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				Walls speak

				Since July this year, we have been bedazzled by the sharpness and expressive vigour of myriad posters that have covered the walls of every street and square, of every village and city. Nowadays walls not only have ears, as the cliché goes, they speak to us, cry out to us.

			

			
				AGUSTÍ BARTRA

				Barcelona, 1936

			

		

	
		
			Preface

			The poster art explosion of July 1936 is one of the most acclaimed phenomena of the Spanish Civil War. My chief interest in it, having been at its forefront, is the compelling momentum of mostly young artists who, renouncing the conventional ivory tower of ‘art for art’s sake’, were quick to join the people in the struggle against the military uprising.

			The outpouring of colour imagery slapped up on the walls of Barcelona embodied the indomitable will to fight of the citizens that beheld it, while drawing a vivid picture of the revolution in Catalonia for the watchful international public. It is important to emphasize this because no other popular movement, emerging as spontaneously as that of 19 July, had witnessed a graphic, or, shall we say, ‘intellectual’ mobilization of such magnitude.

			Hence, when popular committees were established overseas to provide aid to the Spanish Republic, the most widely distributed first-hand accounts of the struggle on Spanish soil were posters, most of which were Catalan. Likewise, Life magazine illustrated one of its first reports on the military rebellion with a photograph of a group of armed workers.#1 The posters behind them, in Catalan, clearly placed the scene of the action in Barcelona.

			From the outset, these posters were highly regarded by critics for their artistic merit, and they were frequently reproduced in both the Barcelona and the international press. To cite two examples: in its January 1937 issue, the Parisian periodical, Arts et Métiers Graphiques, appraised them as “La branche la plus remarquable, présentement, de l’art Catalan.” In November of the same year, The New York Times reviewed an exhibition of republican political posters at the Museum of Modern Art, in which it stated: “It is extraordinary to see how a country immersed in turmoil has gone to such lengths to sustain so superior an artistic quality in pictorial propaganda.” It may be difficult for today’s reader to grasp the impact made by a poster in those years. As Eveline Cramer and Françoise Remièvre recall in Guerre et Propagande, the Second World War radicalized the techniques of destruction; and art, by radicalizing its forms of expression, has left the reader without valid references to decipher the poster, as an art form, in the historical context to which it bore witness.

			A similar phenomenon was taking place in Valencia and Madrid. Thanks to a highly developed graphics arts industry, these two cities also pioneered the production of civil war posters and yielded some of the best poster artists of the day, including Manuel Monleón, Arturo Ballester, Vicente Ballester Marco and Josep Renau. It is noteworthy that the posters coming out of Madrid were chiefly communist and centralist, while those from Valencia, also written in Spanish but with a Valencian feel, were anarchist.

			Franco’s victory in 1939 sent the republican poster into hibernation for some years, but it resurfaced gloriously on the dictator’s death and was disseminated urbi et orbi. However, a study that casts light on the artists who painted and designed republican political posters has yet to be written. Today, few people know who those artists were, the place each one held within the artistic context of the period and their fate under the Franco repression or in the dramatic adventure of exile. In the following chapters, I will recount my experiences within their historical framework, from the proclamation of the Republic, on 14 April 1931,#2 when I was fifteen, with an occasional flashback to my early childhood, up through 5 February 1939, when I crossed the border and was interned in a concentration camp in the south of France.

			I have sought to stay plain and faithful to the events I experienced first-hand, staying away from romanticized accounts that ultimately undermine the historical facts. More often than not, to embellish events that are of interest in and of themselves is to betray authenticity.

			Whenever my memory has failed to recall certain dates or historical events, besides turning to archives, I have sought the help of the few of my fellow political propaganda artists I have been able to consult. Hence, I wish to express my gratitude to the following people for their collaboration: Josep Bartolí, Antoni Clavé, Enric Clusellas, Carles Nadal, Francesc Nel·lo and Lluís Perotes, and those who are no longer with us: Jaume Solà and Rafael Tona. I am likewise grateful to Valeri Corberó, ‘Sempronio’ and Víctor Artís for the information they provided to me on the activities of the Propaganda Commissariat of the Catalan Government. I am equally indebted to Ursula Tjaden, art teacher at Dortmund University (Germany), who wrote the biography of Helios Gómez; and to Heike Bruchhausen, who acquainted me with Hanns Eisler’s revolutionary hymn Der Rote Wedding. Moreover, I have made every effort to abstain from comments that might appear self-justifying to the reader. This does not imply, however, a lack of passion on my account. Passion and objectivity needn’t be mutually exclusive. “Poor is the historian who aspires to be only a historian,” as Joseph Calmette put it. From time to time, I do express opinions rooted in my own ideology. After all, I did take sides when I decided to participate in the revolution and the war.

			The hashtags (#) included in the text refer to the image numbers in Posters & Photographs (pages, 509-572).

		

	
		
			The Republic and the Requeté

			Following the groups of men that ambled up Carrer Ferran from the Rambla, I eventually reached Plaça de Sant Jaume. It must have been shortly after Lluís Companys had unfurled the Republican flag on the balcony of the City Council to proclaim the Catalan Republic. But even though I can no longer recall the exact moment of my arrival, the applause and the cries of “Long Live Catalonia!” that greeted Companys every time he stepped out onto the balcony to rouse the people with triumphal words and gestures are still ringing in my ears.

			In those days there was no such thing as a public address system, so the words of public speakers travelled through the crowd from mouth to ear, passed on by enthusiastic listeners. In hindsight, the crowd in Plaça de Sant Jaume that afternoon on 14 July 1931 was remarkably small, and there was an uncanny lack of flags.

			I had just turned fifteen and I still dressed as a boy, wearing plus fours and chequered socks after the English fashion of the time. My young age, however, did not prevent me from taking a keen interest in politics, being an active member of the Requetés1 of Catalonia, and I was irresistibly drawn to the political and social events unfolding on the street. It was this sentiment that drove me to follow the people to that historical square whose traditional name would shortly be laicized to ‘Plaça de la República’.

			A feverishly anti-monarchist mood emboldened this popular rally after the previous Sunday’s local elections had revealed a majority in favour of the Republic that had been decisive in the fall of the Bourbon monarchy of Alfonso XIII. Like a good Requeté, I proudly wore in the buttonhole of my lapel a silver badge with the fleur-de-lis of the Carlists, which on the back bore the motto “God, Fatherland, Local Rule and King”, in keeping with Carlist demands that the King return to Catalonia. Although it was fashionable at that time among schoolboys of my age to wear badges, especially those of automobile marques, a burly working-class man wearing a cap and espadrilles threatened to cuff me if I didn’t remove mine right away.

			For the rest of the day, Plaça de Sant Jaume became the beating heart of the Republic, from where the demonstrators headed off to celebrate the unexpected dawn of the new regime, singing La Marseillaise through the streets of Barcelona. The anthem of the French Revolution by Rouget de Lisle, translated into Catalan by Anselm Clavé, was the revolutionary song par excellence for the Catalan Republicans of the day. Recalling his years as a lawyer, Amadeu Hurtado recounts how, at a gala function in the Tívoli theatre held in honour of the French fleet anchored in the port of Barcelona, “the Spanish Royal March was entirely drowned out by whistling, whereas La Marseillaise, which the public beseeched the orchestra to play, was met with a delirious ovation”. Now that the Republic had been proclaimed, between songs the demonstrators cried as one: “Long live Macià! Death to Cambó! Long live Macià! Death to Cambó!”

			On returning home, as I walked up Carrer Balmes#3 between Gran Via and Carrer Diputació, the stillness of midday was only disturbed by a gang of street urchins led by an older hooligan who had seen the chance to smash street lamps with impunity. In those years, apart from Rambla de Catalunya and Passeig de Gràcia, which were the city’s most affluent avenues, Carrer Balmes, together with Pau Claris and Roger de Llúria, was the most prestigious street in the Eixample, one of Barcelona’s quintessential bourgeois districts.

			Although commonplace, such incidents, together with the threatening cries of “Death to Cambó!” caused widespread alarm among the city’s bourgeoisie, which had placed its trust in the political leadership of Francesc Cambó, the founder of the Lliga Regionalista. In addition to being a politician, lawyer and financier, he was a leading proponent of Catalan culture: he founded the Fundació Bernat Metge, the Fundació Bíblica Catalana and the Fundació Cambó at the Paris-Sorbonne University, and sponsored the writing of a number of fundamental works, such as Història de Catalunya by Ferran Soldevila and the Diccionari General de la Llengua Catalana by Pompeu Fabra. Nonetheless, as leader of the Regionalist party, in the period leading up to the advent of the Republic, he had criticized Francesc Macià’s proposals for independence, while supporting a failed Spanish centre-right party in an attempt to bolster the discredited Bourbon monarchy. The fears of the wealthier elements of Catalan society, however, were unfounded, and the regime change passed without serious incident or bloodshed. Thanks to this, and also to the consideration afforded to the mythical figure of Francesc Macià, Catalan jaumins,2 to whom my father was affiliated, benevolently accepted the new Republican government. Some of them lamented the fact that Don Carlos had had the unfortunate idea of changing the colours of the Spanish flag and substituting the Royal March for the Himno de Riego, a military march that served as a hymn for the troops who revolted in 1820 to restore constitutional order. With its celebrated chorus, “Soldiers, the country calls us to the fight. Let us swear for her to succeed or to die”, the song was adopted by the liberal troops during the first Carlist war and was popular during the revolutions of 1854 and 1868, and even during the Rif War. As for me, I knew only the satirical version sung in Barcelona:

			
				
					Si la reina vol corona,
					corona li darem.
					Que vingui a Barcelona
					i el coll li tallarem.
				

