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Cervantes’ Duality, Dichotomy and Fragmentation 

 

Undoubtedly, Lorna Dee Cervantes’ poetry, as well as the Chicano movement, goes beyond 

a predictable pronouncement against oppression, resistance and alienation. Therefore, it is 

not to be considered only as a manifesto or corpus working against or in opposition to a 

culture and literary movement occupying a prime position (in this case, the American). On 

the contrary, as Rafael Pérez Torres asserts in Movement in Chicano Poetry, Chicano 

poetry, “rather than excluding or denying, incorporates and includes,” signaling “a 

movement toward a hybridization and crossbreeding on a cultural level that mirrors the 

racial mestizaje responsible for producing the Chicano people” (1). Thus, throughout this 

brief essay, I will discuss how Chicano poetry, specifically Cervantes’, uses all these 

common themes and stands as a means to render her personal worldview: one characterized 

by dichotomies, duality, communication, correspondences and fragmentation. The poems I 

will discuss, which are available in the attached appendix at the end of this paper, are 

“Visions of Mexico While at a Writing Symposium in Port Townsend, Washington” (1981) 

and “The Body as Braille” (1981).  

 Lorna Dee Cervantes (b. 1955), in “Visions of Mexico While at a Writing 

Symposium in Port Townsend, Washington” and “The Body as Braille”, depicts and 

criticizes a world organized in dichotomies—divided mainly into reason and feeling, reality 
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and idealization, the masculine and the feminine, the earthly and the cosmic/poetic, the 

natural and the artificial, a sense of alienation and of pertaining, the figure of the oppressor 

and the oppressed,—by merging the English and Spanish language, by structural means, 

and through a portrayal of Mexico and the United States. Furthermore, these last rhetorical 

devices turn themselves into themes. 

 First, I will begin by discussing how Cervantes’ portrayal of Mexico and the United 

States allow her to do both: denounce an ill cultural or social order and to explore other 

themes such as language and dichotomies: 

                     México 

When I'm that far south, the old words 

molt off my skin, the feathers 

of all my nervousness. 

My own words somersault naturally as my name, 

joyous among all those meadows: Michoacán, 

Vera Cruz, Tenochtitlán, Oaxaca . . . 

Pueblos green on the low hills 

where men slap handballs below acres of maíz. 

I watch and understand. 

My frail body has never packed mud  
or gathered in the full weight of the harvest (3188). 

 

As we can see in these lines from “Visions of Mexico While at a Writing Symposium in 

Port Townsend, Washington,” by blending rhetorical devices such as imagery, simile and 

symbol, the poetic voice declares not only that she feels at home in a Mexico described as a 

vivid place, that she feels comfortable with its language and that it is this same language 

what defines her (as a name does), that she feels that all nervousness and difficulties of 

communication disappear, but that she fuses into the country itself. For instance, firstly, by 

means of simile, the speaker equals her identity and state of comfort in Mexico to the 

naturalness or simplicity of bearing a name. Secondly, as I declared above, Mexico is 

described as a “green”, vivid, and rural land in harmony with nature as well as with 

foreigners and native inhabitants. The use of the word “green” not only portrays the 
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landscape, but also remits us immediately to nature, liveliness, and innocence. Thus, 

imagery gives both a physical and psychological description of the country. In other words, 

imagery functions as a device that describes space and as a symbol or mirror of inner 

qualities at the same time. Likewise, by comparing herself with a migratory bird—that is, 

through the use of symbol—, she depicts Mexico as a utopic land characterized by 

humbleness that ever welcomes its native inhabitants, as an idealized land that even allows 

them to become part of it, as a land that does not forget. Nevertheless, the speaker 

acknowledges herself to be different from the Mexican natives, and that, despite her sense 

of belonging, she does not pertain fully to the environment. She is conscious that she has 

not undergone the same difficulties or activities than the natives; it is precisely at that 

moment when her identity and Mexico’s image might seem to begin to crack. This is 

evident in the following lines: 

Alone with the women in the adobe, I watch men, 

their taut faces holding in all their youth. 

This far south we are governed by the law 

of the next whole meal. 

