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RUBÉN DARÍO : SELECTED WRITINGS

RUBÉN DARÍO (Félix García Sarmiento) was born in Metapa (renamed Ciudad Darío), a small town in Nicaragua, on January 18th, 1867. His parents soon separated. His mother took him to Honduras, but eventually returned to Nicaragua and Darío was raised in León. He was writing epitaphs in verse on commission by age eleven, and his first verses were published when he was thirteen years old in the newspaper El Termómetro. In 1884, Darío worked as a presidential staff member under the regime of Adán Cárdenas, as well as in the National Library. He made his first trip to Chile in 1886, and debuted as a poet in book form with Abrojos in 1887, but it was the combination of poetry and prose in  Azul . . . (1888) that made him famous and transformed him into the lightning rod of the Modernista movement in the Spanish-speaking Americas. Soon after, Darío began contributing to the Argentine daily La Nación, a professional relationship that would last until his death. In Nicaragua, he married Rafaela Contreras Cañas, the first of three wives with whom he would have four children, two of whom died in infancy. A coup d’etat in Nicaragua in 1890 forced him to move to Guatemala and El Salvador. Darío was named secretary of the Nicaraguan delegation in charge of the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s voyage across the Atlantic Ocean in 1892 and also made his first, revelatory trip to Spain. Rafaela Contreras Cañas died soon after. Months later, Darío married Rosario Murillo. In 1893 Darío met Paul Verlaine in Paris, and, in New York, José Martí, with whom he forged a friendship. In 1896 his books Los Raros [The Misfits] and Prosas profanas y otros poemas [Profane Prose and Other Poems] were published. He also started to serialize a novel called El hombre de oro [Man of Gold], which was influenced by Flaubert’s Salambó. In 1898 the Spanish-American War took place and shook Darío to the core. He denounced the United States in a series of poems and articles written for various periodicals. A year later, he traveled to Barcelona, then to Madrid. His experiences in Spain would be described in the chronicles and literary portraits of España contemporánea [Contemporary Spain] (1901). In 1899 he met Ramón  María Valle-Inclán, Juan Ramón Jiménez, as well as Francisca Sánchez, an illiterate peasant from Navalsáuz, whom Darío taught to read. The couple relocated in Paris, where he worked as a correspondent for La Nación, focusing on the Exposition Universelle de Paris. In 1903 he became consul of Nicaragua in Paris, where he had already met Antonio and Manuel Machado. From there he visited Barcelona and a year later traveled to Gibraltar, Morocco, and various locations in Spain. His book Cantos de vida y esperanza: Los cisnes y otros poemas [Songs of Life and Hope/Swans and Other Poems] appeared in 1905, followed a couple of years later by El canto errante [Wandering Song]. Darío was named to a diplomatic post in Spain by the Nicaraguan government in 1907 while he was in the country trying unsuccessfully to annul his marriage to Rosario Murillo. In 1909 he published Alfonso XIII and  El viaje a Nicaragua e Intermezzo tropical [Voyage to Nicaragua and Tropical Intermezzo]. Poema del otoño y otros poemas [Autumn Poems and Other Poems] appeared in 1910, which is also when he visited Mexico to participate in the centenary commemoration of El Grito de Dolores [The Cry of Dolores] just as that country was about to be swept by a peasant revolution. While he was in Mexico City, Nicaraguan President José Madriz was deposed, and Darío abruptly left for Cuba. In 1911-12, he was contracted to edit and promote Mundial Magazine. His memoir  Historia de mis libros [The Story of My Books] was serialized in  La Nación in 1913. His health deteriorated and his cirrhosis of the liver became public knowledge. His last volume of poetry, Canto a la Argentina y otros poemas [Song to Argentina and Other Poems], was released in 1914, along with the first of three volumes of selected poems chosen by the poet and published in Madrid by Biblioteca Corona: Muy siglo XVIII [And Those that Come from the Eighteenth Century] (1914); Muy antiguo y muy moderno  [Some Both Ancient and Modern] (1915); and Y una sed de ilusiones infinita [And a Thirst for Illusive Hope That’s Endless] (1916). His autobiography, La vida de Rubén Darío escrita por él mismo [The Life of Rubén Darío, Written by Himself], appeared in 1915. He became gravely ill during a lecture tour of the United States, and returned to León, Nicaragua, early in 1916. Rubén Darío died on February 6, 1916. He was buried near the statue of Saint Paul, in the Cathedral of León.

 

A translator of some three dozen book-length works of literature, criticism, history, and memoir, ANDREW HURLEY is best known for his translation of Jorge Luis Borges’s Collected Fictions (1998), as  well as Reinaldo Arenas’s “Pentagony” novels (1986-2000). He lives and works in San Juan, Puerto Rico.

 

GREG SIMON has published translations of poetry from the work of Spanish, Portuguese, German and Russian writers, and is the co-translator, with Steven F. White and Christopher Maurer, of Federico García Lorca’s Poet in New York (1988).

 

STEVEN F. WHITE has edited and translated anthologies of contemporary poetry from Nicaragua, Chile, and Brazil. He is the author of Modern Nicaraguan Poetry: Dialogues with France and the United States (1993) and El mundo más que humano en la poesía de Pablo Antonio Cuadra: Un estudio ecocrítico (2002). He is a corresponding member of the Nicaraguan Academy of the Language and teaches Spanish at St. Lawrence University.

 

ILAN STAVANS is the Lewis-Sebring Professor in Latin American and Latino Culture and the Five-College 40th Anniversary Distinguished Professor at Amherst College. His books include The Hispanic Condition (1995), The Riddle of Cantinflas (1998), On Borrowed Words (2001), Spanglish (2003), and Dictionary Days  (2005). He edited The Oxford Book of Latin American Essays  (1997), The Poetry of Pablo Neruda (2003), and the four-volume  Encyclopedia Latina (2005).
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Introduction

“In truth, I live on poetry. I am naught but a man of art.” Thus Rubén Darío, the Nicaraguan homme de lettres and indisputable leader of the Modernista movement that swept Latin America at the end of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth, characterized himself. “I am good for nothing else,” he went on. “I believe in God, and I am attracted to mystery. I am befuddled by daydreams and death; I have read many philosophers yet I know not a word of philosophy. I do espouse a certain Epicureanism, of my own sort: let the soul and body enjoy as much as possible on earth, and do everything possible to continue that enjoyment in the next life. Which is to say, je vois la vie en rose.”

At once visionary and agent provocateur, Darío witnessed the arrival of modernity in every aspect of life on this side of the Atlantic: from education to religion, from politics and the arts to science and technology. He wondered: What makes the Spanish language used in the Americas different from the language of the Iberian Peninsula? To what extent are these nascent nations—whose drive toward independence, in geographic terms, began in Mexico in 1810 and spread throughout the hemisphere—really autonomous, really independent of their “motherland”? From what cultural well ought artists and intellectuals in the Americas drink? What set of symbols and motifs might artists and poets call their own? Of course, the questioning was the result of Darío’s discomfort with his surroundings, and it was not free of irony. “I detest the life and times it is my fate to live in,” he declared. Darío was what we might today call “conflicted”; he was constantly pulled in  contrary directions. While he felt himself a man of the Americas, at heart he was a cosmopolitan who looked to Europe as his prime source of inspiration, hoping to redeem himself and his people from the morose Spanish culture, which for Latin America had been the only connection to the outside world, but which had fallen into an embarrassing mediocrity. A man of deep Catholic faith, he understood poetry much in the way the Romantics did: as a bridge toward nature and the spiritual world. In searching for motifs to alleviate his sense of loss, he embraced the worldly and very “contemporary” French Symbolists—Baudelaire, Mallarmé, and Verlaine in particular—but he also felt the allure of the pre-Columbian past. “If there is any poetry in our America,” Darío suggested, “it is in the old things; in Palenque and Utatlán, in the Indian of legend and the fine and sensual Inca, and in the great Moctezuma on his golden throne.”

When approached sub specie aeternitatis, the poetry of Latin America appears to be defined by a cyclical battle of opposites: on one side are the Europeanized voices of the so-called aesthetes, whose poetry is disconnected from the social conditions from which it springs; on the other are the practitioners of an  engagé art, who believe that the word has the power to change the world. Of course this tension, in some shape or form, lives at the heart of every poet. In Darío’s case, it manifested itself more vividly than in anyone before him in the region, and the way he responded to it left a deep and lasting mark, to the point that one is able to declare, without fear of error, that the overall poetic tradition in the Spanish language on this side of the Atlantic is perfectly divisible into two halves: before and after Darío.

