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Abstract 

This thesis explores traces of the Gothic in music and related artforms concerning Spain in the early 

twentieth century, drawing together a number of case studies with varied proximity to Manuel de 

Falla and his artistic milieu. A range of Gothic perspectives are applied to a series of musical works, 

repertories, constructions of race, modes of performance and stage personae, and this examination is 

preceded by an overview of Gothic elements in their nineteenth-century precursors. The connection 

between Granada’s Alhambra and the Gothic is based not only on architectural style, but also 

nocturnal and supernatural themes that can be traced back to the writings of Washington Irving. The 

idea of Alhambrism and Romantic impressions of the Spanish Gypsy, both of which are associated 

with the magical, primitive, mystic and nocturnal elements of the Gothic, are also related to 

constructions of flamenco and cante jondo. The Romantic idea of the Spanish gypsy evolved into 

primitivism, and attitudes that considered their culture archaic can be placed in a Gothic frame. 

Flamenco and the notion of duende can also be placed in this frame, and this idea is explored through 

the poetry and writings of Federico García Lorca and in his interaction with Falla in conceiving the 

Cante jondo competition of 1922.  

The rediscovery of Spanish painters Francisco de Goya and El Greco around 1900 was also in part 

linked with Gothic attributes. The performer Raquel Meller adopted a Goyesque visual style in her 

singing career, but was characterised as a ‘vamp’ when she became a movie star, notably in the 1926 

silent film Carmen, in which she develops the idea of the Romantic gypsy; both phases are interpreted 

through the Gothic lens. Post-World War I ballets such as The Three-Cornered Hat and El Greco 

ballet were inspired by these artists respectively, and their Gothic elements were heightened in their 

modernist recasting and evocation by Pablo Picasso, Falla and other musicians, choreographers and 

artists. The thesis returns to the idea of Granada and concludes with a consideration of two 

compositions rich in Gothic allusions, from the arabesque and the nocturnal in Claude Debussy’s ‘La 

soirée dans Grenade’ to medieval architecture and religious practices in Falla’s Concerto for 

Harpsichord, Flute, Oboe, Clarinet, Violin and Cello.  
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Introduction 

The aim of this thesis is to explore traces of the Gothic in music and related artforms concerning 

Spain in the early twentieth century. While the Gothic is not normally the primary lens through which 

Spanish music is viewed, this thesis draws together a number of case studies with varied proximity to 

Manuel de Falla and his artistic milieu. Spanish Music is defined here as music having a Spanish 

composer, composed in Spain, or having a Spanish musical style or theme. The decision to use the 

Gothic perspective for this research arose due to the writer’s interest in the Gothic, as well as the 

prevalence of themes and ideas that are associated with the Gothic that were observed in a series of 

works, repertories, constructions of race, modes of performance and stage personae. In the process, 

this Gothic perspective can be seen to accentuate elements of exoticism in projections of Spanish 

music, as well as facilitate their appreciation as part of a European culture that was radically 

connected to the Gothic. However, the Gothic is not the only possible lens of interpretation for these 

works. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 1 introduces some of the themes that are explored later in the research, in relation to the 

Gothic. Specifically, these topics are the rise of Alhambrism, including musical representations of the 

Alhambra and Alhambrism, and the prolific, albeit often inaccurate, representations of the Spanish 

Gypsies during the nineteenth century. Both of these ideas influenced many artists, composers and 

musicians during the early twentieth century. This chapter will also discuss the 1889 Exposition 

Universelle that was held in Paris, an event that featured examples of both Alhambrism and the 

Romantic Spanish Gypsies as part of its attractions.  

Chapter 2 is primarily concerned with the spirited and supernatural idea of duende, and its influence 

on cante jondo. This chapter will discuss the writing of the Spanish poet Federico García Lorca, and 

his influence on the scholarship and understanding of the duende. This second chapter will also 

discuss the Cante jondo competition that was organised by Lorca and Manuel de Falla in 1922, as a 
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means of reclaiming the more ‘primitive’ forms of cante jondo, as opposed to the more 

commercialised flamenco, which had grown in popularity since the late nineteenth century. 

Chapter 3 examines the work of the Spanish painter Francisco de Goya, and the reengagement with 

his art and the concepts and imagery of majismo during the early twentieth century, and how these 

relate to the Gothic. This leads to an examination of the Spanish singer and actor Raquel Meller, who 

was inspired by the work of Goya, and majismo, for the design of her performance outfits. A 

discussion of Meller’s performance in the 1926 silent film Carmen, directed by Jacques Feyder with a 

score by Ernesto Halffter, explores the phenomenon of the ‘vamp,’ and how Meller managed to 

inhabit both the world of the vamp, and simultaneously impersonate the innocent ‘girl-next-door,’ a 

duality which can be viewed through the lens of the Gothic. 

Elements of the Gothic in certain early twentieth-century ballets on Spanish themes, produced in 

London after World War I are discussed in Chapter 4, namely the Three-Cornered Hat (1919) 

produced by the Ballet Russes with a score composed by Manuel de Falla, El Greco (1920) produced 

by the Ballet Suédois and Cuadro Flamenco (1921) by the Ballet Russes. All of these works attempt 

to redefine aspects of form or narrative in ballet, and often feature some elements of the historical or 

the archaic while presenting the ideas in new or in modern ways. 

The final chapter of this thesis examines two musical works imbued with Gothic allusions that were 

inspired by Granada. It commences with a discussion of the ‘Soirée dans Grenade’ (1903) by Claude 

Debussy, and its links to the Gothic mode through the composer’s allusions to Alhambrism, use of the 

musical arabesque as well as the creation of the nocturnal and dreamlike sounds. The conception of 

Falla’s Concerto for Harpsichord, Flute, Oboe, Clarinet, Violin and Cello (1923-1926), is then 

related to the composer’s attempt to recreate the soundscapes of a Medieval pilgrimage and a Gothic 

cathedral.  

The Elusive Idea of the Gothic  

The Gothic in this thesis is a selective Gothic, and not a formal structure, nor does it encompass all of 

the many facets of the Gothic. Utilising a selective Gothic is necessary in this research because the 
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Gothic has been applied to so many different areas and forms, and by nature is contradictory and is 

difficult to pin down. The application of the Gothic in this research often forms an undercurrent of 

ideas, a lithe thread that at times is nuanced, but not prescriptive. In Gothic Contemporaries; The 

Haunted Text, Joanne Watkiss hypothesises that the Gothic may have never actually existed at all, 

arguing that, ‘what we might consider as Gothic is that which insists on remaining, that which persists 

as a haunting trace and refuses to be exorcized… [H]ow do [students of literature] study a set of ideas 

that frustrate the very language used to articulate them?’1 According to Watkiss, the current consensus 

amongst contemporary scholars is that the study of the Gothic now involves examining and 

understanding a set of discourses rather than simply a genre. As such, the contemporary Gothic can be 

understood through the echoes of concepts and ideas that have been around for centuries. 

The basis for the Gothic in this thesis has been primarily drawn from contemporary Gothic literature 

scholarship. Some scholars argue that the Gothic is not so much a formal structure at all, even within 

the body of Gothic literature. Rather, it is a mode or series of interpretative ideas that can be applied 

to many different texts and artforms. The most prolific feature of the Gothic is the transgression or 

breakdown of pre-established boundaries, and a challenge presented to a preconceived idea about 

what is deemed ‘normal.’2 Abigail Lee Six cites Michael Foucault and his comprehension of the 

Gothic in in referring to the Gothic as comprising either a physical, a moral, or a behavioural monster, 

or some kind of amalgamation.3 A result of this transgression or invasion of boundaries that arises 

from the Gothic is a feeling of fear, unease or uncertainty in the narrative or atmosphere. The 

transgression can often be presented in the Gothic as a kind of mixture, or as a double or coupling of 

two polarising characters or ideas. The use of the double or mixture brings out the stark differences of 

the two elements even more by colliding them together. They are also able to undermine each other, 

and leave the audience questioning the integrity of what is presented to them at face value. A 

significant number of binary opposites became apparent during the period of colonisation, such as 

 
1 Joanne Watkiss, Gothic Contemporaries- The Haunted Text (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2012), 1. 
2 Abigail Lee Six, ‘A Gothic Motif in Spanish Literature: Monstrosity in Spanish Fiction from Benito Pérez 

Galdós’s Ángel Guerra (1891) to Javier García Sánchez’s Ella, Drácula (2005),’ Journal of Romance Studies 

12, no. 1 (2012): 24. 
3 Six, ‘A Gothic Motif,’ 24. 
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occident or Orient, black or white and civilised or savage, and these were challenged by post-

colonialist writers and artists who were countering or undermining the colonial period through their 

exploration of the Gothic.4 These anxieties can be found expressed in the Gothic mode, and help to 

provide context to some of the themes that were used in Gothic literature.  

The selective Gothic used in this research encompasses some elements of the supernatural, magical 

and mystical. The grotesque is also part of the Gothic here, and can be attributed both to physicality in 

terms of the exaggeration of appearance and scale, and to behaviour.5 The ancient world, the 

primitive, and the associated ruins and decay of architecture, are associated with the Gothic. Writers 

during the nineteenth century were fascinated with crumbling ruins, and these were often featured in 

Gothic literature.6 The idea of the ancient or past was being employed in new literature as a means of 

undermining, questioning or subverting modern ideas or fashions, and was a popular technique 

amongst writers of Gothic literature.7 The Gothic in the nineteenth century is presented as an 

extension of Romanticism, which was a reaction against the Enlightenment and Classical aesthetics 

and ideas, and could both confirm or undermine the status-quo, from both the allegorical and 

Romantic elements of the Gothic.8 The function of this depends on the intention of the author. Ed 

Cameron writes of English Gothic Literature,  

The romance dimension of the Gothic is also anti-realist in spirit because it maintains a 

persistent nostalgia for some other time that undermines the social ideals of the here and now. 

The allegorical dimension of the Gothic exploits medieval archaisms ultimately to reinforce 

the morality and manners of the eighteenth or nineteenth-century British society. Conversely, 

the romance dimension exploits medieval archaisms ultimately to destabilize the morality and 

manners of eighteenth or nineteenth-century British society.9 

 
4 Andrew Smith and William Hughes, Empire and the Gothic (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2003), 2. 
5 Six, ‘A Gothic Motif,’ 25. 
6 Andrew Smith, ‘Introduction,’ In Gothic Literature (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013), 4. 
7 Smith, ‘Introduction,’ Gothic Literature, 8. 
8 Smith, ‘Introduction,’ Gothic Literature, 2. 
9 Ed Cameron, The Psychopathology of the Gothic Romance; Perversion, Neuroses and Psychosis in Early 

Works of the Genre (North Carolina, McFarland & Company, Inc.; 2010), 26-27. 
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Within both the ideals and whims of Modernism, and much of the scholarship on Gothic literature, 

there is reference to Greek mythology and literature. In particular, the Bacchae by Euripides is 

frequently drawn upon. Paulina Palmer discusses this text in The Queer Uncanny; New Perspectives 

on the Gothic.10 She writes that the god Dionysus has attributes that would relate him to being ‘queer’ 

from the perspective of the ancient Greeks, in particular due to his taste for transvestism as well as the 

transgressions of boundaries between god, man and nature.11 Dionysus is known for having travelled 

to Greece from the Orient, and ‘his foreign origins also relate him to concepts of difference and 

Otherness.’12 This idea of the Gothic as the physical monster dates back to Classical antiquity, when 

the porous boundaries that have divided humans and animals resulted in cultural and mythical 

manifestations, such as the mythological Minotaur.13 This research is also concerned with some 

themes and ideas that were considered to be Gothic in the early twentieth century, possibly indicating 

some anxieties or apprehensions that were held over some transgressive elements of society and 

culture at the time, although they may not appear to be linked to the Gothic now. 

The nocturnal, as well as sleep and dream-worlds, forms part of the Gothic in this research, because 

the darkness of night time allows for things to be hidden and obscured by the lack of light. Night is 

also the time for dreams and nightmares, where the supernatural is allowed to flourish at the whim of 

the imagination. The mystical and the diabolical also form part of the Gothic in this research. The 

mystical is essentially the hidden meaning to life or to religion, and this hidden or inexplicable 

transcendence can be associated with the behavioural Gothic. The diabolical is used in this research 

primarily to refer to associations with the Devil, and was a trope that was often featured in Gothic 

literature, though the word does have multiple meanings. When religious themes are explored in the 

Gothic, especially in regards to the diabolical, they have the ability to undermine feelings of comfort 

sought and found through faith, and can be a device to explore unease about organised religion.14 

 
10 Paulina Palmer, The Queer Uncanny; New Perspectives on the Gothic (Cardiff, University of Wales Press; 

2012). 
11 Palmer, The Queer Uncanny, 147. 
12 Palmer, The Queer Uncanny, 147. 
13 Six, ‘A Gothic Motif,’ 24. 
14 For example, the diabolical religious fervent was a motif employed to express unease about the Spanish 

Inquisition and absolute Catholicism, particularly for a British, Protestant readership in English literature. 
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The thematic elements of the supernatural, magical, ancient, nocturnal and dreamlike, mystical and 

diabolical are not inherently Gothic. What makes them part of the Gothic is their application; that is, 

their employment as a device for some kind of subversion, transgression or projection of anxieties 

maintained by a predetermined normal. Broadly, all of these themes examined as part of the Gothic in 

this research can be determined to be a transgression of some kind, either as part of the physical or 

behavioural or moral monster. The exception to this is the echo of Gothic architecture, which has 

provided some more immediate compositional inspiration. What makes Gothic architecture ‘Gothic’ 

is its link to the Medieval, and while Gothic architecture was considered to be a primitive style in the 

aftermath of the Renaissance, by the nineteenth century, it was looked upon with strong admiration 

and fascination, though it was not associated with darkness.15 Gothic architecture was surrounded 

with philosophy and religion, and represented as a key manifestation of Christian faith.16 This is in 

contrast to the diabolical elements of the Gothic that hark from literature, which employed religion, 

and its corruption, as a device for moral and physical degeneracy. 

The idea of the ‘moral monster’ in the Gothic was more concerned with transgressive behaviour, 

mainly of two types. These were sexual depravity, which was historically part of the behaviour of the 

upper classes, and animalistic bloodlust, including cannibalism and violence, which was often 

associated with the lowest of the social classes.17 In order to ascribe this Gothic mode, a pre-

established idea of what is considered to be ‘normal’ must already have been established before an 

act, decision, or personality trait or nature, can be considered to be ‘abnormal’ or transgressive by a 

subjective observer, who might be one of the other characters in the narrative, or the audience or 

reader. Thirst, greed and lust for power, sex and hedonistic indulgence, money, status, revenge, or a 

 
However, not all Gothic literature set in Spain is loomed over by the Spanish Inquisition; there is more to the 

literature than just this; A. Wright, ‘Spain in Gothic Fiction’ In Spain in British Romanticism, 1800-1840 

Nineteenth-Century Major Lives and Letters, Saglia, Diego and Haywood, Ian. Eds. (Palgrave Macmillan, 

2018), 178. 
15 Joseph M. Costelloe and Karen Gould, ‘Gothic Architecture,’ Salem Press Encyclopedia, 2020. 

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=sso&db=ers&AN=89453850&site=eds-

live&scope=site. 
16 Otto Von Simson ‘INTRODUCTION,’ In The Gothic Cathedral: Origins of Gothic Architecture and the 

Medieval Concept of Order - Expanded Edition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), xxiii. 
17 Six, ‘A Gothic Motif,’ 26. 
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composition of any of these, reoccur as key elements of the driving forces and intentions behind some 

of the morally monstrous examples of behaviours found in the Gothic.18 

Moral monsters are often portrayed with animalistic metaphors, loaded with ferocious or vermin-like 

elements or descriptions that incite particular disdain from the audience.19 These descriptive words 

imply an animal-human transgression, which is in keeping with the physical monster. Gothic female 

villains are often given more masculine traits or a lack of feminine traits that implies a gender-based 

transgression. There is a suggestion that, when boundary transgressions are behavioural rather than 

physical, and therefore more intangible and difficult to pin down, there is greater recourse to metaphor 

within the description employed by writers. Therefore, the line between the physical and the moral 

monstrous in the Gothic is unclear. What arises from the mixture of these ideas is a creative potential 

for a physical monster who is morally good and innocent, a physical monster who is also morally 

monstrous, and a moral monster who is physically normal, and possibly even good looking. 20  

Six argues that grappling with the monstrous allows the readers to explore anxieties that trouble them. 

The audience is positioned to question their understanding of monstrousness, either internally or 

externally, and confront the fact that people might well be part of a more monstrous society upon 

which an individual may or may not be able to make an impact. Six also notes that the fascination 

with the monstrous is frequently laced with a kind of sexual element, that consumers and writers of 

the Gothic possess. She inquires why anyone would choose to consume something to do with the 

confronting elements of the Gothic, in particular monsters.21  

On the subject of the role and place of Gothic literature, Smith and Hughes write, ‘Gothic tales, their 

contradictions, ambiguities and ambivalences, provide a dense and complex blend of assertion and 

defiance, and truth and falsity and in a way provide a space in which key elements of the dominant 

culture become debated, affirmed and questioned.’22 This helps to understand the key themes of the 

 
18 Six, ‘A Gothic Motif,’ 26. 
19 Six, ‘A Gothic Motif,’ 26. 
20 Six, ‘A Gothic Motif,’ 26. 
21 Six, ‘A Gothic Motif,’ 36. 
22 Smith et al, Empire and the Gothic, 3-4. 
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Gothic and what they symbolise or reflect philosophically. Essentially, the Gothic is a reaction against 

the desire to explain and figure out the world through scientific and logical means, something that was 

prominent during the eighteenth century. According to Smith and Hughes, the Gothic was particularly 

important to the Romantics because of the way in which it defied a sense of rationality and logical 

understanding that was prevalent during the Enlightenment period. As an example of post-

Enlightenment exploration, the Gothic amplified the Romantic tendency to examine and even 

celebrate what was considered to be the irrational, the outlawed, and the socially and culturally 

dispossessed.23 

The Gothic underwent a resurgence during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This 

resurrection was in part due to the Symbolist movement in the arts, and was concerned with exploring 

the personal, subjective experiences of the observer, rather than with representations of realism. The 

Modernist movement in the early twentieth century was concerned with modifying beliefs 

surrounding traditional religion, as well as challenging traditional forms of expression. Some of these 

ideas that the Modernists strove for are linked to the Gothic. Despite the historical dressing that often 

surrounds the Gothic, it is most firmly focussed on the present and the future, and was used as a tool 

of criticism against elements of modern society, often challenging the status quo.24 

Literature Consulted  

Due to the nature of this research, that is mostly concerned with seeking to find new connections, 

associations and links between themes, most of the consulted sources are secondary.  

Washington Irving’s 1832 publication, The Alhambra, has been the most influential piece of literature 

in establishing the ideas of mood, local colour and exoticism drawn upon in this research, and its 

impact on the construction of Alhambrismo in nineteenth and early twentieth century Spanish music 

 
23 Smith et al, Empire and the Gothic, 1. 
24 Martin Schäfer, ‘The Rise and Fall of Antiutopia: Utopia, Gothic Romance, Dystopia (Grandeur et Décadence 

de l’anti-Utopie: Utopie, Roman Noir, Dystopie),’ Science Fiction Studies 6, no. 3 (November 1, 1979): 289. 
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and culture.25 The emotion, gesture and mood of the text has been drawn upon in understanding the 

attitude to the Alhambra at this time, and how it was portrayed to an international public. The text 

reads like a travel diary, although it is more like a novel in its creation. The Alhambra by Michael 

Jacobs is a text that contains a thorough and detailed history of the Alhambra, particularly during the 

14th century and the ‘Golden Age’ of Granada between the reigns of Yusuf I (1333-54) and 

Muhammad V (1354-91).26 This text, along with the Islamic Arts from Spain by Mariam Rosser-

Owens, and Robert Irwin’s The Alhambra, provided much of the understanding of the history of the 

Alhambra and Granada for this research.27  

Ralph P. Locke’s book, Musical Exoticism: Ideas and Reflections, provides an insightful 

understanding of the current direction of scholarly research on the exotic in music.28 Samuel Llano’s 

book, Whose Spain? Negotiating “Spanish Music” in Paris, 1908-1929, has been essential in 

establishing the French towards the Spanish during the period of research for this thesis.29  

Federico García Lorca’s particular articulation of duende, and its legendary origin story, have been 

primarily explored through his essay, In Search of the Duende, from the volume introduced by 

Christopher Maurer, which comprises a collection of transcriptions of Lorca’s lectures on duende and 

cante jondo, as well as the Guitar and its role in duende.30 . In the introduction, Maurer explains the 

origins and meaning of the word and concept of duende, and argues that it is made up of four 

elements: ‘irrationality, earthiness, a heightened awareness of death, and a dash of the diabolical.’31 

Even more so, Lorca and Mauer’s interpretation of duende as a force or spirit to be reckoned with, 

fought, and triumphed over gives an unnerving human quality to the idea of duende, and this also 

 
25 Washington Irving, The Alhambra (New York: Sleepy Hollow Restorations, 1982); Washington Irving, The 

Alhambra: A Series of Tales and Sketches of the Moors and Spaniards, Volume 1 (1832) (Charlottesville, VA: 

Proquest LLC, 2000). 
26 Michael Jacobs, Alhambra (London: Frances Lincoln, 2000). 
27 Mariam Rosser-Owen, Islamic arts from Spain (London: U&A, 2010); Robert Irwin, The Alhambra 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004). 
28 Ralph P. Locke, Musical Exoticism: Ideas and Reflections (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
29 Samuel Llano, Whose Spain? Negotiating “Spanish Music” in Paris, 1908-1929 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2013).  
30 Federico García Lorca, In Search of Duende, Ed. By Christopher Maurer et al. (New York: New Directions 

Publishing Corporation, 2010). 
31 Maurer in Lorca, In Search of Duende, xi. 
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contributes to the argument for the Gothic perspective of duende. Lorca also gives a personal and 

authentic quality to his poetry and writing as he himself lived in Granada. Lorca’s collection of poetry 

entitled Gypsy Ballads was one of the works consulted in the exploration of Lorca’s writing, as well 

as his associations to the Gypsies and his sense of identity.32 His Poem of the Deep Song provided a 

creative interpretation of Lorca’s understanding of cante jondo and duende, and the analysis provided 

by translator Carlos Bauer also gave significant insight into some of the meanings and ideas expressed 

in Lorca’s poetry.33 Ian Gibson’s biography, Federico García Lorca, has been a primary text in the 

understanding of the life of Lorca in this thesis.34  Much of the analysis of the Modernist movement 

and Lorca’s artistic circle is also drawn from this book.  

In discussion of the supernatural and spirited legends of duende, Lorca’s writing is indispensable, and 

several additional secondary sources have been consulted for this research. Judith Stallings-Ward’s 

article ‘Ortega’s Razón Vital and Lorca’s Duende in ‘Poema Doble Del Lago Edén’ discusses Lorca’s 

understanding of duende.35 ‘Duende and Apocalypse in Lorca's Theory and Poetics,’ by Martha J. 

Nandorfy, further contributes to this scholarship.36 Duende is considered to be an integral and 

indispensable part of authentic cante jondo. William Washabaugh’s well known texts on flamenco are 

highly valued and his 1996 book Flamenco- Passion, Politics and Popular Culture he dissects the 

social and political issues surrounding flamenco and places this research within the context of Spanish 

musical and political scholarship. Despite flamenco’s relation and association with duende, 

Washabaugh’s text does not cover the origins or detail of duende.37 The article written by Samuel 

Llano, ‘Public Enemy or National Hero? The Spanish Gypsy and the Rise of Flamenquismo, 1898-

1922,’ has been imperative in forming the understanding of flamenquismo and antiflamenquismo in 

 
32 Federico García Lorca, Gypsy Ballads, Trans. Robert G. Havard (Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1990). 
33 Federico García Lorca, Poem of the Deep Song, Trans. Carlos Bauer (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 

1987), i. 
34 Ian Gibson, Federico García Lorca (London: Faber and Faber, 1989). 
35 Judith Stallings-Ward, ‘Ortega’s Razón Vital and Lorca’s Duende in “Poema Doble Del Lago Edén”,’ 

Bulletin of Spanish Studies: Hispanic Studies and Researches on Spain, Portugal, and Latin America 94, no. 7 

(2017): 1159-77. 
36 Martha J. Nandorfy, ‘Duende and Apocalypse in Lorca's Theory and Poetics,’ In Revista Canadiense De 

Estudios Hispánicos 26, no. 1/2 (2001): 255-270. 
37 William Washabaugh, Flamenco- Passion, Politics and Popular Culture (Oxford; Washington DC; Berg: 

1996). 
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this research.38 This text has provided a significant amount of information on the creation of the Cante 

jondo competition that was organised by Manuel de Falla and Lorca, as well as some of the attitudes 

that had followed flamenco, and, at the time, potentially sullied its reputation. The Spanish Night: 

Flamenco, the Avant-garde and Popular Culture, 1865-1936 is a publication that documented the 

exhibition La noche española, at the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (MNCARS) in 

Madrid in 2008.39 This text contains full colour photography of the exhibition and six essays written 

by different authors on relevant subjects. The specific dates covered by the exhibition encompass the 

scope for this research, and help to provide some of the art, photography and iconography surrounding 

the melancholic and dark aesthetic of Spain.  

Manuel de Falla’s collected essays, On Music and Musicians, translated by David Urman and J. M. 

Thomson, provided much information on Falla’s personal opinions on composing music, and insight 

into his sense of proper interpretation and musicianship in flamenco and cante jondo.40 Falla was a 

key composer of early twentieth-century Spain, and his compositions the Three-Cornered Hat and the 

Concerto for Harpsichord, Flute, Oboe, Clarinet, Violin and Cello are explored in this thesis. Some 

of the biographical texts on Manuel de Falla, such as Manuel de Falla and the Spanish Musical 

Renaissance by Burnett James, discuss his compositions and compositional process, and these 

contributed to the musical discussion and links to the Gothic.41 Jaime Pahissa’s classic biography 

chronicles Falla’s life and musical composition,42 and assisted in situating Falla’s output in the 

context of this research. Michael Christoforidis’s recent book Manuel de Falla and Visions of Spanish 

music discusses many of the key composers of the Modernist period who are raised in this thesis.43 He 

articulates the definitive shift in aesthetics and value placed in the exotic and Alhambrist music that 

 
38 Samuel Llano, “Public Enemy or National Hero? The Spanish Gypsy and the Rise of Flamenquismo, 1898–

1922.” Bulletin of Spanish Studies: Hispanic Studies and Researches on Spain, Portugal, and Latin America 94, 

no. 6 (2017): 977–1004. 
39 Patricia Molins and Pedro G. Romero, eds., The Spanish Night: Flamenco, the Avant-garde and Popular 

Culture, 1865-1936 (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, 2008). 
40 Manuel de Falla, On Music and Musicians, translated by David Urman and J. M. Thomson (London and New 

Hampshire: Marion Boyars, 1979). 
41 Burnett James, Manuel de Falla and the Spanish Musical Renaissance (London: Victor Gollancz, 1979). 
42 Jaime Pahissa, Manuel de Falla: His Life and Works, Trans. Jean Wagstaff (London: Museum Press Limited, 

1954). 
43 Michael Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and Visions of Spanish music (London, Routledge: 2018). 
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conjured images of Spain, and was of great relevance in the study of Falla’s music and Debussy’s 

Alhambrism.  The work of Ramón Sobrino also assisted in situating the current of Alhambrism in 

Spanish music.44 

The PhD thesis written by art historian Carina Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the 

Ballet Russes: a study of collaborations, 1917-1920,’ provided much information on Picasso’s work 

on The Three-Cornered Hat.45 Nandlal’s thesis also provided information on the Black Legend as 

manifested in the visual arts, and its early twentieth-century revival of sorts.  

Falla’s contemporary, the writer J. B. Trend, produced a book entitled Manuel de Falla and Spanish 

Music,46 which provided a guide to contemporary tastes in relation to the ballet, The Three-Cornered 

Hat. The PhD thesis ‘Spanish music and its representations in London (1878-1930): from the exotic to 

the modern,’ by Kenneth Murray,47 provided historical information on The Three-Cornered Hat and 

other ballets, and also discusses much of the reception of the music and the ballet productions. 

Gurminder Kaur Bhogal’s book Details of Consequence: Ornament, Music, and Art in Paris, offers 

history and analysis of the arabesque, both in music and in the visual arts, with a focus on the music 

of Debussy.48  

The famous painters El Greco and Francisco de Goya are discussed in this thesis, as their work 

underwent a revival during the early twentieth century, and at the time was considered to be Gothic. 

El Greco and Modernism, written by Beat Mismer and Michael Scholz-Hänsel, has been essential in 

providing an understanding of this artist’s reception during the modernist period.49 Vistas de España - 

American Views of Art and Life in Spain, 1860-1914, by M. Elizabeth Boone, examines 

 
44 Ramón Sobrino, Música Sinfónica Alhambrista v.4 (Madrid, Instituto Complutense de Ciencias Musicales: 

c.1992). 
45 Carina Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes: a study of collaborations, 1917-

1920’ (PhD Thesis, University of Melbourne, 2015). 
46 John Brande Trend, Manuel de Falla and Spanish Music (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1934). 
47 Kenneth Murray, ‘Spanish music and its representations in London (1878-1930): from the exotic to the 

modern’ (PhD thesis. University of Melbourne, 2013). 
48 Gurminder Kaur Bhogal, Details of Consequence; Ornament, Music and Art in Paris, (New York, Oxford 

University Press: 2013). 
49 Beat Mismer and Michael Scholz-Hänsel, El Greco and Modernism, (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2012). 
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representations of Spain by American painters, but also discusses interpretations of Spanish art and 

the revival of Goya during this period.50 

One of the examples of the resurgence in popularity of the paintings of El Greco was the ballet El 

Greco, produced by the Ballet Suédois. Nancy Van Norman Baer’s monograph, Paris Modern: The 

Swedish Ballet, 1920-1925, provided a significant amount of information on this lesser known ballet 

company.51 The illustrations, including photographs, conveyed the ballet’s dramatic and striking look, 

and assisted in the understanding of the work in this research. 

Lou Charnon-Deutsch’s book, The Spanish Gypsy, has been key in the understanding of the Romantic 

construction of the Spanish Gypsy.52 This text discusses and analyses key figures, such as the writer 

and bible seller, George Borrow, who was influential in casting Spanish Gypsies as a race who had 

different heritage to other groups of Gypsies, and described how they were perceived in Spain. 

