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The Figueró-Montmany district of Catalonia.


(Fragment reproduced from the map “Cingles de Bertí”, courtesy of Editorial Alpina, Barcelona, 2013.)
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Main street with donkey – Figueró around 1910.


(Courtesy of the Municipal Archive, Figueró-Montmany)




Introduction


The novelist and the novel in context


Raimon Casellas i Dou (b. Barcelona 1855) died, almost certainly by suicide, in 1910. The reasons for his premature death can be read between the lines of his novel Els sots feréstecs. The first edition appeared in Barcelona in 1901, although all of its chapters had previously been published between 1899 and 1900 in a Catalan newspaper. Els sots feréstecs is considered to be the first truly modern novel in Catalan.


Casellas was an extremely influential figure in Catalan Modernisme. This movement corresponded in broad terms to Art Nouveau and the European fin de siècle, and it left a major legacy on all artistic fronts. The architect Antoni Gaudí and contemporaries like Domènech i Muntaner and Puig i Cadafalch exemplified a revolution in style which also reverberated locally in every branch of the decorative arts. The young Picasso was formed in that setting, absorbing trends which were distinctive in outstanding Catalan painters like Ramon Casas, Santiago Rusiñol and Isidre Nonell. It is important to understand Els sots feréstecs as a manifestation of the same ‘cultural revolution’.


Casellas was primarily an art historian and critic, but his novel Els sots feréstecs, and his two collections of short stories (Les multituds: 1906; Llibre d’històries: 1909) demonstrated a talent for giving literary form to his intellectual and artistic concerns.


Modernisme was superseded by the more sober cultural model of Noucentisme which prevailed in the first decades of the twentieth century. Casellas was torn between his own initial artistic idealism and the demands of a more disciplined programme. Class conflict and social turbulence, however, were exacerbated during the same period, and this undoubtedly contributed to the author’s final disillusionment, perhaps anticipated already (intuitively and poetically) in his novel.


With input from Modernisme and then Noucentisme, the basis of twentieth-century Catalan politics and culture were established. These can be concisely defined as: organised demands for autonomy within the Spanish state, affirmation of cultural distinctiveness and consolidation of the status of the Catalan language. The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) followed by the dictatorship of Francisco Franco led to a period of social and cultural repression with the suppression of the Catalan language and culture. After the death of Franco in 1975 things changed during Spain’s difficult transition to democracy. The Spanish Constitution of 1978 gave the Catalan language special ‘respect’ and specific protection in the respective autonomy statutes of Catalonia (1979), Valencia (1982) and the Balearic Islands (1983). The new political context enable Catalan literature to recover its twentieth-century momentum and flourish again. A good illustration of this is the fact that the first edition of Els sots feréstecs with a scholarly introduction appeared in 1980, at a time when many other key writers from the pre-war period were being ‘rediscovered’.


Els sots feréstecs/Dark Vales


Els sots feréstecs artistically converts an actual place into a ‘landscape of the mind’ (while the real location is endowed with a mythical aura derived from the fictional recreation).The novel is set in a rural region of Catalonia, centred on the parish of Montmany, some 40 kilometres north from Barcelona. The author’s personal links with the area and with the parish priest there at the end of the nineteenth century are explained in the Editor’s note. Nowadays Montmany is a more accessible place than it was in the late nineteenth century, but it retains much of its ruggedness, especially as most of the traditional subsistence agricultural activity has now disappeared. At the time when the novel was written this was a remote and forbidding ‘back of beyond’, the reason for the priest’s exile, is the sin of heterodoxy. The ex-seminarian Casellas’s feel for the territory is reflected in his novel to the extent that the words on the page can virtually be used as a guide for finding one’s way around the whole district.


The author put a lot of himself into the novel and its central character. ‘Intensity of feeling and of technique’ had been highlighted by him as the main requirement for Catalan fiction in order to put the literature of his own country in line with the European fin de siècle. As a prominent historian and critic, Casellas was fully abreast of the currents which were transforming Western culture. One main agent in the intellectual ferment within which he was working was a preoccupation with the idea of a ‘Godless universe’ (derived from Schopenhauer and Nietzsche). Thus the Decadent morbidity which pervades Dark Vales is an effort to explore the bounds of human reason, which ran up against the inadequacy of language to communicate ultimate truths and the mysteries of the human condition. The frequent use of punctuation dots for pregnant pauses (a favourite Symbolist device) is intended to show moments of crisis where reason and words begin to fail and where silence itself is supremely expressive. In a similar way the constant reiteration throughout of key phrases and motifs is a literary application of Wagner’s musical Leitmotiven. The notion of ‘landscape of the mind’ surfaces prominently here, and is complemented by Casellas’s use of an earthy and rough-edged diction (at the time a notable innovation in literary Catalan) in presenting description, action and the characters’ speech.


