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Unamuno’s Farewell to Fiction: The Holy Apostasy of San Manuel Bueno

by

Glenn Statile
1) A Farewell to Fiction

The novel San Manuel Bueno, Martyr can quite correctly be called Miguel de Unamuno’s farewell to fiction.  Written in the fall of 1930, after a six year exile spent primarily in France by way of the Canary Islands, it was first published in 1931.  Two years later in 1933 it made its appearance in book form along with three other stories by Unamuno, who died shortly thereafter in 1936 just after the rise to power of the Franco regime.  By no means a literary masterpiece, San Manuel Bueno is still arguably the jewel in the crown of Unamuno’s efforts to give fictional flesh to his philosophical views regarding the human condition.  Unamuno himself has suggested that the novel should be understood as the third and final installment of a trilogy of works which began with The Tragic Sense of Life (1913) and The Agony of Christianity (1925).   
In  San Manuel Bueno, Martyr  Unamuno tells  the story of an unbelieving parish priest  named Manuel Bueno whose personal cross is that he privately disavows the immortality of the soul.  Unamuno thus deals fictionally with the issue of whether religious faith is itself a fiction.  Manuel’s story is narrated posthumously by Angela Carballino, a long time disciple who lives in a small lakeside village named Valverde de Lucerna.  Her recollections in essence constitute a biographical memoir of Manuel’s tenure as parish priest, but also double as her own autobiographical confession.  At one point in the story Angela’s religiously skeptical brother Lazarus returns home from America, where he had intended to found a Marxist-style agrarian syndicate, only to be spiritually seduced by the charismatic piety of the saintly Manuel.  These three characters proceed to maintain a conspiracy of silence in regard to Don Manuel’s crisis of  faith for the purported purpose of protecting the peasant parishioners from religious doubt and its dreadful consequences.  It is this commitment to secrecy concerning his own dark night of the soul that, according to Unamuno, elevates the life of Manuel to a level of martyrdom or holy apostasy.  My aim in this essay is to provide a fair-minded yet still consistently Catholic analysis of this hagiographical interpretation of a holiness that would implement a strategy of deceit for the salvation of souls.
2) The Response of the Church
The Roman Catholic Church casts a critical eye upon many of the views espoused by Unamuno.  Consider, for instance, his concept of tragedy.  In his signature philosophical work dealing with the tragic sense of life, and many other works as well including San Manuel Bueno, Unamuno interprets tragedy as sorrow without hope of ever being overcome, and as evil without hope of redemption.  Man, he thinks, is not to be defined as an Aristotelian zoon politikon or a Cartesian res cogitans, or even , God forbid, in traditional Thomistic terms.  For Unamuno man is a being who thirsts for immortality.  According to Unamuno, the only appropriate psychological response to the tragedy that is human existence is to hope against hope for immortality.  Thus Unamuno depicts the skeptical Manuel Bueno as seeking to further the illusion of immortality for the simple people who, in their holy ignorance, could not stand to live with the tragedy of truth.
What is the position of the Church concerning tragedy?  Consider the almost total absence of tragedy in ancient Roman literature.  Despite the widespread Roman practice of emulating the Greeks, tragedy as a dramatic form, with some minor exceptions such as the tragic plays of Seneca,  virtually disappeared as a genre during the Roman Empire.  One possible explanation for such a lack of tragic literature was the Roman embracement of the philosophy of Stoicism as a quasi-state religion.  Greek tragedy focused upon what happens when people do not conform to the dictates of fate; whereas  Stoicism, at least from an ethical perspective, taught its adherents to pursue apatheia so as to achieve a state of indifference or resignation to the inevitability of fate.  Later on, when Stoicism was eventually eclipsed within the empire by Christianity, which professed a commitment to the freedom of the will and the possibility of personal salvation, it is little wonder that the Greek concept of tragedy would continue to number among the casualties of a bygone era.  A theology which enshrined hope and which recognized the justice of a freely chosen perdition, and an ethical philosophy which placed a premium upon acquiescence,  were simply not compatible with the Greek conception of the tragic.   The Catholic philosophy of life is vehemently anti-tragic, despite the contrary interpretations of vociferous Catholics such as Unamuno, and lapsed Catholics such as Eugene O’Neill.  In San Manuel Bueno Unamuno is not advising us that we should live according to any objective criterion of truth.  What he recommends is that we should latch onto any seeming truth that might enable us to keep on living.   

