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    Luis Cernuda and the modern english poets




    Though several generations of critics have reported finding English influences in the poetry of Luis Cernuda, no detailed or systematic study of the question has yet been undertaken. This book tackles the issue, concentrating on the traces in Cernuda’s work of three major English language poets: Robert Browning, W. B. Yeats and T. S. Eliot. Hughes takes us through a wide selection of the poetry Cernuda wrote in exile –which he holds to be the best and most significant work– in support of his argument that Cernuda’s conception of poetry underwent a radical reorganisation as a result of his absorption of certain of the techniques of his models. Browning’s influence, it is argued, is noticeable chiefly in prosodic features and in the use of the persona, Yeats’s is principally thematic, and Eliot’s is in some ways the most pervasive, since it affects Cernuda’s style and phrasing.
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  Introduction


  «No me queréis, lo sé, y que os molesta


  Cuanto escribo. ¿Os molesta? Os ofende.


  ¿Culpa mía tal vez o es de vosotros?


  Porque no es la persona y su leyenda


  Lo que ahí, allegados a mí, atrás os vuelve.


  ...........................................................................................................


  Contra vosotros y esa vuestra ignorancia voluntaria,


  Vivo aún, sé y puedo, si así quiero, defenderme.


  Pero aguardáis al día cuando ya no me encuentre


  Aquí. Y entonces la ignorancia,


  La indiferencia y el olvido, vuestras armas


  De siempre, sobre mí caerán, como la piedra,


  Cubriéndome por fin, lo mismo que cubristeis


  A otros que, superiores a mí, esa ignorancia vuestra


  Precipitó en la nada, como al gran Aldana.»


                                                («A sus paisanos»)


  These lines, though not perhaps among his best, were written just over a year and a half before Cernuda died. The despondency brought on by age, exile and loneliness combines with the habitual acrimony and acerbity of his temperament to distort his view of his own public image; for, if his reputation was probably never as black as he persisted in painting it, it is now assured beyond question. Cernuda is generally held in discerning circles to be a great -perhaps the greatest- modern Spanish poet, an influence on, and, as Gil de Biedma puts it, an example to later generations. From Cernuda's poetry stems that of Valente, Gil de Biedma and Brines, and Ricardo Molina, Claudio Rodríguez and Luis Antonio de Villena would not have written as they do (or did) without his guidance, however unacknowledged. His line is, therefore, more influential than that of any of his contemporaríes, and when one considers that, among these contemporaries, Lorca, Aleixandre, Guillén and Alberti figured prominently, the achievement is indeed remarkable.


  The reasons why Cernuda's poetry should command such high and such universal respect are -some of them- evident almost at first reading: the smoothness of line, the vibrant intimacy of tone, the delicacy and deliberateness of diction, and the fundamental honesty of thought (what he thought of as “insobornabilidad”); all are characteristic of Cernuda from the earliest poetry. But there is more. Cernuda strikes the reader as a poet restlessly intrigued by his experience, and also marvellously in control of it. Wanting the effervescence and brilliance of Lorca or Alberti, temperamentally unfitted for the serenity of Guillén or the joviality of Salinas, he made a virtue of necessity:


  En ciertos poemas míos el verso queda como ensordecido bajo el dominio del ritmo de la frase. Desde temprano me agradó poco el verso de ritmo demasiado acusado, con su monotonía inevitable ( ... ) Si en el verso hay música, mi preferencia se orientó hacia la música callada del mismo ( ... ) Igual antipatía tuve siempre al lenguaje suculento e inusitado, tratando siempre de usar, a mi intención y propósito, es decir, con oportunidad y precisión, los vocablos de empleo diario: el lenguaje hablado y el tono coloquial hacia los cuales creo que tendí siempre.


  Of all his qualities, it is perhaps this last that most attracts the newcomer to his poetry. But this restraint was never softness: his growing mastery of his art conceals enormous subtlety, and there is perhaps more range in his mature poetry than in that of any other Spanish poet this century. There is a great deal of truth in his conviction that he had no need to learn modulation from the English poets: he was ready for the experience, predestined or “predisposed”, as he puts it.


