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Y digo que os dispongáis para oír a un auténtico poeta de los que tienen sus sentidos amaestrados en un mundo que no es el nuestro y que poca gente percibe. Un poeta más cerca de la muerte que de la filosofía, más cerca del dolor que de la inteligencia; más cerca de la sangre que de la tinta.

And I tell you that you should open yourselves to hearing an authentic poet, of the kind whose bodily senses were shaped in a world that is not our own and that few people are able to perceive. A poet closer to death than to philosophy, closer to pain than to intelligence, closer to blood than to ink.




—FEDERICO GARCÍA LORCA, 1934
           (Translated by Steven F. White)




INTRODUCTION
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“I have always wanted the hands of people to be seen in poetry,” Pablo Neruda wrote in 1966. Then he added, “I have always preferred a poetry where the fingerprints show. A poetry of loam, where water can sing. A poetry of bread, where everyone may eat.” This intuitive connection to the masses was a feature of his oeuvre from early on in his career, with his groundbreaking Residence on Earth. Not only did it persist throughout his life but the connection actually became more intense, turning him into a biblical prophet of sorts, the voice of the voiceless. It also made him a favorite target of attacks. Gabriel García Márquez once depicted him as “the greatest poet of the twentieth century—in any language.” Conversely, Juan Ramón Jiménez said that Neruda was “a great bad poet.” It is clear that the Chilean knew how to make waves. So much so that when the Swedish Academy granted him the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1971, the official announcement itself was bellicose in tone: This year’s award, it stated, has been given “to a contentious author who is not only debated but for many is also debatable. This debate has been going on for the past forty years, which demonstrates that his contribution is unquestionable.”

The strident debate has at times threatened to simplify Neruda’s contribution. His public persona is legendary. He is, arguably, the ultimate poet engagé, whose words were tools for radical transformation. But there was a private person behind, one watchful of the disturbances of life. He stated in 1935 in a manifesto called “Towards an Impure Poetry”: “It is useful at certain hours of the day and night to look closely at the world of objects at rest: wheels that have crossed long, dusty spaces with their huge vegetal and mineral burdens, bags of coal from the coal bins, barrels, baskets, handles, and hafts in a carpenter’s tool chest. From them flow the contacts of man with the earth, like an object lesson for all troubled lyricists. The used surfaces of things, the wear that hands have given to things, the air, tragic at times, pathetic at others, of such things—all lend a curious attractiveness to reality that we should not underestimate.” The two Nerudas, the outspoken and the private, do not always go together.

His odyssey is extraordinary. From the provincial boy named Neftalí Ricardo Reyes Basoalto, born on July 12, 1904, in the small village of Parral, Chile, to his Nobel Prize speech in Stockholm as the internationally renowned Pablo Neruda, two years prior to his death at the age of sixty-nine, and onward to the coup d’état in Santiago by General Augusto Pinochet that drove the democratically elected president Salvador Allende to his death and contributed to the poet’s own demise of cancer at 10:30 p.m. on September 23, 1973, is a consummate voyage of awakening: to the possibilities of art, to the elasticity of language, to the consciousness of self, and to the responsibility of the intellectual to society and to history. Decades go by and his poetry, a perennial favorite of young and old, always feels as if it were just off the press. Translations of Neruda, in official and pirated editions, abound in dozens of languages, including Uzbek, Latin, and Yiddish. In fact, years ago a Spanish newspaper concluded after a survey that he is “the most frequently translated poet on the globe.”

Almost every significant event of the twentieth century palpitates in Neruda’s poems: the Soviet Revolution; the Spanish Civil War; Nazism and Stalinism; the massacres of World War II perpetuated in the name of volatile utopias, imperialism, and colonialism; the Cold War; the political and economic insolvency of Latin America; Vietnam and the Age of Aquarius; Fidel Castro’s revolution in Cuba; the student upheavals of 1968; and the arrival of Socialism in his native land. His work is at once a chronicle of tumultuous times and the intimate diary of a nomad.

Neruda showed up at the height of the Modernista literary movement in Latin America inspired by Symbolism, in which Rubén Darío and José Martí, among others, sought to purify the Spanish language of the stylistic excesses of the nineteenth century. Neruda’s was a rebellious stand against abstract, evasive poetry in general, with swans and princesses as its leitmotivs. He toyed with Surrealism, too. In the end, he embraced the ode, a classic form with roots in Homer, Pindar, and Horace, as the finest way to sing of common things, but he used innovative strategies to create the down-to-earth effect he sought, as in his odes to the artichoke and to a pair of socks. He declared himself allergic to the “elevated” style practiced in ancient times. It was in the mundane that he found his subject matter, and he wanted to keep his poetry at that level. His strategy is easily summarized in three words: simplicity, honesty, and conviction.

I’m of a generation that came of age with a Neruda who was more about propaganda than about the inner search for truth. In the Mexico of the seventies, he was about not reason but impulse. I first became an avid reader when my fifth-grade teacher introduced her students to the twenty-year-old author of Twenty Love Poems and a Song of Despair. The class memorized several verses entire. At the time, none of us seized upon the eroticism in the volume, particularly its first poem: “Body of Woman.” The epic and the metaphysical poet of later books was not part of the curriculum; he came in successive years, as my own quest evolved. I always read him fragmentarily, nonsequentially, as did my generation: in bits and pieces. There appeared to be a Neruda for all seasons, but what about a Neruda that was the sum of his parts?

This fracture was in part the result of the times. In the eighties and nineties, after Neruda was gone, others—Borges, for instance—held the spotlight. The Argentine, in an interview, disparaged the Chilean, whom he probably met briefly in 1927 in Buenos Aires, for “selective” activism, choosing to endorse a good cause only when his own reputation could not be compromised. Borges portrayed Neruda as a fine poet, then qualified the comment in cumbersome fashion: “I don’t admire him as a man.” Borges, of course, was allergic to the types of enthusiasms his target was famous for. As Volodia Teitelboim, Neruda’s friend and most visible biographer, argued, Neruda in turn believed his colleague to be too “preoccupied with cultural problems, which didn’t attract [him] because, in his opinion, they were not human (or at least, let us say it, not as human) … The exegetes, the explainers, the entomologists of literature, and the enigmas of knowledge,” in the Chilean’s view, “were “all vast and complex speculations, not without emptiness.” Octavio Paz, the other canonical poet of the region, once described Neruda as “a servant of fascism.”

It isn’t at all surprising, therefore, that while these contemporaries reigned—Borges was Neruda’s elder by five years and Paz his junior by a decade—other muses were invoked. These were conservative years, marked by a clear distaste for the marriage of activism and literature. Nothing is static in our universe, though: the stage is always the same, but the actors and set designs change. The new becomes old, and the old is in time reconsidered—reinvented, even. Today the fanciful guerrilla fighters of the sixties have been replaced by the logos of Microsoft and Nike. Portfolio-carrying executives believe that the revolution is possible within the transnational corporation, not from without. Images of “Che” Guevara, Subcomandante Marcos—and, yes, Pablo Neruda—are ubiquitous on T-shirts and coffee mugs.

The Chilean, it strikes me, is ready for a reappraisal. Or better, the time is ripe finally to appreciate him in full. The quality that has made him a classic is the sheer abundance of his talent. He works from the bottom up. He resists and insists, always striving for the epiphany that will satisfy his curiosity. “Poetry is song and fertility,” he once wrote. It “emerged from its secret womb and flows, fertilizing and singing. It kindles with its swelling waters, it works at milling flour, tanning hides, cutting wood, giving light to cities. It is useful, and awakens to find banners along its banks: festivals are celebrated beside the singing water.” No wonder Neruda’s ghost is, always and inevitably, at one’s side. It takes his several dozen collections—let alone the only novel he wrote, along with his plays, autobiography, and volumes of prose—to realize that he used words to map out his people, from the local to the continental, from the one to the many, from the past to the future. Residence on Earth and Canto General alone are superb explorations that delve admirably into the condition of Latin America. In them, the critic Fernando Alegría once said, Neruda expressed, as nobody before, the anguish, terror, and superstition, the sense of guilt imposed on the region by foreign religions and the broken tradition of the Indian ancestors, the loneliness in the midst of a strange, misunderstood civilization, the consternation before Nature that crushes with its untamed jungles, oceans, and mountains, the decadence that comes from exploitation, malnutrition, alcoholism, poverty, and disease.

A sum of Nerudas, a Neruda in full view: the initial attempt at a comprehensive evaluation, in the form of the Complete Works, was published in Spanish when the poet was fifty-three, by Losada in Buenos Aires, under the authoritative editorship of Hernán Loyola. An updated second attempt appeared in Barcelona in 1999, under the aegis of Galaxia Gutenberg/Círculo de Lectores. Other cultures have fallen prey to the fragmentation I’ve talked about—among them, the United States. For a variety of reasons, Neruda’s relationship to los Estados Unidos was marked by ambivalence: He was attracted to its citizenry but furious with its government. Thus goes a famous set of lines in the poem “I Wish the Woodcutter Would Wake Up”: “What we love is your peace, not your mask. / Your warrior’s face is not handsome.”

This relationship was shaped, obviously, by geographical proximity, and also by the sense that the land of Neruda’s idol, Walt Whitman, is and is not part of the Americas. Indeed, the United States isn’t part of the panoramic landscape in Canto General. It appears as an invader in the book, in poems such as “Standard Oil Co.” And later on in his poetry, it is the aggressor in Vietnam and the oppressor in the drama Splendor and Death of Joaquín Murieta, based on the mythical border outlaw often seen as Chicano but whom Neruda portrayed as Chilean. And yet, it is not an exaggeration to say that nowhere outside his home has the poet been more influential than north of the Rio Grande.

My objective in The Poetry of Pablo Neruda is to offer the reader an image of Neruda’s entire poetic arc. In his mature years he was slow-moving. This was a mirage, though, for his life is nothing but a peripatetic journey: from Parral he moved to Santiago, and from there to places in the Far East, such as Singapore and Batavia; he visited almost every nation in the Americas, as well as in Europe and the Soviet bloc. This hyperkinesis left a fecund legacy: the updated edition of 1973 of his Complete Works totals 3,522 pages; in the five-volume one of 1999, the first three tomes, in which his poetry is contained in toto, have 1,279, 1,453, and 1,067 pages respectively. Obviously, it would take several books the size of this one to present his whole oeuvre.

