

[image: image]




Political Poetry in the Wake of the Second Spanish Republic


Political Poetry in the Wake of the Second Spanish Republic

Rafael Alberti, Pablo Neruda, and Nicolás Guillén

Grant D. Moss

LEXINGTON BOOKS

Lanham • Boulder • New York • London


Published by Lexington Books

An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowman.com

Unit A, Whitacre Mews, 26-34 Stannary Street, London SE11 4AB

Copyright © 2018 by Lexington Books

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

ISBN 978-1-4985-4770-3 (cloth : alk. paper)

ISBN 978-1-4985-4771-0 (electronic)

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

Printed in the United States of America


Contents

  Prologue

1  Intellectuals and the Second Spanish Republic

2  Rafael Alberti: Between Aesthetics and Politics

3  Pablo Neruda: Epic Revolutionary Poet

4  Nicolás Guillén: Racial Democracy

  Conclusions

  Bibliography

Index

  About the Author


Prologue

It is a common conception that if a poet inserts politics in his poetry then the poems have been degraded. For some, however, politics must be included or poetry has no purpose. This book debunks myths surrounding political commitment and poetry and at the same time builds up the relationship between poetry and politics. I explore the simultaneous development of politics and poetics in three Spanish-language poets: Rafael Alberti, Nicolás Guillén, and Pablo Neruda, all of whom were nurtured by the Second Spanish Republic (1931–1939). During these years, Alberti, Guillén, and Neruda challenged the status quo as they committed to their own independent poetic projects and to their politics simultaneously. Later, these three poets maintained their Communist Party affiliation until their deaths, as they produced collection after collection of high-quality poetry. Despite differences in their poetic trajectories and projects, the ability to maneuver between politics and poetry without sacrificing either one is common among them. Their poetry is not simply political propaganda nor is it “poetry for poetry’s sake.” Their poetry strives to bring together communism, antifascism, anti-imperialism, class struggle, and worker’s rights, among others; yet these three authors strengthen their poetics through their politics and also challenge traditional conventions about poetry. During the time of the Second Spanish Republic in Spain, each author explicitly denounced the injustices against the Republic committed by the opposing Franquists. After Alberti, Guillén, and Neruda had left Spain before the Republic fell in 1939, they continued to intertwine their politics with their poems. While maintaining their position as committed Communists, each solidified his position within the poetic canon.

The three aforementioned poets achieved something to which many other poets only aspired; they were able to take poetry beyond a small circle of scholarly readers to the masses. Reaching a large readership for poetry was a feat in and of itself. But claiming that their poetry was pure poetry without any propaganda would be shortsighted. On the other hand, arguing that their works are pure propaganda without any poetry would also be erroneous.

This text does not contain detailed analysis of the three poets’ entire life work. It contains various examples that show continual interplay between each poet’s politics and his poetics reinforced by his experience in the Spanish Republic of the 1930s. Throughout Neruda’s complete works of poetry, vestiges of political and poetic play can be found until his death. Alberti’s complete works also contain remnants of his political affiliation up to at least the 1960s. Guillén’s life work encompasses the interaction that politics had with his poetics well into the 1960s as well. Political Poetry looks at works of each until the mid-1950s. 

This text has two other primary purposes. First, the book looks to inspire researchers to consider links between politics and poetics not only among these three authors but also beyond. Even when many avant-garde writers appeared to produce works that avoided politics, their avoidance of it in and of itself represented a political consciousness that cannot be overlooked. Second, this book encourages scholars to read poetry of those who do not share their politics.

A brief overview of the structure of this book is as follows. Chapter 1 details a history of intellectuals’ political commitment. The chapter first centers on intellectuals and their political involvement in Europe from 1848 to 1917 and then it turns to politics of the intelligentsia in Spain from 1868 to 1917. Next, chapter 1 focuses on the international political scene from the Russian Revolution in 1917 to the proclamation of the Second Spanish Republic in 1931. The Second Spanish Republic (1931–1939) then comes to the forefront as a period of political and aesthetic strife and creation. The chapter ends as it focuses on the possibilities of reconciliation between politics and aesthetics after 1939.

Chapter 2 focuses on Rafael Alberti and his ability to maneuver between aesthetics and politics. The chapter begins with a brief biographical history that leads up to the Second Spanish Republic. Then I look at what the criticism has commented on Alberti’s work. Alberti’s two published collections during the Republic (El poeta en la calle and De un momento a otro) then show his aesthetic and political trajectory. Chapter 2 then studies Alberti’s commitments after the fall of the Republic in Vida bilingüe de un refugiado español en Francia, Entre el clavel y la espada, Pleamar, Signos del día, Retornos de lo vivo lejano, and Coplas de Juan Panadero.

