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            ‘Rodoreda has bedazzled me by the sensuality with which she reveals things within the atmosphere of her novels.’ Gabriel García Márquez 

            ‘Rodoreda’s prose … is bold and beautiful.’ Jesmyn Ward

            ‘Mercè Rodoreda’s artistry is of the highest order.’ Diana Athill

            ‘Rodoreda’s writing pays such fierce and tender attention to the experience of being alive, and the tempest that ordinary life can be.’ Helen Oyeyemi

            ‘The un-self-conscious beauty and the phantasmagoric pain in her work add up to a kind of sharp, transportive pleasure.’ Jia Tolentino

            ‘A lightning strike of a book that leaves behind a drift of violet smoke and a scent of sulphur and mimosa.’ David Haydenii
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            Introduction

         

         So you’re about to go on a walk with Mercè Rodoreda. Or, if you’re like me and only take a look at the introduction after reading the text proper, then the walk has just taken place. Well, what luck: we couldn’t have picked a better day to link arms with one of the most charismatic flâneuses there ever were, her perspective fleet-footed even when (particularly when) her travel on foot was most urgent – fleeing Nazi forces as they approached her Roissy-en-Brie castle refuge in 1939, for instance. Consider Rodoreda’s non-fictional account of what it was like to be part of a group driven at a frantic pace across landscapes that kept erupting and then erupting all over again: ‘We passed over a bridge to Beaugency, which was being mined by French gunners. It was an afternoon with a very xdark  and very low sky. The Germans began to bombard the bridge with scary stukas; and you could see the bombs falling and exploding nearby.’1 The group Rodoreda was in transit with was headed for Orléans, but Orléans was already on fire when they reached it, and all Rodoreda and her lover Armand Obiols could do was watch rubble burning from the window of a country house, fix that sensory shock into their memories and carry it into continued exile (in Limoges for Rodoreda and Bordeaux for Obiols). That wasn’t even the first significant migration undertaken by this writer, whose multi-tonal range incorporates what Natasha Wimmer has astutely noted as ‘a sadness that reaches beyond historic circumstances, a sadness born of helplessness, an almost voluptuous vulnerability’.2 Just a couple of months preceding the flight from Roissy-en-Brie to Limoges, Rodoreda had left her home in Civil War-stricken Barcelona, where a number of those she loved had been killed or otherwise destroyed on the grounds of ideology. There was no reason to believe she wouldn’t be next: ‘I had never been in politics, but the fact of having written in Catalan, and for having collaborated in magazines, let’s say on the left, etcetera, etcetera. And advised by my mother, because I left thinking that after three, four or five months I would return home, but then it became eternal.’3 At least thirty-three years on – that is, sometime between 1972 and 1980, Rodoreda wrote Journeys and Flowers. It incorporates her view from quite a different country house to the one with the windows that xiframed a burning city. It’s possible that in some way the book celebrates the author’s risk-free return to Catalonia: it was written in her final home, the one she had built next door to her friend Carmen Manrubia’s house in leafy Romanyà de la Selva.

         The tales collected in this volume reflect the author’s readiness to reinvent through fiction the long, long walk she had taken. It was clearly the sort of walk Henry David Thoreau championed in his essay ‘Walking’:

         
            We should go forth on the shortest walk, perchance, in the spirit of undying adventure, never to return, prepared to send back our embalmed hearts only as relics to our desolate kingdoms. If you are ready to leave father and mother, and brother and sister, and wife and child and friends, and never see them again – if you have paid your debts, and made your will, and settled all your affairs, and are a free man, then you are ready for a walk.

