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Witchcraft, Initiation and Cultural Identity
in Rudolfo Anaya's Bless Me, Ultima

João de Mancelos

La curandera, the woman that cures, is one of the most typical and mysterious figures of the south east of America, frequently portrayed in the folklore, art and literature. Some are arbolarias, and collect curative plants. Others are sabadoras or therapists, while others are médicas, specialists in herbal medicine (Virgil, 1998: 62). Strictly speaking, this last term designates a woman who practices curing, not only using herbs but also using magic formulae and witchcraft.
All of Anaya's the curanderas fit into the category of médicas. They use of homemade remedies made from curative plants; pine needles (for infections), oregano (for bronchitis), zimbro (for headaches), the yerba del manso (for nervous disorders), etc. (Baeza, 1997: 53-58). The médicas also use nagualismo, the ability to temporarily incarnate the body of any animal (Bauder, 1985: 6). In Bless me, Ultima, for example, the curandera chose a owl as a nagual or companion. It seems to be an appropriate choice. Both are old, small and enigmatic (Bauder, 1985: 47). Finally, the curaderas of Anya's novels — Ultima, Lucinda, Ismelda, Lorenza — are keepers of secret formulae and prayers.
From among these characters, I chose Ultima, La Grande, a wise old witch full of secrets (Saldívar, 1990: 105). Ultima comes into the story at two levels. In one way, she helps the little Antonio to find his personal and ethnic identity. In another, she carries out exorcisms and cures, a practice that unwittingly stirs up power struggles between magic and religion.
Until he was six, the psycho-social development of Antonio was led by the teachings of his family, by his Hispanic lineage and his Catholic religion. The little boy assimilated these influences unquestioningly to the point of wishing to become a priest. Meanwhile, all of this tranquillity was put in danger with the arrival of Ultima to the Guadalupe ranch.
There is a special relationship between these two characters which is apparent throughout the earlier parts of the novel. Antonio had dreams of the moment of his birth, and although he had never been told that the midwife was Ultima, the child recognised her. “I could see the old woman in black who tended the just-arrived, steaming baby” (Anaya, 1994: 5). For her part, when presented with the boy, Ultima states "This was the last child I pulled from your womb, Maria. I know there would be something between us" (Anaya, 1994: 12).
Without intending to be, Ultima is the destabilising element. As a representative of the occult, the old woman raises the mistrustful eyebrow of all Catholics. To some she is a witch, to others she is a saint. All around her there is respect yet antipathy, a sign of a still maturing cultural melange. Also, the family that welcomes the curandera reacts ambivalently. María Luna, Antonio's mother, considers Ultima a useful person to the community (Anaya, 1994: 8), but Gábriel Márez, the father, has some doubts, as the son notes:

I knew why he expressed concern for me and my sisters. It was because Ultima was a curandera, a woman who know the herbs and remedies of the ancients, a miracle worker who could heal the sick. And I had heard that Ultima could lift the curses laid by brujas, that she could exorcise the evil the witches planted in people to make them sick. And because a curandera had this power she was misunderstood and often suspected of practising witchcraft herself (Anaya, 1994: 4).

As Thomas Bauder notes, this duplicity is interesting. Ultima is a kind of anachronism, an heir of magic and of the wisdom of Nahua, and people don't really know how to react to her. (Bauder, 1985: 45).
Between the ages of six and eight, the attentive Antonio realises the wrestle between Ultima and the Catholic power. At first the young boy doubts. “Would the magic of Ultima be stronger than the powers of the saints and the Holy Mother Church)” (Anaya, 1994: 97), “Was it possible that there was more power in Ultima's magic than in the priest?” (Anaya, 1994: 99). Antonio realises the power of the curandera according as she performs cures, neutralises witchcraft and turns spells against witches, always as advocate of lost causes.
Ultima manages to cure using magic herbs and exorcisms. Her magic is similar to that of the Nahua, a people that lived for six hundred years in the south east of the United States and in the north of Mexico. The little that is known about them comes from some translations of records by Léon Portillo and López Austin, or anthropologically from James Taggart who lived among them (Bauder, 1985: 43). Despite the scarcity of information, everything seems to point towards a belief in the world as a giant arena where good and evil have fought since the beginning of time, using white and black magic respectively. According to the Nahua, when the god of light created the universe, he left everything in a state of harmony. However this harmony can be broken by immoderate behaviour. The main danger is in the bad spirits that tempt human beings, that posses him and that can even steal souls by means of witchery. These normally live in places that are far away from populated areas, maybe by a river or in a forest, where they have their rituals (Bauder, 1985: 43, 48), just like the three Trementina sisters in Bless Me, Ultima.
Involuntarily, Lucas Luna, the youngest of María's brothers, Antonio's uncle, attends a Trementina ritual, a “black mass” (Anaya, 1994: 87). With his presence, Lucas profaned the sacred locus of the witches and so was bewitched. When it became clear that neither the doctor in Las Vegas, nor the Virgin nor the exorcism of the village priest could cure the boy, Ultima is called to intervene. First she announces an initial warning. 

You must understand that when anybody, bruja or curandera, priest or sinner, tampers with the fate of a man, that sometimes a chain of events is set into motion over which no one will have ultimate control. You must be willing to accept this responsibility (Anaya, 1994: 85). 

