THE BREEZE CAME | N DECEMBER, MARVEL MORENO S CARI BBEAN
NOVEL

Barranquilla, "that dusty city where concentration is
i npossible and reflection useless" is a topic of Marvel
Moreno's Cari bbean narrative. Located by a river, very near
the sea, Barranquilla seens to drift into the swanps, to
stagnate in the margins of tinme, to refuse its share of
change and progress. However, in a climte of blazing heat,
and "a sun created to hurt the eyes of nman"!, traditions of
race and religion founder: to keep their privileges, sone
famlies nust relinquish their rank and status the socia
clinbers, rich immgrants, energing classes. An evolving
society, certainly, but also a static one, a society that
refuses any possibility of change as far as wonen are
concerned. They nust remain subm ssive and resigned, today,
like yesterday, Ilike tomorrow. VWho would dare defy a
father, a son, a husband, a |lord-and-master? In sone of her
short stories, Mreno has already related fem nine inages
to codes of machisnmo and paternalism This, her first
novel, evokes the tragic conplicity of wonmen in a society
defined as mascul i ne.

Fastidious, noralizing, elaborate to exaggeration
this chronicle, homage to three sisters born wth the
century, demands of its author the qualities of an
interpreter or a nenorialist. If in some of Mreno' s short
stories, oral discourse consists minly of dialogue, in
this novel one finds reported speech, that is to say,
whatever is heard, remenber ed, ponder ed, transcri bed
Because she dissinmulates her identity as a narrator and
avoids using the first person, the protagonist is nore of a
witness, in that, rather than her own story, she tells
t hose of the people who where related to her three powerful
ancestors: her grandnother and her two aunts. They were
wonen of another epoch, of another kind, wonen who were
both an exanple and an enigma, and who unfortunately died
wi t hout revealing their secrets.

THE THREE FAI RY GOOMOTHERS

Lina, the protagonist, renenbers her grandnother as a
frail woman, wth her white hair gathered in a bun and
dressed like a lady who had once been rich. Her fondness
for biblical quotations gave her an air of w sdom and her
pokers of observation allowed her to anal yze peopl e through
"a mechani sm known only to her". Partly a seer and partly a



vi sionary, "she kept the past in her nenory and from its
assimlation and contenplation, she inferred the present
and even the future with a vague sadness". This sadness,
which was really lucidity, tinged her reflections on a
society that instilled in wonen the role of victins and in
men that of wviolent tyrants. Listening to her, Lina
anxiously used to wonder about "the tragic destiny which
fate had condemmed her to"(p.1O. Wat arns could she use
to defend herself? Her grandnother thought hate was

nonsense, because it rej ected conpr ehensi on and
conpr ehensi on was "a sine gua non condi tion of
equi libriumt(p.22). Instead of hating, one should consider,
understand, tolerate... Fromearliest youth, Lina had tried

to follow her advice. However, there had been circunstances
which forced her to break this precious rule, as in the
case of Benito Suarez, her friend Dora's husband. How coul d
Lina bear his beating and humliating her friend because
she was not a virgin when she married? How could Lina
tolerate his throwing Dora out of her own hone for any
reason? How could Lina let him lock her friend up in a
psychiatric clinic so he could carry on with anot her wonman?
In defense of Dora, in her legitimte defense, Lina dared
to threaten, denounce, intimdate, hurt. Fortunately, under
t he circunstances, her grandnother demanded no expl anati ons.

However, Lina's ninbleness, her courage when she had
i mprovi sed her role as an adversary, vani shed when she was
confronted with an anmbi guous situation: she not only had to
mast er the aggressor but also had to convince his wife to
abandon him and fight back. Wat to do? Dora |acked
strength and nost of all, wllpower. By the time Benito
Suarez had abandoned her and -taking his violence too far
becone an outlaw, his wife had grown prematurely old and
debilitated by sickness. Dora, as always, was a victim..

She had been so and would continue to be so, |like her own
not her, who had been forced to marry a vulgar and cowardly
i ndi vidual, |ike her grandnother, who had been handed over

when a nmere child to a gentleman from a famly "in which
nobody had worked for the last five hundred years"(p.15).
An aristocratic marriage? Yes, but nonetheless humliating
and hard to bear. As a neans of social pronotion or as an
obligatory sacranent, marriage enchained and enslaved
wonen. In their sexual |ife, they were supposed to be
passi ve, chaste and decent. And if this "decent" frigidity
gave way to desire, they were threatened wth being
di agnosed as hysterical. Poor new brides, anxiety cane wth
the first somatic arousal: "condetmed to live it in



relationship with their husbands, they thought they even
owed t hem the autonomy of their own angui sh"z2

Anxi ous wonen, suffering wonen, dependent wonen...

