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OVERVIEWOVERVIEW



In Spanish folklore, a duende is a humanoid figure, conceptualized as a mischievous spirit inhabiting a
dwelling.

In Spanish, the word duende originated as a contraction of the phrase dueño de casa, meaning "master of
the house.” 

It’s often deployed in relation to Spanish, particularly flamenco, which has to do with deeply expressing
emotion, vulnerability, and authenticity. 

Tener duende can be loosely translated as having soul, and, as a reader or audience member, experiencing
the duende in a piece of art means having an emotional or physiological response to it. 

WHAT IS “DUENDE”?



Federico García Lorca (1898–1936) was a Spanish poet, playwright, and musician from
Granada whose work fused Andalusian folk culture, modernism, and a fierce emotional
intensity that reshaped 20th-century literature. 

A leading voice of the Generation of ’27, he became internationally known for works like
Romancero gitano, Poeta en Nueva York, and the rural trilogy of plays Bodas de sangre,
Yerma, and La casa de Bernarda Alba. Lorca drew deeply from flamenco, Romani traditions,
and the landscapes of southern Spain, and he was one of the first to articulate the aesthetic
spirit he called duende. 

Openly avant-garde and politically outspoken, he was executed by Francoist forces in 1936 at
the start of the Spanish Civil War, a death that turned him into a lasting symbol of artistic
brilliance cut short by authoritarian repression.

FEDERICO GARCIA LORCA



In “Theory and Play of the Duende,” Lorca sets out to explain a mysterious, visceral
force he believes is essential to authentic art, especially music, dance, and poetry. 

He calls this force the duende: a dark, earthbound, emotionally piercing energy that
emerges when an artist confronts the deepest parts of human experience. The essay-
lecture unfolds as part philosophy, part folklore, and part performance in its own right.

He emphasizes that duende is not a matter of skill or style. A technically perfect
performance can be entirely without duende. Instead, duende arises when the artist
reaches a point of genuine vulnerability, engaging in a difficult, even dangerous battle
with their own limits.

THEORY AND PLAY OF THE
DUENDE (1933)



The MUSE

For Lorca, the muse represents creativity that comes from skill, practice,
and clear artistic technique. It’s the steady, dependable part of
inspiration; the voice that helps you shape ideas, refine your work, and
produce something polished. The muse brings order, discipline, and
thoughtful craftsmanship.

LORCA’S 
THEORY OF
INSPIRATION

The ANGEL

The angel symbolizes sudden, effortless inspiration; those moments
when a beautiful idea seems to arrive from above as a gift. It lifts the
artist into clarity, harmony, and grace without struggle. The angel’s
creativity feels light, surprising, and transcendent, but not rooted in
deep emotional risk.

The DUENDE

But the duende, unlike either, comes from below, from the body, the
blood, the soles of the feet, and from the realms of death, darkness,
and struggle. It does not arrive lightly: it must be summoned, and it
often appears only when the artist risks something essential.



DISCIPLINE

You can “train” your muse by
studying, reading, rehearsing, and
gaining experience

THE MUSE

TECHNIQUE ORDER

The muse gives clarity, order, and
discipline. It’s the part of creativity
that feels like: “I know how to do
this, and I’m doing it well.”

The muse helps you shape your
work: choose your words, structure
a poem, or keep rhythm in music.



INSPIRATION

The angel helps you create
something that feels elevated,
light, harmonious, and full of
clarity.

THE ANGEL

VISITATION OTHERWORLDLY

This is when an idea suddenly
appears whole, as if it was
handed down to you.

Things click into place without
strain: the perfect phrase, the
perfect melody, the perfect
gesture.



IRRATIONALITY

The allowance of things that don’t make
logical sense in service of its artistic merit.

THE FOUR ELEMENTS OF
DUENDE

EARTHINESS

A sensitivity to what is real, authentic, and
experiential.

AWARNESS OF MORTALITY

A fearlessness when confronted with the
uncertain; whether that is death or
something else that is unknown.

A DASH OF DIABOLICAL

The allowance of irony and a recognition
or awareness of its own place. It’s the fun,
somewhat mischevious part of art. 



Lorca describes duende as a force that cannot be
understood through logic or technique. 

It breaks rules rather than follows them. It pushes the
artist beyond rational control into raw emotional
territory, where the unexpected and the instinctive
take over.

Think of moments when a character does something
that totally breaks the fourth wall, or behaves in a
way that seems improvised. 

Great comedic performances often deal with this
element. 

IRRATIONALITYIRRATIONALITY



Duende comes “up from the soles of the feet,”
meaning it rises from the body, the land, and deep
cultural memory rather than from the intellect. 

