Yerma: A Tragic Poem in Three Acts and Six Scenes (1934)
By Federico García Lorca (Spain)
Translated from the Spanish by Michael Dewell and Carmen Zapata

CAST OF CHARACTERS
YERMA
JUAN
VICTOR
MARÍA
DOLORES
TWO SISTERS-IN-LAW
PAGAN OLD WOMAN
MALE
FEMALE
BOY

SHEPHERD
CHILD
SIX WASHERWOMEN
TWO GIRLS
TWO WOMEN
TWO OLD WOMEN
THREE MEN
SEVEN YOUNG GIRLS
CHILDREN

ACT ONE, SCENE 1
When the curtain rises, YERMA1 is asleep with a sewing basket at her feet. There is a strange, dreamlike light.
A SHEPHERD tiptoes in, staring at YERMA. He leads a CHILD dressed in white by the hand. The clock strikes.
When the SHEPHERD exits, the light changes to the cheerfulness of a spring morning. YERMA wakes up.

VOICE SINGING (offstage):
Nana, Nana, Nana,
Nana, you will see-We will build a little nest,
And that’s where we will be.2

YERMA: Juan, do you hear me? Juan!
JUAN (Offstage): Coming.
YERMA: It’s time.
JUAN (Entering): Have the oxen gone by?3
1
2

Yerma is derived from yermo, a “waste-land”-- or simply “barren.” It is not a typical Spanish name.
A la nana, nana, nana,
a la nanita le haremos
una chocita en el campo
y en ella nos meteremos.

“In a remarkable interview of early 1934, Lorca relates what he alleges to be an incident from his childhood that “revealed
to me my first artistic experience” (III 6oo). While watching peasants till the soil with a new plow capable of penetrating the
earth deeper than did traditional models, he saw the tiller become stuck on an object that proved to be a Roman mosaic (a
literal “Roman ruin”), the inscription on which invoked for Lorca the names Daphnis and Chloe, principals in the classical
pastoral narrative by Longus. This inspiring experience is further acknowledged as the foundation stone for an “agrarian
complex,” which Lorca credits with advancing his present theater:
3
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YERMA: Yes, they have.
JUAN: See you later.
He starts to leave.

YERMA: Don’t you want a glass of milk?
JUAN: What for?
YERMA: You work hard, and you aren’t strong enough for so much work.
JUAN: When men stay thin, they get as strong as steel.
YERMA: But not you. When we got married, you were different. Now your face is pale-- as if
the sun never touched it. I wish you’d go down to the river and swim, and go up on the roof
when the rain is pouring down on our house. Twenty-four months we’ve been married, and
you keep growing sadder, thinner-- as if you were growing backwards.

JUAN: Have you finished?
YERMA (Standing up): Don’t take it wrong. If I were sick, I’d want you to take care of me. “My
wife is sick. I’m going to kill this lamb to make a good meat stew.” “My wife is sick. I’m going
to save this chicken fat to rub on her chest.” “I’m going to take her this sheepskin to wrap
around her feet when it snows.” That’s the way I am. That’s why I take care of you.4

JUAN: And I’m grateful.
YERMA: But you won’t let yourself be taken care of.
This, my first artistic astonishment, is tied to the earth. The names of Daphnis and Chloe have a taste of the
earth and of love. My first emotions are linked to the earth and to the activity of the countryside. For this reason
there is in my life an agrarian complex, which is what psychoanalysts would call it.
Without this , fry love of the earth, I could not have written Blood Wedding. And neither would I have begun my
next work: Yerma. (III 6oo)”
Soufas, C. Christopher. Audience and Authority in the Modernist Theater of Federico García Lorca. Tuscaloosa: University of
Alabama Press, 1996. (110).
“[In late nineteenth and early twentieth century Spain] women’s social duty as the family caretaker was far from being
considered trivial. On the contrary, the vital importance of the woman’s homemaking role in the upkeep and development of
the family was constantly stressed in numerous pamphlets and books published precisely to counsel women on this decisive
task. Thus, mothers, wives, and daughters were paradoxically attributed the dual role of ethereal ‘angels’ and vital agents in
the correct functioning of the family. A treatise published in 1886 in the collection ‘Library for Young Ladies’ described the
complex array of duties ascribed to women, which ranged from the running of the domestic economy to elevating the moral
tone of the family:
4

The well being of the family depends on the woman....She, just like a protecting fairy, looks after at the
same time...her children’s health, her husbands happiness and the prosperity of the family which is a consequence
of a reasonable economy.
The woman is the primordial element in the government of the house, under her influence losses and grief
are repaired, the acquired fortune is conserved, ideas of morality are inculcated, each individual is shown his duties
and all this is attained not through the expression of force but with the beautiful prestige of love, as the lady of the
hearth masters all souls.”
Nash, Mary. Defying Male Civilization: Women in the Spanish Civil War. Arden: Denver, 1995. (11)
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JUAN: Because there’s nothing wrong with me. You’re just imagining all these things. I work
hard. Every year I will get older.

YERMA: Every year... You and I will go on living here every year...
JUAN (Smiling): Of course. And very peacefully. The work is going well, and we have no
children to waste money on.

YERMA: We have no children... Juan!
JUAN: Yes.
YERMA: Do you think I don’t love you?
JUAN: You love me.
YERMA: I know girls who trembled and cried before they got into bed with their husbands.
Did I cry the first time I went to bed with you? Wasn’t I singing as I lifted the linen sheets?
Didn’t I say to you, “These sheets smell just like apples!”

JUAN: That’s what you said.
YERMA: My mother cried because I didn’t mind leaving her. And it was true. No one was
ever happier to get married. And
yet...

JUAN: Quiet!
YERMA: And yet...
JUAN: Stop it! It’s hard enough for
me to be hearing all the time--

YERMA: Don’t! Don’t keep telling
me what people are saying! I can
see with my own eyes that’s it’s not
true-- that when the rain falls on the
rocks, they soften and make the
wild mustard grow, and people say
it’s useless. “That plant is useless.”
But I can clearly see its yellow
blossoms moving in the breeze.

JUAN: You have to wait!
YERMA: Yes! Wanting!
Taking the initiative, YERMA
embraces her husband and
kisses him.

from a 2011 Gate Theatre production (London, England)
with Hasan Dixon as Yerma and Ty Glaser as Juan
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JUAN: If you need anything, let me know, and I’ll bring it. You know I don’t like you going
out.

YERMA: I never go out.
JUAN: You’re better off here.
YERMA: Yes.
JUAN: The streets are for people with nothing to do.
YERMA (Somberly): Of course.
Her husband exits and YERMA starts toward her sewing, stroking her stomach with her hand. Stretching her
arms, she yawns gracefully and sits down to sew.
Singing

Where are you coming from, love, my child?
“From the ice at the mountain’s crest.”
What do you need, my love, my child?
“To be warmed by the cloth of your dress.”
She threads her needle.

Let the trees lift their branches up to the sun!
Let the fountains leap, and the river run!
Then, as if speaking to a child.

The dog is barking, out in the patio.
The wind in the trees is singing there.
The oxen follow the herder lowing,
And the moon is weaving braids in my hair.
What do you ask for, child, from so far?
She pauses.

“For the mountains of your white breast.”
Let the trees lift their branches up to the sun!
Let the fountains leap, and the river run!
She sews.

I tell you, my child-- it’s true, it’s true:
I am broken and torn for you.
My womb aches for you-An empty cradle, craving you.
When, my child, are you going to come?
She pauses.

“When your flesh smells like jasmine.”
Let the trees lift their branches up to the sun!
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Let the fountains leap, and the river run!5
YERMA goes on
singing. MARÍA
enters through the
door with a bundle
of clothes.

Where are you coming from?

MARÍA: From the store.
YERMA: From the store, so
early?

MARÍA: If I had my way, I’d
have been waiting at the door
when they opened. You’ll
never guess what I bought!

YERMA: You probably
bought coffee for breakfast,
sugar, some bread.

MARÍA: No! I bought lace,
three spools of thread,
ribbon, and colored yarn to
make tassels. My husband
had some money put aside
and he himself gave it to me.

Federico García Lorca and Margarita Xirgu, the first actress to
portray Yerma; she is in costume (Madrid, Spain, 1934)

YERMA: Are you going to make a blouse?
MARÍA: No, it’s because-- you know?
YERMA: What?
MARÍA: Because it’s finally happened.
She lowers her head. YERMA rises and gazes at her in admiration.

YERMA: In five months!
5

¿De dónde vienes, amor, mi niño?
«De la cresta del duro frío»
¿Qué necesitas, amor, mi niño?
«La tibia tela de tu vestido»

«Los blancos montes que hay en tu pecho»
¡Que se agiten las ramas al sol
y salten las fuentes alrededor!
Te diré, niño mío, que sí.
Tronchada y rota soy para
¡Cómo me duele esta cintura.
donde tendrás primera cuna!
¿Cuándo, mi niño, vas a venir?
«Cuando tu carne huela a jazmín.»
¡Que se agiten las ramas al sol
y salten las fuentes alrededor!

¡Que se agiten las ramas al sol
y salten las fuentes alrededor!
En el patio ladra el perro,
en los árboles canta el viento.
Los bueyes mugen al boyero
y la luna me riza los cabellos.
¿Qué pides, niño, desde tan lejos?

5

MARÍA: Yes.
YERMA: Can you tell it’s there?
MARÍA: Of course.
YERMA (With curiosity): And what are you feeling?
MARÍA: I don’t know. Queasy.
YERMA: Queasy? (Holding on to her) But-- when it happened...? Tell me! You got carried away.
MARÍA: Yes, carried away.
YERMA: You must have been singing, yes? I sing. You-- tell me-MARÍA: Don’t ask me. Have you ever held a live bird tight in your hand?
YERMA: Yes.
MARÍA: Well, it’s the same-- but in your blood.
YERMA: How beautiful.
She stares at her in wonder.

MARÍA: I’m in a daze. I don’t know anything.
YERMA: About what?
MARÍA: About what I should do! I’ll ask my mother.
YERMA: What for? She’s old now and she must have forgotten all that. Don’t move around
too much, and when you breathe, breathe as softly as if you had a rose between your teeth.

MARÍA: Listen, they say that later on he pushes you gently with his little legs.
YERMA: And that’s when you love him the most-- when at last you say, “My son!”
MARÍA: In the middle of all this, I feel embarrassed.
YERMA: What did your husband say?
MARÍA: Nothing.
YERMA: Does he love you very much?
MARÍA: He doesn’t tell me so, but he comes close to me and his eyes quiver like two green
leaves.

YERMA: Did he know when you...
MARÍA: Yes.
YERMA: How could he tell?
6

MARÍA: I don’t know. But on our wedding
night he kept saying it, over and over, with
his mouth pressed to my cheek-- so many
times that I feel as if my baby is a fiery dove
that he slipped into my ear.6

YERMA: You are lucky!
MARÍA: But you know more about this
than I do.

YERMA: What good does it do me?
MARÍA: That’s true! Why is that? Of all
the girls that got married when you did,
you’re the only one who...

YERMA: That’s how it is. Of course,
there’s still time. It took Elena three years,
and in my mother’s day it used to take
some women much longer. But two years
and twenty days, like me, is too long to
wait! I don’t think it’s fair for me to waste
away here. Many nights I go out on the
patio barefoot, to feel the earth under my
feet, and I don’t know why. If I go on like
this, I’ll come to a bad end.

The Annunciation (detail) by Filippo Lippi
(Florence, Italy, ca. 1449-1459)

MARÍA: Now, look here, child! You are
talking like an old woman. Listen to me. You can’t complain about these things. My mother’s
sister had one after fourteen years-- and if you could have seen the beauty of that child!

