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Dofia Inés Versus Oblivion,

by Ana Teresa Torres

(Phoenix, £6.99)

This priz,e-winnin,?. idiosyneratic
history of Venezuela is a comfort,
as well as proof that magical real-
ism has not entirely exhauvsted its
powers. A wrangle over a cocoa
plantation is carried on by a fear-
some Dofia Inés across 300 years:
from colonial times, through
Bolivarand independence, to
earthquake and oil money. In life
Daofia Inés chastises her husband,
his bastard child by a slave who
runs off with her property deeds,
the kings of Spain and her lawyer.
From beyond the grave, she rants
against descendants and govern-
ments. Torres's sustained tirade is
an original, though exhausting,

| literary device.

|
|
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Dog Days, Glenn Miller Nights,
by Laurie Graham

(Black Swan, £6.99)

Although Graham's landscape is
East End tower blocks rather than
northern semis, Alan Bennett is the
author cited by every other reviewer
when deseribing her kind of
whimsy. Fashioned from a situation
shaded towards the improbable
and replete with bathetic one-
liners, her fourth novel begs for
Thora Hird to star in the television
adaptation, Birdie Gibbs clutches
her Blitz spirit in the face of old age,
truanting teenagers and bingo-
doped friends, Most of the jokes
derive from B;rdmatﬂd her?‘ieg:sé
coming to terms with new-fan,
ways, like a drugs haul. The humour |
may be obvious, but the charmis |
anice surprise, |
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Wanting, by Angela Huth
(Abacus, £6.99)
Blaming the heroine may not be the
author’s intention, but it is difficult
toresist the urge to grab Viola by a
handful of silvery hairor put an arm
around her “Edwardian” slender
waist and shake her out of a pro-
longed adolescence. She never
wanted to become the love of Harry
Antlerss life, and it's troe red roses
by the lorryload are more threat -
than promise, but Viola is just too
damned passive, Stalker Harryhas
a point: bubble-wrapped Viola —
defended by cuddly T, Unat-
tainable neighbour, kindly retired
live-in gent and rich uncle — needs
puncturing Huth, utgf{:mumig,r,

5 some brilliantly imagin
n!l:ggsems with the bland comforts
of romance and toasted tea-cakes.

Diva Book Of Short Stories, ed
Helen Sandler (Diva, £6.95)
Twenty-eight stories by mostly little-
known writers connected by
their sexual orientation — perhaps
an offputting concept for the
heterosexual unafraid of a good
read. When Sandler writes an intro-
duction about reflecting “Brit Dvke”
literature or “maodern lesbian” style,
that sense of alienation increases;
these are short stories by girls who
like girls about girls who like girls.
But Sandler’s choice includes all

and ters, and sometimes
stories sexuality is not the
issue. Though several stories reek of
writing workshops, many are good
and some have universal appeal.
Isobel Montgomery

Non-fiction

The Penguin Book of 20th
Century Fashion Writing
{Penguin, £8.99)

We're hanging this in our closet
to read while the steam iron
heats up. Barbara Pym on the
pipe-smoking male models of a
1958 knitting pattern book;
Jeeves remarking with suave
truth that "there is is notime,
sir, at which a tie does not
matter”; Daphne du Maurier's
second Mrs de Winter as a

new bride in a “tan-coloured
stockinette frock™ — no further
backstory is required; Vogue's

Diana Vreeland beseeching a

Spanish convent in London to

hand-oli her hems. As Virginia

Woolf asked pertinently: “Would

one have liked Keats if he had
worn red socks?”

| Historical Fashion in Detail
(V & A Publicatiens, £19.95)

| Real garments from the 17th

and 18th eenturies, with the

sparest of technical comment

and photographed so close-up

that vou might be pulling them

over your head in the changing

room. What do we covet most:

perhaps the Jacobean gloves

with silver-gilt ears of wheat

embroidered on the gauntlets?

