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Miguel Hernández (1910-1942)
was the poet of the people. Or
“the necessary poet,” as his jail-
mate, Antonio Buero Vallejo,
used to call him. Or the shep-
herd poet of Alicante. He was all
that, but above all, he was the
unstoppable poet: his life, dra-
matically cut short by war, was
marked by love, friendship and
pieces of paper. Not a single day
ever went by without his writ-
ing down a line despite a chron-
ic shortage of material.

Anyone who walks into the
National Library in Madrid to
see the exhibition marking the
centennial of the poet’s birth
will soon understand that
Miguel Hernández was not just
an intuitive poet or a human be-
ing who depended on inspira-
tion: besides that, he also stud-
ied and read other authors. He
absorbed information like a
sponge. José Carlos Rovira, a
professor of Latin American lit-
erature at Alicante University,
has curated a show meant both
as a tribute and a reappraisal of
the man and his work.

Hernández was not the hard-
working, uncultivated shepherd
who came to Madrid to find help
getting his verses published that
legend claims. He studied Gold-
en Age poet Luis de Góngora
and kept up with painting
trends of his time.

In 1934, when he was 24 and
living in Madrid, he would carry
around a folder containing 60
poems from Cántico, the book
that made an avant-garde au-
thor of Jorge Guillén, and which
he had hand-copied. Hernández
said he found subject matter
from his own shepherding
world in Guillén’s work. In any
case, Rovira is quick to point out
that Hernández practiced mim-
icry, but that he did not copy
from others. Rather, he made
recreations on the basis of those
influences. His was “a transfor-
mational mimicry” that enabled
him to read the poetry of his
friends Pablo Neruda and Vice-
nte Aleixandre “and later write
without his own verses reflect-
ing the memory of his role mod-
els.”

Rovira prepared the exhibi-
tion so thoroughly that by the
time public officials got to the
National Library for the open-
ing — Deputy Prime Minister
María Teresa Fernández de la
Vega and Culture Minister Ánge-
les González-Sinde lent solemni-
ty to an occasion that drew
scores of photographers earlier
this week — he had already
jogged reporters through the
life and work of the poet as
though delivering a play-by-play
account of a biography that sym-
bolizes the sorrow of Spain.

The curator said that during
this time of learning (or “time of
hope,” as González-Sinde called
it), Hernández would read and

repeat Rubén Darío’s verses as
though they were his own; and
yet, when we compare the Nica-
raguan’s work with the Span-
iard’s, they have nothing in com-
mon.

From then on, Hernández
segued smoothly into a new peri-
od in which he was admitted in-

to Madrid’s literary circles with
greater or lesser fortune, de-
pending on who was there. Fe-
derico García Lorca was always
disdainful of him, perhaps be-
cause everyone kept introduc-
ing Hernández as someone who
was able to shoot off verses with
the same ease as Lorca himself.

He was friends with Pablo
Neruda, Vicente Aleixandre,
José María de Cossío and José
Bergamín. Even Juan Ramón
Jiménez, “who was always bad-
mouthing people,” spoke well of
Miguel and his verses.

But war threw everything in-
to disarray. Hernández was com-
mitted to the Republican cause,
and his commitment was not a
reflection of existing propagan-
da, but of the culture he had ac-
quired. The exhibition includes
a beautiful recording made in
Paris by Alejo Carpentier in
1937, when the poet was on his
way to Moscow to attend a the-
ater festival. In it, Hernández is
heard reading Canción del es-
poso soldado (or, Song of the sol-
dier husband). He still harbored
hope.

And then he is in the trench-
es, fighting on the Republican
side. The exhibition shows him
surrounded by the painting of
his time, which Rovira and his
team have pulled out from the
collections of Luis Quintanilla
and the School of Vallecas. Quin-
tanilla’s frescoes reconstruct
“an image of pain and tragedy”
that is the gateway to Hernán-
dez’s descent into the hell of
war, his imprisonment, death
sentence, the commutation to
life in prison, and his untimely
demise between bars at age 31.

To echo what the Peruvian

poet César Vallejo said about
life, misfortune gave Hernández
no reprieve. He was on trial
twice; the documents of the sec-
ond proceedings are on display
at the exhibition. [Miguel
Hernández’s family has filed a
request with the Supreme Court
to have the summary proceed-
ings against the poet reviewed
and overturned on grounds of le-
gal defects, Efe news agency
reports].

But Hernández faced more
than just death. The regime also
tried to cast him into oblivion.
Until the early 1960s, it was for-
bidden to publish his work or
even to talk about him, and until
1976 it was not easy to do so,
even if the popular singer-song-
writer Joan Manuel Serrat
made musical versions of his
verses.

The exhibition faithfully re-
flects the Franco regime’s obsti-

nacy in deleting the memory of
the poet. Yet it was unable to do
so, and Hernández always man-
aged to get around the lack of
writing material by using any-
thing at hand — even toilet pa-
per.

Rovira found toilet paper on
which Hernández had written
stories for his son Manuel
Miguel. “Although he said in a
letter that they were transla-
tions of English stories, they are
unquestionably four explicit
metaphors about freedom
meant for his son to read,” said
Rovira. “They were written by
someone who, in his writings
and in his life, wanted above all
to underscore his desire to be
free.” This rustic format is an
eloquent denunciation of the
merciless persecution that
Hernández endured after the
war.

“A few months ago, we gave
the relatives of Miguel Hernán-
dez a declaration of reinstate-
ment and personal reparation,”
said De la Vega at the show open-
ing. “We cannot end the horrors
that Miguel Hernández, as so
many other Spaniards, suffered
during those times of darkness,
but we can do justice to his mem-
ory, which is our own memory.”
Those bits of brown paper are
now a banner that turns against
those who wished to doom
Hernández to death and oblivi-
on.

The National Library holds
the poet’s answer to all the hu-
miliation he endured without
once ceasing to write verses,
even when he didn’t have any-
thing to write on.

Miguel Hernández. Until November 21
at Biblioteca Nacional, Paseo de Reco-
letos 20-22, Madrid. www.bne.es

The unstoppable poet’s last letters
National Library exhibition marks 100 years since the birth of Miguel Hernández,
whose short life took him from rural obscurity to literary success and, finally, tragedy
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Until the 1960s, it
was forbidden to
publish his work or
even talk about him

In prison, the poet
wrote on anything
he could get hold of
— even toilet paper

Above, a portrait of Miguel
Hernández by Benjamín
Palencia from around 1935.
Left, one of the previously
unseen pieces of toilet paper
on which the poet wrote
stories for his son while in
prison. / courtesy of the family
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