YERMA (Eagerly): What did he do?
MARÍA: He howled like a young bull, as loud as a thousand cicadas singing at once! And he
wet all over us, and pulled on our braids! And when he was four months old, he covered our
faces with scratches!

YERMA (Laughing): But those things don’t hurt!
MARÍA: I’ll let you know-YERMA: Bah! I’ve seen my sister nursing her baby with her breast covered with scratches
and it was very painful. But it was good pain-- fresh, new, necessary for health.

MARÍA: They say children cause a lot of suffering.

In Catholic folklore and iconography, the dove (Holy Spirit) entering through the Virgin Mary’s ear is symbolic of the divine
conception of Jesus.
6
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YERMA: That’s a lie! Mothers who say that are weaklings, complainers! Why do they have
them? Having a child is no bed of roses! We have to suffer for them to grow up. It must drain
half our blood. But that’s good, healthy, beautiful! Every woman has enough blood for four or
five children, and if she doesn’t have them, it turns to poison, as it will with me.

MARÍA: I don’t know what’s wrong with me.
YERMA: I always heard that the first time is frightening.
MARÍA (Timidly): We’ll see... Since you sew so well...
YERMA (Taking the bundle): Give it to me. I’ll cut two little suits for you. What is this?
MARÍA: Those are the diapers.
YERMA: Good.
She sits down.

MARÍA: Then... I’ll see you later.
She approaches YERMA, who places both hands lovingly on her belly.

YERMA: Don’t go running on the cobblestones.
MARÍA: Goodbye!
She kisses her and goes out.

YERMA: Come back soon.
YERMA is left as we found her at the beginning. She takes the scissors and starts to cut. VICTOR
enters.

Hello, Victor!

VICTOR (He is intense and grave): Where is Juan?
YERMA: In the fields…
VICTOR: What are you making?
YERMA: I’m cutting some diapers.
VICTOR (Smiling): Good for you!
YERMA (Laughing): I’m going to edge them with lace.
VICTOR: If it’s a girl, she’ll have your name.
YERMA (Trembling): What?
VICTOR: I’m happy for you.
YERMA (Almost choking): No-- they’re not for me! They’re for María’s baby.
VICTOR: Well then, let’s see you follow her example. This house needs a child.
8

YERMA (In anguish): It does!
VICTOR: Then go ahead! Tell your husband to think less about his work. He wants to save
money and he will, but who will he leave it to when he dies? I’m going out to the sheep. Tell
Juan to pick up the two he bought from me. And as for the other-- tell him to dig deeper!
He exits, smiling.

YERMA (Passionately): That’s it! Much deeper!
I tell you, my child, it’s true, it’s true!
I am broken and torn for you!
My womb aches for you,
An empty cradle, craving you.
When, my child, are you going to come?
“When your flesh smells like jasmine.”7 8
YERMA rises pensively and goes to the
spot where VICTOR stood. She takes a
deep breath as if inhaling mountain air,
then goes to the other side of the room
as if seeking something, and from there
returns to sit down and pick up her
sewing again. She begins to sew, but
stops and stares at one spot.
Curtain.

ACT ONE , SCENE 2
In the fields. YERMA enters. She is
carrying a basket. The FIRST OLD
WOMAN enters.

YERMA: Good morning!
from a 2014 Teatro Palenque production (Toledo, Spain)
with Silvia Marsó as Yerma and Chema León as Victor
7

Te diré, niño mío, que sí.
Tronchada y rota soy para ti.
¡Cómo me duele esta cintura,
donde tendrás primera cuna!
¿Cuándo, mi niño, vas a venir?
¡Cuando tu carne huela a jazmín!

“The prevalent model of gender prototypes in the early decades of the twentieth century still presented an acute
differentiation between the sexes. Thus, reason, logic, reflection, analytical and intellectual capacity, and creativity were said
to be the prerogatives of men, while sentimentality, affectivity, sensitivity, sweetness, intuition, passivity, and abnegation
were exclusive characteristics of women. This proposed gender model was, of course, extremely effective in reinforcing the
view that women were naturally apt for complete dedication to the home and family. Men were assigned the fields of work,
politics and culture: ‘Men make laws, govern nations, dedicate themselves to industry, the arts, the sciences and even study
you [women]’ wrote Dr. Polo Peyrolon in 1882, ‘while women form customs, as they indirectly control the hearts of men as
wives and mothers.’ Some fifty years later women were still being reassured that their ‘natural state’ was that of matrimony
and their destiny to preside over the home and raise and educate their children.”
8

Nash, Mary. Defying Male Civilization: Women in the Spanish Civil War. Arden: Denver, 1995. (13-14)
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PAGAN OLD WOMAN: And a good one to you, pretty miss! Where are you going?
YERMA: I’ve just taken my husband his lunch. He’s working in the olive groves.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Have you been married long?
YERMA: Three years.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Do you have children?
YERMA: No.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Bah! You will have.
YERMA (Eagerly): Do you think so?
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Why not? (She sits down) I just took my husband his lunch, too.
He’s an old man. He still works. I have nine children, like nine shining suns9, but since none of
them is a girl, here I am, running from one place to another.

YERMA: You live on the other side of the river.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Yes, over by the windmills. Who is your family?
YERMA: I’m the daughter of Enrique the shepherd.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Ah! Enrique the shepherd! I knew him! Good people. Get out of
bed, work hard, eat some bread, and die. No games, no nothing! Rest and repose-- that’s for
other people. Creatures of silence. I could have married one of your uncles! But no! I have
always been a woman with her skirts in the air!10 I went straight for the slice of melon, the
fiesta, the sugar bun! I’ve often stuck my head out the door at daybreak, thinking I heard the
sound of a guitar coming and going-- but it was only the breeze! (She laughs) You are going to
laugh at me. I’ve had two husbands and fourteen children. Five died, and in spite of that, I’m
not sad and I’d like to live a lot longer! That’s what I say! Fig trees-- how long they last!
Houses-- how long they last! And only us, confounded women, we are ground to dust by
anything at all!

YERMA: I’d like to ask you a question.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: You would? (She looks at her) I already know what you’re going to
say. It’s not possible to talk about these things.
She gets up.

YERMA (Detaining her): Why not? It’s given me confidence to hear you speak. For some time,
I’ve been wanting to have a talk with an older woman. Because I want to know. Yes! You will
tell me...

PAGAN OLD WOMAN: What?
9

The sun/son pun is not present in Spanish.
i.e., when dancing

10

10

YERMA (Lowering her voice): What you know. Why am I dry? Am I going to spend my best
years feeding birds and hanging starched curtains in my window? No! You must tell me what I
have to do, and I’ll do whatever it is, even if I have to stick needles in the most sensitive part of
my eyes!

PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Me? I don’t know anything! I used to lie on my back and begin to
sing. The children came like water. Ah! Could anyone say you don’t have a beautiful body?
Just step out the door, and down the street a horse will whinny! Oh, leave me alone, child!
Don’t make me talk. I have a lot of ideas I don’t want to talk about.

YERMA: Why not? With my husband, I don’t talk about anything else.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Tell me-- do you like your husband?
YERMA: What?
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Do you love him? Do you want to be with him?

from a 2012 El Teatro Nacional Cervantes production (Buenos Aires, Argentina)
with Tina Serrano as the Pagan Old Woman and Sala María Guerrero as Yerma

YERMA: I don’t know.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Don’t you tremble when he comes near you? Don’t you feel that
you’re dreaming when he brings his lips close to yours? Tell me.

YERMA: No. I have never felt like that.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Never? Not even when you danced?
YERMA: (Recalling):

Perhaps. One time... Victor...

PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Go on.
11

YERMA: ...took me by the waist, and I couldn’t say anything to him because I couldn’t talk.
Another time, this same Victor, fourteen years old-- he was a strapping young shepherd-- took
me in his arms to help me over a ditch11 and I began to tremble so hard my teeth rattled! But
I’ve always been shy.

PAGAN OLD WOMAN: What about with your husband...
YERMA: My husband is another matter. My father brought him to me and I accepted him.
Happily! That’s the simple truth! From the first day we were engaged, I began to think about
having children. And I saw myself reflected in his eyes. But very tiny, very manageable-- as if I
were my own daughter.

PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Just the opposite of me! Perhaps that’s why you haven’t had a
baby yet. Men should be enjoyed, my child! They should undo our braids and give us water to
drink from their own mouths. That’s what makes the world go round!

YERMA: Yours, but not mine. I have so many dreams, and I’m sure that my son will make
those dreams come true. For his sake, I gave myself to my husband, and I keep giving myself
to make sure he’s on the way-- but never for my own pleasure!

PAGAN OLD WOMAN: And the result is, you’re empty!
YERMA: No, not empty-- I’m filling up with hate! Tell me: is it my fault? Must you look for a
man to be a man, nothing more? Then, what are you going to think when he leaves you lying in
bed with sad eyes, staring at the ceiling, while he turns over and goes to sleep? Should I lie
there thinking about him, or about what can come shining out of my breast? I don’t know, but
you tell me, I beg you!
She kneels.

PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Oh, what a flower in full bloom! What a beautiful creature you are!
Leave me alone! Don’t make me talk anymore. I don’t want to talk to you anymore! It’s a
question of honor12 and I don’t belittle anyone’s honor! You’ll find out. Anyway, you shouldn’t
be so childish!

YERMA (Sadly): All doors are closed to girls like me who grow up in the country. Everything
is half said, hushed up, because they say we’re not supposed to know about such things. And
you, too-- you, too, keep silent and walk off with the air of a doctor-- knowing everything, but
denying it to someone who is dying of thirst.

PAGAN OLD WOMAN: I would talk to another woman who was calmer. Not to you! I’m
old, and I know what I’m saying.

YERMA: Then God help me!
11

acequia: literally, an irrigation channel

12

Honor is a common preoccupation in Spanish literature from medieval times, and Spanish authors as diverse as Lope de
Vega, Tirso de Molina, and Benito Pérez Galdós have written important works exploring the concept. In general, a person’s
honor depends less upon intrinsic merit than on public opinion. Even appearing to be compromised can damage one’s
standing in the community, and individuals were socialized to (theoretically) value one’s honor above one’s life.
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PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Not God. I never cared for God. When are you going to realize
that he doesn’t exist? It’s men who have to help you!13

YERMA: But why are you telling me this, why?
PAGAN OLD WOMAN (Leaving): Though there should be a God, if only a little one, to
throw thunderbolts at men whose rotten seed dams up the joys of the fields!

YERMA: I don’t understand what you are trying to tell me.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: Well, I understand! Don’t feel sad. Keep your hopes up. You’re
still very young. What do you expect me to do?
She leaves. TWO YOUNG WOMEN appear.

FIRST GIRL: Wherever we go, we keep running into people!
YERMA: The men are all out working in the olive groves, and you have to take them
something to eat. No one stays home except the old people.

SECOND GIRL: Are you going back to the village?
YERMA: That’s where I’m
going.

FIRST GIRL: I’m in a big
hurry. I left my little boy asleep
and there’s no one home.

YERMA: Then get going,
woman! Children can’t be left
alone. Are there pigs at your
house?14

FIRST GIRL: No, but you’re
right. I’ll hurry.

YERMA: Go! That’s how
things can happen! Surely you
left him locked in?

FIRST GIRL: Of course.

from a 2013 Sol de Nit production (Barcelona, Spain)
with Aida Peces as Yerma

YERMA: Yes, but you don’t realize what a small child is like. Something that seems so
harmless to us could kill him! A tiny needle, a sip of water.

