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The purpose of this dissertation is to trace the philosophical inquiries of poets
Alberto Girri (Argentina, 1919—1991) and Rafael Cadenas (Venezuela, 1930). For both
authors, poetry offers a space for examining the relationship of modern subjectivity with
the world by tracing new paths of understanding and consciousness. Neither poet
proposes a closed philosophical system nor adheres to any set of pre-formulated
postulates. Instead, they traverse various modalities of thought toward what Martin
Heidegger has called the “limits of Western metaphysics,” and turn to an eclectic Oriental
tradition as a response.

In the first chapter, I propose a tripartite theoretical framework of investigation,
considering three conceptions of “Man” in relation to the world and language. I begin by
reviewing Michel Foucault’s description of the modern episteme as a diagnositic and
descriptive tool for comprehending the basis of modern subjectiviy. I continue with an
exploration of Martin Heidegger’s analysis of how the question of “what is Being (Sein)”
has been unattended, and “Man” (Dasein) has been overvalued as the knowing subject. |

then review intersections in Heidegger’s work with Taoist and Zen principles. Following



Heidegger, Girri and Cadenas turn to a poetics of present-presence, exploring alternative
means of conceiving the subject and discovering possible answers in Oriental texts.

In the second chapter, I examine Alberto Girri’s first poetic production as a
denunciation of Man’s existential solitude, radical ignorance, and his failure to achieve
through love, innocence, memory and art a means to overcome his contingency and state
of orphanhood. The second half of his works is then studied as the reduction of the
knowing subject, focusing increasing attention on the ethics of approaching the world
through poetry. Rooted in the /ere and now, in the negation of the “I,” Girri draws on
principles adopted from J. Krishnamurti and Taoist and Zen authors which elude the
crisis of the subject —at the crux of Western metaphysics— and redefine the human
being in relationship to reality.

Rafael Cadenas’s literary trajectory is examined in a parallel fashion in the third
chapter. His early poetry seeks to recover a lost idyllic state of being and belonging to a
“you” or “other,” which can be identified as a utopian state or origin. Declaring his
failure, the subject undergoes a painful examination in which Man’s vital positions in
regards to his own being and the world are deemed “false maneuvers.” A corrective
poetry is adopted to free the self of a subjectivity that adjudicates “that which is,” thereby
creating a therapeutic space for the abandonment of erroneous notions of self, the
quieting of thought, and the opening of a receptive emptiness to ‘“the other.”
Understanding language as “that which speaks” and as the “house of Being,” Cadenas’s
most recent works, as similarly evidenced in Girri’s latter books, suggest new routes for

recovering an ethical lucidity of consciousness.
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INTRODUCTION

“La critica tiene una funcidn creadora: inventa una literatura (una perspectiva, un

orden) a partir de las obras,” wrote Octavio Paz in 1967 (Corriente alterna 41), a task that

he himself attempted in his classic study of modern Hispanic poetry, Los hijos del limo
(1974). The desire to map tendencies, find order and trace patterns that elucidate poetic
discourse in the context of modernity is a daunting task that inevitably brings unequal
results. If I begin this study of the poetry of Alberto Girri and Rafael Cadenas with Paz,
in his dimension as critic, it is due to his prodigious capacity for synthesis, and because
Paz opens the door to a set of questions that prepare the stage for the analysis of the place
of poetry, its language, purported purpose and epistemological grounding.

In Los hijos del limo, Paz presents modern Hispanic poetry within the framework
of the Western literary tradition, as the inheritor of German and English Romanticism but
born of a series of continuous ruptures with traditional norms. Recognizing the
heterogeneous poetic traditions of modern Hispanic poetry, Paz nonetheless signals two
structuring principles that constitute the foundations of modern poetics: irony on one
hand, and analogy on the other. Irony and its twin, anguish, portend the rupture of
identity and the shattering of the “same”; they bring a sense of death, chaos, orphanhood
and nothingness, and through them, life and language are inserted into contingency and a
non-teleological history, ultimately causing the destruction of myth and “the holy” ("Los
hijos del limo" 372). Working to opposite effect, the principle of analogy establishes a
system of correspondences or universal rhythms within language and the world, initiates

a new sacred myth and an extemporal transcendental space, recovers the original powers
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of a language that names, and creates unity through the reconciliation of opposites.
Following Paz’s division, poetry born of irony explores the realms of the grotesque,
irrational, incoherent, fantastic, political and absurd through humor, paradox, disorder,
the mixing of genres, prosody, colloquial language, the disintegration of the text and
silence. Contrarily, through metaphor, rhythm, synesthesia, the expulsion of anecdote and
the use of image to discover the secret relations between objects, poetry as analogy
operates a verbal alchemy that incarnates a divine order, brings about the confluence of
time and becomes the means for the metamorphosis of the world and man. Paz professes
analogy’s power of transformation in “Piedra de sol” (1957) when he writes: “Todo se
transfigura y es sagrado/ [...]/ amar es combatir, si dos se besan/ el mundo cambia,
encarnan los deseos” ("La estacion violenta" 270-71).

