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INTRODUCTION


Voz feroz


A Gallery of Women’s Voices


The reawakening of poets through translation always provides an occasion to celebrate. In this anthology, these versions of twenty-five exciting contemporary women poets from Argentina and Uruguay—rendered by a variety of translators, most of whom are poets in their own right—exhibit a solid and stirring trajectory of “fierce voices.” Marked by a complex and sophisticated relationship with previous literary traditions, these poets have moved beyond the constraints of preceding thematic and stylistic customs and have introduced an innovative and invigorating style that establishes a new direction in literature and an essential addition to Latin American poetry.


There is, in fact, an unbroken chain of women poets the two countries share as well as a deep awareness of this lineage: the younger generations look to their abuelas (grandmothers) and madres (mothers) in poetry on both sides of the river, a fact that has not always been acknowledged inside their respective countries or in the larger world. The Argentinian poet Diana Bellessi has written,




Certain noteworthy men, in their public speeches, insist on the concept of parricide: a writer must kill in order to be. We women insist on the profound need to constitute a genealogy, to gaze at one another in the gallery of women because, before passing on to the universality of mankind, we need to have a face in the mirror. Male traditions seem to have produced kings and dauphins, and a court of knights waging battle with other kingdoms; our tradition grows with the intimate confines of the domestic. It doesn’t struggle with power, but rather with taking care of life.





This anthology is a gallery of women’s voices on display for the world and an English readership, providing a first opportunity to experience the breadth and power of this hitherto unfairly overlooked gathering of voices.


By featuring work written by poets born between the 1920s and the 1970s but published after 1985, this project highlights the work of the abuelas, madres, hijas (daughters), and even nietas (granddaughters) in this shared Argentinian and Uruguayan poetic line. Fierce Voice / Voz feroz features poems by writers who are already well-known in their respective countries but who are for the most part untranslated and ignored beyond their borders, as well as those by exciting new emerging poets who are just gaining attention, publication, and awards in their respective countries and abroad. This selection covers a crucial literary turning point that begins at the end of the twentieth century and continues into the twenty-first century. The voices included here were chosen based on our extensive reading of individual poetry collections and anthologies published in Argentina and Uruguay and on our knowledge of the poetic tradition involved. Fierce Voice / Voz feroz presents a diversity of writers and aesthetics in its exploration and presentation of fascinating and indelible poetry.


The joining of these two nationalities in one book is the result of their common histories. Argentina and Uruguay are often referred to as “brother” countries. In this metaphor, Argentina, with its population of 41 million, is the “big brother” to Uruguay, which has a population of only 3.3 million. They are made family by their common history and their shared heritage of European immigration. In both countries, a quarter of the population are descended from Italian immigrants, mixed with the results of Spanish, English, Irish, French, German, Basque, and Russian waves of immigration. Throughout their paired history, there has been a constant back and forth of both political exiles and economic immigrants. Apart from this common historical culture—even their distinct form of Spanish, castellano rioplatense (River Plate Spanish)—they also share a tradition of poetry by women and a contemporary poetic revival that began at the end of their respective dictatorships and has continued through the tumultuous economic cycles of the last century until the present.


In the 1970s and 1980s, Argentina and Uruguay both suffered military dictatorships—perhaps two of the continent’s most brutal, each lasting roughly a decade. From 1973 on, poets went into exile or wrote in internal exile, often turning to translation as a means to express themselves. Democracy returned to Argentina in 1983 and to Uruguay in 1985, and when the dictatorships ceded power to civilian governments, there was a great rebirth of all types of artistic expression, including poetry by women.


Women poets have long been part of the poetic traditions of both countries, but with the return of democracy, books of poetry by women became more readily available. In fact, the emergence of compelling feminine voices (and opportunities to encounter them) is directly connected to the social rearrangement that came about at the end of a period of censorship and the deactivation of cultural policies instituted during the years of military oppression. Historically, and in the thirty-year period covered by Fierce Voice / Voz feroz, many Argentinian poets have had editions of their work published in Uruguay, and many Uruguayan poets have been published in Argentina. One need only step into a bookstore in Buenos Aires or Montevideo today to appreciate the recent abundance of anthologies, books, and chapbooks by women poets in these two countries. The poetry written by women during the past thirty years has continued to defy the patriarchal literary establishment by reoccupying the stronghold of their Latin American predecessors, as is the case with Gabriela Mistral and Alfonsina Storni, and by challenging the many US and British voices these poets have themselves translated, including Emily Dickinson, Elizabeth Bishop, and Silvia Plath to name only a few. These River Plate women are writing a poetry that is both socially dynamic and politically charged, effusive and authoritative, personal and intimate.


