
er,/You charm us always with your new grace...); Et tu vivras,
ô Dante, autant que Dieu lui-même,/ Car les Cieux ont appris
aussi bien que l’Enfer/ À balbutier les chants de ton divin
Poème (And you shall live, oh Dante, as long as God him-
self,/for the heavens learned, as did Hell,/ to stammer the
songs of your divine Poem).

In the second part, he honors “Childhood,” and we hear
the lamentations from the doorway of the memory of a gone
childhood. Et bien loin, par les soirs révolus et latents,/ Suivons
là-bas, devers les idéales côtes,/ La fuite de l’Enfance au vais-
seau des Vingt ans (And very far, in the nights now past and
secret,/we continue to the perfect coasts,/ to childhood’s
flight in the ship of twenty years). Here, he emphasizes the
image of an angelical mother.

In the third part, “Music,” the word “Eden” expresses
Nelligan’s poetic likeness: it is a metaphor for the lost par-
adise of childhood, of fleeting happiness, mercurial and im -
possible to grasp, creating verses on a par with melancholic
musical motifs. Et c’est pour vous que sont pleurées/ Au luth
âpre de votre amant/ Tant de musiques éplorées (and sheds its
tears for you/ the ungentle lover’s lute/ in so much disconso-
late music).

In the section dedicated to “Time,” space cannot be over -
looked. The poet’s surroundings, usually adverse because
of the climate, influence his moods, pushing him to des-
peration, the breaking point, despair and evasion. Ah!
puisses-tu vers l’espoir calme/ Faire surgir comme une palme/
Mon coeur cristallisé de givre! (Ah, that you, for calm hope,/
might make my heart, a frosted glass,/ burst forth in rec-
ompense).

In the last section, “Life, Death,” the reader hears grief,
can feel the tedium and see the sad, dying fluttering of a soul
on the mental edge.3 Quelqu’un pleure dans le silence/ Morne
des nuits d’avril;/ Quelqu’un pleure la somnolence/ Longue de
son exil./ Quelqu’un pleure sa douleur/ Et c’est mon coeur...
(Someone weeps in the sad/ silence of the April nights;/
someone weeps for the long/ doze of his exile;/ someone
weeps his pain,/ and it is my heart...).

In the spacious museum of literature, some writers —like
Thomas de Quincey and Friedrich Hölderlin, or the Latin
Americans Macedonio Fernández and José Antonio Ramos
Sucre, just to name a few— lead parallel lives, writers who,
like Nelligan, have known madness in the form of neurosis,
insomnia, hallucinations, loneliness or being misunderstood.
Any of them could call the other, in Baudelaire’s words, “my
brother, my fellow.”

Émile Nelligan, an angel thrown into the abyss by his
nightmares, transcends the regional and projects himself
universally and timelessly like another of the poets of pain.
His spirit is spread through the pages of El recital de los ánge-
les. Part of it is touched on in Nerval’s epigraph, and the rest,
in a few verses of “Mon Âme” (My Soul), in which he laments
having celestial candor and the purity of February snow; in
which he grieves for having a subtle, sensitive soul, so sweet
and mystically tender that it makes him ...de tous les maux
souffrir,/ Dans le regret de vivre et l’effroi de mourir,/ Et d’e-
spérer, de croire...et de toujours attendre! (suffer all the evils/
of the dislike for living and the terror of dying/ and of wait-
ing, of believing... and always of waiting!).

Hugo A. Espinoza Rubio
Staff writer

NOTES

1 Étienne Shalom, “Le poète tourmenté,” Horizon Canada, vol. 10 (Quebec:
Centre d’Études en Enseignement du Canada-Université Laval, 1987),
p. 2736.

2 Nina Milner, “Archives de poésie canadienne. Émile Nelligan (1879-
1941),” at http//www.nlc.bnc.c/canvers/bios/fnelligan.htm, 25 May 2000,
p. 2.

3 William Styron, Esa visible oscuridad. Memoria de la locura, Salustiano
Masó, trans. (Mexico City: Grijalbo, 1992).
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December 1994 marked the winter of Mexico’s discon-
tent. The house of cards assembled by Carlos Salinas
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collapsed and the Mexican economy went spinning into the
void. It was just 11 months after the much touted NAFTA

agreement had been signed and “free trade” made its debut
in Mexico. 