The Dutch petticoat witha

landscape of flowers and beasts

knitted in its two-ply cream

| wool, fine as copperplate lines

} (cast on 2,650 stitches)?
Nothing in Harvey Nicks has

| the wit of that 1630 undersmock
stem-stitched with snails

| and peapods.

| Vera Rule
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OFF TO
JAIL:
Lord
Montagu
in 1954

LORD Montagu of Beaulieu
wed s been beaten to the draw
in his bid to tell his side of a
sensational story involving
charges of indecency with
two airmen. Montagu, 73,
currently scribbling his
memoirs, hoped to comment
on the notorious 1954 case
when, aged 27, he was found
guilty of indecency and
sentenced to 12 months. But
now interest in the case, said
to have led to a change in the
law governing homosexuality,
has been revived by the

Montagu, 25 years too late

republication this week of an
account of the scandal to coincide
with the 50th anniversary of Lord
Weidenfeld's publishing company.
~ Against The Law was written by
journalist Peter Wildeblood, who
has just died in Vancouver. He
was Montagu's co-defendant who
went down for 18 months. “It was
a very significant and well-
reviewed book,” says car
enthusiast Lord Montagu whose
autobiography will appear next
vear. “It"s all fact and published

over 25 vears ago, so that'sall
have to sav”

‘Dona Inez Versus Oblivion'

Ana Teresea Torres
Weidenfeld & Nicolson £16.28

Ana Teresea Torres’ novel opens early
in thegighteenth century and sweeps
the reader through 300 years of one
Venezuelan family’s history, It's a story
narrated through the intense and power-
ful voice of their matriarch, Dofia Inez,
mother of 15 children, ten of whom live.
Even after death, she continues a run-
mng:nnwersmionwuhherdmasedhus-
band Alejandro, while she mounts 3
perpetual watch over the fate of their
family line.

Through her use of Dofia Inez as this
constant pressnce, Torres successfully
inverts the normal procedure of the his-
torical family saga, whereby each suc-
ceeding generation is given the space to
be its own voice. Instead it is Dofia Inez,
an often unlikeable autocratic blueblood,
who unflinchingly conveys the despera-
tions and fears of her descendants, amid
the confusion and corpsestench that
accompanies the change and flux of 2
developing country, And it is she whao
relates the fight for control ef a plantation
that her husband has left to his illegiti-
mateson, Juandel Rosario, born ofablack

clave. It 15 in these remorseless descrip-
tions of the class struggle between
landowners and freed slaves that Torres’
narrator 5 at her most shockingly vivid.

This novel was originally published in
Veneruela in 1992, and it is only because
it won the 1998 Pegasus Prize for
Literature, which allows for an English
translation, that it is finally available
here. A worthy prize for a worthy book?
Much more than that. Torres’ book tran-
scends the baroque fantasy of magical
realism usually associated with Latin
American writers and instead creates a
waorld that seems pungently real.
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fuhoe lohn Maughton

——

fided to Mandrake. "My
friend Jonathan Aitken intro-
duced me to leffery Archer,
who had recently run into
financial difficulties. He had
this idea about writing a novel
about the horrors of financial
ririn and asked me to take him
on and give him an advance

1 didn't think it was a ver)
good idea so | told him to
write a factual account of his
experience and sent him pack-
ing. The next thing 1 knew, he
had a contract with Penguin
for Not a Penny Move, Not g
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. Pennies less

£
AT a party to celebrate the 50

years of his publishing house,
Lord Weidenfeld confessed 1o
having turned down an author
wha could have made him for-
tunes overnight

*1t was the worst business
decision 1 ever made.” he cop-
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Pennuy Less.”

Despite costing him dearly.
Weidenfeld clearly has no
great love for the author, "1
could never bring myself to
regref the decision entirely,”
he mused last week. After
yesterday's news of Archer’s
fall, how much more prescient
wag the great publisher
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sing an invented famuily tograpny w
l I expicre a country’s history is a familiar
device in Latin American fiction; with
One Hundred Years of Selitude, Gabriel Garcia
Mdrquez set the standard for historical novel-
ists, followed by [sabel Allende's dramatic
Chilean story, The House of the Spirits. In
Eccentric Neighborhoods, her second novel
wrilten in English, the Puerto Rican author
Rosario Ferré uses a similar scope and structure
to bring the island’s complex past to life.

The novel begins with the narrator, Elvira
Vemnel, reiating an episode from her childhood
when her family drove to visit her grandmother.
Crossing the flooded Rio Loco, the Pontiac
stalls, and their chauffeur is unable to move it.
Only with the help of some “barefoot peasanis™
who tow the vehicle with their oxen does the
car emerge from the muddy current; as thanks,
Elvira's mother Clarissa slips the peasants a
dollar through the nammowly opened window,
and the car continues on its way.

