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Introduction


E com la dita història e actes del dit Tirant sien en llengua anglesa, e a vostra il⋅lustre senyoria sia estat grat voler-me pregar la giràs en llengua portuguesa, opinant, per jo ésser estat algun temps en l’illa d’Anglaterra, degués millor saber aquella llengua que altri [...] m’atreviré expondre, no solament de llengua anglesa en portuguesa, mas encara de portuguesa en vulgar valenciana, per ço que la nació d’on jo só natural se’n puixa alegrar e molt ajudar per los tants e tan insignes actes com hi són; suplicant vostra virtuosíssima senyoria accepteu com de servidor afectat la present obra—car si defalliments alguns hi són, certament, senyor, n’és en part causa la dita llengua anglesa, de la qual en algunes partides és impossible de girar los vocables.


Tirant lo Blanc, ‘Dedicatòria’


The present work is a comparative study of the poetic imagination of T. S. Eliot (1888-1965) and Salvador Espriu (1913-1985), grounded on the assumption that they are comparable poets. This is made evident in their common use of a number of archetypal images rooted in a literary tradition that they attempt to preserve and continue. Considering the public perception of Eliot and Espriu and the awareness of their respective cultures is a good starting-point.


The depth and richness of the literary productions of Espriu and Eliot, as well as their image of self-sufficient and autonomous poets, may be the reasons why comparative approaches involving either of them are scarce. In Spain, however, Eliot’s poetry has been examined contrastively, along with the works of Federico García Lorca, Pedro Salinas, Jaime Gil de Biedma or the poets of the ‘generación del 27.’1 On the other hand, Rosa Maria Delor i Muns’ study on Espriu and his friend Bartomeu Rosselló Pòrcel is also exceptional, although the emphasis is on the former, who, the author claims, paid homage to the deceased Majorcan poet by giving continuity to his truncated work in his own verse.2


Even though it does not seem to have been defined and pursued as a line of research before, the essential affinity or cultural equivalence between the figures of Eliot and Espriu has been noted. In 1966, the French writer and journalist Claude Roy expressed his enthusiasm about Espriu’s poetry by comparing him to a number of key modern poets in different languages, including Eliot. According to Roy, Espriu is ‘un des plus grands poètes de l’Europe moderne, le paire d’un Breton ou d’un Aragon, d’un Dylan Thomas ou d’un Eliot, d’un Ungaretti o d’un Montale, d’un Pasternak ou d’un Vozjenenski.’3 Similar associations are established by Rosa Maria Pinyol in a newspaper article on the Catalan poet titled ‘Junto a Eliot, Celan o Montale.’4


In short academic or newspaper articles, in tangential references aimed at briefly characterising the man and his work, Espriu will be grouped with other twentieth century poets of different nationalities and Eliot is most likely to be mentioned. Certainly, the purpose is to affirm Espriu’s stature as a poet, despite his solid use and vindication of a minority language. In his acceptance speech when receiving the Premi Catalunya 2002, Harold Bloom declared Espriu a prominent figure in the Catalan canon and—adding that he should have been awarded the Nobel prize—defined him as ‘a remarkable poet by any international standard.’5


Sam Abrams has written about Espriu’s international projection and the translations of his work into English, concluding that ‘tots els traductors d’Espriu estan unànimement d’acord que es tracta d’un gran poeta, de talla universal, en un mot, un clàssic modern.’ Abrams points out that Bloom used a bilingual anthology of Espriu’s poetry translated and edited by Magda Bogin, where he is ranked ‘al costat de Ramon Llull, Ausiàs March, Neruda, Hernández, García Lorca, Guillén, William Carlos Williams, T. S. Eliot, Valéry, Montale, Pessoa, etc.’6 These groupings of international poets are interesting in that they reveal a tendency to link the two literary figures.


