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 Sólo al sublime canto y a los dioses 






Dado es vencer al Tiempo. ¿Quién ahora






De Eneas las hazañas conociera?






¿Quién de Príamo triste los atroces






Dolores, y la llama asoladora






De su ciudad inmensa, si no fuera






La musa de Marón? ¿Y sin Homero,






Qué sería de Aguiles? Los loores






Cantad, cantad del inmortal guerrero;







Y tributadle honores,







Que no puede mi lira,







Dignos de él y del numen os inspira.
. (Juan Cruz Valera, “A la libertad de Lima, por el ejército libertador del Perú al mando del Excmo. Señor general don José de San Martín, el día 10 de julio de 1821” (in Díaz-Plaja, 1161) 
Poetry in Ruins: Scenes of Destruction or Renewal?
To whom does the past belong?  Who has a right to reclaim it?  Ruins are brought forward for contemplation or resurrection because they speak of the past.  Their very presence is ambiguous because “they are vulnerable to the irresistible threat of decay and the uncanny, vertiginous menace of the forces of forgetting” (Roth 1).  Yet in contrast with the pleasurable melancholy evoked in many eighteenth century European evocations of Mediterranean ruins, the aim of evocation in Latin America works necessarily within other constraining forces. Their ambiguity, an integral part of melancholy, must be in part erased through didactic measures, where the writer or artist organizes the ruins within  a legible framework, a logic of history that can explain loss and decay. In the struggles over signification in early nineteenth century Latin America, various groups and individuals sought to assert their legitimacy within the nascent republics or, in the case of Brazil, within a displaced empire.  These questions included the shifting status of former colonial elites in the new hierarchies, the symbolic past and imposing (and often threatening) presence of indigenous populations, the existence and legacy of slavery, and vast numbers of persons of mixed ancestry, both ethnic and cultural.  These scenarios forced a rapid resignification of cultural and political elements, such as the heritage of Spain , the legacy of indigenous groups such as the Aztecs,  the political power of local caudillos, and the role of the Roman Catholic church in Latin America.  Despite the clear thinking of statesmen such as Andrés Bello, no political or cultural project could encompass such unwieldy elements.  
The scene of ruins was a topos in Western literature of the times, from the contemplation of Greek and Roman ruins in Europe (especially in the eighteenth century)  to romantic imaginings of the ruins of indigenous cultures in the Americas (the “Indianism” of the nineteenth century). In our times the topic of ruins has been the focus of new meditations on history and its allegorical status as a reminder of our fragmentary and fleeting comprehension. In the New World, conquerors, settlers, travelers, scientists, and later archaeologists beheld the ruins of indigenous cultures.  (There is, of course, less information about how indigenous peoples themselves viewed remnants from previous cultures.)  In areas where these constructions, ruined or not, were highly visible, particularly Mexico, Central America, and the Andean region, their existence early on formed part of the social imaginary. Even in areas which could not logically claim relation to these sites, their existence was invoked, especially in Independence culture, as a way of defining newly independent societies.  Because of the rupture with the colonial past, the shaping of national and a broader Latin American history was up for grabs. New forms of historiography, often transmitted through literary works, sought to bring the visions of the past into line with visions of the future, inevitably competing visions.  Staging new versions of history necessitated a careful balancing act.  How could the post-independence elite, the criollos, evoke their origins in an Amerindian past without ceding legitimacy to contemporary indigenous groups?  As Beatriz González Stephan notes,  “Their prospective historical perspective led them to propose a different representation of the past and to place their roots in pre-Hispanic antiquity.  Moreover, they depicted Amerindian cultures as having an antiquity, a past (rather than a present), and as offering a useful antechamber to the Hispanic tradition, a move that enabled them at their discretion to situate the natives always in the past. . . . They could thus appear as the symbolic inheritors of Amerindian cultures” (72). 

