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how was he able to do this, to con-

quer this other tempo, which is 
definitely not that of the nation's 

center? 

A narrative peace. A space in 
which to exercise literary memory. 

Coya taught him, I soon dis-
covered. Coya taught him to lis-
ten to the passage of time and aboye 

all she taught him to understand 

old age (which I see as one of the 
novel's most notable characteris-
tics). 

The woman seated on her bed, 
looking out the window. Leaning 

on a cane, walking toward the 

plaza, letting Juan Bautista attend 
to her, raising her hand to fix her 
hair, parades the tranquility of a 

person who has lived and is now 
awaiting death, the quietness of 
someone who has thought a 

thousand times about things that 
have happened. Someone who is 
capable of perceiving the dis-
tances between one's identity at 
20, at 40, at 60... This woman 
who speaks to a man still young, 

who looks at her, seeing her then 
and now, melding these selves 
into a single whole as he comes to 
understand her. 

A book can sometimes be-
come a place. Reading this book 
was like entering a comfortable 
and well-kept room, where I could 
let myself be and see myself sur-
rounded, not by objects, histories 

or voices, but by sensations, elu-
sive discoveries between the leaves 
of my own trees, my own lake, 
my own history. It was there that 
I heard, ever so softly, Cova's  

brushstrokes in a space, and the 
agitated breathing of the chronicler 

in another. I passed through pages 

and felt the breeze, the rain, night-
time in the city.... 

For quite some time I have 

been obsessed with the attempt to 
define what happens to a person's 
perceptions when he is told a 

story through the cinema and when 

he is told a story through litera-
ture. I think that what happened 

to me with this book is the dos-

est approximation to a definition: 
the story told by a novel places 

one face to face with the story, 

inside the story and nowhere else. 
One dissolves, becoming the very 

air of the novel. The room which 
the book turned into each time I 
read it was empty, and at the 
same time I became the room 
where things happened. What 
things? Not a story I was finding 
out about. Not a love that I was 

witnessing, but rather a quality of 
the world. A way of remember-
ing. A way of being blind, water, 
rain. I believe that in a film things 
don't happen that way. Identifi-
cation is inevitable; letting your-

self be invaded by the image, re-
maining at the very center of the 
story. It is not that I consider one 
thing at all better than the other, 
but simply that in literature we 
use the memory of what has been 
lived. An intuitive memory. A 
flesh memory. 

María Luisa Puga 

Mexican  writer. 
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BICULTURAL  LITERATURE 

If literature unveils a mirror to 
the soul, then this well-edited 
anthology of writings about and 
by Chicana and Mexicana authors 

lays bare an exciting and provoca-
tive bicultural literary landscape 
known by only a privileged few. 
Based loosely on a conference-
encounter of Chicana and Mex-
icana writers held in Mexico 

City in June 1993, and orga-
nized by the editor, the study 
encompasses not only the original 
presentations but selective inter-

views with some of the participants, 
additional comments, biographi- 
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cal notes, an analytical introduction 
and an extensive bibliography. 
Moreover, the participants from 

both countries represent the 

finest and most accomplished of 
the literary traditions from which 

they come. Narres such as Elena 
Poniatowska, Sandra Cisneros, 
Guadalupe Loaeza and Ana Cas-
tillo should ring familiar to many. 

Indeed, the dynamics of the 
interaction among the Chicana 
and Mexicana participants quick-
ly transcended the original in-
tention of the conference and 
demonstrated the potential of 
using Chicana literature as a vehi-
de to challenge and discuss. The 

conference had been conceived 

as an effort to create physical 
and cultural spaces for Mexi-
cana and Chicana writers to in-

teract and explore Chicana lit-
erature, but the dialogues among 
them and with the public quick-

ly established the need of all to 
explore mexicanidad especially 
in the context of feminism, with 
all its complexities. Nuestras voces 

successfully and correctly trans-
mita this sense of promise, and lays 
down some avenues of inquiry. 