13

Although Spain was a strongly Catholic country in 1934, the Republican government of 1931-33 had somewhat
undermined the power of the Catholic Church, notably by curbing the influence of religious orders such as the Jesuits.
However, this denial of God was an extremely controversial addition to the original audience of the play (and the source of
much controversy in conservative circles).
Popularly, pigs were thought to be capable of maiming children. For example, in Ramón del Valle-Inclán’s 1920 play,
Divine Words, a child is abandoned for the night outside an inn, and by morning his face has been eaten by pigs.
14
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FIRST GIRL: You’re right! I’ll run. I never really think of such things.
She exits.

YERMA: Go!
SECOND GIRL: If you had four or five, you wouldn’t talk like that.
YERMA: Why not? Even if I had forty!
SECOND GIRL: Anyway, since you and I don’t have any, we live more peacefully.
YERMA: Not me.
SECOND GIRL: I do! What a nuisance! On the other hand, my mother does nothing but
give me herbs to make me pregnant, and in October we’re going to see the Saint-- the one who
gives babies to any girl who begs eagerly. My mother will beg. Not me!

YERMA: Why did you get married?
SECOND GIRL: Because they married me off. Everybody gets married! If we go on like
this, no one will be left single except the children! Well, anyway-- the fact is, a girl gets married
long before she goes to the church. But the old women are dead set on all this. I’m nineteen
years old and I don’t like to cook or clean. Well, now I have to spend the whole day doing
things I don’t like! And what for? Why is it necessary for my husband to be my husband? We
did the same thing when we were engaged that we do now. Old people’s foolishness!

YERMA: Hush! Don’t say such things!
SECOND GIRL: You’ll call me crazy, too! Crazy, crazy! (She laughs) I can tell you the one
thing I’ve learned in life: All the people are stuck in their houses doing things they don’t like.
You’re better off out in the middle of the street! Sometimes I go down to the river, sometimes I
climb up and ring the church bells, and sometimes I drink a little anisette.

YERMA: You’re a child.
SECOND GIRL: Of course, but I’m not crazy! (She laughs)
YERMA: Doesn’t your mother live up at the top of the village?
SECOND GIRL: Yes.
YERMA: In the last house?
SECOND GIRL: Yes.
YERMA: What’s her name?
SECOND GIRL: Dolores. Why do you ask?
YERMA: No reason.
SECOND GIRL: You must have some reason.
14

YERMA: I don’t know...

People say...

SECOND GIRL: Whatever... Look, I’m going to take my husband his food. (Laughs) Isn’t that
something? It’s too bad I can’t say “my sweetheart,” isn’t it? (Laughs) Here goes the crazy one!
She leaves, laughing happily

Goodbye.

VICTOR’S VOICE (Singing):
Why are you sleeping alone, shepherd?
Why are you sleeping alone, shepherd?
My blanket is wool.
My blanket is warm.
Why are you sleeping alone, shepherd?
YERMA listening

Why are you sleeping alone, shepherd?
My blanket is wool.
My blanket is warm.
Your quilt of dark stone, shepherd.
Your shirt of frost, shepherd.
Gray winter reeds
Your bed at night.
The needles from the oak, shepherd,
Underneath your pillow, shepherd.
And if you hear a woman’s voice,
It’s the broken voice of water.
Shepherd, shepherd.
What does the mountain want, shepherd?
There are bitter weeds on the hill.
What child is killing you?
There are sharp thorns on the hill.15
YERMA starts to go, but meets VICTOR as he enters.

VICTOR (Cheerfully): Where is this beauty going?
15

¿Por qué duermes solo, pastor?
¿Por qué duermes solo, pastor?
En mi colcha de lana
dormirías mejor.
¿Por qué duermes solo, pastor?
¿Por qué duermes solo, pastor?
En mi colcha de lana
dormirías mejor.
Tu colcha de oscura piedra,
pastor,
y tu camisa de escarcha,
pastor,

juncos grises del invierno
en la noche de tu cama.
Los robles ponen agujas,
pastor,
debajo de tu almohada, pastor,
y si oyes voz de mujer
es la rota voz del agua.
Pastor, pastor.
¿Qué quiere el monte de ti,
pastor?
Monte de hierbas amargas,
¿qué niño te está matando?
¡La espina de la retama!

15

YERMA: Was that you singing?
VICTOR: It was.
YERMA: And so well! I never heard you sing before.
VICTOR: No?
YERMA: What a strong voice! Like a gush of water filling your whole mouth.
VICTOR: I’m a happy person.
YERMA: That’s true.
VICTOR: As you are sad.
YERMA: I’m not a sad person, but I have enough reason to be.
VICTOR: And your husband is sadder than you are.
YERMA: Yes, he is. That’s his nature.
VICTOR: He was always like that.
He pauses. YERMA sits down.

You came to bring his dinner?

YERMA: Yes.
She looks at him. Pause.

What do you have there?
Pointing to his face

VICTOR: Where?
YERMA (Rising and approaching VICTOR):
Here-- on your cheek. Like a burn.

VICTOR: It’s nothing.
YERMA: To me, it looks like...
Pause.

VICTOR: It must be the sun.

from a 2011 Teatro Amazonas production of the Heitor Villa-Lobos opera
adaptation of Yerma (Manaus, Brazil) with Homero Velho as Victor
(baritone) and Eliane Coelho as Yerma (soprano)

YERMA: Perhaps.
Pause. The silence deepens, and with no outward sign, an intense struggle between the two begins.
Trembling.

Do you hear that?

VICTOR: What?
16

YERMA: Don’t you hear crying?
VICTOR (Listening): No.
YERMA: I thought I heard a child crying.
VICTOR: Yes?
YERMA: Close by. Crying as if he were drowning!
VICTOR: There are always lots of children around here who come to steal fruit.
YERMA: No. It was a baby’s voice.
Pause.

VICTOR: I don’t hear anything.
YERMA: It must be my imagination.
She stares at him. VICTOR stares back, then slowly turns away as if afraid.
JUAN enters.

JUAN: What are you still doing here?
YERMA: Talking.
VICTOR: Stay well!
He leaves.

JUAN: You should be at home.
YERMA: I stopped for a moment.
JUAN: I don’t understand what kept you.
YERMA: I heard the birds singing.
JUAN: Oh, fine! That’s how you start people talking!
YERMA (Firmly):

Juan, what are you thinking?

JUAN: I’m not talking about you. I’m talking about other people.
YERMA: To hell with other people!16
JUAN: Don’t swear! It’s ugly in a woman.
YERMA: How I wish I were a woman!
JUAN: Let’s stop this conversation. Go home!
Pause.
16

¡Punalada quo le den a las gentes!: a Spanish expression that literally means, “May they stick a knife in them!”
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YERMA: Very well. Should I expect you?
JUAN: No. I’ll be watering the crops all night. We’ve had little rain, and it’s my turn until
sunrise. And I have to keep people from stealing our water. You go to bed and go to sleep!

YERMA: (Dramatically): I’ll go to sleep!
She leaves.
Curtain.

ACT TWO, SCENE 1
The women of the town are doing their washing at the falls in the river, sitting on its various levels. They are
singing.

ALL:17
In the icy stream,
I wash your sash.
Warmer than a jasmine
Is your laugh.18

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: I don’t like to gossip.
THIRD WASHERWOMAN: But we all gossip here.
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: And there’s no harm in it.
FIFTH WASHERWOMAN: A woman who wants a good reputation has to earn it.
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
I planted some thyme seeds.
See how they grew!
If you want a good name,
Take care what you do!19
They laugh.

“In [an ...] interview of early July, 1934, Lorca shifts the focus from pastoral to classical tragedy: “Yerma will be the tragedy
of the sterile woman. The theme... is classic. But I want it to have a new intention and development. A tragedy with four
principal characters and chorus, like tragedies must be.” (III 6o5), Soufas, C. Christopher. Audience and Authority in the
Modernist Theater of Federico García Lorca. Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1996. (110).
17

Like in a Greek tragedy, then, the washerwomen will form a chorus, speaking in verse and commenting on the action and
representing the point of view of the general public. They will also speak (largely) in verse. There will be another similar
chorus in the final scene of the play
18

En el arroyo frío
lavo tu cinta.
Como un jazmín caliente
tienes la risa.

19

Yo planté un tomillo,
yo to vi crecer.
El que quiera honra,
qúe se porte bien.

18

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN:
That’s what they say!

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: But
you never really know.

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
We do know her husband has
brought his two sisters to live with
them.

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN: The
old maids?

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
Yes. They used to have the job of
keeping an eye on the church. Now
from a 2011 Asakura Theater production (Yokohama, Japan)
they’ll be keeping an eye on their
sister-in-law! I wouldn’t be able to live with them!

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: Why?
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: Because they are frightening! Like those enormous leaves
that suddenly sprout up out of graves. They’re smeared with wax! Plugged up inside! They
probably cook their food in kerosene!

THIRD WASHERWOMAN: Are they already at the house?
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: Since yesterday. The husband is going out to his fields
again.

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: Can I just know what happened?
FIFTH WASHERWOMAN: She spent the night before last sitting on the doorstep, in
spite of the cold!

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: But why?
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: It’s hard for her to stay in the house!
FIFTH WASHERWOMAN: These barren20 women are like that. When they could be
making lace or apple preserves, they like to go up on the roof or walk barefoot along some
river!

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: Who are you to say such things? She has no children, but
that’s not her fault!

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: You have children if you want to have them! These
20

The Spanish word machorras, as well as meaning barren or sterile, can also be used as a slur to refer to lesbians
(particularly if they are mannish in their appearance or behavior).

19

spoiled, weak, lazy women were never meant to have wrinkles on their bellies!
They laugh.

THIRD WASHERWOMAN: They put on face powder and rouge, and they wear a sprig of
oleander in pursuit of a man who is not their husband!

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN: Nothing could be truer!
FIRST WASHERWOMAN: But have any of you seen her with another man?
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: We haven’t, but other people have!
FIRST WASHERWOMAN: Always other people!
FIFTH WASHERWOMAN: They say it happened on two occasions.
SECOND WASHERWOMAN: And what were they doing?
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: Talking.
FIRST WASHERWOMAN: Talking is not a sin!
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: There’s something in this world called a “look.” My mother
used to say that. A woman doesn’t look at roses the same way she looks at a man’s thighs.
She “looks” at him!

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: But at who?
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: At someone, do you hear? You find out. Or do I have to
say it louder?
Laughter.

And when she’s not looking at him, because she’s alone, because he’s not right there in front
of her, she has his picture in her mind’s eye.

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: That’s a lie!
There is an uproar.

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN: What about the husband?
THIRD WASHERWOMAN: The husband acts like he’s deaf. He does nothing, like a lizard
in the sun.
They laugh.

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: All this could be straightened out if they had children.
SECOND WASHERWOMAN: All this is what happens to people who don’t accept their
fate.

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: Every hour that passes makes that house more like hell!
All day long, without ever speaking to each other, she and his sisters whitewash the walls,
20

scour the copper, scrub the windows, polish the floors!21 And the more that house sparkles,
the more like an inferno it becomes!

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: It’s his fault, his! If a man can’t give his wife children, he’d
better keep an eye on her.

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: It’s her fault. She has a tongue that could sharpen knives!
FIRST WASHERWOMAN: What the devil has got into your head to make you talk like
that?

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: Who gave your mouth permission to give me advice?
SECOND WASHERWOMAN: Be quiet!
Laughter.

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: I’d like to string your muttering tongues on a knitting needle!
SECOND WASHERWOMAN: Shut up!
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: And me, the tits of hypocrites!22
SECOND WASHERWOMAN: Hush! Don’t you see his sisters are coming this way?
They whisper together. YERMA’s two SISTERS-IN-LAW enter. They’re wearing mourning. In the
silence, they begin to wash their clothes. There is the sound of sheep bells.

