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SONIA MANZANO’S
“OH CAPTAIN, MY CAPTAIN:
A TRANSLATION AND COMMENTARY
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Sonia MaNzaNo is a poet and fiction writer with five decades of publication in
the world of letters. She has brought out two collections of short stories and four
novels, in addition to twelve collections of poetry. Her collection Flujo escarlate
(The Scarlet Flow) was named best book of short stories in Ecuador in 1999. Her
2025 novel Eses fatales (Those Fatal Ones) is considered the first Lesbian novel
by an Ecuadorian writer. Here in the United States, her poetry has appeared
in Birmingham Poetry Review, Cimarron Review, Evansville Review, Loch Raven
Review, Metamorphoses, Per Contra, Persimmon Tree, and World Literature Today.
She was one of sixteen poets represented in Tapestry of the Sun, an Anthology of
Ecuadorian Poetry (Coimbra Editions, 2009), co-translated by Alexis Levitin and
Fernando Iturburu. “Oh Captain, My Captain” is drawn from her most recent
collection of poems El vino de mi sombra (2024) and will be included in a book of
English translations of her work, Last Return to Eden and Other Poems, in 2026.

Manzano, like many other Ecuadorian poets, sees Walt Whitman as a
kind of father-figure, surging forward with vigor and strength in his search for
poetic, social, and sexual freedom. In this poem, however, she ranges far from
her model’s dirge for the recently murdered Abraham Lincoln. Addressing a
Captain who is perhaps Walt Whitman himself, she pleads for the journey to
continue, for the Captain to keep their ship on course, even if the destination
must remain unknown. In her exhortations, Manzano has recourse to both
Homer and the Bible, recalling some of Odysseus’s encounters and temptations:
“if you come upon the song of death / that sways its siren’s tail / while awaiting
men who have lost their way / ignore her calls.” She also looks back to the flood
of Genesis, equating her own poem with Noah’s dove, “hurled to the heavens”
and advising her Captain that “if one day it comes back / welcome it in your
hands and caress / its worn out feathers / only it can give you irrefutable proof /
that the flood has truly come to an end.”
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In the final section of this long poem, Manzano turns to Sappho, the
ancient forebearer of all women poets, who stood atop a precipice on her island
of Lesbos, throwing both her lyric song and human body into the sea below in
a passionate merging of Eros and Thanatos. One can see this four-part poetic
sequence as an attempt to meld with classical antecedents the ordinary daily
sufferings of contemporary woman poets beset by outer constraints and inner
frailties. It is not irrelevant that at least two women poets from Guayaquil, young
and promising, killed themselves in recent years, while two others constantly play
with suicidal tendencies in their poems. It seems clear to me that the conclusion
of this work, with its “beach so often crossed / by suicidal sandals,” is in fact the
strand of Lesbos transported to the coast of Ecuador.

I suspect that Walt Whitman’s lifelong defiant insistence on personal
liberty is an essential part of his appeal to Sonia Manzano. Since the poem’s
conclusion makes clear the poet’s solidarity with Sappho, the quest for freedom
implicit in these poetic references likely reflects her own desire for both poetic
and sexual expression, free of societal restraints.

What follows is my translation of the poem, after which appears the
Spanish original.

OH CAPTAIN, MY CAPTAIN

(“O Captain, my Captain, Rise up
and hear the bells” — Walt Whitman)

1

I do not chew leaves of grass
had I done so

I would have written long ago

a demented song of myself

so as more quickly to get used to
smelling this handkerchief
moist with ammonia

and stained with lips

half-open in desire

I must abduct myself

carry myself off to a place

inhabited by no one

a place where my shadow

might encounter the very light projecting it
upon the transparent wall

of its empty dwelling place
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I will not fix the value of my ransom
the knot that squeezes tight my throat
has no price

it is the same one that prevents
the bird bleeding out in my belly
from escaping through my voice

I do not chew leaves of grass

the only herbs that I have tried

are the ones prepared and steeped
by my aged grandma

the maternal one

the mother of my mother

tisanes that filled with warmth

the cup from which I used to drink
the gilded current of the setting sun

Oh Captain, my Captain

“hear the bells and rise”

weigh anchor

and point your prow

to where the sun burns up its very flesh
after which the sunset dies

If you come upon the song of death

that sways its siren’s tail

while awaiting men who’ve lost their way
ignore her calls

and go on sailing to the island

where a woman weighted down with years
gazes obsessively at the sea

hoping that the boat that left in search

of a nonexistent past

will return one day to her.

2

Oh Captain

My captain

he who ploughed through deserts
searching for a glimpse of water
to make him blind

he who hurled into the sea

a bottle in flames

a shipwrecked soul within
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Now that all that’s left

is a single sail for me to hoist
the west wind

billows

blowing hard

its dying breath

it’s time for you to reach

the place where all that could have brought you pain
has already been consumed
by the crematory furnaces of inertia

Oh Captain

free with care

the poem that flutters

between the teeth

of a carnivorous rose

and hurl it to the heavens

And if one day it does come back
welcome it in your hands and caress
its worn out feathers

only it can give you irrefutable proof
that the flood has truly come to an end

3

Oh Captain

my Captain

you skeleton of mist
wandering through my mind
with your ship of foam

leave me here

on this solitary isle

on which there dwells

a woman who spurts

from her frontal eye

the oldest must of wine

from her lascivious grapes

You do not have

to leave the ship

what you must do is sail back
to where a port awaits you
anchored in the midst of limbo
the very one from which you now are weighing anchor
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a sea that does not come again
for there are seas that founder
in their own entrails

and there are others that vanish
after passing through

the thick shroud of mystery

Oh Captain

This is where I’ll stay

I do not know how long it’ll be
perhaps until I can at last
write upon the sand

an epitaph in verse

so lovely and so filled with pain
no cresting spume could ever
dare to wash it out