Chapter 3 analyzes Pablo Neruda as what I have deemed an epic revolutionary poet. After a biographical sketch before the Republic, the text turns to criticism about Neruda in three veins: a liberal tradition, a Marxist tradition, and a search for reconciliation among the previous two. Then the third chapter examines Neruda’s poetry during the Republic (Residencia en la tierra and Tercera Residencia [1934–1945]). The book then focuses on Neruda’s poetry after the Republic ceased to exist (Canto general, Odas elementales, Nuevas odas elementales, and Tercer libro de odas).

Nicolás Guillén and racial democracy takes the stage in chapter 4. First the text offers Guillén’s brief biography before the Spanish Republic. Then the book combs through studies that primarily focus on Guillén’s politics and aesthetics, studies that center on his ethnicity and aesthetics, searches for synthesis in his poetics, and recent studies of Guillén and Spain. Then the chapter analyzes Guillén’s poetry during the Republic (España: poema en cuatro angustias y una esperanza) and the poetry that he wrote after Franco’s forces had overcome the republican armies (El son entero, The Elegías, and La paloma del vuelo popular).


Chapter 1

Intellectuals and the Second Spanish Republic


The Second Spanish Republic (1931–1939), also known as the Intellectuals’ Republic, provided writers and artists with a chance to contribute to the creation of a progressive utopian-like society. The Spanish Civil War (1936–1939), sometimes referred to as the War of the Poets, was the final straw after years of turmoil that destroyed that possibility. Yet, amid the chaos and ideological battles of the Republic and the three-year war that followed, literary and poetic production exemplified politically charged and, at the same time, aesthetically pleasing poetry like no other period in history. Rafael Alberti, Pablo Neruda, and Nicolás Guillén, three of the most prolific Spanish-language poets of the twentieth century, contributed to that dynamic of political and aesthetic commitment.

Through their political and aesthetic commitment during the Second Spanish Republic, Neruda, Guillén, and Alberti could support the Communist Party and at the same time each could develop his own independent poetic project. Much more than remaining dedicated, card-carrying members of the Communist Party even after the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact in 1939 when Stalin made a covenant with Hitler that discouraged other writers, all three Spanish-speaking poets maintained their political commitment to the party until their deaths. At the same time, beyond their official party affiliations, the three authors also maintained a commitment to their respective aesthetic projects. In other words, they sought, each in their own way, a balance between two supposedly distinct realms, aesthetics and politics. Their works did not promote purely political propaganda, like many of the poets of the anarchistic tradition who have been forgotten. Nor did they concern themselves solely with the supposed noncommitted aesthetics of poetry like the purists or the avant-garde. Each of the three poets of this study reconciled their politics with their aesthetics without compromising either. In fact, their experiences during the Spanish Republic nurtured that reconciliation, one that appears in their poetry well into the 1950s. So, poetry can and does flourish midst deep political commitment, and politically committed poets can still be independent, cutting-edge writers despite their political affiliations. That is, aesthetics (poetry and literature) can and does survive deep political commitment, and politics can and does survive deep aesthetic commitment. That, at least, is what the following pages strive to persuade you to believe.

History of Intellectuals’ Political Commitment

Let us begin by turning to the emergence of political commitment among writers and artists during the era leading up to and including the Second Spanish Republic. First, we will focus on international (European) commitment to politics from 1848, beginning with the publication of the Communist Manifesto and ending with the October Revolution in 1917. Then, we will look at the developments in Spain, which followed its own peculiar tendencies in political commitment from 1868 until 1917. Later, the analysis will center first on developments of intellectual political commitment in Europe from 1917 until the proclamation of the Spanish Republic in 1931 and then on the parallel developments in Spain. Last, the focus will be on the fusions and confusions of intellectuals’ political commitment that arose during the Republic itself from 1931 until 1939.

Europe 1848–1917 

In the 1848 Manifesto of the Communist Party, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels proposed a way to organize intellectual productions through left-wing politics in order to obtain rights for workers.1 By doing so, intellectuals’ work would commit them to the proletariat, a step that many intellectuals did not want to take because it could compromise their commitment to aesthetics or their freedom of expression. Nevertheless, Marx and Engels continued to work on behalf of the proletariat. In 1864, alongside Mikhail Bakunin, they founded the first international workers organization in history, the International Workingmen’s Association (also known as the First International). The association looked to provide a vehicle toward a society where workers, the bourgeoisie, and the upper tier of society could live and work in harmony and equality. 

