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    Introduction


    As the translation of the satirical novel Lilus Kikus and accompanying stories goes to press, I am aware that—despite her distinction as one of Mexico’s most prolific and greatest contemporary writers—there are potential English-language readers who will ask, Who is Elena Poniatowska? She herself reacted to my recent reference to her as Mexico’s “grand dame of letters” with humility and a statement that she is undeserving of such tribute. And yet she has been a leading voice of Mexico for five decades, beginning as a newspaper interviewer with provocative questions and continuing as a perceptive chronicler of the contemporary Mexican—especially the Mexican woman.


    Poniatowska has excelled in several genres—as journalist, novelist, short-story writer, and essayist. She possesses a significant talent for revealing the light, personal side of the human being in her interviews, and her fiction focuses on the search for identity and meaning in human existence more than on plot. Her political writing began with wry observations of those often not revealed by the hegemonical leadership—those who do not rise to power, who are used by others, and who constitute the working force of the nation. It is only in the United States that Poniatowska is not as well known as other, more recent Mexican women writers—women whose novels entertain with food preparations and sexual adventures as they retell Mexican history. Poniatowska broke into publishing when few women dared or found it possible to emerge among a male-dominated literary establishment. Her oeuvre—numerous publications of nonfiction as well as fiction—is an enduring and consistent sociopolitical commitment to people whose voices would not otherwise be heard.


    Who is Elena Poniatowska? Her publications (whether newspaper essays, prologues, or her own books) have created her reputation, but the writer’s own humble attitude and generous giving of her time also make her remarkable. Born in 1932, Poniatowska is now at the zenith of her career (although she still has numerous writing projects under way). Her very first publication, the short novel Lilus Kikus, occurred in 1954, at about the same time as her entry into journalism, and established a model for her works to follow. What is remarkable about this story is that it was created by a young woman with no college training, only beginning her writing career, who nevertheless crafted a humorous and somber reflection on how little girls were raised in 1940s society. Poniatowska employs sharp tools of satire to weave meaning between the lines, a strategy that would go unrecognized for years.


    In an era when only men were considered great writers, Poniatowska was merely credited with writing a cute children’s book, and remained on the sidelines of “intellectual” life, unrelenting and prolific in her writing and research until years later when literary awards and journalistic prizes began to accumulate. Poniatowska has cited as an influence Rosario Castellanos’s (1925–1974) master’s thesis on the status of women, which was published in 1950, and Elena Garro’s (1920–1998) stories, first published in 1962. These are the only other two women writers who published in mid-twentieth-century Mexico, and neither was embraced by Mexican intellectual society.


    Poniatowska has been an influence on and coach of other women in writing workshops that she has conducted since 1983, when they were founded as part of the Interdisciplinary Program for Women’s Studies at Mexico City’s prestigious private university, Colegio de México. Some of her students are now renowned authors themselves, among them Silvia Molina and Rosa Nissán. Poniatowska is one of the originators of and a regular contributor to the magazine fem, Mexico’s first feminist periodical (founded in 1976),which has endured despite occasional setbacks, including the disappearance and death of its editor, Alaide Foppa. Many intellectual Mexican women initially tried to avoid such feminist associations for fear of censorship of their work. Poniatowska has also contributed to Mexican artistic life with her participation in the creation of the publishing venture Editorial Siglo Veintiuno, and the founding of a national film library, Cineteca Nacional.


    Principally and foremost, however, Poniatowska is a writer. First, she is responsible for creating and transforming the interview genre in Mexico. Her early claim to fame is that she interviewed the rich and famous and revealed a side of them not previously known. She is a keen observer, and this talent is revealed as much in her journalism and nonfiction as in her fiction. After her entry into journalism with interviews of famous personages, Poniatowska has been persistent in seeking to represent those who are different and in providing a medium for their voices. For some fifty years, she has continued to contribute articles to newspapers and magazines. Her books of nonfiction deal with a variety of themes: the voices of the mothers of political prisoners disappeared by government forces as they clamped down on public political activity during the mid-twentieth century (Fuerte es el silencio, 1980); the voices of those who have no home and defy the government with their squatter’s initiatives (also in Fuerte es el silencio, 1980); the inept and delayed rescue efforts by the government following the 1985 Mexico City earthquake (Nada, nadie, 1988; Nothing, Nobody, 1995); the story of a young girl with cerebral palsy who, as she becomes an adult, fulfills her desire to live life as fully as possible, even adopting a child (Gaby Brimmer, 1979); and the story of a thirteen-year-old’s rape and her fortitude in denouncing an unjust legal system (Las mil y una . . . [la herida de Paulina], 2000). A recent book celebrates seven talented and avant-garde women artists, several of whom have received scant critical attention (Las siete cabritas, 2000).


