
FRANCISCO BRINES AND THE HUMANIST CLOSET 

T H E ma jo r i t y o f cr i t ica l s t u d i e s d e v o t e d to F ranc i sco B r i n e s insis t u p o n t h e 
un iversa l i ty o f h i s c o n c e r n s . F o r Car los B o u s o ñ o , t h e a u t h o r o f a n i m p o r t a n t 
ea r ly s tudy, B r i n e s ' p o e t r y , wh i l e r o o t e d in t h e pa r t i cu la r i t y of h i s e x p e r i e n c e , 
u l t ima te ly t r a n s c e n d s t h e m e r e l y p e r s o n a l , s u p p r e s s i n g de ta i l s t h a t d o n o t per ­
t a in t o his m o r e g e n e r a l t h e m e s : d e a t h , t h e passage of t i m e , a n d t h e t rans i to ry 
n a t u r e of h u m a n e x i s t e n c e . J o s é Olivio J i m é n e z , l ikewise, s p e a k s of "la indis­
c u t i b l e u n i v e r s a l i d a d d e su c a n t o h o n d a m e n t e e l eg iaco , e n el q u e , a u n t iem­
p o , e l h o m b r e se e m p e ñ a e n a f i r m a r su déb i l r e a l i d a d y la h e r m o s u r a de l m u n ­
d o y d e la v i d a " ( B r i n e s , Antología poética 8 ) . M a n a n d h is ex i s t en t i a l p r o b l e m s 
a r e a l so c r u c i a l f o r N o r t h - A m e r i c a n Hispanis t s l ike A n d r e w D e b i c k i a n d J u d i t h 
N a n t e l l : " F r a n c i s c o B r i n e s ' Insistencias en Luzbel (1977) p r e s e n t s t h e r e a d e r wi th 
h i g h l y c o m p l e x a n d o f t e n c ryp t ic po r t r a i t s of t h e m o d e s o f b e i n g d i sp layed by 
m a n as h e l ives a n d w o r k s o u t h is ex i s t ence" (Nan te l l , " M o d o s d e ser" 3 3 ) . 
W h a t e v e r t h e i r d i f f e r e n c e s , t h e s e critics s h a r e a n u n d e r l y i n g c o m m i t m e n t t o 
o n e o f t h e f u n d a m e n t a l t e n e t s o f h u m a n i s t ideology: t h e un iversa l i ty o f h u m a n 
e x p e r i e n c e . T h u s B r i n e s ' p o e t r y , in t h e eyes of its m o s t i n f l uen t i a l i n t e r p r e t e r s , 
c o m e s t o e p i t o m i z e t h e va lues o f h u m a n i s t ex i s t en t i a l i sm . 1 

By c a t e g o r i z i n g s o m e p r e o c c u p a t i o n s as un iversa l a n d o t h e r s as m e r e l y pe r ­
s o n a l o r a n e c d o t a l , a h u m a n i s t r e a d i n g exc ludes f r o m t h e o u t s e t any cons ide r ­
a t i o n o f t h e h o m o e r o t i c i s m of B r i n e s ' poe t ry : t h e a u t h o r ' s sexua l i ty is m e r e l y a 
c i r c u m s t a n t i a l d e t a i l t h a t is left b e h i n d in t h e q u e s t for universa l i ty . T h e h o m o -
e r o t i c c o n t e n t o f th i s p o e t r y is t h u s a n " o p e n secre t , " p e r c e i v e d b y m a n y r ead ­
e r s b u t r a r e l y a c k n o w l e d g e d o p e n l y in cri t ical s t u d i e s . 2 O n e a i m o f m y r e a d i n g 
o f B r i n e s ' w o r k , t h e n , is t o b r i n g h i m o u t of t h e h u m a n i s t c lo se t b y u n c o v e r i n g 
t h e s e x u a l c o n t e n t of h i s w o r k . W h i l e Br ines ' h o m o e r o t i c i s m is n o t exact ly h id ­
d e n f r o m view, m o s t cr i t ics p r e f e r to speak of "love," o r " e ro t i c i sm" in t h e 
abs t r ac t , w i t h o u t spec i fy ing t h e g e n d e r of t h e ob jec t of d e s i r e . 3 B e c a u s e of t h e 
" p r e s u m p t i o n o f h e t e r o s e x u a l i t y " t h a t m a k e s gay c o n c e r n s s e e m i n h e r e n t l y less 
un ive r sa l , t h e c r i t i cs a r e ca re fu l t o s p e a k in t h e m o r e g e n e r a l t e r m s t h a t will b e 
a c c e p t a b l e t o t h e p r e s u m p t i v e l y h e t e r o s e x u a l r e a d e r . 

1 In addi t ion to Bousoño's study, "La poesía de Francisco Brines" {Poesía poscontem-
poránea 21-114), the most influential essays on Brines' work have been those of José 
Olivio J iménez , "La poesía de Francisco Brines" {Cinco poetas del tiempo 399-458) and 
Andrew Debicki, "Francisco Brines: Text and Reader" {Poetry of Discovery 20-39). There 
are differences of approach a m o n g Brines' critics. Debicki, for example, studies the 
relation between reader a n d text, while Jiménez is more purely thematic. With the 
notable except ion of Arkinstall, however, most critics treat Brines as an existentialist 
concerned with "universal" problems. 

2 For a discussion of the complex dynamics of the "open secret" see the title essay of 
Sedgwick's Epistemology of the Closet, 67-90. 

