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Preface

Alister Ramírez Márquez∗

Prior to defending her doctoral dissertation in , The Road Not
Taken: The Characterization of Women in Ten French Novels on the
Spanish Civil War (-) Alicia Bralove’s academic achieve-
ments were lauded in the award bestowed upon her by The City
of New York’s Graduate Center, Department of Women’s Stud-
ies for the best dissertation proposal. This recognition speaks to
the interdisciplinary nature of her research as she was a student
in the French program. Her primary focus at that juncture was
to contrast depictions of women in the Spanish Civil War against
an historical backdrop. She wrote about novels whose authors
ranged in gender, nationality, political orientation and writing
style. She chose novels written during the war, its aftermath
and three decades after the cessation of hostilities. Bralove noted
that some women were portrayed as the last defense against
an increasingly violent society- keepers and maintainers of a
traditional maternal role in providing a safe home and hearth
far from the dangerous and often deadly combat zones that
their partners and husbands suffered. Yet other representations
diverge from that tradition in a rather radical manner, as is the
case with Jeanne in Trois pierres chaudes en Espagne by Jacques
Bureau. This novel features a female protagonist who assassi-
nates Francisco Franco (-) as a surprise birthday gift to
her boyfriend. Bralove noted then that there was significant and
pervasive consistency in the representation of women although
this was not necessarily the case with the representation of men.
Many women were portrayed as perpetuators of abdication and

∗ City University of New York.
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even in the case of Jeanne, Bralove noted that the present was a
high-risk method of pleasing a young man.

In spite of what she aptly calls the road not taken, she was
intrigued by the seemingly conflicting and unresolved prevail-
ing idealogies about women (albeit not a majority occurrence
in the characterizations in the novels that she studied) and
decided to further her research by focusing on the historical
manifestations of these contradictions. She therefore wrote
about Victoria Kent (-), Spain’s first female lawyer who
went on to become Spain’s first female Director of Prisons and
was also a parlamentarian. Kent was against granting women
the right to vote, and Bralove wrote an article in which she
analyzes Kent’s nuanced if unpredicted stance. Bralove then
turned her focus onto women who participated in more recent
conflicts. One of them, Margarita Drago, wrote a book about
her experience as a political prisoner in women’s prisons in
Argentina from -. Bralove presented her findings at
two conferences. One talk was about the transformative expe-
rience of reading the book, the other featured her experience
teaching it. The book, Fragmentos de la memoria: una experiencia
carcelaria (-) earned the distinction and recognition of
being Libro de interés nacional (Book of National Interest) by
La Cámara de Comercio de Buenos Aires (The Chamber of
Commerce of Buenos Aires).

It is through the optic of the representation of female char-
acterization that Bralove approaches the analysis of the four
novels in this study. Although there is critical material on the
Colombian novel from many angles, the one that is obvious
to her but has not yet received the attention that it so rightly
deserves is precisely that: the representation of women and
female characters. She avoids facile manichean judgments and
instead brings us a refreshing work that in many ways creates
its own trope of the representation of women- that of accepting
that after myriad research, taken as a whole, the women por-
trayed are unified by a single trait that is not necesarily related
to gender: they are portrayed in an inconsistent manner.
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In addition to her research and writing, both of which are
known to be particularly exacting, she teaches in the Depart-
ment of Modern Languages at Bronx Community College of
the City University of New York, where she has worked since
. She resides in Manhattan, and has an extensive career in
translation. In addition to her research interests of the repre-
sentation of women within and outside conflict, she is also an
avid cinephile.





Introduction

This study will examine female characterization in four novels
by Colombian authors and analyze what these depictions ex-
press about Colombian society. However, before examining the
works and their creators, it is opportune to reference that the
appellation Colombia is not exempt from polemics. Raymond
Leslie Williams and Kevin G. Guerrieri commented on this in
Culture and Customs of Colombia:

Even the etymology of Colombia’s name is paradoxical, which
may help to illustrate the country’s almost schizophrenic charac-
ter. Although Colombia’s eponym honors Christopher Columbus
(Cristóbal Colón), in homage to his early exploration of the New
World, the Genovese-born navigator had a less well-known repu-
tation as a failed administrator and a ruthless and greedy tyrant
who enslaved the indigenous population of Hispaniola. Moreover,
the closest that he ever got to present-day Colombia was the Golfo
del Darién, during his fourth voyage to the New World in -.
Nevertheless, Colombia’s Great Liberator, Simón Bolívar Palacios,
a Venezuelan, adopted the name Republic of Great Colombia for a
union of present-day Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador and Panama,
which was established at the Congress of Angostura in Venezuela on
December , . Earlier, Venezuelan revolutionary Francisco José
de Miranda had conceived the name Colombia as a suggested epithet
for all of the New World, especially those territories and colonies
under Spanish and Portuguese rule. A more historically based name
would have been Nueva Granada (New Granada), considering that
Spain’s Granada was the toponym of what is now Colombia for most
of the time before . Nevertheless, the country adopted four ad-
ditional names, including the United States of Colombia (-).
Finally, the  constitution settled on the Republic of Colombia.