         

         Thoreau refuted any relationship between civilisation and a walk of the magnitude he described, but Rodoreda expands the scope of ambulatory adventure so that it passes through all categories of nature, including the human. Having read Journeys and Flowers, I’m still on the road with Rodoreda, and with an indefinite return date, to boot. I’ve closed the book, yet the walk continues. As I write, cocoons populated by abandoned women and their attentive sons, a heroic purple flower who leads a rebellion against the wind, and the ticklish chagrin of a man xii‘who called down the lightning and when the lightning came it said it didn’t want to kill him because he wasn’t worthy of dying by fire’ jostle the mighty curvature of a rainbow’s humility: ‘And the rainbow trembled, collapsing on the earth with one foot on either side and its back touching the sky.’ My mind is aswarm with all these sights. You may find yourself in a similar condition. It wasn’t possible to prepare for the revelry and unease of tumbling through Rodoreda’s atlas of invented territories, and this is probably as it should be. My knowledge of wonder is far from encyclopaedic, but it does seem to be a good rule of thumb that if an experience can be anticipated or rationalised, you won’t find the sublime there. Taking the opposite direction, then, the soliflore gardens of Mercè Rodoreda are rooted in the stuff. Somewhere around my third re-reading, I reached the opinion that Journeys and Flowers is a twice-translated text. The first act of translation is conducted with such skill and audacious grace that its seams are near-invisible; the scenarios that unfold here have the feel of verbal analogues for scenarios that were first depicted by leaves, buds and petals. And now these life-laden portraits have burst across the border of the English language, thanks to the simultaneously rich and airy, green-gunpowder dynamism of Gala Sicart Olavide and Nick Caistor’s translation. We’re reading the work of a writer who was fluent in her very own dialect of the language of flowers. I’m referring to an aspect of Rodoreda’s literary persona that I discovered only recently, while xiiiseeking a sense of the quality and quantity of literary acclaim the author received in her lifetime. Those captivated by the psychological nuance Rodoreda’s writing makes palpable in her novels In Diamond Square (1962) and A Broken Mirror (1974) were just as likely to hail the author’s botanical ability. Twentieth and twenty-first century literary super-luminary Gabriel García Márquez, ‘having been compelled to meet her by an irresistible admiration’ of ‘the sensuality with which she reveals things within the atmosphere of her novels’ confessed to feeling so shy in her presence that it became necessary to pin his conversational hopes on the garden view from the window of Rodoreda’s Barcelona apartment: ‘I knew that, together with her literary vocation, she had a parallel vocation, one just as dominant as the other – that of growing flowers. We spoke about the subject, which I consider another form of writing.’4 Márquez doesn’t tell us what year this meeting took place, but it must have been after 1968, since he mentions an exchange of compliments revolving around details from Rodoreda’s In Diamond Square and Márquez’s own No One Writes to the Colonel (1968). This means that the prestige Rodoreda’s romantic verse had won at the Floral Games of the Catalan language would have been a well-established aspect of her reputation. The Catalan Floral Games, modelled upon a springtime tournament of eloquence for troubadours first held in fourteenth-century Toulouse, awards flowers crafted from precious metals for outstanding verse on two xivtypes of love – love of country and love of divinity. The Catalan Floral Games awards a natural rose for verse in a third category: affairs of the heart. The natural rose is the prize that Rodoreda pursued and won three years in a row, before ultimately claiming recognition as Mestre en Gai Saber (Master of the Gay Science), the award given to the poet winning all three categories, in 1949.

         Who else speaks the language of flowers, and what conversations does it allow for? It’s not news to any of us that this is a language to which all kinds of lovers turn. Flower speech accommodates the raw ardour of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Ottoman courtship and the more abstract communication formed in the mould of nineteenth- to early twentieth-century English sentimentality alike. Attempted adherence to the Victorian language of flowers was still going strong in the 1980s, as Brent Elliott of the Royal Horticultural Society’s Lindley Library recalls:

         
            I compiled a little card catalogue of plants, based on the dozen or so period works we had in the library, so that if someone rang up to ask what was the meaning of, say, a crocus, I could quickly say: ‘Well, it depends on what book you consult: it could mean Youthfulness, Youthful Gladness, The Pleasures of Hope, Rashness, Impatience, or Abuse Not’. To which, all too often, came the further query, ‘But what is its real meaning?’, and somehow, my standard reply, ‘Plants don’t have real meanings; its human beings who assign meanings to them,’ was never perceived as adequate.5 xv

         

         The language of flowers is a language for lovers, and for the lost, assembling semiotic shelter out in the wilderness. No wonder that in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Ophelia speaks this language as she’s increasingly unmoored from anything remotely resembling inner tranquillity: ‘There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance. / Pray, love, remember. And there is pansies, / that’s for thoughts.’

