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In a mid-1927 crónica written from Paris for the Peruvian weekly Variedades, César Vallejo complained about two categories of Latin Americans in Europe who were failing to fully experience metropolitan modernity. The first group was made up of those Latin Americans who had installed themselves in Paris on a more or less permanent basis, but who clung to their own Spanish-speaking group and concerned themselves only with what was happening at home; their attachment to life elsewhere, which could also be seen as an attachment to the past, excluded them from full participation in present-day Parisian cultural life. The second group was a more historically-perplexing category, because it consisted of Latin Americans who had suddenly learned to model themselves after the most modern European practices of tourism, but who were therefore, paradoxically, failing to see Europe properly:

vienen de paso, recorriendo todo el viejo hemisferio en seis u ocho meses y viéndolo todo a vuelo de pájaro, como en el cinema y en Paul Morand, para no llevar, a su regreso, sino un álbum atropellado de imágenes confusas, que no ha pasado de la retina y, por consiguiente, se borra antes de desembarcar en Buenos Aires o Valparaíso.

What worried Vallejo about these travelers was not only the superficiality of their engagement with Europe –reduced to a handful of sights—but their inability to retain any sense of the distinction of the places they have seen, because of their failure to organize their experiences in retrospect. In part this is connected to Vallejo’s general distrust of visuality, which has little role to play in his poetry, although it is the centerpiece of much of the writing which was contemporary with his own; an important line of writing, from Baudelaire through Mallarmé to Apollinaire and Cendrars, grounds itself in its ability to reproduce and reflect on the visual bombardment which is central to urban modernity, and which means that modern experiences are characterized by their ephemerality, each new experience erasing the previous one. What Vallejo constantly pushes for in his later poetry –and in his Paris crónicas—is the need for bodies to consciously process modernity, not as a way of rejecting its stimuli, but as a way of organizing them and giving them a lasting meaning. This is the central thrust of his immediately notorious 1926 article “Poesía nueva”, which takes aim at the kind of poetry which stuffs itself full of the semantics of modernity without attending to the latter’s effects on sensibility:

Poesía nueva ha dado en llamarse a los versos cuyo léxico está formado de las palabras “cinema, motor, caballos de fuerza, avión, radio, jazz-band, telegrafía sin hilos” y, en general, de todas las voces de las ciencias e industrias contemporáneas, no importa que el léxico corresponda o no a una sensibilidad auténticamente nueva. Lo importante son las palabras. Pero no hay que olvidar que esto no es poesía nueva ni antigua, ni nada. Los materiales artísticos que ofrece la vida moderna, han de ser asimilados por el espíritu y convertidos en sensibilidad. El telégrafo sin hilos, por ejemplo, está destinado, más que a hacernos decir “telégrafo sin hilos”, a despertar nuevos temples nerviosos, profundas perspicacias sentimentales, amplificando videncias y comprensiones y dosificando el amor: la inquietud entonces crece y se exaspera y el soplo de la vida, se aviva. 

This article has generally been taken as Vallejo’s rejection of the avant-garde per se, but it actually contains an urgent call: to rethink forms of representation and experience in modernity. Vallejo seems to be arguing here for the lyric rendition of a new form of sensibility which will have little in common with the contemplative self-absorption of Romantic poetry, which will instead open itself up to the shocks and disjunctures of an increasingly-technologized era. In other words, a poetry which would take the risk of submitting itself to the logic of modernity, allowing for the emergence of a new subjectivity glimpsed and experienced in the painful process of learning to accommodate the modern.  The kind of poetry which would give the reader a series of physical jolts. 


Much of the avant-garde poetry which appeared throughout Latin America in the 1920s, however, has routinely been subjected to the critical side of Vallejo’s argument, with little attention being paid to his more positive suggestion. That is to say, Latin American avant-garde poetry has often been criticized as a superficial attempt to portray the disjunctures of an imagined modernity through its form and semantics: a montage of quick impressions, a speed of movement which disavows any lyric absorption in an experience, a barrage of buzzwords of modernity fired at the unsuspecting reader, who is thus reduced to passive receiver of serial shocks. There are two main reasons for the rejection of this kind of poetry. First, the widespread sense that it grows out of an engagement with European and (to a lesser degree) North American poetry –encountered piecemeal in anthologies, translations, magazines—rather than with local literary traditions; in marking a clear break with prior national or regional modes and connecting itself instead to global processes, it is seen as betraying not only a literary trajectory but the increasingly politicized imperative of local representation in literature. Second, and as a corollary to this: the suspicion that its rendition of modernity is a purely projective one, based on what it imagines to be happening elsewhere, and which leads it to neglect the intermittent and uneven processes of modernization taking place on the Latin American continent. The avant-garde is thus seen as continuing a process of modernista strategies of evasion through cosmopolitanism, with the difference being that Rodó’s inner chamber has now been invaded by the din and demands of a global marketplace previously held at bay; heeding the siren song of a mediatized and globalized mass culture creeping through the continent, these avant-garde poets seem deaf and blind to what is happening at home. 


