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“How come there has never been a major 
art fair in Houston before?“ Some people 
have wondered that since they fi rst learned 
that this coming September, Houston will 
host an international fi ne art fair for the very 
fi rst time. The idea originated with Hamp-
tons Expo Group founder Rick Friedman. 
The group also runs fi ne art fairs in Aspen, the 
Hamptons and San Francisco. What made 
the idea so appealing was the fact that the 
city of Houston offers an array of museums 
with important collections, such as the 
MFAH, Museum of Contemporary Art and 
the Menil, among others, in addition to a 
thriving gallery scene and a strong and di-
verse base of collectors.

Over the past few months, as Fran 
Kauffman, the Director of this project spoke 
with galleries and arts groups, the idea was 
to bring in galleries from around the world 
and around the country. Europe and Latin 
America were also invited, and many of them 
are coming for the fi rst time. Through their 
programming, they will be exposed to the 
city’s institutions, cultural organizations and 
collectors, and many of them will hopefully 
develop strong ties that will encourage them 
to be back each year through participation in 

the fair. When we asked Fran Kauffman for 
her perspective in terms of collectors and the 
kind of art they collect, she said :

In speaking with collectors and visit-
ing their homes over the past months, 
I have discovered that each collection 
is very personal, and that there is great 
diversity. There are collections focusing 
on contemporary art, on pop art, on 
Latin American work from classic to cut-
ting edge, on photography, on Chinese 
art–the list goes on. What I can say is 
that the collections are strong and often 
come from the passion of the collector.

Galleries in the fair are coming from many 
cities within the US, including New York, 
Chicago, Los Angeles, Santa Fe, New Or-
leans and Miami, as well as from European 
and Latin American countries such as Eng-
land, Germany, Colombia, Argentina, Cuba 
and Brazil, among many others. The range 
of art will include modern and contemporary 
masters, established and emerging artists, 
working in virtually all media from painting 
to sculpture, installation, video, photography 
and works on paper.

The MFAH Glassell School of Art Core 
artists’ and critics’ residency program will be 
their benefi ciary for the opening night on 
September 15, and we are very pleased to 
honor such a vibrant and creative entity. The 
history of the fair organizer in creating suc-
cessful art fairs in other cities and the expe-
rience and professionalism of key members 
of the HFAF team has given them credibility 
among arts professionals in the nation. In 
addition, this coming fair has the support 
of the HAA and of key members of the arts 
community who have introduced them to 
the movers and shakers of the Houston art 
world.

The galleries themselves have seen the 
opportunity to form part of a larger art world 
in their own city, and to be seen at home in 
the context of a global art world.

Curators, museum groups, art writers 
and collectors from other cities, were invited 
to attend, some of whom will be participat-
ing in their lecture series. The series will be part 
of their VIP programming and will be open to 
the public. They will focus on key art market 
topics relating to Latin American art, pho-
tography, and collecting practices, as well as 
artist and collector interviews.

The First Major Art Fair in Houston
Adela Andrea: Bioluminescence, 2011. Courtesy Anya Tish Gallery Mie Olise: Uplifted by Enforcements. Courtesy Barbara Davis Gallery
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Claudio Gallina: Educación feliz, 2011. Courtesy Gocchio Gallery
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• Eduardo Chirinos, 
Reasons for Writing 
Poetry, 
Salt Publishing, 
London, 2011.
Translator: G. J. Racz

REASONS FOR POETRY
 Michelle Gil-Montero

Reasons for Writing Poetry–would such a list 
be possible to write? In his essay “Reasons 
for Poetry,” William Meredith speculates that 
“the reason for a new poem is… a new rea-
son.” By this defi nition, the list might look 
like a table of contents or, even better, a 
book of poems. 

The title suits this substantial fi rst col-
lection in English by Peruvian poet Eduardo 
Chirinos. Spanning fourteen books–a num-
ber that splits neatly into the seven volumes 
of what critics consider his early work and 
seven mature volumes–the selection makes 
it possible, if not irresistible, for the reader 
to map recurring trends and even track an 
evolving poetics. 