    Poniatowska’s introductory essays to art books, which are numerous, capture beauty in words, also saluting the artists or a particular region of Mexico. Her essay accompanying a collection of photographs by Graciela Iturbide of the women of the Oaxaca region is a tantalizing portrait to match Iturbide’s work. (While the original book has gone out of print, its story and photographs have been republished, with other Poniatowska narratives, in Luz, luna y lunitas.) Poniatowska notes that it was the women of Juchitán, Oaxaca, who renewed Tina Modotti’s love of life, and her words in this portrait pay tribute to these women, who have endured invasions, modernity, and politics. Their men, meanwhile, adore them. This is Poniatowska’s narrative at its most delicious, quite different from her many narratives that depict the abuse of women by rape, violence, and poverty.


    Poniatowska is an intuitive interviewer, always finding a respectful way to approach subjects from all walks of life. In her fiction, however, like other writers of her generation, she is an intellectual more than an intuitive writer. Her novels, full of angst and meaning, often reveal the stories of women forgotten or ignored by the power system in their society: a soldadera and wife of a soldier during the Mexican Revolution who is denied her widow’s pension by the new government and spends the rest of her life in a marginal existence in the rapidly growing Mexico City (Here’s to you, Jesusa); a wife left behind by a famous artist who grieves and strives to find her identity—this text is also an interesting examination of the lack of value put on women’s lives as compared to men’s in Mexican society—(Dear Diego); a spirited woman who fights against political regimes and for the worker (Tinísima); and a wealthy woman who seeks an understanding of life and tries to help those less fortunate (Paseo de la Reforma, not yet published in translation). Her most recent novel (The Skin of the Sky) focuses on the history of modern astronomy in Mexico and examines changes in government and society during most of the twentieth century. Here science serves as a principal character, personified by the male astronomer who becomes increasingly frustrated over internal and external impediments to progress but remains immature and chauvinistic in his understanding of women. Poniatowska’s most recent publication of fiction is a new collection of short stories (Tlapalería) that reveals a gallery of snapshots of contemporary young people. Some face life in poverty and on the street, as well as drug addiction, and others embark on existential quests for meaning through the myths of their society. As we expect of Poniatowska, the stories offer the subtle message of the devaluing of female life as well as an astute use of colloquial, contemporary Mexican Spanish.


    In an era of very limited access to publishing for women—the 1950s through the 1970s—Poniatowska emerged as a subtly present female voice in a male-focused society (although regularly and sweetly referred to in diminutive fashion as “Elenita”). She cloaked her persistent pushing of the buttons of those in power with the sweetness she was assigned. But she never relented. Hired in 1953 as a society reporter (thanks to family connections), she set herself a goal of submitting one interview per day. This sharpened her writing and interviewing skills as well as satisfying newspaper editors, who then allowed her to interview subjects for reasons other than “gossip.” By carefully building her experience and creating opportunities for other assignments, she went on to steady journalistic coverage.