  For the present writer, as for Cernuda himself, this contact with English poetry was decisive:


  Si no hubiese regresado, aprendiendo la lengua inglesa y, en lo posible, a conocer el país, me faltaría la experiencia más considerable de mis años maduros. Aprendí mucho de la poesía inglesa, sin cuya lectura y estudio mis versos serían hoy otra cosa, no sé si mejor o peor, pero sin duda otra cosa.


  Cernuda rightly insists, on more than one occasion, that his own experience and his own tastes left him open to English influences, for he praises English poetry for the very qualities we have said he himself possessed:


  Pronto hallé en los poetas ingleses algunas características que me sedujeron: el efecto poético me pareció mucho más hondo si la voz no gritaba ni declamaba, ni se extendía reiterándose, si era menos gruesa y ampulosa.


  It is true, as the popular phrase has it, that you can't make a silk purse out of a sow's ear, and it is true generally -though, as we shall be trying to show, not in every case, and not precisely in the terms stated- that “ese efecto de la lectura de los poetas ingleses acaso fuera más bien uno cumulativo o de conjunto que el aislado o particular de tal poeta determinado”. But one of the reasons why the reading and study of Cernuda's poetry is so pleasurable and rewarding to the English speaker is precisely the felt presence of English poets behind Cernuda's verses. My own particular interest in his poetry, apart from the obvious pleasure of reading him, arises from an accumulated awareness of these echoes, which fírst pleased me, then intrigued me, and finally drove me to more precise enquiry. Having found confirmation, I sought a more exhaustive treatment of the issue, and hence the following essay. For, though all the critics of the last fifteen years or so -and some much earlier- have detected or reported English influences in Cernuda's poetry, there is as yet, as far as I know, no full-length study of the subject. The present essay is, therefore, an attempt, in the first place, to supply that; and it seems fitting that an English speaker should, as it were, return the compliment by taking an interest in Cernuda's interest in our poetry. Besides, it may be thought that the task is less laborious for an English speaker, who has the advantage of starting approximately from where Cernuda started.


  I have stressed Cernuda's modernity, and it is for this reason that this study concentrates on only three modern English poets: Browning, Yeats and Eliot. The importance of their work for Cernuda has been acknowledged by his major critics -Paz, Harris, Gil de Biedma, Valente, Silver, Otero, Goytisolo, etc- but, though we shall be investigating their connection with Cernuda's poetry in depth, the reader should not take away the impression that these were the only important figures. They were not: but this essay sets out to show that they were the key poets in the osmotic process which effected the change in Cernuda from a post-Romantic of the Becquerian school into a consciously Modernist (not “modernista”) poet. I have, therefore, had to forgo, though with great reluctance, investigation of the importance of Shakespeare (especially the Sonnets), the Metaphysicals (Donne and Marvell in particular, though some reference to them is made), Wordsworth, Keats and Tennyson, all of whom, and others, it seems to me, played their part in shaping Cernuda's mature poetry. It is to he hoped that some day, someo  ne will repair these weighty, but unavoidable, omissions.


  The aim of this study, then, is to examine the influence of Browning, Yeats and Eliot on Cernuda's poetry after his exile in Britain, i.e. from 1938, when he fled from the almost defeated Republic to London, and then during his stay in Britain and the U.S.A., until his death in Mexico, in 1963. In each case, we shall endeavour to gauge the nature, extent and effect of this influence, and to determine with reference to his earlier or later poetry, whether the influence was beneficial, and whether it was lasting. As Cernuda was a prolific critic and writer on poetry, we are in the fortunate position of having a reliable guide to his opinions of the method, style, diction and standing of each of the three poets. This material is used at the start of each chapter, in order to facilitate understanding of what Cernuda was attempting, and to act as a check on whether he successfully adapted his models to his own purposes, or to determine, if he departed from them, in what way he departed.