FIRST WASHERWOMAN: Are the shepherds going now?
THIRD WASHERWOMAN: Yes, now all the flocks will be leaving.
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN (Inhaling):

I love the smell of sheep.

THIRD WASHERWOMAN: You do?
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: And why not? The smell of what’s yours. Just as I like the
smell of the red clay the river brings in the winter.

THIRD WASHERWOMAN: What strange ideas!
FIFTH WASHERWOMAN (Looking out):

The flocks are all leaving together.

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: It’s a flood of wool! Sweeping over everything! If the green
wheat knew what was coming, how it would tremble!

THIRD WASHERWOMAN: Look at them run! Like enemy troops!
FIRST WASHERWOMAN: Now they’re all out. Not one is missing.
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: Let’s see... no... Yes, yes, one is missing!
21

aceite a la solería: literally, “oil the floors.” Linseed or olive oil was used to treat stone or unglazed floors.

Y you la tapa del pecho de las fingidas: literally, “And I’d stitch up the nipples of those who pretend.” The word tapa means
a “bung” or “stopper,” but here refers to nipples.
22
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FIFTH WASHERWOMAN: Which?
FOURTH WASHERWOMAN: Victor’s.
The two SISTERS-IN-LAW sit up and look out.

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN (Singing):
In the icy stream,
I wash your sash.
Warmer than a jasmine
Is your laugh
I want to live
In the tiny snowdrift
Of that jasmine.

FIRST WASHERWOMAN:
Alas, for the wife who is dry!
Alas, for the wife with breasts of sand!

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN:
Tell me if your husband
Still has seed
To send the water singing
Through your shift.

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
Your shift is a boat
Of silver and wind
On the edge of the stream.

THIRD WASHERWOMAN:
I come to the river to wash
The clothes of my son,
To teach the crystal waters
To shine, to run!
from a 2001 Escola Superior de Música production
(Artes e Espectáculo do Porto, Porto, Portugal)

SECOND WASHERWOMAN:
He’s coming from the mountain,
My husband, to eat.
He’s bringing me a rosebud,
I will give him three.

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN:
He’s coming from the lowland,
My husband, to sup.
He’s bringing me hot embers,
22

Which I will cover up.

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
He’s coming on the breezes,
My husband, to bed.
My gillyflowers are crimson.
His gillyflower is red.

THIRD WASHERWOMAN:
Join together flower with flower
When summer dries the reaper’s blood.

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
Open your womb to sleepless birds
When winter trembles at the door.

FIRST WASHERWOMAN:
We must moan on our bed sheets!

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
And we must sing!

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN:
When a man is bringing
The crown and the bread.

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
Because our arms will interlace!

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN:
Because the light bursts in our throats!

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
Because the green stalk becomes sweet.

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN:
And tents of the wind cover the mountain.
SIXTH WASHERWOMAN appears from the top of the falls.

SIXTH WASHERWOMAN:
So that a child can fuse
Crystal shards of dawn.

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
And our body has
23

Branches of raging coral.

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN:
So that there will be oarsmen
On the waters of the sea.

FIRST WASHERWOMAN:
A little child, a child!

SECOND WASHERWOMAN:
And doves open their wings and beaks.

THIRD WASHERWOMAN:
A child that sobs, a son!

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
And the men push forward
Like wounded stags.

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN:
Joyful, joyful, joyful!
The round womb under the nightgown.

SECOND WASHERWOMAN:
Joyful, joyful, joyful!
The navel, tender chalice of wonder.

FIRST WASHERWOMAN:
Alas, for the wife who is dry!
Alas, for the wife with breasts of sand!

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
Let her shine!

FIFTH WASHERWOMAN:
Let her run!

FOURTH WASHERWOMAN:
Let her shine again!

THIRD WASHERWOMAN:
Let her sing!

SECOND WASHERWOMAN:
Let her hide!
24

THIRD WASHERWOMAN:
And let her sing again!

SIXTH WASHERWOMAN:
The new dawn that my child
Is wearing on his apron.

ALL (In chorus):
In the icy stream
I wash your sash.
Warmer than a jasmine
Is your laugh.
Ha, ha, ha!23 24
23

En el arroyo frío
lavo tu cinta.
Como un jazmín caliente
tienes la risa.
Quiero vivir
en la nevada chica
de ese jazmín.
¡Ay de la casada seca!
¡Ay de la que tiene los
pechos de arena!

Hay que juntar flor con flor
cuando el verano seca la
sangre al segador.
Y abrir el vientre a pájaros
sin sueño
cuando a la puerta llama
temblando el invierno.
Hay que gemir en la sábana.
¡Y hay que cantar!

Dime si tu marido
guarda semillas
para que el agua cante
por tu camisa.

Cuando el hombre nos trae
la corona y el pan.

Un niño que gime, un hijo
Y los hombres avanzan
como ciervos heridos.
¡Alegría, alegría, alegría
del vientre redondo bajo
la camisa!
¡Alegría, alegría, alegría,
ombligo, cáliz tierno
de maravilla!
¡Pero, ay de la casada seca!
¡Ay de la que tiene los
pechos de arena!

Porque los brazos se enlazan.
Es tu camisa
nave de plata y viento
por las orillas.
Las ropas de mi niño
vengo a lavar,
para que tome al agua
lecciones de cristal.
Por el monte ya llega
mi marido a comer.
Él me trae una rosa
y yo le doy tres.
Por el llano ya vino
mi marido a cenar.
Las brasas que me entrega
cubro con arrayán.
Por el aire ya viene
mi marido a dormir.
Yo alhelíes rojos
y él rojo alhelí.

¡Que relumbre!
Porque la luz se nos quiebra
en la garganta.
Porque se endulza el tallo
de las ramas.

¡Que corra!
¡Que vuelva a relumbrar!
¡Que cante!

Y las tiendas del viento cubran
a las montañas.
Para que un niño funda
yertos vidrios del alba.
Y nuestro cuerpo tiene
ramas furiosas de coral.
Para que haya remeros
en las aguas del mar.
Un niño pequeño, un niño.

¡Que se esconda!
Y que vuelva a cantar.
La aurora que mi niño
lleva en el delantal.
En el arroyo frío
lavo tu cinta.
Como un jazmín caliente
tienes la risa.
¡Ja, ja, ja!

Y las palomas abren las alas
y el pico.

“Like a Greek chorus, the washerwomen sing for Yerma the song of fecundity, the “joy” in “the round womb beneath
the blouse” (1217). The promise of plenitude enchains woman to the representation that the symbolic order offers her as
natural and in accord with her own essence. It spares her any search.
24
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They move the pieces of laundry in rhythm, and beat them.
Curtain.

from a 2013 Centro Dramático Nacional production (Málaga, Spain)

ACT TWO, SCENE 2
YERMA’S house. It is growing late. JUAN is seated. The two SISTERS-IN-LAW are standing.

JUAN: You say she went out a little while ago?
The OLDER SISTER-IN-LAW nods her assent.

She must be at the fountain. But you know I don’t like her to go out alone.
Pause.

You can set the table.
The YOUNGER SISTER-IN-LAW exits.

I really earn the bread I eat! (To his SISTER) Yesterday I had a hard day. I was pruning the apple
trees and by the end of the afternoon I began to think-- why am I working so hard if I can’t even
put one apple in my mouth? I’m fed up!
He passes his hand over his face. Pause.

By contrast, the song of infertility becomes an insult for the woman who cannot or does not want to normalize her
desire in accord with the cultural ideal: “Yerma, arid, withered, barren” (1218). Where maternity is normality, infertility
becomes transgression. “These barren women are like that. When they could be making lace or apple jam, they like to climb
on the roof or walk barefoot in the rivers” (1210). The infertile woman can be an image only of death or insanity.” Tubert,
Silvia. “The deconstruction and construction of maternal desire: ‘Yerma’ and ‘Die Frau ohne Schatten.’.” Mosaic [Winnipeg]
26.3 (1993): 69+. General OneFile. Web. 16 Jan. 2015.
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She hasn’t come. One of you should always go with her! That’s why you’re here, eating at my
table and drinking my wine! My work is in the fields,25 but my honor is here. And my honor is
yours, as well.
The SISTER-IN-LAW bows her head.

Don’t take me wrong.
YERMA enters carrying two pitchers. She
stops in the doorway.

Have you been to the fountain?

YERMA: Yes, so we could have fresh
water with our dinner.
The OLDER SISTER-IN-LAW exits.

How are things in the fields?
YERMA sets down the pitchers. Pause.

JUAN: I spent yesterday pruning trees.
YERMA: Will you be staying?
JUAN: I have to take care of the flock.
You know that’s the owner’s job.

YERMA: I know it very well. Don’t say it
again!

JUAN: Every man has his work.
YERMA: And every woman, hers!

26

from a 1966 Beaumont Theater production (Lincoln Center
for the Arts, New York City) with Beatrice Manley and Ruth
Manning as the two sisters-in-law

I’m
not asking you to stay. I have everything
I need here. Your sisters watch over me very well. Here I eat fresh bread and cheese and roast
lamb, and in the mountains your sheep graze on grass washed with dew. I think you can live in
peace.

JUAN: To live in peace, you have to be at peace!
YERMA: And you are not.
25

Mi vida está en el campo: literally, “My life’s in the field”

“Many late nineteenth and early twentieth century texts still openly affirmed female inferiority. An article in La Vanguardia,
one of the principal Spanish newspapers, stated in 1889:
26

From her intelligence to her stature, everything in her is inferior and contrary to men. Everything in her goes from
outside to inside. All is concentrative, receptive and transient: just as in a man all is active and expansive....In
herself, a woman, unlike a man, is not a complete being: she is only the instrument of reproduction, the one
designed to perpetuate the species while man is the one charged with making her progress, the generator of
intelligence, at the same time creator and demiurge of the social world. So it is that everything tends towards nonequality between the sexes and non-equivalency; thus women, inferior to men, should be their complement in social
functions.”
Nash, Mary. Defying Male Civilization: Women in the Spanish Civil War. Arden: Denver, 1995. (11-12)
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JUAN: I am not.
YERMA: Change your way of thinking!
JUAN: Don’t you know the way I think? The sheep in the pens, and the women in their
houses. You’re out too much! Haven’t you always heard me say that?

YERMA: You’re right! The women in their houses. If the houses are not tombs! If chairs get
broken, and linen sheets wear out from being used! But not here! Every night, when I get into
bed, the bed seems to be newer, shinier, as if it had just been brought from the city.

JUAN: You yourself admit that I have reason to complain! That I have reason to be on my
guard.

YERMA: On your guard against what? I don’t do anything to hurt you! I am always
submissive to you, and whatever I suffer, I keep to myself.27 And each day that goes by will be
worse. Let’s stop talking! I’ll carry my cross the best I can, just don’t ask me any questions! If I
could suddenly become old, with a mouth like a crushed flower, then I could smile at you and
share a life with you. Now-- now leave me to my agony!

JUAN: You’re talking in a way I don’t understand. I deprive you of nothing! I send to nearby
towns for things you like. I have my faults, but I want to have peace and quiet with you. I want
to be able to sleep when I’m away and to know that you’re sleeping, too!

YERMA: But I don’t sleep, I can’t sleep!
JUAN: Is there something you need? Tell me. Answer me!
YERMA (Meaningfully, staring at her husband): Yes, I need something!
Pause.

JUAN: Always the same! It’s been more than five years now! I’ve almost forgotten about it.
YERMA: But I’m not you! Men have another life-- their flocks, their, orchards, their
conversations! Women only have their children and caring for their children.

JUAN: Everyone is not the same. Why don’t you take in one of your brother’s children? I
wouldn’t be against it.

YERMA: I don’t want to take care of other people’s children! I think my arms would freeze,
just holding them!

