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Introduction 

 
 
On March 1, 2020, prominent Nicaraguan poet Ernesto Cardenal passed away, leaving 
an indelible legacy behind. He was a multi-faceted man: He was a poet, priest, 
revolutionary, liberation theologist, sculptor, and activist. This exhibition seeks to trace 
and reflect on key moments in his life. 
 
The selections exhibited here are from the Ernesto Cardenal Papers, which were 
acquired by the Benson Latin American Collection in 2016. UT Austin was fortunate 
enough to have Ernesto Cardenal visit in November of that year to mark the opening of 
his archive, delivering a memorable poetry reading in front of hundreds gathered.  
 
Please enjoy this exhibition in both English and Spanish as we remember the life and 
impact of Ernesto Cardenal.   

https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/taro/utlac/00439/lac-00439.html


 

Early Years 
Ernesto Cardenal was born in Granada, Nicaragua, in 1925. His childhood years were 
marked by an ever-growing interest in literature and writing, which continued through his 
studies of literature and humanities as a teenager in Managua. From 1942 to 1947, he 
earned his Master of Letters degree from Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 
(UNAM). In 1948, he was admitted to Columbia University in New York City, where he 
entered a master’s program in North American literature.  
 
 

 
"La ciudad deshabitada." One of Cardenal's first published poems, written while he was a student at 

Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM), 1946. 
 

 
  



 

 
Letter of Admission to Columbia University, 1948 

 
 
It was at Columbia where Cardenal encountered the work of poets such as Ezra Pound, 
Walt Whitman, T.S. Elliot, and others. The impact of these writers, in particular Pound, 
helped develop Cardenal’s technique of exteriorism, which Cardenal defined as, 
“subjective poetry: narrative and anecdotal, made with the elements of real life and with 
concrete things, with proper names and precise details and exact dates and numbers 
and facts and sayings.” His studies, along with the influence of family members such as 
his grandmother Agustina “Mimi” Urtecho, and uncle and fellow poet José Coronel 
Urtecho, helped Cardenal develop a strong poetic voice, which still resonates 
throughout Latin America and beyond.   



 

In 1963, Cardenal along with Coronel Urtecho published an impactful anthology of their 
translations of North American poets titled Antología de poesía norteamericana. As 
seen in the selected letters found on this page, translation work involved frequent 
correspondence with the collaborating authors for explanation of some of the more 
nuanced language used by poets, like Lawrence Ferlinghetti.  
 
 

 
Letter from Lawrence Ferlinghetti to Ernesto Cardenal, 1961. 

 
Letter from Bob Lax to Ernesto Cardenal, undated.  

 
 
 

  



 

From Kentucky to Solentiname 
Cardenal returned to Nicaragua in 1950 and continued to write and express his opinions 
on Nicaraguan society under the Somoza dynasty. His discontent with this reality in 
Nicaragua led him to be a vocal opponent of the ruling regime. This political interest and 
fervor would only increase in the decades to follow. Cardenal experienced a religious 
transformation after participating in the unsuccessful 1954 April Revolution in Managua. 
His seminary studies brought him under the guidance of Trappist monk Thomas Merton 
at the Abbey of Our Lady of Gethsemani in Kentucky, who helped Cardenal grow as a 
spiritualist, activist, and poet. Cardenal continued seminary studies in Mexico and 
Colombia, all the while publishing seminal works such as Hora 0, Epigramas, and 
Salmos. Cardenal’s ordination as a Catholic priest in 1965 proved to be a critical 
moment in his continued development as a religious leader and spiritualist. After 
discussions and guidance from Merton, Cardenal decided to return to Nicaragua and 
establish a spiritual community. 
 

 
Video of Two Epigrams read by Ernesto Cardenal during the Simposio Internacional sobre la Obra 

Literaria del Poeta Ernesto Cardenal held in Granada, Nicaragua, May 19, 2005.  



 

 
Letter from Thomas Merton to Pope Paul VI, undated. 



 

In 1966, Cardenal chose the Solentiname Islands, an archipelago in the south of Lake 
Nicaragua, as the site for a semi-monastic community of artists and peasants. He 
received many visitors as well as letters of interest and support during his time at 
Solentiname. Cardenal and community members created the Boletín de Nuestra 
Señora de Solentiname as a way to share their experiences and reflections with those 
outside of their community. The manuscript “Mi isla de Solentiname” is a reflective piece 
written by Cardenal.  
 