For Paz, the plurality of modern poetry can be located between these two poles
that occasionally touch in an author’s work, as in the quintessential case of Mallarmé:
“acepta la realidad de la nada —el mundo de la alteridad y la ironfa no es al fin y al cabo
sino la manifestacion de la nada—, pero acepta asimismo la realidad de la analogia, la
realidad de la obra poética. La poesia como mascara de la nada” ("Los hijos del limo"
399). Latin American poetry provides an ample palette to illustrate the various shades
between these two extremes. From modernismo to social realism and conversational
poetry, passing through the multiple proposals of the historic avant-garde, Paz outlines a
history of modern poetry that is born of critique and criticism but whose parallel function
is to act as an “other” voice with the “facultad de poner en relacion realidades contrarias

o disimiles,” creating a model of cosmic fraternity ("La otra voz" 591-92). Or as José
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Lezama Lima writes, and to whom Paz refers as an example of the act of poetic
reconciliation, the Word incarnated in the poem is like “una casa iluminada/ nos prestaba
un sencillo vestigio de la eternidad” (Lezama Lima 490).

Paz’s account of Latin American literary history, in which the future of poetics
privileges analogy over irony —a conclusion to which he arrives through his personal
practice of poetry— is not without its critics. The purpose of my referring to Paz,
however, is not to challenge his narration of the course of poetry nor question his binary
division of modern poetic fundamentals. Instead, Paz’s literary history allows me to bring
to the forefront certain underlying questions that are subsumed in his study. If one claims,
as Paz does, that modern poetry —whose initiators are the Romantic poets of the late 18"
century — is fundamentally different than that of previous generations, of what existential
condition or epistemological arrangement is this poetry born? Paz’s essay is descriptive
in that it identifies and explains the features, functions and effects that he understands to
characterize modern poetry, but it does not attempt a prescriptive analysis as to the whys
and wherefores of its being. It will be important to inquire if the dialectic between
criticism and reconciliation that Paz elaborates is but a symptom of language’s modern
epistemological and ontological status. We likewise must ask if modern poetry presents a
privileged means of knowledge that differs from other modes of reflection. At the same
time, we should question the relationship of the speaking subject with poetry and the very
status and purported role of the poet today.

Why do such questions appear in the introduction to this dissertation and is it

necessary to ask them before introducing the poets to whom this study is dedicated? 1
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believe that in the case of Alberto Girri and Rafael Cadenas, one must answer with an
unequivocal affirmative. Both authors’ poetry and essays implicitly and explicitly part
from these same interrogatives, opening in the center of their works an intentional space
for this manner of questioning. Their respective corpuses are representative
manifestations of the doubts and tentative answers that are born of modernity, which
defines and structures the very nature of their inquiries and responses.

In order to bring order to the question of modernity and poetry’s status within it, I
turn to Michel Foucault’s post-structuralist analysis of the human sciences, Les mots et
les choses (1966). This now-classic study, one of the most important of Foucault’s
“archeological” phase, offers a diagnostic of the three periods of human knowledge in the
Western tradition, and the manner in which each is coherently structured. His work
demonstrates the historic formation of epistemes that are organized and conditioned
through the relationship that the human being sustains with what he! knows to be reality,
as well as his ordering and representing of knowledge through language. The concept of
the episteme can be defined, in Foucault’s words, as “un ensemble de rapports liant
différents types de discours” (Revel 25). It does not compose an overarching theory with
pretensions to account for the sum of all knowledge of a given epoch. Rather, this term
describes an open field where the many possible ways of ordering and articulating what is
known —the so-called discursive domains— enter into play.

An important “construction” for the analysis of the last episteme, as explained in

Les mots et les choses, is its protagonist Man, and with it, the notion of the modern



subject. In the vein of Nietzsche and Heidegger, Foucault presents modern Man as a
historically constituted figure that since the inception of the modern era —at the
beginning of the 19" century —became the object of his own knowledge. The subject’s
experience of himself became the measure and axis of truth. The inauguration of the
modern episteme deposits knowledge and representation in the figure of Man as subject
and makes him his own target for study. While Man made possible the preeminence of
new fields of knowledge, such as history and philology, he simultaneously discovered
that his own existence was unfathomable and impenetrable. Foucault compounds the
limits of knowledge and Man’s ignorance in the conceptual figure of the “Other.” The
Other is at the heart of Man’s own being: it represents force that animates his search to
know and master himself, but it also comprises all that eludes his comprehension.

By conceptualizing Man and the Other, his dark twin, as products of the last
epistemological order, Foucault brings to forefront the crisis of the modern subject who is
unable to discover the adequate means to establish his knowledge on a positivistic
foundation, despite the multiple routes and strategies he employs in pursuit of such a
base. Man’s various discourses —from Hegel’s conception of history, to Marxism —that
attempt to provide an inviolable foundation for himself as subject and object, inform
much of 20" century literature. Nevertheless, Foucault identifies certain literary
discourses as the privileged space where the figure of Man is not positioned at the center

of knowledge and where it is language that “speaks,” allowing us to glimpse an

11 use the masculine pronoun as neutral and inclusive, without regards to gender, unless specified.

5



alternative form of conceiving and ordering our existence and ways of knowing, in which
Man no longer is present.

In his complete works, Foucault never offers or speculates about positivities
outside of a purely historical framework; no essences or transcendent answers are to be
found in his texts. The possible future disappearance of Man does not signify for
Foucault the dawn of an all-embracing truth; this imminent mode of being will be but
another historical posture adopted by the human being and his thought. To think “from”
another arrangement in which Man is not the subject, opens other possibilities in the
configuration of the relationships between knowledge and power. In this way, a space
that Foucault denominates /e dehors or “outside” can be accessed, in which the certitude
of the subject, his manner of representation and the enunciations of his stable identity are
no longer unquestioned. For Foucault, the opportunity for the alternative experience of
thought and being is opened through writing: “les lettres de noblesse d’une anti-
positivité de notre savoir sont d’abord littéraires” (Boubeker 30).