         The nameless narrator of ‘Journeys’ also knows what it is to stray onto paths of liminality. A fellow whose senses are, by his own account, all but fatigued by the iconography of revolution, he remains intent on discovering what liberty looks like to everybody else, and will not permit us to conceive of him as the source of these visions. Passing through the Village of Witchcraft and the Village of Hanged Men respectively, he politely reiterates his status as a reactive agent conveying impressions: ‘My task is not to stop but to carry on forever; to continue the endless hunt for dark hearts and unknown traditions.’ Epistemological limit-setting unites the two halves of this collection: the section entitled ‘True Flowers’ discusses the nature and character of various extraordinary blooms hellbent on surviving mundanity, but precludes exchanges with the flowers themselves. Our interlocutor’s brevity and discipline steers us away from the fatal flaw of over-identifying with the poignant, recalcitrant, debauched or prim fragment of matter that merely appears to be the sole subject of the narrative. A candidate for co-subject: the tempestuous zone of commonality inhabited by all that xvican be gathered and scattered and everything that grows and withers, whether sentient or non-sentient. The very darknesses contained within these heliotropic imaginings swivel to face the light of the sun; in the dead of night the world still glitters with solar treasure that’s been left in the safe-keeping of other entities: ‘I found myself not beside the melodious spring, but on the shore of a lead-coloured lake which reflected in it the mysterious sliver of moon, glancing at me out of the corner of its eye and with a half-smile.’

         As ever, all scintillation is transitory. In the first few pages of this book readers in the right state of mind will be charmed by the notion of a man serving as entertainment for the moon, whereas the latter pages are haunted by the intensely provisional existence of the Shadow Flower:

         
            When she is not even a shadow, lost in her flower, she remembers the drops of water from the sky as if they were a mirage. When the sun brings her to life, she thinks back to this. And when the moon brings her to life, she looks and looks at the black embroidery of water without even daring to breathe.

         

         The nocturnal clarity of Rodoreda’s ‘Journeys’ touches fingertips with the outrenoir paintings of Pierre Soulages, which can also be considered portraits of the spirit of our age. Soulages, whose most striking mission statement is possibly ‘My instrument is not black but the light reflected from the black’, also described a tangible effect of both his work and the vignettes assembled in Journeys xviiand Flowers: ‘I always liked paintings to be walls rather than windows. When we see a painting on a wall, it’s a window, so I often put my paintings in the middle of the space to make a wall. A window looks outside, but a painting should do the opposite – it should look inside of us.’6 Rodoreda and Soulages are artists whose traversal of time is even more significant than a trip around the globe. They are members of a generation who lived on terms of hair-raising familiarity with what David Rousset has termed the ‘concentrationary universe’, a period indelibly marked by consciousness or sub-conscious co-existence with the forms of inhumanity that flourished in the camps. The resonant speaking voices of Rodoreda’s inventions in Journeys and Flowers (inventions that, just like the rats in ‘The Village of Well-Bred Rats’, study us every bit as keenly as we observe them) could lie in their sounding, like calls from the time before total war to the times that come after. The post-war universe is one that nobody alive right now can enjoy the certainty of visiting, though we can never say never – the hope and the desire for this is far from lacking. There’s a chance that it isn’t only lovers and the lost who speak the language of flowers, as well as the language of bright nights – it’s possible that time speaks these languages too, and that the visions we encounter on these walks with Rodoreda are our chance to confide in the times we are living through, carefully tracing our own dreams and nightmares in between the lines that pass before our eyes. Don’t forget the afterbloom of the final xviiiflower in this book: it lasts until all the trees have been transformed into crosses – it lasts until all that’s left of the sky is a piece of blue.

         
             

         

         Helen Oyeyemi, 2024
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