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Matador, Professional Hero
Thomas Guerin

Foreword
In several previous papers I have examined the heroes of myth and the myth
of the hero in ancient and modern times. Although the hero of myth, as in the
Greek myths, is a rare and marvelous demigod, today’s heroes are more frequent
and not quite so divine in stature. There are few heroes by profession today, unless
one accepts all soldiers as heroes as some politicians are wont to do. In Spain,
however, the matador is a hero by profession rather than by his deeds. That is to
say, he performs an act, which only a hero, a champion (in the former sense of
“representative” ) of all the people may perform, killing a bull, but a bull that is
more than just a bull. To understand this hero and his role in society we should

examine the meaning of 1) the performance, killing a bull in a bullring; 2) the

man, the hero who is charged with killing the bull, and 3) the bull itself.

The Bullfight
In Spain and several counties of South America, bullfighting is a national
‘pastime. It can also be found in Portugal and southern France, where the bulls are
fought by men, but not killed. (And therefore those fighting the bulls there are not
“Matadors,” since the term in Spanish simply means “Killer.” (Spanish “matar” =
to kill.)) People pay rather high prices for tickets to a bullfight, perhaps twice or
three times what is asked for tickets to the opera. Prices vary in regard to proximity
to the ring, the closer to the ring, the higher the price, and the location of a seat as
to whether it is in direct sunshine, partial sunshine, or shadow, the shadow being
the best seat in sunny, summer Spain.
What the people pay to watch is the ritual killing of perhaps six bulls by three
different matadors and accompanying retinue. The crux of the custom of
bullfighting is the killing and its meaning to the aficionados (fans). 1 purposely do

not call bullfighting a “sport” since it is not really much of a competition, though
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in one sense the matador and the bull are competing to kill each other. There are
extensive reports on bullfighting in the newspapers in Spain, but not in the sports
sections. The Spanish newspaper displays some hesitation as to where to place the
‘bullfight reports; so they are usually found between the entertainment and sports
sections.

Bullfighting is a “ritual,” and is recognized as such. That is to say, the actions
of the bullfight are rigidly structured and each of the actions is intended to
communicate something other than simply the action itself. It is a “drama’ played
out according to a script that allows impromptu actions only insofar as they adhere
to the general outline. The most obvious meanings of courage‘and strength and
determination must be clearly demonstrated, and the more subtle meanings of
mastery or even desperation and fear, suggested.

The bullfight is a strict ritual and any variation detracts from the purity. The
drama begins with a parade of the matadors and their retinue to a spot in front of
the box of the president of the bullring, who is the one making the decisions
necessary to the ritual. The first bull is let into the ring and the matador’s helpers
run it through some passes with the cape, mainly to observe the bull’s
characteristics; whether it hooks right or left, whether it is energetic in charging;
whether it can hold its feet in the swift twists and turns of the attacks at the cape.
The picadors then ride onto the scene, two horses, well protected by pads (not
present years ago which used to result in much slaughter of horses) ridden by
toreros (bullfighters) with long lances. The bull almost immediately charges the
horse, doing its best to gore it, meanwhile the picador stabs the lance into the
shoulders of the bull. This can be repeated up to three times, the bull being
brought to complete rage by these wounds. The aim 6f the stabs to the shoulders is
to weaken them and bring the head of the bull down so that when he charges his
view will be lower and concentrated on the cape.

Then the banderillas, short hooked barbs, are placed two at a time in the

shoulders of the bull. Usually there are six banderillas placed by two banderilleros,

but sometimes the matador himself will place the banderillas. In any case, it takes
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some skill to approach the bull from the front on the run and place the banderillas
properly in the back of the bull without being caught by the bull’s horns.

