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Introduction

Monika Kaup and John Ochoa

Honoring the lifework of comparatist Lois Parkinson Zamora, this collection is organized around the basic premise of comparative studies—interconnectedness. First and foremost, it traces intimate links and interactions between cultural spheres conventionally marked as “Latin America” and “North America,” testifying to the ongoing vitality of hemispheric studies, a discipline to whose revival and massive expansion since the 1990s Lois Zamora’s work has been instrumental. One of the manifestations of the paradigm shift from self-contained nation-based to translocal and transnational approaches to literary studies, the fresh burst of hemispheric literary and cultural studies in the past three decades is ultimately linked to the study of literature in a globalizing age: the reconfiguration of comparative literature on a truly global scale, as world literature. It is at the juncture of these two critical landscapes that our collection is located.

In a statement equally applicable to hemispheric literary studies, David Damrosch notes that world literature does not afford a detached “view from nowhere,” but always remains locally inflected. Literary works “continue to bear the marks of their national origin” even after they have entered into global circulation.1 So do critical studies. Therefore, comparative literary studies at any scale must always declare their local inflection or point of access. In keeping with the focus of Lois Zamora’s own work, this collection’s primary point of entry to comparative and hemispheric literary study is Latin American literature. Our essays cover three major critical fields—comparative hemispheric American literature, magical realism, as well as the Baroque, New World Baroque, and Neobaroque—which have drawn upon, and been decisively shaped by, Latin American literature, culture, and art. That this is the case is in no small part due to Lois Zamora. Zamora’s critical vision played a foundational role in the development of these three related fields. Her comparative work first stimulated the emergence of contemporary transamerican literary studies (in Writing the Apocalypse: Historical Vision in Contemporary U.S. and Latin American Fiction ([1989]), then it continued to advance the field through the following decades, in The Usable Past: The Imagination of History in Recent Fiction of the Americas (1997) and The Americas, Otherwise (2009; coedited with Silvia Spitta). Next in chronological order, the collection Magical Realism: Theory, History Community (1995; co-edited with Wendy Faris) was the first study to treat magical realism as a global phenomenon, illuminating the continuities between magical realism’s Latin American roots and the international boom of the genre beginning in the 1980s. Finally, with The Inordinate Eye: New World Baroque and Latin American Fiction (2006) and in the collection Baroque New Worlds: Representation, Transculturation, Counterconquest (2010; co-edited with Monika Kaup), Zamora expanded a surge of new scholarship on the Baroque/New World Baroque/Neobaroque. The Inordinate Eye examines the transcultural dynamics by which the New World Baroque emerged by way of the rebellious consumption of the European Baroque, and it further demonstrates how twentieth-century Latin American literature’s verbal artworks were informed by the cultural history and exuberant visual forms of the New World Baroque. Looking back from our perspective three decades after her first major publications, the impact of Lois Zamora’s comparative work has been to illuminate, and to stimulate further exploration of, important artistic pathways that link Latin American culture and literature to the Americas and the world beyond. In particular, it does so by shedding light on two artistic forms, magical realism and the Baroque, which have been either generated (magical realism) or revolutionized (the Baroque) in Latin America, and through which Latin American literature and culture have achieved prominence on a global stage. Broadly inspired by Zamora’s example, the essays that follow demonstrate this fact.

A transnational entity in itself, Latin America shares an important interface with North America, but it is also bound up in other transnational contexts that do not involve the United States and Canada. Our collection is organized to reflect this point. We begin with hemispheric perspectives in part I (Inter-Americanisms) and end with essays tracing global comparative trajectories in part III (Latin America in the World). The essays in part II (Baroques) occupy an intermediate position between these two poles. It is in this way that this volume aligns with the recent reconfiguration of world literature as a rubric intended to connect various regimes of comparative literary studies. Indeed, world literary studies also endeavors to bridge the division between newer postcolonial and traditional Western canons, a dichotomy that has never worked well for Latin America, whose cultures straddle Western and non-Western realms.

