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PART I:


CONTEMPORARY BASQUE LITERATURE







1


A Historical Perspective




In the pages that follow, I wish to outline the historical process of current Basque literature between 1969, the year I take to mark the beginning of its modernization, and the present. In order to do so, I will avail myself of the comments made annually by different literary critics and culture journalists in order to describe and reflect on the moment in question. This is an intermediate source located somewhere between histories of literature and day-to-day topical journalism that has proved valuable when it comes to contextualizing, from today’s perspective, the more general phenomena associated with the years under consideration here comprising the historical account of Basque literature.


However, a more general reflection that connects these historical processes is also necessary, an outline that takes account of the key moments and dialectics of the historical processes described here.


Basque literature is obviously a “small literature.” The adjective “small” does not just apply to size: the number of Basque speakers (approximately eight hundred thousand, almost all of whom are bilingual or trilingual), the number of authors (around three hundred), the number of potential readers, and the number of works published and sold. It is also a feature that can affect the way in which the literature itself is produced. To date, and probably erroneously, Basque literature has been deemed a “minor literature,” following the well-known thesis of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1986).1 Yet the concept of “minor literature,” that literature produced at the boundaries of a major language, does not appear to fit very well with a literature that is produced in a small language. For that reason, the concept of “small literature” would appear to be much more appropriate for the current Basque literature.


In a “small literature” the dialectic between ideology and literary autonomy would seem to be one of the axes around which the day-to-day life of writers in that language revolves. Antón Figueroa has studied this process in the Galician case2 and in what follows we will see that, in the case of Basque literature, it is a never-ending focus of debate. Given the fact that within small literatures, because they exist in a permanent tension relating to their very survival (a survival of both their language and their identity), the dialectic between ideology and literary autonomy seems to be an important feature, one can verify that this has been expressed in multiple forms in the Basque case: there are debates over commitment as opposed to autonomy, over a literature committed to the national idea as opposed to what is deemed a more personal literature, and over a national or what is called here an identity literature and a literature that seeks to be cosmopolitan. On occasion, the first of these options has been labeled realism when it really meant the creation of a literature that would defend nationalist postulates as opposed to a more autonomous literature; or at such times, the name resistance literature was preferred over a more universal literature. Even studies and debates about postmodernity in Basque literature are influenced by that tension that Figueroa describes in the aforementioned work. However it is called, and bearing in mind that each name, as we will see, offered an extra dimension to that tension, that tense thread between ideology and autonomy is a constant feature of the period studied here. As such, Kirmen Uribe’s affirmation that Basque literature should by now be a literature that does not just imitate what comes from elsewhere, but that it should also serve as a source of imitation for other literatures, has come to imply a kind of manifesto within the debate carried out between these two points.


There are other focal points of tension in “small literatures” that can also be seen in the Basque literature considered here. According to Deleuze and Guattari, a minor literature will display features such as linguistic deterritorialization, political totalization, and collective appropriation of the discourse.3 The first of these is the least applicable to a “small literature” because it asserts that an author will write in a language outside that of the national territory from which he or she comes. This was the case of Kafka, who wrote in Prague in the language of the German minority, as well as belonging to the Jewish minority.4 Yet the other two features are very noticeable in emerging literatures. Deleuze and Guattari contend that “the political domain has contaminated every statement”5 in such a way that “small literature” defines itself as a system of dissidence against another literature, against which it should construct and reaffirm its identity.6 The construction of Basque literature is recreated in a form of identity selfaffirmation that, as we have seen, has received several names varying from committed literature to that of resistance or national literature and proindependence or pro-sovereignty literature, in such a way that the social situation might be interpreted as a force that leads writers toward considering themes that are directly related to (the at times violent) Basque society. In fact, this identity or resistance stance is not defined in and of itself but rather, as we will see, by a tension with literature that seeks autonomy. Thus in the pages that follow I will highlight reflections that show the need for commitment or that emphasize the appearance of works that favor national or committed theses. But clearly this force is only evident in tension and is not accepted by everyone. The paradox of the Basque literary system is that this force might be hegemonic or widespread and at the same time appear, seeing itself as a victim, to be the least accepted or valued tendency by critics, especially those in the academic world. The tension, then, between that universal literature most resembling what is produced elsewhere in the world and identity literature is twofold: on the one hand, what in the global scene appears as “retrograde aesthetics” or “outdated aesthetics”—the influence of historical avant-gardes, for example, as a form of resistance against universal literature—appears in the Basque literary system as something that “one should do.” This is because it reaffirms political positions that seek to underscore it as a literature of resistance against global literature.


