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Poetry in Spanish: Literature of Latin America

Poetry belongs to all epochs:

it is man’s natural form of expression.

—Octavio Paz

Most Americans experience poetry in only one language—English. Because English is a world language, with its native speakers spread across every continent, it is easy for us to underestimate the significance of poetry written in other tongues. Why is it important to experience poetry in a different language or translation? It matters because such poetry represents and illuminates a different cultural experience. Exposure to different cultures enriches our perspectives and challenges assumptions; it also helps us to understand our own culture better.

Latin American poetry is particularly relevant to the English speaker in the United States or Canada because of the long interconnected history of the Americas. Spanish is also an important world language, spoken by over 350 million people and the primary language in over twenty countries. The vast spread of Spanish has created an enormous and prominent body of literature, an international tradition in which Latin America has gradually replaced Spain as the center. Poetry occupies a very significant place in Latin American culture—a more public place than in the United States. Poetry even forms an important part of the popular culture in Latin America, where the average person is able to name his or her favorite poets and can often recite some of their works from memory.

The tradition of Latin American poetry is long and rich. Many poets and scholars consider Sor Juana, a Catholic nun who lived in Mexico during the seventeenth century, to be the mother of Latin American poetry. Mexico’s Nobel Laureate poet,  Octavio Paz, acknowledges this lineage in his critical work on Sor Juana, Traps of Faith (1988), a quintessential book about her life and work. Sor Juana’s writing was groundbreaking, not just in the context of Latin American poetry, but truly in the context of world literature, as she was the first writer in Latin America (and one of very few in her era) to address the rights of women to study and write. Her poems are also harbingers of important tendencies in Latin American poetry because of their heightened lyricism.

This lyrical quality finds new form and vitality in the works of the most widely known poets of Latin America—including César Vallejo, Pablo Neruda, Jorge Luis Borges, and Octavio Paz. Each of these poets addresses questions of cultural and personal identity in his work. Events of the twentieth century had great impact on both the subject matter and style of Latin American poets. The Spanish Civil War (1936–1939) sent many poets who had been living in Europe back to the Americas, conscious of the political and social values being tried and tested in Europe at the time.

Latin American poetry, particularly in the twentieth century, has been marked by a recognition of the region as a unique blending of different cultures, European and indigenous, among others. It has also been marked by a variety of artistic and political movements, of which surrealism is perhaps the most influential. The works of artists such as Mexican painter Frida Kahlo coincided with a body of new writing that emphasized a blurring of fantasy and reality. Some writers, such as Vallejo, became best known for their surrealist writing, while other poets, such as Neruda and Paz, incorporated some of the elements of the movement into their styles.

A number of Latin American poets were awarded the Nobel Prize in literature in the latter part of the twentieth century, including Paz, Neruda, and Gabriela Mistral. (Borges, to the astonishment of many critics, never won the award, though he captured nearly every other major international literary honor.) The importance of Spanish as a global language and in literature is reflected in the recognition of the stature of Latin American writers in the world. Even when decidedly political, Latin American poetry is known for its focus on the personal experience. One does not love one’s country as a symbol, José Emilio Pacheco claims; rather, one loves its people, its mountains, and three or four of its rivers.

Sor Juana

Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz is said to have been born in Nepantla, Mexico, somewhere between 1648 and 1651. Very little is known about “Sister” Juana’s life, since church records were destroyed during the Mexican Revolution. Passages from her famous Reply to Sor Philothea allow a glimpse into her early life, such as her desire, at the age of six or seven, to wear boy’s clothing and to study at the University in Mexico City. She also talks about cutting off her own hair in self-punishment for not having learned something she had set for herself as a task, saying “there was no cause for a head to be adorned with hair and naked of learning.”

In 1667 Sor Juana entered the convent of the “barefoot Carmelites,” so named because of the austere way of life they adopted, either going barefoot or wearing rope sandals. In 1669 she moved to the convent of San Jerónimo, where she studied and wrote until 1691. In her Reply, she states that she chose the convent because it offered her more possibilities for engaging in her intellectual pursuits, which the restrictions of marriage at that time would not  allow. The baroque period during which Sor Juana wrote required tight form and rime schemes. Though some of Sor Juana’s poetry was commissioned, there are many poems in which we can see the poet’s true spirit, especially in her love poems, which often transcend time in their intensity. In 1691 Sor Juana wrote the Reply, the first document in the Americas to argue for a woman’s right to study and to write. The Church responded by demanding she give up her books and her instruments of writing. She renewed her vows to the Church, signing documents in her own blood. Sor Juana died during a devastating plague in 1695, after having given aid to a great number of the ill. Her famous Reply was first published, posthumously, in 1700.