In search of the Neruda that is a sum of his parts, I have taken a more modest route: I have selected approximately 600 poems, ordering them chronologically by the original date of completion of the collections where they sit in Spanish. The dates are listed in the table of contents. For those interested in the specific years and bibliographic details of individual collections, information is provided in the notes. Only the youthful collections El hondero entusiasta (The Ardent Slingsman, 1923–1924) and Tentativa del hombre infinito (Venture of the Infinite Man, 1926), as well as the unconvincing middle-age volume Las uvas y el viento (The Grapes and the Wind, 1950–1953)—are not represented; I have also left out all the uncollected poems. Of the nearly three dozen collections that make up the contents, I have offered a larger harvest from the most significant ones, such as Residence on Earth and Canto General earlier on, and Fully Empowered and Isla Negra, written in the poet’s late fifties.

These criteria guided my editorial choices: diversity, representation, and translatability. I have sought to offer the reader a sense of Neruda’s abundance and inquisitiveness and the search for epiphanies in every period of his career. I have also gone in pursuit of sharp, elegant translations, trustworthy at least, if not perfect. Obviously, it is difficult, though not always impossible, to find the entirely satisfying version—the “perfect” example of transposition from one language to another. In Neruda’s case, this difficulty is exacerbated by the fact that the poet’s output is clearly uneven. The first book-length rendition of his poetry in English was by Angel Flores, privately printed in 1944 and expanded two years later. It included portions of Residence on Earth and Spain in the Heart. Since then I’ve counted over a hundred translators who have done two or more poems, released in periodicals, anthologies, and separate volumes.

The Chilean himself encouraged this multiplicity: he allowed various translators to work over the same poem, at times even concurrently. As is to be expected, the quality isn’t uniform. Furthermore, the field of Neruda’s translators is a particularly belligerent, acrimonious one. Since the late sixties, the debate on what constitutes a fine translation has been strident. Michael Wood said in 1974 that “only Robert Bly and Anthony Kerrigan make Neruda sound in English as if he might be a good poet in Spanish.” The previous year Bly himself attacked Donald D. Walsh as “a poor translator” because “he doesn’t feel emotional intensity.” Walsh responded by describing Bly’s attack as “slashing and slandering,” then pointed out various errors made by Bly. The debate brings forth the question: Can a translation be truly error-free? Alastair Reid, arguably one of the best of Neruda’s translators, said years ago that translation has a mysterious alchemy. “Some poems survive it to become poems in another language,” he argued, “but others refuse to live in any language but their own, in which case the translator can manage no more than a reproduction, an effigy, of the original.” To this I would add that the right measure of freedom is the result of sheer intuition: too much is disruptive, too little is confining. In between the two is the deceitful, ungraspable ideal of perfection.

For The Poetry of Pablo Neruda I threw as wide a net as possible in the hunt for available material. Many renditions in the volume I adore without reservations; others I have reservations about. No doubt I would have the same reaction if any one translator, or I myself, had, in a Quixotic reverie, embarked on the entire enormous project alone. For better or worse, my own taste and judgment served me as a compass. I commissioned new work. Where possible, I also revisited some established renditions with the translators. Thirty-six writers, young and old, lent their ability. Their names appear at the end of each poem they reinvented into Shakespeare’s tongue.

A fully bilingual edition was unfortunately beyond reach. To compensate partially for this limitation, I have seeded the book with examples of Neruda’s original poems throughout. And since here and elsewhere I have emphasized the magic of translation, on half a dozen occasions more than one version is offered. The purpose is purely comparative: in the case of “Ode to Federico García Lorca,” for instance, the reader has available a couple of English-language interpretations next to the Spanish source.

The last section is called “Homage: Fourteen Other Ways of Looking at Pablo Neruda.” To shape it, I invited a number of leading poets in the English-speaking world to return to the master. The invitation was delineated in clear and open fashion: find one or more favorite poems, then bring them afresh into English. I have also included here a few previously published translations by other poets, such as those by Miguel Algarín in Song of Protest, and Robert Bly and James Wright in Neruda and Vallejo: Selected Poems.

Finally, an explanation about my role as editor. This is not, nor does it intend to be, a critical edition of Neruda’s complete poetry. In the back of the book I offer a list of available translations, biographies, musical and cinematic adaptations, significant critical sources, translations done by the poet himself, and a succinct description of each of the poet’s books represented, often accompanied by a quotation that provides context. I have also included explanations for some recurring references. I have deliberately sought to keep my intervention to a minimum. My goal isn’t to force a particular doctrine on the reader, nor has it been to censor one Neruda in favor of another. It is no secret that his work is unbalanced. How could it be otherwise given his astonishing output? The lyrical poet at times clashes with the pamphleteer. Fortunately, the incisive, humane Neruda eclipses his counterpart.

Not too long ago, a friend of mine, finding that I had been faithfully making my way through the Chilean’s legacy, asked me: “Ay … He condemned Hitler but embraced Stalin, didn’t he? And didn’t he embrace Fidel Castro, only to be betrayed by the Cuban leader and his people later on, as a result of a speech Neruda delivered at the P.E.N. Club in New York?” These are important questions. Everybody is responsible for choices made in life. Subsequent generations shall judge us under a different light, one none of us is able to predict. How would Neruda have reacted to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the ruins of Marxism? My instinct is that, at the core, his nonreligious messianism—his belief in basic fairness—would have remained intact.

Pablo Neruda en persona: vulnerable, sentimental, antagonistic, mellifluous, right and wrong … “If the poetry I’ve written has any virtue,” he told an interviewer shortly before his death, “it is only as an organism.” Organic is the key term. There is an intrinsic self-reflective dialogue at the heart of the poet’s legacy: as the world around him rotates, he rotates too; his verses react to external changes by explaining how those changes affect him and his poetry. He puts it inspiringly in “Ars Poetica”:


… the truth is that suddenly the wind that lashes my chest,

the nights of infinite substance fallen in my bedroom,

the noise of a day that burns with sacrifice,

ask me mournfully what prophecy there is in me,

and there is a swarm of objects that call without being answered,

and a ceaseless movement, and a bewildered man.

—ILAN STAVANS
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FAREWELL AND SOBS
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LOVE

Woman, I would have been your child, to drink

the milk of your breasts as from a well,

to see and feel you at my side and have you

in your gold laughter and your crystal voice.

To feel you in my veins like God in the rivers

and adore you in the sorrowful bones of dust and lime,

to watch you passing painlessly by

to emerge in the stanza—cleansed of all evil.

How I would love you, woman, how I would

love you, love you as no one ever did!

Die and still

love you more.

And still

love you more

and more.

ILAN STAVANS


MARURI’S TWILIGHTS
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IF GOD IS IN MY VERSE

Dog of mine,

if God is in my verse,

I am God.

If God is in your distressed eyes,

you are God.

No one exists in this immense world of ours

that might kneel before us two!

ILAN STAVANS

MY SOUL

My soul is an empty carousel at sunset.

ILAN STAVANS
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TWENTY LOVE POEMS
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I

Body of woman, white hills, white thighs,

you look like the world in your posture of surrender.

My savage peasant body digs through you

and makes the son leap from the depth of the earth.

I went alone as a tunnel. Birds fled from me,

and night invaded me with her powerful force.

To survive myself I forged you like a weapon,

like an arrow in my bow, like a stone in my sling.

But the hour of vengeance falls, and I love you.

Body of skin, of moss, of avid, steady milk.

Ah the goblets of the breasts! Ah the eyes of absence!

Ah the roses of the pubis! Ah your voice slow and sad!

Body of my woman, I will persist in your grace.

My thirst, my boundless yearning, my indecisive path!

Dark riverbeds where eternal thirst follows,

and fatigue follows, and infinite sorrow.

MARK EISNER

II

The light wraps you in its mortal flame.

Abstracted pale mourner, standing that way

against the old propellers of the twilight

that revolves around you.

Speechless, my friend,

alone in the loneliness of this hour of the dead

and filled with the lives of fire,

pure heir of the ruined day.

A bough of fruit falls from the sun on your dark garment.

The great roots of night

grow suddenly from your soul,

and the things that hide in you come out again

so that a blue and pallid people,

your newly born, takes nourishment.

Oh magnificent and fecund and magnetic slave

of the circle that moves in turn through black and gold:

rise, lead, and possess a creation

so rich in life that its flowers perish

and it is full of sadness.

W. S. MERWIN

IX

Drunk with pines and long kisses,

like summer I steer the fast sail of the roses,

bent towards the death of the thin day,

stuck into my solid marine madness.

Pale and lashed to my ravenous water,

I cruise in the sour smell of the naked climate,

still dressed in gray and bitter sounds

and a sad crest of abandoned spray.

Hardened by passions, I go mounted on my one wave,

lunar, solar, burning and cold, all at once,

becalmed in the throat of the fortunate isles

that are white and sweet as cool hips.

In the moist night my garment of kisses trembles

charged to insanity with electric currents,

heroically divided into dreams

and intoxicating roses practicing on me.

Upstream, in the midst of the outer waves,

your parallel body yields to my arms

like a fish infinitely fastened to my soul,

quick and slow, in the energy under the sky.

W. S. MERWIN

X

Hemos perdido aun este crepúsculo.

Nadie nos vio esta tarde con las manos unidas

mientras la noche azul caía sobre el mundo.

He visto desde mi ventana

la fiesta del poniente en los cerros lejanos.

A veces como una moneda

se encendía un pedazo de sol entre mis manos.

Yo te recordaba con el alma apretada

de esa tristeza que tú me conoces.

Entonces, dónde estabas?

Entre qué gentes?

Diciendo qué palabras?

Por qué se me vendrá todo el amor de golpe

cuando me siento triste, y te siento lejana?

Cayó el libro que siempre se toma en el crepúsculo,

y como un perro herido rodó a mis pies mi capa.

Siempre, siempre te alejas en las tardes

hacia donde el crepúsculo corre borrando estatuas.

X

We have lost even this twilight.

No one saw us this evening hand in hand

while the blue night dropped on the world.

I have seen from my window

the fiesta of sunset in the distant mountaintops.

Sometimes a piece of sun

burned like a coin between my hands.

I remembered you with my soul clenched

in that sadness of mine that you know.

Where were you then?

Who else was there?

Saying what?

Why will the whole of love come on me suddenly

when I am sad and feel you are far away?

The book fell that is always turned to at twilight

and my cape rolled like a hurt dog at my feet.

Always, always you recede through the evenings

towards where the twilight goes erasing statues.

W. S. MERWIN

XII

Your breast is enough for my heart,

and my wings for your freedom.

What was sleeping above your soul will rise

out of my mouth to heaven.

In you is the illusion of each day.

You arrive like the dew to the cupped flowers.

You undermine the horizon with your absence.

Eternally in flight like the wave.

I have said that you sang in the wind

like the pines and like the masts.

Like them you are tall and taciturn,

and you are sad, all at once, like a voyage.

You gather things to you like an old road.

