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I was born on November 11, 1928, under the sign I would have chosen, Scorpio, and on a date shared with Dostoevsky, Crommelynck, and Vonnegut.  My mother was rushed from a steaming  hot movie house in those days before Colonel Buendía took his son to discover ice in the tropics.  (You know the origins of that tale.)  She was seeing King Vidor’s version of la Bohème with John Gilbert and Lillian Gish   Perhaps the pangs of my birth were provoked by this anomaly: a silent screen version of Puccini’s opera.  Since then the operatic and cinematographic have had a tug of war with my words as if expecting the Scorpio of fiction to rise from silent music and blind images.
All this, let me add, to clear up my biography, took place in the sweltering heat of Panama City , where my father was beginning his diplomatic career as an attaché to the Mexican legation.  Since my father was a convinced Mexican nationalist, however, the problem of where I was born had to be resolved under the sign, not of Scorpio , but of the Eagle and the Serpent  The Mexican legation , however, though it had extraterritorial rights , did not have  even a territorial midwife , and the minister, a fastidious bachelor from Sinaloa  who resembled the poet Quevedo , would have none of me suddenly appearing on the legation parquet , even if the angel Gabriel had announced me as a future Mexican writer of some , albeit debatable merit.
So if I could not be born in a fictitious, extraterritorial Mexico, neither would I be born in that even more fictitious extension of the United States of America , the Canal Zone  where naturally the best hospitals were located.  So between two territorial fictions – the Mexican legation, the Canal Zone  and a mercifully silent close up of John Gilbert, I arrived in the nick of time at the Gorges Hospital in Panama City at eleven that evening. 
The problem of my baptism then arose. As if the waters of two neighboring oceans touching each other with the iron finger tips of the canal were not enough, I had to undergo two ceremonies.  My religious baptism took place in Panama because my mother, a devout Catholic, demanded it with as much urgency as Tristram Shandy’s parents.  My national baptism took place a few months later in Mexico City, where my father, an incorrigible Jacobin and priest eater to the end, insisted that I be registered in the civil rolls of  Benito Juarez.  This anomaly further illustrates a central fact of my life and my writing.  I am Mexican by will and imagination.
This account of Fuentes birth comes from his essay “How I started to write” in a collection of essays Myself  With Others  published in 1981.  Having spent a long time reading and teaching 100 years of Solitude, I was drawn to the opportunity to learn more about Fuentes who has significant similarities and differences from García Marquez.  Both men have spent much of their life in Mexico and are part of the Latin American literary movement, the Boom, taking place the 1960s including such literary figures as Borges, Vargas Llosa, and García Marquez, which brought international recognition to Latin American  writers..  Both experimented with magical realism and both were involved in film and influenced by Luis Buñuel.  Politically both were way left of center and flirted with communism.  During the McCarthy era, Fuentes was banned from the U.S and García Marquez at that was ousted from his native Colombia.  The latter author still maintains close ties to Castro’s Cuba.  Both are passionate champions of their respective Latin American countries and of the continent as a whole and both are sensitive to the huge importance of the indigenous cultures in the ​​shaping of their societies. Both men despair the suffering and exploitation  endemic to their national histories and both lament the shortcoming of the revolutions in their  respective countries. and address these issues in their works of fiction.  Each writer yearns to bring to others greater understanding of the soul of Latin America  Both have received considerable public acclaim for their literary achievements with Fuentes earning the Cervantes Award and García Marquez, the Nobel Prize among other honors. 
As the son of a prominent diplomat, Fuentes had a much more privileged childhood than García Marquez whose father was a charming yet relatively unsuccessful pharmacist/quack doctor , perennially in debt..  Fuentes was raised in cosmopolitan  environs including Washington DC, Buenos Aires, and Santiago, Chile . Both, however were strong willed, free spirits gravitating at an early age to the arts, especially writing and film.  Both became sexual athletes in their teens and bragged shamelessly in their writings of their amorous conquests, although García Marquez married his childhood sweetheart, sired a son and is still married to her.  Fuentes married a Mexican movie actress, Rita Macedo,  whom he subsequently divorced after siring a daughter, Cecilia who is currently working in television production .  He went on to marry  journalist /interviewer Sylvia Lemus.  Regrettably their  two children are both diseased, a son Carlos Rafael who died from Hemophilia complications in 1998 and a daughter, Natasha who apparently died of a drug overdose in 2005.  In his essay on children in his book This I believe An A to Z of a Life, published in 2005, Fuentes wrote movingly of his son’s struggle with ill health and of his finding solace in the artistic world.  “Carlos’ childhood was filled with aches and pain,” He reflects, “´but very early on in a way that was more than intuitive, it was as if his precociousness was an augury for his own death and a catalyst for his creative life--- He dedicated his hours to the art of words, music and forms.   Fuentes elaborates, referring to his wife, the boy’s mother : “she would watch her son at work, absorbed and fascinated, musing ‘my son will soon reveal his gifts , but he will not have time for conquests , he will work and envision things, but will not have time to produce.  His painting is inevitable – that is his reward,’ she said” . Finally in the words of his son:
    Will I live tomorrow, just can’t say

    But I ain’t goin’ away without a fight 
    This room is my nucleus

    To think huddled under a blanket is my escape

    I close my eyes   

    and  hear my fear hidden within silence. 
    Don’t betray me with pity.

