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I can always keep
things in your closet

Accompany me, if you please, on a

family Sunday morning outing. We are

off to buy four nicely yellow chrysant-

hemums and the odd scented cycla-

men to last through the winter. The

scene is a garden centre in Baix Llo-

bregat, in the suburbs. The B-roads

criss-cross the fields of artichokes,

while the rusted cars pile up in the

scrap heaps. A number of slim girls in

laddered stockings sit on folding

chairs, accompanying some horse-

drawn carts which must be covering

some kind of tourist route. Between

the motorway junctions and the lights

of the airport, the city is shamelessly

naked. Here no facade beautiful or

high enough to conceal anything has

yet been built. Travellers are met by

no wall, the contradictions are out

there, spread above the palm of the

plain. 

In the miniature plant reservation,

autumn has arrived, as the trees cle-

arly show, although they grow with

their roots compressed into the tiniest

of containers, no contact with the soil.

The oaks, tall and skinny, still bear a

fair few acorns but present a sorry

sight, the whole row infected with

galls. I remember how we used to use

these little balls of light wood, the fal-

| Simona Skrabec

^

Since I am neat and rather orderly,

at times, in your compassion I store

the frayed clothes of my suffering.

Have you seen how a carriage comes from dreams,

afternoon light always shines on the mountains,

old memories of mint leaves come to dead lips?

Oh, my trees, my eyes

stand still in prayer on the windless

golden summit!  All things were

roads to wide tomorrows for me, and I could

only see already damned faces, but I felt

I was the secure lord of time.  Books

opened useless loveless knowledge

for me, and I smiled,

an unfeeling prince, at evening’s feast.

Listen, count the footsteps

of a blind man, the faint heartbeat

I earned in darkness.

Salvador Espriu.

Traduction Sam Abrams.
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se fruits, as marbles, in the patches

of sunlight in the playground. 

The galls form like pearls: the tree

creates a woody layer around the

wound caused by the bite of the Quer-

cusfolii wasp. Inside the larvae shel-

ter from the bitter winter. With the

first sunshine of March they burrow

out. And so all these abandoned lit-

tle houses bear the mark of their

flight, a small round hole in the midd-

le of each apple.

“Of galls and gum and vitriol and

water is ink made”, wrote Ramon

Llull, and the patient chroniclers of

language have included in the weighty

tomes of the Diccionari català valen-

cià balear this recipe to illustrate the

entry for “ink”. Should we be aware

that, along with the support of a leaf,

the squeezed juice of bitter acorns

would also be needed?

The poems of Salvador Espriu are

written in dense ink, the result of a

reaction of rejection and defence. And

what is more, his texts are, like the

galls, a product of the passage of

time. These balls are the fruit of the

four seasons of the year, and just as

the dwelling is vacated, the tannins

are ripe enough to be ground. How

are we to preserve life, the slow pas-

sage of hours, within the very subs-

tance of writing? Salvador Espriu

gives his words matter, the hand wri-

ting with the life which it has posses-

sed and built up in the little apples

hidden beneath the leaves with the

passage of the hours, hardened

through exposure to sun and dew. 

My first memory of Espriu is calli-

graphic. Some friends brought to din-

ner a basket full of delicious preser-

ves which for some unknown reason

were accompanied by a facsimile gre-

eting from Salvador Espriu. I unfolded

the little card without, in fact, yet

being able to understand what the

words said. Catalan was for me at that

time still a mute language. All I could

do was to gaze on the letters sculp-

ted one by one. Then a little later a

repeat of an interview with the mas-

ter was shown on the television in

which the master was playing the

kindly buffoon. “I can make my letters

smaller still, if you would like,” he said,

and under the magnifying glass tho-

se miniscule scribbles turned out to

be quite clearly profiled. Great poets

have always known how to play the

fool at court. The fool is the only cour-

tesan brave enough to say directly to

the face of a suffering soul “amuse

yourself chewing your fingernails”.

Oak black is a dye made from

ground tannins, the powdered pain

of a tree which never again will get

over the infection of the wasps. The

row of oaks, that Sunday morning,

was as full of woody burs as a Christ-

mas tree. The liturgical calendar, ste-

eped in pagan beliefs, consoles us

always by showing again that time is

cyclical. The trees will once again bear

leaves which is why during the win-

ter solstice we decorate the naked

branches with red balls, the eternal

promise of a new harvest. Nature

lives impassively through its winters

and summers. But not the passage of

men, for human time is not cyclical.

No sacrifice or spell can bring us back

to our starting point, to a new spring.

That Sunday morning, in a garden

artificially decorated to make it appe-

ar to be on the coast, the wasp, cruel

in its indifference, was the blind hap-

penstance of destiny. The pain, the

thick ink. And man, a rootless tree.