			

			
				
					If the queen wants a crown,
					Then a crown she shall get.
					Let her come to Barcelona
					And it’ll be off with her head.
				

			

			The Catalan Republicans had the good sense not to change the traditional quatre barres [four bars] flag, despite its aristocratic origins, and they declared Els Segadors [The Reapers] the official anthem of the Catalan autonomous government, the Generalitat. Preserved in popular culture down the centuries, Els Segadors was to gradually evolve into the Catalan national anthem from the time of the Renaixença3 onwards, which in itself was a literary movement that emerged from the bourgeoisie.

			Despite my father’s elegant dandy-like appearance as a young man,#4 both well-educated in and respectful of the etiquette of 1900s Barcelona society, he was the type of Requeté who, in the manner of a Carlist shock trooper, would go to Ciutadella Park on Sunday mornings to protect the young women who danced the sardana from the attacks of the ‘young barbarians’4 of Alejandro Lerroux, a radical Spanish Republican leader who would not tolerate any public display of Catalan identity. It was on that sunny esplanade of the park where he and my mother fell in love.#5 My father was very much a man of the Rambla, at a time when the streets Portaferrissa, Ferran, Banys Nous and Avinyó, to the left of the Rambla, formed a well-to-do district. Even though the Rambla has always been a social mélange, at that time it was Barcelona’s most elegant avenue. As a child, I remember how we would poke fun at my father’s youthful vanity because, upon reaching the bottom of the Rambla, he would not resume his stroll back up the avenue without first flicking the dust off his shoes with his handkerchief. A high collar, a flower in his buttonhole and well-shined shoes were part of his lifestyle. Given these manners that he had acquired as a young man, during the 1920s and 1930s he came to be regarded as a ‘gentleman’, and was well respected among the shoeshiners at the Suís and the Lion d’Or and the waiters at the Sindicats Lliures.5

			My father’s family was from Barcelona. My grandfather, whom I never knew, was musician for the Liceu opera house and the Municipal Band of Barcelona. He played the horn and apparently distinguished himself with a solo rendition of Marina, from the opera by Arrieta. Similarly, my great-grandfather, conferred the title Knight of the Order of Queen Isabella the Catholic, was drum major in a military band. Other forebears were building engineers responsible for major projects, such as the bullring in Ciutadella Park6 and, in collaboration with the young Antoni Gaudí, the famous waterfall that still presides over the park’s central esplanade, whose steps greet visitors like outstretched arms.

			My mother’s side of the family came from the mountainous region between Pallars and Conflent. She was born in the ‘city’ of Tremp, as she called it, but at the age of eleven came to Barcelona on a mule-drawn cart, and forever lost the distinctive accent of the Pyrenean mountainsides. She had inherited from her father a great interest in medicine, reading the works of Abbot Kneipp, the Bavarian priest who at the end of the 19th century propounded a method based on hydrotherapy for the prevention and cure of illnesses. This prompted her to take up natural medicine based on the health benefits of sunbathing, fresh air, water, herbal infusions and a wholesome and varied diet, and this is the method she would apply to my brother and I from an early age.

			My grandfather in Tremp, according to my mother, was highly esteemed for his affability, open character and for being an expert bone healer. He was both barber and doctor by trade – having abandoned his studies on being called up for military service – and he was popularly nicknamed el Barberillo, as he was immortalized in a popular rhyme:

			
				
					Al carrer Soldevila,
					Mireu-vos-ho, no hi falta res,
					Hi ha metges, apotecaris,
					Capellans i tres barbers.
				

			

			
				
					Down in Soldevilla street,
					As you see, we have it all,
					Doctors, pharmacists and priests,
					And even three barber’s stalls.
				

			

			But he seemed to have spent more time in the bar playing cards with his friends than in his barbershop. This lackadaisical behaviour eventually became a burden for his wife, leaving my mother with bad memories of him. Another bitter recollection was the expropriation of the land where her father lovingly cultivated fruit trees, which ended up engulfed by the waters of the Camarasa reservoir. For my mother, the mere mention of Fred S. Pearson’s Canadenca electricity company7 conjured up the powers that be in all their despicable wretchedness. Neither my brother nor I ever knew our maternal or paternal grandparents.

			I was seven years old when General Primo de Rivera banned the display of the senyera (the Catalan flag) and the use of the Catalan language in public companies. At this time we were living in Gran Via,#6 Barcelona’s longest and widest avenue, which traversed the city from east to west. We must have lived there for some years because, although I was born in Baixada de Santa Eulalia just next to the cathedral, the first home I can clearly recall is the apartment in Gran Via. In an outburst of patriotic indignation, my father, who like most Catalans of the conservative class had approved the dictatorship out of principle, gave the Spanish flag we kept for displaying on our balcony to a dressmaker to make a pair of clown outfits for my brother and me. Dressed up in these half-yellow and half-red costumes, we both strutted proudly around Gran Via during Carnival of 1924. Our conical hats were made out of cardboard by the bookbinder of the Gustavo Gili publishing house, where my father worked as bookkeeper and where a relative of ours, Eduard Fontserè Riba, was a legal advisor.

			Our senyera, on the other hand, was carefully stored away until 1929, when it was draped over the balcony of our new home in Carrer Balmes. The occasion was the official inauguration of the subterranean railway line from Sarrià that had hitherto run overland, giving rise to more than its fair share of fatal accidents. At the same time, the street that previously ended at Plaça de Molina was extended to Passeig de Sant Gervasi and Avinguda del Tibidabo. We were the first on our block to place the senyera over the balcony, taking advantage of the relative tolerance of Primo de Rivera’s successor, General Berenguer, whose reign was jocularly known as the dictablanda.8 Gradually, one neighbour after another followed our example and finally the Catalan flag was to appear on all the balconies of Carrer Balmes.

			The Catalan nationalist sentiment was always more deeply and enduringly rooted in my mother than my father. Later, in 1936, like many right-wing Catalans swept along by the Church-led crusade against laicism with the implicit support of the dissenting military, my father got caught up in General Franco’s National Catholicism. Despite this, his Catalan identity was sincere and unwavering, but the foolish monarchic ideology he professed made him hide this sentiment. Like so many other Catalan contemporaries, he only displayed it when dancing the sardana and cheering on the FC Barcelona.

			Possibly because she was called Montserrat, my mother, on the other hand, was always loyal to Macià and to the Montserrat mountain folklore that imbued my childhood with Catalan religiosity. It was in Catalan she taught my brother and me our first stories, our first songs and the alphabet, and it was in Catalan I learnt the catechism at the Escolapios religious school in Ronda de Sant Antoni, where classes were given in Spanish or Catalan, depending on the pupil’s wishes. My brother and I took our first communion in that school;#7 as a memento of the ceremony, we were given prints that bore several lines written by the poet and priest Jacint Verdaguer. Some would now regard these strophes as trite, but they left in me a lingering, heartfelt emotion; my mother and I chose them from a wide selection, at a shop that sold religious prints in Carrer de la Llibreteria. I saw my first play, La mort de l’escolà [Death of the Altar Boy], also written by Verdaguer, with music by Antoni Nicolau, staged at the Escolapios school, and it has left on me a stark impression that time has not erased. For me, as a child, theatre was reality on stage. Every year, my mother would take my brother and me to see the nativity theatre production Els pastorets at the Teatre Català Romea, where the ushers would place a low stool on the seats so that we children could have a better view. Indeed, back in those days, the atmosphere in Barcelona had a far more distinctly Catalan flavour than it does today. Radio was yet to appear, and the interior patios of the Eixample district resounded with the voices of young servant girls fresh from the countryside, singing in Catalan, the language of the people.

			At the age of five, I began to attend a Catalan nursery school, and later the Escolapios school of Sant Antoni, where I coincided with the journalist Manuel Ibáñez Escofet, who, like myself, bore witness to the “burnt walls and scorched beams of the fire that took place at the school during the events of the Tragic Week” of 1909. At that tender age, I already displayed a certain stubbornness with numbers. One fine teacher, a long-suffering fellow, failed to teach me how to tell time, a scene I can still vividly recall. Not long after, I continued my education at the Col·legi Catalunya, located on the first floor of a building in Carrer Pelai. It had a chapel and garden, which was run (as prescribed by the Montessori method) by a married couple of schoolmasters. The imposition of military rule led me to realize there was something called politics, beyond the confines of my house, which appeared set on frustrating the Catalans. That is how I first became aware of my Catalan identity. I had heard at the dining room table that Primo de Rivera had outlawed the cry, “Visca Catalunya lliure!” [Long live a free Catalonia!]. Thus, in order to see if a policeman would come and arrest me, I hollered as loudly as I could through the open windows of the balcony at the back of the house, “Visca Catalunya lliure!” Having tired of this subversive cry, I would continue by shouting another that I had heard on the balcony but didn’t entirely understand “Hi ha cap pell de conill?” [Is there any rabbit skin?] It was a line taken from a traditional rag-and-bone men’s cry who, in those days, plied the streets of Barcelona pushing a cart calling:

			
				
					Draps dolents i ferros vells,
					pell de dona i pell-de-conill,
					vidre trencat de setrill.
					Qui en té per vendre un farcell?
				