  As very little sense could be made of any such findings without a specific view of Cernuda's poetry before exile, an introductory chapter attempts a synthesis of his work before 1937, and in particular of the poems of Las nubes, the crucial transitional volume on which he was working during the Civil War, and which he completed in Glasgow. It is hoped that, in this way, the reader's task will be lightened, and the changes of direction in the forties and after will stand out more clearly for what they are: the effect of his reading of the English poets.


  Lastly, to forestall misunderstanding, we are not setting out to prove that Cernuda turned into a major Spanish poet as a result of beneficial English influences. He was already a major poet, and some -among them a critic as eminent as Ricardo Gullón- believe that the best of his poetry was written in Spain. My own personal view is that Las nubes and the three collections following it contain his best as well as his most mature poetry. But a poet does not choose his tradition, except indirectly; for Cernuda, that tradition first became apparent to him in the English-speaking countries. Besides, it is worth remarking that, if we except Browning, these English influences are not «English» at all, at least not in the narrow, parochial sense, but European, and originally French. It is, likewise, instructive to remember that Yeats was Irish and Eliot American (like Pound, who is something of a figure in the carpet in this essay). The word «English» is therefore to be understood throughout the book, unless otherwise stated, as a linguistic, rather than a geographical, description.


  When Cernuda undertook his almost systematic study of the English poets, he already had a shrewd idea of what he was looking for; and when he found it he took it, boldly and without apology. As he says:


  Así fue el norte completando en mí, meridional, la gama de emociones sensoriales.


  Chapter 1

  Las nubes:
A transitional volume


  By the time he began work on Las nubes (1937-40), Cernuda had passed through the successive stages of artistic self-consciousness (Perfil del aire, Egloga, Elegía, Oda), surrealism [1] (Un río, un amor, Los placeres prohibidos) and incipient neo-Romanticism (Donde habite el olvido, Invocaciones). He was now to come to terms with the facts of exile: the abrupt transition from the comfort of Spain, where his reputation was virtually assured, to the very different life-style of an assistant teacher in a Surrey school and later at Glasgow University[2]. In Historial de un Libro[3], Cernuda has recorded his reactions to his new life: on the one hand, admiration for the settled habit of civilisation he recognised in British manners, but on the other hand discomfort, distaste and, finally, disaffection, evident in the valedictory poem La partida from the later Vivir sin estar viviendo:


   “(Adiós al fin, tierra como tu gente fría,


  Donde un error me trajo y otro error me lleva.


  Gracias por todo y nada. No volveré a pisarte .)” [4]


  This was also the period in which Cernuda began his studies in English Literature, which were henceforth to play a constant and decisive role in his practice as a poet. But before we begin to consider the development of his style in relation to his reading of the English poets, it would be helpful, to look briefly at the direction in which his poetry was moving in the poems from Las nubes written before he arrived in Britain, and before he acquired a sufficient mastery of our language to have been influenced other than accidentally by any English language poet.


  From this point of view, the most striking novelties are the objectivity of the compositions and their abundant use of discursive, as opposed to metaphor-based techniques, features which had already made their appearance in the later poems of Invocaciones, and which contrast quite dramatically with what had preceded them. Thus, in the Baudelairean La gloria del poeta, which opens “Demonio, hermano mío, mi semejante”, we read:


  “Es hora ya, es más que tiempo


  De que tus manos cedan a mi vida


  El amargo puñal codiciado del poeta;


  De que lo hundas, con sólo un golpe limpio,


  En este pecho sonoro y vibrante, idéntico a un laúd,


  Donde la muerte únicamente,


  La muerte únicamente,


  Puede hacer resonar la melodía prometida.” [5]


  Here, together with a cluster of Romantic cornmonplaces (brotherhood in Satan, poetic deathwish, identity of poetic impulse and musical instrument, death as a liberation of the spirit) one notes the persistence of surrealist techniques, such as the logical presentation of irrational responses, or the extension by mere association of the line “En este pecho sonoro y vibrante, idéntico a un laúd”, in which the word “idéntico”, by overstating the case, draws attention to itself, forcing us to consider the image qua image.


