
The Selected Poetry of Gabriel Zaid

Zaid_Poetry_Pass2a.indd   1 10/17/13   11:13 AM



Zaid_Poetry_Pass2a.indd   2 10/17/13   11:13 AM



THE SELECTED POETRY OF

Gabriel Zaid

PAUL DRY BOOKS
Philadelphia 2014pdb

Introduction by Octavio Paz

Zaid_Poetry_Pass2a.indd   3 10/17/13   11:13 AM



First Paul Dry Books Edition, 2014

Paul Dry Books, Inc.
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
www.pauldrybooks.com

Copyright © 2014 Gabriel Zaid

Translations copyright © 2014 Carlos Altschul, Guillermo Bleichmar, 
Leticia Damm de Gorostieta, Daniel Hoffman, Deirdre Lockwood, 
George McWhirter, Sergio Mondragón, Margaret Randall, 
Andrew Rosing, Sandra Smith, Eliot Weinberger

Introduction, excerpts from “Respuesta a Cuestionario -y 
algo más” © Marie-José Tramini de Paz
Translation copyright © Natasha Wimmer

All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Zaid_Poetry_Pass2a.indd   4 10/17/13   11:13 AM



Contents

INTENSITY AND TRANSPARENCY

An Introduction by Octavio Paz 7

Nacimiento de Venus / Birth of Venus 12

Oleajes / Surf 14

La ofrenda / The Offering 16

Rumor de agua en el bosque / The Murmur  
of Water in the Forest 18

Ráfagas / Gales 20

Sol sobre Míkonos / Shipwreck 22

Alabanza en la playa / Praise on the Beach 24

Prueba de Arquímedes / Test of Archimedes 26

Danzón transfigurado / Danzón Transfigured 28

Circe / Circe 30

Evasión / Get-Away 32

Ventana al mar / A Window on the Sea 34

Cuervos / Ravens 36

Canción de seguimiento / Pursuit Song 38

Resplandor último / Final Splendor 40

Pastoral / Shepherd’s Song 42

Semana Santa / Easter Break 44

Nocturno abandonado / An Abandoned Nocturne 46

Asolador / Havoc 48

Zaid_Poetry_Pass2a.indd   5 10/17/13   11:13 AM



Siesta anaranjada / Siesta of Burnt-Orange 50

Tumulto / Tumult 52

Reloj de sol / Sun Dial 54

Práctica mortal / Deadly Exercise 56

Mil y una noches / Thousand and One Nights 58

Animal mitológico / Mythological Creature 60

Ipanema / Ipanema 62

Claro de luna / Moonlight 64

Balística celestial / Heavenly Ballistics 66

Teofanías / Theophanies 68

Sol en la mesa / Sun on the Table 70

Evolución / Evolution 72

Tarde en cámara lenta / Afternoon in Slow Motion 74

Gato parco / Cat with Poise 76

Otra vez tarde / Late Again 78

Elogio de lo mismo / Song for the Same 80

Transmisión nocturna / Night Transmission 82

Inminencia / Imminence 84

Últimas noticias / Last News 86

Agua rizada / Rippled Water 88

Fray Luis / Fray Luis 90

Despedida / Farewell 92

Desperté / I Woke Up 94

Zaid_Poetry_Pass2a.indd   6 10/17/13   11:13 AM



Intensity and Transparency
O C TAV IO  PA Z

Gabriel Zaid is a writer whose articles and essays are surpris-
ing, thought-provoking, intriguing—even irritating some-
times. For many years they have been read, commented 
upon, and discussed. But Zaid’s reputation as a social critic 
may have blinded us to another Zaid, a more secret and 
essential Zaid: the poet.

Zaid is not a prolific poet, whether because he writes lit-
tle or because he demands much of himself. Whatever the 
reason his scantness is also excellence. His early efforts were 
winning, displaying nearly all of the qualities that would 
later mark his verse: economy, pitch-perfect tone, simplicity, 
sudden sparks of humor, and flashes of eroticism, time and 
that other time within time.

Zaid quickly mastered the classic verse forms, while also 
engaging with so-called popular verse; in other words, he 
ventured into the realm of the traditional and often anony-
mous poetry that is home to some of the simplest and most 
refined poems—those adjectives are not contradictory—
in our tongue.