			

			
				
					Rusty iron, tattered rags,
					women’s hair and rabbits’ skin,
					broken bottles, shattered glass.
					Got a bundle? Bring it in!
				

			

			More often, I would spend long hours playing on the floor of the gallery, amidst a spread of lead soldiers, those wearing the red cap of General Prim and the Moorish troops. The trading cards that came with Amatller chocolate excited my youthful imagination with scenes of the Rif War. Little did I know that it was such a wasteful and absurd conflict, thirty years of “Christian and civilizing missionary work” against the backdrop of a barren wasteland. The picture cards, for instance, failed to depict the beheading of Moorish prisoners and the subsequent display of their heads, used as trophies, impaled on the tips of the legionnaires’ bayonets (the same legionnaires that would fight for Franco in the Spanish Civil War). The series of scandals and corruption that characterized this pointless waste of lives and money tainted even the King himself. To this day I can still recall a list of place names that few of my tender age were able to pronounce: Alhucemas, Melilla, Nador, Monte Arruit, Annual; the successive routing of an army that had more officers and generals than any other army in the world. The insurrectionist leader Abd el-Krim, who appeared wearing his turban and wool burnoose, left a lasting imprint on my psyche, far more so than the First World War, which ended when I was two and of which I also collected trading cards. 

			Reading the weeklies Blanco y Negro and La Esfera, I became interested in the treasures of the recently discovered tomb of Pharaoh Tutankhamen. It was my first foray into a strange, foreign art form. Another unforgettable image of that time was the silhouette of Montjuïc castle visible from the back balcony, and Puig i Cadafalch’s four monumental columns symbolizing the four bars of the Catalan flag, guarding the entrance to the barren land and gardens that would later be the venue of the 1929 World’s Fair.#8 Those four columns – blown up by the dictatorship in 1928 – were topped with winged victories in a striking poster painted by Josep Segrelles. The poster was commissioned for the 3rd International Automobile Exhibition and almost certainly formed part of the grand plan of this architect and politician of the Renaixença. At that time, the huge circular Arenes bullring, built in Neo-Arabic style by the architect August Font at the end of the 19th century, stood in haughty solitude on a small hill over an undeveloped stretch of land.

			From the balcony overlooking Gran Via, where my parents would seldom let me go after I once dropped my silver First Communion watch from there, I would observe the carts and trucks coming and going, their reinforced wheel rims (they were First World War army surplus) carrying the red earth from the tunnel where work teams laboured with pickaxes and shovels, down through the subsoil of Gran Via, all to build the so-called Metro Transversal.#9 Service lifts, installed inside a makeshift gantry of iron struts covered with Uralita panels,9 hoisted the soil up to a platform from which it was then poured through a number of gigantic funnels onto carts and trucks in an incessant procession. Occasionally, the workers, many of whom came from the most deprived areas of Murcia, were driven to an early grave, entombed by a landslide. The pity I felt for the misfortune of those needy souls no doubt underlies my present stance against the social insensitivity of capital. That first metro line – Plaça de Catalunya-Bordeta – was opened in 1926.

		


	
		
			Enriching Experiences

			I was reared on the sentimental Catalanism of Josep Maria Folch i Torres’ Pàgines viscudes, featured in the weekly En Patufet with illustrations by Junceda. They conjured up images of an ‘idyllic’ Catalonia where the rich kid always had a kind and generous gesture towards the less-fortunate ragamuffin. As I basked in the glorious freedom of summer, I delighted in my country to the full, immersed in the farm life of the village of Vilanova del Vallès. Back then, it was nothing but a hamlet in the vast and ancient parish of Sant Esteve, overlooked by the tiny sanctuary of Santa Quitèria.

			The mountains surrounding the village offered a majestic spectacle, a panorama that took on gargantuan proportions through the eyes of a child, evoking adventures in faraway lands, as in Aventures extraordinaries d’en Massagran, by Folch i Torres. Likewise, I remember exploring the tower ruins of the medieval castle of Sant Miquel de Montornès, erroneously called the torre dels moros [tower of the Moors], a circular stone wall standing atop the hill of the same name; and there also was an old fortified farmhouse, the Tavernera, built over the ruins of a demolished castle. In the distance I could make out the distinct silhouette of Roca del Vallès castle, nowadays restored, whose origins are lost in the depths of time. The castle conjured up ancient legends, such as those drawn by Joan d’Ivori in the pages of the children’s weekly Virolet; stories of a land that I experienced wearing espadrilles. I can still recall their distinctive scent of cotton canvas and esparto. Those espadrilles symbolized my freedom, allowing me to dash nimbly from one side of the village to the other. The espadrilles of my village were made by the old barber, who sat on a stool in the street, in front of his barbershop, where he plaited the soles as briskly as he shaved the dark beards of his customers on Saturday afternoons and Sunday mornings. At his shop the Spanish saying “cuando vieres la barba del vecino pelar, echa la tuya a remojar”10 was no joke. While the barber was shaving one customer, his eleven or twelve-year-old daughter would be lathering up the next man’s beard. His patrons were farmers from the outlying farmhouses of the type that Junceda drew for Folch i Torres’ stories, farmhouses perched atop the end of dirt roads furrowed with deep wheel tracks.

			Vilanova del Vallès was a small village, so small that it did not even have a country club for the local gentry to congregate away from the riff-raff. We would spend our summers and some holidays there,#10 together with the Aragay family,#11 whose house stood at the end of one of only two streets in the village. The front door always stayed open, and two rows of grain sacks stretched down each side of the entrance hall. This room, which doubled as a granary, was fragrant with the aroma of jute and carob beans. All of the houses in the village were built along the same lines. At the back of the house, a cauldron bubbled over the hearth in the kitchen dining room. On one side was the black mouth of the bread baking oven, on the other a kneading trough, with its cover and drawer. A narrow staircase led up to the bedrooms, and at night we would climb up surrounded by the eerie shadows cast by our candles. The pinewood beds, below the beamed ceiling, gave off the scent of oozing resin, and we were awakened in the morning by the sounds of the chickens in the courtyard and the horse in the stable. Behind the dwelling, below the vine arbour, my brother and I bathed in the washing sink filled with fresh water drawn from the well.

			The Aragay’s son, Jaume, had served in the Rif War and occasionally communicated by bugling with a fellow army chum in a distant farmhouse. Back in those days nary a sound broke the silence of the countryside, and the creak of a cart could be heard from far off. I fondly recall the silence that harmonized so perfectly with the long-gone village soundscape: the crowing of the cock and the squealing of the pigs heard in the sweetness of one’s final moments of slumber, the bleating of sheep passing behind the dwellings, the solitary footsteps of a neighbour, the cry of another, the gentle whine of the well’s pulley and the splash of the bucket hitting the water, the lowing of the cows, the distant hammering of the blacksmith on the anvil… Come to think of it, such a chaotic cadence may very well have been an inspiration for a composer of the John Cage school. The resonant toll of the bells in the parish church of Santa Quitèria atop the hill, on the other hand, was lost in the distance of a landscape that ignored the din of engines and the chatter of the radio.

			I imagine that the Raval (the suburb, as it was familiarly referred to by the villagers), inhabited by the younger sons from the farmhouses surrounding Santa Quitèria, must have come into being in the mid-19th century as a farming community to cultivate the lands of the plain irrigated by the Mogent River. Nothing remains of the junction of country lanes once travelled by cart drivers, which has given way to an intersection of modern highways, and the two or three farmhouses that stood there have long been absorbed by the sprawling town.

			My brother and I played with the village children: Xirau, the old blacksmith’s son; the youngster from Can Toreta; and many more. Sometimes we would engage in rock-throwing battles, with Eduard Miralta on our side and occasionally with the aid of his cousin Robert, who may have been older but was still a child at heart. Stones were the one ‘toy’ that we always had on hand for target practice: a saucepan on the top of a haystack, a bird… my mother would scold us, although we never actually hit one.

			Sometimes Pepitu from Can Jeroni, a café and shop which stocked all manner of supplies, would take my brother and I for a ride in his two-wheeled carriage on his weekly bread delivery to nearby farmhouses, carrying sweet-smelling loaves of freshly baked bread from the wood-stoked oven. Many of those roads became familiar to me.

			Life in that tiny village opened my eyes to the essence of Catalonia. Yet we should not confuse the mythical, nostalgic and romantic Catalonia of Verdaguer and Folch i Torres with the real Catalonia when addressing political and social conflicts. Neither should we presume that our history – like that of all the peoples the world over – is as glorious and exemplary as some would wish to make out. The writer and journalist Just Cabot points the finger at Folch i Torres for cultivating “sentimentality verging on cretinization in his novels, lacking all literary merit, given that they are ‘mass-produced’ potboilers and nothing else”. It is worth mentioning that despite Just Cabot’s harsh remarks and judgements, which in this particular context dispel the enchantment that so many of us recall from reading Folch i Torres’ Pàgines viscudes, the eminent Catalan writer, Josep M. de Sagarra, and his friends regard Torres’ work as an ‘incontestable gospel’. The writer ‘Sempronio’, for his part, believed it “a tremendous injustice to deem Folch i Torres as affected and hackneyed: he may very well have saved the Catalan language”. It is difficult to understand what En Patufet meant in those times: it was the second biggest selling non-daily publication in Spain. It reached the remote shelters of Pyrenean shepherds. Joan Carandell i Pericay wrote that on Fridays, when it came out, all activity ceased in the Barrio Chino,11 as pickpockets and whores alike would stop work to read the latest edition of Pàgines viscudes.

