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the power dynamics at play in this relationship, as well, stating that “Luba had nearly
forgotten about that encounter. It was such a trivial matter to her then that she was not

certain which of the boys she had seduced that night...” (9).

Figure 3.41 A domestic dispute in “Love Bites: A Heartbreak Soup Story.” Love and
Rockets Volume 1 No. 16, p. 6

While Heraclio lies childlike in her lap, troubled by what his wife could construe
as past promiscuity, Luba is reminded of the exploitative nature of that encounter, in
which she was an older, more powerful figure who used a young, nearly anonymous
young boy for her own pleasure. Four issues later, in “For the Love of Carmen,”
Heraclio’s own memory of this encounter and its aftermath further emphasizes the
powerlessness he felt both during and as a result of this encounter, painting a picture of a
confused and somewhat ashamed boy made helpless by a powerful woman. Along with
the narration of his emotional reaction to the encounter, the reader is presented with the
image of Luba, dressed in lingerie, gleefully roasting young Heraclio over a spit (Figure

3.42). While age is clearly an important element here, the encounter between Luba and
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Heraclio also serves as an interesting textual reversal of the typical powerful older man/
innocent young girl paradigm, in which male power and privilege functions to gain

exploitative access to the female body/sex for male pleasure.

Figure 3.42 Heraclio is dazed and confused by Luba’s advances in “For the Love of
Carmen.” Love and Rockets Volume 1 No. 20, p.23

Positioned within the same episode that references the novel and literary tradition
with which Gilbert’s work has so often been connected, these examples of female power
and control serve as a provocative juxtaposition to the patriarchal lineage that structures
One Hundred Years of Solitude. While elements of magical realism do indeed tie
Gilbert’s Palomar to the tradition that Garcia Marquez has long symbolized, the narrative
space that he creates is much more in tune with Isabel Allende’s House of the Spirits, a
novel published in 1982; the same year that Love and Rockets began publication through
Fantagraphics. Although Allende’s novel was (and has since been) received with much
more commercial success than critical favor, for various reasons, it serves as a
provocative literary counterpoint to the world described by Garcia Marquez and the
undeniably patriarchal structure of his 1967 novel. Tracing a matriarchal lineage
beginning with the female narrator’s grandmother, Allende presents the reader with a

series of women that challenge the patriarchal norms and limitations of their times,
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thereby challenging the male-privileged organization of power itself. In The House of the
Spirits, fantastical elements are used primarily to create liberatory spaces for her female
characters, using connections with the supernatural to imbue certain characters with
special powers that not only allow them to communicate with the dead but, additionally,
to transcend certain impositions or limitations of the patriarchal order. Clara, for
example, the narrator’s mother and the wife of the frustrated patriarch Esteban Trueba, is
the figure most associated with the supernatural. From a young age, she has been able to
communicate with the dead and see the future, which, while not removing her from the
concrete physical world, gives her access to a space that others are not able to inhabit.
This special connection to the supernatural gives her a certain degree of power in terms
of her relationship with her husband, as he is not fully able to control someone who at
least partially inhabits a world that he does not have access to.

This literary model of matriarchal power, in which generations of women, rather
than men, work to shape their own futures, seems to be a more accurate model with
which to compare the work of Gilbert Hernandez. In constructing the world of Palomar,
Gilbert has populated it primarily with strong, independent women who are unafraid to
lead, either at home or in positions of power typically associated with male authority.
Firmly tied to the literary tradition of magical realism via his use of fantastical elements
and mythical figures, combined with quotidian reality to create a sort of hybrid reality
that transcends the real (both the worldly and the political), Gilbert’s Palomar and the
stories that take place within it follow a different path than that established by Garcia
Marquez’s masterpiece, continuing instead the feminist vein of magical realism
manifested in the work of Isabel Allende and a number of critically acclaimed Latin
American women writers who have imagined possibilities of disrupting patriarchal power
structures via works characterized by magical realism, including Maria Luisa Bombal,

