CULTURE

THE TYRANNY
OF POETRY

Juan Luis Campos

Pero en mi lecho, solo
dulcemente, sin recuerdos, Sin
voz, siento que la poesia no ha
salido de mi.

Salvador Novo

But in my bed, alone, sweetly,
without memories, without voice,
I feel that poetry has not left me.

Before Salvador Novo Lopez was
thirty years old he was already an im-
portant poet. He was a tireless writer,
althought he defined himself as the
opposite of a man of letters, and de-
dicated himself to other tasks: essay,
theater, translation, history, criti-
cism, journalism and even chronicles.

Vocation requires abandon. All po-
ets have experienced the tyranny of po-
etry. The poetic is created when feel-
ings are combined with intuition.
Feelings that have not only been exper-
ienced but also contemplated and
shaped in the mind; intuition captures
the depth of things, beyond intellec-
tual pragmatism. It does not organize
the world, it gives it an esthetic and
personal meaning. So, this intuition
must necessarily conflict with other
uneven types of intuition. What lives
on in the mind of a reader is not pure
literature, but living words. But a per-
sonality with this type of impulses re-
quires the influences of other person-
alities to from its esthetics.

The Group without a group, as
Villarrutia called it, took upon itself

Poet, essayist and collaborator for the
newspaper El Nacional

The Group without a group.
formed at the end of the
1920’s, aimed to modernize
Mexican literature

the task of modernizing Mexican lit-
erature. The group of strong persona-
lities and profound affinities which at
the close of the twenties edited the
magazine Contempordneos, avoided
the triviality of art with ideals, which
eventually becomes ideologically obvi-
ous politics. They also risked leaning
towards Western culture. Jorge Cues-
ta summarizes:

Those who distinguish themselves
among this group of writers have in
common with all the young Mexicans
of their age: having been born in Mexi-
co; growing up in a feeble intellectual
milieu; being self-educated; learning
about literature and art principally
through European magazines and pub-
lications; having access to only a
few, isolated, complicated and ar-
guably brillant examples; lacking the
company of great talent from an early
age, which is decisive in the fate of
youth; and, above all, having near to
them a body of literature whose most
basic quality is an absolute lack of
criticism. This last condition is the
most important one.

The objective of Xavier Villaurru-
tia, Carlos Pellicer, Gilberto Owen,
Jorge Cuesta, Jaime Torres Bodet,
Enrique Gonzalez Rojo, Bernardo
Ortiz de Montellano, José Gorostiza
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and Salvador Novo was to bring Mex-
ican literature up to date, but without
making chauvinistic, and therefore
ideological, concessions. Literary dis-
cipline. Again, Cuesta:

““It is wonderful the way Pellicer de-
ceives our landscape, the way Ortiz
de Montellano deceives our folklore,
the way Salvador Novo deceives our
customs, the way Xavier Villaurrutia
deceives our literature.”

The precociousness of these young
men was based on French symbolism,
which in the final years of the last
century had followed ‘‘decadentism’’
in criticizing and destroying a medi-
ocre, even degenerate, literary and
social environment. Its efforts cre-
ated ‘““free verse’’, whose principal
supporters were Jules Laforgue and
Gustave Khan, and which was consid-
ered a moral conquest more than a
truly poetic one: it would replace the
mechanical rhythm of classic meter
with a rhythm which expressed the
soul. The ‘‘symbolists’’, whose lite-
rary techniques were elaborate, would
not replace the end with the means:
they would adopt the symbol as the
element capable of profoundly direct-
ing the new developments. The Con-
temporaries received their inspiration
from the avant garde artists who since
the begining of this century declared
the dissolution of academic and tradi-
tional arts forms and wanted to make
life into art. Therefore, imagism, head-
ed by Ezra Pound, the lyricism of
T.S. Eliot, etcetera, proposed art for
art’s sake. They gave themselves up
to the passion of art at a time when in
the political arena the passion for
arms still burned.



