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THE BITCHES' COLLOQUY

By RosarioFerre

Franca and Fina, a pair of wise, globe-trotting bitches, loved to talk about literature
as they walked down the streets of Old San Juan. One afternoon, as they strolled
across the green fields of San Felipe del Morro-the old Spanish fort, seeking respite
from the heat, a memorable conversation took place between them. Fina, as her name
suggests, was a pure-bred golden retriever, with long silky ears and a tail that
resembled a magic plume. She had been born in a beautiful house in Ponce, with tiled
eaves, white shuttered windows, and a high wall covered with purple bougainvilea
vines. Here she helped take care of Rosaura and her brother, loyally protecting them
from all sorts of accidents in the playground as well as on their way to school.
After the children had left, Fina stayed by herself every morning at the house with
nothing to do, so she would sneak into the library and, like Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz,
would read for hours, until she had learned most of the books by heart. Her life of
leisure and knowledge, however, came tragically to an end one day when the garden
gate was left unlatched and Fina ventured onto the street, to sniff the sweet aromas
of freedom for a few seconds. The knife and scissor grinder was walking by at that
very moment and offered Fina a piece of old jerked beef which he carried in his pocket.
He was thus able to get Fina to let him tie a cord around her neck and lead her tamely
away. A few days later he sold her to a San Juan doctor, in whose house Fina lived for
the next five years, answering patiently to the name of Topaz-as the doctor had
named her. Her new owner married her off to a purebred like herself, and she gave
birth to two litters of beautiful Golden Retriever puppies which he sold for a very
good price to his friends. One day, however, Fina became tired of her married state
and slipped out of the garage just as the doctor was starting the car to leave for the
office; she ran down the street so fast no one was able to catch her.
She roamed the streets of Old San Juan for a year, and one day was picked up by
the dog catcher and taken to the pound. There she sat for a week behind a wire fence,
waiting for the moment when she would be led to the gas chamber, when fortunately
one of the mayor's aides walked into the pound. He was looking for a guard dog to
keep the local urchins from climbing the wall of the mayor's house to steal the
mangoes, and Fina seemed perfect for the job because one could see she was a lady,
she barked but didn't bite. Fina lived in the mayor's house for four years, was wellfed and taken regularly to the vet, but it bothered her to have to answer to her new
name-Golda-with
which the mayor had re-baptized her. Her true true name was
Copyright i by Rosario Ferre, 1992. Translation copyright i by Rosario Ferr6, 1994. Reprinted by
permission of Susan Bergholz Literary Services, New York.
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still Fina, the one Rosaura had given her a long time ago, and one day she decided she
wanted to be herself again. She waited until the mayor took her with him for a walk
and, with the excuse of a cat that suddenly jumped out of nowhere, gave a yank to the
cord tied around her neck and ran for her life, never looking back.
At the time our story takes place, Fina was twelve years old. She had forever
renounced having a master and had thrown herself heart and soul into a mongrel's
life. She was too old to have any puppies and, as virtue and inclination often run hand
in hand with mange and hunger, and mange had by that time done away with the
greater part of her long, silky mane, she no longer ran the risk of being stolen or sold,
so she could roam at will up and down the streets of Old San Juan.
Franca was a Puerto Rican mongrel, with rough yellow brush coat, tar black muzzle
and lazy brown eyes which, when they looked straight at you, could reach the bottom
of your soul. Franca belonged to a professor of Latin American Literature at the
University of Puerto Rico, and she had always led a sheltered life at the professor's
house, well fed and serene. She had always answered to the same name-Franca,
which suited her well because she was very outspoken-and spent her days in perusal
of her mistress' books when her owner was away at the campus. Not being a purebred, Franca had never run the risk of being stolen, which was why her mistress left
the back gate of her house open, so Franca could come in and out at will. Every
afternoon Franca would go looking for Fina in the streets and they would stroll
around the city together. Franca gave herself airs of being a literary critic, while Fina
was a spinner of tales. Although they frequently saw things in a very different light,
they delighted equally in discussing books of the imagination.
On the evening in question Franca had just finished Don Miguel de Cervantes'
novella, The Dog's Colloquy,' which Fina had read long ago in Rosaura's study and
almost knew by heart. In it Berganza and Cipio-Cervantes' wise, literary dogsdiscuss for hours the concept of verisimilitude in literature, as they wander down the
streets of Valladolid with lanterns hanging from their necks. "They were looking for
an honest man, like Diogenes," Fina told Franca, pausing for a moment to scratch her
right ear, where an impertinent flea had made itself at home. Franca looked at her with
liquid eyes and shook her head thoughtfully. "Idon't think so, Fina; they were looking
for an honest writer. And since we're writing bitches, if we want to be like Cervantes'
dogs, we must be very precise in our definitions. I'm not as concerned about the issue
of verisimilitude in literature as Cervantes' dogs were. What concerns me the most is
the misleading image of the female most male Latin American writers project in their
novels today."
"You're obsessed with feminism, Franca. You sound like poor Sor Juana Ines de la
Cruz who, because she was an illegitimate child and a mongrel like me, was forced to
seek refuge in a convent, where she spent her life writing poems and dramas about the
authenticity of her sex. Even today Sor Juana must bear the jibes of people like Octavio
Paz who, in Las Trampasde la Fe [ThePitfalls of Faith], holds that Sor Juana, because she
was a nun, was neither feminine nor masculine, but a neutral being! I have no such
hang-ups, perhaps because I was born to an aristocratic family and lived in plenty the
first years of my life. I haven't the faintest doubt that I'm a female, that my name is
Fina with a capital F, and that I write as such."
890