This irredeemable victimzation of wonen, which was a
source of reflection for the grandnother, used to anger
-Aunt Eloisa. As a widow and nother of several daughters,

she had managed to live according to a scale of values "on
whi ch she placed herself above all the contingencies of

ordinary wonen". To her, femninity inplied "a certain
harmony wth nature, a certain integration into its
rhythms"(p.110). Anticipating the theories of many of

today's anthropologists, she believed in a matriarchal

ancestry: wasn't the first social structure conposed of a
not her and her offspring? Unfortunately, throughout the
centuries, wonen had | ost "a very precious know edge" which
was inperative to regains. Only by assuming their
femninity, by recogni zi ng t hensel ves and know ng
t hensel ves thoroughly, would they be able to transcend the
position of inferiority and dependency in which patriarchal

society kept them Fortunately, Aunt Eloisa was not the
only follower of these theories... Through her, Lina net

Divina Arriaga and her daughter Catalina, both free and
| i berated, both antagonized by a city that forgave them
neither their intelligence nor their beauty. To conpensate,

Divina travel ed over five continents and Catalina dedicated
her tinme to the commerce of art, after having learned to
mani pul ate people by recognizing the existence of "the
puppet that contracts with hate or shudders wth pride
behi nd each person"(p.167).

| npressed by these exceptional wonmen, Lina tried to
hel p another friend in distress; a friend who was related
to still another elderly relative of hers, the third in the
trinity of "fairy godnothers”. Aunt Irene was beautiful and
nmusi cal . As a pianist, she traveled frequently and when she
returned to Barranquilla, she lived in an imense and
| abyrint hine mansion, surrounded by gardens where there
were "so many trees that their foliage mngled and no ray
of light dissipated the dank penunbra where plants of dusky
col ors bl ooned" (p.226). Wile Lina s grandnother taught her
to be lucid and cautious and Aunt Eloisa gave her
confidence in her own femninity, Aunt Irene allowed her
the discover the world of dreans and nysteries. Perhaps on
account of that, Lina preferred to speak to her about
Beatri z, t hat school mte  of hers who had strange
obsessions. As a child she was given as nuch to prayer and



penance as to torturing and tearing her dolls apart. As en
adol escent she spent her tine spying on her neighbours and
censuring the way they lived. Her very tragic story, always
brought back to Lina the nenories of a time of great
agitation, spent near Auht Irene, who was at the tine
absorbed in the conposition of a sonata. Having finished
it, she played it on the piano and then threw it away in
the wnd ~the sane night that she herself disappeared. Aunt
Irene had been |ike a shadow gpnneling lina s thoughts into
"a space where words resounded in the form of an endless
questioning echo, like serpentines floating in the
infinite"(p.251).

A NOVEL OF HI SPANI C, COLONI AL, CARI BBEAN TRADI TI ON

The breeze came in Decenber... a novel of Hispanic,
colonial, Caribbean tradition. A novel about wonen, a novel
that portrays them as paradi gns for successive generations.
A novel of femnine, nultiple reflecting codes: if the
semantic code inplies woman/body signifiers, nerged in
images that interact, the cultural code adds |inks between
the femnine characters and the beliefs and habits of
society. Beliefs and habits, which are accepted but stil
refused: the anbiguity of the discourse is easily observed
in paraphrases and connotations. But, above all, in the
subj ugation represented by the exercise of power and the
mani pul ati on of eroticism Throughout the text, femninity
energes like a structuring factor in the stories inspired
by three characters from the past (the grandnother, Aunt
El oi sa, Aunt Irene), dom nated by three characters fromthe
present (Dora, Catalina, Beatriz), and linked to inter
related secondary characters. Each character contributes
her own story -a recollected, commented, transmtted story~
t hanks to an intercrossing of voices which converge in the
protagonist. This protagonist, who is sinultaneously an
emtter and a receptor of an inplied nessage in the
conmbi nati on of anecdotes and nenories, contributes to both
identification and distance. This protagonist is, of
course, Lina: as a child, as an adol escent, as a wonan, as
an adversary, as an associate, Lina always present and yet
al ways absent; an enigmatic narrator.