 

If the contribution of a single poet could be measured quantitatively, by the number of astonishing poems that have become an essential feature of a culture, then it is arguable that Darío stands as the most important poet ever to write in Latin America. From “Venus” to “Autumn Poem” and “Swans,” from “Poets! Towers of God!” to “To Columbus” and “To Roosevelt,” Darío achieves a pitch so faultless, a melodious style so  controlled and authoritative, and a mannered tone, filled with Gallicisms, so influential not only to his successors but his contemporaries as well, as to make the reader believe that these pieces are integral to the universal order of Spanish-language letters. All artists dream of achieving perfection, but only a few might be said to succeed in their quest. Darío, in a handful of his compositions, makes the cut.

The first piece of criticism on Darío’s work appeared in 1884, when he was twenty-one years old. Since then, he has been the subject of a veritable academic industry. Hundreds of book-length studies and thousands of monographs have been written by scholars on Darío. He has been a lightning rod for the Modernista movement that swept the intellectual world of Latin America as the nineteenth century came to a close. (It is no secret that most of these academic examinations tend to be innocuous, jingoistic, and altogether inundated by a hygienic theoretical jargon that specializes in killing the power of poetry. At times one feels that these exercises do little to explain his legacy.) Scholars have delved into the minutiae of his biography and his oeuvre, exploring every imaginable aspect of it from a myriad of perspectives, from the sociological to the political, from the philosophical to the semantic. Special emphasis has been placed on Darío’s links to figures in world literature, with detailed concentration on his borrowings from the French intellectual orbit.

Beyond university circles, however, Darío’s posterity is nothing if not contested, and often the assessment of Darío’s legacy is so passionate as to be belligerent. Throughout his life not only was he often attacked for being either too daring or too imitative of foreign models, but his poetic revolution was also misunderstood. For some critics, such as philologist Raimundo Lida, Darío was not only the most admirable of all the Modernista poets but also one of the great modern Latin-American poets. And in an obituary published in 1916, Pedro Henríquez Ureña, the Dominican literary critic who delivered the Charles Eliot Norton Lectures at Harvard in 1940-41, was the first to equate Darío with Spain’s two major Golden Age poets, Francisco de Quevedo and Luis de Góngora. Federico  García Lorca, in a conversation with Pablo Neruda at the PEN Club in Buenos Aires in 1933, argued, lyrically, that Darío “gave us the murmur of the forest in an adjective, and as masterful as Fray Luis de Granada, he made zodiacal signs out of the lemon tree, the hoof of a stag, and mollusks filled with terror and infinity. He launched us on the sea with frigates and shadows in our eyes, and built an enormous promenade of gin over the grayest afternoon the sky has ever known, and greeted the southwest wind as a friend, all heart like a Romantic poet, and put his hand on the Corinthian capital of all epochs with a sad, ironic doubt.” Pablo Neruda responded: Darío’s “red name deserves to be remembered, along with his essential tendencies, his terrible heartaches, his incandescent uncertainties, his descent into the hospitals of hell, his ascent to the castles of fame, his attributes as a great poet, now and forever undeniable.” Neruda added: “Federico García Lorca, a Spaniard, and I, a Chilean, dedicate the honors bestowed on us today to that great shadow who sang more loftily than ourselves, and who saluted, in a new voice, the Argentine soil that we now tread.”

But for others less diplomatic (and more racist, perhaps) in their judgment, such as Oxford don C. M. Bowra, Darío was a disappointing poet. Bowra compared the Nicaraguan unfavorably to W. B. Yeats, believing that Darío suffered from “his untutored simplicity and his complete lack of irony.” Bowra added: “We must remember that he was a stranger from an underdeveloped land, that he had Indian blood in his veins and lacked the complexity and the sophistication which would belong to a European of his gifts and tastes.” Luis Cernuda and Gastón Baquero, poets from Spain and Cuba respectively, saw Darío as either unoriginal or unworthy of his Latin-American origins, which, Baquero claimed, Darío seemed to reject in one poem after another. Baquero, we should note, changed his mind later in life; he dedicated one of his last books, Memorial de un testigo (A Witness’s Memorial, 1966), to Darío. Is this proof of the kind of love/hate relationship that a solid number of Latin American poets have with the Nicaraguan? Indeed, since the twenties it has become a sport among young aesthetes to attack Darío in manifestos that proclaim a rupture, a rejection of his  legacy, only to prove themselves hijos de Rubén, followers of the poet, in the years that follow.

The fact that youngsters throw stones at Darío proves that he has been, even for his opponents, a beloved enemy, an unmistakable and omnipresent landmark. We find this attitude in Pablo Antonio Cuadra and José Coronel Urtecho in Nicaragua itself, as well as in Spain and elsewhere in Latin America, as it was held by Vallejo, Neruda, Lorca, and a host of other, less gifted, poets. Manuel Gutiérrez Nájera, another Modernista,  once said, apropos of one of the Nicaraguan’s favorite animal motifs, the swan, that it was the duty of every follower of Darío to “torcerle el cuello al cisne,” to wring the bird’s neck. Yet the work his accusers ended up producing has been remarkably  Dariano. In any case, Cernuda and Baquero are part of the cadre of followers who have used the terms “decadent” and “melancholic” to attack the Nicaraguan poet. For them, the school of Rubenistas is about using symbols and meters that are foreign to the western shores of the Atlantic.

But what, in a culture such as ours, in which cross-fertilization is a sine qua non and the concept of purity in art is as elusive as it is artificial, can “foreignness” really mean? Latin-American literature in general, and poetry above all (not the poetry produced by pre-Columbian poets, of course, Nahuas such as Nezahualcoyotl and Axayacatl, but surely that which is the by-product of the colonial period and most crucially that which has been composed from Darío’s generation onward), is really the result of a constant bombardment of outside influences. Foreign models first from Europe (Spain, France, Italy) and then from the United States, represented in figures such as Gustave Flaubert, Théophile Gautier, Edgar Allan Poe, and Walt Whitman, have exercised enormous power. Darío was neither bashful nor deceitful about these models. And his temperamental attraction to melancholy no doubt makes him a “typical” fin-de-siècle artist. As for his Decadence, it was an imitation of French Symbolism and Parnassianism, as well as of the remnants of the Romantic Movement that had swept Germany, Italy, and England, and that had not a few late repercussions in the United States. For a Nicaraguan to dream of a poetry firmly  established in the motto l’art pour l’art might be seen, in and of itself, as an anachronism. But cannot poets of these lands also share in the feast of Western Civilization? Why should a Central American Decadent be less worthy than, say, his North American counterpart, or for that matter, Gautier himself?

Of Darío’s Rezeptionsgeshichte, there are a number of essays worth reading for their clear and informed judgment. These include an illustrious exegetical essay by the Uruguayan critic José Enrique Rodó, author of the significant mediation Ariel, in which the Anglo and Hispanic sensibilities are for the first time contrasted in sharp philosophical terms. Rodó championed the  Modernista aesthetic through lucid literary explorations. He focused on Darío as a stepping-stone for his generation, and in doing so left us an early thought-provoking analysis of Darío’s poetry. Angel Rama, Pedro Salinas, and Max Henríquez Ureña (Pedro’s brother) produced valuable commentaries. There is also a fine essay by Octavio Paz, the Nobel Prize winner who in more ways than one has been the inheritor of Darío’s mantle: the poet as cultural commentator. In 1964, while in New Delhi on diplomatic service, Paz published a piece called “The Siren and the Seashell” (included in his book Cuadrivio), in which he convincingly dissects Darío’s aesthetic and ideological revolution. It strikes me as one of the most convincing appraisals of Darío, his work, and his position in Latin American culture. It includes this argument, which helps us place the Nicaraguan in context: 



Darío was not only the richest and most ample of the Modernist poets: he was also one of our great modern poets. He was the beginning. At times he makes one think of Poe; at other times, of Whitman. Of the first, in that portion of his work in which he scorns the world of the Americas and is preoccupied solely by an otherwordly music; of the second, in that portion in which he expresses his vitalist affirmation, his pantheism, and his belief that he was, in his own right, the bard of Latin America as Whitman was of Anglo-America. In contrast to Poe, Darío did not enclose himself within his own spiritual adventure; neither did he have Whitman’s ingenuous faith in progress and brotherhood. More than to  the two great North Americans, he could be compared to Hugo: eloquence, abundance, and that continuous surprise, that unending flow, of rhyme. Like the French poet’s, his inspiration was that of the cyclopean sculpture; his stanzas are blocks of animated matter, veined with sudden delicacies: the striation of lighting on the stone. And the rhythm, the continuous swing that makes the language our enormous aquatic mass. Darío was less excessive and prophetic; he was also less valiant: he was not a rebel and he did not profess a horror of both miniaturism and titanism. More nervous, more anguished, he oscillated between contradictory impulses: one could say that he was a Hugo attacked by “decadent” ills. Despite the fact that he loved and imitated Verlaine above all (and above all others), his best poems have little resemblance to those of his model. He had superabundant health and energy; his sun was stronger, his wine more generous. Verlaine was a provincial Parisian; Darío a Central American globetrotter. His poetry is virile: skeleton, heart, sex.



