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Due to its admittedly autobiographical elements! and simple DarTa­
live wice, the first reaction (and, indeed, the most common, if early 
critical response is any indication)] is that Lar hojas muertas (1987) is 
Birbara Jacobs' personal homage to her father, in whic.b. the daughter 
voluntarily sacrifices her voice to reconstruct his authority. Any 
challenge to the paternal order is defused, it seems, by diluting tbe 
narration iota an anonymous mass of "oosoteos· who express 
themsehes not only with a child's perspecti~ but wiLb childl..i.ke speech 
patterns as well. In short, it would appear that Jacobs' DOYel is an 
accomplice to tbe notion of female authors as frivolous, since ber 
discourse, aptly described by Yvette Jimtnez de BAcz a& 
"wluotariamenle meDoe" (128) will not usurp the authority of "seriou.s" 
male narrati'W:. Nonetheless, this is only one of the many readings that 
lie beneath this deceptively simple teKl. For at the same time that the 
novel elevates tbe fatber, embedded witbin tbe text's mytbologized 
rendering may also be detected certain discrepancies that, rather than 
privileging a single point of view, induce the reader to consider multiple 
possibilities that put into question not only a one~dimensional reading 
of the fatber but the uni\OCal nature of official discourse in general. 

Many studies have indicated tbat because tbe fatber is often less 
accessible, a daughter's relation to him is more likely to inwl'W: fantasy 
and idealization (CbadoCOW' 80). In fact, as Jean Wyatt observes, "a 
girl's relation to ber fatber trains ber to idealize a distant and 
mysterious figure wbose absences sbe can fill witb glamorous 
projections" (27). Tbis mystique extends beyond tbe eonfines of tbe 
family as the daughter must contend with a eultural confJgW'ation in 
which she is virtually invisible (Boose 20). In Las hojas rnuuUu, the 
daugbters occupy a peripberal position in tbeir own story, as tbe 
narration is defleeted and subordinated by male narrative(s) from 
outside. In sucb a scenario, tbe fatber's importance is such tbat it 
becomes associated witb tbe original Father, as is suggested in the first 
words of tbe novel: "Esta es la bistoria de papA, papd de todos 
flosorros" (9, empbasis added). This notion of the father u a godlike 
fAgllte is reinforced in tbe norel by a continual evocation of the put u 
an idealized Edenic period i.n wbicb everyone was bappy; a time so 
perfect tbal even (ear did not yet exist (16). But tbe reader soon 
discovers tbat the daughters, like Eve, bave been expelled from 
paradise by their father.) Why the daughters are banished from their 



175 Their Heart &Ionp 10 Daddy 

father's house is never direetly addressed. Although ostensibly they 
had Lo leave because of lack of space, the family continued to welcome 
houseguesLs for many )"ilars afterward (13,32).4 H~'Wer, the possible 
injustice of such an arrangement is never posited wit:h.iD the text, since 
the memories of the novel are evoked as a ehild would experience 
them, without the benefit of adult revision. Unable to share the child'li 
ignorance, such episodes cncourage the reader to assume a more aW\Ie 
role in untangling the often unreliable oarration. 

A careful reading indicates that discrepancies in the narraU\Ie are, 
in fact, glaring and recurrent. The novel continually reiterates the 
narrators's happiness as children (17, 23, 27, 30, 88) and is 
progressively insistent on this point, as if sensing the reader's 
skepticism. Though the stalement appears at first without comment, 
it is soon aeeompanied by qualifiers that implicitly separate the 
childhood vision from adult conscious.ness: MsegWi nosotros ... tramos 
felicesM (27); "nos parecla a nosotros que en ese tiempo tramos, s~ de 
\o'elW', felicesM (30, emphasls added). YlDa.lly, the narrators question the 
father himself when he remarks that he a.Iso considered himself happy 
when the entire family li\led together, If this is true, the narrators 
ironically observe, such happines.s must hme been brief indeed. since 
the daughters left the house when they were very young (91). The 
reader soon may perceive a more wide-ranging gap between the 
idealized father that the narrators seek to construet and the aetual 
father--often absent and indifferent to his family--that is betr~d by his 
actions. In one episode the children paint their pet dog and the animal 
dies soon after. The incident, reported with a child's candor, expresses 
no remorse; the oarrators's only regret is that their father beQme \lery 
angry and punished them (22-23). The reaction of the father in this 
passage exemplifies)"ilt another significant discrepancy in the novel. 
Although the narrators insist se\leral times that their father n~r lost 
his temper, they subsequently proceed to recount numerous inciden~ 

in which some activity by the children or their mother sparked his 
ange' (17, 19, 2~ 22, 22-23, 3~ 33, 34). 

