Center for Basque Studies
Occasional Papers Series, No. 21

Basque Literary History
Edited and with a preface by

Mari Jose Olaziregi

Introduction by

Jesús María Lasagabaster

Translated by

Amaia Gabantxo

Center for Basque Studies
University of Nevada, Reno
Reno, Nevada

This book was published with generous financial support from the Basque government.
Center for Basque Studies
Occasional Papers Series, No. 21
Series Editor: Joseba Zulaika and Cameron J. Watson
Center for Basque Studies
University of Nevada, Reno
Reno, Nevada 89557
http://basque.unr.edu
Copyright © 2012 by the Center for Basque Studies
All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America.

Cover and Series design © 2012 Jose Luis Agote.
Cover Illustration: Juan Azpeitia

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Basque literary history / edited by Mari Jose Olaziregi ; translated by Amaia Gabantxo.
p. cm. -- (Occasional papers series ; no. 21)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
Summary: “This book presents the history of Basque literature from its oral origins to
present-day fiction, poetry, essay, and children’s literature”--Provided by publisher.
ISBN 978-1-935709-19-0 (pbk.)
1. Basque literature--History and criticism. I. Olaziregi, Mari Jose. II. Gabantxo,
Amaia.
PH5281.B37 2012
899’.9209--dc23
2012030338

Contents
Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Mari Jose Olaziregi

7

Introduction: Basque Literary History . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Jesús María Lasagabaster

13

Part 1
Oral Basque Literature
1. Basque Oral Literature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Igone Etxebarria

25

2. The History of Bertsolaritza . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Joxerra Garzia

43

Part 2
Classic Basque Literature of the Sixteenth to Nineteenth Centuries
3. The Sixteenth Century: The First Fruits of Basque Literature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Aurélie Arcocha-Scarcia and Beñat Oyharçabal
4. The Seventeenth Century: The Publishing and Development of
Septentrional Basque Letters . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Aurélie Arcocha-Scarcia and Beñat Oyharçabal

69

89

5. The Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries: Bridge across Borders  . . . . . . . . . . .  109
Jean Haritschelhar
Part 3
Modern Basque Literature, Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries
6. Worlds of Fiction: An Introduction to Basque Narrative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  137
Mari Jose Olaziregi		
7. Modern Basque Poetry  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  201
Lourdes Otaegi

6

Contents

8. Basque Theater from Costumbrismo to Political Symbolism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  245
Patri Urkizu
9. The Essay in Basque . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  267
Xabier Altzibar Aretxabaleta
10. Basque Children’s and Juvenile Literature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  291
Xabier Etxaniz Erle
11. Translated Basque Literature  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  311
Jose Manuel López Gaseni
12. Other Basque Literatures  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  329
Estibalitz Ezkerra
Index  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  351
Contributors  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  365

Preface*
Mari Jose Olaziregi

The objective of this preface is to explain the aims of this volume, as well as its structure. For this reason we shall focus on the theoretical and methodological reasons that
prompted it, more than in proposing an introduction to Basque literature, a task that
Professor Jesús María Lasagabaster superbly addresses in his introduction.
Let us start by noting that this is a collective rather than a team effort. For this
reason, we have chosen to simplify the presentation of its contents: They are organized
classically by century up until the twentieth century, and by genre for Basque literature of
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. We believe that, since this is a plural work, reading it will provide the reader with an overview of the evolution of Basque literature, the
sociohistorical events that have marked it, and the place it holds within Basque society.
Despite the critical pluralism of each of the contributions to this work, the various chapters agree on the centrality accorded to the critical and contextual analysis of
the works. The significance achieved by Basque literature in the twentieth century is
undoubtedly meaningful; however, such significance is justified not only by the definite
increase in Basque literary production that took place in the past century, but also by
the fact that it was then that Basque literature was established as an autonomous activity
within Basque society. Since the first book in Euskara was published in 1545—the poem
collection Linguæ Vasconum Primitiæ by Bernard Etxepare—only 101 books were published
in the 334 intervening years until 1879 and, of those, only 4 can be considered strictly
literary. The last decade of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth
century brought social, political, and cultural changes with them, which were reflected in
the emergence of genres such as the novel or the essay. The importance of our literature’s
blossoming at the turn of the nineteenth century has already been underlined by literary
historians such as Piarres Laffite (1942), Nikolas Ormaetxea “Orixe” (1927), and Koldo

* This book has been written as a part of the EHU 10/11 project.
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Mitxelena (1958), and a fact consequently reflected in the prominence this period has
been given in this volume.1
Thus, as we can see, we speak of a late literature, a literature that has not had
too favorable sociohistorical-political conditions for its development and that has been
linked, it goes without saying, to the vagaries of the language that sustains it: Euskara,
a pre-Indo-European language that is spoken today by about eight hundred thousand
euskaldunak or Basque speakers who live mostly on either side of the Pyrenees. The
political border dividing the Basque Country or Euskal Herria today marks, in turn,
different legal situations. Whereas after the approval of the Spanish Constitution of 1978
Euskara became, together with Castilian, the official language of the two Basque autonomous regions in the Spanish Basque Country (the Basque Autonomous Community and
Navarre), this was not the case in the French Basque Country, where Euskara is not an
official language. The consequences of this inequality are easy to predict: The introduction of bilingual education models and the availability of grants for publishing in Euskara
have meant that today the Basque literary system is much stronger and dynamic in the
Southern Basque Country than in the French side. But this was not always so because,
as discussed in the chapters on the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the first publications in our literary history actually came to light in the French Basque Country, and it
was not until well into the eighteenth century that steps were taken for the creation of a
Basque literary system in the peninsular Basque Country.2
Although this book tries to respond to a need noted long ago to provide up-to-date
volumes on the history of Basque literature published in English, we acknowledge that
the title we have chosen, Basque Literary History, needs clarification, since all terms that
compose it could be said to be subject to confusion and debate.
Using the term history to offer an introduction to Basque literature can undoubtedly
be said to be at least questionable, given that the field of literary historiography has
1. “In our case we must place the first obvious manifestations of the existence of a new spirit that would
eventually transform the characteristics of literature in manifold ways in the last decade of the past century. And
poetry was not the only genre that was expansively developed, the old prominence of works for religious edification and religious education disappears, although it must be said that the background to everything that is written
around that time continues to be undoubtedly Catholic; there is a determined attempt to find different manifestations for the language, to cultivate elements that had not been cultivated before, and consequently the number
of translations of secular works considered to be good literary models increases. In contrast with the previous
impermeable utilitarianism, this new literature is sometimes too unfocused: it is not very clear, in fact, what sort of
audiences some of their productions are supposed to be destined for.” In Koldo Mitxelena, Historia de la Literatura
Vasca (Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 2011), 135. See also Nikolas Ormaetxea “Orixe,” “Euskal literaturaren atze
edo edesti laburra,” Euskal Esnalea 282, no. 1 (1927): 148; Pierre Lafitte, Le basque et la littérature d’expression basque en
Labourd, Basse-Navarre et Soule (Baiona: Librairie “Le Livre,” 1942).
2. According to Josu Bijuesca, the factors that encouraged the creation of such a literary system in the French
Basque Country in the seventeenth century—the creation of language academies, patronage, the easing of censorship—did not take place in the Spanish side of the Basque Country at that time, and it was the endeavor of religious men such as Manuel Larramendi that encouraged the creation of Basque literature in the Spanish side of the
Basque Country during the eighteenth century. See “Praktika literarioaren esparru sozialak eta XVIII. Mendeko
euskal literatura penintsularra: Naissance de l’écrivain?.” Euskera 55.2 (2010): 877–914.
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lost the popularity it had in the nineteenth century when most of the national literary
histories were developed under the romantic and positivist models. Like history itself,
which, following the epistemological debates that have affected it in recent decades,
has renounced the idea of offering a totalizing vision a posteriori of “what really happened” and increasingly insists in unraveling the discursive construction of reality and
emphasizing the researchers’ roles in the creation of their subject, literary historiography has been the subject of passionate discussions, such as the one initiated by René
Wellek when he predicted the demise of the discipline back in 1973.3 The emergence of
approaches such as the aesthetics of reception, in particular the provocative proposals
of Hans Robert Jauss,4 as well as the debates about the literary canon and the rise of
critical methodologies that impinge on the functional aspects of literature all are have
helped make current literary historiography proposals multidisciplinary and, above all,
more partial.
In this sense, the first question that should be addressed is why we use the phrase
“literary history” as opposed to the more commonly accepted “history of literature.”
The reason behind this choice is that we asked the contributors to this volume to try
to throw some light on the different components of the social institution we call Basque
literature, as well as to provide their textual analysis of Basque literary works. That is
why, conceptually, this book owes much to the dynamic functionalism that guides Itamar Even-Zohar’s polysystem theory,5 which in its idea of literature steps away from the
traditional text-centric conception: It understands literature not as a set of masterpieces,
but as a complex web containing texts and literary models of different typologies, as well
as the agents (individuals and institutions) that created them, those that received them,
those that legitimized them, and so on.
Thus, literature is understood as a sociocultural phenomenon and as a phenomenon with a communicative purpose. Moreover, polysystem theory is very well suited to
Basque literature, given that it is particularly interested on those places where different
linguistic and literary systems coexist, and consequently conducive to raising possibilities for the study of the interference that can occur between languages, literatures, and
cultures. Our interest in revealing the Basque literary polysystem has led us to include in
this volume genres and manifestations that are not central to our literary system, such as
oral literature, children’s literature, and translated literature.
At this point we should obviously refer to the third term in this publication’s paratext
requiring clarification: Basque. Readers will soon realize that almost all chapters in this
volume are dedicated to Basque literature, understood as literature written in Basque.
3. René Wellek, “The Fall of Literary History,” in The Attack on Literature and Other Essays (Chapel Hill: North
Carolina University Press, 1982), 64–77.
4. Hans Robert Jauss, Literaturgeschichte als Provokation der Literaturwissenschaft (Konstanz: Konstanzer Universitatsreden, 1967).
5. Itamar Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Theory,” Poetics Today 1, no. 2 (1979): 287–310, and “Polysystem Studies,”
Poetics Today 11, no. 1 (1990): 1–6.
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This decision deserves clarification since neither literature written in the Basque language
(Euskara) nor the language itself has provided the exclusive and complete literary expression of Basque reality. As Jesús María Lasagabaster rightly notes in the introduction to
this work and in other publications,6 in addition to literature written in Basque, there is a
Basque literature written in Castilian and French, identifiable by the Basque origin of the
authors who wrote it, by their subjects, and even by the presence of a singular worldview
that may be said to be Basque. This is why Lasagabaster talks about “the literatures of
the Basques,” and although it is true that, from a comparative point of view, most literatures are compared in terms of the language in which they are expressed rather than in
terms of the nationality of the authors who create them,7 the truth is that only recently
has Basque literary historiography opted for a post-national approach—an approach that
takes into account literature written by Basques in their various languages.8 The question is whether such an approach, appealing as it would be in terms of overcoming the
inertia in Basque literary historiography, may lead to a historiographical approach that
actually exceeds the limits established by each of the Basque literary systems (the Basque,
Castilian, and French ones, for example). Indeed, although it is true that Basque literary
historiography is largely anchored in the contribution that the eminent philologist Mitxe
lena made in his famous Historia de la literatura vasca (1958), it is also true, as Estibalitz
Ezkerra establishes in this volume, that there is a great degree of detachment and even of
estrangement among the literatures written by Basque authors.
In fact, as noted elsewhere,9 the limited flow and impact of translations of literature
written in Euskara to Castilian and French could give us a good basis for analyzing the
relations between the different literatures of the Basques. For now, we believe that it is
our right to claim Gayatri Spivak’s “strategic essentialism,”10 which Ezkerra refers to in
her chapter, in order to give visibility to the lines tread by a language and its literature
that, until well into the twentieth century, have not had the historical, legal, and social
conditions to develop normally and that even now encounter obstacles to develop with
complete normality. Mitxelena himself, in several of its publications, listed the impediments faced by the Basque language and culture for centuries, including the difficulties
in publishing in Euskara (three out of four books were printed out of Euskal Herria’s
borders until 1700; a well-known example of this is Peru Abarka, a book that took decades
6. Jesús María Lasagabaster, Las literaturas de los vascos (Bilbao: Universidad de Deusto, 2002).
7. Claudio Guillén, El sol de los desterrados: Literatura y exilio (Barcelona: Quaderns Crema, 1995).
8. Joseba Gabilondo, Nazioaren hondarrak: Euskal literatura garaikidearen historia postnazional baterako hastapenak (Bilbao: University of the Basque Country, 2006).
9. Mari Jose Olaziregi, “Basque Writing in the Iberian Context: Brief Notes on the Translations of Basque
Literature,” in Beñat Oihartzabalen omenez: A Festschrift for Bernard Oyharçabal, eds. Ricardo Etxepare, Ricardo Gómez,
and Joseba Lakarra (Bilbao: University of the Basque Country, 2010), 657–662.
10. Gayatri Spivak, The Spivak Reader (New York: Routledge, 1995), 214.
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to get published; it was written in 1802 and first published in 1881), the fact that it was
forbidden to do so, the lists of lost publications, and so on.11
One of the most essential elements for the canonization and legitimization of literary
texts, which is their teaching at different educational levels, only took place in Euskara
rather late in the twentieth century. The University of Oñati, which emerged in the
sixteenth century, and the Royal Seminary of Bergara, which was created under the auspices of the Enlightenment, exemplify the academic version of the endemic illness of our
literary past: The fact that our leaders, even at the time of the fueros, never worried about
the fate of Euskara, or more particularly about making education and literacy available
in our language. We must remember that in the eighteenth century Euskera is declared
“patois” in the northern Basque Country and, in the peninsular Basque Country, laws
are passed for the expansion of schooling in Castilian (in 1780 teaching the Royal Spanish Academy’s grammar became mandatory in all schools). We know, through the data
provided in Juan Ignacio Iztueta’s Guipuzcoaco provinciaren condaira (History of the province
of Gipuzkoa, 1847), that five out of six Gipuzkoan people knew Euskara, but everyday
administration and politics took place in Castilian, so only one-sixth the inhabitants of
the province of Gipuzkoa were active in the political life of the time, which was oblivious
to the world of Euskara. Meanwhile, literary life was virtually nonexistent in the Basque
language during the eighteenth century.12 Most of the authors and works that predate the
nineteenth century included in our literary history did not belong to the Basque literary
system but were part of the pastoral and catechetical activity of the Catholic Church.
The thirteen Basque academics who have taken part in this publication are based,
mostly, in universities and research centers in Euskal Herria. Readers will find their
resumes in the brief list of contributors included at the end of this book. I can only thank
them very sincerely for the generosity and patience with which they have taken this
collective project forward. Also, I would like to extend my gratitude to the Center for
Basque Studies at the University of Nevada, Reno, for publishing the present volume,
to the Basque government for funding it, and to Amaia Gabantxo for the translation.
Finally, we hope that the pages that follow will serve to bring Basque literature closer to
all the readers who seek to know more about it. Hala Bedi!
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Introduction
Basque Literary History
Jesús María Lasagabaster

This almost obsessive insistence on conceptual and methodological rigor when approaching the study of any given subject must be an indelible mark, an unchangeable professional habit after more than thirty years as a university lecturer.
For this reason, when it was suggested that I write an introduction to a book that will
be entitled Basque Literary History, I immediately asked myself, why “literary history” and
not “history of literature,” which would have been, in the current climate, more “politically correct”?
The table of contents declares that there will be chapters on “Basque oral literature,”
“twentieth-century literature,” “children’s and young adult literature,” and so on. Notably, the recommendations made to the essayists insisted on the contextualization of the
texts in the “Basque literary system” of which they are a part and in which they function.
This made me consider the reasons for choosing the title “Basque literary history,” and
these precise “reasons” are what I will try to elucidate in the next few pages.
To talk of “Basque literary history” implies understanding Basque literature as part of a
system, a literary system, to which it belongs and from which it receives meaning and
direction; and understanding this requires no reference to a Marxist theory of literature;
Boris Tomashevsky, a Russian formalist, already wrote about the social dimension of
literary works, and, even from a formalist perspective, the medium that determines the
social function of literature is always language.1 It is precisely this linguistic mediation
that is essential to making, and systematizing, a “Basque literary history.”
1. Boris Tomashevsky, “La Nouvelle école d’histoire littéraire en Russie,” La Revue des Etudes Slaves 8 (1928):
226–40.
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Until the twentieth century, the history of Basque literature was the history of the
texts written in Basque. Before the twentieth century, Basque texts were not usually the
sort of texts that would consider “literature” in the conventional sense of the word today.
During my lessons on literary theory, with the didactical aim of simplifying the approach
for my pupils, I used to enjoy saying that literature is language and “something else,”
and that precisely the process of elucidating that “something else” which provides such
specificity to literature and makes it something “beyond” language is a key question for
literary theory, which both the Russian formalists and the pragmatists have tried to elucidate. I also used to enjoy pompously pontificating the following unquestionable maxim:
“Everything that gets written is at risk of becoming literature sooner or later.”
Language, as a material object for the purpose of literature just as colors are for
painting or sounds for music, forms an indivisible “unity” with the literary text and is
present, even if only implicitly, in every literary history.
The specificity that Basque literary history has to offer in this sense is blatantly obvious: first, because the crystallization of the process of unifying the language did not take
shape until very recent times; if we wished to pinpoint a date, we would have to suggest
the year 1968, when the Royal Academy of the Basque Language, Euskaltzaindia, gathered in Arantzazu (Gipuzkoa) to settle the definitive bases of a unified Basque, at least for
literary purposes. The dialectal diversification of Basque texts in lapurtera, zuberotar, gipuzkera, bizkaitar, and so on, despite constituting huge linguistic and even literary riches, was
really an obstacle to the development of a literature that aimed for renewal and updating,
as well as integration into the general system of European literatures—especially those
in closer proximity to Basque literature, both geographically and socially: French and
Spanish literature.
This momentous 1968 meeting in Arantzazu resulted in the crystallization of a model
of unified Basque whose main objective, at least initially, was literary creation. In general,
most authors accepted the unified Basque—Euskara batua—and that this fact eased the
way for a more harmonious and viable development of literature in Basque.
However, a language is not created by academics, but rather by its speakers; and
writers, as qualified speakers, had a challenging job ahead of them: turning a somewhat
“artificial” version of the language into a live, flexible tool for the literary expression of
the new realities, the new versions of the world that any literature aspiring to modernity
must give voice to.
The relationship between the language and the literature, common to all languages
and literatures as well as the evident subordination—subservience, even—of Basque literature to the Basque language have conditioned Basque literature as such, its diachronic
or historic development: Until the end of the twentieth century, to write Basque literature
meant, not just implicitly but often rather explicitly, to cultivate the Basque language to
the extent that authors would inscribe in their works a defense of the language to prove
its versatility and compare it to other, more developed languages capable of expressing
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complex universes, both real and ideological. The first known Basque author, Bernard
Etxepare, exemplifies this.
In this context, a core aspect of Basque literary history’s purpose is the wish to establish
literature’s autonomy from language in the context of social and cultural life. Authors,
when they create literary universes, no longer feel like mere apologists of a minority
language that is marginal and helpless amidst the din of Western European literatures.
These authors write in a “minor” language, but one that is coming of age and hopes to
function as an autonomous system in the context of the Western literary system.
The core features of Basque literature’s progressive autonomy in its recent history
are linked to the different domains composing the role of literature in society: the creation, distribution, and consumption of literature.
As far as literary creation is concerned, a profound change has taken place that
affects the personal and social status of writers, who create literature not just as a paradigmatic testament of linguistic or sociopolitical militancy, but also as a practice that,
while taking into account those linguistic and sociopolitical components, also relies on
a series of specific and immanent rules essential to the literary system writers abide by.
As far removed from formal idealism as from common sociologism, writing is a social
practice that accords to certain inner rules worthy of respect. In the final analysis, writers
write because they like to write and because they want to write, and they feel no need to
appeal to transcendental extra-literary reasons—be they what they may—to justify their
activity.
To be a writer in the Basque Country and to write in Basque is the same as being
a writer elsewhere, writing in any other language. Nevertheless, the new literary and
social status of Basque writers has unavoidably effected a profound alteration in all the
referents that sustained all creative activities related to literature.
The territory of this new literature in Basque seeking its place in modernity is not the
territory of a minority, marginal language in a problematic situation. Its needs are not the
needs of a country in quasi-perpetual conflict that cries out for a literature that is compromised and complicitous. The autonomy of a renewed literature in Basque that persists in
its renewal lists gratuitousness as one of its primary demands. It does not seek the hollow
aestheticism of yet another “art for art’s sake” movement—the 1970s already paid their
dues to the cult of form—but rather seeks to recover its identity and the specificity of the
literary in the context of the life of the language and its society in a definitive way.
In “The Basque Novel on the Verge of Reality,” a paper about the contemporary
Basque novel that I delivered at the II International Basque Congress of 1988,2 there
was what I now recognize as not quite a reproach but a kind of mourning for the fact
that our novels were not thoroughly expressing our reality—a reality pregnant with
2. Jesús María Lasagabaster, “La literatura vasca al borde de la realidad,” in II Congreso Mundial Vasco Congreso
de Literatura (Vitoria-Gasteiz: Servicio Central de Publicaciones del Gobierno Vasco, 1988), 157–82.
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conflictive situations that, seen from the outside, seemed to provide thrilling material
for the construction of novelistic universes. It was always my opinion that the Basque
novel, which was born so late, never had—and could never have had—the same kind of
historic development Basque poetry had and was forced to jump instead, without logical
progression or continuity, from these anachronistic novels of manners of blatant idealistic
and romantic roots to experimentation and the avant-garde, without going first through
realism, the current that—in European literatures at least—marked the coming of age and
the establishing of the novel as a genre.
But it is no exaggeration to say that the lost ground has been recovered. One significant indicator, if not proof, of this is the number the national literary prizes, like the
Premio Nacional, awarded in Spain to literature in Basque and specifically to novelists in
recent years: Bernardo Atxaga in 1989, for Obabakoak; Unai Elorriaga in 2002, for SPrako
tranbia; Mariasun Landa in 2003, for Krokodiloa ohe azpian; and Kirmen Uribe in 2009,
for Bilbao–New York–Bilbao. These authors and their respective texts can become the new
points of reference for contemporary Basque literary creation and for the literary status
of writers.
And these are not isolated cases in the landscape of contemporary literature in
Basque, or the exception to the rule. Bernardo Atxaga, in receiving the Premio Nacional de
Narrativa, humbly said that the prize was the result of teamwork and that he was just a
member of a team of writers and narrators who on this occasion had taken literature in
Basque to victory and won a national prize, and that literary prizes, after all, were relative
things, even national literary prizes.
Thus, it can be said that after this, the autonomy of literature, which had started budding in literary magazines such as Pott and Ustela, flourished and became integral to the
life and the history of Basque literary history in a way that was absolute and definitive.
However, there were extra-literary circumstances that had a beneficial influence in
this conquest of literary autonomy and the writers’ literary creative process. The most
relevant in the Basque case was the collapse of Francisco Franco’s dictatorship after his
death and the establishment of a democratic framework for political coexistence, even if
the ensuing democracy was only a tentative one, full of contradictions, that, especially
in the case of the Basque Country, have not been resolved: I am referring to what some,
in terms that are open to debate, have labeled “the Basque conflict.”3 At any rate, the
sociopolitical and cultural context in which writing is presently carried out has changed
in significant ways, and this provides authors with possibilities they never had before.
And it was absurd to maintain, as several people did, that to write in the midst
of a censorship forced writers to find indirect ways of saying things, and that silences,
euphemisms, and innuendo contributed to enriching the rhetorical level of the language.
I always thought that censorship was like the hell described to us in catechism, all evil
without a drop of good. At the same time, it would have been equally absurd to hope
3. See Edu Zelaieta and Ibon Egaña, eds. Maldetan sagarrak: Euskal gatazka literaturan (Bilbao: UEU, 2007).
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that the disappearance of censorship would immediately bring with it the new dawn of a
glorious golden age of literature.
The new political situation had positive effects in all cultural life and activities and
stirred up the waters of Basque literary life: publishing houses proliferated, and with
them, funding for literary creation and literary prizes. There was an abundance of the
latter ones in particular that could hardly be said to be required to respond to the literary
activity of such a minority language as Basque, with such a restricted number of potential
readers.
But statistics speak for themselves, and although quantity is not a synonym for quality, the production of Basque books and the number of writers increased almost in geometrical proportion in only a few years. For example, whereas between 1876 and 1976
and average of 31.5 books were published per year, between 1975 and 1994, 659.2 books
were published yearly. In 1998, 1458 books were published, and that year, the catalog of
writers in Basque contained three hundred names.
In her chapter on Basque narrative, Mari Jose Olaziregi has sketched a profile of the
average Basque writer, and I would like to highlight a few aspects here: 85 percent of
writers are men, only 15 percent are women. The average age is forty-nine (the majority,
70 percent, are between thirty and fifty years old), which shows that several generations
coexist currently as writers. Those born between 1920 and 1930, like Jose Luis Alvarez
Enparantza “Txillardegi,” for example, have been labeled as the generation of ‘64 by
some historians and critics; because this is a key year, the year in which Gabriel Aresti’s
Harri eta Herri (Stone and Country), an emblematic work, was published. Some of the
authors in this group would be people like Ramón Saizarbitoria, Arantxa Urretabizkaia,
and Anjel Lertxundi. Olaziregi refers to the group of writers born after 1950 as the
generation of “literary autonomy,” and some of the more significant authors here would
be Bernardo Atxaga, Joxemari Iturralde, and Joseba Sarrionandia. A later generation of
writers would include those who were born in the 1960s and started publishing in the
1980s.
Aren’t these too many generations for such a short-lived literature, despite the significant increase in works and authors of the last few decades?
The designation of literary periods is not a sufficiently resolved issue in Basque literary historiography. A mechanical transposition of the fundamental periods established
in the history of Western literatures to the history of literature in Basque would not in
any case serve the specificity of literature in Basque and its historical development. But
equally, it would not be appropriate to exaggerate the singularity of literature in Basque,
especially in the contemporary period—which would reach from the middle of the twentieth century until the present time—given that the “updating” process of literature in
Basque has taken place quickly and is by now evident and complete to a large extent.
Perhaps the process of designating literary periods ought to take a few specific aspects of
Basque literary history into account.
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The first aspect to consider is the fact that literature in Basque has never been the
only form of literary expression of Basque reality. We must not forget the existence of
literature in Spanish and in French that can be said to be Basque because the authors
who sign it are from the Basque Country, because the subjects they treat are Basque, and
because it is a literature that portrays a specific world vision that is singularly Basque. I
have always preferred to speak of “the literatures of the Basques” rather than “Basque
literature,” because the latter term is ambiguous and has more than once been the cause
of polemic discussions among writers and academics.
The other aspect that I would like to consider is that literature in Basque is written—
and will be written in the foreseeable future—in the two countries where Basque linguistic and political-cultural reality is located: Spain and France. This means that literature
in Basque is “contaminated” (in the etymological sense of the word) with influences that
are not only linguistically but also socioculturally current to the political spaces in which
it develops.
Naturally, this does not mean to say that there are two literatures in Basque, although
it could be said that there are two “Basque” literary histories that go beyond the shared
language in which they are expressed, and each has undertaken clearly differentiated
historic journeys. Undeniably, the extra-literary circumstances surrounding the creation
of literature in Basque in the Southern Basque Country—in other words, in Spain—are
different in many respects to the circumstances in the Northern Basque Country—in
France.
There have been attempts at resolving the inherent complexity of this “Basque literary history” we speak of: at times, by applying shared linguistic or geographic criteria—
probably in too mechanical a manner—to the literary activity that takes place in the
Basque Country. I am aware that, according to the systems current literary theory makes
available to historians, the only actual “Basque” literature would be the literature written in Basque, and writers like Miguel Unamuno, Pío Baroja, or Gabriel Celaya are
Basque writers whose works would be inscribed and contextualized in the Spanish literary system.
But of course, all these discourses are the legacy of a particular model of literary
history, or rather, a history of literature that stems from Romanticism and tends to understand, explicitly or implicitly, all histories of literature as “national” histories: one language, one nation, and one literature that use the one language to express national facts
or history. This conception of the history of literature has begun to lose ground lately, as
new literary theories have come forward to suggest concepts that shatter the frontiers—
too limiting, after all—of national literatures.
One of those concepts, much used and handled by those who currently study literature or literary history, like myself, is “intertextuality.”4 However, this is neither the
time nor the place to get involved in the academic discourse regarding intertextuality and
4. See John Sturrock, Structuralism (London: Paladin, 1986).
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its function in the diachronic study of literary history. All literary texts are “intertexts”:
in other words, they intersect with other texts—in fact, with all texts with which they
acknowledge an implicit, and in some cases explicit, relationship that we can define as
intertextual. Texts exist because other texts have existed before them.
From that perspective, literary evolution—and in this case the evolution of Basque
literature—can be assumed as a succession, or maybe a substitution, of intertextualities.
From this we can elucidate that literature is inscribed into and defined by the intertextual
framework that makes it specific, more than the language in which it is written.
The years that separate Txomin Agirre’s first novel, Auñamendiko lorea (The Flower
of the Pyrenees, 1897), from Txillardegi’s first novel, Leturiaren egunkari ezkutua (Leturia’s Secret Diary, 1957), marked clear differences between those two texts. Of course,
the state of the language each author had available as well as the narrative techniques
and structural strategies the novel as a genre had to offer at the time of their writing
were very different. But then again, so were the visions of the world that each of those
texts sustained in their representation of reality. Specialists have been able to distill all
of the characteristics that can be said to define those two novels and establish that while
Agirre’s novel can be defined as a historic novel of manners, Txillardegi’s is quite clearly
an existential text.5 Nowadays this leap from a novel of manners to existentialism would
be described as a change or a substitution of intertextualities.
The autonomy of literature and its ensuing institutionalization as a specific system
inherent to Basque sociocultural life, as well as the newly attained status of writers, have
not found a corresponding, parallel renewal at the level of reception. There are hardly
any rigorous studies concerning literary reception that use modern scientific methodologies, except those Mari Jose Olaziregi has carried out.6 As a matter of fact, the few ideas I
will put forward here regarding the issue of reception in modern Basque literary history
are inspired by her work.
There are two aspects of reception that I would like to highlight. First, we do not
yet have a remotely rigorous assessment of the sociological profile of the average Basque
reader. We can say that reading in Basque is a habit that gets lost with age, most probably
because young people’s reading habits are conditioned by compulsory reading at school.
Pupils read what is imposed on them at school, when it is imposed on them. This would
explain why Leturiaren egunkari ezkutua is read more widely than Haizeaz bestaldetik (Beyond
the Wind), why Egunero hasten delako (Because It Starts Every Day) or Ehun metro (One
Hundred Meters) are more widely read than Ene Jesus (Oh Christ), and why Abuztuaren
hamabosteko bazkalondoa (August Fifteenth after Lunch) is read more often than Manu Militari (Manu in the Army). There are many other examples I could mention.
5. See chapter 6.
6. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, Bernardo Atxagaren irakurlea (Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 1988) and Euskal gazteen
irakurzaletasuna (Bergara: Bergarako Udala, 1998).

20

Basque Literary History

According to the aesthetic theory of reception, the more widely read texts are those
that easily accommodate the “horizon of expectations” of the readers, more so than the
texts that force readers to change, to expand, in short, their “horizon of expectations”
and redraw it to fit a challenging text. This is easily understandable at present, given that
literature in Basque is perceived just as a compulsory aspect of schooling. We are still
far away from a gratuitous kind of reading whose aim is only aesthetic—what Roland
Barthes referred to “the pleasure of the text.”7
Although we cannot pinpoint the profile of the average reader of literature in Basque
with sufficient accuracy, the little we do know allows us to draw some conclusions about
literary reception.
The autonomy of literature, which has definitely been reached from the point of
view of creation, is still a pending conquest in terms of the level of reception by Basque
readers of literature because such readers still, to a great extent, read literary texts purely
for the purpose of learning, as an exercise in linguistic acquisition. It is not just a matter
of reading more—36 percent of educated Basque speakers do not read a single book a
year;8 it is also a matter of reading better, in other words, reading literature because of
the aesthetic pleasure it brings.
Another relevant form of literary reception is critical reception. Literary criticism
is, together with the theory and the history of literature, one of the three great branches
regarded as key to the scientific study of literary works. For this reason, a rigorous
Basque literary history would be most definitely lacking if it did not contain a chapter on
the critical reception Basque literary texts have received throughout history.
Criticism, as a specific discipline with a defined formal object, was not born until the
nineteenth century. In fact, in the case of Basque criticism perhaps “barely articulate” is
too harsh a term, but the literary criticism that emerged can be said to have been sporadic at best, and clearly without minimal foundations. I am referring here to the articles
about literary texts that started to appear in magazines and newspapers around that time,
at the end of the nineteenth century.
But as for literary criticism, in terms of a specific and relevant analytical tool for the
reception of literary texts, academic criticism is of the utmost importance in the Basque
case, much more so than journalistic criticism, which is not borne of scientific reasoning
and does not follow a rigorous methodology when subjecting the text to analysis.
The last thirty years are key in the development of a Basque literary history. It was
thirty years ago now that departments of Basque philology emerged in the universities of
Donostia-San Sebastián, Deusto, and Vitoria-Gasteiz, in the context of the diverse Faculties of Philology of those universities.
From that moment on, the study of Basque language and literature acquired grownup status in the Basque University, and the study of literature in particular broke away
7. Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text (New York: Macmillan, 1975).
8. Olaziregi, Euskal gazteen irakurzaletasuna.
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from the old stigma that was still heavy with subjective criticism and “dilettantism” and,
above all, lacking the rigorous structuring systems that were successfully being applied to
the study of other literatures. Most relevant among these was the sort of criticism being
carried out in France, not only because of its physical proximity to the Basque Country,
but because France undoubtedly was the founding cradle of the new critical currents
and the country where the polemic debate regarding traditional versus new criticism was
fought most arduously and vociferously.
The faculties of Basque philology embraced the new theory of literature and the new
methodologies for literary criticism and became the first port of call for all sorts of dissertations and, above all, doctoral theses. The most important authors in Basque literature,
classical and contemporary authors such as Etxepare, Axular, Agirre, Lauaxeta, Lizardi,
and Atxaga among many others, became the subject of scientifically sound critical studies that used methodologies such as structuralism or the aesthetics of reception.
University-based criticism, thus, supposed a qualitative leap in the diachronic study
of Basque literature and became, as a result, a decisive aspect of Basque literary history,
one that fed into an important aspect of the history of reception and was elemental for
the development of the role of literature in society.
If we return to the starting point after these brief reflections, it is evident that “history
of literature” and “literary history” are not overlapping terms and that, literature and its
historical process of becoming can only be intelligently analyzed as something inscribed
in the framework and context of, precisely, literary history.
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Basque Oral Literature
Igone Etxebarria

Basque oral literature is deeply rooted in the society out of which it is born. Basque
became a written language at a late stage, and oral literature was fundamental not only to
its artistic expression but to its very survival. As a result of this pervasiveness, many different styles emerged. Basque oral literature has been classified in various ways, according to differing criteria adopted at different times. The first of these criteria relates to the
concepts of traditional and nontraditional oral literature.
Oral compositions are given expressions in a public performance that take the shape
of a poetry reading, storytelling, or some other complex form of expression that transmits a text with immediacy and requires some form of interaction with the audience.
As a result, the text will vary according to how the singer or narrator interprets it and
how the audience receives it. During a live performance, events take place that establish
the difference between traditional and nontraditional oral literature. All that is needed
for straightforward, traditional oral literature to take place is that a narrative is read or
declaimed and that an audience receives it; these acts constitute the performance, which
ends as the narrative ends.
Additionally, in the context of Basque literature, improvisation is very important,
especially in bertsolaritza (improvised verse singing), where the sung verse is improvised
and the performance ends as the impromptu verse ends; unlike in traditional oral literature,
where the performance ends when the narrative ends, in bertsolaritza the composition lives
on in the collective memory of the audience, who continue to share and reproduce it.
This repetition results in oral compositions being transmitted from generation to generation until their origin is lost in an uninterrupted chain of transmission. Whatever the
case, intercommunication between narrator and audience is essential; they are two critical aspects that become complete when joined by other elements such as voice, gestures,
and context—in other words, space and time.
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Although it may seem that the two types of oral literature—traditional and nontraditional—are well differentiated, the boundary between them is unclear, and it is fair to say
that some transmissions are mixed. When Juan Mari Lekuona studied the phenomenon
of bertsolaritza and compared it with other models of impromptu verse singing, he found
that verses improvised during a particular performance were often immediately memorized by listeners who later repeated them and reproduced them until they became traditional; that is, the verses were repeated in time and space until evidence of their origins,
of the authorship of the bertsolari who created them, was lost.1 Furthermore, the creators
of nontraditional poetry use formulae, registers, and symbols that are particular to their
tradition, making the boundaries between the two even more diffuse.
In Basque literature, bertsolaritza and pastoral are considered nontraditional, while
other forms are considered more traditional: old couplets, ballads, lyric songs, and
couplets (in verse); tales and sayings or proverbs (in prose); and carnival productions
and Christmas plays (drama).
Another criterion for classification is form—in other words, whether the composition
is narrated or sung, and the type of verse and rhythm used. This classification is related
to the concept of literary genres, or is close to it, because it is not always easy to clearly
differentiate between the genres. Still another consideration is the social function of a
given oral composition; in most cases they deal with traditional work and labor, celebrations, games, and certain holy days or customs.

Main Collections and Compilers
The first accounts of Basque oral literature date from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when songs and chronicles referring to events in the fourteenth century appear.
The historian Esteban de Garibai, in his Compendio Historial de las Crónicas (1571), makes
reference to a poem that relates the battle of Beotibar. The historian also writes that, in
accordance with a widespread sixteenth-century custom, Emilia Lastur’s sister sang endechas (dirges), which constitutes the first record of improvised poetry known to us today
as bertsolaritza.2
Whereas evidence from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries has reached us only
partially, today we have far more complete documentation, mainly collected since the
end of the nineteenth century. There have been many important researchers who have
produced a substantial body of work compiling Basque literature. One of the most prolific was Resurreccion Maria Azkue. His works Cancionero popular vasco (Popular Basque
Songbook, two volumes) and Euskalerriaren yakintza (Knowledge of the Basque Country,
four volumes) are essential reading for those interested in popular Basque literature.
Further works of his are as yet unpublished and are kept in the library of the Royal
1. Juan Mari Lekuona, Ahozko euskal literatura (Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 1982), 32.
2. Koldo Mitxelena, Textos Arcaicos Vascos (Madrid: Minotauro, 1964), 75–77.
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Academy of Basque Language, under the general titles Cantos populares vascos (Popular
Basque Songs) and Música Sagrada (Holy Music).
Moreover, José Miguel Barandiaran deserves mention for the narrative pieces compiled in his Obras completas (Complete Works), as does Aita Donostia for his transcriptions
of Basque songs. The first attempt, however, at a systematic study and classification
of oral literature (subsequently refined by later researchers) can be found in Manuel
Lekuona’s seminal work Ahozko euskal literatura (Oral Basque Literature). He was a great
compiler and a dedicated specialist in the field of oral literature, and a great influence on
other researchers.
There are important works written prior to those already mentioned, some by foreign authors attracted by the exoticism of the Basque language (Julien Vinson, Francisque
Michel, Wentworth Webster, Cerqand) and others by Basques (Juan Ignacio Iztueta,
Agosti Xaho, Mayi Ariztia, Piarres Lafitte). Later, and particularly after the Spanish Civil
War (1936–39), they were followed by others, including Aita Jorge Riezu, Jesús María
Leizaola, and Angel Irigarai. These were in turn followed by numerous contemporary
researchers and groups: José María Satrustegi;3 Juan Mari Lekuona;4 Antonio Zavala;
Jon Juaristi; Jabier Kaltzakorta; the María Goyri seminar in the Faculty of Letters at the
Vitoria-Gasteiz campus of the University of the Basque Country; and the Mikel Zarate
seminar of the Labayru Institute in Bilbao.
Antonio Zavala is responsible for Auspoa, the most extensive collection of oral literature. He concentrated mainly on gathering the heritage of the bertsolari, but always
remained immersed in the world of popular literature, of oral transmission, which led
him to publish more than three hundred books of material that would otherwise have
been lost forever. Leaving aside the bertsolari genre, his work Euskal erromantzeak/Roman
cero vasco is the most extensive corpus of ballads (which he calls romances) in existence
today.5
Jon Juaristi specializes in ballads and legends. He has published numerous articles
and books, such as Flor de baladas vascas and El linaje de Aitor. He was also one of the main
forces behind the María Goyri seminar that led to the publication of Euskal Baladak (I and
II), which marked a historic moment in the study of Basque ballads.6
Jabier Kaltzakorta, despite being the youngest author mentioned here, has already
written numerous articles and compiled collections of stories, sayings, verses, and ballads.
3. José María Satrustegi has studied the folklore of Navarre in depth, mainly from an ethnographic but also
from a literary point of view. See Etnografía Navarra: Solsticio de invierno (Iruñea-Pamplona: Ediciones y Libros,
1974).
4. In Ahozko Euskal Literatura, Juan Mari Lekuona carries out a detailed study of oral Basque literature, continuing the work of his uncle Manuel.
5. Zavala’s research and lectures are also important theoretical works. He gives an account of his life and work
in the prologue to Voicing the Moment: Improvised Oral Poetry and Basque Tradition, eds. Samuel G. Armistead and Joseba
Zulaika (Reno: Center for Basque Studies, 2005), 15–26.
6. See Jon Juaristi, Euskal baladen lorea-Flor de baladas vascas (Madrid: Visor, 1989) and El linaje de Aitor: La
invención de la tradición vasca (Madrid: Taurus, 1987).
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Besides his research, he has contributed many previously unknown texts from personal
collections found outside the normal circuit of libraries and archives. One of Kaltza
korta’s assets is his ability to study the texts meticulously in order to determine their style
and spelling, which are important aspects for the dating and locating of sources. He also
collaborates with the Mikel Zarate research seminar, which has contributed many works
to this field, particularly stories and ballads such as Mendebaldeko euskal baladak.7
Over the course of time much of this work, both in terms of research and corpus
collection, has been published partially in different types of periodicals and would need
to be traced systematically. A lot of material has been recovered, but there are many versions to be considered, contributed by all sorts of people, that are now greatly valued,
including publications such as Gure Herria, Eusko Folklore, Euskalerriaren alde, Euzkadi, and
Fontes Linguæ Vasconum.
Let us now consider the different forms of oral literature in Basque tradition, in their
different genres.
Old Couplets
This is the name given to one of the most prized treasures of traditional Basque literature. These couplets are believed to date from the Middle Ages and are usually sung
linked in a series of eight to ten verses.8 There are, however, a few documented examples
that go up to as many as eighty verses. The couplets are sung mainly in rondos and are
connected to certain feast days such as Santa Agueda or Christmas. In the Santa Agueda
rondos, the singers dedicate a couplet to each of the family members of the house where
they are singing: the head of the household, the lady, the young lady, the young man,
and so on. This one is dedicated to the head of the household:
Eder zeruan izarra
Hari begira lizarra.
Etxe hontako nagusi jaunak
Urregorriz du bizarra.
How beautiful the star in the sky,
how the ash tree looks at it.
How golden the beard
of the head of this house.

One should also include in this section the trikitixa couplets that are sung accompanied by the accordion. They share some characteristics of this genre, although they also
7. Adolfo Arejita, Igone Etxebarria, and Jaione Ibarra, Mendebaldeko euskal baladak (Bilbao: Labayru IkastegiaBBK, 1995).
8. The medieval origin of these couplets has been proposed by Juan Carlos Guerra, Los cantantes antiguos del
Euskera (Donostia-San Sebastián, 1924); Manuel Lekuona, Literatura oral euskérica (Donostia-San Sebastián: Auñamendi, 1936); and Txomin Peillen, Amoiozko baratzetan (Baiona: Gure Herria, 1964).
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have some of their own distinct features: some verses are repeated like a chorus and the
resolution is not necessarily kept for the end. Other types of poetry that also fall into the
category of old couplets include parts of epic ballads and traditional songs from old songbooks; natural symbols that appear in the dialectic repertoire of love songs; and verses
composed by bertsolaris using couplet techniques.
The ballad narrating the story of Bereterretxe begins with a stanza that follows the
same technique as these couplets:
Altzak ez du bihotzik
Ez gaztanberak hezurrik.
Ez nian uste erraiten ziela
Aitunen semek gezurrik.
The alder has no heart
nor does cheese have bones.
Likewise I wouldn’t have thought
that the nobility told lies.

Old couplets are usually four-line stanzas that follow a very specific poetic structure.
Stylization is achieved by the simple accumulation of images and ellipsis, the literary
device, is ever-present.
The couplets have a clearly differentiated double structure that negotiates the way
two images are toyed with. The first two verses refer to a natural phenomenon, a representative image that creates a symbolic atmosphere, while in the second part the last two
verses express a desire, a focal image that explains or resolves the meaning of the verse.
The most important aspect of the content is concentrated on those two verses, where
symbolic images from nature are used to make way for the concluding epiphonema.
Thus, style is achieved through imagery, not reasoning. The lack of coherence between
the symbol and the concrete message, striking and characteristic of this type of couplet,
forms a type of union known as prelogical.
Manuel Lekuona’s view is that these couplets do not lack coherence for the people
who listen to them, but rather that the relation is a sensory one.9 For them there is a certain “magical” relationship, achieved only through sounds, as there is not a sufficiently
clear logical relationship between both parts. As for this logic, sometimes we find that
the first part has certain formulae for representing a concrete aesthetic concept: beautiful,
excellent, or good, for example. Consequently, this same concept will have continuity in
the second part. On other occasions the second part is more relevant, as the first is just
a statement without a message. If we dwell on the images and symbols used, they differ
somewhat on either side of the Pyrenees. To the north they concentrate more on the
9. Lekuona, Literatura oral euskérica.
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aesthetic aspect than on the meaning of the images, while the tradition in the south is for
images to represent their usual meaning.
Ludic-Choral Poetry
This type of composition defies classification. Juan Mari Lekuona groups under this
generic heading a series of songs or verses that, due to their playful nature, relate to
dance and to games and have repeating choruses.10 In short, they have the characteristic
ingredients of popular poetry: dance, music, and lyrics. Under this heading Lekuona
establishes a series of types, which he labels as follows.
Decorative Poetry
These are brief poems with no clear meaning. They are usually used for entertaining
children, so rhythm is all-important. As for the text, rather than using figurative images,
it makes use of a series of harmonic sounds that suggest known words without spelling
them out. In some poems of this type known words are included, but only in the context
of a text dominated by onomatopoeia, that, together with the rhythm, gives the poem
its sensory content. In the following example, the sounds induce sleepiness, along with
the words “kuttun” (dear) and “lo” (sleep), which are the only meaningful words in this
poem:
Ttun-kurrun-kuttun-kuttun-ku
ttun-kurrun-kuttuna!
Run-kuttun-kuttun-kuttun-ku
Run-kurrun-kuttuna!
Lo!
Run-kurrun-kuttun-na.

Parallel Structures
In these poems the same components and structures are repeated time and again, so that
some words vary, generating a specific progression. One of the better-known examples is
the song Oi Pello Pello in which the woman asks Pello if she can go to bed because she is
sleepy. Pello responds that first she must spin, and then she can go to bed. Once she has
finished this job, she repeats the question, and her husband demands she does another
job. This happens again and again until dawn breaks and it is too late to go to bed.
The way the work accumulates makes us feel the hardship and suffering caused by the
work, which is made more acute by the surprising ending when we realize that rest is not
an option until the following day. In this instance, the progression of events unfolding
toward a surprising outcome is key.
10. Juan Mari Lekuona, Ahozko euskal literatura (Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 1982).
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Choruses
In some poems the chorus has a characteristic place and function, at the beginning and at
the end of the poem, closing the poem’s cycle. Sometimes, the second verse rather than
the first is repeated at the end, but always repeating what has been said, emphasizing that
idea. Other stylistic support is added, such as the use of exclamations, Spanish slang, or
expressions such as Ai ene!, Ai morena!, which bring irony and humor.
Eperrak kantatzen du Arrate ganean,
eperrak kantatzen du Arrate ganean,
neskarik ederrenak Zaldibar aldean,
ai! Zaldibar aldean.
Eperrak kantatzen du Arrate ganean.
The partridge sings over Arrate,
the partridge sings over Arrate,
the prettiest girls are in Zaldibar,
ay! In Zaldibar.
The partridge sings over Arrate.

Enumeration
This type of song evolves in a series of chains, generally numbered and marking a
gradual progression from less to more, small to large, or following some other similarly
logical criteria.
Irungo Mayo! A zer afaria geniken bart!
Hamar karga zardin berri; bederatzi basaurde; zortzi idi; zazpi zezen; sei zikiro; bost
pirilo; lau antzara; hiru oilo; bi tortoilo; erratiluan eper bat.
May in Irun! What a meal we had last night!
Ten loads of new sardines; nine wild boars; eight oxen; seven bulls; six rams; five
ducks; four geese; three hens; two turtle doves; one pheasant on a dish.

Rhyming Dialogue
These dialogues are made up of connecting questions and answers, so that an answer
becomes a question in the next phrase.
—Bela bela jauna,
Aita non da, jauna?
—Aita soloetan.
—Soloetan zer egiten?
—Artoak ereiten.
—Artoak zetako?
—Oiloarentzako.
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—Oiloak zetako?
—Arrautzea egiteko.
—Arrautzea zetako?
—Abadearentzako.
—Abadea zetako?
—Mezea esateko.
—Mezea zetako?
—Aingerutxu biren erdian
Zerura joateko.
—Crow Mister Crow,
Sir, where is my father?
—Your father is on the farm.
—What is he doing on the farm?
—Sowing corn.
—Why corn?
—For the chickens.
—Why the chickens?
—For them to lay eggs.
—Why eggs?
—For the priest.
—Why the priest?
—For him to say mass.
—Why mass?
—To go to heaven
Between two little angels.

Ballads
Ballads are brief narrative songs with certain characteristics that distinguish them from
other songs and genres. In Basque literature, both the terms ballad and romance have been
used, but if we examine the specific features of the Basque ballad, we find it to be closer
to the European ballad than to the Spanish romance.
In Europe, the ballad took root in the Middle Ages and has endured up until the
present day, although it is more evident in places where traditional lifestyles have prevailed. Today, important ballad repertoires are published in many European countries.
The ballads vary in their form in every country (rhyming or not, sung or not, stanzas or
verse chains), in how they are performed, in the epic characters they refer to, and so on.
But they all have a common origin that allows us to treat them as part of a single literary
corpus.
Ballads usually narrate an event or a brief story, and often start with the climax
of the story, revealing the conclusion at the beginning. They are usually about violent
events related to impossible love affairs, violent deaths, murders, and fights. In ballads,
characters get very little individual attention. There is no descriptive information of
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characters or places, or moral judgments. When there is a change of scene, there is nothing to indicate this clearly; on the contrary, it is always improvised and sudden.
The moments of greatest tension are expressed directly through dialogues that are
animated, incisive, and forceful. The aim of the narrative mode of the ballad is to create an aggressive, dramatic effect, and to this end, the ballads include short but forceful
and expressive phrases. Thus, although an economy of expression reigns, the ballad
resorts liberally to rhetoric in order to prolong peak moments and heighten the emotional atmosphere.
Ballads survived mainly among the less-educated section of the populace, and each
performance sees the ballads recreated, so that both the text and music are under constant
transformation (although the music changes less than the text). Wherever oral tradition
has been strongest and there has been little influence from other cultural expressions or
written literature, ballads have survived and adapted to the needs, beliefs, customs, and
lifestyles of the people.
Like all expressions of popular art, ballads tend to preserve the past, so that even if
the singer no longer understands or knows the references and events mentioned, they are
preserved through phrases and words that can appear to be incoherent. One of the main
characteristics of ballads is the existence of variants that emerge from the continual transformation of texts during their transmission. All variants are equally important, and it is
a process of comparison that makes it possible, in many cases, to complete each theme or
appreciate diachronies and the geographic distribution of the variants.
There are two dominant theories of the origin of ballads, the communalist and the
individualist. The communalist school, headed by Francis B. Gummere and George L.
Kittredge, maintains that ballads were created by a group, in a community, in the heat
of festivities. This theory was so severely criticized that its proponents modified their
ideas to state that rather than the ballads themselves it was their prototypes—which
determined the ballad style—that had originated this way.11 By contrast, the individualist
school counts among its adherents W. J. Courthope, Andrew Lang, and Louise Pound.
According to this theory, each ballad has an individual author who was not necessarily a
folk singer. Tradition is just a tool to preserve the song in its oral expression.12
Today, it is accepted that the singer recreates the text in each performance, so it
seems plausible that originally this was the act of an individual. However, the singer not
only acts on his or her own behalf, but also represents a people or community. A ballad
11. See, for example, Francis B. Gummere, The Beginnings of Poetry (New York: Macmillan, 1908); and George
L. Kittredge, Chaucer and Some of His Friends (Folcroft: Folcroft Library Editions, 1903).
12. See W. J. Courthope, A History of English Poetry (New York: Macmillan, 1905); Andrew Lang, Blue Fairy Book
(1889), Red Fairy Book (1890), Green Fairy Book (1892), Yellow Fairy Book (1894), Pink Fairy Book (1897), Grey Fairy Book
(1900), Violet Fairy Book (1901), Crimson Fairy Book (1903), Brown Fairy Book (1904), Orange Fairy Book (1906), Olive
Fairy Book (1907), and Lilac Fairy Book (1910); and Louise Pound, Poetic Origins and the Ballad (New York: Macmillan,
1921).
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becomes a traditional song as soon as it is accepted or assimilated by a group, including
the variants inevitably introduced by tradition.
Formally, ballads are expressed in chains of verses divided into stanzas ending with
rhyming verses. This does not imply a perfect rhyme, but rather a rhyming sensation
achieved through similar sounds that combine in ways that are pleasant to the listener.
Repetition is an important literary device used in ballads; it is relevant for memorizing
texts while also intensifying the most dramatic moments. Repetition is expressed in different ways, within the verse, for example:
Harek igarri, harek igarri
Isabelatxu, Isabelatxu
Eguna zala, eguna zala
He realized, he realized
Little Isabel, Little Isabel
That it was morning, that it was morning

Repetition can also be linked in two verses:
Aitek eta amak bialtzen neude / hau kantatxuau ikasten.
Hau kantatxuau ikis nahi bozu / erdu neurekin bordera.
My parents want me / to learn this song./
If you want to learn this song / come aboard with me.
Nor da hori Manbruori / Manbru herriko trukuori
Manbru herriko trukuori / trukukumian semiori?
Who is that Manbru, / that Turk Manbru/
That Turk Manbru, / son of Turks?

In addition, the triple repetition of a syntagm is very common, in which the third
preserves the form of the two previous ones but includes a variation, following the pattern “X/X and Y”:
Berbau ahotik esan bazuan ze / sartu zioen kapapean,
sartu zioen kapapean ta / eroan zuen bordera.
The word came from his mouth but / it went under his cape,
it went under his cape and / and aboard with him.
Hainbat arinen sartu gaitezan / Mutriku herri onian
Mutriku herri onian eta / Ana Juanixen etxian.
Let us reach as soon as possible / the good town of Mutriku
the good town of Mutriku and / Ana Juanixe’s house.
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Sometimes the last part of a verse is repeated like a chorus:
Gu hemen dantza gaitezen
Andratxu gaztia
aita frailea.
Let us dance here
Little young lady
father priest.

Sometimes the whole verse can be repeated.
Besides repetitions, parallelisms are important—through the repetition of similar
syntactic structures more and more concrete information is conveyed, which in turn
increases the listener’s interest.
—Neure anaia: ze barri diraz / Motriku herri onian?
—Barriak onak diradez baina / jazo da kalte sobria.
—O, neure anaia, ez edo-da hil / bioren aita maitia?
—Bioren aita ez da hil baina / jazo da kalte sobria.
—O, traidoria, ez edo-da hil / bioren ama maitia?
—Bioren ama ez da hil baina / jazo da kalte sobria.
Oh Brother: What news / from the good town of Mutriku?
News is good but / bad things have happened.
Oh, Brother! Say it’s not so / is our dear father dead?
Our dear father is not dead but / bad things have happened.
Oh, Traitor! Say it’s not so / is our dear mother dead?
Our dear mother is not dead but / bad things have happened.

Contrasts or antitheses also have stylistic value:
Gaztiak kantuan ta / zaharrak eragusian
Batetik lau balazo / bestetik enfermo
Young people sing / old people chat.
Right: four bullets / left: he’s sick

Through progressive comparisons, information becomes focused and intensified:
Abadea urrin dago / eleizea urrinago
The priest is far away / the church farther still
Ez dot gura frantzesik / hain gutxi errenik
I don’t want French women / less so daughters-in-law.
Ni neu ez naz Manbrukua / da gitxiago trukukua
Me I am not from Manbru / and less so a Turk.
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The formulae and characterizations in ballads are quite fixed, and although formally
there is some variation, they normally keep to the same pattern. Some examples include
the following: the gentleman is honest and elegant; the lady is beautiful and young; the
father hardly appears; the mother is a housewife; nothing bad ever happens at home or
in the village, but outside the dangers always bring terrible trouble.
The traditional Basque ballad is considered a branch of the European corpus of ballads because of similarities in narrative and stylistic characteristics as well as in themes.
Some ballads, which could be said to be part of the European corpus, show similarities
with Catalan variants, and similar French versions are known to exist too. For a long
time French and Occitan ballads have permeated Iparralde;13 however, none are known
to show similarities with those in the Castilian ballad songbook.
On comparing the repertoires of Iparralde and Hegoalde,14 one finds that they
appear to deal with different themes and use different modes of expression. The most
obvious case is that of the ballad about a sailor kidnapper known as Brodatzen ari nintzen
in Iparralde and Isabelatxu in Hegoalde. They deal with the same theme, and on close
comparison, many of the devices and formulae are similar.
As yet unpublished variants still appear today, some dating back as far back as the
nineteenth century. These have been kept with heritage material, still in private hands
or in libraries, and have not yet been studied by experts. One such expert, Jabier Kal
tzakorta, has published many articles bringing forward testimonials unrecorded up until
now, and these in turn have helped him reshape some themes and, surprisingly, reveal
that sometimes there are similar scenes, dialogues, and formulae in the ballads from the
eastern and western extremes of the Basque Country, demonstrating that there is still a
long way to go in discovering the origin and dissemination routes of ballad themes in the
Basque Country.
Proverbs
Proverbs are phrases or sentences that express popular wisdom on a broad range of
themes with a characteristic succinctness. The briefer the saying, the more memorable
it is, although there are also other mnemonic devices such as the binary rhythm of the
phrase, the rhyming or repetition of sounds or similar sounds, or wordplay.
The first collection of phrases that we know of today is entitled Refranes y sentencias
comunes en bascuence, declaradas en romance con números sobre cada palabra, para que se entiendan las
dos lenguas (Refrains and common sayings in Basque, written in Romance with numbers
over each word, so that both languages may be understood) and was published in 1596.
This version contains 539 proverbs and is part of a larger unknown work that has not
survived. The work was unknown until, in 1894, the Dutch Basquephile Willem Van
13. The Northern Basque Country, the division between Iparralde and Hegoalde (the Southern Basque Country) being the international frontier between Spain (south) and France (north).
14. The Southern Basque Country; see preceding footnote.
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Eys found it in a library in the German city of Darmstadt. He produced an exact copy
two years later that appeared in periodicals and more detailed studies. The author of this
collection is unknown, but the text is written in southern Bizkaian Basque.
Toward the end of the sixteenth century, two more collections of proverbs appeared,
gathered by the historian Esteban de Garibai y Zamalloa, consisting of fifty-four and
sixty-four proverbs respectively. These volumes collect popular proverbs in an eastern
Bizkaian Basque dialect, used by common folk in a specific region of Gipuzkoa.
Seventeenth-century collections of proverbs come from the eastern part of the
Basque Country. Toward the middle of the century, in 1657, Les proverbes Basques recueillés
par Sr. d’Oihenart, plus les poesies Basques du mesme auteur (Basque proverbs collected by Mr.
d’Oihenart, together with Basque poetry by the same author) was published in Paris. The
collection consists of 537 proverbs in Basque with an accompanying French translation.
Earlier collections are also known, such as those by Jacques Bela, Bertrand Zalgize, and
Voltoire; but it is Arnaud d’Oihenart who is undoubtedly the better paroemiologist.
Besides those already mentioned, there are some collections of proverbs to be found
within other types of works. Some examples are Nicholaus Landuchius’s dictionary
(1562), Rafael Mikoleta’s seventeenth-century Modo breve de aprender la lengua vizcaína (Brief
method for studying the Bizkaian Language, 1653), and Axular’s Guero (later 1643).
Similarly, in the eighteenth century known collections of proverbs were to be found in
works such as the dictionaries of Pierre d’Urte (1715) and Manuel Larramendi. In the
nineteenth century as well there were very interesting collections of proverbs included
in the works of authors such as Juan Antonio Mogel (Peru Abarca), Father Uriarte, and
Captain Duvoisin, whose works were later published independently by researchers who
found them to be of great value.
The most valuable studies and most abundant collections, however, date from the
twentieth century. Among the comparative studies, those carried out by Julio Urkijo in
the Revista Internacional de Estudios Vascos (RIEV) stand out. Among the published collections, Resurreccion Maria Azkue’s Euskalerriaren yakintza and Damaso Intza’s Naparroako
erran zarrak are particularly notable. Finally a special mention should be made of Atsotitzak, refranes, proverbs, proverbia (1998) by Gotzon Garate, a collection of proverbs and their
equivalents in other languages, a very valuable publication to add to our repertoire.15
Riddles
In Basque, riddles go by various different names: igarkizun, asmakizun, papaita, and pipitakipapataki, for example. They constitute one of the minor genres of popular literature, both
in the Basque Country and elsewhere.
There are no important or comprehensive collections of riddles in Basque. The first
ones to appear date back to the nineteenth century: a group of fifty-four published by
Çercand. They were followed soon afterward by collections by Antonio Machado and
15. Gotzon Garate, Atsotitzak, refranes, proverbs, proverbia (Bilbao: Bilbao Bizkaia Kutxa Fundazioa, 1998).
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Julien Vinson. In the twentieth century, several collectors such as Federico Garralda,
Juan Carlos Guerra and Martin Landerretxe made limited contributions; the most abundant collection, however—and more extensive than all of the others combined—came,
again, from Resurreccion Maria Azkue.
Stories and Legends
The narration of stories, legends, and anecdotes traditionally took place in rural environments where families gathered for work, recreation, or for various celebrations. At these
gatherings around the hearth or family table in the olden days, verse performances and
storytelling acts would take place that would be the means of cultural transmission from
one generation to the next.
Stories that relate fictitious events and are transmitted within a society collectively
from generation to generation, without any knowledge of their authorship or of the original version, are referred to as popular or traditional. The events are narrated in prose,
and unfold in a logical order.
The corpus of traditional Basque stories can be seen as a branch of European and
even pan-European traditions. Although the themes of the story, the occasion, and the
intention of the narrator may vary from one country to another, the telling of the story
always serves the same basic needs of the individual and of society: amusement during
leisure time.
The limitations of human life and its situations mean that fairy tales are similar everywhere in terms of essential structure, although there are also narrative forms restricted to
certain areas or more specific times. The traditional story is a living art, and in telling the
story the narrators use a series of devices to produce different effects. Different types of
stories have their own effects, but one style is characteristic of oral narrative in general.
When narrative originates with the people and is transmitted orally and through the
power of memory, the result is that a common style becomes accepted:
• A story does not begin with the most important part of the action, but with a
gentle introduction, and does not end abruptly but carries on beyond the climax
to reach a point of stillness.
• There are many repetitions, in order to produce suspense, or to flesh out the
story.
• The characters contrast with one another: hero and villain, good and bad.
• Characterization is simple; only that which is relevant to the narrative is mentioned.
• The plot is simple, never complex, and everything is kept as simple as possible.
• There are some stylistic rules that are understood by narrator and listener
alike, such as formulae for starting and ending, rhyming verses or intercalated
verses.
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In the known bibliographies related to these stories we find different forms of classification, according to content, characters, length, or other criteria, that produce very
different inventories. Without going into great detail, we might summarize by saying
that there are three types of story: fantastic stories, animal stories, and funny stories. Of
the three, the first type is the most interesting as far as the characteristics common to its
genre go.
The first of these characteristics is the stock phrase with which the narration starts.
The most common is “Bazan behin,” of which the English equivalent would be Once upon
a time. This places the listeners in an abstract time, in an otherworldly space in which
the fantastic events described take place—this is one of the main features of this type of
story. The temporal setting of the story is also abstract; events take place in some place at
some time. The characters are anonymous, and are given generic names such as a king, his
children, the eldest child, the innkeeper, and so on.
Studies carried out by Vladimir Propp conclude that these types of stories have
a structure or morphology that is quite stable or common, and that is repeated in the
same sequence, although all the steps are not necessarily present in all the narrations.
According to Propp, in fantasy tales the hero leaves home to travel the world to seek his
fortune. On this journey, he must overcome certain tests or obstacles for which he will
have helpers and enemies.16 In Basque traditional stories, the hero can rely on the help
of the Virgin Mary, while in the Castilian tradition fairies have this role; this is the origin
of the term fairy tales.
After overcoming all the tests, our hero will reach a happy ending, which is another
important attribute of fairy tales. The conclusion is also expressed, as with the start of
the story, with a stock phrase. Two frequently used examples are “Ongi bizi izan baziren,
ongo hil ziren” (If they lived well, they died well), and “Halan bazan ez bazan, sar dadila
kalabazan, eta urten dadila Derioko plazan” (Maybe it happened like this, maybe it
didn’t, so may he go into the pumpkin and come out in Derio, in the square). With these
formulae, the narrator occasionally introduces some information that makes him part of
the action, or a witness of the events described. It is quite common to give information
that places the fictitious events in local places, and likewise the narrator may declare that
he saw, or knew, the characters in the story.
Fantastic events that break physical or natural laws are typical in this type of story.
We witness animals that are usually small appearing in gigantic proportions; people the
size of rats; princesses or princes who turn into swans, doves, or monsters; and talking
animals. These are elements that form the nucleus of fairy tales in any tradition.
Legends are another group of traditional narrative form. Legends differ from fairy
tales in that events that unfold in the story, unlike the fictitious happenings in fairy
tales, refer to real events, even though the original event may have been transformed
into something quite different over time. Legends are set in specific, well-known, and
16. See Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1968).
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documented places, and make geographical and historical references to them. In the
Basque legend tradition, there are mythological characters such as the lamia (a nymph
with webbed bird’s feet), basajaun (a wild man of the woods), and jentila (a giant).
Pastoral
The pastoral is a traditional theatrical production that has survived in Zuberoa (Soule),
in the northern Pyrenees of the Basque Country. There has been great deal of debate
over its source of origin. It is claimed by some that its origins lie in Greek and Roman
theater, as well as other types of theater during the intervening time in between, before
becoming fixed in the seventeenth century. Another (and perhaps the most persuasive)
theory connects it with medieval mystery plays around the seventeenth century, when
these moved from the cities to the countryside, adapting to new circumstances. This
would be linked to paraliturgical representations of religious or even profane texts, in
which the representation consisted of a show of visual effects in addition to the spoken
and sung text. The staging depicts a bipolarization that reflects the medieval mentality in
which everything is divided into good and evil.
This duality is so important in the production that the importance of the text is
less than that of the staging. The story narrated has, over the course of time, become
an excuse to produce an ever more codified and rigid theatrical event. Today there are
elements that are considered indispensable, despite being only loosely connected to the
story, elements such as the battles between heroes and villains, the participation of animals like sheep and horses, or the burial of one of the characters who has been killed in
combat through a trap door on stage. These elements were not always part of the play,
but in recent centuries they have taken root to the extent of becoming more important
than the text itself.
The stage setting is simple. A wooden platform is set up in an open area, with seating
for the public surrounding the stage on three sides. On either side of the stage there is a
door with a flag, a blue one used by the heroes, and a red one for the villains and devils.
At the center, there is a white door through which the religious characters—priests, bishops, and angels—from the ecclesiastic realm and from heaven enter. The orchestra that
accompanies the actors throughout the play is located above this door.
The actors are villagers, not professionals, who prepare the play throughout the
year. Originally, only men took part, but now the casts are mixed, although since the
nineteenth century some women-only performances have also taken place. While in the
past the play would last a whole day or even two, present-day performances last about
three hours, and the actors parade through the village and dance for the public from
morning on.
The characters, apart from their role in the plot, always represent a role in code.
Depending on the side they are on, they will be Christians or Turks. The characters usually lack emotional depth and are devoid of a specific personality, which is a result of the
stereotyping process. The Christians represent the positive aspect of the story and among

Basque Oral Literature

41

them is the sujet or main character, whose biography is narrated in the play. Besides him
there are soldiers, peasants, and clerics, the three sectors of traditional society. The Christians always act in an orderly fashion, reciting their lines with seriousness and moving
about with precision. The Turks are the pagans and heathens and represent evil and hell.
Sometimes they are even accompanied by Satan himself. Their appearance is disorderly
and noisy; they jump about and sing faster and faster. Their role is to amuse the public
and carry out a sideshow of sorts in which they have fights and dancing competitions.
The opposition between the two groups is not related to the personality or psychological characteristics of each one, but to the types they represent. What they are really
representing is two types of people, virtuous and wicked, at an abstract level. If God’s
followers represent reason and sense, it cannot be said that Turks lack these characteristics. Conversely, Turks are seen to be bearers of brutal passions; they are proud and
ambitious—both characteristics that Christians are not exempt from.
The religious characters belong to the traditional repertoire. They are part of the
setting and are not directly involved in the plot. Their presence allows earthly elements
to be mixed with supernatural ones. Priests, bishops, and clerics represent the Church;
angels also intervene, usually represented by children dressed in white wearing crowns
of flowers. They move slowly and as a group, and their songs usually have a distinct
melody. Angels are always present in pastorals, but they do not really contribute to
the plot.
Pastorals always have a sung prologue, lehen pheredika, and an epilogue, azken pheredika,
that are external to the play itself. This characteristic links them to medieval mystery
plays. In these sections the public is greeted, their attention is requested, and an outline
of the play about to be performed is provided. At the end of the address, the public is
thanked for its attention, apologies are made for mistakes, and the moral message of the
play is emphasized. The singer repeats the same tunes, but moves to the right and left of
the stage with each verse, accompanied by the orchestra.
The performance is directed by the errejent, who sits at the center of the stage beneath
the orchestra and indicates with the blue or red flag whose turn it is to intervene. Traditionally, the person who adapted the story for a performance and created the verses
would also be the director. Today, these two roles have separated, and some pastoral
writers produce the text under the direction of the errejent, whose sole function is to direct
the pastoral.
The Zuberoan theater is based around a versified text consisting of four-line verses
in which the even lines have an assonant rhyme. It is difficult to make generalizations
related to its metrical construction, as pronunciation and oral license allow for the contraction of words according to the needs of the speaker. As in other genres of popular
literature, the verse endings loosely establish an assonant rhyme, which provides a sense
of harmony. However, it should also be noted that often the rhyming is oversimplified
because the Basque language’s agglutinating nature makes this an easy option.
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The subjects covered by pastorals in the past referred to kings, saints, legendary
heroes or biblical characters. However, mostly Basque characters and subjects have been
represented in pastorals dating from the mid-twentieth century to the present.

Bibliography
Arejita, Adolfo, Igone Etxebarria, and Jaione Ibarra. Mendebaldeko euskal baladak. Bilbao:
Labayru Ikastegia-BBK, 1995.
Azkue, Resurreccion Maria. Cancionero Popular Vasco, Volume 2. Bilbao: Biblioteca de la
Gran Enciclopedia Vasca, 1968.
———. Euskalerriaren yakintza. Madrid: Espasa Calpe, 1989.
Barandiaran, José Miguel. Obras Completas II. Bilbao: La Gran Enciclopedia Vasca,
1972–1984.
Courthope, W. J. A History of English Poetry. New York: Macmillan, 1905.
Garate, Gotzon. Atsotitzak, refranes, proverbs, proverbia. Bilbao: Bilbao Bizkaia Kutxa
Fundazioa, 1998.
Guerra, Juan Carlos. Los cantantes antiguos del Euskera. Donostia-San Sebastián, 1924.
Gummere, Francis B. The Beginnings of Poetry. New York: Macmillan, 1908.
Juaristi, Jon. Euskal baladen lorea-Flor de baladas vascas. Madrid: Visor, 1989.
———. El linaje de Aitor: La invención de la tradición vasca. Madrid: Taurus, 1987.
Kittredge, George L. Chaucer and Some of His Friends. Folcroft: Folcroft Library Editions,
1903.
Lakarra, Joseba, Blanca Urgell, and Koldo Biguri, eds. Euskal Baladak Volumes 1–2. Donostia-San Sebastián: Hordago, 1983.
Lang, Andrew. Blue Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
———. Brown Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
———. Crimson Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
———. Green Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
———. Grey Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
———. Lilac Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
———. Olive Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
———. Orange Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
———. Pink Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
———. Red Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
———. Violet Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
———. Yellow Fairy Book. London: Dover, 1965.
Lekuona, Juan Mari. Ahozko euskal literatura. Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 1982.

Basque Oral Literature

43

Lekuona, Manuel. Literatura oral euskérica. Donostia-San Sebastián: Auñamendi, 1936.
Mitxelena, Koldo. Textos Arcaicos Vascos. Madrid: Minotauro, 1964.
Oyharçabal, Bernard. La pastorale souletine: Edition critique de Charlemagne. Donostia-San
Sebastián: Universidad del País Vasco-Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea, 1991.
Peillen, Txomin. Amoiozko baratzetan. Bayonne: Gure Herria, 1964.
Pound, Louise. Poetic Origins and the Ballad. New York: Macmillan, 1921.
Propp, Vladimir. Morphology of the Folktale. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1968.
Satrustegi, José María. Etnografía Navarra: Solsticio de Invierno. Iruñea-Pamplona: Ediciones
y Libros 1974.
Zavala, Antonio. Euskal erromantzeak: Romancero Vasco. Oiartzun: Sendoa, 1998.
———. “Prologue.” In Voicing the Moment: Improvised Oral Poetry and Basque Tradition, edited by
Samuel G. Armistead and Joseba Zulaika, 15–26. Reno: Center for Basque Studies,
2005.

2

The History of Bertsolaritza
Joxerra Garzia

Up to the present time bertsolaritza has been considered, almost without exception, a
form or subgenre of popular Basque literature. However, the epigraph “popular Basque
literature” is some sort of catchall, a term to encompass everything that does not quite
1
fit into written literature. In this regard, Basque oral literature does not essentially differ
from any other popular literature. As John Foley points out, upon a substratum of “every
day” oral expression, each culture chooses certain genres with characteristics that reflect
it—a special range, a particular manner to create meaning, a certain social function, and
2
so on.
The collection of these different genres makes up what Foley calls the “overall
3
ecology” of a particular oral poetry. All the genres within an ecosystem share certain
common characteristics, constituting a continuum in which the borders between genres
become diluted and frequently overlap. Nevertheless, each genre has to be studied as of
its own reality, and to do so the methodological contributions of ethnopoetics, performance theory, immanent art, and rhetoric are essential.
Elsewhere I have demonstrated that improvised bertsolaritza must be considered, for
4
all purposes, as a different genre within the ecological system of Basque poetry. In that
1. One of the most exhaustive and cited classifications, by Juan Mari Lekuona, is Ahozko euskal literatura
(Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 1982), 34.
2. See John Miles Foley, How to Read an Oral Poem (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002).
3. Ibid, 200.
4. Joxerra Garzia, “Gaur egungo bertsolarien baliabide poetiko-erretorikoak: Marko teorikoa eta aplikazio
didaktikoa” (PhD diss., Universidad del País Vasco-Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea, 2000). See also Joxerra Garzia,
Jon Sarasua, and Andoni Egaña, eds. The Art of Bertsolarismo: Improvised Basque Singing (Donostia-San Sebastián: Ber
tsozale Elkartea, 2001), at www.bertsozale.com/english/liburutegia/liburutegia.php?a=liburua&id=46 (last accessed
July 28, 2009).
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sense, I have defined improvised bertsolaritza as a rhetorical genre of an epidictic, oral,
sung, and improvised character.
This brief history shall concentrate on improvised bertsolaritza. Its aim is humble: it
is not about settling the matter once and for all, but rather about submitting a discussion
that, as far as I understand it, can help in sketching out some methodological lines for a
future research that will have to tackle the history of bertsolaritza as seen from the reality
of a genre that in no way can be reduced to its texts.

Historical Background
Faced with the myth that attributes ancient origins to bertsolaritza, and the opposing myth
that endeavors to reduce it to a modern “invention” of Basque nationalism, Koldo Mitxe
lena places himself at a midway point, which seems the most reasonable approach: “The
tradition [of the bertsolaris] is ancient and can be traced as far back as the women who
5
improvised rhymes in the fifteenth century, whom [Esteban de] Garibai told us about.”
Joxe Azurmendi, for his part, contributes with two quotations from the Fuero viejo
6
de Vizcaya (Old Fuero of Bizkaia, a manuscript dating back to 1452). These are worth
taking into consideration because most likely they are the oldest quotations regarding
bertsolaritza. Moreover, they constitute irrefutable proof that, as early as 1452, bertsolaritza
or some of its expressions were so common and so deeply rooted it deserved express
prohibition.
The Fuero mentions two varieties of bertsolaritza: those of hired mourners at funerals
(that is, women paid to attend funerals and wail), who were also well known in other cultures; and, more interestingly, the satirical genre developed by the women that the Fuero
calls profazadas (“speaking badly about someone”). Apparently, their improvisation skills
developed at fairs and other similar events, and, very likely, they can be considered the
predecessors of the present bertsolaris.
All in all, the truth is that in the case of these improvising women, we can do little
more than confirm their existence. We must go back to the end of the eighteenth century
to find a bertsolaritza corpus of relevance. The nineteenth century is better documented,
both as regards names and biographical information, and in terms of the preserved
pieces themselves. Nevertheless, what we have is mostly about nonimprovised bertsos
(written bertsos or bertso jarriak). We know, from references, that the bertsolaris who wrote
these bertsos also used to improvise, but the number of improvised bertsos available to
us is indeed very scarce, and we are hardly able to say anything about the improvised
characteristics of the bertsos of that time (their processes of creation, dissemination, and
consumption).
5. Koldo Mitxelena, Historia de la literatura vasca (Madrid: Minotauro, 1960), 25.
6. Joxe Azurmendi, “Bertsolaritzaren estudiorako,” Jakin 14–15 (1980): 139–64.
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It was only during the mid-twentieth century that the use of recording technologies
became available. This allowed for the preservation—and, later on, the reliable transcription—of the bertsos improvised by the bertsolaris during their performances. Even though I
agree with Mitxelena and Azurmendi as regards the origins of improvised bertsolaritza, it
is also true that it is only after we began to research its methods of production and the
final product in the 1960s that we had at our disposal a corpus of improvised bertsos of
some significance. What we had previous to that date was a compendium of fragments
and anecdotes that hardly enabled reliable research. The bertsolaris considered “traditional” representatives of improvised bertsolaritza were, according to all indications, great
improvisers. However, the status they enjoy within the history of bertsolaritza is almost
exclusively due to the written or dictated bertsos—that is, definitely not improvised—that
have reached our times. The fact that the bertsos mainly constituting the creative corpus
of these traditional bertsolaris are “conceptually” oral in nature (some of the bertsolaris
mentioned did not know how to write) must not make us forget that, because of the way
they were produced, these bertsos belong to a genre that is more akin to cordel literature
than to improvised bertsolaritza.
Throughout the twentieth century, bertsolaritza underwent a progressive and radical
change. Even though the name was maintained, bertsolaritza from the early twentieth century have little in common with that of the end of the century. Among other changes,
the written modality of bertsolaritza—something that was its most relevant feature at the
turn of the century—was relegated in favor of the improvised modality. Nowadays, a
bertsolari is someone who improvises bertsos in front of an audience.
In other words, even though there is proof that bertsolaritza was a deeply rooted
activity in earlier times, the documented history of improvised bertsolaritza begins around
the year 1935. Until then, we have only received news about live challenges and about
some loose bertsos, preserved in the collective memory. Consequently, little can be said
about improvised bertsolaritza before that date.
The stories that confirm bertsolaritza was alive generally began around 1800, and
thereafter greatly differentiated periods emerged, each of which was dominated by one
or more figures. Nevertheless, from the point of view I just outlined, these classifications
are unsatisfactory for several reasons: for example, because (as noted) two different
genres, improvised and non—improvised bertsolaritza, become mixed up. Furthermore,
the names of the periods being considered refer to categories that are external, and
indeed foreign, to improvised bertsolaritza (like pre—romanticism or romanticism, for
example).
A complete classification of the different stages of improvised bertsolaritza should be
put forward based upon criteria suitable to the genre under consideration. My admittedly provisional proposal can be found in table 2.1.
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Table 2.1 The historical stages of bertsolarismo
Year

Period

Bertsolaris

to 1900

Prehistory

Pernando Amezketarra, Etxahun,
Xenpelar, Bilintx

1900–1935

From marginal
bertsolarismo to the first
championships

Txirrita, Kepa Enbeita

1936–1945

The silent period

1945–1960

Survival Bertsolarismo

Basarri, Uztapide,
Lasarte, Joxe Lizaso, Agirre, Lazkano,
Lazkao Txiki, Mattin, Xalbador

1960–1979

Resistance bertsolarismo

Azpillaga, Lopategi
Uztapide, Basarri, Joxe Lizaso, Agirre,
Lazkano, Lazkao Txiki, Mattin,
Xalbador

1980–1998

From singing for the
people to singing before
an audience

Amuriza, Egaña, Sarasua,
Peñagarikano, Sebastian Lizaso

1999–present

Multipolar bertsolarismo

Maialen Lujanbio, Unai Iturriaga, Igor
Elortza, Amets Arzallus, Sustrai Kolina

From Marginal Bertsolaritza to the First Championships, 1935–36
7

In the years previous to the Spanish Civil War, an important number of Basque intellectuals were determined to find a basis upon which they could build the “renaissance of
Basque culture.” However, not all of them agreed on the role bertsolaritza should play in
this renaissance. The priest Joxe Ariztimuño was a staunch defender of making bertsolaritza
the cornerstone of that long dreamed-of renaissance. In one of the many articles he wrote
on this subject, he proposes that the bertsolari should appear on stage “discretely dressed
in archaic clothing,” thus portraying the “romantic troubadour with golden locks”; additionally, he advocates greater fluidity to his declaratory mimicry and a radical change of
8
the prosaic decoration.
These measures were never adopted, but the quotation is very clear in expressing
that the value assigned to bertsolaritza is, under the best of circumstances, an instrumental
7. The so-called Spanish Civil War, in other words, the fratricidal war initiated by the coup d’état led by Francisco Franco against the legitimate institutions of the Second Republic, began on July 18, 1936, and was considered
as having come to a conclusion on April 1, 1939, opening the door to a forty-year dictatorship (1936–75).
8. Aitzol [pseud., Joxe Ariztimuño], “Concurso de bertsolaris,” Euzkadi, October 1, 1931.
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and not an intrinsic one. This is also reflected in the complexity inherent to its being a
vehicle to carry forward the much yearned-for renaissance of Basque culture; quite a difficult endeavor, especially if we take into account that most of the population could not
read or write their own language.
By mid-1934, Aitzol and other intellectuals got together to organize the first bertsolari championship, with its set of rules, a jury, and awards. Here, the youth wing of the
Basque nationalist movement, Euzko Gaztedi, would be in charge of copying the bertsos for
future publication. Even though the system was not very reliable, it is from there that the
first document of any consequence pertaining to improvised bertsolaritza emerged.
The Paradigm of Classical Bertsolaritza: Txirrita
Improvised bertsolaritza during the first quarter of the twentieth century was dominated by
the imposing figure of Jose Manuel Lujanbio, “Txirrita” (Hernani, 1860–1936). He was
already one of the fundamental references of the bertsolaritza of his day by the start of the
century. A very thickset man with little calling for any other job than singing bertsos, his
character reaches us shrouded by the mists of legend, as is the case with other bertsolaris
further away from us in time.
Compared to these bertsolaris, enough improvised bertsos by Txirrita have been preserved, almost all of them relating some anecdote that reflects his mischievous disposition. The contribution of the resources and the density of the figures involved seem to
indicate that these are not improvised bertsos, but rather, dictated bertsos, because Txirrita
did not know how to write. It is upon this corpus of bertsopaperak (bertsos written down on
sheets of paper) that the classical bertsolaritza model was wrought, explicitly or implicitly—
9
a matter that has been expertly analyzed elsewhere by Juan Garzia.
Txirrita’s figure is omnipresent from the last quarter of the nineteenth century
through the first quarter of the twentieth century. Thus, we find him in the first bertsolari
championship, which was won, against all expectations, by Iñaki Eizmendi, “Basarri,” a
young bertsolari who had settled in Zarautz (Gipuzkoa). Txirrita had to resign himself to
winning the following championship, held in 1936, a few months before his death.
Txirrita sang mostly in informal settings. Defining the bertsolaritza of his age as “cider
house bertsolaritza” is commonplace these days, because such dwellings were his favored
places for singing bertsos, even though he regularly attended the contests that were held
from time to time. Championships were a very different proposition, however. They
were a solemn occasion, with an air of ceremony about them. And the audiences were
also different. The usual fans were there, but so were Basque intellectuals.
That Txirrita did not find himself at all comfortable in such a pompous environment
is clearly reflected in this bertso that he improvised during a championship and sang while
pointing his cane at Aitzol, who was part of the jury:
9. Juan Garzia, Txirritaren baratzea Norteko trenbidetik (Irun: Alberdania, 1997).
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Larogei urte gainean ditut
nago hanketako minez,
Donostiara etorria naiz
herren haundia eginez.
Bi bastoiekin txit larri nabil
pausorik eman ezinez.
Euskera ia ahaztu zait eta
erderarikan jakin ez,
maixu batekin eskolan laster
hasi behar det latinez.
I’m eighty years old,
and my legs hurt,
I’ve come to Donostia,
limping painfully.
Supported by two canes
I can hardly take a step.
I’ve almost forgotten Euskara and
I don’t speak Spanish,
soon I’ll have to start
learning Latin with a teacher.

We find another aspect of Txirrita’s style in this type of bertso, which makes him furiously modern: namely, his cleverness, manifested in an ability to find a way out of the
most compromising dialectical circumstances.
The Basque Tradition: Kepa Enbeita, “Urretxindorra”
It is sometimes argued that there is no bertsolaritza tradition in Bizkaia before Kepa Enbeita,
“Urretxindorra” (1878–1942), but this argument must be qualified, especially following
10
the work of Xabier Amuriza and others. Although his father, “Txotxojeurei,” had been
a bertsolari of certain renown, Kepa Enbeita is the first bertsolari whose production we are
able to analyze in any detail. Born in the Areatza neighborhood of Muxika (Bizkaia), he
underwent a radical transformation in his bertsolaritza after becoming a follower of the
doctrines of Sabino Arana, the founder of Basque nationalism.
From then on, Enbeita took part in nationalist meetings and his speeches in bertso
were a big success among listeners, so much so that he almost completely gave up taking
part in “normal” bertsolaritza sessions. For example, he did not attend the 1935 and 1936
10. Xabier Amuriza has carried out admirable fieldwork in recent years, retrieving an enormous amount of
oral pieces, especially ballads. In addition to retrieving them in written form, he also performs a show in which,
with the help of some musicians, he performs some of the ballads, offering vast information with regard to the
content and context of the pieces he performs. As a result of this work, he published Bizkaiko Bertsogintza I, Izengabeak (Bilbao: Kulturgintza; Bizkaiko Bertsolari Elkartea; Trinkoketa, 1995) and Bertsogintza II, Izendunak (Bilbao:
Kulturgintza; Bizkaiko Bertsozale Elkartea; Zenbat Gara Kultur Elkartea, 1996).

The History of Bertsolaritza

51

championships. When mention is made about the process that led bertsolaritza from the
cider houses into theaters, Basarri is usually singled out as the main driving force of this
change, even though that Enbeita had already laid out this same path long before the
Spanish Civil War.

The Silent Period, 1936–45
It would be a somewhat obvious oxymoron to expand on the characteristics of improvised bertsolaritza during a time I have denominated “the silent period.” After the horrors
of civil war, the postwar period was no less horrendous, especially in areas like the
Basque Country (specifically, the provinces of Bizkaia and Gipuzkoa) that had been
declared “traitors” by the rebels. I cannot think of a better description of this period than
the thunderous silence of this bertso by Juan Kruz Zapirain, an illiterate bertsolari who
expressed in these verses the horror he recounted to his wife during his many sleepless
nights:
Sentimentu asko dauzkat nerekin
orain kontatu beharrak
ez dakit nola zuzenduko ‘iran
egin dituzten okerrak,
pazientzitik ez naiz atera
Jaungoikoari eskerrak;
leku askotan jarri dituzte
tristura eta negarrak,
lehen hamar lagun ginan etxean
ta orain hiru bakarrak.
I carry many sorrows within
and must sing them now,
I don’t how such evils
can ever be repaired,
and thank God
for the patience I have left;
they brought sadness and tears
to many places,
there were ten of us at home,
and now there are only three.

Survival Bertsolaritza, 1945–1960
The Fundamental References: Basarri and Uztapide
After three years in exile and a further three years doing hard labor in disciplinary battalions, Iñaki Eizmendi, “Basarri,” returned to Gipuzkoa in 1942. Thereafter, and together
with Manuel Olaizola, “Uztapide,” he started versifying in town and neighborhood
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festivals all over the province. However, it was some years before they started versifying in Bizkaia and Navarre as well. Because of the times they lived in—specifically, the
Franco regime—they were obliged to versify as if nothing had happened, ignoring many
facts, both past and present.
Basarri was born in Errezil, Gipuzkoa, in 1913, but spent most of his life in Zarautz,
about twenty miles away from his place of birth. Upon returning from exile, he threw
himself into uninterrupted bertso singing activity. As an improvising bertsolari, he visited
practically all the Basque towns, first in Gipuzkoa, and later on in the other provinces.
His regular companion was a young man from Zestoa, also in Gipuzkoa, Uztapide
(1909–83), who had also participated in the 1935 and 1936 championships.
Uztapide’s bertsolaritza was more straightforward and popular than that of Basarri.
Even though Basarri’s intellectual concerns were probably alien to Uztapide, they nevertheless complemented one another perfectly. Older bertsolaris who are still alive today
remember that the dynamics of the pair’s performances were always the same. Basarri
cleared the way, paving the path, and deciding how and when it was appropriate to
address each issue. These performances were carried out without a host and, therefore,
the bertsolaris themselves decided which subjects to sing about and the time allotted to
each subject.
Basarri’s bertsolaritza was, to put it one way, more intellectual, as has been well stated
11
by Juan Mari Lekuona. Nevertheless, Uztapide invariably won the average fan’s admiration. Crouching behind Basarri’s initiative, Uztapide missed no opportunity in grasping and taking on board the comments made by Basarri, whatever the subject. Basarri
was also a journalist, for both the written press and on the radio, and he was a great
writer of bertsos. Uztapide, on the other hand, stood out as an improviser and a natural
storyteller.
Basarri and Uztapide’s merit, in any event, goes much further than the texts of their
bertsos. At a time when bertsolaritza was practically the only activity in Euskara tolerated by
the regime, they knew how to ensure its continuity, laying the foundations for its future
development.
The Rebirth of Bertsolaritza in the French Basque Country: Teodoro Hernandorena
The historical conditions were, of course, very different in the Northern Basque Country.
At the end of World War II, an exiled doctor from Gipuzkoa, Teodoro Hernandorena,
began to travel from town to town throughout the three Northern Basque provinces in
search of bertsolaris and organizing festivals and contests, often at his own expense. The
first festival-contest organized by Hernandorena was held in 1946, in Donibane Lohizune,
Lapurdi. As a consequence of this gathering, a large group of bertsolaris emerged, some
11. Juan Mari Lekuona, “Basarriren bertsolari proiektua,” in Ikaskuntzak euskal literaturaz 1974–1996 (DonostiaSan Sebastián: Deustuko Unibertsitatea, 1998), 364–79.
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of whom would become part of the elite bertsolaritza of the 1960s and 1970s, particularly
Fernando Aire “Xalbador” and Martin Treku “Mattin.”
Bizkaia: Alfontso Irigoien
Alfontso Irigoien, a Bizkaian philologist and scholar, was protected by his status as member of the Royal Academy of the Basque Language, Euskaltzaindia, which was reestablished in 1948. Protected by Euskaltzaindia, the first bertsolaritza championship of Bizkaia
took place in Bilbao that same year, taking advantage of the city’s yearly summer festival.
On that occasion the champion was Balendin Enbeita, son of Kepa.
Balendin Enbeita once again obtained the txapela (the winner’s beret) the following
year, yet some new bertsolaris attended this second contest who had been present the
year before: Basilio Pujana, Deunoro Sarduy and, especially, Jon Azpillaga, who would
become, together with Jon Lopategi, the main reference for bertsolaritza in the later years of
General Franco’s rule and the first years of the Spanish transition, during the 1960s and
early 1970s. That same year, 1949, we also find another bertsolari who would eventually
become one of the outstanding representatives of Basque bertsolaritza: Jon Mugartegi.
Resistance Bertsolaritza, 1960–79
Toward the end of the 1950s, Euskaltzaindia undertook the gargantuan task of traveling
throughout the Basque Country in search of bertsolaris, encouraging them to perform in
public and organizing provincial championships until, eventually, the All Basque Country (Euskal Herria) championship was eventually held in 1960. The 1960 championship
was a result of these efforts, organized, again, by Euskaltzaindia. Provincial championships were organized before the main event, and the best participants from those competitions were then invited to participate in the national championship (which we can take
to be the third in the series that started in 1935 and was then interrupted by the Civil
War). In 1960, Basarri was declared the champion, fulfilling all predictions. Nevertheless, Uztapide won the next championship in 1962 and, after a nonsensical dispute in
the press Basarri no longer took part in any championships, although he did participate
in other contests. Once Basarri retired, Uztapide triumphed again in the 1965 and 1967
championships.
Auspoa: The Bellows
The championships were, without doubt, the driving force of bertsolaritza during the
1960s, even though bertsolaris continued to perform at smaller local events. The improvised bertsos sung during these finals were, in turn, published in a collection created by
Father Antonio Zavala in 1964 in Tolosa. Auspoa is a veritable treasure of bertsolaritza
and of oral literature in general. After more than two hundred volumes, Father Zavala
still continues publishing under the Auspoa label today, although now as a partner of the
Oiartzun-based Sendoa publishing company. The collection’s name is much more than a
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mere metaphor: Auspoa means “bellows,” and, undeniably, the collection has remained a
true bellows that has kept the flame of oral literature alive.
The Four Championships Held during the 1960s
It was during championships in the 1960s that the bertsolaris who sustained bertsolaritza
during the years under General Franco and the early years of the Spanish transition first
came to prominence: together with the already mentioned Xalbador and Mattin, some
other bertsolaris emerged who would ensure the survival of the art after the retirement of
the influential pair, Basarri and Uztapide: Jose Lizaso, Jose Agirre, Txomin Garmendia,
Joaquín Mitxelena, Jon Mugartegi, Jon Azpillaga, Lazkao Txiki (Jose Miguel Iztueta),
Jon Lopategi, Jose Luis Gorrotxategi, and others. Still other bertsolaris of this era, despite
not taking part in the championships—or doing so only very sporadically—also carved
a niche for themselves in the history of bertsolaritza. The most outstanding of these was
Manuel Lasarte (Leitza, 1935–Aretxabaleta, 2012). He was born in Leitza (Navarre)
but lived in Orio (Gipuzkoa) and was loved and greatly admired by all bertsolari fans.
Lasarte’s bertsolaritza was based especially on the quality of his delivery, and his greatest
achievement was the apparent naturalness with which he strung rhymes together and fit
his sentences into the molds of stanzas.
During the 1960s and early 1970s, the bertsolari sung for an audience with whom
he shared both an intimate vision of the world and basic values. This context arose
from a feeling of oppression under which the Basque population and its language barely
survived. Within this context, any element perceived as ensuring the survival of the language was enough to kindle an emotion that did not require great texts or resources to
manifest itself. Because of the lack of liberty to express Basque feelings, traditional subjects and values—among which religion stands out—allowed the bertsolari to stir up great
emotions in his listeners by means of simple bertsos, in which he simply mentioned these
values and references. Even during the championships, bertsolaris rarely used stanzas with
more than four rhymes.
Anyone seeking works of great poetic complexity in the texts of the improvised bertsos sung during these championships will be greatly disappointed. The subjects proposed
to the bertsolaris were mainly topical and archetypal. The bertsolari knew that just the affirmation of anything Basque, no matter how veiled, would be enough produce, under the
almost liturgical circumstances of the bertsolaritza performance, intense emotions among
his audience. He knew that the listeners shared the Christian faith and traditional values:
the mother figure, hard work, honesty, and so on.
Of course, not all of the bertsos of that time present such scarce textual relevance.
In fact, two bertsolaris stand out precisely because of the textual quality of their bertsos,
although they were especially strong in different areas: Lazkao Txiki and Xalbador.
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Lazkao Txiki
Jose Miguel Iztueta, “Lazkao Txiki” (Lazkao, Gipuzkoa, 1926–93), is, without any
doubt, a mythical figure in bertsolaritza—a status he had already achieved in his later
years. Like another mythical bertsolari, Txirrita, he was a confirmed and typical bachelor. Physically, however, Lazkao Txiki’s slight stature made him another type of rogue,
very different to that of the large, heavyset Txirrita. Yet like Txirrita, Lazkao Txiki was,
above all else, a bertsolari. His wit and cleverness, as well as his small figure, his childlike
fragile voice, and his rhythmical singing, were all attributes that made him very popular. He was, in short, a much loved bertsolari in life and sorely missed after his death.
Like other bertsolaris of his generation, Lazkao Txiki knew how to adapt to the
changing times and continued to be in demand for performances. One of the most
unforgettable moments in the recent history of bertsolaritza was his performance during a bertsolaritza dinner organized by the Hitzetik Hortzera television program in 1989.
The subject was a hand-held mirror, which the session’s prompter handed to him at
the appropriate time. Without ceasing to look at his image in the mirror, Lazkao Txiki
improvised three analogical bertsos, one of which I transcribe below:
Aizak nik hiri bota behar dit
bertso koxkor bat edo bi,
behingoan jarri geranez gero
biok aurpegiz-aurpegi.
Neri begira hotik daduzkak
alferrikako bi begi:
hik ez nauk noski ni ikusiko,
baina nik ikusten haut hi.
Look here, we finally
meet face to face,
so I’ll sing a bertso to you,
or maybe a couple.
What are you looking at
with those two useless eyes?
There’s no way you see me,
but hey, I see you.

Xalbador
The case of Fernando Aire, “Xalbador” (Urepele, Lower Navarre, 1920–76), is completely different. Maybe his Low Navarrese dialect, which was quite distinct from the
standard Basque (basically Gipuzkoan Basque) that his audience was accustomed to
listening to, may have had something to do with the fact that although during his lifetime
he was an admired bertsolari, he was not as close to his audiences as Uztapide, Lazkao
Txiki, or Mattin. Nevertheless, or maybe on account of this, the texts of Xalbador’s
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improvised bertsos are some of those that have best endured the passage of time and seem
more modern to our present sensibilities.
Moreover, because he was a shepherd in his native Urepele, his poetic finesse draws
our attention. His book of written bertsos, Odolaren mintzoa (The voice of blood), is a
veritable jewel, an anthology of the highest level. Aside from his written bertsos, many of
which have been turned into songs, Xalbador was an extraordinary improviser, gifted
with a usual poetic sensibility. During the 1965 championship, he had to improvise two
bertsos on the following subject: “To the dress of your dead wife.” Both pieces improvised
by Xalbador can hardly be improved upon, even though for reasons of space I shall only
transcribe the first one here:
Pentsa zazute alargudu bat
ez daike izan urusa,
dolamen hunek, oi, ez dezala
anitz gehiago luza!
Orai urtea ziloan sartu
andreñoaren gorputza,
haren arropa hantxet dilindan
penaz ikusten dut hutsa.
Understand that a widower
cannot ever be happy,
Oh! How I wish this sorrow
would cease.
It’s been a year now since we buried
(my) wife’s body,
right here her clothes hang
sadly before my gaze.

Xalbador’s voice was nothing to compare, for example, with those of Basarri or
Uztapide, nor was his popularity among the general listening public equal to that of Mattin or Lazkao Txiki. The fame Xalbador earned as an improviser—a merit acknowledged
today—came as a result of similar high-quality bertsos to that mentioned here.
I noted previously that his language hindered the average listener from appreciating
the depth of his bertsos. The highest expression of this misunderstanding occurred during the 1967 championship, when the jury read its verdict, in which it chose Xalbador
to gamble the txapela during a last assault on the perennial champion, Uztapide. Once
the document was read, the audience began to object by whistling, although we are not
exactly sure if it was directed against Xalbador or against the jury. The whistling was
loud and went on for a very long time. At one point, Xalbador approached the microphone and began to sing a bertso, which was hardly audible amid the uproar caused by
the whistling:
Anai-arrebak, ez otoi pentsa

The History of Bertsolaritza

57

ene gustura nagonik;
poz gehiago izango nuke
albotik beha egokik.
Zuek ez bazerate kontentu,
Errua ez daukat ez nik . . .
Brothers, sisters, please
don’t think I feel uncomfortable;
I’d be much happier
watching from a corner.
If you’re not happy,
it’s not my fault . . .

At that moment, the whistling turned into applause and cheers for Xalbador, who had a
difficult time finishing his bertso:
. . . Ez bazerate kontentu
errua ez daukat ez nik:
txistuak jo dituzute baina
maite zaituztet orainik.
. . . If you’re not happy
it’s not my fault:
you whistle at me but
I still love you.

From this date on, Euskaltzaindia stopped organizing the bertsolaritza championships.
Around the same time, the Franco regime carried out some of its most repressive measures in the Basque Country, ETA undertook its first deadly attacks, and the burgos
trials took place, at which a number of alleged ETA members were put on trial and
sentenced to death. Except for some short-lived breaks, periods of marshal law were, for
many years, standard throughout the Basque Country.
Xalbador died on the very day the world of bertsolaritza was paying him homage in
his native Urepele, on November 7, 1976. He left behind a book that would be difficult
to surpass, and the memory of an improviser of astonishing capabilities.
Before and After Franco: Lopategi and Azpillaga.
During the 1970s, with Basarri and Uztapide practically retired from the bertsolaritza circuit, prominence rose among the bertsolaris who had taken part in the 1960s championships. As time went by, and Franco’s death was increasingly imminent, the need to say
things more directly became stronger, as did the disregard for the power of the governing
authorities. Little by little, a more distinctly political-rehabilitative bertsolaritza began to
dominate, resulting in punishment for those bertsolaris who dared say what the audi-
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ence wanted to hear. During that period two bertsolaris stood out, Jon Lopategi and Jon
Azpillaga.
After Franco’s death in 1975, a new climate of optimism and hope permeated
the Basque Country, marked by explosions of jubilation on account of each conquest
achieved: the first releases from jail of Basque militants, the legalization of the ikurriña
(the Basque flag), the amnesties, and so on. Even though the political climate changed
drastically, bertsolaris continued to perform for audiences who shared their hopes. It is for
this reason the first few years following Franco’s death are included in this epigraph of
“resistance bertsolaritza,” because the contextual conditions in which the bertsolaritza of the
first years of the transition developed made it more akin to the bertsolaritza of the dictatorship period than to the subsequent bertsolaritza, which sprung up from the disenchantment and division of the audience.

