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			Introduction 
Phenomenal Florbela

			Florbela Espanca (1894–1930) is one of the Portugal’s best-known poets. Today, more than ninety years after her premature death, this bilingual anthology allows English-speaking readers to see why her poetry deserves to be celebrated as the work of a ‘phenomenal woman’, to quote here the title of a famous poem by the Afro-American, Maya Angelou. 

			Portugal has long been inclined to see itself as a land of poets. It is, after all, the country of two giants of the western literary canon, the Renaissance Luís de Camões and the Modernist Fernando Pessoa, both considered to have changed the course of literary history in their respective times. Despite being a contemporary of Pessoa, and being, in her own way, radical, Florbela’s role in cultural modernity was not recognized until fairly recently. That she was long overlooked may have been at least in part due to the fact that she felt more at home in the traditional sonnet form cultivated by Camões than in a more avant-garde form such as free verse. But this is only part of the story: the reality is that, for most of the twentieth century, Portuguese mainstream culture remained resolutely blind to gender issues, with the predictable outcome that it continued to misguidedly conceive of itself as a fertile breeding-ground for male poets only.

			In addition to her poetry, which speaks passionately of longing, love and sexual liberation against the backdrop of the interwar années folles, the life-story of Florbela Espanca itself reads like a soap-opera script. She was born out of wedlock in Vila Viçosa, a small town in the Alentejo, to a teenage domestic servant who died young. Her father was an amateur photographer and left us many pictures of his daughter’s formative years. Her much-loved brother, Apeles, an aviator, died when his plane fell in to the Tagus in 1927. Although on one level Vila Viçosa was a sleepy provincial town, it was also the proud home of the monumental palace of the Braganzas, who visited intermittently up to the end of the monarchy in 1910. One can only imagine that the traces and presence of the royal family in Florbela’s hometown must have fed the imagination of a sensitive young child. Her first known poem, written at the tender age of eight, displays unusually precocious metaphysical concerns in her thematic handling of life and death. As such it provides a fitting starting-point for this anthology1. 

			Florbela was nearly sixteen when Portugal became a Republic. The seismic upheaval brought about by the change of political regime must surely have resonated with her, however subconsciously, not least given debates surrounding women’s rights. It is worth highlighting that Republican reforms soon translated into some legal equality—for which first-wave feminists such as the lawyer, Ana de Castro Osório, and the gynecologist, Adelaide Cabete (also born in the Alentejo), had been clamouring. This resulted in one of the most progressive divorce laws in Europe at the time, from which Florbela herself would subsequently benefit: she was twice divorced and married three times in the space of twelve years.

			Like the troubled Sylvia Plath after her, Florbela’s poetry is often performative and her poetic persona regularly occupies centre-stage. Not unlike Plath, aware that ‘Dying is an art. I do it exceptionally well’, she eventually took her own life in December 1930—on the eve of her birthday (she was born on 8 December, the day of the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary, the patron saint of her native Vila Viçosa). Some of her poetry, posthumously collated under the title of Reliquae, intimates that she envisaged death as the ultimate female refuge (‘Let Death Come In’, p. 165; ‘Dear Death’, p. 167). Her desire to return to the maternal womb of the Alentejo was also poignantly prefigured in the sonnet ‘Penury’ (p. 135) from Charneca em Flor—initially published in 1929 in a literary magazine under the arguably more evocative title of ‘Minha Terra’ (‘My Homeland’).

			After her untimely demise in 1930, Florbela quickly became the stuff of legend, thanks to the irresistible combination of a turbulent biography and a string of signature sonnets that alternate between feelings of crushing failure and the proclamation of her lust for life. Hot on the heels of her death, her third collection, Charneca em Flor, was released to critical acclaim in early 1931. But while her poetry, collated into the single volume compilation Sonetos Completos from 1934 onwards, became widely disseminated, it was not granted proper recognition in academic circles until well after the Carnation Revolution of 1974. Since then her work has been increasingly studied, read, translated, and celebrated for what it is—the oeuvre of an immensely talented writer, who injected her extraordinary subjectivity into an unfolding modernity and unsettled gender norms.

			Indeed, during the four decades of Salazar’s Estado Novo (1933–1974), her verses became a byword for wider resistance. The poet and critic Jorge de Sena was among the first to point out in a 1946 lecture that pieces such as ‘Higher’ (p. 119), with its blasphemous appropriation of the Catholic iconography of the Virgin Mary, or ‘To a Girl’ (p. 137) which blatantly encouraged a teenage girl to be true to herself no matter what, were radically at odds with the straightjacket imposed on women by the Salazar regime. It is worth reminding ourselves that the constitution of the longest lasting dictatorship in Europe stipulated equality for all, but contained a clause that in practice circumscribed women’s freedom in the light of ‘diferenças resultantes da sua natureza e do bem da família’ [differences arising from their nature and the good of the family]. No wonder then that Florbela’s poetry, teeming as it does with forms of resistance rooted in the body, was enjoyed for its transgressive themes and underlying anti-establishment streak.

