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    Foreword

    Tierra Amarilla. Yellow Land. The adjective evokes an erroneous concept of the small Spanish-American village whose name provides the title for this book. Green, not yellow, is the predominant color, for the town lies in a valley cradled in the pine-haired arms of New Mexico’s high northern mountains. Equally deceptive is its appearance. Somnolent, unchanging, grown shabby with the years, it impresses the casual visitor as a relic from the past, a sanctuary from modern turbulence. Yet Tierra Amarilla recently exploded into national headlines with an armed raid on the county courthouse. There are indications, too, that this glare of publicity was not merely a transient flash, that the spotlight will focus again and again on this adobe village in its stream-stitched valley.

    Tierra Amarilla has never been a peaceful place. The county seat of Río Arriba County whose crowding mountains and high plateaus are snow blocked in winter and isolated in summer, it developed stalwart individualists, proud men of action who lived by struggle. Its history is interwoven with the murky complex of legal and local battles over Spanish and Mexican land grants which, since 1854, have engendered in its people a sense of injustice, envy, and sometimes hatred.

    The descendants of the first colonists, who still inhabit the area, are more Spanish than American. Part of the paradox of New Mexico is the fact that the Hispanic heritage becomes more ingrown and more intense the farther it is removed from its colonial source, the “New Spain” or Mexico of three centuries ago. Spanish is the universal speech; in many mountain villages, English is seldom heard. Isolated from the normal development of the mother tongue, this speech is replete with sixteenth-century forms now obsolete in other parts of the world. Like their progenitors, the people are profoundly Catholic. Catholicism, in the words of the author of this book, is a religion which may be worn either as a silken cloak or as a hair shirt. Many mountain people have chosen the latter garb, with the result that religious fanaticism is characteristic of the area. It is no accident that in these mountains lies the epicenter of the mystic Penitente brotherhood whose sanguinary rituals come to light only in the observances of Holy Week. Neither is it accidental nor irrelevant that barn burnings, fence cuttings, and occasional murders practiced by secret organizations preceded for many years the open violence of the Tierra Amarilla courthouse raid of June 1967.

    This land and its people provide the background for both the stories in Tierra Amarilla and their author, Sabine Reyes Ulibarrí.

    His forebears entered New Mexico centuries ago with that conquering wave of Spanish soldiers and settlers that swept from the high southwest-Castilian plateau of Extramadura over most of the New World. Ulibarrí grew up in Tierra Amarilla, steeped in its traditions and in the independent spirit of its isolation. The boy who rode the range on his father’s ranch left the region, however, to study and travel in far places, from Europe to Latin America. Today he is a professor of Spanish literature in the University of New Mexico. His sensitivity to beauty, developed in those far-off days and distant mountains, plus an element of Spanish mysticism in his soul, made the writing of poetry inevitable. Two volumes, Al Cielo Se Sube a Pie and Amor y Ecuador, attest to his poetic ability and a critical study, El Mundo Poético de Juan Ramón Jiménez, to his appreciation of the great Spanish poet.

    Perhaps because it was so different from his adult world, the Tierra Amarilla of his childhood always remained a vibrant reality in the mind of Sabine Ulibarrí. He fascinated his friends with its stories, like that of the legendary white stallion that roamed the mountains or the good and simple priest who kept the townspeople in helpless and agonized laughter during his stay among them. Some of his listeners insisted that he write these stories for two reasons. In the first place, they focus on a facet of American life that is passing with no hope of return. Also, it was felt that the profound Hispanicity of this part of the country should be represented by some literary work in the language. Since the stories were written, the light of recent events has revealed a third reason—the need for developing by every means possible an understanding of the region and its problems.

    Most of the stories in this small collection are golden with the light of youth. They depict customs and traditions of a bygone day. They portray foibles, injustices, and individuals from a boy’s view. But underneath all of them runs a current of understanding, of empathy with the character of these strong, kindly, often violent inhabitants of the mountains of New Mexico.

