
l 

CELESTINESCA 

LA CELESTINA ON STAGE 

Adrienne Schizzano Mandel 
Cali fo:rni a State Uni versi ty 

Northridge, California 

A stage adaptation of La Ce les tina was presented in November of 1977 
at the Uni versity of California Berkeley, by the New York Spanish Company, 
Compañía de Teatro Repertorio Español. l First performed in New York in 
March ,of 1974, this version has sin ce played in repertory in New York and 
on tour both in the United States · and in Mexico. It was also presented at 
the IIO Festival Internacional Cervantes in Guanajuato, Mexico, and at the 
First Siglo de Oro Drama Festival at El Paso, Texas, where the production 
won all the awards in the professional theatre category. 

The director of the company, Mr. René Buch, has composed a text which 
draws on Rojas' sixteen-act version. This adaptation, however, is much 
more than an abridgement of the original: maj or changes were seemingly 
dictated by practical and technical concems. An exa.mple: in order to 
reduce the number of actors, Mr. Buch elimínates the role of Alisa and has 
Pleberio himself receive Celestina in his house. He also eliminates the 
roles of Tristán and Sosia and has the moahachas announce the death of 
Celestina, Serripronio and Pármeno to Calisto while Calisto is taking leave 
of Melibea--thus causing his fall from the wall and his death. For all 
practical purposes, the play ends with Celestina's death. Still, on the 
whole, Rojas' work shines through this arrangement designed to project Mr. 
Buch's iriterpretation of La Celestina. While Rojas integrated--with 
effective counterpoint--the idealized and erudite courtly tradition and 
its earthy, realistic counterpart, Mr. Buch assumes an anti-classical bias 
favoring the naturalistic elements. 

In addition to an abridgement of the original, we wi tness a tele­
s coping of events, often through a reshuffling of their arder. The con­
swnmation of the love of Calisto and Melibea, as I have indicated, takes 
place before Celestina's death. Sempronio and Párrneno leave the lovers 
unguarded in their garden of delights to demand their share of the gold 
chain from Celestina. Hence, Buch wants us to feel that Celestina' s blood 
is violently shed at the same time as Melibea and Calisto succumb to 
desire. 

Rojas' various encounters between Calisto and Meli bea are condensed 
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i n t o  Buch's s ing le  encounter. In one b r i e f  n igh t ,  Calisto manages t o  
speak t o  Melibea, overcome a l l  t he  physical  obstacles and gain en t ry  i n t o  
Melibea's p r iva te  world. In an e f f o r t  t o  i n t ens i fy  l i b i d i n a l  forces and ! 

render carnal  ful f i l lment  inev i tab le ,  Buch stages sudden encounters of 
l 
I t he  lovers from the  very beginning of the act ion,  and these  rap id  encoun- , 

t e r s  become pa r t  of the texture  of t he  work. They serve as a r e f e r e n t i a l  
context f o r  a magnetic, i r r e s i s t i b l e  sexual force which dominates a l l  o f .  . 

8 ' the characters '  l i v e s ,  but which i s  i n i t i a l l y  sublimated i n  the case of , 

Calis to  and Melibea. The creation of t h i s  v i sua l  i n t e r t ex t  i s  supported 

l on the semantic l e v e l  by having Cal i s to ' s  opening l i n e ,  

'l En e s t o  veo, Melibea, l a  grandeza de ~ i o s "  

repeated by Cal is to  on successive meetings. Even though the  scenes pro- 
ceed i n  a fragmented collage-like form, an attempt t o  create a simulta- 
n e i t y  of levels--dream-vision and real i ty-- ,  the content- of both leve ls  i s  
monosemous . That i s ,  the  dream-visions revealed in  Buch 'S cinematographic 
f lashes  confirm the  s ign i f i ed  expressed in  Cal i s to ' s  l i ne .  

Buch's s tag ing  i s  simple, even sober: a ladder on each s ide  of the 
s tage i s  used as a perch f o r  each of the  mochachas. Center-stage, a l o f t  

1 1  reached by two separate ladders serves as t h e  locus amoenus" of t he  two 
lovers. The somber atmosphere i s  accentuated by the  characters ' bas ic  
black costumes. The s taging creates a Caravaggesque chiaroscuro, natura- 
l i s t i  c and dynamic, which charges t h e  atmosphere with violent  tensions 
and vigorous ear thiness .  

Unfortunately, the  production conveys no sense of philosophical  gran- 
deur. By imposing h i s  own vision of earthbound human re la t ionships  on 
Rojas' work, Buch loses  most of the moral, philosophical  and even poe t i ca l  
substance of h i s  model. The resu l t  here reminds us of Caravaggio's manner 
of displacing the formal, contained Renaissance image i n  favor of scenes 
where contemporary low-life i s  dynamically portrayed. A viv id  example of 
t h i s  technique occurs i n  Caravaggio's "Crucifixion of St .  Pe te r  , l '  where 
t h e  a r t i s t  makes t h e  workman's buttocks as important as St .  Pe te r  on the 
cross. Buch, fo r  h i s  p a r t ,  s t r e s se s  only t h e  palpably sensual elements of 
Roj as ' work though without descending t o  vulgar i ty .  Pleber io 's  lament i s  
reduced t o  a few scant  l i n e s ,  muti lat ing thereby i t s  dramatic and philoso- 
ph ica l  impact. 

