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Editor’s Note



I invite the reader to partake in the Jewish poetry of Latin America. It is tragic and hopeful, expansive, and involved in the minutiae of everyday life. The Holocaust is a recurrent theme, as is exile and political turmoil. The poets who shape it are romantics, political thinkers, and mystics. On display is a strong pride in being Jewish.


I Am of the Tribe of Judah has allowed me the fortune of discovering extraordinary poets. It has also given me the chance to work with friends. Of the poets and translators, I can count many as personal friends and acquaintances. In fact, my career developed with the support of these friends. I learned from Ricardo Feierstein the importance of publishing Jewish books for those who need to read them. As editor of Editorial Milá and Acervo Cultural Editores in Buenos Aires, Feierstein published more than three hundred volumes on Jewish themes—novels, poetry collections, Holocaust memoirs, philosophy, and humor. During each of my visits to Buenos Aires, he would give me copies of the books.


From Isaac Goldemberg I learned to create anthologies, to look in every direction to find relevant texts, and to ask people to share their works. With Isaac watching over me, I guest edited an issue of the journal Brújula/Compass that includes works by Ilan Stavans, Ruth Behar, Marjorie Agosín, and Alicia Borinsky, all of whom became longtime friends.


On July 4, 1994, I sat in the second-floor office of Anita Weinstein in the AMIA (Argentine Israelite Mutual Association) overlooking Pasteur Street in Buenos Aires. Exactly two weeks later I was back in Boston when I learned that a car bomb had completely destroyed the AMIA building, killing eighty-five and wounding three hundred. Anita Weinstein was elsewhere and survived, but her secretary Marta Strier, whom I had met, died that day. I, like so many others, felt shock and intense anger. That day I vowed to dedicate my career to making the work of Latin American Jewish poets, writers, and artists better known, especially in English-speaking countries.


J. Kates, a high-school friend and award-winning translator, helped me make this happen. Over the years he has taught me how to be a literary translator. We have collaborated multiple times. When he and I render a poem in English, first I prepare a rough draft, then we go over it line by line, at times spending an hour on a single phrase. We have been doing this for thirty-five years and have published our collaborative efforts in a steady stream of literary magazines and in seven published books. Many of these cotranslations are featured in I Am of the Tribe of Judah.


In 1997 Ilan Stavans, then editor of the first epoch of the Jewish Latin America Series of the University of New Mexico Press, recruited me to assemble a book of essays by Jewish Latin American writers. The result was King David’s Harp (1999). I got to know Moacyr Scliar, Marcos Aguinis, and José Kozer. The volume subsequently won the National Jewish Book Award for Autobiography-Memoir. I then translated for the series Mestizo (2001) by Ricardo Feierstein, The Algarrobos Quartet (2003) by Gerardo Goloboff, and the autobiography of Auschwitz survivor Charles Papiernik (2006).


Isaac Goldemberg asked me to edit an issue of the Revista Hostosiana / Hostos Review, a bilingual journal he directed for the City University of New York. It was 2005. This time the number of writers grew exponentially. Bringing together one hundred Latin American writers for this 425-page anthology resulted in long-term relationships with many of them.


Argentine artist Perla Bajder and curator Irene Jaievsky asked me in 2009 to help in creating fourteen large (28” × 11”) artist’s books. Each book was composed of a poem by a Latin American Jewish poet and a translation I did with J. Kates, both accompanied by an original artwork by a Latin American Jewish artist that reacted directly to the poem. The collection was first exhibited at the Jewish Museum of Buenos Aires in 2010, then traveled to fourteen presentation sites in Mexico City, New York, Arizona, Texas, Massachusetts, and Colorado, after which the collection of art books was donated to the Schusterman Center for Jewish Studies at the University of Texas-Austin, and then moved to the university’s world-famous Blanton Museum.


I moved online to reach a larger audience. On the website https://www.latinjewisharts.northeastern.edu, readers can access “A Voice among the Multitudes,” which contains translations of the works of thirteen poets, the twenty-fifth anniversary edition of We, The Generation in the Wilderness by Ricardo Feierstein, and artworks and interviews with thirteen Argentine Jewish writers and artists. Likewise, my weekly blog, https://jewishlatinmerica.com, showcases creative work and social commentary presented in a bilingual format. Its 400 entries have received more than 100,000 hits from 103 countries and territories.