    I’ll be a man to the end

Fuentes and García Marquez shared a love of many of the same authors including Kafka, Faulkner, Dostoevsky and the legendary Cervantes.  Fuentes was also a disciple of Balzac  as well as an admirer of Jorge Luis Borges.  Both were close  to Pablo Neruda  and influenced by the Spanish film maker, Luis Bunuel, who was living in Mexico in the early fifties.  Fuentes’ first wife Rita Macedo was included in the cast of Bunuel’s film, Nazarin.   Garcia Marquez and Fuentes worked together on the script of another film The Golden Cock .  Film making in those days, with  its more liberated approach to sexuality and nudity, was a more accessible way to reach  the broader Latin American public, which appealed to both of these individuals.

.
It is interesting that in spite of different backgrounds  both men were pressured by parents to go to law school.  Fuentes completed the course but never practiced law and García Marques dropped out of school, going into journalism and film. This was a great disappointment to his parents who were counting on him to support the family. 

Fuentes returned to Mexico where he lived until 1965.  He called Mexico his imaginary country because owing to  a privileged upbringing in various capital cities, including Montevideo, Rio de Janeiro, Washington, Santiago, Quito and Buenos Aires, where he attended mostly private schools,  he had spent very little time there.  Fuentes attended  the prestigious Collegio de Mexico going on to the National University where he received his LLB in 1948.  He also studied economics  at the Hautes Études Internationales in Geneva.  Following  in his father’s footsteps, he served as a diplomat to a number of capital cities including Paris where he was ambassador for several years.  In 1978, however, he resigned as ambassador to France, over the appointment as ambassador to Spain of Gustavio Ordaz,  former president of Mexico.  Fuentes’ favorite Mexican President next to Benito Juarez  was Luis Cardenas who during the 30’s nationalized the American oil companies. The author, currently in school in Washington DC, was apparently ostracized for his Mexican heritage.  “Surprisingly, I became a pariah in the school,” he laments, “ Cold shoulders, aggressive stares , epithets and sometimes blows .  Children know how to be cruel,” he bemoaned.
Fuentes has a love-hate relationship with the U.S.A.  He was always politically independent and, in fact, managed to accomplish the unlikely feat in his lifetime of being banished from communist Cuba, fascist Spain and liberal U.S.A. .  He did however spend many years in the States as professor of literature and writing at Harvard, Princeton, Columbia, Penn, and George Mason University and has also taught at Brown.  He reflects in a television interview that his favorite American presidents are FDR, Truman and Clinton, which given his political persuasion is no surprise.  Fuentes is very sensitive to the shabby treatment often accorded Mexico, although is extremely disillusioned with the current  Mexican government with all the corruption and drug trafficking,  evoking major disappointment in the aftermath of the Mexican revolution  as reflected in Artemio Cruz.
Considered one of the literary bright Lights of Latin America, Fuentes is still going strong in his 80’s,  publishing his last novel , Fortune and Destiny, in 2008.  In 1954, he published his first book of short stories , the Masked Days which reflects the influence of Mexican poet,  Octavio  Paz who provides a wide range of psychological investigation  of Mexican Culture . According to his biographer, Wendy Faris, for both Paz and Fuentes familiarity with other cultures enhances their apprehension of the diversity within Mexican Society.  Fuentes novel Where the Air is Clear (1954 ) which examines Mexico from a loosely Marxist perspective, established him as a leading young Mexican novelist.  The Death of Artemio Cruz,  which  Louise will examine, followed in 1962 and is still considered his best novel despite his creation of  21 subsequent novels and perhaps more to come.  In this work, he further develops the use of three narrative voices, first second and third person,  which render the novel extremely complex .  In the words of one critic, Jonah Raskin, Fuentes is at his best when the novelist can “plunge readers into the hidden recesses of his characters’ minds and at the same time allow language to pile up around their heads in thick drifts until they feel lost in a blizzard of words that enables them to feel in a revolutionary way”.  Fuentes reflected in a Washington Post interview with Charles Truehart, “I believe in books that do not go to a ready-made public.”  He elaborates, “I am looking for readers I would like to make, to create readers rather than to give them something that they are expecting. That would bore me.”  To quote Wendy Faris, “he believes that revolutionary social ideas should develop in conjunction with a revolutionary form of expression.”                 

