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Appropriating KING LEAR in Early Twentieth Centu§pain

Abstract The reception of Shakespeare in Spain can beidemsl to begin in 1772 with the
performance of Hamleto, King of Denmark, a translatof Shakesperean descent allegedly written by
Ramon de la Cruz. From that year onwards, a numb&panish playwrights, novelists and poets have
shown a keen interest in translating the Bard’s pldyrom the Hamlet translation published in 1798
by Leandro Fernandez de Moratin to the Hamlet plagslated by post-war playwright Antonio Buero
Vallejo in 1960, a wide range of Shakespearean pleye captivated the Spanish imagination, with
Hamlet being the undisputed favourite. It is therefintriguing that the only translation Nobel Reiz
winner Jacinto Benavente wrote was that of King Leaplay that, despite the place it has in the
Shakesperean canon, was hardly known to Spanisteraeei throughout the 19th century. King Lear
never enjoyed the popularity of Hamlet, Othellonf®o and Juliet and Macbeth, and few Spanish
readers and theatre goers had actually heard atioloy the turn of the 20th century in Spain. Tha ai
of this article is to determine the reasons thaidldacinto Benavente to write this translation. he t
first part of this research, | will study the influee of Shakespeare in Benavente’s works. In thexdeco
I will analyse a number of examples from his tratistain order to establish its defining featuresdan
the place King Lear has in Benavente’s literary protibn.
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Figure 1. Cervantes, Benavente and Shakespeare
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“Read Shakespeare after Cervantes”. Such a statéhoem Benavente is striking if we
bear in mind Shakespeare’s influence in his woskstionger than that of Cervantes. In the
above picture, the Spanish playwright is flanketiMeen Shakespeare and Cervantes. The
shadows of the three writers are those of his rimygbrtant literary creations: left to right,
Don Quixote, Crispin fronbos intereses creadd¥he bonds of Interestind Hamlet. Not
only did Benavente consider Cervantes superiorhiak&speare, but he also praised other
Spanish playwrights such as Calder6n de la Barech lape de Vega over the Bard.
Benavente considered Calderéma vida es suefifLife is a Dream] as “superior to all
Shakespearean plays” and he also believed Lopesda ¥ be “far better than Shakespeare,
Corneille, Racine and Moliére”. As he clearly sthate

In the field of tragedies, many of our plays standparison with the best that Shakespeare
wrote, and in the field of comedies, never did Emglish author ever reach the wit, humour and
refinement of our Spanish writers (Benavente 195B&U0)".

It is not my wish to contradict Jacinto Benaveibat, this study will qualify his statement.
As we shall see, for all the praise he dedicatethéoSpanish writers, Benavente turned to
Shakespare for inspiration throughout his dramedieer.

The first stage of Benavente's works is clearlyimkd by a series of plays which showed
the playwright’s fascination with modernist and $atic performances. Collected under the
title Teatro fantastico (1892) [Fantastic TheatBgnavente's early plays can be considered a
milestone in early 20th century Spain. As Huert&v€and Peral Vega highlight:

With his Teatro fantasticoBenavente leads the way to modernist theatre @inSpoving
away from realism and situating himself in a sutijecperspective, Benavente writes a truly
poetic theatre, far more poetic than the plays Wilaespesa, Marquina or the Machado
Brothers would later pen (Huerta Calvo and Peral Y26a0:38Y.

Teatro fantastico includes four short plays: Amerattista, Los favoritos, El encanto de
una hora and Cuento de primavera. Of these, Loarifag [The Favourites] recreates an
episode from Much Ado about nothing, and it wastfetaged in Seville the 28th December
1892. Shakespearean characters, plots and sitsiatmnonly appear in this short play, but
also in many other of Benavente’s plays, such abufbn de Hamlet [Hamlet's Fool] La
historia de Otelo [Othello’s Story] Titania [Titajiand Cuento de amor [A Love Tale]. The
latter was based on Twelfth Night and staged atdgnning of 1899. The key feature all

1 “En lo tragico hay obras de nuestros autores queasla desmerecen de las grandes tragedias de
Shakespeare, y en lo comico no llegd nunca el augtés a la riqueza de invencion, a la gracia a |
finura de nuestros autores” (My translation).

