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1) What | wanted to |learn about Latino literature

| feel a connection with Latino people. Not a kinship, but an
under st andi ng or admiration or sonmething. | know ny freckled face
didn't earn it—not in all respects. It could have sonmething to do
with the fact that | was formed, birthday to birthday, in as bl ue-
collar a famly as any Latino people any neighbor kid could nane. O
maybe this connection stenms fromthe ten days | spent ankle-deep in

t he nud of Honduras, meking sand, packing bricks, digging trenches.
There was sonething there; it made me cry and | couldn’t name the
reason. In Dr. Lounsberry’s Introduction to G aduate Studies class, |

made a Honduran poet, Roberto Sosa, the focus of ny senester’s

research. | fell in love with the lines of his poetry—Spani sh and
English, side by side. | |ove the Spanish |anguage. If | could pour
it over ice creamand eat it, | would. For all these reasons, | was

really excited about taking this half of the class in Latino
literature.

VWhat did | want to learn? Anything. | think if |I answered this
guestion three nonths ago I would have said that | would like to
| earn about poets and poens and, yes, other genres, and really
anything that could put ne nore in touch with Latino culture.
wanted to | earn about the |anguage, too. | wanted to see how the

Spani sh | anguage woul d cone t hrough the English, what woul d happen to
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English when it becane a second | anguage in the hands of those whose
first language was Spanish. | have been very lucky to teach
i nternational students at Wartburg and have w tnessed a wonderful,
defam liarizing (for nme) use of English as it is filtered through
students whose first | anguages are not English. Their witing is
often poetic. Last senester, a Japanese student wote in a journa
about going to a basketball gane: “Tinme stood w thout noving for the
long arc of orange ball.” |’ve never forgotten this phrase. In this
class, | wanted to see how the English/ Spani sh combi nati on woul d pl ay
out —especially in the hands of people who have dedicated their lives
to language. | wanted to see what conpletely new work could arise
fromthe conbination in these capable and call ed hands.

| also wanted to | earn how the Latino experience would cone
t hrough in images and other elenents of craft, especially in poetry.
I wanted to see if there was anything | recognized in the literature—
—or anyone; | thought | mght see the people of Honduras or my friend
Enrique. Enrique, by the way, lives RIGHT NEXT DOOR to his little
brother, Vic, and Vic's famly. Enrique spoke in church a few weeks
ago about his “Tia Lupe” who was a strong wonman in the face of
machi sno in 1960s Mexico. There it is in my own am go—fanmly
machisnb. So | read literature to see nyself and to find what | can
hold on to. I'"mselfish. | don't care a whole | ot about research. |

want to | earn nore about ny personal connection.
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2) What | already knew (or thought | knew) or expected to |earn about
Latino literature:
I knew there were different dialects of Spanish and that choosi ng/
using the correct dialect is extrenely inportant. Wen | worked for
t he Sout heastern lowa Lutheran bishop’s office, | wote an article
about the Latino mnistry programand had the article translated into
Spani sh to run beside the article in English. It felt |ike additional
outreach that the subjects of the article could actually read it in
their own | anguage. | used an online translating service (a rea
person contacted through a website) who asked ne to choose between
five or six different dialects of Spanish. The outreach conmittee was
al so very nervous about this translation. In the end, it turned out
fine. But there was a journey of stress to the final product that |
had never anticipated. This experience for ne was reflected in how
the many different Latin-American cultures left us, as a class,
unable to make a list of traits simlar to the one we nmade for the
Native American section.

I knew that | |oved Spanish.

I knew that | |iked Sandra C sneros’ poetry. (I learned that I

i ke her short stories nore.)

3) What steps | took to study and learn Latino literature

VWen | read literature, | first read the lines. | don't know if |
have a short attention span or what, but |I don't seemto concentrate
as nuch on the overall piece of literature as | do the bits and

pi eces of |anguage or inmages | love. For this reason, | often fee



Groni nga, 4

like an idiot. For instance, | was in a small group this senester
that tal ked about Ci sneros’ story One Holy N ght. Menbers of our
group tal ked about how the thene of the piece showed a relationship
between the narrator’s non-acceptance of reality and her ability to
cope. My contribution was, “l can't renenber what the story was
about. But you can tell Ci sneros is a poet. Did you see the |ine
where she |l oses her virginity and creates a second being inside her
that junps out?” She says it better, of course: “Then sonething
inside bit nme, and | gave out a cry as if the other, the one |
woul dn’t be anynore, leapt out” (Cisneros 30). These are the nonents
which stay with ne. And this is why | love literature. This is also
the way | study literature.