The ruined state of indigenous constructions in the New World was sometimes more of a projection of the beholder’s eye than an accurate description of its decay.  Many of the structures that were sketched or poeticized were still integrated into the lives of nearby peoples. Although their antiquity was not in doubt, as in the case of Incan or Mayan sites, their “pastness” was perhaps more wish-fulfillment than nostalgic recreation through evocation. The impact of major Indian uprisings in Peru and Mexico in the recent past were surely on the minds of these criollo  writers.  And it is not by chance that ruins are evoked in paintings of battle scenes or in epic poetry. Their incorporation or rejection draws attention  to the emerging new orders and how new nations would deal with the indigenous populace, or at least their symbolic presence. Picturing Indian elements as ruins was one way to eliminate these cultures from contemporary consideration.
The publication in 1810 of Humboldt’s  Vues des cordillères et monuments des peuples indigenes de lAmérique (Views of the Mountain Ranges and Monuments of the Indigenous Peoples of America ) (Diener 74) was only the beginning of a long nineteenth century tradition of rediscovery of indigenous sites by travelers, artists, writers, and, later in the century, by growing numbers of archaeologists and anthropologists. It is also clear that the expansion of photography and advances in printing made these images familiar to a worldwide reading public. As Anna Brickhouse notes, John L. Stephens’s Travel in Yucatan (1843), with its numerous engravings, was a bestseller in the US (191).  Stephens’s two volume essay, illustrated by Frederick Catherwood, does not tend toward the lyrical.  Nonetheless, in one of the final chapters his remarks on the Toltecan ruins anticipate a sentiment about ruins much in line with contemporary thinking, so influenced by the work of Walter Benjamin. Stephens describes the Toltec ruins: “They rise like skeletons from the grave, wrapped in their burial shrouds; claiming no affinity with the works of any known people, but a distinct, independent, and separate existence. They stand alone, absolutely and entirely anomalous, perhaps the most interesting subject which at this day presents itself to the inquiring mind” (312-313).  Stephens counters the arguments of many of his contemporaries that the current Indian inhabitants have no relation with the builders of these extraordinary ancient cities, saying that lack of historical memory is no indicator of their non-relation: “No traditions hang round the ruins of Greece and Rome; . . . and the ruins of Stonehenge stand on Salisbury plain without a tradition to carry us back to the age or nation of their builders” (309).  Although it is not a central part of his narrative, he does offer historical explanations, particularly the brutality of the conquest, for their decline and impoverishment.  He offers  hope for the restoration of the powers of the Indian, “[d]egraded as the Indians are now, . . . if restored to freedom, and the unshackled exercise of his powers of mind, there might again appear a capacity to originate and construct, equal to that exhibited in the ruined monuments of his ancestors” (310). Unlike many of his contemporaries, Stephens is willing to see the ruins as potential seeds of a reawakening for indigenous peoples, relying on the promise of freedom and education for restoration of a magnificent past. His hopes for “regenerative” progress foreshadow early twentieth century goals of the indigenistas.
 Latin American poets of the early nineteenth century often ask their readers to look at scenes of ruins, of wars, or of nature with frequent  invocations such as “Mirad” (Look), “Ved” (See), “Contemplad” (Contemplate). In their epoch, prior to the development of photography and to the influence of Darwinism, poets seemed to have faith in the didactic and allegorical possibilities of emblematic scenes in poetry, that their readers might look and learn from the poetic experience. And often these emblematic scenes were scenes of ruins, evoking ancient civilizations from the Egyptians to nearby cultures like those of the Aztecs or Incas. Clearly, these American civilizations were not all in ruins and thus were a problematic living presence for these poetic chroniclers.   Poets sought to provide a framing narrative to give order and coherence, through emblematic scenes or heroes, to social and cultural realities in upheaval.  The wars of independence through Spanish America had left the new nations impoverished and created a vacuum of power, leading to countless civil wars throughout the century and to shaky reassertions of old hierarchies.  Poetry at this time was still a public medium, employed on almost all ceremonial occasions and absorbing a role later ascribed to fiction and journalistic prose.  The role of poet was not yet clearly separated from public life, as documents of the period make abundantly clear, and one of the functions of poetry was to record history, as well as to create heroes and form nations. 
This poetry is now almost inaccessible for us as contemporary readers, not because it is absent but because it does not enter easily into our dialogues.  While scholars have returned to the archive of the nineteenth century novel as sources to understand our present situation, there is no similar move toward the poetry of the period.  Its rhetorical flourishes distance us, but its tropes and emblems present us with very contemporary preoccupations, particularly the exploration of how history is made and how it is used in the present. It is here that the scenes of ruins take on special relevance.  Ruins as topos have engaged major thinkers over the past centuries, from Michelet to Simmel to Walter Benjamin. It is Benjamin, of course, and his writings on history that have clearly staged much contemporary thinking on the topos of ruins. 
New technologies of representation, like new technologies of destruction, also separate us from previous modes of poetry.  Not only were methods of representation transformed, but killing technologies were also expanded, radically changing the contours of heroic or war poetry.  As Franny Nudelman states in John Brown’s Body, “Discussions of modern war describe the ways that the advent of new killing technologies . . . alternately paralyzed the imagination and provoked it to invent new forms”(79-80). Writers dismissed representational conventions that tried to make the world appear more ordered, instead tried to convey disorientation, disbelief, and mental and emotional paralysis (80). In the same way, modern poetry, to a great extent, has rejected order and coherence as guiding values and has stressed the poverty of language and its inability to provide this order and coherence. 
Nineteenth century Latin America is usually characterized as the century of nation-building, and many critics have focused on tracing the emerging contours of national sentiment and state formation. The discourse of progress shapes our own readings of these times as much as it propelled many leaders of the period.  But as both  the historical record and literary production make clear, the shaping of national entities came at the price of countless civil wars, internal repressions, and wars of territorial expansion that that left the losers, in the words of the Mexican poet Ramón López Velarde’s “Suave Patria,” with a “mutilated territory.” The many years of the wars for independence left much of Spanish America bankrupt and with  broken or displaced populations in many areas. Territorial losses, like Mexico’s loss of almost half its territory to the U.S. in mid-nineteenth century, the critical losses of Peru and Bolivia in the War of the Pacific, and of Paraguay in the War of the Triple Alliance  were no less devastating.  And, of course, it is not just territory but countless lives that were lost, as well as the destruction of families, displacement, and exile.  
In emblematic scenes, the ruins of war or of time’s decay can serve as admonition, as a somber reminder of the destructiveness of violence or bad government, as does Bello warn of Bolívar’s destruction of the aims of Independence. . . . 

