Poetry, Revolution, Homophobia:

Polemics from the Mexican Revolution
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Los individuos de moralidad dudosa que estin detentando puestos
oficiales . . . con sus actos afeminados, ademds de constituir un ejemplo
punible, crean una atmdsfera de corrupcion que llega hasta el extremo
de impedir el arraigo de las virtudes viriles en la juventud. . . . Si se
combate la presencia del fanatico, del reaccionario en las oficinas piib-
licas, también debe combatirse la presencia del hermafrodita, incapaz
de identificarse con los trabajadores de la reforma social. (Quoted in
Monsivais, “Salvador Novo” 277)

{Individuals of doubtful morals who are holding official posts . . . with
their effeminate acts, besides constituting an example worthy of being
condemned, create an atmosphere of corruption that reaches the ex-
treme of preventing the maturing of virile qualities in our youth. . . . If
the presence of fanatics and reactionaries is combated in public offices,
s0 also should be the presence of the hermaphrodite, who is incapable
of identifying with the workers in the social reforms. ]

These fighting words, written by one group of Mexican intellectuals
against another in 1934, define the ways in which the cultural nationalism
:~of the Mexican Revolution was marked as masculinist and heterosexist.! 1
will be looking here at the conflicts between a revolutionary nationalism
“ofthis kind and expressions of homosexual desire in intellectual and artis-
tic circles in Mexico City from the 1920s onward. For although the link be-
tween “nationalisms” and “sexualities” is of widespread interest to schol-
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itle of a recent collection of essays ./; The blanket character on this attack, which seems to include anyone and

ars of cultural studies and is even the tfl eo olemics that erupted in Mex- everyone, led to responses such as Francisco Monterde's aticle “Existe una

there has been little attention to the furl‘);l s$p ntered largely, but only |- lteratura mexicana viril” [A virile Mexican literature exists] (Schneider,
polemics ce :

i o oo i nipo- Ruptura 163—67), in which he celebrates the work of Mariano Azuela and
o oets in the Contetmp

, . - . . s ,
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Contempordneos, Xavier villaurrutia % effeminate] (165). A series of other articles on the topic appeared in late
of homocrotic poetry by two of t.he on .er_lp vice were at stake in the % 1924 and early 1925, most notably a survey on modern Mexican writing in
and Salvador Novo, whose jobs in the Cll‘: S:trure of gay 1€ sistance.? El Universal Hustrado that appeared at the same time that the newspaper
cultural wars, interesting examples of. the lt erAn Jrticle entitled “La influ- was publishing Los de abajo in serial form.

The first of the polemics eruptcé n 1924'” - ned with the pseudonym The same concern with avoiding effeminacy marks the second man-
encia de la Revolucion en nuestra llterat}lra, ;lbr;:ebronio Ortega, Catlos ifesto of the Estridentistas, dated 1 January 1923 and signed by Manuel
of José Corral Rigin (and probably wrltt?él dysome avant-garde writers, Maples Arce, Germidn List Arzubide, and some two hundred others. The
Noriega Hope, and Arqueles Yela), dc?cn cthc «yroducto literario sub- last paragraph of the manifesto reads in part: “Ser estridentista es ser
Tablada, Novo, Taniya, and Vﬂlau.l’ r:‘ oy b 1psdous literary product hombre. Sélo los eunucos no estaran con nosotros” [To be a stridentist is
consciente del movimiento literanf) Lthe 54 cmlél)- the word subcons: to be a man. Only eunuchs are not with us] (Schneider, Estridentismo 50).
of the literary movement] (Schneider, Ru’{)t::rt:l e tf; its association with The “eunuchs” in question would be those Mexican poets who did not
ciente apparently means “to be. derogatorf)”) t"[?his article was followed 2 sign; because Ramoén Lépez Velarde was already dead, these would include
psychoanalysis (and hence \.Nl‘th sexuz.\ 1tyr‘ iménes Rueda, in an essay some from the previous generation (Amado Nervo, Enrique Gonzdlez
month later by a more explicit attac.k. Jul 1oa o icana” [ ffeminacy in Martinez, and José Juan Tablada, most notably) and such emerging poets
entitled “El afeminamiento en 13.11'331_‘”3‘“" <chools, including symbok as anlaurru.tia, Novo, Pellicer, and Torres Bodet. .
Mexican literature] states that earlier literary The Estridentistas had such power in the state of Veracruz that its capi-
ism and naturalism, possessed tal, Xalapa, was known as “Estridentopolis.” Governor Jara of Veracruz
was a loyal supporter of Germdn List Arzubide, who said that the governor

