in the prison, the 

escape of two rebels to France, and the awaited execution of one prisoner following 

childbirth. The last section spans most of the Franco dictatorship, revolving around a 

central love story and the release of prisoners over the years.  

Memories serve as the narrative link between all characters, which either recall 

their own past or another’s. The characters embrace and even become each other’s 

history to create one collective memory, both woven and revealed by the narrator. It 

proves impossible to view one character’s experience separately from the others because 

their lives are meshed. At the same time, each character is developed as an individual, 

with her own identity and experiences. This narrative style provides a text that strives for 

a better understanding of an ignored side of history, subaltern in that it was both 

vanquished and female. 

Just as the story is inspired by memories, the narration exemplifies a reflective 

nature, weaving the past into a logical thread. The significance of the novel, which 

Chacón insists “es ficción, no un documento” ("Dulce"), also merits study for the role of 

agency, given that the author collected memories and then spoke for those who could not 

speak for themselves. La voz, however, does not purport to be more than fiction grounded 

in reality – it is neither a documentary nor a work of testimonial fiction.  
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In this chapter, will also expand on the idea of memory, by looking at La voz 

through the lenses of nostalgic memory and of Marianne Hirsch’s concept of 

postmemory. She explains it as:  

a powerful form of memory precisely because its connection to its object or 
source is mediated not through recollection but through an imaginative investment 
and creation. Postmemory characterizes the experience of those who grow up 
dominated by narratives that preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are 
evacuated by the stories of the previous generation, shaped by traumatic events 
than can neither be fully understood nor re-created. ("Past" 662)  

In this definition, we see the role of inherited memory. It implies a choice made by those 

who witness trauma to pass the story to their children. I will analyze how this trend is at 

work in La voz.  

In this chapter, I intend to highlight how this novel is distinct in that it presents a 

historical and testimonial account as fiction, interweaving history, memory and narrative 

to create a novel rather than a “factual” report. Each of the three interwoven versions of 

official, personal, and fictional memory of the past is problematic as a source of 

“authentic” complete history. However, the desire to define and share “truth” may be 

evident in all three mediums. For that reason, they have much in common, which often 

blurs the distinctions between them. This issue of depiction leads into further 

development of the first major question of the chapter: In what ways does La voz 

conform with or differ from other testimony literature dealing with imprisoned women? 

The second half of the chapter analyzes how postmemory and nostalgia function 

in La voz, a substantially fictional text based on testimonial content. I will focus on 

narration and memory in the novel itself, considering three sub-questions: (1)What are 

the implications of authority and power in the mediating voice –Chacón’s narrator– and 

(2) does this voice serve to subsume or supersede the voices of the historical women that 

form the basis of her story? (3) How are the experiences of these characters woven 
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together, and what narrative techniques are used to (re)create a memory? The last section 

considers how nostalgic memory factors into the portrayal of the imprisoned women and 

proposes a new and broader use of postmemory based on the implications of this novel 

and its reception.  

 

PART ONE: THREE WOMEN PRISON NARRATIVES 

In this section, I will compare La voz dormida, a work of fiction based on 

testimonies, to a work of nonfictional testimony and a work of testimonial fiction. All 

three texts address issues of women imprisoned during and after the Spanish Civil War.  

In the first subsection, “Testimony,” I look at the harsh reality of prison conditions as 

recounted by Tomasa Cuevas in Cárcel de mujeres: 1939-1945 (1985). The testimonio, 

as defined by John Beverly and Marc Zimmerman, is a “nonfictional, popular-democratic 

form of epic narrative” (174). In this text, Cuevas was the interlocutor who recorded and 

transcribed the oral accounts of other women.  It is a “formal variation on the classic 

first-person-singular testimonio, [a] polyphonic testimonio made up of accounts by 

different participants in the same event” (175). Cuevas declares that the testimonies in the 

book “son palabras de [sus] compañeras, de una pequeña parte de sus vida – sus trágicas 

vidas – en manos del franquismo, en la clandestinidad, en comisarías y cárceles. No las 

[ha] alterado. Sus voces quedan en las cintas para cualquier comprobación” (Cuevas 8). 

Each testimony “evokes an absent polyphony of other voices, other possible lives and 

experiences” (Beverly and Zimmerman 175). In the very first sentence of the text, 

Cuevas states that the book is for everyone who had been imprisoned in Spain’s jails and 

converted convents.  Theirs are the “other voices” echoing in the recollections of the few 

women from whom Cuevas was able to gather memories.  
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The next subsection, “Testimonial Fiction,” will analyze Juan Doña’s work, 

Desde la noche y la niebla (mujeres en las cárceles franquistas): novela-testimonio 

(1978).  Although this text is not a testimonio according to the definition given above, the 

author –who, like Cuevas, was herself imprisoned– proclaims that  

Este testimono no plantea la gran problemática de la mujer, como ser 
inferiorizado a través de los siglos, sólo testimonia el sufrimiento de mujeres que 
fueron perseguidas, torturadas y ejecutadas por defender los derechos generales 
de nuestro pueblo oprimido, pero que no pusieron nunca en cuestión su propia 
opresión. (Doña 18) 

Like the testimonies found in Cuevas’ collection, the story in this fictionalized testimonio 

“is representative of a social class or group” (Beverly and Zimmerman 174). In this 

subsection, I will compare the novel to Cárcel de mujeres by looking at the depictions of 

suffering, violence, hygiene and health issues.   

The final subsection, “Novel Based on Testimony,” distinguishes Chacón’s La 

voz dormida from the first two works. This is a fictional work written by an author 

entirely removed from the history she is recreating. My reading of the novel will 

emphasize how Chacón’s treatment of prison conditions and abuse differs from Cuevas’s 

and Doña’s personal accounts. I have chosen to analyze three works with the theme of 

Spanish women prison testimonies to indicate the way in which memories of a central 

topic are recorded in different literary mediums. Throughout this chapter, I will 

demonstrate my perspective that the emotional impact increases from the testimony to the 

testimonial novel, and is greatest in Chacón’s novel. While all three texts have 

tremendous political and social significance, my analysis values the literary techniques 

employed by Doña, and even more so by Chacón, over the frank recounting of traumatic 

details. In no way does this disparage the testimonies gathered by Cuevas. Rather, in my 

readings I seek to illustrate the effects of each medium of expression, cognizant that the 
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first two texts studied were produced by victims/survivors of nationalist prisons and the 

third is the creation of an author seeking to commemorate the fortitude of such women 

based on those survivors with whom she met.  

Testimony 

Published in 1985, Cárcel de mujeres: 1939-1945 recounts individual, 

unmediated testimonies of the Spanish author, Tomasa Cuevas, as well as various women 

who had likewise been detained during and after the War. Cuevas recounts her 

experience and then provides a series of direct testimonies, adding an introductory or 

concluding comment that explains how she acquired their stories.  

This Spanish text is a strong example of the impact that direct testimony makes as 

a form of expression. Elements overlap in the various voices in the text, emphasizing 

illness, lack of food and water, and mistreatment of mothers and children. Their accounts 

are frank statements of fact rather than emotive depictions of suffering. One woman 

explains that detained prisoners were first brought to “la habitación de la sarna,” a room 

with six times the appropriate number of women packed into it, several of whom were 

already ill with highly contagious scabies (Cuevas 53-54). In prison rooms, everyone had 

to move together if one woman wanted to sit or stand, and they had to take turns sitting.  

Their diet consisted of caldo – hot water with something in it, such as arroz 

pasaso, or “arroz y agua blanco” (193). After a ration of two spoonfuls of food, they felt 

hungrier than they had before. They were denied clean drinking water – it was brought up 

from the river in gasoline tanks. One woman recalls that once, the guards concocted a 

torture plan to open a faucet in the patio during the night and use machine guns against 

anyone that went to get a drink. This planned massacre was thwarted because the men 

imprisoned at the same prison forewarned them.  
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Children were taken and imprisoned with their mothers, and others were born in 

prison. One woman died in childbirth because she had been locked away and abandoned 

while the prisoners were forced to say the rosary. Various testimonies note that women 

were brutally abused, regardless of being pregnant. Violence against the children is 

likewise recalled: “si acercaba algún niño porque iba el padre o la madre, le daban una 

patada en el trasero que le tiraban por el suelo. Ni con las criaturas tenían miramientos” 

(Cuevas 134). Prison conditions caused “una epidemia de encefalitis letárgica” in which 

children fell asleep never to wake up again (122). The explicit content of Cárcel reveals a 

harsh reality experienced by the speakers, one narrated without emotion. Teeming with 

details and examples similar to those referenced here, this piece of testimonial literature’s 

value and signifcance does not lie in literary techniques but in its important political 

function. 

Testimonial Fiction 

Desde la noche y la niebla (mujeres en las cárceles franquistas): novela-

testimonio (1978) details experiences of women imprisoned after the Spanish Civil War 

as cohesive literary narrative. Its author Juana Doña, who suffered 18 years in prison, 

declared that everything in her novel is real and “lo imaginario se reduce…a la 

‘composición’ de los materiales vividos” (Sastre 12). She has created a historical 

narrative by making small changes in the story, such as the names, in order to protect the 

women (and herself). Desde is a ‘minimally fictionalized historical narrative,’ a 

testimonial novel that vividly communicates the trauma of prison conditions. This 

medium recreates a reality based on immediate experiences without claiming to be truth.    
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The same themes noted in Cuevas’ Cárcel are addressed in Desde – hunger, thirst, 

illness, mistreatment. Yet the depth of detail regarding abuse and the consequential 

emotional impact are more far-reaching. Torture and mistreatment are well documented 

in Cárcel and Desde, though it is in Doña’s minimally fictionalized testimony that we 

witness disturbing scenes that focus on the torture of women. Mary Jean Treacy’s study 

of post-prison detainment testimonies shows a tendency to avoid speaking about physical 

torture or sexual abuse in more contemporary Latin American personal accounts. 

Historical and testimonial fictions facilitate recreating horrific circumstances without 

claiming them as one’s own. In Desde, sexual violence is referenced explicitly without 

description through comments such as “hay torturas y humilaciones que sólo pueden 

infligirse en el cuerpo de una mujer….” and “las violaciones eran el pan nuestro de cada 

día, el abuso de poder de los hombres sobre las mujeres… un acto de poder y 

humillación, el sadismo de sentir debajo de ellos” (Doña 16, 158). The fact that such 

references are not part of Cuevas’ direct testimony suggests that fictionalization works as 

a necessary filter that permits recollection of events from which a victim would try to 

disassociate herself. 

Torture is likewise more prevalent and documented in this work of fiction than in 

the recorded memories of survivors. In a substantial chapter entitled “La tortura,” the 

main character loses consciousness because of abuse. Despite being conditioned to the 

horror of interrogations and prison life during a dictatorship, Leonor barely survives the 

most prolonged, and horrific, session of debilitating and degrading attacks. The session 

begins with direct physical brutality and ends when she is stripped and given electric 

shocks: “Enchufaron de nuevo y esta vez fue tan fuerte la acometida que a pesar de estar 

sentada sus pies se levantaron del suelo. No veía nada y sólo sentía como un fuego en la 

garganta, sin dolor pero algo tan indefinible que parecía que iba a perder la vida” (Doña 
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120). Violence is referenced in Cárcel, though in nowhere near the same level of 

gruesome detail.  

Besides torture, the novel details a multitude of punishments and abuses, 

including the reduction of already inadequate food rations. The narrator recalls that 

following a ten-day hunger strike organized in protest of religious services, prisoners 

were so punished for three months, and, “Cuando salieron del castigo, todas estaban 

enfermas; algunas con vómitos de sangre, otras con llagas en las piernas y las más con 

afecciones de vientre” (Doña 228).  

Desde also describes guards abusing the children when their mothers lacked the 

power to protect them (Doña 179). The guards forced the young ones to eat “hasta la 

última cucharada del condumio que les ponían sin tener en cuenta su debilidad o el estado 

de su organismo; cuando vomitaban, porque sus estómagos no admitían aquello, se tenían 

que volver a comer lo vomitado” (214). A final example of disturbing realities more 

developed in the minimally fictionalized account centers around the grossly overcrowded 

prisons and inadequate plumbing. Another prison had only one toilet per one thousand 

women, causing the women to use their trash bins as toilets and bring the excrement to 

flush. These disturbing aspects of prison life are found in the testimonies, yet Desde la 

noche a la niebla expounds upon the horrors of their living conditions and the cruelty of 

the guards more openly than Cárcel de mujeres. Fictionalizing trauma allows authors 

such as Doña, who herself was imprisoned, to narrate personal experiences through a 

medium that enables her readers to witness and comprehend things that might otherwise 

not be spoken. 
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Novel Based on Testimony 

Chacón’s La voz dormida is an indirect, fictionalized account written by an author 

of the postmemory generation. This novel constitutes a ‘substantially fictional novel 

based on testimonial accounts.’ The poetic narrative may be viewed as nostalgic 

postmemory that remembers the integrity and valor of prison survivors rather than the 

horrid conditions in which they lived. 

Postmemory, as previously defined, pertains to the generation following traumatic 

events. These individuals “remember” because they grew up listening to stories or 

surrounded by the shadow of certain circumstances. It applies to the youth who came of 

age after the Spanish Civil War, Holocaust, and Dirty War, among many others. Dulce 

Chacón is a member of that group characterized by the desire to remember and 

understand events that are previous to their experience and beyond comprehension. As 

noted, La voz is not a testimony or a historical novel. However, as Chacón based the story 

on a series of interviews gathered over three years, it is a novel based on testimony. How 

does this third category differ from the previous two?  

The major difference exists in the depictions of abuse and suffering. Primary 

among the threats of imprisonment for women is that of rape, yet prison testimonies tend 

to focus on other aspects. “More attention is given to general discomforts of prison life: 

dirt and lice, sleep deprivation, excessive heat or cold, forced marches to public toilets, 

and lack of medical care” (Treacy 133). We have seen the similarities in descriptions of 

these aspects in Cárcel de mujeres and Desde la noche a la niebla. The narrator of 

Doña’s testimonial novel proved more comfortable depicting horrific torture than 

referring to sexual abuse. Cuevas, in her collection of testimonies, emphasized the 

following: torture and neglect; issues with plumbing and the lack of potable water; food 
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and illness; camaraderie; and the problem of being pregnant in prison. In Doña’s novela-

testimonio, the most common threads in the novel are hunger and thirst, illness and death, 

rape and torture, mistreatment of children, and executions. Both works focus on life 

inside the prison, whereas Chacón’s novel gives equal attention to life outside the prison. 

In Chacón’s novel, while mistreatment and punishment are evident, they are not 

the central theme. Cárcel, however, recalls violence against both male and female 

prisoners and Desde centers around abuse and torture of prisoners. In La voz, the mere 

possibility of sexual mistreatment is circumvented by having only female prison guards 

working at Ventas Prison. Even when Pepita is detained and brought to the Ministerio de 

Gobernación, a place beyond the confines of the prison, in which she was surrounded by 

men, the beautiful young woman faints away and is left untouched.  

Another significant point that distinguished the testimony and the minimally 

mediated testimony from the third category is the issue of capital punishment. The fact of 

multiple executions is a motif in both Desde and Cárcel, whereas the single death 

sentence of Hortensia is the thematic focus of the first two-thirds of La voz, with brief 

references made to “Las trece rosas.”10 As to malnutrition, lack of clean water and lack of 

sanitary conditions, they are constant themes in Desde and Cárcel that are simply not 

stressed in La voz.  

The presence and abuse of children in prison, mentioned in both other novels, is 

completely absent in La voz, a novel in which children come to visit their mothers at 

Ventas Prison, but do not stay with them. Yet according to a study by Jacobo García 

Blanco-Ciceron, children were present at Ventas at that time, in a separate quarter. His 

research into “Las trece rosas,” imprisoned at Ventas at the same time as the characters in 
                                                
10 “Las trece rosas” refers to a group of thirteen young women, half of them younger than 21 years of age, 
who were executed on August 5th, 1939 by the Franco regime. They were arrested and brought to Ventas 
Prison in the weeks following the end of the Civil War.  
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La voz, reveals a reality far more similar to the testimonies of Cuevas and Doña than the 

romanticized one portrayed by Chacón. Conditions at Ventas Prison are summarized as 

follows:  

Muchos niños convivían con sus madres en la cárcel, soportanto la falta de 
higiene y agua, los cuidados medicos reducidos a los casos extremos y la 
deficiente alimentacion: un plato de lentejas, calabaza o, a veces, una sopa de pan 
cada venticuatro o treinta y sies horas. Al fin, como los niños eran un factor de 
inestabilidad se les concedió una zona de la prisión para que estuvieran con sus 
madres, sin contacto con las restantes reclusas. (García Blanco-Ciceron 13)  

This comment substantiates the presence of young ones and the extent of hunger and 

sickness highlighted in the direct or slightly mediated testimonies, yet glossed over in 

Chacón’s version. In La voz the only contact with a child is when the guard hands 

Hortensia’s baby, Tensi, over to the mother’s sister, Pepita. The transfer of “una bolsa de 

labor, y…la niña que lleva en los brazos,” contrasts directly with the images of children 

abused and dying in the other two testimonial works. 

Another aspect of prisons softened by the narrator in this novel is the infirmary. In 

La voz, when Doctor Ortega first arrives to be the new prison doctor, he is horrified. 

Seeing the room gives him “un extraño sentimiento de horror, mezcla de impotencia, 

repugnancia y lástima. Todas las camas se encontraban ocupadas por dos presas” 

(Chacón 182). Doctor Ortega immediately notes the lack of clean sheets, the desperate 

need for blankets, and the fact that all women, regardless of whether their sickness was 

contagious or not, were kept together in the same part of the infirmary. He asks the guard, 

La Zapatones, about how the patients cope in these circumstances and she replies 

apathetically that “unas se mueren, otras no” (182). Though these details are distressing, 

similar examples from Cárcel and Desde considered earlier in this chapter demonstrate a 

more acute level of anguish. 
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The only suggestion of torture in La voz is the presence of blood-stained chick 

peas during Elvira’s visit with her grandfather. She shows him “los garbanzos manchados 

de sangre y se señaló las rodillas” (Chacón 16). As to witnessed physical violence, the 

strong-headed Tomasa is hit on the face twice. The first time is expected, “achina los 

ojos. Y espera. La bofetada resuena en la galeria,” and the other splits her lip, after which 

she is led away “intentando mantener el equilibrio, saliendo a empujones hacia su 

castigo” (43, 124-25). Physical harm does come to Tomasa, who is left malnourished and 

quite ill during solitary confinement. Unmistakably, the violence against women in La 

voz, a more mediated text, is significantly less than in Doña’s testimonial novel Desde la 

noche a la niebla. Chacón’s novel serves as a testament to their valor rather than a record 

of their afflictions, glancing over the grim realities, such as mistreatment and illness, 

While Chacón does not romanticize the conditions of prison life, we have seen 

how the novel glosses over certain disturbing aspects. At the same time, the interwoven 

stories emphasize a basic and profound connection between families, comrades and 

friends. Instead of the harsh details seen in Cárcel and Desde, this novel gives equal 

attention to the experiences of those living outside the prison walls, and recounts their 

steady resistance to fascism. The daily lives of the prisoners’ loved ones provide an 

additional arena of agency and struggle, increasing their resourcefulness in sustaining 

their bonds and mutual support within the prison. In the course of the novel, Pepita serves 

as a messenger between her imprisoned sister and her maquis brother-in-law (Felipe). 

She even asks don Fernando, a non-practicing doctor whose father is a prominent figure 

in Franco’s regime, to perform surgery on Felipe when he is wounded by a gunshot. 

Pepita is working for don Fernando at the time, but after taking the risks to save Felipe’s 

life, he is fearful and asks her to disassociate herself from him and his wife. Near the 

novel’s conclusion, Tensi joins the resistance movement in which she had lost both her 
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parents. She is the daughter of Felipe, who commits suicide so as not to be arrested, and 

Hortensia, executed in prison. In this last example, when Tensi tells her mother-figure of 

her intention to join el Partido, Pepita remembers Hortensia and her brother-in-law, 

Felipe (Mateo), her dear family who lost their lives for the same cause. She only asks 

Tensi to promise to be safe, gives her the earrings that Hortensia had requested that 

Pepita deliver when Tensi grew up, and comments that her parents would be proud.  

Dulce Chacón’s novel bases itself on real history and real people. In an epilogue 

to the novel, the author expresses her appreciation to “todas las personas que [le] han 

regalado su historia” (380), thus acknowledging the novel’s inspiration. The list of 

agradecimientos references contributors by first name and interview location, suggesting 

that Chacón’s sources were women, and men, who lacked the social stature, education, 

and means to express or publish their own stories. Two women opt for total anonymity: 

one who still lived in such fear that she only spoke in hushed voices with the window 

closed, and “una mujer de Gijón que me rogó que contara la verdad” (385, 87). If the 

reader has not already recognized it, these final pages of acknowledgement underscore 

that the novel is also a work of historical memory, one that challenges official memory by 

validating a lesser-known collective one. Alicia Ramos describes the effect of the novel 

in these words, “El conflictivo y doloroso pasado de los personajes, vivido por personas 

reales en la posguerra, se actualiza aquí, los lectores nos vemos inmersos en esa relación 

entre autor, texto y contexto” (246). The final pages of the text inevitably link Chacón’s 

fiction to memory and history. 

 



 77 

PART TWO: POSTMEMORY IN LA VOZ DORMDIA 

La voz dormida belongs to the trajectory of memory literature, yet it provides an 

almost nostalgic glance back at the experiences of those involved with Ventas Prison 

during the dictatorship. The preceding discussion of evidence of several of the 

differences between Juana Doña’s and Tomasa Cuevas’ first-hand accounts of prison life 

and Dulce Chacón’s recreation of the past leads into a discussion of memory. In these 

texts, we see the roles that individual and collective memory play in narrative accounts, 

as well as how memory evolves from the generation that experiences a trauma to the 

subsequent one which inherits some version of that immediate past. All three works help 

cultivate a collective memory of the prison experience, yet it is the national, and 

international, popularity of the twenty-first century version that contributes most notably 

to establishing a commemorative, nostalgic tribute to a specific subaltern group. La voz 

dormida is a strong example of the presence and significance of postmemory in Spain.  

Doña and Cuevas’ contributions to historical memory are valid and both 

politically and culturally relevant, yet their narratives did not stem from the privileged 

vantage point of a nationally recognized writer, such as Chacón. Moreover, the two 

published during a time when the government affirmed a position of historical amnesia, 

the Pacto de olvido intended to diffuse tensions based on a history of social violence and 

oppression of the vanquished. This attitude towards the Civil War was beginning to 

change in the early twenty-first century, when Chacón’s novel was printed, and that 

cultural impulse to reconsider recent history gathered momentum when PSOE (el Partido 

Socialista Obrero Español) returned to power in 2004. Cárcel and Desde provide the 

perspective of the witness, while La voz offers a narrative voice developed by a member 
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of the postmemory generation, an author interested in gathering and preserving the 

experiences of survivors.   

La voz is an expression of postmemory that includes numerous examples of the 

characters choosing what artifacts and stories to share with the younger generation, 

exemplified in the novel as Tensi, the daughter of Hortensia and Felipe (Mateo), both 

who died because of their political actions. The scene in which Tensi approaches Pepita 

regarding joining the resistance, serves as suitable context to expound upon Hirsch’s 

definition within the realm of this project. In response to Tensi, Pepita gives her the small 

inheritance left by her mother. 

She hands over Hortensia’s earrings, yet holds onto the other two artifacts: the 

death sentence and the piece of fabric from the dress Hortensia wore when she faced the 

firing squad. While Tensi deserves to know about her parents’ lives, she does not have to 

relive the trauma of their deaths in order to honor them through her own life. This reveals 

the delicate balance between a child’s right to personal family history and parental 

protection from needless exposure to trauma. 

It is Doña Celia, Pepita’s mother-figure, who encourages this act of 

compassionate censorship. M. Edurne Portela explains the importance of this choice as 

follows: “La hija de dos víctimas del franquismo conoce la historia de sus progenitores, 

no hay silencios, sabe que murieron y cómo murieron, pero como el párrafo citado indica 

claramente, no necesita redundar en lo macabro de su muerte” (Portela 60). By so doing, 

the mother and grandmother-figures keep the trauma of the death itself in the first 

generation. While it can be argued that this is an empathetic choice, it nevertheless limits 

Tensi’s understanding of her family history and influences her identity.  

Tensi was born after the war and pertains to the second generation. Her memories 

and identity are based upon the stories and history she acquires. The trauma experienced 
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by her generation depends upon the recollection and representation of the events, not on 

the events themselves (Portela 54). Following her work with Holocaust artifacts and 

memories, Hirsch defined the experience of the children of those involved in the 

Holocaust as a mediated understanding of recent history ("Surviving" 9). Tensi represents 

that same generation among Spaniards, those who grew up with an inescapable, yet 

filtered, awareness of the trauma of the Civil War. Postmemory is a perception of the past 

initiated by those who lived it but is given discursive form and archival significance by 

those who receive it. It is a recreated memory based on perceptions, images, testimonies 

and artifacts received by a post-trauma generation, a limited awareness that is neither 

memory nor history. According to Hirsch, postmemory is “distinguished from memory 

by generational distance and from history by deep personal connection” (“Family” 22).  

Returning to Tensi’s limited inheritance in La voz, the narrator explains that Doña 

Celia had witnessed the pain caused by receiving a piece of cloth of an executed family 

member. For that reason, she encouraged Pepita to avoid causing such sorrow. Similarly, 

on the day of his release from prison, Jaime opts to save Tensi from sad memories when 

he sees her wearing Hortensia’s earrings. Here is another example of compassionate 

censorship. Though he says he was there when her father bought the earrings, Jaime 

chooses not to share that one day, while wearing the earrings, Hortensia had declared that 

she too would have a son. Jaime fears that now the anecdote would prove bittersweet, and 

avoids risking upsetting the young woman (371). The earrings remain a symbol of 

Tensi’s connection to her parents, ones that she happily wears on the wedding day of her 

adopted mother and her father’s closest friend, Jaime. The orphan carries the political 

ideals of her parents, reflecting what she had learned of her parents along with her 

experiences growing up, yet escapes the entirety of the grief of their deaths. 
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The previous two examples show the desire to repress certain aspects of traumatic 

history, yet postmemory is also at work in a proactive way throughout the novel. 