    During the 1960s, Poniatowska established a regular routine of Sunday visits to a principal Mexico City prison in order to talk to family members visiting imprisoned relatives. She quietly gained access, however, to the very victims of government brutality and to information not allowed in newspapers by the Mexican regime. The government regularly censored the media, but Poniatowska found a way to reveal information by dropping it as tidbits into her newspaper stories. When the 1968 student demonstration and government massacre occurred, jailers were accustomed to her routine of Sunday visits and granted her access when other reporters were not allowed. Thus, she was able to compile and publish the important book La noche de Tlatelolco (1971; Massacre in Mexico, 1992). Although a one-day incident is the focus, community activism had built up over several months to protest increasing government repression. Student groups hoped to gain international attention to their cause with the arrival of numerous athletes and journalists as Mexico hosted the Olympics in late October of 1968. On October 2, following a peaceful demonstration, the Mexican government bore down on the Plaza de las Tres Culturas in the neighborhood of Tlatelolco with tanks, helicopters, and snipers on the roofs of buildings, killing hundreds of people. President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, however, immediately accused the students of inciting a riot. In her text, Poniatowska contrasts government-censored newspaper reports with the testimony and direct quotes of those imprisoned, and from the family members of the disappeared and unaccounted for after the massacre.


    While Poniatowska’s journalistic writing gained momentum, she continued to publish fiction that revealed the plight and subjective consciousness of women in her society. By 1980, her two collections of short stories and three novels—Lilus Kikus; Here’s to You, Jesusa; and Dear Diego—demonstrate an intellectual analysis, depicted through women, that was not being pursued by any other writer in her society. Works by women writers Elena Garro and Rosario Castellanos had paved the way for some of this discourse, but by the early 1970s Garro was exiled from Mexico for political reasons and Castellanos had died.


    Poniatowska has even gazed across the border at the fiction of Mexican-heritage women, or Chicanas, in the United States. Her interest in the U.S. Chicana narratives that reached wide audiences in the 1980s led her to publish a translation into Spanish of Sandra Cisneros’s first novel, The House on Mango Street. In a journalistic essay in the Mexican newspaper La Jornada in 1993, Poniatowska declared that Chicana writers were leading the way back to cultural icons and empowering women’s images in Mexican folklore and culture.


    To imagine an English-language version of Poniatowska, one would have to create a composite of several figures: in the area of journalism, the interviewing trailblazer Barbara Walters, for her poignant, at times intrusive and coy but always persistent questioning of famous subjects; and the “new journalist” Joan Didion, for her intensely subjective analyses and revelations of the underdog in political economies and/or the outcasts of those in power. Among fiction writers, two comparable authors are Anne Tyler, for her psychological evaluation of characters and portrayals of their domestic worlds; and Margaret Atwood, for her introspective child and female characters, and intense probing of girls’ and women’s inner psyches.


    Poniatowska’s constant tactic, whether in journalistic or creative writing, is that of not overtly stating what she sees represented in her society, instead reflecting it between the lines, or in collages of fluid narrative and reporting style. With these subtle strategies, she has consistently revealed the voices of those disenfranchised or erased by their society. And probably because Poniatowska’s approach was not overt or aggressive, she has been able to advance a feminist stance.


    Her work has been analyzed and studied in recent critical texts and anthologies of Latin American and Mexican women writers, as well as in one book-length study. Poniatowska has received numerous literature awards, notably the Premio Mazatlán for her novel Hasta no verte, Jesús mío (1969; Here’s To You, Jesusa, 2001), and again in 1992 for the novel Tinísima (1992; Tinísima, 1994), based loosely on Tina Modotti’s life. Recent important literary awards include Spain’s Premio Alfaguara best novel of the year award, for La piel del cielo (The Skin of the Sky), and Mexico’s National Prize for Literature (now called Sciences and Art), both in 2002. The previous year the nations of Colombia and Chile both saluted this Mexican writer with their highest writing awards. It should be noted that Poniatowska’s publishing record was achieved through her own efforts, largely without the help of an agent to introduce her work around the world. Only recently did a U.S. literary agent, Susan Bergholz, secure English translation and publication of some of Poniatowska’s recent novels with the distinguished New York house Farrar, Straus & Giroux.


    Poniatowska’s journalism prizes in Mexico are also extensive. She was awarded but refused (in protest against the Mexican government for the student massacre in 1968) the Xavier Villaurrutia prize for her book La noche de Tlatelolco (1971; Massacre in Mexico, 1992). In 1978 she was honored with the National Prize in Journalism, and has received other top awards for journalistic writing, including the Manuel Buendía prize (1987), the Coatlicue prize for women’s issues (1990), the Premio Nacional Juchimán (1993), and the National Prize for Cultural Journalism (1994).