We work and watch seabirds elbow their wings 

in migratory ways, those mispronouncing gulls 

coming south 

to refuge or gameland (3188, 89).          

 

      Mexico’s image changes radically in relation to the first lines. It is no longer a 

utopian and vivid land characterized by tranquility and acceptance, but a land ruled by toils 

and roles. Women and men have to live upon their gender assignations: the first at home, 

the second at work. Besides, Mexico is portrayed as a place where life is a constant struggle 

to survive, as a place where there is no possibility to think of distant futures, where the 

present is ruled by “the next meal”. Besides, the speaker affirms that while the natives are 

undergoing misery and toils, foreigners, specifically Americans, represented as 
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“mispronouncing gulls”, are the ones that find refuge and amusement in the country. This 

new image of the seabird coming south contrasts with the one of the first lines and 

reinforces the dichotomous or dual image of the country: one idealized and the other 

realistic.  

 Similarly, the second stanza puts into question again all the previous notions of the 

land. Nonetheless, here, emphasis is put on language: 

I don't want to pretend I know more  

and can speak all the names. I can't. 

My sense of this land can only ripple through my veins 

like the chant of an epic corrido. 

I come from a long line of eloquent illiterates 

whose history reveals what words don't say. 

Our anger is our way of speaking, 

the gesture is an utterance more pure than word. 

We are not animals 

but our senses are keen and our reflexes, 

accurate punctuation. 

All the knifings in a single night, low-voiced 

scufflings, sirens, gunnings . . . 

We hear them  

and the poet within us bays. (Cervantes 3189). 

 

 The poetic voice accepts that her knowledge is limited and that it is impossible to 

render or define it all through language. She affirms that she can only give sense to this 

land through feeling, and that if Mexico is to be understood, it is only by contemplating its 

history, by witnessing action passively, not by actually defining it. The speaker overtly 

expresses that feeling is purer than language. Thus, spoken or written language is depicted 

as an artificial construct destined to fail; consequentially, making communication 

impossible.  Nevertheless, although gesture and feeling are considered as purer means of 

communication, as something closer to nature or instinct, the speaker asserts that it does not 

mean that they are altogether irrational (stressing again duality). The poetic voice states 

rather that they have got a natural accuracy and keenness comparable to the order that tries 
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to achieve language through punctuation. Furthermore, here again, although 

communication is not entirely possible, the speaker argues that people have the capacity to 

understand their surroundings and are the possessors of a sensibility and vision comparable 

to the poets’. In this way, at the end, apparently action is separated from passivity, feeling 

from reason, the natural from the artificial, but only to reside or come together into one 

construct or being: the narrative voice which shares qualities from both cultures and ways 

of thought—as language, which is mixed throughout all enunciation—.  

 Now, structurally, there also exists another ramification or separation. The two final 

stanzas belong to an altogether different section which is called “Washington”. As we will 

see in the following quote, once again the poetic voice assumes a middle position between 

both the Mexican and the North American cultures: 

             Washington 

I don't belong this far north. 

The uncomfortable birds gawk at me. 

They hem and haw from their borders in the sky. 

I heard them say: Mexico is a stumbling comedy. 

A loose-legged Cantinflas woman 

acting with Pancho Villa drunkenness. 

Last night at the tavern 

this was all confirmed 

in a painting of a woman: her glowing 
silk skin, a halo  

extending from her golden coiffure 

while around her, dark-skinned men with Jap slant eyes 

were drooling in a caricature of machismo. 

Below it, at the bar, two Chicanas 

hung at their beers. They had painted black 

birds that dipped beneath their eyelids. 

They were still as foam while the men 

fiddled with their asses, absently; 

the bubbles of their teased hair snapped 

open in the forced wind of the beating fan. (Cervantes 3198). 

 

The poetic voice states categorically how she feels alien to the United States culture. Here 

again, the figure of the bird reappears with a completely different metaphoric value, which 

stresses the idea of duality, of how one thing can embody different and contradictory 
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qualities. The speaker describes how these birds watch her scornfully from a distance, from 

an elevated position.  