It is a striking detail, and it helps establish
several fundamentals of Elvira's story: that we
will see things from the landowners' view, and
that we may not expect any magical happenings
to rescue characters from their troubles. Ferré's
prosaic realism is one of her many strengths,
and if there are times when it lets in a sociologi-
cal tone — “modern urban life permitted a great
deal of socializing between peoples of different
backgrounds™ - it also helps lessen the distanc-
ing effect that dreamlike details sometimes pro-
duce in Latin fictions. Puerto Rico is a specific,
vivid place here, rather than a territory of the
imagination, and Ferré is as comfortable
explaining the mixing machinery in the Vemnet
family’s cement plant as recounting the decline
of the sugar-plantation owners’ fortunes.

The novel describes the contrasting arcs of
the hardworking Vernets and the upper-class
Rivas de Santillanas. Ferré starts with Elvira's
mother’s proud and privileged family, who live
on a beautiful property overlooking Guayamés
Bay. Valeria and Alvaro's priorities for their
five daughters — named after Valeria's favourite
literary figures, including Dido, Lakhmé and
Clarissa — is that the girls “marry white™: a
penniless Spaniard is preferred to a lower-class
islander. None the less, when Clarissa is wooed
by Aurelio, second son of the Cuban immigrant
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Rosario Ferré

ECCENTRIC MEIGHBORHOODS
341pp. Abacus. £10.99.
0349 110751

“Saguito” Vemnet, the fortune Vernet is building
through his iron foundry is impressive enough
to permit the courtship. As the novel travels
from the century’s beginning through the Amer-
ican acquisition of Puerto Rico and post-war
debates over statehood and independence, we
see that the importance of hacienda owners like
the Rivas de Santillanas gradually diminishes,

Ferré does not iry 1o imegiae u vwe sy
tales: she simply presents them in blocks. In
fact, the novel is curiously plotless. Elvira spills
| out countless stories about her grand-

parents and her aunts and uncles, but not in the

service of any greater personal narrative. The
miny diversions and subplols contain their own
pockets of illumination; of the foods and tex-
tures of hacendado life, the ways Freemasons
=ame up against Catholics in the town of Con-
. -ordia, or the differing fates of Clarissa and her
(sisters. Eccentric Neighborhoods has many epi-
iraphs from writers such as Naguib Mahfouz
and V. S. Naipaul on the nature of memory, col-
ective and personal, but Ferré cannot unify her
mbitious narrative with such resonances,
The central problem is the lack of a compel-

rhythm: it comes, however, at the beginning ol
the thirty-ninth chapter. Elvira's birth — two
thirds of the way through the novel — coincides
with the rise of her father’s gubernatorial ambi-
tions. Later sections incorporate intriguing
explorations of Puerto Rican politics (if often
from a less familiar perspective; "Organized
labor, was the next blight” is not the kind of sen-
tence one expects in such sweeping social fic-
tions). While the reader responds to the way
Elvira chafes against her traditional upbringing,
and welcomes the liberalizing effects of her
American education, the late-developing con-
flicts between Elvira and her mother do not, in
the end, carry the emotional weight Ferré wants

them to.

n Doiia Inés Versus Oblivion, Ana Teresa
ITom-.s weaves a complicated and fractured

fiction out of the documentation of a legal
wrangle over the ownership of a coastal planta-
tion in Venezuela which began in the early
years of the eighteenth century and was finally
resolved in the late 1980s. Like One Hundred
Years of Solitude (Torres shares a translator
with Gabriel Garcfa Mérquez), this is a novel
of epic ambitions which examines the myths
that construct national identity by following
the fortunes of a single family across the
centuries. Venezuela's tumultuous history of

colonialism, slavery, civil war, immigration-

and capitalism is the true subject of the novel;
it does not merely serve as a lurid backdrop to
family melodrama.

