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Abstract

In 2012 the contemporary multimedia writer Ana Clavel published her novella, Las ninfas a veces sonríen (2012), which was awarded the prestigious Premio Iberamericano de Novela Elena Poniatowska. As a writer whose writing is known for its transgressive themes and forms, it is no surprise that Clavel has continued to revel in such contraventions in her novella. In this article I therefore seek to examine how these, but also new transgressions, materialize in the novella specifically within a queer framework. The queer serves to showcase Las ninfas’ exploration of ‘outlaw’ desires (such as vampirism or underage, paedophilic, transgender, Sapphic and interfamilial sexuality) as well as the fantastical, intertextual genre-bending and diverse multimedia forms evident in the novella. That which is perceived as defying heteronormative sexual normalcy functions as a way to challenge certain ‘givens’ within (Mexican) society, whether these be religious, moral, sexual or cultural, and thus Clavel creates a fascinating representation of society’s particular fears, anxieties and disavowed desires.  In the context of the female character’s sexual experiences, transgressive queereness can be understood by making reference to various theories including those of Kristeva’s abjection/ uncanny and Creed’s/Braidotti’s monstrous feminine, whereby the female is positioned in terms of an ambiguous oscillation between unthreatening object of male desire, monstrosity and celebratory female sexual agency. The article argues that, ultimately, by thus delving into outlawed ‘no-deseos’, Las ninfas can thus be posited as a prime example of the Barthesian text of ‘jouissance’ which disrupts the reader’s pleasurable reading experience. 
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In 2013 the contemporary Mexican multimedia writer Ana Clavel received the prestigious Premio Iberamericano de Novela Elena Poniatowska for her novella, attesting to Clavel’s outstanding skill as a writer and to her ever more important status in contemporary Hispanic Letters. 
 This prize as well as the growing critical attention the writer is receiving has also served, it can be argued, to validate Clavel as a writer of the transgressive and to give her greater freedom to explore the ‘unspeakable’. In a recent email exchange, Clavel explained to me why she believes that she was awarded the prize and how such prizes can serve to sanction a writer’s freedom of expression in the exploration of taboo subjects:

A la apuesta del lenguaje para abrir un boquete de sensualidad desde la propia escritura y su manar de imágenes verbales. También por la transgresión implícita en el personaje central que se permite el goce y la exploración más allá de censuras y culpas con una coherencia desde la forma escritural. Yo he crecido en una tradición literaria occidental en la que reconozco la libertad como ejercicio de creación y crítica. Pienso en Platón, en Rabelais, en Cervantes, en Dante, en Sor Juana, en Proust, en Virginia Woolf, en Joyce, en Borges, en Garro, en Rulfo... La libertad me la otorga saberme, como dice Octavio Paz, “un latido en el río del lenguaje”. (Clavel, 2015b)
Thus despite the, some may argue, increasingly controversial subject matter of Clavel’s overall works, she is becoming increasingly consecrated and so it can be suggested that Clavel can use her status in the literary field to her advantage in order to exploit these topics. 
 Clavel’s novella, with its multimedia dimension, can be seen as a continuation of Clavel’s overall literary and multimedia works in its transgressive thrust and queerness. Despite such synergies with Clavel’s previous literary and multimedia incursions, it could be argued that Las ninfas highlights a progression in Clavel’s status as a multimedia writer in the sense that it showcases the writer’s increasing stylistic sophistication and confidence in her literary and multimedia art. The narrative is arguably more daring thematically in relation to her previous works, particularly given its focus on child agency in paedophilic abuse, as we shall see. 
 
Clavel’s entire oeuvre, including Las ninfas, is characterised by its transgressive queerness. The Queer is a term which is habitually used within the context of Queer Studies and theoretical works applied to cultural production which focus on the experiences of LGTB sexualities. Whilst Clavel’s works evince a Queer sensibility, she cannot be categorised as a Queer writer per se. I use the queer as synonymous with the transgressive and as a way to refer to the ways Clavel deviates from more orthodox ‘standard literary practice’ via her multimedia endeavours. It is also used to refer to the way her overall work steps beyond, and therefore contravenes, conventionally determined boundaries framed by patriarchal discourses. Clavel disturbs conceptions of the ‘normal’ not only by representing ‘outlaw’ sexualities and ‘dark’ desires but also by incorporating that which is at odds with normalcy as evinced in the presence of, for example, carnivalesque viscerality, the fantastical, fairytales, the shadow, ghosts, cyborgs, dolls, golems and even urinals, all of which serve to question notions of the proper by verbalizing the ‘unsaid’ of rationalism. Clavel’s works are linked by their need to queer, therefore transgress, certain ‘givens’, whether these be religious, moral, sexual, cultural or historical and by repeatedly seeking to transgress various ‘taboos du jour’. Clavel’s (multimedia) fiction as a whole thus create an interesting portrait of (Mexican) society’s particular fears, anxieties and disavowed desires. The notion of queerness as it is used here in relation to Las ninfas (and Clavel’s other works) draws from the works of Gayle Rubin, Amy Kaminsky and David Halperin. The queer is used as an example of Rubin’s ‘outer-circle’ sexualities.
 In this context, transgressive queerness is also linked to the notion of female sexual monstrosity. Taking my cue from Kristeva’s abjection/ the uncanny and Creed’s/Braidotti’s monstrous feminine, I will show the female is positioned in terms of an ambiguous oscillation between unthreatening object of male desire, monstrosity and rebellious female sexual agency. 
The queer with its transgressive connotations also serves to refer to Kaminsky’s understanding of the term, which according to the critic, not only ‘serves to destabilize and denaturalize notions of sex and gender but also to unsettle notions of the normal’ (2001: 210). This particular reading of queer is similarly supported by David Halperin who remarks that ‘queer’ need not necessarily refer to sexuality, but also to anything which defies normalcy (1995: xxiii). Thus as I hope to demonstrate specifically in relation to Clavel’s Las ninfas, the author’s queering represents, as Kaminsky notes, ‘that unbalancing act, the disturbance of the status quo that requires a re-visioning, in Adrienne Rich’s words, of all our categories’ (210). I will also examine how transgressive queerness and monstrous femininity can also be linked to Barthes’ idea of the text of ‘jouissance’ which contravenes the readable and comforting text of ‘plaisir’.
Queer transgressions similarly serve to highlight the various interlocking disruptions which are apparent in the author’s overall works at the level of genre and the way in which she destabilizes disciplinary and discursive boundaries. Ambiguity over genre in her oeuvre is predominantly suggested in the manner in which Clavel incorporates and plays with non-literary genres including (digital) photography, art in the form of sketches and illustrations. What is particularly transgressive about Clavel’s work is that, unlike many boom femenino writers who work exclusively with the literary written form, the author endorses both the literary form and multimedia. Clavel’s literary trajectory has followed a queer path in the sense that she has moved from singular modes of creative expression in the form of literary writing, a traditional print medium, towards other non-literary forms. Some of Clavel’s works have formed the basis of wider multimedia projects involving collaboration with various artists, photographers, performers and IT experts. Her works embrace an array of hybrid forms including the audiovisual, internet-enabled technology, art installation, (video) performance and photography. A number of Clavel’s books have been accompanied by multimedia exhibitions and specifically in the context of Las ninfas, Clavel organised a multimedia exhibition entitled Las ninfas a veces sonríen: Cinco rutas para explorer el misterio de una sonrisa, for which Clavel enlisted the help of four female artists, Rocío Caballero, María Eugenia Chellet, María José Lavín and Maribel Portela, by asking them to create art pieces ex profeso for the event. The event comprised an art and video installation exhibit, a performance and a YouTube book trailer. 