Another significant element of tension in “small literatures” resides in the power of the excessive dimension accorded to the language used in literary texts. It is common to hear that this literature prefers a “philologized” language, that it pays greater attention to the use of language than to undertaking literary objectives. Put this way, saying that “small literature” prefers language to literature might be an exaggerated statement. Yet understood in a nuanced way, in the Basque literary system the use of language is a literary value in itself.


The Basque literary project demonstrates these kinds of cultural tensions in the period under consideration in the pages that follow.




1. THE YEAR 1969: THE CREATION OF A NEW AESTHETIC CONSCIOUSNESS




Different perspectives on the discussion as a whole of current Basque Literature tend to situate its takeoff at the moment General Francisco Franco (1892–1975) died and the Spanish political transition to democracy began. Thus, the chronology of literature takes as a starting point for its consolidation a piece of information from the political system within Spanish history. It is true that this change in the political order and the new climate of freedom created from that moment onwards consolidated the efforts that actors (writers, publishers, readers) in the Basque literary system had been carrying out for some years.


Yet if we bear in mind the development of the literary system itself, it had already been strengthening—although in a very uneven way—several efforts that were going to flourish more vigorously with the disappearance of the Franco regime and the creation of democratic structures (with all their weaknesses, problems, and pacts) during the transition to democracy (1975–1982). In 1981, Jesús María Lasagabaster (1931–) suggested 1969 as a crucial moment for the development of the Basque novel because in that year Ramon Saizarbitoria (1944–) published his important novel Egunero hasten delako (Because Dawn Breaks Every Day).7


In this novel the author employed new literary techniques that departed from the traditional way of describing modernity and introduced new features into the way a novel’s narration is carried out. Moreover, there were certain sociological characteristics that stood out as part of Ramon Saizarbitoria’s narrative, which were not unique within his overall production. For example, this was an author who had studied at university in Switzerland, with a deep knowledge of the latest developments in the European novel and particularly that of France. Indeed, contemporary Basque culture owed much to the French example. As opposed to the traditional Basque novel that situated its plots in rural settings, the characters’ activities in this new narrative raised questions about contemporary youth. In fact, in Egunero hasten delako Saizarbitoria highlighted the absurdity of the fact that abortion was legal in some Swiss cantons yet not in others; which leads one to conclude that in 1969, during the Franco regime, he was in favor of legalizing abortion. The fact that the novel was written in Euskara (the Basque language) likely meant that it eluded the censors without any problems and could be published. The issue was central to the cultural climate of the time. Indeed, it was central to another novel, Tiempo de silencio (1962; Time of Silence, 1964), written in Spanish by another novelist residing in Donostia-San Sebastián, Luis Martín Santos (1924–1964).


The truth is that 1969 did not just mark a milestone for the Basque novel. Three other books were published that year which from a historical perspective can be considered essential to the development of Basque literature. First, there was the poetic text Isturitzetik Tolosan barru (From Izturitz, Without LeavingTolosa, 1969). This was a multimedia piece of work by JosAnton Artze (1939–), which included painting, music (a record, now a CD, accompanied the book), and a black box with a poem inside, written from an avant-garde perspective and was inspired specifically by the music. Artze wanted to achieve something similar to that of the compositions of John Cage, who had taken part in what was known as the Pamplona Encounter (1973). In his book, Artze blended the verbal component of his poems with a visual composition that aided and completed their meaning.