The book opens with poems from The 
Notebooks of Horacio Morell, written by a 
17-year-old Chirinos as the posthumously 
discovered work of an invented author. Early 
Chirinos is a poet of masks–literally, in Latin, 
persona: something “to sound through.” 
In his monologues and dream narratives, 
masks are a sounding device, a vehicle for 
vocal play. The speakers range from Tiresias 
to Captain Hook, and the tonal dexterity of 
Racz’s translation expertly conveys this ex-
traordinary range. 

For a poet of intense self-awareness, the 
mask is also a fi g leaf. The poems play with 
concealment even as they mourn the loss of 
self it entails: “the saddest thing in the world 
is having no name/to scribble on the back 
seat of the bus you’re travelling on” (5). 

Many poems read as ars poetica. “Like 
the Ice of a Dark Passion (Nebuchadnezzar’s 
Dream),” in which the Babylonian king re-
cites his dream to Daniel, suggests a poet in 
an attitude of vulnerability before the reader. 
It centers on Nebuchadnezzar’s fear and 
shame (which peak with desire for his naked 
mother) and ends on the open question of 

the poem’s power to mean: “might you per-
chance reveal the mystery that torments my 
soul and troubles my senses” (20). 

The late poems, marked by a new atten-
tion to language, explore similar questions. 
“Scrawling Crows,” one of several standout 
prose poems, meditates on the limitations of 
language; the crows are “winged holes that 
words fail to reach.” The poem culminates in 
what seems a characteristic tension for Chiri-
nos: they are both real crows “devouring 
the carcasses of squirrels and deer” and also 
mere, inept text (“In the Chinese tradition, 
scrawling crows means writing badly”) (85). 

For its stylistic and thematic range, this 
book echoes a single, burning question–why 
do I write? In the title poem, the speaker is a 
young voyeur, as in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. 
Here, however, the dynamics of watching 
and being watched are more complex. The 
scene opens on a backward gaze (“That’s 
when I saw my parents”), meets the gazes of 
his parents (his mother watching the children 
from a window, his father reading), and ends 
when his father sees him peering through a 
keyhole at his mother bathing. He admits to 
being moved as much by the beauty of his 
mother as by the “swift, unmistakable thud 
of [his] father’s hand” (89). If the book offers 
a main reason, it is this portrait of the poet, 
moved as much by the image of beauty as by 
the shamed feeling that he “lost it forever.”  

• César Vallejo, 
Against Professional 
Secrets, 
Roof Books, 2011.
Translated by 
Joseph Mulligan

VALLEJO REVISITED 
 John Pluecker

Why not start with an assertion: readers of 
César Vallejo’s poetry read best when they 
are lost. 

Not being lost is a condition that Vallejo 
sees as a form of imprisonment. As Vallejo 
states (in English through Joseph Mulligan’s 
translation): “I want to get lost from a lack of 

roads. I’m itching to get lost permanently, no 
longer in the world nor in morality, but in life 
and by dint of life... I awake in the world and 
with the world, in myself and with myself. I 
call and inevitably they answer, and my call is 
heard. I go out onto the street, and there is 
a street. I start thinking, and there is always 
thought. This is exasperating.” 

In Vallejo’s newest book in translation 
into English, Against Professional Secrets, 
we fi nd a way out of this prison of predict-
ability, rules and routine. The book functions 
as guide to an incipient rebellion. A rebellion 
against technicians, against professional cag-
es, against poetic insularity. Whether we are 
locked into Vallejo’s early twentieth century 
urbanity or our contemporary Googleability 
and social networks, one of the conditions 
of modernity is that we are constantly found 
and fi ndable.

The plans for Vallejo’s revolt, as enumer-
ated in books of poetry like The Black Her-
alds (1918) to Trilce (1922), have historically 
resonated with several different North Amer-
ican avant-gardes. His work was venerated 
among the Language Poetry school of the 
1970’s and 80’s and is a reference point to-
day for younger Latin American experimen-
tal poets like Mónica de la Torre and Dolores 
Dorantes. 