It will also be useful to consider the two poets’ familiarity with each other’s culture. In exploring Eliot’s Catalan reception, Albert Manent recalls how his father, Marià Manent, met Eliot in London in 1953: ‘probablement, el meu pare va anar a veure Eliot al seu despatx londinenc de “Faber and Faber.” Després el convidà a dinar a un club anglés. S’havien escrit des dels anys trenta, i en una carta del 1932 li deia que, tot i que la desconeixia, “la llengua catalana semblava tenir una beutat particular.”’7 One would expect that Eliot and Manent talked about the Catalan literary scene of the time, and we might conjecture that they talked about Espriu, who had already produced some of his finest books of poetry, as well as the play Primera història d’Esther, unquestionably one of the key texts of 20th century Catalan literature. Be that as it may, the encounter of the Anglo-American poet with Manent is about the only direct contact that Eliot had with Catalan culture.


Like Ezra Pound, Eliot had developed an early interest in Provençal poetry, which is of course linked to the very origins of the Catalan literary tradition. Eliot was fond of the troubadours’ art and fascinated by Dante’s portrayal of the Provençal poet Arnaut Daniel. In purgatory (Purg., XXVI. 136-148), Arnaut pleads with Dante, as other souls have previously done in hell, to pray for him when he returns to the world of the living. Dante’s dialogue, in the context of his Purgatorio, with a poet whose work he considers a part of his own tradition, is closely related to Eliot’s characteristic technique of poetic allusion. Eliot was deeply impressed by Arnaut’s beseeching speech, which he quoted in several of his poems. For instance, in part 5 of The Waste Land, ‘What the Thunder Said,’ the line ‘Poi s’ascose nel foco che li affina’ hints at purgation as the only hope for those gone astray in a desolate world. In part IV of Ash Wednesday, the phrase ‘Sovegna vos’ is consistent with the imploring tone of the poem; interestingly, in the early drafts, the titles of each of the sections were Provençal phrases taken from Arnaut’s imploration.8 Furthermore, Eliot titled one of his earliest poetry books Ara vos prec (1919), after Arnaut, although it was re-edited as Poems in 1920. The Provençal poet is called by Dante the ‘miglior fabbro del parlar materno’ (Purg., XXVI. 117) and Eliot referred to Ezra Pound, his mentor and the rigorous editor of The Waste Land manuscript, using exactly the same words in the dedication of the poem.9


On the other hand, Espriu had the familiarity with Anglophone literatures to be expected in a well-read, erudite man. Probably more, according to Francesc Vallverdú, one of Espriu’s closest friends and collaborators: ‘I was continually amazed by his knowledge of contemporary writers (he read both English and French with ease).’10 In 1985, Antoni Batista asked the poet what books he wished he had written. The only two English works he mentioned were Utopia, by Thomas More and The Origin of Species, by Charles Darwin.11 However, although somewhat anecdotal, there are a number of Anglo-American cultural references in Espriu’s poetry: the lyrical speaker of ‘Cançó de Tipsy Jones’ is an English pirate, ‘Veient Rosie a la finestra’ tells of an American soldier marching off to war and ‘La princesa del Iang-tsé’ is grotesquely dedicated to Mrs Banks, who domesticates fleas (these three poems are from Cançons d’Ariadna); and what is more, the hanged man has an English name in ‘Knowles, el penjat’ (El caminat i el mur).12 Espriu’s appreciation of English or American classics may also take the form of quotation. In ‘El corb’ (Cançons d’Ariadna), the phrase ‘Mai més’ obviously echoes Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Raven.’ In Mrs Death, the opening epigraph is from William Shakespeare’s Cymbeline: ‘Whiles yet the dew’s on ground, gather those flowers’ (I.6).


In an interview with Salvador Pàniker, the latter puts forward Paul Valéry as Espriu’s French counterpart. Espriu accepts the comparison, but being ‘un hombre de formación clásica,’ which contributes decisively to shaping his work, he sees it as closer to that of James Joyce: ‘En otros países también hay casos de la misma preocupación. Joyce por ejemplo. Pero se trata de escritores de mucha más talla que yo.’13 The concern that Espriu refers to is nothing but the aim of the mythical method, and works by James Joyce and T. S. Eliot are textbook examples of its application. For the latter, the purpose of the mythical method should be ‘the exploration of worlds of otherness [including ancient myth] in quest for the spiritual foundations of the modern self.’14


