FIESTA AND TIME
by Octavio Paz

The solitary Mexican loves fiestas and public gatherings. Any occasion for getting together will
serve, any pretext to stop the flow of time and commemorate men and events with festivals and
ceremonies. We are a ritual people, and this characteristic enriches both our imaginations and our
sensibilities, which are equally sharp and alert. The art of the fiesta has been debased almost
everywhere else, but not in Mexico. There are few places in the world where it is possible to take part
in a spectacle like our great religious fiestas with their violent primary colors, their bizarre costumes
and dances, their fireworks and ceremonies, and their inexhaustible welter of surprises: the fruit,
candy, toys and other objects sold on these days in the plazas and open-air markets.

Our calendar is crowded wiih fiestas. There are certain days when the whole country, from the
most remote villages to the largest cities, prays, shouts, feasts, gets drunk and kills, in honor of the
Virgin of Guadalupe or Benito Juarez. Each year on the fifteenth of September, at eleven o’clock at
night, we celebrate the fiesta of the Grito in all the plazas of the Republic, and the excited crowds
actually shout for a whole hour. . .the better, perhaps, to remain silent for the rest of the year. During
the days before and after the twelfth of December, time comes to a full stop, and instead of pushing
us toward a deceptive tomorrow that is always beyond our reach, offers us a complete and perfect
today of dancing and revelry, of communion with the most ancient and secret Mexico. Time is no
longer succession, and becomes what it originally was and is: the present, in which past and future are
reconciled.

But the fiestas which the Church and State provide for the country as a whole are not enough.
The life of every city and village is ruled by a patron saint whose blessing is celebrated with devout
regularity. Neighborhoods and trades also have their annual fiestas, their ceremonies and fairs. And
each one of us—atheist, Catholic, or merely indifferent—has his own saint’s day, which he observes
every year. It is impossible to calculate how many fiestas we have and how much time and money we
spend on them. | remember asking the mayor of a village near Mitla, several years ago, ‘“What is the
income of the village government?’ ‘“About 3,000 pesos a year. We are very poor. But the Governor
and the Federal Government always help us to meet our expenses.” ‘“And how are the 3,000 pesos
spent?”’ ““Mostly on fiestas, senor. We are a small village, but we have two patron saints.”

This reply is not surprising. Our poverty can be measured by the frequency and luxuriousness
of our holidays. Wealthy countries have very few: there is neither the time nor the desire for them,
and they are not necessary. The people have other things to do, and when they amuse themselves they
do so in small groups. The modern masses are agglomerations of solitary individuals. On great
occasions in Paris or New York, when the populace gathers in the squares or stadiums, the absence of
people, in the sense of a people, is remarkable: there are couples and small groups, but they never
form a living community in which the individual is at once dissolved and redeemed. But how could a
poor Mexican live without the two or three annual fiestas that make up for his poverty and misery?
Fiestas are our only luxury. They replace, and are perhaps better than, the theater and vacations,
Anglo-Saxon weekends and cocktail parties, the bourgeois reception, the Mediterranean cafe.

In all of these ceremonies—national or local, trade or family—the Mexican opens out. They all
give him a chance to reveal himself and to converse with God, country, friends or relations. During
these days the silent Mexican whistles, shouts, sings, shoots off fireworks, discharges his pistol into the
air. He discharges his soul. And his shout, like the rockets we love so much, ascends to the heavens,
explodes into green, red, blue, and white lights, and falls dizzily to earth with a trail of golden sparks.
This is the night when friends who have not exchanged more than the prescribed courtesies for months
get drunk together, trade confidences, weep over the same troubles, discover that they are brothers,
and sometimes, to prove it, kill each other. The night is full of songs and loud cries. The lover wakes
up his sweetheart with an orchestra. There are jokes and conversations from balcony to balcony,
sidewalk to sidewalk. Nobody talks quietly. Hats fly in the air. Laughter and curses ring like silver
pesos. Guitars are brought out. Now and then, it is true, the happiness ends badly, in quarrels, insults,
pistol shots, stabbings But these too are part of the fiesta, for the Mexican does not seek amusement:
he seeks to escape from himself, to leap over the wall of solitude that confines him during the rest of
the year. All are possessed by violence and frenzy. Their souls explode like the colors and voices and



emotion. Do they forget themselves and show their true faces? Nobody knows. The important thing is
to go out, open a way, get drunk on noise, people, colors. Mexico is celebrating a fiesta. And this
fiesta, shot through with lightning and delirium, is the brilliant reverse to our silence and apathy, our
reticence and gloom.