Memories and anecdotes gathered from witnesses enabled Chacón to recreate, to a certain 

degree, part of history and to contribute to the culture’s historical understanding. Similar 

to how La voz reproduces in its own story the process of repression of trauma by those 

who experienced it and the attempt to protect others from it, the novel also includes a 

proactive postmemory effort to recover the past.  

  

Within the story, there are other moments in which the narrator indicates 

examples of postmemory, where a character that witnessed something chooses how to 

pass on the story. Hortensia wrote notebooks to leave for her husband and daughter. 

Pepita reads these testimonies to Tensi until she is able to read them for herself, and 

through those two artifacts, Tensi has a tangible and informative connection with her 

parents. The notebooks speak to her about her mother’s love for her father, experience in 

jail, political ideals, and her deep love for her only child.  

The blue notebook, which Mateo had Pepita deliver to Hortensia at Ventas, is 

seen throughout the first two sections of the novel: “[El paquete] era sólo un cuaderno en 

blanco. Un cuaderno azul….[Hortensia] cierra su cuaderno azul… La mujer que iba a 

morir escribe en su cuaderno azul… Hortensia deja de escribir y lleva el extremo del 

lápiz a la boca” (29, 32, 53, 194). This narrative technique, similar to the reminders that 

Hortensia is “la mujer que iba a morir,” reinforces our awareness of this woman as an 

individual whose life deserves to be remembered and whose memories deserve to be 

preserved. 

The need to be remembered is also significant to the evolution of the contrast that 

frequently exists between official memory and the postmemory of the defeated. La voz 
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attests to this in two ways. The novel centers on the pending execution of Hortensia and 

then follows the ways in which her death affects the lives of her family. However, the 

description of her death reveals that Hortensia’s name was not included in the list of 

those executed that morning at Ventas Prison. The death that has proven a central motif 

from the novel’s first sentence, “La mujer que iba a morir se llamaba Hortensia,” is 

ignored in the official record (13). The novel serves to fill this void in historical memory. 

The implication is that each life lost to the Franco regime needs to be commemorated 

because every death affected the lives of many other people.  

Similarly, we witness the importance of remembering the names of women killed 

at Ventas Prison in references to “Las trece rosas,” the thirteen young women executed 

on August 5th, 1939. La voz argues that neither Hortensia nor those thirteen young women 

should be erased from history, regardless of what official memory, via historical records, 

sought to establish.  

Throughout the first half of the novel, the imprisoned women remember the “Las 

trece rosas” and their final days as they prepare for Hortensia’s impending execution. 

This links Hortensia’s previously unknown, and fictionally recreated death to an 

important and tragic element of the history of the Franco regime. Reme, Hortensia and 

Elvira had been in prison with the girls who were killed. The girls are thought of fondly, 

with recollections of their strength and dignity while facing an inevitable demise. Young 

Elvira remembers the morning of their death,  

Desde la ventana, vio a Las Trece Rosas [sic] atravesar el patio. Salieron de la 
capilla de  dos en dos, sin humillar la cabeza. A cada pareja la escoltaban tres 
guardias civiles. Las subieron en camiones. Todos continuaron con la cabeza alta. 
Algunas cantaban. Julita Conesa siempre cantaba. (198) 

In the text of the novel, we see Julia’s last letter to her mother, “La carta más triste. La 

última. Y la más corta,” which ends with a postscript requesting, “Que mi nombre no se 
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borre en la historia” (199). Julia’s words make an explicit reference to the concern that 

official history, that of the victors, will suppress traces of its violence. By including her 

words in the novel as postmemory, Chacón calls attention to and counteracts this erasing 

of historical memory. This contradiction between the victors’ official record and the 

victims’ experience is highlighted again when Hortensia’s name is likewise left of the list 

of the executed.  

Fully aware of Hortensia’s coming death and remembering Julia’s recent 

execution, Elvira tries to be strong. She remembers Julia “para que no se borre su 

nombre. No, el nombre de Julita Conesa no se borrará en la Historia” (199). This scene is 

noteworthy in recognizing Chacón’s work as representative of postmemory. Julia’s letter 

is an artifact from the generation that suffered the trauma, which Chacón uses as 

testimony of a victim of the Franco regime, and as a means to suggest the importance of 

remembering these women. The scene is also significant as foreshadowing because when 

Hortensia is shot a few days later, her name is excluded from the official list of those 

executed. 

La voz serves as a memoir created for, and more importantly, inspired by, women 

involved with a women’s prison. As we have noted, it is not a first-hand account, which 

means its sources are of tremendous significance. According to Efraim Sicher, “The story 

of the second generation usually includes the story of transmission” (80). La voz presents 

a long-ignored side of history and it creates that historical version by unifying many 

accounts, both recognizing and formulating a collective memory. 
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Narration of Postmemory 

The characters of La voz dormida pertain to a plot created from stories someone 

shared with the author/narrator. Long after the war and nearly thirty years after the death 

of Franco, women voiced the memories of what had transpired in their lives. 

Communicating key events decades post hoc through an interlocutor with an established 

audience enables the dissemination of memories to a universal audience. The mediator’s 

role both empowers and dis-empowers the speakers, given that it validates their stories by 

listing them, yet the end result is a fictional representation of collective memory in the 

form of a small group of individual characters, rather than an historical reconstruction of 

each real individual’s experience. Rather than fidelity to testimonies, postmemory 

mediates how memories of historical events are transmitted. Instead of the long-suffering, 

candid tone seen in testimonial works such Desde la noche y la niebla and Cárcel de 

mujeres, Chacón’s novel has a nostalgic, poetic voice.  

Instead of recounting what happens as it happens and in chronological order, the 

narrative voice of La voz dormida demonstrates the reflective nature of memory, 

reviewing a series of events and interlacing them. This novel’s third-person omniscient 

narrator is empathetic to her characters and uses her highly insightful point of view to 

create a narrative web connecting the characters and the events of their lives. The 

narrative voice functions like memory itself, switching between past, present and future 

tenses according to the way in which the anecdotes are remembered and how they link to 

other memories.  

One example of reliving experiences through narrative techniques is seen at 

Hortensia’s execution, arguably the focal point of the novel, and certainly a moment upon 

which the story pivots. Returning home after witnessing her sister’s death, Pepita cannot 
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find the words to explain what happened. The omniscient narrator describes her thought 

process as well as how things will transpire, using the present perfect and future tenses:  

 
–Le he lavado la cara.  
Le he lavado la cara, le dirá.  
–Y le he cerrado los ojos. 
Y le ha cerrado los ojos. 
Y le entregará un pequeño trozo de tela cortado a tijera.  
Un trozo de fanela gris, con florecitas blancas. (212) 

The future tense here is an articulation of postmemory. That is, it anticipates that this 

event will survive as a narration, for a future generation, that of Hortensia’s daughter and 

those of post-Civil War Spain. This repetition of images is revisited two chapters later, 

when the narrator relates and confirms stories about Hortensia’s death while highlighting 

the fact that her name was not included on the list of sixteen men and two women 

executed on the morning of March 6, 1941.  

 
Dieciséis hombres y una mujer. Hortensia no figura en la lista…Pero cuentan que 
aquella madrugada, Hortensia miró de frente al piquete, como todos.  
 –Viva la República!  
Y dicen, y es cierto, que una mujer se acercó a los caídos y se arrodilló junto a 
Hortensia. Llevaba unas tijeras en la mano. Le cortó un trocito de tela del vestido 
que se había puesto para morir.  
Y le cerró los ojos.  
Y le lavó la cara. (220)   

 

Beyond the emotional effects of these two anecdotes exists a privileged position not 

available to personal testimonies – Chacón is narrating postmemory, not personal 

memory. Therefore, she is able formulate a fictional narrative that “relives” the past. The 

narrator is repeating words to reiterate certain points, a use of poetic license that also 

representes a sleepless (restless) voice. 
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In the first version of Hortensia’s death, the narrator uses prolepsis, telling what 

will be said and quoting the character directly.11 The details focus on the immediate 

future rather than the immediate moment of the narrated scene, and we see Pepita 

imagining her arrival at the door rather walking home carrying the infant of a slaughtered 

mother. In the second version, the narrator uses analepsis, speaking in the present and 

recalling a distant past, both with a direct report of details and with the phrase “y dicen” 

which provides a second narrative level, one stemming from collective memory 

(Genette). Prolepsis or analepsis as used in these two examples create the experience of 

remembering something over and over. With this insistent repetition, Chacón is 

poetically commemorating a traumatic event, an execution that had been denied by 

official memory. 

The postmemory emphasis on ‘history as a narration received by the future’ is 

evident in the previously quoted sentence, “La mujer que iba a morir se llamaba 

Hortensia” (13). This past-progressive, or ‘future of the past’ tense, used repeatedly 

throughout the narrative, reminds us that the narrator knows what will happen because 

she is retelling history. Another way in which the narrator reminds the reader of her 

informed yet uninvolved role is that each time a promise is made, the narrator reveals 

whether or not it will be fulfilled. When Paulino (Jaime) promises in a letter to marry 

Pepita the day he returns from France, Chacon’s narrator mentions that “Volverá, 

Paulino. Pero no podrá casarse con Pepita el día de su vuelta” (161). Hence, we know 

that Paulino will return alive to Spain, but something will ruin their happy ending. 

Likewise, when Reme promises in a letter that she will be there to wait for Tomasa when 

                                                
11 In this analysis, I am using narratological terms from Gérard Genette. He defines prolepsis as “any 
narrative maneuver that consists in narrating or evoking in advance an event that will take place” (flashing 
forward) and analepsis as “evocation after the fact of an event that took place earlier in the point of the 
story” (or flashback) (Genette 40).  
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she is released, the narrator affirms, “y así sera. Reme tardará muchos años en poder 

cumplir su promesa. Pero la cumplirá” (287). La voz makes frequent use of future verbal 

modes as a postmemory text concerned with how history is evoked from a future moment 

that did not actually live it, but must rely on narrative acts. It emphasizes the difference 

between present, lived experience and expectations, in comparison to future perspectives. 

Such is the case when several comrades fighting in the resistance go their separate ways 

upon planning Sole’s escape to France along with her daughter Amalia. Though their 

separation is not sad and they are certain they will see each other again, the narrator 

repeats emphatically that, “no volverán a verse… No regresarán. No. Nunca regresarán. 

Nunca” (269). The poetic repetition of nunca also shows an emotional involvement by a 

nostalgic narrator who would have wanted her characters, so full of ideals and 

determination, to meet again. 

Informative interjections, emphatic repetitions, and jumps in narrative time serve 

to recreate the past as an experience of remembering. The irregularities in an otherwise 

chronological progress encourage a nostalgic, idealized vision. Ultimately, the narration 

advances from the immediate post-war (Summer, 1939) to Jaime’s release on 

Wednesday, July 20th, 1963. Yet within this overarching plot development, we witness 

certain happenings as more significant due to their presentation. This novel testifies to the 

value of received memories as the foundation of postmemory.  

 

La voz dormida seeks to facilitate the acceptance of a more complete history, one 

in which the memories of republican women have a place. It proposes a collective 

memory that stems from testimonies of many women, rather than using the testimony of 

one. Characters and plot enhance the credibility of the text itself by showing the 

vanquished as an active network rather than as unfortunate victims. The novel establishes 
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a unifying web of oppression and loss, as well as solidarity and perseverance. Even as 

fiction, these glimpses of history and of testimony may have an effect upon official 

memory.  

In so doing, Chacón engages in the ethical work of memory. Historical fiction that 

empowers a subaltern subject invokes a consideration of motives for why, what and when 

the author writes. The context of this novel is a country struggling with the reality and 

recollection of twentieth-century traumatic history, and raging debates over what should 

be remembered or forgotten. Those who lived through the experiences are dying, and the 

post-war generation born during the later Franco era, and subsequent generations, are 

trying to gather their memories before it is too late. La voz represents this work of 

postmemory, an ethical task weighted with responsibility (Portela 67). Chacón announces 

in her dedication that this novel is for “los que se vieron obligados a guardar silencio” 

(7). She honors those that withstood suffering, oppression and silence. Literature, 

therefore, serves to recover Spain’s oppressed memory, correcting its perception of 

history in the contemporary political context (Portela 68). 

The historical record is never complete. As mentioned earlier, the narrator 

provides a collective memory that may alter and improve official memory. Because it 

seeks to improve an understanding of the past, Chacón’s novel inevitably represents the 

fact that the past is impossible to know in a stable, comprehensive way as a factual 

totality, devoid of the social values that influence its construction. To a degree, the work 

implies that it is possible to know the past, but that depends upon the accessibility of 

information about it, including that which may be obtained from those who experienced it 

first-hand, and it also depends on how this information is interpreted and presented. The 

recreation of the past via techniques of postmemory responds to the ongoing needs of an 

evolving society to understand itself though its past, in this case by affirming the 
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experience of those silenced by the official memory of the previous set of social values 

dominant under the Franco regime. 

 

CONCLUSION: CULTURAL POSTMEMORY 

What then, is our duty to the past? Ricoeur states, “We are no longer speaking as 

mere observers, as simple chroniclers of past representations. We are speaking as their 

heirs” (Memory 309). His wording supports Todorov’s conclusion to his essay Los 

abusos de la memoria, where he affirms that, far from continuing on as prisoners of the 

past, we must use it to serve the present, just as we will use memory – and forgetting – in 

the service of justice (59). Chacón uses the memories of those who were prisoners to 

improve our evolving understanding of history.  

“There is a privilege that cannot be refused to history; it consists not only in 

expanding collective memory beyond any actual memory but in correcting, criticizing, 

even refuting the memory of a determined community” (Ricoeur Memory 500). In accord 

with Ricoeur’s words, Chacón’s novel pays a debt to history by giving those who were 

silenced the opportunity to share their personal experiences (Ramos 243). La voz is an 

example of postmemory, one that tells the history of the vanquished and challenges the 

hegemonic discourse by promoting a new collective memory via popular culture.   

The women of La voz dormida represent a subaltern, political community. In her 

article, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak declared that the subaltern cannot speak (104). Her 

conclusion complements Benedict Anderson’s ideas of the creation of the idea/identity of 

nation throughout the nineteenth century. To Anderson, nationalism is a group identity 

that inevitably emerges from long standing cultural systems (12), and he argues that 

“communities are to be distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in 
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which they are imagined” (7). The communities that he uses to make his argument are 

postcolonial and in a process of self-definition whereas in La voz, an author defined the 

community by gathering isolated experiences and creating a collective memory.  

If we perceive the subaltern group of women presented in Chacón’s novel as a 

small community that belongs to and participates in a specific nationality stemming from 

certain cultural systems, we can see it as a potential imagined community. However, 

these women were not recognized by the nation as a social group, were not empowered to 

speak, and did not seek to define themselves as such prior to the intervention of a 

nationally recognized author. Spivak’s argument is that the ‘true’ subaltern group 

identifies itself by difference but is unable to “know and speak itself” (80). An 

intellectual must step in to study and speak for them. Chacón does just this. 

This idea of ‘speaking for’ is a political act, which leads us to Fredric Jameson, 

who contends that every text deserves a political interpretation. Jameson contends that 

every text is part of a “polemic class struggle” that can be seen as an “utterance for class 

discourse” (85). La voz is doubtless a political text that addresses the issues of oppressed 

(yet valiant) women by creating a discourse for that group. While this novel appears to be 

more of an argument that is part of a ‘polemic gender struggle’ in the historical memory 

of the Civil War, it is socially active in that it invents a discourse and provides a new 

interpretation to an established understanding of history.  

Spivak, Anderson and Jameson’s ideas converge to confirm my reading of this 

novel as one that contributes to the current evolution of Spain’s collective memory. As 

has been noted, the politically and socially active women in this novel are a subset of the 

republicans and the maquis, both diametrically opposed to the ideals of the nationalists 

and of Franco. By default, we can view them as a community, which Anderson explains 

should be distinguished “not by [its] falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which [it is] 
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imagined” (7). This community was imagined in the context of political unrest leading up 

to and then central to a civil war between two disparate definitions of the Spanish nation. 

Regardless of its self-creation during the war, I believe that Chacón plays a significant 

role in bringing about a common recognition of the group. The women of Ventas prison 

seen in La voz constitute a re-imagined community. Jameson would see it as political in 

that it highlights the experience of the lower class and Spivak would see that it as a 

reinforcement of her argument that the subaltern does not speak for itself.  

I believe that the women active in this imagined community of republicans 

maintain a group identity, one that holds everything in common with the main group, 

save gender. Given that the purpose of Chacón’s novel is to promote awareness of a 

subset, one can accept that these women deserve particular attention for their 

contributions, if not simply because they are women, then simply because their sacrifices 

have not yet been recognized. In accord with Spivak’s ideas, I again point out that 

Chacón is an author without personal connection to the events she narrates. In her novel, 

she retells the stories of women she interviewed. However, Chacón in no way represents 

the imperialistic power that Spivak criticizes.  

Rather, it seems her investment is to identify a political group-identity. Due to 

their political and social status, this group identity needs a more powerful voice to speak 

for them. Chacón’s intention, as quoted in the opening paragraph of this chapter, was to 

collect the memories of a forgotten social group before their keepers went to their graves. 

It is a political act that serves to honor the women of her mother’s generation. As already 

discussed, that second impulse led to a novel with undertones of nostalgia, rather than the 

matter-of-fact tone of a journalistic or testimonial account of a minimally mediated 

testimony. 
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I have already established that this novel is an example of postmemory and that 

the interwoven individual memories establish a collective memory. When viewed this 

way, Chacón’s novel is an example of collective postmemory, meaning that it pertains to 

a national interest in recapturing and reconsidering the recent, tragic past. My reading of 

La voz emphasizes individuality and the development of multiple inter-woven character 

identities creates a better-imagined collective. The particular narrative voice that 

permeates the text is an omniscient third-person voice, not the voice of one victim 

narrating her experience. This is also seen in Las trece rosas (2003), published by Jesús 

Ferrero the year after Chacon’s acclaimed novel. Based on historical records, and not 

testimonies, Las trece attempts to reconstruct the last days and moments of the women 

executed by a firing squad soon after the conclusion of the Civil War. Both La voz and 

Las trece are contemporary works that contribute to Spain’s postmemory by re-imagining 

a historical reality.  

Postmemory represses some alienating, traumatic memories and adds cross-

generational affirmations: family, love, the importance of individuals and intimate 

relationships in addition to shared collective experience. Through this move of providing 

contemporary, widespread, universal appeal to readers destined to receive the legacy of 

the collective memory of the vanquished, postmemory accomplishes its objectives. 

Collective postmemory forms a group memory for a generation that survived a trauma, 

yet this vision is recreated by the generation following these events, one which has 

received artifacts, pieces of memory, and glimpses of recent history. Rather than 

testifying to the collective experience of the participants themselves, seen in Cárcel de 

mujeres as testimony and Desde la noche y la niebla as mediated testimony, and more 

expansive than Hirsch’s use of postmemory as we have seen in La voz dormida, 

collective postmemory provides something to which both generations belong. Chacón’s 
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novel reaches out to a generation that wants to know more about its past and honors the 

experience of a subaltern imagined community. 

Spain’s postmemory, far more complex in its formation than an individual’s, 

stems not just from family stories, pictures and other artifacts. Multiple and contradictory 

versions of the past have caused debates at every level of society in recent years. 

Collective postmemory, more versatile than postmemory at the personal level, is 

constantly evolving, and La voz dormida participates in that cultural phenomenon. 
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CHAPTER THREE: El lápiz del carpintero:  

Dialogism through Narration 

“Acts of memory are performed by individuals in a cultural framework that 

encourages these acts” (Bal xiii). El lápiz del carpintero (1998), by Manuel Rivas, 

exemplifies how literature produced from the postmemory perspective avoids the 

polarized recounting of competing civil war ideologies often noted in testimonial 

literature. Rivas’ cultural framework is that of a country debating and challenging its own 

history. With access to historic records and survivor’s memories, he produced a nuanced 

glimpse into Spain’s past. El lápiz is a historical novel quite different from both the 

personal involvement of Manuel Vázquez Montalbán’s narrator, challenging history with 

his own experiences, and the emotional investment of Dulce Chacón’s narrator, weaving 

testimonies together to honor a subaltern group.  

Rivas’ novel softens a history that is difficult to retell by employing a dialogic 

structure with multiple narrative voices and the use of symbolism. In this chapter, I will 

consider each of these devices through a reading of El lápiz as an artistic work that 

manages to convey a sense of hope despite its disturbing subject matter. The novel 

narrates the experience of a republican doctor through the testimony of his nationalist 

jailer. Here, the winner tells the loser’s story. Rather than ignore the existence of the 

vanquished, the victor seems to let it haunt his entire existence. El lápiz del carpintero is 

not a naïve simplification of history, but a complex view of the political extremes. It is a 

mediated narrative that counter-balances a subplot of love and perseverance with a tale of 

death and destruction.  

Originally published as O lapis do carpinteiro (1998), it is the most widely 

translated and distributed Galician novel, published in nine countries, and was made into 
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a movie in 2003.12 El lápiz del carpintero opens with the arrival of a disenchanted 

journalist to the home of a man recently returned from exile in Mexico. Carlos Sousa’s 

newspaper has suggested this interview to the young writer, who is simultaneously 

alienated by and skeptical of politics. Over drinks at Café Oeste, he had been told that 

Doctor Daniel Da Barca, the returned exile, is “un viejo rojo irreductible [y que sigue] … 

con sus ideas. O con la Idea, como él [dice]. Un hombre de otros tiempos” (Rivas 12). 

Sousa learned that Da Barca had been condemned to death but survived the execution ‘by 

a miracle.’ Nevertheless, the journalist wonders “¿Y eso hoy a quién podría importarle?” 

(10). Upon meeting Da Barca and over the course of their interview, this mind-set 

changes. Theirs is a conversation between the past and present, one that inevitably affects 

Sousa’s perceptions of both.  

Sousa expected to find a decrepit political activist and instead encounters 

someone who moves with “sorprendente agilidad…animoso como un campeón ciclista,” 

and is still very much in love with his wife, Marisa (9, 10). Though he is dying of 

tuberculosis –the same disease from which many of his patients suffered while he was 

imprisoned– and has just returned from a hospital stay, Da Barca is animated, friendly 

and cheerful. This vivacity proves that he is neither haunted by his traumatic past nor 

troubled by his current physical condition, two points that surprise the reporter and incite 

a genuine interest in the elder. About three decades after his release from prison, Da 

Barca begins to give his testimony to the young reporter, recounting his experiences 

during the years of the Second Republic. His openness suggests that he has long ago 

                                                
12 The first Spanish translation, by Dolores Vilavedra Fernandez, was published the same year as the 
original in Galician (1998). The film version was directed by Antón Reixa and produced in Spain. William 
Nichols notes that it opened on April 25th, 2003, only a few weeks after the release of the screen 
interpretation of Javier Cercas’ Soldados de Salamina on March 3rd (directed by David Trueba). 
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overcome the trauma of his war experiences. Just as the doctor mentions the story of a 

failed jailbreak, the chapter ends and the narrative focus changes.  

 Now Da Barca’s experiences are narrated through the testimony of his jail guard, 

Herbal. El lápiz, therefore, “está articulada precisamente por la tensión entre dos 

testimonios que pujan entre sí y que además tienen lugar en dos contextos y ante dos 

auditorios muy distintos” (Gómez López-Quiñones 65). The first discussion takes place 

in the cheery apartment of an adored doctor and his endearing wife, while the second 

occurs in the dingy atmosphere of a bordello run by an alcoholic ex-convict and his lover. 

While we never learn the conclusion of the interview between Da Barca and Sousa, nor 

see the objective article produced by the journalist, we infer that Sousa’s article 

motivated Herbal to speak.  

Upon finding the doctor’s obituary in the paper, Herbal begins speaking to Maria 

da Visitação. He is the brothel’s keeper and she is a recent immigrant from “una isla del 

Atlántico africano,” likely Cape Verde (Rivas 20). He tells the working girl about how he 

kept Da Barca under surveillance, arrested him, and then followed him through his prison 

transfers. Herbal also recalls his fascination with Marisa, then Da Barca’s girlfriend. 

Though much of his narrative centers on Da Barca, the testimony also reveals Herbal’s 

guilt over killing a prisoner and the rationale for murdering his brother-in-law. The novel 

ends when the guard gives Maria the pencil he took from his executed prisoner and goes 

outside to die.  

After defining Bakhtin’s term ‘dialogism’ for use in this chapter, I will analyze 

Rivas’ characterization of the political left and right, looking at Herbal as the crux of that 

dialogism. Part Two will then discuss the narrative voices predominant in the novel, how 

they overlap, and address the importance of meta-narratives, or stories within stories, to 

this layered telling of history. In Part Three, I will look into symbolism as a narrative 
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device that promotes the novel’s hopeful tone. My conclusion will use the novel’s idea of 

la realidad inteligente to argue that together, these devices serve to uphold an 

overarching affirmation of sharing stories, engaging with the past, and promoting 

solidarity.  

 

PART ONE: DIALOGISM  

Polyphonic truth, or Bakhtinian dialogism, is possible when more than one 

version of history is voiced. While their coexistence and interaction are essential, their 

agreement is not. According to Bakhtin, “everything else is the means, the dialogue is the 

end” (213). From that perspective, we strive only for interaction (contentious or 

compliant) and not for conclusions or answers. Though finding “Truth” is unattainable, if 

we willingly listen to various versions of the same reality, we come closer to 

understanding it. This empowers accounts that debunk established perceptions or revise 

accepted versions of memory. Dialogism, explains Alexander Sidorkin, “is not a matter 

of averaging or finding the truth somewhere ‘in between’” (Dialogue 98). Instead, the 

truth is in mutually exclusive views.  

