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Francisco Ayala, more than any other writer of twentieth Century Spain, stands as the embodiment of Spanish letters in modern times. His lucid prose is emblematic of the many techniques employed during this period, while the content of his works encompasses the socio-political struggles of Spain and the Western world during the last hundred years.  As a writer of fiction, Francisco Ayala has produced remarkable novels and short stories, whose inner structures and relation to one another are of a complexity reminiscent to that of Cervantes in The Quixote.  Ayala has also written numerous works of literary criticism, sociology and journalistic articles that deal with his own works, other authors, the cinema, music, paintings, history, and a variety of other topics.  In his writings there is always a fundamental desire to unravel human nature in all its intricate and puzzling designs.  But it is in the condensation, clarity of exposition, and elegance of the prose employed by Ayala in all of his writings, where his superb mastery of the language and keen observations can best be observed. 


Francisco Ayala was born in Granada on March 16, 1906 during the reign of Alfonso XIII.  His parents were highly regarded in the society of the times, as they belonged to the professional and educated elite.  His father, Francisco Ayala Arroyo, was a lawyer, and his mother, María de la Luz García-Duarte González, a well regarded painter.  During the early 1920´s the family moved to Madrid, where Francisco Ayala Jr. studied Law and Political Philosophy.  In 1929 he went to Germany with a grant to study Sociology, and in l932 he won the Cátedra (Professorship) of Sociology and Political Sciences at the University of Madrid, where he taught from 1933 to 1936.  During this period, Ayala collaborated assiduously in Revista de Occidente, founded and directed by Ortega y Gasset, and in La Gaceta Literaria, two of the Country’s best regarded Journals of philosophical and literary writings of the time.


After the Spanish Civil War, in which Ayala’s father and one of his brothers were killed by fascist forces, the author exiled to Buenos Aires and lived there from 1939 to 1950.  During this time, he founded the Journal Realidad, published several of his works, including Los usurpadores (The Usurpers) and La cabeza del cordero (The Lamb’s head), and taught Sociology at Universidad del Litoral.   In 1950, due to the repressions imposed by General Perón, he moved to Puerto Rico where he helped organize the Program of General Studies at the University of Puerto Rico, and directed the Journal La Torre, founded by Federico de Onís.  In 1958 he moved once again, this time to the United States where Ayala taught Spanish Literature in several Universities, including Rutgers, Bryn Mawr College, Princeton, The University of Chicago and New York University.


After Franco’s death in l975, Ayala returned to Madrid, where he was elected member of Spain’s Royal Academy of Letters in l983.  His works, which until then had for the most part been ignored, began to be recognized in his Country.  In 1972 he received the Premio de la Crítica (Prize of Criticism) for his novel El jardín de las delicias (The Garden of Delights).  In 1983 he received the National Novel and Narrative Prize, for his memoirs Recuerdos y olvidos (Remembrances and Oversights), and in l991 he was awarded the Cervantes Prize of Literature for his entire career as a writer.  He was also made Doctor Honoris Causa by the Universidad Complutense of Madrid, the University of Granada and the University of Seville.  Today he is regarded as one of the major Spanish writers of the twentieth Century.


Francisco Ayala´s first novel, Tragicomedia de un hombre sin espíritu (Tragicomedy of a man without spirit) was written in l923 while he was a law student at the University of Madrid.  This novel, as well as his second and third:  Historia de un amanecer (History of a dawn) and Medusa artificial (Artificial Medusa) were written in a realistic style, reminiscent of Galdós and Balzac, a style which he later transformed in his other works, as his narrative became more experimental in nature.  This experimental tendency can already be observed in his short stories “El boxeador y el ángel” (The boxer and the angel) and “Cazador en el alba” (Hunter at dawn), works that were first published by Revista de Occidente during 1929 and appeared in the form of a book in 1930.

Ayala’s first important novel, Los usurpadores (The Usurpers), was published in Argentina in 1949.  This work constitutes a reflection on tragedies throughout history due to the abuse of power.  It is a novel without a plot per-se, because it consists of seven stories found in Spain’s history books, and occurring during different epochs.   In Ayala´s book, each story is autonomous, but related to the others by the theme of power.  There are other mysterious links among the seven tales of The Usurpers, which are subtle indications of how power is always an usurpation of the freedom of others.


