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This new critical anthology from the Chicana and Chicano Visions of the Américas 

series out of the University of Oklahoma Press is a fitting contribution to the study of 

best-selling New Mexican novelist Rudolfo Anaya. Coming out of a 2014 conference 

dedicated to Anaya’s work and organized by Roberto Cantú at California State 

University, Los Angeles, the anthology explores the themes of tradition and modernity 

in Anaya’s work and in southwestern literature more generally. The anthology 

recognizes Anaya’s important contributions to American literary history, and it brings 

together in one volume some of the most important Chicana/o literary critics.  

 

Most of the essays are longer versions of papers delivered at the conference, focusing on 

themes that matter most to Chicana/o literary critics—from questions of genre and 

canon-building to issues of cultural authority, mestizaje (mixing), and historical 

memory. Cantú reintroduces Anaya’s first novel, Bless Me, Ultima, published by Quinto 

Sol Publications out of Berkeley in 1972. According to Cantú, “Anaya’s inaugural novel 

led the way to a regionalism in Chicano literature that could only be theorized and 

understood in the 1990s within the sphere of international implications” (19). Indeed, 

The Forked Juniper puts Anaya’s regionalism and sense of place into transnational focus 

and is not intended for the novice critic. 

   

The collection features some of the most prominent names in Chicana/o literary studies, 

including José E. Limón, María Herrera-Sobek, Monika Kaup, Francisco A. Lomelí, 

Enrique R. Lamadrid, and Rosaura Sánchez. These notable scholars join several other 

contributors from the US, Mexico, and Germany, to create an anthology, divided into 

four parts, of 13 essays and an interview. Cantú interviews filmmaker David Ellis to 

close the anthology and to shed light on the making of Rudolfo Anaya: The Magic of 

Words, released in 2016 and previewed at the 2014 conference. As Cantú’s interview 

relates, Ellis put the film together over the course of a decade and through a series of 

interviews that emphasize the power of Anaya’s spoken and written words, echoing the 

theme of Paul Vassallo’s 1982 study, The Magic of Words: Rudolfo A. Anaya and His 

Writings. Vasallo’s short, edited tribute focuses on Anaya’s early literary achievements. 

Since then, a number of critical sourcebooks, edited collections, and teaching guides 

featuring Anaya’s work have appeared with great frequency, reflecting his work’s 

immense popularity. César A. González-T’s 1990 anthology, Rudolfo A. Anaya: Focus on 

Criticism, is most notable because it features many of the same contributors as The 
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Forked Juniper. Together, González-T and Cantú cover a quarter century of scholarship 

and four decades of Anaya’s writing.  

 

There is no shortage of resources, handbooks, or study guides on Anaya’s work or his 

best-selling first novel, which has been adopted into the classroom and is popular with 

both academic and lay readers. The Forked Juniper adds to this already rich font of 

criticism. Each chapter comprises an independent discussion, with endnotes and a list 

of works cited, though the collection overall lacks an index and is not easy to navigate. 

Essays by Lomelí and Lamadrid add historical depth and intellectual prestige to the 

collection but offer very little in the way of new scholarship, while essays by Kaup and 

Sánchez are especially noteworthy. Ramón A. Gutiérrez’s lead essay puts the relevant 

theme of witchcraft into historical perspective, while John M.D. Pohl analyzes the 

archaeological evidence of indigenous groups scattered throughout the greater US-

Mexico borderlands. These two essays stand out because they do not refer to Anaya’s 

work directly but deftly illustrate what the anthology seeks to contribute. Both 

Gutiérrez and Pohl are historians, not literary critics, and both begin with an 

experiential account of New Mexico to illustrate the far-reaching stretch of Anaya’s 

southwestern narratives. Though the two diverge in methodology and data analysis, 

they nevertheless contextualize and historicize two of Anaya’s most relevant literary 

themes:  witchcraft and indigeneity.  