Next the curandera moves on to the diagnosis phase. Among the Nahua, if the sickness has been caused by a god, something would be offered in order to calm its rage. In cases where the badness is fruit of black magic, the patient should be submitted to more radical treatments: bloodsuckers, purgative plants, drawing plasters, herbal infusions. Finally there is the indigismo like in the Western tradition (Bauder, 1985: 44). First she prepares an herbal medicine and transfers the sickness to Antonio's body, as his body is stronger, and loads his body with Lucas's suffering. Then Lucas vomits a ball of hair, the cause of the sickness and an unquestionable sign that he had been bewitched. The patient recovered quickly to the joy and surprise of his family. The news spread quickly throughout the area and consolidated Ultima's prestige as a curandera who would be respected and admired by almost everybody. It was the height of her power and one of the most intense moments of her work.
From this episode on, the indigismo gained credit while the Catholic religion was loosing credit. António began to question the dogma's of faith and to counter them with new experiences in a process similar to that suffered by the protagonist of James Joyce's Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1914-15), or by the young Richard Rubio of José Villarreal's novel Pocho (1959) who, imprisoned between two cultures, is faced with the problem of religion and identity.
Antonio enters into conflict with what he was learning and needed answers to a string of questions. Why couldn't his prayers save the life of Lupito? (Anaya, 1994: 23). Could knowledge lead to damnation? (Anaya, 1994: 74). Does only one God exist? (Anaya, 1994: 81). Are good and evil equally powerful? (Anaya, 1994: 55). Is there salvation for people who are not Catholics, like Ultima, and for Protestants? (Anaya, 1994: 146, 195). Could it be possible for a woman to give birth and yet still be a virgin? (Anaya, 1994: 152). Why does God allow badness to exist? (Anaya, 1994: 191). These worries, in an intelligent and sensible spirit, are normal, as Anaya states in an interview with Jeffrey McDonald: “The boy is wrestling with the questions of good and evil and why evil exists in this world” (McDonald, 1997: 45).
	Many anxieties of the young boy arise in dreams, a technique that Anaya uses frequently to express the internal conflicts and the deep fears of the boy (Olmos, 1999: 30, 31). The climax of the religious anxiety of Antonio occurs precisely during a nightmare that is described in an intense way by the narrator over many pages (Anaya, 1994: 172-176). The dream is built on various images from Christian symbolism that echo the apocalypse as the end of Sodom and Gomorra — fiery flames of hell, sinful nudity, the thunderous voice of God, etc. (Saldívar, 1990: 12). However the dream is also inspired by Aztec mythology where rivers full of blood appear, and a carp, one of the main divinities of the Nagua (Saldívar, 1990: 122). At the end of the nightmare, the carp swallows the good and the evil thus congregating all opposites in what Ramón Saldívar classifies as a symbolic synthesis of Catholic faith and of the indigenous mythology (Saldívar, 1990: 124).
	Despite the positive outcome of his dream, Antonio is unable to harmonise in himself both belief systems and for some days is tormented by fever and pneumonia. Antonio puts all his hopes in his first communion, a solemn moment in which he hopes to gain knowledge of God, see the Virgin herself and clear up all doubts. But when that day comes, the disappointment couldn't be greater. The hours pass by and Antonio feels no wiser and no calmer: “A thousand questions pushed through my mind, but the Voice within me did not answer. There was only silence” (Anaya, 1994: 221). A heavy silence, full of doubts. 
All that remains for him is the consolation of Ultima, who also does not have direct answers for Antonio, “I cannot tell you what to believe. Your father and your mother can tell you, because they are your blood, but I cannot. As you grow into manhood you must find your own truths” (Anaya, 1994: 119). The curandera shows him possible ways without forcing him to take any, but advising him to wait patiently for wisdom (Anaya, 1994: 34).
	Ultima understands that religion is only a part of inheritance and that Antonio has to understand the other side of the myth, the legends, the indigenous beliefs and the power of the earth. Only a combination of the waters of these two rivers will bring the boy to know his chicana identity. For that very reason, in a very simple gesture, but full of meaning, she gives him her scapular. On it there is no image of the Virgin or of the crucified Jesus, as he would have expected, but a small bunch of medical plants (Anaya, 1994: 124). Symbolically, Ultima transmits to Antonio her knowledge of the earth and indicates that only through nature can the boy share the spirit of all things (Lattin, 1979: 632). Could this be a solution for his yearnings? Ultima's advice is not much different from the lesson his father gives:

A wise man listens to the voice of the earth, Antonio, He listens because the weather the winds bring will be his salvation or his destruction. Like a young tree bends with the wind, so a man must bow to the earth — it is only when a man grows old and refuses to admit his earth-tie and dependence on mother nature that the powers of mother nature will turn upon him and destroy him, like the strong wind cracks and old, dry tree (Anaya, 1994: 192).

	Antonio understands that Catholicism and the epiphanies of heaven, part of the Hispanic heritage, do not respond to everything. It is essential to listen to the revelations of nature, to feel the power that emerges from the plains, to wake up to the marvels of creation and universal unity (Olmos, 1999: 27). In the same way, you cannot separate hot and cold water. The chicano is also a hybrid of beliefs.  The acceptance of the two heritages will bring Antonio to a cultural equilibrium, condition sine qua non for the formation of his identity (Martinez, 1998: 57). The secret is in the bringing together, “Take the llano and the river valley, the moon and the sea, God and the golden carp — and make something new” (Anaya, 1994: 247).
	Finally Antonio understands that nothing is truly irreconcilable, not the water of the moon with the water of the ocean, not the past with the present, not the gods of the earth with the gods of heaven, not nature with man (Anaya, 1994: 121). The discovery of self occurs when the boy moves from a polarised vision of reality to a perspective that recognises the dialectal unity of opposites, the harmony of man with nature and the relativity of that which some call truth (Martinez, 1998: 57).
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