Espriu was more acquainted with cultures of English expression than Eliot could be with a minority language and its literature, for obvious reasons. Although both poets knew, to different degrees, about their respective traditions, there is no evidence as to their mutual influence. According to Albert Manent, Eliot’s poetry was an essential reference for a number of Catalan poets, writing in Spanish or Catalan, from the 1940s onwards. Jaime Gil the Biedma was mentioned above; his indebtedness to Eliot is easily discernible and has been the object of research.15 Among the poets of Catalan expression, Manent mentions Carles Riba, Pere Gimferrer and Narcís Comadira, but not Espriu (‘T. S. Eliot a Catalunya,’ p. 73).16


Espriu was familiar with Eliot’s poetry, as we know from his ‘Fitxer d’Aprenentatge.’ In this reading file, which the Catalan poet kept during his youth, Eliot and his key titles are listed under the heading ‘poetes nord-americans a recordar.’17 On the occasion of Eliot’s death in 1965, Manent asked a number of Catalan poets to answer two questions about the Anglo-American author: ‘¿Com veieu la poesia de T. S. Eliot dins la poesia contemporània?’ and ‘¿Què ha representat per a vós la poesia de T. S. Eliot?’ The answers would be in the form of an appreciation, to be published in the journal Serra d’Or. Manent claims that Eliot ‘ha tingut entre els nostres lectors i escriptors alguna cosa més que una vaga nomenada’ and explains that the contributors are ‘poetes d’avantguerra als quals havia interessat—o podia haver interessat—l’obra del poeta i humanista anglés.’ One of these was Salvador Espriu who, characteristically, answered the two questions in only five words: to the first, his answer was ‘com a molt important’ and to the second ‘res.’18


Espriu’s laconic answers are coherent with his systematic rejection of influences, based on his uneasiness that his work might be misinterpreted.19 He did acknowledge, however an ‘unproblematic’ source of influence on his poetry: ‘Potser serà pretensiós el que jo li vaig a dir, però pel que respecta a la poesia crec que no m’ha influït ningú, si no és potser la Bíblia’ (Batista, p. 38).


In The Anxiety of Influence, Harold Bloom quotes lines by Wallace Stevens where he, like Espriu, does not declare his indebtedness to the work of any previous poet, including Eliot.20 Stevens’s dismissive denial of any influence whatsoever is put forward by Bloom as confirmation that the weight of tradition is certain to produce anxiety in poets whom he calls ‘strong’ (p. 6). In Bloom’s theory of poetry, influence is the motivating power of poetic history, which evolves as poets receive (misread) the work of those poets who preceded them: ‘strong poets make that history by misreading one another, so as to clear imaginative space for themselves’ (p. 5). This notion of poetic history is parallel to Eliot’s idea—expressed in the essay ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’—that literary works of merit result from the interaction between poets’ creative powers and the poetry of the past.21 Like Eliot, Bloom suspects poets who boast the denial of this interaction. The latter’s statement that ‘weaker talents idealize; figures of capable imagination appropriate for themselves’ (p. 5) is almost a paraphrase of Eliot’s celebrated axiom ‘immature poets imitate, mature poets steal.’22


The comparative nature of the present work does not develop, therefore, from the certainty of influence, but from the initial recognition of parallelisms between the productions of the two authors. Susan Bassnett has referred to this intuitive awareness as determining the adoption of a comparative approach: ‘a reader may be impelled to follow up what appear to be similarities between texts or authors from different cultural contexts.’23 This study constitutes an exercise of comparative literature that would conform to at least two characteristics of the field, as defined by Bassnett (p. 1). First, it ‘involves the study of texts across cultures’ (although Espriu and Eliot could be regarded as representative authors of a unified European or Western culture, it is of course equally valid to state that they belong to two different European cultures). Second, it is ‘concerned with patterns of connection in literatures across both time and space’ (although Eliot and Espriu are, practically speaking, contemporaries, the study of their works inevitably involves other works from different periods).