Celebrating Transgressive Outlawed Desires
Las Ninfas is not underpinned by a cohesive and strictly chronological narrative plot. Rather it comprises a series of short stories or merely fragments which are told from the perspective of the female adult narrator Ada, who provides us with, often graphic, snapshots of sexual experiences from childhood through to adulthood. Drawing from Greek, Roman or Biblical myths or figures and fairytales, Clavel explores Ada’s constantly morphing character  from princess, Greed Goddess, nymph and even to a transgender, as she navigates through a world of diverse sexual experiences with an array of human, half-human, mythical or monstrous fe/male entities. 
           Marked by its powerful stylistics, Clavel’s novella manages to disturb, as with her other works, the ‘plaisir’ or pleasurable reading experience of the reader in Las ninfas by delving into prohibited ‘no-deseos’.
 In Roland Barthes’ view of ‘the erotics of reading’, the writer must give pleasure to his reader who in turn will experience two types of sensation: ‘plaisir’ and ‘jouissance’ ([1973] (1975)). ‘Plaisir’ relates to the reading experience typically produced by the conventional novel: ‘the text that contents, fills, grants euphoria: the text that comes from culture and does not break with it, is linked to a comfortable practice of reading’ (Barthes, 1975: 14). ‘Jouissance’ relates to the unexpected, to the: 
Text of bliss: the text that imposes a state of loss, the text that discomforts (perhaps to the point of a certain boredom), unsettles the reader’s historical, cultural, psychological assumptions, the consistency of his tastes, values, memories, brings to a crisis his relation with language. (Barthes, 1975 : 14)
The notions of ‘plaisir’ and ‘jouissance’ attributed to the reading experience can be understood by making reference to their analogous Barthesian terms, ‘scriptible’ [‘writerly’] and ‘lisible’ [‘readerly’] ([1973] (1975: 5)). Whilst Las ninfas is relatively uncomplicated structurally and therefore ‘lisible’, it is nevertheless also a ‘writerly’ text of bliss. With its exploration of transgressive queer themes – in the sense of non-normative sexuality and abject/monstrous/uncanny femininity – and playful experimentation with intertextuality and an array of non-textual multimedia forms (performance, visual arts, sculpture), Las ninfas produces a heightened form of pleasure derived from ‘a sense of interruption, a ‘breakdown’ or gap, where, perhaps something unorthodox or unexpected occurs’ (Cuddon [1976] 1998: 672). Paradoxically, that same form of pleasure produced in one reader, may, in another, be experienced as a form of displeasure, whereby the queer in all its transgressive guises, and abject or monstrous viscerality, propel the reader into a ‘crisis’ (Barthes, 1975: 14). In this respect Las ninfas can also be aligned to Kristeva’s notion of abjection (1982) and Braidotti’s and Creed’s idea of the monstrous (1993; 1994) whereby the both the abject and the monstrous produce both fascination and horror in the viewer-spectator. 

             From the outset of the novella, the author disturbs traditional conceptions of children’s literature in which childhood is portrayed as a time graced by (sexual) innocence and play. Instead, the narrator Ada recounts her sexual experiences from childhood through to adulthood. The novella’s focus on the flourishing carnal desire of a young child may be perceived as taboo by some readers, in particular as Ada’s experiences range from the masturbatory to the paedophilic. As with Clavel’s Las Violetas son flores del deseo (2007), the notion that under-aged girls can be sexually experienced challenges society’s drive to maintain an ideology of ‘natural’ female modesty as well as its unthreatening and infantilized image of female children. In contrast to Las Violetas, where women or their replicas are seen almost exclusively as the (brutalised) objects of male desire, Ada is primarily seen as agent of her desires, as will be discussed in this article. She is a nymph ‘en plenitud de poderes’ (9). In some instances though, the reader may find this agency disturbing, since Ada appears to revel in being the sexual object for the use of the paedophile. Clavel similarly incites discomfort because of her exploration of (violent) rape or so-called ‘abnormal’ or unexpected sexualities including carnal desire between cousins or siblings, incest, sapphism or sexual intercourse between a doctor and the pregnant adult Ada. Drawing from Barbara Creed and Rosi Braidotti on the monstrous and Kristeva on abjection, the queer becomes apparent in the manner in which Clavel positions girl-woman as oscillating ambiguously between harmless object of male desire, female sexual agency and horrifying sexual predator. Clavel’s portrayal alternates between negative and positive images of female selfhood. On the one hand, she provides negative or archetypal images of female bodies and sexual stereotypes in her texts, as a reflection of the detrimental values that have been attached to female sexuality and female organs, as evinced in phallogocentric, and specifically religious, discourses. On the other hand, the sometimes stereotyped images of femininity offered by Clavel do not exclude alternative visions of woman based on reappraisals of gender and sexuality. Through Ada’s experiences, Clavel speaks of female sexuality from girls’/women’s perspective as a means of challenging Western binary divisions (mind/body, man/woman; passive/ active) and attempts to re-inscribe female experiences in multiple ways that counter these oppositions. In Las ninfas, Clavel’s exploration of specifically sexual desire in its various configurations has a celebratory function aimed at mocking taboo and prohibition. In particular, sexual multiplicity serves to bolster, and to challenge, the idea of desire as uniquely heterosexual, which is ultimately a product of (Mexican) culture’s symbolic order and its organizing practices. By engaging with a range of ‘outlaw’ sexual desires in Las ninfas, it is thus Clavel’s intention not only to bring to light (Mexican) society’s repressive heteronormativity and its particular fears, anxieties and disavowed desires, but equally to celebrate those prohibited zones of pleasure, albeit in an often ambiguous, and not always positive, way. Finally, like in many of her previous works, queer transgression is evinced in Clavel’s recourse to the fantastical in the form of fairy tales, legends and myths and the unearthly characters which inhabit these bizarre worlds and contribute to Ada’s multifarious sexual desires and experiences of ‘eso que algunos llaman perversiones’ (book jacket blurb). 