From Singing for the People to Singing for an Audience, 1980–98
Amuriza
After a thirteen-year hiatus, Euskaltzaindia decided to organize a new bertsolaritza championship, whose final round was held in Donostia-San Sebastián on January 6, 1980.
Things (the bertsolaris and the manner in which bertsolarismo was performed) did not seem
to have changed much since the last championship, held in 1967, when the audience
whistled at Xalbador.
Three of the eight finalists in 1980 had also been finalists in 1967: Garmendia, Azpi
llaga, and Gorrotxategi. Next to them, Patxi Etxeberria and Angel Larrañaga appeared—
bertsolaris from Gipuzkoa who practiced simple, direct, and popular bertsolarismo—for the
first time. Xanpun (Manuel Sein Usandizaga) was also there, representing the French
Basque Country (Xalbador had died already, and Mattin, who would die the following
year, hardly ever appeared in public any more). The novelty in this championship, however, was the appearance of two bertsolaris who practiced a different and technically more
elaborate bertsolarismo: Jon Enbeita, grandson of Kepa and son of Balendin, and, especially, Xabier Amuriza, forerunner of practically all aspects of contemporary bertsolarismo.
Xabier Amuriza, born in Zornotza-Etxano in 1941, had been a priest, and had also been
sent to jail together with other members of the Basque clergy involved in the fight for
Basque freedom. He had also been a judge at the 1967 championship, and during his
time in jail, he thought much about bertsolarismo and composed written bertsos.
But returning to the 1980 championship, the preliminary sessions had already
proven surprising because of the way in which the bertsos had been composed. Nevertheless, it was during the final round of that championship that the manner of understanding bertsolaritza changed. That championship would be the first won by Amuriza, after a
dramatic tiebreaker with Jon Enbeita. Two years later, he would be champion again, this
time after a dramatic tiebreaker with a bertsolari we have already mentioned: Jon Lopategi
(Muxika), one of the bertsolaris who had best adapted (both himself and his bertsolarismo)
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to the new times, and who would also win the 1989 championship with a brilliant, profound and very elaborate bertso.
A great deal has been said about the revolution Amuriza started in the 1980 championship, most notably the following points: it was the first time a bertsolari composed
his bertsos in Euskara Batua (unified standard Basque); he made use of rhymes that had
not been used at all to that point; and the great poetic verve of Amuriza’s imagery dominated and surprised listeners, the only precedent for which were Xalbador’s improvised
bertsos. Nevertheless, in terms of the new more rhetorical and poetical perspective I advocate here, Amuriza’s greatest contributions to this were (without denying those already
mentioned) the fact that, in addition to the uncommon rhymes, he organized his bertsos
according to conscious communication strategies and that he exploited strategically oral
resources with a whole new intent.
In this latter effort, Amuriza made use of what oralists call “formulas,” that is, content expressed in metrical molds that can be easily inserted into the story. Far from
using them as a mere technical support for the statement of situations or topical values,
Amuriza attached a huge poetical-rhetorical burden to them, and thus the formulas in
his bertsos acquired a great deal of communicative importance. At the end of the 1980
championship, Amuriza had to sing solo on the following subject: “Man cannot live by
bread alone.” Below I reproduce the first bertso of his round:
Gai horrek badu mamia
baldin ez banago gor;
hainbat jende gizaseme
ikusten ari naiz hor;
ogiaz gain gizonari
anitz gauza zaio zor,
bestela mundu hontara
hobe ez gintezen sor:
ogiakin justizia
behar digu derrigor;
hau sinisten ez duenik
ba al da hemen inor?
Either I’m deaf or
this subject has a good crust;
I see here before me
many men and women;
as well as bread,
man needs much more,
otherwise it would be better
not to come into this world at all:
Just like bread, justice
is essential to us;
Is there anyone here
Who doesn’t think so?
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The trend toward bertsos of more than four rhymes started with Amuriza, and continued to grow during later championships. Amuriza used some of his own melodies as
well as traditional ones. This method, now quite common among present-day bertsolaris,
allows the bertsolari to make use of melodies of different kinds. There are some that adapt
themselves better to verses of a storytelling nature; others are more effective in lyrical
registers, while others are more suited to verses that require a degree of solemnity, and
12
so on. The trend of lengthening the bertso seems to be linked to the need for producing texts that have greater poetic-rhetorical consistency; a need that, in turn, must be
linked to the loss of homogeneity of the shared context, as I have tried to demonstrate
13
elsewhere.
From Amuriza to Egaña
Amuriza practically dominated the early 1980s. As noted, he won the national championship again in 1982, after a tiebreaker with Lopategi. There was a bitter controversy
regarding the organization of the next championship and, as a result, it was not held until
1986, when it took place in partnership with the Association of Bertsolaris (nowadays the
Association of Fans of Bertsolaritza), which was responsible for the organization on that
occasion.
Sebastian Lizaso (Azpeitia, Gipuzkoa, 1958), son of another bertsolari, Joxe Lizaso,
won the 1986 championship. Lizaso combined his powerful voice with an astonishing
ease for expressing himself in bertso, and an ability to use incisive reasoning at the right
time and to cleverly refute his opponents’ reasoning as well, all essential abilities among
bertsolaris. To all of this, we must add an inborn intuition that enabled him to grab any
opportunity and use the resources and strategies used by other bertsolaris for his own benefit. During the 1990s, he was, together with Andoni Egaña, the bertsolari who gave most
performances year in and out. Lizaso’s bertsolarismo is a dialectical, direct kind of bertsola
rismo that exploits the most common oral resources to their utmost extent. To develop his
strategies, he did not require bertsos with many rhymes. However, it was in this type of
bertsos (which have been given such priority in championships), precisely, where he was
less able to cope. But when the subject required arguing and counter-arguing, when what
was at stake was the ability to sing in front of an audience for hours on end, few bertsolaris
were able to keep up with him.
As noted as well, Jon Lopategi—another of the great present-day bertsolaris—won
the 1989 championship. A year earlier, he had begun his career on a television program
about bertsolaritza, Hitzetik Hortzera, which would become one of the major contributing
12. The best explanation of bertsolaritza melodies is by Joanito Dorronsoro, Bertso doinutegia (Donostia-San
Sebastián: Elkar, 1997). In this monumental work, the author retrieves and comments on more than three thousand melodies. It can be consulted at www.bertsozale.com/euskara/doinutegia/doinutegia-hitzaurrea1.htm (last
accessed July 30, 2009). For information in English, see www.bertsozale.com/english/doinutegia/doinutegia1.htm
(last accessed July 30, 2009).
13. See Garzia, Sarasua, and Egaña, eds. The Art of Bertsolaritza.
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elements to the great boom of bertsolaritza of the early 1990s. Aside from everything else,
the main cause for this boom was a new generation of bertsolaris who had emerged in the
late 1980s.
The line-up of bertsolaris who challenged each other during the final round of the
1986 championship reflected this new generation quite well: in addition to the champion,
Sebastian Lizaso, the other participants were Jon Enbeita, Xabier Amuriza, Jon Sarasua,
Jon Lopategi, Angel Mari Peñagarikano, Iñaki Murua, and the young Andoni Egaña,
from Zarautz (Gipuzkoa). During the 1989 final round, things did not change very much.
The eventual champion, Jon Lopategi, was accompanied by Jon Enbeita, Andoni Egaña,
Sebastian Lizaso, and Iñaki Murua. They were joined by Imanol Lazkano, the association’s president since its foundation, and Mikel Mendizabal, another bertsolari from the
same generation as Iñaki Murua and Sebastian Lizaso.
Times had changed, and in contrast to previous championships, at the time of the
1993 championship bertsolaris were well-known celebrities of Basque culture. Children
asked for their autograph when they met them in the street; they appeared constantly in
every kind of television and radio program, and there was no social event at which ber
tsolaritza was not represented. This constituted what has become known as the bertsolaritza
boom, which reached it peak with the crowning of Egaña as the champion bertsolari in
1993.
Bertsolaritza of Drifting Apart: Andoni Egaña
Andoni Egaña is an atypical, self-taught bertsolari, at least with respect to his bertsolaritza
training. Born in Zarautz in 1961, he has a bachelor of arts degree in Basque philology,
and was a civil servant at the Vitoria-Gasteiz city hall, a position he gave up in 1993 in
order to devote himself completely to literary endeavors. In addition to performing each
year in more than two hundred bertsolaritza sessions, he has also developed the written
bertso, both on a paper and in other media. He is, furthermore, a novelist and collaborator
in almost all the Basque media and might be considered the spearhead of a new way of
understanding bertsolaritza.
Even though Egaña contributed a great deal to his generation’s style, for an exact
definition of that generation one should also mention, at the very least, Jon Sarasua
(Aretxabaleta, Gipuzkoa, 1966), Sebastian Lizaso, Xabier Euzkitze (Azpeitia, Gipuzkoa,
1966), and Peñagarikano (Anoeta, Gipuzkoa, 1957). Without disregarding the contribution of others, these five bertsolaris embody almost all of the trends and styles of their
generation. That said, one still cannot fully understand this generation without taking
account of the influence of the veterans like Amuriza, Lopategi, Enbeita, Lazkano, Agirre,
Lazkao Txiki, and so on.
If we had to mention only a couple of characteristics of the bertsolaritza that led to
the boom, we would mention the drifting apart (of the subjects touched upon) and the
inventiveness of the improvisation. The first characteristic, the drifting apart, is mainly
the result of the audience’s split situation. Egaña himself expressed it as follows:
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Basarri and Uztapide often commented how frustrating it was, during Franco’s time, not to
be able to say whatever was on one’s mind. It can’t have been very pleasant.
But what is happening today is even more painful: one doubt here, one detail there,
here the meaning, there the desire to say… Those were the happy days, when the ‘other’
was on the other side of the wall, in Madrid, or he was a secret service policeman infiltrated
in the audience! And the anguish we suffer today, when that ‘other’ is almost right here,
14
when this other individual is represented by us, is in ourselves.

Faced with a divided audience, the chances of arousing emotion by mentioning
shared values are considerably reduced. If something pleases some, it makes others feel
uncomfortable. As things were, drifting apart became a method in itself, but a method
that required another added talent: a degree of inventiveness that allowed the bertsolari to
find an “exit” (ateraldia) from any subject, no matter how compromising or complicated.
Only the drifting apart and the inventiveness allow the bertsolari to acquit himself
well from such difficult times, which is what touching upon certain subjects before audiences has become. A further complication is that, whereas during Uztapide’s time a bertsolari could practically repeat the same bertso in two or three towns, today, the bertsolaris’
performances are broadcast over radio and television and the best bertsos are compiled
in anthologies. If we add to all of this the fact that the number of performances has
increased greatly (more than a thousand controlled performances per year), we can get
an idea of the rhythm of creation and the degree of originality that is nowadays required
of the elite bertsolari.15
The subjects being suggested to them are more sophisticated and less archetypal
every day, and demand knowledge of the reality of life in the Basque Country and in the
rest of the world from the bertsolari, something that was not previously required. During
the early 1990s, due in part to the presence of television in many of the sessions, the
subjects start becoming complicated, not only in content, but also in form.
Faced with those requirements, Andoni Egaña leads a generation that has been able
to integrate the best of the oral tradition and contributions from literature, comic strips,
films, and so on, into their bertsolaritza.
On top of that, we cannot ignore the fact that Euskara continues to spread to previously untested spheres. As the process of the normalization of the language advances, the
bertsolari (as well as the writer) is able to use resources previously inexistent. The social
establishment of lexicons and specialized registers in Euskara, for example, leads to their
invocation and parody.
As a consequence, the improvised bertso of our times is, without doubt, of the highest
level ever known in the history of bertsolaritza.
14. We quoted from the unpublished Spanish translation of Andoni Egaña and Jon Sarasua, Zozoak beleari
(Irun: Alberdania, 1997).
15. For a more complete overview of the present-day reality of bertsolaritza, see Garzia, Sarasua, and Egaña,
eds. The Art of Bertsolaritza.
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Additionally, the conscious use of strategies and resources is part of every kind
of bertso, but it is in those stanzas with more than five rhymes where they most commonly appear. Egaña has relied on the collaboration of his musician friends, who
have composed melodies for him based on a prefixed metrical structure created by the
bertsolari himself, which in turn is based on the strategies the bertsolari believes he will
use in each of the bertso’s parts. In those bertsos that call for many rhymes, Egaña states,
it is necessary to know where it is more appropriate to express oneself in metaphors,
where to use exclamations, and where it is best to limit oneself to putting arguments
16
forward.
It would be impossible to explicitly state here all the specifics of this bertsolaritza
associated to the figure of Andoni Egaña, the only bertsolari who has been able to win
four national championships (1993, 1997, 2001, and 2005). In the championship in
which he was declared champion for the first time, Egaña had to play the role of a
father who has lost his only son, a very young child, to an illness. Unlike the dead
child’s mother (role that Jon Enbeita played in that round) who finds comfort in her
unshakable faith, the father (Egaña) is assailed by all kinds of doubts. Here we transcribe the third and last bertso of Engaña’s round:
Sinismentsu dago ama,
haurra lurpean etzana;
nola arraio kendu digute
hain haurtxo otsana?
Hossana eta hossana,
hainbat alditan esana!
Damu bat daukat: garai batean
fededun izana!
The mother keeps her faith,
As the child lies under the earth;
Why, oh why, take
our innocent child away?
So many times have I sung
“Hosanna, hosanna!”
One thing only I regret:
having once had faith!
16. Egaña himself states all of these and other aspects referred to in chapter 9 of this monograph and in Joxerra
Garzia, (2000), “Gaur egungo bertsolarien baliabide poetiko-erretorikoak: Marko teorikoa eta aplikazio didaktikoa” (PhD diss., Universidad del País Vasco–Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea, 2000).
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Multipolar Bertsolaritza: Last Generations
With regard to bertsolaris following Egaña’s generation, they are too close to the present
to be properly analyzed. I am going to limit myself, therefore, to pointing out only those
that, in my opinion, are the fundamental characteristics of the most recent improvised
bertsolaritza:
• The social context in which the youngest generation of bertsolaris has had to
develop its art is, fundamentally, the same described earlier by Andoni Egaña: a
divided and conflicting audience, with a lack of strongly shared values.
• Most of the leading bertsolaris have college degrees, with all that entails as regards
the diversity of aesthetic and cultural references.
• For the audience of present day bertsolaritza, bertsolarismo is only one among the
diverse cultural options available for consumption.
As a result of all of this, present-day bertsolaritza is characterized by a multiplicity
and variety of proposals. In many circumstances, homogenous, small-scale improvisation
facilitates another kind of improvisation, one with more available contexts, less dependent on the text. This happens at the bertsolaristic dinners or at the thematic sessions in
which some bertsolaris have found a space where they can develop aspects of bertsolaritza
they would be hard-pressed to develop in normal sessions. Thus, bertsolaritza sessions are
organized that pan from the erotic to black humor or the absurd, or they are bertsolaristic
plots in which the host, instead of suggesting subjects, begins to improvise a script, which
the bertsolaris bring to life by taking on the roles of the characters described. These types
of sessions are generally held in small places, such as bars or pubs.
At the turn of the new century, the outlook for bertsolaritza appears more diverse than
ever in its history. Igor Elortza (Durango, Bizkaia, 1975) and Unai Iturriaga (Durango,
Bizkaia, 1974), the Basque bertsolaris who had to carry upon their shoulders the responsibility of ensuring the survival of bertsolaritza before it was actually their time, have
matured and made themselves referential for the younger generation. Fortunately, Iturriaga and Elortza were able to decide not to take part in the 2006 championship in
Bizkaia without any kind of trauma and without causing any damage on this account to
the foundations of Basque bertsolaritza. Among the new generation, the following stand
out, among others: Xabi Paia (champion in Bizkaia in 2006); his brother, Fredy; Arkaitz
Estiballes; and Iratxe Ibarra. In Navarre, the annual championship continues to be the
best promotion platform. Fortunately a generational changing of the guard has occurred
and young bertsolaris such as Xabier Silbeira (Lesaka, 1976) or Estitxu Arozena (Mutriku)
lead the generational relay. In the French-Basque area, after the retirement of the Alkat,
Ezponda, Laka, and Mendiburu generation, two new bertsolaris have reached the elite of
bertsolaritza: Sustrai Kolina and Amets Arzallus, both of whom were finalists in the 2005
national championship. Miren Artetxe also stands out together with the above, and there
are young bertsolaris of great promise among schoolchildren too.
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Gipuzkoa continues to produce many good bertsolaris: Jesus Mari Irazu (Larraul,
1972), Jon Maia (Zumaia, 1972), Maialen Lujanbio (Hernani, 1976), Aitor Mendiluze
(Andoain, 1975), and others have been established bertsolaris for a number of years.
Behind them comes the new generation, led by Jon Martin from Oiartzun, and they do
not seem any less powerful.
The new generations of bertsolaris, which have included women as if it were the most
natural thing to do, openly admire the generations of Amuriza and Egaña. There is a
fluid dialogue between those two generations of a kind rarely seen in the history of ber
tsolaritza. In addition to acting jointly in the bertsolaristic sessions, the admiration between
generations is mutual, and the desire to manage themselves through the Association of
Bertsolaritza Fans is something they have in common too.
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The Sixteenth Century:
The First Fruits of Basque Literature
Aurélie Arcocha-Scarcia and Beñat Oyharçabal

The earliest existing literary texts in the Basque language are mostly from the sixteenth
century,1 and the characteristics of their emergence differ according to whether they are
from the Basque territories located in the Iberian Peninsula belonging to the Spanish
kings (Gipuzkoa, Bizkaia, Araba, and the newly conquered High Navarre), or from the
French-Aquitania territory, governed by the kings of France. It would also be necessary
to consider “New Navarre,”2 a kingdom that existed between the kingdoms of France
and Spain and that, in spite of having lost High Navarre, gradually consolidated between
1523, the date on which the States of Lower Navarre met to swear allegiance to King
Henry II,3 and 1527, the date on which Henry II married Marguerite d’Angoulême.
During the sixteenth century, a few books were printed wholly or partially in the
Basque language. In the French-Aquitania area, four books were edited completely in
* We thank Joseba Lakarra and Blanca Urgell for the observations about and corrections made to the introduction and the first part of this work (Fragmentary Literary Texts).
1. There are literary fragments transcribed in times previous to the sixteenth century. For example, the “oración
popular Navarra (popular prayers of Navarre)” discovered by Gifford and Molho in 1957, in codex 7 of the Cathedral of Pamplona. See Koldo Mitxelena [Luis Michelena], Textos Arcaicos Vascos (Madrid: Minotauro, 1964), 57–58.
2. “New Navarre” consisted of the old possessions of the kings of the House of Albret except for the historic
territory of the Old Kingdom of Navarre (annexed in 1512 by Fernando, King of Castile), to which the territories
belonging to Marguerite d’Angoulême were added after her marriage to Henri II in 1527. After the death of Fernando the Catholic, the war in Navarre continued for some fifteen additional years between the legitimate family
of Albret, whose goal was to recover the old kingdom, and King Charles V, who did everything militarily possible
to also annex Lower Navarre (“Ultra Ports”), which he finally gave up toward the year 1524, definitely abandoning
it to the Albrets in 1527–30. See Robèrt Lafont and Christian Anatole, Nouvelle histoire de la littérature occitane (Paris:
PUF, 1970), 51–52.
3. The meeting of the Lower Navarre States shows that Charles V had already abandoned hope of conquering
the Ultra Ports by the years 1527–30. See Manex Goyhenetche, Histoire générale du Pays Basque II: Evolution politique et
institutionnelle du XVIe siècle au XVIIIe siècle (Donostia-San Sebastián: Elkarlanean, 1999), 98.
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the Basque language: the Linguæ Vasconum Primitiæ (LVP) by Bernard Etxepare (Bordeaux
1545); and Joanes Leizarraga’s translation of the New Testament, Iesus Christ Gvre Iavnaren
Testamentv Berria (CDL), as well as two opuscules ABC and Kalendrera (all three printed
in La Rochelle in 1571). In the Basque-speaking territories of the kings of Spain, three
bilingual works were edited, in Basque and Castilian: the catechism of Sancho de Elso
entitled Doctrina Christiana y pasto espiritual del alma para los que tienen cargo de almas y para todos
estados, en Castellano y Vascuence (Christian Doctrine and spiritual pastures of the soul for
those in charge of souls and for all the states, in Castilian and Basque) (Iruñea-Pamplona
1561),4 cited by Sevillian bibliophile Nicolás Antonio5 and also by Lope Martinez de
Isasti,6 of which no copy has been conserved; the anonymous Refranes y sentencias comunes
en Bascuence, declaradas en Romance con numeros sobre cada palabra, para que se entiendan las dos
lenguas (Proverbs and Common aphorisms in Basque, stated in romance with numbers
over each word so that both languages are understood)7 (Iruñea-Pamplona 1596);8 and
the translation of the catechism of Jerome Ripalda by Doctor Betolaça entitled Doctrina
Christiana en Romance y Basquenze (Christian Doctrine in Romance and Basque; Bilbao
1596).9
In February 2004, a manuscript was discovered written mostly in Basque in around
1566. Attributed to Joan Perez Lazarraga, this discovery has opened new philological
and literary perspectives that will allow us to better understand the details of the literary production Basque in the Southern Basque Country during the second half of the
sixteenth century.

4. Regarding the details of the printing and distribution of the different copies of this catechism, see Ricardo
Urrizola Hualde, “Sancho de Elso y su Doctrina Cristiana en ‘castellano y vascuence’,” Fontes Linguæ Vasconum 38, no.
101, (2006): 109–14; Goñi Gaztambide, “Sancho de Elso y su Catecismo bilingüe: nuevos datos,” Fontes Linguæ
Vasconum 27, no. 68 (1995): 7–22.
5. See Nicolás Antonio, Bibliotheca Hispana nova (Roma, 1672). Cited in Ricardo Urrizola Hualde, “Sancho de
Elso y su Doctrina Cristiana en ‘castellano y vascuence’,” 109.
6. See Luis Villasante, Historia de la literatura vasca (Bilbao: Sendoa, 1961), 64.
7. The technique still remains in Pierre d’Urte. See Gidor Bilbao, “Claude Maugerren eskuliburua Urteren
eredu,” Anejos del ASJU 51 (2008): 129–52.
8. This is an incomplete copy. See the observations of Koldo Mitxelena, Textos Arcaicos Vascos; Blanca Urgell,
“Larramendiren Hiztegi Hirukoitza-ren osagaiez” (PhD diss., Universidad del País Vasco–Euskal Herriko Uni
bertsitatea, 2000), and most of all the critical edition by Joseba Lakarra, Refranes y Sentencias (1596): Ikerketa eta
edizioa. Edizio kritikoa (Bilbao: Euskaltzaindia, 1996). See also the studies of Joseba Lakarra, “Refraneros vascos
antiguos anteriores a Oihenart” in Los escritores: Hitos de la literatura clásica euskérica, ed. Gorka Aulestia (VitoriaGasteiz: Institución Sancho el Sabio), 141–75; and “Filologi-ikerketak Refranes y sentencias-ez: historia eta kritika,”
Enseiucarrean 13 (1997): 23–76. See further the collections of proverbs and common aphorisms manuscripts by
Esteban Garibai.
9. Julio Urquijo and Julien Vinson also speculated that the Viva Jesus (Mitxelena 1956) could be a late reedition
of a sixteenth-century catechism, but that is pure hypothesis. See Vinson, Essai d’une bibliographie de la langue basque,
ASJU 9 (1984). The original may be from the seventeenth century (see Lakarra, “Refraneros vascos antiguos
anteriores a Oihenart”).
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In this chapter, we will first explore the existing literary fragments in Basque. Next, we
will briefly focus on Lazarraga’s manuscript. And, finally, we will propose a new reading
of the LVP, emphasizing its materiality: the LVP as “object book” free from anachronisms.10 In this manner, the traditional view of the LVP and of the positioning of Etxepare
is radically renewed: an unknown book emerges.
LVP is, in effect, the only auctorial literary project in this vernacular language embodied in a
printed book:11 this book will in turn be positioned as closely linked to the “act of printing” related to the great European humanistic movement of the first part of the sixteenth
century. It is also the only “witness-book” of that crucial period of the Basque language.
It is also, however, an “orphan-book.” For Etxepare, carrying out the printing plan was
certainly the way to successfully access “modernity,”12 but he had no followers during the
whole of the seventeenth century.

Fragmentary Literary Texts
The sixteenth-century literary works that have been conserved in the Northern Basque
Country are very scarce. It is known that there must have been more Basque language
authors thanks to the reliable witnessing of sixteenth-century historian and poet Oihenart who, in a manuscript on the Basque poetic arts, names formerly unknown authors,
such as Jean Etxegarai, a contemporary of Etxepare and author of une pastorale 13—that
is, of a pastoral work, Arzain gorria,14 which was lost. There must have also been intertextual migrations between French and Occitan in songs. For example, the Basque verse
Zoaz zoaz ordonarequi [Leave, leave right now], extracted from a fifteenth- (or sixteenth-)
century French song gives us testimony of this. Another type of production, witness to
10. See Lucien Febvre and Henri-Jean Martin, L’apparition du livre (Paris: Les Éditions Albin Michel 1958).
11. Underlined by the authors. This is basic because the rest of the “works” are oral or fragments or requests
or miscellaneous.
12. The sixteenth century being “une époque tournante, où le monde ancien bascule dans la modernité.” See
Paul Zumthor, La mesure du monde (Paris: Éd. du Seuil, 1993).
13. This is not about the Souletin popular theater called tragedy or pastoral, but rather about the pastoral theater in vogue in Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. See the interpretation of Beñat Oyharçabal,
“Place de Sainte Elisabeth de Portugal (1750) dans l’histoire des tragédies traditionnelles en langue basque,” Lapurdum
9 (2004): 209–10: “Il est fort probable que le terme pastorale dans cette citation a pour contenu celui qu’il avait en
français classique. La première édition (1694) du dictionnaire de l’Académie française en donne une définition on
ne peut plus claire: pièce de théâtre dont les personnages sont des bergers et des bergères. Selon les éléments dont nous disposons, il est vrai très peu nombreux, on peut donc supposer que la pastorale Le berger rouge d’Etchegaray appartenait
à ce qui constituait l’un des trois genres majeurs de la comédie à cette époque, à savoir, la tragédie, la tragicomédie
et, donc la pastorale. On le sait, ce terme, tout comme celui de tragédie avec lequel il fut longtemps en concurrence,
fut utilisé par la suite comme terme spécifique pour désigner les représentations de théâtre populaire données en
Soule et dans la région, mais il s’agit-là d’un emploi dérivé, que l’on ne saurait attribuer également à Oihenart sans
risquer de commettre un regrettable anachronisme lexical.” Read the complete argumentation developed in pp.
208–12.
14. Arzain gorria is literally translated as “the red shepherd,” but perhaps the color “red” refers to the hair color
of the shepherd and should be translated as “the blond Shepherd”; this could then be a neo-Petrarchan idealization
of the ponderings of a blond shepherd in love.
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certain communications between lettered persons during the reign of Jeanne d’Albret, is
the laudatory poem in Basque in honor of the birth of his son Henri III (future Henri
IV of France), included in a book of multilingual praises published in 1554. Here the
multiplicity of languages is a sign of abundance,15 part of the hyperbolic accumulation
that underscores the majesty of the event.
Several ballads (named eresiak by Oihenart)16 deserve separate mention, such as “Bereterretchen Khantoria” [The Song of Bereterretche], “Atharratze jaureguiko anderia” [The
Lady of Tardets Castle], and so on,17 related by the nineteenth-century historian Jean
de Jaurgain to events that occurred in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, respectively,
but their transcriptions are dated to the nineteenth century (Xaho; Francisque-Michel,
Salaberri), which forces us to be more careful when establishing dates for this type of
productions, or at least the text as such.
In the Southern Basque Country, the literary corpus consists of the incomplete
printed copy of Refranes y Sentencias [Proverbs and Common Aphorisms] mentioned
above; the collections of proverbs and common aphorisms written by royal chronicler
and genealogist Esteban de Garibai;18 the translation into Basque of Psalm 51 Miserere
by Juan de Undiano;19 and the autographic elegy by Juan de Amendux, conserved in
the General Archive of Navarre; in addition to this list, the corpus includes more than a
dozen anonymous dirges and songs, often very fragmentary, transcribed by Gipuzkoan
and Bizkaian chroniclers (Garibai,20 cited above, García Fernández Cachopín, and Juan
Iñiguez de Ibargüen,21 and so on), and Arabans (Lazarraga), all of them authors of documents and books in Castilian. Said historiographers situate the origin of those isolated
texts in events that took place during the entire previous century or during the sixteenth
century. One would have to add to this corpus the fragments included in literary works
printed in Castilian, such as Cantar de Perucho, featured in the Tercera parte de la tragicomedia
de Celestina (1536) by Gaspar Gómez.
The fragmentary literary texts cited integrate, in turn, in a broader context consisting of linguistic fragments that date back several centuries before the sixteenth, in
15. It also is later. See Iturbe, Contribución . . . , 1657.
16. See the definition given by Arnauld de Oihenart in 1657: “eressiac, les vieilles chansons qui contiennent
quelque histoire, ou narration.”
17. See Jean de Jaurgain, Quelques légendes poétiques du Pays de Soule (Nîmes: Lacour / Rediviva, 1992).
18. Manuscripts of the National Library of Spain in Madrid and of the Sainte Geneviève Library in Paris.
19. See A. Unzueta Echevarria, “Nuevos datos sobre el reformador de ermitaños y poeta vasco Juan de
Undiano,” Fontes Linguæ Vasconum 14, no. 39 (1982).
20. Esteban de Garibai, in addition to collecting proverbs and common aphorisms commissioned by the Court
(according to Joseba Lakarra), was the librarian and chronicler of King Phillip II. His most famous work is Los XL
Libros del Compendio Historial Universal de todos los reinos de España . . . (Plantin, Amberes, 1596).
21. See Koldo Mitxelena, Textos arcaicos vascos, as well as Julen Arriolabengoa Unzueta, “Erdi Aroko kanta
ezezagunak Ibarguen—Cachopin kronikan,” ASJU 30, no. 1 (1996) and “Ibarguen-Cachopín Kronika: Edizioa eta
Azterketa,” (PhD diss., Universidad del País Vasco–Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea, 2006).
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both the Cispyrenees and the Southern Basque Country. The oldest textual testimony
in Basque is found among the glosses of manuscript no. 60 of the Glosas Emilianenses,
dated approximately to the mid-eleventh century. There are also several documents with
Basque words and expressions, onomastics, and even etymologies (Ibargüen-Cachopín)
annotated in the Fuero General de Navarra [General Charter of Navarre], in notarial documents, in letters, and in diverse processes.
Let us also mention the tale by Lope García de Salazar (1399–1476), Bienandanças y Fortunas [Prosperity and Good Fortune], and the aforementioned Crónica Ibargüen-Cachopín, which
contains interesting phrases and words in Basque that are then explained in Castilian.
As for more concrete references to the vocabularies of travelers before the sixteenth
century, there are very brief ones such as that featured in Latin and Basque in the route
guide of a French pilgrim identified as Aimery Picaud de Parthenay-le-Vieux (twelfth
century), or that written in Basque and High German in the tale of the pilgrim Arnold
von Harff of Cologne (1496–99). By the sixteenth century, Sicilian humanist Marineo
Sículo has inserted a brief Basque vocabulary in his De rebus Hispaniae memorabilibus (1533)
and in its Castilian version titled Cosas memorables de España (Memorable Things of Spain).
The much more extensive vocabulary of Niccolò Landucci, which deserves to be mentioned separately, is based (How could it be otherwise?) on Antonio de Nebrija’s Dictionarium Linguæ Cantabricae (1562), studied by Koldo Mitxelena (1958) and more recently by
Blanca Urgell (2008).
We must also mention the dialogue in Basque of Emperor Charles V with a muleteer
collected by Isasti, who asserts, in preliminary words, that “El Emperador Carlos Quinto
de gloriosa memoria gustaba de hablar vascuence, que por temor al confesor, capellán
y médico bascongados, como se nota en su lugar, o por curiosidad aprendió algunas
palabras” (Emperor Charles the Fifth of glorious memory enjoyed speaking in Basque,
of which, for fear of the Basque confessor, chaplain, and physician, as has been noted
elsewhere, or due to curiosity, he learned a few words).22
Let us mention, to conclude, the known fragment in the Basque language featured
in the third edition of Pantagruel (1542) by François Rabelais, to which we could add two
liturgical sentences that we recently discovered in an unpublished manuscript of the end
of the sixteenth century written by cosmographer André Thévet.23
Further studies should rethink the problem of the established points of view concerning the corpus made up by diverse anonymous literary works such as songs, dirges,
22. For more information about this entire chapter see Koldo Mitxelena, Textos arcaicos vascos; and Ibon Sarasola, “Contribución al estudio y edición de textos antiguos vascos” in Anejos de ASJU 30, ed. Diputación Foral de
Guipúzcoa Universidad del País Vasco (Donostia-San Sebastián, 1990).
23. This is about an Our Father (Gvre Aïta) and a Credo (Sinhesten dut); the latter is incomplete. Both prayers
seem to be related to translations by Leizarraga. See Oraison Dominicale en Basque and Le Symbole des Apostres en Basque
in Description de plusieurs Isles par M. André Thévet (BnF: Fonds français, ms. 17174, versus folio 9).
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and so on. It would be convenient, for example, to reconsider their “signs of antiquity”
as well as the impression of “fragmentation” that emanates from them.24

The Manuscript of Joan Perez Lazarraga
Thanks to the discovery of the narrative entitled Juan Perez Lazarragakoaren eskuizkribua
(The Manuscript of Joan Perez Lazarraga),25 for the first time concrete testimonies of
the literary production in Basque have been found in socially privileged sectors of the
Basque peninsular provinces of the second half of the sixteenth century.
Once the paleographic and the critical editing of the manuscript are finished, a work
at present directed by Joseba Lakarra,26 a philologically reliable text will be available,
without which it would be impossible to conduct a scientific study. And we can say the
opposite is also true: without more in-depth literary knowledge, it will never be possible
to close the text; linguistic reasoning is not enough.
The narrative, consisting of fifty-one folios, is incomplete. Apparently, several types
of lettering and several handwritings (three or four, at least) from different time periods
can be discerned. Diverse references from the text itself seem to designate a principal
author: Joan Perez Lazarraga, Lord of Larrea Tower, of the well-known Lazarraga lineage. This lineage, whose branches are disseminated between Oñati and SalvatierraZalduondo, “has produced a known writer, a learned genealogist who devoted many
years to the creation of a genealogical account of his lineage, which he concluded toward
1589 and of which there are different copies in several private archives. Curiously, this
writer is Joan Perez Lazarraga, Lord of Larrea Tower, as he acknowledges himself in the
cited genealogical account.”27 The hypothesis of Aginagalde is that the genealogist and
“poet” author of the manuscript are one and the same person.
Joan Perez Lazarraga seems to have written the manuscript between 1564 and 1567
(dates that appear in folios 21, 23, and 48) at the earliest,28 but not even this is clear,29 and
some parts were probably written later.30
24. For example, Joseba Lakarra believes that Cantar de Bretaña was not written in the fifteenth century, but
rather in the sixteenth century. It should be noted that “Romancero Nuevo” reaches its apogee in the second third
of the sixteenth century. See also Sarasola, “Contribución al estudio y edición de textos antiguos vascos,” 77–82.
25. See Joseba Lakarra, “Juan Perez Lazarragakoaren eskuizkribua (XVI. mendea): Lehen hurbilketa,” in Laza
rragaren eskuizkribua, ed. Gipuzkoako Foru Aldundia (Madrid: Edilan-Ars Libris, 2004).
26. See the lecture by Gidor Bilbao and R. Gómez (JUMI), at the II Congress of the Cátedra Koldo Mitxelena,
Universidad del País Vasco–Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea, Vitoria-Gasteiz, Oct. 2007.
27. Borja Aginagalde, “Lazarragaren eskuizkribuaren estraineko datatze-azterketa,” Erabili.com 2004, www.erabili.com/zer_berri/muinetik/1077208517.
28. See Borja Aginagalde, “Lazarragaren eskuizkribuaren estraineko datatze-azterketa.”
29. “In any case [the burning of Salvatierra] the date corresponds to the event of the song, not to the writing
or the copy in said manuscript,” writes Joseba Lakarra.
30. “There are clear copy errors, for example, in any case, also, there are ‘innovations’: joan zedin → joan zen,
etc.’ [go (vocative) → he/she went] (J. Lakarra).
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The first third of the volume consists of an incomplete pastoral work in prose and
verse. It may possibly be the translation or adaptation of some Castilian pastoral novel.
It is not yet known whether there is any relationship between that work and the rest of
the manuscript, which consists of poetic writings (on love, religion, etc.) in Basque and
some in Castilian.31
Lazarraga’s manuscript constitutes proof that apart from the literary fragments
compiled by the chroniclers and genealogists of the sixteenth century and inserted in
Castilian texts, and apart from the books already cited, printed wholly or partially in
Basque, there were other types of literary productions in this language. Proof of this can
be found, for example, in the two poems cited by Rafael Mikoleta (1653) in the subsection titled “Modo de la vizcayna poesia y sus versos” [The ways of Bizkaian poetry and
its verses],32 the “Bizkaian gallant poetry of the sixteenth and seventeenth Centuries,”33
and two other poetic examples transcribed by Oihenart in the manuscript Art Poétique
Basque . . . of 1665,34 which we can consider a part of a common literary corpus for the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
Juan Perez Lazarragakoaren eskuizkribua is a purely Renaissance work, as the type of
literary production shows—that is, the calligraphy used and other details—but it cannot be compared to the LVP of Etxepare. Lazarraga’s manuscript and the LVP not only
belong to two very different periods of the sixteenth century, but also to two different
geographies, and above all, to two different types of production: print and manuscript.
Instead, it can be said that they are two parallel productions with no bridge between
them. The LVP, a book of poetry written in Basque—a vulgar non-Romance language
without scholarly tradition—and disseminated through a printing press located in the
Northern Basque Country, appears amidst the first generation of humanists settled in
Bordeaux, as shown by the editorial peritext. Obviously, it cannot be compared to a privately circulating manuscript, the look of which is of a draft or a cento or folder written
more than twenty years later (probably even later than that) and with quotes from more
than one author, in another geographic area and in a totally different political-religious
environment (the two concepts are bound together in the sixteenth century).
Linguæ Vascomum Primitiæ (1545)
Let us examine the LVP in a new way. First, we will examine the “thresholds”—as Gérard
Genette would say35—of the object-book for the purpose of pausing in the areas surrounding the text and then analyze the discourses expressed in three large focal points:
metalinguistic discourse, love discourse, and political-religious discourse.
31. See Lakarra, “Juan Perez Lazarragakoaren eskuizkribua (XVI. mendea): Lehen hurbilketa,” 12.
32. See Mitxelena, Textos arcaicos vascos, 132–55.
33. See Sarasola, “Contribución al estudio y edición de textos antiguos vascos,” 87–90.
34. Pierre Lafitte, ed., L’Art Poétique basque d’ Arnaud d’Oyhénart (1665) (Baiona: Gure Herria, 1967).
35. See Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (Oxford: Blackwell, 1972).
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The LVP is the first and only sixteenth-century literary work printed in Basque
to date, the result of the auctorial intention on one hand—the author is absolutely certain that the Basque letters are born with his defense and poetic demonstration of the
language—and the act of printing on the other hand, given that the author thinks that
printing is the only method for the Basque letters to access a new status.
The Thresholds of LVP
As we have stated in the preceding lines, in approaching LVP it is convenient to pay due
attention to the “thresholds,” in other words, to the paratexts, peritext, and editorial peritext surrounding the text itself. We have adopted Genettian terminology to better define
what the “emergence into the world” of LVP might have been like.
Several elements of peritextuality reveal a relationship with the humanistic environment, such as, for example: (1) The type of title of the book: brief, straightforward, of
a thematic type. (2) The feature of the dedicatory epistle that serves as the preface. (3)
The special feature of the Latin device Debile Principvm Melior/ Fortvna Seqvatvr located at
the end of the text, which clarifies the meaning of the title as well as of the whole book,
and also serves as a “sign of culture,” thus meeting the requirements of the “terminal
epigraph” that according to Genette was developed in the seventeenth century.
Other paratextual elements that witness the humanistic environment in which the
book was edited are all those signals pertaining stricto sensu to “editorial peritext,” such as
the inside cover. In this case, it is printed in Latin, probably so that every learned European person could immediately receive the message. The book’s title, Lingvae Vasconvm
Primitiæ, as well as the identity and social auctorial function (per Dominum Bernardum Dechepare, Rectorem sancti michaelis veteris)36 are mentioned in the inside cover. The second space
is occupied by the engraving. All of those indications are new in printed books, since in
medieval times the modern concern with indicating the name of the work’s author did
not exist.37
The colophon is located at the end of the book, following a custom that persisted
until the 1550s in French presses. The one in LVP attests, in French, to a three-year
demand of privilege. Such advice was generalized in French books throughout the century, whether for fear of falsifications, or due to financial losses to editors caused in that
manner.
The Advertant impresor, a note in Latin directed to printers and readers, is proof of
the fact that a quarter of a century before the ABC of the translator Leizarraga there was
at least an attempt to fashion orthographic and pronunciation rules in the Basque language. Leizarraga was the first author to establish in a complete and precise manner the
alphabet, diphthongs, letters “that belong together” (Letra elkarri datchetzanac), abbreviations, punctuation, and syllabic pronunciation. The addressees were the Basque teachers
36. Sancti michaelis veteris is named “Eiheralarre” in the Basque language.
37. See Lucien Febvre and Henri-Jean Martin, L’apparition du livre.
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who taught children and youths how to read, so that they could decipher the text of the
reformed catechism (Calvin’s).38 The advice in Etxepare’s book, however, is very brief
and only emphasizes the innovations introduced in LVP. Advice is given, for example,
about “z never being used instead of m” (quod.z.nunquam ponitur pro.m),39 or explaining
that the exact pronunciation of the new graphic symbol ç (officially introduced in France
by Geoffroy Tory in the years 1529–33) before vowels a, o, u, whose phonic value, Etxepare (or Lehet) writes, is identical to that of c before vowels i, e, that is, “slightly harsher
than the z in ce, ci  ” (paulo asperius quam .z. vt in .ce.ci). The voiceless sibilant dental z to
which the writer of the note refers here clearly has the phonic value that was then given
to it in French and in Latin, that is, ss (Tory).40
LVP is printed in Humanistic Round, a font type introduced by Tory in 1529 in
France, and it was precisely François Morpain who introduced it in Bordeaux in 1542.
To underscore the contemporariness of LVP, it is important to note that up to the second
half of the sixteenth-century, readers in the kingdom of France, among whom were the
bourgeois as well as common people who knew how to read, preferred books printed
in Gothic Italic to those printed in lettera antiqua, Humanistic font type that, according to
Febvre, would only be spread in France in the second half of the century.41 The reason
for this was simple: Gothic Italic was more similar to manuscript calligraphy.
Regarding the punctuation used by Etxepare in the dedicatory epistle in prose and
in the coplas [popular verses], a brief look reveals that the new precepts on punctuation
stated five years before in France by humanist Etienne Dolet in La Pvnctvation de la Langve
Françoyse (in La manie de bien tradvire d’vne langve en aultre . . . , 1540) are not strictly applied.
Apart from the colophon in French, commas are practically nonexistent in the Basque
language corpus. The period that should be placed, according to Dolet, at the end of the
phrase, to begin the next with a capital letter: in LVP, the period is actually found marking the end of certain phrases of the prose prologue, but not systematically. Sometimes
its placement is indicated by a typographical blank and by the capital letter beginning the
next phrase. In the remaining cases, it appears at the end of the copla or stanza, as in the
French laisse or the Castilian copla. The usage is traditional: remember the rule stated by
Juan del Encina in his Cancionero [Songbook] (1496), who, when speaking about the punctuation of the popular verse, says the following: “en fin de la copla ha se de poner colu[mna]
q[ue] es un pu[n]to solo” [at the end of the copla, a single period must be placed].42 In
38. And perhaps to be able to read manuscript versions of David’s Psalms in Basque—without having certainty
of this. Said translations could have been made from the 1562 French edition of Marot-De Bèze, an edition that was
used de facto, by the way, for Gascon and Bearnese printings.
39. See J. Oroz Arizkuren, “Linguæ Vasconum Primitiæ: 1545? . . .” Iker 21, (2008): 453.
40. “Zeta comme dit Galeotus Martius … non est litera, sed duplex sibilus, Id est, duplex SS …. C’est-à-dire, Z
nest pas lettre, mais est vng siflement double, qui vault deux. SS.” In Geofroy Tory, Le Champ Fleury (Paris: Charles
Bosse, 1931), LXIIII. First published in 1529.
41. See Febvre and Martin. L’apparition du livre.
42. Juan del Ecina, Cancionero, vj. We have deleted abbreviations and completed the words in brackets.
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the poems of LVP, the semantic and grammatical unit of each verse is marked by the
typographical line, without any final punctuation (barring exceptions), basically because
the next verse, in other words, the next line, starts with a capital letter.43
There are wood engravings featured in the interior cover and at the end of the Prologue of LVP. Both Christian engravings, with the image of the Cross of the Passion, centrally placed in both cases, are icons that were very well liked by reformers of all kinds in
France and, although it cannot be assured that any particular intention existed regarding
their use in LVP, it must be emphasized that they are reminders of Erasmus’s Christcentric motto: “Colocar a Cristo ante sí como única meta” [To put Christ before oneself as
the only goal], symbolically referring to the Imitatio Christi. Observe the great contrast
between these religious engravings and the totally profane connotation of the title.
Regarding the personalized bookbinding, probably made some years after the publication (we do not know where), we have decided, somewhat arbitrarily, to also include it in
the scope of editorial peritextuality. The reality is that, in the sixteenth century, bookbinding as well as the selling of books were often activities linked to the printing trade. The
luxurious bookbinding of the only copy of LVP that has been preserved was described in
1891 by bibliophile Julien Vinson, who stated without further details that it came from
the library of the princes of Condé.
Having examined the said copy of the LVP in 2006 and 2007 in the Bibliothèque
nationale de France (BnF) Tolbiac of Paris, we are prepared to bring forward some details
regarding the identity of the owner, details that address the reception.44 The heraldic
weapons featured on the exterior leather cover are those of Louis I de Bourbon Condé
(1530–69), elder brother of Antoine de Bourbon, husband of Jeanne d’Albret as of 1548
and king of Navarre from 1555 to 1562. It may be that the copy of LVP comes from one
of the libraries of his in-law family: that of his sister-in-law, Queen Jeanne d’Albret, who
perhaps inherited it from Marguerite de Navarre, her mother, a poet and author of the
43. Regarding punctuation, see also the observations made by René Lafon, Études basques et caucasiques, (Salamanca: Universidad de Salamanca, 1952): 761.
44. We make two other observations about the reception of LVP: in the nineteenth printed version of the
Compendio histórico de la Muy Noble y Muy Leal Provincia de Guipúzcoa (ms. dated in 1625 but edited in 1850) attributed
to Isasti, there is an allusion to the author Etxepare, as well as four religious stanzas of LVP that are different from
those found in the printed version of 1545. The differences consist of the following: (1) division by the hemistich,
(2) translation into Castilian, and (3) partial adaptation into Gipuzkoan. It would be necessary to verify the original
manuscript version of the Compendio to know if the modifications are due to Isasti or to later copyists, since “the
work [el Compendio] that has reached us has been completed in the different manuscript copies” between the eighteenth century and the 1850 printing. See José Luis Orella, “Geografías guipuzcoanas de la modernidad: Baltasar
de Echave y Lope Martínez de Isasti” Lurralde 22 (1999): 247–78. This article is available online at www.ingeba.org/
lurralde/lurranet/lur22/ore22/22ore.htm. regarding Oihenart, he cites a stanza, also chosen from among the religious poems of LVP, with acute stresses in the last syllable (Notitia…, 2nd edition, Paris 1656). Oihenart mentions
Bernard Etxepare nominally in a later draft of 1665 (manuscript titled L’Art Poétique Basque) stating, among other
things, that there was a second edition in Rouen by “Adrian” (or Adrien) “Morront” (or Morrontz, or Morron), in
other words, more or less between 1604 and 1630, but we have found him mentioned (or someone homonymous)
in the Bibliothèque municipale de Rouen up to 1635, 1637. See also Pierre Lafitte, “Quand parut la deuxième édition de ‘Linguæ Vasconum Primitiæ’?” Gure Herria 39 (1967): 35.
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Heptameron, and protector of many writers committed to reformist ideas, such as Lefèvre
d’Etaples or poet Clément Marot. Marguerite also had good libraries in her lands in
Navarre, Pau, Odos, and Nerac, and she was still alive in 1545, when LVP was printed.
Nothing is known about the journeys that would later take the LVP to the royal library,
now the BnF. The red seal stamped Bibliothèque royale inside indicates that the book must
have probably been introduced into the actual BnF in the eighteenth century.
LVP is semiotically “legible” by any external reader as long as he/she knows Latin
and is knowledgeable about the humanistic currents shaping the universe of the book.
Certain paratextual signs, such as the thematic title, the final device in Latin, the typographic symbol selected, and so on, immediately signal that LVP belongs to its world, that
is, to the first part of the French Renaissance—a period, as is already known, open to the
newest trends from Renaissance Italy.
The essential reader of LVP, however, belongs to a specific linguistic community:
one that can read and understand the discourse developed in Basque in the book. This
reader knows from the start that his/her vernacular, devoid of scholarly tradition until
then, has just overcome a limitation with this printing, because the “prefacing instance”
says so, and because the material status of the book with its peculiar paratextuality of
printed book also says so. Without a doubt, it is the refined concern of a scholarly person. René Lafon already noticed it when analyzing its poetics, “un art déjà sûr préside à
leur composition et à leur mise en place. Le poète utilise avec adresse les procédés variés,
anciens ou plus récents, que la langue lui offrait.”45 Etxepare is in no way “popular” in the
sense of “uncultured,” nor should the pejorative judgment issued against him by Oihenart 120 years later, in a period of aesthetic criteria different from those that prevailed in
the first part of the sixteenth century in France, be taken to the letter, without taking into
account the inevitable distance between the poetics of both writers.
After having entered through the thresholds and vestibules of paratextuality in LVP,
we shall examine its polydiscursivity: (1) the discourse of defense and exemplification of
the language or reflexive discourse, (2) the discourse of love, and (3) the political-religious
discourse.
Plurality of Discourses in LVP
Etxepare’s purpose is to adapt what is being done for French, the only external referential language cited in LVP, to the Basque language, presenting for the first time a defense
and exemplification thereof. Such adaptations had been very much in fashion since the
end of the fifteenth century in the neighboring vernacular languages. In LVP the adaptation consists, as we have just seen, of a metalinguistic paratextual discourse stated
through the thematic title and the final device in Latin of the prologue, as well as through
the typography.
45. See Lafon, Études basques et caucasiques, 756.
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The linguistic discourse, however, broadens later within the corpus in the two final
poems, “Contrapas” and “Sautrela,” through allegorization of the language (in “Contrapas”), the prosodic form selected, and other transtextual migrations. Both works are
related to the French rondeau, whose forms were gathered by Thomas Sébillet in his Art
Poétique ([1548], 1556). The structure of the rondeau falls upon the peculiar utilization of
the refrain: its structure is circular, and also circular is the dance to which it was and perhaps still is coupled.46 The Grands Rhétoriqueurs and Clément Marot made the very plastic
technique of the medieval rondeau very fashionable in the France of the first half of the
sixteenth century once again, which the poetic group of La Pleiade, with Du Bellay in the
lead, would reject in the second half of the century. It should be noted that for Etxepare
the connection between rondeau/dance is still evident, since “Contrapas” and “Sautrela”
are names of dances and at least the contrapas was danced in a circle.47 It is possible that
Etxepare also knew of the different types of rondeau en vogue in his day (triolet, “single
rondeau,” “double rondeau,” “perfect”), and other varieties, and that he performed an act
of virtuosity for those novelties of the lingua vasconum. Perhaps in “Contrapas” Etxepare
had in mind the contrapas, which was very well known, and that both forms of rondeau
type refrains, the long and the rentrement of which we shall speak shortly, refer to the
typical steps of the contrapas, long step and broken step. The refrain of the “Contrapas”
follows, in effect, particular rules: (1) at the end of the first three coplas, typographically
isolated, the long refrain of the beginning is repeated, “Heuscara ialgui adi ca[m]pora”
[Come out, Basque language], but with a final change; and (2) the end of the next three
coplas, the rentrement, or palinodie is repeated.48 This technique consists of repeating the
ending of each stanza (always between two typographical blanks to isolate them, not the
hemistiches of the cited introductory refrain), as is usually done in the rondeau, but the
single (and significant) word Heuscara (“the Basque language”) a la manière of the known
rondeau of the réthoriqueur Lemaire de Belges Grande concorde et petite avarice, in which only
the adjective grande is repeated at the end of each of the next two stanzas. This technique
was also imitated by Clément Marot in the rondeau Aux damoiselles paresseuses d’écrire à leurs
amis. Therein, the introductory refrain is “Bonjour: et puis, quelles nouvelles,” and the
rentrement is only the “bonjour.” It is also possible that the verbal syntagm of the refrain
ialgui adi (“come out”) of “Contrapas” is intertextually related to the rondeau of Marguerite de Navarre, titled Madame Charlotte parlait à son âme, whose introductory refrain
46. Michèle Aquien states that the custom of singing the rondeau while dancing must have been lost in the
fifteenth century. See Michèle Aquien, Dictionnaire de poétique (Paris: Le Livre de Poche, 1993), 247. But perhaps the
custom still continued in the first part of the sixteenth century.
47. The contrapas of which Etxepare speaks would be a dance called contrepas, danced in the sixteenth century,
that would have some similarity to the current sardana danced in the Rosellon and in Catalan countries. The characteristic of this dance is that consecutive steps and broken steps alternate: “Le contrepas, ancêtre vraisemblable
de la sardane, comprenait … un contrapas dit sarda ou cerdan.” See www.occitania.fr/tradit/vivant/sard/resume/
dr.html.
48. See Thomas Sébillet, Art poétique françoys (Paris: Société des textes français modernes, 1910). First published
in 1548.
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is “saillez dehors, mon âme, je vous prie” and the rentrement: “Saillez-dehors.” In other
words, neither more nor less than the French version of the famous etxeparian “ialgui
adi.” In “Sautrela,” in turn, Etxepare selects another variation inspired by the French
rondeau consisting of closing the poem circularly, thanks to a preliminary refrain that is
repeated at the end, preceded by a dance air that serves as amplification.
After that first exemplification en abyme in which the language contemplates its own
transformation as the book moves forward, the second exemplification materializes
through eleven poems whose rhetoric refers back to the main theme.
The Love Discourse
Among the love poems, all very well crafted rhetorically, two different groups stand out.
The first consists of the first three works. Their function is not only to demonstrate the
potential of the language in which they are written, but also to establish and clarify the
positioning of the auctorial “ni” [I/me]. They appear in the following order:
“Amorosen gaztiguya” / “Disappointment between Lovers” in which the poetic “I/
me” (auctorial in this case) states its marital act of faith from the beginning placing himself in the realm of spiritual rather than mundane love.
“Emazten fabore” / “In Defense of Women” is very attuned to the Declamatio pro
women—not for and against at the same time, as in earlier periods—fashionable in the
European literature of the first part of the sixteenth century. The different qualities of
women are listed, and it ends the list with the climax that suggests the evocation of intercourse between man and woman. Although the reception of this quartet was problematic
in the nineteenth century—it was censored—the tone employed, as Lafon has accurately
noted, is always proper, never libertine.49
“Ezconduyen koplak” / “Versus for the Married,” however, is the occasion for a
Declamatio against married couples.
The next eight poems, about love, find their expression in different fictitious love
situations that are a part of the habitual casuistic. Their function is both recreational
and illustrative of the dangers of love, although it never loses sight of Etxepare’s general
objective, which is to demonstrate the plasticity of the Basque language in any type of
love rhetoric.
Five poems can be placed within the neo-Petrarchan tradition inherited from the far
Occitanian courtesy: “Amoros sekretuki50 dane” / “A Secret Love,” “Amorosen partitzia”
/ “Breakup of Lovers,” “Amoros jelosia” / “A Jealous Lover,” “Amorez errekertizia” / “A
Request for Love,” and “Amore gogorraren despita” / “A Hard-Hearted Lover’s Scorn.”
The love relationship is preferably adulterous, as is required by the genre, or is hindered
by enemies, which supposes, in every case, secrecy and suffering for the lovers, most of
all for the man—the masculine “I/me” often intervenes in the poems.
49. See René Lafon, Études basques et caucasiques, 772.
50. In the 1545 edition, “segretugui” replaces “secretuqui” (“in secret”).
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Three works are out of the courtly tradition: the dialogue poems “Potaren galdatzia”
/ “A Plea for a Kiss,” “Amorosen disputa” / “Lovers’ Quarrel,” and, finally, “Ordu gaitzareki horrat zakitzat” / “Begone at this Ill-Fated Moment,” a single four-verse stanza that is
clearly a part of a dialogue poem initiated elsewhere. It may be a fragment of another lost
work, or simply, as Lafon also thinks, an isolated quartet that belongs to the preceding
piece, “Amorosen disputa” / “Lovers’ Quarrel,” of the same prosodic structure.
The female character is no longer unattainable, verticality has been shattered, the
man is no longer consumed by love at the feet of the lady, and therefore, he is the one who
leads the love relationship. Rape is directly alluded to in “Amorosen disputa” / “Lovers’
Quarrel” (“Oray nahinuçuya heben vorchatu” [Do you want to force me here?]), but not
shown, and, possibly, it is a part of the love games between a young unmarried couple.
The female body is not evoked; erotic desire is somewhat erased. Everything takes place
as if the author, much more comfortable in the courtly structure of the love rhetoric, had
decided to vary the rhetorical game and to try out the “descortés” [impolite] mode in disputatio in which, leaving aside the love pathos, the man–woman relationship is presented
horizontally, allowing the use of humor and irony. This is another demonstration of the
plasticity of the Basque language and its ability to adapt to all varieties of love rhetoric.
The main discourse of LVP, however, is not about love. Along with the clear linguistic positioning, there is another, more subtle, but fundamental discourse: the politicalreligious discourse.
The Political-Religious Discourse
We believe that Etxepare’s religious poems are divided into two large groups:51 (1) La
“Doctrina Christiana, (DC) [Christian Doctrine], with prayers for the key moments of
life, and a “Decalogue”; (2) The “Juicio general” [General Judgment] (Iudicio generala,
JG).
Religious poems are a fundamental element of the defense and demonstration of
the Basque language, because they reveal the ideological positioning of the author. The
mere fact of proposing, for the first time, in verse and without translation, a Christian
doctrine in the Basque language is significant: it shows the will to be directly in contact
with the common reader capable of reading and memorizing devotional texts written in
vernacular language and even of revealing that lesson in a straightforward manner. Likewise, it is evident that in the Basque-speaking Aquitaine countries the readers are already
prepared to read translations of sacred texts in their own language in years prior to 1545,
that is, a quarter of a century before Leizarraga’s edition of the Testamentu Berria (New
Testament). Such positioning becomes even more interesting if we examine the lexicon
field of the DK, taking our time over key words such as obra honac (the good works),
oracione (prayer), gracia (grace), vihoça (heart), and so on, or in the signs of the discourse
of the act of enunciation: the central ni (I/me) of the narrator-author, the zu (thou) used
51. And not in a single part called Doctrina Christiana as has been characterized since Lafon.
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in his relationship with God (located above) to whom he speaks directly, and the familiar
hi (you), used several times in imperative mood (pensa eçac [think]; orhit adi [remember]),
used when he addresses the recipient-reader whom he must instruct in the true Christian
doctrine. If analysis is deepened and certain points of the text are examined, certain central themes emerge, such as that of the supremacy of internal life over external aspects
of the faith, the importance of internal prayer over the liturgical forms, the insistence on
contemplation of the crucifixion, and so on—themes appropriate to the spiritual movement called Devotio Moderna (DM) and present in the De Imitatione Christi (DIC) attributed
to Thomas à Kempis (1380–1471). It would not be surprising if Etxepare had read the
DIC, as well as perhaps spiritual anthology books following the trends of the DM, known
as the Rapiara or Collectaria. That entire undercurrent sums up the influence of Erasmus
on Etxepare, directly or indirectly through the reading of other French authors (Lefèvre
d’Etaples or Briçonnet of the Meaux group? Marguerite de Navarre?), or Spaniards
(Vives? Juan de Valdés?). The influence of several works by Erasmus can be detected
in Etxepare’s religious poems, such as in De amabili concordia ecclesiae (1533) (disposition
to work toward a Catholic reform avoiding the schism, a moderate positioning on the
veneration of saints and the Virgin Mary, the insistence on the need for “good works” in
addition to the sola fides, and so on); in De praeparatione ad mortem (1534); and, above all, in
the Enchiridion militis christiani (1504), not only in the subchapter of the DC titled “Harmac
eryoaren contra” / “Weapons Against Death,” but also in the general discourse in favor
of internal examination; in Encomium Moriae (1511) in some allusions against the civil
authorities. We can see Erasmus’s influence (and of the Luther of 1517) in the rejection
of—tacitly in Etxepare—indulgencies erasing Purgatory. Etxepare’s postmortem world
vision follows the positioning of Erasmus: bipolar geographic symbol (Heaven/Hell),
with no place for a purgatory, the main setting of the commerce of indulgencies against
which Luther rebelled.
The picture would be incomplete, however, if the influence of Erasmus on the “Mossen Bernat echaparere[n] cantuya” (Song of Mosén Bernat Echapare) were not mentioned. This piece is notable for being an autobiographical narration, written after having
been released. It has the signs of the autobiographical genre, characterized by Lejeune:52
(1) There is an unfolding of the “ni” (I/me) with the identity of the author/narrator/
character that is visible starting from the title; (2) The autobiographical pact defined by
the author with the reader is respected: the narrated event is real and I am the man to
whom this misfortune happened; (3) The reference to an external reality is clear: the “I/
me” narrates that the king (Jean II? Henri II?) summoned him to court in Béarn and
incarcerated him unjustly because of a slanderous accusation.
Based upon two documents discovered in the Archive of Navarre by Jose María
Huarte (1926), it has been said that Etxepare was incarcerated for having chosen the
pro-Castilian side in the War of Navarre. But, why would a partisan of the Crown of
52. See Philippe Lejeune, On Autobiography (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989).
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Castile send his book to France instead of Spain to be printed? Two hypotheses may be
presented.
The reason for the incarceration can be found in one of the two documents discovered by Huarte. Thanks to the document, it is known that Etxepare, a scholarly person
of “buena fama” (good reputation), was chosen and designated Vicar General of Garazi
by the Bishop of Baiona with the approval of the Castilian forces that occupied the territory. It is known that he was designated to the office for the purpose putting an end
to the dissolute behavior of the ecclesiastics of the valley of Garazi, and that his “eficaz”
(efficient) work was not well received, since there were protests: “que no es la clerezía en
general sino algunos particulares a quien el ha corregido y traydo de mal y desonesto
vivir al bueno, y porque les ha bedado los juegos y otras dissoluçiones, lo quoal se
conssentía en tiempo de don Pedro de Mendicoaga” (that it is not the clergy in general,
but some individuals whom he has corrected and brought from wrong and dishonest
living into the good, and because he has prohibited them from gambling and other dissolutions, which were consented to in the days of Don Pedro de Mendicoaga). Knowing
that in 1523 a man named Aintziondo had the office of Vicar General, the hypothesis of
an incarceration occurring a maxima between 1520 and 1523 is plausible—that is, such
an incarceration was possible between the death of Lehet (1520) and the period during
which Aintziondo is in office (1523). The cause for incarceration would be his Erasmism,
as the manuscript clearly suggests, reflected in the reformist activity carried out in the
territory that was under Ainciondo’s jurisdiction, a work that met disapproval, since it
gave way to an accusation. How he could offend the king for religious matters, however,
is not very well understood, because between 1518 and 1531 we are under the regency of
Anne de Navarre,53 and Etxepare’s text only speaks of a slanderous accusation, without
any other details.
The most likely hypothesis is that the incarceration must have occurred later, between
1541 and 1545, years during which Henri II is settled in Béarn to be close to Spain, since
he no longer had the support of France.54
The scheme of the text is Christian, essentially based on the Passion of Jesus Christ,
with a clear criticism of temporal power (the king) before divine power, the true source
of justice. Perhaps it is the product of transtextual migrations. Among many other examples, let us keep in mind the prisons evoked previously by Marguerite de Navarre, or by
Clément Marot, who was incarcerated several times for his evangelical ideas.
In summary, Etxepare was an Erasmian who had “digested” his Erasmism, a man in
favor of intimate dialog with God, supporter of the Devotio moderna, and reader of the Imitatio Christi and the Epistles of St. Paul. Could he have also, perhaps, been influenced by
the writings of Lefèvre d’Etaples and Briçonnet of the Meaux group, whose most outstanding members were very close to Marguerite d’Angoulême in the period from 1517 to
53. Tucoo-Chala cited in René Lafon, Études basques et caucasiques, 787.
54. Ibid.
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1520? Etxepare still believes in the reformation of the Catholic Church without getting
as far as a schism. He is very far from Calvinism—from which Marguerite de Navarre
also breaks free of toward the end of her life, but which shall be adopted, however, by the
future kings of Navarre, Jeanne d’Albret, the daughter of Marguerite, and her husband,
Antoine de Bourbon, as well as his younger brother (Louis I de Bourbon Condé, who,
as we have seen previously, was the owner of the surviving copy of LVP).
Could LVP have been printed in the Spanish kingdom? The monolingual printing
of a work such as LVP, in an incomprehensible non-Romance language, consequentially
incontrollable for censoring, would have been problematic because, starting at least from
some fifteen years earlier, the Spanish Inquisition, preserver of the Catholic Church’s
orthodoxy, exerted an ever-increasing control over the adepts of the Philosophia Christi.55
It is unlikely that, for example, the following clearly Erasmist verses, in which Etxepare
defends the absolute supremacy of internal prayer over any other external liturgical manifestation, would have been allowed to be printed without censorship: “Apezeq ez apezpicuq ez etare aytasaynduc / Absoluacen halacoaren eceyn bothereric eztu / Iangoycua
bethiere vihocera sodiagoçu / Guhaurc vano segurago gure gogua diacuxu / Gogua gabe
hura vaytan hiçac oro afertuçu” (Neither priest, nor bishop, nor the Pope / has no power
to absolve him / who has not armed himself against death / Know that God always looks
to our heart / He sees our depths better than we do ourselves, / If our thoughts are not
upon Him, our words are useless).
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The Seventeenth Century: Publishing and
Development of Septentrional Basque Letters
Aurélie Arcocha-Scarcia and Beñat Oyharçabal

Perhaps it is due to the loss of texts,1 or, perhaps, due to the adverse circumstances
brought about—among other things—by religious wars, but, in any case, there seems to
be no visible continuity in Basque letters after the two printings made in France of Etxe
pare’s Linguæ Vasconum Primitiæ (Bordeaux, 1545) and, a quarter of a century later, of the
translation of the New Testament carried out by the Calvinist priest Joannes Leizarraga,
which was printed in Pierre Haultin’s (Hautin/Haultinus)2 printing press (La Rochelle,
1571). The production of printed Basque-language manuscripts increased greatly from
1617 onward, in the post-Tridentine era, a time when several monolingual works were
printed—all of them in French printing presses.
The purpose of this study is to sketch out the social-historical and cultural context
in which Basque book publishing developed during the seventeenth century. First, we
will look at the different parameters that played a role in the following phenomena: the
differing evolution of Basque-language texts in the Southern Basque Country and the
* We would like to thank Joseba Lakarra, Blanca Urgell, and Javier Lluch for their suggestions and contribution to this work.
1. The fact that these were manuscript texts must have been a factor in their poor preservation. However,
for more information on the complex status of seventeenth-century manuscript texts and their relationship with
printed texts, see Louis Lebrave and Almuth Grésillon, eds., Écrire aux XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles: Genèses de textes littéraires
et philosophiques (Paris: CNRS Éditions, 2000). Arnauld Oihenart testified to the existence of a flow of Basquelanguage production in the second half of the sixteenth century in Lower Navarre, where Etxepare was from, about
which nothing is known. On the other hand and as regards the province of Araba, see the information concerning
the finding of the notebook known as “de Lazarraga” in chapter 3 of this book. It is also important to mention
Mikoleta’s testimony (in a manuscript dated 1653), which refers to Basque-language production in Bizkaia at the
time, and includes examples and specifies the types of rhythms used.
2. See Louis Desgraves, L’imprimerie à la Rochelle, vol. 2, Les Haultin (Geneva: Librarie Droz, 1960).
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Northern Basque Country, the status of printed monolingual books in Basque, the questions around the presumed relationship between the evolution of lapurtar letters and the
maritime economy of Lapurdi, and the role of the Counter-Reformation in the writing
system of lapurtera. Lastly, we will evaluate the production of several authors, particularly
the most representative ones: Etxeberri of Ziburu, Axular, Tartas, and Oihenart.
The Evolution of Basque-Language Texts in the Southern Basque Country and the Northern
Basque Country
Between the second half of the sixteenth and the first few decades of the seventeenth
century printed and manuscript texts in Basque continued to appear in either side of the
frontier—in some cases, they were included in texts written in Spanish, French, or Latin,
or in florilegiums.3 There were also refrain collections (by Bertrand Zalgize, Jean Philippe
Bela, Oihenart)4 such as those found in the rest of Europe, particularly in nearby Spain.
The very few letters written in Basque that still remain,5 on the other hand, were a testimony to private correspondence carried out in Basque among the cultured or relatively
cultured sections of society in the previous century. This type of text production continued to take place in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries among the populace, the
bourgeois, and the local nobility, mostly in the Basque region closest to Aquitaine. All
this is proof of an existing habit of writing in Basque, at least for certain purposes.
At the beginning of the seventeenth century the differences on either side of the frontier became notably marked because monolingual books in Basque printed in France—
mostly in lapurtera—experienced a brief but significant boom related to the postridentine
movement. Meanwhile, the few books that were printed in the Southern Basque Country
during that century were, almost without exception, bilingual prayer books.6 Two of
three among these (in Romance and High-Navarre dialect) were printed in Navarre:
3. Many of these can be found in Koldo Mitxelena, Textos arcaicos vascos (Madrid: Minotauro, 1964), as well as in
its follow-up: Ibon Sarasola, “Contribución al estudio y edición de textos antiguos vascos,” Anuario del Seminario de
Filologia Vasca “Julio de Urquijo” 17 (1983): 69–212. An edition by Joseba Lakarra that brings both of these volumes
together and includes an update in an epilogue is also available in Anejos del Anuario del Seminario de Filologia Vasca
“Julio de Urquijo” 11 (1990).
4. The first one was edited by Julio de Urquijo, “Los refranes vascos Zalgize: Traducidos y anotados,” Revista
Internacional de Estudios Vascos 2 (1908): 677–724; and later on by Jesús Arzamendi and Miren Azkarate, “Léxico de
los refranes de Bertrand de Zalgiz,” Anuario del Seminario de Filologia Vasca “Julio de Urquijo” (1983): 265–327; as well
as by Sarasola in “Contribución al estudio y edición de textos antiguos vascos,” Anejos del Anuario del Seminario de
Filologia Vasca “Julio de Urquijo” 11 (1990).
5. They are all in Mitxelena, “Textos arcaicos vascos”; and in Sarasola, “Contribución al estudio y edición de
textos antiguos vascos.” Both found in Anejos del Anuario del Seminario de Filologia Vasca “Julio de Urquijo” 11 (1990).
6. It would seem there was another catechism (apparently a monolingual one) by Nicolás Zubia, published
toward the end of the century (1692) in Durango. This is known because of the passages José de Lezamiz copied
into his Vida del apóstol Santiago (Mexico, 1699). Viva Jesus, undated, is also available, but it seems to be a seventeenthcentury work and subsequent to Kapanaga’s catechism, although according to Vinson it might be a re-edition of
an earlier work. Vinson wrote: “Tout en basque sauf la p. 1 . . . D’après le P. J.-Arana, ce Catéchisme est en basque
biscayen oriental de Biscaye et d’Alava; il est plein de mots espagnols.” See Vinson, “Essai d’une bibliographie de
la langue basque,” Anuario del Seminario de Filologia Vasca “Julio de Urquijo” 9 (1984): 96–97.

The Seventeenth Century: Publishing and Development

91

Doctina Christiana (Iruñea-Pamplona, 1626) and Tratado de cómo se ha de oír Misa, escrito en
romance y vascuence, lenguajes de este Obispado de Pamplona (Iruñea-Pamplona, 1621), by the
Abbot of Uterga Juan de Beriain. The third one, Exposición breve de la doctrina Cristiana,
in Romance and Bizkaian dialect, by Martín Otxoa Kapanaga, was printed in Bilbo in
1656. It makes sense to conclude that printed religious texts remained bilingual in the
Southern Basque Country as a result of the ideological control exerted by the Inquisition
and other ecclesiastical authorities to ensure adherence to religious orthodoxy in texts
written in an “opaque” language such as Basque.7

The Status of Printed Monolingual Books in Basque
Thus, what turned out to be a real development was the printing of monolingual books,
which, after a gap of several decades, began to take place again after the publication of
Materre’s Doctrina Christiana (1617, reedited in 1623). This was the first Tridentine Catholic book in Basque, and it was probably written with Axular’s help. There were also some
religious works,8 among which it is important to highlight Manual devotionezcoa by the poet
Etxeberri of Ziburu (1627, 1669) and Axular’s Gvero (1643). Were these authors aware of
the writers from the previous century? It seems certain that at least some of them knew
Leizarraga’s translation of the New Testament.9 On the other hand, even though Lope
Martinez de Isasti—who lived in Madrid at the time—mentioned Etxepare’s work,10 as
Oihenart did later on, it is not known if other lapurtar authors were familiar with it.
Many of the monolingual religious texts in lapurtera were printed in Bordeaux in the
humanities-oriented printing press Millanges, or in the press of Pierre Lacourt, who had
worked in the Millanges press before and was its successor.
As for Oihenart, he occupied a prominent position but stood completely apart: he
was a secular author removed from the lapurtar diocesan world, and his poetic works, at
least in the 1657 edition, were printed in Paris (there was no typographic address) using
an inaccessible, “cultured” Basque. By this time, the beginning of the second half of the
century, the fate of the only dialect—lapurtar Basque—that stood a chance of becoming a
literary language had already been sealed.
Throughout the seventeenth century, purely utilitarian books such as Voltoire’s
L’Interprect ou traduction du François, espagnol et basque were also printed. This book was first
7. See chapter 3 of this book.
8. Besides the works of Etxeberri, Axular, Tartas, Materre, and Pouvreau, it is important to mention works
by Gazteluzar, Haranburu, Aranbillaga, Maitie, and Belapeire, and one that was published with the blessing of
Bishop Olce in 1651. See Vinson, Essai d’une bibliographie de la langue basque, 91.
9. See Patxi Salaberri Muñoa, Haizkora zuhaitzaren erroari kheinatzean (Iruñea-Pamplona: Pamiela, 2000); and
Blanca Urgell, “Larramendiren Hiztegi Hirukoitza-ren osagaiez,” PhD diss., Universidad del País Vasco–Euskal
Herriko Unibertsitatea, 2000.
10. It must be said, however, that Isasti lived in Madrid in the 1620s. See the first part of chapter 3 in this
book, which deals with the sixteenth century.
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printed in Lyon in 1620,11 and its aim was to provide a linguistic guide for French people
traveling through Basque- and Spanish-speaking lands, with translations of a series of
useful expressions for travel and commerce. There is also the navigation course book
by the captain and cartographer Piarres Detxeberri, or “Dorre,” written in a very careless and unsystematic lapurtera for Basque-speaking captains and sea pilots. Liburu hau
da ixasoco nabigacionecoa (This Book Is about Sea Navigation) was published in Baiona in
1677 and was an adaptation and an expansion of Voyages avantvrevx (1589), an exclusively
technical12 book by another lapurtar captain, Martin de Hoyarsabal.

The Evolution of Lapurtar Letters and the Maritime Economy in Lapurdi
After Materre’s Doctrina Christiana, the printing of works written in lapurtera increased
notably, and we can see now that this dialect provided Basque letters with a significant
base—so much so that other seventeenth-century works, written in other dialectal varieties, such as Oihenart’s (1657, 1665) or Tartas’s (1666, 1672), reflected its influence. In
the second half of the seventeeth century, however, the production of original works
decreased quite quickly, especially in the first years after the midcentury mark, when
there was a complete halt of first-time publications. As a matter of fact, it is thought that
the seventeenth century marked the decline in the lapurtar tradition, while, simultaneously, on the other side of the frontier, there appeared to begin a movement in favor of
Basque letters, especially in Gipuzkoa and thanks to Manuel Larramendi. Larramendi
was the author of the first published Basque grammar (1729) and a trilingual dictionary
(1745), both of which achieved considerable renown, especially the grammar.
Literature historians working from the thesis put forward by Pierre Lafitte in 1941
have often explained the expansion and regression observed in the development of lapurtar letters printed in France under the regency of Marie de Medici and the kings Louis
XIII and XIV in relation to the situation of the maritime economy in Lapurdi, the province on the shores of the Atlantic most seventeenth-century Basque writers were from, or
moved to. It is necessary, however, to revise this opinion in the light of historiographic
11. The date is not completely certain because it was added by hand to the Lyon edition. The book was published a second time in Baiona in 1642 with the title Tresora hirovrr lengvaietaqva francesa, espagnola eta hasqvara (see
Vinson, Essai d’une bibliographie de la langue basque, 57), with lots of changes (supressions) in that second edition and
the ones that came after it. Regarding the tradition of language-teaching manuals (with a grammar, dialogues, and a
vocabulary)—it seems Pouvreau also meant to write something similar—it is important to mention Mikoleta’s Modo
breve para aprender la lengua vizcaína (Bilbao, 1653), which was indebted to Minsheu. The following century brought
Oianguren (around 1715), although his book was never printed, and Lubieta (1728) (see Gidor Bilbo, soon to be
published). Note the relationship between printing presses and port cities; Antwerp was key to the origins of the
printing press. See also Bidegarai’s lexicographic and grammatical woks; he was a Franciscan father from lower
Navarre whose works “never saw the light because the financial help he requested from the State of Navarre to
publish them did not reach him in time” (source provided by Dubarat in Luis Villasante, Historia de la literatura vasca
[Bilbao: Sendoa, 1961], 85).
12. There is another similar case: a veterinarian treatise by Mongongo Dazantza (approval dated in 1692); a
cheap, mass-produced book typical of its time (Bibliothèque Bleue), providing manuscript copies that were popular
in the seventeenth century.
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studies carried out toward the end of the twentieth century.13 It would seem that, actually,
the parallelism Lafitte thought he detected between the evolution of lapurtar literature
and the activities of fishing ports along the coastline of Lapurdi are not in any way an
established fact. In the usual chronological sequencing by centuries, the tendency is to
contrast the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in lapurtar letters, saying that the first
was a rather productive period and the second, on the other hand, much less so. But if
we use half centuries as a measure, we can see that lapurtar authors had started to show
evident signs of halting their production from the second half of the seventeenth century
onward.14 Additionally, maritime activity had boomed quite a few years before the birth
of lapurtar literature—around 1585 to be precise—and it remained at a peak, despite intermittent variations, for almost a century and a half, until the year 1735,15 when literary
production in lapurtera reached its lowest level. The absence of this parallelism between
the production of printed Basque texts and the evolution of the economic sector becomes
even more patent when we take the demographic evolution into account: from the year
1740 onward and, in fact, during the whole second half of the century, a considerable
regression can be observed in the area of Donibane Lohizune.16 As regards the production of texts in lapurtera, however, an increase can be observed in comparison to the
previous period. For example, in the second half of the eighteenth century, the number
of printed work doubles, as does the number of first-time publications (although it must
be remembered we are dealing with very small numbers here).
It would therefore most certainly appear that it is necessary to revise Lafitte’s argument. After the first push effected by Materre, lapurtar letters boomed in the period
between the years 1627 (the year of Etxeberri of Ziburu’s first publication) and 1643
(the year Axular’s work was published), even though these were very difficult years
because of the war between Spain and France.17 Despite this, lapurtar letters experienced
their best moment just then. However, it must be observed that the above-mentioned
economic evolution must have certainly had an influence on the role played by the
readers from the coastal regions and the iterative presence of maritime subjects in the
texts—subjects that were sufficiently important in the seventeenth century to justify
specially dedicated compositions. It is also important to mention that in the following
century, which became increasingly concerned with rural subjects, the maritime theme
all but disappeared.
13. See Pierre Lafitte, Le basque et la littérature d’expression basque en Labourd: Basse-Navarre et Soule (Baiona: Le
Livre, 1941).
14. See Ibon Sarasola, Historia social de la literatura vasca (Madrid: Akal, 1976), 182–83.
15. “La reconstruction de l’armement montre, en effet, que les pêches basques plafonnèrent dès 1580–90 pour
se maintenir à des niveaux élevés jusqu’en 1730-40.” L. Turgeon, Pêches basques en Atlantique-Nord (XVIIe-XVIIIe
siècle), unpublished third cycle thesis, Université de Bordeaux 3, 1982, p. 8.
16. See J. N. Darrobers, “Saint-Jean-de-Luz au XVIIIe siècle” Saint Jean de Luz II (1994): 86–91.
17. See A. Dupuy, “La vie religieuse dans le diocèse de Bayonne aux 17ème eta 18ème siècles,” Bulletin de la
Société des Sciences Lettres et Arts de Bayonne (1972): 103–22.
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The Counter-Reformation and the Writing System of Lapurtera
At the turn of the seventeenth century, apart from the Baiona (Bayonne) periphery and
some Occitan-speaking villages in the vicinity of the Adour River, the common language
for communication in the three provinces in the Northern Basque Country was Basque,
whereas Latin was the main language for study and access to knowledge. Gascon, a
romance language of prestige in the region in the preceding times (as well as Spanish
in Lower Navarre), despite maintaining prominence until the middle of the century for
certain uses, gave up its position as main language in the subject of law to the French
language. Only the judges and gentlemen who frequented the court mentioned by magistrate Pierre De Lancre in his evocation of Lapurdi, men who had received and education à la française [sic] and members of the army or the clergy who had lived outside the
country for long enough, spoke French, the language of power and law, correctly. 18 It
must have been very poorly spoken or unknown in circles outside the ones just mentioned, even by people who had received schooling. De Lancre’s testimony regarding the
language-related difficulties he encountered during his stay in Lapurdi, and the importance of the interpreters’ work in the processes of persecution for witchcraft (1609) show
that, indeed, knowledge of French was quite restricted.
Given the context, and given that in the parishes the formation of the spirit and the
monitoring of the elemental teachings closely associated to catechism was the responsibility of the dioceses, it would make sense for the linguistic aspect to have been of the
utmost importance. As a matter of fact, the apparition of a written tradition in Basque
relied, to a great extent, on the linguistic choices of the bishopric regarding the organization of their pastoral labors.
After the Council of Trent, and faced by a very real protestant threat in the bishoprics
that encompassed the Basque-speaking regions,19 the subject was no longer theoretical:
it became essential to controlling the parishioners in a satisfactory way, thanks, firstly, to
maintaining a hold over all Christian instruction, and in addition, to the general spread
of the religion. This purpose implied, of course, the use of a language that was accessible
to the parishioners—in other words, the use of Basque in the three Basque provinces of
the kingdom.
Bertrand Etxauz, bishop of Baiona since 1598, spoke Basque, Béarnese, Spanish,
and French. He was in a position to fully appreciate the importance and the difficulty
18. Pierre de Lancre, On the Inconstancy of Witches: Pierre de Lancre’s Tableau de l’inconstance des mauvais anges
et demons (1612), edited and translated by Gerhild Scholz Williams (Tempe AZ: Arizona Center for Medieval and
Renaissance Studies, 2006).
19. Despite the smallness of the territories, three bishoprics were involved: the Baiona one, which, although it
had lost the last archpriesthoods located in Gipuzkoa and Higher Navarre in 1566, still encompassed an essentially
Basque-speaking territory because it included the whole of Lapurdi and the greater part of Lower Navarre; the Dax
one, which included several parishes in lower Navarre; and lastly, the Oloron one, which encompassed the parishes
of Zuberoa. During the second half of the sixteenth century there was protestant activity of varying intensity in all
the three bishoprics just mentioned.
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of the linguistic adaptation effort that needed to be carried out. And it was precisely the
bishop and politician Bertrand Etxauz 20 who sponsored the publication of Materre’s
Dotrina Christiana.
Thus, at the turn of the seventeenth century, the concern for the establishment of
a stable language that could promote a specific rhetoric inscribed in a Basque language
that was rich and expressive and in line with the new tridentine doxa, arose almost fifty
years after Leizarraga’s Calvinist New Testament. And it arose in a different geographic
area, along the Atlantic coast, and was based on different linguistic options, on lapurtera.
It is known—through Belapeire, who wrote the first zuberotar catechism in 1696—that
this decision proved to be complicated for the areas that were located outside Lapurdi.
In relation to these other territories it is noteworthy, as we shall later see, that Oihenart
chose a different approach when he decided to address a particularly cultured reading
public when he published his collections of poetry and refrains.

A Lapurtar Edition of Spiritual Literature
The new Tridentine spirituality developed in France in the 1580s, but what was called
“the century of the Saints” did not properly start until the beginning of the seventeenth
century, with the arrival of the Sisters of Saint Theresa in Paris and the settlement of the
Jesuits in the capital. Henri-Jean Martin has highlighted two key aspects that are essential
to our understanding of the situation. First, the “new spiritual literature” was the result
of two parallel factors in France: the translations of religious works on the one hand
and the apparition of original religious works on the other; secondly, the publication of
such books had an influence in the “material structuring of [French] classical prose.”21 It
is therefore impossible to understand the framework in which translators and religious
authors—be them lapurtar, zuberotar or from Lower Navarre—operated without understanding the French framework of “the century of the Saints” in which they developed.
It is significant to the making and development of lapurtar letters that two of the
people who adapted and translated religious texts to lapurtar Basque—Materre and Pouvreau—were, precisely, French. We have already spoken about the push Materre gave
spiritual works in lapurtera from 1617 onward with his Dotrina Christiana. Pouvreau was a
clear representative of the French “devout humanism“ headed by Saint Francis de Sales.22
In 1664 he published San Frances de Sales Genevaco ipizpicvaren Philothea (The Philothea of
Saint Francis de Sales, bishop of Geneva), a translation into lapurtera of the fourth edition
20. See Jacqueline Boucher, “Le rôle politique des Vicomtes d’Etchauz, négociateurs de Henri III de Navarre,”
Société des sciences: Lettres et arts de Bayonne 16 (2000): 153–64; and Josette Pontet, “Le gouverneur et l’évêque deux
pouvoirs rivaux dans la ville: Deux personnalités irréconciliables: Antoine II de Gramont et Bertrand d’Etchauz.”
Société des sciences, lettres et arts de Bayonne 16 (2000): 187–208.
21. See Henri-Jean Martin, Mise en page et mise en texte du livre français XIVe-XVIIe siècles, 388.
22. Ibid., 388–401. It is thought that he arrived in Baiona with bishop Fouquet, precisely thanks to the protection of Saint Francis de Sales, who was bishop of Geneva at the time. See Villasante, Historia de la literatura vasca
(Bilbao: Sendoa, 1961), 84.
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of L’Instruction à la vie devote. The concern to instruct the different elements of society
by means of well-structured, simple works that encouraged meditation, confession, and
reflection about the space devotion occupied in daily life, and so on, was the driving force
behind all French-Basque seventeenth-century authors. Many, for example, (like Materre,
Haranburu, Gazteluzar) developed an interest in instructing the seamen of Lapurdi, a
very important social group at the time. On the other hand, the seventeenth century was
the “century of the Imitatio Christi” in France, with new text compositions inspired by new
presentations that began to appear after 1599 and until 1616 in Antwerp, Rome, and
Paris (by publishers Sommalius, Cajetan, Rosweiden), foreshadowing the 1640 French
publication.23 These facts give context to the edition of the lapurtar version of Christoren
Imitationea, translated by Jean Aranbillaga and published in Baiona in 1684, and to the
never-published translation of the same work by Pouvreau, which he produced twenty
years later in Paris, where it remained.
Materre, Axular, Aranbillaga, Argainaratz, Haranburu, Harizmendi, and Etxeberri
of Ziburu all lived for some time (as is the case with Materre and Pouvreau) or on a
permanent basis in Lapurdi, within the same narrow perimeter, with Donibane Lohizune
and the surrounding area at its core, and with an area of influence that reached as far as
the furthermost—geographically speaking—village in Lapurdi: Sara.24 Their translations,
adaptations, and original works25 were a reflection of the great influences French spirituality experienced at the time.
The conditions were ideal for lapurtar texts to be printed in the printing houses of
Bordeaux, just like books in French were, following techniques developed by the Jesuits:
small books with notes in the margins, clearly numbered chapters, and perfectly delineated sections.

Religious Prose and Poetry: Etxeberri, Axular, Tartas
Going against the grain of a perception widely held in the historiography of Basque
literature, we maintain that the prose writer Axular was not the only writer who stood
out among the authors of lapurtar religious literature of the first half of the seventeenth
century. As a matter of fact, we believe that as regards poetic works, Joanes Etxeberri of
Ziburu was the more eminent poet.
Little is known about his biography. It is not known which university he graduated from, or where he attained his doctorate in theology. But it is known, thanks to
the paratexts kept by his admirers, that he was an important poet of his time, that he
had four brothers, and that one of them was doctor and a talented poet too. Besides,
some of the details the author provides in works like Noelac indicate that he studied in
23. See Martin, Mise en page et mise en texte du livre français XIVe-XVIIe siècles, 389.
24. Going against the grain of the opinion commonly held in this respect, we do not believe that the epicenter
of the new tridentine doxa in Basque was in Sara, where Axular was.
25. We have not mentioned Gazteluzar in this list because it is not known for certain where he lived.
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a Jesuit college, although he does not specify where (maybe Pau?). It is also noticeable,
from reading his own authorial paratexts, that he admired the work of his contemporary, the Occitan doctor and a poet Guilhèm Ader, because he paraphrases him, using
a section from Lo Catonet Gascon (1607). It is also possible that he read two authors from
the previous century, mentioned by Ader and whose names Etxeberri quotes: Guy
du Faur de Pibrac (1528–84), from Tolosa and a representative of the “rustic poetry”
movement and Francisco Verino, “Berin.” In any case, through his three publications
Manual devotionezcoa (Bordeaux 1627), Noelac (1630/1631), and Eliçara erabiltceco liburua
(Bordeaux 1636), Etxeberri came across as a religious author who was perfectly fluent
in not only inventio, but also dispositio—eloquence—and particularly, declamatio, being a
master of “image painting,” or theatricality. Etxeberri is a perfect representative of the
“Jesuit style” in Basque.26
Regarding the Possibility of a Linguistic Conflict
In the epistle dedicated to the Archbishop Claude de Rueil in the first book of Manual
devotionezcoa, Etxeberri referred, for the first time, to a linguistic conflict concerning the
Basque language. Etxeberri was in favor of a French kingdom with linguistic diversity and equality between the different languages, and named Claude de Rueil, future
Bishop of Angers, as patron of Manual devotionezcoa because he had protected it. The
epistle, in Basque and untranslated into French, reflects, through its content and its
linguistic medium, an authorial positioning that is both intransigent and proud. These
are the last words:
Hartaracotz obra hunen, patroin çaitut hautetsi, / Gaiski errailleac çeren baititutçu gaitçetsi.
/ çuri Escainçen darotçut, othoi guarda eçaçun. / Inuidiosen mihiac liçun eztieçaçun. /
Erregueac behar ditu defendatu gendeac, / Hizcuntza batecoac hain vngui nola berçeac
For this reason I chose you as patron of this work / because you condemned the defamers. / I offer it to you; for you to keep, please / and may the evil tongue of the envious
never discredit it. / The king must defend his people always, / no matter what language
they speak.27

Who were the “envious” that might have discredited his work? It is very unlikely that
Etxeberri was referring to a hypothetical conflict that might have set him against Oihenart.28 By the time Oihenart, in his manuscript-draft for L’Art Poétique Basque (1665), criti26. There might even have been a fourth work (Egunorozcoa), which Arnauld Oihenart mentioned and Patxi
Altuna dismisses; studies currently being carried out by Atutxa on Etxeberri and de Etxagibel and the sources
of Pouvreau’s dictionary seem to confirm this. See Isaak Atutxa, “Las obras de Joanes Etcheberri de Ziburu,”
Monumenta Linguæ Vasconum (2008). Also available online at www.ehu.es/monumenta/pdf/mintegia2008/AtutxaLas_obras_de_Etcheberri_de_Ziburu.pdf. Another possibility is that Egunorozcoa might be an alternative name for
Eliçara erabiltceco liburua.
27. Joanes Etxeberri, Manual devotionezcoa [1627] 1669, 6–7.
28. See Patxi Altuna, “Lapurtarrak Oihenartekin hasarre?” Iker 8 (1994): 477–84.
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cized that Etxeberri did not observe certain prosodic rules he considered important,
thirty years had passed and Etxeberri was already dead. It suffices to read L’Art Poétique
Basque to realize that Oihenart bears no animosity to Etxeberri; in fact, the opposite is
true. But at any rate, the epistle dedicated to Claude de Rueil clearly referred to some
sort of linguistic conflict. In a paratext of Noelac, a few years later, the subject turned up
again by the hand of the doctor Hirigoiti—whose style imitated Etxepare’s. Perhaps Etxe
berri’s enemies were members of the French clergy who were close to Bishop Claude
de Rueil’s circle, or perhaps they were members of the Basque clergy who held a Gallic
position in favor of French prayer books and were against pastoral work in any language
other than French. Perhaps the linguistic opposition had been reinforced by other criteria, of a literary kind. Perhaps his (Gallic?) opponents, being in favor of a more sober
religious rhetoric, disapproved of Etxeberri’s peculiar and baroque verse construction,
which was very original in this first part of the seventeenth century in the context of
lapurtar letters.29
Etxeberri’s Baroquism
Etxeberri’s baroquism is a phenomena based in a peculiar conception of poetic construction in lapurtera that systematically uses several rhetorical figures. The most complicated
one, without a doubt, is imitation, because it upsets the very structure of the poetic
language.
The originality of Etxeberri’s verse does not lie in its syllabic quantity—he used 15
syllable verses with hemstitches 8 / 7 and rhymes that were often rich—but in the grammatical constructions that were completely foreign to Basque and increased the plasticity
of the poetic language to a degree that was intolerable for Oihenart. He referred to them
as “exorbitant licenses,” because they went beyond what was acceptable for him. For
Etxeberri, however, organizing grammatical elements in uncommon order (hyperbaton)
was part of an “aesthetics of strangeness” that was totally conscious and deliberate;
for Etxeberri, the process had an obvious ludic dimension: the reader-auditor—and the
declamatio was probably important in this sense—was tempted to mentally rearrange the
linguistic puzzle in an audible or legible order for an opaque meaning to become intelligible. These puzzles were something like labyrinthine linguistic riddle, much liked by
Renaissance, mannerist, and baroque poets. For example, an epithet adjective might be
placed in the first verse of a couplet, thus adopting the casual ending of the noun phrase
to which it belongs, when it should be placed at the end of the second verse of the noun
phrase: “Ondra baiçen eztuquezu, Iaun Prelata arrotçaz, / Ençutea mintço dena beldurqui
aharantçaz,” instead of “Ençutea mintço dena beldurqui aharantça arrotçez” (Monsieur
Bishop will be honored to hear this voice shyly speaking in a foreign tongue).
29. Maybe Etxeberri was directly influenced by the Spanish baroquism he learnt from the Jesuits who educated him in his youth, and particularly the Loyola Jesuits he visited throughout his life (see Noelac).
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In truth, this linguistic game is an aesthetic positioning based on the rhetorical figure
of imitation; in other words, on transference. In this case, Etxeberri introduces constructions borrowed from Latin to the Basque language.30 French authors of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries adapted this posture. Joachim Du Bellay, for example, in Les Anti
quités de Rome wrote “Ainsi, ceux qui, jadis, soulaient, à tête basse, / Du triomphe romain
la gloire accompagner,” inverting the complement (“soulaient . . . la gloire accompagner,”
instead of “soulaient accompagner la gloire”) and also distancing significantly the infinitive “accompagner” from the verb “soulaient,” which completed it, creating a hyperbaton. He also constructed, simultaneously, a second inversion in the second verse, placing
the noun “gloire” to the right of his complement to “du triomphe romain,” instead of
placing in to the left, which is what was usually done in French.
The poetic labor Etxeberri carried out was undoubtedly the most wide-ranging and
successful in the context of baroque aestheticism in lapurtar letters. Etxeberri knew he
was creating literature in a lapurtera that was rich, as flexible as Latin, and a source of
aesthetic pleasure achieved through the dexterous use of chosen rhetorical devices (imitation, hypotiposis, dialogism, antithesis, hyperbole, metaphor, and so on). The aim of
all this was to offer believers a colorful, gorgeous picture that brought the divine light
closer to them. It is interesting to note the praise Etxeberri received from religious and
secular voices, which is visible and audible in the many paratexts that accompany his
three works. In this context, it is understandable that Casabielhe dedicated a great verse
“monument” to him, akin to a baroque frontispiece with copper engravings, where he
wrote: “Toy seul Phenix dans ta nation, / Nourry dans le sein d’Appollon, / As merité que
la memoire: / Te dresse vn monument, si beau, / Que le plus superbe tombeau, / N’ira
de pair auec ta gloire.”31
Reevaluating Gvero’s rightful place
Basque literary historiography from the second part of the twentieth century (which was
very clearly indebted to Ibar’s 1936 Genio y Lengua) paid much attention to the expressive
qualities that Basque prose in lapurtera reached by Axular’s pen, and as a result he was
viewed as the greatest exponent of lapurtar letters. Basque literary historiography at the
time was searching for its roots and trying to establish narratological canons, so this can
be understood to have been a natural process. This perception, which placed Axular at
the pinnacle of the Basque letters of his era, was born in the eighteenth century. Etxeberri
of Sara said it first, and Larramendi followed; Pedro Antonio Añibarro’s translation of
Gvero into Bizkaian dialect served to further confirm it. The perception gained momentum in the nineteenth century and endured until the 1960s. Toward the end of the twentieth century, the image of Axular as “the prince of writers in Basque” was completely
established. But, as we have mentioned before, whenever early seventeenth-century
30. The use of couplets is part of the same literary strategy of imitation.
31. Eliçara erabiltceco liburua [1636] 1665.
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authors are scrutinized “saisis à leur date” (on their date), as Denis Crouzet says,32 only
one lapurtar author stands out, the Doctor in Theology Etxeberri of Ziburu: because of
his output, because of the well-known re-editions of several of his works, because of the
reception his work had among the literati of the cosmopolitan coast of Lapurdi (recorded
in abundant peritexts that are not the mere aprobationes of the oeuvre the orthodoxy of
Trent demanded), and because of his linguistic positioning. We also ask ourselves if
perhaps Basque historiography has not exaggerated the existence of a “Sara school,” as
there is no evidence of this. Axular is just the author of a book that was put together
with pastoral intent and, despite being masterfully written, Gvero is but a single element, a
book that appeared at a time when lapurtar letters had already reached their zenith. “Listening” to the texts makes evident that the intellectual nucleus—to which Axular himself
must have belonged33—was located not in Sara but in the very popular urban area of
Donibane Lohizune where Etxeberri of Ziburu lived, as well as other refined Basque and
French literati like Casabielhe, Argainaratz, Claveria, Hirigoiti, Tristan de Apeztegi, and
others, all of whom admired Ziburu.
However, the town of Sara was certainly part of the seventeenth-century inventio
in lapurtar dialect: Materre learned Basque in Sara—in close proximity to Axular, it is
thought—with a view to writing his Dotrina; Axular wrote Gvero there too. And the prose
writer Tartas, who lived further away, in an area where lapurtera was not spoken, had also
read Axular, as his Onsa hilceco bidia (Road to a Good Death) confirms. On the other hand,
in his 1665 manuscript dictionary, Pouvreau, like other authors, referred to Axular.
It would seem that Basque readers at the time were guilty of possessing a somewhat
anachronistic perspective. For example, how is it possible that Axular, in the peritext of
Eliçara Erabitceco Liburua ([1636] 1665), only wrote one single all-encompassing Approbatio
Theologorum in which he did not say a word about Etxeberri’s literary relevance, when
later in the same work there is a florilegium by several other authors who highlight, precisely, Etxeberri of Ziburu’s literary dimension?34 Did Axular and Etxeberri know each
other? Did they get along? On the other hand, the draft manuscript of Oihenart’s Art
Poétique Basque, where a “history of Basque literature” is sketched out for the first time,35
included evaluations of literary production in the Northern Basque Country in the years
1545 to 1665. This was an interesting time scale to measure the kind of literary reception the poets might have had, but Oihenart did not mention prose production, perhaps
32. See Denis Crouzet, Charles de Bourbon connétable de France (Paris: Fayard, 2003).
33. This assumes, of course, that we interpret the mise en scène at the beginning of the epistle addressed to
Etchauz in Gvero, where the author describes being “in a gathering, in a place where there were only Basques”
literally and not as a simple rhetorical figure.
34. There is a typographical error, which Vinson has already noted, in the dating of Axular’s aprobatio: “Sara
22: Maii 166” (meaning “Mai 1636”?). See Vinson, “Essai d’une bibliographie de la langue basque.”
35. Before the prologue in Larramendi’s dictionary, which was used later on by authors such as Egiategi and
Zabala.
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because he valued poetic production more36 because of the complexity of its poetic and
prosodic rules, because literary value is more visible in poetic texts than in prose texts, and
because prose is considered more common. Oihenart’s judgment is based on his own
poetic preconceptions and as a result he evaluates Etxepare negatively, and Etxeberri
even more so, because their literary standpoint is discordant and far-removed from his
own. At the same time, his evaluation of Haranburu’s versification of the penitential
Psalms is relatively positive, perhaps because he is familiar with the work carried out
toward the end of the sixteenth century by Marot and De Bèze in their French translation
and versification of David’s Psalms.
The author of Gvero, Pedro Agerre Azpilikueta, born (it would seem) in 155637 in
the baserri “Axular” in the frontier town of Urdazubi, studied at the monastery in his
hometown and later on went to Salamanca, where he graduated in theology.38 He was
ordained a vice deacon in Iruñea-Pamplona in 1595, a deacon in Lerida in 1596, and
a priest in Tarbes in the same year.39 The bishop of Baiona Bertrand Etxauz made him
parish priest of Sara in 1600.
Gvero is an auctorial work about ascetics, whose essential subject is time seen from a
Catholic perspective in the tradition of post-Tridentine Christian humanism. Published
by Millanges, a Bordeaux-based publishing house, the title page describes it as being a
work in two parts, but the book has no dual internal split, it contains an uninterrupted
succession of chapters running to chapter 60.40 Physically, it was the kind of book typical
of the first half of the century in France: a pocket book (an eightvo), with clear subdivisions and in margine indications to facilitate reading and memorization. The recipient (a
male), having already dwelt on laziness and the usefulness of work, finds himself gradually more and more entangled in the argumentative web of the auctorial narrator and
spiritual guide, all the way to the fourteen chapters concerning “emaztetako bekhatua”
(sin of women) and the possible final salvation.
Axular’s book was written within the canons of inventio, and arranged according to
the codes that ruled books on ascetics, with quotes from Christian authorities as well as
authorities from Greco-Latin antiquity and typical characteristics such as the use of florilegiums and sermon collections.41 Much care was taken with typographic decorum (different36. According to the French poet Racan, Malherbe (1555–1628) “compared prose to walking, and poetry
to dance.” See Alain Frontier, “Jean-Pierre Bobillot, le poëte,” in Jean-Pierre Bobillot, Morceaux choisis, ed. Didier
Moulinier (Paris: Les Contemporains, 1992), 16.
37. Vinson says, without citing his sources, that Axular was forty-four years old in 1600. See Vinson, “Essai
d’une bibliographie de la langue basque,” 89.
38. Itziar Mitxelena provided this information on “Sobre la estancia de Axular en la Universidad de Salamanca,” Fontes Linguæ Vasconum 6, no.16 (1974): 85–88, and “Axularren titulua,” Fontes Linguæ Vasconum 9, no.25
(1977): 57–68.
39. See Vinson, “Essai d’une bibliographie de la langue basque,” 89; Villasante, Historia de la literatura vasca, 74;
Patri Urkizu, ed. Historia de la literatura vasca (Madrid: UNED, 2000), 198.
40. The enumeration of chapters—from 1 to 60—would seem to indicate the material unity of the book.
41. See Patxi Salaberri, “Gero liburuaren koherentziaz eta egituraketaz,” Lapurdum III (1998): 241–71.
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sized capitals, italics, chapters and titles, and notes in the margins) with the purpose of
facilitating the reading process.
Tartas
Little more than ten years after the publication of Gvero, Tartas, who belonged to a different diocese, burst onto the scene out of nowhere. Born in Xohüta, in the province
of Zuberoa, in the northeasternmost corner of the Northern Basque Country, Tartas
was a beneficiary of Sainte-Marie de Oloron (1641) and, later, parish priest of Arüe, a
village bordering the Lower Navarre region of Amikuze. He published two works of
ascetic prose in Orthez, in Béarn: the first, Onsa hilceco bidia (Road to a Good Death), in
1666 (although he had finished it by 1659), and the second one, Arima penitentaren occupatione devotac (Devout Occupations of a Penitent Soul), in 1672. They were both written in a northeastern dialect of Basque (Amikuze-Zuberoa), although he wrote that his
Basque “has a bit of everything—[from the region of] Zuberoa, from Lower Navarre and
Lapurdi; they’ve all added a bit, none have given it all.”
Onsa hilceco bidia belongs to the ars moriendi Tridentine tradition that spread throughout the religious art and writing of Catholic Europe. It was a book on meditation on
death, an intimate conversation (“Sinner, heart of mine, maybe you went to Paris, or
did you…”), an exchange between the narrator and a reader he addresses as “friend,” to
whom he must show the straight path so that they are both “certain to reach the same
paradise.” French references are very present throughout the book, in the use of gallicisms, several comments and autobiographical detail—interesting in itself at a literary
level, because this type of detail is scarce in the Basque writing of that era—in which
Tartas remembers a visit to the Cimetière des Saints-Innocents in Paris (in chapter 2).
The end of Tartas’s address to the reader contains an intertextual echo reminiscent
of a similar address in Axular’s Gvero. Tartas, however, is slightly more ironic and,
parodying what Axular wrote and simultaneously distancing himself from that world
and lapurtar prose, writes that if the Basque spoken in the little village of Arüe, where
he is from, is not “sufficiently beautiful,” the fault lies squarely at the feet of the local
dialect itself and not with the speaker of the dialect—in other words himself. Tartas is
very aware of how different he is from Axular, and he relishes the difference. In fact,
the only similarity between the two is their choice of form: prose. Tartas writes from
a different world, from a diglossic world in which, as we have said before, Basque had
lost terrain to French. The text plainly demonstrates that the language of reference as
regards culture and social prestige is French, and no longer Basque. The numerous
French voices are also a very significant means of imitating the French language. As for
the rhetorical architecture of Tartas’s text, it cannot be compared to Axular’s, which is
always very balanced. The logic of Axular’s arguments moves forward in a clear and
masterful manner, aided and enlightened by sentences following dual, tertiary, or quaternary rhythm patterns, and by the use of synonyms, antonyms, analogy, examples,
and added narratives. Tartas’s use of language, on the other hand, is uneven, full of ups
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and downs; he lacks Axular’s control of rhetorical constructions. But despite this, he
has a truly interesting and obvious gift for storytelling, which is particularly prevalent
in his narration of historical episodes, hagiographical samples, and some of Aesop’s
fables. These same characteristics can be found in his second work, Arima penitentearen
occupatione devoac (1672). Altuna deplores the excessive use of too-transparent syllogisms
in Tartas’s philosophical argumentation, but he recognizes his didactic and pedagogical
talents, especially his ability for anecdote recollection and accessible explanation of the
doctrine.42
His linguistic vision is gloomy; it is not optimistic or expansive, the vision of a child
of humanism, like Axular’s.43 Tartas is in the margins of the central Basque system of the
time, both geographically and literarily. He emerged when lapurtar letters were already
in decline.
This concise overview of Basque letters must come to a close with Oihenart, a writer
from the region of Zuberoa, who occupied a particular place in the realm of Basque
letters.
Oihenart’s Case
Oihenart was born to a bourgeoisie family in Maule in 1592 and is thought to have died
in Donapaleu at some point in the year 1667.44 He was one of the more important political presences in Zuberoa at a time (the seventeenth century) when the areas of Maule and
Donapaleu were still under strong protestant influence.45 His marriage to Joana Erdoi
enabled his ascent to the nobility, and he was able to settle in Donapaleu (in the province
of Lower Navarre) in 1627.
A truly outstanding character, Oihenart was a royal solicitor and one of the great
French historians of the seventeenth century, as well as one of the most important politicians of the Northern Basque Country (he was elected Syndic Général du Tiers-Etat
de Soule, a post he occupied from 1623 until 1629, which made it possible for him to
become an intermediary between the political forces in his province and the central governance of the kingdom). He was a poet, a grammarian, a paremiologist, and an excellent
Latinist, and he stood out among all the other Basque authors of his time for the ambition of his historical, paremiologic, and poetic purpose, and for his cultural scope, which
he had directly imbibed from the humanist spirit. His situation was paradoxical: he was
geographically marginal (his place of birth and of residence were in the eastern part of
42. See PatxiAltuna, ed., Juan de Tartas: Arima penitentearen occupatione devotac (Bilbao: Mensajero, 1996), 19–21.
43. See the epistle addressed to the reader: “If there were as many books in Basque as there are books in Latin,
French, or other foreign tongues, Basque would be as rich and perfect as they are, and the truth is that Basques
themselves are at fault for this state of affairs, not the Basque language itself.”
44. See Pierre Lafitte, L’Art Poétique basque d’Arnaud d’Oyhénart (1665) (Baiona: Gure Herria, 1967), 8.
45. The protestant Eneko Ezponda, father of the poet Joanes Ezponda, was murdered in 1594 by supporters of the league at the church of Donapaleu. See Jean-Baptiste Orpustan, Précis d’histoire de la littérature basque,
1545–1950: Cinq siècles de littérature en euskara (Baigorri: Izpegi, 1996): 64–65.
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Lower Navarre, in the northeast of the province of Lapurdi), and at the same time he
was at the heart of things because he had his finger on the pulse of everything that went
on in Paris, because he spent long stretches of time there, befriending people like the
Dupuy brothers, the royal librarians, or the historiographers Duchesne and Scevole de
Sainte-Marthe, or the Secretary of State Loménie, to whom he dedicated Notitia, a work
that gathered unanimous praise and was still worthy of mention the following century in
Moreri’s historic and geographic dictionary (1740). Oihenart compiled information from
the most diverse sources, visiting private libraries, examining antique chartularies from
Baiona, Toulouse, Pau, Pamplona, Tarbes, Auch, Périgueux, Gimont, or Bordeaux, or
working as a librarian for the Count of Gramont.46
Oihenart’s Reception of the Basque Literature of His Time
Through a draft manuscript in French entitled L’Art Poétique Basque dated 1665,47 a sonnet dedicated to the royal counselor Zalgize and an epitaph written in memoriam of judge
Arrain, Oihenart revealed not only the breadth of his reading (Francesco Petrarch,
Ludovico Ariosto, Félix Arturo Lope de Vega, Philippe Desportes, and Guillaume de
Salluste Du Bartas among others), but also made explicit the fact that he was part of
a circle of Basque literati who established relationships and knew of works from the
previous century.48 The key aspect here was that he only quoted a selection of Basque
authors whose texts (both religious and profane) he valued at literary and linguistic levels.
He mentioned poetic texts, written 120 years earlier by authors such as Etxepare, or 100
years earlier by someone called Etxegarai, unknown today, a poet and author of a pastoral play, Arzain gorria (The Red Shepherd), that according to Oihenart was performed
several times in Donibane Garazi around 1565 and whose manuscript, handwritten by
the author himself, he testified to have seen with his own eyes. He quoted contemporary
poets who were already dead by 1665, like Arnaud de Logras, the prior of Utziat and
archbishop of Amikuze and Oztibarre, and Bertrand Zalgize, a royal counselor in the
Supreme Court of Pau. Oihenart also mentioned another contemporary, quite extensively: Etxeberri of Ziburu, who was also dead by 1665. He criticized what he referred to
as Etxeberri’s “poetic licenses,” and stated that, in his opinion, Etxeberri had more talent
for prose than for poetry. However, he had positive things to say regarding Etxeberri’s
linguistic ability, as evidenced by his production, especially his manuscripts—about which
nowadays nothing at all is known. But on the other hand, Oihenart praised Haranburu’s
poetic virtuosity when he “paraphrased” David’s seven penitentiary psalms in verse in
the second edition of Debocino escuarra (A Palm of Devotion).
46. See Jean-Baptiste Orpustan, Précis d’histoire de la littérature basque, 1545–1950, 67.
47. Transcribed and published for the first time by Lafitte in 1967 in the Baiona magazine Gure Herria.
48. See also Mikoleta’s similar testimony to Bilbo in Modo Breve de aprender la lengua Vizcayna (1653).
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Oihenart’s L’Art Poétique Basque is also a reminder49 of the fact that there once existed
a second (lost) edition of Linguæ Vasconum Primitiæ, which was printed in Rouen at Adrien
(or Adrian) Morront’s printing press at the beginning of the seventeenth century.
The Proverbs
Oihenart ordered the printing of two bilingual editions (in Basque and French) of proverbs. The first one was entitled Atsotizac edo refrauac, Prouerbes, ou Adages Basques: Recueillis
par le Sieur d’Oihenart (1657) and was printed together with some poems; the second,
entitled Atsotizen Vrhenqvina: Supplement des proverbes basques (1665), was printed independently, as a supplement to the 1657 edition.
The paratext entitled Preface (1657), written in French, was addressed to cultured
French audiences in the Parisian circles surrounding the royal library (the little book,
together with the poems, was printed in Paris), who must have considered this kind of
work—readable for them because Oihenart translated the refrains—as something exotic,
worthy of having a place in a cabinet of oddities.
He did not quote any of his written Basque sources, which were private collections of proverbs put together by cultured high society personalities from Zuberoa or
Lower Navarre. There was, for example, the manuscript containing 205 refrains50 by the
deceased counselor of the king, paremiologist, and poet Zalgize, to whom Oihenart dedicated a sonnet (“Salgvis iavn paveco…”) in his poetic works. There were also Jakes Bela’s
Tablettes, which contained several refrains. Bela also happened to be Oihenart’s political
enemy. Oihenart wrote that he had little contact with paremiologists from the Southern
Basque Country; however, it is known that a certain number of his proverbs are of
Bizkaian origin. In truth, it is unlikely that he knew Garibai’s refrains, but it is certain
that he knew Refranes y Sentencias (1596)—perhaps even a copy including twenty refrains
not included in the Darmstadt version—as well as other possible sources. He wrote that
he had left aside the proverbs that were too “vulgar,” too coarse. His 1657 Paris edition
printed 537 proverbs, and 168 more appeared in the supplement he published in Pau in
1665, which included his French translations.
The Poems
It is usually said that the poems were printed in Paris in 1657, with the first collection
of refrains. The truth is that only the installment entitled O.ten Gastaroa nevrtitzetan. La
Ieunesse d’O. En vers Basques, which contains a preface Au Lecteur, and the following five
sections, are doubtlessly from the 1657 edition: (1) sixteen love poems (numbered from
I to XV, leaving one unnumbered in page 46), (2) a dirge dedicated to his deceased wife
(“Escontidearen hil-kexua, Museen contra”), (3) five religious poems in a section called
“Iaincoasco nevrtitzac—Vers de Deuotion”, (4) a Basque-French glossary preceded by a
49. See chapter 3 of this book.
50. See Jean-Baptiste Orpustan, Précis d’histoire de la littérature basque, 1545–1950, 60.
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preamble in French (“Nevrtiz havtaco hiz bakanen adigarria: Explication des mots rares
qui se rencontrent parmy ces Vers”), and (5) a last section addressing typos and errors
(“Favtes de l’impression”).
In the preliminary prologue to the 1657 poetic edition, Oihenart elaborated on the
issue of versification, which he had first addressed on Notitia in 1656. He clarified what
in his view were the poetic “rules” by which he abided in his own poetic production.
However, later on he expanded on these on the draft manuscript mentioned earlier, L’Art
Poétique Basque.
The other poems belong to a very damaged edition (referred to as the “Bayonne
edition”) with an unknown printing date. Our hypothesis is that this is the “second chapter” of the poems published in Pau, the ones about old age, which were mentioned in a
mid-eighteenth-century manuscript written by the zuberotar regent Egiategi, a paramiologist and “philosopher,” imitator of Larramendi and a great admirer of Oihenart, whose
collection he copied and expanded to reach 2800 sentences.51
We must acknowledge that what has reached us is only a part of Oihenart’s poetic
output. Of the available corpus, most of the poems are neo-Petrarchan love poems, with
an imaginary in which the preciosity of the tone of the production prevails, as was common in Europe from the fifteenth to the seventeenth century.
Establishing the Linguistic Rules
The desire to establish precise rules for the Basque language was part of a reflective
process that expanded to several subject areas such as Basque grammar, orthography,
phonetics, and prosody. It cannot be said that Oihenart wrote a book about the Basque
language that discussed these issues specifically. His first analysis appeared in print in
Latin in paragraph 11 of the first edition of Notitia (1638), where he dealt with the grammar constructions found in Basque after nouns and adjectives, and, in chapter 14, where
he masterfully addressed aspects of Basque morphology like declination and conjugation
with rigor and noteworthy prescience. Much thought must have gone into this area of
knowledge in the eighteen years separating the first from the second edition of Notitia
(1656), because the chapter that underwent most changes was precisely chapter 14, in
which Oihenart completed his observations regarding Basque conjugation and introduced three new points: De Pronomine, De Indeclinabilibus, De syllabarum quantitate. In the
third one he dealt with Basque versification and quoted a verse from Linguæ Vasconum
Primitiæ, without providing the name of the author and to illustrate, as an anti example,
his reference to Basque vulgares versificatores who used fifteen-syllable verse and did not
51. “Il subsiste encore de lui [de Oihenart] un petit Livre imprimé en partie a Paris, et l’autre a Pau, qui traite
des proverbes que nous venons de rapporter, on y trouve aussi deux chapitres; dans le premier il parle de sa
jeunesse, et dans le second de sa vieillesse. Ouvrage dont le but a été démontré que le genie de la Langue basque
sous une plume telle que la sienne, est capable de la Poésie la plus élégante.” See J. Egiategi, Lehen Liburia edo Filosofo huskaldunaren ekheia (1785), ed. Txomin Peillen (Bilbao: Euskaltzaindia, 1983); and Fonds Celtique & Basque:
Avertissement f. 24.
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keep to the kind of accentuation that poets should adhere to, in his opinion. His theory
was that Basque poetry should distance itself from the rules of French prosody and versification, which according to him were inadequate for the Basque language, and follow
instead the rules that Italian, Castilian, and Latin poetry used to measure the “quantity”
of syllables.
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The Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries:
Bridge across Borders
Jean Haritschelhar

Let us start the review of eighteenth-century Basque literature with Joanes Etxeberri
(1668–1749), who was born in Sara, Lapurdi, and became a doctor. He practiced in
the Northern Basque Country, first in cities like Bera (1713) and Hondarribia (1723),
finally settling in Azkoitia, Gipuzkoa (1725–49). He got his Lau urdiri gomendiozco carta
edo guthuna (Recommendation Letter to the Assembly of Lapurdi) printed in Baiona in
1718, requesting financial help from the Council of Lapurdi for the publication of his
later works: Escuararen hatsapenac (Rudiments of Basque) and a quadrilingual dictionary
to learn Basque, Spanish, French, and Latin. The request was denied, which is why his
works were only published after his death. It is known that he established friendships
with some key figures to start an important intellectual project in Azkoitia in the second
half of the eighteenth century.
Etxeberri’s project was essentially a didactic one, as can be observed in the critical
edition of his work (unpublished 2006) compiled by Gidor Bilbo Telletxea, a lecturer at
the University of the Basque Country. Etxeberri was, without a doubt, an eighteenth-century man—a Renaissance man, in other words, a man who promoted the improvement
and the spread of education. Fenelon and, later on, Jean-Jacques Rousseau in France, or
Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos in Spain, were examples of this type of man.
Etxeberri, like Axular before him, was concerned with the future of Basque. That is
why he praised the language and became one of its apologistas (apologists). He was aware
of the fact that the bourgeois mostly used the French language, but he chose to write in
Basque and tried to instill in the minds of all Basques that their language was pure, noble,
and old. Etxeberri had no qualms about criticizing Basques who did not use their own
mother tongue: according to him, they were worthy of contempt. He advocated the education of the young and encouraged them to study in his Escual Herri eta Escualdun guztiei
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escuarazco hatsapenac latin icasteco (Rudimentary Latin for All Basques, Taught in Basque), a
grammar book that established the points of convergence in Basque and Latin, which at
the time was the language of knowledge. His quadrilingual dictionary, on the other hand,
has sadly been lost, but it can be said to point to a man who was open to his neighboring
languages and cultures.
We should also remember Pierre Urte (1664–c. 1725), who wrote a grammar book
in 1712, although this was not published until 1900. Also sharing the same didactic inclination as Etxeberri and following on his footsteps, the notary of Halsou, Martin Harriet,
published in Baiona in 1714 a bilingual grammar book in French and Basque for those
who wanted to learn French.