  This method of composition, still used in, e.g., “Dans ma péniche”, is in contrast with that used in the last poems of Invocaciones, and in Las nubes. In these later poems, the logic of syntax largely replaces that of metaphor, and the poems come to depend for their effect on subtIeties of sound and cadence, and on the quality of the thought itself, e.g.:


  “Hermosas y vencidas soñáis,


  Vueltos los ciegos ojos hacia el cielo,


  Marcando las remotas edades


  De titánicos hombres,


  Cuyo amor os daba ligeras guirnaldas


  Y la olorosa llama se alzaba


  Hacia la luz divina, su hermana celeste.” [6]


  Now the freely-associating, free-ranging imagination has almost entirely disappeared, and the lines possess the discipline and the measured dignity of Cernuda's reflective poetry, though there is a characteristic sumptuousness of sound. One hears, too, how the liquids and sibilants are used to convey the quiet of thought. In general Cernuda's poetry will tend henceforth towards the suppression of emphatic surface effects, and will subject exuberances of style to necessities of expression. Not that his poetry was ever much marked by excess; rather he now makes a virtue of continence, and a remark made many years later, in 1954, suggests what it was that he was trying to avoid. He writes:


  los poetas de la generación de 1925, aún distando de creer que la poesía sólo existe en metáforas, introducían en sus versos demasiadas metáforas voluntarias y efectistas [7].


  One naturally wonders what brought about this change in perspective, and, though speculation is always risky, we can at least try to make sense of the evidence available concerning Cernuda's life at this time and the way his mind was working.


  In the first place, there is the question of age: he was now past the first climacteric of thirty, and approaching full maturity. This, in combination with the natural gravity of his character and his utter dedication to his art, might he1p to account for the increasing seriousness, even sombreness, of his poetry, and his growing distaste for the productions of the vanguard.


  Secondly, there is the question of his homosexuality. Without wishing to dwell on a matter indifferent in itself as far as literary criticism is concerned[8], there can be little doubt that this circumstance, especially in the morally staid Spain of the period, drove a wedge between Cernuda and many of his old friends and acquaintances. His repeated attacks in later life on Guillén, Salinas and Dámaso Alonso were directed at what, to Cernuda, was their hidebound conventionalism, but some part, at least, of his truculence is explainable as vexation against what he considered to be their flaunting of bourgeois morality, specifically sexual morality. Certainly, something of the air of the respectable paterfamilias living in contented domesticity is discernible in the writings, even in the poetry, of Guillén and Salinas, and in Dámaso Alonso's vast personality a certain smugness is occasionally apparent[9]. Whatever the merits of Cernuda's position, these considerations are likely to have increased his feeling of isolation, his sense of the hostility of the world at large.


  Luis Antonio de Villena has seen in Cernuda's dandified airs a defence against such hostility [10] and we have Juan Gil-Albert's evidence that Cernuda, in his conversation, consistently affected indifference to intellectual topics, showing a marked preference for social chit-chat on contemporary ephemera[11]. From evidence of this kind, some critics (notably Harris, Coleman and Delgado)[12] have deduced that Cernuda was prone to evasiveness, in his private life as in his poetry, but a milder term such as “timidity” or “restraint” is equally applicable and assumes far less. He himself has referred to his social awkwardness as


  una incapacidad típica mía, la de serme difícil, en el trato con los demás, exteriorizar lo que llevo dentro, es decir entrar en comunicación con los otros, aunque algunas veces lo desee.[13]


  The fact that he has spoken out on the subject surely argues against the evasion theory.