To dialogism, truth is not the harmony of a synthesized understanding. It is the 

discord of individuals who refuse to consider other experiences and in new information 

that undermines common perceptions. As I have already noted, this novel achieves these 

types of dialogism: it represents left and right-wing values, provides us with a more 

intricate, conflicted image of the fascist soldier, and attests to Da Barca’s unchanged 

political views (“un viejo rojo irreductible”).  

Spain’s Civil War stems from an ideological conflict between the Nationalists 

(monarchists, conservatives, fascists) and the Republicans (loyalists, liberals, leftists). 
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How does Rivas portray the social values of these two political extremes?  With regard to 

the right-wing views, we see an affirmation of manly courage and virility, the essential 

importance of strength, conservative gender superiority, the exclusion and/or elimination 

of the undeserving, and the sense that God ratified their views and actions. As to the 

opposing ideals, we witness brotherhood, collectivity, social idealism, and an affirmation 

of justice, social equality, freedom and universal self-actualization as the elements that 

motivate left-wing thinkers. The novel emits a consistent disparagement of the right and 

an affirmation of the left through examples that I will now consider in detail. 

Herbal chose to embrace the ideals of the right in order to escape the plight of his 

social class. In so doing, he proves how a (fascist) right mentality could prevail over the 

majority of the populace. Yet his conflicted existence, haunted by his past and obsessed 

with a representative of the leftist ideology, establishes a perspective through which we 

view the dialogism between political opposites in twentieth-century Spain. In giving his 

testimony, Herbal serves as the witness to the past and becomes its legacy in the present. 

This makes him an incarnation of why representing witnessing (meta-witnessing) is 

important in the dialogic fashioning of postmemory. In other words, Herbal’s choice to 

join the nationalists, his asphyxiating guilt, his fascination with Doctor Da Barca, his 

choice to share his story, and his transforming actions all demonstrate the complexity of 

the past and the importance of postmemory. From this summary of the import of Herbal’s 

character and testimony, I will proceed to a deeper analysis of his motivations and 

suffering, ultimately focusing on the two moments of change that uphold the message of 

hope and serve the charge of postmemory found in El lápiz.  

Years before the outbreak of the Civil War, Herbal had aligned himself with the 

side that demonstrated the most promise of rising power. In October, 1934 Asturian 

miners fought valiantly in protest of the installation of the CEDA (Confederación 
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Española de Derechos Autónomos) with Spain’s governing party. This anarchist rebellion 

was crushed within in two weeks by armed forces led by General Franco. Herbal 

participates in the brutal repression of the miners.  

When a widow kneeling next to her husband’s corpse chastises at him, Herbal 

decides to “cobrar un salario por sus servicios” and become a nationalist guard (Rivas 

51). The mourning woman reminds him: “soldado, tú también eres pueblo” (51). Herein 

lies his conflict: Herbal recognizes his socio-economic position as exploited lower-class, 

rural proletariat, and seeks to rise above it by affirming the nationalist, conservative, 

right-wing, hierarchical social order. That choice makes inevitable Herbal’s active 

participation in the violent oppression of his own class. After crushing the rebellion, 

Herbal continues his opposition to his own class as a fascist guard serving Franco. Even 

his present socio-economic position, a brothel-manager, implicates him as one who will 

oppress his own class in order to assert himself and maintain some semblance of power.  

From the interaction with the widow in 1934, throughout the chats with the 

painter’s ghost and the failure to execute Da Barca, and now as a pimp who is known for 

not hitting his girls, Herbal is trapped in a mentality where he is compelled to repeat his 

mistakes –unwilling to be a ruthless oppressor, but also unwilling to belong to the 

victimized lower class. Primo Levi’s words explain Herbal’s conflictive existence: 

“Compassion and brutality can coexist in the same individual and in the same moment 

despite all logic; and for all that, compassion itself eludes logic” (56). The former guard 

exemplifies this strange duality of hesitance and sorrow combined with apathy and 

violence.  

Another internal conflict is that Herbal, obsessed with the doctor throughout his 

entire life, both hates and envies Da Barca. The hate stems from the fact that Da Barca’s 

chosen set of values contradict his own and the envy exists because the doctor has more 



 99 

success among his socialist peers than Herbal has achieved in the hierarchical system of 

the fascist regime.  

The narrator recalls that early in the war, the guard “odiaba al doctor Da Barca” 

and yet had tracked him for some time, “no porque se lo hubiesen mandado, sino porque 

le salía de dentro” (49). But half a century later, Herbal concludes his testimony to Maria 

by saying that the doctor and his wife “fueron lo mejor que la vida me ha dado” (185). 

Perhaps Herbal sees in Da Barca the potential redemption of his own lower-class social 

status. It is noteworthy, therefore, that he declares that the best aspect of his life was an 

obsession with a couple that upheld the very believes he has chosen to oppress.  

Throughout his life, Herbal is caught in a stifling, paradoxical place from which 

he is reluctant to evolve. Nevertheless, the novel’s final chapter provides two symbolic 

moments of “change”: when he kills his brother-in-law and when he bequeaths the pencil 

to the prostitute (as discussed above).  

After leaving Da Barca at the island prison of San Simón, Herbal returns to visit 

his sister Beatriz, who he finds “enferma. Enferma de la cabeza” (186). Blaming this 

deterioration on his brother-in-law, Herbal decides to kill Puga, an abusive fascist; a point 

that I will elaborate on below. He explains the murder to Maria:  

Le pegué un tiro…bah, en realidad le pegué tres. Eso fue lo que me perdió. 
Pensaba alegar que se me había escapado uno al limpiar el arma. Por aquel 
entonces eso era muy frecuente. Pero en el último momento perdí el control y le 
metí tres disparos. (187)  

A conflicted individual suffering from the trauma of his past, Herbal finally overcomes 

his confusion and consequent weakness in an attack on a member of the political 

philosophy he had chosen. It is an act of revenge that comes too late, as Beatriz is ill, and 

one that lands him in jail, yet the decision liberates him from some of his lifelong self-

repression and consequent grief.  
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The other transforming moment occurs when the painter whispers into Herbal’s 

ear, “¡Regálale el lápiz! ¡Regálaselo a la morena!” and he acquiesces, telling Maria, 

“Toma, te lo regalo…Cógelo, haz el favor” (188). This suggests another level of 

liberation from a tangible guilt that has been weighing on him throughout his life. He 

literally lets go of his past, then goes outside, where he sees Death coming. “Por instinto, 

palpó buscando el lápiz de carpintero. ¡Ven, cabrona, ya no tengo nada!” (189). Now that 

Da Barca has died, and Herbal has surrendered the only tangible connection to his past 

(the pencil) to someone else, nothing ties him to this life.  

Through Herbal, the novel affirms modest changes in a right-wing character. First 

emphasizing the troubled and traumatic existence of a fascist soldier from a proletarian 

family, and then, in the final chapter, providing examples of his progress towards a more 

liberal position, El lápiz suggests that the legacy of the republican ideology will endure.13 

Historical recovery, made possible in postmemory, also implies the possibility of an 

improved future.  

With regard to core right-wing ideals summarized prior to the analysis of Herbal’s 

character, I will now look at examples of absolute violence, the conviction that their 

actions are sanctioned by God, a disdain of intellectualism and a respect for capitalism, 

and, lastly, sexism. In the Galician prisons, death squads had the role of taking prisoners 

out of the prison by night to line them up for execution. Rivas’ third-person narrator 

describes their attitude with regard to the prison in Coruña, with hundreds of inmates. 

                                                
13 The characters of Maria Da Visitação and Sousa similarly provide for a present-time continuation of that 
legacy. The former is a member of the oppressed, exploited proletariat as an itinerate, immigrant, non-
citizen, minority sex-worker. The latter is an intellectual with the possibility for ideological engagement 
and leadership coming from a middle-class intellectual background with parallels to Da Barca’s. As I will 
discuss later in the chapter, the novel implies that the two will discuss the testimonies they have heard, and 
in so doing will participate in historical understanding, or postmemory. 
 



 101 

The narrator states that everything, including “las sacas nocturnas,” functioned almost as 

if it were an industry. An explanation of the death squads’ reactions to survivors 

exemplifies the cold-blooded attitude of soldiers who see no value in the lives of their 

enemy prisoners: 

Entre las diversiones de los paseadores nocturnos figuraba la de la muerte 
aplazada. A veces, entre los prisioneros escogidos para ser asesinados, sobrevivía 
alguno al que le tocaba una bala de fogueo. Y esa suerte, esa vida por azar, hacía 
todo más dramático, antes y después. Antes, porque una mínima y caprichosa 
esperanza perturbaba como guijarros en el camino la compasión de los que iban 
en la cordada. Y después, porque él que volvía certificaba el horror con el espanto 
de sus ojos. (63) 

Herbal was in the squad that first took Da Barca out to be shot, and though he acted 

indifferent in front of the doctor, the situation reminded him of when his uncle would 

have to kill one of his animals and would entertain the same thought, “Preferiría no 

hacerlo, amigo” (65). Da Barca happens to survive, a rare event that made everything 

more dramatic for the executioners, and the ghost of the painter tells Herbal to take Da 

Barca back to the prison.  

 A prison chaplain serves as a prototypical representation of right-wing beliefs. In 

the mass celebrating the triumph of Franco, his sermon hails God’s supremacy and 

couples it with the Catholic Church as well as Franco’s new fascist regime. He declares 

that God guides history, that the great sin of history occurs in “la vanidad del intelecto y 

en la ignorancia de los más simples, arrastrados por tentaciones en forma de revoluciones 

y disparatadas utopias sociales,” and to combat this sin, God finds his ‘chosen ones’ 

(105). With that introduction, he reads a message sent from the Pope, revered as the head 

of the church and God’s representative, to congratulate Franco for victory in ‘Catholic 

Spain.’  
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His words absolutely oppose the values of the prisoners forced to be in attendance 

at mass. Da Barca expresses his disagreement by coughing, a response readily taken up 

by all the prisoners that leaves the authorities at a loss because as Herbal explains, “No 

íbamos a zurrarles a todos en plena misa!” (105). In this way, the camaraderie among the 

prisoners undermines the oppressors’ hierarchical power.  

Marisa’s grandfather, Benito Mallo, represents the right wing respect for money 

and influence, yet he also exhibits an egocentric attitude with regard to culture. Whereas 

the socialists and anarchists believe everyone has a right and a responsibility to be 

educated, Mallo holds that the sublime art of poetry deserves attention. The narrator 

explains that, “se había enriquecido hasta ese nivel en que la gente deja de preguntarse 

cómo” (117). With the arrival of La República in 1931, he had pledged allegiance to the 

republicans, but that only lasted a few months. Next, “su héroe pasó a ser el 

contrabandista, banquero y conspirador Juan March, entonces conocido como el último 

pirata del Mediterráneo” and he became rich through contraband, after which riches 

proved him a privileged place in society (126). Power is his primary fascination, so his 

loyalties sway in accord with the balance of power.  

Ironically, the moderately illiterate Mallo builds an enormous library and reads 

poetry, during which time he cannot be disturbed. He sees poetry as the most sublime art 

in culture and his honesty regarding his lack of schooling, “soñaba en sus labios como 

una advertencia, tanto más contundente cuanto más mejoraba su posición” (118). The 

attention to culture and learning is quite individualized, and he preaches his discoveries to 

others, entirely unlike the ‘casas del pueblo’14 run by left-wing thinkers of the era. For 

this self-made man, poems are a commodity that can corroborate his wealth. Mallo sees 
                                                
14 Pablo Iglesias founded the first casa de pueblo in 1908, and the idea spread throughout Spain backed by 
the PSOE and the UGT. Casa de Pueblo refers to a social place where workers and factory employees 
gather for education and to discuss political issues.  
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poetry from a capitalist perspective, as a means to the end of establishing upper-class 

legitimacy. First he purchases a library, along with the estate of the local landowner in 

decline. Then he appropriates the poetry of others claiming that he himself is the author. 

Though he may lack the intellectual means to comprehend its message, Mallo does 

possess the financial means to own the books, and takes it a step further by claiming to 

own the words. 

Just as Marisa’s grandfather takes an extreme stance with regard to power, so 

does Herbal’s brother-in-law, Zalo Puga. In him, the narrator creates the quintessential 

fascist pig, an image made caricature when he arrives home with a pig’s head in a bag 

that he brings home to his wife. Puga is a gun-toting, uniformed “Blue Shirt,” who is 

condescending, sexist, abusive and arrogant. The novel disparages his manly courage by 

making him a distributor of goods, one who goes out “a decomisar víveres por las aldeas” 

(Rivas 97). More than holding to the traditional belief in gender superiority that sees the 

role of the woman to be a simple homemaker, Puga mistreats his wife. In fact, Herbal 

opts to stay with them with the hope of protecting his sister, Beatriz. Zalo Puga’s 

character provides an extreme example of fascism, one that the narrator mocks in his 

development and eliminates in a decisive action by Herbal.  

The death squads, the clergy, a self-made man, and an aggressive husband 

complete Rivas’ depiction of the values maintained by the nationalists. Exaggeration 

makes the author’s political leanings evident, as does the idealized depiction of Doctor 

Daniel Da Barca, which I will now address. 

As I have already commented, Da Barca exemplifies the leftist ideal, giving 

priority to solidarity. During his imprisonment, he took care of everyone suffering from 

tuberculosis, regardless of political affiliations. He remembers his patients by name, 

regardless of their rank, as well as their involvement in the resistance prior to their 
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arrests. Herbal comments that “le [corre] más la cabeza que el almanaque” (79). Upon his 

return to a post-Franco Spain as an elderly man, he immediately cares for his neighbors 

pro bono. 

Da Barca repeatedly supports a social agenda of common brotherhood. Following 

his detention early in the Civil War, the doctor orchestrates the underground resistance to 

fascism through coded messages sent from jail. Though an opponent to Da Barca’s 

ideology, the guard calls the doctor “una leyenda entre la resistencia” (168). Later, while 

living in exile, Da Barca is active politically; it is said he even met with Che Guevara.  

The first speech of Da Barca’s that we witness pertains to the story of how he and 

his wife, Marisa, first met. Da Barca expresses his support of the idea of women’s 

suffrage by sharing the history of the queen of bees. He reflects that: 

Los sabios, como Aristóteles, inventaron teorías disparatadas. Se decía, por 
ejemplo, que las abejas venían de los bueyes muertos. Y así durante siglos y 
siglos. Y todo esto, ¿sabes por qué? Porque no eran capaces de ver que el rey era 
una reina. ¿Cómo sustentar la libertad sobre una mentira semejante? (16)  

Just as he believes women have a right to vote, Da Barca maintains that everyone merits 

an education. In the prison, Herbal describes the doctor as an active participant in a social 

group geared toward discussing ideas. This, an informal casa de pueblo, suggests a 

socialist and/or anarchist political leaning. Society, in the doctor’s view, ought to be a 

place where everyone has the opportunity to speak and be heard or to listen and learn.  

Another way in which Da Barca ‘speaks’ is through correspondence that appears 

to discuss the injured futbolista Chacho, but in reality is directing the continued 

resistance. Herbal, as his guard and mail censor, notices some letters are about soccer but 

fails to realize they are war messages. Eventually, the nationalists discover that Da Barca 

is orchestrating the struggle and he is taken from the sanatorium and interrogated.  
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Upon his return, he refuses to acknowledge mistreatment. Herbal remembers the 

doctor’s valient silence, “Supongo que lo habrían sido duro…pero el doctor no [comenta] 

nada de su paso por comisaría” (168). This could be either a conscious choice not to 

speak of a bad experience or an instinctive post-trauma repression of memory. If his 

reaction is read as repression, then one of Primo Levi’s observations may apply. Levi, a 

Holocaust survivor who wrote about the experiences of oppressors and victims in trauma, 

would argue that the reason Da Barca never spoke of his days of torture is because “a 

person who has been wounded tends to block out the memory so as not to renew the 

pain” (Levi 24). My reading, however, is that the doctor simply chooses not to complain 

in a situation where everyone is suffering. Years later when we see him speaking freely 

about his involvement in the resistance, there is no indication that he is the prototypical 

trauma victim. Instead, we meet a man happy with his life choices, despite their results. 

Another protagonist portrayed in the novel complements Da Barca in representing 

traditional leftist views. Pepe Sánchez was arrested for impersonating clergy and 

preaching anarchy. In Galicia in 1936, the Church preached apocalyptic messages out in 

the towns, predicted plagues and warned that the revolutionaries would steal children to 

raise them to be atheists. A group of anarchists decided to undermine ‘las Misiones’ by 

having one of them “ir en burro, con el hábito de dominico, e irrumpir como un poseído 

en medio de la prédica” (82). Sánchez is chosen for this task, and when no real monks 

arrive to continue the show, he has no choice but to give a sermon. His anarchist message 

that “en el mundo no había nadie suficientemente bueno como para mandar sobre otro sin 

su consentimiento” and that “la unión entre hombre y mujer tenía que ser libre, sin más 

anillo ni argolla que el amor y la responsibilidad” ended with a bolero and was 

considered a successful mission (82). Like Da Barca, Sánchez exemplifies the courage, 

selflessness and egalitarianism of republican values. These ideas of social idealism and 
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equality contradict, or dialogue with, the Church’s mission to promote obedience, And 

for that, Sánchez is sentenced to death.  

 

In El lápiz de carpintero, the victim, an exemplary man, and his oppressor, a 

conflicted being, remember their wartime experiences clearly and now, at the end of their 

lives, share their stories. How do their stories, and in particular their differing political 

views, represent dialogism? Their staunch differences are apparent, as neither has 

changed their allegiances since before the war. I argue that Herbal epitomizes the 

unresolved tensions of the era. He is the ambivalent protagonist, the embodiment of 

warring values and possibilities. This dialogue is mostly that of Herbal’s attempt to be 

part of a repressive regime versus the consciousness of the painter’s ghost.  

Dialogism is most at work between the doctor and the guard who narrate their 

experiences from a current timeframe. In the novel’s portrayal of Da Barca, we find a 

sense of nostalgia for the idealized anarchist and for the persevering collective 

organization of the prisoners. Herbal, on the other hand, is not an idealized fascist. We 

see him break from the expected role throughout the novel – in his guilt regarding killing 

the painter, his inability to kill Da Barca, his role in facilitating a brief honeymoon for Da 

Barca and Marisa, the murder of his very fascist brother-in-law, the giving of his 

testimony to an outsider, and his transmission of the pencil/painter legacy. The novel’s 

depictions of the left and right, as noted, reflect the author’s sympathies. 

El lápiz is an imaginative recreation of historical import that serves to affirm the 

left in the left/right ideological struggle of the Civil War. These memories of an ideal 

leftist and a flawed fascist are transformed into postmemory by the novel as a whole. At 

this point, I will discuss the narrative devices used in the novel to make the past 

approachable, or readable, in the present.  
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PART TWO: NARRATIVE WITNESSING 

El lápiz del carpintero’s narrative structure has multiple levels: there is an 

interview in which a reporter is expected to listen to the interviewee, a testimony in 

which a prostitute is required to listen to the confession of a guard, the depiction of a 

ghost who stays with Herbal throughout his life, an omniscient narrator who provides 

background, the retelling of stories (meta-witnessing), and the suggestion that the 

reporter and prostitute will share what they have learned. The continuing narrative is 

implied at the close of the novel when a reporter (presumably Sousa) returns to the 

brothel to see Maria a second time. Given that she has just heard Herbal’s story about Da 

Barca and given that the entire novel stems from moments of telling and listening, the 

novel’s conclusion leads the reader to see that cycle perpetuating. Through a jaded 

journalist and an exploited illegal immigrant, Spain’s cultural postmemory will continue 

to evolve. This added level of dialogism –present to present– is a consequence of 

conversations that relate past-to-present.  

Having already considered how Bakhtin’s dialogism is at work and how trauma is 

portrayed through a troubled victimizer, this section will study how witnessing is 

represented in the novel. I will focus on narrative witnessing in El lápiz after the first 

chapter interview between Sousa and Da Barca. Throughout the rest of the novel, as we 

witness Herbal’s testimony, a third-person omniscient narrator seamlessly slips into the 

guard’s narrative and supplements that testimony with details and anecdotes. Equally 

significant to that dual narration is the ‘voice’ of the phantasm of the painter, something 

between a conscience and a separate character, who furnishes Herbal with a perspective 

upon which he grows to depend.  
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I will provide close readings of representative aspects of each of the first three 

levels (Herbal, the painter, and the omniscient narrator) and a discussion of the 

significance of meta-narratives of witnessing. This focus on narrative witnessing 

highlights the mediating power of fiction when confronting a national trauma. The 

artistic, layered depiction stems from an author who is removed enough from the history 

itself to recognize multiple voices and produce a dialogic text.  

The dedication page credits Chonchiña and Ánxel Vázquez de la Cruz for having 

inspired the story and refers to a Doctor Paco Comesaña, “que luchó contra el mal de 

aire,” and who seems to have been the inspiration for the character of Doctor Daniel Da 

Barca (7). In the text, Herbal uses the same phrase when describing his former prison 

charge: “[Dice] que [hay] que luchar contra el mal de aire. Mucha gente no [entiende] las 

doctrinas de los políticos, pero aquello, lo del mal de aire, sí que lo entiende” (50). 

However, El lápiz is an imaginative work, not a work of memory.  

El lápiz employs various techniques to couple memory with imagination and 

history with narration. From the three main voices, we learn about Herbal’s troubled 

family life as a child, the suffering his sister endures because of her husband, and 

Herbal’s solitary life as an adult. This triple narration proves confusing as the text makes 

Herbal’s testimony “indistinguible de la voz narrativa de la novela. La división borrosa 

entra las voces narrativas representa la interpenetración del pasado y el presente” 

(Nichols 160). Rivas’ overlapping of the contemporary and the historical through 

fictional strategies makes the past real for the present, and does so in a discerning way. 

Such a perspective, as I have noted throughout this study, is precisely what literature of 

the postmemory generation proposes to do.  

Herbal’s testimony opens with this mix of past and present, as well as the 

interpenetration of stories. As a child, he explains to Maria, he had watched his uncle 
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apologize to each animal before killing it. That combined feeling of duty and regret was 

prevalent when Herbal himself executed the painter. Beginning a story that focuses 

almost entirely on the doctor with this anecdote introduces us as readers to a perpetrator 

who has been haunted his entire life with a weight of guilt. Herbal admits: 

Cometí muchas barbaridades, pero cuando me encontré ante el pintor, murmuré 
por dentro que lo sentía mucho, que prefería no tener que hacerlo, y no sé lo que 
él pensó cuando su mirada cruzó con la mía…pero quiero creer que él entendió, 
que adivinó que yo lo hacía para ahorrarle tormentos. (23)  

We immediately recognize that the novel’s dominant narrative voice is conflicted. His 

first words refer to an improbable communication with his victim, stating that he hoped 

the painter had understood the killing was not something he wanted to do and that would 

spare him from further suffering. Consequently, the subsequent interventions of the 

painter’s ghost seem a logical development. Herbal recounts his obsession with Da Barca 

throughout the war, often with references to the prominent role that the ghost played in 

his choices and his mental health.  

In his testimony to Maria, Herbal often recounts a sense of malaise and 

asphyxiation, something closely linked to the presence or absence of the phantasm of the 

painter. Though unexpected, the (semi)empowered victimizer suffers from physical 

manifestations of trauma. Herbal admits to Maria that “a veces…despierto con el ahogo” 

and recounts a couple of instances when physical anxiety abates with the return of the 

ghost (142). The first occurs while he was a guard at a prison, watching over Da Barca: 

Una noche se [despierta] ahogándose. El corazón le golpe[a] angustiado en el arca 
del pecho. … Finalmente sal[e] al fresco del patio y se ]pone] a respirar hondo. Es 
entonces cuando not[a] el acomodo del difunto en la oreja. Un milagroso alivio. 
(Rivas 113)  

The second miraculous recovery from a sense of suffocation occurs while he is a prisoner 

after having killed his brother-in-law, Zalo Puga. He tells Maria that the painter visited 
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him once: “Un día de angustia, de sed de aire. Me habló el difunto y se me pasó el 

ahogo” (187). Herbal’s assimilation of the painter as a reassuring presence is an 

unexpected dependence upon a representative of the political left. Though he swore his 

allegiance to Franco, his convictions are divided because of his conscience. 

In fact, Da Barca’s survival of his prison time may be credited to the persistence 

of the ghost. Having survived the first execution by chance, the doctor is soon called on 

again by the death squad. Here, the painter wakes Herbal and convinces him to get up and 

thwart the night killing. Initially, the guard responds with frustration, confusion, and an 

attempt at apathy. He says, “Se acabó. Déjame en paz. Si tiene que morir, que muera de 

una vez” (66). The ghost then challenges him, “¿Te vas a echar atrás ahora? Tú no corres 

ningún riesgo,” and Herbal does intervene (66). This is an opportunity for penance for a 

guard who cannot bring back the executed painter. Herbal tells the other guards that he 

will finish off the doctor because of a personal issue, then changes the direction of the 

bullet at the last second. The doctor is found alive on the beach the next morning, given a 

trial, and condemned to life in prison.  

More than guilt, the painter represents Herbal’s Other, his “Da Barca” within (his 

moral concience), who advocates and imposes the progressive values that Herbal rejects 

in his role as a nationalist prison guard. His narrative voice appears within the text, 

intertwined as part of Herbal’s testimony as an influential and distinct character. In one 

instance, Herbal tells Maria that he occasionally wakes up with the feeling he is still stuck 

in the snow on the prisoner transfer train and that he sees a wolf outside that he 

announces he will kill. But the painter intervenes: “Pero, ¿qué haces? ¿No lo ves?, le digo 

yo, voy a matar a ese lobo. No deshagas la pintura, dice él. Me ha dado mucho trabajo” 

(142). In this conversation, we see how the painter even interferes in dreams in which 

Herbal would terminate a life. The painter never takes control of the narration but 
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whenever he appears at Herbal’s shoulder, his comments influence the guard’s actions or 

mood.  