Zaid’s poetry has gained from his immersion in collo-
quial language. Reticence and brevity have helped, too, pre-
venting him from becoming enmeshed in precepts and 
concepts, discourses and harangues. Only in extreme situa-
tions and isolated cases may the prose writer resort to ellipsis 
and insinuation. The poet, however, must never tell all: his 
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8    Introduction

art is evocation, allusion, suggestion. Zaid’s poetry is made 
up of pauses and silences, omissions that tell without telling.

Satire gains importance beginning with the collection 
Campo nudista (1969). Zaid is a man of opinions, who says 
what he thinks and feels. And he’s sharp-witted, too: more 
often than not, his epigrams hit their marks. But there’s no 
venom in him, and this sets him apart from nearly all of the 
satiric poets of our tongue, from Grandfather Quevedo on 
down. Like the satire of the great Romans, his has a moral 
and philosophical element. Zaid’s political satire wins me 
over and has brought him deserved notoriety; but I must 
confess that I prefer his erotic epigrams and—especially—
his visions of everyday life, visions that play upon the ancient 
theme of fallen nature, as in “Claro de luna.”

In Zaid’s satire, the three main currents of his poetry in-
tersect: love, thought, and religion. Our numbness to the 
spiritual and the sublime has grown so vast that no one, 
or  almost no one, notices the religious tension that runs 
through Zaid’s best poems. His desperation, his satire, and 
his bitterness are—like his ecstasies and his enthusiasms—
not those of the atheist but those of the believer. His is a po-
etry of imminence, always elusive and never realized; of 
apparition. It is a poetry that reveals the absence of God, but 
in a direction counter to modern atheism, and rather like a 
photographic negative of presence.

Though Zaid is Christian, his poetry comes from a 
broader tradition, one that encompasses Neoplatonism and 
Buddhism at its complementary extremes: the instantaneous 
perception of the fullness of being and the contemplation—
equally instantaneous—of the emptiness of everything that 
is. Yes, that’s right: there are no taxis. Still, we move on, we’re 
carried along, we head toward something. Are we going or 
are we coming? This may be the question at the heart of 
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9

human experience: over there is here and here is somewhere 
else, always somewhere else. A sense of the strangeness of 
the world: the earth we tread vanishes beneath our feet. We 
dangle over the abyss.

In The Bow and the Lyre I ask myself over and over again 
whether this experience is religious, poetic, erotic. The 
boundaries are fuzzy. Whatever form it takes, it is an expe-
rience common to every age. The revelation of our radical 
other ness is as old as the species itself and has survived every 
catastrophe of history, from the deepest Paleolithic to the 
Gulag, from the laments of Gilgamesh upon his discovery of 
his mortality to the ash heaps of Dachau and Auschwitz. It’s 
the experience of being in this world as if this world—while 
still itself—were another world.

Time, presence, death: love. Zaid is a religious and meta-
physical poet, but also—or rather therefore—a poet of love. 
In his love poems, poetry functions once again as a force 
with the power to transfigure reality. This transfiguration is 
not change or transformation but rather an unveiling, a strip-
ping: reality is presented as it is. Nothing is stranger than 
seeing things as they truly are. The reality of the presence of 
the beloved is a reality tainted by time; the bodies we love, 
while not losing their reality, suddenly show us a new side.

When poetry achieves a certain degree of intensity and 
transparency, it also achieves a delicious and terrifying real-
ity: words are no longer attached to definitions and instead 
become the very things they name.

Cambridge, Mass., December 26, 1976
tr anslated by natasha wimmer
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Nacimiento de Venus

Así surges del agua,
                                         blanquísima,
y tus largos cabellos son del mar todavía,
y los vientos te empujan, las olas te conducen
como el amanecer, por olas, serenísima.

Así llegas helada como el amanecer.
Así la dicha abriga como un manto.
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Birth of Venus

Thus you arise from the water,
                                                               whitest of all
and your long hair still of the sea,
and you are pressed by the winds, led by the waves
like the dawn, in undulations, most serene.

Thus you arrive, frozen as the dawn.
Thus happiness shelters like a mantle.

TR A NS. DA NI EL HOFFM A N
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Oleajes

El sol estalla
                          y se derrumba
a refrescarse en tu alegría.
Revientan olas de tu pecho.
Yo me baño en tu risa.

Olas, nubes y soles
y playas desbordadas.
Tu risa es la Creación
feliz de ser amada.
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Surf

The sun bursts
                               and crumbles
to renew itself in your abandon.
Waves burst from your breast.
I bathe in your laughter.

Waves, clouds and suns
and beaches overflowing.
Your laughter is Creation
happy to be loved.

TR A NS. M A RGA R ET R A NDA LL
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