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			Verses that are as They are


			It is unusual for prologues to have a dedication, but in this case the author wishes it to have one: to Cintio Vitier, who left us when the text was in the process of being published, and to Fina García Marruz, in whom he continues living, just as both of them live and will live on in their respective works. Or are both works one work? 


			L.T.S.


			In the poetry of José Martí (1853-1895) Versos libres has been, and is, a nucleus of fire. The author himself characterized it in this way: “vibrant as porcelain, soaring like a bird, fiery and overwhelming like a tongue of lava.”  Now the English-speaking reader will be able to know it completely thanks to Keith Ellis’s comprehensive and fruitful audacity: it has previously been translated in part, and with diverse degrees of accuracy. While it shares in the quality of Martí’s total work, Versos libres has a singular and distinctive pulse within that extraordinary legacy. The poet wrestled with the demands and the fluidity of the hendecasyllabic meter—which in Spanish had acquired acceptance in the first decades of the sixteenth century with the contributions of Garcilaso de la Vega and Juan Boscán, following their creative relationship with Italian poetry—, and he submitted it to a forge with which he made it at once firm and supple, without the constraints of rhyme. The author of Versos libres engages in the use of what is called the blank hendecasyllable.


			That this collection is a nucleus of fire is also due to the challenges for critics of establishing the texts of which it is composed.  This has been the case since 1913, eighteen years after the death of its creator, when it appeared—for the first time—in the eleventh volume of the Obras de Martí (Martí’s Works) sedulously collected and published by Gonzalo de Quesada y Aróstegui. That collection was the first step toward the various editions of Martí’s Obras completas (Complete Works) that we have today, including the one that is still valid, and that from now on will be designated as O.C.: the twenty-seven volumes published in Havana between 1963 and 1966, and reprinted in 1975 and 1991. 
In 1975 another volume was added, the 28th, which has not been reprinted.1


			The Centro de Estudios Martianos (Center for Martí Studies), in Havana, is carrying out a rigorous and ambitious project, of which nearly twenty volumes have been printed and whose end is not yet in sight: Obras completas. Edición crítica (Complete Works. Critical Edition).  Independently—even though, at the appropriate time, it will take its place in the general plan—a part of the project essential for any serious work concerning Martí’s poetic production has been brought forward: the two volumes of Poesía completa. Edición crítica (Complete Poetry. Critical Edition) published in 1985 and reprinted in 1993 and 2001.2  In its totality, the project benefits not only from the annotations that befit an undertaking of its kind, but also from a careful and productive textual revision, apart from the incorporation of a large number of Martí’s pages that do not appear in the previous collection of his Obras completas. But some pieces have not yet been found, even though Martí himself left specific clues about them, as in the letter, rightfully considered his literary testament (O.C., I, 25-28), that on April 1, 1895, when he was about to join in the war effort, he wrote to the already-mentioned Quesada y Aróstegui, a close collaborator of his. Among other instructions he gave for the publication of his texts, he asked his correspondent, “Do not rumple the poor Lalla Rookh that was left on your table.”  He was referring to the manuscript, which is still lost, of his translation of the book by Thomas Moore. 


			Martí was barely fifteen years old when, in the poem “Linda hermanita mía” (Beautiful Little Sister of Mine) (1868; O.C., XVII, 18-19), he wrote, “In the turbulent sea of my papers / Serene peace cannot alight.” He was already announcing a life that was not distinguished for its enjoyment of tranquility. To this we must attribute the fact that it is often difficult to decipher his writing, including at times in his correspondence, in which he made an effort to be legible for his correspondents.  Added to this is the destruction caused by aging ink and torn paper.  But, except for some parts of his Diario de campaña (Campaign Diary)—written, as its title indicates, in conditions natural to war—, and his personal notes, probably the greatest difficulties as far as the establishing of the texts of his manuscripts is concerned, are presented by the poetry that he did not manage to publish, especially his Versos libres.


			The difficulties have to do with the poems listed by the author in the index that he compiled for the book—an index that is preserved, and which Quesada y Aróstegui followed as a standard for the first edition—, and with others that, because of their characteristics, have been considered to be part of a homonymous cycle, as we shall see. Several of the poems
—completely or partially handwritten, for Martí was among the first authors to use a typewriter—are in an unfinished state and, apart from the erasures, the breaks in the paper, and the penmanship that complicate the reading, they present variations that awaited the poet’s final selection.