Foucault’s analysis of the crisis of the modern subject and the figure of Man, as
well as his parallel exploration of the literary “outside,” have an important antecedent in
the work and thought of Martin Heidegger, a philosopher who Foucault recognized as
fundamental for his own development. The lifelong project of the German thinker,
through all the “Kehre” or turns that mark his work, can be summarized as the persistent
questioning of Being. Heidegger considered this to be the most essential and imperative
task for all thinking — a matter that he accuses Western philosophy of having skipped

over, taken for granted, or assumed to be understood. Unlike Foucault, who shies away
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from all pronouncements about essences or a priori “truths,” Heidegger constantly seeks
paths to reach that which makes itself present and absent in all beings, but does not
confine itself to them: Being. In Sein und Zeit (1929) Heidegger addresses this basic
philosophical problem:

...we always conduct our activities in an understanding of Being. Out of this

understanding arise both the explicit question of the meaning of Being and the

tendency that leads us towards its conception. We do not know what ‘Being’
means. But even if we ask, ‘What is “Being”?’, we keep within an understanding
of the ‘is’, though we are unable to fix conceptually what that ‘is’ signifies (Being

and Time 25).

For Heidegger, the question of Being is always that of Being in a world of time
and space. The being capable of experiencing and revealing the various forms of Being to
himself is the human being, Dasein. As Foucault later attempts, Heidegger historicizes
the distinct ways in which the human being has approached the world and formulated his
knowledge about it in discourse. As Joseph J. Kockelmans states,

Being is shown as sending itself towards Dasein; it sends itself in different epochs

in different ways which consign Dasein to its privileged destiny which is to be the

‘shepherd of Being’. [...] The totality of the different ways in which Being sends

itself and to which different epochs of thinking correspond, is what we call

‘history’ (76-77).

We should recall that Foucault finds in literature the hopeful glimmers of a future
alternative to the order of Man and his construction of knowledge, but declines to pass
judgment on the intrinsic value of this contrasting means of organizing thought.

Heidegger, on the other hand, strives to make the path of his thinking an aide to Dasein,

with the assumption that there does exist an authentic relationship with Being in



plentitude, and that people of different historical moments have been more or less attuned
to Being’s call.

As Heidegger writes in the works that follow Sein und Zeit, Dasein creates an
aperture for the clearing and un-covering of Being. This revelation or opening receives
the Greek name of aletheia meaning the true, sincere and real. Truth, for Heidegger, is
not confined to a set of facts, representations or beliefs deemed “correct” (Inwood 13-15).
Rather, without the trappings of interpretation and judgment, truth encompasses the
world in its entirety —the reality of beings and of Being— through the revealing of itself
to Dasein in the fulfillment of the movement of aletheia. In Heidegger’s writings, art,
and poetry in particular, plays a fundamental role in the opening of truth and in the
realization of the human being’s relationship with Being: “Truth, as the clearing and
concealing of what is, happens to be composed, as a poet composes a poem. All art, as
the letting happen of the advent of the truth of what is, is, as such, essentially poetry”
(Heidegger "The Origin of the Work of Art" 70).

The knowledge that poetry delivers is an experience of the relationship with
Being and beings that Dasein generally cannot access in the modern era. Heidegger does
not employ the word “episteme” in his accounts of the history of the human being and his
relationship with Being. Nevertheless, his description of Gestell (enframing) —modern
Dasein’s “technology” that structures his form of approaching, knowing and controlling
his reality (Heidegger "The Question Concerning Technology")— finds its echo in

Foucault’s posterior diagnostic of the episteme of modern Man. For both philosophers, a



certain strain of literature reveals to the human being an alternative (and, in Heidegger’s
appreciation, better) mode of conceiving himself, his knowledge and reality.

The second half of the 20" century has been classified, not only by these two
philosophers, as a moment of crisis and of transformation in terms of traditional notions
of the subject, the demarcations of knowledge, the means of determining these limits, and
conceptions of the instrument of human expression, language. Within the long history of
Western cogito, philosophical thought has at times turned to other forms of knowledge,

originating from non-Western traditions. Heidegger (Parkes Heidegger and Asian

Thought) as well as Foucault (Dits et écrits II, 1976-1988 618-24) and their

contemporaries (Derrida, Barthes, Kristeva, Sontag and others) were familiar with certain
elements of Oriental philosophies with which their own thought shared direct and indirect
affinities. Critics have perceived and studied parallels in their philosophical proposals and
certain branches of the vast and varied corpus of Oriental philosophical and religious
writings.

It has been observed that in the case of both Foucault’s and Heidegger’s works,
there are some striking similarities with elements of Zen Buddhist principles (Ch’an
Buddhism, in the China), a tradition in which both philosophers were well-versed. For
example, Uta Liebmann Schaub discovers in Foucault’s works an “Oriental subtext” in
which the concepts of sunyata (emptiness, the void), “nonpositive affirmation,” the
disappearance of the subject and “dialogical Man,” and a “non-dialectical language of the
limit” are influential (Schaub 310-13). Likewise, numerous articles have been dedicated

to studying what Elisabeth Feist Hirsch simply calls “Martin Heidegger and the East”
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(247) or what the editor of a broad collection of essays refers to as “Martin Heidegger

and Asian Thought” (Parkes Heidegger and Asian Thought). Heidegger’s writings have

elicited comparisons with very different branches of “Asian thought,” among them Zen
Buddhism, Taoism, Hinduism and Tibetan Buddhism. The most frequently cited
similarities, however, are undoubtedly encountered in Zen Buddhism and Taoism. After
reading an essay by D. T. Suzuki, Heidegger is purported to have remarked that “[I] was
trying to say exactly what Suzuki had said in his writings on Zen” (Jung 217). Although
certain critics question the extent of this claim and underscore the inevitable limits of
such comparisons, it is fascinating to observe that many others agree that Zen and Taoist
principles express a more radicalized position of many of Heidegger’s claims (Steffney
331-32).