The Contemporaries wanted
to make life into art; they

gave themselves up to the
passion of art

The Tradition of Change

Art is paradoxical. When a group of
artists wants our art to grow out of its
provincialism, but has not manifested
its own esthetics, they prefer to criti-
cize the contemporary poets acidly
(Antologia de la poesia mexicana mo-
derna, edited by Jorge Cuesta) and
establish their own definition of de-
sirable poetry. Following other paths,
individual artists and groups of artists
tried to reflect the revolutionary spirit
and provide culture to a huge popula-
tion which did not even know how to
read. Today we can still see the
bolshevik pompousness that the mur-
alists (Diego Rivera and David Alfaro
Siqueiros, principally) painted on the
square kilometers of walls of public
buildings. Of course, there is also
art. All artists are fighters and their
strongest weapons are their tongue
and spittle. The conflicts of the twen-
ties and thirties demonstrate the tor-
tuousness of cultural ventures.

In real art there is no “‘left”’ or
“right”’. Contemporaries was not a
politically active group, although its
members worked in government offi-
ces for quite a while. A true Mexican
tradition. Not even those artists who
belonged to the Communist Party
avoided these posts. Nevertheless, the
creation of new esthetic values is an
act of independence from the comfor-
table, existing tradition. Contempo-
raries were part of what Octavio Paz
has called the tradition of change.
The Contemporaries defined their
tastes: they followed the daring atti-
tude of Ramon Lopez Velarde, whom
they knew personally, and whose
subtle eroticism, deployed with rapid
adjetives, contradicted by a religious
vein that called for attendance at
twelve o’clock mass, leaves one’s soul
in anguish; they also appreciated the
disciplined verse of Salvador Diaz
Mirébn —who was in fact a collabora-
tor of the dictatorial government of
Victoriano Huerta, assassin of consti-
tutional President Francisco I. Ma-
dero— especially in his last phase,
without a doubt one of the highest
points in the rich tradition of Mexi-
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can poetry. Diaz Mir6on influenced
this tradition both in form and con-
tent, but perhaps most in the propo-
sal:

His esthetics, with a discipline that
was extraordinarily strict as well as
personal, were beyond the reach of
that type of imitator who tries to
satisfy himself, and looks for quick
success, or at least, a less difficult
path towards fame.

That is how these young men des-
cribed his work in 1928 in the above
mentioned anthology. The group
without a group wrote about the
never-changing qualities of the spirit
of man in the timeless medium of po-
etry, with stark images, metaphysical
contents, meticulous verses, and a
lyricism equal to that of the English
and French poets of the era. They
wanted liberty in verse.

Heart-rending Lyricism

The difficulties of understanding the
program of the individualists grouped
in Contemporaries forced its critics to
simplify their criticisms attacking the
sexual preferences of some of these
writers. Faced with extreme forms of
machismo, the modern art purists
flaunted their homosexuality. Novo
was an expert at this. His Europeani-
zed taste in clothing, his plucked
eyebrows and long fingers adorned
with extravagant rings, all corrobora-
ted the impertinence of his tongue
and his verses. At the same time, this
shamelessness only demostrated the

Salvador Novo in 1949. Photo by Héctor
Garcia/Foto Press

difficulty of making love endure.
This conflict formed the two paths of
his poetry: lyricism and satire.

The versatility of Novo’s poetry is
demonstrated in the skillful use of clas-
sic meters, especially the sonnet. He
used this form with ease in his satires,
because rhyming and using a rhythmic
structure make the venom flow in the
ear’s memory. But Novo also used
free verse, which should eliminate rhy-
mes (even internal ones) and avoid
metric repetitions. Free is the least
free of verses, said T.S. Elliot.

In 1920, when he was still almost a
child, at sixteen of age, Novo publish-
ed a pair of poems influenced by
Guillaume Apolinaire in the newspa-
per of the National Preparatory
School. These adolescent poems resist
time. At twenty he published his 20
poems, in which he introduced the
sound of day-to-day life, his scorn for
mass movements, uncommon images
and a preference for circumstantial
things over eternal qualities. At the
same time, he used irony. Novo resor-
ted to urban imagery (as used by the
artists who were part of Stridentism,
led by Manuel Maples Arce-whose /n-
terior Scaffolding Novo renamed In-
ferior Scaffolding-who tried to be the
Mexican avant garde of the twenties)
but with the dexterity that characteri-
zed his poetry. These poems, accor-
ding to Novo himself: 5

create a new form which has libera-

ted itself from the shapes in which

my voice acquired, nevertheless, a

lasting outline. These poems could

be hung like pictures, above all
they are visual.