Along with our focus on close readings of representative works of literature and art comes a return to the genuinely dialogic spirit that marked the surge of inter-American literary studies circa 1990. The goal was to overcome the siloed nature of the study of literature and culture of the Americas, and to stimulate mutual engagements between “Americanists,” focused on an “America” synonymous with the United States and generally oblivious of its namesake, the continent to which it belongs, and “Latin Americanists,” hyperaware of the anglophone nation to the north but hesitant to engage intersections in light of the unequal balance of power between north and south.2 This spirit was modeled by Lois Zamora’s work. It is a testament to Zamora’s genuinely dialogic vision that her principal three monographs were translated into Spanish: Writing the Apocalypse as Narrar el apocalipsis: La vision histórica en la literature estadounidense y latinoamericana contemporánea (1994); The Usable Past as La construcción del pasado: La imaginación histórica en la literature americana reciente (2000); The Inordinate Eye as La mirada exuberante: Barroco novomundista y literature latinoamericana (2011). (They continue to be in print and available, as we have had the pleasure to discover on periodic visits to Mexico City’s bookstores over the past decade.)

The so-called transnational turn of American studies since the late 1990s has brought welcome fresh attention to hemispheric American studies in departments of English and American studies. But it has also raised concerns among scholars long active in the field as well as Latin Americanists and Comparatists. As Claudie Sadowski-Smith and Claire Fox, Sophia McClennen, and Ricardo Salvatore have remarked elsewhere, some recent hemispheric studies emerging from departments of English and American studies cite mostly U.S.-based or Americanist scholars, slighting Hispanist and Latin Americanist scholarship, especially if published in Spanish, Portuguese, and languages other than English. In the first essay in Part I (“Inter-Americanisms”), entitled “Hemispheric World of Differences: Literature of the Americas,” Antonio Barrenechea addresses such concerns of what counts as hemispheric American studies, and how it should be put together. What is the right balance between parts and whole, the many linguistic, national, and ethnic traditions that make up the Americas, and the continental entity that these form together? In his reassessment of the field, Barrenechea traces the transformation of academic inter-Americanism from a “Literature of the Americas” wave of development founded within comparative literature (1982–2000) into a more U.S. critique-centered, and by extension more skeptical, Hemispheric Studies wave as defined by English and American studies (1998−present). He argues that the gradual subtraction of literatures and languages from the second incarnation is largely responsible for the less comparative aspect of today’s hemispherism, the raison d’être of the first wave. What the field needs now, he contends, are new multidisciplinary studies that immerse themselves into the different languages and literatures outside as well as inside of the United States. While forwarding a critique of the existing field, Barrenechea offers a corrective through what he calls the Summa Americana, a variant of the encyclopedic novel that stages a hemispheric gathering of differences across cultures and epochs.

This volume gives equal attention to the work of scholars based in Spanish and English departments, seeking to rectify the reputation of “hemispheric studies” as a grander version of American studies. In exploring hemispheric American literary studies, this collection adopts a dual strategy, combining questions of theory and methodology with individual case studies and critical practice. Hemispheric studies is not new; its ongoing revival takes place against the foil of two centuries of hemispheric thinking. The inception of inter-Americanism is in the era of the struggle for independence in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Subsequently, in the century of Manifest Destiny, the rhetoric of “fraternal republics in arms” against European colonialism was increasingly hollowed out by the reality of U.S. expansionism. Hemispheric thinking thus emerged under the cloud of America’s rise as a neo-imperial power, a development denounced by José Martí in his landmark essay, “Our America” (1891). The subsequent founding of the Pan-American Union in 1889 took place in these historical conditions, and the PAU’s institutional rhetoric of hemispheric dialogue and collaboration in the Pan-American era (1890–1940)3 sat uncomfortably against the political reality of the U.S. neo-imperial status in the hemisphere.

Hemispheric literature—and, needless to say, world literature—does not constitute an essence or a unified whole. Rather, both are the sum of a transfinite plurality of contexts, networks, and potential access points to places elsewhere. To eschew the dynamics of othering that vitiates hemispheric studies (Latin America as the Other of the United States; the United States as the Other of Latin America) and to overcome “the North/South Divide,” as has been suggested by Zamora and Spitta,4 and to avoid projecting the outlook of our home cultures onto the wider world, it is best to conduct hemispheric studies as a polycentric endeavor, the collaborative effort of scholars from distinct disciplinary locations. This is the approach adopted here.

