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Deathsyof Buenos Aires

I. LA CHACARITA
When the Southside’s graveyards,
crammed full of yellow fever, cried out of their depths: Enough,
when the Southside’s clustering tenements
spread death on the face of the city
until Buenos Aires could look at the carnage no longer,
shovel by shovel, they opened you up
on the city’s verge where the west drops away —
behind dust storms
and a weight of primordial muck left behind for the teamsters.
There was only the world
with its habit of stars rising over a handful of farms,
and trains leaving their sheds in Bermejo
with the gone-and-forgotten:
dead eyes of men keeping watch in unshaven dishevelment,
dead girls, despoiled and unbeautiful flesh, without magic.
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The frauds of mortality ~ stained as in childbirth —

still fatten your subsoil; so you muster up souls

for your compounds, for your hidden contigent of bones
dropped into holes or buried away in your night
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as if drowned in the depths of a sea,
preparing a death without hope of eternity, without honour.

A hard vegetation, purgatorial rubbish

inured to damnation,

batters your long line of walis

as though nothing were sure but corruption; a slum

hurls its fiery life at your feet

in gutters shot through with a low flame of mud,

or stands, dazed and unwilling, in the sound of accordions
or the bleating of carnaval horns.
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(The destiny given me now, the judgement that nothing

can alter, I heard on that night, in your night,

when the guitar and the words joined under the hands

of the player — one of the dispossessed poor who lives out his life

on the fringes - and the two sang as one:

Death is life lived away, . .
life is death coming on.)

Cremator of all and mimic of graveyards,
La Quema summons that garbage of death to sit at your
feet, a passing intruder.
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We exhaust and infect all reality: 210 cartloads a day

to outrage the mornings, oft their way

to this smoking necropolis

with a waste of quotidian things we have fouled with mortality.

Funeral coaches with their nondescript cupolas of wood, and
raised crosses

move through your streets — black pawns on an ultimate

chessboard — whose festering pomp covers over

the shame of our dying.
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In the tidy enclaves

of your graveyards, death keeps colourless, void, and statistical,
subsides into birth dates and family names,

the dying away of the word.

Chacarita:

sink of a nation, Buenos Aires sloping away to the end,

barrio outliving all others, or outdying them,

pesthouse of our death, not of a life yet to come,

I have heard all your doddering words and believe none of them;
your insistence on tragedy is enough to confirm all our living,
and one rose in its bounty exceeds all your marble.

. II. LA RECOLETA
Death is scrupulous here; here, in this city of ports, .
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death is circumspect:

a blood-kinship of enduring and provident light
reaching out from the courts of the Socorro,
from the ash burnt to bits in the braziers,

to the sugar-and-milk of a holiday treat

and a depth of patios like a dynasty.

Oid sweetnesses, old rigors meet

and are one in the graveyards of La Recoleta.
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At your summit, the portico’s bravery,

a tree’s blind solicitude,

birds prattling of death without ever suspecting it,

a ruffle of drums from the veterans’ burial plot

to hearten the bypasser;

at your shoulder, hidden away, the tenements of the Northside,
the walls of the executioner, Rosas.

Here a nation of unrepresentable dead
thrives on decay under a suffrage of marble,
since the day that the earliest seed in your garden,
destined for heaven,
Uruguay’s child,
Maria de los Dolores Maciel, dropped off to sleep -
the least of your buried — in your waste desolation.
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Here something holds me: I think

of the fatuous flowers that speak out so piously now in
your name -

the leaf-yellow clay under the fringe of acacia,

memorial wreaths lifted up in your family crypts —

why do they stay here, in their sleepy and delicate way,

side by side with the terrible keepsakes of those whom
we loved?
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I put the hard question and venture an answer:

our flowers keep. perpetual watch on the dead

because we all incomprehensibly know

that their sleepy and delicate presence

is all we can offer the dead to take with them in their dying,
without giving offense through the pride of our living

or seeming more alive than the dead.
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