The Group without a group
wrote about the never-
changing qualities of the spirit
of man in the timeless
medium of poetry, with stark
images, metaphysical contents
and meticulous verse

In 1933 he published two of his
most important works of poetry:
Mirror, in which he remembers his
childhood, and New Love, a pinnacle
of Mexican lyricism of this century.
Novo says, to the critic Emmanuel
Carballo:

In New Love, passion is unrestrained

and feelings have reached a new
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Salvador Novo with the young writer Carlos Monsivais in 1967. Photo by Héctor

maturity. It contains an agreement

(but not harmony) between life and

its artistic expression. These poems

are the fresh, immediate, direct ex-
perience of what they are expres-
sing: they are not reconstruc-
tions of a state of mind or experien-
ces. For me, this is important.

When it was not worth exploring

this subject in the way I do here (I

got old and ugly), I stopped writing

love poems.

The precociousness of this poet was
based on his insolence. But he gives
us a heart-rending lyricism with
corresponding forms that are equally
heart-rending:

T, yo mismo, seco como un viento

derrotado

que no pudo sino muy brevemente

sostener en sus brazos una hoja

que arranc6 de los arboles,

You, myself, dry like a defeated

wind

which could only very briefly hold

in its arms a leaf that it tore from

the trees

And Novo ends with a concise and
tender sadness from which there is no
relief:

Lloro porque eres tu para mi duelo

Y ya te pertenezco en el pasado.

I cry because for me you are mour-

ning

and I belong to you already in the

past

Now that they are not lovers any
more, they belong to a place beyond
physical bodies, in a world that is de-
finitive and timeless: memory.

Novo was skillful in the use of
classic meters, especially the
sonnet, but he also used free

verse

Satirical Verses

Lyricism presumes the individualiza-
tion of the poet. It is no longer the
bard giving voice to the multitude that
fights and dreams for and of their
gods. It is no longer the epic. With
lyricism, the poet admits his own exis-
tence as a character, he is one who
feels and lives between the margins of
the page. Romanticism aggravated
this subjectivity. And when the avant
garde tried to achieve the complete
subversion of art, they did so under
the influence of romanticism. The
post-avant-garde, disenchanted with
this century, picked up the pieces and
took shelter in permanent themes. In
the end, the lyric poet wants his emo-
tional state to be exemplary, of value:
he offers himself in the hope that he
will be eternalized in others.

In the nineteen-thirties Novo
published a variety of books of po-
etry that were frankly provocative. In
a time of nationalistic fervor, Seamen
Rhymes and Never ever [partly writ-
ten in English] were published as well
as his Proletarian Poems, in which he
mocks revolutionary regimes. In this
way Novo confronts his enemies in
the government and political parties.

:
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Nevertheless, our poet used satire fre-
quently and with a particular cruelty.
Novo is our Quevedo.

Satire expresses the sharp opinion
of a subtle subjetiveness. In satire we
find not only wit laced with poison
but also criticism based on art. Novo
aimed satirical poems at his enemies,
at his friends and even turned his pen
on himself. His shamelessness did not
lose opportunities to make puns or
double meanings, or refrain from in-
vading his victims’ privacy.

Novo dedicated the following sonnet
to Diego Rivera, who painted the
Contemporaries in the Secretariat of
Public Education and whose presence
in national art circles was intimida-

ting during this era:

Cuando no quede muro sin tu
huella,

recinto ni salon sin tu pintura,
exposicion que escape a tu censura,
libro sin tu martillo ni tu estrella,
dejaras las ciudades por aquélla
suave, serena, magica dulzura,
que el rastrojo te ofrece en su
verdura

y en sus hojas la alfalfa que
descuella.

Retiraras al campo tu cordura,

y alli te mostrara naturaleza

un oficio mejor que la pintura.

Disp6n el viaje ya. La lluvia
empieza.

Térnese tu agrarismo agricultura,
que ya puedes arar con la cabeza.

When there is no longer a wall
without your mark;

nor a room or hall you have not
painted,

an exhibition that escapes your
censorship, nor book without your
hammer or your star,

you will leave the cities for that
soft, serene, magic sweetness,
that the pasture offers you in its
greenness

and its shining alfalfa leaves.

You will take your

wisdom to the country

and there nature will

show you

a better occupation

than painting.

Make the trip now.

It is starting to rain.

Turn your agrarianism into
agriculture, for now you know
how to plow with your head.



