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Editorial

CANADA AND MEXICO
THE WORD EXCHANGE BEYOND NAFTA

he historian Benedict Anderson
in his book Imagined
Communities defines the
nation as “an imagined
political community — and imag-
ined as both inherently limited

and sovereign”. In so doing, he
unveils the fundamentally fiction-
al nature of this concept that con-
tinues to shape the way we per-
ceive ourselves and rhat has led us
into numerous con-
flicts among nations
— usually with terrify-
ing results. What dis-
tinguishes each com-
munity, according to
Anderson, is the way
in which it is imag-
ined by its inhabi-
tants, who although
they may never

meet, and despite the
inequalities dividing
them, believe they
share a same communi-
ty beyond which exist
other communities.
Anderson’s definition
seems straightforward
enough until we ask

ourselves who imagines
the community. How!
And for whar purpose?
In the case of most New
World countries these
are not simple questions
[0 answer.

As a contribution
to this debate, Vice
Versa, along with it
Mexican  counterpar
also called Viceversa,
will explore and com
pare the ways in whicl
two New World coun-

tries — Canada and Mexico

are imag-
ined by their writers. Why these two coun-

tries in particular? Well, other than a trade
deal, Canada and Mexico share problems
linked to identity. For example, although
inhabited by Native populations, both
countries were allegedly first imagined (or
“discovered”) by foreign European nations,
be they France, Spain or England. Perceived
as a utopic extension of the Old World, a
space less crowded and diseased. The New
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World was imagined in order to provide spa-
tial and temporal continuity for Europe. But
herein lies the problem. The Old World
attempted to control, classify and tame this
new space by applying its established scien-
tific and literary techniques — such as
botany, ethnography, anthropology and
trravel literarure — yer the New World
resisted, preferring to define itself.

In Canada as in Mexico, this struggle

for identity has been fought on two fronts,
citing both space (America) and popula-
tion as grounds for uniqueness.
Ethnically diverse, both countries have
had to resist the cultural, political,
economic and social influences of

two larger powers, Europe and the
United States. As a result, Canada
and Mexico have resorted to simi-

lar techniques fot defining
themselves; either through
eugenic theories that at the
turn of the century promot-
ed a new and stronger breed
of man emanating from the
New World or through elab-
orate attempts to play the
United States and Europe
off against each other.

As the twentieth cen-

tury draws to a close,
despite the substantial bod-
ies of national arr and lir-
erature in Canada and in
Mexico, the push to define
the nation persists. In an
attempt to promote Cross-
cultural understanding
between two countries that
until recently have shown
little interest in each other,
Vice Versa has decided to
publish a selection of poetry
and fiction by five

Mexican writers (Daniel
Sada, Rosa Beltrin, Enrique
Serna, Ernesto Lumbreras
and Veronica Volkow)

and six Canadian artists
(Anne-Marie Alonzo,
Douglas Coupland, Janice
Kulyk-Keeter, Thomas
King, Monique Larue and
Michael Ondaatje).

What do these writings

Normand Cousineau

tell us about rhe respective communities?
How are they imagined?

For what purpose’

We hope

will help to forge the cultural links between

that this literary exchange

Canada and Mexico that will lead to greater
social and cultural cooperation between the
two countries, |



Editorial

n su libro Las comunidades imagi-

nadas el historiador Benedict

Anderson define a la nacién como

"una comunidad politica imaginaria
— e imaginada doblemente como lim-
itacion inherente y soberania". De esta
manera el autor revela la naturaleza esenci-
amente ficcional de este concepto que con-
tinua dando forma a la manera de
percibirnos y que nos ha conducido a
numerosos conflictos entre naciones —y las
consecuencias han sido casi siempre cata-
stroficas. Lo que distingue a cada comu-
nidad, segiin Anderson, es el modo en que
ésta es imaginada por sus habitantes
quienes, aunque nunca lleguen a conocerse
y por encima de las desigualdades que les
dividen, creen compartir una misma comu-
nidad y que mis alla de ésta existen otras
comunidades. La definicién de Anderson
parece lo suficientemente precisa hasta que
nos preguntamos: ;quién imagina la comu-
nidad?, jcémo?, jcon qué propésito? En el
caso de los paises del Nuevo Mundo esta
preguntas no son las mds sencillas de
responder.