3 Persin, "Sexual Politics," Gallego, "El tema del amor," and Benson, "El amor con­
tra la nada" p u r p o r t to deal with t h e theme of love in Brines' work, bu t n o n e of these 
articles refers explicitly to homosexuality. The only critic to concede any importance to 
Brines' homosexual i ty is Arkinstall. 
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I t w o u l d b e a mis take , never the less , simply to re ject t h e s t a n d a r d h u m a n i s t 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Br ines ' poe t ry in favor of a "gay r e a d i n g . " 4 T h e rhe to r i ca l 
s t ra teg ies of t h e p o e t r y itself offer res is tance to such a "minor i t i z ing , ' r e a d i n g ; 
t h e a u t h o r ' s own s tance , l ike t h a t of m o s t of his exege tes , is r o o t e d in t h e exis­
t en t i a l i sm of t h e 1950s. W h a t I have called t h e h u m a n i s t r e a d i n g of Br ines ' 
w o r k , t h e n , is n o t a n impos i t i on of a n al ien i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , b u t r a t h e r a n e c h o 
of t h e a u t h o r ' s own expl ic i t ideology. Br ines h imsel f is consc ious of wr i t ing in 
a d e c i d e d l y u n o r i g i n a l i d i o m : "No m e i m p o r t a r e p e t i r las pa labras , y q u e éstas 
s e a n pa l ab ra s gas tadas , si es q u e o b e d e c e n n e c e s a r i a m e n t e a la expres iv idad 
d e l p o e m a . L o q u e yo c a n t o es u n m u n d o t a n gas t ado q u e la b ú s q u e d a d e la 
o r i g i n a l i d a d p o d r í a f ác i lmen te t ra ic ionar la" (Selección propia 40-41) . T h e justifi­
c a t i o n for B r ine s ' lack of in t e re s t in originali ty can b e l o c a t e d in t h e bel ief t h a t 
h u m a n n a t u r e is everywhere a n d always t h e same: "El p o e t a g r i ego y el d e h o y 
s o n , e n lo f u n d a m e n t a l , el m i s m o , p o r q u e la h u m a n a conc ienc ia n o h a va r i ado 
e n l o esenc ia l , y la ex i s tenc ia está c e r c a d a p o r los m i s m o s en igmas" (Selección 
propia 4 1 ) . Given this essential is t a n d universalist pos i t ion , it b e c o m e s m o r e dif­
ficult to r e a d Br ines ' p o e t r y in a seemingly m o r e l imi ted way, as t h e p r o d u c t of 
a specifically gay sensibility. Still, t h e h u m a n i s t r e a d i n g t h a t stresses w h a t 
B r i n e s sha re s with all o t h e r h u m a n be ings does n o t a c c o u n t for w h a t is 
a r g u a b l y t h e m o s t c o m p e l l i n g fea tu re of his poetry: t h e t ens ion b e t w e e n t h e 
a p p e a l to "universal" values a n d his own highly i nd iv idua t ed sensibility. Whi l e 
i n t h e o r y h is p o e t r y strives to address t h e c o n c e r n s of all h u m a n be ings , in 
p r a c t i c e i t is double -vo iced , c o m b i n i n g a seeming ly conven t iona l h u m a n i s t 
r h e t o r i c wi th a r a t h e r u n c o n v e n t i o n a l vision t h a t cha l l enges t h e very i d e a of 
universal i ty . 

THE PRESUMPTION OF HETEROSEXUALITY 

W h e t h e r B r ine s ' h o m o e r o t i c i s m is j u d g e d t o b e self-evident o r tantalizingly 
c o n c e a l e d b e n e a t h t h e surface will d e p e n d to a l a rge e x t e n t o n t h e r e a d e r ' s 
pe r spec t ive . S o m e r e a d e r s s imply assume t h a t B r i n e s ' love is he t e rosexua l . 
M a r g a r e t Pe r s in ' s c o m p a r i s o n b e t w e e n love a n d t h e wr i t ing of poe t r y is a case 
i n p o i n t : "Love is s imilar to lyrical creativity in t ha t i n t h e b o n d i n g t h a t occurs 
i n b o t h e x p e r i e n c e s , t h e r e is a n o p p o r t u n i t y to c r ea t e a s epa ra t e reality. I n t h e 
case of h u m a n love, t h e resu l t is t h e c rea t ion of a n o t h e r h u m a n be ing , con­
ceived in t h e l ikeness of t h e two p a r t n e r s " (91 ) . T h e p r e s u m p t i o n of he t e rosex ­
ual i ty c a n b e so powerfu l t h a t it c an co lo r t h e p e r c e p t i o n of r e a d e r s even w h e n 
t h e y a r e fully aware t h a t t hey a r e r e a d i n g gay poe t ry . In h e r exp l ica t ion of 
" E n c u e n t r o u r b a n o , " a t ex t f rom Poemas excluidos, N a n t e l l a ssumes t h a t t h e 
h y p o t h e t i c a l r e a d e r will first r e a c h for a h e t e r o s e x u a l e x p l a n a t i o n of t h e de ­
tails of t h e p o e m : 

4 Arkinstall's contention that Brines' poetry constitutes a protest against the Franco 
regime's suppression of homosexuality seems off the mark, since it ignores the way in 
which his poetry has actually been read in Spain. Brines' protest is muted at best. Her 
reading, nevertheless, has the inestimable virtue of bringing the issue of homosexuality 
into the open. 
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[...] a first reading of "Encuentro urbano" might focus on the poetic 
speaker's recollection of a heterosexual amorous experience since the 
repeated object pronouns "nos," "me," and "te" are ambiguous with 
respect to gender and also since the speaker's observation "doblado en la 
ventana" follows the description "adivino de lejos tu postura." A new read­
ing, however, might focus on the phrases "doblado en la ventana," "te 
quedabas serio," "en mi país salvaje," and "Tienes suave la piel, y muy ami­
gos / los ojos," which could point to a homosexual amorous experience if 
the first person speaker of the poem is viewed as male. ("Retracing the 
Text" 203; parenthetical references to stanza and line numbers omitted) 