    While Poniatowska’s acclaim in Mexico has been steadfast and respectful during the past two decades, her notice in the United States has been relatively recent. She is well known, however, in academic circles. An honorary member of the Modern Language Association—a form of recognition bestowed on only a few international writers—she has been granted honorary doctorates by two Florida universities, Columbia University in New York City, and by the national universities of Sinaloa and Toluca in Mexico.


    The most striking aspect of Poniatowska’s fiction is the voice of the female, long denied its place in the Mexican hegemony. Her child character Lilus seems to evolve into the woman deserted by her spouse of ten years in Querido Diego, te abraza Quiela (1978; Dear Diego, 1986), who manages to evolve in the course of the novel to recover her sense of personhood. The character Quiela of Dear Diego emerges stronger and with different experiences in Tinísima and Paseo de la reforma (1999). Thus, the female voice, and the essence of Poniatowska’s meditation on the female in her society, is launched in the short novel Lilus Kikus of 1954 and the stories (published in collections in 1967 and 1979) provided in translation here. They contain the traits and thematics of Poniatowska’s entire body of work—her keen observation of human beings and her preoccupation with people’s treatment of one another within their society. The stories included here were selected for their exploration of a theme similar to that of Lilus Kikus, that of the female seeking identity and meaning in her society, long before the 1980s when many women writers burst onto the publishing scene with strong female characters.


    Lilus Kikus can be read on several levels. On a first or superficial level, it is a cute children’s story (as it was interpreted in its day by Mexican critics). A more thorough reading reveals a meditation on the hows and whys of society’s patriarchal rules (enforced by both men and women, religious and political authorities) for little girls and women. And a new reading can startle with the violent underlying tension of the final chapters, and the ultimate brainwashing (or not?) of a spirited girl. These multiple levels of readings demonstrate Poniatowska’ early talent for subversive writing.


    In one of the few studies of Lilus Kikus, published in 1983, Juan Bruce-Novoa notes the child character’s preference for the traditional domain of men. As the first chapter opens, Lilus plays in the grassy area in front of her house and near the street, where she can observe cars and the many people walking by. She participates in a space that is public space, not enclosed or isolated within the home, as women are traditionally supposed to do. Lilus plays doctor—a male profession—practicing medicine on various fruits. Later she climbs the wall in her backyard to talk to the philosopher next door. When she is on vacation in Acapulco, she goes into town and joins a political demonstration.


    Despite its enchanting and humorous descriptions, the story of Lilus is not a happy tale, as Bruce-Novoa points out, and yet it continues to be cited in Mexico as a light children’s story. Critics and prestigious writers such as Carlos Monsiváis, Juan Rulfo, and Carlos Fuentes have failed to notice Poniatowska’s subtle accomplishment. They categorized Lilus Kikus as a children’s story; the author herself never did, and none of her subsequent work is categorized as children’s literature. It should have been recognized for its ability to convey powerful, provocative ideas and statements in short sentences and paragraphs, an avant-garde style well suited to political satire.


    The short novel is modeled on the traditional coming-of-age story or European Bildungsroman in which the character attends a boarding school (or serves an apprenticeship) to learn a trade and/or the rules of society, has various adventures in which both right and wrong are discerned, and is finally prepared to assume adult life. Poniatowska’s novel ends with Lilus having learned the conventions of her society and how to prepare for her role: to be patient, submissive, and dignified as a wife, and to choose a spouse with an honorable profession. A street peddler or a gardener is not desirable, while a millionaire is (Poniatowska is obviously indicating those at the helm of her country). She is also taught not to judge adultery too quickly. Traditional sex roles and double standards are the future of the little girl Lilus, not to mention the possibility of death at the hands of her spouse, as occurs with Lilus’s friend Chiruelita. Religious schooling plays a role in Lilus’s education for the purpose of instilling obedience and social oppression. The Bible story or parable related in the final chapter enforces fear and punishment for disobedience, and Lilus acknowledges having learned to follow the “signs.” But what are these “signs”? Do they represent the rigid rules of a patriarchal society, or possible subversive signs that the young author has deftly learned to adapt to her use? This novel leaves the answer open.


