odds and ends

An Unusual
Literary Heroine

Otilia Rauda, by Sergio Galin-
do. Editorial Grijalbo, Mexico
City, 1986.

Sergio Galindo's latest novel
is part of contemporary narrative
literature in Mexicc and the rest
of the Spanish-speaking world.
The author was born in 1926 in
Jalapa, capital of the state of Ver-
acruz. He attended the Naticnal
Autonomous University of Mexi-
co (UNAM) and later studied in
France. Back in Mexico he taught
aesthetics at the School of Dra-
ma in his hometown and went on
to win a scholarship from the
Centro Mexicano de Escritores
(Mexican Writer's Center). Galin-
do also headed the University
Press of the Universidad Ver-
acruzana at Jalapa, whose pub-
lications have played an essential
role in Mexico's literary de-
velopment.

Galindo began his career as

a writer in 1951 with La Maquina
Vacia (The Empty Machine), a
collection of short stories, and
later published his first novel, Pol-
vos de arroz (roughly Rice Dust
or Ground Rice). The novel has
been his chosen form ever since,
with books such as La justicia de
enero (January Justice) in 1959,
and E/ bordo. Sergio Galindo's
own very realistic style is already
present in his early works. Basi-
cally, he breaks down folkloric
and revolutionary (from the Mex-
ican Revolution) stereotypes with
their social themes that tend to

predetermine the character's:

evolution and fate, and relies on
essentially literary devices. Thus,
his novels tend to transcend their
specific time and place and stand
as universal examples of human
tragedy.

Los dos angeles (Two An-

gels), published in 1984, deals
with the encounter between child-
hood and old age in the form of
a Mexican boy and an old Span-
ish refugee from the Civil War.
Through this relationship Galindo
llustrates the connections be-
tween two countries, between
two worlds in which one was
once the congueror and the other
the conquered. Another novel, £/
hombre de los hongos (The
Mushroom Man) was published
in 1976 and takes an entirely
different course from Angels. This
work deals with magic, and the
author superimposes space and
time and fudges the border be-
tween reality and fiction, unleash-
ing a rush of fantasy on the
reader.

The Autonomous University of
Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua,
granted Sergio Galindo the José
Fuentes Mares Literary Award for
his latest novel, Otilia Rauda. In
this book Galindo further de-
velops the literary devices he be-
gan working with when he first
started writing. He is clearly an
heir to the classical 19th Century
linear-plot novel and is immersed
inthe Mexican narrative tradition
which began in the early part of
the 20th century with fictional liter-
ary accounts of the Mexican
Revolution. In Otiia Galindo once
more resorts to the same topics
and technigues, but this time as
part of the Latin American literary
boom and its emphasis on the
use of language as the basic
creative device, leaving social
and political issues on a secon-
dary level that springs forth from
the artistic work itself.

Otilia Rauda is impressive in its
simplicity and narrative effective-
ness. The plot unfolds in almost
chronological order through an
independent narrator who at

58

times becomes part of the differ-
ent characters' psychology and
inner conflicts. This is a love sto-
ry, and it centers aroun Otilia
Rauda, the extraordinary main
character who is unigue in Mexi-
can literature. She is a woman of
great strength who combines a
nearly masculine sense of deter-
mination with extremely femenine
sensuality and passion. Ctilia is
what we could call an anti-heroine
in the way she breaks with the
traditional image of women in
Mexican literature.

The story is set in the small,
narrow-minded town of Las Vi-
gas, in the setting Galindo usual-
ly uses, the state of Veracruz. It
opens in 1907 —the beginning of
the century and eve of the Mexi-
can Revolution— and continues
on into the 1940's, covering the

period of instability that followed
the Revolution. Even though time
and place are precise in the nov-
el, with clear references to the
decline of Porfirio Diaz' dictator-
ship and including a splendid
description of the 1910 Indepen-
dence Centennial célebration at
the Port of Veracruz, it is really the
characters who constitute a com-
plete universe. They include Ctilia
Rauda and her lover, the sus-
pected murderer Rubén Laz-
cano, Otilia's parents and
godmother, her wicked husband
Isidro Pefia, and others.

The novel deals with the inter-
action between QOtilia and the
townspeople, a relationship
characterized by the neighbors’
envious gossip about the woman
who is different. The community
shuns Otilia and discriminates

against her, yet she is strong
enough to continue to be herself
and to earn the friendship and
love of those capable of going
beyond social prejudice. Rubén
Lazcano is Otilia's counterpart
and complement, the other dis-
criminated character whose sto-
ry is told as a novel within the
novel.

Galindo successfully manages
to captivate the reader and in-
volve us in the characters' con-
flicts, problems which might very
well be our own, no matter the
time and place we live in.
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