 When asked about his preoccupation with Mexico and Mexican history in a Paris Review interview, Fuentes replied, “Every Latin American writer goes around dragging a heavy body, the body of his people, of his past, of his national history.  We have to assimilate the enormous weight of the past so we will not forget what gives us life. If you forget your past, you die.” 
In his compelling portrait of Mexico in his book, This I Believe, he writes, “My vision of Mexico will always be caught between the enigma of the dawn and the certainty of the dusk.  Doesn’t  each night contain the day that preceded it and each morning the memory of what gave it life?  For this reason the victories of the human realm are greater in Mexico.  Though our reality may be extreme, we do not deny any aspect of it.  Rather we try to integrate them all into the art, the gaze, the taste, the music  and the word.  Mexico as the portrait of a creation that never rests because its work is still unfinished.”
Another especially lyrical passage that resonated with me, Fuentes writes, “An incomplete country, Mexico is patient and serene yet it still harbors the rage of a hope that has been frustrated too many times.  This country has waited for centuries, dreaming for its day in history to finally  arrive.  Its smile and its scowl have become one.  Mexico is tender fortress, cruel compassion, mortal friendship, instantaneous life.  All its ages fuse into one.”
He continues, “nobody has battled so fiercely against the inevitability, passivity ignorance that others have invoked to condemn it. as the nation of survivors that should have died a natural death, after all the injustice, all the lies and all the scorn its oppressors have heaped upon its aching body , the aching body of Mexico,  Through many millennia of suffering and rejection of oppression, so many centuries of unconquerable defeat, Mexico has risen time and again from its own ashes .  Until when?  What will be the time limit of our next great hope?  What shall be the intensity of our next great  desire?”  While depressed with the corruption and political conservatism of Mexico’s supposedly democratically elected post Prix government, Fuentes clearly hasn’t  given up and is a respected and widely consulted political voice.  My daughter Marion reports that in Mexico, while not a nation of READERS, writers and literary luminaries are given surprising respect and attention.  He is still very much in the limelight, weighing in on political issues.
Critics have noted the thematic presence of Mexican society and history in nearly all his novels. In the words of Washington Post contributor Larry Rohter,  currently with the New York Times, Fuentes probes more deeply than ever before into the origins of Mexico and what it means to be Mexican.  For example his 1985 novel El Gringo Viejo,  written more than 20 years after Artemio Cruz, explores Mexico’s relationship with its northern neighbor, the United States.  It was the first Latin American novel in translation to appear on the New York Times best-seller list.  This complex short novel gradually reveals the identity of the title character, who turns out to be Ambrose Bierce, having disappeared in 1914 and joined Pancho Villa’s revolutionary forces.  In 1989, this novel became a movie starring Gregory Peck and Jane Fonda.  It is considered one of his more accessible works, yet is highly original and imaginative as it probes further into the Mexican psyche.
In her literary biography of Fuentes, Wendy Faris examines the narrative technique  he uses in Artemio Cruz with the use of three different voices , permitting the juxtaposition of different scenes, figures and images demonstrating the existence of Cruz’s separate lives.  She maintains that the technique of alternating three voices in small sections, rather than presenting these in long narratives, heightens the tension the reader experiences between sympathy for Artemio Cruz and judgment of him, between allowing him to live as he wishes in the past of his potential goodness or to die as he must in the present of his accomplished harm.  “Good or Bad” Fuentes reveals, the reader must choose.  The shifting perspectives make the choice engaging but difficult.
Fuente’s novella, Aura, written in the same year as Artemio Cruz also uses second person narrative and is viewed as a classical example of magical realism, where the desire for eternal youth and love motivates a magical event.  Faris writes, “In its progression through increasing strangeness towards a final fantastical transformation, the very texture of Aura illustrates the genre.  My daughter confirms this is one of Fuentes’ most widely read works in Mexico.  Another challenging one to look out for is his 1975 novel Terra Nostra  which focuses primarily on the Spain of Philip II with the mysterious events taking place in El Escorial. Fuentes boldly propounds, “My chief stylistic device here is to follow every statement by a counter statement and every image by its opposite also using second person narrative.”  Newsweek editor Peter Prescott noted : “To talk about Terra Nostra at all, we must consistently return to five words: excess, surreal baroque, masterpiece , unreadable.”
In addition to his 20+ novels, Fuentes has written countless essays on Latin American politics and culture, covering a wide range of topics including the social upheaval in Paris in 1968, as well as four plays, several film scripts and a number of works of short fiction over the years.  I saw him recently interviewed on Charlie Rose where he appeared in good health and was extremely lucid.  In spite of personal tragedy with the loss of two children, he has had a very successful career as a writer, diplomat and university professor.  Fuentes has received countless awards capped by the Cervantes award in ’88, Spain’s highest award for literary achievement, the French Legion of honor in ’92 and Italy’s Cavour award in ’94, among others.
As I was unable to procure a linear biography of Fuentes, these remarks are drawn from some of his autobiographical reflective essays along with considerable literary commentary and analysis.  Without strict attention to chronology and much reliance on the author’s self-interpretation interspersed with a degree of fantasy, and a dose of magical realism, I yet hope these remarks will enhance the understanding of this significant novel.
