A SPANISH DESCENDANT OF SHAHRAZAD?:
AZORIN’S USE OF FRAMING DEVICES IN LAS
CONFESIONES DE UN PEQUENO FILOSOFO

Daniel R Treber

The story-within-the-story has long been used as a literary device.
Perhaps the most famous example is The Thousand and One Nights, which
offers many delightfully complex framing devices--staries within tories within
still-more stories. Of course, many other works also use Lhis technique, both
from the traditional Story-lelling iraditions and from more recent lilerary
traditions.” Though generally considered an essayist and novelist, Azorin (the
pseudanym of José Martinez Ruiz) uses similiar framing techniques in his
gutobiographical Lar confesiones de un pequeho fildsofo and in his novel
DoRa Inés amang others,

Although Azorin’s frames are not a3 extravagant as those of Shahrazad,
Lax confesiones is perhaps the one Azorinian work in which an outline of the
leyering devices is most crucisl to understanding the lext as a whole. In Las
confesiones, the frames parallel and highlight the sharp-yet-blurred divisions
between author, namalor, and protagonist. This separation can cause
confusion, since all three carry the same name— Azorin the author, Azorin the
(assumed) narrator, and Azorin the protagomist.

Framing is a cnucial element in the author's division between the various
forma of his emerging persons. There are three main levels of framing, wilh
perhaps e fourth minor one:

(1) José Martinez Ruiz, the author, who still has not definitively
laken the pen name of “Azorin,” 19 the first, and outer-most, frame.
This is, of course, an implied frame which surrounds the entire Wex1.
Ironically, given the conventions of fiction, his only absolutcly
certajn place in the book (despile the fact that he created it all) is co
the title page. Most literary conventions assume that the author is
present, despile his “invisibility,” and thal his personal views are
reflected in the text? Further strengthening the idea of an ouler
authorial ffame, in 1909 the author issued a new edition of the
work, with & new prologue signed by “Azorin ™ | construe this a3 a
deliberate lextualization of a previcusly implied cuter frame. I will
discuss this prologue bricily at a laler point in my study.

(2) The second level of framing is that of the author’s literury
creation, Lhe adult Antonio, who decides o wrile & book, This level
includes the specific action of Antonio writing the book while
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sifting in the family library, as well as his disappointing return to
vigil his childhood school in Yecla. In the spiril of Azorin's
conlemporary Miguel de Unamuno (for example, in Niebla),
Martinez Ruiz enters inio his own novel as a character; specificalty,
a3 the main propanent of Antonio’s writing career. (When referring
in subsequent parts of this chapter to Martinez Ruiz as a character,
I will often Jabel him “the fictionalized Martinez Ruiz.”)* Besides
giving advice, the ficlonalized Marlinez Ruiz “helps™ his “friend”
by writing a prologue and an epilogue.

(3) The third level, which comprises the bulk of the novel,
consisis of Antonio’s recollections of youth. Again, the main subject
is the school that Antomio had attended.

(4) There is perhaps also a fourth level of childhood stories which
Antonio tells, such as the tale of Menchirén. These are not re-
creations of Antonio's childhood s0 much as they are re-creations
of re-creations--adult re-lellings of the schoolyard legends he heard
29 a child. The result is a fairly heavy layering effect.

Uluimalety, all levels present voices of the author, the inhabitant of the
first and ouler frame; 8 person who, in his many forms, despite his attempt to
hide under the veil of child-like re-created fictionality, has definite opinions
about Yecla, Spain, personal development, education in general, and his own
schooling in specific.

