
A CARLOS MARTÍNEZ RIVAS SUITE  
 
 

 
 

Photograph of Carlos Martínez Rivas from his later years.  
The walls inside his house were covered with scribbled 
original verse, pencil drawings, translations, ideas, 
epigrams, and strophes by Milton, Baudelaire, Dylan 
Thomas…. 

 
Note about the poet: Carlos Martínez Rivas (Nicaragua, 1924-1998) is considered one 
of Nicaragua’s leading poets, a supreme honor considering the country’s wealth of poets, 
among them, the renovator of Spanish-language poetry and founder of modernismo, 
Rubén Darío (1867-1916).  Epigrammatic, with clashing linguistic registers ranging from 
the poetry of El Siglo de Oro to spoken Central American Spanish, influenced by the 
plastic arts, as well as by Anglophonic poets like Dylan Thomas, Milton, or Latin 
American greats, such as Vallejo, Martínez Rivas’ poetry stands out and has remained a 
major influence on younger Nicaraguan poets.  His contemporaries Ernesto Cardenal and 
Ernesto Mejía Sánchez singled him out as the best poet of their generation. His one major 
collection, La insurrección solitaria (1953) includes such poems as “Threnody for 
Joaquín Pasos,” and other poems from that same volume that have become known works 
in a wide array of anthologies.  His close friend, Octavio Paz, republished La 
insurrección solitaria (Vuelta, 1994) in an augmented edition, one which closed with 
Varia, a suite of some 27 poems written during the years following the first publication of 
Martínez’s “solitary insurrection”.  Scattered translations from La insurrección solitaria 
have appeared in English versions—including one I rendered of his threnody in my 
collection A Sleepless Man Sits Up In Bed (Eyewear Publishing, 2016)—and so I have 
included in this selection poems primarily from Varia. The closing poem appears in 
neither collection, but was given to me as a photocopy by the Nicaraguan short-story 
writer and poet Erick Blandón, in 1996.  The photocopy was taken from an obscure, out-
of-print anthology of Nicaraguan verse reputedly edited by José Colonel Urtecho.   
 
 



FOR THOSE WHO LOST NOTHING BECAUSE THEY NEVER 
HAD ANYTHING 
 
To write about Hunger, 
not protest poetry, but from experience, 
is a difficult task if one hasn’t suffered from it. 
 
“Writing in darkness is a tough craft”, 
for Berceo. 
Writing about hunger is an arduous task. 
 
Not for César Vallejo 
who on one rare occasion turned serious, saying 
“the tremendous bread on the table”. 
 
Vallejo sees the bread as tremendous because eating it 
—for his woman Georgette as well as for him—meant  
leaving themselves once again without bread; impotence 
of bread equaled potent hunger.  
 
Sure, with a good camera, a Leica, 
you can snap photos of hunger. 
You can provide a graphic testimony of hunger.  
 
Children from India or Africa, 
nothing but brittle bones and pot-belly. 
Bellies full of hunger, the type 
Leonel Rugama spoke about.  
 
—“Our Russia is so sad!”—Alexander Pushkin 
said more than once to Nikolai Gogol, with tears 
muddying his cheeks 
whilst reading the manuscript of “The Inspector” 
in 1836.  
 
A man with a day’s ration of stale bread 
in Eritrea while the bombs explode. 
A girl in war-time emergency room,  
she’s placed under anesthesia, but not completely under, 
tubes worming her nostrils.  
 
Haiti, the famine 
of 1975, a boy who seems as if 
carved from wood, so emaciated; 
and that girl from Vietnam, 
the naked and burning babe 



running down an Agent-Orange highway.  
 
With no livelihood, no address, a grandmother and her grandchildren 
sleep in the demolished New York-Pennsylvania Station.  
 
Intestinal worms—like the roses 
in that sonnet by Elizabeth Barrett—fulfill the prognostication: 
ancylostomiasis oncocercosis salmonella kálazar… 
parasites that sing only for certain races.  
 
And a couple, husband and wife, decrepit, 
Photographed by SIPA Press Agency, 
in a piece entitled “Third World Gothic”, a true waste fund: 
 
He, toothless; she, frowning, and grim. 
But the both of them united in their misfortune, dignified.  
So much so you envy them.  
 
And that’s what I’m referring to 
when I wrote the title 
to this text: FOR THOSE WHO LOST 
NOTHING BECAUSE THEY NEVER HAD ANYTHING. 
 
