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      Mercè Rodoreda i Gurguí (1908–83) was born and raised in Barcelona. In 1928 she married and in 1929 her only son, Jordi, was born. She began writing fiction and published her prize-winning first novel, Aloma, in the 1930s. At the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in July 1936 Rodoreda was working for the Generalitat de Catalunya, the region’s autonomous government, and when the Generalitat was suppressed by General Franco she sought exile in France and later Switzerland, where she remained until the 1970s. In 1957, she broke her silence with the prize-winning short story collection Vint-i-dos contes, and in 1962 published In Diamond Square (La plaça del Diamant). It became the most highly acclaimed Catalan novel of modern times and has been translated into more than twenty languages. Her books also include El carrer de les Camèlies (1966), Jardí vora el mar (1967), Mirall trencat (1974), Viatges i flors, Quanta, quanta guerra (1980) and La mort i la primavera. In 1980 she was awarded Catalunya’s highest literary honour, the Premi d’honor de les Lletres Catalanes, and in 1998 the Mercè Rodoreda literary prize for short stories and narratives was established in her honour. She died in Girona, Catalunya.
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      For J.P.

      My dear, these things are life.

      Meredith
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      In Diamond Square begins: ‘Julie came to the cake-shop just to tell me they would be raffling coffeepots before they got to the lucky posy; she’d seen them and they were lovely, an orange split in two, showing its pips, painted on a white background.’ When I was writing this opening sentence I hadn’t the slightest idea that so many editions in Catalan and so many translations of my novel would be published.

      When writing the novel I could hardly remember what the real Diamond Square was like. I could only recall how at the age of thirteen or fourteen I once wandered the streets of Gràcia with my father during the annual fiestas. They had erected a marquee in Diamond Square. In other squares as well, but that is the one I always remembered most. When I walked past that musical box, I was desperate to join the dance, but my parents had forbidden me to dance, and I walked those festive streets like a soul in purgatory. Perhaps that frustration was to blame for the fact I started the novel with that marquee years later in Geneva.

      I am a child of Sant Gervasi de Cassoles, a short, narrow street that at the time ran from Pàdua to the gully in Sant Gervasi that was then called Sant Anton, later París and even later Manuel Angelón, which is still its name today. Sant Gervasi isn’t far from Gràcia. I knew the area because I went to matinées at the Trilla, Smart and Mundial cinemas with my grandfather. I knew the Santa Isabel market because at the age of four or five I went there with a neighbour on summer afternoons to buy fish, after we had crossed the stream called the Olla. Between the ages of fifteen and seventeen, and for a long time after, I would often stroll down the High Street in Gràcia with my mother. We would reach it from the Rambla del Prat, walk down as far as the gardens and walk back up the pavement on the other side. We were window-shopping.

      I only have warm memories of Gràcia. That is all very distant now, but I think of them, on a wave of nostalgia, and feel good; I have found great consolation in these memories on many occasions and in very different circumstances.

      I would like all those who read my novel to share those feelings of mine. I am very pleased that among the thousands of readers there are many who have never read anything in Catalan and that by reading it they have discovered ours is a civilised, cultured and important language. I am very pleased that this simple, human novel has taken the name of Diamond Square in the district of Gràcia and with it the name of Catalonia to so many distant countries.

      I have never been very enthusiastic about writing prologues, or speaking about myself (or my work, which amounts to the same thing).

      It might perhaps be interesting to explain the genesis of In Diamond Square, but can you in fact explain how a novel is shaped, what impulses spark it off, what strength of will enables it to be sustained, the struggle to finish what is so easily begun? Would it be enough to say the idea came to me in Geneva when I was gazing at the mountain of Salève or walking around Perle-du-Lac park? I can say, and it is partly true, that In Diamond Square was prompted by a disappointment.

      I had submitted Garden by the Sea for the Joanot Martorell Prize (the last time it was awarded) and the jury didn’t like it. This upset provoked an unnatural reaction in me; I have always been stimulated by obstacles. I started another novel, driven by a surge of pride.

      Quite absurdly, I wanted it to be Kafkaesque, very Kafkaesque – with lots of pigeons. I wanted the pigeons to overwhelm the protagonist from start to finish. So I conceived what eventually became In Diamond Square, before I ever sat down behind a typewriter next to a pile of paper and wrote feverishly, as if each day I worked on the novel were the last of my life.

      I worked as if in a trance. Every afternoon I corrected what I had written in the morning, trying to ensure that, despite the speed at which I was writing, my horse didn’t get out of control, and I kept a firm grip on the reins so it didn’t lose its way. Some people speak of narrative explosions. I cannot think what that means. To write a novel, which is a work requiring concentration, one has to be calm and very self-possessed.

      And the novel that started out as a nightmare about pigeons changed into In Diamond Square, still with pigeons, but in very a different sense. It was a time of great nervous tension and left me quite sick. In due course, In Diamond Square was entered for the first Sant Jordi Prize for literature and received the same treatment as Garden by the Sea in the final Joanot Martorell.

