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Beyond the Poetry: Selecting the Writings of César Vallejo 

By Joseph Mulligan 

 

 César Vallejo is the most well-known Peruvian writer, yet he’s also the most obscure. 

Since his rise to fame in the mid-twentieth century, hundreds of books, essays, academic theses, 

and dissertations have been written on his poetry and literary persona. Numerous editions of his 

poems have appeared in Spanish and in translation. However, a survey of his complete writings 

reveals that poetry accounts for only one sixth of the whole. His readers in English translation 

are generally uninformed of his articles, chronicles, reports, stories, plays, notebooks, and letters; 

and in this incomplete image they see a secularist affiliation with the Avant-garde, which they’re 

intent on finding because they’ve already discovered it in his contemporaries.  

 But can we blame these readers for this confusion, or must we, his translators, assume 

responsibility, since we’re the ones who’ve known enough to shudder at his poetry’s intensity, 

but out of professional interest or genreic prejudice have consciously or unconsciously ignored 

the rest of his body of work? With regards to genre, there’s an evident disproportion between 

Vallejo’s complete writings and their representation in English translation. In the following, I 

explore how this disproportion has shaped our understanding of Vallejo and his project, and what 

stands to be gained by translating beyond the genre of poetry.  

 Since there isn’t time here to survey the complete breadth of Vallejo’s writings, I’d like to 

approach this topic by briefly commenting on his relationship to Paris and then by considering his 

articles and chronicles, which he began producing shortly before he left Peru. So first, to Paris. It 

would be a gross understatement to say that César Vallejo felt optimistic about his transition to 

the French capital. Hailing from the small town of Santiago de Chuco high in the northern 

Peruvian Andes, he did not simply reach Paris; he arrived there. This much is clear from a 1923 

letter to his brother Victor, where he exclaims, “Paris! Paris! Oh, what grandeur! What a marvel! 

I have fulfilled the greatest desire that all educated men feel when they look upon the globe. Oh, 

marvel of marvels!” 

 In a matter of five years, however, Vallejo’s wonder quickly transformed, first into 

bewilderment, then frustration, then disillusion, until this idealized vision completely shattered, 

distinguishing him from many other Latin American artists and intellectuals who found refuge in 

Paris during the 1920s. Tormented by the crisis of finding his life purpose, Vallejo lost all hope 

for success in the City of Light. A 1928 letter to Pablo Abril conveys his desperation and a new 

game-plan: “Perhaps in Russia I’ll find [my role], since on this other side of the world where I 

live, things move on springs, similar to the rusty wing-nuts of America. I’ll never do anything in 

Paris. Perhaps in Moscow I’ll find better shelter from the future.” 

 So, what caused this drastic shift? What was happening or not happening in Paris that 

would make Vallejo turn his back on the early 20th century’s cultural mecca of the West? The 

answer to these questions can be found in the articles and chronicles. Traditionally, the evaluation 

of his journalism has been reduced to a finalist concept of work carried out as a means of 

survival. This sort of reduction, for which Vallejo himself held so much contempt, has 

contributed to our incomplete image of him. In order to understand Vallejo and his project, it’s 

essential we read his journalism. The articles and chronicles don’t count as slag, but as the 

transformational process of absorbing raw material and recasting it in a way that modifies the 

original. It’s not a process of reflection, but refraction.  

 Although he’d been writing for the Trujillo paper El Norte since 1923, it was in 1925 that 

Vallejo really broke into the industry when he started working at the Bureau des Grands 
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Journaux Ibéroaméricains, a vast publicity organization directed by Alejandro Sux. Right around 

the time he took that job, he also began writing for the Lima magazine Mundial, which Andrés 

Avelino Aramburú was running. Suddenly, Vallejo would no longer be preaching to the choir of 

el Grupo Norte in Trujillo, but writing for a wider, more diverse readership. For this new 

audience, he revolutionized the journalistic form and allowed his writing to imperceptibly enter 

the same literary space as his prose poems and Human Poems, to which the articles and 

chronicles count as parallel texts. (Jorge Puccinelli’s wonderful research has documented this 

quite well.) If in his early journalism Vallejo had been concerned with finding the rare word, 

around 1925, more comfortable with the modality, he started searching for the right word,” and 

this fundamental shift was organically impacted by his readings of Joseph Conrad.  

