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SOVE THOUGHTS ON THE AFRICAN CONTRIBUTION TO
SPANISH-AVERICAN LITERATURE

by
Ian I. Smart

Same of the very first explorers to come fram Europe to
the new World were black. One of Columbus' three vessels was
piloted by a black man, Pedro Nino. Pizarro's "capellan" (chap-
lain) was a black priest. A black man, Nuflo de Olano, achieved
the distinction of being one of the first non-Americans to reach
the Pacific Ocean. In fact, blacks were an established minority
in the social and cultural framework of the Iberian Peninsular
by the time of the definitive contact between the Old and the New
world.l The bald declaration of these facts, with the accompany-
ing tone of revaluation, adequately sets the atmosphere for a
topic such as ours. So much has been deliberately hidden or ig-
nored that the student of African cultural connections, especi-
ally the literary ones, has the task of being first and fore-
most a revealer of the hidden. This paper will consequently
take the form of, firstly, a panoramic view of the African
llterarycannectlmsmSpanlshmanca The panorama is more
appropriately the fare of survey courses, but, unfortumately,

in this area it is obligatory for all scholars. More in keep-
ing with the researcher's need for profound contact with the
issues, the second section of the paper attempts to identify,

and then describe, a Spanish American Negritude.

Part One

From the very beginning of the colonial period in the
Americas, the black man has been an important demographic fac-
tor. This, not only in those areas where today he is in the
majority--primarily the regions washed by the waters of the
Caribbean--but even in countries such as Argentina and Mexico,
where there appears to be very little sign of his presence. By
the middle of the sixteenth century, a little less than fifty
years after the subjugation of the Mexican peoples, it is esti-
mated that the non-native population of New Spain (as the coun-
try was then called) was composed of 18,569 blacks, 1,495 mulat-
toes, 2,415 mestizos, and 14,711 whites.2 Around this same
time the Viceroy of New Spain wrote the following interesting
message to the King of Spain:

Vuestra Majestad mande que no se den tantas licencias
para pasar negros, porque hay en esta Nueva Espaiia
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més de 20,000, y van en aumento, y tantos podrian
ser que pusiesen la tierra en confusiin.3

Could your majesty please cammand that fewer permits
be granted for the transporting of blacks, because
in this New Spain there are already more than 20,000
of them and they are on the increase, and they could
become so numerous as to put the place in confusion.

Not just in Mexico City, but even in the interior, blacks swe
the ranks of the population--the province of Sinaloa, from wt
most of the founding fathers of Los Angeles came, had a signi
cant black population as reflected in the racial camposition
these founding fathers.4 In Argentina, black slaves were pre
by 1570. The following are some revealing census figures for
the diocese of Tucamén (in North West Argentina) in 1778, 34,
whites, 35,254 Indians, 44,301 mulattoe, zambo (of black and
Indian ancestry) and black Freedmen, 11,410 mulatto, zambo ar
black slaves. In a country like Puerto Rico, which sometimes
in the minds of some people, may appear to have less African
cultural connections than other Caribbean territories, it cou
be pointed out that a census of 1530 gave the white populatic
to be 327 whereas the black was 3,830. In 1812, 52.03% of tt
population was black.5

Not all the black people in Spanish America came as
slaves, although it must be conceded that the majority did, r
could all of them be called simply Africans since some came
way of the Iberian Peninsular perhaps after generations of se
ration from Africa. However, for our present purposes it is
wiser not to dwell on the complexity and heterogeneity of the
black population in Spanish America. It is beyond doubt that
the overwhelming majority of this black population came to th
New World with an exclusively African culture.

It is clear that from the very beginning, the Spanish
American literary tradition has more or less excluded the Afr
connection. There are many reasons for this. The principal
is that historically there has always been an attempt to keer
the two cultures separate. Fanon speaks of the Manichean nat
of the colonial situation, and the concept can be validly apt
to the relationship between African cultural values and Eurcp
ones in Spanish America.® Also, the majority of the blacks
slaves or other deprived and persecuted people, not the usual
reading public. There is, too, the real problem of the langu
barrier between the mainstream white population and the black
(and others), who camposed the "crude" majority-—another aspe
of the basic cultural separatism.