The present work exemplifies one of the basic roles of comparative literature: namely, raising awareness of connections between texts that would perhaps go unnoticed in national literature studies. The detection, description and analysis of intertextual evidence has two interrelated results: cultural affinities, similarities across time and space, emerge; furthermore, the study of authors from a comparative perspective causes them to be perceived differently, new knowledge about them being gained.24 Connections and parallelisms are unveiled by comparison, presupposing a vision of literature as a whole whose parts are—although not always evidently—interrelated. This implication is compatible with Northrop Frye’s archetypal structuralism, which is an important component of the theoretical and critical basis underpinning this study.


Northrop Frye ‘looks at the literature of all times as “a total form” and examines works of art not in isolation but within this formal universe, as potentially relevant to “the total cultural form of our present life.”’25 Frye’s objective is to discern a ‘co-ordinating principle’ underlying and uniting the totality of literary works. This can be achieved through the study of archetypes, which ‘enables us to perceive the shared myths that literary works rely on and explore: through that awareness we can glimpse the underlying structure of the structures of all works.’26


Frye’s mythopoeic or archetypal criticism was based on Carl Gustav Jung’s theories. Some of Jung’s ideas are compatible with Eliot’s critical views: the work of literature is ‘something supra-personal,’ ‘a creative reorganization’ of previous achievements, ‘a living being that uses man [the poet] as a nutrient medium.’27 According to Elizabeth Drew, ‘the development of his [Eliot’s] poetry contains an interesting parallel to some of the materials cited by Jung’ and confirms that literary creativity operates fundamentally through symbolisation. Drew adds that imaginative equivalence and patterning were, to Eliot, of the very essence of poetry: ‘The recognition of sensuous symbolism as the richest form of human perception, and its ordering into pattern as the basis of poetic technique, had been from the beginning his whole theory and practice of poetry.’28


The analysis of imaginative patterns and symbolism has been similarly productive in studying Espriu. In the preface of an anthology of Espriu’s poems translated into English, Magda Bogin declares that in his poetry, ‘there are few identifiable men and women; Espriu’s world is the ancient one of myth and archetype. The presences too are mythic: the ragman, the beggar, the leper; Prometheus, Tiresias, Salom, the name Espriu gave himself.’29 Probably because of this, Josep Maria Castellet, in his seminal Iniciació a la poesia de Salvador Espriu, chose Frye’s archetypology as a basic reference: he used Frye’s ‘theory of modes’ to account for Espriu’s whole production, which he considered an example of the ‘encyclopaedic form,’ like Eliot’s poetry.30 Another Espriuan scholar, Maria Isabel Pijoan i Picas, has adopted a number of approaches that are archetypal in essence: symbolic hermeneutics, figurative structuralism or mytho-criticism.31 Rather than on Frye, she draws on French theorists such as Gilbert Durand and Gaston Bachelard.32


Eliot and Frye are considered by Evelyn J. Hinz and John J. Teunissen as archetypal critics, although not Jungian, since for them archetypes are imaginative patterns, rather than images originating in the unconscious.33 There is another important distinction between Jungian criticism and Frye’s archetypal structuralism, as regards their notion of tradition. For Jung, the collective unconscious was parallel to cultural tradition, the latter belonging to the realm of consciousness (Drew, p. 15). Frye admits that the recurrence of images in the work of different poets indicates that these cannot be assumed to belong to their ‘private mythology’ or ‘peculiar formation of symbols’—what Jung called the personal unconscious.34 However, the Canadian critic does not consider the collective unconscious to be their source, and substitutes this concept for that of literary tradition, which to him is the source of the archetypes of literature.35 Frye’s notion of tradition is comparable to Eliot’s.


The appearance of archetypes in successive historical periods makes archetypal criticism easy to subsume under the wider, non-chronological perspective of comparative literature. National, cultural and linguistic specificities will be similarly disregarded by comparative archetypology. Therefore, this will be an appropriate approach for the study of Espriu and Eliot in themselves, and in their relation to their coincident references and allusions. As suggested above, the objective is not so much tracing the two poets’ influences (on each other, from previous or on subsequent poets) as examining their confluence in a number of archetypes manifested in literary tradition. Detailed description and discussion of the two poets’ imagination will demonstrate that they share a common tradition and that they play a similar role in preserving and continuing it. The method followed for this comparative study, therefore, can be described as archetypal and thematological, largely articulated through close reading and not excluding intuition, description and interpretation.