Then the matador himself comes to center stage. He will often dedicate the
bull to someone in the crowd, to the president, or simply place his hat (the
mantera) in the center of the ring as a sign of his dedication to the task to come.
He then begins by running the bull through a series of passes with the cape, all of
which have technical names that depend on the hand used, the direction of the
pass, the position of the legs and/or feet, and whether the sword he carries is used
to extend the cape. There are, for example, the “natural pass’ where the cape is
held in the left hand without the extending sword, and the bull led by the cape
around the waist of the matador; the “de pecho” (pecho = chest or breast) when the
bull is brought back across the body of the matador from a “natural”, etc. In this
section of the fight, called the “faena,” it is most important that the matador keep
the bull moving, and charging the cape. He must show his mastery of the bull by
exposing himself to the horns yet being fully in command of the direction of the
bull's charges. He often presents the cape from |
behind the body, seemingly inviting the bull to
charge him directly, but the matador must be
able to know the direction of the charge and
guide it, close to his body, but not touching it. It
is in trying to show his complete mastery over
the bull that he sometimes comes to grief, the

bull hooking away from the cape as the matador

tries to pass it close to the body. Of course, the =

matador never really totally masters the mind of

the bull, and mistakes are made. Matador and bull face off.
The final part of the bullfight is, of course, the kill. After the determined time

for the faena has passed, the matador goes to the side of the ring and receives the

killing sword, or “etoque," which is bent a little at the end to make easier entry

between the shoulders of the bull and down into the bull’s chest. The matador
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works the bull into a position he feels is best to make the kill, and then assumes a
somewhat unnatural but rather ritualistic stance in preparation for the final lunge.
He then lunges at and over the horns and hump of the bull, stabbing the sword
into a small spot between the shoulder blades called the “cruz” or “cross’. The
sword, if placed correctly will cut deep into the bull’'s chest and rupture the aorta
causing death within moments. The ¢r#z in this method of killing, is only a few
centimeters wide, if the bull’s feet are equally placed laterally. If one foot or the
other is forward, the space disappears and the sword hits bone and bounces out, or
only partially sinks in, making the matador repeat the process. If the bull is killed
with only one thrust, the matador is often in line for a great amount of cheering
from the crowd and may, if the president decides him worthy, be awarded an ear or
two, or in the extreme, a tail, which are cut off and awarded to the matador then
and there. After which the matador makes a triumphant circuit of the ring,
receiving the plaudits of the crowd, and occasionally hats or pellejos (wineskins)
from which he may drink and throw back.

Obviously, the import of this ritual killing is more than simply slaughtering a
bull. If that were of interest, any meat-packing plant could charge entrance fees to
watch the beef being killed. There is an important element pertaining to life and
death itself, not of the animal but of the human as well. The human, the matador,
is representative of humanity, and his mission is to meet and destroy the bull that
represents something other than a powerfully fashioned animal, but rather a certain

mysterious power.

The Bull

In Spain the bulls used in the bullfights are a special breed, raised mostly in
Andulasia in the south of Spain and Salamanca in the north. They are bred to be
energetically obnoxious to all who intrude upon the area to which they lay claim.
Those used in the bullring are supposed to be 500 kilograms or more in weight.
There are several characteristics thought to be in the makeup of what is considered

a good bull. One is complete abandon in attacking anything that tries to interfere
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with it in any way. But size, strength, speed and stamina should be in good balance
to produce a good bull for the bullring. Bulls who do not measure up to the
standards for a "good” bull will usually be turned out of the ring even before the
picadors arrive, their faults becoming evident in the first trial passes by the toreros.
The bull is not really simply a helpless sacrifice to the gods. Rather, he is a kind of
god himself, and therefore should not be of inferior stock that would not fit in the
deadly ritual to come.

Throughout history and prehistory, the bull has been a major figure in
mythology. The Island of Crete especially has various myths concerning bulls. The
Greek Myths have Zeus taking the form of a bull and abducting Europa from
Africa and bringing her to Crete where he lies with her and becomes the father of
Minos, the future king of Knossos, then the greatest city on Crete. Later, Minos is
given a white bull by Poseidon to be sacrificed to him, but Minos, admiring the
white bull feels it a waste to kill and substitutes another bull for the sacrifice. This
angers Poseidon who casts a spell on Pasiphae, the wife of Minos, and causes her to
become enamored with the bull. She has Daedelas, the famous artisan of Greek
myth, build her a cow-like contraption in which she can hide and seduce the bull.
She does this, and later gives birth to a half-human-half-bull monster that is named
Minotauros. The man/bull is put in the center of a great maze, again built by
Dadelas, and being a meat-eating bull, it is fed human sacrifices in the form of
young children taken as tribute from kingdoms around the Aegean. The Son of the
King of Athens, Theseus, volunteers to go and kill the monster and joins a group

of hostage children from Athens. He reaches Crete, and with the help of Ariadne,

Children leaping over a bull at Knossos circa 1500 B.C.
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Advertisement for a bull leaping display in Spain, 2006.

the daughter of Minos, he kills the Minotaur and flees the island with Ariadne.

