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ABSTRACT
Cristina Ferndndez Cubas has published four collections of short

stories, Mi hermana Elba (1980), Los altillos de Brumal (1983), El a&ngulo del

horror (1990), Con Agatha en Estambul (1994); and two novels, El afio de

Gracia (1985) and El columpio (1995). I analyze these six works to explore
the ongoing re-construction of identity in post-totalitarian Spain. In
Fernandez Cubas's representation of the mediation of subjectivity she always
subverts the limits of identity by problematizing the issue of difference--how
the subject defines and distinguishes itself from others. She examines the
way otherness is implicitly identified within the very subject that professes to
exclude it; thus her works interrogate, reverse and finally erode the borders
that define the self. Each of the five chapters of this study focuses on a
separate theoretical issue--power relations, gender roles, discursive
constructions of identity, spatial positioning, and visual constructions of
desire--as it is played out in a collection of short stories or the author's two
novels. These theoretical considerations illuminate the way subject/object
relations are mediated and reversed in the author’s fiction in order to reveal
identity as a construct that can be altered. By opening subjectivity to angles
of otherness, Fernandez Cubas's texts show how difference and multiplicity

can expand and enrich the subject’s vision of itself.
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Introduction

The concept of subjectivity has figured as the central thread of diverse
theoretical tasks, winding its way through historical, political, social, cultural,
psychoanalytical, and numerous other treatises, including literary works.
Particularly in fields influenced by philosophical notions, the subject is
generally posited as the center of perception and power, in contrast to the
object, which is what the subject perceives and considers to be “other” than
itself. While traditional Western philosophical ideas consider the subject as
“the complex but nonetheless unified locus of the constitution of the
phenomenal world” (Smith xxvii), more recent, poststructural approaches
tend to undermine the validity of privileging the subject over the object. The
fiction of Cristina Fernandez Cubas enters into this debate by interrogating
the very markers of “difference” that distinguish the subject from the object.
Whereas phenomenal perception has traditionally informed the
consideration of philosophical subjectivity, Ferndndez Cubas alters the angles
of perception in her tales to depict a worldview counter to that of a posited
center. In doing so she unmasks the effort to define an enclosed identity as a
construction that can be ultimately deconstructed. Her texts thus offer

“angles of otherness,” shifts in perception that destabilize absolute terms of



difference and power between the subject and object, in order to engage
subjectivity as a dynamic process open to the influence of the other.

Within the context of Spanish culture, the concern for the formation of
a unified and unique Spanish subject is difficult to trace, for any origin is
arbitrary and one could always find a prior manifestation of some aspect of
the phenomenon. Nonetheless, the establishment of the Spanish Crown at
the end of the fifteenth century is significant, for it consecrated the quest to
construct a coherent sense of Spanishness by emphasizing Spain’s difference
from other cultural and national identities. The imperial project of the newly
formed Spain provided a convenient guise for pulling together diverse,
centrifugal political forces within the country under the identity of the
Spanish subject, defined in opposition to its colonized others.

The viability of this identity came to a crisis point with the “Disaster”
of the Spanish-American War and the push toward modernization at the end
of the nineteenth century. The erosion of Spain’s power over its others
dislodged a foundational precept of what it meant to be Spanish:

Spain’s precarious unity between its different regions had been
constructed around a common endeavor to extend its dominion
and its religion to the empire and to extract the wealth contained
therein. With the loss of the last colonies, the already fragile

ideological ties binding the regions to the centre from which that



empire had been run were put under even greater strain. (Balfour
29)
The cultural and racial debates that dominated this time of the so-called
Generation of “98 harked back to traditional concepts of “lo espafiol” in an
effort to patch the cracks in Spanish subjectivity:
One such view laid stress on a universalist mission of Spain to
bring spirituality to an increasingly materialistic world. According
to this vision, the source of Spain’s new resurgence lay in the
Hispanic traditions it had created in its former empire [. . .]. Other
traditional images of national identity focused on the exceptional
valour of Spanish men, their highly developed sense of honour,
and their ‘manliness,” while Spanish women were portrayed as
uniquely beautiful and devout. (Balfour 30)
Thus the myth of Spanishness was founded in part on the construct of unity
fabricated out of supposed difference from colonized forces outside of Spain,
as well as on notions of masculinity /femininity within lo espariol, construed
as superior to sexual roles in other parts of the world. As this brief summary
indicates, the concept of difference serves as the fundamental mark of
identity. Yet, applied across constantly shifting fields of identity such as

nation, culture, or gender, “difference” can also be seen as mutable, as



harboring contradictory resonances that obscure notions of fixed subjectivity
even into present-day Spain.

Spain is Different. The Spanish Ministry of Tourism of the 1960s
proliferated this slogan to cast Spain in an appealing light and to attract
international tourism and favor to Franco’s fascist regime. Yet this claim has
often been viewed negatively, as John Hooper notes: “It seemed just a step
away from saying that ‘Spaniards are different,” which was one of the ways
that Franco had justified his dictatorship--on the assertion that, unlike other
Europeans, they could not be trusted to handle their own destiny” (445).
Alternatively, General Franco’s insistence that Spain was different--i.e.,
better--than the rest of the world also served as a post facto justification and
adulation of the country’s political and economic isolation from and rejection
by the rest of the West. Under Franco, the cultural construction of Spain
reinscribed the traditional, univocal representation of the country, as was
constantly intoned in his mantra of “una patria, una lengua, una religién.”
While the dictator occasionally changed the individual elements of the phrase
to suit his rhetoric of the moment, the essential oneness of its discursive trinity
remained constant in his message. Franco’s slant on the situation posited Spain
as the center that was superior to the other, the (marginal) rest of the world.

The nearly two and a half decades that have passed since Franco's death

in November 1975, however, have been marked on many levels by a shift away



from emphasis on the center to a valorization of previously marginalized
groups.! In this light, the post-totalitarian period in Spain may be characterized
by the embracing of difference. The changing politics of the country were the
most visible marker of a rejection of a unified, centralized power in recognition
of the role of multiple centers of power.2 After Franco’s death the 1978 Spanish
Constitution established the parliamentary monarchy as a union of seventeen
autonomous communities and acknowledged four official languages of Spain:
castellano, cataldn, gallego and euskera. Since 1978 the various regions have
negotiated the intricacies of regional versus state authority that were sometimes
only vaguely delineated in the constitution. Beneath this apparent embracing of
difference and centrifugal dispersal of power, however, a centripetal tendency
has come to the fore within each culture to define itself on the basis of its
difference from the others and, consequently, to distance or denigrate other
regional groups within the nation. Indeed, Jo Labanyi has observed that "the
current use of culture to manufacture forms of regional identity comes close to
replicating its manipulation by early Francoism to fabricate an 'essentially
different' Spanishness" (403). This valorization and legalization of regional
languages and cultural heritages was accompanied by a drastically altered
political scene dominated for more than a decade by Felipe Gonzalez and the

Partido Socialista Obrero Espanol (PSOE).



Spain’s entry into the European Economic Community in 1986
underscored its role in the European and International political realm—another
opening of its borders to the difference of political forces. Paradoxically, though,
this move also represented a union with other European powers into a
centralized force. On the domestic front, the 1996 elections in Spain brought the
victory of José Maria Aznar’s conservative Partido Popular (PP). While some
Spaniards lament that the recent handover of power signals a return to more
reactionary politics, others are relieved at the smooth transition from one ruling
party to another which, together with the King’s squelching of the attempted
military coup in 1981, may be seen as evidence that democracy is solidly in place
in Spain. As the country has moved from dictatorship to democracy, the
oppositional forms of government have underscored their distinction from one
another. Yeta consideration of the contradictory messages projected by political
action on the regional, national, and multi-national levels suggests that the
dictatorial and democratic Spains share at least one similarity: they discursively
define their identities by emphasizing their essential difference from other groups.
Indeed, the cynical and nostalgic leftist mantra of the desencanto years, "Things
were better against Franco," underscores this tendency (Labanyi 397; italics mine).

In the social environment that has become increasingly liberal in Spain
over most of the last three decades, the status of women has also changed. The

five years before Franco’s death saw a marked increase of women working



outside the home and in 1980 they constituted 27% of the work force. By 1990
that figure had increased to 35% (Montero 382). The year of Franco’s death also
witnessed the abolition of the permiso marital, which had prohibited women from
undertaking any activity outside the home without their husbands' consent: “a
married woman in Spain could not open a bank account, buy a car, apply for a
passport, or even work without her husband’s permission. And if she did work
with her husband’s approval, he had the right to claim her salary” (Montero
381). As of 1978, adultery and concubinage were no longer crimes (previously,
adultery committed by women was a crime punishable by prison whereas
concubinage—committed by men—met with much less severity), and the sale of
contraceptives was legalized. By 1981, notwithstanding ecclesiastical opposition,
divorce was officially permissible in Spain. After much dissension abortion
under limited circumstances was legalized in 1985, which has somewhat
ameliorated the high numbers of abortions performed illegally or abroad on
Spaniards (Hooper 160).3

Moreover, women have increased their numbers in education, making up
54% of graduates at all levels in 1990 (Montero 385). The advancement of
women'’s status in society has been fomented by social organizations such as the
Instituto de la Mujer, established by the Socialists in 1983. Equality can hardly be
said to reign on all levels, however, as John Hooper observes: “Almost certainly

the most important reason why there has been so little conflict over the changing



role of Spanish women is that it has so far made relatively little difference to the
traditional habits of Spanish men” (174). Eight out of ten men make no
contribution to housework at all, the lowest figure of any country in the EC
(Montero 382). As with politics, then, the "difference" of women's roles over time
is a relative condition, evaluated in terms of the roles of men.