2Con su Teatro fantastico, Benavente abre las pugetasatro modernista en Espafia. Alejandose del
realismo y colocandose en un punto de vista merarsibjetivo, consigue levantar un teatro en
verdad poético, mucho mas poético que el teatroveso que habrian de cultivar Villaespesa,
Marquina o los hermanos Machado (My translation).
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these plays have in common is a remarkable syntlomigent, and that can be explained due
to Benavente’s spirit of theatrical renewal. Wherthe end of the 19th century, Spanish
plays were burdened with worn out formulas andestignpped characters, Benavente took a
stand against the prevailing and agonising stagditibn in Spain and fostered a new
theatricalization, a process that meant going kacthe true origins of drama, that is, to
pantomime and farce. In order to enrich the stalagination of an equally stale Spanish
audience, Benavente turned to ancient forms of IGiteeatre, but also to Shakespeare: The
recreation of the fantastic world in A MidsummeNghts Dream, the adaptation of the witty
dialogues of Much Ado About Nothing and the gamiesexual ambiguity of Twelfth Night
served his renewal purpose, and channelled his @ljghltendencies. Benavente can then be
said to have resorted to Shakespeare in an att@mpgenerate Spain’s exhausted national
theatre, which revived in many plays thanks toRhed’s influence.

However, once his symbolist and modernist interéstd been thoroughly explored,
Benavente started to write the kind of plays he temklled against at the beginning of his
career, that is, conventional plays that adherethectraditions and conventions of the late
19th century- and which had a very high commersigslcess. Benavente thus moved away
from the symbolist theatre that had marked therbegg of his career and adopted a realist
trend to which his high comedies and rural draneery. The playwright defended himself
against the critics’ attacks claiming that thereravido many impositions and commercial
limits to modern playwriting; that the stage waskiag appropriate funding and that the
audience demanded shows that suited their jadégl Benavente justified his new plays in
the following way:

Our audience likes prairies, even the smallestdaiters our spectators from advancing: our
audience wants little square gardens where theywadly with little effort [...] It's not a sense
of reality what the Spanish spectators demand: deeyand their reality, their thought and their
idea of life, which is not rich or wide enough toderstand great things (Benavente: s.a:868)

This being so, and although Benavente’s works @vevaried for formal classifications, a
chronological categorization may be establishedndigg two clearly opposed tendencies: a
first stage characterised by symbolist ideas aedds, where Teatro Fantastico would be
included; and a second mature stage featuring gasis on realistic theatre where his most
successful and popular dramas appeaféegse wereSefiora Amg1908) [The Lady of the
Housd; La Malquerida (1913) [The Wrongly Lovddand La infanzona[The Ancient
Noblewomah(1945).

Benavente’King Lear appeared in 1911, so it was written betweenTihe Lady of the
Houseand The Wrongly LovedShakespeare was very much present in Benavesgetnd
stage as a playwright, but what could be the rea$tinis presence? If at the beginning of his

% Nuestro publico ama las llanuras, el méas insigaifte altozano le detiene, quiere jardinitos muy
urbanizados para pasear sin fatiga [...] no esdeghllo que pide el publico en el teatro: es su
realidad, su idea y su sentido de la vida, que umlesser de una amplitud en la que haya
comprensioén para grandes cosas (My translation).
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dramatic career Benavente turned to Shakespeaobttin inspiration from the fantastic
world of his comedies, what could be the reasorrdsorting toKing Lear at the high point
of his literary career?

In “Shakespeare’s influence on Benavente’'s Plag§sel Schwartz refers to the speech
Benavente gave in 1944 to a Medical Associatiofadiz, where he explained in part his
love forKing Lear.

When Benavente was a youth his father sat downaw tiee first volume of the Biblioteca
Clasica, the first volume of which was the worksStfakespeare and the first book of which
wasKing Lear. [...] As soon as his father let the book drop, ypBenavente pounced on it
because he was so anxious to read it, for he lebtalnost all the other works of Shakespeare
exceptLear, he sat down "dispuesto a no acostrarme hasta fele mi Rey Lear" (O.C., XI,

p. 228) “to reaKing Learin one go”. Suddenly, his older brother enteredetbhim that his
father had just died. Many years later, when Ben@vamdertook a translation of a
Shakespearian work for a publishing house, he chdtb®ut any hesitation whatsoevi€ing
Lear, the last book which his father had read befoiaglySchwartz 1960: 38)

Although the sudden death of his father while regdking Lear probably made
Benavente become emotionally attached to the tsaddxlieve there could be other reasons
to explain his full time dedication to render tpisrticular play. In the first decade of thé"20
century, Benavente was starting to cultivate thalrdrama genre, a genre that would make
him very popular amongst Spanish audiences. Thésgs gake place in small Spanish
villages which are inhabited by vulgar speakingrabters of low origin who are beset by
family conflicts. Could there be a link between Beante’s rural dramas aidng Lear?

