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This volume is intended to serve as an introduction to Latina lesbian literature, art, and performance. It does not provide, by any stretch of the imagination, a comprehensive look at the many works, writers, and performers that form what we could call the Latina lesbian canon-a canon which, happily, is flourishing and growing today. What it hopefully does do is familiarize the reader with some of the important and innovative work being produced by Latina lesbians and with the textual strategies lesbian authors, texts, and readers have brought to the study of Hispanic literature and art.

We begin with an overview of recent Latina lesbian authors and performers, along with some bibliographical references for further research. The rest of the volume is structured so that we first look at Latina lesbian production in the United States, then move geographically outward, first to Latin America, then to Spain.

“Tortilleras on the Prairie: Latina Lesbians Writing the Midwest” gives us a unique look at a much-neglected component of Latina lesbian writing (and, indeed, Latina writing)-that of the Latinas living far from the East Coast and West Coast hubs of both Latino and queer cultures. Since what we think about Latina lesbians is garnered largely from our observations of those based in California or the New York area, a careful glance at the literary production of those based in places like Kansas or Nebraska will necessarily revise our perceptions.

“The Role of Carmelita Tropicana in the Performance Art of Alina Troyano” appraises the imaginative work of Cuban-American performance artist Carmelita Tropicana, arriving at the conclusion that her work cannot be easily labeled-as Latina lesbian or Latina-because it is persistently marked by otherness. The article also hints at why performance art is such a valuable means of expression for Latina lesbians.

“Moving La Frontera Towards a Genuine Radical Democracy in Gloria Anzaldúa’s Work” shows us how Borderlands, Anzaldúa’s pivotal work, has revolutionized academic readings-and academic readers-of the border and identity in the field of Latin American/U.S. Latino literature.

“Como Sabes, Depresión” is a passionate bilingual poem written by a poet enamored of the Spanish language, while “To Sor Juana” is a poem dedicated to the seventeenth century poet and nun who (along with Frida Kahlo, another notable Mexican woman) has become something of an icon among Latina lesbians.

In “Lesbianism and Caricature in Griselda Gambaro’s Lo impenetrable,” we see how lesbian characters and themes in the works of this Argentine novelist are used to satirize and undermine the perverse social values of patriarchal dictatorship.

We conclude with “The (In)visible Lesbian: The Contradictory Representations of Female Homoeroticism in Contemporary Spain,” which introduces us to some of Spain’s lesbian authors and communicates the difficulties lesbian writers in that country (and perhaps all others) have had finding a receptive audience even within the more confined spaces of gay letters or erotica. The erasure of lesbian literature runs parallel to that of women’s literature in general.

I would like to dedicate this volume to the Latinas in higher education-lesbian or otherwise-who are, in many cases, the first in their families to go to college, and who, for the most part, have surmounted incredible obstacles to educate themselves and better their lives. May they become the role models they seek.
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SUMMARY
This article introduces the most significant contemporary Latina lesbian writers and performers in the United States, Latin America, and Spain, giving us a panoramic view of the Latina lesbian canon of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. [Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address: <docdelivery@haworthpress.com> Website: <http://www.HaworthPress.com> © 2003 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.]
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In the past two decades, we have witnessed the powerful emergence of Latina lesbian literature, art, and thought on the cultural scene in the United States and in many Spanish-speaking countries. The creative work that has materialized is diverse and multifaceted-so much so that it is difficult, if not impossible, to lump them all together, except insomuch as they are all the products of Latina lesbians. Even with this, we run into the predicament of defining the terms Latina and lesbian, as these are notoriously problematic designations. For my part, I use the word Latina because it is the generally preferred term today, although it might be less technically correct than the term Hispanic for the group I am discussing: that is, I will refer to women culturally identified with Spanish-speaking countries and groups.1 I incorporate in my summary women from Spain, from the Spanish-speaking countries of Latin America, and Latina women from the United States who predominantly write and perform in English or who freely mix English and Spanish in their writings and performances. I am including Chicanas under my designation, recognizing that many Chicanas do not choose to classify themselves as Hispanic or Latina.

I use this terminology fully cognizant of the pitfalls of fuzzy ethnic labeling. Millions of disparate women cannot be made to line up meaningfully behind a single word, be it Latina, Hispanic, or whatever the expression of choice. My operating assumption is simply that the women I am discussing here do not inevitably have more in common than a cultural connection (perhaps several generations removed) to a predominantly Spanish-speaking country and a self-defined or outwardly attributed lesbian orientation.

The term lesbian is complicated for different reasons. In some cases, the women I mention here are self-identified or have been so generally identified as lesbians that there is no perceivable conflict. There is, however, some reticence still, especially in the majority Spanish-speaking countries, to be identified with the label of “lesbian writer” or “lesbian performer.” It may be that I (following the cue of others) am erroneously attributing a lesbian orientation to some of these women. It is undoubtedly the case, however, that an individual’s sexual orientation is less a factor in determining whether or not she has contributed to the body of lesbian writing and art than whether or not her work contributes to a raising of consciousness on lesbian issues.

