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Julio Cortázar: "One day in my life is always a beautiful 
thing, because I am very happy to be alive" / Caracas 
September 1979 / Photos by Eduardo Gamondés 
 

 

 

 
 
 

JULIO CORTÁZAR AND LATIN AMERICA:   "WE MUST FIGHT AGAINST 
CHAUVINISM" 

 
 
His deep and nasal voice answers the phone, without intermediaries, just by            
lifting the receiver. Cortázar. His voice is serious, as is my image of him, where               
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he is always forty years old; impossible to imagine him older (yet his             
biographers say he was born in 1914). He tells me he wants to see the               
magazine before agreeing to an interview.  

Neither he nor we know what happened, but the magazines we left at the hotel               
never reached his hands. It's just as well: he suggests meeting at Central Park,              
at the opening of the First International Conference on Exile and Latin American             
Solidarity in the 70s, in which he has participated.  

And there he was, drawing attention, even unwittingly: he was the tallest of all              
those present. And there he was, with his long accustomed copper beard and             
mustache, with the seriousness he displays in newspapers and magazines, and           
yet with a charm never imagined. There he was, Cortázar. A human like you              
and I, yes, with two eyes, a mouth, two hands, strengths, weaknesses, desires,             
longings.  

The interview took place in a corner of the Anauco Hilton Hotel. Present were              
one of the magazine's editors, Jorge Madrazo, photographer Eduardo         
Gamondés and four or five of the writer's admirers, secretly (or not) immersed in              
the conversation.   

He spoke slowly, warmly and his clear eyes scanned ours as his words opened              
in the center of our minds, remaining there long after spoken.   

And he remained with us when night came and found us in different places. As               
an invisible presence wished for, always present since that first meeting. 
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ABOUT LITERATURE AND POLITICS 

"Well, of course it bothers me to be required to give political opinions more than               
literary opinions, because I am a literary animal. Just as the French often refer              
to someone as a thinking animal or a philosophical animal, I am a literary              
animal. I was born to literature and slowly assumed this ideological commitment            
that you've heard of. That was the end of a very slow, very difficult and               
sometimes very painful process.  

Since my true vocation is literature, there are moments when the political            
circumstances – the need to come to this Conference, to write articles with             
political content, to attack the Argentinean or Chilean Junta, to deal with cases             
of the missing, dead, tortured, or to answer some of the enormous            
correspondence I get, because people think that I can always say something            
helpful – well, there are times – I admit it because it's true – I become greatly                 
discouraged. I say, "Well, am I ever going to be able to write a novel?" My                
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ideal would be to have a year or two of tranquility, to write a novel that's been                 
spinning in my head for a long time. That's why I'm becoming more of a short                
story writer, because those you can write on the plane, at home, on the street               
..." 

 
EXILE EVEN CAME TO FRANCE 

"I've lived outside Argentina for twenty eight years, but I never considered            
myself an exile until the Videla coup. I never considered myself an exile,             
because for me exile is a compulsive thing, and I lived in France because I               
wanted to. Because it is a country that I like, where I feel good and where was                 
doing my writing without difficulties or problems. And suddenly, starting with the            
military coup, I realized that I had become a true exile. That is, now I have the                 
feelings that all exiles have, where negative thoughts are very strong, they            
weigh heavily. That led me first to reflect on the problem of exile. That's when I                
realized that if I or any other exile turns into the stereotype of negative thinking,               
that of someone who is smothered by exile, we are giving the winning card to               
the dictatorship that exiled us. Then I thought about the issue in no uncertain              
terms: it's crazy, it's illogical, it can not be scientifically applied, but instead of              
moving forward, I reversed, reverted the motion and understood exile in positive            
terms. I said it in Paris and made many people smile: I said now that Videla has                 
exiled me, it's like he's given me a grant to write outside of Argentina. And my                
best to answer that exile is to give the most that I can give as a writer, and that's                   
what I'm trying to do.  

But for the exile who arrives completely broken, whether because he himself            
has suffered, even physically, before he could leave or because around him            
there is a lot of dead, disappeared, tortured, he can not be asked to begin his                
life in exile with a smile, saying "this is fine." No, because it's horribly wrong. For                
every man and woman who have kept their mind, it comes time to think about               
the new life that is beginning, it is at that moment that I urge to not fall into                  
stereotypes and say "I am a victim, I am an exile, I have been unjustly thrown                
out of my country" which gradually lead to bitterness, and to an overwhelming             
nostalgia, I urge them to – after the first traumatic shock is over – to again feel                 
a like a full man or woman.” 
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SOUTH PAREDON AND THEN …  

"Yes, because what is the good of the nostalgia of five Argentine getting             
together, grilling meat, drinking mate, listening to Susana Rinaldi , Mercedes           
Sosa or Gardel (according to taste) and indulging in nostalgia for a past that we               
want to revive? I do too, but that does not stop me the next day from waking up                  
in Paris, and getting in touch with a lot of people who are not Argentine and                
carrying out my work.  

So it is a matter that is subtle, it is not very simple and clear, not all people are                   
equally equipped in their mental or intellectual level. And a blue collar worker             
who is more limited culturally because of his status – because he wasn't able to               
study – that man is really the one who is most at risk in exile. If a worker has to                    
live in Sweden, just the language problem is kind of a death threat. And that's               
where nostalgia, Gardel, your memories and your photos become the only           
defense. And I think all of us can do a lot through publications, events,              
meetings, to make them feel they are not alone". 

CULTURAL EXILE 

"What for me is and has been traumatic, is a phenomenon in which not              
everyone thinks, and in the case of an exiled artist it's fundamental. It's what I               
would call cultural exile: it's terrible when you realize that in your own country              
there is a barrier of censorship that means, for example, that I can not publish               
more books in Argentina. Then the realization – and this is frightening for me –               
I'm in exile, but on the other hand, in my country, there are 26 million exiles in                 
relation to us. I am separated from my readers, but my readers are separated              
from me: my last book of stories in Argentina could not get published because              
there were two stories that angered the Junta. And this is not just a personal               
matter: there are 150 magnificent Uruguayan, Chilean and Argentine writers          
that cannot be published in our country. 

In Chile, starting on September 11, 1973 , a young generation was taken by the               
Junta and enrolled in fascist schools run by the military. Six years have passed              
and they have lived the critical age (between 12 and 18) under that regime,              
thousands and thousands of children and Chilean girls who, right now, believe            
in the Junta, believe the in the national security state, believe that all of us are                
traitors. They believe that Chile is a country unjustly attacked and threatened.            
It's not their fault, poor things, because in six years they have become the same               
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thing that Hitler did with the Hitler Youth, or Mussolini with the "balillas". Well,              
that is for me one of the most frightening things, and we can do nothing,               
intellectually. Because here I can tell you this, but no one will listen in Argentina,               
nobody will read it, you can publish it but unless someone carries it in their               
pocket, no one can read it there. " 
 
THE WRITER AND HIS COMMITMENT TO THE REVOLUTION 

"I keep an open mind regarding writers' work. I think there may be pure writers               
who don't introduce any political message in what they do. I think that's             
possible, and that their work could be revolutionary if it is a creative work, which               
renews, that's beautiful work. All that I demand in such cases is that the person               
making pure literature show in their personal conduct that they are not            
escapists. That if he does not include politics in his work, it is only because his                
vocation is -for example- to write a sonnet in which politics have no place. But               
he has to prove it in his conduct, in his personal responsibility, that he is bound                
to write those sonnets.  

Look, I have so much fun in writing pure literature ... Next year I'll publish a                
book, which I'm finishing, where there are one or two stories with political             
content, all the others are tales of fantasy. And I think I have the right to write                 
them, because my readers know who I am. So why should I feel compelled to               
put politics in everything I write? My literature, then, would be very bad, I am               
well aware of this. Not every man is born for action, not every man – how do I                  
say it? – has the physical skills to be involved in action. Not every man is born                 
to be a soldier of the revolution. There can be a man of interior life, a shy                 
character, which leads him to write a work that sings exclusively to the             
revolution. But I do not think you can demand an active militancy from             
everyone." 
 
VIETNAM AND THE MANAGEMENT OF INFORMATION BY IMPERIALISM 

"I think it's positive to denounce human rights violations which occur in socialist             
countries, if there's certainty of what is being denounced. Because, when it            
comes to violation of human rights in those countries I, in principle, I examine              
very carefully the record, because I know very well how information coming            
from imperialism changes and modifies things. 
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I do not forget that, for example, following the last stage of the Nicaraguan              
revolution in the Herald Tribune in Paris, you could find a discussion of how the               
Yankees prepared the American reader to be against victory (of the revolution).            
They spoke of the tyrant Somoza as the dictator, but when they spoke of the               
advancing (revolutionary) columns, it read "Marxist columns.” Every eight or          
nine paragraphs they let loose that word, so the good lady in Minnesota or              
Detroit would say: "My God, the Communists." So, when it comes to Vietnam, I              
am waiting to see García Márquez, who was there doing a survey, for him to tell                
me things. I do not trust press releases. But when in Russia and the other               
countries of the socialist orbit there are flagrant violations of human rights, I             
speak up." 
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A UNITED LATIN AMERICA: REALITY OR UTOPIA? 

"I'll say it in a sentimental way, almost like Ruben Darío: in my heart, Latin               
America exists as a unit. I am Argentine of course (and happy to be), but I'm                
mainly Latin American. I am at home in any country of Latin America, I feel local                
differences, but those are differences within the union. That's on a personal           
level. In geopolitical terms, the disastrous policy of divide and conquer, is one             
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that the Americans have applied for so long. Promoting nationalism and rivalries            
between countries to better dominate them, destroying Bolivar's dream of the           
"United States of South America" and encouraging the creation of different           
countries, proud, self-confident, and ready to make war for reasons that do not             
stand up to serious analysis; that is a reality. 

And I think one of the major duties of the political left, of revolutionary writers, is                
to try by every means to fight this chauvinism, which makes an Argentine child              
in school learn that he is much better than a Chilean or Paraguayan child.              
Indeed, in my previous visit I spoke with everyday Venezuelans and their idea             
about Colombians, their contempt, hatred, terrified me. The same, of course,           
occurs in the reverse case. It is proof that divide and conquer works, that the               
Yankees continue promoting it as it suits them and local dictatorships are happy             
to help them." 

 
THEN HE  SPOKE ABOUT  LIFE AND DEATH 

"A day in my life is always a beautiful thing, because I am very happy to be                 
alive. I have no intention of dying, I have the impression that I am immortal. I                
know I'm not, but the idea of death does not bother me, nor does it scare me. I                  
deny its existence, so that helps me to live in a way ... how do I put it? Under                   
the sun, sunny.  

I am very glad to be alive, and there is a thing that few people think of: It is a                    
wonderful miracle that we all are human beings, that we are in the top of the                
zoological scale, by purely genetic chance. Because you did not choose who            
you are. We come from a very long genetic chain and when I see a chicken or a                  
fly also born of the same genetic chain, I marvel at being a man and not a                 
chicken. I am a man, with all the good and bad that means. And I'm glad I have                  
had a conscience, seeing with it as much as a conscience can see of the               
planet. And I won't say more to you." 

 
He uttered those word after more than half an hour with us, telling us anecdotes               
and smiling, sometimes like a child. Yes, he is a human being like you and me,                
to speak he needs to move the mouth in the same way as you and I do. But he                   
is Julio Cortázar. 
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Julio Cortázar: Website 
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Elisa Lerner: “Solitude is the writer's homeland” / Photo by 
Efrén Hernández, Caracas, May 13, 2012 
 
 
 

Elisa Lerner by Efrén Hernández 

 

 

She said it once the interview had finished, while we were having tea and 
biscuits in the cozy kitchen of her Caracas apartment. “Elisa, you've just given 
me the interview title” I told her excitedly. “It's from the novel I'm writing, but you 
can borrow it” the writer, essayist, playwright, and winner of the 2000 National 
Literature Award answered smiling. 

However, we had not begun the interview - one hour before - by talking about               
her new novel, but about Julio Cortázar's compliment on her monologue “La          
mujer del periódico de la tarde” (The Afternoon Newspaper Lady, 1976): 
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“Children? No, I don't have any. My negligence, my carelessness, and my 
lack of attention have not  allowed me to have them. But now I take care of 
every wrinkle in my face as if it were a child. And what a prolific mother I 
have become! Of course, my greatest slovenliness has been turning 50. 
(…)   But lately I have been harboring a certainty that first class products, 

on a  fifty-year-old woman's face, become second class. (…)  By 
spreading some oil on my Ponds cream I feel much more nationalistic. 

(…)  For us, inflation begins after 40.  How expensive it gets at that stage 
to have a man.” 

 

 

Julio Cortázar wrote a letter praising that monologue. 

Yes, it's a letter he did not write to me but to a young woman, Susana Castillo,                
who was a professor at California University and who used to come here often              
because she wrote several books about Venezuelan theater. In 1979, she sent            
Cortázar my monologue, and he wrote back saying: “Please remember to tell            
Elisa Lerner that I loved her monologue”. I have publicly mentioned this letter             
but have never published it because it had not been addressed to me. 

At 11 you told your father you wanted to be a writer. How did you know                
what you wanted to be at such an early age? 

Because I got very good grades on writing assignments at school, I was always              
the best, and that was not easy because I had really smart, brilliant classmates              
like Marianne Khon Becker.  That is why I believe writing is a gift. 

Did you use to read a lot as a girl? 

Yes, during my holidays I would read a lot, and those were actually my              
holidays—reading. And on the other hand, I had a sister - I still have her but                
she's very sick - who is older than me, Ruth, and who was full of light. She was                  
a very important person here in Venezuela, she was Minister of Education,            
UNESCO ambassador… But to continue with the story, for me the most            
important thing is that she was full of light, of happiness for being alive, during               
all our childhood, our adolescence, as if she had been leading the way. 

Did your sister write as well? 
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No. If she had wanted to, she could have written very well, because I read an                
assignment she did in primary school about a Spanish classic, and her writing             
had such a marvelous fluency. But she chose recital because she had been             
born in Europe - I, instead, was born in Valencia and was brought here at 3. Our                 
move happened to coincide with the death of General Gómez. I found out             
about this I'm going to tell you when I read a long interview my sister gave:                
because of the fact that she arrived at Venezuela when she was 3 and a half,                
she did not have a good command of the language, and even though she was a                
gorgeous girl I suppose other girls laughed at her or bothered her in some way               
because she did not speak Spanish very well. So one day she stood up at the                
Bolívar square in Valencia and started reciting poems. She had a great talent             
for reciting poems in a special way, not with solemnity of the professional             
reciters of the time. So, thanks to my sister, I listened to the most beautiful               
poems of those times, Lorca, Antonio Machado and Rubén Darío, always           
Rubén Darío, his long poems… My sister would also recite the great South             
American poetesses, and since she had to learn every poem by heart, I was              
there listening to them once and again. So I got used to the rhythm of the                
language, of Spanish. On the other hand, my mother's native language was            
German and she had gone to high school in Czernowitz, a very important city              
which had been like the last stronghold of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and my             
father was from Nova-Solitza, a small town in the border which at some             
moments belonged to Russia but which, when he came here, belonged to            
Romania. My parents were never able to speak academic Spanish. When I            
was very little, my mother would talk and sing to me in German, for example, to                
make me drink my milk, which I did not like. But one day, she stopped talking                
and signing in German, and that happened when Nazism began. 

Did your mother renounce to her mother tongue because of the war? 

Yes, she did it out of respect for my father, who was more religious than her                
regarding Judaism. However, she did speak in German with other people, but            
not at home. So I was left with a longing, a double longing for having lost a                 
language without having learned it. On the other hand, I wanted to speak             
perfect Spanish because my parents had never been able to speak it very well.              
My mother always read Venezuelan newspapers, and my father spoke fluent           
Spanish because of the work environment, the streets, and Caracas was a very             
friendly city, open to immigrants. So there were various factors: having lost a             
language before even having learned it; thinking that I would never - this was              
unconscious - master the language with the degree of perfection other children            
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with native parents could, and at the same time, the paradox of always listening              
to the language through the poems my sister recited. 

Wasn't it distressing to want to be a writer if you thought you didn't speak               
Spanish very well? 

No, quite the opposite, it made me extremely happy, because I got very good              
grades on writing assignments at school, which gave me great confidence.           
What I did not feel confident about was what I was going to say. And it never                 
crossed my mind that I was not a rich girl and that in Venezuela it was clear that                  
only… this was a Venezuelan tradition, that when a writer belonged to a rich              
family, or if he had been successful and earned money by himself because luck              
had been on his side, then he had an open path to devote himself to writing and                 
publish. This was a problem I did not contemplate at the time. I told my parents                
“I'm going to be a writer”, and I did it the day they gave me a pair of shoes                   
which had little braids, and I thought they were the shoes of a professional              
writer. So I felt prepared to set off, with those shoes, on a long journey to                
Literature. 

In one of your chronicles, you say your father gave you a Parker pen when               
you told him you wanted to be a writer. 

Yes, but that was not at 11, when I told him for the first time, but during my                  
adolescence. 

And what did your mom say? 

My mom said nothing. My mom was the authority figure, while my dad played              
the indulgent role, the one related to affection and dreams. My mom was… I              
believe I could only think of clean sheets of paper because I had clean sheets in                
my bed, appropriate underwear as a child, order, food. 

Affection. 

A good meal is a form of affection. The things my mother provided us were very                
difficult to get in the Venezuela I was born in, which was terribly poor. For a long                 
time, I was not conscious of this situation because no one talked about it. I had                
too little contact with the girls in my school to realize that what my mother gave                
us was not that common. 

 

17 

 



INTERVIEWS    viviana marcela iriart 

 

“Actually, this thing about shoes is one of the most fascinating topics in 
democracy: it marks the boundary between left and right. Flat or low heel 

shoes  follow a left-wing line. Because low heels, or flat shoes as well,  are 
really close to the ground. Now high heel shoes, like Louis XV, for 

example  (the Beauty looks at her shoes with certain discomfort - they are 
Louis XV), bend rightward. They are farther away from reality, from the 
ground. (…) But the most  political thing is going  to the zoo. I met an 

activist who invited me to go one Sunday to a zoo  that had been 
sponsored by Pro Venezuela: all the animals in the zoo were from our 

country.  The universal constant does not prevail there.  
Anyway, it was really nice: there were monkeys and leaders alike.”     

Una entrevista de prensa o La Bella de Inteligencia   
(A Newspaper Interview or The Intelligent Beauty),  Elisa Lerner , 1960 

 

 

Were you shy? 

Oh no, I was not shy. 

Was your lack of contact with the other girls due to the fact that there was                
Antisemitism? 

Not at all! We were the most popular ones, Marianne and me, who studied in               
the same class, and Dita, her younger sister, who was extremely popular            
because she had an overwhelming personality, she was very pleasant, very           
humorous, she had a great vitality, and she was very sympathetic and            
generous. 

Like today. 

Like today, of course. Let me tell you an anecdote about Dita (Kohn de Cohen ).               
We received the newspaper El Nacional , which was a very important          
newspaper - and it still is-, a very literary newspaper, full of hope, because it               
had been founded by people who had opposed the dictatorship of Juan Vicente             
Gómez. And these were times in which there was a great battle underway             
against Nazism, and it was believed that Venezuela was going to deepen            
democracy. These were times in which there was an ideological frenzy around            
the world.  El Nacional  was in favor of the Spanish Republic, so there were also              
articles from Spanish exiles who were living here. Together with books, this            
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newspaper greatly encouraged me to believe that someday I might be able to             
write in a newspaper. There was a young writer there, Ida, who wrote such              
beautiful interviews. 

The poet Ida Gramcko? 

Yes. So I would read Ida's interviews and say: Well, perhaps one day I might               
have the chance to write… Of course this was something I only said to myself               
and very hesitantly because I did not tell anyone that I wanted to be a writer. I                 
had told my father, and he had smiled and thought this was only a little girl's                
dream. 

And what's the anecdote? 

Every Sunday I would receive the newspaper, which was brought by a town             
crier. In downtown houses, where we lived, there was a hall, and at first light he                
would leave the newspaper there. Every Sunday, the newspaper included the           
Literary Paper which often contained an Ida Gramcko interview in the center            
page. One day, when I was about 11 years old, I arrived at school crying my                
eyes out. Dita asked me why I was crying so loudly and I told her the reason                 
was that I hadn't been able to read Ida's interview because the town crier had               
not brought the newspaper. The next day, Dita took her newspaper to school             
and gave it to me as a gift… And she was collecting them too! 