Contribuyendo a este debate la revista
Viceversa, junto con su tocaya mexicana
también llamada Viceversa, explorard vy
comparard los modos en que dos paises del
Nuevo Mundo —Canad4 vy México— son

imaginados por sus escritores. ;Por qué estos
dos pafses en particular? Pues, ademas del
tratado comercial, Canad4 y México com-
parten problemas relativos a la identidad.
Por ejemplo, aunque habitados por pobla-
ciones indigenas, se supone que ambos pais-
es fueron imaginados (o "descubiertos")
primerc por naciones europeas come
Francia, Espafia o Inglaterra. Percibidos
como una extensién utépica del Viejo
Mundo, como un espacio menos atestado y
con menos enfermedades, el Nuevo Mundo
fue imaginado con el fin de proveer con-
tinuidad temporal y espacial a Europa. Y es
aqui donde radica el problema. El Viejo
Mundo intenté controlar, clasificar y domar
este nuevo espacio con la aplicacién de sus
técnicas establecidas en el campo cientifico
y literario —tales como la boténica, la etno-
graffa, la antropologia y la literatura de via-
jes— y sin embargo el Nuevo Mundo resis-
tid, preferiendo definirse a si mismo.

Tanto en Canad4 como en México, este
esfuerzo identitario ha sido batallado en dos
terrenos: como un espacio (América) vy
como poblacién en tanto que fundamentos
de su singularidad. Etnicamente diversos,
ambos paises han tenido que resistir la influ-
encia cultural, politica, econémica y social
de dos grandes centros de poder: Europa y
Estados Unidos. Como resultado Canad4 y

Meéxico han recurrido a técnicas similares
para autodefinirse, ya sea a través de teorfas
eugenésicas que a principios de siglo pro-
movieron una fuerte y nueva raza de hombre
surgida en el Nuevo Mundo, o a través de
elaborados intentos de oponer los Estados
Unidos contra Europa.

Ya casi al final de nuestro siglo y pese al
imponente volumen de literatura y arte
nacional en Canad4 y en México, la bisque-
da de una definicién de nacién persiste. En
un intento de promover una mayor com-
prensién entre los espacios culturales de
ambos paises, que hasta hace poco
demostraron escaso interés en el otro, Vice
Versa ha decidido publicar una seleccién de
poesia y ficcién perteneciente a cinco
escritores mexicanos (Daniel Sada, Rosa
Beltrdn, Enrique Serna, Ernesto Lumbreras
y Verénica Volkow) y seis artistas canadi-
enses (Anne Marie Alonzo, Douglas
Coupland, Janice Kulyk-Keefer, Thomas
King, Monique Larue y Michael Ondaatje).
{Qué nos dicen estos escritos acerca de sus
respectivas comunidades’?, ;e6mo son éstas
imaginadas’, jcon qué propdsito!

Esperamos que este intercambio liter-
ario ayudard a forjar lazos culturales entre
Canadd y México que, a su turno, den como
resultado una mayor ccoperacion social y
cultural entre ambos paises. W

r
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ans son livre intitulé Les commu-

nautés imaginées 'historien Bene-

dict Anderson définit la nation

comme «une communauté poli-
tique imaginée» — et imaginée comme
étant intrinsequement limitée et souveraine
a la fois. Ce faisant, il dévoile la nature fon-
damentalement fictionnelle de ce concept
qui continue 2 tracer la voie vers la fagon
dont nous nous percevons nous-mémes et
qui a été & l'origine de nombreux conflits
entre les nations — souvent avec des con-
séquences terrifiantes. Selon Anderson, ce
qui distingue chaque communauté est la
facon dont elle est pergue par ses habitants
qui, méme s'ils ne se rencontrent jamais et
en dépit des inégalités qui les divisent,
croient partager une méme communauté
au-dela de laquelle il existe d’autres commu-
nautés. La définition d’Anderson parait
assez claire jusqu'a ce qu'on se demande qui
imagine la communauté. De quelle fagon et
dans quel but. Pour la plupart des pays du
Nouveau Monde, ce n'est pas une question
facile.