To begin, | read the lines. | read pretty slowy, usually, and
have to concentrate to stay with a narrative. | had a heavy dose of

rem nder of that aspect of my life in O Loughlin’ s Realism and

Naturalismclass this senester. But, in this class, | read |like
testing spaghetti. | hurled all these books at nyself to see what
woul d stick. (It’s an amazi ng nove—you should see it. | got the idea

fromCirque de Soliel.) Now that | am done junping through hoops,
this is how!l want to read and study literature. I want to eat it and
wap in it and cover it with Spanish sauce and see what sticks.
(Though I am actually going to mss witing poetry explications. Does
anyone publish those? | have a great |lot of them G eat in nunber.
I"d like to try to place a few)

| suppose | read this way because | wite this way. | also read
Ci sneros’ short stories with the idea in mnd that she resorted to

witing fiction because there was actually sone noney involved as
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opposed to poetry. (You told us this, right Vince?) So, okay, how did
| read and study this literature? First step: spaghetti tossing.
Second step: emulation, or, “How can | copy this?” Al ong these |ines,
anot her moment | loved in G sneros’ stories was an extended netaphor
she used to explore love and sex and life. This appears in One Holy
Night: “There was a man. [ . . . ] He couldn't talk, just wal ked
around all day with this harnonica in his nouth. Didn't play it. Just
sort of breathed through it, all day |ong, wheezing, in and out, in
and out. This is howit is with ne. Love | nmean” (G sneros 35). As a
storyteller but like a poet, she is acconplishing many things with a
singl e description of a man and his harnonica. Could I, too, use
poetry to nmake nyself into a witer of a nore sal eabl e genre?
Probably not, actually. Not fiction, anyway. | don’t know. One thing
I didn’t | ove about G sneros’ poetry is that it is often narrative. |
don’t want to stick around to hear a story in a poem | want to see
sonmething I haven’t before, a necklace of |ovely words and i nages, a

split second of |anguage with a nonth’s worth of neani ng.

4) What | actually | earned about Latino literature

| learned nore about the concept of machisno than you probably want
to hear ne tal k about because | bet it is one of the main things
people are witing about in this question’s response. But, it’s true.
I knew of the concept of nmachisnb before but never understood it from
the many different perspectives fromwhich we’ve seen it in this
class. It seens, fromnost of the vantage points, machisno is

harnful: to both Latino wonen, nmen and children. Lori hel ped ne
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under st and one strange view of this concept when she explained that a
woman i s expected to take back a cheating husband if he wants to cone
back because of the understanding that nmachi sno woul d make a nman
stray and be unfaithful to his wife. What | |earned about nachi sno
gave ne a wider view of the world. Not all cultures are defined by
Ameri can concepts of optimsm freedom individuality, and rights.
Machi sno is a huge part of Latino culture that even affects
children. We see this perspective in many of Virgil Suarez’ s poens.

For instance, in a poemtitled “Bitterness” Suarez wites:

My father tries
to make love to nmy nother. | try now not to listen.
The mattress springs sound |i ke bones crushing.

My not her refuses without saying a word. This is the final tine
she does so tonight. My father breaks the i mense and inter-
m nabl e silence, saying, “If you don't, I’'ll look for a Spanish

woman who will” (40-46)

Later in this poem Suarez |ikens the father to a |lion when he asks
his father “how nuch horse neat it takes to appease the hunger of a
single lion” (60). The treatnent of wonen in Latino culture is harsh.
Machi sno. It hurts this speaker to hear his nother being demanded of
and treated like an object. It is a formof abuse fromny North
Anerican, white-privileged viewpoint. | learned in this class,

t hough, to look at it as culture rather than judge.
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5) What this neans in ny overall career as a student of literature
The nost amazing thing | learned in this class, which | have |earned
in no other class, ever, was howto | ook at pieces of literature with
a conpletely different person’s glasses on. Even if | never wanted to
| ook at literature again, this would be a | esson of great val ue. But

I will look at literature again and | will use and hopefully retain
this ability to change | enses. This seens an essential notivation to
the creation of literature, really. People wite to provide readers
with a set of |enses through which to reach an understandi ng the
witer felt called to record.

Thank you for making us do this Isearch. | feel |ightened by
having forced nyself to understand nmy relationship with literature
and putting that relationship into words. The timng is neaningfu
for me as well, as | amat the end of ny programand need to figure

out how Lit and I will proceed in this new chapter of our |ives.