This content downloaded from 143.229.1.189 on Sun, 22 Sep 2013 21:48:13 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

I

CALLAL

OO-

Franca was somewhat stunned by the onslaught with which her friend had begun
their conversation. "What you say is true, Fina, my friend; although sometimes it's
better to be a doubting mongrel like me than a blue blooded braggart like you." Then
she took a long drink in a puddle nearby to cool down and decided to follow a less
controversial path, so as not to provoke her colleague any further. "To begin with, we
must consider that the problem of verisimilitude is more complex today than it was
in Cervantes' day, because female writers have only succeeded in producing a
significant body of literature in the past century," she added. "Even so, we have to
make our novels ten times better than those written by men, in order for them to be
considered any good."
"I'd like very much to discuss that topic with you, Franca, as well as the apparent
inability of male Latin American novelists to give an accurate rendition of female
characters in their work. I confess that, in reading some of the most important
novelists of the Boom generation in our countries, I have found their depiction of
females utterly depressing. Bitches are usually presented in a very unfavorable light,
or hardly appear at all. The question we should be asking ourselves today during our
stroll through El Morro Fort is not whether we bitches can write as well as our male
counterparts, but whether it's possible for a novelist to enter into a female psyche and
vice versa; in other words-and putting it perhaps a little crudely-whether a dog can
bark like a bitch and a bitch bark like a dog."
"Take Jorge Luis Borges, the Argentinian writer, for example," said Fina, settling
herself comfortably under the shadow of a palm tree near the Devil's Sentry box once
they had reached the Fort. "Today Borges is a sacred mummy; every Latin American
writer keeps a few copies of his books in his cupboard, to gnaw on them secretly as
on an old ham bone once in a while."
"It's wrong of you to call the best writer Latin America has ever produced a
mummy, Fina," Franca told her reproachfully. "Borges' work will be a classical model
for us Latin American writers for centuries to come."
"I don't care if Borges is as classical as Beethoven. He often had the political
opinions of a mummy, he looked like a mummy and, in some of his short stories-like
'La busca de Averroes,' for example [The Search for Averroes]-he even wrote like a
mummy. He was a mummy, mummy, mummy!" Fina started to bark at the top of her
lungs, not caring if she was overheard by passersby.
Franca grew nervous and set out at a run, chasing a mangy cat that she spotted
rummaging in a nearby trashcan, by the Fort's powder magazine. When she calmed
down and got rid of her excess energy, she returned to Fina's side and took up the
thread of their argument once again. "There are only three stories by Borges where a
female character peeks out," she said: "'La viuda de Ching, el pirata' [The Widow of
Ching, the Pirate], 'Emma Zunz' and 'La intrusa' [The Intruder]. Emma Zunz sleeps
with a sailor and sacrifices her virginity in order to avenge her father's death. Juliana,
in 'La intrusa,' is another docile lamb sacrificed in the name of male hubris. Eduardo
and Cristino, the two brothers in the story, both fall in love with her, and then slice her
throat to get rid of the problem."
Fina sat down on the ground and pulled her tail under her before looking askance
at Franca. "Well, the Uruguayan writer Juan Carlos Onetti is even worse than Borges,"
891
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she said. "I promise I'll try to be as impartial as I can when I talk about him, but it's
going to be difficult. How do you approach a writer for whom abusing females is the
only means of salvation? Onetti's heroines are all adolescent virgins who turn into
titillating prostitutes once they fall in love, like for example Julita Malabia in the short
story 'Para una tumba sin nombre' [For a Nameless Grave] and Moncha Insaurralde
in 'La novia robada' [The Kidnapped Bride]. In Onetti's novella El pozo [The Well] a
young woman's rape and murder becomes an excuse for a metaphysical meditation
about salvation by Linacero, the book's protagonist."
"I agree with you whole heartedly, Fina," said Franca. "Onetti's existentialism is
based on Catholic dogma, only it's interpreted backwards. In his novels sin is a
twisted avowal of faith. Men can only attain salvation in Santa Maria, Onetti's mystic
city, by torturing and violating virgin women."
"Another writer I admire greatly and whose treatment of our sisters has often