Elena Garro, and Rosario Ferré.
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The reader’s introduction to Palomar, for example, via “Sopa de gran pena,”
which was published in the third issue of the original series, establishes from the very
first page the power dynamics that in many ways define this unique and secluded village.
Separated in terms of both style and content to the rest of the installment, the first two
pages of “Sopa de gran pena” depict a violent altercation between a male and a female
character. On the title page, shown in Figure 3.35, the power, authority and control
exercised by the women of Palomar is suggested, albeit in an exaggerated fashion, by the
unusual power dynamics of the altercation. First, the reader is presented with three
horizontal panels depicting a male character (Tipin’ Tipin’) being brutally beaten by his
love interest (Zomba). The three horizontal panels on the first page show Zomba casually
smoking a cigarette as Tipin” Tipin’ mutters her name from the floor, represented by a
floating dialogue bubble. The second panel moves to a detail panel, which focuses is on a
bloody wound on Tipin’ Tipin’s head, Zomba’s black stiletto heel positioned directly in
front of him. The third and final panel features a close-up of Zomba’s face, which is calm
and emotionless as Tipin’ Tipin’ begs her to stop, telling her that he loves her (3). The
following page provides a blow-by-blow depiction of the beating, culminating in one
final, horizontal panel that shows Zomba, through the window of her apartment, about to
bring a wooden chair down on her helpless victim (Figure 3.43).

While this introduction to the gender dynamics of Palomar is an exaggerated one,
it does clue the reader in to the fact that this is not a place of dominant men and
submissive women, as later episodes attest, as well. As evidenced by various female
figures imbued with clear manifestations of authority and power, the matriarchal
organization of power in Palomar is one of the most notable characteristics of the stories
that place within its fictional borders. In addition to the fact that the women of Palomar
tend to be more dominant in heterosexual relationships with men, as evidenced by the
previous examples, the public sphere of Palomar is also dominated by women.

Effectively run by its female sheriff, Chelo, later in concert with Luba, who becomes the
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town’s female mayor after running the town bathhouse and movie theatre for a number of
years, Palomar appears to be devoid of any clear male leadership or power. Even before
becoming sheriff, Chelo was unofficially wielding power and authority via her behind-
the-scenes operations, controlling election results as well as the actions of the sheriff that
she put into power through her connections and influence as the local bafiadora (bath

giver).

Figure 3.43 A dramatic introduction to the gender dynamics of Palomar in “Sopa de gran
pena.” Love and Rockets Volume 1 No. 3, p. 3

A short, 6-page installment that is included in the pages leading up to the title
page “Sopa de gran pena” in Love and Rockets Book 2: Chelo’s Burden, but not included
in the original publication in issue #3 of Love and Rockets Volume 1, explores Chelo’s
history as a figure of power and authority in Palomar. As this short episode explains,
Palomar itself was founded by Chelo’s ancestors, and she, an only child and unable to
have children herself, is “the last of that line” (Love and Rockets Book 2, 3). Determined

to play a role in bringing children into the world, in spite of the fact that she could not
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have children herself, Chelo followed her mother’s footsteps to become a midwife,
working at the same time as a bafiadora. Even during her time as a midwife, Chelo used
her influence to protect the future inhabitants of Palomar, saving Vicente, for example,
whose face was disfigured by scars, from being drowned by his mother at birth (3). She
also tried to protect her friends and neighbors from the secrets they kept from each other,
keeping secrets in the hopes of avoiding personal vendettas and revenge plots.

While the traditionally feminine roles of both midwife and bath-giver emphasize
Chelo’s nurturing side, drawing on what might be understood as female knowledge and
practice to exercise a certain form of popular authority over the citizens of Palomar, they
also lead to her occupation of a traditionally masculine role of power in her position as
sheriff. Even before assuming that role, it was her influence and connections that put her
predecessor into office, and her continual counseling behind closed doors that ensured the
smooth operation of life and politics in Palomar. In a series of panels that describe the
relationship between Chelo and her predecessor in “Heartbreak Soup Part Two,”
published in issue number four of the first volume of Love and Rockets, it is made clear
that Chelo is the more powerful figure of the two. In addition to their mutual interest in
the politics of Palomar, Chelo and the sheriff have a sexual relationship, as well, and it is
immediately apparent by the graphic depiction of this encounter that Chelo is the more
dominant figure both in the bedroom and outside of it. Part of the conversation takes
place with the sheriff on his knees in front of a nearly nude Chelo, who orders him to run
Luba, the newly arrived competition to Chelo’s bath-giving business, out of town before
she ruins her financially. Musing on what she might do if her business was to fail due to
the competition, Chelo’s physical strength is highlighted as she flexes her muscles and
considers the possibility of working at the mill with the men of the town (Figure 3.44).
Clearly capable of the physical strength it would require, Chelo is not willing to let go of
her long-established business without a fight, however, and she makes it clear to the

sheriff that taking care of this situation is not an order but a request, standing
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authoritatively in front of him with her hands on her hips as he acquiesces, his hands

dangling uselessly in front of him in submission.