 
OVEN 
 
My kitchen oven, a new appliance 
from a Cuban factory, proves a curious place. 
 
It is not the ancient brick oven.  Obscure,  
deep as a labyrinth, dating whilom, from let’s say— 
that tough Queen of Castile, Lady Urraca, 
who declared war against her husband and her own son.  
 
No.  I’m referring to my commonplace oven, spanking new. 
Never having been lit and employed for roasting 
a chicken or making pudding with raisins.  But 
 
sometimes for a split second, just to tease my cat, I place her 
within that cold, metallic void, — the icy breath inside stuns her, 
frightens her. 
 
Cats suffer from an atavistic cervical loathing  
resulting from the void-like chill of metal.  And they escape, 
flee from there as if from the very oven of Hell.   
 



FINAL NOTE 
 
 On the gray  
sea crags    
where busted-winged  
blind palmipeds 
lamely drag 
themselves while 
picking life 
from foraminifera 
protozoa… 
 
Gobble me up, waves. 
Swallow me, sinkholes. 
 
Impoverished  
ecology: 
drain my life! 
 
 
DARWIN (1809-1882) 
A Tribute 
 
Sometimes I dream what man dreams.  
Sometimes, monkey dreams. 
In those second dreams, God 
doesn’t exist.  There is no God. And they’re 
the happiest, the only happy ones.  
 
 
  
TOMBOYS AND LITTLE WOMEN 
 
Let’s not be mistaken about this matter. 
Tough girls, loud-mouths, tom-boys 
(as they’re called) 
the ones who only play with boys, bat homeruns, scale 
fences with scraped knees, 
the ones with a thick and permanent scar above their left eyebrow,  
the impression left from the stone’s edge,  
from the deep pool of childhood; 
they’re sensitive, intensely so beneath their overalls,  
and then later grow into amorous mammals,  
and they turn a man into a man because they dealt with him 
ever since girlhood, and they know him inside and out,   



and now as grown women, they cushion everything 
that’s too hard, too polished or sharp, 
like clumsy cabinetmaking.  
 
But the other ones, little ladies or women, the prim-and-proper 
(as they’re called) 
the ones who play with dolls and knit and play at cooking 
later turn into shrews who hide slender and metallic breasts, 
turn into horrid wives who give birth to future  
misogynists, like that unfortunate soul 
mentioned by Doctor Robert Burton in his Anatomy of Melancholy, 
the one who never left his house, and when from his third story bedroom 
he would open the drapes, looking over the tumult of London,  
if he gazed upon parasol or hips 
he would commence vomiting.     
  
 
 
BURNING FUSE 
A Suite  
 
1 
 
Lazy from History and the daily papers. 
Nothing either to do with prophecy 
deranged 
raping brides before the wedding feasts. 
 
—What then?—the quickly sketched set-design  
and newsfeed from today 
vanishing and needing 
but a few letters to fade, die. 
 
In the texts I uncover 
or in my own black 
sunflower heart 
I discover the signs the 
letters of today the squids 
in their inkwells.  
 
Terrifying unmistakable 
so I go straight to them 
without hesitating 
I see them leap fall shake 
on the paper and I say That one 
 



if not this one! and I sink in their harmony 
I swim swallow 
and so on until my song 
is born, gullible and irritated.  
 
 
 
2. NO 
 
They introduce me to women of good taste 
And men of good taste  
And the latest marriages of good taste 
Set designers well-matched and living in the midst 
of a miserable and irreproachable good taste.  
This is all leaves a bad taste in my mouth. 
 
A rotten taste, I believe.  
 
 
 
3.  IDLE CHATTER 
 
The young surrealist 
inclined to impious folklore 
knows his Hamlet and declaims:  
 
—Horatio, there are more things in heaven  
and Earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy! 
 
As a moderate and  
alluded poet I can tell him that  
I have started with Horatio's 
 
and that I do not enter or leave  
and that I’ve gone missing  
and that I have yet to finish… 
 
And the opponent sets off with his friends.   
Collectors, the whole bunch,  
black fetishes of fierce navels.   
 