The breeze cane in Decenber... a narration bath by and
about wonen. As a tenporary issue, happy or unhappy, the
mal e presence fasters intertextual communi cation and
facilitates the |linking of episodes bringing about an

urgency to reveal nysteries or to salve conflicts. At the
sane tine, the narrative sequences concentrate the



wonman/ body signifiers in projections of abuse and viol ence.
Abuse, violence, which are unforgivable and unforgettable.
As the protagonist renmenbers, facts enmerge in disorder:
scattered and fragnentary, they hinder |Ilineal discourse.
Li na begins her chronicle "in the autumm of her life, after
having learned to listen to herself w thout rebelliousness,
w thout pretensions"(p.10O. 1In her story, the tenpora
levels -the narrator's and the story's separate in the
beginning only to nerge in the end, when Lina recognizes
herself as being a mature woman who wites and renenbers.
It is through renenbering and through witing that she is
able to contenplate the future as well as the past, thus
dom nating the trajectory of tine. It is renenbered tineg,
time that drifts, advances, retreats, doubles back on
itself. Enploying the presence of the three elderly |adies
as an articulating nmechanism the narrator mngles the
prophetic with the real in a double ganme which suggests
that tinme is both transitory and stationary. Perhaps
because of that, her reflections, often fatalistic,
conceive the oppression of wonen and their permanent
subm ssi veness as netaphors of stagnant tine.

THE COVPULSI ON OF " FEUI LLETON'

Stagnant tinme... following a tradition of centuries,
the imge of doci | e, suffering wonen, inspires an
antithetical «classification of tyrannical and perverse
woren. In this novel, however, the Ilatter seem nore

convincing in the role of "castrating nothers" than in that
of  cruel beauties, too <close to the stereotype of
courtesans, adulteresses and "bitches" described by Zola
and ot her decadent witers. To D Annunzio, who is in turn a
pl agi ari st of Sw nburne, we owe the description of a wonan
who was "nmalefic, ardent with pride, full of vengeance,
hungry for power and gol d'4 She could very well preside in
the dynasty of Divinas, Catalinas, Victorias and Leonores
of Barranquilla. Perhaps it should now be said that if an
intermingling of "feuilletonesque" and realist discourse
activates and pronotes well-placed transferences  of
significations in the text, there are, nevertheless,
chapters that overlap with the "kitsch" of [luxuries and
m series which precede |ove-stories, incidents and acts of
vengeance. Everyday life often has a "romani esque" mnmake-up
which is not dissimulated by occasional bluntness and
colloquialism This is reflected in the feigned delirium of

so many characters imersed in nelodrama. Surely, all those

are "feuilletonesque"s nodels, nodels that are handled with



irony in the text, but which all the sanme reappear again
and agai n by an insidious conpul sion.

CLASSI ST SOCI ETV/ RACI ST SOCI ETV

Fortunately, this conpulsion of the "feuilletonesque"
does not stifle a discourse that focuses social conflicts
and concentrates on differences of class and status. Lina's
famly and acquaintances are narked by idiosyncrasies of
costelo social hierarchies. Mrals of dissinulation cannot
hinder witing, which delves into truth: the background
mal e characters define thenmselves in ternms of noney and
power. The code of honor inposes its tradition on a society
of hyperbolical machisno characterized by violence and
dom nation, not only towards wonen but also towards the
working class. In a decadent and corrupt elite, gentlenen

social clinmbers and inmgrants act |ikewise. The Jew sh
colony is "a nodel of organization: headed by a rabbi and
three mllionaires who excel in finesse and diplonmacy wth

the local politicians, and who also excel in obedience to
bi blical "precepts". Thanks to them hundreds of Jews enter
the country between the two world wars"(p.130). Lina's
father, who is of Sephardic origin, is a man of great
ki ndness and generosity; she inherits his hatred of fascism
and his liberal-leftist ideology.

A classist society is a racist society... The
i mportance of black culture in Mrvel Mreno's narrative
has already been pointed outé. In this novel she not only
prai ses bl ack cul tural val ues, but denounces how
Barranquilla's famlies "refused to mngle their blood with
the blood of a race which was condemmed by the Bible, and
were afraid of transmtting to their offspring the dark and
| asci vious denons against which religion was to no
avai |l "(p.29). The nulatto wonman, who represent a stereotype
of prom scuity in the Antillean and colonial tradition’(7),

are still victinms of rape and often give birth to children
who later deny their own ancestry. Rich nestizos, social
msfits |ike Dora s father and Catalina’s husband,
proliferate in a sectarian society full of raci al
prej udi ce.