In order to understand the relationship betwikerg Lear and Benavente’s rural dramas,
we first need to understand the defining featufeth® latter. In rural plays, rusticalness is a
mere excuse to show conflicts that transcend tlwal lframe and acquire a universal
dimension. Strong passions such jealousy, hatredenge or envy transform unknown
characters of low origin into widely recognised watsal types any audience could identify
with. Rural dramas are also characterised by shpwistrong leading female character, who
will become a tragic heroine by the end of the plEyese dramas take place in a suffocating
family atmosphere, where long suppressed feelimgs shameful secrets shake the family
foundations to their very core, altering its sturetirrevocably. As Huerta Calvo and Peral
Vega sum up:

Suffocated passions, extreme and secret [...] inassthe latent threat that shapes the
characters’ feelings and the brutish, tyrannical appressive power of men, which is often
approved and mirrored in the figure of the serveat be considered as the defining features of
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Benavente’s trilogy The Lady of the House, The Wrongly Loved, The Anh&leblewomah
(2000:2282Y

After leaving his playful symbolist comedies behiatid before venturing into the
unexplored territory of rural dramas, | believenthiBenavente turned to Shakespeare in
order to learn how the Bard had tackled issues asdflial love, betrayal and ingratitude. If
we take into account Benavente’s classical backgt@and his knowledge of Shakespeare’s
tragedies, it comes as a little surprise that leseho translat&ing Lear, since all the issue
he was interested in exploring are masterly degidteere. The gradual and inevitable
destruction of Lear’s family, the King’s blindneasd the rebellious strong daughter are
themes that resonate powerfully throughout Bena/emhe Wrongly Lovedhe rural drama
that appeared two years aftéing Lears translation. It is therefore surprising thatardical
attempts have been made to establish a link betWaenlLearandThe Wrongly Lovedand
that the accepted precedent to Benavente’s tragethought to beDedipus King In my
opinion, however, Raimunda’s blindness, which pneséder from seeing the betrayal of her
daughter Acacia until it is too late for both oéth, is closer to Lear and Gloster’s blindness
than to Oedipus’.

Therefore, Shakespeare can be said to have hademydifferent but equally important
roles in Benavente's career; on the one hand, thed'8 comedies were a source of
inspiration and renewal in Benavente’s early staga playwright; and on the othéing
Lear was key in Benavente’s exploration of dysfunctidaaily relationships and crucial in
his evolution into his second mature stage.

In this way, if we come back to the quote we meami at the beginning, “Read
Shakespeare after Cervantes”, we cannot help hihirtk that this is only one more sign of
what Huerta Calvo defined as a “complex and purgigsembiguous personality”. (Huerta
Calvo 2005:185).

2. Jacinto Benavente’King Lear (1911)

Benavente’s rendering dfing Lear can be considered as a landmark in the history of
Shakespere in Spain. It was the first translatibKiog Learthat was published in the 20th
century, and the second since the beginning oStiekesperean reception in Spain. Prior to
Benavente’s versiorKing Learhad only been rendered by Guillermo Macphersoh8i8s-
the version Benavente’s father was reading whedid This nineteenth century translation
was written in hendecasyllabic verse and prose redseBenavente’s is entirely in prose.
This is coherent with the rest of his original dedim production. Besides, prose allowed the
playwright to meet the objectives he had decidemi¢et in the prologue to his translation

4 Pasiones extremas, forzadas a permanecer enisilenk el incesto como amenaza latente que
condiciona los sentimientos de los personajesp@épanimal, opresor y despotico ejercido por los
hombres que, de ordinario encuentran refrendo acsiud en la figura del criado; son las
caracteristicas de esta trilog&efiora amalLa malqueriday La infanzoni(My translation).
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Clarity has been the main objective in this transtabf mine [...] After clarity, | aimed to
achieve fidelity; | have tried to be a faithful tedator whenever possible [...] Lastly, | didn’t
want my translation to be cold and lifeless. Myeatton has not always been focused in
keeping literary elegance, but in making the stdigéogue spontaneous and lively (Benavente
1911: viii)®