Though this book is not on music scholarship, the author incorporates music and musical influence 

into her discussion of Gypsy culture, again from both the perspective of the Gypsy and the outside 

observer. White Gypsies: Race and Stardom in Spanish Musical Films by Eva Woods Peiró. discusses 

the image of the Gypsy on the screen, and has been particularly examined in this research for its 

discussion of Raquel Meller, star of the género ínfimo who portrayed Carmen in the film Carmen 

(1926), directed by Jacques Feyder.53  

The scholarship surrounding Carmen, in all of its forms from the novella to the famous opera by Bizet 

and beyond, is extensive, but only a relevant selection has been examined in this research, in 

particular that concerning the abovementioned 1926 film, especially  Phil Powrie’s important article, 

‘The kiss-curl and the resisting eyes: reassessing Carmen (Feyder, 1926).’54 This film, and its star 

 
50 M. Elizabeth Boone, Vistas de España- American Views of Art and Life in Spain, 1860-1914 (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2007). 
51 Nancy Van Norman Baer, Paris Modern: The Swedish Ballet, 1920-1925, (San Francisco: Fine Arts 

Museums of San Francisco; Seattle: Distributed by the University of Washington Press, 1995). 
52 Lou Charnon-Deutsch, The Spanish Gypsy- The History of a European Obsession (University Park: The 

Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004). 
53 Eva Woods Peiró, White Gypsies: Race and Stardom in Spanish Musical Films, (Minneapolis, University of 

Minnesota Press: 2012). 
54 Phil Powrie, ‘The kiss-curl and the resisting eyes: reassessing Carmen (Feyder, 1926),’ Studies In French 

Cinema 3, no. 1 (2003), 15-23. 
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Raquel Meller, were strongly putting forward the idea of the ‘vamp,’ and Powrie discusses the  

carefully engineered media and marketing that create hype around the film, including images of 

Meller as Carmen. The book Carmen and the Staging of Spain- Recasting Bizet’s Opera in the Belle 

Epoque, written by Michael Christoforidis and Elizabeth Kertesz, provided information on some of 

the interpretations of Carmen, while also offering insights on the importance of the guitar in Spain, 

and how its legacy was so strongly associated with the music and the landscape of Spain.55 . Both the 

elements of Alhambrism and the Romantic image of the Spanish Gypsies were found in the 1889 

Exposition Universelle in Paris. Annegret Fauser’s Musical Encounters at the 1889 Paris World’s 

Fair provided essential historical background information to the 1889 Paris World’s Fair.56 The 1889 

Exposition Universelle is also discussed in the PhD thesis, ‘Projections of Spain in popular spectacle 

and chanson, Paris: 1889-1926,’ by Geraldine Power, which also provided interesting analysis of 

some of the media representations of the singer and actress Raquel Meller, and a detailed discussion 

of her perceived animalistic qualities.57 

Scholarship on Gothic literature has provided an understanding of the Gothic mode, and how it could 

be aligned (even remotely), with various pieces of music, art and literature in early twentieth-century 

Spain.  Empire and the Gothic was one of the key texts on Gothic literature that informed this study.58 

Its Introduction shaped my understanding of some of the overarching concepts in the theory of Gothic 

literature, and the its readings of texts from both a colonial and post-colonial perspective informed 

aspect of my approach to the exotic, from the late Romantic and Modernist periods. The authors also 

examine Sigmund Freud’s essay ‘The uncanny’ in relation to the Gothic, as does Joanne Watkiss in 

Gothic Contemporaries- The Haunted Text, although in this case from a more modern perspective.59 

The latter text also examines works that are often referred to as ‘classics’ in literature (such as Horace 

Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto), from a new and modern Gothic perspective. The Gothic ideas of 

 
55 Michael Christoforidis and Elizabeth Kertesz, Carmen and the Staging of Spain- Recasting Bizet’s Opera in 

the Belle Epoque, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019). 
56 Annegret Fauser, Musical Encounters at the 1889 Paris World’s Fair (Rochester: University of Rochester 

Press, 2005). 
57 Geraldine Power, ‘Projections of Spain in Popular Spectacle and Chanson, Paris: 1889-1926’ (PhD thesis, 

University of Melbourne, 2013). 
58 Andrew Smith and William Hughes, Empire and the Gothic (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2003). 
59 Joanne Watkiss, Gothic Contemporaries- The Haunted Text (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2012). 
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the invasion of the personal and domestic spaces, the challenging polarity or the blurred 

understanding between the definitions of self and other, and the manifestation of spirits, in particular 

of the father spirit and his powerful influence, are a few of the concepts explored by Watkiss. Abigail 

Lee Six’s 2012 essay on Gothic elements in Spanish literature examines the concept and motif of 

monstrosity.60 This study explores the place of the double and the contrast and comparisons made 

between two opposite things, a common theme in the Gothic. Six also examines the Gothic from the 

physical and moral modes, particularly in the spheres of life and death and the human against non-

human, either beast or monster. Both of these spheres are also applied in the understanding of the 

Gothic in Spanish music and art in this research. Six’s article significantly influenced my framework 

for understanding the Gothic in music, art and literature, particularly in relation to the physical and 

moral modes of the Gothic.

  

 
60 Abigail Lee Six, ‘A gothic motif in Spanish literature: monstrosity in Spanish fiction from Benito Pérez 

Galdós's Ángel Guerra (1891) to Javier García Sánchez's Ella, Drácula (2005),’ Journal of Romance Studies 12, 

no. 1 (2012): 24-38. 
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Chapter 1- Echoes of the Gothic in Alhambrism and Romantic Images of 

Spanish Gypsies 

This chapter will explore some of the ideas surrounding the concept of Alhambrism and the 

Romanticised images of Spanish Gypsies, and how these could be related to the Gothic. This research 

will begin with discussion situated in the nineteenth century and Alhambrism, as this assists to situate 

the research within an historical context. From there, the discussion will progress to the twentieth 

century. This chapter will discuss the Alhambra palace, Romantic nostalgia for its bygone Arab 

culture, and the idea of Alhambrism in music, art and literature. It will also discuss Romanticised 

Spanish Gypsies from the nineteenth century and the representations of, and reactions to, the Spanish 

Gypsies that were featured at the 1889 Exposition Universelle in Paris. These topics provide context 

and help position key artists and composers, as well as flamenco and duende at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. 

Persistent throughout this research are the concepts of duality, opposition and transgression that are 

linked to the Gothic, either through physical means such as architecture or the monstrous, found in 

literature, or through behaviour, perception and interpretation. The Gothic provides a link through the 

topics examined and helps to provide an understanding of these ideas that typically or traditionally 

have been observed from a Western European perspective, which is here extended to the Spanish 

context. 

In this research, a decision has been made to use the words ‘Moor’ and ‘Gypsy’ to denote the 

European representations of these groups of people living in Spain. This decision has been made due 

to the nature of this historically-based research and is consistent with much of the primary sources and 

secondary literature consulted for this thesis. Furthermore, the word ‘Moor’ helps to denote the 

Islamic people living in Spain. In addition to this idea, the word ‘Gypsy’ is used to mark the 

difference between the Romantic construction of the Romany people living in Europe and the reality 

of the Romany people. 
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For the European Romantics, Andalusia offered a piece of Spanish culture that featured the allure of 

dangerous bandits, bull fighting and flamenco as well as traces of Arab culture. This idea was 

cemented in the physically imposing and illustrious Alhambra palace. The Alhambra is a Moorish 

fortress, sited on the rocky hills just north of Granada. The name originated from the Arabic Qal-at al-

Hamra, meaning ‘The Red Fort.’ The name referred to the red clay that was used in the initial 

construction of the palace. The Moors were descended from the Arab and Berber people, who first 

invaded Spain in 711 CE.1 For most of the Middle Ages, the history of Spain consisted of a battle for 

power across the peninsula between the Moors and the Christians. Spain remained under Muslim rule 

for centuries after their arrival, until the middle of the eleventh century when the Christians began the 

reconquista. The Nasrid dynasty was able to live in relative peace with the neighbouring Christian 

kingdoms and cities, and this allowed for more control maintained by the Nasrid dynasty during the 

reconquista, but gradually the Muslim cities fell to Christian rule. Ultimately, Granada, considered to 

be the last Islamic city in Spain, was was conquered in 1492, and surrendered to the Catholic 

monarchs King Ferdinand II and Queen Isabella I.2 The legendary last sultan of Granada, Abu 

Abdallah Muhammad XII, known as Boabdil in Europe, was renowned for uttering his last sigh upon 

leaving Granada for exile in Tlemcen, North Africa.3 The Moorish presence in Granada was still 

strong up to their expulsion from Spain in the early seventeenth century. During the Middle Ages, the 

Moorish kingdom of Granada was considered to be culturally superior to Europe.4 Under Christian 

rule, the Alhambra was converted to a royal residence, but eventually fell into disrepair until a long 

process of restoration during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries under the supervision of the 

Spanish royal family, and was eventually opened as a site of public tourism.5 

 
1 Robert Irwin, The Alhambra (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), 21, vi. 
2 Eric Bullard, ‘Alhambra (Fortress),’ In Salem Press Encyclopedia, 2017. https://search-ebscohost-

com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ers&AN=87324082&site=eds-live&scope=site. 
3 Irwin, The Alhambra, 16. 
4 Jaime Pahissa, Manuel de Falla: His Life and Works, Trans. Jean Wagstaff (London: Museum Press Limited, 

1954), 15; Ramón Sobrino, Música Sinfónica Alhambrista v.4 (Madrid, Instituto Complutense de Ciencias 

Musicales: c.1992), xi. 
5 Bullard, ‘Alhambra,’ Salem Press Encyclopedia. 
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Figure 1.1. Jebulon (User’s Own Work), Pavillon Cour des Lions Alhambra Granada Spain, A pavilion in the restored 

Courtyard of the Lions. The polished marble floor reflects the blue of the sky. Alhambra, Granada, Spain, taken 14 August, 

2012. Source: Wikimedia Commons, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pavillon_Cour_des_Lions_Alhambra_Granada_Spain.jpg. 
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The renowned grandeur and luxury that was associated with Moorish Andalusia was epitomised by 

the Alhambra, which consisted of several palaces and buildings, the earliest of which was constructed 

in the ninth century and the last ones built as late as the fifteenth century. However, most of the 

significant construction occurred during the fourteenth century.6 In addition to the six main palaces, 

the Alhambra featured a military barracks, beautiful fountains and lush, verdant gardens, industrial 

workshops, a congregational mosque, a small town as well as an aviary and a zoo. Surrounding the 

Alhambra were fertile orchards, meadows, gardens and vineyards.7 The Alhambra retains many 

details of Islamic architecture, including ornate arabesques, stained glass, stucco panels, geometric 

tiles and calligraphy.8 

The Alhambra is the only medieval Muslim palace to survive past the Middle Ages.9 It was 

considered to be doubly Romantic during the nineteenth century due to both ‘its medieval and oriental 

origins,’ which were both qualities highly prized by the Romantics.10 During the Romantic period, 

Europe was swept up in the mania and fashion for exoticism; anywhere that appeared to be exotic or 

oriental was popular flavour for writers, travellers and other consumers. This included Spain, which 

was geographically considered to be relatively close to Africa, and was still associated with the 

Moors.11 From the allure and interest in the Alhambra palace a kind of fascination developed that was 

called Alhambrism, or Alhambrismo, which is defined by Ramón Sobrino as ‘Of, or concerning, the 

Alhambra.’12 European Romantics frequently sought exoticism as a form of  escapism from their 

present reality, and Spain and the Alhambra met this need perfectly. Alhambrism spread through the 

European artistic and popular social circles during the nineteenth century, spurred on by the writings 

of travellers who visited Spain and spread the image of a Romantic Spain throughout Europe.13 The 

 
6 Irwin, The Alhambra, 3-5. 
7 Irwin, The Alhambra, 21. 
8 Bullard, ‘Alhambra,’ Salem Press Encyclopedia. 
9 Irwin, The Alhambra, 3. 
10 Tania Requejo quoted by Sobrino, Música Sinfónica Alhambrista v.4, xi. 
11 Gwynne Edwards, A Cultural Journey Through Andalusia- From Granada to Seville (Cardiff: University of 

Wales Press, 2009), 51. 
12 Sobrino, Música Sinfónica Alhambrista, xi, xviii. 
13 Sobrino, Música Sinfónica Alhambrista, xi. 
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Alhambra, as well as Spain as a whole, had functioned as a kind of European exotic for much of the 

rest of Europe, though during the nineteenth century this changed and developed significantly.14 

Alhambrism initially began with the literature and travel writing that evoked exotic images of the 

Alhambra and of Spain. Michael Christoforidis notes that legends and stories such as these spread a 

sentimental and nostalgic vision of Granada, and therefore Spain by extension, one that represented 

the last Moorish citadel in Europe. For example, the poem Les Orientales written by Victor Hugo in 

1829 included whimsical evocations of Xanadu, Granada and the Alhambra.15 The travel diary by 

Theophile Gautier, entitled Voyage en Espagne (1853), or Wanderings in Spain, a book of his journey 

around Spain and Tales of the Alhambra (1832) by Washington Irving were also key pieces of 

influential literature published in the nineteenth century.16 Tales of the Alhambra is a semi-fictional 

travel diary about the narrator’s observations during his journey through Spain. The text features 

descriptions of magic and dark science together, such as a conniving Egyptian priest who is searching 

for the secret to immortal life, or the threatening yet compelling allure of a Gothic princess who is 

both vulnerable and dangerous. These are examples of the physical and moral Gothic modes, and are 

both featured in “The Legend of the Arabian Astrologer”, from Tales of the Alhambra. The link 

between diabolical magic and dark science fiction is something that has been drawn upon frequently 

in Gothic literature, for example in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818).17 The text also includes 

enchanting and picturesque descriptions of the atmosphere and temperature of a nocturnal Alhambra 

bathed in moonlight during the summertime; the palace appears made of perfect marble and even the 

spirits of the palace are glowing and resonating.18 

 
14 Michael Christoforidis, ‘Chapter 3: Isaac Albéniz, Claude Debussy and Views of the Alhambra from Paris’ In 

Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music (Routledge, New York: 2018), 47-48. 
15 Girault de Prangey, Impressions of Granada and the Alhambra. Trans. John Sweetman (Paris: Garnet 

Publishing, 1996), vii. 
16 Théophile Gautier, Voyage en Espagne (Paris: Charpentier, 1924); Washington Irving, The Works of 

Washington Irving: The Alhambra. Tales of a Traveller v.5 (London: G. Bell, 1882-1885); Christoforidis, 

Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 47. 
17 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, (New York: Penguin Books, 2013), 17. 
18 Washington Irving, The Works of Washington Irving: The Alhambra. Tales of a Traveller v.5 (London: G. 

Bell, 1882-1885), 169-183; Irwin, The Alhambra, 100. 
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Figure 1.2. Hans Bernhard (User’s Own Work), The Alhambra in Granada (Spain) at night. Camera: Linhof Technica 4x5 

inch, taken 1970. Source: Wikimedia Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alhambra_at_night.jpg 

At times in these stories, the Gypsies who were living in Granada represented a living exotic that 

substituted for the Moors of the past. 19 These literary works were well received and enjoyed by 

international audiences. In particular, it was the Tales of the Alhambra by Irving that had the most 

influence on the Alhambrisim movement. The writer Robert Irwin notes rather bitterly that at least 

Washington Irving was original in his speculative and exaggerated writing on Islamic Spain, whereas  

many other writers adopted, copied or imitated inaccurate writing on Islamic Spain since Irving.20 

Irwin claims that Irving had a fond reverence for another famous writer in the Gothic style, Horace 

Walpole.21 The link to Gothic literature is drawn upon when Irwin notices that Irving’s meditative 

writing on what happened in the nostalgic past strongly echoes the Gothic literary evocations and 

visual images of fallen apses, mossy walls and owls nesting in ruins.22 Published in 1901,  as an 

 
19 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 47. 
20 Irwin, The Alhambra, 135. 
21 Irwin, The Alhambra, 135-136. 
22 Irwin, The Alhambra, 136; Washington Irving, The Alhambra, Raleigh, N.C.: Generic NL Freebook 

Publisher, 3. 
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accompanying commentary to pictorial lecture slides, the unnamed author of the lecture Granada and 

the Alhambra writes that the primary time to visit the Court of the Lions is when ‘the shadows of 

evening temper its brightness and throw a gloom into the surrounding halls. Then nothing can be more 

serenely melancholy, or more in harmony with its tale of departed grandeur.’23 In that prose it is clear 

that, in the writer’s opinion, the nocturnal or dusk is the optimal time to witness the Alhambra 

fortress. The evocative language used here conjures the Gothic mode and traditional themes of Gothic 

literature.  The lecture functions primarily as a descriptive guide for potential tourists, accompanied 

with photographs, enticing them to embark on a journey or tour through the Alhambra by introducing 

the features and most notable points and details of the palace, as well as its history. The text of the 

lecture frequently refers to Washington Irving’s Tales of the Alhambra and how the channelling and 

evocative language brings the reader into the very Alhambra through their imagination. Irving wrote 

sumptuously and richly of the magical and transformative effects the moonlight had on the Alhambra. 

He was delighted by the ruins of the Alhambra because they were ruins.24 The author of the lecture 

Granada and the Alhambra also describes the song of nightingales being the only sound to penetrate 

the silence of the night when visiting the Generalife.25 The scholar Xavier Reyes writes that ‘the 

[literary] Gothic in Spanish Romanticism shows a marked desire to go beyond the limits of realism 

and to delve in the magical, the supernatural and, in places, the horrific.’26 

Tales of the Alhambra by Washington Irving contains stories that were expressed the voice of the 

narrator who is walking within the ruins of the palace. However, in truth these stories were composed 

well before Irving had even travelled to Granada. While the narrator and the author do not share the 

same voice, the reflective, travel-style tone of the work implies that Irving wanted the Tales of the 

 
23 Unknown Author, Granada and the Alhambra. A Lecture to Accompany a Series of Photographic 

Transparencies, Victorian Popular Culture: Moving Pictures, Optical Entertainments and the Advent of Cinema, 

[Electronic Resource], 1901, s.n, 8-9. https://search-ebscohost-

com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b5223892&site=eds-

live&scope=site. 
24 Irwin, The Alhambra, 22, 141. 
25 Unknown Author, Granada and the Alhambra, 14. 
26 Xavier Aldana Reyes, Spanish Gothic: National Identity, Collaboration and Cultural Adaptation, Palgrave 

Gothic Series, Palgrave Macmillan, (2017). Electronic resource. https://search-ebscohost-

com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b7193384&site=eds-

live&scope=site. 
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Alhambra to be read with a strong sense that he was actually there, and the narrative carries the reader 

through the Alhambra and Spain as well. The fact that some of the stories were invented from the 

mere idea of the Alhambra certainly adds to the magical fantasy evoked by the legendary palace. It is 

possible that Irving had gained some of his ideas of the Alhambra through some of the picturesque 

depictions of the Alhambra by painter David Wilkie, to whom he had dedicated Tales of the 

Alhambra.27 

Another writer who wrote a book on the Alhambra during the nineteenth century was James 

Cavendish Murphy, entitled The Arabian Antiquities of Spain. Published in 1813, before Irving had 

published his book, it was not as successful as Tales of the Alhambra.28 In the book’s illustrations, 

Murphy inflated the scope of the rooms and the courtyards and ‘Gothicised’ them, which meant that 

he intentionally hyperbolised the shape of the arches to be more pointed and described far larger, 

more open spaces that would have reflected the style of the European Gothic cathedrals, for example, 

in Figure 1.3.29 A third famous artist, David Roberts (1796-1864), also believed that the Alhambra in 

reality was not grand or large enough in size or scale so he too exaggerated these in his paintings, 

particularly through the exaggeration of the arches to be higher and more pointed, which was also in 

accordance with the fashionable Gothic style. According to the writer Theophile Gautier, this trend 

was particularly prevalent for the English.30 During the early nineteenth century there was a lot of 

speculation about the ‘Saracen’ origins of classic tropes of Gothic architecture, such as pointed 

arches.31 This unfounded idea stemmed from three architects, Karl Ludwig Zanth, Wilhelm Stier and 

Jacques Ignance Hittoriff, who travelled to Sicily in 1823-1824. In addition to other subjects, they 

studied Islamic architecture and its influence on Gothic architecture, such as the prolific use of stained 

glass. The architects believed that Gothic architecture, and Gothic stained glass, was directly 
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https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=sso&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b2979900&site

=eds-live&scope=site. 
30 Irwin, The Alhambra, 146-148. 
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24 
 

influenced by Islamic art and architecture, and they compared the Gothic stained glass to ornate 

oriental carpets. From this point the three architects developed what was known as the “Saracen 

Theory”, that had been popular in Germany and England since the second half of the eighteenth 

century. The “Saracen Theory” was the idea that Gothic architecture, in particular the pointed arches, 

was explained through the means of Islamic architecture. Other architects and scholars around this 

time also made the speculation that Gothic stained glass was linked to Persian carpets, including the 

scholar Jules Claude Zielger in 1850. In addition to other reasons such as the desire for coloured light, 

and the revival of stained glass in the Neo-Gothic movement, the scholar Sarah Keller notes that 

overtaking an Islamic architectural element, may have been important in the development of the 

“Saracen Theory”.32 However, in reality Gothic architecture and Islamic architecture are quite 

different and historically unrelated, and almost all of this discussion on the “Saracen Theory” was 

fanciful, half-baked and had no substantial historical basis.33 This kind of speculation would have 

partly contributed to the imposing ‘magical’ power of Gothic architecture that stems from the 

medieval style and harks back to something archaic and barbaric, and therefore the not-enlightened. It 

would also would have further exoticised the Arabs, and by extension the Moors, by speculating 

without a solid basis on their history. 

 
32 Giese et. al., eds., The Power of Symbols, 44-45. 
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Figure 1.3. James Cavanah Murphy and Thomas Hartwell Horne, ‘Hall of the Abencerrages,’ The Arabian Antiquities of 

Spain, Cadell & Davies, (1815), 115. Source: 

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=sso&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b2979900&site=eds-

live&scope=site. 

Irving noticed that the Alhambra had been vandalised, with graffiti etched into the walls and some 

chunks of wood and stucco entirely ripped off and stolen. It was around 1828 that restorations began 
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to take place in the palace.34 By the end of the nineteenth century, the phenomenon of Alhambrism 

had developed into something highly commercialised and almost kitsch. Mass produced images of the 

Alhambra were made available, and well as miniature replicas for the visiting tourists to take home 

with them.35 

In music, Alhambrism is more of a nineteenth-century fashion of sound, rather than a specific style. 

This fashioned sound can be linked to Pictorialism, which a movement was in photography that was 

popular from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries and employed tonality, aesthetics and 

composition in the photography. Pictorialism features an artistic interpretation, rather than a factual 

documentation, of the subjects.36 In Spanish music, Alhambrism began around 1848, following the 

major European revolutions.37 Due to its entrenched and deep history, Spain was still considered to be 

an Arabic location and therefore supposed ‘Arabic’ musical devices, such as scales and intervals with 

a minor second, were used by composers who were entirely ignorant of actual Arabian music, to give 

their music an exotic colour. This sometimes resulted in the identification of the Arabic with the 

Andalusian and the Andalusian with the rest of Spain. According to Sobrino, a significant amount of 

musicological scholarship had been written on musical Alhambrism from the twentieth century, and 

the nineteenth century has been somewhat neglected. Many of the nineteenth-century Alhambrist 

symphonic works were composed for a specific cultural event, and often did not forge their own 

musical language. Instead they often conformed to a typical and conventional European musical 

aesthetic, with superficial Arabian flourishes applied where deemed appropriate.38 

In the late nineteenth century, Madrid’s Sociedad de Conciertos (Madrid Concert Society) began 

staging orchestral concerts in Granada, which partly contributed to the popularity of musical 

Alhambrism, and here they performed Tomás Breton’s composition En La Alhambra (1881), which is 

 
34 Irwin, The Alhambra, 139. 
35 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 48. 
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37 Juan de Udaeta, ‘Ciudad de Granada,’ En La Alhambra- obras de Chapí, Bretón, Monsterio & Carreras. 

Liner Notes written by Ramón Sobrino. (Empresa Pública de Gestión de Programas Culturales, 1999), 12. 
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a symphonic work in the Alhambrist style.39 Upon examination of the three pieces composed for the 

Sociedad de Conciertos of Madrid, Adiós a la Alhambra (1856) by Jesús de Monasterio, En La 

Alhambra (1881) by Tomás Bretón and Los gnomos de la Alhambra (1889) by Ruperto Chapí, 

Sobrino notes some persistent stylistic features within this symphonic repertoire, especially the use of 

the Andalusian cadence; the use of the augmented second, particularly with melodic turns that suggest 

Arabian music; florid, highly melismatic and ornamented melodies that reflect sung recitative; binary 

form or structure, often returning to the A section at the conclusion of the work; minor and major keys 

that are often parallel, with the minor key being associated with the depiction of sadness, and 

frequently returning to that minor tonality; and the predominance of the keys of A major and minor.40 

It is possible to glean from these musical features some elements of the Gothic mode. That is, the 

melismatic and ornamented melodies could be interpreted as arabesque lines, which will be discussed 

further in Chapter 5. Furthermore, the associations of sadness and the nocturnal with the minor 

tonality can be linked to the melancholic or nocturnal elements of the Gothic, especially due to their 

prevalence in these symphonic works.  

During the nineteenth century in Spain, a reaction occurred amongst musicians at approximately the 

same time as the aforementioned literary phenomenon of Alhambrism in travel writing. This reaction 

was against the growing popularity of Italian opera spreading through Spain. In what is arguably 

highly opinionated language, the scholar Jaime Pahissa writes that ‘Indeed, most Spanish music for 

the lyric theatre during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is hardly more than second-hand 

Bellini, Donizetti or Rossini with a smattering of Puccini coming in during the later stages.’41 His 

scathing criticism indicated that he felt much of the body of Spanish compositions prior to the 

establishment of the zarzuela was cosmopolitan and inspired far too much by the music of 

international composers, particularly Italian, rather than being drawn from Spanish music in its own 

right. However, Spanish composers were moved to establish their own musical identity, one that 

would be able to stand up against the popular Italian opera, and this further contributed to the rise of 
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musical Nationalism in Spain. Specifically for the Spanish musical scene, this was found in the 

‘Opera nacional.’42 From here, Alhambrist music began to develop in Spain around 1848, following 

the European revolutions and the political and social changes that erupted as a result.43 During the 

period between 1888 and 1891, Alhambrism entered its final development, and it was in this period 

that José Zorilla’s poem Gnomos y mujeres was published. Zorilla (1817-1893) was a Spanish poet 

and playwright known for his interest in sometimes dark and profound things. As a young person, he 

leapt into the grave of Mariano José de Larra, a famous poet and journalist who had committed 

suicide. He was also drawn to read emotional poetry about the isolated life of a poet, and the 

sacredness and gravity of his calling to the written word. Zorilla famously wrote poetry on the topics 

of melancholy, mystery, and religion, set against a theme of the wild natural world. He was also 

interested in using themes and stories from Spain’s fascinating historical past in his writing.44 

Zorilla’s writing has also been described by the scholar Xavier Reyes as ‘Gothic-inflected,’ which is 

essentially within the Gothic mode. However, here Reyes cautions the reader that the word ‘Gothic’ is 

not a term that should be applied indiscriminately.45 

There is an obvious thematic link between the subject matter of the supernatural and magical gnomes 

in Zorilla’s Gnomos y mujeres and the physical Gothic mode. José Zorilla was ‘crowned’ as Spain’s 

National Bard in 1889. Among his works are many poems that garnered inspiration from Granada.46 

The Gothic mode as described in this research is found in much of Zorilla’s writing, as well as in his 

life and interests.47 This is particularly relevant in Zorilla’s most famous dramatic work, Don Juan 

Tenorio (1844), which is derived, with a significant amount of modification, from Tirso de Molina’s 

play from 1630.48 The plot of the Romantic drama is one that features the themes of seduction of 
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women and violence among men, and challenges the ideas of reality and fabricated illusion and 

fiction, as well as pitching the audience against the cast members’ relationships. These ideas are very 

much in keeping with the physical and moral Gothic modes that have been applied in this research, 

and many of the typical tropes and ideals of the Spanish male that were pervasive during the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.49 Despite this, Reyes argues that Don Juan Tenorio is not 

explicitly Gothic in the literary form, but rather more like ‘capa y espada,’ or ‘cloak and dagger,’ as 

well as including elements of religious folklore.50 

While not so explicitly an Alhambrist composer, Pablo Sarasate (1844-1908) also sought to include 

elements of the Arab, Gypsy or otherwise exotic sounds into his musical works; trends that are 

consistent with the themes and tropes of the Alhambrist composers. Lou Charnon-Deutsch writes that 

‘Pablo Sarasate (1844-1908) incorporated into his Spanish dances melancholic rhapsodies with 

rhythmic figures, oriental arabesques, and the staccato clapping that characterized the cante jondo.’51 

It is evident that Sarasate was seeking to incorporate the exotic sounds of Andalusia through the 

arabesques, and suggestions of Gypsy rhythms in the echoing of cante jondo rhythms in his music. 

During the nineteenth century, Spanish composers attempted to engage with Andalusian musical 

tropes or establish a ‘Moorish’ style in their compositions through, for example, the cancíon arabe. 

By the end of the century this trend was adopted by Parisian composers who were also seeking to 

capture the Moorish colour.52 Russian and other international composers too were inspired by the 

Alhambra and sought to capture the exotic colour in their music. However, by the beginning of the 

twentieth century, Spanish composers were seeking to reclaim their national musical tradition by also 
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incorporating authentic musical melodies and other musical devices, with the desire to appeal to the 

Spanish population, and to re-establish their standing in the international musical repertoire.53 

The composer Manuel de Falla toured through the Alhambra with British musicologist and Hispanist, 

J. B. Trend, in 1919, having first visited the site in 1915. During this journey Falla remarked on the 

Alhambra palace’s sonorous and operatic qualities. Trend observed that the Alhambra, contrary to 

most other architecture which is at its best seen during the middle of the day, bathed in sunlight, was 

designed to be observed during the night, illuminated by the moon. Irwin notes that this would have 

been as a result of the lifestyle of the Nasrid sultans who ruled from 1232 to 1492. Trend observed 

that some of features of the building, appeared to be ordinary or not significantly noticeable during the 

daytime, yet appeared to ‘come off completely’ and take on a new life and appearance in the evening 

and at night.54 

In the early twentieth century, Falla also sought to encapsulate the exoticism of the Alhambra and 

incorporate this as part of his own nationalist musical identity. A significant number of Falla’s 

compositions were inspired by the folklore and the traditional music of southern Spain.55 In particular, 

this folk tradition and music included connotations of Granada, as well as Gypsy rhythms and sounds 

of flamenco. These were heard in his music before he had even visited Granada. Christoforidis writes 

that ‘[The composition of] La vida breve had provided  Falla with the means of creating an artistic 

identity that could capitalise on his Andalusian background.’56 Exotic Andalusian tropes became 

marketable and could be commercialised, while Alhambrism (and the Romantic idea of Granada 

being the final European shelter of Arab culture), remained one of the most enduring examples of 

exoticism in Europe.57 
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The Gypsies are thought to have arrived Spain in the fifteenth century, and their presence in the 

Iberian peninsula dovetails with the final century of the Moorish and Morisco presence in Spain.58 

The Gypsies came to be viewed proto-exotic figures in Spain, and were considered to be a kind of 

living history, a people still practising the ancient and archaic customs and traditions of a bygone era. 