I want to test here a proposition for reading this poetry from a different perspective, effectively switching the framework within which we understand it. Here I’m drawing on a suggestion made several years ago by Gonzalo Aguilar, but not yet taken sufficiently seriously: that the Latin American avant-gardes are preoccupied not with following the European avant-gardes’ critique of art as institution, but with understanding and shaping art’s relationship to mass culture. In other words, rather than reading this poetry in relation to European literary models, I want to argue that it can be best analyzed by reference to its actual sociocultural context, which is a context of ongoing, if uneven and intermittent, modernization. 

My aim here is not to recuperate this poetry by reference to a theoretical argument –running from Trotsky through Marshall Berman to Harsha Ram—that the peculiar striations and stresses of modernity are felt more acutely on the peripheries, which experience an always-incipient modernization and its frustration, and whose literatures therefore feverishly register both the desire for modernity and its thwarting. Not that I don’t find this argument theoretically compelling, particularly when taken alongside Jonathan Crary’s argument that “technology is always a concomitant or subordinate part of other forces” in any historical context. But to a degree this argument is unnecessary, because certain aspects of modernization were actually far more developed and palpable in many parts of the continent than we might think. There are two assumptions underpinning my argument here. First, that technologies of communication and transportation –epitomized in film and railways or streetcars—had made important inroads into Latin America by the early part of the century, and were very much part of everyday life in most parts of the continent by the 1910s and through the 1920s.
 Second, that many of the poets writing during this period were avid-filmgoers, occasionally even professional film critics, and their fervent engagement with a mass cultural mode coming to them from abroad leaves important traces in the content but also the form of their productions; the Peruvian Carlos Oquendo de Amat, for example, drew up plans for a magazine called Celuloide, and his 1928 collection Cinco metros de poemas notoriously has the form of a film-strip, featuring numerous references to filmic genres and stars of the silent screen, even including an intermission for the reader. Connected to this is a widespread enthusiasm among writers over increased possibilities for travel, both within the continent and outside it. Well-heeled and well-connected travelers from Latin America –such as Borges, Huidobro, or Oliverio Girondo—traveled back and forth between old and new worlds with some regularity, visited in turn by prominent European vanguardists, such as Marinetti or Blaise Cendrars, dancers such as the Spaniard Tórtola Valencia, or intellectuals such as Waldo Frank, who were passed from country to country by a developing network of writers and artists relying on the newest technological possibilities of movement and communication. The high-point of attempts to create these continental networks came in the 1920s, when transportation and communications technologies –whether in fact or in planning stages—were reaching their peak; in 1924, for example, Girondo –with the moral support of Mariategui and others—set off on a tour of Latin America with an eye to establishing more productive connections and lasting systems of exchanges between intellectuals throughout the continent. 
Many writers, of course, could not afford to travel, and to a certain degree (as in Oquendo’s case), film compensated for this, offering a virtual experience of travel for those without the means to visit other countries; as Paris-based translator Francis de Miomandre pithily put it, “el cinema es el transatlántico de los pobres”. But this was not simply a metaphorical connection: as various critics (Musser, Gunning, Altman, Rabinovitz, Rosen) have recently shown, there was a significant overlap between travel and film from an early stage in their parallel development: not only were lectures on travel frequently illustrated by films, but much early film consisted of moving vistas of foreign locales. Early film thus gave viewers across the globe a sense of sudden contemporaneity with other viewers, grounded in a shared simultaneous ability to see other spaces, and perhaps to imagine that they were themselves being seen elsewhere. 