T h e strategy of con t ras t ing a first, usually less c o m p l e x r e a d i n g , to a richer 
second r e a d i n g is a d o p t e d f rom Debicki ' s Poetry of Discovery. T h e p r o b l e m wi th 
Nantel l ' s use of r eade r - r e sponse crit icism in this pa r t i cu la r i n s t ance is t h a t i t 
posits a presumpt ive ly h e t e r o s e x u a l r e a d e r . P r o n o u n s of a m b i g u o u s g e n d e r , 
for example , a r e m o r e f r e q u e n t in gay t h a n in he t e rosexua l love poe t ry , in 
which the re is n o pa r t i cu la r r e a s o n t o concea l t h e sex o f t h e ob jec t of des i re . 
Yet the critic takes this ambigu i ty as ev idence of he terosexual i ty , a s s u m i n g t h a t 
the r eade r will have to p e r u s e t h e tex t aga in before n o t i c i n g unambiguous refer­
ences to t he mascu l ine g e n d e r . 5 

As these example s reveal , t h e a u t o m a t i c p r e s u m p t i o n of he t e rosexua l i t y 
can create a sor t of opt ical i l lusion, l e a d i n g critics to see re fe rences t o n o n ­
existent female figures. Even w h e n they acknowledge t h e h o m o e r o t i c i s m of 
Brines ' poet ry , critics downplay it, as t h o u g h t h e sex of t h e objec t of des i re 
were pure ly i r r e l e v a n t I n d e e d , o n e a r g u m e n t wou ld b e t ha t Br ines ' most ly 
implicit h o m o e r o t i c i s m does n o t seriously affect t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of h i s work. 
Brines ' character is t ic m o d e , after all, is to t ransla te his own pa r t i cu la r expe r i ­
ences in to m o r e universal t e r m s . Since t h e p o e t de-emphas izes t h e par t i cu la r i ­
ty of his a m o r o u s exper iences , his critics m i g h t feel just i f ied in d o i n g t h e same . 

Many of Br ines ' p o e m s r e a d like i n t ima te confessions with t h e p e r s o n a l 
details omi t t ed . T h e y have t h e e m o t i o n a l intensi ty of "confessional" p o e t r y 
while del ibera te ly avoid ing a n e c d o t e . T h e r e a d e r witnesses t h e s p e a k e r ' s e m o ­
tional states, b u t rarely g l impses t he mot iva t ions b e h i n d these e m o t i o n s : 

La última mañana en la ciudad 
amanece con luz marchita. Vengo 
de habitar en la noche, voy al día 
con sueño, con los ojos muy cansados. 
Estas horas terribles en extrañas 
ciudades aconsejan al viajero 
que retome al hogar, en donde el tiempo 
no estraga tan temprano el corazón. 

("Impresión repetida"; Ensayo de una despedida 78) 6 

5 Nantell, to her credit, is one of the few Brines scholars who actually mentions a pos­
sible homosexual reading of his poetry. Her book-length study of his poetry, neverthe­
less, does not take up this thread {The Poetry of Francisco Brines). 

6 All subsequent references to Brines' work will be to this edition, unless otherwise 
noted. 
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In t h e t h i r d a n d final s e n t e n c e of this br ief t ex t , t h e first p e r s o n s p e a k e r shifts 
to t h e t h i r d p e r s o n in o r d e r to gene ra l i z e f r o m his p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e . T h e 
r e p e a t e d use of t h e def ini te ar t ic le u n d e r s c o r e s t h e gene r i c n a t u r e of t h e e x p e ­
r i e n c e . T h e s p e a k e r c o u l d b e any t rave le r i n a n y city far f r o m h o m e ; l ike all 
h u m a n be ings , h e is subject t o t h e ravages o f t i m e . Since t h e p r o t a g o n i s t o f t h e 
p o e m is a g e n e r i c subject , with n o indiv idual i ty t o speak of, a n y r e a d e r will p r e ­
s u m a b l y b e ab le to identify with his p r e d i c a m e n t . 

F o r Car los B o u s o ñ o , Br ines ' " p u d o r , " his unwi l l ingness t o revea l t h e de ta i l s 
of his p r iva te life, is mot iva ted by his universa l i s t aspi ra t ions ; i t a r ises f r om 

un impulso de solidaridad con los hombres de todos los tiempos, y no sólo 
con la parcela actual de ellos. En tan vasta comunión, sentida como esen­
cial, queda cercenado, en lo que atañe a lo sustantivo, cuanto excede la 
condición metafísica del hombre , que es lo único comparable con tanta 
universalidad, condición en la que prima la idea de muerte. (99) 

B o u s o ñ o ' s a r g u m e n t , t h e n , is t h a t t h e p o e t ' s wish to express t h e ex i s ten t i a l 
d i l e m m a of t h e "universal" subject , te l l ingly ident i f ied as a male sub jec t ("el 
h o m b r e " ) , r e q u i r e s t h e supress ion of p e r s o n a l details, s i n c e t h e s e de ta i l s 
w o u l d b r i n g to t h e f o r e g r o u n d t h e sub jec t ' s supposed ly n o n - u n i v e r s a l idiosyn-
cracies . 

I t is easy to see why this l ine of t h i n k i n g r u l e s o u t a poss ib le gay r e a d i n g of 
Br ines ' s work : t h e pa r t i cu la r in t e re s t s of gays, in so far as these in te res t s 
d iverge f rom those of o t h e r m e n , h a v e n o c l a i m t o universal i ty. I n B o u s o ñ o ' s 
t e rms , t he se in teres ts wou ld u n d o u b t e d l y " e x c e e d the me taphys ica l c o n d i t i o n 
of m a n . " T h e p a r a d o x is t h a t t h e h u m a n i s t a sp i r a t i on to e n c o m p a s s h u m a n i t y 
in its en t i r e ty resul ts in a radical r e d u c t i o n o f t h e r a n g e o f poss ib le l i te rary 
t h e m e s . If t h e only t h i n g t h a t all h u m a n b e i n g s have in c o m m o n is t h e e x p e r i ­
e n c e of t empora l i t y a n d d e a t h , t h e n n o t h i n g else is really w o r t h m e n t i o n i n g : 
a n y t h i n g t h a t c a n n o t b e exp re s sed i n these existent ial is t t e r m s b e c o m e s trivial 
by c o m p a r i s o n . 7 

