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Introducing the Poetry of Álvaro Fierro 
by Steven Cranfield and Claudio Tedesco 

L’exil n’est point d’hier! l’exil n’est point d’hier! « Ô vestiges, ô prémisses », 
Dit l’Étranger parmi les sables, « toute chose au monde m’est nouvelle!… » Et la 

naissance de son chant ne lui est pas moins étrangère. 
 
Exile is not past! Exile is not past! « O remains, O premises », 
Said the Foreigner among the sands, « every thing in the world is new to me!... » 

And the birth of his song is no less foreign to him. 
 

Saint-John Perse, Exil II, versets 20-21. 
 

Las páginas 
que todavía no has escrito 
son tu exilio 
y allí vives pensando cuántas vidas 
te harán falta 
para conocerte, 
cuántas vidas 
para escribirte sólo un poco. 
 

The pages 
which you haven’t yet written  
are your exile 

and there you live thinking how many lives 
you’ll need 

to know thyself, 
how many lives 
to write yourself just a little. 
 

Álvaro Fierro, ‘Palabras al silencio’ (‘Words for the silence’), Tan callando (So Hushing) 
 
Exile and the individual 

If the language of Saint-John Perse (1887-1975) is resolutely characteristic of its 
mythopoeticising author, the trope of Exil (1940) is one that is shared by many dedicated 
writers, including more recently the Madrid based poet, fiction-writer and essayist Álvaro 
Fierro (b. 1965). For instance, Fierro’s as yet unpublished book-length Los esclavos felices 
(The Happy Slaves), a study of modern European and Spanish-speaking and English-
speaking poets, contains no fewer than seven chapters on exiled or displaced poets as well as 
chapters on Rimbaud, Emily Dickinson, Mallarmé and Eliot, poets who proved to be highly 
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accomplished fugitives from the self.1 Fierro the critic and poet, no less than Perse, interprets 
the world simultaneously as discovery and displacement, as an occasion of loss and passing 
and of birth and undiscovered knowledge. A familiar enough concern, an idée fixe even, 
among modern writers although each individual poet adds his or her unique inflexion to the 
choric commentary. Perse’s Exil and Fierro’s ‘Palabras al silencio’ (1990), for example, 
express in their distinct ways something of the felt immediacy of exile real or imagined, that 
sense of foreboding of being fully at home nowhere – Eliot’s ‘spirit unappeased and 
peregrine’2 – and discover in the process something vital about the self: 

igual que si quisiera almacenar sus glorias 
en los vetustos cofres 
que todo el que haya contemplado 
deja a las puertas de lo inexpresable 

‘Reflejo naranja’, El sentido de lo que no sucede 

as if it desired to store up its glories 
in ancient coffers 
that everyone who has looked upon them 
leaves at the doors of the inexpressible 

‘Why the Gold Passes Away’ 

For Perse, literally marginalised on a foreign shore amid the sounds and signs of a foreign 
language, everything strikes him as utterly new, alien and exhilarating, not just his 
surroundings but also the source of the poem which is being delivered into the world. For 
Fierro, nearer to home in his native Madrid, the blank pages represent so many lives or 
imagined reincarnations, potential spaces which, however colonised, will ultimately show 
how little we can say that we know ourselves, at least on paper.  

A poem3 in a sequence called Libro de la distancia (Book of Distance)4 which dates from the 
late 1990s concludes by announcing a stark separation between ‘desire’ and ‘reality’, to use 
Cernuda’s tensed polarities: ‘Busqué serenidad y hallé distancia’ (‘I looked for serenity and 
found distance’). And another characteristic poem from the same sequence ends ‘ansia de 
otoño dentro de los huesos / ansia / ansia’ (‘longing for autumn in my bones / longing / 
longing’)5. But the nagging ache of angst proves to be less a settled conviction or stance than 
a passing mood, however intensely felt. Subsequent and more recent poems – from Los 
versos inútiles (The Useless Verses, 2009) to El sentido de lo que no sucede (The Sense of the 
Unhappening, 2013) – show Fierro’s wondering and wandering imagination, like that of 
Perse, roaming freely over the cosmos and nature. He explores the world geographically, 
anthropologically and historically, and in so doing discovers himself. And again like Perse, 
and in contradistinction to the surrealists whom Fierro sees as staging a failed revolt against 
the shackles of the poetic word,6 the poet is bent on the search for coherence, meaning, and 
new wholes through language – though Fierro’s characteristic form is the short line and the 
accumulative sentence rather than the meandering verset of the chanteur. In doing so the poet 
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continues to incite disequilibrium and estrangement, but in a controlled way: as a 
consequence distance found is no longer instead of serenity but a prerequisite for it. The poet 
invites us to detach ourselves from our quotidian bearings to risk being flung into 
unrecognisable landscapes, before boomeranging us back to the local and contingent, to once 
familiar surroundings and objects seen now through a different set of eyes7: a hand that 
detaches itself from the poet’s body as he sleeps (‘Scherzo’), like a playful variation of the 
disembodied hand in the Peter Lorre film ‘The Beast with Five Fingers’ (1946); a carved 
Stone Age statuette that tells us that limestone can also fall in love (‘Canto de amor a la 
Venus de Willendorf’, ‘Love Letter to the Venus of Willendorf); or a solitary bird migrating 
from Sweden to Spain and detained by an apple grove (‘Cuando los pájaros se duermen’, 
‘When birds fall asleep’). 