          

?Dó está la torre bulliciosa

que pregonar solía

de antorchas coronadas,

la pompa augusta del solemne día?

Entre las rotas cúpulas que oyeron

sacros ritos ayer, torpes reptiles

anidan, i en la sala que gozosos

banquetes vió i amores, hoi sacude

la grama del erial su infausta espiga.

Andrés Bello, “Alocución a la Poesía”

[Where is the boisterous tower crowned with torches which used to proclaim the august pomp of the solemn day? Among the shattered domes that only yesterday witnessed sacred rites ugly reptiles make their nests, and in the hall that saw happy banquets and loves, now wild grass shakes its ill-fated spike.]

For example, the Cuban poet José de Heredia’s “El teolcalli de Cholula” (1820) gazing on an Aztec ruin prompts a meditation on the destructiveness of past civilizations. One of the few poems of the period still alive in our century, its force arises from the beautiful sunset scene, then the evocation of a brutal past. Here, in contrast to poems of the time that brought forth previous American empires as symbols of the future, Heredia condemns the Aztecs for their brutality, even while staging their evocation in the most beautiful of settings.  The narrator asks the volcano Popocatepec, looming in the distance like a colossal phantom, why the ages have not imprinted any trace on its snowy heights.  “Pueblos y reyes/ Viste hervir a tus pies, // . . .  . Fueron: de ellos no resta ni memoria” (Carilla, 77). As we will see in the following discussion, at the time of Heredia’s writing the Aztec and Incan empires were very much on the minds of writers, although their use for symbolic purposes was often quite different.