Figure 3.44 Chelo in charge in “Heartbreak Soup Part Two.” Love and Rockets Volume 1
No. 4, p. 53

As demonstrated by a number of examples through the series, Chelo uses the
power that comes with the position to both make and enforce the rule of law in Palomar
as she sees fit, and proves to be a strong and capable leader who is widely respected. The
depiction of her character as being both physically and figuratively powerful continues
over the course of the series, with the graphic component oftentimes emphasizing her
considerable strength. In the first installment of “Duck Feet,” for example, published in
issue number 17 of the first volume of Love and Rockets, Chelo is depicted as fully
capable, in terms of physical strength, of chasing down and neutralizing an armed
shooter, even though it is a citizen of Palomar whose birth she personally witnessed in
her former position as a midwife. In this situation, in which she chases Roberto down
after he hits her over the head with a bottle when she comes to looking for him, Chelo
proves that she is able to handle physical confrontations in addition to the more reason-
based issues that come up in Palomar. She also is also constructed as a woman who is

able to make tough decisions, and to use her strength and logic together to make sound
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leadership judgements. In the second part of the “Duck Feet “ saga, as well, Chelo is able
to prevent a tragedy through her foresight and knowledge, even though she herself has
been affected with the witch’s plague; putting Tonantzin in charge while she fights off
the cursed virus, she gives her an unloaded gun, knowing that Tonantzin needs the
authority of the object but is not prepared for the responsibility of a loaded gun. When the
gun is stolen from her in an altercation with Roberto’s cousin, who is enraged by
Roberto’s death at Chelo’s hand (he slipped off the ledge of the buildings he and Chelo
were running on as he tried to get away), Tonantzin’s death is prevented by the fact that
the gun that was stolen from her was not loaded. Through examples like these, Chelo is
depicted as a strong, capable leader, and the primary matriarchal figure of Palomar.
Although she is unable to have children of her own, she passes down her power and
knowledge to the citizens of Palomar, helping to shape both her generation and the and
future generations of its inhabitants.

A key character that eventually joins Chelo in the steering of Palomar’s populace
is Luba, another important matriarch of Palomar. Unlike Chelo, however, Luba’s power
IS in many ways unconnected from any official position of authority; Chelo asks Luba to
serve as the mayor of Palomar because she recognizes the innate power that Luba wields
as an individual, in spite of her reputation as a sexually promiscuous woman. While Luba
is a notably buxom figure, a quality that is commented upon frequently by Palomar’s
residents and other characters that come into contact with her, her body is depicted in
ways that resist its reading as a mere object to be consumed by the male gaze. Indeed,
Luba’s figure is an imposing one: tall and thin, with breasts that her clothing can barely

contain, it might seem to be one constructed on fetishistic grounds (Figure 3.45).
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Figure 3.45 Luba takes the dance floor in “Act of Contrition.” Love and Rockets Volume
1, No. 5, p.23

Luba’s body, however, is not one controlled by men. It has been used for pleasure
and for work, but always her own, and it has also nourished the children that she has
reluctantly born. In contrast with Chelo, who is desiring of children but unable to have
them, Luba conceives five children in spite of fact that she didn’t want any of them. As
the narrator tells readers of the first installment of “Human Diastrophism,” published in
issue number 21 of Love and Rockets Volume I, “[t]he woman never wanted children, but
they came anyway...” (11). Luba’s first born, and the only male child that she would
bear, died a day after his birth, in the hospital he was born in. The rest of her children, all
female, were born “in the old way of [her] people,” with Ofelia serving as the midwife
(12). According to the narrator of this installment, “Luba has stated that if she could
change anything in her past, she sure would have thought twice about having any of the
five to whom she often refers as her ‘little albatrosses...”” (12, Figure 3.46). In the fifth
installment of “Human Diastrophism,” Luba goes so far as to give her three youngest
children to their corresponding fathers when her oldest runs away to the U.S. with her
girlfriend. They are eventually returned to her, although Maricela (her oldest) remains in

the United States, and she raises the remaining three girls until they are adults.
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Figure 3.46 Luba reacts to the birth of one of her “little albatrosses” in the first
installment of “Human Diastrophism.” Love and Rockets Volume I, No. 21, p.12