Post-dictatorship in both Argentina and Uruguay, there was a resurgence of work produced and published by the most senior poets—women born in the 1920s and 1930s, including Juana Bignozzi, Olga Orozco, and Idea Vilariño. In addition, poets born in the 1930s and 1940s such as Diana Bellessi, Circe Maia, and Tatiana Oroño (all of whom had also suffered repression under the dictatorship) reemerged to publish an abundance of new work. As the new century began, these poets were joined by younger generations of writers such as Laura Cesarco Eglin, Raquel Garzón, Virginia Lucas, and María Medrano, women writing in a democratic, increasingly socially progressive country that was marked by an exuberant, sometimes frightening boom-and-bust capitalism.


A constant thread runs through this tapestry of voices: an expression of loss—of youth, of people, of places. And whether grief takes the trope of the castaway as in Oroño, Garzón, and Vitale or the fear of death through disappearance as seen in Gruss and Casal, it shapes a great many of these poems. Vitale writes in “Culture of Palimpsest”: “palimpsest passion: / adrift. […] delirious stories for castaways.” In Casal’s “Today is the last day something is possible” we find: “We’ll talk about that file / From the old hospital / Where the mother was left screaming / Be careful with angels.” As Bellessi so aptly notes, it is a struggle to take care of life.


Thus, metaphors and descriptions of the domestic or the natural world also abound, especially in the poetry of de Giorgio, Bellessi, Bignozzi, Maia, and Guerra: recipes, flowers, hummingbirds, insects. In Bellessi’s “Autumn,” “Spiders / dew-specters / hanging from oranges” draw the reader into a moment of intense observation. And Bignozzi writes of “Ratatouille,” “the hand that rids the eggplant of its bitterness,” perhaps in reference to a freedom from maternal/conventional oppression, which moves this poem into a recognition of greater liberty and literary force.


The domestic segues into questions of gender—roles, preferences, identities—whether in the guise of motherhood as in Rosenberg’s poem “An Elegy,” in which she writes, “In my mother’s day and age women were probable”; or lesbian love as found in the poet Virginia Lucas’s prose poem “Rambla”: “In the solace of a summer or the clarity of the moment when a lighthouse inhabits the rocks and jetties and your dress falls quickly under the movement of an eager fisherman, like those ships that run aground; suddenly, and wear for a long time the glass or window of the sea, the desire so fast and so urgent […], and it was so sweet to fuck you.”


Moreover, the female body and surrounding objects provide subjects and tropes for metapoetic expression in several poets, including Roffé, Vitale, Negroni, and Lukin, who writes: “not what the tongue says / but the tongue in its rosy flesh, / vulva of another hollow, / not the tongue’s pleasures / in sonorously luminous / mouth-melt.”


Despite the brilliance of expression we find in this collection, recent important anthologies in the field show how invisible the lack of translation has rendered poetry by women. In the FSG Book of Latin American Poets, edited by Ilan Stavans, only twenty-two of sixty-three poets presented are women. In Pinholes of the Night: Essential Poems from Latin America, edited by Forrest Gander and Raúl Zurita, a mere three of eighteen of the featured “essential” poems are by women. These anthologies cover a larger historical period and more countries than Fierce Voice / Voz feroz, which only contains work from books published between 1985 and the present. However, within the three decades covered by our selection, these other compilations are missing such important Argentinian and Uruguayan women poets who are absent from these other compilations such as Diana Bellessi and Circe Maia. These are poets who have won such internationally recognized prizes as the Konex and the Delmira Agustini, respectively. Their voices are necessary, as are the many wonderful younger women poets who follow in their footsteps and who are becoming the most significant voices in Latin American poetry today. To be missing from major anthologies is to be left out of the canon of important Latin American authors and critical discourse on Latin American literature.


By starting with the poets of these two traditionally paired countries, Fierce Voice / Voz feroz takes an important first step in rectifying the omission of women’s voices from the literary canon as represented by previous anthologies and from the world of poetry in translation in general. We believe this collection will inspire similar projects with women poets in other regions of Latin America in order to continue regenerating and celebrating muted voices, permitting them to speak and converse with readers throughout the world.
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Diana Bellessi


Zavalla, Santa Fe, Argentina, b. 1946




Otoño


Arañas


fantasmas del rocío


que cuelgan sobre naranjas:


Hay cañas de ámbar detrás


hay un pétalo que cae


y un destello.