Both the tile of Las ninfas and the very first paragraph of the novella, which depicts Ada’s autoerotic experiences as a child, immediately alert the reader to the text’s overall transgressive thrust. The title alludes indirectly to both the autoerotic and to female genitals. Indeed, as Clavel notes: “el título hace alusión a la ‘sonrisa vertical’, que parte de una expresión francesa que alude a la genitalidad femenina, que con el tiempo ha conservado su esencia’. At the same time the author also notes that the title is intended to suggest that sexuality is open to many possibilities (LCL, 2013: n.p.). In the first paragraph, Ada describes how ‘me daba por tocarme todo el tiempo. Fluía. Me desbordaba. Jugueteaba con mis aguas […] También era una diosa. En plenitud de poderes […] Aspiraba mis olores […] Y vuelta a fluir. Yo era mi Paraíso’ (9). The autoerotic element of this passage is undeniable, even if it is ambiguous in terms of the nature of the sexual experience, as Clavel herself notes: 
mucha gente […] me dice que tiene que ver con la masturbación […] puede derivarse, pero […] yo hablo de tocarse, de sentirse […] La gente lo asocia a la genitalidad pero yo lo sitúo en un sentido más amplio. (Clavel, 2014: n.p.)

Although the opening may lend itself to such ambiguous interpretation, both the role of female, and more poignantly, child autoeroticism or masturbation have an undeniable transgressive function in the sense that they serve to challenge ‘normal’ adult desire, heterosexual relationships or reproductive sexuality. Female/ child autoeroticism or masturbation in Las ninfas serves to explore a silenced area of pleasure which is often perceived as ‘improper’. Freud claimed that female clitoral activity constitutes a regression to a ‘childish masculinity’ making woman abnormal, deviant in relation to the masculine norm (Freud cited in Labanyi 1991: 113). Masturbation is the ‘Dangerous Supplement,’ whereby, according to Derrida, the ‘supplement’ (writing, culture, society, education, evil) supplements, is adjoined to, substitutes, is added to Nature (woman, Maternal presence, innocence, virginity) (Derrida, 1976: 141-64). But it is when the ‘dangerous supplement’, ‘a sort of  […] state inconceivable to reason’ (Derrida: 152), erupts in Nature, that it leads desire ‘away from the good path, makes it err far from natural ways, guides it toward its loss or fall and therefore it is a sort of lapse or scandal (scandalon)’ (Derrida: 151). Like writing, which is the ‘unnatural’ supplement of speech (Derrida: 144), masturbation and female autoeroticism in general, as portrayed in Clavel’s text, are the ‘unnatural’ supplement to normal feminine sexuality which in its ‘natural’ form depends on masculine intervention: the male ‘completes’ the female, making up her ‘lack’. Thus masturbation permits girls/women to express their sexual selves for themselves independently of any oppressive male conception of female sexuality. Ada’s autoerotic experience gives expression to corporeal carnivalesque and abject excess suggested in the images of (orgasmic) fluids and the word ‘desbordaba’ (9). As the negative ‘Other’ of the male, the female body is associated with Kristevan abject fluids such as menstruation, urine or sexual secretions which threaten the boundaries between inside and outside. It is through such engagement with the abject that Clavel breaks with patriarchal discourses of femininity which uphold female sexual containment, and promotes the ability for women to express images of sexual selfhood. Ada’s assertion that she is a goddess in full command of her powers suggests that she is able to explore personal jouissance despite repressive discourses of femininity promoting female containment. Shackled by the strict patriarchal dogmas of Catholicism which promote female chastity, Ada’s sisters warn her that ‘Te miras demasiado, terminarás por descubrir la muerte’ (9). The observation that (erotic) narcissism can lead to death indirectly, and humorously, reinforces the manner in which the sisters have internalized biblical notions of good and evil expounded by the Church and society. Yet Ada’s defiant ‘Las desoía y entonces volvía a tocarme’ evinces the view that human sexual desire is irrepressible and in particular the view that women are able to assert their sexual needs without having to pay with their lives, as suggested by Ada’s sisters (9). It too underscores that Clavel’s emphasis on the sexual comes, perhaps, from the need to break with the concept of marianismo, that is, the ‘other face of machismo’.
 Furthermore the explicitness with which female sexuality has been treated by not only Clavel, but also other Mexican writers such as Cristina Rivera Garza and Sara Levi Calderón, indicates that the grip of patriarchy, traditionally stronger in Mexico than in other parts of Hispanic America, may be being broken. 

Ada indulges freely in a number of other types of unsanctioned ‘outer-circle’ forms of sexuality such as Sapphic, bisexual or transgender desire which reinforce the idea of Clavel’s work as exemplar of queer transgression. For instance, when Ada and her friend Rosa are taken by some angels back to their home, Ada expresses a deep jealousy towards the Sapphic sensual treatment given by the angels to her friend whom they bath. Ada describes how ‘sus bocas de Ángeles se deslizaron por debajo del vestido, la camiseta, el calzón, sorbiendo la mugre y las manchas de mi cochinísima, marrana, puerca amiga. Sentí hambre’ (43). The apple which Ada subsequently eats (‘yo succionaba la pulpa y pulverizaba su cáscara resistente’ (43)) becomes a metonym for the forbidden fruit in Genesis and ultimately for her desire for the assumedly unattainable and ‘pure’ angels. Elsewhere Ada describes the beauty of sexuality which acquires female form. Here Ada’s encounter with Beauty takes on Sapphic overtones: ‘me provocó asombro, deseo boquiabierto […] Jugamos entonces boca a boca. Y yo a besarla y ella a dejarse besar’ (50). Ada’s varied sexual experiences are also enhanced in the context of her constantly morphing self from princess or Greek Goddess to a transgender, where the categories of heterosexual, bisexual, homosexual and transgender are blurred. In the context of this last transformation, there is one passage, which Clavel has taken from her earlier novel, Cuerpo náufrago, in which Ada and a nameless man have illicit sex in a public bathroom. The man’s assertion ‘no sabía que las mujeres tuvieran pene’ (133) reveals that Ada is a trans male, who possesses both male and female attributes. They indulge in anal sex whereby Ada becomes the male insertor. From a heterosexual perspective, by bestowing Ada with the male and female characteristics, the traditional association of men with the sexually active role and women with sexual passiveness is blurred, but similarly reinforces the unequal roles which characterise Mexican heterosexual relations. Given the nature of the sexual activity between the trans male and the other man, either bisexuality or homosexuality is similarly reinforced. As Ada assumes the male ‘chingón’ insertor role and the unnamed man the female ‘maricón’ insertee, so too is Clavel highlighting the ambiguous sexual power roles of the Mexican bisexual macho as opposed to the feminised homosexual. Thus in Mexico and Latin America as a whole, whereas the heterosexual macho ‘makes it both with men and women without ever yielding an iota of his masculine persona’, Foster notes, ‘the figure of the maricón (fag or queer, as understood in the most stereotypic terms) is reserved exclusively for the insertee’ (3). The encounter between Ada and the man is doubly illicit as not only is it unlawful to have sex in public toilets but also homosexuality, though not against the law in Mexico, is perceived by many as morally repulsive. Even as Clavel celebrates in the above instances alternative expressions of sexuality which do not fit the heterosexual norm, so too is she implicitly critiquing Mexico’s endemic homophobia which continues to lead to violent reprisal against sexual ‘non-straights’.

