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         ‘This collection of devastatingly gay and unabashedly political essays is, in fact, a quiver of exquisite arrows, each dipped in the blood and bile of love and hate, the only tincture with the viscosity of truth. On every one of these electrifying and gorgeously written pages—brilliantly translated by Gwendolyn Harper—Lemebel spills anti-fascist tea in dizzying prose that spins us ever closer to the collective liberation he was seeking’

         Alejandro Varela, author of The Town of Babylon

         ‘His work was forged in the night, in the barrio, in life and not in literature… His books changed lives’

         Alejandro Zambra, author of Chilean Poet

         ‘Beautifully loyal to queer Santiago, queer Chile; to Chilean queers under the dictatorship, during the AIDS catastrophe, through the unrelenting poverty of neoliberalism. Such loyalty might exclude an anglophone reader. But Gwendolyn Harper’s translation is astoundingly good. It allowed me to feel that I was being spoken to directly. And to know that Lemebel’s personality, his poetry, his love, his grief, his anger, his generosity, his voice, are all still with us, and still true. Pedro Lemebel is alive! And I am in love’

         Keith Ridgway, author of A Shock

         ‘Images so alarming and original leap from every page, you come to believe that if you were to tear a page it would bleed scarlet… The fecund horror of a life in Chile in the last third of the last century, crushed under the boot of Pinochet, gnawed at by AIDS, is transfigured by Lemebel’s bejewelled pen’

         Lauren John Joseph, author of At Certain Points We Touch
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            Foreword

         

         Decades ago, I heard an apocryphal story about Pedro Lemebel arriving in a pink miniskirt to receive his first literary prize. I’ve heard iterations of this story since then from various relatives and friends. It always ends with what he wore, the pink miniskirt serving as cultural shorthand for the far more nuanced insurgency that Lemebel and his writing ignited. It is a liberator tale, marking the arrival of an unforeseen leader, the artist capable of showing all of Chile that performing sameness wasn’t as necessary to their survival as they assumed it to be—that they didn’t, in fact, need to resign themselves to social and cultural suffocation for the rest of their lives.

         The story always takes place in an upper-crust Santiago neighborhood in the early eighties, ten years or so into the Pinochet dictatorship. A well-funded municipality decides to hold a writing contest, with the assumption that only people from nearby households will have the skill and confidence to take their writing seriously enough to submit it. Lemebel grew up not nearby but in one of Santiago’s poorest neighborhoods. He submits a poem about the precarity of gay life on the margins of Santiago. Allegedly, several of the judges recoil when they read it, but the images in it are so striking, the language so vivid and exceptional, that they can’t deny the truth: the poem merits the prize more than any of the other submissions.

         When I researched the veracity of this tale, however, I discovered another story entirely, even more subversive and nuanced. In this version, Lemebel submitted not a poem but a short story about a father who hides his homosexuality from his family. xiiAt that point, Lemebel still used the same first and last name as his father, Pedro Mardones. When someone from the municipal committee arrived with the prize news, Lemebel wasn’t home. His father was the one to receive the news at the door, to say yes, he was Pedro Mardones.

         A few weeks after reading this version of events on Wikipedia and several other sites, I couldn’t find it anywhere, a disappearance that was fitting, as potent with layers of meaning as the extraordinary chronicles of overlooked lives contained in this volume. Lemebel wrote about people who were either caricatured or erased entirely from the public record, people like Silicone María and Our Lady of the Empanada, queens like Coupon, No Guarantees, Seven Asses, and Stick It Up Yours. These crónicas are a testament to the far more varied and beautiful truths about who lives and falls in love in Chile, beyond the fathers that have dominated its literature, with their names that automatically go first on the birth certificates of their children, names that those offspring are expected to keep, which Lemebel did not.

         I suspect the story of Lemebel’s now legendary entry into Chilean literature will continue to change as the country changes. Óscar Contardo, in his recent biography of Lemebel, Loca fuerte, says that Lemebel came to find amusement in the conflicting versions of his life, how they’ve become a mirror for the country of itself.