g Y Sl nes )
Chls az0s de enio asio [ tur ‘ Hlle] n as, ac 1€t tos nldu d 165 he

cuentes y ponian en la obra un no s€ Q\{e, e e
ircundante, amor elegancia, pensamiento OMZINAL
circu , \

| tipo del hombre qué
imi Pero hoy . . . hasta ¢
1 modelo que imitaba. . . . _ o
d(':ensa ha degenerado. Ya no somos gallardos, altivos, to;a;a e
. . -
lz)ihora suele encontrarse el éxito, mds que €n los puntosmz) "
las complicadas artes del tocador. (Schneider, Ruptura

iy ez

comprension delanaturd comprendié que en nuestra protesta lirica y nuestra actitud combativa
contra lo apolillado y lo falaz, habia una actitud de violenta repulsa a
todo lo inutil, lo ruin, lo parasitario o mendaz, en conjunto, la imagen
de un mundo que habia engendrado la miseria, el dolor, la angustia, la
desilusion y el desencanto que iban infiltrandose en la savia viril de
nuestra juventud y nuestro pueblo. (Schneider, Estridentistio 24)

undeniable and frequent SUCcesses
into the work, anderstanding of
original feeling, that distinguishes
. even the sort of

(sparks of talent, turbulent pfassion.s:’
and put 2 certain “je ne sais quol
surrounding nature, love, elegance, p

o e e beizg imitatte (11 We I:rl: t:o 2l?),r;g.er striking, proud
man who thinks has degenerated.

in the

it i find success not in ¢

1 w it is more frequent t0 e
e ated arts of the boudoir]

[understood that in our poetic protest and our combative attitude
against what is moth-eaten and false, there was an attitude of violent
rejection against everything useless, bad, parasitic or mendacious, in
sum, the image of a world that had been engendered by the misery,
suffering, anguish, disillusion and disenchantment that was infiltrating
 into the virile sap of our youth and our people.]

it fr

rough . . . !
poiits made by the pen, butin the complic
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ona return to the very bourgeois values the group claimed to have broken
ith. As Guillermo Sheridan has noted: “La militancia vanguardista de
Mgples Arce no tard6 en ser sustituida por la militancia anti-homosexual;
nfurecido con los Contemporaneos recurre a la moral de los mismos
burgueses que denostaba en sus poemarios juveniles” [The avant-garde
‘militancy of Maples Arce was not long in turning into an anti-homosexual
militancy; infuriated by the Contempordneos he turns to the morality of
'the very bourgeoisie that he had attacked in the poetry of his youth]
,(Contempordneos 132) Maples Arce’s attacks on the poetry of the Contem-
b ordneos accuse the poets of being “semiinclinados por los mismos com-

Thus, a close alliance between a revolutionary governor and the incendi-
ary literary movement was built out of a common opposition to a bogey-
man constructed of the ancien régime and the homosexual vampire inter-
ested in stealing the “virile sap” of the revolutionary allies. N

The Estridentistas, like the Italian futurists, sought an aggressive mas
culinist aesthetic based on warfare, technology, the subjugation of women
and the bashing of effeminate males. The gay bashing was part of an
aesthetic program and appears over and over again in the writings of the
movement. List Arzubide, in his 1927 history of the movement, EI movi
miento estridentista, wrote: '

ejos y tendencias” [semi-inclined by the same complexes and tenden-
cies] (133). Novo’s poetry, for instance, “resalta por una intencién de
trivialidad que no disimula los deseos bajo ningtin eufemismo sexual,
¢0mo en sus otros compaiieros de tribu” [is notable for its trivial inten-

El Estridentismo anclaba el triunfo: ellas se derretian sin cautela en su
frases . . . los verseros consuetudinarios habfan sido descubiertos en |
Alameda, en juntas con probabilidades femeninas y habfan sido obli
gados por la Inspeccién General de Policia a declarar su sexo y compro
barlo, acusado de un chantage [sic] de virilidades en caida. (Schneider
Estridentismo 281) :

tions that do not conceal his desire with any sort of sexual euphemism, as
in the other members of his tribe] (133), and Villaurrutia’s writing “se
‘ ﬁeée por las fatalidades del sexo bajo un arreglo de palabras que apenas
ncubre los artificios de una falsa elaboracién . . . que se sirve de la

[Stridentism was anchored in triumph: they melted carelessly in thei version como método poético” [is offered by the fatalities of sex in an

phrases . . . the confirmed versifiers had been discovered on the Ala
meda, in the company of presumed feminine persons, and had bee
forced by the Police Chief to declare what sex they were and to proveit
accused with blackmail on their fallen manhood.]

a&éngement of words that barely covers the artifices of a false process of
aboration . . . making use of inversion as a poetic method)] (133).