The idea of Gypsy culture being ancient and primal was exaggerated by the idea of the Gypsies of 

Granada, many of whom resided in caves in the Gypsy quarter of Sacromonte.59 The author of the 

lecture Granada and the Alhambra makes note of the prickly pear grown close to the houses for 

shade; ‘… or caves, as they are well called…’ the author adds as an aside. The caves are described in 

the lecture as ‘windowless,’ and from the outside look ‘just like large fox holes.’ However, the author 

makes a note that the inside of the homes can be quite comfortable and ‘…superior, rich in glass, 

crockery, and cutlery, and with very good beds.’60  

Spanish Gypsies were often ostracised and segregated due to their different language and unusual 

customs, which included their use of magic such as spells, healing or curses, fortune telling and 

charms. They were considered by some pious Christians to be dangerous thieves, bandits or even in 

league with the devil, due to their use of, allegedly, blasphemous magic.61 This difference in lifestyle, 

and the exaggerated beliefs that were associated with it, incorporated elements of magic, essence or 

mythology that were sought after by many writers, composers and artists. This Romantic or Christian 

(or otherwise non-Gypsy), interpretation of the Gypsy is in line with both the physical and moral 

Gothic. Gypsies exhibited obvious visual differences in appearance, and had direct interaction with 

the supernatural, and their behaviour was considered to be a transgression from the normal in every 

way. 

In many historical accounts, the Gypsies were thought to have originated from India.62 This allowed 

authorities to stigmatise the Gypsies, arguing that scientifically they had inherited the negative traits 
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of the people of India. Yet some Spanish writers attempted to establish that the Gypsies were not 

originally from India, but from Egypt.63 This further exoticised the Spanish Gypsies, who were 

distinct from non-Spanish Gypsies. In Spain there was a kind of double exoticism at work: while the 

Gypsies were considered to be exotic from a Spanish perspective, Spain as a whole was considered to 

be exotic in the eyes of the rest of Europe.64 This kind of exotic perspective made the idea of the 

Gypsies doubly transgressive, and in defiance of the idea of the normal. 

During the nineteenth century, the Gypsies were prime targets for adventurous historians and 

chronologists who sought to craft a history for them. Ethnographers were fascinated with the essence 

of Gypsyness and what separated Gypsies from non-Gypsies, including traits such as ‘pure 

primitivism’ and authenticity. These characteristics became associated with flamenco music and 

dance, and the stereotype of the Gypsy king or the dark-haired passionate female. The imagination of 

the Romantics had fuelled and projected the idea of these Gypsy stereotypes, and they proclaimed that 

it was factual ‘science.’65 
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Figure 1.4. Alfred Dehodencq (1822-1882), A Gypsy Dance in the Gardens of the Alcázar, in front of Charles V Pavilion, 

1851, Oil on Canvas, 111.5 x 161.5 cm. Source: Wikimedia Commons, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alfred_Dehodencq_A_Gypsy_Dance_in_the_Gardens_of_the_Alc%C3%A1zar.jp

g 

The Romantic crafted image of the Gypsy had little to do with reality for Gypsies living in Spain. It 

was perpetuated through the use of music, literature and the visual arts. The female character was 

prevalent in the Romantic image of the Gypsies, particularly through literature, and these characters 

are linked through the use of stereotypical characteristics from a wealth of Gypsy tropes that had been 

established since the seventeenth century, such as passionate, dark haired or aggressive.66 The idea of 

the transgressive female is something that is in keeping with the moral Gothic mode. That is, any kind 

of behavioural transgression from a ‘normal’ female, such as assertion, passion or aggression, would 

challenge the status quo and therefore be deemed to be abnormal. Developing this idea further, the 

Gypsy female who exhibited such transgressive traits would be doubly Gothic in the eyes of the 

European male, who observed someone who could be diabolically Gothic and also transgressed from 

the idea of normal behaviour. The Gypsy female could potentially be a threat to the male in the 
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presentation of their aggressive sensuality and sexuality, which could be on a par with men, or on a 

similar level. 

George Borrow (1803-1881) was a nineteenth century English bible salesman who published many 

pieces of writing in the form of travelogues and memoirs, as well as an encyclopedia of 

‘Gypsyology.’67 He is often cited for his opinions and influence on nineteenth-century scholarship and 

literature on the Gypsies. However, his status as an influential person within contemporary 

scholarship is highly contested. This is because some scholars consider Borrow to be deeply 

conservative, while others consider him to be radically unconventional as a writer and an individual. 

Borrow was passionate about Gypsies and had encountered them many times during his travels. He 

was particularly interested in the language of the Romani and believed in respecting and developing 

greater intimacy with the Gypsies. He was opposed to ‘fetishising’ their alleged primitivism in the 

way that other nineteenth century writers had done,68 and he wrote many works on the subjects of 

Spain and the Gypsies while working for a Bible society. These included The Zincali: An Account of 

the Gypsies in Spain (1841) and the hugely successful travel book The Bible in Spain (1842. 69 He also 

wrote Lavengro (1851) and The Romany Rye (1857), both works on the subject of the ‘Romany Rye,’ 

a literary construction that was invented by George Borrow and Matthew Arnold. The ‘Romany Rye’ 

was essentially a character who was a gentleman or ‘scholar-Gypsy’. He was devoted to the 

preservation of Gypsy lore and attempted a nomadic sojourn, abandoning a settled life for even a brief 

time.70 Borrow was also a rebellious bohemian, and for a time he lived with Welsh Gypsies, leading 

an unruly and disorderly life.71 His occupation translating and selling bibles further contributed to his 

linguistic skills, as well as his passionate dislike of Catholicism. Borrow’s writings became very 

popular during his lifetime, and his work benefited from a revival during the early twentieth century 
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as it was drawn upon by artists and writers who were yearning for a nostalgic, pre-industrial England. 

However, his work has drifted into obscurity and is little-known today.72  

Borow’s five main books can be linked and examined together to create an interesting, yet factually 

inaccurate and loosely connected, autobiography.73 He believed that the greatest threat to ‘Gypsyism’ 

was the ‘press of the gentility,’ that is, the English aspiration to rise in society by mimicking, almost 

to the point of parody, the styles of a more privileged class. According to Borrow, ‘gentility’ was a 

term used to evoke the modern threat of cultural homogeneity, and he believed that the distinct culture 

of the Gypsies, as well as other idiosyncratic and fascinating minority groups, were at risk of 

assimilation, and they would suffer the most.74 Borrow drew much of his information from Golden 

Age sources, as well living information and philologists. He told stories of Gypsy women singing 

blessings to non-Gypsies and then muttering curses while their backs were turned. This loaded, 

inflammatory writing could have perpetuated the idea that Gypsy women were evil and two-faced, 

and canonised his agenda as a Christian and a bible-seller. However, he held the view that ‘Their 

gestures and songs may be obscene… but there is no more faithful wife than the Gypsy.’75 Borrow’s 

publication of The Zincali: An Account of the Gypsies in Spain (1841) was one of the key pieces of 

writing that spurred serious interest in and study of the Spanish Gypsies. However, Borrow was also 

known for not crediting his sources for his research, as well as an overall tendency towards 

dishonesty, exaggeration and superficiality.76  

Charnon-Deutsch writes of frequent references and ideas from the nineteenth century that suggested 

Gypsies were more closely related to animals rather than people. For example, she writes that ‘The 

animal imagery that [George] Borrow used to sketch the Gypsy portrait could have come straight 

from Victor Hugo’s description of [the character] Esmeralda, with her flaming eyes, dragonfly 
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airiness, and nightingale voice.’77 There is certainly an obvious association with something fairy tale 

or folkloric, magical even, in the language used by Charnon-Deutsch that describes fiery eyes and 

insect-like airiness. This kind of animalistic human imagery can be interpreted as part of the physical 

Gothic, that questions who or what is considered to be human, and what is not human, categories that 

are transgressed and collapsed through the use of the creative imagery and metaphor.78 

One of the most prolific stereotypes of the Gypsies, that has been perpetuated even in contemporary 

society, is the idea that Gypsies are thieves, conniving rogues or highwaymen.79 In The Spanish 

Gypsy, Charnon-Deutsch writes that the stereotype of the Gypsy as a thief helped to connect the 

mysterious and non-conformist travelling habits of the Gypsies with other threats to Spain’s economy, 

and the prosperous elite, such as highwaymen, pirates and rogues. This could have demonised the 

Gypsies and contributed to their segregation.80 The persistent image of the Gypsy as a rogue thief 

would be an example of the moral Gothic mode, as it relates to behaviours that transgress an 

established ‘normal,’ which naturally came from the perspective of the people making the 

observations, the non-Gypsies. 

Théophile Gautier wrote commentary on Spanish ballet and other dances, as he observed them, 

mostly in theatre performances.81 In his travel writing, Gautier considered that the Gypsy women were 

most appealing due to their racial ‘purity,’ rather than their dances, which he considered to be lacking 

substance. Charnon-Deutsch states that ‘Gautier also popularized the Romantic illusion of the 

Gypsies’ racial purity and unchangeable nature by portraying them as a people for whom time stood 

still, preserving against all odds a culture that was an anachronism in the modern state.’82 Even if 

Gautier had good intentions when he suggested that the Gypsies were not advancing socially or 

 
77 Charnon-Deutsch, The Spanish Gypsy, 100-102. 
78 Andrew Smith and William Hughes, Empire and the Gothic (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2003), 2. 
79 Samuel Llano, ‘Public Enemy or National Hero? The Spanish Gypsy and the Rise of Flamenquismo, 1898–

1922,’ Bulletin of Spanish Studies: Hispanic Studies and Researches on Spain, Portugal, and Latin America 94, 

no. 6 (2017): 981. 
80 Charnon-Deutsch, The Spanish Gypsy, 18. 
81 Ivor Guest, ‘Théophile Gautier on Spanish dancing,’ Dance Chronicle, 10 no. 1 (1986): 3, DOI: 

10.1080/01472528608568938. 
82 Charnon-Deutsch, The Spanish Gypsy, 63-64. 



37 
 

technologically, and instead stayed in a timeless, archaic state, this is an example of exoticism, and 

one can observe how this attitude influenced the Romantic projection of the Gypsy.  

There is a duality or a kind of polarity between the Gypsy and the non-Gypsy, and between the notion 

of the public image of the Gypsy woman—offering blessings from some positive, powerful ancient 

and magical spirit--, and the private, ‘truthful’ Gypsy, who is secretly uttering curses instead. The 

polarity of these character traits and idiosyncrasies helps to link the literary idea of the Gypsy, as 

created by writers such as Gautier, Borrow, and Hugo, to the literary physical and moral Gothic. 

A major event that influenced the artists of the late nineteenth century was the 1889 Exposition 

Universelle in Paris. This event took place over six months between 6 May and 6 November, 1889 

and portrayed elements of Alhambrism and the Romantic representations of the Gypsies. The 

Exposition was one of the key political, economic and cultural events of the nineteenth century. It 

featured over sixty thousand exhibitors displaying examples of industrial products and technology, 

resources, and cultural achievements, and attracted more than thirty million patrons to Paris.83 

According to Van Troi Tan, the 1889 Exposition Universelle, along with the World’s Fair in 1900, 

were considered to be some of the most important and influential World’s Fairs ever to be held.84 

In addition to performances from all over Europe and the world, including some from Indonesia and 

the Americas, Spain was particularly featured at the Exposition. The presence of Spain could be 

observed all over the Exposition, and was particularly felt at the taverna, which formed part of the 

Spanish national exhibit, and included musicians hired from Seville. The Gypsies of Spain were 

featured on the stage of the Grand Théâtre de l’Exposition, which was one of the main theatres. The 

popularity of Spain was felt throughout Paris during the summer of 1889, spilling out from the 

exhibits and performances at the Exposition Universelle into the newspapers and the chatter of the 

Parisian locals, who had a particular taste for the Moorish customs and culture.85 Music was heard all 
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over the 1889 Exposition Universelle, and featured Gypsy bands, Arabian music as well as music 

from Egypt and Morocco, as some examples.86 

 

Figure 1.5. Library of Commerce, Pavilion of Spain, with tourist boat on the river Seine, Paris Exposition, 1889. Photoprint, 

albumen, taken 1889. Source: Wikimedia Commons, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pavilion_of_Spain,_with_tourist_boat_on_the_River_Seine,_Paris_Exposition,_18

89_LCCN92520784.tif 

Annegret Fauser writes that ‘the organizers at the Exposition Universelle looked, again, at Gypsies as 

the most “authentic” popular performers of a people.’ She continues, ‘as with other exotic performers 

of the Fair, the representation at the Exposition of the “true” music of Spain- rather than the one 

mediated by European composers or trivialized in French popular music of the café-concerts that 

performed Spanish popular music- had to have a stamp of authenticity.’ The patrons of the Exposition 

believed that it was not possible to be more authentic in representations of ‘true’ Spanish music than 

the Gypsies of Granada. This is because the Granadine Gypsies ‘essentialized their national identity’ 

 
86 Richard Langham Smith, ‘Elsewhere and Erstwhile,’ The Musical Times 147, no. 1896 (2006): 94. 
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due to the fact that they were considered to be close to nature, especially the hills of Granada. Fauser 

writes about a story of an American visitor to the Exposition Universelle who had noticed that the 

Gypsy music that had adopted old popular tunes that other people had long forgotten, and then the 

Gypsies had made that music their own once again. The American noted that this could be heard in 

the ‘African character of the Gypsy music in Spain’ and suggested that this would account for the lack 

of music among the English Gypsies, because England ‘proper’ had no native music. The Gypsies at 

the Exposition Universelle reinforced the idea of folk music as the most authentic expression of a 

people’s collective soul. This is because their music was seen to be from the distant past that had been 

adopted from a host country. The Gypsies were considered to have no music of their own, and 

therefore they adopted the true voice of people who had lost their own heritage due to political 

occupation or development.87 

Both the ideas of Alhambrism and the Romantic images of the Gypsies influenced artists and 

musicians during the nineteenth century. Through the influence of art, literature, music and culture, 

one is able to observe the development between the phenomenon of Alhambrism in the nineteenth 

century and the Romantic portrayal of the Gypsies during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

These ideas culminated in representations observed during the 1889 Exposition Universelle in Paris. 

All of these elements expressed a kind of transgression of the perceived normal, melancholy or an 

association with the nocturnal, and sense of the mythological, supernatural or the fantastic that in this 

research can be linked through a Gothic mode, in either the physical and moral forms. The popularity 

of Alhambrism coincided with the Romanticisation of the Gypsies during the nineteenth century and 

rose to a point in representations at the 1889 Exposition Universelle, and the Gypsies functioned as a 

kind of proto-orientalism for Spanish artists, because they appeared to be ‘living’ archaic history from 

a distant time. 
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Chapter 2- Duende, Cante Jondo and Federico García Lorca 

The two phenomena of Alhambrism and Romantic portrayals of the Gypsies directly influenced the 

constructions of flamenco and cante jondo, and in particular the concept of duende with its links to 

the supernatural. This chapter will discuss the writing and poetry of the poet Federico García Lorca, 

who was one of the primary proponents of the concept of duende during the early twentieth century. 

The 1922 lecture In Search of Duende, written and presented by Lorca, featured the mythological, 

dark and spirited descriptions of duende and the legends that surrounded the performance of cante 

jondo, considered to encompass the most profound (and least commercial) forms and manifestations 

of sung flamenco. All of these ideas culminated in the 1922 Cante jondo competition that was 

organised by the composer Manuel de Falla and Lorca, and held in the grounds of the Alhambra in 

Granada.1 

Lorca as Outsider and the Gypsy Ballads 

Federico García Lorca (1898-1936) is recognised throughout the Spanish-speaking world as one of 

the greatest poets of the modern era. Born into a moderately affluent family, Lorca was the oldest of 

five children. However, one of his siblings died in infancy. Merryn Williams speculates that this 

tragic death early in Lorca’s life could have contributed to the striking motif of child mortality that is 

persistent in his writing.2 Lorca was also musically talented, and as a young person spent long hours at 

the piano.3 When his parents had found the appropriate music teacher for Lorca, a man named 

Antonio Segura Mesa, Lorca made quick progress at the keyboard, but he abandoned his musical 

studies upon the death of his teacher. After this Lorca turned his attention to writing poetry and was 

inspired by the works of Nicaraguan poet Rubén Darío, and the modernismo movement.4 Lorca 

identified himself as a ‘modernist,’ and a person of the ‘new century.’ He liked to claim that he was 

born two years later, in 1900, to stamp himself as a child of the twentieth century, even though he was 

 
1 Ed., Patricia Molins and Pedro G. Romero, The Spanish Night- Flamenco, Avant-Garde and Popular Culture 
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2 Federico García Lorca, Selected Poems, Trans. Merryn Williams (Newcastle upon Tyne: Bloodaxe Books, 

1992), 9. 
3 Ian Gibson, Federico García Lorca; A Life (London, Faber and Faber Limiter: 1989), 41. 
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actually born in 1898. As an adult, Lorca was fascinated with the ancient ballads and lullabies of 

Andalusia; and overall, the broad, harsh message of these songs translated to ‘alone you are, alone 

you always will be.’5 

In his adult life, Lorca felt that he was alienated or removed from the Spanish Catholic church. He felt 

that the Catholic church repressed his sexuality, as he was homosexual. He was raised within the 

system of Catholic morality, and this influenced his feelings and opinions on morality and sexuality. 

Lorca yearned to visit France, a country that appeared to have more of a relaxed attitude towards sex 

and sexuality, in comparison to Spain. According to Ian Gibson, Lorca desired to experience 

Dionysian love; that is, the passionate and unadulterated love or sexuality expressed in the stories of 

Dionysius, the ancient Greek god of wine.6 Many of his early poems describe a fiery sexual yearning 

that is often fraught with frustration, and there appears to be little distance between the desire of the 

author and narrative voice in the early poetry of Lorca.7 The link between transgressive sexuality, 

which arguably could be homosexuality in early twentieth-century Spain , and a predetermined 

normal behaviour, is in keeping with the Gothic. However, this is not to say that Lorca himself was 

exhibiting transgressive or amoral behaviour. Rather, the literary representations and expressions of 

his sexuality, such as in his poetry, could be connected as a kind of personal figuring-out of his own 

sense of self. More so, this is developed in Lorca’s interest in Dionysian love. This kind of love 

existed in the literary world, and presented a transgressive moral space that was liberating and 

freeing.8 The Dionysian love that transgressed the bounds of normal sexuality in the eyes of the 

Catholic church also was from an ancient and exotic time and exuded primitive abandon. The 

historically archaic, primitive and ancient are all themes that continue to link to the physical Gothic, 

in addition to the moral format. Jonathan Mayhew has pointed out that Lorca’s writing is obsessed 

with comprehending violence and sexuality, as apparently he himself was, though not in a fetishising 

way.9 Lorca’s writing reflects frustration at the unfair expectations in Spanish society for the men to 

 
5 Lorca, Selected Poems, 9. 
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conform to a limited range of social roles—either a tough fighter or a ‘ladies’ man’—and was 

neither.10 Again, here Lorca’s writing exhibits a behavioural transgression between what was expected 

from masculinity and what was in his nature. 

The Romantic construction of the Gypsy and the romance of Alhambrism are ideas that Lorca was 

immersed in, and he grew up surrounded by the presence of the Alhambra while living in Granada. 

Lorca’s discovery of an uncovered Roman mosaic in the fields when he was only eight years old, also 

sparked his interest in the ancient and the mythological. His family moved to the city of Granada from 

the outlying town of Fuente Vaqueros when Lorca was eleven. Due to the arguably philistine and 

bigoted attitude of the middle class that dominated Granada, Lorca felt that by this point in his life his 

true innocence of childhood had ended.11 Rob Stone writes that the poetic consciousness of Lorca’s 

writings as an adult was a result of the betrayal or removal of childhood innocence, rather than 

spurred on by childhood dreams. This betrayal of innocence also occurred during puberty for Lorca, 

when he became aware of his sexuality and confusion and difficulty ensued. Stone evaluates that this 

was because, suddenly, nature had seemingly betrayed him, and he no longer felt an affinity to nature. 

In Lorca’s opinion, nature was openly sensuous, fertile, and, consequently, heterosexual by design. 

Lorca was now faced with childlessness due to his sexuality. From this point, Stone determines, Lorca 

sought meaning for existence and philosophy elsewhere than the rural, predominately Catholic 

Spanish identity that further touted machismo and heterosexual reproduction.12 It is likely that both 

edifying events in Lorca’s childhood and teenage years affected and contributed to his sense of 

identity and his feelings towards innocence in childhood. 

Falla’s ballet, El amor brujo, stirred Lorca’s interest in Gypsy themes and music around 1924.13 Lorca 

strove to encapsulate the Gypsies’ raw spontaneity and essential nature in his writing. He identified 

himself as a part of their culture and lifestyle, despite his relatively wealthy upbringing. In Lorca’s 
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1928 collection of poetry, Romancero gitano or Gypsy Ballads, the Gypsy is portrayed as a colourful 

outsider who lived on the margins of society and sometimes came into trouble with the law. Lorca 

said that he felt an intimate affinity with the Gypsies because he was also an outsider in his own 

society due to his homosexuality, which was illegal in early twentieth-century Catholic Spain and 

would have been highly stigmatised and ostracising.14 For a non-Gypsy person such as Lorca, to be 

allowed to enter the world of the Gypsy would require him to have considerable empathy and 

understanding for their way of life. Robert G. Havard claims that, in a way, Lorca felt that it was his 

destiny—like that of the Gypsies—to be persecuted, due to his sexuality.15 However, Samuel Llano 

notes that, in an undated interview, Lorca had expressed to Ernesto Giménez Caballero that he 

considered that ‘gitanismo es un tema literario.’16 Llano notes that this is also contrary to the former 

hypothesis but does not discredit either opinion. Instead, Llano posits that the most likely idea that 

discredits Lorca’s Gypsies as purely aesthetic creations is found in the criticism of modernity and 

contemporary civilisation that his writing instils within them.17 

Gypsy Ballads was Lorca’s most famous volume of poetry that was published during his lifetime. In 

the preface to the 1988 published collection of commentaries on the work, Herbert Ramsden writes 

that the collection is ‘the most widely celebrated and commented book of poetry in Spanish 

literature.’18 The success of this collection immediately spurred on Lorca’s popularity and reputation 

in Spain and it is considered to be one of his key works.19 In his introduction to the 1990 English 

publication of Gypsy Ballads, Havard attributes the success of the collection in part to Lorca’s rich 

and colourful evocations of Andalusia, such as the descriptions of flamenco dancers and the Gypsies, 

bullfighting and the Moorish buildings, as well as the engaging and seductive personality of Lorca 

that is expressed in his poetry.20 Aside from the Gypsy subjects, in this collection of Ballads Lorca 

 
14 Robert G. Havard in Federico García Lorca, Gypsy Ballads = Romancero Gitano Translated with an 

Introduction and Commentry. (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1990), 2. 
15 Havard in Lorca, Gypsy Ballads, 1. 
16 Lorca quoted by Samuel Llano, ‘Public Enemy or National Hero? The Spanish Gypsy and the Rise of 

Flamenquismo, 1898-1922,’ Bulletin of Spanish Studies 96 no. 6 (2017): 1001. 
17 Samuel Llano, ‘Public Enemy or National Hero? The Spanish Gypsy and the Rise of Flamenquismo, 1898-

1922,’ Bulletin of Spanish Studies 96 no. 6 (2017): 1001. 
18 H. Ramsden, Lorca’s Romancero gitano (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1988), vi. 
19 Havard in Lorca, Gypsy Ballads, 1. 
20 Havard in Lorca, Gypsy Ballads, 1. 
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also makes use of the consistent themes of death and sexuality, particularly the kinds of sexuality that 

are persistently problematic or a source of conflict.21 The themes of death and sexuality are famously 

prominent in the Gothic mode. Lorca was known for his keen talent for presenting the Gypsies, as 

well as flamenco, in a Modernist perspective that that allowed for a disassociation between the 

Gypsies and the negative, bigoted attacks from the media and authorities that had so plagued them.22 

Despite its success, Lorca was not pleased with the reputation Gypsy Ballads had brought him. He 

wrote that ‘the gypsies are nothing but a theme… I could just as well be the poet of sewing needles or 

hydraulic landscapes. Furthermore, this “gypsy” business gives me an uneducated, uncultured tone, 

and makes me into a “savage poet”, which you know I am not.’ 23 Merryn Williams notes that this was 

probably the reason for the radical change of style in his subsequent publication, Poet in New York. 

Within a deeper analysis of the collection, the scholar Havard connects the emotionally anguished and 

often violent imagery used in Lorca’s Gypsy Ballads as a poetic projection to the poet’s own death in 

August of 1936, only a month after the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, when he was murdered by 

Nationalist militia. However, despite the rich and vibrant evocations of Andalusia and the eerie and 

unnerving outcome of his own death eight years later, Havard does not believe that these features 

alone explain the works’ lasting appeal. Instead, Havard says ‘the poems reach a deeper level.’24 

Emilio Peral Vega writes that, particularly in his early writing, Lorca employed the character and 

mask of Pierrot, an icon of Modernism during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.25 The mask of 

Pierrot, a clown and buffoon who is also known for decadence and indulgence, developed from the 

Commedia dell’arte character, but had changed to become a literary stereotype for European 

Modernism. Many other poets and writers around the turn of the century had also employed Pierrot in 

their writings. Vega theorises that Pierrot functioned as a kind of alter ego for Lorca, and in this there 

exists a duality between the self and the other. The mask of Pierrot has been connected to the Gothic 
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primarily due to its identity as a symbol for the marginalised and ‘dark loves’, behavioural 

transgressions, overindulgence and the grotesque.26 Pierrot acted as a kind of mask for Lorca, and a 

vessel for Lorca to project his homosexuality on to. Vega argues that, during the late nineteenth 

century, society was tending towards greater industrialisation and conformity, which inscribing strict 

patterns of behaviour and shunning ‘bohemian idealists,’ which included poets such as Lorca. Vega 

continues that, during this time, there was a duality between Lorca himself, and the tool with which 

Lorca seeks to explain himself, Pierrot. Vega argues that this kind of transgression of identity is 

similar to the modern example of the late glam rock singer David Bowie, who transgressed codes of 

male expression and sexual ambiguity and became an icon for the bisexual and homosexual 

communities for decades. Lady Gaga is also cited as a modern example, known for eccentric and 

asexual theatrical stylings, and her presentation of an explicitly Gothic Pierrot on the cover art of her 

album Artpop (2013) for the song Applause.27 

It is possible that both Alhambrism and the construction of the Romantic Gypsies would have 

coloured Lorca’s opinion of expression through music and the arts and helped to shape his opinions 

on the phenomenon of duende, which is often associated with flamenco and cante jondo.  Potentially, 

Lorca and his peers in the musical and arts circles of the end of the nineteenth century would have 

sought to defy the commercialisation and sensationalism that had developed around Alhambrism and 

the Spanish Gypsies and reaffirm a genuine and respectful attitude towards Spanish art and music. 

Flamenco and Lorca’s Poem of the Deep Song 

Timothy Mitchell stresses that flamenco is primarily a form of folk music, rather than a dance style. 

However, he also contends that flamenco may not be considered to be ‘true’ folk music from a purist 

perspective, due to the lack of anonymity in its authentic origins.28 The musical origin of cante 

jondo—while still hotly debated—was thought to be found in elements of native Andalusian, Arabian 

and Hebrew music which existed prior to the Spanish Gypsies’ fifteenth-century arrival from India. 
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Each of the proceeding immigrations added a deeper layer of music on to the primitive Andalusian 

folk tradition, especially the Moors, Gypsies and Jews.29 Flamenco performance functions as a 

metaphor for the Gypsy philosophy that is based on the personal sense of self and race. Stone explains 

that this is because the cry of the cantaor swore to the inheritance of the Gypsy race, and the cantaor 

became the voice and the portavoz, or spokesman, for a persecuted and nomadic race.30 He argues 

that, in flamenco performance, the cantaor does not merely represent anguish and emotion through 

song, but literally embodies the anguish: ‘His suffering is his song.’31  

While there are many contentions as to the specific origins of flamenco, there is agreement amongst 

scholars that flamenco developed in southern Andalusia. The Gypsies have been attributed as the 

custodians of flamenco despite its complex musical origins. The Gypsies were a persecuted subculture 

until 1783 when they were granted Spanish citizenship by Carlos III, and they had developed their 

own musical repertoire that featured songs that discussed the plight of their existence and created 

forms that became prominent in the middle of the eighteenth century.32 The bourgeois society rejected 

this form of music, which was a kind of early cante jondo, and as such the style remained the focus of 

the Gypsies and rural dwellers. A second development to flamenco occurred during the middle of the 

nineteenth century, in the café cantantes in Seville and other Andalusian towns. After this and into the 

twentieth century, flamenco performance became a professional occupation, and was performed by 

both Gypsy and non-Gypsy musicians and dancers.33 Critically, cante jondo was seen to be far more 

profound, thoughtful and emotional than flamenco. However, there is some overlap in the use of the 

two terms. Cante jondo during the 1880s had been transformed from seedy and gritty tavern music to 

the cabaret that was flamenco, and was changed from ‘the plaintive, solitary cry of the Andalusian 

soul into the musical hall spectacular of flamenco, where flashy commercialism gradually 
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prevailed.’34 Mitchell outlines that significant contributors to flamenco, such as Manuel Torre, were 

known directly by name by fans and patrons of flamenco.35 The phenomenon of degradation of 

flamenco, and its alleged contribution to crime, tension and the perceived lax of morals in cities such 

as Madrid, was called flamenquismo, and was considered to be a negative element of Spanish 

culture.36 The use of the term flamenquismo had theoretically arrived during the 1880s, and referred to 

flamenco and bullfighting. Flamenquismo had attracted the attention of journalists, authorities, 

doctors and criminologists, and the public. Much of the propaganda that circulated surrounding 

flamenquismo attacked the Gypsies, as they functioned most often as the default for the anti-hero 

figure or public enemy for Spain. Llano notes that flamenquismo, and the Gypsy scapegoat for some 

of Spain’s social and political tensions and struggles, as well as the rejection of some of the 

projections and images of Spain from other international artists and scholars, provided the impulse for 

Manuel de Falla and Lorca to reinvent the image of the Andalusian Gypsy.37 

Mitchell describes the most distinctive essentials of flamenco dance and music as cante (song), baile 

(dance), and toque (guitar), and these strive to emulate the most characteristic elements of cante 

jondo. Other distinctive characteristics of flamenco are the stamping of feet and rhythmic hand 

clapping.38 Melodically, flamenco music tends to primarily feature the Phrygian mode, as well as a 

‘modified scale resembling the Arab maqām Ḥijāzī,’ in addition to a scale that alternates between 

minor 2nds and 3rds.39 The song style that was considered to be the most authentic contained lyrics 

that were concerned with volatile and turbulent emotions, such as rage, jealousy, anger, despair and 

grief, as well as other intense human emotions, and physical or metaphysical experiences. Mitchell 

explains that to understand flamenco, one must come to terms with a range of aesthetic elements that 

encompass flamenco artistry as a whole.40 
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Stone claims that the obsession with sensuality that permeates cante jondo ensures that a moral 

element is significantly lacking in much of the music, with the exception of when cante jondo was 

incorporated in to the service of the Catholic church.41 This absence of morality thus instilled an 

unavoidable atheism into the music. In terms of grappling with his own spirituality, Lorca may have 

thought that, rather than complying with the doctrine of Catholicism in the hope of a place in paradise 

after death, he would be better to take his chances with love and passion and subscribe to the nihilistic 

and hedonistic culture of flamenco. That is, agreeing to the expression ‘it would be better for him to 

love and lose than never to love at all.’42 Stone writes that Lorca expressed the mythological world of 

flamenco through his publication Poema del cante jondo, and essentially redefined the world that 

Lorca himself lived in.43 The choice to view cante jondo as amoral, especially when diabolical and 

removed from the service of the Catholic church, puts it into a similar vein to the Gothic, which 

always comes from a place of judgement from a perceived ‘normal.’ This further brings out the 

Gothic of the supernatural duende, and its ties to cante jondo. 