         What remains an established fact is Lemebel’s decision to change, in 1993, his surname to his mother’s—a gesture he defined as “an alliance with all that is feminine.” I first encountered Lemebel’s work around the time I had also dropped my father’s last name, upon publication of my first poem, opting instead for a verbal alliance with the Noveys on my mother’s side. I was ravenous for writerly gestures of audacity when I arrived in Chile in 2000 for a teaching job at the state-run Catholic University of Valparaíso. A decade had already passed since the 1988 plebiscite ending the dictatorship, but military leaders still oversaw the state university system. The theater productions I went to see in Valparaíso were often inhibited, lacking xiiiany genuine daring, or so they seemed until a writer friend invited me to see a series of dramatic monologues based on Lemebel’s crónicas. The theater was packed and people were unusually animated, laughing with a contagious sense of excitement.

         Once the lone actor stepped onto the stage and began to speak, I lost all interest in the audience. I was stunned. That performance was my first experience of Lemebel’s writing, of the verve and endearing idiosyncrasies he grants to each character, of how artfully he juxtaposes the lightness of his sly humor with frank descriptions of the fear, hunger, and efforts at survival that shape the lives of the gender-nonconforming locas in his crónicas. Yet the cruel circumstances in which they live, how many of them die of AIDS with no medical support whatsoever, are never the sum of who they are.

         I’ve now been returning to Lemebel’s work for twenty-five years, and each time I learn something new from it about how to write prose with the mindset of a poet, how to subvert conventional ways of describing a character, the subtle gestures that speak to a person’s sensuality, the small impulses that reveal their particular way of coping with fear and longing.

         Lemebel had a tremendous gift for unexpected metaphors, for how to conjure the singularity of a person through one striking sensual detail. As he writes in one of the indelible crónicas in this volume, “there’s always a metaphor that, in ridiculing, beautifies the flaw, making it unique, one’s own.”

         In a now legendary conversation from 2000, TV interviewer Tati Penna describes Lemebel’s work as “an acidic vision of our society.” With transfixing composure, Lemebel smiles at this description of his work and explains to Penna that when gay people seek a public act, some will inevitably see it as violent, the way, he tells her, “any minority that announces their needs is called violent and disruptive.” Lemebel’s works are no more acidic than the brutal and often deadly reality in which he wrote them. Throughout the interview, Lemebel insists on the alliance in his work between “homosexuals and other minorities … with everyone that Chilean society has denied.” xiv

         During that TV interview, and for years after and before it, Lemebel described his work with the same four words: “Hablo por mi diferencia.” For a writer to speak from, and through, what makes them different may not seem radical now. To speak out of difference has become a more accepted source of artistic vitality in the twenty-first century, or at least in more countries than it used to be, than when Lemebel first entered Chilean literature and was often the only writer determined to make that intention manifest in everything he wrote.

         Gwendolyn Harper’s lively translations in this volume contain all sorts of inventive re-creations of Lemebel’s exacting slices into the intestines of Chilean speech. Lemebel’s artful wielding of Chilean slang doesn’t lend itself easily to translation. He splits open Chilean Spanish like the underside of a fish, exposing all the slimy cultural guts. Harper’s translation attends to all those tacit social connotations in subtle ways. In “Night of Furs,” she re-creates the charged humor of Lemebel’s cast of locas as they gossip about mainstream TV culture—a culture that has denied their existence. The painful fact of their exclusion flows unspoken beneath their discussion of “handsome Mauricio and his olive-pit pucker” as they egg each other on, exchanging stories about “the kept prince of television.” After the joyful banter in the opening pages, “Night of Furs” moves toward the dire torment of “seropositive winters,” endured within the ongoing terrors of the dictatorship.

         In her deeply considered translations, Harper honors the jarring contrasts “of cadavers and dreams” that Lemebel experienced and transformed into a body of work that deserves a far more prominent place in the international canon of writing that has expanded humanity’s understanding of itself. If you have yet to read the work of Pedro Lemebel, prepare to be wrecked and resurrected, to be pulled into the world of characters who come immediately to life and who will not leave you.