7 he attack on the Contenpordneos had by 1925 united a series of rather
sparate threads: a suspicion that they were not sufficiently nationalist at
time when the Obregoén, and then the Calles, governments were under
tack;* a suspicion that their writing was not sufficiently “virile” in a
‘context still marked by the memory of armed struggle (soon to break out
ain in the Cristero revolt); a suspicion that their aesthetic was not that of
e'émerging revolutionary party (Sheridan, Contempordneos181). Of par-
cular'interest vis-a-vis this last is the relation of the Contempordneos
groﬁp to the muralist movement. In the early twenties, Novo wrote an

Note that by now the “enemy” of the Estridentistas, who in their turn ar
“amurallado[s] de masculinidad” [fortified in masculinity], had nar
rowed. The focus of List Arzubide’s wrath is the Contempordneos group
many of whom were gay. Two men in particular would be the targets o
repeated attack for the next several decades: Salvador Novo and Xavie

Villaurrutia. And there was guilt by association in this witch-hunt: th
Cuban critic Jorge Mafiach would accuse the painter Agustin Lazo, sezarticle in defense of Diego Rivera, but by the later twenties, when Villaur-

having published some short stories that were “escritos llenos de molicie ahad begun to write the articles that would make him Mexico’s most
[writings full of softness] (Sheridan, Contempordneos 243) and would as ninent art critic, relations with Rivera and company had soured. Villaur-
sert that this “softness” was an ideological softness.> Revolutionaryn a’s friendship with Agustin Lazo began in 1925, and Lazo’s art was
tionalism, here as elsewhere, had to be constructed by expelling all traces "fﬂébidédly apolitical (Debroise 127—38). Rivera would soon accuse Lazo
of sexual dissonance. : :dnd his friends of a lack of virility in similar terms to those used earlier by

The irony of the Estridentista position, of course, was that it depende Aaplteé'Arce and List Arzubide. As Sheridan has noted, the “nationalists”

b e i
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The full story of the 1925 polemics is told in Victor Diaz Arciniega’s

Querella por la cultura “revolucionaria,” which constantly mentions the
homophobic and sexual content of the polemics yet oddly never focuses
directly on the issues of sexuality itself or considers how the invocation of
h;)mophobia relates to the question of the creation of a national, “revolu-
tionary” culture.
And yet Villaurrutia was no doubt one of the inventors of a new na-
tional project that—for better or for worse—was to g0 in a straight—and I
suppose I should underline straight—line from Samuel Ramos to Octavio
Pa?, The meditation on death in El laberinto de la soledad circles endlessly
around Villaurrutia’s Nocturnos, with their insistent meditation on death
in life. And Novo would go on to become the chronicler of decades of
‘Mexican life, near the end even achieving the status of television celebrity,
5 José Joaquin Blanco has recalled:

accused the Contempordneos of having stayed outside of the “proyecto -
- ‘nacional de cultura” [national project of culture]:

. Por si fuera poco, se les comenzaré a identificar a parti.r dela polén.l(l)ca;
- con una militancia vergonzosa: los “afeminados.” Curiosa conclufl nt.
mientras el nacionalismo y la voluntad social poseen un $eX0 fie.ﬁmc.l:i) vy
orgullosamente erecto, los “otros” titubean en una indefinicién ide

olégica que, por metonimia, lo es también sexual. (259)

[As if this were not enough, they were soon identified in thf: polern.xc:
with a shameful militancy: the “effeminate.” Strange conclusion: whlle“v
nationalism and social power possessed a sexual organ that was well-
defined and proudly erect, the “others” vacillated in. an ideological lac
of definition that was always, by metonymy, sexual in nature.]

Ciertamente, Novo fingié ante el publico toda su vida: escribié cosas
sobre la patria, las buenas costumbres, la moral familiar, etc., y cobré
caro por sus servicios, no sélo en dinero: sus patrones y la sociedad
 tuvieron que aceptarlo con su facha “maldita” de homosexual evidente,
dépilado, maquillado, con anillos y pelucas, diciendo en sus crénicas
periodisticas cosas a las que nunca otros que carecieran de su vocacién
de amargura y suicidio emocional se habrian atrevido. Cuando, en el
régimen de Diaz Ordaz, Novo doctoraba en television sobre virtud
patriética se entablaba entre ¢l y el piblico una clara confrontacién de
mentiras asurmiendo la farsa: el sexagenario maquillado, acicalado,
amanerado y con joyas aparentaba educar (jel Maestro de la Juventud
en travesti!) a una sociedad mojigata que, a su vez, fingia—comedia de
hisfriqnes—dejarse educar por él. (168—69)