The painter similarly seeps into the omniscient narrator’s contributions to the 

story. The third person narrator describes Herbal frantically looking for the carpenter’s 

pencil (which he had taken from the painter) in his bag. As soon as he finds it, the painter 

appears and the following conversation takes place: 

 
¡Hola Herbal!, le dijo el pintor. Ya estamos en Monforte. Aquí el tren se divide. 
Yo para el norte, para Coruña, y tú para el sur. ¡Cuídate de este hombre!  
¿Y qué puedo hacer?, murmuró Herbal. Se me ha acabado la parentela. No me 
dejan en San Simón. Me mandan a otro destino. 
Mira, dijo el pintor. ¡Fíjate en ella!... ¡Adiós, Herbal! Me voy a ver cómo está mi 
hijo. (175) 

This is a decisive and difficult moment for the guard because he is going to be separated 

from the prisoner with whom he has long been obsessed, and the ghost is telling him he 

also is going to leave. To distract him, the painter points out the arrival of Da Barca’s 

beautiful wife, Marisa. Rivas uses of the third person narrator at this point in the novel to 

provide an external perspective on Herbal’s distress at losing (then finding) the pencil, his 

connection with Da Barca, and his comrade the ghost, who is planning to search Spain to 

see if his son is still alive and doing well. The effect is a poignant image of the guard as a 

pathetic and lonely man who defines himself via an envied prisoner of war and who relies 

on a ghost to keep himself in check.  

As noted previously, the omniscient narrator reveals aspects of Herbal’s past to 

which we as readers would not otherwise have access. That external voice also serves to 

remind the reader of the setting of the testimony, through sparse details or interjections 

from Maria, and to provide background information about Da Barca and Marisa. Early in 

the novel, the omniscient narrator describes how Da Barca and the painter became friends 
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before they were jailed together. The artist has been granted permission to draw pictures 

inside a mental hospital because he “quería retratar las heridas invisibles de la existencia” 

(41). At the end of the day, the doctor finds him in the sanatorium fearing that he had 

been forgotten and was locked in, and makes a joke about also being trapped. The 

narrator explains that the doctor then introduces himself and a great friendship begins.  

This anecdote articulates the idea of existential relativism, a theme developed 

throughout the novel that will be addressed in the conclusion section of this chapter as la 

realidad inteligente. The painter’s fear and the doctor’s joke about an inability to tell the 

patients interned at the hospital from a visiting artist or an author implies a similar 

difficulty to differentiate between ideological views at first glance. Moreover, the two 

men are temporarily locked within the walls of a psychiatric ward and later are held at the 

same prison. The immediate sense of camaraderie is an expression of the leftist ideal of 

solidarity.  

Regardless of how informed Herbal was of Da Barca’s actions in the resistance, 

he was inevitably excluded from the sense of brotherhood experienced among the 

prisoners he observed. Throughout the narrative, Herbal appears to be waiting for pardon 

(forgiveness from the painter) for doing his duty (following orders from his superiors to 

execute him). The presence of the painter and the obsession with Da Barca together 

suggest his recognition of their good qualities and his longing for the things they have: 

brotherhood, a sense social idealism, the affirmation of justice, social equality, freedom 

and universal self-actualization. This becomes apparent in the transition to Herbal 

immediately following the narrator’s comment regarding the connection between the two 

republicans. The fluidity between narrative voices provides a constant flow of 

information beyond the novel’s basic premise of a guard remembering a specific prisoner 

and creates an artistic, dialogic view of the past. 
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Yet another narrative level provided by these narrators is a series of stories-

within-stories that convey the ethical task of postmemory. Manuel Rivas, not a direct 

witness but a member of the generation seeking to commemorate Spain’s war, uses 

imaginative creation to emphasize the importance of present-day reception of these 

events. Sousa and Maria da Visitação are intra-diegetic protagonists who listen to 

testimonies that they will recount as story/ history. The narrative structure, by centering 

on scenes in which these two protagonists receive testimonial accounts, suggests that re-

telling is a vital, existential act. That act of repeating is seen throughout the novel, in 

stories-within-stories that represent the formal creation of postmemory through literary 

devices that emphasize meta-narrativity and dialogism. Again, the text is affirming the 

link between past and present. Having Herbal retell stories he witnessed others share 

decades before emphasizes that the past is an essential legacy of the present, and that 

there exists a duty to participate in these layers of witnessing. History is represented 

through fictional processes that make the traumatic aspects more approachable and the 

recreation of the past in the present more attractive. In the next section of the chapter, I 

will look at how symbolism factors into these meta-narratives and into the dialogic 

construction of conflicting ideologies.  

 

PART THREE: SYMBOLISM  

In this section, I will first discuss at length the significance of the carpenter’s 

pencil, after which I will briefly look at the presence of the ghost. Next, I will analyze 

meaning behind two of the stories within stories in the novel. Finally, I will look at the 

love story between Da Barca and Marisa as a persistent symbol of hope in an otherwise 

disturbing narration of violent and tragic history. Like the depiction of right versus leftist 
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ideals and the variety of narrative voices, these symbols contribute to dialogism. They 

provide images and invoke feelings that our primary narrator, Herbal, could not directly 

express in his testimony.  

As implied in the novel’s title, El lápiz del carpintero, the carpenter’s pencil is an 

iconic device. This tangible memory object is the totem of the phantasm of its previous 

possessor and ultimately becomes a symbol of the construction of postmemory. Yet prior 

to these two functions, which will be considered further, the pencil belongs to four 

different left-wing activists. The omniscient narrator informs us that its first owner, 

Antonio Vidal, was a carpenter who had used it to write revolutionary newspaper articles 

until he gave it to the shipbuilder Pepe Villaverde, who later gave it to the carpenter 

Marcial Villamor, who gave it to the painter so he could draw el Pórtico de la Gloria 

while in prison.  

Throughout the novel, the pencil serves as a reminder of an undesirable execution 

and as a comforting human presence that transcends Herbal’s limited perspective. 

William J. Nichols notes that in keeping that artifact, Herbal “inadvertidamente convierte 

el lápiz en una reliquia y una prótesis que, por un lado, resucita al pintor y, por otro, 

sustituye su ausencia” (172).  

The connection to the painter is so powerful that the guard first uses the pencil as 

a weapon to ward off death, and later dies soon after giving it away. Upon finishing his 

story, Herbal uses the pencil to draw a cross on the obituary. Then, after having spent half 

of his life maintaining a surreal relationship via an artifact, he suddenly surrenders the 

pencil to an immigrant (Maria), and, symbolically, to us. The conclusion of the novel 

combines the focus on the past (Herbal’s memories) with the suggestion of the future 

(retelling his story). In this way, the carpenter’s pencil serves as a symbol of the 

construction of postmemory. This symbol evokes the importance of, first, its multiple to 
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left-wing proponents, and second, its conflicted proponent of right-wing power. It is a 

multi-dimensional symbol, which has served physical (ship/house construction), 

ideological (newspaper articles), inspirational (artwork), and metaphysical (ghost) roles. 

At the novel’s conclusion, it also comes to signify the inclusion of an outsider in Spain’s 

evolving cultural memory.  

The pencil, which has been used to build, motivate and comfort, now symbolizes 

a connection between past and present. The legacy of Herbal’s testimony is that his life 

experiences will not be forgotten and that an immigrant prostitute will remember a 

complicated and personal history. Antonio Gómez-López Quiñones sees Herbal as a 

character paralyzed by the effects of traumatic memory (68). The novel tells “the other 

side of the story,” a victor plagued by the emotion of his contradictory impulses. Herbal 

must voice his traumatic past so that he can move on with his life (or in this case, 

complete it). Making his testimony his last act before dying emphasizes the importance of 

sharing one’s stories and participating in cultural memory. Throughout his years carrying 

the carpenter’s pencil, Herbal has also shouldered the weight of the political violence and 

oppression he has witnessed and perpetrated, and in confessing to another person, and 

bequeathing the pencil to her, he seems to be freed to let go and to meet his death.  

As previously noted, the painter’s ghost is a manifestation of the guard’s 

conscience. It symbolizes the conflict between his social status (he comes from the lower 

middle class, like the painter) and his politics (that lead him to join the winning side). At 

a more general level, from the perspective of the vanquished, it also represents “un 

pasado inextinguible que se niega a ser enterrado” (Nichols 168). Jo Labanyi explains 

that the narrative use of “haunting” in El lápiz “can be seen as a recognition of the fact 

that no narrative of atrocities can do justice to the pain of those who experienced such 
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atrocities at firsthand” (111). Even a text narrated by a nationalist validates the lasting 

trauma of the horrors of war.  

Throughout the course of Herbal’s testimony to Maria, we learn that as a guard he 

had listened to the prisoners “de cerca. Lo entretenían como una radio. El dial del 

palique, yendo y viniendo. Se acercaba de lado, como quien no quiere la cosa, y echaba 

un pitillo apostado en el quicio de la puerta que daba al patio” (28). The omniscient 

narrator and Herbal recount several of the stories he overheard, or witnessed, while 

spying on his charges. These metanarratives weave personal experiences with 

witnessed/retold ones. In El lápiz, these stories within stories create yet another layer. 

More than simply validating the voices of the prisoners, they have symbolic import.  

In the first episode, Da Barca retells some folklore that stays with Herbal 

throughout his life. It is the tale of la Vida and la Muerte, two sisters who are very close 

until la Vida falls in love and leaves with a man who plays an accordion he had found 

after a shipwreck. Since that separation, la Muerte has spent all of eternity jealous of her 

sister and searching for her. As the story goes, she takes the life of anyone of whom she 

inquires about her sister’s whereabouts and who cannot help. Later in the novel, La 

Muerte finds Herbal fixing his bicycle on the way to his sister’s house, and greets him, 

“Hola, Herbal, querido. Soy la Muerte,” before asking after her sister (Rivas 96). 

Recognizing his danger, the guard threatens her with the carpenter’s pencil, “como una 

lanza roja” and she leaves, surprised (96). Many years later when he goes outside to wait 

for her, he sees her coming and wonders why she is quiet instead of cursing “a la puta 

Vida y al sonriente acordeonista que se la había llevado” (189).  

In this depiction of Life and Death, two entities that in reality can never be 

separated, we see Life searching for love, a human construct, and Death searching for the 

past, an unattainable quest. One looks for beauty in new relationship and the other tries to 



 117 

find the beauty of an old relationship. Egotistic individualism is at play in both sides of 

this division, for Life abandoned her sister and Death is characterized as jealous and only 

wants things her way. The tragic estrangement ruptured their solidarity. It is worth noting 

that for the leftist- leaning characters in the novel, Da Barca and the painter in particular, 

their solidarity is truly transcendent. Not even death splits them, for the painter intervenes 

for Da Barca, his comrade and friend, the second night that the doctor is called out by the 

death squad. The story of La Vida and La Muerte, originally told by Da Barca and 

overheard by Herbal, then recounted years later by the narrator over the course of 

Herbal’s testimony, demonstrates the interconnectedness of memories. 

A second metanarrative provided by the omniscient narrator describes Herbal 

again listening to his prisoners. This time the painter is describing his recreation in prison 

of the Pórtico de la Gloria that exist in the cathedral in Santiago. The narrator observes 

that the drawing was made with “un lápiz gordo y rojo, que [el pintor] llevaba 

constantemente en la oreja, como un carpintero” and notes that Herbal watches 

everything as a silent witness (39). In the scene, the painter relates each of the figures in 

the biblical allegory to one of his comrades. The last one mentioned is the prophet 

Daniel. The painter explains that “de él se dice que es el único que sonríe con descaro en 

el Pórtico de la Gloria, una maravilla del arte, un enigma para los expertos. Ése eres tú, 

Da Barca” (39). His comment is telling because the doctor, though perhaps without 

smiling, has already proven that his spirit cannot be broken.  

Comparing Daniel Da Barca to Daniel, the biblical figure, also foreshadows his 

enigmatic survival of the death squad, an event similar to the prophet’s unharmed state 

after being thrown into a den of lions. Da Barca goes on to live through the ‘execution’ 

by Herbal, caring for those dying of tuberculosis, and an internment in the concentration 

camp on the island of San Simón. Moreover, the substitution of left-wing figures in lieu 
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of biblical ones suggests that the revised Pórtico de la Gloria symbolizes the transcendent 

nature of the leftist ideology and its potential redemptive power for the Spanish people. 

On the other hand, perhaps Da Barca’s inexplicable ability to survive attempts on 

his life, exposure to disease, torture, and prison living conditions is also due to his love 

for Marisa. Their love story, immutable despite formidable odds, equips El lápiz with its 

central theme that human beings are eternally optimistic, social creatures capable of 

affirming progressive values. Doctor Da Barca epitomizes leftist ideals –that is how we 

are introduced to him in the first chapter of the novel– and Marisa supports him 

unconditionally. In the interview with Sousa, we discover how they first met and how, 

when he was imprisoned in Santiago, Marisa smuggled a gun to her husband. Decades 

later, as the dying doctor begins to tell this story to the young reporter, he looks at his 

wife “con sus viejos ojos tatuados de deseo” (17). It is an ageless love story woven into a 

portrayal of death and destruction, a narration of love that encapsulates the novel’s sub-

current of hope.  

 We learn more about the course of their relationship from Herbal’s testimony and 

the information provided by the narrator. Ironically, Marisa Mallo’s grandfather, Benito 

Mallo, supports the nationalists in order to protect the riches he has acquired, and 

consequently opposes her relationship with the young doctor. In fact, when Marisa asks 

him to intervene so that Da Barca might be freed at Christmas, he tells her, “No te voy a 

engañar, Marisa. Hice todo lo possible para que lo matasen. Ahora, el mayor favor que os 

puedo hacer es no hacer nada” (130). She tells him he could do better than that and 

announces that love exists and that she will marry Da Barca. It is a bold move, given that 

“la palabra del abuelo comprometía a todo el clan, empezando con sus padres, sumisos 

como corderos ante el albedrío de Benito Mallo” (131).  
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In connection with her conversation with her grandfather, the narrator informs  us 

that the last time Benito had seen his granddaughter, she was bleeding to death in a 

bathtub after a suicide attempt. We can imagine that her desperation was caused by the 

arrrest of her beloved Da Barca combined with the grandfather’s lack of support. But 

now she is determined to fight for her loved one, even if it means opposing the family 

patriarch. In response to her proclamation, Benito steps away. He then turns back inform 

her that “Pasado mañana…sale un tren de Coruña. Un tren especial. Y tu doctor va en él” 

(132). 

Herbal describes to Maria that when Marisa found the doctor at the train platform, 

they embraced and nobody knew what to do. He recalls another time when he has seen 

the two holding each other as if no one could separate them: 

Fue el día que descubrí que estaban enamorados. Nunca antes había visto juntos, 
ni podía imaginar que Marisa Mallo y Daniel Da Barca fuesen a formar pareja. 
Eso estaría bien para una novela, pero no para la realidad de aquel tiempo. (139)  

The anomaly of their attraction, dedication and passion does in fact constitute a novel. 

They manage to get married even though Da Barca is in jail, and Marisa again finds her 

man in a transport train. This time, with papers to prove their marriage and a small bribe 

by the doctor, Sergeant García arranges for the two to have their wedding night before 

finishing the journey to the prison on San Simón. The narrator explains that upon 

learning this, Herbal thinks that the sergeant has lost his mind and wonders how Da Barca 

could possibly have convinced him to risk so much for a transport prisoner. Aware of his 

shock, the painter says into Herbal’s ear: “Este Daniel es un fenómeno” (178). The 

phantasm likely recalls when he compared the prophet from his drawing to the doctor, 

and Da Barca’s enigmatic existence is again affirmed.  
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Herbal’s obsession with the relationship between Da Barca and Marisa stems 

from jealousy, for the doctor has comraderie and love in his life while the prison guard is 

entirely alone. After their night together in a hotel, Da Barca is transferred to the island 

prison and Herbal never sees his charge again. Yet from the obituary he finds in the 

paper, Herbal learns what became of the man with whom he had long been obsessed. As 

expected, Da Barca’s marriage lasted his lifetime. Marisa had waited until the release 

from prison, moved to Mexico with him, waited until after Franco’s death, returned to 

Spain with him, and stood by him as he lost his life to the same disease that had plagued 

his comrades while in prison.  

The carpenter’s pencil, the ghost of the painter, the image of the prophet Daniel, 

the anecdote about la Vida y la Muerte, and the love between Da Barca and Marisa are 

among the symbols Rivas utilizes in El lápiz to integrate a theme of endurance and hope 

into a history inhumanity and oppression. Symbolism permeates this novel. Like 

dialogism and the interweaving of the narrative voices, the use of this literary device 

demonstrates a postmemory perspective. Rivas softens a tale of political oppression 

centered on a troubled prison guard, prisoners dying of tuberculosis, and a long-suffering 

leftist-leaning doctor by retelling the trauma in a layered narrative that manages to 

highlight witnessing, retelling, listening and love.  

 

CONCLUSION: LA REALIDAD INTELIGENTE 

El lápiz del carpintero provides a variety of voices and listeners, most of which 

pertain to the lower social classes. As Antonio Gómez López Quiñones observes, this 

calls attention to the difficulty of transmitting a complete memory to the next generation: 
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El lápiz del carpintero propone una interesante reflexión no sólo sobre la cantidad 
y calidad de unos recuerdos, sino también sobre su capacidad para tender puentes 
de entendimiento y empatía con generaciones posteriores. En otras palabras, qué 
clase y número de recuerdos son necesarios, suficientes y no excesivos para que 
un pasado resulte atractivo y estimulante para el presente. Esta pregunta se 
despliega, finalmente, en una doble interrogación. Una que se refiere al tipo de 
recuerdos y otra que cuestiona las dosis de recuerdos con los que el presente 
quiere y está dispuesto a dirimir. (68)  

His comments on storytelling are similar to the idea of postmemory, using testimony as 

legacy and analyzing how it functions. The two challenges mentioned here, what kind of 

memories are considered and which of those are accepted or rejected, find a possible 

response in Roberto Nóvoa Santos’ idea of ‘intelligent reality.’ Santos, a Galician 

pathologist and intellectual, promoted the idea of an essential interconnectedness in life 

and history, which would include all memories and consequently serve the construction 

of postmemory. 

Daniel Da Barca believes in this theory and explains it to Sousa during his 

interview as something transcendental, a second nature and another reality. He explains 

Santos’ idea with a metaphor about interconnectedness:  

La realidad inteligente, sí señor. Todos soltamos un hilo, como los gusanos de 
seda. Roemos y nos disputamos las hojas de morera pero ese hilo, si se entrecruza 
con otros, si se entrelaza, puede hacer un hermoso tapiz, una tela inolvidable. (14)  

Da Barca, in his description of Santos’ idea toward the opening of the novel, establishes a 

theme of past-in-present as well as “la interconexión de vidas individuales para tejer una 

experiencia colectiva” (Nichols 159). The idea emphasizes collectivity, even equality, as 

everyone participates in creating history.  

La realidad inteligente contradicts the Church’ suggestion that God controls 

everything. Rather than proclaim the faith upheld by the political right, Nóvoa Santos’ 

theory upholds the social progressivism of the political left. The fact that Da Barca passes 
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the idea on to Sousa, a potentially liberal intellectual, contributes to this novel’s implicit 

message of hope.  

El lápiz provides us with two characters whose ideologies have not changed 

despite the war’s conclusion, a near forty-year dictatorship, and two decades of a 

democratic parliamentary monarchy. This suggests the endurance of beliefs among 

survivors. Da Barca, consistently seen as the left-wing ideal, endured defeat, 

imprisonment, and exile without losing his exuberant love of life or his passion for 

politics. Herbal, a conflicted and haunted soul, still envies and despises the doctor and 

has not evolved to a more prominent place in society. The characterization of Herbal and 

Da Barca undermines simple ideas of the soldier as perpetrator versus the prisoner as 

victim and it humanizes history.  

Rivas’ novel expands historical awareness from a temporally removed 

perspective, that of the subsequent generation. The interest in the stories behind the 

‘History’ is representative of postmemory. El lápiz contributes to the dialogue, or truth, 

surrounding the war. According to Bakhtin, “truth is not the result of dialogue, truth is 

dialogue” (Dialogue 98). As we have seen, Rivas’ work depicts the complex humanity of 

a perpetrator of inhumanity. These versions of history both alter traditional images of the 

Civil War by undermining the simple ideals of good and evil. New additions to the 

dialogue do not, however, imply a sudden, absolute vision of the past. “The concept of 

polyphony truth does not in any way imply anything like ‘the truth is somewhere in the 

middle.’ …The individual voices that make up the polyphonic truth never merge” 

(Sidorkin, Dialogue 168). As Bakhtin has affirmed, this lack of consensus does not 

constitute a lack of truth; rather, it allows the truth to evolve.  

History is never simple, and as Bakhtin affirms, it is never finalized (or 

definitive). The past continues to evolve as long as we view it from new perspectives, 



 123 

which is inevitable because our cultural framework is constantly changing. Literature 

based on testimony and history plays a significant role in that process. Rivas’ work is 

neither pure history nor truth, yet the fictional representation of certain aspects of the past 

expands our understanding because they speak to (or against) other versions of Spain’s 

history. It contributes to postmemory by providing new versions of twentieth-century 

history.  

In El lápiz del carpintero, optimism is made possible through the transmission of 

history to the present. Carlos Sousa and Maria da Visitação are heirs to someone’s 

history, and the novel implies that they are going to participate immediately in the 

construction of postmemory when they meet for a second time. Maria will be able to 

retell Herbal’s testimony with her night visitor, “un periodista deprimido” (188). Sousa’s 

arrival makes possible another level of dialogism: a comparison between Da Barca’s 

version, as Sousa heard it, with Herbal’s version, as Maria heard it. This linkage between 

history and contemporary time, with a conclusion that projects implications for the future, 

is another manifestation of ‘intelligent reality.’ In it, we find the novel’s core theme: the 

connectedness that should affirm human communication, compassion, and solidarity, not 

violent exclusion, elitism, inequality and oppression.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: Enterrar a los muertos and Soldados de Salamina: 

Historical Dialogism 

In Soldados de Salamina, the narrator, affected by a forgotten soldier’s constant 

dedication to the memory of his fallen comrades, ponders that “quizá no es él quien se 

acuerda de ellos, sino ellos los que se aferran a él, para no estar del todo muertos” 

(Cercas 201). This chapter studies two pieces of writing in which the author-narrator 

strives to bring dignity to victims of Spain’s Civil War: Ignacio Martínez de Pisón’s 

historical essay Enterrar a los muertos (2005) and Javier Cercas’ historical/fictional 

novel Soldados de Salamina (2001). These works, like the other three considered in this 

project, combine memory, history and literature. The quest for history in these two 

works, specifically, demonstrates how investigating the past expands and/or alters our 

perceptions of it. Inevitably, researching aspects of history that have not yet been 

addressed affects historical understanding. It is a type of investigation that rewrites the 

past without intention to rewrite, or change, elements that have already been accepted.  

Jordi Gracia’s 2008 article “Revisionism, a Necessary Evil,” contends that “both 

the best narratives as well as the most competent literary historiography have gone down 

the path of complexity to understand the past on the basis of the present” ("Revisionism" 

247). Unlike the popular yet misinformed left-wing or right-wing revisionism, which was 

dominated by “simplification or sectarianism,” today’s “literary evocation of the past” 

lacks that combative spirit ("Revisionism" 247-48).  

Moreover, in an article published the year before, Cercas defends the idea that the 

primary obligation of historians “[consiste] en revisar cómo se ha contado la historia, y 

en revisar la revisión y la revisión de la revisión y la revisión de la revisión de la revisión, 

y así hasta el infinito” ("Revisar"). If historians are to question commonly accepted views 
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and offer new interpretations based on the present, then true historiography is essentially 

revisionist. The novelist observes the accuracy of a point made by Gracia: “aplicado a los 

historiadores, el calificativo revisionista es casi pleonástico” ("Revisar").  

However, historical revisionism is of great value because “investigations of 

marginal issues can shed light on the central point,” and this is precisely what Martínez 

de Pisón and Cercas, two accomplished authors and amateur historians, achieve (Gracia 

"Revisionism"). This chapter considers how they collect and recount the histories they 

narrate, with a central focus on the role that historical revisionism plays in their efforts.  

As discussed in the Introduction, this chapter looks at two works that demonstrate 

how objective historical writing is an impossible ambition, given the impact of forgetting 

and of temporal distance. The first text analyzed here, Enterrar, is an “ensayo narrativo” 

that shows how research into one execution expands to include family, authors and 

historians, other countries, and the oppression of a political group, the POUM (el Partido 

Obrero de Unificación Marxista). While Martínez de Pisón speaks in first person, he is 

almost completely absent from the text. Jordi Gracia, who finds the writing style superior 

to most historians, notes that this absent first-person speaker “no fabula ni reinventa un 

narrador” ("Causas doblamente perdidas").  

The second text, Soldados, is quite different in that respect. Labeled a “relato 

real”15 or “docufable,” we see how an author-narrator utilizes history to create a 

successful story, and how an initially ideologically disengaged research perspective 

evolves, humanizing both sides of the war conflict. Both texts show us how the author-

narrators become more ideologically engaged as a consequence of their historical 

investigations. One consequence is that both texts denounce how political ends failed to 

                                                
15 As noted in the Introduction, Cercas uses the term “relato real”  to describe hiswork, a story that retells 
events that happened to actual people.  
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justify the means of the war crimes considered (in Enterrar, the murder of Robles and the 

persecution of the POUM; in Soldados, a mass execution of nationalist prisoners and the 

apathy of one who instigated the conflict itself).  

 

In Part One, I will look at Enterrar a los muertos as comprehensive 

documentation with few and subtle comments that suggest it is neither entirely impartial 

nor objective. At the same time, its tone is far removed from the subjective ones of works 

studied previously in this project. What does Martínez de Pisón ‘prove’ and how does he 

make his points without resorting to the personal and indignant mission to ‘correct’ 

history as in Autobiografía del General Franco (see Chapter One), the poetic, nostalgic 

and emotive style seen in La voz dormida (see Chapter Two), or the nuanced look at the 

roles of victim and perpetrator found in El lápiz del carpintero (see Chapter Three)? 

