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Foreword

Certain figures in literary history take on an iconic quality and appear to represent and even illuminate moments of extreme importance in the development of a specific genre. In retrospect, their work seems to be the inescapable next step in the growth of an art form, though at the time they were writing no one could predict what direction that art form might take, and they were often attacked harshly for their deviation from the vision of earlier artists.

Luis de Góngora is such a figure. In hindsight, the arc of lyric poetry from Garcilaso de la Vega (1503–1536) to Luis de Góngora (1561–1627) in Renaissance Spain seems inevitable. Both poets were highly experimental writers—explorers, really, of poetic terra incognita. Early in the sixteenth century, Garcilaso, who like many other Renaissance writers assiduously composed classical verse in the style of Virgil and Horace, had an enormous impact on the trajectory of poetry in Spain by successfully hispanicizing Petrarchan forms, meters, and themes, effecting the import from Italy with so much skill they seemed native-born, and confirming indisputably and for all time the high aesthetic value of Italianate poetry within the Spanish poetic tradition. By the time Góngora began to write, the Petrarchan style had become so firmly entrenched, not only in Spanish but in all of European literature, that it was virtually inescapable. Continuing in Garcilaso’s footsteps, however, Góngora also composed perfect little ballads and songs in traditional native meters. For these, he was dubbed the Prince of Light.

Góngora was born into a flourishing period of pan-European literary mannerism. In Spain, the turn away from a neoclassical aesthetic while simultaneously maintaining the forms of that aesthetic led to some startling work. For many years, the conventional view of Góngora found in literary histories was that his complex, hyperbolic, allusive, and highly metaphorical poetry was the result of mental disturbance. He was clearly insane, they said. He had to be to stray so far from the cultivated, tasteful, pellucid poetic of an earlier time. Or, ventured some, he was actually a clandestine Jew, the only way, they thought, to explain his fondness for a poetic style so un-Spanish in its intention, so contrary to the values of the Counter-Reformation. In a construct that recalls the schizophrenic fantasy of Jekyll and Hyde, for his longer poems, including the Soledades, or Solitudes, Góngora was called the Prince of Darkness.

What exactly did he do to provoke so virulent a response? The great poetic triumvirate of the time—Góngora, Quevedo, and Lope de Vega—were caustic enemies, making public verbal attacks on one another in widely circulated poems that insulted and accused rivals of dereliction, deviance, perversion, and endless, unspeakable crimes. The only thing Quevedo and Lope agreed on was how bitterly they both despised Góngora and what was called culteranismo or cultismo (“learnedism”) —the poetic style of his Fábula de Polifemo y Galatea, for example, and of the Soledades. In fact, it has been claimed (though not proven) that Quevedo edited the limpid poems of Fray Luis de León in order to demonstrate, in a direct assault on Góngora, the exquisite clarity of the earlier poet’s writing.

I believe that one of the things Góngora did with utter virtuosity, to the undying loathing of his contemporaries, was carry to its extreme, logical conclusion the artifice of the Petrarchan perception. In his “dark” writing, he stripped poetry of its emotional burden, severing its connection to representationalism and leaving only the pure aesthetic of language and metaphor. The Solitudes is a poem “about” nature, but the natural world in this work does not serve as the backdrop for a highly expressive love poem or spiritual meditation. It is there to be evoked  for its own sake in the most rarefied, figurative, sensuous language because language itself, not its emotive referent or expressive content, is the intrinsic aesthetic component of poetry. This notion informs most poetic composition to some degree—it accounts for reflections upon the art as opposed to the subject matter in any consideration of the genre—but Góngora’s rejection of figurative realism as a guiding standard for his work is absolute. It probably accounts for the attraction his writing held for Symbolist and Modernist poets of the nineteenth century and for avant-garde Spanish poets of the 1920s, who found in him a consummate antidote to bourgeois romanticism in all its guises (Pedro Salinas famously called him a “mystic of material reality”). The modern reevaluation of Góngora’s reputation and the elevated status he enjoys today can be traced directly to the celebration in 1927 of the tricentenary of his death. The young poets of the time—among them Federico García Lorca, Vicente Aleixandre, Pedro Salinas, Luis Cernuda, and Dámaso Alonso, who was also a brilliant scholar and critic—embraced and honored Góngora’s poetry, and the acclaim surrounding his name since then has not faded.