Pour participer a ce débar, Vice Versa et
son pendant mexicain appelé Viceversa
explorent et comparent la fagon dont deux
pays du Nouveau Monde sont imaginés par
leurs écrivains. Pourquoi ces deux pays en
particulier ? Parce qu'en plus du traité com-
mercial qui les unit, le Canada et le

Mexique ont en commun des problemes
reliés 4 l'identité. Par exemple, bien qu'ils
soient habités par les populations indigénes,
les deux pays ont prétendument été imag-
inés (ou découverts) par des nations
étrangeres européennes, qu'il s'agisse de la
France, de I'Espagne ou de I’Angleterre.
Per¢u comme un prolongement utopique du
Vieux Monde, un espace moins populeux et
plus salubre, le Nouveau Monde a été ima-
giné de maniére a offrir une continuité
spatiale et temporelle pour I'Europe. Clest
précisément la que réside le probleme. Le
Vieux Monde tenta de contréler, d’harna-
cher et de classifier ce nouvel espace en uti-
lisant ses rechniques scientifiques et lit-
téraires éprouvées — comme la botanique,
'ethnographie, 'anthropologie et les récits
de voyage. Pourtant le Nouveau Monde
résista, préférant se définir lui-méme.

Au Canada comme au Mexique, cette
lutte pour l'identité a été menée sur deux
fronts, citant l'espace (I'’Amérique) et la
population comme lieu de ['unicité.
Ethniquement diversifiés, les deux pays ont
d résister a l'influence culturelle, politique,
économique et sociale de deux puissances
plus importantes : 'Europe et les Erats-Unis.
En conséquence le Canada et le Mexique
ont eu recours 2 des techniques similaires
pour se définir, que ce soit par des théories

eugéniques qui au tournant du siécle préten-
daient a I'émergence au Nouveau Monde
d'un homme nouveau plus fort, ou encore
par des tentarives élaborées de dresser les
Etats-Unis et 'Europe I'un contre l'autre.

Comme le XX€ siécle tire a sa fin, en
dépit d’'un volume substantiel d"art et de lit-
térature au Canada et au Mexique, 'effort
de définition de la nation persiste. Afin de
promouvoir la compréhension transcul-
turelle entre les deux pays, qui jusqu'a
présent avaient témoigné peu d'intérét I'un
pour 'autre, Vice Versa a décidé de publier
un choix de poemes et de fiction de cing
€crivains mexicains

(Rosa Beltrdn, Ernesto Lumbreras,
Daniel Sada, Enrique Serna et Verénica
Volkov) et de six artistes canadiens (Anne-
Marie Alonzo, Douglas Coupland, Janice
Kulyk-Keefer, Thomas King, Monique
Larue et Michael Ondaatje). Que nous
révelent les écrits de ces aureurs sur leurs
communautés respectives ! Comment sont-
elles imaginées ! Dans quel dessein?

Nous espérons que ces €changes lit-
téraires contribueront i créer entre le
Canada et le Mexique des liens culturels qui
permettront une plus grande coopération
sociale et culturelle entre les deux pays. ®
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Mexican Literature at the End of This Century

CARLOS MONSIVAIS

Poetry: The language
of public and secret
prophecies

translated by Andrew Seleanu
Assistant Editor of the
magazine Vice Versa

n the course of this century, it has been

the task of poetry to assume the luxu-

ries and the possibilities offered by lan-

guage, as well as the secret or unexpect-
ed forms of an emerging sensibility. In 1910,
as the Mexican revolution erupts, one expe-
riences unanimous wonder before the poets,
“God’s towers, celestial lightning rods”,
unacknowledged legislators of humanity.
Then, during the revolution, the avant-
garde emerges, and so does its desire to con-
vert physical aggression or “stones thrown
in the heart of the celebration” into poetic
acts. A small literary milieu is influenced by
the slogan: “Everyone is accepted, provided
he (or she) is somebody” (Xavier Villarutia),
the exorcism of the minority against the
anti-intellectual armosphere. Then, during
the decade of the twenties, there is a shift
from rhymed to free verse; the vast and rev-
erential public following of the modernist
poets vanishes, faithful readers are being
attracted a bit haphazardly, the coexistence
between the very rhetorical and the very
sentimental is so-to-say “legalized”. Later,
during the sixties, colloquial expression
gradually displaces lyrical intensity (a
change of tone which is a modification of
perspective: poets think they are approach-
ing their readers more democratically) And
if great events — the institutionalized
Mexican revolution, the Cuban revolution,
‘68, the denunciation of Marxism, the dis-
enchantment with dogmas, the debunking
of the “sexual mysteries”, the demographic
explosion, the crisis of utopian thinking —
have no automatic consequences, (one way
or the other), in poetry, the essential mean-
ing of the transformations is preserved. Be
that as it may, the new visions are addressed
to another reader, socially freer and less used
to deception: from the frank description of
dreams of fornication, to the fluid expres-
sion of female desire, to the natural expres-
sion of homosexual desire. (without paying
the high social costs, yet).
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In recent years, Mexican poetry has
attracted new readers — by way of obvious
allies such as rock lyrics, or thanks to the
very development of cultural life — new
readers who, as ever, are demanding to see a
clarification, a structuring or a reassertion of
its spiritual vigour. And maybe, without a
controlling center, all gets fused: “exquisite-
ness”, “barbariry”, suburban dandyism,
“stereo music” machismo, hermetism with
or without a key to understanding it, the
body as protagonist and the body as a signif-
icant absence, the rhetoric of plain speak-
ing, the doctrinal arguments and flourishes,
the return to the sonet, mysticism, cultism.