According to the interpretation of French sociologists, the fiesta is an excess, an expense. By
means of this squandering the community protects itself against the envy of the gods or of men.
Sacrifices and offerings placate or buy off the gods and the patron saints. Wasting money and
expending energy affirms the community’s wealth in both. This luxury is a proof of health, a show of
abundance and power. Or a magic trap. For squandering is an effort to attract abundance by
contagion. Money calls to money. When life is thrown away it increases; the orgy, which is sexual
expenditure, is also a ceremony of regeneration; waste gives strength. New Year celebrations, in every
culture, signify something beyond the mere observance of a date on the calendar. The day is a pause:
time is stopped, is actually annihilated. The rites that celebrate its death are intended to provoke its
rebirth, because they mark not only the end of an old year but also the beginning of a new. Everything
attracts its opposite. The fiesta's function, then, is more utilitarian than we think: waste attracts or
promotes wealth, and is an investment like any other, except that the returns on it cannot be
measured or counted. What is sought is potency, life, health. In this sense the fiesta, like the gift and
the offering, is one of the most ancient of economic forms.

This interpretation has always seemed to me to be incomplete. The fiesta is by nature sacred,
literally or figuratively, and above all it is the advent of the unusual. It is governed by its own special
rules, that set it apart from other days, and it has a logic, an ethic and even an economy that are often
in conflict with everyday norms. It all occurs in an enchanted world: time is transformed to a mythical
past or a total present; space, the scene of the fiesta, is turned into a gaily decorated world of its own;
and the persons taking part cast off all human or social rank and become, for the moment, living
images. And everything takes place as if it were not so, as if it were a dream. But whatever happens,
our actions have a greater lightness, a different gravity. They take on other meanings and with them
we contract new obligations. We throw down our burdens of time and reason.

In certain fiestas the very notion of order disappears. Chaos comes back and license rules.
Anything is permitted: the customary hierarchies vanish, along with all social, sex, caste, and trade
distinctions. Men disguise themselves as women, gentlemen as slaves, the poor as the rich. The army,
the clergy, and the law are ridiculed. Obligatory sacrilege, ritual profanation is committed. Love
becomes promiscuity. Sometimes the fiesta becomes a Black Mass. Regulations, habits and customs are
violated. Respectable people put away the dignified expressions and conservative clothes that isolate
them, dress up in 3audy colors, hide behind a mask, and escape from themselves.

Therefore the fiesta is not only an excess, a ritual squandering of the goods painfully
accumulated during the rest of the year; it is also a revolt, a sudden immersion in the formless, in pure
being. By means of the fiesta society frees itself from the norms it has established. It ridicules its gods,
its principles, and its laws: it denies its own self.

The fiesta is a revolution in the most literal sense of the word. In the confusion that it
generates, society is dissolved, is drowned, insofar as it is an organism ruled according to certain laws
and principles. But it drowns in itself, in its own original chaos or liberty. Everything is united: good
and evil, day and night, the sacred and the profane. Everything merges, loses shape and individuality
and returns to the primordial mass. The fiesta is a cosmic experiment, an experiment in disorder,
reuniting contradictory elements and principles in order to bring about a renascence of life. Ritual
death promotes a rebirth; vomiting increases the appetite; the orgy, sterile in itself, renews the fertility
of the mother or of the earth. The fiesta is a return to a remote and undifferentiated state, prenatal or
presocial. It is a return that is also a beginning, in accordance with the dialectic that is inherent in
social processes.

The group emerges purified and strengthened from this plunge into chaos. it has immersed
itself in its own origins, in the womb from which it came. To express it in another way, the fiesta
denies society as an organic system of differentiated forms and principles, but affirms it as a source of
creative energy. It is a true ‘‘re-creation,” the opposite of the ‘“recreation’ characterizing modern
vacations, which do not entail any rites or ceremonies whatever and are as individualistic and sterile as
the world that invented them.