After a couple of years, divisions arose on how to achieve that goal. The rift in the First International was based on how to order the organization; Marx wanted all parties involved to be subjected to the general council (his well-known dictatorship of the proletariat), while Bakunin wanted each little group to govern itself without the interference from any other group. Marx wanted political intervention to be legal (or established through institutions already in place), whereas Bakunin understood that the groups that he represented might never be able to participate legally; they could not enter into politics because they were uneducated and could not vote. Both sides were committed to the success of the political platforms that represented the working class, only Marx took on a view where an intellectual group would make decisions for the masses, while Bakunin supported decision making among small units or individuals depending on their needs. In other words, he created what is now called anarchism.

Bakunin sent Giuseppi Fanelli to Spain amid the revolution against Isabel in 1868. Anarchist principles incarnated in Fanelli led to a conference in Córdoba on December 26, 1872 that would give birth to the first official anarchist organization in Spain. Despite some immediate success of Bakuninist anarchism in Spain, by 1878, industry of mass production created a proletariat that slowly began to steer away from smaller industries; that is, followers of Marx began to increase in the industrial centers with the growth of capitalism while followers of Bakunin remained in the fields. 

On the other hand, Marx’s new organization, known as the Second International (designed after the First International except that it excluded the anarchists and the anarcho-syndicalists), reorganized officially much later in 1889 and placed new emphasis on the formation of the dictatorship of the proletariat, a program that focused on establishing commune-like utopias where the masses were governed by a central ruling body. Among the adherents of this Second International was Vladimir Lenin. Lenin joined the organization in 1905 and spoke out harshly against reformists, he being himself a revolutionary. Instead of focusing on changing the governing bodies through reform, Lenin talked of massive uprisings led by the proletariat to replace the institutions in power. His international call to revolution opposed the reformist tactics of the majority of the socialist parties of Europe of the time. In other words, Lenin challenged the intellectuals to commit not only in speech and writing, but also in action. 

After the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, a rift in the Second International grew between reformists and revolutionaries. Those who supported Lenin’s ideas (where the international proletariat would declare war on the bourgeoisie, also known as internationalism) opposed what they deemed the ongoing bourgeois war, while the reformists supported their various countries instead of supporting international solidarity. 

Spain 1868–1917

When Fanelli went to Madrid, he met with Fernando Garrido, Anselmo Lorenzo, and others. The Italian did not speak Spanish, and the Spaniards did not speak Italian or French. 2 In the early years, very few members of the Spanish working class joined the ranks of the anarchists. This phenomenon was not particular to Spanish anarchism; it also occurred in other countries of Europe. Anarchism appealed to the peasants who worked the land and to the industrial workers in Barcelona because of the fact that they were not represented in the government. Yet despite its appeal, many were slow to join anarchism’s ranks. Although the growing bourgeois intelligentsia who wrote for the newspapers (and began to survive economically from that profession) was not represented in government either, they gradually came to support the cause of the workers through their writing without having to commit head first to the cause.

Even the search for a new monarch outside of the Bourbon line between 1868 and 1870 did not give the landless workers, the industrial workers of Barcelona, or the bourgeois intellectuals any say in the government. When Amadeo of Savoy became the king of Spain, his main supporter, General Prim was murdered. To worsen matters, after two years, the Carlists began a second war against King Amadeo. In this same year (1872), as disputes among the members of the First International (between Marx and Bakunin) grew stronger, both groups in Spain sought to rid themselves of the monarchy once and for all.

The eventual split in the First International after Fanelli’s short stay in Spain would also affect the political and intellectual environment south of the Pyrenees. Marx sent his son-in-law, Paul Lafargue, to Spain in 1871 in order to denounce the Bakuninists. Lafargue denounced the Alliance that Fanelli had set up in Spain as not following the rules of the General Council of the First International and he forced it to disband. The anarchists then responded by rejecting all of the Marxist autoritarios.3 This difference contributed to the final fall of the First International.

The Bakuninists in Spain established a congress based on principles of anarchism that took place in Córdoba on December 26, 1872, only a few days after the split in the First International. This Córdoba conference promoted the anarchist line by maintaining the policy as a revolution from below. Each small group could decide on what
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