         My first rapturous encounter with Lemebel’s crónicas converged with an early fixation on another South American writer, Clarice Lispector, whose sentences and startling emotional honesty are similarly unmistakable for anyone else’s. As xvwith Lispector, whose books have only posthumously been widely recognized as the canonical body of writing that they are, I hope this volume will begin a long overdue international conversation about, and celebration of, Lemebel’s exhilarating work.

         
             

         

         idra novey

         xvi
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            Introduction

         

         
            I could write almost telegraphically for the whole world and for the symmetrical ratification of all languages kowtowed to English. I’ll never write in English; with any luck I say, Go home.

            —Pedro Lemebel, “In Lieu of a Synopsis”

         

         It’s hard to know whether Pedro Lemebel, one of the most important queer writers of twentieth-century Latin America, wants to be translated into English at all after a couple of sentences like that. A protean figure, he was a performance artist, radio host, and newspaper columnist, a tireless activist whose life spanned some of Chile’s most dramatic decades. But above all he was known for his furious, dazzling crónicas—short prose pieces that blend loose reportage with fictional and essayistic modes. Many of them depict Chile’s AIDS crisis, which in 1984 began to spread through Santiago’s sexual underground, overlapping with the final years of the Pinochet dictatorship. In a prose style that grabs its readers by the collar, Lemebel recounts the lives of individual locas—a derogatory Chilean term for a travesti, trans woman, or even an effeminate gay man—while also prompting questions about the relationship between the words we use and the way we see the world.

         Throughout his work, Lemebel remains unabashedly political. He hated the word gay, a term he associates with the moneyed, white, and hypermasculine homosexual culture that has xviiisteamrolled homespun Latin American homosexualities, which to his mind are poor, Indigenous, and feminine. But, beyond his militant stance, what perhaps most risks getting lost in translation is Lemebel’s simultaneous acridity and tenderness, a generosity toward language and the world even amid steely resistance to its conditions. His dissatisfaction with the available vocabulary is coextensive with his love for language, as his capricious conjunctions of syllables and sly wordplay become the very nodes of his resistance.

         
             

         

         Lemebel was born in 1952, as Pedro Mardones, on the poorer outskirts of Santiago. In the crónica “Zanjón upon the Water,” named for the neighborhood where he grew up, he describes his early years with irony, nostalgia, and a bit of fairy-tale dust, braiding his childhood memories of poverty with early subversive experiences of gender: after sipping, as a toddler, on the sewage that runs in the stream behind the family’s home, he becomes “pregnant” with what’s assumed to be a stomach virus but later turns out to be a tadpole. Even memories of his mother’s physical affection feel inextricable from economic realities: his mother’s hands—an image he will return to in “Manifesto” and “Street Corners of My Heart”—are “gashed by bleach.”

         Lemebel came of age in the seventies, studying carpentry and metallurgy at a technical school before enrolling as an art student at the University of Chile. The late 1960s had brought a blossoming of Chilean art and music, particularly the political folk music genre known as Nueva Canción (New Song)—a movement that included figures like Violeta Parra and Víctor Jara, two singer-composers that Lemebel particularly admired and whom he references in various crónicas. The Socialist leader Salvador Allende was elected president in 1970, inaugurating a period of remarkable—even utopian—political energy and hope. Allende moved to significantly increase government services, building public hospitals and housing, raising the minimum wage, creating literary and education programs, and guaranteeing free access to milk for women with children. In moves that greatly upset the wealthy Chilean establishment, he nationalized the banks and copper industry, and expanded a xixland seizure and redistribution program that had begun under Eduardo Frei, his Christian Democrat predecessor; by the beginning of 1973, the majority of the enormous agricultural estates had been reduced to two hundred acres.

         But what began as a bright new decade turned into a tumultuous and ultimately bloody one for the country. Class tensions ran high as Allende began to enact his reforms. Following the March 1973 congressional elections, the streets were filled almost daily with marches from every side of the political spectrum—from conservative wives who protested the government’s food rationing, to groups further to the left than Allende such as the Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria (Revolutionary Left Movement), which wanted civilian armed resistance to counter the military’s increasing distance from the presidency. The country’s difficulties, which included inflation and a shrinking economy, were intensified by and in some cases created through secret US involvement—the food shortage, for example, was caused by a months-long strike by the truck drivers union, where the drivers were paid wages by the CIA in order to remain on strike indefinitely.