Admonitions on the ruins of history were worked into a vision of history, like that of the influential French traveler, philosopher  and scientist C.F. Volney, whose Les ruines, meditations sur les revolutions des empires  (The Ruins, or, Meditation on the Revolutions of Empires )(1791) was very influential in the Americas.   Volney’s wildly imaginative tour through the history of civilizations, religions, and universal crises is imbued with the revolutionary spirit of his times. The rediscovery of ancient civilizations is enlivened with the narrator’s dialogue with the phantom or apparition of Time himself, who urges him to spend time among ruins to discover the secrets of lost empires, religions, and civilizations. Volney’s work had many readers in the Americas, as it did in Europe, especially on Percy Blysse Shelley whose “Ozymandias” was written under Volney’s shadow. 


  “Las ruinas de Pachacamac” (1822), an article published in El Sol del Perú by “F.D.”
  was attacked initially because of its debts to Volney. It opens with its narrator seated among the ruins contemplating the beautiful valley, and the solidity of the monuments awakes in him a respect for the “Nación” that built them: “estos monumentos atestiguan su poder, su civilización y su industria” (99). He asks who has made this civilization disappear, and a terrible voice answers: “Sí, me dijo: sí la tiranía española hizo desaparecer de la tierra una nación tan grande y poderosa, y con ella arrasó aun la misma esperanza de las generaciones futuras”(100). In a gesture repeated many times in the poetry of the period, the phantasmal voice asks the reader to look  at the scene: “Mira: este que ves, este es el templo del gran PACHACAMAC . . .” On looking he sees the truth of the Incan empire, a beneficial system that made its people happy and hardworking, where laziness was unknown or severely punished, where war itself was humanely guided by the Amautas.  Viewing the ruins brings him to the certainty that destruction of this peaceful empire will be avenged, the “barbarous Spaniards” will be punished, and the glorious empire of the Incas will be reborn, more glorious and brilliant than ever.


Critics of the publication focused on its derivation from Volney, its stylistic infelicities, its departure from literary norms, and perhaps most importantly, its lack of utility. Perhaps  the danger of some kind of restoration of empire or monarchy, under the guise of restoring the contours of the Incan empire (under criollo direction, of course) was more present in the mind of the critics than utility itself.  Leaders of the revolutionary movement such as Miranda and Belgrano had dreamed of such a restoration,
 and the emergence of powerful figures like Simón Bolívar incited these fears. 

The Argentine Esteban de Luca, like many of his contemporaries of the Revolution, characterizes Spain’s rule as a Gothic building built over the ruins of former empires:

Así  !Oh España!, vimos


Caer aquel vasto y gótico edificio,


Que a tu infausta ambición sobre las ruinas


De dos ricos imperios levantaste


En el nuevo hemisferio . . . 

Andrés Bello’s “Alocución a la Poesía” is better known for its evocation of America’s richness, but it does not spare in its condemnation of Spanish rule:

            No largo tiempo usurpará el imperio

            del sol la hispana jente advenediza

            ni al ver su trono en tanto vituperio

            de Manco Cápac jemirán los manes. (Bello, 59) 
Later on in this long poem Bello lists martyrs of liberty, from Athens and Sparta to the Americas of the conquest, including indigenous heroes in the resistance to Spanish conquest with heroes and heroines of the Independence:
            De mártires que dieron por la patria

            la vida, el santo coro te rodea:

            (……………………………..)