surprised me-given his vast knowledge of historical and sociological themes-is the
Mexican Carlos Fuentes," Fina added, snapping her jaws as she tried unsuccessfully
to catch a fly in mid-air.
"Calm down, Fina," Franca advised her. "Remember literary critics must always
be impartial so as not to crush anyone. Let no one say about you what Don Francisco
de Quevedo, the great Spanish seventeenth century poet, wrote about his beloved:
'Mosca muerta parecia / tu codicia cuando hablabas / y eras aranfaque andabas / tras
la pobre mosca mia' [A guileless fly you seemed to be / all cupidity your words / but
a spider lurked behind them / and thus you went after my poor fly]."
"You're right, Franca, my friend, in counseling prudence when we talk about a
literary figure as famous as that of Carlos Fuentes, but I swear sometimes I don't know
if I'm dreaming or fantasizing when I read some passages in his novels. In La muerte
de Artemio Cruz [TheDeath of Artemio Cruz], for example, Fuentes refers to his female
character as 'la chingada.' It's 'la chingada' who poisons love, dissolves friendship,
crushes tenderness. In Mexico the first 'chingada' was, of course, La Malinche, the
Indian princess who was Hernan Cortes' lover as well as interpreter; but in Mexican
lore she is also a symbol for all females. Fuentes, like Octavio Paz in his great poem
'Piedra de Sol,' believes that females are inevitable victims in the ritual of love. They
are the only ones who can make salvation possible to man by giving up their lives for
them."
"Yes, Fina, your evaluation of Artemio Cruz is accurate," Franca admitted. "But
Fuentes is not always derogatory towards his female characters. In TerraNostraL for
example, Celestina inspires Polo Febo, the writer-hero, and she has an exalted role. An
androgynous figure, from time to time she becomesPolo Febo-a young man dressed
as a Renaissance page. Both characters alternately tell their story to King Philip the II
of Spain. Females turn often into males and males into females in TerraNostra; the
novel's characters are able to experience the same adventures, passions and dreams.
Like in Virginia Woolf's Orlando,male-female categories, as well as past and present,
have been done away with. At the end of the novel, however, Fuentes can't resist the
temptation of returning to his old self. When Polo Febo makes love to Celestina, he
assumes her feminine attributes and the author, Carlos Fuentes (Cervantes' alterego), takes his place. I can't believe anybody could be so conceited!" she huffed, the
hair on her back bristling slightly.
892
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"Hush, Franca, what you say is true but we must keep it to ourselves! Two poor
anonymous bitches like us will never be able to stand against Fuentes' international
fame."
"I don't care if we stand or run, but I'm not going to keep quiet about it!" said
Franca, who had begun to bark, "Fuentes is a conceited prig, Fuentes is a conceited
prig, Fuentes is a conceited prig!" in front of everyone who walked by.
Fina became very distressed. "Beware of stooping to rancor, Franca," she said.
"Better to refrain from besmirching your brother's reputation. Remember the teachings of wise Scipio, Cervantes' dog: 'love thy neighbor as thyself and commiserate
with all.' As female puppies we were never spoiled by our mothers, as our brothers
were, and were taught we must accept our inferior position in the world with dignity.
If we have attained certain fame in the literary world as female writing dogs, it's only
thanks to our discipline and persistence."
"Fuentes is a vanguard narrator and a great plot juggler," Fina continued. "He is
a genius at pointing out the hidden relationships between people and situations,
which is why La muerte de Artemio Cruz [The Death of Artemio Cruz], La region mas
transparente,Aura, and Agua Quemada[Burnt Water]make up some of the best fiction
in Latin America today. His last book of short stories El naranjoo los cfrculosdel tiempo,
is a tour deforce, in which our extraordinary capacity to integrate diverse racial and
cultural elements as Latin Americans is once more pointed out. I think you should be
a lot more respectful when you speak about him, because even if he is a bit of a prig,
he has held the name of Latin America high for the last twenty years, and has won a
lot of good will for us before the eyes of the world."
Fina was unmoved by Franca's arguments. "I don't care what you say, I can't stand
Fuentes," she said. "He loves to peek out from his own stage settings like a commonplace puppeteer. From the spermatozoidal creation of CristobalNonato on the beaches
of Acapulco to the unveiling of the mask of the plumed serpent on Terra Nostra,