			Although I am not a believer, I have fond memories of the processions around the sanctuary of Santa Quitèria, the day of Vilanova’s village fête, with many flags and banners fluttering among the pine trees and holm oaks that flanked the path; the torches, candles and the smell of incense; and the little girls in their first communion gowns. It is wonderful to believe that people are good by nature. Naïve as it may seem, reminiscing about the warmth, fulfilment and solace of life in a village such as the Raval,12 where everyone knew everyone, is heart-warming and comforting.

			Almost seventy years later in his opening speech for the village fête, Catalunya Ràdio’s announcer, Carles Pérez, recalled as I do here, the years of liberty in the country of his childhood, where:

			
				A boy barely over four foot tall and just under six years old could discover fantasy, adventure, friendship, music, happiness, games and also, love (…). Those were the years of the ‘economic miracle’ in which carts gave way to tractors, as trees did to cars and fields did to a horizon of bricks and concrete that was emerging in the form of industrial estates; those years transformed the landscape. So it was, strangely, that outside the town of my childhood the world began to collapse. In my town, however, life continued more or less the same, retaining its particular way of doing and being, conserving its customs, and also, absorbing any strangers that reached it and respected it. The country of my childhood continued to be a secluded island of liberty, although it was not, in fact, free.

			

			Perhaps the verses of the poet, Jaume Arnella, explain the reason behind this liberty: 

			
				
					Pels anys seixanta la indústria
					s’expandia floreixent,
					pujava com una onada
					pels marges del riu Mogent.
					Però se li acabà la corda
					just abans que aquí arribés;
					diuen que no interesava
					que Vilanova cresqués.
					Per’xò no hi ha gran indústria
					Però en canvi hi ha quedat
					una atmósfera tranquil·la
					per viure-hi amb qualitat.
				

			

			
				
					In the sixties,* industry
					flourishing without relent,
					billowed upwards like a wave
					on the banks of the Mogent.
					Yet this impetus would waver,
					at our gates it did die down;
					they say growth in Vilanova
					was not best for our fair town.
					Industry thus never came
					leaving with us in its stead
					peace and quiet in which we
					can live lives worth being led.
					* The 1860s.
				

			

			I was destined to grow up between the four walls of a city apartment. By sharing the course of the year with the people of Vilanova del Vallés, I learned to love the land, a land that is neither ‘rich’ nor ‘full’,13 nor can it be said that “God passed through it in the spring,”14 as the songs go. That was far from the truth for the farmers of my childhood, who thanklessly toiled the land, watering it with the sweat of their brows. I suppose that was why the majority of the farmers belonged to the left-leaning social entity L’Avenç, whereas the holidaymakers from Barcelona leaned towards Fullaraca. I thought those from L’Avenç had devil’s tails like the Jews – the Jews from the stories told by my maternal grandmother, before the Second Vatican council, naturally. 

			The manners in which the passing of a year has been celebrated are as varied as the ages and civilizations that preceded us. In antiquity, the year began with spring, whereas in medieval Catalonia the end of the year coincided with Christmas. For me the year began with our departure to the Raval. To be met by Cebrianet and his cart or, in later years, Asmarats’ charabanc at Montmeló train station was the prelude to an exciting adventure: our final journey before reaching the Raval. As work on the bridge over the Mogent never seemed to finish, we had to wade across the river. Crossing it with a carriage full of people was fraught with risk; Cebrianet’s mule would stop and piss in the middle of the stream, scandalizing the ladies with its lack of modesty. To return to the road again on the ascent, which was very steep, the gentlemen had to get out and push the carriage. Years later, children would watch scenes like this on television with actors dressed up like cowboys, toting twin revolvers. I lived my imaginary adventures with real people and things: gathering firewood for the bonfire on Saint John’s Night; diving in piles of straw during the threshing season; shucking corn; taking the cart to the vineyards to pick grapes and later treading them to make wine. Erecting the large marquee for the village fête was one of the most thrilling events of the summer.

			Occasionally, the sudden arrival of a feared man would startle the otherwise placid village. The word would spread, “Puntas is here!” Manuel Puntas was the land administrator from Granollers. At that time, most of the farmers in the Raval were tenants of their houses as well as the land they worked. He terrorized the village with his intransigence. I remember seeing him once as he surveyed the fields, sporting his trademark straw hat and walking stick. He must have been a city man like any other, but his presence intimidated me so much that I did not dare look him in the face. When, as a result of Franco’s Alzamiento,15 the revolution broke out in 1936, the Raval was proclaimed an independent municipality, giving rise to much-needed reforms. Meanwhile, on 14 October 1936, the bodies of Puntas and his son, Josep Maria, appeared in Moncada. Josep Maria was a lawyer and a Carlist like his father, and an excellent shot with both pistol and rifle, as he had demonstrated to me during Requeté excursions. Puntas was the leader of the Granollers group and in June of 1936, according to the magazine Estilo, had joined the military uprising, along with eighteen ‘spirited’ young men, to take control of Vallès Oriental. A man named Espinalt, a local CNT-FAI16 strongman and outstanding member of the Granollers committee, was thought to have executed Puntas and his son, along with other Carlists from the same town, one of whom was the president of the Traditionalist Circle.17 “This war is to the death and we cannot falter,” said Espinalt, according to the reminiscences of Antoni Forné in L’aventura del militant by Víctor Alba. “They kill ours and we must kill theirs in return. Revolutions are not created with sentimentalism, but with blood.”

			We invariably spent the Easter holiday in the Raval and winters did not stop us from the occasional visit. For the most refined victuals – botifarra,18 bacon, fresh eggs – my mother paid a farm girl who came to Barcelona every fifteen days to deliver them. I remember the lengths she went to in order to avoid having to pay city duties, such as hiding the botifarres by hanging them under her skirts. In those years, at the entrances to Barcelona, the burots, municipal offices set up in posts, similar to the Middle Age turnpikes, charged levies to bring in food products from the countryside. I remember how the workers’ parties made it their priority to abolish the burots. Now the municipal burot posts have been substituted by modern tollbooths on the motorways and you have to pay just as much to leave the city as you do to enter, botifarres or not.

			† † † † †

			During that time we moved again, from Gran Via to a third-floor apartment in Carrer Mallorca 255,#12 between Rambla de Catalunya and Passeig de Gràcia. The building was part of a group of three properties that Josep Vilaseca i Casanovas, the architect of the Arc de Triomf,19 had planned for Àngel Batlló i Batlló.20 The apartments in those buildings were quite coveted because their owner, Àngel Batlló, an extremely considerate old man, would not permit his landlords to raise the rent. The downside to this was that Mr Àngel’s incorruptible traditionalism did not allow for any renovation work on buildings. As a result, the flats had neither bath nor WC. Our toilet consisted of a round hole in a wooden bench, the lid also made of wood, with no running water or U-bend in the drainpipe. My parents lamented this discomfort, but I didn’t mind it. The lack of hygienic conditions was commonplace in dwellings built in the late 1800s. 

			For my brother and I the lack of a bathtub was of no importance; our mother had been bathing us with a watering can since we were little. There’s nothing like a cold shower to prevent illness, she would say. When she was young the hygiene norms given by the Manual de Urbanidad21 were to “wash your face and hands every morning and your feet once a month”. Taking a shower was a sign of modernity, and sheer madness for the vast majority of people. When a summer storm hit Vilanova del Vallès and a downpour broke out, the mothers of other children would rush them inside to take shelter, whereas our mother, in defiance of local customs, would allow my brother and I to splash and play on the wet streets. She did, however, take the precaution to dry us off and change our clothes afterwards.

			One thing I liked about the apartment in Carrer Mallorca was going out on the balcony, the ‘telly’ of our time: the architectural elements of the façade captivated me, and I enjoyed gazing at the wrought iron dragons projecting out from pointed arches that crowned the building. I also spent hours on end scrutinizing the long vertical panels decorated with floral motifs that covered the length of the façade. From the back balcony you could see into the gardens of the block’s interior patio. Every building had a garden, accessed by a flight of steps from the main floor. The gardens were meticulously kept, according to the taste of their owners. Enormous palm trees rose up with lushness from the Batllò brothers’ garden and, in my imagination, they must have been hundreds of years old. But one day, to our surprise, the trees were cut down to make space for the construction of a warehouse. The film producers, Warner Bros., were opening distribution offices in the building next to Passeig de Gràcia. Derogatory remarks were made at the dinner table about the Batlló brothers’ stinginess and lack of civic-mindedness. In just a few years, land speculation brought about the disappearance of many interior patio gardens in the Eixample blocks to build illegally with the connivance of local authorities. When we speak of that bourgeoisie, we often confuse tradition with gregariousness; pairalisme, the notion of families deeply rooted in an ancestral home, is a modern Catalan myth. The affluent residential apartment houses in the Eixample were irrationally converted into offices.