All this is a way to map out how this anthology, I Am of the Tribe of Judah, came about. The vast majority of the poets are represented by a single poem, while others’ oeuvres are shown with two or three poems. Biographical headnotes precede each section, offering useful information, including career benchmarks and significant book titles. The translators’ names and the original language from which they translated follow each poem. In the back of the book there is also a list of translators, a list of poets, and a guide to titles and first lines.
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Introduction


Swaying To and Fro


Ilan Stavans




Doubt is one of the names of intelligence.


—Jorge Luis Borges







1.


By nature, Jewish poetry is inhabited by a deep sense of ambivalence: on one hand, poets long to feel at home wherever they are situated; and on the other, they see themselves as outsiders, traveling from one diaspora to another. It’s an impossible duality. The classic poem accounting for this division is by the medieval Spanish poet Yehuda Halevi, author of the philosophical disquisition Sefer ha-Kuzari (The Book of Khazars), who was born in Toledo but throughout his life longed to return to the Holy Land, and, indeed, died on a boat en route to Jerusalem in 1141 as the crusades were under way. “My heart is in the East, and I am in the faraway West” is Halevi’s most famous line. He adds: “How can I savor food? … How might I render my vows and bonds, while Zion is under the might of Edom, and I am in Arab bondage?” Yet what gives Halevi a sense of mission, what allows him freedom, is the writing of poetry. Through poetry he maps out his condition.


As a mantra, Halevi’s dilemma is enlightening. Alienated as they might feel, Jewish poets write about all sorts of things: joy and loss, the search for meaning and the minutiae of everyday life. In Latin America, where poets are perceived as royalty (think of José Martí, Gabriela Mistral, Jorge Luis Borges, Alfonsina Storni, Pablo Neruda, César Vallejo, and Octavio Paz, to name only a few), this push and pull is crystalized in superb verses written by Jewish poets over the centuries. These writers feel compelled to examine their bifurcation with gusto, using intelligence—actually, doubt—as a tool to investigate its universality. At times they write from the fringes; at others, from the mainstream. Either way, they have established a dialogue with each other and with readers the world over and are embraced by a large public: Carlos Grünberg, Lázaro Liacho, and César Tiempo, for instance, commanded enormous attention in Argentina in the first half of the twentieth century; Angelina Muñiz-Huberman is a member of the Academia Mexicana de las Letras. Héctor Yánover was the host of the popular TV show La librería en su casa (The Bookstore in Your Home). Juan Gelman was awarded the Cervantes Prize, the most prestigious of the Spanish language. Carlos Jacobo Levy directed Radio Nacional in Mendoza, Argentina. And Manuela Fingueret was director of Radio Jai, the most important Jewish radio station in Latin America. In other words, the poetic tradition they represent explores the divided heart through a cosmopolitan lens.


This anthology provides a generous sampler of that tradition. It collects nearly a hundred poems written from the mid-sixteenth century through the second decade of the twenty-first, written in an assortment of languages, including Spanish, Portuguese, Ladino, Yiddish, Hebrew, English, and Casteidish, the hybrid of Yiddish and Spanish used by immigrants to Argentina. Stephen A. Sadow ought to be commended for being a pathfinder. He has gathered in this anthology an astonishingly rich assortment of voices. To appreciate the nuances generated by the double consciousness at the heart of these poems, it is vital to see this poetic tradition in historical context. Jews have been chroniclers of daily life in Latin America ever since the region entered modernity; that is, starting at the moment when the European and Indigenous civilizations first saw each other face to face. The date was October 12, 1492, just a few months after the Alhambra Decree went into effect in Spain, expelling the Jews from Iberian lands, de facto ending the centuries-old period known as La Convivencia, or the Coexistence, in which the three Abrahamic religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, coexisted more or less harmoniously. Columbus and his expedition arrived in Hispaniola, the island shared today by Haiti and the Dominican Republic, on three ships. His crew included several members known to have been conversos; that is, individuals who, willingly or otherwise, had converted to Christianity, or their families had, to avoid persecution from the Holy Office of the Inquisition.


One of those crew members was Luis de Torres (née Yosef ben Ha-Levi Haivri), who, as Columbus records in his maritime diary, was his interpreter. He knew Hebrew, Arabic, and Chaldaic. Although de Torres didn’t write poetry, per se, whatever references we have of his endeavors are splendidly poetic. According to Columbus, de Torres addressed the natives in San Salvador in Hebrew, believing they were descendants of the Lost Tribes of Israel. The admiral also stated that de Torres called the first turkey he came across—a bizarre bird, never seen before by Europeans—a tukki, which is parrot in biblical Hebrew. The story is false, because etymologically the word turkey comes from a shortening of turkey-cock and turkey-hen, the original names of the guinea fowl that were imported into Europe from Turkey. Still, after Columbus returned to Europe, de Torres apparently stayed in the Spanish settlement in La Navidad in Hispaniola and spoke disparagingly of the Catholic faith. This, according to some historians, is unquestionable proof of his troubled relationship with Catholicism.