Fuentes' characters always end up proclaiming the preeminence, not of the Latin
American soul, but of Fuentes! Fuentes! Fuentes! That's why Polo Febo's closing
monologue in TerraNostra goes like this: 'You love yourself, I love myself, I inseminate you, you inseminate me, I inseminate myself, we will have a son, then a daughter
... ' Have you ever heard anything as preposterous as that?"
"I know you have a good memory, Fina, but please keep your voice down," Franca
interrupted her. "We all make mistakes sometimes, and that garrulous passage is
evidently not one of Fuentes' better moments."
"That's exactly what I mean. TerraNostra is one of the longest books I've ever read;
it's seven hundred pages! Latin American writers often think so highly of their own
work, they have a hard time editing themselves and Fuentes is no exception. At the
end of TerraNostra he falls into the same trap he was trying to escape in the beginning,
and ends up being more provincial than universal. His novel is like an Aztec pyramid
with its monumental architecture. Latin American female writers are very differentthey usually write short books. You and I, for example, are used to traveling light; we
don't give conspicuous display to garrulousness in our texts and prefer to be as
concise as we can.
"I agree with you, Fina," said Franca. "If Fuentes truly believes that God is where
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opposites come together-where past and present, dream and reality, history and
fiction, male and female dissolve into one-Polo Febo's voice at the end of TerraNostra
should not have been that of a man, but a genderless voice, one which would have
integrated, like Virginia Woolf's in Orlando, that of both sexes. Here the female
character is once again reduced to a mere lost rib-Eve's-and
we're back at the
Biblical stereotype."
"But the Latin American author who mortifies me the most," Franca went on, "is
the Chilean Jose Donoso, because in his novels he likes to portray us like rag-covered,
gossiping hags. In El obscenopajarode la noche [TheObsceneBirdof Night], for example,
women are either witches like Peta Ponce, or prostitutes like Iris Mateluna. Donoso's
witches, like Onetti's virgin prostitutes, are the midwives of writing; they are the ones
who make possible the birth of the novel, they are the begetters of the novel's
manuscript."
"I agree with you, Franca," remarked Fina. "And I have to admit that, when
Donoso identifies bitches with witches in his novel and makes Dofia Ines' dogs fly out
the windows of La Rinconada, he makes me terribly nervous. I much prefer a writer
like the Colombian Gabriel Garcia Marquez, whose style reflects an equilibrium of the
soul Latin American writers would be wise to emulate. Garcia Marquez always
remains true to Cervantes' golden rule: literature should teach and entertain at the
same time. That's why Ursula Buendia is one of my favorite characters in Garcia
Marquez's novel, Cien Afios de Soledad[One HundredYearsOf Solitude]. Ursula never
surrenders to bitterness or cynicism, and gives us an exalting image of feminine
virtue."
"You're absolutely right, Fina," Franca noted, although you should remember that
Ursula also embodies a series of stereotyped roles assigned to women. She carried the
burden of the Buendia family's emotional stability; she was the defender of traditional
values and the enemy of incest-which finally disintegrates the Buendias' moral fiber
and causes their downfall. Responsibility always falls on Ursula's shoulders, while
the men roam the fields during the civil war, do business, get involved in scientific
inventions, etc. In spite of these stereotypes, Ursula is a superior being. She's
Melquiades' ally, and Melquiades is the benefactor of Macondo; they both point out
the need for communication and for love. Thanks to Ursula and Melquiades, Macondo
reaches the modern age, and acquires for the first time a consciousness of belonging
to a community of Latin American peoples who must support and understand each
other."
"I see you've mentioned most of the Latin American writers of the Boom generation, assessing the role we females have in their novels, except for Mario Vargas Llosa,
Fina. Why is that?"
"Mario Vargas Llosa? I don't know why you even bother to mention him! In Vargas
Llosa's novels females simply don't exist, and if we were to pay him in kind we should
leave him out of our conversation. I was his student at the University of Puerto Rico
for a year, and I know him well. I took several of his courses: "Techniques of the novel"
and "Garcia Marquez and his World." I remember how handsome he looked when he
walked into our classroom in his navy blue blazer, white linen pants and burgundy
