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FASHIONING THE ANCIEN REGIME: 
ALARCON'S SOMBRERO DE TRES PICOS 

JAMES D. FERNANDEZ 
Yale University 

-f edro Antonio de Alarc6n's El sombrero de tres 
* . picos is one of the most internationally popular 

novels ever to come out of Spain. Not only was 

*i 
the text translated into at least seven different 

,, 
languages during the author's lifetime, but its 
storyline has since served as the basis for French, 

-Belgian and German operettas, a number of films 
in both Italy and Spain, and, of course, the ballet composed by 
Manuel de Falla which premiered in London in 1919 with sets by 
Picasso and choreography by Massine. In a certain sense, this in- 
ternational acclaim is fitting; after all, the basic story of El sombrero 
de tres picos does emerge from the pan-European folk-tradition 
and an ancestor of the tale can be found in a book translated into 
Castilian from Arabic in the thirteenth century.1 

Nevertheless, the folk origins and the cosmopolitan reception 
and assimilation of El sombrero seem to have torn the novel out 
of its immediate context-Spain, 1874-and transformed it into a 
universal divertimento. In this paper my goal is to begin to recon- 
textualize the novel; to sketch some of the ways the book might be 

1Vicente Gaos, following Bonilla San Martin, notes that the tale is a relative 
of a story found in the Decameron (Novella viii, Giornata viii), which, in turn, is 
related to the "Enxemplo del sefior, et del ome, et de la muger et el marido de la 

muger, como se ayuntaron todos," found in the Libro de los engai-nos et los asayamientos 
de las mugeres, a book translated from Arabic in 1253 (Gaos, xxx-xxxi). 

235 



236 James D. Ferndndez HR 62 (1994) 

related to Spain's literary, social and political climate at the mo- 
ment of its appearance. To this end, I will focus on three features 
of the text: Alarc6n's choice of a folktale as material for a novel, 
his anchoring of the tale in a specific moment of Spanish history, 
and his peculiar distortion or rewriting of the popular sources. 
Each of these issues gives rise to a question which I will address 
in the course of this essay. First, what are the implications of 
writing a novel based on a folk tale in the context of nineteenth- 
century Spain's debate concerning the creation of a national novel? 
Second, how are we to interpret Alarc6n's precise situating of the 
tale on the brink of the French invasion of 1808? And finally, what 
are the ideological motives behind Alarc6n's attempt to clean up 
the tale? In particular, what are the implications of his avoidance 
of the double adultery that takes place in the popular versions? I 
undertake this enterprise fully aware that to offer a contextualized 
and ultimately political reading of a text as lighthearted and 
sprightly as El sombrero de tres picos means to go against both the 
author's intentions and the critical grain. Alarc6n pretended to 
write an apolitical novel in El sombrero, and critics have indeed 
tended to regard this text as a kind of jewel: a precious gem we 
can remove from the mud and slime of its contemporary moment 
and place it within that lovely setting of Literature or the Classic. 
My goal in this essay, nonetheless, is to read the text not from the 
privileged perspective of its eventual canonization, but rather in 
relation to the series of texts and issues out of which it emerged. 

I. The choice of material: in search of a National Novel 

El sombrero de tres picos should be seen as a text which enters 
into the contemporary discussion of, or obsession with, the creation 
of a national novel in Spain. One of the things which early 19th 
century Spanish writers never failed to lament was the apparent 
lack of great native novelists, and the flood of translations/ad- 
aptations of second-rate French fiction. Some would argue that the 
lack of great novelists brought about the flood of translations, while 
others would maintain that the popularity of French formulae sti- 
fled potentially great figures (why invent when the money was in 
translating?). Just about everyone agreed, though, that the au- 
thentic, national novel had fallen on hard times. This was especially 
damaging to national pride since Spain, as one author after another 
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is wont to point out, is the country that "invented the genre" with 
the Quijote. 