			Enric Batlló, brother of Àngel, was my father’s godfather. The two brothers lived on the corner of Passeig de Gràcia in a building also designed by Josep Vilaseca. The façade, which could be characterized as neo-Gothic because of the variety of materials used, is reminiscent of Vilaseca’s Arc de Triomf. Enric’s apartment, on the main floor, was accessed by an opulent grand-bourgeois marble staircase that clashed with the neo-medieval design of the façade. The tenants’ staircase, on the other hand, was miserable and dark and could only be entered from the back of the building, as if it were a fire escape. The flat was a genuine museum; on visits accompanied by my parents, I would be captivated by the paintings that covered the walls from floor to ceiling. We were received in the parlour, which opened out to a circular balcony on the corner. Enric, his wife, and his brother were slight and delicate old people who spoke clearly, although slowly and deliberately, swallowing their words. After a spell I would get restless and our godmother would suggest, “Perhaps the children are thirsty.” At this point, my brother and I would follow the servant down a long corridor towards the kitchen. The gloomy kitchen, with its closed shutters, made an impression on me, because it had none of those leftover smells of home-cooked meals and stale wine, but instead stung with the piercing odour of bleach. That glass of tap water, with a couple Maria biscuits for being good boys, ceremoniously served on a little plate by the imposing butler, filled my young self with pride.

			The Batllós were one of those high-class bourgeois families who sought a personalized architecture that was suitable to their lifestyle and could represent their role in society; and the enthusiasm and imagination with which the Catalan architects of the time responded to their clients’ wishes was remarkable. The main works of the Middle Ages were being brought back into full splendour by the architectural restorations of the time, which led Catalan architect Domènech i Montaner, writing in the pages of La Renaixença, to suggest the possible emergence of a national Catalan art. The tastes and inclinations of that bourgeois aristocracy were coloured by an enormous respect for the Catholic tradition, whereas their secular independent spirit led them to adopt specific cultural activities, such as popular music and quality handicrafts. In exchange for their patronage, Vilaseca gave the clan elements from every style they wanted: neo-Egyptian, neoclassical, neo-Mudéjar, neo-Gothic, Japanese, Art Nouveau, along with Victorian and Renaixença touches.

			My mother revered Mr Enric Batlló like a saint. When he died, his body was laid out in an open coffin dressed as a monk, barefoot and with a crucifix in his hands, crossed over his chest. With his slight, snowy beard trimmed in the style of Cambó, I envisioned him as a real saint. That was clearly not the opinion of his factory workers; in 1889, during a long strike, they bombed his office, killing his accountant and injuring his brother Àngel. Enric Batlló, upset that not one of his workers attended the funeral, closed the factory. It had been open for no more than thirty years, but had given life to a new neighbourhood and some years down the road served as the site of the Industrial University.

			† † † † †

			At the end of the 1920s, we moved to a mezzanine with a garden at number 252 Carrer Diputació, between Pau Claris and Roger de Llúria. My parents chose this apartment because there was an interior stairway that led to the ground floor where they set up a knitwear garment workshop in partnership with the Llobet family from Calella. The doors of the ground floor and the two tiny balconies on the mezzanine appear in one of Centelles’ photos of a pile of dead horses, taken on 19 July 1936.

			As a result of this change of address I ended up at the Jesuit school in Carrer Casp. At that time the environment of religious schools, including those considered to be in the top league, like the Jesuits, was of conventual austerity. The walls remained bare and white, not covered with maps or encyclopaedic charts that would help enlighten students pictorially. The classroom material considered so indispensable nowadays was sadly lacking, and all considerations aside, I was not the least bit interested in the conventional studies imparted by school. In fact, I was a dreadful student; I never understood the multiplication tables, and even less the complicated operations of long division. Pictures, however, caught my attention from early childhood. So did books, although it was never the books I was supposed to be studying. Rather than read those books, I filled them with doodles to entertain my classmates. On more than one occasion a Father took my books and showed them to a visiting foreign Jesuit. However, my classroom behaviour was a burden on most of the teachers. Once, Father Narcís Anglada, who had shown a fondness for me, exclaimed, in a moment of nervousness and in front of all my classmates, “This fellow has bedevilled my life!” referring to me.

			
				[image: ]
				The teachers bored me to death, so I entertained myself by drawing in the margins of my books.

			

			The Fathers used to address the students as usted (the formal ‘you’), and did not neglect to use the particle de before the name of those who enjoyed that aristocratic distinction. As the linguist Francesc de Borja Moll mentions when speaking of Catalan lineage, “strict genealogists and onomastic treatise writers have agreed that the de does not have any noble origins, human vanity alone has given it that significance.” Sometimes, I would add every possible de to my name, just to make fun of that arrogant practice; I’d call myself de Carles de Fontserè de Carrió de ‘Nadamás’ [‘nothing else’].

			
				[image: ]
			

			As my teachers’ bored me to death, I would entertain myself in class by inventing games or drawing little stories like today’s comic strips, which I then passed on to my classmates. They were stories of medieval knights armed with sword and shield, or motorcycle races with bold foreshortened figures, likely inspired by a poster by Lluís Muntané painted for the Real Moto Club de Catalunya in 1929 announcing the European Gran Prix. I also had a passion for drawing car races. If I had been king, I would have given my kingdom for a Bugatti racing car. Bugattis became famous at the Terramar racing circuit in Sitges, where my father would take us in his Oldsmobile convertible, wearing motorist goggles and leather helmets as if we were about to go on a long trip.#13 We would enter the racetrack in the car and, seated there on our own folding stools, spend the day picnicking on the grass next to the two-kilometre oval track, where the racing cars would tear by smoking burnt oil, going round and round at high speeds. Speed was without a doubt a Bugatti quality, but there was something else about that finely crafted vehicle that exerted an inexplicable draw. Perhaps the answer lies in the fact that Ettore Bugatti, its designer, was a painter and sculptor by vocation.
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			My classmate, Josep Maria de Pomés Turull, a dumpy fellow with smiling chubby cheeks, was my favourite story character in my comics and, funnily enough, he kept some of the short stories I drew when I was just 11 or 12 years old. Following in the ultra-reactionary footsteps of their ancestors, Josep Maria’s family belonged to the Catalan bourgeoisie that never accepted the Republican regime. I still recall one day in his house, shortly after the Republic was proclaimed, when Barcelona was suddenly hit by a terrific hailstorm. We rushed to balcony, huddled together in a frightened mass. “This is God’s punishment for the Republic,” shouted Pomés’ father, a tall and imposing figure, in a booming voice. Things took on Biblical proportions in the eyes of those pious people; as they felt the earth tremble beneath their feet they would hardly have been surprised if the firmament itself had been sundered in the fury of the Apocalypse. As I walked home after the storm, I had fun stomping on the dense layer of hail that covered the ground. Never had Barcelona experienced such a hailstorm! One can understand the intellectual calibre of the kind of bourgeoisie my friend’s family belonged to if we consider that the Count of Santa Maria gave lectures about Good and Evil at the Sala Mozart in Carrer Canuda. This hall was overcrowded on Thursday and Sunday afternoons with students from Can Jesuita, my school’s nickname,22 and girls from the Escola Blanquerna who, with their parents’ permission, attended unaccompanied. At the door there was lots of pushing and shoving as we raced to take up positions, unsurprisingly, behind the prettiest ones.

			Joan Baptista Beltran Flores, another friend from school, was an enthusiastic admirer of my drawings. On one occasion I helped him to cheat in a drawing exam. In the same manner, I falsified the price printed on the back cover of some books for another classmate. His parents didn’t notice and he pocketed the difference. On the other hand, another classmate, Lluís de Caralt, displayed remarkable personal integrity by becoming a hard-working ‘artisan’ publisher in the dark post-war years, introducing the cultured youth of the time to foreign authors anathematized by the Regime of which Lluís, as a Requeté or Falangist, had been an erstwhile defender. It was on his initiative that the Premis Ciutat de Barcelona prizes were created, which in subsequent years would become the pride of the city.

			The events of the Civil War and exile ended many a friendship, like that of Lluís de Caralt. Joan Eduard Cirlot, with whom I had shared ‘transcendental’ moments at school, became a renowned poet and art critic in his adulthood but died prematurely in 1973, just when I returned to Catalonia. Today, Francesc Barba Corsini is a distinguished architect, like Alfonso Sierra, who also became an architect; Joan Alegre Marcet, who won almost every class award, became the general director of the FECSA electricity board. At a class reunion in 1971, Antoni Molins Salallasera, once a blond kid with angelical features, gave me one of the little stories I had stealthily drawn in class. Ramon Vilaseca Farrés, a lanky redhead, was the separatist of the class; in those years there was much talk of Macià paying a visit to Barcelona. I remember that my mother contributed some money, likely a small amount, to a pro-Macià campaign, and my father jeered at her for her Catalanism. On 25 September 1930, Macià returned to Barcelona, challenging the government’s order for his arrest, but was sent back across the French border the next day. The Carlists felt relative sympathy for Francesc Macià, a lieutenant colonel and independent monarchist who had run for Solidaritat Catalana, a joint candidacy that included the regional leader of the Catalan traditionalists, Miquel Junyent. After leaving the army, Macià attended a Carlist meeting in Balaguer and offered up his sword during the banquet, stating that he had “kept it to put it to the service of the traditionalists and their august leader Don Carlos”.

