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Introduction

flesh to bone (2013) is a collection of nine short stories written by Chicana author Irene
Lara Silva. These stories delve into some of the most popular Mexican folk-tales and depict a
landscape where everything is possible, the boundaries between life and death are blurred,
there are shifting realities, violence, magical transformations and, ultimately, healing. Some
folk-tales are widespread like La Llorona, also known as La Malinche, others are myths and
stories transmitted by the author's own family. Silva has expressed her fascination with the idea
of creating new myths, in ways that build on figures that resonate with other mythic figures: “I
believe we have a fundamental need for myth. For stories that are larger than ourselves or our
realities, for stories that speak to our culture(s), for stories that teach us something about life”
(Silva 2014). In her writing process, Silva rewrites these myths from a feminist and Chicana
perspective subverting the underlying patriarchal roles and the boundaries between the living
and the dead. In ‘cortando las nubes or death came on horses’ the myth of La Llorona gets
reconstructed, she is remembered, respected and understood. Silva manages to give this
suffering woman a voice she lacks in the popular version of the horror myth. ‘cortando las nubes
or death came on horses’ tells the story of a woman from the Yaqui community and her three
children, Marigold, Tomas and Cempasuchil, who are brutally murdered by white colonizers and
roam the earth helping indigenous communities and collecting those who die at the hands of the

whites.

As Norma Alarcon states, “Feminism is a way of saying that nothing in patriarchy truly
reflects women unless we accept distortions — mythic and historical” (189). Chicanas, and
especially queer Chicanas, occupy a unique position from which they recognize these
distortions. Following the ideas presented by Kate Millet, a pioneering author in contemporary
feminism, a study that adopts a feminist approach to literature will analyse the patriarchal
relationships between characters in the narrative. The present work is intended to analyse Irene

Lara Silva’s ‘cortando las nubes or death came on horses’, a short story from flesh to bone



(2013) from a feminist perspective. It will be argued that, in her re-imagination of a traditional

myth, the author honours and celebrates her identity as Chicana.

Chicanas

It is important to begin by describing what the term Chicano entails. Beginning in the
1960s, the population of Mexican origin residing in Texas began calling itself "Chicana." This
derives from "Mexican" and was used in the 19" century as a demonym, although later it began
to be used in a derogatory way. The term which has a strong political content, means
awareness and the construction of an identity of its own. The term ‘Chicano’ is very different
from "Mexican-American", the latter is the one who has already assimilated into American
culture and is not involved in the political struggle. As Norma Alarcon expresses in Chicana

Feminism

‘Chicana ’is the name of the resistance that allows cultural and political points of
departure and thinking through the multiple migrations and dislocations of women
of Mexican origin. The name Chicana is not a nickname with which women (or
men) are born, as is the case of ‘Mexican’, but is consciously and critically
assumed. (Anzaldua 1999: 15).

Chicanas claimed an equal place within the Chicano movement, where they were
allowed to fight for their rights, more specifically, for the situation of women within American
society and within the patriarchal family models present in the Chicana culture (Formiga 2). For
Chicanas, the roles and terms under which they are defined are very different and are not
chosen as an ideological and political stance. In Chicano culture, women are defined based on
a triad. Alicia Gaspar de Alba identifies the three archetypal roles available to women within
Mexican and Chicana/o culture as “la madre, la virgen, y la puta,” (in English, “the mother, the
virgin, and the whore”) (51). Although in reality, women should not be confined to these
categories, the ideological structure maintains divisions: all women must be defined by these
roles. While some of the roles can develop an uneasy and even untenable coexistence, as in
the iconic image of the “Virgin Mother,” others, such as the virgin and the whore, are seen as

opposites, demanding a perpetual binary division. As a result, women are expected to



constantly attempt to conform to an impossible standard, suppressing their sexuality and

privileging male experience in order to be the virgin or mother rather than the whore.

In Borderlands (1999), Anzaldua adds to this idea and says that the Chicanos “have
three mothers. All three are mediators”. The virgin is represented by the virgin Guadalupe, la
Chingada (Malinche), is a raped mother, and la Llorona, the mother who seeks her lost children
and is a combination of the other two. (Anzaldua 52). The real story and the true identity of
these women have been subverted to make the Chicana women docile and submissive:
“Guadalupe to make us docile and enduring, la Chingada to make us ashamed of our Indian
side, and la Llorona to make us long-suffering people” (Anzaldua 53). Many Chicana feminists
are invested in exposing and deconstructing dominant cultural ideologies. As a Chicana feminist
author, Silva reimagines the Mexican mother figures in ways that overturn misogynistic and

oppressive ideology:

We’re locked into certain roles and narratives that don’t serve any transformative
purpose. We end up with the same dominant narratives and characters (and stories)

locked into the same old tired roles, the same limited outcomes (Silva 2014).