loafers, a jet-black shock of hair falling nonchalantly over his forehead and his rabbit's
894
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teeth protruding over his lower lip in a half smile, and I still shudder with delight. The
day he gave us a lecture on Tirant lo Blanc, the Catalan romance by Joanot Martorell,
was a milestone for all the females in the class. When he described the moment Tirant
peeps through the keyhole and catches his girlfriend, Pleasure-of-My-Life, making
love to someone else, he caused a sensation. He puckered his lips like a ripe cherry and
slowly repeated, 'I love you' at least six times. He didn't even realize most of us female
students had swooned under our desks."
"And what about Guillermo Cabrera Infante?" Franca asked. "Ilove his novel Tres
Tristes Tigres [ThreeSad Tigers]and think he's one of the most brilliant humorists our
continent has ever produced. He makes me cry and laugh at the same time, combining
black humor with a brilliant play on words."
Fina looked askance at her friend, as if judging her sincerity from the corner of her
eye. "I don't think you know what you're saying, sister," she said, shaking her head
reproachfully. "Have you read Cabrera Infante's memoir La Habanapara un Infante
Difunto [Havanafor a Dead Infante],one of the most brutal books as to sexual discrimination ever written in Latin America? La Habanais a bildiingsroman; it describes at
length the 'sentimental education' of the author as a young man. Like Don Giovanni
in his famous aria, 'Mile Tre,' Cabrera Infante tells the story of all the females he has
seduced and abandoned, priding himself in his sexual conquests. His misogyny takes
my bark away, considering this is the twentieth century and not the Middle Ages. He
derides intelligent women and his favorite girlfriend is Dulce Rosa, a beautiful blond
bimbo who follows him around Havana doing all kinds of dirty tricks for him in the
darkness of movie theaters. He praises Dulce's compliance to all his whims and calls
her 'man's best friend since Ready,' his dog. The rest of his love affairs line up in his
memory like a line of black holes, where his tongue cavorts and rolls in linguistic
erotic waves."
"Is that so?" said Franca, looking surprised as well as angry when she heard this.
"I must admit I haven't read the book you're talking about yet, but if Cabrera Infante
is as sexist as you say, I agree we should leave him out of our discussion and drop him
down a black hole right now!"
Franca lay down on the grass and closed her eyes, so Fina thought she had decided
to take a nap. But she simply wanted to pass review in her mind on the celebrated
Latin American writers they had discussed, to make sure they hadn't left anyone out.
"I see you've mentioned all the writers of the Boom Generation but the Argentinian
Julio Cortazar," Franca mused, "author of Rayuela [Hopscotch],Latin America's most
avant-garde novel, as well as of eight excellent books of short stories. Do you have any
personal reasons for leaving him out of our list and blackballing him?"
"It's true, Franca; I left Cortaizarout on purpose. He's a writer I carry close to my
heart, despite the way he sometimes mistreats us females. It's impossible not to
remember his naive theory of the active male and the passive female reader ('el lector
machoy el lector hembra'),which he proposed in Alrededordel dfa en ochenta mundos
[AroundtheDay in Eighty Worlds]at the end of the sixties. What male writer would dare
say something like that now? The days in which such nonsense could be uttered are
gone for good. Cortazar went through several stages of acquiring a feminist conscience and he remains today, in my opinion, one of the most interesting Latin
895
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American writers from that perspective. He has been one of the few to attempt to
penetrate the female consciousness, utilizing a first-person narrative. He does this, for
example, in several of his excellent short stories, like 'Lejana' ['The Far-Away One']
and 'Los Buenos Servicios' ['Good Services'], where the narrators are women."
"Other of his texts are unfortunately tinted with sexual sadism towards women,
very much in the style of the sixties, when writers like Georges Bataille and Pierre
Klossowsky were very much in fashion. For example, in his short story 'Anillo de
Moebius' ['Ring of Moebius'] and in his novel Rayuela.La Maga, one of the principle
characters of the novel, endures her lovers' sadistic love-games in silence and
apparently even enjoys them. Listen to this passage, for example: 'La Maga truly
expected Horacio to kill her ... and they could thus consummate the resurrection of
the phoenix

