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Praise for Burnt Sugar


“This is a book that must be savored, must be read in intimate spaces. The poems in this evocative collection live, dance, dream, re-create the sounds of rain, the nostalgia of the Cuban diaspora, the faith in a homeland. You will be touched by their haunting sensibilities, by their contradictions, but mostly by their humanity.”


—Marjorie Agosín


“Burnt Sugar brings together a good number of essential Cuban poets. The collection can itself be read like one long, intense poem. Its unity comes from that particular way in which every Cuban looks back and recognizes each other in a gesture, in a word, in a kind of nostalgia that is vast and sunlit like a beautiful homeland.”


—Mayra Montero, author of Captain of the Sleepers


“These poems have taken me through a viaje—through verdant gardens of exotic flora, on ships that travel through Cuba’s many rivers, and always to the strains of the bittersweet melodies which absence and distance will painfully recall. Envisioning Cuba through the eyes and souls of these poets has been a unique experience and a rare opportunity to gain insight into their reality.”


—Eva de la O, executive director, Música de Cámara


“Cubans need poetry, just as we need music. Rhythm is all around us, from the sway of a woman’s hips when she walks to the rustling of palm fronds in the wind. Our collective heart pulses to the melodic cadence of words. This bittersweet collection is a mirror reflecting the joy and pathos of being Cuban. While Hijuelos’s own Cuban longings give structure and meaning to the selection, Carlson, a poet in her own right, brings the musical lifeblood of Cuba to her sensual, radiant translations.”


—Maricel E. Presilla, culinary historian and restaurateur
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Editors’ Note
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Although most Americans are aware that Cuban culture has music at its core, less known is that Cuba has always been a nation of poets. Its greatest hero, an icon to Cubans everywhere, is the poet José Martí, but there have been numerous others—from Plácido to José Lezama Lima. Yet the passion for poetry is so strongly rooted in the verbal tradition that writing verse is a common pastime for ordinary folks as well.


The playfulness and vivacity of the Cuban vernacular is as raucous as any mambo. It is informed by a vital mix of African slang—wordplay, religious and cultural imagery—and it flies nearly effortlessly from many a mouth, remaining a culturally defining quality. Influenced by the Yoruba language, cubanismos—colorful linguistic expressions—make Spanish spoken by Cubans a musical form all its own and imbue daily life with a wisdom rarely found in English. Beauty and beat permeate the conversations of Cubans, and a kind of sweetness of disposition is part of that lyricism.


In creating this book of twentieth-century poetry written by Cubans of four generations, we hope to convey to an American audience something of the very particular life experiences of those who share Cuban heritage. This is not a volume that offers a survey of Cuban poetry but rather an intimate collection, meant to inspire further reading.


In our original concept for this eclectic sampling of twentieth-century Cuban verse, we had sought to include insightful examples of this art as practiced by poets whose works celebrate their essential “Cubanness” or “Cubanía,” regardless of their locality. We had selected poems that reflect a state of mind, an essence formed by the psychological and emotional legacy that all Cubans, whether living here in the United States, in Cuba, or elsewhere, share: the poignancy of being Cuban, their common touchstone.


Though we had been guided by the principle that poetry, coming as it does from the heart and soul of its creators, should be thought to transcend politics, we had proceeded with the notion of including current poetry from Cuba (and poetry by some of the masters of the genre who are no longer living but whose heirs live in Cuba) as a means to convey a realistic and more complete portrait of Cuban poetic activity in our time. However, current U.S. regulations, set forth by the Department of Treasury, rendered it too uncomfortable—both from a practical as well as a legal standpoint—to do so. In the end we had to regretfully eliminate these poets from Burnt Sugar.


Still, this collection remains a valuable sampling of the Cuban poetic voice as it exists and thrives today. Even if space did not permit us to incorporate works by many a fine poet of Cuban heritage, what poems we did include were selected on the basis of aesthetic compatibility. In the way that a fine chorus is created, we have tried to bring together beautiful examples of voice—one poem per poet—that work well together as a whole harmonically, and convey the vibrant music and vivid imagery that is uniquely Cuban. These poems are about the glory of nature, the healing power of erotic love, the universality of the human condition, and the mystery of religious faith.


With four exceptions—“Elegía de María Belén Chacón” by Emilio Ballagas, “Sugarcane” by Achy Obejas, “To the Rumba Players of Belén, Cuba . . . An Interpretation of a Song” by Adrián Castro, and “Secretos” by Lissette Méndez—the poems are presented bilingually. “Elegía de María BelénChacón” quite simply presents language so unyielding to translation that it remains in its originality, alone. And Adrián Castro’s, Achy Obejas’s, and Lissette Méndez’s poems are firmly rooted in their hybrid use of both English and Spanish.


Above all, while forgiving this collection’s lamentable exclusions, think of it as an immersion into an endlessly rich and varied artistic form that flows like a river without beginning or end, or as Eugenio Florit so masterfully says in his poem “Memories,” like “the blood of [a] native land.”


March 2006





Introduction




Oscar Hijuelos
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As I write this introduction to Burnt Sugar, I do so with a very strong memory of how my late mother, Magdalena Torrens Hijuelos—a native of Holguín, Cuba, who’d come to the United States in the 1940s—did not for one second of her sixty years in this country ever forget, not even for a single day, what she called “la gloria y belleza de Cuba.” To commemorate this, for as long as I can remember she resorted to the practice, so common to Cubans, of writing poems. Hers were sometimes simple pictures of incidents she remembered from her youth; a portrait, circa 1928, of some vain dandy, dressed entirely in white, with a crush on her who might be strolling by her house with a bouquet of carnations—“ese fulano, vestido en blanco, con una vanidad profunda”; the feeling that came over her when the sunlit afternoons, moving ever so slowly and tranquilly, were suddenly disrupted by a sudden fierce downpour, “un aguacero de Dios.” She loved birds, los pajaritos, that sang in her garden, and often compared herself and her female companions to them, fluttering along in life, coquettishly. Angels and flowers were rife in her poems as well. One of them went:
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