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Hispanic Heritage:  Mothers, Sisters, and Daughters

As humans we constantly search for fulfillment.  We seek for ourselves in our present by looking to our past in anticipation of our future.  In our journeying we bring our bags with us and use the good in them to help us overcome the bad.  We may turn to our family to help guide us, or we may have to overcome our families.  We often endure much in order to move forward, to use our past to create “brand new memories.”  The price may be great as we create ourselves out of what we were, what we are, what we may become. 

In this series that illustrates the diversity of Hispanic culture, we journey through different worlds with different family relationships.  We begin in the world of a Cuban American teenager who wants to learn more about her roots while maintaining her strong allegiance to contemporary popular culture.  Then we travel to the gritty, often grotesque, world of a mourning Mexican mother who relies on her faith to sustain her on her odyssey to America and on her return home.  Next, we venture into the lost world of a young Latina in Chicago who struggles to establish her identity.  We conclude our journey in the Dominican Republic where the world created by brutal dictatorship contrasts with the sisterly love of the “four butterflies” who live there.

Each novel in this series offers its unique perspective on the struggles and triumphs of grandmothers, mothers, sisters, and daughters.  One uniting theme for the series is that each generation struggles to assert itself at both a benefit and a cost to the other generations.  Another theme is that of the unifying power of love as represented by family.  In meeting these families, we discover the universality of family ties and the complexity and uniqueness of familial relationships.

Brand New Memory (1998) by Elías Miguel Muñoz
In Elías Miguel Muñoz’s Brand New Memory, we face the basic question of whether children of immigrants have a right to learn about their family’s homeland.  Gina Domingo, a 90’s Cuban American teen, thinks she has the absolute right to learn more about her family’s past.  Gina lives comfortably surrounded by all the material pleasures America has to offer.  However, within that same world Gina’s mother creates a fantasy life that hides her from her experiences in Cuba.  She also attempts to shelter Gina from the horrific memories of Cuba.  Gina’s father, meanwhile, creates his own ideal world:  living the American dream of building a successful business so that he can lavish material possessions upon his family.  When Gina accidentally discovers a box of letters addressed to her by her Cuban grandmother, she is consumed with learning more about her Cuban heritage – with or without parental consent.  232 pp.

Esperanza’s Box of Saints (1999) by María Amparo Escandón

In Esperanza’s Box of Saints, María Amparo Escandón introduces us to strange characters, grotesque places and situations to unravel this mystery:  What should a widowed mother do if she believes her only daughter is not dead, but kidnapped?  Esperanza Díaz’s search for her kidnapped daughter takes her on a long, round trip from her kitchen – where she sees visions of St. Jude on the oven door – to the brothels of Tijuana, to the seamy side of L.A., and home again to a revelation in her own bathroom.  No matter what her condition on this magical, irreverent journey, Esperanza is never downhearted because she has her “box of saints” with her at all times.  Her story, according to the author, is “magical reality, the kind that people who live in Mexico encounter every day.”  254 pp.

The House on Mango Street (1984) by Sandra Cisneros

Sandra Cisneros, in The House on Mango Street, introduces us to Chicago’s Latino community as seen through the eyes of a young girl.  In a world of few expectations, Esperanza Cordero wants a home.  Not a house – a home.  She wants a family to help her as she tries to find her self.  Born in the U.S.A. with a Mexican heritage, Esperanza yearns for a fulfilling life.  Traveling down Mango Street, we meet her family, her friends, and her fiends.  Esperanza – and the reader – never knows who or what will come around the next corner.  This initiation story leaves us questioning what “coming of age” means for Esperanza as she tries to find a place in her America.  110 pp.  

In the Time of the Butterflies (1994) by Julia Alvarez
The private life and loves of the Mirabal family become more and more intertwined with the oppressive tyranny of dictator Trujillo who rules the Dominican Republic in The Time of the Butterflies.  Through the alternating voices of the sisters, we learn of the complex relationships of the “four butterflies” as they evolve.  Dedé, Minerva, María Teresa, and Patria each seek peace – and struggle to remain united in love – as the political upheaval created by El Jefe (Trujillo) consumes the Mirabal family.  Mixing historical fact with fiction, Alvarez creates a lasting memorial to the four “butterflies,” who remain a legend in the Dominican Republic.  324 pp.
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