And... once nore, inversely, a racist society is also a

classist society: the exploitation of blacks is as evident
as that of Indians and peasants. They are all dom nated,
abused, spoliated. No wonders there have been tinmes when
t hey have rebelled and taken justice into their own hands.
This is the case of the Arawak foreman who “during the



years of violencia, headed a band of descendants of rebel
sl aves and wought havoc anong the mlitary patrols which
crossed an imginary and totally arbitrary line he had
dr awn, and the frightened 'solders discovered their
officers lying on the ground, victinms of nysterious knife
and bullet wounds. Wen returning to their canp, soaked
wth sweat, their faces covered wth annoying nosquito-
bites, their eardruns exasperated by the relentless buzz of
grasshoppers, they had to explain how on earth they had
| ost their superiors wthout having found the shadow of a
man in the desolate immensity of the savannah“(p. 152).

NEI THER RENUNCI ATI ON NOR CAPI TULATI ON

A political novel? A social novel? Above all a nove
of great conplexity: each character contributes his awn
story, each story its parable, each parable a nessage
codified by Lina, that wuntiring narrator. An educational
novel ? Bildungsroman? |f the bildungsroman, according to
Gol dmann, nust fallow the trajectory of a problematic
character who searches for authentic values in a degraded
soci ety, Lina m ght wel | fulfill those conditions.
Moreover, at the end of her story there is no renunciation,
nor capitulation, but a self-limtation inposed by her own
maturity. This child who grows up and gradually learns to
deal with the world, certainly manages to avoid extrene or
stereotyped behaviour. Neither innocent, nor proni scuous;
neither an Amazon, nor a vestal, neither dom neering, nor
docile, she observes herself and others in order to put
down on paper what happened at a given tinme "in that city
of discoloured ceilings and cracked walls"(p.220).

OF CONTAGQ ONS ANO CONTEXTS

Marvel Mreno has said that Garcia Mrquez can be
"contagi ous" and therefore refrains from reading hinf. In
her novel, however, she cannot avoid a "contagion" which
perhaps the Caribbean contexts make inevitable. How could
she avoid it? There are paragraphs, pages and chapters in
Whi ch discourse inposes a feigned naturalness on what is
i mginary and incorporates the neasureless, the uncommon
and the gaudy. If in other chapters there is no delving
into primal nyths or attenpting "magic-realisn, there is a
tendency to certain dénouenents, enunerations, crudities
and bluntness, which are all too recognizable. Mre than

Mar quez' influence, however, there is that of southern
witers |like Dreiser, M Cullers, O Connor -rather than
Faul kner. Then, inevitably, that of nineteenth century

masters of the psychological novel (Balzac, Eliot, the



Russians). A harnonic discourse, elaborated in intinmacy,
tends to be didactic when it handles sentinents and

passions. Thus, in the novel, the chapters primrily
dedi cated to the grandnother remnd one of a narrative that
encl oses "the techniques and rhetorical conventi ons
devel oped in previ ous peri ods of religious-ethical
introspection”, turning the text into an instrunment of

anal ysis, of discrimnation and of noral and psychol ogica
or gani zat i on®.

Marvel Moreno wites by hand, and her long rhythmca
sentences remnd one of nineteenth century diaries and
letters. If there is oral discourse in her novel, it is
tinged with proverbs and nostalgia. Thus, in spite of
certain crude scenes, her witing rejects the abrupt,
shocki ng and fragnented di scourse of our day. Even when the
narrator asserts herself, takes sides or tends towards
panphl et eeri ng, recollection avoids confrontation and
indirect phrasing relates to the past. Throughout the text,
the sunptuousness and exuberance of the descriptions
conpensate for a narrative that 1is copious, fastidious,
deprived of dialogue and of the present tense. Again and
again, a labyrinthine plot, which seens to be enbroidered
i n arabesques, suggests how enigmatic any interpretation of
a story can be. And there are nultiple, endless stories:
the story of Dofia Cotilde del Real, the story of Dofa
Adela Portal y Saavedra, the story of Dofla @G ovanna
Mantini, the story of Berenice, the black woman, the story
of Flores, the nulatto wonman, the story of Maria Fernanda,
the prostitute, of Petulia the courtesan... The story of
Genaro Espi nosa, of Juan Pal os Perez, of Andrés Larosca, of
Benito Suarez, of Don G priano del Leal, of Evaristo del
Puma, of Don Antonio del Corral, of Doctor Vesga, of Doctor
Agudel o, of Henk, the bastard, of Chango, the black man..
One after the other, they all seem to disappear and
reappear again with different faces, gestures, words which
al ways evoke the sanme Decenber when the breeze brought
"that strange sensation of living in a notionless tineg,
during whi ch t he crazi est wi shes coul d be
acconpl i shed" (p. 185).

Hel ena Aradj o
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