A Note on the Chueta in Ana María Matute’s Primera memoria�








The lyricism of Ana María Matute’s prose has sometimes obscured what Janet Pérez has rightly called her “determined sociopolitical engagement”.�  A one-time member of the Turia group, which included the young Juan Goytisolo, she has been associated with other practitioners of the novela social, albeit often with certain reservations.�  However, such reservations may in part be due to the fact that what has gone unappreciated in Matute’s engagement (besides, as Pérez notes, its determined intent) is its subtlety.  Her use of the chueta figure in Primera memoria, for instance, is both understated yet fundamental.  The narrator’s intensely private recollections are set against the concrete backdrop of the Spanish Civil War, and this in turn is framed by the more distant, anti-semitic history of the island of Mallorca.�  Little has been said about the chuetas in Matute’s novel, but, as this article intends to show, they are central to the story’s committed message.  The persecution of the Jews, cryptojews and finally converted Jews (chuetas) of Mallorca through the centuries is used by Matute to place the Nationalist Terror, as well as the moral tensions within Matia as she is schooled in persecuting the child-like part of her own nature, in their sociopolitical context.  In betraying her chueta soulmate, Manuel, Matia inadvertently discovers the social code that will grant her entry to the adult realm of the mercaderes, the privileged bourgeois, Francoist class of her grandmother.  Yet, this farewell to adolescence entails self-estrangement, a psychological attraction to the scene of the crime analogous to the perceived circularity of Mallorcan history, and, moreover, a tacit betrayal of her father, who is presumed to be fighting with the Republican forces, and of her idol, Jorge de Son Major, who has dissociated himself from the attitudes of the mercaderes.


	According to an anthropological study by Kenneth Moore, the chuetas were in general supportive of the Spanish Republic, and were disturbed, therefore, when the island authorities declared for Franco.�  Historically, regimes of a liberal hue had shown some favour towards the chuetas. Charles III issued decrees that guaranteed their social rights, and forbade discrimination against them; and, at the beginning of the Trienio Constitucional (1820-1823) the hated sanbenitos, which bore the names of the Jews condemned to death in the auto-de-fe of 1691 and which had been carefully preserved in Palma’s convent of Santo Domingo, were destroyed.�  That the chuetas should side with the Republic was therefore natural.  They do not seem to have been singled out on ethnic grounds by the death squads that roamed the island in the opening months of the civil war, but it is probable that they numbered disproportionately among the victims.  Georges Bernanos was living in Mallorca when hostilities broke out, and his book, Les Grands Cimetières sous la lune, provides a compelling account of this period in the island’s history (though he makes no direct reference to the chuetas).  In his earlier years Bernanos had been involved with Action Française and his son was then a lieutenant in the Falange.  Although he bitterly decried the violence of newly recruited members, he expressed admiration for the old Falange and its founder, José Antonio Primo de Rivera.  Since he was not a man of the left, then, his testimony of Nationalist atrocities cannot be dismissed as propaganda.  Bernanos likens Nationalist Mallorca to France under Robespierre’s Terror.  By March 1937, he explains, some 3000 murders had taken place.�  As a religious man, he finds the church’s complicity in the repression particularly disturbing.  The bishop of Palma, he asserts, was fully aware that atrocities were being committed, but did nothing.�


	Primera memoria understands such Nationalist outrages on Mallorca as a manifestation of the island’s social history.  The traditional oppression of the Jews and their descendants is latent in the nationalist politics of the ruling class.  The original sin from which their society suffers is a public “first memory” that lodges at the root of Matia’s personality, and the circularity of the island’s history thus becomes the narrator’s need to rehearse the causes of her own sense of failure.