Instead of relying on narrative techniques to mediate a traumatic story potentially 

unsettling for the reader, Enterrar emphasizes facts and quoted opinions to foreground its 

historical authenticity. However, given that the informative impact of this text focuses on 

a marginal issue, it serves as an example of historical revisionism.   

Martínez de Pisón’s narrative essay contributes to the present-day evolving 

historical awareness of the divided left and the oppression orchestrated by Stalin. 

Enterrar chronicles the authentic yet divided left, the republican effort, as opposed to 

totalitarianism posing as the left, the USSR. It begins with the history of José Robles and 

expands to recall a history of divisions among family, friends, comrades and allies. As of 

the writing of this study, I have not found critical articles published on Enterrar, so my 

analysis will be a direct reading supplemented in rare instances by book reviews or 

interviews.  
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In Part Two, I will read Soldados de Salamina as historical revisionism stemming 

from a liberal perspective in which the author-narrator evolves from an objective interest 

in a specific event to an ideological commitment to the values fought over in the war and 

to its survivors. Initially, the author-narrator disparages war histories as excuses “para la 

nostalgia de los viejos y carburante para la imaginación de los novelistas sin 

imaginación,” yet after interviewing various individuals, the novel’s conclusion finds him 

marveling over “esos momentos inconcebibles en que toda la civilización pende de un 

solo hombre y de ese hombre y de la paga que la civilización reserva a ese hombre” 

(Cercas, Soldados 21, 209). The man that inspires such interest and reflection is the 

soldier Miralles, who Cercas believes to have spared Sánchez Mazas’ life. Though the 

novel has been criticized for “an overly cowardly depiction” of the Falangist leader and 

“an overly nostalgic portrayal” of the republican soldier, I believe that the novel shows an 

evolution in character development and that it should be valued as “a realistically 

chronicled illustration” of the transforming effects of dialoging with history (Korcheck 

5).  

The Conclusion will note that Martínez de Pisón and Cercas are not unlike the 

target audience for which the editor Amescua commissioned Autobiografía del General 

Franco – a generation growing up unaware of the complex history of the early-mid 

twentieth-century. These two authors choose to find out, to “remember,” to investigate 

the past.  Yet temporal distance also places them, as Sánchez León would remind us, at a 

vantage point clouded by changed or faded memories. Ironically, those inquisitive 

children, grandchildren, historians, screenwriters, authors, etc. of the posterior 

generations also have the advantage of a ‘fresh perspective,’ a willingness to contemplate 

heretofore denied facets of a problematic past, and an opportunity to reconstruct a more 

nuanced version of it. I will argue that historical revisionism expressed in Cercas’ and 
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Martínez de Pisón’s texts is not something radical to be criticized, but something natural 

to be accepted in our continually evolving understanding of history.  

  

PART ONE: ENTERRAR A LOS MUERTOS  

Enterrar a los muertos recounts the author’s deconstruction of the archive and 

reconstruction of history. We as readers see how Martínez de Pisón refashions historical 

memory to complete what he saw as a void and investigated as a mystery. Although he 

fails to find definitive answers, he does discover a far more extensive tragedy. Primarily, 

the problem he intended to solve was the obscurity surrounding the abduction and death 

of the author/academic José Robles early in the Civil War (though there is no official 

record, it is estimated be in March, 1937). While the initial impulse of his investigation 

was to learn about one person, Martínez de Pisón unravels an intricate web that involves 

multiple individuals, various political ideals, and several countries.  

During his book release in Valencia, Martínez de Pisón explained: “Soy un 

historiador amateur, mi género es la novela. Ante la historia que me encontré –la 

desaparición y asesinato de José Robles en 1937 en Valencia– cambié de género literario, 

me convertí en historiador” (Melià Valencia). Enterrar is based on historical 

investigation, not literary creation. Martínez de Pisón digs up long-buried conspiracies 

and highlights fratricidal crimes committed before and during the Civil War, as well as 

calling attention to support from certain American intellectuals. 

 

American author John Dos Passos, a close friend of Robles, had sought answers 

regarding his colleague’s execution in the weeks after his demise. Through researching 

the friendship between the two academics and retracing the American’s steps, Martínez 
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de Pisón begins to comprehend the larger picture of the divided left. He concludes that 

Robles died at the hands of the Soviets, and encounters a divisive, oppressive relationship 

between the republicans and the Soviets. Similarly, he investigates the friendship of Dos 

Passos and Ernest Hemingway, a long-term relationship that parallels the Soviet/Spanish-

republican connection. The allegiance between Dos Passos and Hemingway is ruptured 

by their different responses to Robles’ death. Dos Passos wants to find the truth while 

Hemingway believes the rumor that Robles had been a spy. Similar to the Soviet/Spanish 

allegiance, their relationship has problems stemming from ideological differences. While 

in Spain during the war, it becomes apparent that Dos Passos is a more a pacifist who 

values the individual while Hemingway is willing to go to the front line and puts his 

confidence in the collective. This personal division between the authors merits attention 

in a work pivoting on the death of a supporter at the hands of his allies. In the Appendix, 

Martínez de Pisón expands his focus from Robles to an entire political group, the 

POUM.16 Robles’ demise (likely in February or March of 1937) coincides with the onset 

of organized Soviet terror against republican allies who did not support Stalin 

unconditionally (i.e. the POUM).  

Horacio Vázquez-Rial reads Martínez de Pión’s narrative as one which “elude 

todo desarrollo político o moral, limitándose a contar los hechos. Es consciente de que la 

historia de Robles es la historia de la historia, de que el destino de un hombre es el 

destino de todos los hombres, y la narra con una asepsia camusiana” (Vázquez-Rial). 

Though I agree that the narration often reads with the science of a police report, I believe 

Martínez de Pisón does reveal his sympathies, albeit in a reserved manner. In researching 

                                                
16 The POUM (el Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista) was founded by Andreu Nin and Joaquín 
Maurín in 1935 in opposition to Stalinism and in support of Trotskyism. This revolutionary political group 
was the object of oppression and a fear campaign orchestrated by the Soviets as part of Stalin’s objective to 
spread his own political agenda.  
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the work to create his report, Martínez de Pisón meets the Robles family, and in learning 

the history of its members’ experiences and of those of the POUM, he becomes 

emotionally invested in his project.  

Even without explicitly stating it, all reporting –in the media, between friends and 

family, or in history books– has a subjective angle because of how the events were 

perceived by the witness (be it first-hand or second-hand) and how that narrator retells 

the story. An investigator/ reporter simply cannot be uninvolved sufficiently to truly 

avoid having some level of impression that guides the presentation of events. This is most 

obvious when dealing with crime and war.  

Ignacio Martínez de Pisón, born two decades after the war (in 1960), was fifteen 

when Franco died. While he did not live through the oppression of the pre- through 

immediate post-war years, he has a keen interest in the war “porque hay heridas abiertas 

que tienen que cicatrizar” (Mora). Given that in his interview with Rosa Mora he 

describes Spain as a wounded nation, haunted and in need of healing, his writing simply 

cannot be impartial. Jordi Gracia, in a review of Enterrar, describes it as “un libro sin 

moralejas ni condenas, pero con realidades bien documentadas” ("Causas doblamente 

perdidas"). I agree with this comment and would still read the text itself, in its entirety, as 

a commentary which condemns the cruelty of the Soviet soldiers and the more universal 

propensity to ignore real crimes due to fear of the possible ones (here, fascism).  

Gracia defines the work’s intention in a similar vein: “Volver a contar es casi 

siempre contar de otra manera y con otra intención: en el caso de este libro de Martínez 

de Pisón, el efecto nuevo de sus historias poco y mal conocidas atañen a la obediencia 

estalinista del partido comunista y la represión política en el bando republicano” ("Causas 

doblamente perdidas"). Enterrar is an example of historical revisionism narrated almost 

entirely without literary embellishment. At this point, I will look at the narrative ‘style’ of 
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the text before focusing on how Martínez de Pisón presents history in the text and 

appendix of Enterrar. A close reading of Martínez de Pisón’s journalistic style reveals 

that even in a seemingly objective recounting of history, the author’s perspective is 

apparent.  

A two-page introduction credits Héctor Baggio’s John Dos Passos: Rocinante 

pierde el camino for inspiring the project. To learn more about José Robles, as well as his 

friendship with Dos Passos, Martínez de Pisón explains that he scoured books, histories, 

testimonies, and news articles related to either figure. The initial curiosity became an 

obsession that motivated him to “reconstruir la historia desde el principio” (Baggio 8). 

Following this brief personal insight, we enter into a straightforward historical biography: 

Por esas fechas, Pepe Robles tenía diecinueve años y estudiaba Filosofía y Letras 
en la Universidad de Madrid….En una excursión a Toledo en un vagón de tercera 
clase entabló conversación con un norteamericano apenas un año mayor que él. 
(Martínez de Pisón 9) 

The conventional biographical narrative progresses through the history until the narrator 

steps back in during the fourth chapter. His comments will reveal he is intellectually and 

emotionally invested in solving the mystery of Robles’ death and further exposing the 

dubious role of the Soviets in Madrid, Barcelona, and throughout republican Spain.  

The first comment made by Martínez de Pisón that disrupts the steady third-

person narration that has carried the work since the two-page introduction is one of 

frustration. Discouraged by a series of failures –in large part due to the fact that the 

Soviet archives are closed to foreigners – that prevent him from solving the mystery of 

Robles’ death, he exclaims: 

Descartada por tanto esa vía, ¿qué debía hacer? ¿Esperar una improbable apertura 
de la ventana antes de dar por terminadas mis indagaciones? ¿Publicar unas 
conclusiones provisionales  y confiar en que alguien llegara a completarlas en el 
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futuro? De la forma más inesperada, se abrió ante mí una nueva vía, si bien 
indirecta. (Martínez de Pisón 87-88)  

The unexpected new angle stems from a series of events that lead to a major 

breakthrough in his research. Seeking help from other specialists, including the historian 

Stanley G. Payne, has brought little success. In late 2003, however, the author’s luck 

changes.  

Per recommendation of author Andrés Trapiello, he visits an art exhibition 

entitled “Madrid-Moscú.” Impressed by the quality of the work and the painter’s 

awareness of “los paisajes urbanos que habían frecuentado los enviados soviéticos,” he 

calls Trapiello to discuss his reactions (88). The next evening, they meet for dinner, and 

Trapiello brings along the artist himself, Carlos García-Alix. Their conversation changes 

the fate of Martínez de Pisón’s search.  

García-Alix apparently reveals the name of the likely culprit responsible for 

Robles’ death, yet the first person narrator-author opts to withhold it from us, the readers:   

“No te puedo asegurar que fuera él quien lo matara. Lo que sí te puedo asegurar 
es que tuvo una relación directa con su muerte. Es más sencillo de lo que parece. 
Sólo tienes que saber quién era por esas fechas el hombre de Orlov en Valencia. 
¿Quieres saber quién era?” Acto seguido, pronunció lentamente un nombre y un 
apellido, y me indicó la primera de una serie de pistas que tenía que seguir para 
llegar por mí mismo a esa conclusión. (89)  

By not revealing the name, the narrator maintains our experience of reading a historical 

mystery. Martínez de Pisón recreates for us his experience of initially being asked that 

question, and with it a sense of curiosity and anticipation.  

  Continuing his search based on the details provided by García-Alix, the author-

narrator recalls that: 

Mientras redactaba ese capítulo de mi historia, no me había parecido necesario 
corregir la imprecisión de Dos Passos, y el nombre de periodista [Eduardo de 
Guzmán] no habría figurado en este libro si Carlos García-Alix no me hubiera 
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señalado otro de sus trabajos como la primera de las pistas que debían conducirme 
hasta el asesino de Robles. (91)  

Here we see a criticism of Dos Passos’ investigation in 1937, which we should remember 

was attempted at the height of Soviet oppression and a national war. This comment also 

admits Martínez de Pisón’s dependency upon others in order to complete a ‘precise’ 

history. Having followed the same logic and path as Dos Passos to begin his own 

research and now having progressed in it thanks to an artist he met through a writer, 

Martínez de Pisón demonstrates that refashioning history depends upon using a multitude 

of sources.  

Chapter Four’s anecdote, distinct from the established third person voice, reminds 

us of an author that is fully invested in uncovering clues and learning the truth. This 

chapter provides a glimpse into Martínez de Pisón’s meticulous efforts in researching this 

obscure part of history. The author-narrator again reveals his involvement when he 

credits Robles’ daughter with helping in its creation. He remembers meeting the family, 

“Yo les visité en 2003, y huelga decir que la información contenida en este libro procede 

directamente de la excepcional memoria de Miggie” (181). This is the third and final time 

in which Martínez de Pisón resorts to a first-person narrative comment, yet after that 

expression of debt to Miggie, he uses a first person plural command.  

At that point in his narrative, Martínez de Pisón transitions back to the more 

removed history by speaking to us as a collective, and including himself: “Volvamos de 

nuevo a 1938 y al proceso contra Coco Robles” (181). By inserting himself in the work in 

these two ways, the author reveals that history is never entirely impersonal. Suggestions 

of his invested interest in the republicans as victims, combined with the awareness that he 

is recreating a piece of history to be published and read, undermine the objective tone 

expected in a historical essay produced at a temporal distance from the events narrated.  



 134 

As with the preceding example, the narrator is conscious of his readers and 

occasionally uses the command form. When discussing five stories that Hemingway 

published between late 1938-1939, Martínez de Pisón refers to, “La denuncia” as “el más 

logrado” and comments that, “También para nuestra historia es el más interesante” (135). 

After spending much of Chapter Six detailing the post-Spain experiences of Dos Passos 

and Hemingway, Martínez de Pisón opens Chapter Seven by declaring: “Pero volvamos a 

la guerra civil. Volvamos a 1937” (157). Apart from these rare exceptions of personal 

comments and collective, informal commands, Enterrar is narrated in the third person. 

The author writes a historical narrative produced from reading novels, histories, 

letters and newspapers, and from speaking with relatives and survivors. Like the other 

authors considered in this project, Martínez de Pisón belongs to the generation born after 

the trauma of the Civil War and post-war years. Conventional historical narrative is 

generally perceived as impersonal and authoritative, whereas testimony is viewed as 

personal and authentic. The combination of the two, therefore, may achieve a 

compromise more believable than history, testimony or even historical fiction. Martínez 

de Pisón’s historical essay does just that, interlacing historical records and personal 

testimonies with a narrative tone that is impersonal and yet authentically situated in his 

own efforts and investigation.  

While Martínez de Pisón sought to produce an objective text, his investment in 

the project is inescapable. This reconstituted history is a report of a puzzle the narrator 

already pieced together. Suggestions of an informed narrator appear throughout the work. 

The author-narrator chooses to employ prolepsis in a few instances, although far less 

frequently than it is used in the intricate narration of La voz dormida. The first example 

predicts the death of Dos Passos’ lifelong love in the same sentence that introduces her: 

“En Key West, gracias a Hemingway, había conocido en 1928 a Katy Smith, que sería su 
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compañera de fatigas hasta que encontrara la muerte en un accidente de circulación casi 

veinte años después” (20).  

The American author’s death is also prophesied. Dos Passos suffered from 

rheumatism and sought treatment more than once in Baltimore. Martínez de Pisón 

follows one reference to his hospitalization with the comment that “en el futuro volvería a 

Baltimore a ser tratado de sus dolencias y… de hecho, morirá en esa ciudad el veintiocho 

de septiembre de 1970” (145). Both comments foretell a death, significant because the 

primary focus of the text is the death of Robles, which evolves to include other 

executions, and because the extra information suggests a symbolic and literary reading of 

this narrative essay as a representation of the frailty of life.  

In this way, prolepsis in Enterrar appears to convey a third-person narrator 

invested in his ‘characters’ in a way similar to Dulce Chacón’s third person omniscient 

narrator in La voz. The forewarnings confirm Martínez de Pisón as a sympathetic narrator 

affected, at some intellectual or emotional level, by the details he relays.  

A third example of an informed narrator relays the decline and recuperation of 

Dos Passos’ reputation as a writer. Here we have a quoted prediction and a reference to 

the future, but not prolepsis given that no narrative scene depicts the comment later in the 

text. According to Martínez de Pisón, Hemingway had warned Dos Passos that the New 

York critics “acabarían con él si daba a conocer su visión de la guerra española” (141). 

This is precisely what happened after the 1937-1938 period in which Dos Passos 

criticized certain aspects of the war. Soon after reporting his loss of popularity, the 

narrator foretells his recovery: “La literatura de Dos Passos tardaría más de dos décadas 

en recuperar el aprecio de la crítica estadounidense” (144). The statement reflects the 

lasting effect of public opinion.  
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Martínez de Pisón’s reflective, interlaced telling creates a sense of historical 

immediacy and, with relatively restrained, moderate comments he demonstrates his 

passion regarding the subject matter. At this point I will introduce in more detail the 

larger context of the history that the author-narrator is researching.  

 

The Soviets in Spain 

Enterrar’s primary contribution is not to highlight the unreliability of history but 

to expand understanding of the Civil War. Perceptions are inevitably clouded by how 

events were recorded by those who lived them and later by those who recreate them. 

According to Paul Ricoeur, we are the heirs of past representations (Memory 309). With 

regard to Soviet involvement in the Spanish Civil War, there existed a “compelling 

legend” that Stalin and the Communist International (Comitern) had immediately joined 

in the Republican fight against fascism (Betrayed xvi).  

Nevertheless, a collection of historians has expressed suspicion of wrongdoing at 

two levels: primarily, Stalin’s corrupt involvement in the resistance and secondary to that, 

the Soviet Union’s “burial” of any documentary evidence after the fact. As early as 1983, 

Paul Johnson expressed this as a certainty: “No episode in the 1930s has been more lied 

about than this one, and only in recent years have historians begun to dig it out from the 

mountain of mendacity beneath which it was buried for a generation” (326). His research 

reveals two war crimes: Stalin usurped two-thirds of the Republicans’ gold, worth $500 

million, and orchestrated his troops such that “many thousands of POUM members, and 

indeed leftists of all descriptions, were executed or tortured to death in communist 

prisons” between 1938 and 1978 (332, 334).  
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In the early 1990s, previously closed Soviet archives became temporarily 

available and historians accessed documents that describe Soviet involvement in the Civil 

War (Betrayed xviii). The Secret Service records, however, were sealed again after only a 

short time. Johnson’s claim that the Soviet Union/Spain connection was “lied about” is 

confirmed in Spain Betrayed, a collection of 81 documents gathered from the Spanish 

and Russian archives, which found that Stalin exploited the Republic “out of several 

hundred million dollars in arms deals,” of dubious value, and spearheaded repression and 

persecution of left-wing activists that were not aligned with his views, particularly groups 

that upheld socialism, anarchism, or Trotskyism (Betrayed xvii).  

In 2005, when Martínez de Pisón published Enterrar a los muertos, visiting the 

Soviet archives to find a document with the answers he sought was impossible (Melià 

Valencia). However, at one point they had been made available to historians. The author-

narrator refers to these “documentos secretos que fueron desclasificados tras el 

desmoronamiento de la Unión Soviética” in Enterrar (Martínez de Pisón 27). Although 

he never had direct access to the secret archives, Martínez de Pisón was able to gather 

information from a variety of sources, including interviews with historians who had been 

researching the era for much longer. 

This author’s awareness of convoluted issues of international involvement in the 

Civil War stemmed from an interest in a very personal connection. That is because it was 

only after learning of the friendship between Dos Passos and Robles that Martínez de 

Pisón became interested in this era. Within this context of a contemporary recognition of 

Soviet abuses and war crimes, I will now observe the far-reaching effects of the death of 

Robles, whose execution is to be counted among the Soviet war crimes, even without 

specific documents to verify details.  
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Robles and Dos Passos: The History Behind the History 

In this section, I analyze the history of Dos Passos’ relation to José Robles, and 

then Martínez de Pisón’s investigations into José Robles’ death, as well as the impact that 

execution has on the immediate family. When Dos Passos learns of his friend’s death, he 

is devastated and tries to get answers about what happened; yet the attempt is doomed 

from the start and causes a schism with Hemingway. During his failed search for 

information, Dos Passos meets Luis Quintanilla. Luis suggests the American interview 

his brother Pepe, and Pepe admits that he knows all the details. But he goes on to say that 

they are unimportant and Dos Passos should stop worrying about it. “Dos Passos no se 

[da] por satisfecho con esta respuesta y [sigue] investigando, pero toda la gente con la 

que [habla] se [limita] a asegurarle que su amigo tendría un juicio justo” (63). After a 

concerted effort to get answers as to why Robles was killed, when he was executed, and 

whether it happened in Madrid or Valencia, Dos Passos apologizes to the widow and 

leaves Spain convinced that Robles was killed because he was not communist enough.  

This theory is confirmed by Martínez de Pisón’s more recent research. He found 

that at the outbreak of the war, Robles, a leftist but not an activist, immediately joined the 

republicans. “Aunque nunca se afilió a organización política alguna, era un hombre de 

izquierdas. Su ferviente republicanismo, de hecho, le había distanciado de parte de su 

familia, monárquica y conservadora” (Martínez de Pisón 18).  

As part of his service, José Robles served as Vladimir Gorev’s interpreter prior to 

Emma Wolf’s arrival (26). This likely led to his demise. At some point after his 

completion of that obligation, the Soviets realized he was not communist and feared he 

had been granted access to too much information and could be a threat. In early 1937 he 

was arrested in his home and taken into seclusion. Francisco Ayala, who had been a 
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constant colleague in conversations at el Ideal Room, remembers that “una tarde de 

principios de diciembre, Robles faltó a su tertulia y nunca más se le volvió a ver” (31).  

The day after her husband’s mysterious arrest, Márgara Robles learns he has been 

accused of treason against the Republic, and then the following day, “la familia 

valenciana en cuya casa vivían los [echa] a la calle sin contemplaciones” (32). Toward 

the end of February or in early March, Coco Robles receives official confirmation that his 

father is dead, and then has to share the news with his mother and his sister, Miggie. 

Similar to Tensi’s inclination to follow in her executed parents’ footsteps in La voz 

dormida (See Chapter Two), Coco continues to work as a republican activist.  

The Stalinist rationalization for killing a Spanish professor who had translated for 

their officials, assisting their war effort, according to Martínez de Pisón, was that, “No se 

fusiló a un traidor: se fusiló a un hombre para hacer de él un traidor” (110). Robles was 

killed and accused of treason as a scare tactics and regardless of the validity of the 

charges, people were afraid to get involved.  

The author notes that, “aunque la mayoría de sus conocidos les [manifiesta] [a los 

Robles] una y otra vez su incredulidad y su apoyo, [hay] también algunos que les 

[vuelven] la espalda” (33). As an example, author Rafael Alberti appears to abandon the 

family, for which Eugenio Fernándes Granell reproaches him. Alberti later writes that he 

had tried to intervene for Robles, but was told Robles had been proven a spy and 

executed. Wenceslao Roces, then sub-secretary of the Ministry of Education, is another 

significant figure that abandons the Robles family in the wake of the accusations.  

In his lifetime, Dos Passos had tried to save his friend’s honor. Decades later, 

Martínez de Pisón also seeks to have José Robles remembered as a fallen republican, not 

a republican fallen from grace. In his interview with Rosa Mora, the author explained that 

Miggie was initially surprised and upset by the idea of again investigating her father’s 
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history. Martínez de Pisón explains that the daughter “estaba resignada a la ambigüedad 

que pesaba sobre su padre” and that following the publication of the book, “se siente feliz 

por la reivindicación de la figura de Robles, por la reparación moral de un hombre bueno 

y un republicano leal” (Mora). 

The immediate impact of Robles’ death also left people fearful to speak about the 

Soviets. Martínez de Pisón explains the implied peril as, “quienes no quisieran correr la 

suerte de Robles tendrían que callarse todo aquello que vieran y no les gustara, 

incorporarse a esa inmensa conspiración de silencio” (85). Salvador Oropesa uses a 

stronger term – panic – to explain the general reaction: “El asesinato de Robles y el vacío 

que se hizo a su alrededor, [y] en muchos casos [el] pánico ante el poder del SIM y la 

NKVD, los servicios de espionaje comunistas, hizo que Dos Passos se desentendiera del 

proyecto, se peleara con Hemingway y se desencantara” (159). His comment, stemming 

from his book review, confirms my reading of Enterrar as historical revisionism. 

Martínez de Pisón’s work deconstructs the idealized image of the republican forces and 

develops a history of divisions in its place. The first split, of course, is the Soviet 

execution of a Spanish ally. Then, as I have noted, there is a schism between Robles’ 

immediate family and those who would have helped them were it not for the accusations 

surrounding Robles’ death and their fear of the NKVD.  

I will now consider three other divisions: the Soviet soldiers terrorizing other 

Spanish republicans, Stalin against his own supporters, and that of Dos Passos and 

Hemingway, who were in Spain filming the documentary The Theme is Freedom when 

they learned of Robles’ death. Why does Martínez de Pisón expand his depiction beyond 

the principal focus of Robles and what does this contribute to the broader understanding 

of republican history? The evolution of the history recreated in Enterrar reflects the 
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experience of the author-narrator’s research evolving from an interest in Robles’ death 

and his friend with an American author to an encounter with a complex history. Martínez 

de Pisón’s historical essay reveals an internal ideological war that was raging in the first 

third of the Spanish Civil War. Though the death of Robles had a major impact on the 

lives of his family and close friend, John Dos Passos, it was also just the tip of the iceberg 

in a conflict that was proportionally more extensive, tragic and ironic. The irony, which 

will be further considered in the analysis of Enterrar’s Appendix, was that Spaniards 

tolerated and even condoned the oppression of their compatriots due to an exacerbated 

fear of fascism, concinced that it was necessary to eliminate any perceived weaknesses 

among the republicans (hence the Soviets were unhampered in their oppression of the 

POUM) in hopes of preventing Franco, and Hitler in turn, from attaining power.  

