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Sagio Ramirez's first novel to be pub-
lished in English is an impressive and
extraordinary work. It unravels as a
Fies of stories which coincide with the
foundation and consolidation of the Somo-
za dynasty in Nicaragua, etching deeply
the nightmare of tyranny, with humour,
humanity and a powerful historical im-
agination.

The novel is not perhaps the most
expected or likey cultura form to be
asociated with a revolutionary movement
in the late twentieth century. Some adv-
anced literary theorists might even suggest
that it is an antiquated form, never quite
dle to free itsalf from the inherited illu-
sons of the bourgeois redlist aesthetic.

But it is clear that the cultural resources
which made this novel possible are highly
fertile: in particular, the regional locations
of the Latin American novel, and the
culturd aspirations of the FSLN.

In the 1960s in Latin America there was
a peculiarly Latin second flowering of
modernist  writing. Its leading figures
(Garid Garcia Marquez, Mario Vargas
Llosa, Carlos Fuentes) were lionised in the
metropolitan nations as bearers of an in-
comparably rich strain of a new, fashion-
dly designated post-modernism. For
Ramirez, writing in the 1970s, there was to
hand an available genre of the nove which
wes native and regional, political in aspira-
tion, and, in its very linguistic form
pioneering.

And there wes the more immediate,
nationd context of the Sandinista move-
ment. Like many others of the professional
midde class in the 1960s Ramirez fet
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compelled to break with his family's tradi-
tional support for Somoza In October
1977 Ramirez and a small group of profes-
sonds (Los Doce, The Twelve) publicly
declared their dlegiance to the aims of the
FSLN, effecting a decisive breach in the
middle-class opposition to theregime. Asa
result he was forced to go underground.
After the downfal of Somoza in 1979
Ramirez assumed prominence in the pro-
visona government, and in November
1984 won the office of Vice-President.

To Bury Our Fathers was written in the
early 70s before the FSLN victory was
assured. Like much Latin American writ-
ing, it was in fact written in Europe, and
clearly carries the imprint of exile, an
emotional pain and sense of loss which
underscores each narrative in the book.
But it is nonetheless unmistakably a book
of the national liberation movement.

The Sandinista revolution depended on
a highly developed cultural programme.
The priority which the leadership placed
on this cultural offensive, at times drawing
resources awvay from the imperatives of
economic production, is unprecedented
and resulted, perhaps, in one of the
speediest cultural transformations witnes-
sed by any nation in the postwar period.
Centra to these cultural aspirations was
the belief not only that the oppressed must
be literate but dso that it was necessary to
open up the history of the people, and
break the amnesia induced by the delin-
guent Somoza dictatorship. Consequently
the literacy brigades adso engaged in an
immediate ord history reconstruction of
the revolution in which the voices of the
people contributed to the making of the
offidd representations of the Sandinista
struggles. The revolution would be theirs
in collective memory as wel as for the
present.

It iswithin this context that To Bury Our
Fathersis most telling. It is a book about
collective and personal memories, the poli-
tics constituted in, and by, the experiences
of the various characters. The chronology
is exact: from 1930, when the struggle
between Sandino and the US forces wes a
its height, to 1961, when the Sandinista
movement built itsdf in the image of
Genera Sandino's forces, actively reviving
the rituals and experiences of the past and
reshaping them for the future. This formal
history provides a beginning and an end
for the novel as a whole.

But if the chronology is exact, the
progression and interweaving of the narra-
tives and the disturbed sequence of
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memories and dreams is not. The reader
encountersavariety of shiftsin perspective
in which the popular culture of the period
is reconstructed as a hybrid of experiences
and voices. The stories themsalves and the
figures represented in them form a com-
plex socid totality. This sense of totality,
which emerges from the fragmented stor-
ies, isin fact a sense of history. To this
extent Ramirez, dthough perceptibly
shifting from the 'magic realism' of Mar-
guez and others, ill holds to the aesthe-
tics of redlism, but imaginatively reconsti-
tuted and extended.

The novel finishesin 1961. It ends with
the destruction of one guerrilla force; the
death in exile of one of the once celebrated
but now forgotten and dightly deranged
opponents of the regime; and moresimply,
with a casud encounter between two of the
protagonistsin a barber shop, contemplat-
ing old newspaper photos pinned to the
walls. Their friends are destroyed. They
live only by their memories.

But memories can be potent. It does not
need the nove to tell us that 1961 was dso
the beginning of the FSLN and the next
step in the long march to victory.

Bill Schwarz



