
  [image: Cover Page of On Poets and Others]


  [image: Title Page of On Poets and Others]


  TITLES BY OCTAVIO PAZ AVAILABLE FROM

  ARCADE PUBLISHING

  Alternating Current

  Conjunctions and Disjunctions

  Marcel Duchamp: Appearance Stripped Bare

  The Monkey Grammarian

  On Poets and Others


  [image: Title Page of On Poets and Others]


  Copyright © 1986 by Octavio Paz

  English-language translation copyright © 1986 by Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  First Arcade edition 1990

  First Skyhorse Publishing edition 2014

  Some of the material in this volume has appeared previously in the following publications: In/Mediaciones, 1979; Plural 30, March 1974; Plural 51, December 1975; El Pais, 1980; Alternating Current, 1967; Sur, July 1943; El Arcoyla Cira, 1956; Poetry Nation, 1975.

  Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Owen Corrigan

  ISBN: 978-1-62872-374-8

  Ebook ISBN 978-1-62872-392-2

  Printed in the United States of America


  FOREWORD

  When you meet Octavio Paz, you have the impression you’re meeting all of him. He seems to contain all his ages. There is about him, and about the way he moves and laughs, often at himself, something of the adolescent. Here is the student striding through the streets of Mexico City at night arguing politics, discussing Dostoevski, with his schoolmates, joining the student strike in 1929. Here, too is the young idealist who went to the Yucatan in his early twenties to help found a school for the children of the sisal workers; and then went to Spain during the Civil War. Paz is recognizably the young disciple of the surrealist Andre Breton; and he retains the charismatic luster of controversial diplomat and teacher. Paz doesn’t repudiate his past, and, unlike Nietzsche—whom he admires, and who systematically refused to revise his early work because, as he put it, “the young man he had been would have despised the older man he had become”—Paz is often willing to revise work he wrote four decades ago. It may be that poems are never finished, only abandoned—but still, Paz returns to some of them, drawing them a little farther along the road.

  In many of the essays contained in this collection, Paz describes the relations of this young man—himself—with his elder and more established writers and philosophers. Robert Frost, Luis Cernuda, Jose Ortega y Gasset, William Carlos Williams, Ezra Pound, Andre Breton, all appear here to have been influences in Paz’s life. In each of them he finds something to build on. And if ultimately he rejects them all, it is ruefully, an almost filial estrangement. Octavio Paz is a “pluralist.” One of his favorite critical terms is pluralism in culture. Paz is deeply rooted in the cultures of the Spanish language. The poets and philosophers of France and England marked him, as did the various cultures and overwhelming erotic art of India. In each he finds ways of understanding his own culture. They show him different routes back to the beginning. French lucidity, even in revolution; English continuity, despite changes of the world outside; Indian mysticism, especially the mysticism of the body—all these help Paz home, to himself and his own culture, overlaid as it is by patterns of violence and repression.

  Writing at the time of Breton’s death, Paz notes: “All of us who had anything to do with Breton experienced a dual, dizzying feeling: fascination and a centrifugal impulse. I confess that for a long time I was kept awake by the worry that I might do or say something to provoke his reproof. I believe many of his friends had a similar experience. . . . I should say that I write as if I were engaged in a silent dialogue with Breton: reply, answer, coincidence, disagreement, homage, all together. Even as I write this I experience that feeling.” Under Breton’s influence, Paz tried automatic writing and produced his great prose-poems. But it’s interesting that in his valedictory essay on Breton, Paz quotes none of his master’s poetry, only his critical statements. The English critic Jason Wilson suggests that Breton was an influence on Paz’s poetics more than on the poetry itself, and I suspect he’s right. In Paz there is a double impulse: first, an enthusiasm for ideas, especially ideas about poetry and poetic traditions. He is brilliant at recounting the history of artistic trends of this and last century, the modernist “tradition of discontinuity” called up in the titles of books such as Conjunctions and Disjunctions and Alternating Current. But at the other pole of his imaginative thought, T. S. Eliot has left a deep mark on his work. Eliot is in almost every way the opposite of Breton. Paz rejects Eliot’s religion and politics; but he can’t resist the actual poems and the literary essays.

  Like other radical writers before him, Paz locates the intellectual poverty of much of Latin America in the fact that the eighteenth century—the great critical century, the Enlightenment—passed it by. While the United States was colonized by the spirit of the Reformation, Latin America suffered the Counter-Reformation. Without an Enlightenment, the critical disciplines that developed in France and England were not practiced in the Spanish colonies. Paz provides some benefits of the Enlightenment for Latin America. He is not alone in this, and he doesn’t set out to write like Voltaire. But he produces social and literary criticism—for him the two are inseparable—which he has set in the French tradition of “moralism.”