In contrast to the above ‘improper’ non-heterosexual relations, Ada similarly engages in heterosexual sexuality yet, more often than not, heteronormativiy is queered in Clavel’s novella as it becomes imbued with that which is perceived as socially unacceptable, thus transgressing the ‘normal’. Queer sexual ‘non-desires’ find their expression in Las ninfas in the context of Clavel’s exploration of the taboo subject of interfamilial relationships between cousins, specifically between Ada and her cousin Gabriel Arcángel (100-01). 
 This particular snapshot of Ada’s sexual experiences draws intertextually from a story Clavel wrote in 2009 entitled ‘Un deseo realizado’ (2009), which was renamed to ‘Después del paraíso’ in its republished version in Amor y otros suicidios (2012). Upon discovery of their ‘illicit’ relationship, the cousins are subjected to a forced separation by their families, whose wrath against the couple reflects Mexico’s entrenched moral objection to interfamilial desire which both religious dogma and unfounded fears of congential disorder have perpetuated. Nevertheless in all three story versions, the ending which celebrates the reunion and explosive  lovemaking between the cousins, serves to ‘unqueer’ the characters’ ‘un-normal’ relationship by transforming it from a perceived ‘crime’ into a celebratory sexual and emotional reencounter between two persons. Clavel thus can be seen to ultimately defy the straightjacket of religious or social discourses surrounding human sexual conduct as well as questioning definitions of ‘normalcy’. ‘Inner-circle’ ‘normal’ and monogamous heterosexual relations are equally challenged, for instance, in the context of Ada’s adult sexual experiences with her gynaecologist, a prolific philanderer (106−07; 116−17). The ‘bizarre’ nature of Ada’s and the man’s sexual encounter is particularly underscored when Ada describes her experience of going through labour. In order to give birth pain-free and to avoid vaginal tearing, a common outcome of childbirth, the doctor masturbates Ada as the baby is being delivered. As he is carrying out this act, the doctor, who has enjoyed giving Ada sexual pleasure throughout her pregnancy (106), explains that ‘Tengo que hacerlo para que no te desgarres ….’ (107). Through recourse to humour, Clavel unsettles her reader not only by presenting us with an ‘abnormal’ form of pleasure experienced between a man and a woman given the context, but also by suggesting that birth, rather than causing pain, can provide immense orgasmic pleasure to the mother (107). Indeed when the child is born, Ada notes that the doctor ‘se dio la vuelta y entregó mi orgasmo a la enfermera que, diligente, lo envolvió en pañales’ (107). 
Queer transgressions in the context of sexual heterenormativity is particularly evinced in the manner in which Ada is seen as embodying, whilst similarly challenging, the perception that male to female sexuality stereotypically demands that men be the proactive insertor or ‘chingnón’, and the woman the passive ‘chingada’. In this regard, Ada vacillates between negative and positive representations of sexual selfhood. She is frequently portrayed in terms of female submission and the objectification of the male gaze/desire, on the one hand, and alternative representations which go beyond the confining male constructions of gender, on the other, whereby Ada is seen as fully in control of her sexuality.  There is a snapshot (replicated from Clavel’s novel Los deseos y su sombra (2000)) in which Ada conceptualises herself as a besieged city which is linked to violent colonial origins: here the link between men conquering and mapping the city and the vicious raping-mapping of the female body/Ada is powerfully depicted (76-77). In contradistinction with such negative representation of Ada’s sexual being, Clavel offers a view of the female character as assertive, and the proactive ‘chingona’ who has freedom of choice. Ada’s sexual confidence and guilt-free experimentation with different forms of sexuality serve to counter Mexican proselytising discourses relating to the ‘mariana’ figure, female chastity and ‘proper’ sexual conduct. It also functions to parody the traditional alignment of sexually promiscuous women with prostitution, as Ada’s sister’s believe when they see her dressed up in provocative clothing (11). Presenting Ada as a nymph in full control of her sexuality, Clavel inverts traditional male-female sexual roles by often portraying her as the female predator who hunts for her male (sexual) pray (72). Her (inverted) role as ‘male’ ‘insertor’ is reinforced in the context of her experience as transgender, as explored previously, as well as in the context of her sexual relations with a medieval bard, who recites poetry in the ‘Palacio Central’ (89), and whose virginity she takes (89). The time-honoured view that men like violent sex in opposition to women who enjoy tender intercourse is challenged when Ada confesses that she enjoys and encourages violent sex: ‘sabe que me gusta un poco de violencia cuando hacemos el amor y me fuerza solo hasta el límite de hacerme creer lo que yo quiera’ (103). 
Sexual Violence and Transgressive Monstrous Sexualities 
Even if the above quote suggests consensual sadomasochism and celebrates the ludic role-playing element of sexual fantasy, references elsewhere in the novella to non-consensual sexual violence and abuse such as rape of a minor or paedophilia undermine at times the positive associations with sexuality which are promoted via queer transgressions as discussed. For example the ‘diosas en el bosque’ are subjected to violent rape (‘atoradas en miasmas de dolor y ultraje’ (13)) whilst Ada’s younger brother is subjected to paedophilic abuse at the hands of their housemaid (29−31). Though such allusions may disturb us, it is perhaps more so the idea of the victim of sexual abuse as finding pleasure in such an experience (12, 33, 42, 54, 66) that the reader may find particularly shocking.
 The same occurs when Ada notes that she has a dream in which she enjoys being sexually aroused by her father (69−70), who elsewhere is described as a figure who oscillates ambiguously between an omnipotent Greek Triton-like figure (69) and Holy Father or priestly figure (17−18). Ada’s assertion is deeply disturbing as it evinces a double infraction: firstly, paedophilia becomes particularly abominable when it is of an incestuous kind and secondly, whereas most real accounts of incest from the victim’s perspective evince a sense of trauma, in this account, though fictional, the daughter finds great delight in engaging sexually with her father. Elsewhere, when one of Ada’s nymph friends is raped by a mythological bird of prey she confesses to Ada that she found it a pleasurable experience: ‘un águila de legendaria memoria descendió hasta ella y la estrupó: “No hay mayor placer que el del abismo. Disolverse. Dejarse horadar…”, me confesaría’ (66). One of the issues with Clavel’s take on sexual abuse here, is that there is the risk that it may be seen as a tasteless normalisation of an experience which is habitually harrowing for the (typically) female victim. This viewpoint underscores a highly problematic encoding of rape as pleasurable and orgasmic for the female victim. Although this particular perspective is shocking to the reader, Clavel can be said to use this representation as a means to critique the conventional patriarchal ploy of encoding rape victims as taking pleasure from, and ‘asking for’, rape and therefore relieving the perpetrator from responsibility for the crime. At the same time, Clavel does not appear to be making any moral judgements about the perpetrator by placing both perpetrator and victim on a level playing field in which both parties experience unadulterated guilt-free sexual pleasure. Furthermore, Clavel’s questionable representation of rape must be seen within the context of the fantastical and its queer transgressive thrust. Clavel draws from fantasy in order to transgress commonly held notions of the perverse or morally acceptable behaviour. At the same even whilst Clavel might be read as making rape acceptable in the realms of fantasy, so too is it true to assert that it is most probably only in a fantasy world that rape could be pleasurable to the victim and not in the real world where such an experience is deeply traumatic.