It has weight, heat, and physical presence, or a
grounding energy tied to the earth, blood, and lived
human experience.

Think of moments when a musician uses a growl,
instead of singing, or when photographer captures
an image of a decrepit, crumbling building. 

EARTHINESSEARTHINESS



For Lorca, duende always carries the shadow of
mortality. It appears when the artist confronts
vulnerability, grief, danger, or existential truth. 

This proximity to death strips away pretense, giving
the performance its unmistakable emotional
intensity.

Think of moments when a normally comedic show
takes a turn toward the more serious, or a moment
when a normally cheerful character begins
considering their own mortality. 

BRUSH WITH
MORTALITY
BRUSH WITH

MORTALITY



Lorca repeatedly frames the duende as a dark,
disruptive spirit: restless, fierce, and capable of
overturning the expected. 

It is not “evil,” but it is wild and challenging,
demanding that the artist risk something essential to
access it.

Think of films such as Everything, Everywhere, All At
Once that trade in deftly navigating the line
between absurdist humor and deep existential
conversations. 

A DASH OF THE
DIABOLICAL
A DASH OF THE

DIABOLICAL



TRACY K. SMITH, POET & ESSAYIST

“A poem, a good poem, speaks to and
from a place that belongs to us--that

elusive pitch of being some might call
the soul, the psyche, the sub- or

unconscious. We believe it’s there
because we feel it working, but we’re

powerless to tell it when, or how, or
even why to work”. 

NICK CAVE, MUSICIAN

“All love songs must contain duende.
The love song is never truly happy. It
must first embrace the potential for

pain.”



VISUAL ART

Picture of Dorian Gray 
by Ivan Albright

The Scream 
by Edvard Munch

SOME
MULTIDISCIPLINARY
EXAMPLES

DANCE

Café Müller
by Pina Bausch

“Dying Swan” 
by Misty Copeland

MUSIC

“Strange Fruit” 
by Nina Simone

“Back to Black” 
by Amy Winehouse

FILM

The Fall (2006) 
directed by Tarsem Singh

Paris, Texas (1984)
directed by Wim Wenders



EASY

CHALLENGING

ADVANCED

“Where in my life am I still trying to be ‘polished’ when something in me
actually wants to be raw, messy, or emotionally honest, and what would
happen if I let that unpolished version speak?”

METACOGNITIVE PROMPTS

“When was the last time a song, movie, or moment made me suddenly
aware that something in life is fleeting, and what did that brief
awareness make me feel or want?”

“What part of myself do I keep locked away because I’m afraid it would
disrupt my relationships, reputation, or identity, and if I let that part out
for even one day, what truth would it force into the open?”



Write a serious poem that focuses on
a subject matter that you would
normally consider ridiculous. 

Example: ”Diet Mountain Dew” by
Dorothea Laskey)

CREATIVE WRITING
EXERCISES 
(POETRY)

Write a poem that tries to capture the
dark or harsh reality of something that
is usually “pleasant” or “happy.” 

(Example: “Sudden Hymn in Winter”
by Carlie Hoffman)

Write a poem that directly (or
indirectly) addresses one of your
greatest fears. 

(Example: “Poem to my Litter” by Max
Ritvo)

Write a poem about the challenges of
creating art OR a poem that is, in
some way, meta

(Example: “any fool can get into the
ocean…” by Jack Spicer)

https://www.poetrynw.org/dorothea-lasky-diet-mountain-dew/
https://as.vanderbilt.edu/nashvillereview/archives/12175
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/06/27/poem-to-my-litter-by-max-ritvo
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poetrymagazine/poems/51258/any-fool-can-get-into-an-ocean-
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poetrymagazine/poems/51258/any-fool-can-get-into-an-ocean-


Write a scene in which a character’s
emotions cause reality to behave
irrationally. The key is that the feeling,
not the plot,  drives the distortion. Avoid
explaining the surreal shift; simply let it
happen as naturally as weather.

CREATIVE WRITING
EXERCISES 
(FICTION)

Describe a character’s emotional state
entirely through physical sensations,
textures, smells, weight, and
temperature. No abstractions. No “she
felt sad,” only the body speaking.

Craft a scene in which a character
realizes that something (an era, a
relationship, a belief, a version of
themselves) is ending. This should not
be dramatic; duende emerges in quiet,
irreversible recognition.

Write a scene where a character is
forced by anger, danger, jealousy,
desire, or pressure to say the one thing
they promised themselves they’d never
say. The goal is to let the story rupture a
façade.



FLAMENCO CANTE
JONDO / COMPÁS

ASSOCIATED
FRAMEWORKS

EXPRESSIONISM ROMANTIC SUBLIME SURREALISM
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