Essay for the Enclyclopedia of Latin American Women Writers (Routledge)
Entry: Eroticism and Sexuality in Latin American and Latina Writers
In her introduction to Intimidades: Dez contos eróticos de escritoras brazileiras e portuguesas, Luisa Coelho joins an important tradition of philosophers, psychologists, anthropologists and artists in claiming that eroticism is the creative force at the heart of all art forms.  A distinguished scholar of Portuguese and Brazilian erotic writings by women, Coelho addresses the problematic distinction between pornography and eroticism by arguing that the line between the two can be fluid and subtle.  She further qualifies this distinction by adding that eroticism requires a degree of mystery and therefore a certain distance from the embodied object of sexual pleasure.
  Speaking specifically of Mexican art and letters, Elena Poniatowska also identifies the erotic as the place from whence the Mexican imaginary surfaces,  but her equation of eroticism with a strictly biological and even bestial urge appears to be both more raw and less devoid of mystery than civility or culture would prescribe. Speaking of the photographer/painter Tina Modotti, the cross-dressing, bisexual artist who is the subject of the author’s fictional biography Tinísima, Poniatowska describes the erotic as a “feroz exhibición de la intimidad” (59), noting that the sexually adventurous but troubled Modotti failed to understand that pleasure, or “paradise,” meant accepting “the momentary flash of the gorilla flaring under our armpits” (59).
  Between Coelho’s and Poniatowska’s seemingly disparate conceptions of the erotic experience there is a vast and varied spectrum of contemporary Latin American women writers whose incursions into the subject of female sexuality and pleasure have helped to produce a substantial and highly diverse literature on the subject.

"Escribí con el cuerpo. . .el secreto es res, non verba" ("[w]rite with your body. . . the secret is res, non verba") (16), advises the protagonist of Luisa Valenzuela's 1991 mystery-cum-political thriller Novela negra con Argentinos (Black Novel with Argentines).  Valenzuela’s character, like most of her female narrators, insists on the intimate relationship between eroticism and writing.  Stated as an imperative for a woman writer, this notion of writing as a nearly erotic secretion is most frequently equated with first-wave French-Algerian feminist Hélène Cixous.
  Along with Julia Kristeva’s and the Belgian philosopher Luce Irigaray’s, Cixous’s  reflections on the subject of sexuality, eroticism and motherhood had profound and lasting effects on Latin American women writers during the last three decades of the 20th Century.  So did the influence of North American feminist thinkers and writers of the 1970’s and 80’s and that of Latin American literary critics based largely in the US, women critics who were deeply committed to theorizing about issues of gender, sexuality and power.
  Partly as a result sociopolitical gains made during the decade of the s1960’s, partly out of concern from seeing those same gains threatened by repressive regimes in the 1970’s and early 80’s, Latin American women writers who published some of their earlier work in the 1960’s and 1970’s were among the first crop of pro-feminist Latin American women to approach the subject of women’s sexuality and eroticism openly and explicitly, even if a number of them resisted having their texts grouped under feminist labels.  Emboldened by this first wave of women writing openly about sexuality, a younger, often more aggressively pro-feminist generation has continued to explore the erotic throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s through the present.   At times the erotic experience is at the center of their novel or short stories, as in Nélida Piñón’s A casa da paixão (1972), Griselda Gambaro’s  Lo impenetrable (1984), Cristina Peri Rossi’s Solitario de amor (1988), Fanny Buitrago’s Los amores de Afrodita (1984), Gioconda Belli’s La mujer habitada (1988), Alicia Steimberg’s Amatista (1989), or in the erotic stories by Brazilian women Hilda Hist, Márcia Denser or Myriam Campello.  More frequently, the exploration of women’s sexuality in these works is a key element of a larger plot, one that generally included political, ideological and social concerns.  “The truly erotic book,” notes novelist Alicia Steimberg in a 1993 interview, “is one that reaches the place of the erotic through unexpected corridors . . .and exits from it with the same ease with which it reached it” [“El libro verdaderamente ‘erótico’ es el el que llega al erotismo por caminos imprevistos, incluso para el autor mismo, y sale de él con la misma naturalidad con la que entró”].