According to Ayala, power is necessary in society if used responsibly, and can have tragic consequences if employed in excess or is neglected.  Ayala condenses the plot of each episode in a short, clear narrative whose complexity can be detected by the use of the many techniques to his avail.  As for example, parody (in this case the well known stories taken from history books), as well as numerous intertextual references, which function as a continuum of the literary Spanish traditions throughout the centuries, while enriching the expositions with the presence of other texts; the constant use of ekfrasis, a technique which consists of juxtaposing a picture with a description of a scene or character, making them appear more real in the imagination of the reader; the descriptions of scenes and characters which are reminiscent of scenes in a film due to the visual details and movement; the language chosen for the narrations, which gives the tales a flavor of antiquity; and the numerous relations with Ayala’s other texts.  In addition, Ayala presents the resolution of the story at the beginning, so that the reader can concentrate on the causes and conflicts of the characters before and after they assume a position with regards to power.  Hence this book invites the reader to reflect on each case presented, as each of them resembles the then recent tragedy of the Spanish civil war of 1936, where brothers fought against one another.


Indeed the first story of The Usurpers relates the struggle of two brothers.  Their violent competition makes both of them lose the love of the women they both cherished.  After much suffering, the two brothers are reconciled through the love of San Juan de Dios, a Saint well known in Granada.  The last episode of the book, ¨El abrazo¨ (The hug) is also based on a struggle among brothers for the kingdom of Castille.  This last story ends in the death of two of the brothers, because their fear and lack of trust were greater than their love for each other.  In both stories the rage among brothers causes the destruction of themselves and the people around them.


Two separate stories in the book deal with the refusal or inability to assume the power that is bestowed upon a character, and the tragic consequences of this situation.  And two other tales concentrate on the obsession to be in a position of power.  But perhaps “El hechizado” (The bewitched) is the most enigmatic tale of The Usurpers.  It first appeared published by itself in 1944, and later, in l949 was incorporated in the middle of the “novel.”  It tells the story of an indigenous person from South America who, fascinated by royalty, wants by all means to meet the king of Spain.  He travels to Spain, and after many difficulties, he is finally in the presence of the monarch.  Charles II, according to history, was an idiot due to a congenital disease.  When González Lobo, the protagonist of this story, enters the room of the throne, he finds the King of Spain with drivel falling from his mouth, playing with a little monkey, which captures the king’s sole attention.  It is a strange story, which metaphorically speaks of the illusion of power, which ultimately amounts to nothing. 

Each tale presents a situation where a character has to take a course of action, and the happy or tragic effect will depend on how power is used.  In The Usurpers, the decision taken by one individual will have profound consequences on the entire community.  Ayala, who knows the classic molds well, views pride and ambition not only as personal faults, but as sins against society.  “Power,” says Ayala in an essay titled “Against Power,” “is from its most elemental level of animal nature the manifestation of any relationship.”  Hence, showing as Ayala does, the psychological make up of the characters in the stories can help the reader enhance his/her understanding of collective tragedies.  There is still one more mysterious element that plays an important role in the outcome of history, as it is shown in one of the stories.  Thus, in “El abrazo,” fate is an invisible character, suggesting that sometimes even good will can do nothing to avoid a tragedy that was imminent from the start.  The fragmented structure of this work, the subtle connections among the tales, the relationship between past and recent events in the history of Spain, and the clarity and condensed expositions presented make this a very sui generis historical novel, as well as a thorough study of how power works in numerous, and sometimes mysterious, ways. 

Another important book from the same period is La cabeza del cordero, a collection of short stories, also related to the Spanish civil war of 1936.  Among the tales, the one who has received most attention from critics and readers alike is the story that gives title to the entire collection.  It is an intriguing narrative that presents one day in the life of a person.  The many activities of the day, in a foreign land and with people that are perhaps related to him, serve to distract the protagonist from his real tragedy, a sense of guilt from not having done as much as he perhaps could have to save a familiar person from being killed.  The character’s feelings, which the reader comes to know near the end of the plot through a nightmare, are emblematic of the gloom of an entire nation who, having survived the disasters of a war and thinking of the many dead, blame themselves unconsciously for having survived.  The deep understanding Ayala possesses of the psychological make-up of human nature can be seen in this story, as well as in others that comprise this volume. 