Spanish American literature is considered to begin wit
the various Crdnicas7 (Chronicles), firsthand accounts of the
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tures of exploration and expropriation. Since some of these
iginal adventurers were black, the chronicles can shed same
ight on the black man. However, following the usual pattern,
little study has been done so far on the subject of the

Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (1651-1695), the Mexican nun,
considered to be the most important literary figure in Colon-
merica. It is in her poetry that the first important sign

the African literary connection appears in mainstream Spanish
fi- rican literature. A baroque artist, the only truly great one
of gpanish America and the last of the important baroque poets
ssent f the Hispanic world, she followed the example of the Peninsular
; 1s, Gongora, Quevedo, Lope de Vega, among others, and tapped
516 aesthetic potential of the black experience.8 Her excursions
into the black experience, as is the case with her models, are
d nly a minor part of her work, but they are a significant mani-
i estation of the African influence in literature.
id The best way to gain same appreciation is through direct
n tact with her work. The following poem (written in 1677) is
e villancico, a folk song on a religious theme generally, but
t exclusively, associated with Christmas. It reads as follows:
illancico dedicado a San Pedro Folk Song dedicated to St.
1or Nolasco Peter Nolaseco
ga- Un negro que entrd en la iglesia A black man, who entered the
de su grandeza admirado, church, marveling at its
: por regoctjar la fiesta, great size, to celebrate the
. cantd al son de un ealabazo: feast day, sang this song
e _ to the rhythm of a gourd.
"Tumba, la, la, la! Tumba, le, le,
le! que donde ya Pilico eselava... I could not stay with Perico
no quede. in slavery
iica -
one "0y dier que en la Melcede I heard it said that these
) estos Parre Mercenaria priests of the Merced Order
are 3‘.6»:;8 una fiesta a su Padle are celebrating the feast
sl Qué fiessa? Como su cala: day of their founder. What
e "Bya dici que ridimi. kind of feast day is this?
ere Cosa palece encantada! They say that he ransomed
! Porque yo la oblaje vivol captives. What kind of a
B Y los parre no mi saca! fairy tale is that? Look,
5 La otra noche con mi conga I'm living in slavery and
s turo sin durmi pensaba no priests have come to res-
que no quiele gente plieta cue me. The other night as
como eya 806 gente branca.' I lay in bed with my black
h

woman I could not sleep a
wink for thinking that they
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"Solo sace al Pafola, don't like black people, sinc
pues Dioso! Mila la tlampa!  they're white folks. They onli
que aunque negla, gente somo, ransom Spanish people, but, m
aunque nos dict cabaya!l God, that's not fair beecause «

though we're black, we are st:
"Mas, qué€ digo? Diosa mo people, even though they call
Los demonws que me engaha horses. But what am I saying.

pala que est& mulmulando My God, the devils have decei

a ésa Redentola casa. me into this kind of murmurin

El santo me lo perrone, against this very house of th

que 86 una malo hablala saint. May he pardon my mutt:

que aunque padezea la cuepo  ings, after all, this bodily :

en ese, libla las almas." fering is the soul's road to
liberation.

Certain characteristics are immediately recognizable. There :
two kinds of Spanish. The first stanza is written in "standa
Spanish, whereas the rest of the poem is written in what coul
be called Afro-Spanish. This is more than just a haphazard
attempt to depict stereotyped speech defects. Blacks who spol
Spanish as a second language made the inevitable adaptations ¢
all non-native speakers. These variations fram the "standard'
had been widely used in Spanish literature in the sixteenth a
seventeenth century in the theatre (see Dunzo) and in poetry.
The approximation to the black experience made by these white
poets and playwrights is along the usual lines. They saw the
rhythmic qualities of Afro-Spanish, they were attracted by the
poetic sense of novelty exuded by the colourful speech of tho:
exotic peoples The repeated rhythmic line, "Tuwba, la, la, :
ete. . ." is significant in this respect. "Tumba" probably re-
fers to some kind of drum used by Afro-Mexicans, and the word:
"la, la, etc." are an onomatopoeic imitation of the drum rhytt
Lines of this type appear frequently in the Afro—-Spanish area
of sixteenth and seventeenth century Hispanic literature.

The poem is obviously written by the concerned kind of
white, or more precisely nonblack, intellectual. The questio
of slavery and injustice is politely raised, and a convenient
solution is quickly found through selective recourse to Christ
dogma.

There is another kind of approach exemplified by a Cub:
song called "Son de la Ma Teodora" (1568). This song reads:

-— Donde estd la ma Teodora? --Rajando la leffa estd.
-~ Rajando la lefia estd. --Rajando la lefia estZ.l0
--. Con su palo y su bandola?

-- Rajando la lefia estd.

-- Donde estd que no la veo?

-- Rajando la lefia esta.

-- Rajando la lefia estd.
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2 Where is Ma Teodora? She's out splitting wood.