Have you had the chance to meet Ida Gramcko? 

Yes, with time, I became almost a part of her family, because Ida wrote in La               
gruta venidera , a book Elizabeth Schön published when I was coming out of          
adolescence. I was so fascinated with that book that once I came across her              
while walking on Bolívar square - she was with Silva Estrada - and I told her,                
and Elizabeth Schön, even though we were not friends, gave it to me as a gift.               
That book, as well as Ida's interviews and poems, meant very much to me. She               
has been a great influence. 

More than Ida? Or in a different way? 

In a different way. She was very important to help me get to write my first                
piece, “La bella de inteligencia”, but more than that, she was a great friend, a               
great advisor, she was like a young aunt or an older sister, older than my sister                
Ruth. She was a very sensitive, sensible, protective, moderate woman. When I            
saw Queen Sofía of Spain, her blissful smile, she strongly reminded me of             
Elizabeth, because she had the manners of a natural queen in her garden at              
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Los Rosales. I don't know how she could manage - I think she didn't even finish                
primary school, though she did some Philosophy courses - to acquire such            
wisdom in life, such a remarkable diplomacy. She never complained nor argued            
about trivial things, and I say it because it's true. Ida was also a very discreet                
woman, but she was more impetuous regarding her moods. 

How did you meet Ida? 

During my childhood, when I was a little girl of about 11 or 10 years old, I went                  
with my parents to an Israeli Ashkenazi Union event to honor León Felipe, the              
Spanish poet. I had no idea what was going on, because he was reciting his               
poems and I saw everybody was crying. He was saying that it was like the               
same exile and that he - because of the fact that he was called León Felipe -                 
had also been part of the Jewish exile. There I saw that men who were tough                
businessmen during the day now had tears in their eyes. And when the             
ceremony - which was held in a house - was over, I saw Ida Gramcko in the                 
dining room. I recognized her because I'd seen her in the newspaper, so I              
asked for an autograph. She gave it to me, but I felt like a great coldness, a                 
certain arrogance… She made no attempt to establish a connection with that            
little girl who admired her. 

What happened then? 

After that I found her during my adolescence when she arrived at the Soviet              
Union, where she was named chargé d'affaires at the embassy when she was             
very young. These were her glory days, the 40's and 50's were her days of               
splendor. The problem was that we were under a dictatorship. I went to the              
Venezuelan-French Center, often with Román Chalbaud but sometimes alone         
because it was close to my house… well, not that close, because I lived in the                
upper part of San Bernardino. Anyway, I was a teenager and I took the bus and                
walked to Los Caobos, and Caracas was a safe city, a smaller city, and there I                
would find Ida. I started a dialog with her, I told her I kept her articles, and she                  
said that was tacky or something like that. But after that, a sort of implicit               
friendship began to emerge, and when she published Poemas  (Poems) - that          
amazing, famous book of hers - I came across her one day on a bus in San                 
Bernardino, because she lived in the lower part, and she offered me her book.              
Unfortunately, I foolishly told her a friend had already given it to me, and she               
was fascinated because I was delighted with her book. 
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“Death endures all indiscretions, all details.  
That is her way of longing, once again, for life.” 

La envidia o la añoranza de los mesoneros   
(The Envy or the Longing of the Waiters),  Elisa Lerner , 1974 

 

 

Why do you say that Elizabeth Schön was you theatrical influence? 

Because she wrote La  Gruta venidera , which was a book I really liked, and then           
she wrote Intervalo , which is a theatrical piece and she read some extracts to            
me and I believe this… I also read Beckett of course. I was also influenced by                
the fact that I did not know, when I wrote La Bella de Inteligencia , that I had               
written a theatrical piece. I had just graduated from Law School. I'd never had a               
great vocation, but I thought that if I studied Arts… the School of Arts did not                
have the prestige Law School had when I started studying. I felt my thing was               
not teaching but writing, and I was right - I don't like teaching. I know that                
sometimes when I speak, I can experience things that only happen to me when              
I write, but it may also happen that, when I'm speaking, I may mistakenly              
believe I am writing, I may betray myself in some way. 

Have you been able to live off literature? 

No one lives off literature. In a country like Venezuela, at least, that is very               
difficult. However, I can say that during some time my theatrical pieces,            
especially Vida con Mamá  (Life with Mother), which was fairly successful, did          
produce some money, and I got payed for my articles. But of course I must               
recognize that I'm a writer from the periphery, that I'm a writer from these parts. 

And how did you manage to live and keep writing in these parts? 

Well, I did many things. My first job was in a magazine, but they payed me very                 
little, so my mother got fed up and asked me to quit. My sister got upset                
because I had quit but I did not stay. After that, I had an unpaid job at the Casa                   
de Observación, which was directed by Dr. Renée Hartman. This helped me a             
lot because I was able to go to the United States with a modest grant. I also                 
wrote for Radio Nacional, though I lost that job after being away for a year, and I                 
gave half of what I earned to my mom, who had become a widow. I worked for                 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and in Madrid I was Cultural Counselor.            
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Throughout my life, there were times I had more luck, times I had little luck, but                
I've always had to work. 

Was it easy to get your plays mounted? 

It was very easy to get my first piece mounted, and they mounted it several               
times. What was difficult was to get  El vasto silencio de           
Manhattan  (Manhattan’s Vast Silence) mounted. This was a play no one wanted           
to mount in Venezuela - Argentinians liked it but Venezuelans did not, they said              
there were too many characters. I remember Cipe Lincovsky talked a lot          
with Carlos Giménez to get him to mount the piece with her, but Carlos was a              
bit complicated, he had many engagements and apparently he was enchanted           
by the play but in the end he did not mount it, though he did monitor the setup                  
of Vida con Mamá , which I could not see because I lived in Spain. Finally, after               
many years, the piece was mounted by Gustavo Tambascio, with whom I have            
a beautiful friendship because later on he went to Spain, while I was living              
there, and with his sister too, who has already died unfortunately - she was a               
great friend. 

 

“Like José Balza said, the mother and the daughter in Vida con 
Mamá  are both me.” 

 

“ Daughter:  
I went to a party where Billo's Happy Boys were performing.  

People were gobbling down a lot of Russian salad. 
 

Mother :  

A pure thirst for knowledge.  
Stalin, Marxism. 

(…) 
Mother:  

Perhaps there's a political refugee coming. 
(Intermittent shots are heard). 

 
Daughter :  

I hear shots. The city policy once again. 
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Mother:  

It's the gate of the building. When it opens, it sounds like a shot.  
The refugee should already be here! 

 
Daughter :  

I can still hear shots. At night, in the street,  
there are more policemen than prostitutes. It won't be long till the guys 

that slept with the whores have to do it with the policemen. 
(…) 

Mother :  
These mailmen were like honorable literary critics:  

they commented on the letters they brought, as if they had read them. ” 
 

Vida con Mamá ,  Elisa Lerner , 1975 

 

 

Has your mother seen Vida con Mamá ? 

She has, yes. She was delighted.  My mother was so happy when my plays              
were being mounted that there was a change in her, a great closeness, though              
she used to buy me the Billiken magazine when I was a child, but there was an                
immense affection from the moment she saw how my plays were mounted. 

Some people think that Vida con Mamá  is your life. 

Not at all. As you know, a theatrical piece or a book may produce admiration but                
also a certain anomalous form of admiration which is gossip and envy. If that              
were my life, I wouldn't have been able to go to Spain, I wouldn't have been                
able to keep on writing, I wouldn't be able to live alone in an apartment nor fight                 
against an awful disease such as blindness - a problem that started when I was               
very young. But actually, that is not a problem - a problem would have been               
marrying a Venezuelan man and having to work like mad and not being able to               
continue writing. I also had the luck of having met, since my high school days,               
very pleasant people, poets, who told me - even my teacher Dr. Caldera - that I              
was a writer. Dr. Velásquez too. Always. I wanted to work in culture. During my             
years at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in Caracas, I worked with Eugenio            
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Montejo, our famous poet, in a magazine that was published abroad, and I also            
worked in Radio Nacional. I wouldn't have been able to write if I had married.               
Do you know what would have been terrible for me? Having to take care of two                
or three children, to teach or to be a lawyer at a ministry or a lawyer's office, for                  
which I had no special talent nor vocation, and, on top of that, having three Bar                
Mitzvahs a week and a wedding every Saturday. When would I think? When             
would I write? 

Weren't your mother and father worried that you did not want to marry? 

Well, the truth is that in the end my mother was no longer worried. She finally                
understood that my thing was writing and that I was very particular.  If I had               
found a man who supported me as a writer, like Virginia Woolf, who had a               
husband that even accepted her alleged lesbian adventures - though this is not             
my case because I'm not a lesbian - that would have been great. I have always               
liked men but not to the point of sacrificing my writing, not as an unhealthy               
passion. 

Are you religious? 

Jewish heritage is very present in me but it is expressed through my writing. I               
don't talk much. 

 

“At times writing is like a vessel that is getting away from us…  
A victorious bottle of wine that shatters into pieces and does not stain  
tablecloths but something more arduous and intense with which we are 

born.”  
 

El país odontológico  (Dental Country),  Elisa Lerner , 1966 

 

 

Are you writing anything at the moment? 

Yes, I'm writing something. 

What's the genre? 
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I don't know what the genre is, as you know now genres… (Hesitates whether              
to tell or not ). It's prose. 

When will you be able to show it to the public? 

No, I don't know that because I don't know when I will be able to finish it, given                  
that last year my health was very poor and this year… I hope I can finish it. I                  
had been working on this for several years when I realized that I had largely               
failed, that during those years I had not achieved like the smoothness, you             
know, as if you put on some cream on your face when that was not the                
appropriate treatment. 

Do you write every day or only when you feel inspired? 

No, I write when life allows me to, because there are many things that              
sometimes get in the way. 

Did your life change when you won the National Literature Award? 

Not at all. 

Didn't that open any doors to publish more, or mount more plays? 

No, I don't think so. Though Blanca Pantin reedited Carriel  for the third time,           
and I practically rewrote the book from its first edition, which had a really nice               
prologue by Ramón J. Velásquez. I mounted Ávila, directed by Alexis Márquez,            
he published a chronicle book I had written, and then I published a small story               
book that I had written in Madrid, Homenaje a la Estrella  (Homage to the            
Star), and the novel De muerte lenta  (With a Slow Death), which I finished in           
2005 but was released in early 2007. However, I don't think any of these had               
anything to do with the fact that I had won the prize. 

Which genre are you most identified with? 

Well, I'm going to tell you what Carmen Ruiz Barrionuevo says about me. She            
holds the Ramos Sucre chair at Salamanca University - an absolutely wise,            
humane and charming woman. She wrote an essay saying that mine is a plural              
siege on literature that goes beyond genres. People don't know that when I was              
16 years old I wrote several prose poems - not many, about three - and one of                 
them was published in El Heraldo , which was a very prestigious newspaper at           
the moment. When I was between 16 and 23 I wrote a story book but it got lost                  
along the way. I started to write chronicles and plays, and I had a novel set in                 
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New York. When I met Emir Rodríguez Monegal he got interested in the novel,              
and I read some chapters to him and he told me there was a wonderful novel                
there. But I made the mistake of reading it to another person - because that               
comment was a disproportionate compliment coming from Rodríguez Monegal -          
and the answer was not good, so I got discouraged, I did not continue with the                
book, and that turned me away from narrative. Later, perhaps due to my             
mother's death, the sickness, the changes in the country, I turned towards            
narrative again. I have published a short story book and a novel. Not long ago I                
published a chronicle about a teenage memory of when I met Ruiz Pineda by            
chance at my sister's house. He was a leader, a man who had had to make                
many sacrifices due to the Pérez Jiménez dictatorship, a real treasure full of             
nobleness, and that chronicle had a great impact. But right now I'm writing this              
book which you could say is a novel, a story, a memory simulation, I don't know                
what it is. 

And you don't want to reveal anything. 

The thing is that I cannot reveal anything because I can't even say if I'll get to                 
finish it. I see that what came before does not flow the way I wanted, anyway, I                 
feel very insecure. And you know that revealing too much in advance… 

Is never good. 

Well, I had a bad experience with my first novel, which was left unfinished. 

You were arrested during the Pérez Jiménez dictatorship. 

Yes, but that was almost by accident. The one who really confronted            
dictatorship was my sister Ruth and my brother in law, who died in December.              
What happened to me was accidental. I had received some letters that were             
regarded as a serious offense by the regime, because one of our friends, who              
became desperate in his fight against Pérez Jiménez, did not take into account             
that my house was being watched closely. Dr. Ramón J. Velásquez always told             
me: You can express your opinions but do not get into trouble because your             
mother is not well , and my father was ill - he died soon after that- and Ruth was                 
abroad. But without even realizing it, I got into trouble, one of those crazy things               
you do when you're young, but it was an awful experience. 

Were you in jail? 

Oh no! Estrada… I don't know how I was able to talk to Estrada with such ease. 

26 

 

http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leonardo_Ruiz_Pineda
http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marcos_P%C3%A9rez_Jim%C3%A9nez
http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pedro_Estrada


INTERVIEWS    viviana marcela iriart 

 

You were questioned by Pedro Estrada?! (The feared, bloodthirsty Chief          
of National Security) 

Yes, and when I saw the interrogation would be with Estrada, I told myself:              
Nothing is going to happen. 

Why? 

I don't know why I had that feeling. I knew that they had been watching the                
house for a long time, I felt that something happened with the phone, that some               
guys were following me. It was horrible, really horrible, and the night before, I              
could not sleep. It was terrible. And Estrada told me: Why does a pretty girl from               
a Jewish family mix with these people from the Democratic Action. These are             
thieves, they have no care for you, how can you get involved in this?  And I had                
a book from a friend of mine, from the Sardio magazine group where I started               
writing, Adriano González León, which was called Las Hoguerasmásaltas (The         
Biggest Bonfires), and with that name and the cover, which was somewhat            
orange, you might be led to believe it was a Communist book. So he told               
me: What do you think about Adriano, the writer?  And I said: Well, who is going              
to talk about the freeways? And I'm planning to be a writer. What do you think                
Mr. Estrada? And the dialog went on like this. 

And they let you go? 

They let me go. 

And they never bothered you again? 

They used to annoy me a lot on the phone, especially at night. But fortunately               
they arrested me in July 1957 and they fell in January 1958. 

Weren't you terrified after that? 

I was terrified, yes, but only for some time. I did not go out much, and I did not                   
sit for all subjects that year. I had received those letters because it was hard to                
say no, because the situation in the country was difficult and because when             
you're young you don't consider the consequences, you don't make calculations           
because you think you have all the time in the world. 

And now, when you look at this regime, do you make calculations? 

The thing is that I have experienced it in a different way. 
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How do you feel about this reality? 

In this reality, what I have had to deal with is my sister's illness. 

And what about the political situation? 

Look… There's not much I can tell you. When they gave me the National              
Award, I did have the honor that two of the members of the jury were Eugenio               
Montejo, one of our greatest poets, and Salvador Garmendia, one of our           
greatest prose writers, who both died soon after that, so it is a very significant               
National Award for me. But look, about that… I would prefer that people read              
what I write. 

 

 

 

“What a strange day that deprives me of the city bridges when the  
trees of spring have not yet woken the sky!”  

El vasto silencio de Manhattan , Elisa Lerner, 1963-64 

 

 

 

 

© viviana marcela iriart  

 Translation by  ©Luciana Valente 

Elisa Lerner: Website 

All extracts are taken from the book:  

Teatro (Theater). Elisa Lerner. Ediciones Angria, 2004 
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Susy Dembo: Experimentation without limits, Caracas, July 
2000 
 

 

 

 
 

 
"And, somehow, when you return to where you were born, there’s 

something, a smell, a sense, even if it was as bad as the Holocaust, 
that makes you feel that you belong to that place. I remembered the 

good and the bad things, but I liked the city.  " 
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KUAN YIN  diosa de la misericordia  © Susy Dembo  
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Susy Dembo, girl, in the ship Orbita, 1939: "Finally safe from the war" she wrote. 
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Susy Dembo, a Venezuelan artist born in Vienna, is part of that small             
constellation of stars within plastic arts that has transcended the borders of            
Venezuela, receiving awards such as the International Award for the Art of            
Incision  in Biella, Italy. 

Her second individual exhibition took place in Madrid in 1966 and since that             
moment, her art hasn’t stopped circling the world: exhibitions in Paris, New            
York, Washington, Berlin, Vienna, Rome, Tel Aviv, Cairo, Puerto Rico, Río de            
Janeiro, Bogota, Cali, Poland, England, Yugoslavia, Switzerland ... and of          
course Venezuela. 

Proudly representing her adoptive country, she participated in biennials and          
exhibitions in Switzerland, England, Germany, France, Poland, Colombia,        
Puerto Rico. Susy Dembo, the multifaceted artist, never rests. In 2004, she            
published her memoirs book "Golem of Prague", a wonderful story of a woman             
that experienced human bestiality as a child but never lost her capacity to love. 

Her heart, tired from so much effort but full of youth and wishes, sometimes              
asks for a break and that is the only reason why she hardly made any individual                
exhibitions in recent years. But while resting, she doesn’t stop creating or            
learning new techniques of creating prints, painting and collage. Her new           
paintings, which appear along with this interview, are expected to be soon            
hanging in a gallery. 

Susy ‘s public is also looking forward to it. Eagerly. 

At five years old, Susy Dembo had to leave her native Austria, due to the rise of               
Nazism, which took away her country and nationality.  She arrived in Bolivia, a             
country she loves because it gave her back her humanity. She lived there until              
adolescence, and then she settled in Venezuela and integrated so fully that            
while listening to her talk, it is impossible to think that she is not from Caracas.                
That ability to assimilate accents and cultures is reflected in her work and her              
life. In Susy, the drama that split her childhood doesn’t show; she is cheerful,              
restless, curious. Her work also has these qualities, combined with a touch of             
magic and mystery. 

Susy Dembo started painting in 1960. Two years later she ventured into            
enamel. In 1972 she began to make prints, and in 1988 she started working              
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with glass. Her work, however, is  one, and perhaps the secret is that everything              
is done with the same passion and talent. 

 

A sunny morning, under the watchful eyes of her last paintings, we chatted at              
her workshop in Prados del Este in Caracas, drinking Tibetan tea and eating             
delicious Venezuelan cheeses. 
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Susy, how did you get started? 

I started painting rocks in the sea, like all crazy girls at the club Puerto Azul. The                 
stones were very beautiful while rough at the same time, so I looked for a               
workshop of art with enamel and found that of Francisco Porras; there I studied  

when I had money and when I didn’t, I studied at the Free Art Workshop. I was                 
a good enameler and my work with enamel was liked very much. But then,              
impatience led me in 1971, to study engraving at the University Simón Bolívar             
and with Nena Palacios. I also studied with Luis Chacón and many years later              
with Candido Millán, I learned glass techniques. But printing pretty much took            
almost fifteen years of my life. 

 Studying it or working on it? 

Both, because you can’t make prints without studying, since it is a perfect             
chemistry technique. If you want absolute neatness and perfection, which took           
me a lot to acquire, you have to do it by the book: with a press, an engraving                  
table, all the tools, water to soak in a tub, blotting paper and everything else.               
That takes a lot of time. 

Fifteen years dedicated to prints, where you gained great recognition.          
How was your transition to painting? 

Actually, I always painted. I studied with Francisco and Pilar Aranda, my            
Spanish professors, and then I painted still life because I didn’t have any             
knowledge to do anything else. They told me that still life wasn’t enough; they              
saw the human figure in me. But I would not venture into this area, because it                
was very difficult and I did not want to risk it. So I continued with enamel and                 
still life, landscapes of Ávila. But then I dedicated myself entirely to printing and              
I no longer painted, nor enameled. 

You fell in love with printing. 

Yes, because it's alchemical, it’s magical, it’s dark and you have to work hard in               
order to reach satisfaction and for me, it’s always very mysterious. It's like             
working at a workshop in the sixteenth century. 

But you returned to painting by creating spectacular golden women,          
adorned with stones and other elements that you exhibited in 1995 at the             
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French Alliance of Caracas creating great impact. Where do these women           
come from? 