			All of that increases the complexity of a poetic collection that constitutes a kind of boiling magma, in keeping with the intense and tense creative pulse of the author. The person responsible for the critical edition of his Poesía completa, Cintio Vitier, one of his principal interpreters, described the work of revising and often of establishing the texts, particularly those of Versos libres, in this way, “Our fierce work of deciphering—dedicated at times, for weeks, magnifying glass in hand, to one single manuscript—, although it may have defined or reintegrated texts, could not do the impossible: provide a statue that is not broken but rather unfinished, still half crude stone, or emerging from it, like some Slaves of Michelangelo” (“José Martí en su verso,” Anuario del Centro de Estudios Martianos, No. 9, 1986, p. 321).


			Versos libres presents textual pitfalls not found in the two other notebooks of poetry that Martí published: Ismaelillo (1882) and Versos sencillos (1891). Both of them obeyed an editorial plan that was designed—and carefully executed—by the author himself, and they relate to definite moments that were more or less brief in his biography: he wrote Ismaelillo in Caracas between January and July of 1881; and according to his own words in the prologue of the collection, Versos sencillos had its gestation in what he called “that winter of anguish” from 1889 to 1890—because there then took place the drawn out Washington International Congress, an instrument of the hegemonic concerns of the host country—, and he wrote and finished it for the most part in the following summer.


			It is also difficult to place the book chronologically. On the back of the manuscript of “Media noche,” one of the poems mentioned in the index, Martí noted, “In the 25th year of my life I wrote these verses.” In that way—since he was born in 1853—he refers to 1878, a year that he spent btween Guatemala and Havana. But if in that same annotation he added criteria that were similar to the literary perspective that 
was present in Ismaelillo, and to concepts that he sustained in texts such as “El carácter de la Revista Venezolana”—also from 1881, like the writing of that poetry collection—, he ended it with the following point, “today I am forty.”  This infomation indicates that Martí was still attending to the writing or at least the revision of Versos libres in 1893, when he lived in New York.


			All these noted circumstances have brought to that poetry collection the textual difficulties that different critics have tried to resolve: such as Hilario González, who dedicated to the effort of organizing Martí’s papers—specifically the poetry that the author left unpublished—the essay “Un orden para el caos” (An Order for Chaos) (Anuario Martiano, No. 2, pp. 193-375)—, or like Ivan A. Schulman, to whom is owed a critical edition of Ismaelillo, Versos libres, and Versos sencillos (Madrid, 1982). Along that path, and not only for Versos libres, but for all of Martí’s poetry, the finest achievement is the already mentioned critical edition of Poesía completa.


			Among the contributions of that edition is that of presenting Versos libres as a complete poetic cycle structured in blocks and composed of related texts. The initial block is formed of thirty-one of the thirty-two poems that Martí enumerated in the index—the exception is “Homagno audaz,” that because of the state of the manuscript was put in “Appendix I” of the cycle—; the second block, as those responsible for the critical edition inform us, brings together “the [poems] that appeared in the supposed Flores del ­destierro [to which we will refer later] or are dispersed in other sections of previous Obras completas (among which are four poems that were previously considered fragments, in addition to one discovery);” put together in the third block are “the [poems] that were added, since the edition [of the Obras completas] published by Trópico, to those named [by Martí] in the provisional index.” Those three blocks add up to the sixty-six poems translated by Keith Ellis. The critical edition includes a fourth block—“the rough drafts and fragments corresponding to Versos libres, among which is found one that until now has not been included in any book”—, whose presence is justified in a publication of the author’s complete poetic work, especially in a critical edition of the work, but not in a ­collection or an independent cycle, like the one that is now coming to the hands of readers. 


			As was already done in French by Jean Lamore—whose translation appeared in 1997 in a similar bilingual edition published also by the Editorial José Martí, in that case with the help of UNESCO—, Keith Ellis joins the effort to ensure that Versos libres is known in other languages, and bases his translation on the above-mentioned Poesía completa, which is at the present time the best starting point possible. Its editors warn that the order proposed by them is “necessarily conjectural,” but, besides being a base, it “has the advantage of putting before the reader the totality of the materials with which Martí would have been able to form definitively, by selection and rejection, one of the most important books of his poetic work and of poetry in the Spanish language.”


			The note —which is respectful  of previous efforts— that introduces that edition is perhaps too restrained and even humble for a world in which such virtues are not fashionable. That is evident especially in the part that explains the reasons for the dismissal of  Flores del destierro. Since 1933, the year in which it was first published, that collection has brought together texts by Martí, but its existence as a book was the work of the enthusiasm of Gonzalo de Quesada Miranda, who, on the death of his father, Quesada y Aróstegui, undertook the latter’s task of publishing Martí’s work.  These points were at the center of those that I dealt with in “Digresiones a propósito de una edición de la poesía martiana” (Casa de las Américas, No. 202, enero-marzo de 1996), a review of the Poesía completa that Carlos Javier Morales prepared and that appeared in Madrid in 1995.


