MBRJORIE AGOSIN

Always Living in Spanish

RECOVERING THE FAMILIAR.
THROUGH LANGUAGE

N THE EVENINGS in the northern hemisphere, I repeat the
ancient ritual that I observed as a child in the southern
hemisphere: going out while the night is still warm
and trying to recognize the stars as it begins to grow dark
silently. In the sky of my country, Chile, that long and
wide stretch of land that the poets blessed and dictators
abused, I could easily name the stars: the three Marias,
the Southern Cross, and the three Lilies, names of be-
loved and courageous womertt.

But here in the United States, where | have lived
since I was a young girl, the solitude of exile makes me
feel that so little is mine, that not even the sky has the

ame constellations, the trees and the founa the same
names or sounds, or the rubbish the same smell. How
does one recover the familiar? How does one name the
nfamiliar? How can one be another or live in a foreign

language? These are the dilemmas of one who writes in
Spanish and lives in translation.

Since my earliest childhood in Chile I lived with the
tempos and the melodies of a multiplicity of tongues:
Cterman, Yiddish,! Russian, Turkish, and moany Latin
gongs. Because everyone was from somewhere else, my
relatives laughed, sang, and fought in a Babylon of lan-
guages. Spanish was reserved for matters of extreme se-
riousness, for commercial transactions, or for illnesses,

Yiddish o Germanic language, much influenced by Hebrew and
‘mcic and written in the Hebrew alphabet. Spoken by the Ashke-
izl Jews, who lived in Central and Eastern Europe, and their de-
soendants, including those who came to the Americas.

Marjorie Agosin is a professor
of Spanish at Wellesley Col-
lege in Wellesley, Massachu-
setts, and an award-winning
writer and human-rights ac-
tivist. She grew up in Chile,
where her grandparents
moved early in the twentieth

* century when Jews faced in-

creasing persecution in parts
of Europe. Her family moved
to the United States after Gen-
eral Augusto Pinochet took
over the Chilean government
in 1973. In Always Living in
Spanish, an essay which was
translated by Celeste
Kostopulos-Cooperman in
Poets & Writers in 1999, Agosin
explains why she, as a politi-
cal exile, "writes only in Span-
ish and lives in translation.”
Her poem English, translated
by Monica Bruno, appeared
alongside the essay and ex-
plains why she ultimately
finds English insufficient as o
tool for communicating the

things that matter most to her.
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