/ With her stick and her mandolin? She's out

7 splitting wood. Where is she, I don't sece her?

al- She's out splitting wood. She's out splitting

til wood, ete.

us

? ra Gines was a mulatto woman from Santiago, a well-known

ved ician. The song evidences the acculturation process, the

7 commodating of the African heritage to the prevailing culture.

2 ejo Carpentier, a contemporary Cuban, renowned both as a msi-

2r- ian and as a literary figure, says that in its musical form it

suf- an extremaduran romance. However, the African cultural input
present in the call-response, antiphonal form, cne that has
lped to characterize the African style poem, from those written
Iope de Vega (in 16th Century Spain) to the blues, the calinda

are ypso, etc.

L‘d“

i Some poems or popular songs that seem to be more truly

uthentic e}q:{.;essions of the African heritage have been docu-

e ted. Valdés—Cruz, who in turn is quoting from Lydia Cabrera's

of 1 monte, reproduces some of these songs in her anthology, Ia

;d oesia negroide en América. One of them reads as follows:
Reao de mayombero Prayer of the African Priest
Casimba yeré

2 Casimbangd

se y salr de mi casa I left my house,

la Casimbango

' yo vengo a buscd I come seeking...

3 . Dome sombra Ceibita Give me shade, silk-cotton

m. Ceiba da yo sombra, Stlk-cotton give me shade
Dame sombra palo Yaba Give me shade Yaba tree
Dame sombra palo Caja... Give me shade Caja tree
yo vine a bued...1l I have come seeking

1 This poem supposedly dates from the Seventeenth Century.

Han Another one of those songs unearthed by Cabrera is the

following:
n

Solo--AquT no hay visita, Kende Ayere!
Coro--Walo-Wila, Walo-Kende, Ayere Kende!
Solo--Quién es la visita, Kende Ayere?
Coro--Walo-Wile, Walo-Kende, Ayere Kende!
Solo--Compadre caballo, Kende Ayere!
Coro--Walo-Wila, Walo-Kende, Ayere Kende! 12

Here there is no visit, Kende Ayere!
Walo-Wila, ete.
Who's visiting, Kende Ayere?
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Walo-Wila, ete.
Brother horse, Kende Ayere!
Walo-Wila, ete.

The formal aspect is the most interesting; the antiphonal st
chant, with alternating response between chorus and lead sir
Both poems contain some words that are not Spanish. They me
either Yoruba, Hausa, Twi, or from same other of the many We
African languages.

Ramdn Guirao, in his important work Orbita de la poes
afrocubana, 1928-37 cites the following “"Canto de cabildo"
(Meeting song):

Piqui, qiquimbin
piqui, piquimbin
tumba, muchacho
yama, bo y tambd.
Tambd, ta brabbo,
tumbd, cajero
Jjabla, mula.
Piqui, piquimbin
pe, po, po, preca,
preceta, pro, po.
Cucha, cucha mi bo. (p. 3)13

The poem is composed mostly of non—Spanish words, same of the
may be nonsense words used simply for the rhythmic effect—1I1:
the line "Tumba la,la,la, etc." mentioned earlier. However,
is very likely that they are meaningful words spoken in the

Creole language during the Eighteenth centuty in Cuba.

In the Nineteen century the situation does not change. T
was the period when Spanish America, through political indepe
dence, took definite shape and cultural and social patterns t
firm root. Latin American culture and society at all levels
were profoundly influenced by the African cultural heritage.
During this century there was an increased presence of Africa
in Spanish American literature which of course still remained
European style enterprise.

The first novel to be written in Spanish America is EI
periquillo sarniento (18l6) the work of the Mexican Jose Joag
Fernandez de Lizardi. In it there is some marginal presence
blacks of the popular sectors of Mexico City's society. The
final part of the book contains a convincing attack on slaver
presented through the well reasoned, intelligent arguments of
a noble black character.

Argentina's most important literary work of the Nineteer
and perhaps of any century, is Martin Fienro, written by Jose
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ernandez in 1872. The presence of blacks is fundamental to the
fevelopment of the plot. It is a sort of novel written in region-
blist verse, abot the misadventures of a gaucho, a member of the
est social class. The black characters, although grouped in
is social class, are seen as arrogant folks with a deep sense
hf family solidarity, stout defenders of their dignity. The ;
opics of a special black humour and knowledge, the namelessness
bf the black man, his whole situation in a white society are
broached, showing Hernandez' real understanding of the black

an's condition—as indeed that of the poor white. However, for
411 this, blacks are still men labouring under the handicap of
eir colour, one that is clearly called the "humilde (humble)
olor." Neither for the poor white nor the black man does the
puthor (a confirmed bourgeois) propose any basic change.