	In the novel, the island’s mercader class maintains its ascendency by enlisting both sacred and secular powers.  A Te Deum is sung in church to celebrate a Nationalist victory on the mainland, and the  ensuing visit to the mayor’s house, during which “Mosén Mayol y la abuela reinaban, despreciaban y callaban” (p. 84), lays bare the power structure on the island.  Matute’s portrayal of it adheres to historical fact.  Even recent commentators of Mallorcan society have noted that geographical isolation has tended to engender ossified attitudes and rigid class distinctions.�  Through the centuries the imagined evils of the chueta needed to be remembered and savoured by the members of the Mallorcan aristocracy so that they might remind themselves of their superiority and righteousness.  It appears, however, that these “evils” were created more to justify the exercise of naked power than to serve truth.�  For the Jews were dominant in Mallorca long before Christians ever were.�  Their cultural supremacy can be said to have been usurped by Christian interlopers.  They fared well when the island was captured by the Visigoths in 418 and then by the Moors in 720.  They even prospered following the conquest of Jaime I of Aragón.  But their decline began in the late fourteenth century:  in 1391, in the wake of a pogrom in Seville earlier that year, a countryside revolt vented its anger on the Jewish community in Palma, killing some three hundred of them.  In 1435 the Jews are alleged to have blasphemed against the Catholic church by crucifying a Moorish slave, whom they named Jesus Christ, during Holy Week.  Since this story is typical of a favourite Medieval accusation against Jews of ritual murder (often of a Christian child), there is some doubt as to its veracity.  The result of the allegation, however, is certain, for the hatred it provoked against them persuaded Jews to forswear their faith en masse.  After the reinstatement of the Inquisition in 1488, and the religious ultimatum of 1492, Judaism in Spain officially ceased to exist.  Nevertheless, in Mallorca many former Jews continued to practise their religion surreptitiously, and in this guise it survived from generation to generation.  The Holy Office was not initially successful in eliminating the judaizantes.  During the seventeenth century (which Porcel terms “El siglo de la quema”), it intensified its efforts and, with great brutality, persuaded probably all those who still practised a (by now) quasi-Jewish religion to embrace Catholicism.  A Jesuit priest, Francisco Garau, published a notoriously sadistic tract praising the activities of the Inquisition in the autos-de-fe of 1679 and, in particular, 1691 (the year of its publication).  This same work, entitled La fe triunfante, was singled out and vilified by the great nineteenth-century campaigner for the rights of the chuetas, a priest named José Taronjí.  Though not unique (Braunstein mentions other such works), it is possible to see in Garau’s book a source for Matute’s understanding of the chueta’s lot in Mallorca.�  In the room of their dead grandfather Matia and Borja discover “el libro de los judíos”, aquél que describía cómo los quemaban en la plazuela de las afueras.  [. . .]  Borja lo leía, paladeándolo, para atemorizarme” (p. 34).  The Plaza where straw effigies of Borja, Matia and Manuel are burnt by Guiem’s gang (p. 201) is the same plaza where judaizantes were burnt in 1691 (the “Plaza Gomila”, according to Graves).  The mock execution suffered by the children echoes the fate of those relajados who had fled, and could only be burnt en estatua by the secular arm.  Chapter Two of the final section of the novel, entitled Las hogueras, begins with a quotation, presumably from el libro de los judíos, which mirrors Garau’s account of the burning of Rafael Valls, the spiritual leader of the group who died at the stake in 1691.  Graves thought the description too sadistic to reproduce in his own study (p. 323). In Primera memoria we read:


“Era de ver cómo prendían en el fuego sus carnes, cómo las llamas lamían sus entrañas:  cómo se rasgaba su vientre en dos, de arriba abajo,con un brillo demoníaco, y. . .” (p. 160) 


Garau wrote:


Estaba gordo como un lechazo de cría y encendióse en lo interior, de manera, que aún cuando no llegaban las llamas, ardían sus carnes como un tizón;  y rebentando por medio se le cayeron las entrañas como a Judas.  Crepuit medius;  et diffusa sunt omnia viscera eius.  Actuun. I. 18.�


When José Schraibman interviewed Matute about her novel, she provided him, he says, with an “única huella”, which was to investigate the surname of Manuel’s family.�  In a subsequent essay he observes that the fictional José Taronjí, a man associated with the Republicans, recalls the historical José Taronjí mentioned above.�  In addition, one could suggest that the name alludes to the auto-de-fe of 1691 by recalling the figures of Catalina and Rafael Benito Tarongí, who were burnt along with Rafael Valls. Tarongí figures among the fifteen surnames traditionally considered by Mallorcans to be chueta in origin.�


	Matute’s novel, then, contains important references to the ethnic history of Mallorca, the effect of which is to give resonance both to the novel’s historical foreground and to Matia’s inner-turmoil.  The centuries-old anxiety has remained unchanged through each metamorphosis, and in Matia Matute analyses its most subtle workings.  For, in a way comparable to that in which the fascistic Taronjí brothers prey upon their kith and kin with all the zeal of the converted (“nadie se aborrecía más que ellos” (p. 37)), or rival gangs symbolically confront each other in the old plaza de los judíos, so Matia betrays the one person with whom she has something in common, the person whose life lends definition to her own.  Matute’s novel implies that the prejudice against the chuetas is in itself a form of civil unrest, as is social inequality (Borja’s gang is mercader class, whereas Guiem’s is petit bourgeois), and, where relationships are concerned, that disloyalty is self-mutilation and denial.


	In Matia, who at fourteen years of age is at the critical juncture of adolescence, Matute explores the conflict between opposing sets of values.  The captivating nonconformity of Jorge and Manuel is in competition with the precocious veneer of adulthood enjoyed by Borja and other islanders who aspire above all to become citizens acceptable to the likes of Doña Práxedes.  Borja swears and smokes, but Matia is constantly uncertain whether he is puerile or advanced for his age.  The Taronjí brothers, with eyes “de bebés monstruosos” (p. 27), instil in Matia a similar mixture of fear and contempt.  Matute’s Mallorca is a society in which to gain adult recognition the child must learn the divisive skills of scapegoating and dissembling. Bereft of adult role models capable of appealing to her intelligence and sensibility, Matia prefers to malinger in childhood.  Her intimation of the sexual nature of adult relations, the “oscuras cosas de personas mayores” (p. 129), is so great a source of distress for her that she is terrorised by Borja’s revelations of the sexual pecadilloes of Jorge and El Chino.  It is with relief that she catches sight of her girlish frame in Tía Emilia’s bedroom mirror:  “‘Oh, no, no soy una mujer’, y sentí como si un peso se me quitara de encima” (p. 129).


	Thus, though spiting herself, there is some virtue in Matia’s recalcitrance.  The novel’s strident imagery gives her away, however, since it articulates the violence wrought upon herself by thus repulsing adult drives, just as the use of synaesthesia expresses a sense of moral confusion that remains unresolved even in the adult narrator.  Nevertheless, in encountering Manuel, Matia is presented with a possible response to the dilemma that assails her:  whether to cling to childhood or accede to a necessarily corrupt kind of adulthood.  For Manuel is both child-like and mature;  powerless yet strangely invulnerable.  He is simple to the point of dull-wittedness (“no tan listo [como los demás]” (p. 145)), but is also wise (“parecía muy distante su infancia” (p. 43)).  His goodness at times irritates Matia;  he was, he says, “demasiado inocente” for the monastery where Jorge had placed him.  What impresses Matia is his ability to withstand the partisanship which for others is emblematic of being grown-up, and this is in spite of the abuse and violence that he and his family suffer at the hands of the islanders.  As chuetas they are pariahs, and it is instructive that Manuel, who could have chosen to live with the aristocratic Jorge, instead elects to identify with José and Malene, even though José “tenía las listas” (p. 39) and would have divided up the Son Major estate, had the Nationalists been defeated.  However, Manuel’s solidarity with his chosen family arises not out of hatred for its oppressors, but from a desire to stand with the dispossessed.  His lack of factionalism confounds Borja’s understanding of society.�  When the latter poses the provocative question “¿Con quién estás tú, con Guiem o conmigo?”, Manuel replies simply “No entiendo” (p. 186).  His refusal to take sides does not spring from cowardice (for he is physically strong), but from what he describes to Matia as a kind of “pesar muy grande” (p. 146).  Matia perceives in him some quality which transcends divisions not only within her island society, but also within her own psyche.  His lack of insularity begins to reconcile her with the advent of womanhood:


Me dije:  “Él está con los hombres:  con las feas cosas de los hombres y de las mujeres.”  Y yo estaba a punto de crecer y de convertirme en una mujer. (p. 148)


Paradoxically, Matia’s awareness that “[Manuel] no es de Guiem ni de Borja” (p. 147) has the effect of reuniting her with the human family.  When Matia makes what is for someone of her class a revolutionary statement of solidarity with Manuel and his chueta family (“Me parece una cosa horrible lo que os han hecho” (p. 135)), she correspondingly experiences a sort of ancestral purgation:


Y en medio de una extraña vergüenza, como si se abriese paso en mí la expiación de confusas, lejanísimas culpas que no entendía pero que lamían mis talones [. . .], me pareció que una delgada corteza se rompía [. . .]. (p. 135)


Here, the congenital racism of the mercader class is expiated because a private bond of intimacy is established that divests Matia of her social identity and restores her to her uncreated, adolescent self (“era yo, solamente yo” (p. 135)).