While women’s emergence in the extra-domestic sphere reflected and
effected many changes in the Spanish socio-cultural scene since the end of the
dictatorship, the marked opening in the industry of media communication
revolutionized the way Spaniards see themselves and the rest of the world. The
domain of the state-run Televisién Espaiola (TVE) was curtailed when a 1983
law passed by the PSOE authorized the introduction of regional television
channels, reiterating the shift away from centralism. Then in 1989 Antena 3,
Spain’s first private television channel, went on the air. It has since been
followed by Tele 5 and Canal Plus, a private subscription channel. This relative
openness to air time, echoed in the print media by national, regional and private
newspapers and journals, has been a key step in the country’s democratization.

The economic success and the opening up of the media in the 1980s
coincided with tremendous investment in and proliferation of the arts. Music:
Festivals, new art galleries such as the Reina Sofia, the Thyssen and the Instituto
Valenciano de Arte Moderno, and the Compania Nacional de Teatro Clasico, a

repertory theater company dedicated to the classics, all promoted public interest
pertory pany P P



in the arts. To undergird the floundering Spanish film industry, the PSOE
appointed Pilar Miré, a film director herself, as the Director-General of Film in
1982. Although the late Miré was a polemical figure, the Ley Mir¢ of 1983-84 did
much to subvent the production of quality Spanish films. Nonetheless, the
Spanish movie industry has struggled in contention with formidable foreign
competition, particularly Hollywood. The democratic government instituted
various quotas to advance Spanish cinema production with only limited success,
which was aggravated even more when Spain’s entry into the EC meant that
European films counted toward the Spanish quota.

Spain’s best-known director, Pedro Almodévar, introduced the movie
world to the movida madrileria, the quintessential expression of the cultural and
economic prosperity and growing political cynicism of the 1980s. The movida
embodied society's successful boom as well as its desencanto, its disillusionment
that democracy was hardly utopia:

La Movida fue la expresién social de este individualismo al mismo
tiempo hedonista y pesimista. [...] sus expresiones artisticas e
intelectuales se dejan agrupar bajo dos categorias claramente
diferenciadas: por un lado el heroismo mediatico de espectaculos
culturales, universidades de verano, premios nacionales o talk

shows, en fin, la fiesta; por otro, las expresiones del desencanto,
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incluso del pesimismo mas apocaliptico, y por tanto de una cierta
protesta. (Subirats 212)
A synthesis of the traditional and the new, the banal and the sophisticated,
Almodévar’s films projected the anachronous irony that a country barely
immersed in modernity should be swept up in the dizzying cynicism of
postmodernism. As Jo Labanyi has observed,
This sense of accelerated motion going in all directions at once is
captured by the term la movida applied to the Madrid cultural
scene from 1975 to the mid-1980s, and in particular by the hysteria
of Almodévar's films, presented as a response to the attempt to
live simultaneously in the old-fashioned world of sentimental
kitsch and the modern world of information technology. (399)
With the rejected reality of the past still penetrating the hyperreality of the
present, Spain embodied an uneven postmodernity full of contradictions.

Of course, “postmodernity” and “postmodern” are highly debated
terms that have been defined, questioned and undermined by many
theoreticians; entire tomes could be--and have been--written on the subject.
As it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to recount here all the arguments
in the debate, I shall highlight only the central ideas that directly inform my

own analyses in this project.# Alejandro Herrero-Olaizola draws on Linda
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Hutcheon's A Poetics of Postmodernism in an effort to distill what might be

called common characteristics in Spanish "postmodernist" fiction:
una heterogeneidad discursiva que apunta hacia el
cuestionamiento de los limites del propio texto/del género, y que
problematiza la existencia de una figura autoritaria que lleve a
cabo una narracién omnisciente; una clara exposicion de la
marginalidad que desafia los limites del texto, asi como un cambio
de la dominante que se traduce en una consecuente integracién de
la “Cultura” en “cultura.” (124)

The issue of difference forms the thread that connects these diverse

postmodern elements: instead of advancing univocalism, postmodern texts

foreground discursive heterogeneity, question the limits of text and genre,

and problematize the validity of authority/subjugation and

centrality /marginality, all of which demotes any centralized "Culture" to the

level of multiple "cultures."

This crisis of Culture/culture precisely characterizes concerns for
identity in contemporary Spain. Jo Labanyi associates Spain's experience of
postmodernity with the country's anxiety to assert its difference from the rest
of the West:

If, as has been said, postmodernism is an expression of political

impotence resulting from loss of belief in the master narratives of
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liberalism and marxism, and from the media's monopoly control
of the images of reality available to us, then Spain is suffering from
a bad attack: [. . .] Spain is no longer different. (397)

Labanyi further connects democratic Spain's focus on internal cultural

heterogeneity with its lost sense of difference on the international front:
Postmodernist theory deconstructs the concept of unity—and by
extension that of identity, in its sense of 'sameness'—exposing it as a
political manoevre designed to suppress recognition of difference
within. It is because Spain has now recognized its cultural
plurality that it is no longer possible to make clear-cut distinctions
between what is and what is not Spanish: both because
incompatible cultural forms may be equally Spanish, and because
cultural forms found in Spain are found elsewhere. (397)

This is not to say that 'Spanishness' does not exist. As Labanyi points out,

postmodernism "means recognition of the fact that 'Spanishness' is a shifting

concept, encompassing plurality and contradiction" (397). In this light, the

re-construction of identity in postmodern Spain is an open-ended task,

always subject to alteration and contradiction by another 'difference.’

Hence postmodernism blurs the demarcation lines that trace out the
perceived difference and identity of any single force, voice, or point of view.

In Hutcheon's words, "the contradictions that characterize postmodernism
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reject any neat binary opposition that might conceal a secret hierarchy of
values. The elements of these contradictions are usually multiple; the focus is
on differences, not single otherness [. . .]" (Poetics 42-43). In light of the
contradictions produced by constant subversion, many have criticized
postmodernism for what might be viewed as its inherent deconstruction of
everything, including itself. If everything can be displaced from its former
centrality, the argument generally goes, then the only thing that remains is
nihilism. Yet postmodernism rejects the absolutism manifest even in the total
denial of any valid center. It does not invalidate the effort to establish
priorities of order. As Hutcheon points out, its effect is quite the opposite:
What [postmodernism] does say is that there are all kinds of
orders and systems in our world—and that we create them all. That
is their justification and their limitation. They do not exist 'out
there!, fixed, given, universal, eternal; they are human constructs in
history. This does not make them any the less necessary or
desirable. It does, however, condition their 'truth' value. (Poetics
43)
By highlighting the constructed nature of discourse, postmodernism
proposes that a multiplicity of perspectives is key to obtaining a broader

vision of the world.
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As the quintessential creation of language, literature uniquely projects
the possibilities and limitations of discourse. Within the context of
contemporary Spain, the experimental novels of writers such as Juan
Goytisolo, Luis Goytisolo, and Juan Benet reveled in the way discourse
constructs and is constructed almost to the exclusion of telling a story. Their
language play posed a radical questioning that reflected the environment of
increasing apertura in Spain and the influence of postmodernism and
structuralism in the 1960s and 1970s. Out of this impulse emerges what
Gonzalo Sobejano has termed "la novela poematica: la que aspira a ser por
entero y por excelencia texto creativo auténomo" (1). In relation to the
poematic novel Sobejano registers various manifestations of discursively
conscious texts:

La mas préxima al poema, hasta confundirse con €], seria la
metaficcion [. . .]. Aparecieron luego la novela histérica |[. . .]; la
novela ludica (que cultiva el entretenimiento parodiando o
remozando pautas, policiacas, de espionaje, de ciencia-ficcion,
tenebrosas, eréticas; la novela de memorias [...J; y—enfiny alo
ultimo—la novela testimonial, que ocuparia el lugar mas remoto:.
1)

For Sobejano, Camilo José Cela's Mazurca para dos muertos (1983) embodies

the poematic, Luis Goytisolo's collection Antagonia (1973-81) heralds the
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metafictional, Lourdes Ortiz's Urraca (1982) re-writes history, the
detectivesque fiction of Vazquez Montalban or Eduardo Mendoza

foregrounds the ludic, Carmen Martin Gaite's El cuarto de atras (1977)

exemplifies the novel of memory, and Visién del ahogado (1977) represents

the testimonial novel.

I would add that many of these works, as products of postmodernism,
overflow the constructed borders of such categories to occupy more than one
or to question the discursive nature of each. Indeed, the tendency of
contemporary Spanish novels to problematize notions of history, myth,
memory, metafiction, high and popular culture, and genres such as the novela
negra, constitutes a literary demonstration of the constructive nature of
discourse. Such works frequently turn back on themselves to destabilize the
very tenets that define them, as seen in Claudia Schaefer-Rodriguez's
observations about the new Spanish novela negra: "the novela negra calls into
question the idea of 'crime' itself as well as the possibility of a solution" (137).
While the novel has been a devouring genre since its inception, the
postmodern novel proves to be deliberately self-conscious in its voracious
questioning of totalizing possibilities of all discourse in general, and its own
discourse in particular.