Sueh episodes have implications in terms of the children's larger 
separation from the father, since the narrators note their fear that 
aggravating their father would lead to a "separationM of their souls, so 
great that it would create "un barranca entre eada parte y que no 
habrfa puente posible que lograrajuntarlas nunca mM" (31). Thus, the 
daughter's expulsion from their father's house was at least in part 
related, in their minds, to punishment for their sins; in this case, the 
"sin" of challenging their father's authority hy provoking his anger. 
Thus, they must undergo a process of recuperation to reC(l'lJer not only 
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the image of the Father but their own severed relation to the past. 
Ultimately, howe~r, it i6 revealed that this past bas been an imaginary 
construction, a trick of memory, sinee in reality, as Marina Anaya 
points out, the 'Mlrtd of the father is a 'M)rld from which MnosotroS" is 
always excluded (70). Early in the text, the narrators mention bow as 
children they enjoyed spending time with their father when they 
accompanied him to 'Mlck, but then, in the same paragraph, they admit 
be rarely took them there and that, in faet, the youngest ehild never 
weDL at all (15). They recall that sometimes be 'MJu1d take them to the 
cinema, but that be would not walch the fl1m. with them, preferring 
iIl6tead to stand outside and read (27-28). At one point be concedes 
his shortcomings and says be is a poor Cather; the children, however, 
observe only that they cannol judge whether be was good or bad, 
although they acknowledge that he was different from other children's 
fathers (27). Despite the fact they adore their Cather, in many ways he 
is a stranger to them: 

no nos habfamos preguntado si era buen 0 mal padre y 10 
que nos cafa bien, aUflqu~ 10 cOflocibwnos poco porqu~ flOS 
platicaba poco. Querlamos mucho a pap4 y (al mam4 aunque 
a papa no /0 conociburtJos tan a fon,diJ como a mam4 porque 
con el casi no estAbamos y el casi nunca DOS contaba nada. 
(27, emphasis added) 

Although by the end oC the novel, he has again retreated into 
silence, in the seeond part oC the novel, with the children older, the 
father begins to speak to them of his life (41). Nonetheless, the Cact 
that the narration presented through the eyes oC the children has 
already been filtered through the father's idealized memory and the 
mother'" adoring recreation creates an ambiguous interplay between 
the narrators's attempt to assert veracity despite limitation" in 
perspe~. Such assertions alternate between absolute certainty "10 
unico cierto es· (44); "ad era and ad Cue" (71); and inevitable 
admissions of their limitations as narrators: "~fl ci~rlo ulltido fue as{ y 
no es asf s610 porque nosotros asf 10 'o'eamos" (5t. emphasis added). 
Despite the narrators's attempts, such passages betray their presence 
in the reconstruction oC their Cather's past. An illustration of this 
interplay and the breakdown of narratorial authority appears in the 
descriptions of their father's childhood in Michigan. contaminated by 
the idealized cinematic -.ersion of smalllO'ND. America: 

EI S~gufO que entonces no fueta 5610 aficionado al ~isbol sino 
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que jUgarrl con sus ~os 0 con sus compaiieros ... 0 con los 
que trabajaban con 61 en la gasolinera que es probable que 
fueran todos los mismos y que se reunieran a unas horas en 
un lugar y a otras en otro en la cancha, en la farmacia, afuera 
del dne, con una cer~za en la mano ... y ~s probable que 
con ninguno pudieu hablar de las ideas socialistas .... La 
vida diada de Flint alrededor de 1930 era mas a menos asf 
pero en cuanto a papli para tl la vida estaba en /os libros •.. 
esta vida era la historia y la literatwa. (47, emphasis added) 