JUAN: Always brooding about this is driving you crazy; you never think about the things you
should, and you insist on beating your head against a rock.

YERMA: A rock that is shameful-- because it is a rock, when it should be a basket of flowers
and sweet water!

27

lo guardo pegado a mis carnes: literally, “I keep stuck to my flesh.”
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JUAN: Being around you only makes me restless and uneasy. When there’s no other choice,
you should resign yourself.

YERMA: I came to this house so I wouldn’t have to resign myself! When I’m in my coffin with
my hands tied together28 and a cloth wrapped around my head to keep my mouth from falling
open29-- that’s when I’ll resign myself!

JUAN: Then, what do you want to do?
YERMA: I want to drink water and there’s no
glass and no water! I want to walk up the hill, and
I have no feet! I want to embroider my petticoats,
and I can’t find the thread!

JUAN: The truth is you’re not a real woman, and
you’re trying to destroy a man who has no choice!

YERMA: I don’t know who I am. Let go of me,
let me unburden myself! I have never failed you!

JUAN: I don’t like people pointing at me! That’s
why I want to see that door locked and everyone
in her own house.
FIRST SISTER-IN-LAW enters slowly and goes
toward a cupboard.

YERMA: Talking to people is not a sin!
JUAN: But it can seem like one!
The SECOND SISTER-IN-LAW enters and goes
to the pitchers, from which she fills a water jug.
(Lowering his voice) I don’t have the strength for all

this. When people start a conversation, close
your mouth and remember you’re a married
woman!

YERMA (Amazed):

from a 2008 Fajr International Theater Festival production
(Tehran, Iran) with Soheila Golestani as Yerma

Married!

JUAN: And that families have their honor, and honor is a burden all them must bear!
The SECOND SISTER-IN-LAW slowly exits with the water jug.

But inside our bloodstream is dark and weak.30

28

a common superstitious practice of the time, to keep the body still in the coffin; cf. a popular flamenco folk song:
When I come to die,
I ask of you one thing:
That they tie my hands
With the braids of your black hair.

29

also a common practice, to keep the mouth of a dead person closed

29

The SISTER-IN-LAW exits with a tray. Her gait is almost processional. Pause.

Forgive me.
YERMA looks at her husband; he raises his head and is held by her gaze.

Though, the way you are looking at me, I shouldn’t say “Forgive me.” I should force you, lock
you up because that’s what a husband is for!
The TWO SISTERS-IN-LAW appear at the door.

YERMA: I beg you not to talk! Let the matter rest!
Pause.

JUAN: Let’s eat!
The TWO SISTERS-IN-LAW exit.

Did you hear me?

YERMA (Sweetly): You eat with your sisters. I’m not hungry yet.
JUAN: As you wish.
He exits.

YERMA (As if in a dream):
Oh, what a pasture of pain!
Oh, the gate barred against beauty!
I crave to carry a child, but the breeze
Offers dahlias made of the dreaming moon.
Deep in my flesh I have two warm springs,
Throbbing fountainheads of milk-Two pulsing hoofbeats of a horse,
Which agitate the branches of my anguish.
O blind breasts under my clothing!
O doves without eyes, doves without whiteness!
The stinging pain of imprisoned blood
Nails hornets to the nape of my neck!
But surely you’ll come, my love, my son!
As the sea gives salt, and the earth bears grain,
Our womb will swell with a tender child,
Like a cloud which brings the sweet, fresh rain.31
Pero que está oscura y débil en los mismos caños de la sangre: literally, “But it [honor] is dark and delicate in the very
channels of the blood.”
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¡Ay, qué prado de pena!
¡Ay, qué puerta cerrada a la hermosura!
que pido un hijo que sufrir, y el aire
me ofrece dalias de dormida luna.
Estos dos manantiales que yo tengo
de leche tibia, son en la espesura
de mi carne dos pulsos de caballo,
que hacen latir la rama de mi angustia.

¡Ay, pechos ciegos bajo mi vestido!
¡Ay, palomas sin ojos ni blancura!
¡Ay, qué dolor de sangre prisionera
me está clavando avispas en la nuca!
Pero tú has de venir, amor, mi niño,
porque el agua da sal, la tierra fruta,
y nuestro vientre guards tiernos hijos
como la nube lleva dulce lluvia.
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Looking toward the door.

María, why do you pass my house in such a hurry?

MARÍA (Entering with a baby in her arms): When I have the baby with me, I do-- since you always
cry!

YERMA: That’s true.
She takes the baby and sits down.

MARÍA: It makes me sad that you are envious.
She sits down.

YERMA: I’m not envious-- I’m deprived.
MARÍA: Don’t complain.
YERMA: How can I keep from complaining, when I see you and the other women in full
bloom, and I see myself useless in the middle of so much beauty?

MARÍA: But you have other things. If you’d listen to me, you could be happy.
YERMA: A country girl who doesn’t bear children is as useless as a handful of thorns-- even
sinful! And so, I’m part of the refuse discarded by God’s hand!
MARÍA reaches for the child.

Take him, he’s happier with you! I suppose I don’t have a mother’s hands!

MARÍA: Why do you say that?
YERMA (Getting up): Because I’m sick of it! Because I’m sick of having them and not being
able to use them for the right thing. Because I am hurt-- hurt and completely degraded-watching how the wheat springs up, how the fountains never cease giving water, and how the
sheep give birth to hundreds of lambs, and the dogs, and how it as if the whole countryside
rises up to show me its young offspring drowsily nursing, while I feel two blows of a hammer,
here, where my baby’s mouth should be!

MARÍA: I don’t like what you’re saying!
YERMA: You women who have children, you can’t understand those of us who don’t! You
stay fresh, ignorant-- like people who swim in sweet water with no idea what thirst is.

MARÍA: I don’t want to tell you what I always tell you.
YERMA: Each time I have more need, and less hope!
MARÍA: How awful!
YERMA: I’ll end up believing that I’m my own son. I often go down to feed the oxen-- which I
never used to do, because women don’t-- and when I walk through the dark shed, my
footsteps sound to me like those of a man.
31

MARÍA: We are all here for
a reason.

YERMA: In spite of
everything, he goes on
wanting me. Now you see
how I live!

MARÍA: What about his
sisters?

YERMA: I’ll be dead and
buried before I’ll ever speak
to them!

MARÍA: What about your
husband?

YERMA: The three of them
are against me.

from a 2011 West Yorkshire Playhouse production (Leeds, England) with
Antonia Thomas as María and Kate Stanley-Brennan as Yerma

MARÍA: What do they think?
YERMA: They imagine things. Like people with a guilty conscience. They think I could want
another man, and don’t realize that even if I did, in my family, honor comes first! They are
stones in my path! But they don’t know that if I want to, I can become a torrent of water and
sweep them away!
A SISTER enters and then exits, carrying a loaf of bread.

MARÍA: Anyway, I think your husband still loves you.
YERMA: My husband gives me bread and board.
MARÍA: What a hard time you’re having, what a hard time! But remember the wounds of Our
Lord.
They are at the doorway.

YERMA (Looking at the child): He’s awake now.
MARÍA: In a little while, he’ll start to sing!
YERMA: The same eyes as you, you know that? Have you seen them? (Weeping) He has the
same eyes that you have.
YERMA gently pushes MARÍA, who leaves in silence. YERMA goes toward the door through which her
husband left.
The SECOND GIRL appears.

SECOND GIRL: Psst!
YERMA (Turning): What?
32

SECOND GIRL: I waited for her to leave. My mother is expecting you.
YERMA: Is she alone?
SECOND GIRL: Two neighbors are with her.
YERMA: Tell them to wait a bit.
SECOND GIRL: But are you going? Aren’t you afraid?
YERMA: l am going.
SECOND GIRL: Whatever you say!
YERMA: Have them wait for me, even if it’s late!
VICTOR enters.

VICTOR: Is Juan at home?
YERMA: Yes.
SECOND GIRL (Conspiring32): As I was saying, I’ll bring the blouse later.
YERMA: Whenever you like.
The GIRL leaves.

Sit down.

VICTOR: I’m fine this way.
YERMA (Calling): Juan!
VICTOR: I’ve come to say goodbye.
She trembles slightly, but recovers her composure.

YERMA: Are you going to live with your brothers?
VICTOR: That’s what my father wants.
YERMA: He must be old now.
VICTOR: Yes, very old.
Pause.

YERMA: A change of scenery will do you good.
VICTOR: All scenery is the same.
YERMA: No. I would go very far away.
VICTOR: It’s all the same. The same sheep have the same wool.
32

i.e., she will pretend that they were talking about something else
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YERMA: For men, yes; but women are another matter. I never heard a man who was eating
say: “How good these apples are!” You go on your way without noticing the nice things. As for
me, I can say I have hated the water from these wells!

VICTOR: It could be.
The stage is in soft shadow.

YERMA: Victor.
VICTOR: Yes.
YERMA: Why are you leaving? Everybody here
likes you.

VICTOR: I’ve behaved.
Pause.

YERMA: You’ve behaved. One time, when you
were a strong young shepherd, you carried me in
your arms, don’t you remember? You never know
what’s going to happen.

VICTOR: Everything changes.
YERMA: Some things don’t change! There are
things locked up behind the walls that can never
change, because nobody hears them!

VICTOR: That’s how it is.
The SECOND SISTER-IN-LAW appears and
goes slowly toward the door, where she stands
still, illuminated by the last light of afternoon.

YERMA: But if they suddenly exploded, they
would shake the world!

from a 2011 Tufts University production (Medford,
Massachusetts) with Matt Gurren as Victor and Alexa
Chryssos as Yerma

VICTOR: Nothing would be gained. The water in its channel, the flock in the fold, the moon
in the sky, and a man with his plow!

YERMA: What a terrible shame not to be able to learn from the teachings of the old people!33
“[In] discussion of motherhood with María stresses the distance between Yerma and other women. It shows how little she
identifies with other women, while betraying a rather ignorant and male idealization of childbearing. For me, this
problematizes Yerma’s female identity: it also questions what it is Yerma really wants from having a child? [...] It seems
rather odd that Yerma, a woman who appears single-minded in her pursuit of a child, should baulk at the idea of restricting
her life to the single occupation of childcare. But here we anticipate a realization that Yerma’s ‘child’ is an ideal-representative of a need that can never be materially met. Yerma will never be fulfilled by the sexual desire that produces a
real child: instead, she will pursue the ideal of Love the child represents for her. Yerma’s search for a ‘child’ takes her out of
a feminine enclosure and into the outdoors where men enjoy a liberty Yerma needs to explore. [...] The work environment of
the male is a liberation from the life-draining female confinement. Yerma equates her house with death, as if being confined
to the house, the station of the female, were suffocating her [...] Yerma makes it quite clear that her pursuit of a (symbolic)
33

34

There is the long, melancholy sound made by a shepherd blowing on a conch shell.

VICTOR: The flocks.
JUAN (Entering): Are you on your way now?
VICTOR: I want to get through the mountain pass before daybreak.
JUAN: Do I owe you anything?
VICTOR: No. You paid me well.
JUAN (To YERMA): I bought his flocks.
YERMA: Yes?
VICTOR (To YERMA): They’re yours.
YERMA: I didn’t know.
JUAN (With satisfaction): It’s true!
VICTOR: Your husband should see his fortune made!
YERMA: He who labors gets the fruit.
The SISTER-IN-LAW who is at the door goes inside.

JUAN: We don’t have enough room for so many sheep!
YERMA (Somberly): There’s so much land!
Pause.

JUAN: We’ll go together as far as the stream.
VICTOR: I wish great happiness for this house!
He shakes YERMA’S hand.

YERMA: May God hear you. Stay well!
VICTOR starts to leave, but after an imperceptible movement by YERMA, he turns back.