In his influence on Colombian history, Bolívar towers over
Columbus (as historian David Bushnell’s numerous references to
Bolívar, and none to Columbus, attest). (Lii)
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In spite of not having a name that adheres closely to its
history, and being a country which has thus far not been the
central focus of as many studies as one might expect, Colombia
is a fascinating nation to examine, as is its literature as well
as those who produced it. Williams and Guerrieri weigh in
on the reasons that they believe the country is appealing as
the subject of scholarship. “Colombia is interesting for three
reasons: extreme regionalism, deeply rooted traditionalism
and the marked presence of the Catholic Church in daily and
institutional life.” (xvi). Aspects of this view are mirrored in the
work entitled Colombia: A Country Study (the Fifth Edition 
version) in which Rex Hudson claims that “Because of its great
geographical diversity, Colombia is one of Latin America’s most
regionalist nations, in which Colombians identify traditionally
more closely with their regional origins than with the nation
as a whole” (Liii).

Taken together, the novels chosen for this study offer an ex-
pansive picture of Colombian regionalism and at times the nov-
els highlight a connection between the physical terrain and the
some of the problems described or alluded to in the narrative.
All of the novels repeatedly underscore the characteristics of the
regional identity. For example, Memoria de mis putas tristes is a
tale of life in a coastal area of Colombia, whereas Rosario Tijeras
takes place in urban Medellín (which is in the state of Antioquia,
and according to https://colombiareports.com/antioquia/, is
Colombia’s most populated province and the country’s largest
economy after the capital district of Bogotá. The province has
approximately . million inhabitants of which more than half
live in the metropolitan area of the capital Medellín. Antioquia
is Colombia’s second largest economy due to a long history
of international economic activity on account of its produc-
tion of coffee, gold and flowers, some the country’s top export
products. The city of Medellín stimulated this economic devel-
opment in the first half of the th century when converting
itself to a major exporter of textiles.

https://colombiareports.com/antioquia/
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Though it is never specifically named, it is thought that
La multitud errante partially occurs in the Santander province,
which is located in the north central part of Colombia. In this
novel, the unresolved social issues of disenfranchisement and
political persecution are highlighted from the perspective of
an educated foreign woman. Moreover, the topic of the pe-
teroleum industry in Colombia is alluded to in the novel. Al-
though there are many intricate connections between that
industry, political movements and protests, as well as the peace
process, the novel centers on an emotional realm of two parallel
quests for love. If readers wish to delve into more background
information about the interconnections between oil and poli-
tics in Colombia, Alfonso Cuéllar’s  article published in the
Wilson Center’s Latin American Program would constitute a
solid departure point. Mi vestido verde esmeralda relates the story
of internal migration from the South of Antioquia, which used
to be called Caldas, to what is today El Quindío. The majority
of the novel unfolds in El Quindío, which is in west central
Colombia, between the Espejo and Quindío rivers.

If the aforementioned researchers highlighted the specifics
of geographically determined delineations and the influence of
the church, the historian David Bushnell (-), feasibly
the most renowned scholar of Colombian history, in his 
book entitled The Making of Modern Colombia: A Nation in Spite
of Itself, offers his view of why Colombia is both underrepre-
sented and absorbing:

If, in spite of such claims on the attention of the outside world,
Colombia still does not receive its fair share of scholarly attention,
one reason undoubtedly is that the pervasive image of violence leads
faint-hearted investigators to turn elsewhere. Another, in the view
of historian Charles Bergquist, is that Colombia does not fit the
stereotypes and ‘models’ conventionally used in discussions of Latin
America. After all, what is a Latin Americanist to do with a country
where military dictators are weak, and such phenomena as urban-
ization and industrialization never spawned a ‘populist’ movement
of lasting consequence? Actually, for a student of the nineteenth
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century, Colombia is perhaps the most stereotypical country of all,
with its long string of civil wars between Liberals and Conservatives,
its retrograde clericalism and radical anticlericalism, all in a context
of socioeconomic stagnation. But even scholars who work on the
previous century will often choose their country of specialization
on the basis of current headlines. (vii)

Authors

The novels were written by authors whose literary recogni-
tion vary from the Nobel laureate and controversial Gabriel
García Márquez (-) to the commercially successful
Jorge Franco Ramos (born ), Laura Restrepo (born ),
who went on to become Director of the Institute of Culture
and Tourism in Colombia and has fluorished as a writer in
many genres, and the lesser known but critically acclaimed
writer from Armenia, Alister Ramírez Márquez (born ).
The women portrayed in the novels range from a fearful im-
poverished adolescent whose virginity is for sale, and whose
real name is never revealed to the reader in the case of Gar-
cía Márquez’s novel to the brutal and erotic female assassin
Rosario Tijeras in Franco’s work (which was also made into
a film and a television series), a nameless but decidedly not a
voiceless female foreigner in Restrepo’s La multitud errante and
a self-made woman, Clara, in the case of Ramírez Márquez’s
Mi vestido verde esmeralda.