Applying the degree of this overt consciousness of discourse as a

litmus test, Robert Spires hones Sobejano's paradigm by plotting post-
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Francoist fiction along a spectrum of "writerly" versus "readerly" texts. For
Spires, the year of Franco's death constitutes an apex of the two extremes in

Spanish narrative. Positing Juan Goytisolo's Juan sin Tierra (1975) as one

pole that focuses solely on the discursive construction of narrative, and

Eduardo Mendoza's La verdad sobre el caso Savolta (1975) as the opposite
endpoint that emphasizes the story told, Spires views works of contemporary
fiction as relative combinations of writing-centered and reading-centered
approaches: "To a large degree Spanish fiction from 1975 to the present can
be seen as an effort to reconcile the conflict between process and product,

between discourse and story" (Post-Totalitarian 200). Their structural

opposition notwithstanding, the novels of this period all display a
questioning of absolutes and a consciousness of how stories come to be told;
in doing so, they promote agency within the limits imposed by discourse.5
For Spires, this is the "common legacy" of the distinct works of post-
totalitarian fiction (87).6

Cristina Fernandez Cubas, born in Arenys de Mar, Barcelona, in 1945, has
been acclaimed in Spain and the rest of Europe as one of the key writers who
expresses the national exploration of post-totalitarian identity.” While the
concept of "generations" is a questionable construct at best, Fernandez Cubas is
generally grouped by critics in the generation of '68: authors born in the late

1930s-1940s, who were inevitably influenced by the 1968 upheavals in France
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and around Europe and who came into their own "coincidiendo con la agonia
del franquismo, el apogeo de la narrativa experimental y la influencia del
estructuralismo, a la vez que, a finales del periodo sefialado, también empezaba
a vislumbrarse una vuelta a la recuperacién de los elementos clésicos del relato"
(Basanta 64-65). Other members of her group who share in the glory of the nueva
narrativa espariola include Manuel Vazquez Montalban, Alvaro Pombo, Lourdes
Ortiz, Eduardo Mendoza, José Maria Guelbenzu, Juan José Millas, Ana Maria
Moix and Soledad Puértolas.

Although most of these writers began publishing around the early 1970s,
Fernandez Cubas abandoned journalism to explore Spanish narrative relatively
late. She emerged in the Hispanic literary world in 1980 with her first collection

of short stories, Mi hermana Elba, which critics and writers alike have hailed as

the initiator of a renaissance in the short fiction genre in Spain.? A few years

later she published another collection entitled Los altillos de Brumal (1983). Her

first novel, El afio de Gracia (1985), ensued shortly thereafter. She followed this

work with two more collections of short stories, El dngulo del horror (1990) and

Con Agatha en Estambul (1994), which have truly established her as a master of

the genre. Finally, Fernandez Cubas released her second novel, El columpio, in

1995.
Set against the backdrop of social, cultural, and political alterations that I

have sketched here, Fernandez Cubas's works are marked by prominent themes
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that coalesce to advance her underlying design: to change the way readers see
the world and, ultimately, to change the way they desire to be. Toward this end,
she investigates discursive constructs of the self imposed by society and explores
ways in which the subject can exercise agency. Moreover, she examines the
struggle for power between individuals in their efforts to define themselves, as
they play out their attractions and repulsions to difference in each other. It may
seem surprising at first, then, that this female writer from Barcelona refuses to
engage specifically issues of Catalan nationalism or of feminism. Isuspect that
this may be because, rather than accentuate and reify distinctions of cultural and
sexual identity, Fernandez Cubas prefers to interrogate the parameters by which
such identities are constituted.” Toward this end, she undermines patriarchal
privileging of centrality, of logic, and of cause and effect relations in order to
reveal that a richer experience is often gained by losing oneself in the unexpected
and the inexplicable.

In numerous articles, conference papers, and several dissertation or book
chapters, other scholars have acclaimed the innovation and dynamism of
Ferndndez Cubas's work. Spires examines how the author dismantles authority

when she explores "the illogic of logic" in El &ngulo del horror

("Postmodernism/Paralogism" 234). Moreover, he features El ano de Gracia as a

key representation of the postmodern episteme in his Post-Totalitarian Spanish

Fiction. In her dissertation, Julie Gleue stresses the impact that the postmodern
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"bizarre worlds" of El angulo del horror have on the self and its perception of

reality. John B. Margenot, III, examines El afio de Gracia as a parodic repetition

of Robinson Crusoe, while Catherine Bellver concludes that the intertextual

juxtaposition with Defoe's novel condemns the nihilistic social context of the

postmodern novel ("Robinson Crusoe Revisited" 115). On the other hand, I tend

to view Fernandez Cubas's first novel as regenerative and celebratory through its
act of repeating foundational literary models with a difference.1°

Many critics have signaled the subversive element of the fantastic in
Fernandez Cubas's stories, as seen in articles by Mary Lee Bretz, José Ortega,
Lynn K. Talbot, and Phyllis Zatlin. Concha Alborg notes this quality as typical of
fiction of the Spanish transition period. The fantastic is indeed one prominent
mode of blurring the boundaries of absolute conceptions of reality in these texts.
As Luis Suiién observes, her works reveal "la otra cara de lo real, de lo que bien
podriamos llamar el lado oculto de las personas y de los objetos [. . .]" (5).
Fernandez Cubas does not restrict her exploration of the other side of reality to
the fantastic genre; she also has written marvelous, uncanny, and even realist
stories. For this reason, I seek to complement the aforementioned critics' studies
of the fantastic by examining the subversive effects of Fernandez Cubas's
narratives through other means.

Apart from the fantastic, other studies of Fernandez Cubas's work focus

on her manipulation of language. Scholars such as Ana Rueda and Fernando
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Valls ("De las certezas") emphasize a polarity between orality and the written
word, or between irrational and rational language. Catherine Bellver treats El
ano de Gracia as a postmodern text in which both the oral and written word are
finally displaced. She concludes that "since [. . .] words—both oral and written—

are dis-placed, communication on a collective level ceases" ("El afio de Gracia

and the Displacement of the Word" 232). Similarly, Kathleen Glenn shows how
the writer highlights "the arbitrariness of boundaries" by stressing the
indecipherability of language and the inability of language to communicate
("Gothic Indecipherability" 126). Displacement of the meaning of language is
certainly a key technique, yet I argue that communication does not cease in
Fernandez Cubas's texts; instead, the author dislodges hierarchical, patriarchally
privileged meanings to create new possibilities for communication.

By exploiting the multiple and often ambiguous meanings of language,
the author reveals that the multiplicity of difference, incarnated in the
displacement of a single, all-encompassing meaning, can enhance instead of
impede one’s understanding of the other. As Fernandez Cubas is of those
authors who reject extreme experimentalism (although she does play with
metafiction) in favor of a vuelta a la palabra, her tales could be categorized as
reading-centered. Yet her return to the word does not express ingenuous faith in
its capacity to capture absolute meaning. In her fictional world, Fernandez

Cubas deconstructs any direct correlation between the signifier (the letters of the



21

word) and the signified (the meaning of the word), which readers might assume
to exist, in order to unleash the creativity and elusiveness of the sign (the word as
mark and meaning). If language is the basis of how we conceive of ourselves
and our world, as Saussure and Lacan have indicated, the post-structuralist
awareness of the multiplicity of meaning inherent in every sign may be seen as
the cornerstone to understanding Ferndndez Cubas's work. She wields the
written word to question the world view, based on binary oppositions, that
society—or patriarchy—has conditioned us to accept.

Implicit in those patriarchal structures is a fear of difference, expressed in
the identification of the self in opposition to and through the subjugation of the
other. In Fernandez Cubas's representation of the mediation of identity, she
constantly destabilizes the limits of subjectivity by problematizing the issue of
difference. Why do all subject positions depend on the status of difference?
What do we leave out of our subjectivity in order to define who we are? And
does not that excluded otherness reveal as much about the contours of our
identity as what we profess to embrace as part of ourselves? In this post-Franco
period of flux, uncertainty, and redefinition, Fernandez Cubas's texts play with
alternative "angles," alternative perspectives of any given situation, to show how
the differences of others can expand and enrich the subject’s vision of itself.

Thus Fernandez Cubas's works advocate the embracing of difference by

subverting basic structures of patriarchal thought, especially as it is embodied in



language, and by underscoring the importance of self/other relations to the
development of identity. In their turn, these often disquieting texts position
themselves as oppositional “others” in relation to readers, and thus serve as
direct mediators in readers’ own processes of subject formation. In this way, her
fiction causes readers to see "other"wise and learn to exercise agency in their
subject positions.