About Larramendi
According to Koldo Mitxelena, “the seedlings of a written literature of quality were planted,
in this side of the Bidasoa River, by that brilliant man, Father Manuel Larramendi.”1
Indeed, the Jesuit Manuel Larramendi (1690–1766) was a kind of beacon of Basque
language and culture in the eighteenth century. In contrast to Etxeberri’s oeuvre, Larra
mendi’s works were written in Spanish, which enabled them to be known throughout
the entire geography of Spain (following their polemic reception). It is as if their destinies
were intent on crisscrossing: intriguingly, Etxeberri lived for over a quarter of a century
in the Southern Basque provinces, whereas Larramendi lived in the Northern Basque
region, more concretely in Baiona. He was the personal confessor of Queen Maria Anna
of Neuburg.
It was in the university town of Salamanca, where he taught theology, that he published, in 1728, his defense of the Basque language, entitled De la antigüedad y universalidad
del Bascuence en España: de sus perfecciones y ventajas sobre otras muchas lenguas, demostración previa
al Arte que se dará a luz desta lengua (About the Antiquity and the Universality of the Basque
Language in Spain: About Its Perfection and Advantages over Many Other Language,
Which Will Be Demonstrated by Means of the Art that Will See the Light in This Language). Larramendi asserts that Basque is the oldest language in Spain, the universal
language of the ancient Spaniards, and that the Basques are the legitimate Spaniards, the
descendants of the oldest inhabitants of Spain and their successors. Later on, in 1729,
El imposible vencido: Arte de la lengua vascongada (The Impossible Defeated: The Art of the
Basque Language) was published—a text he had announced in his previous writings.
This is the first published Basque grammar, hence its relevance. It was a methodical
work, and its aim was to make the Basque language known, especially to those who
thought it savage and rural, an uncultured language. Larramendi describes the structure
of the language, its declensions, conjugations, syntaxes, and even its prosody; he also
includes a few examples of Basque poetry. It was 1736 when he published in Madrid his
1. See Koldo Mitxelena, Historia de la literatura vasca (Madrid: Minotauro, 1960), 93.
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Discurso histórico sobre la antigua famosa Cantabria: Cuestión decidida si las provincias de Bizcaya,
Guipuzcoa y Alaba estuvieron comprehendidas en la antigua Cantabria (Historical Lecture About
the Ancient, Famous Cantabria. Decisive Questions about Whether the Provinces of
Bizkaia, Gipuzkoa, and Araba Were Once Part of Ancient Cantabria). In it, he insisted
on the idea that Basques are the descendants of the ancient inhabitants of Spain. But in
any case, his most important work is his Diccionario trilingüe del Castellano, Bascuence y Latin
(Trilingual Dictionary of Spanish, Basque, and Latin). It was published in two tomes
and financed by the Council for the Province of Gipuzkoa, and it is the first printed
dictionary of Basque, which makes it all the more valuable. Although it is true that, as
it is mentioned in the exhaustive 220-page-long introduction, Larramendi compiled the
dictionary taking the Diccionario de la Real Academia de la Lengua Española as a template and
included in it terms of his own coinage as well as some truly surprising etymologies, this
dictionary was hugely influential on other, later writers.
We should mention Corografía o descripción general de la muy noble y muy leal Provincia de
Guipuzcoa (Chorography or General Description of the Very Noble and Loyal Province
of Gipuzkoa), which remained unprinted until Father Fita published it in Barcelona in
1882. In it, Larramendi offers a very entertaining and picturesque vision of the province
of Gipuzkoa in the eighteenth century. Thus, it is an interesting ethnographic work that
precedes Iztueta’s.
Although the list of texts that Larramendi wrote in Basque is small (it includes letters
such as the one he wrote to Father Sebastian Mendiburu and was used in the introduction to Mendiburu’s Jesusen Bihotzaren devocioa (Devotion to Jesus’s Heart), interspersed
paragraphs in the introduction the trilingual dictionary, a panegyric sermon in honor
of Saint Agustin, a reasoned report against Father Mendiburu), the truth is that Larramendi, to his contemporaries, was the great defender of the Basque language, a defender
who, without a doubt, contributed to its appraisal and prestige.
Father Agustin Kardaberaz (1703–70) authored several relevant works. Besides his
translations and many pious books, his Eusqueraren Berri Onac eta ondo escribitceco, ondo
iracurtceco, ondo itceguiteco erreglac (The Good News about the Basque Language, and the
Rules to Write It, Read It and Speak It Well) stands out. It was published in IruñeaPamplona in 1761 with the title Retórica Vascongada (Basque Rhetoric) and reads along the
lines of the works written by Axular and Etxeberri, its aim being decidedly didactic.
Father Sebastian Mendiburu (1708–82), born in Oiartzun, Gipuzkoa, entered the
Jesuit Compañía de Jesús (Society of Jesus) in 1725 and settled in Iruñea-Pamplona. It is
known that he preached in Basque in the church of St Cernin. His main work, published
in Donostia-San Sebastián in 1759–60, Jesusen Amore-Nequeei dagozten cenbait otoitz-gai (Meditations on the Love and the Suffering of Jesus), saw the light in two different editions and
different formats. This really is a work based on a previous piece by the same author—a
translation of Father Croisset’s book on the devotion of Jesus’s Heart.
The Filosofo huskaldunaren ekheia (The Subject of the Basque Philosopher), published
in 1785 by the zuberotar Jussef Egiategi was partially published by the academic Txomin
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Peillen in 1984. Egiategi was a schoolteacher (errejent), and quite an erudite man, judging from the many references to Latin and Basque texts. Besides, he was familiar with
Larramendi’s work. His is a moral work that reflects on subjects such as virtue, poverty,
or the education of children—which, as we know, was a popular theme in the eighteenth
century. Egiategi also offers his thoughts on marriage, on the relationships between parents and children, on death. It could be said that he is also an apologista, because he too
praises the Basque language, his ancientness, and asserts that it is indeed the work of
God. He goes as far as saying that he is proud to be a Basque, and that “if I weren’t a
Basque, I would like to be one.” Other manuscripts of his, which are kept in the Bibliothèque Nationale de Paris, have not been published.2

Translations
Setting aside works such as Axular’s Gvero (After), a shining example of Basque prose, it
was the poetic genre that reigned in terms of literary creation in Basque in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. It is therefore important to take into account the role translations had
in the development of prose in Basque, and in this sense, the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries took the translation baton from the translation work so appropriately initiated in
the sixteenth century by Leizarraga (The New Testament was translated in 1571).
The Kempis was translated into the lapurtera dialect by Michel Xurio, from Azkaine,
a parish priest in Donibane Lohizune. The book was published after Xurio’s death with
the title Jesus-Christoren Imitacionea (The Imitation of Christ) in 1720. The fact that it was
repeatedly reedited shows how popular the work became. Similarly, we owe the 1757
translation of the same work (Jesus-Kristen Imitacionia) into the zuberotar dialect to Martin
Maister, the parish priest of Ligi.
Joanes Haraneder (1669–unknown), son of a noble family from Donibane Lohizune,
translated Filotea by Saint Francis de Sales in 1749 (this work had already been translated
in the previous century by Sylvain Pouvreau), and in 1750 he published Gudu espirituala
(Spiritual Fight), a translation of a wok by Scopoli. He also left a manuscript translation
of the whole New Testament.
Bernard Larregi, on the other hand, provided us with the Basque translation of “The
History of the Old and the New Testament,” which had been originally written in French
by M. de Royaumont. It was published in two tomes in 1775 and 1777.
Two further translations complete the list of those carried out in the French Basque
Country. The first was written by Alejandro de Mihura (1725–unknown), from Donibane Lohizune, who, like Haraneder and Larregi, had translated from French the works
of the Jesuit Alejandro José d’Hérouville, such as “The imitation of the Holy Virgin
based on the imitation of Christ” (1778). The second is one of the few translations written in the Lower-Navarre dialect of Amikuze, was carried out by Father López and is a
2. See Aurélie Arcocha-Scarcia, “Eguiatéguy, lecteur de Ioannes Etcheberri de Ciboure,” Lapurdum 9 (2004):
49–66.
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translation of the famous work Práctica de la perfección Cristiana, written in Spanish in the
sixteenth century by Father Alfonso Rodríguez.
Catechistic literature in the Southern Basque Country is plentiful, and sometimes
of poor quality, such as, for example, the catechism of J. de Otxoa Arín (1713), which,
according to Father Juan Mateo Zabala, was “more overloaded with barbarisms and solecisms than with quotes, even though there are a lot of these.”3 Other catechisms published
in the eighteenth century included those by Martín Arazadun, published in Vitoria-Gasteiz
in 1731; by the Jesuit Eleizalde in 1735; and by Juan Irazusta in Iruñea-Pamplona in 1742.
In 1747 a translation of Astete’s catechism was published in Burgos. There is another
translation of the same catechism in existence, which was carried out by Kardaberaz and
published in Donostia-San Sebastián in 1760. We must remember that we also owe to
Kardaberaz the adaptation of a work by the Jesuit Dutari, entitled Christauaren Vicitza edo
orretarako vide erreza bere amabi Pausoaquin (The Life of the Christian or an easy way to live
it in twelve steps) and published in Donostia-San Sebastián in 1744. From Xabier Lariz we
have a doctrine for young people and adults published in Madrid in 1757, and from Bartolome Olaetxea Cristinauben dotrinia (Christian Doctrine), which was reedited several times
after its first publication in 1775. Finally, let us remember that the Franciscan Father Fray
Juan Antonio Ubillos (1707–89) translated the Catéchisme historique del abate Fleury, with the
title Cristau doctriñ berri-ecarlea (News of the Christian Doctrine) in 1785. Koldo Mitxelena
noted that “this clean and carefully written adaptation, beautifully expressed and much
admired”4 was used as a core text in the Royal Seminary of Bergara.
The momentum that translations into Basque gained in the eighteenth century carried into the nineteenth century, especially as regards religious texts—a sign of the spiritual domination of the Catholic Church in Spain at the time and in France during the
postrevolutionary period. It is evident that these texts have great linguistic value because
of what they contributed in terms of creating a literary language, but it is also true that, at
least in my opinion, they cannot be considered a part of Basque literature, because, truthfully, literature requires creation. Is there anyone who would accept that César Oudin’s
translation of El Quijote is part of the history of French literature, or that the Spanish
translations of Molière and William Shakespeare’s plays belong in the ranks of Spanish
literary history?

Theater
In Zuberoa there is a popular form of theater called Pastorala, whose origin is unknown.5
According to George Herélle, medieval mystery plays turned into a form of rural theater
3. See Juan Mateo de Zabala, Noticia de las obras bascongadas que han salido a luz después de las que da cuenta el P.
Larramendi (Donostia-San Sebastián, 1856).
4. See Mitxelena, Historia de la literatura vasca, 102.
5. See Bernard Oyharçabal, Charlemagne pastoralaren edizio kritikoa (Bilbao: Universidad del País Vasco–Euskal
Herriko Unibertsitatea, 1991).
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that took hold especially in Brittany and the Basque Country. It is noteworthy that even
though the two regions are far apart, the same themes developed in both. There are
about two hundred manuscripts stored in different libraries, and Sainte Elisabeth de Portugal, from 1750, is thought to be the oldest one.6
The eighteenth century is, without a doubt, the century during which the Zuberoa
pastorala developed. Herélle provides a list of roughly seventeen errejent, in other words,
scene directors: they are in charge of the manuscript and direct the actors.7 Among the
various plays are Sainte Elisabeth de Portugal, Jean de Paris, Richard de Normandie, Clovis, Hélène
de Constantinople, Oedipe, La Jérusalem délivrée, Saint Louis, Charlemagne et les douze pairs, and
more. Together they make up a collection of pieces that compile the lives of the saints,
kings, and emperors of the French Middle Ages.
It could be said that pastorala is a form of entertainment designed for the Basque
rural populace in which male actors—because the genders do not mix in this form of
theater—all come from the same town. It takes place outdoors, in a field where a simple
stage has been erected with some sheets for a background. The actors come out of three
doors: the door for Christians, who distinguish themselves by wearing something blue;
the door for the Turks, who wear red, the color of hell; and the door in the middle, for
the church dignitaries and the angels, who wear white. This configuration would suggest
that in the early days pastorala used religious subjects taken from both the Old and the
New Testaments. Added to those, the lives of saints were also an important source of
inspiration, and thus the plays would be represented on the occasion of the festivities in
honor of the patron saint of the town. The diversity of themes was manifest during the
eighteenth century and continued in a similar vein in later times. It must be highlighted
that this rural theater, which is still alive, is a specialty of the region of Zuberoa. In other
places, such as Brittany, it has completely disappeared.
On the other hand we should not forget that, as well as pastorala or tragedia, there
were comic pieces called asto lasterrak (donkey races) that would be performed at night,
mostly, also in Zuberoa. They were a comic interlude during pastorala representations,
and it is known that some of them, like Piarres eta Sabadina, were represented in 1769. Others, like Juanic hobe eta Arlaita and Bala eta Billota, were performed in 1788. Some of them
could be eight hundred or more stanzas long, others around five hundred. The Church
prohibited these plays because of their pernicious and immoral nature.
In the second half of the eighteenth century, the Real Sociedad Bascongada de los
Amigos del País - Euskalerriaren Adiskideen Elkartea (Society of Friends of the Country)
was born in Azkoitia in 1764. Before this date, literary gatherings in cafés would bring
the interested parties together—gatherings that, by 1749, had become an Academic Junta.
6. See Bernard Oyharçabal, “‘Sainte Elisabeth de Portugal’ (1750) eskuizkribuaren garrantzia Zuberoako
ohiko trajedien historian,” (presentation, 2004).
7. See Georges Hérelle, “Études sur le théatre basque: Les problèmes relatifs aux ‘pastorales’,” Revista Internacional de Estudios Vascos 9, no. 1 (1918): 80–140.
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Even though Etxeberri died in 1749, we can assume that he often took part in such gatherings and salons, and that he put his opinions forward in them.
It can be said that the Enlightenment entered the Southern Basque Country through,
precisely, the Society of Friends, whose leader was the Count of Peñaflorida. Although
the main objective of the Society was the development of science and not the preservation of Basque, the Count of Peñaflorida, Don Francisco Xabier Maria Munibe Idiakez
(1723–85), composed a comic opera with dialogue in Spanish and songs in Basque. It
was called El borracho burlado (The Fooled Drunkard) and printed and shown in Bergara,
Gipuzkoa, in 1764. This was the first opera in the Basque Country, taking place in the
very century that saw the raise of this genre. Gabon Sariac (Christmas Gifts) is also attributed to Munibe—who went by the pseudonym Sor María de la Misericordia. It is documented that these villancicos or Christmas songs were sung at church in Azkoitia in 1762.
It seems that the Count of Peñaflorida had a predecessor in Pedro Ignacio Barrutia,
who wrote Acto para la Nochebuena (Christmas Eve Act), which remained unpublished in
its day. This is a brief act retelling the birth of Jesus and, according to Mitxelena, “is very
close to being one of the best theater pieces in Basque, and definitely the best of its kind.”8
In fact, it is an enormously interesting work that brings Bethlehem and the town of Mondragon, Gipuzkoa, together in a very skilful manner. Almost miraculously rescued from
destruction, the Acto para la Nochebuena is a manuscript, a unicum, like Etxepare’s Linguæ
Vasconum Primitiæ, from 1545.

Poetry
As we have seen, most of the eighteenth-century authors were priests or members of several religious orders. Apart from the already-mentioned genres, they also wrote religious
poetry. Such is the case of the Jesuit Father Agustin Basterretxea (1700–61), who wrote
poems that were very popular and dealt with issues concerning the human condition,
penitence or the Passion of the Christ. Others, like J. B. Gamiz Ruiz Oteo, or Añibarro,
who came at a later date, complete this group of authors.
As for the Northern Basque Country, we should mention the following publications: the 1734 Othoitce eta Cantica Espiritualac Çubero Herrico (Prayers and Spiritual Songs
from Zuberoa), in the zuberotar dialect, and Cantica espiritualac (Spiritual Songs), published
in Baiona in 1763 in the lapurtera dialect. Both were published repeatedly and are sung
in Basque churches to this day. We also have a collection of thirty-four spiritual songs
from Salvat Monho, among them the renowned “Oi Betleem”—although it is unknown
whether they were composed at the end of the eighteenth century or at the beginning of
the nineteenth.
People lived under French influence, under the influence of the melodies and airs
coming from France (something Aita Donostia established), and they knew that when
8. See Mitxelena, Historia de la literatura vasca, 105.
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bertsolaris (improvised verse singers) composed and improvised their songs, they did so
adjusting their verses to the rhythms of well-known melodies. Two genres from the popular French songbook of the eighteenth century should be highlighted here: la brunette,
from the first part of the century, and la romance, from the second; their sentimental tone
made both of them hugely successful. It is documented that the Basque singer Pierre-Jean
Garat sang songs such as “Aitarik ez dut” (I Have no Father) or “Mendian zoin den eder”
(How Beautiful, the Sound in the Mountain) in the court of Marie Antoinette, Queen
of France. This poetic and sentimental tone permeated the Basque popular songbook,
following the French fashion. Thus, dialogues and accusations between lovers are given
shape according to the varying symbolism of the female beloved. She can be a star, Izar,
as Agosti Xaho confirmed when he wrote that girls always become their lovers’ stars in
the poetry of the bards.9 But the star/female beloved equivalence symbolizes that just like
stars shine far away high in the sky, in the same way, the woman who inspires this love
is far away too. She is a distant woman, insensitive, unattainable. The star is the symbol
of impossible love.
In the case of the lilia or lore (flower-woman), the ethereal quality of the star gains a
human dimension. This is achievable love, and the beauty of the woman glows in warm
hues, like petals. The sensuality of the flower is attainable, because it is within reach. The
lover is sometimes afraid to approach the flower; at others, he tries to keep her close.
There are even some flowers, like the rose, that have spines—sadly for the man.
The urtzo (dove-woman) symbolizes the idea of the graceful flight of the bird that
crosses the Pyrenees in the autumn, when the southerly wind blows. But the hunter is
waiting; he has spread his nets, hoping to catch her. As we can see, here the subject is
the seducer, Don Juan, and his motives permeate the songs, suggesting the man’s desire
to dominate the woman: “the seducer is the infallible bird of prey with tearing claws;
as soon as the hunter spreads his nets, he prepares the cages in which he will keep the
most beautiful birds,” wrote Xaho.10 Sometimes the dove avoids the nets and manages to
escape, like in the song “Urzo lüma gris gaxua” (Poor Gray-feathered Dove).
The urx’aphal (turtledove-woman) symbolizes the girl who has been seduced and
then abandoned. The turtledove is present in Spanish literature and in French songs.
Let us remember, for example, the ancient romance of Fontefrida, in which the widow
remains faithful to her deceased husband and rejects all young men. In the Basque songbook, “Urx’aphala” tells the story of the girl who lost her virginity, which in the song
is portrayed by means of the euphemistic “she lost her most precious feather.” It was
precisely this traditional symbol that Pierre Topet Etxahun used in 1806 to refer to the
beloved he had to abandon to obey his parents.
9. See J. Augustín Chaho, Histoire primitive des euskariens basques: Langue, poésie, moeurs et caractère de ce peuple introduction a son histoire ancienne et moderne (Baiona: Chez Mme. Ve. Bonzom, 1847).
10. See Chaho, Histoire primitive des euskariens basques.
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Patricio Urkizu’s publication in 1987 of a 1798 manuscript donated by Manu de la
Sota to the Basque Museum of Baiona enabled a better understanding of eighteenthcentury poetry.11 Here, we find praises to kings, noblemen, and highly regarded families,
as well as compositions about the dangers of the sea and the journey to “Ternua,” or
Terranova (Newfoundland, in Canada), to fish for cod. The poems entitled “Partiada
tristea Ternuara” (Sad Departure to Ternua), “Itasoco perillac” (The Perils of the Sea),
and “Ternuako penak” (The Sorrows of Ternua) are, in fact, testament to the adventurous and dangerous lives of Basque fishermen. The register that characterizes the Praises
to Hendaia and to the valley of Ortzaize (1793) is different: it sings to the ordinary lives
of eighteenth-century Basques.
There are also examples of satirical poetry among the existing eighteenth-century
compositions. In Zuberoa, for example, the bertsolari Beñat Mardo became famous as a
result of his mocking challenge to Museña and his biting and funny criticism of hunters
who end up eating cats instead of hares (1793)—a song that is attributed to him. Xaho
considered him one of the best improvisers; he thought Mardo had composed lots of
songs, although most of them have disappeared. On the other hand, Salvat Monho
(1749–1821), a cleric who immigrated to Spain during the French Revolution, wrote not
only religious songs, but also satirical pieces about society and some poems of obvious
antirevolutionary intent. His work, be it the religiously inclined one or the profane one, is
a good example of the influence that French songs and melodies had on Basque meter.

Humboldt and the Evaluation of the Language
Wilhelm von Humboldt, a German philologist (1767–1835), settled in Paris from 1797
onward and made several journeys to the Basque Country once there, the first in 1799
and the second in 1801. In the Basque Country he met Juan Antonio Mogel and Pedro
Astarloa, who initiated him in the study of the Basque language. Arturo Farinelli has
written that Basque became the core of his studies from there on.12 He supported the
existing theories about the ancientness of Basque through his research into onomastics,
establishing it as the first language of the Iberian Peninsula and adding fuel to the BasqueIberian theory. The fruit of his labors was spread in Europe through his books Berichtigungen (1817) and, especially, Prüfung (1821). It can be said that the Basque language
finally went out into the world, like Bernard Etxepare hoped it would, by Humboldt’s
hand. We owe to him the initiation of an era of scientific study of the language.
Indeed, the nineteenth century was the century of research into the language, of
comparative linguistics. In France, Fleury Lécluse published his Disertación sobre la lengua
vasca and Manual de la lengua vasca (Dissertation on the Basque Language and Manual of
the Basque Language) in 1826. Jean-Pierre Darrigol, Father superior of the seminary of
11. See Patricio Urkizu, Bertso zahar eta berri zenbaiten bilduma (1798) (Durango: Durangoko Udala, 1987).
12. See Arturo Farinelli, “Guillaume de Humboldt et l’Espagne,” Revue Hispanique 13 (1898): 1–218.
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Baiona, received the Volney price in 1829 with his Disertación crítica y apologética sobre la
lengua vasca (Critical and Apologetic Dissertation on the Basque Language). Similarly,
Anton Abbadia and Agosti Xaho published Études grammaticales sur la langue euskarianne
(Studies into the Grammar of the Basque Language) in 1836, dedicating the volume to
the Basques in the seven provinces. On that same year, Xaho sent a letter to Xavier Raymond regarding the analogies between Basque and Sanscrit.
One particular researcher into Basque deserves special mention: Prince Louis-Lucien
Bonaparte (1813–91), son of Lucien, Napoléon Bonaparte’s brother. He was the initiator
and promoter of studies into Basque dialectology. He established a network of collaborators in the seven provinces of the Basque Country and financed the publication of the
texts his collaborators produced. These collaborators included Emmanuel Intxauspe,
Salaberri Fray Jose Antonio Uriarte, Bruno Etxenike and, above all, Captain Jean Duvoisin, for his translation of the Bible. Bonaparte’s most important contributions were Le
verbe Basque en tableaux (Tables of Basque Verbs) and the map of the eight Basque dialects
he put together as a result of his studies into the verbs (1863–69). He engaged in polemic
discussions with Van Eys, who had published a Basque grammar in Amsterdam in 1865,
and with other researchers into Basque such as Charencey, Julien Vinson, Hovelacque,
and Ribary—a Hungarian.
This was a century during which unprecedented and exceptional energy was poured
into the research of the Basque language, research that was lead mostly by foreigners,
who were better educated in their universities about the subject than the Basques themselves were. It was not until the apparition of the zuberotar grammar by Geze (1873) and
the four literary dialects established by Arturo Kanpion (1884) that Basques made relevant contributions to this area of research. Lastly, we must mention Hugo Schuchardt
(1842–1928), who settled in Sara in 1886 to learn Basque and published his works in the
twentieth century.
In parallel with the study of the language, researchers sought to put together a comprehensive compilation of popular Basque poetry, and as a result several songbooks were
put together, such as Xaho’s or Duvoisin’s, both of which have remained in manuscript.
Some others, on the other hand, were more fortunate and managed to get published.
Among these the following stand out: Le Pays Basque, sa population, sa langue, ses moeurs,
sa literature et sa musique (1857) by Francisque Michel, a professor at the University of
Bordeaux; Santesteban’s Colección de aires vascongados para canto y piano (1864); Lamazou’s
Cinquante chants pyrénéens (1870), an edition that brings together several Basque songs; the
Chants populaires du Pays Basque, an important collection of songs that includes the famous
“Bereterretchen khantorea” (Bereterretche’s song), dating back to the fifteenth century,
and the no-less renowned Cancionero (1877–78), collected by Jose Manterola, who died a
premature death. Further work in this area of song collection would be carried out during the twentieth century.
Basque legends were also brought together in compilations. Jean-François Cerquand
was an inspector at the Pau Academy who published Légendes et recits populaires du Pays
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Basque between 1875 and 1882. And the clergyman and basquephile Wentworth Webster published Basque Legends, collected chiefly in the Labourd in 1879, and in an 1883 article
for the Royal Academy of History gazette, he exposed Garay de Monglave and Louis
Duhalde and the fakery of their song Altabiskar (1834). He also analyzed Basque pastorala in the 1897 Congress of Basque Tradition. Lastly, I must mention Le folklore du Pays
Basque, written by the ethnologist Julien Vinson in 1853.
Physical anthropology, which was new science in the nineteenth century, had its
Basque exponent in the works of Broca, especially in his Mémoire sur les crânes des Basques
de Saint-Jean-de-Luz, published in 1868. Through these examples we can see that the nineteenth century was hugely relevant in terms of research into Basque linguistics, literature,
and ethnology.

Romanticism
The Romantic mouvement was born in Germany in the last quarter of the eighteenth
century, expanding later into England and France. It could be said that it set itself in
opposition to the prevalent classicism of the eighteenth century, and that, more than
a breakthrough, it supposed an opening to all the manifestations of the human soul.
In England the Romantics were enthralled by the Middle Ages, Celtic legends, nature,
exoticism, the fantastic, and the supernatural. In France, the nineteenth century was a
fertile era during which the sentimental reigned over the rational—the norm in the previous century.
Romanticism proposed a new vision of the world, a way of existing and thinking
that was new, as well as a marked sense of individuality, of things being relative, of
dreams and imagination being all-important. It arrived in Spain and the Basque Country at a later stage. Let us now investigate some of the most relevant poets of the years
1820–30.
Pierre Topet-Etxahun (1786–1862), born in Barkoxe, Zuberoa, was a poet and an
improviser, a bertsolari, who had mastered the popular Basque repertoire. Etxahun was a
witness of his time and of the small events that took place in Zuberoa: events like weddings (Sohütako ezteietan) as well as tributes to politicians (Musde Xaho, Musde Renaud) and
to judges he might have known (Musde Deffis, Musde Clérisse). His criticisms of the priests
in Barkoxe are also well known (Barkoxeko eliza), like his criticisms of the priests in Eskiula
(Musde Tiraz), or the girls in the neighborhood of Gaztelondo, who would go out for
walks at night, fall ill, and then recover after nine months. He reported on the crimes that
took place in Garindein (Amodio gati) and in Arrokiaga (Hegilus). He is, in other words,
a chronicler of his people, a chronicler who could hurt some and make others laugh; a
character, in other words, who was gifted with a poet’s abilities, and thus was admired
by some and feared by most.
Etxahun would have met the same fate as many other Basque improvisers, oblivion,
were it not for his very unique biography. He was the second son in a large family, but
his parents made him sole heir, only to have him rebel against them to fight for his young
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love. He had a child with the family maid, but his parents finally forced him to abandon
her and marry a girl from the neighborhood of Gaztelondo. The first cry of the urtxaphal
(turtledove) is a result of this separation. The abandoned girl exchanges harsh words
with the poet, who assures her of his love, present and eternal. “Oi ene traidoria zer
düzü erraiten / Elhe faltsü erraitez etzireia asetzen? / Ene flakü izanez zira prebalitzen /
Hortarik ageri’zü nunko seme ziren” (Oh, traitor, what are you saying? / Aren’t you sick
of your own false words? / You are abusing my weakness / Now I know who you truly
are). The tone of the composition, the reference to the “I” and to personal feelings, separates this song from what was known as a traditional song. We are confronted by a man
who loves deeply but is trapped by the society of his time, which will not allow matches
between two people thought to be unequal.
After marrying in 1808, Etxahun and his wife lived with his parents in Etxahunia,
their homestead, and had several children. When his mother died, Etxahun had to confront his father and brothers for in a squabble over inheritance. In 1824, after a fight with
a man to whom he owed some money, Etxahun went to jail for two years. On his return
from jail in 1826, he found a broken home: a wife who had taken one of their neighbors
as a lover and sold some of his land. He was accused of shooting a friend whom he
thought had become his wife’s lover and of setting his enemy’s barn on fire. Meeting with
other shepherds in the mountains of Zuberoa, he told them of his misfortune through the
following song, which he had composed:
Ene izterbegia bahin emaztoa
Herrestarazi gabe nik nian flakia.
Bestek eraman derik hik behar kolpia
Bena kubera dirok orano hartzia.
My foe, you had a wife already
you needn’t have taken mine so skinny
another took the punch meant for you
but fear not, in time I will get you.

Even though this song was used in the case against him as proof of his guilt, Etxahun was
not charged because it was not possible to prove that he had been in possession of the
gun. After these events, the poet went on a pilgrimage to Rome, Loreto, and other Italian
sanctuaries. He tried to recover his lands when he returned, but it appears he did not
do a very good job of it—he was accused of falsifying official documents (1841). He was
given a two-year sentence again (1846–48), and his return home this time was marked by
utter abandonment by his family and the complete loss of all his wealth. Etxahun ended
up alone, practically a beggar, going on pilgrimages from town to town until one day his
eldest son decided to take him back in, into his birth home of Etxahunia, where he died
in 1862. The ups and downs of his life are reflected not only in “Urxaphala,” where he
speaks about his young love, but also in four other great lyrical songs.
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The first, “Mündian malerusik” (Unfortunate in the World, 1827), is a veritable
scream of rage in eighteen stanzas. The first two portray a despairing “I,” an animal that
has run to the desert for fear of humans, a jealous husband confronting his wife. The
next few stanzas express his anger toward his friend, his wife’s lover. It adheres to the
traditional song model in its use of the exchange with his wife, a dialogue that lists the
consequences of his errors. His wife’s uncle, the priest Haritchabalet, becomes, in turn,
the object of his criticism, and the poem suggests that the priest, like his wife, has illegitimate children. The string of accusations is completed with one directed at his own father,
whom he accuses of acquiring wealth in his absence. Lastly, the poet swears to have
told the truth, and in the last stanza says he is in the mountains far away from Barkoxe,
where he would be taken to jail. As we can see, the use of the “I,” of the individual
who shouts his rage, is already prevalent in this 1827 poem—a characteristic typical of
Romanticism.
Etxahun wrote “Bi berset dolorusik” (Two Sad Verses) before leaving for Rome
in 1831, and in it relates the harshness of the last five years of his life to his fellow
countrymen. In twenty-two 5-verse stanzas of specific rhythm split in two equal hemstitches (7+7), he tells of the trial he had to face, and announces his wish to break the
promise he made to God while he was in jail. Despite his Christian desire to forgive his
enemies, he does not follow it through when he speaks of his relatives, whom he will not
forgive until they return the fortune they took from him. He asks his wife’s lover to leave
her, to return to the rightful path, and he puts the interests of his children in the hands of
the notary Alkhat, asking him to become their tutor. He prays to the Holy Spirit for the
protection of his orphaned children and, in his last goodbye, greets the people of Barkoxe
and his entire family, in the hope that, one day, they will be reunited in the valley of Josafat, paradise eternal. Thus, as we can see, this is the portrayal of a pained, Christian “I,”
an “I” who is persuaded that he is carrying the cross of the children of God.
Three years later, when he had returned from his pilgrimage, Etxahun had achieved fame as a poet and an improviser, and his poems, especially “Mündian malerusik”
and “Bi berset dolorusik,” were well known and often sung. His fame reached the royal
attorney, Señor Clérisse, who wanted to show the Romantic wave that had reached the
Basque Country to his Parisian guest Legouvé. Clérisse commissioned Etxahun to compose a poem about his life, and Etxahun accepted and wrote a forty-nine-stanza poem
with a traditional structure (five verses, in a 7+6 rhythm), each of which corresponded
to a year in his life. The most important events were narrated in several stanzas, and the
author relished the telling of his misfortunes, particularly his bad family relationships, as
evidenced by this terrible stanza regarding his mother: “Amak idor bihotza bai eta titia”
(Mother of Barren Heart and Barren Breast).
It was not until Etxahun’s release from jail in 1848 that he composed his last autobiographical poem: “Ahaide delezius huntan” (In This Delicious Air). Written to a particular
melody the author defined as “delicious,” it was made up of four-verse stanzas in a steady
rhythm, with two hemstitches in nine and eight syllables. All sorts of sentiments crowd
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this last testament: his damning of the home—Topetia in Gaztelondo—of the godfather
who disinherited him and his anger toward his father, brother, son, mother-in-law, and
wife. In the last stanzas Christian feelings make an appearance again, especially as he
says goodbye to his children, particularly his daughter, who married into the Oholegi
household in Barkoxe. He puts his soul in the hands of God in Heaven, the soul of a
truly pained being without means of sustenance, adrift from town to town, about to start
another pilgrimage. In the last stanza, he writes that he leaves his songs to the people of
Zuberoa, so that they will sing them in his memory.
Khantore hoiek huntü nütin Ünhürritzeko olhetan
Errumarat juiten nizala erraiten beitüt hoietan
Maleruski hil banendi bidaje lazgarri hortan
Ziberuan khanta-itzazie ene orhitzapenetan.
I’ve composed these verses in the meadows of Ünhürritze
and I am letting you all know that I am headed for Rome
Should death befall me on this treacherous journey
sing them in Zuberoa in my memory.

The reading of the four poems just mentioned reveals a Romantic writer, possibly the
first one in the Basque Country—a Romantic both in the way he lived and in the way he
expressed his pain. A Romantic who probably never knew he was one.
At any rate, the German poet Albert von Chamisso considered him a Romantic.
Chamisso was a descendant of French Protestants exiled after the revocation of the Edict
of Nantes in 1685. An article published in the Pau-based Mémorial Béarnais and later in
the Paris-based La Gazette des Tribunaux alerted him to the existence of Etxahun. In a chronicle by a journalist from Béarn, Chamisso read an undeniably Romantic description of
Etxahun (tattered clothes, fiery eyes, tremulous voice), and the title of the article made
reference to a case of murder by mistake, which signaled the adversity of Etxahun’s fate.
The article also provided Chamisso with translations of several stanzas of the poem
“Münduan malerusik,” giving him a taste of Etxahun’s poetry. Chamisso was inspired
to write a poem of his own entitled “Des Basken Etchehon’s Klage,” published in 1831.
For Chamisso, Etxahun was a Romantic hero. Branded a murderer, he was a victim of
passionate love. His rival, Hegiaphal, was portrayed as a cynical Don Juan, the deux ex
machina in the tragedy, a shameless crook. Hatred and thirst for revenge overwhelmed
Etxahun, who was but a toy at the hands of demonic forces—a character in a Romantic
tragedy. Etxahun’s challenge to Hegiaphal in the last stanza was very revealing in this
sense: “Some force drags me toward the vortex, the valley where I was born. Let us
see which one of us feeds the vultures in the sky.” Chamisso did not much care that the
Basque poet was acquitted in the trial. It was necessary for the Basque hero of his poem
to be a murderer, a victim of his passions—revenge and anger—and, above all, a victim
of fate.
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The second figure of Basque romanticism was Jean-Baptiste Kamusarri (1815–42).
He was born in Ziburu, near Donibane Lohizune, and his father died when he was very
young. He studied theology in Larresoro and became the vicar of Donibane Garazi,
where he spent several years before returning home aged twenty-seven to die of tuberculosis, that “mal de Pott” so common in the nineteenth century. As a priest, Kamusarri
knew Latin, and the imprint of his humanities education was obvious in his 1834 poems
“Melibe” and “Koridon.” Some of his poems, like “Mendekoia” or “Basa Koplakari,”
were religious in subject and adhered closely to the strict Catholic ideology of the times;
others were poems dedicated to people such as the Generals Zumalakarregi or Harispe.
The religious aspect of his poetry stood out, however. Kamusarri knew how sick he
was, and for this reason this “I” aware of the imminence of death took center-stage in
his writing. “Menditik nola doa” (How Are Things in the Mountains), for example,
was a near-macabre description of his own death. In other poems such as “Ene liraren
auhenak” (Tears from My Lyre), the poet asked his lyre to help him express the feelings
of his pained heart. The sequence of images in this poem is truly revealing: the ship is
sinking before reaching the port; the tree growing by a stream starts losing its foliage; a
dove flies in the sky—the kite will catch it; a child is torn from his mother, then he gets
sick and dies. Furthermore, the following lament crowns each sequence: “I am the ship,
the tree, the dove, the child in Heaven awaiting his mother.” This is the kingdom of
death. According to Jean-Baptiste Orpustan, Kamusarri, who might have captured the
mood of the times through his readings, was the most thoroughly romantic of the Basque
Romantics.13
Jose Maria Iparragirre was born in 1820, five years after Kamusarri, in Urretxu, a
village in the province of Gipuzkoa. He began his studies in Vitoria-Gasteiz and later
went to the Colegio Real de San Isidro in Madrid. He ran away from this school aged
fourteen to join the Carlista army. He was wounded in battle and became a personal
guard to King Carlos V. After the Convention of Bergara (the treaty that ended the First
Carlist War), Iparragirre traveled to Italy and France, where he became renowned for
his magnificent voice, which he accompanied with his guitar. He was probably the first
Basque poet to compose both text and music for his songs and then to interpret them
himself. He differed in this respect from the rest of the Basque improvised verse singers,
who used traditional melodies for their songs.
In 1853 he sang “Gernikako arbola” (The Tree of Gernika) in the cafe San Luis in
Madrid. The success this song brought him forced him into exile to Latin America; he
expressed this sense of “banishment” in the longing for the Basque country imbedded in
the songs he composed while he lived there—songs like “Adio Euskalerria” (Bye, Basque
Country). Once the Second Carlist War was over, he immediately decided to abandon
his family in Uruguay and return to the Basque Country. He attended the Abbadia
13. See Jean-Baptiste Orpustan, Précis d’histoire de la littérature basque, 1545–1950: Cinq siècles de littérature en
euskara (Baigorri: Izpegi, 1996).
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Floral Games in Elizondo, Navarre, in 1879 and died two years later—lauded by some,
questioned by others.
His romantic meanderings around Europe and America earned him the nickname
“Arlote”—drifter. But he was not just any Romantic; he was a political Romantic. It is
well known that he enlisted on the Carlista side, that he took voluntary exile, and that,
as a defender of the fueros, he sang to the idea of the Basque motherland and its freedom.
The song “Gernikako arbola” symbolizes Iparragirre’s patriotic concerns. The mythical tree under which the kings of Spain traditionally swore to maintain the fueros gains
significance after the First Carlist War. It is a twelve-stanza song, containing three poetic
movements, each of which ends with a prayer. In the first one he introduces the oak tree
as “bedeinkatua,” “maitatua,” “saindua” (blessed, loved, holy)—all three religious terms.
Afterward he writes that the Basque oak spreads its fruits around the world—“eman ta
zabal zazu munduan frutua” —in reference to the Basques’ contribution to the world. The
tree, a symbol of life, is also a symbol of the perdurance of the Basque Country. This is
why it must not die: so that the Basques can live in peace (“pakean bizi dadin euskaldun
jendea”). Iparragirre prays to God, asking Him to allow the tree to live a long life.
The second movement is more political because it makes reference to the anonymous forces that threaten the Basques. Afterward he addresses himself to the tree, which
becomes the link between heaven and earth. The tree replies and asks him to pray to
God and ask for everlasting peace, for the present and the future: “pake emateko orain
eta beti.”
The third movement appears to be a later addition, since it does not bring much
that is new to the song. The last stanza is also a prayer—to the Virgin this time. It is
important to remember that the dogma of the Immaculate Conception dates from 1854,
and between 1854 and 1858, the years he spent in Uruguay, Iparragirre might have succumbed to Mariology and decide to add those last four stanzas.
Iparragirre was, undoubtedly, a very successful composer in his day, and he remains
popular to date. Songs such as “Ume eder bat” (A Beautiful Child), “Nere maitearentzat”
(For My Beloved), or “Nere andrea” (My Woman) are still very much alive in the collective memory. Others, such as “Ara nun diran” (See Where They Are), have known
varying versions throughout the years.
Indalencio Bizkarrondo, known as “Bilintx” (1831–76), was practically the opposite
of Iparragirre, especially in his physical appearance. He was a late Romantic who sang
about unrequited love in songs such as “Pozez ta bildurrak” (With Joy and in Fear) while,
in others such as “Juramento” (The Promise), he found the happiness he sought. He
lived in Donostia-San Sebastián and came to be something like the comedian chanteur of
the city, composing songs such as the one he dedicated to the life of the starved horse
of the street sweeper Jose Mari (“Zaldi baten bizitza” [The Life of a Horse]), or “Potajia
rena” (About the Stew), in which he mocked the way a priest gobbled down his meal in
a city tavern. A sentimental and humorist lyricist, he died when a Carlista grenade flew
into his room and blew both his legs out. He was not yet forty-five.
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Pedagogical Worries: The Fable
Although the fable has been well known since antiquity, it had a period of particular
splendor in France in the seventeenth century thanks to Jean de La Fontaine and in the
eighteenth thanks to Jean-Pierre Claris de Florian. It was also hugely popular in Spain in
the eighteenth century, thanks to Tomas Iriarte (Fábulas literarias 1782) and Félix María
de Samaniego (Fábu las morales 1781–84). The genre emerged in the Basque Country in
the eighteenth century too: the priest Juan Antonio Mogel included two fables in his Peru
Abarka (1802).
Another priest, Agustin Pascual Iturriaga, published Fábulas y otras composiciones en
verso vascongado in 1842. This volume, in fact, is a translation into gipuzkoan Basque of
fifty-five of Samaniego’s fables. Iturriaga used them as teaching materials. As for the
fables written by Mateo Zabala, they were published posthumously, in 1840. Lastly, José
Antonio Uriarte’s fables were put together by Manterola in his Cancionero, and Eusebio
Maria Azkue included some fables in his verses.
The zuberotar teacher Jean-Baptiste Arxu (1811–81) initiated the fable tradition in
the Southern Basque Country. He was the author of a bilingual grammar for children,
and he translated Etxepare and Oihenart from Basque into French and French patriotic
songs into the Basque zuberotar dialect. In 1848 he published La Fontaineren alegia berheziak,
neurthitzez franzesetik uskarara itzuliak (Selected Fables of La Fontaine’s Translated, in Verse,
from French into Basque). It can be said that this collection is probably more of an adaptation than a translation, and the fact that the volume offered both the French original
and the Basque translation promoted the teaching of both languages.
A few years later, in 1852, the priest Martin Goihetxe (1791–unknown) published
his Fableac edo aleguiac Lafontenetaric berechiz hartuac, eta Goyetche apheçac franxesetic escoarara
berxutan itçuliac (Fables Taken from La Fontaine, Translated from French into Basque by
Abbot Goihetxe). The book is a collection of 150 fables in lapurtera dialect, which came
to join Iturriaga’s gipuzkoan versions and Arxu’s zuberotar ones. It is interesting to point
out that the priest Goihetxe chose not to translate some of La Fontaine’s fables because
he found them too licentious.
At the end of the nineteenth century the priest and poet Gratien Adema, known as
“Zaldubi,” (1828–1907) published around eighteen fables under the pseudonym “Artzain
beltza” (the black shepherd). These were fable-songs, a genre used by the improvised
verse singers Oxalde and Dibarrart in Anton Abbadia’s Floral Games.

Anton Abbadia’s Floral Games
Anton Abbadia (1810–97), the son of a rich Irish woman and a Basque who had gone
into exile during the French revolution, went home in Urruña, Lapurdi, after a long and
important career as an explorer with his brother Arnaud. He was a patron of Basque
pelota in the years 1851 and 1852. In 1853 he continued his support of Basque pelota
and, for the first time, organized a poetry competition with the collaboration of Southern
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Basques from the cultural sphere, who then became juries in the competition. This is
how the Basque Floral Games were born. Any Basque from either side of the frontier
could take part, and the prize accorded for the first competition was an ounce of gold
and a makila, a Basque staff.
The hardships and penury of the Basques who had immigrated to Montevideo,
Uruguay, were the chosen theme for the 1853 poetry competition. It was, without a
doubt, a very current subject and a great problem at the time because since the 1830s
emigration to Uruguay had become an inevitable choice for many Southern Basques,
as well as for many of the inhabitants of Béarn, in the Northern Basque Country. The
subjects the jury proposed for competitions in the following years were “In Praise of
the farming life and farmers” (1854), “Women who drink” (1855), and “The festivities
of patron saints in villages” (1852). As can be seen, these are all subjects that reflect the
concerns and the reality of the times.
The relevance of the baserri (Basque farmhouse) as a center of economic and social
life was reflected in the poetry competitions, in the praise often awarded to farming life.
This praise had other objectives, such as deterring the children of farmers from abandoning the countryside to go and live in cities or even abroad. In contrast, the subject of
drinking women is quite surprising. It is possible that the tendency to satire among many
of the bertsolaris (improvisers) might have been a reason for the jury to propose it, given
its novel aspect. As for the subject proposed in 1856, village festivities, to praise village
festivities implied highlighting the virtues of Basques through their traditional dances,
songs, and Basque ball games, and to dwell on celebrating the village’s patron saint on a
Sunday and the more profane festivities that followed up from there in the next few days.
It was a particular view of the Basque country that was drawn up in these festivities, a
view of a profoundly Catholic country, mainly rural and made up of large families; a
hard-working country, undoubtedly, placed in a setting, a land, that was truly idyllic.
This, precisely, is the view that a popular poet of the time, Joan Batista Elizanburu
(1828–91), from Sara in the province of Lapurdi, portrayed in his works. He published
under pseudonyms because he was a military man. His more romantic portrayals—such
as that of the young man in his deathbed or the love dialogue between a butterfly and a
flower—earned him many awards in different competitions. Some of his poem-songs are
remembered and sung to this day. Most popular among these is probably “Nere etxea”
(My Home), an obvious evocation of the traditional Basque farmhouse built on a hill
facing the sun, near a well, painted white, and surrounded by four oak trees—a true oasis
of peace and happiness. The people who live in it are a farming family: two parents and
two children who inhabit an idyllic country, a close-knit family unit. The son possesses
the same qualities as the father: he is hardworking; and the daughter, like her mother, is
a good housewife. This stereotype of the Basque woman is repeated in another poem,
“Maria.” The woman portrayed in this poem is like a doll, a woman of graceful ease,
a queen of her home who contributes to the family finances by selling produce in the
market and attends mass on Sundays dressed to the nines. At the end of the poem the
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poet praises her thus: “Errege balin banintz, zer erregina!” (If I were a king, what a queen
you’d make!). In 1871, Elizanburu became a prisoner of war, and his poem “Xori berri
ketaria” is full of nostalgia for his motherland, a place where old customs and ethical
values are still respected.
For more than twenty years the Floral Games were hosted in Urruña at first, and
in Sara later on, and, once only, in 1877, in Donapaleu (Lower Navarre). Besides Elizanburu, other poets who stood out at the time, include Jean Baptiste Larralde, from Donibane Lohizune, who practiced medicine there and was a descendant of bertsolaris. His
uncle had penned the famous “Galerianoren kantua” (The Song of the Jailbird). Larralde
was champion in 1856, and received his price from the hands of Prince Louis Lucien
Bonaparte, who had been specially invited by Abbadia. He won again in 1859 with “Lo,
lo ene maitea” (Sleep My Sweet), and in 1864 with “Mutil zaharra” (The Bachelor).
The priest Martin Hiribarren (1810–1866) was also an important figure. He was
born in Azkaine and was a prolific verse writer—his poem Euskaldunac (The Basques,
1855) is a testimony to this with its five thousand verses. According to Mitxelena, “Eus
kaldunac is not an epic piece, and less so an epic poem, but a agreeable, familiar association of things and people that is full of detail and interesting data.”14 He also published
Montebideoco berriac (News from Montevideo) and Eskaraz eguia (The Truth in Basque).
He left many manuscripts unpublished, such as a grammar, proverbs, a history of the
Spanish Empire, sermons, a dictionary, and more. Three other poets should also be
mentioned in this first era of the Floral Games 1853–1878, as they became famous later
in their lives: the bertsolaris Oxalde and Dibarrart, and the renowned writer and priest
Gratien Adema-Zaldubi, who was a contemporary of Joan Batista Elizanburu.
The end of the Second Carlist War in 1876 and the ensuing abolition of the fueros in
the Southern Basque Country had a very important impact in the Basque sociocultural
life. A year later, in 1877, the Asociación Euskara was born in Iruñea-Pamplona. Its members included Arturo Kanpion (1854–37) at its head and Anton Abbadia as an honorary
member. Also around the same time the magazine Revista Euskara appeared, although it
only lasted a few years (1878–83).
Anton Abbadia had the blessing of Arturo Kanpion and the Asociación Euskara
when he chose the village of Elizondo, in Navarre, to celebrate the first Floral Games
in the Southern Basque Country. Anton Abbadia’s decision to alternate the celebration
of the Floral Games in the two sides of the border was exceptionally important, as it
established previously nonexistent links between the two Basque sides. The festivities
in Elizondo were a huge success, a success that was partly due to the presence of Iparragirre, who was very popular. The poets could choose between a given theme, “Euskaldunen gauzik maiteena” (The thing Basques love most), or a free theme. The Basque
language came up as the thing Basques loved above all else, and it could be said that
from 1879 onward the subject of the language, which had not been referred too much
14. See Mitxelena, Historia de la literatura vasca, 130.

128

Part 2: Classic Basque Literature

until then, became the main subject and remained so until the end of the century. Felipe
Arrese Beitia (1841–1906) won the Elizondo competition with the poem “Ama euskeriari
azken agurra” (Last goodbye to mother Basque). In an elegiac style, the poet mourned
the loss of the vernacular language, Basque, and the invasion of Castilian, which was
metaphorically described as the worm eating away the Basque tree. Arrese Beitia won the
competition again the following year, when it took place in Maule, France. But the poem
to win on this occasion, “Bizi da ama Euskara” (Mother Basque Lives), was optimistic
and spoke about the survival of the language. In a celestial vision, the poem introduced
Tubal, father of all Basques, who announced that of all the songs sung in Paradise the
Basque ones were the clearest, the most crystalline. The poet beckoned all Basques to
be united.
The subject of the Basque language, the preoccupation with its situation and survival, was the dominant feature of the compositions that were sung in the Floral Games
in the 1880s. Proof of this, apart from the already-mentioned examples, were Antonio
Arzak’s “Iltzen bazaigu Ama Euskera, euskaldunel illak gera” (If Mother Basque Dies,
We Basques Are Dead), which won in Irun in 1881; Claudio Otaegi’s compositions,
which imagine a united Basque country; those of Martin de Hazparne, “Martin Hazpandarra,” which deal with the issue of transmission; and those of Felipe Casal, who won
the Maule Floral Games in 1890 with “Gure euskara maita dezagun” (Let’s Love Our
Basque Language). It is thought that it was also around this time that the renowned lapurtar song made an appearance: “Haurrak ikas-azue euskaraz mintzatzen / Ongi pilotan eta
oneski dantzatzen” (Children, learn to speak Basque / play pelota and dance well).
During this time cultural events similar to the Floral Games multiplied; events that
were initiated by poets from the Southern Basque Country and that the Northern Basque
poets were quick to take part in. Festivities and competitions happened in places such
as Donostia-San Sebastián, Begoña, Irun, Bera, Oiartzun, and Bilbao, joining those that
Anton Abbadia had started. Historical and even ethnographic subjects in prose were
tackled, such as the 1880 historical-critical study of “La constitución e importancia de
las Cortes de Navarra” (the constitution and the relevance of the Court of Navarre) in
the Bera competition; on another competition, the best description of Basque dances
received the gold medal in Donostia-San Sebastián, also in 1880. In 1883, in DonostiaSan Sebastián, Arturo Kanpion won the silver crown with a legend entitled Okendoren
eriotza (Okendo’s Death). Language, history, and ethnography were elements that fed
into the creation and the assimilation of a Basque identity.
The political fervor increased in the 1890s. There was a shift from Iruac bat (the
three are one), the motto of the eighteenth-century caballeritos of Azkoitia (Knights of
Azkoitia), to Laurak bat (the four are one), which made an appearance in the ten articles
published in the 1867 Semanario Católico Vasco Navarro and which Iparragirre mentioned
in his Gernikako arbola already in 1853. In 1881 Claudio Otaegi won the silver medal in
Irun with the poem “Elkar gaitezen denok Napar-Euskaldunak” (Let’s Unite, Basques
and Navarrans). He did not forget the Northern Basque provinces in his composition,
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however. This political stand was also present in the poems of Martin Hazpandarra, such
as Eskuara eta Eskual Herria maita (Love Basque and the Basque Country). Included in this
poem are the three Northern Basque provinces and three of the Southern-Basque ones:
Araba was excluded because Basque was not spoken there as widely.
It is thought that the unionist motto “Zazpiak bat” (The seven are one) was born
during the Floral Games that took place in Iurreta. The sonnets presented there, such
as “Ama Euskarari—Akrostikoa” (To Mother Basque—Acrostic), and the acrostic poem
“Zazpiak beti bat” (The Seven Will Always Be One), marked the union of the seven
Basque provinces. This demanding attitude in favor of the creation of a Basque Country
that included the seven Basque provinces reached a peak in August 1892, when Abbadia was eighty-two years old, had just been elected president of the French Académie
des Sciences, and was to receive a tribute in the city of Donibane Lohizune. Citizens
from all over the Basque Country attended this act to honor Abbadia, whom they called
“Euskaldunen Aita” (the Father of Basques). All the events that were part of the tribute (in churches, in the streets decorated with flags) became imbedded with the motto
“Zazpiak bat.” “Dear compatriots, join your voices to mine, which is so weak now, and
let us all together shout ‘Zazpiak bat,’” were Abbadia’s closing words at the end of the
banquet in his honor. It is also important to recall at this point Adema-Zaldubi’s poem,
the sixth stanza of which—”Lapurdi, Lower Navarre, Zuberoa, we are three in France;
Bizkaia, Gipuzkoa, Araba, Navarre, four in Spain”—was ever present during the celebrations. Another one of Adema-Zaldubi’s poems, the “Gauden euskaldun” (Let’s Remain
Basque), was repeated during the 1893 competition in Azpeitia. In it, an oak with seven
branches symbolizes the Basque Country. This poem underwent some changes in 1894,
in the Basque festivities organized by Queen Natalia of Serbia and Abbadia. The chorus
lines added at the end of each of the stanzas, “Zazpi Euskal-Herriek bat egin dezagun /
Guztiak beti beti gauden gu euskaldun” (May the seven provinces become one / May
we all forever remain Basque), demonstrate how these poets helped pave the road ideologically to the birth of the Basque Nationalist Party, which the Arana Goiri brothers
created in 1895.

Narrative in the Nineteenth Century
The Basque language is more naturally suited to the purpose of sung poetry than to
prose, in this researcher’s opinion. A relevant figure among the religious prose writers
of this era was Fray Bartolomé de Santa Teresa (1768–1835). In 1816 he published Euscal Errijetaco olgueeta ta dantzeen gatz-ozpinduba (Salt and Vinegar Brine, the Measure of the
Games and Dances of the Basques), in which he criticizes dances for the moral damage
they exact on his people. There was also Ignacio de Lardizabal (1806–55), a priest who,
toward the end of his life, put together a history of the Old and New Testament, a work
widely read in the nineteenth century.
In 1809, Martin Duhalde’s (1753–1804) Meditazioneac gei premiatsuen gainean (Meditations on Fundamental Matters) was published posthumously five years after his death
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under the title Meditacione handiak (Major Meditations). The work contained fifty-one
meditations written in very classical lapurtera dialect.
Juan Bautista Agirre (1742–1823) from Gipuzkoa was the author of the very successful Eracusaldiac (Conversations), a treaty on confession and communion. Around the same
time, Jose Ignacio Guerrico (1740–1824) wrote the essay Sayaquera, about the Christian
doctrine. A Bizkaian priest, Fray Pedro Antonio de Añibarro (1748–1830) authored several books on piety and “translated” Axular’s Gvero into the Bizkaian dialect of Basque.
He censored parts of this book, which is a clear indication of the way things were in the
nineteenth century as regards religious matters and ecclesiastic ideology.
Joaquín Lizarraga (1748–1835), also known as Lizarraga de Elcano, wrote an interesting series of works in the Navarre dialect of Basque. His sermons were published in
1844 and his poems in 1868. Juan José Mogel, Juan Antonio Mogel’s nephew (1781–
1849), also wrote about the sacraments of confession and communion in his Baserritar
nequezaleentzako escolia (School for Farmers), where he idealized the farming life and held it
up as a model for all Basque Christians. Father Uriarte (1812–69), a Bizkaian collaborator of Prince Louis Lucien Bonaparte in his dialectological project, published Marijaren
illa edo Maijatzeco illa (The Month of Mary or the Month of May) in 1850. The volume
compiled a number of meditations on the dogmas of the faith. The zuberotar Manuel
Inchauspe (1815–1902) also collaborated with Bonaparte and was vicar-general of the
dioceses of Baiona. He published Jincouac guiçonarekin eguin patoac (Pacts that God Made
with Man) in 1851 and reedited Axular’s “Gero” in 1864; he too, like Añibarro before
him, remodeled and censured it to an extent.
Father Basilio Joanategi (1837–1921), a Benedictine monk, penned Ehun bat sainduen
bicitea (Lives of One Hundred Saints) in 1876 and a life of San Benito in 1887. He was
also director of Fedearen propagacioneco-urtecaria (Annual for the Propagation of Faith) from
1897 onward. Francisco Lapitz (1832–1905), a priest, underscored the rootedness of
the Christian faith in the Basque country with his Bi saindu heskualdunen bizia (Lives of
Two Basque Saints, 1867), about the two saints Eneko Loiola and Frantses Xabier. JeanPierre Arbelbide (1841–1905), the canon of the Baiona cathedral, wrote three devotional
works: Bokazione edo Jainkoaren Legea (Vocation or the Call of God) in 1888, Erlisonea,
Eskual Herriari dohazkon egiarik beharrenak (Religion, the Most Relevant Truths Concerning
the Basque Country) in 1890, and Igandea edo Jaunaren Eguna (Sunday or the Day of Our
Lord) in 1895.
Fray Inocencius or Michel Elizanburu (1826–95), cousin of Joan Batista Elizanburu,
deserves special mention. He wrote a life of Saint Jean-Baptiste de La Salle in 1891 and
Lehenagoko eskualdunak zer ziren (Who Were the old Basques) in 1889. He participated in
the polemic that started in the Southern Basque Country when the secular education
laws were passed in 1881, and in 1890 wrote Zer izan diren eta zer diren oraino Franmazonak
munduan (Francmasons in the World, Before and Now), a treaty against the masons.
This work is an example of the right wing, anti-Masonic and anti-Semitic ideology that
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was common in France at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the
twentieth, especially after the Dreyfus Affair.
Profane prose held a less prominent position space than did religious prose, but it
existed nevertheless. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Juan Antonio Mogel
(1745–1804) finished writing Peru Abarka, just two years before his death in 1804. He
was born in Eibar, Gipuzkoa, in 1745 and, for most of his life, was a priest in Markina,
Bizkaia. He was the translator of Pascal’s Pensées and showed his generosity of spirit by
opening his doors to French priests during the French Revolution. He wrote several
religious works, but his masterpiece, undoubtedly, was Peru Abarca, catedrático de la lengua
bascongada en la Universidad de Basarte o diálogos entre un Rústico solitario bascongado y un Barbero
callejero llamado Maisu Juan (Peru Abarka, Basque Language Professor at the University of
Basarte, or Dialogues between a Solitary Basque Rustic and a Street Barber Called Master Juan), which was not published until 1881. Written in dialogue form, it is a Basque
proto-novel that glorifies the farming life, a tendency that endured throughout the nineteenth century and most of the twentieth century, despite the obvious industrialization of
the Basque Country.
Mogel’s niece Bizenta Antonia Mogel (1782–1854) wrote Ipui onac (Good Tales) in
the Gipuzkoan dialect.15
Juan Ignacio de Iztueta (1767–1845), who led an eclectic life due to his love of everything dance-related, published Guipuzcoaco dantza gogoangarrien condaira (History of the
Memorable Dances of Gipuzkoa) in 1824. This book contained an attractive description
of Gipuzkoan dances. He also wrote a History of Gipuzkoa, Guipuzcoaco provinciaren condaira edo historia, which was published posthumously in 1847. The ethnographic aspect of
his works is particularly interesting.
In the Northern Basque Country, captain Jean Duvoisin (1818–91), another one of
Prince Bonaparte’s collaborators and a translator of the Bible, wrote Laborantzako liburua (The Book of Agriculture), a father-and-son dialogue about agriculture published
in 1858. Some critics have said that Jean Baptiste Daskonagerre’s (1844–1927) Atheka
gaitzeko oiharzunac (1870) could be thought to be a seedling of the future Basque novel.
However, this book is only a Basque translation of his Les échos du Pas de Roland (1866).
The poet Joan Batista Elizanburu (1828–91) wrote Piarres Adame, a brief work in dialogue
form between one old Piarres and one young Pello, as they walk from Sara to Azkaine.
The true father of the Basque novel—a genre that emerged relatively late in the
Basque language—was Domingo Agirre (1864–1920), a priest and the chaplain of the
Carmelite convent of Zumaia, Gipuzkoa. Auñemendiko lorea (The Flower of the Pyrenees),
which was published in 1898, is a historical novel that narrates the life of Saint Riktrudis,
a disciple of Saint Amando. A renowned author of novels of manners, he published influential works like Kresala (Saltpeter, 1906) and Garoa (Fern, 1912).16
15. See chapter 10.
16. See chapter 6.
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Basque prose found a new means of support in the nineteenth century: newspapers.
The first attempt was Ariel, a newspaper created by J. Agosti Xaho in 1844. The first
issue was in Basque, but subsequent ones were in French. Afterward the presence of
Basque was limited to the inclusion of Basque songs taken from Xaho’s songbook.
Among the almanacs, the first one to see the light was Escualdun laborarien adiskidea
(The Basque Workman’s Friend), by the abbot Etxeberri, who published it yearly from
1848 to 1914. In Gipuzkoa the Almanaque bilingüe was published from 1878 onward, and,
some years later, in 1887, Almanaka üskara (The Basque Almanac) was published in Iri
barne, in the zuberotar dialect.
The abundance of magazines created in the Southern Basque Country after the
Second Carlist War was a good indication of the feeling of cultural renewal and dynamism permeating the country. Jose Manterola funded the bilingual magazine Euskal-Erria
(Basque Country), which ran from 1880 until 1918. Some of the poets who wrote regularly for it were Antonio Arzak (1855–1904) and Francisco López Alen (1866–1910),
both of whom had taken part in Abbadia’s Floral Games. In the Northern Basque Country the bilingual newspaper Le Réveil basque was born in 1886; it had been created by
Berdoly with political intent, and Joan Batista Elizanburu was a regular contributor. In
answer to this republican weekly, Louis Etcheverry created Escualduna (The Basque)
the following year, a vehicle for right-wing opinion at a time of great electoral tension.
This was a bilingual weekly that, thanks to its director, Jean Hirart-Urruti (1859–1915),
became progressively more Basque.
Basque theater underwent an interesting process of rebirth in the nineteenth century.
Zuberoa continued its pastoral tradition, and its themes evolved and began to integrate
historical aspects. But the rebirth of theater was most marked and relevant in the Southern Basque Country, with the work of authors such as Marcelino Soroa (1848–1902). In
exile in Ziburu as a consequence of his writing of satirical verses against King Amadeo
de Saboya, Soroa wrote an operetta entitled Iriyarena (About the city). It was in Spanish
but included Basque sections and was performed in Ziburu in 1876 and later, in 1878, in
Donostia-San Sebastián. Other, later plays of his, written in Basque, include Antton Caicu
(Silly Anton, 1882), which was an adaptation of Farce de Maître Pathelin, Au da Ostatuba
(Strange Inn, 1884) and Alcate Berriya (The New Mayor, 1885). José Artola, Victoriano
Iraola, and others were contemporaries and colleagues of Soroa. This kind of popular
theater was hugely successful in Donostia-San Sebastián, which could be considered the
cradle of the Basque theater of the time.
Around the same time Basque opera began to develop with Pudente, written by
Serafín Baroja—father of the novelist Pío Baroja—and with music by Santesteban (1885).
The century ended with the famous Txanton Piperri (1899), composed by Buenaventura
Zapirain.
As can be seen, Basque literature developed considerably throughout the nineteenth
century, and most intensely in the second half of the century. The Floral Games eased
the development of Basque poetry, and the cultural renaissance that took place in the last
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quarter of the century allowed for the development of prose, and most particularly the
novel. Journalism, which appeared as a genre in Basque in that century, as well theater
and opera, were some of the other genres that coexisted in those dynamic years.
The desire for cultural unification reached its peak in the famous Zazpiak bat and the
Basque Tradition Congress in Donibane Lohizune in 1897. But such unification, and particularly orthographic unification, became impossible after the failure of the congresses
of Hendaia (1901) and Hondarribia (1902). The emergence of two different associations,
Euskaltzaleen Biltzarra (Gathering of friends of Basque) in the Northern Basque Country
and Euskal Esnalea (Basque awakening) in the Southern Basque Country, were signs of
the charged—not only cultural but also political—significance of the border.
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Worlds of Fiction:
An Introduction to Basque Narrative
Mari Jose Olaziregi

The following paragraphs shall cover the analysis of the development of narrative writing
in the Basque language during the twentieth century and outline the historical-cultural
background in which these developments have taken place. This approach shall therefore encompass those issues relevant to the building of a canon: the literary movements
and poetics that have set the milestones of literary prose, their delayed embrace by the
publishing world, the influence of nationalist ideology, and so on. These dynamics will
crop up again and again in our expositions. As a concluding step for each passage, we
shall highlight some of the past century’s landmark novels and short stories in the Basque
language in addition to analyzing their place in the development of Basque cultural life.
Through the various chapters in this volume, we have seen how the arrival of democracy in Spain in 1975 did not necessarily lead to a drastic change in the Basque literary
paradigms of the democratic transition, yet did provide the conditions to foment the
building of a Basque literary world. When the Basque language became co-official in the
Basque Autonomous Community following the passing of the Autonomy Statute (1979)
and the Law for Standardizing the Use of Basque (1982), one of the novel opportunities
was the implementation of bilingual teaching models and assistance for Basque language
publishers. Thanks to this boost, new publishers appeared, and the Basque publishing
industry grew significantly.
Fiction books are without doubt those that have most benefited from this new situation. Since then, fiction has worked itself into the central canon of our literary system.
As of 2011 there are about 1500 new titles published each year in Basque. Of these, 14
percent of these titles are literary texts, with fiction representing about 60 percent of the
total number of these texts. Yet such was not the case until relatively recently. In fact,
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whereas only 18.7 percent1 of literary books could be classified as fiction in the period
spanning 1876–1935, from 1936 to 1975 the percentage rose to 23.8 percent, reaching a
peak of 48.5 percent between 1976 and 1996.
It is beyond doubt that the development of narrative writing played an important
role in strengthening the Basque literary system in the 1980s. Factors such as the new
demand for readings by students (both those enrolled in Basque language academies or
euskaltegis from 1980 onward and those enrolled in primary and secondary schools)2 as
well as the increasing number of awards for fiction writing in the 1960s and 1990s help
explain an increase in the number of fiction titles. Other factors include the straightforward commoditization of literature, which brought about the new phenomenon of the
bestseller, a notion practically unheard-of in the Basque literary system until the end of
the twentieth century. The success of the short novel Kutxidazu bidea, Ixabel (Show Me the
Way, Ixabel, 1994), by the writer Joxan Sagastizabal, is a good example of these developments. By 2004, this novel was already in its thirty-second edition, with sixty thousand3
copies sold, and various adaptations made for theater, film, and television, including an
interactive CD produced by the Aurten Bai Foundation. Each of the genres this novel
was turned into harnesses one of the many stylistic facets usually attributed to bestsellers
(the use of simple prose, an abundance of dialogue a contrasting paucity of description,
a careful mix of suspense and humor, subtextual references to films, or to events that are
familiar to the reader and part of the reader’s scope of reference, etc.)
In this sense it is also worth mentioning the waning influence held by Basque literary institutions (schools, universities, literary prizes, mainstream institutions for the
advancement of literature) over Basque reading habits and literary choices. It seems
obvious that we have gone from a mode that reflected the political necessity of nationbuilding well into the twentieth century—nearly up until the decade of the 1960s we may
say—to Basque-language writing where the choice of literary language no longer entails
an exclusively nationalist politics.4 Some recent sociological research has demonstrated
how market-driven dynamics (publicizing campaigns, the media, prizes) have been the
1. Only in the 1980s did Basque-language fiction acquire the central and hegemonic place in Basque literary
production. All the statistical data related to publishing activity in Basque are taken from the study undertaken by
the sociologist Joan Mari Torrealdai, Euskal Kultura Gaur (Donostia-San Sebastián: Jakin, 1997).
2. One must keep in mind that if one-third of the population in the Basque Autonomous Community is bilingual, among the younger age cohort of five to fourteen years old the proportion of Basque speakers is as high as 66
percent, a number that is undoubtedly the fruit of the bilingual programs in nonuniversity education.
3. Although this number may appear insignificant in contrast to readers of literature that is not so-called minority
literature, the true relevance of such numbers must take into account an analysis of their trueproportional weight.
If one weighs the numbers in relation to the seven hundred thousand Basque speakers, then the numbers of copies sold that we have mentioned here above is very high. The writer Ramón Saizarbitoria has noted, for example,
that to sell five thousand copies of a Basque title would be the equivalent of selling three hundred thousand copies
in Spanish. See Hasier Etxeberria, ed., Cinco escritores vascos: Entrevistas de Hasier Etxeberria (Irun: Alberdania, 2002),
269.
4. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, ed., Writers in Between Languages: Minority Literatures in the Global Scene (Reno: Center
for Basque Studies, 2009).
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greatest factor in determining the reading choices of contemporary Basque readers.5 This
state of affairs, along with the rankings provided by those who produce literature (especially the writer’s role as critic), has favored Basque literary prose and strengthened it.6
Finally, it is necessary to underscore the fact that it was precisely the narrative genre
itself that opened the way for Basque language literature to transcend our geographical
and cultural boundaries as never before, as demonstrated by Bernardo Atxaga’s collection of stories entitled Obabakoak (1988), which was the first publication to obtain the most
prestigious prize given by the Spanish State, the Premio Nacional de Narrativa, in 1989.
This was the beginning of an international success endorsed by twenty-seven translations
and renowned and prestigious prizes, a record that made it possible for Basque literature
to be placed on the map of world literature. But we shall get back to this topic later on.

The Origins of the Basque Novel
Most studies about the origin of the Basque novel start by paraphrasing the words of
Koldo Mitxelena noting the importance of the last decade of the nineteenth century in
providing a springboard for a newfangled spirit that entirely transformed the future of
literature written in Basque.7
The integration of new genres, such as the novel, and waning domination by works
based on religious edification or instruction are among the consequences Mitxelena
listed. Although there are only five such pioneering titles among the total count of novels
published during the nineteenth century,8 they nonetheless constitute an important milestone due to their reflection of new demands arising from the reader–writer relationship,
demands that were not completely fleshed out until the mid-twentieth century when
Basque literature was institutionalized, becoming an independent activity in its own right
in Basque society.
Cited among the precursors of the Basque novel is Peru Abarka, by Juan Antonio
Mogel (1745–1804), which was written for release in 1802 but not published until 1880.
5. The development of communications media in the Basque country in the last few decades is nothing less
than striking. A study conducted in 2003 confirmed that there are presently more than seven-hundred Basquespeaking journalists. Following the birth of ETB Basque public television in 1982, the growth in television and
radio channels has been unstoppable. There are presently five public television channels, two of which have programming uniquely in Basque, in addition to four radio stations, two of which are in Basque. The public station
Euskadi Irratia is estimated to attract an audience of seventy-one thousand listeners. With regard to the written
press, we may point the existence of a Basque language newspaper with a daily circulation of twenty-one thousand,
although if we take into account weekly and local ones, the number of publications is 109. See Iñaki Zabaleta et
al., Euskarazko komunikabideak eta kazetaritza: Egoera, ardatzak eta pisu erlatiboa (2003), available at www.berria.info/
dokumentuak/dokumentua125.pdf. See also Idurre Alonso, Euskal literatura sistema eta literaturaren didaktika aztergai
(Bilbao: Labayru, 2008), 83.
6. See Joan Mari Torrealdai, Euskal Kultura Gaur, 366.
7. See Koldo Mitxelena, Historia de la literatura vasca (Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 1988), 141.
8. See Jesus Mari Lasagabaster, “Euskal nobelaren gizarte-kondairaren oinharriak,” in Euskal Linguistika eta
Literatura: Bide Berriak (Bilbao: Universidad de Deusto, 1981), 348.
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Described as the first effort to produce a novel in Basque,9 its paratext, a comment
appearing at the start of the chapter—a sort of intimate intercession by the author on
behalf of the reader entitled Dialogue between a solitary Basque rustic and a street Barber called
Maisu Juan,—highlights its most notable stylistic feature, its dialogue form with minimal
plot elements. Both the weakness of the narrative framework on which the dialogue rests
as well as the lack of narrative development make it difficult to define Peru Abarka as a
novel, and in fact, such a description of the book is coherent with its didactic objective,
which is to win over cultivated Basque speakers to the “purity, fecundity, and eloquence”
of the Basque language.10 In this way, Mogel joined the long list of both naysayers and
apologists for the Basque language who, throughout the period of the Fueros (the local
laws forming a sort of civic agreement, or the ‘forum’) from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, contributed to highlighting the importance of the Basque language as a
guarantee of Basque identity:
the dramatic role played by the Basque language during those centuries has more to do
with the identifying characteristics of its community of speakers than with the language
itself. This identity was constructed by referencing a peculiar institutional system (the Fueros), by an assumption of its greater Catholicity, by certain practices and customs, and later
on, even by the vindication of a specific aesthetic (with a special place for the countryside
and its landscape) or to the mythology supposedly shaped during prehistoric times.11

We should also mention another work, Ipui onak (Moral Tales, 1804), by Bizenta Mogel
(1782–1854), whose significance as the first published work written by a woman also
signals the birth of children’s literature in Basque. Although the didactic style and sense
of moral purpose is prevalent in the text, we should underscore the importance of the
book as a primary example of a new type of fiction as well as being an exponent for a
new type of reading public, more literary but still somewhat removed from a more controlled aestheticism. Ipui onak is in fact a translation and adaptation of Aesop’s fables and
proved an inspiration for a whole group of fabulists, although in most cases verse was
the preferred form of writing. Bizenta’s case is altogether exceptional since it is estimated
that only 15 percent of women were literate in the Basque country at that time. In her
case, the conditions were assembled for what Virginia Woolf described in relation to
nineteenth-century female writers: a late marriage and no children.12 The Basque literary
landscape, the domain of monks, was certainly closed to women for too many centuries.
The prologues published in the various editions of the book by Bizenta Mogel, such as
the one written by Domingo Agirre, a costumbrista novelist and, as we shall see, also a
9. See Koldo Mitxelena, Historia de la literatura vasca, 108.
10. See Xabier Altzibar, “Juan Antogio Moguel y su obra literaria,” in Los escritores: Hitos de la literatura clásica
euskéric, ed. Gorka Aulestia (Vitoria-Gasteiz: Fundación Sancho El Sabio, 1996), 331.
11. See Juan Madariaga, Anthology of Apologists and Detractors of the Basque Language (Reno: Center for Basque
Studies, 2006), 20.
12. See Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (London: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1957).
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canonical writer from the first half of the twentieth century, clearly reflect the prejudices
against literate women. It is important to note that Bizenta subscribed to John Locke’s
educational model in her work, a model that perceived fables as a useful resort to educate
children.
Little by little, a new Basque literary prose was putting down the blocks for the
novel form, which it was still far from. In 1870, Jean-Baptiste Daskonagerre (1844–1927)
translated the original French version of his novel, Les Echos du pas de Roland (1867), into
Basque, naming it thus Atheka gaitzeko oihartzunak. The fact that Dasconagerre sought to
hide the fact that the text written in Basque was in fact the translation of a work originally published in French three years earlier shows the anxiety felt over incorporating
the novel into Basque literary history; hence, the genre which did not reach its true
birth until 1898, with Domingo Agirre’s Auñemendiko lorea (The Flower of Auñemendi).
What the writer Ramón Saizarbitoria has described as a “narcissistic hallucination”13 was
nothing more than an episode in the recurring debate about the capacity of the Basque
language to create fictional universes. Other forms of narrative writing considered as the
progenitors leading up to the appearance of the first Basque novel include Piarres Adame,
saratarraren zenbait historio Laphurdiko eskuaran (Stories of Piarres Adame, from Sara, in the
Dialect of Lapurdi, 1888) by Joan Batista Elizanburu (1828–91), published serially in
the Republican periodicals La Nivelle and Le Reveil Basque, and Bein da betiko (Once and for
All, 1893) by Resurreccion Maria Azkue (1864–1951), an author whom we shall refer to
again for his prodigious work on the consolidation of Basque studies, especially in the
area of philology. His Diccionario Vasco-Español-Francés (1905–6), as well as the Morfología
Vasca (1923), the ethnographic collections of the Cancionero Vasco (1922) and Euskalerriaren
yakintza, and with the Literatura Popular del País Vasco (1935–47) were crucial for investigative work in ethnography and philology as well as for the standardization of the Basque
language.
Beyond these works, if there is a single historical fact undergirding the realization of
Basque culture from the last third of the nineteenth century onward, it was the abolition
of the Basque autonomous rights, the fueros, after the end of the Second Carlist War
in 1876 through the chicanery of the regime instated by the Spanish Restoration under
Antonio Cánovas del Castillo. The consequences of this abolition were, among other
problematic issues, obligatory military service for young Basques, a condition that would
be dealt with in later novels such as Joanixio (1946), which relates the story of a desertion
by young Basques in order to elude the forced conscription.
When the fueros and their concomitant rights were abolished, the continued survival
of Basque was considered as dependent on the fueros by writers such as Juan Ignazio
Iztueta (1767–1845), who, in his Guipuzcoaco provinciaren condaira edo historia (History of the
Dances of the Province of Gipuzkoa, 1847), did not hesitate to declare that, “Euscara
ill esquero Fueroac ez dira bicico; banan Euscara bici bada, Fueroac piztuco dira” (If
13. See Ramón Saizarbitoria, Aberriaren alde (eta kontra) (Irun: Alberdania, 1999).
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Euskera dies the Fueros will not survive, but if Euskara survives, the Fueros will live
again).14 It is not a surprise therefore that 1876 would mark the beginning of a more
militant cultural movement for the Basque language and culture—the Pizkundea or Basque
literary renaissance, which came to be the Basque version of the Catalan Renaixença or the
Galician Rexurdimento, aside from the differences in the historical timing and content.
In the vein of the Romanticism promoted by the German idealist philosophers, literature in Basque was understood as an extension of the expression of the Basque soul,
and the promotion and preservation of this symbolic capital was a goal that was to
influence all the facets of what was still the fragile Basque literary system. In the spirit of
advocating for a culture, literary competitions were offered such as the euskal Jaiak, the
Basque Celebrations, which took place in Donostia-San Sebastián starting in 1883 and
which were an extension of the Floral Games established in 1851 on the French Basque
side by Anton Abbadia and then in Spanish Basque country in 1879. This was a period
of transition from the “Iruac bat ” (Three in one), the motto of the Caballeritos de Azkoitia
(the Knights of Azkoitia) in the eighteenth century, to the “Laurak bat ”(Four in one) present in the ten articles published in the Semanario Católico Vasco-Navarro in 1867, until at the
end of the century it become the unionist slogan “Zazpiak bat ” (The seven provinces are
one).15
Also during this period, songbooks such as the one compiled by Jose Manterola
(1849–84), El Cancionero Vasco (1877–80), were published, as were collections of lyrics
and popular stories such as those mentioned by Resurreccion Maria Azkue. A large
number of periodicals were also founded,16 paving the way for the institutionalization
of education in Euskara with the creation in 1888 of the Basque language chair by the
government of Bizkaia, as well as Basque schools, or ikastolas, especially in the decade of
the 1920s.
Notably, it was precisely Resurreccion Maria Azkue who won this chair over the
candidacies of Sabino Arana and Miguel de Unamuno, and Azkue occupied this chair
until the start of the Civil War. We also owe to Azkue the creation in Bilbao in 1896 of
the Ikastechea Secondary School, a school that followed on the heels of the first ikastola
in 1914, the Koru’ko Andre Mariaren Ikastetxea in Donostia-San Sebastián created by
Miguel de Muñoa.17 The Basque language programs in these schools were first offered
14. See Juan Madariaga, Anthology of Apologists and Detractors of the Basque Language, 159.
15. See Jean Haritschelhar’s chapter in this volume.
16. It is estimated that between 1876 and 1936 about 140 periodicals were published (almanacs, weeklies, or
yearly publication). It is sufficient to mention only a few of them. Eskualduna (1887–1944) was the first Basque
weekly and for thirty years was headed by the lapurtera-dialect-speaking journalist Jean Hiriart-Urruti. It enjoyed
some success, with seven thousand copies sold weekly in 1908. Other periodicals that appeared in those years:
Euskal-Erria (1880–1918); Euskaltzale (1897–99), Ibaizabal (1902–3), Euskal Esnalea (1911–36), Euskalerriaren alde
(1911–31), Euskera (1919), Yakintza (1933–36), Antzerti (1932–36), Euzko Deya (1916–23), Zeruko Argia (1919–36),
Argia (1921–36), Gure Herria (1921–39), Euzkadi (1901–15) (which became a monthly after being issued quarterly),
and Ekin (1932–36).
17. See Juan Madariaga, Anthology of Apologists and Detractors of the Basque Language, 160.
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under strong constraints but nevertheless helped contribute to the increase in Basquelanguage literacy and the gradual growth of a Basque reading public.
One must remember that both Madrid and Paris implemented linguistic policies
that were clearly antagonistic to the teaching of Basque. Even the teaching of religion
had to take place in Spanish or French due to the prohibitions imposed on both sides
of the border in the first years of the twentieth century. The books published by the
publisher Ixaka Lopez Mendizabal (1907–77) after 1907 are an example of the efforts to
teach Basque. As an illustration, we shall mention Xabiertxo (1925) and Umearen laguna
(The Friend of the Child, 1920), books that were still used by students until well into
the 1960s. During the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera in Spain (1923–30) ikastolas were
prohibited and were only to reappear again during the Second Republic (1931–36).
After 1879, inspired by the Floral Games, Basque-language historical narrative started
appearing in the form of legends. This narrative took as its model the short novel form
based on historical events in the manner of Sir Walter Scott. This style was embraced
by adherents of the fueros who wrote in Spanish, such as Francisco Navarro Villoslada,
Juan Venancio Araquistain, Jose M. Goizueta, and Vicente de Arana. According to Jon
Juaristi, Basque was reserved for poetry, and “those few Basque prose writers who took
part in this Renaissance” occupied a lower and even ancillary position in contrast to
the prominent figures in the movement.”18 It is in this context that the first novel in the
Basque language, Auñemendiko lorea, by Domingo Agirre (1864–1920), was published, as
a serial story in the periodical Euskalzale. It is a historical novel in the Romantic style,
similar to Amaya o los vascos en el siglo VIII by Navarro Villoslada. The argument tells the
story of a Christian woman, Riktrudis, the spouse of the Duke of Adalbaldo and also
the object of the yearnings of Portun, a Basque chieftain who has not been Christianized. The novel starts as a Romantic historical novel, only to soon be overcome by the
costumbrista prose, which was quite popular in the Basque literary scene until the middle
of the twentieth century.
A new element became part of this scene in the last decade of the nineteenth century:
Basque nationalism, the heir to the Fueros movement and the whole Linaje de Aitor,19 which
would go on to lay the fertile terrain in which Basque nationalism would grow; this
imagined community20 was sustained, as in so many nationalisms “by a noble tradition
which goes back to time immemorial.”21 Sabino Arana Goiri (1865–1903) proclaimed in
1893 that “Euzko tarren aberria Euzkadi da” (Euzkadi is the Homeland of the Basques).
Henceforth, the primordial function of writing in the Basque language would be to contribute to the creation of the Basque Nation. This same phenomenon took place among
18. See Jon Juaristi, Literatura Vasca (Madrid: Taurus, 1987), 79.
19. See Jon Juaristi, El linaje de Aitor (Madrid: Taurus, 1987).
20. See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 1991).
21. See Homi K. Bhabha, “DissemiNation: Time, Narrative, and the Margins of the Modern Nation,” in
Nation and Narration, ed. Homi K. Bhabha (New York: Routledge, 1990), 45.
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all literate and literary civilizations, from the Sumerian city-states in Mesopotamia, up the
European states, such as Spain, France, Italy, or Germany.22 So it has long been among
the Basques: literature has been an omnipresent factor for forging sociocultural cohesion
and for the establishment of an identity and a nation, the Basque one in our case. Basque
nationalism had a decisive influence in the objectives, topics, and even the style of a new
prose, which adapted as required.23
On the eve of the twentieth century, a spectacular process of industrialization gripped
the Basque Country, especially in the provinces of Bizkaia and Gipuzkoa. Demographic
growth as well as the dawning of the Partido Socialist Obrero Español (1879) in Bilbao
marked this period of economic expansion in the peninsular Basque country, an economic situation that undoubtedly was aided by Spain’s neutrality during the First World
War. This produced a bonanza that was at the root of a whole series of cultural initiatives, leading for example to a blossoming of Basque philology with the work of Azkue
as well as Julio de Urquijo (1871–1950), the founder of the Revista Internacional de Estudios
Vascos (RIEV) in 1907. Just as spectacular was the development of music (with authors
such as Azkue, Aita Donosti, Guridi, Usandizaga) and the spurt in Basque archeological
and ethnographic studies (with Telesforo de Aranzadi, José Miguel Barandiaran). All of
these initiatives laid bare one of the nation’s greatest needs: a public university to form
the intellectual elites.24 In 1918, in an attempt to satisfy the new demands, the First Congress of Basque Studies was held, and institutions such as Eusko Ikaskuntza (the Society
of Basque Studies) and Euskaltzaindia (the Royal Academy of the Basque language) were
created.
It is true that the brand of Basque nationalism propagated by Sabino Arana found
a fertile terrain in the receptive mood offered by the cultural intelligentsia of the time.
In 1901, Unamuno’s notorious declarations calling for the acceptance of the death of
the Basque language, in a spirit of resignation due to its inability to become a vehicle
of expression in the modern world, led to an uproar among members of the Basquespeaking communities, who instead saw that the confluence of the political and legislative
climate of that time as nothing less than an increase in the disequilibrium between the
languages spoken in the Basque Country. While the Basque language was belittled and
referred to as a language confined solely to the rural world, Spanish was being bolstered
throughout the peninsula through formal education and in the urbane and industrial
centers, the ports for large waves of Spanish-speaking immigrants in the last third to the
nineteenth century. It is precisely these two worlds that were erected at the center of the
stereotypes and fantasies feeding Basque nationalism, both in literature (for example,
22. See Itamar Even-Zohar, “A función da literatura na creación das nacións de Europa,” Grial 31 (1993):
441–58.
23. See Ibon Sarasola, Historia social de la literatura vasca (Madrid: Akal, 1976), 75.
24. See Josu Chueca, “Introducción histórica,” in Historia de la literatura vasca, ed. Patricio Urquizu (Madrid:
UNED, 2000), 392–93.
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in drama, the most popular genre at the time, which included 51 percent of the literary
texts published), as well as in other artistic forms, such as the paintings by the brothers
José and Ramiro Arrue and Ramón and Valentín de Zubiaurre. As for the operas written
in that period, they tended to resemble those of other European regions that wanted to
found a national opera. Of the forty operas produced between 1884 and 1930, from the
date of the first Basque opera by the librettist Serafín Baroja (1840–1912), father of the
writer Pío Baroja, a few titles stand out: Mendi Mendiyan (On the Mountain, 1909) by Jose
María Usandizaga, Amaya (1910) by Jesús Guridi, and Maitena (1909) by Charles Colin.
According to Natalie Morel,
Industrialization, with all of its manifold economic, social transformations was completely
absent from this stage, even when these were dominant Basque realities, especially in Bizkaia, where so many industrial developments took place. . . . The Basque country was
instead depicted as a country solely inhabited by shepherds, peasants and sailors, oblivious
to the realities of any social conflicts, and these characters do not deviate from behavior
not condoned by Christian morality: no spouse is unfaithful, no children are born out of
wedlock. Thus it appeared that the Basque folk prevailed over and beyond Man and did
not encounter. . . . any metaphysical or philosophical overtones.25

The costumbrista novels of Domingo Agirre, Kresala (Saltwater, 1906) and Garoa (The
Fern, 1912), tried to reflect the life of the “authentic” traditional Basque models: the
traditional baserri or farm, and the sea. Kresala was written in the Bizkaian dialect and
described the life and traditions of the arrantzales (fishermen) of Arranondo, which is a
literary transposition of Ondarroa, the author’s hometown. The narration of the love
story between the two protagonists offers a thin thread uniting the different scenes that
unfold throughout the novel, which reflects the fact that it was published in serial form
in the journal Euskal Herria (1880–1918) and influenced the nonlinear and imaginary
technique of some passages.
The novel seeks to defend popular culture and folk tradition against the onslaught of
modern civilization. Catholic ideology is conspicuous and pervasive Agirre’s two novels
by Agirre, and the fact that the narrator tries to reflect popular ways of speaking used by
the Basque speakers of the time marks the distance that the writer established from the
purist ideas of Sabino Arana.
However, Garoa was considered the novel that encapsulated Agirre’s narrative maturity. This novel tells us the story of Joanes, a herder living in Uribarri (Oñati), and his
family. Written in the Gipuzkoan dialect, it is an idealized account of the world of the
traditional hamlet, the redoubt of traditional Basque life. Karlos Otegi outlined the basic
characteristics of the work, which come down to the molding of two well-defined worlds
in their geographic, moral, linguistic, and ideological features: on the one hand, there
is the idealized world of the Basque foothills and hamlets, the epithets for the Basque
25. See Natalie Morel Borotra, L’opéra Basque (1884–1937) (Baigorri: Izpegi, 2003), 319.