    To present to English-speaking America the cultural and aesthetic values these people have developed, I have translated the stories from their original Spanish. They are presented in this book in both languages, an appropriate form of publication in this, the only one of the United States of America which is officially bilingual.

    Welcome, then, to Tierra Amarilla. Here you will meet the descendants of men and women whose fields and houses dotted the banks of New Mexican streams before either Jamestown or Plymouth Colony was established.

    Thelma Campbell Nason

  


  
    Introduction

    It is fitting that Sabine Ulibarrí’s Tierra Amarilla be included in the “Pasó por Aquí Series.” It is a text that serves as a bridge between that phase of the Nuevomexicano literary tradition that literary historians today would call the contemporary “Chicano” period and that produced by the twentieth-century pioneer writers.1 What Ulibarrí shares with earlier writers like Nina Otero Warren, Cleofas Jaramillo, Fabiola C de Baca, Fray Angelico Chavez, all of whom wrote in English, is a nostalgic of the past coupled with an urgent desire to document that past for posterity. His use of Spanish links him to the Chicano generation because, for this generation, “language became central to their discourse of cultural identity, affirmation, and self-determination” (Gonzales-Berry, 8). I say this conscious of the fact that Ulibarrí prefers to not be called a Chicano writer. For him that term connotes a foregrounded agenda of social realism and a political ideology that he claims not to privilege in his own work. Also, his use of Spanish was probably motivated by more practical than ideological considerations; he wrote and first published Tierra Amarilla in Ecuador in 1964. The publication of this bilingual version in the United States in 1971, however, comes in the wake of the Chicano literary “boom.”2 At that moment, the publication of Spanish language works by bilingual Hispanics in this country was seen as a political statement, bold in its contestational stance and firm in its call for recognition of the cultural difference of La Raza. It is difficult, if not impossible, not to conceive of Tierra Amarilla as sharing in that spirit. With the dedication of Tierra Amarilla to “Mi Raza,” Ulibarrí joins other writers of Mexicano-hispano origin in the political act of creating a space for the expression of their cultural and linguistic difference. Moreover, when Ulibarrí’s subsequent works are published by Chicano presses (Justa, The Bilingual Press, Arte Público), he joins the brother-and sisterhood of Chicano literati—the engagé as well as those who would write to delect and entertain rather than to inspire revolutions. More importantly, with the publication of Tierra Amarilla in the United States, Ulibarrí reopens a path charted by Nuevomexicano writers centuries earlier. Tierra Amarilla thus becomes the link between “los de antes” whose goal was to document a disappearing way of life, and the harbingers of the Chicano generation of Nuevomexicano writers who openly fought against that disappearance.

    The name—Tierra Amarilla—should evoke scenes of the armed conflict of 1967 that resulted when Reies López Tijerina led a small militia to take over the county courthouse and to reclaim the lost land grants of northern New Mexican families. The scenes evoked by Ulibarrí, however, are those of gilded childhood memories—a village nestled in a pastoral setting against a backdrop of the majestic Sangre de Cristo mountains. Against this backdrop, he spins yarns that depict an idyllic way of life as he nostalgically recalls it. Despite his picturesque vision there is a consciousness of something particular—a way of life that has since all but disappeared—which must be salvaged, recorded and demystified even as it is mystified. The entire collection is permeated with an impelling urge to recreate and preserve this vision. The picturesque tone of the first five short stories is balanced by a highly lyrical quality that reveals the poet Ulibarrí, and this tone is in turn counterbalanced by sharp wit and humor, which allow a glimpse of the pícaro3 Ulibarrí. The polished dramatic style of the second half of the book demonstrates the breadth of Ulibarrí’s craft. The last piece, a novella called “El hombre sin nombre,” moves away from the costumbrista4 vein to create a psychological study of the problem of self-identity and its relation to the creative process.

    The story that opens the book, “Mi caballo mago,” narrates the dreamlike experience of an adolescent protagonist/narrator in pursuit of an illusory horse. Implicit in the adventure is the symbolic pursuit of Manhood; as such, the story contains the elements of the bildungsroman, the narration of a coming-of-age adventure. The lyricism of this story sets it apart from the rest of the collection. A poem in prose, it has the quality of a fairy tale, of an interior journey into the fantasy world of the narrator.