The widely read Colombian novel Marfa, written by Jorge
saacs in 1867, is certainly Spanish America's most famous roman-
ic novel. Here,too, blacks are present. In fact, there is a
ong interlude telling the story of a "nanny," Feliciana, who
bnce was a happy princess in far-off fanciful Africa. The story
s full of typical romantic motifs. The sadness it ewokes, like
e benevolence the author displays for blacks, never goes beyond
e confortable realm of literature. It is not incompatible with
nflattering a priori generalizations about blacks. He speaks
bf the "sudor peculiar de la raza" (the peculiar sweat of the
ace). The black servants are faithful and loveable, but stupid.
Ihere is no real appreciation of the black man's phys:.cal beauty,
t is always jtﬂgedmrelatlmtowhltestaxﬁards In this
espect the novel is similar to the antislavery novels.

e

Blacks are, of course, supposedly the subjects of these
antislavery novels that appeared in the Nineteenth century. The
ost famous ones are: Franeisco or The Delights of Country Life,
Anselmo Sufirez Ramero (written in 1839, but not published till
880), Cecilia Valdez, written by Cirilo Villaverde in 1839, and
Pab, written by Gertrudis GOmez de Avellaneda in 1840. These
pocks, all written by white men, reflect the shortcomings of the
omantic period. The very term "antislavery novel" indicates

hat is to be expected: mainly literary interest in a theme rich
in aesthetic potential.l4

gE

A more significant work of the same theme is Coloured Poets
Francisco Calcagno, written between 1868 and 1887. It is
ade up of the biographies of four black poets, all born into
lavery, Gabriel de la Concepcidn Valdés (known simply as Placido)
fugustin Baldomero Rodriguez, Antonio Medina and Juan Francisco
anzano. This introduces another aspect of black experience.
ihere is hardly a line in the works of these black men that would
indicate their situation. Placido, at least, earned the distinc—
ion of political martyrdom, although he seems to have been a
eak corrupt man.15 A sample of Manzano's verse would serve to

th,
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illustrate the point:

La tierra juvenil, hermosa frente

cual nitida amapola, los cabellos

de &bano lustroso perfumado

las mejillas de rosas y, violetas

los negros ojos y purpureos labios

el aire fino de garboso talle

que ostentaba en su andar nada laseivo,
en un rincon de Cuba me ofrecian

un ser divino bajo humana forma.l6

The soft young beautiful forehead like a bright poppy, ti
hair of lustrous perfumed ebony, the rose cheeks of viole
hue, the black eyes and purple lips, the refined air of

the graceful waist which showed no signs of lasciviousne:
in her walk; all this I found in a divine being in human
form in some remote corner of Cuba.

The ideal woman he is describing here is not clearly white,
neither is she clearly black. In part of another poem the |
says:

Cuando miro el espacio que he corrido
desde la cuna hasta el presente dm
t’z.emb?.o, y saludo a la for‘tuna mia
m&s de terror que de atencién movidald

When I look at the course my life has taken from the
eradle to the present moment, I tremble, and greet my de:
with feelings more of terror than of interest.

These lines ring out as a possible reference to the horrible
situation of the black slave and even of the freedman. How
the language is nothing more than a copy of the European ra
tics' laments, which were mostly about not being born under
right star for some particular lady. What we have here is
European poetry written by men whose skins and human situats
were clamourously black.

Ricardo Palma (the Peruvian) is one of the most impo
literary figures of the late 19th and early 20th century. !
was nonwhite, but it did not show too much. The point has !
made that the peculiar psychological problems occasioned by
situation as a mulatto might have accounted for his particul
style, one of bitter, sharply humorous irony. For him, blac
ness was a deeply personal interior problem, but evidently
African literary values would only be present very accident:
in his works.
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The Twentieth Century brought a new wave of cultural self-
ertion in Spanish America, again, to the exclusion of blacks.
great Modernist movement was an affa:.r of the white el:l.te--

pario spoke quite naturally of his "manos de marques"
Marquis' hands) spiced with a few token drops of African blood.
fact, many of the early 20th century philoscphers who engaged
the then topical national self-analysis attributed Latin
rica's "backwardness" to its dosages of black and native
ican blood. However, it soon became the fashion to rethink
is position and to take a closer look at the Indians. Around
is same time, the wave of interest in things black that had
t across Europe and the United States, finally made its way
Spanish America.

