Gatópolis, DF

by Aura Estrada

In a place in the Colonia Portales, in a house hidden behind leafy trees and tableaux fashioned from antiques and other household items (juicers, pots, skillets), a postmodern hidalgo lives in febrile relation to his eleven old nags: cats fat and thin, yellow and black, indifferent or needy, hostile or obedient, who wander around his compact patio and jump into flowerpots that barely sustain the starving trees they contain. 

From his boyhood, Carlos Monsiváis demonstrated a precocious wisdom when it came to naming. He christened his first feline disciple Pio Nonualco, in honor of the generous and liberal Pope Pius IX. At fifteen he acquired another cat, whom he named Fray Bartolomé de las Bardas. “Names,” notes Monsiváis, his head down, typewritten pages in hand, and framed in the light of a window behind him, “just come to me intuitively.” Unlike William S. Burroughs (another instinctual student of the feline species), who dedicated much time and several books to his pensées about them, Monsivaís says he only spends a little time “worrying about their indifference” or entering into their “value system, where food comes before friendship.” 

He defines his relationship with his cats as one of the “intimate distance between a host and his mercurial guests, among whom figure “M’Alice,” “Clever Myth,” the youthful “Plush-Toy Fetish,” “Eve-Asive,” “Miss Anthropy,” “Miss Ogyny,” “Desmecatada,” “Disregarded,” “Meow-Tse-Tung,” “Suleima Moraima Gelo,” and—among the old veterans—“Ansia de Militancia.” The guests’ allegorical names do not constitute, however, any connection to reality, since “if you compare cats to a cohort in society, you’re betraying the species’s identity” (the feline species, that is). He does admit being tempted to compare cats to politicians, though, for whom “opportunism is a shared characteristic” (one shared by cats and politicos equally). 

Curiously, Monsiváis’s feline guests, though hosted by the noted Mexico City chronicler, are entirely ignorant of their urbs, yet they “improvise and transform it, at times converting the house into a monstrosity with its own head-of-state, and at others into a complete, anarchic world.”

The cats are fond of clumping in arrays of three, five or ten at the entrance to Monsiváis’s study, blocking ingress thereto; they curl up atop his papers with no respect for his work, the very thing that affords them the comfortable life they lead. Like much of Mexico City’s populace, the cats, too, are prone to protest marches and traffic jams, but unlike their human counterparts, the feline manifestations end abruptly at feeding time, since “the ugly truth is that basic necessities prevail among the vulgar-minded.”

Like the hidalgo named Quijada, or Quisada, whom the parish priest and neighbors found eccentric, Monsiváis takes exception to poor interpretations of his cat-cultivation: “I can’t explain why I like cats; I find it neither eccentric nor quaint. It’s more eccentric to have bodyguards, get rich, and end up running around with an entourage all day.” 

While the grand bard of cats, of the city scene, and of Mexican politics (which he views darkly, based on the future uncertainty of the electoral process) silently composes his next pronouncement, the cats pose atop a bookcase, or on the edge of the Master’s leather seat-back, and gather silently to bear witness to his elliptical political prophecy, which had to come sooner or later: “A cat is a cat, but the elections were a disgrace.”  So while the host keeps tilting at windmills, the guests amble contentedly about the plazas and alleys of their city, provided of course, that as faithful squires, their bowls are consistently full.
Translator: Michael Parker-Stainback