VICTOR: Did you say something?
YERMA (Dramatically): I said, “Stay well!”
VICTOR: Thank you.

child is frustrated by the limits of her female body, and the gender located and culturally constructed upon it. Yerma defines
her predicament in the contours of the body: ‘Una cosa es querer con la cabeza y ostra cosa es que el cuerpo, ¡maldito seá
el cuerpo!, no nos responda’ (OC III:480). Despite her intense longing for a child, her body offers no reply except the prison
of gender.” McDermid, Paul. Love, Desire and Identity in the Theatre of Federico García Lorca. Woodbidge: Tamesis, 2007.
(151-152)
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They leave. YERMA is left in anguish, looking at the hand which VICTOR shook. Then she quickly
crosses to the left and picks up a shawl.

SECOND GIRL (Entering): Let’s go!
In silence, she covers YERMA’S head.

YERMA: Let’s go!
They leave stealthily. The stage is almost dark. The FIRST SISTER-IN-LAW enters with an oil lamp,
which casts the only light on the stage. She goes to the edge of the stage, looking for YERMA. The
shepherds’ conch shells sound.

FIRST SISTER-IN-LAW (Softly): Yerma!
The SECOND SISTER-IN-LAW enters. They look at each other and then move toward the door.

SECOND SISTER-IN-LAW (Louder): Yerma!
FIRST SISTER-IN-LAW (As she goes out the door, in an imperious voice): YERMA!
We hear shepherds’ horns and their dogs. The stage is extremely dark.
Curtain.

ACT THREE, SCENE 1
The house of DOLORES THE CONJURER. Day is breaking. YERMA enters with DOLORES and TWO OLD
WOMEN.

DOLORES: You were very brave!
FIRST OLD WOMAN: There’s no force in the world like that of desire.
SECOND OLD WOMAN: But the cemetery was so dark!
DOLORES: I’ve said those prayers in the cemetery many times with women eager to have
babies, and they were all afraid! All but you!

YERMA: I came for the result. I don’t believe you’re a dreadful woman.
DOLORES: I’m not! Let my tongue crawl with ants, like the mouths of the dead, if I have
ever told a lie!34 The last time, I said the prayer with a beggar woman who’d been dry much
longer than you, and her womb sweetened so beautifully she had two babies, down there by
the river, because she didn’t have time to get to the village, and she herself brought them in
swaddling clothes for me to tend to.

YERMA: And she was able to walk here from the river?

34

Ants are a recurring motif in the paintings of Salvador Dalí in the late 1920s and 1930s. The Great Masturbator (1929) and
The Dream (1931) both reveal ants crawling on a mouth or face, and in the film Un Chien andalou, which Dalí made with
filmmaler Luis Bueñuel in 1929, ants are seen to be crawling out of a hole in a young man’s hand. García Lorca was a close
friend of both Dalí and Bueñuel, and during this time the three artists often display similarities in patterns of imagery.
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DOLORES: She got here.
With her shoes and her
petticoats soaked with blood-but with her face shining!

YERMA: And nothing
happened to her?

DOLORES: What could
happen? God is God.

YERMA: Of course, God is
God! Nothing could happen to
her. Just pick up the babies
and wash them in fresh water!
Animals lick them, don’t they?
With my own child, that
wouldn’t disgust me. I have
the notion that women who
from a 2005 Tiroler Landestheater production (Innsbruck, Germany)
have just given birth are
with Eleonore Bürcher as Dolores and Judith Keller as Yerma
glowing inside, and that their
babies sleep on top of them for hours and hours, listening to the stream of warm milk that
goes on filling their breasts so they can suckle, so they can play until they don’t want any
more, until they pull their heads away. “Just a little bit more, my child...” And their faces and
chests are covered with white drops!

DOLORES: Now you will have a child. I can assure you.
YERMA: I will have one because I must! Or I don’t understand the world. Sometimes, when
I’m sure that never, never... a wave of fire sweeps up from my feet, and makes everything seem
empty. And men walking along the street, and bulls and stones, seem to me like things made
of cotton. And I ask myself: “What are they there for?”

FIRST OLD WOMAN: It’s all right for a married woman to want children, but if she doesn’t
have them, why this anxiety for them? What’s important in this world is just to drift along with
the years. I’m not criticizing you. You saw how I helped with the praying. But what lush land do
you hope to leave your son, or what good fortune, or what silver throne?

YERMA: I don’t think about tomorrow, I think about today! You’re old, and now you see
everything like a book you’ve read before. I think I am thirsty, but I have no freedom! I want to
hold my child in my arms so I can sleep peacefully! And listen carefully, and don’t be
frightened by what I say: even if I knew that one day my son was going to torture me, and hate
me, and drag me through the streets by the hair, I would still rejoice at his birth! It’s much
better to cry over a man who is alive and stabs you with a knife than to cry over this phantom
sitting on my heart, year after year!35

In Act One of García Lorca’s The House of Bernarda Alba, the housekeeper La Poncia uses a similar image to describe
the heartlessness of Bernarda: “She could sit on your heart and watch you die for a whole year.” Both plays are set in rural
35
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FIRST OLD WOMAN: You’re too young to listen to advice! But while you’re waiting for
the Grace of God, you should find shelter in your husband’s love.

YERMA: Ay! You’ve put your finger into the deepest wound in my flesh!
DOLORES: Your husband is good.
YERMA (She gets up): He is good. He is good! What of it? I wish he were bad! But no! He
takes his sheep along their paths and counts his money at night. When he takes me, he is
doing his duty, but his body feels as cold as a corpse! I have always been disgusted by hotblooded women, but at that moment I would like to be a mountain of fire!

DOLORES: Yerma!
YERMA: I’m not an unfaithful wife, but I know that children are conceived by a man and a
woman. Oh, if only I could have them all by myself!

DOLORES: Think how your husband suffers, too.
YERMA: He doesn’t suffer! The fact is, he doesn’t want children.
FIRST OLD WOMAN: Don’t say that!
YERMA: I can see it in his eyes, and since he doesn’t want them, he doesn’t give them to
me. I don’t love him, I don’t love him, and yet he’s my only salvation! For honor and for family!
My only salvation!

FIRST OLD WOMAN (Fearfully): Soon it will be dawn! You should go home.
DOLORES: Before you know it, the flocks will be coming out, and it’s not good for you to be
seen alone!

YERMA: I needed to get this off my chest. How many times do I repeat the prayers?
DOLORES: The prayer of the laurel twice, and at noon the prayer of Santa Ana.36 When you
feel you’re pregnant, bring me the bushel of wheat you promised me.37

FIRST OLD WOMAN: Now it’s beginning to grow light on top of the hills. Go!
DOLORES: Any minute, people will be opening their doors, so you’d better go around by
the water ditch.

communities where superstitious beliefs were commonplace. Yerma’s reference to a ghost could well be more than a figure
of speech.
36

Saint Anne, the traditional name of the mother of the Virgin Mary and a patron of childless women who wish to conceive

When Dolores tells Yerma she must recite the “laurel prayer” twice, and St. Anne’s prayer as well, she links Christian and
“pagan” mysteries and ideologies. Laurel was chewed or burned by the Delphic Oracle before she announced her
prognostications. When a favorable answer was forthcoming, she returned with a crown of laurel leaves on top of her head.
This same plant, dedicated to Apollo, brought wisdom and victory. Because it remained green in winter, the Roman
associated it with immortality, fecundity, and vegetation. As for St. Anne’s prayer, it absolved a believer from sin, allowing the
penitent to experience the numinosum, opening him or her to divinity through the feminine principle.” Knapp, Bettina. Women
in Twentieth-Century Literature: A Jungian View. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1987. (20)
37
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YERMA (Disheartened): I don’t know why I came.
DOLORES: Are you sorry?
YERMA: No!
DOLORES (Upset): If you’re afraid, I’ll go with you as far as the corner.
FIRST OLD WOMAN (Uneasily): It will be daylight by the time you get to your door.
Voices are heard.

DOLORES: Be quiet!
They listen.

FIRST OLD WOMAN: It’s no one. God go with you!
YERMA goes toward the door, but at that moment a knock is heard. The three women stop still.

DOLORES: Who is it?
JUAN’S VOICE: It’s me!
YERMA: Open it!
DOLORES is unsure.

Are you going to open or not?
Murmuring is heard. JUAN and the SISTERS-IN-LAW appear.

SECOND SISTER-IN-LAW: Here she is!
YERMA: Here I am!
JUAN: What are you doing in this place? If I could shout, I would rouse the whole village so
they could see what’s become of my family honor! But I have to choke it all back and keep
quiet, because you are my wife.

YERMA: If I could, I would shout, too-- so even the dead would rise up and see that I am
cloaked in purity!

JUAN: No, not that! I can put up with anything but that! You deceive me, you confuse me, but
I’m only a man who works the land and I can’t compete with your cleverness!38
“In other European countries that undergone a more profound process of secularization during the nineteenth
century, the arguments used to justify female subordination were gradually formulated on secular pseudo-scientific
reasoning. In Spain, gender discourse on women, although eventually influenced by that line of argument, was still, in the
early twentieth century, deeply influenced by Roman Catholic doctrine.
There was more debate on the question of women’s intellectual capacity in other European countries and in the
United States than in Spain, where the belief in women’s intellectual inferiority persisted among the various classes and
practically all social groups. Even radical and working-class sectors occasionally manifested serious doubts about women’s
intellectual capacity despite their theoretical declarations to the contrary. As late as the 1930s we find straightforward
declarations to the effect that women were innately inferior to men on an intellectual level. In 1933 the conservative Francese
Tusquets was still arguing forcibly that
38
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DOLORES: Juan!
JUAN: Not a word out of any of you!
DOLORES (Firmly): Your wife has done nothing wrong.
JUAN: She’s been doing it since the very day of our wedding. Looking daggers at me,39
spending the nights on watch, lying at my side with her eyes open, and filling my pillows with
her unhappy sighs!

YERMA: Shut your mouth!
JUAN: And I can’t stand any more! You’d have to be made of bronze to put up with a woman
at your side who wants to jab her fingers into your heart and goes out of her house at night-looking for what? Tell me! Looking for what? The streets are full of young studs. You don’t go
out on the streets to pick flowers!

YERMA: I won’t let you say one more word! Not one more! You and your family think you’re
the only people who care about honor, and you don’t know that my family has never had
anything to hide. Come here! Come close to me and smell my clothing; come close! Let’s see
where you can find a smell that’s not yours, that’s not from your body! Stand me naked in the
middle of the plaza and spit on me! Do what you like with me, since I’m your wife, but take care
you don’t put another man’s name on my breast!

JUAN: It’s not me who puts it there-- you put it there with your behavior, and the town is
beginning to talk! Beginning to talk! When I join a group of people, they all grow quiet. When I
go to weigh the flour, they all grow quiet. And even at night, when I wake up in the fields, it
seems as if the branches of the trees grow quiet, too!

YERMA: Those evil winds that knock the wheat down-- I don’t know why they start. See for
yourself if the wheat is good!

JUAN: Nor do I know what a woman is looking for, out of her house at all hours!
YERMA (In an outburst, embracing her husband): I’m looking for you! I’m looking for you! It’s you I
look for, day and night, without finding any shade where I can rest! It’s your blood and your
help I want!