W h a t e v e r its mot iva t ion , B r ine s ' r e t i c e n c e serves to p r o t e c t p r e s u m p t i v e l y 
h e t e r o s e x u a l critics a n d r e a d e r s f rom t h e h o m o e r o t i c i s m of h i s verse . T h e al ibi 
of " p u d o r " also relieves t he crit ic of t h e o b l i g a t i o n of s tudying t h e "non-un ive r ­
sal" c o n c e r n s t ha t t h e p o e t h imse l f p re fe r s n o t t o e m p h a s i z e . T h e p r o b l e m , 
however , is t h a t Br ines ' poe t ry of ten d o e s ra ise t h e issue of same-sex d e s i r e . I n 
his d e m o n s t r a t i o n of t h e p o e t ' s " p u d o r , " for e x a m p l e , B o u s o ñ o ci tes "Versos 
ép icos , " a p o e m t h a t refers t o a n explici t ly h o m o e r o t i c e p i s o d e f r o m Virgi l ' s 
Aeneid. In th is case it is n o t Br ines b u t B o u s o ñ o w h o chooses t o avoid any m e n ­
t ion of homosexua l i ty : 

Casi desnudo bajo el fuego del día 
miro la solidez del mar, abierto po r los brazos 
de vigorosos nadadores jóvenes, 

7 Paradoxically, it is the existential vocabulary of humanist criticism that ultimately 
sounds banal, reduced as it is to a handful of commonplaces about t he transitoriness of 
human life. 
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a la orilla de Tràpani. 
Y rodeados de gente indiferente, aquellos dos 
de ardientes ojos, 
de feliz semblante, recogidos. 
¿Y quién cantará el amor sino el poeta? 
Desde su soledad el joven extranjero 
os observa con luz benevolente, 
y agradece a la vida testimoniar vuestra hermosura. 

Fue aquí, debajo de este sol y en la misma ribera, 
la estratagema de aquel ligero mozo 
que, en carrera pedestre que presidiera Eneas, 
impidió la victoria de un rival 
por ver sobre el caballo, desnudo y coronado de oliva florecida, 
al vencedor Euríalo, de juvenil belleza. 
Una historia de amantes, vulgar 
y cotidiana, de otros tiempos. 

(79-80) 

I t is t r u e t h a t these l ines d o n o t reveal any in t ima te details of the poe t ' s life. H e 
u n d o u b t e d l y views his own p e r s o n a l story, like tha t of t h e lovers in the Aeneid, 
as "vulgar y cot id iana ." Still, t h e h o m o e r o t i c i s m of this p o e m is s t rong a n d 
u n m i s t a k a b l e . T h e fact t h a t B o u s o ñ o chooses this par t icular tex t to d e m o n ­
s t ra te t h e c o n c e p t of " p u d o r " reveals t h a t it is homosexual i ty , a n d n o t any oth­
e r pr iva te ma t t e r , t h a t r e q u i r e s such del ica te h a n d l i n g . I n d e e d , " p u d o r " wou ld 
n o t even b e a n issue i n t h e w o r k of a he t e ro sexua l p o e t . 8 

MISOGYNY AND HOMOSOCIAL DESIRE 

B o u s o ñ o ' s discussion of " p u d o r " is p r e d i c a t e d o n the implici t n o t i o n t ha t 
a n o p e n discussion of homosexua l i t y w o u l d t h r e a t e n the universality of Br ines ' 
w o r k . F o r Br ines himself, however , t h e r e is n o d icho tomy be tween universali ty 
a n d homosexua l i ty . O n the contrary , his poe t r y consistendy constructs t h e nor ­
ma t ive h u m a n subject as a m a l e h o m o s e x u a l . T h e language of h u m a n i s m a n d 
t h e l a n g u a g e of (male) homosexua l i ty sha re a t least one key t e rm: hombre. Th i s 
w o r d , of course , refers b o t h to t h e (pseudo-universal) h u m a n subject a n d t o 
t h e m a l e of t h e species. T h e w o r d is ub iqu i tous in Spanish poe t ry of t h e post­
w a r p e r i o d , w h e r e i t is f r augh t with existentialist, social, a n d political signifi­
c a n c e . Br ines , in effect, eroticizes this key t e r m of h u m a n i s t discourse, reveal­
i n g t h e "homosoc ia l des i re" t ha t this d iscourse often masks. At the same t ime , 
h e d o e s so in a way t h a t does n o t in te r fere with existentialist r ead ings of h is 
work . As of ten h a p p e n s , t h e express ion of t h e homosoc ia l b o n d , even o n e with 
e ro t i c over tones , s imultaneously serves to k e e p homosexual i ty itself ou t of s ight . 9 

8 The most immediate model for Brines' sense of reserve is Luis Cernuda, another 
gay poet whose declarations of his own sexuality tended to omit purely personal anec­
dotal details. r 

9 See Sedgwick, Between Men 1-15 for an illuminating exploration of the relation 
between homosocial desire and homosexuality itself. 
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T h e t r ad i t i ona l ident i f ica t ion b e t w e e n the m a s c u l i n e a n d t h e u n i v e r s a l 
allows Br ines to speak of a pseudo-un ive r sa l " m a n k i n d " ("el h o m b r e " ) w h i l e 
s imu l t aneous ly r e fe r r ing , in o b l i q u e fashion, t o e ro t i c love b e t w e e n m a l e s . 
B r i n e s ' u se of t h e w o r d hombre a n d t h e m a s c u l i n e g e n d e r c a n t h u s s e n d 
a m b i g u o u s signals. Th i s ambigu i ty is sus ta ined t h r o u g h o u t B r i n e s ' p o e t i c p r o ­
d u c t i o n . T h e e n t i r e fifth sec t ion o f Palabras a la oscuridad is d e v o t e d t o t h e 
t h e m e of love, ye t n e v e r is t h e g e n d e r of t h e love ob jec t spec i f i ed . T h e s a m e is 
t r u e of Poemas a D.K., a n a n t h o l o g y of love p o e m s o r ig ina l ly p u b l i s h e d in 
Br ines ' o t h e r col lec t ions . D . K , t h e p e r s o n to w h o m all t h e p o e m s i n t h e b o o k 
a r e devo ted , is ident i f ied only by t h e s e i n i t i a l s . 1 0 