Then, Juan San Martín (1922–2005), a poet who was part of the social literature movement, published Uhin berria (New Wave), an anthology of new Basque poetry. It is worth examining the title of this collection in greater detail because it offers a clear indication of the cultural atmosphere at the time. First, it would appear to be a direct translation of the French nouvelle vague, made up of important directors like François Truffaut and Jean-Luc Godard. This was a movement of filmmakers from the neighboring country who, between the late 1950s and early 1960s, attempted to create a cinema based on freedom of expression and technical autonomy. In this sense, the book’s title would support the idea of a significant French presence among the Basque intelligentsia. Moreover, in Spanish circles the term “new wave” referred to a movement of renovation and cultural change among young people at that time; in other words, the “pop” culture of urban youth.


Finally, with regard to the importance of 1969, I would also cite the volume Euskal Elerti 69 (Basque Literature 69). This was a compilation of works in a publication made up of 551 pages edited by Gabriel Aresti (1931–1975), one of the most emblematic poets in Basque literature. In 1968 he had published a book of poems, Euskal Harria/Piedra Vasca (Basque Stone), and was one of the principal reference points of Basque literature and culture at that time. Euskal Elerti 69 highlighted the precarious nature of the Basque literary system during the era. It sought to bring together the contemporary production of Basque writers within one single volume and to offer a platform on which to convey by means of an annual review the creations of Basque authors from different genres who had no other customary channels in which to be published and distributed. In other words, this volume came as a means to help spread knowledge about young authors who lacked the normal channels to publish their work in individual books – which in turn demonstrated, precisely, the weakness of the system. This experience was repeated in 1972 with the publication of Euskal Literatura 72 (Basque Literature 72).


This brittle and weak panorama in the Basque literary system, whose most solid feature was the existence of the Lur (“land” or “earth”) publishing house that had published both Saizarbitoria’s book and Aresti’s collection, did however demonstrate a new collective creative consciousness with the appearance of novels and poetry that are now considered key in Basque literary history.


Nor should one forget the political climate in the Basque Country. The armed organization ETA (founded in 1959), which at that time enjoyed certain sympathy and approval or at least no condemnation among nationalist sectors in Basque society, carried out its first assassination in 1968: a Civil Guard, José Pardines. Following a chase, the person responsible for the assassination, Txabi Etxebarrieta (1944–1968), was also killed. Etxebarrieta had been a major intellectual influence on significant numbers of young Basques, and these deaths shocked Basque society.


This all leads to two important conclusions. In the first place, one should highlight the impact of the whole ideological, political, and cultural magma of the 1968 protests, with the events in May in France influencing a revolution of the creative foundations of the Basque Country. This facilitated the first stirrings of postmodernism in the aforementioned works by Ramon Saizarbitoria and JosAnton Artze; a topic that demands a more detailed examination than is possible here. In the second place, one should make clear the chronological importance of 1975 and beyond. Without underplaying the transformation implied by the major socialization of the Basque language and literature following the passing of laws designed to this effect after 1975, certain aesthetic and creative foundations had already been set down in the late 1960s.




2. THE INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF BASQUE LITERATURE: THE 1980S




Following the death of the dictator Francisco Franco and the arrival of the democratic system, the Basque literary system enjoyed a period of reaffirmation, of creating cultural foundations, and of both artistic and commercial expansion: in short, a moment of institutionalization. This would take place not without tension, debates, and problems that writers and agents of the literary system raised within the boundaries of Basque literature.


At the moment in which a new political system was being established in Spain, Basque literature would also enjoy a major period of development. This went hand-in-hand with the creation of a political system in the Basque Country as well, through the establishment of an autonomous community within what was called the state of the autonomies.


There is general agreement among historians of Basque literature about the importance of the political regulation of the autonomous community following the passing of the Statute of Autonomy of the Basque Country (1979). This brought an end to a long political process of democratic renewal in Spain.


In a short space of time a number of significant events took place in Spanish society. In 1976 the law on political reform was passed by referendum, and this led to a new political structure in Spain. In 1977 general elections to the Spanish parliament were called and held. The following year, 1978, was crucial in that laws were passed that would lead to the Spanish political transition, through the replacement of the dictatorship with a democracy. A law on pre-autonomy for the Basque Country was passed, and that same year an embryonic Basque government was set up, the Basque General Council. The Spanish Constitution, a key element in the transformation of society, was also passed. In 1979 general elections to the Spanish parliament were called, as were municipal elections that were intended to renovate city councils. The Statute of Autonomy was also passed, leading to the creation of the Basque parliament in 1980. And in 1981 the fiscal pacts (conciertos económicos), imbuing the Basque provincial councils (Diputaciones) with fiscal and economic authority within the complex institutional framework of the Basque Country, were reinstated. Put another way, the Basque Country enjoyed a certain fiscal independence within the Kingdom of Spain. This set of political processes meant that the Basque Country became an important agent within the creation of democracy in Spain.