    The traditional coming-of-age story featured a male character and part of his life apprenticeship included sexual awakening and a learning experience with a “bad” woman, followed by the understanding of securing a “good” woman—virgin—for a wife. Insert a female character and the traditional plot is complicated. But Poniatowska deftly turns the tables on her society’s morality training with an alternative character. The good girl Lilus prepares—as a virgin trained by the nuns—to become a wife. The bad girl or “black sheep” in the novel suffers expulsion from school because she defiles her “lily”—literally and symbolically. Her sexual experience is obvious as she talks to Lilus. Lilus asks Laura Lamb, her “black sheep” friend, to tell her what she has learned, and the creative word play that ensues indicates she is likely pregnant; hence her expulsion rather than simple punishment for her conduct during the religious procession. Later, in a dream, Lilus will ask about Mary Magdalene and how one becomes an adulteress. Moralistic women with the word prohibited painted in black on their chests state that they are there to save her, but Lilus insists that she is not lost. At this and several other junctures in these short chapters, Poniatowska’s feminist voice is loud and clear. Her contemplation of nuns in black as symbols of restrictive religious training, as alternatives to the shame of those who are not virgins, recurs in such short stories as “Happiness.”


    While Lilus Kikus is a delightful read—with apt and humorous descriptions and observations of members of Lilus’s society—the chapters descend to a darker space where a little girl is no longer free and adventurous but accepting of male social order, a conclusion that is available, among others, to the reader. As Bruce-Novoa points out, the statement at the end of the novel that Lilus learns to “believe in signs” is purposefully ambiguous. She could have been trained or convinced to fear God and to accept a male code of signs or patriarchy, in which case the ending would signify the young woman’s silence of conformity. But it could also indicate discreet and quiet rejection—by manipulation or deconstruction—of the Mexican code of signification.


    In essence, the young writer Poniatowska found a way to talk back to her society in 1954 by disguising her commentary in a quasi-children’s story. It was not an era when “in your face” or direct political tactics would have served a woman writer. Lilus Kikus holds up a mirror to represent female repression in Mexican society. Male observers saw this character as cute and attractive like Poniatowska’s character Esmeralda in “You Arrive by Nightfall.” The critical community would not discover Poniatowska’s true accomplishments until years later, after her corpus of work demonstrated continuity in the revelation of women’s voices and roles in society, together with the need for respect and justice for women. As Bruce-Novoa observes, Lilus Kikus prefigures all of Poniatowska’s later work, whether as interviewer of important personages or chronicler of women’s lives in her fiction.


    A recent study by Sara Poot Herrera suggests the convent school as a place of solitude, a place Lilus comes to love just as Poniatowska the writer learns to prefer—and choose—the cloister of a writing life. Thus, as with many writers’ early works, this short novel demonstrates a writer choosing her path. Poniatowska was informing her society that she herself had chosen her role rather than accepting the one imposed on women (despite the superficial evidence of Lilus accepting that path). Poot Herrera sees the curiosity of this little-girl character and her many questions to the adults in her life as interrogations of Mexican society of the kind that flow throughout Poniatowska’s writings. Lilus’s questions merge into the demands, issues, and controversies of later characters. Thus, Lilus Kikus initiates, metaphorically and chronologically, Elena Poniatowska’s body of work.


    Biographical information will shed some light on the author’s literary creation. Poniatowska was born in Paris, the daughter of a Frenchman of Polish origin, Evremont Poniatowski Sperry, and the French-born daughter of Mexican parents, Dolores Amor Iturbide. (She explains that in Polish tradition, an i is placed at the end of the last name if the person is of male gender, and an a if of female gender; hence her last name is slightly different from her father’s.) She and her sister were raised in France, where her parents took part in the French resistance effort early in World War II. In 1942, however, her mother took the two girls to Mexico to escape the war. Here Elena discovered her mother’s Mexican nationality for the first time (some of this biographical data is included in the novel La flor de Lis, currently untranslated). Her mother’s affluent family required that her daughters be educated in private schools and taught in English and French. Elena’s father later joined the family in Mexico, and a younger brother, Jan, was born in 1947. He unfortunately lost his life in a car accident in 1968. Poniatowska became a naturalized citizen in 1969.
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