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Characterized by its persistent struggle to give testimony to the truth and
to present the "reality” of contemporary Spain, José Martin Recuerda’s
recent historical play, Las conversiones—defined along the lines of the
carnival and grotesque tradition—presents a dramatic confrontation
between historical and literary figures: Celestina and Enrique IV of
Castilla.! The play’s action unravels in spectacular fashion during the
"official" celebration of the Week of Passion in remembrance of the
sufferings of Christ between the night of the Last Supper and his death.
Structured in a way that allows for simultaneous progress in two theatrical
spaces, the play evokes a double image of madness as both imprisonment
and liberation where tension and mendacity, time, and the transgressive
nature of a grotesque setting intensify the dramatic potential of the work
both as "reality" and as metaphor primarily in an effort to underline through
carnival and grotesque imagery the tragic condition of contemporary man of
the post-franquista socio-political and economic structures.

Images of blood, deceit, jealousy, lust, and death together with masks
and disguises and the image of Christ on the cross through a large and
imposing crucifix in one plane of the stage—seen with a grotesque and
ironic vision—collide in the plaj.!.2 In the manner of carnival, the dominant
images of the work are those connected with the earth, fire, water, with the
living and dying, with release and abandon conquering restriction, and with
fluidity dominating rigidity.

Somewhat reminiscent of the thematic context of Antonio Gala’s Petra
Regalada (1980)3 in its realistic/ naturalistic portrayal of Spanish life within
the dimensions of mythic time and space and in its references to corruption,
moral, religious and political degradation and the abuses of the powerful
over the weak, Martin Recuerda’s Las conversiones responds to a new level
of consciousness motivated first by the artist’s need for self expression and
the search for identity under the polemic strictures of the post-Franco
syndrome. Secondly, the work develops the characters amidst a background
of ruin, chaos, and grotesque imaginations, which underline "imaginary or
semi-imaginary" representations of the social or political relations that,
inside or outside the theater, have informed the cultural and historical
moments of Spanish society, and which stem from the outgrowth of the
contemporary distrust of any cosmic order, an interest in the irrational, and
a frustration at man’s position in the universe.
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