Within the scope of the present study, these lines connecting Foucault, Heidegger
and finally elements of Oriental thought are not simply fortuitous. This dissertation seeks
to follow the road opened by Foucault and Heidegger in their treatment of poetry as
potentially a philosophical activity that gives space to the exploration of certain basic
questions about the human being, his relation with reality, knowledge and Being. This
experience of literature is thought to generate new possibilities in the manner in which
the human being knows himself and his world — an ethical and ontological mode of
literature whose presence in the Latin American tradition can be traced back to Sor
Juana’s Suerio. Returning to the questions that Paz’s Los hijos del limo evokes, this
dissertation proposes to study the poetry and essays of Alberto Girri (1919 — 1991) and

Rafael Cadenas (1930) as belonging to and being born of an epistemological moment in
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which the predominant constructions of the modern subject, discourses of knowledge and
reality are questioned, and poetry proposes tentative alternatives that find echoes in
Heidegger and further answers in Oriental thought. Although such parallels could be
drawn for certain phases of the works of other 20" century Latin American authors,
Argentine Alberto Girri and Venezuelan Rafael Cadenas are unique in that they have
consecrated their life and work to the tireless task of tracing paths of knowledge in their
verses.

Individually, Girri and Cadenas have pursued the long and solitary poetic road for
analogous reasons. When Vilma Colina asked Girri his opinion about the function of the
poet, he explained:

Decir que su objeto es el de realizar a través del poema una indagacion de la

realidad, una puesta en practica de un método de conocimiento muy peculiar,

distinto del cientifico pero igualmente atendible. Podria, asimismo, afirmarse que
la funcion del poeta, del poema, es la de intentar darle una existencia permanente

a la realidad aparencial en la que nos movemos: la tesis de que todo lo dado

existe, pero a la vez no existe sino por medio del artista que lo va creando. Pero,

fundamentalmente, creo que en Gltima instancia el fin del poema es dar cuenta del

compromiso que su autor tiene con la lengua, o sea lo mas vital de la comunidad
donde ese poema fue escrito. (Notas sobre la experiencia poética 183-84)

Similarly, through the cycle of essays, Cadenas explicates his dedication and constancy to
poetry with analogous words. In “Realidad y literatura” Cadenas writes: “Nuestro reino
es el fatigado reino de lo sabido. La poesia esta llamada a arrancarnos de €l y conducirnos
a la novedad, que es lo ordinario, pero como si lo viéramos por primera vez. El nombrar
poético estaria encargado de acercarnos a la cosa y dejarnos frente a ella como cosa, con

su silencio, su extraneza, su gravedad” ("Realidad y literatura" 524-25).
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In the interviews and essays that accompany the poetic works of Girri and
Cadenas, time and time again both authors emphasize poetry as a vital means of arriving
at a different and essential knowledge of self and the world. If posed with the
fundamental question that Rilke suggested his young interlocutor ask himself —“must [
write?” (Rilke 19)— Girri and Cadenas would answer with a resounding “Yes.” Poetry is
their only imperative, although the fruits of their labors may be uncertain. Neither
espouses a vision of poetry as objective truth nor as a categorical answer to the questions
of the human being in the world. With great modesty, attention and care, they offer
poems as conjectures, paths to follow and ethical and existential acts. In this manner, they
dare to think differently, without the naiveté that poetry possesses a saving grace, but
with the belief that a poem offers the attentive reader an aperture to a different and
otherwise inexistent experience and knowledge. In their respective essays and interviews,
both poets opine that the gravest danger facing the human being is his present existential
stance in relationship with the world. They observe that the human being tends to cloak
himself in what Foucault would term reduced and dominant “discursive strategies” that
inform and condition his definition of and approach to reality —his own being, his
language, the people and world that surround him— so that he may dominate it, utilize it
and put it to his service. Girri’s and Cadenas’s poetry attempts to re-house the human
being within a state of radical ignorance in order to permit him the experience of
amazement, mystery and the unfathomable infinitude of what is.

If literature (outside of the bestseller phenomenon) is the affair of a small

minority, the readers of poetry are, among these few, the scarcest. Poetry is ignored more
12



every day, treated as a strange and incomprehensible anachronism that requires too much
time and attention and yields no facile fruits. Contemporary trends in literary criticism
tend to approach poetry principally to illustrate sociological issues of cultural, sexual,
national, class and racial identities —all topics worthy of study— but without
concentrating on the poetic happening, on how and what language articulates and thus
becomes “el lugar en el que lo que es es lo que es” (Cueto "Girri: Un ejercicio de lectura"
150).