The document I quoted part of at the beginning of this 'es.say, a p(ietlltlo:"
from a group of intellectuals (José Rubén Romero, Mau’r1c1o Mag abent X
Rafael Mufioz, Francisco L. Urquizo, Ermilo Abreu Gémez, .HUI:H ée‘rre
Tejera, Jesus Silva Herzog, Héctor Pérez Martinez, and )u}lo d]m; r;ud
Rueda), dated 31 October 1934, was addressed to the .Comzté . ; I\?v
Piblica asking for a purge of government workers, o.bv1ously. wit dc;h
and Villaurrutia in mind. At about the same period, Rfvera carlc.attfre“ th
two in his murals at the Secretaria de Educacién Publica (Mons1vét‘s, “Sa
vador Novo” 277). Similarly, the group of realist painters ca11.ed 30‘39.,
called for the firing of government functionaries for the following rgaso,n

o

Y estamos contra el homosexualismo, imitado a la burguesfa fr?I'l‘
actual; y entre ellos, favorecidos ahora, y nosotros, luchadores ‘1.ncar
sables, existe el abismo de nuestra honradez que m’) se vende gog:
puesto. El gobierno no debe sostener en sus secreta:xas alos de lu

condicién psicolégica. (Monsiviis, “Salvador Novo” 213)

Novo, to be sure, feigned for the public all of his life: he wrote things
about the fatherland, good manners, family values, and so forth, and
arged a high price for his services, and not only in monetary form:
-patrons and society had to accept him in his “damned” aspect of a
aming homosexual, his eyebrows plucked, wearing makeup, rings and
gs, saying things in his journalistic chronicles that others who lacked
ocation for bitterness and emotional suicide would never have

d to say. During the regime of Diaz Ordaz, when Novo pontificated

[And we are against homosexuality, an imitation of the present-‘_by_cl)‘ g
geoisie of France; and among those who are favorites at prgsen_t and:
ourselves, indefatigable fighters, there exists the abyss -of f)ur.;l:lg
not sold for a job. The government should not employ in its mml

persons of dubious psychological condition.}
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on television about patriotic virtues, a clear affinity for lies lay between
_ him and his public making evident the farce: the sexagenarian, made up,.
dressed in style, affected and covered with jewels, pretending to educate!
(the Teacher of the Young in drag!) a hypocritical society that, in turny
pretended—as if in some clown act—to let itself be educated by him.]

le poet says that Lazo was to Rivera as Cocteau was to Mayakovsky (Obras
44),-a phrase that knowingly refers to a sexuality as well as to an aesthetic
Jjprogram.

An early example of this poetry is Novo’s “Amor,” a poem later imitated
by Villaurrutia in his “Amar conduisse noi ad una morte.” Novo writes:

Amar es este timido silencio

'g);ca de ti, sin que lo sepas,

r recordar tu voz cuando te marchas
7 sentir el calor de tu saludo.

That tragicomic finale is another side of the same story of institu:.
tionalized revolution: the new revolutionary government of the 19205
sought to protect the “virile sap” of radical youth from contamination by.
effeminate extranjerizantes, and the tottering regime of Diaz Ordaz used
the homosexual vampire or bogeyman—and the bullets and helicopters.
and nightsticks at Tlatelolco—to discipline the wayward youth of 1968. -

Despite the attacks—or perhaps because of them—Villaurrutia and
Novo published a number of homoerotic texts, not perhaps as bold as the,
poems that Anténio Botto was publishing in Portugal or Luis Cernuda_'
Spain, but as bold as anyone was at that point in Latin America. Unl;l<‘q
that of Botto or Cernuda, this is not a homosexual poetry that specifies;
the gender of the beloved; instead, the gender of the beloved is carefqll :
not specified, and the love is associated with danger, silence, and self
censorship. Although these may sound mostly like negative qualities ﬁfty,
or sixty years later, this is nonetheless a poetry that expresses homosexual
passion and is still powerfully sensual. And there is none of the self-hat}’,
that marks Federico Garcia Lorca’s most explicit gay poem, the ode
Walt Whitman in Poeta en Nueva York.