The translation aspires to be faithful to the principal stylistic features of the original: to render the subtle interplay between a landscape and the two minds which are central in Dark Vales: that of the narrator, merging with that of the main character. Casellas was writing at a time when the conventions of nineteenth-century realism, objectivity and the ‘authority’ of the omniscient, impersonal narrator, were being seriously questioned. Like many contemporary authors Casellas replaced the discredited omniscient narrator of conventional realism by inserting another consciousness in the narrative as a presence operating close to the level of a character’s mind. This is particularly evident in the treatment of the priest-protagonist’s dreams, visions and hallucinations, leading up to and then after his breakdown, from chapter XIV onwards. Especially innovative and challenging is the exploration of his ‘locked in’ catatonic condition in the final chapters, creating an ‘atmosphere of the mind’. There are points in Dark Vales where the relationship between the two ‘minds’ comes close to breaking point and where fragmentation of traditional narrative structures and syntax seems imminent.


Characterisation is highly stylised. The figure of Father Llàtzer, has to bear a lot of weight, perhaps too much. This, however, is an inevitable consequence of how the story is told.The presentation of the atavistic rustics as an amorphous, subhuman mass reworks Zola’s concept of la bête humaine in the light of contemporary trends in the new sciences of psychology, sociology and criminology. Monotony here is obviated by the presence of few minor characters: Aleix the truffle man, picked out of the anonymous peasant crowd in chapter I; pumpkin-faced Carbassot, feebler as a presence than Aleix, who figures in the interlude provided in chapter VI. This pairing is complemented by another one, the old couple who serve Father Llàtzer, and the local whore. The priest’s household companions, Josep and Mariagna act as a double-act Sancho Panza to Father Llàtzer’s Don Quixote. The inseparable pair supply an authentically human, and humane, dimension to a novel which, given the insistence of its symbolism and its prevailing bleakness of outlook, would be much the poorer and the more monotonous without them.


The striking and colourful figure of Footloose enlivens the action in her role as a caricature of the Decadent femme fatale: the embodiment of the forces of Evil, and ultimately of cosmic despair. Her name in Catalan, La Roda-soques, denotes both ‘vagabond’ and a woodland bird (treecreeper/nuthatch). It being impossible to convey in a single English word ‘footloose (and fancy free)’ was chosen.


The landscape of Montmany is the virtual protagonist in the novel, a feature enshrined in the Catalan title. For rendering sots feréstecs (‘wild ravines/gorges’) Dark Vales was chosen as it reflects the dominant emotional/psychological atmosphere of the narrative.


While it is difficult to dissociate the themes and the mood of Dark Vales from Raimon Casellas’s suicide in 1910, the novel has a much wider and more complex relevance than that or than the work’s religious trappings. Father Llàtzer can be seen as an archetype of the modern intellectual who aspires to improve, enlighten and dignify the society in which he lives. This grim parable about a parish priest who tries and fails to bring salvation to a benighted flock does not negate altogether a kind of nobility which inheres in the undertaking and in the efforts made to achieve it.


AY
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Villagers from Can Mas and Ca l’Antic – around 1910.


(Courtesy of Mercè Pareras i Puig)




Editor’s Note


The writings of Raimon Casellas were familiar to me from my childhood in the village of Figueró-Montmany in spite of Francoist censorship and the dictatorship’s proscription of the Catalan language. Set at the very end of the nineteenth century, the events narrated in this highly original novel take place in the dark vales of the parish of Sant Pau, in the rugged foothills of the Pyrenees. With forbidding crags, thick woods and magical ponds, the bitter winters there deny it the prosperity, based on hot springs, of the neighbouring village. The dilapidated partly Romanesque church of Sant Pau still stands in the wild empty ravines, having borne witness since Casellas’s day to poverty, revolts, and a bitter civil war. After the innumerable clumsy restorations it has suffered down the centuries, it is in danger now of succumbing finally to the fate so feared by Father Llàtzer.