Polycentrism implies asymmetry. For this reason, this collection seeks to overcome the popular “two Americas” thesis in hemispheric studies—the reductively schematic dichotomy between an English-speaking America in the north and a Spanish-speaking America in the south, whose beginnings hark back to exiled Cuban writer José Martí’s concept of a multiracial, Hispanophone, Catholic “Our America” that is in conflict with a racially segregated, Anglophone and Protestant North America—emphasizing considerable affinities instead. Christopher Winks’s reading of poetry by Robert Duncan and José Lezama Lima, for example, illuminates a shared mythopoetics of world-making in these two poets, American and Cuban, respectively. Here, myth is not the “obscurantist” antithesis of knowledge; it is a form of knowledge. Beginning with a discussion of Martin Heidegger’s consideration, following Hölderlin, of the task of the poet in times of destitution, “Dark Meadows of Gnosis: Robert Duncan and José Lezama Lima’s Inter-American Mythopoetics” proposes an inter-American repurposing of the German philosopher’s insights through two poems. Written twelve years apart and in different languages and countries, Cuban poet José Lezama Lima’s “Una oscura pradera me convida” (newly translated here) and American poet Robert Duncan’s “Often I Am Permitted to Return to a Meadow” are both governed by the metaphor of the meadow. Both poems are closely analyzed, through a comparatist perspective, as moments of the authors’ poetic epistemologies and pilgrimages, refracted through and illuminated by Heidegger’s thoughts on poetic language and Spanish philosopher María Zambrano’s meditations on clearings in the forest as instantiations of a Dantean “vita nova.” In both poems, the meadow, Winks shows, figures as a liminal figure connecting death and eros/life, governing the process of transformation from one pole to the other that occurs in the act of poetic creation. As Winks concludes, “Lezama’s pagan Catholicism and joyful knowledge and Duncan’s syncretic myth-and-soul-making are both poetic systems of ingathering that not only seek out the traces of the fugitive gods but re-animate them in the realm of that language which, in Heideggerian terms, speaks.”

Like Barrenechea, who recommends a “multidirectional” approach, Priscilla Archibald further helps model what she describes as an “alternative and distinctly polycentric pan-Americanism.” In “Transamerican Friendships and American Utopias: José Carlos Mariátegui, Waldo Frank, and Victoria Ocampo,” Archibald examines Anglo American novelist and cultural critic Waldo Frank’s intervention in Latin America in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, specifically his intellectual collaboration with Peruvian Marxist José Carlos Mariátegui, and with Argentine woman of letters, Victoria Ocampo. Just as the United States had established its dominance in the Western hemisphere and Latin America’s peripheralization was being consolidated in new ways, Frank was welcomed into the Latin American intellectual community as “one of [their] own.” Yet the ideological, political, and cultural projects of these three figures—all prominent public intellectuals—were extremely heterogeneous: Frank was a leftist intellectual who practiced an elite humanism and was never entirely comfortable with party politics; José Carlos Mariátegui, by contrast, was the founder of the Peruvian Socialist Party and developed a groundbreaking Indo-American socialism; Victoria Ocampo, finally, a member of Argentina’s elite and one of its staunchest apologists, advocated an ostensibly apolitical cultural agenda.

Frank made a point of extending himself to the Latin American intelligentsia quite pointedly as a “friend.” What, Archibald asks, made this unusual transamerican friendship possible, and what does it mean? She argues that the unlikely affiliation between a leftist, an unorthodox Marxist, and an elitist cosmopolitan highlights the disparate forces operating in the Americas in the first half of the twentieth century. Against the grain of the official pan-Americanism of the era, which reinforced the United States as center and singular political actor, the collaborations of Frank and Mariátegui and Frank and Ocampo demonstrate the pivotal role that polycentric transamerican collaboration played during the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, something that hindsight (and Western hegemony) frequently mask.

While this collection thus establishes hemispheric continuities, it does not picture the





 




 





Notes


	1. Damrosch, 283.

	2. On this goal, see, for example Pérez Firmat, “Introduction,” in Do the Americas Have a Common Literature?, 2. Zamora was a contributor to this landmark collection of essays.

	3. See Fox, 3.

	4. Zamora and Spitta, “Introduction,” 192.


	5. Diccionario de la real academia española, s.v. “invención; ttps://dle.rae.es/invenci%C3%B3n


	6. We borrow this concept from Posnock, 144.

	7. Bhabha, 7.

	8. See Siskind, 65.
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