The Solitudes has approximately two thousand lines. Four sections were planned initially, but Góngora completed only the first, with 1091 lines, and 979 lines of the second, unfinished part. It is written in a standard random alternation of seven- and eleven-syllable lines called the silva, in stanzas of variable length. I have done my best to duplicate the meter (in Spanish verse, meter is determined by the number of syllables in a line, not by the number of feet, as in English). This means that in the translation, a seven-syllable line in Spanish has its counterpart in a seven-syllable line in English, and the same is true for the eleven-syllable lines, though on occasion I exchange meters, using, for example, a heptasyllable in English to translate a Spanish hendecasyllable. Regardless of these changes, I have maintained the heptasyllabic and hendecasyllabic meters. What I did not attempt to bring over into English is the rhyme. As I have said elsewhere, this is undoubtedly barbaric, since rhyme is so intrinsic to the rhythm of a poem, but  I would rather sacrifice that important structural element than create a piece of writing that sounds forced. In Spanish, as in Italian, rhymes are to be had almost for the asking; they are much more difficult to come by in English—for me, at least. Of course, when a rhyme or half rhyme occurred naturally or spontaneously in the course of translating, I relished it. Finally, for this translation I have used the groundbreaking edition of Dámaso Alonso (not the newest edition, but one I love dearly) and his indispensable prose version and explication of the poem, which is the source of many of my notes.

I hope that awareness of this extraordinary work helps to expand English-language readers’ perceptions of Spanish literature, its poetry in particular, for it is startling to consider how little knowledge there is of Góngora in the English-speaking world. He is a major figure in the panorama of literature in Spanish and in the development of European poetry, but he has not escaped the great wall erected around all things Spanish in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, for essentially geopolitical reasons, by the French and English creation of the Black Legend of peninsular cruelty and obscurantism, and by Spain’s own diligent contributions to that same myth for close to five hundred years.

Despite all dire forecasts regarding the imminent demise of the book, I believe there is a hunger for the kind of sustenance that can be found in great writing—even great writing that is several centuries old—even great writing that first appeared in another language. That is the real reason and justification for this translation of a poem that has intrigued me ever since I was a graduate student.

 

EDITH GROSSMAN

 

Note: The numbers assigned to lines in the English version of the poem do not always correspond to the line numbers in the Spanish original. This is due to syntactical differences between the two languages as well as the demands of translating poetic meter. By the same token, the number of lines in a particular stanza may not be the same in Spanish and English.



Introduction

The fluctuating fate of certain writers seems to depend not as much on their work itself (which, after all, remains more or less unchanged throughout the centuries) as on the expectations of their readers, on the notions these readers have of what literature should or should not do. Depending on who we are, and where and when we read, a given text will appear to have been written in one of two different kinds of language, or, rather, with what one might call different attitudes toward language. In the first, language seems to hide behind the story, to work unnoticed in the background of what is being said; in the second, language takes center stage and shows itself off with all its flourishes and trappings. Though most texts rely on a safe balance between the two, this ongoing tension between language invisible and language apparent mirrors not only our aesthetic but also our ethical and political imaginations.

Because we see in literature what we want or need to see, especially in literature that demands an effort of investigation and reflection, the fate of Luis de Góngora y Argote has been a succession of exaltations and denigrations. He was called by his contemporaries “the Spanish Homer”1 and also the perpetrator of “Pestilential Poetry,”2 he was ignored by the Romantics and rescued by the Modernists,3 he deeply influenced poets as different as Stéphane Mallarmé and Federico García Lorca, and novelists such as Gabriel García Márquez and Juan Goytisolo. Jorge Luis Borges, not the dullest of readers, expressed, throughout his life, both a fervent devotion and an equally fervent aversion to Góngora, depending on how the master’s overwhelming style suited Borges’s own.

In his time—late sixteenth-century and early seventeenth-century Spain—Góngora was considered both the greatest of poets and a pretentious fool who squandered his poetic gifts on deliberately abstruse conceits. His mastery of portentous imagery and rhetorical devices, his disrespect for the conventional limits of serious literature, his interest in the everyday, banal reality of the world around him, irritated his rivals, and helped stir the animosity of his two greatest opponents, Lope de Vega and Francisco de Quevedo, who nevertheless expressed their admiration for his genius.

To degrade Góngora’s style, his enemies invented the term culteranismo, which associates the notion of culto, affectedly cultivated, with luteranismo, Luther’s heretic doctrines. Conceptismo, the opposing school, was led by Quevedo, and was supposed to dwell on literary wordplay and wit rather than on the intricacies of form. This established opposition, though certainly true in the personal dealings of its members, is less evident in their literary production: Quevedo’s poetry can be exquisitely convoluted and Góngora’s of heartbreaking plainness. Those who imagine Góngora’s verse to be a thicket of impenetrable artifice might be unwilling to believe that these limpid lines are also his:Carthage confesses it. And you will not? 
You are in danger, Licius, if you insist 
on chasing shadows and embracing masks.