Paradoxically, it is this very element of El sombrero's immediate 
literary context-its stance vis-d-vis the Spanish novel of its time- 
that has contributed to the text's historical and political decon- 
textualization. In his declarations about the novel, Alarc6n was 
quick to emphasize the unanimidad with which it was received: 
"todo el mundo lo ha tratado hasta con mimo, asi en el campo de 
los innovadores o blasfemadores del Arte, de la Moral y del Alma, 
como en el de los ortodoxos y arcaistas de todas especies" (Alarc6n 
1974, 1187). Here, finally, Alarc6n seems to suggest, is a novel that 
speaks from outside politics, from outside the contingencies of the 
contemporary moment, and that can appeal to all Spaniards, indeed 
to all of mankind. It is precisely this aestheticizing stance on the 
part of Alarc6n which, in my opinion, has contributed to the de- 
contextualization of the work. 

A review of El sombrero de tres picos written in 1874 by the critic 
Luis Alfonso will help us briefly reconstruct how the novel satisfied 
or disappointed the expectations of its contemporary reading public. 
In this essay, Alfonso poses a number of questions; questions, one 
may assume, that any Spaniard might have asked about a successful 
novel in 1874: " AQue demuestra? Que problema expone? ,Que ventaja 
reporta, en fin?" (Alfonso, 9). These are questions which seem to as- 
sume that any new, successful novel will certainly engage in direct 
polemic with current social problems. The answers that Alfonso gives 
to these questions though, constitute a kind of short circuit: social 
questions are given aesthetic answers. Unlike the novelas de tendencia 
democrdtica or the equally moralizing reactionary novelas a lo Ferndn 
Caballero which readers had come to expect, El sombrero does not 
really prove, expose, or report anything. 

iQue demuestra? Demuestra que no ha menester un autor espaniol abre- 
varse en extranjera fuente para obtener un fruto limpio y sazonado. iQue 
problema expone? El de escribir novelas sin intricados o terrorificos ar- 
gumentos . .. .Que ventaja reporta, en fin? La ventaja, ante todo, de 
evidenciar c6mo puede existir la novela espaniola, y adquirir formas diver- 
sas, y conservar lo bueno de su antigua progenie, y gozar de una vida 
lozana y vigorosa. (Alfonso, 10) 

Apparently, El sombrero represents a bid to regenerate the Spanish 
novel by abandoning obvious moralizing or direct discussion of 
immediate social and political concerns. 
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Fortunately, we have grown healthily skeptical of these sorts 
of claims to neutrality. El sombrero, despite claims to its non- 
political nature, is a text which, like so many late nineteenth cen- 
tury Spanish novels, can be read as an attempt to represent and 
re-evaluate modern Spain's relationship to the ancien regime. This 
re-evaluation, should, I think, be related to the political climate 
created by the failure of Spain's Glorious revolution of 1868 and 
the chaos that accompanied the disintegration of the first Republic. 
I should announce from the very beginning that Alarc6n's attitudes 
toward the antiguo regimen and toward modernity as they manifest 
themselves in this novel are thoroughly ambivalent: nostalgia for 
the good old days, though it does appear, is quickly eroded by irony; 
the text's irony is often tinged with nostalgia. This very wavering, 
though, was by no means peculiar to Alarc6n and constitutes an 
important part of the ideological context of the moment; ambiv- 
alence was everywhere to be found in 1874. The perceived excesses 
of the Gloriosa, and the proletarian and peasant uprisings that 
helped precipitate the crushing of the first Republic sent many 
previously progressive intellectuals reeling toward the right. From 
this new vantage point many of them would undertake a problem- 
atic re-consideration of their previous political activism, as well 
as of Spain's relationship to modernity, progress, and the ancien 
regime. 