Certain important qualifications should be added to the panorama described here. First, this whole process was related to the institutionalization of the Basque language and literature in the Autonomous Community of the Basque Country, and did not apply to the Foral Community of Navarre.8 Here, Euskara was also spoken yet it had a weaker presence in the educational system and the process of institutionalization was slower (the foral law on the normalization of the Basque language was passed in 1986). Nor did some of the legislative changes described here take effect in that other region where Basque is also spoken: Iparralde (the “northern region” in Euskara) in the terrain of the French Republic. Yet on the contrary, it is clear that the institutional development of the Basque Autonomous Community (also known as Euskadi) favor—as a result of grants established by the Basque government—literary creation and publication in both Navarre and Iparralde. Second, a wide-ranging political debate accompanied this historic process. Those in favor of maintaining the political process debated with those who advocated breaking with the historic process and, ultimately, with the democratic system itself. Right-wing parties (which currently make up the Partido Popular or People’s Party, PP), the Partido Socialista Obrero de Euskadi (PSE, the Socialist Workers’ Party of Euskadi), and the Partido Nacionalista Vasco (PNV, Basque Nationalist Party) aligned in legitimizing the process. The Basque nationalist left (Herrin Batasuna or Popular Unity, HB) advocated breaking with the process. This debate was more intense within the world of the Basque language and literature, in which the Basque nationalist left enjoyed a not at all symbolic preeminence, and in which it debated against the moderate nationalism of the PNV.


How did all of this affect the Basque language and literature? The legislative branch of the Basque parliament advocated a policy defending and promoting the Basque language, and this clearly affected Basque literature as well. The passing of the law on the normalization and use of the Basque language (1982) is fundamental when it comes to understanding the social process and the development of literature in Euskara. The law addressed the teaching of the Basque language and literature in Basque schools. It regulated the form in which Euskara would be taught in public schools, in such a way that this allowed for the unprecedented presence of the publishing world in Basque society. The need to create, develop and subsequently distribute textbooks in the Basque language allowed publishing houses to consolidate their businesses financially, and thereby allowed them to grow exponentially. Thus, while Basque publishing houses published 103 books in 1974, by 1990 they were publishing 850 books annually.9


Institutionalization was accepted in other fields of establishing structures in the Basque language. Basque public television, Euskal Telebista (ETB), a station created with the aim of offering programs in Euskara, was created in 1983. It later established a second channel, ETB-2, which offered programming in Spanish. Other elements that aided in strengthening the Basque literary system centered on different associations that encouraged literary creation. Thus, the Euskal Idazleen Elkartea (EIE, Association of Basque Writers) was created in 1982 (www.idazleak.org/english). Its goals were modest but with a clear aim in mind: that of protecting copyright earnings for authors; a right that, as is well known, may extend to ten percent of the final price of books. These books did not normally achieve very high sales figures, yet this was a statement of intent that demonstrated the association’s will to defend the position of writers within the literary system and underscored the importance of making it a professional concern, however precarious it may be. As well as writers, other artists decided to join together in institutions that might serve as an aid to the different protagonists of the Basque literary world. First, the Euskal Itzultzaile, Interpretari eta Zuzentzaileen Elkartea (EIZIE, Basque Association of Translators, Interpreters, and Copyeditors) was established in 1987 (www.eizie.org) as a platform to defend the rights of professionals working in the field of translation. Mean-while, other associations such as the Bertsozale Elkartea (the Association of the Friends of Bertsolaritza), also created in 1987, protect and encourage bertsolaris (Basque oral improvisers).10


The institutionalization was especially strong in the field of education. The Basque language was introduced into high schools and the first qualified teachers took up their positions in 1982. Similarly, Basque philology studies were also introduced: first at the religious University of Deusto in 1976, and then in 1978, under the tutelage of Professor Koldo Mitxelena at the University of the Basque Country. Indeed, at the latter institution, certain subjects in the physical, mathematical, and medical sciences were also taught in the Basque language.