Doila Inés, an imperious aristocrat, is the
narrator of this epic. We first meet her in the
early eighteenth century, after the.death of her
beloved husband, Alejandro, as she searches
feverishly for her father's title deeds to some
disputed land in Curiepe, which Alejandro has
bequeathed to Juan del Rosario Villegas, his
illegitimate son, born to one of the family's
black slaves. When Juan establishes a village
for the slaves and freed men who work on the
Villegas plantation, she uses all the power
within her means 1o destroy the village and 1o
regain ownership of the land. Dofia Inés's

/Eﬂl Teresa Tom

DORA INES VERSUS OBLIVION
Translated by Gregory Rabassa
245pp. Weidenfeld and Nicolson. £16.99.
029764374 6

adversary i5 as determined as she is. Juan
rebuilds the village after the army raze it to the
ground, thus beginning a lengthy legal bartle
that outlives them both. Despite the fact that
she has never left Caracas, has never even seen
the: plantation in question, Dofia Inés’s passion-
at battle for the land even defies death. Her
ghast is a vituperative witness to the ensuing
paser chase through two centuries of political
upheaval and natural disaster.

*orres documents the labyrinthine court case
in meticulous detail, but the narrative thread is
soraetimes hard to follow. Perhaps inevitably,
sinze this is the monologue of a demented dead
wcman, there is a lack of emotional engage-
meat with the large and diverse cast of charac-
terr, who are part of the intricate fabric of the
sto y. Dofia Inés is driven by a grim determin-
ism , ceriain that her descendants, as well as her
enemies, are racing lowards death. Caracas is
ruired, then built again, generations are bomn
and die, but the wrath of Dofia Inés lives
beyond the grave.

The historical novelist is torn by opposing
allegiances: a writer's need to embroider the
truth, to fictionalize the past, and a historian’s
desire to establish the facts. Although she uses
a ghost in a black silk nightgown as her narra-
tor, Torres is more of a historian than a magic
realist. She is driven by the desire to trace the
course of the power struggles inscribed in the
legal, ecclesiastical and political documents
which the case leaves in its wake. As the briefs
fly back and forth from the magistrate of the
council, the governors, the High Courts of
Sante Fé and Santo Domingo, from the viceroy
of the New Kingdom of Granada and the
Council of the Indies to the King of Spain, the
reader must work hard to make sense of the
tidal wave of fragments; these seem in tum to
be the key to a fascinating perspective on the
history of Venezuela and an overwhelming
plenitude of facts and documentary detail.

As the novel reaches the twentieth century,
Torres allow us a little more intimacy with the
characters, and we witness the loveless and
barren marriage of Belen, Dofia Inés’s great-
great-great  granddaughter, and Domingo
Sanchez, the descendant of a black overseer.
Nevertheless, it is Ana Teresa Torres’s talent
as a researcher, rather than as a storyteller, that
makes this book memorable.

ALEV ADIL
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environmental destruction. In contrast, lsis
of “In the Upper Reaches, Isis” floats through
a flowery, futuristic otherworld dressed in
bricdal white, dreamily recounting her sensual
encounter with the pallinator. Here, opulent
language and present-tense verbs create a
sense of magic, almost tanscending the physi-
cal world and smoothing over the damaging
presence of humans, while “Extiner Species”
reminds us of the all roo human mistakes we
have made in this world:

Day six. Let me admit it: the children had

got out of hand. They required speeded-up

production of diapers and Nikes. Their
popsicle sticks alone used wp New Guin-
ca's rain firest, and their Big Macs wok
chown the me in Bragil. In spite of this, |

thought of cach hirth s a tl'lfulllllh fl.rl’ s

both, but your mouth tightened like a vice,

You started staying late at the lab, invent-

ing new teses for livle known metals.,

An interesting counterpant is "Glamour-
puss,” in which the ironic voice seems 1o
rransform itself gradually into the sensual
allegorical voice of *lsis" ro haunting, con-
frontational effect. This time, the earth pod-
dess aers as borh creator amd destroyer; inthe
end, she finds that she, wo, must die. By
bringing into direct juxtaposition the tensions
of lifie and death, Krysl shows she understands
the complex nature of woman's power of cre-
ation. She does nor underestimate its flip side,
destruction, an awareness that runs like a
thread throughour the book, weaving irs di-
versity of styles and characters into a unified
rapestry of voices.