Muertes de perro (Dog’s Deaths) of l958, was written in the style of Latin American dictatorship novels, such as Tirano Banderas by Valle-Inclán and El señor presidente by Miguel Ángel Asturias.  In Ayala´s book, through a complex fragmented structure, the protagonist, a handicapped person in a wheel chair who is unable to fight, decides to compile all kinds of documents and proofs to provide for posterity “the truth” of what happened.  The continuous play between objective and subjective reality emerge in the novel through personal testimony from various characters. It ultimately reveals their personal and unique ways of seeing the situation.  In this novel, Ayala presents the problem of violence and cruelty which human beings have to endure in today’s world, and exposes the evils the excess of power can bring about in an imaginary country of Central America.
El fondo del vaso (The bottom of the glass), of 1962 is a novel which complements the afore-mentioned one.  It speaks of numerous evils now under a democracy, in the same imaginary country of Central America.  The fact that a different character relates the events under a new government does not change the outcome of things, because what interests the author is not to show different political frameworks, but to underline the similarities of human behavior over and above any historic contingency.

In l97l Ayala published El jardín de las delicias (The Garden of Delights), which is perhaps the work that best represents the developmental process of Ayala´s writings and ideologies.  The entire “novel” is composed of brief isolated narratives that expose all kinds of unrelated topics dealing with individuals from different parts of the world.  The lack of living space in Japan and its effect on people, a mother killing her own daughter to please her lover, the feeling of ecstasy in front of a beautiful woman or a work of art  are among the themes presented in the book.  It gives the appearance of a collection of newspaper clippings dealing with every day events, some very unusual indeed.  However the stories are for the most part imaginary, or taken from experiences known by the author.

The book is divided into two main parts of different lengths, which are reminiscent of the well known painting of the same name by Bosch, a Dutch painter from the sixteenth Century.  Bosch painted a triptych (which is at the Prado Museum in Madrid) where the delights and horrors of human kind are exposed.  In Ayala’s book, “Diablo mundo” (Evil world), the first section, presents an exposition of many incongruities and sadness found in human lives.  The other section, “Días felices” (Happy days) is longer, for Ayala has been incorporating new texts through the years.  However, both first and second parts are complementary and show that evil and goodness coexist in society.  Satire, sarcasm and irony are employed in the first section to exhibit the malicious capacity of individuals.  “Happy Days” is written in the preterit, in the manner of an escape from malice.  It is a kind of paradise built from remembrances of happy past times, or from artistic recollections of places visited.  The tone is lighter and more lyrical in numerous passages of this section compared to the first.

The fragmented structure of the plot, which comprises the many stories of the book, speak of the fragmented structure of today’s world where there seems to be a lack of ethical solidity.  Ayala likes to play with a variety of elements, such as different tones, quotes from well known writers and plots found in other classic texts or gathered from his own experiences.  He tries to unite them in structures that are related only by aesthetic or moral components.  Thus his best reader is one who, knowing the classic authors and detecting the parodic nature of the texts, can actively participate in making some sense of the values presented.

Emilio Orozco Díaz has studied this book in depth and finds, in the complex structures employed by Ayala, a similitude with Cervantes in the different episodes of D. Quixote.  For example, this can be observed in the combination of good and evil, reality and fiction, and subjectivity and objectivity.  Not only are the two parts of this book related by contrasts and differences, but some of the stories seem to have developed out of the same intuition.  The story “El ángel de Bernini” (Bernini´s angel) for example, is expanded in a separate story of the same section of the book, “Más sobre ángeles” (More on angels).  For Ayala, chronology, or the dates in which the stories occurred do not matter; what matters are the essential aspects of human nature, which can be noticed under different perspectives and situations.  The many books written by Ayala show an insistence in small fragmentary moments of everyday life, where human characteristics can best be observed.  The Garden of Delights particularly constitutes an exploration of the reactions of individuals when facing special circumstances.  Nonetheless, it is ultimately in the essential similarities of human instincts and passions where the fascination lies.

