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GERALD BRENAN'S

SOUTH FROM GRANADA

AND

THE FACE

OF SPAIN

H is name sometimes surfaces in
guidebooks to Spain and in the
footnotes of Bloomsbury memoirs. A
few years back, he was a mustachioed,
earnest, and faintly pathetic character in
Christopher Hampton’s gossipy biographi-
cal film "Carrington, about the Slade
School-trained painter Dora Carrington
and her various convoluted love affairs. To
hear that movie tell it, Gerald Brenan’s
main claim to fame was that he—or his
rather drippy cinematic double—once
groped Emma Thompson in a hayloft.
From these fleeting cameos, one might
never know that the real-life Brenan would
go on to become a keen writer-of-place
and superb painter of verbal portraits. But
he did. In September 1919, as a young
World War T veteran eager to escape
the stifling strictures of
English middle-class exis- Al
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tence, Brenan took to the H

mountains of southern Spain in order to
“spend a few years reading the books 1 had
collected and soaking myself in the ways of
Mediterranean life.” Within months, he
had rented a house in the isolated village
of Yegen, and, after shipping uphill the
entire Encyclopedia Britannica, a complete
edition of Frazer's Golden Bough, and two
thousand other volumes, he set to work,
reading. He also planned to teach himself
Greek and brush up his Latin, though as it
turned out Brenan’s true gifts were not so
much scholarly as social and observational.
Writing more than two decades after he
left the Alpujarra, Brenan conjures in
equally vivid terms a wide cross-section of
remembered people, events, customs, and
landscapes. His subjects range from
wildflowers to witcheraft, from his ser-
vant, Maria (“under her
dingy black clothes. .. her

body wriggled about like a
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snake’s and sometimes in sheer exuberance
seemed on the point of slipping out of them
altogether”), to Lytton Strachey’s “flat,
spongy” prose style, “which . .. gave me the

sensation of walking on linoleum.” He

GERALD

“No writer knows Spain as well

as Mr. Brenan does, and none has

written about Spanish life,
literature, and history so

searchingly” V. 8. Pritchett

BRENAN

describes in the same frank manner the
brothels of Almeria, the delicate olfactory
systems of the local silkworms, and puchero,
the national dish of Castile: “The chick pea,

from which Cicero took his name, is a yel-

low bullet which explodes
in the inside into several
cubic feet of gas, while if
the cook knows her job
properly she will see that
the meat is boiled till it
has no taste left and that
the fat, a yellowish white
in color, is rancid.”

These snatches all
belong to South from
Granada, Brenan’s nostal-
gic 1957 chronicle of his
years in Yegen. By the
time he got around to
transcribing his memories
of the village, the civil war
and Franco had ravaged
much of what he loved
about his second home-
land—a process he traces
in The Face of Spain, a
canny, bleak, and now
out-of-print diary of
a 1949 trip that he and
his American wife took
through the central and
southern parts of the

country, in search of some
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medieval Toledo synagogue
architecture and the rela-
tionship between Spanish
women and their hair. In the
book’s single most wrenching
section, Brenan recounts his
frustrating hunt for the burial
place of another writer,
Federico Garcia Lorca, shot
by the Falange one 1936
morning after being forced to
dig his own grave. In the
Spain that Brenan visited
half a century ago, Lorca,
too, seemed well on his way

to being forgotten:

I ;vaited, trying to fix the

scene in my mind. In
front rose the red, shaly
side of the barranco—
just one little sample of
the interminable, bar-
ren mountain slopes of

this country: on the

understanding of what had gone on (or

gone wrong) in the thirteen years since
they'd fled.

Their journey evolved as a tour of ruined
and haunted sites, and the account that
results is far sadder and less polished than
the more picturesque South. Still, it
bursts with vital passages on topics as vari-

able as the psychological effects of

right lay the green vega,
with the Sierra de
Elvira rising like a volcanic island
out of it. Above, the mountain.
Such had been the poet’s last view,
as the dawn rose in brightening
circles in the sky and the cock
crows floated up from the plain
like their own echoes. I picked a
blue grape hyacinth, the only
flower growing there among the

rushes, and came away. fit
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