DESENMASCARANDO A YSRAEL:
THE DISFIGURED FACE AS SYMBOL OF
IDENTITY IN THREE LATINO TEX'TS

Anne Connor

There s no art
To find the mind’s construction in the Jace
fAMacheth, | vy

With its features and expressions that are impossible to dupheaie
artificially, the face can be construed as a sort ol farge-scale fingerprint.
Unlike animals, who use thetr sense of simell to recognize cach other,
wce humans identify onc another primarily by our laces, and the immensc
variety in this distinguishing feature is certainly enough to inspirc awe.
Such was the attraction during the 18" and 19" cenluries, for cxample,
thal physiognomy, the scicnce of reading o person’s psychological traits
and character type through the study of'the structure ol the Face, came
into vogue (Hollington 6). Although this discipline was later discredited
with the growth of modern anatoinical knowledge. we still tend to think
of the tace as the sign o humanity par excellence.

Perhaps due to the power hehind this sign. the importance of the
face as literary symbo] has heen underlined in three works hy authors
of Latinamerican descent living in the United States. Junot Diaz,
Dominican-American, paints the picture of a hoy with a disfigured
face in two of his short stories 1 the collection Drown (1996). More
than ten years carlicr, Cecile Pineda, Chicana playwright and novelist,
wrolc her first novel, Face (1985). This work narrates the experience
ol a very poor Brazilian inan who must reconstruct his face aiter it
has heen completely destroyed in an accident. And even more recently,
Cristina Garceta, of Cuban-Awncrican descent. includes two characters



149

who suffer through a “change of face™ in her novel The Agiiere Sisters
(1997). In spite of the cultural ditferences berween these three authors,
for all of them the face symbolizes. in one way or another, the identity
of their characters. In this study T will first analyze the ways in which
the writers construct their characters identity through the representation
of the deformed face, and then we'll explore some possible rcasons
such constructions appeal in particular o the experience of the Latinos
in the United States.

In Drown, we find many indications that the two short stories about
a boy with a distigured tace arc cssential toward an understanding of
the collection as a whale. The first. entitled *Ysrael,” stands out due to
its privileged position as the first story in the book. The second. “No
face.”™ 1s conspicuous in the collection as the only story narrated
completely in third persan. Moreover, “No Face” distinguishes itsclt
from the others because Yunior, the protagonist and narrator of the
collection, daes nat appear in this story.

The plot of Y srael™ is deceptively simple. Two brothers, Rata and
Yunior, are lorced o leave the city to live wilh their aunt and uncle
when their mother s unable o ke care of them due to economic
hardship. Bored with country lite and anxious for adventure. when the
siblings hear about the mysterious boy in a nearby town who must
wear a mask because his Face was caten away by pigs, they set ofT on a
Journey to see the legendary inonstrosity with their own eyes. From the
beginning of the story, the plat foreshadows the important themes 1n
the rest of Drown. The displacement from the cily to the countryside in
order to nnprove their economic situation prefigures the children’s
posternor move to the Uniled States. Also, on the bus trip, a man fondles
Yunior without the boy's consent. which sirves as a prelude to Yunior’s
first homosexuval encounter that occurs later in the story *Drown.” Thesc
previews ol major events in the narrator s lifc underline the importance
of "Ysrael” in relation 1o the rest of the short story callection. When
the boys linally meet Ysrael, instead of the image of complete
marginalization that they had expected, they are confronted with the
fact that the disfigured boy’s [amily is evidently better oft cconomically
than they arc: “Ysrael's sandals were stiff leather and his
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clothes were Northamerican.” Furthermore, Yunior even notices the
similanity between his own shuation and Ysrael's:

...ihe kite was no handmade local job. It had been
manulactured abroad.

Where did you get that? 1 asked.

Nueva York, he said. From my lather.

No shit! Our father’s there too! | shouted.

[ looked at Rafa, who. for an instant. frowned. Our father
only sent us letters and an occasional shirt or pair of jeans at
Christmas. (16}

Rafa is already bothered hy any indication of Ysrael's humanity,
but the discovery that this boy. whose condition should emblematize
complete alienation, reccives more altention trom his father than the
brothers themselves do, proves to be totally unbearable. The similaritics
between the children don't stop there [aclose rcading of the text reveals
an mtimate identilication between Yunior and Ysrael, To begin with,
betore they set oft on their quest to find Ysrael, Rata utilizes Yunior’s
face as a model for his imagination ol what the other boy’s [ace would
look like:

My hrother kept pinching my face during the nighs, like |
was a mango. The cheeks, he said. And the chin, But the
forchcad would be a lot harder, The skin’s tight.