Here, then, I offer my brief synopsis of Latina lesbian arts and letters today. While I hope that my list includes the more prominent, innovative and/or intriguing authors and performers that have shaped the corpus of contemporary Latina lesbian arts and letters, I recognize that this cannot be an exhaustive inventory. New Latina lesbian writers and artists are cropping up on the cultural scene continually and, on the whole, have shown themselves to be quite prolific. I will not have space to discuss in detail all works by the women cited here. This is simply proposed as a feasible introduction to this field, a brief sampling of the Latina lesbian talent presently available to us. In order to avoid a hierarchical rendering, I have chosen to present the authors and performers in alphabetical order by last name.

I begin with Magaly Alabau, a Cuban writer who resides in the U.S. In her work, Alabau deals with lesbian eroticism in a frank, rebellious way. She is the author of La extremaunción diaria, poemas 2 and Electra, Clitemnestra.3

Gloria Anzaldúa is a crucial figure in Chicana/o literature-and, more specifically, in Chicana lesbian literature-as she is arguably the most prominent Chicana lesbian writer today. Besides writing, she has taught Chicano Studies, Feminist Studies, and creative writing at several universities. She has also served as coeditor of Signs, a respected feminist publication. Anzaldúa’s literary production has been recognized with several honors, including the NEA Fiction Award, the Lesbian Rights Award, and the Sappho Award of Distinction. In her work, Anzaldúa develops feminist and cultural theories, concentrating principally on Chícanos and lesbians and their interactions with the Anglo-American and heterosexual worlds. She relentlessly uncovers the powerful mix of gender, race, culture, class, and sexual orientation within and among individuals. Cultural and family ties play an important role in Anzaldúa’s discussions. Her trademark prose is a very personalized and poetic form of the essay that combines English and Spanish, remembrances, historical investigation, and poetry.

Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza 4 is unquestionably her most important work, and now a classic of U.S. literature. Here Anzaldúa, a native of Texas, speaks of the borderlands as an essential component and creator of an identity that is necessarily multiple and many-sided. The author concludes that Chicanas (lesbian or otherwise) have a critical role to play in the healing of society because they are exceptionally marked by difference, or the intersection of cultures.

Anzaldúa has also edited several notable anthologies. Making Face, Making Soul/Haciendo Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by Women of Color 5 was the winner of the Lambda Literary Best Small Press Book award. This book, like all those bearing Anzaldúa’s name on the cover, investigates such themes as bigotry, sexism, and the cultural roles and identities of women of color. The face referenced in the title is the construction of our identities as women.

This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color 6 was coedited by Anzaldúa and Cherríe Moraga (another central personage in Chicana letters). The renowned tome is a collection of essays, poems, and short stories by radical women of color, and is pioneering in that it is the first anthology of this nature. Indeed, a theme addressed in this book and others by Anzaldúa is “white” feminists’ silencing and ignorance of their nonwhite, non-Anglo sisters. This Bridge Called My Back received the Before Columbus Foundation American Book Award and has enjoyed a broad readership since its publication.

Azúcar y Crema (Sugar and Cream) is a seven woman Afro-Cuban jazz band that has been profiled in the anthology Hot Licks: Lesbian Musicians of Note 7 They have performed at the celebrated Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival in Oceana County.

Marta Balletbò-Coll and Ana Simón Cerezo, two Spaniards involved in the film industry, are co-authors of the novel Hotel Kempinsky.8 Originally written in Catalan, this book is a romantic comedy that highlights the world of filmmaking, taking the reader through three European cities-Barcelona, Madrid, and Berlin. Other works bearing Balletbò’s signature are the film and book Costa Brava.9

Diana Bellesi is a lesbian poet from Argentina and the author of Eroica,10 a book of erotic poetry.

Marina Castañeda is the author of La experiencia homosexual: Para comprender la homosexualidad desde dentro y desdefuera,11 which was published in Mexico. In this book, Castañeda discusses the central role of sexual orientation in any discussion of civil rights. Homosexuality, she argues, must be understood in order to arrive at the concepts of individual freedom, tolerance, and pluralism. It is perilous, therefore, to leave this discussion in the hands of the clergy, the judicial system, or the medical community, because it is too significant and eventually affects everyone equally. Castañeda appreciates gay militancy and wants to add her research to the effort for the sake of gays and lesbians, their families, and society as a whole. In stating her purpose, the author notes the paucity of published research in Spanish on this topic.