 

Rubén Darío was born Félix Rubén García Sarmiento on January 18, 1867, in Metapa, a small town in what is now the municipality of Matagapa in Nicaragua. (It was eventually renamed Ciudad Darío.) His pen name, like that of Neruda (born Neftalí Ricardo Reyes Basoalto), was adopted later: it combines his second forename and the second last name of his father, Manuel García Darío. (His mother was Rosa Sarmiento Alemán.) He was baptized a Christian. His parents separated soon after his birth. His mother took him to Honduras, but eventually returned to Nicaragua, where Darío was raised in León.

In his autobiography, published in 1915 and known in Spanish as La vida de Rubén Darío escrita por él mismo (The Life of Rubén Darío, Written by Himself), a volume which, as critics have pointed out, is filled with deliberate omissions as well as unintended errors, Darío reflected on the colonial landscape that surrounded him as a child. León, he said, was filled with cupolas, stone-paved streets, and fortresses. There were legends of decapitated priests on horses running wild; relatives would tell him ghost stories. Clearly, these stories and this setting instilled in him a sense of mystery and even religious devotion. 

Anecdotes about Darío’s precociousness abound. He himself stated that he learned to read at the age of three. And in his autobiography he tells us that at ten he discovered in a closet the first books he would read; among them were the Bible, Don Quixote, The Arabian Nights, works by Cicero and Madame de Staël, and a volume of Golden Age Spanish comedies. He attended public school but also studied at the Iglesia de la Recolección in León under the tutelage of the Jesuits—who had been expelled from Guatemala. It was also in those early years that he began to write poetry; as he put it, “I would never commit a single error in rhythm.” Shortly after, Darío, at eleven, was writing epitaphs in verse on commission. His first poems were actually published in periodicals when he was thirteen years old; the newly formed newspaper El Termómetro featured a number of them. By the way, it is also said, implausibly, that before he reached twenty years of age Darío knew the entire  Diccionario de la Real Academia Española by heart.

In 1884, at seventeen, several important events took place in Darío’s life. At this time he was working as a presidential staff member under the regime of Adán Cárdenas, as well as in the National Library. The first life-changing event was Darío’s appointment to what would be the first of several diplomatic posts. The other was the start of his contributions to the Argentine daily La Nación, a professional relationship that would last until Darío’s death. And of course Darío’s connection to the library would also prove to be invaluable. Throughout his life, he surrounded himself with books. The act of reading is ubiquitous in him: it appears in his poems, as book-reviewing in his journalism, and as a leitmotif in his prose; he even has a volume called The Story of My Books.

It was also at this period that Darío married for the first time, in a ceremony that took place in Nicaragua. His wife was Rafaela Contreras Cañas. She would be the first of three wives, with whom he would have four children, two of them dying in infancy. His first trip out of Nicaragua took him to Chile in 1886. In Chile, Darío found an atmosphere conducive to his revolutionary aesthetics, and in fact it was here that he made his debut as a poet in book form, with Abrojos in 1887. But it  was Azul . . . (Azure), a tiny volume published by Imprenta y Litografía Excelsior in Valparaíso—a thriving Chilean city of a hundred thousand citizens at the time—that not only remained one of Darío’s all-time personal favorites but almost overnight made him famous in the Spanish-speaking world and turned him into the consummate leader of the Modernistas. The volume, combining poetry and prose, vies with Borges’s Ficciones  as the single most influential book-length publication ever to appear in Latin America. (One Hundred Years of Solitude, by Gabriel García Márquez, is next in importance.) Reaction to the book was mixed, but on balance gratifying. “I was greeted with incomprehension, astonishment, and censure from the professors, but cordial applause from my companions,” Darío wrote. What made the volume so terribly important? “My success—it would be absurd not to confess it—has been due to novelty.” He went on to explain: 



The origin of the novelty was my recent encounter with the French authors of the Parnassus, for at the time the Symbolist struggle was just beginning in France and so was not known abroad, much less in our Americas. . . . Accustomed as I was to the eternal cliché of the Spanish Siglo de Oro and Spain’s indecisive modern poetry, I found in those French writers a mine of literary gold that was there to be explored, and exploited: I applied their way of employing adjectives, certain syntactical habits, a verbal aristocracy, to my Spanish. The rest was given by the character of Spanish itself, and the talent of yours truly. And I, who know Baralt’s Dictionary of Gallicisms by heart, realized that not just a well-chosen Gallicism but also certain particularities from other languages might be extremely useful, might even be of incomparable efficacy in a certain type of “transplant.”



 

It is the elements of French culture that make Darío tick. In 1899 he wrote in a letter to the Iberian philosopher Miguel de Unamuno: “I am embarrassed to admit it, but I do not think in Castillian Spanish. Rather, I think in French! Or, better still, I think ideographically, which is why my work is not ‘pure.’ I am referring to my most recent books. My first works, up to  Azul . . . , come from an undeniably Spanish stock, at least in their form.” While Paris was Darío’s center of cultural gravity, one ought to keep in mind that he was imagining the metropolis from his sojourns in Nicaragua and Chile. He would never be more Parisian than when he was still unacquainted with Paris, imagining its landscape through readings of his favorite authors. Notice also the use of the ellipsis after Azul . . . : Darío seems to invite the reader to enter with him that realm of dreams he is so eagerly striving for. His Catholic worldview had, as its counterpoint in the poetry, heterodox, pagan concepts. He styled himself a dilettante, and all in all succeeded in mastering that “profession.” The poetic and prose experiments followed a similar approach: “the application to Spanish of certain verbal superiorities from other languages, in this case mainly French,” Darío explained. For yes, the material is aristocratic in nature; it is also unapologetically erudite. The author exploits the etymology of words. He lets his style be driven by a melodious inner voice, focusing on rhythm not only in his stanzas, which are governed by syllabic meter, but also in his prose.

Azul . . . contains classic pieces like “About Winter” and “To a Poet.” And in a literary mode that Darío would repeatedly return to, he included in this volume what he called medallones, a text written in homage—in the form of an ornament, a medallion—to an influential figure, Whitman for instance. Darío saw the good gray poet simultaneously as an emperor and a priestly presence who strove toward true democracy by encouraging the sailor to row, the eagle to fly, and the laborer to work. Darío praised Whitman in this way: 



His boundless soul resembles a mirror. 
His weary shoulders deserve the best cloak. 
He sings his song like a modern seer, 
strumming on a lyre cut from ancient oak.



 

Yes, much like Borges and Neruda after him, Darío thoroughly admired Whitman. The very name of the American master required him to take a breath. “Whitman, maestro  Whitman,” sighed the Nicaraguan poet, “broke all the rules and, guided by instinct, went back to the Hebrew line. And I must concur with the diagnosis of the Jew Nordau with respect to the immense poet of Leaves of Grass, that rare, strange—passing strange, degenerate—Whitman, yet honored, too, Maeterlinck’s master, that strong, cosmic Yankee. We, dear maestro, the young poets of the Spanish Americas, are preparing the way, because our own Whitman must be soon to come, our indigenous Walt Whitman, filled with the world, saturated with the universe, like that other Whitman of the north, chanted so beautifully by ‘our’ Martí. And no one would be surprised if in this vast cosmopolis, this alembic of souls and races, where Andrade of the symbolic Atlántida lived his life and this young savage Lugones has just appeared, there might appear some precursor of that poet heralded by the enigmatic and terrible Montevideo madman, in his prophetic and terrifying book.”

In this Penguin Classics anthology, azul, “blue” in Spanish, is not translated as blue. As Andrew Hurley suggests in his translator’s note to the section of stories and fables, the alternative choice, azure, is closer in spirit to Darío’s intention: while avoiding associations with “the blues” and “being blue,” it foregrounds an association Darío made with fairy tales (“cuentos azules” in Spanish) filled with princesses, castles, and knights in shining armor (or “Prince Charmings,” “principes azules,” literally “blue knights,” in Spanish). The title of that first influential collection, in Darío’s view, pointed to the color of daydreams, an azure found in the work of Victor Hugo, “the color of art, a Hellenic, Homeric color, a color oceanic and firmamental, the coeruleum which in Pliny is the simple color that resembles the sky, and sapphires.”