Thus began the first wave of Jewish immigration to the Americas. This wave is frequently described as Sephardic, meaning from Sepharad, as Spain is called in the Hebrew Bible. A few of those who were part of it descend from Ottoman immigrants who crossed the Atlantic Ocean at the beginning of the twentieth century, while others are Mizrahim, Levantine Jews whose ancestry goes back to the Babylonian exile in the year 70 CE and whose ancestors lived in Baghdad, Cairo, Alexandria, and other Arab cities. I will talk about the “other” Sephardim later. For now it is essential to emphasize that the conversos in Columbus’s fleet, and others who came to the Americas later, saw the journey as a search for a safe haven from the Inquisition, even though the Holy Office eventually expanded into New Spain and the Province of Peru, what is today Mexico and Peru, and, to a lesser extent, other cities of the New World.


It is estimated that between fifty thousand and two hundred thousand Jews departed from Spain due to the Alhambra Decree. Conversos were viewed with suspicion by the mainstream in Spain and the colonies, accused of not having pureza de sangre (purity of blood). The distrust was due to the belief among gentiles that more than a few individuals had only superficially transformed into full-fledged Christians, while the majority remained loyal to their ancestral religion and continued to practice it in secret through all kinds of subterfuges. Another name for conversos was criptojudíos (Crypto-Jews), meaning secret Jews. Yet one more was Marranos, Spanish for pigs. And then there were Cristianos nuevos (New Christians), descendants from conversos who saw themselves as fully Catholic and thoroughly disliked being compared to conversos, whom they considered hypocrites.


It isn’t surprising that the conversos were prone to literature. There was an outburst of converso writing—novels, memoirs, poems—from the late fifteenth century onward. It took place in the Spanish diaspora: Italy, Greece, the Netherlands, North Africa, and the Americas. Even though the colonies were considered to be less cultured than Spain, there was a small yet avid readership in them. Picaresque Spanish narratives like Fernando de Rojas’s La Celestina and the anonymously written Lazarillo de Tormes, infused with coded messages by their Crypto-Jewish authors, circulated secretly in the New World, despite being censored by the Inquisition for alleged heresy. Even Don Quixote de La Mancha, published in two parts in 1605 and 1615 and a popular book in the colonies, was considered to be imbued with a Marrano sensibility because one of Cervantes’s ancestors was Jewish.


Converso poets appear right from the beginning in this collection. Leonor de Carvajal and her brother Luis de Carvajal the Younger, also known as Joseph Lumbroso and “El Iluminado,” arrived from Spain in their teens under the tutelage of their uncle, Luis de Carvajal the Elder, governor of the northern state of Nuevo León and a brazen politician known as el pacificador de los indios (the pacifier of the Indians). Carvajal the Younger’s odyssey is of special significance. Rediscovering his Judaism after rejecting the Catholic education he had been raised with, Carvajal the Younger proselytized among the small converso community in various places in New Spain. Discovering his activities, the Holy Office arrested him along with his mother and sister. Prison radicalized him even more. He was released, but the Inquisition followed his activities closely and was thus able to identify many of his followers. It was during this period that Carvajal the Younger wrote what is believed to be the first Jewish autobiography ever composed in the Americas. He was then caught again and, along with his mother and sister, was burned at the stake in 1596 in an auto-dafé in Plaza del Quemadero, a site in downtown Mexico City today near the Palacio de Bellas Artes and Alameda Central. The Mexican painter Diego Rivera, who considered himself a descendant of conversos, includes references to it in his celebrated mural Sueño de una tarde dominical en la Alameda Central (Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda Central Park), which he painted in 1946 and 1947 and is currently at the Museo Mural Diego Rivera. The Carvajal the Younger manuscript, kept in Mexico’s National Archives, disappeared mysteriously in the 1930s. It was rediscovered in 2018 as it was about to be auctioned at Sotheby’s. It was repatriated and is currently housed in a museum run by Mexico’s Jewish community.