         In June, the right-wing paramilitary group Frente Nacionalista Patria y Libertad (Fatherland and Liberty Nationalist Front) staged a failed coup; by August, the police and military commanders who supported Allende had either been forced to resign or been assassinated. And on September 11, 1973, the military, backed by the United States, staged a successful coup, bombing the presidential palace with Allende inside. During the weeks and years that followed, thousands would be detained and killed—collectively known as “the disappeared,” as most of the bodies were never recovered, nor their deaths confirmed. The state was now run by a military junta—a group of four generals, with General Augusto Pinochet as head of state. The new regime implemented a nightly curfew that it maintained until 1987, shortly before Pinochet stepped down from power.

         It is onto this grim stage, in the eighties, that Lemebel first steps. Not as a writer—though he has, importantly, begun attending workshops with writers Diamela Eltit and Pía Barros. xxLike many Allende supporters, he spent the second half of the seventies keeping a low profile. But during the final years of the dictatorship, having been fired from his job as an art teacher for his homosexuality, he began making, together with the artist Francisco Casas, what are now considered key early pieces of Latin American performance art.

         There wasn’t really a word, at least not in Chile, for what they were doing back then: putting their bodies on the line in sometimes playful, at other times profoundly dangerous, situations. Calling themselves Las Yeguas del Apocalipsis (“The Mares of the Apocalypse”), the pair often appeared in drag, and their performances—equal parts brilliant and disruptive—confronted not only the dictatorship’s atrocities, but also the Left’s homophobia and its blindness to the rapidly developing AIDS crisis. As one of their first acts, at the ceremony where Raúl Zurita accepted the 1988 Pablo Neruda Award for Poetry, the pair climbed onstage and crowned the poet with thorns—a wink at Zurita’s public gestures of self-sacrifice. In another instance, the two of them rode naked on a white horse into the campus of the University of Chile. Perhaps their most famous piece is The Conquest of America (1989), a bloody homosexual pas de deux in which, bare-chested and barefoot, they performed the cueca, a traditional (and often politicized) dance in Chile, over a map of South America made of glass shards from Coke bottles. This was in front of the Chilean Commission on Human Rights, the committee responsible for calculating the number of people who were killed or tortured by the Chilean military between 1973 and 1989.

         Lemebel recounts some of these art actions in the crónicas. In “The Death of Madonna,” he describes how, in November 1989, coinciding with one of the resistance’s citywide blackouts, the Yeguas drew glowing stars on the ground, creating a Hollywood-style walk of fame and setting up a faux film premiere, which included spotlights and press coverage, so the locas in the surrounding neighborhood could pretend to be movie stars. But the action’s title, Gone with AIDS—a twist on Gone with the Wind—suggests that most of those who participated would be subject to a very different fate. Lemebel’s xxifirst book of crónicas, La esquina es mi corazón (Street corners of my heart), was published in 1995—a chapbook of short stories, Incontables (Uncountables) was published earlier, in 1986—and with it, Lemebel sprang into the literary world fully formed as a writer. His second book, Loco afán (Wild desire, 1996), brought him international attention. For it is in Loco afán that Lemebel places the AIDS crisis and the locas front and center, memorializing his friends who have “disappeared” in what feels to him like political déjà vu.

         
             

         

         If we were to take Lemebel’s flamboyantly baroque crónicas literally, AIDS arrived with the blond, macho gay tourist, who sank his contagious teeth into the streetwalking locas who slept with foreign men for a living. Though Lemebel often narrates the deaths of real individuals, the crónica as a form is expansive enough for him to imbue the act of dying with camp sensibility, and he casts each loca, as she falls sick, in the starring role of her own private tragedy. The distraught girls who remain behind become the chorus, eager to fulfill the elaborate last wishes of their friends. An emaciated queen’s desire to star in a film, or eat tangerine ice cream, is both high-camp absurdist and entirely realistic as a portrayal of dementia, a latestage complication of AIDS. This double vision—of being both mannered and natural, self-conscious and sincere—is a hallmark of camp, and a holdover from the years Lemebel spent performing. How can anyone be natural when being watched? The question applies equally to actors, to queers, to anyone living under surveillance. Lemebel writes like he’s facing a crowd, or the firing squad. His affectation is also an urgency.