after he had deliciously

strangled

her .

. . '

Tell me squarely, Franca.

Would you enjoy going to bed with Jack the Ripper?"
The sun had begun to go down behind the cliffs of El Morro, and Franca pointed
out to Fina that it was almost dinner time and that they should move on to the
Kentucky Fried Chicken's garbage cans, always well-stocked with all kinds of delicacies, that stood near the entrance to El Morro Fort. "Remember I can't return home
until I've killed the hunger with which God blesses me every day, because my owner's
salary at the University is so meager she can't afford to feed me." Once they had each
grabbed hold of a juicy, half-eaten drumstick, Fina continued in this way.
"Let's look at the other side of the problem, my friend. That is, look at the
misleading image of males our sister female writers offer us in their novels. In some
of the more recent ones we find the same problems that plague the novels written by
males. There has never been a single bitch amongst us that could write like Virginia
Woolf, George Eliot or Emily Bronte, for example, whose characters-male and
female-are profoundly individual and human. We have produced no Bernards, Silas
Marners or Heathcliffs, characters who possess a mixture of sui generi attributes,
which could belong to no one else, male or female. We have never had a Marguerite
Yourcenar in Latin America, for example, whose Hadrian seems to me one of the most
moving male characters in contemporary European literature.
"The novels of Latin American female writers, like those of male novelists, tend to
follow a predictable pattern: the hero is either the all-powerful and over-sexed cacique,
or the idealist mistreated by him. In Isabel Allende's Lacasa de los espfritus, [TheHouse
of Spirits], for example, Esteban Trueba is the irate caciqueof the Tres Marias estate,
and the three principal female characters in the novel are related to him. Clara is his
wife, Blanca is his daughter, and Alba is his granddaughter. The Chilean Trueba is the
twin brother of the Mexican Andres Asensio, the hero of Angeles Mastreta's novel
Arrdncame la Vida [Mexican Bolero], as well as of the Argentinian Facundo, the
Paraguayan Dr. Francia and the Mexican Artemio Cruz; the only difference between
them is that Trueba and Asensio were born from female imaginations. They are all
caciquesfrom the interior of the country who, with the aid of their own armies and of
the international companies located in their provinces, become all-powerful local
politicians, who eventually use their power to aspire to the presidency of the
Republic.
"Isabel Allende's novel was a best seller in Germany for a reason; the conservative
896