In 1926, Pales Matos, a Puerto Rican wlu'.te man, wrote the
irst of the Afro—Antillean poems, "Pueblo negro." His example
s followed shortly afterwards by the Cubans, Ramon Guirao,
ilio Ballagas, Jos€ Z. Tallet, and Alejo Carpentier, also
hite. Their works became the rage. Like their European models,
se poets have an anthropological basis to their aesthetic
sproach to Africa. The lines of approach are the standard ones,
flected in the themes of the poems, dancing, singing, rhythm,
lack primitivism in its exotic and erotic dimensions. Pales
tos, for wham this poetic style is only a part of his total
rk, has a vision of the black situation that is basically
imilar to that presented by the vast majority of those who
ve spoken on the subject, fram Sor Juana to Senghor (to pick
names at random): the idea of the wocation, the idea of the
cial ways of knowing, the idea of the hamogeneity of black
ture. He is the first poet to see the cultural unity of the
est Indies, fragmented by the forces of colonial damination

st

His poem "Ten con Ten" (A kind of dance), for example,
resents the dual founts of Puerto Rican——and West Indian——cul-
ure; Africa and Europe. Consider the following verse:

Pasarias ante el mundo

por civil y ciudadana,

st tu axila--flor de sombra--
no difundiera en las plazas
el rugiente cebollin

que sofrien tus entranas.l8

TREETE

You could pass as civilized and urbane in the world's
eyes if your underarm did not give off that strong smell of
ontons sauted in your insides.

B
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In these lines, as throughout his verse, he does little to hide
his insulting misconceptions about blacks. And here, too, he
follows the general lines of the stereotypes; in this instance,
it is the distinctive "Negro" smell. Elsewhere in his pivotal
work "Pueblo negro," he speaks of: "Es la negra que canta/su
sobria vida de animal dom@stico/La negra de las zonas soleadas/
que huele a tierra, a salvajina, a sex0."19 (It is the black
waoman who sings away her scber life of a domestic animal. The
black woman of the sun-drenched lands, with her savage smell of
earth and sex). In "Elegia del duque de la mermelada," he pok«
fun at the Haitian blacks for not being true to their African
civilization. It is an African heritage conceived of in the sa
insulting terms:

Oh, mi fino, mi melado Duque de la Mermelada!

Dénde estdn tus caimanes en el lejano aduar del Pongo,
y la sombra azul y redonda de tus baobabs africance

y tus quince mujeres olorosas a selva y a fango?20

Oh my fine and honeyed Duke of Marmalade! Where are
your erocodiles in those far-off Pongo villages,

and the full blue shadow of your African baobabs, and
your fifteen women smelling of the dank jungle?

The spirit of approximation to African culture displayed
by all the poets of this school was one that encouraged the use
of the jitanjafora. This was a nonsense word with rhythmic val-
ue, which they used lavishly to give that "African" touch to
their poetry. They saw that the most authentic expressions of
the African cultural heritage had included strange non-Spanish
words. They realized that a special emphasis on rhythm seemed
to characterize African and neo-African art. They realized too
that in speech as well as in song and verse the onomatopoeic
possibilities of language are frequently exploited by Africans
and neo-Africans.

The main contribution of the Afro-Antilleans was in poetr
However, there have been some novels that are worthy of consid-
eration. Alejo Carpentier's Ecué-Yamba-0, although it is no
longer read, is one of the pioneer works——it was written in 1931
His later work EL reino de este mundo (The Kingdom of the Earth)
is of a similar theme, and is a better novel. It deals with
the marvelous life and works of the legendaryMakaxﬂal, a
Haitian slave leader. The book was published in 1949. Matalachi
(written in 1924), by the Peruvian E:m::.que Lopez Albujar, and
Pobre negro, written by the Venezuelan Romulo Gallegos in 1937
can be considered to be related to this same trend. Perhaps the
most significant Afro-Antillean novel is Juyungo, written by t‘he
Ecuadorian Adalberto Ortiz, a mulatto, in 1942. The hero Asencii
Lastre, a poor black man, grows fram the extreme position of
hatred for all white people to one of hatred for injustice.
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His contact with a revolutionary mulatto intellectual and his
love for a white woman are the two factors that are most influ-
ential in the evolution of his attitudes. The novelist describes
Lastre's initial sentiments thus: "Lastre deseaba a esta mujer,
mis que nada, porque era blanca, con una voluntad de humillarla
sexualmente con sentimientos contradictorios."2l (Lastre desired .
this waman most of all because she was white. He wanted to hum—
iliate her sexually, his sentiments were contradictory). The
contradictions are resolved through his new class oriented view
of society. The novelist displays a deep understanding of and
identification with the black man. His approach is thus not the
lopsided one of the typical Afro-Antillean. However, one feels
that the solutions he offers are samewhat simplistic.

