
Deline 1 
 

Matt Deline 

C LT 445 

Professor Jaffe 

17 December 2008 

The Nameless and the Numbered 

Roque Dalton, “Love Poem,” “Number 357” 

 Like Ernesto Cardenal, Roque Dalton’s poetry contains an affinity for the 

underdog, the unsung heroes. His “Love Poem” is directed at those who need love 

most, the unloved. The poem reads like a laundry list: from the “most wretched of the 

earth,” to “those who nobody ever knows where they’re from,” Dalton includes a near-

complete list of every type of person most often ignored or forgotten throughout history 

(Dalton 18). More importantly, this “list” also contains many of the stereotypical 

representations of Latin Americans seen in American and European media and 

literature. How often are latinos seen on television as “stealing, smuggling, swindling,” 

and “always suspected of everything” (Dalton 18)? The fact that these “lists” are one 

and the same is depressing. 

However, there is one significant exception to this trend. Dalton “loves” the “best 

artisans in the world” (Dalton 18). This is precisely the position of the narrator and the 

guard in his poem “Number 357”. The numbering of the guards in the poem represents 

a system that is often used in prison and slave camps to discourage individuality and to 

eradicate the sense of human identity. It is used to make people feel more like gears in 

a machine than human beings. The imagery Dalton uses to represent the “groups” that 

the guards are separated into, “those who throw stones at rabbits ... those who go 

hopping past my cell, shouting local words ... and those who piss while they wake me 



Deline 2 
 

up ... and growl at me that it’s even colder today,” provide a limited ranged of actions, 

and Dalton includes a sense of daily repetition in these actions that reinforces the idea 

that the guards are only performing a function within a larger machine (Dalton 19). He 

separates 357 not only because he “used to be a shepherd and musician,” (an artisan) 

but because he is the only guard he knows to break free from the role he was placed in 

by sneaking “off to go sleep with his wife ... something strictly against regulations” 

(Dalton 19). Additionally, the fact that the poem itself is meant to be a “keepsake after 

they kill” the narrator, means that it is the only remnant of the existence of one of “those 

who rotted in prisons in Guatemala, / Mexico, Honduras, Nicaragua” (Dalton 18-19). In 

other words, the narrator in “Number 357” is one of the “forever undocumented” that 

Dalton dedicates his “Love Poem” to (Dalton 19). Together, the guard and the narrator 

are the numbered and the nameless. 
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