In the last prose reflections that he was to write, Girri pokes fun at those of us
who dedicate ourselves to the study of poetry: “El tiempo que demasiados criticos gastan
en teorias, voluntad de interrelaciones, correspondencias, frenético desmontar lo escrito.
Acaso una forma de disimular su invencible pereza de leer” (Girri "El motivo es el
poema" 138). It is my intention and desire that the present dissertation not fall into the
same snare. Although the nature of this type of study inevitably does require a certain
will to draw correspondences and interrelationships, it is my intention to draw these lines
through readings that fraternally lead to other readings through a common aim of
understanding the human being’s being in the world and the role that poetry and language
play in this relationship.

In honoring Girri’s remarks, this study seeks to draw more attention to and open a
greater space for two poets whose works have not received the corresponding critical
study, dissemination and readers that they deserve. Although the reference to literary
prizes as an indicator or the intrinsic value of a text is often dubious, it is interesting to

note that both authors, who shied away from public engagements and self-promotion,
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have been decorated with considerable honors and recognitions? and were openly held in
high esteem by authors such as Borges and Paz. There are various monographic book-
length studies about both poets, among which the most important are those by Sergio
Cueto, Muriel Slade Pascoe, Maria Victoria Suarez, Alberto Villanueva and Luis Alberto
Vittor in the case of Girri and those by Ilis Alfonzo Luis, José Balza, Miguel Isava
Bricefio, Elena Dorante and the collection of critical articles edited by Omar Astorga with
respect to Cadenas’s works. The contributions of these books are of varying interest, but
considered as a whole, they help to contextualize the writing of both authors, understand
salient biographical elements informing certain texts, identify recurring themes and
motifs in their works and trace the “fases de su creciente,” to borrow the metaphor of
Satl Yurkievich (99).

In the most noteworthy examples, the authors of these studies orient the interested
reader in an understanding of the poetic trajectory of Girri and Cadenas, demonstrating
points of contact between their works and that of U.S. writers including Aldous Huxley,
e.e. cummings, Wallace Stevens, T. S. Eliot and William Carlos Williams, as well as

similarities with certain aspects of thought of Ludwig Feuerbach, George Steiner, Gérard

2 Muriel Slade Pascoe recalls that Girri was honored with the following accolades among others: “la faja de
Honor de la S.A.DE., el Premio ‘Leopoldo Lugones’, el Premio ‘César Mermet’, el Premio Municipal de
Poesia, el Premio Nacional de Poesia, y premios de la Fundacion Argentina para la Poesfa, la Fundacion
Lorenzutti y la Fundacion Dupuytren. Ha recibido una Medalla de Oro y ha sido condecorado como
Caballero Oficial de la Orden al Mérito por el gobierno de Italia” (11). Girri also received two J. S.
Guggenheim Fellowships (1964, 1977) and was awarded the Réne Baron Prize (1982) and the Premio de
Poesia de la Fundacion Fortabat (1985). For his part, Rafael Cadenas was awarded the “Premio de Ensayo
de CONAC” (1984), the Venezuelan “Premio Nacional de Literatura” (1985) for his complete works, the
“Premio San Juan de la Cruz” (1991), the “Premio Internacional de Poesia J.A. Pérez Bonalde” (1992), the
Venezuelan “Premio de la Fundacion Mozarteum” (1993), a Guggenheim Fellowship (1986) and honorary
doctoral degrees from the Universidad de los Andes (2001) and the Universidad Central de Venezuela
(2005).
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Genette, Gilles Deleuze, Martin Heidegger, Walter Benjamin, J. Krishnamurti and D. T.
Suzuki. Nevertheless, no critic has undertaken the systematic study of either Girri or
Cadenas as representative of the modern discourse of exception in which their poetry and
thought respond to the contemporary crisis of Man as subject and object of knowledge
such as what Foucault describes as the result of the modern episteme, Heidegger attempts
to overcome through an attentiveness to Being, and Oriental philosophies seek to
transcend altogether.

The most widely held opinion of Girri and Cadenas is that they are two solitary
poets, independent of the dominant aesthetics and literary practices of their
contemporaries. Chronologically, Alberto Girri coincides with the Argentine “generacion
del 40”3 whose poetry is characterized by three currents —neo-romanticism, surrealism
and imagism (Ara 108). Rafael Cadenas began writing in 1958 in the company of
ideologically revolutionary authors denominated the “Tabla Redonda*” group, which
published ten numbers of a eponymous magazine (Vera 45-48). In both writers’ early
poetry, certain aesthetic overlap exists with other poets of their respective generations,
but these similarities soon dissolve. Girri’s first books, Playa sola (1946) and
Coronacion de la espera (1947) share with “generacion del 40” authors a romantic tone

and a turbulent, grandiloquent and verbose first-person poetic voice, but this

3 The authors referred to as composing the “generacion del 40” include Vicente Barbiere, Enrique Molina
and Olga Orozco.

4 “Tabla Redonda” was founded with the purpose to “1. Denunciar con voz revolucionaria la realidad
venezolana. 2. Oponerse a las tendencias intelectualistas de algunos grupos literarios. 3. Defender la
libertad del creador” Elena Vera, Flor y canto: 25 anhos de poesia venezolana (1958-1983) (Caracas:
Academia Nacional de la Historia, 1985) 43.
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characteristic fades in his following books. Similarly, Una isla (1958) and Los cuadernos
del destierro (1960), Cadenas’s poetic debuts, partake in a personally subjective and
expansive tone in which the first-person poetic voice and persona grow to mythic
proportions. However, Cadenas’s following works initiate a conscientious process of
verbal and subjective reduction that takes him in a different direction than his
contemporaries. After this early phase in both authors’ trajectories, critics agree in calling
Girri and Cadenas exceptions or anomalous individuals who forged their own personal
literary path almost as an ascetic practice.