Language as living ally 

At every turn looms the question of language. It is the means by which the poet attempts to 
fill, but never completely, the space created by displacement and estrangement. The wealth of 
resources within the Spanish language – its vocabulary, syntax, sound texture, connotations, 
intransigencies – are all integral to this recuperative process. The search for imaginative 
frontiers is one that Fierro shares with a figure like Perse or Neruda. But this heuristic urge is 
often diverted into an introspective, sometimes precarious search for the borders within, for 
yet-to-be-discovered sources of poetry and human creation, and through that search a surer (if 
sometimes uneasy) grasp of our relation to the world and others. For all that this description 
might suggest a degree of solipsism in the poet or the presumption of Orphic powers, Fierro 
is never more himself than when writing poems to lend support to a public cause, for 
instance, for an arts project based in Madrid that raises funds for sustainable community 
water projects in Kenya.8 Here the unifying theme of ‘the glance in the water’ (La mirada en 
el agua) provides in an annual (since 2011) shower of lyrics, pensées and epigrams a link 
between supratemporal abstractions and the realities of human thirst and water poverty, 
between the widest ocean and the amniotic sac. 

Poet as explorer 

A profound awareness of the strangeness of humanity is variously registered in many of 
Fierro’s poems. If there are specific verbal touches that seem to link him to modern Spanish 
poets like Neruda or Cernuda – the latter of whom Fierro sees as exerting a major influence 
on subsequent poets writing in Spanish9 – these derive from common concerns and a 
common fund of language and imagery, rather than any desire on Fierro’s part to present 
literary echoes. Sometimes as in the book length Colonizado corazón (Colonised Heart) that 
common language is drawn from a popular form like the piropo, a flirtatious compliment or 
quip, a verbal elaboration of a cat call or wolf whistle.10 At other times the common language 
takes a detour into the world of dream logic, as in the aforementioned ‘Scherzo’, or takes on 
the simplicity of a Neruda ode in ‘Escribiendo’ (‘Writing’). This poem, like ‘Scherzo’, 
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incidentally shows that Fierro is able to write about writing and still invite the reader in, not 
shut the reader out. 

Poet as focal lens 

If the success of the poet, more so than for any other kind of writer, depends on acuity of 
vision and observation, then this is often a matter of getting the level of scale correct, of 
zooming in or out to the right level. Poems such as ‘Antártida’ (‘Antarctic’), ‘Lejos’ 
(‘Faraway’) and ‘Sonata No. 13’ show different focal lenses being applied, each poem again 
touching on themes of distance, displacement or belonging. 

Exile and forgiveness 

It is an openness on Fierro’s part, a capacity for accepting all experiences of the mind and 
heart and of humanity’s questionable historical record, that is perhaps the most inspiring 
challenge for the translator. (See Annex 1.) Fierro relishes his keen perceptions of reality, 
whether internal, external or somewhere in-between, and sees his task to relate these to 
enduring themes drawn from life, literature, the visual and plastic arts and perhaps above all 
music. He sees the poet’s job as being one of revealing, not so much natural phenomena in 
themselves, but the curious patterns of our relations to these phenomena, and to the scarcely 
explored world of his own psyche. 

If modern technologized humanity has exiled itself from an elemental happiness, it can be 
excused, to an extent, as in ‘Objeto objetivo’ (‘Let’s Be Understanding of Today’s 
Humanity’), for its clumsy attempts to tame nature and for its capacity to smile at its own 
pretensions. 
 