			The scale of the popularity of her oeuvre, when measured by the number of re-editions of Sonetos Completos in quick succession, gives ample food for thought. A cursory online search in the catalogues of the Biblioteca Nacional de Portugal reveals that the 1934 compilation, initially released by the Coimbra-based Livraria Gonçalves and from 1950 onwards by the Porto-based Tavares Martins, reached its eighth edition by 1950, and fourteenth by 1974. This is nothing short of remarkable when we consider that Fernando Pessoa’s celebrated 1934 Mensagem, initially published that very same year by Parceria A.M. Pereira, and subsequently by the Lisbon-based Ática from 1945 onwards, lagged significantly behind. Even though it was more readily susceptible to appropriation by the regime (it is surely not coincidental that the second edition was published by Agência Geral das Colónias in 1941), Mensagem only reached its fourth edition in 1952, and its tenth edition in 1972.

			In terms of narrative arc, it is tempting to interpret Florbela’s poetic trajectory across the three main collections that she organized for publication in the course of her life as a trajectory towards agency. Early on, whilst one of the few female students enrolled in a Law degree at the University of Lisbon, she inspired several poems among her fellow students. She initially responded to being cast as a muse by cultivating the tantalizing aura of an aloof poet in her first collection Livro de Mágoas (1919). The collection is pervaded from beginning to end by an all-consuming melancholy, with titles such as ‘Neurastenia’ alluding to depression. Her melancholia positions her in a linage of poètes maudits, in the vein of the nineteenth-century French symbolist, Paul Verlaine, whom she cites in an epigraph. Tellingly, as Florbela attempted to carve out for herself a space in an overwhelmingly male Portuguese literary tradition, she is prepared to remain utterly alone, ‘I’m she who goes by and no-one sees…’ (‘I’m…’, p. 31), given the inability of her readers and society at large to recognize her genius as a writer trapped in the body of a woman. 

			Such self-fashioning led one of her fellow students, Americo Durão, to christen her ‘Soror Saudade’ [Our Lady of Longing]. Flobela incorporated this name into the title of her second collection, Livro de «Soror Saudade» (1923). Although at first she seemingly goes along with what she was expected to be, namely a virginal nun or princess, as the collection unfolds she subversively positions herself as a desiring self and reaches an unprecedented degree of empowerment by flaunting her corporeality and sexuality. Significant milestones in this ongoing process are ‘Prince Charming’ (p. 61) which deconstructs the myth of Prince Charming by staging the voice of a Sleeping Beauty who is not only awake, but actively in search of her ethereal Prince; ‘Smouldering Hours’ (p. 71) which subverts the myth of the silent Muse as she seductively addresses a male Poet; ‘Disavowal’ (p. 69) where she urges her shackled youth to relinquish female sexuality but ruefully shows this injunction to be completely self-defeating; and finally the closing sonnet ‘Exultation’ (p. 77) which unites the ecstasy of creation with the ecstasy of love.

			In the process of identity construction, Florbela reclaims an empowering alliance with nature. Halfway through Livro de «Soror Saudade» the recovery of this bond takes centre-stage in ‘Sphynx’ (p. 63), a poem where she posits for herself a female-centred lineage as the ‘daughter of the wild, windswept moor’. The focus on the body, and not just the mind, explodes contemporary expectations of female propriety but also, more broadly speaking, the Cartesian cogito ergo sum: Florbela’s poetry seems to postulate ‘My body feels, therefore I am’. And although in ‘Disavowal’ she enjoins herself not to feel, the second stanza subtly draws attention to the beauty, freedom, and enlightenment that stemmed from the natural world, described as akin to a ‘passionate kiss’. It is this image of natural wilderness, synonymous with poetic and sexual liberation, that provides a fertile starting-point for her final collection, Charneca em Flor (1931).

			The publication of Espanca’s third volume of poetry barely one month after she took her own life is a landmark moment in her short but intense poetic journey, insofar as it features some of the most memorable love sonnets ever written in the Portuguese language. The defiant voice which had begun to surface intermittently in Livro de «Soror Saudade» reaches an almost epic dimension in this posthumous work, as the poet proclaims the right to personal and artistic fulfilment. It is telling that the eponymous opening sonnet sees the poetic ‘I’ undressing, leaving the shroud of the virginal Soror Saudade behind. Her celebration of nakedness has to be understood, furthermore, in the loaded context in which the sonnet was first published: it was included in Europa, a 1925 literary magazine directed by the most controversial modernist woman writer of the period, the bissexual Judith Teixeira (1880–1959).
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