There are further examples throughout Las ninfas in which sexuality in its positive dimension also becomes imbued with darker meaning. The fantastical world which Ada inhabits shifts from an ethereal ‘Paraíso’ to a place of baroque horror in which life, death and sexual violence often become enmeshed. Thus, when Ada is about to be raped and murdered by a machete-wielding man, a gaggle of sadistic fairies (who in some children’s tales conventionally embody kindness) purposefully push Ada towards him: ‘escuchaba a las hadas gorjear por el sacrificio que se avecinaba’ (33). Drawing from the general genre of vampire fiction and cinema, vampirisim is also the subject of Clavel’s novella with its own particular twist.
 Ada becomes the (willing) victim of her vegetative female friend who has a sexual lust for Ada and another blood hunter, Ada’s cousin, who is equally sexually infatuated with Ada. Both vampires concoct a plan in which they end up slashing Ada’s wrist which leads to her (metaphorical) death and sexual orgasm (58). 
Further horrifying depictions are seen in Ada’s magical abilities to transform herself from an ethereal fairy, nymph or Goddess to monster. Her magical shape-shifting is a prime example of the queer in the Helperian and Kaminskian sense of the word which underpins the bizarre and that which defies ‘normalcy’. Ada’s bizarreness is also reinforced via her abject and monstrous, ultimately deviant, qualities. Ada oscillates from ethereal Goddess or nymph who men (and women at times) are deeply attracted to, to embodying a predatory animal with maternal capabilities, which (from a traditional patriarchal perspective) horrify. This mixture of attraction and repulsion positions Ada as monstrous. Thus: 
Woman, as a sign of difference, is monstrous. If we define the monster as a bodily entity that is anomalous and deviant vis-à-vis the norm, then we can argue that the female body shares with the monster the privilege of bringing out a unique blend of fascination and horror. (Braidotti, 1994: 81)  
The link between the monstrous, the abject and the queer, in the broad sense of the odd, are deeply connected since they all provoke a sense of the uncanny to draw from Kristeva, and therefore threaten to transgress defined boundaries between the ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’. In her discussion of Freud’s concept of the uncanny, Kristeva (1991: 182–192) has noted that encounters with the ‘feminine’, death and the foreigner can lead to a sense of the uncanny or strangeness and similarly threaten the boundaries of self and ‘Other’. We do not, however, reject the uncanny outright because of the strange within ourselves, because ‘that uncanny strangeness [. . .] is as much theirs as it is ours’ (Kristeva, 1991: 192). Indeed, despite one’s efforts to maintain the boundaries between self and ‘Other’, ‘the sense of strangeness is a mainspring for identification with the other’ (Kristeva, 1991: 189).
              Overpowered at times by her dark and irrepressible sexual appetite, Ada conceives herself in monstrous terms. As she visualises herself as a fish praying on a butterfly, Ada describes how: ‘Los ojos membranosos del pez provocaban una repulsión que hipnotizaba. Descubría entonces, fascinada, que se trataba de mi propio rostro’ (60). This quote powerfully captures Ada’s oscillating abject essence. Elsewhere, when Ada is stalking the male Arcángel Mayor whom she finds sexually attractive, she transforms into a praying monstrous insect: ‘me salían patas y bocas por toda la piel y al golpe […] las patas se volvían élitro, alas, membranas volátiles’ (72).
 Clavel is clearly drawing here from the traditional image of woman as monster, an enduring trope in visual culture in which ‘the monstrous woman is represented as out of control, threatening, and all-consuming’ (Gear, 2001: 321). Ada is positioned as a kind of the castrating femme fatale 
 and her horrific proliferating mouths epitomise the multifarious characteristics of Creed’s monstrous-feminine. The insect’s/Ada’s ‘mouth of hell’ (1993: 106) becomes a kind of castrating sexual threat to men. Drawing from Creed’s monstrous-feminine Gear notes that the female monster is:
the monstrous womb, the castrator, and the possessed monster, driven by her desire to kill men. But she is also, in psychoanalytic terms at least, castrated, which brings us to the notion of the spectacle of woman as bleeding wound. Our encounter with the monstrous-feminine [...] reinforces Creed’s observation that at the heart of the female monster lie the deadly female genitals. (1993: 321)
The mouth as vagina works to reinforce the now stereotyped symbol of the male fear of castration at the hands of predatory women during heterosexual intercourse. It also challenges traditional patriarchal conceptions of submissive female sexuality. The notion of woman as abject ‘bleeding wound’ is linked to the female body and its reproductive abilities. The blood trope becomes significant in the context of one excerpt in Las ninfas:
Todo era fuente pero también herida. Fulgurante. Resplandeciente. En este entonces me daba por sangrar todo el tiempo. Todo me tocaba y me desbordaba. Los seres, imágenes, sombras, intenciones me hincaban sus dientes dulces y afilados. (85)
Whilst blood connotes sexual ‘no-deseos’ and sexual violence, it may also be understood as a metaphoric reference to Ada’s reproductive capabilities. The abject and monstrous vaginal wound both fascinates and terrifies in its uncanniness for whilst it provides orgasmic pleasure (to the male), so too is it linked, as the word ‘fuente’ suggests to the ‘maternal body as site of the origin of life […] We are all of woman born, and the mother’s body as threshold of existence is both sacred and soiled, holy and hellish’ (Braidotti, 1994: 81). The monstrousness of Ada’s reproductive capabilities may be linked to the pollution beliefs and taboos associated with menstrual blood many cultures have established (Buckley and Gottlieb, 1998). In many cultures menstrual blood is perceived both by men and women as something which is bizarre, abject, unmentionable and educes feelings of shame (Thurren, 1994; Howson, 2004: 85). The vaginal ‘herida’ is the locus of menstrual blood which, like birth, has been identified as a taboo/abject subject. Menstruation is associated with a dangerous ‘entry into the reproductive reality that is presumed to be women’s primary domain’ (Brook, 1990: 53). This presumption has made many feminists such as Simon de Beauvoir regard the ability of women’s bodies to reproduce as a negative capability. Clavel seems ambiguous in terms of how she positions childbearing, which menstruation connotes, as she portrays it via its abject quality as both a negative capability as well as a life-affirming capacity. 
 Whilst Clavel celebrates the arrival of a child after labour (107), the idea of threat which is associated with maternal capabilities and the dread they produce, is apparent in the context of Ada’s horrifying body which becomes an uncontained vessel of spilling menstrual blood (85) as well as in the bizarre image of her hermaphroditic ability to both carry a child (106) and to impregnate a male (120).
Intertextual Queer Transgressions
Ada’s multifarious sexual experiences thus examined in the context of queer transgressions, become analogous with queer experimental intertextuality in Las ninfas. As already mentioned, many of the snapshots relating to Ada’s sexual experiences become platforms from which Clavel can ludically make intertextual references to other works she has written. Whilst the material the author has written for Las ninfas is mostly new, she takes quotes, paragraphs or storylines from her other texts (e.g. 95−97) and queers them by changing the original texts in order to produce something afresh in the context of Ada’s sexual experiences. On other occasions, Clavel has simply taken original texts and excerpts and incorporated them directly into the overall narrative. Examples of this include the snapshot relating to the transgender person referred to earlier on which appears originally in Cuerpo náufrago. Ada’s ability to morph into a transgender (and indeed into a Greek Goddess, princess or nymph) evinces the magical dimension of Las ninfas and it is via Clavel’s use of the Cuerpo náufrago text, that Clavel draws the reader’s attention to her overall interest in queer transgressions in the form of the fantastical. Indeed, in many of her texts diverse kinds of magical metamorphoses occur, including Soledad’s alteration from human to ghost in Los deseos y su sombra, Antonia’s inexplicable transformation into a man in Cuerpo náufrago or the magical transformation of fabricated dolls from inanimate objects to (even if only briefly) speaking subjects in Las Violetas. It is through such fantastical transformations that Clavel’s overall works seek to defy patriarchal logic as well as the borders between fact and fiction. 