Although the women that surround her make snide jokes about her body and her
sex life, Luba is depicted as a powerful figure in that shows up in Palomar with nothing
but her children and few paltry personal belongings, and is able to set up a thriving
business (bath house) of her own which provides her with enough income to raise four
children by herself. Later, she also becomes the owner and operator of a small movie
theatre, and establishes herself as prominent and respected, if not entirely well-liked,
citizen of Palomar. As she ages, Luba’s body begins to change. Like Maggie and so many
other characters from the various storylines that compose Love and Rockets, Luba’s body
ages along with her, developing wrinkles, a slight hunched over appearance and, in
keeping with real life, an increase in weight (Figure 3.47). As Luba’s body grows with
age, so too do her breasts, and yet, increasingly, they symbolize her position as a mother
and a matriarch, serving as one more example of the ways in which the female bodies of
Love and Rockets resist both sexual objectification and submission to patriarchal power.

Luba accepts Chelo’s proposal for her to become the mayor of Palomar, and the

two women continue to rule the village together until Luba decides to go join her children
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in the United States, where they have all settled. In Gilbert’s contribution to the final
issue (#50) of the first volume of Love and Rockets, which was initially intended to be the
last issue of the series before it was revived again with Volume Il in the spring of 2001,
the initial chapter on Palomar is closed with a multi-generational coming together of the
growing cast of characters back in Palomar, including not only Luba’s children but also
her sisters, Petra and Fritz; her longtime protector, Gorgo; her niece, Venus; and not

present in Palomar but incorporated into the narrative, her grandson, as well.

Figure 3.47 Chelo and Luba (first and second figures from right) with the next
generation of Palomar women appear on the title page of “Farewell, My Palomar: Part
Three.” Love and Rockets Volume 1, No. 42

In this installment, titled “Chelo’s Burden,” Palomar is presented as a space that is
changed by disaster and its outcomes (the town has been hit by an earthquake that has
killed and injured dozens of citizens), but that also projects itself into the future through
the passing down of power through generational lines, as well as through artistic record
of the village and its inhabitants. On the title page itself, after an initial two pages
highlighting key characters in the Palomar tales, a close-up of Sheriff Chelo holds the

main focus of the single, page-length panel. With her hands on her hips and one eye
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closed against injury, she proclaims: “[I]Jooters will be executed by the military! No
exceptions!” (3). The second dialogue bubble representing her speech, to her right,
explains: “[i]t’s out of my hands!” (3). Although outside forces have indeed made their
way into Palomar to help contain the damage done by the earthquake and its aftermath, in
this case in the form of the military, by the next page the reader sees that the structure of
power has not changed entirely in the matriarchal village of Palomar. With her sheriff’s
badge clearly displayed on her chest and her gun in her holster at her side, Chelo gives
orders to the helpers and citizens who have gathered around her. Occupying the far left
side of the panel, Chelo is mirrored on the right side of the panel by another female figure
with a badge and gun, dressed in similar fashion with a dark tank top and a long patterned
skirt: Diana Villasefior, who has grown up to become a successful bodybuilder in the
United States, where she now lives. Back in Palomar to help with the disaster recovery,
as are nearly all of the former residents of Palomar who have since moved away, Diana is
one of the young women who are effectively passed the torch of leadership by
matriarchal figures Chelo and Luba. Later in the episode, Diana mentions to
photographer Howard Miller that she, Pipo, and Doralis, with the money they have
earned in the United States in their respective careers as a bodybuilder, a sports apparel
designer, and a television star, have bought a good deal of the land in and around Palomar
in an effort to preserve it, implying that while outside forces (i.e. the military, a
traditionally very masculine sphere of power) are currently operating in Palomar, bridges
are being built between generations to ensure the continuation of the matriarchal model
of power in Palomar.