Part Two

If there does exist a Spam.sh American Negritude, the best
example of it would be found in the works of Nicolds Guillén.
Guillén was born of two generations of mulattoes in Cuba in 1902,
the son of a respectable but poor household. His father, who
was a national senator for four years, was assasinated by sol-
diers during one of the frequent civil disturbances of the period
—-1917-~and Nicolas understandably kept away from politics for
a long time. He began his poetic career like all other Spanish
Emerican poets, following the currents of the maintstream—in
his case, a late Modernism. In 1930, at the height of the Afro
ferment, his collection of eight short poems called Motivos de
son were an instant success.

The name son stands for many things (recall the "Son de
la Ma Teodora"). Around the 1920's, a kind of song and dance,
developed by black Cubans and generally circumscribed to their
imediate circles, began to reach the mainstream of Cuban life.
They were received with great acclaim. This new music was called
the son. It is a truly neo-African music, strong in rhythm, sung
by a lead singer and chorus, with those nasal qualities that to
the casual observer seem basic to African songs. The son has,
of course, evolved over the years, but the sones that are popular
today are still very similar to those of the 1920's. Today's
son belongs to the same genre as the other kinds of songs and
dances normally designated as "Latin" music, rumba, cha cha cha,
gquaguanco, etc. The most fascinating aspects of the 1920 son
was the rhythm section used by the exponents of the music.
Cuillén has indicated that his poems were written in an attempt
to bring to Spanish verse the verbal rhythms of the son. He
also indicated that his most important influences were the Sex-
teto Habanero and the Trio los Matamoros, two of the most famous
son groups of the period. After years of approximations of vary-
Ing degrees of success, a poet had decided to and was successful
in wedding African poetic traditions to European (Hispanic) ones.
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The actual technique of Guill&n's son poems has not as y
been adequately described by those who specialize in poetic ana
ysis. Senghor has described African and neo-African poetic rhy
thm as vital and vigorous, one achieved mostly by "unit€ dans 1
diversit&" (unity in diversity). By this formula he draws atte
tion to the special role that repetition plays. He also speaks
of the "sens" (sense) aspect that is given prominence in the
language of neo-African poetry, as distinct from the "signe"
(sign/meaning) aspect. This, of course, is the kind of insight
that leads the Afro-Antilleans to the abuse of the jitanjafora.
In some of Guillen's best poems invented words are used to heig
ten the rhythmic effect. However, these words are used with
discretion, and they have an authentic ring to them in that the
resemble the many words, of Yoruba and other origin, that sur-
vive today in Cuban speech and especially in religious and semi
religious songs. "Sensemay8," the title of cne of his poem is
a good example; it is quite close to "Yemaya," the Yoruba name
of Shango's mother.

Guillén's son poems imitate the structure of the son
song. There is an introductory large, which succinctly states
the subject matter. This is followed by the montuno, an anti-
phonal exchange between lead singer and chorus in which the
matter stated in the largo is further developed and resolved.
The chorus line is repeated; it is a perfect example of the use
of repetition to create the intense rhythm that characterizes
neo-African song, poetry and art in general. The son songs are
truly popular, as are Guillén's son poems. They deal with the
day to day life of black people. They are witty and philosophi:
cal and as black and other Cubans do, make use of variations
from "standard" Spanish.

The original son poem is "Negro bemb&n." It reads as
follows:

Por qué te pone tan bravo,
cuando te dicen negro bembon
si tiene la boea santa,
negro bembdn?

BembBn as? como ere
tiene de to;
Caridad te mantiene,
te lo da to.

Te queja todavia,

negro bembon;

8in pega y con harina,
negro bembon. . .,
majagua de dml blanco,
negro bembon;22
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Why do you get so angry when they ecall you 'negro
bembdn, " if your mouth is in fact a real black mouth,
"negro bembon." Bembbn and all as you are, you have
all you need. Caridad is keeping you, she gives you
everything. You still complain, negro bembon; you
have no job but yet you have money, 'negro bembon,"
a white drill suit, "negro bembdn;"

The son poems are the beginning of Guillén's poetic great-
ness. One that he achieved by full acceptance of himself as a
son of Africa as well as being a cultural son of Europe,too
Unlike Placido, Manzano, Ricardo Palma and the other black—
skinned poets, he declares his blackness in his art. Unlike Sor
Juana, the authors of the antislavery novel and the scores of
"concerned" white humanists and artists, he has tasted the
condemnation of being black. Unlike the majority of the Afro—
Antilleans he is realistically committed to his people. His
art is meaningfully related to his total commitment to justice.
In Fanon's language, his poetry "takes its place at the very
heart of the struggle for freedom."23 Same excerpts fram the
poem "Sabd3s" from the book West Indies Ltd written in 1934, will
give some idea of this aspect of Guillén:

Yo vi a Sabae, el negro sin veneno,
pedir su pan de puerta en puerta.
Por qué, Sabds, la mano abierta?
(Este Sabd@s es un negro bueno. )

Coge tu pan, pero no lo pidas;

coge tu luz, coge tu esperanza cierta
como a un caballo por las bridas.
Plintate en medio de la puerta,

pero no con la mano abierta,

ni eon tu cordura de loco;

aunque te dan el pan, el pan es poco,
Yy menos ese pan de puerta en puerta.