	Accompanying Matia’s deslumbramiento is a desire to leave the island.  Her newfound impulse to flee the insularity of her upbringing thus takes her a step closer to the politics of her father, who is fighting the Nationalists somewhere on mainland Spain.  If one bears in mind that, historically, no prejudice against the chueta existed outside the Balearics, then the image of the island assumes further resonance:  the desire to leave the confines of Mallorca is tantamount to a desire to transcend the island’s rigid caste system.  Moreover, the encounter with Manuel effects in Matia a reconciliation with a future that until then had been synonymous with class hatred.  She discovers in Manuel an alternative to the example set by Borja’s cynical apprenticeship to manhood, and yet Manuel offers, instead of a reprieve from the terrors of adulthood sexuality, a direct confrontation with them.  Matia’s first, salutary experience of Manuel’s trust is of slipping down a declive (p. 144).  He exudes the very quality that she had most feared, and Matia’s confusion is conveyed through a stylistic reversal:  the oppressive solar imagery, with its attendant threat of “insolación” (p. 51), grows markedly more benign.  Indeed, Manuel’s home is suffused with sunlight:


En la casa de Manuel el sol entraba por todos los agujeros de un modo insólito, casi angustioso. (p. 138)


Matia notes when lying with Manuel that “el sol no podría con nosotros” (p. 142).  José Schraibman implies that the attribution in the novel of red hair to the chuetas signals an association that Matute draws between them and the Republican underdogs.  Amongst the islanders this physical peculiarity is an object of neurotic loathing.  In an echo of past persecutions, Malene is shorn of her magnificent head of red hair in the square where the judaizantes had been burnt centuries before (p. 181).  Yet her hair is also more brilliant and fiery than the sun itself:


El cabello se le había soltado.  Era una mata de cabello espeso, de un rojo intenso, llameante;  un rojo que podía quemar, si se tocase.  [. . .]  Era un hermoso cabello liso, cegador bajo el sol. (p. 61)


In the adult Matia’s reminiscence the social stigma is thus transfigured.  Elsewhere, the sun articulates the anguish of adolescence.  There is, in the contrariness of the imagery, the suggestion that Matia’s youthful attraction to the chueta outcasts is a therapeutic encounter with feared and life-denying taboos.


	So alientated is Matia from her future that she envisages adulthood as foreign territory and grounds for xenophobia:  “Qué extranjera raza la de los adultos, la de los hombres y las mujeres” (p. 114).  Yet this uncharted domain exerts a fascination of attraction and repulsion upon the adolescent girl that mirrors the ambivalence in the narrator’s use of imagery.  Despite their aspiration to be accepted as part of an undifferentiated community, the chuetas (considered to be a race apart by the islanders) had always found themselves psychologically ghettoised by Mallorcan society.  Perversely, the mercaderes sought to force an ethnic group to conform to their social norms, while simultaneously cultivating a sense of the chueta as an irreconcilable cultural misfit.  Raza was itself a term used by the Inquisition to refer to the Jewish nation.  With this in mind, Jorge’s extraordinary (and fallacious) declaration that he belongs to a different race (“No, yo soy de otra raza” (p. 108)) is comparable to Manuel’s pledge of solidarity with people whom society views as inherent outsiders.  It is Matia’s failure to travel the same path as Jorge and Manuel that leads to her eventual self-alienation.  Initially, however, the indications are that she will forego the racial tribalism of her class and so cast off her adolescent self.  Having delivered a kick to the Subdirectora who tried to confiscate her golliwog, Gorogó, and being duly expelled (p. 116), Matia already has experienced in miniature what society may do to punish impermissible loyalties.  Primera memoria reverses this movement:  Matia’s betrayal of Manuel makes her acceptable to her peers, and she ends the novel cemented into the social order.  Gorogó is the alter ego of Manuel.  They are both taciturn avatars of different ethnicities (Matia calls Gorogó “mi pobre Negro” (p. 145)) and are both treated by Matia as intimate confidantes.  During the critical encounter, when Matia offers to carry water for Manuel, one confidante displaces the other as Manuel holds Gorogó in his sun-browned hands and Matia recognises her doll for the first time to be a “Falso Deshollinador” (p. 145).  This reference to Hans Christian Andersen’s The Shepherdess and the Chimney Sweep conveys Matia’s dawning realisation that Gorogó is a link with her past rather than her future, and that the way forward is now with Manuel.  In Andersen’s tale the china Chimney Sweep leads the little Shepherdess up the chimney to take her out into the wide world, but on finding herself on the rooftops she takes fright and asks to be taken back to the world she knows, even though she is unhappy there.  Matia realises, in other words, that Manuel is her true deshollinador, her new passport to adulthood, albeit, like the shepherdess, she will eventually prize security over growth.


