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      Six Catalan Poets is the ninth volume in a series of bilingual anthologies which brings contemporary poetry from around Europe to English-language readers. It is not by accident that the tired old phrase about poetry being ‘lost in translation’ came out of an English-speaking environment, out of a tradition that has always felt remarkably uneasy about translation – of contemporary works, if not the classics. Yet poetry can be and is ‘found’ in translation; in fact, any good translation reinvents the poetry of the original, and we should always be aware that any translation is the outcome of a dialogue between two cultures, languages and different poetic sensibilities, between collective as well as individual imaginations, conducted by two voices, that of the poet and of the translator, and joined by a third interlocutor in the process of reading.




      And it is this dialogue that is so important to writers in countries and regions where translation has always been an integral part of the literary environment and has played a role in the development of local literary tradition and poetics. Writing without reading poetry from many different traditions would be unthinkable for the poets in the anthologies of this series, many of whom are accomplished translators who consider poetry in translation to be part of their own literary background and an important source of inspiration.




      While the series ‘New Voices from Europe and Beyond’ aims to keep a finger on the pulse of the here-and-now of international poetry by presenting the work of a small number of contemporary poets, each collection, edited by a guest editor, has its own focus and rationale for the selection of the poets and poems. In this anthology, readers meet six poets writing in a language with a long literary tradition and a modern history of struggle for its retrieval, recognition and autonomy. Catalan literature has had to assert itself vigorously to be recognized and appreciated as part of the vibrant, autonomous culture whose artists had long before conquered the international scene. The poets presented here belong to a generation born in the 60s and 70s, that has benefited from and actively participated in the period of reassertion of Catalan culture made possible by successive political steps towards ever greater autonomy, not only though their writing but also though their work in the cultural and academic sphere. Their poetry, characterized by intellectual rigour and artistic awareness heightened by the need to continuously re-examine one’s position in multiple cultural and linguistic frameworks, is contextualized in the editor’s informative and comprehensive introduction and superbly rendered in translations specially commissioned for this collection.




      My thanks go to everyone who made this edition possible.




      Alexandra Büchler
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      A (TELESCOPIC) LOOK AT CATALAN POETRY




      


      





      In 2003, Arthur Terry’s excellent A Companion to Catalan Literature opened with the avowed purpose of shedding light for the benefit of the English-speaking reader on “an important but, on the whole neglected, area of Peninsular culture”. Terry states that during the past century Catalan writers have been far less well-known outside their own country than artists from other disciplines, such as Gaudí, Miró, Tàpies, Pau Casals, Montserrat Caballé, whereas all have exhibited “a similar degree of excellence”.1 Ten years later, the situation has barely changed: the literature of the main territories in which Catalan is spoken (Catalonia, Valencia and the Balearic Islands)2 still fails to compete with the cultural (and touristic) attraction of its respective capitals, Barcelona in particular. Furthermore, given its political dependence, it has to compete while always being associated, in one way or another, with the majority culture and language of the State to which these territories, administratively speaking, belong: Spain and Castilian. This is a shocking situation when we realise that we are speaking about a thousand-year-old literature whose earliest manifestations date from the twelfth century, written in a language spoken by ten million people (the twelfth most spoken language of Europe) and with in excess of ten thousand titles published each year, especially in Barcelona, an important publishing centre. With the Franco dictatorship over and after more than thirty years of democracy, the country retains intact its unfulfilled national aspirations which would, given the opportunity, bring together all aspects of its culture. Meanwhile, we have had to wait for occasions such as the Frankfurt Book Fair of 2007, in which Catalan culture was special guest, in order to reveal its quantity and excellence to the outside world. I would like to think, as the anthologist of these six Catalan poets, that their publication is one more step and, I hope, a firm one, in this direction. After all, we should have confidence in the future, first because literary activity, fed by new recruits, never ceases throughout the Catalan countries, and secondly because history shows, every step of the way, how our culture has been strong enough to overcome critical situations far more adverse than the present. It will be useful to cast our minds back.