...............

Caramba, Sabas, no seas tan loco!
Sabds, no seas tan bruto,
ni tan bueno! 24

I saw Sabas, the innocuous Negro, begging his bread
from door to door. Why, Sab@s, the open hand? This
Sabas is a good Negro. . .Go out and get your bread
don't just beg for it; go out and get your light,
your hope, grab them by the bridle as you would a
horse. Plant yourself squarely in the door, but
not with an outstretched hand nor with good behavior
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one could only expect of a madman; even if they do
give you some bread, what is a little bread, espectally
this bread you have to beg from door to door. . .
Goodness, Sab&s, don't be so erazy! Sabds don't be

so stupid, don't be so good!

This sense of identification is a necessary prerequisit
for any truly authentic expression of the African heritage. I
is the same sense of honesty that one finds m Regino Pedroso,
a black Cuban poet, a contemporary of Guillén, and to same ext
in Marcelino Arozarena, another black Cuban poet of the same
period. Other black writers throughout Spanish America have,
recent times, begun to demonstrate a similar spirit of commitm
both to their art and to their African heritage. They are men
like the Panamanian Joaquin Belefio, author of Gamboa Road Gang
o Los forzados de Gamboa (1960); or like the Ecuadorian Nelson
Estupinan Bass, also a novelist and author of EL ultimo rio
(The Last River) (1967); or the Puerto Rican Francisco Arrivi,
playwright and author of Vejigantes, Sirena and Medusas en la
bahla, works in which he attempts to kindle a respect for and
concern with the Afr:.can heritage. Intellectuals like the Pue
Rican Isabelo Zendn Cruz also contribute oonszl.derably to the
recognition of African influenced literary values in Spanish
America.

In Guillén's work, then, Africa's influence is most
strongly felt. Senghor, C&saire, Damas, even Jahn, etc., have
posited the existence of a peculiarly African epistemology.
They have seen this as an aspect of the African and neo-Africal
special indentification with nature. It iS expressed through ;
tendency to humanize nature, a tendency that this would give a
special flavour to poetic images. It is one that Pal&s Matos
understood well and that acoounts for same of Guillén's pecull.
style. The image "cana" (Sugar cane) is central to Guillén's
poetry. This image, so particularly apt as a symbol in a Cubal
poet, profits a great deal fram the poet's African view of the
world. The poem "Cana" gives eloquent testimony:

El megro
junto al ecanaveral.

El yanqui
sobre el canaveral.

La tierra
bajo el canaveral.

Sangre

25
que se nos va!l
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The black man next to the cane field. The Yankee
on top of the cane field. The land below the cane
field. Our blood cozes away.

The stark beauty of the poem is heightened by the sense of iden-
tification between the black man and the cane field, and by the
fact that the blood that is sucked away is poetically as much
from human beings as from the cane fields. "Mujer nueva" ("New
woman") , a poem which proclaims the beauty of the black waman,
presents images that are based on the same principle of humani-
zation. In this case it sees the woman as an integral part of
nature. Poems like "Acana" (names of a tree) and "Ebano real"
(Royal Ebony), whose subject matter is trees, evidently benefit
from this process.

Humour, which in Senghor's eyes is for the neo-African
and African always a "raction v&cue" (lived reaction), has been
seen by almost everyone to be specially related to the African
heritage. Many, of course, have been unflattering in their
appraisal of the black man's "grin." Like the sense of wvocation
posited by the NEgritude thinkers of the African's congenital
primitivism and savagery, this supposed characteristic has its
two sides. Humour is an important aspect of Guillén's style,
as it was of Palma's. It has almost always been an important
aspect of all the approximations to African culture, it is an
important aspect of the son--both the popular song and Guillén's
poetic invention. Guillén's first son——"Negro bembon" raises an
interesting point. "Bemba" (a word of cbvious West African coin-
age) is used in Spanish to refer to the black man's thick lips.
"Bembdn" is the corresponding adjective, and, naturally, has
pejorative overtones. It seems that Guillén's humorous use of
concepts like "bemb@n" had behind it a therapeutic intent to
purge his listeners of their ridiculous self-image. Guillén
has said in another poem: "la risa es salud" (laughter is health-
giving). This is the key to the understanding of his humour,
as it seems to be of the other manifestations of humor in neo—
African art.