Benavente's translation is definitely not a phipkal one- there are no lengthy
introductions to the play, preliminary notes ordaeahly epilogues to the text. As Benavente
himself declared, he didn't want his translationb® “tiring and boring to read” and so he
devoted much time and thought to emphasise therg@#s and spontaneity of dialogue. |
believe Benavente aimed this translation at readiest because the renderigng Lear
was a process that allowed him the opportunityxdare the family conflicts he would later
develop in his plays, and second because as aenm@{iy prolific author, Benavente was
interested in achieving success through his owmadsa not through other’s. However, it
should be noted the translation makes a very geofbpnance text, and it was actually used
as such with little to no significant alteratiomsthe theatrical production of 1916.

In his remarkable translation, Benavente shows d d very good knowledge of the
Shakesperean text. The translator was very mucheagfethe text variants and although he
doesn’t explicitly mention which edition he usetisi obvious the text he was made of the
1623 Folio and the First Quarto of 1608. Benaventdudes a considerable number of
footnotes throughout his translation, where he arglthe meaning of difficult allusions and
refers to the French and previous Spanish trapnstio justify his solutions. However, the
field where Benavente excels as a translator mafolied in his command of the Spanish
language: the high, elevated language of the nadsteamd the low, vulgar language of the
servants is keen and spot-on; his wide range ofiwdary, idiomatic expressions and
sayings fit the characters according to their ¢lassl although his use of prose makes the
speeches far longer than the original iambic peatars, they are never dull or boring. As a
matter of fact, the Spanish reader of this traisiainay have the impression that he or she is
reading a play in their native language. This ibasis only broken when Benavente includes
a footnote to clarify the textual meaning, suclinahis example from scene 4 act 1:

| do profess to be no less than | seem, to semetthily that will put me in trust, to love him
that is honest, to converse with him that is wisd says little, to fear judgement, to fight when
| cannot choose, artd eat no fish (1.4.12-14)

® En esta traduccién mia [...] he procurado la déatiante todo. [...] Después de la claridad he
procurado la fidelidad; siempre que he podido igétraductor, lo he sido. Por dltimo: he procurado
que mi traduccion no fuese del todo fria y desadéorMas que a la correccion del lenguaje y a la
elegancia literaria he atendido a la espontaneidad la vida del didlogo teatral. (Benavente
1911.viii) (My translation)
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Benavente’'s footnote explains what could be an aavldweading for Spanish readers in
the following way: “Eating fish was associated wiatholicism in the Elizabethan period.
Since papists were considered enemies of the sketeggroverb went: ‘He’s an honest man
and eats no fish” (1911:376). As it was previoushentioned, in some other cases,
Benavente uses footnotes not to only clarify megniout to justify his decision when
translating:

Draw, you rogue! For though it be night, yet the omoshines.I'll make a sop
o’'th’moonshine of you, you whosreson cullionly barber-monger, draw! (26229)

iDesenvaina bergante! Aunque sea de noche, haylare ven a donde su luz te blanquee,
y haré merengada contigo. jDesenvaina hideputa afeminado, frecaemtade barberias;
desenvaina! (1911:390)

In the lengthy footnote included at this point, ttranslator explains “sop o’ the
moonshine” is a dish made of beaten eggs, and theegdea of “beating” in a culinary
association with “merengada”, which is “whipped khiln Spanish. Benavente also points
out previous translators rendered the line in “@ubus and inaccurate” ways. This cultural
adaptation seems a good solution to Kent's intentibbeating Osvald black and blue, and
will be easily understood by Spanish audiences.

There are some cases, however, where Benaventes deebe unaware of the cultural
context of the original, and renders a few compliéxsions using a literal translation only:

My cue is villainous melancholy, with a sigh likem o’'Bedlam (117-118)
Mi parte es simular tristeza cortaxo de Bedlam(1911:374)

Is it the fashion that discarded fathers

Should have thus little mercy on their flesh?