The adull Antonio (who operales, in Lay confesiones, on the second
framing level®) is slightly different in each of the “Antonic Azarin™ works;
despite the use of the same name, he is nol. strictly speaking, the same
character ® The Antonio of Las confesiones i3 much more mature than his two
previous ncarnations--he is mich Jess erratic and is maore at peace with his life
story and with his surroundings,” Within the fictionality of the inner frames,
Antonio is the author of the novel, Las confesiones i3 a collection of his
memories. Within this fictional set-up, the book is written at the urging of
Antonio’s friends (inchiding “Martinez Ruiz”) who, upon leaming of his plana
for a possible political career, convince him Lo write 8 book instead. While the
narralor (freme #2) is a reminiscent adult, Azarin the author (frame #1) makes
an effort to reconstruct the perspective of a child (frame #3), crealing an
impressionistic, concise, and whimsical account. Is it an acaurale account? Of
course pot--at leasi, not completely, This is an act of fiction which, while
obviously semi-aulobiographical, selects the memones which Azorin Lhe



165

author wishes to recsll, in the way in which he wishes the reader to perceive
themn. This act of the pen highlights the artificiality of ficlion itself--Lhe author
(frame #1), already shielded by the creation of a semi-sulobiographical
fictitious character (frame #2), hides himself even more with the insertion of
an artificiat child' s-eye view (frame #3). This portrait of Azordn as a young boy
is unique in the Anlonio Azorin works, but, similar to La voluntad and
Antonio Azorin, it is ultimately another version of the autobiography, the
“portrait of an artist.”

Also in evidence in this carefully selected collecticn of mernaocies are the
beginnings of a number of Antonio's (and, by extention, Azarin's) life-lang
preoccupations--for example, nature, time, the tolling of beils, and “the
Spenish spiril.” Considering the recurring role of this anxd other motifs in
Azorinien novels, their versions in Las confesiones may be seen as prolotypes.
Or, given the intentionality of the text, and the fact that they are written afler
the motifs have already been established and noted as “ Azorinian,” they are the
versions which Marlinez Ruiz himself, devcloping inlo his new role of
“Azorin,” wishes to esiablish as prototypes.

The recollection frame is closed near the end of the novel (frame level #3
gives way 1o #2) when the adult Antonio refurns to Yecla for a wisit to his old
school. He is struck by the lack of change afler so many years: joyless boys file
by to their classes, just as the young Anlanio and his classmales had done years
carlier, completing a “cycle of ime™ repetition motif within the povel.
Antonio’s disappointing return (o Yecla is menlioned in various parts of the
novel, though most completely at the end of the framc #2 library sequence.
This presents an obvious seam in the framing tapestry: it is itself a recollection,
but it is a recollection of the very-near, as opposed to distant, past. This is nat,
however, the only searn which resulls from narration of the visit. Other
Azorinian novels conlain a patiern in which a major event is followed by
introspection by a main character;? this happens in Las confesiones us well.

Essenlially, these introspeclions are “essays-within-the-novel,” s
opposed to “stories-within-siories.” Azorin’s essays often help to explain the
philosophical underpinnings of the novel, although they sometimes seem (o be
more like his newspaper articles that like the rest of the novel.” Given that he
trip to Yecla is practicaily the only event of Lay confesiones (excepl, perhaps,
the actual decision (o recollect), it is inevitable that the passages following the
trip reports will be rich with introspection. Cne resultant mtrospection occurs
afler the Yecla visit is recalled, out of chronological arder, in the midst of the
listing of childhood memones (55). At this pomnt, Azorin the author seems
momentarily o lose the pretense of fiction. His resullant essgy-like insertion--a
ponderance about Yecla, and other dying Spanish towns like it--scems to have
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been filtered very litile by (he Antonio character. This is perhaps not
surprising, however, as this i3 where the second and third frames, having been
separated near the beginning of the novel, are beginning Lo fuse once again.

In this part of the nove!, Azorin seems to be confused about whether he
wishes o give his own movemtayochisia explanations of “the Spanish
condition,” with little heed to “Antonin,” or whether he wishes lo continue the
intentional ficlionality of the novel. Secmingly trying to resolve this confusion
of “authorship” (and perhaps Lo reassure himself of his sulonomy as a wriler),
Azorin has his Antonio character reilersie the claim that his book is just a
series of impressions: “Tengo una idea confusa; no quierc arreglar nada. Me
place dejar estas sensaciones que bullen en mi memoria tal como yo 1as siento,
cadticas, indefinidas ...” (56). The inference i3 thal the author is no Jonger the
strident student radical José Muartinez Ruiz--rather, he has become the
peaceful, contemplative Azorin,