            Caupolicán  i Guacaipuro, altivo,

            i España osado; con risueña frente

            Guatimozín te muestra el lecho ardiente;

            muéstrate Gual la copa del veneno;

            Luisa  el crüento azote;

            i tú, en el blanco seno,

las rojas muestras de homicidas balas,

            heroica Policarpa …                               (Bello, 70-71)

Bello seems unlikely to claim the Aztec prince Guatimozín or the Mapuche hero Caupolicán as allies.  Nonetheless, he participated in a generational quest for symbols of independence like many of his contemporaries and found them by looking at real or artistically represented scenes of splendor in prehispanic times.  Such incorporations are but a hint of what will become a passion in later nineteenth century “Indianism” as new nations sought to construct themselves both literally and symbolically.
  Even though the conscious appropriation of an indigenous past is more forceful in post-revolutionary Mexico and with Andean indgenism in the twentieth century, it is rooted as well in paradoxical appropriations of an earlier century.
 The most famous heroic poem of the wars of Independence is José Joaquín de Olmedo’s “La victoria de Junín: Canto a Bolívar” which celebrates the victory at Junín and presages the final victory at Ayacucho.  The poem opens with the tumult of battle and the towering figure of Bolívar, who is proclaimed arbiter of war and of peace.  Immediately following is a scene where time has  scattered the proud pyramids of tyrants and condemned to oblivion their inscriptions full of lies:
Las soberbias pirámides que al cielo

el arte humano osado levantaba

para hablar a los siglos y naciones

-templos do esclavas manos

deificaban en pompa a sus tiranos-,

ludibrio son del tiempo, que con su ala

débil, las toca y las derriba al suelo,

después en en fácil juego el fugaz viento

borró sus mentirosas inscripciones

y bajo los escombros confundido

entre la sombra del eterno olvido

-¡oh de ambición y de miseria ejemplo!-

el sacerdote yace, el dios y el templo. (in Carilla, 8)
In a temporal sleight of hand, like the apparition in “Las ruinas de Pachacamac” or in Volney’s Ruins, Olmedo  produces the apparition of the last Incan emperor, Huayna-Cápac, to endorse Bolívar and Sucre’s victories as the poetic eye moves across the imposing heights of the Andes.  The emperor remembers his “dear brothers,” “Guatimozín y Motezuma,” and extols the victories as vengeance for the Spaniards’ destruction of the Andean and Mexican civilizations. Olmedo’s poem is not without classical references, but his assignment of leading roles to  prehispanic leaders  in the victory chorus is an inclusive gesture that sets the stage for what will be a frequent rhetorical move.
 Prehispanic traces, both architectural and human, will be foregrounded and simultaneously presented as antique relics for contemplation and for refashioning into national symbols.
It is not surprising that revolutionaries would seek symbols close to home for their resistance to Spain.  To contemporary eyes, however, their appropriations of indigenous symbols without irony is jolting.  How could these lettered leaders invoke the relics and heroes of cultures so distant from their own without awareness of its deeply paradoxical nature?  Despite frequent references to the destruction, abjection, and enslavement endured by indigenous peoples by Spanish conquest and rule, there are few concrete proposals to integrate their survivors as citizens in the new orders. The note of realism emerges rarely, most often in popular or satiric poetry of the period.  Bartolomé Hidaldo’s cielitos and diálogos convey jokingly some of the harsh realities of the revolutionary wars, as in his “Diálogo patriótico interestante” 

En diez años que llevamos 
de nuestra revolución 
por sacudir las cadenas 
de Fernando el balandrón: 
¿qué ventaja hemos sacado? 
Las diré con su perdón. 
Robarnos unos a otros, 
aumentar la desunión, 
querer todos gobernar, 
y de faición en faición 
andar sin saber que andamos: 

Even though Hidalgo from his Rio Plate viewpoint does not deal with the symbolism of an indigenous past, his poetry clearly marks social and caste status on recounting the fate of soldiers and the squabbles of their leaders.

In the years following the revolutions of independence, the role of poet was an important one. As expressed by the Argentine Esteban Echeverría, “The poet takes, thus, the place of the philosopher.”
 Echeverría’s powerful story “El matadero” (The Slaughterhouse, 1839) and his verse epic La cautiva (1837) are classics of  Argentine literature, the first with its indictment of the demonic rule of the dictator Rosas and the second as a powerful variant of the captive tale of the white woman seized by Indians. The poems of Consuelos (1834) are largely forgotten, perhaps because here Echeverría seemed to take the poet’s role as philosopher-prophet very seriously indeed. The poems repeat the Ubi sunt questioning of past civilizations, conventionally posed as visual interrogations of the ruins of past civilizations. 
		  Monumentos, pirámides alzadas

		
		por el humano orgullo en su demencia,

		
		fatídicos emblemas esculpidos

		
		por manos mercenarias y serviles,

		
		       que adulación respiran

		
		y vergüenza y oprobio sólo inspiran.