Judicious punishment: ‘twas this flesh begot

Those pelican daughters(2.4.67-70).

LEAR. Como veis, ahora es uso que los padres desmediditen sus carnes tan
despiadadamente: muy justo castigo, quesita misma carne la que engendré pelicanos por
hijas. (1911:410)

“A Bedlam fool” makes little sense in Spanish, teame happens with “pelican
daughters”. This last allusion is particularly imnfamt inKing Lear, since it was the belief at
the time that pelicans fed their newly born brodthuwheir own blood. Once the young birds
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grew older, they turned against their parents, waugh as Goneril and Regan do in the play.
It is therefore a missed opportunity for Benaveanteomment on Lear’'s sad and meaningful
words, which are completely lost for the Spanisidezs. Actually, the apparent groundless
comparison could be considered to be one moreddigre king’s madness, when it is a lucid
remark by an otherwise desperate father.

Another important aspect of Benavente’s translattan be found in the fidelity the
translator shows when rendering sexual allusiomenEhoughKing Learis not a play with a
strong presence of sexual references, the fewafhatar are rendered with a good degree of
faithfulness on the part of Benavente. Such isctme of the following lines spoken by the
fool, who, before leaving the stage at the endheffirst act, addresses his audience in the
following way:

She that's a maid now and laughs at my departure,
Shall not be a maid longunless things be cut shorter(1.5.42-43)

“Things” is here used by the fool with the connimtatof sexual organ, something which
Benavente paraphrases in his translation as:

BUFON. La que es virgen todavig se rie al verme partir, no sera virgen muchmpe, si
no es que hay en los usos gran mudanza. (1911:385)

Although not as explicit as the original, “unlegere is much change in custom” makes
for a wry, ironic comment on how short-lived virginis among the youth.

Another defining feature of this translation is théde variety of Spanish sayings and
idiomatic expressions Benavente uses througho8bitfor example, at the end of the second
scene of the second act, Kent exclaims:

Good King, that must approve the common saw,
Thou out of heaven’s benediction com’st
To the warm sun (2.2.143-145)

This is translated as:

Buen Rey, por ti puede decirgriyendo de la sartén diste en las brasg911: 393).

Literally, this means “you escaped from the fryipgn to fall into the fire”, a common
Spanish saying that conveys the original meaning imore matter-of-factly way. Similarly,
at the end of the fourth scene of the second hetDuke of Cornwall says the following
words regarding Lear’s wish to leave his daughtea'stle:
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‘Tis best to give him way; he leads himself (2.4.p9

Benavente uses another popular saying which wiliigkely known by Spanish audiences
to render this line:

CORNUALLES. Al loco y al aire dadles calle. (p.402).

It is difficult to translate this into English, batpossible solution could be “The fool and
the air should roar in the street”. Once more, Bente’s creativity adds a Spanish flavour to
the translation, which establishes a very stromguistic link with Spanish readers.

However, the most important feature of Benavertasslation can be found in the subtle
manipulation he carries out of a number of key ages with the aim of increasing the
tension between parents and children and highfightihe cruelty and disdain the latter feel
for the former. A good example can be found in Eddie words at the end of the second
scene of the first act, when he is talking to hilfngleout his intention of robbing Edgar of his
lands:

A credulous father and a brother noble,

Whose nature is so far from doing harms

That he suspects none; on whose foolish honesty
My practices ride easy. | see the business.

Let me, if not by birth, have lands by wit

All with me’s meet that | can fashion fit. (1.2.1356)

It is interesting to check that Benavente has @uaithe reference to Edgar’s lands in his
translation, and so, the resulting impression & tdmond’s motives to plot against his
brother are solely grounded in his cruelty and egbess:

EDMUNDO. jUn padre crédulo, un noble hermano, tamapaz de una mala accién que no
puede sospecharla en nadie! Sobre su honrada aiiapli cabalga mi ingenio prestamente.
Bien lo veo; todo me favorece, y de todo sabré aprecharme.(1911:375)

A further example of obvious manipulation on thetpa the translator may be found
when both fathers, Gloster and Lear, are finallyethwith their children’s betrayal. In this
moment, Benavente introduces a number of linestwhaie not in the original with the sole
purpose of stressing the depth of their conflict, 8hen at the beginning of the second act
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Edmond poisons Gloster's ear with the supposeday@trof his legitimate son, the torn
father exclaims:

O strange and fastened villain!
Would he deny his letter, said he? (2.1.76-77).
Benavente does not only render these two linesadds a harrowing third:

GLOSTER. jEmpedernido, avezado en traiciones! ¢ MegacartapNo le he engendrado!
(p.388)

The added line may be translated as: “I didn'tdathim”. Benavente therefore highlights
Gloster’s pain by making him disavow his very ovam svith an appalling exclamation that,
for all the pain it conveys, sounds a bit too medaodhtic at this point.