The recolleclion {and main) parl of the novel ends soon afler the fleeting
image of Maria Rosario, a girl whom Lhe author had seen for oaly an instant,
long ago. This is not an accidental choice of (he author, since this is perhaps
the part of the novel which most effeclively encapsulates Azorin's emerging
style, essays aboul minule details, objects, and memories. The library scenes
present mosily Lbe third level of framing, although the author shifts the reader
from third 1o secondd. The most obvicus places Lo view the shifts between the
first and second frames, between the suthor and his creation, are the prologue
and the epilogue. First, Martinez Ruiz sieps into the narralive to write a
prologue under the guise of his ficlilious self. This device sets up the
artificiality, and obvious fictionality, of the novel, from the very beginning; in
much the same way a3 Cide Hamete Benengeli in Don Quixote or Augusio
Pérez in Unamuno’s Aiebla.'® There are two overriding elements of fiction in
Las confesiones, roughly correspondent wilh the first end second framing
divisions: anc is that Antonio, a fictional charecter, has writien the novel at the
behest of the ficlionalized Martinez Ruiz, and the other is thal Antonia’s
“memaries” reflect a thorough and unbiased attempt at autobiography by
Azorin,

The deliberate fictionality of the 1ext becornes # sort of meta-frame. The
fictionalized Martinez Ruiz has advised his “friend” Antonio Lo pursue a
writing, as opposed to polilical, career. Thus, the polilics/writing dilemma
becames much more than just a textual construct which is embedded within the
framing levels: it becomes the central binarism of the novel, which mforms the
whole text. While this Azorinian question of action versus contemplation,
writing versus abulia, is a key Lo the plat of the olher two “Anlonio Azorin™
works, it 18 not a theme of Las confesiones. This is becanse, by definition, the
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roatier is “settled,” since Las confesiones is ostensibly wnitten through the eyes
of & protagonist who has already chosen contemplation, and is now looking
beck. The framing devices are important on a thematic level because the edges
between frames coincide with edges between yo and nada, between creator
and creation, and, ullimately, between the writer which José Martinez Ruiz has
been versus the writer which he is becoming &s “Azorin”

In the prologue, when Anlonio thinks abont what Martinez Ruiz has asked
him, he pauses for a momenl of silence: “. . . parecia que le costaba renunciar
a un ideal querido; nosotros asistjamos emocionados a este terrible y pequefio
drama Intimo” (36). By foregoing politics and action, and concentrating on
conlemplation, Azorin allows his prolagonist 1o give up the struggle for
“balance.” In this sense, the last book of the trilogy does constitule a closure
in which the two inner forces find not balance, but at Jeast soye mner peace.
Finally, Anionio says; “Estd bien; escribiré un libro.” Martinez Ruiz adds: “Y
esie es ¢l libro, leclor, que ha escrito Antonio Azordn, en lugar de un programa
politico” (36). Azorin, the author, is now crealing not only a fictional
character--a mixture of real memories and poetically re-created fiction--but his
own publicly perceived persona a3 well: any similarities between this new
fictionalized life and the “real” one of its author will ultimalely be up io the
reader. A3 the reader familiar with Azorin’s body of produetion knows, in
works subsequent 1o Las confesiones the line between the two was io become
increasingly blurred.

At the end of the novel, there are two epilogues. In the first epilogue,
Anlonio’s, the two fictional levels (the second and third frames of (he novel)
finally rejoin coinpletely-the recollections of youth have ended, and the actual
return trip o Yecla is narrated. In the second, the fictionalized José Martinez
Ruwiz re-enters to furnish his own epilogue. Ultimalely, the second epilogue
places the work within the enduring frame, Lhat of the reader and of the
Spanish literary tradition: “Que otras digan si vale o no este libro; yo oo
tendria serenidad bastante para hacer una critica™ (97). Thus ends the novel.