W h i l e s o m e r e a d e r s will s imply a s s u m e tha t D . K is m a l e , f o r o t h e r s B r i n e s ' 
r e f e r e n c e s will r e m a i n a m b i g u o u s . I t c o u l d b e a r g u e d tha t , i n t h e a b s e n c e of 
u n e q u i v o c a l ind ica t ions , B r ines ' p o e m s c o u l d b e r e a d e i t h e r as h e t e r o s e x u a l 
o r h o m o s e x u a l . At t h e s a m e t ime , t h e r e p e a t e d i n s i s t ence o n t h e m a s c u l i n i t y 
of t h e h u m a n subjec t in Br ines ' p o e t r y leaves l i t t le s p a c e f o r a h e t e r o s e x u a l 
r e a d i n g : 

Alguien baja el amor sobre los hombres , 
los cubre de su gracia, y al hacerlo 
cantan las aves, vuelan, las espumas 
dejan el mar en las orillas, crecen 
con un temblor las ramas, se desplazan 
los astros en el cielo... 

("El velo del amor"; 109) 

I t is en t i re ly poss ib le t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e w o r d hombres i n th is p a s s a g e as a refer ­
e n c e t o t h e universa l h u m a n subjec t ( " m a n k i n d " ) . In fact, t h i s is t h e m o s t obvi­
ous r e a d i n g . If this p o e m is r e a d a l o n g s i d e of B r i n e s ' o t h e r love p o e m s , howev­
er , a pa t t e rn beg ins to e m e r g e : t h e ob jec t of de s i r e is cons i s t en t l y r e p r e s e n t e d 
by a n o u n in t h e m a s c u l i n e g e n d e r such as amor, cuerpo, o r rostro: 

Que no hay felicidad 
tan repetida y plena 
como pasar la noche, 
romper la madrugada, 
con un ardiente cuerpo. 
Con un oscuro cuerpo, 
de quien nada conozco 
sino su juventud. 
("Canción de los cuerpos"; 231) 

B r i n e s ' systematic u se of this m e t o n y m i c a l subs t i t u t ion reca l l s C e r n u d a ' s " P o e ­
m a s p a r a u n c u e r p o . " As in C e r n u d a ' s poe t ry , t h e g e n d e r o f t h e l o v e - o b j e c t is 
left a m b i g u o u s b u t t h e r e is n o rea l d e c e p t i o n - e x c e p t for r e a d e r s w h o c h o o s e 
t o b e dece ived . 

1 0 In Ensayo de una despedida (1983) the poem "Causa del amor" is ded ica ted to 
Detlev Klugkist. This dedication, which did no t figure in the original p r i n t i n g of the 
poem in Palabras a la oscuridad, is also omitted in Poemas a D.K. itself. 
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T h e h o m o s e x u a l i t y of Br ines ' p o e t r y en ta i l s n o t only t h e exc lus ion o f w o m ­
e n as objects of desi re , q u i t e u n d e r s t a n d a b l e in a gay p o e t , b u t also a m o r e 
overt misogyny t h a t surfaces in his relat ively i n f r e q u e n t d e p i c t i o n s of f e m a l e 
sexuality. T h u s t h e s p e a k e r of "El h i jo d e Lo t , " a satirical p o e m f r o m Aún no, 
r e p r o a c h e s a m a t u r e w o m a n for a l lowing a y o u n g boy to see h e r n a k e d b o d y : 

Debo reconvenirte, vieja amiga, 
po r tus descuidos. El pequeño Antonio 
te vio desnuda en la bañera , y sufre 
trastornos del alma. Desvaría, dice 
que tu cuerpo es lascivo, y aun horrendo, 
y busca semejanzas, siempre torpes: 
que es como ver desnudo a un negro grande, 
en una negra alcoba, y él precisa, 
o a un conejo sin piel. Lo teme todo 
su director de espíritu: suicidio 
moral, que el insensato se despeñe 
contra naturaleza. Yo presiento 
algún castigo bíblico al curioso: 
monumento salado, no; u n mito 
más durable: espacio geográfico, 
aunque yermo; por causa de su sexo, 
que en prematura edad tornaste casto, 
ya es casquete polar para los siglos. 

(175) 

This t ex t is a n obvious va r ia t ion o n t h e F r e u d i a n t h e m e of cas t ra t ion anxie ty : 
as his c lumsy c o m p a r i s o n s reveal , t h e y o u n g boy ' s h o r r o r of t h e female gen i t a l s 
arises f rom h i s fear of los ing his o w n . 1 1 T h i s fear will c o n d e m n h i m t o a life o f 
glacial asexual i ty . 

Br ines ' satir ical p o e m s a r e of ten difficult t o i n t e rp r e t , s ince i t is n o t c l ea r 
w h e t h e r t h e s p e a k e r ' s v i ewpoin t is m e a n t t o b e t aken literally o r i ronical ly . I n 
"El hijo d e Lo t , " t h e i n t e r n a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n s i n t h e speake r ' s pe r spec t ive sug­
gest an i r on i ca l r e a d i n g . T h e boy ' s p r i e s t fears t h a t A n t o n i o will sin " c o n t r a 
na tura leza ," in o t h e r words , t h a t h e will b e c o m e h o m o s e x u a l . Yet this fea r is 
itself ba sed o n a n implici t ly " h o m o s e x u a l " a s s u m p t i o n : for t h e pr ies t , as for t h e 
y o u n g boy, t h e f emale gen i ta l s a r e so h i d e o u s t h a t t hey will inevi tably evoke 
m a d n e s s a n d disgust r a t h e r t h a n des i r e . T h e p o e m reverses h a b i t u a l p e r s p e c ­
tives: h e r e i t is Lo t ' s son, r a t h e r t h a n h is wife, whose gaze leads t o a "bibl ical 
p u n i s h m e n t . " T h e ob jec t o f h i s f o r b i d d e n vis ion is n o t S o d o m , assoc ia ted wi th 
m a l e h o m o s e x u a l i t y b o t h i n t h e bibl ical a c c o u n t a n d in p o p u l a r t r ad i t i on , b u t 
r a t h e r t h e f e m a l e body . 