Education, radio, television, and publications all came to make up a social framework that in turn encouraged literary creation. One might describe these several characteristics as those that demonstrated a panorama that was heading toward the greater professionalization of writers, toward the disappearance of single-work authors who approached literature with a didactic aim to teach the language rather than any aesthetic goals, toward the multiplication of aesthetic forms in such a way that there no longer existed only one form of literary expression, toward a literature based on simple writing that was understandable to all readers (who were mainly to be found in schools), and toward the preeminence of children’s and young adult literature.


This debate might be summed up by two attitudes: artistic creation (and consumption) in Euskara because of activism (whether political or ideological, in order to help develop the language) or because of professionalism or institutionalism. The debate centered on voluntary will (with a measure of idealism) as opposed to pragmatism (with a measure of economic materialism).


The institutionalization of the Basque language and literature, in a word of Basque culture, offered the possibility of making them more professional. And once the Basque public administration was established, it was offered the possibility of entering into the civil service.


This transformational capacity would be especially evident in the world of publishing in Euskara. From being a more or less amateur endeavor, it became a highly professional industry. Gabriel Aresti, the main symbol of Basque poetry who had created the Lur publishing house, died in 1975. Subsequently, from being the main publishing house in the Basque language it suffered a certain decline, although it still retains a commercially viable position at present.


In the late 1970s and early 1980s several important publishing initiatives were carried out. Some of these concerned the creation of leading publishing houses. Elkar (“together”) was established in 1975 and Erein (“to sow”) in 1976. There were other looser initiatives aimed at publishing more risky collections and more in keeping with a more activist, avant-garde, and ephemeral outlook, such as the Ustela Saila (“rotten collection”) literary collection in 1977 or that of the Susa publishing house. Moreover, several other initiatives were aimed at publishing literary journals. These were especially important in the 1980s as the breeding ground for new writers, but they have little influence today. These journals included: Ustela (“rotten”), 1975–1976; Pott (“failure”), 1978–1980, founded by Bernardo Atxaga together with other writer colleagues; Oh Euzkadi (Oh Basque Country), 1979–1983; Susa (a polysemic word that means both “mushroom” and “sex,” as well as being a city, Sousse, in Tunisia), 1980–1994; and Maiatz (May), 1982–present. This latter journal compiled Basque-language literary creation in France, with laudable energy and little financial assistance.


At the beginning of the 1980s, bearing in mind those that published Basque literature emblematically, the publishing industry panorama was made up of the following three publishing houses: Erein, which emerged from the Gero (“after”) publishing house, owned by the Society of Jesus; Elkar, which was created from a book distribution company and was the first Basque enterprise to combine all aspects of the publishing industry (publishing, distribution, direct sales through its own bookstores, all making up a powerful network that tended toward a monopoly); Pamiela, based in Pamplona, Navarre, and established by a cultural activist, Txema Aranaz; and Susa, the platform created by new writers and that was founded on the basis of a journal of the same name.


Listing these publishing houses allows one to examine them systematically, from the religious and humanist connotations of Erein to the nonconventional, cutting-edge undertones of Susa, by way of the aestheticism of Pamiela and the solidarity within Elkar. Yet at the same time, the first works to be published in collections emerging during these years are no less representative. Indeed, with slight modifications, they have remained equally representative to this day.