  His most famous prose book is The Labyrinth of Solitude, published in 1950 and revised in 1959. In it he explores the Mexican psyche and tries to place Mexican history back within the Mexican himself. As he put it in an interview a decade ago, he wanted to “recover the consciousness” of a country that history had pushed aside. “One of the pivotal ideas of the book,” he said, “is that there is a Mexico which is buried but alive. Or, more accurately, there is in Mexican men and women a universe of buried images, desires and impulses. I attempted a description—inadequate of course, little more than a glimpse—of the world of repressions, inhibitions, memories, appetites and dreams which Mexico has been and is.” The Labyrinth of Solitude has fascinated two intellectual generations in Latin America. It is one of those rare keys to a culture that usually seems to be written by critics from the outside. Paz’s rare achievement was to write as an insider, with passion and detachment. He has said, “Already at that time I thought as I do now, that history is a form of knowledge set between science properly speaking and poetry. Historical knowledge is not quantitative nor can the historian discover historical laws. The historian describes things like a scientist and has visions like a poet.” His “history” is not in chronological sequence. Paz brings facts and images to the foreground and holds them still while he examines them minutely, tracing their origins, discovering their latencies. There are elements of autobiography in the images chosen. When Paz writes about the rituals for the day of the dead, the little offerings of sugar, clay, and raffia are peculiarly vivid. He grew up near where these things were made and as a child strayed among the craftsmen’s workshops. The relations between such images and the beliefs they reveal are teased out, now lovingly, now angrily. When Paz distinguishes firmly between ideas and beliefs, he follows his philosophical teacher Jose Ortega y Gasset. Ideas are changeable, in movement; beliefs are largely static and constant. “A man is defined more by what he believes than by what he thinks,” Paz says. Paz partly believes, and in this he is typical of many modern writers. There is a withholding which is painful because the writer remains at the crossroads, his journey forever incomplete.

  Skepticism and openness make it possible for Paz to see his world and his history freshly. Since the wars of independence, Latin Americans have tended to despise the earlier colonial periods. Paz emphasizes the decades of relative plenty and stability and the great cultural achievement of the colony. He underlines the political balances of power that existed between church and state. His aim isn’t to apologize for the colonial system, but to restore a balance in our perception, to counter the automatic rhetoric that prevails in teaching and writing. Until the colonial period is integrated into the memory of Latin Americans, an essential part of the past remains repressed.

  In The Labyrinth of Solitude Paz makes another unpopular point. He insists on the place of the brutal Emiliano Zapata in the Mexican Revolution, but he assigns to him an unexpected destiny. Zapata’s project was an “attempt to return to origins.” According to Paz, “the paradox of Zapatismo was that it was a profoundly traditionalist movement; and precisely in that traditionalism its revolutionary might resides. To put it more clearly, because it was traditionalist, Zapatismo was radically subversive.” Zapata becomes for Paz a political talisman for his own poetic quest of return. Zapata’s movement “signifies revelation, the emergence of certain hidden and repressed realities. It is revolution not as ideology but as an instinctive movement, an explosion which is the revelation of a reality prior to hierarchies, classes, property.” I think the phrase “revolution not as ideology” is the key to his political writing.

  In 1936, the Chilean poet Pablo Neruda arranged for Octavio Paz to go to Spain at the time of the Civil War. In Spain Paz did not like what he saw of the machinations of the Popular Front and its patrons. He began to question his kind of Marxist allegiances. His doubts were heightened by the Nazi-Soviet pact and later by his estrangement from Neruda. Ideological politics became for him the great seduction and the great tragedy of the writers of this and the last century. “The history of modern literature, from the German and English romantics to our own days, is the history of a long, unhappy passion for politics. From Coleridge to Mayakovski, Revolution has been the great Goddess, the eternal beloved and the great whore to poets and novelists. Politics filled Malraux’s head with smoke, poisoned the sleepless nights of Cesar Vallejo, killed Garcia Lorca, abandoned the old poet Antonio Machado in a village in the Pyrenees, locked Pound in an asylum, dishonoured Neruda and Aragon, has made Sartre a figure of ridicule, and has acknowledged Breton all too late. But we can’t disown politics; it would be worse than spitting at the sky, spitting at ourselves.” In one of his finest poems, the “Nocturne of San Ildefonso,” he writes:

  
    The good, we sought the good:

    to straighten out the world.