W h e t h e r t h e r e a d e r a t t r i bu t e s t h e mi sogyny of "El hijo d e Lo t" t o t h e 
speaker o r t o t h e i m p l i e d a u t h o r , t h e p o e m il lustrates B r ine s ' gene ra l ly 
de roga to ry d e p i c t i o n of f e m a l e sexuali ty. H i s i ron ic t r e a t m e n t o f sex i n th is 
p o e m s t ands in s h a r p c o n t r a s t to t h e idea l i za t ion of mascu l ine love i n p o e m s 

1 1 The racism of the boy's comparison between the female genitals and "un g 
negro" is also notable: a sexual other is associated metaphorically with a racial other. 
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like "Versos épicos." Similarly d i spa rag ing r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s of w o m e n can b e 
f o u n d a m o n g t h e satirical p o e m s of Aún no a n d Insistencias en Luzbel. I n t h e 
ironically titled "La dama," the reality of t he wor ld is r e p r e s e n t e d me taphor i ca l ly 
by a n old, unat t rac t ive prost i tute : 

Hemos gozado mucho de la dama, 
aunque alguno, inocente en demasía, 
detrás de la apariencia vio algún engaño oculto, 
y no siguió nuestro gozar frenético; 
como dama escogió a la insípida muer te . 

Gocemos de la vieja prostituta, tan sabia 
en el amor, y aunque manche nuestra joven carne 
con hediondos afeites, 
no hay otra vida que escoger podamos, 
sino esta vieja y negra prostituta. 

(163) 

This p o e m reverses the convent iona l h e r m e n e u t i c no t ion t h a t t h e t r u t h lies 
b e n e a t h decept ive surfaces: paradoxical ly , it is n o t those t a k e n i n by false 
a p p e a r a n c e s who are i nnocen t , b u t t h e o n e w h o is excessively wary of b e i n g 
d e c e i v e d . 1 2 W h e r e a b a r o q u e p o e m m i g h t w a r n aga ins t t ak ing a p p e a r a n c e s at 
face value, Brines insists tha t it is naive t o a s s u m e t h e exis tence of any t r anscen ­
d e n t reality. 

Like "El hijo d e Lot," "La d a m a " cha l l enges conven t iona l perspect ives o n 
reality while s imul taneously p e r p e t u a t i n g t h e t ime-worn ident i f icat ion b e t w e e n 
female sexuality a n d degrada t ion . 1 3 T h e s tr ikingly misogynist ( a n d p e r h a p s 
racist) image of the "vieja y n e g r a pros t i tu ta" u l t ima te ly serves to r e in fo rce t h e 
homosoc ia l b o n d a m o n g (white) m e n w h o s h a r e a c o m m o n dest iny as h u m a n 
subjects. T h e act of he te rosexua l i n t e r c o u r s e , in this text, is d e c i d e d l y sec­
o n d a r y to this homosoc ia l b o n d . T h e w o m a n ' s una t t rac t iveness a n d t h e so rd id -
ness of t he sexual act seem to re inforce t h e m e n ' s sense of h u m a n solidari ty, a 
solidarity from which the woman , need less to say, is exc luded . Whi l e t h e m e n 
are y o u n g a n d p u r e , "joven carne ," the o l d e r w o m a n ' s " h e d i o n d o s afeites" r e p ­
re sen t t h e c o r r u p t i o n tha t they will inevitably e x p e r i e n c e in t h e wor ld . 

A HOMOSEXUAL PERSPECTIVE 

In o t h e r satiric poems , Br ines ' t a rge t is n o t w o m e n pe r se, b u t h e t e r o s e x u -
ality. In "Un a m o r español ," for e x a m p l e , t h e s p e a k e r plays with t h e n o t i o n 
tha t convent iona l mar r i age is essentially i n c e s t u o u s . H e turns t h e tables o n t h e 
p resumab ly vi r tuous m a n who boasts t ha t h e loves his wife " c o m o se q u i e r e a 

1 2 Compare Claudio Rodriguez's "Brujas a mediodía," another poem that uses the 
image of aged women to represent an epistemologica! engagement with the deceptive-
ness of reality (Desde mis poemas 127-30). 

1 3 Another poem that presents a negative vision of women is "De burlas y justicias," 
which begins "Adúltera y adúltera charlaban" (Ensayo de una despedida 172). 
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u n a m a d r e . " A n excess of v i r tue l e ads to i ts o p p o s i t e , a n even g r e a t e r perver­
sion: 

Es un amor muy santo, y de buen español; 
pero en este país, hay más virtud 
aún de la que crees: 
los sumos virtuosos te organizan 
infierno con calderas, 
pues no hay perdón posible en el incesto. 

(175) 

In this a n d o t h e r texts B r ine s ' i ron ic vis ion a ims toward a reversal a n d a defa-
mil iar iza t ion of t h e d o m i n a n t h e t e r o s e x u a l v iewpoint . His own perspec t ive , 
t h e n , is h igh ly specific desp i t e its universa l i s t asp i ra t ions : it is r o o t e d in a par­
ticular u n d e r s t a n d i n g of real i ty t h a t is n o t s h a r e d by all h u m a n b e i n g s . 1 4 

"Exab rup to , " a p o e m f r o m Insistencias en Luzbel, i l lustrates t h e par t icular i ty 
of Br ines ' vision. T h e s p e a k e r of t h e p o e m wi tnesses an accusat ion t h a t w o u l d 
a p p e a r t o t h r e a t e n t h e un i ty of t h e un iversa l h u m a n i s t subject: 

Oí lo que el muchacho te decía: 
"... pues eso que tú eres". Y la palabra torpe 
dicha con inocencia. 
Percibí tu vergüenza. Yo u n denso aburrimiento 
al comprobar la necedad del mundo , 
o su boba ignorancia u n a vez más. 

