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Straw into Gold: The

Metamorphosis of the Everyday

Meet Sandra Cisneros
(born 1954)

tinctive voices in American literature

today. Born in Chicago to a Mexican
American mother and a Mexican father,
Cisneros spent her childhood living uncom-
fortably between two worlds. The family fre-
quently traveled to Mexico for extended
periods of time. Each time they returned to
the United States, the family would settle in a
new location and at a new school in Chicago’s
barrios. The frequent moves made it difficult
for Cisneros to make friends. Being the only
girl in a family of brothers did not help either,
as she was often left out and overlooked.

f ; andra Cisneros is one of the most dis-

“You can’t erase what you know. You
can’t forget who you are.”

—Sandra Cisneros

Because she was shy, she was often lonely.
But, Cisneros writes, “that loneliness . . . was
good for a would-be writer—it allowed me
time to think and think, to imagine, to read
and prepare myself.” In high school, a teacher
helped Cisneros nurture her love of writing.
After high school, Cisneros received a scholar-
ship to Loyola University in Chicago. She
graduated in 1976 with a bachelor’s degree in
English and went on to the prestigious
University of lowa Writers” Workshop. At the
Writers” Workshop, Cisneros felt keenly aware
of her status as an outsider.

Finding Her Voice Yet, it was at the Iowa
Writers” Workshop that Cisneros found her
voice. She realized that the very thing she had
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tried to escape—the shame and separation of
being different—made her unique. She knew
then that her role as a writer was to depict the
loneliness, isolation, tragedies, and triumphs
of the outsider.

Mango Street In 1982 Cisneros received her
first National Endowment for the Arts grant,
which allowed her to write full-time. Two
years later, she published her breakthrough
work, The House on Mango Street, a series of
vignettes about a young girl, Esperanza,
growing up in a Chicago barrio. The stories, a
blend of fiction and poetry, echo Cisneros’s
own youth and her yearning to make sense of
her life in relation to her surroundings.

After the success of her first work, Cisneros
went on to publish other works of fiction:
Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories (1991)
and Caramelo (2002). She has also published
two collections of poetry, including My Wicked
Wicked Ways (1987).

In 1995 Cisneros received a MacArthur
Fellowship—a prestigious monetary award
known as the “genius grant.” The award is an
official acknowledgement of her permanent
status in the American literary world.

Online

Author Search For more about Sandra Cisneros, go to
glencoe.com and enter QuickPass code GL59794u2.




Literature and Reading Preview

Connect to the Essay

Does thinking about the past help you understand the person
you are today? Freewrite for a few minutes about an event
from the past that has shaped you as a person.

Build Background

The National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) was created by
Congress in 1965 and is an independent agency of the federal
government. Artists of every medium, from dance to literature,
apply to the NEA for grant money they can use to support
themselves while pursuing artistic endeavors.

Set Purposes for Reading
Quests and Encounters

As you read this essay, ask yourself, How does Cisneros con-
nect everyday life to the idea of the heroic quest?

Literary Element ¥ EI0

The thesis is the main idea in a work of nonfiction. The thesis
may be stated directly or implied by the details and examples
in the work. Recognizing a writer's thesis is vital to an under-
standing of his or her purpose in writing the selection. As you
read, ask yourself, What is Cisneros's main idea, or thesis, in
this essay?

UL Analyze Text Structure

Text structure is the particular order or pattern a writer uses to
present ideas. A reflective essay is an example of narrative writ-
ing. Narratives commonly follow a chronological order, while
the structure of persuasive or expository writing may vary. As
you read, ask yourself, How does Cisneros structure her essay?
Tip: Ask Questions To analyze text structure, ask yourself ques-
tions as you read. Use a chart to record your questions and the
answers you uncover as you read.

Question l Answer

Are the ideas
presented in order.

No, they are notin time

chrono]ogical order?

Learning Objectives

For pages 382-390

In studying this text, you will
focus on the following
objectives:

Literary Study: Analyzing
thesis.

Reading: Analyzing text
structure.

Vocabulary

intuitively (in t50”2 tiv 1) adv.
knowing, sensing, or understand-
ing instinctively; p. 385 The
stand-up comedian intuitively knew
what not to joke about.

taboo (ta boo’) n. a cultural or
social rule forbidding something;
p- 385 Speaking disrespectfully to
one’s elders is a social taboo.

Tip: Analogies Remember that
writers sometimes extend analo-
gies. That is, they create a compari-
son and then elaborate or develop
it by exploring qualities and charac-
teristics that work within the same

comparison.
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The Metamorphosis
of the Everyday

Sandra Cisneros

|1 [ henIwas living in an artists’
\ ' \ colony in the south of France,
V' N some fellow Latin-Americans

who taught at the university in Aix-en-
Provence invited me to share a home-
cooked meal with them. I had been living
abroad almost a year then on an NEA
grant, subsisting mainly on French bread
and lentils so that my money could last
longer. So when the invitation to dinner
arrived, I accepted without hesitation.
Especially since they had promised
Mexican food.