Few readers have articulated the extraordinary parallels that exist between both
authors’ thought and works. A notable exception is Guillermo Sucre, who reveals their
shared parentage under the designation “la metafora del silencio,” together with Roberto
Juarroz, Gonzalo Rojas, Cintio Vitier, Juan Sanchez Pel4ez, Reynaldo Pérez-So, Eugenio
Montejo, Homero Aridjis and Alejandra Pizarnik. Sucre refers to a crisis in language’s
powers of representation and finds in the aforementioned poets a common effort in poetry
to “llegar a una 16gica verbal que fuese la transparencia del mundo” (294). I believe that
although such groupings are helpful to discern unifying elements across a wide spectrum
of poets and works, the coupling of Girri’s and Cadenas’s works in the pages of this
dissertation is particularly justifiable and illuminating. In addition, it is apparent that the
criticism written about either poet has taken a descriptive approach to their works; there
has yet to be written a study that attempts to elucidate the epistemological and ontological
raison d’étre of this writing and from what fundamental circumstances these works are

born.
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The central theme of this investigation is to study how the predominant discourses
that constitute the modern subject and his way of approaching himself, language and
reality are questioned at their foundation, constituting an epistemological crisis to which
Girri and Cadenas respond through tireless poetic projects that seek new paths of
understanding and consciousness beyond the figure of Man and traditional Western
metaphysics. Neither poet proposes a closed philosophical system nor adheres to any set
of pre-formulated postulates. Instead, they traverse through various modalities of thought
and philosophical inquiry, which I attempt to trace, particularly considering their
evolving formulations and/or disbanding of their poetic subjects.

In the first chapter, I propose a tripartite theoretical framework of investigation,
considering three conceptions of the human being in relation to the world and language. I
begin with Foucault’s description of the modern epistemological arrangement of
knowledge in which the figure of Man appears. Foucault’s historical approach to
knowledge systems and discourses serves as a diagnostic of the positivities over which
Man was erected and how his very being is a conundrum constructed over fundamental
contradictions. It also opens the possibility to alternative forms of knowing and being, as
both are understood to be temporally based modes of existence. This reading of
Foucault’s episteme provides a philosophical basis for understanding the first half of
Girri’s and Cadenas’s poetic production in which a conflated poetic subject articulates a
condition of crisis, fallenness, and loss of origin and identity. The manner in which the
poetic subjects articulate their experience and knowledge (or often the lack thereof) is

also indicative of the discursive practices of Man that Foucault demonstrates to be born
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of the modern episteme. The denunciation of a state of contingency and orphanhood as
well as the poetic subjects’ proposed “solutions” to this crisis that are tried and
abandoned within the poems are considered here to be symptomatic of Man’s self-
conception.

With an understanding of the construction of the modern episteme and the subject
and object of its knowledge (Man), I turn briefly to Foucault’s discussion about a certain
literature that functions as an “outside” to modern episteme, and a possibility for a
different type of relation between the human being and his reality. In Girri’s and
Cadenas’s poetry, this philosophical turn is evidenced in a drastic reduction of the first-
person poetic subject and his denunciation of his existential condition. Heidegger’s return
to the question of Being shifts the focus away from Man and privileges works of art,
especially poetry as an opening for Being to presence. Although neither poet directly
espouses Heideggerian philosophy, I believe that their poetry follows a path similar to his
in which the human being encounters a non-instrumental way of being here/there and
open to Being and the world— Da-sein — which leads to an experience of present
presence through poetry. Heidegger saw in Zen and Taoist thought a reflection of what he
aspired to say through other means, and as Girri and Cadenas themselves refer directly to
these same concepts and texts, I conclude the first chapter with a discussion of ideas like
sunyata, satori and the transcending of metaphysical categories.

In chapters two and three, I follow the chronological order of Girri’s and
Cadenas’s texts, dividing each poets work into two phases. In the second chapter, I begin
with Girri, who is 11 years Cadenas’s senior, and examine representative poems from the

first half of his literary production (1946-1963). I seek to demonstrate how this earlier
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poetry is the product of thought informed and shaped by the crisis of the modern
episteme and Man, in particular the recurring theme of existential solitude and loss. In
this phase of his poetry, Girri attempts to resolve this crisis through solutions born of
Man: the recurrence to memory, the quest for love, a return to innocence and origin. As
these strategies successively fail, Girri denounces the state of Man and adopts ironic
personas and postures that spoof all attempts to establish a transcendent order through
Man himself. A schism lies at the foundation of subject, splitting world and word, and
Girri’s poems are erected as empty mirrors incapable of projecting a solid structure of
unity.

As most of his critics note, Girri’s poetry evolves through different paths of
thinking which take a turn with the publication of El ojo (1964). The second half of
chapter 2 is dedicated to Girri’s middle and later writings, as well as his annotations and
accompanying essays. | study the reduction of the knowing subject and the increasing
attention to the ethics of approaching the world through poetry. Girri cultivates a poetics
of present lucidity in which the hacedor’s (doer or maker’s) language, through contact
with the “real,” connects with an original intuition that becomes, in the poem, another
element of the world. Rooted in the here and now, and through the negation of the “I,”
Girri draws on principles adopted from J. Krishnamurti and Taoist and Zen authors which
offer alternative solutions to the crisis of the subject in Western metaphysics.