In his youth, Raimon Casellas made several visits in those obscure yet enchanting valleys. He wrote later of going in 1870 to the Uià farm, fleeing from Barcelona with his mother during an outbreak of yellow fever in the city. With its ‘cultivated terraces lining the hillside like steps rising up towards the clouds’, the house there is a consistent point of geographical reference in the narrative. His intimate knowledge of the region is reflected in the geographical accuracy and emotional engagement of his descriptions.


The parish priest at the end of the nineteenth century was Father Lladó, who was on friendly terms with the young Casellas (himself a seminary student). Local archives record Lladó’s tussles to uphold in the district the authority of his own church. Conflicts between the clerical authorities and the villagers were to persist into my own childhood during the 1950s. It is likely that Lladó was the model for the central character in the book: the coincidence Lladó/Llàtzer is surely not accidental. The former was involved in ecclesiastical power struggles, whereas the fictional priest’s personal drama contains a higher ambition: to break ‘the umbilical cord that unites man to matter, thus freeing him from slavery’, in the words of Jordi Castellanos. Làtzer, however, fatally underestimates the power of the flesh or the dark allure of the rocky slopes with natural forces haunting the deep ravines and the dim paths in the Black Wood.


The densely poetic language of the original poses a daunting task for the translator. For years I had harboured the dream of bringing this extraordinary work to a wider public. After persuading Alan that Els sots feréstecs was not ‘untranslatable’, the idea was transformed into an up-and-running project which acquired definitive momentum when Dedalus accepted the work for publication.


My specialism as a painter and a lecturer in art emphasises my own sensitivity to the geographical and atmospheric characteristics of the countryside where I grew up and where Casellas had chosen to set his novel. Co-operation in the translation process has enabled me moreover to revisit in a creative way the moods, local legends and traditions of the place. The whole operation has been a laborious one as we were constantly confronted with issues which stemmed from different, but complementary, perspectives on the text. My personal reading of it involves a painter’s vision which inevitably suffuses my subjective responses to words on the page. I cannot but pursue a particular intimate suggestion emerging from a word or sentence, nor escape the idea that any translation can only be like a new layer painted on to a unique and precious fresco. Alan, on the other hand, had got involved in the project from within the disciplines of teaching and researching on modern Catalan language and literature, as well as having considerable experience of translating modern texts from that language into English. Our different backgrounds and cultural perspectives and our not completely coincident individual interpretations of the novel made for some intense, and ultimately productive, disputation.


Some general and two central problems concerning the translation are commented on in Alan’s presentation above. ‘Footloose’ remains still a bone of contention between us. My own preference was for keeping the original Catalan nickname La Roda-soques, in the hope that the reader would overcome its foreignness. Alan, on the other hand insisted that it was necessary to seek some equivalence in English, along the lines he expounds above. Other thematic and stylistic issues presented by the challenging character of the original text were efficiently resolved by dint of exchanging and re-working numerous annotated drafts as the translation process evolved. The co-operation just described has given both of us much private and ‘professional’ fulfilment. The result, we think, is a worthy version of a unique and captivating novel.


EB
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Religious Procession 1912


(Courtesy of the Municipal Archive, Figueró-Montmany)




I


Aleix the Truffle Man


Where, in the black name of the Devil, could the rotten bones of that old muckworm have gone to rest?


He was so damn doddering that folk believed he was over ninety, and there were those who would swear he was already well past a hundred. Some would even have wagered that his scraggy shoulders bore the weight of well over a hundred and fifteen or even a hundred and twenty years.


Among the shepherds of the rugged gorges of Montmany wild rumour had it that the old wretch had already been buried once, but because he had dark powers and was in league with the Devil and was very, very rich, he had struggled tooth and nail, they said, and managed to re-emerge from down below.


Once in a blue moon he would turn up at early Mass in the hilltop sanctuary of Puiggraciós, celebrated by a priest from another parish, and then everybody would look at him askance with a strange sort of malice where envy and perhaps even a certain admiration were combined.


‘Who would give two cents for that old blighter…’ would say a puzzled cowman.