This series of myths were perhaps suggested by some of the artifacts uncovered
by Sir Arthur Evans when he excavated Knossos in the early 20" century. One is a
picture of one child in series, or several children together, leaping over the back of
a charging bull.* This picture, or similar ones may have formed the basis for the
story of the bull eating children, but it is more likely that it depicts a religious rite
involving the bull, which was apparently sacred in Knossos, bulls horns being an
omnipresent symbol about the castle as reconstructed by Evans. Added to this, the
statues of deities found there are of a goddess brandishing snakes. These are
representations of the Earth Goddess, or The Great Mother, who, in Asia Minor
among agricultural societies was a major deity, “The” deity in some cultures.
Further, she was often associated with a bull ﬁs a symbol of fertility.

Bulls were held sacred in Egypt, as well, where you can find the burial ground
of the mummies of bulls in Saqqara, outside Cairo. The bulls mummified were
considered avatars of the bull god Apis. The earliest explicit reference to a divine
bull and perhaps to the first bullfight, is from the earliest known heroic myth,
Gilgamesh, who, with his bosom pal, Enkidu, kills the Bull of Heaven sent by
Ishtar, the Mother Goddess in Sumer at the time, to kill them. Of course, one
may seck even earlier representations of bulls on the walls of Lascaux and other
caves in southern France and northern Spain. The role of the bull on the walls of
caves 15 —25 thousand years ago his hard to determine. Still, it would seem that
the many animals depiéted have some animistic purpose and are presumed to have

a certain spiritual power.
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It may not be possible to draw a direct line from the caves of Lascaux, to Asia
Minor and Crete to present day Spain in regard to the symbolism of the bull, but
it should be sufficient to show that many, perhaps most cultures, see a symbolism
of something divine in the bull, simply because of the natural attributes of the
animal, and have interpolated these into their understanding of a divinity. This
view of the bull includes strength and fertility, and because of these perhaps, a
certain threatening power. I do not wish to say that the bull is a representative of
the devil, or evil itself. Rather it is the realization of some overwhelming
otherworldly power suggested by Erich Neumann in his “7he Great Mother,” and
by Jung in his universal archetype, and by Joseph Campbell in his “Heros Journey,”
or " The Hero with « Thousand Faces.”

The bull’s power, like the Farth Mother, has two aspects. The Earth Mother
gives life, nurtures it, but finally returns it to her womb. Likewise, the bull projects
fertility, which gives life, and possesses at the same time a set of death-dealing
horns, which take it away. Almost any myth that includes a hero fighting some
dragon, sea monster, devil or ghost, is meant to represent the struggle that man
encounters in freeing himself from the ever-jealous forces of the Earth Mother that
gave him birth. It is this force that the bull represents, the Bull from Heaven sent
to deliver the revenge of Ishtar, a mythical, but ever-present spiritual force intent

on maintaining the power over its realm, including humanity.

The Matador

To become a matador requires not only a certain amount of agility and
strength, but also a lot of understanding of bulls, how they act and react, their
strength and weaknesses. It is the psychology of the matador, however, that sets
him apart. He must be extremely confident in his attitude toward the bull. The
matador shows an attitude of confidence, even hubris in his ability to make the
bull do his bidding. During the fzena, after he makes several passes and then brings
the bull to a halt, he turns brusquely away from it, thrusts out his chest and

gestures to the crowd with his sword, as if to say that he is in complete control.
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This is, however, a part of the ritual, called the “orna7" in Spanish, which he must
learn, but can sometimes turn ludicrous when he has not, indeed, mastered thé
bull at all, as it decides at that moment to make another lunge at the cape.

In other words, the aura of confidence the matador displays‘ may be a learned
habit, while the actual confidence in his own ability to read the mind of the bull is
what qualifies him to fight and slay bulls. Without this confidence he will not be
able to stand within centimeters of the bulls horns as it passes by without moving
anything but his cape. Perhaps the test of a matador is the first time the horns of
the bull do not go where he intends they should go, and he receives a wound from
the horn. Many matadors have lost their hard-won positions and the ability to
stand within reach of the bulls horns after the first wound, and they soon lose the
crowds who can see this loss of confidence oozing from the stuttering steps made
during the passes, and the hesitant killing thrusts. If he has not the crowds, his
popularity drops and his agent can no longer find him fights, even in the rural
areas of Spain.