			My studies interested me so little that I took advantage of half-days on Thursdays to visit art exhibitions at Sala Parés, the Galeries Laietanes or the Pinacoteca (newly built on the right side of Passeig de Gràcia), which I entered with great reverence. I don’t recall either of my parents recommending it to me, or accompanying me on these visits. I remember the works of the artists Gimeno, Mir, Sunyer, Vila-Arrufat and Llimona… paintings with an abundance of nudes, innocent and natural, and some landscapes of serene and luminous fields at the foot of harmonious mountains on lands near the sea. Those were Mediterranean landscapes, humanized by the work of man, which our poets considered to be the true image of Catalonia, unique and eternal. “On our lands, the image of a Doric column and that of a country woman with a jug under her arm are equally eternal,” as poet Joaquim Folguera aptly put it. Now we realize, however, that it was a fleeting landscape, peculiar to Noucentisme.23 It is disappearing today, steamrolled by urban sprawl, the abandonment of farmhouses, mountain villages and crop fields, and the proliferation of forests with a dwindling number of oaks and holm oaks and an excess of pines. In consequence, the silhouette of Montjuïc castle in Barcelona, notorious for its history as a Spanish Bastille, which has overlooked the port for three hundred years, now remains hidden behind a forest planted in the 1960s, making the dearly-loved cliff just another wooded hill. Likewise, the blue Mediterranean has disappeared behind the immense walls of tourist buildings and the night sky has lost the glitter of stars due to light pollution. Thus, essential elements of the Catalan landscape survive only in folklore. For all their sentimental and patriotic content, those Noucentista paintings were devoid of intellectual content. As the painter Isidre Nonell defined it with his celebrated turn of phrase: jo pinto i fora [all I do is paint and get the job done].

			There was something in this art form, however, that pleased me, as it aroused my Catalan sentiment. A list drawn up by the former student association of the Casp school in 1982, classified by profession, showed the majority of my fellow alumni as being doctors, graduated in law, philosophy and theology. Also noted, in descending order, are religious men, shopkeepers, industrialists, and doctors; I am the only one listed under ‘fine arts’. A significant sociological assessment could be made from this list, which would explain in part the fact that I hardly associate with the generation of my former classmates in current day Barcelona society, even though I bear them no malice, quite the contrary.

			Although I read a lot as a boy, neither my parents nor my teachers bothered to provide any guidance as to what I should have been reading. I read, unaware of whether it was good or bad literature. It was mediocre to be sure, due to the translations published by some unscrupulous editors. Back then I had a passion for adventure novels by Jules Verne, Zane Grey and Mayne Reid. Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines thrilled me intensely. Peter Pan, the boy who ‘never wanted to grow up’, made a deep impression on me that has influenced me throughout my life. Unlike my brother, who dared to smoke and dress like a man when he was merely a boy, I continued to act and dress like a boy. On Sundays and feast days I would dress ‘sailor style’. On the other days of the week I wore plus fours, then in style, until I started having facial hair. As an adult, through the inexorable passage of time, I’ve always felt comfortable with my age.

			Reading the traditionalist works of the politician Vázquez de Mella, which I accepted without question, seemed to provide me with grounds for my Carlist fancies. His opinions about regional self-government in Spain seemed to go beyond what is currently accepted by the majority of Catalans. Another opinion I drew from Vázquez de Mella is the idea according to which the Spanish king should only be acknowledged by Catalans as the head of state insofar as he is the Count of Barcelona, and only after having sworn on the code of laws of the Catalan Constitution.

			It is with great pleasure that I remember these concepts which, despite their loss of validity, clearly show that the Catalan Carlism of the day was ideologically different from the Carlism which was integrated in General Franco’s Movimiento.24 It confirms the opinion of Karl Marx, an authority on all things Spanish:

			
				Carlism is not a pure dynastic and regressive movement, as well-paid liberal historians have claimed. It is a free and popular movement in defence of traditions, much more liberal and regionalist than the official absorbing liberalism copied from the French Revolution. The Carlists defended the finest Spanish legal traditions: the Foral systems. They represented the great homeland as the sum of local homelands, with their own peculiarities and traditions.

			

			The Jesuit school highly stressed religious practice. Attending daily mass, which was held in the school’s private chapel, was compulsory. To allow time for this, we began classes half an hour before other schools in Barcelona. It was also compulsory to recite the rosary every afternoon, and for that reason we finished school a quarter of an hour later. That way the two rites wouldn’t interfere with our daily lessons. Together, we recited the rosary standing up. As it was a sign that the day had come to a close, we recited with a certain euphoria. I would take the opportunity to surreptitiously play a little game to pass the time and have some fun: I would gradually accelerate the litany until coinciding, as though by chance, the ora pro nobis with the maters, so that the prayer came to a standstill. The Father would stop dead in his tracks and nobody could contain their laughter, but after a moment of silence he would get his revenge by reciting in a slower cadence. Despite this, I was a sincere believer, and the Fathers thought of me as such. I was not devout, but I confessed and took communion with a sincere fervour. At mass, while my classmates followed along in the prayer book, I ignored the liturgy. Being more pragmatic, I was reading a treatise on the Catholic doctrine in three small-print volumes of over 500 pages each, something that the Fathers didn’t like too much when they caught me; although, they never forbade me to read it. It was a curious book, a summary of the Catholic doctrine authorized by a formal greeting from Pope Leo XIII to the author, whose name I don’t recall. It had been signed and approved by more than a dozen bishops, French and Canadian archbishops and one cardinal. The book focused on a series of themes that were successively divided and subdivided into categories from general to specific, including: the symbol of the Apostles (God and his attributes), the Decalogue (God and his law), grace and the sacraments. The definitions were based on the orthodox doctrine enacted at the Councils of Nicaea and Trent. Thanks to that book, my theoretical knowledge about Roman Catholicism was more advanced than that of my classmates, who followed the model devotion of Saint Aloysius Gonzaga, whom I found unpleasantly effeminate. Perhaps the influence of that model of saintliness distinguished the few boys in my class who aimed to be saints with a certain effeminate estrangement.

			The dress code at our school was conditioned by a very peculiar sense of modesty. In an era when boys from Mediterranean countries wore short trousers, the Jesuits had us hide our knees under long pants or stockings like the girls wore. This requirement didn’t cause any problem for those of us who normally wore plus fours or dressed ‘sailor style’, but those who used short trousers and stockings looked ridiculous walking down the street. Sometimes, when their trousers were very short and their stockings not long enough, one could spot their garter and a patch of pink leg, as if they were drag queens! We also differed from other schoolchildren because of our school smock, which made us all equal and removed social differences. At most schools the uniform was a navy blue striped school coat, with cuffs and collar of the same colour; at Can Jesuita we were made to wear a pinkish chequered smock. Whether by design or by chance, the colour reminds me of the school smock worn by the child in Josep Obiols’ famous poster painted in 1919 for the Association for the Protection of Catalan Teaching. The navy blue striped coat was, in those days, the school uniform par excellence; even ‘Míliu’, the popular puppet of the ventriloquist Mr Toreski of Radio Barcelona, wore it. Toreski was the country’s first radio announcer.

			The most rewarding part of going to school was undoubtedly the camaraderie with my classmates, and I revelled in standing out by being the worst in my class. However, when Sunday night came around and the feature film had finished, when the lights came up and it was time to return home, between my bad marks and Monday’s imminent return, I would feel the ever-present peril of the sword of Damocles. Aside from us half a dozen lazybones, who were accustomed to sitting at the back of the class, most of the students, around twenty or so, epitomized the concept of a good student in those years.

			During my first few years at the Casp school, Enric Casas was my preferred classmate. Between the ages of eleven and thirteen he boasted of being a lady-killer, and if you were to believe his bragging, he had slept with the maids and with his mother’s friends. He also gloated that in his house they had the latest model of gramophone and the latest jazz records. Enric Casas’ parents were ‘modern’, you see. They travelled to Paris and went gambling in Monte-Carlo. The Fathers advised me to keep better company, but his parents confided in me and insisted that I spend time with him. Sometimes they would only give him permission to go out if I was with him. We would go to the pictures and in the summertime to the Sant Sebastià bathhouse, in Barceloneta, run by his maternal uncle, who let us in without paying. I never went on excursions with Casas, as he was a city boy.

			The small and sinewy Julián Usandizaga Grasset and Fernando Pérez del Pulgar, the tallest in our class, along with José Luis Ximenes, were the strongest and bravest in our year, and they were the only ones I would have been scared to fight. Ximenes, masculine, deaf as a doornail and always hollering, was a pro-Spanish reactionary, proud of his lineage; he would pick a fight with anyone who called him Jiménez instead of Ximenes. I’ve always remembered his name because it was the longest in the school: José Luis Ximenes de Embrun Sáenz de Buruaga. Ignasi Puig de Carcer, hefty and still taller than Pérez del Pulgar, was arrogant about his Castilian heritage, similar to the impetuous Ximenes, but his bovine temperament made him harmless.