		

	

	    Todo interroga, y a la vez responden,

con dolorosos gritos que estremecen,

los mármoles, los pueblos y los tiempos:

  

que ignorancia y miseria sempiterna,

       inevitables males

son la herencia fatal de los mortales.  (Carilla 105-105)



While contemporary readings of nineteenth century literature have focused to a large extent on the displacement of social anxieties onto nature, such as Sarmiento’s preoccupation with the “desert” in Facundo or even with Bello’s evocations of sumptuous American nature’s potential in “Alocución a la poesía” and “Silvas americanas” it is also clear that meditations on ruined scenes, whether local or of far distant empires, are as much a part of the poetic landscape as enveloping nature.
The Colombian poet José Eusebio Caro (1817-1853) in his brief poem “En boca del último inca” summons the Incan voice without recourse to phantoms or apparitions. With Manco’s throne lying in the dust, liberty here for the last emperor equals suicide: 


!Padre sol, oye! sobre mí la marca


de los esclavos señalar no quise


a las naciones; a matarme vengo,




a morir libre.    ( in de Vallejo, 113)
While the intense personalization owes as much to heightened romanticism as to a change of perspective on the Indian, nonetheless asserting death as liberation for the Incan emperor appears to signal the end of  assuming the mantle of past empires for the nation in mid-century.

Later in the century the Mexican poet Juan de Dios Peza (1852-1910) reads the book of nature in "Las ruinas de Mitla" as the physical remains of an empire disappeared, as a book yet unstudied by Western eyes. His questioning of  nature itself, as the book on which previous cultures have made their mark, is frequent in nineteenth century poetry: “Maravillas de otra edad; prodigios de lo pasado; páginas que no ha estudiado/ la indolente humanidad” (Zaid, 439).  It is perhaps significant that here the ruins exist on the same scale as geological remains with no redemptive intent or aim at assimilation.  One cannot use a few poems to indicate a trend, but the instruction to look and incorporate the scene of prehispanic glories does abate with the changes of the times.  Paradoxically, countries where the indigenous presence is almost erased demographically see a resurgence of its exaltation in poetry and legend in the late nineteenth century, as in the poem “Guacanagarí en las ruinas de Marién” 
(1877) by the Dominican poet José Joaquín Pérez (1845-1900).  The Indian Guacanagarí surveys the destruction of his own people due, in part, to his own treachery. 

Allí mi alcázar cubre la ceniza


y sangre de mi raza generosa,


que se vertiera en furibunda liza,


mancha el santuario do el Zemí reposa. (in de Vallejo, 305)  
The reconstruction of an Indian, not African, past for the Dominican Republic in the nineteenth centiry is surely one of the most striking feats of Indianism in the nineteenth century.  
 In this case the evocation of an Indian past is a strategy for erasing the country’s roots in slavery, as well as an attempt to distinguish the nation from its neighbor Haiti.
Meditative and heroic poetry is not the only medium where a view of nature incorporates an interrogation of history.  Painting, from the Hudson River school to Ruguendas’s view of Lima gives us panoramic views of natural scenes that at least imply a meditation on historical change.  These encodings of the sublime, so prevalent in the romantic aesthetic, sought to find regenerative qualities in scenes of destruction and the erasures and erosions of time. Yet such framings and tropes have not been engaged for  the evocation of industrial ruins or of modern warfare. Inner city decay, say in Detroit or Cleveland, has not served as a basis for romantic musings on regenerative nature.  We may look for reasons for these changes in the aesthetics of each era, as artists and writers engage with the events and technologies of their times. Less often do we look at the technology of poetry itself, its formal structures, as an index to the notion of destruction and ruin. 

