
May – June 2007 ı 91  

can only conclude that Alegría’s commitment to social 
justice, deeply embedded at the ethical core of her poet-
ics, was a primary rationale for awarding her the 2006 
Neustadt Prize.

University of the Ozarks

1 Particular thanks are in order for José Juan Colín, Assistant 
Professor of Spanish at the University of Oklahoma, Nor-
man, whose invitation for me to participate as a presenter 
at the Neustadt Symposium in September 2006 provided 
the impetus for the writing of this article.

2 Scholarship devoted to Central American literature and 
culture has proliferated in recent years, and publication 
of its growing number of writers is also expanding, in 
part due to the efforts of Curbstone Press. Several recently 
published studies on Central American literature have 
shed new light on the multifaceted literary production of 
the region. The new study by Arturo Arias, Taking Their 
Word: Literature and the Signs of Central America (University 
of Minnesota Press, 2007), provides a comprehensive, 
analytical commentary on continuity and innovation in 
Central American literature. Also, John Beverley has con-
tributed to a greater understanding of the “testimonial 
narrative” in Central America with the publication of his 
study Testimonio: On the Politics of Truth (University of 
Minnesota Press, 2004).
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Claribel told us this story on Peachtree St., close to  
Realityland.

Her father, the doctor, cured often for little in return, 
save a chicken or a mess of fish,

and suffered from what no doctor could cure in El  
Salvador.

He sided with the poor and the oprimidos
ante la mueca de los caudillos
whose politics created magic realism in the lives of 

campesinos
novelists copied later. Soldiers raped all the women in 

the house,
then sat down like Sunday guests expecting fresh  

nacatamales.

But this is supposed to be her family story.
Claribel’s sister was always singing and humming.

When she graduated, her father gave her a grand piano 
with a deep, resonant sound.

Always dreaming over blank paper, Claribel got a pen.
A handsome tortoise-shell cylinder with a gold clip and 

nib.

How unfair, we thought, with our gringo penchant for 
bottom lines.

Claribel’s pen has disgorged worlds of truthful stew,
tears in volcanic ash, semiprecious fugues, saudades.
Her pen strokes the mythic keys of all the family stories
and makes as much sound as any grand piano.
She knew it all along and so does everyone else
now that she composes with the silver plume of an eagle.

Port Townsend, Washington

Claribel’s Pen
W. Nick Hill
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