You are peopled with echoes and nostalgic voices.

I awoke and at times birds fled and migrated

that had been sleeping in your soul.

W. S. MERWIN

XIII

I have gone marking the atlas of your body

with crosses of fire.

My mouth went across: a spider, trying to hide.

In you, behind you, timid, driven by thirst.

Stories to tell you on the shore of evening,

sad and gentle doll, so that you should not be sad.

A swan, a tree, something far away and happy.

The season of grapes, the ripe and fruitful season.

I who lived in a harbor from which I loved you.

The solitude crossed with dream and with silence.

Penned up between the sea and sadness.

Soundless, delirious, between two motionless gondoliers.

Between the lips and the voice something goes dying.

Something with the wings of a bird, something of anguish and oblivion.

The way nets cannot hold water.

My toy doll, only a few drops are left trembling.

Even so, something sings in these fugitive words.

Something sings, something climbs to my ravenous mouth.

Oh to be able to celebrate you with all the words of joy.

Sing, burn, flee, like a belfry at the hands of a madman.

My sad tenderness, what comes over you all at once?

When I have reached the most awesome and the coldest summit

my heart closes like a nocturnal flower.

W. S. MERWIN

XIV

Every day you play with the light of the universe.

Subtle visitor, you arrive in the flower and the water.

You are more than this white head that I hold tightly

as a cluster of fruit, every day, between my hands.

You are like nobody since I love you.

Let me spread you out among yellow garlands.

Who writes your name in letters of smoke among the stars of the south?

Oh let me remember you as you were before you existed.

Suddenly the wind howls and bangs at my shut window.

The sky is a net crammed with shadowy fish.

Here all the winds let go sooner or later, all of them.

The rain takes off her clothes.

The birds go by, fleeing.

The wind. The wind.

I can contend only against the power of men.

The storm whirls dark leaves

and turns loose all the boats that were moored last night to the sky.

You are here. Oh, you do not run away.

You will answer me to the last cry.

Cling to me as though you were frightened.

Even so, at one time a strange shadow ran through your eyes.

Now, now too, little one, you bring me honeysuckle,

and even your breasts smell of it.

While the sad wind goes slaughtering butterflies

I love you, and my happiness bites the plum of your mouth.

How you must have suffered getting accustomed to me,

my savage, solitary soul, my name that sends them all running.

So many times we have seen the morning star burn, kissing our eyes,

and over our heads the gray light unwinds in turning fans.

My words rained over you, stroking you.

A long time I have loved the sunned mother-of-pearl of your body.

I go so far as to think that you own the universe.

I will bring you happy flowers from the mountains, bluebells,

dark hazels, and rustic baskets of kisses.

I want

to do with you what spring does with the cherry trees.

W. S. MERWIN

XV

Me gustas cuando callas porque estás como ausente,

y me oyes desde lejos, y mi voz no te toca.

Parece que los ojos se te hubieran volado

y parece que un beso te cerrara la boca.

Como todas las cosas están llenas de mi alma

emerges de las cosas, llena del alma mía.

Mariposa de sueño, te pareces a mi alma,

y te pareces a la palabra melancolía.

Me gustas cuando callas y estás como distante.

Y estás como quejándote, mariposa en arrullo.

Y me oyes desde lejos, y mi voz no te alcanza:

déjame que me calle con el silencio tuyo.

Déjame que te hable también con tu silencio

claro como una lámpara, simple como un anillo.

Eres como la noche, callada y constelada.

Tu silencio es de estrella, tan lejano y sencillo.

Me gustas cuando callas porque estás como ausente.

Distante y dolorosa como si hubieras muerto.

Una palabra entonces, una sonrisa bastan.

Y estoy alegre, alegre de que no sea cierto.

XV

I like for you to be still: it is as though you were absent,

and you hear me from far away and my voice does not touch you.

It seems as though your eyes had flown away

and it seems that a kiss had sealed your mouth.

As all things are filled with my soul

you emerge from the things, filled with my soul.

You are like my soul, a butterfly of dream,

and you are like the word Melancholy.

I like for you to be still, and you seem far away.

It sounds as though you were lamenting, a butterfly cooing like a dove.

And you hear me from far away, and my voice does not reach you:

Let me come to be still in your silence.

And let me talk to you with your silence

that is bright as a lamp, simple as a ring.

You are like the night, with its stillness and constellations.

Your silence is that of a star, as remote and candid.

I like for you to be still: it is as though you were absent,

distant and full of sorrow as though you had died.

One word then, one smile, is enough.

And I am happy, happy that it’s not true.

W. S. MERWIN

XVII

Thinking, tangling shadows in the deep solitude.

You are far away too, oh farther than anyone.

Thinking, freeing birds, dissolving images,

burying lamps.

Belfry of fogs, how far away, up there!

Stifling laments, milling shadowy hopes,

taciturn miller,

night falls on you face downward, far from the city.

Your presence is foreign, as strange to me as a thing.

I think, I explore great tracts of my life before you.

My life before anyone, my harsh life.

The shout facing the sea, among the rocks,

running free, mad, in the sea-spray.

The sad rage, the shout, the solitude of the sea.

Headlong, violent, stretched towards the sky.

You, woman, what were you there, what ray, what vane

of that immense fan? You were as far as you are now.

Fire in the forest! Burn in blue crosses.

Burn, burn, flame up, sparkle in trees of light.

It collapses, crackling. Fire. Fire.

And my soul dances, seared with curls of fire.

Who calls? What silence peopled with echoes?

Hour of nostalgia, hour of happiness, hour of solitude,

hour that is mine from among them all!

Hunting horn through which the wind passes singing.

Such a passion of weeping tied to my body.

Shaking of all the roots,

attack of all the waves!

My soul wandered, happy, sad, unending.

Thinking, burying lamps in the deep solitude.

Who are you, who are you?

W. S. MERWIN

XVIII

Here I love you.

In the dark pines the wind disentangles itself.

The moon glows like phosphorus on the vagrant waters.

Days, all one kind, go chasing each other.

The snow unfurls in dancing figures.

A silver gull slips down from the west.

Sometimes a sail. High, high stars.

Oh the black cross of a ship.

Alone.

Sometimes I get up early and even my soul is wet.

Far away the sea sounds and resounds.

This is a port.

Here I love you.

Here I love you and the horizon hides you in vain.

I love you still among these cold things.

Sometimes my kisses go on those heavy vessels

that cross the sea towards no arrival.

I see myself forgotten like those old anchors.

The piers sadden when the afternoon moors there.

My life grows tired, hungry to no purpose.

I love what I do not have. You are so far.

My loathing wrestles with the slow twilights.

But night comes and starts to sing to me.

The moon turns its clockwork dream.

The biggest stars look at me with your eyes.

And as I love you, the pines in the wind

want to sing your name with their leaves of wire.

W. S. MERWIN

XX

Tonight I can write the saddest lines.

Write, for example, “The night is starry

and the stars are blue and shiver in the distance.”

The night wind revolves in the sky and sings.

Tonight I can write the saddest lines.

I loved her, and sometimes she loved me too.

Through nights like this one I held her in my arms.

I kissed her again and again under the endless sky.

She loved me, sometimes I loved her too.

How could one not have loved her great still eyes.

Tonight I can write the saddest lines.

To think that I do not have her. To feel that I have lost her.

To hear the immense night, still more immense without her.

And the verse falls to the soul like dew to the pasture.

What does it matter that my love could not keep her.

The night is starry and she is not with me.

This is all. In the distance someone is singing. In the distance.

My soul is not satisfied that it has lost her.

My sight tries to find her as though to bring her closer.

My heart looks for her, and she is not with me.

The same night whitening the same trees.

We, of that time, are no longer the same.

I no longer love her, that’s certain, but how I loved her.

My voice tried to find the wind to touch her hearing.

Another’s. She will be another’s. As she was before my kisses.

Her voice, her bright body. Her infinite eyes.

I no longer love her, that’s certain, but maybe I love her.

Love is so short, forgetting is so long.

Because through nights like this one I held her in my arms

my soul is not satisfied that it has lost her.

Though this be the last pain that she makes me suffer

and these the last verses that I write for her.

W. S. MERWIN


LA CANCIÓN DESESPERADA
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Emerge tu recuerdo de la noche en que estoy.

El río anuda al mar su lamento obstinado.

Abandonado como los muelles en el alba.

Es la hora de partir, oh abandonado!

Sobre mi corazón llueven frías corolas.

Oh sentina de escombros, feroz cueva de náufragos!

En ti se acumularon las guerras y los vuelos.

De ti alzaron las alas los pájaros del canto.

Todo te lo tragaste, como la lejanía.

Como el mar, como el tiempo. Todo en ti fue naufragio!

Era la alegre hora del asalto y el beso.

La hora del estupor que ardía como un faro.

Ansiedad de piloto, furia de buzo ciego,

turbia embriaguez de amor, todo en ti fue naufragio!

En la infancia de niebla mi alma alada y herida.

Descubridor perdido, todo en ti fue naufragio!

Te ceñiste al dolor, te agarraste al deseo.

Te tumbó la tristeza, todo en ti fue naufragio!

Hice retroceder la muralla de sombra,

anduve más allá del deseo y del acto.

Oh carne, carne mía, mujer que amé y perdí,

a ti en esta hora húmeda, evoco y hago canto.

Como un vaso albergaste la infinita ternura,

y el infinito olvido te trizó como a un vaso.

Era la negra, negra soledad de las islas,

y allí, mujer de amor, me acogieron tus brazos.

Era la sed y el hambre, y tú fuiste la fruta.

Era el duelo y las ruinas, y tú fuiste el milagro.

Ah mujer, no sé cómo pudiste contenerme

en la tierra de tu alma, y en la cruz de tus brazos!

Mi deseo de ti fue el más terrible y corto,

el más revuelto y ebrio, el más tirante y ávido.

Cementerio de besos, aún hay fuego en tus tumbas,

aún los racimos arden picoteados de pájaros.

Oh la boca mordida, oh los besados miembros,

oh los hambrientos dientes, oh los cuerpos trenzados.

Oh la cópula loca de esperanza y esfuerzo

en que nos anudamos y nos desesperamos.

Y la ternura, leve como el agua y la harina.

Y la palabra apenas comenzada en los labios.

Ése fue mi destino y en él viajó mi anhelo,

y en él cayó mi anhelo, todo en ti fue naufragio!

Oh sentina de escombros, en ti todo caía,

qué dolor no exprimiste, qué olas no te ahogaron.

De tumbo en tumbo aún llameaste y cantaste

de pie como un marino en la proa de un barco.

Aún floreciste en cantos, aún rompiste en corrientes.

Oh sentina de escombros, pozo abierto y amargo.