Born in Argentina in 1963, Flavia Company has lived in Spain since the age of ten. She has written several novels and literary critiques, as well as translations of works by others. She also writes a weekly column for the newspaper El Periódico de Cataluña. Company publishes in both in Spanish and Catalan. Dame placer 12 is her novel about the progressive collapse of a relationship between two women. The book carries a powerful emotional charge, as the protagonist goes through a profound emotional crisis and is ultimately driven to self-destruction when she faces her partner’s abandonment. Melalcor 13 is a more recent novel by Company.

In her home country of Argentina, Susana Cook studied drama and began performing with a small company during the military dictatorship. In 1993, the artist moved to New York City, where she currently resides. This lesbian writer, director, and performer describes herself as a butch lesbian performance artist. She produces and writes her own shows, and has also performed and taught workshops at several universities around the country.

Cook’s work deals with political and cultural identities, the body (with all its functions and taboos intact), and sexuality (sexual politics, orientation, etc.). Her productions include Gross National Product, Hamletango, Spic for Export and Tango Lesbiango 14-titles that indicate a keen concern with the playful possibilities of language. Spic for Export deals with the Hispanic immigrant woman whose labor forms the unrecognized backbone of the United States. Hamletango, a recent production, mocks classic culture as being overly straight, white, and upper-class. In this unique adaptation of Shakespeare, the protagonist is a working-class butch prince.

Cook’s writing is poignant and darkly humorous. In her “resume,” for example, she sardonically pokes fun at U.S. capitalist culture and the victims it creates within the system as she points out her “qualifications” for an unspecified job:

I like to work with people and without people

…

I can work under pressure, even harassment

I can work hungry, tired, over time, over you

I am deeply satisfied to live in America

I would be happy here

I am happy already thinking of how happy

I would be to work here This place is great;

I match with the walls

…

I have a corporate soul

I like this team feeling

I can easily be pressured into conformity and obedience

I can pass as nobody

I can accept very graciously being excluded from opportunities, culture, public debate and power


-So you give jobs? That’s very nice of you. You’ll give me the possibility to work for the minimum legally possible pay. I am healthy now, but I would get psychosomatic diseases here. I forgot to mention in my resume, I like to go to people’s houses and steal their CDs.15

Lucia Etxebarria, a young Spanish writer, has already published several books, and many of these have been translated into other European languages. Beatriz y los cuerpos celestes 16 was the winner of the Spanish Nadal Prize-an award given to first-time novelists-in 1998. This is a novel about surviving love that features three principal characters: Cat, the lesbian, Mónica, and the Beatriz of the title. Amor, curiosidad, prozac y dudas 17 is a novel about the relationship of three women with the love, curiosity, Prozac, and doubts mentioned in the title as they each struggle to make a better life for themselves.18 Nosotras que no somos como las demás 19 is a novel in which Etxebarria critiques the feminine roles assigned to women in late capitalist societies. The book recounts the stories of four women who search for social, political, sexual, and economic freedom despite the many internal and external forces that threaten to bring them down-passions, work, fear, rivalry, drugs, and alcohol.

Carlota Echalecu Tranchant, another Spanish writer, was born in Madrid Los ojos del ciervo 20 is her first novel and the winner of the Carolina Colorado prize in Spain. The book’s protagonist is Laura, a married woman who falls in love with another woman possessing “eyes like a deer.”

Kleya Forte-Escamilla (also known as Edna Escamill) is a short story writer and novelist. She is the author of Daughter of the Mountain,21 a bildungsroman set in the Southwest. Mada 22 is her erotic novel about a Latina lesbian who fixates on a mystifying German woman, while The Storyteller with Nike Airs and the Barrio Stories 23 is a book of short stories. Forte-Escamilla’s works are filled with Latina lesbian characters and characteristically mix Spanish and English.

Mabel Galán is a Spanish psychologist and writer who prefers to be classified as a woman writer rather than a lesbian writer. Desde la otra orilla 24 is her first novel, although she had previously written poetry and short stories. The novel is situated in Madrid and has a protagonist named Alicia who confronts discrimination. Among the many themes presented in the novel, which was critically well received, are lesbianism, immigration, and the Internet as a means for human communication and relationship.25

Alicia Gaspar de Alba is a professor and author. Sor Juana’s Second Dream 26 is her historical novel about the illustrious seventeenth century Mexican writer, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (1648-1695), presumed by many to have been a lesbian because of the passionate love poems she addressed to her benefactress-Doña Leonor Carreto, Marquesa de Mancera-and her scathing critique of male abuse of power against women. Gaspar de Alba’s book is an intimate portrait of Juana Inés-an illegitimate, self-taught criolla who was born Juana Ramírez de Asbaje-in which she appears as a sensual, strongwilled, intelligent, emotional woman. The novel combines Sor Juana’s words, recent scholarship on the poet, and imaginative fiction. Gaspar de Alba is also the author of the essay “Tortillerismo: Work by Chicana Lesbians,”27 in which she discusses the marginalization of Chicana lesbian writers. Other works by Gaspar de Alba include The Mystery of Survival and Other Stories,28 “Juana Inés,”29 and “Excerpts from the Sapphic Diary of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz.”30 With María Herrera Sobek and Demetria Martínez, Gaspar de Alba wrote Three Times a Woman: Chicana Poetry.31