  What is undeniable is that when he felt sure of his ground, any vestige of hesitance left him and common prudence could barely restrain him. The astonishing venom of his retorts to Salinas' reference to him as the “licenciado Vidriera”[14] and to Dámaso Alonso's apparently inoffensive comments about his age and provenance, is clearly the reaction of a man who feels wounded in his sensibility no less than in his dignity or his vanity. Moreover, if one suspects the existence of a less naive Cernuda, one might ponder the fact that the bitterest attacks were reserved for these three, who were not only the doyens of the group, but also the non-Andalousians.


  Lastly, there is the obvious fact that Cernuda's political sympathies during the thirties and the Civil War were decidedly Republican and anti-establishment, and they remained so even after his disillusionment with official politics had caused him to withdraw his initial support for the specifically Communist cause[15]. His bewilderment at the atrocious spectacle of the war, his grief over the death of Lorca, and the bitterness of defeat, exile and separation from home and friends complete the increasingly sombre picture. These events left a permanent mark on him, as on so many of his contemporaries, and his melancholy now deepens to an outlook close to despair. Hope and consolation are to reappear only intermittently from this time on.


  From the strict1y literary point of view, it is known[16] that Cernuda read both Hölderlin and Leopardi about this time (1936-37), even translating some of the former's work with the assistance of a German poet named Hans Gebser[17]. The influence of these poets on Cernuda's work is not in dispute, and it is not strictly part of our present concern to enter into the question of the extent of the hold of the one and the other over the Spanish poet. It may help, though, to notice that whereas a number of Hölderlin's favourite themes -a yearning for the gods of antiquity, admiration for the Hellenic civilisation viewed as a lost Golden Age, the sacred function of the poet- become important points of reference in Cernuda's own poetry, Leopardi seems to have left his mark more in point of manner than in point of subject. The tone of quiet despair, the meditative style, the classical restraint and equilibrium of line, and the use of natural scenery, broadly painted, to suggest both the beauty of the cosmos and the tragic isolation and transitoriness of man -both the actual and the symbolic- are all characteristic of Leopardi's poetry, and become characteristic of Cernuda's from Las nubes onwards.


  The opening poem, “Noche de luna”, a long ode on the futility of human endeavour, recalls Leopardi's fondness for moonlit landscapes and philosophic musings (“Il Tramonto della Luna”, “Ultimo Canto di Safo”, “Canto Notturno”, etc.) and is even, on occasion, close to the Italian poet in phrasing, e.g.:


  “Intatta luna, tale


  E lo statto mortale.” (“Canto Notturno”)


                                 and


  “Cuánta sangre ha corrido


  Ante el destino intacto de la diosa.”


                                                            (“Noche de luna”)


  Possibly as a result of his reading of Leopardi, the early poems of Las nubes exhibit a greater assurance in the handling of rhythm, the basic forms used, as Cernuda himself pointed out, being the endecasyllable and the heptasyllable, but with a considerable amount of variation within this basic pattern. The effect is one of easy control, which marks a considerable development from the diffuse and somewhat wordy diction of a number of the poems in Invocaciones. One might contrast the lengthy “El joven marino”[18], for example, with this:


  Cuántas claras ruinas


  Con jaramago apenas adornadas


  Como fuertes castillos un día las has visto;


  Piedras más elocuentes que los siglos,


  Antes holladas por el paso leve


  De esbeltas cazadoras, un neblí sobre el puño,


  Oblicua la mirada soñolienta


  Entre un aburrimiento y un amor clandestino[19].


  In contrast with the lingering and somewhat repetitive descriptions of the earlier poem, this stanza effortlessly sketches in the most striking features of the scene while retaining our interest in the point at issue: the passing of time, the destruction of beauty. The last three lines hold our attention not only by the sudden shift of perspective, but by the dramatic attitude of the huntresses, and by the suggestion of individual enterprise and intrigue in this generally doomed landscape. The second, fourth, fifth and seventh lines quoted unobtrusively keep the basic endecasyllabic rhythm, whilst the variation in the remaining lines (which is not, of course, free verse: the first line is heptasyllabic, and the third, sixth and eighth forin double heptasyllables united by the sense period) prevents monotony, thus ensuring an overall effect of naturalness and discipline combined.