Much of the poetry of the neoclassic or romantic  vein of contemplation on ruins and destruction has been consigned to the dustbin of literary history, even while the questioning about the same events continues, but with other methodologies. Most of these poetic productions do not enter into dialogue with contemporary historical or literary studies, even though the archive of nineteenth century novels has been eagerly revisited.  Susan Stewart has explored the rejection of poetry as an estrangement from the senses:  “The historical body of poetic forms is more and more an archive of lost sensual experiences; by now an aura of nostalgia accrues around the notion of the poetic itself.  . . . In time we have diminished our sensuality rather than extended it. . . .  It is that history that has shaped our notion of the first person, and it is that history that will make us intelligible to those who will inhabit the future” (332-323). Stewart’s words sound elegiac, as if she too were overlooking a scene of ancient ruins.  Her remarks do, however, stimulate us to think about reversals in literary prominence. We might ask, when did formal elements—meter, rhyme, etc., come to be seen as repressive and lifeless structures exiled from sensuality? When does poetic language come to be wasted and spent?  What are the ideas of language that motivate these changes?  Looking at scenes of destruction across different times as represented in different forms may at least open the door to these considerations.  Not all poems of heroic and meditative cast have lost their currency.  We can think of Neruda’s Canto General or Borges’s “Poema conjetural” as works that revive heroes or lament destruction and still engage us through poetry.  Octavio Paz’s “Himno entre ruinas” bears comparison to “El teocalli de Cholula” (and Eliot’s The Wasteland) and still manages to invoke some living dialectic with history itself. 

New technologies, of representation as well as destruction, also divide us from earlier attempts to enoble or edify us.  Photography especially changed the nature of representing war scenes..Two poetic scenes, written almost a century apart, speak of  devastation and dangers of  war. Toward the beginning of his “Alocución a la poesía” (1826) composed during the wars of independence, Andrés Bello exhorts America to distance herself  from European practices: “tiempo es que dejes ya la culta Europa,/que tu nativa rustiquez desama,/ y dirijas el vuelo adonde te abre/ el mundo de Colón su grande escena.” Despite devastation and loss, Bello’s promise of a renewal is tied to the special destiny of America, its unspoiled promise and its innate strengths.  Bello, fervent believer in the role of letters in the making of civilizations, unites images from centuries of learning in his advocacy of the new republics. 





López Velarde’s vision in “El retorno maléfico” (1916) is more intimate and despondent, reflecting the aesthetics of his time as well as his own inner turmoil at the destruction of the Mexican Revolution.
Mejor será no regresar al pueblo,


al edén subvertido que se calla


en la mutilación de la metralla,


Hasta los fresnos mancos,


los dignatarios de cúpula oronda,


han de rodar las quejas de la torre


acribillada en los vientos de fronda.


Y la fusilería grabó en la cal
de todas las paredes

de la aldea espectral,


negros y aciagos mapas,


porque en ellos leyese el hijo pródigo


al volver a su umbral


en un anochecer de maleficio,


a la luz de petróleo de una mecha



su esperanza deshecha. (153)
The “Eden” to which he refers,  the provincial  life he immortalized in poems like “Mi prima Agueda” and “Suave Patria,” is now “subverted,” and the poet sees no promise of regeneration but instead a stark destruction and loss of hope. Here the traces of power are the bullet holes left by machine guns. These two poetic scenes are striking for their visual impact and also for their distance in time. Bello’s expansive eye looks beyond the destruction and folds it into a sense of the future that is part of the unfolding of a great plan.  López Velarde keeps his eye on the restricted scene and the personal involvement of this “hijo pródigo” who returns to his village. Both poets can be classified according to the schemes of literary history: Bello as a late neo-classicist who holds firmly to the power of poetry in the establishment of new societies, López Velarde as a modernista-influenced/early vanguardist who has little faith in the redemption of poetry outside of the personal sphere. Yet vast differences in technologies also divide them. On one hand, the  technologies of representation like photography and film that question the very notion of the representation of war and physical destruction as redemptive. On the other hand, technologies of warfare and destruction, more lethal killing machines, also change notions of war. (Literature of the Mexican Revolution is full of references to modern technology—telegraph, railroads, machine guns.) López Velarde refuses the closure and redemption offered by Bello, while dwelling on  the “black and tragic maps” that gunfire has traced on the walls.  