Another text which Clavel has transplanted from another of her works of fiction into Las ninfas is the poem-recipe ‘Caldo largo de cola de sirena’, which was first published in Amores y otros suicidios. In this poem of ‘jouissance’, intertextuality and desire become metonymically intertwined. The poem, written in recipe format, can be situated in the context of a long-established literary history in which the traditional recipe format is parodied, such as Laura Esquivel’s Como agua para chocolate (1989). It also serves to parody the idea that (multimedia) texts are representative of singular authorial genius and instead are, to quote Kristeva, a ‘mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another’ (1986: 37). The preparation of the aphrodisiac mermaid soup, which becomes a metonym of desire itself, similarly suggests the idea that (heterosexual) desire can only be fulfilled by following strict instructions, as if following those of a recipe. This also implies that desire is a singular form of expression. But by parodying the strict recipe format, so too is Clavel suggesting that desire is multiple, as evinced in all of her works in which she provides the reader with a range of expressions of sexuality from the heterosexual and the incestuous to the bisexual and gay, for instance. Such intertextuality in Las ninfas serves not only as authorial self-referentiality but also as a means of highlighting the manner in which the topic of transgressive ‘no-deseos’ remains a constant throughout Clavel’s oeuvre. 

Further intertextual, or rather ‘intersextual’, transgressions in Las ninfas are seen in the way the author combines and recombines Greek, Roman or Biblical myths or figures and fairytales. Indeed, many of Clavel’s snapshots feature unlikely or bizarre combinations of characters from such narratives, with often humorous effect. For instance, Ada recounts how ‘las Ángeles’ are expelled from school for their sexual misdemeanours with a number of male Tritons. One the female angels falls pregnant with the offspring of one of these Greek mythological half man, half fish, figures and gives birth to a monstrous ‘querubín, con alas de ternura pero cola de pescado’ (47). The reworking of Greek legendary figures is particularly exemplified in the character of Ada as embodiment of the nymph. Clavel draws from an array of Grecian nymphs represented in traditional Greek legends or more contemporary versions as depicted by Ingres’ iconic La source (1856) or Naboko’s Lolita (1955). Clavel’s depiction of Ada’s irresistible sensuality for men (and at times women) draws directly from the classical nymphs such as Daphne in Ovid’s Metamorphosis, Benini’s marble sculpture of the nymph, as well as the wood nymph Eco (Clavel, 2013: n.p.). All these Greek beauties share their sensual qualities with Ada, but unlike her, who is a nymph ‘en plenitud de poderes’ (9), they are passive agents whose tragic fates are determined by others.
Whilst Clavel’s depiction of Ada may be a reworking and departure from some classical representations of the nymph, Ada’s sexuality nevertheless shares the dual qualities embodying both the beauty and horror of female sexuality which various classical Greek nymphs or female Goddesses embody. As Clavel notes, Ada’s character draws inspiration from various texts: 
Muchachas dulces, en la flor de la feminidad, pero también terribles, según la fuerza de su deseo. Como lo revela la historia de Salmacis, ninfa obsesionada con el hermoso Hermafrodito […]  El poder de estas divinidades es tal que, incluso las más pequeñas, las nínfulas o ninfetas, son poseedoras de una “gracia letal”, como se las describe en la célebre Lolita de Nabokov. En la Ética a Eudemo, nos dice Calasso, Aristóteles habla de un tipo de felicidad que viene de los dioses o de las ninfas: violenta, abrupta, una suerte de ebriedad o goce que nos captura y transforma. Un éxtasis. Una herida resplandeciente que nos abre y nos hace manar. Un verdadero trance como el de la protagonista de Las ninfas […] Decía el poeta Paul Valéry que no hay nada más profundo que la piel. Supongo que es así cuando las ninfas sonríen y lo sumergen a uno en el misterio de su sonrisa tenue, perturbadora, gozosa, carnal. (Clavel, 2013: n.p.)
Clavel’s transgressive queering of original mythical figures or myths is seen elsewhere in the novella as poignantly underpinned in Las ninfas by Clavel’s humorous remark that a breastfeeding female angel ‘era la más perfecta madona así en la tierra como en los cielos’ (47). This comment serves to parody the myth which Roman Catholicism has perpetuated about Mary’s apparent virginity and sinlessness. This particular reworking of the Bible connects to another religious myth which Clavel reworks. Indeed Clavel’s repeated mention of Paradise is often used to describe this mythical place, not as one of a sinless utopia, but one in which the ‘tragedy’ of Adam and Eve comes to embody the novella’s themes of Paradise Lost. Whilst, as already discussed, this location is linked to dantesque (sexual) horror, so too does it provide a space in which Ada, but and both men and women in general, are able to enjoy sexuality free from inhibitions and moral standards imposed by the Church. Clavel also rewrites the Adam and Eve myth by suggesting that their expulsion from Eden is far from being a tragedy and instead a celebration of human desire. The author achieves this through ‘monstrous’ gender inversion by depicting Ada not as Eve but rather as Adam, and Adam as Eve. The ‘male’ Eve eats the apple resulting in ‘her’ impregnation by the ‘female’ Ada/m: ‘Ahora soy yo quien lo ha preñado’ (120) resulting in the birth of Ada/m. But even as this sinful act leads to a ‘mundo devastado’ (120), the overriding element in it is the enduring love and carnal lust between two beings. Their confused gender suggests ultimately Clavel’s proposition that human emotion and desire cannot be contained by traditional patriarchal religious discourses which have promoted singular conceptions of identity or sexual behaviour. Further inversions of religious legends become apparent in the Ángeles scene, discussed earlier, in which Clavel plays with the contradictory representation of angel as pure and demonic. When Ada takes a bite of the apple (43) which, as mentioned earlier embodies the forbidden fruit in Genesis and ultimately her Sapphic desire for the ‘pure’ angels, the female winged spirits turn on Ada by warning her of the ‘pecados capitales’ involved in her ‘transgression’ and threaten to tell their mother. In defence of