In any case, Azul . . . ought to be read as an itinerary of sorts, announcing the direction Darío would take in his life-long oeuvre. Most of the attention it commands comes from its crystalline stanzas. But it also contains stories such as “The Bourgeois King,” subtitled “A Cheering Tale,” about a pompous monarch who hires a poet to play the organ in his garden parties, “near the swans.” The fairy tales function as an excuse for Darío to  analyze two social types: an emerging bourgeoisie in Latin America, uninterested in art, and the artist with lofty ideals. The poet is clearly Darío’s alter ego. He states: “My lord, for long years I have sung the word of the future. I was born in the time of the dawn and I have spread my wings in the hurricane. I seek the chosen race that awaits, with hymns upon their lips and lyres in their hands, the rising of the great sun. . . .” And: “I have caressed great Nature, and I have sought, in the warmth of the ideal, the verse that lies in the star at the end of the heavens, the pearl in the depths of ancient Ocean. I have sought to boom, to crash! For the age of the great revolutions is coming, with a Messiah that is all Light, and Agitation, and Power, and we must receive his spirit with a poem that is a triumphal arch, with lines of iron, and lines of gold, and lines of love.” The survival of this hungry artist depends on the bourgeois king. At the end of the story, Darío has him perish “thinking that the sun would rise the next day, and with it, the ideal . . . and that art would wear not wool pants, but a mantle of gold, and flames. . . . And the next day the king and his courtiers found him there, the poor devil of a poet, like a swallow frozen in the ice, with a bitter smile on his lips.”

In comparison with Darío’s poetry, his stories have commanded limited attention. They are skillfully written, but they suffer for their ambitions, in that they rarely generate the genuine psychological terror achieved by Poe and Stevenson, and also from the fact that their author died too soon to benefit, as Borges did so exotically, from the discoveries of Sigmund Freud. Still, they are marvelous in the traditional sense of the term: filled with precious marvels. And they ought to be read in their own historical context. As a fin-de-siècle literari, Darío employed images and symbols, much in the way the nineteenth-century Romantics did. He wasn’t interested in plot. Instead, his objective was to communicate “truths.” What makes him so compelling, I would argue, is his perversity—perversity of spirit, sexual perversity. In “The Ruby,” for instance, the precious stone is created by means of the blood of a woman that has been kidnapped and maybe raped. Thus, the gems that result from it are dependent on violence, wounding, abuse,  violation of all sorts. There is also the dance-read-as-sexual-dalliance of “The Palace of the Sun,” the “murder” of art by a jealous wife in “The Death of the Empress of China,” and “El Fardo” and countless other similar stories in which the artist-figure is insensitive to the pain of others. It is in his stories that Darío is at his most Decadent and the humanistic paradigm is inverted. For what is Decadence if not a form of writing obsessed with style, in which the subject tends toward the perverse, dark, and sinful, and in which sensation is more important than morality? In his fiction Darío does tend to be overly allegorical for the pre-Chekhov and pre-Joyce reader, delegating plot to a secondary role and coming up with characters that might serve as mouthpieces for/of his aesthetic and other ideas. This, after all, is what the French short story was at the time, and the short story often written in English when Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville were active. Such is the case of “The Deaf Satyr,” also in Azul . . . , a Greek story set on Mount Olympus, in which the poet Orpheus sings his songs in the woods. Orpheus, the poet, “sickened by mankind’s misery,” decides to seek refuge in the woods, “where the trees and rocks might understand him and listen to him in ecstasy, and where, when he played his lyre, he might make all things tremble with harmony and the fire of love.” He sings his song to a deaf satyr, who, following his ass’s advice, exiles Orpheus from the woods. Again, the portrait of the artist is disheartening: the poet, seeking communion with nature and community, finds only rejection.

 

In the preceding pages I have spoken, time and again, about the  Modernista revolution. Let it not be confused with the term  Rubenista, which means a follower of Darío. Modernismo was an ambitious way of reappraising the world. But what was it really about? And why should the term be written in Spanish and italicized? What constitutes an artistic movement? Should  Modernismo be considered such a movement? These questions, particularly the latter ones, have, again, an embattled quality to them, in tune with the critique Darío faced in life as a Modernista . For intellectuals of his time—and scores of others since  then—have often suggested that Darío’s poetics encapsulated impossibly disparate ambitions. A new bourgeois sensibility like the one Darío was announcing, an interest in occult religion, a Pythagorean understanding of music and the spiritual realm, and a desire to write Spanish following French syntax are efforts so disparate in their very nature that it seems impossible to bring them together under a single rubric. No wonder Miguel de Unamuno complained in 1918: “I don’t exactly know what this business of Modernistas and Modernismo is. Such diverse and opposing things are given these names that there is no way to reduce them to a common category.” Others have agreed with Unamuno, arguing that almost a century after Darío’s death—and thus, after the demise of the overall intellectual and social upheaval he expounded—today we still have no clear vision of what it was all about.

But these complaints are unjustified. In recent years there has been an effort to conceptualize Modernismo in ways unattainable to Unamuno. Clearly, Modernismo was, more than anything else, a metaphysical pursuit by a cadre of intellectuals disenchanted with institutionalized religion and with the ideological currents available. In Darío’s case, he was influenced by Pythagoreanism, a view (adapted by Spinoza in the Renaissance) suggesting that the entire universe is permeated by, and manifests, the divine. An essential ingredient of this worldview is the concept of harmony. God is a harmonious entity and so is nature, made of eternal male and female elements. The Pythagoreans sought a unity of life based on their faith in a universe that was orderly, intelligible, and logical, and on the need to find balance between the masculine and feminine sides of the self. The search for unity leads to the concept of a mirror between the microcosm of humanity and the macrocosm that is the universe. The Modernistas sought to understand their surroundings through theories such as this one. They perceived the poet to be a biblical character of sorts, whose talent, much like that of the prophet, lay in his ability to perceive the layers and connections that make reality what it is. The poet was able to communicate with the higher spheres through his intellect and  song, and he (for these were male-dominated times) needed to offer those gifts to the people even if the message might be misunderstood and rejected. This haughty attitude toward art was typical in the twilight of the nineteenth century. Among the  Modernistas in Latin America, it sometimes found itself mixed with politics. That is the case of the Cuban José Martí, of course, and, as I will discuss later, also with Darío, although to a far lesser extent.

The term Modernism—in spite of the way Paz, or better, his translators, and others use it—should not be confused with its Spanish version, Modernismo. As it turns out, the meaning of the words in the two languages is diametrically different, identifying trends that belong to radically divergent cultural landscapes. (Hence my use, throughout, of the italicized Spanish.) “Modernism” is the rubric used in Europe and the United States to designate the artistic generation between the world wars (the dates range from approximately 1914 to the mid-fifties), personified by, among others, T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, and Gertrude Stein. Their pursuit was aesthetic in nature as well as political and linguistic. They believed that the patterns of life at the end of the Industrial Revolution, as they applied to art and philosophy, were outmoded and needed to be revitalized, sometimes by “renewing” old forms, genres, authors. Thus, in the area of literature, the practitioners of Modernism sought to invigorate the page by making language less rigid, more flexible. They embraced concepts such as “stream of consciousness” in order to portray characters in nontraditional ways—from inside out, so to speak. All of this makes the Modernists in Europe closer to what are called the  Vanguardistas of Latin America (e.g., César Vallejo, et al.).

In contrast, the Modernistas in Latin America appeared earlier on the cultural map. Their revolution occurred roughly between 1885 and 1915 (or, with Darío’s death, a year later) and although it spilled into other artistic areas, its central tenets apply to literature almost exclusively, and to poetry most vividly. The writers of the Modernista movement are much closer in spirit to the Romantics in Europe, whose  poetic search is also for unity and harmony in the universe at large. Latin America never had a Romantic movement per se; indeed, it skipped it, because by the time that particular aesthetics arrived on this side of the Atlantic the region was consumed with ideas of independence and revolution. Politics mingled inextricably with daily affairs and there was no time to be concerned with that sublime and tragic sense of life. But by the end of the nineteenth century, nations such as Mexico, Argentina, and Colombia had become autonomous, and they were focused on finding their own collective identity. Others, such as Cuba and Puerto Rico, would be at the junction of the Spanish-America War of 1898, through which Spain lost its colonies in the Caribbean Basin and the region entered the orbit of a new imperial power, the United States. Thus, Modernismo is, in essence, a loose Latin American version of Romanticism, infused with an understanding of language and politics that is influenced by global events at the time and by post-Romantic artistic movements in Europe such as Symbolism and Parnassianism, which embraced an esoteric, somewhat hermetic conception of art. The poet, in the view of these movements, connected with archetypes embedded in the cultural consciousness. Aside from Darío, the movement included Martí, Colombian José Asunción Silva, Mexican Manuel Gutiérrez Nájera, and Argentine Leopoldo Lugones. Through his combination of literature and essays, Martí, like Darío, was an assiduous correspondent to newspapers such as  La Nación in Buenos Aires, and his readers soon made him an idol—and, with his death on the battlefield in 1895 in the struggle for Cuban independence, a martyr as well. But while these two authors have much in common, they are also quite different. Darío, for one thing, is an aesthete, even though he wrote copiously on the imperial hopes of the United States in the Spanish-speaking hemisphere. While Martí remained focused on Cuba no matter where he was throughout the Americas and in exile in Key West and New York, Darío wandered the globe. Darío’s itinerant agenda as a diplomat, journalist, and traveler brought him to distant regions—distant  at least for a citizen of a small, impoverished nation such as Nicaragua.