Asegura la Confianza
She Promises to Hold a

de que Oculturá de
Secret in Confidence
2004
todo un Secreto  1689


El paje os dirá, discreto,
This page, discreetly, will convey

como, luego que leí,
how, on the moment that I read it,

vuestro secreto rompí
I tore apart your secret

por no romper el secreto.
not to let it be torn away

5

Y aun hice más, os prometo:
from me—and I will further say

los fragmentos, sin desdén,
what firm insurance followed:

del papel, tragué también;
those paper fragments, I also swallowed.

que secretos que venero.
This secret, so dearly read—

Aun en pedazos no quiero
I wouldn’t want one shred

10

que fuera del pecho estén.
out of my chest, to be hollowed.


—Translated by Diane Thiel
Presente en que el
A Simple Gift Made Rich

Carin˜o Hace Regalo
by Affection
2004
la Llaneza
1689



Lysi: a tus manos divinas
Lysi, I give to your divine hand

doy castañas espinosas,
these chestnuts in their thorny guise

porque donde sobran rosas
because where velvet roses rise,

no pueden faltar espinas.
thorns also grow unchecked, unplanned.

5

Si a su aspereza te inclinas
If you’re inclined toward their barbed brand

y con eso el gusto engañas,
and with this choice, betray your taste,

perdona las malas mañas
forgive the ill-bred lack of taste

de quien tal regalo te hizo;
of one who sends you such a missive—

perdona, pues que un erizo
Forgive me, only this husk can give

10

sólo puede dar castañas.
the chestnut, in its thorns embraced.

—Translated by Diane Thiel
Questions


1.
What literally is being described in “She Promises to Hold a Secret in Confidence”? Provide a paraphrase.


2.
What interesting wordplay do you notice in each of these poems? Consider, for example, the use of “tore” and “be torn” in the first poem. Are there any other significant repetitions?


3.
What stylistic and thematic similarities do you notice between these two poems?


4.
How does the chestnut work as a metaphor in the second poem? What does the thorny husk seem to represent? What does the chestnut represent?

Pablo Neruda

Pablo Neruda (1904–1973) was born Neftali Ricardo Reyes Basoalto in Parral, southern Chile. His mother died a month later, a fact which is said to have affected Neruda’s choice of imagery throughout his life’s work. He began writing poems as a child despite his family’s disapproval; this disapproval led him, as a young man, to adopt the “working class” pen name Pablo Neruda. He published his first book, Crepusculario (Twilight), in 1923 and soon followed with his Veinte Poemas de Amor y una Canción Desperada (Twenty Love Poems and a Song of Despair). The book received vast attention, and Neruda decided to devote himself to writing poetry.

In 1927 Neruda served as a diplomat in Burma, his first in a long line of such diplomatic positions. He lived several years in Spain and chronicled the Spanish Civil War. Neruda journeyed home to Chile in 1938, then served as consul to Mexico, and returned again to Chile in 1943. When the Chilean government moved to the right, Neruda, who was a communist, went into hiding. During this time, he wrote his famous long sequence Canto General, which includes his “Alturas de Macchu Picchu” (“Heights of Macchu Picchu”), often considered the single most important modern Latin American poem.

In 1952, when the Chilean government ceased its persecution of leftist writers, Neruda returned to his native land and married his third wife, Matilde Urrutia. (His first two marriages had ended in divorce.) Neruda’s later love poems were addressed to Matilde, including his Cien Sonetos de Amor (One Hundred Love Sonnets). These later poems bring his work full  circle, returning to the themes and image-rich quality of his early Veinte Poemas de Amor. In 1970 Neruda was a candidate for the presidency of Chile, but withdrew to support the Socialist candidate, Salvador Allende. In 1973, just twelve days after the fall of Chile’s democratic government, Neruda died of cancer in Santiago, Chile.