Ellen M. Gil-Gómez is the author of Performing La Mestiza: Textual Representations of Lesbians of Color and the Negotiation of Identities,32 a book which explores the constructions of ethnicity, gender, and queer identities in the texts of contemporary U.S. lesbians of color. The author leans on theories developed by Gloria Anzaldúa and Judith Butler in her explorations of these works, which were written by African American, Native American, and Asian American women, as well as Latinas.

Marga Gómez is lesbian writer and performer of Cuban and Puerto Rican origins. Born in Harlem, Gómez has lived in San Francisco and Brooklyn. Her parents, using the stage names Willie Chevalier (a Cuban with the given name of Wildredo Gómez) and Margo la Exótica (really Puerto Rican born Margarita Estremerà), were also performers. Their variety shows could be seen in U.S. Latin clubs in the 1950s and ’60s.

Marga, a recipient of Theater LA’s Ovation Award, has had several solo shows. Memory Tricks, her solo show from 1993, is a piece about her mother, who led a colorful life, marrying twice and escaping the ennui of her second marriage by fleeing to France, only to return to the United States a confused victim of Alzheimer’s. Gómez explored her relationship with her father in the performance piece A Line Around the Block. Live and Undead, a comedy, was performed at the Latina Theater Festival in Los Angeles in October 2000. Other solo shows include Marga Gomez Is Pretty, Witty & Gay, jaywalker, and The Twelve Days of Cochina. In 2002, Gómez performed alongside Carmelita Tropicana in Single Wet Female, a show that was billed as a low budget thriller. The artist also starred in Miss Clairol, an independent film directed by Melissa Howden, and Sphere, a science fiction film directed by Barry Levinson. She has appeared on HBO’s Comic Relief on Comedy Central’s Out There, and on Tracy Ullman’s variety show on HBO. Gómez has an audio CD, Hung Like a Fly,33 and excerpts from some of her shows can be read in Contemporary Plays by Women of Color 34

Irene González Frei is the pseudonym of an author who has chosen to remain anonymous-in the closet, as it were. González Frei is the author of the novel Tu nombre escrito en el agua,35 an erotic fantasy about Sofía, a young woman from Madrid, who develops a passionate relationship with a woman named Marina. The novel won the Sonrisa Vertical (Vertical Smile) prize in 1995—this being an award given annually to what is deemed the best erotic novel.

Psychologist and psychotherapist Susana Guzner was born in 1944 in Argentina. She left that country following the rape, torture, and murder of her only sister at the hands of the death squads and has been living in Spain since 1976. Currently she resides in the Canary Islands. La insensata geometría del amor 36 is her first novel. This is a lesbian love thriller with a protagonist/narrator named María, a translator who falls in love with a woman named Eva whom she meets in an airport. Eva is an enigmatic figure with a hidden past. In fact, part of the intrigue in the novel revolves around Eva’s true identity. There are numerous cultural references interwoven throughout the work, beginning with the names of the two principal characters, who represent the two culturally constructed poles of womanhood in the Catholic mind: Mary, the good and Eve, the wicked. The title of the novel alludes ironically to the complicated web of perceptions in human relationships: that is, there are no precise geometric shapes when humans interact and fall in love. The novel has proven to be quite popular with readers and has been very well received in critical circles. Guzner has also written television screenplays, some plays, and opinion pieces, along with texts in the field of psychology. Women are always the focal point of her creative writing.

Mili Hernández is not really a writer or performer, but she deserves a mention for her contributions to Latina lesbian letters. Hernández is a political activist who appears regularly in the Spanish media as a spokesperson for gay and lesbian issues. She and her partner hold the distinction of being the first lesbian couple to officially register in Madrid as domestic partners. Hernández is also credited with taking the rainbow flag to Spain. With Arnaldo Gancedo, she founded Berkana, Spain’s first gay and lesbian bookstore, in Madrid’s gay district. For a while, she edited a lesbian magazine, Nosotras (Us). In order to foment gay and lesbian literature in Spain she-along with Cómplices, a Barcelona gay and lesbian bookstore-began Egales (Editorial Gay y Lesbiana), the first Spanish gay and lesbian press. While there are now more independent queer presses in Spain, Egales has been one of the most successful in publishing and distributing works by Spanish lesbian and gay male authors.

Writer and journalist María Felicitas Jaime was born in Buenos Aires, Argentina.
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