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Today, Bookends presents 
the conclusion of the final 
in a series of conversations 
#CaribbeanStrong between 
Jacqueline Bishop and writers 
from around the region. The 
featured writer, representing the 
Spanish-speaking Caribbean, is 
Loretta Collins Klobah, from Puerto 
Rico, a professor of Caribbean 
literature and creative writing at 
the University of Puerto Rico.

CONCLUSION

Another thing that 
stands out for me in 
the collection is that 
the way gender is often 

signified seems to be reversed 
in your collection. By that I 
mean, it is the men who are 
coalesced with the landscape 
and have floral and sensual 
imagery attendant to them while 
women occupy more active and 
assertive roles. A good example 
of this can be found in the poem 
“One That Got Away.” How do 
you account for this?

A surprising aspect of writing 

Ricantations was its focus on 
masculinity, portraying men whom 
I respect for how they follow their 
passions without causing harm: 
an ex-convict custodian of a 
butterfly farm; an artist who paints 
a pueblo built by coffee barons 
back into the green mountainside; 
an astronomer who dreams of a 
solarium where children can view 
the sun; a man who builds his 
space saucer house from ashtrays; 
a handyman who plays baseball 
with a boy in a leprosy colony; a 
calypso king; and a sculptor of 
the African orisha Osain, among 
others. It so happens that some 
of these men are connected with 
vegetation, forests, flowers, the 
sea and the cosmos. My handling 
of the floral, sensual and cosmic 
images in the poems does highlight 
how these men, seemingly, have 
found within themselves a spiritual/
natural dimension that resists, not 
always successfully, the violence 
that prescriptive gender norms can 
do to men. 

In the poem “One Got Away,” 
I honour a young fisherman and 
artisan from Cataño, who despite 
the tattoo of the Vírgen del 

Carmen on his back, the protector 
of fisherman, dies of cancer. He 
is associated with the fragrance 
of Ylang Ylang flowers (Ilán Ilán), 
wood carving, and the boat flotilla 
heaped with flowers that carries 
a statue of the Vírgen into the bay 
during the patron saint festival. 

“Flowers and Songs” associates 
women with flowers. The poem 
is a tribute to an acquaintance of 
mine, Elena, who teaches creative 
writing in a women’s prison in 
Morelos, Cuernavaca, Mexico. It 
refers to the revolutionary Zapata 
(a son of Morelos), and the 
legendary women soldiers who 
rode horseback and fought with 
him, but it acknowledges Elena as 
another type of revolutionary for 
her encouragement of the women 
prisoners to write. In this case, the 
title evokes the Náhuatl words for 

sacred ritual song poems. Among 
the Aztecs, flowers were related 
to poetry and warfare. So, the 
floral imagery in this poem portrays 
the words of the women that fly 
“through cell bars like yellow petals 
blown on hard wind.”

When I visited Puerto Rico you 
took me to meet Joe at his 
butterfly sanctuary. I therefore 
was especially moved to see the 
poem “He Talks to a Butterfly” 
in this new collection. Can you 
introduce the reader to Joe 
and the work he does at the 
sanctuary?

Aula Verde, the butterfly farm 
that we visited, was beautiful in 
the architecture of the building 
and the layout of the gardens full 
of ginger lilies and cocoa trees. 
It started out as a community 
project to reclaim a plot of land 

where cast-off furniture and 
garbage had been piled behind 
a school. Joe was the custodian 
of the butterflies, giving tours 
to school children and local 
tourists to keep the place open. 
It had a room for caterpillars and 
chrysalises, and a netted garden 
for the butterflies. 

Joe explained to us that he 
was an ex-convict who had 
started working at the butterfly 
farm seven years earlier as 
part of a prisoner release and 
transition programme. Over the 
years, 80 prisoners had been 
released to work in the butterfly 
farm temporarily as part of their 
rehabilitation and reintegration 
into society. When we spoke to 
Joe, only two of those prisoners 
had been sent back to jail. No 
other prisoner had worked at 
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