Allright, I said. Ya. (9)

In addition, Ysracl isn’t the only one who had suttered insults due
to his abnormal countenance. In the city, Yunior was used (o being the
victim of his brother’s taunting:

Back in the Capital he rarely said anything to me cxeept,
Shut up, pendcejo.

Unless, of course, he was mad and then he had about tive
hundred routines he liked to lay on mc. Most of them had to



do with my complexion, my hair, the size ol my lips. [Us the
Haitian, he'd say to his buddies. ey Senor Haitian, Mami
tound you on the border and only took you in because she
fell sorry [or you. (3)

The color of his skin and his Alrican leatures situated Yunior as the
“Other,” mueh fike Ysracl, though o a lesser degree. Besides, Rafa
not only abused his younger brother verbally but also “pounded the
hell™ (5) out ol him, which ends up being exactly what he does to
Ysracl. The tragic aspect of this assaull on Ysrael is heightened by the
fact thal jusl moments before, Yunior seems to make an authentic
cannection with Ysracl: “The mask twilched. 1 realized he was smiling.
and then my brother brought bis arm around and smashed the bottle on
lop ol his head™ (18). Another key identification between Yunior and
Ysracl oceurs in "No face,” which conslitutes a sort of complementary
story to Ysrael.” since this tune the narrative presents the action from
the point of view of the boy without a face. Although the name of the
prolagonist is never mentioned, there can be little doubt that he is Ysrael,
since his [ace had been caten by pigs and his day transpires between
the preparations of going North (o receive the long-awaited operation,
and (he constant flecing from boys who want to beat him up. In this
story. Ysrael lives in a completely solitary world. He sleeps not in his
parent’s housc. but rather in a shack behind it. as if he were an antmal,
The accident with the pigs has erased his own identity ax member of
the Tamily. When his mother sees him playing with his brother without
his mask on. she immediately brings him the cloth to cover his face
and warns him that he should leave before his father sces him. The
abuse and or complete rejection [rom his father is left implicit: *Go.
she savs. Betfore your [ather comes out. ¢ He knows what happens
when his father comes out™ (160)).

The only positive moment of physical contact for the boy occurs
during his monthly check-up: “The doctar smiles and makces him
remove his mask and then massapes his face with his thumbs” (158).
Interestingly enough, this scene brars a striking resemblance to one of
Yuntor's fantasies, in which he ecnvisions his father’s reaction when he



sees his youngest son for the first time after years ol absence in the
United States: “"Squatting down so that his pale yellow dress socks
showed, he’d trace the scars on my arm and on my head. Yunior, he’d
finally say, his stubbled face in front of ming, bis thumb tracing a circle
on my cheek™ (88).

Yunior’s scars, besides representing the pain that the young boy
carries inside due Lo his fonging for his abscnt father, and for human
contact in general, establish without a doubt the identification between
bimself and Ysrael. It is important to note that both Yuntor and Ysrael
held on to the hope that the solution to all of their problems lies in the
North. While Ysrael hopes to recerve miraculous plasoie surgery  there,
Yunior has faith that ene day his father will send for hus Family
and they will all move to the country o[ "endless opportunitics.” Another
mdicator of the connection between these two characters lies in the
graphic similarity in the spelling of their names: the fact that both boys’
names start with @ Y stands out on the written page, since both Yunior
and Ysracl are ovthographic adaptlations of two names traditionally
spelled differently: Tunior and Israel. The more traditional orthography
reveals that the symbolic importance ol the names goes beyond linking
the two characters. “Junior” graphically and orally is similar to the first
name of the author, “Junot.” And Diaz has certainly never hidden his
identification with the protagonist of his short story collection, as the
autobiographical character of the work has been emphasized by
revicwers such as Samuel Freedman: “Mr. Diaz’s characters live, as his
actual family did. in a low-income apartment complex surrounded hy
the malls, cineplexes and municipal pools of the middle class™ (2.1).