Although both Eliot and Espriu have a cohesive production that includes prose, drama and literary criticism, the present study restricts its scope to their poetry. The object of study covers the practical totality of their poetic works—about 500 poems of varying length. The emphasis is, however, on their most cohesive creative periods: in Eliot’s production, from Prufrock and Other Observations (1917) to Four Quartets (1942); in Espriu’s, from Cementiri de Sinera (1946) to Setmana Santa (1971).36 Both periods comprise, curiously and fascinatingly, exactly twenty-five years.


Nancy Duvall Hargrove has identified five imaginative constructs or archetypes that define T. S. Eliot’s poetry and its internal evolution: ‘the city (boredom, triviality, sterility), the country (release, fertility, rebirth), the desert (chaos, terror, emptiness), the garden (ecstasy, innocence, serenity) and the sea and river,’ which are associated, among other things, with ‘eternity, destruction, creation, mystery.’37 These clusters of imagery may be paired (city-desert, country-garden or gardensea, for instance) and they are also central to Salvador Espriu’s poetry, as we will see. The structure of this comparative study reflects the relevance of some of these archetypal clusters (desert, garden, sea, city) and their conceptual relations, as well as their thematic dimension. It will also delve into the imagery of time and the natural cycles. From the detailed study of their imagery, we will draw conclusions about the two poets, their reverence for literary tradition and the cohesive and encyclopaedic nature of their respective poetic productions.
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Chapter 1


Devastation and the Desert


There had never been more poverty in the country, neither had heathen men behaved worse than these did [...] Wherever one sowed, the earth would yield no corn, because the land had gone waste with the things they did, and people said openly that Christ and his saints were asleep.


The Peterborough Chronicle, 1137


We will begin at the imaginative setting most commonly identified with the poetic works of Salvador Espriu and T. S. Eliot. This cluster of images is characterised by devastation, its blueprint being the Biblical desert or wilderness. In Ecclesiastes, the Preacher predicts a hopeless future; his vision exemplifies what Northrop Frye calls ‘the demonic’ or ‘tragic,’ and both our poets identify aspects of their present reality in it.


Other sources that cannot be ignored, especially in considering Eliot’s The Waste Land, are the works of James Frazer and Jessie Weston. Espriu did not draw directly on these, but connections can be made thanks to the Catalan poet’s interest in ancient myth and the comprehensive nature of his poetic imagination, which operates in a similar way to Eliot’s. The analysis of fertility rites evidences the connections between the natural processes, the narratives of the lives of divinities and those of their worshippers. Weston further shows how all these imaginative patterns become ingrained in medieval literature; the stylised portrayal of spring—to which several of the poems examined in this chapter hark back, if only to sway from it—is a good example.


This outline of the poets’ imaginative background would be complete with a reference to the historical context in which their poems were produced. It is undeniable that the two World Wars determined the concerns of a significant part of twentieth century European literature; the same is true about Spain and its Civil War. Both Salvador Espriu and T. S. Eliot had a first-hand experience of war, but what share did the wars that they lived have in shaping what we could call the imagery of devastation and hopelessness?


WAR AND THE POETS


The contemporary reception of Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922), its becoming an emblem of post-war desolation and its author’s rejection of far-reaching interpretations of the poem have been the object of scholarly discussion. Leaving the various readings of the poem and the poet’s intentions in writing it aside, it is clear that The Waste Land powerfully reflects a critical moment, be it individual, social, historical—one or all of these.


Alan Marshall refuses to consider Eliot’s WL the denunciation of a collective moral crisis. If we accept that the poem’s central theme is the death of a common set of values, it would be contradictory to assert that it aspired to capture the feelings of a unified community: ‘The writers of the twenties and thirties threatened to turn a poem which dealt, in an inevitably private way, with the disappearance of those common values which make a public language possible, into the very thing which Eliot felt no longer existed: a public language, common values’ (author’s emphasis).’1


World War I (1914-1918) could be thought of as the concomitant or amplification of the crisis that Eliot was, if not denouncing in its social extent, at least suffering at an individual level. According to Marshall, the immediate post-war, in a nation overtaken by social division, turned out to be the optimal atmosphere for an enthusiastic reception of WL: ‘The country was more divided than it knew. And when The Waste Land appeared in 1922, among the young and educated at least it struck a chord’ (Marshall, p. 95).