 At the age of twenty-three, just prior to writing the lecture In Search of Duende, Lorca wrote his first 

major work, entitled Poema del cante jondo, or Poem of the Deep Song.44 However, it was not 

published until 1931, almost a decade later. This collection of poetry was not intended to be a book of 

imitated cante jondo lyrics, but rather an exploration of the emotions that are evoked by the Gypsy, 

Andalusian and flamenco soundscapes. Despite the significant amount of time that elapsed between 

writing and publishing of Poem of the Deep Song, there was not a lot of difference between the 

manuscript and the published edition; there were only a few corrections, some dialogues and a few 

eliminations that were made to the published edition.45 In Poem of the Deep Song , the four major 

forms of cante jondo are presented: the Gypsy Siguiriya, the Soleá, the Saeta, and the Petenera. 

According to Bauer, the Gypsy Siguiriya was considered to be the most ‘genuine’ of the forms of 

cante jondo, and that it most preserved the ancient and oriental origins of the form. The Siguiriyas are 
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sung with a rising emotional tension, punctuated with cries of anguish in the syllable ‘ay!’ The song 

ends with a gradual fading away in both the guitar and the vocal part. Due to the deep emotional 

demands and intensity, and the tragic nature of the subject matter of this form, the mastery of the 

Siguiriya was considered to be the peak of a singer’s journey.46 

 

Figure 2.1. Federico García Lorca (1898–1936), Imagen del manuscrito «Viñetas flamencas» del «Poema del cante jondo», November 

1921, Colección Fundación Federico García Lorca. Source: Wikimedia Commons, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Federico_garcia_lorca_pagina_manuscrita_de_vinetas_flamencas_en_poema_del_cante_jondo_n

oviembre_1921.jpg. 

 

 
46 Bauer in Lorca, Poem of the Deep Song, ii. 
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Lorca’s poem, The Cry, from Poem of the Deep Song (translated by Carlos Bauer), is provided as an 

example of Lorca’s writing from part of the Poema de la siguiriya gitana, inspired by cante jondo: 

The Cry 

The ellipse of a cry 

travels from mountain 

to mountain. 

From the olive tree 

it appears as a black 

rainbow upon the blue night. 

Ay! 

Like the bow of a viola 

the cry has made the long 

strings of the wind vibrate. 

Ay! 

(The folks from the caves 

stick out their oil lamps.) 

Ay!47 

This poem describes the environmental effect of a loud, anguished cry reverberating between the 

mountains and down to olive groves. The motifs of olives, the wind, and oil lamps are found in this 

poem. The recurring exclamation of ‘Ay!’ that helps to place this poem in the siguiriya form, 

indicates that the cry heard in this poem is filled with anger, frustration and pain rather than 

internalised sadness and reflection. The final stanza, written in parentheses, could be referring to the 

Gypsies, some of whom lived in caves and would have been considered to be ‘folk.’ Lorca makes use 

of colour imagery in this poem, describing the cry as a ‘black rainbow’ against the ‘blue night,’ as 

well as musical imagery, a technique that was common in his poetry, describing the cry as like ‘the 

bow of a viola’ whose friction causes the wind to vibrate with sound. The image employed here 

describes the wind as the means to carry the sound of the cry across the environment.  

Another example of Lorca’s poetry inspired by cante jondo is Night, Poema de la saeta, in Poem of 

the Deep Song (translated by Carlos Bauer), and illustrates the powerful evocations of visual imagery 

and the emotional weight in Lorca’s writing. 

 
47 Lorca, Poem of the Deep Song, 11. 
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Night 

Candle, oil lamp, 

lamppost and firefly. 

The constellation 

of the saeta. 

Little golden windows 

tremble, 

and at dawn superimposed 

crosses sway about. 

Candle, oil lamp, 

lamppost and firefly. 48 

The Saeta is a musical prayer sung as an offering during the Holy Week processions and is sung 

without guitar accompaniment. The poem of the same form conjures the bright glowing images found 

in the night time; candles, oil lamps, streetlamps and fireflies, as well as the stars. These are described 

as ‘golden windows,’ and at dawn the image changes to the procession and the crosses that are held 

up by the faithful and swaying in the air.49 This piece of poetry has associations with the nocturnal, 

which is a theme that is linked to the Gothic. 

Cante jondo further managed to provide a symbiotic philosophy with poetry that allowed Lorca to 

abstract solidified imagery from nature and the natural world. Lorca utilised themes of nature and 

folksong as an antithesis to the institutional Catholic church. Poem of the Deep Song allowed for the 

mythological flamenco to be galvanised into his own personal suffering and anguish.50 A reaction 

against the Catholic church could be seen, from the perspective of the church, as a mark of the 

diabolical, especially when connected with the earthly elements of nature.  

Lorca, Duende and the Cante Jondo Competition 

Lorca was renowned for presenting lectures on the idea of duende, including the lecture In Search of 

Duende (1922) that was transcribed and published. His writing output has been some of the most 

influential in scholarship on flamenco and duende. The duende that Lorca spoke of was essentially a 

way of describing the phenomenon of being moved, physically and emotionally, by music or the 

 
48 Lorca, Poem of the Deep Song, 43. 
49 Bauer in Lorca, Poem of the Deep Song, ii; Lorca, Poem of the Deep Song, 43. 
50 Stone, ‘Misticismo y Lujuria,’ 214. 
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performing arts. It is frequently associated with flamenco and cante jondo, and has since been adopted 

into other musical movements and by musicians such as Miles Davis. Havard notes that duende is 

similar to what Black Americans would call ‘soul.’51 Prior to his use of the word duende, Lorca had 

described the force for creativity, such as in writing or performing poetry, as the voz antigua, or 

ancient voice.52 This links the duende with echoes of the ancient and historic, parts of the Gothic, 

through the voz antiqua. 

The Poem of the Deep Song allowed Lorca to solidify the persistent themes of love, death and 

alienation that were prevalent in all of his writing. Carlos Bauer describes it as representing: 

a first step of exploration into the existential character of the Andalusian soul. Lorca 

employed the same outlet… that the Andalusian people had traditionally used to express their 

feelings: deep song… Lorca has given us a corner of the earth that is populated by dead lovers 

and lost, wandering souls; where the blade of a knife flashing in the black, and a millennium 

of tears expose Andalusia’s almost erotic passion for life, and for death.53 

Stone writes that the Poem of the Deep Song adheres to the established philosophy of cante jondo that 

is nihilistic, yet also manages to redefine itself through the act of creation; that is, through Lorca’s 

reestablishment of his identity. Stone writes that the work does not undermine Gypsy belief in 

mythology, but instead gives Catholicism a new identity in flamenco, through the use of symbolism 

and codes in the writing.54  

The idea of duende came from popular Spanish culture. The duende (from duen de casa, ‘master of 

the house’) is a playful hobgoblin who lived in houses, fond of breaking things, ruling things, creating 

noise and generally being a nuisance. The idea of a home-invading goblin certainly has some 

similarities to themes in Gothic literature concerning the supernatural, and to the Freudian idea of the 

 
51 Havard in Lorca, Gypsy Ballads, 2. 
52 Judith Stallings-Ward, ‘Ortega’s Razón Vital and Lorca’s Duende in ‘Poema Doble Del Lago Edén.’’ In 

Bulletin of Spanish Studies: Hispanic Studies and Researches on Spain, Portugal, and Latin America 94, no. 7 

(2017): 1159–77. 
53 Bauer in Lorca, Poem of the Deep Song, i, iii. 
54 Stone, ‘Misticismo y Lujuria,’ 213. 
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uncanny.55 The goblin, which was also closely associated with Romantic literature with an Alhambrist 

setting, would form part of the physical Gothic. An invasion or destruction of the home would expose 

all manner of private secrets, while also leaving the home’s residents vulnerable. However, in 

Andalusia there was another popular usage of the term: ‘people say of certain toreros and flamenco 

artists that they have duende- an inexplicable ability of attraction, the ability on rare occasions to send 

waves of emotions through those watching and listening to them. It is this aspect of duende which the 

poet [Lorca] demonstrates and elaborates upon, in his lecture.’56 A key difference between the duende 

that Lorca describes and the duende of previous early modern Spanish traditions is that Lorca’s 

duende is no longer given physical, corporal body and is more spirit, yet the duende of early modern 

Spain had a real body with physicality and presence.57 

Lorca suggests that the duende is most well expressed or experienced in live performance. He writes 

‘all arts are capable of duende, but where it finds greatest range, naturally, is in music, dance, and 

spoken poetry, for these arts require a living body to interpret them, being forms that are born, die and 

open their contours against an exact present.’58 

 
55 Andrew Smith and William Hughes, Empire and the Gothic (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2003), 3. 
56 Christopher Maurer, preface to Federico García Lorca, In Search of Duende, ed. by Christopher Maurer et al. 

(New York: New Directions Publishing Corporation, 2010), ix. 
57 Alicia R Zuese, ‘"Devil, "Converso, Duende": Anamorphosis and the View of Spain in Luis Vélez De 

Guevara's" El Diablo Cojuelo",’ Hispania 93, no. 4 (2010): 571. 
58 Federico García Lorca, In Search of Duende, ed. by Christopher Maurer et al. (New York: New Directions 

Publishing Corporation, 2010), 63. 
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Figure 2.2. John Singer Sargent. El Jaleo- (1882), Gardiner Museum.org. 

Some of the ideas associated with duende and the gothic had already become linked with 

representations of flamenco in the visual arts in the late nineteenth century. John Singer Sargent’s 

1882 painting El Jaleo (Figure 2.2), which depicts a flamenco dancer and musicians, encompasses 

both gypsies and the developing flamenco. It features one female solo dancer accompanied by 

musicians lined up against a wall, and a few other dancers, seated and clapping to the music. The 

performance is likely in a tavern or similar, however the brown walls and flooring combined with the 

use of textured brush strokes and reddish-brown hand prints and graffiti shapes on the walls suggest 

somewhere more primitive such as a cave or a building with earthen walls, possibly a cave in the 

Sacromonte - the setting evokes the mysterious and chaotic, bustling atmospheres conjured up by 

Alhambrism. The limited colour palette is punctured by splices of bright colours such as warm scarlet 

or iridescent blues in the scarves of the dancers. The action in the painting is very energetic, with 

motion and direction shown through the curved lines and shapes of the soloist and the swirling 

scarves and skirts. The musician subjects also indicate a level of high-energy sound from their 

performance, and the location suggestive of a tavern implies that there would have been a lot of noisy 
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background commotion from the patrons of the bar and the audience. The outfit of the solo dancer in 

the painting is notable as well. Her full and flowing dress is of a high-society Spanish fashion, yet the 

comb that pins up her long dark hair is a style that harks to gypsy fashion, as well as her shawl, partly 

flung off to expose her arm and shoulder. 

Despite the energetic scene that is expressed, the mood of this painting portrays a kind of demonic 

otherworldliness, created through the use of the indirect faces as well as the prominent use of shadow, 

particularly that behind the soloist; the shadow almost rises up against the wall to the centre of the 

work.59 This too could be interpreted as a manifestation of the duende, shown as the shadow of a 

demon or a spirit. The vacant, overcome expressions of the dancer and the musicians suggest the 

possibility that they are wrangling with the duende in their performance and creating the deeper art 

and music that is captured by the painter, and this duende demon, may also have enchanted or 

intoxicated the rest of the audience; they are now under the demon’s spell and are swept up in the 

motion of the performance, dedicated and focused on nothing but the music, dance and art that they 

are creating. 

The sense of otherworldliness is also expressed with the grotesque, twisted expression of many of the 

musicians; they are looking up or to the side rather than directly towards the viewer. They are 

dehumanised and made anonymous through the obscured eyes, vacant expression and gaping black 

mouths. The removal of the senses, such as the eyes and the mouth, is particularly unnerving to the 

observer, and the lack of expression in the faces of the musicians is at odds with the suggested 

cacophonic noise and energy expressed by the subject matter. The painting appears to be fuelled or 

animated by duende, that moves and drives the dancer and musicians and is represented by the 

animated lines in the movement and swirling cloth. It creates a sense of energy within the entire work. 

One can observe through the iconography and expressive painting the associations and links between 

Alhambrism, the gypsies, the physical Gothic of the supernatural, the grotesque and cante jondo. 

 
59 Figure 2.2. John Singer Sargent. El Jaleo (1882). Source: Gardiner Museum.org. 
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By the mid-nineteenth century, the guitar was considered to be an instrument particularly identified 

with Spain, especially in Paris. The instrument had strong associations with the landscape, visual 

imagery and sound of Spain.60 Lorca has equated much of the relationship between flamenco in 

Western music and the non-Western musical influence of Spain with the guitar, stating that it 

provided much of the link between the Arabic, Jewish and other European musical elements. He 

writes that 

No doubt the guitar has constructed deep song. It has lurked upon the dark, oriental, Jewish, 

and Arabic substance of the song, which babbles in its old age like a child. The guitar has 

made deep song into something Western. It has created unequalled beauty out of the 

Andalusian drama- the struggle of the Orient and the West- which has made Baetica an island 

of true culture.61 

Lorca describes the triumphant, religious cries of ‘Allah!’ in Islamic songs to be so close to the ‘Olé!’ 

heard in flamenco performance that they are essentially the same thing.62 Cante jondo also features 

vocal interjections, called queijo, that are made by the cantaor in the performance as a cathartic 

release of pain.63  

In the preface to a recent edition of Lorca’s essays, In Search of Duende, Christopher Maurer isolates 

at least four elements in Lorca’s interpretation of duende; ‘irrationality, earthiness, a heightened 

awareness of death, and a dash of the diabolical.’64 Martha Nandorfy argues that the duende is not 

wholly diabolical, though. Rather, the duende functions as an intermediary between the self and the 

Other, which can only be expressed through the body of the self. Nandorfy continues: 

The image of being possessed by a force [duende], rising up through the body, suggests a 

kind of ventriloquism in which the performing artist speaks the Other’s voice. This 

performative practice (whether discursive or not) fully implicates the artist in a radical 

 
60 Michael Christoforidis and Elizabeth Kertesz, Carmen and the Staging of Spain- Recasting Bizet’s Opera in 

the Belle Epoque, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 12. 
61 Lorca, In Search of Duende, 29. 
62 Lorca, In Search of Duende, 62. 
63 Stallings-Ward, ‘Ortega’s Razón Vital and Lorca’s Duende,’ 1159–77. 
64 Maurer in Lorca, In Search of Duende, ix-x. 
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disequilibrium that, when extending outward to a vision of collective inspiration, culminates 

in apocalypse.65 

The duende expressed by Lorca is personified and given presence and character, conceived as a 

demonic earth spirit who wrangles with the artist and confronts him with mortality and the limits of 

human intelligence, reminding him that ‘“ants could eat him or that a great lobster could fall suddenly 

on his head”; who brings him face-to-face with death; and who helps him communicate memorable, 

spine-chilling art.’66 This confrontation with death may appear to be an element of the thematic, 

physical Gothic, due the personification of death, yet it too could be interpreted that this is also an 

element of the more gestural Gothic of behaviour or moral Gothic, because despite the 

personifications of Death and the Duende spirit, it is something felt and experienced by the performer 

and audiences in reality, who understand that this is a transgression of their sense of what is normal. 

There is also an element of the bizarre or the absurd here, in the sense of the diabolical. It could be 

argued that the duende could be morally Gothic as well, in that it is a way of understanding and 

comprehending some of the elements of the human condition, such as their mortality.67 

For Maurer, the duende is made distinct from two other commonly personified aspects of inspiration, 

muse and spirit. Spirit, or charm, style, angel or similar, is considered to be something one is born 

with or is intrinsic. Muse is the classical, artistic character personified by females in ancient Greece. 

Maurer writes that ‘not that the artist simply surrenders to the duende; he or she has to battle it 

skilfully, “on the rim of the well,” in “hand-to-hand combat.”’ 68 Lorca also evaluates the idea of 

duende as an element of a trinity of inspiration; ‘Every art and in fact every country is capable of 

duende, angel, and muse. And just as Germany has, with few exceptions, muse, and Italy shall always 

have angel, so in all ages Spain is moved by the duende, for it is a country of ancient music and dance 

where the duende squeezes the lemons of death- a country of death, open to death.’69 The 

 
65 Martha J. Nandorfy, ‘Duende and Apocalypse in Lorca's Theory and Poetics,’ Revista Canadiense De 
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68 Maurer in Lorca, In Search of Duende, ix-x. 
69 Lorca, In Search of Duende, 64. 



58 
 

personification of all of these elements of creativity is in line with the physical Gothic, in which 

something that is non-human is made human or humanesque. This is also due to the links to the 

Ancient Greek mythology of the muses, and the transgression to the supernatural and its manifestation 

in reality. The four elements of duende that Maurer described are linked Gothic ideals or elements. 

Duende can be seen as Gothic in that it confronts the performer and audience with death, spirit, and 

human existence as well as the ideas of both earthliness and the diabolical.70 

Lorca also discusses the use of personification in the folklore and place, and the mythology 

surrounding the flamenco and the duende in his writing; 

All of the poems of deep song are magnificently pantheistic: the poets ask advice from the 

wind, the earth, the sea, the moon, and things as simple as a violet, a rosemary (sic), a bird. 

All exterior objects assume their own striking personalities and take on active roles in the 

lyrical action.71 

The personification of these non-human characters and elements is in line with the physical Gothic 

because it involves a transgression of reality and real physics into the supernatural. 

In his writing, Lorca describes the phenomenon of duende in cante jondo as personification. Though 

personification is not a unique literary device, the kind of legendary mythology of created characters 

that is maintained through the works is remarkable. He writes, 

It is admirable how sentiment begins to take shape in these lyrical constructions and quicken 

into an almost material thing. This is the case with Pain. 

In these poems Pain is made flesh, takes human form, acquires a sharp profile. She is a dark 

woman wanting to catch birds in nets of wind.72 

 
70 Nandorfy, ‘Duende and Apocalypse,’ 256. 
71 Lorca, In Search of Duende, 17-18. 
72 Lorca, In Search of Duende, 17. 
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There is obvious gender division involved in the personification of Pain as female, especially when 

juxtaposed against the masculine personified character of wind. Lorca continues this evaluation of 

wind, which in turn gives even more weight to the gendering of the other characters; 

One feature of deep song, one admirable poetic reality is the strange way the wind 

materializes in many of the songs. The wind is a character who emerges in the ultimate, most 

intensely emotional moments. He comes into sight like a giant absorbed in pulling down the 

stars and scattering nebulae.73 

This understanding of duende raises hypotheses such as whether music that aspires to epitomise 

duende, such as flamenco or the Gypsy siguiriya, could be considered Gothic or have elements of the 

Gothic. Maurer considered Lorca’s writing was inspired by ancient Arabic poetry to be the gravest, 

and the most confronting. These works represent the poet searching for an understanding of the 

human condition.74 Through association, one could hypothesise that these poems that Maurer refers to 

were full of moving and powerful duende. 

From here many ideas can be put forward about duende. For example, it is possible that duende could 

be something that is experienced in all of the arts, or even extended to fields such as science or 

medicine that require dedication, inspiration and dedicated thought. Though Maurer states that duende 

was one of the elements of inspiration, it is not clear whether there is a distinction between true 

duende and sheer inspiration; that is, if pure inspiration can be found without experiencing duende. 

However, Lorca argues that there is a difference between the two.75 Another speculation that is raised 

is whether Lorca or other scholars of duende discern the difference between a performance with 

duende and a performance that is simply moving on a different yet still emotional level, or whether if 

a single person experienced duende then the entire audience must have as well, because naturally 

humans are all moved and responsive to different elements of music, performance and art. That is, the 

decision as to whether a performance that has duende would have to be subjective, and specific to the 
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audience. Despite this, further examination of recordings and videos of flamenco indicate that the 

duende is more objective rather than subjective. This is in part because of the group nature of the 

responses given from the audiences, who all understand the appropriate moments to respond. 

In the publication The Spanish Night, Pedro Romero describes flamenco in terms of duality: 

Even the notion of what flamenco meant within the characteristic spirit of ‘Spanishness’ is 

likely to come up against historical certainties. Yet this inequality, however paradoxical it 

may seem, should be explored in the assurance that its faults will betray many of the frictions 

that have enabled flamenco to be at once modern and anti-modern, avant-garde and 

traditional, criminal and institutional, pure event and rigid text.76 

The fact that flamenco as described by Pedro Romero is an art that operates in self-undermining 

opposites links itself with the Gothic. This is inflated by the modern and the anti-modern, which are 

both themes frequently explored in the Gothic, and also by the subversive Gothic themes of the 

criminal and institutional. 

The Cante jondo competition, held in Granada in 1922, was conceived in part by Falla and Lorca, and 

organised as a way of reclaiming flamenco from the overcommercialised popularity it had reached 

during the nineteenth century.77 The idea for a competition came about when Falla was walking and 

conversing with Lorca during the summer of 1921 in Granada. Falla had complained that the old 

songs were suffering from degradation due to their status as musical fodder for taverns and brothels.78 

During the nineteenth century, cante jondo had developed from tavern music to the more high-brow 

cabaret theatre, and as a result of this it had changed from a powerful, solitary cry from the 

Andalusian soul into a music hall spectacle that continued to grow with  popularity and 

commercialisation.79 Falla and Lorca considered the Gypsies and cante jondo as elements of culture 

that resisted change and epitomised the traditional. The two artists focussed their attention on the 
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Gypsies and Primitivism to deflect from the more culturally progressive elements of flamenco.80 The 

goal of the Cante jondo competition was to restore what Lorca and Falla perceived as the ancient song 

tradition of flamenco. They considered that the ancient cante jondo was in danger of being lost or 

smothered under the success of the popular flamenco, as well as other popular music styles. This idea 

held by Falla and Lorca was contentious, and not without criticism from professional artists and 

commentators on flamenco.81 While initially scholars had thought that Poem of the Deep Song by 

Lorca had been written with the Cante jondo competition in mind, recent scholarship has indicated 

that the initial ideas for the Poem of the Deep Song had at least been in Lorca’s mind long before the 

competition was ever considered.82 

In his essay on the cante jondo, written at the time of the competition, Falla states that, in regards to 

El “cante jondo” (cante primitive andaluz): ‘the competitor is not a singer, but a cantaor. The cantaor 

should not be discouraged if he is told that in certain notes he goes out of tune. On occasions, being 

out of tune is utterly irrelevant to the true connoisseur of Andalusian cante.’ However, he notes that 

an extensive vocal range full of many notes, is necessary to cante jondo performance, but if used 

improperly it would be detrimental to the ‘stylistic purity’ of the performance.83 

This competition was not considered to be a success, and was not able to reclaim flamenco from the 

grips of popularity and commercialism. This outcome was attributed to the overall lower standard of 

the performers, which consisted primarily of amateurs.84 One exception to the line-up of amateurs was 

the young Manolo Caracol, who was from a family of professional singers.85 An example of duende in 

performance can be observed in a later film of one of the most highly regarded performers at the 

 
80 Llano, ‘Public Enemy or National Hero?, 977. 
81 Llano, ‘Public Enemy or National Hero?,’ 1001-1002. 
82 Bauer in Lorca, Poem of the Deep Song, ii. 
83 Manuel de Falla, On Music and Musicians, translated by David Urman and J. M. Thomson (London and New 

Hampshire: Marion Boyars, 1979), 116. 
84 Stanton, ‘Practice: Granada, 1922,’ in The Tragic Myth, 15. 
85 Gwynne Edwards, A Cultural Journey Through Andalusia- From Granada to Seville (Cardiff: University of 

Wales Press, 2009), 91. 



62 
 

competition of 1922, the aforementioned Manolo Caracol, singing a siguiriya. This performance was 

recorded in the 1950s.86 

In this performance, one can observe the highly expressive vocals and guitar, and how the audience 

responds as a collective group to the performance. There is a guttural, throaty expressive quality in the 

voice, especially in the introduction, with the extended words, and there is a bizarre over-emphasis on 

consonant sounds, for example, the ‘B’ sound or the ‘T’ sounds, that in turn contort the face into 

grotesque, theatrical shapes. The vocal line is highly melismatic, often with extending vowel sounds 

that are carried through the phrases. There is also the exaggerated, almost melodramatic acting from 

the vocalist. The audience responds collectively in almost a knowing manner, ‘Olé!’, generally at the 

end of the highly melismatic phrases but also in moments following rapid narrative phrases, as well as 

the queijo. These are almost like interjections in a conversation. This is their way of expressing or 

responding to the duende they all know and feel in the performance. Lorca explains these kinds of 

cries and interjections as almost a religious experience, felt through of all of the human senses and 

expressed through cries out loud; ‘in all the songs of the south of Spain the duende is greeted with 

sincere cries of !Viva Dios!- deep and tender human cry of communication with God by means of the 

five sense, thanks to the duende, who shakes the body and voice of the dancer.’87 

The duende in this example is received and expressed by everyone; not just the performer. There is an 

element of elitism in this type of audience-performer dynamic; the audience understands when it is 

appropriate to respond and are closely crowded around the performers in a comfortable and familiar 

intimacy, completed with glasses resting on tables. The intimate mood of the video is enhanced by the 

close up, over the shoulder camera angles that bring the viewers into the performance as if they were 

sitting at the tables themselves. A person who is not privy to the appropriate customs and performance 

etiquette would likely have embarrassed themselves if they clapped or remarked at the wrong 

moment. 
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One can observe how duende and cante jondo could be interpreted through a Gothic perspective, 

particularly through the information and description included in the lectures provided by Federico 

García Lorca and the analysis by Christopher Maurer. The Gypsies, and Lorca’s empathetic 

identification with them, allowed the poet to create a unique voice and perspective that gave the 

duende legend a different manifestation, that in this research has been traced in part through the 

Gothic. The literary landscape of figures and beings conjured and personified as part of the legacy of 

the duende (such as the spirits and hobgoblins) are dark, supernatural, earthy and often melancholic, 

as are the elements of pain and wind described in Lorca’s poetry. Furthermore, the guttural and 

throaty vocal quality, and highly expressive vocal lines heard in cante jondo performance, supported 

by the close audience responding to duende, help to convey an intimately raw, deep and personal 

performance that is certainly confronting, almost jarring to contemporary audiences. The retrospective 

seeking of meaning and depth by looking to the past— in this case of the revival of cante jondo from 

the grips of the commercialised flamenco—also echoes the Gothic, with its elements of the ancient 

and primitive.
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Chapter 3- Echoes of Goya and the Gothic in Raquel Meller’s 

Performances  

This chapter examines the Spanish singer and actress Raquel Meller, and her portrayal of Carmen in 

the film Carmen, directed by Jacques Feyder (1926). It will also discuss the Black Paintings by 

Francisco José Goya y Lucientes, his subject matter of witches and associated figures and animals, as 

well as his presentation of the phenomenon of majismo. This chapter compares the two famous 

portraits of the Duchess of Alba, painted by Goya. Goya’s paintings were something that inspired the 

costumes worm by Meller on stage. This research examines the idea of the cinematic vamp in 

Hollywood, and discusses all of these elements linked together through a tracing of the Gothic.  

Goya and majismo 

The career of Francisco José Goya y Lucientes (1746–1828) spanned thousands of works created in a 

variety of media, particularly painting and engraving. 1 During his later years, Goya worked on a 

series he entitled The Black Paintings (c. 1822–1823). These works portrayed typically ugly or 

menacing elements of humans and nature in a sympathetic, natural and artistic way, rather than being 

merely to incite a horrified reaction.2 As well the Black Paintings, Goya also worked on other 

paintings in a similar vein that featured witches and associated animals such as goats and donkeys in 

the subject matter (Figures 3.1 and 3.2). Derek Allan theorises that Goya’s Black Paintings and 

etchings are ‘anti-Renaissance,’ not just due to their subject matter concerning witches, monsters and 

representations of suffering, but because they employ such subject matter in a new and radical style, 

one that removes the traces of nobility, beauty and humanity at the core of the Renaissance art 

tradition. They could, Allan hypothesises, even stand to defy everything that art had stood for, and 

become ‘non-art.’3 Although, Allan continues to note, the definition of art is subjective, and Goya’s 

 
1 Geraldine Power, ‘Projections of Spain in Popular Spectacle and Chanson, Paris: 1889-1926, (PhD thesis, 

University of Melbourne, 2013), 268. 
2 Derek Allan, ‘The Death of Beauty: Goya’s Etchings and Black Paintings through the Eyes of André 

Malraux.’ History of European Ideas 42, no. 7 (2016): 974. doi:10.1080/01916599.2016.1161533. 
3 Allan, ‘The Death of Beauty,’ 976. 
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intention to reject the typical definitions of art as he understood it essentially created an ‘art of a 

different kind.’4 

 
4 Allan, ‘The Death of Beauty,’ 976-977. 
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Figure 3.1. Francisco Goya (1746–1828), Witches' Flight, 1797, oil on canvas, 43.5cm x 30.5 cm, Held in Museo del Prado. Source: 
Wikimedia Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Witches_Flight_Goya.jpg. 
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Figure 3.2. Francisco Goya, Witches Sabbath, 1795, oil on canvas, 43 cm x 30 cm, Held in Museo Lázaro Galdiano. Source: Wikimedia 
Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Image_Sabba_quadro_di_Goya.jpg 
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Around the 1790s, Goya painted a few portraits of the Duchess of Alba, although she was not his 

patron. It is unknown whether or not they were lovers.5 The Duchess of Alba had a fondness for 

dressing in a maja style, and this was reflected in some of the Goya portraits of her (Figures 3.3 and 

3.4). The majas and majos were urban and popular people considered to be authentically Spanish.6 As 

such, majas and majos were figures who personified Spain’s tradition and they intrigued the nobility, 

leading to the phenomenon of majismo.7 

According to Walter Clark,  

The real-life majo cut a dashing figure, with his large wig, lace-trimmed cape, velvet vest, silk 

stockings, hat, and sash in which he carried a knife. The maja, his female counterpoint, was 

brazen and streetwise. She worked at lower-class jobs, as a servant, perhaps, or a vendor. She 

also carried a knife, hidden under her skirt.8 

It is obvious that there was an air of danger associated with the majos and majas that was tantalising 

and intriguing for the upper class. While they looked down upon the plebeian or common status of the 

majos and majas, a fashionable taste to dress up in the same style of the free-spirited majos and majas 

had developed, as well as the desire to experience their pastimes and leisure lifestyles, and this was 

encompassed in majismo. In representations of majismo, such as the paintings by Goya, there is a 

strange sense of disparity between the concept of money and wealth owned by the elite, and their 

façade of dressing up in the style of the people of a lower class. The wealthy would appear to be 

seeking some of the excitement or danger of the majas and majos, while still believing them to be 

lesser people. This could be linked to the Gothic in both the physical and moral forms, particularly 

due to the idea in Gothic literature that involved the collapse of boundaries, especially social 

 
5 Patrick Meanor, ‘Francisco de Goya,’ Salem Press Biographical Encyclopedia, 2018. https://search-ebscohost-

com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ers&AN=88364861&site=eds-live&scope=site. 
6 Tara Zanardi, Framing Majismo: Art and Royal Identity in Eighteenth-Century Spain (U.S.A, Penn State 

University Press: 2016), e-book edition preview (No Page Numbers), https://www.amazon.com/Framing-

Majismo-Royal-Identity-Eighteenth-Century/dp/0271067241 (Accessed 19 March, 2018). 
7 Power, ‘Projections of Spain,’ 268. 
8 Walter Aaron Clark, ‘‘Spain, the Eternal Maja': Goya, Majismo, and the Reinvention of Spanish National 

Identity in Granados's Goyescas’, In Diagonal; Journal of the Center for Iberian and Latin American Music, 

(2005), http://www.cilam.ucr.edu/diagonal/issues/2005/majismo.html (accessed 19 March, 2018). 
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boundaries, and the sense of defined distance between opposites.9 No longer was the space defined 

between the roles as clearly defined, since it has been transgressed by the noble group. In The Empire 

and The Gothic, Andrew Smith and William Hughes explain this: ‘[the] model of collapse … 

underpins the process in which the colonizing subject is displaced in its confrontation with racial 

otherness, and otherness that is both strange, distanced and exotic, and yet the site upon which racial 

psychological and sexual anxieties are projected. In effect difference and distance become erased.’10 

This notion of collapsed opposites is reflected in the majismo popularity that the Duchess of Alba 

projected in her style, specifically the defined social boundaries created between the wealthy and the 

poor, as well as the social elite and the common. The two paintings of the Duchess of Alba inspired 

two more paintings by Goya, entitled The Clothed Maja and The Naked Maja.11 

In Figure 3.3. the dark painting features the Duchess wearing mourning garb that is accented by a 

mantilla in gauzy black, a black and gold dress and blouse with a striking scarlet sash. The subject 

also has a mass of thick, frothing hair represented by fine, curving brush strokes and light shading. It 

is interesting that the suggestion of thick hair was created with the use of light, not heavy, shading, 

though it is extremely effective. The figure has ornate and luxurious gold shoes and a richly detailed 

outfit, despite the maja style of dress.12 

 
9 Andrew Smith and William Hughes, Empire and the Gothic (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2003), 3. 
10 Smith et al, Empire and the Gothic, 3. 
11 Meanor, ‘Francisco de Goya,’ Salem Press Biographical Encyclopedia. 
12 Figure 3.3. Francisco José Goya y Lucientes, The Duchess of Alba. 1797, Oil on canvas, 210.2 x 149.3cm. 