			The review abounds in the reasons that fully justify the dismissal of Flores del ­destierro—a book that Morales retained in his edition of  Martí’s poetry—, and goes on to other considerations. Among them is the fact that the Martí text used by Quesada ­Miranda as a prologue to Flores del destierro, and which in Poesía completa. Edición ­crítica is given as a possible variant to a prologue to Versos libres, contains indications that permit one to conjecture that perhaps it is the introduction to Versos cubanos, a book that Martí did not publish, but which in the introduction to Versos sencillos he mentions together with Versos libres. At least in part, poems included by Quesada in Flores del destierro, and by the critical edition in the Versos libres cycle, may also belong to the Versos cubanos. But that is not the subject of the present prologue.


			There is one fact that a reading of Versos libres translated into English should not overlook:  both the book for which Martí chose that title and outlined an index, and the poetic cycle put together by the editors under that name belong in great part, ­though not fully—Martí himself pointed out that “Media noche” dates from 1878—, to the ­author’s literary production in the United States. He resided in that country from January 1880 until January 1881, and from August 1881 to the beginning of 1895.  In early February of that year he had already undertaken the complicated, and stimulating Caribbean journey that he needed to make before reaching Cuban soil—on the night of 
April 11—to join the war.  On the 19th of May he fell in combat.  Death caused him to leave unfinished the letter dated on the previous day, that he was writing to his Mexican friend, Manuel Mercado, and which would become his political testament.  In it he tells his friend, “I lived in the monster, and I know its entrails:—and my slingshot is that of David,” in addition to confessing to him the satisfaction he felt in the campaign, “I am now every day in danger of giving my life for my country, and for my duty,” and he defined that duty decisively, “to prevent on time with the independence of Cuba the United States from extending itself throughout the Antilles and, with that additional force, fall upon our American lands.  All that I have done until today, and all I will do, is to that end.”


			It was in the United States that Martí wrote a large part of his work, such as the majority of his splendid chronicles, which were reproduced by many publications in Latin America.  Others were circulated in the United States itself, written with that objective and translated into English, even though one should not rule out that, especially toward the last years of his life, perhaps he wrote some of them directly in that language.  Two New York examples of publications that welcomed his texts there were the journal The Hour and, in a larger number and during a much longer period, The Sun. It is also necessary to remember publications which, appearing in Spanish in that country, had in him an important collaborator, if not the main driving force: La América, El Latino Americano, El Economista Americano, La Revista Ilustrada de Nueva York, La Edad de Oro, Patria, and others.  


			In the organization of the war of national liberation prepared by Martí, the Cuban Revolutionary Party, created and directed by him, played a decisive role, beginning with its founding in 1892. That Party represented the culmination of his unifying work at the service of which he also created in that same year the already-mentioned newspaper Patria, and above all from the end of 1891—when he began his journey to Tampa and to Key West seeking the approval of the guiding documents of the Cuban Revolutionary Party—, he frequently travelled through parts of the United States and of Latin America and the Caribbean. In that nation the exiled revolutionary found a place of necessary residence that, apart from affording him practical and mental activity which had worldwide implications, put him in contact with great movements and figures to whose recognition he made an outstanding contribution.


			He, who at twelve years of age wore a sign of mourning for the death of Abraham Lincoln, as a journalist and translator contributed to the following—among others for whom he felt different degrees of admiration and sometimes profound affinity—being known in Spanish: thinkers like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Amos Bronson Alcott, social activists like the abolitionist Wendell Phillips and the economist Henry George,  righteous preachers such as the Protestant Henry Ward Beecher and the Catholic Edward McGlynn—although he was characterized as having a most personal religion, that was irreducible to one temple or another, and as being opposed to alliances between ecclesiastical hierarchies and dominant classes—, writers and poets like Walt Whitman, Helen Hunt Jackson, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Louisa May Alcott, important collectivist developments such as the emergence of the workers movement—the repression of which between 1886 and 1887, that included the legal lynching of four workers, he condemned in memorable pages—and, in general, the virtues of the working people of the United States.  A revolutionary who went to the roots of reality, he knew how to differentiate between opposing tendencies that made life in that gigantic country conflicted, and he soon detected that in those tendencies the oppressive forces that bore an imperial sign predominated, faced with which he remained vigilant and combative.