    The most striking element of “El caballo mago” is the swiftness with which we are drawn into the story’s world. This is accomplished in the first paragraph by the rhythm of short, compact sentences, the repetition of the verb era (was) before descriptive adjectives, the parallel structure of the sentences, and rhyming patterns more characteristic of poetry than of prose:

    Era blanco. Blanco como el olvido. Era libre. Libre como la alegría. Era la ilusión, la libertad y la emoción. Poblaba y dominaba las serranías y las llanuras de las cercanías. Era un caballo blanco que llenó mi juventud de fantasía y poesía. (p. 3)

    (He was white. White as memories lost. He was free. Free as happiness is. He was fantasy, liberty, and excitement. He filled and dominated the mountain valleys and surrounding plains. He was a white horse that Hooded my youth with dreams and poetry.) (p. 2)

    This elliptical style with full but staccato sentences continues throughout the story to create a feeling of suspense as events unfold rapidly in a manner reminiscent of dream imagery. By the time the narrator reveals himself as a fifteen-year-old protagonist, the readers already have abandoned themselves to the world of fantasy in which the white magic horse roams. But the phantom horse is not a dream; he is as real as the hired hands’ campfire yarns that first introduce the young boy to this magnificent horse who will haunt his dreams and waking hours. Through the use of short paragraphs, a bare-bones sentence structure, and imagery that changes with a rapid kaleidoscopic effect, we accompany the protagonist in his pursuit of this “poema del mundo viril” (p. 3) (this poem of the world of men).

    Finally the horse is captured and the ritual of coming of age fulfilled. There follows an encounter with the adolescent’s reticent but proud father, who shakes his hand uttering a stark “esos son hombres” (p. 15) (That was a man’s job). In his pursuit of the magic white horse the young boy seeks above all else to impress his father, who stands as the prototypical image of Manhood. In the end, however, when the young boy frees the magic horse, he cries; his tears are not tears of sorrow but tears of joy, which come from recognizing that El Mago is once again free to roam forever and to fill the fantasies of child and man with the transcendent power of idealism and illusion.

    As an opening story “Mi caballo mago” has a threefold purpose: 1) it draws the reader rapidly into the creative psyche of the narrator; 2) it introduces the important son-emulating-the father theme, a leitmotiv in the collection, which, in the novella, will unfold as a struggle for freedom from the law of the father; 3) it establishes Tierra Amarilla as the setting for the entire collection. Thus, in tandem with the novella, “Mi caballo mago” serves as a framing device to give structural unity to the collection. We are reminded throughout the collection that Tierra Amarilla is a very real place with very real people. And in fact it is. Tierra Amarilla, Ulibarrí’s childhood home, is a Hispanic village in northern New Mexico. In Ulibarrí’s narrative this very real place, however, has a unique character that allows the existence of magic white horses and nurtures the lyrical sensibilities of its young boys. As the title suggests, Tierra Amarilla and its inhabitants assume a central role in the remaining stories.

    The next four stories are about people in the village of Tierra Amarilla and the protagonist’s relations to them. These four tales reveal echoes of Hispanic costumbrismo and a strong dose of picaresque humor. The anecdotal and humorous quality, the detailed exterior rather than psychological sketching of the characters, the references to the customs of el pueblo, all define the kinship of these narratives to the cuadro de costumbre and, more specifically, to the regional sketch. The fact that the short story owes its existence in part to the sketch of manners often makes it difficult to define precisely where one begins and the other ends. In the case of Ulibarrí’s collection of stories, the kinship is indeed apparent. While his stories are moored in the detailed description of setting and the sometimes satirical treatment of types rather than full-fledged psychologically developed characters, there exists in his narratives a strong dramatic and emotional tendency that moves them in the direction of the short story. There is also the covert presence of the narrator’s personal experience. The perspective throughout is from the first person, and the narrator’s sentiments and personal involvement appear throughout the collection. Since the title of the book refers to the narratives as stories we will continue to refer to them as such, keeping in mind the close kinship they bear to the sketch of manners.