Muchos Somos
1958
We Are Many
1967
De tantos hombres que soy,
Of the many men who I am, who

que somos,
 we are,

no puedo encontrar a ninguno:
I can’t find a single one;

se me pierden bajo la ropa,
they disappear among my clothes,

se fueron a otra ciudad.
they’ve left for another city.

5

Cuando todo está preparado
When everything seems to be set

para mostrarme inteligente
to show me off as intelligent,

el tonto que llevo escondido
the fool I always keep hidden

se toma la palabra en mi boca.
takes over all that I say.

Otras veces me duermo en medio
At other times, I’m asleep

10

de la sociedad distinguida
among distinguished people,

y cuando busco en mí al valiente,
and when I look for my brave self,

un cobarde que no conozco
a coward unknown to me

corre a tomar con mi esqueleto
rushes to cover my skeleton

mil deliciosas precauciones.
with a thousand fine excuses.

15

Cuando arde una casa estimada
When a decent house catches fire,

en vez del bombero que llamo
instead of the fireman I summon,

se precipita el incendiario
an arsonist bursts on the scene,

y ése soy yo. No tengo arreglo.
and that’s me. What can I do?

Qué debo hacer para escogerme?
What can I do to distinguish myself?

20

Cómo puedo rehabilitarme?
How can I pull myself together?

Todos los libros que leo
All the books I read

celebran héroes refulgentes
are full of dazzling heroes,

siempre seguros de sí mismos:
always sure of themselves.

me muero de envidia por ellos,
I die with envy of them;

25

y en los films de vientos y balas
and in films full of wind and bullets,

me quedo envidiando al jinete,
I goggle at the cowboys,

me quedo admirando al caballo.
I even admire the horses.

Pero cuando pido al intrépido
But when I call for a hero,

me sale el viejo perezoso,
out comes my lazy old self;

30

y así yo no sé quién soy,
so I never know who I am,

no sé cuántos soy o seremos.
nor how many I am or will be.

Me gustaría tocar un timbre
I’d love to be able to touch a bell

y sacar el mí verdadero
and summon the real me,

porque si yo me necesito
because if I really need myself,

35

no debo desaparecerme.
I mustn’t disappear.

Mientras escribo estoy ausente
While I am writing, I’m far away;

y cuando vuelvo ya he partido:
and when I come back, I’ve gone.

voy a ver si a las otras gentes
I would like to know if others

les pasa lo que a mí me pasa,
go through the same things that I do,

40

si son tantos como soy yo,
have as many selves as I have,

si se parecen a sí mismos
and see themselves similarly;

y cuando lo haya averiguado
and when I’ve exhausted this problem,

voy a aprender tan bien las cosas
I’m going to study so hard

que para explicar mis problemas
that when I explain myself,

45

les hablaré de geografía.
I’ll be talking geography.

—Translated by Alastair Reid
Questions


1.
In line 26, Reid translates Neruda’s phrase “me quedo envidiando al jinete” as “I goggle at the cowboys.” What does Reid gain or lose with that version? (In Spanish, jinete means horseman or rider but not specifically cowboy, which is vaquero or even—thanks to Hollywood— cowboy.) Neruda once told Reid, “Alastair, don’t just translate my poems. I want you to improve them.” Is this line an improvement?


2.
How many men are in the speaker of the poem? What seems to be their relationship to one another?

Cien Sonetos De Amor (V)
1959

No te toque la noche ni el aire ni la aurora,

sólo la tierra, la virtud de los racimos,

las manzanas que crecen oyendo el agua pura,

el barro y las resinas de tu país fragante.

5

Desde Quinchamalí donde hicieron tus ojos

hasta tus pies creados para mí en la Frontera

eres la greda oscura que conozco:

en tus caderas toco de nuevo todo el trigo.

Tal vez tú no sabías, araucana,

10

que cuando antes de amarte me olvidé de tus besos

mi corazón quedó recordando tu boca

y fui como un herido por las calles

hasta que comprendí que había encontrado,

amor, mi territorio de besos y volcanes.

One Hundred Love Sonnets (V)
1986

I did not touch your night, or your air, or dawn:

only the earth, the truth of the fruit in clusters,

the apples that swell as they drink the sweet water,

the clay and the resins of your sweet-smelling land.