Perhaps the demands of the public on the matador for confidence in the face
of the vicious death-dealing horns of the bull can be deemed cruel. But the
bullfight is not a soccer match, and the participants are not vsoccer players whose
performance may amount to a win or loss for the home team. The bullfight is
figuratively a deadly competition between humanity and threatening superhuman
forces; a mythical competition acted out in reality: humanity represented by the
métador, the opposing force by the bull. Although the éﬁcionadw of bullfighting
" do not specifically feel that the inept matador is not a worthy representative of
them in opposing the bull, they certainly deride ineptness in the fight, no matter
how well the matador has performed in the past and express a certain resentment
at a performance which shows lack of courage or confidence.

The matador goes through an apprenticeship, practicing his techniques on
sinaller, younger bulls. In the off-season in Spain there are many bullfights by

“novilleros,” or novices, which are attended by fewer people, use smaller, younger

bulls, and have considerably cheaper ticket prices. Many novices will work as part
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of a matador’s retinue during the regular season, running the bull with cape work
at the beginning of a fight, or placing the banderillas. They may eventually reach
matador status, if a senior matador will sponsor them at a major bullring, Madrid
being the ultimate in bullrings in Spain. |

The Spanish aficionados are indulgent in their evaluation of novilleros, but are
considerably stricter in their attitude toward the matador. When the rankings of
the top fifty novilleros and matadors are compared, the number of ears cut and
received by the novillero is easily comparable to the matador. In 2005, the matador
taking part in the most bullfights, who goes under the name of “El Fandi,” fought
in 107 corridas (corrida=bullfighting session) and was awarded 207 ears, which
means he averaged nearly an ear per bull, (usually fighting two bulls per corrida.)
The second-ranked matador, “El Cordobes” fought in 65 corridas, however, but
received only 65 ears. The top novillero, Marco Antonio Gomez fought in 55
corridas and took home 77 ears, and the second-ranked novillero won 87 ears for
53 corridas. There wete more than twenty matadors who received and ear less than
50% of the time, while only ten novilleros were that poor. There is a feeling among
the spectators at a corrida of matadors that this is the big leagues, and for novilleros
the minor league feeling is evident.

The true aficionado of bullfights demands that the ritual be carried out
correctly, objects when the bull is not strong enough to put up a good fight, and
when the matador stays too far out of harm’s way when passing the bull, or at the
killing. What they watch acted out by the bull and the matador is a sort of morality
play such as those found in Europe in the late Middle Ages, in which the allegory
should always be the same, the triumph of humanity over death. It is the matador
who is the champion for the human side, while the bull champions the side of
death and destruction. The matador is the hero and all the hopes of humanity rest

upon him in this figurative drama.

Conclusion

Fighting bulls may be frowned upon by much of the world today as a
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gruesome exercise in displaying the sadistic impulses of primitive culture. I myself
do not really enjoy seeing the blood gush from the wounds in the shoulders of the
bull after the picadors have stabbed it, and it sometimes seems that the rules have
put a little too much of a handicap on the poor bull. But Spanish crowds always
cheer a bull that has put up a good fight. A “brave” bull, one that has shown utter
determination to murder the matador, is cheered by the crowd, even as it is
dragged from the ring at the end of the fight. He is cheered as having displayed
well the virtues that are expected of his role representing the powers that seek to
subdue all humans. The crowd is satisfied that mankind has again triumphed over
the threatening power, even as it did its best to test the ability and courage of the
representative of humanity; the hero; the Matador.

, * * b

Bibliography:

Campbell, Joseph; The Heros Journey: Harper Collins; San Francisco, 1991
Campbell, Joseph; 7he Hero wz'z_t/a a Thousand Faces: Harper Collins, San Francisco,
1972. |

Hemingway, Ernest; Death in the Afternoon: Scribner; New York, N.Y., 1960.

Neuman, Erich; 7he Great Mother: Princeton; Princeton University Press, 1963.

1 Even today in Spain and certain areas in southern France, and in Portugal
bullfighting also includes leaping over the back of the bull, much as depicted in

the mosaics from Knossos.
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