The consequences of the war were not only a geographical and political reorganisation of the world, but also a generalised feeling of frustration that many readers detected in The Waste Land. The imagery of some sections can be readily related to the horror of World War I, and for later readers, it must have resonated with the developments of World War II (1939-1945), such as the introduction of air raids and the diasporas of refugees:


What is that sound high in the air


Murmur of maternal lamentation


Who are those hooded hordes swarming


Over endless plains, stumbling in cracked earth


(ll. 367-370)


These lines have been extracted from part 5 of WL, ‘What The Thunder Said.’ In his notes, Eliot explains that ‘the present decay of eastern Europe’ is one of the themes of this section and connects the lines just quoted to Herman Hesse’s Blick ins Chaos, written two years after the end of World War I. In a passage of this work, quoted by Eliot, Eastern Europe is compared to a drunkard walking along the edge of a precipice: ‘fährt betrunken im heiligen Wahn am Abgrund entlang und singt dazu’ (Eliot, Collected Poems, pp. 74-75; ‘drives drunkenly in spiritual frenzy along the edge of the abyss, sings drunkenly’).2 Hesse’s imagery bears significant resemblance to that used by David Lloyd George, Prime Minister in wartime, to describe the scenario that led to the conflict. Niall Ferguson opens 1914: Why the World Went to War with Lloyd George’s famous line from his War Memoirs: ‘The nations slithered over the brim into the boiling cauldron of war.’3


There is also a striking imaginative coincidence with one of Salvador Espriu’s favourite allegories of the future awaiting modern men and women. In his poetry, a group of blind men, lead by someone as blind as them, is intended to represent the whole of human kind (Castellet, Iniciació, p. 110). In poem XLI of La pell de brau (1960), the blind walk on as hypnotised, like the Londoners portrayed by Eliot in WL and inspired by Dante’s neutrals in hell. Row after row, the blind fall over into the abyss of cruelty:


Els cecs avançaven, pel més orb guiats,


dret a les cingleres de la crueltat.


Com deturaríem passos vacil·lants,


quan els pensa lliures de caure en el mal


la blancor parada d’aquest fix esguard?


Mentre rodolaven esgarips d’esglai,


una nova fila camina palpant


l’eterna tenebra que l’engolirà.4


Let us return to ‘What the Thunder Said,’ partly inspired by the Biblical journey to Emmaus. In Luke’s gospel (also in Mark 16. 12-13), two of his disciples do not acknowledge the resurrected Jesus as he joins them on their way to Emmaus (Luke 23: 13-16). The unnoticed Jesus can be associated with the mysterious figure, ‘wrapped in a brown mantle, hooded’ (WTS, l. 364), that two of the voices in Eliot’s poem see intermittently, as they walk ‘up the white road’ (WTS, l. 363). The two disciples in the Emmaus narration only realise who the man is when he repeats the ritual of the Last Supper. Later, Jesus appears to the Apostles, but initially they doubt whether the vision is real (Luke 24: 36-37).


The journey to Emmaus raises the question of the frailty of faith. The disciples did not believe one another’s news of having seen their Master alive, they were too confused to recognise him and believed his presence a hallucination. All this could be considered the objective correlative showing that faith weakens in adverse circumstances—in this case, the disciples’ faith in the prophets’ and Christ’s own predictions of his death and resurrection. The feelings of the disciples are paralleled to those of the disoriented post-war European citizens. Surrounded by chaos, they are too blind to detect any possibilities for redemption; they lack any strong beliefs to hold on to.


In WL, we learn through different voices about the effects of war at a domestic level as well. The famous pub scene in ‘The Fire Sermon’ shows how a war or post-war environment can alter people’s relationships, how husband and wife can estrange each other, sharing only everyday squalor and perfunctory sex:


When Lil’s husband got demobbed, I said—


I didn’t mince up my words, I said to her myself,


HURRY UP PLEASE IT’S TIME


Now Albert’s coming back, make yourself a bit smart.