			For each of us, ‘the city’ is the place we have known since we were young. For me, Barcelona is essentially the Eixample district, where I lived, with my long walks down through the Ribera neighbourhood accompanying my mother to visit our relatives who refused to abandon the old houses in which their grandparents had lived. From number 425 Gran Vía, between Carrer Rocafort and Carrer Entença, where we lived, we went for strolls that, thinking back, surprise me in their length for a boy of my age. Carrer Pelai, Carrer Canuda and Carrer Arcs, which ended at Plaça Nova, then quiet and secluded, the pavement sloping down towards Carrer del Bisbe (rebaptized by the Franco regime in honour of the infamous anti-Catalan, Bisbe Irurita); along Carrer Corríbia, the ancient path skirting the perimeter of the Roman city wall, we would pass by the steps of Plaça de la Catedral and continue down Carrer Tapineria, with its traditional medieval flavour that was mostly swept aside by ‘La Reforma’, as Via Laietana was originally called. At that time, it was an urban wasteland with more empty space than buildings and more carts and carriages than cars; only the two Cambó buildings in the North American commercial style had been built, and they were isolated on the new thoroughfare like two voluntary tokens of progress. Walking down Carrer de l’Argenteria, we would pass by the ancient church of Santa Maria del Mar, which evoked the Barcelona port city of warships and fishing boats, merchant vessels and corsairs, and through the narrow Espaseries alleyway we would reach the Pla de Palau, where my godparents lived. I spent the visits on the floor looking through magazines, and my godparents once gave me a gift that took my breath away: the complete collections of En Patufet and the Madrid weekly Blanco y Negro, two enormous piles. The first issue of En Patufet was from 1904 and that of Blanco y Negro from 1891. All of the illustrations in the two weeklies were hand-drawn and engraved. It’s one of the losses I most regret from when Franco’s Nationalists entered Barcelona in 1939, and my studio was destroyed.

			
				[image: ]
				Plaça Nova and Carrer Corribia before the Francoist air raid on 30 January 1938. The destruction caused by that bombing led to the opening up of Avinguda de la Catedral.

			

			Those childhood strolls still play in my memory like a home video. One in particular has stuck in my mind because of a certain uneasiness it caused in me: a long stretch in Carrer Canuda, the worn-down grey wall of the old closed-order nuns’ convent of Santa Teresa, which occupied today’s Plaça de la Villa de Madrid, inflicted a terrible sadness upon me. I was frightened by the two or three tiny, dusty, bricked-up windows behind solid bars and the identically bricked-up door with a faded noble shield sculpted in the stone lintel, and the narrow and gloomy opening of Carrer Bot, which separated the convent from the Ateneu Barcelonès. These are the details that contributed to the unpleasantness of that long and narrow stretch of street.

			I would often take a walk with my brother and our maid around the mountain of Montjuïc; it is said that the Romans called it Mons Jovis, due to the temple of Jupiter that stood at the top.25 In my day, the last few streets in the Eixample that led to Plaça d’Espanya had not yet been urbanized, nor had the side of the mountain. Plaça d’Espanya was delimited by the neo-Mudéjar building, the Arenes bullring, and by the embankment of an enclosed greenhouse. The two well-known, large, artificial stone towers modelled on the bell tower of Saint Mark’s Square in Venice, which today mark the grounds of the entrance to Montjuïc Park, were not built until 1928. We often went for a glass of water and anise at the Font del Gat and to the pergola gardens, which were not far away. Leaving the house we would walk down Carrer Entença, and then down what would later be Avinguda de Mistral, which in those years was a miserable neighbourhood of gypsy slums I was afraid to cross. To get to the landscaped area of the popular Font del Gat, we would walk up what is today Carrer Lleida, then just a path flanked with rocks, bushes and a fig or carob tree here and there. On our return, I was captivated by the fluted banister of the staircase, down which water splashed, a secret and intimate evocation of a Mozarabic garden. Years later in Paris, I would have the honour to congratulate its architect, Rubió i Tudurí, for designing his romantic representation of a Mediterranean garden on that part of the mountain.

			When crossing Plaça de la Universitat with the maid, on the way to the Col·legi de Catalunya, as a small child, I was drawn to the statues in the middle, a mass of pumice stone that was a monument to Doctor Robert,#14 a late-19th century mayor of Barcelona who had won great popularity. The Franco regime later had the monument moved to its current site in the middle of Plaça de Tetuan. I would run up to the steps at the base of the statue to touch the curved stone columns, which I associated with Gaudí’s La Pedrera building in Passeig de Gràcia that had been cruelly mocked by the leftist intelligentsia of the time. The vigorous gesture of the bronze segador clutching his sickle and flag, which formed part of the monument’s group of sculptures by Llimona, made such an imprint on my mind that it inspired a poster I painted for the FAI during the 1936 Revolution, with a peasant clutching a sickle in front of a red and black flag which proclaimed “Llibertat!” [Freedom!].#15 #48

			When I lived in Carrer Balmes, between the ages of twelve and fifteen, and I would get up in the morning to go to Can Jesuita, Gran Vía and Passeig de Gràcia still hadn’t woken up from their slumber. The life of the Barcelona bourgeoisie in the 1930s was far more sedate than in today’s competitive society. There was only the noisy tram or the solitary figure of a construction worker on his bicycle, carrying his lunch tightly wrapped in a bundle and tied to the handlebars, cycling down the street on his way to a remote destination. With my armload of books (the Jesuits did not allow us to carry our school books in satchels), and always regretting not having woken up earlier, I would cross the two avenues at a diagonal to save time on my journey towards Carrer Casp. Every morning I would see the same people and we ended up greeting each other. I could eventually tell if I was running late based on who I met and where I met them on my way to school.

			I cherished that long walk. I felt connected to that urban scenery, to the Coliseum cinema with its monumental cupola, the most representative work of Francesc Nebot, the architect who designed Plaça de Catalunya; I was fascinated by the Germanic Gothic café-restaurant El Oro del Rin, which reminded me of Fritz Lang’s film Die Nibelungen. It made quite an impact on me when I was young and it premiered at the Coliseum, some years before the appearance of motion pictures in sound; the café-restaurant El Oro del Rin occupied the entire ground floor of the building, which belonged to Pia Batlló, the Batlló’s sister. It was designed in 1903 by Josep Vilaseca. The architectural details of the façade, fantastic animals and plants made of wrought iron and stone, which are reminiscent of Gothic gargoyles, completed the prestigious café-restaurant’s magnificent German decor. I also enjoyed looking at the placid reclining nude by Marès, on the monument by the stage designer Soler i Rovirosa, situated in the garden between Rambla de Catalunya and Passeig de Gràcia until recently. Flanking the corner were the Marcet and the Marquis of Marianao palaces, both from the 19th century. The former, by the master builder Tiberi Sabater, is more opulent and ornamental than the latter, and was inspired by the Lombard Renaissance. They are the most interesting examples of 19th century Catalan architecture prior to Modernisme still to be found in Passeig de Gràcia.

			My route to and from school took me along the opposite side, that is, past the more modest palace of the Marquis de Marianao. On rainy days I cursed the owner’s stinginess for not having paved the sidewalk, for it created an intransitive quagmire; but what bothered me even more was the aesthetic absurdity of that piece of barren earth in one of the most distinguished parts of the city. I have always felt ashamed of the anarchy that seemed to govern city planning in Barcelona. I would have preferred my Barcelona to be orderly, like a northern European city, which illustrated magazines portrayed without our city’s countless dividing walls. From what I later found out, most of the salons in that palace had been decorated by Soler i Rovirosa and Llorenç Masdeu with the cooperation of the best craftsmen of their time. It was demolished in 1936, but the culprit was not the ‘revolutionary hordes’ from that fateful year, but rather the Banco Vitalicio de España, which had already acquired the property months before the military uprising. Indeed, another constant in the history of this country is that architects, in connivance with the authorities, have been more destructive than any revolutionary ‘mob’.

			After walking down Passeig de Gràcia I would cross Carrer Casp, between the stately Rocamora buildings, by the architect Bonaventura Bassegoda, with orange domes and a circular balcony on the corner, and Josep Oriol Mestres’ neo-Gothic building with its slate roof and two pointed towers, which portrays the Catalan fin de siècle trend of Barcelona architecture. Two prestigious theatres, the Novedades and the Tívoli, concluded my privileged daily route. The Tívoli, an epic building, lent its name to the Solidaritat Catalana programme, written by Prat de la Riba, which was ratified there on 14 April 1907. To my mind it will always be the cinema where in 1927 or 1928 I saw the premiere of Fred Niblo’s Ben-Hur. It caused a moral dilemma for the Fathers regarding us students because the scenes that retained evangelical emotion – the close-up of the hand of Baby Jesus giving a cup of water to the thirsty Ramon Novarro – didn’t make up for the presence of lascivious scenes with the glamorous Betty Bronson. Actually, the cinema had a more powerful influence on my education than the dogmatic, loathsome and abstract textbooks we studied in secondary school. According to professor Luis M. Quiroga: “Films are models for people’s actions, they act as agents.” In The Wonderful Movies of the Thirties, critic John Clellon Holmes acknowledges that the cinema of the 1930s “has been something unconscious, collective and Jungian for my generation, nothing more, nothing less, a decade of entertaining projections that have carved out the truths of our maturity”. With 35,000 cinemas regularly showing American movies, Europe became the world’s leading consumer of cinematic works of art, and the worst is that when Hollywood films were so popular, the cinematographic media was controlled by a closed Jewish-American oligarchy, ruled by a strict code of censorship that was alien to the European, not to mention Catalan, way of life.

			On my route, I would often stop in front of the Tívoli or the Coliseum to muse over the stills I had liked from the films that were showing. This was especially delightful if they were of Clara Bow, the saucy American actress that brought an exhibitionist style to the screen in the mid-1920s. I was certainly not the only one to get lost in erotic flights of fancy while contemplating the negligees of the risqué star, whose black lace lingerie marked a shift away from the tastes of my grandparents’ generation, who idolized virginal white clothing.