As a way to better understand the 
breadth of Vallejo’s poetic writings and to 
place this book, I purchased a copy of the 
Complete Poetry of César Vallejo, translat-
ed by Clayton Eshleman. In the anthology, 
Against Professional Secrets (which was post-
humously published by Vallejo’s widow Geor-
gette in 1973 and not included in the anthol-
ogy) is referred to as a collection of essays.  
Yet, many of the poems from Human Poems 
are also organized in paragraphs, seemingly 
closer to prose poems. Mulligan calls Against 
Professional Secrets one of Vallejo’s “books 
of thoughts” (of which he says there are two 
in existence in addition to Vallejo’s “244 ar-
ticles, his 12 plays, his 7 volumes of fi ction, 
[and] 3 volumes of translation”). In fact, he 
points out, “Libro de pensamientos” was 
originally a subtitle for the book. Mulligan 
goes on to classify these texts as “prose po-
etry” of the type used fi rst in Trilce.  Needless 
to say, Vallejo continues to provoke debate 
years after fi nding his eternal home in the 
Montrouge Cemetary in Paris.

Of course, at the root of it, these clas-
sifi cations–whether these texts are poetry or 
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prose or prose poetry or essays–are beside 
the point for the reader interested in follow-
ing Vallejo's urgent call for “lostness.” In its 
form, this book is moving towards an aes-
thetic that is more like Gertrude Stein's de-
ceptively simple meanderings, camoufl aging 
a plethora of complex aesthetic decisions and 
ethical motivations. Vallejo indicates as much 
when he states in one piece: “Every thing 
wears its hat. All animals wear their hats. The 
plants wear theirs as well. There is not in this 
world anything or anyone that doesn't cover 
their heads. Even though men may remove 
their hats, the head always stays covered by 
something we could call the innate, natural 
and tacit hat of each person.” The rules (and 
aesthetic decisions themselves) are inescap-
able despite our best efforts towards free-
dom. For Vallejo, this contradiction between 
the power of the structure and our desire for 
freedom actually gives birth to poetry. 

So how do I tell the story of how I read 
this book? I go back to one of the pieces 
in the book: “Masterful Demonstration of 
Public Health.“ Here, Vallejo talks about the 
need he has to tell a story of something that 
happened to him in a hotel in Nice. He con-
tinually goes back to his need to tell the story 
but cannot fi nd the “literary form” or the 
“parts of the sentence” or the “punctuation 
marks” he needs to tell it. He then decides 
the Spanish language itself is ill suited to the 
endeavor. Yet he is able to fi nd a few words 
in French and then in English, which he thinks 
would help him. Finally he concludes that the 
words to help him “were spread throughout 
all the languages of the land and not in only 
one of them.” Vallejo then provides a glos-
sary of words in Lithuanian, Russian, and Ro-
manian (among other languages) that when 
fi nally set down on the page, lead him to feel 
like he had fi nally told the story he wanted 
to tell. 

How could a glossary of words in many 
languages tell the story of what happened to 
him in a hotel in Nice? How do all words (and 
translations) end up as failures? How do all 
of them end up possibly succeeding as well?  
Vallejo raises these exciting questions and 
then scurries out of sight without providing 
answers, leaving us “lost”–and hopefully a 
little more free.

• John Gibler, 
To Die in Mexico.
Dispatches from Inside 
the Drug War, 
City Lights, 
2011.

A MOST DISTURBING BOOK
 Rogelio García-Contreras

When I was a kid back in the 1970s, Mexico 
was going through one of its most dramatic 
transformations. Almost without noticing, the 
demographic explosion experienced during 
the years that followed the massacre of Tlate-
lolco became one of the country’s most signif-
icant and overwhelming problems. During the 
1990s, the country reached 90 million people 
and by the end of the century, we were more 
than a hundred million. A large percentage of 
these fairly young population reached their 
economically active age by the mid 1990s, 
just in time for another major and recurrent 
problem present in the country since the early 
1980s: the economic crises of the lost genera-
tion. From hyperinfl ation and foreign debt to 
austerity and unemployment.

The War in Central America, product of 
the American paranoia and its battle against 
Communism, contributed to the demograph-
ic explosion of the country and complicated 
the precarious economic circumstances. Cor-
ruption, the most democratic condition of 
Mexico and Mexicans–paraphrasing Carlos 
Monsivais–was of course the cherry on the 
cake. Weak governmental institutions, lack 
of law enforcement, ancient cultural prac-
tices related to electoral processes, central-
ization of power, tax evasion, special favors, 
poor administration of resources, lack of 
transparency, impunity, abuse of power: the 
list is endless and far more endemic and less 
romantic than the collective image of a citi-
zen bribing a public offi cial or a police offi cer 
asking for his “mordida.” 

