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The radically nomadic condition of Belgian writer, poet, painter and
enologist Jean-Claude Pirotte is tied to the “romantic” conception he
began associating with existence at an early age. According to him,
“la littérature précède l’existence”.

These precocious wandering adventures were shaped in Pirotte’s autofictional writing. La
pluie à Rethel (1982) evokes an escape in a mythical Holland, while Cavale (1997) deals with
another escape, from justice in this instance; an opportunity to recover a wandering past:
“Demeurant l’avocat que j’étais, je n’avais aucune chance de bonheur. Ma chance, c’est bien
dans le ratage qu’elle était (…)”.

This continuous “displacement” led him to Portugal. Un voyage en automne (1996) recollects
that Lusitanian tour after his daughter’s suicide, the “circonstances troublantes” confided to
his friend António Lobo Antunes, in Plis perdus (1994). The nostalgic and “poetic” Portuguese
context gave an elegiac tone to this work. The longing felt after the loss of his daughter was
then reinforced by the Portuguese saudade. He translated Portuguese literary tropes into
French, such as the “nostalgie du présent” or the “Rei desaparecido” [“disappeared King”].

He became a chronicler, commenting on the architectonic impact of emigration in Beira
villages: “On voit aussi des jeunes nés en France ou ailleurs, arriver pour les vacances, en
rêvant sans doute qu’ils retrouvent une vérité sensible”. In Pirotte’s view, Portuguese
development was ambiguous: “Le Portugal s’est institué la victime consentante d’un
assassinat du paysage (…)”. He feared this country would lose its secular characteristics
through a standardization that not even the Serra da Estrela cheese could escape: “Les jours
du mythique fromage de serra sont comptés. Si je l’écris, c’est que j’espère, absurdement le
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contraire”. Pirotte lingered over every detail: the chouriço; the “ail français” or the caldo
verde.

Seen from a literary perspective, Portugal “(…) est un songe, ou si l’on veut, une extrême
réalité littéraire”. Some “poetic” places stand out, such as “Salir do Porto et sa baie”;
“Alcobaça et son abbaye, la Reine morte”; Coimbra and its characteristic Quebra-Costas
street; the Minho and its vinhos verdes; and Serra da Estrela and its primitive landscape. In
this novel, other literary reminiscences lead to a dialogue between the narrator and a
mythified Portugal: Alcobaça, Lisbon seen from Terreiro do Paço.

Also worthy of note are Pirotte’s critical writing regarding Portuguese literature. Indeed, he
commented on authors such as Agustina Bessa Luís, Ramos Rosa, Mário de Sá Carneiro and
António Lobo Antunes in the magazine Lire le Portugal (Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation). But
Portugal provided him another immeasurable pleasure: joining writing with wine tasting: “Je
me borne à penser à ce blanc d’Obidos que je déguste en écrivant ceci (…)”.

 

Travels

Portugal, Holland, Belgium

 

Quotations

I live here [Alcobaça] like I have lived elsewhere. Have I lived? (1996: 57, translated)
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