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	César Vallejo is regarded as one of the foremost poets from Latin America in the 20th century. Born in March of 1892 in the town Santiago de Chuco, Peru, Vallejo’s life was marked by poverty. Vallejo graduated from the University of Trujillo in 1915; his thesis was on romanticism in Spanish poetry. Following a brief period of teaching, Vallejo published his first collection of poems in a book titled Los heraldos negros, or The Black Riders (Hirsch). Although published by the House of Souza Ferreira, the original edition did not include a publisher’s imprint, only that it was printed in Lima in 1919 (Britton 2). Vallejo’s poetry has been translated by American poets, such as Robert Bly and James Rebecca Seiferle, and has since been analyzed in English (Biespiel). Vallejo’s poem, “Under the Poplars,” was featured in his first poetry book; the poem includes aspects of surrealism and modernism while also offering critical commentary on religion. 
 	Much of the existing analysis on Vallejo’s poetry is in relation to his collections, instead of specific poems. Some of the themes in his first book include: love, life and death, religion, pain, nostalgia, and the loss of family protection. Many of the themes represent “contradictory positions” (Britton 39). Similarly, the author of the book Visión del hombre y de la vida en las últimas obras poéticas de César Vallejo, James Higgins, has noted that one of the central motifs in Vallejo’s poetry is the “opposition between two spaces that are simultaneously real and symbolic” (Britton 39). In addition to the “opposition,” his poetry includes a theme of angst at the “loss of a sense of individual identity,” which was a large theme in modernist art during the 1920s (Britton 40). Although Vallejo often refused to align his work with contemporary literary movements, some aspects of his poetry have a “modern” nature. As a collective work, Los heraldos negros can be seen as a break from the Latin American modernista (modernist) style because the work uses its own stylistic innovations in addition to traditional forms (Britton 39). Much of the symbolism in the poems differs from that of modernists, but the arrangement and form of the poems indicates a reluctance to completely denounce the conventions of Spanish American modernists (Britton 44).
 	Los heraldos negros is also recognized for its use of symbolism in relation to surrealism. Many refer to Vallejo’s style as a “South American brand of surrealism.” Surrealism in poetry is usually characterized by images that are often placed in juxtapositions or extreme contradictions; Vallejo utilizes this approach to surrealism in many poems (Biespiel). The collection uses surrealistic imagery as a commentary for many of the themes that are addressed by Vallejo. He has created religious images in many of his poems that represent a variety of symbols that can be described as “sacramental” in meaning (Britton 41). 
 	The broader themes of Vallejo’s collection as well as connections to surrealism are seen in “Under the Poplars.” In each stanza of the poem, various images are created by combining a religious term with a term of nature, such as “martyrdoms of light,” “praying field,” “Easter eyes,” and “pastoral howl” (Vallejo). The religious images are juxtaposed with naturalistic images, which contributes to the motif that Higgins highlights: opposition between two spaces that are real and symbolic. The religious diction indicates a “symbolic” space while the natural diction indicates a “real” space. Of the poem, David Biespiel writes that the work contains “gestures of hyper-reality” while also acknowledging that images are surrealistic in their description (Biespiel). Biespiel’s analysis also discusses the juxtaposition of imagery that relates to larger themes, such as religion.
 	Religion as a topic and theme is prevalent in the wide scope of Vallejo’s poems. In “Under the Poplars,” the connection to religion is clear through the diction that he uses. Some analysts have noted that his poems often question his religious faith. In the title poem Los heraldos negros, Vallejo presents the statement that “if human suffering and mankind’s predicament are reflections of God’s will, it can only be the result of divine hatred” (Britton 46). A similar sentiment is present in “Under the Poplars.” The first two lines of the second stanza state: “The ancient shepherd, who shivers / at the last martyrdoms of light” (Vallejo). The word “shivers” indicates discomfort or distress while the “last martyrdoms of light” convey that the “light” is dwindling. The lines create an image of the ancient shepherd suffering. In the third stanza, the first line begins with, “Formed in orphanhood”; the connotation of “orphanhood” also indicates a form of suffering as a child. Up until this point, Vallejo uses the pronoun “he” when referring to the shepherd, but the last stanza includes the statement, “It survives” (Vallejo). Because Vallejo does not use “he” in the line, it can be assumed that “it” is not the shepherd. Kamiel Choi acknowledges that the poem uses the ambiguous pronoun “It” to convey who/what survives. She suggests that “it” is the dog that “etches its pastoral howl” because Vallejo describes “it” as having “shrouded pupils” (Choi). Because the shepherd suffers in the poem and seemingly does not survive, the poem can be related to Vallejo’s rejection of religion. 
 	“Under the Poplars” utilizes religious diction and juxtaposition in order to further question faith in religion. Some have noted that Vallejo’s poems convey his own feelings of bewilderment in response to human suffering and the failure of God which remains true of “Under the Poplars” (Britton 43). The bewilderment is captured through the situation of suffering in the poem, seen through the shepherd, and moments of ambiguity, such as the pronoun confusion. Vallejo’s mother passed the year before he published Los heraldos negros, perhaps connecting his questioning of religion and God to his own personal suffering and loss. The progression of narrative in “Under the Poplars” is an example of suffering connected to religion. 
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