Krysl's scope is vast, the beauty and pre-
cision of her language always working ro di-
rect and honest effect. Near the end of “The
Girls of Fortress America,” in which Ameri-
can Midwestern schoolgirls grapple with the
real and imagined threar of nuclear war in
the 19505, the narrator recognizes the dan-
per that, as an adult living in a future in which
the barharians will reigm, she may be coerced
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A Jouvrnal

it vk g parn i the destruction: | knew |
had some strengths, and some brokenness, While
acknowledging that we must deal with what
has been broken, Keysl hokds our hope for the
passibility of healing, and the necessity of
calling R LR strengrhs ro sustain us.

Marianna Wright

TEMPEST RISING . Dine MyKinney-Whet-
stome, QuillfWillimm Morrow & Co., 1350
Ave, of the Americas, New York, NY 10019,
1998, 300 pages, $12 paper.

In her second novel, Tempest Rising, Dione
MK inney-Wherstone, author o 1he Twst-
selling novel Tumbding and v regulir contribae
tor to Philadelphia magnzine, offers a rich de-
piction of the experience of two black families
in Philadelphia i 1965. McKinney-Whet-
stone, a Philadelphia native, recalls her
memaories of West Philly in o ficrional story
that hinges on the political interrelaredness
of rce and gemder.

I a time when Lyndon Johnson had signed
the Civil Rights Act, and the kst bestions of Jim
Crow had buckled everywhere, the novelist -
trenduisces themes illustrating the complexities
of Black experience. Racism reveals itself both
externally and intermally. For example, when
Clarise, her hushand, and three daughters
mowve into an upper-class whire neighborhood,
the residents snub them because of their color.
Hiowever, when their girls leave the house to
attend schiool or ¢hureh in carefully chosen
fancy dresses, Clarise presses their hair until
it is fully straightened by the hot comb. As
a black woman, | remember enduring many
hor combs and relaxers in the hopes of
straighrening my kinky roots.

MeKinney-Wherstone moves beyond ra-
cial conflict to family disintegration by show-
ing how Clarise’s family comes apart, The au-
thor focuses on the disruption of physical and

et il Bemds berween mabers s dungedy-
ters. Afver her hushand's death, Clarnise ar-
tenpts suicive by slashing hoer wrists with her
knatting shears, and her girls are remporarily
placed in foster care with strangers, Ramona
andd Mae., Emotionally batrered by her sepa-
ration froim her girks, Clirise elings wthe hope
of i reumion when the mental haze of her grief
lifes, Thee reader knowes thar Clarise’s love is
unconditional because of the arrention amd
lowee she Bvishies on her children. In conemst,
Revmonna anud her maother, Mo, strugide with
a relutionship that leaves them ar odds with
ench other. These ceneral female characrers,
while gquite distiner from each other, depict
manny fonms of mothee-damdner conflive.

I hver trageile ool state, Clarise dis-
mantles the image of the unbreakable black
matrinrch, while Mae i o selfish, uncaring
portrayal of black motherhocd. Clarise has
murtured her daughrers, while Mae has
aluined Bameona, W feel Bamona's pain in
the following pargraph:

She wemdered howw it st feel 1o be linwd

She felt a serrig i her chest, as if she had

kmenens that kinad of sotherly love once, a

Do novnsee aagoen; every mone ool then st vkl

pet stch a stirring, ey 1o figure our what

it neant, e then a block of granie wodd

e vefr i her chest and ke her foel ke

she was suffocatmg.

In hier vivid prose, McKinney-Whetstone
caprures the world of her childhood with re-
alistic pormaits of women both hardened and
weakened by acyele of domesticiry. Through
a strong narrative voice, McKinney-Wher-
stone evokes a lyrical setting with fast-paced
prose. The dialogue, believable in its repre-
sentation of black vermacular speech, inter-
mingles with powerful characierizations of
these women. The reader is able toosee mul-
tiple dimensions as the mothers weave inand
out of stereotypes of older black women as
overtly sexual, decorative, andfor stone-
hearted housewives, and their daughrers defy
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the camegomzaon of young black woanen as
niive, over-emaotional, unintelligent.

