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Introduction

THERE ARE TIMES when art is called more clearly, more loudly, 
than usual to engage events in the world. Political and social upheaval in 
one or another part of the world impinges on personal dramas, on the 
intimate tensions of relationship. We are tempted, often, to say that current 
events are not yet the proper material of art, that the timely is the enemy 
of timelessness. “History,” W.H. Auden writes at the end of his poem 
“Spain,” “may say Alas, but cannot help or pardon.” Sometimes the artist 
cannot wait to speak.

The civil war that broke out when a military coup threatened the 
Spanish Republic in 1936 was, famously, one such time. It was in response 
to that war that Auden wrote, “Tomorrow the rediscovery of romantic 
love,” but “Today the struggle.” Among the artists drawn to Spain was 
Langston Hughes, whose sojourn brought him into contact with a num-
ber of Spanish poets whose work he translated as one gesture of solidarity. 
The unclassifiable Nancy Cunard traveled to Spain, too, and the novelist 
Charles Yale Harrison felt the compulsion to comment in his work. The 
writers wrote, the communists communed, the Internationals crossed 
borders, advancing to and, finally, retreating from the conflict, depositing 
their work in papers, between covers, in what might have seemed the safe 
harbors of home.

History may say “Alas”; in its passage it occludes, obscures, erases. 
From the archives, some time later, readers and researchers are called to 
engage events in the world, recover the traces. We are pleased to follow 
the work of scholars Evelyn Scaramella, Anne Donlon, Emily Robins 
Sharpe, and Bart Vautour, and bring you translations by Hughes, archival 
remnants of Cunard, and a sample of Harrison’s satire.
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Few writers have felt so urgently the call to engage as did Tillie Olsen, 
whose reminiscences and ruminations are captured here in Robin Dizard’s 
interview from 1988. Engagement, though, can take the forms of para-
bolic indirection, of gnomic inscription, as well as more immediate address. 
Mia Couto’s three stories register the forces of colonial inheritance in local 
scenes and family life. Lev Rubinstein’s “Elegy” (translated here by Philip 
Metres and Tatiana Tulchinsky) grasps the essence of cataclysm in its side-
long glances, and Shez’s “Separation” (translated by Elliott batTzedek) limns 
the limiting power societies exert upon desire. Is it “Alas” that History says 
in Emily Barton’s story “The Once and Future Capital,” or something 
more ominous?

We might want History to apologize for the destruction it wreaks 
upon bodies, but bodies differ and diverge all by themselves as well. The 
complexities of relationship, given bodies in all their culturally constructed 
variety, given the thousand natural shocks bodies are heir to, are viscerally 
explored here in stories by Victoria Lancelotta and Sara Nović, and in the 
hypnotic art of Rabéa Ballin.

There are times when art is called upon to engage events in the world, 
when the route to timelessness is more clearly driven through the timely. 
We are reminded — in J. Malcolm Garcia’s “The Front Line” and Nathan 
Deuel’s “Friday Was the Bomb” — that we live in just such times. Yesterday, 
today, and tomorrow the (re)discovery of romantic love, surely, but also, 
today as much as yesterday or tomorrow, the struggle.

Michael Thurston
for the editors