Likewise, United States is also depicted as a stereotyped country, even to a higher 

degree than Mexico, where there exists a clear division between men and women: the first 

oppressing the second (the word “woman” is even used as an insult). Machismo is 

represented as being inserted and accepted beyond consciousness; that is, as an acceptable 

reality no longer worth of fighting back. This is evident in the correspondence between the 

painting and the actual scene that the speaker witnesses.      

Now, I will comment on the poem’s last lines:  

there are songs in my head I could sing you 

songs that could drone away 

all the Mariachi bands you thought you ever heard 

songs that could tell you what I know 

or have learned from my people 

but for that I need words 
simple black nymphs between white sheets of paper 

obedient words   obligatory words   words I steal 

in the dark when no one can hear me 

 

as pain sends seabirds south from the cold  

I come north 

to gather my feathers 

for quills (Cervantes 3190). 

 

Once again, the poetic voice argues that she has the capacity to understand her people; that 

art resides within her mind, but, here again, to define it, to convey it to the others would 

result in failure, since that knowledge can be rendered only by words. The poetic voice 

hints at the possibility that it is only by a private system of signs that one can understand 

both her/his identity and surroundings. Therefore, the incapacity to convey it to the other is 

mankind’s failure and what makes cultures and people remain apart, separated, fragmented 

or alienated, what hinders a universal understanding. Yet, the poetic voice tries to transcend 

the barriers of language by the use of her private syntax, grammar and punctuation,—which 
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explains the lack of punctuation and the unconventional organization of the text—. 

However, the poetic voice acknowledges that this intent is also destined to fail. Although, 

at the end, there is a sense of relief, for it is this knowledge of impossibility what inspires 

her, what prompts her writing, what gives her a final ease, what make her exchange 

“feathers” for “quills.” As a result, we might infer that it is by writing that notions can be 

overturned and distances shortened.  

 

 We can notice a similar use and conception of language and writing in “The Body 

as Braille”: 

He tells me "your back 

is so beautiful." He traces 

my spine with his hand. 

I'm burning like the white ring 

around the moon. "A witch's moon," 

dijo mi abuela. The schools call it 

"a reflection of ice crystals." 

It's a storm brewing in the cauldron 

of the sky. I'm in love 

but won't tell him 

if it's omens 

or ice. (Cervantes 3190) 

As in “Visions of Mexico While at a Writing Symposium in Port Townsend, Washington,” 

words are the means by which the individual is able to communicate with the other. Spoken 

and written languages are aids to express an interior emotion or to describe the exterior. 

Nonetheless, as the title suggests, the body is also considered a means of communication by 

which the individual is enabled to attain and produce knowledge. For instance, in the first 

stanza, it would seem that the male lover is able to attain the woman’s beauty by tracing her 

spine, by touching her. He only uses spoken language in order to describe to her what he 
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feels (literally—her body— and metaphorically—his feelings towards her—). Thus, at first, 

the interior and the exterior, and the two means of communication—spoken and body 

language—might seem to be disjointed, fragmented or separated. It is by the second and 

third stanza that the poetic voice is able to mediate all these elements through language 

itself. 

 Firstly, the poetic voice equals her feelings to the exterior. She uses an exterior 

image—the moon’s halo— in order to describe the interior. Thus, at finding this 

correspondence, she brings together the earthly and the cosmic, the interior and the exterior, 

the language of words and of the body (since she is reacting to her lover’s touch). She 

equals these correspondences to the one of man and woman.  

Secondly, as it is also stated in The Norton Antology, she brings together or 

mediates three different conceptions of the same image, which are: (1) her own description 

and comparison to the moon; (2) an unscholarly, speculative or instinctive discourse 

represented by her grandmother’s description; and (3) an academic or scientific discourse 

represented by the school’s explanation of the event. All these three conceptions are 

summed up in the statement that follows. She concludes that the image and what she feels 

is “a storm brewing in the sky”. Thus, the poetic discourse is conceived as the ultimate 

means by which reason and feeling, the language of the body and soul, and the cosmic and 

the earthly are brought together.          

