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For my brothers. For Erika.




I was raised on rap music

I’ma need some healing

             —Big Pooh

Yo sé perder

Yo sé perder

—Vicente Fernández




CONTENTS

Author’s Note

Translator’s Note

I. FOLK TALES

1. TRADITION

2. FOLK

3. LOVE POEM BEGINNING WITH A YELLOW CAB

4. WEALTH

II. OJALÁ OJALÁ OJALÁ

1. ODE TO TORTILLAS

2. NATION OF DOMINATION

3. IN THE DREAM

4. BULLS VS. SUNS, 1993

5. ANOTHER CAL CITY POEM

6. OJALÁ: MY HOMIE

7. UPWARD MOBILITY

8. REGRET OR MY DAD SAYS LOVE

9. BLACK & MILD

10. RIVER OAKS MALL

III. GOLD

1. PEDRO EXPLAINS MAGICAL REALISM

2. CHOSEN

3. FATHERS

4. AN ALMOST SONNET FOR MY MOM’S ALMOST LIFE

5. POEM WITH CORPSE FLOWERS & NO CORPSES

6. IT’S ONLY DAY WHATEVER OF THE QUARANTINE
& I’M ALREADY DAYDREAMING ABOUT ROBBING
RICH PEOPLE

7. POEM WITH A LITTLE LESS AGGRESSION

8. MAYBACH MUSIC

9. CARD DECLINED

10. MIDDLE CLASS IN THIS MF

11. CANELO ÁLVAREZ IS THE CHAMP

12. BAD MEXICAN SONNET

13. POEM WHERE NO ONE IS DEPORTED

IV. UNTRANSLATABLE

1. AMERICAN TRAGEDY

2. CAL CITY WINTER

3. ON THE SIGNING OF THE NORTH AMERICAN FREE TRADE AGREEMENT

4. OJALÁ: ME & MY GUYS

5. POETRY IS NOT THERAPY

6. BEFORE WE GOT COMFORTABLE SAYING LOVE,
WE DAPPED

7. OJALÁ: I HATE HEARTBREAK

8. HARAM

9. HEALING

10. MORE, PLEASE

11. TWO TRUTHS & A LIE

V. RECEDING

1. PEDRO GETS ASKED ABOUT HIS BIG BROTHER

2. HAPPENING SONNET

3. AUTHENTICITY

4. LOYALTY

5. POEM WHERE I LEARN TO EAT ESCARGOT

6. SOME WORDS LOOK NICE UNTIL YOU TRY THEM ON

7. WHEREVER I’M AT THAT LAND IS CHICAGO

VI. OJALÁ OJALÁ OJALÁ

1. NATE CALLS ME SOFT

2. LOVE POEM (FEAT. CHANI NICHOLAS)

3. ALL THE NAMES WE SAY BECAUSE WE DON’T SAY LOVE

4. CAL CITY LOVE POEM

5. MOST

6. MERCEDES SAYS SHE PREFERS THE WORD
“DISCOTECA” TO THE WORD “CLUB”

7. FEBRUARY & MY LOVE IS IN ANOTHER STATE

8. UGLY

VII. GOD

1. ORIGIN STORY

2. IN CALUMET CITY

3. NOW I’M BOLOGNA

4. MY SOCIOLOGY

5. NO TIME TO WAIT

6. MERCEDES SAYS HYACINTHS LOOK LIKE
LITTLE FIREWORK SHOWS

7. MIRACLE

8. RUBEN’S POEM

VIII. BEFORE MONDAY ARRIVES LIKE A FIST

1. ARS POETICA

2. EVICTION NOTICE

3. MOONSHINE

4. LLORAR

5. UNITED ENEMIES

6. HARLEM SNAPSHOT

7. FAQ

8. SUNDAY LOVE

IX. GLORY

1. BETWEEN US & LIBERATION

2. ESCARGOT

3. EATING TACO BELL WITH MEXICANS

4. MAYBE GOD IS MEXICAN

5. IT’S TRUE

6. DESPECHO HOUR AT THE CASA AZUL
RESTAURANTE Y CANTINA

7. HOPEFUL CAL CITY POEM

8. MEXICAN HEAVEN
(“the mexicans said no thank you to heaven—”)

X. GLORY

1. PERDER

2. INSPIRATION

3. I WALK INTO THE OCEAN

4. ROSES & LILIES

5. JUSTICE IS FOR THE LIVING

6. MEXICAN HEAVEN
(“forget heaven & its promises of gold—”)

XI. GLORY

1. NO MORE SAD MEXICANS

2. MEXICAN HEAVEN
(“when my uncle got to heaven”)

3. ANOTHER HARLEM POEM

4. OJALÁ: SELF-LOVE

5. DOWN TO MY ELBOWS

6. REBUTTAL

7. SHELTER ISLAND

8. LET’S GET MARRIED

9. RELATED: THE SKY IS DOPE

 

Acknowledgments




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Despite my best efforts, I am who I am. I am learning to embrace that. When I started writing this book, I was obsessed with the idea of friendship. I noticed that so much of my attention & my friends’ attention were pulled toward the romantic. How many bad lovers have gotten poems? How many crushes? No disrespect to romantic love. I’m Mexican—there’s nothing I love more than some good chisme. But what about our friends? Those homies who show up when the romance ends to help you heal your heart. Those homies who are there all along—cheering for us & reminding us that love is abundant. I dreamed of writing a book of love poems for the homies.