On January 1, 1957 the Osservatore Romano announced that Unamuno’s The Tragic Sense of Life and The Agony of Christianity had been placed upon the Index of banned books.  It was claimed that both works were in violation of Canon Law 1309, which dealt with attempts to undermine the foundation of religion.  San Manuel Bueno, while not banned, was nevertheless given a dishonorable mention.  Moreover, Vatican I had already issued an anathema against any denial that God’s existence could be rationally demonstrated.  According to the Osservatore Romano article  the following errors were cited as being contained in Unamuno’s philosophical-fictional trilogy.
1) Denial of faith in the name of reason

2) Denial of the immortality of the soul

3) Denial of the Trinity

4) Denial of the divinity of Christ

5) Denial of Original Sin

6) Denial of transubstantiation

7) Denial of the eternity of hell
Given such a gap between the religious views of Unamuno and the Catholic Church it should come as little or no surprise that Unamuno had a great deal of trouble in securing a suitable teaching position in late 19th century Catholic Spain upon the completion of his doctorate.  With perseverance however he was able to procure the chair in Greek at the University of Salamanca, which provided a platform for his views for the remainder of his teaching career.  Some have said that such a position was given to Unamuno with the hope that any unorthodox statements he might make in an ancient language would sail over the heads of his students.  It is quite fitting then that the Margaret Rudd biography of Unamuno should be entitled The Lone Heretic.  
3) Unamuno’s Diary of a Country Priest: Saint or Sinner?
Henry David Thoreau once suggested that the mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.  Unamuno’s story provides us with an example of how one country priest sought to prevent such desperation from seeping into and controlling the lives of his beloved parishioners.  Since Manuel possessed no religious faith, and hence no hope, he had only charity to rely upon among the theological virtues.  The hope of the people, according to Manuel, was predicated upon a false faith, a sort of Platonic noble lie.  But the question may be asked as to whether Manuel actually employs charity for a noble and selfless end, or whether he does so in order to cure himself of his own private hell.  We learn from the novel that suicide has long been a siren’s song for the men of the Bueno family.  This invocation of the theme of inheritance is reminiscent of that in Ibsen’s Ghosts, a play written by a playwright whom Unamuno highly admired.
   Do Manuel’s theological doubts, although easily amounting to a crisis of faith, really equate to its complete absence?  Soren Kierkegaard, for example, rated passionate doubt above mere catechetical conformity while Gabriel Marcel held that despair could facilitate faith  in staking a claim within our souls.  Ironically then,  the profession of atheism could possibly imply a psychological framework that is much more suitable for spiritual conversion than that of  lukewarm belief.  The agony about which Unamuno writes, and which is exhibited in the character of Manuel Bueno, bears the marks of classic existential despair.  For Unamuno human agony consists of that state of soul which derives from the difficulty of ever truly understanding the relationship which exists between certain pairs of opposing concepts, such as faith and reason or life and death.  Philosophically, for Bernard Lonergan, and autobiographically, for Saint Augustine, intellectual conversion is cast as a necessary prelude to both moral and spiritual conversion.  Unamuno’s characterization of Manuel Bueno however does not seem to fit into this mold, for Manuel appears to have risen to the heights of moral rectitude, at least in certain ways, without retaining any Church doctrines which he can continue to believe, or any God whom he can continue to love.  For Flannery O’Connor the paradoxes generated by an incarnational view of life became the grist for creating the kind of humor that could artistically reveal the grotesque and perfidious influence of our fallen natures upon our lives.  But for Unamuno the dialectical skirmishes of reason in opposition to itself do not provide the same level or glimmer of hope that always accompanies the lancing probes of O’Connor’s satire.  On the other hand, Unamuno does not present Manuel’s lack of faith as an abyss from which he can never extricate himself in principle, although the latter does die without ever recanting his apostasy.  Manuel dies as he had lived, an unbeliever. 
As usual, St. Thomas Aquinas can help us to recover a sense of fideistic realism.  For Aquinas tells us in the Summa Theologica that despair is both a vice and a sin.  Motus desperationis est vitiosus et peccatum (ST  IIa, xx, 1).  But as we know from our moral theology the circumstances surrounding our willful acts can serve to either increase or decrease the blame or approbation merited by the objective moral character of what we do.  Fulton Sheehan once wrote a book about the superiority of sacramental confession to the couch of the psychoanalyst.  In this regard it is interesting to note that the moment when Manuel’s self-assurance in his apostasy begins to falter occurs immediately after his confession to and absolution from Angela.  Notwithstanding the  heterodox nature of the confession Manuel nevertheless becomes the beneficiary of some therapeutic effects.  Ultimately however, although confession is good for the soul only God can heal it.
Unamuno’s fictional diary of a country priest emerged in part from the substance of his own real life.  The lakeside setting of the story was suggested to Unamuno by the lake of San Martin de Castaneda in Sanabria, which stood at the foot of a monastery.  San Manuel meanwhile bears a strong resemblance to Father Francisco de Iturriburria, a Basque priest who attended the seminary in Vittoria before returning home to Bilbao, the birthplace of Unamuno, never to leave again.  Like Manuel, Father Francisco lived a life plagued by religious doubts whose anxieties were only alleviated by service to his people.  He revealed his doubts to his fellow Basque and friend Unamuno, just as Manuel would later confess his secret misgivings about Christian teaching to Lazarus.