Although Carvajal the Younger didn’t consider himself a poet—what mattered to him was being a later-day biblical prophet—he left behind a treasure trove of, among other items, liturgical chants known as alabanzas. These are prayers that look at the believer in God as an imperfect creature. Carvajal’s poems relish the Almighty as a source of constant comfort. Leonor de Carvajal y Andrade, Carvajal’s younger sister, was also imprisoned by the Inquisition and similarly composed religious chants to the Almighty. While these exercises might not on their face be of extraordinary artistic value, they are a testament to the fervor conversos held inside, what the sayings of the famous Jewish exegete Bahya ben Yosef ibn Paquda refer to as “the duties of the heart.”


Perhaps the most controversial—and epigrammatic—sonnet composed by a converso is “Mileno vs. Apolindo,” attributed to Juan Bautista Corvera, born in Toledo, Spain. He immigrated to the Province of Peru in his twenties and later went to New Spain and was a vicar in Apseo in Guanajuato. Considered the first Spanish-language playwright in the Spanish colonies, he also wrote villancicos, chanzonetas, and motetes, all varieties of songs intended for religious holidays. Corvera discusses heresy, a theme proscribed in converso poetry since its mere enunciation amounted to a confession of concealment. These are the two tercets of “Mileno vs. Apolindo”:


Might the blasphemy you spoke pay off


when you face the Spirit in Heaven,


lowering the beauty so exalted,


which, by God’s honor, lies on earth,


thus excusing you for thinking


that such known truth is uncontested.


In other words, conversos felt like imposters. Indeed, the Sephardic lineage in Jewish Latin American poetry is colored by a constant sense of masquerading, of being a pretender, an impersonator. This is part of the ambivalence of the push and pull and the quest to put doubt as the gravitational center of the poetic quest. One such case could have been Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, a fiercely feminist nun who is arguably the most influential poet of the colonial age in Latin America. Her grandmother was Jewish. Was Sor Juana fully aware of her impureza de sangre? She writes in her “Soneto 146” (Sonnet #146) about an ostracized life. The first line is “In persecuting me, World, what’s your interest?” She goes on to talk about her ordeal as a woman, about seeking enlightenment through the life of the mind while looking at appearances as a form of deceit. Or consider her “Soneto 165” (Sonnet #165), in which Sor Juana describes an elusive shadow—“a fantastic form constrained”—visiting her in her most private moments. Rather than expelling the shadow, she wants it to stay with her.


The mystical trend in Spanish poetry passes through figures like Santa Teresa de Ávila, Fray Luis de León, and San Juan de la Cruz, all known to be New Christians. (In 1986 Catherine Swietlicki wrote an important study about them, Spanish Christian Cabala.) In Halevi’s Sefer ha-Kuzari, one of the characters asks why Jews sway when reading the Bible, to which a rabbi responds: “It is said that it is done in order to arouse natural heat.” Conversos thought the conflicted identity that marred them mirrored a higher design. More than a few were interested in mystical—e.g., neo-Platonic—views of the universe in secret coding and numinous visions of the divine. Some used mathematics to decrypt messages of their surroundings that they believed only a small cabal of illuminati could untangle.


That penchant for symbolism is still present today in Jewish Latin American poets who see themselves as belonging to the Sephardic lineage. Arguably the most eminent one and one I hold in high esteem is Angelina Muñiz-Huberman. The daughter of Spanish refugees of the Spanish Civil War, she was raised Catholic although her family was converso. The family immigrated to Mexico when she was a teenager. She converted to Judaism after witnessing several idiosyncratic home rituals (the sweeping of the floor before Shabbat, the cooking of certain recipes before certain dates in the calendar, etc.) typical among Crypto-Jewish families. Aside from being a poet, Muñiz-Huberman is an essayist, novelist, and translator. She has written about almost every aspect of Iberian and Sephardic culture. An example is her poem “Los cabalistas” (The Kabbalists), in which she investigates the passing of knowledge among mystics. “From on high they received the divine voice,” she writes, “the spark that kindles the heart.” In another one of her poems, “El ojo de la creación” (The Eye of Creation), Muñiz-Huberman eloquently reflects on the ways the world keeps repeating itself since time immemorial. There is a force that “labors and tools,” pushing “the hidden river of quiet waters” to persist in its rhythms. That supreme force allows us to see, at every moment, creation being born again. The eye of creation is a useful image to appreciate the role Jewish poets have in naming objects, scenes, and emotions. That, in essence, is what the poets gathered here are after: an eye-witness account of why things are what they are.