			The actuality of his work, including his poetry, also stems from the consistency of his revolutionary thought, which is omnipresent in the whole of his written production, independent of specificities that are determined by genre.  Proof of this are his chronicles, his speeches, his letters, his narratives, his diaries, his notes: everything that he touched with his extraordinary artistic talent. A similar achievement can be explained by the evaluations that he dedicated to his compatriot and predecessor José María Heredia. The most outstanding among those evaluations are the ones that are concentrated in the article “Heredia” (O.C., V, 131-139), which appeared in the issue of 
El Economista Americano, of New York, dated  July 1888. The work of that other great poet, who also brought a universal orientation to Cuban letters—as in his important odes “Niágara” and “En el Teocali de Cholula”—, fertilized in an exceptional way Cuban independentist thought.  Martí did not avoid what he considered  “defects for which he should not be excused,” not in a creator of the caliber of Heredia, “notwithstanding the fact that they were accepted in his time, and were even considered elegant.” But he valued in its core the artistic importance of “Himno del desterrado” and so many other pages sown in the patriotism of his people, “The language of Heredia is another of his great values,” and, in order to substantiate that comment, he added a generalization that points to the pillars of his own work: “because poetry, that is art, should not be excused on the basis that it is patriotic or philosophical, but it has to resist like bronze and vibrate like porcelain.” Then he returns directly to Heredia to say that verses “are born in his soul with robe and crown.”


			 The coherent relationship between Martí’s revolutionary thought and his poetry and the ties between that relationship and the experience of his life in the United States, are found at the root of the enduring quality of his work in general, and, in particular, of his Versos libres, which have so many subterranean and also surface connections with the chronicles dealing with that country. Martí cultivated the journalistic genres from the time of his adolescence. The Dominican Pedro Henríquez Ureña, in his book Las corrientes literarias de la América Hispánica (1949), pointed out that Martí “made his own a style that was entirely new to the language,” and that in great measure his work was a “form of literary journalism unknown before 1870,” a “journalism elevated to an artistic level that has not been seen in Spanish, nor probably in any other language.”  In that way the very distinguished Henríquez Ureña opened a path that diverse authors have continued enriching in the course of time. More recently, for example, Fina García Marruz (“El tiempo en la crónica norteamericana de José Martí”, in a volume by a group of authors En torno a José Martí, 1974), Julio Ramos (Desencuentros de la modernidad en América Latina: literatura y política en el siglo xix, 1989) and the prematurely deceased Susana Rotker (Fundación de una escritura: las crónicas de José Martí, 1992) have insisted on the literary importance of these chronicles. And among them, occupying a special place, are those in which he dissects U.S. society: his Escenas norteamericanas (American Scenes), as he called them in his literary testament.


			As a reader of La Nación, of Buenos Aires, the daily in which were published many of the mentioned Escenas, Rubén Darío very probably thought about them when in a letter of November 12, 1888, to Pedro Nolasco Prendes he exclaimed, “If I could only put into verse the illumating greatnesses of José Martí!” (Alberto Ghiraldo: El archivo Rubén Darío, 1943). When he wrote that letter, Martí had only published a small collection of verses, Ismaelillo, which he considered to be a toy, dedicated to his son, even though it was a pioneering jewel in Spanish American literary modernism and in the transformation then unleashed in the Spanish-speaking world, as is established by the correct interpretation of it that Federico de Onís happily initiated with his Antología de la poesía española e hispanoamericana (1882-1932), published in 1934, and continued in his paper given in 1953 “Martí y el modernismo” (V.M., II, 141-151).3 Several authors have enriched the path, quite often with polemical impulse. In order to broaden perspectives, not to narrow them, Roberto Fernández Retamar contributed a valuable summing up of the dispute in “Cuál es la literatura que inicia José Martí” (Anuario del Centro de Estudios Martianos, No. 4, 1981).


			But Ismaelillo, published by the author in a non-commercial edition in 1882, when Darío was barely fifteen years old, had a very limited circulation; and Lucía Jerez was published in installments in 1885, with the title Amistad funesta, in El Latino Americano (a fortnightly that was printed in New York), and there it remained, signed with the pseudonym Adelaida Ral, until in 1911 Gonzalo de Quesada y ­­Aróstegui reproduced it in the tenth volume of the aforementioned Obras de Martí. Initially, Martí himself undervalued that novel and called it a “noveluca” (pulp novel). Nevertheless, one fact proves that he became aware of the values of that work: he planned to publish it as 
a book, with the title that perhaps best identifies it today: Lucía Jerez. Concentrating on his revolutionary work, he neglected its possible reprinting, but that fact has become a reality, together with the appreciation—which grows with the years—that critics have for the beauties of that novel.