What I didn’t realize when they made
this invitation was that I was supposed to
be involved in preparing the meal. I guess
they assumed I knew how to cook
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Women Making Tortilla Dough. Diego Rivera. Fresco.
Court of Labour. Ministry of Public Information, Mexico.

Mexican food because I am Mexican. They
wanted specifically tortillas, though I'd
never made a tortilla in my life.

It’s true I had witnessed my mother
rolling the little armies of dough into per-
fect circles, but my mother’s family is from
Guanajuato; they are provincianos, country
folk. They only know how to make flour
tortillas. My father’s family, on the other
hand, is chilango' from Mexico City. We
ate corn tortillas but we didn’t make them.
Someone was sent to the corner tortilleria
to buy some. I'd never seen anybody make
corn tortillas. Ever.

1. Chilango (ché lan”gd) is a Mexican slang term that
means “native to Mexico City.”




Somehow my Latino hosts had gotten a
hold of a packet of corn flour, and this is
what they tossed my way with orders to
produce tortillas. Asi como sea. Any ol’
way, they said and went back to their
cooking.

Why did I feel like the woman in the
fairy tale who was locked in a room and
ordered to spin straw into gold? I had the
same sick feeling when I was required to
write my critical essay for the MFA?
exam—the only piece of noncreative writ-
ing necessary in order to get my graduate
degree. How was I to start? There were
rules involved here, unlike writing a
poem or story, which I did intuitively.
There was a step by step process needed
and I had better know it. I felt as if
making tortillas—or writing a critical
paper, for that matter—were tasks so
impossible I wanted to break down
into tears.

Somehow though, I managed to make
tortillas—crooked and burnt, but edible
nonetheless. My hosts were absolutely
ignorant when it came to Mexican food;
they thought my tortillas were delicious.
(I'm glad my mama wasn’t there.)
Thinking back and looking at an old
photograph documenting the three of us
consuming those lopsided circles I am
amazed. Just as I am amazed I could fin-
ish my MFA exam.

2. MFA stands for Master of Fine Arts—an academic degree.

Quests and Encounters Why does Cisneros use this par-
ticular analogy?

Analyze Text Structure Explain how the essay has
been structured so far.

.........................................................

: intuitively (in t56”3 tiv 1€) adv. knowing, sensing,
¢ understanding or instinctively

I've managed to do a lot of things in my
life I didn’t think I was capable of and
which many others didn’t think I was
capable of either. Especially because I am
a woman, a Latina, an only daughter in a
family of six men. My father would’ve
liked to have seen me married long ago.
In our culture men and women don’t
leave their father’s house except by way
of marriage. I crossed my father’s thresh-
old with nothing carrying me but my own
two feet. A woman whom no one came for
and no one chased away.

To make matters worse, I left before any
of my six brothers had ventured away
from home. I broke a terrible taboo.
Somehow, looking back at photos of myself
as a child, I wonder if I was aware of hav-
ing begun already my own quiet war.

[ like to think that somehow my family,
my Mexicanness, my poverty, all had
something to do with shaping me into a
writer. I like to think my parents were pre-
paring me all along for my life as an artist
even though they didn’t know it. From my
father I inherited a love of wandering. He
was born in Mexico City but as a young
man he traveled into the U.S. vagabond-
ing. He eventually was drafted and thus
became a citizen. Some of the stories he
has told about his first months in the
U.S. with little or no English surface in my
stories in The House on Mango Street as well
as others [ have in mind to write in the
future. From him I inherited a sappy heart.
(He still cries when he watches Mexican
soaps—especially if they deal with children
who have forsaken their parents.)

Thesis At this point in the essay, how do you think that
this statement might relate to Cisneros’s main idea?

.........................................................

i taboo (tabdo”) n. a cultural or social rule forbidding
: something :
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South Side Street, Franklin McMahon.

View e Ant McMahon depicts a streetscape with vacant buildings on Chicago’s South
Side. How does the economic situation in the painting relate to Cisneros's situation in
this essay?

bunk-bed mates. We
were co-conspirators.
We were pals. Until
my oldest brother
came back from study-
ing in Mexico and left
me odd woman out
for always.

What would my
teachers say if they
knew I was a writer
now? Who would’ve
guessed it? I wasn't a
very bright student. I
didn’t much like school
because we moved so
much and I was always
new and funny look-
ing. In my fifth-grade
report card I have noth-
ing but an avalanche of

My mother was born like me—in Chicago
but of Mexican descent. It would be her
tough streetwise voice that would haunt all
my stories and poems. An amazing woman
who loves to draw and read books and can
sing an opera. A smart cookie.