Una avispa pequeña atrapada.


¿Cómo crujen sus huesos


la suave superficie del vientre


los ojos fuera de las cuencas?


Dueñas del cadáver de la miel.








Autumn



Spiders


dew-specters


hanging from oranges:


Amber reeds behind


a petal falling


and a glint.


Trapped, a tiny wasp.


How do they crack its bones


the tender surface of the belly


eyes bulging from their sockets?


Owners of honey’s corpse.


Translated by Lisa Rose Bradford


Cuando digo la palabra


nuca


¿te chupo suavemente


hasta hundir


el diente aquí?


¿Estoy tocándote acaso?


Cuando digo pezón


¿la mano roza


las dilatadas rosas de los pechos tuyos?


¿te toco acaso?


¿Toca, lengua, la comisura


de mis labios y aprisiona


en la vasta cavidad el cuerpo


que desea ser tocado y ceñido


por tu lengua cuando nombra


mi boca la palabra lengua, acaso?


No me mandes al rincón


No hagás de mí el testigo


que se mira tocarte con palabras


Es la mano nombrada


no el nombre


quien desea aprisionar tus nalgas


“Hábleme


“Cómo será?


“¿Qué?


“Tu voz


¿fuego oculto en la madera


del fuego que se expande?


¿Así será?


El cuerpo de tu voz


en el instante en que


no me mandes al rincón


fluye miel de las granadas


No quiero


tocar un fantasma


ni quiero


la fantasía cortés


del trovador a su dama


Es a vos, mi amada


áspero cuerpo de la amiga a quien deseo


Gesto


de mutua apropiación


instante


donde no se sabe


los límites del tú, del yo


El nombre y lo nombrado


en tersa conjunción que sabe


no durará


y sabe


es más eterno


que el filo de un diamante


Alegre


relámpago de zarpa


y de mordisco


animal


el más bello de todos


el instinto


impera aquí


Su voz no tiene traducción


Verbal moneda de intercambio


no


Solo el audaz abrazo, amiga mía,


responde aquí


When I say the word


nape


do I softly suck


till I sink


my teeth in


Am I touching you perchance?


When I say nipple


does my hand brush against


the dilated roses of your breasts?


Touching you perchance?


Does it touch, tongue, the corners


of my lips and seize


in the vast hollow of the body


longing to be touched, bound


by your tongue when I


mouth the word tongue, perchance?


Don’t make me stand in the corner


Don’t make me the witness


who watches herself touching you with words


It is a hand named


not the name


who longs to capture your loins


“Speak to me”


“How would that be?”


“What?”


“Your voice”


fire buried in the wood


of the broadening fire?


Is that how it would be?


The body of your voice


in the moment that


don’t make me stand in the corner


honey flows from the pomegranates


I don’t want


to touch an apparition


nor do I want


the courteous apparition


of the troubadour touching his damsel


it is you I want, my love


rough body of the sister I desire


Gesture


of mutual appropriation


moment


when the outlines


of you, of me cannot be discerned


The name and the named


in terse conjunction known


to be fleeting


and known


to be more eternal than


a diamond’s edge


Joyous


lightning of a claw


and of an animal


nibbling


the most beautiful of all


instinct


holding sway


Voice with no translation


Verbal currency


no


Only the brazen embrace, my friend


can answer here


Translated by Lisa Rose Bradford








Azucena anteada



ante


áster


cervatillo que corre


y se detiene


frente a un búcaro de flores


de olor y seda fina


Suda entre mis brazos


He aquí el templo


Tamizado por la luz


que filtran los vitrales


Mi niña de las monjas:


leve cornamenta de venado


corta el aire


¿del bosque o del desierto?