As for her male characters, they are killed
ol or missing, fickle or reduced o limsy dovr-
mats. This theme of inadequate black male
fignires echoes novels by other black women
such as Alice Walker's The Color Purple and
Terry Macmillan's Waiting to Exhale. Although
McKinney-Wherstone attempts to challenge
pender stereotypes of men in minor charac-
ters like Clarise’s emaotionally vulnerable
uncles, I'm not sure she's successful.

The central characters in Tempest Rismg are
well-rounded black women doing whatever
they must to survive minoriry status in a whire
witbe domminant workl, The shackles of domes.
vty sl g s are just as scarring as the
loss of love between mothers and daughters
who act as both victimizer and victimized.

MeKinney-Whetstone's cultural and po-
litical lens succeeds in revealing the hlack
wompn as a multidimensional Ggure, withoall
of her strengths and weaknesses. Her focus
on the love berween family members illumi-
nates the cyeles of disillusionment and self-
awnreness, fmily comflicn and mending thae
NS L'"ll."-'ﬂ Lav Bospimn LF L HL] hl sEesl o h! LITRIET i
wlenrity.

Jo=Ann Reid

DONA INES VS, OBLIVION. Ana Teresa
Torres, Louisiana Stare University Press, PO
Box 25053, Baton Rouge, LA 70894-5053,
1999, 243 pages, $27.50 cloth. Translared by
Gregory Rabassa,

A Teresa Torres blends historical fiction
and magical realism in a vivid aceount of an
authentic legal battle in the history of Ven-
ezuela. Her protagonist is the once vibrant
but now deceased Dofia Inés Villegas v
Soldrzano, who speaks 1o the reader from

123




Beyond the grave. History becomes personal
through Dofia Inés’ reactions:

If it isn't ome thing it’s another: if on the one

hand they happen to send us a decent gover-

nor, on the other they saddle us with the

Griprzooana Company, which bleeds s dry;

when theve are no heavy rains to ruin the

harvest, there's an eavthquake, and houses
come tumbling doun; if the pirases stop lay-
ing waste to us, the English bombard us; the
year when there’s no ryphoid, smallpox and
vellow fever plague us; and when everything
seems peaceful, some blacks revolt and bum

a plantation.

Beginning in 1715, Doila Inés vs. Oblivion
details the fight for clear title w the family's
cacao plantation in a struggle that lasts for
centuries. The fact that the other party to this
lawsuit is Juan del Rosario Villegas, the ille-
gitimate son of her dead husband, Don
Alejandro, and a black slave, sets the stape
for conflicts of race, class, and gender. Tormes
draws the reader into a complicated web of
familial relationships that reflects the events
of the day and eventually focwses on Inés’
great-granddaugheer Isabel who is reared in
the shade of cacao, the lifeblood of the region.
The courageos actions of lsabel’s black nanny
Dharfa during the bloody War of Independence
shows the positive side of black/white rela-
tionships: the woman carries the child to
safery as they flee the victorious Spanish
troops. Before lsabel evenrually claims her
inherirance, she is raised by former slaves still
loyal to her family.

Dofia Inés' first-person narrative jumps
back and forth in time from 1663 to the
present as she describes her life of privilege
and depicts the struggle between races, classes,
and sexes, focusing on the tremendous gulf
separating members of Venezuelan society.
Her personal experiences uncover the quo-
tidian, rituals and routines of women's lives,
the births of their numerous children, and the
tragic deaths of these children from disease,
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drowmving, i poditical discord, Torres sharply
criticizes social mores, especially the rreatment
of marginalized women and blacks, and the
sexual double standard. For women of the
upper class, death is the punishment for in-
ﬁd:_-liw. while for men the freedom o enjoy
sexual relationships with shives or to fregquent
brathels is simply 2 fact of life. Nevertheless,
Dofia Inés reflects the prejudices of her back-
ground as she labels Juan an uppiey livele black