The Hispanic Society of America, New York. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Goya_alba2.jpg. 
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Figure 3.3. Francisco José Goya y Lucientes, The Duchess of Alba, 1797, Oil on canvas, 210.2 x 149.3cm. The Hispanic Society of 

America, New York. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Goya_alba2.jpg.  
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There is a strange juxtaposition between the relatively commonplace maja style and the rich, wealthy 

and opulent colours of gold, red and black and ornate jewellery. Additionally, this painting features 

the words ‘Only Goya’ scraped into the sand, and the subject is pointing down towards the words with 

an outstretched finger. The line of the arm draws the viewer’s eye down to the bottom of the frame 

and brings the words to their attention. Although the Duchess of Alba was in mourning for her dead 

husband, which is represented by the mourning garb she was wearing in the painting, some scholars 

theorise she did not feel love for Goya and did not appreciate this projection of Goya’s love fantasy in 

the painting. It is speculated that this is the reason why the work was never exhibited to the public, 

and remained in Goya’s possession.13 This painting contrasts with the lightness of the other portrait of 

the Duchess of Alba unveiled in 1795, in which the subject was dressed in French fashion rather than 

the Spanish maja style. Both paintings feature the red sash tied around the subject’s waist, and this is 

a linking motif between the pieces. The two portraits both feature an outstretched hand with a pointing 

finger, though in The White Duchess, the finger points to something or someone that is out of frame.14 

Despite the similarities between the two paintings, it was the light, French-styled painting, The White 

Duchess (Figure 3.4), that was chosen for semi-public exhibition and viewing.15 

  

 
13 Tara Zanardi, ‘Fashioning the Duchess of Alba: Vicarious Thrills and Sartorial Flirtations during the Spanish 

Enlightenment.’ Fashion Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body & Culture 14, no. 1 (2010): 29. 
14 Figure 3.4. Francisco José Goya y Lucientes, The White Duchess, 1795, Oil on Canvas, 194 × 130 cm, Liria 

Palace. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Duchess_of_Alba_or_The_White_Duchess_by_Goya.jpg. 
15 Hughes, Goya, 157-164. 
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Figure 3.4. Francisco José Goya y Lucientes, The White Duchess, 1795, Oil on Canvas, 194 × 130 cm, Liria Palace. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Duchess_of_Alba_or_The_White_Duchess_by_Goya.jpg 
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A number of Goya’s works featured depictions of the atrocities of war, such as the collection of 

etchings entitled The Disasters of War (1810), as well as other challenging elements of the human 

condition. Several of these works form the Black Paintings, and these paintings overall portray 

terrifying scenes of the imagined apocalypse and the downfall of Western civilisation.16 Despite 

paintings like Witches Sabbath (Figure 3.2) and Witches’ Flight (Figure 3.1), according to his letters, 

Goya was sceptical of the existence of witches. However, he was fascinated with the ideas and the 

culture that surrounded the folklore of the supernatural, and frequently incorporated them into his 

art.17 The grotesque and macabre were also fashionable choices in Madrid for Goya’s social circle, 

who were ‘titillated by the fashion for the Gothick (sic), for gratuitous shocks and horrors.’ 18 For a 

sceptic of religion such as Goya, supernatural depictions were an emblem of superstitions that had 

been overcome, rather than a literal painting of evil, such as the personified goat figure in Figure 3.2. 

19 However, to the highly superstitious and the faithful, witchcraft was very real, and the individuals 

who did not believe in the devil and other supernatural creatures were asking for a frightening fate 

after their death.20 Whether expressed as symbolic images or frightening, literal supernatural 

creatures, witches are common subjects within the Gothic mode, both on a physical and moral level. 

While the specific folklore and mythology surrounding witches varies considerably, and is 

represented both in the Gothic mode as well as religious stories and images, witches were generally 

considered to be in league with the devil, performing occult and magical rituals, and ruining crops and 

harvests in the form of plagues and disease. These behaviour traits are in line with the moral Gothic 

mode, as they transgressed the idea of what was normal, bountiful and prosperous for regular citizens. 

Witches were considered to be outcasts and social pariahs. They were also primarily portrayed as 

female, and often expressed an ugly or, more rarely, ethereally beautiful appearance. The female 

being the common trope for the witches in the Gothic mode is in keeping with other examples of 

 
16 Meanor, ‘Francisco de Goya,’ Salem Press Biographical Encyclopedia. 
17 Hughes, Goya, 151 
18 Hughes, Goya, 151. 
19 Hughes, Goya, 151; Figure. 3.2. Francisco Goya, Witches Sabbath, 1795, oil on canvas, 43 cm x 30 cm, Held 

in Museo Lázaro Galdiano. Source: Wikimedia Commons, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Image_Sabba_quadro_di_Goya.jpg. 
20 Hughes, Goya, 151. 
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females transgressing the boundaries of what a ‘normal’ female should be and how she should 

behave. Goya was fascinated with the line between empowerment through the freedom found in 

religion, and superstitious indoctrination. As a result of this, he was fascinated with ideas of the 

occult, witchcraft and sorcery, although he was still a stout Catholic.21 

During the early twentieth century, there was a revival and celebration of the works of Goya in the 

Modernist period. His work reflected a darker time for Spain and a philosophy that was drawn upon 

by many artists, writers and composers, who were inspired by the visual style, emotion and 

philosophy of Goya’s paintings, as well as by his subject matter. Part of the revival of Goya’s work 

was related to the idea that Spanish artists were seeking a sense of the country’s ‘soul’ that was best 

expressed through the artform of paintings by the late masters. Goya was an inspiration to the artists 

and writers who were looking to the historical past for their inspiration. The sesquicentenary of 

Goya’s birth in 1896 would have contributed to the revival of interest in Goya’s work during the 

Modernist period, as well as the feeling that the work of Goya reminded observers of a kind of 

solidarity and resilience in the face of defeat, conjuring images of the Napoleonic invasion.22 This 

coincided in the early twentieth century with a revival of the majismo movement that also embodied 

elements of casticismo.23 One of these people was the Spanish singer, actress and performer, Raquel 

Meller. 

Raquel Meller and Goya’s Majas 

Born Francisca Romana Marqués López, Raquel Meller made her debut on the stage at age sixteen in 

1904, and was renowned for performing the género ínfimo style. These erotic variety shows and café 

gigs were short and cheap but provided the start of her career. In the género ínfimo, performers did 

not necessarily have a great deal of talent, but spectators were often more interested in seeing the 

risqué naughtiness and revealing costumes than a sophisticated and talented performance.24 Raquel 

 
21 Hughes, Goya, 157. 
22 Clark, ‘Spain, the Eternal Maja’. 
23 Clark, ‘Spain, the Eternal Maja’. 
24 Eva Woods Peiró, White Gypsies: Race and Stardom in Spanish Musical Films, (Minneapolis, University of 

Minnesota Press: 2012), 76-7; Power, Projections of Spain, 265. 
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Meller was also a tonadillera in the twentieth century, and became internationally famous for her 

recording of the song ‘La Violetera,’ written by José Padilla and Eduardo Montesinos, which was 

used by Charlie Chaplin in the film City Lights (1931).25 Meller also starred in the films Les Opprimés 

(1922), Violettes Impériales (1922-23) and La Terre promise (1925), directed by Henry Roussell, and 

Carmen (1926), directed by Jacques Feyder (which will be discussed below).26 

By the time of her first performances in Paris, after the First World War in 1919, Meller had moved 

beyond the confines of the género ínfimo and the repertoire she performed mostly dealt with themes 

that were dramatic, sober and tragic; a strong contrast to the light-hearted and risqué style associated 

with the género ínfimo.27 Meller became a successful international artist, popular abroad in cities such 

as New York, and was the first Spanish popular singer to become famous in both Europe and the 

Americas.28 This contrast of styles became part of the musical repertoire and emotion that she was 

known for in Paris. Meller had now changed her costumed also donned a distinctive stage dress that 

was entirely in black, and an iconic, dark makeup style, as seen in the outfit and makeup on the cover 

of Time magazine, where she was featured in April 1926, to coincide with her first US tour (Figure 

3.5).29 

 
25 Rebecca Haidt, ‘Singing and Street Cries from Eighteenth-Century Naranjera to Twentieth-Century Violetera: 

Aural Paradigms of Gender, Poverty and Affect,’ Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies 20, no. 3, (2019). 

https://www-tandfonline-com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/doi/full/10.1080/14636204.2019.1644933. 
26 Phil Powrie, ‘The kiss-curl and the resisting eyes: reassessing Carmen (Feyder, 1926),’ Studies In French 

Cinema 3, no. 1 (2003): 16; Haidt, ‘Singing and Street Cries from Eighteenth-Century Naranjera to Twentieth-

Century Violetera,’ 211. 
27 Power, Projections of Spain, 264. 
28 Woods Peiró, White Gypsies, 75; Phil Powrie, ‘Carmen (Jacques Feyder, 1926)’, About this Recording, 

Ernesto Halffter (1905–1989)- Music for the silent film Carmen [Film Score], Naxos, 

https://www.naxos.com/mainsite/blurbs_reviews.asp?item_code=8.572260&catNum=572260&filetype=About

%20this%20Recording&language=English# (accessed 20 February, 2018). 
29 Power, Projections of Spain, 267; Figure 3.5. Unknown Author, ‘Senorita Raquel Meller,’ Time Magazine 

Cover, 26 April 1926. Source: content.time.com/time/covers/0,16641,19260426,00.html. 
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Figure 3.5. Unknown Author, ‘Senorita Raquel Meller,’ Time Magazine Cover, 26 April 1926. Source: 
content.time.com/time/covers/0,16641,19260426,00.html. 

Meller was regarded throughout the 1920s and ‘30s as having commanding stage presence. However, 

she struggled with her public image, even late into her career. She was still primarily seen by the 

public as a sex symbol, harking back to her time performing in the género ínfimo. and not as the great 

and respectable actress she desired to be viewed as.30 There was a distinct difference in style between 

the usual music hall performances that featured shrill sounds and wild, raucous performances, and 

Meller’s own Parisian style. In her first Paris season, Meller’s musical expression was different; her 

sound was more sombre. It did not feature provocative exclamations of Olé that were common to 

hear.31 Despite this modest and more sombre approach to repertoire, Meller was still viewed as a 

sexualised vamp by much of the media and press, and this may have been exacerbated by her previous 

exposure as a cupletista while she was performing in Spain. 

 
30 Woods Peiró, White Gypsies, 76-77. 
31 Power, Projections of Spain, 266. 
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Figure 3.6. Carlos Vázquez Úbeda (1869–1944), Raquel Meller performing El Relicário, Unknown date, oil on canvas, 191 cm x 111 cm, 
São Paulo Museum of Art. Source: Wikimedia Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Carlos_V%C3%A1zquez_-
_Raquel_Meller_no_Relic%C3%A1rio.jpg. 
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A notable number of Raquel Meller’s performances in her early seasons working in Paris contained 

references to the emotional themes in Goya’s work. These included sorrow, tragedy, loss, grief and 

longing. Meller took advantage of these dramatic themes in her repertoire and sought to intensify the 

drama in performance through the use of specific lighting and stage direction. She also studied Goya’s 

works to faithfully incorporate the style into her costumes, examining the works and discussing the 

costumes with specialists and experts.32 Meller had first adopted this strategy in Barcelona in 1914 

when performing the Tonadillas by Enrique Granados, composed between 1910–11.33 The writer of 

the text for the Tonadillas, Fernando Periquet, recommended that Meller include the works as part of 

her repertoire, and assisted with Meller’s connection with the composer, Granados.34 Enrique 

Granados (1876–1916) was also a composer who was inspired by the work of Goya, in particular his 

depictions of majos and majas. Granados’ opera, Goyescas, premiered in 1916, and was developed 

from a piano suite. It was composed to capture the atmosphere of eighteenth-century Madrid as 

depicted by Goya. Periquet also wrote the libretto for this opera.35 

It is possible to observe the similarities between the outfits that Meller used for her Paris season and 

the work of Goya. In particular, the ‘Black’ portrait of the Duchess of Alba that was discussed earlier 

in this chapter is suggested when examining some of the images of Meller dressed in her stage outfits. 

Not only did the Duchess of Alba and Meller both adopt the maja style of dress, but both embodied 

the idea of crossing over between the worlds of the social elite and the local. In the lavish and ornate 

dress and jewellery and the elaborate makeup, while dressed in the maja style that represents a lower 

class of person, Meller also walked the line between the wealthy elite and a woman of the people, 

which could also be construed as an example of the physical Gothic.  

 
32 Power, Projections of Spain, 272. 
33 Geraldine Power, ‘Raquel Meller: maja in post-war Paris’, in Luisa Morales, Michael Christoforidis & Walter 

A. Clark (eds), Enrique Granados in Context: The Spanish Piano School and Pre-war Artistic Movements, 

(Garrucha: FIMTE Festival Internacional de Música de Tecla Española, 2020), 241-255. 
34 Power, Projections of Spain, 270. 
35 Mark Larrad, ‘Granados (y Campiña), Enrique.’ Grove Music Online. 2001; Accessed 10 Nov. 2020. 

https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-

9781561592630-e-0000011603; Douglas Riva, ‘Goyescas.’ Grove Music Online. 2002; Accessed 10 Nov. 2020. 

https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-

9781561592630-e-5000008757. 
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Further connections have been made between the Duchess of Alba, the subject in Goya’s painting, 

Goya himself and the style of Meller. The Duchess dressed all in black mourning clothing is also 

directly reflected in Meller’s choice of an all-black stage outfit. (Figures 3.6 and 3.7) Geraldine Power 

notes that, while many scholars and writers have alluded to a connection between the work of Goya 

and the style and emotion of the performances by Meller, the critic Orthys was the first person to 

actually claim a conjuration of Goya, the person, in the visage of Meller, in a 1919 review. This was 

particularly due to her black outfit and mantilla. Power notes that it is understandable that Goya would 

have been inspiring in this period, due to the popularity of the work of Goya in the early twentieth 

century, during the Modernist period in France and Spain.36 Power states that, ‘… [Orthys] contends 

that… [while on stage, Raquel Meller’s] skilled mime of all the shades of “passion” … brilliantly 

embodied the “cruel”, “feline” and “amorous” aspects of the Spain of “legends”.’ 37 The use of animal 

language here to describe Meller, and the pejorative, negative and derogatory word ‘cruel,’ is 

particularly remarkable. While this kind of language has often been the choice for people remarking 

on dancers and performers from exotic or Oriental cultures, the dehumanisation of a person or 

character through the use of animal suggestion or characteristics is a trait that was commonly 

employed in Gothic literature, as it suggests a transgression of physical traits.38 The language that is 

employed here suggests that these are insulting or degrading traits, although they also help to amplify 

the legendary, fantastic character that Meller had become. These qualities and projected traits were 

banked on by the company Films Albatros in their production of Carmen in 1926. 

 

 
36 Power, Projections of Spain, 268, 270, 272-273. 
37 Power, Projections of Spain, 268. 
38 Smith et al, Empire and the Gothic, 3. 
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Figure 3.7.  Julio Romero de Torres (1874–1930), Raquel Meller by Julio Romero de Torres, En 1910 el gran Julio Romero de Torres 
(1874-1930) pintó a Francisca Marqués López (1888-1962), más conocida como Raquel Meller con mantilla en Semana Santa. Y cómo no, 

apoyada en una reja. 1910. Source: Wikimedia Commons, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Raquel_Meller_by_Julio_Romero_de_Torres.jpg 
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Raquel Meller’s Carmen and the Cinematic Vamp 

Carmen (1926), directed by Jacques Feyder, was a film that was conceived by Russian exiles who 

formed the successful production company Films Albatros. While the film’s revival has received 

positive attention from twenty-first century audiences, it was initially slammed by the critics. Despite 

the difficulties surrounding its early critical reception, the film was considered to be a success during 

its release. Albatros took a number of initiatives in marketing the film, and even published an 

accompanying book of behind-the-scenes information and writings by Meller to promote the film’s 

release. Carmen was engineered as a star vehicle for Raquel Meller.39 The film is primarily based on 

the novella Carmen, written by Prosper Mérimée, as is indicated in the opening credits. However, the 

opera by Georges Bizet (1860-1909) is also drawn upon for some of the narrative of the film. Carmen 

was praised by critics for its authenticity, and was one of the first French films to be shot on location 

more than it was shot in a studio.40 The scenes on location, such as the bullfight filmed in the Ronda 

bullring in Spain, were also deemed to be particularly authentic and immersive, as if the camera 

operator was surreptitiously observing the local action while remaining passive.41 In particular, the 

fine and subtle details of the dirt floor studio taverns, the miscellaneous props and set decorations 

such as pitchers, guitars and vases littered around the sets were noted for adding a particular Spanish 

colour that had not been seen in cinema before. These details add authenticity to the set design, but 

also connote images of an ancient world because they are all made of clay or other earthenware, rather 

than modern materials. Phil Powrie notes that the film makers, in particular the director Feyder, 

struggled to walk the line between the direct representations of Spain that were required, and the 

challenging, transgressive image that was provided by their star, Raquel Meller.42 

The Impressionist underscoring for the film was provided by the young Spanish composer Ernesto 

Halffter (1905-1989),43 who was a student and collaborator of composer Manuel de Falla and poet 

 
39 Powrie, ‘The kiss-curl’, 15, 16, 17. 
40 Powrie, ‘The kiss-curl’, 15, 17. 
41 Phil Powrie; Bruce Babington; Ann Davis; and Chris Perriam, Carmen on Film: A Cultural History 

(Bloomington, Indiana University Press: 2007), 117. 
42 Powrie, ‘The kiss-curl’, 16. 
43 Nancy Lee Harper, ‘Ernesto Halffter & Cristobal Halffter & Cristobal Halffter,’ Notes, no. 3, 2001. 

https://search-ebscohost-
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Federico García Lorca. Halffter also studied composition under Stravinsky and Ravel,44 and formed 

part of the so-called ‘Generacion del 27.’45 Halffter’s score is recognised for contributing to the 

authenticity of the film, through music that was inspired by Andalusian folk melodies and had a 

sombre and tragic mood. This is contrasted against the more jubilant and festive score for Bizet’s 

opera Carmen (premiered in 1875).46 Halffter stated that the local colour and musical landscape of 

Andalusia is so distinctive and recognisable that it is evocative of the region even to the uninitiated 

audience member.47 While the score of this film Carmen was inspired by folk melodies of Spain, 

particularly melodies from Andalusia, Halffter was also concerned with maintaining the passionately 

romantic, brutal and stoic atmosphere that was found in the Mérimée’s novella. These elements had 

been significantly toned down and subdued in the libretto to Bizet’s opera. The local colour that was 

created in Halffter’s music also complemented the more documentary-style of the film that was 

achieved through the thoughtful camera work, capturing the action without intrusion.48 The film critic 

Mordaunt Hall, writing in the New York Times in 1928, claimed that this authentic atmosphere is 

largely what makes the film appealing.49 

In the film there is a strange, voyeuristic, observant quality to the shots, notably the ‘documentary 

style’ that is described by film scholars such as Powrie. It is odd that the remoteness and lack of 

intrusion into the action and the emotion of the film’s narrative almost creates a removed sense of the 

distant or the ethereal. When the action of the film becomes aggressive and violent, for example when 

Carmen is slapped by one of the male characters, it is quite alarming for the audience who had been 

 
com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsgao&AN=edsgcl.72412314&site=eds-
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44 Halffter, E.: Carmen [film score] (Frankfurt Radio Symphony, Fitz-Gerald), Naxos, 

https://www.naxos.com/catalogue/item.asp?item_code=8.572260 (accessed 20 February, 2018). 
45 Harper, ‘Ernesto Halffter & Cristobal Halffter & Cristobal Halffter,’ Notes. 
46 Powrie et al., Carmen on Film, 118; Hugh Macdonald, ‘Bizet, Georges,’ Grove Music Online, 2001, 
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0000051829 (Accessed 20 Oct. 2019.) 
47 Graham Wade, Naxos, Ernesto Halffter (1905–1989)- Music for the silent film Carmen (1926), 
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%20this%20Recording&language=English# (accessed 20 February, 2018). 
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49 Mordaunt Hall, ‘THE SCREEN’, New York Times, 7 May 1928, 29, Retrieved from 
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almost lulled by the feeling of distance and pure observation.50 Suddenly they are put right into the 

middle of the violence and feel the impact and recoil of the slap even more strongly. Later in the film, 

when Carmen is discussing something with Don José in the tavern, she is clearly flirting with him, 

and there is a light and playful nature in the scene. The flirting style is coy and spirited but almost 

devious. She shrugs and asks ‘what?’ (or words that are similar as there are no title cards indicating 

the dialogue for this scene) with arms raised in a style that is almost rhetorical. She is teasing or 

daring Don José to call her out on her coy behaviour. Carmen also is pouting and bends over showing 

off her outfit and rear on the bar table. Carmen is flirting and socialising with other men at the same 

time, and pretends to kick one of them while arguing. At this point Don José is clearly put off by such 

a raucous behaviour by a female, yet Carmen is not bothered.51 This flirtatious style for the character 

is notable as it indicates a level of confidence that Carmen has for herself and her sexuality and 

flirtatious nature. The playful and bold nature of her behaviour brings her to the same social level to 

the other men in the scene. This would contribute to her status as a sex symbol in the media, and, in 

combination with the other elements of her characterisation, become part of the features that allow the 

character representation to be examined in keeping with the moral Gothic. 

 
50 Jacques Feyder, Carmen (Paris: Film Albatros, 1926), YouTube, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t80tsrrHlA4 (accessed 19 February, 2018), 00:16:00-00:18:00. 
51 Jacques Feyder, Carmen, 00:46:00. 
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Figure 3.8. Unknown Author, Raquel Meller en la revista Caras y Caretas 09/04/1927, n. 1488, página 55. "Raquel Meller, la celebrada 
tonadillera española, que triunfa ruidosamente en "Carmen", su último film, cuya exhibición Ha sido una muestra más del gran talento 

interpretativo de la exquisita artista." 1927. Source: Wikimedia Commons, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Raquel_Meller_en_Carmen.png. 

In the film Carmen, Raquel Meller’s character features a striking hairstyle (Figure 3.8): jet black 

formed curls with a distinctive kiss curl at her forehead. The kiss curl was synonymous with the 

image of Carmen, as seen in the film directed by Ernst Lubitsch starring Pola Negri in 1919, but also 

adopted by operatic Carmens of the late nineteenth century, like Georgette Leblanc (1898).52 The 

strong outline in particular and the sharp silhouetted contrast created by this hairstyle evokes the style 

of a cartoon. The kiss curl is suggestive of a full head of wild curls, which has often been a symbol in 

Western culture as representative of sexual availability or uninhibited passion. However, in Meller’s 

performance, the scholars Powrie et al. write that her potential availability is also countered by her 

short haircut and the loose fitting, heavy and rather ordinary costumes that do not show off her 

figure.53 Powrie notes that this, combined with her other costuming that is not overtly sexualised, 

coyly indicates both her suggestive sexuality and purity.54 In the 1920s and the era of the flappers’ 

 
52 Powrie et al., Carmen on Film, 118; Ernst Lubitsch, Carmen (USA, Universum Film: 1918), 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i06MLZxSgRk; Elizabeth Kertesz and Michael Christoforidis, Carmen and 

the Staging of Spain (New York Oxford University Press, 2019), 154, 166. 
53 Powrie et al., Carmen on Film, 118-19. 
54 Powrie, ‘The kiss-curl’, 20. 
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shorter hemlines which exposed a gratuitous amount of leg, this may have been more of a noticeably 

deliberate and stark contrast. 

Meller represented the stereotypical Andalusian Beauty, and during her opening season in Paris, on 

the first impression, one French critic observed the ‘Andalusian pallor’ of her face and her two 

‘immense, sweet brown eyes’ that ‘burn’ under her mantilla, before then distinguishing the ‘blood-

red’ of her mouth that opens onto her ‘amazing teeth.’55 The visage described here is characteristic of 

the 1920s vamp, and a lot of the of the language that surrounds Meller suggests that she possessed the 

qualities of a vampire, for example, her pallor, intense eyes and noticeable teeth. Yet, it avoids 

directly stating the word ‘vampire,’ despite the direct link between the two words. This choice of 

implicit language could be intentional, as it directs the reader to her features to notice her teeth, and it 

fuels their imaginations and allows them to mentally continue the fantasy of her brand and character 

as a supernatural being. This image of the supernatural continues to extend her image as an ethereal or 

otherworldly sex symbol. Meller was also described as having a temperamental and sadistic 

reputation, possibly exaggerated by the scandalous rumours that she was involved in the death of a 

dancer, Mata Hari, a former lover of her husband, and the subject of his biography.56 It could also be 

that the exaggeration of her personality here was fuelled by the legendary fantasy that she was a 

vampire or unearthly creature. In much of the media that surrounded Meller, and indeed much of the 

contemporary literature, her outfit and overall appearance have been generously described, often with 

lavish accounts of her exotic and dark makeup. In particular, her black hair that is contrasted against 

her pale skin, as well as her dark and lustrous eyes are minutely described. Despite the speculation 

that Meller was a sadist, she was apparently a prudish and strict Catholic.57 

Meller’s Carmen also sports very straight, dark eyebrows and dark winged eyeliner that is slightly 

diffused at the corners. Her eyeshadow is the most ubiquitous feature of her makeup. It is heavy and 

very dark over the eyelid but extends lightly over the eye-socket up to the brow bone, past the temple, 

towards the nose bridge and down onto the lower eyelid. This creates a hazy, almost tired look, 

 
55 Champclos quoted in Power, Projections of Spain, 266. 
56 Woods Peiró, White Gypsies, 77-78. 
57 Powrie, ‘The kiss-curl’, 22. 
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particularly through the use of the dark coloured eyeshadow on the lower eyelid, and this could be 

attributed to part of why she was considered to look vampiric. The makeup also features a lack of 

cheek and jawline contouring. The result of this is that her cheekbones and jawline are not as 

noticeable on film, and in the strong illumination and soft focus of the film set, this gives her a ghostly 

and ethereal look, a kind of glow that contrasts against her dark hair and eyes, which have a sharp, 

defined outline brought out by makeup.58 

Raquel Meller’s stage costuming and dress was partly inspired by some of the paintings by Goya, in 

particular the Black Duchess (Figure 3.3) as well as the majas. Most of the witches and supernatural 

beings in the work of Goya, whose paintings inspired some of Meller’s stage dressing, are often not 

painted to be beautiful, but instead they are portrayed like crones. However, one could compare the 

mood and emotion expressed by the styling of Meller in Carmen to encapsulate some of the ethereal 

whimsy of some of the Goya paintings, for example, the floating witches in the work Vuelo de brujos 

(1797-98) (Figure 3.1).59 These witches are young, masculine and strong, yet appear to be airy and 

incredibly light, almost defying gravity. This adds to the sense of the otherworldly as they resist and 

transcend gravity by some unseen, supernatural force. 

The cinematic ‘vamp’ was immortalised by Hollywood actresses in the 1910s and 1920s, and was a 

person who was beautifully dressed and had dramatic dark hair and eyes and bold features. She was 

considered to be a threat to the mainstream white identity because of her seductive powers. Famous 

‘Vamps’ in cinema included Theda Bara (an anagram for “Arab Death”), Nita Naldi, Lya de Putti, 

Raquel Meller and Pola Negri. The image of the vamp was projected as a female who was typically 

cruel and heartless, but also manipulating, headstrong and intelligent. The vamp was viewed as a 

dangerous character because she could threaten a male’s integrity by compromising his fidelity and 

possibly his sense of sexual control, but also disrupt a home status and stability both socially and 

financially.60 In White Gypsies, Woods Peiró writes ‘[The vamp] belonged to a broader trend of 

 
58 Powrie et al., Carmen on Film, 116. 
59 Figure 3.1. Francisco Goya (1746–1828), Witches' Flight, 1797, oil on canvas, 43.5cm x 30.5 cm, Held in 

Museo del Prado. Source: Wikimedia Commons, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Witches_Flight_Goya.jpg. 
60 Woods Peiró, White Gypsies, 78 
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aristocratic and art deco aesthetics displayed in advertising strategies of the 1920s that reinforced 

elitism and distinction although their ads for luxury objects and beauty products.’61 It is interesting 

that the vamp was marketed as a desirable figure with associations to advertising, wealth, excess and 

luxury yet at the same time viewed as a ‘homewrecker’ or otherwise outcast from permissible society. 