Along these same lines, relationships are beginning to build between the next
generation of women whose origins are located in this unique village: Luba’s daughter,
Casimira, for example, has struck a fast friendship with her cousin Venus, the daughter of
Luba’s sister Petra. Another of Luba’s daughters, Guadalupe, has started a family of her

own now, providing the beginnings of yet another generation. At the same time that
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Palomar’s present has been threatened and its future is being built upon the foundations
built by strong female leaders like Chelo and Luba, a young boy works to preserve his
vision of Palomar, as well, in this case in the form of carefully chiseled statues
representing its various inhabitants. Forced to keep his art a secret, given a previous
situation in which his focus on his art prevented a killer from being captured in due time,
young Humberto, with the help of Palomar native Augustin, has been sinking his statues
to the bottom of the lake, where they will one day be discovered and marveled at for their
seemingly mythical depiction of dozens of nude figures. As he tells Petra, Casimira,
Venus and Gato, “[o]ne day this stream will be gone and the statues will be exposed...
reaching up to God... the sun... like eternal flowers and I will be forgiven for my sins...”
(19).

With this final representation of the magical village featured in Gilbert’s
contributions to Love and Rockets, literally etched in stone for future generations to study
and admire, Palomar is positioned as the sort of mythical Latin American matriarchy
presented in The House of the Spirits. In a space where women rule, both in the domestic
sphere and outside of it - Gilbert constructs a narrative space that has a firm link not only
to the mode of magical realism, an important form of Latin American literary tradition
linked to the increased recognition of Latin American writers by a global audience, but
also to the feminist tradition within that mode that imagines an empowering alternative to
the patriarchal organization of power. In creating a link between Gilbert’s work and this
tradition, it becomes possible to envision stories like Heartbreak Soup and Human
Diastrophism as the continuation of a key Latin American literary tradition through a
U.S.-based comic series.

Taken together, the work of both Jaime and Gilbert Hernandez represents a truly
groundbreaking contribution to the landscape of the U.S. comics industry, and one that
has in many ways revolutionized comics. Breaking with a number of mainstream

conventions in terms of format, authorship, and production, Love and Rockets also
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demonstrates new narrative possibilities for the genre, making firm connections to both
the literary world and the tradition of personal and societal exploration via comics
established by the comix underground. Most importantly in terms of the focus of this
particular project, Jaime and Gilbert Hernandez have redefined womanhood in U.S.
comics, creating alternative femininities that fly in the face of established and
traditionally prescribed models of femininity, especially those that fit into the larger
societal framework of compulsory heterosexuality and patriarchal power. The female
characters of Love and Rockets not only dominate the pages and panels of the series, they
occupy the graphic narrative space of this title in ways that open up new ways of
imagining and representing Latina femininity, exploding the archetype of the Latina
spitfire as constructed by Hollywood film and perpetuated in popular culture, and
building in its stead an inclusive spectrum of femininities that embraces, rather than

shuns, difference.
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CONCLUSION

The Latin/o American comic has functioned as a vehicle of complex creative
expression that has, for nearly a century, contributed to the artistic exploration of
numerous local concerns, issues, and questions of identity and representation throughout
the Americas. Through strips, comic books, cartoons, and graphic novels, the Latin/o
American comic has taken on issues as diverse as socialist Cuban conceptions of U.S.
capitalism via parodic mimicry of the mainstream superhero (Virigilio Martinez’s
Supertifiosa), the inherent danger in violently contested struggles for political control in
mid-twentieth century Argentina (Héctor Oesterheld’s El Eternauta), and unique
characterizations of national and regional subjectivity (Rius’ Los Supermachos and
Roberto Fontannarrosa’s Inodoro Pereyra being two prime examples). Comics such as
Peruvian cartoonist Juan Acevedo’s jHola, Cuy! have also taken on the pervasive
influence of Disney in provocative and subversive ways, incorporating and
acknowledging the influence of U.S culture in ways that eloquently resist the ideology
constructed within it. In the United States, hot-button issues like immigration, English-
only laws and other policies and legislation regarding Hispanics and Latinos in the U.S.
have been powerfully taken up by L.A. based Chicano cartoonist Lalo Alcaraz with strips
like La Cucaracha and others later collected into the book length compilation Migra
Mouse: Political Cartoons on Immigration. A long-form narrative exploration of
imagined Latina identity (and the complex relationship between North and South) has
been addressed by Jessica Abel in her graphic novel, La Perdida.

