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An Introduction to the Nobel Laureate in Literature
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Octavio Paz was born in 1914 in Mexico City. On his father’ s side, his

/

X grandfather Ireneo Paz was a prominent liberal intellectual and one of the first
authors to write a novel with an expressly Indian theme. Like his grandfather,
his father was also an active political journalist who, together with other pro-
gressive intellectuals, joined the agrarian uprisings led by Emiliano Zapata.
Paz was raised in the village of Mixcoac, (now a part of Mexico City) by

his mother Josefina ( daughter of Spanish immigrants), his aunt Amalia Paz,
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and his paternal grandfather, Ireneo Paz. Because of his family’ s public sup-
port of Emiliano Zapata they were forced into exile after Zapata’ s assassina-
tion. They served their exile in the United States. After the return to Mexico,
Paz studied law and literature at the National University, but refused to take his
degree.

Paz was introduced to literature early in his life through the influence of his

grandfather’ s library, filled with classic Mexican and European literature. Dur-
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ing the 1920s, he discovered the European poets Gerardo Diego, Juan Ramén
Jiménez,, and Antonio Machado, Spanish writers who had a great influence on
his early writings. As a teenager in 1931, under the influence of D. H. Law-
rence, Paz published his first poems. Two years later, at the age of 19, Octa-
vio Paz published Wild Moon, a collection of poems. In 1932, with some
friends, he founded his first literary review, Barandal. By 1939, Paz consid-
ered himself first and foremost a poet.

In 1937, Paz abandoned his law studies and left for Yucatdn to work at a
school in Mérida for sons of peasants and workers. There, he began working on
the first of his long ambitious poems, “Between the Stone and the Flower”
(1941, revised in 1976 ), obviously influenced by T. S. Eliot, which de-
scribes the situation of the Mexican peasant under the greedy landlords of the
day.

In 1937, Paz was invited to the Second International Writers Congress in
Defense of Culture in Spain during the country’s Civil War, showing his soli-
darity with the Republican side and against fascism. His experiences in Spain,
where he met among others André Malraux, André Gide, and Ilja Ehrenburg,
Paz recorded in the collection A Draft of Shadows and Other Poems. The leftist
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overtones of his poetry were temporary, but he remained unyielding in his de-
fence of freedom of expression and democracy.

Upon his return to Mexico, in 1938, Paz co-founded a literary journal
Workshop, a magazine which signaled the emergence of a new generation of

writers in Mexico as well as a new literary sensibility, and wrote for the maga-
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zine until 1941. In 1938 he also met and married Elena Garro, now considered
one of Mexico’ s finest writers. They had one daughter, Helena. They were di-
vorced in 1959.

In 1943 Paz received a Guggenheim fellowship and began studying at the
University of California at Berkeley in the United States, where he became im-
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mersed in Anglo-American Modemist poetry. Two years later he entered the

Mexican diplomatic service, working in New York for a while. In 1945 he was
sent to Paris, where he wrote “The Labyrinth of Solitude” , a groundbreaking
study of Mexican identity and thought. In 1952 he travelled to India for the first
time and, in the same year, to Tokyo, as chargé daffairs, and then to Geneva,
in Switzerland. He returned to Mexico City in 1954, where he wrote his great
poem “Sunstone” in 1957 and Liberty Under Oath, a compilation of his poetry
up to that time. He was sent again to Paris in 1959.
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In 1962 he was named Mexico’ s ambassador to India. In India, Paz com-
pleted several works, including The Monkey Grammarian and Eastern Slope.
While in India, he came into contact with a group of writers called the Hungry
Generation and had a profound influence on them. In 1965 he broke up with
Bona and married Marie-José Tramini, a French woman who would be his wife
for the rest of his life.

In October 1968, he resigned from the diplomatic corps in protest of the
Mexican government’ s repression of students who were fighting to achieve true
democracy in the country, a movement that ended abruptly when the army
opened fire against demonstrators in the Plaza de las Tres Culturas in Tlatelol-
co. He sought refuge in Paris for a while and returned to Mexico in 1969,
where he founded his magazine Plural (1970-1976) with a group of liberal
Mexican and Latin American writers.

From 1968 to 1970 Paz was a visiting professor of Spanish American Liter-
ature at the universities of Texas, Austin, Pittsburgh and Pennsylvania. He was
the Simdn Bolivar Professor of Latin American Studies (1970) and Fellow of
Churchill College (1970-71), and Charles Eliot Norton Professor of Poetry at
Harvard University, Cambridge (1971-72). His book Children of the Mire
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was the result of those courses.

After the Mexican government closed Plural in 1975, Paz founded Return,
a publication with a focus similar to that of Plural and continued to edit that
magazine until his death.

His poetic corpus is nourished by the belief that poetry constitutes “the se-
cret religion of the modern age. ” Eliot Weinberger has written that, for Paz,
“the revolution of the word is the revolution of the world, and that both cannot
exist without the revolution of the body; life as art, a return to the mythic lost
unity of thought;mind and body, man and nature, I and the other.” His is a
poetry written within the perpetual motion and transparencies of the eternal pres-
ent tense.

He won the 1977 Jerusalem Prize for literature on the theme of individual
freedom. In 1980 he was awarded an honorary doctorate from Harvard and in
1982 he won the Neustadt Prize. In 1990, he was awarded the Nobel Prize.

