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As far as the Generation of 1898 was concerned, Jose Maria de
Pereda (1833-1906)was an insignificant player in the development
of the modern Spanish novel. His tales of regional life in northern
Spain reflected the old ways and worn paths that the new
generation was eager to leave behind. He was unsympathetic to
the necessary change coming to Spain and insisted on regional and
rural values, Catholicism, and political conservatism. For Spain's
new school, Pereda's novels offered little in the way of human or
literary insight. His landscapes were soulless descriptions of the
Santander region, his literary focus far from bustling Madrid and
the progressive minds of the new century. He was neither
appreciated as an artist nor read as an inspiration, yet the
Generation of 1898is indebted to Pereda in important ways that are
evident today to one who considers the development of the
Spanish novel and Pereda's realistic portraiture, carefully crafted
language, and stylistic artistry. Though his thematic focus may
have held little interest for his younger contemporaries, his vision
of the novel as an art-form would exert a profound influence on
twentieth-century Spanish writers.

Here I will consider Pereda's final work, Pac1linGonzalez(1895),
a ground breaking short novel enthusiastically received by the
reading public but which the Generation of 1898 and subsequent
critics failed to acknowledge fully. In particular, I am drawn to
Pereda's use of an historical event--the explosion of the steamer
Machichacoin the Port of Santander-as the backdrop for a work of
fiction. In researching the topic I have read the newspaper
accounts of the explosion-the same reports that Pereda must have
read at his home in the provincial village of Polanco near
Santander. Although he treats typical Peredian themes of how
modernization corrupts and how the country's salvation lies in a
return to traditional, Catholic conservatism, he explores a new
venue in such a way that the work begs a reexamination of
Pereda's place as a novelist belonging more fully in the foreground
of modern Spanish literature.
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