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AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY

Sandra Cisneros

andra Cisneros was born in
Chicago in 1954, the only
daughter in a family of seven
children. The Cisneros family
travelled frequently between
Chicago and Mexico to visit
relatives, often settling in a
different home upon each

return. The family resided for the major-

ity of Sandra’s youth in the Humboldt Park

neighborhood.

Growing up in a home where library
cards were mandatory, Sandra retreated into
books and began to express herself in poetry.
It was in high school, at St. Josephinum in
Chicago, that Cisneros first found an outlet
and discovered acceptance for her creativ-
ity. Encouraged by a teacher, Cisneros wrote
poetry and became willing to share her work
with her young peers. She worked on a high
school literary magazine, eventually becom-
ing editor. Cisneros went on to study English
at Loyola University of Chicago, and in 1978
received her M.FA. in Creative Writing from
the renowned University of lowa Writers’
Workshop.

Upon graduating from the Writers’
Workshop, Cisneros returned to Chicago and
took a job teaching at the Latino Youth Alter-
native High School, a facility for high school
dropouts. In her free time she wrote and
submitted poems to literary journals with
some success. She read her poems to club
and coffee shop audiences, gradually earning
a local reputation.

In 1982, Cisneros received a National
Endowment for the Arts fellowship. With the
award money she went to Europe, where she

wrote The House on Mango Street. Drawing on
the rootlessness of her childhood, the book
created a vibrant picture of one girl’s ideal-
ization of “home.” (The house from the title is
a composite of the author’s many homes, but
is placed on a street, Mango Street, where
the Cisneros family never actually lived.)
Published in 1984, the book gained interna-
tional acclaim, winning Cisneros the Before
Columbus American Book Award. Today, The
House on Mango Street is required reading in
schools throughout the United States.

In 1985 came the publication of Antojitos
(Arte Publico) and The Rodrigo Poems (Third
Woman). In 1987 Cisneros’ master’s thesis,
My Wicked, Wicked Ways, was revised and
expanded, then published by Third Woman
Press. This collection of poems touches upon
a mélange of topics—among them female
emancipation, friendship and self-identity.

With her book Woman Hollering Creek
and Other Stories (1991), Cisneros became the
first Chicana author to sign with a major
American publisher, Random House. Depict-
ing the lives of Chicana women in the San
Antonio area, the book garnered both critical
and popular acclaim and earned the author
the financial stability she would need to be a
full-time writer.

Cisneros’ long-awaited second novel,
Caramelo (Knopf, 2002), fictionalized the
author’s family, highlighting a trip between
Chicago and Mexico and the main charac-
ter’s conversion from child to young adult.
Caramelo was selected as notable book
of the year by The New York Times, the Los
Angeles Times, the San Francisco Chronicle, the
Chicago Tribune, and the Seattle Times. In 2005



Caramelo was awarded the Premio Napoli and
was short listed for the Dublin International
IMPAC Award.

Sandra Cisneros’ books have been
translated into over a dozen languages,
including Spanish, Galician, French, German,
Dutch, Italian, Norwegian, Japanese, Chinese,
Turkish, Greek, Thai and Serbo-Croatian.
Cisneros has been visiting writer at a number
of universities, including the University
of California, Berkeley, and the University
of Michigan, Ann Arbor and is currently
Writer-in-Residence at Our Lady of the Lake
University in San Antonio. Cisneros’ daring
and original works have won her numerous
awards and fellowships including, in 1995,
the MacArthur Foundation Fellowship. She
is the president and founder of the Macondo
Foundation, an association of writers dedi-
cated to social involvement. She also directs
the Alfredo Cisneros Del Moral Foundation,
granting funds to Texas writers.

Sandra Cisneros continues to write

poetry and prose and is working on a collec-
tion of fiction titled Infinito, a children’s book
titled Bravo, Bruno and a book about writing
that she will call Writing in My Pajamas.

See p. 18 for a list of additional books by
Sandra Cisneros.