 

No mercy from the hours should you expect, 
the hours that are grinding down the days, 
the days that keep on gnawing at the years.4





Luis de Góngora y Argote was the son of a noted lawyer and bibliophile from Córdoba. After a rowdy youth spent in Salamanca, he received, thanks to his father, an ecclesiastical benefice that allowed him to travel frequently throughout Spain. He finally settled in the Madrid court of Philip III, where, with the support of his patron, the Duke of Lerma, he became the royal chaplain. During this time, Góngora wrote a large number of classical sonnets and popular, humorous songs, several of which  were published in two anthologies of contemporary poets that made him well known among the lettered classes. Then, reaching the age of fifty and feeling that court life was becoming increasingly hostile, he moved to Andalusia and, from 1609 to 1617, lived in almost complete isolation in a country house near Córdoba. Here Góngora began writing poetry of a much greater linguistic complexity than before, taking to almost unthinkable extremes the tenets of baroque poetry.

Though it is impossible to say why and how a poet alters his voice, an inkling of explanation might be found in the disillusioned political climate of Spain in the first decades of the 1600s. During the previous century, Spain had invented for itself several different official identities. It was the imperial power par excellence, conqueror of the seas and discoverer of the New World, of which, thanks to the Treaty of Tordesillas, it possessed the lion’s share. It was a nation of pure Christian blood, having taken over the province of Granada and expelled both Jews and Arabs from its territories. It was the true defender of the Christian faith and the papal authority, a steadfast bastion against the Protestant Reformation. As a consequence, according to the nineteenth-century novelist Benito Pérez Galdós, “traditional hypocrisy served to cover up moral meanness, and corruption of the soul was transformed by priestly art into virtue and spiritual fortitude.”5

To maintain this triple mask, Spain developed, in various exaggerated manifestations, a complex baroque style in which language itself appears to be the main protagonist of the text and also its justification, allowing the words to enclose and occlude what they are meant to reveal, sometimes to the point of annihilation. The Cuban novelist Severo Sarduy noted that the traditional etymology of “baroque” stems from the Portuguese term barroco used to designate an irregular pearl; eventually, the elaborate jewel made from that pearl (the artifact, the jeweler’s handicraft) superseded the natural creation it was meant to name and acquired a connotation of artificiality rather than craftsmanship, and intricacy rather than depth.6

The baroque opposed, with its ornamentation and bombast, the plain tone of ordinary discourse and also the measured rules  of sober classicism. It was a style ideally suited for the purposes of the Counter-Reformation: ideologically, it served to withdraw from public inspection the tenets of the Catholic dogma by surrounding and layering them until they effectively disappeared from view; aesthetically, to elevate, through artifice and conceit, the subjects of art and poetry so as not to confuse what is basely human with the aspirations of the divine. For precisely these reasons, the Reformation, in England, for instance, had stripped the altars and reduced worship to its simplest, barest form. In 1667, several decades after the baroque had established itself in the Spanish peninsula, Bishop Sprat denounced from his pulpit in London the outrage of the baroque style, and explained why the Royal Society was determined to suppress its appearance in Protestant Britain:They have therefore been most rigorous in putting in execution the only Remedy that can be found for this extravagance, and that has been a constant Resolution to reject all amplifications, digressions, and swellings of style; to return back to the primitive purity and shortness, when men deliver’d so many things almost in an equal number of words.7





Amplifications, digressions, and swellings of style: these were the sins the critics of the baroque attributed to its practitioners, and, together with elegant wordplay, syntactic conceits, grammatical infringements, and all manner of rhetorical devices, they became the essential components of baroque language. Góngora exacerbated these almost to the point of parody. Metaphors, similes, and allegories were an essential part of a baroque construction, stretching as far as possible the terms of comparison; for his part, Góngora protracted his metaphors to such an extent that the described object became almost lost in a whirlwind of complex images. With uncanny virtuosity, Góngora constructed edifices of words that presented but did not replicate or mirror his intended subjects.