As we have already cstablished the close. symbolic bond between
Yunior and Ysrael, and later the relation between Junior and Junot, the
next obvious step is the study of the identification between Junet ond
Ysrael. However, Isracl also alludes to the country ol the lsraelites and
we should first cxplore the significance of the Biblical name of the
disfigured boy. The kingdom of Isracl was overthrown in 722 BC by
the Assyrians and consequently, the twelve Israciite tribes were either
destroyed or scattered. With only this information. we can read the
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story "Ysracl™ as an allegory of the suftering ol'an entire pcople due to
their face, or racial or ethnic identity. However, an analysis of ™Y srael™
in relation to the modern country which bears the same name proves to
be even more revealing. Founded in 1948 as country of relugce tor the
Jews after the holocaust, 1srael’s history has been dramatically turbulent.
As the holy land tor hoth Jews. Christians, and Mustims, this relatively
small territory symbolizes nol only a confluence ol cultures but also
the site of religious and cullural battles that continue today.
Consequently, the character Ysrael not only refers to Junior/Junet but
also Lo the expericnce of the exiled whosc hope ol reluge ends up being
as prohlematic as his previous reality. Ysrael's monstruous face
cxpresses the experience of being a minority, of not [itling in a given
culture, and even worsce. of sulfering complete rejection by the dominant
enlture. As a face without recognizable characteristics, Ysracl's
countenance can he understood as representing the identity of somecone
displaccd fram his roots; or simply, the lack of a fixed identity duc to
the circumstances of being an immigrant. It is certainly plausihle, then,
to relate the authar’s situation with that of his character Ysracl, In fact,
the difticult statc of not helonging completely to any culture is expressed
in the opening lines of Drown. in the epigraph, a quote from a poem by
Gustavo Pérez Firmat:

The fact that |

am writing to vou

in English

already falsefics what |
wanted to tell you,

My subject;

how to explain to you that |
don’t belong to English
though 1 belong nowhere clse.

[n order to survive his own displacement, Ysrael creates a fantasy
universe. 1n which he combats injustice throughout the world and is
ahle to escape the difficult reality he confronts day to day. In “No
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Facc™, tor example, the powers of “FLIGHT,” "STRENGTH.™ and
“INVISIBILITY.” all written in capital letters, refer (o the vocabulary
of the superheroes in his comic books. and they help him survive the
attacks from the other boys, Similarly, the creative act of literary
expression, and in particular the writing of Drown, can be seen as an
escape valve for Yunior/Junot.

The difficulty of not “belonging” anywhere 1s also explored in detail
in the novel Face. The protagonist, Helio Cara, whose name indicates
that he is more of an emblematic character than an mdividual one, falls
offacliffand his face is le [t unrecognizable. So extreme is his deformity
that Helio secms to have lost much more than his normal features. For
example, after asking Helio o take off his mask so that he can inspect
the scars, his boss™ reaction is a typical expression of rejection: “He
watches the boss’ cyes narrow, sces them [alter, hears the low whistle
escape himm. / “God!” The boss twens away. “IUs not..." " (53).

Although David E. Johuson has pointed out that the ellipsis at the
end of this exclamation allows (or multiple possibilities of ending the
sentence, the most probahle word would he “human™ (81). Without
the financial means to afford plastic surgery, Helio becomes a social
outcast. since his lack of face denies him of his humanity. And since
society trcats him like a monster. he begins to uel accordingly. For
exainple, when his giclfriend says 1o him, “'m afraid (o look at you.
[...]1ecan’t make love to a monster,” he loses control, rapes her, and
pulverizes her tace:

His hands become separated from the rest o' him. He watches
them hit her tace, her neck, smashing at her checkhones,
whipping hee head from this side to that. The hones crunch
under his blows. Again and again. He feels nothing as the
small white teeth shatter agamst his knuckles, (77)

Alter leaving in tears, he reproaches hunself, asking why he had
hit her when it was his boss who really deserved it: “Had he hit her ke
that because he wanted someone to share in his ugliness? Because the
monster e had become wanted company?” (79). Tius act of violence
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without any real provocation allows us to re-cxaming the assault Rafa
and Yunior committed against Ysracl. While they ohviously don't have
lo provoke Ysrael's disfigurement, it is likely that, preciscly becausc of
his disfigurement, the boys identify with him. Since they had lost their
own identity when their father abandoned them (especially Yunior, whose
name points to the fact that his identity is a centinuation of his father’s),
they see themselves reflected in Ysrael, the boy without identity hy
defimtion. Attacking Ysrael, then, implies a self-loathing, much like
that manifested in the character of Helio Cara.