But because I am who I am & because we live in the world that we live in, I wrote this instead.

Promises of Gold is what happens when you try to write a book of love poems for the homies amid a global pandemic that has laid bare all the other pandemics that we’ve been living through our whole lives. Capitalism is a pandemic. The police state is a pandemic. Colonialism is a pandemic. Toxic masculinity is a pandemic. I wrote this book while living eight hundred miles away from my family. During our time apart, both my mom & my dad contracted coronavirus. I thought I would never see them alive again. Those fears animate this collection as much as love does.

I wish I could have written you a straightforward book of love poems. I wish healing was as easy as putting a Band-Aid over a wound & watching it close. If I wrote that book, I’d be ignoring all the contradictions & messiness of the world we live in, all the ways in which love is complicated by forces larger than our hearts. I choose to bring the world & its chaos into these poems.

& because I am who I am, I attempted over & over to wield these poems into a reflection of the world I want to live in. To what extent I succeed & fail, I’ll leave to you. I don’t have the answers for machismo. I know I still have to learn & unlearn some things about how I sabotage myself. I don’t have the answers for how to overthrow capitalism. I don’t know the best ways to wrestle with the legacy of colonialism. There are family wounds I will always tend to. Promises of Gold is written to replicate the struggle of loving & learning & growing. It is not linear.

Promises of Gold is split into eleven sections. These sections are meant to replicate waves. This is not a twelve-step program to overcoming your toxic masculinity & your father’s toxic masculinity. These are not the seven stages of grief. Each wave is an attempt to sort through the grief & wonder of modern life. Like you, I am still struggling with questions I may never be able to answer. The poems in each wave are linked thematically or by image. Some waves rise toward redemption. Others are undercut. Some of those sections carry the titles “Gold,” “God,” & “Glory”—those of you who study history might recall that gold, god, & glory were the impetus for Spanish colonization of present-day Latin America. Here, I try to use a colonial infrastructure to practice an undoing of colonial harm. What is gold to us? What is holy to us? Where do we find glory?

The book is called Promises of Gold because a promise is an attempt. A promise made isn’t always a promise kept. Promises of Gold also echoes the promises of the American Dream &, I hope, hints at some of the loss in the poems.

My hope is that my attempts to write toward healing & love might resonate with your own attempts. That they might lead you to ask your own questions. I don’t trust answers. Too many answers attempt to be definitive when we live in a changing world. I know it’s more important to move toward justice than to stand resolutely in whatever answers feel good to us. Eduardo Galeano wrote: “Utopia is on the horizon. I move two steps closer; it moves two steps further away. I walk another ten steps and the horizon runs ten steps further away. As much as I may walk, I’ll never reach it. So what’s the point of utopia? The point is this: to keep walking.”