In 1977, the Ustela Saila collection by the Lur publishing house chose to publish the poetic text Oinaze zaharrera (Toward the Old Suffering) by Koldo Izagirre (1953–), and reprinted Saizarbitoria’s Egunero hasten delako that had been originally published in 1969. Today, these authors are emblematic representatives of two tendencies in Basque literature: of avant-garde poetry in the case of the former, and of ambitious narrative in the case of the latter. The Erein publishing house began its literary output that same year, 1977, with the poetic work Ilargiaren eskolan (In the School of the Moon) by Juan Mari Lekuona (1927–2005). In 1979, the Hordago (an expression from the card game mus implying to call someone’s bluff or challenge them) publishing house published Zergatik panpox (Why, Darling?) by Arantxa Urretabizkaia (1947– ). That same year, too, Abuztuko 15eko bazkalondoa (The After-Lunch Talk of August 15) by Joxe Austin Arrieta (1949–) was also published after winning an important literary prize. At the time it was a widely read and analyzed work. The Elkar publishing house chose Narrazioak (Narrations) (1983) by Joseba Sarrionandia (1958–) to launch a literary collection that survives to this day. And Susa began its publications in 1983 with the work Anfetamiña (Amphetamine) by Xabier Montoia (1955– ).


The listing I have just made consists of and recounts the aesthetic innovations and play among different positions that could be found in Basque literature, the aesthetic gestures that emerged in this literary space, and the initial prefiguring of a canon. Many things happened in the Basque literary system between 1977 and 1983. The aforementioned list includes the aesthetic symbolism of Juan Mari Lekuona, the author with the longest trajectory in the previously cited panorama, and the symbolic fantasy narrative of Joseba Sarrionandia, the youngest of the authors listed. Some of the authors mentioned can be situated in the historic avant-garde (Koldo Izagirre), and there are also novelists who had already been published in 1969 (Ramon Saizarbitoria). Meanwhile, feminism makes its first appearance with Arantxa Urretabizkaia, who was heavily influenced by Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986). This was a literature that looked toward the future, the avant-garde, and feminism, but at the same time included writers with a significant past, such as Juan Mari Lekuona and Ramon Saizarbitoria.


While the agents of social institutionalization (government agencies and publishing houses) were reinforcing the structures of the social system, writers were creating works that, from a historical perspective, now appear emblematic in the evolution of Basque literature. In 1978, Bernardo Atxaga (1951–), the best known Basque writer outside the Basque Country, published the book of poems Etiopia (Ethiopia). Prior to this, Atxaga had written a theatrical work that was published by Gabriel Aresti which passed by unnoticed and an apocalyptic novel that did not enjoy much success among the public. Ziutateaz (About the City), published in 1976 and written by Atxaga while he was doing compulsory military service, centered on an uprising against a tyrant. This topic had already been explored quite thoroughly in Latin American literature, in works such as Yo, el Supremo (1974; I, the Supreme, 1986) by Augusto Roa Bastos and Conversación en la Catedral (1969; Conversation in the Cathedral, 1975) by Mario Vargas Llosa. Atxaga also added an expressionist style to the novel and it was connected to the later book of poems by its consideration of the dictatorship.


Etiopia owed much to expressing a blend of the symbolist style—it confessed explicitly to being indebted to Marcel Schwob (1867–1905)—with the historic avant-gardes and expressionism. This work brought about a substantial change in the artistic creation associated with Basque literature and a transformation of its coordinates. The avant-garde and violent expression played off one another in a commitment to expressing a chaotic world, but one that was intelligible in the context of the global economic crisis in which the work appeared. The circles in which the work is structured invite the reader to undertake a journey into hell, as did Dante in his Divine Comedy, but with a clear allusion to surrealism and irrationalism that imbue new meanings to Atxaga’s work and the creation of Basque literature.


It has often been remarked that the title reflects a contraposition of the concept of utopia in such a way that the book appears as “uchronie,” utopia turned upside down.11 It seems clear to me that the historic context—always so important in Atxaga’s literary composition— plays a vital role here. The war that devastated Ethiopia in 1974 and that culminated with the overthrow of the kingdom of Haile Selassie (1892–1975)—a dictator, thereby indicating a clear connection with Ziutateaz—and the famines that followed both contributed to creating the work. Atxaga’s work Etiopia expressed angst for change, for a world that had ended and a world not yet arrived, and perhaps this explains its apocalyptic and violently expressive connection.