I am aware that theory often sta-

tes that poets confront us with the

impossibility of stating the absolute,

of approaching the essence. I cannot

read Espriu that way. The poet falls

silent before what he has seen in the

hidden regions. The cobbled streets

demand a great sacrifice of young

blood, both on the island of Crete and

in the here and now. The 20th cen-

tury was, in particular, the century of

Daedalus, of builders specialising in

discovering anomalies which must be

hidden behind walls. It may be that

no civilisation had endeavoured like

the Europe of that critical century to

create the utopia of a perfect society.

And it may be that never behind the

walls and the wires did so many peo-

ple end up, turned into monsters. But

thanks to the never-ending party, the

inhabitants can live happily in their

villages. The uproar shuts out any sus-

picion of fragility. 

The Minotaur enclosed within his

Labyrinth represents what can not be

accepted by culture, the blindness

The poems of Salvador Espriu
are written in dense ink, the result of 
a reaction of rejection and defence
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required to found a civilisation. Minos

was a good and wise king. Those

ritually slain to feed the monster do

not serve as prevention. The sacrifi-

ce to the Minotaur is real, is so real

that it becomes impossible to recog-

nise. All cultures hide from themsel-

ves the fact that they have sent their

boldest young men, full of sap, to war,

and that on the shoulders of the ten-

derest girls falls the weight of the

oldest men. No money can purchase

youth, and so between these two

values all trade is impossible. The

Minotaur is, then, the dark part of the

state and of the laws of nature, the

hidden workings which can never see

the light of day. 

In Tocant a mà by J. V. Foix, the

poet tears down the last wall, but

quickly rebuilds it realising that, wit-

hout limits, the world would disinte-

grate. That is the harsh poetic reality

concealed by the Minotaur. That is

the reflection in the mirror which the

noble Theseus does not wish to see.

The poor half-beast is a self-portrait

painted with all the meannesses,

deceits, failures, vacillations, disap-

pointments. At the centre of the laby-

rinth, so that no one can find it, is hid-

den the face of an old man.

Right in the midst of the reflec-

tion on the Minotaur and Theseus, in

El caminant i el mur, there is the

poem “Sempre puc guardar coses al

teu armari”. It is a petition to a blind

and deaf You, before a door which no

longer wants to open. This silence is

transformed in Al final del laberint

into “the lightless passageways”. I

have slept in so many hotels I cannot

remember them all, but it may be pre-

cisely for that reason that one of the

most troubling images I have in my

memory is of those long corridors,

always the same, always poorly lit, of

the guesthouse. I remember one

which was trying to be special, and

so the signs on the doors of the

rooms telling the chambermaid whet-

her she could enter or not were illus-

trated with photographs of Andy War-

hol. The artist was transformed into

a diabolical two-faced statue. On one

side, the painter smiled out welco-

mingly: “Please, come in!”. On the

other side, the translucent skin of the

eyelids softened the message: “Do

not disturb”. The sightless eyes of the

blind painted by Pieter Bruegel made

Espriu understand that “he who ser-

ves as guide, is the blindest of all”.

What I see, I have decided to see. The

symbols are mute if I cannot inter-

pret the message. Are we blind if we

accept the signs of the doors? Or,

indeed, when we walk on by?

Espriu, full of “useless wisdom”

gleaned from books challenges a You

who ignores him. The Job of Sinera

addresses an incommensurately lar-

ge absence, but also those very spe-

cific and visible men who have disap-

pointed him so many times. The tre-

es at the top of the peaks bathed in

the golden light of dusk have been

left with no wind for their leaves. We

recall that Sappho had compared love

to the wind rushing through the oaks

on the hilltop. Poem XII of Cementiri

de Sinera contains a suggestion of

this beautiful image: “The wind, barely

carrying from the fields, each mor-

ning moves the leaves”. Now the

heartbeat is weak, now the prince is

cruel because he has been left love-

less and must fight every step of the

way in the dark.

If time were cyclical we would

need only wait until the end of this

particular winter, overcome the Eas-

ter Week of so many poets, to unders-

tand why April is the cruellest month,

and then the songs of the wheel of

time would once again sound the

dawn song, “Cançó d’albada”. But the

poet’s address is serene, he is under

no illusion. The poem opens with a

simple supplication. “As I am a righ-

teous and orderly soul”: the poet

hopes to find the compassion to lea-

ve behind the rags of an ancient, well-

worn pain on the secure shelves of a

wardrobe. He trusts there must be

some place where he will be unders-

tood and where there must be some-

one who can accept the depth of his

gaze. But little virtues cannot turn

aside the favours of one who refuses

dialogue.

I still remember how we laughed

in our high school German classes at

the last two lines of Goethe’s “Wan-

derers Nachtlied”, which seemed to

us simply a promise of nights to be

discovered. The voice of a young man

who expects to be left calm (and satis-

fied) amid the silence of the night

evoked in us an image laden with ero-

ticism and nothing more. As we reci-

ted the verse we would nudge one

another and exchange looks full of

adolescent urge. A whole life separa-

tes the joyous, youthful promise of

“Warte nur, balde ruhest Du auch”

from the interpretation given by

Espriu: “For all, in a moment, will be

taken from you”.
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