  Another of the new features of Las nubes, again a question of style, concerns the increasing control Cernuda exercised over the development of his theme. He himself has commented valuably on his method of composition; and it is significant that this fresh interest in craftsmanship should have immediately preceded his discovery of the English language poets, particularly Browning, Yeats and Eliot. It was his classroom experience which alerted him to the possible value of the new method:


  por otra parte, el trabajo de las clases me hizo comprender como necesario que mis explicaciones llevaran a los estudiantes a ver por sí mismos aquello de que yo iba a hablarles; que mi tarea consistía en encaminarles y situarles ante la realidad de una obra literaria española. De ahí sólo había un paso a comprender que también el trabajo poético creador exigía algo equivalente, no tratando de dar sólo al lector el efecto de mi experiencia, sino conduciéndole por el mismo camino que yo había recorrido, por los mismos estados que había experimentado y, al fin, dejarle solo frente al resultado[20].


  We shall shortly be examining some of the ways in which the work of these poets affected Cernuda's own, but for the moment we may notice how the themes of the poems of Las nubes are thoroughly dealt with in a series of stages that go from the particular to the general, the gravity of tone and impartiality of observation contributing towards what is often an essentially dramatic structure. This occurs notably in “Noche de luna”, “A un poeta muerto” (the elegy on Lorca, completely rewritten and immeasurably improved in this respect)[21], “Scherzo para un elfo”, “Lamento y esperanza”, “Elegía española II”, and “La visita de dios”. In all of these poems, the, thoroughness of the development lends added resonance to the final lines, which, though generally abstract, do not have the disorienting effect that abstraction often has in poetry (and Cernuda's early poetry occasionally suffers from this blemish). These final lines have the force of a vision, a revelation or, in Joyce's sense, an epiphany, that is peculiarly satisfying. Here are a few samples:


  “Definitivamente frente a frente


  El silencio de un mundo que ha sido


  Y la pura belleza tranquila de la nada.” [22]


  “Sólo en ti creo entonces, vasta sombra,


  Tras los sombríos mirtos de tu pórtico


  Unica realidad clara del mundo.” [23]


  “Y subir, ángel vigía que atestigua del hombre,


  Allá hasta la región celeste e impasible.” [24]


  “la muerte,


  Unica gloria cierta que aún deseo.” [25]


  A further development at this period is the altered perspective in which the figure of the poet is presented. Whereas in the earlier poetry the function of the poet, or the artist in general, was held to be self-justifying, reality uninformed by aesthetic effort being dismissed as unsubstantial, the view which now emerges is radically different, partly, as we have said, as a result of Cernuda's reading of Hölderlin. Without wishing to raise here the question of the dehumanisation of art in the earlier productions of the Generation of 1927, I would suggest that, at least in the cases of Cernuda, Alberti, Prados and Guillén (and later, possibly Lorca and Salinas) their attitude to their art altered after, and probably as a result of, their experience in the thirties. But, although in all cases this alteration has a social dimension, we must be careful not to oversimplify. Whereas Alberti began to write political poetry –that is, poetry subjected to the needs and discipline of a particular political creed– it would be absurd to view Cernuda or Prados henceforth as humanist poets –i.e., writing poetry subjected to the needs and discipline of humanism. Whether Cernuda was right or not to rebuke León Felipe for urging poets to become prophets, he was certainly justified in insisting upon the poet's right to independence. A poet's sufferings, he tells us,


  en cuanto tal dolor o angustia individual del poeta, no valen más ni menos que el dolor y la angustia de otro hombre cualquiera; cuando pueden cobrar algún valor singular es cuando quedan transformados en poesía, que es cuando desaparecen como tal dolor o angustia personal del poeta[26].