A diverse but necessarily partial list of  the Latin American women writers who have explored or continue to explore female eroticism in their narratives includes the Argentines Luisa Valenzuela, Alicia Borinsky, Angélica Gorodischer, Griselda Gambaro, Ana María Shúa,  Mexican women writers Inés Arredondo, Margo Glantz, Elena Garro and Elena Poniatowska,  Puerto Ricans Rosario Ferré and Ana Lydia Vega, Brazilians  Marina Colasanti, Nélida Piñón, Márcia Denser, and Sonia Coutinho, Colombians Fanny Buitrago and Laura Restrepo, Ena Lucía Portela in Cuba.  Exiled authors Isabel Allende (Chile), Cristina Peri Rossi (Uruguay), Teresa Ruíz Rosas (Peru) and Zoé Valdés (Cuba) owe the notoriety of at least some of their published works to their treatment of eroticism, one that ranges from the lyrically sensual to the quasi-pornographic.  A number of Latin American women poets have also made important contributions to the field of erotic literature, condensing glimpses of sexual desire or moments of erotic pleasure in their verses.  Among them are Nancy Morejón and Clementina Suárez (Cuba), Gilka Machado (Brazil), Gioconda Belli (Nicaragua), Alejandra Pizarnik (Argentina), and the aforementioned Cristina Peri Rossi.  A substantial number of Latina writers of the 1970’s, 80’s and 90’s engaged the erotic partly as a means to illustrate how their ethnically, culturally and linguistically-borderline experience affected their sexuality; partly so as a means of engaging and entering a more mainstream feminist discourse of sexuality that often left them marginalized.  Among the first wave of Latina writers to find a border/migrant discourse of the erotic, Gloria Anzaldúa, Ana Castillo, Sandra Cisneros, Denise Chávez, Cherríe Moraga and Judith Ortiz Cofer relate heterosexual, bisexual and lesbian desire to issues of race, ethnicity and class.  
For many of these writers, the desire to explore the sexual mysteries of female libido has its source in a more basic and broader need: the need to explore how female subjects can constitute, re-discover or reconstruct themselves as subjects or their own story.  While many contemporary feminist theorists and writers resist the psychological and biological essentialism characteristic of some early feminist thought, they distance themselves just as critically from philosophers, psychoanalists and theorists who, like Jacques Lacan, Georges Bataille, Michel Foucault, and other psychologists and philosophers who – influenced by Freud-- continue to deny or ignore the possibility and the particularities of a recognizably feminine sexuality.  Arguing for the possibility of fluid and/or performative subjectivities, most postmodern feminist philosophers and cultural theorists maintain that sexuality is indeed an important – if shifting-- ground on which to try out facets of one’s subjectivity.  In a paper presented in 1996, cultural theorist Teresa de Lauretis returns to an idea she had eplored in her earlier work on cinema and eroticism when she notes that “sexuality is the site upon which the subject elaborates its image of itself, its own corporeal awareness [and] . . . its modes of relating and acting in the world.”
 In many of the narratives and works of poetry cited in this entry, the erotic experience has the effect of exploding or imploding the subject.  In this way, the exploration of eroticism becomes part of the complexity and, at times, the ambiguity that characterizes the larger project of identity construction or recovery.   In this way, Luisa Valenzuela’s characters are often undone by the initially blinding glare of sexual discoveries before they begin to re-member and reshape their own identity.  In many of Cristina Peri Rossi’ stories, coyly ironic narrators and sexually adventurous characters find ways to defer the revelation of their own and other characters’ sexual preference, so that the mystery of their sexuality becomes part of the larger challenge of being able to construct or reconstruct a fictional identity.  In The Margarita Poems (1987), Puerto Rican/Latina poet Luz María Umpierre weaves a sexually explicit poetic language to explore ways in which the poetic persona’s lesbian sexuality complicates her project of defining her multi-sided identity as a transplanted Puerto Rican and a bilingual Latina in the US.  