Darío was comfortable with the effort behind Modernismo,  although he grew suspicious of the rubric itself. In his eyes the movement should have represented progress in a myriad of areas, from science to technology, from economics to education. He envisioned—and with enormous enthusiasm—a transition for the Americas from an awkward, dependent region still lingering in its mediocrity, stuck in a dogmatic tradition, and blindly loyal to a feudal Spain, to a fully cosmopolitan society attuned to the principles and fashions of the West. This, for him, was the announcement of a new type of life. This Modernismo, he stated, “is beginning to give us a place apart, a place that is independent.” It must be kept in mind that with the exception of the luminous seventeenth-century Mexican nun Sor Juana Inés de La Cruz and an improbably small cadre of  americanistas, the number of authors from the New World that were recognized at all in Spain was insignificant. So for Darío and his peers, recognition in Madrid was important, since it meant legitimacy: if the former colonial power could validate their work, the status of that work was automatically more solid, less ethereal.

There was much debate in Spain at the time about the accuracy of describing the overall effort as Modernismo and about the ultimate endurance of the work. Juan Valera, in a column called “American Letters” for the literary supplement of the newspaper El Imparcial, expressed his enthusiasm. He remarked on Darío’s French tone and the highly polished Spanish of the pieces. Valera eventually wrote to Darío: “None of the men of letters of the Peninsula that I have known with more cosmopolitan spirit, and that have resided for a longer time in France, and that have spoken French and other foreign languages better, have ever seemed to me so deeply filled with the spirit of France as you, sir: not Galiano, not Eugenio de Ochoa, not Miguel de los Santos Alvarez.” Valera added a little later: “It seems that here, a Nicaraguan author who never set foot out of Nicaragua except to go to Chile, and who is an  author so à la mode de Paris and with such ‘chic’ and distinction, has been able to anticipate fashion and even modify and impose it.”

 

In 1890, a couple of years after Azul . . . was published, a coup d’etat in Nicaragua forced Darío to move to Guatemala, then to El Salvador. In 1891, his son Rubén Darío Contreras was born in Costa Rica. In 1892 he also made his first, revelatory trip to Spain, a country with which he had an emotional relationship described in the chronicles and literary portraits of España contemporánea (Contemporary Spain, 1901). This was the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s so-called discovery of the Americas, and Darío was on the verge of replicating, at the aesthetic level, Simón Bolívar’s effort to achieve continental independence from Spain. Over time he met several Spanish writers with whom he established a lasting friendship; some of them, including Ramón María Valle-Inclán, Antonio and Manuel Machado, and Juan Ramón Jiménez, later to win the Nobel Prize for literature, became supporters or wrote prologues for his books. It was also at this time that Rafaela Contreras Cañas died. Shortly after, Darío married his second wife, Rosario Murillo.

Darío finally traveled to Paris in the early 1890s. There he at last met one of his idols, Paul Verlaine, and, on a trip to New York, he forged a friendship with Martí. Three years later, in 1896, now known as the annus mirabilis in Darío’s career, two of his most important books, Los raros (The Misfits) and Prosas profanas y otros poemas (Profane Prose and Other Poems), were published by Imprenta Pablo E. Coni, their publication costs paid by Carlos Vega Belgrano, editor of Argentina’s El Tiempo, a newspaper for which Darío regularly wrote. These two efforts are fascinating in that they push Darío’s aesthetic views to new dimensions. Los raros, published in Argentina, includes profiles of characters Darío is attracted to (Poe, Verlaine, Rachilde, Villiers de Lisle d’Adam, et al.). Their appeal is to be found in the desire they nurture to not adapt their needs to society, to break rules, to rebel. In Prosas profanas, on the other hand, the term “profane” is crucial: Darío strove for a poetics akin to his age,  connected to Catholicism but seeking alternative modes of faith. He looked toward mythology, and he also looked toward pre-Columbian history. His memoir Historia de mis libros (The Story of My Books), serialized in Buenos Aires’s La Nación in 1913, along with his autobiography, allow us to understand Darío’s own perception of his poetic mission. In that first book, he writes: “[In] all the Spanish Americas, no one held any end or object for poetry save the celebration of native glories, the events of Independence, the American nature: an eternal hymn to Junín, an endless ode to the agriculture of the torrid zone, and stirring patriotic songs. I did not deny that there was a great treasure trove of poetry in our prehistoric times, in the Conquest, and even in the colony, but with our subsequent social and political state had come intellectual dwarfism and historical periods more suitable for the blood-dripping penny dreadful than the noble canto. Yet I added: ‘Buenos Aires—cosmopolis! And tomorrow!’ The proof of this prophecy can be found in my recent ‘Canto to Argentina.’ ”

This volume again contains classical examples of Darío’s aesthetics, including a sonatina about a princess, an early poem about a swan, and a couple of poems that might well be considered his ars poetica: “Love Your Rhythm” and “I’m Hunting a Form.” In the former, Darío, in a self-referential voice, maps out his poetic pursuit, offering a vision of the poet as a medium between the earthly and celestial spheres. The poem includes this stanza: 



The celestial oneness you surely are 
will make worlds sprout in you that are diverse, 
and if your meters start to sound dispersed, 
use Pythagoras to unite your stars.



 

The sonnet “I’m Hunting a Form,” on the other hand, is the most representative of Darío’s confessional pieces. It mixes classical and mythical ingredients, from the Venus de Milo to Sleeping Beauty, concluding with the swan, specifically its question mark-shaped neck, as a symbol of doubt. This is a memorable  disquisition on the evasiveness and vulnerability of poetry. The last two stanzas read: 



I can only find words that never seem to stay, 
pieces of a song from a flute, which slip away, 
the ship of those dreams, which drift aimlessly in space.

 

And under my Sleeping Beauty’s open window, 
the soft and steady crying of the fountain’s flow, 
and the swan’s great white neck, with its questions, its grace.



 

On the other hand, Los raros is, in my estimation, one of Darío’s most bizarre, most daring works. Mexican critic Jaime Torres Bodet once said that the book contains portraits of artists better known for their proclivity toward the uncanny than for their authentic genius, and more apt to produce episodic—that is, forgettable—art than art that is likely to endure throughout the ages. But a mere list of those discussed by Darío instantaneously proves the thesis wrong: Martí, Poe (who, according to Dario, “passed his life, one might say, under the floating influence of a strange mystery”), Ibsen, Verlaine, Léon Bloy, and Isadora Duncan, to name only a handful. Darío does not attempt to deliver a balanced view. Instead, he is interested in an open, confessed display of subjectivity. His portraits are about exceptional natures, about freedom in art, about talents whose life, like Darío’s, is spent “hunting a form that my style can barely trace.” Needless to say, Darío’s choice of a subject for a book was, in a way, a self-justification. After all, he, too, was un raro, an eccentric who had a huge influence on literature and was recognized as something of a genius. This, by the way, wasn’t the first time he had embraced a tangential approach to writing: Darío was often known to choose a theme in order to talk about himself and his place in society, the place of his poetry in society, and the place of the artist in society. The argument in Los raros is that those who rebel, those who assert their difference, are those whom, in the long run, we most prize.

