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			Martin Earl is a poet and translator who lives in Coimbra. His translations include Fernando Pessoa’s Message (2020). His poetry has appeared most recently in Nervo/10 – Colectivo de Poesia, translated by Margarida Vale de Gato. 

		

	
		
			Purpose

			Five Coimbra Poets takes historical contingency—the accident—as a pretext that would seem to unify profoundly different poetical voices from diverse centuries. Its chronological range is ample, starting in late medieval Portugal with Dom Dinis and ending with Fernando Assis Pacheco in the last half of the 20th century. To this historical contingency a contingency of choices is added—an accident of choices. A dual opportunity, a dual purpose: firstly, to bring together certain poets who were either born or lived in Coimbra and who were touched in a way—more or less asymmetrically, more or less explicitly—by the city, by the surrounding countryside and the region; secondly, to offer up poets and poems, some more canonical than others, whose occasion here reflects a personal and subjective choice that is tailored towards both initiation and concision.

			Dom Dinis and Sá de Miranda are joined by the two 19th century poets who most marked the memory of literature which the city keeps alive and which the poems themselves keep alive of the city. Both Antero de Quental and Camilo Pessanha are, in this sense, crucial. The lyrical intensity of landscape and cityscape is alive as well in Fernando Assis Pacheco, who perhaps wrote the most penetrating and moving poems about Coimbra and its worlds, which were those of his childhood, adolescence and early manhood.

			The relationship between poetry and identity is complex, and my purpose here is not to articulate it with any thoroughness. Nevertheless, it is important to underline this complexity and draw from it some lessons that arise out of it in fundamental ways.

			Poetry’s identity is upstream from the identity of a people or the spirit of place, which could be a city or a region. And the poets presented in this anthology should be read with this warning in mind. A few more points accrue from here. 

			For instance, to what country, place or city does one who is a citizen of no community—like the philosopher Wittgenstein—belong?

			To write poetry is to challenge the sense and the sound of the world in a single, precise gesture.

			It brings us closer not to an original experience, but to the possibility of interference. To interfere in this game of tensions between sound and sense, but to do so without warning, without permission, without reverence, even, for the tradition, despite the weight the tradition has in what is being done, despite the immeasurable ambition of one who would sidestep the blind knot of tradition. 

			So, what is there of identity in the poems if not the deep identity of this game of sound and sense? Not much.	

			But in that paucity there is—possibly—a world. 

			Poetry can aspire to the affirmation of a world. And when does that aspiration become decisive and a considerable part of the linguistic game poetry plays? When that world is threatened, and, to a certain extent, all poetry is permanently under threat. An existential threat, whose horizon is the death and failure of the language to which the poet responds by mobilizing expressive and formal means that seem to him, initially, forbidden, given the abrasion that affects ordinary articulations and the real-world dumbing down that impoverishes and wears out the language. 

			Only unmeasured attention, and generalized and intensive reflexivity, will rescue the language and fend off, even if circumstantially, the weight of this threat. Only this kind of attention can forge the language anew, that is, reinvent it, give it worlds which are forms of lyrical interference in the ordinary fabric of words in their phonetic, syntactic and semantic environments. There is no origin, but there is, if we want, a purpose, an imminence of rescue, an anticipation. There is no wellspring, but there is a downstream, a distant future, and, perhaps, a reunion. 

			The identity-creating affirmation is a false one and lies outside the search for a response (for a form of resistance) to this very real threat. All those poets who have taken on the role of creating collective identities (of a people, of a place, of a city) have failed in their purposes, and betrayed the urgency of those who write without alternatives. The poets collected here wrote, in this sense, without alternatives.

			One final note: this work would also not have been possible without the concurrence of certain fundamental anthologies that mark the memory out of which Portuguese literature is constructed, notwithstanding my skepticism about previous, current and future attempts to collectivize poetry. I am thinking in particular about Enchanting Coimbra: A Collection of Poetry about Coimbra, by Adosinda Providência and Madalena Torgal Ferreira (2003), A Personal Anthology of Portuguese Poetry, by Eugénio de Andrade (1999), and Portuguese Poems: An Anthology of the Portuguese Poetry of the 18th and 19th Centuries, edited by Jorge Reis-Sá and Rui Lage (2009).  

			All reading is a journey—just as all writing is—through an internal and external landscape, a mental landscape that appeals to the profound concatenation that extends from language to the world and back again, and that annuls the claims of patrimony and territory that, apparently, are part of the hasty reading that subordinates poetry to the collective.

			As the author of the anthology at hand, I invite you on a journey, which is also personal, full of discovery and surprise. So, have a good trip!

			Luís Quintais
November 2019

		

	
		
			Translator’s note

			Luís Quintais, Portuguese poet, anthropologist and the anthologist behind Five Coimbra Poets, says something rather remarkable in the introduction to this volume: “Poetry’s identity is upstream from the identity of a people or the spirit of place…” The gist of this truth is that there is no obvious line between the poem and its occasion. And by occasion I mean all of that which informs other uses of written language: fiction, theatre, journalism, the essay, literary or social criticism, etc., in which the linkage between content and authorial intent is foregrounded and used to consolidate character, motive, place, and the narrative arc of the well-told. Indeed, poetry is closer to music than it is to its written relatives in that it resists its own context. Cleanth Brooks in his 1957 volume The Well Wrought Urn spoke of “the heresy of paraphrase.” In his understanding the poem was a “simulacrum of reality” and not a “statement about experience.” 
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