    We did not lack integrity:

    we lacked humility.

    What we wanted we wanted without innocence.

  

  His bitterness is hardly surprising. While Paz is a highly respected and loved poet, he remains a figure of controversy, and that controversy is political. The Latin American intellectual world is largely committed to the left in rather old-fashioned ways. And Paz represents another kind of radicalism. He began to define it when he published an article in the Argentinean magazine Sur, edited by Victoria Ocampo. She was the only editor brave enough to print it back in 1951. The article was on the Soviet labor camps. Paz had been collecting information about them with growing horror. If socialism was to claim any moral authority, it would have urgently to come to terms with the aberrations of Stalinism. When the piece appeared, Paz anticipated debate. Instead, it was greeted with public silence and with private abuse. Neruda was prominent among his accusers. He was “giving ammunition to the enemy”—namely the United States. Better suppress the truth, common sense said. Paz writes in the same poem,

  
    Poetry,

    the bridge suspended between history and truth,

    is not a way towards this or that:

    it is to see

    the stillness within movement.

  

  In those lines he says something with which few of his fellow Latin American poets would agree. He refuses to put his art to use.

  He remains a radical, but a radical who rejects ideologies. Paz sees his task in these terms: “The writer should be a sniper, he should endure solitude, he should know himself to be a marginal being. It is both a curse and a blessing that we writers are marginal.” He also says: “Criticism is the apprenticeship of the revising imagination—imagination cured of fantasy and resolved to confront the world’s reality. Criticism tells us that we ought to learn to dissolve the idols, learn to dissolve them in ourselves. We have to learn to be air, dream set free.” This is no recipe for passivity. Paz has learned his own lesson. “Criticism reveals the possibility of liberty and this is an invitation to action.” The failure of democracy in Latin America is a failure of criticism. Technological progress without a critical capacity gives us “more things, not more being.”

  Criticism is a discipline that keeps language to its meanings. “When a society becomes corrupt,” he writes, “what first grows gangrenous is language. Social criticism, therefore, begins with grammar and the reestablishment of meanings.” Even so, the true writer has an uneasy relationship with his language. For Paz the natural metaphor is an erotic one: “I believe the writer’s attitude to language should be that of a lover: fidelity and, at the same time, a lack of respect for the beloved object. Veneration and transgression.”

  Opposite this caring and necessarily violent lover, he identifies the enemy—the enemy both of the individual and of the collective: the bureaucratic state perverted by ideology. This state he defines as The Philanthropic Ogre in one of his books of political essays: a cold, totalitarian monster that devours its children without appetite, mechanically, chewing hard.

  Octavio Paz came up hard against that ogre at the end of his diplomatic career. From 1962 to 1968 he was Mexican ambassador to India. In 1968, the Olympic Games were staged in Mexico City, and radical students assembled huge demonstrations. One of them ended in a massacre—no one is quite sure how many people were killed. This outrage revealed to Paz what he had long suspected—the inability of the Mexican system to respond to democratic pressure. The written constitution remained a luminous fiction, the rhetoric of politics grew increasingly remote from the huge, hungry, unemployed sub-proletariat that had swamped the major cities. He could no longer represent the Mexican government. His resignation had considerable political effect. He spoke later of the “vitiated intellectual atmosphere” of Mexico. “Among us,” he declared, “ideological simplifications dominate and our intellectuals do not show much respect for reality.”

  When he returned to Mexico two years later, he was a painful thorn in the side of the political establishment. But increasingly he also became an irritant to radical intellectuals. After his resignation he had been vested with great authority. Now he rejected the popular accolade and preferred to continue on his own way. His critical essays have not made comfortable reading for anyone. During the last ten years he has alienated many people in my generation and in the one before. They tend to see Paz as someone who has taken the conventional journey from left to right. They say his early work exceeds his later work in scope and quality. But for younger writers he is once again clearly a teacher and guide. He makes himself available, he encourages their work, he is a genuine solitary radical, a man in search of roots, and he responds to evidence of that search in others.

  To be sure, the best early poems are major; but it is in the more recent collections and long poems, where he traces his way back through his culture, that he accomplishes what he set out to do over half a century ago. He carries less cultural luggage now—memory has done its sifting and what remains is the essential, the unforgettable, the things of which he is himself made. When he stepped away from political in-fighting and stood alone, he found his great subject not only in his Mexico’s past but in his own. His life has spanned years of critical change in Latin America. He has seen the ends of a dozen dreams and his beloved cities dehumanized by overcrowding, pollution, destitution, almost as tragically as the cities of India. It is the end not only of dreams but of cultures and communities; in such places, how can the dream be set free?