‘And with that great stash of gold coins he must have, buried somewhere!’ added a woodsman, with a knowing look.


‘God blast him!’ everybody else barked greedily. ‘His coins ought to turn into scorpions!’


But what is certain is that none of those curses and sideways glances had any effect at all on him.


Hunched up with old age and with his head slumped, as if he was looking for needles on the ground, he shuffled clumsily by, pretending not to hear, confident in the two menacing great mastiffs with snarling fangs which, sniffing all around, went with him everywhere.


Whether for fear of the dogs or for fear of the old curmudgeon, children would run away in panic at the first sight of them. It was enough to shout, ‘Watch out, here comes Aleix,’ and all the youngsters would dash away to huddle in their mothers’ skirts. Some of the older boys would approach him, if only to show off or to try to scrounge something from him:


‘Aleix… give us a bit of loose change, will you?’ one youth would say.


‘Nah… nah,’ was always the reply, grumbled darkly.


‘Why not?’


‘’Cos I’ve not got no money, me.’


‘Go on, you have so!’


‘Nay, nah…’


‘You do very nicely from your truffles…’


‘Truffles… I don’t go a-looking for them.’


To dodge further questions and scrounging from the boys, the old man would quickly turn tail. Those denizens of the near-deserted ravines of Montmany were left gawping and awkwardly wondering. Ever since their local parish priest went away they had been left to their own dumb devices, except for the occasional Sunday when they were summoned to Mass by the bell of Puiggraciós. Meanwhile, old Aleix, with an unbelievable agility for his age, would be heading steeply down towards the Uià valley, crossing the Rovira pine woods, along under the edge of the Bertí crags, into the dense trees of the shady lower slopes until he reached the Ensulsida col. Then like a snake sliding into its lying place he sidled into the half-ruined farmhouse of Romaní.





Those four cracked walls under a roof with more holes than tiles, like a star-embroidered sky, were his abode, his hiding place. At dawn every day, he used to set out from there heading towards the sun, to engage in the mysterious pursuit of his truffles.


‘The damned things know how to bury themselves away right enough… but I can yank them out, sure I can,’ he would mutter, twisting his frame and sniggering to himself.


And, by Jeebers, well might he laugh, because in the many long years he had been scouring all the nooks and crannies deep in those craggy, dark ravines he had got to know alright where the god-damned truffles were to be found, all snugly tucked away underground… Damn and blast them! To avoid being seen they choose the most hidden spots, the most isolated barren patches, the grimmest bits of ground… and because they are such shifty, slovenly layabouts they look for places which stay dampish even though well aired by breezes and warmed by the midday sun… That’s why they seek shelter under trees with not too much cover, the hussies… to be able to lie around in the half-shade, with just enough sunlight and not too chilly…


From a hundred yards away the old man could tell the chosen spots of the scented truffle; and whenever he went by a poplar, a holm oak or a walnut tree, he would cast a glance around the base of the trunk and would know instantly if there was anything there worth going for. The dogs went ahead of him, sniffing or yelping, as though trailing rabbits. The old man plodded on behind carrying a shoulder bag and a mattock in his hand. Hours and hours sometimes went by in this way… The dogs would be rooting about under brambles or under a poisonous sumac shrub, but as soon as he heard one of them bark, the old man would jump like a locust towards where the noise came from, and a glance was enough for him to size up the spot.


Whenever he saw that the earth was swollen in a sort of mound, he poked at it with the handle of his mattock. If the ground sounded even slightly hollow, old Aleix would smirk with satisfaction as if saying to himself, ‘This is it!’ To be certain that he had hit the right spot, the only thing needed was to see the swarm of purple flies that would have been attracted by the scent of the truffle… Then he would kneel down and carefully dig away, gently lifting layers of soil… until the coveted prize appeared. One by one he collected the truffles; one by one he lovingly cleaned them; one by one he caressed them with the palm of his hand… And, having contemplated them for a while – so lovely and black, so polished, so very fine and pretty – he put them deftly into his bag.


Then he made ready to go back to his lair… But before setting off, he would call his dogs, making sure that there was nobody to be seen round about… With his head close to the ground he listened for a while, and then from under the palms of both hands he scanned his surroundings… If it was all clear, he would head off at a shuffle towards his hiding place at Romaní. He had to be on the lookout, to keep a careful eye open, because those woodsmen of Ensulsida weren’t to be trusted! Not to mention the nasty shepherds out on the low meadows! The Devil take them all!