Not at all coincidentally, the Zapatista National
Liberation Army (EZLN) also came into existence 11 months
earlier. The same day, in fact, that the NAFTA treaty was
signed, a directive from Commander Marcos was sent from
the jungles of Chiapas. To the Zapatistas, as to many
Mexicans, NAFTA spelled trouble from the start. Whole sec-
tions of industry would be faced with bankruptcy, they
warned, profits would end up in the hands of the few, the
rich would get richer, the poor poorer, and foreigners would
be calling the shots. 

For James Fogarty, a Catholic missionary working in poor
Mexico City neighborhoods, it became clear that the new
order of unfettered capitalism had provoked a poverty crisis.
Mexico, forced by the free trade agreement to stop protec-
tion of its domestic industries, to buy more U.S. imports, to
pay debts to U.S. banks with a decreasing number of dollars,
would do so at the expense of the poor by cutting back funds
allocated for social services and domestic growth. In the first
months of NAFTA Mexico had chalked up a U.S.$12 billion
trade deficit. The Salinas regime created 22 new billionaires
but Mexico’s poorest group, unable to afford the basic food
staples basket, had grown from 14 million to 21 million. In
the winter of 1994, the new president, Ernesto Zedillo, had
inherited the whirlwind. On December 21 the peso fell from
3.40 to the U.S. dollar to 6.50. The stock market dropped 12
percent. The Mexican meltdown had begun and Zedillo
scrambled for help. 

The U.S. and the International Monetary Fund came to
the rescue. But the U.S.$52 billion bailout (U.S.$20 billion
from the United States itself) would carry a price. Loss of
autonomy, a shameful lien on the patrimony of Mexican
petroleum and increased poverty for Mexican people. “In
effect,” notes Dr. Fogarty, “the masses who did not contract
the debts were condemned to suffer the austerity measures
imposed by foreign creditors. These measures included dras-
tic cutbacks in public spending and social services, so that a
greater percentage of the GNP could be set aside for foreign
debt servicing and repayment.”  

The price of tortillas (the basic Mexican staple) rose 100
percent in the first 24 months of the crisis. According to a
study conducted by the National Bank of Mexico (Bana -
mex), nearly half the Mexican population of 92 million had

a caloric intake below the UN minimum nutritional standard.
Social programs were eviscerated; U.S.$22 billion left Mex -
ico in capital flight as the rich cashed in their chips. 

Free trade, NAFTA, foreign loans and economic “develop-
ment” by first world nations have resulted in “increased job
insecurity, a rising crime rate, and growing social inequality,”
according to Dr. Fogarty. The crisis of 1994 and its reper-
cussions simply expanded the field of victims to include
“small and medium-sized business owners and employees,
urban wage earners, women, rural communities and child -
ren,” notes Fogarty.

“Not without reason, some Latin American critics of this
latest version of laissez-faire capitalism are calling it capita -
lismo salvaje (savage capitalism) which in turn gives rise to
what they call ‘economic genocide’ in the sense that it leads
to the elimination of the poor who are superfluous to this
economic model.” 

Fogarty, a proponent of liberation theology and social
reform, calls for drastic changes in policies and structures
which will allow the poor to become protagonists of their
own emancipation from injustice and exploitation. Critical
of the traditional role of the church in Latin America,
Fogarty calls for a new commitment to social change. He
urges clergy and lay people alike to abandon the neo-capital-
ist and developmental policies which have ravaged Latin
America, and work instead for “a more humanistic approach
aimed at attacking the root causes of injustice, poverty and
social unrest.” He points out the success of alternative mod-
els such as Costa Rica which reduced its poverty level by
two-thirds in the difficult decade of the 1980s. 

Former President Bush’s prediction in 1990 that the
free-market system would bring peace and prosperity to
Latin America has failed to materialize. What has resulted
instead from NAFTA and increased foreign development is
social unrest, increased unemployment, higher poverty lev-
els and an unprecedented disparity of classes. “It seems a
fact of human experience that when peaceful evolution
becomes impossible, violent resolution becomes inevitable,”
writes Fogarty. His  analysis and  final conclusions will upset
many readers comfortable with the new economic order.
Perhaps that is his intention.

Michael Hogan
Writer and professor

at the American School in Guadalajara