5

From Quinchamalí where your eyes began,

to the Frontera where your feet were made for me,

you are my dark familiar clay: touching your hips,

I touch the wheat in its fields again.

Woman from Arauco, maybe you didn’t know

how before I loved you I forgot your kisses.

10
But my heart went on, remembering your mouth—and I went on

and on through the streets like a man wounded,

until I understood, Love: I had found

my place, a land of kisses and volcanoes.

—Translated by Stephen Tapscott
One Hundred Love Sonnets. 5 Quinchamalí: small mountain town south of Santiago, Chile. 6 Frontera: frontier, border. 9 Arauco: port city south of Santiago.

Questions


1.
In Neruda’s love sonnet, what extended metaphor does the speaker use to describe his love?


2.
How does the direct address affect the immediacy of the poem? Does the “you” keep the reader out, or draw the reader in?

Jorge Luis Borges

Jorge Luis Borges (1899–1986), a blind librarian who became one of the most influential writers ever to emerge from Latin America, was born in Buenos Aires. Borges’s Protestant father and Catholic mother reflected Argentina’s diverse background; their ancestry included Spanish, English, Italian, Portugese, and Indian blood. Borges’s British grandmother lived with them, so “Georgie” and his younger sister were raised speaking both English and Spanish. Borges was taught at home by a British governess until he went to school at the age of nine. The author later commented, “If I were asked to name the chief event in my life, I should say my father’s library.”

Caught in Europe by the outbreak of World War I, Borges lived in Switzerland and later Spain, where he joined the Ultraists, a group of experimental poets who renounced realism. Borges believed strongly in the power of the image and symbol, as opposed to the ornate, musical quality of fellow poets such as Ruben Darío. On returning to Argentina in 1921, he edited a poetry magazine printed in the form of a poster and affixed to city walls. In 1937, to help support his mother and dying father, the thirty-seven-year-old Borges (who still lived at home) got his first job as an assistant librarian. He had already published seven books of poetry and criticism, and had just begun writing short stories. Over the next fifteen years he published many of the stories that would earn him international acclaim.

During this decisive period, Borges encountered political trouble. For his opposition to the regime of Colonel Juan Perón, in 1946 Borges was forced to resign his post as a librarian and was mockingly offered a job as a chicken inspector. He refused the position and supported his mother and himself on his meager literary earnings. In 1955, after Perón was deposed, Borges became director of the National Library and a professor of English literature at the University of Buenos Aires. Suffering from poor eyesight since childhood, Borges eventually went blind. His eye problems may have encouraged him to work mainly in short, highly crafted forms in both prose and verse—brief stories, essays, and fables, as well as lyric poems full of elaborate music. In international terms, Borges is probably the most influential short story writer of the last half-century. Borges, however, considered himself first and foremost a poet.

Amorosa Anticipación
1925

Ni la intimidad de tu frente clara como una fiesta

ni la costumbre de tu cuerpo, aún misterioso y tácito y de niña,

ni la sucesión de tu vida asumiendo palabras o silencios

serán favor tan misterioso

5

como mirar tu sueño implicado

en la vigilia de mis brazos.

Virgen milagrosamente otra vez por la virtud absolutoria del sueño,

quieta y resplandeciente como una dicha que la memoria elige,

me darás esa orilla de tu vida que tú misma no tienes.

10

Arrojado a quietud,

divisaré esa playa última de tu ser

y te veré por vez primera, quizá,

como Dios ha de verte,

desbaratada la ficción del Tiempo,

15

sin el amor, sin mí.

Anticipation of Love
1972

Neither the intimacy of your look, your brow fair as a feast day,

nor the favor of your body, still mysterious, reserved, and childlike,

nor what comes to me of your life, settling in words or silence,

will be so mysterious a gift

5

as the sight of your sleep, enfolded

in the vigil of my arms.

Virgin again, miraculously, by the absolving power of sleep,

quiet and luminous like some happy thing recovered by memory,

you will give me that shore of your life that you yourself do not own.

10

Cast up into silence

I shall discern that ultimate beach of your being

and see you for the first time, perhaps,

as God must see you—

the fiction of Time destroyed,

15

free from love, from me.