  Through his father and grandfather, Paz has the next best thing to a firsthand memory of nineteenth-century Mexico, when liberalism triumphed for a time. During this time the tensions which distort present-day Mexico did not exist. His most recent magazine is Vuelta, one of the most influential journals in Latin America. He is a wonderfully imaginative editor, one who invites into the Mexican arena an incongruous and stimulating range of intelligences from Europe and the rest of his own continent. For him, no subject is taboo. The title of the magazine implies turn, return, or turning back. His last major collection of poems, published in 1974, is also entitled Vuelta. In Emiliano Zapata, Andre Breton, and the writers and artists he admires, and in the religious and erotic traditions he explored during his years in India, he is looking for origins, sources, and the fresh resources that flow from them.

  He spent his childhood in the village of Mixcoac, a suburb of Mexico City. It has an Aztec name and some broken walls survive from pre-conquest times. If you scratch about in your garden there you sometimes find potsherds. There are also colonial buildings—nothing very striking, but solid and permanent. There are examples of later architecture, too, and an inner ring road that reminds you that this is 1986 and nothing is safe against the ravages of technology. Nothing except memory and the sensitive eye registering its place in this visual anthology of popular Mexican history. Octavio Paz’s grandfather, Ireneo, dominated the house where he grew up. Ireneo was a lawyer and a liberal reformer who fought against the French and wrote more than ten books. He edited a daily paper for thirty-eight years. To Paz the child, he was an old and disheartened man. He had fallen in, probably reluctantly, behind the strong man—the dictator Porfirio Díaz—and his cause was defeated by the revolution. Octavio Paz’s father rebelled against Ireneo. Liberalism had failed. He supported something more radical, the revolution, and especially the agrarian reform which Zapata stood for. He was an agent and then a propagandist for Zapata. When the poet was a boy, old Zapatistas used to visit, bringing delicious, strange foods from their pueblos. They made a marked impression on the boy: they seemed to contain the turbulent history he was too young to remember. Paz’s father, who became an alcoholic, died tragically in a train crash in 1935.

  
    My father went and came back through the flames.

    Among the sleepers and the rails

    of a station swarming with flies and dust

    One afternoon we gathered up his pieces.

    I was never able to speak with him.

    I find him now in dreams.

    That half-erased country of the dead.

  

  The poet’s mother was a Mexican of Spanish background. She was not cultured, but she was affectionate and supportive. He speaks of her tenderly as “a love letter with errors in the grammar.”

  In my opinion, his finest poem is “Pasado en Claro” which means “Fair Draft” or, as a translator has it, “A Draft of Shadows”; it was published in 1975. The energy of the language and the imaginative penetration of this poem set it in a class by itself. It evokes the long history of ritual, repression, and change in Mexico, but also Paz’s own life, which in this context becomes ours as much as Wordsworth’s does in The Prelude. He declares a debt to Wordsworth not only in the way the poem works but in the epigraph:

  
    Fair seed-time had my soul, and I grew up

    Foster’d alike by beauty and by fear.

  

  Beauty and fear. In a sense, they are the twin poles not only of Paz’s life but also of his work.

  — MICHAEL SCHMIDT


  ROBERT FROST: VISIT TO A POET

  After twenty minutes walking along the highway under a three o’clock sun, I came at last to the turning. I veered right and began to climb the slope. At intervals, the trees along the path provided a little coolness. Water ran down a small brook, through the undergrowth. The sand squeaked under my tread. Sun was everywhere. In the air there was a scent of green, hot growth, thirsty. Not a tree, not a leaf stirred. A few clouds rested heavily, anchored in a blue, waveless gulf. A bird sang. I hesitated: “How much nicer it would be to stretch out under this elm! The sound of water is worth more than all the poets’ words.” I walked on for another ten minutes. When I got to the farm, some fair-haired children were playing around a birch tree. I asked for the master; without interrupting their game, they replied, “He’s up there, in the cabin.” And they pointed to the very summit of the hill. I set off again. Now I was walking through deep undergrowth that came up to my knee. When I reached the top I could see the whole little valley; the blue mountains, the stream, the luminously green flatland, and, at the very bottom, the forest. The wind began to blow; everything swayed, almost cheerfully. All the leaves sang. I went toward the cabin. It was a little wooden shack, old, the paint flaked, grayed by the years. The windows were curtainless; I made a way through the underbrush and looked in. Inside, sitting in an easy chair, was an old man. Resting beside him was a woolly dog. When he saw me the man stood up and beckoned me to come around the other side. I did so and found him waiting for me at the door of his cabin. The dog jumped up to greet me. We crossed a little passage and went into a small room: unpolished floor, two chairs, a blue easy chair, another reddish one, a desk with a few books on it, a little table with papers and letters. On the walls three or four engravings, nothing remarkable. We sat down.