It is likely that it was the fantasy of the vamp that was being advertised to the average, though 

wealthy, woman with a disposable income, and possibly also men, who bought into the hyperbole of 

the fantasy. This artificial creation would be significantly removed from the actual woman herself, 

and all of the positives and negatives that are associated with living the life of the vamp. The creation 

of the vamp is an example of the moral Gothic due to her transgressive behavioural choices as well as 

the physical Gothic due to her appearances, often enhanced through the use of cosmetics. 

Writing in the New York Times in 1928, Mordaunt Hall describes Meller in Jacques Feyder’s Carmen 

as a ‘comprehensive interpretation of the gypsy vampire,’ adding that ‘[she] is admirably suited 

physically to play the role of Carmen.’62 The Oxford English Dictionary describes a ‘vamp’ as a ‘A 

woman who intentionally attracts and exploits men; an adventuress; a Jezebel; frequently as a stock 

character in plays and films.’ The etymology of the word ‘vamp’ is derived from the word ‘vampire.’ 

The word ‘vamp’ in this context was first used in English in approximately 1911 to describe the 

character Mary Stuart by G. K. Chesterton. However, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the 

first full meaning of the word was applied in 1918. A review in the New York Times described the 

character of Enid Bennett as a vamp who manipulates a man by ‘vamping’ him into giving her dinner, 

jewels, presents, and then a swift marriage: ‘Enid Bennett… appears as Nancy; an ingenuous 

wardroom girl at a musical comedy theatre where she hears sophisticated chorus girls tell how the 

female of the species may make the male buy her dinners and diamond bracelets by “vamping” him... 

So Nancy, taking a tip from the chorus girls, ‘vamps’ him—and the wedding is a quick result.’63 The 

actress Theda Bara was also referred to as a ‘Vampire of the screen’, in the National Police Gazette in 

 
61 Woods Peiró, White Gypsies, 78. 
62 Hall, ‘THE SCREEN’, 29; Woods Peiró, White Gypsies, 77-78. 
63 ‘Vamp, n.4’, OED Online, January 2018, Oxford University Press, 

http://www.oed.com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/view/Entry/221289? (accessed March 14, 2018). 



88 
 

1918, in the specific context that is defined as ‘A person of a malignant and loathsome character, 

[especially] one who preys ruthlessly upon others; a vile and cruel exactor or extortioner’.64 Theda 

Bara also portrayed Carmen in a film version of Carmen that was presented by the company Fox (but 

is now lost), and the scholar Susan McClary writes that Theda Bara was ‘the quintessential vamp.’65 

McClary also writes that Theda Bara’s image, out of all of the females who portrayed Carmen on 

screen, was the most sinister. However, the sinister interpretations of Carmen declined in popularity 

and characterisation turned towards more of a sultry mood and then focussed on pin-up glamour as 

Hollywood became increasingly squeamish about eroticism.66  

Meller could also easily grace the screen roles of the Angel of the House and the Perfect Wife. These 

gender roles restricted the freedom of women but also ensured that there was, in theory, order in the 

home and on the streets. Meller could portray the innocent, fertile or maternal woman of the house, or 

a sexually liberated woman or other more subversive form of sexuality with equal ease, and shift 

between the two.67 These kinds of ‘necessary roles’ that were inscribed for women automatically 

removed the responsibility, and fault, of men to avoid infidelity or the exploitation of sex workers, 

because the responsibility was squarely placed to the women. This convenience in lifestyle for men, 

who were the driving force behind cinema production during the early twentieth century, detracts 

from some of the ideas of empowerment and equality in female sexuality that the vamp figure gave to 

women of the 1920s. However, a woman such as Meller, who had the power to transgress both worlds 

in the public eye with equal confidence and success, possibly could undermine the intentions of the 

male cinematic directors who wanted to portray women as simply one role or the other. This echoes 

some of the devices of Gothic literature, which celebrates the ‘the irrational, the outlawed, and the 

socially and culturally dispossessed.’68 It also appears to channel some of the ideas discussed by Freud 

 
64 ‘Vampire, n.’, OED Online, January 2018, Oxford University Press, 

http://www.oed.com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/view/Entry/221303? (accessed March 14, 2018). 
65 Susan McClary, Georges Bizet: Carmen, Cambridge Opera Handbooks (Cambridge University Press: 1992), 

130. https://search-ebscohost-

com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b5631194&site=eds-

live&scope=site. 
66 McClary, Georges Bizet, 131. 
67 Woods Peiró, White Gypsies, 67. 
68 Smith et al, Empire and the Gothic, 1. 
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in his essay ‘The Uncanny’ (1919). That is, how ‘the uncanny’ becomes particularly unnerving when 

it involves the home. This is because the home is considered to be a space which is safe, but also a 

place for secrets that occur ‘behind closed doors’ and so are the most taboo or unspeakable. As a 

result of this, an invasion or exposure of the home, such as the revelation of a mistress or unfaithful 

husband, becomes even more powerful, revealing or loaded.69 A potentially dangerous woman who 

could slip into a home and then disrupt the family life, such as a vamp who appeared to be a sweet, 

maternal, girl-next-door like the persona of Raquel Meller, could be interpreted as Gothic for these 

reasons. 

Spanish feminists in the early twentieth century challenged the idea of the angelic domestic woman 

that had been instilled by the church since the end of the nineteenth century, and the movement of the 

Nueva Mujer Moderna, or New Woman, was created.  Woods Peiró argues that ‘Meller’s worrisome 

blending of female purity and whiteness with the vamp and the Nueva Mujer Moderna rendered her 

ultimately unknowable. Indeed, many of her filmic characters were described in the press as 

“strange,” “peculiar” or “sublimated.”’70 The nineteenth-century idealisation of women, which was 

less about the individual and more about a role or type, according to Woods Peiró, was then 

transformed into the women of the early twentieth century, who could be more of an ambiguous 

amalgamation of some of the different facets of womanhood and femininity, for example, the fallen 

woman, or the whore with a genuine heart, or simply the not-so-bad woman. All of these character 

types were associated with consumerism and stardom, as they asked people, primarily women, to 

consume and to strive for a slice of luxury. Yet, at the same time, frivolous consumption and 

consumerism was condemned by the Catholic church, and Meller in particular was still a devoted 

Catholic.71 The apparent set of opposites that Meller presented within a singular personality also links 

to some of personality traits with the ideas of a transmutation or transgression of opposing binaries in 

Gothic works. 

 
69 Smith et al, Empire and the Gothic, 3. 
70 Woods Peiró, White Gypsies, 68. 
71 Woods Peiró, White Gypsies, 67-68; Powrie, ‘The kiss-curl’, 22. 
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Despite all of the media that surrounded Meller as a vamp, her crafted interviews projected her as a 

loving girlfriend who also regarded her friends and her pets highly, and this made her appear to be 

more relatable and honest to the average person. However, her pets did always travel in first class 

accommodation, which alludes to some extravagant and absurd tastes.72 The embodiment of both the 

vamp and the girl next door, such as Meller, provides an obvious duality and polarity which could be 

exploited or developed in the Gothic mode, or thought of through a Gothic lens. Through a more 

detailed examination, however, one can also see that a girl next door who is sexually powerful and 

confident might be more of a threat to the patriarchy or compromise the safety of the home, as they 

have the ability to get into a man’s life. This is opposed to someone or something more evidently 

explicit, such as sex worker or a witch, who would remain excluded from the family home and private 

life. The girl next door has the power to get under ones’ own skin, and suddenly the audience is far 

more vulnerable and invaded when they are confronted with the woman’s own sexuality and agency. 

This transgressive line between the two worlds must have been exciting and titillating for the assumed 

male audience, but also exciting for the women who could walk that line, possibly just in their 

imagination, and live and explore the new world of empowered sexuality where they have some more 

control and agency through their style, attitude, luxurious taste, or sexuality. Furthermore, the power 

and status wielded by a femme fatale would put her as an equal to men socially. Oddly, the sudden 

apparent equality would have been confronting for the male gaze, which then would create an 

invasion of the male space. Suddenly the male sense of what is normal has been adjusted by more of a 

move towards progressive equality. The collapse of the defined spaces between men and women 

through the pervasiveness of the vamp and the girl next door echoes the moral Gothic, as it is 

concerned with behaviour and perception. 

Inspired by the work of the Spanish painter Goya, Meller channelled the majismo that was popular 

during the Modernist period, reflecting the popular idea at the time of looking to the past to find 

deeper meaning and a sense of cultural purpose. Meller was considered to be like a vampire by a lot 

of the media, fuelled by her distinctive appearance, dramatic speculation about her personal life, and 
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her eccentric tastes and habits. In a way, the power wielded by walking a line between a vamp and a 

girl next door who is relatable to the general public, was a part of progressing female sexuality, as it 

questioned the male authority, and corresponds so some of the ideas of the Gothic. However, her 

history as a cupletista, who began in the género ínfimo genre, forever dogged Meller and she was not 

able to move beyond the idea of her as a sex symbol by the public, even late into her career. 

The image of the vamp, and the potential luxurious lifestyle that is allowed, gave a potentially new 

lifestyle option for women to seek out, even if it was essentially unattainable, and shrouded in 

celebrity. The character of Carmen, portrayed by Meller, who epitomised the vamp as well as a 

potentially respectable, angelic and obedient wife and partner, could appear to be more of a threat to 

the general man’s lifestyle, as she would be allowed to grace both the spaces inside and outside of the 

home. The Gothic, and the attainable, desirable lifestyle, provided an alternative to the normal for 

women during the early twentieth century, and this could, retrospectively, give all of them more 

agency in a predominately man’s world. 
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Chapter 4 –Spanish Ballet in Post-war London: Echoes of the Gothic and 

the Grotesque 

This chapter will discuss some post-World War I ballet productions that were set in Spain, or had a 

Spanish collaborator or theme, and that could be linked to the Gothic mode, as well as to the 

grotesque. Two of these productions, The Three-Cornered Hat (1919) and Cuadro Flamenco (1921) 

were produced by the Russian ballet company, the Ballet Russes, while El Greco (1920), was created 

by the Ballet Suédois. This chapter will discuss the place of the revival of majismo and the Black 

Legend surrounding The Three-Cornered Hat, as well as explore links to the Gothic and the grotesque 

in El Greco and Cuadro Flamenco. 

Majismo, the Gothic and the Grotesque in The Three-Cornered Hat 

The Ballet Russes was an elite ballet company, originally from Russia, that was established in 1909 

and directed by Impresario Serge Pavlovich Diaghilev (1872-1929). Diaghilev was instrumental in 

bringing ballet from being considered merely a secondary artform in comparison to opera, to a leading 

attraction on the stages of London and Paris. The Ballet Russes dominated the elite European stages 

until 1914, and they presented the premieres of seminal works in the ballet canon such as Petrouchka, 

Les Sylphides and the Rite of Spring.1 While the Ballet Russes was a highly successful ballet company 

during the early twentieth century, they suffered financially from a lack of government funding during 

World War I and the Russian Revolution. Extended seasons in Spain and London formed part of the 

company’s survival strategy during this period.2 Each of the new works premiered in London in the 

immediate aftermath of World War I was greeted with enthusiastic reception from the public.3 Spain 

had also served as a source of inspiration for the Ballet Russes during World War I. The company 

toured around Spain extensively in 1916. The art historian Carina Nandlal has argued that the origins 

and inspiration for the ballet The Three-Cornered Hat arose during the 1916-1918 Ballet Russes tours 

 
1 Carina Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes: a study of collaborations, 1917-

1920’ (PhD Thesis, University of Melbourne, 2015), 25. 
2 Kenneth Murray, ‘Spanish music and its representations in London (1878-1930): from the exotic to the 

modern’ (PhD thesis, University of Melbourne, 2013), 183. 
3 Murray, ‘Spanish music and its representations in London,’ 185. 
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of Spain. In 1916 Diaghilev and choreographer Léonide Massine travelled with Falla around 

Andalusia and visited the cities of Seville, Granada and Córdoba.  Massine worked with the Ballet 

Russes until 1920 when he had a falling out with Diaghilev. The role of choreographer was then 

replaced by Bronisława Nijinska.4 Falla worked as the company’s personal tour guide and interpreter. 

Diaghilev also became an associate of the King of Spain, and as a result of this influence and 

connection, Spain became essential for the financial survival of the Russian company.5  

The Spanish painter Pablo Picasso, most famous for his work in the Cubist style, collaborated with the 

Ballet Russes on five productions. These ballets were Parade (1917), The Three-Cornered Hat 

(1919), Pulcinella (1920), Cuadro Flamenco (1921), and Le Train Bleu (1924). The Three-Cornered 

Hat was Picasso’s second collaboration on a ballet, and was the most successful of all of the 

commissioned ‘Spanish’ ballets that were performed by the Ballet Russes.6 

In 1919, the Ballet Russes produced The Three-Cornered Hat, a new ballet that was created under the 

direction of Diaghilev, and with score composed by Falla. The Three-Cornered Hat has remained as 

Falla’s most-performed work in Britain.7 Pablo Picasso was employed as the set and costume designer 

for the production.8 The choreography for The Three-Cornered Hat was created by Massine, who had 

spent some time living in Spain where he had closely observed the local dancers. Masssine was also 

often inspired by the visual arts in his choreography. There was a popular trend of using a painted 

canvas as the point of reference or inspiration for the development of pantomime, such as 

performances that featured live staged realisations of historical paintings. The paintings of Goya were 

particularly popular for this kind of creative interpretation during the early twentieth century.9 The 

Ballet Russes commissioned a cycle of Spanish ballets in 1916, Las Meninas, España and Triana, 

 
4 Donald E. Davis, ‘Sergei Diaghilev,’ Salem Press Biographical Encyclopedia, 2020. 

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=sso&db=ers&AN=88802182&site=eds-

live&scope=site. 
5 The Ballet Russes also toured in North America in the early twentieth century, in order to draw up more 

revenue. However, this tour was not as successful for the company’s finances. Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern 

composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 173-176. 
6 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 26, 173. 
7 Murray, ‘Spanish music and its representations in London,’ 182, 188. 
8 John Brande Trend, Manuel de Falla and Spanish Music (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1934), 102. 
9 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 179-180. 
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with costumes designed by Russian artist Natalia Goncharova. However, neither España nor Triana 

were ever staged. Nandlal notes that these ballets both inspired and informed Picasso’s design in The 

Three-Cornered Hat, and form an integral part of the examination of The Three-Cornered Hat.10 

Despite working closely with the cast and crew during the time of the production, Falla missed the 

London premiere of The Three-Cornered Hat. He had to return to Spain that day, as his mother was 

sick, and died on the day Falla left London. However, he did not find out about the sad news until he 

arrived back in Spain a few days later.11 

The ballet was based on the short story El Sombrero de Tres Picos written by the Spanish writer 

Pedro Antonio de Alarcón (1833-1891) in 1874. Alarcón was inspired by the writing of Victor Hugo, 

Alexandre Dumas and Walter Scott.12 This piece of prose was part of the costumbrismo art and 

literature movement in Spain, which chronologically overlapped parts of the romanticism and realism 

movements around the middle third of the nineteenth century. The costumbrismo movement was tied 

to some of the socioeconomic and political aspects of the Hispanic world, such as the independence of 

South American nations. A dichotomy arose between the defensive and conservative elements of 

Spain against the liberal and progressive. In general, the works that were a part of this costumbrismo 

movement had a rural setting and often featured realism in the locations and characters, as well as in 

their mannerisms and discussions, with a dialogue around social background that underpinned the 

narratives, rather than plot development. Works in the costumbrismo style were set primarily in 

Castile and Andalusia.13 The humorous short story El Sombrero de Tres Picos was based around a 

somewhat suggestive ballad entitled The Miller of Arcos. Alarcón was inspired by a scarlet cape and a 

tricorne hat that had belonged to his grandfather, who worked as a councilman in the same town 

 
10 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 174, 178-180. 
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Alarcón grew up in. The popular short story was then adapted into many other forms, including the 

ballet The Three-Cornered Hat.14 

The ballet The Three-Cornered Hat, with music composed by Falla, was premiered in London on 22 

July 1919, at the ‘pseudo-Moorish’ Alhambra Theatre, and overall it was a triumphant success.15 

However, early in the season of the ballet, there was criticism that the ballet contained boring 

monotony within the movement of rhythm, and aimless and rambling crowd scenes that appeared to 

do nothing for the emotional expression or the narrative of the performance.16 The Three-Cornered 

Hat was developed from an earlier pantomime also composed by Falla, entitled El corregidor y la 

molinera,  also based on Alarcón’s short story .17 Diaghilev had seen a performance of the production 

El Corregidor y la molinera while in Spain in 1916, and was immediately inspired to create a ballet 

from the pantomime.18 Some modification to the plot and the characters had occurred between the 

ballet and the pantomime, such as the change from personal character names to simple labels; for 

example, the ‘Miller’s Wife.’19 The removal of personalised names for the characters makes sense for 

a ballet with limited spoken dialogue, yet it also acts as a way of dehumanising the characters and 

reducing them to no more than an occupation. This contributes to the quirky, unearthly and fantastic 

nature of the production, with characters that are removed from reality. The removal of humanistic 

features, which can be extended to include personalised names and personalities, is a common theme 

in the Gothic, and is particularly powerful in this example because it is combined with the other 

dehumanising, transgressive and fantastic characteristics or elements.  

Despite the changes in the characterisation of the narrative, the first act of El Corregidor y La 

Molinera was almost directly transposed onto the story of The Three-Cornered Hat. The second act 

was the section that had the most significant changes within the narrative from the pantomime. 

Nandlal describes how the ballet had moved beyond the tropes of ‘using Spain as the primitivist heir 
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to the Russian pre-war spectacles of [the Ballet Russes] … Instead they created a complex work 

which critiques the notion of Spain as a repository for a Western European fantasy of political 

submissiveness and heightened eroticism.’20 Here, the work challenged and questioned the idea of 

Spain as the ideal dream place of European fantasy and French orientalism. The Three-Cornered Hat 

also contains creative elements that suggest criticism of early twentieth-century Nationalism in Spain, 

such as its stance towards majismo. Despite this element, Falla’s compositions are known to contain 

elements of nationalism, especially in the composer’s assimilation of– rather than a more literal 

imitation of– folk and other local melodies, although there are instances where Falla quotes literally 

from folk sources.21 This assimilation ensured that Falla’s music was also deeply personal as well as 

authentic.  

Picasso was critical of the revival of majismo that was employed by the Spanish Nationalists to 

construct a sense of national identity during the early twentieth century. Nandlal views majismo as ‘an 

anti-authoritarian youth sub-culture brimming with violence and eroticism [that] was part of the well 

documented eighteenth-century phenomenon of theatricality which achieved a special intensity in the 

periphery of Europe where identity was most in flux.’22 Majos often adopted a recognisable costume 

and attitude that was initially derived from an allegedly violent and corrupt underworld of Andalusia. 

It was signified mainly through an attire and behaviour that represented the idea of eighteenth-century 

majismo, and it was chronicled by Francisco Goya in his works such as ‘A Walk in Andalusia’ 

(1777). The subversive adoption of, or challenge to, majismo during the early twentieth century, and 

its links to artists such as Goya, has already been discussed earlier in this research. However, 

Picasso’s specific challenge to majismo as a means to create national identity gives it even more 

Gothic heft because this construction of majismo was meant to be antagonistic, and to stir a public 

reaction. The Three-Cornered Hat presents and critiques the way that Spain had previously shown 

itself to the West, that is, as a marker of orientalism. Furthermore, the collaboration between Picasso 

 
20 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 174, 192. 
21 Michael Christoforidis, Chapter 4 “Fabricating Folk Songs in Paris,” Manuel de Falla and Visions of Spanish 

Music (London, Routledge: 2018), 68-87. 
22 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 174, 194-195. 
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and the Ballet Russes suggested that Spain was not merely a fantastical, pre-modern world, but a 

modern country that was on a par with Russia. The Thee-Cornered Hat presented a means for 

questioning Modernist ideas and philosophy, such as those of identity, culture, history and 

nationalism. Picasso was also interested in critiquing the visual language of Romantic Hispanic 

imagery that had influenced and pervaded Europe. Falla and Picasso were both sceptical of the 

cliched emblems that had come to represent and signify Spain, as well as the revival of majismo as a 

product of the Nationalist agenda and propaganda.23 Nandlal notes that the issue of Nationalism in 

Spain had arisen because Spain had accepted their lot as France’s proximate ‘other,’ and that was 

specifically an Orientalist other. The removal of that constructed boundary of identity in these 

artforms, could be viewed as an example of a physical monster in the Gothic mode that Abigail Lee 

Six describes. This is because human identity is so strongly linked to cultural and geographical 

location, and when this is challenged or transgressed the individual would be at a loss as to what to 

think or how to identify, or how others are perceived.24 

The image of Spain from the perspective of French Orientalism often involved the perception of Spain 

through the lens of Andalusia, and by the adoption of elements of the elusive and problematic ‘Black 

Legend.’25 The Black Legend initially engineered by the English and the Dutch, who were in 

competition with Spain during the period of colonisation, and consisted of a series of propagandistic 

ideas designed to undermine the integrity of the Spanish empire, including songs and poetry, 

pamphlets and other media.26 The Black Legend included the characterisation as ‘Spanish’ traits of 

greed, laziness, deception and violence, as well as the Spanish being referred to as plunderers, in 

contrast to the positive traits ascribed to the English, for example, who were described as 

‘nationbuilders (sic).’ Nandlal writes that the idea of the Black Legend also contained elements of 

 
23 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 174, 186, 192-193, 195. 
24 Abigail Lee Six, ‘A Gothic Motif in Spanish Literature: Monstrosity in Spanish Fiction from Benito Pérez 

Galdós’s Ángel Guerra (1891) to Javier García Sánchez’s Ella, Drácula (2005),’ Journal of Romance Studies 12, 

no. 1 (2012): 24. 
25 Margaret R. Greer, Mignolo, Walter D., and Quilligan, Maureen, eds. Rereading the Black Legend: The 

Discourses of Religious and Racial Difference in the Renaissance Empires (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2008), 1. 
26 Hess, Manuel de Falla and Modernism, 137. 
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fanaticism and barbarism.27 The Three-Cornered Hat stirred a response amongst some critics who 

were incited to draw comparisons between the ballet, with its ‘futurist’ agenda, and the notorious 

Black Legend. Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the taste for the Black Legend 

still found its way into art and literature, and despite being over four centuries old, it remained a 

loaded topic that still struck a nerve with Spaniards.28   

The Black Legend has been associated with the European and Euro-American Gothic literature, most 

notably in Spain's Long Shadow: The Black Legend, Off-Whiteness, and Anglo-American Empire, by 

María DeGuzmán. In this text, the author states that, generally in Gothic literature, the colour white 

connotates innocence, high morals and purity, while black is associated with evil, moral inferiority 

and corruption. However, these colour associations are not so absolute; the author notes that a villain 

may dress in black but would otherwise be no different to the other characters.29 Here, the word black 

tends to refer to colour, or a mood, atmosphere or a menacing presence. Often these qualities are 

associated with a character’s moral denigration, a word which is derived etymologically from the 

Latin word ‘To make black,’ and finally, a stigmatisation along cultural and, ultimately, racial terms. 

The author notes that here, in addition to the duality that is often applied and analysed in the Gothic 

between Black and White, often in racial terms, there is another position, that is the ‘off-white,’ the 

figure of the Spaniard, who played a particularly defining role as providing the foil to the identity of 

the Anglo-American.30 That identity was what was characterised by the Black Legend. The Black 

Legend becomes Gothic, therefore, when it is used in comparison to the Anglo-American, and the 

Spanish male is markedly different and described as ‘blackened.’31 

During the early nineteenth century, the defeat and expulsion of the Bourbon monarchy and the 

Napoleonic army in neighbouring France influenced the conservative opinions of Spain’s nationalists, 

who viewed the majo as a popular hero. The victory led to a new opinion of Spain from European 

 
27 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 193. 
28 Hess, Manuel de Falla and Modernism, 136-137. 
29 María DeGuzmán, ‘The Shadow of the Black Legend’, in Spain's Long Shadow: The Black Legend, Off-

Whiteness, and Anglo-American Empire, (University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 3. 
30 DeGuzmán, ‘The Shadow of the Black Legend,’ 4. 
31 DeGuzmán, ‘The Shadow of the Black Legend,’ 3-4. 
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intellectuals, instead of the idea of the Black Legend that had been galvanised into the minds of 

Europeans, that Spain was, ‘a backwards, fanatical and cruel country.’32 Their new idea of Spain was 

now of a place that had stood valiantly and bravely in the face of the Napoleonic oppression in their 

homeland. From this point, the idea of the majo as a popular figure had become entangled with the 

idea of the Romantic image of the Gypsy, who was also primarily associated with Andalusia, as 

discussed in the previous chapters of this dissertation. This, conflated with French Romanticism, 

meant that while popular majismo fashion was in decline, the image of the majo became more and 

more solid as a piece of National identity. The Majismo movement was also championed by 

determined Nationalists because of its associations with the painter Goya, who was seen to be one of 

Spain’s greatest artists.33 A vocal Spanish critic of The Three-Cornered Hat, Victor Espinós, wrote 

that the ballet was ‘a contemptible cliché,’ and that the work was nothing more than ‘a chapter out of 

the Black Legend.’34 The Black Legend could also be linked to The Three-Cornered Hat through its 

use of primitivism. 

The critique that The Three-Cornered Hat offered to the nationalist agenda and readoption of majismo 

continues to add complexity to the discussion of majismo and the Gothic. The ballet presents a 

subversive challenge to the pre-established ideas of majismo, its part in Nationalism, and its function 

and place during the early twentieth century. The majo, interpreted through the Gothic mode, could 

appear to be dashing, or good looking even, and fashionably dressed, challenging the idea of the 

appearance of the monster role. He could still behave in a way that could be considered to be 

antagonistic and against the social norm, or criminal – like a dangerous highwayman– and would then 

be an example of a moral monster. According to Smith and Hughes, it is in the Gothic’s very nature to 

be self-reflexive, and disrupting.35 This figurative self-sabotage also mirrors the polarising, self-

undermining, ‘frustrating’ effect the Gothic has on its self and its readers, as described by Joanna 

Watkiss.36 So, it is possible that this undermining effect is very much in keeping with the Gothic, 

 
32 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 198. 
33 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 198, 202. 
34 Hess, Manuel de Falla and Modernism, 138-139. 
35 Andrew Smith and William Hughes, Empire and the Gothic (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2003), 3. 
36 Joanne Watkiss, Gothic Contemporaries; The Haunted Text (Cardiff, University of Wales Press; 2012), 2. 
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despite the apparent contradictions. The Black Legend and Majismo can be interpreted to be linked to 

the Gothic, as can the subversive challenge to these ideas in relation to Nationalism. 

Nandlal writes that ‘Spain, with its mixture of what were perceived as the exotic and the primitive or 

grotesque, replaced the central role Russia had previously held in the aesthetic scaffolding of the pre-

war Ballet Russes.’37 She also notes that there are similarities between Spain and Russia in terms of 

geographical location; both countries were on the periphery of Europe, but were also both strong 

monarchist countries with a defined folk culture. The Russians had established an idea of Spain prior 

to their arrival in the country that had been formed primarily through the lens of the French (and 

Russian) Orientalism. The Ballet Russes already had some ‘Spanish’ dance steps included as part of 

their repertoire, following a tradition that was established in French ballet of the Romantic period, and 

exported to Moscow and St Petersburg. These steps allowed the company to include some Spanish 

colour in their productions prior to their tour of Spain. As a result of this inclusion of local colour, the 

Ballet Russes was both an agent for Romantic ‘Spanish’ dance as well as choreography that was 

inspired by contemporary practices on the Iberian Peninsula, from which they created a Spanish dance 

amalgam that was engineered for Western audiences.38 

Despite The Three-Cornered Hat’s London premiere and Russian direction, the work was considered 

to be quintessentially Spanish. The links between Spain and Russia were firmly set, and was 

particularly emphasised at that time due the strong personal and professional associations between the 

composers Igor Stravinsky and Manuel de Falla. Their relationships became closer during World War 

I, and this is reflected in some of the techniques employed in The Three-Cornered Hat‘s concluding 

dance, the Jota. The jota was a dance style that was considered to be absolutely Spanish by the 

London audience because it was featured in the Espagnolades of the nineteenth century.39 However, 

despite this strong musical link to Spain, and the Spanish composer Falla, there was criticism that the 

score was the only Spanish element of the production, as opposed to the staging, choreography or any 

 
37 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 177. 
38 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 177-178. 
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of the other creative elements of the ballet.40 J. B. Trend, a contemporary writer and English 

biographer of Falla, describes the final Jota of the ballet as ‘an orgy of conflicting rhythms,’ when 

referring to the turbulent crossing over of different rhythms in the orchestration. The emphatic 

language that is employed by Trend here in the use of the word ‘orgy’ describes the unadulterated 

chaos in the rhythm. The choice of the word to describe the literal blending and crossing of rhythms 

could imply hedonism or be a statement about the immoral nature of the music. However, the wording 

at the time was not as loaded and volatile as it could be in the present day. Even if the word ‘orgy’ is 

not considered to be negative within the context of its writing, it still can maintain a link to the moral, 

behavioural Gothic in that it transgresses what a ‘normal’ sexual encounter would be, or, as well in 

this case, a ‘normal’ treatment of the rhythm. 

Trend writes that Falla’s score presented his compositional style and characteristics in the clearest 

manner possible. Trend also used strong and creative descriptions of the rhythms in the ballet, stating 

that ‘[Falla’s] harmonies also are strictly tonal, although often adorned with iridescent 

appoggiaturas… [and are] extraordinarily restless and vivacious; a continual pulsation which never 

languishes.’41 While this imaginative and descriptive language does not give much indication of the 

actual rhythms or their functions and effects, it does give an insight into Trend’s thoughts on Falla’s 

treatment of rhythmic material, describes the emotional elements that the music evokes, and shows 

that he was moved by the pulsating, vibrant rhythms employed by Falla. This creative and rich 

description of the rhythm feels stark and at odds with the loaded use of the word ‘orgy’ to describe the 

rhythms in the final jota of The Three-Cornered Hat, earlier on the same page. Trend describes the 

ballet as a whole as ‘delightfully Voltairian (sic),’ which aligns with other elements of the work’s 

reception, in which critics suggested that the ballet and its production could not be considered entirely 

Spanish, but more French or cosmopolitan, possibly within its themes, ideas or philosophy. Trend also 

writes that there was a trace of a ‘flickering beauty’ in some of the scenes in the ballet.42 Writing in 

1919, E. J Dent noted that Falla’s score (in a similar fashion to Stravinsky’s), had notes of the 

 
40 Hess, Manuel de Falla and Modernism, 140. 
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102 
 

barbarous and the grotesque, but that its association with the music of Domenico Scarlatti lent it 

elements of ‘Latin urbanity and dignity.’43 In reworking the pantomime into the ballet, Falla also 

further primitivised aspects of the score. A fandango is also used for the Miller’s Wife’s solo dance 

and is used to develop her character, and Carol Hess suggests that the use of timpani to provide 

accented heavy notes to the hemiolas in the three-four rhythm gives the score more of a primitive 

quality than the original music presented in the pantomime.44 The conflation between what was 

considered to be grotesque or ugly and what was considered to be beautiful in poignant moments of 

the ballet could also be interpreted as Gothic in that it mixes the perceived beautiful with the ugly and 

presents them as a singular piece of art, as described by Six.45 

 
43 Michael Christoforidis, ‘Issues in the English Critical Reception of ‘The Three-Cornered Hat.’’ In Context: 

Journal of Music Research (no. 19, 2000), 89-90. 
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Figure 4.1. Pablo Picasso, Costume design for the ballet Le Tricorne, 1920, Collotype with pochoir from an illustrated book with thirty-two 

collotype reproductions (thirty-one with pochoir), 25.6 × 15.9cm, Éditions Paul Rosenberg, Paris. Source: 
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/125903?association=illustratedbooks&page=1&parent_id=29284&sov_referrer=association. 