The first of the remaining depicted conflicts is that of a general repression by 

Stalinist agents. One example emerges during Dos Passos’ quest for information about 

his fallen friend and comrade. Dos Passos meets Arturo Barea “que fue objeto de la 

represión estalinista en España” and his wife, Isa Kulcsar, a socialist who had traveled to 

Spain to help Barea “participar en la lucha contra el fascismo” and reorganize “el servicio 

de censura y prensa extranjera” (144, 64). In response to Barea’s work, Mijail Kolstov –

sent by the communist Russian newspaper, Pravda– appears at his office in Madrid to 

threaten him: “Esto es una vergüenza. Quienquier que sea el responsable de esta clase de 

sabotaje merece que le fusilen” (65). Consistent with Kolstov’s word, first a shell 

explodes in Barea’s hotel room and then he finds a piece of human brain stuck to the 

mirror of his motorcycle. The tension of his work, to which he devotes eighteen hours a 

day, combined with this threat and two further warnings weaken Barea so much that he 

has a nervous breakdown. He is not arrested nor assassinated.  
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Stalin’s despotic regime does not limit itself to terrorizing, torturing and/or 

executing republicans that are deemed a threat to Soviet goals. He also destroys his own 

loyalists. For example, three Soviets directly or indirectly related to the appointment of 

Robles are called back to Moscow and shot. Martínez de Pisón reports that: 

Dentro de la lógica estalinista, la jugada se present[a] sencilla: acusando de 
traición a Robles, se acus[a] también a Gorev, al que se present[a] como alguien 
incapaz de seleccionar a sus colaboradores más cercanos. Las posteriores 
trayectorias de Berzin y Gorev confirman esta suposición. (109)   

Following the Spaniard’s elimination, General Vladimir Gorev is sent on several war 

assignments doomed to fail and then summoned back to the Soviet Union as a disgraced 

war veteran, then “distinguido con la orden de Lenin e inmediatamente fusilado por orden 

de Stalin” (109).  

Semon Uritski, his superior, and Yan Berzin, the highest ranking Russian military 

officer in Spain, are disposed of similarly. Berzin had recently criticized the interference 

of the Soviet secret service, the NKVD, as compromising Soviet authority and treating 

Spain  “como si ésta fuera una colonia de URSS,” something which NKVD leader 

Alexander Orlov had reported to the Kremlin (108). Though the three men had proven 

their loyalty to Stalin in service, and regardless of the fact that Robles had been falsely 

accused, in the fallout of his demise, Gorev, Uritski and Berzin are killed.  

The fact that Martínez de Pisón chooses to relate not just Robles’ execution, but 

also those of several important Soviet officials, indicates to the reader that Martínez de 

Pisón finds Stalin’s regime to be Machiavellian. We witness an unrelenting ruthlessness 

willing to eliminate even its own leaders and recognize the infinite power of a given 

idealism combined with an obsessed leader. This universal description of dictatorships 

throughout history, as employed by Martínez de Pisón in Enterrar, contributes to a 
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historical understanding that hovers between outrage and empathy when we see that the 

victimizers also became victims in the case of Stalinist oppression in republican Spain. 

 

Dos Passos and Hemingway 

Though they have been friends for years –recall that Hemingway introduced Dos 

Passos to his wife Katy– the disappearance of Robles creates a split that forever mars the 

Americans’ friendship.17 They learn of the death while working together on their 

documentary, The Theme is Freedom. With the crisis of Robles’ death, their ideological 

differences manifest themselves and Dos Passos ends up abandoning the project and the 

country, disgraced.  

Martínez de Pisón’s focus on the Hemingway-Dos Passos connection and division 

creates a parallel to the Spanish-Soviet ones. Though this information was not recorded 

as germane to official Civil War history at the time, Spaniard Martínez de Pisón and 

American Stephen Koch give it extensive attention in their writing. These author-

historians pertain to the generation subsequent to that of the war and their perspective on 

the conflict, as well as the international involvement and previous and posterior history, 

                                                
17 The history of these three men was also studied and narrated by Stephen Koch, an American who, 
apparently without having contact with Martínez de Pisón, published a nearly identical project the same 
year. Beginning with nearly the same sentence, noting the year Dos Passos and Robles met, and ending 
with a set of notes crediting an overlapping set of sources, The Breaking Point lacks a first person narrator 
yet does occasionally demonstrate an informal, conversational voice whose quips indicate Koch’s opinions 
of events. Enterrar a los muertos and The Breaking Point are parallel works, near reflections of the other, 
and it is ironic that neither credits the other in his acknowledgements. A native author and a foreign 
historian, respectively, affirm the role of non-Spaniards’ individual responses to crimes witnessed in war. 
The Spanish version focuses on Robles and the quest to find the truth, while the American one follows 
Hemingway and Dos Passos more closely. The author-narrator of Enterrar discredits an earlier work by 
Koch, El fin de la inocencia (Double Lives, 1994, trans. by Marcelo Covián, 1997), for presenting 
misinformation regarding Dos Passos and Hemingway, which indicates his awareness of the other 
historian’s work. 
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provide an unexpected angle on war history – that of a war waged between fellow 

intellectuals due to an ideological difference.    

Ernest Hemingway placed political idealism ahead of the individual. According to 

Martínez de Pisón, Hemingway lacked a solid political foundation, but during the war, he 

embraced communism and opposed anarchism because he believed it was responsible for 

“la desorganización militaría y de no pocos desmanes” (136). Hemingway was an activist 

“que dio prioridad a la eficacia bélica” and spent time on the front lines (137). In fact, he 

found Dos Passos’ desire to learn the specifics of Robles’ demise to be excessive. 

Nevertheless, he relinquishes ties with communism after the war. 

John Dos Passos also rejects leftist ideals after the war, though his evolution is 

more dramatic. Like Hemingway, his political allegiances evolve as a reflection of life 

experiences. He does appear to be steady in his beliefs in pacifism, reflected in the 

following comment: 

Frente a quienes creen que el fin justifica los medios, Dos Passos afirma que ‘los 
medios son más importantes que los fines porque los medios modelan 
instituciones que establecen maneras de conducta, mientras los fines no se 
alcanzan nunca en la vida de un hombre.’ (Martínez de Pisón 140)  

Dos Passos never spent time on the front lines with Hemingway, yet his political activism 

began almost ten years before Spain’s war began. 

In 1927, “decepcionado por el sistema capitalista norteamericano” and blaming it 

for the execution of two men (the anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti) he believed innocent, 

Dos Passos politics had swayed toward socialism. By 1933, notes Martínez de Pisón, Dos 

Passos, was one of the “más influyentes intelectuales de izquierdas” (43). In 1936, he 

supported communism, yet his beliefs are again moved by an unjust death. In the summer 

of 1937, explains Koch, author of The Breaking Point, Dos Passos returned to Cape Cod, 

Massachusetts “shocked, shaken and angry” that “his Spanish Eden was being Stalinized; 
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one of the great political and social ideals of his youth was turning to squalor before his 

eyes” (Koch 232).  

Dos Passos not only relinquishes his youthful political ideals, but he begins a 

move toward the American right. He who had chosen to defend progressive leftism in 

Spain now returns to his home country, where he will become, as Martínez de Pisón 

explained in his book release, “anticomunista y muy conservador en el futuro” (Melià 

Valencia). Disillusioned by the divided left in Spain, Dos Passos views the United States 

as “mejor preparado que cualquier otro para resolver la oposición entre la libertad 

individual y la organización burocrática e industrial” and his political views eventually 

evolve to be different from what he believed in his youth (131).  

According to the historian Elinor Langer, Josephine Herbst also renounced ties 

with the Communist Party upon her return from Civil War Spain because “se había 

enterado de demasiadas cosas” (qtd. in Martínez de Pisón 78). Two years later, Dos 

Passos sent her a letter thanking her for her compassion in the wake of learning of 

Robles’ death. “Siempre recordaré lo humana que parecías y actuabas aquella mañana en 

el viejo Florida; en medio de muchas circunstancias deprimentes fue lo único que me 

hizo sentir bien” (78). These words contradict the suggestion that Herbst was a spy who 

instigated the destruction of Robles’ and Dos Passos’ reputation.  

Those character attacks lead me to Martínez de Pisón’s history of the demise of 

the Hemingway – Dos Passos friendship. Hemingway hears the accusations that Robles 

had been a spy, sees Dos Passos trying to exonerate the Spaniard, warns Dos Passos to 

keep quiet what he has seen in the war, and spreads the rumor that Dos Passos supported 

an enemy of the republicans. In June, 1939, Dos Passos countered Hemingway’s attacks 

with the publication of Aventuras de un joven. In that text, he condemns “el 

totalitarianismo soviético, que en sus sótanos ensangentados y sus registros de la policía 
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secreta había salvado ‘los instrumentos del absolutismo’” and the American Communist 

party, “robustecido a costa de la ruina de la libertad en Europa y del sacrificio de los 

hombres justos” (139). Dos Passos and Hemingway have little interaction for several 

years. 

Following the car accident in 1947 in which Katy dies and Dos Passos loses sight 

in one eye, their friendship begins to recuperate. Four years later, however, an allusion to 

Hemingway in Dos Passos’ Chosen Country, so infuriates Hemingway that was no 

contact between the two again. Dos Passos learns of his former friend’s suicide ten years 

later and suddenly realizes  “el afecto que sentía por el viejo monstruo” (Martínez de 

Pisón 149). Because he wrote that comment in a postcard from Spain, Martínez de Pisón 

observes the poetic irony that “la herida que en 1937 se había abierto en su corazón se 

cerraba en el mismo país veinticuarto años después” (149).  

The facts regarding the actual split between the two authors have been the source 

of a debate that Martínez de Pisón reconstructs in Enterrar along with the history of the 

troubled friendship I just summarized. The author-narrator first relates the anecdote of 

their rupture as recorded by Josephine Herbst in The Starched Blue Sky of Spain. 

According to Herbst, she is the one who informed Hemingway that Robles was already 

dead, after which he tells Dos Passos, who then asks Herbst for more information 

regarding her original informant. Stephen Koch –the same author who published a 

parallel history to Enterrar– proposes a distinct sequence of events in his work Double 

Lives (El fin de la inocencia). According to him, Herbst is a Soviet spy sent to Madrid to 

observe celebrities, and she takes the initiative to humiliate and discredit Dos Passos by 

circulating the rumor that his close friend had been a fascist spy. Martínez de Pisón’s 

reaction to the second version is that Koch “deforma los datos para adaptarlos a sus 

prejuicios y fantasías (o simplemente a su desinformación: a Robles Pazos lo llama 
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siempre Robles Villa)” (74). He references Elinor Langer and Katharine Anne Porter to 

prove that Herbst’s version is believable.  

The author-narrator also suggests that differences pre-existed the established 

conflict between the writers:  

Persistía entre ellos la tirantez que ya en Nueva York había empezado a 
manifestarse, y la exaltación con que Hemingway vivía la experiencia de la 
guerra, tan alejada de la sensibilidad pacifista de Dos Passos, no parecía que 
pudiera contribuir a arreglar las cosas. (63)   

While it is clear that the two were no longer comrades that would collaborate as they had 

before, the story of the actual discovery of Roble’s death and the subsequent rupture 

between the two Americans, like the credibility of accusations against Robles, is a matter 

of some ambiguity. Nevertheless, the author-narrator provides evidence to believe one 

history over the other.  

According to Stalin, the Spaniards lack solidarity because they hold a variety of 

ideological leanings –socialist, communist, anarchist, anti-fascist. United only in their 

opposition to Franco, the republicans eagerly accept the Soviet leader’s offer of arms and 

forces, unaware of the catastrophic costs. The Soviet opinion of the republicans “no podía 

ser peor. Los consideraban incapaces de ganar por sí mismos las guerra,” and viewed 

them as disorganized, undisciplined and helpless (28). Though their differing ideologies 

tore them apart during the course of the war effort –something that inevitably changed the 

course of history– the groups are all classified together insomuch as the republicans (and 

all their supporters) lost the war to the nationalists.  

Martínez de Pisón presents all information from his existent conclusions given 

that he is writing the summary of all his research, yet the multitude of voices heard in 

Enterrar does challenge the official history as well as history in general. He highlights 

conflicting reports among individuals as well as divergences in public opinion. The 
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abundance of sources, versions and rumors entwined in Martínez de Pisón’s first effort as 

a historian, when dissected, seem to tell a layered history of divisions that alter the 

simpler vision of republican unity.  

 

The POUM (Partido Obreo de Unificación Marxista) 

 On September 29th, 1935, Andreu Nin and Joaquín Maurín founded the POUM in 

Barcelona. Based in Catalonia, this group of militants and sympathizers began with the 

combination of the Bloque Obrero y Campesino and the Izquierda Comunista Española 

(ICE). Born of the union between revolutionary Marxist organizations, the POUM held as 

its primary objective the unification of the working class toward the triumph of their 

revolution in Spain. The two leaders published a bulletin through the Comité Ejeccutivo 

del POUM in February 1936 to explain the group’s propaganda and politics. In it, they 

declared that Spain was experiencing a transition from “la contrarrevolución fascista y la 

revolución democrático-socialista” (Nin and Maurín). POUMistas supported the ideals of 

Leon Trotsky and were opposed to Stalin. Consequently, they also opposed the Popular 

Front as well as the Comitern. Perceived as a radical communist group, POUMistas 

suffered persecution and oppression from the Soviets, supporters of Stalin, and more 

moderate groups within the Popular Front that feared the stance of the movement.   

Even the group leader, with an evident long-standing affinity for the USSR, was 

captured, tortured and killed by the Soviet NKVD.  Prior to his activism in Spain in the 

1930s, Nin had lived and worked in the Moscow and married a young Soviet militant.  

Yet because he had joined a group led by Trotski, he was forced to flee the country in the 

summer of 1930 along with his wife and daughters (Martínez de Pisón 218).   
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 “La recuperación del pasado nunca es objetiva y total,” observes Antonio Gómez 

López-Quiñones, “y que por consiguiente siempre se recupera un determinado pasado 

para una determinada causa” (73). In Enterrar’s 30-page appendix the “determinado 

pasado” narrated is how Spain/Soviet connections culminated in the elimination of the 

POUM. What is his “determinada causa”? Salvador Oropesa describes the entire text as a 

“whodunit” in which “es importante saber quiénes fueron las manos asesinas, y quiénes 

ordenaron disparar. Es una historia de malos y buenos” (159). The reason, therefore, for 

this appendix, is to expand Enterrar’s focus from an individual (Robles) to the group 

(Andreu Nin, POUM, and even Soviet officials).18 Martínez de Pisón concludes with a 

brief comment on how this history, in particular, demonstrates how public views can be 

swayed.  

In simplest terms, the text of Enterrar, and in particular the Appendix which is the 

focus of this section, shows that even the history of sordid actions many would prefer to 

ignore must be addressed in order to achieve healing at a national level. Martínez de 

Pisón’s impulse in producing this work was his understanding that “mientras no se haya 

sepultado dignamente a los muertos seguirán vagando sus fantasmas y no se cerrarán las 

heridas” (Mora). 

International participation was decisive in determining the outcome of the Spanish 

Civil War. To attain victory, General Franco, internally supported by the nationalists, 

sought assistance from two other fascist leaders, Hitler and Mussolini, and defeated the 

republicans. All supporters of communism and socialism were deemed enemies of the 

Catholic Church and of Franco’s ideal Spain, yet a substantial part of the republican left 

                                                
18 Similarly, this happens in the end of Soldados de Salamina, when Miralles shifts the focus of the author-
narrator Cercas from finding an anonymous soldier that pardoned a Falangist founder to remembering the 
anonymous soldier as a universal figure, and trying to honor these many fallen soldiers by naming at least a 
handful.  
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was not united in the struggle against the nationalists and their allies. Rather, they were 

often at odds with the republic’s Soviet allies because they wanted to preserve a unique 

democratic left socialism rather than promote Stalinist communism. Enterrar’s Appendix 

reconstructs the negative effects of Soviet involvement in the republican effort.  

In Gómez López-Quiñones’ words, the recuperation of the past is “profundamente 

política y no se realiza desde un hipotético desinterés científico, sino desde la consciente 

implicación del presente” (23). With regard to Spain, it is likely this political recreation 

of history stems from a contemporary disillusionment with what could now be perceived 

as “sell-outs” or ideological betrayals. Martínez de Pisón’s thirty-page Appendix 

exemplifies this attitude, proving that everyone was at risk under Stalin, that the 

annihilation of the POUM was wanton violence which exemplified Stalin’s reign of 

terror, and that many Spaniards accepted it as a necessary evil to avoid fascism.  Stalinist 

communism was perceived as less threatening than the possibility of Franco’s leadership 

if the nationalists were to win the war and install a fascist government, which is, in fact, 

what transpired. .  

How Martínez de Pisón tells the history in the Appendix is complex and yet 

articulate. It is a complicated tale of changing political allegiances, involvement in 

translations and publishing houses, conflicts between political groups and individual 

political leaders, violence, intimidation and executions, international relations, and the 

far-reaching reign of terror attained by Stalin. The layers of references to impressions, 

opinions and accounts are difficult to decipher and almost arrive at a he said/she said 

“whodunit” in which one forgets there is a single voice narrating the findings. The 

abundance of specific details crowding Enterrar’s Appendix culminates in Martínez de 

Pisón’s final paragraphs, at which point he emphasizes the tragedy of what he has 

recounted.  
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The author’s first strong criticism of the history he has reconstructed is that: 

“Hace falta un esfuerzo mayor de imaginación para tratar de entender lo motivos que 

llevaron a ciertos políticos e intelectuales revolucionarios, conocedores de la verdadera 

naturaleza del POUM, a colaborar en su aniquilación” (229). This eloquent reflection 

addresses the inconceivability of Spaniards condoning the eradication of a political group 

comprised of their fellow citizens, ones with very similar ideological aims.  

Instead of using the first person to make an exclamation regarding this 

unacceptable paradox, Martínez de Pisón remarks that it would take a lot of imagination 

to even try to understand the situation. Said this way, the implication is that we could 

never comprehend their rationale. Given that this is Martínez de Pisón’s first truly critical 

commentary, it implies that within the context of the horror of the war and the terror of 

the Stalinist oppression, the most unacceptable tragedy was that of the republican Spanish 

endorsement of the communist Soviet Stalinist destruction of the POUMistas (a political 

group that constituted part of the Spanish republicans).  

Even without acquiring the specific documents that ordered the abduction and 

execution of José Robles in 1937, he has come close enough to the truth to consider the 

mystery solved. Beyond the personal achievement, and with a far greater impact, he has 

unearthed and brought to public consideration the tragic divisions within the republicans 

early in the Civil War. His final words reveal his reaction to the information has relayed. 

Martínez de Pisón finds that the presence of the Soviet agenda prevailed over the 

amorphous Republican “dream,” and this is something the author introduces as the worst 

part of this history. In 1937, Spain was in the middle of two wars triggered by ideologies: 

primarily, the nationalist/republican conflict and, secondly, stemming from the first, the 

Spanish republican/Soviet communist one. Though the USSR was their principal ally in 
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the fight against the rise of fascism in Spain, many republicans who were equally 

resistant to the rise of Stalinism lost their lives as enemies of war:  

Lo más terrible de esta historia es que las víctimas y los verdugos de la España del 
37 compartían lo esencial: la fe marxista en el futuro y la urgencia por combatir el 
fascismo. Pero para los verdugos eso era irrelevante al lado de la auténtica 
cuestión: la aceptación o no de la ortodoxia, la sumisión o no al dogma según el 
cual era verdadero aquello que servía a los intereses de la URSS (y, por tanto, de 
Stalin) y falso lo que los perjudicaba. (230)  

This quote summarizes Martínez de Pisón’s contribution to Spain’s expanding 

perceptions of its Civil War and dictatorship.  

Researching history is “una labor solitaria, al margen de instituciones y masas 

sociales, con un aura prestigiosa y encomiástica, propia de esas tareas a contracorriente, 

con implicaciones contestatarias y transgresoras” (Gómez López-Quiñones 93). Enterrar 

is “contestataria” in that it portrays the Soviets not as an ally, but as extremists spreading 

a regime of Stalinist fascism (posing as Marxist communism) to Spain. The text, and the 

Appendix in particular, is “transgresora” because in bringing to light an execrable history, 

it shows the extent the oppression of the POUMistas as well as the various Soviet officers 

who fell out of favor with Stalin. Enterrar is a work that recognizes and remembers all 

victims of Stalin in Spain. Martínez de Pisón disinters history that some would prefer 

remain undisturbed. Despite the sealed Soviet archives, he uncovers a great deal of 

information that he reveals in the form of a historical essay.  

His controlled objectivity –or restrained subjectivity– is apparent in his final 

comment. Martínez de Pisón quotes another writer, rather than using his own words to 

express the situation: 

François Furet escribió en El pasado de una ilusión: “Quien critica a Stalin está a 
favor de Hitler. El genio del georgiano consiste en haber hecho caer a tantos 
hombres razonables en esa trampa, tan simple como aterradora.” En la España de 
1937 fueron numerosos los hombres razonables que cayeron en la trampa. (231)  
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Faced with the poignant history of the republicans as victims of their number one 

ally, he does not conclude with personal reflections on the irony. Martínez de Pisón’s 

final judgments could be combined into one: It would take a great feat of imagination to 

ever understand the worst aspect of Civil War history – the Soviet condemnation of many 

republicans’ ideals and its oppression of the POUM (Partido Obrero de Unificación 

Marxista). 

 

Revisioning Enterrar a los muertos 

The early nineties saw a surge of fascination with previously unacknowledged 

versions of the Civil War and dictatorship. Instead of abating, this interest has grown, 

fueling a debate between those who prefer to keep the proverbial skeletons in the closet 

and those who literally pull them out. Martínez de Pisón’s project seems to unearth a 

dishonorable history while his title suggests an intention to confront a traumatic past in 

order to move on. Far beyond the limits of my project (five literary works), new 

perspectives on historical memory and opinion appear frequently in the media, have 

influenced governmental policy,19 and inspire literature and film.20  Conflicting versions 

and opinions incite interaction with the present as much as with the past, which is what 

Spain is currently experiencing.  

In that way, Enterrar reminds me of Nóvoa Santos’ idea of la realidad inteligente 

which was lauded by Doctor Da Barca in El lápiz del carpintero (see Chapter Three).. 
                                                
19  See introduction for discussion regarding the Law of Historical Memory. 
20  “Las bicicletas son para el verano” (1983); “¡Ay, Carmela!” (Spain / Italy, 1989); “Vacas” (1991); 
“Belle époque”  (Spain / Portugal / France, 1992); “La niña de tus ojos” (1998); “Lengua de las mariposas”  
(1999); “El mar” (Spain, 2000); “El espinazo del diablo”  (Spain / Mexico, 2001); “Silencio roto” (2001); 
“Soldados de Salamina” (Spain, 2003) “El laberinto del fauno” (Spain / Mexico, 2006); “El orfanato” 
(Spain / Mexico, 2007). 
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Enterrar exemplifies interconnectedness and collectivity because it begins with an 

obsession with one person and evolves to become a multi-national and multi-layered 

image of every person related in even the most remote way to José Robles’ death, and 

because it locates the global political interests (fascism, Stalinism) in Spain’s Civil War.  

In the introduction to this chapter, I proposed a two-part question asking what 

Enterrar proves and how it does so differently from the texts previously considered in 

this study. Martínez de Pisón corroborates John Dos Passos’ belief that José Robles was 

killed by Soviet allies and he demonstrates –on several levels– how easily people’s ideas 

are swayed with the consequence of ideology leading to divisions rather than unification. 

By employing the historical essay, Martínez de Pisón is able to present his findings in a 

notably objective third person narration. His voice is authoritative and authentic, not 

distant or fictionalized.  

 Martínez de Pisón’s use of this genre strengthens his discourse by maintaining 

the ‘truth’ of the facts included, whereas a recreated historical fiction loses a certain level 

of that validity. I believe his intention is to observe history and to witness schisms that an 

ideologically partisan history might overlook.  

Nevertheless, my reading of the text has shown that personal involvement in 

recounting history is inevitable. We have seen subtle narrative devices in Enterrar –the 

rare use of the first person, the collective command form indicating an awareness of 

readership, the articulate organization of quotations and secondary material, and the 

guarded comments on tragic historic at the end of the Appendix. While Enterrar may 

initially appear to be devoid of a sympathetic narrator a closer reading reveals that this 

too is a partial, selective history.  

Martínez de Pisón’s subjective position evolves vis-à-vis the material. We witness 

a shift from the individual to the larger social fabric of the POUM. His initial curiosity 
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regarding a friendship between academics expands into a keen awareness of the suffering 

endured by relatives of a man falsely charged with treason and executed, and eventually 

culminates as a poignant indignation regarding the Soviet oppression of the POUM 

coupled with a level of Spanish complacency due to an environment of fear.  

The impact of Martínez de Pisón’s text stems not from its literary style; its effect 

is in its historical revision. He contributes to the changing known reality of Soviet 

involvement in Spain’s war and of the left as a united force, yet is still able to honor the 

republicans as double victims (of Franco and of Stalin). This impulse he explains in his 

own words during an interview for El País: 

Habría que revisar la historiografía de la Guerra Civil. Habría que cuantificar qué 
grado alcanzó la represión estalinista. Pero no hay que olvidar que la franquista 
fue horrorosa. Coincidieron dos totalitarismos en todo su esplendor, pero había 
gente moderada de uno y otro lado. El estalinismo no llegó a implantarse en 
España, sólo en casos muy concretos. Las decisiones no se tomaban aquí, sino en 
Moscú. Muchos comunistas españoles se opusieron y otros fueron víctimas de la 
intoxicación soviética. En su mayoría fueron muy heroicos, y más aún durante el 
franquismo. (Mora)  

Martínez de Pisón’s investigation calls attention to the impact of Stalinism upon 

the Republican/Nationalist conflict. His revision contributes to the tragic history of 

Spain’s war while broadening our awareness of Soviet repression during that same 

conflict. The project of Enterrar, gathered by an author born after the height of both 

Stalin and Franco’s regimes, expands our historical perspective.  