I offer these steps to the ancestors who have walked before me & those who will walk afterward.

CON CARIÑO,
JOSÉ




TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

I met José Olivarez in person during his first visit to Mexico in March 2019, when he was a main guest at the Lit & Luz Festival, an event of MAKE Literary Productions, which I started to work with that year. As part of his presentation, José sent me a selection of poems that he would read during his stay in Mexico City, and I translated them into Spanish. The first poem of this selection was “Mexican American Disambiguation,” from his first book, Citizen Illegal, which says the following:


my parents are Mexican who are not
to be confused with Mexicans still living
in México. those Mexicans call themselves
mexicanos.



If translation is to put the words from one language into another, the logic says that each time José Olivarez uses the word “Mexicans,” my work as a translator is to write “mexicanos.” However, at the end of that extract the same word appears in Spanish, creating a game between languages, so a translation that would say “Aquellos mexicanos se llaman a sí mismos / mexicanos” would lose all sense. One solution could be to put the last word in italics and add a footnote explaining “In Spanish in the original,” a solution that I didn’t like because it interrupts the rhythm of the reading and the wordplay is lost.

Thinking about other possible solutions, and after reading the poem over and over, I saw that the author was giving me the answer: the Mexicans who live in Mexico are mexicanos, and the Mexicans who live in the US are mexicans. So, the final translation was:


mis padres son mexicans, que no deben
ser confundidos con los mexicanos que todavía viven
en México. ellos se llaman a sí mismos
mexicanos.



One of the hurts of any migrant is that their life is destined to be marked with differences. In the poem, José Olivarez says that even among Mexicans we like to mark that difference, between who lives here and who lives there. According to the poem, José’s parents lost the right to be named mexicanos by the simple act of migrating. In the biblical tradition, Abram became Abraham after entering a pact with God and he won a letter “h” in the middle of his name. In the case of the Olivarez family, and many others, the pact with the birthland was broken and, for that reason, they lost an “o” in their demonym; at the moment of arrival in Chicago they became mexicans.

Now that I have the opportunity to translate the poems for this book, the decision that I made in 2019 is reaffirmed, because in the poem “Ode to Tortillas,” José says:


there’s two ways to be a Mexican writer that are true

& tested. you can write about migration

or you can write about migration.

(can you be a Mexican writer if you never migrated?

if your family never migrated?)



This in my translation:


 

hay dos maneras de ser un escritor mexican que son verdaderas

& comprobadas. puedes escribir sobre migración
o puedes escribir sobre migración.

(¿puedes ser un escritor mexican si nunca migraste?

¿si tu familia nunca migró?)



The experiences José Olivarez recounts in his poetic work, seen from my position as a mexicano who lives in Mexico, are the experiences of a Mexican, not a mexicano. Certainly, there is a lot of literature produced in Mexico, above all in the border states, that talks about migration, but this topic isn’t something that unites all writers from Mexico. Instead, migration is a topic that characterizes the literature produced by Mexicans.

If this difference is the start of segregation between Mexicans and mexicanos, political correctness says that segregation must be stopped, and the best moment is always now. But the difference exists. We must name the difference because only what is named exists. What exists and isn’t named hides waiting for an opportunity to harm. This pact broken with the native land, with the parents’ land, symbolized by the absence of the letter “o” in the demonym, is a loss that hurts. Before we can attempt to heal this hurt, we need to name it through the word. “Poetry is not therapy,” José Olivarez says, “but that doesn’t mean i didn’t try it.”