This study examines how Fernandez Cubas employs discourse to explore
the contemporary reconstruction of identity as negotiated through the difference
implicit in power relations, gender roles, literary and historical depictions of the
subject, space, and altered perspectives. While these concerns emerge in almost
every text Fernandez Cubas has published, I have organized my study so that
each chapter will foreground one theme as manifested in a single novel or
collection of short fiction.1? The dynamics of power are fundamental to any
subject/ object relationship. I draw on Foucauldian conceptions of power in

chapter 1 to analyze the author's first work, Mi hermana Elba, which came out

during the early stages of the shift in post-totalitarian Spanish fiction from the
focus on a central authority figure as the locus that governs the balance of power
in society, toward an examination of how power relations permeate all levels of
human interaction.? In my second chapter I draw on Judith Butler's theories of

the performativity of gender to show how, in Los altillos de Brumal, the creation

of narrative discourse can alter the pre-script of gender.
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In the third chapter I discuss Ferndndez Cubas's discursive repetitions in

El ano de Gracia as a postcolonial revision of the canonical literary representation

of the Western subject, and in El columpio as a re-interpretation of the Francoist
depiction of the historical Spanish subject. In the fourth chapter I explore various
theories of subjectivity in relation to the way space marks out the contours of the

subject in Con Agatha en Estambul. My fifth and final chapter features the

stories of El angulo del horror in a consideration of how shifting angles of vision,

motivated and mediated by desire, construct both the subject that sees and the
object that is seen. With its overt emphasis on 'angles' of otherness, El angulo del
horror serves as a metaphor for Ferndndez Cubas's fictional project: by
accentuating the limited vision that any single, closed-off subject position affords,
her works advocate difference as an indispensable force that pulverizes
subjective stasis with the agency inherent in seeing otherwise.

The connecting thread of all these theories and texts is the tension of
self/ other that typifies the perception of identity. In exploring the dynamics of
subjects and objects and the definitions of their differences from each other, the
stories of Fernandez Cubas invert and ultimately subvert such duality. In her

initial work, Mi hermana Elba, the author offers a sort of arte poético on the

reversibility of dialectical relationships through power, which I address in

chapter 1.



Looking Objectively at the Subject:

The Spectacle of Power in Mi hermana Elba

In his anthology Son cuentos: Antologia del relato breve espaiiol, 1975-

1993, Fernando Valls credits the publication of Cristina Fernandez Cubas’s first

work, Mi hermana Elba (1980) as the inauguration of a renaissance in the short

story genre in Spain. Surprisingly, relatively few critical analyses have been
published on this collection. In her dissertation, Julie Gleue explores the
fractured self in the author's short fiction. Mary Lee Bretz, José Ortega, Lynn K.
Talbot and Phyllis Zatlin ("Amnesia, Strangulation. . .") have stressed elements of
the fantastic and gothic in Fernandez Cubas's narrative. The polarity between
orality and the written word, or between irrational and rational language, is the
focus of Ana Rueda's and Fernando Valls’s ("De las certezas") studies of this
work. Situating language as a manifestation of power fundamental to the

negotiation of subjectivity, I analyze the stories of Mi hermana Elba as

representations of the discursive practices that determine how people think, act,
and view themselves and reality.

In all her works, Ferndndez Cubas investigates discursive constructs of
the self imposed by society and explores ways in which the subject can exercise
agency. Key to this endeavor is her examination of the struggle for power

between individuals in their efforts to define themselves, as they play out their
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attractions and repulsions to difference in one another. While power constitutes

a significant motif in all her texts, the publication in 1980 of Mi hermana Elba

foregrounds the dynamic at a key point in Spain's political and cultural
evolution. Critics have debated about exactly when the transition toward a post-
Franco mode of thinking actually began—whether in the late 60s before the
dictator's death in 1975, or in the late 70s after the change of government.1®
Overall, however, the early fiction of this type reveals a common preoccupation
with a central authority figure that governs the balance of power in society.’ As
Fernandez Cubas's initial collection of short fiction demonstrates, the post-
totalitarian portrayal of the dynamics of power in fictional worlds soon evolves
toward an examination of how relations of dominance and struggle permeate all
levels of human interaction.

Many of Michel Foucault's observations on power elucidate the struggles
of interpersonal relationships that Fernandez Cubas depicts in her fiction. The
French philosopher analyzes the right to power not as something legitimately
possessed, but as a phenomenon effected by a temporary condition of
domination. Foucault's study centers on the tactics that realize subjugation: "Let
us not, therefore, ask why certain people want to dominate [. . .]. Let us ask,
instead, how things work at the level of on-going subjugation, at the level of
those continuous and un-interrupted processes which subject our bodies, govern

our gestures, dictate our behaviors, etc." (Power/Knowledge 97).15 In effect,
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Foucault explores not just the way power circulates through people as its
vehicles, but the way it functions at the level of the discourses that produce
people as subjects.

Inherent to these power operations is the element of knowledge, for
power and knowledge produce and feed off one another. This symbiotic
relationship implies an ongoing struggle between the subject who knows and the
object who is known:

These 'power-knowledge relations' are to be analysed, therefore,
not on the basis of a subject of knowledge who is or is not free in
relation to the power system, but, on the contrary, the subject who
knows, the objects to be known and the modalities of knowledge
must be regarded as so many effects of these fundamental
implications of power-knowledge and their historical
transformations. (DP 28)
Power relations establish an ever-present, though ever-changeable, dialectic
between the dominated and the dominant. Those individuals are produced,
according to Foucault, by a collaboration of power and knowledge that imposes
patterns of discipline:
The individual is no doubt the fictitious atom of an 'ideological’
representation of society; but he is also a reality fabricated by this

specific technology of power that I have called 'discipline." We
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must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in
negative terms [. . .]. In fact, power produces; it produces reality; it
produces domains of objects and rituals of truth. The individual
and the knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this
production. (DP 194)
Thus technologies of power produce individuals, who in turn strive for power
over one another in order to alter or affirm their own positions.

Struggles for power permeate the four stories of Mi hermana Elba as the

characters observe, document, evaluate and define one another in their efforts to
evoke truth through rituals and hence to establish their own identities of
dominance, normality, and right. The dynamics of watching and being watched
emerge, therefore, as fundamental to the mediation of power. Often the
characters, aware that they are being observed, perform their chosen roles in
order to convince their spectators that their representation is really truth. Images
of the gaze and theatrical techniques highlight the concepts of life as performance
and identity as a changeable role, while the motif of the uncertain composition
and alteration of written records points to the distance between the
representation of language and the "truth" of reality. Fernandez Cubas's stories
unveil the discourses that position one character over another in the game of
power. Furthermore, she exposes the characters' struggle to alter these

discourses as they manipulate language in order to subjugate and rewrite one
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another. Ultimately, in Mi hermana Elba, identity is unveiled as a construct to be

modified and dominance as a precarious balance to be undermined.

"Lanula y Violeta":

"Linula y Violeta," the first story in Mi hermana Elba, underscores the

unstable nature of power relations between individuals in the clash between the
two eponymous characters. Violeta's initial position of superiority is established
by her control of the narration. She gradually cedes her power to Liinula in what
might be compared, in Foucault's history of shifting power relations, to
sovereign power yielding to a mechanics of discipline. Such a transition is
represented by the combination of the "spectacle of torture" and the panoptic
power of the gaze, when Lunula's vigilance forces Violeta to slaughter a rooster.
Finally, even the power of Violeta's narrative discourse is undermined when
other voices contest its validity and question the identity of Violeta herself. In
this story, then, control hinges on the power of the word and subjectification by
the gaze. But if power is never static, how is it transformed? How and why
might the subject and object change places in a given relationship? By exploring
these dynamics, Fernandez Cubas ventures beyond Foucault's paradigm to
explore what happens when the object exploits the subject's position of strength
in order to wrest control, and what happens when the subject surrenders its

power because of its need to become the object of the gaze.
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In this story, Violeta incarnates the lost, lonely woman in search of an
"other." In the beginning, she is eager for Lunula, still a stranger, to share her
table in a café, since the chance encounter affords the protagonist a much longed-
for interlocutor. Violeta suffers from "la necesidad, apenas disimulada, de
repetir en alta voz los monélogos tantas veces ensayados frente al espejo" (13).
Moreover, the home where she spends most of her time is an enclosed, prison-
like space and she dreads having to leave the café to "recluirme una vez méas en
aquella habitacién angosta" (14). Finally, Violeta hates her own "aborrecida
imagen" that she sees daily in the mirror (14). Her identity is, in effect, a void
that yearns to be filled by another.

Numerous references to mirrors in this story illustrate the dynamic of
finding one's desired image reflected in the gaze of the other. Symbolically, after
meeting Lunula, Violeta shatters the glass of her hated mirror in the hope of
obliterating the image it returns: “Al recoger mis cosas, mi tltima mirada fue
para la luna desgastada de aquel espejo empenado en devolverme dia tras dia mi
aborrecida imagen. Senti un fuerte impulso y lo segui. Desde el suelo cientos de
cristales de las mas caprichosas formas se retorcieron durante un largo rato bajo
el impacto de mi golpe” (14). Textual evidence, such as it is (considering the
unreliability of the narration, which I will address later) suggests that Violeta is
not unattractive physically. Yet her self-image is odious until Linula’s admiring

gaze replaces the unappealing image returned by the “Iuna desgastada de aquel
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espejo” (italics mine). The reflection of this live “luna” projects a relative view of
Violeta in a more pleasing light. Violeta imagines that Liinula, whose name
evokes the moon, is simply an object that will passively reflect a fine image to
replace her abhorrent one. Indeed, Lunula's difference accentuates all the
qualities that Violeta likes best about herself; that is to say, in the protagonist's
mind Linula's ugliness—Violeta depicts her as a sexless bulk with bad teeth—
enhances her own attractiveness. Thus, Violeta initially establishes herself as the
center, polarizing Linula as the "other" whose difference defines Violeta as the
superior one.