The most gay-affirmative of the works of Villaurrutia and Novo (ap_:
from Novo’s posthumous sonnets) are published within a few years:ogzhe
Estridentista attacks: Novo’s Nuevo amor and Seamen Rhymes ip 1935
Villaurrutia’s “Nocturno de los dngeles” in 1936. Gay themes are 5o
present in both poets’ prose writings, as in Novo’s memoir ofa tnp
United States, “Return Ticket” (1928), or the 1928 essay by Villaurrut
the art of his friend Agustin Lazo, which includes such phrases as: “Ag
Lazo es un pintor de nifios comestibles, maduros como duraznos m
ros. Pintor de nifios de mas de veinte afios, de nifios de edad,irp;ajgu
[Agustin Lazo is a painter of delectable boys, mature as ripe peaches
painter of boys more than twenty years old, of mature boys] (Obfasgq_i;},‘
In the same article, which Merlin H. Forster terms Villaurrutia’

An}far es aguardarte

omo si fueras parte del ocaso,

i antes ni después, para que estemos solos
ntre los juegos y los cuentos

obre la tierra seca.

Amar es percibir, cuando te ausentas,
tu“perfume en el aire que respiro,
-contemplar la estrella en que te alejas
uando cierro la puerta de la noche.
Poesia 75)

To,!ove is this timid silence / near you, without your knowing it, / and
emembering your voice when you leave / and feeling the warmth of
ur greeting. // To love is waiting for you / as if you were part of the
'uhsp_t, { neither before nor after, so that we be alone / amidst the
ames and stories / on the dry earth. // To love is to perceive, when
are absent, / your smell in the very air [ breathe, / and to
icontemplate the star in which you depart / when I close the door of

:when he rewrites this poem comes no closer to specifying the gender
thglovei's but bends gender roles nonetheless:

es absorber tu joven savia
r nuestras bocas en un cauce
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'fihg_ppem, which Villaurrutia gave to Carlos Pellicer, has been published
aﬁéﬁmm edition, with marginal illustrations by the poet showing sail-
T mbtacing, kissing, and stroking one another’s thighs. The poem is di-
dinto two sections; the first describes the nocturnal fauna of Los Ange-
evé"ec.ond the visit of the angels to that place. The second stanza reads:

hasta que de la brisa de tu aliento
se impregnen para siempre mis entrafas.
(Obras 77)

[To love is to absorb your young sap / and to join our mouths in a
river-bed / until my innards are impregnated forever / by the wind o o
your breath.] iSi.cada uno dijera en un momento dado,

l-llgblo una palabra, lo que piensa,

s cinco letras del DESEO formarian una enorme cicatriz luminosa,
aconstelacién mds antigua, més viva atin que las otras.
sfajconstelacién serfa como un ardiente sexo

el profundo cuerpo de la noche,

ejor, como los Gemelos que por vez primera en la vida

niiraran de frente, a los ojos, y se abrazaran ya para

‘siempre.

(Obras 55)

The references to sap, innards, and impregnation clearly connote an
intercourse when written (as here) by a male poet. The poem is explicit i
its references, though without specifying the gender of the partners.
Yet most of Villaurrutia and Novo’s critics will go to any lengths to detfj
the homoerotic elements of these poems. For instance, in his dxscussmno
“Nocturno amor,” Moretta invents a beloved woman nowhere mention¢g
in the poem (94). Villaurrutia is careful here and in almost all of his oth
love poetry not to disclose the gender of the beloved—a difficult feat:in
Spanish—by referring instead to parts of the body (some with the ma
culine grammatical gender, some with the feminine), to emotions 2
actions, in short, to what the beloved does, feels, expresses, but never.
the beloved him- or herself. The poem, however, explicitly raises the qu
tion of gender, even as it refuses to specify the gender of the object:

If'evg:r)? one were to say at a given moment, / in a single word, what
eis ‘thihking, / the six letters of the word DEsIRE would form a huge
eon scar, / a constellation older, more alive than any of the others. /

nd that constellation would be like a burning sexual organ / in the
body of the night, / or better still, like the Twins who for the first
ein their lives / look at one another face to face, eye to eye, and
mbrace once and forever.]

Ya sé cudl es el sexo de tu boca

y lo que guarda la avaricia de tu axila

y maldigo el rumor que inunda el laberinto de tu oreja
sobre la almohada de espuma

sobre la dura pdgina de nieve

(50)

h'halves of the poem, three lines appear:

amman, se detienen, prosiguen.

. ¢ mblan miradas, atreven sonrisas.
[I know what the sex of your mouth is / and what the greed of you man lmprev1stas parejas.
armpit conceals / and I curse the noise that floods the labyrinth.o
your ear / on the pillow of foam / on the hard page of snow] ' .
hey walk, stop, continue. / They exchange looks, dare to smile. /

‘form unexpected couples.]

tiithie ﬁrstl half of the poem, this unproblematically refers to the men
ing in the square. In the second half, after the angels have come down
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to earth on invisible ladders, it also refers to cruising, though the anggl}
(who assume names such as Dick and John and Marvin and Louis) ar
curiously passive, letting others touch their bodies feverishly, letting them
selves be kissed, the objects of the human trinity of “la carne, la sangre ¥4

deseo” [flesh, blood and desire] (56). The poem ends:

Sonrien maliciosamente al subir en los ascensores de los hoteles

donde atin se practica el vuelo lento y vertical.