Pálido buzo ciego, desventurado hondero,

descubridor perdido, todo en ti fue naufragio!

Es la hora de partir, la dura y fría hora

que la noche sujeta a todo horario.

El cinturón ruidoso del mar ciñe la costa.

Surgen frías estrellas, emigran negros pájaros.

Abandonado como los muelles en el alba.

Sólo la sombra trémula se retuerce en mis manos.

Ah más allá de todo. Ah más allá de todo.

Es la hora de partir. Oh abandonado!


THE SONG OF DESPAIR

[image: image]

The memory of you emerges from the night around me.

The river mingles its stubborn lament with the sea.

Deserted like the wharves at dawn.

It is the hour of departure, oh deserted one!

Cold flower heads are raining over my heart.

Oh pit of debris, fierce cave of the shipwrecked.

In you the wars and the flights accumulated.

From you the wings of the songbirds rose.

You swallowed everything, like distance.

Like the sea, like time. In you everything sank!

It was the happy hour of assault and the kiss.

The hour of the spell that blazed like a lighthouse.

Pilot’s dread, fury of a blind diver,

turbulent drunkenness of love, in you everything sank!

In the childhood of mist my soul, winged and wounded.

Lost discoverer, in you everything sank!

You girdled sorrow, you clung to desire,

sadness stunned you, in you everything sank!

I made the wall of shadow draw back,

beyond desire and act, I walked on.

Oh flesh, my own flesh, woman whom I loved and lost,

I summon you in the moist hour, I raise my song to you.

Like a jar you housed the infinite tenderness,

and the infinite oblivion shattered you like a jar.

There was the black solitude of the islands,

and there, woman of love, your arms took me in.

There were thirst and hunger, and you were the fruit.

There were grief and the ruins, and you were the miracle.

Ah woman, I do not know how you could contain me

in the earth of your soul, in the cross of your arms!

How terrible and brief was my desire of you!

How difficult and drunken, how tensed and avid.

Cemetery of kisses, there is still fire in your tombs,

still the fruited boughs burn, pecked at by birds.

Oh the bitten mouth, oh the kissed limbs,

oh the hungering teeth, oh the entwined bodies.

Oh the mad coupling of hope and force

in which we merged and despaired.

And the tenderness, light as water and as flour.

And the word scarcely begun on the lips.

This was my destiny and in it was the voyage of my longing,

and in it my longing fell, in you everything sank!

Oh pit of debris, everything fell into you,

what sorrow did you not express, in what sorrow are you not drowned!

From billow to billow you still called and sang.

Standing like a sailor in the prow of a vessel.

You still flowered in songs, you still broke in currents.

Oh pit of debris, open and bitter well.

Pale blind diver, luckless slinger,

lost discoverer, in you everything sank!

It is the hour of departure, the hard cold hour

which the night fastens to all the timetables.

The rustling belt of the sea girdles the shore.

Cold stars heave up, black birds migrate.

Deserted like the wharves at dawn.

Only the tremulous shadow twists in my hands.

Oh farther than everything. Oh farther than everything.

It is the hour of departure. Oh abandoned one.

W. S. MERWIN
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RESIDENCE I
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I

DEAD GALLOP

Like ashes, like oceans swarming,

in the sunken slowness, formlessness,

or like high on the road hearing

bellstrokes cross by crosswise,

holding that sound just free of the metal,

blurred, bearing down, reducing to dust

in the selfsame mill of forms far out of reach,

whether remembered or never seen,

and the aroma of plums rolling to earth

that rot in time, endlessly green.

All of it so quick, so livening,

immobile though, like a pulley idling on itself,

those wheels that motors have, in short.

Existing like dry stitches in the seams of trees,

silenced, encircling, in such a way,

all the planets splicing their tails.

Then from where, which way, on what shore?

The ceaseless whirl, uncertain, so still,

like lilacs around a convent,

or death when it gets to the tongue of an ox

who stumbles down unguarded, horns wanting to sound.

That’s why, in what’s immobile, pausing, to perceive

then, like great wingbeats, overhead,

like dead bees or numbers,

oh all that my spent heart can’t embrace,

in crowds, in half-shed tears

and human toiling, turbulence,

black actions suddenly disclosed

like ice, immense disorder,

oceanwide, for me who goes in singing

with a sword among defenseless men.

Well then what is it made of—that spurt of doves

between night and time, like a damp ravine?

That sound so drawn out now

that drops down lining the roads with stones,

or better, when just one hour

buds up suddenly, extending endlessly.

Within the ring of summer,

once, the enormous calabashes listen,

stretching their poignant stems—

of that, of that which urging forth,

of what’s full, dark with heavy drops.

JOHN FELSTINER

ALLIANCE (SONATA)

Of dusty glances fallen to the ground

or of soundless leaves burying themselves.

Of metals without light, with the emptiness,

with the absence of the suddenly dead day.

At the tip of the hands the dazzlement of butterflies,

the upflight of butterflies whose light has no end.

You kept the trail of light, of broken beings

that the abandoned sun, sinking, casts at the churches.

Stained with glances, dealing with bees,

your substance fleeing from unexpected flame

precedes and follows the day and its family of gold.

The spying days cross in secret

but they fall within your voice of light.

Oh mistress of love, in your rest

I established my dream, my silent attitude.

With your body of timid number, suddenly extended

to the quantities that define the earth,

behind the struggle of the days white with space

and cold with slow deaths and withered stimuli,

I feel your lap burn and your kisses travel

shaping fresh swallows in my sleep.

At times the destiny of your tears ascends

like age to my forehead, there

the waves are crashing, smashing themselves to death:

their movement is moist, drifting, ultimate.

DONALD D.WALSH

THE DAWN’S DEBILITY

The day of the luckless, the pale day peers out

with a chill and piercing smell, with its forces gray,

without rattles, the dawn oozing everywhere;

it is a shipwreck in a void, with a surrounding of tears.

Because the moist, silent shadow departed from so many places,

from so many vain cavilings, so many earthly places

where it must have occupied even the design of the roots,

from so many sharp and self-defending shapes.

I weep amid invasion, among confusion,

among the swelling taste, lending an ear

to the pure circulation, to the increase,

making pathless way for what arrives,

what comes forth dressed in chains and carnations,

I dream, enduring my mortal remains.

There is nothing precipitous, or gay, or proud in form,

everything appears, taking shape with obvious poverty,

the light of the earth comes from its eyelids

not like the stroke of a bell but rather like tears:

the texture of the day, its feeble canvas,

serves as a bandage for the patients, serves to make signs

in a farewell, behind the absence:

it is the color that wants only to replace,

to cover, swallow, conquer, make distances.

I am alone among rickety substances,

the rain falls upon me and it seems like me,

like me with its madness, alone in the dead world,

rejected as it falls, and without persistent shape.

DONALD D.WALSH

UNITY

There is something dense, united, seated in the depths,

repeating its number, its identical sign.

How clear it is that the stones have touched time,

in their fine substance there is a smell of age

and the water that the sea brings from salt and sleep.

I am surrounded by just one thing, a single movement:

the weight of the mineral, the light of the honey,

they stick to the sound of the word night:

the shade of wheat, of ivory, of tears,

things of leather, of wood, of wool,

aged, faded, uniform things

gather around me like walls.

I work silently, wheeling over myself,

like the crow over death, the crow in mourning.

I think, isolated in the expanse of the seasons,

central, surrounded by silent geography:

a partial temperature falls from the sky,

an ultimate empire of confused unities

gathers surrounding me.

DONALD D. WALSH

JOACHIM’S ABSENCE

From now, like a departure noticed from afar,

in funeral stations of smoke or solitary seawalls,

from now I see him plunging to his death,

and behind him I feel the days of time close in.

From now, brusquely, I feel him leave,

plunging into the waters, into certain waters, into a certain ocean,

and then, as he strikes, drops rise, and I hear

a sound, a persistent, deep sound come forth,

a huge wave, whipped by his weight,

and from somewhere, from somewhere, I feel these waters leaping and splashing,

these waters splash upon me, and they have acid lives.

His habit of dreams and measureless nights,

his disobedient soul, his prepared pallor

sleep with him at last, and he sleeps,

because his passion collapses into the sea of the dead,

violently sinking, coldly coalescing.

DONALD D. WALSH

FANTASMA

Cómo surges de antaño, llegando,

ecandilada, pálida estudiante,

a cuya voz aún piden consuelo

los meses dilatados y fijos.

Sus ojos luchaban como remeros

en el infinito muerto

con esperanza de sueño y materia

de seres saliendo del mar.

Del la lejanía en donde

el olor de la tierra es otro

y lo vespertino llega llorando

en forma de oscuras amapolas.

En la altura de los días inmóviles

el insensible joven diurno

en tu rayo de luz se dormía

afirmado como en una espada.

Mientras tanto crece a la sombra

del largo transcuro en olvido

la flor de la soledad, húmeda, extensa,

como la tierra en un largo invierno.

PHANTOM

How you rise up from yesteryear, arriving,

dazzled, pale student,

at whose voice the dilated and fixed months

still beg for consolation.

Their eyes struggled like rowers

in the dead infinity

with hope of sleep and substance

of beings emerging from the sea.

From the distance where

the smell of the earth is different

and the twilight comes weeping

in the shape of dark poppies.

At the height of motionless days

the insensible diurnal youth

was falling asleep in your ray of light

as if fixed upon a sword.

Meanwhile there grows in the shadow

of the long passage through oblivion

the flower of solitude, moist, extensive,

like the earth in a long winter.

DONALD D.WALSH

SLOW LAMENT

Into the night of the heart

your name drops slowly

and moves in silence and falls

and breaks and spreads its water.

Something wishes for its slight harm

and its infinite and short esteem,

like the step of a lost one

suddenly heard.

Suddenly, suddenly listened to

and spread in the heart

with sad insistence and increase

like a cold autumnal dream.

The thick wheel of the earth,

its tire moist with oblivion,

spins, cutting time

into inaccessible halves.

Its hard goblets cover your heart

spilt upon the cold earth

with its poor blue sparks

flying in the voice of the rain.

DONALD D.WALSH

WE TOGETHER

How pure you are by sunlight or by fallen night,

how triumphal and boundless your orbit of white,

and your bosom of bread, high in climate,

your crown of black trees, beloved,

and your lone-animal nose, nose of a wild sheep

that smells of shadow and of precipitous, tyrannical flight.

Now, what splendid weapons my hands,

how worthy their blade of bone and their lily nails,

and the placing of my face and the rental of my soul

are situated in the center of earthly force.