When I was a kid, back in the 1970s, 
Mexico was already a very corrupt and poor 
nation. Today, as an adult, I would have to 
be living in a state of denial for me to be-
lieve that such issues have been solved or 
even controlled. In fact, I may even argue 
that both, poverty and corruption are much 

worse in Mexico today than thirty years ago. 
Corruption for once has become institution-
al, not in the offi cial collective discourse of 
the Mexican psyche–in fact, modernity has 
brought an offi cial rejection of corrupt prac-
tices, at least rhetorically–but in the actual 
actions of its citizens, in the modus operandi 
of the country. We say one thing, we do an-
other. And when it comes to poverty, well, 
offi cial fi gures recognize forty million people 
suffering from all kind of needs and limita-
tions, lack of opportunities, marginalization, 
unemployment, lack of education. 

When you have no opportunities in the 
country, a large and ever growing unedu-
cated or undereducated population, no pro-
ductive investment, a powerful neighbor, a 
corrupt government, a weak or non-existent 
democracy, infi nite social problems and a se-
ries of economic policies that focus more on 
creating a stable environment for big capital 
investors than on procuring social justice and 
equality of opportunity for the citizens of the 
country, these citizens need to fi nd alterna-
tives. When you have a weak state unable 
to enforce the law and procure justice in an 
expedite manner, these alternatives tend to 
become lawless. 

When I was a kid, back in the 1970s, the 
world described by John Gibler in his book 
To Die in Mexico didn’t exist. This Mexico is 
new for me, but I am forty years old. As Ser-
rat would say, twenty years ago I was twen-
ty, and although nothing described in this 
extraordinary account regarding the state 
of decomposition of Mexico and Mexican 
society scares me or surprises me anymore–I 
guess I am getting used to it–I wonder about 
the kind of memories that a twenty year old 
Mexican kid may have of his own country: 
poverty, corruption, unemployment and, oh, 
yes, crime, impunity, insecurity in the streets, 
kidnapping, migration to the North, drug 
dealing, narco traffi cking… the culture of 
the Narco Corrido. 

With no opportunities and a profi table 
market to the north, the answer is obvious, 
even if that market is black or illegal. But then 
again, the memories of these kids will also be 
permeated by the Mexican Government of-
fi cial response towards the problem: A Drug 
War. Given our geographic position (unfor-
tunate for many, a blessing for most) we are 
a ‘transit’ country, to put it in offi cial terms. 
We are next door to the largest consumer, 
so the poorest country in the equation, the d
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one with a corrupt government, identifi ed by 
the powerful neighbor as a country at risk 
of collapsing, that same country has been 
chosen by the intelligence and security offi -
cials of both nations to be the one in charge 
of carrying out a frontal attack on the ex-
tremely powerful cartels, so that the drugs 
American consumers demand–in a business 
that generates billions of dollars a year–can 
be confi scated in Mexico and stop polluting 
American society. 

As I read Gibler’s chilling description of 
this War on Drugs, I question the proud dis-
play made by my own government for carry-
ing out this same war. What are we doing? 
What kind of world are we building for our 
kids? What are we really accomplishing? The 
economic crisis has forced us, among other 
things, to subsidize the American economy 
with cheap labor. Now it seems that it is forc-
ing us as well to attack this same youth, for 
whom we have never provided an alternative 
or a decent opportunity other than this life 
of crime and corruption. By giving them no 
alternative but to subsidize–with their own 
lives and the lives of those that confront 
them or get in their way–the peaceful life-
style of American suburbs, we are only deep-
ening the social and moral crisis of the al-
ready fractured Mexican society, while help-
ing to maintain the conventional perception 
that corruption exists only south of the bor-
der. After all, if America, the largest consumer 
of drugs in the world, is not facing the kind of 
problems Mexico has with drug cartels, it is 
only because American government agencies 
and public offi cials are not as corrupt as their 
Mexican counterparts, right? Drug dealing is 
solved by placing a good percentage of the 
marginalized black and Latino population in 
prison, serving the Crime Punishment Indus-
try and “dealing” with drug dealing (in poor 
neighborhoods). Drug traffi cking, on the 
other hand, clearly is a different story, but 
I am sure the less corrupt American system 
has a sophisticated (although highly inef-
fi cient) operation in place to prevent drugs 
from being moved from McAllen to Denver 
once they are traffi cked into American ter-
ritory, don’t they? And fi nally, the real win-
ners in all this, weapon manufacturers selling 
their gadgets to criminal organizations and 
law enforcement agencies. After all, it is a 
free market. 

