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unfamiliar to our generation. I have lit kerosene lamps, used an outhouse, 
shucked corn, assisted in canning, and I have lived in a place where we 
were dimly aware of an outside world looming over the horizon. Everyone 
gathered in the kitchen. And we relied, for humor, on family stories, the 
more discreditable the better, without rancor because, as I said in a memoir 
of my own, it didn’t matter what you did as long as it made a good story.

There are plenty of good stories in Hoe, Heaven, & Hell, not all of them 
funny but all of them told in the spirit of his mother’s dicho which serves as 
one of the epigraphs: “On this earth there is nothing better than to have a 
kind heart.” And that, throughout the book, the author displays in abundance.
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In the poetry anthology Goodbye, Mexico: Poems of Remembrance, editor 
Sarah Cortez collects work that recall Mexico before organized crime made 
it almost impossible to visit. The collection is full of accomplished poets 
who are the children of expatriates, such as Diana Anhalt; poets who have 
taught there, such as James Hoggard; and, poets who were born there, as was 
Agustín Cadena. Some are border folk such as David Bowles and Jan Seale.

Divided into six sections, some of them titled after phrases found in 
poems, the anthology depicts a portrait of Mexico rooted in memory, more 
specifically,	what	 the	poets	 remember	about	 a	 country	 that	now	exists	
only in their imagination. Cortez makes sure that each section focuses 
on a theme—myth, desire, hope, faith, complexity, violence— that shows 
Mexico from ample perspectives and that dictates the sort of imagery we 
will encounter. Nonetheless, the sections bleed into each other in terms 
of tone, subject matter, and image, which speak of Cortez’s care as an edi-
tor to focus on a larger narrative—the losses due to the narco-war— that 
surpasses the beauty and craft of individual poems. With this said, there 
is quite an abundance of exquisite and well-crafted work to be found 
throughout the anthology.

The	poems	in	the	first	section,	“Mexico:	Cradle	of	Myth,”	are	connected	
by allusions to Mexico’s past: the poets dig into the fertile soil of Mexico’s 
history and legend to bring us ball players in El Tajín, the legendary Llorona, 
the conquistador Juan de Oñate, and even the mythological Phoenix. In the 
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opening poem, “A Certain Lie About the Phoenix,” Seth Strickland assigns 
in	the	closing	stanza	a	new	home	for	the	fiery	bird:

Despite your claim, Old World,
Your tottering longing,
Glory	flies	from	the	low	boasts;
In Mexico, it nests.

   
This initial poem subtly utters the desire that unites the poets in this 

collection—a desire for Mexico to rise from the ashes the narco-war leaves 
in its wake.   

Throughout	the	anthology	we	find	various	poetic	forms:	some	echo	
the precision of haiku while others extend their lines across the page. For 
example, Strickland’s poem has short terse lines, which contrasts with 
Martín Espada’s “The Right Foot of Juan de Oñate.” This poem anticipates 
the brutal images we associate with Mexico’s contemporary violence by 
recounting the conquistador’s retaliation against the resisting Acoma Indi-
ans: “Oñate wheeled his startled horse and spoke the decree: / all Acoma 
males	above	the	age	of	twenty-five	would	be	punished	/	by	amputation	of	
the right foot.” In the context of this anthology, this image resonates with 
what is taking place in contemporary Mexico: dismemberment to send a 
message to enemies.  Of course, the main idea of the poem is survival. Now 
Oñate is dead and the Acoma Pueblo live on: “[t]housands of brown feet 
walk across the border, the desert / of Chihuahua, the shallow places of 
the Río Grande, the bridges / from Juárez to El Paso.” In the same way that 
the Acoma survived Oñate’s violence, perhaps Mexico, too, will eventually 
amputate the diseased part of its body. 

 With a title such as Goodbye, Mexico: Poems of Remembrance, it is hard 
not to think of what has been lost since the advent of the narco-war, and 
this sense of loss that the poets feel is the anthology’s connective tissue. 
In the section, “Mexico: Catch-Basin of Desire,” the poets probe deep into 
memory to unearth what they miss most about a country that is no longer 
what they remember. Here we encounter various dimensions of desire: La 
Llorona “desiring heaven”; the deliciousness of a “peeled mango on a stick, 
/ juice running down, / the pure sex of it”; the “shrieks and squawks” of 
parrots that makes us crave “something in green feathers.” So much longing 
for the food, the beer, the pottery, the people, and the highways that lead 
to Chipinque, such as David Bowles narrates in his poem, “Por La Libre”:

we slipped into those dappled shadows
Beneath the gnarled and silent boughs
And made love upon the leaves and needles
Like a Huastec couple three millennia past,
Newly arrived in these holy heights,
Having traveled from Mayan lands
To be joined together before the gods
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At the very tip of the world.