The works under study all appeared in print within a five-
year period. The first was Jorge Franco Ramos’ Rosario Tijeras,
, Laura Restrepo’s La multitud errante followed in , Alis-
ter Ramírez Márquez’s Mi vestido verde esmeralda (first edition)
was next in , and Gabriel García Márquez’s Memoria de mis
putas tristes became available to readers in . All authors
were born in Colombia and their associations to it fluctuate
extensively. Each work was originally written in Spanish and
every single one has been translated in to English as well as
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other languages. Further details about the authors’ biographies
and will be provided in the specific novel discussed in each
chapter.

Throughout the process of scrutinizing the female charac-
ters in these four novels, the concepts of traditionally defined
spaces of internal and external worlds will be called into ques-
tion. In fact, in many instances, the lines between these two
worlds will become blurred or even nonexistent. Moreover,
readers will see, through these characterizations, how these
authors offer a decisive and in many ways disapproving por-
trait of both conventional and modern Colombian societies’
treatment of women in favor of patriarchal privilege.

It is noteworthy that in spite of at times idealizing partic-
ular characteristics in the women characters they create, the
authors show a conflicted Colombia. Part of these depictions
entail identifying, managing and coming to terms with cer-
tain social ills. For example, in three of the four novels, sexual
violence targeted at women is central to the thematic signifi-
cance. In the novel by Gabriel García Márquez, Memoria de mis
putas tristes, there is also sexual violence against an adolescent
boy. Predictably, many readers will intuit that these portraits of
abuse are based on a common harrowing occurrence. Scholars
in the social sciences are aware that reliable statistics about the
occurrence of sexual abuse, its repercussions and how abusers
are (if at all) punished are notoriously arduous to find. How-
ever, readers will certainly be able to detect the plausibility of
the portrayal of sexual abuse in the novel. In Memoria de mis
putas tristes, the perpetrator of the violence belongs to a social
class where white pigmentocracy is favored and the abused are
darker skinned. So there are correlations between impoverish-
ment, skin color and gender violence. All novels mention class
differences albeit in very dissimilar manners and frequencies.

In the fifth edition of Colombia: A Country Study, () edited
by Rex Hudson, he makes some poignant remarks that are
applicable to all of the novels in this study.
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A highly stratified society, Colombia also remains characterized by
considerable social exclusion and by sharp inequalities, not only in
income but also between the standard of living in urban and rural
areas and in the lack of opportunities for ethnic minorities, women
and the displaced population. Despite improvement in overall indica-
tors in recent years, poverty affects at least half of the population, and
Colombian income distribution remains the second most unequal
in Latin America, after Brazil. (liv)

It is clear that the financial disparities also exert their effects
on behaviors and their consequences. This is evident through-
out all of the stories presented by these writers.

Conclusion

In addition to the previously mentioned Colombianologists,
Michael Edward Stanfield in his  book Of Beasts and Beauty:
Gender, Race and Identity in Colombia, raises some intriguing
points about Colombia as well.

Colombia is a peculiar and beautiful country. Its coasts on both
the Caribbean Sea and the Pacific Ocean- an advantage unique in
South America- give it favorable access to the world and its trade,
but Colombian port cities are remote and hard to reach for the
vast interior population. Three verdant mountain ranges highlight
the nation’s Andean character and provide a home for % of the
population, while the vast tropical plains and forests east of them
are only thinly settled. Two major rivers squeezed between the
Andean ranges, the Cauca and Magdalena, along with the coastal
lowlands, the llanos, and the vast Amazonian forests, underscore
Colombia’s tropical latitude. Its natural resources- fertile and well-
watered agricultural and grazing lands, gold, emeralds, petroleum,
coals- represent a bounty of potential wealth and development, but
most Colombian residents are poor. Colombia, about the size of
France, Spain and Portugal combined, is more fertile, rich and phys-
ically captivating than its Latin American neighbors, but it is the
envy of few, for it is a deeply divided and troubled nation. ()
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In a nation that can be characterized as split and distressed,
it follows that the representation of women in four novels by
Colombian authors is, in a word, incongruous.
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