abigarrado y vasto


tras el velo


los ojos de una mujer


te emocionan


La mano alzada


tiembla y lo descorre


Tientan los dedos sobre la boca:


frutos y canela


la lengua aquí


Azúcar


entre las yemas


de los dedos que datilan


el húmedo desierto


Un jinete audaz


Tatuado en su coraza y el escudo


un pájaro real


de fulgentes plumas


Corta el aire


corre


te monta a su grupa


Tras la toca moruna


los ojos almendrados reconocen


torres almenadas


imposibles de saltear


Mas no sabe


que monta una quimera este jinete


Vuela sobre las almenas


y aferrando tu cintura


entra la ciudad


Gota


anteada de sal


mi niña de las monjas








Tiger Lily



suede


radiant


tiny fawn running


halts


before a vase of flowers


of scent and silk so fine


It sweats in my arms


Behold the temple


Spattered with light


sifting through the stained glass


Mi niña de las monjas:


slender antlers


cut the air


of forest or desert?


variegated, vast


behind the veil


the eyes of a woman


arouse you


The raised hand


trembles and draws back the veil


Fingers tentatively feeling for the mouth:


fruit and cinnamon


the tongue here


Sugar


between dated fingers


the moistened desert


An impudent horseman


Royal pheasants


of fulgent plumes


tattooed on armor and shield


rips the air


races


lifts you onto his steed


behind the Moorish toque


almond eyes recognize


the towers of the alcazar


immune to assault


Knowing not


the mount is chimera


He flies above the battlements


an arm about your waist


enters the city


Drop


velvet salt


virgin lily of the nuns


Translated by Lisa Rose Bradford













Amanda Berenguer


Montevideo, Uruguay, 1921–2010




(descenso)


naufragiodesoladonaufragio


historia propia


hundidadespojo sublunar


por mar óseo


mar sobrenadado en médulas


haciaun árbol hondísimo


higos higos y púrpura


lo hondomás


más todas las hojas


(las apariencias no dan respiro)


aquella cordera—la orilla o yo misma—


balando espumosamente


indefensaacasoprisionera


imposible la costael arribolejos


había un espectrovegetal lábil higuera


verde hiel bajo


la pesadilla acuosa:


la granja del agua estaba habitada


cada higo un ojo sumergido


cada higo una mirada flagrante


cada higo una boca voraz


cada higo un labio morado y obsceno


descendiendo


descendiendo hasta


ese árbol hondísimo


naufragioel naufragio








(descent)



wreckdesolatewreck


one’s own history


sunkensublunar plundering


through bony sea


sea floated in marrows


toward a fathomless tree


figs figs and purple


the deep and


and all its leaves


(appearances offer no respite)


distant lamb—the shore or I myself—


bleating frothily


defenseless maybe captive


the coast impossible arrival far off


there was a spectervegetal volatile figtree


green bile below


the watery nightmare:




the waterfarm was populated


each fig a submerged eye


each fig a flagrant gaze


each fig a voracious mouth


each fig a dark obscene labium


descending


descending to


that unfathomed tree


wreckthe wreck


Translated by Kristin Dykstra








(enamorada)



me enamoré de Bolívar a los 11


en la escuela del Reducto


en 6º año


rendida


medité sobre su biografía


la gloria lucía su laberinto


donde pude


azarosamente


estar a solas con El Libertador


nadie nos encontraría en esas horas


—el campo de batalla o la luna llena


de blanco y rojo


desplegaban una mesa para la disección


de la guerra y de la paz


o una sábana de torturante placer—


de América sabía que estaba coloreada


con el tinte de las plumas


de los grandes papagayos


y que la habían cabalgado los guerreros


no sabia más


aunque nací en ella


en la escuela dije por primera vez


en alta voz tu nombre:


Bolívar


y se encabritó tu caballo


tus laureles se volvieron fuegos verdes


tus poemas derramaron intenso rocío


las mujeres mayores se tiraban a tus pies


y te arrojaban flores


yo seguí acariciando tu caballo


de crines rizadas


y estaba segura de haberte conocido


quise con pasión al Capitán Nemo a los 13


rostro


ilustraciones


cámaras sumergidas


y el ojo asombrado del Nautilus


proyectando luz


bajé a los 13 a las profundidades del mar


recorrí 20 mil leguas de viaje submarino


besé tu barba oscura Capitán Nemo


me abracé a tus aparatos científicos


entre las paredes calafateadas de los libros


mis ojos te miraban Capitán


y había navegaciones


sobre el vidrio redondo se posaba


“la mirada de seda” del gran pulpo


entonces entró el submarino


en el túnel de ventosas atentas


plantas carnívoras


acuáticas


el viaje duraría lo que aquella detenida mirada


caí en amor de Leonardo de Vinci a los 15


caí en claroscuro dulcísimo


en huertos ambiguos


en la sonrisa aleve de la geometría


yo estaría entre sus discípulos predilectos


era como su joven ama de casa


que hiciera trabajos de telepatía


y le sirviera inventos prematuros


conocí a Leda


a Mona Lisa


a la Virgen de las Rocas


—mis vecinas—


en tan breve plazo


que supe de Leonardo y me eché a llorar


habité su color de bosque húmedo


su color para amarse sombríamente


yo estaba enamorada de ti


Leonardo


y aunque eras sabio


nunca lo supiste


me hubiera gustado ponerme tus alas mecánicas


y contigo sobrevolar Florencia


tan fácil era amarte desde Montevideo


hasta Vinci a los 15


una vez me sentaste sobre la grupa de tu caballo


Bolívar


y conocí la victoria


y enseguida


me derrumbó la melancolía


con el Capitán Nemo me interné en el agua


en las lágrimas marinas a toda hélice


fui el pez que sigue al visitante


hasta el precipicio fosforescente


Leonardo me enseñó con “ostinato rigore”


el arte del vuelo


la trasmutación del impulso


y la velocidad de la sombra:


ese avión a oscuras volando a ras del suelo


en familiar artesanía cambio ideas


cambio palabras con los tres


con El Libertador dialogo sobre los pueblos


sobre el peso real de una paloma viva


una paloma de Picasso


o la paloma de la paz


sobre la longitud de la vara de la justicia


un niño llama a la puerta y me pide algo de comer


y el otro platillo de la balanza


se derrama de dolor


mientras mi lengua recibe el Reglamento Provisorio


del año 15


y Artigas se pone a mi costado de este imperioso 1984


he puesto al día la brújula del navegante


y sin darme cuenta


su sextante se ha convertido en radar


a veces me parece un ventilador en mi mesa de luz


girando la mirada desde la ventana hasta el espejo


hablamos de eso


Capitán


me alimento con hierbas enlatadas


y sustancias químicas


todavía me maquillo


con tierras de Siena la cara


y los ojos de negro humo


y me siento a la mesa de Leonardo


—sedicioso alquimista—


como si fuera mi propia casa


apago la luz


y descubro esta escritura








(enamored)



I fell in love with Bolivar at age 11


in the Redoubt District school


sixth grade


devoted


I meditated on his biography


glory shone over his labyrinth


where I could be


dangerously


alone with The Liberator


no one would find us during those hours


—battlefield or moon filled


with white and red


unfolded as a table for the dissection


of war and peace


or a sheet of agonizing pleasure —


America: I knew she was inked


with dye from the feathers


of great parrots


and warriors had mounted her


I knew nothing else


though I was born into her


at school for the first time I said


your name aloud


Bolívar


and your horse reared


your laurels turned to green fire


your poems spilled thick warm showers


older women threw themselves at your feet


and tossed you flowers


I continued to caress your horse


its curling mane


and was certain of having known you


at 13 I loved Captain Nemo passionately


face


illustrations


underwater chambers


and the stunned eye of the Nautilus


projecting light


at age 13 I descended into the depths of the sea


did 20 thousand leagues of submarine travel


kissed your dark beard Captain Nemo


clasped your scientific apparatus


between the caulked walls of the books


my eyes were upon you Captain


and there were navigations


“the silky gaze”


of the great octopus rested on the round window


then it entered the submarine


through a tunnel of compliant suckers


carnivorous and


aquatic plants


the voyage would last as long as that suspended gaze


I fell in love with Leonardo da Vinci at 15


fell into sweetest chiaroscuro


ambiguous orchards


geometry’s guileful smile


I would number among his favorite disciples


was like his young housekeeper


who would carry out telepathic tasks


and serve him precocious inventions


I met Leda


Mona Lisa


The Virgin of the Rocks


—my neighbors—


so swiftly


that I found out about Leonardo and burst into tears


I lived in his wet forest color


his somber fallinginlove color


I was enamored with you


Leonardo


and though you were wise


you never found out


I would have liked to strap on your mechanical wings


and fly over Florence with you


so easy to love you from Montevideo


progressing toward Vinci at 15


once you sat me down on your horse’s haunches


Bolívar


and victory was mine


immediately


the melancholy tore me apart


I sank deep under water with Captain Nemo


in salty tears propellers high speed


I was the fish who follows the visitor


to the phosphorescent precipice


with “ostinato rigore” Leonardo taught me


the art of flight


the transmutation of impulse


and velocity of shadow:
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