    Whereas “Mi caballo mago” reveals Ulibarrí’s talent for creating poetic imagery and evoking strong sensorial responses, the title of the second story, “El relleno de Dios,” warns that we are in the realm of humor. The language in this story takes on the verbose quality of satire. Elaborate description more typical of the costumbrista mode also is used to bring to life the narrator’s memory of the village priest and his impact upon his parishioners, particularly upon the life of the adolescent protagonist. The hysterical reaction of the parishioners to the priest’s distorted Spanish bears testimony to the collective picaresque nature of el pueblo. Students of folk behavior will recognize in this particular attitude a phenomenon that is part of all ethnic humor—encouraging the distortion of the native language for the purpose of eliciting laughter at the expense of the outsider. In fact, José Reyna tells us that “The jokes that are most popular among Chicanos in Texas are jokes which are based on misunderstanding of language.”5

    The editors of an anthology of Chicano literature have made the following observation regarding the topic of cultural humor. It bears some relation to “El relleno de Dios”:

    The function of humor in a colonized situation is of prime importance for it allows the oppressed to strike back symbolically, to annihilate and vanquish the oppressor. Chicanos have an abundant repertoire of humor about gringos. As we assess and absorb our history, we must project these images, for the cultural weapon of humor, applied to the oppressor, exposes his vulnerability.6

    While Father Benito’s parishioners may not recognize him as their oppressor, they certainly recognize him as an outsider and use every available opportunity to capitalize on his linguistic vulnerability.

    Once the stage is set with a description of Father Benito and his devastatingly humorous effect on his parish, the folk picarismo narrows down to be centered on the figure of the protagonist. Though the story does not conform to the traditional structure and the social intent of the picaresque tale—to deliver a scathing social critique—it does bring to mind episodes of classic picaresque works in which the picaroon develops a complex pattern of deceptive behavior in order to satisfy his wants and needs.

    “El relleno de Dios” begins and ends with a focus on the angelic priest who possesses the power to move his audience to hysteria. Gratuitously interpolated between the episodes concerning Father Benito are picaresque scenes that switch the focus to the narrator. There is not sufficient thematic continuity to fuse the episodes into an organic whole, yet artistic unity is achieved through a very consciously elaborated style that fluctuates from a free flowing descriptive narrative technique to the staccato rhythm of compact, catalogued verbal enumerations designed to heighten dramatic tension. Unity also is achieved through the manipulation of language to create the sort of satirical humor that forms the core of the Hispanic picaresque tradition.

    A collection of regional cuadros would be incomplete without a detailed account of the village drunk. The story entitled “Juan P.” begins, in true costumbrista style, with a detailed description of the age-old custom of building a mound and a woodpile for winter. This introduction serves as the setting for the raconté of the main story, which focuses on the circumstances surrounding the ill-fated destiny of a once charming young man, now known as Juan Pedo and his sisters “las perrodas.” The young narrator is chopping wood when Juan P. rides by on a proud sorrel, the only remaining vestige of his once honorable position. Until this moment the young boy had assumed that the nickname was a result of Juan’s weakness for drinking since pedo (fart) is a term often used in northern New Mexico for that condition. Given the tendency of Nuevomexicanos to transform words through the process of metathesis, he links the sisters’ nickname, las perrodas (pedorras in formal Spanish) to Juan’s condition. However, on this occasion he senses for the first time a tragic note behind Juan’s off-keyed song and he insists that Brígido, one of his father’s peones, reveal to him how Juan and his sisters acquired the humiliating nicknames. It is Brígido’s account, then, that the narrator remembers and shares with the reader; the narrative strategy of embedding in this story centers authority on one who “knows the real story” and reveals it to the narrator. What the young boy discovers is that the village people, by capitalizing on an unfortunate accident that befell one of the sisters at a village wake, are responsible for the injustice against Juan and his sisters.