As | have demonstrated in the three sections of this dissertation, the representation
of femininity within the Latin/o American comic has been multiple and varied, ranging
from traditional conceptualizations of the female subject and her place within the world
(typically revolving around the domestic sphere) and more progressive imaginings of
twentieth and twenty-first century womanhood, in which women are positioned as

powerful protagonists rather supporting choral characters. Each of the comics under
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analysis here, for example, including Gabriel Vargas’ La Familia Burron (1948-2009),
Quino’s Mafalda (1964-1973), and Los Bros. Hernandez’s Love and Rockets (1981,
1982-1996, 2001-present), feature female protagonists that challenge contemporary
constructions of prescriptive femininity through the unique combination of language and
image that defines comics as a medium. Perhaps not surprisingly, the temporal trajectory
of these titles from the mid- to the end of the twentieth century and beyond parallels, in a
certain sense, the extent to which traditional prescriptive models of femininity such as the
“True Woman” and the “Angel in the house” are questioned, challenged and ultimately
subverted. While the female protagonist of VVargas’ La Familia Burrdn, for example,
serves as the most cautious challenge to contemporary conceptions of Mexican
femininity, at least partially acquiescing to the demands of patriarchal tradition at the
same time that she pushes against the limits of socially acceptable female behavior,
Quino’s title character, Mafalda, vocalizes biting critiques of angelic domestic femininity
in 1960s and ‘70s Argentina. In the Hernandez Bros.” Love and Rockets, first self-
published in 1981, entire casts of female characters combat prescriptive conceptions of
idealized feminine models by refusing to reproduce them at all, creating in their stead
powerful alternatives that challenge the firmly-embedded ideological institutions of
compulsory heterosexuality and patriarchal power.

Returning to the issue of authorship, one of the questions that arises from these
findings is why these four male authors created such powerful, feminist, female figures in
their comics, during times in which similar female figures were not often found or valued
within contemporary popular culture. As I mentioned in the introduction, the work of
contemporary female comics artists such Maitena Burundarena, Sol Diaz, PowerPaola
and Jessica Abel has made important inroads in recent years in terms of articulating
individual feminist visions of Latina subjectivity in their work, and the comics they have
authored will surely continue to shape the evolution of Latin/o American comics in

exciting ways for years to come. The feminist production of female comics creators such
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as these, of course, is in many ways unquestioned; the simple fact that they are women,
producing comics at the end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first century
is enough to explain the feminist issues they explore in their comics. Maitena, as a matter
of fact, has been questioned by some critics for not taking what they deem enough of a
feminist stance in her 1998-2003 cartoon, Las Superadas. According to Melissa Fitch, for
example, who discusses Maitena’s work in Side Dishes: Latina American Women, Sex,
and Cultural Production (2009), the playful subversion of traditional models of gendered
subjectivity that Maitena articulates in Las Superadas is inherently undermined by the
fact that representation of is so strictly limited to women who enjoy positions of
privilege. As Fitch reminds her readers, “one cannot ignore that Maitena speaks to a very
specific woman, a heterosexual woman, and one wealthy enough to have a maid” (53).
As Gema Pérez Sanchez asserts in “El humorismo grafico de Maitena Burundarena,” an
article published in the 2011 special volume of Revista Iberoamericana dedicated to
Latin American comics, this sort of negative critical response, in this case directed at
Maitena specifically, is but one example of the ways in which female authors are
expected to address the full gamut of female experience, including all of the complex
intersections of race, class, age, and sexuality, while their male counterparts are not held
to such stringent expectations.