Ayala has written several autobiographical works that to some extent allow the reader to compare his fictions with his life experiences.  Recuerdos y olvidos is a book of memoirs which appeared in three volumes:  Del paraíso al destierro, El exilio and Retorno (From Paradise to Exile, Exile, and Return).  They comprise the three parts in which Ayala has divided his life: in Spain, far away, and back again.  The books are written for the most part in an intimate tone.

De mis pasos en la tierra (Of my steps on this earth) is a fascinating collection of remembrances occurring at different moments of the artist´s life.  Written in l996, it utilizes the metaphor of travel to go over significant isolated episodes.  As with so many of Ayala’s works, this volume is composed of brief descriptions, a few pages long, that speak of memorable experiences.  In one of them, for example, Ayala dwells on his infatuation with a girl during a New Year’s Eve celebration in Berlin, while he was a student.  In “Navidades de antaño” (old-fashioned Christmas) Ayala mentions the only Christmas of his life that he cannot remember, because he was in Argentina where it was summer.  If, as Ayala says, this was written for a friend who asked him to write about old Christmas traditions, then the fine sense of humor and mischievous nature of the author can be detected here, for the story recounts his inability to remember that precise Christmas, and does not go over past traditions.  
Some of the stories narrated in De mis pasos en la tierra are related to episodes  in El jardín de las delicias.  Sometimes the autobiographical story will add more details, or bring a related aspect to an experience that the reader had already read.  The elegant and precise prose employed by Ayala in his autobiographical works resembles that used in his fictions.  There is also in De mis pasos a variety of stories told in different tones (lyrical, humorous, sarcastic, ironic), and many travels around the world.  All in all, it offers a nightmarish vision of life, which is equally rich, disconnected and fast-paced. 

An elusive reality where many ambiguities coexist is a constant in Ayala’s fictions, as well as in his autobiographical works.  However, in the midst of the cracks, a solid ethical and robust personality stands firm.  The man that emerges from reading his books of memoirs is without a doubt related to the writer of fictions, a person with a tremendous understanding of humanity.

Of the many essays written by Ayala, two of them stand out, not only for the clarity and complexity of the expositions, but also because they explain comprehensibly and with rigor the works of Cervantes and Quevedo, two classic authors from the seventeenth Century.  These writers are perhaps closer than any other to Ayala’s own personality and style.  The two essays, presented in the same book, were published in l974.

What interests Ayala about Cervantes is mostly his ability to structure elements of different nature:  “In the composition of D. Quixote,” he says, “one is in continuous awe at seeing how Cervantes connects in harmonious ways spiritual spheres that appeared to be incompatible, or literary fields that seemed to exclude each other reciprocally.”  Ayala sees as prodigious the multiple combinations and organizations created by Cervantes in complex structures where picaresque, pastoral and Italian style of writing novels are present, as well as numerous types of short stories that constituted the literary tradition of Cervantes’ epoch.  The clear and eloquent explanations given by Ayala about Cervantes’s art not only show his keen analytical capacity, which makes him one of the best literary critics of our times, but also serve to explain Ayala’s own art of composition and writing style.

The author finds equally fascinating Quevedo’s radical nihilism.  “Satire,” says Ayala, “will be employed by Quevedo with great geniality in his mature works to unmask reality, until reality is destroyed completely.”  All appearances are dismantled by Quevedo, according to Ayala, under an implacable unmasking, until nothingness appears.  This explanation applies to Ayala as well, whose use of satire serves him to expose the nonsense of human behavior in numerous stories, as for example in “El hechizado,” mentioned before.

In many of the writings by Ayala, be it novels, short stories or autobiographical works, a set of reasonable possibilities, all of equal value and none capable of becoming the only solution, are present.  The reader is asked to compose a puzzle made of many different and complex pieces, which represent Ayala’s vision of the world and of himself.  Truth and reality are inapprehensible entities, and consequently, Ayala´s best reader will be one, who through the many fragments, captures some type of understanding of the piteous human condition, and a glimpse of his/her own conscience.
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