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Legacies of War and Dictatorship in Contemporary Portugal and Spain, edited 
by Alison Ribeiro de Menezes and Catherine O’Leary, is the first collection of 
essays to explore cultural memory in Portugal and Spain in the same volume. 
The book begins with an introduction—by one of the editors, Alison Ribeiro de 
Menezes, who also contributes two of the five articles in the section devoted to 
Portugal—that surveys a wide range of theories on cultural memory and gives an 
overall assessment of the historical background that has influenced the trajectory 
of memory studies in the two countries. Ribeiro de Menezes’s introduction is 
thorough and analyzes varied work on the topic: Jan Assmann’s, Dominick La-
Capra’s, Andreas Huyssen’s, and others. The author finds most of these readings 
on historic memory and trauma problematic and insufficient for understanding 
the singularities of the Iberian memory debates. She argues that what is needed 
is a plurality of thought and research on cultural memory in each country, al-
lowing for individualized approaches and keeping in mind that there are both 
points in common and differences between the Iberian neighbors. Jeffrey Olick’s 
emphasis on mnemonic practices is particularly useful because it focuses on the 
ways in which individuals engage with the memory horizons available to them. 
The introduction is at points very focused on highlighting the limitations of dif-
ferent theories—she is especially critical of Boaventura de Sousa Santos’s ideas 
on Portuguese cultural identity—instead of considering how these perspectives 
also contribute to our understanding and conceptualization of the remnants of 
political trauma in Spain and Portugal.

Following the introduction, the volume is divided into two parts. There are 
five articles on Portugal and six on Spain. The essays on Portugal start with an 
extensive study by Mark Sabine on the ongoing resistance to the legacies of dicta-
torship in the fiction of Nobel Laureate José Saramago. Sabine analyzes the sym-
bolic lexicon of neo-realism in Saramago’s work, giving special attention to his 
1980 novel, Levantado do chão, and his 1978 short story collection Objecto quase, 
where, according to Sabine, Saramago’s discourse of dissent is most conspicu-
ous. Sabine’s essay shows how important Saramago’s semiotic system of resis-
tance remains in the wider intellectual debates. Filipe Ribeiro de Meneses begins 
his essay with Salazar’s controversial 2007 “victory” on the television show Os 
grandes portugueses as symptomatic of a renewed interest in the dictator, and 
continues with an interesting assessment of the politically motivated and histori-
cally inaccurate best-selling biography by Jaime Nogueira Pinto, Salazar: O outro 
retrato. Ribeiro de Meneses claims this work is important because it marks the 
beginning of a right-wing Portuguese historiography that presents an alternative 
portrayal of the dictatorship, something that already exists in Spain. In the third 
essay, Alison Ribeiro de Menezes draws on ideas about the intersections between 
feminism and cultural memory by Marianne Hirsch, Valerie Smith, and others, 
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as well as on Aleida Assmann’s concepts of continuity and breach in generational 
relations to foreground her reading of Inês Pedrosa’s novel, Nas tuas mãos, and its 
complex transmission of cultural memory within the family. Isabel Moutinho’s 
essay summarizes a number of colonial war novels discussing strategies these 
use to counteract the silencing of the political trauma and providing at the end a 
number of interesting and possible hypotheses for why the memory of the colo-
nial wars has proved persistent in contemporary Portuguese literature. The last 
essay on Portugal continues the theme of the colonial wars. Alison Ribeiro de 
Menezes attempts to contrast the representation of the wars in António Lobo 
Antunes’s well-known Os cus de Judas (1979) to the perspective on the wars that 
surfaces in his published private letters—written on the Angolan front—to his 
wife. It does not become clear how these different viewpoints enter into conflict 
nor how the letters “create a nostalgic view of the past that obscures as much 
as it enlightens” as the editors write in the “Preface” (xv). The interpretation of 
Antunes’s novel as providing a “view of memory as digestion, and forgetting as 
indigestion” is original and useful (131).

The essays on Spain are equally diverse and cover culture, literature, and 
film. Susana Bayó Belenguer’s essay discusses Manuel Vázquez Montalbán’s 
provocative Autobiografía del general Franco focusing on how biography, au-
tobiography, memory, and truth are linked in what the author argues is Mon-
talbán’s definitive expression of his devotion to exposing Spain’s traumatic past. 
Catherine O’Leary’s analyzes how the so-called pacto de olvido from the time of 
the democratic transition and the more recent Ley de memoria histórica play out 
in Jerónimo López Mozo’s drama, El arquitecto y el relojero, a play that explores 
historical memory by staging in the two protagonists the opposing ideologi-
cal views present in recent Spanish collective memory debates. Lorraine Ryan 
examines in her essay Alfons Cervera’s La noche inmóvil within the context of 
memory studies highlighting how transgenerational mediation of memory can 
create stories and identities that can counter the hegemonic public memory. 
The next two essays focus on the experience of republican women. Mercedes 
de Grado explores Dulce Chacón’s novelistic testimony of imprisoned women 
in La voz dormida, calling for the urgency of exposing the regime’s treatment 
of women and children, and of vindicating the collective account of torture and 
oppression experienced. La voz dormida, she argues, highlights women’s cru-
cial role in the Francoist politics of repression. María Cinta Ramblado-Minero’s 
essay is divided into two parts. The first provides background on the varied 
images of mothering during the Spanish civil war and under the dictatorship, 
while the second looks at the roles dissident women play in three contempo-
rary Spanish films, their resistance to the Francoist state, and significance in 
constructing discourses of memory. In the final essay, Gabrielle Carty provides 
a closer reading of one of the films in the previous essay, Guillermo del Toro’s 
El laberinto del fauno, studying the hybrid use of motifs and cinematic tropes, 
its use of Gothic horror, and its relation to earlier oppositional but less-widely 
seen films.
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This is a valuable collection of essays that provides an overall sense of the 
direction and focus of contemporary criticism thinking about Iberian cultural 
memory. However, the volume does not succeed in doing the comparative study 
it set out for itself. Other than Ribeiro de Meneses’s brief remark about the differ-
ence between Spanish and Portuguese historiography, and important contrasts 
set out in the introduction between the two countries’ political trajectories, none 
of the individual essays juxtapose Spain and Portugal or work with cultural arti-
facts from both.

Estela Vieira
Indiana University Bloomington
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