When I was a little girl we traveled to
Mexico City so much I thought my grand-
parents” house on La Fortuna, number 12,
was home. It was the only constant in our
nomadic ramblings from one Chicago flat
to another. The house on Destiny Street,
number 12, in the colonia Tepeyac would
be perhaps the only home I knew, and
that nostalgia for a home would be a
theme that would obsess me.

My brothers also figured greatly in my
art. Especially the older two; I grew up in
their shadows. Henry, the second oldest
and my favorite, appears often in poems I
have written and in stories which at times
only borrow his nickname, Kiki. He played
a major role in my childhood. We were

386 UNIT 2 NONFICTION

C’sand D’s, but I don’t
remember being that stupid. I was good at
art and I read plenty of library books and
Kiki laughed at all my jokes. At home I was
fine, but at school I never opened my mouth
except when the teacher called on me.
When I think of how I see myself it
would have to be at age eleven. I know
I'm thirty-two on the outside, but inside
I'm eleven. I'm the girl in the picture with
skinny arms and a crumpled skirt and
crooked hair. I didn’t like school because
all they saw was the outside me. School
was lots of rules and sitting with your
hands folded and being very afraid all the
time. I liked looking out the window and
thinking. I liked staring at the girl across
the way writing her name over and over
again in red ink. I wondered why the boy
with the dirty collar in front of me didn’t
have a mama who took better care of him.

Analyze Text Structure How does the essay’s middle
section differ from the beginning?



[ think my mama and papa did the best
they could to keep us warm and clean and
never hungry. We had birthday and gradu-
ation parties and things like that, but there
was another hunger that had to be fed.
There was a hunger I didn’t even have a
name for. Was this when I began writing?

In 1966 we moved into a house, a real
one, our first real home. This meant we
didn’t have to change schools and be the
new kids on the block every couple of
years. We could make friends and not be
afraid we’d have to say goodbye to them
and start all over. My brothers and the
flock of boys they brought home would
become important characters eventually
for my stories—Louie and his cousins,
Meme Ortiz and his dog with two names,
one in English and one in Spanish.

My mother flourished in her own home.
She took books out of the library and
taught herself to garden—to grow flowers
so envied we had to put a lock on the gate
to keep out the midnight flower thieves.
My mother has never quit gardening.

This was the period in my life, that slip-
pery age when you are both child and
woman and neither, I was to record in The
House on Mango Street. I was still shy. [ was
a girl who couldn’t come out of her shell.

How was I to know I would be record-
ing and documenting the women who sat
their sadness on an elbow and stared out
a window? It would be the city streets of
Chicago I would later record, as seen
through a child’s eyes.

I've done all kinds of things I didn’t
think I could do since then. I've gone to a
prestigious university, studied with
famous writers, and taken an MFA degree.
I've taught poetry in schools in Illinois
and Texas. I've gotten an NEA grant and
run away with it as far as my courage
would take me. I've seen the bleached and

bitter mountains of the Peloponnesus.®
I've lived on an island. I've been to Venice
twice. I've lived in Yugoslavia. I've been
to the famous Nice® flower market behind
the opera house. I've lived in a village in
the pre-Alps and witnessed the daily
parade of promenaders.

I've moved since Europe to the strange
and wonderful country of Texas, land of
Polaroid-blue skies and big bugs. I met a
mayor with my last name. I met famous
Chicana and Chicano artists and writers
and politicos.”

Texas is another chapter in my life.

It brought with it the Dobie-Paisano
Fellowship, a six-month residency on a
265-acre ranch. But most important, Texas
brought Mexico back to me.

In the days when I would sit at my
favorite people-watching spot, the snakey
Woolworth’s counter across the street
from the Alamo® (the Woolworth’s which
has since been torn down to make way
for progress), I couldn’t think of anything
else I'd rather be than a writer. I've
traveled and lectured from Cape Cod to
San Francisco, to Spain, Yugoslavia,
Greece, Mexico, France, Italy, and now
today to Texas. Along the way there has
been straw for the taking. With a little
imagination, it can be spun into gold. o~

3. Peloponnesus (pél’s pa né”sas) is the peninsula forming
the southern part of mainland Greece.

4. Nice (nés) is a port city in southern France.

Politicos (p6 I€” té kos) means “politicians.”

6. The Alamo is a mission chapel in San Antonio, Texas. It
was the site of a famous battle in Texas's war for
independence from Mexico.

bd

Quests and Encounters In what ways does Texas bring
Mexico back to Cisneros?

Thesis What do straw and gold represent for Cisneros?
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After You Read

Respond and Think Critically

Respond and Interpret

1. (a)How does Cisneros show that her childhood
relates to her experiences as a writer? (b)What
things in Cisneros's experience of life are similar
to your own?