The assertion "es seguro" is immediately undermined by the subjuncti~ 

mode, followed by the even less reliable "es probable" and "mis 0 

menos." Ultimately the entire vision is put into question by the father's 
literary predilection. The correspondence between the father's 
imagined world and a recreated past may promke further doubts about 
other events recounted in the text. The narrators seek to convince the 
reader of their credibility by affuming their father's relation to some 
weU-knO'olr'D fagures (Waldo Frank, Paul Robeson, Arthur Rubenstein) 
but noting that he "probably" just mUised meeting Lillian HeUman ...men 
she visited Spain. E~n Us/he accepts his acquaintance with these 
figures, tbe familiarity of many of the incidents recounted about the 
father's past may lead the reader to question his role in such mddenl6: 
from a pa.ssi~ reader he becomes an active participant in the famous 
Bremen incident (58)" and is named leader of his detachment in Spain 
(60). Such doubts become more pronounced when the narrators 
mention that the father's memory was stimulated by a televisjon 
documentary on the Lincoln Brigade. The fact that there is no 
evidence of his participation in these events--his articles were 
confiscated by United States authorities, and his participation in the 
riot remained unlnO'olr'D since he was able to escape--casts further doubt 
on the extent of his inwhocment. The narrators absol~ themsel~ of 
responsibility for tbe hisloricaJ accuracy of such events, noting 
enigmatically: "Ello recuerda 10 recuerdan ot£Os 0 no· (58). The 
reliability of the narration is furthcr undermined in the second section 
by a conspicuously uneven perspective: for example, as might be typic.al 
of a small child's point of view, Francisco Franco is described but not 
named (58,63), yet the narrators use the term "fascism" and know the 
exact regiment of the lincoln Brigade to which their father belonged 
(63). This incongruent balance of knowledge and ignorance, of fiction 
and reality, is a further indication of narrators unable~-or unwilling--to 
differentiate the external historical figure of the father from the 
idealized one constructed from a memory contaminated by films and 
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books. Although it is nol clear to what extent the narrative has 
exaggerated or altered the father's role. the uneven nalure of the 
discourse itself uoderlines the tension between the mythical and 
bisLoricallines of the Do~l, producing a gap behYeen the idealized 
literary expression of the father and the real historical coDfJgW'ation. 

Despite these apparent contradictions, throughout the text any facts 
that "1IlQuJd cast doubt 00 the authority of the father are either dM:rted 
or subsumed altogether. The economic decline of the family is 
addressed only obliquely, and when it is, it is suggested that the fatherl 
failure was in part the result of the poor busine.s.s sense he inherited 
from his mother (14). Although the relocati.on of the daughters to 
their grandparent's home could be perceiYed as the firllt sign of dcdine, 
the narrators maintain that they De~r noticed anything unusual until 
the parents themselves were compelled to retreat to the maternal 
grandparents's home (80,85). Likewise, just as the narrators must 
suppress details in their father" character that would undermine their 
idealized vision of him, they uncomfortably try to straddle a middle 
ground be~en attraction towards the father and a denial of the same. 
Although apparently still )Uung when they left the house, the fad that 
in the Doo.el only the daughters are obligated to leiM may suggest the 
separation between father and daughter that oceurs at the time of the 
child" adolescence. In Las hojQ.S muet1Q.S the narrators allude to this 
ambivalent relation as they confess the daughters's interest in their 
father" friends (18) and recall their father would sleep in the DUde in 
front of them and that he did not always close his bathrobe at the 
breaHasl table (21). Finally, they admit the daUghters's attraetion 
towards the father as they recolled.: 

Papd era todo un hombre y las mujerea de nosotros que 
estAbamos medio enamoradas de los amigos extraDjeros 
decfan que si entre eUos hubiera uno como el del retrato al 
61eo que mamA babta pintado de memoria de papA por 10 
enamorada que estaba de tl el1as de tse serta del que se 
enamoraran pues de pap~ no podIa ser.W (35, emphasis added) 

In such passages, the absence of adult revision functions as a means of 
retaining tbe idealized version of tbe fatber, untainted by sexual 
cr.ertones. Nonetheless., the narrators are dearly reluctant to engage 
the issue directly, insisting-~twice on the same page--that: weso no podfa 
ser" (35). 

Nonetbeless, tbe central conflict in tbe nCl'W:1 is perhaps rooted less 
in separation anxiety tban in the narrators's need to reconcile their 
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admiration Cor the public figure shortchanged by history and their 
ambivalence towards the priwte man who denied them his affection.lI 

This analogy underscores the conflictiw: play of obedience/challenge 
to the father's authority that the nl:M:lsuggests since the image of thc 
seductive father is also a potent metaphor for the cultural seduction of 
the patriarchy (Herman and Hirschman 109-117). Because such 
violation (whether literal or literary) effects the miod as much as the 
body, the daughter's conflicting feelings subsume her sense of identity 
and deprive her ""ice of its author_ity.7 In the first part of the nl:M:I it 
is evident there was little communication be~n the father and his 
children and that indeed in his presence they were often ordered to 
keep silent (19,27,34). Similarly. the narrators in Las hojas muertas 
may seek to silence or downplay tbe contradietions of the narrative 
since revealing the truth could jeopardize their own reeuperation of the 
past. 