It w a s  only the ro l e  of Celest ina which, though s impl i f ied and ex- 
c ised of a l l  the demonic elements, maintained i t s  dramatic force. Perhaps 
t h i s  can be a t t r i bu t ed  t o  t he  f ac t  t h a t  the act ress  portrayed her  charac- 
t e r  with dignity and a superbly v iv id  down-to-earth manner without f a l l i n g  
i n t o  the picturesque. Celes t ina 's  scene with Parmeno and Areusa ( ~ o j a s ,  
aucto VII)  was one of t he  few places where Rojas' t e x t  was more fu l ly  
ref lected.  Buch here has caught the r ich  a r t i s t r y  and complexity of 
Rojas ' work, b e t t e r  than i n  the remainder of h i s  adaptation. 

The bas ic  s t ruc tu re  of Buch's version i s  cha rac t e r i s t i c  of t he  rondo 
i n  i t s  instrumental  form. The main theme i s  provided by the recurrent  



l i n e  already mentioned, "En e s t o  veo, Melibea, l a  grandeza de Dios , l '  which 
i s  spoken by C a l i s t o  a s  he wi tnesses  t h e  v a r i e d  p h y s i c a l  experiences of 
t h e  cha rac te r s  (p layed s imultaneously on s t a g e ) .  The s i g n i f i e d  i s  be fo re  
us s i n c e  t h e  composite image embodies t h e  s i g n  and t h e  r e f e r e n t i a l  con- 
t e x t .  Thus t h e  secondary motif  of t h e  rondo h e r e  conveys t h e  e a r t h i n e s s  
of the  secondary cha rac te r s .  This motif  s tands  i n  counterpoint  t o  
C a l i s t o l s  thematic  l i n e .  C a l i s t o  seems t o  be t e l l i n g  us t h a t  the  grandeza 
de i%os c o n s i s t s  of and i s  ce leb ra ted  by t h e  charac ters  ' pagan joy, 
d e s i r e ,  and f u l f i l l m e n t .  Real  space--shif t ing l o c a l e  of t h e  actions--and 
real time--chronological dura t ion  of t h e  actions--are an emptiness ; both  
concepts a re  suspended t o  allow t h e  con t rapun ta l  rondo t o  p l a y  i t s e l f  out.  
The a c c i d e n t a l  death of C a l i s t o  b r ings  t h i s  dance of l i f e  t o  an abrupt  

11 end. The repeated  s i n g l e  l i n e ,  En e s t o  veo,  Melibea, l a  grandeza de 
~ i o s "  has become an obsessive metaphor f o r  Buch's dance of l i f e  and it 
d r i v e s  out t h e  mult i -f  ace ted  world view of  Roj as ' o r i g i n a l  s i n c e  t h e  
subordination--even , i n  some p laces  , d i s  appearance--of a l l  o t h e r  l e v e l s  of 
meanings ( i n  Rojasl  t e x t )  l eads  us t o  cons ider  t h e  p h y s i c a l  experience as 
t h e  only r e a l i t y  ( i n  Buchls ) .  By juxtapos ing  t h e  love scene of P6rmeno 
and Areusa wi th  t h a t  of C a l i s t o  and Melibea, t h e  d i r e c t o r  focuses on 
p h y s i c a l  possess ion  as t h e  pre-eminent, non-chromatic human r e a l i t y .  

F i n a l l y ,  we understand t h a t  t h e  v e r t i c a l i t y  emphasized by t h e  use of 
l adder s  has  no  t r anscenden ta l  meaning b u t  . r a t h e r  sugges ts  a p h a l l i c  
presence ,  a constant  reminder of t h e  c a r n a l  t h r u s t  toward a s i n g l e  h b a n  
goal .  Buch's C e b s t i n a  asks no d i s q u i e t i n g  metaphysical  ques t ions .  If 
God i s  no t  dead, He i s  conspicuously absent from t h e  consciousness of t h e  
charac ters .  

NOTES* 

' F o r  a d d i t i o n a l  informat ion ,  s e e  t h e  first  supplement t o  "La 
C e b s t i n a :  document0 b i b l i o g r 6 f i c 0 , "  i n  CELESTINESCA, Vol. I ,  no. 1, p&. 
35 ( n h .  2 0 2 ) .  

An i n i t i a l  vers ion  o f  t h i s  review was r e a d  i n  the  C e b s t i n a  Schol- 
a r s h i p  s p e c i a l  se s s ion  at t h e  MLA Convention, Chicago, December, 1977. 

C a l i s t o  e s c a l a  e l  muro d e l  huer to .  Aucto XV'. Grabado 
de le  Comedia (Burgos, 1499?)  
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