146

Part 3: Modern Basque Literature

essence, and on the other hand, the urban world lacking in moral and patriotic virtues.
Next to these characteristics, Otegi underscores the absence of conflicts in the individuals
and the presence of an omniscient and subjective narrator (an authorial narrator according to the classifications established by N. Friedman).26 All of these characteristics have
led Basque critics to notice the intertextual connections between Agirre’s novel and the
novels of José María de Pereda (1833–1906), especially in Sotileza (1885) and Peñas Arriba
(1895). Using the term applied by José F. Montesinos to the novel by Pereda,27 we can
call Agirre’s novel an idyll type novel, a type of novel whose Manichean objectives try
to establish a nostalgic view of a proto-historic world living with its back turned to the
modern bourgeois world.
With Agirre’s contributions, the Basque novel continued in the course he had set.
This was the case of the writing of José Manuel Etxeita (1842–1915), whose novels Josecho
(1909) and Jayoterri maittia (Beloved Homeland, 1910) followed in the costumbrista tradition,
although they incorporated elements of the serial stories and adventures. The first of these
works narrates the story of an orphan who manages to scale the social ladder and marry
the woman he loves, culminating in a happy ending to which the end of the novel appends
the event of the protagonist’s discovery of his Basque origins. Jayoterri maittia narrates the
story of a group of herders living in the idyllic valley of Ardibaso who are subsequently
obliged to immigrate to America due to the difficult economic situation in the valley. The
longing and nostalgia for the motherland will continue until they return—having made
their fortune in South America—to the dear homeland as wealthy indianuak.
References to America appeared very early in the classical texts of literature in the
Basque language, thanks to the testimonies of missionaries and Basque sailors or canonical Basque-language texts from the seventeenth century. Their preponderance meant
that America would finally come to represent a sort of otherness in the Basque literature of the eighteenth century at the same time that the emphatic term erbeste (exile,
banishment), which is composed of the words herri (town, country) and beste (other),
came to replace less emphatic words connoting the same meaning (for example atzerri).
The academic Pierre Lhande looked into supposed Basque atavisms to find the underlying causes for the abundant Basque emigration,28 but the causes for these migratory
flows must be sought in socioeconomic factors such as growing industrialization from
the Basque Country throughout the nineteenth century and the resulting transition from
an agricultural and herding society to an industrialized one, in addition to demographic
pressure, wars (the Carlist Wars, the thousands of French Basques who fought in the
First World War) and mandatory military service, and the hereditary system in place in
Basque villages (the mayorazgo or fideicommis, a legal system of inheritance whereby all
26. See Karlos Otegi, Pertsonaia euskal nobelagintzan (Bilbao: Mensajero, 1976).
27. See José F. Montesinos, Pereda o la novela idilio (Madrid: Castalia, 1969).
28. See Pierre Lhande, L’Émigration basque: Historie, économie, psychologie (Paris: Nouvelle Librairie Nationale,
1910).
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property is inherited by one son [or a daughter if the case applied]). In view of all of this,
it is understandable that the waves of emigrants were massive, especially as the century
wore on. South America became the first destination for Basque emigrants, but after
1850, with the gold rush in California, the migratory flow edged upward to the North
American West. There, once the gold mines ran out, the Basques turned to the work they
were mostly called on to do in North America: sheepherding.29
It is exactly at this moment that a new type of character appears in Basque literary texts, the amerikanua or indianua, the Basque emigrant who returns as a wealthy
man (or not) from his American venture. The representation is usually negative, clearly
conditioned by the allusion to an eternal return, to the motherland, in this case the
Basque Country. America is the place where the Basque emigrants ran the risk of losing
their faith, as occurred to the protagonist of Azkue’s novel Ardi galdua (The Lost Sheep,
1918),30 in which vice, especially involving women, is a predominant theme.31 America
was a place that was definitely good for the body but not for the soul, as the journalist
Hiriart Urruty was to proclaim in 1905. One of the books “adopted” by the Basque
youth of the nineteenth century was Antero Apaolaza’s Patxiko Txerren (1890), which also
contributed to spreading the negative image of the emigrant to America. Another author,
Ebaristo Bustintza, “Kirikiño,” whose books Abarrak (Branches, 1918) and Bigarren Abarrak (More Branches, 1930) were very popular with both adults and young people and
went through various reissues up until 1980, did not hesitate to beseech the reader (in
the second book mentioned above) not to go to America and to argue for the equal possibility of making money in the Basque Country.
One could say that Sabino Arana’s Basque nationalism had penetrated all of Basque
literature and would keep on doing so until the middle of the twentieth century. Even the
news from the four hundred thousand Basque emigrants who were already in the American continent in the first third of the twentieth century was filtered through the prism of
this ideology.32 The Church in the Basque Country also aligned itself with nationalism
in its rejection of emigration. The pastorals against emigration written by the bishops of
Iruñea-Pamplona, Baiona, and Vitoria-Gasteiz in 1852, 1855, and 1867, respectively, are
good examples of this tendency.33
29. The data for the United States census for the year 2000 provide a sense of the important presence, still
today, of the descendents of those Basques. It is estimated that there are up to 57,793 Basque descendents in the
United States. California, followed in a distant second place by Idaho or Nevada, is the state with the highest
number of Basques.
30. It is striking that years later, in 1967, this same negative representation was repeated in the short novel
Ameriketan galduak, by Nemesio Etxaniz (1899–1982), published in the anthology of the author’s works Lur berri bila
(Donostia-San Sebastián: Izarra, 1966).
31. A prime example can be found in J. M. Hiribarren’s Montevideoko berriak (News from Montevideo, 1853).
32. See Oscar Alvarez and José María Tapiz Fernández, “Prensa nacionalista vasca y emigración a América
(1900–1936),” Anuario de Estudios Americanos 53 (1996): 233–60.
33. See Oscar Alvarez,”Clero vasco y nacionalismo: Del exilio al liderazgo de la emigración (1900–1940),”
Studi Emigrazione 133 (1999): 101–18.
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In addition to the above-mentioned Ardi galdua by Azkue, we complete the list of
costumbrista novels published before the war with the folk novel Piarres (1926–29) by Jean
Barbier and the novels Mirentxu (1914) and Yolanda (1921) by Pierre Lhande (1857–1957).
Furthermore, although the genre seems at first less ambitious than the novels mentioned
above, the short costumbrista-type of story published at that time spoke to Basque readers
with much more immediacy. Here we refer to the chronicles of Jean Etxepare (1877–
1935): Buruxkak (Ears of Wheat, 1910) and Berebilez (By Car, 1934), and the short story
books Abarrak (1918) and Bigarren Abarrak (1930) by Ebaristo Bustintza “Kirikiño,” as well
as Ipuiak (Stories, 1930) by Pedro Miguel Urruzuno and the popular Pernando Amezketarra:
Bere ateraldi eta gertaerak (Pernando Amezketarra: His Witticisms and Life Stories, 1927),
by Gregorio Mujika. All of them have the merit of having developed a fluid prose style,
removing all purist tendencies and resonating with those potential readers for whom this
type of traditionalist narration was tailor-made: readers from rural backgrounds.
The contribution of women to the literary life of this period is also noteworthy.
Authors such as Rosario Artola (1869–1950), Tene Mujika (1888–1981), Julene Azpeitia
(1988–80), Katarine Eleizegi (1889–1963), and Sorne Unzueta (1900–2005) extensively
collaborated on the numerous journals and publications printed in those years. As Maite
Nuñez Betelu has demonstrated, these women were responding to the role that Basque
nationalism delegated to women and mothers of that period: responsibility for the transmission of the Catholic faith and of the Basque language.34 It is not surprising that many
of them belonged to the Emakume Abertzale Batza (Association of Nationalist Women,
1922–23, 1931–36); although these women had to accept a second-tier position with
regard to men within the Basque nationalist movement of the Basque Nationalist Party
(EAJ-PNV, by its Basque and Spanish acronyms), they nevertheless were present as the
forgers of the public use of oral and written expression, in which they managed to make
some inroads, and they participated as an entity in their own right in political acts. These
women carried on an extraordinary activity within the activist framework permitted
them, especially in the areas of education and welfare. According to Mercedes Ugalde,
the idealization of maternity and the overvaluation of the social influence of women
thereof seemed to justify and compensate for their secondary role.35
With regard to the Basque novel, we owe a debt to Agustin Anabitarte (1891–1981)
for the publication of the last prewar novels: Usauri (1929) and Donostia (1933). Anabitarte was one of the founders of the weekly journal Argia and the translator of part of Don
Quijote into Basque, winning the “Schuchardt Prize” from Euskaltzaindia (1918) for the
two novels mentioned above. The first novel, Usauri (1929), tells of the peculiarities and
customs of a seaside community, combing subjective techniques such as an omniscient
34. See Maite Nuñez Betelu, “Género y construcción nacional en las escritoras vascas” (PhD diss., University
of Missouri, St. Louis, 2001).
35. See Mercedes Ugalde, Mujeres y nacionalismo vasco: Génesis y desarrollo de Emakume Abertzale Batza (1906–1936)
(Bilbao: Universidad del País Vasco-Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea, 1993), 573.
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narrator with more objective passages. The use of a variety of narrative techniques and
the capture of heteroglossia generated by the different characters contributed a certain
modern voice to the text, which moreover turns into an echo of costumbrista stylistic inflections. The second novel, Donostia (1931), is also set in a historical context, describing the
city of San Sebastián at the end of the nineteenth century, a description that does little to
illuminate the historicity of the actual moment. Some years later, Anabitarte published
another novel, Poli (1958), describing the adventurous life of an orphan in a travel story,
and two years later, yet another, Aprika-ko basamortuan (In the Desert of Africa, 1961),
which narrates the crossing undertaken by the author in 1954 of the Algerian Sahara.
We also owe a debt to Tomas Agirre “Barrensoro” (1898–1982), a man with a wide
universal culture and a translator of Sir Walter Scott, Silvio Pellico, and Giovanni Papini,
among others. His novel Uztaro (Harvest Time, 1937) was the only one in Basque to be
published during the Spanish Civil War. This novel took elements from the costumbrista
form, but had a stronger moralist load than the work of Anabitarte.
The Spanish Civil War (1936–39) had a devastating effect on Basque literary production. The high number of casualties and exiles was followed by the great repression
implemented by the victors. During this period, Basque names were prohibited and even
Basque writing on cemetery headstones was not allowed; Francoist censorship held sway
over street life, public administration, and culture.The postwar generation is said to be
one of the most important for Basque literature, as it provided what was most urgently
needed, a sense of continuity. Poetry was the most common genre at the time, among
other reasons because it was easier to publish single poems than collected works and
because between 1940–50 normal publishing practices were almost impossible. Furthermore, it is important to remember that, with the generation of the Second Republic,
poetry reached one of the highest points in Basque literature in the twentieth century,
and that this generation became an important stimulus for the writers active in the following decades.36
Besides the above-mentioned Uztaro, there was hardly any publishing in Basque
language during the conflict. An exception to that rule is the unfinished novel Loretxo
(1937), by Domingo Arruti (1897–1968), published serially in the first Basque language
newspaper, Eguna (1937), based in Bilbao, which came out with a total of 139 issues. The
novel tells a love story between Loretxo, the daughter of wealthy Carlists established in
Zarautz who hate the nationalists, and Jon, who joined the nationalists after the uprising and fought as a gudari—Basque soldier—during the war. The parents of Loretxo die,
leaving her alone, at which point she writes to Jon telling him that he is her only hope.
According to Iker González-Allende,
In Basque writing from the wartime, the female companion plays a relevant role in the
nation’s march toward the future. Above all, as a woman, her main characteristic is her
purity, for which reason she is often identified with the various faces of nature. . . . Love
36. See chapter 7 on poetry.
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to another man or woman and love for the nation are bound together in these neo-foundational stories. . . . The end can vary depending on the novel: marriage is or is not the
outcome, and the nation building project either becomes a reality or else continues being
uncertain.37

It was in exile that Basque literature found the impetus for its revitalization, with
publishers such as Ekin, created in 1942 in Buenos Aires, or in reviews such as Euzko
Gogoa (1950–55/ 1956–59), started by Jokin Zaitegi in Guatemala, which moved to Biarritz, where it continued active publication. While in the first case one hundred titles were
published, Euzko Gogoa, totaling four hundred pages in length, was a home to the most
interesting creators of the 1950s and 1960s.38
Ekin published the first postwar novels, Joanixio (1946) and Bizia garratza da (Life Is
Hard, 1950) by Jon Andoni Irazusta (1881–1952). Both take place against a backdrop of
Civil War Spain, although neither of them really deals in depth with the drama of political exile for thousands of Basques. The first of these novels, Joanixio, describes the life of
a man obliged to emigrate to Argentina for economic reasons who desires to return to the
Basque Country, his idealized fatherland. In the second novel, two protagonists flee the
European political convulsions, immigrating to Colombia—never to return again—following personal odysseys full of dramatic episodes also affecting their fiancées. Although
this conflict is an element in both novels, it has no direct impact on the development of
the main argument, whose leitmotiv is doubtlessly the suffering and nostalgia in which
the emigrant/exile characters are swept up. This is all the more shocking in the case of
Irazusta, a renowned member of the EAJ-PNV, who chose exile instead of heeding the
call by the Lehendakari Jose Antonio Agirre to join him as a collaborator in the nationalist
side. It is not too tendentious therefore to see in the end of the novel Joanixio the aftereffect of remorse, which Irazusta felt throughout his life for having chosen exile. What
is surprising is the negative representation of America at a time when the hundreds of
thousands of Basque émigrés were joined by other thousands Basque exiles following the
conflict of 1936. Irazusta’s novel serves to reveal the fundamentalist, clerical, and traditionalist ideology persisting in the novel form from the very beginning of the twentieth
century.
A fresher theme arose out of the novel Ekaitzpean (Under the Storm, 1948) by José
Eizagirre (1881–1948), which recounts the contradictions that many Basques experienced between the Carlist side (which aligned itself with the national army during the
Civil War) and the nationalist side, aligned with the defenders of the Republic. Also
worth mentioning is the autobiographical novel by Sebastián Salaberria (1915–2003),
37. See Iker González-Allende, “Género y Nación en la Narrativa Vasca durante la Guerra Civil española
(1936–1939)” (PhD diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2007), 139–40.
38. For a better idea of the number of publications which appeared in exile, see the online archives offered
by the project “Urazandi,” from the Secretariat for External Programs [Acción Exterior del Gobierno Vasco] at www.
euskaletxeak.net/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=161&Itemid=274.
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Neronek tirako nizkin (It Was Me Who Shot, 1964), where the writer’s absorption of force
and drama from the personal experience of living through the war years shows through.
When it was published, this text was hailed as a great novelty in Basque writing, and
it may be considered as a clear appeal against a war which was a form of fratricide: the
story’s narrator and protagonist fights in the nationalist side and loses a leg. Over time,
he discovers that the person who shot at him from the other side was his brother.
The work of Martin Ugalde (1921–2004) deserves its place among the milestones of
Basque literature for its treatment of the alienation and upheaval of political repression
and exile experienced by many Basques. The literary trajectory of the author is commensurate with a biography marked by the three upheavals experienced by the author
in his lifetime. An avowed nationalist, Ugalde was one of the few secular writers of his
generation as well as a person actively committed to Basque culture. Although at first
he mainly wrote journalistic pieces, he soon took up story writing, novels, biographical
writing, essays, and history. Following his return to the Basque Country in 1969, his
Basque language production overtook his writing in Spanish. Notable are books such as
his collection of stories, Illtzalleak (The Killers, 1961), which, according to writers such as
Andima Ibinagabeitia, initiated “Basque literature about the war,”39 and which obtained
the first Prize from the Basque Government in exile. The book was considered the precursor of modern Basque short story writing, a modern genre inspired by the masters of
this genre such as Edgar Allan Poe, Anton Chekhov, and Guy de Maupassant, as well as
South Americans such as Horacio Quiroga. Ugalde distanced himself from costumbrismo
in this collection of short stories that the author once referred to as “resistance” stories.
These stories tell of the hardships of the Civil War and the postwar era. Other short
story collections published by Ugalde include Mantal urdiña (The Blue Apron, 1986),
about old age and loneliness and Bihotza golkoan (With My Heart in My Mouth, 1990).
Noteworthy among Ugalde’s novels are Itzulera baten istorioa (Story of a Return, 1989)
and Pedrotxo (1993), which were respectively awarded the Mirande Prize (1990) and the
Domingo Agirre Prize (1993). The first narrates, in a clearly autobiographical tone, the
history of a Basque family in exile and the impossibility of their return to the Basque
Country. This story, which centers on the hybrid identity of the narrator, the daughter of
exiled parents, was the first instance in which any Basque writing dealt with the dislocation and alienation suffered by the exiles. Pedrotxo (1993) on the other hand, tells the story
of the hardline Francoist repression of the postwar period, which was a clear denunciation of the human and social disaster brought on by the fratricidal war.
The first novel published in the Southern Basque Country after the Civil War was
not produced until 1950; this of course is the historical novel Alos-Torrea by Jon Etxaide
(1920–98), a prolific author and translator of Baroja into Basque. Alos-Torrea is the fictional recreation of the legend of “Gau-illa” by Juan Venancio Arakistain.40 Etxaide also
39. See Andima Ibinagabeitia, Idazlan hautatuak (Donostia-San Sebastián: Elkar, 1999).
40. See Juan V. Arakistain, Tradiciones vasco-cántabras (Bilbao: La Gran Enciclopedia Vasca, 1966).
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published novels such as Joanak joan (Past Times, 1955), based on the life of the romantic poet Pierre Topet Echahun, and Gorrotoa lege (Law of Hatred, 1964), which took its
inspiration from the war of the opposing bands which took place in the Basque Country
at the end of the Middle Ages. Although Etxaide transmitted a number of strong views
that aimed to subvert the idyllic world described in the costumbrista novels, the moralizing
attitude (Christian) of the omniscient narrator is actually the most dominant and pervasive feature of his novels, despite the innovative features they contained. In contrast, Jose
Antonio Loidi (1916–99),with his novel Amabost egun Urgain’en (Fifteen Days in Urgain,
1955), contributed the first police novel in the Basque language, although the dialogues
were weak and plagued by metacommentaries that deflated the suspense and slowed
down the pace of action.
Little by little we have come upon the 1950s, a decade in which there was a renewed
support for authors that signified a decisive step toward a modern Basque literature.
Here we refer to the group of authors comprising Federico Krutwig, Gabriel Aresti, Juan
San Martín, Jose Luis Alvarez Enparantza “Txillardegi,” and Jon Mirande, among others. Grouped around the journal Egan (created in 1948 and which after 1954, accepted
contributions in the Basque language), this group of authors share certain characteristics,
such as the fact that for most of them Basque was not their mother tongue, they were
sometimes agnostic, they held diverse political positions, and above all, they were distant from the traditional Basque nationalism of the EAJ-PNV. The political environment
became more radical in 1959 when ETA (Euskadi ta Askatasuna, Basque Homeland and
Freedom) appeared.
It has been said that in the 1950s Basque literature became an institutionalized independent activity within Basque social and cultural life, complete with its own “laws,
procedures and its own objectives, among other linguistic or cultural commonplaces.”41
Basque literature joined the European literary current of the moment, and the newfound
common ground would also be determined by translation and its fields of predilection,
in addition to translation’s own place in the literary system. If the 1950s would see the
translation of the works of William Shakespeare, Pío Baroja, Homer, and Juan Ramón
Jiménez, among others, then this list of works in translation would be lengthened by the
translation in the following decades of the work of Ernest Hemingway, Rabindranath
Tagore, Eugene Ionesco, Camilo José Cela, Bertholt Brecht, Albert Camus, Franz Kafka,
Robert Luis Stevenson, and Mark Twain. The creation of the Kulixka Sorta collection
by the publisher Itxaropena of Zarautz in 1952 would eventually catch up with the past
writers and would lead to the creation of new journals such as Jakin (Knowledge, 1956),
Karmel (1950), and Anaitasuna (Brotherhood, 1953), which would provide an important
cultural stage from which to launch a renewal of Basque cultural life.
41. See Jesús María Lasagabaster, “Literatura y vida literaria,” in Euskal Herria: Errealitate eta Egitasmo, ed. Joseba
Intxausti (Donostia-San Sebastián: Lankide Aurrezkia, 1985), 427.
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The Modern Novel
The Basque novel transitioned from the costumbrista model that had been so prevalent to
a certain type of existential novel, such as Leturiariaren egunkari ezkutua (The Secret Diary
of Leturia) by Jose Luis Alvarez Enparantza “Txillardegi” (1929–2012). Other novels
with an existential tone included Arranegi (1958), Araibar zalduna (Sir Araibar, 1962), and
Batetik bestera (From One to Another, 1962) by Eusebio Erkiaga (1912–1993) in the costumbrista style, as well as the above mentioned Neronek tirako nizkin (1964) by Sebastian
Salaberria, but none of them contained the kind of narrative novelty contributed by the
work of Txillardegi, an author and linguistics professor very much committed to Basque
culture and who, in addition to the literary scene, also delved into politics(he was one of
the founders of ETA and later on, the political party Herri Batasuna). He can be credited
with opening the doors of modernity to the Basque language novel. Similar to the character of Roquentin in Jean-Paul Sartre’s La Nausée (1938), Leturia, the troubled hero of Txillardegi’s first novel, Leturiaren egunkari ezkutua, feels the absence of any meaning in daily
human existence and broods on the themes of existentialism: solitude, failure, death,
the anguish arising from the categorical necessity of choices, and even questions the
existence of God, an existence that Leturia does not deny. The reference to Unamuno
places the author among those existentialists who were not atheists. Txillardegi’s next
novels, Peru Leartzako (1960) and Elsa Scheelen (1969) also fit the existentialist mould. In
the first of these novels, the protagonist and narrator, Peru, lives with an inexpugnable
anguish about the passing of time. Bored with his job, he is not relieved when he leaves
it, an action that does not fulfill him and takes him one step closer to being interned in
an insane asylum. In Elsa Scheelen, the writing follows a more traditional pattern and
employs an omniscient narrator. The novel deals with the sentimental path of Elsa, a
young woman who is abandoned by her boyfriend Luc and tries to overcome her terrible
solitude by entering into another relationship with the priest Pierre Maunier. Both Peru
Leartzako and Elsa Scheelen show the political and philosophic debates that characterized
the 1960s, but the excessive philosophic and ideological load drowns out the voice of the
novel. Following a ten-year hiatus, Txillardegi published another novel in 1979, Haizeaz
bestaldetik (Beyond the Wind). This novel tries to raise the same existential problems
that were present in his first novel: man’s search for absolutes. Nonetheless, the form
used in Haizeaz bestaldetik really was novel, as the book is written in lyric form. After this
experimentation, Txillardegi continued publishing political novels that closely followed
the tendencies of the nationalist or abertzale left, such as Exkixu (1988), Labartzari agur (Bye
Bye to Labartza, 2005), and the historical novel Putzu (1999), which takes place during
the Carlist Wars.
Jon Mirande (1925–72) belonged to the same generation as Txillardegi, and like him
he knew how to use the modern style, not only in his poetic work,42 but also in prose,
42. See chapter 7 on poetry.
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with psychological novels such as Haur besoetakoa (The Goddaughter), written around
1959 and published in 1970, and stories such as those brought together in the posthumous collection Gauaz parke batean (In a Park at Night, 1984). Mirande was an exceptional
polyglot and a translator of Poe, Saki, and Kafka, among others, into Basque, and it is
easy to find the echo of his wide reading in philosophy (the stoics, Friedrich Nietzsche
and Otto Spengler, above all) and in literature (including Charles Baudelaire and W. B.
Yeats as well as the authors mentioned above) in his poetic and prose work. Mirande’s
political ideas and positions stand out most of all. An avowed fascist, an anti-Semite,
and an anti-Christian, he was involved in the Basque political polemics of his time. His
novel Haur besoetakoa, which was about the relation between an older man and his goddaughter, still a girl, is reminiscent of Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita, but Mirande had not
read the novel by the Russian author when he wrote Haur besoetakoa and, as mentioned
by the novel’s Spanish translator, Eduardo Gil Bera, in his preface to the novel, Mirande
was only writing about a theme that had already been a literary motif from Theocritus
to Virgil.43 Given the strict Christian moral code in force, it is not surprising that the
arguments about transgression that were brandished in novel were shocking in their day,
since never before had the topic of pederasty been treated in Basque novels.
It is the masculine protagonist of Haur besoetakoa who tells the story. We know that he
is addicted to alcohol, that he is cultured (numerous musical and philosophical works are
quoted), and that he leads a seemingly aristocratic existence in a mansion left to him by
his parents when they died. All of this provides a backdrop for the most relevant stages of
the amorous relationship of the protagonists. Although the literary ploys in the novel are
rather traditional, the intensity of the feelings that are portrayed and the descriptive flow
of the scenes draw the reader into the story through suggestion and intensity—intensity
hitherto unknown in the Basque novel. Mirande committed suicide on Christmas of
1972. After his death, the myth of the damned author swelled the fascination of the literary community for his work.
On an international level, the 1960s were defined by the emergence of new social
movements and the spread of revolutionary models in the developing world, as well
as by a replacement in the hegemony at the heart of nationalism of the EAJ-PNV and
ETA.44 The Southern Basque Country further consolidated its industrial and economic
growth, which allowed for the development of new cultural initiatives. Their objective
was a cultural and artistic modernity encouraged, among others, by the poet Gabriel
Aresti (1933–75) and his collection Harri eta Herri (Stone and Country, 1964)—considered the greatest example of Basque social poetry—or the artist Jorge Oteiza (1908–2003),
who in his ¡Quousque tandem . . . ! Interpretación estética del alma vasca (1963) wrote about a
43. See Eduardo Gil Bera, trans. “Introducción” in La ahijada, Jon Mirande (Iruñea-Pamplona: Pamiela,
1991).
44. See Josu Chueca, “Introducción histórica,” Historia de la literatura vasca, ed. Patricio Urquizu (Madrid:
UNED, 2000), 398.
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“Basque style” that stemmed from a “Basque soul” shaped in Neolithic times. Oteiza,
together with other artists of the time who had formed groups such as Gaur (Today),
Danok (Everybody), Emen (Here), and Orain (Now) (1965), founded the Euskal Eskola
(Basque School) in 1966. The evaluation of prehistoric and popular art Oteiza sketched
out in his influential essay, as well as his expressed desire to return to origins, connected
his art with avant-garde movements whose aim was to return art to the purity of its first
incarnation.
Both Aresti and Oteiza contributed to the creation of a modern cultural movement
that embraced political activism against Franco’s regime. In parallel to them, the renowned
linguist Koldo Mitxelena (1915–87) lead the process of unification of the Basque language
initiated during that decade by Euskaltzaindia, which could be said to be the third main
player in this culturally heterodox group that revolutionized the Basque cultural world
in the 1960s. In addition, these were years during which the Basque publishing world
experienced great renewal through the creation of new publishing houses that increased
the production of books in Basque (some of the publishing houses to appear in those
years were: Gordailu [1969], Lur [1969], Etor [1970], Iker [1972], Gero [1973], and Elkar
[1973]). This increase in editorial production translated into a growth in the number of
novels (double the amount published in the previous decade), and it could be said that,
perhaps for the first time, novels written in Basque met the expectations of the Basque
readers of the time. It must also be said that the numbers of readers increased thanks to
initiatives such as the establishment of Basque schools, ikastolas, and the promotion of
literacy campaigns for adults. The first Basque Book Fair took place in Durango in 1965,
which has since become the Basque cultural venue par excellence. Also around this time
a movement promoting Basque modern song emerged, producing bands such as Ez Dok
Amairu(1965–72), which were followed by dance groups like Argia(1965–). Basque thea
ter too experienced an unprecedented renewal in those same years.45
New types of novels emerged in this context, novels that attempted to respond to the
concerns of the times, which were marked by cultural and social activism and a thirst for
modernization that impregnated all artistic manifestations (art, literature, music). Around
this time social novels make their first appearance. Xabier Gereño (1924–2011), among
others, was one of the form’s proponents; he was a prolific author of novels including
Arantza artean (Among the Thorns, 1969), about conflict at the workplace; Nora naramazazue? (Where Are You Taking Me?, 1972), about the struggle against tyranny and the
abuse of power; and Andereño (The Teacher, 1975), about the problems faced by ikastolas. Txomin Peillen (1932–), another prolific writer, a university professor, a member of
Euskaltzaindia, and a founder, together with Jon Mirande, of Igela (The Frog) magazine,
wrote several novels, among them the crime novel Gauaz ibiltzen dena. . . (Creature of
the Night, 1967) and the social novel Itzal gorria (The Red Shadow, 1972), both of them
recipients of the Domingo Agirre Award, and Gatu Beltza (The Black Cat, 1973), a parody
45. See chapter 8, on theater.
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of a crime novel. Lastly, we should mention Xabier Amuriza’s social novels: Hil ala bizi
(To Live or to Die, 1973), Oromenderrieta (1984), and Emea (The Woman, 1985). Another
type of novel breaks into the scene at this time, a novel that could be said to be allegorical
and tried to fool the censorship rules of the time. Doubtlessly, it was a form of narrative
that embraced the innovations of South American magic realism, a literary trend that
only became visible in the Spanish publishing world in the 1960s and that generated,
at least in terms of the Basque Country, essays like Nobela berria Hego-Amerikan (The
New Novel in South America, 1972) by Mikel Lasa, the renowned poet and translator.
By then, Anjel Lertxundi (1948) had already initiated one of the most interesting literary careers in Basque with his short story collection Hunik arrats artean (Until Nightfall,
1970), a book that clearly showed the influence of South American magic realism (some
of the stories in it took place in Macondo, for example). In this collection the town of
Urturi appeared for the first time; it became a narrative topos that formed the nucleus of
Lertxundi’s novel Ajea de Urturik (Something Is Lacking in Urturi, 1971), which narrates
the varying reactions of a fictitious town (clearly a symbol for the Basque Country) to a
flood. The repeated image of a spider’s web symbolizes the tense and oppressed situation
the Basque Country was enduring at the time. The influence of magic realism was also
obvious in Haurgintza minetan (Labor Pains, 1973), Mikel Zarate’s allegorical novel, which
also reflected the critical situation in the Basque Country at the time, and in Oilarraren
promesa (The Promise of the Rooster, 1976), by Joan Mari Irigoien (1948), which was
written in the midst of Franco’s dictatorship and was an indictment against the political
repression people in the Basque Country suffered. This same magic realist influence will
be further felt, as we shall see, in the later works of Irigoien, Lertxundi, and other authors
whose novels, in the 1980s, moved toward a kind of bleak ruralism.
In any case it was the 1969 publication of Egunero hasten delako (Because It Begins
Everyday) by Ramón Saizarbitoria (1944) that radically turned the novelistic landscape
on its head—a turn that meant that existentialist poetics were replaced by experimental
novels. Saizarbitoria embodied Jean Ricardou’s assertion that the novel is the adventure
of writing, and in this sense it could be said that his narrative adventures met the approval
of Basque critics.46 Ibon Sarasola’s Txillardegi eta Saizarbitoriaren nobelagintza (The Novels by
Txillardegi and Saizarbitoria, 1975), or the increasingly influential academic and critical
writings of Jesus Maria Lasagabaster, who returned from Paris in 1967 after completing
his studies on literary criticism at the hands of representatives of the “Nouvelle Critique”
like Lucien Goldmann, Roland Barthes, Julien Greimas, and others, further encouraged
the canonization of Saizarbitoria’s novel as an example of modernity. Lasagabaster’s
narratological analysis further established Egunero hasten delako and Saizarbitoria’s subsequent novels as the best exponents of the use of modern narrative techniques applied
46. See Jean Ricardou, Pour une théorie du Nouveau roman (Paris: Seuil, 1971).
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to the Basque novel.47 What is more, Lasagabaster, in his prologue to the second, 1982
edition to the novel, referred to the Barthesian distinction between lisible (readerly) and
scriptible (writerly) to indicate that Saizarbitoria’s novel belonged to the second category.
It could be said that this is one of the few Basque novels that has aged well; in other
words, it has become a classic, which is surely due to the currency of the themes it deals
with: immigration, sex education, and abortion. Saizarbitoria himself mentioned this in
the prologue he wrote for the updated 2007 edition.
Along two alternate independent planes, Saizarbitoria’s Egunero hasten delako tells the
story of a young student who wants to have an abortion (Gisèle Sergier) and recounts
a conversation that takes place between a train station and a call center—between a
strange character and one or more anonymous interlocutors. The first plane is narrated
in a behaviourist manner and the second in the style of Jean-Paul Sartre in La chute
(1956), where the interlocutor’s interventions are suppressed. The novel alludes to the
debate around the issue of abortion in the 1960s through the name of the main character,
Gisèle—which was also the name of the famous lawyer who took part in the 1972 trial in
Bobigny—and by mentioning the magazine Les Temps Modernes.
Saizarbitoria’s second novel, Ehun metro (One Hundred Meters, 1976), not only confirmed the expectations of the readers of the time, but surpassed them. This novel, which
has been translated into Spanish, French, English, and Italian, and was made into a
movie in 1985 by the director Alfonso Ungría, is the best-known, best-selling novel by
Saizarbitoria. In Ehun metro the narrator takes recourse to different narrative planes too,
although in this novel the use of cinematographic techniques is more evident. The fact
that the main story narrates the last hundred meters run by a member of ETA before
being shot down by the police in the Plaza de la Constitución in Donostia-San Sebastián
strongly conditioned the reception of the novel at the time of its publication.48 The novel’s narrative objectivism does not signal indifference, as Mikel Hernandez Abaitua has
argued,49 because the novel criticizes the increasing blood feuds ETA’s terrorism was
causing and argues for an ethical social compromise that breaks with the negligence and
the silence permeating Basque society. The narrative techniques used to identify the six
planes making up the novel (alternating second- and third-person narratives, repeated
flashbacks, inclusion of fragments from the press and tourist guides, and heteroglossial
use of Spanish and Basque to transcribe some of the planes) describe a historical scenery set toward the end of Franco’s dictatorship, around 1974 to be precise, a period of
great political repression. In this way, Ehun metro not only denounces the diglossic situation experienced by the Basque language, but also the Francoist marginalization of a
47. See Jesús María Lasagabaster, “Euskal nobelaren gizarte-kondairaren oinharriak,” in Euskal Linguistika eta
Literatura: Bide Berriak (Bilbao: Universidad de Deusto, 1981), 343–68; and Las literaturas de los vascos (Donostia-San
Sebastián: Universidad de Deusto, 2005).
48. See Jon Juaristi, Literatura Vasca, 88.
49. See Mikel Hernandez Abaitua, Ramon Saizarbitoriaren lehen eleberrigintza (Bilbao: Universidad del País VascoEuskal Herriko Unibertsitatea, 2008), 376.
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collective Basque identity through discourse. This Francoist discourse is patent in the
descriptions of Gipuzkoa’s capital, Donostia-San Sebastián, a city appropriated by Francoism and defined as the summer capital of Spain, and of the Plaza de la Constitución,
which is renamed “Plaza del 18 de Julio” (the date of the attempted coup d’état by a
group of Spanish Army generals that caused the Civil War).
The success of Saizarbitoria’s two first novels is comparable to the surprise caused
by the publication of his third one, Ene Jesus (Oh Jesus!, 1976). Although it received the
Crítica award (1982), at the time of its release it was ahead of its time and far removed
from the expectations of Saizarbitoria’s readers. In other words, the pact with the reader,
a pact Jean-Paul Sartre referred to in his 1948 essay Qu’est ce que la littérature?, breaks down.
Ene Jesus was a narrative exercise on the crisis of representation that permeated modern
art and philosophy, a crisis that reminded us that we are beings of language (see Martin
Heidegger) and that any attempt to get through its boundaries is doomed to fail (see
Ludwig Wittgenstein). Ene Jesus confronts us as a metanovel demonstrating the impossibility of telling a story in a tragic mode through its main character. It is a fragmentary
text in which the narrative elements (both in terms of the history and the discourse) have
been simplified as much as possible, and where characters like Samuel and “the mute,”
together with the characteristics inherent to the novel’s argument, signal to its nearest
intertextual sibiling: Malone meurt (1951) by the Irish writer Samuel Beckett.
Stephen Heath, regarding the Nouveau Roman, discusses the realism of writing,
a kind of writing that turns into “self-presentation as text.”50 Saizarbitoria, clearly fascinated by nouveaux romanciers, spoke in terms similar to Heath’s in his introduction to
another experimental novel of that time, Sekulorum Sekulotan (Forever and Ever, 1975), by
Patriku Urkizu (1946–), a novel is written as an interior monologue, transcribed without
stops or commas, reminiscent of some of the works by Philippe Sollers. This antinovel,
which was in tune with the poetics of the French group Tel Quel, underscores that we are
beings of language, and that, beyond the continuous verbiage transcribed onto the pages
that make up the novel, nothing exists. Dated 1972, Urkizu’s novel reflects the convulsive political situation of the time and the religious and moral debates experienced by a
group of youths reliving the French protest movement of May of 1968. Urkizu’s prolific
academic and literary output includes other novels and award-receiving essays.
By the time Urkizu published Sekulorum Sekulotan, two other authors, Bernardo
Atxaga (1951–) and Koldo Izagirre (1953–), who would become key players in the development of Basque literature, began publishing, in January 1975, the magazine Panpina
ustela (Rotten Doll). In it they included the manifesto “Ez dezagula konposturarik gal,
halere”(Let’s Not Lose Composure, at Any Rate), in which they criticized the Basque literary panorama of the times and proposed a radical renovation. The breakaway, unconventional character of the said publication, its neo-avant-garde, underground nature,
50. See Stephen Heath, The Nouveau Roman: A Study in the Practice of Writing (Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 1972), 22.
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demanded the autonomy of the literary fact, a demand that became even more manifest
in the texts that saw the light in the magazine Pott (Shattered, 1978–79), which was born
in Bilbao on Atxaga’s impulse after he had abandoned Ustela. The members of the Pott
group included Atxaga, Joxemari Iturralde, Joseba Sarrionandia, Ruper Ordorika, and
Jon Juaristi.
Zergaitik bai (Because I Say So, 1976) by Izagirre and Ziutateaz (About the City, 1976)
by Atxaga were the neo-avant-garde narrative texts that closed the 1970s chapter on
experimentalism. Both of them share the peculiarity of being difficult to catalog as novels. As Saizarbitoria asserted on the book’s back cover, Izagirre’s Zergaitik bai was really
a linguistic essay, an attempt to overcome the asepsis of unified Euskara. This attempt
resulted in a constellation of brief texts incorporating different registers and levels of
speech, a heteroglossia with which Izagirre reflected on the diglossic situation of Basque,
seducing the reader with a highly malleable style.
Young Atxaga, on the other hand, initiated his literary career with works of a postavant-garde nature and experimental bend. We are referring to his theater play Borobila
eta puntua (The Circle and the Point, 1972), the novel Ziutateaz, and the poetry collection Etiopia (1978), all works in which the poetic tedium of literature is patent and is
perceived to be the harbinger of the end of modernity. Ziutateaz is a hybrid, a narration
that includes poems, descriptions, and dramatic texts. The world the novel populates is
terrible, full of executioners, defeated boxers, soldiers who take part in gory spectacles,
and frustrated torturers. The city is the symbol of a a dystopian paradise. Madness and
cruelty reign in this literary universe impregnated with references to Friedrich Hölderlin,
Antonin Artaud, Alfred Jarry, and Vincent van Gogh. Ziutateaz symbolizes, undoubtedly,
a whole era of political repression and negation of all liberties.
Basque Narrative from 1975 Onward: The Consolidation of the Literary System and
Eclecticism
Although the arrival of democracy in Spain in 1975 did not suppose a drastic change
in the Basque literary paradigms of the time, it made possible the objective conditions
necessary for the establishment of the Basque literary system, at least in the Southern
Basque Country. After the Spanish Constitution was approved in 1978, Basque, together
with Spanish, became an official language of the two autonomous regions in the Southern side: the Basque Autonomous Region and Navarre. But the same did not happen
in the Northern Basque Country. The consequences of these uneven realities were easy
to predict: the instauration of bilingual teaching models or the availability of grants for
publishing in Basque mean that, at present, the Basque literary system is much stronger
and dynamic in the Southern Basque Country than in the Northern one. The immense
majority of the elements that make up the contemporary Basque literary system, in other
words, the structures that allow for the production, mediation, reception, and re-creation
of Basque literary texts, are mostly situated in the Basque Autonomous Region and are
mostly financed by government institutions. On the other hand, and just as we indicated
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at the start of this article, in the last decade more than 1500 new titles are published in
Basque per year, and the consolidation of the system has taken place concurrently to the
increasing importance of narrative. We have a net of more than one hundred publishing
houses and something like three hundred writers (85 percent men, 15 percent women).
Also, the establishing of a university degree on Basque philology at Basque Universities
like Deusto or the University of the Basque Country brought with it the necessary impetus for academic criticism to develop fully.
Also in the 1980s associations such as Eukal Idazleen Elkartea (EIE, the Basque
Writers Association, 1982), or Euskal Itzultzaile, Zuzentzaile eta Interpreteen Elkartea
(EIZIE, the Basque Translators, Editors and Interpreters Association, 1987) first emerged.
We must highlight also the quantity and quality of the translations into Basque of works
by canonical authors (at present, reading William Faulkner, Friedrich Hölderlin, or Guy
de Maupassant in Basque is a pleasure). Be that as it may, more needs to be done to translate Basque works into other languages. It is thought that only two hundred titles have
been translated into other languages,51 a truly limited number for a literature that has
undergone a clear process of autonomization and wishes, among other things, to achieve
a certificate of literary greatness by means of translations into other, more prominent languages. As Pascale Casanova has written, translation, apart from being a naturalization
process (in the sense of a change of nationality), it is also a literarization process, a means
of raising the translated work as literature before the eyes of legitimating institutions.52
We have been known to say that the weakest aspect of our literary system is reception, because it would seem that the reading of literary works in Basque is too tied to
mandatory reading in school.53 Since we are lacking in-depth studies on the subject of
current Basque reading habits, it would seem that neither Basque television, with channels that transmit entirely in Basque like ETB-1 (created in 1982), nor Basque newspapers, like Berria, have effectively managed to promote Basque literature.54
It is precisely the Internet, the medium that has displaced television in terms of
entertainment consumption among the younger readers of the Western world, where
Basque institutions have promoted the Basque language most. Although the results are
truly diminutive in comparison to the omnipresent English, they are a qualitative step
toward the full visibility of the language. Nowadays, Euskara is ranked the thirty-eighth
most often used language on the Internet, and Wikipedia entries in Basque have reached
numbers above 145,000. For this reason, because of the actualization of the global that
51. See chapter 11 on translation.
52. See Pascale Casanova, La república mundial de las letras (Barcelona: Anagrama, 2001), 182–83.
53. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, Waking the Hedgehog: The Literary Universe of Bernardo Atxaga (Reno: Center for
Basque Studies), 2005.
54. Although programs on Basque literature are practically nonexistent in the current television programming
(Sautrela [2000–2012] and Ipupomamua [2009–]would be the two exceptions), there are other types of programs in
Basque, like the series Goenkale, which started showing in 1994 and is still going strong after more than three thousand episodes, having managed to connect well with Basque-speaking audiences.
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gets carried out in a local environment like ours, experts such as Manuel Castells have
referred to Basque culture as “a small glocal neighborhood.”55
The consolidation of the Basque literary system and the importance the market has
gradually earned have allowed the realization of one demand that marked the 1980s: the
need for the professionalization of writers. Only a very limited percentage of writers (not
even 10 percent of Basque-language writers) live off writing alone, and they need to get
translated into other languages to achieve financial independence.56
In the following sections, we will try to establish the different trends and the authors
that have contributed to the quantitative and qualitative consolidation of Basque narrative in the last three decades. This will prove to be difficult in a landscape as diverse as
the current one, a landscape in which the specificity of each author could easily lead us
to appropriating Jorge Luis Borges’s diagnosis when he wrote that each author was an
island and that it was difficult to draw a map of trends.57 What is obvious is that there
is not one dominant trend, and that adjectives such as postmodern could be useful to sum
up such a heterogeneous narrative reality, where the market is becoming more and more
important and where narrative is compelled by the need to continue narrating, building,
and tearing down individual and collective identities that the imaginary of traditional
Basque narrative considered immutable.
One aspect we will touch upon will be the consolidation of the short story as a genre
and its contribution to the renewal of poetics. Sociological factors, such as the increasing
numbers of literary magazines and literary prices, have been mentioned as reasons for an
increase of production in this genre in the 1980s, but the fact that several of the writers
from this period were members of the Pott group (Atxaga, Sarrionandia, Iturralde) also
contributed to the increasing popularity of this genre.
At any rate, like Spanish literature around the turn of the twentieth century, Basque
literary activity has also centered on the novel in the last few years. Right now, the novel
is the genre with the greatest reach and literary prestige, and, of course, it offers the greatest returns to publishing houses. It could be said that the Basque novel of the last three
decades assumes the postmodern premise that every story has been told already, but it
is necessary to retell it.
The kind of novel we speak about here is obviously eclectic as regards influences and
literary intertexts, and although it appropriates the techniques of modernism, it brings
forward parodic and ironic combinations of genres and offers a rather considerable diver55. Cited in Andoni Alonso and Iñaki Arzoz, Basque Cyberculture: From Digital Euskadi to CyberEuskalherria (Reno:
Center for Basque Studies, 2003), 11.
56. See Ramón Etxezarreta, “Atzotik biharrera gaurra,” in Euskal Linguistika eta Literatura: Bide berriak (Bilbao:
Universidad de Deusto, 1981), 464.
57. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, “Un siglo de novela en Euskera,” in Historia de la literatura vasca, ed. Patricio
Urquizu (Madrid: UNED, 2000), 541.
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sity of typologies. As in the literary system of Spanish literature,58 we speak of culture as
an object and expression of consumerism, about the reprivatization of literature (because
of the popularity of memoirs and other autobiographical texts), about the abundance of
metafictions, about the hybridization of genres, about the importance of the restoration
of the past, about a realism that invents and creates reality, and about the growth of the
noir genre and mystery fiction.
In this landscape, a contemporary Basque novel has emerged that has the past as
its main object and makes use of diverse and subjective realist poetics. In this respect,
we could say that the Basque novel of the last few decades has overcome, at last, the
inability it had to “confront” reality, as critics such as Lasagabaster have said.59 It has
achieved this by becoming conscious of the fact that fiction does not re-create, represent,
or reflect any “reality,” but rather constructs it. As Alison Lee says, “reality is a purely linguistic notion.”60 For example, the Basque novel, thanks to the increase in texts that deal
with ETA, has gradually broken taboos around the issue of terrorism and its fetishistic
and ritualistic elements. A fictionalization of the “Basque troubles” has taken place that
undoubtedly can contribute “to break down terrorist re-mythologizing.”61 Let us follow
on with a journey through the most relevant authors and narrative texts.
Bernardo Atxaga (1951–): Basque Literature in the World Republic of Letters
Whereas in the previous section we spoke of the process of autonomization that Basque
literature has gone through in the democratic era, the writer José Irazu Garmendia,
whose nom de plume is Bernardo Atxaga, is the best exponent of this. Atxaga is the
most acclaimed and translated Basque author of all times and one of the few professional
Basque writers.62 He has received numerous prizes, including the Euskadi Prize (1989,
1997, 1999), the Nacional de Narrativa Prize (1989), the Milepages Prize (1991), the Tres
Coronas de los Pirineos Atlánticos Prize (1995), the Eusko Ikaskuntza Prize (2002), the
Cesare Pavese Poetry Prize (2003), the Grinzane Cavour Prize (2008), the Modello Prize
(2008), and the Spanish Crítica Prize (1978, 1985, 1988, 1993, 2003).
After his early avant-garde work, Atxaga’s narrative evolved toward fantastic fiction
in the 1980s. The imaginary geography of Obaba in the short story “Camilo Lizardi
erretore jaunaren etxean aurkitutako gutunaren azalpena” (An Exposition of Canon
58. See Jose Carlos Mainer, “Cultura y sociedad,” in Historia y crítica de la literatura española, Vol. 9. Los nuevos
nombres: 1975–1990, ed. Francisco Rico (Barcelona: Crítica, 1992), 54–72; and Darío Villanueva, “Los marcos de
la literatura española (1975–1990): esbozo de un sistema,” in Historia y crítica de la literatura española. Vol. 9 Los nuevos
nombres: 1975–1990, ed. Francisco Rico (Barcelona: Crítica, 1992), 285–305.
59. See Jesús María Lasagabaster, Contemporary Basque Fiction (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1990), 22.
60. See Alison Lee, Realism and Power: Postmodern British Fiction (New York: Routledge, 1990), 25.
61. See Joseba Zulaika, “Terrorismo y tabú: La remitificación terrorista,” in La cuestión vasca: Claves de un conflicto
cultural y politico, eds. J. Beriain and J. Fernández Ubieta (Barcelona: Proyecto A, 1999), 88.
62. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, Waking the Hedgehog: The Literary Universe of Bernardo Atxaga (Reno: Center for
Basque Studies, 2005).
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Lizardi’s Letter, 1982), which earned him the Ciudad de San Sebastián Prize, heralded
this change. The origin of the name Obaba is in a lullaby from the province of Bizkaia
and, as a setting, Obaba provides thematic unity to tales such as Sugeak txoriari begiratzen
dioenean (When the Snake Stares at the Bird, 1984) and Bi letter jaso nituen oso denbora gutxian
(Two Letters All at Once, 1984), the short novel Bi anai (Two Brothers, 1985), and the
renowned Obabakoak (1988).63 The sensitivity with which Atxaga deals with the problems
faced by immigrants and the Basque diaspora, and his clever way of transmitting the
hybridity of identity and culture by the heterophonic use of English and Basque, are only
some of the aspects that make Bi letter a refreshing, attractive read. Bi anai, on the other
hand, could be considered to be a modern fable about the sacrifice of an innocent.64
The descriptions of Obaba speak of a lived-in geography, a geography that transports readers to spaces from the author’s childhood that are a narrative pretext to speak
of an older world not ruled by logical causality, but by the “causalidad distinta” that
Jorge Luis Borges spoke about in Siete noches: magic. The opposition between Nature and
Culture determines the evolution of events in Obaba; truly, this is a premodern world
where words like “depression” or “schizophrenia” do not exist and metamorphosis is the
explanation for incomprehensible events that take place.65 For this reason, in the realm
of Obaba, it is possible for a child to turn into a white boar or for two brothers to turn
into geese (see Bi anai) or a lizard, a lacerta viridis, to enter a person’s ear and take over his
brain. The inhabitants of Obaba must undergo punishments for moral transgressions,
punishments that include being prohibited from having children, as in the canon’s case
(see “An Exposition of Canon Lizardi’s Letter,” in Obabakoak) or not being able to control
sexual urges, as in the case of the disabled brother in Bi anai. These are metamorphoses
that create fantastic fiction, as Rosemary Jackson has said,66 in a subversive literature that
tries to give voice to the Other, the marginal, the invisible, even the “monstrous,” in a
fashion not unlike that which Romanticism used to question the existing social order.
Obabakoak (1989) is a collection of interrelated short stories, a short story cycle, that
is provided with a frame in the last section of the book. From the paratext, Obabakoak,
which in Basque means “the people or stories of Obaba,” the imaginary geography of
Obaba provides thematic and topological unity to the short stories included in it. In this
way, the affective landscape of Obaba is described as a virtual infinite realm in which the
narrator’s memory weaves a suggestive pattern of stories, stories that combine metanarrative reflection with strategies taken from fantastic fiction. But this fantastic journey is,
above all, a literary, intertextual journey. The continuous references to other short stories
remind us of T. S. Eliot’s assertion that all works are inscribed in a literary tradition;
63. Two Basque Stories, trans. Nere Lete (Reno: Center for Basque Studies, 2009); Two Brothers, trans. Margaret
Jull Costa (London: Harvill Secker, 2001); Obabakoak, trans. Margaret Jull Costa (New York: Pantheon, 1992).
64. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, Waking the Hedgehog: The Literary Universe of Bernardo Atxaga, chap. 11.
65. See Bernardo Atxaga, “Obaba, monde secret,” in Atxaga Baionan (Donostia-San Sebastián: Hiria-Egan,
1999), 91–100.
66. See Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion (London: Routledge, 1995).
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in this sense, Obabakoak is an homage to all the universal masters of the literary short
stories,be they those who published theoretical approximations of the genre (like Poe,
Quiroga, or Julio Cortázar) or nineteenth- and twentieth-century writers. This literary
homage is translated into quotes from tales (such as the well-known story “The Rich
Merchant’s Servant”), into brief retellings (of short stories by Anton Chekhov, Evelyn
Waugh, and Guy de Maupassant in Regarding Stories), into paraphrases with thematic
and formal transformations (like Wei Lie Deshang), into plagiarism (such as in the short
story “Torture par espérance” by Auguste Villiers de l’Isle Adam in The Crevasse), into
parodies, into imitations, and on and on. If these references were not enough, titles such
as Margarete and Heinrich, twins (see G. Trakl) or E. Werfell (see F. Werfel), allude to an
expressionism underlying of some of the short stories in the book. All in all, the two parts
of the book deal with the themes of solitude and fatality, and show us a literary world
of unusual polyphonic richness that suggests a reflection on life and the act of writing
itself. The author reflects on the limits of literature and life and reminds us that, unless
we hope to become quixotic characters, it is dangerous to be too credulous with fiction.
After Obabakoak, Atxaga wrote additional short stories that have been published in several collective anthologies.67
Atxaga’s young-adult novel Behi euskaldun baten memoriak (Memoirs of a Basque Cow,
1991) marks the shift toward realism in his narrative style—a shift also perceptible in
other Basque novelists (like Anjel Lertxundi, Joan Mari Irigoien, or Pako Aristi) who
published fantastic texts in the 1980s. Behi euskaldun baten memoriak purports to be an
educational novel and appropriates the narrative strategies of genres such as the fable or
memoir to that end. But the memoirs of the protagonist, Mo, a cow who personifies the
Kantian maxim “sapere aude” (dare to discern), take us back to the harsh reality of the
postwar period in the Basque Country. Mo’s memoirs are inspired in the lives of people
like Juan Fernández de Ayala, Juanín, the renowned Cantabrian maqui Atxaga homaged
in his own particular way. In this book Atxaga pays homage to authors such as Aresti,
Sarrionandia, and Iparragirre, as well as eighteenth-century lyrical romances. Notably,
besides some allusions to Arthur Rimbaud, François Villon, and Georges Brassens, the
intertextual references in the novel, which the narrator voices through the main character, are mostly Basque.
Atxaga’s next few novels, Gizona bere bakardadean (1993), Zeru horiek (1995), and
Soinujolearen semea (2003) (translated into English by Margaret Jull Costa as The Lone Man,
The Lone Woman, and The Accordionist’s Son, respectively, and published by Harvill Secker
in 1996, 1999, and 2007) propose an ethical approach to the conflictive Basque political
context.68 The three novels consolidate Atxaga’s international trajectory and have been
widely translated. Gizona bere bakardadean (1993), for example, was translated into fifteen
67. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, “Bibliografía de Bernardo Atxaga,” in Bernardo Atxaga, ed. I. Andrés-Suárez
(Madrid: Arcolibrosa, 2010).
68. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, Waking the Hedgehog: The Literary Universe of Bernardo Atxaga, chaps. 12–14.
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languages, was shortlisted for the Nacional de Narrativa Prize (1993), received awards
including the Crítica Prize (1993) and the Euskadi de Plata (1994), and was nominated
for the Aristeion Pirze (1996) and the International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award
(1997), among others. Zeru horiek has been translated into ten languages and been made
into an excellent movie by the director Aizpea Goenaga (Zeru horiek, 2008). Lastly, Soinujolearen semea has been translated into thirteen languages and received awards such as the
Crítica Prize (2003) as well as the Grinzane Cavour and the Mondello, both in Italy in
2008.
These three novels introduce us to characters who are ex-members of ETA, tortured
by memories of terrorist acts like Carlos, the main character in Gizona bere bakardadean, or
condemned to a life of solitude and exclusion, like Irene, the main character in Zeru horiek.
Atxaga’s narrative strategies give these psychological novels with an intense emotional
surcharge. Such strategies include, among others, the reduction of elements of space and
time to a limited number of days and places; the prominence of heterotopian spaces of
crisis or deviations (the hotel, prison);and the obsessive repetition of metaphors, images,
and dreams (the dream of frozen waters in Gizona bere bakardadean, or the utopian Arcadia
Irene dreams of); and the use of intertexts that underscore the disillusion with the revolutionary ideals of the past, such as the texts by Rosa Luxemburg or Adriana Kollontai
in Gizona bere bakardadean or the selection of “damned” poets in Zeru horiek.
The two main characters in each of these novels, Carlos and Irene, share a destiny of
rootlessness and solitude. In Gizona bere bakardadean, rootlessness drives Carlos to live in
the territory of Don Miedo (see Gonzalo de Berceo’s “Don Bildur”—miedo and bildur are
Spanish and Basque for fear, respectively). It could be said that although he has reached
a degree of well-being that allows him to live comfortably and work as a baker for the
hotel (paraphrasing an author that is quoted in the novel, Kropotkin, he has conquered
bread), Carlos has not yet managed to distance himself from ETA. As the repeated image
of the frozen seas suggests, not having broken away from the terrorist organization will
drive Carlos to self-destruct at the end of the novel, a tragic destiny he will share with an
innocent, Pascal, his friends’ child. Although it is obvious that for Carlos the ETA fight is
absurd and he feels far removed from the slogans and stories he remembers thanks to the
folder—a true host of memories—he keeps in his room, he cannot but feel like a wandering soul and identify with the Friedrich Hölderlin poem he has hung up on the wall of
his bakery (“Menons klagen um Diotima,” Menon’s lament for Diotima).
In Zeru horiek, however, Irene’s ending is much more uncertain because she has truly
made the choice to cut herself off the terrorist group and take refuge in the prisoner
rehabilitation program, but her return home becomes impossible due to the social and
political pressure she experiences. The constant allusions to her “betrayal” in the novel,
as well as the sexual violence she experiences at the hand of the secret police, forecast an
uneasy future for Irene. It is in any case pertinent to bring up a couple of facts. On the
one hand, Atxaga was inspired by a real graffiti that referred to an ETA “betrayer” to

166

Part 3: Modern Basque Literature

sketch out Irene’s story.69 On the other, it should be remembered that Irene’s story has
echoes of ETA’s murder, in 1986, of María Dolores Gonzalez Katarain (Yoyes) who, having been one of the leaders of the organization throughout the 1970s decided to return
from her exile in Mexico, choosing to take part in a prisoner rehabilitation program.
The recovery of historical memory—more specifically, remembering the consequences of the bombing of Gernika by the Legión Cóndor on April 26, 1937—is one of
the creative impulses behind the novel Soinujolearen semea. Gernika’s significance as a place
of memory for the Basques is huge, and it is also present in other works of Atxaga, such
as in the essay Markak: Gernika 1937 (Traces: Gernika, 1937; 2007). In Soinujolearen semea,
David, from his Californian ranch, recounts his memories of his childhood in Obaba and
painful awakening following his discovery of the serious events that took place during
the Civil War and its aftermath. The Obaba that he outlines in this novel is not, as is the
case in Obabakoak, a place where fantastic things happen, but rather a far-off Arcadia, a
little locus amoenus inhabited by the happy peasants Virgil sang about. Iruain, the maternal home of the protagonist, is located in this place, in a valley described as green and
bucolic. This valley that has nothing to do with the second utopian space highlighted in
the novel, Stoneham Ranch, in Tulare Country, California; nevertheless, the illusion of
a Californian utopia is broken by the link established, from the outset, with the Spanish
Civil War. Stoneham Fields, near Southampton, United Kingdom, was the destination
for four thousand exiled Basque children who fled the Civil War on May 21, 1937,
aboard the ship the Habana. In this sense, America, the New World, far from being the
longed-for Arcadia that inspired travelers and artists from the Renaissance until recent
eras (see Franz Kafka’s Amerika) is transformed in Soinujolearen semea into a destination of
self-imposed Basque exile for political reasons. There is little doubt that the novel shatters
the representation of the Americas present in Basque literature from the nineteenth century on, a clearly negative representation fed by the illusion of eternal return. Atxaga’s
novel tells us instead of an exile that allows those Basques who had to leave Euskadi for
political reasons to start a new life.
Walter Benjamin argued that the historian’s task and, indeed, the writer’s was similar
to a collector’s who wanders among ruins of the past in order to reconstruct, by means of
some valuable pieces, fragments of what once existed.70 Those fragments, those valuable
pieces, are visualized, in Atxaga’s Soinujolearen semea, as objects, such as the piece of string
to remember, books, letters, Ángel’s notebook, photographs, the cardboard box, and
the Hotson hat; spaces such as the hideout and the Hotel Alaska; and symbols such as the
monument to those who fell in the war. These are all sites of memory71 that help to recall
69. See the interview to Bernardo Atxaga published in El Dominical on April 21, 1996.
70. See Walter Benjamin, “Thesis on the Philosophy of History,” in Illuminations (New York: Schoken Books,
1978).
71. Likewise, Alfredo Sosa-Velasco uses the notion of sites of memory for his interesting comparative analysis
of El hijo del acordeonista by Atxaga and La mitad del alma by Carme Riera. See Sosa-Velasco, “Memory, Past, and
Writing in the Global Scene: Bernardo Atxaga’s El hijo del acordeonista and Carme Riera’s La mitad del alma,” in Writers
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traumatic events and lead to a healing, to the “working through” something via literary
creation of which Dominique LaCapra speaks.72 These places break the state of “hypnosis” (84) or “day-dreaming” (209) David lived under in the utopian space of Iruain
and ennable his awakening and his acknowledgment that he is the son of a Falange collaborator. Soinujolearen semea does not just seek to recover a traumatic historic past; it also
hopes to reflect on the influence that past has had on the following Basque generations,
generations that, just like the characters in the novel, have seen their lives conditioned by
the repression of a dictatorship and the surge of ETA’s terrorism.
With his most recently published novel, Zazpi etxe Frantzian (Seven Houses in France,
2008),73 Atxaga aims to create a new literary starting point for himself. Far removed from
what until now have been the core axes of his oeuvre, Obaba and Basque historical memory, his new novel takes place in distant times and lands, in the colonized Congo, where
its protagonist and narrator Chrysostome Liège tells of the journey he undertook in 1903
from Ambers to Yangambi. Although it could well be said that colonized Congo is not an
unknown “place”—let us remember, among others, the renowned texts of Arthur Conan
Doyle, Mark Twain, André Gide, and even Joseph Conrad’s canonical Heart of Darkness,
written in 1894 and questioned by authors such as Chinua Achebe. But in this instance
Atxaga has really gone a step further in his retelling of colonialism and its infinite cruelty.
It is precisely the colonial past of the West that, according to Hannah Arendt, is at the
root of atrocities such as the Holocaust.74 Atxaga’s novel is not an adventure novel, a
genre that the colonizers used abundantly to legitimize their crimes, but a parody of the
genre. The gag, nonsense, and parody are the weapons Zazpi etxe Frantzian uses to break
down imperialist, hegemonic ideology.

Rewriting History
Ulrich Winter speaks of the triple “exile” that, in his opinion, historical reality in Spain
suffered between 1936 and 1975. The origins of this exile are to be found in the dual
forgetting that dominated this era,“first as a result of the dictatorial repression . . . and
another ‘agreed on’ forgetting during the democratic transition.”75 The repatriation of
History by means of the aesthetic recuperation of the memory of the Civil War and
Francoism in novels written after 1975 lead to a thematic line characterized by Winter in
in Between Languages: Minority Literatures in the Global Scene, ed. Mari José Olaziregi (Reno: Center for Basque Studies,
2009), 231–54.
72. Dominique LaCapra, History in Transit: Experience, Identity, Critical Theory (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
2004), 142–44.
73. See Bernardo Atxaga, Seven Houses in France, trans. Margaret Jull Costa, (London: Harvill Secker, 2011).
74. See Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Harcourt, 1951).
75. See Ulrich Winter, ed. Lugares de la Guerra Civil y el franquismo: Representaciones literarias y visuals (Madrid:
Iberoamericana, 2006), 9.
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the trinomial “traumatism, paralysis, reconciliation” and a remythologizing of the silent
History as opposed to the official History.76
The explosion of memory in the current humanities paradigm Jan-Werner Müller
alludes to, a response to the Nietzschean proclamation in favor of a History of Victims,77
is a clear symptom of the growing need to return to a past of suffering and exclusion in
order to promote a politics of recognition. It is, precisely, in this context where literature
from the Iberian sphere has championed an aesthetic recuperation of the Civil War that
has been legitimized critically and theoretically by a long list of studies that emphasized
the centrality of memory within its paratext.78
Contemporary Basque narrative has also made the goal of telling and deconstructing historical and political events from a point of view far removed from mythologizing
or Manichean arguments its own. Having questioned the objectivity of historiographical discourse, it is argued that literature can also serve to tell those “other truths” that
History has banished from its epic discourse, those truths that are, ultimately, ours.79
This is the reason why conflicts of war such as the CarlistWars of the nineteenth century and especially the Spanish Civil War have inspired many of the contemporary
Basque novels. Among the ones that have addressed the topic of the Civil War we could
mention, for example, Abuztuaren hamabosteko bazkalondoa (August Fifteenth after Lunch,
1979) by Jose Agustin Arrieta; Euzkadi merezi zuten by Koldo Izagirre (They Deserved a
Country Named Euzkadi, 1995); Azukrea belazeetan (Sugar in the Fields, 1987), Gerezi
denbora (Sherry Times, 1998), and Sagarrak Euzkadin (Apples in Euzkadi, 2007) by Inazio
Mujika Iraola; Izua hemen (Fear, Here, 1990) and Kilkerra eta roulottea (The Cricket and the
Rouloutte, 1997) by Joxemari Iturralde; Loitzu herrian udapartean (In the Village of Loitzu,
in Summer, 1993) by Luis Mari Mujika; Badena dena da (It Is Whatever It Is, 1995) by
Patxi Zabaleta; Azken fusila (The Last Fusil, 1994) and Kilkerren hotsak (2003) by Edorta
Jimenez; Zoazte hemendik! (Go Away from Here, 1995) by Patri Urkizu; Bihotz bi: Gerrako
76. See David K. Herzberger, Narrating the Past: Fiction and Historiography in Postwar Spain (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995); and Jo Labanyi, Myth and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).
77. See Jan-Werner Müller, ed. Memory and Power in Post-War Europe: Studies in the Presence of the Past (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 13–18; and Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Use and Abuse of History for Life (Sioux
Falls: NuVision Publications, 2007).
78. See among many others Joan Ramon Resina, Disremembering the Dictatorship: The Politics of Memory in the
Spanish Transition to Democracy (Atlanta: Rodopi, 2000); Raanan Rein, Spanish Memories: Images of a Contested Past
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002); Ana Luengo, La encrucijada de la memoria: La memoria de la guerra
civil española en la novela contemporánea (Berlin: Tranvía, 2004); Jose Manuel López de Abiada and Andreas Stucki,
“Culturas de la memoria: Transición democrática en España y memoria histórica. Una reflexión historiográfica
y político-cultural,” Iberoamericana 15 (2004): 103–22; Joan Ramon Resina and Ulrich Winter, eds. Casa encantada:
Lugares de memoria en la España constitucional (1978–2004) (Madrid: Iberoamericana / Vervuert, 2005); Ulrich Winter,
ed. Lugares de la Guerra Civil y el franquismo: Representaciones literarias y visuals (Madrid: Iberoamericana, 2006); Jose
Colmeiro, Memoria histórica e identidad cultural: De la postguerra a la postmodernindad (Barcelona: Anthropos, 2005); and
Ofelia Ferrán, Working through Memory: Writing and Remembrance in Contemporary Spanish Narrative (Lewisburg: Bucknell
University Press, 2007).
79. Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 49.
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kronikak (Two Hearts: War Reports, 1996) and Gorde nazazu lurpean (Keep Me Buried,
2000) by Ramón Saizarbitoria; Pausoa noiz luzatu (When to Take the Next Step, 1998) by
Andoni Egaña; Tigre ehizan (Chasing Tigers, 1996) by Aingeru Epaltza. Let us look at
some of them in detail, especially the novels of Ramón Saizarbitoria.
Let us start with Joxe Austin Arrieta (1949–), translator (Euskadi Translation Prize
1995), poet (Ciudad de Irún Prize 1982 and 1996), and writer. His first novel, Abuztuaren
hamabosteko bazkalondoa, received the 1978 Ciudad de Irún Prize. It is an autobiographical
novel that puts forward an interesting portrait of postwar Donostia-San Sebastián after
the war, where the winners of the Civil War spend their summers. The story he writes
takes us back to August 15, 1965, to a postprandial discussion between members of a
Donostiarra nationalist family. First the son, a young sixteen-year-old seminarist starts to
remember his childhood in Donostia-San Sebastián, and then the father, an old Basque
soldier, a gudari who fought in the Civil War, tells of the battles that were lost. Only the
dialogues or the descriptions of the family scene break up the process of remembering
a past plagued with defeat, the things that might have been but never were—a process
shared by this Basque family in their intimacy. Apart its heteroglossia, the novel is notable
for its use of the different places of memory (home, Gernika, Donostia-San Sebastián’s
Paseo Nuevo / Pasealeku Berria), places whose symbolic value contribute to the excellent
political and cultural portrait of postwar Basque society the novel manages to conjure up.
Arrieta’s next novel, Manu militari (1987), a metanovel that showed great stylistic virtuosity and an abundance of intertextuality, was quite a poetic turn for the author.
Koldo Izagirre (1953–) is a writer, translator, scriptwriter, and a prolific creator of
Basque culture. He has delved practically in all literary genres80 and his early days were
linked to the iconoclastic and avant-garde wave of the 1970s.81 The Civil War and its
dramatic consequences are present in most of his narrative production, such as the novel
Euzkadi merezi zuten (They Deserved a Country Named Euzkadi, 1984), a realist narration dealing with the start of the Civil War in the Basque Country. However, in this
case realism does not mean an objective and faithful chronicle of the different events
that took place, but rather an evocative and baroque stylistic recreation of what is being
retold. Izagirre’s use of popular expressions and the orality his prose distills are constant
characteristics of this author’s literary output. Later on in his career Izagirre won first
prize in the Bilintx for Young People’s Literature competition with the book Metxa esaten
dioten agirretar baten ibili herrenak (Stories from a Man Called Metxa). Through fourteen
humorous, ironic stories, the author reveals the joys and sadnesses of a stubborn and
mischievous old man called Nikola de Agirre “Metxa,” who had been honed in some of
the battles of the Civil War. Izagirre recovers the character for his next novel, Agirre zaharraren kartzelaldi berriak (The New Imprisonments of Old Agirre, 1999), where Agirre narrates his voluntary imprisonment. Realism and fantasy are, again, the main ingredients
80. See chapter 7 on poetry.
81. See previous section in this chapter.
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of Agirre zaharraren kartzelaldi berriak, a work that the author himself has described as
quasi-burlesque farce. Old Agirre retells stories of jails and concentration camps like
Manthausen, Buchenwald, Auschwitz, and Dachau before an audience made up of the
last generation of ETA prisoners. As Iñaki Aldekoa has written, “the elusive Nikola of
surprisingly fast responses, mistakes the last generation of militants with his hardened
perseverance in fighting and indelible morals against the Intxorta.”82 The Civil War and
its consequences again inspire the short story collection Sua nahi, Mr Churchil? (Need a
Light, Mr. Churchill?, 2005), a book in which Izagirre again displays a truly evocative
and stylistically exhuberant prose.
The various wars that have affected the Basque Country (the Civil War, the Carlist
Wars, and the occupation of the Northern Basque Country during World War II) have
proven to be the structuring axis of most of Aingeru Epaltza’s narrative works (1960–).
His short story collections include Garretatik erauzitakoak (Saved from the Flames, 1989)
and Lasto sua (Straw Fire, 2005). Epaltza uses irony to confront problems such as Basque
political violence. Among his books for younger readers, we recommend the short novel
Ur zabaletan (1994), about the adventures of a Basque immigrant in the United States in
the nineteenth century.
Epaltza’s first novel, Sasiak ere begiak baditik (Brambles Have Eyes Too), won the
Iruñea-Pamplona Townhall First Novel competition. The novel, was structured like one
of Pío Baroja’s adventure novels, narrates the vicissitudes of Pedro Mari Arrieta, a Carlist
soldier who becomes a lieutenant in the liberal side by mistake. His next novel, Ur uherrak
(Muddy Waters, 1995) had a greater reception. The meeting between two characters—
Billie, a young black blues singer and the daughter of a Basque shepherd who had emigrated to the United States and fought in Vietnam, and Jazinto, an old, failed, alcoholic
bertsolari (improvised verse singer) who had been a militiaman during the Civil War—is
the starting point of the novel. Both try to move forward in the antagonistic, oppressive
atmosphere of a small town in Navarre masterfully depicted by Epaltza. The voracious
fight for power among the town politicians, police repression, journalistic manipulation,
and violence toward the weakest people increase after the murder of a town counselor,
a murder that is blamed on the innocent person in the town, Billie’s father. The novel
demonstrates Epaltza’s use of narrative techniques from the noir genre and his homage
to North American authors like Ralph Ellison or James Baldwin’s If Beale Street Could
Talk (1974). At the heart of the novel are invisible, marginal people, whose lives that are
reflected in a truly innovative symbolic and semantic layers of Navarre dialect.
The drama of the exile, alienation, and fear is at the heart of Epaltza’s novel Tigre
ehizan (1996), which received the Euskadi Prize shortly after publication. The protagonists are Martin and his son Martintxu, both exiles, the first in Venezuela and the second,
with the rest of the family, in Larresoro, a town occupied by the Nazis in the Northern
Basque Country. By chance, they will both hunt a tiger on August 7, 1944—a puma in the
82. See Iñaki Aldekoa, Historia de la literatura vasca (Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 2004), 285.

Worlds of Fiction

171

father’s case, and a German tank informally known as a “tiger” in the son’s case. Once
again, Epaltza’s heteroglossic use of dialects such as Bizkaian and Lapurtera is worthy
of mention, but the intensity with which the narrator relates the anguish and fear that
overwhelms this family separated by war is outstanding. The tiger each protagonist has
to hunt embodies this fear; killing the tiger symbolizes overcoming the fear that paralyzes
this family, which is becoming ever more ghostly in its exile hideout.
Epaltza’s Rock’n’Roll (2000) is a clever noir novel that contains all of the ingredients
Raymond Chandler listed in The Simple Art of Murder, but especially the disappearance of
a body. The novel takes an ironic look at the generation that discovered rock and roll and
pays homage above all to Lou Reed. Edu, the narrator, is a failed journalist with a serious
alcohol problem. Everything takes place between August 4 and August 23, 1999, in a city
that could well be Iruñea-Pamplona with some slightly spectral hues. Epaltza’s historical
narratives Mailuaren odola (Blood of the Hammer, 2006) and Izan bainintzen Nafarroako errege
(King of Navarre, 2009) are his latest novels to date.
We would also like to mention Agur, Euzkadi (Good Bye Euzkadi, 2000) by the journalist and writer Juan Luis Zabala (1963–), author of four short story collections and clearly
existential novels such as Kaka esplikatzen (Logorrhea, 1989), whose symbolic details and
pessimistic tone remind us of Peter Handke’s literary universe (see his novel The Weight of
the World) or Thomas Bernhard’s work.83 Zabala also produced the novel Galdu arte ((Until
the Defeat, 1997), which received the Crítica Prize in 1997 and was a spot-on chronicle
about the Basque youths who in the 1980s tried alternative lifestyles around the gaztetxe
movement.84 Agur, Euzkadi stands out for its originality in its recollection of the Basque
historical past and for the reflection on nationalism it offers. In this novel, the past enters
the present in the form of the 1997 resurrection of the poet Estepan Urkiaga, “Lauaxeta,”
one of the main representatives of the poetic renaissance of the 1930s, who was killed
by firing squad at the hands of Franco’s troops during the Civil War. Two months after
his resurrection, Urkiaga meets the other main character in this story, Julen Lamarain, a
forty-year-old journalist disappointed by life. Together they undertake a journey through
the many valleys of the Basque Country, a journey that, in the end, is a pretext for a
reflection on nationalism, Basque culture, and political compromise. The numerous references to Basque texts (Obabakoak, Azukrea belazeetan, Ene Jesus, Hamaika pauso) and to José
Saramago’s O ano da morte de Ricardo Reis increase the interest of this attractive novel.
Ramón Saizarbitoria, or a Tribute to the Dignity of Old Basque Soldiers
The writer Ramón Saizarbitoria (1944–) has remarked that his writing is a struggle
against forgetting, that he writes because, like his cherished Samuel Beckett, he has a
83. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, “Un siglo de novela en Euskera,” in Historia de la literatura vasca, ed. Patricio
Urquizu (Madrid: UNED, 2000), 504–88.
84. Gaztetxe means young people’s home—these are typically occupied abandoned buildings inhabited by
young, artistic people who live and host antisystem arts events and concerts in those buildings.
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very precarious memory.85 For this reason, memory has a major presence in the novels
he published in the 1990s, whether in the form of quotes from the mouths of authors
treasured by Saizarbitoria (i.e., Claude Simon or Alain Robbe-Grillet) or of historical
memory through the presence of the Spanish Civil War and the violence of ETA in his
novels.
Hamaika pauso (Innumerable Steps, 1995) is a complex palimpsest in which the statement attributed to Claude Simon, “memory is a broken plate,” serves to redirect the
narration again and again. The story told in the novel is quite simple, consisting of the
attempts of the protagonist and intradiegetic narrator, Iñaki Abaitua, to write his novel,
Innumerable Steps, which tells of the agony and execution in 1975 of Daniel Zabalegui.
The story begins in approximately 1973 and ends in 1984, after autonomous commandos assassinate Senator Enrique Casas of the Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE,
the Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party). As the plot advances, the lives of Zabalegui and
Abaitua intertwine, linked by themes of death, loneliness, and human impotence and
Abaitua becomes so obsessive that Abaitua is doomed to suicide. The narrator’s use of
part of the police record of ETA member Angel Otaegi, one of the last people executed
by Franco, to create the character of Daniel Zabalegui, and the novel’s references to real
people and events in the Basque cultural and political life of the 1970s and 1980s has
led critics to define the work as a generational novel. But the author is trying to tell us
is that the past, constructed from texts and official chronicles, can be reconstructed with
the ethical objective of relating what the official story surely does not tell: the very real
suffering brought about by Basque terrorism. Furthermore, the narrator offers a complete reflection on the development of Basque politics from the time when militancy was
almost an obligation (1960s and 1970s) to the time when its supporters decreased to a
minority and itcame into question in the 1980s. To dismantle the discourse of the terrorists, Saizarbitoria has created a complex text with an exuberant intertextuality relating
to the theme of death (with references to works by Morin, Miguel de Unamuno, Cesare
Pavese, Albert Camus, and Jean-Paul Sartre). This intertextuality is intended to communicate bluntly the lack of heroism in any person’s death, even the death of those whom
the Basque political context has elevated to the status of heroes.
The reference to the Civil War is clear in the paratext of Saizarbitoria’s next novel,
Bihotz bi, gerrako kronikak (Two Hearts, War Reports, 1996). The novel tells the story of disintegrating conjugal relations between a couple—the narrator, whose name is not given,
and his wife, Flora. At the beginning of the novel, the narrator confesses to killing his wife
by pushing her out of the kitchen window in the apartment where they live. At this point,
the narrative thread leaps backward in an analepsis, allowing the narrator-protagonist
to recount the steps he took to plan the murder and to recall the most important episodes of the couple’s domestic “war,” including the consecutive adulteries committed by
85. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, ed., Writers in Between Languages: Minority Literatures in the Global Scene (Reno: Center
for Basque Studies, 2009).
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the couple and the continuous persecution and vigilance to which the husband subjects
the wife. In addition, the novel refers to another war, the Spanish Civil War, which is
described through the encounters of the protagonist couple with a group of old soldiers
in a cider house. Saizarbitoria uses that group to remind his readers that there are many
unknown truths and many microhistories in armed conflict. All of the scenes that take
place on the thirteenth days of different months are notable for their symbolic weight: on
September 13, 1936, troops enter Donostia-San Sebastián; on September 13, 1996, the
couple gets into a fight and the husband meets his lover Violeta, and so on. All of these
events show that a single date can contain a multitude of stories for people (anonymous
or well known), and that visiting the past is definitively a subjective act. The words of the
old soldier Samuel summarize the message of the novel perfectly: “war is idiocy, because
in the long run the winners also lose. . . . [N]obody knows why he goes to war.”86 A statement that, of course, is also true of the other war narrated in the novel, the marital one.
The excellent Gorde nazazu lurpean, a compilation of five narratives, is, to date, the
Donostiarra author’s most successful book. The legacy of nationalism is evident not just
in excellent novellas like “Rossettiren obsesioa” (Rossetti’s Obsession) but also and most
particularly, in the two narrations that open and close Gorde nazazu lurpean: “Gudari zaharraren gerra galdua” (“The Old Soldier’s Lost War”) and “Asaba zaharren baratza” (Our
Ancestors’ Vegetable Garden).87
With great doses of humor and irony, “Rossettiren obsesioa” tells the story of Juan
Martin, a mediocre author specialized in gastronomy and an obsessive neurotic, and
of his attempts at seducing two women: Eugenia, a lawyer from Madrid, a voracious
reader of Babelia who constantly repeats that question that Basques are so sadly used to
hearing: “What is wrong with you Basques?”; and Victoria, an intelligent and attractive
art merchant from Donostia-San Sebastián. The parallelism established between Juan
Martín and the painter Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who ordered the exhumation of his wife
Elizabeth Siddal to recover some poems he had interred with her, and the abundant
intertextuality that the novel establishes with Lacanian psychoanalysis make “Rossettiren obsesioa” an intriguing novella. In the end, Juan Martín, who is no more than an
obsessive neurotic according to Lacanian psychoanalysis, is incapable of coming close to
the desire of the Other. This impossibility weighs heavily on the fantasies that Basque
ideology and culture produce with regard to the Other. In the case of the protagonist of
Saizarbitoria’s novel, these fantasies speak of Basque nationalism and of the supposed
sentimental atrophy it has caused.88
86. Ramon Saizarbitoria, Bihotz bi, gerrako kronikak, 31
87. Two of these exist in English translation: Ramón Saizarbitoria, Rosetti’s Obsession, trans. Madalen Saizarbitoria (Reno: Center for Basque Studies, 2007) and “The Old Gudari’s Los War,” trans. Kristin Addis, in Mikel Ayerbe, ed., Our Wars: Anthology of Basque Short Fiction on the Basque Conflicts (Reno: Center for Basque Studies, 2012).
88. “We [the Basques] had been brainwashed by religion and nationalism. And religion and nationalism were
the same thing. ‘The same shit.’” Saizarbitoria, Rosetti’s Obsession, 139.
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Although the presence of old gudaris is constant throughout Saizarbitoria’s work, I
believe that “Gudari zaharraren gerra galdua” is Saizarbitoria’s most heartfelt tribute to
them. In fact, the narration is dedicated to an old gudari, Iñaki Arriola, and relates the
ups and downs of an old gudari who lost a leg in the Civil War and who goes to a notary
to get an affidavit with the aim of claiming a pension. As the story unravels, we learn
that the gudari was injured as a result of his own negligence when he left the trenches to
go and see his beloved Miren at a farmstead near Loxeta, after which he was seriously
wounded by shrapnel from a Heinkel 51 sweeping the area. These events take place on
April 20, 1937, on Mount Intxorta, a memory site, when a member of the Martiartu battalion and the protagonist of the story suffers a leg wound and is transferred to a hospital
in Durango, and later to Basurto, in Bilbao. Besides the Martiartu and Saseta battalions,
the story mentions the well-known combatants of the Civil War, such as General Mariano Gamir, Colonel César Vidal, and Commandant Pablo Beldarrain; distinguished
members of the EAJ-PNV, such as Joseba Elosegui and the respected and admired Juan
de Ajuriaguerra, one of the architects of the Santoña Pact.
Saizarbitoria’s narrative reveals that any attempt to recover the past leads us to reinvent it.89 In effect, the attention to detail with which the two witnesses brought before
the notary attempt to narrate the events, together with the constant interruptions of the
notary himself asking them to cut their stories short and limit their recounting of the
details, give us the impression that any attempt at objectivity is in vain. It is not just that
the affidavit ends up full of errors (providing the wrong battalion names, for example),
but in addition the supposed witnesses brought by the interested party were not really
present when the events took place. In reality, all of this is of little importance to the old
gudari who cannot forget the military conflict because as he repeats obsessively, “I lost it
in the war.” What he lost in the struggle, his leg, is an external symbol of his irretrievable
loss of his beloved Miren. For this reason, the old gudari’s watch has stopped at 4:30,
because the events took place at this time, the time at which his life ended forever. The
text invokes the words of Spain’s first democratically elected president, Adolfo Suárez—
“The wounds of war must be healed”—to highlight the impossibility of any attempt to
heal. When, at the end of the story, the gudari tries to recover his leg on the mountain
where his friend buried it, he realizes that this is impossible and, in accepting the loss of
his leg, in other words, that of his love, he dies.
Saizarbitoria’s tale attempts, ultimately, to underscore the dignity of the losers in
war, that dignity that is mentioned again in “Asaba zaharren baratza,” in which the narrator and protagonist of the story, Policarpo, is the son of a Basque nationalist who worked
as a driver for a EAJ-PNV leader during the war and who witnessed the exhumation
and removal of Sabino Arana’s (the founder of Basque nationalism) remains on April 27,
1937. Arana’s relics, a few small bones he stole during the removal, become the inheritance he leaves to his son, the narrator of the story, on his deathbed.
89. See David Lowenthal, The Past Is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 410.
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“Asaba zaharren baratza,” the original title of the story in Basque, refers to a wellknown poem of the same name by Xabier Lizardi, one of the great Basque poets of the
Second Republic. In the poem, Lizardi argues in favor of a positive future for Euskara,
for its survival. In Saizarbitoria’s text, however, overcoming his paternal legacy allows
the protagonist to free himself of the burden and begin to live. The story gradually tells
us about this family’s past, a past full of moments of intimacy between father and son
who share a political legacy expressed most evidently in the veneration the father feels
for the founder of Basque nationalism, Sabino Arana, whom he considers a “saint.”
While looking through photos of Arana, he manages to transmit a whole series of values,
such as the egalitarianism and nobility of all Basques, the dignity and courage of the old
gudaris during the war, the refusal of the nationalist side to raze the factories of Bilbao
to the ground, and Ajuriaguerra’s courage and honor. These are all examples, according to Marianne Heiberg, of what many Basques thought appropriate and of what the
EAJ-PNV correctly articulated, namely the defense of “real Basque values: the dignity of
work, religion, honesty, egalitarianism and individual autonomy.”90
The centrality Saizarbitoria bestows in his story on Sabino Arana is understandable. As Jose Luis de la Granja explains, many myths, symbols, festivals, traditions, and
emblematic places associated with nationalism originate in the charismatic founder of the
EAJ-PNV.91 “Asaba zaharren baratza” incorporates different possibilities that have been
put forward regarding the removal of Arana’s remains, revealing clear contradictions
between what the father told his son, the records noted down at the time by Ceferino
Xemein and later published by the daily newspaper Deia,92 and the “true” story of the
transfer. But in reality Saizarbitoria’s text suggests that History is just one more narration, a construction written from a self-interested ideological position,93 revealing the
similarities between the work of a novelist and that of a historian.94 As the psychoanalyst
Mariasun Landa Lizarralde has observed, when at the end of the story the protagonist
decides to hurl Sabino’s small bones into the ocean, in reality what he is doing is freeing
himself of the ideological legacy thrust on him by his father, a legacy symbolized by that
clearly phallic relic, and getting into a position from which to face up to his desire.95 The
words with which he addresses his lover—another victim of the nationalist legacy—“you
are my homeland,” perfectly sum up Saizarbitoria’s interesting story.
90. See Marianne Heiberg, The Making of the Basque Nation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989),
185.
91. See José Luis De la Granja, “El culto a Sabino Arana: La doble resurrección y el origen histórico del
Aberri Eguna en la II. República,” Historia y Política 15, no. 1 (2006): 66.
92. Deia, January 3, 1989, 1.
93. See Keith Jenkins, Re-thinking History (New York: Routledge, 1991), 81.
94. See Hayden White, Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1978), 19.
95. See Mariasun Landa, “Psicoanálisis bajo tierra,” Qué leer 68 (2002): 16.
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Rewriting Gender and Sexuality
One of the most interesting novelties in the literary landscape of the democratic era,
no doubt, is the progressive incorporation of women writers into the Basque literary
scene. In the early 1970s Amaia Lasa and Arantxa Urretabizkaia brought their voices
to the poetic landscape, helping prepare the ground for a new sensitivity, feminine and
feminist.
Not until the late 1970s and early 1980s did works by authors like Mariasun Landa
(1949–), a children’s author, start to appear in the narrative landscape.96 These texts for
children and works in the novelistic genre brought about a great renewal of poetics and
themes. All these women in the 80s make up the small group of women writers in the
Basque literary landscape. We can say that is small because, although we are lacking in
sociological studies, it would seem that the proportion of female writers in our system
is something near 15 percent of all authors, which is tiny compared to the percentages
that researchers like Alicia Redondo Goicoechea attribute to the French and Spanish literature.97 Furthermore, Basque feminist criticism, following Linda White’s foundational
research,98 has denounced Basque literary historiography as being dominated by androcentric criteria and contemporary Basque criticism as having revealed misogynistic hues
in its analysis of literary production written by women.99
In any case, it is notable that Basque women writers have achieved visibility by
receiving the most important literary prizes in our sphere,100 but also through critical
legitimization that is reflected in several doctoral theses101 and in academic research.102
Although we agree with Joseba Gabilondo that female writers still occupy a peripheral
space in our literary system,103 the truth is that new millenium has brought with it a
quantitative increase in the number of female writers, which, in our opinion is not a
96. See chapter 10 on children’s and juvenile literature in this book.
97. See Alicia Redondo Goicoechea, “Pour un catalogue des romancières espagnols en castillan, 1970–2000,”
in Le roman espagnol actuel: Tendances et perspectives, 1975–2000, ed. Annie Bussière Perrin (Montpellier: Editions du
CERS, 1998).
98. See Linda White, “Emakumeen Hitzak Euskeraz: Basque Women Writers of the Twentieth Century,”
(PhD diss., University of Nevada, Reno, 1996).
99. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, Intimismoaz haraindi: Emakumezkoek idatzitako euskal literatura (Donostia-San Sebastián:
Eusko Ikaskuntza, 1999).
100. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, Euskal eleberriaren historia (Bilbao: Labayru, 2002).
101. See Maite Nuñez Betelu, “Género y construcción nacional en las escritoras vascas” (PhD diss., University
of Missouri, St. Louis, 2001); and Iker González-Allende, “Género y Nación en la Narrativa Vasca durante la
Guerra Civil española (1936–1939)” (PhD diss., University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign, 2007).
102. See Iris M. Zavala, ed., Breve historia feminista de la literatura española (escrita en lengua catalana, gallega y vasca)
(Barcelona: Anthropos, 2000); and Joseba Gabilondo, “Del exilio materno a la utopía personal: Política cultural en
la narrativa vasca de mujeres,” Ínsula 623 (1998): 32–36 and Nazioaren hondarrak. Euskal Literatura Garaikidearen historia
postnazional baterako hastapenak (Bilbao: Universidad del País Vasco-Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea, 2006).
103. See Joseba Gabilondo, Nazioaren hondarrak: Euskal Literatura Garaikidearen historia postnazional baterako
hastapenak.
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result of the merchandizing of Basque literature,104 but a consequence of literary reality
(the feminization of reading) and the development of resources for literary promotion
that, thanks to grants and prizes (the Igartza prize for young authors, established by
the publishing house Elkar in 1998, and the Opera Prima Prize, established by Erein
in 2004),105 encourage new literary voices. But, what are the similarities that the works
of Basque women writers present? That is doubtlessly the question, and even more so
when most of them run away from the “feminist” classification of their works and even
express skepticism with regard to concepts like “feminine writing.” One could debate
whether women writers should be grouped under a single subsection, at least if we are
trying to escape discriminatory, generalizing classifications. But the truth is that apart
from the preeminence of autobiographical forms in their works, most of them explore
feminist themes (mother/daughter relationships, motherhood, reclusion in the private
sphere, problems of communication between genders) and organize their novelistic universes around female characters, thus reclaiming agency for female characters, which
have been rare in Basque narrative until now. Let us look at some of the more interesting
contributions from these writers.
Arantxa Urretabizkaia’s (1947–) early days were linked to the publishing house Lur
and to the translations of historical and political texts that saw the light in the early 1970s.
After publishing several poetry collections, she started writing professionally: collaborating with the press, scriptwriting, writing some books for younger readers, and above
all, writing the novels that have given her a well-earned place in the history of modern
Basque narrative. Her short novel Zergatik Panpox (Why Panpox, 1979) is her best-known
work. It is a well-conducted lyrical novel that narrates the events in a day of the life of
a mother, abandoned by her husband five years earlier, and her seven-year-old child,
whom she affectionately addresses as “Panpox” (beautiful). The novel brings together
reflections on the role of women in the 1970s, and, in this respect, makes recurring references to women’s situations, maternity, the discovery of the female body, and so on.
Urretabizkaia’s use of interior monologue and other aspects of the plot (the sex of the
character and the fact that all events take place in one day) have caused Basque critics to
seek intertextual links with Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925). But the truth is that
the literary universe of Zergatik Panpox is closer to the works of the 1970s influenced by
what has come to be known as the French “difference feminism” because it seeks different forms of writing and writing the self, forms that seek specificity in the exploration
of the feminine body. The constant series of corporal terms and metaphors introduce a
new perspective on women in Zergatik Panpox, a novel approach in Basque literature that
104. See Iban Zaldua, Obabatiko tranbia: Zenbait gogoeta Euskal literaturaz (1989–2001) (Irun: Alberdania, 2002).
105. The list of young female writers who have benefited from the Igartza Grant for literary creation is remarkable. Authors such as Karmele Jaio (1970), Jasone Osoro (1971), Irati Jimenez (1977), Eider Rodriguez (1977),
Katixa Agirre (1981), and Uxue Alberdi (1984) are some of the more prominent names. As regards the Opera
Prima Prize by Erein Publishers, we should mention Aitziber Etxeberria (1973). This group of young female writers
joins authors such as Ana Urkiza (1969) or Ixiar Rozas (1972).
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incorporates thematic novelties, such as the criticism that contemporary psychoanalysis
has aimed at the phallocentrism inherited from Sigmund Freud.
The innovative and well-rounded prose of Zergatik Panpox is not found in Urreta
bizkaia’s second novel, Saturno (1987). Narrated in a much more traditional manner (linear development of events, extradiegetic narrator), Saturno recounts a love story between
an alcoholic Basque sailor and a nurse called Maite. While undeserving of the harsh
criticism it received,106 the truth is that her later novel, Koaderno gorria (The Red Notebook,
1998),107 could be said to belong to the autobiographical genre. The novel is split into
two narratives; the first presents the long letter that the main character, the Mother
(capitalized in the text), sends her children, abducted by their father and of whom she
has had no news. This letter is written on a red notebook, a detail that gives the book
its title. In the second narrative, we read of the journey the Mother’s lawyer undertakes
to Venezuela to look for her children and give them the red notebook. Although the
relationship between mother and daughter is profoundly analyzed in the novel, Koaderno
gorria proposes, in lyrical prose of great intensity, a deep reflection on motherhood and
Nation, or to put it more concretely, on the impossibility of combining political militancy
with motherhood. Because the novel points toward a reconstruction of the genre within
Basque nationalism, a nationalism that since its inception at the hands of Sabino Arana
designed the role women ought to have in it:108 the role of a selfless mother whoraises her
children and teaches them the Basque language and the Catholic faith.109 The main character in Koaderno gorria is a member of ETA, and therefore is far removed from Arana’s
traditional nationalism, rebelling against the role traditionally assigned to her by Basque
nationalism. The anthropologist Begoña Aretxaga has noted that in funerals of members
of ETA, the mother or companion of the dead plays a protagonist’s role in the ritual to
demonstrate female indarra (strength) and simultaneously be a symbol of fertility, a sign
that the death has not been in vain, but rather plants the seed for future fighters.110 In
other words, women, until recent times, even in the context of Basque radical nationalism, have maintained their traditional roles as keepers of the etxe (house) and as the
representation of the earth and the power of fecundity.
Criticism of Basque nationalism, be it the traditional one with its defense of Catholic
faith and Basque “traditions” and “essences,” or the radical one with its apology of ETA’s
terrorism, emerges as the leitmotiv in the texts of the Northern Basque author Itxaro
Borda (1959–). Her literary output encompasses works of poetry and narrative, as well
106. Geraldine Nichols, “Breaking Ranks, Breaking Lances: Trends and Resistances in Recent Spanish Fiction
by Women,” Siglo XX/20th Century 13 (1995): 177–98.
107. Arantxa Urretabizkaia,The Red Notebook, trans. by Kristin Addis (Reno: Center for Basque Studies,
2008).
108. See Iker González-Allende, “Género y nación en la narrativa vasca durante la Guerra Civil española
(1936–1939),” 4.
109. See Maite Nuñez Betelu, “Género y construcción nacional en las escritoras vascas.”
110. Begoña Aretxaga, Los funerales en el nacionalismo radical (Donostia-San Sebastián: Baroja, 1988).
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as innumerable articles and essays in literary magazines like Maiatz. Her first novel, Basilika (1984), already contains the main characteristics of her narrative style: writing that
avoids all stylistic and formal baroquism, and that seeks, above all, to criticize and transgress the moral norms and beliefs of an ironically portrayed Northern Basque Catholic
society. Borda’s main contribution to contemporary Basque narrative was her trilogy
of detective fiction, whose protagonist, detective Amaia Ezpeldoi, rewrites, like many
other writers have done before,111 the hard-boiled detective story/noir genre established
by Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett. Ezpeldoi is a sentimental detective, an
admirer of Lenin, a patriot with lesbian tendencies. While shaping her noir novels, Borda
addresses more important conflicts in Basque society (the political situation of the country, Euskara, conscientious objection, and industrialization).
The first novel in Borda’s trilogy, Bakeak ützi arte (Until They Leave Us in Peace,
1984), proves doubly transgressive in that the author did not use standard Basque but
her own dialect, lapurtera, to present, through heteroglossia, the voice of the Northern
Basque community and culture, which the Basque literary system classifies as peripheral.112 The novel describes some of the conflicts that arise between farmers and a gas company that is carrying out the installation of a gas pipeline between Laque and Calahorra.
Borda’s second novel, Bizi nizano munduan (Until I Am Alive, 1996), deals with the search
for Ezpeldoi’s grandmother, who disappeared on her wedding night. The last volume in
the trilogy is Amorezko pena baño (More than Heartbreak, 1996) and, in it, detective Ezpaldoi tries to solve the mystery of the accident a conscientious objector called Uri suffers
when he crosses the firing range in Las Bárdenas. Borda’s feminist and cultural commitment was reflected in her next novel, 100% Basque (2001) (published in French by Du
Quai Rouge in 2003), which received the Euskadi Prize for literature. In this work she
again charges against the nationalist stereotypes of Basque identity, writing a social, economic, cultural, and political critique of the Northern Basque Country. The ironic touch
of choosing a cheese described as “100 percent Basque” as a metaphor for a conception
of Basque identity that is essentialist and outworn is, doubtlessly, a key successful aspect
of the novel. The publication that followed, Zeruetako erresuma (The Kingdom of Heaven,
2005), is a more choral work that, taking the experiences of a series of characters who
live in the fictitious town of Otsabide, in the Northern Basque Country, as a starting
point, presents a critical view of the most important historical events of the region. Itxaro
Borda’s latest novel is Ezer gabe hobe (Better Without Anything, 2009).
The Basque political situation and the place women occupy in it has also emerged
as the central subject in most of Laura Mintegi’s novels (1955–) published to date. Laura
111. See Priscila L. Walton and Manina Jones, Detective Agency: Women Rewriting the Hard-Boiled Tradition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999). We agree with these authors and their statement on page 87 that feminist
agency is possible even in such a traditionally chauvinistic genre as the noir genre.
112. See Aurélie Arcocha-Scarcia, “Writing in Basque in a Global Space from the Periphery,” in Writers in
Between Languages: Minority Literatures in the Global Scene, ed. Mari Jose Olaziregi (Reno: Center for Basque Studies,
2009), 27–38.
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Mintegi is an associate professor at the University of the Basque Country and president of
Basque PEN since 2004. She entered the Basque literary landscape with award-recipient
short stories like “Satorzuloa” (Mole Burrow), which was included in the book Ilusioaren ordaina (The Payment to Hope, 1983), where magic realism acted as a vehicle to a
story that was rooted in the Francoist repression that followed the Spanish Civil War.
Her first novel, Bai . . . baina ez (Yes . . . But No, 1986), offered a counter-story to Jon
Mirande’s Haur besotakoa, a love story on the margins of social convention, in which the
transgression of moral codes (the novel tells of an incestuous love story between father
and daughter) reveals the unmentionable, desire. That is how Joseba Gabilondo reads
it when he describes the novel as “A chronicle of monstruosity.”113 Mintegi’s next novel,
winner of the Jon Mirande Prize awarded by the Basque Government, was Legez kanpo
(Against the Law, 1991), which dealt with the issue of the torture of Basque political prisoners in the style of a noir novel. A prisoner, Nerea, was also a protagonist in Mintegi’s
next novel, Nerea eta biok.114 The novel collects the epistolary exchange between Isabela,
a forty-two-year-old university lecturer and a mother abandoned by her husband and
her pupil Nerea. As Linda White writes in the prologue to her translation, “Nerea and I is
foregrounded against the Basque nationalist movement, the situation of Basque political
prisoners, and . . . the ‘strictures on political and moral subjects’ with regard to women
in Basque society.”115 In her next novel, Sisifo maite minez (Sisifo in Love, 2001), Mintegi
steps away from the political and enters personal terrain to analyze the dynamics of love
through the story of a woman who, after falling in love with her lover, abandons her
husband and children to run away with him. The author wants to demonstrate that loves
puts us in an extreme situation and makes us behave in ways that are difficult to explain
and sometimes even unavoidable. Like Sisyphus,116 we are condemned to try again, to
fall in love again. The novel features ample intertextual references (philosophical, psychoanalytic, and literary) on the subject of love as well as a studied dosage of suspense and
awell-kept narrative rhythm. Mintegi’s latest novel is Ecce Homo (2006), which focuses on
masculinity and politics, and what femininity could contribute to them.
Alternatively, a kind of femininity that very much questions the roles and objectives attributed to women (maternity, weakness, passivity, abnegation) subverts the inner
journey narrated in Lourdes Oñederra’s novel Eta emakumeari sugeak esan zion (1999, And
the Serpent Said to the Woman, 2005), which received the Crítica Prize, the Euskadi de
Plata Prize, and the Euskadi Prize 2000. Oñederra is a professor at the University of the
Basque Country and has also published short stories like “Anderson anderearen gutizia” (“Mrs. Anderson’s Longing”) and “Beranduegi.” We know that the serpent tempted
113. Joseba Gabilondo, “Munstrokeriaren kronika zinezkoa,” in Bai . . . baina ez, Laura Mintegi (Donostia-San
Sebastián: Elkar), 9–14.
114. See Laura Mintegi, Nerea and I, trans. Linda White (New York: Peter Lang, 2005).
115. See Linda White, “Emakumeen Hitzak Euskeraz: Basque Women Writers of the Twentieth Century,” 2.
116. See Albert Camus, Le Mythe de Sisyphe (The Myth of Sisyphus), 1942
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woman and promised her she would be in possession of wisdom if she bit the apple. And
we all know the consequences of that act: guilt and punishment—in women’s case, being
condemned to living in the shadow of men. The main character of the novel, Teresa, is
a thirty-five-year-old married woman who undertakes a journey to Vienna that serves
as a narrative pretext to tell the story of her inner journey. Condemned to take refuge
in a language and a set of terms that continuously betray her (love, friendship, illusion,
faithfulness), Teresa has no option but to continue trying. “To tell, to say, to speak,” verbs
that remind us of the impossibility to continue narrating, yet needing to do so—hence the
precise, measured, Duras-like style the author displays in this novel, a style that attempts
to deconstruct a language that is foreign to women.

From the City to the Country, and Vice Versa: Postmodern Spaces
At the start of this chapter, we recalled one of the defects ascribed to the Basque novel
of the early 1980s: its inability to approach Basque reality. I think that we can assert
that the Basque novel has overcome that handicap, if it ever had it, and done so based
on the accepted postmodern certainty that all reality is invented and conditioned by
“our culture’s ontological landscape.”117 Already by the early 1980s, by embracing of the
narrative techniques of South American magic realism, the Basque novel collapsed the
fantastic and the real, the objective and the subjective. And it did so, precisely by deconstructing a world, the rural world that traditional Basque nationalism had promoted as
the quintessential essence of everything Basque, and portraying it instead as a rural environment ruled by the lowest of passions. Undoubtedly, this representation of a Basque
society of the 1980s needed to propose a concept of identity that was as far as possible
from the outworn idealism of the costumbrista novel, or novel of manners.
With the start of the 1990s, the novels set in rural environments took a step back
to make room for novels in which the city takes on a degree of prominence. But we are
not talking about a city that is a synonym of rationality, or of a great metropolis—the
preferred topographies of modernity and literary modernism as from 1848.118 From the
flanêur who entered the city, from “the man of the crowds” lost in the multitude, we move
on to a model of the city with a time-space profile that does not fit with the coordinates of
nineteenth-century realism.119 Paraphrasing Frederic Jameson, we could speak of the spatialization of time, of the omnipresent, and therefore spatial, present, to which we have
arrived after the breakdown of temporal continuity.120 The novel has portrayed a type
117. See Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (New York: Routledge, 1987), 55.
118. See David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity (Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell, 1989).
119. See Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975).
120. See Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London: Verso, 1991).
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of present in the city that is heterogeneous and discontinued, existent and nonexistent,
where heterotopias121 or nonspaces122 have taken on a special prominence.
Anjel Lertxundi (1948) is clearly one of the great renewers of modern Basque narrative. Writer, professor, critic, journalist, and scriptwriter—these are some of the different
facets that make this author an example of versatility and uninterrupted cultural commitment. Some of his most outstanding titles are the literary essay Mentura dugun artean
(The Luck We Share, 2001), the travelogue Italia, bizitza lanbide (Italy, Life as a Job, 2004),
and the glossary Letrak kalekantoitik (1996). As has been mentioned elsewhere, his literary
career started with the publication of the short story collection Hunik arrats artean, which
is considered to be the first modern short story collection in Basque. In the short stories
that make up the volume, as well as in his subsequent short story collection, Aise eman
zenidan eskua (You Easily Gave Me Your Hand, 1980), Lertxundi’s tendency toward narratives of metafictional background is clearly notable. That tendency is also evident in
later short story collections such as Urtero da aurten (Every Year Is This Year, 1984) and
the novel Argizariaren egunak (Days of Wax, 1998).
In 1983 Lertxundi published Hamaseigarrenean, aidanez (It Happened on the Sixteenth),
a novel that earned him the Jon Mirande Prize (1982) and the Crítica Prize (1984) and
was made into a film directed by the author himself. This novel, which is still popular
today, tells de hair-raising story of a bet in which the main character lies on the ground
in front of the bar in a tavern, holds his breath and, dilating his diaphragm, waits for a
friend to jump on him from the bar. After many jumps, on the sixteenth, the character
cannot stand it anymore and dies. The story takes place in a rural setting but avoids any
sort of mannerist presentation of it. Instead he presents the situation as Cesare Pavese
would have done, from a totally non-Arcadian perspective. Besides noting the novel’s
definitely modern design and the well-paced suspense, we ought to pause to briefly analyze the role of the protagonist’s wife, Marcelina. This humiliated, marginal character’s
point of view prevails in this chronicle of her husband’s (foretold) death (incidentally,
Gabriel García Márquez’s novella, Crónica de una muerte anunciada has been signaled as the
most obvious intertext to Hamaseigarrenean aidanez). Denunciation of complicity in cases
of violence has been a constant in the novelistic trajectory of this author, as is the case in
Zoaz infernura, laztana (Go to Hell, Love, 2009), a successful crime novel whose objective
is to denounce violence against women; or his previous novel, Zorion perfektua (Perfect Happiness, 2002),123 which denounces terrorist violence. This last novel, which was made into
a movie by Jabi Elortegi in 2009, narrates, in a realist tone and with prose of great lyrical
plasticity, the internal commotion and fragmentation a sixteen-year-old girl experiences
121. Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias,” in Rethinking Architecture: A Reader in Cultural Theory, ed. N. Leach (New York: Routledge, 1997), 350–56.
122. See Marc Augé, Ficciones de fin de siglo (Barcelona: Gedisa, 2001).
123. Anjel Lertxundi, Perfect Happiness, trans. Amaia Gabantxo, (Reno: Center for Basque Studies, 2007)
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after witnessing one of ETA’s executions. This is a moral novel that tries to reflect on the
subject of “perfect” happiness, which is only possible without conscience.
Lertxundi’s ample output also includes novels such as Tobacco Days (1987), a recreation of the world of sailors and contraband, written in the style of a noir novel. After his
novel Carla (1989), Lertxundi stepped away from the rural settings that prevailed in his
works from the 1980s and began writing novels no longer based on real events or facts,
but rather on simple literary conjectures. After Kapitan Frakasa (1991) came one of the
author’s most acclaimed novels, Otto Pette: hilean bizian bezala (1994). This is a longer work,
written in groundbreaking prose and full of impressive stylistic riches. The novel starts
with the surprising apparition of a stranger at the door of Baronet Otto Pette. Through
the dialogue the two establish, the intruder reveals that he knows about his companion’s
dark past and, bit-by-bit, we are told of the different events that took place in the course
of his life. We know, among other things, that Otto Pette was a counsel to the king; that
he was in perpetual conflict with his rival, the friar Aba Yakue; that he took the blame
for the plague epidemic; and that he watched his niece and lover Grazibel die. The plot
structure is circular, and the encounter between the two characters lasts only two days.
The chronological compression, as well as the alternating points of view and stories of
the two narrators-protagonists, increase the suspense that we feel from the first few pages.
Even though it is not a historical novel, the descriptions of the characters, the events that
are recounted, and the general atmosphere indicate that it takes place in medieval times.
There are many references to the plague that spreads over fifteenth-century Europe,
which Lertxundi describes by quoting Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year (1722)
at the beginning of the story. There is a whole series of remarkable literary motifs in
this work, such as the danse macabre, which was very common in writings from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and the allusion to Fiammeta from Giovanni Boccaccio’s
renowned work—the only explicit intertextual mention of the Decameron in this novel.
In 1995, the publishing house Alberdania created the series Infrentzuak (meaning
“reverses”) for Anjel Lertxundi. It was a literary project whose intention was to delve
deeper into the oral and written European traditions to present a modern, contemporary
reading of eternal themes such as immortality, the devil, death, and so on. The works
that make up the series include the short story collection Piztiaren izena (The Name of the
Beast, 1995), about the devil and the myth of Faust; the novels Azkenaz beste (Besides the
Last One, 1996) and Argizariaren egunak; and a glossary of popular refrains, myths and
songs entitled Letrak kalekantoitik (Lirics from the Corner, 1996). Azkenaz beste stands out
among these works; it is a fantastic novel that narrates Nora’s and her father’s journey:
they are condemned to wander endlessly and for all eternity in a black calash forever
haunted by three crows. The protagonists of this novel criss-cross the North American
and European plains over three hundred years (from the seventeenth to nineteenth century) in a fantastic journey that mixes legend, history, and literature. Azkenaz beste is a
surprising adventure that takes its inspiration from various sources, such as the story
of the Segovia doctor, Pedro González de Velasco, who, after embalming his daugther’s
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corpse, traveled with her in a black calash in the nineteenth century; or from a quote
take from the Italian author Italo Calvino’s Antologia di raconti fantastici regarding a short
story by North American author W. Austin; or the different versions of the legend of
the Wandering Jew, be it the one about the Dutch sailor or the old Basque legend told
in the ballad Brodatzen ari nintzen. The novel’s ending allows Nora to overcome her tragic
destiny, giving her to choice to die in order to be able to finally love (and live). Ihes betea
(Full of Escape, 2006), Zoaz infernura, laztana, and Etxeko hautsa (Home Dust, 2011) and
Eskarmentuaren paperak (The Roles of Experience, 2010) for which Lertxundi won the
Premio Nacional de Ensayo, are his most recent works.
Another author of renowned literary prestige who experimented with a renewed
form of ruralism in the 1980s is Joan Mari Irigoien (1948–). A narrator, poet, and author
of books for children, his first novel, Oilarraren promesa already showed the influence
of magic realism and, in particular, of authors such as Juan Rulfo and Gabriel García
Márquez. This influence was most successfully expressed in his second novel, Poliedroaren
hostoak (The Faces of the Polyhedron, 1982), his most ambitious and challenging novel.
It was awarded the Azkue and Crítica prizes in 1982. The novel tells of five generations
of conflict between two families, the Elizaldes (Carlists) and the Ibargoyens (Liberals).
The text presents clearly differentiated stylistic and formal narrative levels and combines
a mythical-poetic register in the first part with a more realist one in the second one. Also
remarkable is the symbology he uses in the first part (land, tradition, Elizalde family,
wind, progress, Ibargoyen family).
Irigoien’s next novel, Udazkenaren balkoitik (From the Fall Balcony, 1987), received
the Jon Mirande prize in 1986 and offers a fictional version of the lives of the young
people who lived through Franco’s dictatorship. Without renouncing the techniques of
magic realism, the author aimed to write a more testimonial novel that was more realist
in tone; the result is a structure that was less complex than the previous one. Much more
successful among readers and critics was Irigoien’s next novel, Babilonia (1989), which
won the Crítica prize in 1989 and the Euskadi prize in 1990. Babilonia tells the story of a
Basque farmhouse by that name and the family that inhabits it. The main characters are
the Garayalde brothers, Trínido and Feliciano, who are engrossed in a fratricidal battle
that drives them to hate one another since childhood, to compete for the love of the
same woman (Margari), or to fight in opposing sides (Carlist and Liberal). Accompanying them are the female characters, like the grandmother, Roxali, who is the repository
of the nonrational, mythical Basque world. Considered in its day an allegory of Basque
nationalism’s situation in 1980s, Babilonia is organized into three narrative planes, each of
which has its own narrator and stylistic specificity. Among Irigoien’s other novels is Lur
bat hartago (A Piece of Land over There, 2000), an extensive historical novel set in the seventeenth century that narrates the life and adventures of the Navarre Joanes Etxegoien
while parodying the style of the classical Basque author Axular.
Another author who undoubtedly contributed to the deconstruction of the traditional Basque world is Pako Aristi (1963–), a journalist and author of several poetic
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works, journalistic essays, children’s books, and short story collections, including Autostopeko ipuinak (Hitch-Hiking Tales, 1994), Iraileko ipuin eta poemak (Stories and Poems of
September, 1989), and Notebook (2005). But above all, it is through his novels that Aristi
has earned the admiration and acceptance of Basque readers, especially through the
trilogy Kappo (tempo di tremolo) (1985), Irene (tempo di adagio) (1987), and Krisalida (1990),
a good example of noir neoruralism. Using techniques borrowed from the noir genre
and especially from its master, Chandler, and influenced by NorthAmerican dirty realism,
Aristi portrays a perverse rural world in which sex and violence reign. Even though the
imaginary town of Belandia gives topological unity to the last two novels of the trilogy,
the stylistic differences between them, and particularly the first one, Kappo (the best and
most widely read of Aristi’s works) and the last one, Krisalida, are obvious. The tone of
Krisalida is closer to fantastic realism than the others because the author introduces different animal-characters that speak, as if it were a fable. The irony used to narrate the complex investigation that follows the mysterious murder of a stone-lifter is one of the most
compelling means by which the book seduces its readers. Aristi’s last novel, Urregilearen
orduak (The Goldsmith’s Hours, 1998), abandons the tremendista (tragic) poetics of his
earlier works and presents instead a mosaic of stories of different characters that inhabit
a city trapped between modernity and tradition—stories of sex and drugs that are shared
(and drowned) in the bar. The novel received the Crítica prize in 1998.
Far removed from ruralism, the narrative (and poetry) of Harkaitz Cano (1972) has
accurately portrayed the postmodern labyrinthian, jerky city, a city in which the visual is
not prevalent as it is in the modern city. This city is “a state of mind” instead,124 decentered and populated by those drifting urban dwellers (musicians, writers, psychopaths)
typical of Cano’s novels. Cano started writing very young, and his oeuvre comprises
poetry collections, books for children, chronicles, essays, and narrative works such as the
short story collections Telefono kaiolatua (A Phone in a Cage, 1993) and Neguko zirkua (The
Winter Circus, 2005) and the novels Belauna jazz (1996), Pasaia blues (1998) and Belarraren
ahoa (Blade of Light, 2005),125 which received the Euskadi prize in 2005.
Close to the dirty realism of Raymond Carver, Cano’s narrative feeds off the apparently balanced reality that surrounds us to reveal its cracks, openings that sometimes
cause a disquieting turn. His short stories are minimalistic and speak of desolate cities,
of telephones that threaten to ring in the middle of the night, of chronicles of the end of
love filled with deafening silences.
Those are the ingredients that, sprinkled with techniques borrowed from the noir
genre, combine to create the universe of Telefono kaiolatua, a universe of narrations that
evolve from somewhat sensationalist short stories with aesthetically powerful endings to
short stories where the influences of masters such as the aforementioned Carver, Robert
Ford, or Truman Capote are more obvious. His latest short story collection, Neguko zirkua
124. See Harkaitz Cano, El Puente desafinado: Baladas de Nueva York (Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 2003), 178.
125. See Harkaitz Cano, Blade of Light, trans. by Amaia Gabantxo (Reno: Center for Basque Studies, 2009).
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(2005), which received the Crítica prize, is considered the best in his trajectory. His love
of literary games emerges again, as does that narrator’s eye that pauses on apparently
insignificant objects that become charged with sudden intensity and meaning.
With irony, Cano has explained that he writes because he is a bad artist and a failed
musician.126 And it is precisely of music, the slow rhythms of blues and jazz, that permeate his first two novels, Beluna jazz and Pasaia blues. The first is structured along two
narrative planes that tell the complex life story of the trumpeter Bob Ieregi, on the one
hand, and the events that take place in a psychiatric hospital, on the other. But from the
beginning of the novel we are complicit in a crime, which charges the process of reading
with great doses of suspense. Technically, the omniscient narrator is one of the literary
devices that stand out, along with the many metacommentaries that interrupt the telling
of the events, the continuous anachronisms, and, above all, the lyricism of Cano’s prose,
abundant with images and metaphors. Others have pointed out that Macolm Lowry’s
Lunar Caustic is the model Cano followed when recreating the oneiric, unreal atmosphere
that impregnates the novel. But above all, we must highlight the list of musicians such
as Miles Davis, Cedar Walton, and Charlie Parker to whom Cano renders homage, like
Julio Cortázar did in El perseguidor.
Cano’s next novel, Pasaia blues, is not filled with the oneiric, surreal atmosphere of
the previous one. It could be said that his approach is more realistic, a realism with added
social criticism that is facilitated by the use of techniques from the noir genre. Arranged
in two narrative planes, the first tells of the investigation carried out by Corporal Cesar
Telleria, a physiognomist with the Ertzaintza (the Basque police), who is searching for
Verónica, a woman about to meet up with a terrorist commando. The second narrative tells us about the vicissitudes of the commando, who, incidentally, happens to be a
neighbor in Telleria’s own building. This novel deals with the atmosphere of violence
that permeates the Basque Country.The expressionist description of the village in which
the story is set, Pasaia (Gipuzkoa), is outstanding; it is a setting that, far from being the
fishing port that it really is, could be a suburb in any great metropolis where dogfights,
car dumps, and boxing matches are common elements in the asphyxiating atmosphere
the main characters inhabit. The references to well-known movies like Clockwork Orange,
for example, or songs and singers such as Billie Holliday, Camarón de la Isla, Leonard
Cohen, or Lou Reed, are also worthy of mention.
Cano’s last novel to date, Belarraren ahoa, is an uchronia in which Hitler has won
World War II and conquered Europe, at which point he decides to take Manhattan as part
of a larger to attempt to capture the rest of North America. His journey takes him to New
York, and with him on his ship travels Charles Chaplin, who has been captured and punished for his film The Great Dictator. In a second narrative, we learn the story of a stowaway
who in 1886 travels to New York hidden inside the crown of the Statue of Liberty. This
stowaway’s destiny will cross paths with Chaplin’s and help him escape his torturers. The
126. See Mari Jose Olaziregi, ed., An Anthology of Basque Short Stories (Reno: Center for Basque Studies, 2004).
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hypothesis of the Nazi conquest is gripping and has been used in novels such as Philip
Roth’s The Plot against America and Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle. The novel
finds its narrative counterpoint in Cano’s powerful poetic prose, which is full of lyricism
and yet finds room for metanarrative passages that question the function of art. It could
be said that the text is a metaphor of freedom—both individual and collective—and that
it suggests that reality has several layers, and several readings, as Chaplin himself said:
“Life is a tragedy when seen in close-up, but a comedy in long-shot.” We believe that this
assertion perfectly describes one of the thematic axes of Blade of Light.