(230) 

T h e scene d e s c r i b e d is easily ident i f iable : t h e b o y " interpel la tes" t h e a d d r e s s e e 
of t h e p o e m wi th a w o r d like maricón.15 (Wi th character is t ic pudor, Br ines with­
h o l d s t h e i n su l t i ng ep i t he t , t h u s m a k i n g t h e a n e c d o t e general izable to o the r , 
a n a l o g o u s s i tuat ions . ) I n his " i n n o c e n t " a s s u m p t i o n tha t this w o r d is a n accu­
ra t e labe l for t h e m a n ' s sexua l d i f ference - "eso q u e tú eres" - t h e boy fails t o 
g r a n t t h e o t h e r p e r s o n his full h u m a n i t y . 

T h e p o e m e n d s with a n i ron ic a p p e a l t o a f ea tu re t ha t all m e n p r e s u m a b l y 
sha re : 

Después de tantos siglos sólo comprende el hombre 
lo que en sí, repetido, experimenta: 
esa misma manera de mear. 

Br ines r e d u c e s t h e universal i ty of (ma le ) h u m a n e x p e r i e n c e t o its m o s t basic 
e l e m e n t : t h e only t h i n g all m e n have i n c o m m o n is t h e way they u r i n a t e . O n c e 

1 4 There are two related dangers in the notion of a distinctive homosexual perspec­
tive. The first is the implication that the heterosexual perspective is somehow "univer­
sal" by contrast. The second is the idea that homosexuality can be identified with a sin­
gle point of view. 

1 5 Compare Cernuda's "El escándalo," discussed in Chapter 6 of this book. 
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a g a i n , th i s e x p e r i e n c e , s h a r e d by b o t h h e t e r o s e x u a l a n d h o m o s e x u a l m e n , is 
d e f i n e d in exclusively m a s c u l i n e t e rms , s ince t h e p o e t c h o o s e s a s i gn o f 
a n a t o m i c a l d i f f e r ence i n o r d e r to e m p h a s i z e w h a t all m e n (as o p p o s e d t o 
w o m e n ) u n d e r s t a n d . 

T h e ex is ten t ia l i s t a p p r o a c h t h a t sees on ly a b s t r a c t p h i l o s o p h i c a l i s sues is 
n o t a d e q u a t e for a t e x t l ike " E x a b r u p t o . " N a n tel l ' s c o m m e n t a r y , fo r i n s t a n c e , 
i g n o r e s t h e p a r t i c u l a r s i tua t ion o c c u r i n g in t h e t e x t i n o r d e r t o r e a d it as a 
c o m m e n t a r y o n "Be ing" : " In ' E x a b r u p t o ' . . . t h e pess imis t i c , n ih i l i s t i c first-per­
s o n s p e a k e r des i r e s t o k n o w t h e m e a n i n g of B e i n g . U l t ima te ly , w h a t h e c o m e s 
t o k n o w is its inverse : t h e m e a n i n g l e s s n e s s of e x i s t e n c e . I n t h e final ana lys i s , 
t h e p o e t ' s o w n o n t o l o g i c a l i nqu i ry in this p o e m l e a d s h i m to a s u c c i n t f o r m u l a 
s u m m a r i z i n g t h e a b s u r d i t y of ex i s t ence" ( "Modos d e ser" 4 5 ) , I t is t r u e t h a t 
B r i n e s ' ex i s t en t i a l i sm is e v i d e n t in Insistencias en Luzbel, b u t in th is case t h e 
ex i s t en t i a l i s t r e a d i n g h a s t h e effect of e r a s ing B r i n e s ' p r e o c c u p a t i o n wi th s e x u ­
al d i f f e r e n c e , s u b s t i t u t i n g a r a t h e r abs t r ac t p a r a p h r a s e t h a t b e a r s l i t t le r e l a t i o n 
t o t h e p a r t i c u l a r s of t h e text . 

My e m p h a s i s o n t h o s e p o e m s t h a t raise t h e i s sue of g e n d e r a n d s e x u a l dif­
f e r e n c e w o u l d s e e m t o s l ight t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l m e d i t a t i o n o n t h e p r o b l e m 
o f h u m a n e x i s t e n c e t h a t o t h e r crit ics have e m p h a s i z e d i n t h e i r r e a d i n g s o f 
B r i n e s ' w o r k . I w o u l d a r g u e , never the less , t h a t t h e p o e t ' s t r e a t m e n t of t h e m e s 
s u c h as t h e p a s s a g e o f time is a l so in f lec ted by h i s dis t inct ively h o m o e r o t i c 
v i s ion . T h i s t h e m e typically finds exp re s s ion t h r o u g h a c o n t r a s t b e t w e e n y o u t h 
a n d a g e : t h e p o e t gazes a t a y o u n g e r m a n o r a t a g r o u p of s u c h m e n a n d i m a g i ­
na t ive ly e x c h a n g e s p l ace s wi th t h e m . T h i s is t h e s c e n a r i o i n "Versos é p i c o s , " 
c i t e d a b o v e , in " M e r e R o a d , " o n e o f Br ines ' b e s t k n o w n p o e m s , a n d in n u m e r ­
o u s o t h e r tex ts . "Madr iga l c o n e p i g r a m a " d e p i c t s a d i a l o g u e b e t w e e n t h e 
s p e a k e r a n d a y o u n g e r m a n : 

Te alejas, ríes. Me preguntas 
lo que daría yo por tener hoy tus años. 