      In 1953, one of the most clear-sighted Catalan poets of the twentieth century, Gabriel Ferrater, published in the Spanish magazine Ínsula a grim diagnosis of the health of Catalan culture: ‘Madame se meurt’ (The Lady is Dying).3 Ferrater was alluding to the lecture given by the French poet, Paul Valéry, in Barcelona in 1924, with its serious warning to the local intelligentsia that it should devote itself above all to prose: the author of Le Cimetière Marin was flagging up the example of another minority culture that has become extinct, Occitan, which, even when represented by figures like the Nobel prizewinner, Frédéric Mistral, was already “dead through having been nothing but poetry”. Ferrater used the argument to warn how Catalan culture too was in grave danger, in spite of producing a rich flow of poetry. His fear was that without powerful prose and within the frame of a life “void of legalities” – it is easy to see here a denunciation of the Franco regime’s persecution of Catalan language and identity – the Catalan people would one day end by adopting, as an instrument of expression, a language other than their own. More than half a century later, Catalan has not been replaced, but has been forced to carry on side by side with Castilian. It may seem that Ferrater, bird of ill omen, was exaggerating, but an historical overview of Catalan poetry, full of brilliance and shadows, is enough to make clear the real perils that this writer was alerting us to.




      As heir to the Provençal troubadour tradition, poetry in Catalan knew a moment of extraordinary splendour in the fifteenth century when, under the influence of Petrarch, it included the giant figure of Ausiàs March, the most prodigious lyric poet among the many others flourishing at that time, and an example of meditative introspection. But it is equally true that, a little later, it had to overcome a dense silence that lasted from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries: the so-called ‘Decadence’, a period of Spanish political and cultural hegemony during which this illustrious tradition seemed to be alive only in the weak, anonymous beat of popular poetry. Without the impetus, Romantic in origin, associated with a renewed national consciousness that animated what became known in the nineteenth century as the ‘Renaissance’, the future of poetry and indeed of Catalan culture as a whole would have been disastrous. The country recovered confidence in its language through poetry that was epic in concept and patriotic in tone, and it would not be wrong to see its history from then on as a slow recovery towards catching up with Western poetry after three centuries of abeyance. From this time of re-establishment then, the principal names within the genre are those who were most responsible for reducing that décalage: Jacint Verdaguer (1845-1902), energetic forger of a poetic language; Joan Maragall (1860-1911), an example of moral sincerity; and Josep Carner (1884-1970), a believer in the perfect form, though not as an obstacle to the communication of deeply held feelings, but rather as their best ally. In the course of his work we witness, as though in a speeded-up film, the irreversible awakening of the Catalan poetic. From the beginning of the twentieth century, with the language now become a trustworthy and standardized instrument, until the fracture imposed by the Civil War, the authentic flourishing of the genre produced a handful of first class writers: Carles Riba, J. V. Foix, Joan Salvat-Papasseit, Joan Oliver / Pere Quart, and Agustí Bartra. Taken together, they covered to an extraordinary degree the whole gamut of forms, themes and tones, from rationalist abstraction to surrealism, from eroticism to satire, from the hymn to the elegy. The diaspora of exile, the harsh Francoist repression and the premature disappearance of writers such as Bartomeu Rosselló-Pòrcel and Màrius Torres, gave rise to fears of another period of obscurity, and nothing could better exemplify this than the death of Carles Riba – becoming the most powerful symbol of cultural resistance – in 1959. The end of the fifties seemed to presage a definite decline; fortunately, however, the reasons for despondency soon proved to be without foundation.




      In fact the following decade could not have begun in more promising fashion. The appearance in 1960 of Da nuces pueris (Give the Children Nuts to Eat) by Gabriel Ferrater (1922-1972) and La pell de brau (The Bull’s Hide) by Salvador Espriu (1913-1985) attest to the widespread evidence of an engaged civil realism, but which each poet understands in his own way. Espriu oriented his usual meditation on death towards historic circumstances; Ferrater, on the other hand, launched a poetry of moral experience (in the style of poets like Auden or Graves) which his later work, collected in 1968 as Les dones i els dies, was to make yet more dense and subtle (translated into English in 2004, it aroused, for example, the admiration of Seamus Heaney).4 The influence in Catalonia of these two great poets is similar to that which made Blai Bonet (1926-1997) the great reviver of Balearic poetry and Vicent Andrés Estellés (1924-1993) the Valencian poet of greatest importance after Ausiàs March. This decade finally also brought to fruition three bodies of work as notable as they are distinctive: the tireless experimentalism of Joan Brossa (1919-1998), the figurative symbolism of Joan Vinyoli (1919-1984), and the profound and pared-down diction of Miquel Martí i Pol (1929-2003), whose popularity gave him, right up until his death, the prominence reserved for a national poet.
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