The volume begins with a 

series of chapters independent of 
the conference outlining some 

broad considerations useful in  

understanding Chicanas within 

United States literary history, 
bilingualism and biculturalism, 
Mexican literature, as well as 

society and ethnic groups in the 
United States. The internation-

ally acclaimed writer Elena Po-

niatowska suggests, for example, 
that Chicana writers oblige their 
Mexican audience to confront 

the most ancient and primitive 
of Mexican beliefs through their 
very different exploration of 
Mexican culture. Aralia López 
G., a feminist pioneer in Mexico, 
embarks on a comparison of Mex-
icana and Chicana literature, 
concluding that while the two 

genres share many of the same 

cultural codes, they each find 
themselves at different points of 
development. Chicana literature 
has really emerged in the last 
generation, amidst an intense 
feminist dialectic, while its coun-

terpart in Mexico has evolved in 
a much more traditional envi-
ronment. 

However, Chicana Norma 

Alarcón confronts uncomfortable 
arcas of divergence between Chi-
cana and Mexicana writers that can 

function as obstarles, but that can also 
serve as points of future discus-
sion. Using the tools of a Chicana 

critic, Alarcón posits herself in the  

"interstice between nation-states," 

exploring the particular difficul-
ties and challenges she faces as an 
observer-critic in the United States, 

and as a Mexican-origin individual 
in dialogue with Mexican writers 

with varying degrees of awareness 

of mexicanidad abroad. Yet, as 
Chicana Ana Castillo notes, the 
most important task of a woman 

writer, regardless of nationality or 

ethnic identification, is to give form 
to connections among women, 
with men, or by extension, in this 
case, between Mexicana and Chica-
na writers. 

The book continues with 
several articles that analyze indi-
vidual Chicana authors, success-
fully balancing the aforemen-

tioned essays. Sandra Cisneros, 
Ana Castillo, Gloria Anzaldúa and 
Mary Helen Ponce all receive de-

tailed and informative analyses of 
individual works that illustrate 
the diversity and richness of Chi-

cana literature. After all, it is only 
through exploring concrete exam-
ples of their work that we can 
fully appreciate their written cre-
ativity. 

However, Joysmith rounds 
out the study with a series of 
interviews conducted with the 
participants after the encounter, 
not just to offer perspectives on 

what transpired but ironically to 
analyze the silences also generat-
ed by the event. All the partici-
pants openly acknowledge that 
Chicana and Mexicana writers 
have not had as much contact as 

they would have liked with each 

Chicana literature has really emerged 

in the last generation, amidst an intense 

feminist dialectic. 
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other, for many reasons. While 
the physical and cultural spaces 
created by the colloquium obvi-
ously encouraged real communi-
cation among the participants, 
the longstanding contradictions 
and resentments between Chica-
nos and Mexican society mostly 
remained unarticulated and silent. 
To her credit, Joysmith openly 
acknowledges the silences and 
probes their parameters through 
her inquiries. 

The participants identified 
problems of access to the published 
literature of both countries, 
different class and ethnic identi-
fication and questions surround-
ing sexuality. Lack of familiarity 
with the colonized status of the 
Chicano community in the con-
text of the United States meant 
that Mexicans found it difficult 
to comprehend the reality of 
being Chicana. Ironically, only by 
giving form and substance to 
those silences can critics and writ-
ers from both countries fill them 
and transcend the limitations they 
impose. Its forthrightness and con-
tent make this section of the book 
provocative, and it clearly shows 
that a productive transnational cul-
tural and literary inquiry is just 
beginning. 

In any event, the potential 
for dialogue among Chicana and 
Mexicana writers is enormous. 
Once the barriers of national po-
litical boundaries and lack of con-
tact are acknowledged, writers 
and critics from both sides of the 
United States-Mexican border  

can approach a creative deconstruc-
tion and recontruction of mexi-

canidad in a broad multicultural 
and binational context. Las for-

mas de nuestras voces provides a 

significant point of departure for 
such an endeavor. 

Barbara Driscoll 
Researcher at CISAN. 
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