Rafael Cadenas’s literary trajectory is examined in a parallel fashion in the third
chapter. His early poetry (1958-77) seeks to recuperate a lost idyllic state of being and

belonging to a “you” or “other” which can be identified interchangeably as Being, the
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world, the beloved or the true self. Stating its failure, the subject undergoes a painful
examination in which Man’s vital positions in regards to his own self and the world are
deemed “false maneuvers.” A corrective poetry is assumed to free the self of a
subjectivity that adjudicates “that which is.” The poem is a therapeutic space for the
abandonment of erroneous notions of self, the quieting of thought and the opening of a
receptive emptiness to “the other.”

In the second part of the third chapter, I study the successive attempts by Cadenas
to discover an ethics of being and writing. The marks of aforementioned Oriental texts as
well as of Spanish mystic poet San Juan de la Cruz are considered. Different
demarcations of “that which is” proposed in Cadenas’s essays about language, “reality”
and literature are used in analyzing the poetry of corresponding years. Understanding
language as “that which speaks” and as the “house of Being,” Cadenas’s latest works, as
Girri’s, suggest new routes for recovering an ethical lucidity of consciousness. In his
introduction to the complete works of Cadenas printed in the year 2000, Jos¢ Balza states
that despite similarities with certain moments in the poetry of Huidobro, Paz, José
Antonio Ramos Sucre and Sanchez Peldez: “No sé de otros autores que hubiesen
escogido la ‘ruta del instante, la ruta de la atencion’ como destino” (12-13). It is my hope
that the following pages demonstrate that through poetry, Cadenas and Girri participate in

a common destiny and their searches stem from the same epistemological moment.
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CHAPTER 1: FROM MAN TO BEING

1.1 THE POETIC EXPERIENCE OF MODERNITY

The title of this dissertation, Poetry of Knowledge and Being: The Parallel Paths
of Alberto Girri and Rafael Cadenas makes several claims that should not be taken for
granted or left unchallenged. First, it characterizes the poetry of two poets as being
epistemological and ontological in essence or as striving to address queries about
knowledge and Being. “What knowledge?” one may rightly ask, and likewise question
the scope and usage of the word “Being.” What is poetry’s relationship this knowledge
and Being? Is poetry a product of, vehicle for or means to knowledge and Being?
Implied, as well, is view that the poetic works of both authors form paths, a word that
whose varied meanings express important and dissimilar nuances: a path can be a track
that has been made evidencing movement; a route along which something moves; a
course of action or way of living; a route or sequence followed for a particular end.
Should the word “path” be read as signifying a type of progression towards a fixed
destination or final goal? Or does “path” mean the movement of path-making itself?
Finally, the title reveals the optic of the author by reading Girri’s and Cadenas’s works as
parallel expressions. What coordinates are plotted and graphed in each and through each
author’s works so that such a claim can be substantiated? Parallel styles? Themes?
Guiding questions? Up to what point can one justify the yoking of two authors together

under the same banner? I purposefully state these questions at the beginning of this first
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chapter so as to serve as a constant sounding board for the ideas proposed throughout this
study.

In responding to these interrogatives, I would like to begin with what I consider to
be several representative examples of the striking similarities in the tone, theme and voice
of both authors at different moments in their respective works, which was the original
inspiration for this study. A methodical examination of the works to which I presently
refer is offered in the following chapters; what follows here is a quick glance at the type
of material at hand. In the early pages of both authors, a confessional, subjective voice
denounces the existential problems of time, love, death, solitude and memory. In his
fourth book, El tiempo que destruye (1950), Girri writes the following verses in “El
enganado”:

Ni siquiera la duracion del momento

Es cosa que recuerde bien |[...]

Un darse cuenta que el salir de si mismo

Para verse vivir en otro rostro

No es comunion, es desunion |[...]

Y al terminar la pugna

Devorada ya la imitacion que busca,

Vuelve a estar en el sitio de partida,

Y solo. ("El tiempo que destruye" 105)

Nine years later, Cadenas’s second book, a long poem in prose titled, “Los cuadernos del
destierro,” addresses the same themes:

Amor sin resonancia, llevo al cinto tu cadaver pero es tarde y cuando suena el

teléfono mis nervios ya estan desnudos. Si fuese posible compartir todo. Si fuese

posible compartir pero como las estaciones llega el olvido, todo se echa a perder,

sale rodando, se encabrita, se despoja y sdlo quedan los huesos ocultos por humus
demente de falsas entonaciones ("Los cuadernos del destierro" 89).
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Not long after these respective books were published, both authors begin to
undergo a profound literary change as can be evidenced by their verses and para-poetical
texts. A repeated questioning of Western constructions of knowledge and subjectivity
can be read in statements such as Girri’s following reflection:

Es ocioso, también, aclarar que por espiritu de la época significamos la cada vez

mas aguda situacion conflictiva del hombre en nuestro siglo, consigo mismo y

con las circunstancias: sociales, econdmicas, morales, tan cambiantes Yy

dramaticas (Pezzoni "El hacedor en su critico" 153-54).

Cadenas course of reasoning echoes similar thoughts:

La propia actividad de dominio sobre la naturaleza que realizan los hombres los

ha alucinado haciéndolos olvidar el fundamento. [...] No sabian que cuando se

olvida el fundamento, la esfera de lo humano se torna ingobernable, pierde sus
proporciones, se desmide, se vuelve pesadilla —la que vivimos hoy—

("Anotaciones" 538).