Angela’s recounting of the priestly life of Manuel achieves a timeless quality that is suggestive of eternity.  Angela’s memoir camouflages the passage of time by her use of ambiguous phrasing in describing episodes in the life of Manuel.  She employs such phrases as “he used to say,” and “he often said,” and so on.  As a consequence Angela’s narrative is characterized by a kind of impressionistic quality that makes time appear to stand still.  The lives of the parishioners who live in the diocese of Renada, which can be translated as both “forever reborn” and “doubly nothing,” are lives of unvarying continuity.  In the epilogue Unamuno even intrudes upon the fictional happenings in order to overtly inform the reader that “nothing happens” in this tale in which he has tried to capture the tragic sense of daily life.
It is easy to see that Unamuno also has our Lord in mind in his characterization of San Manuel, although on the surface such a comparison might seemed strained.  Like Jesus, Manuel possesses curative if not miraculous powers.  Both Jesus and Manuel succeed in bringing Lazarus back from the dead.: Jesus from the grave, and Manuel from the death of an Enlightenment rationalism.  Both can claim disciples who are  willing to perpetuate their respective stories.  Angela’s memoir is reminiscent of a gospel narrative.  Even after death the garments of Manuel are divided up in a Christ-like fashion among the villagers.
Unamuno adopts the technique of accentuating the character of Manuel in the surrounding countryside, namely the lake and the mountain which dominate the landscape of the village.  Manuel is described by Angela as tall, thin, and erect like a mountain, while his eyes reveal the blue depths of the lake.  Priest, landscape, and village are thus artistically portrayed as inflections of one overall and immanentistic entity.  This effect is most beautifully evoked during a recitation of the Apostles’ Creed in the church when “all those voices fused in a single one forming a mountain whose peak…was Don Manuel.”  Unamuno, through Angela, then goes on to tell us that the voice of Manuel began to slide, as into a lake, upon reaching the words “I believe in the resurrection of the body and life everlasting.”  While not nearly as subtle as Sigrid Undset’s linking of character and countryside in Kristin Lavransdatter, Unamuno nevertheless succeeds admirably in creating a mood of spiritual harmony among the novel’s various manifestations of incarnate reality.
Unamuno’s constant invocation of the dream in the novel, which is intended to evoke the memory of Calderon’s Life is a Dream in the mind of the Spanish reader, is intended to justify allegiance to any ideology or superstition, religious or otherwise, that enhances human hope.  I say Spanish reader because I believe that Unamuno was motivated by patriotic motives in writing San Manuel Bueno.  We can look to Unamuno’s early work entitled On Authentic Tradition (1895) for an understanding of the possible implications of San Manuel Bueno for Spanish society.  For while Unamuno’s message may have been universal, his thinking was always cast in the mold of his love for Spain and its people.  Ever since Cervantes and his story of knight errantry in the pursuit of personal immortality through fame it is safe to say that a great deal of Spanish literature needs to be interpreted with both ethnic and patriotic motives in mind.  Fernando Rielo however, a recently deceased Spanish Catholic mystic, poet, philosopher and founder of a Catholic religious order, was one who took exception to Unamuno’s reading of Don Quixote.  In his book entitled Theory of Don Quixote: Its Hispanic Mysticism Rielo argued that the main theme of Cervantes’ great work had to do with an attempt to reinvigorate the soul of authentic Spanish mysticism.
What could be more quixotic though than a story of a man who, like Manuel Bueno, spends his life tilting at death?  With the conversion of Lazarus, and his reabsorption into the bosom of village life,  it seems that Unamuno is attempting to make a literary statement about the survival and the identity of the Spanish culture which he so dearly loved.  According to Unamuno, Spain had been offered a nationalistic either-or: a choice between either isolationism or the  injection of innovation from the outside world.  Without the latter Spain could not hope to prosper in the modern world.  Without the former, Catholic Spain would not be able to survive as it had since James the Apostle imported Christianity to the Iberian peninsula, as legend has it, almost two thousand years ago.  In the aftermath of the Spanish-American War and the subsequent Treaty of Paris, in which Spain’s position as a colonial power officially came to an end there arose a movement among the intelligentsia of the generation of 1898 to transform Spain into a cultural and intellectual power, the equal of any of its European counterparts.  In San Manuel Bueno Unamuno seems to opt for a Spain whose cultural survival depends upon keeping the rest of the world at bay.  This streak of conservatism is echoed in an article written by Unamuno shortly after the novel entitled “San Pio X” in which he declares himself in agreement with Pascendi dominis grecis, the 1910 encyclical in which Pope Pius X rails against the faith challenging threats posed by modernism 
Many commentators view San Manuel Bueno as a veiled confession on the part of Unamuno in which he gives aesthetic form to his own atheism and longing for immortality.  This final and best of his fictional works represents a volte face from his lifelong practice of wielding his pen to stir up strife.  In San Manuel Bueno Unamuno uncharacteristically preaches unconditional surrender based upon blind faith in an illusory reality.  One can only wonder if he was offering an antidote to Freud’s recently published The Future of an Illusion, which came out in 1927.  Unamuno’s customary literary and philosophical modus operandi of trying to awaken the sleeping from their dogmatic slumbers, which not only echoes Kant’s famous phrase but also provides a vivid Lazarean metaphor, is being tossed aside in favor of the creation of a character like Manuel who devotes his life to safeguarding the dreams of the people charged to his priestly care.  One commentator maintains that Manuel thus seems to be the tragic embodiment of a modernism which still yearns for the old securities, previously only thought possible within a supernatural framework.