© Poems Álvaro Fierro, translations Steven Cranfield and Claudio Tedesco 2013 

[Questions regarding this paper may be sent to s.cranfield@westminster.ac.uk]  

About Álvaro Fierro 

Álvaro Fierro (born Madrid, 1965) is a poet, fiction writer, editor and journalist based in Madrid. (His 
background is in industrial engineering.) His first collection of poetry Con esa misma espalda was 
awarded the Rafael Morales prize in 1993. His next collection Tan callando was runner up in Adonais 
prize in 1999. Subsequent volumes have included Los versos inútiles (2009), Colonizado corazón 
(2011) and most recently (2013) El sentido de lo que no sucede. A book of short stories El peso de los 
sueños was published in 2005 and a poetry book for children, Los meagrada, written in collaboration 
with Gracia Iglesias, appeared in 2011. He cofounded the online cultural review AQUELOO and was 
its poetry editor. He is a regular columnist to the online magazine Adiciones (www.adiciones.es). 
English translations of his poetry by Steven Cranfield and Claudio Tedesco have appeared in Ambit, 
Poetry London and Sentinel Literary Quarterly. Writing of Colonizado corazón, the poet Pere 
Gimferrer has drawn attention to its use of ‘the poetic word as absolute, ruled by its own logic, at the 
same time captivating and restrained’. Visit: www.alvarofierro.com.  

mailto:s.cranfield@westminster.ac.uk
http://www.adiciones.es/
http://www.alvarofierro.com/
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Annex 1: Extracts from emails between the poet and the translators 
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[We finally abandoned the above attempt to find an equivalent word-play in English for the echo of 
the Spanish proverb, opting to introduce alternative word-play in other lines. SC/CT] 
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Notes 

                                                
1 Álvaro Fierro, ‘Saint-John Perse: Anabasis o las palabras de la tribu’ (‘Saint-John Perse: Anabasis or the words 
of the tribe’), in Los esclavos felices (The Happy Slaves). 

2 ‘Little Gidding’, II. 

3 ‘Busco serenidad en esta luz’, p. 23. 

4 Included in Tan callando (So Hushing), 2000. 

5 ‘Ansia sin fin’, p. 42. 

6 Los esclavos felices, p. 2. Fierro points out that the title is also the name of an overture by the Spanish musical 
genius Juan Crisóstomo Arriaga, who died at the age of 19. 

7 Cf. ‘Objects, once pliable to the poet’s organisation, now become strange, lose their solidity, whilst the poet 
lends his ear’ (Nathaniel Tarn, Pablo Neruda: selected poems, p. 16). 

8 Written to accompany the Convierte el arte en agua (‘Art Turns into Water’) photography exhibitions which 
have been hosted by the Pepe Pisa gallery in Madrid each year for the last three years. 

9 ‘[Cernuda] … sin duda es el poeta de su generación que más hondamente ha influido en toda la poesía 
española posterior: Varios poetas de la generación del 50, el movimiento culturalista de los años 70, y buena 
parte de la poesía de tono conversacional de los últimos años son de estirpe netamente cernudiana.’ Los esclavos 
felices, p. 196. (‘[Cernuda] is without doubt the poet of his generation who has had the deepest influence on all 
later Spanish poetry: the various poets of the Generation of the ‘50s, the cultural movement of the ‘70s, and a 
good part of the poetry in a conversational style written in the last few years are from a clearly Cernudian 
lineage’. The Happy Slaves, p. 196.) 

10 The piropo is a verbal expression unique to popular culture in Spanish, especially in Andalusia and Latin 
America. An amorous compliment (usually from a man to a woman), that can range from the exquisitely crafted 
pun to not so subtle lorry driver talk. Indeed, there is (or was) a tradition in Argentina of lorry drivers inscribing 
piropos in gothic script on the backs of their vehicles. Lawrence Venuti (Translation Changes Everything, 2013) 
comments, surely uncontroversially, that with regard to translating poetry ‘choices are not simply linguistic, but 
also cultural’ (p. 181). Where piropos are concerned the very choosing to translate them, and seek to have 
translations published, carries cultural baggage, given prevailing views about what is considered sexist language 
and sexual harassment. Of interest here is a recent interview with the actress Oona Chaplin featured in London’s 
Metro daily (10 June 2013) in which she comments: ‘It’s so uptight here [in Britain]. … In Cuba, if I’m walking 
down the street and I walk past three guys… well, if one of those guys doesn’t pay me a compliment then I’m 
doing something seriously wrong that day. And they can be really graphic comments, quite sexy. … But it’s not 
offensive or predatory because it’s just a casual, relaxed way of being. I love it.’ 
http://metro.co.uk/2013/06/10/oona-chaplin-game-of-thrones-was-the-best-experience-ive-ever-had-3832851/. 
Might the piropo be an apt pretext for Venuti’s ‘call to action for translators … to take responsibility for bringing 
a foreign text into a different situation by acknowledging that its very foreignness demands cultural innovation’ 
(Venuti, op. cit., p. 192)? 

http://metro.co.uk/2013/06/10/oona-chaplin-game-of-thrones-was-the-best-experience-ive-ever-had-3832851/