From a trip I made to Egypt in 1990. Before leaving, I was already working with                
gold colors, but while I was there and saw flat figures, those staring women,              
those watchful pharaohs, I became fascinated and started painting these          
women. Egypt inspired me, gave me the color, the frontal part of painting,             
because in Egypt, figures are placed sideways and I loved that, so then I bought               
paintings, stones there and worked not only in paintings but also doing many             
prints. And in 1998 I had the pleasure to exhibit them at the Print Biennial in                
Cairo. 

And I read in the reviews that you had great success. 

Yes, it was a very exciting moment in my life. It was the same with the paintings                 
because this type of work had never been seen in Caracas before.  I’m not              
saying, of course, that I invented them, that no one had painted something like              
this but these women came from within, they were not copies of the Egyptian              
figures, they were just an inspiration and when I showed them, people were             
amazed because it was a different type of painting. Some of the paintings had              
light that spun when illuminated. I thought I would to sell many, but it wasn’t so.                
 The Ambassador of France, the Cultural Attaché, the Director of the Alliance            
kindly purchased one painting, and sold two or three more paintings. So I             
brought the rest of the paintings to my workshop and the day I had finished               
packing them for storage, I received a call from a collector and he bought the               
entire collection, fifteen paintings, a week after the exhibition had finished. 

It was your highest point as a painter; the successful  printer was also an              
exceptional painter. 

But I did not feel comfortable with my technique. I acquired assurance after             
1999, when for health reasons I had to stay in New York for seven weeks. Then                
I found the shop of a teacher from MOMA, which rents space for working artists               
and there I started to improve quickly with my painting skills, I noticed my              
improvement every day because I painted with pleasure every day, eight to ten             
hours. The atmosphere there is very rewarding; there are many artists, some            
very renowned and nude models. Since then, every year I go to New York and               
spend two months painting at the workshop. The teacher passes beside you            
and may make a comment, either you accept it or not. 
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What are you working on now? 

In a new series. I have twelve or thirteen paintings for the next exhibition and               
I’m very excited about this series. 

Where did the inspiration come from? 

I always walk down the street with a notebook in hand. When something gets              
my attention I write it down and once I get home, I start to paint from that                 
impression. 

In 1995 you had your first solo exhibition in Vienna, invited by the             
Austrian government, which also gave you back your nationality. How did           
you feel having an exposition in your home country after being expelled            
from there by the Nazis? 

Very happy. I am Jewish and the Austrian government decided to honor Jewish             
Austrian artists whom had not be taken to concentration camps, but had to             
leave Austria. It was a wonderful experience; people from schools came to ask             
me how I did the prints, I was treated very well and sold everything. And               
somehow when you return to where you were born, there is something, a smell,              
a sense, even if it was bad like the Holocaust, it makes you feel that you belong                 
to that site. I remembered good and bad things, but I liked the city. They are                
esoteric, the new generation is new age, they are wonderful, creative youths            
and concerned about human rights. 

You made peace with your country of origin. 

I can’t forget. But I do not mind anymore. I have no anger. I don’t forget what                 
they did to me, but I feel good there. And they understand that I can’t forget. I                 
like music, art, their conversation. Now, when I see the concentration camps I             
don’t like them. 

You lived in Bolivia from seven to fourteen, what do you remember of that              
time? 

It was beautiful because I imagine it's like living in Tibet, isolated by the altitude.               
We were very poor and perhaps because of that, we so appreciated everything             
that Bolivia gave to us, which was also a very poor country but had, like               
Venezuela, an amazing natural beauty and a breathtaking change of          
atmosphere. There was enough food, there was the cinema every week, but if             
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you ask me how were my clothes, my answer would be humble, but my house              
was beautiful because my father wanted to live well. 

There I started my relationship with painters, but I didn’t paint; I danced tap and               
danced with the cholas , I liked indigenous music. My father and I used to go to                
the top of the mountain with the Indians (men and women), and sometimes we              
found archaeological pieces, but they were not looking for that, they went on a              
spiritual quest that at the time I did not understand. But I loved entering the               
houses of the indians and there never was a difference between them and us,              
despite our blonde hair and blue eyes. 

Susy, have you ever thought of creating a foundation that carries your            
name to preserve your work? 

No, that would be for my daughters to do, if they want to. What I want is to give                   
my pieces to a foundation, but I'll wait until the Venezuelan crisis is over,              
because during a crisis, you become very sentimental and suddenly you give            
things to people that don’t know how to receive them. I want to donate all the                
tools to make prints, enamel kilns, glass furnaces, paintings, work material, for            
boys and girls from Venezuela that have no money to buy them. 

How are you feeling right now with your artistic career? 

Right now I feel this will be the best moment of my life. Painting isn’t easy, but                 
my pieces are flowing and I love what I do, I can spend hours here. 

Does a piece require a specific amount of time? 

Not for me. This one (points to a picture) took me three weeks. This other one                
(points to another picture) took me five years and I never finished it. But              
yesterday I saw the woman's eyes and felt that now I can finish it. I finish one                 
painting and immediately start another. But I can’t paint two pictures at the             
same time. 

Did you ever imagine you'd receive so much recognition for your work? 

No. I did it because I loved it, but I never looked toward the future. I went day to                   
day. Until I had the opportunity to make my first exhibition. From that moment I               
never stopped. I am very happy with the recognition and I have a saying: An               
award is an award. It doesn’t matter if it's the first or third. 

Are you proud of what you have accomplished? 
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I feel I could have done more.  I should have worked more and that’s what I'm                
doing now. Now I want to learn more about computers, working with Photo             
Shop to incorporate it into my paintings. I am also studying mythology and             
alchemy. 

You are still hungry for knowledge. 

I always am interested in everything. 

That's what keeps you so young. 

I'd say that's the only way ... to grow old well. 

 

 

Susy Dembo laughs and her little eyes sparkle like a happy child, her face lights               
up like a teenager. So I think of her joy of living and her desire to continue                 
learning will never allow her to become old. No, Susy, you'll never be old.              
Although your walk becomes slower due to illness, old age will never reach you.              
Years will pass by, though, to the delight of everyone who has had the privilege               
to meet you. 

 

 

© viviana marcela iriart 

Translated from Spanish by  

©Gabriel Santamaría. Contact:  nuevomun@aim.com  

Susy Dembo: Website 

 

Thank you very much, Gabriel Santamaría, for your loving help. 
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Exhibitions 

 

 

 

 

Central Park, New York,  1980 
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Solo Exhibitions 

 

 

1965 Gallery El Muro, Caracas, Venezuela. 

1966 Gallery El Bosco, Madrid, Spain. 

1968 Gallery and Tourism Office, of Venezuela New York. USA. 

1973 Gallery Maison Bernard, Caracas, Venezuela. 

1975 Gallery Maison Bernard, Caracas, Venezuela. 

1977 Gallery Cruz del Sur, Caracas, Venezuela. 

1979 Gallery Durban, Barquisimeto, Venezuela. 

1980 Gallery at the New York Consulate, USA. 
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1982 Gallery Venezuela and Museum of Contemporary Art, Bogotá, Colombia. 

1983 Portraits of Bolívar. Museo de Bellas Artes, Caracas, Venezuela. 

1988 The Occult in Art. Siete Siete Gallery, Caracas, Venezuela. 

1989 Gravura. Venezuela Gallery, Gallery Botaforo. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 

1991 Museum of the Americas. Tracing the Other OAS. Washington DC 

1995 Wie Weit Ist Wien. Junge Kunst Werkstart Gallery Prieler Hoschek, 
             March, Vienna, Austria. 
 
1995 Behind the Magic Screen of Light, Caracas, Venezuela. 

2004 Publishes the "Golem of Prague" Bookstore Buscón. Caracas, Venezuela 

2011 Gallery Durbán: “Susy Dembo Prints and Painting ", Caracas. 

2013 Museum Kern: "Susy Dembo and the Mysteries of Print", Caracas. 
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Group Exhibitions 

 

 

1960-1965 Official Hall of the Museum of Fine Arts, Caracas, Venezuela. 

1965 Gallery El Techo de la  Ballena, Caracas, Venezuela. 

1972-1983 Hall Michelena. Valencia, Venezuela. 

1977 Fourth Gallery. Rome, Italy. 

1979 Hall of Fire Arts, Valencia. Venezuela. 

1979 Gallery Nuevo Espacio. Maracaibo, Venezuela. 
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1979 AVAP Exhibition, Caracas, Venezuela. 

1985 Graph of Venezuela. Library of the Museum of Modern Art. Nueva York. 

1987 Graph of Venezuela. Embassy of Venezuela in Paris, France. 

1987 Graph of Venezuela, Tel-Aviv, Israel. 

1989 Print Biennial, San Juan de Puerto Rico, Puerto Rico. 

1992 Biennial prints of Barquisimeto, Venezuela. 

1995 Biennial in San Juan, Puerto Rico. 

1995-2000 Various group exhibitions of graphics. 

1998 CAF.  Latin America in a Footprint Andean Development Corporation. 
                      Caracas, Venezuela 
 
2000 Masks for a smile. Israelite Union of Caracas. 

2003 First Exhibition of Hebraic Art. Auction. Caracas 

2004 Hebraic Art Hall. Auction. Caracas 

2003 Auction in aid of Cancer Research. Canadian Embassy. 
                       Caracas 
 
2004 Auction in aid of Cancer Research. Canadian Embassy. 
                       Caracas 
 
2004 Exhibition of engraving. Mexican Cultural Office. Washington DC 

2004 Exhibition of miniatures TAGA Caracas, Venezuela 

2004 Humboldt Association. Ist Weit Wie Wien. Caracas, Venezuela 

2006 Center of Fine Arts. Printmaking Collective. Maracaibo, Venezuela 

2006 Hebraic Art Hall. Caracas, Venezuela 

2008 Hebraic Art Hall. Caracas, Venezuela 
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Represented Venezuela in 

Lo que amo  © Susy Dembo 

 

 

1977 First National Exhibition of Prints, Maracaibo, Venezuela. 

1977 Latin American Print Biennial, Maracaibo, Venezuela. 

1978 August Hall, Museum of Colombian Contemporary Art in Bogotá, 
             Colombia. 
 
1979 Venezuela at UNESCO, Paris, France. 

1979 Graphic Biennial 1979, Poland. 
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1981 Fifth Latin American Print Biennial, San Juan, Puerto Rico. 

1981 Fourth Biennial of Graphic Arts, Cali, Colombia. 

1982 World Print Show, Bedford. Yorkshire, England. 

1982 Second Biennial of Latin American Engraving Arts, Maracaibo, Venezuela. 

1983 Sixth Print Biennial , San Juan, Puerto Rico. 

1983 Fifteenth International Biennial of Graphic Art, Ljubljana, Yugoslavia. 

1984 Intergraphic, Berlin, Germany. 

1985 Tenth International Triennial of Graphic Painting, Grenchen, Switzerland. 

1985 Artists for Venezuela. Amnesty International. Text of Martin Luther King, 
Jr. 

1985 VII Biennial of San Juan. Latin American and Caribbean Engraving, San 
Juan, Puerto Rico. 

 

 Zagreb 
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Interview beneath the missiles to Nava Semel: And the Rat 
Laughed  with Jane Fonda / Tel Aviv, 14-20 November 2012 / 
Photos courtesy of Nava Semel 
 

 

  

                                                Jane Fonda                   Nava Semel / Internet 

 

 

Because the famous actress and activist, Oscar winning, was moved      
while reading a paragraph from the most successful book by award-winning         
Israeli writer Nava Semel at the closing ceremony of a historic event: The           
first International Symposium on Sexual Violence during The       
Holocaust, organized by the foundation created by Steven Spielberg, USC        
Shoah Foundation - The Institute for Visual History and Education -          
and Remember the Women Institute the past 8th November in LA.  
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“I wish the fighting will end soon. For the sake of all innocent people 
–  both Israelis and Palestinians” 

 
 
 

 
I am shocked. This is the first time I have ever interviewed someone while their               
country is under attack by hundreds of terrorist missiles, and the rest of the              
world remains silent because those missiles are only aiming at killing Jews.            
Someone whose country is at war.  

Yet, Nava never complained. Not a single condemnation nor lament came out            
of her lips. She responded cordially to my emails, without mentioning the terrible             
situation she was living.  
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I never dared to ask how she was until a missile fell in Tel Aviv, her hometown.                 
And then Nava answered me with the same strength and warmth from her             
previous emails (and that moved me and made me admire her): “We’re fine.             
Thank you for your concern.” 

 

Even when she told me, because I asked her, that her son was called to the                
reserve the following day, she did not condemn her aggressors: she was only             
thankful her son wouldn’t be at the battlefront. 

And I don’t know why I imagined that after writing me those reassuring letters,              
almost always at night, Nava would look for a quiet corner, barely place her              
forehead against the wall, and turning her back to the war, a couple of tears               
would roll down her face, silently, the only silence that the missiles soaring her              
sky let her: an inner silence. 

And it is night-time here as I write; the sky is starry, the moon swells and frogs                 
croak asking for rain as the summer approaches and heat rises. Only a             
commercial flight soars the sky, and it is just one during the whole night. It’s the                
countryside here. It’s still and peaceful here. 

And then I think about Nava’s sky violated by hundreds of terrorist missiles. I              
think about Nava’s night terrorized by the sound of sirens. I think about Nava’s              
stars desperate because of the fire. I think about Nava’s moon hidden by fear.              
And I think about Nava, who is all the women and men, and everyone’s              
childhood and youth, locked in an air-raid shelter, with her eyes wide open,             
unable to sleep when death comes falling from the sky, and I cry.   
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" We had to become our parents' protectors against the 
 dangers of memory."  

 

 

 

Nava Semel with her mother Mimi Artzi who survived Auschwitz 
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Nava, Jane Fonda was so shocked by your novel that while reading it – 
journalist Daniel Weizmanntells –: “she looked at the ceiling and with her 
characteristic, pleading voice she said:  “How to tell the story ?”  

How do you feel about this acknowledgment? It’s Jane Fonda! How do 
you feel about the fact that your novel was chosen to close this historic 
event?  

I'm deeply moved and honored. I feel that a circle is finally closed. In June 1980                
Jane Fonda visited Israel as a guest of the Haifa Theatre . She was invited to              
launch a theatre educational program in a poor neighborhood. My          
husband Noam Semel was the Director General of the Haifa Theatre at the           
time. He hosted Ms. Fonda during her stay in Israel. One day I was asked to                
accompany Ms. Fonda on a car ride from Tel Aviv to Haifa. I was young than                
and very shy, so at first I refused, but my husband insisted. Along the way Ms.                
Fonda began questioning me about the scar of the Holocaust in my family. It              
was as if she somehow sensed it. She told me about her friend in LA whose                
memories suddenly came back. Suddenly, my heart opened. I was          
overwhelmed because I never spoke about my sad childhood and the term            
"Second Generation" did not exist yet. 

I opened up to Ms. Fonda as I never did before, and for the first time in my life                   
the words "I'm a daughter of a Holocaust survivor", came out of my lips. This               
experience was so deep, 4 years later I wrote the story "One ride with Fonda".               
published in 1985 in my collection "Hat of Glass", the first Israeli book in prose              
to address the issue of Second Generation.  

I always felt that Jane Fonda found the mysterious key to my hidden scar and 
helped me come out of my dark emotional pit.  

Now, twenty five years later our paths are crossing again. 

Were you there? 

I'm so sorry I missed this event. I had just come back from a 10 days book tour 
in Italy a few days earlier, so I was too exhausted and could not travel again. 

What were you doing in Italy? 
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And the Rat Laughed   came out in January 2012, so I was invited to give guest               
lecture at a conference in Milan University. Since I recently published a new             
book in Hebrew which takes place in Italy under Nazi occupation, I was             
also invited to talk about it in Torino. My last stop was the University of Calabria               
in Southern Italy where I participated in a two days conference on teaching the              
Holocaust. 

 
Which story shocked both Jane Fonda and the audience the most?  

Perhaps because  And the Rat Laughed   is a unique book. Unlike other         
Holocaust-related books that focus on the historical horrific events, this novel           
deals with the act of remembering them. It resembles a relay race in which the               
characters transfer memory from one another. The novel got acclaim for its use             
of unconventional and original literary devices and became a ground breaker for            
exploring the act of memory itself. I wish I could listen to Jane Fonda's beautiful               
voice. Her special way in posing the question on behalf of my protagonist: "How              
to tell this story?"  

Does the story change while we recall it? How will our next recipient recall it in                
their own individual way? Is Art the only way to transfer emotional memory? 

I'm troubled by these questions, seeking answers in my books. And the Rat            
Laughed   deals with the influence of the most horrific chapter of human history            
on man’s relationship with God, on the understanding of human nature, on the             
need to forget in order to survive, and on the need to remember, nonetheless. 
 
The character of your novel is a 5 year-old girl, victim of Nazis and of rape 
by a catholic man. Is that a true story? 

No. It is pure fiction. Although I always assumed that similar cases did happen 
during those dark days.  

The book begins on the last day of 1999, when a survivor grandmother             
in Tel Aviv shares her tragic life story as a hidden child in a pit, with only a rat                 
for company with her granddaughter. This rat taught her how to laugh and kept             
her sanity. The day after – 2000 already – the granddaughter tells the legend of              
“Girl and Rat” to her teacher and in 2009 those who heard it through her               
classmates establish an internet website with poems. From now on this memory            
is spread all over the world and becomes a famous myth. In 2099 the future               
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anthropologist Y-Mee Prana tries to uncover its mysterious roots. In her          
research, she reveals the first man who created this myth in the past. Father              
Stanislaw, a Catholic priest, saved that little Jewish girl (who later became the             
grandmother in Tel Aviv). In his personal journal he documented everything, to          
make sure the world would never forget. The chain of "remembearers",          
therefore, moves from the present to the future and back to the past. 

The novel is written in five genres: story, legend, poems, science fiction and 
diary, creating a cycle of 150 years. 

When and how was the story born? 

This novel is the strangest and most profound experience in my entire life.  It             
took 2 years to actually write it, yet 10 years before the seeds were already               
planted. While living in NY in 1989, I attended the first gathering of hidden             
children. At first, they were the image of success and the SHOAH couldn't be              
attached to them.  Later, I detected a frozen child inside, struggling with his             
memory and torn between a vicious dilemma. On one hand, he yearns so much              
to remember, wanting to hold a thread of his lost identity. On the other, he's too                
afraid to recall the most heart breaking moment of his life: the separation from              
his parents.  

When leaving the conference, walking on Park Avenue on a beautiful fall            
afternoon, I heard a voice whispering in my head: "someone must give voice to              
these "mute" children". I never thought this someone would be me. For ten             
years I collected testimonies of hidden children. They were very short, laconic,            
as if not only memory was suppressed but their entire being is coded into short,               
formal sentences.  

The last trigger for writing was my meeting with a survivor who shared his              
memoire. During the conversation in a café in Tel Aviv on a winter night in 1998,                
the door opened and closed constantly and I've noticed his body jumped. His             
face became that of a boy. He then told me how he is still waiting for his mama                  
to come and take him back, as she promised so many years ago.  

The door banging started the book. I heard the grandma's voice in my head. 

What happened in Israel when the novel was published? 

I feel blessed because the novel was enthusiastically received by both the            
Israeli public and the critics. It even became a best-seller. Later, it was adapted              
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for the stage. I wrote the libretto-play version for an opera, composed by Israeli              
composer Ella Milch-Sheriff. It was performed by the Cameri Theatre of Tel         
Aviv and the Israeli Chamber Orchestra from 2005-2009. The opera       
represented Israel at the Theatre Festivals in Warsaw Poland, Sibiu in Romania           
and Bucharest National Theatre. In 2009 a new production in Hebrew, opened          
in Toronto Canada by "Opera York". 

 Can we expect a movie based on your book? 

The film rights were bought by an Israeli film producer and I had just finished               
writing the screen version. Making movies in Israel is a long process because of              
the need of raising the necessary funds. Yet, I'm hopeful. 

You’re a daughter of survivors. How do you feel when writing of the             
horrors the Nazis inflicted upon people like your parents? 