Enterrar challenges traditional norms through a search for truth regarding one 

individual that leads to a chain of interconnected discoveries and reinforces the fact that 

no version of history is immutable.21 In the twenty-first century, contemporary historical 

                                                
21 Martínez de Pisón is not alone, nor the first, in this effort. The convoluted division and persecution 
within the republican effort was addressed as early as 1938 with George Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia. 
Recent studies such as Spain Betrayed (2001), Modern Times (1983), and Stanley Payne’s The Spanish 
Civil War, the Soviet Union, and Communism (2004), and historical fiction such as John Dos Passos: 
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research is not exclusively dedicated to some sort of exoneration of the vanquished or 

revelation of incidents suppressed by the victors. It seeks to explore as well the internal 

failures of the defeated, demystifying them rather than lionizing them. In Enterrar a los 

muertos, amateur historian Ignacio Martínez de Pisón reconstructs political clashes, tragic 

misperceptions and imperfect idealisms in a revision of mid-1930s Spain that demystifies 

the meta-narrative of war. 

 

PART TWO: SOLDADOS DE SALAMINA 

Javier Cercas’ historical novel, Soldados de Salamina (2001), recounts the 

experiences of three men: the author-narrator, a fictionalized Javier Cercas,22 the 

Falangist writer, Rafael Sánchez Mazas, and a republican soldier, Antonio Miralles. In 

writing the relato real23 “Soldados de Salamina,” which narrates Sánchez Mazas’ escape 

from a mass execution and subsequent, albeit brief, refugee experience until the arrival of 

nationalist troops, Cercas becomes obsessed with the idea of finding the soldier who let 

the Falangist leader escape. He comes to believe that the nameless individual was 

Antonio Miralles, whom he interviews in order to fill the void he perceives in his 

historical narrative.  

The experience of meeting a cynical, forgotten and lonely old man who fought 

against fascism in both a civil and a world war, and who now lives to remember those 

who died for the cause, changes the author’s perspective. Cercas searches for Miralles 

focused on the idealistic concept of ‘the hero,’ but leaves him with an appreciation for a 
                                                                                                                                            
Rocinante pierde el camino (1978), Isaac Rosa’s El vano ayer (2004), and The Breaking Point (2005), 
suggest an international fascination with factionalism on the left in Spain’s history.  
22 All references to Cercas mean the textual author/narrator unless otherwise indicated. 
23 The term “relato real,” is used by the Cercas referenced in the preceding note to describe the type of 
narrative he aspires to compose about Sánchez Mazas.  
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more transcendent concept of political philosophies. This evolution from the distinctive 

individual to the collective import also occurs in Cercas’s study of Sánchez Mazas.  

As with all five texts studied in this project, Soldados looks at Civil War history 

from the perspective of the present. Paloma Aguilar recognizes the cultural moment in 

which these voices have arisen:  

Ahora son los nietos de quienes vivieron la guerra los que toman la palabra. Y lo 
hacen sin culpa y sin miedo. No pueden ser acusados de connivencia con el 
régimen de Franco, ni padecen el miedo a la represión que atenazaba a quienes 
padecieron la dictadura, de ahí que su visión sea más libre. (qtd. in Rojo)  

That frank engagement with the past, not hindered by proximity to the events, is apparent 

in Cercas’ 2001 novel. One of the central themes in Soldados is the narrator’s 

reconstruction of how Sánchez Mazas, Falangist author and leader, survived a republican 

firing squad. The topic is controversial in that it focuses on a man credited with inspiring 

the fascist insurrection leading to the Civil War and it stems from a republican war crime 

consisting of the slaughter of prisoners of war as the nationalist troupes advanced toward 

Barcelona. Jo Labanyi comments that the fact that Cercas, born in 1962, “was only 

thirteen at the time of Franco’s death perhaps gives him the distance to feel able to tackle 

the story” (105). Yet perhaps that distance is too great, as Cercas implies with a reference 

to the Battle of Salamis24, fought two thousand years prior during the Persian invasion of 

ancient Greece, thereby emphasizing the post-Transition level of ignorance regarding the 

Spanish Civil War. María Mabrey reads Cercas’ use of the the metaphor of Salamis as a 

conscious act done “para acusar a la Transición de interponer una falsa distancia entre 
                                                
24 The Battle of Salamis (September, 480 B.C.) was a naval battle between the Greek city-states (with a 
total of 371 small ships) and Persia (with a fleet of 1207 ships). Upon entering the strait between Salamis 
and Piraeus, the Persian ships were unable to maneuver and the Greek ships joined forces to attack the 
enemy that greatly outnumbered them. Winning this battle prevented the Persian Empire from acquiring 
Greece and is considered by many to be one of the most decisive military engagements of all time. The 
Battle of Salamis, Available: http://www.mlahanas.de/Greeks/History/Battles/Salamis.html, 11 Feb. 2010. 
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pasado y futuro” (Mabrey). My analysis will focus on how the narrator’s attitude 

regarding Spain’s Civil War history moves from detached and distant to immediate and 

pertinent as he learns more about his country’s past. 

Different from Autobiografía del General Franco, La voz dormida, and El lápiz 

del carpintero, Soldados was not written from a progressive perspective that extols the 

efforts and endurance of the vanquished over those of the victors. Instead, this narrator 

evolves from historical disengagement to a committed interest in the past. In that way, 

Soldados is similar to Enterrar a los muertos: the narrators of both works broaden the 

scope of their historical investigations from an individual to the collective, and contribute 

to historical revisionism. In this section, I will first analyze the ideological trajectory 

Cercas travels while researching and writing his relato real. Following an examination of 

the author-narrator, I will separately observe the characterizations of Sánchez Mazas and 

Miralles, then conclude the section with observations on the transformation in Cercas’s 

historical responsiveness and how the novel itself participates in historical revisionism. 

 

Javier Cercas 

When Javier Cercas interviews Rafael Sánchez Ferlosio for a newspaper article, 

the latter, one of Rafael Sánchez Mazas’ sons, tells him the story of his father’s escape 

from a mass execution. Though Cercas omits those details from the article he writes 

about Ferlosio, it triggers an interest in the Falangist writer, the Civil War, and related 

stories that he had always thought of as nostalgic recollections of his elders. That spark of 

curiosity leads him to further investigate Ferlosio’s narrative. Consequently, Cercas 

follows a path of investigation quite similar to Ignacio Martínez de Pisón’s, though his is 

more grounded in interviews than the narrator’s path in Enterrar a los muertos, where the 
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research was focused in the archive. By the conclusion of the novel he has incorporated 

himself into the exact group of writers he had long dismissed.  

During an interview with author Roberto Bolaño that occurs after having finished 

and abandoned his relato real “Soldados de Salamina,” Cercas explains that he no longer 

writes novels because he has realized he lacks imagination. Bolaño, who has read and 

enjoyed Cercas’s two previous novels, informs him that, “Para escribir novelas no hace 

falta imaginación…Sólo memoria. Las novelas se escriben combinando recuerdos,” and 

encourages him to keep writing (151). The conversation is of great significance because 

in it, the Chilean provides the connection to Miralles that triggers a return to the project 

about Sánchez Mazas. Cercas leaves that interview with a new hypothesis as to the 

identity of the soldier who had spared the Falangist leader’s life, and begins a search to 

find that man.  

In this section, I delve into Cercas’ progression from impartial curiosity to 

involved empathy. My analysis will first take note of his suggestions that certain 

consequences of the war were circumstantial because people are influenced by the 

common opinion. Next, I will observe how his interest in Sánchez Mazas and Miralles as 

individuals expands to the ideologies they represented. Finally, I will analyze this arc of a 

changed involvement in history as one that expands from one moment involving two 

individuals to the significance of entire social movements and their impact on the past 

and present. Even the most basic aspects of a war can influence the path of history, or 

how it is perceived from the present.  

Almost five years after the interview with Ferlosio, Cercas is asked to write an 

article commemorating the sixtieth anniversary of the death of the poet Antonio 

Machado. Because of the connections he makes for the article, it reignites his interest in 

Sánchez Mazas’ survival. In the Machado article, he both implies the element of chance 
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in war allegiances and connects the tragic death of the poet25 to the fortuitous escape of 

the Falangist. These two ideas prompt responses from three readers that in turn inspire 

the journalist to continue investigating Sánchez Mazas and write about him.  

The article begins with the story of Machado’s death. Irrespective of their 

political differences, Antonio Machado’s dear friend and brother, Manuel, traveled to the 

tomb in Collioure, France. Cercas comments that Manuel Machado was in Burgos and 

Antonio in Madrid when the war began with the subsequent reflection that: “Es razonable 

suponer que, de haber estado en Madrid, Manuel hubiera sido fiel a la República; tal vez 

sea ocioso preguntarse qué hubiera ocurrido si Antonio llega a estar en Burgos” (25).26 

Without discrediting either of their political affiliations, the modern day writer merely 

suggests that things could have been different, if circumstances were altered. The idea 

itself both recognizes the influence of group mentality even when choosing alliances for a 

civil war, and differentiates Cercas, a journalist from the post-war generation, from those 

who had in fact lived through the conflict. He has an ideologically uncommitted 

perspective with regards to the Civil War and can review the facts and reflect on how 

political affiliations existed either by chance or by choice.  

We again see his awareness of the coincidence of conditions that influence a 

person to make allegiances when Cercas reviews why Sánchez Mazas became involved 

in politics and political writing. His extensive sentence, cited here, develops the idea of 

how greatly chance, or the banality of political compromise, weighs on historical 

outcomes. 

                                                
25 Antonio Machado, one of the members of Spain’s Generation of ’98, fled to France with his mother in 
January of 1939. The escaped just before the arrival of Franco’s troops to Barcelona.  Machaod died in 
Collioure less than a month later, just three days before his mother.  
26 Ana Luengo points out that Manuel Machado had written pro-fascist poetry and supported the Primo de 
Rivera dictatorship, thereby making Cercas’ suggestion improbable (Luengo 242).  
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Quizá Sánchez Mazas no fue nunca más que un falso falangista, o si se quiere un 
falangista que sólo lo fue porque sintió obligado a serlo, si es que todos los 
falangistas no fueron falsos y obligados falangistas, porque en el fondo nunca 
acabaron de creer del todo que su ideario fuera otra cosa que un expediente de 
urgencia en tiempos de confusión, un instrumento destinado a conseguir que algo 
cambie para que no cambie nada; quiero decir que, de no haber sido porque, como 
muchos de sus camaradas, sintió que una amenaza real se cernía sobre el sueño de 
beatitud burguesa de los suyos, Sánchez Mazas nunca se hubiera rebajado a 
meterse en la política, ni se hubiera aplicado a forjar la llameante retórica de 
choque que debía enardecer hasta la victoria al pelotón de soldados encargados de 
salvar la civilización. (Cercas Soldados 136)  

Despite his great influence as a Falangist writer before the war, Cercas suspects that 

Sánchez Mazas was not politically motivated. For Cercas, in his growing awareness and 

concern regarding the country’s recent history, it is a great irony that an author lacking 

deep-seated political convictions would have had such an influence in the catastrophic 

conflict. With regard to the Machado brothers and now in reference to Sánchez Mazas, 

Cercas implies in his article that the Civil War did not stem from generations of opposed 

political convictions, but from particular circumstances that led different people to make 

– or feel the need to make – certain choices.  

As referenced earlier, in the Machado article, Cercas incorporates the story of the 

failed execution of Sánchez Mazas in Collell. He recounts the story as Ferlosio had told 

him, noting that a soldier had found Sánchez Mazas in the woods, looked him in the eyes 

and let him be. As Machado’s death and Sánchez Mazas’ survival of execution occurred 

in the same relative space and time, Cercas again sees them as parallel. Moving beyond 

that, he suggests that it would be interesting to know both what the soldier thought and 

what Manuel Machado said to his brother José when they stood before Antonio’s tomb. 

His conclusion is that were we to know both those things, perhaps we would learn “un 

secreto mucho más esencial,” a rhetorical comment that invokes further consideration of 

what we know and can never know about history. If he began the assignment with a 
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certain level of historical detachment regarding the poet and his death, over the course of 

writing the article he became keenly interested in the episode in Collell. This leads me to 

the next aspect of my analysis of Cercas’s evolution, in which I will take note of how his 

particular interest regarding Sánchez Mazas and Miralles expands to encompass the 

opposing ideologies they defend.  

 

Rafael Sánchez Mazas 

Javier Cercas initially read Sánchez Mazas’ work to evaluate him as a creative 

writer and concludes that he was “un buen escritor, pero no un gran escritor” (22-23). 

Then, after publishing the article “Un secreto esencial” that connected Antonio 

Machado’s death with Sánchez Mazas’ escape, he again researches the Falangist founder, 

this time to decipher his character.  

By the time he meets Miralles, Cercas is aware that the escape at Collell was little 

more than a series of auspicious coincidences and that Sánchez Mazas failed to live out 

the ideals he had propagated. When he mentions to the republican his opinion that the 

Falangist was a good writer, the soldier notes that: “O sea que se puede ser un buen 

escritor siendo un grandísimo hijo de puta. ¿Qué cosas, ¿verdad?” (190). Miralles lived 

through a war and dictatorship caused in part by Sánchez Mazas’ fascist political 

writings. Cercas’ disdain is mediated by fascination resulting from his lack of personal 

experience. One could also argue that his attraction to the history surrounding Sánchez 

Mazas is based on incredulity that a man who was so hypocritical and unexceptional 

could have motivated thousands of minds.  

When he first became interested in Sánchez Mazas, Cercas read through the 

forgotten author’s writings. This time, Cercas looks at his influence and actions. It 
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appears that while he was a talented writer, he was no valiant fascist. Cercas soon learns 

his survival in Collell was dependent upon others: the soldier who pardoned his life, 

Maria Ferré and her parents who gave him food and a hiding shelter, and three republican 

deserters who happened to encounter him in the woods soon after he had fallen and 

broken his glasses, and guided him to safety. It is for these people that Cercas entitles his 

project “Soldados de Salamina.” Sánchez Mazas had promised to use that title when he 

published the narrative of his escape to give tribute to and honor those who helped him.  

As previously noted, in the decisive Battle of Salamis, the greatly outnumbered 

soldiers of Salamis defeated the Persian marine forces. One could reason that Sánchez 

Mazas intended his chosen title to pay homage to the decisive influence of individuals 

and small groups (for example, himself and Los amigos del bosque) in history. Yet it was 

not the resolute courage of the Fascist author, nor those who kept him alive in the woods, 

nor the nationalist soldiers and forces that won the war, or even Franco himself who 

proved to have a lasting impact on Spain’s history. On the contrary, the democratic 

government that has prevailed in Spanish society, following the death of Franco, 

represents the ideals defended by the republicans. Therefore, textual author Cercas’ use 

of the same time title may in fact be a crafty tribute to Miralles. 

In the process of his investigation, Cercas discovers that Sánchez Mazas neither 

exemplifies the type of fascist courage, virility and sacrifice that he extols, nor even much 

believes in them. Though the relato real narrates events related to the escape from a mass 

execution in an unbiased tone, Cercas makes apparent in the first section of the novel, 

“Los amigos del bosque,” that Rafael Sánchez Mazas was a self-serving hypocrite and 

the antithesis as a person of the image of the falangist that he helped to create. In his 

depiction, Sánchez Mazas was “[un] hombre culto, refinado, melancólico y conservador, 

huérfano de coraje físico y alérgico a la violencia, sin duda porque se sabía incapaz de 
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practicarla, [quien] durante los años veinte y treinta había trabajado como casi nadie para 

que su país se sumergiera en una salvaje orgía de sangre” (Cercas 51).  

 When he interviews author Andrés Trapiello, who edited Sánchez Mazas’ work, 

Cercas hears a similar impression from an authority on the falangist. Trapiello recalls 

that, “Supongo que era tan cobarde (y todo el mundo sabía que era tan cobarde) que 

debió de pensar que ese episodio tremendo le redimía de algún modo de su cobardía” 

(39). Trapiello characterizes Sánchez Mazas a self-serving, timorous feeble man who 

used his literary skills to disseminate values he did not represent. As Oropesa has 

observed, Sánchez Mazas was an influential author who “escribió artículos y poemas 

neorrenacentistas que justificaran el golpe de estado y la consiguiente represión,” not a 

social leader or activist willing to risk his own life for what he put in print (159).  

“Soldados de Salamina” focuses on an episode seemingly anecdotal, yet perhaps 

central to Sánchez Mazas’ life. Cercas wrote it to propose “una interpretación del 

personaje, y por extensión, de la naturaleza del falangismo o, más exactamente, de los 

motivos que indujeron al puñado de hombres cultos y refinados que fundaron la Falange 

a lanzar al país a una furiosa orgía de sangre” (143). Cercas blames Sánchez Mazas for 

almost singlehandedly causing the bloody war and demonstrates a distrust of bourgeois 

intellectuals as a class. Despite his literary “calls to arms,” he spent a year and a half of 

the war hiding at the Chilean embassy in Spain. Only in fleeing the country does he end 

up as a prisoner of war. He managed to escape the mass execution at Collell and after the 

war, General Francisco Franco made Sánchez Mazas “ministro del primer gobierno de la 

Victoria” and in 1940 he was elected to the Real Academia de la Lengua, but Franco 

removed him from the first post because he failed to meet expectations as basic as 

attending meetings, and he never was officially sworn in to the Real Academia Española 
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(51, 131). When considering his choices during and after the war, it becomes apparent 

that his inspirational fascist writing was self-serving. 

Nevertheless, his popularity as a writer was limited. The author-narrator 

references Andrés Trapiello’s observation that like many Falangist writers, Sánchez 

Mazas “ganó la guerra y perdió la historia de la literatura” because after the Civil War, 

right-wing literature was no longer of great significance. Cercas concludes that in the 

post-war era, the founding falangist was neither a politician nor a writer and it is likely he 

no longer believed in any agenda of social transformation. He goes on to point out the 

that the author “pagó con el olvido su brutal responsabilidad en una matanza brutal; pero 

también es cierto que, al ganar la guerra, quizá Sánchez Mazas se perdió a sí mismo 

como escritor” (140). Today few people remember him, notes Cercas, “y quizá lo 

merece” (140). 

With regard to Sánchez Mazas’ ironic import as one who began a war but could 

never fight in one, Cercas makes the following observation. In it, he disagrees with the 

common adage that no matter who wins wars, the poets always lose.27 What he is 

pointing out is that, while the underlying cause of war is usually material gain, other 

ideas and ideologies inspire those who do the actual fighting. Therefore, ideologues, and 

poets among them, play a decisive role in national conflicts. Their influence in that regard 

is a triumph and negates the idea that they always fail and or suffer. Cercas explains it as 

follows:  

Es verdad que las guerras se hacen por dinero, que es poder, pero los jóvenes 
parten al frente y matan y se hacen matar por palabras, que son poesía, y por eso 
son los poetas que siempre ganan las guerras, y por eso Sánchez Mazas, que 
estuvo siempre al lado de José Antonio y desde ese lugar de privilegio supo urdir 
una violenta poesía patriótica de sacrificio y yugos y flechas y gritos de rigor que 

                                                
27 Ana Luengo considers this comment “peca de gran insensibilidad histórica” and defends the idea that 
poets always lose by listing poets who have died or been exiled in wars (244).  
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inflamó la imaginación de centenares de miles de jóvenes y acabó mandándolos al 
matadero, es más responsable de la victoria de las armas franquistas que todas las 
ineptas maniobras militares de aquel general decimonónico que fue Francisco 
Franco. (51)  

The voices that compose the calls to arms that instigate the youth to fight for (or against) 

a given cause have a tremendous sway in the dissemination of ideas. Sánchez Mazas, 

primary among the influential voices of the pre-war era, could therefore be charged with 

the catastrophic consequences of the war itself.  

Beyond an evident lasting interest in Sánchez Mazas as an author and person, the 

larger movement to which the cowardly, indolent man pertained intrigues Cercas. He 

finds that, “[Los jóvenes falangistas] sabían (o creían saber) que sus familias dormían un 

inocente sueño de beatitud burguesa…sentían que su deber consistía en preservar por la 

fuerza la civilización y evitar la catástrofe. Sabían (o creían saber) que eran 

pocos…Sentían que eran los héroes” (86). Along with other intellectuals eager to defend 

their ideals, an yet at far less committed level, Sánchez Mazas believed himself part of 

something essential (and heroic) that was meant to protect their country. It appears that 

more than embrace these struggles and concerns as an inspiration for action, the myopic 

author recognized an opportunity to defend certain ideals. History has proven that 

Sánchez Mazas was no hero, no soldier willing to give his life for the nationalist agenda.  

Cercas notes that he, older than most Falangists and lacking their courage, 

strength and conviction, felt the same impulse and “abandonó la literatura para entregarse 

con empeño sacerdotal a la causa” (87). He did not, however, abandon his career. 

Undeniably, these politics mattered to Sánchez Mazas, who is remembered as the father 

of the Falangist movement, and whose “empeño sacerdotal” inspired many. Yet he 

cannot be counted among those who fought for the cause nor among those who sought in 

any way to maintain a level of political involvement.  
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Ironically, the effects of his publications compensate for his lack of traditional 

valor. Cercas reveals to Miralles that he respects the literary talent of the Falangist, but 

the tragic consequences of Sánchez Mazas’ powerful influence is something that the 

contemporary author ultimately condemns.  

 

Antonio Miralles  

In contrast to Cercas’ negative impression of Sánchez Mazas upon realizing that 

he was a Falangist author that instigated a war and yet lacked any true political passion, 

the author/narrator is profoundly and positively affected by meeting Antonio Miralles. He 

witnesses in Miralles strong political convictions with regard to fighting against the very 

fascism that Sánchez Mazas had helped to establish in the expatriate’s homeland. Unlike 

the author who experienced great fame, the soldier was neglected by his country and 

forgotten by history. Gonzalo Navajas sees Miralles as the corollary opposite to Sánchez 

Mazas in the novel and notes that the soldier who was “desconocido en la historia 

pública, es potenciado en la narración como el emblema de una heroicidad segura” 

(Navajas 114). Even though Miralles, when compared to Sánchez Mazas, had little or no 

impact as an inspiration for others, his connection with the ideology for which he fought 

is far more concrete. The Falangist wrote about values by which he did not live, while the 

republican had been willing to sacrifice his life to oppose fascist power. 

After an extensive search and multiple calls to France, when Cercas finally 

connects with Miralles, the elderly, forgotten soldier responds very negatively.  

“Cállese y escuche, joven” me atajó. “Respóndame, ¿cree que alguien me lo ha 
agradecido? Lo respondo yo: nadie. Nunca nadie me ha dado las gracias por 
dejarme la juventud peleando por su mierda de país. Nadie. Ni una sola palabra. 
Ni un gesto. Nada. Y ahora me viene usted, sesenta años más tarde, con su mierda 
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de periodiquito, o con su libro, o con lo que sea, a preguntarme si participé en un 
fusilamiento. ¿Por qué no me acusa directamente de asesinato?” (175)  

Cercas tries to qualify his interest and to justify the quest to gather the republican side of 

the story about the execution at Collell that Sánchez Mazas survived. This fictional 

interaction in Soldados exemplifies Santos Juliá’s observation that the younger 

generation “quiere saber del dolor y de las luchas y de las contradicciones de sus abuelos. 

Por eso se acerca hacia los hombres anónimos más allá de prejuicios políticos e 

ideológicos” (qtd. in Rojo).  

In essence, Cercas is looking for “un secreto mucho más esencial,” namely, to 

comprehend certain instincts in human nature that surface in the context of war. Miralles 

ends the telephone interview by telling Cercas that such histories are no longer of interest 

to anyone, not even those who lived them. “Alguien decidió que había que olvidarlas y, 

¿sabe lo que le digo?, lo más probable es que tuviera razón; además, la mitad son 

mentiras involuntarias y la otra mitad mentiras voluntarias” (177). This, like the reference 

to Salamis implying the effect of the Transition on collective memory, could be a 

commentary on the  “Pacto de Olvido” as well as the fallibility of history. Even a soldier 

who lived through the conflict expresses doubt in the validity of war stories. 

Cercas still goes to Dijon, France to find Miralles in the Résidence de Nimphéas. 

His reception at the residence is friendlier. Miralles says he had been expecting his arrival 

and begins speaking with him as if they had been conversing already for a long time. He 

even tells one of the nuns who works there that a reporter had come to do an interview 

with him. Cercas recognizes that Miralles, a widower whose only daughter has also died, 

and has lived in the home for five years, is lonely and bored. When it is time for lunch, 

Miralles jovially invites him to return in the afternoon to continue talking, and the nun 

observes that, “Se le veía muy contento” (193). She explains that he has had no visitors 
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since his son-in-law stopped coming, and that “tiene un carácter un poco difícil [pero] su 

corazón es de oro” (194). 

Cercas returns to Miralles with contraband cigarettes and they continue their visit 

over a drink. After explaining his specific area of interest, Miralles comments that the 

Sánchez Mazas story is “muy novelesca” (198). Cercas responds, “Todas las guerras 

están llenas de historias novelescas, ¿no?” (198). Soon Miralles realizes that the author 

believes him to be the ‘hero’ who mercifully spared Sánchez Mazas’ life, and exclaims: 

“¡Hay que joderse con los escritores!...Así lo que andaba buscando era un héroe. Y ese 

héroe so yo, ¿no? ¡Hay que joderse!...¿Pues sabe una cosa? En la paz no hay héroes…Los 

héroes sólo son héroes cuando se mueren o los matan” (199). This comment begins to 

alter Cercas’ ideas, because he learns that the one he had presumed a hero sees his fallen 

comrades as heroes and himself as one who did his part and happened to survive.  

Miralles tells Cercas that heroes are born and die in war, but that no one 

remembers them. “Nadie. Nadie se acuerda siquiera de por qué murieron, de por qué no 

tuvieron mujer e hijos y una habitación con sol; nadie, y menos que nadie, la gente por la 

que pelearon” (200-201). Miralles, however, does not a let a day pass without thinking 

about each of them.  