	Like his son, Jorge de Son Major is a resolute outsider who maintains his integrity by declining to participate in society’s settled enmities.  His reward for foresaking his mercader origins is to be styled an island bogeyman capable of carrying away naughty children, yet for all his notoriety he preserves an aura of mystery that appeals particularly to Matia and her peers.  Though once reputed to have had the devil in his house, at several points Jorge is described in terms of holiness:  he is “como un dios” (p. 108), “un santo extraño” (p. 191), an “obispo” (p. 192), and he is also associated by Matia with Saint George, the protector of young maidens.  In contrast with the grandmother’s emotional parsimony, Jorge has lived life to the point of financial and physical ruination, his freedom from the ideological stasis of his class illustrated by his resident odyssey on board El Delfín.  Furthermore, in withstanding the founding prejudices of his class, Jorge has embraced those whom society, in order to shore up its own good name, has a vested interest in excluding.  While Lauro, a homosexual, is repressed and contorted, Sanamo wears flowers in his hair.  Having been married four times, once to a woman who was not a Christian, and lived as man and wife with Malene (who is similarly deemed unchristian), it is small wonder that Jorge is considered by the islanders to be “endemoniado” (p. 101).  In accordance with island mores at this time, society will not sanction a relationship between a supposed old Christian and a chueta, yet public hatred is reserved for the latter (Malene) rather than Jorge.�  Some sort of revenge is exacted by Jorge, however, in granting Malene and José land in the middle of the declive, which is owned by the grandmother, now an estranged relation. Self-professedly of another raza, Matia’s hero is free, though solitary and misunderstood.


	Just as there is an ambivalence in Matia towards Manuel’s dark radiance, so there is a certain hesitancy in her towards Jorge.  She is at times unsure whether Jorge is her protector or her nemesis.  To begin with, she regards him, as she regards Manuel, as an initiate in the secret truths of the adult world:  “el pavoroso, aterrador mundo [. . .] que, por lo visto, pertenecía a gentes como Jorge de Son Major” (p. 146).  Despite being a damsel in distress, she occasionally imagines herself to be a threat to Jorge:  in short, a kind of dragon.  A chain of images, forged as much in the mind of the adult Matia who is narrating as in her younger self, articulates the protagonist’s guilty confusion as well as predicting her impending betrayal of Jorge and his values.  Es Mariné points out a resemblance between the Saint George in the stained glass windows of the church of Santa María and Jorge de Son Major himself (p. 107). The laughing stone dragon upon the grandmother’s well is an artful reminder of the rift between her and Jorge (pp. 132-33), particularly since she is known to the children as ‘la bestia’ (p. 20).  It is this well from which Manuel asks to draw water after a dog has been thrown into his own.  The moss-covered dragon on the well is evoked once more in the “lagarto verde [que] por momentos parecía el terrible dragón de San Jorge” (p. 147) which Matia and Manuel espy while lying on the declive.  Matia then conflates this monster and the monstrousness, as she sees it, of her own adolescence:  “¿Qué clase de monstruo [soy] que ya no tengo mi niñez y no soy, de ninguna manera, una mujer?” (p. 148).  This is a complex proposition.  For Matia the child, Jorge is both a knight who will protect her from the approach of adulthood and, as her identification with the dragon implies, a personal menace, since, like Manuel, he precipitates Matia’s proximity with what she fears most in the adult realm:  sexuality.  Ultimately, in failing to protect Manuel from Borja’s spite, Matia acquires an insight into the nature of power and privilege that allows her to be absorbed into the society in which she moves as one versed in adult affairs.  Thus initiated, there can be no return for Matia, whether as character or narrator, to Jorge’s wise domain.  Fittingly, on “el último día”, that is, the day on which Manuel is framed by Borja’s mendacious confession to the grandmother, Matia observes that the lance of the Saint George in the stained-glass window is “apoyada en el dragón” (p. 235).