This content downloaded from 143.229.1.189 on Sun, 22 Sep 2013 21:48:13 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

C A L L A L OO
philosophy that underpins it is easy to detect. Trueba, the Pater Familias, reigns over
the novel as he reigns over his family. The rest of the male characters in Allende's
novel, like Pedro Tercero Garcia and Miguel, Jaime and Nicolas Trueba, are weak and
easily forgotten. They fall into the stereotype of Creon's son, Haemon, the idealist
who is victim of his despot-father's brutality.
"LikeWaterfor Chocolate,by the Mexican Laura Esquivel, on the other hand, is a
novel rich in magical realism, but I certainly wouldn't call it feminist. Tita's only
defense in a world dominated by men-or by women like her mother, who adopt the
male stance-is her cooking. She spends a great part of the novel on her knees on the
kitchen floor, grinding the ingredients for her magic moles in her stone metate. Her
story awakens a wonderful nostalgia of childhood-when smell and taste are so
important-as well as of a lost Latin American Paradise. But in the end Tita never runs
away with Pedro. She stays in his house like the unwed aunts of old, taking care of his
children and helping out in the housechores, and it's only after her sister Rosaura dies
and her niece Esperanza gets married that the couple dares to make love at last. The
fire in which they perish at the end, brought about accidentally by the 250 candles
with which Nacha's ghost has surrounded their bed, could be interpreted as an
indirect punishment for their long awaited amorous union.
"Male characters who are both good and bad-like Heathcliff, Ethan Fromm or
Hadrian, 'the good, the bad and the ugly'-are totally absent from the novels of Latin
American female writers, just as female characters who are truly human are absent
from novels written by males. What we read in the novels of both for the most part is
a dramatization of cultural roles that are unfortunately still prevalent in our countries
today. Male characters, as well as female characters, are too often hollow, absences
around which stereotypes are developed."
Fina's speech had been long-winded and she hadn't had a chance to finish her
dinner. When she reached this point, she decided to give Franca a chance to talk, so
she could do honor to the banquet of chicken bones that lay on the ground before her.
"There's no better sauce than hunger, Franca, so go ahead and enjoy your turn at
discourse! And while you crack your bones, I'll try to dig into mine."
"Our purpose shouldn't be to make literature a bone of contention, but a universal
art," said Franca. "We should make sure that anthologies compiled by males, as well
as those compiled by women, recognize and include artists of both genders. The
parameters wielded by male literary critics up to now have not been congenial to
female criteria, and our work has often been rejected in the past because it presented
a completely different vision of the world from that of men. Our female condition
makes us respond to specific interests, as well as to an unresolved situation which
often thwarts our access to a more universal approach. That is why some female
writers today, like Joyce Carol Oates, Cynthia Ozick and Nadine Gordimer, are loath
to identify themselves with feminism, and see themselves as genderless 'writers' as
opposed to 'female writers.'
"Male critics, on the other hand, have always been dominant in Latin America. It
hasn't been until recently that a group of female critics has emerged in our countries,
and they have stood out for the excellence of their work. A great deal of the future of
our writers is in their hands, since they can challenge stereotypes and approach the
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literature written by their sisters from a more universal point of view, evading the
ideological cliches of that dogmatic feminism that male critics tend to ascribe to us."
"You speak with more wisdom than Cato, Franca, my friend, and it seems to me
you yourself are guilty of some of the peccadilloes you point out, since you have
written two books of criticism yourself, and they are both about male Latin American
novelists-one about Felisberto Hernandez and the other one about Julio Cortazar. I
