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      I first came across the ideas presented in Reconstructing a Chicano/a Literary Heritage: Hispanic Colonial Literature of the Southwest through undergraduate and graduate coursework at the University of New Mexico. As a young Chicana/Nuevomexicana, I crossed paths with some of the most brilliant scholars whose work explores the early foundations of Chicano/a literature. In courses with Enrique Lamadrid, we studied the folklore of the southwest United States and grappled with questions of national origin and performativity. Tey Diana Rebolledo’s courses were intentional in excavating and solidifying a trajectory of Hispana/Mexicana women’s agency from the colonial period through the present, and A. Gabriel Meléndez’s courses on Chicano film made evident a long history of media production in the southwest United States that highlighted important political and cultural concerns expressed by Chicano/a and Hispano/a communities. In each of these courses, I felt proud to be connected to a centuries-long cultural heritage and simultaneously conflicted about how that same heritage informed my Chicana identity.1

      If Chicanos/as are the product of a colonizer-colonized legacy, how do we untangle our contentious identities as we look to the past, examine the present, and construct the type of futures we envision? How do we set forth on a path that critically acknowledges where we have been while remaining vigilant about how our conquest narratives speak to where we are and where we aspire to be? Reconstructing a Chicano/a Literary Heritage: Hispanic Colonial Literature of the Southwest, edited by María Herrera-Sobek, provides a framework for approaching these questions and is an essential resource for anyone interested in studying the origins of Chicano/a literature. Published by the University of Arizona Press in 1993, this collection consists of nine chapters organized into two parts: “Critical Reconstruction” and “Sources of Reconstruction.” Largely focusing on New Mexico and California, the scholars in this collection explore questions related to the acknowledgment of the Spanish conquest as a starting point from which to critically examine how early chronicles, prose, poetry, and drama produced during the Spanish colonial period might aid in expanding our understanding of contemporary Chicano/a literature and culture. Although it has been more than twenty-five years since the publication of Reconstructing a Chicano/a Literary Heritage, the questions that guided this group of scholars remain at the forefront of contemporary literary and historical inquiry about the origins of Chicano/a literature.

      Perhaps the most salient truth made evident by the collection is that the Spanish conquest left a troubled inheritance on which to build a literary trajectory. In Reconstructing a Chicano/a Literary Heritage, Herrera-Sobek notes that Philip Ortego was among the first Chicano literary scholars to suggest that we utilize the Spanish colonial period as a point of departure for exploring Chicano/a literary heritage (Herrera-Sobek 1993, xiii–xiv; see also Ortego 1971). According to Herrera-Sobek, we must do the work necessary to “discover or uncover the past and face the music, however discordant its notes may prove to be” (xxiv). Rather than dismissing the difficult work of recovering and reconstructing a literary past, each of the authors in the volume undertakes the task of complicating our literary origins to expose the tensions of past and present.

      Recovery and reconstruction projects surged in the early 1990s as Chicano/a scholars attempted to map and question the relevancy of the Spanish colonial period. Luis Leal offered a periodization of pre-Chicano literature in his 1993 essay “Pre-Chicano Literature: Process and Meaning (1539–1959),” while Tey Diana Rebolledo and Eliana S. Rivero presented a foundational and expanded periodization that highlighted Hispana/Mexicana writing from the colonial period through the early 1990s in Infinite Divisions: An Anthology of Chicana Literature, published by the University of Arizona Press in the same year as Reconstructing a Chicano/a Literary Heritage. The early 1990s also saw the formation of the Recovering the U.S. Hispanic Literary Heritage project, housed at the University of Houston, and the Paso por Aquí series published through the University of New Mexico Press.2

      When I began my doctoral program at Arizona State University in 2008, I was assigned the reading of Juan Bruce-Novoa’s essay “Shipwrecked in the Seas of Signification: Cabeza de Vaca’s La Relación and Chicano Literature,” which is the first chapter in Herrera-Sobek’s collection. I recall my professor asking us to analyze Bruce-Novoa’s proposition that Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca could be perceived as the first Chicano. I had read Cabeza de Vaca’s work years prior as solely a work of colonial subjugation. It had not occurred to me to read the text in any other way. The assertion was intriguing, and, over time, I became less concerned with a concrete answer to the question posed to me and focused instead on Bruce-Novoa’s argument about the alterability of early colonial texts and the possibility of rereading them in ways that countered their original purposes. The ability to rework colonial dialogue is evident in contemporary novels like Moroccan American writer Laila Lalami’s The Moor’s Account, which decenters Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative in favor of presenting the unfamiliar account of Estebanico the Moor, the first Black explorer of the Americas. Historical fiction, thus, allows writers to employ literary strategies to subvert power structures evident during the Spanish colonial period and emphasize stories that have not been told.