Mira, muchacho, aquello que está hecho 
ya no se puede deshacer. 

Mas dime, ¿qué darías 
por saber, con certeza, 
que habrá de ser el t iempo 
benigno para ti, 
y llegar tú a mi edad? 

Verías a un muchacho malicioso 
que ríe al preguntarte si le envidias 
los años tan hermosos que él te ofrece. 

(229) 

T h e y o u n g e r m a n t a u n t s t h e s p e a k e r , w h o p r e s u m a b l y d e s i r e s b u t c a n n o t b e 
d e s i r e d in t u r n . W h i l e time is i r revers ib le - " a q u e l l o q u e es tá h e c h o / ya n o se 



150 JONATHAN MAYHEW RHM, LIII (2000) 

p u e d e de shace r " - t h e roles of t h e two m e n a re i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e , s ince t h e 
y o u n g e r m a n will find h imse l f in a n iden t i ca l s i tua t ion in t h e f u t u r e . 1 6 

In t h e final analysis, i t is n o t poss ible o r even desi rable to sepa ra te B r i n e s ' 
t r e a t m e n t of sexuality f rom his p h i l o s o p h i c a l med i t a t i ons o n d e a t h a n d t i m e . 
"Con q u i é n h a r é el a m o r , " o n e of B r ine s ' m o s t accompl i shed s h o r t p o e m s , 
d e m o n s t r a t e s t h e inseparabi l i ty of sexual a n d exis tent ial t h e m e s : 

En este vaso de ginebra bebo 
los tapiados minutos de la noche, 
la aridez de la música, y el ácido 
deseo de la carne. Sólo existe, 
donde el hielo se ausenta, cristalino 
licor y miedo de la soledad. 
Esta noche no habrá la mercenaria 
compañía, ni gestos de aparente 
calor en un tibio deseo. Lejos 
está mi casa hoy, llegaré a ella 
en la desierta luz de madrugada, 
desnudaré mi cuerpo, y en las sombras 
he de yacer con el estéril t iempo. 

(161) 

T h e s p e a k e r cont ras ts t h e a n o n y m o u s a n d m e r c e n a r y sexual e n c o u n t e r s t h a t 
a r e typical of h is n ights with t h e solitary e x p e r i e n c e of t ime tha t h e will suffer 
o n this pa r t i cu l a r occas ion. At t h e s a m e t i m e , however, h e depic ts this very 
e x p e r i e n c e i n sexual t e r m s : h e u n d r e s s e s in o r d e r to s leep with "el estéril t i em­
p o . " T h e con t ras t , t h e n , is b e t w e e n two sorts of sexual acts, b o t h equal ly u n a p ­
p e a l i n g a n d u n p r o d u c t i v e . S ince b o t h " m e r c e n a r y company" a n d sol i tude a r e 
d e p i c t e d i n similarly nega t ive t e rms , t h e con t r a s t be tween t h e m b e c o m e s less 
consequen t i a l : p ros t i tu t ion , a p p a r e n t l y n e g a t e d , actually serves as a m e t a p h o r 
for t h e s p e a k e r ' s e x p e r i e n c e of time. T h e on ly real difference be tween t h e two 
al ternat ives is t h a t p ro s t i t u t i on gives t h e i l lusion of w a r m t h - "gestos d e 
a p a r e n t e / ca lo r e n u n tibio d e s e o " - whi le t h e speaker ' s sol i tude offers n o 
such false comfor t . 

T o r e a d Franc isco Br ines as a gay p o e t is t o dissociate h i m f rom the ideo lo ­
gy of h u m a n i s t universa l ism wi th wh ich h e h a s so often b e e n identif ied. At first 
g lance this a p p r o a c h m i g h t s e e m coun te r in tu i t ive , given t h e poe t ' s own s take 
in this ideology. His poe t ry is s t e e p e d in t h e h u m a n i s t rhe tor ic of t h e 1950s a n d 
1960s, a n d h e consis tent ly a t t e m p t s to p r e s e n t his expe r i ence in gener i c r a t h e r 

1 6 Compare Cernuda's "La sombra," in which the poet's lost youth is metaphorically 
identified with a young male lover: 

Al despertar de un sueño, buscas 
Tu juventud, como si fuera el cuerpo 
Del camarada que durmiese 
A tu lado y que al alba no encuentras. 

(267) 
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t h a n individual t e rms . Br ines ' existentialist un iversa l i sm, neve r the l e s s , is n e c e s ­
sarily par t ia l a n d i ncomple t e : his view of t h e subjec t is u l t ima te ly d e f i n e d a n d 
l imi ted by his own par t icu la r viewpoint . I n t h e first p lace , his vision of h u m a n i ­
ty is a n d r o c e n t r i c to the p o i n t of misogyny. Second ly , h is u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f sex­
uality is at odds with the he te rosexua l n o r m . T h e resul t is t h a t h e c o n s t r u c t s 
t h e "universal" h u m a n subject in his own i m a g e , in t e r m s b o t h h o m o s o c i a l a n d 
h o m o s e x u a l . Br ines ' efforts to t r a n s c e n d t h e par t icu la r i ty of h i s o w n e x p e r i ­
e n c e in o r d e r to speak with a m o r e universa l voice , t h e n , a r e d e s t i n e d t o fail. 
Close a t t en t i on t o this failure, never the less , will l e a d to a m u c h m o r e p r o d u c ­
tive r e a d i n g of his work, r escu ing h im f rom t h e b l a n d asexuali ty of t h e h u m a n ­
ist closet. Any critical i n t e rp re t a t ion t h a t i g n o r e s Br ines ' t r e a t m e n t of g e n d e r 
a n d sexual dif ference will ul t imately fail t o a c c o u n t for t h e d is t inc t iveness o f 
his poe t i c ach ievemen t . 

JONATHAN MAYHEW 

UNIVERSITY OF KANSAS 
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