En sus cuerpos desnudos hay huellas celestiales;

signos, estrellas y letras azules.

Se dejan caer en la [sic] camas, se hunden en las almohadas

que los hacen pensar todavia un momento en las nubes.

Pero cierran los ojos para entregarse mejor a los goces de su
encarnacién misteriosa,

¥, cuando duermen, suefian no con los dngeles sino con los mortales.

(57)

[They smile mischievously when they go up the hotel elevators / Whéer
slow vertical flight is still practiced. / On their naked bodies there‘a;
celestial tracks; / signs, stars and blue letters. / They let themselves f:

into bed, sinking into the pillows / that make them think for a

moment of clouds: / But they close their eyes to give themselves up
more fully to the pleasures of their mysterious incarnation, / and

when they sleep they dream not of angels but of mortals.]

The angels are said to come “del mar, que es el espejo del cielo” [from'
sea, that is the mirror of the sky] (56), and the celestial marks on the)
bodies are of course tattoos: Villaurrutia is writing of the permsten’ g_z;
fantasy about sailors on shore leave. The gentle inversion of the comnig
instruction to Hispanic children, “suefia con los angelitos” [dreamé)ﬂth
little angels], reveals that the angels think more about their mortal:com:
panions than Rechy’s hustlers would readily admit of themselves.

But there are many other Villaurrutia poems that have fairl» ob
ous gay content, many of them published in his late book Cantg
primavera (1948). The first poem of “Décimas de nuestro amor,” reac

instance:
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A:mi mismo me prohibo
evelar nuestro secreto,
lecit tu nombre completo
‘0escribirlo cuando escribo.
risionero de ti, vivo
uscdndote en la sombria
.c;{i(erna de mi agonia.
f'(_:iiando a solas te invoco,
‘en'la oscura piedra toco

tu impasible compaiifa.
(Obras 79)

[I_forbld myself / to reveal our secret, / to utter your full name / or to
rite it when I write. / Your prisoner, I live / looking for you in the
dark/ cave of my agony. / And when alone I invoke you, / I touch in

théidark stone / your impassive company.]

Th sub)ect of the poem is the need for care in guarding a dangerous
cret,a secret that seems to be the homosexual nature of the relationship.
aine theme is expressed in several other poems in the collection,
udlng ‘Nuestro amor,” “Inventar la verdad,” and “Amor condusse noi
iina morte.” Yet in his reading of these poems, Eugene Moretta invents a
‘i_r‘naginary biography to justify this love: the poet, he says, is speak-
a-woman whose prisoner he is, a woman both present and absent
A few pages later, Moretta, still speaking of the “Décimas,” writes
:ey are occasioned by “la mujer cuya ausencia, segiin el poeta, inten-
el dolor de su soledad en razén directa a la distancia que la separa de
esar de que la presencia de ella también lo ‘hiere’” (194, emphasis
'agd)f'[the woman whose absence, according to the poet, intensifies the
din‘of solitude in exact proportion to the distance between them, despite
efact that when she is present she “wounds” him].¢ It should be noted,
ﬁﬁq\tgver,‘that Merlin H. Forster, when talking about these same poems, is
to. refer to a “beloved person” whose gender is not specified (Fire
2, 128, and passim).”

meanwhile, published his best homoerotic poems in the collec-
0_5m0r (1933). One of the finest poems in the book is the fourth:
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Junto a tu cuerpo totalmente entregado al mio

junto a tus hombros tersos de que nacen las rutas de tu abrazo,

de que nacen tu voz y tus miradas, claras y remotas,

senti de pronto el infinito vacio de tu ausencia.

Si todos estos afios que me falta

como una planta trepadora que se coge del viento

he sentido que llega o que regresa en cada contacto RE

y 4vidamente rasgo todos los dias un mensaje que nada contiene sino :
una fecha

y su nombre se agranda y vibra cada vez mas profundamente

porque su voz no era mds que para mi oido,

porque ceg6 mis ojos cuando aparté los suyos

y mi alma es como un gran templo deshabitado.

Pero este cuerpo tuyo es un dios extrafio

forjado en mis recuerdos, reflejo de mi mismo,

suave de mi tersura, grande por mis deseos,

.” Although neither the present nor the past lover’s gender is specified,
'55»fsame adjectives are used to describe the speaker’s body and desires
',(ita’ut;‘large, deep) as the lovers’ bodies. In the last line, Novo uses a word
#hat Villaurrutia uses famously in a number of his best-known nocturnes,
tatua, which is revealed in this context to be a reference to the eroticized
memory of a male lover’s body.