—Translated by Robert Fitzgerald
Questions


1.
In “Anticipation of Love,” note the translator’s choice in line 4 to translate the Spanish “favor” (which translates more directly to “favor”) as “gift.” What do you think such a choice adds to the poem in English?


2.
Why is the sleeping woman described as “virgin again”?


3.
Does this poem describe a real event or only an imaginary one?

Los Enigmas
1964
Yo que soy el que ahora está cantando

Seré mañana el misterioso, el muerto,

El morador de un mágico y desierto

Orbe sin antes ni después ni cuándo.

5

Así afirma la mística. Me creo

Indigno del Infierno o de la Gloria,

Pero nada predigo. Nuestra historia

Cambia como las formas de Proteo.

¿Qué errante laberinto, qué blancura

10

Ciega de resplandor será mi suerte,

Cuando me entregue el fin de esta aventura

La curiosa experiencia de la muerte?

Quiero beber su cristalino Olvido.

Ser para siempre; pero no haber sido.

The Enigmas
1972

I who am singing these lines today

Will be tomorrow the enigmatic corpse

Who dwells in a realm, magical and barren,

Without a before or an after or a when.

5

So say the mystics. I say I believe

Myself undeserving of Heaven or of Hell,

But make no predictions. Each man’s tale

Shifts like the watery forms of Proteus.

What errant labyrinth, what blinding flash

10

Of splendor and glory shall become my fate

When the end of this adventure presents me with

The curious experience of death?

I want to drink its crystal-pure oblivion,

To be forever; but never to have been.

—Translated by John Updike
The Enigmas. 8 Proteus: minor Greek god who had the ability to change form.

Questions


1.
What is the speaker’s most pressing question about his own future?


2.
What is the main enigma or puzzle presented in “The Enigmas”?


3.
What is the form of this poem?

Octavio Paz

Octavio Paz (1914–1998), the only Mexican author to win the Nobel Prize in Literature, was born in Mexico City. Paz once commented that he came from “a typical Mexican family” because it combined European and Indian ancestors, but his background was quite distinguished. His father was a lawyer who had fought for the Mexican Revolution and served as secretary to guerilla leader Emiliano Zapata. Paz’s father retired and eventually went into exile in the United States after Zapata’s 1919 assassination. “Impoverished by the revolution and civil war,” his family lived in his grandfather’s huge house in Mixoac, a suburb of Mexico City. “The house,” he told an interviewer, “gradually crumbled around us,” and the family abandoned rooms one by one as the roof collapsed. His grandfather had a library containing over six thousand books (“an enchanted cave,” Paz later called it) where the young author immersed himself. Joining his father in exile, the young Paz lived for two years in Los Angeles. He then entered the National University of Mexico, but left in 1937 because he wanted to be a poet instead of a lawyer. Paz went to Spain to fight in the Spanish Civil War in 1937, but the Loyalist army refused to accept him because he didn’t belong to the Communist Party (or any other political party). Paz refused to limit his political opinions to those of the two forces—military dictatorship or Marxist revolution—but worked toward democracy, “the mystery of freedom” as he called it in an early poem.

In 1945 Paz became a diplomat, spending years in San Francisco, New York, Geneva, and Delhi. In 1968 he resigned his post as ambassador to India in protest of the Mexican government’s massacre of student demonstrators shortly before the Mexico City Olympic games. Paz then taught abroad at Cambridge University, the University of Texas, Harvard University, and other schools, but he always returned to Mexico City.

Paz’s study of Mexican culture and national character, The Labyrinth of Solitude (1950), is a Latin American classic. Although deeply rooted in Mexican history and myth, the multilingual Paz was a true cosmopolitan. His study of the poetic process, The Bow and the Lyre (1956), ranged across world literature from Homer and Virgil to Whitman and Neruda. His Nobel Prize acceptance speech, published as “In Search of the Present” (1990), is a brilliant exploration of the cultural and imaginative relationship between the Old and New Worlds.

Con los ojos cerrados 1968
With eyes closed 1986
Con los ojos cerrados
With eyes closed

Te iluminas por dentro
you light up within

Ertes la piedra ciega
you are blind stone

Noche a noche te labro
Night after night I carve you

Con los ojos cerrados
with eyes closed

5
Eres la piedra franca
you are frank stone

Nos volvemos inmensos
We have become enormous

Sólo por conocernos
just knowing each other

Con los ojos cerrados
with eyes closed

—Translated by Eliot Weinberger
Question

How does the refrain contribute to the musical quality of “With eyes closed”?