must remind you that charity begins at home, and that we do ourselves wrong to extol
the values of male writing, without first assuring ourselves our daily crumb. And
what you were guilty of has also been the sin of many of our best female critics. You
can verify it in Sylvia Molloy's excellent book on Borges, Josefina Ludmer's study of
Onetti, Ana Diaz's wonderful book on El Conde Lucanor, Mercedes L6pez Barralt's
book on Guaman Poma de Ayala, and Sara Castro Klaren's book on Mario Vargas
Llosa. They should all be called to account and have their ears pulled for not having
written about books by female writers."
"There you go again with your nonsense, sister! I don't apologize for my books and
I'm happy that the female critics you mention here have written such wonderful
books about male writers. There are other female critics who have also written
excellent books about female writers, like Doris Meyer, for example, who wrote about
Victoria Ocampo, and Marjory Agosin, who wrote about Maria Luisa Bombal; to
mention all of them here would be impossible. The growing number of anthologies
about female Latin American writers published recently, on the other hand, as well as
the surprising number of excellent novels published by them, is testimony to the great
interest that our art has awakened in the reading public."
Upon reaching this point Franca and Fina grew silent and began ambling back
towards the city. "I have enjoyed our conversation very much," Fina said. "To know
that erudites like you have such an interest in literature encourages me to go on
writing my short stories. It is enough to know they are appreciated by one single stray
dog, for me to keep putting them down on paper at night. And if any of the ideas I have
expressed here today have offended you, Franca, I beg your forgiveness."
"That's not necessary, Fina, my friend. I respect your opinions and in many points
you may very well be right. Perhaps verisimilitude in fiction does not depend solely
on those classical precepts I have preached here today-objectivity and a balanced
criteria-but also on the intensity of the writer's feelings. That's why, when people
ask me if one should write with the head or with the heart, I always tell them 'with the
heart,' because as we grow old our heads grow cold, and the embers of feeling that
survive in a literary text are the only thing that keep it alive.
"And even though it may be altogether impossible for dogs to bark like bitches and
bitches to bark like dogs, since we are never free of our sexual identity, I believe it's
important to try to do so. Stray mongrel that I am, I have learned from experience that
in art it's necessary to love freedom better than life itself: your will to tell whatever
stories you please, Fina, and mine to criticize you. Because when literature is preached
like a creed, it usually turns sour and serves only to purge tapeworms.
Translatedby RosarioFerreand LizabethParavisini-Gebert
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Notes
1. TheDog's Colloquyforms part of Don Miguel de Cervantes' Exemplary Novella, TheDeceitful
In it Cervantestreats women with surprising cruelty. Ensign
Marriage(El casamientoEnganioso).
Campusano, its main character,has deceived Estefania,a young woman who lives in a big house
in Valladolid, impressing her with his false wealth-gold chain, plumed hat, satin ribbons-and
proposing a supposedly advantageous marriage.Estefania,however, has deceived him in turn,
since the house she lives in doesn't belong to her. After the marriage, Estefania steals
Campusano's gold chain and infects him with syphilis. When she runs away, she leaves him
without a penny to his name. Campusanohas to commit himself to Valladolid Hospital for forty
days, to sweat out the syphilis. During his cure, he overhears a conversation between Berganza
and Scipio (a tale within a tale which becomes TheDog'sColloquy),the two stray dogs who have
hidden themselves under his bed and wile away their time pondering the goals of literature.
Their conversation is part of Campusano'scure for syphilis; in other words for the betrayal and
wickedness of women.
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