Seemingly not contenl with the effect of this layering, m 1909, the author
issued a new edition of Las confesiones, with yet another new layer, in the
form of a new prologue. In this new version, he signs himself “ Azorin.™ This
edition is short--only 66 pages. Thanks, in part, however, 1o the intricate
framing techniques used by the author, this is a work which “reeds” much
longer.
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NOTES

11 do not intend 1o engage in a full-scale discourse on the framing genre
here. Various other works explain and justify the existence and use of narrative
frames. Within the general subject of Spanish lilerature, Galdos provides a
particuarly feriile ground; especially in critical treatments of the novel El
armige Manso. John Kronik's *Our Friend Manso and the Game of Fictive
Aulonomy” is cspecially helpful. Kronik notes that Chapters 1 and 50 of the
novel "constitule a frame thal esiablishes Maximo Manso in his own words as
a lie, a fictive invention” (158). He adds (hat these two chaplers provide the
"structure thai shapes the enlire novel” (162). Another useful work is Hazel
Gold's The Reframing of Realism: Galdos and the Discourses of the
Nineteenth-Century Spanish Novel. Gold siresses the importance of framing
devices o the nineleenth-century novel, calling their role "paramount” (10).
She explains tha! the rapid increase in general classified kmowledge led 1o
similar developments in literature: " . . . the realist novel . . . in attempting a
similar codification, comes o depend specifically on the aesthetic principal of
freming™ (107).

? See Wayne Booth, The Rheloric of Fiction: “In short, the suthor’s
Judgment is always present, always evident > anyone who knows how © look
for 1™ (20).

? While this character operates on the second level of framing, be appears
mostly in the prologue and epilogue, parts of the novel in which levels of
framing and of fiction are sometimes meshed together; this (s consistent with
the growing confusion between the author’s real personality and his lilerary
personality.

* See Barbars Hermsiein Smith, On rhe Making of Discourse; "The
casential fictiveness of novels, however, is not & be discovered in the unreality
of chaeracters, objects, and events alluded to, bul in the unreality of the
ailudings themselves, In other words, in a novel or a Lale, it is the act of
reporling evenls, the acr of describing persons or referring 1o places, thal is
fictive" (29).

3 Theoretically, one could differentiate here between the “adult Antonio”
(second level) and the “child Antonio,” (third level) considering them as two
seperate characters. Ultimately, though, the child Antonio is a recreatian of the
adult Antonio, and both are creations of the guthor.

¢ This paint is hardly origina) to this study. Among others, Johnson notes
this, especially in her treatment of La voluntad.



169

? This point, loo, has been made before, It is interesting to nole what a
change this is, though, from the Antonio of Lo wiuntad, especially with regard
to his attitude toward his old school. In Azorin as @ Liserary Critic, Fox notes
a change in the author as early as Soledades (1898).

® The strongest examples of this are perhaps Don Pablo’s vidons in Dofla
Inés, which occur afler major events. In La vofuniad, trips with Yuste usually
provoke movemiayochista musings aboul the Spanish countryside and
character. Anlonio’s mamage to Ilwninada is certainly a mejor event, but the
lack of subsequent introspections, rather than weakening the argument, in fact
strengthen it by symbalizing his figurative death. In Antonio Azorin, Antonio’s
return trips to Mairid provoke sadness and much introspection.

? Credil must be given once again to Johnson's work in Crossfire, as well
as (o Fox's 4zorin: Gula de la obra completa.

'% While these constructions are well-known to studenla of Spanish
literature, they do merit explanatian. Cide Hamete Benengeli is a "translator®
of the Quixote (as opposed to Cervantes, who is the author), bul he is a
ficional characier, See John J. Allen's "Levels of Fiction in Don Quixote,”
which is included in the Norton Critical Edition of the Ormsby translation of
Don Quixote (919-927). In Unamuno's Niebla, the protagonist Augusto Pérez
rebels againg his (fictional) death. In protest, he travels to Salamanca to argoe
the decision with the author, Unamuno himself! From the beginning, however,
the character’s fictionality has been underscored as ane "areated from the mist.”
These comparisons are by no means original to my study. Cide Hamete
Benengelt figures prominently in Gold's work, and Kronik certainly sees
similarities between Méximo Manso and Augusto Pérez. In the article *Interior
Duplicatian and the Problem of Form in the Modern Spanish Novel,” noted
Azorin scholar Leon Livingsione makes comparisons similar to those of
Kronik.
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