boy and considers it a major offense for him

to think you were white, revealing the perva- -

sive racism thar dominates her world.
Torres sparcs noone her close seruting, from
the wealthiest nobles and aristocrats to the
ordinary mulattos and mestizos who comprise
most of Venezuela. In an ironic and sarcas-
tie tone, she charcterizes Joaguin Crespo, the
peasant who becomes a general, as master of
the great plantacion called Venezuela, A pano-
ply of colorful charscters inhabits the novel,
from Dodian Inés herself, obsessed with her legal
quest, and her hushand whom we know only
through her imagined dialogues with him, 1o
numerous blacks, Indians, and o few Jews,
Marching through the pages of the book s
h] -'\'\'l'l'llillj:]"' ennlless succession of Spanish
kings whao rule Venezela as well as the Great
Liberator, Simdn Bolivar, hero of the War of
Independence, a struggle for freedom from
Spain and basic human rights for blacks.
Mg history unfolds in the novel, we wir-
ness natural disasters and man-made ealami-
ties—earthouakes, epidemics, bartles wich pi-
rates, and civil wars and revolutions.
Federalists wage war against conservative
oligarchs attempting to maingain their wealth
and pasition. Vivid descriptions of local cus-
toms reveal the dichotomy berween past and
future, colonialism versus independence, a
fading aristocracy and people of color. Dofa
Inés remembers with nostalgia sleeping an un-
haerried siesta later when the heat grew seronger
and preparing myself for the gracious recepriom

of vasiters, givang ovders and onversevang the -
wariom of stccimeaes anel teas served um the womr
celain plates and gilded plasses char | had had
imparted from Framee, waitmg for the ludies o
arrive and then for the slave mls 1o ke their
cloaks in the entranceway, sitting in the parlor
with my dungheers, conversing. ... At the end
of the novel, Dofia Inds questions her hus-
band, You ask who died? The world, Alejancro,
the world we sed to have,

The novel is a metaphor for contemporary
Venezuela, Dofa Inés, in her fall from the
wealthy lindowning aristocracy to financial
banknuptey, represents the demise of the grear
world power that was Spain in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. Just as she is forced
o confrone the reality of freedom for shves
and the recognition of their rights as human
beings, Spain too must recognize the inde-
pendence of its colony Venezuela and its right
to exist as an independent mation. Although
the nation smd its shves have achieved free-
dom, the social turmoil of Vencezuela's colo-
pial period remains o realiey of twentieth-
century life where poverty prevails among
st V‘,‘l]l‘:l]l‘l:"\\ ilnLI T}“.' (_'I.btl\l 11I-i“.u'.5- ."!:‘“.
dhetermines the life one eads, T wofongereable
imaiges of o world in chaos, Dol Inés vs,
Oblivien remingds us thar discrimination based
o race and eliss has been an ever-presemt
part of Venezuela’s hustory.

Winner of the prestigious 1998 Mobil Pe-
pasus Prize for Liternture, Torres” prose flows
smasathly and compellingly through the grem
Cirepory Raleissa's seanless rrmshation, Redo-
Tent with the sounds, sights, and smells of daily
life—when Ferdinand V1 becomes king,
Alejandro provides a banguet on the main
square, with a rich display of hams, cheeses, and
cassavas so the erowd can cac s fill ... Even a
statue that ponred wine out of its breasts, w the
consternation of churchmen who saw in it the
work of the devil 1o gee the people drunk—this

splendid stream-of-consciousness novel is on

apar witly thie best of Ciabeae] Clarc i Minguez
and Isabel Allende.

Roberta Gordenstein

Editors” note: Ana Teresa Teorres is omly the sec-
ol sornan to win the Mobed Pegasis Prize since
its inception in 1977, Keri Hulme of New
Zeatand won for The Bone People in 1985,

REPRESENTING WOMEN. Linda Nochlin,
Thames and Hudson, 500 Fifth Ave., New York,
NY 10110, 1999, 272 pages, $24.95 paper.

Linda Nochlin puts “woman” in her place in
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century West-
em painting by theorizing the impossibility of
such an endeavor. The author, a leading art
critic and historian, describes her approach:

Woman. ..cannot be seen as a fixed,
pre-existing entiry or frozen “image.” mans-
formed by this or that historical civcim-
stance, but as a complex, mercurial and
problematic signifier, mixed m its messag-
es, vesisting fixcd mucpretation or positioning

Jr.ipih: the niemerons aempts made i vi-

sual vepresentaton lirevally o pre “wann-

an”™ in her place. Like the woman warnior,
the term "woman” fights back, and resists
attempts to subdue its meaning or veduce

it tor some simple essence, sniversal, nam-

ral, and above all, unproblemanc.