One should bear in mind, however, that this work has only been printed twice (the original edition in 1978 and a reprint in 1983) and thereafter the author denied any permissions to reprint it, at least as he had done originally. This perhaps indicates the final meaning of the work more than its innovative nature, although its irrational avant-garde writing style has been a major influence on the poetic creation of all subsequent young Basque poets. More of a farewell work than the dawn of a new age, Etiopia—which has also been interpreted as an initial foray into postmodernity because of a poem that speaks about the dissolution of identity and fragmentation of the text and the subject—can be interpreted in parallel fashion to two works dating from the same era that rejuvenated Galician and Catalan aesthetics: Con pólvora e magnolias (With Gunpowder and Magnolias, 1976) by Xose Luis Méndez Ferrín (1938–) and Estimada Marta (Dear Marta, 1978) by Miquel Martí i Pol (1929–2003), respectively.


Together with the social and administrative institutionalization of Basque literature a literary practice emerged that, although with its ups and downs, demonstrated a new social conscience in literary creation. Authors for the most part did not display a strictly professional approach when it came to literary writing, although such an approach was perceptible in certain circles. Most undertook literary endeavors by means of an activism in defense of the Basque language, seeking to make sure the language did not perish rather than for financial reasons. This attitude that was so evident among most authors was not so clear when it came to the publishing houses. Here, within the true exponents of literary change in Basque literature in recent years, financial and market concerns—if only as a means of being able to pay their workers’ wage packets each month—were more important and this dose of realism gradually extended little by little to other literary authorities. At this time, Basque authors preferred poetry for both financial reasons (it costs less to publish poetry than novels) and socioliterary motives (one only need know a particular language to write poetry, whereas to produce a novel one must be aware of a social idiolect). Thus, single-work authors were promoted. As is often the case in a small literature, writers came to literature attracted by its “symbolic capital” and its strong sense of identity, yet they needed the help and support of a literary society to maintain their place there.


The institution formed by the community of the Basque language, the universe of Euskara, offered a professional outlet to those writers who moved away from literature and into journalism, television (as scriptwriters), teaching, publishing houses, and so on. If during the initial moments of the era being described here the image of writers was associated with being a teacher of Euskara, there was soon a wider socialization of this profile and journalists took over the image from teachers. At the same time, market concerns began to gain (although imperceptibly) increasing importance in the institution of Basque literature, in such a way that publishing houses and readers made it clear that they preferred products that sold more easily in the market over more profound yet minority creations. Following institutionalization there came a socialization of the literary market.




3. FROM 1983 TO THE PUBLICATION OF OBABAKOAK (1988) BY BERNARDO ATXAGA




The political transition to democracy in Spain ended officially in 1982 with the arrival of the Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE, the Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party) in government. Of course, as in all such historic processes, this did not herald the end to all tension among the subjects of this process. Changes in the Basque literary system were already underway, but in parallel fashion, 1983 marked the year in which there was an appreciable growth of short stories within this same system. As a consequence, poetry, which had occupied a central place within the system, began to lose ground.


In 1983, ten books of short stories were published (out of 401 books published in Euskara), most of which were written by authors of novels and among which one might highlight the following: Narrazioak by Joseba Sarrionandia, Panpinen erreinua (The Kingdom of the Dolls) by Mikel Hernández Abaitua (1959–), Dudular by the member of the Pott group Jose Mari Iturralde (1951–), and Ilusioaren ordaina (The Payment to Hope) by Laura Mintegi (1955– ). Among those works by authors already known in Basque letters, I would cite the short stories of Arantxa Urretabizkaia, who published Aspaldi espero zaidulako ez nago sekulan bakarrik (Because I’ve Been Waiting for You for a Long Time I’ve Never Been Alone) and the collection Gau ipuinak (Night Tales) by Mario Onaindia (1948–2003).


Sarrionandia’s work has achieved special recognition in the Basque literary universe. Two other books of short stories followed this to complete a full cycle of literary creation. Narrazioak (1983) offered ten very different short stories. As occurs in societies with a diglossic or weak language in the face of one or more powerful neighboring ones, Sarrionandia’s literature attempted to offer diverse narrative forms in the weak language in order to demonstrate that the minoritized language was just as capable as its more powerful counterparts of creating different kinds of texts. Thus, the short stories range from lyrical dreamlike tales to deconstructed texts, from realist political stories to non-structured narration, from magical tales to expressionist stories, from cultivating debate to expressing his poetics, and from Kafka to Borges.12
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