It could be argued that throughout most of the nineteenth cen- 
tury, nostalgia was a particularly thorny issue for Spaniards. In a 
nation where liberalism and modernization were precarious and 
intermittent at best, nostalgia could easily and dangerously be 
equated with reactionary politics. One common strategy for dealing 
with this problem was to bracket or compartmentalize nostalgia. 
Indeed, many authors, at times rather unconvincingly, make the 
following claim: "As a poet, I am nostalgic; as a political man, I 
repudiate the past and value progress." Alarc6n himself wrote: 

[Cuando] escribimos . . . un articulo titulado "Mapa portico de Espafia," 
... tuvimos mucho cuidado de advertir a nuestros lectores que, para con- 
siderar de una manera tan desventajosa los tiempos actuales, nos despo- 
jamos completamente de nuestro criterio politico y filos6fico (bastante en- 
carifiado con la transformaci6n social a que asistimos), y nos colocamos 
en un punto de vista exclusivamente portico, sentimental, melan- 
c6lico, desde el que s61o sabemos llorar sobre las ruinas del pa- 
sado. (Montesinos, 196) 
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We might add that earlier in the century Becquer had justified his 
own nostalgic gaze in almost identical terms; in fact, it seems that 
by the 1880s this kind of disclaimer had become a very worn cliche, 
since Clarin mocks it in La Regenta.2 

II. The anchoring of the tale: the context of costumbrismo 

Spain's fall into history, into modernity, would be impossible 
to date: it is announced throughout the centuries. Modernity, of 
course, is invariably contrasted with the timeless time of the good 
old days, and, as Raymond Williams has illustrated in the case of 
rural England, we could push those good old days all the way back 
to Eden, that calm before the storm of history (Williams, 9-12). 
Nineteenth century writers typically look back with nostalgia to- 
ward the tranquility of the eighteenth century; Torres Villarroel, 
in the eighteenth century, longs for the days of Quevedo; don Qui- 
jote characterized those very days as tiempos ruines and dreams 
of an edad de oro somewhere in the past, etc. Alarc6n himself, in 
the Sombrero, pokes fun at his abogado, who feels nostalgic for "los 
tranquilos tiempos de sus padres (como sus padres habrian envi- 
diado los de sus abuelos)" (62). Nonetheless, conventional repre- 
sentations situate Spain's definitive awakening to modernity in 
1808, the year of the French invasion. Antonio Flores, with his 
characteristic wit, describes the scene like this: "El caiion de los 
invasores nos hizo brincar sobre el lecho en que dormiamos con el 
suenio de los inocentes la siesta de los candidos" (Flores, 7). Me- 

2 Becquer writes: "Yo tengo fe en el porvenir. Me complazco en asistir mental- 
mente a esa inmensa e irresistible invasi6n de las nuevas ideas que van transfor- 
mando poco a poco la faz de la Humanidad, que merced a sus extraordinarias in- 
venciones fomentan el comercio de la inteligencia, estrechan el vinculo de los paises, 
fortificando el espiritu de las grandes nacionalidades, y borrando, por decirlo asi, 
las preocupaciones y las distancias, hacen caer unas tras otras las banderas que 
separan a los pueblos. No obstante, sea cuesti6n de poesia, sea que es inherente a 
la naturaleza frigil del hombre simpatizar con lo que perece y volver los ojos con 
cierta triste complacencia hasta lo que ya no existe, ello es que en el fondo de mi 
alma consagro, como una especie de culto, una veneraci6n profunda por todo lo que 
pertence al pasado, y las poeticas tradiciones, las derruidas fortalezas, los antiguos 
usos de nuestra vieja Espafia, tienen para mi [un] indefinible encanto" (Becquer, 
541). The narrator of La Regenta remarks in similar terms: "don Cayetano no alababa 
el tiempo pasado por sistema, pero en punto a poesia era preciso confesar que la 
revoluci6n no habia traido nada bueno" (Alas, I: 140). 
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sonero Romanos, speaking of 1808, would refer to that "fecha 
memorable en que, rotos los lazos y tradiciones que unian una y 
otra generaci6n, y quebrantados los antiguos cimientos de la an- 
tigua sociedad espaniola, la lanz6 a una vida nueva, agitada, ver- 
tiginosa" (Mesonero Romanos, 155). It is not a coincidence that 
both of these characterizations come from important costumbrista 
authors; in fact, one of the costumbrista's primary tasks is precisely 
to chronicle the vicissitudes of that new agitated, vertiginous life. 