2. (a)How was Cisneros's departure from her fam-
ily home atypical of her culture? (b)What does
this suggest about Cisneros as a person?

3. (a)How does Cisneros describe her mother?
(b)What does this description suggest about
how Cisneros feels about her mother?

4. (a)Why did Cisneros not enjoy school? (b)What
do her memories of school reveal about the
kind of child Cisneros was?

Analyze and Evaluate
5. How is Cisneros's difficult experience trying to

make com tortillas an effective analogy for her life?

6. (a)How would you describe Cisneros's narrative
style? (b)Did her style capture your attention?
Why?

7. Explain how Cisneros succeeds in creating a
nostalgic atmosphere in her essay.

Connect

8. Quests and Encounters Cisneros
goes on a quest to trace her own origins as a
writer. In what ways does her essay help her
succeed on this quest?

9. Connect to the Author Cisneros spent much
of her childhood and her life as an outsider.
Where in this narrative does Cisneros feel like
an outsider? Where does she appear to be an
insider?

You’re the Critic
Style and Craft

Critics and fellow writers have praised
Sandra Cisneros for her evocative and
detailed language. In her fiction, Cisneros
weaves Spanish phrases, poetry, interior
monologue, images, and engaging sensory
details into the story to enliven her narrative
structure. Read the two excerpts of literary
criticism about Cisneros’s writing style below.

“Cisneros’ finest skill is her descriptive
language. It conjures up gorgeous visions of
colors and forms.”

—Carol Memmott, USA Today

“Sandra Cisneros is one of the most brilliant
of today’s young writers. Her work is
sensitive, alert, nuanceful. . rich with music
and picture.”

—Gwendolyn Brooks

Partner Activity Discuss and answer the fol-
lowing questions with a partner.

1. Could either of the excerpts apply to
“Straw Into Gold: The Metamorphosis of
the Everyday”? Why or why not?

2. Describe Cisneros’s writing style and lan-
guage in “Straw Into Gold: The
Metamorphosis of the Everyday.” Use the
excerpts above as models.
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Literary Element MU

SAT Skills Practice

1. Which statement best expresses the thesis of
Cisneros's essay?

(A) Lonely people often have a special insight
into the lives of others.

(B) Latina women are as capable of succeed-
ing as the men in their families.

(€) Difficult childhoods are the source of most
great writing.

(D) Obstacles can be surmounted through
hard work and determination.

(E) Strong families help create strong
individuals.

2. How does the essay’s title relate to the author’s
anecdote of how she made tortillas?

(R) Life is very like a fairy tale.

(B) We are sometimes asked to accomplish
impossible tasks.

(C) To the hungry person, tortillas are as valu-
able as gold.

(D) Foolish people cannot tell straw from gold
or a good tortilla from a bad one.

(E) We can often achieve what at first seems
impossible.

Review: Author’s Purpose

As you learned on page 87, the author’s purpose
is the author’s reason for writing a literary work.
Authors often write to achieve one or more of the
following purposes: to persuade, to inform, to
explain, to entertain, or to describe.

Group Activity With a small group of classmates,
discuss this essay, focusing on Cisneros's purpose
or purposes for writing. Does she have one main
purpose? If so, what is it? Also, identify any other
purposes you may find in the essay. Be sure to cite
examples from the text to support your ideas.

L>) Literature Online

Selection Resources For Selection Quizzes, eFlash-
cards, and Reading-Writing Connection activities, go to
glencoe.com and enter QuickPass code GL59794u2.

Rl IS Analyze Text Structure

Text structure is a crucial component of a piece of
writing because it helps the author guide readers
through a story or essay. The text structure can help
writers convey their messages. Think about what
Cisneros's message is in this essay, and how the text
structure she created helps convey her message.
Refer to the chart that you created on page 383 and
that you completed as you read. Use the chart to
help you answer the following questions.

1. How does Cisneros organize “Straw into Gold:
The Metamorphosis of the Everyday"?

2. One could describe the essay the following way:
“The words are the straw, the essay is the gold,
and the text structure is the loom.” Do you agree
or disagree with this analysis of the essay?

Vocabulary Practice

Practice with Analogies Choose the word
that best completes each analogy.

1. exit : departure :: intuitively :
a. instinctively b. intelligently . inaccurately

2. requirement : demands :: taboo

a. describes  b. recommends ¢ forbids

Academic Vocabulary

Cisneros was faced with seemingly impossible
tasks; nevertheless, she executed them.

Nevertheless is an academic word. More famil-
lar words that are similar in meaning are how-

ever, still, and yet. Complete this sentence: The
weather looks good for our picnic on Saturday;
nevertheless,

For more on academic vocabulary, see pages
52 and 53.
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