Ada’s ‘misdemeanour’, Rosa tries to dissuade the Angels from exposing her friend by telling them that ‘Dios castiga a las ninfas malas’ (44), to which the angels respond sarcastically: ‘¿Eso es todo? – y se rieron con esa carcajada sonora y hueca que me reveló su verdadera esencia’ (45).Whilst these apparently angelic spirits preach sexual chastity as per religious doctrine, their ‘verdadera esencia’ reveals in fact their ‘sinful’ qualities, further reinforced in Ada’s attempt to uncover the ‘colas puntiagudas’ (45) under the angel’s robes. By warning Ada of the possible repercussions of having eaten the forbidden fruit, the angels are in fact exposing their own fears of their lesbian feelings being found out: ‘No debiste comerla. Sólo estábamos jugando’ (44). In this passage it could be also suggested that Clavel is parodically reworking the generalised (mis)interpretation of Genesis in which it is believed that male fallen angels had sexual relations with human females, by offering a version imbued with a Sapphic twist. Other snapshots which include such myth-bending is seen in the manner in which Ada inhabits various worlds in which she becomes a hypersexualised nymph or Greek Goddess and even a princess, who has sexual encounters with diverse men from a European blue-blooded prince, and young squire to a fallen-angel-come-faun. 
Conclusion 

By reworking and queering multiple narratives, Clavel seeks to demonstrate in Las ninfas a veces sonríen how the freedom of Ada’s imagination to (re)create imaginary worlds has rejuvenating possibilities as it allows her to transgress social norms by giving full vent to sexual desires without negative consequences. Clavel notes that Ada can:
considerarse como una suerte de deidad y asumir la experiencia vivida como un paraíso por su simple y absoluta voluntad, de ahí nace ese reino, donde ella se siente princesa y jugué con diferentes elementos mitológicos, y fabulé  en una suerte de terreno intertextual, una suerte de referencias que le darán mayor relevancia a las experiencias del personaje para circunscribirlas en un discurso más vasto como la mitología grecorromana. (Mercado, 2013: n.p.)
Intertextual queer transgressions similarly serve to underscore Las ninfas’ ambiguous oscillation between celebratory sexual queer ‘no-deseos’, sexual monstrosity, the anject and the uncanny, all of which are linked to Ada’s observation that (sexual) beauty is invariably linked to (sexual) horror: ‘empezaba a descubrirlo: que el espanto y la belleza podían ser las caras intercambiables del Paraíso’ (85) and ‘el horror era tan deleitable como la belleza’ (61). Whilst readers may find Ada’s narration deeply disturbing because of her normalisation of certain forms of sexuality such as paedophilia and sexual violence, there is nevertheless an overwhelming positivity in the text’s approach to sexuality via its queer transgressions. Indeed, for Clavel, Ada’s unadulterated desire overrides any of the more sinister experiences she (or indeed the other characters) may have been witness to: 
Como ella siempre ha sido una diosa, nadie la ha violentado. El personaje de Las ninfas a veces sonríen es gozoso porque asimila su devenir no como una víctima […] En ese sentido no es que Ada no tenga momentos dolorosos, pero lo cierto es que el crecimiento mismo de una persona implica heridas y un aprendizaje ligado al dolor, ella decide no supeditarse a la realidad y va creando otra realidad alternativa donde se sitúa gracias a su mirada y su voluntad como un ser más gozoso y pleno. (Mercado, 2013: n.p.)
Ultimately, and to conclude, when taking Clavel’s overall oeuvre into consideration, it can be argued that Las ninfas solidifies Clavel’s position as a quintessential queer writer, whereby the term queer is used in the broadest sense of the word, in terms of her exploration of transgressive ‘outlaw’ sexualities and the bizarre in the form of the fantastical, the monstrous, the uncanny, the reworking of vampire, Greek or biblical legends and multimedia endeavours. Whilst self-referential allusions to Clavel’s previous works in Las ninfas highlights Clavel’s continued interest in the taboo subject of, for example, interfamilial sexuality or transgender desire and a general thrust to produce a Barthesian ‘jouissance’, Las ninfas’s exploration, both in its literary and multimedia dimension, of complicit underage and paedophilic sexuality as represented by Ada, pushes the notion of the queer to a further level of transgression. Indeed, in a recent exchange, Clavel explained to me how Las ninfas represents both a continuation and deviation from her previous work:
Me parece una derivación natural de mi trabajo. Las ninfas posee un grado de depuración en el lenguaje como si se tratara de una fuente de imágenes y ritmo verbal, y aquí entonces encuentro una coherencia con la temática del libro: las ninfas, esos seres capaces de manar, de ser fuentes o fuerzas de la naturaleza. […] Yo no me propuse la transgresión en sí en este libro de Las ninfas. Pero la gente que lo lee encuentra todos esos asuntos de los límites y un ir más allá en los terrenos de una norma sexual y de buenas costumbres. Yo sólo fui coherente con un personaje que se situaba a sí misma como una diosa por voluntad propia en un mundo devastado por sinrazones y prejuicios. En su aprendizaje y exploración Ada, el personaje principal, se erige como la única autoridad para decidir sobre su cuerpo, ese territorio que ella establece como el más real y cercano Paraíso al que tenemos derecho. Si lo que Ada descubre o se permite en esa exploración le parece transgresor a la gente, tal vez sea porque de entrada es un ser excepcional: creerse una deidad en nuestros días, sólo los locos o los verdaderos dioses. Pero además yo creo que Ada tiene una magia que nos permite reconsiderar esa dimensión divina que todos compartimos como seres humanos, aunque a menudo se nos olvida. Me parece que Las ninfas es más transgresora que mis otras obras, aunque de un modo más sutil. Proclamar que el cuerpo y su goce es nuestro paraíso más próximo en un país como México con su vorágine de violencia y corrupción, o en un mundo hiperconsumista que nos convierte en artículos prescindibles y desechables, no es cualquier cosa. Además, desarrollar la posibilidad de la felicidad propia sin caer en cursilerías ni nociones de autoayuda ni literatura light, implica un reto de coherencia y verosimilitud complejo que sólo las leyes estéticas de la obra logran mantener. (Clavel, 2015b). 
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Notes