  “Sure is hot. You want a beer?”

  “Yes, I believe I do. I’ve walked half an hour and I’m worn out.”

  We drank the beer slowly. While I sipped mine, I took him in. With his white shirt open—is there anything cleaner than a clean white shirt?—his eyes blue, innocent, ironic, his philosopher’s head and his farmer’s hands, he looked like an ancient sage, the kind who prefers to observe the world from his retreat. But there was nothing ascetic in his looks, rather a manly sobriety. There he was, in his cabin, removed from the world, not to renounce it but to see it better. He wasn’t a hermit nor was his hill a rock in the desert. The three crows hadn’t brought him the bread he ate; he’d bought it himself in the village store.

  “It’s really a beautiful place. It almost seems real. This landscape is very different from ours in Mexico, it’s made for men to look at. The distances are made for our legs, too.”

  “My daughter’s told me the landscape of your country’s very dramatic.”

  “Nature is hostile down there. What’s more, we’re few and weak. Man is consumed by the landscape and there’s always the danger you might turn into a cactus.”

  “They tell me that men sit still for hours there just doing nothing.”

  “Afternoons you see them, completely still, by the roadsides or at the entrances to towns.”

  “Is that how they do their thinking?”

  “It’s a country that’s going to turn to stone one day. The trees and the plants all tend to stone, just as the men do. And the animals, too: dogs, coyotes, snakes. There are little baked clay birds and it’s very strange to see them fly and hear them sing, because you never get used to the idea they’re real birds.”

  “When I was fifteen I wrote a poem. My first poem. And you know what it was about? La noche triste. I was reading Prescott then, and maybe reading him set me thinking about your country. Have you read Prescott?”

  “That was one of my grandfather’s favorite books, so I read him when I was a boy. I’d like to read him again.”

  “I like rereading books, too. I don’t trust folk who don’t reread. And those who read a lot of books. It seems crazy to me, this modern madness, and it’ll only increase the number of pedants. You’ve got to read a few books well and frequently.”

  “A friend tells me they’ve invented a way of developing speedreading. I think they’re planning to introduce it into schools.”

  “They’re mad. What you’ve got to teach people is to read slowly. And not to fidget about so much. And do you know why they invent all these things? Because they’re scared. People are scared to pause on things, because that compromises them. That’s why they flee the country and move to the cities. They’re scared of being by themselves.”

  “Yes, the world’s full of fear.”

  “And those with power exploit that fear. Individual life has never been so despised or authority so revered.”

  “Sure, it’s easier to live as one, to decide as one. Even dying’s easier, if you die at someone else’s expense. We’re invaded by fear. There’s the common man’s fear, and he hands himself over to the strong man. But there’s also the fear the powerful feel; they don’t dare to stay alone. Because they’re scared, they cling onto power.”

  “Here people abandon the country to go work in factories. And when they come back they don’t like the country anymore. The country’s hard. You’ve always got to be alert, and you’re responsible for everything and not just for a part, like in a factory.”

  “What’s more, the country’s the experience of solitude. You can’t go to the films, or take refuge in a bar.”

  “Exactly. It’s the experience of being free. It’s like poetry. Life’s like poetry, when the poet writes a poem. It begins as an invitation to the unknown: the first line gets written and what’s to follow is unknown. It’s unsure whether in the next line poetry’s waiting for us, or failure. And that sense of mortal danger accompanies the poet in all his adventures.”

  “In each verse a decision awaits us, and we can’t choose to close our eyes and let instinct work on its own. Poetic instinct consists of an alert tension.”

  “In each line, in each phrase the possibility of failure is concealed. The possibility that the whole poem, not just that isolated verse, will fail. That’s how life is: at every moment we can lose it. Every moment there’s mortal risk. Each instant is a choice.”

  “You’re right. Poetry is the experience of liberty. The poet risks himself, chances all on the poem’s all with each verse he writes.”

  “And you can’t change your mind. Each act, each verse is irrevocable, forever. In each verse one is committed forever. But now folks have become irresponsible. No one wants to decide for himself. Like those poets who copy their ancestors.”

