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Los Angeles has i t s  own Celestina a t  l a s t .  The B i l ingua l  Foundation 
of t h e  A r t s  has  engaged Alvaro Custodio t o  d i r e c t  h i s  own adap ta t ion  of 
La Celestina both i n  Spanish and English f o r  i t s  Inner  Ci ty  C u l t u r a l  
Center .  The English and Spanish ve r s ions  a r e  performed on a l t e r n a t e  
n i g h t s ,  with some a c t o r s  doubling r o l e s  i n  t h e  two languages.  Custodio 
has bold ly  taken t h e  twenty-one a c t  ve r s ion  of Rojas '  work and has wrought 
wi th  cons iderable  s k i l l l a  t e x t  i n  t h r e e  a c t s .  I n  s p i t e  of t h e  s u b s t a n t i a l  
e x c i s i o n s ,  Custodio 's  s e n s i t i v i t y  and l i t e r a r y  awareness has enabled him 
t o  c a p t u r e  t h e  thematic  r i c h n e s s  of La Celestina while  a t  t h e  same t i m e  
p r o j e c t i n g  on s t a g e  a  u n i f i e d  p o e t i c  whole. Th i s  i s  not  a  f i r s t  f o r  
Custodio,  who has s u c c e s s f u l l y  s taged h i s  v e r s i o n  i n  Mexico i n  1953 and 
1968, and published i t s  t e x t  i n  1966 (see  Celestinesca I [ ~ a y o  19771, 
13-17). H i s  adap ta t ion  has  won p r a i s e  from no l e s s  an a u t h o r i t y  than  
Maria Rosa Lida de Malkiel  i n  La originalidad a r t i s t i c a  de La Celestina 
(passim, see  Index).  

The q u a l i t y  of t h e  adap ta t ion  notwi ths tanding ,  t h e  product ion does 
o f f e r  some problems. The sober  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  s e t  i s  designed t o  sugges t  
s e p a r a t e  en t rances  t o  C a l i s t o ' s  and Melibea's houses,  while  C e l e s t i n a ' s  
is  f i t t i n g l y  placed in-between. The t r a n s i t i o n s  from one scene t o  ano the r ,  
however, o f t e n  seem abrupt  and confusing. The t h e a t r e ' s  phys ica l  s t r u c t u r e  
and s t a g e  dimension probably do not  a l low f o r  a  more imaginat ive s t a g i n g  
and movement. A l l  t h e  a c t i o n  i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  confined t o  one l e v e l .  Th i s  
becomes p a r t i c u l a r l y  damaging, I b e l i e v e ,  when C a l i s t o  rushes  from t h e  
scene of h i s  love-making t o  come t o  t h e  a i d  of h i s  watchful  s e r v a n t s  and 
f a l l s  from t h e  ladder  t o  h i s  dea th .  Since the  s t a g i n g  o f f e r s  no sugges t ion  
of phys ica l  danger,  C a l i s t o  merely runs  o f f s t a g e ,  with d i s t a n t  v o i c e s  
announcing h i s  death.  With l adde r  o r  wal l  miss ing ,  t h e  viewer i s  l e f t  
without  a  sense of dramat ic  immediacy, and t h e r e f o r e  untouched by t h e  
t r agedy .  On t h e  o ther  hand, t h e  t h e a t r e  does o f f e r  a  s u i t a b l e  and be- 
l i e v a b l e  tower, and Custodio uses  i t  s k i l l f u l l y .  The d i s t r a u g h t  Melibea 
appears  a t  a  high window t o  one s i d e  of t h e  t h e a t e r  t o  d i s c l o s e  he r  
a c t i o n s  t o  P lebe r io  before  leaping  t o  her  death.  I n  t h i s  adap ta t ion  t h e  
r o l e  of Alisa i s  e l iminated  a l t o g e t h e r  and P l e b e r i o  is l e f t  t h e r e f o r e  t o  
mourn alone t h e  f u t i l i t y ,  i n j u s t i c e  and tragedy of l i f e .  
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Unfortunately,  David Estuardo,  who p l a y s  C a l i s t o  both i n  Spanish and 
English,  though handsome and brooding, l a c k s  charm and t h e  express ive  
p o t e n t i a l  of an inne r  world of pass iona te  d e s p a i r .  But V i c t o r i a  Richar t  

i p o r t r a y s  Melibea wi th  a  noble bear ing ,  a f f e c t i n g  pass ion ,  and a  touch of 
p l ay fu lness .  