How pure my gaze of nocturnal influence,

a fall of dark eyes and ferocious urge,

my symmetrical statue with twin legs

mounts toward moist stars each morning,

and my exiled mouth bites the flesh and the grape,

my manly arms, my tattooed chest

on which the hair takes root like a tin wing,

my white face made for the sun’s depth,

my hair made of rituals, of black minerals,

my forehead, penetrating as a blow or a road,

my skin of a grownup son, destined for the plow,

my eyes of avid salt, of rapid marriage,

my tongue soft friend of dike and ship,

my teeth like a white clockface, of systematic equity,

the skin that makes in front of me an icy emptiness

and in back of me revolves, and flies in my eyelids,

and folds back upon my deepest stimulus,

and grows toward the roses in my fingers,

in my chin of bone and in my feet of richness.

And you, like a month of star, like a fixed kiss,

like a structure of wing, or the beginning of autumn,

girl, my advocate, my amorous one,

light makes its bed beneath your big eyelids,

golden as oxen, and the round dove

often makes her white nests in you.

Made of wave in ingots and white pincers,

your furious apple health stretches without limit,

the trembling cask in which your stomach listens,

your hands daughters of wheat and sky.

How like you are to the longest kiss,

its fixed shock seems to nourish you,

and its thrust of live coals, of fluttering flag,

goes throbbing in your domains and mounting trembling,

and then your head slenders into hairs,

and its warlike form, its dry circle,

collapses suddenly into lineal strings

like swords’ edges or inheritance of smoke.

DONALD D. WALSH

TYRANNY

Oh heartless lady, daughter of the sky,

help me in this solitary hour

with your direct armed indifference

and your cold sense of oblivion.

A time complete as an ocean,

a wound confused as a new being

encompass the stubborn root of my soul

biting the center of my security.

What a heavy throbbing beats in my heart

like a wave made of all the waves,

and my despairing head is raised

in an effort of leaping and of death.

There is something hostile trembling in my certitude,

growing in the very origin of tears

like a harsh, clawing plant

made of linked and bitter leaves.

DONALD D. WALSH

SERENADE

On your brow rests the color of the poppies,

the mourning of widows finds echo, oh hapless one:

when you run behind the railroads, in the fields,

the slender worker turns his back on you,

from your footprints sweet toads sprout trembling.

The youth without memories greets you, asks you about his forgotten wish,

his hands move in your atmosphere like birds,

and there is great dampness surrounding him:

crossing his incomplete thoughts,

wishing to reach something, oh, seeking you,

his pale eyes blink in your net

like lost instruments that suddenly gleam.

Oh I remember the first day of thirst,

the shadow pressed against the jasmines,

the deep body in which you took refuge

like a drop that also trembles.

But you silence the great trees, and above the moon, far away above,

you spy upon the sea like a thief.

Oh, night, my startled soul asks you,

you, desperately, about the metal that it needs.

DONALD D. WALSH

ARS POETICA

Between shadow and space, between trimmings and damsels,

endowed with a singular heart and sorrowful dreams,

precipitously pallid, withered in the brow

and with a furious widower’s mourning for each day of life,

ah, for each invisible water that I drink somnolently

and from every sound that I welcome trembling,

I have the same absent thirst and the same cold fever,

a nascent ear, an indirect anguish,

as if thieves or ghosts were coming,

and in a shell of fixed and profound expanse,

like a humiliated waiter, like a slightly raucous bell,

like an old mirror, like the smell of a solitary house

where the guests come in at night wildly drunk,

and there is a smell of clothes thrown on the floor, and an absence of flowers—

possibly in another even less melancholy way—

but the truth is that suddenly the wind that lashes my chest,

the nights of infinite substance fallen in my bedroom,

the noise of a day that burns with sacrifice,

ask me mournfully what prophecy there is in me,

and there is a swarm of objects that call without being answered,

and a ceaseless movement, and a bewildered man.

DONALD D. WALSH

ARS POETICA

Between shadow and space, between garrisons and maidens,

Endowed with singular heart and doleful dreams,

Precipitately pale, the forehead withered,

And with the mourning of an angry widower for each day of life,

Alas, for each invisible drop of water which I drink sleepily

And for each sound which I receive, trembling,

I have the same absent thirst and the same cold fever,

An ear that is born, an indirect anguish,

As if thieves or ghosts were approaching,

And in a shell of fixed and deep extent,

Like a humiliated waiter, like a bell slightly hoarse,

Like an old mirror, like the smell of a lonely house

Whose roomers enter by night dead drunk,

And there is a smell of clothing thrown about on the floor, and an absence of flowers,

Possibly in some other way even less melancholy,

But, in truth, suddenly, the wind that strikes my chest,

The nights of infinite substance dropped into my bedroom,

The noise of a day that burns with sacrifice,

Demand, sadly, whatever there is of prophetic in me,

And there is a knocking of objects which call without being answered,

And a ceaseless movement, and a confused name.

ANGEL FLORES

SONATA AND DESTRUCTIONS

After a good deal, after vague leagues,

confused about domains, uncertain about territories,

accompanied by faint hopes

and faithless companies and uneasy dreams,

I love the tenacity that still survives in my eyes,

I hear in my heart my horseman steps,

I bite the dormant fire and the ruined salt,

and at night, dark in atmosphere and fugitive mourning,

he who keeps vigil at the edge of camps,

the armed traveler of sterile resistances,

prisoner amid growing shadows and trembling wings,

I feel that I am he, and my arm of stone defends me.

There is among the sciences of weeping a confused altar,

and in my session of perfumeless twilights,

in my abandoned bedrooms where the moon dwells,

and inherited chandeliers, and destructions that are dear to me,

I adore my own lost being, my imperfect substance,

my silver set and my eternal loss.

The moist grape burned, and its funereal water

still wavers, still resides,

and the sterile patrimony, and the treacherous domicile.

Who made a ceremony of ashes?

Who loved the lost, who protected the last?

The bone of the father, the wood of the dead ship,

and its own ending, its very flight,

its sad force, its miserable god?

I spy, then, on the inanimate and the doleful,

and the strange testimony that I affirm,

with cruel efficiency and written in ashes,

is the form of oblivion that I prefer,

the name that I give to the earth, the value of my dreams,

the interminable quantity that I divide

with my winter eyes, during each day of this world.

DONALD D. WALSH

II

LA NOCHE DEL SOLDADO

Yo hago la noche del soldado, el tiempo del hombre sin melancolía ni exterminio, del tipo tirado lejos por el océano y una ola, y que no sabe que el agua amarga lo ha separado y que envejece, paulatinamente y sin miedo, dedicado a lo normal de la vida, sin cataclismos, sin ausencias, viviendo dentro de su piel y de su traje, sinceramente oscuro. Así, pues, me veo con camaradas estúpidos y alegres, que fuman y escupen y horrendamente beben, y que de repente caen enfermos de muerte. Porque, dónde están la tía, la novia, la suegra, la cuñada del soldado? Tal vez de ostracismo o de malaria mueren, se ponen fríos, amarillos, y emigran a un astro de hielo, a sus cadáveres, sus pobres cadáveres de fuego, irán custodiados por ángeles abastrinos a dormir lejos de la llama y la ceniza.

Por cada día que cae, con su obligación vesperal de sucumbir, paseo, haciendo una guardia innecesaria, y paso entre mercaderes mahometanos, entre gentes que adoran la vaca y la cobra, paso yo, inadorable y común de rostro. Los meses no son inalterables, y a veces llueve: cae del calor del cielo una impregnación callada como el sudor, y sobre los grandes vegetales, sobre el lomo de las bestias feroces, a lo largo de cierto silencio, estas plumas húmedas se entretejen y alargan. Aguas de la noche, lágrimas del viento monzón, saliva salada caída como la espuma del caballo, y lenta de aumento, pobre de salpicadura, atónita de vuelo.

Ahora, dónde está esa curiosidad profesional, esa ternura abatida que sólo con su reposo abría brecha, esa conciencia resplandeciente cuyo destello me vestía de ultraazul? Voy respirando como hijo hasta el corazón de un método obligatorio, de una tenaz paciencia física, resultado de alisus mentos y edad acumulados cada día, despojado de mi vestuario de venganza y de mi piel de oro. Horas de una sola estación ruedan a mis pies, y un día de formas diurnas y nocturnas está casi siempre detenido sobre mí.

Entonces, de cuando en cuando, visito muchachas de ojos y caderas jóvenes, seres en cuyo peinado brilla una flor amarilla como el relámpago. Ellas llevan anillos en cada dedo del pie, y brazaletes, y ajorcas en los tobillos, y además, collares de color, collares que retiro y examino, porque yo quiero sorprenderme ante un cuerpo ininterrumpido y compacto, y no mitigar mi beso. Yo peso con mis brazos cada nueva estatua, y bebo su remedio vivo con sed masculina y en silencio. Tendido, mirando desde abajo la fugitiva criatura, trepando por su ser desnudo hasta su sonrisa: gigantesca y triangular hacia arriba, levantada en el aire por dos senos globales, fijos ante mis ojos como dos lámparas con luz de aceite blanco y dulces energías. Yo me encomiendo a su estrella morena, a su calidez de piel, e inmóvil bajo mi pecho como un adversario desgraciado, de miembros demasiado espesos y débiles, de ondulación indefensa: o bien girando sobre sí misma como una rueda pálida, dividida de aspas y dedos, rápida, profunda, circular, como una estrella en desorden.

Ay, de cada noche que sucede, hay algo de brasa abandonada que se gasta sola, y cae envuelta en ruinas, en medio de cosas funerales. Yo asisto comúnmente a esos términos, cubierto de armas inútiles, lleno de objeciones destruidas. Guardo la ropa y los huesos levemente impregnados de esa materia seminocturna: es un polvo temporal que se me va uniendo, y el dios de la substitución vela a veces a mi lado, respirando tenazmente, levantando la espada.

THE NIGHT OF THE SOLDIER

I play the night of the soldier, the time of the man without melancholy or extermination, of the type cast far by the ocean and a wave, and who does not know that the bitter water has separated him and that he is growing old, gradually and without fear, dedicated to what is normal in life, without cataclysms, without absences, living inside his skin and his suit, sincerely obscure. So, then, I see myself with stupid and gay comrades, who smoke and spit and drink horribly, and who suddenly fall down deathly sick. Because, where are the aunt, the bride, the mother-in-law, the sister-in-law of the soldier? Perhaps they die of ostracism or malaria, they grow cold, yellow, and they emigrate to a star of ice, to a cool planet, to rest, at last, among girls and glacial fruits, and their corpses, their poor fiery corpses, will go guarded by alabaster angels to sleep far from the flame and the ash.