Am I exaggerating? Just read To Die in 
Mexico. Dispatches from inside the Drug 

War, an extraordinary and detailed account 
of the War on Drugs, its link to the illicit 
businesses of human and weapon traffi ck-
ing, and the effects that these state of social 
disintegration has had on real people –the 
day-to-day victims of this senseless war. To 
Die in Mexico is a cruel, sad, chilling, tragic 
and often disturbing book but it is also a 
MUST read. 
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• Rubén Gallo, 
Freud’s México. Into the 
Wilds of Psychoanalysis, 
MIT, 2011.

AN INTELLECTUAL TRAVELOGUE
 Manuel Gutiérrez

Rubén Gallo’s recent effort, Freud’s Mexico: 
Into the wilds of Psychoanalysis (MIT, 2010), 
is an admirably daring essay that zeros in 
on a curiously understudied aspect of Mexi-
can cultural history. Charting new terrain, 
Gallo’s book explores the early reception of 
psychoanalysis by an unlikely cast of Mexi-
can artists, writers, monks and jurists who 
throughout the early part of the twentieth 
century engaged the ideas of the Viennese 
thinker in unique and, at times, ‘wildly’ bi-
zarre ways. 

 Gallo’s fi rst book, Mexican Modernity 
(MIT, 2005), described the arrival of the 
typewriter, camera, radio and other modern 
artifacts to post-revolutionary Mexico. This 
dynamic portrait of “the other revolution” 
documented the manner in which these ob-
jects, throughout the 1920s, transformed 
the country. Covering roughly the same pe-
riod, Freud’s Mexico offers another unortho-
dox history. In the fi rst part, Gallo centers 
on how Salvador Novo, a bon vivant satirist, 
Samuel Ramos, a philosopher, Octavio Paz, a 
poet and the artists Frida Kahlo and Reme-
dios Varo embraced psychoanalysis. Accord-
ing to Gallo, each employed Freud’s ideas “as 
modern conceptual tools” to offer a unique 
interpretation of their era. In both of his 
books, Gallo’s modus operandi has been to 
explore how Mexico received, adopted and 

transformed modern cultural innovations. 
If Gallo’s fi rst book registered the arrival of 
modernity’s paraphernalia to Mexico, Freud’s 
Mexico chronicles Mexico’s reception of one 
of modernity’s cornerstone ideas.

Though Gallo effectively captures the 
reception of psychoanalysis by some of its 
better-known intellectuals, his most incisive 
chapters are those that demonstrate the ex-
tent to which psychoanalysis reached deep 
into other sectors of Mexican culture. Two 
key fi gures are central to this story: Gregorio 
Lemercier and Raúl Carrancá y Trujillo. The 
fi rst was a Benedictine monk who introduced 
his fellow brothers to psychoanalytic therapy 
and was praised as a Freudian reformer of 
Catholicism. However, his experimentation 
with psychoanalysis eventually cost him his 
frock. Equally enthralling is the story of Car-
rancá y Trujillo, the judge who stood trial in 
the case of Ramón Mercader–Leon Trotsky’s 
assassin. Surprisingly, Carrancá y Trujillo 
commissioned an extensive psychoanalytic 
study of the murderer and forced Mercader 
to undergo therapy. These remarkable case 
studies point to the importance of psycho-
analysis in the history of Mexico’s religious 
and judicial institutions making Freud’s Mex-
ico a valuable contribution to Mexican cul-
tural studies. 