Mochlin is Lila Acheson Wallace Profes-
sor of Modern Arr at the Instinme of Fine
Arts, New York University. Represennng
Women was published in Thames and
Hudson's “Interplay” series, which aims to cut
across raditional disciplines. Nochlin success-
fully integrates art, history, and theory in this
clegant and thought-provoking book.
The book is essentially a collection of
groundbreaking essays on the representation
of women as warriors, workers, mothers, sen-
sual beings, or absent beings in the works of
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LATIN-AMERICAN FICTION

Novelists Bring Energy to Explorations of Cultures

DAUGHTER OF FORTUNE, a novel by Isabel Allonds; HarparColling,
526

DONA INES VS. OBLIVION, a novel by Ana Taresa Torres, transiated
by Gregory Rabassa; Lowisiana State University, $27.50.

| GAVE YOU ALL | HAD, a novel by Zoo Valdes; Arcade Publishing
$24.95,

Reviewed by
JUD! GOLDENBERG

atin American women writers are flourishing as the

current literary search for fresh post-feminist

voices continues. Their magic realism collides with
their confessional zeal, producing imaginative wa
laced with personal desire and a strong sense of cultural
history.

Take new works published this fall by Isabel Allende,
Zoe Valdes, and newcomer (to English language audi
ences) Ana Teresa Torres. Each represents a different
country and a different narrative style, but all three joi
together in bringing new energy and feminine perspec
tive to accounts of stormy individual passion set against
an even stormier national heritage.

ISABEL Allende is the most famous of the three au
thors. In her latest novel, Daughter of Fortune, the au
thor of House of Spirits expands both her geographic ane
her emotional range tracking her heroine, Eliza, an or

| phaned girl of mixed origin, from her native Chile to the

Califormia Gold Rush. Eliza runs away from the aristo
cratic English family who raised her in order to follow
her revelutionary Chilean lover seeking his fortune in
the United States, _

Ms. Allende presents her favorite themes, including
the sensuality of both food and love, youthful passion
that drives people to pioneer new areas and break
hearts, families that intermingle more than they care to
admit. But she also pioneers new literary territory, ip
the character of the Chinese doctor and the descriptions
of 19th Century California. Allende fans will easily for
give her unrestrained storytelling, weaving in barely
relevant myths and side plots, as she once again evokes

the Americas of the past with vivid imagery that stimu+
lates all senses. Harpers publishes the novel in Spanish
as well as this translation, translicent at least in part be-
cause of Ms. Allende’s universal style. I
CUBAN-BORN Zoe Valdes, author of Yocandra in the
Paradise of Nada, follows up her successful debut with 3
novel even more impudent than the first. Originally pub-
lished in Spanish (Te di la vida enfera), her new novel is
the story of Cuca Martinez, an orphan on her own at an
early age. A budding beauty making heér way in pre-revo:
lutionary Havana, she meets Juan, the love of her life, al
a nightclub. Juan eventually goes off to Miami, leaving
her to wait for his return. With Cuca, we observe the
progress of the revolution from tool of change to tool of
an economic repression. [
Mercilessly, Ms. Valdes dissects the pretense of pre:
revolutionary Cuba, the hypocrisy of revolutionary Cuba,
and the frustration of the current state of decay. The
book’s exuberant raunchy language does not always
translate easily, but its frustrated desire for freedom and
individual expression comes through loud and clear.

WINNER OF the Pegasus Prize, Dong Ines vs. Oblivi-
on introduces a new voice, Venezuelan Ana Teress
Torres. A former clinical psychologist, Ms. Torres se-
lects for her narrator an aristocratic landowner who suf-
fers from an obsession so strong it lives on long after
she dies. Her obsession is a piece of land, awarded in cg-
lonial times, disputed over centuries between her family
airzd the descendants of her husband's illicit affair with &
slave.

Based on an actual case that was not resolved until
the late 1980s, the tale of the land that evokes so much
conflict reflects Venezuela's history from jungle colony
to oil-rich nation. Ms. Torres' first novel to be published
in English has been translated by the remarkable Grego-
ry Rebassa, who has done more to bring Spanish Ameri-
can literature to English-reading authors than any other
single figure.

B Judi Goldenberg ts a local free-lance writer,