He’ll want to know what you done with that money he gave you


To get yourself some teeth. He did, I was there.


You have them all out, Lil, and get a nice set,


He said, I swear, I can’t bear to look at you.


And no more can’t I, I said, and think of poor Albert,


He’s been in the army four years, he wants a good time,


And if you don’t give it him, there’s others will, I said.


Oh is there, she said. Something o’that, I said.


Then I’ll know who to thank, she said, and gave me a straight look. (ll. 139-151)


In some poems in Espriu’s Les cançons d’Ariadna (first published in 1949), the war is to blame for the destruction of love, but, unlike the story of Lil and Albert, Espriu’s love stories in this book are ironically touched by conventional romanticism. The poem ‘Veient Rosie a la finestra,’ subtitled ‘Dos anys i un dia abans de l’Era Atòmica. Cançó d’un soldat negre’ is possibly the only poem by Espriu set in the United States, during War World II. A troop of black soldiers is parading in Harlem, before going to war in Japan. There is no patriotic fervour in these soldiers; they are in fear instead:


Soldats a peu, en moto, en autocar,


van a la guerra sense cap passió,


units tan sols per un mateix dolor.


These lines are from the first stanza, mostly written in the third person. In the other two stanzas, we hear the voice of a soldier, lamenting the fact that he has to leave his girlfriend Rosie, aware that he might not see her again:


Oh noia meva, somni, quina por


de perdre’t, ara que ja t’he trobat!


[...]


Em sento trist i miro el meu destí,


advers i amarg, contrari a la il·lusió.


És ben tancat tot l’esdevenidor.


Però si caic, al llarg d’aquest camí,


pensaré en Rosie, fins l’últim dia, Rosie!


In the poem following ‘Veient Rosie,’ ‘La princesa del Iang-Tsé,’ the Chinese princess, infatuated with a warrior, waits for him to come back from the front, but he never returns and she dies of sadness.


The two poems discussed, unusual because of their settings, attest to the centrality of the subject-matter of war in Espriu’s work—specifically, war as the cause of truncated love. In another poem from CA, ‘Rars ecos pels tombants,’ the lively flow of joyful recollections (the child’s relationship with an aunt Maria, the stories she told him, his fantasies) is suddenly blocked by the ghost of war. In the summer, the flight of swifts (falcies), with their scythe-shaped wings can be regarded an omen of death:


Però s’enllordava


el net cel d’estiu,


falcies de l’odi


movien brogit:


lleu focs cremarien


el nostre país.


It would hardly be an exaggeration to refer to Espriu’s poetic work as an antiwar manifesto. The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) changed his life, abruptly putting an end to his happy childhood and adolescence, shattering his youthful projects of personal and intellectual fulfilment. He had set his heart on finishing his degree in history as an egyptologist. In fact, he had applied for a grant to do so in France but, as he explains in a television interview, the outbreak of war prevented him from carrying out his plans.5 The war frustated Espriu’s career as a student, which he had pursued brilliantly and enjoyed to the utmost up to that point: ‘He did not return to the university until after Franco’s death, when he was awarded an honorary degree. He earned his living by working in a notary public’s office. He flatly refused to engage in any public activity or to write in Spanish, the only language permitted at the time […] He had decided that his world had been destroyed by the war which had just begun. He deliberately sought out the kingdom of death, the negation of the life which lay before him.’6


If we take these biographical circumstances into account, adding to them that the war ended with a fascist victory and that forty years of political repression ensued, the elegiac tone of Espriu’s poetry is explained and justified. Franco’s victory aggravated the political and cultural strangulation of the peripheral nations of Spain. Espriu’s mythical nation, Sinera, stands for Catalonia not being able to develop fully under repression.7 Death reigns in Sinera, as a result of a war that affected Espriu deeply and changed the tone of his work dramatically. In an interview in 1970, he explained that, had the war never happened and especially, had it not resulted in severe censorship and the persecution of Catalan culture, he would have probably continued to write fiction like El doctor Rip or Laia, published in the 30s. Poetry became a more suitable means of expression in the new political situation.8
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