In its themes and subject matter Guillén's art displays
its African heritage. From the point of view of structure and
form, as was already indicated, Guillén, listening to the voice
emanating frmm the heart of the neo-African Cuban folk, invented
a new }oeﬁc form, the son. After meeting Langston Hughes in 1930,
Guillen seems to have been deeply impressed with the former's
desire to be the voice of the cammon black folk. This corres—
ponded to a deeply felt need in Guillén, one that he had expres-
sed, perhaps indirectly and subconsciously as poets are wont to
do, in an earlier poem, "Pequefla oda a un negro boxeador cubano"
(Little Ode to a Black Cuban Boxer):
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lucirse negro mientras aplaude el bulevar,
y frente a la envidia de los blancos
hablar en negro de verdad 26

(displaying all my blackness to the applause of the
boulevard, and to the envy of the white folks,
speaking like a true black man)

The original son poems are written in imitation of the speech |
black Cubans; and perhaps this was one of the ways to "hablar
en negro de verdad." However, his fellow black Cubans saw thi
as yet another form of discrimination. They sensed that the
whole meaning of "dialect" verse had been an attempt to ridicu
blacks. Their intuition was probably correct in part. Even
though the dialect verse of Sor Juana, Gongora, etc., may have
originated in the poets' legitimate and imperious need to do m
things with language, they met this need without too much resp
for blacks in general. Certainly the Afro-Antilleans, whose
verses were uppermost in the minds of the protesters, were eve
less respectful of blacks. In view of all this, Guill&n's bla
contemporaries could not see his "dialect" verse as an attempt
to create a beautiful monument to the black experience, to ovel
come that "d8calage 18ger et constant qui sépare ce qu'il dit «
ce qu'il voudrait dire, dés qu'il parle de lui," (thin persis-
tent veil that stands between what he actually says and what hs
really means to say as somas‘hebeginsmtalkabcmthjmself.
of which Sartre speaks. Guillen must not have been too sure oi
himself since he yielded and never again uses this manner of
"hablar en negro de verdad." It might be pointed out that the
more contemporary Anglophone West Indian poets have been using
"dialect" verse. A rare opportunity was thus lost, for althow
other poets have used this kind of verse in Spanish, none are
of Guillén's calibre.

_ Walterio Carbonell, a black Cuban critic, has accused
Guillen of betraying the promise held out by his first good
poems. He claims that Guillén did not delve deeply enough intc
the fullness of the black experience. Guill&n, asked recently
to state his views on Negritude, said among other things: "Era
una de las manifestaciones de la lucha de clases. Pero cuando
una revolucitn borra esa lucha y de el poder a la clase cbrera
sin tener en cuente el color de la piel, ese concepto de super-
ioridad o de diferenciaci®n racial deja de existir."27 (It
was one of the manifestations of the class struggle. But when
a revolution eliminates this struggle and gives power to the
working class without any considerations of skin colour, that
concept of superiority of differentiation of races ceases to
exist). Tt is the reply of a good cammmist, who is also the
Poeta Nacional (National Poet) of Castro's Cuba. At least
Guillen has been consistent. He has never claimed to be a poet
of Negritude. From the very beginning he saw his art as "mulat
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and Cuban. He defines "mulatto" as a synthesis of African and
European, a synthesis which is equally respectful of the two
camponents. His position is thus one that goes beyond Negritude,
crmybe, one that betrays Negritude. It is in Haiti that, in
Césaire's poetic view, Negritlﬂe first rose to its feet. It is
apt that Spanish America's best expression of Negritude should
arise from the neighboring island of Cuba. It is stimulating,
and in this respect poignantly poetic, that this expression of
Negritude never declared itself to be exclusively African. Cuba
holds the possible solution to many Latin American dilemnas. The
field of race relations is one in which Cuba could provide a

real answer. Time will tell.

Negritude or the cultural contribution of Africa has been
a driving force in Spanish American life from the very moment
that "Spanish America" came into being. Literature reflects man's
total experience. Consequently, Spanish American literature
should reflect the strong indebtedness of Spanish American cul-
ture to African culture, It does indeed do so. Up to now this
reflection has been barely visible. This paper has scratched
the surface and revealed same of the hidden founts of African
influence. There are many more waiting to be revealed.
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