Violeta's superiority is duly esteemed by Lunula, whose position of
subservience precludes her from having any power at all—or so Violeta believes.
Initially, this state of affairs seems plausible indeed, for Lunula invites Violeta to
stay at her countryhouse and gives Violeta the spacious bedroom while she
herself occupies a tiny, claustrophobic room. Violeta muses contentedly about
Linula's eagerness to please in an excerpt from her notebook, which she
intercalates into her narration: "Linula se mostraba preocupada porque yo me
encontrara a gusto en todo momento. Cocinaba mis platos preferidos con una
habilidad extraordinaria, escuchaba interesada mis confesiones en el zaguén y
parecia disfrutar sinceramente de mi compafia" (20). Linula’s ingratiating acts

confirm Violeta’s improved sense of self.
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Violeta's apparent supremacy over Lunula is paradoxically upheld by a
game of her subservience to Linula: the act of confession. Violeta is unaware,
however, of the power she invests in Linula through her confessions; by giving
away information about herself, she discloses ways in which Lianula can invert
the power equation. In fact, while Violeta glories in the pleasure of confiding her
secrets to another, she simultaneously inscribes herself into a discourse that
defines and controls her:

The confession is a ritual of discourse in which the speaking
subject is also the subject of the statement; it is also a ritual that
unfolds within a power relationship, for one does not confess
without the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner who is not
simply the interlocutor but the authority who requires the
confession, prescribes and appreciates it, and intervenes in order to
judge, punish, forgive, console, and reconcile; a ritual in which the
truth is corroborated by the obstacles and resistances it has had to
surmount in order to be formulated; and finally, a ritual in which
the expression alone, independently of its external consequences,
produces intrinsic modifications in the person who articulates it: it
exonerates, redeems, and purifies him; it unburdens him of his

wrongs, liberates him, and promises him salvation. (HS1 62)
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The relationship of confession embodies multiple nuances of the word "subject."
In confessing her secrets to Linula, Violeta is a speaking subject. Her active
voice is only a mirage of power, however, since by inscribing herself as the
subject of discourse, she in effect becomes an object of a discourse (confession)
with a long history of producing the "truth" about the self. Finally, by placing
Linula in the position to judge, castigate, console, or pardon, Violeta subjects
herself to her friend's power.

For Foucault, the "truth" of a confessor is ultimately determined by the
one who hears the confession. In an inversion of subject/object dominance, the
act of confession invests the receiver of the discourse with the power to interpret:
“The truth did not reside solely in the subject who, by confessing, would reveal it
wholly formed. [...] it could only reach completion in the one who assimilated
and recorded it. It was the latter's function to verify this obscure truth: the
revelation of confession had to be coupled with the decipherment of what it
said” (HS1 66). Thus Lunula not only receives knowledge through Violeta's
confessions, but also constructs the truth of Violeta's identity by interpreting that
knowledge. Confession gives Linula the power to constitute the truth of Violeta
as a subject turned object.

Thanks to the women’s intimate conversations, Linula discovers that her
key weapon to invert the balance of power is her talent for telling stories. From

the beginning, Linula's talent shines in her oral storytelling:
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En cierta forma, mi amiga pertenecia a la estirpe casi extinguida de
narradores. El arte de la palabra, el dominio del tono, el
conocimiento de la pausa y el silencio, eran terrenos en los que se
movia con absoluta seguridad. Sentadas en el zaguan, a menudo
me habia parecido, en estos dias, una entrafiable ama de lamina
sudista, una fabuladora capaz de diluir su figura en la atmésfera
para resurgir, en cualquier momento, con los atributos de una
Penélope sollozante, de una Pentesilea guerrera, de una gloriosa
madre yaqui. Sabia palabras—o las inventaba quizds—en swabhili,
quechua y aymara. Ilustraba sus relatos con todo tipo de
precisiones geograficas y su conocimiento de la naturaleza era
apreciable. (21)
Lanula's role as storyteller could potentially subjugate her as an object whose
truth is interpreted by her listener. Violeta foregoes this opportunity for power,
however, when she willingly suspends her disbelief. She prefers to envision
Lianula as the embodiment of the characters that she orally impersonates in her
tales. With its kaleidoscopic display of discursive artifice, fiction suggests that
the truth is constructed by both the teller and the receiver of the tale; it is a
contract that can be negotiated, betrayed and revamped accordingly. Violeta is
outwitted in this game, for she willingly suspends her disbelief instead of

subversively interpreting the “truth” projected by the speaker.



Lanula's verbal dexterity soon encroaches onto Violeta's domain of the
written word. The outcast closets herself away to read Violeta's painstakingly
wrought manuscript, making Violeta feel like an interloper upon an act of
private sanctity when she stumbles upon Linula interpreting the text. Violeta
later discovers her manuscript pages strewn across the floor, and her indignation
turns to angst with the realization that Linula has superimposed her own
narration over Violeta's words:
Lo que en algunas hojas no son mas que simples indicaciones
escritas a lapiz, correcciones personales que Linula, con mi
aquiescencia, se tom¢ el trabajo de incluir, en otras se convierten en
verdaderos textos superpuestos, con su propia identidad, sus
propias llamadas y subanotaciones. A medida que avanzo en la
lectura veo que el lapiz, timido y respetuoso, ha sido sustituido por
una agresiva tinta roja. En algunos puntos apenas puedo
reconocer lo que yo habia escrito. En otros tal operacion es
sencillamente imposible: mis parrafos han sido tachados y
destruidos. (20)

Unlike Violeta, Linula does not suspend her disbelief but instead interprets and

re-writes her companion’s tale. Just as with the confessions, Linula has

effectively taken control of Violeta’s discourse, this time by replacing the

manuscript’s story with her own. In this case, the power of the critic eclipses that
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of the writer. As readers, then, we are uncertain if the words we consume in our
narrative text are the words of Violeta or those of Lunula.

Beyond altering the power paradigm by undermining Violeta's literary
prowess, Lunula paradoxically solidifies her control over Violeta by falling ill, a
condition that allows Liinula to exploit her own helpless status. For Foucault,
the sick are the weak and subjugated, so we might imagine Linula to be the
weak one. In Fernandez Cubas's text, however, Linula's illness positions Violeta
as the enslaved caretaker and severely curtails Violeta's freedom to act or even
speak: "Tiene un poco de fiebre y me ha pedido que retrase mi vuelta a la
ciudad. No he sabido negarme [...]" (19). In his analysis of the sick as
categorized and subjugated, Foucault does not deal explicitly with the
corresponding subjugation of the caretaker; however, Fernandez Cubas
underscores this side of the equation as a technique of opposition to and
inversion of power. It is more than mere coincidence that the sickness ensues
immediately after Lanula first reads the manuscript. In addition to forcing
Violeta to prolong her stay in the isolated countryhouse, the illness provides
plausible cause for a switch in bedrooms: Violeta moves into the smaller one
and Lianula the larger one, "mucho mas adecuado para su estado actual" (19).
Linula's physical decline thus furthers her hierarchical ascent.

From the apparently invalidated position as the “invalid,” Linula

disciplines Violeta into obeying the vigilance of her gaze. As the household
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rapidly deteriorates under Violeta's inept control, the “healthy” woman is forced
in desperation to kill a rooster for food, since the grocer has mysteriously
neglected to make his delivery. The slaughter takes place under Luanula's
supervision, as Violeta recounts:
Linula, envuelta en un batin de seda china, se ha encargado de
dirigir la operacién desde la ventana de su cuarto. “Retuércele el
cuello,” decia. “Con decision. No le demuestres que tienes miedo.
Es un momento nada mas. Aténtalo. Maréalo. No le des respiro.”
He intentado intitilmente seguir sus consejos. El gallo estaba
asustado, picoteando mis brazos, dejando entre mis dedos manojos
de plumas. He sentido nduseas y, por un momento, he
abandonado corriendo el corral. Pero Liinula seguia gritando.
“No lo dejes ahora. ;No ves que esta agonizando? Casi lo habias
estrangulado, Violeta. Rematalo con el hacha. Asi. Otra vez. No,
ahi no. Procura darle en el cuello. No te preocupe la sangre. Estos
gallos son muy aparatosos. Aun no esta muerto. ;No ves c6mo su
cabeza se convulsiona, cémo se abren y cierran sus ojitos? Eso es.
Hasta que no se mueva una sola pluma. Hasta que no sientas el
mas leve latido. Ahora si. Murié. Cerciérate. Un gran trabajo,

Violeta.” (23-24)
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Such a blood-and-gore confrontation, described in minute detail, recalls the
famous depiction of the execution of Damiens in the opening pages of Foucault's

Discipline and Punish.’¢ Indeed, both encounters reveal much about roles within

the performance of power.