“Los hijos” by Miguel Otero Silva (1908-19?? Venezuela) offers a more contemporary vision of modern warfare: 



Guerra ya no es la lámina bruñida por los héroes,




ni la noche cruzada por invictas banderas,




ni el jinete ululante que cabalga en el fuego,’



ni el huso, doloroso tejedor de la historia,




ni el furor de los dioses,




ni el destino del hombre.




Se aprende a tener miedo. (Jiménez 396)
Otero’s scheme of anaphora negates the heroic catalogue, and the lesson learned from the contemplation of war is simply fear. Yet it is not simply a changed attitude toward war or destruction that changes the forms of poetry that describe it.  Just as faith in war as a regenerative act disappears, so does faith in language itself as a medium crumble. The extraordinary Roque Dalton (1935-1975)  in  “Las feas palabras” take dirty words from a dead drunk and recycles them:


En la garganta de un beodo muerto


se quedan las palabras que despreció la poesía.


Yo las rescato con manos de fantasma


con manos piadosas es decir


ya que todo lo muerto tiene la licuada piedad


de su propia experiencia.


Furtivamente os las abandono:


feas las caras sucias bajo el esplendor de las lámparas


babeantes sobre su desnudez deforme


los dientes y los párpados apretados esperando el bofetón.

 
………………………………… (Cobo Borda 438)

Dalton finds a body of language in a human and disparaged  body. In this site, the drunk’s body, tarnished by its association with decline, failure, and deviance, he will resuscitate its elements as a rebuke to the coherence and order of  poetic tradition.  His ironies of  traditional ennobling portraits of heroism and authority find resonance in a whole generation of writers.  In his “Descanso del guerrero” he mocks the traditions of the fallen soldier: “Pero qué va/ los muertos/ son otros desde entonces.//Hoy se ponen irónicos/ preguntan” (Cobo-Borda 437). 
 
A lack of faith in the archives of literature finds expression in corporal metaphors throughout the twentieth century. Augusto Roa Bastos’s Yo el Supremo (1974) indicts the history of letters as feeding on corpses: “Te alimentas con la carroña de las letras. No has arruinado todavía la tradición oral sólo porque es el único lenguaje que no se puede saquear, robar, repetir, plagiar, copiar.  Lo hablado vive sostenido por el tono, los gestos, los movimientos del rostro, las miradas, el acento, el aliento del que habla.  En todas las lenguas las exclamaciones más vivas son inarticuladas” (64)
 Roa Bastos, who often engaged with the oral guaraní tradition of his native Paraguay, here invokes the debate between oral and written traditions ranging from Herder’s theories to Derrida’s attack on Levi-Strauss. As Roberto González-Echevarría has explored in several studies, “Heterogeneity of cultures, languages, sources, beginnings, is at the core of the Archive’s founding negativity, a pluralism that is a subversion or sub-version of the masterstory. . . . The Archive cannot coalesce as a national or cultural myth, though its make-up still reveals a longing for the creation of such a grandiose politico-cultural metastory”
 (175). 

The genealogy of the archive is also a a catalogue of yearnings of embodiment.  A great deal of critical attention in recent years has focused on ghosts or phantoms as the erasures of bad conscience and bad history.  Represented silence has been one way to “convey the failure of language in the face of pain and suffering” (Nudelman 80). 
On reading poetry of the early nineteenth century we inevitably blast it away from the order of temporal succession, as Benjamin reminds us.  Perhaps it is worth our time to look at the ruins of past poetry to see which of its images engage us in the present.
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