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War, included a number of Latin American (and European) poets
who sought beauty for its own sake and who did not always advocate
socio-political concerns within their art. Guillén started his career still
under the influence of modernismo in the 1920s, but moved away from
it permanently, much- like some other contemporaries. Dario is
credited with being the progenitor of Latin Ametican modernismo.

This contrast brings to mind several opposition scenarios. For
example, the relationship of queen to vassal reminds the reader to
consider Cuba’s long history of slavery and forced harvesting of
sugarcane at the hands of landowners. This opposing pair also forces
one to consider Cuba’s political periods of dependence on other
powets, notably its relationship to Spain before 1898, the year of the
Spanish-American Wat, and its relationship to the United States (for
American military and economic interests) in the twentieth century
before 1959.

This discursive system of treating nature as animate, and of relating
the thoughts and feelings of human beings to the natural wosld, is
not unlike what some scholars have seen in the American poet Walt
Whitman’s views. As Diane Kepner has stated, “the relation between
things and thoughts ... can be proved not by resort to philosophical
logic or scientific calculation but by direct observation of the visible
world”: “From Spears to I.eaves: Walt Whitman’s Theory of Nature
in Song of Myself;” American Literature 51.2 (May 1979): 183. Guillén’s
poetry is meant to convey ideas and beliefs through precisely this sort
of sensorial empiricism. Though not a scientific empiricism per se,
Guillén’s way of portraying objects in the natural world, as well as
people, bases itself on observed associations. This, to0o, resembles
Whitman’s concept of nature: “By finding common properties in
unlike objects, specifically between the self and something else, the
poet is unveiling possibilities that a scientific description of those
objects would probably ignore. ... The universe is an association of
particular objects engaged in a continuous process of reassociation”
(Kepner 197). Association does not imply that humankind is
necessarily the centre of the natural world, but rather a part of it.
Guillén’s literary contemporary and political coreligionist, the poet
Pablo Neruda, often also used similar natural motifs to inspire a
vision of his native Chile as an animate entity. See, for example,
Pablo Neruda, Canto general (Barcelona: Editorial Bruguera, S.A.,
1986), and Odas elementales (Buenos Aires: Editotial Losada, S.A.,
1985).

Nicolis Guillén, La paloma de vwelo popular. Elegias (Buenos Aires:
Editorial Losada, 8. A., 1979), 57. _
For a detailed examination of Guillén’s treatment of the sugarcane
industry throughout his poetty, see Antonio Benitez-Rojo, “Nicol4s
Guillén and Sugar,” Callaloo 10.2 (Spring 1987): 329-51. Also, see
Keith Ellis, “Images of Sugar in English and Spanish Caribbean
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Poetry,” Ariel 24.1 (January 1993): 149-59.
Nature, politics, and autobiography are intertwined at the stage in
which Guillén writes poems like this one. In Lz paloma de vuelo popular,
Guillén keeps Cuba firmly in mind due to his exile; his feeling of
kinship with other Latin American countries comes naturally as a
consequence of his own life and the historical context of the time.
Nature is a part of this problematic, but not perfectly so; as Keith
Ellis has observed, “nature is examined from the point of view of its
incapacity for helping the poet to achieve his obsession, which is to
make possible the end of his period of exile from Cuba”: “Images of
Black People in the Poetry of Nicolas Guillén,” Afre-Hispanic Rmew
7.1-3 (January-September 1988), 21.
The manner of porttaymg natute as ca.pable of fcelmg——m this
instance, Guatemala and its humanised pain and struggle—is also a
trait shared by other poets, including Whitman once again. Feeling, in
Guillén’s and Whitman’s case, also implies -self-perpetuation” and
st:rcngth. As Bruce Piasecki has noted with respect to the latter poet,
“nature was principally conceived in terms of the sexual images of
receptivity, resilience, and fecundity. The ultimate reality which was
the source and foundaton of all else was thought of
anthropomorphically’”: “Conquest of the: Globe: Walt Whitman’s
Concept of Natute,” Calarus 23 (June 1983): 36. Again, however, the
use of this human-centred imagery denotes only the fact that poets
such as Guillén and Whitman use terminology familiar to them,
rather than the notion that they view themselves as superior to
nature,
Indeed, Guillén is not the only Latin American poet who has treated
some of these same themes, and who feels a shared kinship with all
Latin American cultures. Mirta Aguirre’s view of Guillén is that of a

‘poet who. speaks for the continent as a whole, among others: “No

nos han faltado otras voces grandes que reflejaran, como César
Vallejo, la tristeza de nuestra indiada, nuestra soledad y nuestra
miseria; 0 que supieran y quisieran ser como el Pablo Neruda
posterior a Residencia en la Tierra; pero Nicolas Guillén, que aportd el
sufrimiento negro, ha sido la mdis insistente y robusta voz
continental”; Un poeta y #n continente (La Habana: Editorial Letras
Cubanas, 1962), 68.

One must bear in mind the long-standing human tradition of
conjoining natural observation with national, political, or social
identification. Simon Schama, in his landmark study of people and
their constructions of nature, has observed this one common
characteristic to many, if not all, human cultures. This cultural trait is
indeed very powerful, and although Schama does not mention the
case of Guillén specifically, his commentary would cover him and
many others from around the world: “It is clear that inherited
landscape myths and memories share two common characteristics:
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their surprising endurance through the centuries and their power to
shape institutions that we still live with. National identity, to take just
the most obvious example, would lose much of.its ferocious
enchantment without the mystique of a particular landscape tradition:
its topography mapped, elaborated, and enriched as a homeland. ...
And landscapes can be self-consciously designed to express the
virtues of a particular political or social community’”: Landscape and
Memory (New York: Knopf, 1995), 15.