This doesn’t mean that there aren’t similarities between Mexicans and mexicanos. In fact, this translation choice isn’t definitive, since it is not present in the first poem of the book, “Tradition,” or in “Canelo Álvarez Is the Champ,” “Most,” or “Ars






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
PROMISES
OF GOLD

J0SE OLIVAREZ





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Promise of Gold



		Author’s Note



		Translator’s Note



		I. Folk Tales



		1. Tradition



		2. Folk



		3. Love Poem Beginning with a Yellow Cab



		4. Wealth









		II. OJALá OJALá OJALá



		1. Ode to Tortillas



		2. Nation of Domination



		3. In the Dream



		4. Bulls vs. Suns, 1993



		5. Another Cal City Poem



		6. Ojalá: My Homie



		7. Upward Mobility



		8. Regret or My Dad Says Love



		9. Black & Mild



		10. River Oaks Mall









		III. Gold



		1. Pedro Explains Magical Realism



		2. Chosen



		3. Fathers



		4. An Almost Sonnet for My Mom’S Almost Life



		5. Poem with Corpse Flowers & No Corpses



		6. It’S Only Day Whatever of the Quarantine
& I’M ALREADY DAYDREAMING ABOUT ROBBING
RICH PEOPLE



		7. Poem with a Little Less Aggression



		8. Maybach Music



		9. Card Declined



		10. Middle Class in This Mf



		11. Canelo álvarez Is the Champ



		12. Bad Mexican Sonnet



		13. Poem Where No One Is Deported









		IV. Untranslatable



		1. American Tragedy



		2. Cal City Winter



		3. On the Signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement



		4. Ojalá: Me & My Guys



		5. Poetry Is Not Therapy



		6. Before We Got Comfortable Saying Love,
We Dapped



		7. Ojalá: I Hate Heartbreak



		8. Haram



		9. Healing



		10. More, Please



		11. Two Truths & A Lie









		V. Receding



		1. Pedro Gets Asked About His Big Brother



		2. Happening Sonnet



		3. Authenticity



		4. Loyalty



		5. Poem Where I Learn to Eat Escargot



		6. Some Words Look Nice Until You Try Them On



		7. Wherever I’M at That Land Is Chicago









		VI. Ojalá Ojalá Ojalá



		1. Nate Calls Me Soft



		2. Love Poem (feat. Chani Nicholas)



		3. All The Names We Say Because We Don’T Say Love



		4. Cal City Love Poem



		5. Most



		6. Mercedes Says She Prefers the word “Discoteca” to the Word “Club”



		7. February & My Love Is in Another State



		8. Ugly









		VII. God



		1. Origin Story



		2. In Calumet City



		3. Now I’m Bologna



		4. My Sociology



		5. No Time to Wait



		6. Mercedes Says Hyacinths Look Like Little Firework Shows



		7. Miracle



		8. Ruben’S Poem









		VIII. Before Monday Arrives Like A Fist



		1. Ars Poetica



		2. Eviction Notice



		3. Moonshine



		4. Llorar



		5. United Enemies



		6. Harlem Snapshot



		7. FAQ



		8. Sunday Love









		IX. Glory



		1. Between Us & Liberation



		2. Escargot



		3. Eating Taco Bell With Mexicans



		4. Maybe God Is Mexican



		5. It’S True



		6. Despecho Hour At The Casa Azul Restaurante Y Cantina



		7. Hopeful Cal City Poem



		8. Mexican Heaven (“the mexicans said no thank you to heaven—”)









		X. Glory



		1. Perder



		2. Inspiration



		3. I Walk Into The Ocean



		4. Roses & Lilies



		5. Justice Is For The Living



		6. Mexican Heaven (“forget heaven & its promises of gold—”)









		XI. Glory



		1. No More Sad Mexicans



		2. Mexican Heaven (“when my uncle got to heaven”)



		3. Another Harlem Poem



		4. Ojalá: Self-Love



		5. Down To My Elbows



		6. Rebuttal



		7. Shelter Island



		8. Let’S Get Married



		9. Related: The Sky Is Dope









		Acknowledgments











		Promesas De Oro



		Nota del autor



		Nota del traductor



		I. Cuentos Populares