Latin American women writers of the 1970’s and 80’s had no Hispanic Colette or Anais Nin to provide models for writing about women’s erotic dreams or adventures.  Brazil had Hilda Hist and Lygia Fagundes Telles as well as Clarice Lispector in the 1930’s, 40’s and 50’s, but only Lispector’s influence succeeded in crossing the language barrier in time to leave an imprint on many of the Hispanic writers mentioned in the above paragraph. Hist and Fagundes Telles proved crucial influences for later generations of Brazilian women writers who chose to explore female eroticism but remained relatively unknown in Spanish-speaking circles.  For women writers writing in Spanish-speaking Latin America there were, nevertheless, subtle and restrained yet instructive earlier models for exploring women’s desire from a femino-centric perspective.  The passionate but languid and self-eclipsing eroticism of the Latin American women poets of the 1920’s, 30’s and 40’s paved the way for some of the more lyrical erotic incursions of women writers who followed.  The eroticism present in the poems of Alfonsina Storni (Argentina), Juana de Ibarbourou, Delmira Augustina (Uruguay) and Gabriela Mistral (Chile) is masked by these poets obligatory adherence to rules of propriety as well as by the self-censorship imposed by their peripheral status vis-à-vis their much better known male contemporaries,  yet echoes of these poets’ erotic imagery reappears frequently in contemporary women writers’ more daring sexual scenarios, as in the ebullient lyrical eroticism of the Nicaraguan poet and novelist Gioconda Belli, and in some of the earlier novels of Isabel Allende, for example.  One might argue that Augustini’s fascination with vampires, sphinxes and Salomés slinks its way into some of Alejandra Pizarnik’s darkly erotic early poems.  
An even more significant precedent is the guarded but arguably subversive eroticism of several Latin American women writers of the 1930’s and 40’s.  Chilean María Luisa Bombal’s ghostly yet abject eroticism lurks behind some of Pía Barro’s most successful stories of troubled sexual encounters.  Bombal’s ephemeral, exacerbated and oddly macabre sensuality can still be felt in recent women writer’s texts with an erotic edge, as in El rastro (2002) by the highly prolific Margo Glantz.
   There are echoes of Silvina Ocampo’s (Argentina) cruel, barely disguised pornographic eroticism in Alejandra Pizarnik’s violently gothic long prose poem/novella La condesa sangrienta, while the influence of Ocampo’s flawless sense of erotic timing and sexual foreplay is palpable in Luisa Valenzuela’s more openly erotic passages.  Mexican essayist, poet and novelist Rosario Castellanos’ earthy yet comic-ironic take on heterosexual eroticism resonates differently but in recognizable ways in writers as disparate in their approach to the female body as are Elena Poniatowska and Margo Glanz, as well as in the more recent Mexican women writers mentioned later in this essay.  
Notably, the most pervasive influence on the generation of women writers  mentioned in the last paragraph was a writer more interested in textual than sexual experimentation.  Clarice Lispector’s alienated female characters are better known for their erotic failures than for any celebration of their sexuality.  Even Lispector’s lesser known Uma Aprendizagem ou O Livro dos Prazeres (1969),  the author’s most mystical book, is more preoccupied with epistemological than with corporeal or existential questions.  Nevertheless, Lispector’s better known “writerly” texts and  their moebius-strip practice of textual-sexual unveilings proved to be an indelible influence on the way in which future Latin American women writers like  Armonía Somers, Luisa Valenzuela, Elena Poniatowska, Margo Glantz, and Nélida Piñón approached both the sexual or sexualized female body.  Registering this trend among women-authored texts that entail an exploration of erotic desire Sylvia Molloy writes “[w]hat one often finds in women writers, in terms of erotic desire, is a slippage from sex to text: the text itself is an erotic encounter in which the poet [or the writer] makes love to her words. [...] Not limited to the physical body, and certainly not repressing it, desire in these cases extends to the body of writing.” (1991, 120).