The criticism leveled at Western man and his relationship with knowledge and his
world contrasts greatly with the task assigned to poetry and the opportunity it affords for
a different type of thinking and a reformulation of the subject. Girri and Cadenas
meditate throughout their respective works about literature’s status as a means to
approach the world, not bound by the vision and discourse structures of Man as subject
and object of knowledge. Girri proffers the following image for his poetic projects:
“Palabras en su justo lugar. Ni miran ni hacia atras ni hacia delante. Son puro presente del
poema, eso transmiten” ("El motivo es el poema" 275-76). Cadenas offers similar
thoughts:

La poesia lo pudiera llevar [al ser humano] al espacio del silencio, donde se

quedaria a solas con la realidad, con el pensamiento también callado. Hacia ese
silencio apunta la poesia que no esta llena de si misma. La tarea es eliptica: la
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obra parte de un espacio y a ese mismo espacio conduce ("Realidad y literatura"
524).

Girri writes, in a characteristic aphorism: “La ausencia del pensamiento no consiste en no
pensar en nada, que ya serfa un tomar contacto, apegarse a esa nada, sino un pensar en
todas las cosas instante a instante, en perpetuo desapego” ("EI motivo es el poema" 265)
and Cadenas employs the same form in commenting :

El misterio acalla el pensamiento, lo hace bajar la cabeza, lo obliga a admitirlo.

Derrota espléndida la de este rey lleno de aflicciones.

Al abdicar queda lo que existe, lo que se manifiesta. ("Dichos" 658).

This exercise of tandem citations could be repeated almost indefinitely, and a
reader may question the greater context of these words and demand a critical reading of
their significations. These reservations are certainly legitimate, and it is precisely out of a
desire to demonstrate the need for a unifying theoretical framework that I begin in this
manner. A study that seeks, among its other goals, to establish points of contact between
two poets and to trace their parallel paths in the exploration of their being, world and
language, requires a common ground on which to tread. Beyond the coincidences of
certain similar vital experiences and the comparable maps we can sketch of readings that
inform the course of the writings of Alberto Girri and Rafael Cadenas, what is it that
brings both authors to write these analogous words about poetry? What greater conditions
can be identified that generate and make possible these questions and answers? How can

we claim that this literature is born of Western modernity, at the same time that it seeks to

contest its defining tenets through poetry?
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1.2 THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL “DIAGNOSIS”

An attempt to answer these questions can be inaugurated by turning to the Michel
Foucault’s book, Les mots et les choses: Une archéologie des sciences humaines (1966),
a fundamental piece in post-structuralist theory that articulates a diagnosis of three
historical arrangements and articulations of knowledge in the Western world. By
recalling Foucault’s examination of the modern period, we can begin to understand the
complex space in which Alberto Girri and Rafael Cadenas inscribe their thoughts and
poetry. As two men who belong to what Angel Rama has called the Latin American
“ciudades letradas,” it is a basic assumption of this thesis that both poets should be read
as being born of and participating in the western tradition of literature and philosophy
despite their questioning of its results and their corresponding turn to Oriental literature
and philosophy. As Girri explains in an interview: “Naturalmente, soy un occidental,
estoy entonces inserto en una sociedad con determinadas caracteristicas, y me someto a
ellas porque no hacerlo seria un acto de megalomania del que no me considero capaz”
(Torres Fierro 18). Similarly, Cadenas ascribes to a certain line of Western writers, some
of whom he has translated such as Cavafys, Lawrence, Pessoa, Nijinski, Segalen and
Whitman, and others to whom he makes frequent reference, especially Eliot, Goethe,
Heidegger, Hesse, Huxley, Kafka, Keats, Mallarmé, Nietzsche, Pound, Rilke, Salinas,
San Juan de la Cruz, Steiner, Tennyson, Valéry and Wordsworth, to name a few. Thus, an
overview of the modern Western episteme can assist us to understand the nature of both
poets’ lines of questioning and the tentative answers to which the two arrive. If Girri and

Cadenas question Western thought and especially its notion of the human subject, it is
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from within this same tradition that their questioning is born. It is Michel Foucault who
perhaps most clearly has understood how Western modernity and its eventual crisis is
structured in discourse and the manner in which certain literature responds to its
paradoxes and contradictions.

One of the exegetes of Foucault’s works, Fréderic Gros affirms that: “La
connaissance des structures devient savoir de ce qui régit nos pensées et nos actes.
L’enjeu des recherches n’est plus de retrouver le <<savoir>> qui sous-tend 1’archive
d’une époque, mais de formuler le <<diagnostic>> de ce qui secretement nous agit”
(195). The diagnosis to which Gros refers, takes the form of an episteme, a concept that
corresponds to Foucault’s second or archeological phase —from Histoire de la folie a
I’dge classique (1961) to L’Archeéologie du savoir (1969)— and designates the lateral
relationships and regularities that can be discovered between discursive practices, the
sciences, epistemological figures and positivities in a given period. The philosophical
activity of interrogating the thought’s structure in relationship to the contemporary
moment belongs to modernity and perhaps began with Kant (Dekens 55-57). Unlike other
philosophers who seek to understand and conceptualize the present systematically,
Foucault warns in L’archéologie du savoir that his use of the concept of the episteme
does not have the objective to “reconstituer le systeme de postulats auquel obéissent
toutes les connaissances d’une épo