		1. Tradición



		2. Mi gente para mí es folk



		3. Poema de amor que inicia con un taxi amarillo



		4. Riqueza









		II. Ojalá Ojalá Ojalá



		1. Oda a las tortillas



		2. Nation of Domination



		3. En el sueÑo



		4. Bulls vs. Suns, 1993



		5. Otro poema sobre Cal City



		6. Ojalá: Mi Compa



		7. Movilidad Social



		8. Arrepentimiento o mi papá menciona el amor



		9. Black & Mild



		10. Centro comercial de River Oaks









		III. Oro



		1. Pedro explica el realismo mágico



		2. Elegidos



		3. Padres



		4. Un casi soneto para la casi vida de mi mamá



		5. Poema con flores cadáver & sin cadáveres



		6. Es sólo el día chorrocientosmil de la cuarentena & ya estoy fantaseando con robarle a los ricos



		7. Poema con un poco menos de agresividad



		8. Maybach Music



		9. Tarjeta Rechazada



		10. Clase media en este mundo de mierda



		11. El Canelo Álvarez es el campeón



		12. Mal soneto mexican



		13. Poema donde nadie es deportado









		IV. Intraducible



		1. Tragedia estadounidense



		2. Invierno en Cal City



		3. EN la firma del Tratado de Libre COMERCIO de América del Norte



		4. Ojalá: yo & mis chavos



		5. La poesía no es terapia



		6. Antes de que nos sintiÉramos cómodos mencionando el amor, las chocábamos



		7. Ojalá: odio cuando te rompen el corazón



		8. Haram



		9. Sanación



		10. Más, por favor



		11. Dos verdades & una mentira









		V. Retrocediendo



		1. A PEDRO le preguntan sobre su hermano mayor



		2. Soneto que sucede



		3. Autenticidad



		4. Lealtad



		5. Poema donde aprendo a comer escargot



		6. Algunas palabras parecen bonitas hasta que intentas usarlas



		7. Dondequiera que estÉ esa tierra es chicago









		VI. OJALá OJALá OJALá



		1. Nate me llama sensible



		2. Poema de amor (feat. Chani Nicholas)



		3. Todos los nombres que nos decimos porque no podemos mencionar el amor



		4. Poema de amor a la Cal City



		5. Lo más



		6. Mercedes dice que prefiere la palabra “discoteca” a la palabra “club”



		7. Es febrero & mi amor está en otro estado



		8. Feo









		VII. Dios



		1. Historia de los orígenes



		2. En calumet city



		3. Ahora soy bolonia



		4. Mi sociología



		5. Sin tiempo para esperar



		6. Mercedes dice que los jacintos parecen pequeÑos espectáculos de fuegos artificiales



		7. Milagro



		8. Poema de Rubén









		VIII. Antes de que el lunes llegue como un puÑo



		1. Ars Poetica



		2. Aviso de desalojo



		3. Luz de luna



		4. Llorar



		5. Enemigos unidos



		6. Instantánea de harlem



		7. Preguntas frecuentes



		8. Amor de domingo









		IX. Gloria



		1. Entre nosotros & la liberación



		2. Escargot



		3. Comiendo en Taco Bell con mexicans



		4. Tal vez dios es mexican



		5. Es verdad



		6. La hora del despecho en casa azul restaurante y cantina



		7. Poema de esperanza a la Cal City



		8. Mexican Heaven (“los mexicans le dicen no gracias al cielo”)









		X. Gloria



		1. Perder



		2. Inspiración



		3. Camino hacia el ocÉano



		4. Rosas & azucenas



		5. La justicia es para los vivos



		6. Mexican heaven (“olvida el cielo & sus promesas de oro”)









		XI. Gloria



		1. No más mexicans tristes



		2. Mexican Heaven (“cuando mi tío llegó al cielo”)



		3. Otro poema sobre Harlem



		4. Ojalá: amor propio



		5. Hasta los codos



		6. Impugnación



		7. Isla Refugio



		8. CasÉmonos



		9. Por cierto: el cielo está bien chido









		Agradecimientos

















Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		xi



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JOSE OLIVAREZ

with a Spanish translanon by David Ruano Gonzdlez