Brazilian and Latin American writers of the 1970’s and 80’s struggled to escape the phallocentric sexual scenarios so characteristic of traditional pornography and porno-eroticism by frequently resorting to parodies of reversal or inversion.  The  gendered use of parody in the context of experimenting with a discourse previously associated almost exclusively with male-authored texts lies in parody’s potential to subtly or radically alter readers’ perceptions of gender relations.  As such, parodic erotic writings by these women authors were often boldly transgressive.  Yet the limitation of parody as a textual approach is lodged in the fact that parodic texts  tends to be caught within the same bi-polar or binomial terms as the original model parodied.  In this respect, despite its transgressive potential, parody is rarely truly subversive.  Nevertheless, the frequent use of parody among Latin American women writing about sexuality during these decades is significant in that it signaled the urgency with which a generation of women writers sought to dismantle a discourse that had been dominated almost exclusively by male heterosexual writers for centuries.  Moreover, the broad range of parodic genres present in women’s sexual or erotic  narratives during these two decades is worth noting.  The spectrum is broad enough to encompass the carnivalesque and garrulous bawdiness of Ana Lydia Vega’s “Letra para salsa y tres soneos por encargo”, the courtly burlesque Gambaro’s Lo impenetrable, the lyrically ironic in Peri Rossi’s Solitario de amor, and the farcical and campy passages of Borinsky’s first novel, Mina cruel, to name only a handful of possible examples.
While the use of parody in these women-authored texts was not a trait exclusive or even predominantly characteristic of Latin American women authors, what does appear to be a cultural trait present in a significant number of the erotic texts and passages by many of the authors mentioned thus far in this essay is their recognizably picaresque edge. The erotic tradition in Spain can be traced back to the XIV Century and the Arcipreste de Hita’s Libro del buen amor – a comic-satiric treatise  that features a cast of lascivious women.  Yet it is with the enormously popular picaresque genre that flourished from the XV to the late XVII Centuries that female sexuality (presented as insatiable for the most part) became a recurrent leitmotiv of a literary genre.  From its inception, the picaresque tradition portrayed female sexuality prominently as an all-consuming and socially disruptive force.  No wonder, then, that picaresque traits tend to be found – in varying degrees and modalities—in writers as stylistically and thematically antithetical as are Alicia Borinsky and Zoé Valdés.  A notable number o storie and novels written by Latin American women writers in the 1990’s center on picaresque female characters who relish the sexual discoveries that are tied to more or less happy adventures with food and/or travel. 
Among the best known of these erotic-picaresque narratives in the last two decades are Laura Esquivel’s Como agua para chocolate (Mexico), Laura Restrepo’s La novia oscura (Colombia), and Isabel Allende’s Eva Luna.   The adventure-filled plot and the quasi-pornographic detail of the picaresque is openly in evidence in the novels of exiled Cuban author Zoé Valdés La nada cotidiana, and in narratives by Latina writers Sandra Cisneros (The House on Mango Street; Caramelo) and Ana Castillo (Loverboys), or the Cuban-American Achy Obejas (especially in Days of Awe), whose female characters often exhibit the unlawful bravado of seventeenth-century pícaras.  Much like the latter, these contemporary female characters practicing various kinds of civil and uncivil disobedience too are tripped, or tricked, by the surprises of border,  trans-national geographies.  More postmodern or less mimetic traces of the picaresque can be found in the work of Alicia Borinsky’s work.  A Jewish-Argentine writer who resides and writes in the US, Borinsky’s novels and poems contain explicitly sexual and even pornographic passages that succeed in highlighting the fetishistic commodification of sexuality in a world where desire is can be simulated, packaged and consumed.   Sexually explicit but anti-erotic, Borinsky’s novels manage to illustrate the degree to which popular culture deflates the erotic impulse by depriving sexuality of all mystery.  

