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Nicanor Parra’s most influential contribution to Latin American poetics has been the theory of
“antpoetry.” Combining the critical materialism of Brecht with a resolutely colloquial diction, the
absurdist fever of Kafka with ironic insights derived from contemporary psychology, Parra’s
“antipoems” speak personally but stringently, without the intervention of a “sincere” lyrical narra-
tor. For all their critical antecedents, Parra’s poems begin from his assumption that “the function of
the artist consists in the rigorous expression of his experiences, without commentary of any kind.”

Nicanor Parra was trained as 2 mathematician and physicist at Brown University and at Oxford,
where he came to embrace principles of relativity in a physical mode, principles that carry over into
the epistemological concerns of his poems. Later he was a professor of physics at the University of
Sandago. In an important sense, his poems resemble mathematical theorems of physics: “economy
of language, no metaphors, no literary figures.” Parra’s theories have sometimes been used to
counter the dominance of the image-based personalism of Neruda. (Neruda, in fact, was instrumen-
tal in finding a publisher for Parra’s Poemas 1 antipoemas [Poems and Antipoemns, 1954]; in his Extra-
vagario (1958, Neruda himself seems to imitate some of Parra’s strategies.) Even more generally,
however, Parra’s example has served as an astringent against the florid rhetoric of several generations
of Latin American and Spanish lyric poems. Parra’s work represents a revolutionary mode of poetic
authenticity. Austere, discursive, droll, mercurial, fragmentary, accessible, and conspicuously lacking
in sentiment, Parra’s “antdpoems” have had a strong and liberating effect on poetics in Latin America
and elsewhere. In his later years, Parra moved to a form of neo-Symbolism. Partly in response to the
oppressive Pinochet regime, Parra devised a satirical character, the Christ of Elqui, whose skewed
folk wisdom spoke obliquely but clearly against human rights abuses and against violations of
ecological common sense.



NICANOR PARRA

Todo tiene que estar en sus archivos. Best to have everything in your kit.
Si su mujer se entusiasma con otro If the wife falls for somebody else
Le recomiendo los siguientes trucos: We recommend the following:
Afeitarse con hojas de afeitar - Shave with razor blades

Admirar las bellezas naturales Admire the Beauties of Nature

Crmnla a chant Af nanar

LT nnaw Aeviie 2in traoa Ao nanal
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Una momia conversa por teléfono
Otra momia se mira en un espejo.

Una momia dispara su revélver.

Todas las momias cambian de lugar
Casi todas las momias se retiran.

Varias momias se sientan a la mesa
Unas momias ofrecen cigarrillos
Una momia parece que bailara.

Una momia mis vieja que las otras
Da de mamar a su nifio de pecho.

La montasia rusa

Durante medio siglo

La poesia fue

El paraiso del tonto solemne.
Hasta que vine yo

Y me instalé con mi montafia rusa.

Suban, si les parece.
Claro que yo no respondo si bajan
Echando sangre por boca y narices.

El pequefio burgués

El que quiera llegar al paraiso

Del pequefio burgués tiene que andar
El camino de] arte por el arte

Y tragar cantidades de saliva:

El noviciado es casi interminable. -

Lista de lo que tiene que saber.

Anudarse con arte la corbata
Deslizar la tarjeta de visita
Sacudirse por lujo los zapatos
Consultar el espejo veneciano
Estudiarse de frente y de perfil
Ingerir una dosis de cognac
Distinguir una viola de un violin
Recibir en pijama a las visitas
Impedir la caida del cabello

Y tragar cantidades de saliva.

One mummy talks on the phone
Another mummy views herself in the mirror.

One mummy fires her revolver.

All the mummies change places
Almost all the mummies withdraw.

A few mummies sit down at the table
Some mummies offer cigarettes
One mummy seems to be dancing.

One mummy older than the others
Puts her baby to her breast.

trans. Thonas Merton

Roller Coaster

For half a century

Poetry was the paradise

Of the solemn fool.

Until I came

And built my roller coaster.

Go up, if you feel like it.
I’'m not responsible if you come down
Bleeding from your mouth and nose.

trans. Miller Williams

Litany of the Little Bourgeois

If you want to get to the heaven

Of the little bourgeois, you must go

By the road of Art for Art’s sake

And swallow a lot of saliva:

The apprenticeship is almost interminable.

A list of what you must learn how to do:

Tie your necktie artistically

Slip your card to the right people
Polish shoes that are already shined
Consult the Venetan mirror
(Head-on and in profile)

Toss down a shot of brandy

Tell a viola from a violir

Receive guests in your pajamas
Keep your hair from falling

And swallow a lot of saliva.