According to Trend, The Three-Cornered Hat offers suggestions and representations of the Gothic as 

well as the grotesque. The grotesque, as well as the concept of the buffoon, are presented directly in 

the ballet, particularly through the hunchbacked character, the Corregidor (Figure 4.1).46 This 

character is old, tired and unfit, frequently pouting, panting and flustered as he falls, trips and even 

passes out during the ballet. The age of the character is particularly brought out, not least by the 

casting of an older dancer, but by how the character is juxtaposed against the youthful Miller’s Wife, 

 
46 Figure 4.1. Pablo Picasso, Costume design for the ballet Le Tricorne, 1920, Collotype with pochoir from an 

illustrated book with thirty-two collotype reproductions (thirty-one with pochoir), 25.6 × 15.9cm, Éditions Paul 

Rosenberg, Paris. Source: 

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/125903?association=illustratedbooks&page=1&parent_id=29284&sov

_referrer=association. 
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which highlights the age difference. Both Trend and the contemporary scholar Carol Hess remark on 

the ‘grotesque’ and ‘cloddish’ bassoon solo that announces the Corregidor’s entrance.47 This 

grotesque character is linked to the physical Gothic through his appearance, and through the use of the 

bassoon solo in the musical underscoring, and to the moral Gothic through his lecherous behaviour 

towards the Miller’s Wife, and ultimately his fate at the end of the ballet. His nefarious intentions and 

haughty authority also contribute to the Gothic senses of power, socially, economically through 

employment, and sexually through his desire and intentional behaviour, as described by Six.48 

Furthermore, there is a grotesque exaggeration in the tone, presence and march of the whole 

procession that introduces the Corregidor, and this helps to comically undermine his authority.49 This 

exaggerated dance presents the Corregidor as a slimy and pompous buffoon through the character 

direction and choreography. It also helps to position the character as the antagonist in the narrative, 

because the audience is positioned to look down and view him with disdain. The character is also 

belittled and insulted by the Miller’s wife, who jovially mimics and copies his dances to mock him. 

The extended coda of the final jota features a miniature effigy of the Corregidor, which is tossed up 

and down in a blanket, a direct reference to Goya’s painting El pelele (Figure 4.2.), and this functions 

as a final gesture of ridicule and offence that the character receives.50 The inclusion of this scene was 

established early in the development of The Three-Cornered Hat. In 1918, Falla sent Diaghilev a 

postcard of Goya’s painting with a sketch of a popular tune that ended up in the ballet score (Figure 

4.2.).51 

 
47 Trend, Manuel de Falla and Spanish Music, 107-108, and Hess, Manuel de Falla and Modernism, 122-123. 
48 Six, ‘A Gothic Motif,’ 26. 
49 ‘El Sombrero de Tres Picos - Aida Gómez - Antonio Márquez (1997),’ YouTube, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JO76VMryY9U (accessed 11 October, 2018) and ‘Falla - The Three-

Cornered Hat - Proms 2013,’ YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e_kGIPwdneY (accessed 11 

October, 2018). 
50 Hess, Manuel de Falla and Modernism, 123. 
51 Figure 4.2. Tarjeta postal de Manuel de Falla a Diaghilev, 21 de octubre de 1918. Source: 

https://www.manueldefalla.com/es/imagenes/galeria-madrid-1914-1919 
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Figure 4.2. Manuel de Falla, Tarjeta postal de Manuel de Falla a Diaghilev, 21 de octubre de 1918. Source: 
https://www.manueldefalla.com/es/imagenes/galeria-madrid-1914-1919. 
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This solidified the association and function between the painting and the ballet, and their intention to 

work together and complement each other. Nandlal notes that the use of the effigy and imagery of El 

Pelele in the final scene of the ballet is essential to the ‘puppet-like dehumanisation of this ballet, 

which turns the dancers into puppets.’52 This creates a bizarre and diabolical image of the dancers 

figuratively being turned into puppets and adds to the grotesque; combined with the sacrificial 

imagery of the effigy that has ceremonial overtones while also a transgression of normal, Christian 

practices, this scene that aligns with the Gothic mode. In particular, the ritualistic or diabolical Gothic 

that are often associated with organised religion, such as Catholicism. The removal of the human 

element from the effigy and the transformation of characters into puppets is in keeping with the 

physical Gothic because it has ties to the supernatural, and because these objects resemble humans but 

are still distinctly different and not human at all. 

 
52 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 229. 
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Figure 4.3. Pablo Picasso, Costume design for the ballet Le Tricorne, 1920, Collotype with pochoir from an illustrated book with thirty-two 
collotype reproductions (thirty-one with pochoir), 23.1 × 11.2cm, Éditions Paul Rosenberg, Paris. Source: 
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/125912?association=illustratedbooks&page=1&parent_id=29284&sov_referrer=association. 

Other pieces of grotesque costuming and characterisation that are observed in The Three-Cornered 

Hat include the old woman who walks with a cane and the man on crutches, as well as one of the 

‘crazies’ dressed in tattered patchwork rags, and here these props draw the attention of the audience to 

their infirmity or age, for example, Figure 4.3.53 The infirm, deformed and crippled characters also 

reflect the war injuries of returned soldiers, which instils a sense of loaded, real-world gravity and 

 
53 Hess, Manuel de Falla and Modernism, 126-128; Figure 4.3. Pablo Picasso, Costume design for the ballet Le 

Tricorne, 1920, Collotype with pochoir from an illustrated book with thirty-two collotype reproductions (thirty-

one with pochoir), 23.1 × 11.2cm, Éditions Paul Rosenberg, Paris. Soruce: 

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/125912?association=illustratedbooks&page=1&parent_id=29284&sov
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reality to the production.54 This would be an example of the physical monster in the Gothic. The 

strange projection and objectification of the marginal and infirm characters puts them clearly in a 

spotlight, which demands and challenges the audience to fully view the injury, or similar, as part of 

the spectacle of the theatre. Putting the bizarre and the diabolical on a pedestal in this way is in line 

with the Gothic in that it asks the audience, through spectacle, to define what is ‘normal’ for them. 

The Gothic in The Three-Cornered Hat can also be observed particularly through the setting and 

costume designs by Pablo Picasso (Figures 4.1 and 4.3). The costuming is in a Cubist combined with 

neoclassical style, featuring parallel black and white stripes down the dresses of many of the 

characters in a manner that parodied the cartoons and sketches of the artist Goya, as well as a period 

style of dress that includes powdered wigs and white face makeup on the wealthier characters.55 

Nandlal notes that these stripes also give a hint of malice to some of the characters,56 which may 

imbue them with a Gothic element. The ornate and wealthy fashion of some of these characters 

combined with the striking parallel stripes also gives them a whimsical and almost diabolical look, 

and certainly makes them appear as characters in a fairy tale rather than in a realistic drama.  Realism 

was not an aim for the director Diaghilev. Instead of seeking realism, he was known for challenging 

the ideas of what a ‘Classical’ ballet should be or should look like, and in 1914 his style went through 

a ‘modernist “revolution,”’ that was influenced by both the styles of Futurism and anti-realism.57 

While not explicitly Gothic in typical aesthetics of the nocturnal and the supernatural that were so 

common in literature, the style of the costuming and character design features bizarre striped dress, 

paired against historically-inspired costuming and earth-toned ‘peasant’ clothes. There is a contrast 

created between the black and white costumes of the Corregidor and those of the Miller and the 

Miller’s Wife, who are both dressed in plain, warm and earthy toned clothes. These characters are 

often paired or contrasted against each other within the choreography as well, which accentuates the 

starkness of the black and white costumes against the earthy tones.  

 
54 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 227. 
55 Hess, Manuel de Falla and Modernism, 119. 
56 Nandlal, ‘Pablo Picasso, modern composers and the Ballet Russes,’ 214. 
57 Hess, Manuel de Falla and Modernism, 105. 
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On a subtler level, in a way that is potentially in keeping with the Modernist idealisation of the ideas 

of Dionysian love, the image and prop of the bunch of grapes is used as a motif in the ballet. Primarily 

used by the Miller’s Wife as a prop while she dances, the grapes are uses to tempt and flirt with some 

of the young men while the Miller is watering the garden, as well as with the Corregidor later in the 

ballet. The grapes remain on stage for most of the ballet, visible to the audience. The Miller’s Wife 

uses the grapes to entice the men, beckoning them to take a bite and then audaciously snatching them 

away, all the while smiling and flirting.58 Throughout this encounter with the young man, the overall 

mood between the characters is light and playful. It is possible to extend the interpretation of the 

thread of Dionysus represented by a bull in the ballet, as the head of a bull is featured on the drop 

curtain at the very beginning of the ballet, as well as in the ‘horns’ gesture made by the characters a 

few times during the ballet, particularly during the opening. Even within Greek mythology, however, 

the motif of the bull is not exclusively synonymous with Dionysus, but forms part of a rich cultural 

mythology.59 The potentially innocuous gesture of the horns seen at the very beginning of the ballet, 

and other symbols of the bull, could be interpreted to represent bullfighting, either as a representation 

or in jovial mocking, linking the setting of the ballet to Spain, or possibly be related to the cuckold’s 

horns, indicating infidelity. The opening curtain designed by Picasso also features a bullfighting 

scene, possible to help set the ballet in Spain, despite the fact that bullfighting is absent from the 

narrative of the ballet.60  

The link between Dionysus and the Gothic is indirect, however, the Gothic’s preoccupation with the 

ancient, the primitive and the magical as well as the abundant themes of love, passion and alcoholism 

that Dionysus embodies, particularly in his female representations and servants link well with the 

themes and ideas of the Gothic. On a similar note, the associations with Greek mythology were 

inspiring to Modernist artists, such as the poet Lorca, and particularly in the works of Picasso. Within 

both the ideals and whims of Modernism, and much of the scholarship on Gothic literature, there is 

 
58 ‘Falla - The Three-Cornered Hat - Proms 2013,’ YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e_kGIPwdneY 
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23, no. 4 (2011): 306. 
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reference to Greek mythology and legends. In particular, the Bacchae by Euripides (which features 

Dionysus) is frequently drawn upon. Paulina Palmer discusses this text in her book The Queer 

Uncanny; New Perspectives on the Gothic, writing that the god Dionysus has attributes that would 

relate him to being ‘queer’ or different from the perspective of the ancient Greeks, in particular due to 

his taste for transvestism as well as the transgressions of boundaries between god, man and nature. 

This would be part of the physical Gothic. Dionysus is known for having travelled to Greece from the 

Orient, and due to this ‘his foreign origins also relate him to concepts of difference and Otherness.’61 

The link to Greek mythology and Dionysus could be drawn further from the symbol of the 

pomegranate, that was on display being sold by the child fruit seller as the centrepiece of Picasso’s 

drop curtain.62 Pomegranates are central to other stories in Greek mythology, such as the story of 

Persephone, but they too are key to many myths, religious stories and legends across the world.63 

The opening curtain by Picasso was considered offensive by some conservatives in Spain, because it 

portrayed some stereotypical and negative images of Spain, and they criticised the work as a whole as 

‘grotesque’ and a ‘travesty of the national image’ of Spain,64 in that it perpetuated elements of the 

Black Legend.  

Echoes of El Greco, modernity and the Gothic 

Picasso had observed El Greco’s painting The Opening of the Fifth Seal in Ignacio Zuloaga’s studio in 

Paris, and this work served as the inspiration for the significant work Les Demoiselles d’Avignon 

(1907), a painting known to be the precursor to the Cubism movement. However, Picasso had 

previously studied the work of El Greco as an art student. El Greco, whose full name was Doménikos 

Theotokópolos (1541-1614),65 was a famous Greek painter from the Late Renaissance period who 

spent the latter part of his career living and working in Castile. While the works of famous artists 
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Veláquez, Goya and the Venetians were included as part of the curriculum for an art student, El Greco 

was considered to be nothing more than an inspirational source of the Modernist agenda. Yet, Picasso 

also desired to study the work of El Greco.66 For a young artist to choose to study a painter who was 

not part of the pre-established mainstream collection of artists is a transgression of the normal within 

itself. However, the choice really becomes especially Gothic and subversive when it is considered that 

at this time El Greco, a painter who created works with dark religious subject matter, was thought to 

be part of the Gothic art movement. This helps to develop the themes of the Gothic with the 

Modernism movement even further. 

There was a flourishing El Greco revival in the 1910s, in Paris and London, and when London’s 

National Gallery exhibited a freshly purchased El Greco painting in 1919, the painting stirred and 

shocked the art-going British public.67 The paintings of El Greco were often described as Gothic 

during the early twentieth century,68 and works inspired by the painter are indeed directly related to 

the ideas and themes of the early twentieth century Gothic mode. The Paintings by El Greco also 

feature some of the ideas that were contained in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Gothic literature. 

For example, the astute and imposing religious figures in the paintings of El Greco could command a 

reverence that evokes the fear and passion of ‘Gothic,’ Catholic Spain; that is, the Spanish Inquisition 

that featured in eighteenth-century Gothic literature.  

El Greco had retained some characteristic traits from the Medieval period due to his early career as a 

painter of Byzantine Orthodox icons. El Greco’s paintings were viewed by many early twentieth-

century European artists as precursors to some of the contemporary trends.69 There is some academic 

debate on any possible meaningful link between the work of El Greco and of Picasso. Michael 

Scholz-Hänsel and Birgit Thiemann wrote that the difference between the two interpretations allowed 
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69 Scholz-Hänsel and Thiemann, ‘Crueles Borrones,’ El Greco and Modernism, 218. 
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both artists to achieve success and recognition.  They noted in the text, Crueles Borrones and 

Deformed Nudes: How the Spanish “Discovered” El Greco and Picasso Benefitted from Grecomania, 

that 

some argued that El Greco sought to incorporate the concept of the Holy Trinity into his 

works and thus engaged in Catholic propaganda, others presume in Picasso’s case that he 

deliberately translated religious iconography of El Greco’s works into worldly images, 

thereby focusing on the theme of his own poverty and misery.70 

 
70 Scholz-Hänsel and Thiemann, ‘Crueles Borrones,’ El Greco and Modernism, 218. 
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Figure 4.4. El Greco (1541–1614), The Burial of the Count of Orgaz, painted between 1586 and 1588, oil on canvas, 480 X 360 cm, Held at 

Iglesia de Santo Tomé. Source: Wikimedia Commons, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:El_Greco__The_Burial_of_the_Count_of_Orgaz.JPG. 
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While the inspiration of El Greco for Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avingon painted in 1907 was 

significantly earlier than the Three-Cornered Hat, it certainly was seminal in the beginning of the 

Cubism movement which ultimately informed the creation of the designs for the costuming and set for 

the Three-Cornered Hat. 

After the success of The Three-Cornered Hat, other ballet companies were inspired to present 

Spanish-themed productions in London, including the Ballet Suédois, or the Swedish Ballet, which 

formed as an alternative company and rival to the Ballet Russes, and operated between the years 

1920-1925, based in Paris. They performed choreography set to contemporary and popular music 

composed by artists such as Debussy, Ravel, Satie and Cole Porter.71 The Ballet Suédois based 

themselves in the Théâtre de Champs-Elysées, which functioned as a local base for the Russians 

before the First World War. Essentially an international company, the Ballet Suédois was well-known 

for its avant-garde modernism, achieved not because of famous dancers, and technical stage 

gimmicks, but through the exploration of concepts that had never been seen before in ballet.72 

One of the founders of the Ballet Suédois, Rolf de Maré, was a passionate art collector, and he was 

inspired to bring together real-life realisations of artworks in a dance production, and these included 

the works of El Greco. De Maré admitted that it was the violent power of the El Greco paintings in his 

collection that had inspired him to start a dance company.73 As a result of links between the themes 

and subject matter of the paintings by El Greco and the Gothic of the eighteenth, nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, a work such as the El Greco ballet that takes direct inspiration from the paintings 

of El Greco can be seen to contain some ideas from the Gothic mode as well, such as religion and the 

position of power. 
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Figure 4.5. El Greco, Paris, 1920, cat. no. 195. Source: Nancy Van Norman Baer, Paris Modern: The Swedish Ballet, 1920-1925, (San 

Francisco: Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco; Seattle: Distributed by the University of Washington Press, 1995), 19. 

The Ballet Suédois production of El Greco premiered on 18 November 1920.74 The score was 

composed in 1920 by Desiré-Émile Inghelbrecht (1880-1965), who was formerly a student of 

Debussy. The ballet was choreographed by Jeans Börlin, who had studied with Michel Fokine (a 

former choreographer for the Ballet Russes),75 while the set was designed by George Mouveau.76 This 

work was not a conventional ballet; Instead, it featured poses that were ‘mimed scenes’ derived from 

the paintings of El Greco (Figure 4.5).77 There was a strong focus on visual design and Modernism in 

the El Greco ballet, similar to some of the aesthetics and direction seen in The Three-Cornered Hat by 

the Ballet Russes. Some critics claimed that El Greco was not a proper ballet at all, and even more 

subjective criticism that dancing was not at all natural to the Swedes. The company was often 

compared to the dance of the Russians, due to their competition with and close approximation of the 
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Ballet Russes. Even more so, there was a perception that only the Russians and the Spaniards knew 

how to dance truly emotionally and expressively.78 This subjectivity and racial partiality could also be 

linked to the exoticism that surrounds both Spain and Russia, being countries on the border between 

Europe and other parts of the world, such as Asia or Africa. The ballet was described as having a 

feeling of anguish or torment that was slightly neutralised by a sense of ‘Mediterranean spirituality.’79 

In examination of some of the photographs of the El Greco ballet, one can observe the sharp Gothic 

qualities, as well as the inspiration from El Greco. These images feature strong contrasts such as a 

mostly black backdrop with white line drawings, as well as black and white costuming, that are 

accentuated by the black and white photography. The stills feature many females dressed in flowing 

dresses, with shawls and scarves as well, and the male dancers are either in Christian religious garb or 

even, in one case, shirtless. This gives a sacrificial or vulnerable element to the costuming that is 

emphasised by the dancer being on his knees. A frequent gesture is dancers with arms outstretched 

and raised towards a point on the unseen ceiling. This gives a ceremonial or prayer-like feeling to the 

mood of the set. These combined elements lend the production a diabolical, macabre quality that is 

almost a twisted religious ceremony or celebration that suggest further affinities with the moral 

Gothic. 

 
78 Murray, ‘Spanish music and its representations in London,’ 189-191. 
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Figure 4.6. Maison de Fous, Paris, 1920, cat. no. 190. Source: Nancy Van Norman Baer, Paris Modern: The Swedish Ballet, 1920-1925, 

(San Francisco: Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco; Seattle: Distributed by the University of Washington Press, 1995), 18. 

An earlier Ballet Suédois work with similar themes, entitled Maison de fous or The Madhouse (1920), 

received criticism for its representations of Gothic and grotesque expressions, as well as visual 

hallucinations of demonic monsters, and anguished, tormented humans (Figure 4.6).80 Many members 

of the audience were not prepared for such confronting sights on the stage, and some critics had 

written that Maison de fous was ‘lamentable’ and ‘macabre.’81 However, the work was quite avant-

garde in that it progressed ballet to be more than an artform that exclusively presented stories of 

romantic love and exotic beauty, which was the common practice at the time. Instead of romance and 

sensuality, the new ballet, Maison de fous, allowed expression and exploration of some of the more 

confronting or challenging elements of society, and these ideas were further carried through by the El 

Greco ballet. Criticism of El Greco was most likely conflated with and enlarged by the reception of 
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Maison de fous.82 Because of this it is essential to regard Maison de fous in an examination of the 

Gothic in El Greco.  

The presentation of a ballet that did not conform to the idea of ballet as purely a Romantic expression 

is Gothic in itself, and even more so given the confronting subject matter found in Maison de fous and 

El Greco. Furthermore, the use of a historical, period inspiration, such as the old paintings by El 

Greco, combined with the new concept of a structure of mimed scenes, as opposed to a ‘traditional’ 

narrative ballet format, is keeping with the Modernist trends of the time, as well as some of the other 

Gothic works of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries which had a historical setting but 

presented contemporary or avant-garde ideas. In a manner, this is also a kind of transgression of pre-

established boundaries similar to the Gothic, though it is in form and structure rather than subject 

matter and theme. This transgression may not appear to be as explicitly ‘Gothic’ as other more literal 

kinds of boundary transgression, but it adds to the feelings of discomfort and alienation for the 

audience, who are experiencing the new form for the first time, or that something is different or a 

balance has been misaligned, and as such evokes echoes of the Gothic. 

 
82 Baer, Paris Modern, 17-19. 
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Figure 4.7. Jolanda Figoni and Jean Börlin in El Greco, Paris, 1920, cat. no. 196. Source: Nancy Van Norman Baer, Paris Modern: The 

Swedish Ballet, 1920-1925, (San Francisco: Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco; Seattle: Distributed by the University of Washington 
Press, 1995), 19. 

In the following year, 1921, the Ballet Russes presented a new work entitled Cuadro Flamenco in 

London. This production was considered to be an ‘unmediated’ flamenco performance in a ballet 
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theatre. Cuadro Flamenco was an attempt to present authentic music and dance from Spain to provide 

a snapshot of exotic folk music for London theatre audiences, and in it Diaghilev intended on 

capitalising on the success of The Three-Cornered Hat.83 Cuadro Flamenco was a ballet that featured 

reproductions of scenes of Andalusian song, rather than a structured narrative ballet, and like the 

mimed scenes in El Greco challenged the concept of a ballet in function and structure. .  The 

differences in form and representation of Spanish dance were heightened through the juxtaposition of 

back to back performances of The Three-Cornered Hat and Cuadro Flamenco in London.84 However, 

the set design for Cuadro Flamenco did create a sense of artifice that strongly contrasted with the 

flamenco spectacle through its modernist depiction of a respectable audience of onlookers in boxes 

framing the stage (Figure 4.8.).85 

. 
Figure 4.8.  Pablo Picasso, ‘Set design for ‘Cuadro Flamenco,’ Performance of the Ballets Russes at the Théâtre de la Gaîté-Lyrique, 23.5 × 
34cm, (Paris, 17 May 1921). Source: https://www.pinterest.ie/pin/415246028123806291/?send=true. 
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85 Figure 4.8.  Pablo Picasso, Set Design for Cuadro Flamenco, 1921. Source: 
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The associations of the spiritual Alhambrism, flamenco, in particular the legend of the supernatural 

duende, and the Gothic links that have been discussed in this research can be observed in the Cuadro 

Flamenco ballet and its representation of flamenco. This aspect was further heightened by Diaghilev’s 

insistence on the inclusion of a dwarf as one of the dancers.  Flamenco is thus linked to the Gothic 

mode in that is presents a moral transgression from the ideas of a ‘normal’ Spaniard, that is, an 

antiflamenquista. Furthermore, the legendary stories of duende and the spirit of flamenco can be 

linked to the physical Gothic due to their supernatural elements, to Alhambrism, and to the Freudian 

idea of the uncanny, where the Gothic character or idea invades and transgresses a designated ‘home’ 

space that was once considered to be both ‘safe’ and ‘private.’86 

Through the dehumanisation of performers, the stark objectification of the infirm and the grotesque 

and notions of the primitive and of antiquity through scoring as well as visual allusions, The Three-

Cornered Hat, El Greco and Cuadro Flamenco can be interpreted through the Gothic mode. These 

elements are able to challenge the perspective maintained in Western Europe that Spain was merely a 

location in French Orientalism. While The Three-Cornered Hat can be linked to the Gothic mode 

because of its association with the Black Legend, it also presented elements of the grotesque and the 

whimsical through costume design, depiction of infirmity and disability, and transgression of social 

norms. The success of this ballet encouraged other companies working in London, such as the Ballet 

Suédois, to present Spanish-themed ballets such as El Greco. This work was full of stark imagery 

reflective of the painter, whose art was considered to be in the Gothic style at this time, and the ballet 

was also seen as violating the norms of the genre. The Ballet Russes also presented the Cuadro 

Flamenco, which through abstract presentation of folk dances also relates to the primitive, as well as 

the folkloric and supernatural elements of flamenco. All of these are elements that could be 

interpreted as both the physical and moral monstrous transgressions of the ‘normal’ in the Gothic. 

Despite all of these ballets turning towards the past for sources of their inspiration, they had a strong 
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contemporary idea to present new ideas in new ways that changed the way of ballet, making them 

both modern and anti-modern at the same time.
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Chapter 5- Echoes of the Gothic in the Cathedral and the Arabesque:  

Claude Debussy’s ‘La soirée dans Grenade’ and Manuel de Falla’s 

Concerto 

This chapter discusses some echoes of the Gothic in ‘La Soirée dans Grenade,’ from Estampes (1903) 

by Claude Debussy, and the Concerto for Harpsichord, Flute, Oboe, Clarinet, Violin and Cello 

(1923-1926) by Manuel de Falla. This research discusses the arabesque in music, suggesting the 

twisting vines of a plant, which can be heard in ‘La Soirée dans Grenade’ (1903). ‘La Soirée dans 

Grenade’ also evokes a nocturnal, dreamlike space that is removed from reality and is unstable. The 

Concerto for Harpsichord, Flute, Oboe, Clarinet, Violin and Cello (1923-1926) by Manuel de Falla 

also features an arabesque melody, and features elements of Primitivisms and neoclassicism. The 

second movement of the Concerto was inspired by the reverberating sounds heard inside a Gothic 

cathedral, and featuring reverenced plainchant melodies. 

Claude Debussy, the arabesque and ‘La soirée dans Grenade’ 

The famous and prolific French Impressionist composer Claude Debussy was renowned for creating 

works that were highly evocative and had a significant impact on music of the early twentieth century. 

He was also known for artistically rejecting and decidedly moving away from the Wagnerism that was 

popular during the nineteenth century, and his shift in perspective and musical ideas created new 

textures and tone colours that directly changed the composition of orchestral music in the 

Impressionist period.1 While not predominantly associated with dark sounds, some of Debussy’s 

music was inspired by the works of famous American writer Edgar Allan Poe (1808-1849), including 

his unfinished compositions, Le diable dans le beffroi (c. 1902-1912) and La chute de la maison 

Usher (1908-1917). Debussy was also known to expertly conjure images of the nocturnal in his 

music. The idea of the dream world transitioning into the anguished world found through dreamscapes 
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that channelled the ideas of Poe and the painter Edvard Munch, was fascinating to Debussy.2 The 

nocturnal is often associated with the Gothic in that it allows the imagination to create a world of 

supernatural creatures, and also has the power to hide morally Gothic secrets in the dark. The dreamy 

and elusive world that ‘La soirée dans Grenade’ creates can be seen to be in line with the dreamlike 

and unstable worlds created within the Gothic nocturnal. 

 ‘La soirée dans Grenade’ forms the second part of Estampes (1903), written for solo piano, and is 

particularly evocative of the nocturnal in Spain, specifically in Granada. Debussy was inspired greatly 

by contemporary French artists of his time, and Estampes was dedicated to the painter Jacques-Emile 

Blanche.3 ‘La soirée dans Grenade’ became part of a series of works composed by Debussy that were 

associated with Granada. Debussy’s compositions that were written in the Alhambrist style were also 

linked with the habanera dance and rhythm, which had been associated with Spain in Paris since the 

1860s.4 The distinctive habanera rhythm is heard in the opening bars of ‘La soirée dans Grenade,’ 

Michael Christoforidis theorises that Debussy’s interest in Spain was probably stirred up by the 1889 

Exposition Universelle in Paris. However, in that same year, Debussy also attended a concert that 

featured works entirely by the Spanish composer Isaac Albéniz, and both of these events could also 

have contributed to his interest in the music of Spain. Debussy’s idea and image of Granada, 

specifically the one that was conjured for ‘La soirée dans Grenade’, grew and developed from 

discussions with Albéniz, as well as other Spanish connections he was professionally associated with. 

Through creative and brilliant artistic transformation of the musical material, the usual and common 

devices that were used to portray an exotic life in Granada instead were now used by Debussy to 

create a distanced, nocturnal landscape, one that was removed from reality.5 This distanced musical 

landscape contributes to a separated, dreamy sound that can be linked to some of the emotions and 

feelings encapsulated in the nocturnal Gothic, primarily in the physical mode, as well as the 

psychological elements of the moral Gothic that defies and then defines normal behaviour. 

 
2 Lesure and Howat, ‘Debussy,’ Grove Music Online. 
3 François et al., ‘Debussy,’ Grove Music Online. 
4 Michael Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music (London, Routledge: 2018), 54. 
5 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 53, 54, 58. 
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The nocturnal elements of the composition, particularly in the dreamlike sounds, can be linked to the 

night time magical elements and visual imagery that Washington Irving employed in Tales of the 

Alhambra. Irving’s work had a profound impact on the Alhambrism movement, and inspired Falla, 

Debussy and other composers. Christoforidis notes that Debussy was very likely familiar with 

Irving’s Tales of the Alhambra, and hypothesises that Debussy and Falla might even have discussed 

Tales of the Alhambra. Debussy would have perceived an ‘authentic Andalusian’ in Falla, despite 

Falla not having visited Granada.6  

Irving writes vividly of the image of the Alhambra bathed in moonlight in Tales of the Alhambra:  

The temperature of an Andalusian midnight, in summer, is perfectly ethereal. We seem lifted 

up into a purer atmosphere; there is a serenity of soul, a buoyancy of spirits, an elasticity of 

frame that render mere existence enjoyment. The effect of moonlight, too, on the Alhambra 

has something like enchantment. Every rent and chasm of time, every mouldering tint and 

weather stain disappears; the marble resumes its original whiteness; the long colonnades 

brighten in the moon beams; the halls are illuminated with a softened radiance, until the 

whole edifice reminds one of the enchanted palace of an Arabian tale.7 

This lush and magical description of the palace and its evocation of an Arabian story in the writing of 

Irving certainly give a sense of place and strong and clear visual imagery to the timelessness and 

enchanting nocturnal sound in ‘La soirée dans Grenade’. It also discusses the erasure of time, and the 

etched marks of time, such as the weathering of the building undone by the almost enchanted 

moonlight. The example of its potential inspiration in the music of Debussy is indicative of the 

widespread influence and appeal of Tales of the Alhambra. Debussy infused into his music a 

significant number of aesthetic qualities drawn from the literary and visual arts, such as the use of 

arabesques and the creation of the dreamlike world. His compositions often had associations with 

poets and artists of the symbolist period, Edgar Allan Poe for example. Even the titles of some of 

 
6 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 57, 59-60. 
7 Washington Irving, ‘The Alhambra by Moonlight’ In The Alhambra: A Series of Tales and Sketches of the 
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Debussy’s works are more akin to or suggestive of the visual arts than music. For example, Debussy 

uses titles such as Arabesques, Images, and Estampes that suggest the visual image. For Debussy, the 

word ‘arabesque’ was employed for many different purposes, such as describing the melodic lines in 

plainsong or Javanese music.8 

In music, an arabesque melody is created through the use of a melodic line that begins and ends on the 

same note, or a note that is slightly lower. Often within the musical arabesque line there are sustained 

iterations and repetitions of this key note.9 Another feature of the musical arabesque is consistent step 

wise motion departing from and returning to the key note, and decoration through ornamentation 

rather than harmonic development and progression, and this linear motion reflects the curling and 

meandering lines of the arabesque in the visual arts. Debussy’s arabesques contribute to the creation 

of a dreamlike state that removes the audience from reality and rationality and instead stimulates their 

imaginations. The arabesques suggest the twisting vines and tendrils of plants, and this gives a non-

human element to the melody, which is hints at the erasure of the human found in the physical Gothic. 