In the second half of Freud’s Mexico, 
Gallo examines Sigmund Freud’s own per-
sonal ideas about the country and constructs 
a unique portrait of the father of psychoanal-
ysis. According to Gallo, Freud spoke Span-
ish, corresponded with Mexican disciples, 
owned Mexican antiquities, read Mexican 
history and had dreams about Mexico’s past. 
In his exploration of this Freud, Gallo master-
fully unravels the hidden meaning of seem-
ingly unimportant events and marginalia. 
For example, Gallo links two pre-Columbian 
statues owned by Freud to Freud’s writings 
on human sacrifi ce and he argues that these 
small artifacts shaped some of Freud’s ideas 
about Mexico. In another section, Gallo turns 
the tables on the inventor of the “speaking 
cure,” and submits Freud’s dreams and let-
ters to post-mortem psychoanalysis. Gallo 
concludes this section with a heterodox and 
titillating interpretation of Freud’s own un-
conscious and sexuality. Though Gallo’s ‘con-
struction’ at times might seem implausible, 
his ability to draw attention to Mexico’s im-
portance in Freud’s affective and intellectual 
universe is commendable.
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Freud’s Mexico is neither interested in 
the professional institutions of psychoanaly-
sis, nor does it offer a comprehensive history 
of psychoanalysis in Mexico. It is closer to the 
tradition of the literary essay than to the aca-
demic treatise. Thus, its impulse is more ex-
ploratory than exhaustive and more akin to an 
intellectual travelogue winding through the 
unexpected worlds of psychoanalysis. Gallo’s 
writerly skills allow him to weave readings of 
canonical texts, paintings, marginal notes, 
and even Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams 
into suggestive passages that bring to life the 
very excitement with which Mexico’s intellec-
tuals received Freud’s gospel.

• Luis Arturo Ramos, 
Mickey y sus amigos, 
Cal y arena, México,
2011.

HISTORIA EN DOS ACTOS
 Anadeli Bencomo

…ella […] es el alma de Mickey 

y la suya, quién lo duda, es la sonrisa 

de América.

Debo comenzar diciendo que esta última 
novela de Luis Arturo Ramos explora una 
historia que se ubica en el espacio limítrofe 
entre lo conmovedor, lo sórdido y lo políti-
camente censurable. Más aún, la maestría 
narrativa de Ramos logra mantener el equi-
librio entre estos registros del libro, des-
plegándolos sucesivamente en un atinado 
ejercicio de aproximación hacia ciertos as-
pectos de la cultura social y del entreteni-
miento norteamericanos, metonímicamente 
representados en los contornos de la Ciu-
dad en Miniatura. La trama de los protago-
nistas del relato, Nora y Toby, se desarrolla 
de tal manera que su signifi cación contras-
ta con el físico diminuto de los personajes, 
haciéndolos portadores de una potencia 
para nada minúscula. La realidad de los per-
sonajes atrapados dentro de los trajes y el 
mundo fantástico del parque de diversiones 
más famoso del mundo, explora elocuen-

temente las condiciones y los límites de la 
ilusión como recurso imaginario de escape 
o compensación. En este sentido, la novela 
de Ramos puede leerse como una función 
circense en dos actos donde la puesta en es-
cena dentro del parque de diversiones nos 
remite al mundo simulador de las fantasías 
trucadas. La propuesta de Ramos al aden-
trarse en las entrañas de Mickey Mouse, 
presenta de manera mordaz dos contraca-
ras del artifi cio ilusorio: la imposibilidad de 
acceder a la ilusión como paliativo vital en el 
caso de Nora y el cinismo como opción críti-
ca por parte de Toby. El acierto al desnudar 
a Mickey para mostrarnos a quien se escon-
de bajo el disfraz del afable y emblemático 
roedor, consiste precisamente en mostrar-
nos estos lados siniestros de la ilusión. 

El lector se posiciona a lo largo de las 
páginas de esta novela como un “voyeur 
de las desnudeces ajenas”, aproximándo-
se a la perspectiva del narrador-fotógrafo 
de la primera parte de la novela. Por otro 
lado, el texto se divide en dos capítulos que 
funcionan como partes independientes. En 
este sentido, el primer apartado dedicado 
a relatar la historia de Nora Parham puede 
leerse como una novela breve con autono-
mía propia. La segunda parte dedicada al 
otro personifi cador de Mickey, un enano 
dipsómano con inclinaciones pederastas, 
explora el asunto desde una distinta pers-
pectiva narrativa y estilística. Confi eso que 
de las dos partes de la novela, me cautivó 
en particular el apartado dedicado a Nora, 
pues la representación de la protagonista se 
confi gura de manera sugerente, ofrecien-
do al lector varias instancias para la fabu-
lación adicional. En este primer capítulo se 
da una especie de juego de cajas chinas, 
pues al desnudar a Mickey encontramos a 
un personaje cuyas acciones o emociones 
no terminamos de aprehender de un todo. 
Nora es víctima por partida doble de una 
apariencia exterior que la deforma: como 
Mickey, o como esa insignifi cante mujercita 
aquejada de alopecia. El fi nal de su historia 
nos ofrece una posibilidad trágica de libe-
ración para este personaje atrapado en un 
mundo de apariencias. A pesar de que su 
tema denso y su perspectiva crítica pudieran 
llevarnos a anticipar una lectura difícil, ésta 
es una novela que se disfruta enormemen-
te y que nos atrapa de principio a fi n. Una 
excelente historia contada en dos actos, sin 
desperdicio alguno.