 As it turns out, Conrad had passed away one year after Vallejo arrived in Paris, and an 

extraordinary monograph in homage to him had been published in the Nouvelle Revue Française, 

which included an anthology of his works in French translation. Over the course of his years in 

Paris, Vallejo gleaned this mini-anthology and translated his favorite phrases from French to 

Spanish which he then scattered throughout his own writings, allowing us to situate Conrad as 

one of his literary heroes.  

 Vallejo knew that if he, like Conrad, wanted to move the world, he’d have to push it from 

many angles, in the sense that he could neither restrict himself to nor ignore the literary elite. 

This explains some of the motivation behind the tremendous breadth of his articles and 

chronicles. Let me show just how thematically expansive this space really is with some 

paraphrased examples: In his articles and chronicles, Vallejo wonders if it’s possible or even 

advisable for a poet like Paul Valery to accept an invitation to clarity from a distinguished 

historiographer. He refuses to do battle with Vicente Huidobro’s super-intelligence because his 

vote is for sensibility. He’s hopeful of inventor Georges Claude’s idea to harness the power of 

the sea but pragmatically encourages us to be patient since Nature takes no leaps. He distrusts 

Andre Breton’s aesthetic proclamations, rejects Diego Rivera’s call for propagandistic art, and 

denounces Jean Cocteau’s artistic catechism, his pure angelic poets, and all professional secrets.  

 In his articles and chronicles, Vallejo also lends an attentive ear to the wheezing tombs 

and fine mummies of Lord Carnavon and the Carnegie Institute. He sees the sporting match as 

the sign of capitalist competition and exposes the record-holding faster, smoker, philatelist, 

bride, groom, divorcee, singer, laugher, do-gooder, and killer in whom the malice of man mixes 

together with the good sweat of the beast. He soberly wonders what laws and instincts drove the 

Incas — in times of war and peace — to manifest a destiny whose historical significance is 

marked by highly developed social organization. He immortalizes Charlie Chaplin’s supreme 

creations and insists that the United States is blind to their revolutionary meaning. He sings 

accolades to Sergei Eisenstein and Vladmir Kirshon for their daring aesthetics of labor on screen 

and stage, and yet denounces the pitiful orgy of parroting eunuchs that Marxist ideologues get in 

on, having forgotten that even their own messiah’s brilliance must one day be synthesized into 

higher forms of thought.  

 Through a host of critical readings of contemporary sculpture, painting, music, film, 

literature, architecture, history, politics, archeology, anthropology, sociology, and sports, in his 

articles and chronicles Vallejo seeks a way of out artistic secularism by revolutionizing the 

journalistic form as a poetic space where he emulates the writing of other modalities and absorbs 

contents which he transforms and recasts as a species all their own. This innovative strategy, as 

poetic as it is critical, only becomes visible when we read his journalism.  
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 That being said, we must ask how Vallejo arrived at this strategy. Was it a brilliant 

invention of his alone that emerged as an autochthonous creation similar to what we’ve seen in 

his most daring poetry? Or, were there other influences, other people who shared his doubt in the 

methods of the Avant-garde? To explore these questions, we need to talk about Vallejo’s time in 

Russia.  

 On October 19, 1928 César Vallejo stepped off a Paris platform and onto a train headed 

for Moscow. This was the first of three trips he took in as many years. Although he was hoping 

that in Russia he’d find a long-term solution to an existential crisis that was tearing him apart, 

none of his trips lasted very long, and on this first occasion, he was back in Paris in less than a 

month. The highlight of the first trip took place in Leningrad toward the end of October, when he 

attended a gathering of Bolshevik writers, which he recounts (among other places) at the 

beginning of an article called “The Mayakovsky Case.” There we read the following: 

 
 At a gathering of Bolshevik writers in Leningrad, Kolbasiev had said to me: 

“Mayakovsky is not, as is presumed abroad, the greatest Soviet poet or anything 

of the sort. Mayakovsky is nothing more than a thespian hyperbolist. Before him 

are Pasternak, Biedny, Sayanov and many others…”  

 

After meeting the Father of Russian Futurism in person and joining him at an early screening of 

Eisenstein’s The General Line, the Peruvian decided that “Mayakovsky, in reality, is not the 

greatest Soviet poet. He is merely the most published.” With this scandalous claim Vallejo 

usually boils the blood of contemporary literati who stomp their feet in rage until they wear out 

the soles of their shoes. But, rather than engaging that complex polemical discussion, I’d like to 

talk about this “gathering of Bolshevik writers.” 