Throughout his career, Alarc6n frequently assumed the well 
known costumbrista stance of the author whose lifetime spans the 
chasm opened up by modernity, and who is thus enabled to nos- 
talgically describe the disappearance of cosas que fueron (which, 
incidentally, is the title of Alarc6n's 1871 book of costumbrista-like 
articles): 

Antes de que el implacable nivel revolucionario reduzca el suelo espaiiol 
. a una mon6tona llanura cubierta de ciudades uniformadas . .. antes 

. .. de que la explanaci6n, la alineacibn, la perforaci6n y la expropiaci6n 
forzosa hayan terminado su sacrilega tarea. . . deber es de los escritores 
y de los artistas de nuestro tiempo apresurarse a recoger y archivar en 
albums, lienzos, mirmoles y libros el tesoro de monumentos, tradiciones, 
consejas, cantares, melodias, dialectos, costumbres, trajes, creencias y 
preocupaciones que adn guardan entre los escombros los antiguos reinos 
de nuestra romancera patria. (Montesinos, 196) 

This stance reappears in El sombrero. Accepting the notion that 
Spain entered modernity or even history as a result of the French 
invasion, Alarc6n is careful to situate his tale on the brink of this 
birth or death. The world of the tale is a kind of precarious idyll, 
still isolated-though clearly not for long-from the turbulence of 
modern political history.3 As Baquero Goyanes has noted, while 

' In his work on Alarc6n's later novel, El capitdn veneno (1881), Ignacio Javier 
L6pez discerns a similar desire, on the part of Alarc6n, to "bracket" the world of 
that novel from the vicissitudes of contemporary political and social history. In the 
case of El capitdn veneno, L6pez argues that Alarc6n is reacting to the kinds of 
innovations boldly announced in Gald6s' first novela contempordnea, La desheredada, 
with its relentless weaving of novelistic and historical time. We should recall that 
in the European context, this interpenetration of novel and history dates from 
much earlier in the century. See in this regard Peter Brooks's exemplary reading 
of Le rouge et le noir (1831): "The scene of the portrait (of Napoleon which Julien 
Sorel hides in his mattress) signals the impossibility of the novel of manners as 
Mme. de Renal understands it (you will recall that she assumes the portrait in 
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the novel does begin with a description of the imperial exploits of 
Napoleon, the description actually serves to highlight the tranquil 
timelessness of the molino and its environs: 

Y aqui termina todo lo que la presente historia tiene que ver con la militar 
y politica de aquella epoca; pues nuestro tinico objeto, al referir lo que 
entonces sucedia en el mundo, ha sido venir a parar a que el afio de que 
se trata . . imperaba todavia en Espafia el antiguo regimen en todas las 
esferas de la vida puiblica y particular, como si, en medio de tantas nove- 
dades y trastornos, el Pirineo se hubiese convertido en otra Muralla de la 
China. (13) 

The narrator lets us know, from the very start, that the world he 
is describing has, in fact, disappeared: the bubble has burst. He 
does this with a parenthetical annotation which is also a common 
feature of many costumbrista descriptions: "En aquel tiempo . 
habia ... un famoso molino harinero (que ya no existe)" (Alarc6n, 
18). Toward the end of the novel, we see that the idyllic tertulia of 
the molino has been permanently interrupted by the entrance of 
the French troops: "Cerca de tres afios continuaron estas sabrosas 
reuniones, hasta que . . entraron en Espafia los ejercitos de Na- 
pole6n y se arm6 la Guerra de la Independencia" (169). And in the 
Epilogue, when the narrator fills us in on the fate of the characters 
we have just read about, we learn they all have died (except, ap- 
parently, for Gardufia, who became an afrancesado), and most of 
the deaths are directly related to the French invasion. The Obispo, 
Magistral, Penitenciario, and the Abogado all die "por no poder 
sufrir la vista de los franceses" (169). The corregidor dies in 
prison-L6pez and his deputy in battle. The deaths of Lucas y 
Frasquita, the molineros, coincide exactly with the definitive end 
of absolutism in Spain: 