• Andrés Jorge, 
Barcos que se cruzan en 
la noche, 
LCN Ediciones de Autor,
2011.

EL MAR SITIADO
 Rafael E. Saumell

En reciente entrevista con Ladislao Agua-
do para la revista Otro Lunes (año 5, núm. 
19, julio 2011), Andrés Jorge (Pinar del Río, 
Cuba, 1960) anuncia que el título de refe-
rencia es la primera de una trilogía de la 
isla grande que completarán Kali la Oscura 
(2012) y El tren de la vida no pasa dos veces 
por la misma estación (2013). Antes había 
publicado la colección de cuentos A ciegas 
en el laberinto (1994) y tres novelas Pan de 
mi cuerpo (1997), Te devolverán las mareas 
(1998) y Voyeurs (2003). 

En Barcos… hallamos por lo menos tres 
motivos constantes en la obra del autor: el 
mar, el suicidio y los fuertes dilemas ético-
políticos que deben enfrentar los personajes. 
Adrián Niebla –el protagonista– y su familia 
viven en una unidad militar encargada de 
vigilar las fronteras marítimas en la provin-
cia más occidental. Sin embargo, para ellos 
la condición de habitar en una frontera de 
agua no es causa de alegría sino de agonía. 
Bajo tales circunstancias ese hecho equivale 
a cerrazón, a incomunicación con el mundo 
externo, a una vigilancia militar y policial que 
prohíbe los contactos no autorizados con los 
residentes del otro lado. No es un lugar de 
paso libre y de cruce fl uido de individuos y 
mercancías, sino el sitio donde los “guarda-
fronteras” y sus familiares deben estar a la 
mira de quienes podrían venir de “afuera” y 
de quienes osen reunirse con extraños. 

Andrés Jorge pertenece a la estirpe de 
escritores dedicados a novelar el impacto 
del “complejo marinero” y de “plaza sitia-
da” en la cultura cubana posterior a 1959. El 
primer término fue creado por el historiador 
Manuel Moreno Fraginals cuando estudió el 
sistema de plantación en la isla en la etapa 
colonial, marcado “por la esclavitud, el azú-
car y el mar” (El Ingenio, 1978, vol. III: 97). 
El segundo, es un lema que alude al síndro-
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me del aislamiento y del cierre de fi las ante 
enemigos reales e imaginarios, a la postura 
de control y de castigo de individuos que 
expresen opiniones y lleven a cabo acciones 
que cuestionen el sistema imperante y por 
ese motivo se conviertan en representantes 
y emisarios del norte de la frontera. 

El autor trata ambos complejos a partir 
de tres elementos que, de forma decisiva, 
infl uyen en el destino de sus personajes: el 
régimen marxista-leninista, el dominio ar-
mado y político de las fronteras territoriales 
e ideológicas y el mar como puerta cerrada 
y como puerta abierta. 

El narrador de esta saga familiar emplea 
pronombres demostrativos para caracterizar 
épocas históricas y espacios político-geográ-
fi cos que funcionan a manera de contrapun-
tos entre el presente de los acontecimientos 
leídos, el pasado de cada uno de los perso-
najes y el futuro que ellos se trazan. Pare-
cería, de esa manera, que quien lleva la voz 
cantante en el relato practica una especie 
de autocensura sui generis cuando alude a 
acontecimientos que quedan fuera de los lí-
mites permitidos en el discurso público hasta 
que decide, a la luz de graves acontecimien-
tos y dada su vocación de narrador, ir más 
allá de las aguas territoriales y de las alusio-
nes simbólicas. 
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• Gwendolyn Díaz 
Ridgeway, 
Women and Power in 
Argentine Literature: 
Stories, Interviews and 
Critical Essays. Austin, 
University of Texas Press. 
376 pages.