      In the same vein, Genaro Padilla’s chapter “Discontinuous Continuities: Remapping the Terrain of Spanish Colonial Narrative” reminds us that we are not connected to the colonial past by a continuous thread but rather by samplings of literature that, when recovered, can provide vital information about the genre conventions, ruptures, and divulsions that have led to our contemporary moment (see also Padilla 1994). Padilla’s subsequent work on Gaspar Pérez de Villagrá demonstrates that we can more fully develop an understanding of colonial legacies and ideological breaks by delving into the past to explore discontinuities and offer revisionist narratives (see Padilla 2011). Indeed, the authors in Herrera-Sobek’s collection, including Padilla, show the reader that colonial relationships are far more complicated than a simple binary of oppressor and oppressed and are not easily untangled. The effects of colonial practices in the present-day southwest United States have left an indelible mark on our communities.

      An examination of precursory literature allows Chicano/a scholars to locate critical moments of agency for Indigenous people during the Spanish colonial period that drastically shift the way we often think about colonial relationships. Enrique Lamadrid’s chapter “Entre Cíbolos Criado: Images of Native Americans in the Popular Culture of Colonial New Mexico” argues that cultural syncretism in New Mexico is the result of a negotiation of colonial relationships over time that included Indigenous rebellions as a central element of discourse. The Pueblo Rebellion of 1680, for example, altered the colonial landscape and proved to Spanish and mestizo settlers that these were Indigenous lands that would not be controlled easily. In his chapter, Ramón Gutiérrez notes that conquest theater performed during the colonial period was a fantasy production meant to mimic and mock Pueblo people to convince them of their supposed inferiority. The Pueblo Rebellion, thus, disrupted this by “robbing the colonists of all the pretense and fantasy they had carefully projected in their dramas” (Gutiérrez 1993, 63). For Indigenous scholar Gerald Vizenor, employing strategies of survivance made it possible for Indigenous communities to navigate and resist the colonial terrain while maintaining their cultural and linguistic identities to this day (see Vizenor 1999).

      While the majority of the narratives recovered from the Spanish colonial period are written by men, Tey Diana Rebolledo asks an important question in her chapter “‘¿Y Dónde Estaban las Mujeres?’: In Pursuit of an Hispana Literary and Historical Heritage in Colonial New Mexico, 1580–1840.” Rebolledo traces women’s agency in New Mexico by locating their voices and involvement through indirect means, including searching baptismal records, scouring male-dominated archives, and other “creative ways of exploring history” (1993, 140). Ultimately, she finds a wealth of information that demonstrates women’s participation in the colonial period in New Mexico as early as the 1580s during the Antonio de Espejo expedition. Her careful mapping of agency extends through the oral history interviews conducted by the Federal Writers’ Project. This is an endeavor that Rebolledo further explored together with María Teresa Márquez when they coedited a collection of women’s stories from the New Mexico Works Progress Administration, titled Women’s Tales from the New Mexico WPA: La Diabla a Pie (2000), published through Arte Público Press as part of the Recovering the U.S. Hispanic Literary Heritage project.

      In 2019, I taught a graduate course that focused on narratives of Spanish conquest and paired these with contemporary works of historical fiction that attempted to reframe the conquest. These pairings included Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s La Relación and Laila Lalami’s The Moor’s Account; Gaspar Pérez de Villagrá’s Historia de la Nueva México and Miguel Encinias’s Two Lives for Oñate; and Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz’s allegorical play The Divine Narcissus and Alicia Gaspar de Alba’s Sor Juana’s Second Dream. As we linked conquest narratives to contemporary literature—largely but not exclusively Chicano/a—I assigned many of the chapters in Herrera-Sobek’s collection to my students and found them to be as essential today as they were more than twenty-five years ago. Our past is inextricable from the present, as this collection teaches us.

      Reconstructing a Chicano/a Literary Heritage ultimately serves as a foundational text for reflection on and inquiry into the colonial past, urging scholars to carefully and critically uncover an ideological literary history linked to Spanish conquest and, later, U.S. conquest. The nine Chicano/a critics in this collection have made a lasting scholarly impact in their quest to map a literary heritage with troubled ties to the past, and they have persisted in their efforts to delve deeper into such work. This collection has influenced generations of scholars, including myself, to continue this journey—to apply new ideas to older texts and to push the boundaries of critical inquiry as we expand the repertoire of our literary past, further revealing the complicated ways in which this past informs our present.
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            1. Though not part of this collection, A. Gabriel Meléndez’s work on Spanish-language newspapers and Chicano cinema has been critical to efforts to recover these media. See Meléndez 1997; Meléndez 2013.

          

          
            2. “Paso por aquí” is the phrase that was written by Juan de Oñate on Inscription Rock at what is now El Morro National Monument in northwestern New Mexico. Juan de Oñate’s expedition into la Nueva México is documented by chronicler and explorer Gaspar Pérez de Villagrá in the 1610 epic poem Historia de la Nueva México. The Paso por Aquí series commemorates Villagrá’s poem as the first published literary work in present-day New Mexico. Likewise, Luis Leal’s chapter “Poetic Discourse in Pérez de Villagrá’s Historia de la Nueva México” asserts that the epic poem plants the seeds of a Chicano/a literary heritage through references to Aztlán.
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