alcanzaron una edad muy avanzada, viendo desaparecer el absolutismo en 
1812 y 1820, y reaparecer en 1814 y 1823, hasta que, por iltimo, se estableci6 
de veras el sistema constitucional a la muerte del Rey Absoluto, y ellos 
pasaron a mejor vida. (169) 

question must be that of a rival lover): questions of love and interpersonal relations 
no longer play themselves out in a closed and autonomous sphere. They are menaced 

by class conflict as historicized in the persistent aftermath of the French Revolu- 
tion" (68). 



242 James D. Fernadndez HR 62 (1994) 

Furthermore, the narrator reminds us that the molineros died 
childless, thus driving home the fact that the world evoked in the 
novel is a world gone forever. Edward Said has noted how the 
modern novel is peopled by "childless couples, orphaned children, 
aborted childbirths . . suggesting the difficulties of filiation" (17), 
all signalling the difficulties of the transmission of norms and val- 
ues, of the transmission of Culture across the gulfs opened by mo- 
dernity. These are the gulfs that will provide the costumbrista 
chronicler with a mission.4 

The novel's links with costumbrismo do not end there though; 
the title of the book, and the overall importance placed on clothes 
seem to invite the reader to consider this novel alongside a whole 
corpus of costumbrista texts which nostalgically lament the dis- 
appearance of traditional dress codes. In Larra, Mesonero Romanos, 
Antonio Flores and Perez Gald6s among others, we frequently find 
references to-and/or complaints about-the breakdown of a sup- 
posedly stable correspondence between social position and ap- 
pearance, or wardrobe. With increasing social mobility, the greater 
accesibility of mechanically reproduced goods, and the consequent 
reign of ever changing fashions, one can no longer look at a person 
and decide what or who he or she is. In the old days, as Mesonero 
Romanos would put it, "el gabin nivelador y la negra corbata no 
habian ain confundido como despues lo hicieron, todas las clases, 
todas las edades, todas las condiciones" (259). This tendency itself 
can be inscribed in a larger phenomenon; the nostalgia for un- 
equivocal signs, unproblematic representation.5 A nostalgia, in 
other words, for that moment in the past in which one could sup- 
posedly read clothes in an unproblematic way. Jean Baudrillard 

4 Nevertheless, as many readers have noticed, all of these characteristics, which 
could easily form part of a typical nostalgic evocation of a lost idilio are undermined 
by another set of references or descriptions. The idyllic presentation of the ancien 
regime is profoundly upset by the chaotic, or rather, contradictory enumeration of 
its attributes. The ambivalent nature of the entire text-a nostalgic form or rhetoric 
which is ironically undermined by certain of its "contents"-is reproduced in min- 
iature in a single sentence: "iDichosisimo tiempo aquel en que nuestra tierra seguia 
en quieta y pacifica posesi6n de todas las telaranias, de todo el polvo, de toda la 
polilla, de todos los respetos, de todas las creencias, de todas las tradiciones, de 
todos los usos y de todos los abusos santificados por los siglos!" (17). 

5 For the importance of the breakdown/proliferation of codes in the novels of 
Gald6s, see Fernandez-Cifuentes. For its importance in nineteenth-century Spanish 
autobiographical discourse, see Fernandez. 
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has described this link between the ancien regime and readable 
clothes on the one side, and modernity and tautological fashion, 
on the other: "There is no such thing as fashion in a society of 
caste and rank, since one is assigned a place irrevocably. Thus class 
mobility is non-existent. An interdiction protects the signs and 
assures them a total clarity; each sign refers unequivocally to a 
status" (Crary, 12). Jonathan Crary succinctly comments on the 
implications of Baudrillard's observation: "modernity is bound up 
in the capacity of newly empowered social classes and groups to 
overcome the 'exclusiveness of signs' and to initiate 'a proliferation 
of signs on demand.' Imitations, copies, counterfeits, and the tech- 
niques to produce them . . were all challenges to the aristocratic 
monopoly and control of signs" (12). 