Under the rule of torture, which for Foucault lasted until the late
eighteenth century, the people held the role of spectators. Spectatorship was a
crucial component of the theatrical performance of power: “Not only must
people know, they must see with their own eyes. Because they must be made to
be afraid; but also becau_se they must be the witnesses, the guarantors, of the
punishment, and because they must to a certain extent take part in it” (DP 58).
Violeta, incorporated under the surveillance rule of Lianula, is called to extend
her role of spectator and become the inflictor of torture and execution in this
scene. She is still a kind of audience, nonetheless, for even as she participates
directly, she also witnesses it via Linula’s grotesque description. One can
imagine Violeta experiencing the horrific torture and killing with her five senses,
and also enduring the verbal assault of Lunula's explicit representation—for it is
Lunula's direct discourse, cited in the text, that vividly paints the scene for
readers and interpellates them, too, as spectators. By directly transmitting
Lunula's words to the readers, Violeta momentarily positions them in her place

as the object of Liinula's discourse.
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As Foucault chronicled, under the rule of the sovereign there was,
however, an intrinsic danger to the spectacle of torture. At times, empathy could
provoke the witnesses to revolt: “the people never felt closer to those who paid
the penalty than in those rituals intended to show the horror of the crime and the
invincibility of power; never did the people feel more threatened, like them, by a
legal violence exercised without moderation or restraint” (DP 63). The execution
of the rooster—who is killed here, significantly, not in punishment for a crime but
in sacrifice to the needs of the greater power—reveals a shift from a dying power
structure (the sovereign's display of absolute control) to an emerging disciplinary
structure: Lunula deters any revolt by imposing discipline with her vigilant gaze
to ensure Violeta's obedience. Foucault uses Jeremy Bentham's panoptic prison
as the quintessential image of the ideal disciplinary paradigm in which all
prisoners are exposed to a potentially omnipresent gaze that they cannot see:
"Full lighting and the eye of a supervisor capture better than darkness, which
ultimately protected. Visibility is a trap" (DP 200). In the Ferndndez Cubas text,
.the status of the rooster as the object of torture and Violeta as the object of the
gaze is underscored by Lunula's directly cited words; the rooster is the direct
object described by her discourse, while Violeta is the indirect object inscribed as
the receiver of her discourse. The juxtaposition of the two technologies of power
emphasize, finally, the shared role of Violeta and the rooster—and readers—as

objects of discursive power.
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By giving Linula's words precedence in her text, Violeta reveals how
much her friend has come to dominate. Only after reporting Lunula's direct
discourse does Violeta translate her experience into her own words: “Y yo me he
quedado un buen rato atin junto al charco de entranas y sangre, de plumas
tenidas de rojo, como mis manos, mi delantal, mis cabellos. Llorando también
lagrimas rojas, sudando rojo, sonando mas tarde sé6lo en rojo una vez acostada en
mi dormitorio: un cuarto angosto sin ventilacién alguna al que sélo llegan los
suspiros de Lunula debatiéndose con la fiebre” (24). Together, these two
accounts doubly subject the reader to this horrific experience of exerting power
over an object, while being objectified and observed by a more powerful subject.
The protagonist’s objectification beneath Lunula's gaze during the slaughter is
all the more disturbing because of the implication that Violeta, too, could be
suffocated and sacrificed—figuratively or literally—by one more powerful than
she. The suffocation, at least, has already commenced, as she suffers in her room,
imprisoned into acquiescence by the "helpless" groans of her sick friend.

Thereafter, Lunula's hierarchical ascension becomes increasingly evident
in the narrative. Itis manifested physically in Liinula’s amazing energy, "llena
de una vitalidad alarmante" (25), while Violeta falls ill: "Es posible que ahora
tenga fiebre yo" (25), "no tengo fuerzas" (25). It also emerges linguistically, as

Lanula begins to refer to Violeta in terms she has previously reserved for objects:
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ha sonreido ante mi inhabilidad: “Violeta, me pregunto a veces
qué es lo que sabes hacer aparte de ser hermosa.” Me he quedado
sorprendida. Hermosa es una palabra que no habia oido hasta
ahora en los labios de Linula [. . .]. En cuanto a los objetos era
distinto. En este punto—y recuerdo los objetos del desvan—Linula

solia prodigar epitetos con verdadera generosidad. (24)

A sign of her physical dominance, Linula's discourse reduces Violeta to the rank

of a beautiful but useless ornament, just as Violeta's own language earlier

relegated Lunula to the state of an ugly bulk.

Violeta’s botched massacre of the rooster is offset by Linula's prowess at

killing, quartering, and cooking a rabbit. Beneath Violeta's focalizing gaze, the

supposed invalid slaughters the creature in a chillingly efficient display of

control:

escoge un conejo del corral y, con mano certera, lo mata en mi
presencia de un solo golpe. Casi sin sangre, sonriendo, con una
limpieza inaudita lo despelleja, le ha sacado los higados, lo lava, le
ha arrancado el corazén, lo adoba con hierbas aromaticas y vino
tinto. Ahora parte los troncos de tres en tres, con golpes precisos,
sin demostrar fatiga, tranquila como quien resuelve un simple
pasatiempo infantil; los dispone sobre unas piedras, enciende un

fuego, suspende la piel de unas ramas de higuera. (25)
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Lanula's masterful dismemberment of the rabbit makes Violeta's clumsy
slaughter of the rooster seem, in contrast, all the more appalling and macabre for
its incompetence. Thus Violeta's focalizing gaze in this passage does not just
register Lunula's skill, but causes her to recognize her own ineptitude at
performing rituals of power and subjection.

Immediately after the butchery, Lunula directs her efficient, examining
gaze toward Violeta herself. Now Linula describes Violeta in the same graphic
terms she used to portray the spectacle of the rooster's suffering: "'Pero Violeta. . .
Qué mal aspecto tienes. Deja que te mire. Tus ojos estan desorbitados, tu cara
ajada. .. ;Qué te pasa Violeta? Pienso también que es la primera vez que habla
de ojos, de cara, que no vaya referido a un animal, a un cuadro" (26). Linula
verbally fragments Violeta—her eyes, her face—the way she neatly dismembered
the rabbit's body. Her discourse inscribes Violeta as a (punishable) object. This
verbal juxtaposition of Violeta and the rabbit as objects under the control of a
newly energized Liunula signals the obsolescence of bloody, agonizing torture as
spectacle, bungled by Violeta's catatonic horror, and the imposition of an
efficient, dispassionate operation of discipline, executed under Lanula's
calculating gaze and controlling voice.

Lunula not only objectifies her friend, but also categorizes her as
abnormal. Beneath Linula's examining gaze, Violeta is categorized as

"deformed" and thus inferior: ";Y qué rara alimentacion te has debido preparar
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en estos dias!. .. Te noto deformada, extrafia™ (26). With the normal/strange
qualification, Linula wields the same binary oppositions to control her other that
Violeta used earlier. Such labeling is a common tactic of power, according to
Foucault
Generally speaking, all the authorities exercising individual
control function according to a double mode; that of binary
division and branding (mad/sane; dangerous/harmless;
normal/abnormal); and that of coercive assignment, of differential
distribution (who he is; where he must be; how he is to be
characterized; how he is to be recognized; how a constant
surveillance is to be exercised over him in an individual way, etc.).
(DP 199)
Through her submission to constant surveillance, Violeta endures a visual
examination that categorizes and defines her. As Foucault has noted, the
examination solidifies the power of the dominant: "The examination combines
the techniques of an observing hierarchy and those of a normalizing judgment.
It is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes it possible to qualify, to
classify and to punish" (DP 184). Finding her former dominator to be lacking,
Linula's evaluative gaze effectively objectifies Violeta to convert her into the

seen, the abnormal, the subjugated other.
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Fernandez Cubas augments the ramifications of binary struggles for
power in this text by introducing the European/New World power struggle that

will inform later works such as El afio de Gracia and Con Agatha en Estambul.

In this early story, the author problematizes the issue through the image of the
"jacaranda," an American tropical plant "Es un arbol de la familia de las
bignonaceas, oriundas de América tropical [. . .]. Es poco probable, pues, que las
semillas que ha plantado Lunula germinen en nuestro huerto, tan necesitado de
agua [. . .]. Pero Lunula es capaz de desafiar a cielos y a infiernos" (26). The tales
Linula spins about the fabled plant invest it with mysterious power:
Si uno tiene la suerte, la oportunidad o el placer de ser distinguido
por su compaiiia, debera cerrar los ojos y formular un deseo. Pero
mucho cuidado: el deseo debe ser grande, importante y, sobre
todo, inédito. Es decir, jamas debe haber sido formulado con
anterioridad porque entonces la flor reina, tirdnica y veleidosa, se
encargara, por secretas artes y maleficios, de desbaratar cualquier
solucion feliz que el propio destino ofrezca al suplicante. (27)
Through its metonymical association with Linula, the mythical power of the
jacaranda to alter the dictates of destiny if its supplicant does not obey its rules
implicitly underscores the extent of her control.
Lunula's power becomes so pervasive that Violeta recognizes her own

inability to control even language, in contrast with Linula's linguistic adroitness.



As a result, the narrator considers abandoning her efforts to compose a

manuscript:

He roto definitivamente mi block de notas; ;para qué me puede
servir ya? Sin embargo, he conservado por unos instantes algunas
paginas. Basura, pura basura. ;Cémo se me pudo ocurrir alguna
vez que yo podia narrar historias? La palabra, mi palabra al
menos, es de una pobreza alarmante. Mi palabra no basta, como
no bastan tampoco las escasas frases felices que he logrado acufiar
a lo largo de este cuadernillo. Ella en cambio parece disfrutar en
demostrarme cuan facil es el dominio de la palabra. No deja de
hablarme, de cantar, de provocar imagenes que yo nunca hubiese
sonado siquiera sugerir. Linula despilfarra. Palabras, energia,

imaginacion, actividad. (27-28)"7

While Violeta cannot even summon the bare minimum of words, her nemesis is

so prolific that she is positively wasteful. Hence Violeta recognizes her defeat in

the manipulation of discourse.