 
 
  



4.  WORLD 
 
God made water 
The Devil poured it in the wine 
 
God made the window 
open for the man 
inside 
The Devil the door 
locking the man outside 
 
God made bread 
The Devil its price 
 
God made the best 
hidden words  
The Devil those leftover  
 
God made us together 
The Devil the forgery  
of us apart  
 
God made you as one 
The Devil another 
 
I waited for you… 
You passed, never glancing my way. 
And so I wrote you an epigram  
like a stinging nettle. 
But, Oh!, you’ll never read it! 
You never read verses, sweetheart! 
 
 
 
 
5. SAYINGS OF AGUR 
 
There are three things that have left their impressions on me, 
and a fourth one I have yet to decipher:   
 
the fled crash-scene leaving a floating corpse. 
Crowds cheering or a police whistle heard in the jungle. 
The Click! of a cocked revolver. 
And the word APORIA, as employed 
by Dr. Pedro Laín Entralgo in one of his essays.  
 



 
 
 
6. SOCIETY PAGES   
 
I also saw the matrons 
from our Americas in Paris.  Strolling 
along the Grand Boulevards 
with the cadavers 
of their daughters 
donning plumed bonnets and in heels.  Ready.  
Embalmed for marriage.  
I don’t wish to deny  
them the place they deserve in “The Monster 
and its Sketch Artist”.  
 
 
 
 
PROBLEMA QUAESTIO DUBIUS INCERTUS 
EVERYTHING IS MATERIAL FOR POETRY 
--except for problems 
 
Darkness light cockroaches 
absence of tenderness hunger 
(as in Vallejo), even the simple 
length of a crude rural workday  
was substance for Wordsworth in his “ODE”. 
 
Not problems.  They’re sterile.  By not being 
human they absorb the man, suck out his marrow.  
 
You don’t even know how to speak them, transmit them. 
They have nothing to do with living language.  
 
They block the spirit’s functions.  
Immobile circuit, isolated in the center 
of a whirlwind made from locked bolts.  Cut off 
not only from one’s neighbor, but from one’s self.  
 
Man is no longer the Fallen Man  
without being a man than the man with problems.  
 
Because problems are not human, they’re mechanical.  
A ruse, scheme, the industry of the Prince 
of this World made so you die alone.  Forcing 



 
you to die from nothing for nothing and for no one.  
 
Everything is material for the Poem—except 
that Enemy: the Problems.   
 
 
 
HAI-KU 
 
In the corner, ant-swarm 
devours stiff scorpion… 
my parents! my childhood!  
 
 
 
A ROSE FOR THE GIRL WHO RETURNED FOR HER DEATH 
 
   To María Carmen Díaz de Mendoza  
 

Let’s resolve this at once.  
 
You know well how, ever since the tree of gold,  

since your dreams, since the sea, since the air,  
you have come to this world only to seek your death. 
Because of that I have brought you this rose.  
 
 This closed hand of silent strength 
which in your small ear 
is love that arrives blindly knocking on your doors.  
 
  (Do not move now: 
     The birth of a rose… 
  it stretches slowly towards your heart, remains there 
  like a nest of eyelids opening so that  
   a pupil is born to love you, observe you.) 
 
 Because it’s doubtless you died one day in a rush,  
blindly, perhaps without hoping to do so,  
so that you grabbed another death in place of grabbing your own.  
 
 Then we saw how that one didn’t fit you,  
yet you wore it 
like a hand-me-down, a borrowed face,  
a death that nobody knew was you, 
because you were the owner of many deaths: 



 
 You had one you generally wore 
on your rings 
and you seemed to nourish it with the memories of feasts. 
Another death was serene and  
accustomed you to brief departures 
from which you would return  
uncertain and wavering.  
 
 You also had an obscure death, garbed in black,  
as if for that death  
a dear relative had died in your stead.  
 
 A myriad deaths! 
So that we discovered how  
walking, speaking, laughing, playing the piano, 
were but distinct methods you used to commit suicide.  
 It all turned into a dress rehearsal of deaths like costumes 
tried on until you found the right size.  
Because of that, tonight, I have brought you this rose. 
I have brought you this sip of a gust with bees.  
I mean to say, this province of dew, 
this small colony of perfume, 
this isle of air-traffic, 
this sweet port for butterflies.  
And I offer it to you as a compass, 
so you may use it as a guide 
and recover that death that has died with you.  
 
 Perhaps by offering this rose, you will return.  
And you can be alone again in your pure dwelling, 
in your country of starlight,  
in your republic of birds,  
in your tall and eternal paradise lost 
where you may live all of your deaths.  
 
 Translations: Anthony Seidman 