JUAN: Get away!

women have shone a lot less than men in the cultivation of the sciences, letters and arts. This fact is due primarily
to talent and natural activities, which differ a lot from one sex to the other: differences in aptitudes which are innate
and therefore fundamental and permanent.
Earlier on, other writers had attributed woman’s intellectual inferiority to the fact that the ‘principal motive of all her acts, the
foundation of her psychology, conscious or unconscious, is the reproduction of the species.’”
Nash, Mary. Defying Male Civilization: Women in the Spanish Civil War. Arden: Denver, 1995. (12-13)
mirándome con dos agujas: literally, “Looking at me with two needles.” At the end of Act Two, Scene Two of García
Lorca’s Blood Wedding, the Wife uses a similar image to express the look of hate in the eyes of Leonardo, her husband:
“Why are you looking at me like that? A thorn in each eye!”
39
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YERMA: Don’t push me away-- want with me!
JUAN: Stop it!
YERMA: See how alone I am! Like the moon trying to find herself in the sky. Look at me!
She looks at him.

JUAN (Looking at her, and brusquely pushing her away): Leave me alone, once and for all!
DOLORES: Juan!
YERMA falls to the ground.

YERMA (Loudly): When I went out to pick my carnations I ran into the wall. (She wails.) That is
the wall where I have to smash my head to bits!

from a 2012 Teatro Bretón de los Herreros production (Logroño, Spain)
with Silvia Marsó as Yerma and Marcial Álvarez as Juan

JUAN: Be quiet! Let’s go!
DOLORES: My God!
YERMA (Screaming): God damn my father for giving me his blood-- the blood of the father of a
hundred sons! God damn my blood that pounds on the walls looking for them!

JUAN: Be quiet, I said!
DOLORES: People are coming! Talk softly!
YERMA: I don’t care! At least let my voice be free, now that I’m falling into the darkest part of
the pit! (She gets up.) Let my body send out just one beautiful thing, and let it fill the air.
Voices are heard.

DOLORES: They’re going to pass by here.
JUAN: Silence!
41

YERMA: Of course. Of course. Silence. Don’t worry.
JUAN: Let’s go! Quickly!
YERMA: All right! All right! And there’s no use wringing my hands. Wanting something in
your mind is one thing--

JUAN: Be quiet!
YERMA (In a low voice): Wanting something in your head is one thing, but it’s something else
when your body-- damn the body!-- won’t respond. This is my fate and I’m not going to fight
against the tide. That’s it! Let my lips be sealed!40
She leaves.
Fast curtain.

ACT THREE, SCENE 2
On the grounds of a shrine, high in the mountains. 41 Downstage, the wheels of a cart and some blankets form a
crude tent where YERMA sits. WOMEN enter, bringing offerings to the shrine. They are barefoot. In the group is
the spirited PAGAN OLD WOMAN from Act I.

SONG:
I couldn’t see you,
When you were single,
But now that you’re married,

40

“Yerma’s occupation of a masculine sphere of influence is complemented by a reversal of sexual dominance in the
character of Juan. The poet himself suggests a parallel between Yerma’s ascendancy and Juan’s increasing impotence: “Si
pongo un hombre de pelo en pecho, me ahoga el drama de Yerma. El marido es “un hombre débil y sin voluntad”‘ (OC VI:
718). Indeed, the depiction of Juan in Yerma falls in line with other failing male characters in García Lorca’s theatre. [...]
Firstly, Juan is physically weak in constitution. He also submits to an authoritative woman who exercises control over him.
This childlike dependence sees him abdicate agency to the women of his house (Yerma and his sisters). And Juan might do
well to regress, emotionally if not physically, to a childlike state, for, as a man, he is unable to correspond to the perfect ideal
of love dreamt of by Yerma.” McDermid, Paul. Love, Desire and Identity in the Theatre of Federico García Lorca.
Woodbidge: Tamesis, 2007. (153)
The pilgrimage described in the Act Three is based (in part) on García Lorca’s childhood memories, as the following
passage from Ian Gibson’s Federico García Lorca: A Life explains:
41

[The] origin reached back to the poet’s childhood, when he first became aware of the annual pilgrimage to the
village of Moclín, in the hills some eight miles to the north of Vega ... Ferdinand and Isabella spent protracted
periods there with their court until Granada succumbed [to Catholic Spain] ... [expressing] their affection for the
place by donating to the newly erected church a standard of Christ that had been carried throughout the campaign
against the infidel. During the sixteenth century miraculous powers began to be attributed to the picture... No one
seems to know quite why the Christ of the Cloth concerned himself with impotence and infecundity in particular, but
so it was-- and the afflicted travelled every autumn to the hermitage of Moclín in search of alleviation ... Marcelle
Auclair, in her biography of the poet, reported a comment by Lorca on the painting that suggested that he had
indeed been at the church: “If you look at it well you can see, under the thin coating that covers it, the hoofs and
thick hair of a faun” (289-290).
By García Lorca’s day, the pilgrimage had a poor local reputation. Lubricated with alcohol, men travelled from all over the
countryside to impregnate childless women. Actual locals tended to avoid the carnival-like atmosphere of the festivities.
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I will find you.
I’ll strip you naked,
Wife and pilgrim,
When, in the dark,
The clock strikes twelve.42

PAGAN OLD WOMAN (Roguishly): Did you drink the holy water yet?
FIRST WOMAN: Yes.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: And now we’ll see about this one.
SECOND WOMAN: We believe in him.
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: You all come to ask the Saint to give you children, and the result
is that each year more men come alone on this pilgrimage. What goes on here?
She laughs.

FIRST WOMAN: Why do you come here if you don’t believe?
PAGAN OLD WOMAN: To watch. I love to watch! And to look after my son. Last year two
men killed each other over one of these dried-up wives, and I want to keep an eye on him. And
finally, I come because I feel like it!

FIRST WOMAN: May God forgive you!
The WOMEN exit.

PAGAN OLD WOMAN (Sarcastically, as she leaves):
May he forgive you!
MARÍA and the FIRST GIRL enter.

FIRST GIRL: Has she come?
MARÍA: There is her cart. I had a hard time getting
them to come. For the past month, she hasn’t been
out of her chair. She frightens me! She has something
in mind; I don’t know what it is, but you can be sure
it’s nothing good!

FIRST GIRL: I came with my sister. She’s been
coming for eight years without results.

MARÍA: You have children if you are meant to have them.
42

No te pude ver
cuando eras soltera,
mas de casada te encontraré.
No te pude ver
cuando eras soltera.
Te desnudaré
casada y romera,
cuando en lo oscuro las doce den.

43

from a 2004 Teatro Español production
(Madrid, Spain) with Cristina Hoyos as the
Pagan Old Woman

FIRST GIRL: That’s what I say!
There are voices offstage.

MARÍA: I never liked this pilgrimage. Let’s go to the threshing floor,43 that’s where everyone
is!

FIRST GIRL: Last year, when it got dark, some young men were grabbing my sister’s
breasts!

MARÍA: For ten miles around, you hear nothing but filthy language!44
FIRST GIRL: I saw more than forty barrels of wine in the back of the shrine!
MARÍA: A river of men without women flows down these mountains!
They exit. Offstage voices. YERMA enters with six WOMEN who are going to the church. They are
barefoot and carry spiral candles. Dusk begins to fall.

FIRST WOMAN:
Lord, let all the roses bloom,
Don’t leave mine in the shade!

SECOND WOMAN:
Upon your withered flesh
The yellow rose will bloom.

THIRD WOMAN:
And in the womb of your servants,
The dark flame of the earth.

CHORUS OF WOMEN:
Lord, let the roses bloom,
Don’t leave mine in the shade!
They kneel.

YERMA:
Heaven is full of gardens
With roses of happiness,
And there among the roses
Is one miraculous rose.
It’s like the light of morning;
An archangel guards it well,
With wings like enormous storm clouds,
And eyes like agonies.
43

the place where stalks of ripened grain are separated from straw or husks by a flail

44

palabras terribles: literally, “terrible words”
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And all around its petals,
Springs of sweet, warm milk
Frolic and bathe the faces
Of the tranquil stars.
Lord, open your rose
Upon my withered flesh!
They get up.

SECOND WOMAN:
Lord, cool with your hand
The burning coals of her cheek!

YERMA:
Listen to the penitent
On your holy pilgrimage.
Open your rose in my flesh,
The rose with a thousand thorns.

from a 2011 Teatro Ámbito Histrión production
(Neuquén, Argentina) with Laura Sarmiento as Yerma

CHORUS OF WOMEN:
Lord, let the roses bloom,
Don’t leave mine in the shade!

YERMA:
Over my withered flesh,
One miraculous rose!45
They exit. Four YOUNG GIRLS come running out from the left with long ribbons in their hands. From the
right, three OTHERS with long ribbons, looking back over their shoulders. There is a crescendo of
shouting and the sounds of cowbells and harness bells. On an upper level, the seven YOUNG GIRLS
wave their ribbons toward the left. The racket increases, as two mummers enter, one as a MALE, the

45

Señor, que florezca la rosa,
no me la dejéis en sombra.
Sobre su carne marchita
florezca la rosa amarilla.
Y en el vientre de tus siervas
la llama oscura de la tierra.
Señor, que florezca la rosa,
no me la dejéis en sombra.
El cielo tiene jardines
con rosales de alegría,
entre rosal y rosal ,
la rosa de maravilla.
Rayo de aurora parece,
y un arcángel la vigila,
las alas como tormentas,
los ojos como agonías.

Alrededor de sus hojas
arroyos de leche tibia
juegan y mojan la cara
de las estrellas tranquilas.
Señor, abre tu rosal
sobre mi carne marchita.
Señor, calma con tu mano
las ascuas de su mejilla.
Escucha a la penitente
de tu santa romería.
Abre tu rosa en mi carne
aunque tenga mil espinas.
Señor, que florezca la rosa,
no me la dejéis en sombra.
Sobre mi carne marchita
la rosa de maravilla.

45

other as a FEMALE. They wear large folk masks. The MALE clutches the horn of a bull in his hand. 46
They are not grotesque in any way, but are of great beauty and pure earthiness. The FEMALE shakes a
necklace of large jingle bells. Upstage, a crowd of PEOPLE shout and cheer the DANCERS on. Night
has fallen.

CHILDREN: The devil and his wife! The devil and his wife!47
FEMALE:
In the river in the mountains,
The despondent wife was bathing.
Up along her naked body,
Tiny water snails were climbing.
The sand along the river edge,
The breeze of early morning,
Set her laughter all afire,
Made her shoulders tremble,
Oh, she was naked, laughing,
The maiden in the water!

BOY:
Oh, how she was moaning!

FIRST MAN:
Oh, thirsty for love!
Dry, in the wind and the water!

SECOND MAN:
Who is the one you’re awaiting?

FIRST MAN:
Who is the one you watch for?

SECOND MAN:
Oh, with your womb that is dry,
And with your color fading!

FEMALE:
When night has come, I’ll say it;
When night has come, transparent,
When night has come to the ritual,
I’ll tear my petticoats open!

46

The horn is an obvious and intentional phallic symbol, and the play is almost always staged to where this is emphasized to
the audience.
47

During a 1930 visit to Cuba, García Lorca attended a ñañigo ceremony in which magic rites and a devil figure play a
prominent role. These lines may have been inspired by the experience.
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BOY:
And night was falling quickly.
Oh, how the night was falling!
See how the darkness gathers
At the waterfall on the mountain.
Guitars begin to play.

MALE (Rising and shaking the horn):
Oh, how white she is,
The despondent wife!
Oh, how she moans in the branches!
Later, she will be
A poppy, a carnation-Later, when the male
Opens up his cape.
He comes nearer.

If you come to the ritual,
Pray your womb will open.
Don’t put on a veil of mourning,
Wear your softest, finest linen.
Go alone behind the walls
Where the fig trees have been hidden.
Lie beneath my earthen body
Till the first white sigh of dawn.
Oh, how she is glowing!
Oh, how she was glowing!
Oh, how the wife is swaying!

FEMALE:
Oh, how love endows her
With garlands and with crowns;
And darts of molten gold
Penetrate her breast!