My mother, Mimi Artzi, who survived Auschwitz, didn’t talk about her horrific            
past. Even on Holocaust Memorial Day she used to turn off the radio and            
television and barricade herself behind walls of silence. The only story to           
leak was about Clarissa, her Kapo in her last concentration camp in Germany,            
who had saved her from certain death. Mom called her "my angel".  

Years later, Clarissa inspired my book Hat of Glass  which was the first attempt            
in contemporary Israeli prose to publicly discuss the issue of the second            
generation to Holocaust survivors. She also inspired the character of Father           
Stanislaw the Catholic priest who saves a Jewish girl in And the Rat Laughed ,             
written 2 decades later. 

The ‘pact of silence’ between surviving parents and their children - “you don’t             
ask and we won’t tell”- was not exclusively confined to my family. The survivors'              
private Holocaust had been concealed in the deepest recesses of their souls, so             
that only the tip of the iceberg continued to surface, through their nightmares or              
via the mundane routine of Israeli life; a potato peel, a barking dog, a torn               
garment, a bare foot, a school trip, a railway track, each and every marginal              
detail or random event could unlock a spike of memory from behind the fragile              
defensive wall and crush the house. 

An entire generation of native born Israeli kids got the same unspoken            
message. "You don't ask and I won't tell". We had to become our parents'              
protectors against the dangers of memory. It was our task to shield the             
survivors from suffering the trauma of remembrance. I was part of it until I              
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became a writer and the texts taught me differently. Writing forced me to look              
straight into the very edge of the black pit.  

“Perhaps all the stories have already been told? say the sceptics."  In my latest            
novel "Screwedon Backwards " (   Kinneret- Zmora - Bitan, Israel, 2012)  again I         
wrote a Holocaust story. The novel focuses  on an Italian Jewish musician who            
is rescued by his Christian lover in a small village in Piedmont under Nazi              
occupation. The text in the novel responds to all those skeptics: “Memory must             
be monitored to its furthest edges so that it doesn’t ever fade away". 
 

Why was your childhood sad? 

There was always a shadow lingering above. Mine was a typical childhood in a              
family of survivors. The parents were devoted to their children, making a good             
and protected life for us, but there was no laughter. No “Joi de Vivre” as the                
French term. I always felt there are ghosts in the house and was a very fearful                
child. 

 

 

 Nava Semel  with Prof. Rochelle Seidel, Dr. Sonia Hedgepeth and Gloria Steinham, in Brooklyn Museum, 
New York 2011. The official launch of the research book "Sexual Abuse of Women during the Holocaust" 
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Nava Semel with Oscar winner American actress Olympya Dukakis (Photo: by Itzik Biran) 
 

 

When will we be able to read your books in Spanish? 

One book of mine was published in Spain "Clases de Vuelo".  I always hope               
others will be translated too, especially "And the Rat Laughed ". 

When and why did you start writing? 

I began writing before I even knew how to read and write. I told myself stories                
all the time. Stories were my safe haven when I felt lonely and fearful. When I               
was in the dark, hardly able to understand the circumstances of my childhood. I             
could always find shelter among my imaginary characters. They succeeded in           
making me happy when life did not. 

Are you writing now? 

I had just finished a Television drama about new immigrants who arrive to Israel              
in 1949 when the young state was just established and must face a new harsh               
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reality. The drama was already filmed and will air in the spring of 2013 on               
Israel's TV public channel. 

A new play of mine is running now on the stage. "Gong Girl"  is a musical show                
for children and the entire family about an Israeli girl who discovers an old              
Chinese folk Tale. It got fantastic reviews, so I'm happy. I'm also busy writing a               
new fantasy novel for Young Adults. 

Do you believe in God? 

I believe a superior power does exist, beyond our comprehension. Every person            
can find his own way to connect to this great unknown power. 

Do you think the world is a better place now than back in 1940? 

Unfortunately, not. People are still murdering other people. Hate and genocide           
are still poisoning our world. These are malignant sicknesses in many societies.            
Innocent people are being killed all over the world every day. I'm not at all sure                
the lesson of the Holocaust was learnt. 

As we speak, missiles fall over Israel, Hamas’ terrorist missiles. Are you 
scared? 

I feel protected by the "Iron Dome"  - a genius Israeli invention. I wish the             
fighting will end soon. For the sake of all innocent people – both Israelis and               
Palestinians. 

Aren’t you tired of the world being so unfair with Israel and the Jewish              
people? 

The double standard is both frustrating and infuriating. Sometimes anti-Israeli          
covers for the old demon of anti-Semitism. 

Nava, If you could have a wish, just one wish, what would it be? 

I pray that I won't lose anyone or anything of what I have right now. Just let me                  
keep what I have and I'll be grateful forever. 

 

© viviana marcela iriart 

Nava Semel: Website 
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A RIDE WITH FONDA by Nava Semel 

 
        The day I turned twenty-six, I found myself by sheer coincidence in the              
back of a black limousine in Tel Aviv sitting next to Jane Fonda. 
 
          Fonda was talking.  Not about Sinatra or Bogart or Dietrich or Gable; not            
about her own successes, even though they hovered about her like an            
aura.  Fonda was talking about someone named Rukhama Sasson, but since it           
was hard for her to pronounce the guttural “kh,” the woman’s name came out              
“Ruhama.”  As she spoke, her public face seemed to crack along tiny fault-lines. 

          Well, said Fonda, Rukhama Sasson was a woman of sixty or so – Fonda              
had known her from back home.  Rukhama was liberated from Dachau when           
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she was twenty.  A year later she married, and she and her husband            
immigrated  

 

to Israel together.  For the next forty years, her life seemed to glide by – she               
raised her four children, set her house in order, her children had children.  The             
past seemed to have been forgotten.  A happy ending.  A picture-perfect story. 

          Rukhama's husband made a lot of money, Fonda went on, and the            
Sassons were sent to America as emissaries of the state they had helped to              
build.  With their sons and daughters and three grandchildren staying behind,          
Rukhama was finally free of the demands of everyday life.  She was an affluent             
woman of leisure ready to discover the ends of the earth.  But it was precisely              
then that the images she had  sealed-off so long ago began to bubble to the              
surface.  The nightmares started. 

 She really had not  remembered.  She had seen none of the films.  On         
certain days of the year back in Israel she had refused to turn on the television                
or radio.  When her children used to ask why, she would respond, “I wiped it              
out.”  

          But living in a foreign country now, her nights had become such torment             
that she sought out a healer to restore her sleep. 

 “She was too terrified to close her eyes," said Fonda.  I felt an            
inescapable undercurrent seeping into her voice. 

"How could such heavy old memories come up after so many years?”            
she asked.  

I turned to her, a meticulously put-together, elegant woman entirely          
strange to me, and finally opened my mouth.  “Rukhama Sasson could          
be my  mother,” I said softly. 

“My mother turned off the television and radio on certain days of the year              
in Israel too…but her pain never went away, never disappeared.  Her pain had            
floated into her amniotic fluid.  We, her children, drank it in her milk.  To this day              
I can still hear her lamenting, ‘Maybe I never should have brought you into the               
world.  Maybe I sinned giving birth to you.’” 
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But as I spoke now, I felt as if I were hugging my mother, as if now,                 
finally, I was old enough to hug her.  Mama, I heard myself silently saying, I              
inherited the scent of death from you, maybe in your milk, maybe in your blood,               
maybe in a dream, maybe in your screams in the middle of the night all through                
the 1950's.  Like fibers that hang suspended in the air, pulling and twisting… 

 "My mother never talks of her childhood," I went on.  "It’s as if her life              
before the war belonged to someone else, as if it is split in half by an                
unbreachable chasm." 

Fonda listened like a taut string.  

"Israel is full of Rukhama Sassons who beg for forgiveness because the            
stain of blood and the smell of ashes from their own tormented past have clung               
to their sons and their daughters.” 

Fonda shut the window of the black limousine and stared outside.  She           
was silent and so was I. And then, suddenly, I recalled that Fonda's mother had              
slashed her own wrists. 

Fonda pinched her dry hands together. With the stain of blood and smell             
of ashes hovering in the air, we did not look at one another again. 

 

©Nava Semel 
 “Hat of Glass” 
Sifriat Poalim, Tel Aviv, 1985    
         
Text published with the permission of Nava Semel 
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Beatriz Iriart: An Ostracized Poet,  Buenos Aires, 
December, 2010 

 

 

 

 

As a little girl, Beatriz started to write poems with the same talent—also known            
as genius—with which she writes today. Her theme was the same: Death.            
When she had barely come out of adolescence, she started to publish and             
receive awards and honorable mentions in her country - Argentina - and            
abroad. She soon became a rising star dazzling everyone around her. Her            
talent, combined with her beauty, brought the powerful literary circles to her            
feet. Beatriz was on the road to become a famous poet and (having worked              
since she was 14 to help her mother) to be able to live off her poetry. 

But major publishers were still reluctant when a strange disease put her at             
death's door: lupus. Beatriz received the extreme unction, and when everyone           
was expecting the poet's death, the poet revived. No one knows what was said              
at that face-to-face encounter with death, but the poet moved away from literary             
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circles forever, and she stopped publishing and participating in contests, though           
she never stopped writing. 

The rising star became a lonely warrior. She spent many years fighting against             
lupus, working in dreadful places, suffering from the lack of money that would             
not allow her to get better treatment, and living in rented apartments and,             
mostly, dark hostel rooms. She went through many universities - Law, Arts,            
Philosophy, Psychology - learning what she wanted in each of them and not             
staying in any. Disease was always by her side depriving her of almost             
everything, from hair to sight, from the possibility of having children to the ability              
to walk, from being under the sun (a mortal enemy) to eating what she wanted,               
but she never gave up. And she always gave love a chance, even though it               
caused her the same problems money did: when she thought it was genuine, it              
turned out to be fake. Nonetheless, Beatriz loved and was loved. She lived             
intensely in the midst of war to save her life, which was her daily endeavor. 

After a decade, Beatriz won the fight against lupus and got cured from a              
disease that is considered chronic. Beatriz won and remained unbroken, without           
any traces or damages from her disease, perhaps because this had not been             
her first battle or her first encounter with death. Death had been her companion              
since adolescence, when she used to be her permanent guest, her loving            
shadow, which would not abandon her no matter how many times the poet             
stood her up. Death tried to drag her when she was 15, when she was 16, when                 
she was 18… Death. 

And the poet kept writing with such genius that when she decided to publish              
once again some years ago, in Europe and the USA they compared her             
to Sylvia Plath, Goethe, Alejandra Pizarnik, Novalis. 

Her native country ignores her, and she does not care - she keeps staying away               
from literary circles. 

Let's hope Beatriz Iriart does not suffer the same fate as Alejandra Pizarnik,             
who had to endure the indifference of major publishers and work her heart out              
to survive. Once dead, Alejandra became a big publishing success—she pays           
great dividends. 

Let's hope publishers do not do the same to Beatriz Iriart because they will end               
up losing: the poet expects to live for at least 200 years. Publishing, of course. 

 

62 

 



INTERVIEWS    viviana marcela iriart 

 

DECREE 

When you leave 

cypresses shall not weep 

over your grave 

for there will be no grave 

only memories. 

 

 

©Beatriz Iriart 

 

 

 

 

This year you changed your surname - you no longer bear the López             
Osornio name by which you used to be known, and have adopted "Iriart"             
instead. Why was that? 
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It's a late homage to my mom, thanks to whom I was introduced into the world                
of art and culture, taken by the hand as if it were a game, when I was just                  
beginning to walk. 

When did you begin to write? 

In primary school. My writing assignments always received congratulations and          
awards from my teachers and the school. I wrote my first poem when I was               
about 10 years old and my mom told me I behaved as badly as "Pepita La                
Pistolera"[1]I, didn't know who this character was but I wrote my first poem with              
that name as a title. 

Did you mother read it? 

I don't remember, I think she didn't, and the "poem" was lost. From that              
moment, without being aware of it, writing poems became part of my daily life. 

Were any of the poems we read today written during your childhood? 

Yes. Decreto  (Decree) is a poem I wrote when I was 11 or 12 years old. 

Did you show it to anyone? 

No, it wasn't until the end of my adolescence that I began to show my poems,                
after I got in contact with the underground culture movement, in whose          
magazines I got published for the first time when I was around 19 years old. 

When did you publish your first book and what was it called? 

Perspectivas  (Perspectives), and I published it independently in 1977. It was a          
short, very sober book that was well received by the literary circle. They made              
me a cult poet in my town, because they said my poetry was like no one else's.                 
But although I was well received, publishers have always been reluctant: I have             
published three books and all three of them are independent publications. 

Were you influenced by any other poet - man or woman? 

No. When I was a little girl I read the compulsory poetry books from school, but                
even though I was a great reader of legends and short stories, I was not a great                 
reader of poetry. I admire two or three poets, but I don't feel I have been                
influenced by them, and I've never wanted to write like them: Julio           
Cortázar- who was more known for being a prose writer than a poet and whose              
complete work I love -, Sylvia Plath, and Alejandra Pizarnik. 
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That's curious, because in the prologue of your last book, "La Muerte            
Quiere" (Death Wants), the Chilean-American professor Sonia M.       
Martin compares you with both poets. 

Yes, I was really surprised when I read that, because I'd never felt my poetry               
was similar to theirs... They are sublime! So I was very grateful to Professor              
Martin for her appreciation, which I received as a great recognition that I must              
honor. 

The poems you wrote when you were a teenager have a depth that only              
comes after living for a long time. Where did you get that depth from? 

From life, from a life that never showed me her brightest side. My childhood and               
my youth were a nightmare from which I still cannot wake up. 

Why? 

I've had a very hard life since I was a little girl; my mother gave us a lot of love                    
but little joy, as contradictory as it may sound. By when I was 10, I was an old                  
woman already. Writing poetry was a way of transmuting that pain. And if my              
poetry is as painful today as it was then, it's because my pain has been so loyal                 
that, by life decree, it will not abandon me. 

Do you write because your life is hard? 

No. I believe my path had already been set. I simply write because poetry              
emerges, arises; I never stop to wonder why. 

Were you not influenced by the 70's, when poets with a tragic life, suicidal              
poets, were deified? 

No, not at all. I read Cortázar, and not only was he alive, but he was also far                  
from being a "damned poet". And when I got in contact with the underground              
cultural movement I found that theirs was a hymn to life, not death. 

It's striking that your poetry does not reflect your life at all. 

It doesn't, my poetry is independent from my life - don't ask me why because I                
don't know. When I write I feel like a bridge between life and death. 
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Do you feel that poetry saved you from all that pain? 

Yes, now I feel it saved me, and saves me, from pain, but I didn't use to feel like                   
that. 

Why did you move away from literary circles? 

I abandoned them because I felt like those horses that are very well taken care               
of, but which are locked up, and I needed to come out to an open field. I felt I                   
needed to be alone, and I looked for the company of other lonely poets, that is,                
not belonging to any literary group, like me. 

Were you not affected by the fact that you lost your early "fame"? 

Well, I've learned through the years that this is the hand I've been dealt. 

Does it not bother you that publishers from your country don't publish            
your work? 

No. I simply wait. I know there will come a day when Zephyrus will grant me the                 
fleeting kiss of recognition. 

Besides "waiting", are you knocking on any publishers' doors? 

No. 

Aren't you interested in publishing? 

No. I believe in destiny, and I believe there will come a day when my poems will                 
come to light in many places... I may not be there to see it, but I know it will                   
happen. 

Don't you mind not being there to see it? 

No. Because I don't write to get joy or be recognized. I write because I can't                
stop doing it. I know my poetry is destined to be known, the "when" is irrelevant. 

Don't you think destiny may need a little help sometimes? 

No. 

Is your recognition abroad a consolation for the indifference you get in            
Argentina? 
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The fact that my poetry has traveled across boundaries is something I take in,              
celebrate, and thank the gods for. 

Do you live off your poetry? 

No. I work since I was 14, because even though my mom worked more than 12                
hours a day, the money she earned was not enough to pay the house rent and                
raise my two sisters and me. Making a living has always been a very hard task.                
I went from being a salesclerk to a civil servant, a secretary for a district               
attorney and a clinic, and finally a caregiver of terminally ill patients. I've never              
been able to live off poetry, but I'm only alive because I write. 

Did you work and study at the same time? 

No. I attended classes for one year and had to quit. Finishing high school was a                
personal goal I needed to achieve, and I felt really bad because society was              
very cruel, it alienated me, but at the age of 30, by studying at night and having                 
two jobs, I graduated with honors. And the greatest honor was having            
graduated despite the fact that I got lupus and nearly died several times. 

Is it still hard for you to "get your daily bread"? 

(Laughs)  Yes. I live very, very austerely. I retired before 40 because of my             
illness, and my pension is minimal. But I've got used to it. Lack of money does                
not prevent me from fully enjoying each day as if I were a millionaire. 

What do you expect from life now? 

I'm still watchful for the mandates of Thanatos, Gnomes, Sylphs, Anubis, 
Salamanders, Dryads, and Undines, who mark the path I tread. 

Beatriz, thank you so much for this interview. I hope a great publisher           
discovers you soon, and you get all the recognition, and money, that you            
deserve. 

Thank you very much, I hope so too. 
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© viviana marcela iriart 

Translation from Spanish by ©Luciana Valente 

Beatriz Iriart: Website 

 

 

 

[1]"Pepita the Gunfighter", an affectionate nickname mothers would tell naughty daughters, in 
reference to the comic strip character Little Lulu 
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BIOGRAPHY OF BEATRIZ IRIART 

She was born in autumn (May 12,) in La Plata, Argentina. 

She is a member of the “Latin American Writers Association of California and 
International Chapter on the Internet” (whose acronyms in Spanish are SELC 
and CII), California, USA. Prizes: S.A.D.E, S.E.P. 

Books published: 

“Perspectives” (1977) 

“Collage of Five” (1981) 
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“Strange Lineage”(1984) 

“Death wants” (2003, 2016) 

 

Her literary work is published in English and Portuguese in several countries 
and in different anthologies in her native country and around the world. 

She has studied pottery and art. 

She took part in the Underground Movement in the 70’s, collaborating with the 
literary magazine “Machu Picchu”. 

Nowadays, she publishes in digital magazines in the United States, Canada, 
Spain, Brazil, Venezuela, Uruguay, Argentina, Alemania, among others. 

The renowned Venezuelan composer Diana Arismendi wrote in 2015 the          
work "In memoriam" to commemorate the HOLOCAUST; the second movement        
of the work was inspired in the poem “Yo estuve en Auschwitz ” (I was in               
Auschwitz ) by poet Beatriz Iriart. The concert was organized by Espacio Anna            
Frank from Caracas with the participation of Venezuela's Symphony Orchestra          
directed by maestro Alfredo Rugeles. 

 
POEMS IN VIDEO: 
Auschwitz te he soñado tanto LIBERTAD 

Amarna 

Irena Sendler 
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Venezuelan poet in New York: Dinapiera Di Donato wins 
The Paz Poetry Prize 2012 / New York, November 2012 

   

 

 

 

 

How do you feel about winning The Paz Poetry Prize with your book             
“2001-2011 Colaterales”? 

I find it very significant that a new literary award is given to a poetry book written                 
by a resident, not only for citizens of the United States. I am referring to The              
Paz Poetry Prize . It helps me to feel as part of the current movement of literary               
production in Spanish within the US.  It means for me that living in this country              
and to go about everyday speaking Spanish is growing, in part because            
Spanish is spreading and becoming more and more important throughout the          
world. I was telling a friend the other day that sending my book for a              
competition, not coming from the mainstream and without losing, for that matter,            
my optimism, was really a search for a sign that my poetry had something to               
say to people. I wanted to know if the work of this older person with a peripheral                
vision that I’ve become, involuntarily but without losing a certain bit of            
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happiness, can still manage to have something to say. What I wanted to avert             
and ward off was to not see my writing as a result of a compulsive scribomania,                
who is unable to help herself from just keep writing for the sake of it. 

You have won many literary prizes and awards before, what is so special             
about this one? 

I´ve never handled my writings efficiently, in the sense of sending them to be              
considered for publication or to competitions. In such endeavors, to pass the            
first round and get a judge to read your work is important. I did not win as many                  
awards as I would have liked to but with the ones I have won they became a                 
platform for me to touch base with reality, make new friends and enjoy the              
moment. 

Is this a book of poems or a narrative? What is “2001-2011 Colaterales”             
about? 