Sources:

www.sandracisneros.com/bio/php

Contemporary Authors Online, Gale, 2003.

“Sandra Cisneros.” Authors and Artists for Young Adults,
Vol 53. Gale Group, 2003.

“Sandra Cisneros.” Encyclopedia of World Biography, 2nd
ed. 17 vols. Gale Research, 1998.

“Sandra Cisneros.” Contemporary Hispanic Biography.
Vol 1. Gale Group, 2002.

“Sandra Cisneros.” Notable Hispanic American Women,
Book 1. Gale Research, 1993.



Q: It's been 25 years since The House on
Mango Street was first published. What
about your work or about your writing
style has changed over the years? What
has remained the same?

A | think my work still has a distinctive
voice that is uniquely mine—and that
voice is one of a person speaking Spanish
in English. By that | mean that | write with
the syntax and sensibility of Spanish, even
when there isn’t a syllable of Spanish pres-
ent. It’s engrained in the way | look at the
world, and the way | construct sentences
and stories. | was not aware of this when

| wrote House, but I’'m conscious of it now.
What remains the same? Well, | am still as
astonished by the world and as intuitive/
foolish as ever, but | am aware that this is a
good thing, and not ashamed of it as | was
when | was young. The difference now is
that | know myself. | think my writing is
wiser, and, | hope, more complex.

Q: How much does childhood still influ-
ence your writing? How much has your
family influenced you?

A | believe the farther away we are
from a story the clearer we can see
it. So the older | am, the clearer

| can see the stories of my
youth. | am constantly influ-

enced by what is spoken

>~~~  and told to me. It doesn’t
always come from family.

WITH



Most times, family are the [most] reluctant
to tell me anything, and that’s why | have to
invent so much when it comes to my fam-
ily’s stories. | have very sketchy information
there. Perhaps because we lived alongside
each other, and I've found the closer you
live to someone, the more distance you
have to create to have privacy. But maybe
it’s just my family that doesn’t talk about
their inner life to me. Especially after |
became a writer.

Q: The House on Mango Street so wonder-
fully portrays a young girl, Esperanza,
discovering her identity. Do you think that
such self-discovery is harder for a young
Latina girl? Would Esperanza’s story be dif-
ferent if she were growing up today?

A | think it’s hard for any woman in the
world, regardless her color, because the
world is so patriarchal, especially now with
the Christian Taliban taking over women
and their lives on one extreme, and the
media taking over women on the other
polar opposite. It’s hard for women to know
what they want when they’ve never been
asked, but controlled by Church, State,

and consumerism. Add to that women are
colonized and don’t know their history, but
in a sense, all women are colonized, don’t
you think?

It’s hard for women to gain access to
who they are when they aren’t even allowed
information about their own bodies, control
of their fertility, church and state dictating

ANDRA CISNEROS

choices that should belong to women them-
selves. | had to scavenge to find out about
myself as a woman, and as a Latina. In
many ways it's simpler because of access to
the web. In some ways it's harder, because
women aren’t even aware they are not in
control of their lives.

At least when | was a young woman
there was a feminist movement. Nowadays
so many women don’t even know what
feminism is, and equate “Girls Gone Wild”
to liberation. Sad. On the other hand, |
meet a lot of intelligent young women, and
that'’s encouraging. A lot of politically aware,
intellectually curious, independent-minded
women, who don’t buy the Paris Hilton
model. So, | guess there’s hope.

Q: What is it like knowing that this book
is taught so widely in American schools
today?

A I don’t take it personally. It has nothing
to do with me, or with my book. The book
is being taught because it is telling a story
that has spiritual resonance at this time

in history. It is serving a need, it is doing

its healing, it is transmitting light, but |
was just the conduit for that light, not the
source. | am grateful that the timing was
right for my labor to be recognized, and that
the readers were ready to hear this story at
this time. | am fortunate and blessed to be
the flute, but | recognize and acknowledge |
am not the music.