4

Fictitious Captain

who settled in my psyche

one day when

my defenses were down

so very down

that only a mosaic of the sea
forged in liquid glass

could be salvaged from

the deepest inner depths of me
Till centuries have passed

do not return to seek me out
don’t interfere

what I have to do

I have to do alone

utterly alone

without witnesses in the mix
things like brushing from my teeth
leftovers from a banquet

I shared with asexual gods

or singing screaming loud

beneath the shower

when the time comes to clean away
the indelible marks

left on my back

by that lash of silk

of a tamer of shadows
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Oh Captain

I insist

do not come back to look for me
It is only up to me

to find the clifftop from which
a poet of antiquity

nourished the sea

throwing it her most perfected lyric songs
before surrendering

as its last meal

the cry of her body

falling into nothingness

Only I am empowered
to gather up her tunic drenched

in blood, that fruitless wine,

to cover with it the scattered spoils
the waves bring back to us

on a beach so often crossed

by suicidal sandals

OH CAPITAN, MI CAPITAN
(“Oh Capitan, mi Capitan, Levantate y

escucha las campanas” — Walt Whitman)
1

No mastico hojas de hierba

de haberlo hecho

hace mucho hubiera escrito

un demencial canto a mi misma
por lo pronto me conformo

con oler este pafiuelo

mojado en amoniaco

y manchado con los labios
entreabiertos del deseo

Necesito secuestrarme
llevarme a un sitio

no habitado por nadie

uno en el que mi sombra
encuentre la luz que la proyecte
en la pared transparente

de su habitacién vacia
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No fijaré el valor de mi rescate

el nudo que aprieta mi garganta

no tiene precio

es el mismo que impide

que escape por mi voz

el ave que en mi vientre se desangra

No mastico hojas de hierba

las tinicas yerbas que he probado
son las que preparaba en infusiones
la vieja de mi abuela

la materna

la madre de mi madre

Tisanas que colmaron de tibieza

la taza en que bebia

el flujo dorado del ocaso

Oh Capitan mi Capitan

“escucha las campanas y levantate”
leva anclas

y enfila la proa de tu nave

hacia donde crema su carne el sol
después de que el ocaso muere

Si te topas con el canto de la muerte
que agita su cola de sirena

esperando por los hombres extraviados
ignora sus llamados

y sigue navegando hacia la isla

en la que una mujer cargada de afios
mira obsesivamente al mar

esperando que el barco que se fue

en busca de un pasado inexistente
algun dia regrese

2

Oh Capitan

mi Capitan

el que surco desiertos

en busca de un ojo de agua
para dejarlo ciego

el que arrojo al océano
una botella en llamas

con un naufrago adentro
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Ahora que aun me queda

una vela por arrear

sopla en ella

el viento del ocaso

sopla con fuerza

tus ultimos alientos

Es hora de que arribes

alla donde todo lo que pudo haber dolido
ya ha sido consumido

por los hornos crematorios de lo inerte

Oh Capitan

libera con cuidado

el poema que aletea
entre los dientes

de una rosa carnivora
y lanzalo a los cielos

Si algun dia regresa

acogelo en tus manos y acaricia

su plumaje agotado

solo ¢l te entregard la prueba irrefutable
de que el diluvio ha concluido

3

Oh Capitan

mi Capitan

esqueleto de niebla

que vaga por mi mente
con su barco de espuma
déjame aqui

en esta isla solitaria

en la que habita

una mujer que escupe

por el ojo de su frente

el mosto mas afiejo

de sus uvas lascivas

No es necesario

que también desembarques
tu deber es retornar

alla donde te espera

un puerto anclado en pleno limbo
aquel del que ahora zarpa
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un mar que no retorna

porque hay mares que se ahogan
en sus propias entrafas

y hay otros que se esfuman
después de que atraviesan

la espesa mortaja del misterio

Oh Capitan

aqui me quedo

no sé por cuanto tiempo
quizas hasta que logre
escribir sobre la arena

un epitafio en verso

tan bello y doloroso

que no habra espuma alguna
que se atreva a borrarlo

4

Ficcioso Capitan

que se instal6é en mi psiquis

un dia en el que estuve

con mis defensas bajas

tan bajas

que apenas si pude recoger

del fondo de mi misma

un mosaico de mar

fraguado en vidrio liquido

Hasta que pasen siglos

no vuelvas a buscarme

no interfieras

lo que tengo que hacer

tengo que hacerlo

completamente a solas

sin que haya testigos de por medio
cosas como escarbar de mis dientes
las sobras de festines

que comparti con dioses asexuados
0 como cantar a gritos

debajo de la ducha

cuando toca limpiar

las marcas indelebles

que me dejo en la espalda

el latigo de seda

de un domador de sombras
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Oh Capitan

insisto

no vuelvas a buscarme

Solo a mi me compete

encontrar el penasco desde el cual
una poeta antigua

alimentaba al mar

lanzandole sus versos mas perfectos
antes de que le entregara

como su vianda ultima

el grito de su cuerpo

cayendo en el vacio

Solo yo estoy facultada
a recoger su tunica empapada

en ese vino inutil que es la sangre
para cubrir con esta los despojos
que devuelven las olas

a la playa tantas veces recorrida
por sandalias suicidas
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