Salvador Novo criticized the fact
that this great artist governed the art
world from a leftist position that
owed so much to the bourgeois state.
He also criticized the commitment
to an agrarian reform that came
down to more paperwork than actual
land reform. He reminded Rivera
that his previous wife, Guadalupe
Marin, a matron of the arts, changed
husbands: Jorge Cuesta, member of
the group without a group, was her
new partner. There are numerous po-
ems like this one, in a variety of me-
ters. Octavio Paz sums up this Novo
very well, unimaginable for those of us
who saw him on television in the early
seventies.

He had a lot of talent and a lot of

venom, few ideas and no morals.

Full of deadly adjectives but not so

many scruples, he attacked the

weak and flattered the powerful; he

did not serve a belief or an idea but

instead his passions and his inte-

rests; he did not write with blood
but with shit.

His lyric poetry described the itiner-
aries of love. His social portraits were
written with the same acid used in
engravings by Goya. There is no doubt
that his modernity, and above all
his sarcastic humor, came from read-
ing North American authors like Ed-
gar Lee Masters in the first Spoon Ri-
ver Anthology and Carl Sandburg;
also Europeans like Oscar
Wilde and Jean Cocteau. His self-
mocking in his lyric poetry and his sa-
tire proves to us that he was a poet
who knew about love and verses. His
cynicism is delightful; disillusioned
with the world but bon vivant. The
rest of his life has the same qualities:
as an old man he covered his baldness
with a Beatle’s wig; as a public
employee he wrote sonnets with bit-
ing criticism and at the same time
sang the praises of the president. He
was a great poet who could not resist
the gratification of seeing, while he
was still alive, his name hung on the
corner of his own house. A poet who
reduced his poetic constants to the
circumstances, humor and desola-
tion.

Novo said he stopped writing
love poems when he got old
and ugly
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Novo enjoyed cooking, and did
more than write about it; he had his
own restaurant in Coyoacan, in the
southern part of Mexico City. On the
same location he had his theater: The
Chapel. He wrote theater and patron-
ized it through the National Fine Arts
Institute. He was prolific in his chron-
icles and journalism where he did
not spare anyone his praise or criti-
cism. Just one example would be his
Lombardotoledanology, aimed at the
Marxist philosopher and organizar of
union corporations such as the Mexi-
can Workers’ Confederation during
the presidency of Lazaro Cardenas. A
great variety of volumes compile his
opinions about social life during dif-
ferent presidencies. He wrote mem-
oirs which are practically unknown
that refer to his adolescence and dare
to go into detail about his sexual
tastes. He wrote travel logs, most
importantly Return Ticket, of which
José Gorostiza says:

Novo overcomes sin and invents the
art of being reborn on each stop of
his itinerary. He does not travel, he
transmigrates. He does not trans-
plant himself, he sows himself... His
argument is travel, moving from
place to place.

Our poet wrote charming, skillful
prose, with a diversity taken from his
poetry, without complications, direct
and full of irony. During the term of
Gustavo Diaz Ordaz, whose name the
descendents of those sacrificed on Oc-
tober 2 in 1968 will never forget, No-
vo became the official historian. He

was named chronicler of Mexico
City, a city that was already begin-
ning to overflow. He wrote the his-
tory of times gone by: the city of a
century ago, his neighborhood of Co-
yoacan, he remembered boulevards
and avenues that no longer exist. He
did not criticize the president for the
massacre of the students. In his youth
he was a dandy who scandalized ‘‘up-
right citizens’’; in his old age he ac-
quiesced to official policies that were
removed from art. But in his soul he
knew that all poetry had not gone out
of him although:
poetry written for others —a spon-
taneous flower— has gone, and in
its place, the useless, bitter fruit of
daily prose... I take refuge in it,
now that I dare not tackle the other.
His poetry had a few surprises even
after his youthful passion had faded.
Bureaucracy swallows us up merci-
lessly, and Novo was no exception.
But the richness of his poetry rises
above the sea of paperwork of the of-
ficial Novo. In any case, he also suf-
fered the tyranny of poetry, that is,
the tyranny of that which is most
human.[]

He was Chronicler of Mexico
City during the government of
Gustavo Diaz Ordaz at the
end of the 1960’s

Novo established a restaurant and published a book on “The Gastronomic History of
Mexico City”. Photo by Héctor Garcia/Foto Press
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