The “texts” (as I refer to them) in 2001-2011 Colaterales  are poems which were            
produced during the period I was involved as a doctoral student in the Hispanic              
Studies Program at the City University of New York since 2000. Pressured to             
maintain a legal status in the US, I was leading a student life. A similar thing                
happened while I was learning English in Texas; rather than being immersed on             
the subject matter of the course I was taking, a book was fashioned along the               
way that seemed more like a repository of ideas and impressions. Every day             
after class I would shut myself in a huge library in Texas which was empty               
because in Texas serious students owned their own books and read them            
where they liked. In that immense desolate place surrounded only by a wealth             
of resources I was fascinated to discover the latest literary trends and            
publications from all over the world, and read, in the beginning, almost without             
stopping or distraction, something I was not able to do in Venezuela in a long               
time. But I was also expected to do school work. So I only took marginal notes                
of what I was reading which in time were shaped into a book of poems; the                
poems in that book are really a farewell to my life in Venezuela and the               
beginning of a new life in Texas surrounded by solitude and silence. Once the              
book was completed, I was ready to move on to the next stage of my life. In a                  
similar fashion, 2001-2011 Colaterales  reflects the last ten years of my life in           
New York City.  It is in fact a synthesis of various manuscripts, the first of the lot                
being La Sorda  which was edited by a friend in Venezuela in 2011.    
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How did the moving episode “Sargento Jossana Jeffrey” come about in           
this book of poems? Did it take you long to write? 

Jossana Jeffrey was written in one seating as a result of an atrocious story I               
heard from a female soldier who had just returned from Iraq. She got wounded              
in the front lines. She had her kidneys severely damaged; she looked like an old               
lady. However, she revealed to us in class that the worst obstacle was not the               
battle wounds she suffered in combat but the challenges she faced in trying to              
prevent the numerous rape attempts and assaults that came from the members            
of her own unit. 

In your publication of the poem in Escritoras Unidas & Cia., you refer to it               
as “This text...” Why is this text and not a poem? 

In the beginning I had some difficulties categorizing my writing. This is because             
I was always obsessed with the form, the type of supporting structure each             
book requires. There was an undefined element in my writing with a tendency to              
linger on; I usually interpret this in my literary practice as a lack of directiveness.              
And to some extent I agree. Due to this I needed a clear input from an outside                 
reader but obviously that receptor wouldn’t be able to see as plainly as myself              
what I am looking for. I understand that now. This is the reason why among               
poets I am not considered a poet and among storytellers, I am not completely              
regarded as a storyteller. I think it is important to feel, especially in the              
beginning that you fit in or identify with a particular literary group. I am not               
looking to experiment all the time; not at all. The search in my writing is a world                 
of voices in me that are seeking a form. In order to feel free, I try not to think                   
about other people’s opinion. Not so much out of disrespect but because I             
needed to focus on my writing. Because of this ambiguity within, I started to call               
my writing just “texts.” Nowadays I refer to them as “texts” out of habit.     

This seems to be a good year for you, because the lesbian anthology             
“Voces para Lilith,” in which you appear along with Cristina Peri Rossi,            
was just launched in Buenos Aires and the newspaper Página 12 wrote a             
really nice review of your work there. 

I am finally catching up with the wonders of the digital world. Thanks to the web                
I was able to get in touch with Escritoras Unidas  and lately my writing has been              
finding its way to a range of anthologies in paperback editions and in literary              
blogs; all thanks to the internet, including writings posted in internet sites            
without my knowing. In Voces para Lilith  the most interesting thing was to have            
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appeared next to women writers ranging from low to high notoriety whose            
literary works reflect women’s experiences that are talked about only in low            
voices in Latin-America. I feel fortunate to be among such female authors            
because they produce excellent literary work.           

From here on, how do you envisage your next literary project? 

      You know, just like everyone else, I try to manage my life the best way I can                 
and make some accomplishments. However, I find, especially as an author, the            
only thing I can really look for is to find that focus when writing, and more than                 
anything attempt to fulfill the various writing projects I promised myself.       

Are you writing right now? 

Yes. I am always engaged in some form of writing: notes, observations, and             
meditations. 

What does writing mean for you? 

I feel connected to myself when I write. I write for a number of reasons but                
mostly to organize my thoughts. Writing helps me to connect, not only with             
myself but, as any author, with other people. For me it bridges the gap between               
people of different epochs under the rubric of humanity. This is actually a hope I               
have, to understand life fixating on a particular version, in a concrete expository             
form like in a literary narration or fiction because what takes flight in imagination              
can end up with multiple versions which are not possible in reality.      

Why do you write? 

As a spiritual reflection, for entertainment, as an escape from desperation;           
writing also calms me but it also shakes me; it makes me stay alert about life. 

Do you consider it worthwhile? 

For me, it is worthwhile as much as being aware of life. 

If you could alter the past, would you still become a writer? 

I am not so sure if I chose to be a writer. I think it just happened. It was very                    
physical. As a child I was always listening and watching everything around me             
as if I was a sort of rolling camera with sound. Perhaps I would like to leave                 
myself and live another person’s life; not as a consequence of death but really              
being in another person’s shoes.   
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Do you consider yourself a poet, a prose writer or a story teller? 

I consider myself just a writer; this can be contrasted with a professional writer,              
someone who makes a living out of writing. I would have also loved that though               
I never learned the process to become one, I would have really enjoyed writing              
for living, writing and reading other people’s works as part of an editorial             
commission.   I owe everything to other people’s books. 

When did you first begin to write? And why? 

First I heard voices. I heard words that fascinated me; they captivated me. Soon              
I began to tell stories and to draw. I think I became more serious about writing                
at the age of eight. To a certain extent I owe to art the fact that I did not become                    
completely insane. 

Are you a person who leaves places behind after a certain period open             
and ready for the next destination: Ciudad Bolívar, Caracas, Paris... Why           
did you leave each of these places? What were you doing in each place? 

I always leave a place motivated by my imagination that I would find a freer and                
more peaceful spot somewhere else. I was born in a small town that; by the               
time I was growing up, it had lost interest and appreciation for art. Then art was                
a risky business and to be sexually open was considered an ailment. I never              
had enough courage to be in Bolivar and exercise myself as a female artist who               
is sufficiently shrewd to negotiate my way to stay and bring influence to the              
place I grew up. I left Paris because I fell in love with a person that did not want                   
to settle in Paris. That person wanted to return to Venezuela to help shape              
culture as a form of retribution to the State. I knew well where that person was                
coming from, a revolutionary environment where such intellectuals were brought          
up. I left Caracas also because I did not know how to manage my daily life                
which was divided between my work and the hours stuck in traffic. On the other               
hand, I left the heavenly Cumaná because I got sick and I realized that I was                
only going to get worse. At that time the university where I worked for helped               
me to get away. I consider myself very fortunate to have been able to go places                
I wanted to go.   

The Uruguayan writer Onetti once said that writing for him was not like a              
wife but like a lover: he used to write only when he felt like it and never                 
under any obligation. 
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I am a constant explorer: A traveler with a suitcase and a destination. But more               
precisely it should be defined as a space of transit. 

How long have you been in New York? What do you do there? 

I’ve been living in New York since 1999. In general, I lead almost an idyllic life,                
too good to be true: I walk about my neighborhood near the Hudson River, I               
read, I write, I visit museums and I listen to music, as well as exchange               
correspondence with friends; I also teach Spanish and French to pay the bills. I              
don’t live in a house boat in Seattle or Venice, but I feel like I do; since                 
childhood I wanted sense a calm motion over the water.    

Your poems and “texts” are bold but you say that you are shy, what does               
a timid female like yourself has to do in order to dare write on the subject                
of sex and partake in an anthology of lesbian writers? 

Well, I am not so sure if the majority of the writers in the anthology would accept                 
the nowadays label “lesbian writers.” In a way we generally agree that such an              
attachment says little about the individual writer; rather it reveals more about the             
period that perceives and defines us as such. As for me, I never impose in my                
writings any boundaries on lesbian themes; indeed, my obstacle was always to            
surpass my limitations as a writer. When I had to identify myself as a lesbian, as                
part of a political classification, I did it without hesitation. But that was easier              
than to overcome all the internalized homophobia inculcated through tradition.          
When I had to declare myself as a lesbian I had done so. My shyness is part of                  
my intimate personality. I consider myself fortunate that I am not a public figure              
with an interest in portraying a favorable self image. I agreed to be part of this                
and other anthologies with lesbian themes because most of my writings revolve            
and evolve on the subject matter of love and loathing among women but most              
of all because I realized that literary works should circulate in good            
company.       

What project do you have next? Do you have any immediate future            
projects? 

I have some unfinished research, another book of poems and short stories. I             
also need to take care of finding a way to publish some scattered texts and to                
publish new editions of all those that have disappeared for lack of proper             
distribution.  

What would you like happen to you as a writer? 
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To be able to write books that I have been thinking a lot about lately. 

Do you miss Venezuela? Are you going to return some day? 

I long for Venezuela with the same enthusiasm as the books that are published              
over there from new and already known Venezuelan authors. But I would not be              
able to manage to live in Venezuela, primarily due to health issues. I miss my               
family and friends. It has become already customary to quote the nostalgic            
foliage and the Guyanese evenings. 

 

 

© viviana marcela iriart 

Translated by © Hyon K. Kim 

Dinapiera Di Donato: Website 

 

 

Hyon K. Kim was born in South Korea, raised in Paraguay and resided in             
England before coming to New York in 1989. He holds a Ph.D. in Hispanic and               
Luso-Brazilian Literatures and Languages from the Graduate Center, City         
University of New York. He currently teaches Spanish at John Jay College.  
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SERGEANT JOSANNA JEFFREY by Dinapiera Di Donato 

 

(as told to meby a student in my college Spanish class 

who came back from the front) 
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Howls in the furnace 

is it not Janis Joplin? 

these are not concerts for suicidal dolls 

 

save yourself 

come over 

 

A year in Iraq is not a long time 

my Josanna, my breath, its fragrance of bamboo 

 

I would seize Josanna Jeffrey 

for more time in your arms 

 

the narrow wetlands of Mesopotamia 

Josanna Jeffrey with her silken legs 

luxurious black mittens 

 

a sacred Ibis, she remains 

in my sight 

 

 

My fear of a tattoo’s venom 

in the mind of the Stormfront cavalry 

lying in wait 

79 

 



INTERVIEWS    viviana marcela iriart 

 

 

 

Josanna Jeffrey my keeper with glittering braids 

more beautiful than Central Park in winter 

tattooed with saffron 

by Christo 

 

Nineveh’s night under her helmet 

you’ll need the nail clippings 

you leave on my bed 

 

may the sky of Iraq protect you 

 

the sky of Iraq to spring from your branch 

just in time 

 

in friendly fire 

an armed Klansman on the Internet 

cares for the chamomile of his Aryan scalp 

when unnoticed 

the gutted dead with dark hair 

flee from his account 

 

I sense the venom of her rite burn by low flame 
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She turns 

Leaps 

Josanna Jeffrey 

 

You are dark you are a heaven for kings 

queen of Baghdad my lover from the Bronx 

 

rustling of reeds eyes flaring as light breaks 

Josanna Jeffrey fires first 

 

come over 

 

I love her priceless kidneys 

lost 

to the Basra experiment 

hot days my tongue thrashing between your legs 

by a screen saver 

frigid 

 

like Mosul’s burn 

 

Bamboo cracked open on the air 

your breath of violets of menstruation 
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Josanna Jeffrey 

lost interest in pharmaceuticals 

Your kidneys for thirty thousand dollars 

your violets 

nothing 

 

bound to the screen saver 

as in a womb 

rests in me 

 

I lick the inked arrow at my heart 

I let you suck 

all the pornography we have made 

to bring all the fragile heavens 

to safety 

 

loved flesh now decaying 

scattered over the dust of 10,000 archeological sites 

violet essence 

used just once 

to draw 

three drops of oil 
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that animal 

set loose in the novice’s book 

one of my toes 

in your slit of bamboo 

 

how you liked it 

 

she said she’d come back and give birth to a daughter 

Nasiriya 

 

the birds never flew back either 

 

to keep you I play 

my hand Josanna Jeffrey: 

once upon a time the lovers 

were lost 

to friendly fire in 

each other’s war 

 

the survivors the blissful wretched girls 

devastated sent back by kings dead a year later 

 

howls in the furnace 

 

83 

 



INTERVIEWS    viviana marcela iriart 

 

you withdraw your head 

like a golden turkey 

that has yet to be 

pricked 

 

Josanna Jeffrey 

 

with neither shame nor glory 

 

you do not come 

 

the last match 

is saved for the darkness 

 

 

 

 

© Dinapiera Di Donato 

 

COLATERALES/COLLATERAL. Akashic Books, New York, 2013. (pp: 45-51) 

Translation from Spanish by Ricardo Alberto Maldonado 
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Mariana Rondón continues to get recognition for "Bad 
Hair": "During my childhood, I thought cinema was only 
one movie: Yellow Submarine" / Buenos Aires, October 22, 
2014 
 
 

 

 

 

 "…I understood that what was happening was that the movie was 
watching the audience, that the audience's reactions depended on 

their personal experience" 
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·     Member of the San Sebastian Festival jury (where last year she was awarded             
the Golden Shell) together with Nastassja Kinski, Oleg Sentsov, Reinhold      
Vorschneider, Fernando Bovaira, Vlad Ivanov, Eric Khoo, and Marjane    
Satrapi, and having had the chance to interact with celebrities such as Denzel         
Washington, Pedro Almodóvar, Antonio Banderas, Charlotte      
Gainsbourg, François Ozon… Mariana Rondón has arrived at Buenos Aires to        
receive the Argentores Prize, hold conferences and attend the"Bad Hair" (Pelo          
Malo) premiere (October 30). 

·    “Bad Hair”, written and directed by her and produced by Marité Ugás, has          
already won 13 international awards since its premiere last year: San           
Sebastian, Cannes, Montreal, Turin, Argentina, Viña del Mar, Puerto Rico,        
Greek, Morocco; and it has been sold in 32 countries. Samantha Castillo y           
Samuel Lange star in the movie. 

·    Mariana Rondón is a director, producer, scriptwriter, and visual artist. She           
studied film-making in France and Cuba. “Bad Hair” is her third movie after             
“Street 22” (“Calle 22”, a short film), “At Midnight and aHalf” (“A la             
medianoche y media”, 2000), co-directed with Marité Ugás, and “Postcards          
from Leningrad” (“Postales de Leningrado”, 2007). In total, she has received          
more than 60 international awards.   
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·  As a visual artist, she created “You Came with the Breeze” (“Llegaste con la             
Brisa”), presented in different cities around the world and at the Beijing Olympic            
Games (2008). As a producer she founded, together with Marité Ugás, Sudaca           
Films, she produced “The Kid Who Lies” (“El Chico que Miente”, 2011),         
directed by Ugás, and she is now preparing “Contacted” (“Contactado”), by           
Marité Ugás, for 2015. 

 

 

 

“I'M NOT A PERSON NOR AN ARTIST OF CERTAINTIES ” 

 

 

It's four thirty in the afternoon and Mariana Rondón has been giving interviews             
since morning for the most important media in Argentina—radio, television and           
print media. How strange - and how wonderful - that a Latin American movie              
has got so much attention from the press. There is something in this “Bad Hair”.               
At the time of my interview, Mariana is with a journalist. Erica Denmond, the              
incredibly polite press officer from the film distributor in Argentina, approaches           
to apologize for the delay. After me, she'll have to deal with more interviews and               
a private screening and discussion at 8:30 p.m. 
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Marité Ugás & Mariana Rondón,  San Sebastián 2013 

 

 

Mariana's simplicity, friendliness and cheerfulness are overwhelming. During        
the interview, which lasted one hour, we went from chortle to guffaw and vice              
versa. It was only for a few seconds that her face became a little gloomy. I think                 
Mariana's laughter is a shield behind which you can see sorrow piercing her             
through and through, like the Caracas Guaire River, deep and loathsome. And            
like an alchemist she manages to make us see the scented, crystal-clear river in              
which our grandmothers used to bathe and on whose banks they used to have              
picnics. 

But her sorrow is still there. 

Because Mariana is a survivor. 

And this is the story about her, her films, her art. 

And it is also the story of Latin America in some way. 
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Samuel Lange, Samantha Castillo & Mariana Rondón 

 

 

 “NOTHING IS LOST IF ONE HAS THE COURAGE TO PROCLAIM THAT 
ALL IS LOST AND WE MUST BEGIN ANEW.”  

JULIO CORTÁZAR 
 

 

 

To begin with, Mariana, I want to tell you that I'm not going to ask you                
about the political situation of Venezuela, as much as it hurts me, because             
I don't want politics to overshadow art. And I'm not going to ask you either               
about why you always shoot with the same women nor why your            
production company is only integrated by women, because if you were a            
man, no one would ask you such stupid questions. That said, let's begin.             
You have just won the Argentores Prize in Argentina and last year you             
won the Golden Shell in San Sebastian, apart from several other major            
prizes. How do you feel about it? 
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I feel great, it's awesome. You know what? Recognition is somehow necessary            
(laughs ), you feel gratitude, you want to get it. Now, I have also experienced              
situations in which the awards won by the movie are at odds with the audience,               
they do not necessarily respond to what happens with the movie and the             
audience. But in this case, it's also happening with the audience, so that feeling              
of being able to really find a point of contact and see how the audience is                
affected, touched, impressed by the movie is also wonderful, you know? 

Erica told me that yesterday you had a very emotional screening, in which             
people could not stop crying. 

Extremely emotional. The theater was packed, people were already leaving and           
the lights were turned on. Someone said I was there and it was very funny,               
because everyone just stood standing there. So a conversation among 600           
people began, but everybody was standing, and some would talk to me without             
a microphone, others would ask for a microphone, and others spoke from very             
far away. But it was really great because they also asked about important             
issues in the movie. 

What impacted them so much? 

They were impacted by the pain in the movie. And they asked me why so much                
pain, and I told them that partly this was the pain I was feeling when I made the                  
movie. I felt and feel - I'll tell you why now - oppressed when I see how human                  
beings are so dumb and keep chasing the impossible. 

Mariana, I haven't seen the movie, and it's not clear to me, when reading              
the synopsis, watching the trailer or listening to your winner speech at            
San Sebastian, what the movie is about: if it's against racism, against            
sexual discrimination or against nothing (Mariana laughs ). What's the         
movie about? 

Well, let me answer with what I said yesterday at the forum. I thought I was                
making a movie about Venezuela, but not with the idea of accusing or             
defending, but as a way of saying: this is what is happening to me, regardless of                
everybody else's truth. The thing is that there's a pain in here and I can't find                
hope for it. So what happened to me when screening the movie around the              
globe was that I realized that this problem is not unique to Venezuela.             
Apparently, that's the situation in the world, so now I'm a bit more distressed              
than when I began making the movie (laughs ). 
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Oh, come one, dear, you're not God, and you don't have to bear the pain               
of the whole world on your back. 

(Laughs ) No, of course not. Mind you, I don't mean to play the victim. I'm having                
a good time, but I have also had to face the fact that the world is full of rifts. And                    
that's why the movie is about many things, that's why it resonates. Because             
when I decided to make the movie, it was about the absolute, urging need to               
respect differences, to respect those who think in a different way, who believe             
different things, who are different. 

Is the fact that the boy is Afro-Venezuelan circumstantial, or are you            
condemning racism in Venezuela? 

No, you see, I don't mean to condemn. 

Did you choose him by chance? 

No, not by chance, because as you know “bad hair” is not a coincidence in               
Venezuela—most people have bad hair even if they're not black, which is also             
the most interesting combination in Venezuela. I started to make Bad Hair not to              
speak about black people only, but about the great mixture of racial groups that              
we have. And if we are so mixed, if we have such a complex mixture, why not                 
respect mixtures? But at the same time, for example, the mother in the movie              
doesn't accept the fact that the boy wants to straighten his hair, and that also is                
a sign of disrespect—not allowing you to straighten your hair. Not all traditions             
need to be respected, however. I think we need to respect individual needs, I              
deeply believe in the construction of identity, which may be that of a country but               
also that of the individual. Each person's needs are important too. So, given that              
I don't judge my characters and leave room for each spectator to stand before              
the movie and watch it from their personal experience, the movie is actually             
about many things, and it relies a bit on the particular standpoint of the              
spectator at the time they watch it. 