    As Brígido ends his tale the young boy reacts with indignation to the senseless behavior of the village people who condemned three beings to a life of shame and ignominy. He pretends that each log is one of those vile village creatures and he chops furiously, avenging the good name of Juan and his sisters. This final note of criticism, the personal note of empathy and the colorful descriptions of the village customs, give this story a more clearly defined costumbrista quality.

    “Sábelo” follows the patterns developed in “El relleno de Dios” and “Juan P.” in that it centers around a member of the village who stands out as one of the more interesting types in the narrator’s memory, Don José Viejo, who is older than “el hambre.” As in the previous stories, this story follows the costumbrista tendency through allusions to and descriptions of village customs. An episode focusing on the narrator’s boyhood activities, which bear only a tangential relation to the main character’s story, discloses a structural parallel to “El relleno de Dios.” The central episode, or the revelation of Don José’s mysterious relationship to the honey bee, takes a twist that is so fantastic in nature that the reader wants to read it as a fairy tale. However the fact that its source is the anciano (old one) who experienced the events, adds weight to its reliability as “truth” rather than fairy tale. The salient cultural value revealed in this story is the importance of the village elders. Chicano people have traditionally displayed a deep reverence and respect for older people, believing they possess wisdom accessible only through age and experience. One of the main functions of viejitos is that of storyteller; they are the transmitters of the folklore and oral history, and, as such, they perform the critical function of shaping the contours and values of the culture. Thus, this story is one with which many Nuevomexicano readers can identify. It takes us back to our own childhood when we too trembled in awe before the fantastic tales of los viejitos, knowing that we had been touched by a magic power that they alone possessed.

    “La fragua sin fuego” involves a level of interiorization of the main character not present in the previous sketches and includes another slight divergence in which the narrator dwells upon his own infatuation with Edumenio’s wife. The focus then returns to the main character and, as in the story called “Juan P.,” there is a tragic turn of events as Edumenio and his young bride, who is rumored by idle tongues to be a “loose woman,” are rejected by a cruel village code. Once again we see the young boy react with indignation at this unwarranted collective behavior, but now the personal involvement of the narrator becomes far more dramatic as he addresses an emotional apology to Edumenio and Henriqueta. The closing tone of this story reveals as no other story except “El caballo mago,” the young narrator’s sensitive nature. In this story we see that despite Ulibarrí’s nostalgic vision of Tierra Amarilla and its inhabitants, he does not lose sight of the negative of collective behavior displayed by the people of su tierra.

    A drastic change in tone in the novella, El hombre sin nombre, could lead one to believe that the two parts of the book bear no relation save a common author. Though the emphasis in this narrative falls in a different direction, there is one thread that weaves together the lyrically accented “El caballo mago,” the costumbrista short stories, and the dramatic novella, thus rendering the work cohesive. This thread is introduced in the first story, though in a subtle way. While the story seems to focus on the young boy and the magic white horse, the reader is conscious of the fact that the entire story—the relations of the characters, and the actions of the protagonist—are controlled by a pivotal figure: the father.

    In the stories that follow, the reader becomes more and more aware of the patriarchal nature of the society described by Ulibarrí. The position of the narrator, his attitude toward the villagers—the father’s peones—is that of the patriarch’s son. There is throughout the entire collection a sense of noblesse oblige typical of nineteenth-century Peninsular and Latin American Romanticism as it nostalgically documented the passing of feudal vestiges and patriarchal society and the arrival of bourgeois capitalist society with its narrative mode of social realism. It is from his position of social privilege that the narrator in the stories remembers, describes, judges, even pities his subjects. But in the novella the patriarch’s son must face the conflict between the unconscious desire to maintain that privilege—made manifest in the image of the patriarch that haunts the son’s psyche—and the reality of living in a modem world in which individual worth is measured through action rather than filiation.