 In the poem, “Portrait of Mexico,” Kate Kingston’s longing pours out 
in beautiful images:

A bell rings in your nostril. The pigeons
are uprooted. Your collarbone
harbors the stain of mulberry. A thin
part through your hair separates east
from west. Above your brow an open
ocean. In your right eye, a half-moon

 
What these poets express is not just a love for Mexico, but also an 

undisputable love for language. 
In section three, “Mexico: Always Glistening,” Cortez assembles poems 

that characterize Mexico by its kindness and its gaiety. In section four, 
“Mexico: Prayer Blossoming A Path,” the poems reference Mexico’s faith. 
Agustín Cadena opens section three with the poem, “Café San Martín,” in 
which he nostalgically addresses a former lover:

Do	you	remember	the	Café	San	Martín?
I do sometimes…
………………………
But it is no longer there.
……………………….
Yes, I have wanted to go back,
many times,
when	my	shoes	fill	with	water
and I wish I were that age again
and not so foolish
as to let go of your hand that afternoon. 

 
Within the scope of the anthology, Cadena’s café becomes a symbol 

for what Mexico has lost in the violence. Nonetheless, memory glistens in 
this poem, and yet it ends with a warning: “The present erases all traces.” 
Fortunately, the poems in this anthology are working against this dictum—
historical amnesia.  

A couple of poems in section three reach for the sentimental image, 
but overall, lyricism prevails, as it does in section four, which is fastened 
by religious tropes such as saints, rosaries, virgins, and miracles. Some of 
the poems in this section, and throughout the collection, have buses as 
their setting, the speakers on their way to some Mexican destination, on a 
path of discovery: “the bus gasps / at last alongside a two-hundred-year-
old	church	/	whose	hungry	faithful—thousands	of	them—flock	/	beneath	
rigged speakers.” In the poem, “All Night Bus,” Carolyn Dahl tells us of how 
sometimes the bus would “skid to a stop in the desert’s nowhere, drop / a 
family into shadows, their goat leading / the way home through starlight 
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and scorpions.” The poem takes a turn when the speaker asks: “Shouldn’t 
I	be	afraid?”	The	answer	is	obvious:	“I	trust	the	dusty	Madonna	/	pasted	
to	the	bus	wall,	her	hand	raised	in	perpetual	blessing.”	Dahl	finds	comfort	
in her surroundings and in the knowledge that she has “the luxury of 
choice.” She knows she doesn’t have to be there, but she chose to be, and 
one wonders if any of us will ever feel this sort of peace again as we travel 
through Mexico at night. 

In	section	five,	“Mexico:	Labyrinth	
of Labyrinths,” the poets allude to the 
labyrinth Mexico can be; in abstract 
terms,	its	history	and	character	(as	Paz	
contends);	in	more	concrete	terms,	its	
mercados, its streets, its language, its 
humor. Here, poets also begin to refer-
ence, more directly, the violence associ-
ated with the cartels, a theme continued 
in section six, “Mexico: A Broken Place.” 

Section	five’s	title	comes	from	José	
Angel Araguz’s poem, “Small Fires,” in 
which he remembers his grandfather’s 
cardboard house in Mexico: “a labyrinth 
of garbage a labyrinth of faces a labyrinth 
of labyrinths / they looked asleep in the 
backseat	they	would	find	their	stomachs	
cut	filled	with	drugs	/	the	stories	of	a	

new a world end like this.” Rejecting punctuation, and thereby creating a 
sense of restlessness, Araguz’ phrases run into each other creating a kind 
of labyrinth with language, which in this case, paradoxically, clearly leads to 
meaning—to those arresting images. As Araguz suggests, the Mexico of the 
past is gone; it’s a new a world now, and the poems in section six, “Mexico: 
A	Broken	Place,”	touch	on	this	new	way	of	existing.	In	this	section,	we	find	
images of Frida Kahlo, hierberias, El Chapo, and the ever-present icon of 
sicarios, La Santa Muerte. The  ekphrastic poem, “Recovering The Wounded 
Deer,” which is after Kahlo’s painting, “The Wounded Deer,” opens section six: 

she turns
her woman face to us
it is our wives’ faces
when she opens her mouth
it is our wives’ mouths
when she speaks it is
our wives’ voices she says
they told me you would do this

 
The	lines	quoted	here	are	particularly	significant	in	that,	metaphori-

cally, they implicate all of us in Mexico’s undoing. Both countries, Mexico 
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and the United States, have played a role in the violence consuming Mexico, 
the	poem	suggests.	What	can	fix	it?	Who	can	fix	it?	In	his	poem,	“A	Broken	
Place,” James Hoggard depicts the reality when it comes to those who want 
to do something about it:  

He’d been brought in
to sweep corruption out. And he,
his wife and sons were our good friends.
A careful man, his car sailed off
the road one day and onto jagged rocks.

In this poem, Hoggard captures Mexico’s helplessness in the face of change. 
But for those of us who remember Mexico before the narco-violence, this 
anthology will bring back memories of what Mexico used to be. In addition to 
short statements by contributors explaining their relationship with Mexico, and 
because some of the poets sprinkle their poems with Spanish words, a glossary 
is included. Overall, Goodbye, Mexico is not only a chronicle of what the poets 
miss and love about Mexico, but it is also a collective voice that wants change, 
that wants healing for the country etched in our memory, the Mexico we knew, 
the Mexico we believe is still there. 

—Octavio Quintanilla
Our Lady of the Lake University
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