Dámaso Alonso, perhaps Góngora’s most passionate defender, spoke of the landscape in Góngora’s poetry as one that is “aesthetically transformed.” Certainly, it is the nature of the  countryside Góngora knew, but changed through his images into a mosaic of crystal, precious stones, silk, feathers, and brocades; his bodies are human, no doubt, but in his verse they have become roses, ivory, ebony, pearls. It is obvious that Góngora demonstrates, as few other poets, an absolute trust in the creative powers of language: he does not use words merely to name or echo reality; he uses them to reconstruct reality according to his poetic eye and ear. In some sense, his is the absolute act of translation: that of taking not a verbal construction but a material one and transforming it into something perfectly equivalent and yet utterly separate.

At this point, an example may be useful. Alluding to the poetic convention that spring is the season of new things, Shakespeare, Góngora’s contemporary, asks:“Who are the violets now 
that strew the green lap of the new come spring?”8





Góngora too uses this literary trope but only as a distant inspiration. In the first verses of The Solitudes, he transforms this poetic triteness into a marvelously convoluted depiction of astronomical time, mythological narrative, and a wealth of mixed metaphors. Spring is not mentioned; instead, we are told of the flowery season of the year in which the sun enters the constellation of Taurus, the bull, the beast into which Jupiter transformed himself to kidnap Princess Europa. This bull, his forehead armed with a crescent moon of horns, radiant through the effect of the rays of the sun that mingle with its bristles, seems to be grazing on stars that pale in his luminous presence, in heavenly fields as blue as sapphire:It was the flowering season of the year 
when Europa’s false-hearted abductor 
—a half moon the weapons on his brow, 
the Sun’s rays all the strands of his hair—
oh bright glory of heaven, 
grazes on stars in fields of sapphire blue . . . (1–6)





It is obvious to most readers that the essence of these verses is not in the story but in the telling of the story, in the voluptuous verbal construction that somehow, through sounds and images, constructs a musical picture that, like a riddle, must be disentangled for sense. But this disentanglement is, as it were, a posthumous operation. The first, the immediate experience of the reader is one of pure verbal pleasure, an erotic play of tongue and ear before soliciting our intelligent reflection. This is not to say that Góngora is not telling anything: he is telling much, and most precisely. But he is not interested in delivering “so many things almost in an equal number of words.” On the contrary, his interest lies in multiplying and magnifying the things he wants to say so as to extend their meaning in space and time. Spring is, certainly, as Shakespeare reminds us, the season in which all things bloom, but it is also the season of cosmic astrological changes, of transformations of the dark into the light, of renewed links between the different cosmic and earthly elements, of a reappraisal of quotidian sights such as flowers and sheep and fields and skies, of recalling ancestral memories of founding myths. All this, and more, come into play in Góngora’s account.

To restructure and enrich the language he was using for poetic purposes, Góngora returned to the Latin roots of Spanish, which allowed him greater freedom of syntax and wordplay. Borges saw in this “nostalgia of Latin”9 a destructive tendency. “Gongorism,” Borges wrote, “was the attempt by grammarians urged by a plan to dislocate the Spanish sentence into Latin disorder, without wanting to understand that this disorder is merely apparent in Latin, and was to become effective among us through a lack of declensions.”10

And yet, Góngora’s excesses were not merely formal. While it is true that Spain used the rhetoric and style of the baroque for its own purposes, it is also true that Spanish writers, by and large, subverted them. Cervantes created with Don Quixote a reverse image of the Spain promoted by officialdom: the supposed author of the novel is Cide Hamete Benegeli, one of the converted Moors expelled from Spain in 1610, thus bringing back one of the forbidden cultures to the very core of his story. Like Cervantes, Góngora witnessed, throughout his  life, the ups and downs of the Spanish Empire, from the victory of Lepanto and the annexing of Portugal to the defeat of the Armada and the forced peace with England. Lucid, critical, and disillusioned, Góngora too rejected Spain’s attempt to invent for itself false identities. In this he was extraordinarily successful. In 1627, the year of his death, the Spanish Inquisition prohibited the sale of his poetry. Obviously, something had been read in the baroque edifice of Góngora’s verse that gravely offended the official ear.

Rather than the supposed glory of the Empire, Góngora’s subject, in The Solitudes above all, is the life outside the court, the







If Góngora’s poem has a subject, other than the ongoing exploration of the natural world and its inhabitants, then it is the construction of solitude, the search for that state of mind and body in which a person may find some kind of understanding and peace of mind. Though the quest carries echoes of prophetic Biblical literature and the crying in the wilderness, The  Solitudes are not jeremiads; they are not conceived as lamentations but rather as songs of praise for the wonders of the world encountered by the exile, from humble human artifacts such as a wooden bowl and fishing nets, to the return of the tired falcons at the end of the Second Solitude:
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