Sacabo ¢5 Rulfo

An cosay by Elena Poniatowska

uan Preciado promised his mother at the moment of her death thar he

would go 1o Comala 1o search for his father. Pedra Paramo. There, in

a vacant, ravaged town of ghosis where nme and distance arc

suspended and where the living are indistinguishalile fram the dead, he
Found Josephine Sacabo, deessed in black and wrapped in o black reboso, 1t was
she with her pale hand who guided him through the darkness.

A photographer, Josephine Sacabo began to extricate —from the shadows,
from the desolate landscapes, fram the night sky, from the voices of the stones,
From the murmuring of the dead, Irom the spines ol the cactus —not only the patnin
Pusdro Paramo but also Susana San Juan, most luminous of all women, most
inaccrssible, mosi tlur.mgﬁl. sanesi, boldest. Juan Preciado. of rather Juan Rulls,
became aware that Josephine Sacabo was nor [rom this world when be realized
that she eould 1ake pictures of the dead. Aciually. Rulio and Sacabo had already
met, for before his only pulilished novel would find her photographys be and she —
beneath the carth —conjoined their deepest, most sorrowlul roots—those of o
major novelist from southern Jalisco with those of a major photographer born on
the border between Mexico and the United States. Although they nover met taco
tor bice, they were soulmates nonetheless, knowing each other in darkness and in
light. in iy mist and in fog, in love and in hate.

Woukl Rullo wnite lor Sacaba? Woukll he wrile [or the photographer who gave
face amd body to Susana San Juan, who created a desolate and tormented
landscape lor Pedre Pdramn, who yoked hersell lorever with death in arder 10
plumb the rullian spirit? How could Jesephine capture a world that possesses us
like an unquict soul and torments us because it is the world of death? When one
fooks at the artist’s photographs, it is clear that they arc not the work of an
illusirator but rather of an luminata, a widow, a mourner, a tragic herone, a
Texan of ancient (ireece. .hhl-tpHnr ber=ell wrote me, “1 never meant for this semes
10 illustrate Pedeo Pidrams. It was a erestion that sprang from a very personal
response, particularly to Susna San Jusn and her dilemma, 1 lelt immedinely tha



Rulfo was deseribing a world [ already knew”

I don't recall any serice of photographic images that are as powerful as the
words of Juan Rulfo. Not even the photos by Rullo himsell, a great photographer
in his own right.

I FIIIH[HHI'-.‘-! pll:l.' elevates the MASTEyY ol “Elﬂ‘ o ihe level of art, and it a Hﬂ.‘:l'ﬂl'.'_'r*
masterpiees illuminates a universe of characters, ane may vonclude that the two
series ol images by Rulfo and Sacabo are an apprehension of ghosss, a
conlrontation with darkness, with shadows that resist and spurn the distam lighe
of both artists—for light docs not wield the power of shadows,

Shadows as seductive as poctry,

Shadews thar tell o story, observe, reveal, whisper, leen,

Shadowa that illuminate the dackness.

Shackows that shear off the roots of the soul.

Rulfo emerges from a pantheon not from a sraveyarid,

Rulfo ix not a saint and nonetheless what i his is sacred.

Sacabo makes sacred every image.

Sacabo gains entrance 10 where the dead lic sleeping, the Greek definition
ol cemetery.

I the cemetery the writer and the photographer Find each ather and twogether
construct a myth of immortality. Artints cdig deeply into their own lives and the lives
oF athers and lay them hare. I¥ thetr work touches the zoul, {hu}' themeclhez matter
hittle. Images and words become cternal.

Images and words are made ol sione.

A blinding lght caprures the spirit of the pages and they ke on lorm and
weight, they accept the voke of graviey, and they are immaobilized.

There is a clicl. A road lined with stany trees appears bencath the smothering
sky. One page gives way w the next and hecomes the bady awaiting inevitable
punichment. Another click. Heaven and carth throb in the heat of a frenetic
coupling. Another page. a guiet hand on a breast reaches out. waiting lor
sommething more than misery, wanting 10 cling to the remembered Lody bathed by
the sea,

Half & lace watches its ether half, Freed From her 1omb, Susana San Juan
places one toae on the Frst step of the sarcophagus, bue the way is long amd diflicul
fo sow.

Who begins the summoning of the spirirs? Rulfo’s tonured page? Sacabo’s
pastionate lens? Who resurrects whom i thas game of time and distance? Thase
ardist= animate rach other in a dimension far bevoml the laws of physics where



wleas come together and freely unite.

Jozephine Sacabo i Rullo’s lover.

She 1= hiz lover in death.

Her hands toy with his skull.

Joszephine takes Juan Rulfo’s head in her hands and carcsses it “1 want 10
bring vou ot of hell.” she rells him.

“T wani you to redecin me, " he responds.

She saddens, "1 cannot free you Trom vour own vielenee.”

On some oceagion, in some interview Rullo told me, "When [ weote Pt
Pirams | was trving 1o escape a great angst. Because 1o wnie one truly sullers.”

Joscphine feels the creativie burden in much the same way.

The conlrontation between Sacabo and Rulfo is one of mtense forces.

Sacabo, like Rullo, reduces evervthing o its essentinle. She knows that notlhing
is mare important than dearh.

The tumbled down walls, the broken windows that are part of the rullian
ambhiance, Rullo’s obsession wilth doors —svmbolizing the path 1o light and 1o
carkness — they Bll our eyves with dust dust and more dust, the duse that we will
all become. Both the writer and the photagrapher see dust and smoke ar skull=—
a worll az black as the world of death. Candles allord the only possible
illumination, allowing us 1o glimpse a pale hand, a clowd, a reclining woman's back,
a breast, a forchead, a cemetery statue, a stairway 10 the abyss, an angel lrom
behind, a sudden Hame.

Pedry Pidrgenie 18 the loss of paradise, The tentarive tiile, "The Deserts of ihe
Farrh, " alludes 1o the barren expanse of the Geeat Plain of southern Jalises and o
the spiritual emptiness of Father Renteria, who was the son of Padro Paramo in
the kirst version. Rulfo changed the tile 10 "The Murmurs,” claser o Bdgar Lee
Masters' Spovnr River At boligys From which the Mexican writer formally proceeds.
He chose a new title, A Siar Next to the Moon,” and rejected 1t as oo celesnal
and becauze it had nothing ta do with the dack parnfe Pedro Piramn.

Jozephine and Juan walk hand in hand, and because Susana San Juan ix their
guardian angel, they do not fear death, She wraps them in the poetic pawer of ber
madness: the wind lifes them into Hight, They do not prick themeelves on the cacius
or the thorny tree branches. Susana San Juan, the mad angel, proiecis them,
I-rr.ring them lron the 1.'r|.r-.-:|rr1.' and vonstraniits ol the tradinonal chuveh ol ,-wmiing
them into an astral space. the habitation ol spivits and stars,
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