It should be added that at this time Darío also started to serialize a novel called El hombre de oro (Man of Gold), which was  influenced by Flaubert’s Salambó. As for Whitman, who also tried his luck at writing a novel, for Darío the excursion was not a high point in his career: the volume is more derivative than anything else he ever did, abstruse, distracted. He clearly did not have a talent for long fictional narratives. Nor would he stop traveling and getting himself romantically involved. Then there were the newspaper deadlines to meet, for journalistic squibs were, in the end, his only regular means of support. Actually, these two elements, women and journalism, played a crucial role as Darío’s career entered its last creative stage. Women sometimes seemed almost the entire focus of his attention. He was known as a regular visitor of prostitutes. He also wrote profusely on women. In the short story “The Ruby,” one of the characters says: “. . . I have been but a slave to one, an almost mystical adorer of the other.” Sometimes Darío discussed their role as labor at the dawn of the twentieth century in societies such as Germany, England, and the United States, in order to persuade people that in Latin America “the working mother will make hardworking children, and good citizens”; he also talks of the Nicaraguan woman as possessing “a kind of Arabian languor, a native-born insouciance, joined to a natural elegance and looseness in her movements and her walk.” But when Darío talks about Spanish women, his lyricism is unequaled. He chants: 



Nature proceeds and teaches logically; Nature has ordered the creatures and things of the earth according to their place on it, and Nature knows why the Scandinavians are blond and Abyssinians black, why the English have swan’s necks and Flemish women opulent handholds. Spanish females were given several models, depending upon their region in the Peninsula, but the true type, the type best known through poetry and art, is the olive-skinned beauty, somewhat potelée, neither tall nor short, with wondrous large dark eyes and wavy black hair that falls in cascades, all this animated by a marine, Venusian quality that has no name in any other language: sal.



 

As his first and second marriages attest, Darío also sought to commit himself to women, even though his itinerant life often  unraveled those commitments. But the picture that emerges in short stories like “The Palace of the Sun” is never that simple. In it the Nicaraguan talks of anemic maidens overwhelmed by melancholy, a favorite fin-de-siècle malady. Darío talks of “something better than arsenic and iron for rekindling the crimson of lovely virginal cheeks.” What does he recommend? The message is allegorical. He tells the mothers of those maidens, “your enchanting little birds’ cages must be opened, especially when the spring-time comes and there is ardor in the veins and sap, and a thousand atoms of sunlight are buzzing in the garden like a swarm of gold among the half-open roses.” When describing the female body, the Nicaraguan’s language is invariably lush. He talks of the “pink flesh” of precious princesses, describing them as “gay, delicious songbird[s] of black eyes and red mouth.” They are voluptuous in their innocence, nymphs that become not only love objects but idols to be adored. In “The Ruby,” Darío states: “My human woman loved a man, and from her prison she was sending him her sighs. The sighs passed through the pores of the earth’s skin and found him, and he, still loving her, would kiss the roses in a certain garden, and she, his beloved, would have sudden convulsions . . . in which she would pucker her pink, cool lips like the petals of a damask rose.” In the spirit of the Romantics, Darío seems infatuated by a woman’s nakedness, which he describes by invoking flowers—roses, lilies, ivory hillocks crowned with cherries. His infatuation reaches such a degree that it often makes him lose all inhibitions. Voyeurism leads to lust, and lust might result in violent possession. This approach might appear scandalous to our eyes, but think of popular examples in Darío’s age, like Bram Stoker’s Dracula, first published in 1897, as well as Alexandre Dumas’s play La dame aux camélias, on which Giuseppe Verdi’s La Traviata is based. Women in them are discontented beings or sheer objects of uncontrollable male desire, or both. Surely Darío was not unique in his fixations.

In 1899, Darío, again traveling to Spain—first to Barcelona, then to Madrid—met Francisca Sánchez, an illiterate peasant from Navalsáuz, whom Darío taught to read. The couple relocated in Paris, where he worked as a correspondent for La  Nación, focusing on the Exposition Universelle de Paris. His pieces for La Nación were at times reportage and others columns and op-eds. And this was only the principal newspaper he worked for. His articles were reprinted in others elsewhere in the Spanish-speaking world, as well as in weekly and monthly magazines. Plus, on occasion Darío worked as an editor himself for a periodical. This effort needs to be seen in context. Latin America was swept by a spirit of independence that had begun in 1810. Throughout the century, the nations of the continent strove to break away from Spain as an imperial power and to establish autonomous, self-sufficient nation-states all across the hemisphere. By the conclusion of the nineteenth century, a new bourgeoisie was on the rise in major urban centers on this side of the Atlantic, from Mexico to Peru to Argentina. This was also the period in which positivistic thinking penetrated the region, encouraging the educated classes to endorse science and technology as approaches that needed to replace the awkwardness of religion, which had prevailed as a system of thought throughout the colonial age. Modernity, then, arrived just as open markets and free thinking made inroads among the educated.

In substantial ways, the Modernista revolution was an intellectual modality that needs to be seen as intimately related to the consolidation of capitalism in Latin America. I hinted at this in the brief discussion of Darío’s short story “The Bourgeois King,” but in fact this socioeconomic aspect might be found in numerous places in his work, from Azul . . . through Los raros  to El canto errante (The Wandering Song). Angel Rama, in his book Rubén Darío y el modernismo, disagrees with scholars who suggest that Modernismo was a reaction to capitalism. Instead, he suggests that it is a by-product of it. Rama analyzes Darío’s self-awareness as a dilettante, his view of the poet as a conduit expressing dissatisfaction with contemporary life, his faith in Catholicism as a way to satisfy humans’ ancient desire to communicate with the supernatural, and so on. One should also add to this Darío’s role as a journalist, the only way a Nicaraguan of humble means or background could support both his career as a poet and also his role as a diplomat, which enabled him to travel far and wide and gain exposure to aspects of Western  civilization he would otherwise not have had access to. Indeed, at the time the average middle-class citizen of a Central American country never even dreamed of traveling within the region, let alone abroad. In that sense, Darío, thus, is a rara avis: year by year, most of his life was spent overseas. Guatemala, Chile, Spain, and France were important destinations, and for a while became homes, too; and Darío also traveled to Gibraltar and Morocco, Italy, Cuba, and Mexico, where, by the way, he participated, in 1910, in the hundredth anniversary commemoration of El Grito de Dolores, the battle-cry for independence.

Did Darío ever consider his roles as journalist and diplomat as important as that of poet? No, he never did. He was a poet first and foremost. None of his diplomatic work left any imprint. Actually, he often convinced friends and acquaintances to name him to a post for no other reason than to be far away from Nicaragua. As a journalist, on the other hand, he was unquestionably prolific as well as influential. Darío was active at a time when the perceptions of journalism were already being differentiated between the European model and its counterpart in the United States. In the Old Continent the view was that newspapers offered the facts with little embellishment: the duty of reporters was to be succinct in conveying the news. But on this side of the Atlantic, and especially in Latin America, the approach was to mix journalism and literature, to entertain as well as to inform. It is easy to see where Darío’s sympathies fell. He wrote: “Today, and always, ‘journalists’ and ‘writers’ must of necessity be confused with one another. Most essayists are journalists. Montaigne and de Maistre are journalists in the broad sense of the word. All observers of, and commentators on, life have been journalists. Now, if you are referring simply to the mechanical aspect of the modern profession, then we can agree that the only persons who merit the name journalist are commercial ‘reporters,’ those who report on daily events—and even these may be very good writers who with a grace of style and a pinch of philosophy are able to turn an arid affair into an interesting page. There are political editorials written by thoughtful, high-minded men that are true chapters of fundamental books.  There are chronicles, descriptions of celebrations or ceremonies, written by reporters who are artists, and these chronicles might not be out of place in literary anthologies. The journalist who writes what he writes with love and care is as much a ‘writer,’ an ‘author’ as any other. . . . The only person who merits our indifference and time’s oblivion is he who premeditatedly sits down to write, for the fleeting moment, words without the glow of burnishing, ideas without the salt taste and smell of blood. . . . Very beautiful, very useful, and very valuable volumes could be made up if one were to carefully pick through newspapers’ collections of ‘reports’ written by many persons considered to be simple ‘journalists.’ ”

 

In 1905, just as the expectations for the century were settling in, Darío offered his greetings to “la nueva era” by publishing his book Cantos de vida y esperanza: Los cisnes y otros poemas (Songs of Life and Hope: Swans and Other Poems). The volume appeared under the aegis of the Taller de la Revista de Archivos. It might be significant to remember that much like the rest of Dario’s books, this perennial classic had a first printing of only five hundred copies, which took a while to be sold. Then as now, poetry, needless to say, was not an item destined for mass consumption. Of Whitman, too, it is known that several decades after publishing Leaves of Grass, only three hundred had been sold. In spite of this “eternal truth,” Darío was dismayed. Not that he was a popularist, but he surely disliked one aspect of the elitism of poetry: “Ask booksellers how many editions they have published and how many copies they have sold of great poetry, of books of travel, of novels—ask them, and the reply will be terribly mortifying to your spirit! . . .”