This requires recognition that the cultural presence of these three figures, who fill
different yet intersecting female roles, results from centuries of numerous histories, myths, and
religions. Gloria Anzaldua (1993) outlines the idea of a new consciousness of the mestiza
women, a consciousness of the Borderlands. Silva has expressed that she has worked to
“abolish ideas about boundaries and borders and opposites in order to undo the seams of the
world” (Silva 2014). According to the author, there is richness in the duality of the mestiza, a
richness that comes from having multiple identities and border/frontera consciousness (Silva
2014). The mestiza is constantly shifting and moving among the Indian/Mexican/Anglo culture;
the Spanish, English and Nahuatl language; the role of the mother, the virgin or the whore. The

mestiza sustains contradictions, she turns ambivalence into something else (Anzaldua 101).
The Stories of the Weeping Woman

There are many variations of the story of “La Llorona” or “The Weeping Woman”, which
survives largely through oral tradition rather than dominant discourse and is therefore told
differently in different communities or regions. The most common telling describes a woman
who is sexually betrayed by a man (sometimes her husband), and consequently kills her own

children by drowning them in a river. In varying versions, her offenses range from “adultery,



infanticide, or child neglect” to “homicidal revenge, excessive hedonism, and self-indulgence”
(Candelaria 93). As punishment, La Llorona is doomed to walk the earth searching for her dead
children for eternity, and haunts creeks and streams, crying or wailing in pain: “They say she

wept and wailed for her children and wandered all the rivers of the world” (51).

The story is told, in part, to frighten children with the threat that if they wander too far
from home the ghost of La Llorona will abduct them. Perhaps because both are thought to be
failed mothers, some see La Llorona as merely another incarnation of Malinche, but the origins
of her myth actually precede the Spanish conquest. Américo Paredes suggests that the legend
of La Llorona “struck deep roots in the Mexican tradition because it was grafted on an Indian
[Nahuatl] legend cycle about the supernatural woman who seduces men when they are out

alone on the roads or working in the fields” (103).

Cherrie Moraga suggests that the story of La Llorona functions as another way to
reinforce the idea of woman as inherently sinful, an “aberration, criminal against nature” (145).

Cordelia Candelaria offers a more elaborate analysis of the story's messages, stating that

On its face the tale teaches that girls get punished for conduct for which men are
rewarded; that pleasure, especially sexual gratification, is sinful for women; that
female independence and personal agency create monsters capable of destroying
even their offspring; that children are handy pawns in the revenge chess of jealousy,

and other lessons of similar scapegoating orthodoxy (94).

In popular culture, La Llorona is an example of the bad woman and failed mother.
However, in ‘cortando las nubes, or, death came on horses’ Silva re-imagines and re-writes the
traditional myth of la Llorona, while honouring and celebrating her identity as a Chicana. She
states: “They forgot her name and gave her another. A name that barely contains the story. A
name that says she only weeps, only knows how to weep. They gave her a name that always

makes her remember the beginning. The name is a cage. A truth. A lie” (51).

Silva tells a different story, the story of an indigenous woman from the Yaqui community
whose children are violently murdered by Spanish conquerors. The white man brought in
violence, domination and the slavery of the indigenous community. This can be clearly seen in
Silva’s tale: “Death came on horses. Death and disease and poverty. Acts of violence soaked
the ground with blood again and again, hunting the people with dark skin and darker eyes and

sky wide faces (50)”. Silva’s weeping woman is a Mother to the Chicanos, a mother who



protects them and gives them shelter: “She’ll save the children of the Adelitas...She’ll lead the
Ranger’s horses into falling over the cliff's edge...She’ll fight with the campesinos to hold their
lands, their homes, their ties to earth. She’ll spend the night with the Yaquis fighting pale ones”
(39).

Among the strengths of Silva’s collection is her lyrical language that never ceases its ebb
and flow, and behind this lyrical language lay an array of evoking emotions and images: “They
held her down and broke her limbs. The men spread her legs and violated her. They took a
dagger, slit her belly and pulled out the bloody baby” (51). Silva does not hold back and
describes the cruelty, the hidden story of the conquest from the Yaquis’ point of view: “Death
came on horses and they had dogs. His [Tomas’s] mother found him like that. Without knowing
what she would see and then seeing all of it” (52). In this story, the weeping woman’s children
die at the hands of the white man, Silva completely eradicates the patriarchal version that
adjudicates the murdering of her children to a love betrayal. This woman cries and weeps
because her children were murdered in the most violent way imaginable: “She staggered
towards the village...Her daughter...Boneless flesh...Her skin was bruised to blackness” (51).
From that moment on, la Llorona is one with her machete, collecting the dead “wandering all the
rivers and all the creeks and all the places her people went, the people of dark skin and darker
eyes and sky-wide faces, following all her children. She would search for her children, her

children whole, unbloodied, unbroken” (53).
Final Thoughts

Silva’s mythological rewriting holds great potential for social and cultural change. The
author has rewritten the figure of La Llorona by excavating her indigenous roots and Chicana
consciousness to expand the meaning behind this mythological figure. Through her new
understandings of the myth, the author critiques ideological structures that confine women, and
creates a female icon that is complex and relevant to the life of the Chicano community: “The
people who remembered her, remembered her by the wrong name. But the ones who saw her,
the ones she saved... recognized the rage and tenderness in her eyes and called her Mother.

She watched over everyone” (Silva 52).

Silva opens windows to other worlds, where divisions between the here and the afterlife

collapse. The dead are everywhere and very much alive. Ever present in Silva’s collection is an



echoing hunger, a hunger that is not rendered a curse, but rather a blessing, almost a calling to

show the roots of her community, the Chicano experience, the new mestiza consciousness.
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