			I was filled with similar delight by the statuettes displayed in the window of the pastry shop, Can Llibre, located on the grounds of the Marcet palace gardens, in a one-storey building made more attractive by an elegant colonnade and which has since given way to the Avenida Palace Hotel. Those statuettes, made of ivory and bronze, were treated as mere decorations, imported from Germany, France and Austria and were known as Chryselephantine sculpture#16 because in Greek chryso- means ‘gold, golden’ and elephántinos means ‘ivory’. The bronze parts, patinated or enamelled, were cast from a mould, but the pieces of ivory had been delicately hand-sculpted. This discovery was the fruit of the uncertainties that enthused the European artistic world after the First World War, futurism and the Bauhaus, inspired by Hellenic beauty; rhythmical dancers with unusual gestures and movements taken from Diaghilev’s Russian ballerinas, stranded in Paris by the October Revolution; mysterious and erotic goddesses wrapped in rich cloths incrusted with jewels and precious stones, in an Aubrey Beardsley style, reminiscent of the aesthetics of the fin de siècle Decadent movement. The sculptures Hoop Dancer, by the German Ferdinand Preiss, or Bubble Dance, by Godar, represented the ideal woman: modern, trim, elegant and mysterious. Today they are precious as they connect us to the intellectual eroticism of the Roaring Twenties.

			In the same elegant building as Can Llibre, an agency dedicated to promoting tourist holidays (at the time, tourism was a luxury proposed by large foreign railway companies such as Wagons-Lits) exhibited stunning tourist posters, which were novel in those years; thermal resorts and sumptuous lakeside spas, surrounded by thick forests and slender snow-capped mountains; monumental cities of art and leisure, like Paris, Nice, Rome or Venice. Today they are familiar places, but for me, as a youngster, they conjured up images of exotic destinations that remain engraved in my visual memory. Even today the Wagons-Lits logo awakens that yearning for wunderlust. Today those posters can be found in museums and have an extraordinary value as collector’s items, despite the fact that the artists never became famous. Before the 1930s, poster artists such as Dellepiane, Julián Lacaze, Géo Dorival, Hornung, Roger Broders and Alo stood out for their work. After that decade, tourism poster artists fell in love with the train: machine prevailing over nature with its imposing geometrical forms. Chauffar’s blue and green poster with a humongous “V” for Vichy that occupied the entire page, top to bottom, is the best example. The modern poster attained its full expression with the works of Cassandre (“Nord-Express”, “Étoile du Nord”, “L’Oiseau Bleu” and “Wagons-Lits” among others) where, by way of the mechanical process of photochrome, it ceased to be a handmade reproduction by lithographers and lost its manual value. This quality is difficult to appreciate nowadays due to a widespread ignorance of the hand-drawn lithograph technique, which, in the case of many of those posters, exceeds the value of the original paintings.

			In 1881, when the Jesuit school and the Expiatory Church of the Sacred Heart of Jesus were built, Carrer Casp was one of the richest and most aristocratic residential streets in the ‘modern’ city. The buildings belonging to the Society of Jesus were some of the most elegant and lavish in that part of the Eixample, which was in the course of being urbanized. During the 1930s, Carrer Casp was still a well-to-do district, and many families of my classmates lived in those buildings. After school, I almost always walked home with Carles Baixeres and Joaquim Mestre, who were my neighbours. Baixeres lived, and still does, in Carrer Diputació where it crosses Balmes; and Mestre lived in Balmes, right across from my apartment. Carles Baixeres i Boada was the great-grandnephew of the naturalist painter Dionís Baixeres, who in the late 19th century made a name for himself with his landscapes and seascapes, which were highly valued by the bourgeoisie of the day. Carles was just a bit shorter than me, and so his shoulder provided a perfect resting place for my arm while we walked. Joaquim Mestre i Armengol was serious and a good student. Unsurprisingly, years later, owing to his selfless dedication to the medical profession, he was involved in the founding of the Barcelona’s prestigious Quirón Hospital. When I did not return home in their company, I would take long detours on my own. The adults thought those detours were signs of mischief, but for me they were enriching experiences. I have always delighted in discovering and admiring Barcelona, as if I were a foreigner, taking in the ornamental Modernista façades of certain buildings in the Eixample, passing my hand over the smooth marble plinth that the concierges, with their rayadillo26 smocks and dust rag in hand, managed to keep immaculate. Usually, however, I did not divert from my route, walking up Rambla de Catalunya and turning into Diputació. Even though this route was quite not as spectacular as the one down Gran Vía, the architectural singularity of that cluster of residential buildings in the Eixample, some of which had won awards from the City Council at the turn of the century, was quite substantial.

			On half-day Thursdays, I would sometimes venture to the top of Collserola with our dog, a black Alsatian my father called Lelong, after a Parisian fashion designer. From our gallery, which looked out over the university gardens, Mount Tibidabo was a constant landmark for me, and Carrer Balmes,#17 with a mild incline, was the most direct route up through the city. My mother loved that apartment because it was sunny all day, from dawn till dusk, and you could catch a glimpse of the sea since the southern side overlooked the mansards of the Gas Lebon building (nowadays a mutual insurance company headquarters). Built by Francisco de P. Villar i Carmona, it is one of the few examples of buildings in Barcelona’s Eixample without dividing walls. It seemed like a building transported from a Northern European city.

			One day, on my walk up to Tibidabo, while I was collecting rock specimens for my mineral collection, I unexpectedly ran into Fathers Anglada and Condomines. The second of the two taught ethics and law and was quite young; in class he treated me condescendingly, because although I was often oblivious to the contents of the lesson, which I never studied, I could almost always come up with an answer to his questions. Ethics was one of the few subjects that interested me. The presence of the two Fathers on that solitary mountain intimidated me, but they spoke to me as if we were grand friends. Their affection and attention flattered me, and I immediately warmed to them. I lamented that Father Anglada took my class mischief so seriously. On the return from Tibidabo, I would often be caught by nightfall, taking shortcuts through small paths in the Font del Racó Park, which led directly down to the small plaza at the funicular station, Avinguda del Tibidabo. I felt a particular attraction to the secret darkness of that miniscule wooded park.

			I was equally charmed by the two stone nymphs by Eusebi Arnau, placed upon the plant stands that decorated the large mezzanine balcony of the Casa Lleó Morera building on the corner of Passeig de Gràcia and Consell de Cent, the finest example of Lluís Domènech i Montaner’s floral style on an apartment building. Those two masterpieces of Barcelona Modernisme were pulled down by a foolish merchant in 1943,#18 the ‘fifth year of triumph’ of the Franco regime’s occupation, to make way for the display windows of a pretentious shop, Loewe. Years later, during Maragall’s term of office as mayor, the building was restored, but Eusebi Arnau’s sculpture groups have never been returned to their place.

			I also remember with melancholy Josep Llimona’s Desconsol, the marble nude surrounded by silence and greenery, reflected in the pond in front of the palace, which today is the seat of the Catalan Parliament. For me, exploring that historic neighbourhood was urban poetry, where palaces, workshops and different socio-economic classes coexisted. Back then, Carrer Ferran was still the most distinguished commercial street; but the antique shops were located in the medieval quarter and the second-hand bookshops in the Santa Madrona market stalls, close to Rambla de Santa Mònica.

		


	
		
			The Traditionalist Circle

			The new Republican Government’s leftward shift and vocal anti-clerical stance provided a pretext for the Catalan jaumistes, who had initially accepted the administration, to rectify their position and publically manifest their animosity through a permanent anti-republican ‘crusade’ that was deeply rooted in Spanish National Catholicism.

			The traditionalist opposition was further boosted by the fact that monarchist supporters of the abdicated King Alfonso XIII, on finding themselves without royal protection, frantically dug through their drawers for their old Carlist lineage and wasted no time in seeking protection from traditionalist centres. According to the journalist ‘Gaziel’, they were turncoats “of that indescribable monarchic right-wing constituted almost miraculously by parties without supporters and figures without personality (…), who never showed their faces, because they most certainly never had them”. Although Carlism had ceased to be a determining factor in Spanish political life, it continued to have supporters whose loyalties, fuelled by a bellicose tradition of three legendary civil wars and various armed insurrections, represented a force that could potentially rush to the defence of religion and the monarchy.

			The sudden inflow of pro-Spanish monarchists into the sparse ranks of the Carlist Party drowned out any vaguely Catalanist voices. Catalan traditionalist bigwigs were further disconcerted by the death of Don Jaime without an heir, that same year in Paris, and the growing rift between the three main factions of Carlism: jaumistes, integrists and Mellistas. The integrist exodus had drained their ranks since the late 19th century, whereas the Mellistas had sprung up from the split led by the renowned orator Vázquez de Mella who, during the Great War, came out in support of the Germans, in opposition to the Francophile Don Jaime.

			Meanwhile, faced with the ban imposed by the new Carlists on participating in the campaign in favour of the Catalan Statute, the most Catalanist branch abandoned the Traditionalist Communion and, together with other figures, founded Unió Democràtica de Catalunya, which did cooperate with the Republic. The negative stance of the Traditionalist Communion and the weekly paper Reacción was inconsistent with its supposed doctrine of local rule. In a bid to persuade reflection by the “gullible who allow imaginations to run wild concerning the fiction of the Statute”, the paper published an article on 30 April 1932, reminding them of the proclamation of Carlos VII during the Third Carlist War, whereby he reinstated the traditional privileges and freedoms of Catalonia.
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