Azul . . . , Prosas profanas, and Cantos de vida y esperanza  form a triptych wherein Darío’s stylistic mission is best understood. However, compared with the other two, in Cantos  Darío strikes a decidedly amending tone, reformulating his own aesthetics, arguing with his antagonists, and generally looking at his own place as a poet not only at the past and present time but also into posterity. I for one see this volume as Darío’s most compact and complete single volume, but one  dealing less with innovation than with recapitulation. At a time when poets died young—among the Modernistas Martí died at the age of 42, Rodó at 46, José Asunción Silva at 31, and Gutiérrez Nájera at 36, only Lugones lived to the “advanced” age of 64—Dario was almost 40 years old, a mature man by the standards of his period. His mood makes him look back and reconsider his previous work. He also feels the need to expand, to look beyond his horizon. Octavio Paz wrote that Darío “expresses himself [here] more soberly, more profoundly, but his love for the brilliant word does not diminish. Nor does his taste for rhythmic innovation disappear; on the contrary, these innovations are surer and more daring.” Cantos de vida y esperanza includes poems to Cervantes and Goya, songs to melancholy, and more than sixty other poems, his most prolific production ever. The book also reflects Darío’s political transformation at the time of the Spanish-American War in 1898. The struggle shook him to the core. He denounced the United States in a series of poems and articles written for various periodicals. Still, he perceived the United States—or better, he misunderstood it—as a godless empire whose hemispheric fortune was on the rise. He simultaneously admired and detested it, thinking that the best solution for a hemispheric harmony was a neighborly pact between north and south. His poem to Theodore Roosevelt includes one of the most famous words Darío ever wrote: the monosyllabic no. This might sound preposterous; after all, how often does the word appear in his oeuvre? Thousands of times, no doubt. But its position in the poem “To Roosevelt” is exemplary and has been read as a political statement. Herein a fragment: 



You’re arrogant and you’re strong, exemplary of your race; 
you’re cultivated, you’re skilled, you stand opposed to Tolstoy. 
You’re a tamer of horses, you’re a killer of tigers, 
you’re like some Alexander mixed with Nebuchadnezzar. 
(You must be the Energy Professor 
as the crazies today might put it)

 

You think that life is one big fire, 
that progress is just eruption,  
that wherever you put bullets, 
you put the future, too. 

 
No.

 

The U.S. is a country that is powerful and strong. 
When the giant yawns and stretches, the earth feels a tremor 
rippling through the enormous vertebrae of the Andes. 
If you shout, the sound you make is a lion’s roar. 
Hugo once said this to Grant: “You possess the stars.” 
(The Argentine sun at dawn gives off hardly any light; 
and the Chilean star is rising higher . . . ) You’re so rich, 
you join the cult to Hercules with the cult to Mammon. 
And lighting the broad straight path that leads to easy conquests, 
Lady Liberty raises her torch in New York City.

 

But our own America, which had plenty of poets 
even from the ancient times of Netzahualcoyotl, 
and which retained the footprints from the feet of Great Bacchus, 
and, over the course of time, learned the Panic alphabet: 
it sought advice from the stars, and knew of Atlantis, 
whose name was a legacy, resonating in Plato. 
Even from the most remote moments in its boundless life, 
it has lived by light and fire, by fragrances and by love: 
America of the great Moctezuma and Inca, 
America redolent of Christopher Columbus, 
Catholic America and Spanish America, 
the place where once long ago the noble Cuátemoc said, 
“I’m not on a bed of roses!” Yes, that America, 
trembling from its hurricanes and surviving on its Love . . . 
It lives with you, with your Saxon eyes and barbaric souls. 
And dreams. And loves, and vibrates; it’s the daughter of the Sun. 
Be careful. Spanish America is alive and well! 
There are myriad loose cubs now from the Spanish Lion. 
Roosevelt, you’d need to be transfigured by God himself 
into the dire Rifleman and the powerful Hunter 
to finally capture us in your talons of iron.



 

This, clearly, is a defiant ideological poem. But it also strikes a religious chord, for Darío ends it by telling Roosevelt: “And you think you have it all, but one thing is missing: God!” In this  sense it showcases a view of the United States that is nearsighted: the Nicaraguan sees Latin America as a site where faith is essential, unlike its Anglo-Saxon counterpart, which he portrays, mistakenly, as less devout. Did Darío not understand the principal puritan beliefs? Significantly, his North American idols, as stated before, are Whitman and Poe. But what about Emerson and even Hawthorne? Was it his troubled Catholicism that made it impossible for him to connect with a core Protestant constituency north of the Rio Grande?

In 1848, almost half a century before the Spanish-American War, the United States, by signing the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, acquired a large portion of Mexico’s territory—largely what today is known as the Southwestern states. What were Darío’s views on the Mexican population in places like Arizona, Colorado, and New Mexico? He ignored it. And yet, in “To Roosevelt,” he announced that Spanish America, in spite of American imperialism, is alive and well. And in the poem “The Swans,” he reiterates this view but also foresees, tangentially, the growth of a Latino community within the United States. His view is not comforting, though. Should this demographic transformation be applauded or condemned, he wonders? Herein two crucial stanzas: 



Hispanic America and Spain as a whole country 
are fixed on the origin of their fatal destiny. 
I am questioning the Sphinx about what it can foresee 
with the question mark of your neck, asking the air for me.

 

Are we to be overrun by the cruel barbarian? 
Is it our fate that millions of us will speak in English? 
Are there no fierce shining knights, no valiant noblemen? 
Shall we keep our silence now, to weep later in anguish?



 

Seen from another perspective, this poem, also part of Cantos de vida y esperanza, brings Darío back to his enduring symbol, the swan, made famous in Azul . . . What tigers and mirrors are to Borges, what houses and the ocean are to Neruda, the swan is to Darío. But in 1905 the poet’s act of return makes the bird less a chimera and an artifact of fairy tales than an outright symbol, though, at this stage in his life, the swan is a symbol  infused with a political pathos. Darío announces: “What sign do you form, oh, Swan, with the curve of your neck’s shape / when the wandering dreamers who are filled with grief pass by? / Why is it you are silent, white, lovely in this landscape, / a tyrant to these waters, heartless to these flowers? Why?”

However, Cantos de vida y esperanza also includes the poem “Poets! Towers of God!”, in which Darío establishes, once and for all, his Pythagorean approach to poetry and poets: 



Poets! Towers of God! 
You bear storms that are infernal 
like a jagged mountain range, 
like a heavenly lighting rod, 
breakwaters of the eternal, 
high summits that will never change!



 

The rest of the stanzas emphasize Darío’s opinion that “while on one side a poet leans toward nature, and in that he approaches the estate of the plastic artist, on the other side, he is of the race of priests, and in that he rises toward the divine.” For this reason, the poem is a manifesto: an elegy to poetry as the seeker of harmony. It is also a hymn to elitism.

 

Darío was quite productive in his last decade of life. At just the moment he was unsuccessfully trying, from his post as a diplomat in Spain, to annul his marriage to Rosario Murillo and, as Francisca was giving birth to Rubén Darío Sánchez, nicknamed Guicho, Darío himself was publishing, in 1907, El canto errante . This is a volume in which Darío comes to terms with his own mortality, a subject that is part of the poem “Lo fatal” (Destined to Die) but that increasingly permeates all his work as he approaches his end. By our standards, he was still young. But unhealthy habits (alcohol, visits to prostitutes) got the best of him. Not surprisingly, though, his physical decline encouraged his poetic ambition. His next collection, Poema de otoño y otros poemas (Autumn Poem and Other Poems), released in 1910, includes pieces about death and eternal peace. For instance, the poem “Vesperal” includes these lines:

Now that the siesta’s done, 
now that the twilight hour is drawing near 
and the tropical sun

 

that charred this coast has almost disappeared, 
there’s a gentle, cool zephyr breathing here 
through the western sky’s trees of illusion 
lit by purple flames in the atmosphere.



 

Darío seems to ask: Might I claim for myself a place in Western civilization as a whole? The answer in his view was inconclusive, yet he did not give up his quest. He recognized at that point his enormous influence over Spanish-language poetry, the way he had brought fresh life into a culture known, until him, for its allergy to innovation. Symbolically, the image of Jesus Christ is solidly present in his poetry of the period. His poem “To Columbus,” included in El canto errante, was written some years earlier to commemorate the four hundredth anniversary of the Genoese admiral’s voyage across the Atlantic. He portrays the navigator as a bringer of misery to the Americas, and he indicts him for the abuses. But he also sees Columbus’s messianic ghost wandering the continent, a witness of his own atrocities: 



The cross you brought us never seems to diminish. 
When will corruption in revolutions be shown? 
Not in the works of women who will demolish 
the keen language of Cervantes and Calderón.