         Lemebel’s overwrought sentences almost succeed in distracting us, the readers, from the precarious lives of these characters, and part of his brilliance lies in his ability to depict the drama and humor of that disparity. In “The Million Names of María Chameleon,” he argues for the importance of nicknames among the locas, especially for those who get sick. He follows his defense with a long list of names, filled with winks at pop culture and sexual preferences. The list becomes an homage with a dramatic arc, a compilation of symptoms xxiithat doubles as an essay on the uses of humor in crisis and resistance. But as the list progresses, so does the disease. And in the end, while there are nicknames for the dying, there are none for the dead.

         Camp (or what I’m approximating as camp) also informs how Lemebel writes about the dictatorship. He often looks through the eyes of the women involved, finding a strange, cruel sympathy even with those who hew close to power, such as the wives of military generals who organize a jewelry drive for rebuilding the country, only to find their jewels on the necks of the wives of American diplomats; or the woman whose cocktail parties attract the literary elite to her living room while her husband tortures suspected dissidents in the basement. (Lemebel related this horrific scene to Roberto Bolaño, who turned it into the central premise of By Night in Chile.) But his tone turns serious when he recounts interviews with women who were detained by the regime, or who search for their disappeared husbands. And though his descriptions are never entirely free of irony, Lemebel touches in several crónicas on the dictatorship’s end: the Left’s remarkable NO campaign during the 1988 referendum on whether Pinochet should remain in power, its electoral victory the final nail in the dictatorship’s coffin.

         Immediately following the coup, many artists and activists had sought asylum in other countries, generating a further split between those who left and those who stayed. Perhaps this is why when Roberto Bolaño, exile par excellence to the rest of the world, returned to Chile for the first time in 1995, he expressed a certain nervousness about meeting Lemebel. But Bolaño soon became one of Lemebel’s biggest supporters, and arranged to have the crónicas—which would eventually total seven slim volumes—published in Spain. (As Bolaño wryly noted, “Lemebel doesn’t have to write poetry to be the best poet of my generation.”) The books were lauded by the Mexican writer Carlos Monsiváis and quickly gained a readership on both sides of the Atlantic. Lemebel would go on to receive Germany’s Anna Seghers Prize, the José Donoso Prize in Latin American Letters, and a Guggenheim Fellowship, with his work xxiiibeing translated by the early 2000s into German, French, Italian, and English, most significantly his only novel, Tengo miedo torero, translated by Katherine Silver as My Tender Matador.

         By the end of his life, Lemebel would be both a popular hero and a darling—or maybe enfant terrible—of the Latin American art and literary world; a queer icon as well as an activist; someone who was constantly stopped on the street by his fans. According to one of his friends, the critic Soledad Bianchi, these fans were often women and often on the older side—an unusual readership for his unflinching stories about travesti lives. One of the first things that drew me to Lemebel was that everyone—from the twentysomething-year-old punks in the port city Valparaíso, to the highbrow literati in Santiago, to the working-class grandmothers in the provinces—seemed to have read and loved him. How could a single writer resonate with such a wide range of people?

         Lemebel had reached these audiences in part because he’d expanded the kinds of media he was using to tell his stories. After publishing La esquina es mi corazón, he was offered a slot on Radio Tierra, a grassroots feminist station, where on his program Cancionero (Songbook) he read many of the crónicas that became his third collection, De perlas y cicatrices (Of pearls and scars). Ten or so of the original recordings of these shows remain available online; the radio felt like a particularly apt home for Lemebel, whose work is inflected with Chilean oral culture and popular music. Additionally, Lemebel began publishing pieces in newspapers and magazines with national distribution (La Nación, The Clinic, Punto Final, Página Abierta).