For a theater full of black people, in Washington, the movie was about racism.              
But if the theater is full of gays, it's about homophobia. If it's in Istanbul, it's                
about religion, politics and fundamentalism. And if it's in France, men and            
women get into an argument about whether women are like that, whether a             
mother can be like that or not. So what's so fascinating about the work we've               
done is how its scope has broadened and is now talking about differences and              
respect, but for the whole world. 
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And did you imagine this when you started to write the script? 

That's what I set out to do, but felt completely incapable of achieving (laughs ). 

And when you finished the script, did you still feel incapable of doing it? 

Yes, of course. I was really surprised when I saw what happened after             
screening the unfinished movie for the first time in France, at a Films in              
Progress festival, which is made to raise funds to finish movies. There were             
about 5 movies that had been chosen. They would screen a movie and say:              
“Well, you should improve montage, add the music…” I was very nervous            
because my cut was not as well-prepared as that of the other movies, it was far                
from being ready, I had no mockup, it was all very raw. I thought: This is the                
end, they'll tear me to shreds . After screening the movie, a brutal discussion             
began, but people were talking about their mom, their uncle, their cousin. I             
thought: What is going on here? This is very bad, this is serious .  Because the              
fights in the room were also very violent. All the differences among people came              
out, and these were all people from the film industry and from several countries,              
who were used to watching movies. I didn't understand what was happening            
and went out of the room, but a person who works in a very important festival                
went after me and told me:  “Hey, Mariana, are you OK? You know what just              
happened? ” I said: No, well, it's all really complex, really unsettling .” And he            
said: “No, you didn't understand what happened .” I asked: What        
happened?  And he said: You've succeeded. People are talking about their         
personal issues, and when a movie makes the industry talk about their personal             
issues, then you've just made a very good movie, so come on, don't be sad and                
go have some wine because this is very good. And if by the end of the festival                 
you're not already in another one, then you're in mine, OK? ” (laughs ). 

How wonderful. 

That's right, and after he told me that I swear I still couldn't understand his               
words, because it's very disturbing to show a movie that is not ready and              
witness such chaos. I still couldn't understand what had happened but then I             
started to get an idea, because I immediately received 5 offers from very             
important sales agents, and the movie was not finished yet. So I went back              
home and continued working as before, given that at the festival no one had              
told me to change anything. At the Toronto Festival premiere I was more             
conscious of what was going on, because several distributors took it on the first              
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day. And by now, the movie has been released in 32 countries—there were 50              
copies in France, and it was a great success in Brazil, in Italy… 

I found out about the success of the film through my friend Luis Sedgwick             
Baez, a critic that covers the Toronto Festival, because as you know in           
Latin America we find it hard to watch our movies and even have news              
about them. 

Yes, bringing the movie to Latin America is harder than for the rest of the world,                
though we're making it. There's a film distributor called Aura Cine  that decided           
to take the movie; however, releasing movies in Latin America is always a very              
difficult and complex journey. I'm talking about art films, of course. 

Mariana, I have the impression that “Bad Hair” has actually been very            
good for you, like an international recognition. Because when I saw you at             
Televisión Española as a member of the jury in San Sebastian, I felt so              
happy and said: oh, this girl whose work I discovered when she made her              
first short films (Mariana laughs ) is next to Nastassja Kinski, an icon of my             
generation! 

And mine too, because I'm a huge fan of Paris, Texas . 

So when I saw you there I said: Mariana has made it. Do you feel the                
same? 

Yes, meeting the Paris, Texas  star is closing a loop in your life. (We laugh out              
loud ). 

Do you feel you're there already? 

No, not at all. 

Really? Don't you feel it'll be easier to shoot from now on? 

No, I don't think it'll be easier. 

Didn't the San Sebastian award open any doors for you? 

Yes, yes, of course, there's surely more respect, people who used to walk on by               
now stop to ask what projects you have (laughs ), but I think that the type of                
cinema I make requires hard work and continues to be made in an intimate,              
private space, austerely. Otherwise you would have to believe there's a higher            
level for this. But no, what you have is, on one side, an industry that's very far                 
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from me, with huge industrial mechanisms, and on the other, there are directors             
like me who try to build a project little by little. 

Is the industry not open or are you actually not willing to be open to it? 

Oh no (laughs ), I'm open to anything. But I believe the main point is that you                
need to have your own space, have the support of your country, and I'm not               
sure how open that is (laughs ). 

So you feel that if you don't have Venezuela's support you can't shoot. 

I think it's very complex, yes, very complex. 

Getting money from the rest of the world is very difficult. 

Yes, very difficult, because the rest of the world needs it as well. 

Even after winning San Sebastian and so many other awards? 

Sure, there's more respect of course, and I imagine that any project I present              
now will have much more attention than I used to have, but it's not like 'You're                
there'. No. 

No one is going to offer you 10 million dollars. 

Oh no, no one. Where are they? Please tell me! (Laughs out loud ). 

And what happened in Venezuela when you released it? 

It was very interesting. The movie ran for 5 months, and for this kind of movie,                
this is very difficult; in the end, it stayed in 3 small theaters and people kept                
going. We had a bit more than 240 thousand spectators, which is also a good               
number. Of course it ran at the same time as a commercial movie which had 2                
million spectators, so my 240 thousand sound small, but these are two            
completely different worlds, I'm very conscious of that. Perhaps people are not            
so conscious of it but I am, and I think we had really good numbers. But above                 
all I think that what happened with the movie was fantastic in two ways—first              
with the critics, who only write their reviews, and then with the audience. And              
what happened with “Bad Hair” is that from housewives to historians,           
philosophers, psychologists - especially psychologists - everybody took some         
time to write about it. There were tons of articles in Venezuela, there were also               
numerous international reviews, but what was so magical about it was that so             
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many people in Venezuela took the task to write about and reflect on “Bad              
Hair”. 

What about the audience? 

I was coming to that… on the other hand, there seemed to be no theater where                
showings did not end up with arguments, conflicts, “I'm not like that!”, “Of course              
you are!” (laughs ). The internal discussion of recognizing oneself, of identity, of            
who you are similar to and who you're not, how you behave… 

Do you like it when this happens? 

Of course I like it, I love it, and I'm very surprised at some of the audience's                 
reactions. It happened to me, and to the actress too, that we found people who               
told us furiously: “I didn't like it, it's a bad movie.” And I would say: “Ok, you                 
didn't like it, that's alright, it's bad, tell me why it's bad.” And the answers were:                
“It's that you end up really sad!”,  “There's no hope, they don't tell you what               
they're going to do”, “I couldn't finish my popcorn” (we laugh ). So when you start               
to analyze people who say “I didn't like it”, you find out that these people were                
actually deeply hurt, they didn't like the fact that they had suffered. Those             
comments changed my perspective. And some people told me: “I don't get why             
people say Bad Hair is violent, there's nothing violent in it; besides, nothing             
happens in this movie.” This shows there are people who live in contexts where              
they've assumed and decided that this violence is natural, so that's really            
shocking. Starting to see those signs, to discover those things, has been            
incredible. 

Once I went to a forum where there were many psychologists, and people             
would stand up and say: “After watching it three times…”, wow, “After watching             
it four times…”, what's going on here? In the end I said: “Look, next round is on                 
me, I'm begging you, I'll organize a screening for you, I'll give it to you as a gift,                  
but don't watch it 4 or 5 times because that makes me nervous” (we laugh out                
loud ).  And something very beautiful happened that helped me understand the           
movie. A psychologist stood up and started talking, nothing unusual at first, but             
then she started taking her fury out and proved to be a homophobic, a racist,               
and she was expressing all that and the whole theater was absolutely appalled,             
and I was thinking: “What should I do?” Because something really personal had             
happened to her with the movie. She was taking out some significant personal             
issues, because she was not talking about the movie, she was talking about her              
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problems. When she finished, the only thing I could tell her was: “Look, not only               
were you watching the movie but the movie was watching you.” 

That's beautiful. 

When I said that, the woman broke down, and I had to comfort her for hours, so                 
I understood it was actually true, that what was happening was that the movie              
was watching the audience, that the audience's reactions depended on their           
personal experience. 

Mariana, isn't that exhausting? 

Yes, you can't imagine…but it made me reflect and understand the ethical side             
of it. That you have to be careful with your work, because you also need to                
support the audience, and you won't always be there to take care of them              
yourself. 

But that's not your duty. 

Of course not, but you do have to reflect on the ethical side of filmmaking, and                
when you make a movie, you need to be careful… You don't have to leave out                
what you want to say nor the way you need to say it, but… In “Bad Hair” there's                  
a final sequence that is very important to me, which I didn't want to include, and                
the editor said: “If you cut it out, I quit.” And given that she was also the                 
producer, I would have been in serious trouble. “If you don't put this scene in              
the film, I can't keep on shooting, because it's essential, because when this film              
is over, you have to give the audience the chance to breathe. ” I didn't want to.                
In the end, we came to an agreement and the scene stayed, and now I thank                
her every day, because there are many spectators who can only manage to             
stand up because of that final scene. 

Well, and have you considered writing an article to explain “Bad Hair” so             
that spectators don't need to come crying to you or tell you “I didn't like               
it!” and all that? 

(Laughs ) Actually, I've been thinking about this for two days, about how my             
trade is that of the abyss, of doubt, of uncertainty, working with pain and with               
the soul… And now I understand the dimension of each word. But I'm an artist               
who needs doubts, contradictions, to be able to survive with my own            
contradictions, and feel one thing today and something different tomorrow, but           
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I'm not a person nor an artist of certainties. No, I don't have any. And suddenly                
you end up surrounded by universes and worlds where… 

Where you wound up by chance. 

That's right! And you say: but tomorrow I may tell you exactly the opposite from               
what I said today and it will be alright, it must be alright, because that's how I                 
am as a human being and that's what my work is about. 

Mariana, why did you decide to be a filmmaker? Did you choose cinema or              
did cinema choose you? 

No, I chose it, as I also chose to abandon it. But it's not that I quit, it's just that I                     
understand there are things about cinema that I don't like so much. 

What things? 

What I don't like about cinema - see how contradictory I am - is its excessive                
love for certainties, for techniques, for its unique truths. So what I do to escape               
from cinema is to become an electronic artist, and I make robots! (We both              
laugh ). And when I talk to engineers, they are very dogmatic with bolts, and you               
need to be dogmatic with bolts, because if they're not straight, they don't fit into               
the nut. So that's when you say: look, being dogmatic is reasonable and logical              
in certain spaces, but not all of them! 

Ok. But that doesn't tell me why you chose cinema. 

I chose cinema because some members of my family were close to cinema but              
I also chose it because of the kind of life I've had, where every ten minutes I                 
would think: “Well, you could make a movie with this.” It was the life I had with                 
my parents, who… I'm not sure if you had the chance to see “Postcards from               
Leningrad”… 

No, but I would really appreciate it if you could tell me about that movie. 
 
 
 

‘…IT WAS A COMIC STRIP BECAUSE, GIVEN THAT YELLOW SUBMARINE 
WAS MY ONLY REFERENCE, HOW ELSE COULD I DO IT? WITH YELLOW 

SUBMARINE AND THE SONG I LIKED MOST, WHICH WAS BATMAN'S 
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THEME, BECAUSE THE ONLY SONG I HEARD UNTIL I GREW UP […] WAS 
“HASTA SIEMPRE COMANDANTE”…’ 

 

Well, that movie starts like my life did. My mom was in the guerrillas in Lara, she 
went down to Barquisimeto to give birth, she arrived at the hospital, I was born 
and I happened to be the first baby to be born on Mother's Day in Barquisimeto. 
Given that nothing more important ever happened there, we got to the 
newspaper front page with a picture of me and my mom (laughs ). Well, from 
that day we started running away. From then until I was about 6, when Caldera 
started the Pacification… 

Did your mother go to the mountains? 

No, she was with me in the city all the time… There was no home, we moved                 
from one place to another, always living in the shadows, using fake names… 

Were you conscious of what was going on? 

Yes, fairly conscious. The other day I talked about something terrible, that when             
I had an argument with my dad, I used to threaten to say his real name at the                  
laundromat. I was actually threatening to give him away! (We laugh ). And that's             
what the movie is about—about how to construct a false identity. 

And when did you become Mariana Rondón? 

With the Pacification. 

Have you treated such painful childhood experiences in therapy? 

No, that's why when I made “Postcards from Leningrad” a very good friend of              
mine told me: “Mariana, it would have been cheaper to do some therapy,             
instead of spending a fortune on this movie ”, though it wasn't that much             
actually. 

And when did you start thinking about writing it? 

When I was a child, because one of the few places where I could escape to, to                 
have some privacy, was when they took me and my cousins to the Cinemateca              
to keep us occupied for a little while. But they always got it wrong and took us to                  
see the same movie, so we watched Yellow Submarine like, I don't know…           
200 times. That's why, during my childhood, I thought cinema was only one             
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movie: Yellow Submarine. And the first time I went in and they were showing              
something different from Yellow Submarine, I said: This is not cinema! Let's go            
because this is not cinema!  (We both laugh out loud ). So, of course, when,             
some years after this, I watched Yellow Submarine I thought, and my cousins             
too, that we had to make a movie, and I started to realize that every story could                 
become a movie. For a long time, I said: No, I'm not ready to make that movie ,                
because I still had this pompous idea of the heroic guerrilla fundamentals            
(smiles ). Until a friend told me: “Look, Mariana, that movie is never going to              
work, you'll never be able to make it and, of course, you'll never be ready if you                 
don't get into it, if you're not a character in the movie.”  That changed my              
perspective completely. And the movie is a complete mess, because it's not the             
story of a particular guerrilla but a story of memory rebuilding and a story of               
fear, of the way we learn to fear. (A shadow of sadness crossed Mariana's              
ever-cheerful face for a moment ). 

Was it painful to write the script? 

No, but one day I remembered a scene about the start of Pacification, when              
they told us: “You're all going to be free ”, and my mom said: “Not me, because I               
escaped ”. Before I was born, my mom had been put in jail and had escaped. So                
my mom said: “There will be no Pacification for me; I'll have to serve my              
previous sentence and then I'll be out ”. So we packed our things and left, she               
turned herself in, and we were taken into a small room for hours… 

Your mom turned herself in?! 

Well, yes, she turned herself in because it was the time of Pacification and they               
told her: “You're free of these charges, but you have to serve the previous             
sentence, you must stay in jail, have a trial…”  It was like the standard             
procedure, you know? She did it, and never parted from me. I was about 5 or 6.                 
They kept us in this room for hours and hours, and then they took us to the Los                  
Teques jail. It was early morning, they made us wait at the gate until they               
opened, and we went in. This instant, while waiting at the gate… when I              
remembered this instant, which I had forgotten about, I said: Oh, what I'm            
talking about is fear . That scene is not in the movie, that one's mine, it's the one                 
I'll keep for myself, but that's when I knew that one of the things I wanted to talk                  
about was fear. Of course the movie is absolutely playful because my parents             
are absolutely playful and have taught me to play with everything (smiles ), and             
that's one of my signatures, I play, I build toys, toys are my trade. 
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But, sorry, did your mom stay in prison? 

Yes, she did, and I was with her for a while - sometimes I went out with my dad,                   
other times I went back with her. Political prisoners could keep their children             
and could have them in their own cell. 

So you were in prison as a child?! 

Yes, exactly, that's why at 12 I gave up all political affiliations - with that               
background, I could easily retire already (laughs and makes me laugh ). They            
asked me about this yesterday, and I said I was not interested in any political               
affiliation - I don't believe in that. 

In spite of this tragic situation, I read that you created the film as a comic                
strip. 

Yes, it was a comic strip because, given that Yellow Submarine was my only              
reference, how else could I do it? With Yellow Submarine and the song I liked               
most, which was Batman's theme, because the only song I heard until I grew up               
and was able to buy my own discs, was “Hasta siempre Comandante” (“Until             
forever, Commander”) by Carlos Puebla. If I'm not indoctrinated, then no one            
could be. So I asked the musician to make a version of “Hasta siempre              
Comandante” but using Batman's theme (we laugh ). The guy stared at me like            
this (makes a bewildered face ) and told me: “Mariana, could it be the Green              
Hornet? Because Batman is too ambitious for me.”  And I said: Sure, the Green             
Hornet! (We both laugh out loud ).  And then we were joined by lots of Mexican               
rockers, and they made a wonderful version.  So for me this was great because              
it allowed me to affectionately and nonchalantly put an end to my relationship             
with all this world, all this universe, with complete love and criticism. 

Did your mom and dad see the movie? 

Yes, they love it. My mom has seen it like 15 times, and she keeps on watching                 
it. There's a scene - and this is amazing - where the little girl asks her                
mum: “Mom, what if they kill you, what would I do?”   And my mom turns around              
and tells me: “Did you know that you used to ask me that question?”   And I              
thought: This woman has not seen anything; who knows what happens to her            
when she sees the movie.  So I told her: And how do you feel about the movie,               
mom?  And she says: “The thing is that when they mention my mom”  - that is,             
my grandmother - “I can't really see it anymore, I'm no longer aware of what's               
going on.”  Imagine (laughs ). So all my actors tell me I'm a bit of a psychologist.                
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All of sudden, life puts you in situations in which you learn to discover and… my                
dad was the guerrilla chief of intelligence, and I believe he just passed me those               
mechanisms you need to protect yourself, by watching other people and           
knowing how they move and so on. For many years, I've been making efforts to               
block those mechanisms and avoid guarding against anyone, so I end up doing             
foolish things and talking nonsense to the press, because I don't want to be              
careful, I don't want to be careful anymore, I want to say whatever I want and                
make mistakes, and if I made a mistake, so be it, and if I didn't make a mistake                  
and there's a problem with that, well, there's a problem, but that needn't be              
serious. 

And what was the public's reaction to “Postcards from Leningrad”?          
Because I don't remember many films from Venezuela about the guerrilla. 

No, there aren't, and at that time - 2007 - we didn't have the opportunities we                
have now, with the Cinema Law; however, many people saw it, about 40             
thousand people, which was a lot in those days. This was a very strange movie               
for Venezuela at the time. After that, there were other movies, not with the same               
topic but sort of imitating the way the movie was made. 

Was there no controversy like with “Bad Hair”? 

No, with “Postcards from Leningrad” people were very respectful. 

With your pain? 

With the universe. I think there was an acknowledgement that we were talking             
about the grounds of memory, and I also believe I made the movie in a very                
respectful way, which was also true for “Bad Hair”, though they've not been so              
respectful. But the audience in general has been very generous. 

Wouldn't you like to write a novel about “Postcards…”? 

Oh no! Here I'll give you the same answer my mom gave to me when I told her I                   
would make “Postcards from Leningrad”: “Oh no, Mariana, that's so boring, who            
would want to talk about that! ” And I kept on going. When “Postcards from              
Leningrad” was released, that same year there were very similar movies made            
across the continent. My generation sort of needs to talk about this topic, about              
what happened. For me, it was really interesting to talk about it, to know if I                
would still want to make movies after that. 
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And did you? 

Yes, I still wanted to make movies… (laughs out loud ). 

 
“…THE EXHIBITION IS AN ILLEGAL LAB WHERE EVERY 12 SECONDS AN 
ATTEMPT IS MADE TO CREATE A NEW MYTHOLOGICAL BEING, A NEW 

GENETIC COMBINATION” 

 

You've make few movies in 20 years. Is it because you don't get the              
money or because you're interested in other things? 

