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When Eduardo Galeano was a young boy in school, he hated to study-- especially history because he 
found it “terribly boring.” Today, he is one of Latin America’s most prized and prominent historians. 
 
The day Galeano’s destiny changed and he discovered he could be a storyteller happened several years 
after school, at the age of about 15, in a café in Montevideo. At the café, an old man was telling his 
version of what happened in a battlefield at the beginning of the 20th century. The man, a soldier walking 
amongst a sea of corpses found “an angel with arms open like a cross, unbelievably beautiful and young” 
covered in blood. This angel wore a white ribbon in front, as all soldiers in the Uruguayan Civil War did 
(red or white according to what side they were on), but on his ribbon, bore a badly written inscription that 
read “for my fatherland and for her.” In the word, “her,” a bullet had entered.  
 
Of all the many stories he heard in history class about what happened at the beginning of the 20th century 
in Uruguay, it wasn’t until that moment, Galeano said to an audience at the Los Angeles Public Library 
and read from his newest book, Mirrors, that a story had “really reached me to something I could feel. 
Like this is mine; I am that man.” And so, since that day-- lucky for us all-- Galeano has written stories 
that make us truly feel. This is mine. We are those people.  
 
Like his other works, including Memory of Fire Trilogy, Book of Embraces and the most famous, Open 
Veins of Latin America: Five Centuries of the Pillage of a Continent, which became an overnight 
bestseller, decades after it was published, when Hugo Chavez gifted a copy to Barack Obama earlier this 
year, Galeano’s newest book, Mirrors, is part-dangerous, part-sad, part-angry-- but all hopeful.  
 
The book, a collection of eloquently written short stories, none of which are more than a page long, 
chronicles men, women, gods, goddesses, and origins of anything from sugar, fire and hell to racism, 
religion and the postal service. Although national magazines like Harpers have largely dismissed the book 
as a left-wing diatribe, an unwary reader stumbling across the book with no prior knowledge of Galeano 
and his work, would find that the timeless stories, whose names and nations, if substituted, could be told 
universally time and time again.  
 
His penchant for telling “dangerous” stories of marginalized people whose narratives often lay untold in 
darkness, is well-illustrated in one of the book’s vignettes, “The Hero.” Here Galeano begs the reader to 
question, “How would the Trojan War have been told by an unknown soldier?… A farm-fighter, hymned 
by no one, sculpted by no one? A nobody, an everybody, obliged to kill and without the slighted interest 
in being killed to win Helen’s eyes?…And if that soldier survived, what would he recall? Who knows. 
Maybe the smell. The smell of pain and only that.”  
 
Without explicitly expressing, Galeano forces the reader to also take a step further in figuring out how 
myths, legends and seemingly bland facts and simple truths resonate, trickle down and blur into our daily 
lives. Consistently throughout, he invites the reader to question arbitrariness and oppression within the 
origins of beliefs, rituals and institutions that have developed over the centuries. 
 



 
Writing for a movement 
Journalists, writers and novelists can learn a lesson or two from this humble humanist, who, as quoted by 
writer Jonah Raskin, “believes in old-fashioned things like human rights, human dignity and the majesty 
of human imagination.” If media-makers and storytellers wrote news, history and cultural critique in this 
simple yet moving, lyrical and magical way that connects the past to our real lives, the world would look 
much much different that it does now. In agreement with Galeano’s last words at his LA Public Library 
reading/discussion a few months ago: “To be boring is forbidden.” 