	In fact Jorge is neither knight in shining armour nor endemoniado.  Now prematurely old and unable to walk, his air of fatigue, shared by his son, is attractive to Matia when she finally meets him.  He is “triste, como desplazado” (p. 192), but Matia is moved with inward gratitude for such world-weariness.  His sadness affords a refuge that restores her to herself and, as the example of Manuel had already begun to do, reconciles her with growth and change.  Jorge, then, does not live up to expectations;  he exceeds them.  Indeed, Matia reveres him —an unexpected reaction for a puritanical adolescent to adopt towards a man who once had a reputation for promiscuity—, and her realisation that he is fundamentally alone, even in company, begins to dispel her anxieties regarding her own oddity.  Although at no point does Jorge treat Matia, Manuel and Borja as anything other than the children that they are, there is a solemnity to the visit to Son Major that makes every action portentous.  Borja is cruelly humiliated by the favour Jorge shows to Manuel, whom he asks to sit at his right side.  Jorge places the hands of Matia and Manuel together and obliges them to keep them there, saying “Estas manos estaban unidas” (p. 200).  The general opulence of the episode —the wine, the music, the flowers— is suggestive of a marriage festival.  Clearly, Jorge is inviting Matia to identify with the lot of the chueta.  As he runs his fingers through her hair, he remarks:  “¡Qué raro!  No es negro, es como rojo. . .” (p. 199), thus corroborating Matia’s earlier fancy that her hair colour was that of a chueta:  “A contraluz parezco pelirroja como Manuel, y todo el mundo se cree que soy morena” (p. 129).  The simile infers a pereceptual choice, such as that already taken by Matia’s absent father.  Matia herself, soon to be guilty of betrayal, will not heed Jorge’s oblique advice.  Like Malene, she is finally deprived of her “trenzas” (p. 213).


	Matute’s novel presents civil war as a permanent feature of an unjust society, and the chueta figure as its equally permanent bad conscience.  The growing pains of an adolescent are used to render this public unease.  Matia’s coerced betrayal of Manuel is understood by the adult autobiographer as a sign of immaturity and selfishness that separate her forever from the destiny of Andersen’s Little Mermaid, yet it also thrusts her prematurely into adulthood.  The consequence of her participation in the aboriginal act of treason against the chuetería is that she is debarred from returning to the cherished realm of her childhood.  Gorogó is mislaid and the spell of Andersen is broken:  “Eran horribles los cuentos”  (p. 243).  Disillusionment need not have been inevitable, however, even though for the adult Matia it is now irreversible.  Jorge and Manuel had provided her with a new itinerary from adolescence to womanhood, but a class determinism prevails over her best interests.  These two child-like characters have the strength to resist the fratricidal instinct present in other islanders, and because they do not persecute weakness and difference but accept them as part of their own being, Matia finds in them a spirit of freedom that captivates her, however briefly.  As for Borja, his machiavellian pursuit of power propels him into fake maturity.  It is ironic that behind his impressive duplicity, he is essentially a childish figure.


	In one of Matute’s favourite stories Cain slays Abel to win the favour of a parental figure, and yet his action, to which Borja’s treatment of Manuel is akin, instead emphasises his dependency upon his God.  Similarly, in Primera memoria the author depicts a symbolic society in which the privileged prey upon her chosen people in order to appease their forefathers.


Jeremy S. Squires 						University College Dublin
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