The specific tradition of Mexican poet-
ry is noteworthy. For example, in the twen-
tieth century we have the works of Salvador
Dfaz Miron, Alfredo R. Placentia, Francisco
Gonzédlez Leén, Ramén Lépez Velarde,
Carlos Pellicer, José Gorostiza, Xavier
Villarautia, Gilberto Owen, Salvador Novo,
Jorge Cuesta, Renato Leduc, Manuel
Mapies Arce, Efrain Huerta, Octavio Paz,
Ali Chumacero, Rubén Bonifaz Nuio,
Rosario Castellanos, Jaime Sabines,
Eduardo Lizalde, Gabriel Zaid, José carlos
Becerra, José Emilio Pacheco. If one type of
poetry does not admit descendants (the aes-
thetic vision of traditionalism: Placencia,
Gonzilez Léon, Lopéz Velarde), almost all
have created direct resonance. Thus there
emerge poets not affiliated to any creed, yet
who are maintaining the high level of the
tradition — among them: David Huerta,
Ricardo Yafiez, Ricardo Castillo, Fabio
Moré4bito, Jaime Reyes, Silvia Tomasa
Rivera, Antonio Del Toro, Véronika
Volkow, Jorge Esquinca, Luis Miguel
Aguilar, Rail Bafiuelos, Aurelio Asiain.

Paz is without a doubt the most admired
and the most controversial personality of
these years. Poet, essayist, political analyst,
author of literary treatises, Paz represents
the splendor of classical workmanship, the
openness to oriental culture, the register of
the avant-garde and the critical look
towards modernity, to controversy around
history. Basically, the creative movement of
Paz surveys and integrates his juvenile
ideals, his idea of those vital changes poetry
carries within it. He connects to the “tradi-
tion of the break” (risk, the rejection of
what is established), and he translates his
utopia into literature: “Poetry is knowledge,
salvation, power, abandon. An activity
capable of changing the world, poetical
activity is revolutionary by nature; spiritual
exercise, it is a method of inner liberation.”

Born in 1938, Carlos Monsivais is
one of Mexico’s most prominent
essayist and writer. His career is
marked not only by his array of

publications but by the diversity of

their themes.

He has been active in all the
branches of the arts; including
music, painting, film and literature.
He has also given numerous
conferences and lectures at various

schools in the United States.

In the city of letters, Efrain Huerta and
Jaime Sabines are considered as emblems of
vitalism, and this may explain their hold on
readers who normally don't read poetry.
Notwithstanding their difference in tone
(Huertas’ intimacy is condemnatory, as
opposed to Sabines’ simplicity), both poets
have in common the refinement, the
extreme subtlety of the battlegrounds in the
city of modernity, the mastery with which
they express limit artitudes. Huerta repre-
sents lyrical obession, militant compromise,
the prophecy of apocalypse in the mega-
lopolis, the city as propitiatory rite and
memorable sarcasm. And Sabines is spon-
taneity ardently laboured, disdain towards
“good rtaste”, sentimental confession
wrought into poetical provocation.

Photo : Manuel Zavala



“To the screwed one the tears!” said |
And [ started weeping
As they start giving birth

Sabines’ poetry appears liberating with-
in the purview of a literary environment
governed in significant parts by reserve and
stylistic exercises. Without fear, he points
out emotions as they proceed from family
roots; he transforms intimacy into feats of
daily prowess, and full of spark, brings
together tenderness, blasphemy, family love
(which is legitimate ego comfort), the cele-
bration of whores, resentful praise of soli-
tude and the amorous feeling as an original
well of imagery.