In a rather bizarre quirk of victim psychology, Violeta now ridicules and

berates herself. Remembering her previous attempts to define how Linula

dominated everything, Violeta mocks her own futile efforts at rational, adequate

expression through language:
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“Lunula,” habia escrito en una de esas hojas que ahora devora el
fuego, “es excesiva.” ;Qué he pretendido expresar con excesiva?, me
pregunto. ;Y con qué tranquilidad intento definir la arrollante
personalidad de mi amiga en una sola palabra! Pienso excesiva,
exceso, excedente, arrollo, arrolladora, arroyo y me pongo a reir a
carcajadas. (28)
Having set up a grammatical pattern of adjective ("excesiva"), noun ("exceso"),
adjective and noun in one ("excedente"), and then starting to repeat the pattern
with the synonymous noun ("arrollo") and adjective ("arrolladora"), Violeta
suddenly twists her constructed order by listing a homonym ("arroyo"). This
shift in the logic of categorization evokes Foucault's fascination with Borges's
alternative modes of classification, which the French philosopher cites in The

Order of Things: "This passage quotes a 'certain Chinese encyclopaedia' in which

it is written that 'animals are divided into, (a) belonging to the Emperor, (b)
embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous [. . .]" (xv). Upon
glimpsing a surrogate pattern, different from the established norm, Violeta is
wildly amused. Indeed, her outburst of laughter at her own illogical digression
makes her seem almost insane. Yet as Foucault has demonstrated in Madness

and Civilization, insanity itself is a marginalized category of the "other" that

serves to reflect and define what it means to be normal. Violeta's move toward
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insanity—toward a skewed perception of life—cinches her submission to Lunula,
who is the subject that establishes the norm.

Significantly, Violeta feels impotent because she can approximate neither
the power of Linula's gaze nor the skill of her narrative discourse. Moreover,
she cannot begin to imitate her superior’s captivation of an audience: “;Cémo
puedo atreverme a intentar siquiera transcribir cualquiera de sus habituales
historias o fabulas si no sé suplir aquel brillo especial de su mirada, aquellas
pausas con que mi amiga sabe cortar el aire, aquellas inflexiones que me pueden
producir el calor més ardiente o el frio mas aterrador?” (28). As Violeta
recognizes, the manipulation of the gaze, of language, and of others are three key
tactics in the technology of power. Liinula has effectively usurped them from
Violeta, transforming herself from object to subject in the struggle for control.

At this point, Violeta would rather surrender to her friend than resist her
domination. Her need for Lanula is greater than her desire to defend the
autonomy of her written work: "Ella seguramente quiso ayudarme, ;para qué
seguir, pues? Oigo ya sus pasos, pero intento releer algiin parrafo mas. No
encuentro los mios. Estan casi todos tachados, enmendados. .. ;Dénde termino
yo y dénde empieza ella?" (29). Violeta's submission is now total: projecting her
writing as the symbolic image of her self, she can no longer separate her identity
from that of Linula. Thus, the victim sutures herself to her victimizer and loses

all hope of resistance. The destructive outcome of this power play culminates
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when Violeta seeks to burn the rest of her manuscript. This final gesture aims to
obliterate any remaining vestiges of her own discursively represented identity,
which was already substantially erased and rewritten by Lunula.

The inversion of power between the two women is complete by the end
of the story, when Violeta portrays herself as a servant, willingly subjected and
confined by Lunula. Significantly, Violeta now describes Linula as beautiful
instead of as a sexless lump: "Estaba hermosa. Antes, mientras le cepillaba y
trenzaba el cabello, se lo he dicho. Cada dia que pasa sus o0jos son mas
luminosos y azules, su belleza mas serena" (29). In the final pages of the story,
we find that Violeta has devotedly groomed Liinula before the latter's departure
for town, and now she plans out the arduous tasks she will accomplish in order
to win Lanula's approval upor{ her return. Violeta has become a true product of
discipline, as described by Foucault: “it defined how one may have a hold over
others' bodies, not only so that they may do what one wishes, but so that they
may operate as one wishes, with the techniques, speed and determinacy that one
determines. Thus discipline produces subjected and practised bodies, 'docile'
bodies” (DP 138). Completely disciplined by her master, Violeta positions
herself to sleep on the floor in front of the door, "como un perro guardian" who
occupies herself "vigilando constantemente por si algiin zorro intenta devorar

nuestras gallinas" (30). In this debased state of objectification and animalization
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the constant vigilance of the panopticon flourishes, as Violeta now watches for
any stray predator who might seek to transgress the borders of Linula's prison.
Even as Violeta would slaughter other animals, she gladly sacrifices
herself to Liinula, denying herself water and obsessively curing the pelts of
rabbits "que he debido sacrificar en los dltimos tiempos" (30). This tone of
sacrificial rhetoric heightens the sense of ritualization that imbues Violeta's
submission to Linula. In effect, Violeta now functions as a sort of intermediary—
a priestess, one might say—who sacrifices animals to appease the wrath of the
omnipotent one. Liinula, whose name evokes a celestial body, thus becomes a
sort of goddess who is all seeing, all knowing, and all powerful. She has created
a cult of visibility that operates smoothly even in her temporary absence, just as
Foucault's panoptic paradigm creates self-regulating subjects who ensure
obedience from everyone, based on the mere possibility of suddenly being
observed:
He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it,
assumes responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them
play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself the
power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he

becomes the principle of his own subjection. (DP 202-3)
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By remaining subservient to Lunula's gaze, whether absent or present, Violeta
perpetuates her own imprisonment and ensures the automatic functioning of
Lianula's "panopticon."

With the conclusion of Violeta's story, any authority and power that
readers might attribute to her narration is undermined completely by an Editor's
note. This addendum ruptures the illusion, normally created in stories, of a
direct relationship between the narrator and the receiver of the tale. The Editor's
note reveals not only that the narrative control is different from what readers
expected, but that the narrative sequence is quite possibly random or
coincidental instead of planned and ordered. Before reading this final part, it is
confusing to try to establish the temporal relationship between the textual
sections narrated in the present tense and the segments from Violeta's notebook
cited in the past tense. If the former are narrated in installments, much like a
diary, at what point in this eternal present did Violeta record her notebooks in
the past, and why? Not even Violeta can answer this question: "; Por qué
hablaré de Liinula en pasado?, me pregunto ahora" (22). In this sentence alone,
the inclusion of the future tense (which, in this case, expresses speculation about
the present), along with the present and past tenses underlines the problematic
and contradictory nature of time in this story.

Readers might hope to solve the mystery and suture this lacerated

chronology back together. Yet the Editor of the text questions the viability of



50

such an endeavor: “NOTA DEL EDITOR: Estos papeles, dispersos,
deslavazados y ofrecidos hoy al lector en el mismo orden en que fueron hallados
(si su disposicién horizontal en el suelo de una granja aislada puede considerarse
un orden), no llevaban firma visible [. ..]” (31). The indeterminate sequence of
the papers precludes any effort to impose what might be considered a "normal,
logical" order. Moreover, in the vein of Borges's Chinese encyclopedia and

Foucault's The Order of Things, this textual dishevelment serves to question the

concept of order itself. Thus, by constantly undermining any conventional
interpretation or categorization, the narrative presents itself as a bizarre mutation
that might have been conjured directly from Borges's delightfully random
encyclopedia.

To enhance the emerging chaos, the true authorship of Violeta's papers is
questioned as well. According to the Editor, the cadaver found in the house was
wearing a flowered skirt and a sportshirt with the initials "V.L." hand-
embroidered on it. This is the only clue to the woman's identity, since no other
documentation of any kind was found. Some neighbors testified that the woman
who lived at the farm was one senorita Victoria, while others asserted that she
was called sefiora Luz. Still others thought the name Victoria Luz sounded
familiar, while none recognized the names Violeta or Linula. Such a dizzying
array of possibilities and impossibilities regarding the identity of "la(s) posible(s)

moradora(s) de la granja" (31) cancels out any hope of certainty for readers.
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Thus, the text itself engages readers in a sort of power play, the goal of which is
to determine the dominant order. While readers attempt to analyze the events
according to conventional logic, the text imposes the "logic" of chaos and
uncertainty.