Politics and Identity: Basque Narrative on Terrorism
Although, as we have seen, important novels such as Ehun metro dealt with the issue of
ETA’s terrorism in the 1970s, it was not until the 1990s that a greater number of novels
started dealing with this subject, partly due to the need to respond that writers themselves
reported feeling.127 In this sense, then, Basque narrative coincides with the tendency of
the English-language novel.128 However, there are certain singularities that differentiate
the Basque novel from its English-language counterpart in that, although it also demonstrates a diversity of approaches and notable fictional typologies, the Basque tendency
does not seem to focus as clearly on narrating events from the victim’s point of view as it
does in the English-language novel, but instead focuses on the terrorist’s perspective. We
should remember that the activity of the terrorist band increased in the 1980s, and that
panic spread with terrorist acts such as the infamous 1987 Hipercor attack that resulted in
twenty-one deaths.129 The list of contemporary Basque works that have ETA as a subject
is longer than the list of works dealing with the Spanish Civil War and, includes, among
others, Mugetan (In the Borders, 1989) by Hasier Etxeberria, Etorriko haiz nirekin? (Would
You Come with Me?, 1991) and Ohe bat ozeanoaren erdian (A Bed in the Middle of the
Ocean, 2001) by Mikel Hernandez Abaitua; Gizona bere bakardadean (1993) and Zeru horiek
(1995) by Bernardo Atxaga; Nerea eta biok (1994) by Laura Mintegi; Hamaika pauso (1995)
by Ramón Saizarbitoria; Berriro igo nauzu (I’ve Gone up Again, 1996) by Xabier Mendi
guren Elizegi; Arian-arian (Without a Break, 1996) by Patxi Zabaleta; Arragoa (1997) by Jon
Urrujulegi; Joaten zaretenean (When You Leave, 1997) by Jokin Muñoz; Kilkirra eta roulottea
(1997) by Joxemari Iturralde; Berandu da gelditzeko (It Is too Late to Stop, 1999) by Unai
127. See Harkaitz Cano, “Mina eta artifizioa,” in Maldetan sagarrak: Euskal gatazka euskal literaturan, ed. Ibon
Egaña and Angel Zelaieta (Bilbao: Udako Euskal Unibertsitatea, 2006), 35; and Jokin Muñoz, “Bizia lo: Ohe
azpia,” in Maldetan sagarrak: Euskal gatazka euskal literaturan, ed. Ibon Egaña and Edu Zelaieta (Bilbao: Udako Euskal
Unibertsitatea, 2006), 11.
128. See Robert Appelbaum and Alexis Paknadel, “Terrorism and the Novel, 1970–2001,” Poetics Today 29,
no.3 (2008): 395. See also Mari Jose Olaziregi, “Basque Narrative about the Spanish Civil War and Its Contribution to the Deconstruction of Collective Political Memory”. In Sandy Ott, ed., War, Exile, Justice and Everyday Life,
1936–1946. (Reno: Center for Basque Studies, 2011), 117–32.
129. Although there is no internationally accepted single definition of terrorism, I believe Hoffman’s description, insofar as it stresses the terrorist aim of instilling fear, is the most useful one to consider here. See Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism (New York: Columbia Univeristy Press, 2006), 40–41.
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Iturriaga; Pasaia blues by Harkaitz Cano; Zorion perfektua (2002) by Anjel Lertxundi; Hamar
urte barru (In Ten Years Time, 2003) by Joxe Belmonte; Denboraren izerdia (The Sewat of
Time, 2003) by Xabier Montoia; Ezinezko maletak (Impossible Suitcases, 2004) by Juanjo
Olasagarre. The contemporary short story has also echoed the problem of ETA’s terrorism, with anthologies such as Mikel Soto’s Haginetako mina (Toothache, 2008), a book
that includes short stories by eighteen authors published from the 1980s onward and that
shows the relevance of the issue of terrorism to short story writing.
Jokin Muñoz (1963) has consolidated the important place he nowadays occupies in
the Basque literary system. His career started in the 1990s with novels such as Joan zaretenean (1997), in which he dealt with the weight of the past in Basque lives, and he earned
the critics’ and readers’ praise with his short story collection Bizia lo (Lethargy, 2003) and
the novel Antzararen bidea (On the Trail of the Goose, 2007), both of which have received
several awards, including Euskadi prize. Antzararen bidea (2007) tells the story of Lisa, the
mother of an ETA terrorist, Igor, who dies when a bomb he is handling explodes in an
apartment in Salou (Tarragona, Catalonia) in 2003. Lisa looks after an old man, Jesús,
the descendant of a landowning family from the imaginary town of Trilluelos in the
Navarrese Ribera area, a man who suffered Falangist persecution during the Civil War.
The memory of Igor’s death becomes more and more intertwined with testimonies of
horrifying executions during the war in Trilluelos.
Seen as a tremendously tense psychological thriller, Antzararen bidea is full of protagonists whose lives have been destroyed by violence and who have been snatched away
those they most loved. It is a poignant gallery of castaways who wander about aimlessly,
like the decapitated geese with which the novel begins, those geese that Jesús’s Falangist
uncle beheaded before the terrified stares of the children and that carry on walking until
they topple over into a pool of blood. Yet Muñoz’s novel goes much further in connecting the violence practiced by the winning side during the war with the terrorist violence
of ETA. The image of a bullet in the head for Socialists in the Ribera in 1936 and then a
bullet in the head for Socialists in 2003 draws a picture of a society that has perpetuated
violence.
Although some argue that ETA is only the “tip of the iceberg” of silent resentment
and opposition to forty years of Franco’s regime,130 in truth, Basque literature in recent
years and, especially, the narratives of Jokin Muñoz, have gone further to suggest that
the problem of violence is one deeply rooted reality in Basque society, as represented in
the book of short stories Bizia lo.
It is precisely with regard to the representation of terrorists and those who support
them that the novel Antzararen bidea makes one of its most interesting contributions. Lisa,
who feels as if she does not know her son and is terrified of the possibility that he may
130. Peter W. Silver, “’Malditos pueblos!’: Apuntes sobre los vascos al final del siglo XX,” in Disremembering
the Dictatorship: The Politics of Memory in the Spanish Transition to Democracy, ed. Joan Ramon Resina (Atlanta: Rodopi,
2000), 53.

Worlds of Fiction

189

have assassinated a retired councilman, feels sick at the sight of graffiti on the walls of
the Old Quarter in Donostia-San Sebastián proclaiming the sadly well-known phrase
“gogoan zaitugu” (we remember you), which her son’s friends repeat during demonstrations, on posters, and in acts of protest. The scene narrated on pages 291–92131 presents
the Boulevard in Donostia-San Sebastián (one of the main streets traversing the city) full
of demonstrators and antiriot police, and the promenade by the Concha beach, barely
fifty meters away, full of passers-by and children enjoying icecream. Life goes on, and
demonstrations of support of ETA enjoy a fixed temporal and physical presence in the
day-to-day life of the city. Day in day out, plagued by repeated behavior on the part of
both sides ad nauseam, repetitious behavior that in Muñoz’s novel manages to break
down the radical nationalist discourse that keeps it going. In his novel, Muñoz’s questioning of a Basque society that lives sadly with the scar of terrorism reveals that Basque narrative has the same goals as recent English-language narrative. According to Appelbaum
and Paknadel, “most recent terrorism fiction in English is not about terrorism per se; it
is about the political legitimacy and moral integrity of the society to which terrorism’s
victims belong.”132

Other Tendencies
Two young Basque authors, Kirmen Uribe (1970) and Unai Elorriaga (1972), have each
won the most important literary award in Spain, the Premio Nacional de Narrativa,
for their first novels, in 2009 and 2002, respectively. Each of these authors has a narrative voice demonstrating a degree of originality and experimentality that deserves a
brief description. Although Unai Elorriaga published later novels such as Van’t Hoffen ilea
(Plants Don’t Drink Coffee, 2003), Vredaman (2005),133 and Londres kartoizkoa da (London Is
Made of Cardboard, 2009), his first novel, SPrako tranbidea (2002) was his greatest literary achievement, and has been translated into German, Italian, or Catalan. It was also
adapted into a movie by Aitzol Aramaio in 2007 called Un poco de chocolate. SPrako Tranbia
is about utopias and memories, about the process of memory loss of its main protagonist, Lucas, an older man who is sick with Alzheimer’s, has been in and out of old folks’
homes, and is only kept alive by his dream to reach a peak of over eight thousand meters
(Shisha Parma) and by the memory of his (now dead) wife getting into a tram. Lucas’s
sister Maria and Marcos, a squatter who settles in Lucas’s home and looks after him until
the end, complete the collection of characters. Elorriaga was an admirer of Borges, Juan
Rulfo, Julio Cortázar, and William Faulkner, and the influence of these last two is most
evident in Elorriaga’s novel. The heterophonic use of voices (see Faulkner’s The Sound
and the Fury) to narrate the process of memory loss and the unreal perception of the world
131. Jokin Muñoz, Antzararen bidea (Irun: Alberdania, 2007).
132. See Robert Appelbaum and Alexis Paknadel, “Terrorism and the Novel, 1970–2001,” 397.
133. Unai Elorriaga, Plants Don’t Drink Coffee, trans. Amaia Gabantxo (Brooklyn: Archipelago Books, 2009).
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the text exudes (see the work of Cortázar, core example) are, according to Estibalitz Ezke
rra, this novel’s most remarkable characteristics, together with its simple, direct, and yet
playful voice.134
On the other hand, Bilbao–New York–Bilbao, by Kirmen Uribe, narrates the Bilbao–
New York plane journey of a character also named Kirmen Uribe, a journey that becomes
an excuse to recall the history of three generations of the same family and their experiences
during the Spanish Civil War. But the journey is at the same time also a grand reflection on
the function of art, exemplified in the references made to the Basque painter Aurelio Arteta
and to the relation the artist must have with life. The readers witness the novel-writing
process itself, and before their very eyes the novel’s universe is shaped up by a mosaic of all
sorts of texts, such as e-mail, diary entries, Wikipedia entries, leaflets, illustrations and so
on, texts that often are only as long as a computer screen will allow and that serve to shape
this fragmented and autofictional novel that has been translated into eleven languages by
various publishing houses like Seix Barral (Spain) or Gallimard (France).

The Modern Short Story in Basque
The short story, in the modern sense of the term, is a quite young genre in Basque literature. As a matter of fact, it’s not until the 1950s and 1960s that the first ones appear,
signed by authors such as Gabriel Aresti (Ipuinak, 1979) or Jon Mirande (Gauez parke
batean–Ipuin izugarriak, 1984). These short stories followed on the modern tradition established by Edgar Allan Poe, Nikolai Gogol, Guy de Maupassant, and others. We could
also mention the short story collection Iltzalleak (The Killers, 1961) as a good precursor to
what would be the first modern short story collection published in Basque, the alreadymentioned Hunik arrats artean (1970) by Anjel Lertxundi. Some short story collections
published in the same decade toed the line of traditional storytelling, while others dared
incorporate the experimentation so in vogue in the novels written at the time. In any case,
as already mentioned, in the 1980s the genre of short narrative emerges in the Basque
Country. We have already quoted some historic and cultural reasons that might explain
the advent of the short story, such as the new political situation, the increase in numbers
of magazines and awards that also encouraged the short story, and so on. Added to all
this, the Pott group and their writings were key to the development of shorter fiction.
Admirers of Borges, Franz Kafka, Ezra Pound, and T. S. Eliot, the writers of the Pott
circle did much to encourage short story writing, a genre whose most successful incarnation took shape in the collections Narrazioak (Stories, 1983) by Sarrionandia and the
award-receiving Obabakoak (1988) by Atxaga.
Slowly, the typology of short stories has grown in variety and richness, and nowadays, just as in the field of novel writing, the landscape is truly eclectic. Echoing the
characteristics that conform to the present postmodern environment, the tendencies that
134. See Estibalitz Ezkerra, “Unai Elorriaga,” basqueliterature.com, September 21, 2010, www.basqueliterature.
com/Katalogoak/egileak/elorriaga.
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prevail in the Basque short story writing of the last few decades encompass realism while
sometimes incorporating fantastic elements (Hasier Etxeberria, Unai Elorriaga, Imanol
Zurutuza). Sometimes they approximate North American dirty realism in the style of
Raymond Carver or Tobias Wolff (as in the work of Pako Aristi, Xabier Mendiguren,
Edorta Jiménez, Xabier Montoia, Arantxa Iturbe, and Pello Lizarralde). Basque short
short stories include those peppered with sophisticated cultural references seeking some
sort of metanarrative reflection (such as in the stories of Juan Garzia, Anjel Lertxundi,
and Iban Zaldua); narrations where fantasy is sometimes weaved around absurd situations (Karlos Linazasoro and Harkaitz Cano); and microfiction (Iban Zaldua and Joseba
Sarrionandia). Above all, the experimental narratives of the 1970s are replaced with a
recovered love of storytelling. This fragmented reality evident in more recent short stories reflects the influence of cinema, music, or modern media, and explores new narrative
methods as well as new linguistic rhythms and registers. Although the centrality of the
novel as a genre cannot be questioned, short stories in Basque have considerable presence
and acceptance in the publishing world. Leaving aside the recent short story collections
that respond to commercial impulses rather than to literary motivations (anthologies of
ecologic, erotic, or even alcoholic short stories), the embracing of short stories by Basque
readers results from, the authors’ exploitation of new formulas, such as volumes of short
story cycles that propose a reading questioning the limits between genres, hybrids that sit
somewhere between the chronicle and straightforward fiction,135 or even daring hybrids
that suggest a poetic journey as a book, like Aurelia Arkotxa’s Septentrio (2001).
This brief overview of the contemporary Basque short story will conclude with a
little introduction to the most relevant authors and short stories, and for this purpose we
will not revisit the work of writers like Atxaga, Lertxundi, Cano, and Muñoz, who were
mentioned above in the discussion of the Basque novel. It should also be mentioned here
that the publication date of the short story collections dictates the order in which the
writers are introduced.
Joseba Sarrionandia (1958–) is the first author we will bring into the discussion. His
oeuvre includes narrative, essay writing, children and young people’s literature, hybrid
texts that enjoy subverting the narrow margins between the essay and fiction, and poetry,
a genre in which he has produced five volumes. He has translated, into Basque, literary
works by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, T. S. Eliot, and Fernando Pessoa, among many others, and his literary influences are registered in books such as Izkiriaturik aurkitu ditudan
ene poemak (Poems that I have found written, 1985), a volume in which he included his
own translations of several poems and some apocryphal ones. His other works Ni ez naiz
hemengoa (I Am Not from Here, 1985), Marginalia (1988), Ez gara geure baitakoak (We don’t
Belong to Ourselves, 1989), and Han izanik hona naiz (Having Been There, Here I Am,
1992) show this same tendency to hybridization. Other texts, such as the novel Lagun izoztua (The Frozen Friend, 2001), remind us that exile and the alienation that accompanies
135. See Harkaitz Cano, Piano gainean gosaltzen, 2000.
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it have become a thematic axis to his oeuvre. Narrazioak (1983), Atabala eta euria (The
Drum and the Rain, 1986), and Ifar Aldeko orduak (The Northern Hours, 1991) are his
best-known short story collections.
Sarrionandia incorporates fantastic elements and references to legends and traditional tales into his prose, which is full of captivating metaphors and images. In his short
stories, readers find sirens and old mariners that reveal the author’s affinity to writers
such Coleridge or Herman Melville;136 characters such as Guinevere or Galahad, with
whom he pays homage to the Arthurian cycle; gloomy scenarios that echo Poe’s stories;
or metanarratives. The author’s narrative has evolved toward more postmodern poetics and as well as a voice steeped in irony and pastiche. His latest short story collections
include very brief stories in which his tendency to hybridization can be felt again. The
short story “Ahari topeka” (Ram Fight, included in Ez gara baitakoak), which served as
inspiration to the short story that was included in Julio Medem’s movie La pelota vasca, is
a good example of the intensity his stories can achieve.
Inazio Mujika Iraola (1963– ) burst into the Basque literary scene with a short story
collection in a markedly lyrical tone: Azukrea belazeetan (Sugar in the Fields, 1987). The
echoes of magic realism and authors such as Juan Rulfo as well as the richness of his
imagery and the evocative power of Mujika Iraola’s prose earned him the approval of
readers and critics. Auzunea is the imaginary geography that Mujika Iraola created and
then populated with a fantastic world based on the Basque oral tradition. In Auzunea,
the transgression of moral laws resulted, as in Rulfo’s, Faulkner’s, or Atxaga’s stories, in
punishment or metamorphosis. The world is so cruel because the weakest are always the
ones threatened by death and punishment—like poor Regina, the eponymous protagonist of one story. In order to underscore the innocence of the weakest, most of the short
stories making up the volume feature children as autodiegetic narrators. Their speech
is constantly permeated with childish expressions. Mujika Iraola’s narrative trajectory
continues feeding off traditional legends and the author’s Borgesian erudition in later
books such as Hautsaren kronika (Cronicle of Dust, 1994), where the meandering paths of
historic memory serve to delve into a past that on most occasions proves to be disquieting. The Spanish Civil War and World War II have been the background to other books
by Mujika Iraola, such as Matriuska (1999) or his novel Gerezi denbora (1998).
A feeling of existential angst permeates many of Karlos Linazasoro’s (1962–) short
stories. Linazasoro is an author with a considerable output in the poetry and in children’s
literature (he received the Euskadi prize for Bota gorriak in 2000), and he has also tried
his hand with the dramatic genre with Burdindenda (The Ironmongers, 1998), a successful homage to the master Samuel Beckett. Linazasoro’s novella Itoko dira berriak (The
New Will Drown, 2003) is also worthy of mention; in it, word games and absurd and
humorous dialogues try to alleviate a waiting that becomes more and more dramatic.
136. See “The Ancient Mariner” in An Anthology of Basque Short Stories (Reno: Center for Basque Studies,
2004).
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Among his short story collections Eldarnioak (Deliria, 1991), Zer gerta ere (Just in Case,
1994), Ezbalego beste mundurik (If There Was Not Another World, 2000), and Ipuin errotikoak (Erotic Tales, 2001) merit special mention. Borges, Cortázar, Felisberto Hernández,
Rulfo, Saki, Anton Chekhov, and Bernhard are some of the authors Linazasoro admires;
these authors incorporate fantasy into their writing to truncate rational logic, but never
renounce to playfulness and humor to reveal the meaninglessness, even the cruelty, of
day-to-day life. Linazasoro’s short stories are surprising, powerful, and tell stories that are
often absurd and asphyxiating, but they also truthfully reveal the reality that surrounds
us. For Linazasoro, the short story is the genre that allows the writer most freedom to
transgress all sorts of laws. A selection of his short stories has been translated into Spanish by Gerardo Markuleta and was published with the title Depósito ilegal by Alberdania
in 2005. It is a constellation of theatrical dialogues, brief, almost aphoristic narrations
and short stories of more conventional length. Again, humor coats the most tragic situations—humor and a disquieting atmosphere that will undoubtedly surprise the reader.
Also remarkable is the oeuvre of the writer and musician Xabier Montoia (1955),
who has published poem collections, chronicles, novels, and short stories. Whereas his
noir novel Non dago Stalin? (Where Is Stalin?, 1991) conjured up a mordant portrait of the
Basque political and cultural establishment of the 1980s, his trilogy Hilen bizimoldea used
war, as well as the familial links between the characters, as a unifying theme, as all three
of them take place during wars: World War I in Hezur gabeko hilak (The Boneless Dead,
1999), Nazi-occupied Paris in Blackout (2004), and the Algerian war in Elektrika. In his
last novel, Denboraren izerdia (2003), the main protagonist, a successful cinema director,
is haunted by his militant past in ETA. However, Montoia’s short story collections are
considered his most remarkable works. The first, Emakume biboteduna (The Mustachioed
Woman, 1992) embraces the characteristics of dirty realism, offering stories that used
love and the fallout of love as a thematic axis. On the other hand, in Gasteizko hondar
tzak (The Beaches of Gasteiz, 1997), which received the Basque Government’s Diffusión
prize, the Spanish Civil War and the postwar period serve as starting point for a series
of stories that do not intend to document a historic testimony, but rather to tell the history of anonymous people, the experiences of people who were trapped in truly difficult
situations. The city of Vitoria-Gasteiz, which the narrator describes as provincial and
repressed, is the true protagonist of Gasteizko hondartzak. In Baina bihotzak dio (But the
Heart Says, 2002), nostalgia for the motherland serves as a narrative excuse to create
stories in which feelings of loss and distance taint the experiences of characters who have
left their lands for different reasons. Euskal hiria sutan (The Basque City on Fire, 2006),
which received the Euskadi prize, completes Montoia’s trajectory as a short story writer;
in a realist tone, it sketches a totally nonidyllic, almost hopeless, portrait of contemporary
Basque society.
A realist focus also prevails in the short stories written by Arantxa Iturbe (1964–).
A journalist and a writer, she has also published theater plays and essays like the successful Ai ama! (1999), which puts forward a very uncommon perception of maternity.
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Relationships form the core center of the short story collections she has published: Ezer
baino lehen (Before Anything Else, 1992) and Lehenago zen berandu (Earlier Was Already
Late, 1995). Female protagonists prevail; these women live in urban environments
marked by stress and a daily frantic rhythm. Iturbe’s short stories are spontaneous and
have a freshness that pervades not only her characters’ registers and modes of expression, but also the entire structure of the plot. Because Iturbe’s prose avoids gratuitous
adornment and unnecessary artifice in order to relate—with irony,in brief brush strokes,
and with constant changes of narrative rhythm—the frustrations, solitudes, and misunderstandings of those urbanites so in need of affection. Her writing has evolved, and the
short stories in her second collection tend to be richer in irony and suspense.
Pello Lizarralde (1956–) is the Basque translator of authors such as Natalia Ginzburg
or Gianni Celati, and he likes to say that literature is an elaboration on reality. His literary career began with the novel E pericoloso sporgersi. Zuri beltzean (1984), a story whose
main character is an apparently ordinary technician who later turns out to be an assassin.
Lizarralde’s second novel, Hatza mapa gainean (A Finger on a Map, 1988), introduces a
subject that would be appear again in his next novel, Larrepetit (2002): the endless life on
the run of its protagonists. But this flight is nothing more than a narrative excuse for a
prose that suggests more than what it says, a minimalist prose that reflects on gestures,
smells, colors, and movements that take on almost epiphanic qualities. Rewarded with
the Euskadi and the Crítica prizes in 2005, Larrepetit engages a behaviorist narrative
mode with an omnipresent focus on those most insignificant aspects of a nature, which
can sometimes turn disquieting. Escape, characters who are in perpetual transit, again
becomes one of the most important thematic aspects of Un ange passe—isialdietan (An
Angel Passes in Moments of Silence, 1998). Little really happens in these stories—little
apart from that narrative focus that, with almost obsessive detail, falls again and again
on movements that are apparently insignificant. The short story collection Sargori (Heat,
1994) is an excellent example of the poetic power of Lizarralde’s prose and of his ability
to create asphyxiating atmospheres. Iragaitzaz (Migrations, 2008) and Orbanak (Bruises,
2012) are Lizarralde’s latest novels.
Iban Zaldua (1966) is a university professor and author of books for young people,
essays, and two novels—the first one, Si Sabino volvería (2005), is a science fiction novel;
the second one, Euskaldun guztion aberria (The Homeland of the Basques, 2008), is a (kind)
satire about the consequences of nationalist attitudes in literature. But, above all, Iban
Zaldua stands out when he writes short fiction. His short stories are humorous, sharp,
and full of an irony that at times can be corrosive. The author enjoys metaliterary games
in the style of Borges and a touch of fantasy encrusted into the quotidian in the style of
Cortázar, but Zaldua also has an affinity for comics, pop culture, and science fiction. He
has published six short story collections to date: Veinte cuentos cortitos (Twenty Short Stories, 1989), Ipuin euskaldunak (Basque Stories, 1999, together with Gerardo Markuleta),
Gezurrak, gezurrak, gezurrak (Lies, Lies, Lies, 2000), Traizioak (Betrayals, 2001), La isla de los
antropólogos y otros relatos (2002), Itzalak (Shades, 2004), and Etorkizuna (The Future, 2005),
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which was awarded the Euskadi prize and has been translated into Spanish and italian,
among others. Zaldua’s narrative avoids the obvious and breaks away from topical or
preconceived ideas about literature, life, and even Basque reality—that politically complex reality that he reflects so accurately in his stories. These are intense short stories
in which there is not one word too many, and that quite often manage to bring a smile
to the reader’s lips.When attempting to define what a short story is, Zaldua did not
hesitate to paraphrase John Cheever to remind us that short stories have the power to
relieve us from the fear of death. In the award-winning collection Etorkizuna (2005), the
reflection on the passing of time becomes the connecting thread of the different short
stories making up the collection. This reflection slowly reveals an ironic and skeptical
diagnosis of human relationships as well as Basque politics. Zaldua uses different generic
registers(such as science fiction, essay, and literary game) and recurring paradoxes to
bring to the fore the dark side of the reality that surrounds us.
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Modern Basque Poetry
Lourdes Otaegi

Euskal Pizkundea: The Basque Renaissance, 1879–1929
In Basque literature, it can be said that the first third of the twentieth century, up until
1936, consists of a period intimately linked to the second part of the nineteenth century,
the so-called First Basque Renaissance, which marks the introduction of modernity. In
fact, Basque literary historiography often cites the initial date of 1876, the year in which
the Second Carlist War ended and a new conscience was born in the Basque Country
after the abolition of the fueros (local statutes and charters). In effect, the loss of autonomy
represented a transcendental issue for Basque culture in general, affecting both the Carlist and the liberal sectors, which took new stock of their own identity as a nation and of
the changes that transpired as a result. The journey from foralism to nationalism begins
in the political and cultural sphere, as does renewed interest in the past and the collective
destiny of the Basque people.
The Basque Renaissance was a sociocultural movement that ran from the late nineteenth century through 1936, the year in which the Spanish Civil War began. The key figures in the Romantic movement, which established nationalist movements across Europe
based on the conceptions of German idealists, were particularly decisive. The literary
renewal which brought with it this new awareness of foralist or prenationalist ideological
connotations in their different phases had a marked effect on the different constituents of
the literary system (literary awards, publications, collections) and also, as a natural consequence of this, on literary creation itself. The interest in the past and in tradition itself
is reflected in Basque literature by the proliferation of historical accounts and legends,
written mainly in Spanish by Jose Navarro Villoslada, Juan Venancio Araquistain, Jose
Maria Goizueta, Vicente Arana, and Arturo Campión, all of them under the influence
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of Antonio Trueba.1 However, the impetus of this legendary fiction would bear fruit and
bring about the birth of Basque narrative at the close of the century from the pens of
Resureccion Maria Azkue and Domingo Agirre.
Contributing to all of this was the emergence of a range of journals that were
established as new platforms to publish the works of many writers. Noteworthy in the
Northern Basque Country are La semaine de Bayonne (1868–1918) and Le Journal de SaintPalais (1884), as well as the bilingual review Le Reveil Basque (1886–94), with a Republican
leaning, and the conservative Eskualduna (1887–1944). The latter formed the pillar around
which a large part of literary activity in Basque eventually developed, and formed the
focal point of the development of a large group of writers called “gizaldi gaztea” (the
young generation), composed of Jean Barbier, Jean Etxepare, Pierre Lhande, Jean SaintPierre, Jules Moulier “Oxobi,” and Jean Elizalde “Zerbitzari,” whose works extend well
into the twentieth century. Mainland publications of note include the journals La Paz
(Madrid, 1876–78), La Revista Eúskara (Iruñea-Pamplona, 1877–1883), and La Revista de
las Provincias Eúskaras (Vitoria-Gasteiz, 1878–79), while in terms of Basque literature and
especially relevant for the publication of literary texts in Basque were the journals established by Jose Manterola, Euskal Erria (Donostia-San Sebastián, 1880–1918) and later
Euskal Esnalea, as well as Euskaltzale (Bilbao, 1897–99) created by Azkue.
On the other hand, Basque poetry was promoted through literary competitions,
the Floral Games that included poetic contests, promotions of popular leaflets, and the
publication of Cancioneros or collections of poetry. Thanks to all of these, poetic output
acquired a certain intensity and continuity from this period forth. As Ibon Sarasola says,
in contrast with earlier periods of Basque literature in which apologetic and religious treatises prevailed, “this period of Basque literary Renaissance is characterized by the importance which strictly literary works began to acquire within the overall output.”2 Recent
sociological studies of Torrealday have shown that up to thirty percent of publications
were literary works, while in previous period was of only 6.5 percent.3
The holding of the Floral Games, established by the nobleman Anton Abbadia
(1851), and the Basque Festivals in the cities of the Southern Basque Country provided
the platforms for publicizing lyric works by authors such as Gratien Adema (1828–1907),
Joan Batista Elizanburu (1828–91), and Felipe Arrese-Beitia (1841–1906). On the other
hand, the work of compilers such as Jose Manterola (Cancionero vasco), Jean François
Cerquand (Légendes et récits populaires du Pays Basque), Wentworth Webster (Basque Legends),
and Azkue (Cancionero popular vasco and Euskalerriaren yakintza) contributed to the conservation of Basque literature’s popular heritage.
In effect, the turn of the century brought highly significant changes in the political
and social spheres, as well as in the cultural one: the process of industrialization from
1. See Jon Juaristi, Literatura vasca (Madrid: Taurus, 1987), 80.
2. See Sarasola, Ibon. Historia social de la literatura vasca (Madrid: Akal, 1976).
3. Torrealdai, Juan Mari, euskal kultura gaur (Donostia-San Sebastián: Jakin, 1997), 117.
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1879 to 1936 had a marked effect on the societies of Bizkaia and Gipuzkoa, whose industries were favored by Spain’s neutrality in World War I. A rapid modernization of Basque
society ensued, particularly in the coastal provinces, which soon left the agricultural societies of the rest of the country behind. In the political arena, progress was being made
from foralism toward the nationalism that emerged in 1893 at the hands of Sabino Arana
Goiri and also toward socialism at the hands of the Socialist Party, which established
itself firmly in Bilbao from 1886 onward, along with the first trade unions. The accelerated modernization and industrialization of a large part of the Basque population as well
as the emergence and expansion of nationalism and its subsequent majority win in the
1932 elections had a decisive effect on the overall Basque consciousness. Meanwhile,
the Northern Basque Country suffered the onslaught of a centralist state that imposed
secular schooling strictly in French for all citizens. However, basque’s fierce protests were
understandably silenced by the outbreak of World War I, which redirected everyone’s
effort toward protecting the threatened French state.
Although the turn of the twentieth century was not especially fruitful in terms of
literature, philological works enjoyed great popularity thanks to the Azkue’s leadership,
who together with Julio Urquijo and Arturo Campión carried out an investigative and
organizational effort culminating in the institutionalization of the Royal Academy of the
Basque Language, Euskaltzaindia, in 1918. One of the greatest philological achievements
was Azkue’s trilingual dictionary, which came to occupy the position previously held by
Larramendi’s for almost two centuries. Furthermore, the works of Urquijo and Campión
procured the philological basis for the development of an educated and unified literary language and encouraged the publication of re-editions of classic Basque works by
Arnaud Oihenart, Pedro Agerre “Axular,” Bernard Etxepare, among others. Along with
these, the compilation and theoretical work produced by José Miguel Barandiaran, Telesforo Aranzadi, Jose Gonzalo Zulaika “Aita Donostia,” and Manuel Lekuona provided
the foundations for the development of a cultural renaissance that aspired to introduce
Basque into schools and universities, as well as into the urban and everyday lives of the
Basque people.
In addition to founding the Basque nationalist movement, Sabino Arana (Sukarrieta,
1865–1903) was a crucial figure in the development of early twentieth-century Basque
culture. On the one hand, he promoted the development of a literature in Basque within
the cultural restoration project encouraged by the nationalist movement; and on the
other hand, he promoted poetry within modern canons, removed from the meter of the
bertsolaritza (improvisational oral poetry) tradition that had predominated throughout the
nineteenth century, thus marking the beginning a new creative style that continued to
develop up to 1936. His work, published in 1919 under the title Olerkijak, along with
the poetic precepts he published in 1896 as an appendix to his Lecciones de ortografía del
eusquera vizcaíno, constituted the basis of a literary renewal that adopted the characteristics of modern cultured literature. His influence did not affect the most noted early
twentieth-century writers, such as Emeterio Arrese, Luis Jauregui “Jautarkol,” or Claudio
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Sagarzazu “Satarka,” whose poetry presents characteristics of late Romanticism. In the
Northern Basque Country, Jules Moulier “Oxobi”(1888–1958) is worth highlighting:
historiographers have described him as the most outstanding poet of his time, and he was
particularly famous for his fables, which were published under the title Alegiak (Fables,
1926).
Women writers who published their works during the first third of the twentieth century made themselves known through publications of the time. In terms of poetry, Rosario Artola and Sorne Unzueta “Utarsus” stand out. Their literary creations conform to
the roles and functions assigned to women in the context of nationalism: the defense and
transmission of religious values and the Basque language within their maternal duties
and, in terms of literature, the passionate expression of their commitment to the same.
Joining them is Frantziska Astibia “Onintze,” who was renowned for her existentialist
poetry and modernist language. None of these three women, however, managed to publish a book in her own right.

Olerkariak (1930–36)
The word olerkariak is used to refer to the poets of the Basque Renaissance who produced
their works in the heart of the literary contests organized by Euskaltzaleak, the organization that promoted the use of the rules of Sabino Arana’s precepts. Although the first
Basque Poetry Festival organized by Euskaltzaleak was ostensibly held in honor of Koldo
Jauregi to mark the publication of his book, in truth, since its first edition, the poets who
received awards on the occasion of those Basque Poetry Festivals were hailed as “the chosen ones” by both the judges and the press, because they were perceived to contribute a
completely new and different voice to that of their immediate Romantic predecessors.
The Euskaltzaleak Society was a group committed to developing a Basque culture
in Basque, and since its creation in Arrasate in 1927, José María Agirre “Xabier Lizardi”
(1896–1933) had led the fold, concentrating his efforts on creating a newspaper in Basque
and supporting Basque schools and education—cultural institutions that he believed were
essential to the survival of the language. From 1930 onward, the Society’s activities intensified and expanded considerably, focusing on creating a prestigious literary output that
would act as cultural bait in Basque for the more educated classes. Jose Aristimuño
“Aitzol” (1896–1937) led the new process, known as the second Basque Renaissance,
which prioritized the creation of a literary output in Basque that could become a symbolic representation of Basque identity. His point of reference was the Finnish nationalist movement, in which the poet Elias Lönnrot had helped the Suomi people find their
identity within the epic poem Kalevala, which became an emblem of cultural awakening.
For Aitzol, an avid reader of modern European literature and especially French poetry,
Basque poetry had to attempt to forge its own genre, an easily recognizable, attractive
voice for advocates of Basque culture who would act as the avant-garde of the Basque
Renaissance.
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As a result of the actions of Aitzol and his followers (controlled strictly by him), a
series of cultural institutions developed along with their corresponding awards, publications, associations, and so on, to publish and promote works by Basque writers. Euskal
tzaleak organized the Basque Poetry Day (1930–35), the Basque Theater Day, and the
Bertsolari Guduak (1935, Contests of Improvisers) on an annual basis, literary festivals
through which the best writers and bertsolariak of the time gained recognition. Likewise,
the bilingual newspaper El día (1930–1936) emerged, announcing the main activities of the
association and publishing works or chapters of the works it planned to promote, as well
as Basque- and Spanish-language critical commentaries, opinion pieces, reviews, and references to works in Basque. In addition, Euskaltzaleak created a cultural journal in Basque
titled Jakintza (Knowledge, 1933–37), which published literary texts, essays, and scholarly
works on Basque language and literature, bilingualism, ethnography and so on.
In Aitzol’s opinion, poetry should serve as an instrument aimed at exorcising the
threat that loomed over the future of the Basque language. The prizes awarded at the
literary competitions established the reputation of the winning poets, providing them
with a preeminent position in the literary system and facilitating the publication of their
work and favorable opinions toward it. The objective here was to create a prestigious
body of literature. The result of this unprecedented promotion in a Basque literary system included the emergence of the olerkariak, the group of writers who participated in
Euskaltzaleak activities and published their works between 1930 and 1936. The group,
comprising Lizardi, Estepan Urkiaga “Lauaxeta,” Nikolas Ormaetxea “Orixe,” and Juan
Arana “Loramendi,” was one of the most significant nuclei of poetry writers in all of
Basque literature. By any means, olerkariak was the first of three significant milestones
in twentieth-century poetry and a constant reference point for all subsequent Basque
poetry, which contributed the renewal of themes and perspectives, as well as care about
and attention to formal aspects of the poem and especially the enrichment of Basque
literature’s world of symbolic references. The poetic universe with which readers of
twentieth-century Basque literature had long identified was shared to a certain degree by
these creators, who gave expression to and materialized the dream of a renaissance of
Basque literature that was aware of its values and its past but also open to the influence
of universal modern culture.
Despite the identification fleetingly endowed to them by the peculiar moment in
which they produced their best works, the group of poets denominated olerkariak, considered to be a literary generation by some historiographers, incorporated a wide variety of
poetic personalities, each one of them significant for the quality of their output.
The most outstanding poet was Jose Maria Agirre “Xabier Lizardi” (Zarautz, 1896–
1933). He gained his reputation mainly through the press, but his best works came in
the context of the literary competitions organized by Euskaltzaleak (1930–36). Lizardi
was the manager of a small company in Tolosa (Gipuzkoa) and often traveled to Spain,
France, and Germany. His education in commerce and law provided him with a realistic vision of the legal, social, and institutional mechanisms necessary to revitalize the
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Basque language, something he was wholeheartedly committed to, as evidenced by the
numerous articles he devoted to the promotional work of the activities of Euskaltzaleak,
of which he was editor. He was an autodidact in his approach to Spanish, classical, and
modern literature, an became reader of the Basque classical authors who became accessible at the beginning of the century thanks to the publication of Revista Internacional
de Estudios Vascos (RIEV). From 1925 onward, he began to publish poems sporadically
under the pen name Xabier Lizardi, which he would use for the rest of his life. However,
he did not reach his peak until some years later, when his poems were characterized by
their adherence to the dictates of Sabino Arana’s metric precepts and by their creation of
new, brief, and light metric stanzas of a modernist slant.
Lizardi’s writing began to adopt an unmistakable style and voice from 1927 onward—
it was a new conceptist and stylized aesthetic that incessantly pursued the expressive
force of language. He did away with decorative aspects and filed down the elements
reminiscent of the sentimentalist Romanticism he considered antiquated. Although one
could argue whether Lizardi’s poetry is “modern” in the fullest sense of the word, there
is no doubt that he tirelessly attempted to make his poetry so. He wanted to begin a
fresh innovative trend that would radically change poetic language and make it expressive and attractive while at the same time sound and well finished. He sought formal and
intellectual perfection in each individual poem, a precise expression of feeling balanced
with thinking, aspects of a personal poetic that he suggested as a point of reference in his
critical commentary. He wanted to propose a new and prestigious canon for the Basque
aesthetic, and his genius allowed him to establish a lasting mold of beauty.
History offers a unanimously favorable evaluation of Lizardi’s literary works thanks
to the extraordinary musicality of his verses and the human profundity of the poems he
selected for his only book, Biotz begietan (Heart and Eyes, 1932). Between 1933 and 1936,
a range of works were published by Aitzol, Orixe, Jautarkol, and Lauaxeta. Historiographic evaluations of their contribution transcended the elegy to their early deaths and
revealed a clear awareness of the profound renewal their work represents within Basque
poetry. Lizardi dared to infringe on the literary norms of his time and managed to create
an elaborate language with new, conceptual, and difficult but attractive characteristics.
He strains syntactic order, taking full advantage of the structure of derivation and lexical
composition to obtain a more flexible and manageable instrument. In the same regard,
he frequently makes use of ellipsis, hyperbole, and enjambment to create a language
simultaneously modern and ancient, as well as reminiscent of the Esteban Garibai’s sentences, the elegance and expression of classic poets such as Pedro Agerre “Axular,” and
the venturesome hyperbaton of Joanes Etcheberri of Ziburu.
Lizardi aimed to lead the literary avant-garde, but the term cannot be used in the
same historical sense that it applied to the European avant-gardes. It rather means that
his works break from the norm of Romantic poetry by creating a lyrical poetry removed
from bertsolaritza tradition and its metric, syntactic, and expressive characteristics. Both
revolutions make him the boldest innovator of Basque poetry, so much so that it is
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difficult to assign him to a specific literary school. However, this boldness is also characteristic, albeit to a lesser degree, of the other olerkariak, given that the singularity of
the context within which their work emerged led to the creation of an age full of hopes,
projects, and audacious experiments.
Specifically, Lizardi was able to create a personal literary universe in which poems
devoted to nature and the observation of its cycles occupy an extremely important
position; this is the authentic mystery of life, the place where Lizardi finds consolation
from reality, so adverse to the human. On the other hand, love and nature poems are
intimately linked in Lizardi, who recreates an imaginary love consolidated under the
Petrarchist influence of Castilian poets such as Gutiérrez Cetina, an author he mentions
in his writings. Furthermore, another group of poems refer symbolically to language
and his homeland, where he recounts legends or personal experiences that dramatically
enact their salvation and redemption from a gloomy destiny. Lizardi imbues them with
his personal vision of the Basque Renaissance, which is revealed most clearly in Eusko
Bidaztiarena (Song of the Basque Traveler). He yearned to awaken the Basque soul, give it
life, and help it fly, renewed and enjoying the knowledge and beauty of the world without
having to abandon its own identity to do so. Finally, it is worth adding a third group of
poems that deal with the feeling of losing loved ones and death. Lizardi approaches the
topic with recourse to religious sentiment, which helps him sublimate the pain and take
on the inexorable nature of death.
Although the balance and coherence of his poetics make Lizardi highly representative of what is regarded as the quintessential Basque Renaissance poetry, Estepan Urkiaga “Lauaxeta” (Laukiniz, 1905–37) was another highly prestigious poet in his time and
became an important reference for postwar poetry as well as for the most outstanding
poets of the present day. Lauaxeta had the charisma of an iconoclast and embodied the
most controversial facet of the renewal of Basque poetry with his work Bide Barrijak (New
Paths, 1931). His poetics underwent a process of consolidation; the publication of his
first book when he was twenty-six, just one year before Lizardi’s was published, marked
one of the best-analyzed literary polemics of the Basque Renaissance. He had intended
to be a Jesuit, but rejected priesthood after having studied in Loyola until 1928. Together
with Orixe, he worked in Bilbao at the Nationalist newspaper Euzkadi until the Civil War
broke out. He was arrested after the Gernika bombing and killed by firing squad in 1937
at the age of thirty-two after having been convicted of sustaining “nationalist beliefs,” as
evidenced by trial documents that have recently been released.
Lauaxeta received a solid classical education under the Jesuits. Greek and Latin literature formed the foundations on which his subsequent readings rested. His education
was guided by learned professors of literature such as the Jesuit priest Jose Maria Estefanía, a critic and columnist who managed to transmit to his students and collaborators
his fascination for modern European literature and for the trends of modern poetry in
particular. Thanks to this education, Lauaxeta was able to access the works of classical and modern poetry without the typical fears of a dilettante and driven by a sincere
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admiration that made him try to transpose the beauty he glimpsed in them to his poems
in Basque. In fact, his objective was to renew Basque poetry by recreating the literary
models that inspired him most; besides an aesthetic thirst, Lauaxeta harbored a determination to work on the Basque language and to endow it with the suppleness and expressiveness he sensed behind the poetic beauty in his most-admired texts.
Lauaxeta gave his book the suggestive title of Bide barrijak and published it in 1931
after winning the First Day of Poetry literary competition, which was held in Errenteria
(Rentería in Spanish). Aitzol hailed Lauaxeta’s poem “Maitale kutuna” (Favorite Lover)
as heralding the new Basque poetry and praised it highly in the volume that Euskaltzaleak published of the best poems in the competition. In his introduction to Lauaxeta’s
first book, Aitzol equates his colleague’s work to pure poetry. The new guise of his poetry
is evident, as are the literary fountains from which he drank; Lauaxeta makes no effort
to deny it: the Romantics (John Keats, Heinrich Heine, Charles Baudelaire) and some
symbolist writers (Paul Verlaine, Arthur Rimbaud, Maurice Maeterlinck) formed part of
his reading when he was younger, but he strove to combine the rigid medium of expression imposed by the purist linguistic undercurrent (of Sabino Arana) prevalent in his
environment along with a sensitivity that sought to express the experience of a modern
poet. Even though Lauaxeta’s conservative religious convictions seemed to contrast with
the symbolist tendencies in fashion at the time, the influence of this trend on his first
work was notable; it contributed to the renewal of the metaphors he used, and increased
his interest in the rhythmic elements of the poems, the expression of sensations, the
states of consciousness, and the reflexivity that find their highest expression in the poem
“Itxasora” (To the Sea), which he dedicated to the Basque Renaissance and in which he
vehemently expressed his personal creed.
The bitter criticism that Lauaxeta’s book received from a number of sectors advocating a simpler, more popular poetry was trapping the innovators Lauaxeta and Lizardi
in an awkward position, depriving them of the support of some of the most influential
writers in the press. They only had the express support of Orixe who, though practicing
poetics different from those of Lauaxeta and Lizardi, soon realized the rightness of their
innovative effort and the quality of their works.
Lauaxeta’s second book, Arrats Beran (At Dusk, 1935), is considered his best. In it, he
tempers his sentimentalism and incorporates new stylistic elements from popular Basque
poetry, specifically from ancient ballads and folk songs, aspects of popular culture that
were studied in great detail at the time by experts such as Jose Ariztimuño Aitzol, Azkue,
Manuel Lekuona, and others. As a result, in Arrats Beran Lauaxeta often takes recourse to
metric and rhythmic qualities close to songs or ballads, as well as narrative ellipsis, repetition of nominal syntagms for rhythmic effect, ritornellos, decorative elements (play-songs
such as “din-dan balendan”), short stanzas, and so on.
The themes of Arrats Beran revolve around his nationalist convictions in poems
like “Amayur gaztelu baltza” (Black Castle of Amaiur), or “Mendigoixaliarena”(Song
of Mountaineers), or his religious beliefs in poems like “Goxaldeko otoya” (Prayer of
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Morning), “Mayatzeko gurutza” (Cross of May), or “Ziñeste-bakuarena” (The Poem
of the Agnostic), and the subject of unrequited love in the poem “Artzain baten erijotzena” (Death of the Shepherd). All of these themes had already surfaced in Bide barrijak
and make a return in this book in a less sentimental, more elegant form. Nevertheless,
new elements and themes also populate this new collection. Pirates, horsemen, knights,
Moors and bought wives, cunning millers, and daring sailors are the protagonists of the
fictional poems or ancient romances that Lauaxeta remodels using modern metaphors,
transformed by symbolism.
Alongside these two most renowned olerkariak, Loramendi and also Orixe deserve
special mention, the latter the only member of the group to survive the decade of the
1930s. Juan Arana Ezpeleta “Loramendi” (Bedoña, 1907–33) belonged to the Capuchin religious order and began to publish his poems in 1927 in the magazine Zeruko
Argia. A highly sensitive poet, he had characteristics similar to the aforementioned poets,
although the he did not develop a well-defined personal poetic art, as he died very young.
He shared Lauaxeta and Lizardi’s symbolist aesthetic, which gave priority to the musicality of verse and a wealth of metaphorical images that attempt to go beyond classical
symbolism.
Loramendi’s themes are nature, love, and faith. The religious poems are really ascetic
prayers. His love poems are particularly striking for the delicacy of his imagery and the
harmonious melody of his verses. In Loramendi’s brief poetic output the symbolic world
often turns to the forces of nature, expressing an outstanding sensitivity of perception, a
highly characteristic aspect of the olerkariak.
Nikolas Ormaetxea “Orixe” (Orexa, 1888–1961) is an author with a very prominent
career in the context of twentieth-century Basque literature. A renowned prewar poet
and prose writer, he went into exile in 1936 and lived in a number of South American
countries until 1954. He had completed his studies to be ordained as a Jesuit, but was
expelled from the order in 1926, an event that cut short his priestly yearnings and constituted a trauma he publicly acknowledged. Because of his extensive studies in linguistics,
Azkue recruited him to help with tasks undertaken by Euskaltzaindia in Bilbao. Orixe
collaborated with the Basque-speaking press of the time, especially the newspaper Euzkadi, where he worked on topics relating to Basque literature and language. He was one
of the leading figures of the Basque Renaissance and an authority on crucial subjects
many of the movement’s younger participants were ignorant of. In exile, he worked on
the journal Euzko Gogoa (Guatemala, 1950–1959) and continued to exercise the linguistic, critical, and literary leadership he had earned in the prewar period—practically until
1957, when his leadership began to be hotly debated.
Orixe’s works are wide-ranging, as is to be expected of the first writer in Basque
who can be said to have lived off his writing, although he also held teaching posts at
certain times of his life. He wrote mainly poetry, the genre in which he is considered
one of the most proficient figures of the century—alongside Lizardi and Lauaxeta. He
took part in the literary competitions of Euskaltzaleak as a contestant and a judge, but
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he was in constant disagreement with Aitzol, the organizer, and he never obtained the
first prize. Nevertheless, although it might seem paradoxical, he was thought to be the
most gifted and best-suited poet for the writing of a national poem that, as Aitzol had
dreamed, would “save” the prestige of Basque literature. Despite his resistance, and only
upon the insistence of others, Orixe accepted the task of composing a poem along the
lines of Frederic Mistral’s Mireio (a work he had translated in 1930) and Elias Lönnrot’s
Kalevala. He devoted three years to the project and in 1933 the poem Euskaldunak (The
Basques) was finished. However, Aitzol delayed its publication under the pretext of a
lack of funds. It was finally published in 1950 by Antonio Labaien, and by then, the
initial project, its objective, and the models that had shaped its creation were long gone.
As a result, its reception by the public and the critics was completely different from what
had been expected. It had become an untimely work, completely out of context in the
postwar Basque Country.
The plot of Euskaldunak involves a love story with a happy ending, set in a rural
bucolic context, with realist overtones. The aim was to recreate some of the popular
culture of the Basque Country and its folkloric, moral, religious, and literary aspects
within an adequate frame of reference. The manifestations of popular Basque literature
have a wide scope in the poem, and at times the argument would appear to be just a pretext to frame the traditional pieces or the new ones created in the old style. Euskaldunak
presented a way of life and a set of values that were dying out at the beginning of the
twentieth century. The anachronism and partial reflection of Basque life in Euskaldunak
was one of the most criticized aspects of the book and was perceived as a symptom of
a conservative ideology the new generations rejected. Furthermore, Orixe chose a very
peculiar canon for the creation of his verses: he sought a literary, popular, and genuinely
expressive form in terms of the purity of the language that was also concise and resounding. The laconic manner of Orixe’s phrases as well as the sobriety of his expression were
highly admired characteristics of his poems by his prewar contemporaries, but they were
a stumbling block in the path to understanding the long narration of folkloric and lyric
characteristics that became Euskaldunak.
Orixe paid little attention to the models of Basque literary tradition, although he
knew them well, as his essay in Euskal literaturaren atze edo edesti laburra (A Brief Review
of Basque Literature, 1922), proves. Instead, he developed a poetic universe in line with
the models of the Latin classics he so deeply admired. Orixe’s texts were also the most
extreme example of the predominating purist spirit of the writers of the first half of the
twentieth century—applied in his case both to the lexical aspect and to the morphosyntactic structure of the language in his obsessive pursuit for its best strain, the most original and unique to the Basque language. As a result of all of this, Orixe’s poetry appeared
high flown; it strayed from bertsolaritza and also from the simple Romantic poetry of the
beginning of the century. His language attended to the expression of abstract concepts
through a conceptist and polished language that was “Horatian” in nature; Luis Mari
Mujika mentions both Latin classics (Horatio and Virgil) and the biblical texts of the
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Psalms and the Song of Songs, as well as Spanish mystics (Fray Luis de León, San Juan
de la Cruz, and Santa Teresa) as sources of Orixe’s religious poetry.4 The classical symbology was reflected in his preference for secluded, silent atmospheres, orchards and
patios, and the simple music of a fountain, some rustling leaves, the air, and birds. A
rural, bucolic, and still backdrop conducive to meditation would also appear on occasion.
Auditory sensations often predominated over all others, and pleasure was derived from
silence, rest, self-abandonment, oblivion, and the receptiveness to a je ne sais quoi very
characteristic of the mystic Fray Luis de León.
Although classicism was the dominant force in Orixe’s work, in the poems from the
years 1930 to 1955, a time when he was in contact with the olerkariak, his style came close
to the olerkariak’s and he wrote memorable poems such as those dedicated to Lizardi:
“Lizardi gurean” (Lizardi at Home), “Beti lagun” (Eternal Friend), and “Gure zizak”
(Our Mushrooms). His expressions of affection were exceptionally moving, honest, and
devoid of artifice; the lack of love he painfully confessed to only found succor in religious
faith or in the verses he dedicated to his friend.

Desolation and the Postwar Period (1937–63)
The tone and intensity of the prewar authors who looked toward the future with positive and hopeful expectations contrasts vividly with the reduction to essential topics (the
fate of the threatened language, identity on the brink of extinction) that took place after
the conflict; the abyss yawning at the feet of the postwar writers made them contemplate
the Renaissance illusion with nostalgia; the impetus, the humor, the irony in the treatment of subjects, the lightness and variety, and the originality of the approaches were all
gone. In effect, the poets of the 1942–1946 period embodied the punishment the Basque
language and culture experienced at the time, and their subjects foresaw the bleakness of
the future. There was a feeling of anguish and pessimism, though also a certain untiring
resistance. The literary expression of postwar lyricism is profoundly pained and yet committed to Basque culture and language until the end.
Although Orixe suffered the hardship of exile and the terrible despondency of
Basque-speaking society during the postwar period in his very flesh, he continued to
cling to his world and suffered the devastating consequences of the nationalist defeat in
the Basque Country to a lesser degree than others. Not so the authors mentioned below,
and doubtlessly they reflect the circumstances as they were. The first authors to publish
in the postwar period, in exile, were Telesforo Monzón and Jokin Zaitegi; Monzón (Bergara, 1904–81), a lawyer and government minister under the first Basque Government
during the Civil War, published Urrundik: Bake-ori (From Afar: Peace, 1945) from his
Mexican exile, the first book published in Basque in the postwar period. Zaitegi (Arra
sate, 1906–78) published two books of poems, firsts Goldaketan (Plough Work, 1946)
4. See Luis Mari Mujika, Euskal lirika tradizionala (Donostia-San Sebastián: Haranburu Altuna, 1985).
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Berriro ere goldaketan (Plough Work Again, 1962), although his presence in Basque literature is mainly justified by his pertinacious work on the journal Euzko Gogoa (Basque Soul,
1950–59), described by Koldo Izagirre as the “space of greatest freedom that Basque
literature has ever known.”5 He published in Guatemala and Donibane Lohizune and
served as an expressive channel for modern poetry in the years prior to the veritable
outburst of publications that took place in the Southern Basque Country in the sixties
and seventies. Likewise, we could not fail to mention Andima Ibiñagabeitia (Elantxobe,
1906–67), given that the combined work of these two last authors is credited with the
bridging point between Basque literature from before and after the war.
In the Southern Basque Country, the names of Salbatore Mitxelena, Nemesio Etxa
niz, Juan San Martin “Otsalar,” and J. I. Goikoetxea “Gaztelu” are surely to be mentioned.
Salbatore Mitxelena (Zarautz, 1919–65) was a Franciscan monk who lived in Arantzazu,
Gipuzkoa and traveled to Cuba and Switzerland after being expelled by the Francoist
authorities. He is the author of Arantzazu, euskal-sinismenaren poema (Arantzazu, Poem of
Basque Faith, 1949), the first book written in the Basque Country in the postwar period,
as well as other works which were later collected in Idazlan guztiak Complete Works, 1977).
He was the most outstanding poet of his time and brought expression to the despairing
agony of the Basque people. Mitxelena’s poetry bears witness to the permanent tension
between the hope demanded by his religious faith and the pain of the people, which he
expresses through the religious symbols of penance, Calvary, and the cross. The passion
of Christ and the Basque people sacrificed in the Civil War identify with each other and
serve to express the suffering of the defeated as well as the dilemma of complying with
the orders of a Church to comply with their of the oppressors. Mitxelena was a profound
admirer of the olerkariak Lizardi and Orixe, and like them loved concise, brief phrases full
of expressive force. Nevertheless, he was not a stylist. His style was fueled by the imagery
of religious hymns, and his technique was close to the bertsolariak tradition.
Other authors who wrote from within the country during the postwar period
include Nemesio Etxaniz (Azpeitia, 1899–1982) and Juan San Martín “Otsalar” (Eibar,
1922–2005). They published in a range of journals in the 1950s and 1960s, and their
works remained scattered until the publication of the anthologies Poesia kaierak (Poetry
Notebooks, 2000) by the former and the collection Aberri min (1954–77) (Pain of the
Homeland, 1977) by the latter. Etxaniz’s works are a vivid expression of the conflict of a
religious man in a world undergoing a process of secularization and of the renunciation
of human love. Otsalar’s poetry, in turn, bears witness to its time, reflecting existential,
religious and national concerns. Nevertheless, Otsalar’s work turns out to be less tormented that that of Etxaniz. Alongside them was the Capuchin monk J. Ignacio Goikoetxea “Gaztelu” (Gaztelu, 1908–83), a writer who shared a progressive with Etxaniz and
5. See Koldo Izagirre, “Introducciones a las antologías de la colección,” Susa-literatura, June 3, 2012, www.susaliteratura.com/kaierak.html.
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Otsalar and who published, among other works, the collection of poems Bizitzaren erroetan
(In the Roots of Life, 1972) and Gauean oihu (Cry in the Night, 1972).
In the Northern Basque Country, the Benedictine monk Jean Diharce Xabier Iratzeder
(Donibane Lohizune, 1920–2008) was a prominent author of a highly extensive set of
works. Iratzeder’s poetry arose from a rich tradition of lyrical song. The publication of
his first poems bore loyal testimony to the desolation of the postwar period of 1936. The
nostalgia of affections and lost hopes were the subject of Iratzeder’s poetry, together with
religious sentiment. Iratzeder worked with Father Gabriel Lertxundi on the production
of a book of ecclesiastical canticles, which was his most solid contribution. Alongside
Iratzeder, Manex Erdozaintzi-Etxart (Ibarla, 1934–84), a Franciscan monk and author of
numerous articles and a novel, was the most active personality from the French Basque
Country as a proponent of cultural, social, and political rights in the postwar period. His
poetic works expressed the anguish of a culture in decline in clear, emotive, and direct
language.
The poetry of the Zuberoan Jon Mirande (Paris, 1925–72) presents totally different
characteristics. Self-taught on a wide range of topics, Mirande managed to incorporate
Basque poetry into the modern European poetry landscape through an aestheticism of
symbolist characteristics indebted to Charles Baudelaire and Edgar Allan Poe. His ideology adopted the theories of Friedrich Nietzsche and Oswald Spengler on the influence
of the democratic Jewish-Christian mentality and its debilitating and repressive effect
on human nature. As such, he embraced the cause of the Superman, totally rejected the
Christian morale and democratic convictions, and maintained racist and national-socialist
ideas that conflicted with the majority of his Basque-speaking contemporaries.
In his poetic works (markedly influenced by Baudelaire), Mirande covered topics
never before dealt with by Basque poetry: prostitution, alcohol, pedophilic and homosexual sex, as well as utopias set in the medieval past, paganism, pre-Christian Celtic
cultures, and esoteric religions. In these last respects, Mirande is indebted to the writer
Federico Krutwig (Getxo, 1921–98), whose very brief poetic output (1948–52) stands
out for the cultist linguistic model he audaciously presented in his texts, based on classic
Lapurdian literary dialiect, as well as for his themes, which present a radical nihilism and
Buddhist leanings.
Mirande wrote in a range of genres at different periods of his life: poetry and short
stories in his youth, and essays and novels in his later years. Mirande’s poetry was published in the journals Egan, Euzko Gogoa, Igela, and so on. Between 1950 and 1952 he
came up with the idea of publishing an anthological volume titled Ihun-Argi, but he never
saw the project through to fruition. Since his death a number of volumes of his works
have been put together: Orhoituz (Remember, 1976) by Andolin Eguzkitza, Ene jainko eidol
zaharra, lur! (Homeland, My Ancient Idol, 1984) by Xabier Olarra, Poemak (1950–66)
(Poems, 1984) by Txeman Larrea, and finally, the bilingual work titled Ilhun-Argiak: Claroscuros (1993) by Iñaki Aldekoa and Eduardo Gil Bera.
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Mirande contributed one of the most outstanding lines of poetic renewal in the
literature of the postwar period, and one whose origins were in European symbolism.
He was undoubtedly an aesthete who wrote for a select minority. His works were brief
and somewhat disjointed, and date from the period 1950–55. His contribution was an
obvious thematic renewal, which exploded violently into an atmosphere of great ideological orthodoxy, with the sole exception of Krutwig. Perhaps Mirande sought to be
unconventional; he dreamed of the fantasy of not being tied to any standard and yearned
for unfettered happiness without ethical or moral constraints. In the ideological sense,
one might think that the impotence, humiliation, and oppression exuded by the Basque
postwar period caused Mirande to develop a kind of “delusion of grandeur,” a renewed
Romantic rebelliousness. The Mirande’s poetics were, in their early stages, close to Hein
rich Heine’s German Romanticism; his themes were eternal love and deception, the ill
fate of all happiness. A dark nihilism looms over his verses, which rebel against death
and the hope for a meaning to human existence.
Critics emphasized the formal renewal of Mirande’s poetry: his new language, his
break from the classic molds of Basque poetry, and his quest for a beauty that reaches its
zenith in the learned pieces contained in his brief poetic works. His aesthetic is radically
demanding, and a world of images, metaphors, and comparisons surrounds his poems
with a halo of magnetic and gloomy beauty. A skillful conjurer of conceptual games,
paradoxes, homonyms, and parallelisms, he achieves a rhythmic effect that perfectly
coexists with the selection of stanzas, whose meter is highly elaborate. Some of Joseba
Sarrionandia’s best essays are devoted to Mirande; in particular, his book Ni ez naiz hemengoa (I’m Not from Here, 1985) includes “Malenkonia eta Jon Mirande” (Melancholy and
Jon Mirande), an essay in which Sarrionandia places Mirande’s poetry within an intellectual Romanticism close to that of his idols Poe and Baudelaire, a poetry that prioritizes
intelligence, calculation, and method, but that leaves the imagination free to express the
visionary and the mysterious. As Sarrionandia claims, in Mirande’s poetics the aim of
poetry is not truth, but beauty. Mirande’s poetry is not an interpretation of reality, but a
flight from it—his rebellion against it, his reaction to it.
The Baudelairian symbolism in the form and content developed by Mirande had
no correlates in his time within Basque poetry, although he did leave in his wake the
Nietzschean postulates of Aresti’s first period. The trend was embraced with force in the
poetry of Mikel Lasa (Getaria, 1938), author of a collection of poems published together
with those of his sister, Amaia Lasa, in Poema bilduma (Collected Poems, 1971), although
his poems had already appeared in a range of publications since the beginning of the
1960s. His works, collected in the volume Memory Dump (1960–90) and published in
1993, are fueled by French poetry from the early twentieth century and stand somewhere
between the Baudelairian Spleen and Rimbaud’s poetry. With time, Lasa’s poetry took
a conceptual and metaphysical turn; the perception of reality became encumbered by
melancholy and sadness, and lack of meaning. In short, his vision was entirely influenced
by nihilism.
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Social Poetry and New Symbolisms: Introspective and Popular Poetry
(1963–78)
Gabriel Aresti (Bilbao, 1933–75) was, in the opinion of Iñaki Aldekoa, the most important poet of the second half of the twentieth century and one of the few truly significant
authors of the past hundred years.6 Aresti was a highly controversial figure, and there is
no doubt that his work Harri eta Herri (Stone and Country, 1963) had a decisive effect
on the majority of contemporary authors, despite the fact that appraisal of his work later
focused on previous collections such as Maldan behera (Downhill, 1960). His biography
was closely linked to the city of Bilbao, and the urban reality invaded Basque poetry
through his verse. He was an euskaldunberri (someone who learned Basque as a second
language) and also an abertzale (a Basque nationalist), a democrat and Christian in his
youth. He published his first works in Euzko Gogoa (1954–56) and Egan (1956, Fly) and,
around 1959–60, produced two long poems of very different natures, although both
were indicative of his break from the vision of the world of traditional nationalism that
Mirande had attacked so vehemently.
First he published the poem Bizkaitarra (The Bizkaian, 1959), which contained three
long series of verses based on the meter of the bertsolariak. The reading of Gabonetako
ikuskizuna (Act for Christmas Eve, 1740?), an eighteenth-century theater piece that he
wrote about in the journal Euskera in 1959, is clearly reflected in the poem, demonstrating
his admiration for the expressive abilities of popular literature. Simultaneously he produced the ambitious symbolic poem Maldan behera. Aldekoa states that Aresti’s favorite
reading material during the years 1954–59 included the work of symbolist poets such as
T. S. Eliot as well as the poets from the Generation of 1927, especially Pedro Salinas, and
these readings are crucial to the interpretation of Maldan behera.7
On the other hand, Aresti had come into painful contact with the social reality of
uncontrolled industrialization, poverty, and worker exploitation around 1958, and reading the poets Gabriel Celaya and Blas de Otero gradually brought him toward a kind of
protest poetry, to which he gave expression two years later in his work Harri eta Herri.
Social poetry experienced a period of great popularity between 1955 and 1965, but
regard for it declined radically in the following years. As a consequence, critical interest
in his earlier works increased, especially in Maldan behera, a work that has been subjected
to meticulous study by Sarasola and Aurélie Arcocha-Scarcia, among others.8
Maldan behera is a long poem with very particular characteristics and a marked mythical symbolism. Its metric characteristics incorporate the richness of stanzas of popular
origin that have been transformed and renewed by the author. The language is clear
and expressive, direct and endowed with great force, along the same lines as Bizkaitarra,
6. See Iñaki Aldekoa, Historia de la literatura vasca (Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 2004).
7. See Aldekoa, Historia de la literatura vasca.
8. See Sarasola, “Hitzaurrea,” in Gabriel Aresti: Idazlan guztiak (Donostia-San Sebastián: Kriseilu, 1976), 13–100;
and Aurélie Arcocha-Scarcia, Imaginaire et poésie dans Maldan Behera de Gabriel Aresti (Donostia-San Sebastián: ASJU,
1993).
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but used as an expression of a symbolic, literary, and universally philosophical imagery.
Arcocha-Scarcia also points out the fundamental influence of the traditional techniques of
popular Basque poetry—of the bertsolariak and other traditional subgenres, but always at
the service of a multisemic imagery;9 She distinguishes between three fundamental parts
in the work, which can be observed both in the morphology and in the structure of the
poem, and which are based on a web of meanings formed by the titles and the symbolism of the names which invariably lead back to Nietzsche and Zarathustra, to Dante,
to the New Testament, to Eliot and his work The Waste Land. The entire poem revolves
around a protagonist named Joane who begins a journey parallel to Dante’s descent into
hell. The itinerary he covers and its different stages make up the structural framework
of the poem. Furthermore, the series of meetings, titles, names of people, and places the
poem provides has led to a series of symbolic readings, including one by Sarasola in the
preface to Aresti’s Idazlan guztiak (Complete Works, 1976). According to Sarasola, Maldan
Behera “consists of a symbolic evocation of the evolution of the human species, and more
specifically, of the Basque collective, from the first man to urban man. In counterpoint to
this theme, or better still, reflected within it, the development of Basque poetry unfurls.”10
In contrast, Arcocha-Scarcia interprets Joane’s journey as cycle of downfall, death, and
resurrection, and suggests the existence of a messianic structure based on the loss of
the initial paradise, destruction of cosmic harmony, and the descent into hell, which is
embodied in the exploitation of man by man, and the subsequent recovery of harmony
through victorious revolution.
Critical reception of Aresti’s work unanimously places the end of the first phase
of his work around 1961 while also stressing the difficulty of distinguishing the Maldan
behera period from that of Harri eta herri. The change was gradual and one of its clearest indications was the lecture entitled “Poesia eta euskal poesia” (Poetry and Basque
Poetry, 1960) in which Aresti outlined a preference for social poetry. The last work in
this symbolist period was Zuzenbide debekatua (Forbidden Direction, 1961). In ArcochaScarcia’s opinion, the fundamental elements for the success of Harri eta Herri are already
present in their initial stages in Maldan Behera, though expressed through multifaceted
symbolic imagery. In addition, Aresti developed a language free of purist complexities,
which restored both oral (bertsolaritza) and written (Axular) tradition. On the other hand,
he made direct reference to the everyday reality of his Bilbao, a reality that was often
sordid, sad, and at times heartrending, but that was always lit up by tenderness, love,
and the affection of friends; Aresti managed to turn all those subjects into an expression
of his philosophical view of life while simultaneously opening up its reading to mythical
themes and primordial symbols.
Aresti published Harri eta herri under the influence of social poetry, a poetic trend
in decline at the time. In the words of Juan San Martin, the creation of the collection of
9. See Aurélie Arcocha-Scarcia, Imaginaire et poésie dans Maldan Behera de Gabriel Aresti.
10. See Sarasola, “Hitzaurrea,” in Gabriel Aresti: Idazlan guztiak.
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poems Harri eta herri is also found to be closely related to the reading of the book by the
Galician poet Celso Emilio Ferreiro (1912–79), Longa noite de pedra (Long Night of Stone,
1962), which in his opinion had a notable influence on Aresti. Ferreiro was a social poet
of great tragic depth who struck enormous success with the aforementioned collection of
poems in 1962 and became the most outstanding representative of Galician social-realist
poetry, as would happen with Aresti in Basque literature a year later. The typical rhetoric
of social poetry present in both of them underlined the importance of the word and the
voice as a weapon and affected the choice of every nuance of the chosen words, whose
correspondence to the truth had to be direct and transparent. The message of Harri eta
herri was clear and instructive, the expression of an ideologization of his poetry that
became ever more evident from 1965 onward. In his final works, Aresti persisted in this
same vein and published Euskal harria (The Basque Stone, 1967) and Harrizko herri hau
(This City of Stone, 1970).
The reception of Aresti’s main poetry book Harri eta herri is the most notable literary
event of the postwar period: he managed to connect with the most booming and youthful sector of a society whose values were undergoing rapid change. Aresti’s readers nourished new concerns, demanding more direct and impending literary forms and a more
comprehensible and malleable Basque. Harri eta herri became a new ideological symbol
to restore Basque culture’s right not to live on the margins and, at the same time, it constituted a progressive proposal in a modern Basque. It also served as a model, together
with Jose Luis Alvarez “Txillardegi”’s literary works in Euskara batua (unified Basque),
of the language forged in Euskaltzaindia at the hands of linguist Koldo Mitxelena, which
came to full fruition in the meeting that took part in Arantzazu in 1968.
One of the most notable literary characteristics of Aresti’s—which has been particularly well studied11—is what Aldekoa calls his “the biblical voice,” a register with great
communicative force already present in his earlier works but even more “prophetic” in
Harri eta herri.12 Aresti applies a biblical but secularized message to social poetry, a message shaped as historical myth. In it, the Marxist ideology fuels hope, provided faith in
the redemption of man from his misery through the Marxist revolution. Aresti’s importance is unquestionable, as is the influence that his circle exerted on both literary creation
and the critical and ideological evaluation of Basque literature of his time.
It is well known that Bitoriano Gandiaga and Juan M. Lekuona remodeled their
symbolist poetry under the influence of social poetry, after the very critical reception
of their first works in certain circles. Symbolism was already deep-seated in Basque literature in the works of Lizardi and Lauaxeta, but it endured persistently and was thoroughly realized in those two creative sensibilities of the Basque postwar period. Gandiaga
and Lekuona contributed their cultural knowledge of oral literature—which had been
11. See Javier Atienza, Gabriel Aresti: Maldan behera; Harri eta herri (Madrid: Cátedra, 1979); and J. A. Ascunce,
“Profetismo bíblico en la poesía social,” Letras de Deusto (1986): 71–89.
12. See Aldekoa, Historia de la literatura vasca.
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passed down to them subconsciously in their childhood and consciously throughout
their formal education—to symbolist poetry. This cultural heritage that evoked ballads or
romances, ancient folk songs and decorative poetry, as well as love songs and bertsolaritza,
led the technical characteristics of popular poetry to be manifested anew in this erudite
poetry in Basque. But there is no doubt that Aresti was the one who gave legitimacy to
the full incorporation of traditional Basque poetry into modern poetry, and in a certain
sense, discovered the expressive possibilities of the old molds, all of which joined with
Jorge Oteiza’s great influence and brought about the restoration of an aesthetic unique
to Basque culture.
Gandiaga (Mendata, 1928–2001) was a Franciscan monk who in 1962 published
his first book of poems, Elorri (Hawthorn) a title that reminds of Arantzazu (which meaning includes the word thorn in Basque and was the title of the famous poem by Salbatore
Mitxelena). The book recreated Arantzazu as an Arcadia of natural mysticism, very
detached from the convulsed world Gandiaga himself would express in 1974 in his work
Hiru gizon bakarka (Three Men Alone). This first book earned the scorn and ideological
criticism of Aresti’s circle, because its symbolism was classed as “obsolete” and a thing of
the past. Gandiaga’s second book, Hiru gizon bakarka, in contrast, attained enormous success from critics and readers, but once the phase of social poetry had passed, his previous
work Elorri was reevaluated. The poems, selected and ordered by Joxe Azurmendi, did
not reveal a premeditated structure, and his themes were the human concerns of a Franciscan: the fight of flesh and spirit, the existential angst of a defeated people. The expression of the poet’s feelings and his communion with the earth are notable; symbolized by
the white hawthorn, the earth is the mother who cradles the human being in her bosom
and waits and suffers. Only faith and hope rally the hawthorn to flower each spring.
Gandiaga went on to create poems in the style of some of the authors he read (the Spanish mystics, Antonio Machado, Juan Ramón Jiménez, and Lauaxeta), but in poems such
as “T’euria” (And the Rain), “Ementxe dago arkaitza” (Here Is the Rock), and “Zarpil”
(Rugged), a characteristic, sure-footed introspective and symbolist voice reigns.
Once published, and faced with the accusations of Arcadism and pastoralism the critics made at the time, Gandiaga made reference, appropriately, to the resignation learned
by the humble class to which he belonged, the censorship imposed by the authorities
of the time—which had delayed the publication of his book for four years—and, finally,
the priority his own religious concerns held for him. Despite the circumstances, the poet
managed to redirect his focus toward universal values and to talk of human existence,
of his need to form roots and find symbols that give meaning to that existence. It can
be said that the symbolic language of Elorri expressed intensely observed images, made
transcendent by their emotiveness. The work transmitted a Franciscan spirituality: God
is present throughout nature, and thus Gandiaga’s dreamy contemplation presented a
clearly religious tendency. This spirituality appeared naïve, detached from the everyday
experiences of the vast majority, but not so its delicate sensitivity, the emotive intensity
of its poetic self.
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Despite other similarities, Elorri’s meter is original and in this respect does not follow in the footsteps of Salbatore Mitxelena, who chose bertsolaritza meters. Gandiaga like
Lizardi preferred short, rhyming verses grouped into stanzas devised by them. He incorporates elements of popular poetry such as ancient folk songs and decorative poetry’s
devices, but they are well integrated and fit snugly into his new breed of poems. In
contrast with the traditional imagery used in social poetry, Gandiaga chose to renew the
images and incorporate the most suggestive elements of a lyrical tradition he knew inside
out into his poetry. The apparent simplicity of his poetry was the fruit of intense elaboration. There was no trace of Romanticism in his work. His adjective use was frugal and
specific, a stylistic marking identified by experts like Juan Otaegi and Amaia Iturbide,13
whose reviews locate one of the secrets of his poetry in this adjective use, which seeks
precision in successive attempts of specification. Pictorial adjectives predominate in Elorri,
and thousands of chromatic nuances adjust to a scenic reality as bare as that of Arantzazu, a austere shrine sited in a rocky mountain range. The reverence of white, which for
Gandiaga is the beauty of life expressed by the flower of the hawthorn, predominates and
is contrasted by the red and black of the flowerless seasons. Nature acquires a thousand
coonotations, often brought to the chromatic space by the power of synesthesia and the
charged emotiveness of the poetic self.
Urged by Jorge Oteiza and with the aid of Mikel Lasa, Gandiaga published the
poems of Hiru gizon bakarka twelve years later. This work contrasts enormously with the
mysticism of Elorri. The social and political concerns Gandiaga expresses reverberate
dramatically. The context of creation had changed radically, as the Roman Catholic
Church had shown greater sensitivity toward social problems after the Second Vatican
Council (1959). For his part, Gandiaga was involved in the “Eliza 2000” movement and
close to the liberation theology. He admired Gandhi, the great fighter whose only weapons were fasting and words.
Elorri’s formal and structural aspects of the book were also different from Hiru gizon
bakarka where everything is simpler and the language more direct. Hiru gizon bakarka is
social poetry that aims to express the pain of the most humble Basque-speakers living
on the margins in their own country. The need to express this pain is paramount and
does not allow drawn-out elaborations. For this reason, Gandiaga turns to the two styles
of direct communication he knew best: bertsolaritza and popular poetry on the one hand,
and the language of the Bible on the other, especially Saint Luke’s in the Magnificat, but
also that of the prophets of the Old Testament. Gandiaga’s main themes are the Basque
Country and the suffering of its people; in Hiru gizon bakarka, resistance and rebelliousness
contrast with the resigned attitude of Elorri, in which the mood is completely different,
expressing impotence, disappointment, agony, and a tiny glint of hope, only glimpsed on
occasion. In Elorri, critics found a formulation of Christian existentialism, a collective self
13. See Juan Otaegi, “Adjektiboa Euskal Literaturan,” PhD diss., Universidad de Deusto, 1999; and Amaia
Iturbide, “Adjektibazioa Bitoriano Gandiagaren Elorrin.” Jakin 67 (1991): 119–32.
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that expressed a social restoration Christian in nature, speaking in the name of religious
faith. The central theme of Gandiaga’s poetry is his concern over the fate of his people,
but his voice is not just a lament; it aims to awaken the spirit, to inspire hope and bring
forth exhortations such as “Ibarrera!” (Come Down to the Valleys!). Especially well
known are also his poems from Hamaseiarrieta (The Sixteen Rocks), a representation
of the Oteizian drama of the apostles and the Descent from the Cross, where popular
poetry served as a conduit of the mother’s pain as she hold’s her dead son in her arms.
Gandiaga’s Hiru gizon bakarka finished with his best texts: “Artasoko salmuak” (The
Psalms of Artaso). In these psalms, the plenitude of the poet’s communion with nature
find a perfect expression, a mystical ecstasy that culminated in “Nire lurra” (My Land),
the baptism of earth that returns in the spirit of Elorri.
Gandiaga claimed that his poems revolved around popular songs he had learned as
a child.14 Their melody helped him to find the tone for his creation, now free from the
rigor of rhyme, but still attached to rhythm. In Hiru gizon bakarka he writes with more
freedom than he does in Elorri, but without totally abandoning the measure, the interior
rhyme, or the verse structure. A certain homophony haunts his poems. In terms of
imagery, he does not overstretch the limit of symbolism into the surreal; he maintained a
rationally intelligible thread, extending the metaphors in allegories and turning them into
symbols. The first signs of spatial poetry also appeared, which increased considerably
in his third book, Uda batez Madrilen (A Summer in Madrid, 1976). In Elorri, Gandiaga
focused on the nominal syntagm, while in Hiru gizon bakarka action, expressed through
the verb, took on the lead role; dramatic staging and dialogue replaced statism.
Folklore and traditional culture were part of Gandiaga’s most profound interests.
His work Arantzazuko Folklore-gaien biltzeaz (Folklore Collection from Arantzazu, 1956)
demonstrated this, as did the collection of short stories he produced together with Angel
Irigarai. As a result, according to Roberto Mielgo, by 1974 the Arestian dream of a
modernized Basque culture whose roots penetrate firmly into traditional culture was
paradoxically fulfilled in Gandiaga’s writing.15 On the other hand, Oteiza’s sculptural
work and aesthetic in Arantzazu were very present in Hiru gizon bakarka, and the dramatism of cultural and political oppression and the Basque resistance found powerful
expression in Gandiaga’s poetry. Testament to this communicative power are the many
songs that arose from his poems through the voices of singer-songwriters like Lurdes
Iriondo, Antton Valverde, Gorka Knörr, and groups like Oskarbi. In conclusion, it can
be said that whereas Aresti reached the most intellectually progressive sectors, Gandiaga,
through song, reached the deepest layers of Basque society, and thanks to the characteristics of his poems, which combined tradition and modernity, he carved a message and an
14. See Iñaki Uria and Pello Zubiria, “Elkarrizketa Gandiagarekin, esperantza urratu nahi eta ezinean,” Argia,
February 24, 1985, 25–28.
15. See Roberto Mielgo, “Bitoriano Gandiaga o la intensidad del silencio,” Zurgai (1996): 106–9.
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aesthetic of unprecedented communicative force, which was amplified by “Kantagintza
Berria” (New Basque Song).
In Uda Batez Madrilen, fruit of the aesthetic and emotional impact the great metropolis
had on Gandiaga, the poet searches for a new language for a new reality; the simplicity
of the lines and the geometric figures synthesize the vision of the poet, who reduces his
perception to shapes, keeping the expression plastic too. Spatial poetry helps Gandiaga
compose his aesthetic and emotional impression. The stylized introduction of elements
from popular literature into the book was truly outstanding: the sound of the trikitixa
(diatonic button accordion) with its upbeat rhythm and traditional decorative poetry was
combined with spatial poetry by means of the spelling and the spatial distribution on the
page. It was an expressionist plastic collage representing the dehumanization of man in
his urban surroundings.
One of Gandiaga’s last books, Denbora galdu alde (To Pass the Time, 1985) attempts
to recover his childhood and memories through short stories and songs: here suffering and extreme anguish shine through in a poetic prose that expresses truthfully his
demanding and perfectionist personality. There are themes from his previous works, but
also, allusions to his own state of mind and to his reading of Il mestiere de vivire by Cesare
Pavese, which he interweaves into this volume.
Juan Mari Lekuona (Oiartzun,1927–2005), a priest and university lecturer in the
field of Basque literature, was one of the most outstanding figures in the last quarter of
the twentieth century, well known for both his poetic work and his research into poetry
and popular literature. His poetry reflects on the nature of poetic language, continually
questioning its origin throughout his oeuvre. Always extremely filtered and meticulous,
his poetry did not permit lavish development. Lekuona’s poetic texts are in general very
dense semantically, aesthetically elaborate, and tightly linked to his social, religious, cultural, and aesthetic convictions. Lekuona’s extensive poetic output, which began in the
1950s, evolved through the 1990s to find its greatest expression in the anthology Itine
rario/Ibilaldia (Itinerary, 1996), which journeys through the evolution of his poetics.
Lekuona’s first compositions, included in Mindura gaur (Today’s Pain, 1972), express
a Christian existentialism that also influenced Gandiaga’s social poetry. The dialogue
between man and his social context is expressed by attempting direct and warm communication, which was necessary to get close to a society in turmoil. In his direct experience
of people he dealt with in the parish of Añorga, he found the humble yet legitimate subject matter for his poetry. Lekuona recognized Aresti’s influence on this work, as Aresti
liberated him from the verse structure his classical upbringing had accustomed him to
and offered him the alternative of turning to the popular tradition he deeply understood
and appreciated.
A third stage in his career lead Lekuona to take the reins of his poetry with more
energy. He became free of cultural prejudices thanks to the new perspective contributed
by Oteiza in Quosque Tandem . . . ! Ensayo para la interpretación del alma vasca. He also adopted
the sound theoretical basis José Miguel Barandiaran had developed (using new and
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invaluable scientific language) in his book La mitología vasca (Basque Mythology, 1924).
In this work Lekuona found the reflection of the symbiosis of the ancestral and Christian
cultures within the Basque mentality.
Lekuona’s book Hondarrean idatzia (Written in the Sand, 1973) reflected the influence
of paleontologist and filosofer Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881–1955) on his ideology;
he began to put existentialism behind him and also attempted to overcome the simplifying philosophy of social poetry. Lekuona chose to follow the path of a poetic archaeologist: to read the cultural archetypes through alternative images. As he himself stated, “I
chose the archetypes and I read about them from anthropological, cultural and Biblical
perspectives.”16 Lekuona proposed an open dialogue with the material realities that surround the human in the natural world. In the book Ilargiaren eskolan (At the School of the
Moon, 1979), the style combined the classical rigor of the text’s structure with a deliberately educated language. The book edged toward a high abstraction in its first part; the
content is only observable through the hazyknowledge that emanates from the human
body.
After the symbolist poetry of Lekuona’s early days and the humanist existentialism
and surrealism of Ilargiaren eskolan in which culturalism has a more solid presence, his last
book of poetry Mimodramak eta ikonoak (Mimodramas and Icons, 1990) seeks to capture
the true nature of human spirituality, which he analyzes through the cultural history of
the Basque Country. He chooses six stages: the cave, the sky, polytheism, Christianity,
the Middle Ages, and the modern city. However, the structure develops only two spheres
of the history of religious thought: the grotesque and the planetary. As such, he goes
from the Poemas grotescos (Poems of the Cavern) to the Rotación de los planetas (Rotation of
the Planets). Art and especially painting are plastic forms of expression in which he is
quite interested, and thus he refers to the static images of cultural and religious icons,
extracting a poetic reading of the archetypes from the gestures rooted in the images.
As he declares in “Temas y estructuras” (Themes and Structures), he has opted for “an
elemental vision of the human, not exempt from a metaphysical dimension.”17
One the writers most influenced by Oteiza’s aesthetic and probably also by Leku
ona’s anthropological literary landscape and Gandiaga’s intensely expressive language
was the poet Jose Anton Artze (Usurbil, 1939), who belonged to the group Ez Dok
Amairu together with Jose Angel Irigarai and Xabier Lete. Together, they performed
musical recitals that included the txalaparta (a wooden percussion instrument). His
poetry, made to be recited, listened to, and looked upon as an aesthetic spectacle, is
daringly experimental and makes direct references to the plastic arts. His first books of
poetry often display a certain oneiric surrealism. In them, vision and poetry are governed
by the capricious correspondence and harmony between words, between their spellings
16. See Juan Mari Lekuona, “Neure poetikari buruz,” in Ibilaldia (Donostia-San Sebastián: Universidad del País
Vasco-Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea, 1996), 11–57.
17. See Juan Mari Lekuona “Temas y estructuras,” Los cuadernos del norte (1986): 139–42.
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and referents, bringing forth a magical and innovative dimension to language. His 1973
publications were a modern aesthetic milestone: Isturitzetik Tolosan barna laino guztien azpitik
eta sasi guztien gainetik (From Isturitz via Tolosa) and Eta sasi guztien gainetik, Laino guztien
azpitik (Above the Brambles and Beneath the Clouds). Subsequently he published Bide
bazterrean hi eta ni kantari (You and I Singing along the Roadsides, 1979), a work that represents another step in poetic experimentation, in which the reader must take an active
role in the creative process by looking for the correspondence of numbers and words and
writing the poem. Artze’s last book, Ortzia lorez: Lurra izarrez (Rainbow of Flowers: Earth
of Stars, 1987) expresses a religious vision of the world intensely influenced by Oriental
spirituality.
Likewise, the poem Adanen poema amaigabea (Adam’s Unfinished Poem, 1975) by
Joseba Zulaika (Itziar, 1948) is a worthy epigone of the anthropological reading of Basque
culture that developed at the beginning of the seventies, under the influence of Oteiza
and millenarianism.
Xabier Lete (Oiartzun, 1944–2010), a poet and a singer, joined the group Ez Dok
Amairu in 1963–64, first as a lyricist and later as a singer, together with Julen Lekuona
and Lurdes Iriondo and backed by Juan Mari Lekuona. Lete was influenced by the cultural revolution of the 1960s and 1970s, and especially by the French singer-songwriters
George Brassens, Jacques Brel, and Leo Ferre, although he was also interested in South
American singers such as Atahualpa Yupangui, Violeta Parra, and Victor Jara. His great
expressiveness and communicative prowess led him to establish a very intense relationship with the public. As a singer he put voice and music to his own texts and to the best
poets of his generation (Aresti, Gandiaga, Lekuona), and he also recorded some of Bernard Etxepare’s ancient texts. In addition to being an excellent performer and lyricist, he
is also the author of some dramatic texts that have been performed with his participation.
His books Egunetik egunera egunen gurpillean (Daily at the Daily Wheel, 1968)and Bigarren
poema liburua (Second Book of Poems, 1974) contain the texts of some songs very well
known throughout the country: “Izarren hautsa” (Dust of Stars), “Nafarroa Arragoa”
(Navarre, Melting Pot), “Sinesten dut” (I Believe), “Hala ere” (Although), and “Hitzez
hitz” (Word to Word). The strong persona of his poetic voice and his depth and clarity
are reflected in the book Bigarren poema liburua, which was especially well received by the
critics.18
Lete was thematically influenced by social poetry, although he managed to develop a
personal aesthetic that channeled a vision close to the humanist existentialism with which
he identified, and was close to Gandiaga and Lekuona. In contrast to Lekuona, who
maintained a pained stoicism, always restrained and firm, Lete shared a dramatic and
18. See Aurélie Arcocha-Scarcia, “Xabier Lete: Un poète sous le franquisme; Une conception de la finalité du
langage poétique,” in Pierre Lafitte-ri omenaldia, ed. Euskaltzaindia (Bilbao: Euskaltzaindia, 1983), 155–73; Jon Kortazar, “Joven poesía vasca: Un acercamiento,” in Congreso de Literatura (Madrid: Castalia, 1989); and Iñaki Aldekoa,
Antzara eta Ispilua (Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 1992), 60–70.
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prophetic language with Aresti and Gandiaga—that despite the absurdity of all human
efforts, a dark hope surrounds them. Lete’s nihilism and pessimism are intense, especially in his early stages, although they are always coated in the dignity of the loser. A
type of cosmic melancholy afflicts him; the absurdity of existence and the nausea of
senselessness torment his soul.
Nevertheless, in contrast to Lasa’s work, an irrational thirst for life and light presides
over Lete’s poetry, which expresses a greater need to find meaning within existence. A
primal vitalism drives it forward. The icy, dark atmosphere of his beginnings abates
thanks to the irony and beauty of the poems “Poeta bat ilargian” (A Poet on the Moon)
and “Itsaso eragotzia” (The Forbidden Sea). Amaia Iturbide, who has analyzed the most
notable recurrences, stresses the presence of images symbolizing light, sun, and flames,
and through them the commitment to truth and the search for clarity, light, and wisdom
(which solar symbols express). Lete’s poetry is reflexive, conceptual, and philosophical. It
needs to be understood and is expressed through accessible language. Lete also expresses
the love of nature with a palpable empathy toward the landscape and the history in it.
The experience of loss, another constant theme in Lete’s poetry, contrasts with an underlying
desire to hang onto life and to enjoy it to the fullest—a poetic attitude of overcoming very
characteristic of Lete. In its formal traits Lete’s poetry integrates diverse texts. There is
free and rhythmic verse, but there are original songs and verse structures as well.
In Lete, the Arestian roots entwine perfectly with popular roots. The enriching influence of oral literature and, specifically, of bertsolaritza on Lete is notable and confers a
naturalness and uncommon communicative capacity on his work, while contributing a
magnifying effect to the references to Basque literary memory, marked by the verses of
the bertsolariak. The vision of the world and the sense of the phenomenon of humanity
that Lete expresses in this book of poems also reveal the key influence of the philosophical and religious thought of Teilhard de Chardin on some writers of the 1970s. Lete
makes Teilhard de Chardin’s neohumanist perspective and concerns his own, imbuing
them with a vision of a cosmos in the process of self-creation, the theory of cosmogenesis:
a concept of humanity that can contribute to building its future. Lete, like Koldo Mitxe
lena, Bitoriano Gandiaga, Juan Maria Lekuona, and Txillardegi is unable to conform to
the statism and the dogmatism of a Catholic Church that condemns them to resignation.
In Lete’s case, Teilhard de Chardin’s point of view is combined with a materialist and
dialectic vision of reality that does not comply with the metaphysical approach. As Lete
says in “Egun batez,” “the great circumference of creation will simply close in on itself, at
the point where the alpha and the omega merge”.
Subsequently, Lete published three books of poems: Urrats desbideratuak (Erroneous
Paths, 1981), Biziaren ikurrak (Signs of Life, 1992), and Zentzu antzaldatuen poemategia
(Anthology of the Transformed Senses, 1992). The itinerary of his poetry has followed
paths marked by the external and internal vicissitudes of his life. As a result, he has
continued to question the nature of life and reality, and although his poetry was initially
influenced by the historical and political context, with time it became more focused in
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his inner life and his need to bear witness to his personal vision, the reality around him
and his beliefs.
Among the poets from the 1970s, two female voices bring a renewed vision of love
and the world of feelings to Basque poetry. The forerunner was the aforementioned
Amaia Lasa (Getaria, 1948), whose first poems appeared in 1971 and were collected in
Geroaren arpegia (Face of the Future, 2000). Lasa brought a feminist and feminine perspective to Basque poetry by means of a consistent, primal imagery (the sea, the earth, the
wind) and a direct and unambiguous expression of language. Her themes integrate all
aspects of life and illustrate her commitment to social and political rights. Arantxa Urre
tabizkaia (Donostia, 1947), ultimately better known as a novelist, wrote the poem “San
Pedro bezperaren ondokoak” (After St. Peter’s Eve, 1972), although it remained almost
hidden in a collective volume. It is a remarkable poem of an intimist nature that explores
love, emotions, and intimacy—and this sounded new in a literary context where socialrealist poetry had been the norm since the mid-1960s.
In addition, it is worth highlighting poets such as Juan Angel Irigarai (IruñeaPamplona, 1942) author of Kondairaren ihauterian (The Carnival of History, 1975), Bizi
minaren olerkiak (Poems on the Nostalgia of Living, 1986), and Urdinkara (Bluish, 1995).
Irigarai produced poetry with a marked melodic character. His themes relate to history
and the scope of the country and are forged in his vision of Navarre and its past and present reality within the Basque Country, although in his latest texts he has moved toward a
more intimist tone. Some of his most famous texts are those that were set to music by the
singer-songwriter Benito Lertxundi, such as “Urak dakarrena” or “Bizkaia maite.” Besides
Artze, Lete, and Irigarai, other authors with symbolist tendencies—some more classical and metaphysical, others with a more marked popular influence—include Luis Mari
Mujika (Lizartza, 1939), Patxi Ezkiaga (Legorreta, 1943), Mikel Arregi (Areso, 1948), and
Iñaki Zabaleta (Leitza, 1952). Other authors we will discuss in more detail below, such
as Jose Auxtin Arrieta or Patziku Perurena, could be said to belong to the same group
of authors seen as heirs to the poetry of Gandiaga and Lekuona. Beyond the alreadyestablished differences between them, the characteristics linking the authors of this period
were an elaborate and deliberately lyrical language, an aesthetic that favors sensoriality
and symbolism, the blending of the Basque poetic tradition with modern poetry, and
a certain anthropological spiritualism that permeates the collective unconscious of the
Basque people. This era came to an end with the publication of Etiopia in 1979.