However, [elio doesn’t let hate consuime him completely. With only
the help of a hook on plastic surgery and some novocaine, he undertakes
the arduous work of reconstructing his face. | believe that Juan Bruce-
Novoa (76) is correct in poinling out the metafictional character of the
novel at this juncture. Pmeda herself indicates the connection hetween
written and facial expression in the novel's epigraph:

Like a novel, the lace is a weh of living meanings, an inter-
human event, in which the thing and its expression arc

inextricably joined.
Maurice Merlcau-Ponty, Phenomenologic de la
Perception

The reconstruction of the face as an artistic feat becomes an act
parallel to Pineda’s own work, for in wriling she constructs another
face: that is, Fuce the text, Bruce-Novoa suinmarizes this process: *“What
the novelist really creates, [inally. 15 herself as novelist” (77). In my
view, however, the writing of Face goes hevond the production of a
novelist. Pineda’s personal identification with the theme of losing face,
oridentity, comes to Light in a commentary from her essay. “Deracinated:
The Writer Re-Invents Her Sources™:

When Face was published, my editor [ . .] hurbled at mc
brightly: I think it's wonderful how writers — meaning me, |
suppose  are beginning ta write about things they don’t
know.
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Her remark implied [ knew nothing about the loss of lace,
the disenfranchiscment that comes of marginalization.
Perhaps she thought | had not confronted loss. Or that writers
are not capable of transfiguring the quotidion. uncqual te the
metaphoric transmutations required by art. (64)

Given this information. it scems quite clear that Helio Cara’s
struggle to reconstruct his face scrves as metaphor lor the suffering of
those marginalized by society, However, the sume figurc indicates the
passibilities of liberation through onc’s own creativity. As Pincda
identifics herself as Chicana, we can infer that her own experience as
aminority in the U.S. served as a source to create this allegory of loss
of identity in Fuce. In this way. the writing of Fuce can imply not only
the creation of a novelist but alse an attempt to express melaphorically
the cxperience of being the “Other.”

Some, however, have been bothered by the fact that Pineda docsn’t
deal directly with Chicano themes and that her ethnicity was not
mentioned in the first edition ol Face. They even accuse her of having
assimilated the dominant culture as her own. For example, Johnson
proposes that the way in which Face was published denotes a calculated
rejection of the Chicano community: “We would argue that Viking
Penguin publishes Fuce within the traditionally “white® category,
‘American Fiction'. precisely in order to bomogenize its face, to detuse
beforehand guestions ol ethnicity and, therefore, to create for it a
potentiully larger market™ (74), Similarly, in his reading ot the text,
Johnson perceives Helio’s efforts not as a creative act in order to recover
his identity, hut rather as an act of assimilation:

Face posits that society constitutes itself of the faceless, not
the literally faceless but the culturally faceless: it demands
the normativity of the average fuce, Society reaches for the
homogeneity of the unremarkahle. Thus, Face’s paradox:
n order to be human onc must have a face, hut the face s a
culturat construct. thercfore, one must have an aceeptable
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faceless, indistinguishable, unremarkable. (80)

This reading may appear quite suggestive. especially when Johnson
reminds us of Helio's reaction after fshing a series of surgeries and
obscrving what he wanied to achieve in the mirror: *It s a face: it is nol
particularly striking, certainly nol attractive or handsome. [t evokes
neither origing nor class. [tis unremarkable  like anyonce else’™s™ (191-
92). Johnson goces on to relate Helio's conformity with Pineda’s identity
as author: “Face as such displaces Pineda’s Chicanicity. As we noled
above. nowhere docs Fuce announce that it is Chicano writing. Thus i1
is a thoroughly assimilated  unremarkable - Face™ (88).