 Finally, in contrast with “Visions of Mexico While at a Writing Symposium in Port 

Townsend, Washington”, though at the end there exists the incapacity or impossibility to 

know the other, this is seen from a completely different point of view. While in the first 

poem discussed in this essay the impossibility is considered a failure and frustration, in 

“The Body as Braille” it is completely desirable and positive. This incapacity is seen as 
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something playful that spurs love and desire, as something that adds up to a longed for 

mystery and uncertainty.  

 In conclusion, Lorna Dee Cervante’s worldview and poetry are paradoxically 

fragmented and intertwined at the same time: the first is evident at a thematic level, the 

second at a formal one—that is, in the blending of poetic or rhetorical devices—. It would 

seem that for Cervantes each element of the world has a twofold nature and a 

correspondence to other elements, whether it is positive or negative. However, this does not 

mean that all these elements cannot be contradictory or exist by themselves. On the 

contrary, to a certain extent, Cervantes work functions as a reminder of the inexplicable 

division and clash between cultures, personal identities, and literary movements. She is 

conscious of the existence of dualities, dichotomies, and alienation, but, arguably, her final 

goal might seem to be the denouncing of all fragmentary practices. It would seem that her 

poetry, as well as the Chicano’s, strives for cohesion and never for exclusion.  
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Appendix 

 

Visions of Mexico While at a Writing Symposium in Port Townsend, 

Washington 

                      México 

When I'm that far south, the old words 

molt off my skin, the feathers 

of all my nervousness. 

My own words somersault naturally as my name, 

joyous among all those meadows: Michoacán, 

Vera Cruz, Tenochtitlán, Oaxaca . . . 

Pueblos green on the low hills 

where men slap handballs below acres of maíz. 

I watch and understand. 

My frail body has never packed mud  

or gathered in the full weight of the harvest. 

Alone with the women in the adobe, I watch men, 

their taut faces holding in all their youth. 

This far south we are governed by the law 

of the next whole meal. 

We work and watch seabirds elbow their wings 

in migratory ways, those mispronouncing gulls 

coming south 

to refuge or gameland. 

 

I don't want to pretend I know more  

and can speak all the names. I can't. 

My sense of this land can only ripple through my veins 

like the chant of an epic corrido. 

I come from a long line of eloquent illiterates 

whose history reveals what words don't say. 

Our anger is our way of speaking, 

the gesture is an utterance more pure than word. 

We are not animals 

but our senses are keen and our reflexes, 

accurate punctuation. 

All the knifings in a single night, low-voiced 

scufflings, sirens, gunnings . . . 

We hear them  

and the poet within us bays. 
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 Washington 

I don't belong this far north. 

The uncomfortable birds gawk at me. 

They hem and haw from their borders in the sky. 

I heard them say: Mexico is a stumbling comedy. 

A loose-legged Cantinflas woman 

acting with Pancho Villa drunkenness. 

Last night at the tavern 

this was all confirmed 

in a painting of a woman: her glowing 

silk skin, a halo  

extending from her golden coiffure 

while around her, dark-skinned men with Jap slant eyes 

were drooling in a caricature of machismo. 

Below it, at the bar, two Chicanas 

hung at their beers. They had painted black 

birds that dipped beneath their eyelids. 

They were still as foam while the men 

fiddled with their asses, absently; 

the bubbles of their teased hair snapped 

open in the forced wind of the beating fan.  

There are songs in my head I could sing you 

songs that could drone away 

all the Mariachi bands you thought you ever heard 

songs that could tell you what I know 

or have learned from my people 

but for that I need words 

simple black nymphs between white sheets of paper 

obedient words    obligatory words   words I steal 

in the dark when no one can hear me 

 

as pain sends seabirds south from the cold 

I come north 

to gather my feathers 

for quills 
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The Body as Braille 

 

He tells me "your back 

is so beautiful." He traces 

my spine with his hand. 

I'm burning like the white ring 

around the moon. "A witch's moon," 

dijo mi abuela. The schools call it 

"a reflection of ice crystals." 

It's a storm brewing in the cauldron 

of the sky. I'm in love 

but won't tell him 
if it's omens 

or ice. 
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