Certeza
1961
Certainty
1968

Si es real la luz blanca
If it is real the white

de esta lámpara, real
light from this lamp, real

la mano que escribe, ¿son reales
the writing hand, are they

los ojos que miran lo escrito?
real, the eyes looking at what I write?

5

De una palabra a la otra
From one word to the other

lo que digo se desvanece.
what I say vanishes.

Yo sé que estoy vivo
I know that I am alive

entre dos paréntesis.
between two parentheses.

—Translated by Charles Tomlinson
Questions

In what ways is “Certainty” an ars poetica (poem about writing poetry)? What does the poem say about communication?

Surrealism in Latin American Poetry

Surrealism was one of the great artistic revolutions of the twentieth century. It first arose in the mockingly named “Dada” movement during World War I. (Dada is the French children’s word for “rocking horse.”) Dadaism was a radical rejection of the insanity perpetrated by the self-proclaimed “rational” world of the turbulent modern era. The approach was an attempt to shock the world out of its terrible self-destructive traditions. “The only way for Dada to continue,” proclaimed poet André Breton, “is for it to cease to exist.” Sure enough, the movement soon fell apart through its own excesses of energy and irreverence. In 1922 surrealism emerged as the successor to Dada, first as a literary movement, soon to spread to the visual arts, promoting the creation of fantastic, dreamlike works that reflected the unconscious mind. Fusing fact and myths, the movement sought to free art from the bounds of rationality. Not every modern writer embraced surrealism. Wallace Stevens referred mockingly to surrealism’s dreamlike mixing of images as the act of making a “clam play an accordion.”

Surrealism emphasized spontaneity rather than craft as the essential element in literary creation. Not all surrealist art, however, was spontaneous. Breton, for instance, spent six months on a poem of thirty words, in order to achieve what looked like spontaneity. And many surrealist visual artists would do several versions of the same “automatic drawing” in pursuit of the effect of immediacy. Breton’s famous “Manifesto of Surrealism” (1924) launched a movement that continues to influence a great number of writers and artists around the world.

The early surrealists showed as much genius for absurd humor as for art, and their works often tried to shock and amuse. Marcel Duchamp once exhibited a huge printed reproduction of the Mona Lisa on which he had painted a large mustache. Louis Aragon’s poem “Suicide” consisted only of the letters of the alphabet, and  Breton once published a poem made up of names and numbers copied from the telephone directory. Is it any wonder that the surrealist motto was “The approval of the public must be shunned at all cost”?

Surrealism’s greatest international literary influence was on Latin American poetry. In the early twentieth century, Latin America was much influenced by French culture, and literary innovations in Paris were quickly imported to Mexico City, Buenos Aires, and other New World capitals. In Latin America, however, surrealism lost much of the playfulness it exhibited in Europe, and the movement often took on a darker and more explicitly political quality. Surrealism also had a powerful effect on Latin American art. A tradition of surrealist painting emerged parallel to the movement in literature. One of the best known surrealist painters is the Mexican artist Frida Kahlo, whose work often created dreamlike visions of the human body, especially her own. In The Two Fridas, for example, she presents a frightening image of the body’s interior exposed and mirrored. Kahlo’s paintings are simultaneously personal and political—surrealistically portraying her own trauma as well as the schism in her native country.

Many Latin American poets had periods that were strongly influenced by surrealism. César Vallejo, for instance, best known for the surrealist vanguardism of his second book, moved toward a more lyrical, inclusive style in his later work. Olga Orozco, as a translator of Breton, Paul Éluard, and other French surrealists, was strongly influenced by Parisian avant-garde poetry. According to Octavio Paz, many poets, such as himself and Pablo Neruda, adopted surrealist processes, and their creative developments often coincided with the movement, although their work is not usually considered “surrealist.”

Frida Kahlo (1907–1957)

The Two Fridas
1939

César Vallejo (1892?–1938)

La cólera que quiebra
(1937) 1939 al hombre en niños
 

La cólera que quiebra al hombre en niños,

que quiebra al niño, en pájaros iguales,

y al pájaro, después, en huevecillos;

la cólera del pobre

5

tiene un aceite contra dos vinagres.