Though Cercas travelled to meet Miralles with a pre-established image of him as 

a hero, he finds a battle-scared veteran who rejects the idea. Sixty years before, Miralles 

had fought in wars in Spain, Africa and France. He and his comrades were soldiers 

fighting their own war, and then for other countries, in order to prevent the spread of 

fascism in the world.  

In speaking about his dead friends, Miralles’ voice breaks and he begins to cry 

“como si no le avergonzara llorar en público, igual que lo hacían los viejos guerreros 

homéricos, igual que lo hubiera hecho un soldado de Salamina” (201). Here, the author’s 
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reference to the battle at Salamis is an informed comparison, not a sarcastic suggestion 

that a recent war is as well known as one of the most remote battles in history.  

In naming his colleagues, he suggests that the group was what mattered, not 

himself as the sole survivor or any one member of his fallen team. He had laughed openly 

at Cercas for coming to him in the hopes of finding a hero, and he cries just as sincerely 

when thinking of his friends and the opportunities they were denied. His experience 

embodies one aspect of Spanish history, articulated by Mabrey as follows: “¿Cómo 

olvidar que jóvenes entre 18 y 20 años lucharon por unos ideales de libertad y 

colectivismo para ser después castigados por ello?” (Mabrey). The narrator is inspired by 

Miralles to honor the memory of average soldiers in the close of his novel so that these 

everyday heroes, who lived and died in wartime, are not erased by history. 

Jordi Gracia sees Cercas as an author proposing “a historiography that neither 

fears the words ‘revisionism’ nor feels a duty to anything but the search for new answers 

and the proposal of new approaches” ("Revisionism" 253-54). In looking for an 

understanding of the Sánchez Mazas (the man), Cercas is led toward a new hero 

(Miralles) who in turn changes his approach regarding historical memory and the relato 

real. Soldados becomes a work of historical revisionism because its narrator was open to 

listening to new perspectives on history (the first and second generation testimonies) 

instead of remaining stagnant in his simplified awareness of the divisive conflict several 

decades before.  

At the residence in France, the two men continue talking about other things until 

Cercas has to leave to catch his train, at which point Miralles returns to the idea of the 

unknown soldier and asks why Cercas wants to find that man. Cercas hopes to learn what 

the soldier thought that morning. Miralles responds that the soldier had thought nothing. 

That response, “Nada,” debunks the possibility of a “secreto esencial” that had inspired 
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Cercas’ long search. Still, Cercas makes a last attempt to get one answer he wants. Just as 

his taxi is about to leave, Cercas asks Miralles if he was that soldier. His reason for 

believing it was because of one detail in the testimonies he had studied: Sánchez Mazas 

had recognized the soldier as the same one who had danced a pasodoble “Suspiros de 

España,” and, coincidentally, Bolaño had once seen Miralles dancing that same 

pasodoble. Regardless of the connection, Miralles responds that no, he was not the one.  

Claudia Jünke observes that while Cercas fails to complete his relato real with a 

named hero and a character description that personifies a moment of mercy, and contrary 

to the elder’s belief that there are no living heroes, Cercas “está convencido de que puede 

crearlos retrospectivamente mediante la literatura” (Jünke 121). The author/narrator 

concludes the novel inspired and empowered by his vision of how it will contribute to the 

work of remembering Civil War victims. The literary hero that Cercas creates represents 

an entire social effort: it is not an individual soldier, but an image of every soldier, 

Spanish or foreign, united in the quest to defeat the rise of fascism. He had intended to 

find one soldier and fill a void in history, yet he learned from Miralles that he had had a 

misdirected idealization of an individual. The literature Cercas the biographical author 

produces in the novel as a whole allows for an overdue honoring of a collective ideal. 

These discussions between Cercas and Miralles highlight the difference between a 

young author interested in finding a hero and an elderly soldier cognizant of historical 

ironies and unwilling to fill that position. They also reflect the differences between a man 

of a generation that fought against fascism and suffered persecution and one raised in a 

democratic country who benefits from living in the ideology defended by the old soldier, 

which ultimately triumphed. Though they begin the meeting with different expectations, 

through the course of the day, the two find a common ground of camaraderie.  
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By the end of the day his hero image is, in fact, nameless, and he has abandoned 

his plan to find the identity of the soldier that spared Sánchez Mazas so long ago. Cercas 

has changed his perspective from a focus on the one individual who chose not to shoot 

Sánchez Mazas to the image of the republican soldier as a nameless figure (albeit inspired 

by Miralles) who carries the flag of a country that is not his own:  

joven, desharrapado, polvoriento y anónimo, infinitamente minúsculo en aquel 
mar llameante de arena infinita, caminando hacia delante… sin saber muy bien 
hacia dónde va ni con quién va ni por qué va, sin importarle mucho siempre que 
sea hacia delante, hacia delante, hacia delante, siempre hacia delante. (209)  

This image, which had first occurred to Cercas as a description of Miralles, now 

represents the enduring, universal and faceless fight of those who fought against Franco 

and then against Hitler. Miralles now epitomizes “the republican soldier,” one who gave 

years of his life, or lost his life, to participate in a cause greater than himself, after which 

he is forgotten or disregarded by the very nation for which he risked everything. Those 

who fought “to defeat fascism were ignored and forgotten for the simple reason that they 

fought against it” (Gracia, "Revisionism" 250). As Gracia observes, this novel 

acknowledges the debt owed them, both in essence and in historic recognition. 

Alicia Satorras Pons explains the significance of the narrator’s evolution with 

regard to that ideal of a hero from a perspective not focused on the individual or 

collective, but rather on the universal potentiality to be a hero: 

Una de las características esenciales del héroe que explora la novela, las del único 
concebible, es su alto grado de humanización (todo hombre es un héroe en 
potencia). Cercas hace descender al héroe del pedestal idealista que hacía de él 
una representación unívoca. (Satorras Pons 240)  

When the narrator first proposed the idea of a “secreto esencial,” it was an insight into 

something rare, a moment manifest only in extreme conditions of war. But when he finds 

someone who in fact experienced such moments, he learns that there was nothing 
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spectacular or unique about it.  

Miralles personifies the vision of a hero presented by a fictional Roberto Bolaño 

earlier in the novel during an interview with Cercas. The Chilean author reasons that a 

hero is: 

alguien que tiene el coraje y el instinto de la virtud, y por eso no se equivoca 
nunca, o por lo menos no se equivoca en el momento en que importa no 
equivocarse, y por lo tanto no puede no ser un héroe…Además, se puede ser una 
persona decente durante toda una vida, pero no se puede ser sublime sin 
interrupción, y por eso el héroe sólo lo es excepcionalmente, en un momento o, a 
lo sumo, en una temporada de locura o inspiración. (Cercas Soldados 148-49)  

Rather than an extraordinary human being, Soldados upholds the idea of a hero as an 

average (decent) person who simply acts instinctively, though arguably heroically, when 

the opportunity presents itself. Miralles, his comrades, the soldier that spared Sánchez 

Mazas, and the man who saved people from burning to death are all average human 

beings who rose to meet challenges when life presented them.  

The shift from individualism to the idea of the collective fight is more apparent in 

the characterization of Miralles than with Sánchez Mazas and the movement he inspired. 

Perhaps the soldier is the realization of the “secreto esencial,” one quite different from 

what Cercas expected to encounter. He happens to find a (non)heroic example of a 

transcendent ideological position in a lonely old man living out his days in another 

country. Having simply fulfilled his obligations as a soldier, Miralles did not change 

history, but given that the ideals he upheld expand beyond Spain, he represents a much 

bigger heroism. Soldados, as a novel, recognizes the significance of that universal quest 

as well as its continuing influence in contemporary society.  
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Evolving Perspectives 

My focus on Soldados de Salamina in this study has considered how Cercas’ 

historical perceptions about the war alter as his original impressions of Sánchez Mazas 

and Miralles expand. Similar to Enterrar a los muertos, in which Martínez de Pisón’s 

research evolves from a single man (Robles) to an entire political group (the POUM), 

here we see how Cercas realizes that both the Falangist leader and the nameless soldier 

(who he tries to identify as Miralles) represent entire ideologies (Falangist/nationalist and 

republican) whose opposition led to a war that divided and diminished a country.  

In her reading of Soldados, Satorras Pons finds:  “El ideológico [y] el 

miliciano…representan, en un nivel más profundo de lectura, no el falangismo frente al 

republicanismo (cuyas implicaciones se encuentran en la superficie documental del 

relato), sino la racionalidad y la vitalidad respectivamente” (236). Though I agree that the 

first is an intellectual and writer while the second epitomizes action, I maintain that the 

more profound reading of the novel is not “rationality versus vitality,” but the ways in 

which historical understanding changes over time. The narrator begins reconstructing the 

story of Sánchez Mazas spared by an imagined hero and finishes by considering the 

intrinsic conflict of twentieth-century Spain, and its more far-reaching consequences in 

Europe.  

In the novel, we also witness a significant transformation of an author who 

presumed that Civil War histories mattered only to nostalgic elderly survivors, to a friend 

of a war veteran. In the first and third sections of the novel, Cercas traces his own 

evolution. The change from apathy to affirmation reveals the effects of dialoging with 

history, particularly with a recent past of which there are survivors. As Luengo adeptly 

affirms, Cercas “empieza observándolo todo con curiosidad, un intento de fría 
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imparcialidad y con pretensiones sobre todo artísticas, y acaba reflexionando sobre la 

heroicidad y los muertos de la Guerra Civil” (Luengo 240). Navajas likewise describes 

the novel’s conclusion as dramatic, violent and “[de] carácter abiertamente moral,” one 

which contrasts with the neutral tone and “propósito investigativo y no enjuiciador” 

evident in the section relating Sánchez Mazas’ experiences in Collell (112, 13). These 

two evaluations of Soldados recall the parallel –though much less emotive– change 

witnessed in Enterrar a los muertos in the first section of this chapter.  

Navajas similarly recognizes Cercas’s poetic depiction of the aged soldier, yet he 

will not disparage Miralles or the soldier image. Instead, Navajas sees the narrator as 

captivated by memories and motivated by a utopian and surreal vision of the past (114). 

Navajas views Cercas’ reactions to Miralles, as well as the image of the soldier that he 

develops, to be influenced by idealism. In this difference of interpretations, I agree with 

Navajas. Moreover, I believe that the vision of the soldier walking across the desert is not 

intended to memorialize Miralles, but to collectively remember every nameless 

individual who fought against dictatorships and fascism and fought for the future 

(“siempre hacia delante”). 

Upon Franco’s death, democracy returned to Spain. Though the transition had its 

complications and the country is still reacting to the period and reconsidering the war and 

dictatorship, it is of great significance to recognize that the author Cercas’ novel 

emphasizes that, in the long run, the side of the collective struggle that prevailed was the 

republican one, not the fascist one. It reminds us that the freedom for which that 

imagined, anonymous soldier took up arms ultimately triumphed. Soldados, therefore, 

does not simply track the experience of a historical investigation and commemorate 

forgotten soldiers. It also concludes with an affirmation: in moving hacia delante, Spain 
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has rejected fascism, yet we must remember why. Like the other texts of this project, 

Soldados is a novel based on history, memory and postmemory.  

Throughout the development of the novel, the author/narrator searches the historic 

archive and finds and interviews three survivors for direct testimony (Joaquim Figueras, 

one of the amigos del bosque who helped Sánchez Mazas survive, Maria Ferré, who gave 

Sánchez Mazas food and a place to sleep; and Antonio Miralles, the soldier living in 

Dijón, France), but the bulk of his achievement stems from discussions with children of 

survivors or other writers of the postmemory generation (author and son of Sánchez 

Mazas, Rafael Sánchez Ferlosio, historian Miquel Aguirre, editor Andrés Trapiello, and 

Jaume Figureas, the son of one of the amigos del bosque). He also interviews the Chilean 

author, Roberto Bolaño, and has an opportunity to discuss the idea of a hero. Given that 

the narrator’s journey is dependent upon testimonies and memories of stories told by 

survivors, and by members of a succeeding generation, it is yet another manifestation of 

postmemory at work in contemporary Spain. 

Born during the decline of Franco’s fascism, Cercas did not witness directly all of 

the events of the twentieth-century history that created the current wave of debates over 

historical accuracy and representation. Nevertheless, his interest in Sánchez Mazas sparks 

a research project that contributes to these debates, one that does so through historical 

revisionism. Though he initially scorned any fascination with the past, after listening to 

stories from survivors and their children and meeting with an expatriate republican 

soldier, his skepticism evolved to detached academic interest, to an involved and 

committed viewpoint.  

By studying a pair of isolated events from the end of the war, the author/narrator’s 

understanding of the present is significantly altered. From this informed attitude in the 

present, Cercas, and those who read Soldados, can define a more nuanced vision of the 
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future. The implication is that understanding, which includes our representation of the 

past, influences the possibilities of the present to shape the future (as “poets” can shape 

the ideological landscape and galvanize action). In this way, Soldados is like many of the 

texts produced by the “first adult generations of the transition” (Gracia, "Revisionism" 

249). Attempting to write the biography of “a relatively unknown fascist” was “a 

common enough endeavour in the early years of democracy” ("Revisionism" 249). 

However, Soldados moves beyond the idea of a biography to that of a history of opposed 

ideologies.  

Rather than attacking a certain aspect of history or seeking to fill a perceived 

void, this text takes a non-revolutionary stance and humanizes, to a certain degree, the 

two basic ideologies of Spain’s twentieth-century conflict. Soldados de Salamina’s 

notable contribution to the abundance of fiction depicting twentieth-century Spain is its 

duality: it couples a once-famous nationalist author with an average republican soldier 

and presents each man as both influential and fallible. Moreover, the treatment of these 

two central characters is divergent. The first section on Sánchez Mazas charts a change 

from what might be considered objectivity or detachment, to condemnation and social 

value judgment, while the second, the relato real entitled “Soldados de Salamina,” 

presents a sympathetic perspective that concentrates on individual relations and acts that 

affirm shared humanity.  

Over the course of the novel itself, the characterizations of both Sánchez Mazas 

and Miralles evolve. Initially, Cercas views Sánchez Mazas as a topic of literary interest, 

but he is later depicted as a misguided thinker whose writing ultimately devastated a 

country. When Cercas learns about Miralles from Bolaño, he believes the solider will be 

the missing piece of a puzzle for his relato real, yet after getting to know Miralles, the 

characterization is that of an honored elder who embodies the convictions of thousands. 
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The development of Miralles ranges from Roberto Bolaño’s friend at a summer campsite 

at Estrella de Mar, to the idealized answer to Cercas’ mystery, to a cynical old man who 

answers a phone call, to a lonely old man who represents all soldiers, living or dead, that 

fought for freedom from fascist rule.  

The novel not only highlights individuals, it also researches their ideologies, 

which is another connection to Enterrar a los muertos. Sánchez Mazas and Miralles both 

exemplify larger groups: the author represents Fascist thinkers –writers as well as 

fighters– while the soldier personifies all those who oppose what Sánchez Mazas 

represents. Soldados, through its narrative techniques, demonstrates that both sides of this 

dichotomous relationship need to be remembered in order to preserve history. Cercas 

studies fascism and republicanism from the historical vantage point of social democracy. 

Clearly by the end of the narration, his sympathies lie with the republican soldiers, but 

Soldados also offers a new vision of fascism by focusing much of the narrative itself on 

Sánchez Mazas.  

Throughout his poetic narration, the writer Cercas repeatedly returns to the idea of 

remembering people to keep them from disappearing in history. The narrator applies the 

lesson to family, to victims of the Civil War, and even to a perpetrator of that conflict. 

Soldados is a defense of memory, one in which a lonely old man is transfigured into a 

nostalgic, idealized and universal image. Gracia reads the novel similarly, as “a tribute to 

those who fought in Europe for a democracy that did not reach Spain . . . until many 

years later, when this gratitude could finally be expressed without automatically 

discrediting a fascist writer (however great his ideological responsibility for the barbarity 

unleashed)” ("Revisionism" 250). As with its unabashed appreciation for Miralles, who 

sustains the memory of his comrades, Soldados de Salamina is a defense of forgotten 
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soldiers, of the current social democracy, and of history because it makes us what we are 

today. 

 

CONCLUSION: HISTORICAL DIALOGISM 

Ignacio Martínez de Pisón (1960) and Javier Cercas (1962), born over twenty 

years after the end of the Civil War, were still teenagers at the end of the reign of Franco. 

As members of a “post-trauma generation,” they came of age during the transition from 

fascism to democracy under a constitutional monarchy. This is of significance because of 

the Pacto del olvido, the transitional government’s choice to ignore the past and move on, 

left them unexposed to the complex history of their recently divided country. Antonio 

Muñoz Molina, who also belongs to this generation, explains their common predicament: 

“hemos vivido la paradoja de no poder o no saber vincularnos a nuestro propio pasado en 

un país regido por la preponderancia fósil del pasado” (qtd. in Ferrán, Working 228). 

These authors have had to search for the past in order to recreate or (re)invent it to 

establish a literary tradition dealing with history, yet at the same time, says Muños 

Molina, “todos nosotros estamos intentando inventar un país” (228). 

Enterrar a los muertos (2005) and Soldados de Salamina (2001) participate in 

that rebuilding. They overturn common myths of the republican effort during the war: the 

first deconstructs the idealized image of the republicans as united and the second pivots 

around an episode that colors the republicans as victimizers. This contrasts with the 

previous three works analyzed in this project. Autobiografía del General Franco, La voz 

dormida, and El lápiz del carpintero have affirmed more traditional myths, creating a 

nostalgic vision of the republicans as victimized (Autobiografía), indomitable (La voz) 

and active in solidarity (El lápiz). 
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This chapter has considered how the focus on history evolves and how two 

narrators portray the experience of researching history with living witnesses. Martínez de 

Pisón and Cercas’ projects begin with a focus on one individual, José Robles and Rafael 

Sánchez Mazas respectively, that expands to look at entire ideologies. Both reveal aspects 

of pursuing the trail of links with personal interviews as well as the frustration of 

researching historical archives.  

Enterrar a los muertos forces us to confront the harsh abuses perpetrated by 

Soviet involvement in the Civil War and Soldados de Salamina reminds us that history 

ought to be remembered in its entirety, implying that the pro-fascist version, the post-

Transition version and the anti-fascist versions are all insufficient. Over the course of 

each text, the narrator moves from disengagement to commitment and broadens his focus 

from the individual to the collective.  

Enterrar and Soldados augment and diversify our comprehension of the Spanish 

Civil War. Ignacio Martínez de Pisón and Javier Cercas composed texts of historical 

revisionism that do not change or reject the past, though they do reject a hidden history or 

a simplified, nostalgic one.  
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CONCLUSION 

This study originated from a personal interest in memory combined with an 

academic interest in how people share their experiences (narration). A lifetime of 

discussions regarding how we establish and reformulate our personal narratives (along 

with debates over conflicting recollections of the past) found a scholarly outlet in a 

combination of studies on testimonies, memory and trauma. I began this journey 

conscious of defining a project inspired by the commonly recognized instability of 

history and memory and hinging on a closely related selection of works dealing with 

topics that have dominated individual, official and international discourse for decades. 

Absolutely certain that I wanted to follow that current of ideas, entirely convinced that 

the process of research and writing would affect me profoundly, and humbly cognizant 

that my observations would contribute to an already extensive corpus of current studies, I 

eagerly defined my goals and jumped into the proverbial rollercoaster that is the PhD 

Dissertation. 

Similar to the myriad ways in which I witnessed historical perceptions evolve 

naturally over time and through the transmission of memory from generation to 

generation, my own readings of the texts shifted from one version to another, for every 

chapter. This I see as a confirmation of the invaluable worth of reconsidering. Here I 

return to the fundamental aspect of my project, the balance between resistance and 

remembrance. Initially chosen to rationalize how a person (or a country) deals with 

trauma, the two terms instead serve a far more universal reality. The ideas may be applied 

to how a person, a society, a naïve scholar, or an established critic deals with an event, a 

trauma, an interpretation of a novel, or a study of cultural memory, respectively. 

Moreover, the changes in literary production depicting the Spanish Civil War and the 
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reign of Franco over the years, like the changes in my conclusions regarding five specific 

works, affirm that recasting history and rereading fiction both invoke new interpretations 

and expand perspectives. 

The value I find in my study stems from certain points that arose over the course 

of researching, writing, and revising individual chapters and which apply to the project as 

a whole. Gathering these ideas to highlight them in my conclusion brings home the truth 

of my early awareness that the project would affect me and proves, again, that the 

journey of writing begins heading toward one destination, gets redirected by the influence 

of an unforeseen current of ideas, and eventually settles on the shore of another 

conclusion altogether, albeit in the vicinity of the intended one. For me, the five concepts 

that define the contribution of my completed dissertation are reminiscent of the two, 

memory and narration, that inspired me to study how narrators recount a traumatic past 

steming from personal experience, testimonies of others and/or historic records. 

Manuel Vázquez Montalbán, Dulce Chacón, Manuel Rivas, Ignacio Martínez de 

Pisón and Javier Cercas all act as remembrancers, contribute new voices to dialogism, 

participate in the evolution of collective postmemory, attest to the theory of intelligent 

reality and affect historical revisionism. To produce the texts studied herein, these authors 

have acted as historians. Yet they were not acting as guardians of memory, as Herodotus 

would prefer, nor telling the history of the winners, as Amescua the fictional editor 

expected. Peter Burke astutely uses the antiquated debt-collector term “remembrancer” to 

celebrate historians as those empowered to bring to light aspects of the past that have 

been neglected. The textual Cercas, Soldados de Salamina’s narrator, makes a comment 

regarding his research into fascist writers that readily applies to aspects of the war 

reviewed by each author. The narrators all look into the lives of individuals whom “los 

últimos años de la historia España habían enterrado aceleradamente, como si los 



 183 

enterradores temiesen que no estuvieron del todo muertos. De hecho, no lo estaban. O por 

lo menos no lo estaban del todo” (Cercas Soldados 21). In Enterrar a los muertos, 

Martínez de Pisón investigates the death of José Robles and by consequence, executed 

members of the POUM as well as Soviet officials. His project digs up buried history with 

the intention of incorporating it into a more nuanced vision of the past, which is possible 

for the next generation. Like Enterrar, my other four texts commemorate victims of the 

war and dictatorship. Chacón realized that those who lived the experiences are dying and 

felt an urgency to gather their testimonies. Nevertheless, within the current context of a 

generation that is alive and well, acting as gravediggers in the emotional/historical recent 

past of their country, the survivor-generation’s memories are not “del todo muertos.”  

Consequently, Spain is passing through another significant transition, not from a 

fascist dictatorship to a parliamentary government, but from a generation defined by 

governmental censorship and the Pacto del Olvido (resistance) to one whose questioning 

of history inspired the Ley de Memoria Histórica (remembrance). This leads into the 

second unifying concept in this project, that of postmemory. Originally discovered in 

Hirsch’s studies regarding children of Holocaust survivors, I found it has been employed 

in a variety of situations and have applied its extra-familial and communal significance in 

my study. While the texts in this project recognize and honor the generations of their 

authors’ parents and grandparents, their intended readership belongs to the next 

generation, as these works are promoting collective postmemory.  

All of the texts I included in my study favor the republican effort during and after 

the war. Though it would be simple to categorize the era of censorship with pro-Franco 

versions of history, the Transition with relative silence regarding the war and 

dictatorship, and the post-Transition era as pro-republicans/anti-Franco, the reality is far 

more varied. In Chapter One, I noted how the faux-autobiography in Autobiografía 
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recounts events with the same precision as found in a pro-Franco text recorded thirteen 

years later. Currently there exists a “Con/Contra Franco estábamos major” debate, along 

with the 15th Article to the Law of Historical Memory that requires pro-Franco 

monuments to be destroyed if the republican effort is not rightfully commemorated. 

Different perceptions of history are inevitable and contribute to dialogism. Bakhtin’s idea 

of allowing for and encouraging a multitude of perspectives would not necessitate the 

Law’s 16th article, in which El Valle de los Caídos, the monument Franco had 

constructed between 1940 and 1958 outside of Madrid to commemorate those who lost 

their lives for “nuestra gloriosa Cruzada,” is redesignated as a place in which homage to 

either side of the conflict is forbidden.  

Dialogism is evident in Autobiografía through its dueling autobiographies as well 

as the conflict between the author and editor in the Epilogue, in La voz through the 

artistic weaving of a collective memory from the testimonies of politically active women 

whose efforts have gone unrecognized by official history, and in El lápiz by the 

coexistence of testimonies from lifelong enemies, the haunting presence of a ghost and 

the insightful comments of an omniscient narrator. We see it as well in Soldados and 

Enterrar through the narrators’ reports of their interviews with and research into an 

expansive variety of opinions and perspectives. Coupled with postmemory, this concept 

is of great worth to my project because it demonstrates openness to contradictory ideas 

and unexplored realities that becomes increasingly acceptable when further removed 

from the events considered. El lápiz goes so far as to depolarize war ideologies by 

developing a conflicted character that opted to adhere to the nationalist ideals for self-

preservation. Creating history is a universal duty and not the sole responsibility of the 

winners. Embracing that interconnectedness when weaving a more nuanced narrative of 

the past leads toward optimism for the future, regardless of a divided past.  
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The final concept that came of this project is that of historical revisionism. These 

authors do not reject the accepted past, though they do deny a simplified official memory 

by promoting other views, those of the vanquished perspective. They realize that history 

is affected by who is remembering, to whom they are recounting, when they are speaking 

in reference to the events, and what is the social context in which the narrative is 

promoted. Historical revisionism recognizes the inevitability of the past evolving in 

accord with the present.  

“Resistance and Remembrance” never intended to revolutionize any perceptions 

of the concepts of history or memory, yet it did set out to attest to how literature can 

inform and transform the relationship between past and present. I expected that the 

literature would impact me as an involved reader, and I found that the authors were just 

as affected by their own investigative journeys. While interest in contemporary Spanish 

history may not be an innate human compulsion, this dissertation does reflect a universal 

desire to remember our own past completely and to understand the history that we have 

witnessed, as well as what we just missed, as members of a postmemory generation.  
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