Similarly, after being mercilessly mistreated irs liaughter’s castle, Lear faces Goneril
with the following words:

Thou shalt find
That I'll resume the shape which thou dost think
| have cast off forever. (1.4.263-265)
Benavente stamps the character with his own meteatia style making him say:

iYo te prometo que volveras a verme, recobrada mi soberaniat(gjizgas perdida para
siempreljVolveras a verme, yo te lo prometo{1911:383)

The words in bold mean: ‘I promise you will see aggin... You will see me again, |
promise’. This threatening oath belongs to Bena/sridreativity, not to Shakespeare’s. It is
possible the Spanish playwright took the libertyappropriatingking Learin this particular
moment of the play to make him speak what a charadthis would have probably said in a
similar situation. The outcome, however, apart fraalling Benavente’'s fidelity into
question, adds a soap-opera like dimension tar#imskation of an otherwise too serious play.

However, the most striking fact about Benaventeanipulation lies in the way he
consciously modifies the feelings both fathers h&wetheir children. It is fascinating to
notice that in the Shakespearean text, Gloster lagad vehicle their pain by detaching
themselves from Edgar and Goneril, who are adddesgth coldness and indifference.
However, Benavente consciously changes the origgxalto emphasize the kinship that still
links parents and children in an indissoluble bdndthis way, when in the fourth scene of
the second act Lear disavows Goneril after leartimegway she had treated Kent, the king
asks:
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‘Where isthis daughter?’ (2.4.54)
But Benavente translates this as:
‘¢, Dénde estani hija?’ (1911:396)

thus effectively intensifying Lear’'s pain and demyihim the distancing strategy he uses
in the original.
Similarly, when Gloster disavows Edgar, he states:
| had a son,
Now outlawed from my blood; he sought my life

But lately, very late. (3.4.150-152).

Despite the very clear meaning of the original, 8@mte manipulates Gloster’s words to
stress that, despite knowing Edgar’'s murderousiiaes, he still considers him as his son:

GLOSTER. Un hijo teniano puedo dudar que era de mi sangtey atenté contra mi vida,
poco ha, muy poco. (1911:412)

The intrusive sentence in bold means “a son | cadany to be of my very own blood”.
Benavente’s conscious modifications make Lear alodt€r appear as resigned fathers who
cannot deny the inevitable bond that tie them liir children, even in the face of their
offspring’s most abject and unkind ingratitude. Kaver, the translator suggests the
children’s betrayal is unrelated to their fathemsstakes, an idea which clearly contradicts
what Shakespeare wrote. If we take Lear’s followivayds, we will see he defines Goneril
as the evil yet logical iliness that originatechia corrupted blood:

Thou art a boll,
A plague-sore, or embossed carbuncle

In my corrupted blood. (2.4.216-218)

Benevente modifies the original text to subtly igngboneril is a corruption in Lear’s
otherwise clean and untainted blood:

LEAR. Eres una Ulcera, un protuberante carburdoupcién de mi sangre. (1911: 400)
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This rendering suggests Gonreil's wickedness iefitdtear, who is not guilty of his
daughter’s depravity. The idea of sons and dauget being responsible for their parent’s
mistakes throws a very different light into the flish that besets these two families in
Benavente’s translation.

To sum up, we may conclude Benavente’'s manipulatadrthe original text modified the
relationship between fathers and children accorttinthe playwright’s personal views. The
translator believed the key to this conflict laytle resigned love a father felt for his children
despite their obvious betrayal, a love born oua afatural, inevitable bond and the father’s
guiltless conscience. This being so, | believe Bente’s King Lear is not just a fascinating
example of Shakespearean translation in Spainabugxceptional text that documents the
passions and views Benavente would later explohgsioriginal dramas.

University of Murcia, Spain
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