A t  our f i r s t  glimpse of C e l e s t i n a ' s  world,  we ca tch  her  bent over  a  
ches t  con ta in ing  he r  sav ings  and t h e  g i r l s '  earn ings .  The ches t  and t h e  
money i t  con ta ins  a r e  a n  ex tens ion  of h e r  person,  not  u n l i k e  t h e  s i m i l a r  
s i t u a t i o n  i n  Mol i s re ' s  The Miser. Late r ,  when Sempronio and Parmeno come 
t o  claim t h e i r  sha re  of t h e  ea rn ings ,  we s e e  her  j o y f u l l y  c a r e s s  t h e  con- 
t e n t s  of t h e  cash-box. She appears  i n  worshipfu l  prayer  before  i t .  And 
f i n a l l y ,  her  r e f u s a l  t o  p a r t  wi th  any f r a c t i o n  of t h i s  hoard b r i n g s  about 
he r  dea th .  But t h e  a c t r e s s  po r t r ay ing  t h e  Spanish Ce les t ina  i s  too  
mannered t o  convey t h e  psychological  and l i n g u i s t i c  r i c h e s  we f i n d  i n  
Rojas,  nor does she r e v e a l  the  dramatic range  t h a t  we experienced i n  Ren6 
Buch's Ce les t ina  a s  po r t r ayed  by Ofe l i a  Gonzslez, a t  Berkeley i n  1977 ( see  
Cezestinesca I1 [ ~ a ~ o  19781, 31-33). L i l l i a n  Adams, t h e  English C e l e s t i n a ,  
h a s  a  b e t t e r  grasp  of t h e  r o l e .  Custodio d e a l s  e l e g a n t l y  w i t h  C e l e s t i n a ' s  
supposedly demoniacal t a l e n t s .  He e l i m i n a t e s  t h e  i n f e r n a l  appara tus  of 
po t ions  and f e t i s h e s .  C lea r ly ,  however, she  knows how t o  e x p l o i t  t h e  r i c h  
v e i n  of popular  s u p e r s t i t i o n .  She t akes  he r  " t a in t ed"  hiZado t o  Melibea 's  
house, but her  r e a l  powers do no t  l i e  wi th  Satan but  wi th  he r  profound 
read ings  i n t o  t h e  human psyche. 

The most s a t i s f y i n g  moments of the  product ion  a r e  provided by J u l i o  
~ e d i n a ' s  l i v e l y  p o r t r a y a l  of Sempronio i n  both Span i sh ,  and English 
ve r s ions .  Medina's superb express ive  s k i l l s  a r e  p l e a s a n t l y  supported by 
t h e  two mochachas, I r e n e  de Bar i  and I l k a  Tanya Payan. 

Custodio has j u d i c i o u s l y  modernized t h e  language of t h e  Spanish 
o r i g i n a l .  It i s  a  p l e a s u r e  t o  r e p o r t  t h a t  t h e  tone and form of t h e  Engl i sh  
ve r s ion  ( ~ r o d u c e d  by Carmen Zapata and Alan S ta rk  i n  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  wi th  
Custodio) work e s p e c i a l l y  w e l l  on s t a g e .  

The costumes a r e  r i c h  but no t  opulent  and appropr i a t e ly  suggest  t h e  
pe r iod .  Melibea 's  r e f i n e d  elegance,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  r e v e a l s  t h e  t a l e n t e d  
hand of M r s .  Custodio. 

A l l  i n  a l l ,  La  Cezestina is  a l i v e  and w e l l  t h i s  October 1978, even i f  
a  few of t h e  a c t o r s  were unable t o  meet t h e  demands of t h e  t e x t  o r  execute  
CusCodio's praiseworthy i n t e n t i o n s .  