‘Another poem published in the same year, “Romance de Angelillo y
-Adela” (1933), is a playful narrative ballad of Novo’s encounter in Buenos
ires with Federico Garcfa Lorca. “Angelillo,” an Andalusian bullfighter,
_éts*“Adela,” a dark Mexican beauty, in a silvery city (the city, that is, on
Ahe River Plate, Buenos Aires):

Porque la Virgen lo quiso,
Adela y Angel se encuentran
én una ciudad de plata

para sus almas desiertas.
“Porque la Virgen dispuso he
qde se juntaran sus penas

ara que de nuevo el mundo

entre sus bocas naciera, o
alabra de malaguefio :
-'-':cancién de mujer morena—,
torso grécil, muslos blancos

: boca de sangre sedienta.
Roes{a 105-6)

mdscara

estatua que he erigido a su memoria.
(86)

[Beside your body totally surrendered to mine / beside your taut
shoulders from which are born the routes of your embrace, / from- -
which your voice is born and your clear, remote glances, / I suddenly
felt the infinite emptiness of his absence. / If all of these years he has

have felt that he arrives or returns in each contact / and I avidly tear:
every day at a message that contains nothing but a date / and his n m
grows larger and vibrates ever more deeply / because his voice spoky
only to my ear, / because he blinded my eyes when he turned his.ow
aside / and my soul is like a great uninhabited temple. / But this b
of yours is a strange god / forged in my memories, a reflection o
myself, / smooth in my tautness, great from my desires, / a mask/

statue I have erected in his memory.]

[B cause the Virgin so desired, / Adela and Angel met / in a silvery
city / f for their deserted souls. / Because the Virgin so decreed / that
ey should unite their sorrows / so that once again the world / would
bé‘;bo_ljn between their mouths, / the word of the man from Mdlaga, /
the song of the dark woman, / graceful torso, white thighs / a mouth
of thirsty blood. ]

This poem depends on a strange displacement from the lover’s bodyfin‘
bed next to him to a former lover’s body: from “tu cuerpo” to “su ausefit:
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Lorca, Novo is at first apprehensive about meeting the celebrated poet T
playwright: “Ante tamafia popularidad yo vacilo en mi deseo de conocé e
Lo admiro mucho, pero no querria ser simplemente un admirado:k'é_u‘
mds, y quiz4 no habrd medio de ser su amigo” [In face of such celebr
waver in my desire to meet him. I admire him greatly, but would not
to be simply one more of his admirers, and perhaps there would be no
of becoming his friend] (301). But a few pages later the reader is treated|
a sight of Lorca in bed, wearing white-and-black striped pajamas’
surrounded by his admirers (305). After referring to Lorca’s ode to W
Whitman, which Novo finds “virile, brave, beautiful” (307), Lorca trea
Novo to a rendition of the Mexican revolutionary song “Adelita” (308),
name recalling, of course, the alias Novo assumes in his campy ballad.

Novo’s most explicit gay texts are posthumous, however: his eighte
pornographic sonnets and his memoirs of his—and Villaurrutia’s—sca
dalous youth.® The sonnets have been published in a limited edition of fiy
hundred copies; two fragments from the memoirs appeared in the la
1970s in the ephemeral magazine Politica sexual, published by the fir
major gay liberation group in Mexico, the Frente Homosexual de Acc16
Revolucionaria, and in English in Leyland’s Now the Volcano, an antholo,
of gay Latin American literature. It is now up to readers and critics
recover these texts, memoirs that can tell us much about gay life in Mexic
City in the first decades of revolutionary Mexico.! :

One of the posthumous sonnets reads:

:Que los sabios disponen de mi dia,
me aguarda en la noche clamorosa
novada sed de un policia.

XVIII sonetos no. 2)

[T had time, I would write / my Memoirs in detailed books; /
ortraxts of famous politicians, / important people, wise and

orthy /1 A Proust who lives in Mexico! And I would let / pass

rough my pages the delicious / and forbidden silent idylls / of a
-driver, a thief, a policeman. // But it cannot be, because / my double
ek&isely goes on / putting each thing in its place. / Because the wise
ake: fny time during my day, / and in the clamorous night / the
‘renewed thirst of a policeman awaits me.]