Faced with silence and the rejection of the father if they betray him 
by growing up, the narrators beeome aecomplices to tbe patriarchal 
order. Tbis eomplieity is exemplified by their ritual of feigned 
helplessness as a conscious attempt Lo ward off the loss of their father. 
Inltially, the ritual is only practiced by the daughters (28,35), although 
at the end of the Dovel both daughters and sons partieipate (103): 
"de5de la orilla se metfan un dedo a la boca y se hadan las m4s niiias 
y Ie cantaban Querido papli te necesita..m:os, Ouerido papA te queremos, 
Ouerido paplite extranamos para que ""Iviera~ (35). This song, which 
the children have borrowed from the film. U7Jatew' Happened to Baby 
Janel, is another ambiguous sign that undermines the message, since 
in its original context il exemplifies the grolesque spectacle of a woman 
unable to abandon the little girl role imposed upon her by ber 
l:M:rbearing father.1I The recontextualization of the5e lyrics io the ncr.e1 
underseores tbe rigid nature of power relations within tbe narrator's 
family. As adults, the ehildren eontinue to assume a subordinate 
position as a means not only of reinforcing their father's authority but 
to validate tbeir own happiness: "aunque sonliramos infantileli , , , 
euando hablamos de paplilo somos porque esto n(lf ru:elCa a /1 que es 
en dontk lodDs queremos estar porque papa tiene mJU:ho que 'fit, con Ia 
/poca en que bumos felices.~ (88, emphasis added) 

Ironieally, by indulging their father in this way, the narrators 
suggest that his authority extends no farther than the confine5 of his 
own bome. At tbe same time, bOW'ever, tbis mytbologized rendering 
of the father figure is also a means of questioning p~r relations since 
he is himself a victim of patriarcbal authority. Indeed, by the third part 
of the nl:M:l, a subtle inw:rsion bas been effected by which the children, 
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although superficially conforming to the traditional roles of authority, 
have become the \Ulces for the father who has descended into Weocc. 
Jwt as the childish ritual of singing at the seashore was posited as a 
meaDS oC ensuring his retwn, the (l(M.l's infantile discourse functiODS 
as a means of recovering the father, in his old age DOW xconfundido 
como un niDo" (89). This In\ersioD of roles is further underscored by 
the fact that the room in the home of the maternal grandparents in 
which the father takes refuge is the same onc the daughters shared 
when they \\ere expelled from the sheller of the paternal garden (91). 
In tbis way, the motif of exile itself becomes a point of conjunction 
beh\eeD father and daughters. 

One of the explicit moLivatioDS underlying the narration, then, is to 
recount, in the father's place, the history of a man who fought the 
"good figbt~ but who was marginalized from society. Although he was 
not silent in his youth (48,54,55), after watching h4 friends die in the 
Spanish Civil War (64) and suffering a series of humiliations 
culminating in his "Uluntary exile from the United States (65,66,68,71­
73), hc descends inlo mute isolation. Finally, he remO\'eS his name 
from thc phone book and asks his children to tell people he bas died 
(84). Tragically, aJthough once a writer himself, be bas begun to lose 
his pCl'oll'er over l'Qrds., which no longer come easily to his tongue (98). 
Since h4 children cannot convince him to write his autobiography, they 
ha~ reconstructed one in its place. In h4 declining ~ars, the father 
becomes obse&<>ed with a bridge surrounded by dead leones, las hojQS 
muertas. Significantly. he does not dream of cross.i.ng this bridge hut 
dying under it, with the dead lea~s COYering h4 corpse. H~~r,like 

the dead lea~s cannot COYer the father, the leao.esjpages of the nCMl 
Las hojas muertas cannot bridge tbe fact that the world as the father 
knew it and as the children would Like him to be immortalized has 
disintegrated. The we of plural narration and a childlike pet6pecti\\; 
then, ser~s a dual plll'pC&: 00 the one hand it sacrifices its wice to 
the father's authority; but, on the other, it deslabilizes the ~racity of 
the narration. In so doing, the DeMol at once admits its literary debt to 
the father--and father texrs--and puls into question the uniwca1 nature 
of the patriarchal order. 