La cólera que el árbol quiebra en hojas,

a la hoja en botones desiguales

y al botón, en ranuras telescópicas;

la cólera del pobre

10

tiene dos ríos contra muchos mares.

La cólera que quiebra al bien en dudas,

a la duda, en tres arcos semejantes

y al arco, luego, en tumbas imprevistas;

la cólera del pobre

15

tiene un acero contra dos puñales.

La cólera que quiebra el alma en cuerpos,

al cuerpo en órganos desemejantes

y al órgano, en octavos pensamientos;

la cólera del pobre

20

tiene un fuego central contra dos cráteres.

Anger
1977
Anger which breaks a man into children,

Which breaks the child into two equal birds,

And after that the bird into a pair of little eggs:

The poor man’s anger

5

Has one oil against two vinegars.

Anger which breaks a tree into leaves

And the leaf into unequal buds

And the bud into telescopic grooves;

The poor man’s anger

10

Has two rivers against many seas.

Anger which breaks good into doubts

And doubt into three similar arcs

And then the arc into unexpected tombs;

The poor man’s anger

15

Has one steel against two daggers.

Anger which breaks the soul into bodies

And the body into dissimilar organs

And the organ into octave thoughts;

The poor man’s anger

20

Has one central fire against two craters.

—Translated by Thomas Merton Contemporary Mexican Poetry

José Emilio Pacheco (b. 1939)

Alta Traición
1969

No amo mi Patria. Su fulgor abstracto

es inasible.

Pero (aunque suene mal) daría la vida

por diez lugares suyos, cierta gente.

5

Puertos, bosques de piños, fortalezas,

una ciudad deshecha, gris, monstruosa,

varias figuras de su historia,

montañas

(y tres o cuatro ríos)

High Treason
1978

I do not love my country. Its abstract lustre

is beyond my grasp.

But (although it sounds bad) I would give my life

for ten places in it, for certain people,

5
seaports, pinewoods, fortresses,

a run-down city, gray, grotesque,

various figures from its history,

mountains

(and three or four rivers).

—Translated by Alastair Reid
Francisco Hernández (b. 1946)
Bajo cero 

En los pensamientos del suicida hay un vacío

que sólo se llena con temperaturas bajo cero.

Los pensamientos del suicida no son rápidos

ni brumosos: únicamente son frios.
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La mente no está en blanco: está congelada.

Aparece, con filo de navaja, una sensación de

tranquilidad que se presiente interminable.

Con el cerebro convertido en iceberg nada se

recuerda. Ni la piel más querida, ni el nombre
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de los hijos, ni los abrasamientos de la poesía.

El suicida es la viva imagen de la soledad.

Nadie acude a ese trozo de hielo que una bala

cruza de polo a polo.

Aun en los trópicos, cuando alguien se suicida,
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comienza tristemente a nevar.

Below Zero
2005

In the thoughts of the suicide there is an absence

That can only be filled at temperatures below zero.

The thoughts of the suicide are not swift

Nor foggy: they are merely cold.

5

The mind is not black: it is frozen.

There appears, like a razor’s edge, a sensation of

Tranquility one feels will never end.

With the brain turned into an iceberg, nothing

Is remembered. Neither the most loved skin, nor the names
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Of the children, nor the coal fires of poetry.

The suicide is the living image of solitude.

No one journeys to that island of ice, crossed

By a bullet from pole to pole.

Even in the tropics, when someone commits suicide
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It begins, sadly, to snow.

—Translated by Carolyn Forché
Tedi López Mills (b. 1959)

Convalecencia
2000
Convalescence
2000
 Moscas de todas las horas.
Houseflies of all day long.