			There are many reasons for believing that Darío, who in 1892 called Martí “Maestro”—while they embraced, as he in turn called him “Son”—, in 1888 was referring to the illuminating greatnesses that he appreciated in the journalistic texts, especially in the dispatches published as “Cartas” (Letters) in the Buenos Aires newspaper La Nación, perhaps the most important of those times among the newspapers published in the Spanish language. But one may assume that knowledge of Versos sencillos and especially—because of its peculiar intensity—of Versos libres, would have then brought to the notice of the Nicaraguan the luminous greatnesses that abound in the general work of Martí, including his poetic production. In fact, in an article that appeared in La Nación on July 8, 1913—as Keith Ellis points out in the present volume—, the author of  Azul… and Cantos de vida y esperanza expressed his admiration for Versos libres, which had just had its already-mentioned first edition. 


			The suprageneric relationship between diverse texts is characteristic of a creator who did not obey prescriptive and sterilizing restrictions.  In Versos libres this relationship touches also, visibly, the formal level.  Without distortion, it could be said that some poems of the volume can be read as the elaboration in verse of the world of his U.S. chronicles. An example of this is “El padre suizo,” which bears as an epigraph a newspaper telegram which appeared in New York. The poem comes to be the chronicle of a tragedy that happened “near Paris, in Logan County,” and is taken up by Martí in the atmosphere of that U.S. village.  But if that linkage is desired to be seen both at the conceptual level and in the dynamism of the voice (or the written word) and the thought of the author, then you may read, for example, one of the poems of 1882, “Amor de ciudad grande” (Big City Love), the first line of which offers this beginning, “De gorja son y rapidez los tiempos” (These Times Are Full of Chatter and Bustle). 


			The fact that Martí left unpublished his Versos libres caused the entrance of this book into the Latin American literary dynamic and into the world of the Spanish language to be delayed. And that is a pity, considering the high status of this book of poetry and the creative stimulus that in its time it could have contributed in a dialogue with others. After its publication in 1913, eighteen years after the death of Martí, it seems to have had an echo in a book such as El Cristo de Velázquez, by Miguel de Unamuno, who ended his article of 1921 “Sobre el estilo de Martí” (V.M., II, 57-61) with this statement, “The style is the man, it has been said, and as Martí was a man, fully a man, he had his style, fully a style.”


			What some have read in Versos libres as reminiscences of Whitman, could be the result of the Cuban poet having embraced and nurtured also the spirit of liberating expansion of a new epoch in the development of humanity. In poems of Versos libres, or of the cycle identifiable with that title, can be found foretastes of authors such as César Vallejo, and it is impossible not to think of that book when one reads Poeta en Nueva York, by Fede-
rico García Lorca, whether this affinity may be due to repercussion—we do not know if the Spanish poet read that volume—or, principally, to coincidences of emotion and thought, of sensitivity to the metropolis that the Cuban classified as “satiated and hedonistic” (O.C., V, 311), and to which he felt tied—“everything ties me to this cup of poison” (O.C., XX, 60)—because of the need to get away from Spanish surveillance, although even in New York there was spying carried out by the Pinkerton and Davis agencies, for whose reports the Spanish authorities paid, but it is not certain that they ended up only in Spanish hands, since they were also of interest to the United States. The growing significance of Martí not only for Cuba but also for the people of our America could not have passed unnoticed by the information and spying services of that country—there are testimonies to this effect.  Suffice it to remember that, together with his extraordinary journalistic work, he was simultaneously Consul for Argentina, Uruguay, and Paraguay in New York.


			In Versos libres the lengthening and broadening of the paths and of the expression opened by the author in Ismaelillo with its hopes and from its axiological universe take a fresh breath. In the context of his lyrical production, those directions and tones lead to Versos sencillos, 
published when, according to the already quoted confession of the author himself, he was continuing to work on Versos libres. To a large extent this collection traces, grounding it on facts, a species of spiritual autobiography, and Versos sencillos—without abandoning the ethopoeic, omnipresent in the poet—constitutes an autobiography that is closer to the bone of the events, and embodies an attitude expressed by the author two years after that collection was published.  On April  22, 1893 there appeared in the newspaper Patria—foun-
ded by him in New York—his review of the book, Preludios, by his fellow Cuban Rafael de Castro Palomino, about which, as if he were talking about himself, he said, “The veils fall little by little from life and when one recognizes and rejects what is wordy and useless in it, it comes back to the heart like an ingenuousness, that in sensitive and sorrowful men is reflected, in their later years, in the simplicity of poetry” (O.C., V, 212).
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