Manuel informs Angela that he believes only in the heaven that we can see.  Cielo, in Spanish, means both heaven and sky.  He attests to having learned the secret of life, not in books, but by having been in attendance at countless deathbeds.  The essence of death, according to Manuel, is a certain taedium vitae that is a thousand times worse than even the pangs which arise from hunger.  Manuel’s personal remedy for despair is to commit a suicide of the self by avoiding all contact with solitude.  Thus Manuel compensates for his own lack of faith and its consequent price in anguish by filling all of his waking hours with good works.  This personal dread of solitude and interiority on the part of Manuel stands at odds with the insularity he tries so hard to maintain for the flock of people under his care who live in a veritable Catholic cloister.  Thus the theme of solitude, which also lends itself to the title of a play written by Unamuno in 1921, occurs on three different levels in the novel: on the personal level of Manuel, on a parish level, and on a symbolic national level.
4) Concluding Remarks
What is the state of the soul of Manuel, who remains an apostate to the very end?  His problem is twofold: 1) He doubts the truth of Catholic doctrine; and 2) He has implemented a strategy of deceit in order to spiritually, or at least psychologically, protect the members of his flock..  One might maintain that Manuel cannot be held morally responsible for his sincere doubts per se.  In his confessions to both Angela and Lazarus he manifests a recognition of and a regret for both of these transgressions.  On the other hand, Manuel’s sometimes seeming certitude about the falsity of Catholic doctrine, expressed in the form of some utterly outrageous statements, such as the claim that perhaps Christ really did feel abandoned upon the cross, is either downright sinful or demented.  Perhaps our most prudent policy is to suspend judgment on this question of the disposition of Manuel’s soul, lest we too be judged.  Unlike Sartre, for whom hell is other people, Manuel died as he had lived, surrounded by the people whom he had loved with a Christ-like tenderness.
Unamuno invests the character of Manuel with a soteriological perspective that is different from the usual (sola fides) versus (faith + good works) distinctions embraced by Lutheranism and Catholicism respectively.  For Manuel Christianity is a set of doctrines built upon an unhealthy foundation of false faith and false hopes.   It can only profit he thought from its priestly class adopting a policy of solamente caridad.  Catholics however cannot endorse Unamuno’s well intended but idiosyncratic reweighting of the theological virtues.  What I do like about the novel and the character of Manuel is that I think Unamuno was attempting to dramatize the logic of the heart made famous by Pascal in his Pensees.  La coeur a ses raissons che la raisson ne connais pas.   Recall that the simpleton who attended Manuel throughout the  novel, and who symbolizes his simplicity of soul, is called Blasillo, which means little Blaise.  In a way the character of Manuel is living out the life of Blaise Pascal’s famous wager, a life that God, should he exist, could not, or so the argument goes, refuse to reward.  At the very least Manuel is both saint and martyr to the extent that he lives up to the high ideal reflected in Unamuno’s epic poem about the suffering Christ depicted by Velasquez.  Like Jesus, the tormented Manuel was a man who was willing to lay down his life for his friends.