The Introduction of the Literary Avant-Garde (1976–86)
In the midst of the 1970s aesthetics, when the interrelation with plastic artists such as
sculptor Eduardo Txillida and Jorge Oteiza influenced the poetry of the best creators
of the time, the first European avant-gardes inspired the addition of plastic elements
to books—the introduction of engravings, photographs, drawings, the meaningful spatial layout of poems, and so on—as well as the radicalization of irrationalism in poetic
expression. Earlier, when speaking of the poetry of Gandiaga, Lekuona, and Artze, we
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mentioned the presence of spatial poetry and surrealism in some of their works. Like
them, younger authors reflected the influence of key literary movements in Western
literature: the various avant-gardes (surrealism, expressionism, Dadaism) that permeated
Basque literature in the second half of the 1970s.
It was, on the other hand, given the political situation, a period of great ideological restraint for Basque writers who remained tied to the discipline of “social commitment,” although toward 1975 the first attempts to seek freedom from that literary dogma
began, expressed in collective publications such as the journal Ustela (1975–76, DonostiaSan Sebastián), to which Bernardo Atxaga, Koldo Izagirre, and Ramon Saizarbitoria
contributed, or the journal Pott (1978–80, Bilbao), in which writers such as Bernardo
Atxaga, Jon Juaristi, Manu Ertzilla, Joseba Sarrionandia, Joxemari Iturralde, and Ruper
Ordorika wrote. Other journals, like Oh Euzkadi (1979–83), Susa (1980–94), Idatz-Mintz
(1981–2001) Kandela (1983–84), Porrot (1984–90), and Literatur Kazeta (1985–89) emerged
at a later date. Maiatz was born in Baiona in 1982, followed by Pamiela (1983–93) and
Korrok (1984–89) in Iruñea-Pamplona.
This explosion of literary journals led to a change in the atmosphere. Their manifestos and editorials portrayed a heterogeneous mix of concepts and trends, but always
aimed to restore freedom in the literary environment. The pioneers of the movement,
Atxaga, Izagirre, and Saizarbitoria, shared an interest in pathological languages, in the
expression of the unconscious and the irrational, reflected in their works at this time by a
move away from social poetry. The need to break the linguistic, literary, and social norms
marked the avant-garde works cultivated in this period. Particularly notable was the
Eliotian erudite influence of Bilbao’s self-proclaimed heir to Aresti, the Pott group, which
was evidently significant on the first collections of poems by Sarrionandia and Atxaga
(as well as on younger authors in recent years) and expressed a rejection of the previous
idealism and utopianism.
The introduction of the surrealist avant-garde, present in Lekuona’s work Ilargiaren
eskolan, was now manifest in the first poetic works of Koldo Izagirre: Itsaso ahantzia (Forgotten Sea, 1976), Oinaze zaharrera (Old Pain, 1977), and Guardasola ahantzia (Forgotten
Umbrella, 1978). These were followed by Atxaga’s highly significant Etiopia (1979), a
neo-avant-garde exploration of language that leaned toward the irrational, play, expressionism, and metaliterature.
Bernardo Atxaga (Asteasu, 1952), author of Etiopia, a work that influenced a change
in direction in the Basque poetry of the end of the twentieth century, gained recognition through the journals Panpina Ustela and Pott. Some poems appeared also in his book
Ziutateaz (The City, 1976), and more were published in a range of collective publications,
but he acquired true renown in the realm of Basque literature through Etiopia (Ethiopia),
his first collection (1979). Its title is a play on the word utopia and an allusion to the poet
Rimbaud, whose trail was lost in Ethiopia. The atmosphere of the anthology is mythical: the desert, human vulnerability, the damnation of the outcast Cain, and the sense
of isolation, all contribute to produce a highly dramatic work. Franz Kafka’s and Georg
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Trakl’s expressionism also have a place in the anthology, creating a heteroclite collage of
materials, trends, and registers. The driving thread in the book is the wandering of the
outcast Cain, expelled from Paradise, lost in the labyrinth of the city. His alike is Piolet,
protagonist of a narration included in the book, an a pastiche of the poet that Marcel
Schwob would later create in his pseudo-biography of the poet “Cecco Angiolieri” in his
book Vies imaginaires.
In Etiopia, Atxaga cultivates a postmodernist poetry that is torn between the integration of poetry and antipoetry. His elaborate, beautiful poetry, replete with suggestive
images and powerful metaphors, however, turns against bourgeois aestheticism, which
is limited to endlessly repeating what has already been said. Atxaga aims to liberate language and strip it of its transcendence though play and the introduction of action.
The structure of Etiopia comprises two introductory narratives and a final one, and
nine concentric circles open in the main body. The two introductory texts are narratives
of rebelliousness, the first one mythical, about Cain, and the second, absurd and sarcastic, about Piolet. The last narrative one is significative as a potetic, because it deactivates
all attempts at literary creation through the assassination of the amateur poet, given
that, like Samuel Beckett, Atxaga believed that “nothing is left to say.” The rest of the
poems in the book are expressed in free verse, and a range of elements, jokes, pastiches,
fragments, gags, and so on, are embedded in it, with varied approaches such as surrealism, expressionism, Oulipo, and Dadaism. Critics have studied the book with enormous
interest, but it challenges any unidirectional interpretation. Critical commentaries relate
the circular structure to different classical texts, especially to Dante’s for its reference to
cosmogony and the structure of the nine spheres that the Florentine author described in
his Divine Comedy. But vicariously it is also related to Eliot’s The Waste Land. Dante’s quest
in the Divine Comedy seeks to overcome death and reach spiritual perfection, a topic that
Atxaga brings back to the fold in the text entitled “Mendian Gora” (Up to the Mountain)
in Ternuako lezioa (Lesson of Ternua, 1999). These are some of the themes that Etiopia suggests, expressing them with Eliotian irony in the age of nihilism.
Eliot is known to have published an exegesis of the Divine Comedy in 1929 and later
wrote his book The Waste Land (1922) in dialogue with it, as can be deduced from the
complementary notes the author himself added. The book was so cryptic and creative
that Eliot himself took the task of elucidating in an “annotated” edition. It was a new
quest for the Holy Grail, one in which Eliot used the mythical past to structure a modern search. Eliot recognized that the true novelty of his poem was indebted to James
Joyce, who managed to revive the myth of the Odyssey in his novel Ulysses (1914–22)
and proved that “for literature the survival of myth is an issue as important as Einstein’s
relativity is for modern philosophy. There is no past or future, only the present exists
and the use of ancient moulds does not imply traveling back in time. Everything is in the
present.” That is the poetical background of Etiopia’s poetry, abolition of time and history,
that announce the arrival of postmodernist scopes.
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One of the characteristics of the poetic language of Etiopia is the predominance of the
colloquial monologue, a discursive model found in The Waste Land, whose subtitle reads
“He Do the Police in Many Voices.” These different voices reveal the polyphony of the
text and the variety of registers it integrates: quotations, monologues, gags, pastiches,
and so forth. Eliot’s colloquial monologue, which Atxaga adopts in Etiopia, originates in
Rimbaud, Jules Laforgue, and Tristan Corbière, and has certain theatrical characteristics,
although the monologue is presented in a fragmented, choked, and unfinished manner.
A narrating character, half poetic and half absurd, maintains a disjointed monologue,
letting slip manifestations of his state of mind. One of the influences Eliot acknowledged was Jules Laforgue, a writer whose style was characterized by the accumulation
of images, the enumeration of which suggested an idea, a topic, or a sensation without a
logical cohesion to fully support the sense of the text.
As with Eliot, cultural references, quotations, and visual planes accumulate in Etiopia, provoking a feeling of simultaneity, as for example in the poem “herdoilaren tristeziarekin batera” in which the city of Bilbao materializes from a range of material, social,
and personal perspectives. In other cases, as in “Eguneroko bizitza,” Atxaga accumulated photographic images, signs, press cuttings, cinema frames, graffiti, and slogans
into a collage that accumulated a range of registers, tongues, and languages, together
with hermetic metaphors and disconcerting symbols, that force a dynamic and attentive,
conspiratorial reading onto the reader. The basic technique consists of a synchronous
staging without the argument, the development of the topic, or the narrative discourse
or logic contributing any possible cohesion. Nevertheless a meaning is communicated on
the whole, a sense can be conveyed from it all.
Although Atxaga’s work makes cultural reference practically to the same literary
universe as Aresti does in Maldan behera (Eliot, The Divine Comedy, the Bible), the differences between the two are clear-cut. Aresti’s prophetic voice is not present in Atxaga.
The register is ironic, the humor black; in Atxaga there is no possible return to Paradise,
and the recourse to utopia has died. In contrast, Aresti creates a revolutionary redemption, only that personal commitment and collective task is required to get it. On the
other hand, certain formal aspects of Atxaga’s poetry are indicative of the need to put an
end to the Romantic sensibility, which is expressed in the first person and the qualifying
adjective; both phobias appear cited by the poet in the form of “failed acts” of the monologist, as for example in the poem “fas fatum.” Combined with all of this, in the first edition of the book the punctuation and the layout of the poems were eliminated. Besides,
the absence of titles, and fragmentarity of contents, increased the avant-garde effect, the
break from the norm, an effect that was partially reduced in later editions. The hermetic
nature of the text is a symptom; the reader tries to piece together the puzzle, but it is
impossible. The work is irreducible to logical coherence. The structure and the approach
offer an illusion of sense and invite to try a coherent hypothesis for an incoherent reality.
In Etiopia, disintegration and chaos are particularly reflected in the image of the broken
amphora. The turbulence of chaos is the central theme and makes its effect felt through
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the text: “the amphora is broken and / multiplied into a thousand mirrors / you are nothing / but a last image, erased” (“Hi hintzena,” What You Were).
In the metaphoric universe of Etiopia, the focus is on a comparison of the city and
the forest or desert, in parallel with a comparison of rationality and irrationality. The
limits between the two reveal a dramatic tension. On the one hand, an expressionist language presents an inhospitable place, a meeting place for pariahs and the marginalized
in the city. It embodies impotence, which is why Etxahun, unwittingly converted into a
prophet of irrationality, brings a certain hope to the city. Juan José Lantz maintains that
Atxaga’s poetry is poetry of marginalization: rationalism is incapable of knowing reality,
because the individual is limited and his personal interests deform everything. Furthermore, language is also limited, and the poem must break this limitation in any way it can,
through suggestion of images and the deformation of speech. Although the city is the
place of reality and modernity, it constitutes a monstrous vision for the poet, because it is
where dehumanization, consumer society, and materialism come together. Everything is
useless, clichéd, or common there. The escape is to let nature find a cure for the debacle
provoked by the bourgeoisie and technology.
Aizpea Azkorbebeitia has studied the evolution of Atxaga’s poetry in depth, and
stated that initially, Atxaga adopted avant-gardism and experimentalism, setting out to
write a hermetic and minority poetry, and later he drifted toward a more primitive and
simple aesthetic that came closer to colloquial language and narrative. A similar evolution
occurs in his use of metaphor. The metaphors of Etiopia are vague; they speak of fragility
and desolation. As one of the poems first line says “Hautsi da anfora” (The amphora is
broken) and confidence and faith in progress are broken; Christianism, positivism, the
social theories that heralded a brighter future now appear to be impossible utopias. Reality is plural, while culture is fragmentary, disordered, and uncertain. The century of great
hope has ended up in extermination, oppression, and misery. In contrast, social values are
diluted in a showy, consumerist society lacking the gift of communication, as reflected in
“Eguneroko bizitza.” Poetry is no longer a hammer as social poets liked to say, but it can
be an instrument of experimentation and play. The despair and sensation of asphyxia,
the lack of roots, gives rise to the need to flee and live like an outcast. It is, however, a
destructive flight fatally headed toward death, like the illness that afflicts the turtles in the
documentary Atxaga comments on in the book, at the end of the first circle.
The only poems from Etiopia available in Spanish translation are the poems selected
for Poemas & Híbridos (Poems and Hybrids, 1986). Subsequent selections were also based
on this book. That is whythe avant-gardist and hermetic flavor of the book, which had
such an impact between 1976 and 1980, has been gradually diluted in subsequent editions. The asperity, phobias, and tendency to self-mockery vanish completely. The change
in Atxaga’s poetics is reflected in the article “Poética” and in the treatise he wrote for
the Universidad de Verano (Universidad del País Vasco–Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea,
1990). Atxaga leaves avant-gardism behind to seek the simplicity of the primitive poem,
the clarity of song; he seeks poetry that is understood at first sight. In his opinion, poetry
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can only reach the public when it is brought to life, and not in the pages of a book. From
here come projects such as Henry Bengoa Inventarium and the lyrics for songs for groups
like Itoizor singers like Ruper Ordorika, Fermin Muguruza, and Mikel Laboa. Examples
of the new poetics can be found in the poems “Trikuarena,” “Negukoa,” “Bizitzak,” and
“37 galdera (Little Hedgehog, From Winter, Lives, and 37 Questions, respectively).”
These poems speak in the first person and do not scorn the old rhythmic tricks, even the
most elemental and archaic: repetition, anaphora, and parallelism. It is no coincidence
that the selection of poems included in Poemas & Híbridos is the group of poems closest
to the oral tradition. Through traditional village heritage, Atxaga hoped to approach an
essence and aesthetic “without tricks.” This is why the most ancient peoples of Africa
and the Arab world serve as a reference point for him, as well as a means of condemning
xenophobia and racism.
In his new poetics, Atxaga rejects the postsymbolist trends of Guillaume Apollinaire,
Ezra Pound, and Eliot, seeking to overcome overly elaborate language, obscure literary references, and provocative attitudes, and now the more humble everyday anecdote
renews his view. Aestheticism is abandoned, and a new and radically different factor
appears: direct communication, near transfer.
Azkorbebeitia detected a change of attitude in Atxaga’s change of poetics; the rebelliousness of the first stage becomes acceptance of irremediable pain, acceptance of the
inexorable harshness of reality. Nihilism and hyper-expression are transformed into
reflection and theorization. Atxaga searches for a balanced space where culture, mutual
knowledge, and respect will bring an ethical attitude. Etiopia in its original form is justified
in the name of avant-gardism and as an expression of the cultural and aesthetic needs of
that generation: the materials brought to the text are presented through a structure and
style that keeps them afoot, irreplaceable and enduring.
The life of Joseba Sarrionandia (Iurreta, 1958), a writer very close to Atxaga in its
first steps, is marked by his imprisonment in 1980 for belonging to and collaborating with
ETA. He escaped from Martutene prison in 1985 and he currently lives in exile and continues to publish on a regular basis. Sarrionandia has mainly written essays and poetry,
although he has also published a number of short story collections and novels. Notable
among his poetry collections are Izuen gordelekuetan barrena (In the Recesses of Fear, 1981),
Eguberri amarauna (The Christmas Spiderweb, 1983), Marinel Zaharrak (Ancient Mariners,
1987), Gartzelako poemak (Poems from Prison, 1992), Hnuy illa nyha majah yahoo (Poemak
1985–95) (Hnuy illa nyha majah yahoo [Poems, 1985–95], 1995), and the quatrilingual
anthology Hau da ene ondasun guztia (These Are All My Riches, 2000).
Together with the other members of the literary group Pott, Sarrionandia took part
in the translation of Eliot’s poetic works, and he specifically produced the Basque version of the poem The Waste Land, which he entitled Lur eremua (1983) and which constituted one of his most constant literary references. Another important influence was
Fernando Pessoa, the Portuguese poet whose theatrical work O marinheiro he translated in
1985 under the title Marinela. Sarrionandia also translated Poemas náufragos (Shipwrecked
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Poems, 1991), a selection of poems by Galician poets, and Marinel zaharraren balada (1995),
a translation of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.”
Izkiriaturik aurkitu ditudan ene poemak (My Poems That I Found Already Written, 1985)
is an anthology of poems that Sarrionandia translated and collected from throughout
the literature he read. They are poems that he felt belonged to him in some way, even
though others had written them. However, some of the authors mentioned are apocryphal, according to E.M., the unknown author of the reviews published in Hau da ene
ondasun guztia.
It is also worth mentioning Hezurrezko xirulak (Flautas de hueso, 1991, Bone Flutes).
The influence of Constantin Kavafis can be seen in this apocryphal text, which includes
Sarrionandia’s own poems as well as his translations of Kavafis’s poems. In the preface
itself, Sarrionandia theorizes on the similarities between translation and creation, and the
utopian nature of both. The wide range of literary references in Sarrionandia’s work has
the effect of making the most mythical poetic writings of universal culture our own by
means of a personal sensitivity that assimilates and modernizes them through his writing.
However, Sarrionandia’s profound commitment to language and Basque literature is as
clear as his universe of references, the cultivation of which is an expression of a genuinely
Romantic rebelliousness in spite of his distance from it.
Sarrionandia’s first work, Izuen gordelekuetan barrena, established him as a writer at
just twenty-three years of age, receiving a warm welcome from younger writers who recognized a profound reflection of their generation in this work. Sarrionandia had already
published single poems and short stories in the journal published by the members of
Pott, and the strong influence of the Jon Mirande’s style and themes were evident in
these works. However, Sarrionandia earned recognition for his own defined literary personality, which he has kept constant in some respects throughout his literary career: the
delicacy, the deeply sensorial aesthetic fineness of his literature, as well as the ability to
create worlds and to describe situations and states with precise strokes.
Izuen godelekuetan barrena takes the form of a travel journal and has two different
prefaces, the first in prose, and the other in verse, the poem “Bitakora kaiera” (Log
Book), which presents and announces the route the book will follow. The writer and
critic Gerardo Markuleta gives a brief overview of Sarrionandia’s poetic works in an
article entitled “Sarrionandiaren samurra zertan den” (What Sarrionandia Is About) and
fundamentally stresses three characteristics of his work: the decidedly open view toward
Europe, the richness of literary resources, and his constant desire to forge his own literary language. Markuleta identifies especially with the poem that prefaces the book, writing that “The Log Book is the manifestation of the literature many of us would like to
write.” The literary critic Jon Kortazar also agrees on the manifesto-type significance that
the initial poem acquired for young poets. In an article titled “Joven poesía vasca: Un
acercamiento” (Young Basque Poetry: A Closer Look), he grants special importance to
the poem as a declaration of principles for the generations to come after Etiopia.
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Like Kavafis, Pessoa, and W. H. Auden, Sarrionandia maintained that all literature is
metaliterature, and the weight of tradition in all literary work is undeniable. The style of
the anthology is imbued with a decadent and aesthetic accent and is less emphatic than
Atxaga’s Etiopia. Sarrionandia’s second book, Eguberri amarauna, was published without
his name in a collective publication by Basque prisoners, together with a prison article
in prose whose title “Desde Puerto de Santa María: En la cáscara de una nuez” (From
Puerto de Santa María: In a Nutshell) alludes to William Shakespeare’s verse, making
reference to the ability to express the universal starting from the infinitesimal. Eguberri
amarauna is a book of poems that gathers together the feelings of the poet, held prisoner
in the cells of punishment, witness to “the voices, the despair and the desires I see here
today.” The pairing of the poetry with the crude situation from which it originates is
built into the fundamental stylistic theme of the entire book. In contrast, Marinel zaharrak
constitutes a revision of the themes of the first book Izuen gordelekuetan barrena, but it is
completed with poems written after his subsequent imprisonment and escape. All of the
critics have underscored the intensification of his militant posture in this last poetic work.
A tired and excluded voice distances itself from aestheticism toward a thus-far unknown
asperity, fruit of conscience and suffering: a disillusioned, harsh, mature, and solitary
voice. The abundance of questioning reminds us of Bertolt Brecht; the metaliterature has
dropped its influence and the irony is bitterer, less lucid. He wants to bear witness to his
own existence and that of his people.
Hnuy illa nyha majah yahoo is a selection of Sarrionandia’s poetry from the years 1985–
95. The poet José Luis Otamendi described the book as a “moral treatise,”19 and Azkorbebeitia wrote that the themes and feelings were integrated into a humanist perspective.20
The book takes its title from of a phrase from Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels meaning
“take care, my friend”; this reference clearly alludes to the book’s theme of the blindness of civilizations and its condemnation of the injustices caused by imperialism. Sarrionandia’s view of the social function of poetry evolves significantly: Eguberri amarauna
opens with an epigraph attributed to Friedrich Hölderlin asking “why is it a bad time
for poetry?” and in Marinel Zaharak Sarrionandia repeats the question, but asks now if
the times are perhaps not appropriate for poetry. However, the poet now knows that no
matter how bad the situation is, people need to sing and tell stories, even some which
nobody wants to hear, like those of the ancient mariner. In 1995, Sarrionandia writes that
he believes poems have yet to convey their most important message, and although poetry
does not serve to change society and nobody is interested in the misfortunes recounted
by the ancient mariner, he still wants to make an effort to find the right words for the
Basque people, our circumstances, and our time, as part of his permanent critical search
into language and its relation to reality.
19. See José Luis Otamendi, “Nora itzuli?” Argia, February 25, 1996.
20. See Aizpea Azkorbebeitia, “Bernardo Atxaga eta Joseba Sarrionandiaren metaforetan barrena bidaiatuz.”
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Those who paved the path to avant-gardism in Basque literature at the end of the
1970s—namely Koldo Izagirre, Bernardo Atxaga, and Joseba Sarrionandia—have revised
their own works. There is consensus in this self-criticism that deserves to be mentioned,
given that it points to the end of a period of experimentation. Atxaga abandons avantgardism in 1986 and confirms this on publishing Poemas & Híbridos in 1990; Sarrionandia
combines his literary world and his real world in exile in a revision of his first poems in
Marinel zaharrak.
Koldo Izagirre’s poetry was also subject to a revision in 1989. After his first surrealist anthologies, Itsaso ahantzia, Oinaze zaharrera, and Guardasola ahantzia, his admiration
for Paul Éluard, the literary workshop of Oulipo, and Italo Calvino lead Koldo Izagirre
(Pasaia, 1953) to explore the playful aspect of literature and investigate the field of irrationality and surrealism. In his early stages, Izagirre presented a certain “stony” rhetoric,
an damning pose, denounced by Lete, to distance himself from the poetry of social
commitment, as Urretabizkaia and Mikel Lasa did through intimism, or Sarasola did in
Poemagintza (Poetry, 1969) through playful metaliterature. However, Izagirre’s stance was
closer to the projected “tiredness” and rebelliousness of Atxaga. He began to experiment
with syntax and linguistic register, and he shapes up as a precursor to the aesthetic breach
that would reach its peak in Etiopia. The avant-garde renewal that came at the hands of
Izagirre, Atxaga, and Sarrionandia achieved its objective of leaving behind the committed poetry that had become established as the only canon.
After ten years of silence, Izagirre published Balizko erroten erresuma (The Kingdom
of the Imaginary Mills, 1989), a work that, in the words of Josu Landa, was “a militant manifesto.”21 Just two years had passed since the publishing of Sarrionandia’s book
Marinel zaharrak, a self-revision of his previous poetry. In Izagirre the self-criticism of his
previous poetry was as wholehearted as his adherence to the three sails of the poetic
ship he embarked on: Lauaxeta and Aresti are, for Sarrionandia, essential mainmasts,
but Izagirre lay claim to a third: Lizardi. Izagirre’s style stood out for the flexibility of its
syntax and infinite expressiveness, which did not respect the social norm or naturalness:
he sought a syncopated and well-defined rhythm, and it was precisely this so-sought-after
rhythm that was one of his most outstanding traits. Often the fragments, anacoluthon,
and reticence are characteristics of a laconic expressiveness that was based on inner
rhymes and clever games. The kingdom of the imaginary mills was, for Izagirre, the
realm of literature. It is a world of references he wants to make suggestive but accessible at the same time. His most recent poetic work, Non dago Basques Harbour? (Where
Is Basques Harbor?, 1997), appears to point to a maturing of his work, which, without
confining itself to a specific theme or structure, expresses a range of core human feelings,
such as homeland, love, and fear, staging his poems in a harbor setting closely linked to
21. See Josu Landa, “Balizko errotei irina sortarazi nahian,” Argia, May 11, 1989.
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his biography. His stance is an established oxymoron: resistant and pessimistic, tenacious
and desperate at the same time.
While it can be said that the innovators of the poetic panorama at the end of the
1970s included Izagirre, Atxaga, and Sarrionandia, the three of whom revised their poetry
at the end of the 1980s, it can also be said that in all three cases the revision amounted
to a move away from excessively elitist avant-gardism in favor of a stance that could be
described as “moral” and more accessible. The social and political commitment persisted
as the main preoccupation in Izagirre and Sarrionandia, together with aesthetic commitment. There is always an unavoidable reference to the country’s sociopolitical situation
in their works, which is also echoed in younger authors such as Iñigo Aranbarri, Luis
Berrizbeitia, Jose Luis Otamendi, Urtzi Urrutikoetxea, although it can also be perceived
in other poetic voices such as Joxe Austin Arrieta, an unmistakeably Brechtian author.
Joxe Austin Arrieta (Donostia-San Sebastián, 1949), who is renowned for his fiction—including works such as Abuztuaren hamabosteko bazkalondoa (August Fifteenth after
Lunch, 1979) and Manu Militari (1987)—has published four books of poems: Arrotzarena
/ Neurtitz neurgabeak (The Stranger / Free Verse, 1983), Bertso-paper printzatuak (Broken
Verses, 1986), Mintzoen mintzak (Webs of Words, 1989), Graffitien ganbara (The Graffiti
Loft, 1996), and Orbaibar (Valdorba, 2000). Arrieta’s lyricism expresses a rather peculiar
inner world and stems from an inescapable literary school where intertextuality unfolds
in a broad amalgam of references. The influence of the most unique Basque poets of
the 1970s, Gandiaga and Lekuona, can be detected in his first book, although he subsequently progressed toward a poetry in which knowledge acquired great importance. His
poem anthologies are well structured and develop an integrated and previously planned
line of thought: a rationalizing portrayal reminiscent of Lekuona. However, Arrieta loves
the conceptist paradox, wordplay, and antithesis, characteristics as overly elaborate as his
syntax, given that he adores the endless game of language, the interaction of languages,
and the playfulness of words. This is not all gratuitous, but serves to express a dislocated
and tormented existence, a plastic and mimetic manifestation of the complexity of reality,
which he attempts to capture.
Some interesting authors from the period such as Omar Navarro, Rafael Egiguren,
Joxean Muñoz, Jon Casenave, and Mari Jose Kerejeta published their poetic works
between 1978 and 1988 but have subsequently ceased to publish. Muñoz (DonostiaSan Sebastián, 1957) published Parentesiak etabar (Parentheses and So On, 1984), a work
that exudes the aesthetics of the early 1980s, open to experimentalism, fragmentation,
and the reader’s active participation in the reading. Navarro (Mundaka, 1953), whose
real name is Edorta Jiménez, authored a range of poem collections published over a
short period: Itxastxorien bindikapena (Vindication of Seagulls, 1985), Gizaeuropa (HumanEurope, 1986), Egutegi experimentala (Experimental Diary, 1986), and Gaua zulatzen duten
ahausietan (Yawns that Swallow the Night, 1987). His poetry is set in the city of Bilbao,
an urban space whose harshness is a substantial part of the everyday reality to which
he makes reference. Egiguren (Hernani, 1948), author of Mugarrien garraioan (Moving
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Limits, 1986), is an ironic poet who uses everyday elements, personal references, and
specific topics to express his ethical preoccupations. Of a very different nature is the
work of Jon Casenave (Baiona, 1957), author of Zutaz amoroski (With Love for You, 1978)
and Ordu alferren segida (Continuity of Idle Hours, 1985); he is far removed from the
expressionism and metaliterary tendencies that gained great momentum in this period.
His poetry revolves around love and is delicate, intimist, brief, peppered with stylized
strokes, and imbued with a suggestive surrealism. Finally, Maria Jose Kerexeta (Zegama,
1961) is the author of Ezezagun baten koadernoa (Notebook of the Unknown, 1988), which
aroused great expectations among the specialized critic as it was the first Basque example
of poetry of experience expressed with great personality and intense lyricism.

Eclecticism and Diversity (1987–2005)
The overview of the poetry of the last twenty years is very wide-ranging and difficult to
reduce to certain labels or movements, given that it comprises authors in constant evolution who subscribe to very different poetics (the latest surrealist poetry, philosophical
poetry, the poetry of silence, and the poetry of experience) in the context of the great
eclecticism that presides over the post-avant-garde poetry. The time of manifestos—the
rejection or support of certain poetic creeds or a defined aesthetic—has passed, and the
end of the twentieth century brings with it the renunciation of transgressive poetic attitudes and disbelief in its ability for social intervention. Poetry, definitively displaced as a
genre by fiction, conserves its character as a space for reflection, the elaboration of a view,
or the expression of an individual’s experience of reality.
The different histories of Basque literature encounter a certain difficulty in qualifying or structuring the writers from this intermediate period between the introduction of
avant-gardism and its revision (1976–86) and the arrival of new young writers such as
Harkaitz Cano and Kirmen Uribe, who stand out in the literary panorama of the end
of the century. Xabier Mendiguren calls it the generation of ‘63. Some of the writers
who belong to it have classed themselves as the “lost generation” (Felipe Juaristi, Karlos
Linazasoro), although the label appears a little forced by its echoing of the North American literature of the interwar period. Recently the essayist and narrator Iban Zaldua has
used and argued for the name of “the frustrated generation” or “the invisible generation”
and, on occasions, has also applied the cycling comparison of “the pack.”22 These names
describe, one way or another, a literary period in which the new authors of novels and
poetry, despite their quality, have a certain difficulty in asserting themselves against the
backdrop of authors who emerged in the previous decade and who continue to dominate
the literary playing field.
Given the great quality of the literary output of the writers from the 1960s and
1970s, the scarcity of action groups (journals, editorials) or personalities revered by the
22. See Iban Zaldua, “Sandwich-aren sindromea edo Tropela delakoa azaltzeko ahalegin bat,” in Belaunaldi
literarioak auzitan, ed. Ur Apalategi (Donostia-San Sebastián: Utriusque Vasconiae, 2005), 91–118.
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specialized press, and maybe also the impact their work had on authors from this period
(although it is important to make distinctions, which we will mention below), the fact
remains that the eclecticism, the absence of poets seen to “break from the mold,” and a
certain fragmentation of the poetic panorama have led to a difficulty in describing the
end of the century in a poetic sense, while fiction has shown truly outstanding vitality
and quality. For this reason, renouncing in advance the classification of schools, tendencies, or generations, we shall introduce the authors who, in our judgment, were most
outstanding at the close of the century.
Felipe Juaristi (Azkoitia, 1957), journalist, literary critic, novelist, and poet, was the
founder of the newspaper publications Literatur Gazeta (1985–1989)and Porrot (1984–
1990). A well-known author of fiction and children’s literature, his poetic works Galderen
geografia / Geografía de las preguntas (1997/1999, The Geography of Questions) earned him
the Basque Literature Award. Previously he had published Denbora, nostalgia (Time, Nostalgia, 1985), Hiriaren melancolia (Melancholy of the City, 1987), and Laino artean zelatari
(Lying in Wait in the Fog, 1993). More recently he has published Begi-ikarak (Tremor
of Words, 2005). Juaristi seeks a relaxed tone, but one that “burns inside”: sensual and
suggestive, but combined with reflection. In his book Galderen geografia, he sets out in
search of knowledge of the pain and unease of the known worlds by means of questions,
fleeing from common certainty, holding on to the consideration that certainty is just
another facet of the lies and fanaticism of the present day. In Izagirre’s opinion, Juaristi’s
poetry possesses classical characteristics, not because it recreates models from antiquity
or tradition, but because it possesses the sweet rhythm of the classical masters, their
measured adornment, and their concision.23 His metaliterary reflection is not gratuitous,
but a reflection and consciousness of past experience, the routine and the literary. He
seeks an impossible balance of intelligence and sensitivity. However, this balance does
not come from the serenity of the soul: it always sits between the joy and the pain of life,
“bizi-pozaren eta bizi-minaren artean.” A clear example of this is his latest book, in which
the atmosphere is particularly dark and aching, “because everyday logic is antipoetic.”
Juaristi does not like to show the self and its multiple states, nor to talk about himself. He
seeks to discover what defines the essence of the human condition, how it sits in a place
between hope and pain.
Teresa Irastortza’s (Zaldibia, 1961) poetry, part of her consolidated oeuvre, always
has personal experience and her surroundings as a starting point. She works on and
elaborates the word, insisting on an incessant questioning and drive for precision in
expression. Her work comprises Hostoak: Gaia eta gai aldaketak (The Leaves: Theme and
Variations, 1983), Derrotaren fabulak (Fables of Defeat, 1986), Osinberdeko khantoreak (Songs
of Osinberde, 1986), and Manual devotio gabekoa (Manual without Devotion, 1994). The
four collections of poems were compiled into a personal anthology by the author, Gabeziaren khantoreak: Antologia (Songs of Absence: Anthology, 1995). In contrast, during the
23. See Koldo Izagirre, Felipe Juaristi, XX. mendeko Poesia Kaierak (Donostia-San Sebastián: Susa, 2001).
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1990s she moved toward conceptual poetry, with ever more minimalist collections, such
as Izen gabe, direnak: Haurdunaldi beteko khantoreak (Untitled Poems, 2000) and her latest
book, Glosak esana zetorrenaz (Notes on What Has Been Said, 2003).
Juan Kruz Igerabide (Aduna, 1956) is the author of children’s poetry, including
the famous Begi-niniaren poemak (1992, Poemas para la pupila, 1995 [Poems for the Pupil]),
Botoi bat bezala/Como un botón (Like a Button, 1999), and interesting theoretical essays
on the relationship between orality, poetry, and infancy (Bularretik mintzora, 1993, From
the Breast to the Word). In his writing, Igerabide adopts an ethical point of view and
delves into children’s tales and poems without avoiding the lesser poetic reality. He has
also published a number of poetry collections for adults, among which Sarean lehio (A
Window in the Web, 1994) and Mailu isila (2002, El martillo silencioso, 2004 [The Silent
Hammer]) stand out. His poetry is made up of brief, laconic, near aphorisms containing
Zen-like observation, as in the haikus of Sarean leiho, where he can express an instant
through a plastic, fleeting, and simultaneously eternal image, to capture its totality. The
literary sources noted (popular literature and oriental Zen and Tao spirituality) constitute, together with other lyrical sources from Basque authors or from universal literature,
the veiled references of a poetry that, without avoiding the connection with frustration
and everyday suffering, conserves a lucid and contained perspective.
Karlos Linazasoro (Tolosa, 1962) is the author, among others, of books of poems
such as Euriaren eskuak (The Hands of the Rain, 1995), and Kartapazioko poemak (Folder
Poems, 1998), published, together with Igerabide, Inoiz izan ez garenotan (In Which We
Have Never Been, 2000), Eguzkia ateri (The Sun Clears, 2001), and Denboraren aleak (The
Grains of Time, 2005). Linazasoro is a poet of extreme solitude, of the difficulty of identifying with the collective, of the orphanage of love and affections and, at the same time,
of the expression of its great need. Linazasoro is an essential author in modern Basque
poetry, and Basque critics evaluate his career very positively, although they are still awaiting a work or greater depth, fruit of a tighter selection and an unhurried elaboration.
Juanjo Olasagarre (Arbizu, 1963), author of Gaupasak (Nights Awake, 1991), Bizi
puskak (Snippets of Life, 1996), and Puskak biziz (Living the Snippets, 2000), his work
describes the constant evolution of a reality set in his constant geographical space of
reference: the valley of Sakana, Navarre. An asphyxiating and oppressive space in his
first work, it later receives a more mature view, half pessimistic, ironic and lyrical, while
simultaneously describes the tragicomic realities that surround him, expressed through
letters or dialogues.
Rikardo Arregi Diaz de Heredia (Vitoria-Gazteiz, 1958) has published two poetry
collections: Hari hauskorrak (Fragile Threads, 1993) and Kartografía (Cartography, 1998).
A cosmopolitan poet with a wide range of references, like Atxaga and Sarrionandia, he
reflects the particularly intense influences of Fernando Pessoa, Wystan Hugh Auden, and
Constantin Kavafis; he combines culturalist references with everyday ones to take on the
immediate reality with a more penetrating, vibrant, and lyrical view. His second book,
Kartografía, confirmed him in critics’ eyes as the most outstanding author of the 1990s
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because of its formal quality and the poetic depth of a polished production that revealed a
careful and mature selection of his best poems, structured into interfused sections. Arregi
excels as the author of a most meticulous work that satisfies the characteristics required
by the new millennium: poetry as a literary artifact directed at the reader’s emotion, but
also as a space for reflection of what we perceive here and now in rational and irrational
ways.
Besides these six authors who particularly excelled throughout the 1990s, other literary voices also gained recognition in that period.
The poetry of Aurélie Arkotxa (Baigorri, 1953), author of Atari ahantziak (Forgotten
Entrances, 1993), presents very marked lyrical characteristics and manages to create
static atmospheres of great sensorial intensity. Her sensitivity is presented in the guise of
an elaborate culturalism, which draws on diverse literary, cultural, historical, and geographical references. Currently set within a trend known as geopoetry, her last book, Septentrio (North, 2001), is an integrative project that structures fragments of topics around
exploratory journeys to new lands (snippets of chronicles, descriptions, annotations on
ancient maps, etc.) together with poems of a personal lyrical elaboration harkening back
to her first book and acquiring meaning in this context.
Also interesting, but of a very different nature, are the works of Itxaro Borda (Oragarre, 1959), the author of a number of poetry collections portraying an aching, rebellious, and crushing surrealism, among which Orain (Now, 1998) stands out. On the other
hand, Jose Luis Otamendi (Azpeitia, 1959), author of Zainetan murrailak (Walls in the
Veins, 1987), Poza eta gero (After the Joy, 1990), and Lur bat zure minari (A Land for your
Pain, 1995), is a clearly lyrical and raw voice. His poetry, a personal and solitary search
for a personal poetic language, removed from rhetoric, explores the world of feelings and
devotes special attention to love.
Patziku Perurena’s (Goizueta, 1959) works Joanes d’Iraolaren poema bilduma (Poems of
Joanes d’Irraola, 1985) and Iraingo apaiz gaztearen kantutegi zaharra (Anthology of the Young
Priest from Irain, 1988) are apocryphal anthologies composed in the form of the ancient
couplets and ballads from the oral tradition. He is also the author of a curious work titled
Emily (1987) in which he apocryphally creates poetry that could very well have been
written by American author Emily Dickinson. In his latest book of poems, Isileko kantak
(Secret Songs, 1993), he rediscovers nature with a tellurism that recovers the human
fusion with its natural medium through sensorial perception. On the other hand, Xabier
Montoia (Vitoria-Gasteiz, 1960), author of Anfetamina (Amphetamine, 1983), Likantropo
(Licanthrope, 1985), and Narraztien mintzoa (The Language of Reptiles, 1988) is a singer
as well as a poet, and as a result, his poetry is fueled by the lyrics of rock songs and is
provocative, extravagant, and removed from all lyrical orthodoxy. It is possible that all
of the noise and fury only comprise the mask behind which a discreet poetic sensitivity
is protected from expressing itself in the first person; and, despite the great distance that
separates the poetics of Montoia and Perurena both, something similar can be suspected
of Perurena’s apocryphal masks prior to 1993.
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The great metropolis of Bilbao is expressed in the poetry of different poets we will
mention subsequently: Luigi Anselmi (Bilbao, 1954), author of Zoo ilogikoa (Illogical Zoo,
1985), Desiriko alegiak (1988), Bacchabunda (1992), and Gure ametsen gerizan (In the Shadow
of Our Dreams, 2000); Joanes Urkixo (Bilbao, 1955) author of Berba legezko aiztoak (Knives
Like Words, 1990), a nocturnal portrayal of the big city; and by Juan Ramon Madariaga
(Bilbao, 1962), author of Argia sortzen den izartegia (Stars Which Emanate the Light, 1996),
Amodioa batzuetan (Sometimes Love, 2001), Orbanak (Scars, 2001), Izozmendiak (Mountains
of Ice, 2003), in whose poetry the city is where conflicts and sense of unease happen, and
the beast made of metal, asphalt, and noise bustles.
Other different voices belong to Iñigo Aranbarri (Azkoitia, 1963) author of Jonas Poisson (1986), Dortokak eta elurrak (Snows and Turtles, 1989), and Harrien lauhazka (Escape of
the Stones, 1998), follows in the footsteps of Sarrionandia and Izagirre, as does Luis Berrizbeitia (Abadiño, 1963), author of Zoperna generala (The Great Flood, 1983) and Eremu
karroindunak (Icy Lands, 1992), although the expressionism of the former contrasts with
the more balanced style of the latter. Finally, the work of Pako Aristi (Urrestila, 1963),
author of Iraileko ipuin eta poemak (Poems and Tales from September, 1989), Castletown
(1996), Oherako hitzak (Words to Fall Asleep To, 1998), and Libreta horiko poemak (Poems
from the Yellow Notebook, 2003) is characterized by a mixture of fictional genres, narrative, and poetry, with a nonconformist, critical, and ironic perspective that easily reaches
the reader. Other authors from the period are Antolin Eguzkitza (Santurtzi, 1953–2004),
Gorka Setien (Barcelona, 1958), Karlos Santesteban (Karrantza, 1960), Jon Arano (Itsasondo, 1961), and Amaia Iturbide (Bilbao, 1961), whose works we do not have space to
cover here.

Beginning of the Second Millennium
Broadly speaking, it can be said that twentieth-century poetry in the Basque Country has
been marked by “breakaway” poetics, in which the objectives of transgression, the avantgarde, and a break from the norm have predominated. In contrast, the poetry of the
twenty-first century gives priority to communication, the transmission of emotion, and
the knowledge that poetry is a delicate flower that does not survive in the dry pages of
closed books. The need to transmit and reach the reader or spectator, the need to move
him or her in some way, has led writers to approach readers through a range of mediums,
such as those practiced by Aresti and the New Basque Song (Ez Dok Amairu) of Pott in
Henry Bengoa and others promoted by Koldo Izagirre, as well as through the lyrics written
by singers on the Basque music scene. Along this line of communication and emotive
transmission, the new millennium has unveiled some outstanding new authors, among
whom the following excel with their proven quality.
Harkaitz Cano (Lasarte-Oria, 1975) is the author of Kea behalinopean bezala (Poems
from the Yellow Notebook, 2003) and Norbait dabil sute eskaileran (Someone on the Fire
Escape, 2001). Cano strays from avant-garde poetics; he considers himself an observer
and sensitive writer, but not “problematic.” On the contrary, he moves fluently within
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the media, of which he makes excellent use: he writes in the Basque-speaking press, creates scripts for cinema and television, publishes novels, and won the 2005 Euskadi prize
for a narration of unquestionable poetic characteristics that managed to enrich from the
language of cinema: Belarraren ahoa (2004, Blade of Light, 2010). He was guided in his early
stages by the literary group called Lubaki Banda, whose manifesto and activities served
as a platform for him. Kea behalinopean bezala (1994) presents a brilliant metaphorization
and refined surrealism upon which he lays a dramatic smog, in a confessed literary reflection of the pictorial aesthetic of J.M.W. Turner. In contrast, his second book of poems is
related to a range of prose works he wrote while in New York. A great change has taken
place in his perspective: he began with an initial poetics of the unfinished and subjective
experience expressed in a solemn manner, in the style of Pablo Neruda. However, in
his second book he opts for an ironic and humorous expression of life, for an approach
toward routine through a direct language that identifies aesthetically with the painter
Jean-Michel Basquiat and dirty realism, represented principally by Charles Bukowski.24
Recently, Cano published Dardaren interpretazioa/La interpretación de los temblores (The Interpretation of the Tremors, 2003), a bilingual anthology of his best poems.
Kirmen Uribe (Ondarroa, 1970), author of a single book of poems titled Bitartean
heldu eskutik (Meanwhile Take My Hand, 2006), is one of the most valued current lyrical voices. Uribe understands poetry in a wider communicative context than that of
the printed page. He relates poetry to song and other audiovisual elements. He wishes
to renew the somewhat spent language of poetry and refine the most everyday words,
which serve to express what happens here and now. He distrusts rhetorical language and
sonorous words, and as american critic Ray Olson put “he sounds unusually wise for
young man, though not wizened” On the contrary, he reclaims the simplicity and freshness of song, and his objective is to put across emotion that transmits a more intense
knowledge than the purely intellectual. He was involved in a multimedia project alongside the musicians Mikel Urdangarin and Bingen Mendizabal combining poetry, prose,
video, and music around a storyline (book-CD Bar Puerto, 2001). In 2003 he took part in
the project titled Zaharregia, txikiegia agian (Too Old, Perhaps Too Small), and his poetry
has now been translated into several languages and achieved renown beyond the borders
of the Basque Country by its english edition in 2006, translated by Elizabeth Macklin,
and published by Graywolf Press.
Miren Agur Meabe (Lekeitio, 1962) is the author of a poetic work of great interest, Azalaren kodea (The Code of the Skin, 2000). A poet with a very unique voice and
style, Meabe previously published a poem with surrealist characteristics titled Oi, honda
rrezko emakaitz (Oh Wild Woman of Sand, 1999), which stood out for its very marked
poetic personality. Her second book aroused unanimous interest from the critics for the
innovative construction of a poetic world that combined lyricism, eroticism, and female
24. See Ibon Egaña, “Turnet y Basquiat en la escalera de incendios,” in Harkaitz Cano, Dardaren interpretazioa /
Interpretación de los templores, (Madrid: Atenea, 2004).
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sensuality. Azalaren kodea depicts itself as a reflection on time and on the skin, where
Meabe attempts to set the memory of experience, conscious of its fleetingness, because
the skin is the human organ of sensorial communication. Meabe seeks to decipher the
code of the skin in a constant game of references to other nonverbal communicative
codes. Her case is different to that of Cano or Uribe, given that her impact on the literary
sphere is not supported by her presence in the media or by her taking part in spectacles
or recitals. Her case is comparable to the case of Rikardo Arregi, a poet who the specialized critics have especially praised.
Other authors of interest who have also excelled in recent years through literary
prizes or first works are Igor Estankona (Artea, 1977), author of Anemometroa (Anemometer, 1998), Tundra (2002), and Ehiza eta nekea (Hunting and Fatigue, 2004); Mikel Ibarguren (Zestoa, 1967), author of Hemen gauak lau ertz ditu (Here the Night Has Four Corners,
1996) and Deserriko karrikak (Streets of Exile, 2002); Urtzi Urrutikoetxea (Bilbao, 1977),
author of Borroka galduetatik gatoz (Coming from Lost Fights, 1997), and Utzidazu karmina
kentzen (Let Me Take off Your Lipstick, 2000); Paddy Rekalde (Deustu, 1964), author
of Bilbo dub kronika (Dub Chronic of Bilbao, 2004); Isabel Diaz (Laudio, 1966), author
of Ontzi iluna (Dark Ship, 1999); Pello Otxoteko (Irun, 1970), author of, among others, Itzalaren ñabarduretan (In the Details of Shadows, 2001) and Arnasa galduaren ondarea
(The Inheritance of Breathlessness, 2003); Sonia Gonzalez (Baracaldo, 1973), author of
Sagarroiak (Porcupines, 2002); Gotzon Barandiaran (Larrabetzu, 1974), author of Arrakalak (Crevices, 2004); Castillo Suarez (Altsasu, 1976), author of Mugarri estaliak (Hidden
Boundaries, 2000) and Spam poemak (Spam Poems, 2004); Jon Benito (Zarautz, 1981),
author of Aingura erreketan (Burning Anchors, 2001); and Anjel Erro (Burlata, 1978),
author of Eta harkadian ni (And I in Arcadia, 2002) and Gorputzeko humoreak (Humours of
Body, 2005).
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Basque Theater
from Costumbrismo to Political Symbolism
Patri Urkizu
Zuberotar Popular Theater
This chapter shall begin with a discussion about Zuberotar farces and pastorals. With
regard to the farces, it should be established that they are in full retrogression, although
Georges Hérelle believes two were performed yearly during the years 1900–1938. We,
however, have only collected four texts in the Recueil des farces.1
The first one, entitled Tzintzarrots, is by an anonymous author and written in prose. It
was published in the Eskualdun ona (The Good Basque) weekly in 1907 and is agreeably
comic and familiar.
The second is by the bertsolari poet and mayor of Lower Navarre Manex Etxa
mendi (1873–1960), and in it he denies young people permission to put on these types
of performances.
The third text is by Leopoldo Irigarai, a translator and member of Hérelle’s team
during field studies carried out in Zuberoa on the subject of popular theater. This was
collected in 1918 under the title Peyrot eta Peyrotina and consists of eleven quatrains that
are structurally more similar to chiquitos than to farces. And the fourth text, made up of
sixteen zortzikos,2 is entitled Azken karrosako bertsuak (Last verses of the farce) and was collected by Satrustegi in the Valcarlos edition.
Regarding pastorals, we will only provide a chart of titles exclusive to the last hundred years. We have already established that, as regards subject matters, two stages can
be clearly discerned in performances of twentieth-century pastorals.
One stage dates back to the middle of the century. Two pastorals were performed
in 1936: Charlemagne, performed in Atharratze, and Roland y los doce pares (Roland and the
1. Patri Urkizu, ed., Zuberoako Irri-Teatroa: Recueil des fare es charivariques basques (Baigorri: Editions Izpegi, 1998).
2. A zortziko is an eight-line improvised sung verse that follows strict 10-8-10-8 syllable pattern with rhymes
in every even line.
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twelve peers), performed by the young people of Garindein, after which there is a great
vacuum from 1937 until 1951, when things begin to recover with Pierre Salaber’s version
of the traditional play, Roberto el Diablo (Roberto the Devil). The other stage goes from the
1950s into the present time, and together they mark a clear and significant evolution.
Religious subjects and references to the history of France tend to disappear almost
completely, while references to the history of the Basque Country are practically exclusive, as can be seen in table 8.1. We only have two edited pastorals from the first part of
the century, one by Clement d’Andurain in 1906, about Roldan and the Basques, and
another one by Jean (“l’Abbé”) Ithurri about Napoleon Bonaparte.
Table 8.1. Basque Pastorals, 1903–2004
Date
1903
1903
1903
1906
1906
1908
1908
1909
1910
1912
1920
1921
1921
1922
1924
1925
1925
1926
1926
1927
1927
1928
1929
1930
1931
1934
1936
1936
1951
1952
1953

Place
Ligi
Omizegañia
Uharte-Garazi
Lambere
Arrokiaga
Atharratze
Sohüta
Urdiñarbe
Barkoxe
Eskiula
Mendikota
Iruri
Lexantxu
Mendi
Montori
Altzai
Ozaze
Maule
Zalgize
—
Sohüta
Aloze
Urdatx-Santa Grazi
Atharratze
Atharratze
Atharratze
Atharratze
Garindein
Ozaze
Ozaze
Barkoxe

Title
Louis XI.
Henri IV.
Saint Louis
Hirur martirak
Nabukodonosor
Eskualdunak Ibañetan
Santa Helena
Abraham
Mustafa
Napoleon
Abraham
Aleksandre
Daniel
Astiaje
Aimunen lau semik
Turk handia
Don Karlos
Juana Arkekua
Müs de Bouillon
Napoleon
Dona Andeü
Abraham
Mois
Frantses Lehena
Don Carlos
Don Karlos
Charlemagne
Roland y los doce pares
Robert le diable
Abraham
Aimonen lau semik

Pastoralist
Jean Aguer
Jean Aguer
Jean Egiaphal
Jean Egiaphal
Clement d’Andurain

Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Jean Egiaphal
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Salaber
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1953
1955
1958
1963
1966
1967
1973
1974
1976
1977
1978
1979
1980
1982
1985
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004

Place
Ligi
Eskiula
Maule
Gotaine
Iruri
Maule
Altzai
Barkoxe
Urdatx-Santa Grazi
Urdatx-Santa Grazi
Garindaine
Atharratze
Urdiñarbe
Pagola
Muskildi
Urdiñarbe
Altzai
Maule
Larrañe
Muskildi
Urdatx-Santa Grazi
Gotaine
Donaixti-Ibarre
Arrokiaga
Garindaine
Atharratze
Barkoxe
Altzai
Eskiula
Sohüta
Altzürükü
Idauze
Maule

Title
Santa Helena
Matalas
Berreterretch
Santxo Azkarra
Iruriko zalduna
Chiquito de Cambo
Pette Bereter
Etxahun koblakari
Santa Grazi
Maitena Basaburu
Ibañeta
Ximena
Iparragirre
Pette Basaburu
Allande Oihenart
Agosti Xaho
Zumalakarregi
Abadia urrüstoi
Xalbador
Harispe
Santa Kruz
Eüskaldunak Iraultzan
Mixel Garikoitz
Agirre presidanta
Sabino Arana
Atharratze jauregian
Herriko semeak
Agota
Madeleinade Jauregiberri
Xuberoko makia
Urruti jauregiko Peixot
Ramuntxo
Antso Handia

Pastoralist
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Bordazaharre
Pierre Bordazaharre
Pierre Bordazaharre
Pierre Salaber
Pierre Bordazaharre
Pierre Bordazaharre
Pierre Bordazaharre
Junes Casenave
Junes Casenave
Junes Casenave
Pierre Bordazarre
Pierre Bordazarre
Junes Casenave
Arnaud Agergarai
J. M. Bedaxagar
Junes Casenave
Jean Louis Davant
Roger Idiart
Pier Paul Berzaitz
Junes Casenave
Jean Louis Davant
Junes Casenave
Jean Louis Davant
Arnaud Agergarai
Pier Paul Berzaitz
Patrick Queheille
Junes Casenave
Pier Paul Berzaitz
Jean Louis Davant
Niko Etxart
Pier Paul Berzaitz
Jean Louis Davant
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“Etxahun”
“Etxahun”
“Etxahun”
“ Etxahun”
“Etxahun”
“Etxahun”

Table 8.1 gives evidence of our current authors: Junes Casenave, Jean Louis Davant,
Roger Idiart, J. M. Bedaxagar, Pier Paul Berzaitze, Niko Etxart, Arnaud Agergarai, and
Queheille. The first of these eight pastoralists, Casenave, has even written a pastoral in
French, which has been performed in Béarn.
H. Etxekopar has already established elsewhere that in this type of theater, references to the oppression (war, deportation, linguistic imposition, economic alienation,
acculturation) suffered by Basque people abound.3 Present-day pastoralists are trying to
3. See H. Etxekopar, Théâtres basques: Une histoire du théâtre populaire en marche (Baiona: Gathuzain, 2001).
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rediscover or rewrite the Basque past, placing them almost systematically on the Christian side, while “the others” are placed in the “Turkish” camp. This works wonderfully
when the aim is to portray the enemy, which most often is Spain or France—it is unusual
for these countries to be the allies. But it also has to be said that the pastoral’s Manichean
structure, with this separation into two camps, one Good and one Evil, does not leave
much room for nuance, subtilité, psychological complexity, doubt, contradiction, or selfcriticism, which soon becomes evident, as the issues they deal with are terribly complex
ones, like the relationship between the euskaldun (Basque-speaking) and the non-euskaldun
worlds.
Junes Casenave-Harigile (Santa-Grazi, 1924) poet, narrator and author of pastorals
said, in an interview with Argia that the history of the Basque Country is not well known
and that gradually all people, not just intellectuals, must learn about it, and not precisely
the version offered by non-Basques.4
Until very recently, relevant dates and historical fechos (facts) of the Basque Country
have tended to be forgotten, though not quite as much as Maria Pilar Perez-Stansfield
suggests when alluding to Spanish theater,5 and not just because the Francoist official
version covered things up, but rather because such aspects were completely ignored and
dismissed long before that time, as most writers simply showed a total lack of interest in
giving literary expression to their own historical past. Not without irony, Marc Legasse,
an anarchist who died recently, wrote Pasacalles por un país que ni existe (Passacaglia for a
country that does not even exist).
Nationalist feeling in certain pastorals is characterized by the invocation of the old
rural life as well as the glorification of the past and the perceived old Basque unity. This
nationalism is more evident certain parts of the text, particularly the epilogues, as the
message can be condensed there. The call to unity, to peace, to the construction of a
Basque homeland, the Zazpiak Bat (Seven Become One—alluding to the seven provinces
of the Basque country), is quite common. Relying on Basque topics, the pastoral is able
to broaden the field of its recipients, for example, by allowing the province of Zuberoa,
which was isolated for a long time, to establish itself in the context of Euskal Herria. This
is good for everyone, because tourists from the Southern Basque Country go to see the
performance and leave their euros in the small town where the play is being performed.
The audience for this kind of theater has increased considerably on account of the
introduction of texts in French, Spanish, and sometimes even in euskara batua or standard Basque. Because the chanting of the verses is so long and tedious, the dance and
chorus parts have recently been extended in the shows, and because it is performed in
4. See Miel Anjel Elustondo, “Junes Casenave Harigile: ‘Denbora erdia musika eta ibilka, hori ez duzu
pastorala’,” Argia, February 28, 2010, 10–15.
5. See Maria Pilar Perez-Stansfield, Direcciones del teatro español de posguerra: Ruptura con el teatro burgués y radicalismo
contestatario (Madrid: J. Porrua Turanzas, 1983).
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the open air in summer, the space is shared by the spectators—who meet during the performance and engage socially with each other, asking after family and friends.
The pastoral, as has been stated, has become Basque heritage—not just Zuberotar
heritage—and contributes to the shaping of a feeling of identity. The texts, which reflect
an implicit consensus around an idea of Basqueness, allow for encounters, both at the
actors’ level as well as public’s, among different positions and opinions. They enable the
safeguarding of a perceived Basque unity and, as a result, the uneven and sometimes differing interests of the Basque social classes are not reflected.
Historical topics that are far removed from any contemporary reality, in spite of the
parallelisms sought sometimes in a somewhat artificial manner, avoid facing the presentday divisions of the Basque community and the fragmentation of the nationalist movement. As a result its characteristics, pastoral heroes are one-dimensional, and there is no
place for ambiguity or psychological complexity in their characterization, which leans
too heavily on the somewhat mythological traits of the old warlike Christian aristocracy (sense of sacrifice, defiance, noble idealism, heroism, generosity, courage, gratitude,
etc.).
As Jean Haritschelhar has remarked, this popular theater has managed to transform
itself into a national theater on account of its evocation of the historical or legendary past
because it has been performed by the people and for the people.6 Whereas in the past it
constituted the people’s school (in terms of transmitting religious teachings), today it has
transformed itself into the place where people learn about their country’s history and its
famous people and learn to love the language and literature that has been maintained and
preserved in such an extraordinary fashion since ancient times.
Jean-Louis Davant (Ürrüstoi-Larrabile, 1935), member of the Royal Academy of
the Basque Language, Euskaltzaindia, since 1975, founder of Embata and of EHAS and a
teacher and author of several books on history and poetry, has published the following
pastorals: Abadia Urrustoi (1986), about the life of the patron of the arts, Anton Abbadia,
founder of the Floral Games in 1851, which was performed by the ikastolas of Zuberoa in
1990; Eüskaldünak Iraultzan (1993) about the Basques and the French Revolution; Agirre
presidenta (1995) about the life of Jose Antonio Aguirre and the Spanish Civil War; and
Xuberoko Makia (2001) about the Resistance.
Roger Idiart, who took part in many of Etxahun’s pastorals and in the process of
recovering the pastoral genre after World War II, is a translator and songwriter, as well
as the author of the pastoral Xalbador (1991). Xalbador was the pseudonym of Fernando
Aire (Urepel, Lower Navarre, 1920–76), one of the best bertsolaris of the Northern Basque
Country, who, along with Mattin, played an important role in the recovery of the genre
in both the Spanish and the French sides.
6. See Jean Haritschelar, “Xiberuko pastorala,” Antzerti 3 (1983): 6–9; and “La pastorale souletine: Une
tradition renouvelée,” Bulletin du Musée Basque Baiona 127 no. 1 (1990): 1–6.
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Pier Paul Berzaitz (Muskildi, 1952), an actor and author of pastorals, has put on
a large number of plays. Among his works we can name Harispe Mariskala (Marshall
Harispe, 1991) and Atharratze jauregian (In the Atharratze Palace, 1992). He is one of
the writers responsible for bringing about the most crucial changes in the pastoral’s
traditional aesthetics and for introducing more dance and song. His latest works, Elkanoren semeak (The Children of Elcano, 1998), and Euskaldunen Izpiritua (The Basque Spirit,
1999) are closer to the musical than to the pastoral.
Arnaud Agergarai-Bordatxar is the author of the pastorals A. d’Oihenart (1985) and
Sabino Arana (1996). This play, which was performed on July 21, was touched by tragedy
because the actor Pierre Paul “Pipo” Etxebarne died on stage during a performance. Yet
despite this the pastoral carried on until the end. Etxebarne was an actor of the old school
and had taken part in the staging of Robert le Diable in 1976, aged eighteen. Sabino Arana
could be described as a eulogy to nationalism; its structure is classical, very compressed,
and contained, and portrays an image of Arana that is more universal than local.
Patrick Keheille (Barkoxe, 1964), pays homage to three personalities from his hometown with his work Herriko semeak (1998): Beñat Mardo, who, in the words of Xaho,
was one of the greatest bertsolaris of his time: “Vingt volumes ne contiendraient pas ses
oeuvres, s’il avait eu un sténographe avec lui dans les séances poétiques qu’il donnait
en toute occasion”; Pierre Topet Etxahun, whom Haritschelhar called “the Basque Verlaine” and who is regarded as our greatest romantic poet; and Léon Uthurburu, also a
nineteenth-century writer, who, after emigrating and working in the Americas, returned
to his birthplace and bequeathed all of his possessions to Barkoxe’s poor and needy.
Niko Etxart (Altzürükü, 1953), son of a Zuberotar man exiled to the French capital,
is best known as a singer-songwriter of traditional and rock music. His work, Ürrüti
Jauregiko Peirot Pastorala (2002) is a reworking of traditional ballads dating back to the
fifteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Toribio Altzaga and Euskal Iztundea (1915–36)
Theatrical events began to spread from Donostia-San Sebastián to the whole province
of Gipuzkoa with such intensity that Gregorio Mujika, director of the Euskalerriaren alde
magazine (1911–31), having prepared a summary of the works performed in Basque in
the province during the year 1912 despite lacking data from many of the towns, offered
the following statistics: there were seventy-two different works, as follows: nineteen
monologues, forty one-act plays, and thirteen three-act plays. His favorite authors were
Martzelino Soroa and Abelino Barriola.
Likewise, said magazine, Euskalerriaren Alde, initiated a series specifically for small theatrical works called Izarra in the year 1912; it published twenty-six small works between
the years 1912 and 1931, most of them comedies. Toribio Altzaga was the most prolific
author in the series, with six published works.
Toribio Altzaga (Donostia-San Sebastián 1861–1941) took part in a performance of
Iriyarena, under the direction of Soroa, when he was only thirteen—an event that marked
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his destiny. From 1888 onward, year in which he was granted his first award for the play
Aterako gera, he never stopped writing and adapting plays for the theater—more than
twenty of them. It can be said that it was he who set in motion the Basque Thespis’s chariot. In Antonio Labaien’s words, his work was naïve and primitive, but gave this chariot
a crucial push, opening a safe path for the subsequent development and improvement of
Basque stage art.7 A man of great sensitivity, Labaien was a critic as well as an author,
as his words reflect: “it is time that Basque plays stop using the audience’s patriotism as
a tool for their success; rather, success and greatness should result from aiming to bring
together all the dramatic possibilities the art has to offer.”8
As a result of these concerns, the Donostia-San Sebastián municipal government created an Auxiliary Theater Commission, which then went on to approve the summons for
a chair in Basque drama following a report prepared by the town councilor and dramatist
Abelino Barriola, member of the Promotions Committee. The description for this post,
advertised the Euskal-Erria magazine, stated, among other things, that
The teacher’s mission shall be to instruct the students on basic theatrical knowledge, while
adapting the teaching to the special requirements of the class; he shall teach the students
to read and recite in Euskara employing the finest diction, as well as miming and scenic
movement and everything else related to all the different aspects of dramatic production,
endeavoring at all times to provide a fundamental education that is eminently practical in
nature.

It was unanimously decided that Altzaga should take up the post, and he set up in
the city’s Music Academy. He was a tireless worker, and after only one year he had the
following works in his repertoire: Lagun txar bat (A Bad Friend) and Gai dagoenaren indarra
(Strength in Readiness) by Barriola, Dollorra (The Pain) and Atzertokiya (The Theater) by
Elizondo, Barrenen arra (Interior Measures) by Soroa, Mikelatxo by Ganboa, and Bernaiñoren Larriyak (Bernaiño’s Troubles) and Axentxi ta Kontxesi, which Altzaga wrote himself.
If the theatrical group Euskal Fedea had many hits up to the year 1915, after that
date Euskal Iztundea never stopped harvesting triumphs—and not only in Donostia-San
Sebastián (fifty-nine performances); their plays were seen throughout the provinces of
Gipuzkoa (109), Bizkaia (3), and even Lapurdi (1). Over the course of twenty-two years
they put on fifty-one different plays, among which the following should be mentioned
two dramas and a comedy in particular, on account of the number of times they were
performed: Ramuntxo (eighteen), Garbiñe (thirteen) and Ezer ez ta festa (A Party about
Nothing, eleven). The larger part of the repertoire was made up by comedies. The most
representative authors were Altzaga (twenty-three plays), Barriola (five), Garitaonaindia
(three), and Elizondo, Eleizegi, Olaizola, Soroa, Iraola, and Telleria (two each).
7. See Antonio Labaien, Teatro éuskaro: Notas para una historia del arte dramático vasco (Donostia-San Sebastián:
Auñamendi, 1965).
8. Ibid.
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The play Ramuntxo, based on the novel by Pierre Loti, was presented in its operatic
version with music by Gabriel Pierné at the Odéon in Paris, and then in Cadiz and
Madrid, but the play failed in all of these places, Altzaga worked on the translation and
made some changes to the play to make the dialogues livelier and add depth to the work.
His work bore fruit, and Ramuntxo became a great success, not only before the war but
also under the Francoist regime. A film was even made with the same title.
Some citics also had high praise for William Shakespeare’s Macbeth, which Altzaga
translated as Irritza (Ambition) and also adapted by shortening the five acts to three and
adding a prologue. It was performed twice, once in 1924 and again in 1925. Other critics, however, thought that the type of audience in the Basque context and the fact that
the work was a translation meant it didn’t merit representation and tagged it a futile and
premature experiment.
One of the most admired works of the time was Garbiñe, by Katalina Eleizegi, a historical drama in three acts that takes place in the twelfth century and bears some similarity to Benito Pérez Galdós’s Marianela. This piece, according to a friendly chronicler of
the time, did not seem to have been written by an author who was just starting out, but
rather by one who had already arrived.
Xabier Mendiguren Elizegi, in the prologue to a collection of Altzaga’s selected
works, a volume entitled Toribio Altzaga edo euskal teatro burgesaren nahi eta ezinak (Toribio
Altzaga or the Aims and Failures of Basque Bourgeois Theater), compares the literary
figures of Barriola and Altzaga, two friends from Donostia-San Sebastián who tried, with
quite different results, to raise the level of the theater’s audience and to move on from the
popular costumbrismo to the creation of a national bourgeois theater.9 Mendiguren believes
that Altzaga, a great expert in comic plays and lively dialogues, failed in his attempt
because he did not adequately absorb nationalist ideology. Barriola, on the other hand,
was more successful in presenting the nationalist Basque bourgeoisie in his plays, with
women in predominant roles, a more refined use of language, as well as an avoidance
of the more folkloric elements and the “smell of the farmhouse,” thus opening up new
dramatic avenues and obtaining performances of a quality never before seen on Basque
stages.
While all this activity was taking place in Donostia-San Sebastián and the provinces,
together with other sporadic performances, a “Patronage” theater—in other words, a
theater sponsored by the Catholic Church—emerged in the French Basque Country after
World War I; it began in Senpere in 1921 with Jon Mirande. This was followed up by
comedies: fundamentally comical, light-hearted plays in which an almost perfect symbiosis between the rustic audience and the actors took place; the subjects of the plays being
witches, demons, markets, marriage, single men and women, and so on.
9. See Xabier Mendiguren Elizegi, ed. “Toribio Altzaga edo euskal teatro burgesaren nahi eta ezinak,” in
Jostirudiak-Irritza (Oiartzun: Labayru, 1990).
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Some of the authors of these comedies included Jean Barbier, Léon Léon, and Pierre
Lafitte. Almost all of these plays were published in Gure Herria, a magazine that first
appeared in Baiona in 1921 and in its first phase was in circulation up to the beginning
of World War II in 1939.

Basque Theater Day (1934–36) during the Second Republic.
The third stage of the New Basque Theater evolved during the Second Republic, and
was the culmination of a phase that began in 1876 and had the greatest audience support. As Iñaki Barriola has said elsewhere, the group Euskaltzalea Elkarteak (Pro-Basque
Association), which emerged in 1928, organized the Olerki Eguna (Poetry Day) first,
and in view of its great success, transferred the idea to the stage and organized the
Eusko Antzerti Eguna (Basque Theater Day) over a three-year period in 1934–36. For
this purpose, a contest of theatrical plays was organized through the magazine Antzerti,
which first appeared in 1932 and which Antonio Labaien directed. The following awards
were handed out during the first year: first prize to Jazinto Karraskedo for his drama
Etxe aldaketa (Changing Home); second to Andres Amonarriz for his comedy Iturrian
(At the fountain); and third prize to Antonio Arozena for his monologue Urteurrena (The
anniversary).
There was also a theater contest held in Donostia-San Sebastián over the months of
February, March, and April, in which thirteen different groups participated, twelve from
Gipuzkoa and one from Bizkaia; most of the groups originated in the batzokis 10 (Pasai
San Pedro, Urnieta, Donostia-San Sebastián, Ondarroa, Bergara, Errenteria, Soraluze,
Tolosa, Deba, Alegia, and Zumaia). The winner was the veteran theater group Altzaga
directed, and they performed Ramuntxo.
On May 6, 1934, the First Basque Theater Day was held with great pomp in the
San Telmo Museum in Donostia-San Sebastián, with the leading citizens of the time in
attendance. The new Euskaltzaleak committee was unanimously elected during the event
and was made up as follows: president, Telesforo Monzon; secretary, Jose Ariztimuño
“Aitzol”; and committee members for the theater section, Labaien and Karraskedo.
In 1935, when eleven original works took part in the contest, the winning plays
were Gabon (Goodnight) by Tene Muxika and Balujan by A. Arozena. This time, eleven
groups participated in the contest, all of which had also originated in the batzokis and
Euzko-Etxeas (Basque Houses) of Itsasondo, Alegia, Lezo, Zarautz, Legorreta, Oiartzun,
Legazpi, Hernani, Azkoitia, and Irun. The winning group was Mendiburu, from Oiar
tzun, with the play Eun dukat (100 ducats), written by Manuel and Martin Lekuona.
It was very well received, not only in Gipuzkoa, but also in Lapurdi, in the Northern
Basque Country.
10. Basque clubs or bars affiliated to the Basque Nationalist Party (EAJ, or, as it’s known in Spanish, PNV).
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Finally, during the first quarter of 1936, the Third Basque Theater Contest was held,
and this time nine groups participated (from Alegia, Ondarroa, Irura, Tolosa, Oiartzun,
Andoain, Donostia-San Sebastián, Zumaia, and Hernani). The winning play was Garo
usaia (The Smell of Wheat) by Karraskedo, and it was based on the novel Garoa (Wheat)
by Domingo Agirre. Karraskedo received an award of 250 pesetas. This play was performed by the theater group Euzko Etxea of Donostia-San Sebastián in the Victoria Eugenia theater, on May 18, 1936, during the Third Basque Theater Day.
But theatrical activity was not exclusively limited to the capital of Gipuzkoa. In fact,
a movement was started in Bizkaia, which spread throughout almost all of the Basque
towns under the patronage of Manu Sota (whom Labaien described as the Basque Cocteau in Antzerti magazine) and with the valuable help of Esteban Urkiaga “Lauaxeta.”
Thus, Durango, Bermeo, Lekeitio, Iurre, Lezama, Mungia, Bedia, Zamudio, Gernika,
Mundaka, Galdakao, Abadiño, Gatika, Forua, Larrabetzu, Getxo, and Sopuerta, among
others, were towns where not only were costumbrista monologues and comedies performed,
but where an attempt was made to bring to audiences not quite used to such things works
by W. B. Yeats, Maurice Maeterlinck, and Patrick Pearse, which were very well accepted
because they had been adapted to the Basque temperament and language.
It should be pointed out that theater of this time worked closely with the radio.
Thus, on Wednesdays, between eight and nine p.m., radio plays were read in Donostiarra Radio, under the direction of writers Zubimendi and Arzelus. The 1932 renderings
by actors Beorlegi and Egilegor of the works Joxe Ebaisto, Arpuxa kalean (In Arpuxa Street)
and Neskazarra (The Spinster) stand out in particular.
According to Antzerti, the 1934 magazine funded and directed by Labaien, the plays
Mox, Miss, Xapi, and Axentxi ta Kontxeseli were all read under the direction of Arozena, with
the participation of the actors Egiguren and the Toledo sisters.
This golden age of Basque theater under the Republic can be followed step by step
in Antzerti magazine, which published more than fifty theatrical works in less than five
years.
From 1876 to 1936 Basque theater is linked to the pro-Basque and nationalist movement. One could say Basque culture and theater materialized out of thin air after the
Third Carlist War, and that the 1930s was their time of splendor. But just like all other
cultural and popular state institutions, the Francoist uprising dealt them a deadly blow.

Theater during the Civil War and Exile
As we have just pointed out, theater was more forcefully promoted in Euskara than were
other literary genres, especially during the prewar period, which critics have described as
the silver age of Basque literature.
Between January and May, that is, during the winter and spring, plays rehearsed
with great care by young nationalists from Gipuzkoa and Bizkaia were performed every
Sunday in San Sebastián. Among them, the Donostia-San Sebastián group directed by
Altzaga, Euzko Iztundea, stood out.
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Despite the wealth of dramatic works, few studies have analyzed the period. Focusing on the war period, Robert Marrast describes the theater of the time as being mainly
centered around lyrical shows like operas and ballets promoted by the Basque government. He also mentions a federated university theater group directed by Luis Mújica and
Antonio Ramirez that performed four or five nights in the Coliseo Albia theater for the
benefit of civilians and combatants, and later, on other occasions, in military hospitals.
The program included stagings of poems from García Lorca’s Romancero Gitano, and
poems about the defense of Madrid at the hands of revolutionaries. Sometimes, the actors
improvised on a given theme, as was the case in Luis Mújica’s Combat, which aimed to
protest against the bombings of civilian populations. In addition, in September of 1936, a
troupe supported by the Bizkaia Committee for Social Events presented Guillermo Soto’s
Los Cuatro Caminos (The Four Roads) Bilbao’s Coliseo Albia. And Diaz Axtigas-Collado’s
company performed Dueña y Señora (Owner and Lady) by Leandro Navarro and Adolfo
Torrado in the Arriaga Theater for a number of nights.11
In 1937, as reported in the Eguna newspaper, plays were still performed in Bilbao
(despite the raging war), both in Euskara and in Spanish. Thus we are able to establish
that on February 11, 1937, the Bilboko Euzko Gaztedija (Young Bilbao Basques) group
performed the plays Ezer ez ta festa and Iru gudari (Three Militiamen)—this being Pearse’s
last work, The Rebel, translated and arranged by Manu Sota and, Esteban Urkiaga,
“Lauaxeta.”
Not only in Bilbao, but also in the provinces—in areas that had not yet been occupied—plays such as Nekane and Uste diñat (I Think So) were performed in places like the
little town of Ea; and on February 4, 1937, Negarrez igaro zan atsua (The Old Woman Who
Cried) was performed in Bermeo, which was W. B. Yeats’s Cathleen Ni Houlihan, translated and arranged by Manu Sota and Josu Altuna.
On that same day, February 4, in the Coliseo Albia Theater in Bilbao, the young
people of Euzko Eresbatza and of Izquierda Republicana, put Sabino Arana’s historical
drama Libe on stage. And at the Barcelona Lyceum, Arturo Kanpion’s work Pedro Mari
was performed on May 30, 1937, in a show of solidarity with the Basques.
Estanislao Urruzola “Uxola” (Tolosa, 1909–86), a gudari (Basque nationalist soldier)
who during the final years of Francoism spent time in several jails, the last time in 1971,
was a prolific author who wrote and published novels, poems, and translations. In the
prologue for his play, Askatasun Garratza (Bitter Liberty), he explains how he wrote his
short plays in the Larrinaga jail (1938), where he was sometimes able to perform them
with other prisoners.
Meanwhile in Baiona, in the Northern Basque Country, the magazine Gure Herria
continued publishing plays, among which we find a little play translated by Antonio
Labaien (Tolosa, 1898–1994). Labaien is considered the first theater critic, both before
11. Robert Marrast, El teatre durant la guerra civil espanyola: Assaig d’historia í documents (Barcelona: Institut del
Teatre, 1978).
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and after the war, partly because he was the director of the magazine Antzerti, published
in 1932–1936, in its first incarnation. Fifty-four issues appeared in that time, filled with
news, theater, criticism, and, as we have said, plays. More than fifty plays were published
in Antzerti in those years, some of them originals and others translated from Spanish,
French, German, and Greek.
Labaien and José Miguel Barandiaran were both exiled for eight years in the little
town of Sara, in the Northern Basque province of Lapurdi. Labaien published the comedy Muga (The Border) in the Baiona-based Eusko Yakintza magazine and wrote the following dedication: “To Madame Dutournier. One day, on my way back from the border,
I met a lady with a big heart in Seroraenea. Today I offer this small play to her, in gratitude and friendship, and hope the police don’t find it.”
Euzko Gogoa magazine, published in Guatemala and Miarritz (1949–59), reserved
exactly 19.5 percent of its space for theater; it published both original works and translations and featured plays by Jon Etxaide, Labaien, Monzon, and Etienne Salaberri. As for
translators, Andima Ibiñagabeitia, Bingen Ametzaga, Jokin Zaitegi, and Benito Larre
koetxea translated Benavente, Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Shakespeare, respectively, for
publication in Euzko Gogoa.
Nevertheless, these translations were not successful, judging from critical responses,
such as Piarres Lafitte’s comments about Zaitegi’s Greek translations: “Zer pentsa Sopokeleren trajeriez? Errazago direla grekeraz euskeraz baino. . .” (What do I think about
Sophocles’s tragedies? That they are easier in Greek than in Basque…).12
In his prologue to Zaitegi’s translations of Plato, Lafitte writes that the translator is
wasting his talent. As for Ibiñagabeitia’s translation of Virgil, he says:
Eskual-unibertsitate edo Ikastegi goien bat eraik baladi egun batez alai berria daukuten
Itzulpena arras baliosa litake, goreneko mailean litazken ikaslentzat. Anartean badut beldurra irakurle gutti izanen duen, zeren holako lan batek ez baitu oraikotasunik.13 (When a
university is created this translation will be very valuable for the more dedicated students.
But in the meantime I think few people will read it, because works like this are not exactly
contemporary.)

These words, written in the Herria weekly, still ring true today, although the University of the Basque Country has been in existence for more than twenty-five years now.

Second Stage of Euskal Iztundea (1953–81)
Maria Dolores Agirre was a tireless woman who even late into her nineties continued
teaching Euskara. And it was she who regrouped Altzaga’s troupe, in which she had
been the lead actress—this was the longest-living troupe in the history of Basque theater. During this second period, Euskal Iztundea, which made its debut with Ramuntxo on
12. See Piarres Lafitte, Euskal literaturaz (Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein-Euskal Editoreen Elkartea, 1990).
13. Ibid.
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December 21, 1953, in the old Kursaal in Donostia-San Sebastián, kept an intense theatrical schedule, especially in the 1950s and 1960s, when thirty-three different works were
performed in ninety-two shows. Such performances took place not only in Donostia-San
Sebastián but also in Bergara, Zarautz, Tolosa, Bilbao, Azpeitia, Irun, Elizondo, Andoain,
and Hernani.
We could wonder if this was “right-wing theater,” echoing the words of José Monleón,14
because adaptations of Alejandro Casona’s La barca sin pescador (translated into Basque
as Txalupak jaberik ez [The Boat Without an Owner]) were produced. But there were also
adaptations of works by Molière, Henri Ghéon, Pierre Loti, Rabindranath Tagore, Fede
rico García Lorca, Lozano, Antonio Buero Vallejo, Pío Baroja, and Arturo Kanpion; as
well as original plays by authors like Soroa, Altzaga, Barriola, and so on, or younger
ones like Piarres Larzabal or Telesforo Monzon. So in view of the evidence it could be
considered “resistance theater” instead, and its survival a great achievement as well as
a positive step toward the preservation of Euskara—something to be prized, given the
adversity of the environment.
During the 1960s, theater groups began to emerge all over the country, and again,
another group from Donostia-San Sebastián stood out at that time. This group, Jarrai
(1960–65), was intent on breaking away from old nationalist molds; besides performing
plays by Pedro Muñoz Seca, they performed plays by Tennessee Williams, J. B. Priestley,
Eugene O’Neill, Henrik lbsen, and Albert Camus, which inevitably meant the generations conflicted over their differing dramatic standpoints.

Piarres Larzabal and Antonio Labaien
Antonio Labaien and Piarres Larzabal could be considered the two core pillars of Basque
theater. Labaien was a native of the Southern Basque Country and Larzabal a native of
the Northern Basque Country. As the catalog of their writing proves, both were prolific
authors. They were already publishing before the Civil War, and Labaien (Tolosa, 1898)
continued doing so until his death in 1994.
Despite being very critical of the new generations, Labaien translated several
twentieth-century avant-garde authors, such as Alfonso Daniel Rodríguez Castelao,
Friedrich Dürrenmatt, Eugène lonesco, Max Frisch, and Bertolt Brecht; given this fact,
his stance might be said to be somewhat eccentric. On the one hand, he criticizes the
young theater groups who dare transfer European and American authors to the stage,
and on the other, he introduces authors who are representative of symbolist, absurd, or
epic theater into the Basque world.
Larzabal’s attitude is clearer. Perhaps his most symbolic work is Matalas, performed
in Baiona by the Antzezkilarien Biltzarrasta group in 1968. This play marks the beginning of
a new period that, under the encouragement of Daniel Landart, a young author of that
14. See José Monleón, Treinta años de teatro de la derecha (Barcelona: Tusquets, 1971).
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time, soon bore good fruit and produced a kind of engagé theater committed to the language and history of the country. Key characters emerge from this type of theater, which
served as basic vindication, example, and recovery of a history that had been deliberately
ignored in the official versions—and recovered it was, through the theater, which found
it an almost inexhaustible source of inspiration.
As Landart pointed out, Etxahun, Bordaxuri, and Matalas are iconic characters
that, in the manner of modern-day pastorals, are reinvented and recreated over and
over again—with much imagination and use of poetical anachronisms, but with a clearly
didactic purpose. However, this is not the only genre that Larzabal and his disciple Landart tackled; we find comic costumbrista plays among their works, as well as politically
critical plays, plays dealing with contemporary social issues, and plays with symbolist
tendencies.
Around 1975, it was the norm to think that three generations coexisted in postwar
theater, and I believe that even though the three may have converged at some point,
projecting a somewhat eclectic image, it is evident that the three correspond to exclusive
political and cultural moments.
The first generation, to which, as mentioned earlier, Nemesio Etxaniz and Agustin
Zubikarai belonged, was (according to Jesús María Lasagabaster) joined at a later stage
by Larzabal and Begiristain. Here we can find authors such as Agirre and Labaien who
began writing before the Civil War and continued working tirelessly and prolifically
after it.
Gabriel Aresti and Salvador Garmendia belonged to the second generation, which
emerged in the 1960s. But Garmendia’s play Historia triste bat (A Sad Story) was an isolated case despite having a great impact at that time, and his decision to break away and
embrace existentialist theater can be said to be vindicated now by the fact that his career
is the longest lasting of the Jarrai group.
The third generation, of the 1970s, was the generation of Atxaga, Haranburu, Lete,
Arozena, Landart, and many others. To this we may add one more generation, the generation of writers and groups that emerged, not in the last years Francoism, but in the
post-Francoist era. These writers include Koldo Amestoi, Eneko Olasagasti, Xabier
Mendiguren, and Yolanda Arrieta.

Gabriel Aresti and Bernardo Atxaga
According to Eneko Olasagasti—a young and successful critic, playwright, and film director—Gabriel Aresti (Bilbao, 1933–75) is “azken antzerkigilea,” or the “last dramatist.”15
But maybe this is a lesser-known aspect of the Bilbao poet, who tried to bring universal
playwrights such as Ugo Betti or Ramón de Valle-Inclán into the Basque language, translating their Delito all’isola delle capre or Divinas palabras. Aresti endeavored to put together
15. See Eneko Olasagasti, “Gabriel Aresti, teatrogile: Errebindikapen literarioak,” Susa 12 (1984): 14–17.
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volumes of eighteenth-century Basque theater, to vindicate writers like Barrutia and plays
like Kaniko eta Beltxitina, a charivaric16 farce by Jakes Oihenarte, a nineteenth-century
author. Aresti wrote plays and generally inhabited the world of young drama groups;
he had a close relationship with them, and for them he wrote Mugaldeko herrian eginikako
Tobera (Tobera Performed in a Border Town, recipient of the Toribio Altzaga award in
1961), . . . Eta gure heriotzeko orduan (. . . And at the Time of Our Death), Justizia txistulari
(Justice, the Flautist), and many more.
Aresti’s biting and defeatist nature, similar to a lone wolf’s, was revealed in plays that
denounced the arbitrariness of power and the traditional Basque moral code, creating a
synthesis of tradition and avant-gardism that could tempt us into classifying (though the
value of such a classification might be relative) Aresti’s brand of theater as popular, revolutionary theater. In any case, there is no doubt Aresti was a great force in the Basque
cultural world of the 1960s.
Atxaga, one of the authors Aresti promoted, subsequently found great international
fame—not through his plays, but through his novels. Atxaga enters the world of Basque
letters in 1972 with a symbolist play called Borobila eta puntua (The Circle and the Point)
in which he mixes popular and avant-garde elements. Later he vindicated these two
ingredients in a manifesto published in the Anaitasuna magazine under the title “Euskal
Theatro Berria(ren bila)” ([In search of a] New Basque Theater).
The three basic ingredients of what Atxaga called NHI theater are precisely what the
initials stand for: N for National, H for Herritar (popular), and I for Iraultzaile (revolutionary). In his manifesto, Atxaga mentions, on the one hand, the traditional pre-theatrical
and theatrical Basque forms, such as bertsolarismo, pastorals, and traditional games; and
on the other hand, he name drops twentieth-century schools of thought, authors, and
theoreticians such as Lem Stanislawski, Brecht, Roy Hart, Jerzy Grotowski, Antonin
Artaud, Peter Brook, Jen-Paul Sartre, and so on. Not only that, he also draws attention
to the truly avant-garde experimentation that drama groups like Intxixu and Cómicos de la
Legua carried out at the time.

Drama in the 1990s
Since the time when Atxaga published his manifesto, over three decades ago, the theory
and practice of theater in the Basque Country has changed a lot and produced varying
results. Theatrical activity, with its highs and lows, continues to survive in schools, in
streets, and in the many theater groups created under the patronage of municipal, provincial, or community institutions. Festivals, some of them very short-lived, have multiplied
extraordinarily, but in many of them the presence of Basque-speaking drama groups is
16. Charivari is a folk custom; people of the local community gather around to “celebrate” a marriage, usually one they regard as questionable, gathering outside the window of the couple. They bang metal implements or
use other items to create noise in order to keep the couple awake all night. The custom dates from the Middle Ages
and originates from France where it was a regular custom after weddings (translator’s note).
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symbolic. There have been great successes such as the adaptations of world classics by
August Strindberg or Darío Fo, and at other times, great mistakes like the hugely expensive staging of Pipin, which provoked the criticism of the media, who rightly accused the
Basque government of having very unfortunate theater (and overall cultural) policies in
place—policies that have been in the hands of Basque Nationalist Party politicians since
the arrival of democracy.
The government’s Antzerti Zerbitzua (Theater Service), with which the author has
collaborated sporadically and which is not very efficiently run, has provoked many
protests from the world of Basque theater and contributed to the very short life-span
of the only theater magazine, Antzerti Berezi, and its accompanying serial publication of
theater plays. Another complaint is that many towns still lack adequate performance
and rehearsal spaces and often the troupes have to perform in pelota courts and sport
centers.
Nevertheless, the thoughts expressed by the former culture minister, Joseba Arregi,
are quite precise, because it is true that Basque theater completely depends on the subsidies granted by the institutions, and it should not be forgotten that many theater professionals are forced to work in fields such as film and dubbing to support themselves.
There are as of the present 129 active Basque theater companies. Of those, thirty
consider themselves professionals, but their general situation is alarming. Even more
alarming is the state of dramatic literature, which is at its lowest-ever level of publication
and about to disappear, while in the first third of the twentieth century it was the most
popular literary genre.
Table 8.2. Toribio Altzaga and Donostia Hiria award winners. 1990–2005
1990

Xabier Mendiguren

1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001

Luis Haramburu
Junes Casenave
Not awarded
Xabier Mendiguren
Juanjo Olasagarre
Martin Irigoien
Karlos Linazasoro
Juan Karlos del Olmo
Mikel Ugalde
Juan Karlos del Olmo
Alaitz Olaizola

2002
2003

Aitor Arana
Pablo Barrio

Toribio Altzaga Award
Pernando, bizirik hago oraindio (Fernando, You Are Still
Among Us)
St Cyran, Jainkoa gorderik (Saint Cyran, God Keep You)
Agota (The Gypsy)
Hilerri itxia (Closed Cemetery)
Hegazti erratiak (Wandering Birds)
Hautsi da kristala (The Glass Has Broken)
Burdin denda (The Hardware Store)
Jon Gurea, Parisen hatzana (Our Jon Who Rests in Paris)
Bake biltzarraren ildotik (Around the Peace Congress)
Aldi joana, Joana (Time Is up, Joana)
Zereko zera zertzen delako zereko zerarekin (The Thing
for the Thingy Thing)
Lagun mina (Beloved friend)
Ama, hor al zaude? (Mother, Are You There?)
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40 urteak (Forty Years)
Moskatel Team
Donostia Hiria Award

1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997

Not awarded
Koldo Daniel Izpizua
Xabier Mendiguren
Ramon Agirre
Aitzpea Goenaga
Antton Luku
Anton Luku

1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005

Pantxo Hirigaray
Javi Cillero
Pantxo Hirigaray
Enkarni Genua
Pantxo Hirigaray
Xabier Mendiguren
Alaitz Olaizola
Aitzpea Goenaga

Lore zimelduen sua (The fire of Wilted Flowers)
Garaia da Euskadi (It’s Time Euskadi)
Errenta (The rent)
Zu(t)gabe (Without You(r Support))
Tu, quoque fili
Antxo Azkarra, edo Miramamolinen esmeralda (Sancho
Azkarra or the Miramamolin Emerald)
Beherearta (Down Under)
Uztailaren laua Renon (Fourth of July in Reno)
Lamindegiko lamiak (The Lamias)
Ostiralero afaria (Dinner on Fridays)
Garatenea
Telesforo ez da Bogart (Telesforo Ain’t Bogart)
Klitemnestraren itzulera (Clitemnestra’s Return)
Santxa kondesa (Countess Sancha)

Current Playwrights
Xabier Mendiguren (Beasain, 1964) is one of the playwrights to receive the most recent
awards, but according to a statement he made in Egunkaria in July 1999, he has almost
abandoned the dramatic genre because publishing plays is quite depressing, as they hardly
have any readers. Despite his youth, he has quite a body of work behind him, and the
following are his most renowned plays: Kanpotarrak maisu (Outsiders Will Teach Us) and
Kultur ministrariak ez digu errukirik (The Heartless Culture Minister), both written in 1986
and published together in 1987, as well as joint winners of the Telesforo Monzon Theater
Award. Both pieces are satirical comedies. Publikoari gorroto (Hating the Audience), also
written in 1986, won the Toribio Altzaga Award and was published in 1987. Publikoari
gorroto was a formal experiment in the manner of a “happening,” which was performed
on stage by one actor and his two companions, who represent the audience. Pernando,
bizirik hago oraindio (Fernando, Are You Atill among Us) was written in 1986 too, won the
Toribio Altzaga award in 1988 and was published in 1989. It was a biographical sketch of
a legendary Basque character: Pernando amezketarra (Fernando from Amezketa). Zabortegia
(The Dump), Hiru jolas gaizto (Three Evil Games), and Horren maite zaitut (That’s How
Much I Love You) were all written in 1987 and published in one volume in 1993. Garai(a)
da Euskadi (the title is a play on words that can be translated as “It Is Time, Euskadi” but
which also refers to an actual Basque town, Garai, which makes the title have a second
possible meaning: “Garai Is Euskadi”) was written in 1990 and is a play with an obvious
radical nationalist subtext.
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Another work by Mendiguren, Hilerri itxia (Closed Cemetery), was written in 1994
and published in First Act (1997). In his native Beasain, Mendiguren lived next to the cemetery, which, in time, was closed down to be replaced by a larger one, located elsewhere.
From his balcony, Mendiguren could see the municipal workers emptying the old graves
of human remains to clear up the space so it could be used for some other purpose. The
image lodged in his mind, giving rise, later on, to his writing a play in which, as a cemetery is “cleaned up” two people express their concerns and feelings.
Finally, Mendiguren’s Telesforo ez da Bogart (Telesforo Ain’t Bogart) is a play that
mocks the film Casablanca. The main character is Telesforo Monzon, an Internal Affairs
minister of the Basque Government, on his way to Mexican exile.
Luis Haramburu (Alegia, 1947) has written many historical plays: Gernika (1977),
Lancre, Loiola, Sabino, Zumalakarregi (1986), and St Cyran (1992), among others. He always
tries to portray his characters with great accuracy (he mostly writes about historical
characters), polishing their characterization, simplifying them, and granting them certain
human characteristics; but he is generally unsuccessful and as a result, his characters
tend not to be fully realized and to resemble ideological sketches.
Koldo Daniel Izpizua (Zumaia, 1948), a regular columnist in El País and a novelist, wrote Lore zimelduen sua (The Fire of Wilted Flowers), which bears the influence of
symbolism and Fernando Arrabal and bears a resemblance to Arrabal’s Cementerio de
automóviles (Car Cemetery).
Ramon Agirre (Donostia-San Sebastián, 1954) has become better known as an
actor over the past few years due to his presence in several films and the Basque TV
series Barrenkale. He is also the author of the comic play Errenta (The Rent), which follows a group of young people looking for a flat to rent and depicts the problems they
encounter.
Aitzpea Goenaga (Donostia-San Sebastián, 1959) is also better known as an actress,
who, after studying in Antzerti, Madrid and New York, returned to the Basque Country,
where she works tirelessly. She received a best female interpretation award in the 1992
Murcia Paco Rabal film festival, for her performance in Santa Kruz apaiza (The Priest
Santa Cruz). Her play Zu(t)gabe (Without You[r Support]), tells the story of the main
character’s life retrospectively: Isabel has just lost her husband, Anton. The play starts
with a kind of monologue that turns into a dialogue between the two of them. In Santxa
kondesa (Countess Sancha), a historical drama, Goenaga portrays the struggle for political and ecclesiastical power in a symbolic manner, mixing it with present-day feminist
demands; the result succeeds because of the play’s sound theatrical structure and a lively
and effective use of language.
Juanjo Olasagarre (Arbizu, 1963) has translated Auden and written books on poetry
and travel. He wrote the play Hegazti errariak (Wandering Birds, 1996), a lively, refreshing
work in which the characters constantly and recklessly flee from themselves.
Martin Irigoien (Ainhize, 1963) is from the Northern Basque Country and an
actor in the Hiruak bat (Three are one) troupe; his plays are Amikuzeko toberak (Amikuz’s
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Serenades, 1991), a present-day critical farce, and Hautsi da Kristala (The Glass Has Broken, 1997), a play with a symbolist tendencies, set in the seventeenth century; both are
among the best plays written in the last few years.
Karlos Linazasoro (Tolosa, 1962) is the author of Burdindenda: Tragikomedia sasieruditoa ekitaldi bakarrean (The Hardware Store: A Pseudo-Erudite Tragicomedy in One Act,
1998), a play that sets out to portray, through its two single characters, the Seller and the
Young man, the subject of communication—or rather the lack of it—between two human
beings. Irony and black humor are mixed in an enclosed and obsessive environment,
within a stifling atmosphere, and suicides are constantly planned in short and lively dialogues. Finally a door to hope opens in a happy ending that signals a path toward Beauty
and Utopia with a series of question marks.
Antton Luku (San Francisco, 1959) lives in Ezterenzubi, Lower-Navarre; he is a
teacher, has been an actor in performances of toberas (serenades), and writes plays of
a historical and symbolist nature. Among his works we can mention Ezkonduko ditugu
(We’ll Get Them Married, 1995) and Tu quoque fili (1996), which are caustic critiques of
bourgeois life in Baiona. He also wrote Antso azkarra edo Miramamolinen Esmeralda (Sancho
Azkarra or the Miramamolin Emerald, 1997), Manuela, and Gerezitzea (Cherry Season)—
the last two written for his students.
Pantxo Hirigaray (Baigorri, 1957) is a journalist of Radio Adour and radiocorrespondent of Euskadi Irratia and, as of 1984, also of Irulegiko Irratia. He is also an
actor in the group Xirrixti-Mirrixti, with which he has performed Daniel Landart’s Nola
jin ala joan (Easy Comes Easy Goes, 1984), Gazteluko mutxurdinak (The Castle Spinsters,
1986), Gezur mezur (Everything Is a Lie, 1991), and India Beltzak (The Black Indians,
1995). His plays include Antton eta Maria (a radio play); Otsoa eta bildotsa alegia (The Fable
of the Wolf and the Lamb), written for the Kakotx theater group; and the toberas (serenades) Pontzio Gauxori (Florencio Night-Owl, Baigorri, 1992) and Otto Kristobal (Baigorri,
1997). He received awards in the years 2000, 2002, and 2004 for the works Lamindegiko
lamiak (The Lamias), Garatenea, and 40 urteak (40 Years). His ironic, critical, and humoristic perception of present-day reality, especially in the Northern Basque Country, makes
him one of the most active voices in the theater world of Lower-Navarre.
Juan Karlos del Olmo (Barakaldo, 1958) has been a teacher and director of the
Permanent Center of the Barakaldo Theater Workshop; since 1993, he has been working as a translator in the Donostia-San Sebastián city council. In 1995 he published the
book of tales entitled Innis Fodhla, amonaren ipuin irlandarrak (Irish Stories of Grandmother
Innis Fodhla), and he has written the play Jon gurea, Parisen hatzana (Our Jon Who Rests
in Paris, 1998), in which I was tangentially involved, because the texts he used to tell the
life of Jon Mirande, a Basque-Parisian poet and novelist, have been basically collected in
four different works I have written about Jon Mirande. Del Olmo also wrote Aldi joana,
Joana (Time Is up, Joana), in which he portrays the Renaissance years during which the
protestant queen Joana d’Albret ruled.
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Javi Cillero (Bilbao, 1961) narrator and translator of Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott
Fitzgerald, Robert Bloch, Raymond Chandler, Mark Twain, Charles Dickens, and others, received the 1999 Donostia Hiria (City of Donostia-San Sebastián) award for theater
for his play Uztailaren laua, Renon (Fourth of July in Reno). Cillero’s play was chosen over
twelve other plays entered in the contest. Set in the United States, the play deals with
emigration and the meeting of generations, and even though the subject matter is Basque
people, its point of view is universal.
Enkarni Genua (Donostia-San Sebastián, 1942) created the Txontxongillo puppet
group in 1971 with her husband, Manuel Gómez. She has travelled all over Euskal Herria with her show Erreka Mari (Mari of the River), which tells the story of the last lamia
(river nymph) of the Basque Country. She also wrote the award-winning play Ostiralero
afaria (Dinner on Fridays), which deals with the need for dialogue in Basque society.
Pablo Barrio (Agurain, 1958) won the 2003 Altzaga Award for his first published
work, Ama hor al zaude (Mother, Are You There?), which deals, in a realistic tone, with the
cruel reality of hunger and the various methods of human trafficking in Africa.
Aitor Arana (Legazpi, 1963) is a prolific author who has developed several genres
and received numerous awards. Among these is the 2002 Altzaga Award for Lagun-mina
(Beloved Friend).
Mikel Ugalde (Errenteria, 1940) wrote Añarberen bila (In Search of Añarbe) and Bake
biltzarraren ildotik (Around the Peace Congress), which received the 1999 Altzaga Award.
He reflects on the societal and employment problems of the community that surrounds
him.
Alaitz Olaizola (Azpeitia, 1975), won the Toribio Altzaga award for Zereko zera zertzen
delako (The Thing for the Thingy Thing, 2002), and the Donostia Hiria award for Clitemnestraren itzulera (Clitemenestra’s Return), a modern adaptation of the classical Greek
myth.
To summarize the outlook of Basque dramatic literature during the post-Franco era,
I would say that there are various trends and schools (realism, costumbrismo, symbolism,
comic theater, tragic theater, historic theater, theater of the absurd) and that in general,
the authors are relatively young. Also, regarding historical theater, historical information
and accuracy are of little interest and are used only as an excuse for the condemnation
of present-day politics, or for the purpose of including poetic elements such as song and
dance in the pastoral.
Thus, it is unsurprising that given the unavoidable, objective, and blunt reality of
history and the daily horror of violence, comedies seem to be proliferating, a fact that
illustrates the motto Labaien advocated in his theater poetics: “negarra labur irria luze”
(little tears and much laughter), because as François Rabelais said, it is “Better to write of
laughter than of tears / For laughter is essence of mankind.”17

17. Francois Rabelais, The Complete Works of Rabelais: Gargantua and Pantagruel, trans. Jacques Le Clerc (New
York: The Modern Library, 1944), xxxiii.
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The Essay in Basque
Xabier Altzibar Aretxabaleta

The literary term essay, essai in French and ensayo in Spanish, is saiakera in Basque, although
the terms en(t)seiu and saio have also been used. All of these terms, Basque and others,
come from the Vulgar Latin exagium, which means “trial” or “test.”
The science of literature places the essay among the literary genres. It is a literary
genre in nonfictional prose that is distinguished from fictional and nonfictional narrative. The two essential characteristics of the essay are an attitude of reflection or open
thinking, and a structure conditioned by the same. Furthermore, the stylistic finish is in
keeping with the aspiring choice of subject matter. However, many dictionaries of literature, handbooks, and style guides in Spanish and other languages opt for more general
definitions than the one we have presented here.
Other essential characteristics mentioned by the handbooks are the delivery, the subjectivity, the involvement, the autobiographical aspect, and the confessions of the author.
The author requests and requires the opinion of the reader and invites a critical reception
or a dialogue. Thus, the essay may consist of letters, dialogues, or other literary forms or
techniques belonging to other genres.
It is an open-structured genre: it does not generally have a strict formal or predetermined structure, nor a logical and systematic order (in contrast to discourse, monographic study, scientific treatise, and other forms), although it does have an order or
internal style often defined by the purpose or the idea. The modes of discourse and
language may be freely chosen: generally discursive and predominated by argument or
exposition, although a variety of forms may be employed as required.
The essay is a friendly and formal genre of great freedom, and as a result, an
extremely flexible instrument in the hands of the writer. The writer’s personality dictates
the topic and the audience, the purpose of the essay, the relationships with the reader, the
structure, the literary forms, the tone, and the style.
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The essay varies in length: there are long ones, although in general and relative
terms essays tend to be short. Essays may be published in book form; in literary, cultural
or academic magazines; in the press or on the Internet.

Forms Included within the Essay: History and Trends
According to Dominique Combe, within the literary essay we may come across philosophical or theoretical discourse, autobiography, memoir, personal diary, the carnet or
notebook, letters, accounts or reports, travel stories, and so on, provided the author places
an emphasis on reflection, ideas, and discursive thought, and not on imagination.1
The essay is differentiated from other related writings with which it may have things
in common, such as for example informative or communicative texts, doctrinal, ideological, religious or moral texts, propaganda, eulogies, diatribes, and so on. It is also
differentiated from discourses, and in a strict sense, from historical and philosophical dissertations and simple treatises, as well as from research, interpretative works, syntheses,
or communicative works (generally in scientific-technical language). In many cases the
differences are not so clear in practice, however. As a result, it can be difficult to distinguish an essay from a journalistic article.
The essay is a relatively recent genre that first saw the light during the Renaissance,
although some have been cited from Classical Greco-Latin times, such as Dialogues of
Plato, the Epistulae morales ad Lucilium of Seneca, the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, and so
on, because their forms are structurally linked to the essay (epistle, diary, dialogue). The
person recognized as the father of the essay as an independent literary genre is Michel de
Montaigne (1533–92), a French writer from the region of Aquitaine. It was he who gave
the genre its name, which he took directly from one of his works, Essais (1580–95; translated into Basque by Eduardo Gil Bera, Entseiuak I, II, II, 1992, 1993). Montaigne used
this term “essai” to refer to the methodological nature of his reflections. The essay is, for
Montaigne, a discursive, informal, intimate, personal, and open-structured text. In the
foreword to his work he writes, “Thus, reader, I am myself the matter of my book.”2
The English writer Francis Bacon (1566–1626) also contributed to the birth of the
genre, using the same term to label his philosophical-religious meditations (Essays, 1597;
last ed., 1625). Bacon’s essays approach the treatise. They are concise and brief (a few
hundred words, while those of Montaigne can reach up to several thousand); more aphoristic, didactic, and dogmatic than those of Montaigne; and have a less personal tone.
Bacon stressed the pragmatic, useful character of the essay, thus giving birth to the essay
of ideas.
Although it originated from these two models, the European essay branched out from
its origins. In Spain the essay gradually acquired prestige, and in the twentieth century
1. Dominique Combe, Les genres littéraires (Paris: Hachette, 1992), 10.
2. Michel de Montaigne, The Complete Works of Montaigne: Essays, Travel Journal, Letters, trans. Donald M. Frame
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2010), 2.
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the great writers developed and consolidated the genre. In the European tradition, the
serious topics of philosophy, history, culture, aesthetics; and literature predominated,
with political-ideological intentions, the discussion of ideas, and frequently, polemic at
their core. Among the philosophical essayists and cultural critics, those who stood out
include Montesquieu, Friedrich Nietzsche, Aldous Huxley, Miguel de Unamuno, José
Ortega y Gasset, Oswald Spengler, Walter Benjamin, Karl Jaspers, Bloch, Theodore
Adorno, Georg Lukács, Albert Camus, and Jean-Paul Sartre among others. And we must
not forget that among the poets and literary historians we have Oscar Wilde, T. S. Eliot,
Paul Valéry, André Gide and Thomas Mann, E. R. Curtius, Robert Musil, and so on.
The essay, an ideal genre for the development and discussion of ideas and the furthering of thinking, continues to enjoy prestige and success in the intellectual and literary world. As a result, the essay has become established (awards, critics, reviews, and
coverage in the press). It remains to be seen, however, what the future of the essay will be
in the present age, given that technical progress and the modern way of life (television,
consumerism) do not encourage reading.

The Essay in the Basque Language: Specific Conditions, Evolution, and
Problems
The differences in the conception of the essay determine the study of the history and
evolution of the essay in Basque. The thinker and essayist Joxe Azurmendi, who covers
the Basque essay in a global fashion (almost certainly for the first time), considers the
literary status of the essay to be unstable.3 He specifically cites V. M. de Aguiar e Silva,
who asserts that the essay occupies an ambiguous position, sharing the status of literary
existence, but not totally and purely.4
Azurmendi conceives of the essay in Basque in a broad sense, both historically and
in terms of the inclusion of the various different types of essay. For example, he includes
the treatise Kristau Fedea (Christian Faith, 1986) by Father Luis Villasante, Jainkoaren
billa (Looking for God, 1971) by Orixe, and Lanaren antropologia (The Anthropology of
Work, 1973) by R. Garate, along with works of communication and research such as
Euskalerri’ko leen gizona (The First Basque Man, 1934) by the prehistorian and anthropologist José Miguel Barandiaran and Amasei seme Euskalerri’ko (Sixteen Children of the Basque
Country, 1958) by Jon Etxaide.5 He also includes journalistic articles, for example those
of J. Hiriart-Urruty. According to Azurmendi, the first essay, in the strict historical and
traditional sense, given the choice of topics and their treatment, was without doubt that
of Jusef Egiategi, Filosofo Huskaldunaren Ekheia (Matters for the Basque Philosopher, writ3. Joxe Azurmendi, “Euskarazko saioa XX: Mendean,” Hegats 4 (1991): 177–99.
4. V. M. de Aguiar e Silva, Teoría de la Literatura (Madrid: Gredos, 1972), 34.
5. Joxe Azurmendi, “Euskarazko saioa XX: Mendean,” 181–82.
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ten before 1785 and published in 1983).6 This conception, in the aspects we have just
mentioned at least, contrasts with the one we presented in this article earlier.
The essay in Basque developed under a series of conditions that are somewhat different to those of more widespread languages such as Spanish and French. It would seem
we cannot speak of the essay in the Basque language until the twentieth century, at least
in the strict literary sense. This genre requires writers of the genre and several hundred
educated readers. In the Basque Country these conditions have only lately been fulfilled,
due to the scarcity of readers until relatively recent times. We should point out, however,
the exception of Jean Etxepare. In the Southern Basque Country there was a void until
the postwar period. Before then, the concern with instruction or indoctrination and the
spread of propaganda took precedence over reflection.
After the book by Salbatore Mitxelena (1958) on Unamuno, and especially since
the mid-1960s, young intellectuals from new generations began to publish essays. In this
period of the rebirth of the Basque essay—and the renovation of Basque literature—some
adjustments took place to the definition, characteristics, and values of the essay.7
In terms of the publication medium, up to approximately the 1970s, essays were published more often in literary, cultural, and religious magazines than in book form. The
difficulty of publishing essays in book form was due, to a large degree, to censorship:
Franco’s dictatorship would not tolerate the publication of this type of literature. The
first essay collections written during Franco’s regime (S. Mitxelena, Txillardegi) were
published outside the country, in Baiona (Northern Basque Country). As such, for the
main part, up to the 1970s the essay in Basque developed thanks to journalism, seminars,
and magazines (such as Euzko Gogoa, Jakin, Egan). They were generally short essays. The
readers of the 1950s and 1960s composed small intellectual groups of a few hundred
people who shared similar cultural sensibilities and political inclinations.
Between 1970 and 1975, something of a boom occurred in the ideological essay
in book form, coupled with an undeniable quantitative increase in a young readership
more open to culture than in previous decades. The publication medium, whether books
or magazines, conditioned and continues to condition the essay and the way it is written, as did the ideological line of the publishing house which published it: the Hasta
penak (Origins) collection by the Lur publishing house, Irakur Sail (Reading Matters) by
Herri-Gogoa, Gero (Future) by the Jesuits, and Jakin (Know) by the (former) Franciscans,
among others.8 In any case, the essay took on a growing importance during this period,
which is also reflected in the comparable number of essay awards available alongside
those for poetry, novels, and drama.
6. Ibid., 178.
7. Jose Luis Alvarez Enparantza “Txillardegi,” “Saiakera eta hizkuntzen pizkundea,” in Salbatore Mitxelena,
Jakin sorta 2 (1970): 55–64; and Martin Ugalde, “Literatur-motak mugatu nahian asmo batzuk,” Euskera 19 (1974):
302.
8. See Joxe Azurmendi, “Euskarazko saioa XX: Mendean.”
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Since the political transition (1978–79), the situation has changed. The teaching of
Basque has become established and the conditions for the writing and publication of literary works have improved. Thanks to the initiative of some publishing houses and the
organization of awards financed by savings banks and cultural and political institutions
from the Basque Country, books of essays now receive more financial and institutional
support. The grants and research grants from the Department of Culture of the Basque
Government and from a range of cultural, political, and financial organizations, together
with those from publishing houses, have helped the writing and publication of essays.
Thus it can be said that the establishment of Basque literature in general has helped to
develop this genre.
But how many essays are published, and how many and which people read essays
written in Basque? According to Joan Mari Torrealdai, the essay accounted for 1.5 percent
of books in Basque in 1995, 3.6 percent in 1996, and 7.1 percent in 1998.9 Has the essay
become an engrained habit in regular adult readers of books in Basque? Given that it is a
genre that lends itself to the transmission and dissemination of ideas by means of translation, it makes sense that the number of readers should increase.
The flexibility of the essay and its relations with other genres pose problems in distinguishing between them, for example, between the essay and the article: both have been
published in literary or cultural magazines of a social nature (e.g., Jakin); the topics of
interest of articles and essays are often the same; and many writers who have started out
by writing articles in the press have evolved toward the essay for its prestige—this is a fairly
general trend.
We can also come across difficulties when distinguishing between literary criticism
and the essay. In any case, the existence of a European tradition of literary and critical
essayism must be considered. The difficulty in distinguishing between the essay and criticism increases in the case of nonliterary but ideological, political, cultural criticism, and
so on.
The essay in Basque has drifted and continues to drift with great difficulty between
the Scylla of didacticism and the Charybdis of research. We must distinguish between the
essay and the academic or pure piece of research or article. On the other hand, in practice
it also turns out to be somewhat difficult to distinguish between the ideological essay and
discourses or theoretical dissertations and many others. A lack of definition seems to persist, at least in practice. Despite all of this, the essay holds enormous importance for Basque
writing, being an ideal and necessary genre for the development of educated prose.