 

Christ is wandering through the streets, diseased and lean. 
Barrabas has slaves, military distinction. 
The lands of Chibcha, Cuzco, Palenque have seen 
their panthers tamed, beribboned, brought to extinction.

 

The horror, the wars, the constant malarias 
are doomed paths from which our luck has not recovered: 
Poor Admiral, yes, you, Christopher Columbus, 
pray to God for the world you discovered!



 

A couple of years later Darío brought out Alfonso XIII and El viaje a Nicaragua e Intermezzo tropical (Voyage to Nicaragua  and Tropical Intermezzo), after which he released his collection  Poema del otoño y otros poemas (Autumn Poems and Other Poems). His health deteriorated rapidly in the years following World War I. It is no secret that he was drinking heavily. His alcoholism often spiraled out of control and got the better of him. Finally his cirrhosis became public knowledge. His last volume of poetry, Canto a la Argentina y otros poemas (Song to Argentina and Other Poems), was released in 1914. The title poem—the longest in a long career—was written in 1910 and includes material that deals with the social and commercial changes occurring in Latin America in the early part of the twentieth century, especially the dramatic changes Argentina had undergone in order to become modern. For instance, Darío refers to the Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe who had arrived in Argentina and settled in communes in the province of Entre Ríos and elsewhere. Overall, this is a panoramic piece about freedom and independence. It includes these stanzas: 



Commerce, the great cities’ forces, 
rumbling of iron and towers, 
swift hippogriff shielded in steel, 
electric roses and flowers 
plucked from the Arabian Nights, 
Babylonian pomp, bells, lights, 
trumpets, rumbling wheels, yoked oxen,

 

voices of pianos from parlors, 
profound and piercing human moans, 
children singing as one in class, 
people hawking things in the street, 
one tense fiber keeping the beat, 
living in life’s most vital core 
the way a heart goes on beating, 
the way this crowd goes on breathing 
in the chest of the city they adore.



 

This poem allows modern readers to see Dario’s views of minorities. It is indisputable that by our standards, his views are, to use the jargon of our own day, politically incorrect. His opinion of Jews, for instance, is troubling. While in a portion of  “Canto a la Argentina” that is not included in this volume, he commands: 

Sing Jews of the Pampa! 
Young men of rude appearance, 
sweet Rebeccas with honest eyes, 
Reubens of long locks, 
patriarchs of white 
dense, horselike hair. 
Sing, sing old Sarahs 
and adolescent Benjamins 
with the voice of our heart: 
“We have found Zion!”,



 

in a poem called “Israel” his portrait of Jews rotates around their need to believe in Christ. Likewise, he approached blacks as inferior people. And while he idealized the pre-Columbian past, he never directly addressed the plight of the indigenous people contemporary to him. Still, within Nicaragua his relatively enlightened attitude was appreciated. Pablo Antonio Cuadra, arguably one of the most significant post-Rubenista poets in Nicaragua, who died in 2002, argued: “Darío was the first in the tradition of our literatura culta, the nation’s high-brow letters, not only to point to lo indio as a fountain of literary originality and authenticity but also to proclaim, against the complexes and prejudices of his age, mestizo pride.”

As a whole the issue of minorities in Darío is a controversial one and is in need of revaluation. Clearly, it is intimately linked in Latin America to questions of class. How did he view the difference between whiteness and brownness, between the Europeanized elite in Central America whose roots were in the Iberian Peninsula, and the rest of the population? What about immigration and the effort at the end of the nineteenth century by various governments on this side of the Atlantic to “recolonize” the provinces by opening the doors to Italian, German, and Jewish newcomers? Similarly, it is important to reassess Darío’s understanding of the duality between center and periphery, which I glanced at earlier on in this introduction. To what extent did his “colonial” mentality become the engine  that made him conquer Spain by storm? And what is one to say about his approach to sex, death, and the human body in general? The reader of Darío’s prose in particular is likely to find an unsettling answer to this question.

In the end, though, what was the secret of Darío’s success? He himself answered the question thus: “My success—it would be absurd not to confess it—has been due to novelty. . . . And this novelty, what has it consisted of? A mental gallicism. When I read Groussac I did not know he was a Frenchman writing in Spanish. But he taught me to think in French; after that, my young, happy heart claimed Gallic citizenship.” As World War I was raging, Darío published the first of three volumes of his selected poems, which he himself chose and organized. It appeared in Madrid under the auspices of Biblioteca Corona:  Muy siglo XVIII (And Those that Come from the Eighteenth Century, 1914). Two other volumes followed, completing a trilogy in which Darío sought to reconfigure his work thematically. These were Muy antiguo y muy moderno (Some Both Ancient and Modern, 1915) and Y una sed de ilusiones infinita  (And a Thirst for Illusive Hope That’s Endless, 1916). It was around the time of the third volume’s publication that Darío fell gravely ill during a lecture tour of the United States. He returned to León, Nicaragua, early in 1916, where he underwent various surgical operations. He died on February 6, 1916, and was buried near the statue of Saint Paul, in the Cathedral of León.

His “contradictory identities,” as they’ve been described, had by then placed Nicaragua, a minuscule Central American nation of approximately 120,254 square kilometers—roughly the size of Vermont—and a population today of a little over five million people, on the cultural map, even though, as David Whisnant put it in Rascally Signs in Sacred Places: The Politics of Culture in Nicaragua, Darío’s supporters and opponents in the country have seldom been able “either to tolerate or to process the complex nuances and contradictions of his thought and work.” Still, to this day his contribution is seen, internally, not only as a literary hiatus but as a veritable geopolitical transformation. Pablo Antonio Cuadra emphasized this when he  wrote: “A country must compare the benefit of its great poets to that of its great ports.” Cuadra compared Darío to New York. “The number of connections, the amount of knowledge, and the ethical and aesthetic values that came to Nicaragua through Rubén are incommensurable.”

 

Efforts at translating Darío into other languages date back to the last third of his career. French culture, obviously, was fitted for his vision. His poems and nonfiction were appearing in magazines in Paris by the first years of the twentieth century. He was also translated into Portuguese, German, and Italian, among other European languages. In English, his career has not always been a happy one. His rhythmic stanzas establish a sort of symmetry between form and content that is quite difficult to recapture in Shakespeare’s tongue. Still, there have been efforts made, especially since the sixties, to render the Nicaraguan in a convincing way.

This anthology represents the most ambitious attempt ever to make the Nicaraguan poet comfortable in English. A selection of the most representative prose, stories and fables, and journalism, and a dozen letters to relatives and friends, are featured together with the poetry for the first time. Intriguingly, this volume also brings together different translation strategies. The compilation is divided into two parts, each briefly prefaced by its respective translators. The first section is devoted to poetry and it appears in bilingual format. The English renditions are by Greg Simon and Steven F. White. The organization is thematic rather than chronological. Instead of representing the arc of Darío’s poetry from his debut to his posthumous stanzas, the material is showcased in the way Darío himself arranged it when he released the three volumes published in Madrid by Biblioteca Corona between 1914 and 1916. Three sections are titled after lines he had used early in Cantos de vida y esperanza and they represent modalities of his temperament, so to speak: a connection with the past, his urbane worldview, his transition as a modern voice, and his philosophical and religious pursuits. A fourth section is an intelligent approximation to yet another section Darío might have intended to publish but  was unable to do so before he died. Darío’s development as a poet is of primary importance in the Spanish-speaking world. When did he first come across motifs like the swan and the princess? In what kinds of rhythmic experimentation did he engage at various stages of his career? In order to give even a vague semblance of his aesthetic transformation, there are dates of composition in brackets after each of the Spanish originals. When the date is preceded by a “p,” it means the information is lacking and the date included is that of publication in book form. Some of the dates are a range of years; this is a
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Le pote est semblable au prince The poet is like this monarch of

des nuées the clouds,

Qui hante la tempéte et se it Familiar of storms, of stars, and
de Varcher; of all high chings:

Exile sur e sol au milieu des Exiled on carth amidst its
huées, hooting crowds,

Ses ailes de géant Iempéchent  Her cannot walk, borne down
de marcher. by his giant wings.
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Toi qui, pour consoler Thou who, to console frail man
Phomme fréle qui souffre, that suffers,

Nous appris a mler e salpétre  Taughe'st him'to mix saltpeter
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una lonza leggera ¢ presta A panther light and swift
molto exceedingly,
che di pel macolaro era coverta.  Which with a spotted skin was
covered o'er!

€ non mi si partia dinanzial  And never moved she from
volro, before m face,

ani‘mpediva tanto il mio Nay, rather did impede so much
cammino my way,

v fui per ritornar pilivoke  That many times I to return had
volto. turned.

(Trans. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow)
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