WORKSHOPS AND READINGS

The below programs are free and open to the

public, with no reservations required unless oth-
erwise noted. For more information on program-
ming, call (312) 747-8191 or go to chipublib.org.

In acknowledgement
of April as National
Poetry Month and

in partnership with
CityVerse, the Chicago
Public Library’s initiative to promote poetry
across Chicago, a series of free poetry writing
workshops will focus on themes of neighbor-
hood and community.

Reservations required. Call (312) 747-8191.

a universe of poetry
in your neighborhood

Saturday, April 4, 2:00 p.m.

Workshop with Johanny Vasquez Paz
Lozano Branch

1805 S. Loomis St.

Saturday, April 4, 3:00 p.m.

Workshop with Regina Harris Baiocchi
South Shore Branch

2505 E. 73rd St.

Thursday, April 16, 3:00 p.m.
Workshop with Pam Osbey
Kelly Branch

6151 S. Normal Blvd.

Saturday, April 18, 11:00 a.m.
Workshop with Jennifer Karmin
Bezazian Branch

1226 W. Ainslie St.

Saturday, April 18, 1:30 p.m.
Workshop with Cynthia Gallaher
Harold Washington Library Center,
Room 3N5/3rd FI.

400 S. State St.

Wednesday, April 22, 6:30 p.m.
Workshop with Carlos Cumpian
Albany Park Branch

5150 N. Kimball Ave.

Saturday, April 25, 2:00 p.m.
Workshop with Kelly Norman Ellis
Legler Branch

115 S. Pulaski Rd.



Sandra Cisneros Talk and Book Signing

Tuesday, April 14, 6:00 p.m.
Chicago Public Library
Harold Washington Library Center — Cindy Pritzker Auditorium

400 S. State St.

Join Sandra Cisneros as she reflects on her prestigious career 25
years after the initial publication of her groundbreaking work,
The House on Mango Street. A book signing will follow, with books
available for purchase by Barbara’s Bookstore.

READINGS

Dramatic Reading At Shimer College
Saturday, April 4, 7:00 p.m.

Shimer College

3424 S. State St.

Shimer College students will present a
dramatic reading of vignettes selected from
Cisneros’ The House on Mango Street, directed
by Eileen Buchanan, Professor of Humanities
and Director of the Shimer College Theatre
Program. A reception will follow.

For more information call (312) 235-3510 or
email b.stone@shimer.edu.

Palabra Pura Reading Series

Wednesday, April 15, 7:30 p.m.

Decima Musa

1901 S. Loomis Ave.

The Guild Complex presents a bi-lingual
poetry reading featuring work by Latino/a
poets that moves between languages and
cultures. Poets reading their work include
Dan Vera. For more information on the read-
ing series and The Guild Complex, go to
http://guildcomplex.org.

Proyecto Latina Reading Series

Monday, April 20, 7:00 p.m.

Radio Arte

1401 W. 18th St.

Mangos, Chismes y Mucho Mas! This
monthly reading series promotes and fea-
tures emerging and established Latinas of
all written and performance disciplines from
Chicago. This month’s event honors Sandra
Cisneros and includes a sneak peak at Tanya
Saracho’s adaptation of The House on Mango
Street. Proyecto Latina is a collaborative
between Teatro Luna, Tianguis Books, and
Mariposa Atomica Ink. For more informa-
tion, go to www.proyectolatina.org.

Staged Reading: The House on Mango Street
Monday, April 27, 7:00 p.m.

Steppenwolf Theatre - Upstairs theatre

1650 N. Halsted Ave.

This fall, Steppenwolf will present Sandra
Cisneros’ inimitable work about growing up
Latina in Chicago. Adapted by Tanya Sara-
cho, co-founder of Teatro Luna, this play will
bring the world of Esperanza—her friends,
family and neighbors, her dreams and her
heartbreak—to vivid life on the stage. This-
reading presents Chicago actors performing
scenes from the adaptation-in-progress.

Free event, reservations required!

Call (312) 335-1650.






















