       

      When the novel was published, my friend Baltasar Porcel was full of praise but he said that the main character, Pidgey, was a simple soul. I think this rather light-hearted affirmation is entirely mistaken. To see the world through the eyes of a child, in a constant state of wonder, is not tantamount to being a simple soul, quite the contrary. Moreover, Pidgey does what she must do within the situation she finds herself in, and to do what must be done and no more reveals a natural talent that deserves the greatest respect. I believe that Pidgey is more intelligent than Madame Bovary or Anna Karenina, and nobody has ever dreamed of calling them simple souls. Perhaps that is because they were rich, wore silk and had servants. And although, when I was young, I dreamed of being Madame Bovary or Anna Karenina – the latter rather than the former – when I needed a central character for my novel I chose Pidgey, who has only one thing in common with me, namely the fact that she feels at a loss in the midst of the world.

      Writers have always spoken about things in novels (about furniture, the hands and pendulums of clocks, paintings, the shape and colour of armchairs and settees, of oil-lamps and standard lamps, of royal carpets and canopies). From Balzac to Proust via Tolstoi, to mention the ones who have made the most impact. Things are very important in narrative and always have been. Long before Robbe-Grillet ever wrote Le voyeur. Things abound in In Diamond Square: the funnel, the conch-shell, the dolls in the emporium… there is much detail about the furniture, doorbells and doors of the house where Pidgey goes to work. There are the gold coins Father John gives Joe in case they are hard up. There are the scales etched on the staircase wall. And a sexual symbol, the knife, with which, at the end of the novel, Pidgey inscribes her name on the door of the house where she once lived.

      However, there are not merely objects in the novel, there is above all the character of Pidgey. She was suggested to me by a protagonist of a short story I wrote some time before, Afternoon at the Movies, which is in the collection Twenty-two Stories and was inspired by Voltaire’s Candide. If Voltaire hadn’t written Candide it is quite possible In Diamond Square might never have seen the light of day. And what about the influence of James Joyce? Perhaps the conclusion to my novel comes from the famous monologue in Ulysses. But I think it would be more accurate to look for the source of chapter XXIII of In Diamond Square, the one about the death of Joe’s mother, in some of the stories in The Dubliners.

      If I hadn’t read Bernat Metge, I would never have decided to have Pidgey give that physical description of her brand-new husband.* Bernat Metge has Ovid describe the delights of his beloved; this chapter, perfect in its style and language, is called ‘Description of the lass’. A few pages that are among the best in world literature. The ‘Description of the lass’ by Bernat Metge gave me the idea of the ‘description of the lad’, in other words of Joe, that the reader will find in chapter VIII of my novel. I thank Bernat Metge for giving me more than I deserve. And I offer him my humblest apologies for the liberty I have taken.

      I would have to admit to many other influences; everything I have read, with the Bible in pride of place. I want to state that In Diamond Square is a novel about love, as someone has said that it isn’t. Many novels have been written about love. From the most spiritual and chivalresque to the most carnal love, the latter being represented by one of the most trite novels possible, over which so much ink has been spilt, by a great writer, D. H. Lawrence. I am referring to Lady Chatterley’s Lover. But the tenderest, most delicate love story is that of Francesca da Rimini in Canto V of Hell, in the Divine Comedy.* A story that begins with these wonderful lines:

      
        
          
             

            The town sits where I was born

            on the coast, where Po runs down

            with his streams to final peace.

          

        

      

      And Ulysses’ love, not for Penelope, not for charming Nausicaa, but his passionate love of adventure. In Canto XXVI of Hell, Dante sends him with four old and rickety friends, in a leaky boat, on the final adventure: the adventure of death.

      
        
          
             

            Neither joy in a son, nor my duty

            to an aged father, nor the love

            I owed to Penelope’s happiness,

            none could beat the thirst in me

            to be wise in the ways of men,

            to know their strengths and sins… 

          

        

      

      Apart from Dante and the Bible, among the books that have most marked me and that I want to mention here, I should name Homer.

       

      I now want to repeat, because it pains me that someone should deny it: I want to affirm vehemently that In Diamond Square is above all a novel of love, though it contains not a scrap of sentimentality. The moment when Pidgey returns from the death of her past, walks into her house at dawn and embraces her second husband, the man who had saved her from all the miseries of life, is a scene of profound love. ‘I thought how I didn’t want him to die on me…’ Then she puts her finger in his belly button so ‘no witch could suck him dry through his belly button and take my Anthony away from me…’ And it isn’t by chance that the last word in the novel is ‘Happy’. I didn’t use it on a whim. It suggests that, although so much sadness exists in life, a little cheerfulness can be life-saving. A few birds, for example, ‘and inside each puddle, however small, there would be a sky… the sky a bird sometimes disturbed… a thirsty bird disturbing the sky unawares with water from its beak… or shrieking out of the foliage like flashes of lightning, several birds would swoop down for a quick bath in the puddle, ruffling their feathers and then wiping the mud, their beaks and their wings all over the sky. Happy…’

       

      In Diamond Square is far from me now. As if I never wrote it. Very far. Now, when I am about to finish this prologue, I am concerned with my garden. My pale pink Prunus and my small coral-pink Jupiter tree are flowering. The north wind is rising and will batter them. I must go and see what the wind and the flowers are doing.

       

      Mercè Rodoreda

      Romanyà de la Selva, 1982
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