  “Don’t you believe in the tradition?”

  “Yes, but each poet’s born to express something that’s his own. And his first duty is to deny his ancestors, the rhetoric of those who’ve come before. When I started writing I found that the words of the old writers were no use to me; it was necessary for me to create my own language. And that language—which surprised and troubled some people—was the language of my community, the language that surrounded my childhood and adolescence. I had to wait a long time before I found my words. You’ve got to use everyday language. . . .”

  “But subjected to a different pressure. As if each word had been created only to express that particular moment. Because there’s a certain fatality in words; a French writer says that ‘images can’t be looked for, they’re found.’ I don’t think he means that chance presides over creation but that a fated choice leads us to certain words.”

  “The poet creates his own language. Then he ought to fight against that rhetoric. He should never abandon himself to his style.”

  “There are no poetic styles. When you get to style, literature displaces poetry.”

  “That was the case with American poetry when I started writing. That’s where all my difficulties and my successes began. And now maybe it’s necessary to fight against the rhetoric we’ve made. The world goes round and what was in yesterday is out today. You’ve got to make a little fun of all this. No need to take anything too seriously, not even ideas. Or rather, precisely because we’re so serious and passionate, we ought to laugh at ourselves a little. Don’t trust those who don’t know how to laugh.”

  And he laughed with the laughter of a man who has seen rain, and also of a man who has got wet. We got up and went out for a little walk. We went down the hill. The dog leapt ahead of us. As we came out, he said to me:

  “Most of all, don’t trust those who don’t know how to laugh at themselves. Solemn poets, humorless professors, prophets who only know how to howl and harangue. All those dangerous men.”

  “Do you read the contemporaries?’’

  “I always read poetry. I like reading the poems of young writers. And some philosophers. But I can’t stand novels. I don’t think I’ve ever read one through.”

  We walked on. When we got to the farmhouse, the children gathered round us. The poet was now telling me about his childhood, the years in San Francisco, and his return to New England.

  “This is my country and I believe this is where the nation has its roots. Everything grew from here. Do you know that the state of Vermont refused to participate in the war against Mexico? Yes, everything grew from here. This is where the desire to immerse oneself in the unknown began, and the desire to stay alone with yourself. We ought to go back to that if we want to preserve what we are.”

  “It seems pretty hard to me. You’re now a rich people.”

  “Years ago I thought of going to a little country, where the noise that everyone makes just isn’t heard. I chose Costa Rica; when I was getting ready to go I learned that there too an American company called the tune. I didn’t go. That’s why I’m here, in New England.”

  We came to the turning. I looked at my watch: more than two hours had passed.

  “I’d better be going. They’re waiting for me down below, in Bread Loaf.”

  He stretched out his hand.

  “You know the way?”

  “Yes,” I said, and we shook hands. When I’d gone a few steps I heard his voice:

  “Come back soon! And when you get to New York, write to me. Don’t forget.”

  I answered with a nod. I saw him climbing the path playing with his dog. “And he’s seventy years old,” I thought. As I walked back, I remembered another loner, another visit. “I think Robert Frost would like to have known Antonio Machado. But how would they have understood each other? The Spaniard didn’t speak English, and the American doesn’t know Spanish. No matter, they would have smiled. I’m sure they would have made friends straightaway.” I remembered the house at Rocafort, in Valencia, the wild, neglected garden, the living room and the dust-covered furniture. And Machado, the cigarette in his mouth gone out. The Spaniard was also an old man retired from the world, and he too knew how to laugh and he too was absent-minded. Like the American, he liked to philosophize, not in the schools but at the periphery. Sages for the people; the American in his cabin, the Spaniard in his provincial cafe. Machado too expressed a horror of the solemn and had the same smiling gravity. “Yes, the Anglo-Saxon has the cleaner shirt and there are more trees in his view. But the other’s smile was sadder and finer. There’s a great deal of snow in this fellow’s poems, but there’s dust, antiquity, history in the other’s. That dust of Castile, that dust of Mexico, which as soon as you touch it dissolves between your hands. . . .”

  Vermont, June 1945


  WALT WHITMAN

  Walt Whitman is the only great modern poet who does not seem to experience discord when he faces his world. Not even solitude; his monologue is a universal chorus. No doubt there are at least two people in him: the public poet and the private person who conceals his true erotic inclinations. But the mask—that of the poet of democracy—is rather more than a mask; it is his true face. Despite certain recent interpretations, in Whitman the poetic and the historical dream come together. There is no gap between his beliefs and social reality. And this fact is more important—I mean, more widely pertinent and significant—than any psychological consideration. The uniqueness of Whitman’s poetry in the modern world cannot be explained except as a function of another, even greater, uniqueness which includes it: that of America.