MALE:
Seven times she moaned
And nine times she rose
And fifteen times the jasmine
Fused with the orange.48

from a 2013 Centro Dramático Nacional production (Madrid, Spain)

48

the orange blossom, traditionally associated with weddings
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THIRD MAN:
Strike her with the horn!

SECOND MAN:
Again, the rose, the dance!

FIRST MAN:
Oh, how the wife is swaying!

MALE:
In this ritual,
The male takes command.
Married men are bulls:
The male takes command.
Now, bestow the wreath-The pilgrim girls are flowers
For the man who wins them!

BOY:
Strike her with the wind!

SECOND MAN:
Strike her with the wreath!

MALE:
Come and see the glow
Of the wife who was bathing!

FIRST MAN:
She bends like a reed.

BOY:
She fades like a flower.

MEN:
Let the little girls leave!

MALE:
Let them burn: the dance
And the glowing body
Of the innocent wife!
They are dancing off, smiling, to the sound of hand claps. They sing.

48

Heaven is full of gardens,
With roses of happiness,
And there among the roses
Is one miraculous rose.49 50
Two YOUNG GIRLS go by again, shouting. The cheerful OLD WOMAN enters.

OLD WOMAN: Let’s see if you let us sleep later on! But later on, it will be her turn!
YERMA enters.

You! (YERMA is downcast, and does not speak.) Tell me, why did you come?

YERMA: I don’t know.
OLD WOMAN: You’re not convinced? Where’s your husband?
YERMA shows signs of exhaustion and of being overcome by her obsession.
49

En el río de la sierra
esposa triste se bañaba.
5Por el cuerpo le subían
5los caracoles del agua.
5La arena de las orillas
5y el afire de la mañana
5le daban fuego a su risa
5y temblor a sus espaldas.
5¡Ay, qué desnuda estaba
5la doncella en el agua!

***
¡Ay, qué blanca
la triste casada!
¡Ay, cómo se queja entre las ramas!
Amapola y clavel será luego
cuando el macho despliegue su capa.

5la

5¡Ay,
5

Si tú vienes a la romería
a pedir que to vientre se abra,
no te pongas un velo de luto
sino dulce camisa de holanda.
Vete sola detrás de los muros
donde están las higueras cerradas,
y soporta mi cuerpo de tierra
hasta el blanco gemido del alba.
¡Ay, cómo relumbra!
¡Ay, cómo relumbraba,
ay, cómo se cimbrea la casada!

cómo se quejaba!

¡Ay, marchita de amores
el viento y el agua!

5con

5¡Que

diga a quién espera!

5¡Que

diga a quién aguarda!

¡Con la rosa y la danza!
¡Ay, cómo se cimbrea la casada!
En esta romería
el varón siempre manda.
Los maridos son toros.
El varón siempre manda,
y las romeras flores
para aquel que las gana.
¡Dale ya con el aire!
¡Dale ya con la rama!
Venid a ver la lumbre
de la que se bañaba!
Como junco se curva.

5

¡Ay, que el amor le pone
coronas y guirnaldas,
y dardos de oro vivo
en su pecho se clavan!

¡Ay, con el vientre seco
la color quebrada!

5y

Y como flor se cansa.
¡Que se aparten las niñas!

5Cuando

llegue la noche lo diré,
cuando llegue la noche clara.
Cuando llegue la noche de la romería
5rasgaré los volantes de mi enagua.
5Y

en seguida vino la noche.
que la noche llegaba
5Mirad qué oscuro se pone
5el chorro de la montaña.
5¡Ay,

Siete veces gemía,
nueve se levantaba,
quince veces juntaron
jazmines con naranjas.

5

¡Dale ya con el cuerno!
***
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Que se queme la danza
y el cuerpo reluciente
de la linda casada.
El cielo tiene jardines
con rosales de alegría,
entre rosal y rosal
la rosa de maravilla.

As pagan and Christian rituals fuse in the mountain scene, fertility celebrations are encouraged on one side of the stage,
while on the other, Catholic chapel ceremonies unfold. Revelers and a chorus of dancers carrying bells leap in wild abandon,
voicing their erotic needs in songs observing the joys of natural life. [...] A male and female personification of the Devil, with
all the paraphernalia, including masks, dances, songs, and gesture, make their way onto the stage, miming the act of sexual
intercourse and conception. The Christian prejudice against instincts and earth forces, which were equated with sinful and
Satanic powers, compelled the faithful to long for its opposite: the inhuman divine/deal sphere. Extreme asceticism elicits its
opposite. Attempts to repress the spontaneous impulses of an inner spirit by an overly conscious control of the ego only
serve to accentuate the imbalance within individuals, leading more urgently to a need for redemption. [...] A complex of
opposites is lived out on the stage: Earth and Heaven, Body and Spirit, Good and Evil, God and the Devil, two ways of life,
which until now have been antipodal one to the other, will merge. Knapp, Bettina. Women in Twentieth-Century Literature: A
Jungian View. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1987. (21-22).
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YERMA: He’s over there.
OLD WOMAN: What is he doing?
YERMA: Drinking. (She pauses, then
raises hands to her forehead.) Ay!

OLD WOMAN: “Ay!” “Ay!” Less
“Ay!” and more spirit! I couldn’t tell
you anything before, but now I can.

YERMA: What are you going to tell
me that I don’t already know?

OLD WOMAN: Something that can’t
be kept quiet anymore. Something they
are shouting from the rooftops! It’s
your husband’s fault! Do you hear?
They can cut off my hands! Neither his
father nor his grandfather nor his
great-grandfather behaved like a breed
of real men. Heaven and earth had to
from a 2014 Tiroler Landestheater production (Innsbruck, Germany)
with Eleonore Bürcher as Dolores and Judith Keller as Yerma
come together for them to have a son!
They’re put together with spit! Not like
your people. You have brothers and
cousins for a hundred miles around!
See what a curse has fallen upon your beauty!

YERMA: A curse! A pool of poison over the wheat!
OLD WOMAN: But you have feet: you can walk out of your house!
YERMA: Walk out?
OLD WOMAN: When I saw you at the pilgrimage, my heart turned over! Women come here
to find other men. And the Saint performs the miracle! My son is sitting behind the shrine
waiting for you. My house needs a woman! Go with him and the three of us will live together.
My son has good blood in his veins! Like me! If you come to my house, it still smells like
cradles! The ashes of your bedsheets will be bread and salt for your children. Go on! Don’t
worry about people. And as for your husband, there are enough brave hearts and sharp tools
in my house to keep him from even crossing the street!

YERMA: Be quiet, be quiet, it’s not that! I’d never do that! I can’t go out looking. Do you
think that I could have another man? What about my honor? You can’t turn back the tide, or
have a full moon come out at midday! Go away! I’ll continue on the road I have chosen. Did
you really think that I could turn to another man? That I’m going to beg like a slave for what
belongs to me? Know who I am, so that you will never speak to me again! I am not looking for
anyone.
50

OLD WOMAN: When you’re thirsty, you’re grateful for water.
YERMA: I’m like a parched field big enough to hold a thousand teams of oxen plowing, and
what you give me is a little glass of water from the well! Mine is pain that is no longer of my
flesh!

OLD WOMAN (Loud): Then go on this way. It’s what you want! Like thistles in the
wasteland-- prickly, barren!51

YERMA (Loud): Barren, yes, I already know it! Barren! It’s not necessary to rub my mouth in
it! Don’t amuse yourself like little children do with a dying animal! Ever since I got married, I’ve
been turning that word over in my mind, but it’s the first time I’ve heard it, the first time it’s
been said to my face! The first time I know that it’s true!

OLD WOMAN: I have no pity for you, none! I will look for another woman for my son!
She goes. A large chorus of pilgrims is singing in the distance. YERMA goes toward the cart, and her
husband appears from behind it.

YERMA: You were there?
JUAN: I was.
YERMA: Listening?
JUAN: Listening.
YERMA: And you heard?
JUAN: Yes.
YERMA: What of it! Leave me alone and go join the singers!
She sits down in the tent.

JUAN: It’s also time for me to speak.
YERMA: Speak!
JUAN: And complain.
YERMA: About what?
JUAN: I have a bitterness in my throat.
YERMA: And I, in my bones!

“Critics have described Yerma as “alienated from nature,” because they conceive maternity as a product of natural instinct
(Edwards 187). Nevertheless, in Lorca’s remarkable play, all the metaphors of infertility also refer to natural aspects or
processes: thorns, rocks, sands, like the destructive processes and death itself. Nature is not all creativity, fecundity; the
infertile woman is not estranged from nature, rather she is excluded from a cultural order that identifies femininity and
maternity with biological reproduction.” Tubert, Silvia. “The deconstruction and construction of maternal desire: ‘Yerma’ and
‘Die Frau ohne Schatten.’.” Mosaic [Winnipeg] 26.3 (1993): 69+. General OneFile. Web. 16 Jan. 2015.
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JUAN: I can no longer put
up with this constant
grieving over obscure
things, unreal things made
of thin air.

YERMA (Dramatically):
Unreal, you call it? Thin air,
you call it?

JUAN: Over things that
have not happened and that
neither you nor I can control.

YERMA (Violently): Go on!
Go on!

JUAN: Over things I don’t
care about! Do you hear?
from a 2014 Théâtre 13 production (Paris, France)
That I don’t care about! I
with Daniel San Pedro as Juan and Audrey Bonnet as Yerma
finally have to tell you! All I
care about is what I can hold in my hands. What I can see with my eyes!

YERMA (Falling to her knees in desperation): That’s it, that’s it! That’s what I wanted to hear from
your lips! You can’t see the truth when it’s inside you, but how huge it is, and how it screams,
when it comes out and raises its arms! You don’t care! At last I have heard it!

JUAN (Coming near her): Tell yourself it had to turn out this way. Listen to me! (He puts his arms
around her to lift her to her feet.) Many women would be happy living the life you do. Life is sweeter

without children! I’m happy not having them. We’re not to blame in any way!

YERMA: Then what were you looking for in me?
JUAN: For you yourself!
YERMA (With excitement): That’s it! You were looking for a house, peace and quiet, and a wife!
But nothing more. Is it true, what I’m saying?

JUAN: It’s true! Like everyone.
YERMA: What about the rest? What about your son?
JUAN (Fiercely): Didn’t you hear that I don’t care? Don’t ask me anymore! I’ll have to shout it
in your ear for you to understand! Now let’s see if once and for all you can live in peace!

YERMA: And you never considered having a son, when you saw how much I wanted one?
JUAN: Never!
They are both on the ground.

YERMA: And I have no hope.
52

JUAN: No.
YERMA: Nor you?
JUAN: Nor me either. Accept it!
YERMA: Barren!
JUAN: And we shall live in peace. Both of us, quietly, with pleasure. Embrace me!
He embraces her.

YERMA: What are you after?
JUAN: You are what I’m after! In the moonlight, you are beautiful!
YERMA: You pursue me as if I were a dove you want to devour!
JUAN: Kiss me-- like this!
YERMA: Never! Never!
YERMA cries out and clutches her husband by the throat. He falls back. She chokes him until she kills
him. The pilgrims’ chorus begins.

YERMA: Barren. Barren, but sure. Now I know it for certain. And alone.
She stands up. People begin to gather.

I will sleep without suddenly waking up to see if my blood is proclaiming other, new blood.
With my body dry forever. What do you want to know? Don’t come near me, for I have killed
my son! I myself have killed my son!
A group gathers and stays upstage. We hear the pilgrims’ chorus.
Curtain.

from a 2006 Compañía Telón de Arena production (Ciudad Juárez, Mexico)
with Perla de la Rosa as Yerma and Marco Antonio García as Juan
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