Society communes with itself during the fiesta. Its members return to original chaos and
freedom. Social structures break down and new relationships, unexpected rules, capricious hierarchies
are created. In the general disorder everybody forgets himself and enters into otherwise forbidden
situations and places. The bounds between audience and actors, officials and servants, are erased.
Everybody takes part in the fiesta, everybody is caught up in its whirlwind. Whatever its mood, its
character, its meaning, the fiesta is participation, and this trait distinguishes it from all other
ceremonies and social phenomena. Lay or religious, orgy or saturnalia, the fiesta is a social act based
on the full participation of all its celebrants.

Thanks to the fiesta the Mexican opens out, participates, communes with his fellows and with
the values that give meaning to his religious or political existence. And it is significant that a country
as sorrowful as ours should have so many and such joyous fiestas. Their frequency, their brilliance and
excitement, the enthusiasm with which we take part, all suggest that without them we would explode.
They free us, if only momentarily, from the thwarted impulses, the inflammable desires that we carry
within us. But the Mexican fiesta is not merely a return to an original state of formless and normless
liberty: the Mexican is not seeking to return, but to escape from himself, to exceed himself. Our
fiestas are explosions. Life and death, joy and sorrow, music and mere noise are united, not to
re-create or recognize themselves, but to swallow each other up. There is nothing so joyous as a
Mexican fiesta, but there is also nothing so sorrowful. Fiesta night is also a night of mourning.

If we hide within ourselves in our daily lives, we discharge ourselves in the whirlwind of the
fiesta. It is more than an opening out: we rend ourselves open. Everything—music, love,
friendship—ends in tumult and violence. The frenzy of our festivals shows the extent to which our
solitude closes us off from communication with the world. We are familiar with delirium, with songs
and shouts, with the monologue. . .but not with the dialogue. Our fiestas, like our confidences, our
loves, our attempts to reorder our society, are violent breaks with the old or the established. Each time
we try to express ourselves we have to break with ourselves. And the fiesta is only one example,
perhaps the most typical, of this violent break. It is not difficult to name others, equally revealing: our
games, which are always a going to extremes, often mortal; our profligate spending, the reverse of our
timid investments and business enterprises; our confessions. The somber Mexican, closed up in himself,
suddenly explodes, tears open his breast and reveals himself, though not without a certain
complacency, and not without a stopping place in the shameful or terrible mazes of his intimacy. We
are not frank, but our sincerity can reach extremes that horrify a European. The explosive, dramatic,
sometimes even suicidal manner in which we strip ourselves, surrender ourselves, is evidence that
something inhibits and suffocates us. Something impedes us from being. And since we cannot or dare
not confront our own selves, we resort to the fiesta. It fires us into the void; it is a drunken rapture
that burns itself out, a pistol shot in the air, a skyrocket.
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We have been expelled from the center of the world and are condemned to search for it
through jungles and deserts or in the underground mazes of the labyrinth. Also, there was a time when
time was not succession and transition, but rather the perpetual source of a fixed present in which all
times, past and future, were contained. When man was exiled from that eternity in which all times
were one, he entered chronometric time and became a prisoner of the clock and the calendar. As soon
as time was divided up into yesterday, today and tomorrow, into hours, minutes and seconds, man
ceased to be one with time, ceased to coincide with the flow of reality. When one says, “at this
moment,” the moment has already passed. These spatial measurements of time separate man from
reality—which is a continuous present—and turn all the presences in which reality manifests itself, as
Bergson said, into phantasms.