Jean Etxepare, the First Essayist
Although we could mention some possible predecessors of the essay (Jusef Egiategi, Juan
Antonio Mogel), according to Lafitte, Jean Etxepare (1877–1935), doctor by profession
9. Joan Mari Torrealdai, Euskal kultura gaur: Liburuaren mundua (Donostia-San Sebastián: Jakin, 1997), 109.

272

Part 3: Modern Basque Literature

and a great writer, is considered to be the first essayist in Basque in the strictest sense.10
He published his first book, Buruxkak (1910), with a clear literary intention, labeling it
a “book of essays” in a letter to Julio de Urquijo. Buruxkak, which can be translated as
“ears of wheat,” according to Jean Casenave equates to glanes in French, a fashionable title
at the end of the nineteenth century in French literary circles to designate a collection of
quite different texts collected into one book.11
In effect, Buruxkak consists of a collection of chronicles, articles, and essays. Among
them, two have become famous for having been censored and cut from Lafitte’s 1941 edition and then reincorporated into that of 1980. They were “Nor eskolemaile, zer irakats”
(Who Should Teach and What), and “Amodioa” (Love). In the former, the author deals
with the problem of public and secular teaching that was being imparted all over France
with the suppression and expulsion of the religious assemblies. Etxepare takes a moderate position, although it was perhaps somewhat bold at the time: he defends a network
of public teaching and another private one, this at the expense of the Catholic Church,
in which the teachers are secular, and if possible, religious fathers.
In “Amodioa,” Etxepare makes use of the dialogue form and the pretext a fictitious
reunion of two old classmates who meet for a meal to discuss contrasting ideas about
physical love. As with the dialogues of Plato, the personalities reflect different and systematized points of view (hedonist, idealist, conformist, positivist), without the author
explicitly opting for any of them but leaving the plurality of points of view in evidence.
Sexuality, the object of the discussion, is not limited to that existing between men and
women, but includes onanism, homosexuality, and bestiality—taboo topics at the time—
and also sexual relations between animals, as well as the love of objects and study and
the cultivation of the spirit. This essay stands out, apart from its subtle structure, for its
virtuosity of the stylistic expression. According to Casenave, Buruxkak is characterized
by the following:12
• Some of the topics are unprecedented in Basque culture. Furthermore, the
author distinguishes himself with the bold treatment of the topics and the bold
and even provocative points of view, along with a sincerity in expressing his
positions, which are contrary to general opinion. In the final analysis, Etxepare
stands out for his freedom of expression.
• Direct author–reader relationship: written conversational practice of the authorenunciator with the speaker; distance of the enunciator with respect to the object
under reflection; changes of perspective in the observation of a single reality;
abundance of autobiographical elements.
10. Piarres Lafitte, Le Basque et la littérature d’expression basque en Labourd, Basse Navarre et Soule (Baiona: Librairie
de Livre, 1941), 71.
11. See Jean Casenave, “Le renouvellement de la prose basque à travers Buruchkak (1910) de Jean Etchepare,”
Lapurdum III (1998): 221–28, and De l’article de presse à l’essai littéraire: Buruchkak (1910) de Jean Etchepare (Madrid:
UNED, 2004).
12. Ibid.
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• Priority of textual forms that invite reflection: the argumentation is supported
by the narrative, explicative, and descriptive forms, making the reading more
varied and pleasant. Likewise, there is a change and variety of registers (lyrical,
emotive, ironic).
Etxepare’s style is literary and personal and is characterized by brief phrases and a sententious style, literary use of language, mobility of the elements in the prose, and lexical
richness. Literary play and freedom to write about any issue were very important to him.
Nevertheless, the work was a failure, and the author was forced to withdraw it due to the
fact that the majority of its potential educated and elite readers were unable to comprehend it. In any case, Buruxkak will remain a refreshing and profoundly original Basque
canonical work, exceptional in its combining of tradition and renewal.
Etxepare’s second book, Beribilez (By Car), published in the magazine Gure Herria, (Our Country—1929–32, and later as a book, 1931), tells of the return journey
from Kanbo (Northern Basque Country) to Loiola (the birthplace of Saint Ignatius, in
Azpeitia, Gipuzkoa) during the course of one day. The predominant literary form is the
description of the landscape, the characters, and the places: a rapid and impressionist
description that goes from external to internal aspects and breathes life into these places,
combining the author’s own reflections with dialogues between unclearly depicted characters that reflect different points of view and allow the author to distance himself from
his subject.
Beribilez extends the range of topics covered by the author. Some, for example the
Basque language or the Charters of Navarre, reflect an increased awareness of historical
and cultural identity; others are of striking current importance in the Southern Basque
Country, such as the negative consequences of industrialization. The issue of religion
is covered, but in a more distanced manner. The tone is personal, critical, ironic, provocative at times, nostalgic, and skeptical. Beribilez is a work of maturity, in contrast to
Buruxkak, which is a work of youth. Beribilez is also somewhat different from Buruxkak in
terms of language and style, incorporating words from the Southern Basque Country,
especially from Gipuzkoan Basque, as well as Sabinian neologisms, starting with the title
itself. The syntax reflects movement and speed, variety, virtuosity, and tension. The style
reflects a greater balance (in syntactic construction and rhythm), a greater use of phonostylistic and musical elements, and a greater variation in expression (above all in the high
literary register) than in Buruxkak.

The Postwar Period: Salbatore Mitxelena
After the Civil War (1936–39) expression in Basque went into exile and secrecy. However, the ideology of Franco’s dictatorship and National Catholicism was rejected by
intellectuals and religious people of the 1950s generation (Salbatore Mitxelena, Koldo
Mitxelena, Federiko Krutwig, Jokin Zaitegi, and others) and this rejection eventually
exploded in the sixties (Txillardegi, the Jakin group, Aresti, and others).
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Salbatore Mitxelena (1919–65), a Franciscan father from Zarautz, published Unamuno
eta Abendats, Bilbotar filosofuaren eta Euskal-Animaren jokerei antzemate batzuk (Unamuno and
Abendats, a Few Thoughts on the Bilbao Philosopher and the Ways of the Basque Soul)
in 1958 in Baiona under the pseudonym Iñurritza. The name Abendats is meaningful:
abenda (race) + ats (breath or soul): “Abendats: what all of us Basques carry within us and
what makes us beat individually.” At other times Abendats appears as a reflection or alter
ego of the author himself.
S. Mitxelena’s essay is motivated by Unamuno’s assertions that Basque is a rationally
impractical language and his prediction of its death. Unamuno was the most universally
known Basque at the time, and his philosophy awoke interest in other Basque-speaking
intellectuals. Nevertheless, given the fact that Unamuno was considered to be a bitter
enemy of the Basque language in Basque nationalist circles and that two of his works had
been condemned by the Catholic Church, writing about such a thorny issue comprised
a real feat of courage for Mitxelena, as stated by Nemesio Etxaniz.13
Unamuno’s personality and above all his Basqueness is what interested Mixtelena.
Through Unamuno, the author pretends to discern attitudes of the “Basque soul,” a
theme set within the atmosphere of the postwar crisis (a crisis of Basque identity—after
the confrontation and subsequent defeat in the war—and the first symptoms of a religious
crisis). In this sense Mitxelena is, perhaps, the best exponent of this postwar “agony,” in
the Unamunian sense, which Mixtelena wants us to feel. His book is not an analytical
essay, written to a plan, but consists of reflections by the author which arise from a passionate struggle.14 What follows are some of, in our opinion, the most important characteristics of this essay:
• Dialogist and open attitude: with the philosopher Unamuno (even in verse),
with the reader, and the author with himself. Mixtelena treats the figure of
Unamuno with profound sympathy, identifies with him personally and emotionally, and identifies the Basque people with him. In this respect, Mitxelena differs,
for example, from Jose Ariztimuño “Aitzol,” a guide to Basque culture before the
war, who in his book La muerte del euskara (The Death of Basque) did no more
than point out Unamuno’s errors and flaws.15 Mixtelena confesses, or speaks of
himself, quite frequently. He echoes the slightly miserable cultural atmosphere
in Basque society and its press. He criticizes the abertzales or Basque nationalists
and the Basque fundamentalists who want a Basque Country in accordance with
their vision and style, and he defends tolerance and pluralism.
• Predominance of argumentative expressive forms. To Unamuno’s assertion of
the inability of the Basque language to express spiritual life, Mitxelena responds:
13. Nemesio Etxaniz, “Salbatore saiolari,” Jakin sorta 2 (1970): 99–118.
14. Joxe Azurmendi, “Euskarazko saioa XX: Mendean,” 188–90.
15. Jose Ariztimuño, La muerte del euskara o los profetas de mal agüero (Donostia-San Sebastián: Euskaltzaleak,
1931), 10.

The Essay in Basque

275

“If Unamuno were to have written in Basque, he would not have written as well;
and as a result, would not have come to attain such fame.”16 The author also
intersperses other expressive forms (narration in a popular style and tone, with
an abundance of colloquial expressions and jokes).
• The structure of the essay and the tone are flexible. Although the tone in general is serious, when the author argues with Unamuno he uses a familiar or
colloquial tone, characteristic of a discussion between fellow countrymen, and
in contrast, the tone changes when he refers to Franco’s regime (through veiled
and ironic criticisms and allusions to the regime).
Mitxelena’s language is varied in standards and registers of language, lexicon, and syntax; it is skilful, bold, and creative, at times even consciously violating grammatical
rules. There is, nevertheless, sometimes a slightly colorful mix of linguistic levels. It is
a rhetorical language with poetic resonances that exploits the figures of repetition and
intensification—rhetorical figures characteristic of preachers as well as poets. The recurrence to proverbs and images (e.g., the comparison of crushed apples in the press to refer
to Basque is another one of the Mitxelena’s favorites). Mitxelena’s style is concise and
elliptic, sinewy, rich, elaborate, rhythmical, and full of subtleties.

The Essay in the Magazines of the Postwar Period
It was cultural magazines in the Basque language that published articles and essays in the
postwar period: Euzko Gogoa, Egan, Jakin, Olerti, and Euskera, among others. Some of these
promoted the essay directly and decisively (as the case of Jakin, discussed below).
Euzko Gogoa, published by and at the expense of Zaitegi in Guatemala, published a
series of articles in its “Yakintza” section (which could be translated as Knowledge or Science): articles of a didactic nature, such as “Landareetaz atsapenak (Botanika-asimasiak)”
(Basic Lessons on Botany) by Andima Ibiñagabeitia (Euzko Gogoa, 1951, 1952); of an
informational or expository nature, such as those by Jon Mirande on parapsychology; or
the articles on art and beauty, such as those by Nikolas Ormaetxea “Orixe.”
Special attention should be paid to the essays and essay-like writings by Orixe and of
Jokin Zaitegi that appeared in Euzko Gogoa. Jokin Zaitegi, a poet and translator of Plato,
is the author of the book Platon’eneko atarian (At the Threshold of Plato’s House, 1961),
composed of a series of studies and forewords to his translations of the works of Plato,
written in a cultured and purist Basque.
Nikolas Ormaetxea Orixe, a poet, prose writer, and a guide to the Basque writers of
the generation who lived through the war, published numerous journalistic articles and
other research articles on the topics of philosophy, literary criticism, folklore, religion, linguistics, and more in cultural magazines such as Jesusen Biotza’ren Deya, Revista Internacional
16. Salbatore Mitxelena, Unamuno eta Abendats: Bilbotar filosofuaren eta Euskal-Animaren jokerei antzemate batzuk
(Baiona: 1958), 59.
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de Estudios Vascos, Euskera, Euskal Esnalea, Yakintza, Euzko Gogoa, and Gernika. The series
of ten articles on art and beauty and aesthetics, published in Euzko Gogoa (1951–1952,
1955), could be considered essays given their formal unity and literary style, as the editor Paulo Iztueta saw them, publishing N. Ormaetxea Orixe: Idazlan Guztiak, (N. Ormaetxea
Orixe: Complete Writings) in 1991, although this work could be said to be closer to a
treatise.
Quito’n arrebarekin (In Quito with my Sister—Euzko Gogoa, 1950–54), in the form of
a dialogue between Orixe and his sister, is a personal work with autobiographical references written from a theological viewpoint and reflecting the drama of many Catholic
Basques, including those from Navarre, during the war and the postwar period, as well
as stating that the Catholic hierarchy blessed the atrocities committed by those who rose
up in arms against the Republic. Other works by Orixe, such as Jainkoaren billa (Looking
for God), are more like treatises on theology or mysticism than essays.

Jon Mirande
Jon Mirande deserves a special mention. Mirande (1925–1973), a great poet and prose
writer in the Basque language, lived in Paris, forced into exile by Franco’s dictatorship.
He exerted a great literary influence in the 1970s and 1980s, writing in Basque literary
and cultural magazines (Euzko Gogoa, Gernika, Egan, Igela, Elgar) as well as Breton ones
(Ar Stourmer, etc.). Some of his short stories and essays were collected into the anthology
Jon Miranderen Idazlan Hautatuak (Jon Mirande’s Selected Writings, Gero, 1976, edited
by Txomin Peillen). The articles he published in the aforementioned magazines can be
divided into two groups: those of an ideological-political nature, or social criticism, and
the essays of a more cultural-philosophical bent.
The former have been republished, for the most part, under the title Miranderen lan
kritikoak (Mirande’s Critical Works, Pamiela, 1985, collection by J. M. Larrea). Some of
the more typical ones criticize the Basque people’s folklorism, arrogance, and lack of
criticism and conscience. In these works, an argumentative mode of discourse and critical
tone predominate, although there are those with a sarcastic, or rather ironic or satirical
tone, also typical of the Mirande. These essays best demonstrate his atypical ideology,
which was labeled heterodox in the Basque media. Mirande is a nationalist and believes
in the value of race and ethnicity, especially in the Basque language, but he is a also
pagan and lays claim to the values of paganism and of the ancient Basques. He is against
Christianity and Christian democracy, which he labels as Jewish; he considered himself
a filo-fascist. However, Mirande was not a politician but a writer and an aesthete.
Articles of a cultural-philosophical nature, or a series of articles of a certain length
with a formal unity around a theme, or of an informative-expositive nature, have been
classified as essays by Peillen and, in effect, they could be considered as such, in the broad
sense. Among them are those which Mirande, a great celtologist, wrote on the Irish and
Cornish languages. As he explained, Mirande’s interest in the state of Celtic languages
was due to “the benefit which would arise from knowing what had been done to save the
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mother tongue of the radical nationalists of other small European peoples like ourselves
whose own mother tongue was in danger of extinction.”17
Mirande is also the author of a rather long essay on parapsychology, “Jakintza berri
bat: psikologi gaindikoa” (A New Science: Parapsychology), a wide-ranging exposition of the variety of schools of thought within parapsychology, as well as providing
information and personal opinions on the topic. The author tells us of his experiences
and experiments18 and gives the reader his advice.19 The essay overflows with erudition
and knowledge: the topic is unprecedented in Basque, and the terminology is difficult.
Mirande invents technical, personal, psychological, and parapsychological words. Other
essays appear to have been lost, such one titled “Giza gaindikoa Nietzscheren arauera”
(Beyond Humanity According to Nietzsche), which was fifty pages in length, according
to Peillen, who read it more than forty-five years ago.
Mirande also wrote other shorter articles or essays about superhumans in the Celtic
and Basque folklore, pagan mythology, and his own beliefs (“Nere sinestea” [My Belief],
translated and published in Ar Stourmer in Breton by his friend Goulvenn Pennaod).
Mirande’s essays are informative and expositive (leaving aside his critical articles), and
his literary style as well as his elegant, fine, purist diction are worth noting.

Koldo Mitxelena
Koldo Mitxelena (1914–87), a Basque philologist and linguist, promoted Basque literature with the magazine Egan. He wrote a number of works in Spanish on Basque linguistics and literature. His writings in Basque were published in Egan, Euskera, Anaitasuna,
Zeruko Argia, and other periodicals, and subsequently in a number of books, including Mitxelenaren Euskal Idazlan Hautatuak (Mitxelena’s Selected Basque Works, 1972), and
posthumously in nine volumes published in 1988 under the title Euskal Idazlan Guztiak
(All the Basque Works) and Zenbait hitzaldi (Some Lectures).
Mitxelena’s Basque articles mainly deal with language and literary criticism and
cover a range of genres, such as reviews (more than 140) of books published during his
time and longer articles or essays about Basque literature. Among these, some revolve
around literature in general (e.g., “Asaba zaharren baratza”—Our Ancestor’s Orchard);
others deal with Basque authors (classical or modern, such as Gabriel Aresti or Txi
llardegi). We have already mentioned the difficulty in distinguishing between linguisticliterary criticism and the essay in K. Mitxelena’s case.
Although some of Mitxelena’s texts are more informative or expositive, the most
typical are the controversial ones. In “Asaba zaharren baratza” (1960), the author argues
with Orixe and, as in other essays or articles of the same type, attempts to give his
17. Txomin Peillen, ed., Jon Miranderen Idazlan Hautatuak (Bilbao: Gero, 1976), 281.
18. Jon Mirande, “Jakintza berri bat: Psikologi gaindikoa,” Euzko Gogoa 11–12 (1951): 325–28.
19. Ibid., 319.
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opinions on different topics related to language, thought, and European culture, but
always with a current perspective. In “Euzko-Gogoa eta Euskera” (1956) he argues against
Zaitegi, defending the use of Spanish and other languages in research papers on Basque
issues. “Pro domo” (1972) deals with language as a means of communication and social
expression, as well as the need to establish links between old and new generations. Below
we note of some of the constant characteristics of these essays, written over a period of
fifteen years:
• Mitxelena’s essays often feature personal and autobiographical references and
a polemic tone. In these essays, Mitxelena personalizes many of the questions
debated in the circles of Basque intellectuals and readers. In “Pro Domo,” written after the 1968 meeting in Arantzazu that began the process of unification
of Basque and that riled some people, Mitxelena defends the unification of the
Basque language and the need to integrate and include the new generations in
the process. Some of his interesting ideas include the thirst for culture and the
need to see things through modern eyes.
• The most important mode of discourse in these essays is argumentation; a
fierce argumentation, it is rich and srictly obeys the laws of argumentation, even
though this is not obligatory in the essay.
• The model of rhetorical composition and language (elaborate openings and
closings, use of rhetorical-argumentative manipulation of proverbs and idioms,
educated and ironic allusions) plays an important role in his essays. Conscious of
the fact that the reader is the judge of polemic, Mitxelena knows how to adjust
the tone and the linguistic level required by serious argumentation, and how to
alternate it with humour, irony, and sarcasm in the polemic, sometimes even
using misinterpretations and dabbling with ridicule.
Mitxelena contributed an elegant and literary style, rich and full of subtleties, which
made a somewhat heavy use of puns and was tempered with images. His writing is well
known for its witticism and inventiveness, along with preciseness in expression and dogmatic phrases in the style of proverbs. Mitxelena was a stylist; wise and critical, lively and
pedagogical, he is one of the masters of essayistic prose in Basque.

Jose Luis Alvarez “Txillardegi”
Jose Luis Alvarez Enparantza (1929), better known as “Txillardegi,” a linguist and novelist, was something of an influence on young people from the 1968–70 generation. He is
the author of numerous articles on a range of topics related to Basque and the Basque
Country, some of them polemic, published in Branka, Jakin, Zeruko Argia in his time
in exile, and subsequently in the magazine Argia, the newspaper Euskaldunon Egunkaria,
and so on. Many of them have been collected in Euskal Herritik erdal herrietara (From the
Basque Country to Foreign Countries, 1978).
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Txillardegi decisively promoted the essay in theory. His article “Saiakera eta hizkuntzen pizkundea” (The Rebirth of Essay Writing and Languages, 1966), which advocated the promotion of the essay, appears to set a path that many young essayists, from
the Jakin group and others, would follow with their books of ideological essays in the
years 1970–75. But above all, Txillardegi promoted the essay in his own books.
Huntaz eta hartaz (Hamar saiakera labur) (About This and That [Ten Short Essays]),
published in 1965 by Goiztiri (a publishing company created by him and other exiles in
the Northern Basque Country) was a book of ten relatively short essays that renewed
the Basque essay “removing it from the pages of magazines and giving it a subtle and
functional language, of which it was in need.”20 He contributed new, modern, European, and universal topics: existential topics and topics with existential scope (death, the
death of the universe), religious-moral topics (Christianity), humanist topics (left-wing
versus right-wing views, intellectuals versus men of action, the upper class and so on),
political-ideological topics in relation to the Basque Country (Carlism, the folklorism of
the beret and the “euskotarras” [Basque patriots], and the non-Basque-speaking Basques,
for example). The abundance of references and citations demonstrates the author’s cultural scope and his preferences: from French authors such as Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
to the eastern philosophy of Buddha and Mohandas Gandhi.
The author recognizes the influence Buddhism has had on him and criticizes the
desire for mundane triumph and the technical nature of modern European life. He also
recognized the influence of the existentialism of Søren Kierkegaard, Miguel de Unamuno,
and other French authors on the subject of death. According to Joxe Azurmendi, while S.
Mitxelena covers the topic of the Basque soul, Txillardegi covers man, not as a theoretical
problem but as an existential one, that is to say, pondering the latter sense. Txillardegi’s
position is anti-Kantian and existentialist.21 The language of Huntaz eta hartaz is modern
and educated (very different, for example, from that of S. Mitxelena, which is more
traditional and rhetorical, despite the fact that the two books were only published nine
years apart).
Hizkuntza eta pentsakera (Language and Thought, 1972) deals with the relationship
between language, logic, and thought. According to the author, who writes under the
pseudonym Larresoro, language acquires the role of a guide to thought, and marks and
conditions the users of the language. Language is not the daughter of logic, according
to the author, and as a result, languages differ between one and other. He defends, in
the end, the Humboldtian theory that language provides a vision of the world, or in
other words, that different languages mold the thinking of the peoples who speak them.
He bases this on Basque phonology and the names of the colors. Nevertheless, in light
of present-day studies on generative grammar, this is not thought to be the case. However, there are some positive aspects to the work. According to Jon Sudupe, Larresoro
20. See Ibon Sarasola, Euskal literaturaren historia (Donostia-San Sebastián: Lur, 1970).
21. Joxe Azurmendi, “Euskarazko saioa XX: Mendean,” 190–99.
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is credited, among other things, with raising awareness the social aspects of language.22
Larresoro is credited not only with incorporating ideas and lines of thought into Basque,
but also with furnishing Basque prose with a suitable and elegant theoretical language.
In the book of memoirs or essays Euskal Herria helburu (Destination Basque Country,
1994), Txillardegi tells of and reflects on his activities, how his ideas came about and
developed, the political-cultural atmosphere of the decades of the 1950s, 1960s, and
1970s, and the birth and development of ETA, which he was one of the founders of. This
work holds great value as a direct testimony and living memory.

The Contribution of the Jakin Group and Magazine
The Jakin group (Joseba Intxausti, Azurmendi, Rikardo Arregi, Txillardegi, Eusebio
Osa, and others) and magazine (from 1967–1968 onward), which published articles and
essays of an ideological-political-social nature, has been a fundamental reference for the
essay in the Basque language. Koldo Mitxelena has said that “[b]efore, we knew that
Basque was waiting to be cultivated and even so we often failed to fulfil this duty, because
we were not capable of doing so with sufficient purism. Now we are seeing the people
from Jakin, for example—and it is not just them—struggling to express difficult topics in
Basque.”23
Jakin was created in the Franciscan convent of Arantzazu (in Oñati, Gipuzkoa), in
the 1950s, by young people who had not experienced the war.24 One of Jakin’s original
essayists was Joseba Intxausti. Some writers from previous generations also collaborated
in this magazine, for example Telesforo Monzon, a minister for the Basque Government
during the war and a playwright and poet in exile from the Continental Basque Country as well as a leader of Herri Batasuna since the transition. Monzon published a short
essay titled “Kontzientziaren eboluzinoa” (The Evolution of Conscience, 1969), in which
he dealt with the changes that took place at the time, especially in the Northern Basque
Country.
With respect to the modernization of Basque essay prose, there is no harm, perhaps,
in mentioning the work of the columnists of the young group “Gazte naiz” (I’m Young)
of Zeruko Argia on the initiative of Ramon Saizarbitoria, and that of the Lur publishing
house, created around 1970, with its Hastapenak (Origins) collection of informational
books for basic university education in sociology, economy, literary criticism, linguistics,
and so on, as well as a range of translations of books by European thinkers.
Before mentioning the contribution of Arregi, it is worth bearing in mind that, apart
from the relatively short magazine essays, books of essays began to be published at
22. Jon Sudupe, “Hizkuntza eta pentsakera: Edo estrukturalismoaren mugak,” Hegats 10 (1994): 55–64.
23. Koldo Mitxelena, “Asaba zaharren baratza,” in Mitxelenaren Idazlan Hautatuak, ed. Patxi Altuna (Bilbao:
Mensajero, 1972), 78–79.
24. See Joxe Azurmendi, “Mitxelenaren bere lekuratzeko,” in Salbatore Mitxelena: Idazlan Guztiak II (Oñati:
Arantzazuko Frantziskotar argitaraldia, 1984).
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this time, set in what Joxe Azurmendi calls the “boom” of the ideological book from
1970–75.25 This consisted, on the one hand, of relatively original essays, treatises, and
expositions, and on the other, of translations of ideologists (Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels,
Vladimir Lenin, Maurice Dobb, Bertrand Russell, Frantz Fanon, Claude Lévi-Strauss,
Albert Memmi, and others). In this “boom,” Azurmendi refers to his own essays from the
period; the studies of Gotzon Garate on Marxist authors; the treatise of Roman Garate,
Lanaren antropologia (The Anthropology of Work, 1973); that of Antonio Irala, Bat bitan
banatzen da (1975–76); and others by Paulo Iztueta and Jokin Apalategi, Xabier Mendiguren, Luis Mari Muxika, Manolo Pagola, Juan Mari Torrealdai, and Martin Ugalde.
Marxism was at the center of most of the debates. A number of these authors were
young intellectuals from religious seminaries, students at foreign universities; in many
cases, they belonged to a culture rich in books, although they were probably of a more
open social and cultural mentality than the previous book-rich generations. Whether or
not all of these works are essays, and apart from their objective value given their originality, development of the topic, structuring, and so on, we must not forget, in any case, the
effort of translation in adapting such thought and syntax to the Basque prose and what
this means in terms of the development of a technical language. Azurmendi mentions
that after Franco’s death the ideological debate diminished, as the political debate moved
over to the daily press, written mainly in Spanish.

Rikardo Arregi
Rikardo Arregi (1942–69), who died an early death at the age of twenty-seven, was a
driving force behind the Literacy Campaign of Euskaltzaindia (the Royal Academy of
Basque Language) and the Lur publishing house, and a political columnist and essayist. His articles were collected in several books after his death: Politikaren atarian (At the
Threshold of Politics, 1969); Herriaren lekuko (Witness for the Country, 1972); and Europa,
written collaboratively (1965).
His essays are collected in the book Rikardo Arregi (1971). They are twenty pages in
length and deal with attitudes to Marxism, left-wing and right-wing views (already dealt
with by Txillardegi), and the Catholicism of lovers of the Basque Country and Basquophiles. Some of Arregi’s essays are polemic, especially those that deal with the ideas of
the most important representatives of previous generations, such as Orixe, but also those
regarding Txillardegi in response to the older author’s opinions in Huntaz eta hartaz. The
topics he deals with are relevant to young Basques with Catholic preoccupations and
Basque intellectuals or Marxist sympathizers in moments of ideological and sociopolitical crisis.
Arregi offers a critical approach to the topics he deals with. He incorporates his own
confessions into the essay: he confesses that he is a Catholic and believes in transcendence,
25. Joxe Azurmendi, “Euskarazko saioa XX. mendean,” 179–80.
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confesses he does not like Teilhard de Chardin or Emmanuel Mounier but does like the
theologian J. M. Gonzalez Ruiz. The exposition and the development of the topic predominate in Arregi’s essays, along with argumentation. They are thought out in Basque
and written in a functional language.

The Beginnings of a Path toward the Establishment of the Essay
The literary prizes that Euskaltzaindia began to establish around 1956 (among them a
prize for articles) helped promote the cultivation of prose. Since approximately 1968,
a number of contests and prizes have been stimulating the cultivation of the essay, for
example, the Gernika essay prizes, or the Andima Ibiñagabeitia Prize, organized by
Caracas-ko Euskera Lagunen Elkarteak (Basque Friends Association of Caracas), since
1971. Currently a number of town halls, councils, the Basque Government, and some
cultural organizations organize prizes and publish literary works, including essays, and
research works. These prizes currently comprise the backbone of the essay in the Basque
language.
One of the most important ones is the Mikel Zarate Essay Prize, organized and
published by Euskaltzaindia and the Bilbao Bizkaia Kutxa financial organization. Mikel
Zarate himself promoted the essay on literary criticism and, following in his footsteps,
many prize-winning essays have been studies or analyses of authors from Basque literature. Irun Hiria Literatura Sariak (City of Irun Literature Prizes), awarded by the Kutxa
Foundation, which was created in 1971, has been organizing an essay prize since 1994,
along with prizes for short stories, novels, and poetry. Among the Basque Literature
Prizes, there is the Pedro Axular Essay Prize created by the Basque Government in 1994.
The Autonomous Council of Araba organizes the Becerro de Bengoa Essay Prize in
Basque and Spanish (since approximately 1989), and the Navarre Council organizes the
Xalbador Prize.
There are research prizes that may indirectly contribute to financing the essay, such
as the Santi Onaindia Prize for literary research from the Zornotza Town Council; or the
Justo Garate Prize from the Bergara Town Council; or Juan San Martín, from Eibar. The
private sector, consisting of business enterprises and publishing houses, has also encouraged the production and publication of essays. We could stress the Juan Zelaia Saria
Prize and the work of Erein with its Saiopaperak collection, as well as support from other
publishing houses (Pamiela, Alberdania, Baroja, Elkar, Mensajero).

Joxe Azurmendi
A poet, literary critic, and thinker, Azurmendi began writing essays on social and literary
topics in Jakin, a magazine that he is a member of and edited in the past. He has also
published articles in Branka and Zeruko Argia and numerous books of essays in Basque, a
fact that sets him apart from the rest of the authors. His essays are comprised of works
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on modern thinking from his ideological-political and social viewpoints as well as works
of literary criticism.
His books can be separated into topics: on Marxism and nationalism: Hizkuntza,
etnia eta marxismoa (Language, Ethnic Matters, and Marxism, 1971); relationships between
society, culture, art and literature: Kultura proletarioaz (About Proletarian Culture, 1973),
Iraultza sobietarra eta literatura (Literature and the Russian Revolution, 1975), Artea eta
gizartea (Art and Society, 1978), Errealismo sozialistaz (About Socialist Realism, 1978), and
Kolakowski (with J. Arregi) (1972); Basque nationalism and socialism: Arana Goiriren pen
tsamentu politikoa (Arana Goiri’s Political Thought, 1979), PSOE eta euskal abertzaletasuna:
1894–1934 (The PSOE and Basque Nationalism, 1979), Nazionalismoa/Internazionalismoa
Euskadin (Nationalism and Internationalism in the Basque Country, 1979), and Eibarko
sozialismoaz (Socialism in Eibar); on historical and political issues with a polemic tone:
Espainolak eta euskaldunak (Spaniards and Basques, 1992), Demokratak eta biolentoak (Democrats and Violents, 1997), and Oraingo gazte eroak: gogoetak ETAren sorrera inguruko kultur
giroaz eta gaurkoaz (The Mad Youth of Today: Thoughts about the Culture around ETA
Then and Now, 1998). In both he criticizes the rationality embodied in the rule of law.
Recently in Espainiaren arimaz (About the Soul of Spain, 2006), he has once again criticized
the writings of the ideologists of the Hispanic world, branding them imperialists and
often racists.
About the philosophy of man Azurmendi wrote Gizona abere hutsa da (Man Is Simply
an Animal, 1975), in which he criticizes rationalist western metaphysics and philosophy.
Gizaberearen bakeak eta gerrak (The War and Peace of the Human, 1991) is a continuation
of the same, with some slight changes; he debates whether man is good or bad by nature
and whether nature is more fundamental than nurture or vice versa.
On technique, cooperative work, and other similar subjects, Azurmendi wrote
Teknikaren meditazioa (A Meditation on Technique, 1998), based on the thinking of Carlos
Santamaría. He has also written about the mentality of Arizmendiarrieta, the founder of
Basque cooperativism, and of Etienne Sallaberry, a priest and journalist.
In addition, Azurmendi has written works on Basque literature, mostly about Orixe
and Mirande from the social and philosophical perspective, including Zer dugu Orixeren
kontra (Against Orixe, 1976), Zer dugu Orixeren alde (For Orixe, 1977), Mirande eta kristautasuna (Mirande and Christianity, 1978), and Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Spengler Miranderen
pentsamenduan (Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Spengler in Mirande’s Thought, 1989).
Azurmendi’s essays of an ideological nature show the vigor and force of his thinking. They are a great inspiration and of considerable length. They cover modern European topics in great depth and knowledge. Azurmendi has incorporated the philosophy
and thinking of European thinkers, especially German ones. The constant reference to
Basque cultural production is another characteristic of his writing.
Azurmendi is an intellectual who studies the problem more then the solution. He
knows how to set out and develop thought. He often adopts a polemic tone. In his lan-
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guage he combines an educated register with colloquial expressions, and his prose is fast,
incisive, and ironic.
Espainolak eta euskaldunak (1992, a best-seller of the year) is Azurmendi’s most famous
essay. The first text from this work was written in 1976 as a response to the statements of
Claudio Sánchez-Albornoz about the Basque people and language. It has been translated
into Spanish by Edorta Agirre, with the exception of one chapter (the one entitled “A
Mytho-Pathological Concept of Unity”).
The author adopts a polemic and ironic attitude. In the foreword, he warns us that
this essay is not an investigation, but a game, a mix of anger and humor, and it is written for the amusement of the Basque people. Azurmendi attempts to refute the clichés of
some Spanish intellectuals about the Basques (who assert that Basques were not romanized, that Basque is an uneducated language, and so on). But he seeks out the current
background of the story, such as the myth of the savagery of the Basques is, according
to the author, “a natural product of Spanish nationalism.”26 The author attacks the problem of Basque culture (fundamentally, language), and the lack of conscience of many
Basque-speakers. The presentation and development of ideas and argumentation are the
predominant modes of discourse.
Azurmendi’s Basque is modern and standard, though at the educated level, addressing the more cultured sectors for whom he writes. The author demonstrates great knowledge of the language, and richness and variety of expression. In any case, the content
always predominates over the stylistic aspect or the literary expression.
Other Authors
Below we mention some authors who have published more than one book of essays.
Jose Angel Irigarai (1942), a poet, wrote the essays Euskera eta Nafarroa (The Basque
Language and Navarre, 1973) and Euskara bizitzaren kenkan (Critical Times in the Life of
Basque, 1988). As in his poems, his topics reflect his concern for the future of Navarre
and its Basqueness.
Joseba Sarrionandia (1958), a poet and narrator, is the author of several books of
short essays. Ni ez naiz hemengoa (I’m Not from Here, 1985) is a diary of sorts, written in
prison; more precisely, it consists of structured observations in the form of a calendar,
which is an established essay tradition (e.g., in English literature, Breton published The
Fantasticks [1626], in which observations organized in the form of a calendar). In this
essay, Sarrionandia repeatedly returns to topics and problems related to writing and
dogmatism, literature, rhetoric, expression in Basque, colors, communication, the noise
of words and the need for silence, the universe, melancholy, and so on. These topics
alternate with stories from prison and other anecdotes, all of them masterfully told.
Sarrionandia’s Marginalia (1988) is a collection of short writings around the subject
of literature, poetry, and art. It broadens the repertoire of the previous book, extending
26. Joxe Azurmendi, Los españoles y los euskaldunes (Hondarribia: Hiru, 2006), 38.
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it to include other topics such as power, revolution, language, oppression, and so on.
Here he defends the creation of a literature of ideas and ideology to change the world,
although he doesn’t view it it as something finished and systematic. Ez gara gure baitakoak
(We Are Not Our Own, 1989) is made up of of short texts, similar or close to essays.
Sarrionandia calls on and asks for the reader’s collaboration in this instance.
Patziku Perurena (1959), a prose writer and poet, has written numerous journalistic
articles, which have been collected into books, and some quite long essays, including
Koloreak euskal usarioan (Colors in Basque Customs, 1992), about the use and meaning of
the names of colors in Basque. According to Euskarak sorgindutako numeroak (The Numbers
Basque Bewitched, 1993), in olden times the mysterious and wonderful numbers were
a source of knowledge, required imagination, breathed life into the soul, and stimulated
the mind, but in the modern world numbers have become something cold and heavy
and have lost their magic. In the epistolary Marasmus femeninus: Joanaren gutun zaharrak
(Marasmus Femeninus: Joana’s Old Letters, 1993), a woman relates her intimacies and
opinions about topics aimed at female readers. In Harrizko pareta erdiurratuak (Torn Down
Stone Walls, 2004), Perurena contributes a variety of opinions and feelings extolling the
naturalness of the rural world and breaking with urban norms. Her style is always lively
and scathing.
Eduardo Gil Bera, a poet, prose writer, and translator, is the author of the essays
Atea bere erroetan bezala (Like a Rooted Door, 1987), a reflection on time; Fisikaz honatago
(Form Physics to This, 1990); and O tempora! O mores! (Kontzientzia eta moralari buruzko gogoeta zenbait) (O Tempora! O Mores! [Some Thoughts on Conscience and Morals], 1989).
Gil Bera’s essays are philosophical and in the style of Montaigne, an oft-cited reference,
written in fluid Basque that can be slightly colorful at times.
Joseba Zulaika (Bertsolariaren jokoa eta jolasa, [Games and Jokes of the Bertsolari],
1985, and Ehiztariaren erotika [The Hunter’s Erotica], 1990) and Mikel Azurmendi (Euskal
nortasunaren animaliak: Euskal ahozkerako animali-metaforaren inguruan [The Animals of Basque
Personality: About the Animal Metaphors of Basque Oral Culture], 1987) have written
on topics of Basque anthropology, based on orality as a source of knowledge. Likewise, Andoni Egaña (1961) and Jon Sarasua (1966) in collaboration (Zozoak beleari [The
Thrush told the Crow], 1997) wrote about bertsolaritza (free-verse singing).
European thinking has been a central topic of Jon Sudupe (1947), the most celebrated
author in recent times by the awarding of the Mikel Zarate essay prizes, along with J. M.
Odriozola. In Karl Marx: Teoria eta politika (Karl Marx: Theory and Politics, 1983) Sudupe
denounces the fact that “the Marxism we have known and sometimes assumed has
been stereotyped, dogmatic, and poor” and distinguishes between the young Marx who
evolves from radical liberalism to humanist communism, to the 1848 rupture with the
Communist Manifesto to the older Marx. In Modernitatearen alde (For Modernity, 1990)
he argues that, like Habermas states, modernity as a project is incomplete. Ilustrazioaren
kriseilupean (argi berri bila Francfurten) (Under the Scrutiny of the Enlightenment [Seeking
New Light in Frankfurt]) received the Pedro Axular Prize from the Basque Government
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in 1994. The fundamental ideas of the previous essay are repeated in this work, as well
as in Muniberen ametsa: Euskaltasuna eta modernitatea (Munibe’s Dream: Basqueness and
Modernity, 1997). According to Sudupe, Basqueness or modernity is a dilemma that
Basque history has been determined and that the Caballeritos de Azkoitia—founders of
Basque modernity—combined the modern project and the concept of loyalty with respect
to the Basque community and linked tradition with innovation, folklore with modern
science, and difference with universality. Other works by Sudupe include Euskaldunak,
liberalak eta komunitatezaleak (Basque, Liberal and Community-oriented, 1999) and Kant eta
uso arina (Kant and the Fast Pidgeon, 2004).
The essays of Jose Manuel Odriozola (1948) deal with sociolinguistics and Basque
identity. In Gerraurreko gizarte-hizkuntzalaritza Euskal Herrian (The Alphabetization of Prewar Society in the Basque Country, 1992), Odriozola studies the teachings of Altube,
Eleizalde, Aitzol, Aniceto Olano, Lizardi, Mokoroa, and Landeta on the matter. In Hizkuntza, kultura eta gizartea (Language, Culture, and Society, 1998), he studies topics such as
bilingual education under the concept of diglossia and the symbolic, as well as the communicative and legal value of the language, as he also does in Soziolinguistikaren atarian (At
the Threshold of Sociolinguistics, 1993). Odriozola’s other books include Nazio-identitatea
eta eskola (National Identity and Schooling, 2000) and Euskal intelligentsiaren ideologia zantzuak (Vestiges of the Ideology of the Basque Intelligentsia, 2002).
Xipri Arbelbide (1934) combines the study of writers and historical events of the
Northern Basque Country with other ideological-social and religious ones in his works
Afrikako “salbaien” zuhurtzia (The Wisdom of the African ‘Savages,’ 1983); Enbata: Aber
tzalegoaren historia Iparraldean (Enbata: the History of Basque Nationalism in the Northern
Basque Country, 1996); Californiako Eskual Herria: Jean Pierre Goytino (The Basque Country in California: Jean Pierre Goytino, 2003). He has also written books on other writers
(Lafitte, J. P. Arbelbide).
Jon Alonso is the author of Idiaren eraman handia (The Ox’s Huge Load, 1995), a
work on originality, inspiration, plagiarism, and the process of creation, and also of Agur,
Darwin eta beste arkeologia batzuk (Bye, Darwin, and Other Archeologies, 2001).
Txomin Peillen (1932) is the author of Bizidunak haurren eta helduen heziketan (Relatives in the Education of Children and Adults, 1995) and Baloreak Euskal Herrian eta beste
gizarteetan (Values in the Basque Country and Other Societies, 2005).
Meteorology and popular culture are the topics of works by Pello Zabala, such as
Naturaren mintzoa: egunez-egun, sasoien gurpilean (Nature Speak: Day by Day, Under the
Wheel of the Seasons, 2001, 2nd ed.) and Zeruan zer berri? (What’s New in the Skies?
2006). The current state of the Basque language is the object of essays by Koldo Zuazo,
including Euskararen sendabelarrak, (Healing Herbs for Euskera, 2000) and Euskalkiak herri
aren lekukoak, (Basque Dialects, the Country’s Witnesses, 2004); and by Pello Salaburu:
XX. mendearen argi-itzalak, (Chiaroscuro in the Twentieth Century, 2001) and Euskararen
etxea: Saiakera (The Home of Basque: An Essay, 2002).
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Books and memoirs can be considered essays if they fulfil certain conditions of
the essay tradition. Obviously, it is not easy to find examples, given that the narrative
genre dominates the majority of writing. We have mentioned a book of memoirs by
Txillardegi. With a question mark, we could also add the memoirs of Father Santiago
Onaindia, Oroi-txinpartak (Prayer Sparks, 1988). Bitoriano Gandiaga’s Denbora galdu alde
(For Time-Wasting, 1985), which recounts his personal crisis, is written in poetic prose
and could perhaps be considered an essay of poetic memoirs. (I owe this observation to
Jean Casenave.)
Literary criticism continues to be one of the essay’s richest gold mines, although
we have already warned that it is a slippery terrain because, strictly speaking, we could
differentiate between a study written with careful diction or even in a literary language
and the literary essay. In the broadest sense, more so in some cases than others, we could
cite Orixe, Euskal literaturaren atze edo edesti laburra (The Short Tail or History of Basque
Literature, 1924); Mikel Zarate, Euskal Literatura (Basque Literature, 1977, vol. 2); and
Fray Luis Villasante (1920–2000), Axular, mendea, gizona (Axular, the Century, the Man,
1972). Essays of more of an informative nature include Lourdes Otaegi, Lizardiren poetika
Pizkundearen ingurumariaren argitan (Exploring the Context of the Awakening of Lizardi’s
Poetics, 1994); Iñaki Aldekoa, Zirkuluaren hutsmina (The Emptiness of the Circle, 1993);
Antzara eta ispilua (Obabakoak-en irudimen mundua) (The Goose and the Mirror [the Imaginary World of Obaba], 1992); Munduaren neurria (Arestiren ahots biblikoaz) (The Measure
of the World [About Aresti’s Biblical Voice], 1998); Juan Kruz Igerabide, Bularretik min
tzora (Haurra, ahozkotasuna eta Literatura) (From the Breast to the Word [Children, Orality
and Literature], 1993); Jon Kortazar, Laberintoaren oroimena: gure garaiko olerkigintzaz (The
Memory of the Labyrinth: About the Poetry of Our Time, 1994) and Luma eta lurra.
Euskal poesia 80ko hamarkadan (The Pen and the Land. Basque Poetry of the 80s, 1997);
and Patri Urkizu, Agosti Chahoren bizitza eta idazlanak (The Life and Writings of Agosti
Xaho, 1992) and Anton Abbadia 1810-1897: biografi-saioa (Anton Abbadia 1810–1897: A
Biography, 2002).

Some Conclusions
A good knowledge of the traditions and trends of the essay at the European and international levels, as well as a good knowledge of the written essay in Basque, are required
to understand the development of the essay in Basque. We believe that the two essential
characteristics are, on the one hand, the reflexive attitude and the open conception of the
work, and on the other, the structure that corresponds to this attitude. The stylistic finish
is given by the literary character of the genre. Nevertheless, in practice, the powers that
be have not always demanded a specifically literary character, in the Basque as much as
in the Spanish tradition. We believe that the term essay equates historically to the literary
essay; that this is differentiated from studies of a scientific nature; and that in this type of
literature the importance given to reflection, the stylistic requirement, and the conception
of the essay as an artistic work are conditions sine qua non.
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If we assume that the distinction between the two types of essays, namely that of a
personal nature and that of an ideological nature, is valid—though too general perhaps—
the Basque essay appears to have been dominated by the essay of ideas (from S. Mitxelena to Sudupe, through Txilladegi, Arregi, Azurmendi, and others). Within this essayism
of thought, Basque language and literature have constituted one of the main topics of the
essay. However, a more personal and informal type of essay has also been developed (J.
Etxepare, Sarrionandia, Perurena).
On analyzing, summarily at least, some of the most relevant Basque authors, we
have seen that there are quite a variety of topics in the Basque essay, as well as variation in the attitude of the enunciator, structure, predominant modes of discourse, tone,
style, and so on. For example, in terms of the modes of discourse, there are authors in
whose essays argumentation predominates, although this depends on the audience and
the objectives; and in terms of argumentation, there are those who argue fiercely (K.
Mitxelena), and others who make assertions without evidence or sufficient information,
as is acceptable in the literary essay, especially in the personal type. In terms of the tone, a
serious tone seems to predominate in the majority of essayists (J. Etxepare, S. Mitxelena,
Txillardegi). In terms of literary or stylistic devices, there are authors who elaborate the
essay stylistically and enjoy the language, and others who elaborate thought much more
than diction. Among the first, we will only cite examples from the dead, who are also the
liveliest examples: Etxepare, S. Mitxelena, Mirande, and K. Mitxelena.
In general it appears that within the essay there exists, to date, a predomination of
analysis or study over the enjoyment offered to the reader; the tone is serious; and the
functional takes priority over the aesthetic. It appears that in general this form is still
quite detached from informal essayism and still looking for new ways of connecting with
the reader and techniques of communication. There is a certain rigidity of structures,
with exceptions, which make the essay little different from a study of a scientific nature.
Thanks to the development of the essay of ideas or thought, Basque prose has incorporated current European thinking into the Basque language.
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Basque Children’s and Young People’s Literature
Xabier Etxaniz Erle

It would be unfair to begin this chapter on children and young people’s literature (CYPL)
in the Basque language without mentioning the importance of the oral tradition in this
area. We will not dwell on this subject as it has already been covered elsewhere in this volume, but the many collections of stories, proverbs, riddles, games, and so on are proof of
the relevance of oral Basque literature. We cannot understand present day Basque CYPL
without acknowledging its debt to oral literature; its influence is clear in the works of
authors such as Bernardo Atxaga, Patxi Zubizarreta, Anjel Lertxundi, and many more.
In fact it was oral literature that led to Bizenta Mogel’s (1782–1854) publication of
the first book of children’s literature in Basque, Ipui onac (Moral Stories, 1804), a translation of Aesop’s fables, which was presented as an alternative to fairy tales. The first book
in Euskara for children was published in 1803 in the unabashed religious literary style of
the time. It was Confesioco eta Comunioco Sacramentuen gañean Eracusaldiac, lenvicico Comunioraco
prestatu bear diran Aurrentzat, eta bidez Cristau acientzat ere bai (Sermons on the Sacraments of
Communion and Confession, for Children Having to Prepare for First Communion, and
Also Appropriate for Adult Christians), a children’s catechism “also appropriate for adult
Christians,” published in Tolosa and written by Juan Bautista Agirre.
Generally speaking children’s books appeared relatively late1 (the first published
work for children was Orbis sensualium pictus, published in 1658 by Joan Amos Comenius),
and at first their purpose was exclusively didactic. While in Europe the fable was at its
height in the seventeenth century; it was not until the start of the nineteenth century
that the well-known prodesse delectare or “teach through enjoyment” movement took off in
Euskara. At this time, Agustin Iturriaga, Leonce Goietxe, and Jean Baptiste Artxu among
1. However, there may have been exceptions. Koldo Mitxelena has written that in Euskara there is “a certain
natural delay, which gives the impression that several Basque works were written prior to their actual date of composition.” See Koldo Mitxelena, Historia de la literatura vasca (Donostia-San Sebastián: Erein, 1988), 23.
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others published collections of fables two hundred years after La Fontaine and half a
century after Félix María de Samaniego or Tomás Iriarte.
Apart from these didactic works, no publications directly or indirectly connected
with childhood appeared throughout the nineteenth century in Euskara, with two exceptions. In 1877, Wentworth Webster, an English preacher residing in the Basque Country, published Basque Legends in English, one of the best anthologies of popular Basque
stories in existence. Antero Apaolaza published Patxiko Txerren in 1890, a romantic novel
in a rural setting, based on Antonio Trueba’s novel El Judas en la casa: Patxiko Txerren, a
great work for young people, is a lively text that deals with human conflict and the war
between good and evil.
Publications in Euskara for children and young people were scarce during the nineteenth century. The loss of the fueros in 1876 and the upsurge toward the end of the
century of late Romanticism, which promoted a folkloric version of the world as well as
nationalistic ideas, led to the emergence, from the beginning of the twentieth century, of
a budding children and young people’s literature—together with the educational movement in Euskara—different in subject matter and in technique to the mainstream works
of the times and earlier times.

First Steps
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the first bilingual schools appeared in the
Basque Country, and it was the need for these schools to have materials in Euskara that
gave rise to a series of children’s publications. In spite of this minor development, there
were few Basque readers: most of the Basque speaking population was illiterate in its language, and this characteristic remained unchanged throughout the century. It was only
during the 1990s that a ratified reading public came into being.
Throughout the first three decades of the twentieth century, a publisher based in
Tolosa, Isaac Lopez Mendizabal, published a series of books and texts in Euskara for
children, just as Calleja publishers did with Spanish texts. Lopez Mendizabal also published some popular stories and the first written children’s plays in Basque, as well as
religious books for children.
In 1911 another catechism for children was published: Umiak Autortuten eta Jaunartuten
(Children in Confession and Receiving Communion), by Imanol Arriandiaga. This was
the first of several books of this nature, which, while not contributing to the creation of
children’s literature, did create a children’s literary language and encouraged children’s
publications. Prayer books, gospels, and the lives of saints for children were published
with great success in these early years throughout the Basque country.

From Teaching through Enjoyment to Indoctrinating through Enjoyment
In 1914 the Bilbao Grijelmo publishers started to produce literary works for children. Jon
Gauzekaitz published three works in the Umientzako ipuñak (Stories for Children) collection
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in which, through short stories with child characters, the author tried to instill Sabino
Arana’s nationalist ideology. For instance, in the story “Margarite’ren ames ixukorra”
(The Nightmare of Margarite, 1914), the description of the main character’s nationalistic
feelings were far more important than her physical description.
In the same year, another author, Karmele Errazti, published Amesa? (A Dream?), a
moral tale that fits into this new category we have labeled “indoctrinating through enjoyment.” In other works such as Ipuin laburrak umetxoentzat (Short Stories for Children, by
Garitaonandia, 1922) or the first children’s play in Euskara, Nekane edo Neskutzaren babesa
(Nekane or the Protection of the Virgin, by Tene Mujika, 1922) the same ideologicalnationalist background is present (more noticeable in the latter play), but above all, the
intention is mainly instructive. The stories of Garitaonandia, for instance, end with a
moral message, and in the play, the religious intention is of primary importance, overriding all other aspects, including aesthetics.

Regained Literature
Mirroring events in the international scene of the nineteenth century, several of the books
published in Basque at the beginning of the twentieth century were popular with young
people and are included in current collections of CYPL. The two most representative
books are Abarrak by Kirikiño (Branches, 1918) and Pernando Amezketarra: Bere ateraldi
eta gertaerak by G. Mujika (Pernando from Amezketa: His Stories, 1927). Both are set
in the rural world and are written in a humorous vein. Abarrak brings together comical
situations, jokes, and anecdotes. Pernando Amezketarra collects a series of funny sketches
in which the ingenuity of the main character (Pernando Amezketarra) often makes the
reader smile.
The brief and simple stories that both works comprise, written in comic and plain,
accessible language, can explain the great success of these books. A second edition of
Abarrak was published in 1930, a year after the author’s death, and at the beginning of
the 1980s Elkar publishers started a new collection that included both titles, and over ten
editions of both were published in that decade. Also, a series of cartoons based on the
stories in Pernando Amezketarra were produced around the same time.
As was the case with written literature for adults, “regained” literature from the oral
tradition became popular among children too. The collections of stories by Jean Barbier
(1931) or Mayi Ariztia (1934), as well as fables published in 1926 by Jules Moulier Oxobi
(considered by some to be the best fable writer in Basque) brought oral tradition literature closer to childhood. These works, like the publications of popular stories, used language and illustrations that were very sophisticated for those times. Dar-Dar-Dar (1929)
or Txomin Arlote (Silly Txomin, 1929) were typical examples. These popular stories were
presented in fine editions, with modern illustrations by Jon Zabalo “Txiki,” the leading
illustrator of books in Euskara for the first half of the twentieth century.
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Translations into Euskara
The third pillar in the production of CYPL (after original production and regained literature) consists of translations from other languages. The first works translated into
Euskara covered a diverse range. Besides fables, there were stories by the brothers Grimm
(1929). Cristoph Schmid (1929), Oscar Wilde (1927), and Giulio Cesare Croce (1932),
as well as the translation of the famous Spanish anonymous picaresque book El Lazarillo
de Tormes (Tormes’ko itsu-mutila, 1929).
As with other areas of Basque language production, publications in CYPL are few
and far between. The first steps seem to have been directed toward the consolidation of
a literary system, in many cases independently of the “linguistic” objective.
Indeed, as in the case of original production, the love of the language2 is present in
almost all the translations, along with the desire to bring to Euskara and Basque culture
the most important works of universal literature. Some of these works also have a clear
instructive function (like those of Schmid).
This great volume of publications—the translations of universal works, collections of
popular folklore, and the educational books—could have become the seedlings of a Basque
CYPL. However, the 1936–39 Spanish Civil War and the repression that followed, as
well as the effects of World War II in the Northern Basque Country, caused a break in
this process, transforming the incipient garden of Basque CYPL into a wasteland.

Literary Vacuum
From 1936 onward the production of works in Euskara decreased, and many of those
that were produced were published in places far removed from their readership like Paris
or South America, in the colonies of emigrants and exiles.
Besides the human and material loss brought about by all armed conflict, this period
was marked by the ban on Euskara, and as a result nothing was published in the Southern Basque Country until 1948. It was religious books that first saw the light of day (Iesu
Aurraren Bizitza, The Life of Jesus, 1948; Haurren Eliz-liburutxoa, The Missal for Children,
1949, or Kristau-Ikasbidea Bertsotan, A Christian Learning Method in Verse, 1950). Once
again, the Church overcame the force of Franco’s censorship and dominated the Basque
literary scene.
The scant literary production aimed at children consisted of a book of poems (Haur
elhe haurrentzat, Fables for Children, 1944) written by Oxobi and a story (which seems to
be a translation or free version of an illustrated book) with large photographs (Leoi-kumea,
The Lion Cub), written by Orixe in 1948 at the request of the Basque government in
2. J. Altuna, in his introduction to Wilde’s stories, justifies his job as translator through his desire to give this
small present to “our mother” Euskara: “gure Ama Euzkerari opari txiki au egin gura ixan dautsot” (I wanted to
offer this little gift to our mother Euskara). See J. Altuna, Oscar Wilde’ren Ipuñak (Bilbao: N.P., 1927).
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exile in Paris. Because both works were published outside Spain, they were able to skirt
the Spanish ban, but as a result they struggled to reach their readership.
This critical situation was not unique to the Basque Country. CYPL in Spanish
carries a heavy ideological load imposed by the regime (Jaime García Padrino wrote in
the magazine Flechas y Pelayos that it was a “medium for the dissemination of its ideological messages aimed at children . . . to contribute to the shaping of the generation who
will make tomorrow’s history”3), and book production between 1945 and 1950 did not
reach even a hundred books per year.4 As Teresa Rovira explains in the case of Catalan
literature, clandestine or exiled CYPL was practically nonexistent, so CYPL could not
be produced until the situation returned to normal.5
The first important changes in postwar Basque CYPL appeared at the start of the
1950s (a period which coincides with the “intellectual liberation” García Padrino referred
to in his writing).6 Jon Etxaide published Alos-Torrea (The Tower of Alos, 1950), a historic
work suitable for young people (in the early 1980s it was reprinted in an CYPL collection), but the main change came in Kulixka Sorta, a collection of a variety of works in
which CYPL and “regained” literature had a place. The first work in the collection was a
translation of the Icelandic Jesuit Svensson’s Noni eta Mani (Noni and Mani, 1952), a book
that exalts religious values, carried out by another Jesuit, Plazido Muxika. The following
year, Etxaide published a collection of comical sketches in Purra! Purra! (1953), which in
turn inspired a series of humorous works in Basque CYPL, a trend that has continued up
to the present day and now constitutes a large part of overall book production.
In an interview published in 1984, Etxaide explained the difficulties he had to overcome to publish those humorous sketches in Euskara: “Denborak zailak ziren izugarri.
Gero Purra Purra atera nahi izan nuen eta Donostian baimena ukatu egin zidaten. Orduan
Madrilera jo nuen zuzen eta influentziez balitaurik lortu nuen baimena, baina liburuaren
itzulpena eginaraziz.” (They were very hard times. I wanted to publish Purra Purra, and
they refused permission in Donostia-San Sebastián. So I went directly to Madrid and
using influential contacts I was granted permission, but only after translating the work.)
Perseverance, tenacity, and political influence were necessary to achieve the publication
of those twenty-five humoristic sketches, but they created the inroads for others in the
same style to follow, such as Pernando Plaentxiatarra (Pernando from Plentzia, 1957), Ipuin
barreka (Funny Stories, 1958), or Zirikadak (Provocative Remarks, 1958), all of which
sought to bring literature closer to young people through humor.
3. See J. García Padrino, Libros y literatura para niños en la España contemporánea (Madrid: Fundación Germán
Sánchez Ruipérez-Ed. Pirámide, 1992), 410–11.
4. F. Cendán Pazos, Medio siglo de libros infantiles y juveniles en España (1935–1985) (Madrid: Fundación Germán
Sánchez Ruipérez-Ed. Pirámide, 1986), 69.
5. See Teresa Rovira, “La literatura infantil i juvenil,” in Història de la literatura Catalana, ed. Riquer,
Comas, and Molas (Barcelona: Ariel, 1988), 460.
6. See García Padrino, Libros y literatura para niños en la España contemporánea, 513.
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Another organization that fought against the publishing ban in Euskara was the
Royal Academy of the Basque Language, Euskaltzaindia, which, through competitions
and its own publications contributed to maintaining a minimal production, as well as
filling some existing gaps. Thus in 1955, thanks to a literary competition, Jose Antonio
Loidi’s Amabost egun Urgain’en (Fifteen Days in Urgain) was published, the first crime
novel written in Euskara, influenced by Edgar Allan Poe, Anton Chekhov, Pedro Antonio de Alarcón, Jules Verne, Georges Simenon, and Charles Dickens. This book was
very successful in the Basque Country (it was published in Spanish in 1958) and became
the first Basque novel to be translated into Catalan (1961). In Amabost egun Urgain’en, the
chance discovery of a corpse with a bullet hole in the head, which had been buried for
several years, gives rise to an investigation to clarify this violent death. The investigator
has to contend with the passing of time and a lack of leads, and gradually his enquiries
help him piece together the puzzle. Forty years later, this book is still read by Basque
young people and adults who love crime fiction.
Because of the dearth of books in Euskara, in 1956 Euskaltzaindia published Abarrak:
Cuentos y relatos; Ipuiak eta kondairak, containing some of the stories written by Kirikiño at
the beginning of the twentieth century and, in 1957, Euskalerriko ipuiñak (Basque Stories),
a selection of popular Basque stories “for the enjoyment of young and adult readers, and
also a teaching aid for those studying the Basque language,” as Aingeru Irigarai, author
of the book, wrote in his introduction.
Gradually the literary (and political) scene evolved in the Basque Country, and
the anecdotal events of the past became routine. The number of publications rose, and
CYPL changed completely. For instance, in 1957 the collection Umentxoen ipuiak (Stories
for Children) was published, with full-color illustrations of the animals featured in different adventures. In 1959 another man of the church, the Capuchin Felipe de Murieta,
published the first children’s magazine in Euskara: Umeen Deia, a four-page monthly
publication, financed by an official institution in Navarre (Principe de Viana). Sixty-five
issues were published, but it disappeared at its creator’s death.

The Beginning of Children’s Literature
At the beginning of the 1960s, there were great changes both in Basque and Spanish
CYPL. In 1955, the International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY) was created,
in 1957 the Instituto Nacional de Libro Español—National Institute for Spanish Books
(INLE) created the Commission for Children and Young People’s Literature, and in
1959 Carmen Bravo-Villasante published her Historia de la literatura infantil; these are only
a few examples of the changes that were taking place within the evolving CYPL scene.
Many sociopolitical events that occurred during this decade (the Vietnam War protests in May 1968, the ideas of Herbert Marcuse, etc.) had a direct influence on CYPL,
as Felicidad Orquín explains:
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that great anti-authoritarian movement would affect books written for children, and it
would not be incorrect to state that from the decade of the 1960s we can start to speak of
children’s literature as such. This noun and its adjective take into consideration, in first
place, the writing and its literary and poetic value, and in second place, the child in his/her
complexity as an “evolving subject” who seeks pleasure in reading beyond the tyranny of
pedagogy. This passionate statement does not demolish in one fell swoop the great classics of the nineteenth century that belong to a universal literature, nor great works of the
twentieth century prior to the 1960s.7

Ikastolas, schools where the entire curriculum was taught in Basque, were tolerated
but not legalized and began to spread timidly throughout the Basque Country. These
schools lacked any type of teaching and reading material in Euskara, which is why for
several years they were the motors (and consumers) of the production of works for children, as well as for the not so young. So, in addition to the comics that appear in Pin Pan
magazine (1960–70), readers of Euskara benefitted from the research and fieldwork of
renowned collectors such as José Miguel Barandiaran and his book El mundo en la mente
popular vasca (1962). This piece of research gathered many stories for younger people, as
did the works on Basque folklore published by Resurreccion Maria Azkue from 1942
onward, or the popular stories collected in Amandriaren altzoan (On Grandma’s Lap, 1961)
by Julene Azpeitia.
But the real change was brought about by Marijane Minaberri, a writer from Banka
(in Lower Navarre) who wrote a series of books that gave rise to Basque CYPL.
Marijane Minaberri published her first work for children, Marigorri, a version of a
well-known story, in 1961. From 1963 her stories, collected in the book Itchulingo anderea
(The Lady of Itchulin), and her poems published two years later in Xoria kantari favor a
love of reading, enjoyment, and entertainment over instruction. Minaberri gave birth to
children’s literature in Euskara; in her work, although the moralizing intention is present, the careful language, descriptions, and the narrative itself reveal the author’s main
concern to be aesthetic. In this sense, Minaberri’s most literary work is the book of
poems Xoria kantari (A Bird Singing, 1965), in which, the reader can find a great deal of
repetition, onomatopoeia, and rhyme, making these simple poems suitable for children.
Here is an example:
Euria
Plik! Plak! Plok!
Euria
Xingilka
Dabila.
Plik! Plak! Plok!
Jauzika,

Rain
Plik! Plak! Plok!
Rain
Limps
Along
Plik! Plak! Plok!
Bouncing,

7. See Felicidad Orquín, “La literatura infantil reivindica hermosas historias bien contadas,” El libro español
309 (1984): 28.
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Punpeka,
Heldu da.
Plik! Plak! Plok!
Pasiola
Behar da
Atera.

Jumping,
Here comes.
Plik! Plak! Plok!
Fetch
your umbrellas
now.

Of the twenty-three poems in the book, seven include the words for well-known
songs. At the end of 1997, the folk group Oskorri produced a record with lyrics by Mina
berri called “Marijane kantazan” (Sing, Marijane) in honor of this writer who never knew
best-selling success (marginalized because she was from the Northern Basque Country,
a woman, and a children’s writer), but who worked silently and unceasingly on CYPL
projects. But whether because of the sociopolitical moment, or the great distance between
the author, her dialect, and her great potential public, Minaberri did not exert a strong
influence on the direction of Basque CYPL in general.
Nevertheless, the political headway being made in the four Southern Basque provinces also allowed a series of historical novels to attempt to revive nationalist ideas that
had been persecuted for many years. Years later, the inside cover of the 1976 translation
of William Tell read: “William Tell is the story of a little hidden village in the mountains;
the patriots’ aim is to lead their village to freedom.” The reference to the Basque Country
would have been very clear even for young readers.
But between the publication of Minaberri’s work in the 1960s and 1975 there were
many changes originating mainly in creative pedagogy, Célestin Freinet’s ideas, and the
work of publishers such as La Galera. Though a Spanish publisher, La Galera co-published several books in Euskara, offering greater choice to children who wanted to read
in this language.
In 1968, sixty-two popular Basque stories were published in a volume entitled Antziñako ipuiñak (Stories from Old Times), a collection of Perrault’s stories was translated;
and the Marcelino Pan y Vino (Ardo ta ogi Martxelin, 1968) illustrated stories for children
were published in the Abere alaiak (Happy Animals) collection. But if one event stood out
in this period, it was perhaps the creation of the Kimu collection for children and young
people by the religious publisher Mensajero. The first issues attempted to instruct the
reader, and besides informative works (such as books on the history of literature), several historical novels were published (Amaia, Antso Gartzeiz, Eneko Haritza, Harkaitz elurra
ari zueneko haurra, Harkaitz, the Child of the Day It Snowed), as well as plays written by
Lurdes Iriondo to be performed in schools: Martin Arotza eta Jaun Deabrua (Martin the
Carpenter and the Evil), Sendagile Maltzurra (The Naughty Doctor), Buruntza azpian (Below
Buruntza Mountain), and poems and stories written by children and young people from
several ikastolas.
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1975–80: The Transition
Immediately after Franco’s death in 1975, Basque society lived through a series of political and social changes. Campaigns in favor of Euskara took place, such as the one
organized by Euskaltzaindia, and movements such as the Marcha de la Libertad (Freedom
March) drew the support of half a million people.
In the ikastolas, this period saw an accelerated increase of registered pupils: in 1970
there were 11,885 children registered in ikastolas, in 1974 there were nearly 27,000, and
by 1980 there were 65,000. Furthermore, in 1979 the Autonomia Estatutua (Law of
Autonomy) was approved, and three years later the decree on bilingualism came into
force, regulating the teaching of Euskara in all schools. Similar developments took place
in the adult population. The number of adults enrolling to learn Euskara grew at such a
rate (to over 45,000) that the adult literacy coordinating body, created with the support
of Euskaltzaindia, could not keep up with the demand for places in adult schools.
All these events had a direct influence on CYPL. The demand for texts was so great,
and the Basque publishing infrastructure so fragile, that it became impossible to keep up
with the demand. Furthermore, at that same time, several publishers in Spain decided to
publish in the four languages of Spain (Spanish, Catalan, Galician, and Basque), without
much success in the case of Euskara (translations were done carelessly, inappropriate
language was used, publications were not advertised, etc.).
At the end of the 1970s, with the appearance of three important Basque publishers in
the field of CYPL, the area became structured. Hordago, a publisher who had been very
successful for years thanks to political books, released the Tximista collection, which in a
short time published around forty CYPL books (only five of which were original works
in Euskara: three books by Peillen and two by Etxaide). However, Hordago disappeared
shortly afterward, following a crisis.
From the 1980s onward, publishers Elkar and Erein would be the driving force in
Basque CYPL, up to the present day. Both publishers started off with children’s books
(literature as well as textbooks). Erein created the magazine Ipurbeltz in 1979, which—
along with Kili-Kili, also published that year (José Antonio Retolaza had published some
issues in 1966, but was soon censored)—gave rise to the commercialization of children’s
magazines in Euskara. While Ipurbeltz was a great influence on the work of Basque illustrators and became a springboard for many of them, Kili-Kili kept going thanks to the
translations of well-known comics such as Anacleto, Mortadelo y Filemón, and Asterix, until it
stopped publishing at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

Modern Children and Young People’s Literature
The year 1980 was the start of a new period for Basque CYPL and brought about both
quantitative and qualitative changes. From just a few dozen publications, there was a leap
to three hundred per year, with the number continuing to grow year after year. Figure
10.1 shows this increase from 1980:
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Figure 10.1. Evolution of CYPL publishing rates, 1900–2000

But while this change was significant, it was the qualitative evolution of CYPL that
truly transformed it. After several years in which Basque literature was highly experimental (Patri Urkizu’s punctuation-free, Joycean Sekulorum sekulotan (Forever and Ever),
written in 1975, is a clear example of this) and demonstrated an overriding need to prove
the literary capacity of the language, at the beginning of the 1980s, Basque literature
became a literature for readers and not for authors.
The need to create a literature that was contemporary, attractive, interesting, and
capable of attracting readers to the Basque literary world led to the publication between
1981 and 1984 of three key works in Basque CYPL: Tristeak kontsolatzeko makina (The
Machine to Comfort Unhappy People, 1981) by Anjel Lertxundi, Chuck Aranberri dentista baten etxean (Chuck Aranberri at the Dentist, 1982) by Bernardo Atxaga, and Txan
fantasma (Karmentxu and the Little Ghost, 8 1984) by Mariasun Landa. These three works
marked the start of modern CYPL in the Basque language. Books that were not only
modern in form but also in content were now being published, as can be seen in Gianni
Rodari’s influence on Lertxundi’s texts, Christine Nöstlinger’s on Landa’s, or in the
mixture of fantasy and reality in Atxaga’s works. The use of literary resources to produce a greater effect in readers and the priority placed on literary language and current
subjects—such as the self, fears, problems, lack of communication, or of love—mark the
start of modernity in Basque CYPL, only a few years after these developments occurred
in Basque literature for adults.
Needless to say, the publication of many classical and traditional works continued
alongside that of modern literature. The previously mentioned Abarrak and Pernando
Amezketarra were frequently reissued during these years. Similarly, other works such as
8. Translated by Linda White. Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1996.
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Proxpero (1988), Txerrama errudun (1994), or Murtxanteko lapurrak (The Thiefs from Mur
txante, 1988) reflected the rural society of one hundred years earlier. On the other hand,
many books based on popular stories were published too, most of them the result of
work carried out by researchers throughout the century, although there were also valuable and interesting new contributions such as Joxe Arratibel’s story collection Kontu
zaarrak (Old Stories, 1980), which offered Basque versions of well-known stories like “Ali
Baba and the Forty Thieves” or the story “Marixor,” the Basque version of Cinderella.
Arratibel was able to preserve the freshness and originality of these popular stories.
Finally, because Basque literature has a scant written tradition, ongoing research into
cultural and oral traditions has played an important role, not only in popular stories, but
also in collections of histories, anecdotes, or past events (for example Peru eta Marixe, mila
eta bat komerixe, Peru and Marixe, a Thousand and One Funny Situations, 1993, by Anjel
Lertxundi) and present events (as is the case with the two works on the life of the bertsolari
Lazkao Txiki, published in 1994 and 1995).

Narrative in Modern Basque CYPL
More books have been published in Euskara in any one of the last fifteen years than
during the entire period from the publication of the first book in Basque (1545) up to the
end of the Franco era in 1975. Furthermore, all worthy, attractive works for children and
young people published before that date are still being reissued today. This is also the
case with practically all of Basque literature (with some exceptions in the case of poetry):
we can gain an overall view by looking at the production of the last twenty-five years.
Besides the already-mentioned oral tradition and the current versions that refer to
it, the reader can find works of fantastic realism (“stories that include people, powers,
places, etc., which are marvelous and magical and not necessarily related to the popular
tradition”9) and science fiction.
The influence of Gianni Rodari and his Gramatica de la fantasía on some authors
is undeniable, especially in some works (for example Tristeak kontsolatzeko makina, 1981;
Kaskarintxo, 1982; Nire belarriak, My Ears, 1984). Combining mythology and adventure
also became a trend (Marea biziak zozomikotetan, Spring Tides in Late March and Early
April, 1991), like the use of fantastic elements (Asier eta egia gurutzatuen liburua, Asier and
the Book of Crossed Truths, 1995). Animals also have important roles in contemporary children’s fantasy stories (Astakiloak jo eta jo, Musician Donkeys, 1993; Egunez parke
batean, In the park, by day, 1993; Xola eta basurdeak, 1996; or Errusika, The Dancing Flea,10
1988); ideas expressed through their words and actions were entertaining and enabled
the reader to reflect on their surroundings and society from a different, more removed
point of view. The combination of elements of fantasy and reality gave rise to works such
9. See C. Valriu i LLinas, Història de la literatura Infantil i juvenil catalana (Barcelona: Pirene, 1994), 147.
10. Translated by Linda White (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1996).
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as those already mentioned, but also to others with psychological themes (Chuck Aranberri
dentista baten etxean, 1982) and travel themes (Hakuna Matata, 1995), for example.
On the other hand, there are few writers of science fiction in Basque CYPL. Only
a few works apart from the Alfer comic collection have been published. Euskaldun bat
Marten (A Basque in Mars, 1982) was the first work of science fiction to be published in
Euskara, and it would be eight years before another book of this nature was released.
The books 2061: Antzinako kronikak (2061: Cronicles from Old Times, 1990), Shangai
Tom espazioko zaindaria (Shanghai Tom, the Guardian of Space, 1992), and Azken gurasoak
(The Last Parents, 2003) all portray an unfamiliar society in the distant future. On the
other hand, Olioa urpean (Oil Under the Water, 1998) and Gogoa lege (Will as Law, 2005),
both written by Manu Lopez Gaseni, give us a critical, ironic view of our society in the
not-so-distant future.
It is revealing that the scarcity or abundance of publications of a certain nature
should occur throughout all literature and not just in CYPL. For instance, there are
few examples of science fiction in adult literature, although in Basque literature authors
move between genres and styles. It is common for an author to write for both adults and
children, and it is also normal for that same writer to publish works in various genres
and subjects.
Adventure novels have had a place in CYPL for many years, as they are attractive
for readers seeking action-packed plots. Besides translations of classics such as Treasure
Island, Kim, Gulliver’s Travels, as well as the works of Mark Twain or Jules Verne, which
were translated over the past few decades (at first from the Spanish versions), there was
an abundance of original writing in Euskara by authors with only a single publication,
such as Mertxe Olaizola and her Nire ibilaldiak (My Trips, 1982) or Arantxa Mendieta and her El Dorado-ren bila (Looking for El Dorado, 1989) to novels by important
authors such as Aingeru Epaltza (Lur zabaletan, Vast Lands, 1994), Aitor Arana (Afrikako
semea, The Son from Africa, 1991), or Txiliku (Indianoa, 1993). The influence of the great
nineteenth-century adventure novels is evident in these works (for example, the influence
of authors such as Emilio Salgari, Harriet Beecher Stowe, or Robert Louis Stevenson and
the costumbrista novel is evident in A. Arana’s Amodioaren gazi-gozoak (The Ups and Downs
of Love, 2001), as well as the intention of conveying the conditions of the times or the
phenomenon of Basque emigration to America.
Among the adventure novels, there are some in which the main characters are children who form a group. The origins of these books can be found in the novels of authors
like Enid Blyton, S. E. Hinton, Sorribas, and Joaquim Carbó, which were translated into
Euskara in the 1980s, (as well as others, such as Erich Kästner’s Emil un die detektive). Pako
Aristi’s Martinello eta sei pirata (1986) was the first in a series of adventure books featuring
the same gang of children, another series was Joxemari Iturralde’s Zikoinen kabian sartuko
naiz (1986).
While adventure books have been important in Basque CYPL, humorous books
have been and still are far more important. From joke books and those retelling funny
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anecdotes and short stories to traditional books such as Abarrak (published originally in
1918 and reedited for children in 1981), Pernando Amezketarra (1927, reedited in 1981),
Purra! Purra! (1953, reedited 1987–88), and Pernando Plaentziarra (1957, reedited 1984),
as well as more recent and modern books like Kutsidazu bidea, Ixabel (Show Me the Way,
Ixabel, 1994).
Kutsidazu bidea, Ixabel narrates a young boy’s visit to a village to learn Euskara and
makes many references to the past. The cultural clash provokes a series of situations
that, in combination with the narrator’s observations and funny comments, make for a
comical read. The fact that a great number of people learning Euskara are able to empathize with the main character make this novel for young people the best-selling book in
Euskara of recent years—it has been so successful that it has been adapted for television
and cinema.
Undoubtedly humor encourages reading and is a key element in CYPL. Even many
“serious” topics such as social concerns (Xola eta basurdeak, Shola and the Wildboars,
1996) or lack of communication (Julieta, Romeo eta saguak, Julieta, Romeo and the Mice,
1994), are treated with humor. In this humorous version of Shakespeare’s well-known
play, Mariasun Landa presents a love story as seen and told by hungry rodents. The
transtextualization in the title reflects the humor in the use of mice as main characters of
the novel.
In recent years many humorous works by authors such as René Goscinny, Roald
Dahl, and Gianni Rodari have been translated, but so have original works depicting rural
settings such as like Pottoko (1984) and Txerrama errudun (1994); collections of jokes and
anecdotes such as Donostiarrok txantxetan (The Jokes of Donostia People, 1982), Barrezka
(Laughing, 1988); and Txisteka misteka (Joking Around, 1991); the already mentioned
ones by the bertsolari Lazkao Txiki; and finally anthologies (Horrela bizi bagina beti, If We
Could Only Live Like That Forever, 1991) and slightly humorous stories (Txitoen istorioa,
Stories of the Little Chicks, 1984, and Tilin-talan, 1992).
Mystery and crime novels are also common in CYPL. In such works, young people
are almost always the main characters , and audacity and intelligence win the day, while
in adult literature violence reigns.
Since the first crime novel in Euskara appeared in 1955 (Amabost egun Urgain’en),
young people have proved quite receptive to this genre. In 1981 Erein publishers started
its collection of CYPL with a book in this genre: Portzelanazko irudiak (Porcelain Images), a
novel in the purest Enid Blyton style. Similarly, one of the first works by Xabier Mendiguren was Tangoak ez du amaierarik (The Tango Never Ends, 1988), which was set in Buenos Aires and mixed political repression with intrigue in the circus world. Some books
in this genre are published as single titles, such as Amaia Ormaetxea’s Erinias taberna
(The Bar Erinias, 1990), which investigates a death during a fire, and while others are
part of a series, such as Joxemari Iturralde’s Sute haundi bat ene bihotzean (A Big Fire in My
Heart, 1994), which is full of intrigue. But undoubtedly the most important collection
of crime novels for young people in Basque CYPL is Madame Kontxesi-Uribe, Brigada eta
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Detektibe (Madam Kontxesi-Uribe, Brigadier and Detective), where the main character is
a schoolteacher with detective leanings. Humor, irony, and parody are mixed in this collection, which smacks of Miss Marple and James Bond (the struggle against the baddie
Von Salchichen lasts the entire collection).
Translations have also contributed to the fact that today there is a great variety of
crime fiction in Euskara (although it falls far behind the production in other languages).
Andreu Martín, Jaume Ribera, Mercedes Neuschäfer-Carlón, and Hans Jürgen Press are
some of the well-known authors loved by young people of the Basque Country.
But perhaps the greatest development within Basque CYPL has been the publication
of works of critical realism, which contain an element of social commentary or which help
us to know more about ourselves. Both traditional and new narrative techniques help
give readers of these works food for thought.
In 1982 the writer Mariasun Landa received the Lizardi prize for Txan fantasma
(1984), a story about the relationship of a girl with a ghost, which was a result of loneliness and a lack of affection and understanding from adults. Faced with the adult world,
the girl, Karmentxu seeks refuge in animism and imagination. Its theme and narrative
technique make this one of the first works of modern Basque CYPL. This first book
opened the way for a series of interesting and important publications that put forward
young people’s perspective on our society; these books include Dado iratxoa (Dado the
Dwarf, 1986) by the writers Seve Calleja and Xabier Monasterio, which tells the story
of a sick nine year old boy, and Matias Ploff-en erabakiak (The Decisions of Matias Ploff,
1992), which introduces the problem of obesity and the importance of values. Other
subjects approached in recent CYPL are more current (such as the exploitation of young
sportspeople in Urrutiko Intxaurrak by Martzelino Soroa, 1996) or more general (death in
Gauez zoo batean, At Night, at the Zoo, by Juan Kruz Igerabide, 1993, Adio adio!, Bye, Bye,
2003, or love in Maria eta aterkia, Maria and the Umbrella, by Mariasun Landa Etxebeste,
1988).
Landa has become the main exponent of critical realism in Basque CYPL. Maria eta
aterkia is about the relationship between a girl and an umbrella; in Alex (1990), the hero
is an antihero, and Nire eskua zurean (My Hand in Yours, 1995) is a journey of initiation in
love, maternal dependency, and adolescent feelings. In Krokodilo bat ohe azpian (A Crocodile Under the Bed, 2003), using the imaginary relationship the main character has with
a crocodile under his bed, the author makes us reflect on our fears, solitude, and the society we live in. This book won the Spanish Premio Nacional de Literatura for CYPL.
By the late 1980s, critical realism had won a place in Basque literature, and the
translations of authors such as Ursula Wölfel, Frederik Hetmann, Maria Gripe, Christine
Nöstlinger, Peter Härtling, and Tormod Haugen were a contributing factor. Today, books
written in Euskara cover practically every social topic. The problem of militarization or
the use of violence (Joxeme gerrara daramate, They’re Taking Joxeme Off to War, 1992;
or Marigorringoak hegan, Ladybirds Flying, 1994) ecology (Desafioa, The Challenge, 1988;
Hiru lagun, Three Friends, 1995; Joxepi dendaria, Joxepi the Storekeeper, 1984), family
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(Txitoen istorioa, The Story of the Chicks, 1984; Jaun agurgarria, Dear Sir, 1993, Pirritx eta
Porrotx arrantzan, Pirritx and Porrotx Go Fishing, 2004), poverty (Kittano, 1988), emigration (Bi letter jaso nituen oso denbora gutxian 11, 1984; Lur zabaletan, On the Wide Open Plains,
1994; Eztia eta ozpina, Honey and Vinegar, 1994), immigration (Eddy Merckxen gurpila,
Eddy Merckx’s Wheel, 1994; Semaforoko ipuina, A Traffic Light Tale, 2004), unemployment (Harrika, Throwing Stones, 1989), love (1948ko uda, The Summer of 1948, 1994;
Kixmi elurpean, Kixmi in the Snow, 2005), and freedom (Asto bat hypodromoan, A Donkey in
the Hippodrome, 1984; Potx, 1992; Tristuraren teoria, The Theory of Sadness, 1993; Behi
euskaldun baten memoriak, The Memories of a Basque Cow, 1991), are some of the themes
that have been dealt with in high quality works of recent years.
The breadth of themes and styles in children and young people’s narrative reflects
the need to respond to diverse literary tastes and a variety of themes that did not exist
before. The authors themselves reflect this variety, although some maintain a series of
constant elements in their works, such as the use of humor by Atxaga, elements of oral
tradition in the works of Lertxundi, or the importance of psychological characterization
in the case of Landa. Hopefully with the normalization of the CYPL situation and an
increase in both the number of authors and readers, this thematic and stylistic dispersion
can be substituted with a deeper specialization.

Other Literary Genres
All the above-mentioned modern works are of the narrative genre, which makes up
most of the CYPL production at over 95 percent of the total. Plays for children and
young people in Euskara, as is the case with adult literature of the last decades, make up
less than 1 percent of the total production. In the 1970s, Lurdes Iriondo published two
plays, and at the start of the 1980s Marijane Minaberri received Euskaltzaindia’s Toribio
Altzaga Prize for her children’s play Haur antzerki (Children’s Theater, 1983). Over ten
years later, in 1994, Manu Lopez Gaseni published Andoni eta Maddalenen komediak (The
Plays of Andoni and Maddalen), a play divided into thirty-two short acts that reflect a
school year in the life of its characters.
Xabier Diaz Esarte is, undoubtedly, the leading author of plays for children. In the
last few years he has published several works: Sei haur-komedia, A zer nolako Komeria! (Six
Children’s Plays, Oh What Fun! 1995), Teloiaz bestaldean (On the Other Side of the Curtain, 1997), Mito, mito eta kitto! (1999), and Zape, Katu jauna (Zape, Mr. Cat, 2002). Humor
is an essential element in these works, as is the appearance of mythological characters
and the use of animals as characters. The writer Yolanda Arrieta stands out in the field
of young people’s plays with her works Badago ala ez dago? (Is It or is It Not There? 1998)
and Groau! (2005), and the actress and writer Aizpea Goenaga published the children’s
11. “Two Stories All at Once,” in Bernardo Atxaga, Two Basque Stories, translated by Nere Lete (Reno: Center
for Basque Studies, 2008).
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play: Antzezten . . . teketen ten in 1999, which is divided into four acts, each for a season of
the year.
As for the other great literary genre, poetry, the situation changed completely from
1992 onward. Up until that time there were practically no modern works for children.
We have noted that this genre started in 1944 with Haur-elhe haurrentzat, and later Neme
sio Etxaniz and Marijane Minaberri published their poems in the 1960s. In the 1970s
there were several publications (some by the young people themselves), but there were
none, except some folk-themed books, in the 1980s. In 1992 a change occurred when
Juan Kruz Igerabide published Begininiaren poemak (The Poems of the Pupil) (published
later in a bilingual Basque-Spanish edition by Hiperion as Poemas para la pupila, 1995).
This collection of poems with a marked Eastern influence was an important event in
Basque CYPL, as is evident in the poem “Barkardadea” (Solitude):
Bakardadea
Bide bat hutsik
lautada handitik:
haur bat, bakarrik,
eta inor ez eskutik.

Solitude
One lonely road
in the great plain:
one lonely child
holding nobody’s hand.

Poems like this led to CYPL’s discovery of poetry, a genre with a long tradition in
Basque literature. In previous years there had been a series of works that could be classified as poetic narrative (by authors such as Pello Añorga or Patxi Zubizarreta). Following
in this tradition, Igerabide published a number of poetry books such as Egun osoarako
poemak eta beste (Poems For the Whole Day and More, 1993), Haur korapiloak (Tongue
Twisters for Children, 1997), Botoi bat bezala/Como un botón (Like a Button, 1999), Hosto
gorri, hosto berde / Hoja roja, hoja verde (Red Leaf, Green Leaf, 2002), Munduko ibaien poemak
(Poems of the World’s Rivers, 2004), and Gorputz osorako poemak (Poems for the Whole
Body, 2005). Igerabide’s poetry draws inspiration from the East, but also exhibits the
influence of Spanish cult poets, oral European poetry, Anglo-Saxon limericks, and nursery rhymes. The fact that most of his poetry has been published in Spanish and that two
of his collections were shortlisted for the Premio Nacional de Literatura give testament
of the quality of Igerabide’s poetry.
Authors such as Joan Mari Irigoien, (Metak eta kometak, Haystacks and Kites, 1994),
and Joxantonio Ormazabal (Hitzak jostailu, Playing With Words, 1994; Txoko txiki txukuna,
A Tidy Little Corner, 1998; and Irri eta barre, Snigger and Laugh, 2002) published collections that brought together poems, tongue-twisters, and pretend dictionaries with madeup definitions. Other examples of poetry published during this period are the collection
for first-time readers Denboraren kanta-kontuak (Song Tales about Time, 1995) by Yolanda
Arrieta (illustrated by Asun Balzola) and the collection for young people Kartapazioko
poemak (Notebook Poems, 1998) written by “Igerasoro” (a pseudonym of the collaborative works of writers Igerabide and Karlos Linazasoro). Within this genre there are also
works influenced by bertsolaritza, such as Pello Esnal’s Txukunago ibiltzen da kostako trena
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(The Coastal Train is Running Better, 1992) and Antton Kazabon’s Bazen behin, Behin
bazen (Once Upon a Time, Upon a Time Once, 1995). Kazabon is also the author of
other poetry collections in different styles, including the collection of meditative poems
Kilikolore (2000), the abecedary of poetry Armiarma zuhaitzean (A Spider in the Tree, 2004),
and the collection of love poems, Matte-matte (2000), among others.
We find literary play, through references to games or to tradition, or by assuming a
complicity with the reader, in Jon Suarez’s Ilbete dilindan (2002); and there are references
to domestic animals in Lutxo Egia’s Kalezuloko animalien itzalak (1999), a collection of short
pieces in haiku style that often bring a smile to the reader’s lips.
Pello Añorga, author of several childlren’s books, published his first book of poems
in 1998, Jiri-biran, in which, as in Zupankapaloak (1999), he emphasizes the magic of
sound created by the poems, which are clearly influenced by oral tradition. This tradition is also noticeable in Xaberi Olaso’s Pupuan trapua (The Cloth in Pain, 2004), winner
of the 2005 Euskadi Prize, a modern, simple book full of references to the Basque oral
tradition.
But we must not get carried away with this small boom in children and young people’s poetry; the quality of the works varies considerably, even within one publication.
However, the fact that Miren Billelbeitia and Kortazar published two anthologies, one
for children’s and one for young people’s poetry—Haurrentzako euskal poesiaren antologia
(Poetry Anthology for Children, 2004) and Gazteentzako euskal poesiaren antologia (Poetry
Anthology for Young People, 2005), respectively—as well as the fact that a poetry collection was selected as the best book of 2004 signal the quality this genre is achieving within
the Basque literary system.

Picture Books and Comics
Picture books, those in which colored pictures take priority over the text, are usually a
good measure of the real situation of children’s literature in any language. In the case of
Basque literature, the smallness of the market and small scale of the publishing houses
mean that there are practically no illustrated books by Basque authors. Unlike the situation at the beginning of the 1980s when publishers such as Erein and Elkar initiated their
exploration of the world of children’s literature with quality comic books (Ernioko Ziripot,
Ziripot of Ernio, 1981; Udaberria, Spring, 1981; and Lotara joateko ipuinak, Bedtime Stories,
1982—all of which were awarded prizes by the Ministry of Culture), today there are few
children’s illustrated books in Euskara. Original works in the Basque language are scarce
(due to high costs, reduced external market, and the almost complete lack of a tradition)
and thus, only copublications or translations of books in other languages are produced.
The series Teo, Igai, Charlie Rivel, Kiriko, Babar, and so on, are clear examples of this
literary dependency, as is the work published in this field by the Galician Kalandraka
publishers, which in the last five years contributed almost fifty books to the Basque children’s market, many of them Galician, some “classics” of modern CYPL, and a couple
of collections by Basque authors.
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The reduced size of the market and publication explain the scarcity of comics in
Euskara. But Erein publishers’ magazine Ipurbeltz should be highlighted, as well as the
collections that they have published over the past few years, including the collection
Ipurbeltz-ale bereziak in children’s literature and Justin Hiriart in young people’s literature.
Elkar publishers released a series of comics within their collection Alfer in the mid1980s, but they were discontinued. The publisher Lur, which tends to focus on educational books, created a series whose hero, Gabai, time-travels through the history of the
Basque Country.
In the field of young people’s literature, during the years 1985–92 the Basque Government published a series of comics in their collection Habeko Mik, which were aimed at
the adult public but of interest to young people too.
Besides these works (and a few others like the comics about the popular Basque
clowns Txirri, Mirri, and Txiribiton, published by Ibaizabal in 1997), most of the comics
published in Euskara are translations of classic works such as Ivanhoe, William Tell, Dick
Turpin, or the adventures of Tintin or Asterix, which were copublished by Elkar publishers.
This scene changed following the 2005 launch of the tri-monthly comic magazine for
children and young people, Xabiroi, whose first edition of thirty-five thousand copies was
distributed in schools.

Other Magazines
Apart from the 1980s publications of Kili-Kili (1979) and Ipurbeltz (1980), there have been
further attempts to market other products; in 1992 Xirrixta was created, aimed at four-to
eight-year-olds, and in 1996 Kometa was launched, aimed at eight- to twelve-year-olds.
Both publications had the support of the French group Milan, yet after several years
publishing a high-quality product that had the collaboration of writers and illustrators
like Atxaga, Landa, Patxi Zubizarreta, Igerabide, Jokin Mitxelena, and Mikel Valverde,
both magazines disappeared in 1998 due to financial problems and a limited market
unaccustomed to this type of publication. Later, in 2000, a new magazine appeared, also
supported by the Milan group, called Na-nai, which although still a quality product, had
serious trouble in reaching its target market.
Of the two older magazines, Kili-Kili was an individual project clearly dependent on
translations (Zipi y Zape and Mortadelo y Filemón are some of the characters that populate
this magazine), while Erein’s Ipurbeltz became a platform for many illustrators. It was
therefore unsurprising that Kili-Kili ceased publication at the turn of the twenty-first century after fifty successful years.

Literary Criticism
As J. F. Roseel correctly points out in an article on children’s literature, “as in the case
of adult literature, the critique of children’s literature has not evolved at the same pace
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as its subject matter either.”12 This statement also holds for Basque literature. In fact, the
evolution of the last few years in both the quantity and quality of books has not generated a literary critique. There have been seminars, courses, and publications, and some
university doctoral theses are now being read, but studies about the importance of CYPL
in terms of its production and its repercussion in the media and in specialized critique are
clearly lacking. The evolution of this field leads us to think that, little by little, CYPL is
carving out a space in Basque literature; the literary system for Basque CYPL was created
during the 1990s.13 According to a study carried out by the authors, based on methodology proposed by Itamar Even-Zohar, there are six elements that make up a literary (poly)
system: the transmitter (author), the consumer (reader), the channel (market), the message (product), the code (repertoire), and the context (institution).14 In the case of Basque
CYPL, during the 1990s a series of changes marked the literary system of CYPL: the
writers and illustrators had a clear literary intention; many were both CYPL and adult
authors; and there was an increasing number of professional authors and illustrators, far
more than there had been in previous years. As for the readers, at present all children
should be potential readers, that is, readers who do not require extraliterary help.
The CYPL market covers 25 percent of publications in the Basque language; almost
all publishers in the Basque Country publish books in CYPL, and many are subsidiaries to bigger Spanish publishers like Alfaguara, Anaya, and S. M. Everest. Also, more
authors and illustrators today publish their work in other languages.
At an institutional level, critique, media, publishing, and educational establishments
collaborate toward the prestige and importance of CYPL. At the moment there are different levels of critique, from reviews and critiques in the media and journals, both
specialized and otherwise, to academic critique. It should be noted that almost all forms
of media in Euskara publish such reviews and critiques, from the press to academic journals. Besides, as has already been noted, almost all Basque publishers produce works of
CYPL and offer a wide range of collections. And the fact that the Basque literary, commercial, and social world is so small allows for the presence of CYPL in areas that would
be inaccessible in other cultures, such as television and radio. Several institutions also
show their support for this literature, and the Basque government awards the Euskadi
Prize to the best publication of the year.
At present, and due to the high levels of production from 1980 onward, there is a
literary body that is rich and varied in styles, works, authors, illustrators, and themes.
From oral tradition to critical realism, the reader who approaches CYPL can choose from
a wide-ranging repertoire of recently published works.

29.

12. J. F. Roseel, “La crítica de la literatura infantil: Un oficio de centauros y sirenas,” Amigos del Libro 29 (1995):

13. See Manu Lopez Gaseni and Xabier Etxaniz, 90eko hamarkadako Haur eta Gazte Literatura (Iruñea-Pamplona:
Pamiela, 2005).
14. See Itamar Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Studies,” Poetics Today 11, no. 1 (1990): 1–269.
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While all the elements mentioned have been important for the creation of the literary system of Basque CYPL, one stands out: the improvement in the quality of the
literary product. Over the years, both authors and illustrators have evolved, and today’s
CYPL is of high quality. The presence of paratexts,15 the content, the style—which is
more sophisticated and rich in literary elements and crafted tone—and the quality of the
illustrations reflect this.
In spite of this optimistic impression of CYPL, we must be conscious of remaining
impediments to the development of literature in the Basque language. The restricted
internal market, the difficulty of reaching an external market, and the great dependency
on the educational world show that although CYPL in Euskara glows with its quality, it
does so as a beautiful and small firefly in the big countryside.
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Translated Basque Literature

Jose Manuel López Gaseni

My contribution to this book assumes a relatively wholehearted acceptance of a systemic
understanding of literary history—an acceptance that gains an added dimension when
one seeks to deal with a nation-specific literary history such as the one laid out in this
collection.
I would agree that, as Miguel Gallego Roca aptly states, today “it is possible to study
a literature’s structure, its patterns and paradigms, through the role that translation plays
within a literary system.”1 It is an affirmation that becomes more and more persuasive
when, in light of Itamar Even-Zohar’s polysystem theory,2 we find ourselves working
with a relatively young and weak literary system—which is where literature in translation
is most active and where it tends to take on a more crucial role.
This essay will explain how literature translated into Basque has, throughout its history, performed crucial roles such as the creation of an indigenous literary language, the
acquisition of literary recourses previously absent in Basque literature, and the renewal
of a number of paradigms that were beginning to become obsolete. For all of the above
reasons, it seems obvious that literature in translation should, to all effects, be considered an integral part of the Basque literary system, which is the reason for referring to
it as “Translated Basque Literature.” I will start by presenting a quantitative study, and
continue by describing the history of literature translated into Euskara along with the
different roles it has played in the changing times.
1. Miguel Gallego Roca, Traducción y literatura: Los estudios literarios ante las obras traducidas (Madrid: Júcar, 1994),
110.
2. See Itamar Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Studies,” Poetics Today 11, no. 1 (1990): 1–269.
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Quantitative Study: General Data Surrounding Translated Literature
In overall figures, translated Basque literature represents about 35 percent of the total
literary production in Basque. This percentage, relatively high but comparable to that of
other less commonly studied literatures, increased to 50 percent in the period spanning
from the first written Basque literature in 1545 to the end of the nineteenth century. This
period is traditionally known as “early literature.”3 Throughout the twentieth century,
translated literature represented about 20 percent of all literature in Basque. Between
1900 and 1968 (the year in which the Basque literary language became standardized),
however, this percentage fell below 10 percent, although it increased again at the end of
the century, reaching almost 25 percent.
As for translators, the person who has translated most works in absolute figures
is Xabier Mendiguren Bereziartu (1945–), followed by other contemporary translators
such as Xabier Olarra (1953–), Koro Navarro (1955–), Juan Mari Mendizabal (1951–),
and Juan Garzia Garmendia (1955–). The most prolific translator during the first half of
the twentieth century was Nikolas Ormaetxea “Orixe” (1888–1961), followed by Jokin
Zaitegi (1906–79) and Juan Anjel Etxebarria (1934–96) in the second half of that same
century. As for translators working before the twentieth century, one should note Joannes
Leizarraga (1506–1601) and Jean Pierre Duvoisin (1810–91).
The main source language out of which works were/are translated into Euskara
is English—around 30 percent of all translated works—followed by the languages that
surround the Basque linguistic sphere: French and Spanish, with percentages above 15
percent for each language. This data varies notably when focusing on early literature,
where 80 percent of the translated literature was of Latin and French origin (the split was
relatively even, around 40 percent for each language).
The chapter on literary genres shows a predominance of narrative genres (the short
story and the novel), which make up around 60 percent of the total, with theater, poetry,
and the essay lagging far behind with 15 percent for the first two and 6 percent for the
latter. The remainder was divided between religious and educational literature.

The Origins of Translated Literature
The first translations into Euskara appeared in 1571 and were the work of Joannes
Leizarraga, to whom the Queen of Navarre, Jeanne III d’Albret, had entrusted the job of
translating the canonical texts of the Calvinist Reform after she embraced it in 1560.
It is well known that one of the characteristics of the Calvinist Reform was the intent
to bring religion to the people in the vernacular, contrary to Catholic orthodoxy, which
used Latin. Thus, during the Calvinist Synod held in Pau in March 1563, it was decided
to entrust the Basque translation of the Calvinist texts to Leizarraga, and for him to be
supervised by four Basque Protestant ministers.
3. See Ibon Sarasola, Historia social de la literatura vasca (Madrid: Akal, 1982).
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The texts in question, which are actually considered the first prose texts printed
in Basque, appeared under the title Iesus Christ Gure Iaunaren Testamentu Berria (The New
Testament of Our Lord Jesus Christ) and came together with several Appendixes that
were apparently translated from Erasmus’s Greco-Latin and Olivetan’s French versions:
ABC edo Christinoaen Instructionea othoitz eguiteco formarequin (ABC or Instructions for Christian Prayer), a Calvinist catechism created in 1542, and Kalendrera (The Calendar), a
perpetual lunar almanac in which to place Easter and other celebrations of the faith. All
three were printed in La Rochelle.
The execution of these translations was plagued by two opposing forces: on the one
hand, their proselytizing intent to convert the greatest possible number of followers, and
on the other, their subservience to the strict literality of the sacred texts. Not only that,
Leizarraga had absolutely no literary background in Basque, which meant he had to start
from absolute zero.
The excellent final results consisted of translations that were based upon the dialect
of Lapurdi (Labourd), but used lexical and morphological forms from the Low Navarrese
and Zuberoan dialects. Leizarraga dedicates one of the appendixes of the New Testament
to precisely this latter dialect, in the form of a small glossary. Despite this, the glossary
of these translations is peppered with numerous words taken from Latin and, to a lesser
degree, Greek and Hebrew. These percolated to the texts, especially the New Testament,
imprinting it with deliberately strict and cultish overtones, which was in line with the
style of other biblical translations undertaken in the same century.
Unfortunately, the failure and suppression of the Protestant movement and the subsequent destruction of a large number of copies of these works truncated the interesting
path Leizarraga had opened. Indeed, his work could very well have served as a foundation for the unification of the Basque language.