         The shorter publication cycles for radio pieces and newspaper columns both streamlined Lemebel’s style and led him to comment with more frequency on current politics. He questioned the new democratic government’s protection of the old military junta under a process that was being called the “transition to democracy.” Just across the cordillera of the Andes, five leaders of the Argentine military dictatorship had been successfully prosecuted in 1985 and put in jail. Pinochet, by contrast, was made a lifelong senator; eventual prosecution attempts, xxivwhich began a decade later, and in Europe rather than Chile, were held up by a continual back-and-forth about impunity granted for medical reasons or political status. He died without ever having been convicted of a crime. Lemebel also objected, along with many others, to the continued use of Pinochet-era laws and the Pinochet-era constitution—especially the many free-market economic policies that the dictatorship had imported wholesale from Milton Friedman’s Chicago seminars. He voiced a growing suspicion among much of the public that nothing, or not nearly enough, had changed, especially in the face of the country’s extreme economic inequality.

         When Lemebel died in early 2015, of laryngeal cancer, hundreds attended his boisterous, celebratory wake, filled with music and dancing; and the government threw him an equally lavish, now legendary funeral, where Chile’s luminaries and locas all gathered to say their goodbyes. Upon hearing of Lemebel’s death, the novelist Alejandro Zambra wrote that his work “is studied all over, he is talked about in the press, on the radio, on TV, because his books created an audience that didn’t exist before. His books changed lives. To say that his work is important for Chilean literature would be stingy: his work is important for Chile.” And four years later, in October 2019, when protests exploded in the streets over a thirty-peso subway fare hike that became a flash point for deeper grievances (with thousands shouting, “It’s not thirty pesos, it’s thirty years!”), a social movement eventually resulting in a national plebiscite that voted out the Pinochet-era constitution, Lemebel’s face was everywhere, painted on murals and signs and barricades.

         
             

         

         I am often asked whether Lemebel would be considered trans in our contemporary understanding, and his characters trans women. I began translating Lemebel’s work in 2016, and finished in 2023. In those intervening years, the public conversation around gender identity in the US and the UK has changed significantly, as has the conversation in Latin America. The travestis and locas in the crónicas, though far too often fated to live lives cut short, are also marked by a sense of uncontainability. xxvFor Lemebel, loca identity was something simultaneously uncompromising and malleable: he intentionally used terms and pronouns quite loosely, valuing playfulness, possibility, and a notion of desborde (literally meaning overflow or excess).

         And I am pulled, as a translator always is, between writer and eager reader, between building bridges and holding the line. On the one hand, I need to honor Lemebel’s cultural and temporal specificities—he never identified as trans—and respect his broader, explicit refusal of the Global North’s gender and sexuality identifiers, which he saw as a colonial imposition. It’s hard to describe in contemporary English, replete with specific identifiers that can imply a high level of access to medical care, the expansiveness of the travesti identity in Spanish and its disassociation from hormone therapy or surgeries, especially in the 1980s and ’90s. Many if not most travestis still make their living as sex workers, and certainly did back then. As the scholar Melissa M. González points out in the Postposttransexual issue of Transgender Studies Quarterly, Lemebel saw locas as historically and culturally specific, destined to disappear with globalized capitalism. On the other hand, many today in Latin America identify both as trans and as a loca. Perhaps importantly, too, I find myself peering into a yawning gap that is the lack of a trans canon in our collective literary imagination.

         Once, cooking lunch with a Chilean American friend, a talented younger writer at the early stages of exploring their gender identity, I pressed the point that Lemebel was not, in fact, trans. Their face fell. Years later, my friend is out as trans, cheerfully insisting over an international phone call that Lemebel definitely wouldn’t have called himself trans and describing the ongoing debate around Lemebel’s pronouns in Chile. So we’re on the same page, and yet—I still remember her face falling. The strength of that memory has made me wonder: What am I accomplishing by gatekeeping? Who is Lemebel writing for, if not for her?