Trajes appear in Alarc6n's list of things in danger of extinction 
which the modern writer ought to describe "antes de que en todas 
las villas y aldeas de la peninsula se vistan los sefiores y los labriegos 
con arreglo a un mismo figurin" (Montesinos, 196). In El sombrero 
he also lists the disappearance of traditional dress as one of the 
consequences of Napoleon's exploits (11). In this context, we can 
see why the outfit of the Corregidor is clearly evoked with nostalgia 
in El sombrero: 

Nosotros ... recordamos haber visto colgadas de un clavo, .. en la rui- 
nosa torre de la casa que habit6 su Sefioria (torre destinada a la saz6n a 
los infantiles juegos de sus nietos), aquellas dos anticuadas prendas, aquella 
capa y aquel sombrero . .. formando una especie de sudario del Corregidor, 
una especie de caricatura retrospectiva de su poder, pintada con carb6n y 
almagre, como tantas otras, por los parvulos constitucionales de la de 1837 
que alli nos reuniamos, una especie, en fin, de espantapajaros, y que hoy 
me da miedo de haber contribuido a escarnecer, paseandola por aquella 
hist6rica Ciudad, en dias de Carnestolendas, en lo alto de un deshollinador, 
o sirviendo de disfraz irrisorio al idiota que mas hacia reir a la plebe ... 
iPobre principio de autoridad! iAsi te hemos puesto los mismos que hoy te 
invocamos tanto! (38) 

And yet, in the world of the novel, situated safely within the ancien 
regime, the meaning and authority of clothes is completely ridi- 
culed. In fact, the novel itself seems to carry out the same kind of 
carnivalesque profanation which Alarc6n regrets having partici- 
pated in as a young man. Clothes, and particularly the clothes of 
the Corregidor are in no way transparently readable. The clothes 
do not make the man; they are disguises-arbitrary and inter- 
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changeable. A moment of transparency is wistfully evoked, only 
to be shown up as fiction. 

This contradiction is never quite resolved. At the very end of 
the text, a nostalgic tone is again adopted: "[Lucas y Frasquita 

.] alcanzaron una edad muy avanzada . . sin que los sombreros 
de copa que ya usaba todo el mundo pudiesen hacerles olvidar 
aquellos tiempos simbolizados por el sombrero de tres picos" (169). 
These last words clearly hark back to the standard costumbrista 
complaints about the disappearance of a stable and uniform dress 
code which is being replaced by ever-changing, unreadable and 
self-referential fashion-suggested here by the sombreros de copa. 
But once again, irony eats away at the nostalgia: What exactly 
does the three cornered hat symbolize? What is it about aquellos 
tiempos that Frasquita and Lucas will remember? Will nostalgia 
allow them to retrospectively fashion a fashionless, meaning-laden 
ancien rigime? 

III. Domesticating the tale 

Perhaps the most disconcerting contradiction of the novel is 
that while Alarc6n appears at times to engage in a nostalgic evo- 
cation of the ancien regime, and especially of the principle of au- 
thority which for him characterized that moment, he has chosen 
a tale from popular literature, which, in addition to being quite 
bawdy, seems to join all those democratic characteristics that for 
Bakhtin defined the popular. This is particularly striking in the 
context of 1874, when Alarc6n, like so many writers, terribly 
frightened by social unrest, was given to bitter diatribes against 
el vulgo or la plebe. Alarc6n addresses this issue in his Prefacio, 
and he defends his rendition of the tale in these terms: 

concebimos el prop6sito de restablecer la verdad de las cosas, devolviendo 
a la peregrina historia de que se trata su primitivo caracter, que nunca 
dudamos fuera aquel en que saliera mejor librado el decoro. Ni 6c6mo 
dudarlo? Esta clase de relaciones, al rodar por las manos del vulgo, nunca 
se desnaturalizan para hacerse mas bellas, delicadas y decentes, sino para 
estropearse y percudirse al contacto con la ordinariez y la chabaca- 
neria. (7) 