With all of this in mind, I want to discuss two collections of poetry which engage directly with modern leisure practices of travel and film-viewing: Girondo’s Veinte poemas para ser leídos en el tranvía (published in France in a luxury edition in 1922, and reproduced in an “edición tranviaria” or pocket-paperback edition three years later) and Oquendo de Amat’s Cinco metros de poemas (written between 1923 and 1925, and published in 1928, despite the publication date of 1927). Although both of these collections show traces of or at least parallels with the European avant-gardes –Cubism’s multi-perspectival views, futurism’s accent on technologies of movement, Apollinaire’s play with calligrams and urban scenes, Cendrars’ meshing of travel narratives and painting in the Prose du Transsiberien—I would argue that their engagement is less with prior lyric renditions of modern experiences than with the reshaping of the average subject through the mass cultural practices of modernity. In the period under discussion, everyone was touched by film, and everyone imagined traveling – and the iconography of film and tourism (in the form of ads and postcards) offered far more enticing models for leisure than did poetry. By modeling their collections directly on the modes of travel and film, I will argue, Girondo and Oquendo attempt to offer a commentary on modern mass culture, and to suggest that leisure time might most profitably –and I use this word deliberately—be spent reading poetry. 
I’m not going to say too much here about the contents of either collection, partly for reasons of space, but partly for other reasons which will become clear. Veinte poemas and Cinco metros de poemas both present exaggerated scenes and sensations of modernity, at home and abroad, and both are composed of fragmentary invocations of particular experiences, sights, and spaces. But their modes and moods are markedly different. Girondo’s poems are committed to an aesthetic of the grotesque, depicting the violent impact of modernity on bodies and desires, with an unsettling lightness of tone which often seems to delight in the fragmentation of their human subjects, who are constantly falling to pieces, turning into objects, colliding with elements in their environment or collapsing together with the world around them. This is particularly surprising when we realize that these poems deal not with modernity’s workplaces –which would be an unsurprising target for attack—but with its sites of leisure: from European tourist destinations to pleasure resorts closer to home, all of which consist of public spaces where any vestiges of intimacy or privacy are simultaneously co-opted and torn to shreds. Veinte poemas presents the modern mass subject at play, constantly having to negotiate the massed bodies and hurtling machines which make up an environment which is always bearing down upon the subject; and their leisure times and spaces, these poems suggest, are completely subject to and scripted by modern mass culture. If the modern workplace is committed to the training of bodies, spaces of leisure are organized toward the training of desires. And the only desires of the modern human subject, in these poems, are for momentary possessions of the people or things in their surroundings, for periods of numbness toasting in the sun, and for packaged mementoes of their experiences, like the snapshots being offered to tourists in “Croquis en la arena”, or the postcards evoked by the sketches which accompany half of the poems in the collection. There is no outside to this world, but also, effectively, no inside. 
For this reason, the poems do not reach toward a heightened experience on the part of a privileged lyric subject, but remain resolutely at the level of habitual experiences of indistinct mass subjects in their places of leisure. There is no personal recollection in these poems, only a depersonalized stenography which registers the components of a given scene and preserves them, so that they can be recognized by readers who might imagine their way into them, as a way out of their own workaday routines. For all the oddness of their images, these poems quite consciously mimic the structure of the promotional tourist ad: interpellating their reader with the promise of the kinds of things to which any modern subject is entitled and, implicitly, which they have earned through their work. Committed to a relentlessly enervating present-tense, in which each moment and each view supplants the last, the poems cover over the emptiness of experience with promises of new forms of leisure and desire, to be realized only through constant movement. Thus the collection rushes from point to point in its world tour, stopping only briefly for pointed respite at the port-town of Dakar in Senegal, historically an important trading-post, whose history contains both foodstuffs and the slave-trade: traffic in desires and in bodies. But this is implied rather than stated; the poems present, with a finely-tuned irony, a string of destinations whose history has been entirely erased, and whose function is in turn to erase –however momentarily—the memory of the tourists who visit them. For this reason, Veinte poemas deals –at least on the surface—not in recollection, but simply in collection, seeming to buttress Vallejo’s point about tourists and their ephemeral albums – although this is only half the story, as I’ll explain in a moment.
Oquendo, by contrast, shuttles back and forth between different rhetorical modes, sentimental moods, and modern scenes: Cinco metros de poemas runs a gamut from love poems to dream/nightmare sequences to imaginary travel mixed in with mediation by forms of film and advertising. Roughly half the poems in the book –those addressed to a lover—feature a still-recognizable lyric subject, although one whose utterances move in the direction of surrealism and scattering; others render scenes of modernity with no explicit experiencing subject, painting a shared landscape mediated by film and advertising, which is somewhat sunnier –even if its lighting is often artificial—than are Girondo’s tourist hotspots. This space is capitalized through and through; the sun no longer illuminates the landscape, but rather reads it, through the windows of the streetcar in which it significantly travels, while the absent moon is envisioned not as spatially elsewhere –on the other side of the globe—but simply as “de compras”. And when the implicitly collective lyric subjects of Oquendo’s poems themselves go traveling –to two historically different centers of trade, New York and Antwerp—their desires are thoroughly mediated by what has already been packaged for them in films and advertising: skyscrapers, billboards, celebrity culture. Oquendo, however, effectively inverts Vallejo’s point about Latin American travelers to Europe: when his desirous tourists step off the boat in Antwerp, with “ojos receptivos de celuloide”, they are avidly watched in turn by European natives, who “leen en sus ojos paisajes de América”, seeing them as the carriers of faraway cultures, film-vistas made flesh. 