         A trans canon sounds like an oxymoron; I don’t know whether Lemebel would be horrified or gleeful to have infiltrated Penguin Classics (possibly a little of both). He wrote urgently, for his own xxvitime, his own friends, and yet his rollicking quicksilver sentences are built to last. He’s a cult classic—meaning a classic in a skewed, through-the-back-door kind of way, in a passed-fromhand-to-hand, mouth-to-mouth, slid-over-bar-countertops, or dropped-in-a-mailbox kind of way. What I love most about cult classics is that there’s room for everything—for cliché and for camp and for bad taste. There’s room for you and room for me and room for whoever comes next. This last point mattered very much to Lemebel. So to close, here is Pedro in “Manifesto”; he is speaking, during the dictatorship, in heels, at a resistance meeting:

         
            
               So that the revolution does not completely rot

               I leave you with a message

               Not for my sake

               I am old

               And your utopia is for future generations

               There are so many children who will be born

               With a little broken wing

               And I want them to fly, comrade

               I want your revolution

               To drop them a piece of red heaven

               So that they fly.

            

         

         A LAST THOUGHT ON AI DS

         A good friend of mine died while I was translating this book. Her name was Cecilia Paz Peralta, and I miss her very much. She died from cancer, not from AIDS, but in helping care for her, in watching the healthcare system in Chile fail so dramatically that it became partially responsible for her death, and in clashing, sometimes bitterly, over her resulting desperate pursuit of unproven treatments, ranging from kambo to crystals to psychotherapy, I gained a tiny, limited window into certain aspects of the AIDS crisis in the 1980s and ’90s, and was reminded of what many of Lemebel’s crónicas are really about. xxvii

         Throughout the crónicas, Lemebel refers to the disease simply as AIDS, rather than HIV or HIV/AIDS, as is now standard in the United States. Little was known then about the disease (Lemebel often calls it the shadow or the mystery), and death came quickly to those who contracted it. Even after the discovery of life-saving drugs—a result of ACT UP activists in the US demanding research and clinical trials—these prescriptions remained largely unavailable to poor locas in Chile. And today, though advancements in treatment and prevention mean that HIV is now a manageable disease, 650,000 people worldwide die annually from AIDS-related causes. Meanwhile, in the US, HIV/AIDS continues to disproportionately affect communities of color, and 30,000 people receive positive diagnoses each year. It is remarkable and damning how little we talk or think about it as a larger culture.

         Still, the AIDS crisis—i.e., the period of time before there was any known medical treatment—registers very differently for those who remember it and those who don’t. The hope, from everyone involved in putting this book together, is that Lemebel’s work will speak to both generations of readers. In his New Yorker essay about a revival of Angels in America, the writer and critic Hilton Als laments how younger generations, “too young to know how AIDS decimated not only a community but the world,” subsequently “can’t understand the love and the urgency that the play grew out of.” At the same time, he questions the “maddening” vision of race and sexual difference that Tony Kushner’s play presents. Lemebel’s crónicas seem to answer the implicit call, helping us all remember the AIDS crisis with renewed generosity and rage.

         
             

         

         
      gwendolyn harper
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xxix
            Suggestions for Further Reading

         

         Lemebel’s full bibliography in Spanish is as follows:

         
            Incontables (1986 chapbook; republished Santiago: Seix Barral, 2018)

            La esquina es mi corazón. Crónica urbana (Santiago: Cuarto Propio, 1995)

            Loco afán. Crónicas de sidario (Santiago: LOM, 1996)

            De perlas y cicatrices. Crónicas radiales (Santiago: LOM, 1998)

            Tengo miedo torero (Santiago: Seix Barral, 2001)

            Zanjón de la Aguada (Santiago: Seix Barral, 2003)

            Adiós mariquita linda (Santiago: Sudamericana, 2004)

            Serenata cafiola (Santiago: Seix Barral, 2008)

            Háblame de amores (Santiago: Seix Barral, 2012)

            Poco hombre. Crónicas escogidas (Santiago: Ediciones Universidad Diego Portales, 2013)

            Mi amiga Gladys (Santiago: Seix Barral, 2016)

         

         In English:

         
            My Tender Matador, translated by Katherine Silver (New York: Grove Press, 2003)

         