Octavio Paz died of cancer in 1998.
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An Introduction to the Work

In A Draft of Shadows from 1975 there is a line which provides the key to
much of Paz’ s production; “Seeing the world is spelling it. ” His poetry con-
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sists, in other words, to a very great extent of writing both with and about
words. In Paz’s surrealistically inspired thought the words are endowed in this
way with new, changeable, and richer meanings. The power of the poetic vo-
cation—often asserted by Brodsky, Walcott and others—gives the words a form
of otherwise unattainable content. “We never say/ the words of the poem/ The
poem tells us” (from Return 1969). In a poem to Roman Jakobson of 1976 he
articulates his stance: “Between what I see and what I say, /between what I

DODS RS R4

say and what I keep silent, /between what I keep silent and what I dream, /be-
tween what I dream and what I forget: /poetry. ”
One of the high points of Paz’ s poetry is the long poem Sun Stone
(1957). This was inspired by a magnificent calendar stone, which still stands
as an heirloom from the Aztecs, whose calendar was based on the conjunctions
24 of Venus and the sun. The 584 days of this cycle are matched by the 584 lines
of the poem. This suggestive work with its many layers of meaning seems to in-
corporate, interpret and reconstruct major existential questions, death, time,
love and reality.

Paz is also one of the great love poets of his language and in his central po-
etry it is less the dream than the sensual communion that overcomes all distinc-
tions, as when the two, “dizzy and entwined, fall/on the grass,” “the sky
comes down,” space “nothing but light and silence,” and “we lose our
names,” floating adrift between “blue and green” in “total time” ( Sunstone).
Also in the latest collection of poems, A Tree Within, love can in this way
erase what limits us; it opens “the forbidden door” and “takes us to the other
side of time. ”

Of special importance is the welding together of thought and sensuousness.
This is a great theme in modern poetry. Paz draws strength from the original In-
dian poetry of his country in his striving for the “sensuous intelligence” indica-

’”

ted by the prize citation. “Reason is incarnated at last,” as he says in a poem
from 1948. By welding together thinking and sensuousness Paz can give an im-

mediate palpability to his continuous reflection on poetry, both when he partici-
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pates in the mission of “spelling” the world, giving it a name and thereby a
visibility, and when, as a reader, he finds himself watched from the whispering
“foliage of the letters” (Sunstone). With such a method he can depict time in
all its obtrusive ominousness, and give love power to surmount it.

As an essayist Paz dealt with such issues as Aztec art, Tantric Buddhism,
Mexican politics, neo-platonic philosophy, economic reform, avant-garde poet-
ry, structuralist anthropology, utopian socialism, the dissident movement in the
Soviet Union, sexuality and eroticism.

Paz’ s poetry and essays evolve from an intractable but fruitful union of
cultures: pre-Columbian Indian, the Spanish Conquistadors and Western Mod-
ernism. Experiences from India and other areas are included as well. All of this
has, in shifting configurations, been reflected in his work. His own identity,
Mexican and, in its broader meaning, Latin-American, has already been ex-
plored decisively in “The Labyrinth of Solitude” (1950). According to the au-
thor, his countrymen are instinctive nihilists who hide behind masks of solitude.
They do not know who they are and they are suspicious of others because they
are suspicious of themselves. The book-length essay from a psycho-mythic per-
spective deeply influenced Mexican writers, particularly Carlos Fuentes.

Children of the Mire explores the history of modem poetry from German
Romanticism to the 1960s avant-garde. Paz’ s distaste for the materialism of the
Western democracies is seen in Alternating Current. He argues that “the tend-
ency to identify the modern age with civilization, and both with the West, has
become so widespread that many people in Latin America talk about our cultural
underdevelopment. ” Although Paz was known as a supporter of the neo-liberal
economic policies, he criticized the weakness of liberal democracy in Cloudy
Weather. Paz’ s numerous essays on Hispanic and French poetry include “The
Bow and the Lyre” , “Children of the Mire”, “and Marcel Duchamp”. In Es-
says on Mexican Art (1993) Paz dealt with pre-Columbian art, its “otherness”
manifested in massive blocks of carved stone. He also contemplated on the se-
cret of Rufino Tamayo’ s paintings, and examined critically Frieda Kahlo’ s
self-portraits. “The true artist is the one who says no even when he says yes,”
Paz once wrote.

As a publisher of magazines, Return being the latest, Paz has been a lode-
star in the tide of opinion. He has pursued his humanistic course with unique in-
tegrity, which is also recorded in the prize citation.
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Text Excerpts

Sunstone
a crystal willow, a poplar of water,
tall fountain the wind arches over,
tree deep-rooted yet dancing still,
a course of a river that turns, moves on,
doubles back, and comes full circle,
forever arriving ;

the calm course
of the stars or an unhurried spring,
water with eyes closed welling over
with oracles all night long,
a single presence in a surge of waves,
wave after wave till it covers all,
a reign of green that knows no decline,
like the flash of wings unfolding in the sky,

a path through the wilderness of days to come,
and the gloomy splendor of misery like a bird
whose song can turn a forest to stone,

and the imminent joys on branches that vanish,
the hours of light pecked away by the birds,

and the omens that slip past the hand,

a sudden presence like a burst of song,

like the wind singing in a burning building,
a glance that holds the world and all

its seas and mountains dangling in the air,
body of light filtered through an agate,
thighs of light, belly of light, the bays,
the solar rock, cloud-colored body,

color of a brisk and leaping day,

the hour sparkles and has a body,