    In the first part of the collection we see the young boy growing up in Tierra Amarilla. His sense of self is derived from his cultural milieu, his position vis-á-vis his father, and his privilege ascribed by that relation. In El hombre sin nombre young Alejandro Turriaga—his name being revealed to us for the first time in the novella—returns to Tierra Amarilla after having ventured out of his familiar cultural setting and familial womb into the modem world. He has returned to Tierra Amarilla to celebrate the completion of a book he has written about his father; but he has also returned to find himself. Alejandro’s homecoming turns into a nightmare as he realizes that his dead father is still alive within him. A dramatic struggle ensues between Turriaga Sr. and Jr. as Alejandro attempts to free himself from the law of the father, which he leamed to revere and desire in another time, in another world. The pursuit of the ideal of manhood in the fixed likeness and image of the patriarch developed in the first story turns into a more complex search and revelation as the focus shifts gradually to the process and significance of the creative endeavor.

    If we view the battle with his father’s ghost as a manifestation of the broader struggle to integrate two disparate experiences—that of his cultural past and that of living in a modem post-patriarchal world—the inversion of the initials of Tierra Amarilla in the initials of the protagonist’s name Alejandro Turriaga becomes significant. In an effort to integrate his mature identity, it is essential that he return to the seed of his origin. Thus, Alejandro Turriaga replaces Tierra Amarilla as the central focus of the novella as he sets about to confront his past and to reconcile its loss with the reality of living in the modem world.

    In the course of the narrative development, the question of the protagonist’s identity vis-á-vis his past is superceded by the problem of the protagonist-turned-author’s identity in relation to his created world. The writer is faced with the realization that to create characters is to create or perhaps to allow new selves to take form. As he shapes his aesthetic credo, the protagonist/writer affirsm that he views writing as an act of going out of oneself, of encountering other selves who are, in effect, the catalysts of the creative process: “Quizá algún día con otro, yo, como el Alex en el libro, caiga desmayado, y de ahí surga otra novella” (p. 167). (Perhaps some day another I, like the Alex in the book, may fall unconscious, and from that beginning may spring another novel.)

    With this allusion to a novel within a novel through the intrusion of the voice of the implied author of Tierra Amarilla, Ulibarrí delves deeper into his interpretation of the creative process. Through the protagonist/author we witness the altered state of consciousness into which the creative act casts the writer. This state represents the writer’s return to the archetypal origin, or to a state of preconscious chaos where the creative impulse originates. While the ordering of chaos or the emergence to a conscious, symbolic state should help the writer reach integration, he, in effect discovers that the opposite is the case. The writer experiences the creation of fictitious characters as an act of identity multiplication; his characters are autonomous yet they are an extension of the writer’s psyche. The proverbial question “Quién soy?” (Who am I?) thus remains unanswered: “Yo sigo con mi tormento de no saber quién soy…” (p. 167). (I continued with my own torture due to my ignorance of who I am.…) The act of writing reveals to the author (fictitious and implied) that identity is never naive or unidimensional; it is dynamic construct that is psychological and metaphysical as well as collective and material. He is those who came before him and he is a unique self; he is an individual and he is part of a remembered and a shared collective experience; he is the flesh that experiences reality and he is the mind that creates it; but he is above all what he makes of himself through language. If this last statement remains hidden in the dense psychological trappings of El hombre sin nombre, perhaps another of his texts will shed light on what writing means to Ulibarrí:

    In the beginning was the Word. And the Word was made flesh. It was so in the beginning, and it is so today. The language, the Word, carries with it the history, the culture, the traditions, the very life of a people, the flesh. Language is people. We cannot even conceive of a language without a people. The two are one and the same. To know one is to know the other.… As his language fades, the Hispano’s identity with a history, with a tradition, with a culture, become more nebulous with each passing day.7

    Ulibarrí’s strong sense of self as artist and as member of his ethnic community together with his intense sense of place make his work essential to this series.

    Erlinda Gonzales-Berry

    University of New Mexico

    Notes

    1. See table of contents and introduction to Pasó por aquí: Critical Essays on the New Mexican Literary Tradition, 1542-1988, Erlinda Gonzales-Berry. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1989.
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