  What we find, in fact, in Cernuda's poetry –and sometimes in his prose, though this is not always as consistent as one would like– is a series of statements on the corrective spiritual function of the poet. There is, therefore, a volte-face apparent in his attitude towards the function of poetry, since earlier poems had tended to deny substance to non-poetic reality. Mallarmé, whose theories on poetry had stood Cernuda in good stead [27], is, appropriately, the poet who offers the encouragement he needs for a continuation and development of his aim. More and more Cernuda, like his predecessor, will strive to


  “Donner un sens plus pur aux mots de la tribu.”


  Though this aim becomes especially clear in later volumes, a very complete statement of it occurs in “A un poeta muerto”, with this bitter acknowledgement:


  “Leve es la parte de la vida


  Que como dioses rescatan los poetas.


  El odio y la destrucción perduran siempre


  Sordamente en la entraña


  Toda hiel sempiterna del español terrible


  Que acecha lo cimero


  con su piedra en la mano.” [28]


  The poet, he goes on to record,


  “llumina las palabras opacas


  Por el oculto fuego originario” [29]


  words that recall Heraclitus, though, according to his own account[30], he first read the pre-Socratic philosophers long afterwards, at Mount Holyoke[31]. Be that as it may, Cernuda's view is now closer to the Romantic than to the Parnassian or Symbolist traditions. The poet's mission is semi-divine, but distinct from the divine; he brings clarity into the universe, and, by informing matter, makes it meaningful. The impulse to inform “opaque” words (i.e., words that are dense and formless, like matter) into poetic “illumination” (possibly after Rimbaud) comes not from the poet himself, but


  “De alguna mente creadora inmensa


  Que concibe al poeta cual lengua de su gloria


  Y luego le consuela a través de la muerte.” [32]


  This speculative side of Cernuda's work is not, of course, new. It continues and develops the metaphysical strain apparent from the first books[33] and implicit in the overall title of the complete works, La realidad y el deseo. Moreover, it is not restricted lo the “philosophic treatment” of ontological themes, or to his continuing interest in the creative process itself: we find him constantly engaged upon an enquiry into the origins, significance and effects of love[34]. On occasions such as “A un poeta muerto”, the importance of the experience of love is stressed by dwelling on its opposite:


  “Pero antes no sabías


  La realidad más honda de este mundo:


  El odio, el triste odio de los hombres ... “[35]


  This idea is then contrasted, in the dramatic manner noted above, with the moving last stanza, which begins:


  “Halle tu gran afán enajenado


  El puro amor de un dios adolescente


  Entre el verdor de las rosas eternas ... “[36]


  so that, by the end a complete statement has been made about the power of love, which is identified with the forces that drive the poet.


  However, there also enters into the poem an idea that has hovered in the background of Invocaciones, and which is to become what we might call an intermittent obsession:


  “Para el poeta la muerte es la victoria,


  Un viento demoníaco le impulsa por la vida


  Y ( ... ) una fuerza ciega


  Sin comprensión de amor


  Transforma por un crimen


  A ti, cantor, en héroe... “[37]


  This side of Cernuda, let us say at once, is not without its admirers, or even adherents, and Villena, in a long and pugnacious essay[38], seizes upon these lines to illustrate his thesis that Cernuda was of the devil's party and “creía en la muerte, by which he means that the poet “sólo cumple su plenitud, sólo reconstruye el viejo jardín para siempre perdido en algo que esté más allá de la vida: La muerte, o una forma del arte, la música, por ejemplo”.


  This may well be, and Villena finds Baudelaire and Byron (the Byron, of course, of Childe Harold and Lara) ready to hand. But Satanism and the cult of death had become commonplaces even in the time of Byron, and were pretty well standard equipment in that of Baude¡aire, which virtually robs them of any effectiveness -to shock? to dismay? to “épater le bourgeois”?- in the thirties of our own century, let alone today. But they cannot merely be dismissed as rhetoric or, worse, posturing. For such ideas are not simply childish and outmoded: they are stereotyped, and, therefore, will tend to wrest the reader's attention away from what is pertinent into a wholly inappropriate area of thought that is vaguely disquíeting and ultimately insubstantial.