 For years, questions surrounding this meeting riddled Vallejo’s readers; however, thanks 

to Alexander Batrakov, director del Centro Cultural Ruso in Lima, and the late Manuel Miguel 

de Priego, a great deal of light has been shed on this meeting that seems to have been a game-

changer for Vallejo. Without going into too much detail here, let me say that the meeting took 

place in the house of Russian writer and poet Sergei Adamovich Kolbasiev, and was attended by 

poet, novelist, and war reporter Vissarion Mikhailovich Sayanov, along with Boris Viktorovich 

Lipatov, who wrote for the stage and screen, and the poet Wolf Yosifovich Erlich, as well as the 

revolutionary poet and activist in Protekult, Ilya Ivanovich Sadofiev, who in the late 1920s 

became the president of the Association of Leningrad Poets — a position he held while Vallejo 

was in town.  

 From this meeting in Leningrad, Vallejo seems to have confirmed a suspicion that 

saturates his articles and chronicles; namely, that the prevailing schools of poetry contained a 

common contradiction. They wanted to patent a technique by which new art was to be created. 

Vallejo recognized the technical problem of this aesthetic secularism and exposed the socio-

political underpinnings of those Avant-garde platforms that, by dint of excluding themselves 

from the problems they were addressing, actually reinforced the kinds of divisions which the 

Leningrad writers were fighting to destroy.  

 To the Peruvian’s eyes, the European Avant-garde appeared as a cult of decadence, the 

sign of decrepitude, whereas the Latin American Avant-garde appeared as imported posture, the 

sign of insincerity, of cowardice; and just like the Romantics had surged out of the worn out 

Neo-Classical mentality, so too did the Moderns need to eschew the personally amusing fin-de-

siècle parlor games and produce socially responsible art to get out from under the rubble left by 

decades of war. At a time when Modernism was fully coming into itself, Vallejo realized that 
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there was a viable alternative to the Avant-garde and discovered a way it incarnate it by 

revolutionizing the journalistic form as poetic space in which his chameleonic writings could 

reach beyond the closed doors of professional aesthetes. 

 The “technical” problem that he locates in the various schools of the Avant-garde is 

rooted to their attempt to critique a traditional method of artistic production — be it Romantic, 

Realist, or Symbolist — by creating an opposition with doctrine written in bellicose manifestos 

established by an exclusive tribe of specialists. “This is how literary schools come to pass,” he 

writes in his “Autopsy of Surrealism” soon after it had become A Corpse: “Such is the fate of all 

unrest that merely amounts to a formula, instead of becoming an austere creative laboratory.” 

Vallejo didn’t necessarily disagree with the vanguards in their social or aesthetic critiques, but in 

their approach toward developing on the flaws they found. He foresaw the pitfalls of 

oppositional doctrine and demanded self-inclusive solutions. In this sense, César Vallejo is far 

too cosmic to be considered Avant-garde and proves to be an alternative to it. This is perhaps the 

main takeaway we get by reading his articles and chronicles.  

 Translating beyond Vallejo’s poetry relocates the work of one of the most influential 20th 

century writers to a more mainstream sphere, which seems appropriate in view of the author’s 

track-record at avoiding artistic secularism. The dark corner of Modern literature that Vallejo’s 

writings have inhabited is the consequence of our having focused so much attention on his poetry 

alone, without opening our eyes as enthusiastically to his writings in other genres, or without 

opening our eyes to them at all.  

 The lack of translations from these genres has seduced readers into seeing him as an 

aggregate of (rather than alternative to) the European Avant-garde, by representing him solely as 

a poet, as a poet of poets, when the breadth of his writings clearly shows us that he was a 

complete intellectual, a blue-collar journalist, an incisive critic, a masterful emulator, a ruthless 

humorist, a fearless dramatist, a passionate socialist, and a devout anti-fascist The 

reconfiguration of Vallejo’s writings doesn’t diminish his poetry, which is his greatest literary 

accomplishment, but it does allow us to evaluate him in a new light, since it’s one thing to write 

that poetry and that poetry alone, but it’s something quite different to write brilliantly and 

prolifically in other genres in addition to writing that poetry.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Questions regarding this presentation may be sent to jwmulligan@gmail.com] 
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