There are more than a dozen poets in this collection who explore Sephardic motifs, among them Julia Galimare, Leonor Scliar-Cabral, Juana García Abás, Luis Kleiman, Myriam Moscona, and Ruth Behar. Their quest is to understand the nostalgia for a home from which one’s ancestors were expelled and also to appreciate the hidden forces that shape life in unrecognized ways. Equally significant is the magnetic attraction to mysticism. Aside from Muñiz-Huberman, others such as Jenny Asse Chayo, Aída Gelbtrunk, José Luis Fariñas, Moacir Amâncio, and Isaac Goldemberg delve into this source. Mystical figures like Abraham Abulafia, Isaac Abulafia, and Judah Loew ben Bezalel, the Maharal of Prague, are inspirations through their teachings and writings. Likewise, the ten Sephirot, golems, and concepts like Gilgul, Adam Kadmon, Tzimtzum, Tikkun Olam, and especially the female aspect of the divine known as Shekinah, make recurrent appearances in Jewish Latin American poetry. One of the most popular scholars among Latin American poets is German-Israeli scholar Gershom Scholem, who opened up the field of Kabbalah and Jewish mysticism in the mid-twentieth century through his book Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (1941). A few of these poets are also attracted to Indigenous shamanism and other spiritual leanings in Latin America. Aiming for a syncretic approach in their verses, they juxtapose these two elements, Kabbalistic mysticism and Indigenous shamanism, to generate enthralling results.


It is a common misconception to expect that conversos in general, and converso poets, communicate in Ladino. Other names for this hybrid Jewish language are judezmo and judeo-español. Like Yiddish, which was originally a mix of Hebrew and German, Ladino resulted from the intermingling of Hebrew and Spanish. How many Sephardic Jews used Ladino before the expulsion is unknown. However, we know it was widely used in the Ottoman Empire, which started at the end of the thirteenth century in Anatolia, today Turkey, spread to the Balkans, Greece, Northern Africa, and the Middle East, and crumbled six hundred years later around the First World War. There was an orchestrated effort in the second half of the nineteenth century, orchestrated by intellectuals and educators, to transform Ladino from a language written in Hebrew characters to one using a Romanized alphabet. This was done so that the Sephardic communities in the Ottoman Empire would become modern. As part of this effort, large portions of the Ladino-speaking Jewish communities in the region learned French, the fashionable cultural language at the time, which for many became their de facto means of communication.


There was no Ladino poetry in Latin America in the colonial period; all the poetry written by Sephardic authors is written in Spanish. Ladino would not become a poetic language until Ottoman Jews from Syria, Lebanon, Turkey, and Greece emigrated to the New World to escape poverty under Ottoman rule. They brought this hybrid tongue to Latin America. Several poets have continued the tradition of writing in Ladino. One of my favorites is Myriam Moscona, also from Mexico, whose parents were from Sofia, Bulgaria. Moscona learned Ladino at home, mostly through her grandmother. She wrote an autobiography that focuses on that experience called Tela de sevoya (Onion Cloth). Along with scholar Jacobo Sefamí, she edited the anthology Por mi boka (Through My Mouth). It is significant that her collection of poems Ansina (Thus), fully written in Ladino, comes with a glossary in the book’s end matter, as if Moscona wants no aspect of the poetry to be misunderstood. Like all writers, she personalizes the language, at times also combining words or inventing new ones. It is, of course, her prerogative: poets manufacture their own vocabulary.


Another Latin American poet also passionate about Ladino is Argentina’s Juan Gelman, who, as I mentioned, received the Cervantes Prize, the most prestigious in the Spanish language. In the words of King Juan Carlos when he presented him with the prize, Gelman’s poetry is defined by its “strength, sincerity, and spontaneity.” His poems are confessional but never melodramatic or even solipsistic. Like César Vallejo, Pablo Neruda, Roque Dalton, Claribel Alegría, and other ideologically engaged poets from Latin America, Gelman speaks truth to power. Born in Buenos Aires of Ashkenazi immigrants, Gelman was jailed in the sixties during the Dirty War because of his participation in the seditious paramilitary group Montoneros. In his poems he embraces experimentalism of all kinds. At times he breaks away from standard grammatical structures, while at others he uses strict rhythmical forms. His poetry is of a syntactically fanciful type, accompanied by unconventional Emily Dickinson–like punctuation, and his passion for Ladino belongs to that playful spirit. Gelman taught himself the language to write his book Dibaxu, which was written between 1983 and 1985. The poems in it are spare, almost telegraphic. They are about love, which is an ongoing theme with Gelman, but also about longing for a deeper connection to time.
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