Both actually. After I made the first movie, there was no more funding for              
shooting in Venezuela, it was hard, I couldn't get anything. When I made             
“Postcards from Leningrad”, there was barely any money and they told me            
“Take it or leave it ”. I took it, and though I didn't rip everybody off, I had to ask                   
for help and shoot with such a low budget that it was almost a rip-off, but if I                  
hadn't made it this way, I wouldn't have shot anymore, because it was a long               
time - almost 7 years - until I could shoot again. During this path, this awfully                
hard path before shooting “Postcards…”, I told myself: I can't limit myself to            
cinema , because for me, you need several worlds and several ways of doing             
things, and money can't be an issue. I said: Well, I'll start by stealing things , and               
so I would walk along the street stealing things, and I made an installation that               
was like a cop story: Y Yo que la quise tanto  (“And me, who loved her so”).  It                
was a crime scene, and you had to find the clues to discover how the crime had                 
been committed. So what I did was to take cinema into a museum room, at the                
Museum of Contemporary Art. And every day they would call me because            
someone had damaged the installation, so I went there and… the room where             
the crime had been committed was really seedy, and every time I passed by, I               
would write some really obscene phrase on the wall. So the Museum was very              
nervous because the artwork was being damaged (laughs ), and they made me           
go there every day, but when I arrived, what they had discovered was one of my                
obscene phrases (we both laugh out loud ). Another thing that happened once            
was that there was a couple making love, and one day I arrived and              
thought: How strange they haven't discovered this image, what's going on?  So I           
went to the back and discovered they had put tape covering the genitals (she              
can't stop laughing ) of the characters. 
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Censorship? 

Yes. What we don't know is if the person who did this was the watchman, the                
curator, the Museum director. We don't know who was responsible, it was a             
mysterious censorship. 

And did anyone solve the crime? 

No, but there were some teenage fans who would stay there the whole             
weekend. 

Wow, you've mobilized young people. 

Yes, it's funny because they say I make elitist cinema and popular installations             
with big box office takings, because it always happens to me that installations             
become a big sensation among people. I did that and discovered I had a whole               
world before me, and that if there was no money for cinema, I still had a lot to                  
do. 

And could you make a living from it? 

Oh no, none of the things I do allow you to make a living. But I live. So it's OK                    
(laughs ). That installation had a lot of electrical components that I worked out             
sort of intuitively. So I started to work on a new project, and that project took 10                 
years. All movies need hard work, but with that project I was stepping on              
grounds I had never imagined I would explore. In order to fund it, I started to                
make projects and get support from different sources. I got a grant in Mexico              
and spent some time working in a Robotics department. After that, still in             
Mexico, they asked me for a synopsis, I gave them 10, they asked me for 20, I                 
presented scripts with my partner MaritéUgás and they hired us as directors,            
and we shot a television series for the USA here in Argentina. It's called              
Post-Data and I'm not sure how that turned out, but I could live off my job, and                 
they let me write the scripts, direct. I worked with amazing Mexican and             
Argentinian actors. It was at that moment that I said: I'll make “Postcards from             
Leningrad” with whatever is available , and I made the best I could with it, and I                
went back to Mexico and there I finished “Postcards…” and shot another movie             
for television. So I put my things in a box and said: I'll be right back, I have to                  
release “Postcards from Leningrad” . But I didn't go back. I left my house fully              
furnished because we were shooting films in Venezuela with Sudaca.  Marité           
shot “The Kid Who Lies” and she did very well abroad. We had the premiere in                
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Berlin and it was right after that, while we were attending a series of festivals,               
that I started writing “Bad Hair” and shot it. 

Are things a bit better now? 

Right now we are preparing Marité's movie, which she's going to direct and I'm              
going to produce. 

You're having a bit of continuity. 

Yes, we're having a bit of continuity after 10 extremely harsh years trying to be               
able to shoot again, but not bad for making robots. 

What are the robots like? 

You can see them at the Sudaca Films web page - there you have all the videos                 
- or you can search for “You came with the breeze” in Vimeo. Robots are              
defined by their degree of freedom. This (makes a movement ) is a degree of              
freedom. And if a robot can do that automatically, it becomes a robot. But it also                
has 8 independent programs. First, I built a robot with bicycle and roller skate              
wheels, but then I looked for an engineer and in the end, engineers made it,               
though only after I had made the whole curve, learned how it was, learned to               
make circuits. So I went to a Simón Bolívar University lab with a suitcase and I                
told a professor I needed somebody's help to make that robot solid, and he got               
help from the least busy professor in Simón Bolívar University as well as two              
students who had to prepare a thesis but didn't know which topic to choose. So               
I got my robots and made the exhibition “You Came with the Breeze”, which I               
would present at least every 6 months in a different place. The last version was               
at the Beijing Olympic Games. The cultural activity at the Olympics was an             
electronic art exhibition, where everyone who did this kind of art attended, and I              
traveled with my engineers. We were there 15 days - I don't even know how to                
add, subtract or divide, but I was there, and afterwards I also ended up teaching               
at Simón Bolívar, a subject called “Ingenuity”. From that project onwards, they            
changed a bit the way they assessed professors, because the project was very             
hands-on and they needed theoretical data, but given that it came with a whole              
artistic concept… the thesis ended up being gigantic. When I presented it in             
Mexico, people thought I was an electronic artist, no one imagined I made             
cinema. I also presented it in France, Spain, many countries, in its different             
versions. 
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How strange, Mariana, to go from cinema to robots, which is like the exact              
opposite. 

Yes, but I was only talking about the machine. Now, what happens within that              
machine, what that machine does is the reason why I began to make it. The               
thing is that I had so much fun building the machine that I almost forgot about                
what happened within it, and what happens inside is much more fun. The robot              
creates a soap bubble that is 2 meters in diameter, and inside it I project               
transgenic beings, genetic combinations between human beings and animals. 

And where do you take them from? 

I make them. And for me the exhibition is an illegal lab where every 12 seconds                
an attempt is made to create a new mythological being, a new genetic             
combination, which I believe is what happens in genetic labs these days. This is              
not something I made up, I heard it from a member of the European Community               
Bioethics Commission, who was telling a nephew that they had to dismantle            
home genetic labs where geneticists were trying to create a mythological being. 

And do your robots manage to create the mythological being, do they            
always fail, or is that something you can't reveal? 

There's an instance in which they are created and another one - the one I'm               
most interested in - which is the genetic accident, because I believe that in a               
couple of years we'll start seeing genetic accidents walking down the street. 

Are you worried about this issue? 

Oh no, I love it because I consider it a creative space. Why are geneticists               
trying to create a mythological being? Because writers have done it, painters            
have done it and sculptors too. In the past, they were made of stone, clay, paint,                
now they're created through genetics. (Erica plays the video, and Mariana           
continues to talk about the images ). At that installation, I start playing with             
images, mixing them. Sometimes the fish has a human eye, and there's a really              
magical moment in which the bubble pops and that being starts to vanish. 

What was the public's reaction? 

This is totally hypnotic. When I want people to love me, I show this. People               
simply ask to give me a kiss, which gets unbearable after some time (laughs ). 

How did you manage to make the bubbles? 
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It took me 9 months to create a formula that could stretch like that, it's called                
surface tension. 

Have you studied Engineering or anything similar? 

No, I played it all by ear, "de guataca" as they say in Venezuela. And the total                 
weight is 1100 lb. 

Mariana, you're a scriptwriter, director, producer and visual artist. Which          
is your best means of expression? 

It depends on the moment. I work in production because I need to, not because               
I like it, but if I didn't have the ability to produce, I wouldn't be able to make this                   
(referring to the robotic installation ). 

Mariana, what do you wish would happen in your artistic life? What are             
your dreams? 

There are so many things I would like to do that need scientific research, from               
going to space… Because in cinema the way you do things is clearer, but this,               
in contrast, is a continuous discovery. 

But isn't it the same with cinema? Isn't each script something new? Isn't             
the public's reaction something new? You've just won San Sebastian and           
you're already bored, come on girl! How's that possible? 

(Laughs ) I don't know, I suppose I like challenges, starting new things. I did this               
because what I wanted to do was study Genetics. That is the creative space              
right now: Genetics, because that's where you can create the future. But I said              
no, I can't be bothered to start studying at this stage. And it took me 10 years to                  
finish this project - if I had studied Genetics, I would be making little monsters               
by now. 

If you believed in miracles and you could make one true, what do you              
wish would happen in your artistic life? 

At a personal level, I would like to live without fear - in fact, I decided to talk                  
about fear because I felt that fear was getting closer, that it was about to come.                
But at an artistic level, I'd like to… what I enjoy most in life is having adventures,                 
so I would like the next thing I do to have a lot of adventure. Right now we're                  
working in Marité Ugás's project, about which I cannot say much because it's             
her project and I'm only the producer, but which implies some degree of             
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adventure. It's a project for which we did some documentary research, and it             
was very exciting, so I want to get into that new adventure. 

What about Hollywood? 

I would love to make special effects there, see how they make special effects in               
Hollywood. It's not that I refuse to direct, I don't, but that is not my main                
objective, unless I come up with a project whose ideal setting would be             
Hollywood - in which case, I would want to go there - but given that I don't have                  
it… The thing is that I like being backstage, I would love to see the whole Cirque                 
du Soleil machinery, or to participate in the creation of the Olympics opening             
show. 

Who influenced you as a director? 

Tarkovski. He'll always be my guide. I'm more of a movie fan than a filmmaker,               
and I'm a big fan of him.  (Stops to think ) Bergman… Italians, of course, whose               
movies I watched when I was a teenager - later on I set myself aside from them                 
but now I'm starting to appreciate them again. And something very beautiful            
happened when I presented the movie in Turin, where critics and people from             
the audience would stop me and say: Your work is true Italian neorealism!  OK,            
this could be my place, I thought. It was really nice, because I received the               
Scuola Holden Best Screenplay Award, and they told me “Would you like to            
come and work writing screenplays here? ” and I said: Wow, that's nice, it sound             
good, I'll take some time to think about it  (laughs ). 

Mariana, it's been a very interesting interview. Thank you so much. 

Thank you! 

 

 

 

© viviana marcela iriart 

Translation by  ©Luciana Valente 

 Links: Sudaca Films  / Mariana Rondón  / Sudaca films YouTube 
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'Joan received death threats, and was banned, persecuted' 
/ Julio Emilio Moliné, co-director of the documentary 'Joan 
Baez in Latin America:   There but for fortune  (1981)', Los 
Angeles, California, March 3, 2014 / photos by Julio Emilio 
Moliné 
 
 

 

 

Joan Baez , May 1981 ©Julio Emilio Moliné 
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After that historical tour in which Joan Baez terrified dictators from Argentina,          
Chile and Brazil so much that they threatened to kill her and banned her from               
singing, among other things, the mythical singer-songwriter and pacifist will          
perform in March  in the same countries in which her voice made perpetrators of             
genocide falter in 1981. 

 
 
 
 
 

Joan Baez & Laura Bonaparte, México, May 1981  ©Julio Emilio Moliné 

 
 
 
 

'Beautiful Laura Bonaparte was   a psychoanalyst from Argentina. On June 
11, 1976 her husband, a biochemist, was dragged out of the house in front 
of her eyes and she never saw him again. When she went looking for her 

daughter, who had also "disappeared", she was given her daughter's 
hand in a jar for identification.'      

Joan Baez:  'And a Voice to Sing With (A Memoir)' 
109 

 

http://oilsmudge.com/recollections_3.html
http://www.joanbaez.com/contents.html
http://www.joanbaez.com/tourschedule.html
http://www.joanbaez.com/tourschedule.html
http://www.joanbaez.com/
http://www.editorialmarea.com.ar/laurabonaparte.html
http://oilsmudge.com/recollections_3.html
http://oilsmudge.com/recollections_3.html
http://oilsmudge.com/recollections_3.html
https://www.amazon.com/Voice-Sing-Memoir-Joan-Baez/dp/1439169640
https://www.amazon.com/Voice-Sing-Memoir-Joan-Baez/dp/1439169640


INTERVIEWS    viviana marcela iriart 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Joan Baez & Madres de Plaza de Mayo,  Buenos Aires, May 1981  ©Julio Emilio Moliné 
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Thank you Joan Baez, for the brave and affectionate 1981 tour to bring           
comfort, joy and hope to the victims of the Pinochet, Videla and Joao Baptista              
de Oliveira Figueiredo dictatorships. 
  
Thank you Joan Baez, because despite receiving death threats and being          
banned and persecuted, she stayed at our side, sang to us and showed the              
world the horror of dictatorships in the wonderful documentary 'Joan Baez in            
Latin America: There but for Fortune.' 

Thank you Joan Baez for giving victims a face and a voice, and restoring their             
humanity. 
 
Thank you Joan Baez for condemning the crimes committed by          
both right-wing and left-wing dictatorships, as well as democracies. 
 
Thank you Joan Baez for defending human rights, for opposing wars, arms           
build-up, discrimination, totalitarianism. 
 
Thank you Joan Baez for showing me, when I was 16 years old, the meaning              
of non-violence and its difference with passivity. 
 
Thank you Joan Baez because your fight is not limited to singing and talking to             
the press, as the documentary and this interview (among many other facts)            
demonstrate. 
 
Thank you Joan Baez  for your voice, which soothes all pain. 
 
Thank you Joan Baez  for showing the way and being a banner but also doubt. 
 
And thank you Julio Emilio Moliné for sharing some of your memories and             
photos from that brave tour of Joan Baez in Latin America… here, fortunately. 
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Joan Baez, Lula, Eduardo Suplicy & Julio Emilio Moliné (with mustaches), 
São Paulo, Brazil, May 1981. Courtesy photo J.E.Moliné 

 

 

Joan Baez: How Sweet the Sound | Preview | PBS 

 
 
 

 
How did you become part of the tour of philanthropic activities and            
concerts Joan Baez did in 1981 across Latin America to show her support             
for the victims of dictatorships there? 
 
One Monday morning at the end of April 1981 I got a call at work (I had a job at                    
a TV station) from my friend John Chapman, an independent filmmaker from           
San Francisco. He told me: 'Hey, would you like to go on a Latin American tour                
with Joan Baez for a month?  We can film it and make a documentary.' 
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Given that I speak Spanish, and I had lived in Chile for many years and had                
traveled around Argentina, John thought I would be a good partner for this             
adventure. Being a little older than me, he had worked in Apocalypse            
Now  with Francis Coppola and had fallen in love with cinema during that            
experience. I said yes without hesitation, though I had no holidays and I             
needed to get an unpaid leave at work. 
 
Another setback was that my wife was pregnant, and our daughter was            
expected to be born during the tour, so I had to ask her whether she thought                
this was a good idea. She generously said yes. And our daughter Andrea was              
born while we were in Buenos Aires interviewing a journalist from the New York              
Times. 
 
That Monday when I received John's call, we met Joan in the evening at a               
Chinese restaurant in Palo Alto.  Joan gave me the go-ahead, and we started              
the required paperwork. 
 
What was you impression of Joan Baez? 
 
I remember being a little shocked at the fact that I was eating Chinese rice with                
such a famous person. Besides being a very attractive woman, she was very             
friendly and warm. She asked us a lot of questions about Latin America, some              
very well-informed and others less so, and she paid for the meal. 
 
She made a very good impression on me, because of her kindness and good              
sense of humor. 
 
On what day did the tour begin? 
 
On May 3, 1981, John and I met with Joan and Jeannie in México City, where                
we interviewed the Argentinian doctor (the dictatorship had caused great          
suffering to her family), and that evening Joan gave a concert where we had the               
chance to try the equipment. 
 
The next day we set off to Argentina, where we stayed until May 15, when we                
crossed the Andes in our way to Chile. There we stayed in Santiago until May               
19, when we set off to Brazil. We spent a few days in São Paulo and Rio, and                  
then headed off to Nicaragua. After that, Joan and Jeannie went alone to             
Venezuela. 
 
That tour was recorded—except for the trip to Venezuela and          
Nicaragua—in the wonderful documentary 'Joan Baez in Latin America:         
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There but for fortune.' Who had the idea of making it? What was the              
purpose? How was it funded? 
 
The main driving force of the documentary was John Chapman, who convinced            
Joan of the historical value of recording her tour.  Much of the funding came              
from Diamonds & Rust, Joan's company in California. My salary was paid by             
KTEH TV, the TV station I worked for in San Jose. When I asked for an unpaid                 
leave to travel around Latin America with Joan and film, Peter Baker, my             
executive producer, convinced Maynard Orme, the station manager, that this          
was an idea they needed to support. It was an act of courage that is rarely                
seen nowadays, because I had been working there for less than a year (and              
was only 27 years old). KTEH also lent the filmmaking equipment, and paid the             
post-production and editing costs.   
 
Tragically, John died in an accident in 1983, less than a year after finishing the               
documentary.   
 
Do you think Joan Baez imagined she would receive death threats,           
bombs, tear gas and censorship of her concerts in the three countries? 
 
No. She thought it would be difficult but never to such an extreme. The person              
who sparked the idea of making the tour in Joan was the Chilean writer              
Fernando Alegría, who was a Literature professor in Stanford.   He believed            
things were waning a bit in the Southern Cone, and that Joan's visit would inject               
a lot of energy into Latin American people, especially those who were protesting             
against dictatorships. 
 
How did you manage to shoot under the close watch of the repressive             
forces of dictatorships? 
 
It was hard, because fear was everywhere, and with good reason. Very few             
people in the USA knew about the dirty war in Argentina and the death squads               
in Brazil and the DINA/CNI in Chile, but we did. This was completely ignored by               
most people in the USA. We must remember that in 1980 Reagan was elected              
president with the mandate to reverse much of the liberal progress made during             
the 70's. But I had lived under Pinochet's dictatorship and I knew they would              
keep an eye on us. The most probable scenario was that they would confiscate              
our equipment at the airport, and that would have been the end of the              
documentary. That's why we decided to travel super light with a couple of Elmo              
Super 8 cameras, Sony TCD 5 cassette recorders and a big case containing             
Kodachrome and Ektachrome film rolls. We had a couple of lights and a tripod,              
and that was it. 
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Many of the documentary scenes were shot indoors: concerts, apartments,          
friends' houses, etc. That way, we could leave the guards outside and shoot             
what we could with the few lights we had. For outdoor scenes we would usually               
go without Joan, because she attracted too much attention.   
 
Who were the members of the team? 
 
We were only four people traveling: Joan, Jeannie Murphy (who was like Joan's             
producer and manager), John and me. Curiously, in Chile, the yellow press            
insinuated that John and I were Joan and Jeannie's 'friends', but those were             
only tales invented by people serving the dictatorship. In each country, there            
were many people who helped us and allowed us to do the tour and create the                
documentary. 
 
Was any of the countries more dangerous that the others, or was Joan             
Baez equally persecuted in all of them? 
 
Argentina was the scariest by far, though I think the military was actually more              
interested in making sure nothing happened to Joan than in hurting her.  
 
It was there that Joan received the most threats, we were kicked out of a hotel,                
they threw teargas bombs at a meeting, and so on. Besides, a Ford Falcon with               
no plates would follow us everywhere. There were four strange men in it.              
Buenos Aires was the only place where I was really scared. I even got to               
wonder if I should start the car in case there was a bomb in it.  
 
In Chile, things were more subtle. Joan was still unable to sing in paid concerts,               
but at least she could sing in front of an audience. If they followed us, I didn't                 
realize it, but I'm sure they did. 
 

There was a wave of car bombings in Brazil those days, and many were              
attributed to the dictatorship, though the truth came out later. But we didn't             
know that at the time, and the dictatorship used this to prevent the concerts in               
order to 'protect the public.' 

 

 
'During her visit (…) they put a  bomb and we had to evacuate the house 
(…) and hurry to take  Joan  to a distant bar to keep her safe.  I called the 
fire department, who came with a truck from the bomb disposal unit and 

extracted a box from the balcony in which you could see there were 
cables and a bomb, which they exploded right there. (…)  Joan's presence 
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in Argentina was a great source of support and strength for the human 
rights cause, it gave us strength to continue   struggling.'  

Adolfo Pérez Esquivel,  La Nación , March 1, 2014 
 
 
 
 

What human rights organizations and public figures did she meet with in            
each country? Which encounter, or encounters, do you think impacted          
her most emotionally? 

In Argentina and Chile the Servicio Paz y Justicia (SERPAJ) organization was          
the one that made the most effort to organize encounters between Joan and the              
people. In Buenos Aires, they helped Joan contact the Mothers of the Plaza de              
Mayo and other activists and victims of the dictatorship.  
 
She should be the one to tell you what impacted her most, but in my opinion her                 
meetings with the Mothers in Argentina and Chile were very shocking. Joan            
herself said that the trouble with the concerts was nothing compared to the             
sufferings of the mothers. And those meetings left her really distressed. Adolfo            
Pérez Esquivel, in Argentina, also made a great impact because of his courage             
and simplicity. There was a deep mutual respect between him and Joan based             
on their admiration for Gandhi's pacifism. 
 