However. in my opinion, this reading ignores the fact that Tlelio’s
actions place him. above all, as a rebel against 1the society he lives in.
First ot all, he rejects the mask the govermment issues him. This mask
ddoes emblematize all of the negative aspects associated with assimilation,
As Johnson rightly points out: “[The mask] manilests the
technologization and standardization of the lace: it is rubher; ‘it is neither
brown nor vrange. bul the clinical color of ice bags, ol hot water bottles™™
{82). llclio doesn’t use the mask they have assigned him for many
reasons, First of all, the material does not let his skin hreath. And
secondly. the mask climinates his individuality, making it nnpossible
lor his friends and acquaintances to recognize him. But when he gocs to
the clmic to receive “rehahilitation™ Jrom the government, the clerk
admonishes lum for having fabricated his own mask out of cotton.
explaining:

It"s not supposed 1o nuike you leel comtortable. It's designed
to give people seeing it immediale recognition that the wearer
is ... (he lowers lis voice) ... facially bupuired. |. . ] The
progrant already spent millions educaling the public. Now 1t
wouldn't do. would it, if everyone wore whal he liked? (70)
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It’s quite evident that Helio is not secking to blindly assimilate whal
the government has determined 1o be “correct.” We can also vbserve
his rebellion against (he system in the very act ol operating on himself.
Belore undergoing this formidable task. he must commit small acts ol
vandalism against the govermiment. such as robbing « plastic surgery
manual from the public library. In addition. there can be no doubt that
Helio, througb his do-it-yoursell approach to surgery. defies the entire
medical system (whose omnipotent power is manilest in the douhle
reference to god found in the plastic surgeon’s name, Teofilho Godoy).
But above oll, 1l seems to me that the creative act ol reconstructing
onc’s tace constlutes a powertul iunage i regards to our ability (o
[ormulate our own identities. Let's return to the quote Johinson uses to
demonstrate that Helio, iy spite of everything, is a conlormist: “It is a
face: itis nol particularly striking, certainly not attractive or handsome.
It evokes neither ongins nor class, 1t 1s unremarkable — like anyone
else’s.” What i1s missing from this quote are the following sentences:
"But no. Not like anvone. 1t 1s his, his alone. He has built it. alone,
sewn 1t stiteh by stitch, with the very thin needie and the thread of
gossamer. It has not been given casually by birth, but made by him, by
the wearer ofit™ (192). Contrary to the textual manipulation oftered by
Johnson, here we are presented with an image of pure originality.
Ultimately, Johnson. by refusing to accept literary diversity in Latino
writing, pigconholes Pincda as an assimilationist,

The face as symbol of identity also presents itself in The Agiiero
Sisters by Cristina Garcia. Both Rcina and Constancia go through a
metamorphosis. an about-face, if you will, which modities the dircction
of their lives. However. the changes in the faces of the two sisters point
toward opposite directions.

Reina, after having been struck by lightning, miraculously recesves
a number of skin grafts from a widc variety ot people. both dead and
alive, This change seems to point towards the future, as some of her
body parts are complelely rejuvenated afler the operation: "Muost ol
Reina’s nutmeg color is gone. replaced by a contfusion ol shades and
textures. A few patches of her skin are so pink and elastic. so perfectly
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hairless, they look like a newborn pig's™ (66). With her new skin. Reina
turns her back on her past in Cuba and decides (o move to Florida and
live with her sister Constancia, The reasons lor (his sudden decision
arc ncver explicitly revealed. Reina. who seems o be the perfect
revolutionary bhefore the accident, docsn’t ¢ven think wice about her
determination to abandon her native country. What 1s apparent is the
stark contrast between her new skin and her surroundings. The
apartinent that she had inherited from her tather {or steptather, as we
later discover), consisted of the well-known ornithologist’s old office,
and it was full of objects and books of time past. The new Reina simply
no longer belongs to this environment, Her change of skin reflects her
change of self;

Reina docsn’t particularly mind her skin, mismatched and itchy
as 1t 18, but she cannot tolerate its stench. No one else seems ta
norice, but to her it recks of dry blood and sour milk. She recalls
hearing of animals in the wild spurning their own kind when
touched by 1an unknown odor. Now Reina understands why. (66)

So dramatic is her change of identity that not even her distinetive scent
remains. Instead of waiting for it to retum, she decides to adopt a life
that will reflect her new being, and moves (o the United States.