EXPERIENCE WITH POWER
 Debra D. Andrist

An Argentine herself, as well as a trained 
and experienced academic in the fi eld of 
literature, with this critical anthology, Díaz 
provides a unique cultural and linguistic op-
portunity for the English-dominant reader 
to access and gain insights into Argentine 
women writers not necessarily known out-
side the Spanish-language milieu. Translated 
by a variety of translators, including Díaz 

herself, and mostly available in English for 
the fi rst time, a work or two by each author 
elucidates the gender and power themes on 
which Díaz focuses.

For the educated bilingual reader, who 
may–or may not–recognize all the names 
and works, the book is equally as valuable, 
offering an intensive and extensive person-
al interview with each author. Preceded by 
Díaz’s own short commentary about each 
and her works, these “conversations” high-
light their lives and professional experience 
in the authors’ own words. 

The book also serves as a reference text 
for both linguistic groups by defi ning both 
women and power in terms of how these 
themes structure Díaz’s approach to the top-
ics and authors, as well as how she chose 
the interview questions and representative 
work(s) for each author with these themes 
in mind. Díaz briefl y summarizes the general 
in-situ literary history and criticism and femi-
nism in an opening introduction, plus enu-
merates the individual authors’ bibliography 
of their works in the original Spanish and in 
translation to English at the end of each of 
the fi fteen sections.

Featuring fourteen native-born Argen-
tine women writers, and one adolescent im-
migrant to that country, representing all ages, 
ethnic and socio-economic origins, the book 
progresses chronologically. The majority of 
these women did have familial fi nancial and 
social advantages, as well as urban, if provin-
cial, upbringing, but what they most clearly 
share is that each has had the advantage of 
education and addresses the gender poli-
tics endemic to her sex, whether overtly or 
covertly, in her literary production. In terms 
of their experiences with the Argentina’s 
socio-political and socio-economic power is-
sues, the initial authors date from, and ad-
dress, mostly by analogy, the fascist politics 
of Perón years and the later “Dirty War;” the 
fi nal authors were born in the last third of the 
Twentieth Century and their experience with 
power is far more economic than political.

For example, the fourth author, Luisa 
Valenzuela is well-known in international lit-
erary circles, particularly due to her ten years 
in self-imposed exile in New York during the 
“Dirty War.” Arguably the most openly po-
litically-critical and sexually-charged among 
the featured writers in many of her works, 
Valenzuela has absolutely established herself 

on the Argentine and international literary 
scenes on her own merits, though she is the 
daughter of Luisa Mercedes Levinson, a not-
ed Argentine woman writer early on in the 
uniquely high number of Twentieth-Century 
Argentine women writers. Díaz does men-
tion that tie in her interview questions but 
does not dwell upon it, choosing to elicit Va-
lenzuela’s insights on the innovations in style 
she employs and her treatment of power on 
numerous levels.

Rather than by her own name and ac-
complishments, number ten among the au-
thors, María Kodama, is perhaps (sadly) best 
known in and out of Argentina as Jorge Luis 
Borges’ widow and long-time collabora-
tor. However, she is an accomplished writer 
of numerous short stories in her own right, 
though little published by choice. Díaz’s in-
terview with Kodama does focus on her 
on-going professional and personal relation-
ship with Borges and his works, yet allows 
Kodama to tell her own story as an indepen-
dent woman.

While neither focusing on, nor avoiding, 
the authors’s biographical ties to the literary 
scene, and/or to that post-1945 (a frequent-
ly-quoted date as the beginning) quintessen-
tially-Latin American literary genre of magi-
cal realism, Díaz emphasizes each author’s 
unique production and prowess in terms of 
gender and power.

Rather than by her own name 
and accomplishments, num-
ber ten among the authors, 
María Kodama, is perhaps 
(sadly) best known in and out 
of Argentina as Jorge Luis 
Borges’ widow and long-time 
collaborator. However, she 
is an accomplished writer of 
numerous short stories in her 
own right, though little pub-
lished by choice. Díaz’s inter-
view with Kodama [...] allows 
Kodama to tell her own story 
as an independent woman. 