This is not the place to go into Alarc6n's anti-romantic notions on 
the transmission of folklore. But if we just look over some of the 
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extant popular versions of the tale, we can immediately see why 
Alarc6n had to make changes for the sake of decorum. Not only 
does the double adultery take place in the folktale, but some ver- 
sions even end by hinting at a happy menage a quatre. Many of 
the versions, moreover, openly address the women's sexual pleasure 
at having an unexpected partner: the romance collected by Agustin 
Durin, for example, contains the following delightful verses: "Ella 
se pens6 que era/su esposo que habia venido/y lo dej6 que andu- 
viera / por los campos deleitosos / dando brincos y carreras / el uno 
por la venganza/y el otro por cosa nueva" (Alarc6n 1975, 179). 

Faced with Alarc6n's chaste version of the tale, critics have 
either searched for alternative sources, or they have simply at- 
tributed the novel's original ending to its author's prudish sense 
of morality or propriety. But I would like to argue that there is 
more than decorum at stake here in Alarc6n's cleaning up of the 
tale and in his avoidance of the double adultery. By eliminating 
the adulteries, Alarc6n is also able to sidestep the profoundly dem- 
ocratic thrust of many of the popular versions. In the 1862 sainete 
which Gaos included in the appendix to his edition, for example, 
the tale ends with a scene of overt class confrontation: 

Ahora vereis, mentecatos, 
que nunca en vano se juega 
con la honra de un hombre pobre 
que con sudor se alimenta. 
Porque usted lieva casaca 
y yo no mas que chaqueta, 
ile parece ha de jugar 
con el honor de un cualquiera? 

(Alarc6n 1975, 212) 

que aunque palurdo y vestido 
con lanas y con bayetas 
el coraz6n le hizo Dios 
y en 61 la honra bien puesta; 
lo mismo da ser paleto 
de haber nacido en nobleza 

(Alarc6n 1975, 214) 

Alarc6n's version also culminates in a confrontation; but his 
re-writing of the tale has allowed him to redraw astutely the lines 
of conflict. You will recall that not only are sefioras Frasquita and 



246 James D. Ferndndez HR 62 (1994) 

dofia Mercedes extraordinarily virtuous and beyond reproach, but, 
in the novel's final scene, they also are inexplicably drawn to one 
another, kindred spirits: "Cruzaron, pues, sendas miradas de paz 
aquellas dos mujeres . . . y notaron con gran sorpresa que sus 
almas se aplacieron la una en la otra, como dos hermanas que se 
reconocen" (143). What we have here, it would seem, are two dngeles 
del hogar, united in virtue despite their social differences. Thus, in 
the final confrontation staged in Alarc6n's novel, the division is 
obvious: virtuous, faithful, and desireless women on one side, chas- 
tise the libidinous, impetuous, and vengeful men on the other. The 
moral of the rewritten tale, rather than addressing the arbitrary 
nature of authority, or issues of social equality now seems more 
akin to something like boys will be boys. Potentially menacing, 
explosive class tensions are effectively elided. A tale which, for the 
contemporary reader, just might have conjured up images of class 
confrontation, or even barricades, repression and exile, has become 
a tale which ends in a kind of humorous marital spat, whose only 
exile is the one the corregidora imposes on her lustful husband: a 
banishment from her bedroom. In the context of Spain, 1874, this 
cleaning-up, this domestication of the popular story may well be 
the most significant change introduced by Alarc6n in his refash- 
ioning of the tale and of the ancien regime. 
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