� The term multimedia writer is one which I have personally coined in my monograph to describe Clavel and her works. In an article on Clavel published in El Universal, Clavel embraces this notion: ‘A Ana Clavel le gustó que la investigadora inglesa Jane Elizabeth Lavery la llamara “multimedia writer” porque en esos terrenos se ha movido en los últimos años’. See Yanet Aguilar Sosa (2013: n.p.).


� Despite a growing interest in Clavel’s fiction and multimedia endeavours, there are only a few academic articles, book chapters and PhD dissertations on Clavel’s works. Significant contributions to our understanding on Clavel’s work include, for example, Irma López’s (2011) and Luzma Becerra’s work (2002) on the author. The most significant study conducted on Clavel’s overall literary and multimedia book is my monograph The Art of Ana Clavel: Ghosts, Urinals, Dolls, Shadows and Outlaw Desires (2015). Here I examine thematic and generic (multimedia) transgressions of Clavel’s entire oeuvre within a queer framework.  I only briefly mention Las ninfas and its multimedia dimension in the conclusion. 


� Child agency in paedophlic sexuality is similarly explored in Clavel’s latest novella El amor es hambre (2015) which is a ‘perverse’ reworking of the Little Red Riding Hood fairytale. 


� Gayle Rubin (1984) provides a diagram depicting the sexual value system in the form of a large circle containing a smaller circle within it. The inner circle represents sanctioned sexual conduct: ‘Sexuality that is to be viewed as ‘good’, ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ should ideally be heterosexual, marital, monogamous, reproductive, non-commercial…coupled, relational, within the same generation’ (280). The outer limits of this circle reads: ‘bad. Abnormal, unnatural, and damned sexuality: homosexual, unmarried, promiscuous, non-procreative, commercial, alone or in groups, casual, cross-generational, in public, pornography, with manufactured objects, sadomasochistic’ (281). 


�  For reasons of space I will not examine here the multimedia dimension of Las ninfas. My earlier work, The Art of Ana Clavel, briefly examines the multimedia element of this novella.


�  This term is one which Clavel often uses to refer to ‘outlaw’ desires in relation to her oeuvre.


� The fantastical is a common device used by many Latin American writers. What is unique about Clavel’s particular mode of the fantastical is her exploration of diverse forms of ‘outlaw’ desires by reworking myths or biblical legends for instance.


� According to Evelyn P. Stevens, not only are prescriptions of the chaste mariana imposed by male-dominated society on women but women too uphold this arrangement and thus are ‘not ready to relinquish their female chauvinism’ (1973: 100). Mexico’s conventional gender (sexual) roles promote cultural expectations of appropriate male and female behaviour whereby men are must enact the ‘macho’ role and women that of the ‘mariana’. See Marcela Raffaelli and Lenna L. Ontai (2004).


� See Deborah Castillo 1998. 


� Throughout Las ninfas Clavel often chooses religious names for her characters including Gabriel Arcángel or the Ángeles. Clavel of course does so for humorous intention. Whilst a number of these characters may be named after figures embodying religious purity, their behaviour counters sexually chaste behaviour as expounded by the Bible and generally by the Church given that they indulge in diverse ‘improper’ forms of sexuality. It is thus that Clavel is proposing that the dogmas of the Church are outdated for everyday human realities and needs. 


� This notion intertextually links to Clavel’s novel Los deseos y su sombra. Here the female character Soledad is similarly subjected to sexual abuse by a man as a child.  Although fetishisation of Soledad’s/ the female body is linked to the notion of female disempowerment, Clavel also suggests that it empowers the female subject in that the process of ‘othering’ brings about a re-evaluation of Soledad’s sense of self, allowing her to experience desire for herself. The same might be said of the child Ada.


� In such genres, vamprirism combines the sexual with violence seen in the way the male or female vampire is sexually attracted to his or her (sometimes same-sexed) victims but must also kill the victim in order to quench his or her thirst with human blood. For an interesting analysis of the vampire genre and sexuality see, for example, see L. G. Heldreth and M. Pharr, eds. (1999). 


� The praying mantis is a common insect in parts of Mexico. The female is known to devour the male after mating. 


� One of Ada’s femme fatale characteristics is her (sexual) narcissism (37; 59) as well as the manner in which she positions herself as an ambitious girl/woman in the context of her sexual conquests (15). This is particularly evinced in the manner in which Ada unscrupulously steals her friend Rosa’s prom partner (52-53). Female sexuality is presented here in negative terms given that Ada’s sexual drive appears to be more important to her than any sense of friendship or loyalty. By presenting Ada as taking pleasure in embodying the femme fatale, so too is Clavel critiquing this stereotype which in essence is constructed and recycled by dominant patriarchal ideology. It also serves to critique the manner in which women often collude with the patriarchal system by internalising such stereotypes, as Ada does. In this respect, to draw from Hélène Cixous, ‘Men have committed the greatest crime against women. Insidiously, violently, they have led them to hate women, to be their own enemies, to mobilize their immense strength against themselves, to be the executants of their virile needs’ ([1975] 2009: 418).


� This particular ambiguity in relation to childbearing and motherhood is also seen in Clavel’s novella Las Violetas son flores del deseo and in relation to this text’s recurring trope of the vaginal ‘herida’.
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