Hese forbidden sonnets, not published until 1986, are scarcely more ex-
¢it than “Nocturno de los dngeles,” published in 1936. The few pub-
d fragments of Novo’s memoirs are campy accounts of sexual ad-
nt\ires, apparently still considered too racy for Mexican readers. The
umg suppression of discussion of gay themes in the wrltmg of these
oets and their contemporaries would seem to be due to an “anxiety
queer) influence,” because these writers are the unacknowledged gay
thers of Octavio Paz and of modern Mexican poetry.!

Si yo tuviera tiempo, escribiria

mis Memorias en libros minuciosos;
retratos de politicos famosos,

gente encumbrada, sabia y de valia.

hneider asserts that the Contemporadneos were “nationalists without the
'demégoguery or exaggerated rhetoric of their antagonists. They loved their
'cq@i;try critically and without flag-waving” (“Introduccién” 5).
fine paper that in many ways parallels what I will have to say here, “Out-
rs at the Center: The Contemporaneos and the Construction of Culture
Post-Revolutionary Mexico,” was presented by Tamra Suslow-Ortiz at the
LAjneetings in Chicago in December 1995.
unilarl);, in 1923 Julio Torri complained to Alfonso Reyes that Pedro Henri-
uez Ureiia had surrounded himself with a group of “muchachos petulantes
iambiglios como Salomén de la Selva” [petulant and ambiguous young men
like Salomén de la Selva] (Dfaz Arciniega 36), showing the presence of this

iUn Proust que vive en México! Y haria
por sus hojas pasar los deliciosos

y prohibidos idilios silenciosos

de un chofer, de un ladrén, de un policia.

Pero no puede ser, porque juiciosa—
mente pasa la doble vida mia
en su sitio poniendo cada cosa.
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homophobic rhetoric even in contexts that have nothing to do with revolu
tionary nationalism. :
4 Diaz Arciniega notes repeatedly that the ferocity of the attack increased wh
Calles came to power in 1925, and after Vasconcelos had left the Ministry
Education (30—38, 123). .
5 An example of Diaz Arciniega’s limited focus: “Lo mds sorprendente es que:
con los dos conceptos [‘afeminado’ y ‘viril’] y tal relacién, algunos polemist
pretenden formar las ‘categorfas’ estéticas y el esquema analitico suﬁc1enlem '
para ponderar y encauzar a la literatura mexicana” [The most surprisin
thing is that with the two concepts (“effeminate” and “virile”), some poleni
icists try to form esthetic “categories” and the analytic “scheme” sufficient tof
consider and channel Mexican literature itself] (56). He never really con
siders why these terms in particular are invoked, though he mentions the
on 53—62, 66, 86—92, 142, and elsewhere. I am grateful to Robert Irwin;fo
pointing out the Dfaz Arciniega book and for his remarks on an earli
version of this essay. .
6 Suslow-Ortiz refers in terms similar to mine to “the tortured misreadinj
made by earlier critics, who refused to see (and perhaps refused to discuss}:
the possibility of a homoerotic interpretation of the poems” (9).
7 Earlier, Ramén Xirau had spoken of “the poet himself as an absence in th
face of the beloved” (30), using the masculine form amado, which in't'
context could be gender-specific as a male lover or non—gender spec:ﬁc:
8 In Los Contempordneos en el laberinto de la critica, a collection of essays on th
group that is otherwise devoid of extended commentary on the sexuality! thap
marked and united most of its members, the out gay Spanish poet Lu
Antonio de Villena comments on a late book of Novo’s, Sdtira (1970), notin
that Novo assumed a final position of defiance: “Dandi al fin, hombre altiv
deseoso de epatar, se autoproclama viejo bujarrén, se rie, se acan@icié
exhibe y gime a la par que goza” [A dandy to the last, a proud man, desifgngt
shock, he proclaims himself an old queer, laughs, strokes and exhibits"hir
self, crying out as he comes] (212). For a recent biography of Nov ‘
Alderson.
9 One example of Novo’s desenfado, or outrageousness, in his later wri‘tin_g‘gh‘
was published in his lifetime, just two years before his death, is thqbp__eﬁ
sentence of his book of journalistic chronicles, Las locas, el sexo, los butdel
en México [Queens, sex, bordellos in Mexico]: “Hubo siempre locas én Még
ico” [There were always queens in Mexico). This declaration excee ]
import of the first chronicle in the book, “Las locas y la Inqulsnc16n [Qqu
and the Inquisition], which reports on several Inquisition cases again

-omites,” and the placing of this first sentence at the beginning of the book is
extraordinarily emphatic, as if to say, “There always were, there are, and there
lways will be . . ”

MQnsivéis told me (in September 1992) that a fuller edition of the memoirs is
0 be published in Mexico City.

or-all their noise about procreative sexuality, the Estridentistas have no
-’progeny among contemporary Mexican poets.
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