There have been some critical attempts to argue that this irregular division of modes in Cinco metros de poemas signals the interruption or indeed disruption of Andean idylls by European and North American media hegemony. Yet there is little in the collection which suggests that we should privilege some of the poems as more authentic than others; instead, the always latent presence of mediated mass culture –which is reaffirmed in the collection’s very form, unfolding like a film strip and containing an intermission—suggests that the Andean idyll subsists as a possible pocket of experience inside a broader experience of modernity, and that to separate them out is to do violence to the reality of a context increasingly organized by and within global mass culture.

The formal commitment to the fragment in both of these collections –both on the level of individual poems and in the fragmentation rendered within the poems—would seem to cement their inscription in an avant-garde aesthetic, as theorized by Kracauer, Benjamin, Bürger and others. The abundance of fragments in each of these collections might also seem to point to the necessarily fragmentary nature of a Latin American viewpoint, which receives its images and reports of metropolitan modernity either piecemeal (as in the case of the tourists to whom Vallejo alludes, and who might include the much-traveled Girondo) or secondhand, through translations, journals, and anthologies, advertisements for travel, foreign informants –e.g. Cendrars and Marinetti—and/or film (which would be closer to Oquendo’s case). Yet it’s important to signal here that the fragment is not simply a literary or artistic discovery, and it’s not confined to the avant-garde, European or Latin American; indeed its use is much more widespread, for it functions as the centerpiece of a whole series of organizational practices of mass culture in modernity, from museums and libraries through photography and film, to travel by train, automobile, or steamship, trickling down to generalized domestic practices of personal collection (scrapbooks, albums, stamp collections). Experiences of modernity may be fragmentary, but its subjects tend to reorganize those experiences into wholes; if we think back to the quote with which I opened, Vallejo’s suggestion is that the tourist’s first impulse is to compile an album of sights seen – even if those albums, remaining purely virtual, have no lasting organizational effect.

This is what interests me particularly about Veinte poemas para ser leídos en un tranvía and Cinco metros de poemas. What is significant about these two collections, I would suggest, is not the individual poems they contain, but rather the containers themselves, the careful organization of their fragmentary contents into wholes. The unit of composition in both collections is not the verse, as in conventional forms of metrical poetry: Girondo oscillates between free verse and, more usually, prose poetry, and moreover accompanies half of his poems with images, while Oquendo experiments more ostentatiously with typography, both in the shape of words or phrases and their relation to the space that surrounds them. Nor is it quite the page, as in concrete poetry (Krauss, Aguilar), but the book. This is apparent on a number of different fronts. Most evidently, both poets present their collections as material objects to be experienced sensorially, flipped through or unfolded, seducing the reader with visuality and tactility. But the senses are also drawn in via the epigraphs to both books, which quite unusually appeal to taste – not simply cultural taste, via objects which –like early film—integrate elements of popular and elite culture (e.g. thrills and narrative) in order to appeal to middle- and working-class audiences at once (Gunning), but physical taste, which takes significantly different forms in these two collections. In the dedicatory epigraph to Veinte poemas, Girondo assures his eating-club companions at La Púa that 

en nuestra calidad de latinoamericanos, poseemos el major estómago del mundo, un estómago ecléctico, capaz de digerir, y de digerir bien, tanto unos arenques septentrionales o un kouskous oriental, como una becasina cocinada en la llama o uno de esos chorizos épicos de Castilla

which is a pointed case for cosmopolitan consumption habits, and far more civilized than the “Manifiesto antropofagista” which follows several years later. In the epigraph to Cinco metros de poemas, by contrast, Oquendo gives the reader a quite disarming direction: “abra este libro como quien pela una fruta”, which references a far more humble eating practice. Each one of these epigraphs links the writer’s taste to that of his readers, stressing a commonality of experience which is broader in Oquendo’s case, and this minor differentiation on the basis of taste will be mimicked in the kinds of journeys and entertainments imagined within each collection.   

All of the appeals to the senses which appear at the material level of the book itself are mirrored internally in the contents of the poems. Nonetheless, I would suggest that this is a secondary effect, almost an incidental. For modernity appears here more crucially on the level of form rather than content, and this has to do with both poets’ attempt to rethink both the place and function of poetry. To do so required submitting their poetry to the logic of modernity, mass culture, and the market, testing its capacity for resistance, through a risk which brings their poetry to the brink of an ironic dispersal. 