In images, and in the manifold mean-
ings of the work of José Emilio Pacheco, the
young ones encounter paradigms and “no
exit” roads. And faced with the disappear-
ance of the avant-garde and of poetic
schools, original voices are slow in becom-
ing established, because reputation is no
longer dependent on provocations or on for-
mal elaboration (while the former vanish,
the latter is much more frequent today).
And all and nothing are equivalents, as this
poem by Ricardo Castillo (born in 1951)
demonstrates:

The Buttocks

The back of the woman is also
divided in two.

But there is no doubt that the but-
tocks of a woman

are incomparably better than those
of a man

they have more life, more gayness,
they are pure imagination;

they are more important than the
sun and God together.

they are an item of first neccessity
which inflation does not affect

a birthday cake,

a blessing of nature,

the origin of poetry and of scandal.
Like the pens of the dudes in the
editorial office.

The Novel as Social
Avant-garde

¢ is preceded by the narra-
tive impulse which is,

6 8 among other things, a trib-
ute to pluralism. Almost as

a group, writers, no longer terrified by the
accusation of “ingratitude”, want to produce
books which are “independent of the

national experience”. Between 1947 and
1967, important or significant novels are
published by José Revueltas, Augustin Yafiez,
Juan Rulfo, Juan José Arreola, Rosario
Castellanos, Ricardo Garibay, Carlos Fuentes,
Jorge Ibagiiengoitia, Elena Poniatowska, Sergio
Galindo, Sergio Péitol, José Emilio Pacheco,
Jorge LdéPez Pdez, Juan Garcia Ponce,
Salvador Elizondo, Vincente Lefiero, Juan
Vincente Melo, Gustavo Sdinz, José Augustin.
And books such as Earthly Days, By the
Water, Pedro Pdramo, Confabulario, The
Fair, Baltin Candn, The House Which Bums
by Night, The Death of Artemio Cruz, The
Lightning of August, Till | May No Longer See
You — Jesus Mine, January Justice, Fenced-in
Time, You'll Die Afar, The Lonely Atlantic,
The Night, Farabeuf, The Bricklayers,
Nocturnal Obedience, Gazapo and In Profile
inform readers about trends, styles and pref-
erences.

Urban growth actually rules out com-
munity life (construed as a creation of
shared experience), and only a few domains
offer, by way of culture, clues to modermn life:
cinema (massive attendance), music (the
most immediate or the most exrensive regis-
ter of contemporary sensibility), fine art
(the perception of the forms and colours
which inform visual education), and litera-
ture: the classical territory. That is why the
importance of Latin American writers hap-
pens to be greater than that of those
observed in other regions. The outstanding
books are considered either with resounding
seriousness or with demagoguery, “portraits
of the family and the Nation” and they also

fulfill functions reserved for saciology, social
psychology, history. Every significant writer
makes his (or her) contribution. Yaiez,
Revueltas and Rulfo, for example, express
the idea of the novel as an illustration of the
tragic temperament, the prophetic sentence
passed on those “natural landscapes” of mis-
fortune, of suffering as the trademark of sur-
vival. They are, furthermore, transition
writers, as, at the time of their literary train-
ing, there was still a belief in national lirer-
atures as spaces of singularity. (the influ-
ences of other literatures are described, agri-
culturally, as fertilizers) They are, for this rea-
son, very conscious of the artful combina-
tion of their stylistic, and in some way, ide-
ological, well-springs: European and North-
American literature and the literature of the
Mexican Revolution, Marianc Azuela and
James Joyce, Martin Luis Guzmén and
William Faulkner, José Guadalupe and
Dostoievsky. Of this period, the best works
are,( as | see them), Ellena de LLamas and
Pedro Pdramo by Juan Rulfo.

Carlos Fuentes wants to capture all
about México: the mythological heritage,
the repertory of cultural tensions. The Most
Transparent Region(1958) and The death of
Artemio Cruz(1962) are drafts of murals in
the style of the mural painter Diego Rivera,
which encapsulate social classes in the
development of one character or of a group
of characters. They offer vignettes as autobi-
ography: in the slang, the lyricism of the
popular tongue and in the urban vocabulary
spoken by the nation. We must mention at
this point the well-bred girl and the raxi dri-
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