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Resenha
Review

PRADO, Adélia. The alphabet in the park. Trans. by Ellen
Watson. Middleton, Ct.: Wesleyan University Press,
1990. 63 p.

This attractive volume contains selections from three of
Adélia Prado’s earliest works: Bagagem (1976), O coragdo
disparado (1977) and Terra de Santa Cruz (1981).
Chronologically ordered and divided into three parts, the book
takes its title from one of the poems in the section entitled “Land
of the Holy Cross.”” Although several of the forty-seven
translations were published previously in literary anthologies and
reviews, the collection as a whole represents the first serious
attempt to introduce one of Brazil’s most important contemporary
poets to an English-speaking audience.

In her preface, Ellen Watson (who also translated the novel
Zero by Ignéicio de Loyola Brandao) sketches out the career of
the poet from Minas Gerais, whose first book, Bagagem, was
widely praised by Brazilian critics and writers — including Carlos
Drummond de Andrade, generally regarded as her ‘‘discoverer’.
From a working-class background, Prado was the first person in
her family to attend the university, where she received a degree in
philosophy and religious education. Although she wrote poetry
from a very early age, she didn’t publish her first volume until
she was forty. A former public school teacher and the mother of
five children, to date she has written five books of verse and
three volumes of prose. In 1987, a theatrical production, Dona
Doida, which is based on her writings, opened in Rio de Janeiro
to wide acclaim and subsequently toured Brazil. Prado continues
to reside in her hometown of Divinépolis in Minas Gerais; in
recent years, she has served as the city’s cultural liason, and in



1988, during one of her few trips abroad, she visited the United
States, where she gave a series of poetry readings.

Among Prado’s many talents is her ability to convey the
extraordinary in the ordinary, as seen in her poems ‘‘Praise for a
Color’’, a meditation on the color yellow, and ‘“Window’’, where
the window of the poet’s house becomes a looking-glass into her
past. A short poem called ““The Black Umbrella’ is a kind of
eulogy for a discarded umbrella, whose owner lies in his grave.
An even shorter piece, entitled ‘‘Day’’, draws an interesting
analogy between the tension and excitement of a flock of
chickens, ‘‘arteries quivering in their necks’”, and a woman’s
pleasure and delight in sex. Some of the most compelling poems
in the book focus on commonplace, almost sentimental themes of
childhood and the family. ‘‘Successive Deaths”, ‘‘Lesson’’,
“Lineage”, and ‘‘Tyrants’’ glimpse the quirks, the sadness, and
the charm of domestic life, and reveal the power of love to keep
people alive even after death. In their directness and apparent
simplicity, these poems have a photographic quality reminiscent
of Drummond’s ‘‘Retrato de Famflia.”

Other preoccupations of the book include sexual love,
religious faith, poetic creation, and womanhood. Several of the
poems take place in a rural setting, replete with dogs, chickens,
and four o’clocks. Occasionally, however, this lyricism gives way
to more activist or political verse. In ‘‘Falsetto’’, Prado writes a
dramatic monologue by a mother whose son has been beaten to
death by the authorities; in ‘“At Customs”, she deftly satirizes
government bureaucracy; and in ‘‘Denouement’, she sings the
praises of being a Brazilian.

Both contextually and stylistically, Prado’s poetry is, in the
words of the poet Ferreira Gullar, ‘‘simple but not simple”.
Written in free verse, the poems make frequent use of
conversational dialogue, but they also have a strong rhythm
created by parallel constructions and refrains. Despite the
accessibility of the language and the apparent informality of the
voice that speaks, there is also something compellingly elusiy
and surreal about these poems. Like the narrator in ‘‘Seduction”’,
we are enthralled by the ‘‘hot tongue’’ of language, and caught up
and scored from head to toe by its ‘‘toothed wheel’’.

The translations by Ellen Watson read smoothly in English,
but I regret to say they are filled with elementary mistakes. A few
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