And yet, as this project demonstrates, there are a number of male Latin/o
American comics creators who have indeed held themselves to high standards in their
construction of female characters and the models of femininity that they reflect and
interrogate, creating complex female figures like Borola Burrén, Mafalda, and the
primarily female casts of Love and Rockets that go well beyond mirroring simple models
of prescribed female behavior. But why? Can the motivation for the creation of these
characters and texts be derived from their own personal lives and experiences? While
scholarship on Love and Rockets is still quite limited, perhaps because, as Derek Parker

Royal suggests in the introduction to a special issue of ImageTexT dedicated to the work
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of the Hernandez Brothers, there are now more than three decades of production to be
considered in addressing their work, a number of scholars have noted possible
connections between the strong female characters of Love and Rockets and the fact that
Jaime and Gilbert Hernandez were raised in a family full of strong, independent women.
The Hernandez Brothers clearly have a lot of respect for the women in their lives, and
this respect for women may have simply filtered into their work as comics creators. |
would add, though, that both Jaime and Gilbert were also nurtured in many ways by the
punk scene as manifested both in and around Los Angeles, which emphatically
encouraged and fostered alternative forms of both femininity and masculinity. As
Michelle Habell-Pallan contends in “Soy punkera, ¢y qué? Sexuality, Translocality, and
Punk in Los Angeles and Beyond,” Latina women (and other women of color)
“experienced the punk scene as a liberating space where the lines between gender and
race were easily if temporarily blurred. It was a place where class differences and racial
divisions were held temporarily in suspension” (165), she explains, functioning as a space
within which individual identity could be articulated free from constricting social
boundaries, norms, and prescriptive models.

In addition to personal politics and lived experience, then, perhaps the spaces
depicted in these three comics contribute to the articulation of femininities that defy
contemporary norms. Just as the Los Angeles punk scene can be linked to the sorts of
alternative femininities that Jaime and Gilbert Hernandez construct in Love and Rockets,
serving as a formative space of resistance that arguably shapes the text itself, Gabriel
Vargas’ representation of strong women is also located in a specific space of resistance,
the vecindad of mid-twentieth century Mexico. In his depiction of this space, existing at
the margins but invested with the popular authority with which to critique prevailing
social norms, practices, and the Mexican state that was in the process of being formed,

Vargas channels the spirit of resistance that it embodied in contemporary Mexico,
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including (but not limited to) opposition to traditional modes of femininity in a changing,
modern context.

While the Argentine middle-class of the 1960s and 70s isn’t as markedly anti-
establishment as the L.A. punk scene or the Mexican vecindad at the mid-century mark, it
Is a space of growing resistance to established norms and prescriptive practices,
especially after having been subjected to decades of political turmoil, corruption, and
abuse. By placing his precocious young protagonist and the critiques she vocalizes within
this space, Quino effectuates a provocative positioning of the Argentine middle-class as a
budding space of resistance, and one in which new voices will play an important role in
resisting the parameters and models assumed by (what is depicted as) a more docile
generation. In Mafalda, as in La Familia Burron and Love and Rockets, it is not only a
character from the new generation whose voice serves as a rallying cry for change, it is
also a female voice — one that has been shaped by the realities that surround her. This
female figure, it must be noted, just as is the case in the other figures discussed, actively
resists not only the prevailing model of prescriptive femininity of her time, but also a
number of other pressing social issues that mark the period.

In constructing these graphic narrative spaces and the figures that populate them,
it is difficult to pinpoint the motivations for authors like Gabriel VVargas, Quino, and the
Hernandez Brothers to go so firmly against the grain in their articulation of femininity in
twentieth century Latin/o American comics, but what is clear is that these figures seem to
emerge from spaces of resistance in contemporary culture that all four authors vindicate
in their comics. Perhaps it is fitting that within these spaces of resistance, some of the
most vocal and active agents of change are the female characters, figures that have been
pushed further into the margins than their male counterparts. Regardless, the fact of this
early feminist comics production by male authors of Latin/o American comics is a
fascinating topic of investigation, and one clearly deserving of further exploration and

analysis. These authors were pioneers in the creation of new types of characters that
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created a provocative dialogue with contemporary representations of femininity, and the
narratives and social issues that they represented opened up important new spaces for
reflection on the role of female figures in Latin/o American comics. This seemingly
simple innovation, the positioning of female characters as active protagonists rather than
passive supporting figures, is an immensely forward-looking, feminist move on the part
of these four authors, and should be recognized as such. Not only did they make their
female characters and their concerns central to the narratives that they created in comics
like Mafalda, La Familia Burrodn, and Love and Rockets, Vargas, Quino, and the
Hernandez Brothers set an influential tone for the Latin/o American comics production
that came after them, making a positive lasting impression on a rich tradition that

continues to grow and evolve today.
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