Conslancia, on the other hand. had already adapted completely to
the culture of the United States. where whatever Is *new™ 15 valued
over everything else, and she had cven ereated her own line of beauty
products. One night, however, she dreams she is undergaing plastic
surgery: “The surgeon scvers roots and useless nerves, reinvents the
architecture of her faee™ (104). When Constaneia wakes up from this
nightmare, it is as if she has become the protagounist ol a fantastic short
Story:

She swilches on her vanity mirror, and finds her face in
disarray, moving all al once like a primitive creature. Iler
neck and temples 1tch furiously, erupting with bumps cach
time she attempts W scratch,
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[...] Then she checks the mirror again. 1ler face has settled
down, but it appears different Lo her, younger, as il il truty
had been rearranged in the night. She rubs her eyes. pinches
her cheeks. Her eyes seci rounder, a more deliberate green.
Then it hits her with the Toree of a skap. This is her mother's
face. (104-5)

In contrast with Reina’s experience. Constancia’s change ol lace
points toward the past. The fact thol her mother’s face las unexpectedly
usurped her own, seems to indicale the need for Constancia to return to
her roots in order to find out the truth oboul her origins, which up until
then she had ignored. Here the face symbobizes im important aspect ot
identity: physical inheritance. When o child is born it s this aspeet of
the face which we first (ry (o decipher: Who does he or she most
resemble? Similarly, physical inheritance has the mystenous capacity
to reveal to us the presence ot our ancestors without our knowing they
exist. For example, Reina’s daughbter, Dulee. who had never met her
(ather, has no dilficulty recognizing him in a photo at the muscum:
“The odd thing was that he seemed very famitiar to me, cven though
[I"d never seen him before, Then [ realized it was because 1'd inherited
his face™ (33). The featurcs that point oul her origin cannol be crased.
Ina similar vein, Constancia, wha was physically rejected by hermother.
has 1o Lace the maternal image every time she looks at herself in the
mirror. Curiously, although sometiimes she wants (o scralch her {uce
and return to her original features, Constancia also “finds the soft sireteh
of Mama’s tace over hers oddly suslaming. as il she were buoyed by a
warm tidal power™ (130). In spite of the [act that her mother refused o
take care of hee daughter while she was living, her physical presence in
Constaneia’s teatures helps (o calm the daughter, as it constitutes a
permanent indication of her roots. This connection, which Constancia
had previously denied. obliges her (o return to Cuba, unearth her father’s
diarics. and in this way discover, although only partially, her own origins.

Unhke the characters m Face and Drown, the changes experienced
by Reina and Constancia constitute refigurations of the tace instead of
distigurations. For these women, their physical appeurance serves to
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indicate the next necessary step in their lives — toward the future or
the past — in order to adjust 1o their new identity. What The Agiicro
Sisters shares with the other texis studicd is the importance of physical
heredity through the use of the [ace as symbol. When Reina loses the
{eatures of her genetic inheritance, she can finally ahandon the wajority
of her father’s relics, which she had preserved so celigiously i the
pasl. On the other hand, Constancia scts o on a scarch for her own
origins after recovering the teatures of her dead mother. Similarly, Helio
1s only able to remember the details of fus tather’s assasinatian after he
has successfully reconstructed his own face. On the other hand, the
hrothers in Drown are able 1o identify with Ysrael precisely hecause
their father abandoned them and they find themselves “faceless.™

To conclude, we have scen that the face, linked to physical heredity,
tunctions as a powerful symbol of identity tor three Latino writers. In
Drown and Face. we note that disfigurement emhlematizes the
cxperience of heing marginalized in socicty. The mask in hoth rexis
has a definitc negative connotation. While Helio's mask doesn’t allow
him to breath, Ysrael's is descrihed as being infested with flcas. The
mask, then, may represent a false identity, or the identity imposed hy
an outside force; in other words, hy the dominant socicty. In both texts.
the only way 1o rise above the condition of having a deformed face is
through artistic refiguration, or creativity. The use of the face in The
Agiicro Sisters adds the genealogical aspect of identity to this
construction. The identity represented in our faces has in part been
inhented. and thercfore serves as a phvsical reminder of our past. [n
spite of the cultyral differences hetween these threc authors, for all of
them, the face constitutes a very suggestive symbol of identity. This
sign of humnanity allows them to cxplere their own marginalization as
“Latinos™ in the U.S. and at the same time {or as a consequence ) offers
a symholic way of cxpressing the constant process of re-construction
of identity. a process which arises when one does not belong completely
anywhcic,
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