That is why, when he arrived at the ruined farmstead, he could not resist sticking out his tongue to all those bloody rogues that envied his earnings. That is why he could never refrain from shaking an extended arm towards his neighbours’ houses in the deep valleys below, with fist clenched, muttering his curse:


‘Bugger the lot of you!’





It could be said that Aleix represented eternal temptation throughout the whole district of Montmany. The twisted figure of the old scarecrow, night and day filled the thoughts of the wretched folk living in the scattered houses of those steep-sided dark vales. Especially in the evenings, when men and women seated around a poorly burning fire were bolting mouthfuls of stale brown bread or taking deliberate swigs of rough wine. They could not drive out of their minds thoughts of the old man at Romaní, with so much money stashed away in the ground there. Murky plans of robbery or murder ran like blood-spattered phantoms through their torpid imaginations. Drowsily and mutely they were pondering the sinister idea that would not go away. Yet hardly ever was a word about it muttered. Then, when the trance was at its deepest, a shepherd would suddenly say ‘I saw Aleix today’. And all would raise their heads, startled, as though waking up from a horrible obsessive nightmare upon suddenly hearing an echo of their own thoughts.


‘And… where did you see him?’ asked the farm owner, feigning indifference.


‘T’were below Sunyer’s terraces.’


‘He must have been going into the village…’ the farmer’s wife insinuated.


‘Or perhaps up to town…’ said somebody else.


And once again there was a dreamy silence; they were all thinking about where he might have gone to, calculating the day of his return; imagining how much cash he would be bringing back from the sale of the truffles which fetched such a good price in town… After so many years spying on him, night and day, one could say that they were familiar with his every move. Adults and children knew that once every month he would take to the road, humping his load of truffles; that on his way back he would stop in Figueró to buy food and drink, and that he would always return carrying mutton joints and fresh bread in the folded corner of his blanket.


Not once but a hundred times, there had been someone who had thought of catching him unawares on the track and forcing him to hand over his money, or of firing off a shotgun at him, or of forcing him over the edge of the cliff… But these dark designs had never come to anything, because even the most unscrupulous plotters, when it came to taking real action, would feel a weird kind of fear when up against that mysterious man who, as the rumours went, had already been buried once and was in league with the Devil. And the terror inspired by the old man was the same as that felt by people about the ruined farm buildings at Romani. No one dared to go near there and, although the excuse was fear of the dogs, they were all in truth perturbed by the same thought: ‘God knows what there might be behind the wuthering darkness of those half-collapsed walls!’ When shepherds were within a stone’s throw of the ruins, the very most they would dare to do was to make the dogs bark by slinging a rock at the building, before rushing away downhill, making the sign of the cross and muttering ‘Jesus Christ!’ But then, one day, word went round that there had been no sight of Aleix anywhere in those parts. So many weeks had gone by and not a single soul had come across him, neither the shepherds with their flocks in the Brera woods nor the charcoal burners there working on the southern slopes. How or why he had disappeared was a complete mystery, but all of a sudden he was gone, as though the Devil had whisked him away. When the news began to spread through the ravines, passing quickly from one home to the next, a strange anxiety made the inhabitants’ hearts race. There was talk of nothing else in each and every household:


‘What might have happened?’


‘Perhaps he’s dead…’


‘Maybe he’s gone and left…’


‘We ought to go up there to see.’


‘There’s nothing else for it!’


Even though none of them knew what the others were up to, members of all the scattered households were setting off towards the ruined farmstead, the men ruefully recalling the opportunities they had missed to settle their scores with the vile old fiend. One of them thought back to the day he had come across him high on the Bertí crags… and had not had the guts to push him over the edge. Another now regretted not having blasted off his shotgun at him that evening he caught sight of him down in the Rovira stream bed. ‘How stupid of me!’ they kept thinking to themselves. So strong were these persistent, upsetting thoughts that it was a struggle to hide them when they ran into other parties whose footsteps were guided by the same objective.


‘Where are you going?’ the question passed between them.


‘We’re heading for Romani… What about you?’
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