  In a book* which is a model of its genre, Edmundo O’Gorman has shown that our continent was never discovered. In effect, it is impossible to discover something which does not exist, and America, before its so-called discovery, did not exist. One ought rather to speak of the invention of America than of its discovery. If America is a creation of the European spirit, it begins to emerge from the sea-mists centuries before the expeditions of Columbus. And what the Europeans discover when they reach these lands is their own historic dream. Reyes has devoted some lucid pages to this subject: America is a sudden embodiment of a European utopia. The dream becomes a reality, a present; America is a present: a gift, a given of history. But it is an open present, a today that is tinged with tomorrow. The presence and the present of America are a future; our continent is, by its nature, the land which does not exist on its own, but as something which is created and invented. Its being, its reality or substance, consists of being always future, history which is justified not by the past but by what is to come. Our foundation is not what America was but what it will be. America never was; and it is, only if it is utopia, history on its way to a golden age.

  This may not be entirely true if one considers the colonial period of Spanish and Portuguese America. But it is revealing how, just as soon as the Latin Americans acquire self-consciousness and oppose the Spaniards, they rediscover the utopian nature of America and make the French utopias their own. All of them see in wars of independence a return to first principles, a reversion to what America really is. The War of Independence is a correction of American history and, as such, a restoration of the original reality. The exceptional and genuinely paradoxical nature of this restoration becomes clear if one notes that it consists of a restoration of the future. Thanks to French revolutionary principles, Latin America becomes again what it was at its birth: not a past, but a future, a dream. The dream of Europe, the place of choice, spatial and temporal, of all that the European reality could not be except by denying itself and its past. America is the dream of Europe, now free of European history, free of the burden of tradition. Once the problem of independence is resolved, the abstract and utopian nature of liberal America begins to show again in episodes such as the French intervention in Mexico. Neither Juarez nor his soldiers ever believed—according to Cosío Villegas—that they fought against France, but against a French usurpation. The true France was ideal and universal and more than just a nation, it was an idea, a philosophy. Cuesta says, with some justice, that the war with the French should be seen as a “civil war.” It needed the Mexican Revolution to wake the country from this philosophical dream—which, in another way, concealed an historical reality hardly touched upon by the Independence, the Reform, and the Dictatorship—and discover itself, no longer as an abstract future but as an origin in which the three times needed to be sought: our past, our present, our future. The historical emphasis changed tense, and in this consists the true spiritual significance of the Mexican Revolution.

  The utopian character of America is even purer in the Saxon portion of the continent. There were no complex Indian cultures there, nor did Roman Catholicism erect its vast nontemporal structures: America was—if it was anything—geography, pure space, open to human action. Lacking historical substance—old class divisions, ancient institutions, inherited beliefs and laws—reality presented only natural obstacles. Men fought, not against history, but against nature. And where there was an historical obstacle—as in the Indian societies—it was erased from history and, reduced to a mere act of nature, action followed as if this were so. The North American attitude can be condemned in these terms: all that does not have a part in the utopian nature of America does not properly belong to history: it is a natural event and, thus, it doesn’t exist; or it exists only as an inert obstacle, not as an alien conscience. Evil is outside, part of the natural world—like Indians, rivers, mountains, and other obstacles which must be domesticated or destroyed; or it is an intrusive reality (the English past, Spanish Catholicism, monarchy, etc.). The American War of Independence is the expulsion of the intrusive elements, alien to the American essence. If American reality is the reinvention of itself, whatever is found in any way irreducible or unassimilable is not American. In other places the future is a human attribute: because we are men, we have a future; in the Anglo-Saxon America of the last century, the process is inverted and the future determines man: we are men because we have a future. And whatever has no future is not man. Thus, reality leaves no gap at all for contradiction, ambiguity, or conflict to appear.