If we consider the nature of these two opposing ideas, it becomes clear that chronometric time
is a homogeneous succession lacking all particularity. It is always the same, always indifferent to
pleasure or pain. Mythological time, on the other hand, is impregnated with all the particulars of our
own lives: it is as long as eternity or as short as a breath, ominous or propitious, fecund or sterile. This
idea allows for the existence of a number of varying times. Life and time coalesce to form a single
whole, an indivisible unity. To the Aztecs, time was associated with space, and each day with one of
the cardinal points. The same can be said of any religious calendar. A fiesta is more than a date or an
anniversary. It does not celebrate an event: it reproduces it. Chronometric time is destroyed and the
eternal present—for a brief but immeasurable period—is reinstated. The fiesta becomes the creator of



time; repetition becomes conception. The golden age returns. Whenever the priest officiates in the
Mystery of the Holy Mass, Christ descends to the here and now, giving himself to man and saving the
world. The true believers, as Kierkegaard wished, are ‘‘contemporaries of Jesus.” And myths and
religious fiestas are not the only ways in which the present can interrupt succession. Love and poetry
also offer us a brief revelation of this original time. Juan Ramon Jimenez wrote: ‘“More time is not
more eternity,”’ referring to the eternity of the poetic instant. Unquestionably the conception of time
as a fixed present and as pure actuality is more ancient than that of chronometric time, which is not
an immediate apprehension of the flow of reality but is instead a rationalization of its passing.

This dichotomy is expressed in the opposition between history and myth or between history
and poetry. In myth—as in religious fiestas or children’s stories—time has no dates: ‘““Once upon a
time. .."” “In the days when animals could talk. ..” “In the beginning. . ."”" And that beginning, which
is not such-and-such a year or day, contains all beginnings and ushers us into living time where
everything truly begins every instant. Through ritual, which realizes and reproduces a mythical
account, and also through poetry and fairy tales, man gains access to a world in which opposites are
reconciled and united. As Van der Leeuw said, “‘all rituals have the property of taking place in the
now, at this very instant.”’ Every poem we read is a re-creation, that is, a ceremonial ritual, a fiesta.

The theater and the epic are also fiestas. In theatrical performances and in the reciting of
poetry, ordinary time ceases to operate and is replaced by original time. Thanks to participation, this
mythical time—father of all the times that mask reality—coincides with our inner, subjective time.
Man, the prisoner of succession, breaks out of his invisible jail and enters living time: his subjective life
becomes identical with_exterior time, because this has ceased to be a spatial measurement and has
changed into a source, a spring, in the absolute present, endlessly re-creating itself. Myths and fiestas,
whether secular or religious, permit man to emerge from his solitude and become one with creation.
Therefore myth—disguised, obscure, hidden—reappears in almost all our acts and intervenes decisively
in our history: it opens the doors of communion.

Contemporary man has rationalized the myths, but he has not been able to destroy them.
Many of our scientific truths, like the majority of our moral, political and philosophical conceptions,
are only new ways of expressing tendencies that were embodied earlier in mythical forms. The rational
language of our day can barely hide the ancient myths behind it. Utopias—especially modern political
utopias (despite their rationalistic disguises)—are violently concentrated expressions of the tendency
that causes every society to imagine a golden age from which the social group was exiled and to which
man will return on the Day of Days. Modern fiestas—political meetings, parades, demonstrations and
other ritual acts—prefigure the advent of that day of redemption. Everyone hopes society wil return to
its original freedom, and man to his primitive purity. Then time will cease to torment us with doubts,
with the necessity of choosing between good and evil, the just and the unjust, the real and the
imaginary. The kingdom of the fixed present, of perpetual communion, will be re-established. Reality
will tear off its masks, and at last we will be able to know both it and our fellow men.

" Every moribund and sterile society attempts to save itself by creating a redemption myth
which is also a fertility myth, a creation myth. Solitude and sin are resolved in communion and
fertility. The society we live in today has also created its myth. The sterility of the bourgeois world
will end in suicide or a new form of creative participation. This is the ‘‘theme of our times,” in Ortega
y Gasset’s phrase; it is the substance of our dreams and the meaning of our acts.

Modern man likes to pretend that his thinking is wide-awake. But this wide-awake thinking has
led us into.the mazes of a nightmare in which the torture chambers are endlessly repeated in the
mirrors of reasun. V’hen we emerge, perhaps we will realize that we have been dreaming with our eyes
open, and that ..1e dreams of reason are intolerable. And then, perhaps, we will begin to dream once
more with our cyes closed.

from Octav. . Paz, The l.abyrinth of Solitude. New York: 1961, Grove Press. Pp. 47-54 and 209-212.
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