         You can also watch the recent Spanish-language film adaption of My Tender Matador, Tengo miedo torero (2020), directed by Rodrigo Sepúlveda and starring Alfredo Castro. A documentary on Lemebel’s life, Lemebel (2019), by Joanna Reposi Garibaldi, is also available and features footage of Lemebel from both his early performance years and his final months of life. xxxGloria Camiruaga’s 1990 documentary Casa particular (available both online and in the archives of the Museo de la Memoria y los Derechos Humanos in Santiago) includes glimpses of both Lemebel and Francisco Casas as Las Yeguas del Apocalipsis, as well as certain elements that show up in crónicas like “Night of Furs” and “The Death of Madonna”; the crónica “Act Like Nothing Happened, Dream It Never Could” is a response to Camiruaga’s 2000 film La venda (The blindfold).

         For even more visual context, Paz Errázuriz’s series of photographs La manzana de Adán (Adam’s apple) documents travesti life in both Santiago and Talca in the 1980s. For a deeper look at the intersection of AIDS and literature specifically, see Lina Meruane’s Viral Voyages: Tracing AIDS in Latin America (trans. Andrea Rosenberg; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014).

         A number of writers have published essays about the importance of Lemebel’s work and their personal encounters with him; a few are in English or have recently been translated as part of larger essay collections. Garth Greenwell’s homage to the writer was published in The New Yorker shortly after Lemebel’s death. Roberto Bolaño’s meditations on Lemebel can be found in Between Parentheses (ed. Ignacio Echevarría and trans. Natasha Wimmer; New York: New Directions, 2011). Two essays about Lemebel by Alejandro Zambra are included in Zambra’s collection Not to Read (trans. Megan McDowell; London: Fitzcarraldo, 2018). Lemebel also makes a memorable cameo in Paul B. Preciado’s Testo Junkie (first published as Beatriz Preciado; trans. Bruce Benderson; New York: Feminist Press, 2013).

         For readers of Spanish, Óscar Contardo’s Loca fuerte (Santiago: Ediciones Universidad Diego Portales, 2022) and Soledad Bianchi’s Lemebel (Santiago: Montacerdos, 2018) are full of insights about the writer. And you can hear from Lemebel himself in Lemebel oral. 20 años de entrevistas (ed. Gonzalo León; Buenos Aires: Mansalva, 2018).

      

   


   
      
         
xxxi
            A Note on the Translation

         

         This book can be read cover to cover or cruised piece to piece. I’ve divided the crónicas thematically, though Lemebel’s intersectional subjects inevitably permeate and contaminate each other. The first section introduces us to Lemebel’s queer subject matter and idiosyncratic style; the second focuses on the coup and the years of dictatorship; the third covers the AIDS crisis and contains some of Lemebel’s most memorable crónicas. The fourth shifts the focus back to national politics and life in Chile after the dictatorship ended in December 1989—the neutrality of the section title, “Post-90,” comes from Lemebel’s refusal to use any of the new government’s self-congratulatory language about the period. And the final section features crónicas that describe Lemebel’s childhood and urban life in Santiago, as well as his musings about language, colonialism, and Indigeneity.

         The Spanish-language volume Poco hombre, selected and edited by Ignacio Echevarría in consultation with Lemebel, spans Lemebel’s entire writing career and served as the jumping-off point for this volume; about two thirds of our selection overlaps with that book. We placed a perhaps stronger emphasis on Lemebel’s first two collections of crónicas—La esquina es mi corazón and Loco afán—while not including some pieces that didn’t successfully translate beyond the specificities of Chilean culture and politics.

         In truth, all of Lemebel’s crónicas have been described, rightly or wrongly, as untranslatable. The split between writer and xxxiireader—between two languages, cultures, and eras—is the oldest, most basic question of international literature. As a translator, I owe the writer as close a correspondence as possible to the vision of the work (sentence for sentence, even sound for sound), just as I owe the reader access to that vision. Should I put the reader at ease, potentially compromising the more foreign or undigestible aspects of the work, or should I push the reader’s willingness to read strange English and hear unfamiliar terms?
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