   

Witchcraft has a peculiar and particular resonance (and residence) in New Mexico, 

which Gutiérrez illustrates in the most objective way possible. Yet without reference to 

Anaya’s work, Gutiérrez’s essay seems out-of-place, even for a seasoned scholar already 

familiar with southwestern or Chicana/o literary studies. Gutiérrez seems better placed 

alongside Pohl’s piece in part three, “History, Ancient Genealogies, and Globalization,” 

or perhaps in an opening section to the collection as a whole. Either way, placing these 

two pieces together would better situate the reader less familiar with Chicana/o 

literature and southwestern narratives.  

 

Other contributors delve more deeply into Anaya’s literary sense of place in part one, 

“Rudolfo Anaya and Narratives of the U.S. Southwest.” New Mexico became an artist’s 

mecca shortly after statehood (1912) and during the interwar period (1917-1941) and 

while Mary Austin emerged as a champion of Spanish colonial and Pueblo Indian 

cultures. Heiner Bus takes a comparative approach to the fiction of Anaya and Austin, 

and he acknowledges that the comparison “does not seem fair, because they were 

conceived and published in totally different sociopolitical and cultural contexts” (61). 

Still, the comparative approach is noteworthy because it begins to take more complete 

stock of Anaya’s place in New Mexico’s culture industry. Unfortunately, the conclusion 

gives too much credence to Austin as someone who “paved the way” for Mexican 
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American women and Chicana writers (65). Limón counterbalances Bus’s comparison 

by focusing on Anaya’s coming-of-age novels within the context of Chicano literature 

and contemporary Mexican American fiction, highlighting the tenuous theme of 

masculinity but consigning women writers to a parenthetical statement. Meanwhile, 

Robert Con Davis-Undiano further explores the theme of Aztlán, the Chicano 

homeland, which first emerged as a territorial claim during the Chicano Movement but 

fast evolved into something more symbolic for Anaya and Chicanos living in the 

Southwest. Davis-Undiano emphasizes Anaya’s transnational sense of place through 

Aztlán as a New World concept that evolved out of the masculine-defined Chicano 

Movement.  

  

Part two, “Anaya’s Poetics of the Novel,” is most notable for Kaup’s new reading of 

Bless Me, Ultima, which revisits the novel through a comparative analysis of New World 

churches in the Baroque style. Kaup enhances the anthology’s international theme by 

highlighting the “mestizo cosmovision” in Anaya’s most famous novel (156), 

illustrating in the process what Horst Tonn terms Anaya’s “cosmopolitanism” (243). 

The transdisciplinary methodology that Kaup deploys does more than identify the 

global implications of Anaya’s New Mexican novel. Kaup crosses literary and 

architecture studies, as well as international borders between North and South America, 

moving beyond the discussion of nationhood, in a manner similar to Gutiérrez but 

more attuned to the aesthetics of place and the cosmic vision of Anaya’s first and most 

widely read book. Part two closes with a personal essay by contemporary fiction writer 

Mario Acevedo, who offers something new in the way of contemporary Chicano genre 

fiction and the importance of Anaya’s mystery novels: Zia Summer (1995), Rio Grande 

Fall (1996), Shaman Winter (1999), and Jemez Spring (2005).  

 

Rosaura Sánchez discusses Anaya’s mystery novel quartet in more detail in part three 

of the anthology, taking aim especially at the way these fictional narratives configure 

“time through a variety of genres and sub-genres” (224). These configurations of time 

rest on nostalgic recalls of the past and dream sequences that are especially postmodern 

in the way they make use of history and memory, at least following Sánchez, who 

explores Anaya’s particular brand of postmodernism. Sánchez relates how “the 

historical setting is just that, a backdrop,” and that “the heart of the matter is the 

metaphysical dimension” (239). Indeed, the anthology iterates the important theme of 

myth in all of Anaya’s work, but more could be said about the politics of gender and 

sexuality, especially in his mystery novels. Chicana critics have challenged Anaya for 

his representation of women for quite some time, but the anthology leaves little room 

for this critique. Instead, it revisits some of Anaya’s most enduring work and pays 

attention to his lesser-known fiction to generate a critical discussion of New Mexico in 

the age of postmodernism and in the spirit of a global Southwest. 