—Antonio Machado
—Antonio Machado

el rasguño de esta fiebre
this feverish scratch

y la mosca del aire
and the fly in flight

son como un ruido primario
are like primal noises

en el espectro de sonidos
in the specter of sounds

5

un estruendo rojo y sin matiz
a traceless red din

el primer fierro en la oreja
the first iron in the ear

el primer filo de la sierra
the first cutting of the saw

el primer chillido del garabato en la letra
the first screeching scribble of letters

la primera gota del agua
the first drop of water

10

en un círculo vacío
in an empty circle

el primer golpe del martillo
the first blow of the hammer

contra un muro y la piedra
against a wall and the stone

el primer grito insumiso junto a la reja
the first unruly scream beside the gate

el primer clavo en la luz del mediodía
the first nail in midday light
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el cristal predilecto del ojo
the favored windowpane of the eye

donde la mosca y yo
where the fly and I

en la celda del cráneo
inside the jail cell of the skull

nos oímos
hear each other

—Translated by Mills Writers on Writing

Octavio Paz

In Search of the Present
1990

Languages are vast realities that transcend those political and historical entities we call nations. The European languages we speak in the Americas illustrate this. The special position of our literatures when compared to those of England, Spain, Portugal and France depends precisely on this fundamental fact: they are literatures written in transplanted tongues. Languages are born and grow from the native soil, nourished by a common history. The European languages were rooted out from their native soil and their own tradition, and then planted in an unknown and unnamed world: they took root in the new lands and, as they grew within the societies of America, they were transformed. They are the same plant yet also a  different plant. Our literatures did not passively accept the changing fortunes of the transplanted languages: they participated in the process and even accelerated it. They very soon ceased to be mere transatlantic reflections: at times they have been the negation of the literatures of Europe; more often, they have been a reply.

In spite of these oscillations the link has never been broken. My classics are those of my language and I consider myself to be a descendant of Lope and Quevedo,° as any Spanish writer would . . . yet I am not a Spaniard. I think that most writers of Spanish America, as well as those from the United States, Brazil and Canada, would say the same as regards the English, Portuguese and French traditions. To understand more clearly the special position of writers in the Americas, we should think of the dialogue maintained by Japanese, Chinese or Arabic writers with the different literatures of Europe. It is a dialogue that cuts across multiple languages and civilizations. Our dialogue, on the other hand, takes place within the same language. We are Europeans yet we are not Europeans. What are we then? It is difficult to define what we are, but our works speak for us. 

From Paz’s Nobel Prize lecture

Writers on Translating

Alastair Reid (b. 1926)

Translating Neruda
1996

Translating someone’s work, poetry in particular, has something about it akin to being possessed, haunted. Translating a poem means not only reading it deeply and deciphering it, but clambering about backstage among the props and the scaffolding. I found I could no longer read a poem of Neruda’s simply as words on a page without hearing behind them that languid, caressing voice. Most important to me in translating these two writers [Neruda and Borges] was the sound of their voices in my memory, for it very much helped in finding the English appropriate to those voices. I found that if I learned poems of Neruda’s by heart I could replay them at odd moments, on buses, at wakeful times in the night, until, at a certain point, the translation would somehow set. The voice was the clue: I felt that all Neruda’s poems were fundamentally vocative—spoken poems, poems of direct address—and that Neruda’s voice was in a sense the instrument for which he wrote. He once made a tape for me, reading pieces of different poems, in different tones and rhythms. I played it over so many times that I can hear it in my head at will. Two lines of his I used to repeat like a Zen koan, for they seemed to apply particularly to translating:

in this net it’s not just the strings that count

but also the air that escapes through the meshes.

He often wrote of himself as having many selves, just as he had left behind him several very different poetic manners and voices.

From “Neruda and Borges”

Writing Assignment on Spanish Poetry

Compare any two love poems found in this chapter. Analyze how each poem presents the beloved and contrast it to the presentation in the other poem. Poems to consider include Sor Juana’s “She Promises to Hold a Secret in Confidence,” Pablo Neruda’s “One Hundred Love Sonnets (V),” Jorge Luis Borges’s “Anticipation of Love,” and Octavio Paz’s “With eyes closed.”

More Topics for Writing


1.
Consider the surreal effects in César Vallejo’s “Anger” as well as in Frida Kahlo’s painting The Two Fridas.


2.
Consider the way personal and political themes merge in José Emilio Pacheco’s “High Treason” or César Vallejo’s “Anger.” 
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Lope and Quevedo: Lope de Vega (1562–1635) was a major Spanish dramatist and poet; Francisco Gomez de Quevedo (1580–1645) was a major Spanish novelist and poet. Their literary era is often referred to as the Golden Age.
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