No less interesting in this body of erotic literature by Latin American and Latina women is the conjunction of eroticism and mysticism in many contemporary Latin American women’s narratives that portray erotic experiences. As Bataille’s work on eroticism reminds us, the conjunction of eroticism and the sacred was never far from the Western imagination.  Yet there is little doubt that this relationship has been especially present in Catholic – and mostly Mediterranean and Latin-- countries with a long-established cult of the Virgin Mary, one that is often breaks the barriers between transcendent mysticism and a fetishistic secular eroticism.
  In Dulce compañía by Colombian novelist Laura Restrepo one finds echoes her countryman’s García Márquez’s long-lasting fascination with both fallen angels and otherworldly creatures with superhuman sexual powers.  Restrepo’s novel features a white, middle-class female reporter intent on covering the apparitions of a rebel mixed-race angel.  Instead she soon finds herself sexually seduced by the supposedly other-worldly creature.  Armonía Somers’s much anthologized story “El derrumbamiento” turns the reader into a voyeur who has no choice but to witness the seduction of a male criminal at the hands of the a not so holy Virgin.  Teetering between the grotesque and the sublime, Somers’ story is disturbingly perverse in its exploration of the cultural and religious taboos.   What makes these fictional encounters even more daring in their exploration and representation of subversive sexuality is the fact that the otherworldly being plays the aggressive role in the seduction .   Some of the earliest experimentations in the explosive field of the sacred or anti-sacred erotic take place in the deeply troubling stories of Inés Arrendondo, where incest is sometimes an added complication to an already taboo scenario.   Less openly transgressive of religious and social taboos but intent on exploring the relationship between the erotics of mysticism and the transcendent aspirations of all-too human eroticism, Margo Glantz’s  2001 novel Apariciones experiments with a double-helixed narrative in which a 17th-Century nuns mystical but fetishistic surrender of their body to Christ parallels the experience of a contemporary woman consumed by lust for her male lover.  The way in which the erotic imagination inscribes itself in living bodies serves as the axis connecting the two stories.
  In her introduction to the Portuguese translation of Bataille’s famous work on eroticism, Eliane Moraes states that “the potencial of erotic texts resides in their ability to test [the resilience] of cultural assumptions.” (19).  It is easy to see that few forms of eroticism put those cultural assumptions to a harsher or more revealing test that these that seek to break the walls between the all too human eroticism of the human body and the still proscribed arena of religious or sacred beliefs. 
Despite the sociological and cultural pressures to silence lesbian desire in Latin American and Latino contexts, the last three decades have seen a significant increase in texts that center or address lesbian and bisexual eroticism.  In her 1994 introduction to David William Foster’s Gay and Lesbian Themes in Latin American Writing, Lilian Manzor-Coats writes that “the lesbian exists in the vacuum of unreadability and unnameability both socially and sexually” (xxii).  Although many of the  Spanish-speaking Latin American writers mentioned in this essay thus far write largely about heterosexual eroticism, a growing number of writers in Latin America, and of Latina writers in the US, are intent on writing against this culturally-imposed invisibility.  Among Brazilian and Latina authors, however, the 1980’s and 90’s witnessed a proliferation of stories and novels about lesbian eroticism.  More recent collections of erotic stories by Brazilian women writers include lesbian eroticism.  Examples are “A mulher de ouro” (1984) by Myriam Campello, “Tigressa” (1986) by Marcia Dánser, and “Fátima e Jamila (1976), by Sonia Coutinho.  Lesbian eroticism also accounts for a significant number of texts (narratives, plays and collections of poems) by Latina, Puerto Rican-American and Cuban-American writers of the 1980’s and 90’s.  The late Gloria Anzaldúa spoke insistently on the need to rescue the lesbian subject from exclusion and silence; her autobiographical fictions frequently seek to challenge iconic heterosexuality.  In Judith Ortiz Cofer’s fiction the erotic experience reveals a vindication of the ways in which lesbian sexuality re-negotiates the power imbalance  inscribed in traditional heterosexual sexual relations.  On the other hand, Chérrie Moraga’s Giving Up the Ghost dramatizes patterns of emotional and physical abuse in the context of lesbian desire, proving that same-sex eroticism can be just as problematic and just as potentially damaging as any heterosexual scenario.  Further complicating and expanding definitions of Latina sexuality, Latina writers like Denise Chávez , and Ana Castillo have written texts that engage the complex and sometimes confused eroticism of bisexual subjects.  Chávez’s The Last of the Menu Girls (1986) and Castillo’s The Mixquiahuala Letters (1986) and Sapagonia (1990) fall into this category.  In all of these writers, the exploration of alternative or socially proscribed sexuality or bisexuality is often inseparable from larger discussions about the Latina subject’s cultural, ethnic, linguistic and even religious identity.