  Whitman can sing confidently and in blithe innocence about democracy militant because the American utopia is confused with and indistinguishable from American reality. Whitman’s poetry is a great prophetic dream, but it is a dream within another even greater one that feeds it. America is dreamed in Whitman’s poetry because it is a dream itself. And it is dreamed as a concrete reality, almost a physical reality, with its men, its rivers, its cities and mountains. All that huge mass of reality moves lightly, as if it were weightless; and in fact, it is without historic weight: it is the future incarnate. The reality Whitman sings is utopian. By this I do not mean that it is unreal or exists only as idea, but that its essence, what enlivens it, justifies and makes sense of its progress and gives weight to its movements, is the future. Dream within a dream, Whitman’s poetry is realistic only on this count: his dream is the dream of the reality itself, which has no other substance but to invent itself and dream itself. “When we dream that we dream,” Novalis says, “waking is near at hand.” Whitman was never aware that he dreamed and always thought himself a poetic realist. And he was, but only insofar as the reality he celebrated was not something given, but a substance crossed and recrossed by the future.

  America dreams itself in Whitman because it was itself a dream, pure creation. Before and since Whitman we have had other poetic dreams. All of them—whether the dreamer’s name is Poe or Darío, Melville or Dickinson—are more like attempts to escape from the American nightmare.

  Mexico, 1956

  * La idea del descubrimiento de America (1951)


  WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS: THE SAXIFRAGE FLOWER

  for James Laugblin

  In the first third of our century, a change occurred in the literatures of the English language which affected verse and prose, syntax and sensibility, imagination and prosody alike. The change—similar to those which occurred about the same time in other parts of Europe and in Latin America—was originally the work of a handful of poets, almost all of them Americans. In that group of founders, William Carlos Williams occupies a place at once central and unique: unlike Pound and Eliot, he preferred to bury himself in a little city outside New York rather than uproot himself and go to London or Paris; unlike Wallace Stevens and E.E. Cummings, who also decided to stay in the United States but who were cosmopolitan spirits, Williams from the outset sought a poetic Americanism. In effect, as he explains in the beautiful essays of In the American Grain (1925), America is not a given reality but something we all make together with our hands, our eyes, our brains, and our lips. The American reality is material, mental, visual, and above all, verbal: whether he speaks Spanish, English, Portuguese, or French, American man speaks a language different from the European original. More than just a reality we discover or make, America is a reality we speak.

  William Carlos Williams was born in Rutherford, New Jersey, in 1883. His father was English, his mother Puerto Rican. He studied medicine at the University of Pennsylvania. There he met Pound—a friendship that was to last throughout his life—and the poet H. D. (Hilda Doolittle), who fascinated the two young poets. After taking his doctorate and a short period of pediatric study in Leipzig, in 1910 he settled definitively in Rutherford. Two years later he married Florence Herman: a marriage that lasted a lifetime. Also for a lifetime he practiced a double vocation: medicine and poetry. Though he lived in the provinces, he was not a provincial: he was immersed in the artistic and intellectual currents of our century, traveled on various occasions to Europe, and befriended English, French, and Latin American writers. His literary friendships and enmities were varied and intense: Pound, Marianne Moore, Wallace Stevens, Eliot (whom he admired and condemned), E.E. Cummings, and others, younger, like James Laughlin and Louis Zukofsky. His influence and friendship were decisive on Allen Ginsberg and also on the poetry of Robert Creeley, Robert Duncan, and the English poet Charles Tomlinson. (Poetic justice: a young English poet—and very English—praised by one who practiced almost his whole life a kind of poetic anti-Anglicism and who never tired of saying that the American language wasn’t really English.) In 1951 he suffered his first attack of paralysis but survived a dozen years, dedicated to a literary program of rare fecundity: books of poetry, a translation of Quevedo, memoirs, lectures, and readings of his poems across the whole country. He died on 4 March 1963, where he was born and spent his life: in Rutherford.

  His work is vast and varied: poetry, fiction, essays, theater, autobiography. The poetry has been collected in four volumes: Collected Earlier Poems (1906-1939), Collected Later Poems (1940-1946), Pictures from Breughel (1950-1962), and Paterson (1946-1958), a long poem in five books. Also there is a slim book of prose-poems which sometimes make one think of the automatic writing Breton and Soupault were engaged in around this time: Kora in Hell (1920). But in taking over a poetic form invented by French poetry, Williams changes it and converts it into a method of exploring language and the varied strata of the collective unconscious. Kora in Hell is a book which could only have been written by an American poet and ought to be read from the perspective of a later book which is the axis of Williams’s Americanism, his ars poetica: In the American Grain. I will not consider his novels, stories, or theater pieces. Suffice it to say that they are extensions and irradiations of his poetry. The boundary between prose and verse, always hard to draw, becomes very tenuous in this poet: his free verse is very close to prose, not as written but as spoken, the everyday language; and his prose is always rhythmic, like a coast bathed by poetic surf—not verse but the verbal flux and reflux that gives rise to verse.
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