One year before, Pérez Esquivel—an ex-prisoner of the Argentinian         
dictatorship—had received the Nobel Peace Prize. Do you remember what          
their first encounter was like? 
 
He waited for us at the airport that evening in Buenos Aires and helped us get                
through Customs without problems. The bureaucrats of the day were very           
interested in why we had so many film rolls. We tried to explain that we were                
making a home movie for Joan but we were having trouble making them believe              
us. 
 
Adolfo intervened, and through light but direct pressure he assured them that            
everything we were carrying was the usual equipment for an artist like Joan. It              
was late in the evening so we went straight to the hotel to sleep. 
 
The next day there was a press conference in the SERPAJ, with Adolfo, Joan,              
and a fair amount of journalists. I don't remember seeing TV cameras. This             
scene is included in the documentary. 
 
Do you remember the first encounter between Joan and the Mothers of            
the Plaza de Mayo?  
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Yes, we visited them at a big office near the Buenos Aires city center. There               
were about thirty or forty people there, many of whom were mothers, and they              
sat against the walls of large rooms, with their hands almost crossed in their              
laps.  Some of them had a white headscarf.  
 
After a brief moment of tension, Joan took out her guitar and sang a couple of                
songs. Then she sat next to the mothers. One of them started to talk about her                
tragedy while Joan listened.  They hugged, and the mother cried. 
 
At the end, Joan sang another song.  When we left, Joan was very sad. 
 
Was Joan able to march with the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo? 
No, she wasn't. That morning the SERPAJ leaders met and agreed that it             
would be counterproductive to have Joan march that afternoon. Adolfo didn't           
agree, and he said so. 
 
Joan wasn't very happy with their decision either, but she respected their will             
because those who lived there would be the ones who would have to suffer the               
consequences. 
 
Those were very fragile days in Argentina, and the SERPAJ leaders believed            
the dictatorship would use Joan's appearance next to the mothers as a sign of              
foreign intervention against the interests of the Argentinian people. 
 
That afternoon Joan kept going round the square in a taxi. We came out, I took                
some pictures, and John filmed. That's why there's no scene of Joan marching             
with the mothers in the documentary. 
 
Was she able to sing in front of an audience in Buenos Aires? 
 
No, she wasn't. If I remember correctly, she sang in an apartment full of people               
who had been victims of the dictatorship, at the SERPAJ, and I can't remember              
any other place, and never in a place that was open to the public. 
 
On May 8 we went to a Charly García and Gilberto Gil concert. 
 
Joan hoped to be able to go on stage and give the audience a surprise singing                
one or two songs, but when we got there, her hopes were frustrated. Charly              
García greeted Joan telling the audience that she was there, people applauded            
and Joan waved, but she said nothing. Later we found out that there had been               
veiled threats of serious consequences if Joan sang. 
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When the concert finished, we went to pick up our car and found all four tires                
had been slashed. That was the way the Ford Falcon guys could make sure we               
would not get lost in the concert crowd. 
 
When we got to the hotel that evening Joan was really depressed. 
 
Was it because of the slashed tires or because she had not been able to               
sing? 
 
The tires were the least of it. She felt sad and frustrated because she was               
being banned from doing what she had come to do, which was to sing. 
 
Did Joan complain about what the dictatorship was doing to her? 
 
I never heard Joan complain.  That's not her style. 
 
What is her style?  
 
Stoic. She never complains about her personal sorrows because she          
understands there are others who have much greater sorrows. 
 
In what language did she communicate? 
 
Always in English. She understands Spanish very well but feels much more            
comfortable communicating in English. 
 
Were you her translator? 
 
I was the documentary co-director, sound engineer, photographer, and         
interpreter.  I was also cameraman a few times. 
 
After that you went to Chile.  How did Pinochet treat Joan? 
 
Well, we never met Pinochet in person or anything like that. In general, they              
treated us more politely than in Argentina, but Joan was still unable to give paid               
concerts. Ricardo García, who was a celebrity there, told us in an interview that              
there was no formal prohibition against Joan, but there was          
'self-censorship'—everyone was scared to organize something because of what         
might happen. 
 
We were obviously under watch but in a much more subtle way than in              
Argentina. 
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When we left Chile on our way to Brazil, a pair of film rolls were stolen from one                  
of my cases. When we told our friends in Chile they started a legal action (with                
no success) and went on with that matter. 
 
Six months after that, a package with no sender information arrived at my office              
containing the two film rolls that had been stolen. We were never able to solve               
the mystery. 
 
A couple of years later, in 1983, I wanted to go back to Chile to visit my                 
parents. We would go in July. A month before our visit, my father called to say                
we should not go because they were getting phone calls during the night             
saying: 'Julio will die in July.' We canceled the trip. In 1985 we managed to go                
there but we were really scared. 
 
Horrifying. Were you able to include the film rolls in the documentary or             
had you already edited it? 
 
If I remember correctly, there was still time, but there was nothing there that              
was worth the trouble.  There was a lot of great material that was not included. 
 
What human rights organizations and activists could Joan meet with in           
Chile? 
 
Mainly with the SERPAJ and Chilean artists. She also met with some            
dictatorship victims in the Vicaría de la Solidaridad in Santiago. 
 
Do you remember that encounter with the victims? 
 
It was really moving, with the mothers crying in the Vicaría's central yard. 
Joan sang No nos moverán ('We Shall Not Be Moved'), and the mothers         
joined her. One of them took Joan's arm and sang proudly with her. They gave               
her a Chilote-style, woolen vest, which Joan wore a lot during the rest of the               
journey. 
 
I have a picture of John Chapman filming Joan in that yard singing with the               
mothers, and you can see a big sign behind her dedicated to Oscar Romero,              
which says: 'Nadie muere para siempre' (No one dies forever). 
 
In Chile she managed to give an almost clandestine concert. Do you            
remember how it was organized? How did Joan and the audience feel? 
 
In Chile Joan sang in several places: at a party near Santiago city center, at a                
Catholic religious service at a church in the Pedro de Valdivia square, at a              
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church auditorium in Ñuñoa, at the University of Chile campus in Macul, and at              
a couple of meetings in the homes of SERPAJ artists and friends. 
 
The only 'concert' was the one at the church auditorium, where there were three              
police buses outside. I don't remember if they got off the buses, but it called our                
attention because the concert had been organized that same day. How did the             
police know there would be a concert that evening? 
 
Some Chilean musicians sang that evening too. The auditorium was packed,           
and so was the street. They installed speakers so that people outside could             
listen. 
 
I remember there were many celebrities—artists, singers, actors, and so          
on—who were against the Pinochet regime. When Joan sang No nos            
moverán ('We shall not be moved') the audience started to sing 'El pueblo           
unido jamás será vencido' ('The people united will never be defeated'), which            
was one of the slogans of Unidad Popular during Allende's government. At that             
moment, I was really scared thinking about the police outside. If they had             
thrown a teargas bomb inside, it would have been very dangerous because the             
auditorium was packed and the doors were closed. 
 
There is an—unfortunately pirate—CD of the concert, and that's why I           
know the song was 'Here's to you', and at the end Joan says in Spanish              
'Yes, it's true.' It's a hair-raising moment, both because of emotion and            
fear. Do you remember how Joan felt after the concert? Happy? Scared            
because of the police? 
 
What I remember is that Joan was very happy for having been able to sing.                
Until then she had suffered a lot of frustration, and the audience responded in              
such a vigorous and vital way that it raised her spirits. 
 
I don't remember her being frightened of the Chilean police. They wore            
uniforms and behaved with discipline. Things were worse in Buenos Aires,           
where they wore civilian clothes, and threats kept coming without anyone           
knowing where they came from. 
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'The audience fully occupied the 1,200 seats and every corridor and 
corner of the Tuca. (…) The audience stood up and applauded extensively 
when Joan Baez finally appeared on stage (…) to announce she had been 

banned from singing (…). She ended up singing two 
songs—unaccompanied, with no microphone or speaker, from a window 

of the Tuca.'  

Sérgio Vaz , São Paulo, Brazil, Jornal da Tarde, May 23, 1981 

 
 
 
 
From Chile you went to Brazil, how was she received there? 
 
The Brazilian people received her very warmly, and although she wasn't able to             
sing there either, every time she appeared in public people applauded. 
 
Joan met with many representatives of the Workers' Party. Eduardo          
Suplicy, who I think was a congressman, took us to many places, even a             
meeting with Lula on the outskirts of São Paulo at the automobile workers           
union.  
 
Suplicy tried to get a permit for Joan to give a concert. I remember we even                
went to a local police station so that Suplicy could do the paperwork, but with no                
success. 
 
We went to a Ze Ramalho concert, and he received her very kindly at his               
dressing room (among marijuana smoke clouds), but they asked her not to sing             
because they were scared of what might happen with the authorities. 
 
Why? 
 
I believe it was auto-censorship, but there might have been threats, I can't be              
sure. Then Joan went on stage and danced while Ze was singing. The             
audience gave her an ovation. Joan's record label treated us very well, but they              
were also really frustrated because they were missing a great chance to            
advertise her albums in Brazil.  

She was also interviewed for Globo TV, where they didn't let us film. I             
remember they didn't even want John and me to enter the building. We never              
had the chance to see that interview because they didn't send it as they had               
promised to do. 
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From there, did you go to Venezuela or Nicaragua? 
 
We went to Nicaragua, where they treated us in an utterly different way. The              
Sandinista government received her as a guest of honor, and organized           
concerts and interviews for Joan. 
 
I remember that one evening we went to the home of poet Ernesto Cardenal to               
eat delicious Nicaraguan food, and there were other artists and poets. Ernesto            
was also a pacifist, and he talked a lot with Joan. Then Joan sang some songs                
to end the evening. In the end we decided not to include our visit to Nicaragua                
in the documentary, because the situation was very different there from what we             
had experienced in the Southern Cone. 
 
Which were the songs she sang most? 
 
Joan would adjust her set list according to the audience. In Argentina, for             
example, she sang Don't Cry for me Argentina a lot, and in Chile, Violeta             
Parra's Gracias a la Vida. In Brazil, she loved a song called Calice, and I think                
she learned it right there and included it in her repertoire. In Nicaragua she              
learned a song written by a Sandinista who had been imprisoned and tortured             
by Somoza's National Guard—I think it was called Mi Venganza Personal (My            
Personal Revenge). This also became part of her repertoire, because it was a             
song about learning to forgive old enemies. 
 
Of all the songs Joan sang, my favorite was No Woman, No Cry by Bob             
Marley. She also sang Imagine (John Lennon), There But For Fortune (Phil       
Ochs), We Shall Not Be Moved, Blowin' in the Wind, Amazing        
Grace, Diamonds & Rust, and others I can't remember. 
 
Would you like to tell an anecdote about Joan from each country? 
 
In Argentina, we were turned out of a hotel under the argument that it was full,                
which was completely untrue, because it was almost empty. I remember the            
poor hotel manager telling Joan that he was sorry but blah blah blah, and Joan               
almost laughing in his face. It was evident that the hotel had been pressured to               
have us turned out. 
 
I don't remember which hotel accepted Joan after that.  
 
As an anecdote from Chile, I'll give you what my friend Antonio De La Fuente               
wrote in his blog Camino de Santiago : 
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The spare pants 
'On January 6 in LA, CA, my friend JM will be exhibiting two photo series from                
analogue times. The invitation illustrates a photo of JB in Brazil from 1981. 
The image is actually very relevant because in those analogue times, before            
going to Brazil, JB was in Chile during the heyday of Pinochet's regime, and 33               
years after that visit she's planning to go back. There are three things I could tell               
about that time, but I'll leave it at two. At the final press conference, when JB                
was about to set off to Brazil, there were more men in gray than journalists. The                
men in gray were taking pictures of the journalists, and the journalists were             
taking pictures of the men in gray. Black and white, of course. 
There was another time when JB was singing for a small group of people and,               
accidentally, a cultural journalist spilled a glass of wine over JB's immaculate            
pants, and this immediately cast a gloom over the star, who reappeared a few              
minutes later wearing another immaculate pair of pants.'  Antonio De La Fuente 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
In Brazil, two policemen in gray came to Joan's room at the São Paulo hotel to                
tell her the concert which was scheduled to take place at a church had been               
suspended.  
 
It was almost time for the concert already, so we went to the auditorium              
anyway. It was full of people, and Joan sat among the audience and they all               
sang a couple of songs a cappella.  
 
The poor policemen who came to the door seemed somewhat embarrassed           
and even a little impressed at Joan, but they still had to 'carry out their duty.' 
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In Nicaragua, the Home Secretary, commander Tomás Borge, was fascinated          
with Joan, so one evening after a concert in Managua, he took us all in convoy                
to have dinner at a restaurant. It was almost midnight, so we were the only               
ones there.  
 
Given that Borge didn't speak English, I had to translate what he said. It wasn't               
long until I started to feel uncomfortable, because it was evident that the             
Sandinista leader had romantic ideas about Joan. He wanted to take her to             
'see the volcano at night.' Joan couldn't stop laughing because she found this             
all very amusing. 
 
Instead of the volcano, Joan convinced the secretary to take us to a prison on               
the outskirts of Managua, where Somoza's ex-National Guards had been jailed. 
We arrived there in convoy around two in the morning, and the prison chief took               
us all to see the prisoners, who were sleeping. 
 
The lights turned on, and it must have been quite a surprise for them to see                
such a retinue of visitors. Joan started to talk to some of the prisoners while I                
translated. One of them, a man of about thirty years old, told her that they had                
locked him without any charges, and they hadn't even told him why he had              
been imprisoned. Joan asked me to tell Tomás Borge about this. Borge called             
the prison warden and asked him about this man's case. It wasn't clear what he               
was being accused of. Borge told the warden to let him free.  The guards went               
to this man's cell, grabbed his things and took him out as if they were going to                 
let him free. That seemed to be their intention but we never found out if they                
actually freed him that night. 
 
I imagine Joan, you, and all the team must have felt really scared.             
Although Joan had spent 1972 Christmas enduring the Hanoi bombings,          
dictatorships were as deadly as a B-52.  If you ever saw her scared, when              
did you see her most scared? And how did Joan behave when in fear? 
 
I never saw any sign of fear in her. I saw her worried, frustrated, and               
sometimes impatient, but always in control of herself. And we were practically            
all day together. 
 
In general, I saw her suffer with people's stories, and also very worried about              
others, because of what might happen to them. I think Joan was very             
conscious of the fact that her fame protected her, but that those she met would               
not necessarily have that same protection once she was gone. Remember that            
the military didn't want anything to happen to her in their country because that              
would have been an international scandal. Now, there is a chance that she             
might have felt fear and I didn't realize it. John Lennon had been murdered less               
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than six months before in New York, which had cast a fateful shadow over a               
famous person's presence in a public street. 
 
I personally felt really scared in Buenos Aires, on May 8. After repairing the              
car's tires, I left everyone at a restaurant and went to call my wife, because my                
daughter had just been born. When I came out, I realized I was being followed.                
I got in the car and got paralyzed when I saw a couple of guys looking at me                  
from the sidewalk. I thought 'What if they've put a bomb in the car?' Nothing               
happened. But I felt extremely scared. The funny part is that when I headed              
towards the restaurant, I couldn't find it, so I parked and started walking. The              
two guys were following me and I was very tired because of all the activities of                
the day and the birth of my daughter. Suddenly, I turned around and asked            
them point-blank: 'Where's Joan?' They pretended not to know, but when I            
insisted, they pointed to a shop across the street. 
 
You don't have to answer but, if I may ask, have you ever seen her cry? 
 
No. I saw her impatient and in a bad mood a couple of times but generally she                 
was solid as a rock. 
 
What about singing? At that time she was said to be singing all the time. 
 
I can't remember.  I remember she draw (fairly well) on a notebook. 
 
In Nicaragua, one afternoon Joan and I were alone in the living room at the               
house we were staying in. While I was checking the equipment she was playing              
around with her guitar. Suddenly, she asked me if I wanted to listen to any               
particular song. I said No Woman No Cry. And she began to play it. That's               
when I took some of my favorite pictures of Joan.  It was a beautiful moment. 
 
What a beautiful portrait. Was she always that simple? Was her fame            
intimidating? 
 
Joan always tried to be kind to people. Once she saw me impatient and told me                
'courage is grace under pressure', quoting Ernest Hemingway. 
 
Her attitude was very consistent with her ideas of pacifism and respect for             
human rights, in the sense that there is no use in preaching those ideas if, at                
the same time, you treat others miserably. She clearly used her fame to get              
what she wanted, which to a great extent was to help the victims of human               
rights violations.  
 
I think she felt very comfortable with her fame. Remember that she had been              
famous since she was twenty years old, so people's attention didn't affect her             
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much. She was very careful to always behave as if many people were looking              
at her.  I very rarely saw her lower her guard. 
 
Something that really impressed me was the way that Joan's fame affected            
people. Everyone tried to get close to her, and even I was treated differently              
when I was seen with her.  It was very weird. 
 
What did you do with the documentary when you got back? 
 
We began to organize all the material we had collected. We transferred all rolls              
into video and started editing. At the beginning of August we had a version that               
was little more than ninety minutes long. 
 
Around September 1981 we went with Joan and Jeannie to Washington DC            
because she wanted to meet some politicians to let them know what she had              
learned in Latin America. She also gave a concert, which we shot and which is               
the beginning of the documentary. She had interviews with Ted Kennedy,           
representative Harkin, and many others who appear in the documentary. With           
this new material we created a one-hour version that we finished in March             
1982. We transferred it to 16 mm and had a premiere in San Francisco,              
another one in Los Angeles, and another one in Santa Barbara. Then it was             
shown in national television in May that year. 
 
What was the audience's reaction? 
 
It was very positive in all three cities. The last premiere was in Santa Barbara,               
and I was standing behind Joan watching the documentary. When it finished,            
she told me she was proud of the work we had all done. 
 
What was the fate of the documentary? Cinema festivals? Television in           
other countries? 
The documentary received some awards in festivals (San Francisco State          
Broadcast Media Award; Mill Valley Film Festival, and others I can't           
remember).  I don't know if it was shown in other countries. 
 
Were the victims of the dictatorships who appear in the documentary able            
to see it? 
 
We sent a copy to the SERPAJ in Argentina and another one to Chile. I don't                
know if they could show it to the public; most of it was in English, so that may                  
have prevented it from getting to a wider audience. 
 
There wasn't any money for subtitles? 
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That's right.  Nowadays it's much easier and cheaper to get subtitles, but back             
then, it wasn't. 
 
Besides we had accomplished the main objective, which was to spread the            
news about the Southern Cone in the USA during the Reagan era. 
 
Do you think Joan was able to recover the money she invested in the              
documentary? 
 
The Southern Cone tour was a commercial failure because she couldn't give            
any concert in which tickets could be sold. Our expenses (mine and John's)            
were minimal, because in several countries we stayed at friends' homes to            
avoid paying for a hotel. The documentary was shown at a national level in the               
USA, but it was in public TV, which generally pays very little for its              
documentaries.  
 
After spending a whole month with her, what did Joan Baez mean in your              
life? 
 
Joan was a great source of inspiration, but I was so young that perhaps I               
couldn't realize at that time how special it was to be with her and experience               
what we did.   
 
Now, when I look back, I feel lucky for having lived such a historical experience. 
 
What's the best thing you can say about her that almost no one knows? 
 
Her life as a public figure has been examined to such an extent that I really                
doubt I can offer anything new. 
 
What most impressed me about Joan was her great intelligence, her loyalty to             
her principles, and her sense of humor. She's really funny in private and likes              
playing jokes. 
 
She also has the ability to see very quickly the true character of the people she                
meets. 
 
Did you keep seeing Joan after the tour? 
 
Yes, we met several times during the edition of the documentary, and together             
with John, we shot several other interviews with her at her home. 
 
We lost touch in 1983 after John Chapman's death. 
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You're currently doing an exhibition of Joan's photos from this historical           
tour. 
 
Yes, the exhibition is called RECOLLECTIONS and it's at a gallery in La             
Cañada Flintridge (a Los Angeles suburb).   
 
The pictures can be seen at: 

 
 www.oilsmudge.com/recollections_3.html 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
©viviana marcela iriart 
 Photos by ©Julio Emilio Moliné 
Translation by  ©Luciana Valente 
 
Joan Baez Website 
Julio Emilio Moliné: Website 
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