The arabesques were also influenced by the ‘ornate brilliance of medieval decoration.’10 Describing 

arabesque in art and also more generally, Gurminder Kaur Bhogal writes that the arabesque moved 

between literal meaning and no meaning, and was given value because of the formal fluidity and lack 

of clean expression that the device asked for from the artist. Furthermore, the arabesque form was 

favoured by Symbolists because it allowed them to think of the ornament as a symbol, and could also 

be linked to Primitivism. The historical, in particular the medieval, is frequently associated with the 

Gothic because it was considered to be barbaric, primitive and not enlightened or modern. An iconic 

example of the arabesque in music is the opening flute melodic line from the Prélude á l’après-midi 

d’une faune (1891-1894) by Debussy, which might be one of the most famous musical arabesques 

written by this composer. French musical arabesques can also be heard in some of the music of Erik 

Satie, for example, the Gnossiennes.11 

 
8 Lesure and Howat, ‘Debussy,’ Grove Music Online. 
9 Gurminder Kaur Bhogal, Details of Consequence; Ornament, Music and Art in Paris, (New York, Oxford 

University Press: 2013), 103. 
10 Bhogal, Details of Consequence, 106. 
11 Bhogal, Details of Consequence, 76, 101-102, 106. 
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Michael Christoforidis writes of a sense of ‘timelessness’ heard in the opening bars of ‘La soirée dans 

Grenade’ created by the habanera rhythm repeated over a single pitch.12 This timelessness and 

creation of space is further drawn out by the airy and floating intervals that are displaced by several 

octaves over the repeated habanera rhythms. Lesure and Howat note ‘the pedal effect borrowed from 

Ravel’s Sites auriculaires for La soirée dans Grenade (which in fact can be traced back to his own 

Prélude à l’après-midi).’13 From bars 7 to 16 this accompaniment supports a melody that slowly 

descends an octave while circling back upon itself, arabesque-like, in what is possibly Debussy’s 

evocation of a flamenco singer’s opening enunciation (Figure 5.1).14 

 
12 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 58. 
13 Lesure and Howat, ‘Debussy,’ Grove Music Online. 
14 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 58; Figure 5.1. Claude Debussy, ‘La soirée 

dans Grenade’ from Estampes, Paris: Durand & Fils, 1903. Plate D. & F. 6326, First edition, July 1903. Bars 1-

18. Source: IMSLP, https://imslp.org/wiki/Estampes_(Debussy%2C_Claude). 
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Figure 5.1. Claude Debussy, ‘La soirée dans Grenade’ from Estampes, Paris: Durand & Fils, 1903. Plate D. & F. 6326, First edition, July 

1903. Bars 1-18. Source: IMSLP, https://imslp.org/wiki/Estampes_(Debussy%2C_Claude). 

In her book Detail of Consequence, Bhogal describes Debussy’s arabesque melodies as ‘structurally 

and expressively complete in and of [themselves]; [their] empowerment through variety in pitch and 

complexity of rhythm directs the listener’s attention towards the horizontal plane, which alleviates a 

need for harmonic grounding in the vertical.’15 The idea of the arabesque as an ornament was 

reimagined by the Symbolist artists and given more of a weighted meaning, particularly due to their 

interest in Primitivism. Symbolism was a literary style and art movement, prevalent from the mid 
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nineteenth century until around 1900, primarily in Paris, but then spread to other parts of Europe and 

later influenced American literature. In a rejection of Realism, Symbolist works are concerned with 

using the viewer’s own personal experiences, dreams and ideas to help understand and interpret an 

artwork. Edgar Allan Poe and his poetry were a source of inspiration for Symbolist artists, particularly 

for his ability to involve all of the senses through his writing.16 

There was a tendency to shift between a loaded symbol heavy with meaning and a simple decoration 

in the treatment of arabesques. This transformed the arabesque into an ornament that particularly 

appealed to the Symbolist artists who were interested in Primitivism and looking deep into hidden 

meanings, as the arabesque maintained the ability to hint or allude to certain subtler symbols or 

ideas.17 Nineteenth-century scholars considered the arabesque to first appear in ancient Egyptian and 

Mesopotamian art, in a region they labelled ‘The Orient.’18 This adds to confusion over the definition 

of the term and its geographical specificity, due to its ambiguity.19 The arabesque in the visual arts has 

changed and developed significantly from its first appearances found in ancient art. The ancient 

Greeks used palmettes, vines and leaves to form ornamented arabesques. The Romans continued with 

this verdant theme through the combination of plant and vegetation motifs with animal or human 

images. As a result of this, these Roman arabesques also became known as ‘grotesques’ by the Italian 

Renaissance scholars who discovered the ancient Roman frescoes in caves.20 A direct link can be 

drawn between these ancient Roman arabesques and the grotesque and the physical Gothic. Not just 

through the name ‘grotesque,’ but also in the associations between the physical transgressive 

amalgamation of animal, human and plant into a mythical or fantasy creature or symbol that also 

forms part of the Gothic.21 Furthermore, these images could incite fear or unease due to the unnatural 

 
16 Josephine Campbell, ‘Symbolism,’ Salem Press Encyclopedia, 2018. https://search-ebscohost-

com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ers&AN=87325082&site=eds-live&scope=site. 
17 Bhogal, Details of Consequence, 76. 
18 Bhogal, Details of Consequence, 77. 
19 ‘Orientalism, n.’ OED Online. September 2020. Oxford University Press. 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/132531?redirectedFrom=orientalism (accessed November 22, 2020). 
20 Richard Sheposh, ‘Arabesque,’ Salem Press Encyclopedia, 2017. https://search-ebscohost-

com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ers&AN=87994475&site=eds-live&scope=site; 

Bhogal, Details of Consequence, 77. 
21 Abigail Lee Six, ‘A Gothic Motif in Spanish Literature: Monstrosity in Spanish Fiction from Benito Pérez 

Galdós’s Ángel Guerra (1891) to Javier García Sánchez’s Ella, Drácula (2005),’ Journal of Romance Studies 12, 

no. 1 (2012): 7. 
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imagery created from the natural world, hence the jarring grotesque. These images were disdained by 

the influential scholars and intellectuals of the nineteenth century, and Bhogal notes that ‘In order to 

limit the proliferation of this fanciful art [of the ancient Roman arabesques], Italian intellectuals were 

quick to describe its transformative decorative forms as monstrous, illogical and deceitful.’22 The 

monstrous and the illogical clearly forms part of the Gothic, especially when combined with 

intentional deceit. The deception shows a level of calculated cunning, and gives the monstrous non-

human an element of the human through intellectual intention which makes the monster more 

threatening as it is also rational.23 The implied taboo over the deliberate use of the arabesque motif 

within an artwork here gives it added Gothic weight, as the intention becomes almost subversive, and 

to incite a reaction from the audience. 

The arabesque was described by the Italian Mannerists as Figura Serpentinata. The name refers to the 

arabesque that had the twisting, curling lines and forms that suggested the animalistic snake or 

serpent. The snake is an animal that is often associated with the diabolical, due to the Christian story 

of the serpent of Eden and Satan, and therefore is linked to the moral and physical Gothic.24 Its 

twisting bodily movements and potential venom also would give the animal additional ‘scary’ or 

threatening elements that suits the connotation of the Gothic.  

In Spain, during the Renaissance, the word arabesque also referred to Islamic art.25 This link between 

the arabesque and the ‘Arabian,’ as well as the associations maintained through the Italian 

interpretation of the grotesque and the diabolical, gives the motif even more loaded weight. It further 

conflates the idea of Moorish art, and the religion it was linked to, with qualities of being magical, 

mystical and untrustworthy. 

The Spanish arabesque can also be understood to be suggestive of the Alhambra and Granada, and 

therefore Alhambrism, and all of the nocturnal and otherworldly spirited legends and stories written or 

 
22 Bhogal, Details of Consequence, 77. 
23 Six, ‘A Gothic Motif,’ 32-33. 
24 Richard Sheposh, ‘Serpent (Mythological Symbol),’ Salem Press Encyclopedia, 2019. 

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=sso&db=ers&AN=89408643&site=eds-

live&scope=site. 
25 Bhogal, Details of Consequence, 77-78. 
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influenced by Irving during the nineteenth century. From these links, one can also attribute the 

floating, twisting and airy arabesques heard in ‘La soirée dans Grenade’ as a suggestion not only of 

the Greek plant arabesques and the Roman grotesque, plant-like, animal transgressional arabesque 

from the ancient period, but also of a Spanish ancient period of Islamic art surmised and encompassed 

by Alhambrism that was full of such spirited mysticism and nocturnal illumination, and the physical 

and moral Gothic mode that encompasses all of these elements. They are made even more visual 

through Debussy’s strong connection and association with the visual and poetic arts within his music.  

One of the Spanish symbolist painters who Debussy would have known through his association with 

Albéniz was Santiago Rusiñol, who was fascinated by the Alhambra. By the turn of the twentieth 

century visual representations of the Alhambra and its gardens were also imbued with elements of the 

Gothic, inspired in part by ideas associated with Symbolism.26 An example of some of the styles of 

Alhambrism in late nineteenth and early twentieth century art is the painting Images of evening in the 

gardens of the Alhambra by Santiago Rusiñol (Figure 5.2), completed in 1898. The painting features a 

dusty path running down a garden appears to be leading off into nowhere, twisting maze-like to 

somewhere out of sight.27 The atmosphere of the painting is very closed and claustrophobic, with no 

open air or sky to be seen, tight enclosed walls and a short and blunt depth of single-point perspective. 

One can observe the strong use of shadow and contrast, and the sustained use of a limited colour 

palette of sepia tones and black. The twisting, sinuous, dead vines also echo the arabesque details of 

architecture and art. There is a kind of unkempt, rough and wild nature to the dying plant life in the 

painting, adding to the mood and the suggestion of ruins, or that the Alhambra has not been disturbed 

or interrupted by humans in a long time. The Gothic has long been fascinated with the idea of ruins all 

across Europe, partly because of the Gothic mode’s associations with the past, as well as the romantic 

associations.28 

 
26 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and Visions of Spanish Music, 49, 52-3. 
27 Figure 5.2. Santiago Rusiñol, Images of evening in the gardens of the Alhambra (Paseo de los pampanos, 

1898). 
28 Xavier Aldana Reyes, Spanish Gothic: National Identity, Collaboration and Cultural Adaptation, Palgrave 

Gothic Series, Palgrave Macmillan, (2017). https://search-ebscohost-

com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b7193384&site=eds-

live&scope=site. 



132 
 

 

 

Figure 5.2. Santiago Rusiñol, Images of evening in the gardens of the Alhambra (Paseo de los pampanos, 1898). 

The associations with Alhambrist or Islamic arts and the arabesque can be heard through the gestures 

and words that were used to refer to both; that is, ‘the arabesque,’ even though at times they could 

refer to very different things. Therefore, using a musical arabesque phrase in a piece of music that was 

explicitly set in or evocative of Spain, such as ‘La soirée dans Grenade’ would further associate these 

two ideas. 
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Granada and the Gothic in Manuel de Falla’s Concerto 

The poet Federico García Lorca was one who particularly loved Debussy’s music, and he played 

Debussy’s piano music with sensitivity and technical skill. Lorca declared that in ‘La soirée dans 

Grenade’ Debussy had captured the sound of the nocturnal in Granada perfectly; that was, the 

Granada of the Alhambra and the Generalife, with ‘their pools bathed in moonlight.’ 29 Another 

example of the trend of returning to older styles of composition is Falla’s guitar composition, 

Homenaje (1920), which was composed in a post-Romantic style in homage to the French composer.  

Homenaje references and suggests elements of Debussy’s ‘La soirée dans Grenade’. Falla was 

interested in moving beyond the compositional techniques of the nineteenth century. For Falla, this 

also included departing from his own previous compositional style, that was essentially part of 

Alhambrism, to a more Modernist style. Falla drew inspiration from pre-classical art, in particular the 

famous Late Renaissance painter El Greco, as well as Gothic architecture, most notably in the 

composition of his Concerto for Harpsichord, Flute, Oboe, Clarinet, Violin and Cello, and 

particularly during its second movement. This work was composed between 1923 and 1926, and was 

premiered on 5 November 1926, and represents his most successful attempt to combine the traditional 

and the modern.30 The Concerto was written for harpsichordist Wanda Landowska and it received 

high praise from Falla’s friend and associate, Igor Stravinsky.31  

Falla was also fascinated with the work of El Greco, and this fascination was shared by many artists in 

early twentieth-century Paris. El Greco’s paintings were viewed by many early twentieth century 

European artists as precursors of contemporary modernist trends. Falla made a note of the painter’s 

use of radical colour, stark contrast, primitive ideas and the elimination of all but the absolute 

essential as points of inspiration for his compositions.32 El Greco retained characteristic traits from the 

Medieval period due to his early career as a painter of Byzantine Orthodox icons. Falla had personally 

 
29 Ian Gibson, Federico García Lorca: A Life (London, Faber and Faber Limiter: 1989), 33. 
30 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 15, 63, 117, 210. 
31 Carol A Hess. ‘Falla (y Matheu), Manuel de,’ In Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online (2001). Accessed 

28 August 2018. 

http:////www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-

9781561592630-e-0000009266. 
32 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 241. 
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underlined a phrase in Maurice Barrès’s 1911 volume on El Greco’s work, that claims his ‘painting 

presents the brusque and striking alternatives, somewhat barbarous, of the Spanish soul.’33 The austere 

and imposing religious figures in the paintings of El Greco could command a reverence that suggests 

the fear and passion of ‘Gothic,’ Catholic Spain, as had been the case in descriptions of the Spanish 

Inquisition found in eighteenth-century Gothic literature.  

Falla’s Concerto was considered to be one of the compositions that was inspired, possibly indirectly, 

by El Greco through the link of what is considered to be Falla’s evolving ‘Castilian style,’ in which he 

attempted to integrate elements of Spain’s pre-Classical past.34 Despite the title, ‘Concerto,’ the work 

is a piece of chamber music, comprising three movements; Allegro, Lento (guibiloso ed energico), 

and Vivace (flessible scherzando). The third movement was composed first, followed by the opening 

movement, with the second movement the last to be written.35 

Falla employed compositional techniques such as ‘non-symphonic’ writing for strings, that were 

intended to evoke a sound of ‘primitive instruments.’ Furthermore, Falla employed a consistent use of 

down-bows and strictly no vibrato for the strings, which could likely be engineered to evoke the 

reflective, plainchant sound of sacred medieval music. The strings and winds are never doubled or 

treated as ‘a simple ripieno’ in the orchestration.36 The harpsichord was an unfamiliar tone colour for 

audiences during the 1920s, particularly within the context of non-period music, and Falla had been 

the first composer to employ the instrument extensively in a contemporary work, in his previous opus, 

the puppet opera El retablo de maese Pedro (1923).37 For Falla, the neoclassical elements of his 

compositions were in part a response to the absence of a clear national musical tradition since the 

period of the great classicist composers.38 Neoclassicism, linked to aspects of archaism, stylistically 

imitated and reappropriated musical elements and devices from the pre-Romantic periods. As a result 

 
33 Barrè quoted by Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 241-242. 
34 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 241-242. 
35 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 221, 242. 
36 Carol A. Hess, Manuel de Falla and Modernism in Spain, 1898-1936 (Chicago and London: University of 

Chicago Press, 2001), 239. 
37 Hess, ‘Manuel de Falla,’ Oxford Music Online. 
38 Otto Mayer-Serra, ‘Falla’s Musical Nationalism,’ The Music Quarterly 29, No. 1 (1943): 8. 
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of this, neoclassical music had a tendency to initially sound ‘alienated’ or removed from the current 

musical trends that were familiar to the audience.39 

Falla’s colleague and biographer, Jaime Pahissa, wrote that ‘[He was] Always deeply religious, his 

religion and spirituality increased with the years and these internal forces kept him young in mind.’40 

Falla held that his religious beliefs would not get in the way of his social progress, and he felt that his 

music could have a social function while still maintaining a feeling of mystery.41 Indeed, Falla 

conceived the techniques in the second movement after studying transcriptions of fourteenth-century 

Catalan manuscripts and the Medieval technique of the caccia, and this helps to situate the movement 

in the fourteenth century.42 The second movement of the Concerto is particularly evocative of the 

sounds of the Gothic Middle ages, such as the Gothic of Gothic architecture. Indeed, the religious 

ambience and reverence of the slow movement is supported by a postscript on the score that reads ‘In 

Festo Corpus Christi.’ One can hear the plainchant-sounding theme and its variations in the 

movement, that structurally allowed the composer to conjure the mood and pace of a medieval 

religious procession. Falla also included dissonant clashes at the semitone and appoggiaturas to echo 

the sound of church bells pealing in the second movement (Figure 5.3),43 and he had been inspired by 

Gothic architecture in composing this movement of the Concerto. 

 
39 Mayer-Serra, ‘Falla’s Musical Nationalism,’ 7-8. 
40 Jaime Pahissa, Manuel de Falla: His Life and Works, Trans. Jean Wagstaff (London: Museum Press Limited, 

1954), 13. 
41 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 197. 
42 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 218. 
43 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 171, 197, 211, 218; Figure 5.3. Manuel de 

Falla, ‘II- Lento,’ Concerto per clavicembalo (o pianoforte), flauto, oboe, clarinetto, violino e violoncello, Paris: 

Max Eschig, 1928, Plate M.E. 1787 (reprinted 1970), First edition, 1928. 23 (Figure 11). Source: 

https://imslp.org/wiki/Harpsichord_Concerto_(Falla%2C_Manuel_de). 
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Figure 5.3. Manuel de Falla, ‘II- Lento,’ Concerto per clavicembalo (o pianoforte), flauto, oboe, clarinetto, violino e violoncello, Paris: Max 

Eschig, 1928, Plate M.E. 1787 (reprinted 1970), First edition, 1928. Page 23 (Figure 11). Source: 
https://imslp.org/wiki/Harpsichord_Concerto_(Falla%2C_Manuel_de). 
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At a meeting of the Madrid Academia de la Historia, Manuel de Falla had found inspiration for the 

second movement of his Concerto while he was listening to a speech by Sánchez Albornoz discussing 

the Middle Ages. Pahissa described the venue and how it inspired Falla’s second movement and its 

symbolic associations to the Gothic: ‘On the walls of the hall hung pictures of ancient musical 

instruments. Some enormous guitars suggested to him [Falla] the character that this second movement 

should take, and the orchestration necessary to produce a Gothic effect.’44 Pahissa continues 

This inspired him to write the second movement, which, although not so easily 

understandable, is [undoubtedly] the finest of the three. A highly intelligent interpretation is 

needed to bring out the full sweep of its lines, which are as wide and flowing as those of a 

Gothic cathedral, and it calls for a harpsichord which has the mordant sound of a clavecin 

coupled with the powerful resonance of an organ. The music can be fully appreciated only 

[in] the lavish splendour of the religious festivals held in the great Spanish cathedrals- those 

peerless examples of decadent Gothic in Castile and the more austere ones in Catalonia- such 

as the celebration of Corpus Christi, with its medieval glory… All of this is portrayed in the 

lento-giubiloso ed energico of the concerto and that this is really the image which the 

composer had in mind is confirmed by the note at the end: “A.D. MCMXXVI. In festo 

Corpus Christi.”45 (Figure 5.4)46 

 
44 Pahissa, Manuel de Falla: His Life and Works, 134. 
45 Pahissa, Manuel de Falla: His Life and Works, 134. 
46 Figure 5.4. Manuel de Falla, ‘II- Lento,’ Concerto per clavicembalo (o pianoforte), flauto, oboe, clarinetto, 

violino e violoncello, Paris: Max Eschig, 1928, Plate M.E. 1787 (reprinted 1970), First edition, 1928. 25 (Figure 

12). Source: https://imslp.org/wiki/Harpsichord_Concerto_(Falla%2C_Manuel_de). 
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Figure 5.4. Manuel de Falla, ‘II- Lento,’ Concerto per clavicembalo (o pianoforte), flauto, oboe, clarinetto, violino e violoncello, Paris: Max 

Eschig, 1928, Plate M.E. 1787 (reprinted 1970), First edition, 1928. Page 25 (Figure 12). Source: 
https://imslp.org/wiki/Harpsichord_Concerto_(Falla%2C_Manuel_de). 

There are elements of canonic structures in the second movement, which reflect the importance of 

canons in the musical lives of pilgrims.47 This could be because canons are easy to sing, repetitive, 

and rhythmic, and they thus allow for spiritual meditation and reflection as part of the pilgrimage, 

while benefiting from singing in an ensemble and a church community. Falla wrote that ‘The unison 

Gregorian melody was converted into harmony of two or three voices… The resulting harmony of the 

canon is, as one can guess, a little primitive and rudimentary, but in its very simplicity captivated the 

good pilgrims.’48 Overall, the religious, Catholic nature of the Concerto gives a reverential weight to 

the sound of a Gothic cathedral it aimed to capture. The ‘Gothic’ sound of a Gothic cathedral is 

physically and morally Gothic because it echoes the medieval and primitive ideals of the medieval 

Gothic and its links to the imposing, aggrandising and almost fearful devotion that a cathedral 

represented. At the end of the 1920s, Manuel de Falla received widespread European acclaim, partly 

contributed to by his esteemed relationship with Stravinsky. His music had progressed beyond the 

 
47 Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 218. 
48 Manuel de Falla quoted by Christoforidis, Manuel de Falla and visions of Spanish music, 218. 
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ideas of exotic local colour and other tropes of the nineteenth century to more of a modernist sound 

that still suggested or echoed his musical origins, such as those of flamenco and the music of Spain.49 

 
49 Kenneth Murray, ‘Spanish music and its representations in London (1878-1930): from the exotic to the 

modern’ (PhD thesis, University of Melbourne, 2013), 228. 
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Figure 5.5. Adam Jones, Interior of Gothic Cathedral - Toledo – Spain, Taken 13 May 2010, 02:47:45. Source: Wikimedia Commons, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Interior_of_Gothic_Cathedral_-_Toledo_-_Spain.jpg. 
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The Gothic in the Concerto is different to the other elements and echoes of the Gothic mode that are 

examined in this research. This is because the Concerto was directly inspired by Gothic architecture, 

and the sounds that resonated and were performed within that space. It is also the only example in this 

research that is proactively Gothic and directly inspired to crystallise the Gothic in music, rather than 

being linked or traced to an echo of the Gothic, through retrospective examination. Gothic 

architecture was drawn on as having links to Saracen architecture during the nineteenth century, 

though this is speculation and was not based upon fact. It could be argued that there are parallels 

between Alhambrism (and the architecture and building of the Alhambra) and the music that this 

inspired—that is discussed at the beginning of this thesis—and the Gothic, Catholic architecture 

originating in Europe that was captured through Manuel de Falla’s Concerto, despite the architecture 

being from different origins. Both architectural styles were treated as part of the Gothic in history, and 

formed a significant inspiration for composers to capture in their music. 

 

Figure 5.6. Jose Ligero, Fachada principal de la Catedral de Barcelona al amanecer, 26 June 2019, 06:15:57. Source: Wikimedia 

Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Catedral_de_la_Santa_Cruz_y_Santa_Eulalia_--_2019_--

_Barcelona,_Espa%C3%B1a.jpg 

Through the examination and interpretation of both ‘La soirée dans Grenade’ by Debussy and the 

Concerto by Falla, one can observe the elements of the Gothic that can be expressed within these solo 
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and chamber music works. The Gothic elements associated with Primitivism, the ancient and the 

historical are particularly noticeable in these compositions. However, the Gothic in the nocturnal is 

also heard in Debussy’s ‘La soirée dans Grenade,’ while the emotion, religious pageantry and 

pilgrimage of the Catholic Gothic and Gothic architecture were the source of inspiration and are also 

heard in the Concerto. Debussy’s use of the arabesque in ‘La Soirée dans Grenade’ further added to 

the links with the Gothic. This is because the arabesque in art had been seen in ancient Roman art as a 

representation of a magical animal and plant-like creature and was shunned because of its grotesque 

nature. The linear and twirling arabesque heard in music, in turn, still could have maintained echoes 

of the mythical and magical creature in ancient Roman art. Musically, the Impressionist arabesques 

were also influenced by music of the Baroque period, which is similar to the trend of composers 

drawing inspiration from the past and using this in new ways to create contemporary compositions. 

‘La soirée dans Grenade’ is also associated with Alhambrism. However, the Alhambrism in this work 

is not as literal as it was in the pieces of music from the nineteenth century. The sonorities and sounds 

used in this piece are more suggestive, yet according to Lorca, they absolutely captured the vision of 

the pools of the Alhambra, bathed in silver moonlight. This stylistic difference is also observed in 

some of the music composed by Falla, who did not echo folk melodies directly in his music, but rather 

composed the emotions and ideas that they encapsulated. The Gothic that is heard in Falla’s Concerto 

is created from the inspiration seen and heard in a Gothic cathedral. In yet another reference to the 

architectural landscape of Granada, his process is similar to some of the composers, artists and writers 

who were interested in capturing some of the emotional qualities, magic and legacy that was 

represented by the Alhambra palace.
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Conclusion 

This thesis is concerned with tracing and connecting some of the elements of the Gothic heard in early 

twentieth century Spanish music - as well as in associated artforms such as ballet, poetry, film and the 

visual arts – with many of the examples associated with Manuel de Falla and his artistic milieu.  The 

Gothic perspective differs from other associations with Spanish music of this time, yet it could be 

argued that it imbues a variety of musical manifestations. At times this Gothic connection can be 

secondary to other traits in the works explored, constituting more of a suggestion or an echo than a 

dominant influence. 

The Gothic is tied to some of the ideas of Alhambrism, the fascination with the Alhambra that was 

popular in the nineteenth century, particularly focussing on the influential book by Washington Irving, 

Tales of the Alhambra. This text vividly describes how the Alhambra was considered to be 

particularly magical and transcendent at night, when its façade was illuminated by the moonlight and 

appeared to be possessed by spirits. Fascination with the Alhambra also sparked an interest in 

‘Gothicising’ other elements of Arab architecture, as well as fomenting ideas about the arabesque. 

These concepts are explored further in Claude Debussy’s ‘La Soirée dans Grenade’ from Estampes 

(1903). The Gypsies in Spain —especially in the surrounds of the Alhambra— were also linked with 

the Gothic in that they were viewed by late nineteenth century commentators as living embodiments 

of an archaic culture, functioning as a form of proto-orientalism. This Gothic aspect was further 

accentuated in descriptions and visual depictions of their performance of flamenco. 

Duende —the spirits or goblins of the Alhambra— became associated with the Gothic and flamenco 

(particularly the styles known as cante jondo), through the writings of the renowned poet from 

Granada, Federico García Lorca. He used the term duende to denote the possessing spirit that the 

performer must wrestle with as part of a live performance, and the most profound, raw and moving art 

that results from this struggle. Lorca closely aligned the idea of duende with Gypsy performances of 

flamenco. Echoes of the Gothic in Lorca’s interpretation of duende can also be seen in the desire to 
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reclaim cante jondo from the commercialisation of flamenco, and return it to its authentic roots of the 

past.  

Along with the Romantic impression of the Spanish Gypsy from the nineteenth century, this research 

examines some more recent representations of this from the early twentieth century, such as Raquel 

Meller’s portrayal of Carmen in the 1926 film of that name directed by Jaques Feyder. Meller, had 

previously channelled some paintings by Francisco de Goya in her Majismo-inspired outfits and on-

stage persona. She was often described as a vampire, or a vamp, by the press, who reinforced her 

constructed image and heightened her vamp-like attributes with notable references to her pointed teeth 

and fiery eyes, as well as dramatic speculations concerning her personal life. 

Three Spanish-themed ballets that were performed in London in the aftermath of World War I are also 

discussed: The Three-Cornered Hat, El Greco and Cuadro Flamenco. These ballets were inspired by 

the Spanish artists Francisco de Goya and El Greco, artists who were considered to display Gothic 

attributes at the time. The Three-Cornered Hat and Cuadro Flamenco both draw heavily on flamenco 

music, while all three ballets can be interpreted as Gothic through dehumanisation, objectification, 

and even celebration of the infirm and the grotesque, and in their staging of revelry. They also 

challenged the typical form of a ballet, presenting dance in a new and modern way while still being 

concerned topically with historical settings. In a way, this too is in keeping with the Gothic through 

the juxtaposition of both modern and anti-modern elements. 

This thesis concludes with a discussion of the Concerto for Harpsichord, Flute, Oboe, Clarinet, 

Violin and Cello (1923—1926), composed by Manuel de Falla, focusing on the second movement, 

which drew inspiration from the echo of the sounds heard in the Gothic cathedrals of Seville and 

Granada. This piece of music explores ideas of neoclassicism and Primitivism while evoking a 

medieval religious procession. In particular, the movement was inspired by the reverberating sounds 

heard inside a Gothic cathedral. There are some parallels in this process with the Alhambrism of the 

nineteenth century— the starting point of this research — with a creative artist drawing inspiration 

from architecture. The Gothic associations of the Concerto also relate to its overtones of fervent 
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Catholicism, which in turn underpinned the Spanish Inquisition and the concept of ‘The Black 

Legend’— the projection of an anti-Enlightenment Spain. 

By focussing on the Gothic as an interpretative lens, a thread is drawn between some works that 

otherwise would not have been linked together. This arose in part due to my interest in the Gothic, as 

well as the prevalence of themes and ideas that are associated with the Gothic that can be observed in 

some of the elements of Alhambrism, for example, the supernatural, magical and nocturnal. Some 

contemporary scholarship argues that the Gothic is not so much a formal structure at all, even within 

the body of Gothic literature. Rather, that the Gothic is a mode or a series of interpretative ideas that 

can be applied to many different texts and artforms. The most prolific feature of the Gothic found in 

the scholarship is the transgression or breakdown of pre-established boundaries, and a challenge 

presented to a preconceived idea about what is determined to be ‘normal.’ However, the research has 

also drawn on artforms and ideas that were considered to be Gothic during the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, even though this may no longer be the way they are currently viewed. The 

Gothic parameters that have been used in this research are by no means exhaustive. While some of the 

themes that are discussed in this research are not normally thought of as inherently Gothic, it could be 

argued that their application helps subvert, transgress or undermine pre-established understandings of 

a series of musical manifestations, thereby providing a further Gothic lens.
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