Through each day that falls, with its twilight obligation to succumb, I walk, performing an unnecessary watch, and I pass among Mohammedan merchants, among people who adore the cow and the cobra, I pass, unadorable and common faced. The months are not unalterable, and at times it rains; from the heat of the sky falls an infusion as silent as sweat, and over the great vegetables, over the backs of the fierce beasts, along a certain silence, these moist feathers interweave and lengthen. Waters of the night, tears of the monsoon wind, salt saliva fallen like the horse’s spume, and slow to augment, poor in splash, astonished in flight.

Now, where is that professional curiosity, that abject tenderness that with its mere repose opened a breach, that resplendent conscience whose flash dressed me in ultrablue? I go breathing like a child to the heart of an obligatory way, of a tenacious physical patience, the result of food and age accumulated each day, stripped of my wardrobe of vengeance and of my golden skin. Hours of a single season roll at my feet, and a day of diurnal and nocturnal forms is almost always suspended over me.

Then, from time to time, I visit girls with young eyes and hips, beings in whose hair shines a flower yellow as the lightning. They wear rings on each toe, and bracelets, and bangles on their ankles, and besides, colored necklaces, necklaces that I remove and examine, because I want to discover myself before an uninterrupted and compact body, and not to mitigate my kiss. I weigh with my arms each new statue, and I drink its living remedy with masculine thirst and in silence. Stretched out, looking up at the fugitive creature, climbing up over her naked being to her smile; gigantic and triangular above, raised in the air by two global breasts, fixed before my eyes like two lamps with light of white oil and gentle energy. I commend myself to her dark star, to the warmth of her skin, and motionless beneath my chest like a fallen adversary, with members too thick and feeble, with defenseless undulation, or else revolving upon herself like a pale wheel, divided by crosspieces and fingers, rapid, profound, circular, like a disordered star.

Ah, of each night in succession there is something of abandoned coal that consumes itself and falls wrapped in ruins, in the midst of funereal things. I commonly attend those endings, covered with useless weapons, filled with destroyed objections. I watch over the clothes and the bones lightly impregnated with the seminocturnal material; it is a temporal dust that gradually collects on me, and the god of substitution keeps watch at times at my side, breathing tenaciously raising his sword.
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CONTRADICTED COMMUNICATIONS

Those days led astray my prophetic sense, into my house entered the stamp collectors, and hidden, at all hours of the season, they assaulted my letters, tore from them fresh kisses, kisses subjected to a long maritime residence, and incantations that protected my luck with feminine science and defensive calligraphy.

I lived beside other houses, other persons, and trees tending to the grandiose, pavilions with passionate foliage, emerged roots, vegetal blades, straight coconut trees, and in the midst of these green foams, I would pass with my sharp-pointed hat and a heart completely fictional, with a splendor-heavy stride, because in proportion as my powers eroded and, destroyed in dust, sought symmetry like the cemetery dead, the known places, the extensions scorned up to that hour and the faces that like slow plants sprouted in my abandonment, varied around me with terror and silence, like quantities of leaves overturned by a sudden autumn.

Parrots, stars, and in addition the official sun and a brusque dampness brought out in me a meditative taste for the earth and whatever covered it, and the satisfaction of an old house in its bats, a naked woman’s delicacy about her nails, arranged in me feeble and tenacious weapons of my shameful faculties, and melancholy put its stria in my web, and the love letter, pale-papered and fearful, removed its tremulous spider that scarcely weaves and ceaselessly unweaves and weaves. Naturally, from the lunar light, from its circumstantial prolongation, and still more, from its cold axis, which the birds (swallows, geese) cannot step on even in the deliriums of emigration, from its blue skin, smooth, thin, and without jewels, I fell toward mourning, as one who falls wounded by a sword. I am a fellow of special blood, and that substance at once nocturnal and maritime made me alter and suffer, and those subcelestial waters degraded my energy and the commercial part of my disposition.

In that historic way my bones acquired a great preponderance in my intentions: the repose, the mansions at the seashore attracted me without security but with destiny, and once arrived at the enclosure, surrounded by the mute and more motionless chorus, subjected to the final hour and its perfumes, unjust to inexact geographies and a mortal partisan of the cement armchair, I await time militarily and with the foil of the adventure stained with forgotten blood.
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THE YOUNG MONARCH

As a continuation of what has been read and preceding from the following page, I must direct my star to amorous territory.

Fatherland limited by two long warm arms, of long parallel passion, and a place of diamonds defended by system and mathematical warlike science. Yes, I want to marry the most beautiful woman in Mandalay, I want to entrust my earthly wrapping to that noise of the woman cooking, to that fluttering of skirt and bare foot that move and mix like wind and leaves.

A lovely girl with little feet and a big cigar, amber flowers in her pure and cylindrical hair, and living dangerously like a heavy-headed lily of thick consistency.

And my wife at my shore, at the side of my murmur so far-fetched, my Burmese wife, daughter of the king.

Her coiled black hair I then kiss, and her sweet and perpetual foot; and night already near, its mill unchained, I listen to my tiger and I weep for my absent one.
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III

SINGLE GENTLEMAN

The homosexual young men and the amorous girls,

and the long widows who suffer from delirious insomnia,

and the young wives thirty hours pregnant,

and the raucous cats that cross my garden in the dark,

like a necklace of throbbing sexual oysters,

they surround my solitary residence,

like enemies established against my soul,

like conspirators in nightclothes

who had exchanged long thick kisses by command.

The radiant summer leads the loved ones

in uniform melancholy regiments,

made of fat and skinny and happy and sad couples:

beneath the elegant coconut trees, next to the ocean and the moon,

there is a continuous life of trousers and skirts,

a rustle of stroked silk stockings,

and feminine breasts that shine like eyes.

The little employee, after quite a while,

after the weekly tedium, and the novels read in bed at night,

has definitively seduced his neighbor,

and takes her to miserable movies

where the heroes are colts or passionate princes,

and he strokes her legs covered with soft down,

with his ardent moist hands that smell of cigarettes.

The twilights of the seducer and the nights of the spouses

unite like two sheets burying me,

and the hours after lunch when the young men students

and the young women students and the priests masturbate,

and the animals fornicate directly,

and the bees smell of blood, and the flies buzz angrily,

and boy cousins play strangely with their girl cousins,

and the doctors look furiously at the husband of the young patient,

and the morning hours when the teacher absentmindedly

fulfills his conjugal duty and has breakfast,

and still more, the adulterers, who love each other with true love

upon beds as lofty and lengthy as ships;

I am securely and eternally surrounded by

this great respiratory and entangled forest

with huge flowers like mouths and teeth

and black roots shaped like fingernails and shoes.
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THE GHOST OF THE CARGO BOAT

Distance sheltered upon tubes of foam,

salt in ritual waves and defined orders,

and the smell and murmur of an old ship,

of rotten planks and broken tools,

and weary machines that howl and weep,

pushing the prow, kicking the sides,

chewing laments, swallowing, swallowing distances,

making a noise of bitter waters upon the bitter waters,

moving the ancient ship upon the ancient waters.

Inner vaults, twilight tunnels

visited by the intermittent day of the ports:

sacks, sacks accumulated by a somber god,

like gray animals, round and eyeless,

with sweet gray ears,

and estimable bellies filled with wheat or copra,

sensitive paunches of pregnant women

shabbily dressed in gray, patiently

waiting in the shadow of a dreary movie house.

The outer waters suddenly

are heard passing, running like an opaque horse,

with a noise of horsehoofs on the water,

swift, plunging again into the waters.

There is then nothing more than time in the cabins:

time in the ill-fated solitary dining room,

motionless and visible like a great misfortune.

The smell of leather and cloth worn to shreds,

and onions, and olive oil, and even more,

the smell of someone floating in the corners of the ship,

the smell of someone nameless

who comes down the ladders like a wave of air,

and crosses through corridors with his absent body,

and observes with his eyes preserved by death.

He observes with his colorless, sightless eyes,

slowly, and he passes trembling, without presence or shadow:

noises wrinkle him, things pierce him,

his transparency makes the dirty chairs gleam.

Who is that ghost without a ghostly body,

with his steps light as nocturnal flour

and his voice sponsored only by things?

The furniture moves along filled with his silent being

like little ships inside the old ship,

laden with his faint and uncertain being:

the closets, the green covers of the tables,

the color of the curtains and the floor,

everything has suffered the slow emptiness of his hands,

and his breathing has wasted things away.

He slides and slips, he descends transparent,

air with the cold air that runs across the ship,

with his hidden hands he leans against the railings

and looks at the angry sea that flees behind the ship.

Only the waters reject his influence,

his color and his smell of forgotten ghost,

and fresh and deep they develop their dance

like fiery lives, like blood or perfume,

new and strong they surge, joined and rejoined.

The waters, inexhaustible, without custom or time,

green in quantity, efficient and cold,

touch the black stomach of the ship and wash

its matter, its broken crusts, its iron wrinkles:

the living waters gnaw at the ship’s shell,

trafficking its long banners of foam

and its salt teeth flying in drops.

The ghost looks at the sea with his eyeless face:

the circle of the day, the cough of the ship, a bird

in the round and solitary equation of space,

and he descends again to the life of the ship,

falling upon dead time and wood,

slipping in the black kitchens and cabins,

slow with air and atmosphere and desolate space.
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THE WIDOWER’S TANGO

Oh evil one, you must by now have found the letter, you must have wept with fury,

and you must have insulted my mother’s memory,

calling her rotten bitch and mother of dogs,

you must have drunk alone, all by yourself, your twilight tea,

looking at my old shoes forever empty,

and you won’t be able any longer to recall my illnesses, my night dreams, my meals,

without cursing me aloud as if I were still there,

complaining about the tropics, about the corringhis coolies,

about the poisonous fevers that did me so much harm,

and about the frightful Englishmen that I still hate.

Evil one, really, what an enormous night, what a lonely earth!

I have come again to the solitary bedrooms,

to lunch on cold food in the restaurants, and again

I throw my trousers and shirts upon the floor,

there are no coat hangers in my room, no pictures of anyone on the walls.

How much of the darkness in my soul I would give to get you back,

and how threatening to me seem the names of the months,

and the word winter, what a mournful drum sound it has.

Buried next to the coconut tree you will later find

the knife that I hid there for fear that you would kill me,

and now suddenly I should like to smell its kitchen steel

accustomed to the weight of your hand and the shine of your foot:

under the moisture of the earth, among the deaf roots,

of all human languages the poor thing would know only your name,

and the thick earth does not understand your name

made of impenetrable and divine substances.

Just as it afflicts me to think of the clear day of your legs

curled up like still and harsh solar waters,

and the swallow that sleeping and flying lives in your eyes,

and the furious dog that you shelter in your heart,

so too I see the deaths that are between us from now on,

and I breathe in the air ashes and destruction,

the long, solitary space that surrounds me forever.