The Counter-Reformation and the Translation of Religious Texts
The Council of Trent set a solid foundation for the Counter-Reformation, and its impact
was reflected in the translations of certain religious texts that reinforced the firm and
strict observance of Catholic dogma, as well as in biblical exegesis, which could no longer
be interpreted freely and directly.
The most translated religious work between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries was The Imitation of Christ, attributed to the fifteenth-century German monk Thomas
de Kempis, of which there were at least five versions in this period. The first two versions
were translated by two members of a group of writers several scholars have referred
to as “The School of Sara.” The first of these, Iesusen Imitacionea, was the work of Silvain Pourveau (16??–1675), although it did not surface until 1890; another version, Jesu
Christoren imitatonea, from the Lapurtar priest Jean Aranbillaga, was published in 1684.
Throughout the eighteenth century several versions of Jesus-Christoren Imitacionea (1720)
by the Donibane Lohizune priest Michel Xurio are known to have existed, as well as
the version Iesu-Kristen Imitacionia (1757) by the Zuberotar priest Marten Maizter. In the
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nineteenth century, the well-known author and translator Jean Pierre Duvoisin left yet
another unfinished version, Jesu Kristoren imitazionea, that was eventually completed and
published posthumously in 1896.
Other religious works translated during the seventeenth century included three
translations by Silvain Pouvreau: Guiristionoaren Dotrina (1656), a translation of Instruction
du Chretien (Christian Education) by Richelieu; Philotea (1664), a translation of Introduction
a la vie devote (Introduction to a Life of Devotion) by Saint Francis de Sales; and Gudu
Espirituala (1665), a version of Combattimento spiritual by Lorenzo Scupoli. Besides these, I
should also mention the translation or verse paraphrase of The Hours of the Virgin, titled
Ama Virginaren hirur officioac latinean bezala escaraz, which Cristobal Harizmendi carried out
and published in 1660.
The translation of religious texts continued without much change throughout the
eighteenth century. In the Northern Basque Country, the Donibane Lohizune priest
Joanes Haraneder rewrote, with a view to improving them, Pouvreau’s translations of
Philotea (1749) and Guda Izpirituala (1750). He was also the first Catholic translator of
the New Testament from the vulgate: Jesu-Christo gure Iaunaren Testament Berria, which
has been dated back to 1740, although it was not published until 1855. The Protestant
pastor Pierre Urte, who came from the same fishing town, was a renowned author of
a Basque grammar guide, and set a Basque dictionary in motion, also translated the
Book of Genesis and part of the Exodus. The Uztaritze parish priest, Bernard Larreguy,
translated a work by M. du Royaumont with the title Testamento çahrreco eta berrico historioa
(The History of the Old and New Testaments), which was published in two volumes
(1775, 1777) and contains, in addition to the testaments, a variety of exempla, the hagiographies, and sermons. In the Southern Basque Country, the Jesuit Sebastian Mendiburu
adapted a devout work by P. Croisset, entitling it Jesusen Bihotzaren devocioa (Jesus Christ’s
Devotion, 1747), and authored a translation of Astete’s catechism. Another Jesuit author,
Augustín Cardaveraz, adapted the Vida Christiana (Christian Life, 1710) by the Jesuit
Jeronimo Dutari, entitling it Cristauaren bicitza, edo bicitza berria eguiteco, bere amabi pausoaquin
(The Christian Life or the New Life, in Twelve Steps), which was published in 1744
and became a very popular work. Another catechism translation, in this case of Fleury’s
Catéchisme Historique, was done by the Franciscan Juan Antonio Ubillos: Christau Doctriñ
Berri-ecarlea (News of the Christian Doctrine, 1785).
Among the few nonreligious translations of this period, two versions of technical
works should be mentioned. One is a brief instructional book on livestock care, Laborarien abissua (Notes for Farmers, 1692), by the Lapurtar pharmacist Mongongo Dassança, which was an indirect version of Charles Estienne’s Paedium Rusticum (1554); and
the other is a book on navigation, Libruru hau da ixasoco nabigacionecoa (This Book Is for
Ocean Navigation, 1677), a translation by Piarres Etxeberri “Dorre” of Oiartzabal’s work
Les voyages aventrureux du capitaine Martin de Hoyarsabal (1633).
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The Enlightenment and Educational Literature
Whereas until the end of the eighteenth century Basque literature was used fundamentally for religious purposes, from there on its aim shifted and acquired an educational and
moralistic focus, achieved through the translation of a repertoire of classic and neoclassic
fables.
This does not indicate a decrease in the number of translations of religious texts but,
rather, that they were relegated to a second plane, allowing room for a new model that
aimed to come closer to the central nucleus of the Basque literary system. Factors like
these reveal that the system’s fragility and lack of maturity sought balance in imported
models and repertories originating from consolidated literary systems.
The sprit of the Enlightenment arrived from France by several means. One of them
was the Real Sociedad Vascongada de Amigos del País (Royal Basque Society of the Friends of
the Country), which was founded in 1765 by Xabier Maria Munibe (1729–85), an aristocrat educated with the French Encyclopédistes in Toulouse, as well as a writer, musician,
and promoter of the arts and sciences. Through his “tertulias de ilustrados” (gatherings
of enlightened people), concerts, and theatrical performances, he created the ideal environment for the introduction of an educational conscience that was brought into existence by, among other things, the creation and translation of fables. It is precisely during
this period that Félix María de Samaniego, inspired by Aesop, Fedro, and La Fountaine,
wrote his Fábulas morales (Moral Fables).
In the same geographic area, the Mogel family also cultivated the fable, in this case
in Basque. The best known among them, Juan Antonio Mogel, wrote about a hundred
fables in addition to his well-known Peru Abarka, and also translated Pascalen Gogamenak
(Pascal’s Thoughts). But it was his niece Bizenta Mogel (1782–1854) who, in 1804, published the first collection of translated fables under the title Ipui onac (Moral Tales); the
collection brought together fifty of Aesop’s fables that she translated thanks to her knowledge of Latin, learned from her uncle—the sort of training few women of the period
could obtain. The intent of this collection was moralistic and educational, as can be
deduced from its subtitle: “Good stories in which young Basque people will find edifying
lessons that will help them lead their lives down the right path.” It attempted to substitute
traditional stories that, according to the prologue, were considered pernicious and were
rejected by the educational institutions of the period.
Another fable translator from the Southern Basque Country was Juan Mateo Zabala
(1777–1840), who, in his Fabulas en dialecto vizcaíno (Fables in the Bizkaian Dialect), collected, in addition to twenty-one of his own works, other fables from Aesop, La Fountaine, Félix María de Samaniego, and Juan Antonio Mogel. Writing decades after her,
Zabala echoes Bizenta Mogel’s arguments: “I still remember when as children we listened to the insipid stories of Peru and María with our mouths wide open. These stories,
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on the other hand, are profound, with edifying content, and very uplifting. There should
be more stories like these.”4
The writer and educator Agustin Pascual Iturriaga (1778–1851) also translated
fables into the Basque language in his work Ipuyac eta beste moldeaera batzuec (Fables and
Other Writings), published in 1842. Most of the fables in this work were translations of
Samaniego: fifty-five, to be precise; in addition to these, the book gathers Virgil’s first
and third eclogues, as well as several songs dedicated to “young Basques.”
In the Northern Basque Country, the resurgence of the fable tradition started by La
Fontaine came about more directly. Jean Baptiste Arxu (1811–81) published La Fontaineren aleghia berheziak (La Fontaine’s Selected Fables) in 1848, which were translated into
Zuberoan Basque in verse; the motto “learn as you play” accompanied his dedicatory to
Basque children.
Similarly, the Lapurtar priest Leonce Goietxe (1795–?) published a versified translation of 150 La Fontaine fables in 1852 under the title Fableac edo aleguiac Lafontainenetaric
hartuac (Selected Fables of La Fontaine). The author’s didactic intent is evident as he
admits to removing inappropriate fables and asks the rhetorical question “Can the virtues of goodness and truth be taught graciously?”
The translation of religious texts continued alongside this tradition of didactic literature, as has already been mentioned. For example, there were two new translations of
the Astete catechism, one of them in the High Navarrese dialect by the Franciscan Pedro
Antonio Añibarro (Cristau doctriña, 1802–3) and the other by Juan Antonio Mogel (Cristinaurauren jaquinvidea), with several additions of his own. Joaquín Lizarraga translated the
Gospel According to John (Jesus-Cristoren evangelio sandua Juanec Dacarren guisara) to the
Southern High Navarrese dialect, which is currently extinct. Similarly, the Gipuzkoan
doctor Juan Jose Oteiza was the author of a Protestant translation of Saint Luke’s Gospel (San Lucasen ebanjelioa), as commissioned by George Borrow, an agent of the British
Bible Society. Among the lives of the saints, we have the work of Frantzisko Laphitz,
from Navarre, Bi saindu heskualdunen: San Inazio Loiolacoarena eta San Frantzizco Zabierecoarena
(Lives of Two Basque Saints: Saint Ignatius of Loyola and Saint Francis Xavier), published in 1867 and brilliantly translated from various sources (Ribadeneira, Bouhours,
Rohrbacher, Daurignac). Additionally, George Arrue authored of a Life of Saint Ignatius (Aita San Ignacio glorosoaren bicitza, 1866), but the translation that brought him most
popularity was the Life of Saint Genevieve (Santa Genovevaren vicitza, 1868), translated
from the German Catholic priest Christoph Schmid’s work concerning the medieval
legend. Arrue was the author of many more translations, among them a new version of
Kempis: Kristoren imitazioa (1887). Other works included Mariaren Gloriak (Mary’s Glories,
1881), by San Alfonso María Ligorio, and the Oración mental (Silent Prayer), by the Jesuit
Villacastín.
4. See Juan Mateo Zabala, “Berba-aurrekoa,” in Fabulas en dialecto vizcaíno (Bilbao: EEE-Labayru, 1987), 2.
Also available at www.klasikoak.armiarma.com/idazlanak/Z/ZabalaAlegiak.htm.
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Romanticism and Militant Literature
The sprit of romanticism sparked the interest of numerous foreign researchers who visited
the Basque Country, attracted by its exotic language and customs. One of them was an
indirect driving force of translation activity, Prince Louis-Lucien Bonaparte (1775–1840).
With a view to establishing the exact number of dialects in the Basque language and
their corresponding geographic areas, the prince came up with the idea of commissioning a number of translations of the same text (generally of a religious nature) to several
translators and requesting they each write in their own dialect. His objectives were realized; as a result of these commissions, Basque verbs were systematized and two versions
of a dialectical map appeared, as did a series of works that added to the growing catalog
of Basque translations. The texts that were most repeatedly translated were the Gospel
according to Matthew, the Book of Psalms, the Apocalypse, the complete Bible, and the
Astete catechism. Among the secular texts, it is important to mention the “intranslation”
of the Diálogos o Jolasac, by Iturriaga. The translators, for their part, were Emmanuel
Intxauspe for the Zuberoan dialect, Jose Antonio Uriarte for Bizkaian and Gipuzkoan,
Etxenike for the Baztan, Salaberri for Low Navarrese, Otaegi for Gipuzkoan and High
Navarrese, and Mariano Mendigatxa for the Erronkari (Roncal) variant. Jean Pierre
Duvoisin merits separate mention for his brilliant translation of the Bible, Bible Saindua
edo Testament Zahar eta Berria, into the Lapurdi dialect, published in London between 1859
and 1865.
As an interesting aside, there is a curious translation-related story in the Basque literature of this period: the French Basque author Jean-Baptiste Daskonagerre, born in Donibane Lohizune, published the novel Les Echos du pas de Roland (The Echoes of Roland’s
Footsteps) in French in 1867, which he claimed was a translation from Basque. The work
generated a great amount of interest, was even translated into Spanish, and the reading
public was understandably curious about the original, which of course never existed.
Consequently Daskonagerre had to invent it, translating his own work to Euskara with
the help of Julien Vinson and Edmond Guibert. Thus Atheka gaitzeko oihartzunak, published in 1870, was born—three years after its supposed translation.
Lastly, reference must be made in this section to a number of translations related
to the more militant literature of the times, literature that opposed liberal ideology and
was written from the time of the rise of the Third French Republic onward. Most were
translations of French pamphlets and books like Aphezen dretchoac eta eguinbideac eletzioetan
(Rights and Duties of Priests during the Elections), which was translated by Laurent
Dirasarri in 1890; Zer izan diren eta zer direen Framazonak munduan (The Role of Freemasons
in the World Now and in the Past) and Framazonak, bigarren edizionea, eta Frantziako hirur
Errepubliken istorioa laburzqui (The Freemasons, Second Edition, and A Short History of
the Three French Republics), both of which were “adapted” into Basque by Michel Elizanburu in 1890 and 1891; and Liberalen dotrina pecatu da and Bai, pecatu da liberalquerija
(Liberal Doctrine Is a Sin, and Yes, Libertinism Is a Sin), both translated by the Jesuit
Jose Ignacio Arana from the corresponding texts by Félix Sardá i Salvany, and published
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in 1887 and 1896 respectively. To finish the section on the translations of this period, I
would like to mention Martzelino Soroa’s 1885 translation of José Colá y Goiti’s chronicle of Navarrese immigration, Euskal Naparren joaera edo emigrazioa.

The Literary Renaissance of the Prewar Period
The nineteenth century ended with the loss of the fueros and the rise of Basque nationalism. Basque nationalist efforts to create a solid cultural base that would serve as a platform for the expansion of nationalist ideology soon bore fruit in the form of the most
brilliant generation of writers known up to that point in time: “Lizardi” (Jose Mari Agirre
1896–1933), “Lauaxeta” (Esteban Urkiaga 1905–37), and “Aitzol” (Jose Ariztimuño
1896–1936). Together with these, there was another, older author, Orixe (1888–1961),
who was an extremely hard-working and indefatigable cultural agent, a sort of jack-of-alltrades: a translator, journalist, poet, and member of Euskaltzaindia (the Royal Academy
of the Basque Language).
During this last phase, at a time when the purist idiomatic proposals advocated by
Sabino Arana (1865–1903, the founder of Basque nationalism) were dominant, Orixe
was a defender and promoter of the “translation of meaning.” According to Luis Villasante, Orixe chose this path “to demonstrate to the ultrapurists, neologists, and reformists
of the day that it was possible to write and remain faithful to popular and traditional
language.”5 In this manner, he carried out his eminent work as a translator with different goals in mind: in 1928, he won a translation competition in Iruñea-Pamplona for his
translation of the ninth chapter of Don Quixote; a year later, in 1929, his translation of the
picaresque novel El Lazarillo de Tormes was published in a bilingual edition in which he
dared change the ending of the original to give it a happy ending that was not as morally
conflictive as the original’s. But because the changes that he had introduced in the seventh chapter were absent in the Spanish version, Orixe took it upon himself to translate
his additions into Spanish. Only one year later, in 1930, he translated the epic poem by
the Provençal poet Frédéric Mistral, Mirèio (which the following year he tried to replicate
for the Basques by initiating his own epic poem Euskaldunak). After the Spanish Civil
War (1936–39), he continued his translation labors with various versions of religious
texts such as the Latin-Basque bilingual missal and vesperal (Urte Guziko Meza-Bezperak) in
1949, a free version of the Confessions of Saint Augustine in 1956, and the New Testament,
Itun Berria, in 1967. All these translations made Orixe an unquestionable point of reference for subsequent generations.
There were other interesting contributions to the field of literary translation apart
from Orixe’s during the prewar period. In 1927, Joseba Arregi (“Txingudi,” 1897–?) published a collection of Heinrich Heine’s poems in translation, Heine’ren Olerkiak, following
the romantic overtones of the spirit of the Basque Renaissance. That same year, Joseba
5. See Luis Villasante, Historia de la literatura vasca, 2nd ed. (Burgos: Aranzazu, 1979), 40.
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Altuna (1888–1971) compiled several of Oscar Wilde’s short stories in one volume,
which he entitled Ipuñak, and, in 1929, Altuna published a collection of fourteen tales
by the Grimm brothers, once again entitled Ipuñak. Although both translations conform
to Arana’s purist precepts, the translator sensed the need to offer the reader traditional
lexical alternatives next to the modern ones. Another translator, Hipolito Larrakoetxea
“Legoaldi” (1892–1976) published also in 1929, Grimm Anaien Berrogeitamar Ume-Ipuin
(Fifty Fairy Tales for Children by the Grimm Brothers), which had a much more populist intent. It is also important to mention the adaptation of Charles Dickens’s A Christmas
Carol, which was published in 1931 in the Donostia-San Sebastián newspaper El Día by
the translator and actor Ander Arzelus “Luzear” (1898–1949), under the title Eguarri
Abestia.
Other translations of that period include fairy tales by the German Catholic priest
Cristoph Schmid: Gabriel Manterola translated these and again entitled the collection
Ipuñak. There was also a new, versified version of Genoveva de Brabante, the medieval
legend, by the bertsolari (improvisational versifier) Juan Kruz Zapirain (1867–1934). Both
these works appeared in 1929.
As for theater in Basque, a genre that generated a lot of activity precisely because of
its direct access to the masses, it gained a strong following thanks to the establishment of
the Basque Theater Day during the years 1934–36. This encouraged the performance
of a multitude of works, among them versions of works by contemporary and classical
authors. By 1926, the playwright Toribio Altzaga (1861–1941) had already translated
William Shakespeare’s Macbeth into Irritza in Basque. In 1933, Jokin Zaitegi published
a translation of Sophocles’s Antigone; in 1934 the Capuchin priest Bonifacio de Ataun
(Manuel María Apalategi, 1901–84) translated Nobel prize–winner Rabindranath Tagore’s Amal; in the years 1934–35, Iñaki Goenaga (1905–2005) published a serialized
version of Friedrich Schiller’s Wilhelm Tell in the journal Yakintza, which was edited by the
politico-cultural activist Aitzol; finally, Joseba Altuna produced versions of two works by
the Bizkaian Maecenas, Manuel Sota (1897–1979): Buruzagijak (1935) and the children’s
play Urretxindorra (1934). A number of theatrical works translated from Spanish, French,
and German were also published the journal Antzerti.
Among the religious translators, it is worth mentioning the Jesuit Raimundo Olabide
(1869–1942), whose magnum opus was his translation of the Bible: the New Testament,
Itun Berria, was published in 1931, and the complete edition, Itun Zar eta Berria, was published, posthumously, in 1958. He also translated, in the purist style promoted by Sabino
Arana, the Spiritual Exercises by Saint Ignatius as Loyola-tar Eneko Deunaren Gogo-Iñarkunak
(1914), and Thomas à Kempis’s The Imitation of Christ, Josu-Kristoren Antzbidea (1920).

Literary Translation under Franco
The Spanish Civil War and Franco’s long dictatorship caused the drastic suppression
of any existing literary life and, most poignantly, the aforementioned budding literary
renaissance. In the Southern Basque Country, the strict censorship that ruled throughout
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the 1940s and 1950s only allowed a modest, although significant, development of proBasque work that was brought to fruition mostly by members of the clergy. Furthermore, the Basque people in exile made an effort to keep the cultural torch alight through
various publications that looked nostalgically at the prewar period. Literary translation
survived principally through translations of classical works.
In addition to the already-mentioned significant labor carried out by Orixe, the pioneering collection Kulixka Sorta is noteworthy. It was started in the Southern Basque
Country in 1952 with the help of the publishing house Itxaropena, whose catalog’s first
piece was a translation by the Jesuit Plazido Mujika (1906–82): Noni eta Mani: Islandiar
mutiko biren gertaldiak, a translation of the German work Nonni und Manni (1914) by the
Icelander and fellow Jesuit Jon Svensson. Some other works included in this collection
were Itxasoa laño dago (1959), translation of Pío Baroja’s Las inquietudes de Shanti Andia by
Jon Etxaide(1920–98), and Agurea ta itxasoa (1963), a translation of Ernst Hemingway’s
The Old Man and the Sea by Anjel Goenaga (1915–74).
One of the most prolific translators of this period was the priest and professor Juan
Anjel Etxebarria, who learned Basque only as an adult. He translated classics such as
Catullus, Horatio, and Martial, several Catalan poets, Perrault’s fairy tales, Aesop’s and
Fedro’s fables, and several religious works. The Carmelite Santi Onaindia (1909–99)
translated Virgil’s complete works in collaboration with Andima Ibinagabeitia, as well
as Horatio’s Odes, three poems by Tagore, Dante’s Divine Comedy, and, as early as 1985,
Homer’s Odyssey. The Jesuit Gaizka Barandiaran (1916–), a classmate of Jokin Zaitegi’s,
translated Homer’s Illiad—Iliarena in Basque, which was published in 1956. Another
priest, Luis Jauregi “Jautarkol” (1896–1971), translated Pascual Duarte’ren sendia (La Familia
de Pascual Duarte), a novel by the Spaniard Camilo José Cela, who years later would be
awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature.
As for literary activity in exile, a key figure was the Jesuit poet, essayist, and translator Jokin Zaitegi. His prewar translation of Antigone has already been mentioned. After
the war he went into exile to several countries, among them Guatemala, where in 1950
he founded the journal Euzko Gogoa, which published the works of Basque writers in
exile. Some years earlier, in 1945, he had published Ebanjeline, a translation of the homonymous work by Longfellow, which portrays a world of war and exile. Zaitegi added
the meaningful subtitle Atzerri, euskalerri—Other Country, Basque Country—to his translation. In this way he establishes a link with other political translations from the prewar, such as Mirèio or Wilhelm Tell. He also translated some classics, such as Sophocles’s
tragedies, published in 1946 and 1958 in Mexico and Baiona respectively, Euripides’s
Medea (1963), and, after returning to the Basque Country, Plato’s works—in five volumes
published between 1975 and 1979.
Another translator exiled in the Americas was Andima Ibinagabeitia (1907–67). He
worked with Zaitegui on the magazine Euzko Gogoa, and, there, published translations of
Virgil’s Bucolics and Eclogues (Bergili’ren Unai-Kantak 1954). Together with his translation of
the Georgics (Alor-Kantak) and combined with Onaindia’s translation of the Aeneid, these
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were all published in one volume in 1966 as Birgili’ren idazlanak osorik (Virgil’s Complete
Works). Ibinagabeitia also translated other works, such as Maite-bidea (1952), a translation
of Ovid’s Ars Amandi and the play Abere-indarra (1953), a translation of La fuerza bruta, by
the Spanish playwright and Nobel laureate Jacinto Benavente. Both of these were published in Euzko Gogoa.
The priest Bedita Larrakoetxea (1894–1990), who was the younger brother of
“Legoaldi,” the translator of the Grimm brothers’ fairy tales, lived in exile in England,
Uruguay, and Argentina. He translated several of Shakespeare’s plays, some of which
were published in Euzko Gogoa, including Macbeth (1957), Lear erregea (1958), and Ekatxa
(1959)—The Tempest. Years later, between 1974 and 1976, once he had returned to the
Basque Country, he published the complete works of Shakespeare in translation in several volumes.
The politician Bingen Amezaga (1901–69), who had been exiled in England, Argentina, and Venezuela, also translated one of Shakespeare’s plays: Hamlet. Ekin had already
published it in Buenos Aires in 1952. He also translated Juan Ramón Jimenez’s Platero y
yo (Platero eta biok 1953), and works by Pliny (Plini gaztearen idazkiak 1951), Aeschylus (Prometeu burdinetan 1951), Cicero (Adiskidetasuna 1952), Wilde (Reading baitegiko leloa 1954),
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (Lur-miña 1960), and others.

The Restoration of Democracy and the Golden Age of Translation
After Franco’s death, several autonomous communities were established that, with a
relatively decentralized structure, make up what is known as the Spanish state. Thus, in
1979, the Basque Statute of Autonomy for the territories of Araba (Álava in Spanish),
Gipuzkoa (Guipúzcoa in Spanish), and Bizkaia (Vizcaya in Spanish) was passed and,
in 1982, was followed by the Navarre Statute, which is known as the Law of Improvement (Ley de Amejoramiento). The object of developing these constitutional laws (leyes
orgánicas) was to provide these provinces with cultural infrastructures that would aid
the recovery and standardization of the Basque language—hence the bilingualism decree
as well as the establishment of the Basque education system, Basque public radio and
television, Basque cultural and literacy centers, and so on. In a similar spirit, during the
1980s, the efforts of the Royal Academy of the Basque Language, Euskaltzaindia, to
standardize the language intensified: specifically, it began a serialized publication of the
Gramática Vasca and the Diccionario General Vasco (a Basque grammar and a Basque dictionary, respectively). Around the same time, the Basque Writers’ and Basque Translators’
Associations were established, as well as some of the publishing houses that would bring
about the consolidation of Basque literature by publishing Basque works and works in
translation. In 1990 the first-ever issue of a daily Basque-language newspaper, Euskaldunon Egunkaria, was printed. And also in the 1990s, the Basque government initiated the
yearly Euskadi Prize for Translation, which is given to the best literary translation of the
preceding year.
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As regards the field of translation studies, what would be known as the Translators’
School of Martutene, in Donostia-San Sebastián, opened its doors for the first time in
1980. This school, headed by Xabier Mendirguren Bereziartu, served as the launching pad for the first wave of translators in specific disciplines. Later the Universidad de
Deusto (1990) and the Universidad del País Vasco-Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea (1991)
would begin to offer programs at masters and postgraduate levels, and other courses of
specialization in various aspects of translation, among them literary translation.

Literary Translation in the 1970s and Early 1980s
The work done in those years by the publishing house Lur, founded by the poet Gabriel
Aresti (1933–75) and a group of his closest writer friends, stands out. The translation
catalog of this publishing company included many diverse works, such as Franz Kafka’s
Metamorphosis, translated by Xabier Kintana (1946–) and Arantxa Urretabizkaia (1947–)
in 1970, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New Wrold, translated by Xabier Amuriza (1941–), Voltaire’s Candide, translated by Ibon Sarasola (1946–) in 1972, and the Turkish poet Nazim
Hikmet’s collection Dört Hapisaneden (From the Four Prisons), which Aresti translated
himself as Lau Gartzelak.
Although the tendency to translate contemporary works became increasingly pronounced, classical works continued to be translated. Some of these were Miguel de
Cervantes’s Don Quijote, which P. M. Berrondo (1919–2002) translated in 1976; Aresti’s
own 1979 version of Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron, and the complete edition of Shakespeare’s plays, translated by Bedita Larrakoetxea.
The year 1981 marked the beginning of the second period of the Basque government’s Theater Service, Antzerti, which brought with it the publication of a good number
of plays both in Basque and in translation, by playwrights such as Gondoni, Alfonso
Daniel Rodríguez Castelao, Alfonso Sastre, Dario Fo, Jean-Paul Sartre, August Strindberg, and Shakespeare.
Meanwhile, during these same years, an intense publishing effort took place, largely
directed toward children and the reading public learning the Basque language for the first
time (most would have been people who were able to speak but not write it—although
some were learning it from scratch). This effort was meant to respond to the increased
demand caused by the number of adults who began to take Basque-language lessons,
by the general implementation of a Basque-language education, and by the subsequent
demand for reading materials in Basque.
It was obvious that the Basque literary system could not satisfy such a demand by its
own means, because Basque-language authors were few and their writing was at different stages of experimentation. This was one of the reasons why literature in translation
became so important and managed to command a core position within a system that was
still too weak.
The Gero-Mensajero publishing house, in Bilbao, published a new version of Wilhelm Tell, works by Jules Verne and Herman Melville, and republished the translations of
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Plazido Mujika’s Noni eta Mani and Mendiko Argia in the “Kimu” series. These works had
been previously published in the Kulixka series. Hordago also published a great number
of children’s classics in its “Tximista” series: works by Mark Twain, Lewis Carroll, Jack
London, Robert Luis Stevenson, Walter Scott, Emilio Salgari, Harriet Beecher Stowe, L.
Frank Baum, and Henry Wadworth Longfellow, among others. And Elkar, another publishing house, did the same in its “Itzul Saila” series, adding to the previous list authors
such as Rudyard Kipling, Gianni Rodari, George Orwell, René Goscinny, Peter Härtling,
Erich Kästne, and more. On more than one occasion, some titles were repeated in both
series. Mainly, these were works that fit genres easily recognizable by Basque readers,
who were not in the habit of reading literary works: genres such as adventure narratives
and all its numerous variants, and narratives that were close to popular fables—works,
in short, that had few structural and narrative complexities—or, if they did, had them
removed.
However, the increasing number of translated works did not bring with it better
quality translations. Much to the contrary: the increased demand for translated texts,
together with the scarcity of qualified translators, attracted a series of amateur translators
who came principally from the fields of education (philology and journalism students,
school teachers), and who, in general, might be said to have provided good intent but
not good translations. As I have shown elsewhere,6 the great majority of these texts were
translated using the Spanish versions as bridge-texts, and many of these had a tendency
to simplify structural aspects and syntactical and rhetorical complexities. The publishing
companies of the period fall short in their professionalism, which shows in the abundance of typos and the spotty information provided in the credits pages: the original’s
titles and publication dates are often missing, and on occasion, even the translator’s name
is omitted.

A Dream Made Reality: Twenty Years that Were Worth a Century
(1985–2005)
The systematic process of translating canonical works of world literature, which had
already been carried out in other minority languages such as Catalan in the early twentieth century, was finally put in motion in Basque at the end of the twentieth century,
essentially through two ambitious translation projects: “Literatura Unibertsala” (Universal Literature) and “Pentsamenduaren Klasikoak” (Canonical Thinkers).
The first of these, a translation project involving one hundred canonical literary
works, resulted from an agreement between the Basque government and EIZIE (Euskal
Itzultzaile, Zuzentzaile eta Interpreteen Elkartea—the Association of Translators, Editors, and Interpreters of Basque). In 1990, the first seven titles were published and, by
2002, the collection was complete. Since then, and in view of the collection’s tremendous
6. See Manu López Gaseni, “Euskarara itzulitako haur eta gazte literatura: Funtzioak, eraginak eta itzulpenestrategiak” (PhD diss., Universidad del País Vasco-Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea, 2000).
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cultural value, the association agreed to continue and produce at least fifty more works.
To give a random idea of the scope of this collection: the first book was Gulliver’s Travels,
by Jonathan Swift, translated by Iñaki Mendiguren (1954–), and the hundredth was
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, translated by Juan Garzia Garmendia. Between these two there
was a long list of works by Russian authors (Anton Chekhov, Leo Tolstoy, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Maxim Gorki, Mikhail Lermontov, Alexander Pushkin, Nikolai Gogol, Ivan
Turgenev, Mikhail Bulgakov), British authors (Shakespeare, Joseph Conrad, Kipling,
Swift, Stevenson, D. H. Lawrence, Dickens, Laurence Sterne, James Joyce, Daniel Defoe,
G. K. Chesterton, H. G. Wells, E. M. Forster, Virginia Woolf, Jane Austen, Katherine Mansfield), North American authors (Twain, Truman Capote, William Faulkner,
Ambrose Bierce, John Steinbeck, John Dos Passos, Edgar Allan Poe, Saul Bellow, James
Baldwin), French authors (Jacques Prévost, Albert Camus, Gustave Flaubert, Montesquieu, Daniel Diderot, Eugène Ionesco, Marguerite Duras, Raymond Queneau, Guy de
Maupassant, Georges Sand, Colette, Simone de Beauvoir, Sartre, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Verne, Pierre Choderlos de Laclos, Henri de Balzac, Marguerite Yourcenar, Marcel
Schwob, André Gide), Italian authors (Leonardo Sciascia, Alberto Moravia, Giuseppe
Tomasi di Lampedusa, Giovannino Guareschi, Giorgio Bassani, Cesare Pavese, Italo
Svevo), German authors (Goethe, Hermann Hesse, Günther Grass, Adelbert Von
Chamisso, Thomas Mann, Heinrich Von Kleist, Alfred Döblin, Robert Musil), Polish
authors (Jaroslaw Iwaszkiewicz, Isaac Bashevis Singer), Portuguese authors (José Maria
de Eça de Queiroz, José Saramago), Czech authors (Jaroslav Hašek, Bohumil Hrabal, Jan
Neruda), South American authors (Julio Cortázar, Jorge Luis Borges, Carlos Fuentes,
Juan Rulfo), Spanish authors (Ramón de Valle-Inclán, Rafael Sánchez Ferlosio, Miguel
de Unamuno), and many others.
As the translation projects were awarded by competition, it is interesting to observe
the recurrence of certain translators and certain source languages. Not only is this process interesting in order to establish the most prolific translators of the period, but also
to get an idea of their quality. Thus, Xabier Mendiguren Bereziartu (German, Russian)
and Koldo Biguri (1962–, Italian) are in first place with seven translations each, followed
by Jose Morales Belda (1960–, Russian) and Antton Garikano (1967–, German, English,
Russian) with six each; next comes Juan Garzia Garmendia (English, French, Spanish),
with five. Following him there are several translators who undertook three translations
each: Maria Garikano (1962–, English), Koro Navarro (1955–, English), and Juan Mari
Mendizabal (English).
The second project, “Pentsamenduaren Klasikoak,” had a similar goal to that of the
first: the translation of one hundred works. But in this case, the translations pertain to
the field of human thought, and their scope stretched from ancient Greece through to the
present day. The project began in 1991 thanks to the backing of several financial entities,
the Universidad del País Vasco-Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea and the Universidad de
Deusto. The translated works’ themes range from philosophy to economics, by way of
psychology, linguistics, anthropology, history, pedagogy, and theology. It includes ancient
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Greco-Roman authors such as the pre-Socratics: Aristotle, Plato, Herodotus, Seneca,
Lucretius, Tacitus, Vitruvius; medieval authors such as Saint Augustine; Renaissance
authors such as Doge Cristoforo Moro, Desiderius Erasmus, Michel de Montaigne, or
Francisco de Vitoria; rationalists and empiricists such as René Descartes, Baruch Spinoza, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, George Berkeley, and
David Hume; Enlightenment thinkers such as Montesquieu, Voltaire, and Immanuel
Kant; philosophers like Cesare Beccaria or Jean-Jacques Rousseau; nineteenth-century
thinkers such as Karl Marx, Charles Darwin, Arthur Schopenhauer, Søren Kierkegaard,
John Stuart Mill, Alexis de Tocqueville, and Friedrich Nietzsche; and twentieth-century
authors such as Karl Popper, Bertrand Russell, Carl Jung, Martin Heidegger, Benedetto
Croce, José Ortega y Gasset, Jean Piaget, Ferdinand Saussure, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Noam
Chomsky, Michel Foucault, Arthur Toynbee, Roland Barthes, and Henri Bergson.
The accumulation of such rich and multi-dimensional heritage in only a few years
did not go unnoticed in other areas of literary creation. Some of the established authors
of this period gratefully acknowledged their tremendous debt to this flow of literary
translations. Anjel Lertxundi (1948–) in particular is widely known for his defense and
an encouragement of attention to detail and subtlety in every literary endeavor. In his
own words:
The massive effort of translation has undoubtedly been the most significant element of
the last few years for Basque literature. Translation ceaselessly construes literary language,
while simultaneously and by means of precision opening new paths for different styles,
because diversity can only be sustained by precision. . . . As I have said before, authors are
mental translators (especially those of us who read in languages other than Basque); however, no one demands precision and cohesion between what we think and what we write,
because no one can know the ideas we contemplate. We can cheat, we can avoid difficulty
and simplify things that were initially conceived in a more complex form; we can weave
our carpet with these simplifications, and afterward walk on it with fake elegance. . . . The
discourse hidden behind “Easy Basque,” which might be considered legitimate from the
point of view of sociolinguistic strategies, will result in expressive dead ends and blindness
that will eventually reign supreme as single officiators at the altar of literature.7

This process of creating a literary language was carried out mostly by translators, but
we must not forget the contribution of a number of Basque authors who at some point in
their writing careers undertook to translate some of their favorite authors as a means of
rewriting their favorite pieces in Basque—though it still remains to be see whether their
efforts will have the kind of influence that Charles Baudelaire’s French translations of
Poe or Fyodor Tyutchev’s Russian translation of Heinrich Heine’s poems had.
For example, Gabriel Aresti, Jon Juaristi (1951–), and Joseba Sarrionandia (1958–)
brought together their versions of T. S. Eliot’s poems in one volume (Eliot euskaraz) in
1983. Sarrionandia also translated Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient
7. See Joan Mari Torrealdai Nabea, Euskal kultura gaur: Liburuaren mundua (Donostia: Jakin, 1997).
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Mariner, as well as an anthology of poems by the Brazilian poet Manuel Bandeira, which
was published in 1999; Fernando Pessoa’s play O Marinheiro; and a collection of translations of his favorite poems, which he published in 1985 under the title Izkiriaturik aurkitu
ditudan ene poemak (My poems that I found already written).
Mikel Lasa (1938–) translated Arthur Rimbaud Une Saison en Enfer in 1991 and a
selection of his poems, Poemak, in 1993, as well as Sartre’s Le Mur in 1980, Schwob’s
Mimes in 1985, and Sastre’s Historia de una muñeca abandonada in 1984. Meanwhile, another
poet, Koldo Izagirre (1953–), translated two of Castelao’s plays, Cousas and Un ollo de
vidrio (1986) and Uxío Novoneyra’s Os Eidos (1988) from Galician, a volume of Vladimir
Mayakovsky’s poetry in 1993, a collection of Joan Salvat-Papasseit’s poems in 1995, and
Victor Hugo’s Les chansons des rues et des bois in 2002.
In the narrative genre, Joxe Austin Arrieta (1949–) translated Marguerite Yourcenar’s Mémories d’Hadrian in 1985, Jaume Fuster’s Les claus de vidre in 1997, William Golding’s Lord of the Flies in 1990, and Max Frisch’s Homo Faber in 2001. Juan Kruz Igerabide
(1956–) translated Baudelaire’s La Fanfarlo in 1991 and, together with Anjel Lertxundi,
Apuleius’s Metamorphoses and The Golden Ass in 1996. He has also penned versions of
Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Homer’s Odyssey.
There are many cases in which it would be difficult to establish whether the translators are writers, or translators who, with time, became writers themselves—as was the
case for people like Juan Garzia Garmendia, Javi Cillero (1961–), and Koldo Biguri.
Moreover, during the early years of this particular period several projects that highlighted the importance of translation were initiated by publishers, among them “Euskal
Literatura,” which the publishing house Elkar started in 1983. Its first translation was
a 1984 collection of short stories by the Catalan author Mercé Rodoreda, and this was
quickly followed by works by Cesare Pavese, Maupassant, Yourcenar, Heinrich Böll,
Robert Laxalt, Gide, Georges Bataille, Poe, Steinbeck, Guillaume Apollinaire, Golding,
J. D. Salinger, Isak Dinesen, and many others. In the context of this collection, it is interesting to note the innovative inclusion of a “noir series” that aimed to capture a reading
audience for this particular genre: authors such as James M. Cain, Jim Thompson, Graham Greene, Dashiell Hammett, and Patricia Highsmith were part of this series.
From 1989 onward, the noir genre got its own specialized publishing house, Igela,
which was directed by the translator Xabier Olarra. Henceforth, this publisher concentrated almost exclusively on the translation and publication of works by writers of crime
and noir fiction such as Arthur Conan Doyle, London, P. D. James, Horace McCoy, F.
Scott Fitzgerald, Capote, Virgil Thompson, Chester Himes, Cain, Bill S. Ballinger, Raymond Chandler, Highsmith, Hammett, and many others. In more recent years this publishing house has spread its net wider and has started publishing other material besides
crime fiction. Some of the authors published by Igela of late are Sándor Márai, Natalia
Ginzburg, Alessandro Baricco, and Joseph Roth.
In 1991 the publishing house Erein started the “Bartleby” collection that brought
out brief, enjoyable texts intended to encourage a habit of reading translations. The first
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issue in the collection was precisely Melville’s Bartleby the Scrivener; ten more works were
published in the following three years, by authors such as Rimbaud, Sheridan Le Fanu,
London, Baudelaire, Wilde, E.T.A. Hoffmann, Gogol, Friedrich Dürrenmatt, John Polidori, and Twain.
Nowadays, all publishing houses include a specific number of translations in their
catalogs, although it is safe to say that Alberdania has probably managed to gather the
most interesting group of translators, thus building up a catalog of high-quality translations of works by authors such as Carlo Levi, Agota Kristof, Stefan Zweig, Dylan
Thomas, Günter Grass, and more.
Meanwhile, translation in what is referred to as “peripheral” literature—children’s
or young people’s literature—is remarkably dynamic. The usual numbers are inverted
in this field, and translated literature represents more than two-thirds of the total production. Translations produced by Spanish publishing houses in the last fifteen years have
come to join the substantial number of translations published by Basque companies.
These Spanish publishing houses have translated their entire catalogs into Basque—the
works of their Spanish authors as well as works translated into Spanish from other languages. Due to this effort, children and young people’s literature has a hugely interesting repertoire of works representative of every current literary trend, and younger
readers have access to works that have become popular in other languages in Basque
much more quickly than their equivalent works for adults. Among those translations
we encounter representatives of critical realism like Erich Kästner, Maria Gripe, Peter
Härtling, Otfried Preussler, Reiner Zimnik, and Henning Mankell; of fantastic realism
like Gianni Rodari, Christine Nöstlinger, Astrid Lindgren, and Roald Dahl; of fantastic
fiction like Michael Ende, Angela Sommer-Bodenburg, Dick King-Smith, and J. K. Rowling. We also find contemporary Catalan authors like Joles Sennell, Gabriel Janer Manila,
Josep Vallverdú, Joaquim Carbó, Mercè Canela, and Gemma Lienas; Galician authors
like Agustín Fernández Paz, Marilar Aleixandre, Xabier Docampo, and Gloria Sánchez;
Spanish authors like Juan Farias, Seve Calleja, and Elvira Lindo; Arabic authors like
Rafik Schami, Mehdi Charef, or Hiner Saleem, and so on.
Lastly, it should be observed that there are areas at the periphery of the Basque literary system that are still remarkably devoid of material, even in translation. Some of the
less visible of these peripheral genres, due to the scarcity of works, are science fiction,
romantic and erotic literature, adult comics, and even best-sellers, which can come in all
shapes—including doorstoppers and apparently never-ending series—and reflect interests
such as Egyptology, medieval or contemporary history, and many others.
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Other Basque Literature
Estibalitz Ezkerra

First, a clarification: this article was written at the suggestion of the editor, Mari Jose
Olaziregi. The request, at first, seemed very straightforward: to write an article on
Basque writers whose literary careers have developed in languages other than Euskara,
for inclusion in a book about the history of Basque literature. This explanation might
seem suspect to the readers, they might see it as an excusatio non petita culpa manifesta. Actually, that is not the case. The objective in establishing the origin of this article is simply
to demonstrate the degree of distance and estrangement that still exists between the
literatures written by Basque authors, to the point that a commission is required to write
about realities that are there, all around us.1
Someone might object that language has been and continues to be the parameter
according to which literary histories continue to be built. But just think about the terminology used to refer to Basque literature. While there has been a tendency to understand
the term “Basque literature” as synonymous with “euskal literature,” many years ago
Koldo Mitxelena stated clearly that “euskal literatura izan daiteke euskaldunek euskaldunentzat egin dutena besterik” (Basque literature can only be the literature written by
Basque speakers for Basque speakers).2 It is the word “euskal” that marks this difference,
since “euskal” can only refer to Euskara. If “euskal literature” cannot be translated as
“Basque literature” then, as Mitxelena indicated, “Basque writer” cannot be used as a
synonymous with “euskal idazle.”
Things are rather complicated in the literary context of the Basque Country: How
do we denominate the literatures written by Basque writers in languages other than
1. Jesús María Lasagabaster’s Las literaturas de los vascos attempts to build some bridges between the different
literatures in the Basque territories (Donostia-San Sebastián: Universidad de Deusto, 2002).
2. See Koldo Mitxelena, “Euskal literaturaren bereizgarri orokorrak,” in Koldo Mitxelena gure artean, ed. Anjel
Lertxundi (Zarautz: Alberdania, 2001), 54.
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Euskara? Mitxelena advocated the use of the terms “erdal / erdarazko literature” and “erdal
idazle.” However, the meaning of the word “erdal” or “erdara” leads to rather muddied
waters. According to the Elhuyar dictionary, the word “erdara” means “language other
than the Basque language (often used to refer to Castilian in the South and to French
in the North of the Basque Country).” But it is also common to find that word used in
connection to any foreign language: in the Artez website, where we obtained the Elhuyar
definition, once the “erdarak” section is selected, sites in other languages besides French
and Castilian—like English, for example—appear. Obviously, the word “erdarak” has
several accepted meanings. And it is impossible to avoid the temptation to delve into the
relationship (differential and referential) between these meanings, one pointing toward
other languages, the other directly identifying them as foreign. It is impossible to avoid
the notion that both Castilian and French are seen as markers of non-Basque identity,
although there are very few people in the Basque Country who cannot speak at least
one of those two languages, depending on the region in which they live. From an essentialist perspective, of course, the Castilian and French languages are not Basque, the
native language of Euskal Herria (understood as the territory that hosts the seven Basque
provinces). The native language of Euskal Herria, as its name suggests, is Euskara. But
this view obviates the reality of Basque citizens, who speak not only Euskara, but other
languages as well. In other words, this view portrays a nation that does not correspond
with the reality of the subjects who inhabit it; it portrays a reality that is as linguistically
plural (and will be even more so in time) as it is linguistically singular.
In her renowned essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Gayatri C. Spivak defends recurring to what she designates “strategic essentialism” to give voice to those voices, the subaltern ones (Spivak, an academic of Indian origin, takes the term from Antonio Gramsci)
that had been silenced by colonialism. Many of her colleagues have described the statement as unfortunate because postcolonialism’s main concern, precisely, is to dismantle
all attempts at schematics. The paradox here is that without some degree of essentialism,
there would be no English departments or departments of any other kind.3 Moreover,
her critics forget one very important aspect: the strategic aspect. Spivak proposes an
alternative to the academic status quo, but she also warns that it had to be a transitory
alternative.4 Spivak knows the danger involved in holding on to this view, perceiving
the past as something stagnant, where everything remained always the same, without
ever changing. This idea of an “eternal past” is reminiscent of the traditional attitude
described by the anthropologist James Clifford, who has studied and analyzed his native
3. The comment is applicable to postcolonialism itself and for this reason its purpose, if any, is double-sided:
on the one hand, it aims to confront the structures established by external powers, and on the other, those imposed
by the discipline itself. See Gayatri C. Spivak, “1994: Will Postcolonialism Travel?” in Other Asias (Malden: Blackwell, 2008), 97–131.
4. See Suzana Milevska, “Resistance that Cannot Be Recognized as Such,” in Conversations with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, eds., Swapan Chakravorty, Suzana Milevska, and Tani E. Barlow (London: Seagull Books, 2006),
57–86.
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objects as if they were elements anchored in some sort of past-present.5 The nature of his
practice has prevented him from seeing the native as someone who had roots, but also
routes, and also meant that through the encounter with the anthropologist these routes
would be extended further. Thus, the impossibility of recovering the past (which is the
goal of essentialism) is impossible not only because of its remoteness, but also because
of its social complexity. For this reason, every step taken in this direction will never be
anything other than a reconstruction, the renewal of an imaginary act.
Of course, we must emphasize that not all languages spoken by the Basques are in the
same situation. As Martin Ugalde has pointed out, Euskara was a prosecuted language
for decades, which prevented it from developing with normality.6 That is why steps must
be taken to ensure its survival. But Euskara’s need for support must not antagonize it to
other languages; if we can understand and defend Euskara for its cultural value, we must
also be able to recognize the same value in other languages (and Basque citizens who do
not speak Basque must show respect toward it: respect needs to be reciprocal). What’s
more, we as Basques should be able to understand that since we speak French and Spanish, these are also our languages. In his famous book Decolonising the Mind, Ngugi wa
Thiong’o positioned himself in favor of African languages, of their promotion, without
denying that French and English have already permeated the continent. No one would
ever say that Chinua Achebe is not an African writer because he writes in English.7 What
I propose in the following article is that we develop a postcolonial8 attitude that helps us
“read” the different literary realms that make up Basque reality. The aim of postcolonialism is not to re-create things as they were in their day, but to understand the changes in
the “colonial” enclave from the moment of “contact” onward and to seek remedies to the
problems that took place thereafter in a spirit of justice. A postcolonial vision will help
us get closer not just to the Basque writers who write in Spanish and French, but also
to Basque authors who are part of the diaspora (Basque feeling is not exclusive to those
who live within the Basque Country; there is no monopoly as regards issues of Basqueness or Basque identity). This subject deserves thorough study, but on this occasion, and
for reasons of space, we will only mention the most outstanding authors of the twentieth
century and beyond.
5. See James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1997).
6. See Martin Ugalde, “Debate sobre el escritor vasco en castellano,” Hierro (Bilbao, Basque Country), January
28, 1978.
7. See Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1986). Although postcolonialism as a theoretical discipline can travel across cultures, we must be careful when comparing different realities.
African languages and Basque are in different situations therefore I believe that the strategies we ought to develop
in the Basque case should be designed and tailored to the context.
8. Technically the Basque Country has never been a colony, but certain historical circumstances (such as the
policies against the Basque language, for example) have been similar to those experienced by colonized countries.
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Let us begin our journey with prose in Spanish, citing two major figures of the generation of 1898: Miguel de Unamuno (Bilbao 1864–Salamanca 1936) and Pío Baroja
(Donostia-San Sebastián, 1872–Madrid, 1956).
Miguel de Unamuno studied Philosophy at the University of Madrid, completing
his degree in 1883. The following year he obtained a doctorate with a thesis on the subject of the origin and prehistory of the Basque race, which anticipated his ideas about the
origin of the Basques, contradicting Basque nationalism and Sabino Arana’s assertions
describing a Basque race uncontaminated by other races. His first novel, Paz en la guerra
(1895) echoes these ideas. Although it is set at the time of the Third Carlist War (which
the author experienced in his childhood), this book has nothing to do with the historical
and legendary literature of the previous generation, like Amaya y los vascos en el siglo VIII
(1879) by Navarro Villoslada. As Lasagabaster has pointed out, regionalist literature by
Basque writers of the 1898 generation “would indeed be the death certificate of fuerismo
and the literary nationalism of earlier generations—from Trueba to Kanpion, through
Arakistain, Goizueta, and Arana.”9 Other works by Unamuno included Niebla (1914),
Abel Sánchez (1917), Tulio Montalbán (1920), San Manuel Bueno, mártir, and Don Sandalio,
jugador de ajedrez (1930). Unamuno also wrote several theater plays, among them Freda
(1912), La Esfinge (1898), and El hermano Juan (1929).
Pío Baroja was keener on the narrative genre, but he wrote essays often and, on
occasion, drama, poetry, and biography. His novels expressed a philosophical thought
imbued with Arthur Schopenhauer’s deep pessimism, but somehow he simultaneously
proposed a form of redemption through action, in line with Friedrich Nietzsche—hence
the adventure-hungry characters that flooded most of his stories but also the few apathetic and disillusioned ones, like Andrés Hurtado in El árbol de la ciencia or Fernando
Ossorio in Camino de perfección (Pasión mística), two of his most accomplished novels. He
eventually identified with liberal doctrines and rejected communism, although he never
abandoned his anticlerical ideas. In 1935 he became a member of the Royal Academy of
the Basque Language, Euskaltzaindia, perhaps the only official honor to be dispensed to
him. In 1900 he published his first book, a collection of short stories called Vidas sombrías,
most written in Zestoa (Gipuzkoa), about the people of that region and his experiences
as a doctor. All the obsessions reflected in his later novels have their seed in this work.
The author himself grouped his novels, somewhat arbitrarily, into nine trilogies and a
tetralogy, although it is difficult to establish their common subjects: the Basque Country
(La casa de Aitzgorri, 1900; El mayorazgo de Labraz, 1903; Zalacaín el aventurero, 1909), the
fight for life (La busca, 1904; Mala hierba, 1904; Aurora Roja, 1905), the past (La feria de
los discretos, Los últimos románticos and Las tragedias grotescas), the sea (Las inquietudes de Shanti
Andía, 1911; El laberinto de las sirenas, 1923; Los pilotos de altura, 1931; La estrella del capitán
Chimista, 1930), the race (El árbol de la ciencia, 1911; La dama errante, 1908; La ciudad de la
niebla, 1909), the cities (César o nada, 1910; El mundo es ansí, 1912; La sensualidad pervertida:
9. See Lasagabaster, La literatura de los vascos, 274.
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ensayos amorosos de un hombre ingenuo en una época de decadencia, 1920), belated romances (El
gran torbellino del mundo, 1926; Las veleidades de la fortuna, 1927; Los amores tardíos, 1942), the
dark jungle (La familia de Errotacho, 1932; El cabo de las tormentas, 1932; Los visionaries, 1932),
lost youth (Las noches del Buen Retiro, 1934; Locuras de carnaval, 1937; El cura de Monleón,
1936); and fantastic lives (Aventuras, inventos y mixtificaciones de Silvestre Paradox, 1901; Camino
de perfección (Pasión mística), 1901; Paradox rey, 1906).
Between 1913 and 1935, Baroja published twenty-two volumes of a long historical
novel, Memorias de un hombre de acción, based on the life of an ancestor of his, the liberal
adventurer, conspirator, and freemason Eugenio de Aviraneta (1792–1872). Through
Aviraneta, Baroja reflects on the most important events of the history of Spain of the
nineteenth century, from the War of Independence to Maria Christina’s regency, through
the turbulent times of the kingdom of Ferdinand VII.
Among the authors born in the first two decades of the twentieth century are people like Rafael García Serrano (Iruñea-Pamplona, 1917), Antonio Menchaca Careaga
(Areeta, 1921–2002), Bernardo Arrizabalaga (Markina, 1923), Ignacio Aldecoa (VitoriaGasteiz, 1925–Madrid, 1969), Luis Martín-Santos (Larache, Marruecos, 1924–VitoriaGasteiz, 1964), Ramiro Pinilla (Bilbao, 1923), Luis de Castresana (San Salvador del Valle,
1924–Basurto, 1986), Pablo Antoñana (Viana, 1927–Iruñea-Pamplona, 2009), Santiago
Aizarna (Oiartzun, 1928), and José María Mendiola Insausti (Donostia-San Sebastián,
1929–2003).
Rafael García Serrano worked as a journalist. His wide-ranging narrative endeavors
started in 1983 with Eugenio o la proclamación de la primavera, a novel in which he described
the early days of the Spanish Civil War from quite a radical perspective. This was followed by La fiel infantería (1943), La plaza del castillo (1951), Los ojos perdidos (1958), La paz
dura quince días (1960), and La ventana daba al río (1963). There is continuity in his work;
his subjects remain the same as those of his first novel: praise for the combatants and
criticism at passivity; heroic deaths; an apology for war and violence. His last novel, V
Centenario (1986), is a work of political fiction that celebrates the fifth centenary of the
unification of Spain.
Antonio Menchaca was a marine by trade, but his true vocation was writing. He
spent time in jail during Francisco Franco’s dictatorship, like many other defenders of
democracy. In Las horas decisivas: Memorias (1992), he wrote about the six months he spent
in jail with Tierno Galván and Francisco Herrera. A trilogy about the upper classes of
Bilbao stands out among Menchaca’s novels; it starts during the last Carlist war (1870)
and encompasses a period of one hundred years. The titles of the novels that make it up
are Las cenizas del esplendor (2002), Amor siempre asediado (1989), and La crisálida (1995). He
also wrote Mar de fondo (1959), which was shortlisted for the Nadal prize, and Resucitar en
Palermo (1990).
Bernardo de Arrizabalaga worked as a journalist for journals like Hermano lobo, Egin,
and Triunfo. His first novel, Los Barroeta (1967), was shortlisted (under the title El hijo de
Itziar) for the Villa de Bilbao competition. A jury headed by the renowned writer Torrente
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Ballester recommended the novel’s publication, but it remains unpublished. His latest
work, En el principio era el roble (1985), is a long novel that tells the history of an archetypal
Basque family through the character of Javier Egurrola, a former member of ETA. This
book received the Basque government’s Pío Baroja award for novel writing.
Ignacio Aldecoa started off as a poet, but he soon chose to write narrative instead,
becoming a renowned short story writer. He is considered one of the best short story
writers of the twentieth century in Spain. He put together several short story collections,
some of which are Espera de tercera clase (1955), Vísperas del silencio (1955), El corazón y otros
frutos amargos (1959), Caballo de pica (1961), Arqueología (1961), Cuaderno de Godo (1961),
Neutral corner (1962), and Pájaros y espantapájaros (1963). His short stories can be said to be
in line with the neorealist trend that became popular in Spain in the 1950s and describe
the world of the disadvantaged and the desperate. Aldecoa also published several novels:
El fulgor y la sangre (1954), which was shortlisted for the Planeta prize, Con el viento solano
(1956), Gran Sol (1957), which was awarded the Crítica Prize, and Parte de una historia
(1967).
As Alfonso Rey has said, the works of Luis Martín-Santos (his real name was Luis
Martín Ribera, but he changed it to Luis Martín Santos-Ribera to honor his father’s
wish) can be split into three sections: medical research, essays, and literary fiction.10
He wrote more than fifty articles and two books on surgery and psychiatry. As for the
literary realm, he wrote poetry, short stories, and novels. In 1962 he published Tiempo
de silencio, which was a revolutionary work in terms of novel writing at the time. This
novel introduced several stylistic innovations, such as internal monologue, the use of the
second-person singular, free indirect speech, and stream of consciousness—all narrative
processes that had been used in European novel writing since the days of James Joyce,
but were far removed from the social realism that was in vogue in Spain at the time.
These processes contributed to create what Martín-Santos called “dialectical realism.”
His short stories were collected in a posthumous volume entitled Apologos (1970). On
his death, Martín-Santos left an unfinished second novel, Tiempo de destruccion, which was
later on edited and published.
Ramiro Pinilla’s name became popular in the literary world when he won the Nadal
prize in 1960 with Las ciegas hormigas. Together with J. J. Rapha Bilbao he created the
publishing house Libropueblo with the objective of bringing books closer to people.
Through it, he published Recuerda, oh recuerda (1974), Primeras historias de la guerra interminable (1977), La gran guerra de Doña Toda (1978), Andanzas de Txiki Baskardo (1980), Quince años
(1990), and Huesos (1997). He published the trilogy Verdes valles, colinas rojas (2005)—made
up of La tierra convulsa, Los cuerpos desnudos and Las cenizas del hierro—with the publishing
house Tusquets. It was an ambitious portrayal of the recent history of the Basque Country and Basque nationalism, and, simultaneously, a sharp rendering of life in Getxo,
10. See Alfonso Rey, “Noticia de Luis Martín-Santos y Tiempo de silencio,” in Tiempo de silencio, Luis MartínSantos (Barcelona: Crítica, 2000), 222.
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his hometown. Pinilla received the Euskadi prize for novel writing in Spanish for Las
cenizas del hierro. More recently, he has published La higuera (2006) and Solo un muerto más
(2009).
José María Mendiola was a law graduate from Deusto University and became legal
advisor to the Junta de Protección de Menores (association for the protection of minors)
of Bizkaia. For several years he wrote articles and reviews for the Donostia-San Sebastián
newspaper El Diario Vasco. Mendiola was most successful with his novel Muerte por fusi
lamiento, which was awarded the Nadal Prize in 1962. Later he published novels such as
Maldito funcionario (1974); Las delicias del exilio (1984), which tells the story of J. Domingo
Perón’s exile; and En busca de la experiencia de Dios (1988). In the 1990s his literary production changed direction, and he started writing novels for young people, a genre that
earned him great popularity.
Luis de Castresana belonged to the group of children known as “the children of war,”
whom the Basque government, headed by José Antonio Agirre at the time of the Civil
War (1936–39), decided to evacuate to other countries like France, Belgium, or Russia,
to save them from the horrors of the war. His most famous novel, El otro árbol de Guernica,
is based on this experience and received the Nacional Prize for literature in 1967. In 1969
Pedro Lazaga made a film based on it. A year later, Castresana was shortlisted for the
Planeta Prize for his Retrato de una bruja. Castresana was a prolific author and delved in
other genres, like biography and the essay, as well as the novel.
Pablo Antoñana’s novels stand out for their social denunciation. His first novel,
El capitán Cassou, received the Acento Prize for short novels in 1959. It is based on an
episode that took place during the Civil War: a captain loses his mind, has his lieutenant executed, and, plagued by remorse, visits his tomb every day to make sure he really
is dead. In his next book, No estamos solos (1961), he writes about “the subject of war
and how social conditioning influences people; this attitude of critical denunciation will
henceforward be present throughout his works.”11 This particular novel takes place during the last Carlist war, at the time of the losers’ return home. Other books of his that are
worthy of mention are La cuerda rota, which was shortlisted for the Nadal Prize in 1962,
the rural drama El sumario, Pequeña crónica, and Relato cruento. In 1996 Antoñana received
the Príncipe de Viana Prize for his lifelong achievements.

1930 to 1940
Raúl Guerra Garrido (Madrid, 1935) wrote his first novel, Ni héroe ni nada, in 1962, and
has published around twenty more works since then. He won the Nadal Prize in 1976
for Lectura insólita de El Capital and was shortlisted for the Planeta Prize in 1984 for El año
de Wolfram. In 1987 La mar es una mala mujer was published, which the critics regard as
his best work—it was made into a film entitled Terranova years later. This book tells of
11. See José Luís Martín Nogales, Cincuenta años de novela española (1936–1986): Escritores navarros (Barcelona:
PPU, 1989), 111.
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Antxon’s fight against time. Terrorist violence is one of his great subjects, which he deals
with in La carta (1990), or the more recent La soledad del ángel de la guarda (2007), a psychological portrayal of a bodyguard who shadows a professor who has been threatened
by a terrorist band, which earned him the Spanish Letters Prize in 2006.
Ángel García Ronda’s (Donostia-San Sebastián, 1939) first novel, La levadura (1979),
is an analysis of the origins of ETA’s violence written right at the height of the political
transition from the dictatorship. García Ronda is also the author of Garibaldi está cansado
(1989), a novel, and the short story collection Las soledades (1995). As an essay writer he
has dealt with several subjects: La transformación de la foralidad guipuzcoana (1837–1844)
(1991) studies the Basque foral regime during the nineteenth century. In 1998 he published an essay on the work of his friend the author Raúl Guerra Garrido, with which he
won the Spanish Letters Prize in 2006. His latest work is La respuesta (2006), which deals
with the Basque conflict and is written in the epistolary style.
Germán Sánchez Espeso’s first literary endeavor was the novel Experimento en Génesis
(1967), influenced by the nouveau roman. The protagonist of this work is a solitary man
who decides to get in touch with the world that surrounds him, an argument that is similar to the subject that opens up the Bible, the Genesis: the encounter of the first man with
the first woman, and with the world. With Experimento en Génesis, Sánchez Espeso began a
pentalogy based on the biblical cycle of the Pentateuch, which is made up of the following
volumes: Síntomas del Éxodo (1969), Laberinto Levítico (1972), De entre los Números (1978), and
Baile de disfraces (1983, original title: Deuteronomio de salón). In 1978 the author received the
Nadal Prize for En Narciso. Later on he initiated a trilogy set in imperial Spain, although
only the first two titles of this planned trilogy were written: ¡Viva el pueblo! (1981) and
La reliquia (1983), which he did not finish. He also wrote the collection of short stories
Paraíso (1981) and the novel Pollo frío en la nevera (1984), about the relationship between a
psychiatrist and his patients.
Despite starting relatively late (her first novel, La calle de la judería, was published in
1998), Toti Martínez de Lezea has become a best-selling success thanks to her historical
novels. She has published eight works to date: La calle de la judería, which narrates the life
of a converted Jewish family in Vitoria-Gasteiz in the fifteenth century; Las torres de Sancho
(1999), which takes place around the time of Sancho III the Great, king of Navarre, in
the eleventh century; La herbolera (2000), about the witch hunts in Durango in the year
1500; El señor de la guerra (2001), set around the time of clan fights and the fire of Mondragón in 1448; La abadesa (2002), about the life of the illegitimate daughter of Ferdinand
the Catholic and a woman from Bilbao; Los hijos de Ogaiz (2002, set in the fifteenth century
in Estella, around the time of the black death; La voz de Lug (2003), set around the time
of the wars in Asturias and Cantabria in the first century BCE, and La comunera (2003),
which takes place during the wars of the Communities of Castille in the first half of the
fifteenth century.
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1950s
Miguel Sánchez-Ostiz has published several volumes of poetry (Pórtico de la fuga, 1978;
Travesa de la noche, 1983; De un paseante solitario, 1985; Reinos imaginarios, 1986), narrative
(Los papeles del ilusionista, Navarra Prize for short novel, 1981; El pasaje de la luna, 1984;
Tánger Bar, 1987; La quinta del Americano, 1987; La gran ilusión, Herralde Prize, 1989), and
several books of essays and diaries. The past is always present in his novels, although
his vision is not nostalgic or sentimental; for Sánchez-Ostiz “to return to the past is to
find vestiges of shadows, a collection of discolored portraits and blurry faces; it’s to delve
deep in memory, to confront oblivion and contemplate the devastating power of the passing of time.”12
Antonio Altarriba is a professor of French Literature at the University of the Basque
Country. He has written several articles and books on graphic novels, and he is the
author of comic strip collections such as Amores locos (2005) and El brillo del gato negro
(2008). A writer of fiction, he has published books such as Cuerpos entretejidos (1996) and
La memoria de la nieve (2002), which received the Euskadi Prize for literature in Spanish in
2003. His latest work is the graphic novel El arte de volar (2009), created in collaboration
with the graphic artist Kim.
Paloma Díaz-Mas was professor of Spanish Literature of the Siglo de Oro at the
University of the Basque Country for several years; presently she is head scientist at the
Institute for the Spanish Language at the Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas (CSIC) in Madrid. Her specialty is Sephardic language and literature, and she has
written several essays on Sephardic culture, as well as on the Romancero and traditional
poetry. Her essay Los sefardís: Historia, lengua, cultura (1993) was shortlisted for the national
prize for essay writing. In 2000 she received the Euskadi Prize for literature in Spanish
for the novel La tierra fértil (1999).
Luisa Etxenike is a law graduate. She is a regular contributor to El País and has regularly led creative writing workshops for many years. She has published short story collections like La historia de amor de Margarita Maura (1989) and short stories compilations such
as Silverio Girón (1989), and novels like Querida Teresa (1988), Efectos secundarios (1996), El
mal más grave (1997), Ejercicios de duelo (2001), and Los peces negros (2005), published by Bassarai and well received by readers and critics. In 2008 she published El ángulo ciego with
Bruguera, a novel in which main character is a young man whose father, a bodyguard,
has been killed by ETA.
Fernando Marías started off writing television scripts. In 1990 he wrote his first
novel, La luz prodigiosa, which would later be turned into a film. Since then he has written
more than ten novels, among which El niño de los coroneles (2001) stands out: a novel about
a French man, a Nazi collaborator who escapes to the fictitious Central American republic of Leonito after World War II, and Jean Laventier, a psychiatrist who chases after him
12. See José Luís Martín Nogales, Cincuenta años de novela española (1936-1986): Escritores navarros, 301.
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tirelessly throughout decades. This novel earned him the Nadal Prize in 2001, and Invasor
(2004) brought him the Dulce Chacón Prize for Spanish narrative in 2005.
Álvaro Bermejo has developed mostly historic subjects. He has received several
prizes, among them the Pío Baroja Prize for novel writing (1993) for Benares, the Ateneo
Prize for novel writing (2001) for La piedra imán, and the Ateneo Prize in 2008 for historical novel writing for Un pez en el Tibet, a literary odyssey in which the main character is
an archeologist investigating the possibility that Jesus Christ might not have died at the
cross at Mount Calvary.
Fernando Aramburu shot to fame with Fuegos con limón (1996), a chronicle of a generation of writers set in Donostia-San Sebastián in the 1970s. Afterward he published the
novels Los ojos vacíos (2000), with which he obtained the Euskadi Prize for literature in
Spanish, El trompetista de Utopía (2003), which was turned into a movie by Félix Viscarret
under the title Bajo las estrellas, Vida de un piojo llamado Matías (2004), and Bami sin sombra
(2005). In 2006 he published the short story collection Los peces de la amargura, which deals
with the victims of ETA and won him the Dulce Chacón Prize for Spanish narrative in
2007, and the Spanish Letters prize in 2008. Aramburu has also written several volumes
of poetry.
Juan Bas studied law at Deusto University, but abandoned the degree before completing it. In 1981 he started working as a scriptwriter for the radio station Radio 3. In
2001 he published a short story collection, La taberna de los 3 monos, in which all the stories
have poker as a subject to a greater or lesser degree. Later he published the novels El
oro de los carlistas (2001), set in Bilbao during the siege by Zumalacárregi’s troops; Glabro,
legionario de Roma (2002); Alacranes en su tinta (2002), a ferocious criticism of Basque nationalism; and Voracidad (2006), in which he wrote a satirical portrayal of contemporary reality and current media tendencies. With Voracidad he won the Euskadi prize for literature
in Spanish in 2007. He also wrote La cuenta atrás (2004), a fictionalized biography of the
boxer Urtain.

1960s and 1970s
Pedro Ugarte received the Nervión Prize for poetry for Incendios y amenazas (1989). His
next poetry collection was El falso fugitivo (1991). He has published several short story
collections: Los traficantes de palabras (1990), Noticias de tierras improbables (1992), Manual para
extranjeros (1993), La isla de Komodo (1996), and Materiales para una expedición (2003). His
first novel, Los cuerpos de las nadadoras, was shortlisted for the Herralde Prize and received
the Euskadi Prize for literature in Spanish in 1997.
Fernando Palazuelos received the Torrente Ballester Prize with his first novel, La
trastienda azul (1998), as well as the Ciudad de la Laguna Prize and the Tigre Juan Prize
for the best first novel. Both of his subsequent novels, Papeles de penumbra (2001), whose
main character, a psychologist, analyzes the influence a patient has on him, and Las manos
del ángel (2006), which deals with the problem of personal identity in a country in search
of a national identity, received excellent reviews. He is also the author of the play Billete
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a Vidanueva (2006) and the novels Pura chatarra (2007), which in the author’s own words
is “a song to freedom, to tranquility and the simple life,” and Ianua Caeli (Heaven’s door,
2008).
Espido Freire received the Planeta Prize in 1999 with Melocotones helados at the age
of twenty-five, thus becoming the youngest ever writer to receive it. The novel tells the
story of a young painter who, leaving her home after receiving anonymous death threats,
goes to live with her grandfather. Before that, Freire had published another two novels:
Irlanda (1998), with which she won the French Millepage Prize, and Donde siempre es octubre
(1999). Her other book include Diabulus in Musica (2001), Nos espera la noche (2003), La
diosa del pubis azul (2005), and Soria Moria (2007, Ateneo Prize). Her work deals with the
ambiguity of appearances, with what is acceptable according to social values, and with
the fascination with evil. She uses magic worlds or everyday life for this purpose, weaving very complex alternate universes and fictional time frames that demand an effort
from the reader.

Poetry
As for poetry, let us start this section with the following names: Ramón de Basterra (Bilbao, 1888; Madrid, 1928); Ernestina de Champourcín (Vitoria-Gasteiz, 1905; Madrid,
1999); what is commonly referred to as the Basque triumvirate of social poetry: Ángela
Figuera Aymerich (Bilbao, 1902–Madrid, 1984), Gabriel Celaya (Hernani, 1911–Madrid,
1991), and Blas de Otero (Bilbao, 1916–Madrid, 1979); Pilar de la Cuadra Echaide
(Hondarribia, 1918–Donostia-San Sebastián, 1996); and Javier de Bengoechea (Bilbao
1919–2009).
Ramón de Basterra y Zabala graduated in law and began a diplomatic career, getting posts such as attaché of the Spanish embassy in Rome (1915–1917), in Bucarest
(1918), and in Caracas (1924). He wrote a collection while posted in each of these cities,
although the matrix of all of them is Rome, where Basterra found the universal meaning of Spain in history, as he explains in his poetic works Las ubres luminosas and Virulo
(which contains two parts: Las mocedades and Mediodía). The main characteristics of Las
ubres luminosas (1923) are its sense of landscape, humanistic ideology, and treatment of
Basque issues. In Virulo, mocedades (1924) his style is baroque and Góngoraesque; he performs like a virtuoso of pure poetry. In Virulo, mediodía (1927), the poet leaves behind the
earlier stages of his poetry and takes a leap ahead of his time: he aligns himself with the
avant-garde. With techniques borrowed from Futurism, he sings to the machine and the
fecund destiny of the Hispanic people: the “Sobrespaña” (something like “beyond and
on Spain”), a concept that foreshadows the concept of Hispanity.
Ernestina de Champourcín belonged to the renowned generation of 1927. Champourcín wrote intimist poetry, and her oeuvre can be said to have three distinct phases:
poetry of human love (1926–36), poetry of divine love (1936–74), and poetry of deeply
felt love (1974–91). The first few collections that made her name in Madrid belong to
the first phase: En silencio (1926), Ahora (1928), La voz en el viento (1931), and Cántico inútil
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(1936). During the Civil War she helped out as a nurse in the committee for the protection of minors set up by the poet Juan Ramón Jiménez and his wife Zenobia Campubrí.
Later on, Champourcín went on to work as an assistant nurse in a hospital managed by
Lola Azaña. She started writing the novel Mientras allí se muere, which recounted the experiences she lived through while working there, but she never actually finished it. After the
initiators of the coup d’état won the war in 1939, she went into exile with her husband,
where she published Presencia a oscuras (1952), Cárcel de los sentidos (1960), and El nombre que
me diste (1960). Her husband died in 1959, after which the religious content of her poetry
increased. She published Hai-kais espirituales (1967), Cartas cerradas (1968), and Poemas del
ser y del estar (1972). She returned to Spain in 1972, settling in Madrid. There, she wrote
Primer exilio (1978), La pared transparente (1984), Huyeron todas las islas (1988), Los encuentros
frustrados (1991), and the first part of Del vacío y sus dones (1993).
Although generationally she could also be said to belong to the generation of 1927,
Ángela Figuera Aymerich’s poetry was closer to postwar poetry in many regards: its
style was modernist; it celebrated the female and maternity and denounced the abuse
of women and children. Mujer de barro, published in 1948, was her first collection. It was
followed by Soria pura (1949), Vencida por el ángel (1950), Víspera de la vida (1953), Los días
duros (1953), Belleza cruel (1958), and Toco la tierra (1962). These last two works portray
a greater interest in social questions and a more radical positioning in favor of human
beings who suffer.
Gabriel Celaya was one of the more renowned poets in the genre described as “committed literature.” He was an industrial engineer by trade, and his first poetic phase was
existentialist in essence. In the 1950s he joined forces with the aesthetics of commitment,
which produced the poetry collections Lo demás es silencio (1952) and Cantos Íberos (1955)—
this last one is considered to be a veritable bible of social poetry. Together with Eugenio
de Nora and Blas de Otero, he defended the idea of a non-elitist poetry at the service of
the majority, “to transform the world.” When this model of social poetry fell out of favor,
Celaya returned to his poetic origins. He published La linterna sorda and republished
poems he had written before 1936. He also delved into experimentalism and concrete
poetry in Campos semánticos (1971). He received the Spanish Letters Prize in 1986.
Blas de Otero’s trajectory can be divided into three phases—the spiritual phase, the
existential phase, and the social phase—that respond to three critical moments in the
poet’s experience. His first poems belong to the earliest phase, and among these we have
Baladitas humildes, which were published in the Jesuit magazine Los Luises. These poems
were marked by religious belief and influenced by the Spanish mystics and Christian
literature. In 1945 the poet suffered a deep depression that destroyed his firm religious
beliefs. During those years he wrote the works that belong, almost exclusively, to his
existential cycle: Ángel fieramente humano (1950) and Redoble de conciencia (1951), where the
“I,” solitary and pained, seeks a “you” to dialogue with but finds only silence. From 1955
onward Otero was considered one of the great poets of the postwar period. However,
as his prestige grew, so did the loneliness he felt as an individual. His search for a “you”
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to dialogue with had failed. But he found a way of lessening his solitude: through his
encounters with others, through being a man among men. Thus the “we” emerged in his
poetry. But still, this kind of social poetry did not find its voice in him until he decided
to exile himself to Paris. There, he created Pido la paz y la palabra (1955), inspired by his
newly found faith in humankind. Also in Paris he published En castellano and Ancia, the
result of bringing together Ángel fieramente humano and Redoble de conciencia, with a few new
added poems. In 1960 Otero traveled to the Soviet Union and China, invited by the
International Society of Writers. Around this time Esto no es un libro (Puerto Rico, 1963)
and Que trata de España (Paris, 1964) were published (he was published outside Spain
because of the existing censorship).
Javier Bengoechea was a law graduate from Deusto University, and he dedicated a
good part of his life to literature. He was renowned as an art and theater critic of several
written media. Bengoechea achieved recognition with his first two books, which were
published in the early 1950s. He received the second prize in the 1950 Adonais competition with Habitada claridad. Five years later, he won that very prize with Hombre en forma
de elegía (1955). In 1959 he published Fiesta nacional, and a long period of silence followed. He never stopped writing poetry, but he didn’t want it published. Toward the end
of 2006, the University of the Basque Country published his complete works—which
included the unpublished but well-known collections Pastiches, divertimentos y otras melancolías (1974–94), Del corazón y sus asuntos (1978–2005), and Hojas sueltas (1979–2005)—under
the title A lo largo del viaje, compiled by the writer José Fernández de la Sota.

1920s and 1930s
Jorge G. Aranguren has been awarded several prizes, such as the Ciudad de Irun in 1971,
which he received for Largo regreso a Ítaca, and the Adonais in 1976, which he received for
De fuegos, tigres, ríos . . . His poems have appeared in several anthologies in Spanish and in
Basque, English, German, and Italian translation.
Blanca Sarasua has published the collections Cuando las horas son fuego (1984), El cerco
de los pájaros (1986), Ático para dos (1989), Ballestas contra el miedo (1990), ¿Quién ha visto un
ambleo? (1994), Rótulo para unos pasos (1997), and La mirada del maniquí (2000). Her latest
collection, Música de aldaba (2008), was awarded the nineteenth Premio Internacional de
Poesía San Juan de la Cruz.

1940s
Carlos Aurtenetxe was one of the driving forces, together with Ángel García Ronda
and Jorge G. Aranguren, behind the literary magazine Kantil. He has written poetry
collections such as Caja de silencio (1979), Figuras en el friso (1982), Las edades de la noche
(1983), and Los cormoranes (2002), and the series dedicated to three great Basque artists:
Eduardo Chillida, la casa del olvido (1999), Jorge Oteiza, la piedra acontecida (1999), and Remigio
Mendiburu, acanto ciego (2002). Carlos Aurtenetxe’s poetry is greatly appreciated by his
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contemporaries. Bernardo Atxaga, for example, has described him as “the poet of exact
words.”
Ramón Irigoyen has written four poetry collections: Amor en carne muerta (1972), Versos
de entretiempo (1976), Cielos e inviernos (1979), and Los abanicos del Caudillo (1982). His poetry
is characterized by his very free use of language—a language that is sometimes aggressive
and full of ire and sometimes full of tenderness. At other times, his verses are full of jokes,
blasphemies, and swearing. Irigoyen is also a renowned translator of Greek. His literary
endeavors in this area have produced Poemas, a collection of Konstantin Kavafis’s poetry
in translation; Ocho poetas griegos del siglo XX; Orientaciones, a collection of Odiseas Elitis’s
poetry in translation; and a version of Euripides’s Medea.
Since the late 1970s, Pablo Gónzalez de Langarika has edited the poetry magazine
Zurgai, a publication that has had a great influence in the development of Spanish-language
poetry in the Basque Country in the last decade. His first poetry collection, Canto terrenal,
received the Bahía prize in 1975. Later on he published Contra el rito de las sombras (1976),
Del corazón y otras ruinas (Premio Alonso de Ercilla, 1985), and Los ojos de la iguana y otros
poemas (Laida, 1988).

The 1950s
Eduardo José Apodoca Urquijo has collaborated with poetry magazines in the Basque
Country such as Kurpil and Kantil, where his first few poems were published, as well as
with Zurgai. Apodoca has one of the most original urban poetry voices of the last twentyfive years. His poetic works are hard to categorize, such is their originality, and they are
collected in two volumes: Introducción a la tierra/Lurrerako atari gisa (1991, bilingual edition
in Basque and Spanish) and Sus ojos diminutos (2004).
Julia Otxoa is a versatile artist who from very early on combined poetry writing
with visual arts, children’s stories, microfictions, and visual poetry (as well as essay and
newspaper writing). Her first book, Composición entre la luz y la sombra, was published in
1978. Right from the beginning, her poetry was clearly influenced by the existential and
committed poets of the prewar and postwar periods (Antonio Machado, Federico García
Lorca, Miguel Hernández, Blas de Otero, Ángela Figuera). Her preference seemed to be
for a minimalist poetry, close to silence, with poems that were close to poetic prose or
aphorisms, particularly in the years (mid-1980s) when her points of reference seemed
to be more philosophical than literary. Among the fourteen poetry collections she has
published, Taxus Baccata (2005) stands out. This book delves deep into the issue of existential alienation with great intellectual lucidity and civic courage, especially taking into
account that being a dissident in the Basque Country can sometimes threaten one’s life
and comfort.
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1960s
Beween 1997 and 2002, José Fernández de la Sota carried out a busy editorial schedule
as director of the poetry collection Los pliegos del norte, the literary supplement Pérgola, and
the culture magazines Ipar Atea (with María Maizkurrena), Boletín de Ficciones, and Ancia
(for the Blas de Otero Foundation). Since 1988 he has served on the editorial committee
of the Zurgai poetry magazine. His collection La gracia del enano was published in 1994
and, in 1997 he published Todos los santos. The following year he was awarded the Euskadi
Prize for literature in Spanish for this collection. From 2000 onward, his poetry evolves in
two different directions, the first of which is represented by Material de construcción (2004)
and Aprender a irse (2007), and the second by Cumbre del mar (2005) and Vacilación (2009).
Kepa Murua is director of the publishing house Bassarai, which in the last two
decades has made available the works of Basque authors who write in Spanish. He has
written the following poetry collections: Abstemio de honores (1990), Cavando la tierra con tus
sueños (2000), Siempre conté diez y nunca apareciste (1999), Un lugar por nosotros (2000), Cardiolemas (2001), Las manos en alto (2004), Poemas del caminante (2005), Cantos del dios oscuro (2006),
and No es nada (2008). He has also published several essays and artist’s books.
María Maizkurrena made a living off literature from an early age. Some of her
poems first appeared in literary magazines like Zurgai or Literatura. She has published the
collections Los otros reinos (1987), which received a special commendation in the Alonso
de Ercilla competition for poetry in Spanish; Los cantos del Dios oscuro y otros poemas (1989);
Una temporada en el invierno (1991); Viento del Norte (1992), which received the Imagínate
Euskadi Prize; Tiempo (2000); and Vuelta del aire (2006). This last collection received joint
first prize with José Daniel Espejo Balanza’s Música para ascensores in the nineteenth Antonio Oliver Belmás international poetry prize, in 2006. As for prose, she has also published the short novel Adiós a doña Laura (2000).
Amalia Iglesias de la Serna graduated in Hispanic Philology from Deusto University.
Among her poetry collections the following stand out: Un lugar para el fuego (1985), which
received the Adonais prize in 1984; Memorial de Amauta (1988), which received the Alonso
de Ercilla prize awarded by the Basque government in 1987; the chapbook Mar en sombra
(1989); Dados y dudas (1996), which received the second prize in the Jaime Gil de Biedma
competition of 1995; and Lázaro se sacude las ortigas (2005). The University of the Basque
Country has published the anthology Antes de nada, después de todo, which brings together
all of her previous collections in one volume.
Eli Tolaretxipi is an English Philology graduate from the University of Salamanca
and a translator of poetry. Since 1991 she has taken part in the coordination of the
Encuentros de Escritoras (encounters of women writers) that take place in Donostia-San
Sebastián every year. The intensity of Tolaretxipi’s work became evident with her first
publication, Amor muerto, naturaleza muerta (1999), which seemed to draw world of feelings
with something like clairvoyance. Later on she published Los lazos del número (2003). Her
poems have been translated into French, English, and Italian.
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Let us briefly make some notes on the most relevant authors in the remaining genres:
children and young people’s literature, essay, and drama.
As regards to children and young people’s literature, Asun Balzola (Bilbao,
1942–Madrid, 2006), Lucía Baquedano Azcona (Iruñea-Pamplona, 1938), and Seve
Calleja (Zamora, 1953) stand out.
Asun Balzola was a renowned illustrator who also worked as a writer and translator. The first book she wrote and illustrated herself, Historia de un erizo (1987), received
the Nacional Prize for illustration. Her other works include Santino el pastelero (1986), Ala
de mosca (1989), the Munia series (Munia y la luna, Los zapatos de Munia, Munia y la señora
Piltronera, Munia y los hallazgos, 1980–1990), and La cazadora de Indiana Jones, which earned
her the Euskadi Prize in 1990.
With her first novel for young people, Cinco panes de cebada, Lucía Baquedano Azcona
was shortlisted for the Gran Angular Prize in 1979. In 1986 she was awarded the Barco
de Vapor prize for the children’s story Fantasmas de día, which was included in the International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY) honor list of 1988. Her novel for
young people La casa de los diablos was shortlisted in 1990 for the Infanta Elena international prize, awarded by the Biblos Foundation. This same book received the Comisión
Católica Española de la Infancia prize in 1993. The children’s novel Me llamo Pipe received
the Feria del libro de Almería prize in 1995.
Seve Calleja is a literary critic, researcher, and professor. He also collaborates with
publications such as Reseña, Diálogos, Cuadernos de Literatura Infantil y Juvenil, and Peonza,
and is a member of the editorial committee of the poetry magazine Zurgai. He has published more than thirty books (many are bilingual Basque and Spanish editions) and
has received the following prizes: Ignacio Aldecoa for short stories (1981), Lizardi for
children and young people’s literature (1985), Pío Baroja for novels (1989, second prize),
Gabriel Aresti for short stories (1991, second prize), and Leer es vivir for children’s literature (1998).
As for the essay, we should mention the work of Ramiro de Maeztu (VitoriaGasteiz, 1874–Madrid, 1936), who belonged to the generation of 1998; the sculptor
Jorge Oteiza (Orio 1908-Donostia-San Sebastián 2003), who published several works,
among which Quousque Tandem. . . ! Ensayo de interpretación estética del alma vasca stands out;
Elías Amézaga (Bilbao, 1921-Getxo, 2007), a prolific author for whom all subjects were
worthy of study; the ethnographer and historian José María Jimeno Jurio (Artaxona,
1927–Iruñea-Pamplona, 2002), who wrote mostly about the history, customs, languages,
tradition, and toponyms of Navarre; the journalist Manuel Leguineche (Arratzu, Bizkaia,
1941), who was awarded the 2008 Euskadi prize for literature in Spanish for El club de los
faltos de cariño; the philosopher Fernando Savater (Donostia-San Sebastián, 1947), who is
mainly interested in unraveling the ethics of his treacherous attachment to moral issues
and turns this into an open, creative ,and self-sufficient enterprise; Jon Juaristi (Bilbao,
1951), whose research touches upon many subjects: the historical formation of collective identities, literary history, the literature of oral tradition, and more; Felix Maraña
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(Donostia-San Sebastián, 1953), who writes literary studies; and Daniel Innerarity (Bilbao, 1959), who received the Humanidades, Cultura, Arte y Ciencias Sociales Prize from
Eusko Ikaskuntza in 2008.
As for theater, the following names stand out: Alfonso Sastre (Madrid, 1926), one
of the main representatives of the 1955 generation—also known as the mid-century generation—produced an extensive oeuvre that included essays, poems, and novels as well
as theater plays. Escuadra hacia la muerte is a play in two acts that opened in 1953 and was
forbidden by its third staging. In it, a group of soldiers are punished during a third world
war, and they rebel by killing their corporal. They feel anguish and loneliness, however,
and each of them finds a way out of the ordeal. La mordaza (1954) deals, subversively,
with the subjects of dictatorship, repression, and censorship, and Tierra roja (1954) with
exploitation. In 1993 he received the Nacional Prize for literature in the dramatic genre.
Rafael Mendizabal (Donostia-San Sebastián, 1940) was the director of TEU (Teatro
Español Universitario) and the group Lorquianos, and also a founding member of the
first Café-Theater in Madrid, Lady Pepa. Several publishing houses have brought out his
plays, and some of them have been translated into Turkish, English, French, and Italian
and staged in a number of cities.
Ignacio Amestoy Eiguren (Bilbao, 1947) belongs to the group of authors that have
been labeled the transition generation—also known as the generation of 1982, because
it was around that time that it first became possible to stage their plays without censorship. A large number of his theater plays have the Basque conflict as their central subject.
Out of his collaboration with groups such as Geroa and Vitoria-Gasteiz came plays like
Doña Elvira, imagínate Euskadi (1985); Durango, un sueño, 1493 (1989); Betizu: el toro rojo
(1989); and Gernika, un grito, 1937 (1996). He has received innumerable awards since
1990, and teaches at the Real Escuela Superior de Arte Dramático in Madrid, lecturing
on the dramatic genre. He recently became director of the Real Escuela Superior de Arte
Dramático in Madrid (RESAD).
Other authors that should be mentioned include Xabi Puerta (Donostia-San
Sebastián, 1959) and David Barbero (Grijalva, Burgos, 1944). It is also important to
highlight the work carried out by the publishing house Hiru, run by Alfonso Sastre
and his wife Eva Forest, to disseminate new theater plays. Through their Skene and
BreveSkene collections, we have come to know plays such as La baladilla de San Sebastián
(2006) by the actress and director Maite Agirre (Zarautz 1955) and El Mendieta (2006)
by Carlos Panera (Bilbao, 1956). The Euskadi Prizes, set up by the Basque government, used to award a specific prize for the most outstanding works in this genre; the
prize was awarded to dramatists like Ignacio José Breciano (1986, commendation; 1988,
second prize), Andrés Ruiz (1986, commendation), Mikel Osoro Uriguen (1987, second
prize), Arturo del Barrio Rodríguez (1989, second prize), José Luis San José (1993), and
Roberto Herrero (1995).
As for the literature written in French, two names stand out: Marc Legasse (Paris,
1918) and Marie Darrieussecq (Baiona, 1969).
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Marc Legasse’s oeuvre was written in three languages (Basque, Spanish, and French).
Among his better-known works is the play Les carabines de Gastibeltsa (1977), which was
performed by the Maskarada theater group in 1985 and 1986. Some of his other plays of
his include Cantar del rey Sancho de Navarra (1955 in Spanish, 1985 in Basque), Evangelio y
apocalipsis del Euskara (1980, in Spanish and Basque), Los contrabandistas de Llargizarra (1981,
in Spanish), and Crónica de un país que no existe (1984, in Spanish).
Nowadays Marie Darrieussecq is one of the most widely renowned female writers in
France. Her works are mostly inhabited by female characters; she writes about love relationships and relationships between mothers and children. Her recurring themes include
disappearances, absence, ghosts, or memory loss. Questions of identity and belonging
are also a constant in her work, and she has said that “to write is . . . a kind of humanism:
it involves leaving one’s skin and going toward the Other.” To date, she has published the
following books: Truismes (1996), Naissance des fantômes (1998), Le mal de mer (1999), Précisions sur les vagues (1999), La Plage (2000), Bref séjour chez les vivants (2001), Le bébé (2002),
White (2003), Le pays (2005), Zoo (2006), Tom est mort (2007), Tristes Pontiques (2008), and
the theater play Le Musée de la mer (2009).
In the last few years, the publishing house Gatuzain has carried out the important
tasks of publishing and spreading the work of Basque authors who write in French. In
their catalog we can find Marie José Basurco’s (Donibane Lohizune, 1947) successful first
novel, L’Éxilée (1997), which has been followed by three more titles by the same author:
Nouvelles d’ici (1987), Retour d’exil (1997), and Sois forte, Lucia (2007). Gatuzain also that
published Les Bohémiens (2009) by Nicole Lougarot (Gotein-Libarrenx, Zuberoa, 1963).
Let us conclude this sojourn with a brief overview of the English-language narratives
produced on the other side of the Atlantic, in the United States, a country that for the
last two hundred years has become home to a large Basque community. In this section,
we will mention the names of authors who are second- and third-generation BasqueAmericans: Mirim Isasi, Robert Laxalt, Frank Bidart, Frank Bergon, Monique Laxalt,
Trisha Zubizarreta, Gregory Martin, and Martin Etchart.
Mirim Isasi wrote two books: Basque Girl (1940) and White Stars of Freedom: A Basque
Shepherd Boy Becomes an American (1942)—this last one in collaboration with Melcena Burns
Denny and written for young people. Basque Girl is an autobiographical work in which
the author retells her childhood memories linked to the Basque Country. In Isasi’s eyes,
childhood and homeland mean the same thing: a perfect happiness. But the land that
Isasi recalls is not any old land; it is the land of her mother tongue, of faith (one of the
chapters in the book is entitled “To be Basque Is to Be Faithful”), of customs, of tradition,
of the past. Only through the preservation of that past is it possible to maintain one’s
identity intact, to remain euskaldun, a Basque. Both the beginning, where Isasi appears
dressed in traditional neskatila costume in front of a Basque flag carrying the words “Jaun
goikoa eta legi zará” (God and the old law), and the ending, where a section of the
Basque hymn that refers to the tree of Gernika appears in Basque and English together
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with the words “Devotion to Home, Pride of Race, Love of Tradition? I Am Basque.
Gora Euzkadi!” reinforce those ideas.
White Stars of Freedom (1942) narrates the adventures of a young boy, Narbik, who
leaves the Basque Country for the United States. The book was published at a key
moment for the Basque Country: the military coup d’état that had caused the Spanish
Civil War ended with victory for the military rebels, who established Franco’s dictatorship. The Basque community in the United States hoped that the government that
had given them shelter would take action against the regime that kept their friends and
relatives so oppressed on the other side of the ocean. In this sense, the aim of this book
was to generate sympathy for the Basques who loved freedom but had been deprived of
it and, for that reason, had taken refuge in a country that loves freedom too. As Karen
Sands O’Connor says, “the book begins with and is framed by the main character Narbik’s quest to become an American citizen. All roads lead to America: being Basque
is, in White Stars, a prelude to but consistent with being and becoming an American.”13
However, the process of exchanging citizenship is described as a process full of sacrifices,
as if embracing a different culture meant renouncing a part of one’s own culture. Isasi’s
is not an atypical perception; in truth, it is based on the idea of the melting pot. The fact
that White Stars was conceived at all and the tension in the text itself, show how complex
the issue of identity is and how difficult all processes of assimilation are (if, indeed, they
ever take place).
Robert Laxalt (Alturas, California, 1923–Reno, Nevada, 2001) is, undoubtedly, the
best-known Basque-American author either side of the ocean. Sweet Promised Land (1957)
did not just give voice to the Basque community in the United States; through its translations into Basque, Spanish, and French, it brought the reality of the Basque diaspora
closer to Europe. Sweet Promised Land, which has been described as a true account of
the experience of the emigrant who returns to his homeland after many years abroad,
provides Laxalt’s own impressions of his first journey to the Basque Country with his
father Dominique. While in her books Isasi presents her homeland as the original land,
paradise, in Sweet Promised Land Laxalt puts forward the notion that paradise is something
we build wherever we go. There is a revealing scene where Dominique returns to his
family home and checks that the crack in his bedroom is still there, although the people
who inhabit the house are different people. Later he tells his son that he does not consider that land to be his land anymore; it belongs to the past. In any case, it cannot be
said that Sweet Promised Land is the testimony of an assimilated immigrant. The alienation
Dominique feels toward the Basque Country is equivalent to the alienation he sometimes
feels toward his new home, the United States. In the opening passage from this book,
probably its most quoted passage, Laxalt writes that his father was a shepherd and the
mountains were his home. The mountains are a frontier space, a space in suspense, a
13. See Karen Sands O’Connor, “A Fervent Sermon: Multiculturalism in Children’s Literature and Criticism”
(presentation, IV Congreso Ibérico sobre el Libro Infantil y Juvenil, Donostia-San Sebastián, July 3–5, 2008), 4.
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third space perhaps; they establish limits between spaces and at the same time, they link
them. Dominique exists between two cultures, two worlds that have little to do with one
another, and despite this, they meet in his person. His reality is henceforward plural (but
what reality is not?), so he refuses to have it defined as singular. For this reason he resists
being understood only in the context of his past, or, rather, a part of his past. Later on in
his life, Laxalt published a trilogy based on the experiences of a Basque family that emigrated to the American West. Its main character is a member of the family, Pete Indart,
and the following titles make up the trilogy: The Basque Hotel (1989), Child of the Holy Ghost
(1992), and The Governor’s Mansion (1994).
Frank Bidart (Bakersfield, California, 1939) has developed a solid career as a poet.
To date, he has published the following collections: Golden State (1973), The Book of the
Body (1977), The Sacrifice (1983), and Desire (1997), which earned him a nomination for
the Pulitzer prize, as well as getting him shortlisted for the National Book Award and the
National Books Critics Circle Prize. He has also published Music Like Dirt (2002), Star
Dust (2005), and Watching the Spring Festival (2008).
Frank Bergon (Ely, Nevada, 1953) teaches at Vassar College, in New York. He is the
author of three novels about the experiences of Basques in the American West: Shoshone
Mike (1987), The Temptations of St. Ed and Brother S (1993), and Wild Game (1995). Shoshone
Mike’s main character is Jean Erramouspe, son of a Basque shepherd murdered by a group
of Shoshone Indians. Bergon addresses Jean’s inability to negotiate his ethnic legacy. As
Monika Medinabeitia has pointed out “in fact, Bergon utilizes Jean Erramouspe to show
the extension of prejudice and discrimination against the Basques in the American West
in the early twentieth century.”14 The same thing happens to the main character in Wild
Game, Jack Irigaray, a compulsive gambler. This novel also reflects the transformation
that different communities in the American West experienced: the traditional Basque
concept of the sacredness family unit is no longer attractive to the younger generation, as
Irigaray and Beth’s divorce would seem to indicate.
Monique Laxalt Urza (Reno, Nevada, 1953), daughter of Robert Laxalt, wrote the
semi-autographical novel The Deep Blue Memory in 1993. In it, she provided the female
view of the conflict that Basque immigrants experienced in the United States, a conflict
borne of the need to negotiate the ethnic legacy and the process of Americanization, taking members of one single family, her own, as examples.
Trisha Zubizarreta (Winnemucca, Nevada, 1955) has written the poetry collection
Chorizo, Beans, and Other Things: A Poetic Look at the Basque Culture (1987).
Gregory Martin is associate professor of English and Creative Writing at the University of New Mexico. He is the author of Mountain City (2000), a book that retells the
lives of the thirty-three inhabitants of a small town in the northeast of Nevada. This book
14. See Monika Medinabeitia, “Frank Bergon’s New Western Fiction” (PhD diss., University of the Basque
Country, 2006).
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received the Washington State Book Award and was listed by the New York Times as one
of the best books of the year. Martin’s work has appeared in many literary magazines.
Martin Etchart was born in Arizona and is the director of the Creative Writing program at Phoenix College. His first novel, The Good Oak (2004) (Aritzona, el roble protector,
published by Ttartalo in Spanish), is a novel of initiation; its main character is Matt, a
conflictive adolescent boy without a mother who lives in Phoenix with his father in the
1970s. Etchart makes use of the stereotypical image of the Basque in the United States,
the shepherd, who in this case is Matt’s grandfather—a symbol of the values and traditions that the younger generations of Basque-Americans ought to keep.
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as CLIJ, Behinola, Revista de Psicodidáctica, Nous Voulons Lire!, CAUCE, Tantak, Boletín Galego
de Literatura and Insula. Some of his most renowned publications are Euskal haur eta gazte
literaturaren historia (1997), Literatura eta ideologia (Utrusque Vasconia, 2007), Bela Kabelatik
Ternuara, Bernardo Atxagaren haur eta gazte literatura (Pamiela, 2007) and 90eko hamarkadako
Haur eta Gazte Literatura (Pamiela, 2005), which he co-authored with Manu Lopez. He has
recently co-edited, with Lopez Gaseni, the volume Egungo Euskal haur eta gazte literaturaren
historia (EHU-UPV, 2011).
Igone Etxebarria holds a degree in Basque Philology from the University of Deusto. Her
area of specialty is Basque language and culture, and her professional life has been dedicated to it. In the last few years she has worked in the Labayru Institute, but before that
she worked on the literature department of the Labayru Institute, on Basque television
and radio (ETB and EITB) as a copy-editor and manager of the Basque language section,
as a Basque teacher in the University of Santa Barbara (California) and as a Director of
the Basque Government’s Promote Euskara program, for the Vice-Chancellor of Language Policy. She is a correspondant member of the Academy of the Basque Language,
a member of the Labayru Institute’s Directorate and a former member of the Advisory
Council for the Basque Language. She has taken part in innumerable conferences, panels
and seminars, as an expert on mostly two subjects: Basque literature on the one hand,
and the normalization of the use of the Basque language in the media, on the other. She
has written articles on both subjects, and edited a number of monographs. As regards
literature, she has edited works by several Basque writers in preparation for publication
and written extensively on the subject of oral children’s literature. She has been a judge
on many literary competitions.
Estibalitz Ezkerra studied Journalism and Art History at the University of the Basque
Country, and English Literature (MA) at the University of Nevada, Reno. She is currently pursuing a PhD in Comparative Literature at the University of Illinois, UrbanaChampaign. She worked as a journalist for Euskaldunon Egunkaria’s Arts department, and
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is a regular contributor to various Basque printed media. She also worked as a writer for
the TV program on literature Sautrela aired by the Basque Public Television. In addition,
she is the communications officer of the project www.basqueliterature.com. She has published XX. Mendeko euskal literatura. Literatura Vasca del siglo XX. Basque Literature in the XXth
Century (Etxepare Basque Institute, 2012) and 10 Books From the Basque Country (Etxepare
Basque Institute, 2012).
Joxerra Garzia is a graduate in journalism and philosophy, and holds a doctorate in the
field of publicity and audiovisual communications, for which he completed a thesis on
the poetical-rhetorical resources of contemporary bertsolaris, or Basque improvisers. He
is currently an Associate Professor at the University of the Basque Country, teaching
publicity, in addition to being a writer. Besides this, he contributes to the Basque written
press and radio stations. His profesional career has been closely linked to the media and
to bertsolaritza: for many years he directed and presented programmes about bertsolaritza for both radio and television. He is responsible for the creation of didactic material
for the study of bertsolaritza in schools, and his work in this field is a reference point for
the understanding and study of the phenomenon of improvised bertsos. As a writer, he
has cultivated different genres (children’s literature, poetry, novels, personal reflections,
and so forth). He was the president of the BasqueWriters’ Association (Euskal Idazleen
Elkartea). In 2009 he was awarded the Antton Abbadia Prize for his contribution to the
normalization of the Basque Language. Some of his publications, including his doctoral
thesis, are: Gaur egungo bertsolarien baliabide poetiko-erretorikoak: (marko teorikoa eta aplikazio didaktikoa) (EHU-UPV, 2000), The Art of Bertsolaritza. Improvised Basque Verse Singing
(together with Andoni Egaña and Jon Sarasua, Bertsozale Elkartea, 2001) or Bertsolaritza.
El Bersolarismo. Bertsolaritza (Etxepare Basque Institute, 2012)
Jean Haritschelhar holds a doctorate from the Université de la Sorbonne de Paris,
awarded to him for the thesis Le poète souletin Pierre Topet-Etchahun (1786-1862). Contribution
à l’étude de la poésie populaire basque du XIXe siècle (1969). He was Senior Professor of Basque
Language and Literature and Director of the Basque Studies Department at the Université Michel de Montaigne-Bordeaux III. He was also Director of the Basque Museum
of Bayonne (1962-1986). In 1962, he was made a member of the Royal Academy of
the Basque Language, Euskaltzaindia, and was its Vice-President in the years 1966-1988,
its President in 1989-2006, and has been an Emeritus member since 2006. In 1988 he
received an Honorary Doctorate from the University of the Basque Country and, a few
years later, in 2010, another Honorary Doctorate from the UNED (the Spanish distancelearning university). Also in 2010, he became Director of the Literature Department of
the Royal Academy of the Basque Language. He received the Manuel Lekuona Prize,
awarded by the Society for Basque Studies (Eusko Ikaskuntza) in 2004. The special
IKER 21 volume, which the Academy of the Basque Language dedicated to him in 2008,
contains a detailed list of this academic’s vast bibliography.
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Jesús María Lasagabaster holds a Doctorate on Classical Philology from the Universidad Complutense, in Madrid. He also carried out additional research on the Sociology
of Literature and Literary Criticism at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Études in Paris. He
was Senior Professor in Literature and Literary Criticism at Deusto University, in the
Faculty of Philosophy and Letters (in the Department of Basque and Spanish Philology),
at the San Sebastián campus. He is, at present, Emeritus Professor in the same university.
His doctoral thesis, La novela e Ignacio Aldecoa. De la mímesis al símbolo, on the narrative of
Ignacio Aldecoa, was published in 1978 by the Sociedad General Española de Librería,
a specialist publisher for research into the new currents of literary criticism and their
application to the study of contemporary narrative – both Spanish and Basque. Professor
Lasagabaster’s research into the works of authors such as Baroja, Celaya and Aldecoa,
and into the historiography of literature in Basque have earned the praise of national
and international university institutions. The collection Las literaturas de los Vascos (edited
by Ana Toledo, Deusto University, 2002) brings together some of his most influential
works.
Jose Manuel López Gaseni is an Associate Professor at the University of the Basque
Country, in the Department of Languages, Literature and Didactics. His main area of
research is the relationship between children and young people’s literature and literary
translation. Amongst others, he has authored the following works: Euskarara itzulitako
haur eta gazte literatura: funtzioak, eraginak eta itzulpen-estrategiak (EHU, 2000), Historia de la
literatura vasca (Acento, 2002), Panorama de la Literatura Infantil y Juvenil vasca actual. Revista
Behinola, 1999-2004 (Galtzagorri Elkartea, 2004), 90eko hamarkadako haur eta gazte literatura (Pamiela, 2005), Autoitzulpengintza euskal haur eta gazte literaturan (Utriusque Vasconiae,
2005), Literaturak umeei begiratu zienean (Pamiela, 2006), Mozorroa ispiluan (Erein, 2008).
He has recently co-edited, with Xabier Etxaniz, the volume Egungo Euskal haur eta gazte
literaturaren historia (EHU-UPV, 2011).He has also contributed innumerable articles to
journals and magazines such as Jakin, Tantak, Senez, Revista de Psicodidáctica, Behinola, Anua
rio de Investigación en literatura infantil y juvenil, and more. He has published several children
and young people’s volumes – some penned by him and others in translation – and been
awarded prizes for them.
Mari Jose Olaziregi holds a PhD in Basque literature. She is an Associate Professor at
the University of the Basque Country (Vitoria-Gasteiz, Spain), and from 2007 to 2009
was an Assistant Professor at the Center for Basque Studies (University of Nevada,
Reno). In Spring 2010, Olaziregi was a Guest Professor at the University of Konstanz,
Germany. She also has a MA on the Promotion of Reading Habits from the Ramon Llull
University (Barcelona), and a MA in Studies in Fiction at the University of East Anglia
(UK). In 1997, Dr Olaziregi was awarded the Becerro de Bengoa Prize for the essay “Bernardo Atxagaren irakurlea” (Bernardo Atxaga’s Reader). She has lectured extensively in
many European and American universities. Since 2003, she has been the editor of the
Basque Literature in Translation Series at the Center for Basque Studies (University of
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Nevada, Reno) and the director of the www.basqueliterature.com website. She specializes in contemporary Basque literature and is renowned for her critical work on Bernardo Atxaga. She has published many articles in international journals and is the author
of seven books on Basque literature; among them Euskal eleberriaren historia (History of
the Basque Novel, 2001), and Waking the Hedgehog. The Literary Universe of Bernardo Atxaga,
(University of Nevada Press, 2005). She has edited anthologies such as: Six Basque Poets
(Arc, UK, 2007), Writers in Between Languages. Minority Literatures in the Global Scene (Center
for Basque Studies-University of Nevada, Reno, 2010), or An Anthology of Basque Short Stories (Center for Basque Studies-University of Nevada, Reno, 2004). The latter has been
translated into Spanish (2005), Russian (2006) and Italian (2007). Dr. Olaziregi has been
a correspondant member of the Royal Academy of the Basque Language since 2000.
Since November 2010 she is the Director for the Promotion and Diffusion of the Basque
Language at the Etxepare Basque Institute.
Lourdes Otaegi holds a degree on Basque Philology (1982) and a Doctorate on the
poetics of Xabier Lizardi in the context of the Basque Renaissance (1993), both from
Deusto University. She has published essays on Lizardi’s poetics, and annotated editions
of Lizardi’s works and letters, as well as in-depth analysis of his works, and the works
of other Renaissance authors such as Lauaxeta, Orixe and Aitzol. She has also headed
research projects and specialized investigations into the history of twentieth century
Basque poetry and essay writing by authors such as J. Mirande, B. Gandiaga, X. Lete, J.
Sarrionandia, B. Atxaga and R. Saizarbitoria. She has been a correspondant member of
the Literature Research Council of the Academy of the Basque Language since 1998, and
Secretary of the same since 2000. She has coordinated the first Dictionary of Basque Literary Terms (2008). She became a member of the Academy of the Basque Language in
2003. She has been a teacher of Basque Language and Literature in secondary Education
since 1984. As for university-level teaching, she lectures regularly at Deusto University
and in the Faculty of Modern Letters at the University of Bayonne, and currently teaches
courses on Basque Literature at the University of the Basque Country. She is an Associate Professor at the Department of Linguistics and Basque Studies at the University of
the Basque Country.
Beñat Oyharçabal is a Research Director at the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique in
France, an institution he joined as a linguist in 1984. Since 1999, he has been the Director
of IKER, a research centre specialized on the study of Basque texts and language located
in Bayonne (CNRS, University of Bordeaux 3, and University of Pau et des Pays de
l’Adour). Although most of his works deal with morphosyntax, he is also a specialist of
texts in Eastern Basque dialects. Since his early research work on Basque popular theatre,
for his PhD devoted to Charlemagne, a traditional Souletian pageant, he has carried out
several other studies into the history of Basque texts. From 2004 to 2009, he was the
Vice-President of Euskaltzaindia, the Royal Academy of the Basque Language. For a full
CV see: http://www.iker.cnrs.fr/oyharcabal-bernard.html?lang=eu. In 2010 Oyharçabal
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received a homage from 57 colleages in the book: Beñat Oihartzabali gorazarre - Festschrift
for Bernard Oyharçabal (R. Etxepare, J. Lakarra (eds.) Universidad del País Vasco / Euskal
Herriko Unibertsitatea)
Patri Urkizu has a degree in Classical Philology and a Doctorate in Basque Philology
from the University of the Basque Country. He was a lecturer on Basque Language
and Literature with the UNED (the Spanish distance-learning university), in Madrid.
He also taught Basque literature at the universities of Bourdeaux and Deusto. He was
President of Euskal Idazleen Elkartea (the Basque Writers Association) in 1989-1993 and
Director of the Language and Literature section of the Society for Basque Studies. He has
been a member of the Royal Academy for the Basque Language since 1990. He has published prose and poetry works, but mostly essays and annotated editions of previouslyunpublished ancient manuscripts. He has taken part on many international conferences
about literature (in Lancaster, Baiona, Barcelona, Madrid, Lille…). He has more than 50
titles to his name, some of which are: Agosti Chahoren bizitza eta idazlanak (Euskaltzaindia
essay prize, BBK, 1992); Anton Abbadia 1810-1897. Biografia saioa (Miguel de Unamuno
essay prize, Bilbao, 2002); Joan Perez de Lazarraga, Dianea & Koplak. Madrid 1567 (Erein,
Donostia, 2004); Balada zaharrez (Erein, Donostia, 2005); Poesía Vasca. Antología bilingüe
(UNED, Madrid, 2009); Teatro vasco. Historia, reseñas y entrevistas. Antología bilingüe, Catálogo
e ilustraciones (UNED, Madrid, 2009). He was editor of and contributed to the volume
Historia de la Literatura Vasca (Madrid, UNED, 2000).