Despite the breadth and diversity of these writings on the erotic by women authors, articles and editorials on the subject of erotic literature continue to ignore the growing presence of women’s writings in an area that was once a largely androcentric enclave.  A June 2004 article by Juan Carlos Ubilliz published in “Identidades,” the cultural supplement of the official newspaper El Peruano on perversions , mysticism and the influence of Bataille and  Klossowki’s notion of the sacred on Latin American literary representations of eroticism fails to mention a single woman-authored text as an example of this phenomenon.  Until this kind of selective blindness or deafness is corrected, it will remain the responsibility of women critics and scholars to note the abundant and diverse presence of women’s voices in writings about eroticism. 
� See Coelho’s preface to Intimidades: antologia de contos eróticos femininos. Preface by Luísa Coelho ... Lisbon: Roma Editora, 2005.


�  La "feroz exhibición de la intimidad" (Poniatowska, 1992: 59) es el lugar desde el cual se arma la lectura del imaginario mexicano. Esa naturaleza de mujer desordena el territorio cultural masculino. Como una "buena salvaje" "Tina no se daba cuenta que el paraíso era ese momentáneo asomo de gorila en sus axilas" (121). "Tina no se daba cuenta que el paraíso era ese momentáneo asomo de gorila en sus axilas" (121).


� Cixous’s essays on the subject – most prominently “The Laugher of Medusa,” proved to be both philosophically accessible and lyrically effective.  In retrospect, it is easy to see that Cixous’s thought was more grounded in a lyrical poetics of the female body than in an alternative epistemological method.    


� In particular, the work of Josefina Ludmer, Silvia Molloy, Jean Franco and Debra Castillo.  


� “Como escribir literatura erótica.”  Cited in http://www.literatura.org/Steimberg/asTexto2.html .  En 1989, la novela Amatista de Steimberg es finalista del ya reconocido premio “La sonrisa vertical” de la editorial Tusquets. 


� Teresa de Lauretis, “Irriducibilità dei desiderio e cognizione dei limite.” Quoted in In the Forbidden City.  An Anthology of Erotic Writings by Italian Women.  Ed. Maria Rosa Cutrufelli.  Trans. Vincent  Bertolini.  Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2000, p. 3.


�Mixing lived memory with the recollection of her cello performances, the protagonist of El rastro (2002), recovers the trace of her ex lover on her life – and most memorably on her erotic life – while gazing at his dead body for hours at his wake. It is easy to see echoes of Miguel Delibes’s Cinco horas con Mario and Alejo Carpentier’s stories in La Guerra del tiempo in Glantz’s novel.


� A June 2004 article by Juan Carlos Ubilliz published in “Identidades,” the cultural supplement of the official newspaper El Peruano, (“El erotismo místico francés en la literatura latinoamericana”) on perversions , mysticism and the influence of Bataille and  Klossowki’s notion of the sacred on Latin American literary representations of eroticism fails to mention a single woman-authored text as an example of this phenomenon.  This neglect is especially troubling because Restrepo, Somers and Glantz are well-known among Latin American critics today.  (pp. 4-7)


� Glantz’s novel is in turn reminiscent of María Luisa Bemberg’s 1989 film Yo, la peor de todas, in which Bemberg’s cinematic retelling of key episodes in Sor Juana’s life builds both on Sor Juana’s own letters and writings as well as Octavio Paz’s much debated biography of the seventeenth-century Mexican famous nun.   In the film, Bemberg explores the potentially lesbian attraction between Sor Juana and the wife of the Spanish royal emissary to Mexico, all of this against the film’s recreation of a convent life where sadomasochistic and potentially erotic scenarios are never far from the nuns’ activities or the viewers’ reading of these activities.     