I would give this giant sea wind for your brusque breath

heard in long nights with no mixture of oblivion,

merging with the atmosphere like the whip with the horse’s hide.

And to hear you making water in the darkness, at the back of the house,

as if spilling a thin, tremulous, silvery persistent honey,

how many times would I give up this chorus of shadows that I possess,

and the noise of useless swords that is heard in my heart,

and the bloody dove that sits alone on my brow

calling for vanished things, vanished beings,

substances strangely inseparable and lost.
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IV

IT MEANS SHADOWS

What hope to consider, what pure presage,

what definitive kiss to bury in the heart,

to yield in the origins of rejection and intelligence,

soft and safe upon the eternally troubled waters?

What vital, rapid wings of a new angel of dreams

to install on my sleeping shoulders for perpetual security,

in such a way that the road among the stars of death

shall be a violent flight begun many days and months and centuries ago?

Perhaps the natural weakness of suspicious and anxious beings

suddenly seeks permanence in time and limits on earth,

perhaps the tediums and the ages implacably accumulated

extend like the lunar wave of an ocean newly created

upon shores and lands grievously deserted.

Ah, let what I am go on existing and ceasing to exist,

and let my obedience be ordered with such iron conditions

that the tremor of deaths and of births will not trouble

the deep place that I wish to keep for myself eternally.

Let him be, then, what I am, in some place and in every time,

an established and assured and ardent witness,

carefully destroying himself and preserving himself incessantly,

clearly insistent upon his original duty.
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RESIDENCE II
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I

ONE DAY STANDS OUT

From resonance come numbers,

dying numbers and dung-covered ciphers,

dampened thunderbolts and dirty lightningflashes.

From resonance, growing, when

night comes out alone, like a recent widow,

like a dove or a poppy or a kiss,

and her marvelous stars expand.

In resonance light takes place:

vowels are drowned, weeping falls in petals,

a wind of sounds crashes like a wave,

it shines and cold elastic fishes dwell in it.

Fishes in sound, slow, sharp, moist,

arched masses of gold with drops on their tails,

scaly sharks and trembling foam,

bluish salmon with congealed eyes.

Tools that fall, vegetable carts,

rustles of trampled flowers,

violins filled with water, fresh explosions,

submerged motors and dusty shadow,

factories, kisses,

throbbing bottles,

throats,

around me sounds the night,

the day, the month, the time,

sounding like sacks of wet bells,

or frightening mouths of fragile salts.

Sea waves, landslides,

fingernails, sea steps,

coiled currents of destroyed animals,

whistle blasts in the raucous fog

determine the sounds of the gentle dawn

waking in the abandoned sea.

To resonance the soul rolls

falling from dreams,

still surrounded by its black doves,

still lined with its rags of absence.

To resonance the soul rushes

and celebrates and hastens its swift wedding.

Husks of silence, of turbid blue,

like flasks from dark, shut drugstores,

silence wrapped in hair,

silence galloping on legless horses,

and machines asleep, and airless candles,

and trains of dejected jasmine and of wax,

and overladen ships filled with hats and shadows.

From silence the soul rises

with instant roses,

and in the morning of the day it collapses

and plummets into the sounding light.

Brusque shoes, beasts, utensils,

waves of harsh roosters overflowing,

clocks running like dry stomachs,

wheels unrolling on downcast rails,

and white water closets awaking

with wooden eyes, like one-eyed pigeons,

and their sunken throats

make sudden sounds like waterfalls.

See how the mold’s eyelids lift

and the red lock is unchained

and the garland develops its affairs,

things that grow,

the bridges crushed by the big streetcars

creak like amatory beds,

night has opened its piano doors:

day runs like a horse in its courts.

From resonance comes the day

of increase and degree,

and also of cut violets and curtains,

of expanses, of shadow recently fleeing

and drops that from the heart of heaven

fall like celestial blood.

DONALD D. WALSH

SÓLO LA MUERTE

Hay cementerios solos,

tumbas llenas de huesos sin sonido,

el corazón pasando un túnel

oscuro, oscuro, oscuro,

como un naufragio hacia adentro nos morimos,

como ahogarnos en el corazón,

como irnos cayendo desde la piel al alma.

Hay cadáveres,

hay pies de pegajosa losa fría,

hay la muerte en los huesos,

como un sonido puro,

como un ladrido sin perro,

saliendo de ciertas campanas, de ciertas tumbas,

creciendo en la humedad como el llanto o la lluvia.

Yo veo, solo, a veces,

ataúdes a vela

zarpar con difuntos pálidos, con mujeres de trenzas muertas,

con panaderos blancos como ángeles,

con niñas pensativas casadas con notarios,

ataúdes subiendo el río vertical de los muertos,

el río morado,

hacia arriba, con las velas hinchadas por el sonido de la muerte,

hinchadas por el sonido silencioso de la muerte.

A lo sonoro llega la muerte

como un zapato sin pie, como un traje sin hombre,

llega a golpear con un anillo sin piedras y sin dedo,

llega a gritar sin boca, sin lengua, sin garganta.

Sin embargo sus pasos suenan

y su vestido suena, callado, como un árbol.

Yo no sé, yo conozco poco, yo apenas veo,

pero creo que su canto tiene color de violetas húmedas,

de violetas acostumbradas a la tierra,

porque la cara de la muerte es verde,

y la mirada de la muerte es verde,

con la aguda humedad de una hoja de violeta

y su grave color de invierno exasperado.

Pero la muerte va también por el mundo vestida de escoba,

lame el suelo buscando difuntos,

la muerte está en la escoba,

es la lengua de la muerte buscando muertos,

es la aguja de la muerte buscando hilo.

La muerte está en los catres:

en los colchones lentos, en las frazadas negras

vive tendida, y de repente sopla:

sopla un sonido oscuro que hincha sábanas,

y hay camas navegando a un puerto

en donde está esperando, vestida de almirante.

ONLY DEATH

There are lone cemeteries,

tombs filled with soundless bones,

the heart passing through a tunnel

dark, dark, dark;

like a shipwreck we die inward,

like smothering in our hearts,

like slowly falling from our skin down to our soul.

There are corpses,

there are feet of sticky, cold gravestone,

there is death in the bones,

like a pure sound,

like a bark without a dog,

coming from certain bells, from certain tombs,

growing in the dampness like teardrops or raindrops.

I see alone, at times,

coffins with sails

weighing anchor with pale corpses, with dead-tressed women,

with bakers white as angels,

with pensive girls married to notaries,

coffins going up the vertical river of the dead,

the dark purple river,

upstream, with the sails swollen by the sound of death,

swollen by the silent sound of death.

To resonance comes death

like a shoe without a foot, like a suit without a man,

she comes to knock with a stoneless and fingerless ring,

she comes to shout without mouth, without tongue, without throat.

Yet her steps sound

and her dress sounds, silent, like a tree.

I know little, I am not well acquainted, I can scarcely see,

but I think that her song has the color of moist violets,

of violets accustomed to the earth,

because the face of death is green,

and the gaze of death is green,

with the sharp dampness of a violet leaf

and its dark color of exasperated winter.

But death also goes through the world dressed as a broom,

she licks the ground looking for corpses,

death is in the broom,

it is death’s tongue looking for dead bodies,

it is death’s needle looking for thread.

Death is in the cots:

in the slow mattresses, in the black blankets

she lives stretched out, and she suddenly blows:

she blows a dark sound that puffs out sheets,

and there are beds sailing to a port

where she is waiting, dressed as an admiral.
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II

WALKING AROUND

Sucede que me canso de ser hombre.

Sucede que entro en las sastrerías y en los cines

marchito, impenetrable, como un cisne de fieltro

navegando en un agua de origen y ceniza.

El olor de las peluquerías me hace llorar a gritos.

Sólo quiero un descanso de piedras o de lana,

sólo quiero no ver establecimientos ni jardines,

ni mercaderías, ni anteojos, ni ascensores.

Sucede que me canso de mis pies y mis uñas

y mi pelo y mi sombra.

Sucede que me canso de ser hombre.

Sin embargo sería delicioso

asustar a un notario con un lirio cortado

o dar muerte a una monja con un golpe de oreja.

Sería bello

ir por las calles con un cuchillo verde

y dando gritos hasta morir de frío.

No quiero seguir siendo raíz en las tinieblas,

vacilante, extendido, tiritando de sueño,

hacia abajo, en las tripas mojadas de la tierra,

absorbiendo y pensando, comiendo cada día.

No quiero para mí tantas desgracias.

No quiero continuar de raíz y de tumba,

de subterráneo solo, de bodega con muertos

ateridos, muriéndome de pena.

Por eso el día lunes arde como el petróleo

cuando me ve llegar con mi cara de cárcel,

y aúlla en su transcurso como una rueda herida,

y da pasos de sangre caliente hacia la noche.

Y me empuja a ciertos rincones, a ciertas casas húmedas,

a hospitales donde los huesos salen por la ventana,

a ciertas zapaterías con olor a vinagre,

a calles espantosas como grietas.

Hay pájaros de color de azufre y horribles intestinos

colgando de las puertas de las casas que odio,

hay dentaduras olvidadas en una cafetera,

hay espejos

que debieran haber llorado de vergüenza y espanto,

hay paraguas en todas partes, y venenos, y ombligos.

Yo paseo con calma, con ojos, con zapatos,

con furia, con olvido,

paso, cruzo oficinas y tiendas de ortopedia,

y patios donde hay ropas colgadas de un alambre:

calzoncillos, toallas y camisas que lloran

lentas lágrimas sucias.

WALKING AROUND

I happen to be tired of being a man.

I happen to enter tailorshops and moviehouses

withered, impenetrable, like a felt swan

navigating in a water of sources and ashes.

The smell of barbershops makes me wail.

I want only a respite of stones or wool,

I want only not to see establishments or gardens,

or merchandise, or eyeglasses, or elevators.

I happen to be tired of my feet and my nails

and my hair and my shadow.

I happen to be tired of being a man.

Nevertheless it would be delightful

to startle a notary with a cut lily

or slay a nun with a blow to the ear.

It would be lovely

to go through the streets with a sexy knife

and shouting until froze to death.

I don’t want to go on being a root in the dark,

vacillating, stretched out, shivering with sleep,

downward, in the soaked guts of the earth,

absorbing and thinking, eating each day.

I do not want for myself so many misfortunes.

I do not want to continue as root and tomb,

a solitary subterranean, a vault with corpses

stiff with cold, dying of distress.