 
Boletín de Nuestra Señora de Solentiname, May 1966. 



 

 

 
Boletín de Nuestra Señora de Solentiname, June 1967. 

 
  



 

 

 
Mi isla de Solentiname, undated, page 1. 

 



 

 
Mi isla de Solentiname, undated, page 2. 

 
  



 

The images in this section illustrate the spiritual, artistic, and community-oriented nature 
of life in this unique place. Solentiname would be fertile ground for artistic and poetic 
exploration as well as Cardenal’s development as a proponent of liberation theology. 
Cardenal’s trip to post-revolutionary Cuba in 1970 would have great impact on his 
ideology and influenced his subsequent teachings and the atmosphere in Solentiname.  

 
Ernesto Cardenal reading with two community members listening, undated. 

 

 
Ernesto Cardenal speaking at Solentiname church, undated.  



 

 
Ernesto Cardenal praying at a table, undated. 

 

 
Ernesto Cardenal fishing on a boat, undated. 



 

Euphoria to Disillusion  

Ernesto Cardenal supported the Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN) 
revolutionary movement and its successful overthrow of the dictatorship of Anastasio 
Somoza Debayle in 1979. The items in this section reflect Cardenal’s involvement in the 
revolutionary efforts along with his time as Minister of Culture for the new Sandinista 
government.  
 

 
Video of Ernesto Cardenal reading an excerpt from "Canto nacional" during a recital at the Simposio 
Internacional de la Obra Literaria del Poeta Cardenal, held in Granada, Nicaragua, May 19, 2005. 



 

 
Members of the Junta of National Reconstruction walk the streets of León (provincial capital of 

Nicaragua), undated.  
 

 
Ernesto Cardenal blessed the bodies of the Sandinistas who died today. In the photo all the members of 
the Junta of National Reconstruction, on the left. Tomás Borge, on the right Jaime Willoc [Wheelock] and 

Dora María. Also note Sergio Ramírez (León), undated.  



 

 
Ernesto Cardenal with Fidel Castro, undated.  

 
The revolutionary movement in Nicaragua 
sparked a wave of international solidarity, 
especially among activists and writers. 
Cardenal’s time as Minister of Culture 
(1979–1987) saw the creation of many 
impactful programs, including poetry 
workshops, cultural centers, and 
international book fairs.  
 
In 1994, Cardenal renounced the FSLN 
as he disagreed with the authoritarian 
direction in which the party was headed 
under Daniel Ortega. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Declaration of three, 1982.  



 

 

 
Ernesto Cardenal with group on Mosquito Coast, undated. 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Impact and Legacy 

Ernesto Cardenal’s published writings span 1957–2019. Some titles include Hora 0 
(1957), Epigramas (1961), Salmos (1964), Oración por Marilyn Monroe y otros poemas 
(1965), El estrecho dudoso (1966), Oráculo sobre Managua (1973), El Evangelio en 
Solentiname (1975), Cántico cósmico (1989), and Versos del pluriverso (2005).  

 

 
Video of "Epitafio para Joaquín Pasos" read by Ernesto Cardenal during the Simposio Internacional sobre 

la Obra Literaria del Poeta Ernesto Cardenal held in Granada, Nicaragua, May 19, 2005.  



 

 
Cover of Epigramas, undated.  

 
Opening page of "Oración por Marilyn Monroe," undated.  

 

 

  



 

Ernesto Cardenal’s renown as a poet, revolutionary, and activist led to many speaking 
engagements and invitations throughout the years. In celebration of the opening of the 
Ernesto Cardenal Papers in November 2016, Cardenal visited the Benson Latin 
American Collection for a celebration and a reading of his work.  
 

 

 
Ernesto Cardenal reading during event at Benson Latin American Collection, 2016.   



 

Cardenal was also an accomplished sculptor and throughout the decades remained a 
vocal presence in Nicaraguan culture. He received many awards recognizing his work 
as a writer, including the Premio Iberoamericano de Poesía Pablo Neruda in 2009 and 
the Premio Reina Sofía de Poesía Iberoamericana in 2012. Cardenal’s writings have 
been published in dozens of different languages, and his impact as a poet, liberation 
theologist, and activist continues to this day and will endure. 
 
 

 
Ernesto Cardenal holding sculpture, undated. 



 

 
Ernesto Cardenal lounging on chair, undated. 

 

 
 


