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“The City That Does Not Sleep” by Federico Garcia Lorca

-Entire poem is a paradox. We all know that we do sleep, and we all know that dreams do exist. The paradox lies in the fact that we perceive them to exist, but all we know is what we have experienced. Who knows whether the real world is truly the real world? We could be living the dream, and experiencing “real life” when we dream. Thus, we are not even completely certain of what dreams are. Hence, even though we experience them, who’s to say that they really, truly exist?

-Two famous sayings: “All I know is I know nothing” by Socrates. “I think therefore I am” by Rene Descartes.

-Intense repetition of “nobody” and “do not exist” vigorously emphasize the helplessness of humans, which is a major theme in this poem.

-All of the animal references portray nature as a wild animal (which refers back to Nectar In A Sieve where Rukmani said, “Nature is like a wild animal... So long as you are vigilant and walk warily with thought and care, so long will it give you its aid; but look away for an instant, be heedless or forgetful, and it has you by the throat”) For example, the poem states, “The living iguanas will come and bite the men who do not dream.” And thus, since no one can dream according to the poem, the “iguanas” will come and bite everyone. Thus, in this sense, nature in the form of the iguana represents death. This could relate to the life cycle, because all things must die eventually, and things are constantly being born. Thus, there is a cycle of life and death and afterlife and then reincarnation. This portrays the intricate weave of the cycle of life and of the harmony in nature.

-There are also intense images which aid the reader in understanding the message of the poet, and thus, the poet’s intent. For example, the poem states, “We will watch the preserved butterflies rise from the dead,” “We fall down the stairs in order to eat the moist earth / or we climb to the knife edge of the snow with the voices of the dead / dahlias,” “bear’s teeth... mummified hand.” Thus, there are numerous vivid visual images which help the reader to visualize and understand the flow of events in the poem. These images extremely emphasize the gruesomeness and grotesqueness of life as portrayed by Lorca. The struggle of the journey of life is a major theme in this poem as well. These images portray the intense struggle and pain that everyone must endure in order to continue on the life cycle and pass the time, which are both unavoidable and inextricable parts of life. Auditory imagery is also present. The poem states, “to call out the dogs to keep him quiet.” It is almost as if the reader can hear the dogs barking to quiet the corpse, thus aiding the reader in understanding the poem even further.

-The life cycle is also portrayed when the poem states, “In a graveyard far off there is a corpse / who has moaned for three years / because of a dry countryside on his knee; / and that boy they buried this morning cried so much / it was necessary to call out the dogs to keep him quiet.” This shows that even in death, there is no end. This further emphasizes the fact that we never dream and that we never fall asleep. In this case, the “sleep” or “dream” could be death. We never die because we are ever continuing along the path of the cycle of life, reliving the cycle over and over, attempting to find a deeper meaning to life. This is also emphasized by the reincarnation of the butterfly.

-”Careful! Careful! Careful!” warns the reader that life is not going to be an easy journey, and that sometimes sacrifice is necessary in order to attain a true happiness. This also reinforces the serious, grave, and even sullen tone of the poem.

-The interrelations amongst all humans is conveyed when the poem states, “Kisses tie our mouths / in a thicket of new veins, / and whoever his pain pains will feel that pain forever / and whoever is afraid of death will carry it on his shoulders.” The kisses are not really kisses. This is a technique called metonymy where Lorca has substituted a word for another word. Relationships are what the kisses truly represent. This shows the reader that our burdens are felt by everyone; we all share each others pain. Thus, the pain in the world is a collective fate because we all share in its weight. The fear of death will always be carried, because one never dies. This all emphasizes the theme of the hopelessness, monotonousness, and meaninglessness of life, and humans.
-Final stanza is very important. The last stanza states, “No one is sleeping. / But if someone grows too much moss on his temples during the / night / open the stage trapdoors so he can see in the moonlight / the lying goblets, and the poison, and the skull of the theatres.” In essence, the theatre is society and life in general. Because no one can sleep, if they get bored during the night, the “nightmare” of real life will be exposed to them. Hence, we live in a world full of nightmares that has no significance and no meaning. 