That is why Monday day burns like petroleum

when it sees me coming with my prison face,

and it howls in its transit like a wounded wheel,

and it takes hot-blooded steps toward the night.

And it pushes me into certain corners, into certain moist houses,

into hospitals where the bones stick out the windows,

into certain shoestores with a smell of vinegar,

into streets as frightening as chasms.

There are brimstone-colored birds and horrible intestines

hanging from the doors of the houses that I hate,

there are dentures left forgotten in a coffeepot,

there are mirrors

that ought to have wept from shame and fright,

there are umbrellas everywhere, and poisons, and navels.

I walk around with calm, with eyes, with shoes,

with fury, with forgetfulness,

I pass, I cross by offices and orthopedic shoestores,

and courtyards where clothes are hanging from a wire:

underdrawers, towels, and shirts that weep

slow, dirty tears.
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WALKING AROUND

It so happens I am sick of being a man.

And it happens that I walk into tailorshops and movie houses

dried up, waterproof, like a swan made of felt

steering my way in a water of wombs and ashes.

The smell of barbershops makes me break into hoarse sobs.

The only thing I want is to lie still like stones or wool,

The only thing I want is to see no more stores, no gardens,

no more goods, no spectacles, no elevators.

It so happens I am sick of my feet and my nails

and my hair and my shadow.

It so happens I am sick of being a man.

Still it would be marvelous

to terrify a law clerk with a cut lily.

or kill a nun with a blow on the ear.

It would be great

to go through the streets with a green knife

letting out yells until I died of the cold.

I don’t want to go on being a root in the dark,

insecure, stretched out, shivering with sleep,

going on down, into the moist guts of the earth,

taking in and thinking, eating every day.

I don’t want so much misery.

I don’t want to go on as a root and a tomb,

alone under the ground, a warehouse with corpses,

half frozen, dying of grief.

That’s why Monday, when it sees me coming

with my convict face, blazes up like gasoline,

and it howls on its way like a wounded wheel,

and leaves tracks full of warm blood leading toward the night.

And it pushes me into certain corners, into some moist houses,

into hospitals where the bones fly out the window,

into shoeshops that smell like vinegar,

and certain streets hideous as cracks in the skin.

There are sulfur-colored birds, and hideous intestines

hanging over the doors of houses that I hate,

and there are false teeth forgotten in a coffeepot,

there are mirrors

that ought to have wept from shame and terror,

there are umbrellas everywhere, and venoms, and umbilical cords.

I stroll along serenely, with my eyes, my shoes,

my rage, forgetting everything,

I walk by, going through office buildings and orthopedic shops,

and courtyards with washing hanging from the line:

underwear, towels, and shirts from which slow

dirty tears are falling.

ROBERT BLY

DISACTION

The dove is filled with spilt papers,

its breast is stained with erasers and weeks,

with blotting paper whiter than a corpse

and inks frightened by their sinister color.

Come with me to the shadow of administrations,

to the weak, delicate, pallid color of the chiefs,

to the tunnels deep as calendars,

to the doleful thousand-paged wheel.

Let us examine now the titles and the conditions,

the special affidavits, the vigils,

the petitions with their teeth of nauseous autumn,

the fury of ashen destinies and sad decisions.

It is a tale of wounded bones,

bitter circumstances and interminable clothes,

and stockings suddenly serious.

It is the dead of night, the veinless head

from which day suddenly falls

as if from a bottle broken by a lightningbolt.

They are the feet and the clocks and the fingers

and a locomotive of dying soap,

and a bitter sky of soaked metal,

and a yellow river of smiles.

Everything reaches the tips of fingers like flowers,

and fingernails like lightningbolts, withered armchairs,

everything reaches the ink of death

and the violet mouths of the tax stamps.

Let us weep for the death of earth and fire,

swords, grapes,

the sexes with their tough realms of roots,

the alcohol ships sailing among ships

and the perfume that dances at night, on its knees,

dragging behind a planet of perforated roses.

With dog’s suits and stains on our brows

let us fall into the depths of the papers,

into the anger of enchained words,

into demonstrations tenaciously defunct,

into systems wrapped in yellow leaves.

Come with me to the offices, to the uncertain

smell of ministries, and tombs, and postage stamps.

Come with me to the white day that is dying

screaming like a murdered bride.

DONALD D. WALSH

THE DESTROYED STREET

Through the insulted iron, through the plaster eyes

passes a tongue of years different

from time. It is a tail

of harsh hairs, hands of stone filled with anger,

and the color of the houses is hushed, and architectural

decisions burst forth,

a terrible foot dirties the balconies:

slowly, with accumulated shadow,

with masks bitten by winter and slowness,

the lofty-browed days walk about

among moonless houses.

Water and custom and the white mud

that the star emits, and especially

the air that the bells have struck furiously,

exhaust things, touch

the wheels, stop

in cigar stores,

and the red hair grows in the cornices

like a long lament, while down to the depths

fall keys, clocks,

flowers resembling oblivion.

Where is the newborn violet? Where

the necktie and the virginal red zephyr?

Over the towns

a tongue of rotted dust advances,

breaking rings, gnawing painting,

making the black chairs howl voiceless,

covering the cement rosettes, the bulwarks

of shattered metal,

the garden and the wool, the enlargements of ardent photographs

wounded by the rain, the thirst of the bedrooms, and the huge

movie posters on which struggle

the panther and the thunder,

the geranium’s lances, the stores filled with spoiled honey,

the cough, the suits of shiny weave,

everything is covered with a mortal taste

of retreat and dampness and injury.

Perhaps the stifled conversations, the rustle of bodies,

the virtue of the weary ladies who nest in the smoke,

the tomatoes implacably assassinated,

the passage of the horses of a sad regiment,

the light, the pressure of many nameless fingers

use up the flat fiber of the lime,

surround the facades with neutral air

like knives: while

the air of danger gnaws at circumstances,

bricks, salt, spills like water

and the fat-axled wagons lurch.

Wave of broken roses and holes! future

of the fragrant vein! Pitiless objects!

Let nobody wander about! Let nobody open his arms

within the blind water!

Oh movement, oh ill-wounded name,

oh spoonful of confused wind

and flogged color! Oh wound into which fall

to their deaths the blue guitars!

DONALD D. WALSH

MELANCHOLY IN THE FAMILIES

I keep a blue flask,

inside it an ear and a portrait:

when night forces

the owl’s feathers,

when the raucous cherry tree

shatters its lips and threatens

with husks that the ocean wind often penetrates,

I know that there are great sunken expanses,

quartz in ingots,

slime,

blue waters for a battle,

much silence, many

veins of retreats and camphors,

fallen things, medals, acts of tenderness,

parachutes, kisses.

It is only the passage from one day toward another,

a single bottle moving across the seas,

and a dining room to which come roses,

a dining room abandoned

like a thorn: I refer

to a shattered goblet, to a curtain, to the depths

of a deserted room through which a river flows

dragging the stones. It is a house

set on the foundations of the rain,

a two-storied house with compulsory windows

and strictly faithful climbing vines.

I go in the evening, I arrive

covered with mud and death,

dragging the earth and its roots,

and its vague belly where corpses

sleep with wheat,

metals, overturned elephants.

But on top of everything there is a terrible,

a terrible abandoned dining room,

with broken jugs

and vinegar flowing under the chairs,

a rather dark lightningbolt

stopped from the moon, and I look for

a comparison within myself:

perhaps it is a tent surrounded by the sea

and torn cloths oozing brine.

It is only an abandoned dining room,

and around it there are expanses,

submerged factories, boards

that only I know,

because I am sad and old,

and I know the earth, and I am sad.

DONALD D. WALSH

MATERNITY

Why do you rush toward maternity and check

your dark acid with frequently fatal grams?

The future of the roses has arrived! The time

of the net and the lightning! The soft petitions

of the leaves wildly nourished!

An excessively broken river

runs through rooms and baskets

instilling passions and misfortunes

with its heavy liquid and its abundance of drops.

It is about a sudden season

that peoples certain bones, certain hands,

certain sailor suits.

And since its sparkle makes the roses vary,

giving them bread and stones and dew,

oh dark mother, come,

with a mask in your left hand

and with your arms filled with sobs.

Through corridors where no one has died

I want you to pass, through a sea without fish,

without scales, without shipwrecked men,

through a hotel without steps,

through a tunnel without smoke.

It is for you, this world in which no one is born,

in which exist

neither the dead wreath nor the uterine flower,

it is yours, this planet filled with skin and stones.

There is shadow there for all lives.

There are circles of milk and buildings of blood,

and towers of green air.

There is silence in the walls, and great pale cows

with hoofs of wine.

There are shadows there so that the tooth

may continue in the jaw and one lip opposite another,

and so that your mouth may speak without dying,

and so that your blood may not be spilled in vain.

Oh dark mother, wound me

with ten knives in the heart,

toward that side, toward that bright time,

toward that springtime without ashes.

Until you break its black timbers,

knock on my heart, until a map

of overflowing blood and hair

stains the holes and the shadow,

until its windowpanes weep, knock,

until its needles melt.

Blood has fingers and it opens tunnels

underneath the earth.

DONALD D. WALSH

III

ODE WITH A LAMENT

Oh girl among the roses, oh crush of doves,

oh fortress of fishes and rosebushes,

your soul is a bottle filled with thirsty salt

and your skin, a bell filled with grapes.

Unfortunately I have only fingernails to give you,

or eyelashes, or melted pianos,

or dreams that come spurting from my heart,

dusty dreams that run like black horsemen,

dreams filled with velocities and misfortunes.

I can love you only with kisses and poppies,

with garlands wet by the rain,

looking at ash-gray horses and yellow dogs.

I can love you only with waves at my back,

amid vague sulfur blows and brooding waters,

swimming against the cemeteries that run in certain rivers

with wet fodder growing over the sad plaster tombs,

swimming across submerged hearts

and pale lists of unburied children.

There is much death, many funereal events

in my forsaken passions and desolate kisses,

there is the water that falls upon my head,

while my hair grows,

a water like time, a black unchained water,

with a nocturnal voice, with a shout

of birds in the rain, with an interminable

wet-winged shadow that protects my bones:

while I dress, while

interminably I look at myself in mirrors and windowpanes,

I hear someone who follows me, sobbing to me

with a sad voice rotted by time.

You stand upon the earth, filled

with teeth and lightning.

You spread the kisses and kill the ants.

You weep with health, with onion, with bee,

with burning abacus.

You are like a blue and green sword

and you ripple, when I touch you, like a river.

Come to my heart dressed in white, with a bouquet

of bloody roses and goblets of ashes,

come with an apple and a horse,

because there is a dark room there and a broken candleholder,

some twisted chairs waiting for winter,

and a dead dove, with a number.
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