University of Notre Dume 
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NOTES 

I Although Jacobs has defined Las hojas muerlas as "hiographical," 
she is careful to note the artistie transformation involved; the nOYeI 
-cuenta la vida de mi padre... pero como toda inwnci6n sustenlada 
en la realidad ofrece conjuntamente-verdad y fantasIa" ("Vivir la 
literatura en matrimonio- 182). Jacobs further encourages the reader 
to detect autobiographical elements by including epigraphs, in English, 
from her CNm father. Nonetheless, the force of such autobiographical 
element& is displaced by the plural narratiw wice enosotros"). 

2 Antonio Marquet goes so far as to refer to the character as 
"Emile Jacobs" throughout his review (69-70). YwUe Jim~nez de Biez 
a.l.so identifies Emile Jacobs a:i the father (129), 

3 This association between the daugbter's removal from their 
father's house and Eve's expul.'iion from Eden is suggestiw both on a 
literal and literary level. In her discussion of Genesis, Lynda Boose 
interprets Ew's conflict with the Father as both sexual rebellion and 
the appropriation of language. The rebellion of the first daughterM• 
EveMMoccurs as she seizes the Corbidden Cruit Cram the Father and is 
expeUed from the garden. Likewise, the literary daughter who dares 
to appropriate the Word Crom the father is an outcast because the 
"taboo on plucking/ingesting this knowledge of good and evil forbids 
the daughters from appropriatingfcastrating/incestuou.sly partaking of 
the Father's potency and privilege" (55). The fact that only females are 
singled out reinforces this image of Ew, since all her daughters must 
bear the burden of the mother's "sin". 

~ In an interview published sewral ~ars alter the n~1 had been 
relea:ied, Jacobs explains that she and ber sisters had tiled with their 
grandparents "en la casa central de una comunidad de cinco dentro de 
un mismo jardln. En las otras cuatro viv'an nuestros padres y 
hermanos. y nuestros Has y primos- eBarbara Jacobs: EI oficio de 
escribir" 1). 
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~ The father's account of the Bremen incident and liubsequent riot 
coincides neither with contemporary newspaper reports (New ¥orlr 
TImes July 27, 1935) nor with the 'oUsion recounted in the documentary 
The Good Fight (1983). 

~ Jacobs admits the contradictory nature of the fatber, adding, 
h(l'Ne'o'ef, that ~La entrega del 'pap! de lodos nosotros' a Sll Liempo, a 
una causa noble de Ia humanidad, fue total; creo que un persoaaje de 
~la natura1eza tiene 'derecho' a ausentarse el resta de Sll vida de tOOo 
10 que no sea oexo con aquel pasado grande- eEntreovlstas: Btrbara 
Jacobs/Carmen Boullosa- 51). 

1 Significantly, the mother in Las hojas muertas, although ack­
nowledged iD passing as the primary caregi~ (27) is redl1CCd--both in 
terms of her actions and ber importance to the oarrators--to a 
secondary character. Her sole purpose. according to the nCM:!, is to 
ensure ber husband's happinellB (21) and to elewte him, through her 
storier;., in the eyes of the children. In the process, the narrators insist 
that the father had a "finn character," while the mother is dism..issed as 
fragile and 'tIIeU (30) although elents of the narration contradict this 
view. As a prodigious reader and a writer himself, the father becomes 
a literary model to whom the narrators are indebted, while the 
mother'... reading in the nO\'el is limited to cookbooks. Likewise, 
although the daughters grow up in their maternal grandparents's home, 
these figures are nearly invisible in the narrati'o'e, whereas relati'o'es 
from their father's side of the family are named and deseribed at 
length, eleO though they Ii~ in the United States. 

8 The lyrics of the original text are as follows: "['ve written a letter 
to Daddy/ His address is heaven ablJloe/I've written: 'DUII'Dtuldy, we 
miss you and wish you were with w to lave: /Iostead of a stamp I put 
kisses/ The postman says that's be... t to do/I've written a letter to 
daddy / Saying 'I]ove you'" (Whatever Happened 10 Baby lane?, 
emphasis added). like the daughters i.D the neM~ the protagonist of 
the film. attempts to revise her past, chOO&ing to a\Qid the unpleasant 
memories and to emphasize the happy ones, such as dancing for her 
father on the beach. However, as Jacobs herself noteli, the relation 
bet\leen the song and the neMl does not necessarily extend to the film. 
itself (unpublished interview with author, June 12, 1994). 
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