  Of the six lines quoted, the last four are appropriate and necessary in the dramatic structure of the poem, but if, of the other two, the first seems merely in dubious taste, the second is surely the greater blemish, as it is not only a rehashing of a somewhat adolescent idea, but seriously damages the structure of the poem in its adventitious officiousness. For, even if we take “demoníaco” in its widest, or Greek, sense (which we needn't, as Cernuda's familiar demon, on his other appearances, is scarcely distinguishable from Baudelaire's, or Blake's, or Milton's, for that matter) we are still faced with the problem of finding a place for this notion in the conceptual framework of the poem. There would now appear to be, not two antagonistic forces (love and hate), but three, one of which –the daemonic– is unexplained. Or else, following the sense conveyed by grammar, this daemonic power is one and the same with love, in which case the entire meaning of the last stanza changes, and the daemonic force consoles the poet for the sufferings for which the “ansia divina”, and not the malice of men, is responsible. Neither of these explanations is satisfactory, and it is simpler to conclude that Cernuda miscalculated, slight1y –but only slightly– marring the effect of this bold and moving elegy.


  Such miscalculations, rusty leftovers, one might think, from the old “maudit” and surrealist armoury, are not unexpected in a transitional volume like Las nubes[39], especially if we consider that this poem was written at a period of anxiety, during the Civil War, in 1937, and when Cernuda's grief that Lorca, of all people, should meet such a fate, was at its height. Scorn, anger, cynicism and a certain morbid fascination with death are not, perhaps, unnatural reactions to the experience of those times. To the same period and state of mind belong the following descriptions of death:


  “... la muerte, la patria más profunda” [40]


  “Única realidad clara del mundo”[41]


  “Única gloria cierta que aún deseo” [42]


  But what strikes one about these lines, unlike the offénding lines in “A un poeta muerto”, is, paradoxically, that they affirm rather than deny: “patria”, “realidad” and “gloria” are terms deliberately and skilfully chosen for their positive associations in negative contexts. There is thus a gradual displacement of the reality v. desire opposition in favour of the more essential struggle between life and love, on the one hand, and death and hatred on the other. In context, these lines mean something a little different from what they suggest when read in isolation. The first, from the first “Elegía española”, is mocking:


  “... los hombres hoy vivos


  A quienes veo por el odio impulsados


  Hasta ofrecer sus almas


  A la muerte, la patria más profunda.”


  The poem thus comments sardonically on the cruelty and folly of the two sides engaged in fighting a war each claims will save the country, while their actions are effectively tearing the country apart. The lines are wholly ironic (one can only wonder at Jaime Gil de Biedma's confident assertion: “No hay ironía en Cernuda”, in his excellent essay)[43] and one may even assume that “profunda” here is to be read as a pun (the “patria de los muertos” is precisely six feet under). In any event, the words scarcely reveal the Romantic death-wish, as has been claimed[44].


  The same comment, with some reservations, may also apply to the other two poems. “Soñando la muerte” employs a technique of progression by metaphor, superimposing the repetition of the word “blanco” upon an eery litany of destruction harking back to the method, and to some of the obsessions, of “Un río, un amor”. The final line is juxtaposed with the negatives preceding it, the cumulative sense being, approximately, that when everything desirable is being denied and obliterated, only death is evidently real. There is no sense of moral or spiritual identification with death; on the contrary, death is ambiguotis (“sombra enigmática”). This can only be the intellect, coldly examining experiénce: the emotions are clearly on the side of “la blanca juventud ... / Manchada y rota”, “la blanca verdad ... traicionada” and “la blanca inspiración ... perdida”. All of this seems to indicate rather an existentialist dialectic than either Harris's “ultimate evasion”[45] or Villena's “rebelión del poeta... vitalista, ufana del mundo a pesar de su caducidad”[46].
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