This is announced in the very titles of the collections, which mark an interesting break with their contents. Girondo’s Veinte poemas para ser leídos en el tranvía focuses not on the streetcar of its title, but on local and international tourism. The streetcar nonetheless haunts the structure as an organizing metaphor and a signaling function: a reminder of the demands of work and a grinding routine which nonetheless has gaps which need to be filled in. Not the gaps of lunch breaks, of workday’s end, of weekends, or of structured holidays –pockets of time for consuming food, entertainment, travel— but the empty time of commuting to and from work. With an ironic or perhaps sarcastic wink, Girondo offers his poems as a stopgap for this empty time, replacing the newspaper or awkward stabs at stranger intimacy with refuge in a lyric which, as Jorge Schwarz points out, is sketched quickly to be consumed quickly, between the beginning and end of a journey by streetcar. The central argument for the lyric here is that it is bite-sized. 

Yet the demands placed by the lyric on its readers are not squared away so easily; they linger in the unsettling images of the poems, in the violence rendered throughout its lines and in its accompany sketches, and in the very friction between the form of the collection and its contents. As I mentioned earlier, these poems involve constant shuttling from place to place, and there is little logic governing the organization of these poems. What looks initially like careful dating is soon undone by some chronological inconsistencies and the reader’s mild disconcert at so much traveling on what exceeds the expectations of even a Grand Tour. There is no explicit link from place to place, poem to poem, although some sites recur; much less any sense of arrival at or departure from sites visited. There is only a being there, in the moment, which will soon be replaced by another moment, then another, following only the logic of the streetcar and its stops. Most importantly, whatever compositional logic the collection ostensibly has would suggest that it is potentially illimitable; there is no need for the collection to screech to a halt in Seville, nor indeed at the limit of twenty poems, other that the poet’s decision to apply the brakes at a certain point – having reached the end of the predetermined line. (Ramón Gómez de la Serna, in a prescient early review of Veinte poemas, joked that he had tested the collection’s logic by reading it on a streetcar, but found that it took longer to finish than suggested, which cost him in terms of another ticket). 

Oquendo’s Cinco metros de poemas states this logic even more baldly. Consisting of just nineteen poems and one oddly-placed intermission (which might itself count as a poem, matching Girondo’s total of twenty), this collection’s market-value is determined by sheer quantity, sold by length – like a roll of fabric, or indeed like a film-strip, an extremely short one, in what may be a sarcastic allusion to Peru’s failure to properly finance its film-industry, holding it hostage to films shipped in from abroad. As in Girondo’s streetcar, the only connection between individual poems is one of contiguity; the collection’s leaps from subject to subject, place to place, are held together only physically, in their unfolding form. These collections of fragments might remind us of Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s study of formal parallels between the railway-carriage (here brought down to the smaller level of the streetcar) and the film-strip, each of which –like multi-destination mass tourism—pulls together various sights by rendering the transitions between them invisible to the human eye. 

But Oquendo adds one further element to this which strikes me as crucial: his metaphor for the collection, as I noted above, is not only film, but fruit – a peelable fruit, part of whose point is the pleasure derived from the unpeeling, whether in strips or in swathes. And here, by way of conclusion, I want to loop back to my earlier point about the lack of either an inside or an outside in Girondo’s collection, which is here recast as the impossibility of fully separating inside from outside, which I take to be a point about subjectivity in modernity. While peeling the skin of Oquendo’s fruit, are we more drawn to the separable material casing, or to what it conceals? Does the delight inhere in the eating or in the peeling? Through this metaphor, Oquendo appears to be inverting the medieval conceit of corteza and meollo, or appearance versus substance, prompting us to reflect on whether the meaning of the collection is in its contents or its form. If the experience of mediated modernity is the loss of all interiority, by showcasing external wrappings and material functions, Oquendo’s and Girondo’s collections seem to be trying to give poetry a new function: turning it not so much into a decorative object as into an experience which can be consumed without fully exhausting itself. Once the consuming is over, we are left with the peel: a residue, an excess, a bit of waste which we might unthinkingly throw on the pavement. Which Girondo, “como quien junta puchos en la vereda”, might then pick up, recycling the detritus of modern mass culture into poetry.

� The 1930s, by contrast, mark a kind of collapse of technology during a worldwide depression, which saw far less investment by countries such as Britain and the United States in infrastructural projects abroad to guarantee the continued circulation of their imports and the continued extraction of exportable raw material. The advent of sound film and its eclipse of the silent screen, on another front, posed evident problems for international circulation.
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