Narrative unreliability is also generated by the ambiguous textual sources
of the narrative, which are doubted, subverted, and sometimes destroyed—or so
readers are told. Did Violeta really burn her writing, as she claimed? If at least
some of her writing survived, does the text we read consist of the manuscript,
the notebook, or a combination of both? If this story is what remains of Violeta's
text, how much of it originated, in fact, from Violeta, and how much of it comes
from the "corrections" of Lunula? If Violeta lied about burning her manuscript,
is she a trustworthy narrator? And if she was "crazy" enough to sacrifice herself
completely to Lunula, as the text describes, what reader would trust her as a
narrator anyway? Finally, the very existence of Linula and Violeta is called into
question by the testimonies of the neighbors, as reported by the Editor. In order
to prove his own credibility, the Editor evokes the authority of a forensics expert
who examined the body, and cites a known biologist who denies the existence of
a jacaranda plant in that region. One testimony, subjected by another testimony,
subjected by another testimony; in the end, the very construction of this text
dramatizes the struggle for power. The text draws readers in, inviting them to

subject it to their analytical gaze, daring them to impose an order onto its chaos.
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"Linula y Violeta" thus demonstrates how Ferndndez Cubas employs
language to explore relations of power as a means of challenging traditionally
established modes of thought and order. By positing methods for subverting
existing power structures, Fernandez Cubas's stories deepen and extend the
ramifications, initially posed by Foucault, of the ways in which subjects—whether
characters or readers —exercise agency in the midst of the mechanics of power.
Dominated objects resist in Fernandez Cubas's texts by using the very tactics of
the powerful in order to gain agency. By exploring the nuances of attraction and
repulsion to the gaze, as well as the imposition and evasion of the gaze, she
shows how the seen and controlled object becomes the seeing and controlling
subject. Key to that dominion is the ability to manipulate discourse, which also
heralds subject-object relations in the way the subject inscribes the other as its
object of discourse. Simultaneously, the object inscribes the truth of the subject
through its interpretation of that discourse. Fernandez Cubas challenges our
efforts to construct an absolute truth of subjectivity through this power relation.
While the act of telling, like confession, inscribes the speaker into discourse and
allows the listener to interpret the truth of the speaker, by constantly eroding the
authenticity of origins this text denies readers the power to interpret with
certainty or to construct any singular, all-embracing truth. In the end, fiction
potentially empowers its "listeners" much more than confession; its very nature

unveils truth as a simulacrum by flaunting the art of lies.
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"La ventana del jardin":

Whereas Violeta lost the struggle for power with Lanula because she
could not manipulate language as well as her other, the narrator and protagonist
of "La ventana del jardin" finds himself powerless and confused because, on a
remote farm, he confronts a language and logic entirely different from his own.
Since discourse itself is an imposed order that reflects the way one is conditioned
to see the world, as “Lunula y Violeta” illustrated, it follows that the constant
efforts of the narrator of “La ventana” to interpret the new language, actions, and
gazes that he encounters are futile, because the lens of logic through which he
perceives his new surroundings is always out of focus. In that sense, the entire
narration constitutes his search for the correct prescription to adjust his sight, so
that he might understand the events that occur. Indeed, as with the author’s later

collection El angulo del horror, vision is a central motif in this story, magnified

by the narrator's frequent comparisons of the events to performance and
spectacle. This entire tale foregrounds the theatricality of power, to which

Foucault alludes in Discipline and Punish. While Foucault features the subject

who gazes as the one with power, Fernandez Cubas inverts the paradigm to
show the object of the gaze as the manipulator of the spectator, in a trick similar
to that of "Linula y Violeta." In the end, the narrator of "La ventana del jardin"
discovers that the dynamics of power are not at all as he imagined, for the "order

of things" in this fictional world follows a different logic altogether.
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"La ventana del jardin" is the first-person narration of a man who arrives,
unannounced, to visit his old highschool friends, José and Josefina Albert, and
their only son, Tomas. He recalls that when he last saw Tomas, two years earlier,
the boy had seemed developmentally delayed and had slipped a bizarre note
into the visitor's bag. The Alberts are not overjoyed to see their uninvited guest,
who becomes increasingly suspicious of the way they keep their child isolated
from the world. The discovery that the child speaks a completely invented
language, encouraged by his parents, induces the protagonist to fabricate an
excuse to spend the night so as to study the situation more. A secret rendezvous
with Tomas convinces him that the child needs to be rescued. The protagonist
tries to help him escape in the morning, only to discover that the boy is
extremely ill and unable to interact or function outside of the protective
environment of his home. When he finally departs in a hired car, the narrator is
stunned that the driver seems to accept the family’s situation as perfectly normal.

The narrator's logical view of life is epitomized by his detectivesque
approach, wherein he notes a mystery afoot and seeks to uncover the secret and
explain it logically. Even as he attempts to pursue a rational outcome, however,
nothing turns out the way he expects, such as when the protagonist anticipates
examining the progress of his friends' avocados and chickens, only to discover
that they now raise onions and rabbits. Later, he decides that Tomas must be

dead, only to be surprised when Josefina takes him up to see the boy playing in
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his room. The protagonist’s epistemological attempts to find a logical resolution
are constantly foiled, for the enigma is never what he imagines.

Tomas's special language incarnates the radically different logic of this
place. Indeed, the narrator opens his story with the note written in concentric
circles that the child had slipped into his bag two years before this visit

Cazuela airada,

Tiznes o visones. Cruces o lagartos. La

noche era acre aunque las cucarachas

llorasen. Mas

Olla. (33)
The concentric structure of this note evokes the dizzying vortex of a radically
different logic that sucks the detective into its center. The protagonist decides to
spend the night with his friends after discovering suspicious evidence: the
names "Escoba," "Cuchara," and "Olla" written on the toothbrushes in the
bathroom convince him that this bizarre language indicates a mystery brewing.
In this world where nothing corroborates his reasoning, the protagonist
determines to restore order.

In his suspicion that his friends are attempting to conceal the truth from
him, the narrator views them as actors in a play. In particular, the narrator notes,
his questions about Tomas seem to set off the theatrical performance:

Mis preguntas parecian inquietarles.
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—Esta bien—dijo Josefina con aplomo—. Aunque no del todo, claro.
—Ya sabes—anadi6 José—. Ya sabes—repiti6.

—Unos dias mejor—dijo Josefina—, otros peor.

—Los oidos, el corazén, el higado—intervino José.

—Sobre todo los oidos—dijo Josefina—. Hay dias en que no se
puede hacer el menor ruido. Ni siquiera hablarle—y subray6 la
ultima palabra.

—Pobre Tomas—dijo él.

—Pobre hijo nuestro—insisti6 ella.

Y asi, durante casi una hora, se lamentaron y se deshicieron
en quejas. Sin embargo, habia algo en toda aquella representacién
que me movia a pensar que no era la primera vez que ocurria.
Aquellas lamentaciones, aquella confesién publica de las
limitaciones de su hijo, me parecieron excesivas y fuera de lugar.
En todo caso, resultaba evidente que la comedia o el drama iban
destinados a mi, tinico espectador, y que ambos intérpretes se
estaban cansando de mi presencia. De pronto Josefina estall6 en
sollozos.

—Habia puesto tantas ilusiones en este nifio. Tantas. ..
Y aqui acabd el primer acto. Intui en seguida que en este

punto estaba prevista la intervencion de un tercero con sus frases
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de alivio o su tribulacién. Pero no me movi ni de mi boca salié
palabra alguna. (36-37)
Through the metaphor of representation, the protagonist views each of his
friends as enacting a given role while he himself refuses to interpret the script of
commiseration that they assign to him. Instead, he subjects José and Josefina to
the critical power of his gaze by casting himself as the spectator of their
performance.

As the viewing public, the protagonist has the right to examine and judge
the actors, much as Linula critiqued Violeta’s performance in the rooster
massacre. For Foucault, the examination is the supreme ritual of a disciplining
gaze:

The examination combines the techniques of an observing
hierarchy and those of a normalizing judgment. It is a normalizing
gaze, a surveillance that makes it possible to qualify, to classify

and to punish. It establishes over individuals a visibility through
which one differentiates them and judges them. That is why, in all
the mechanisms of discipline, the examination is highly ritualized.
In it are combined the ceremony of power and the form of the
experiment, the deployment of force and the establishment of

truth. (DP 184)
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The protagonist elevates himself to the status of examiner, a position that merges
theatrically with spectatorship. As a spectator, furthermore, he is conceivably
outside the actors' line of vision and thus beyond their control.

The dynamics of visibility and invisibility are central to the theatrical
representation of power. For Foucault, the examination consecrated the union
between visibility and power:

Disciplinary power [. . .] is exercised through its invisibility; at the
same time it imposes on those whom it subjects a principle of
compulsory visibility. In discipline, it is the subjects who have to
be seen. Their visibility assures the holder of the power that is
exercised over them. Itis the fact of being constantly seen, of being
able always to be seen, that maintains the disciplined individual in
his subjection [. . .]. In this space of domination, disciplinary
power manifests its potency, essentially, by arranging objects. The
examination is, as it were, the ceremony of this objectification. (DP
187)
The narrator's desire for power influences the way he interprets all his friends'
lines, which he, like Violeta before him, categorizes as "excesivas y fuera de
lugar" (37)—in essence, "abnormal." By subjecting José and Josefina to his
examining gaze, he judges them to be aberrant criminals guilty of mistreating

their son and covering up their crime with a farcical performance. His
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examination gives way, at least in his mind, to a judicial ceremony of
condemnation.

When readers take up their role as examiners, however, they can see
another performance enacted in this text. What really bothers the protagonist is
that, in the real-life drama of José, Josefina and Tomas, he has no role. His
friends have evaluated their son's situation and written a script that constructs a
theatrical world tailored to his needs; they direct the scenes as well as act in them
and view our protagonist as an intruder, not a spectator whose approbation they
seek. But the protagonist, as Fernando Valls has noted, projects himself as the
hero of his own fantasy.’® Aspiring to pass judgment, the would-be hero
imposes his own interpretation of the Alberts' representation—an evaluation that
is ultimately proven to be incorrect. He imagines that they need him to perform
in their play as a sympathizer and exercises his "power" to reject that role,
becoming the director instead and recasting himself as the spectator—
theoretically exiting the stage of the visible.

This entire story unfolds as one representation inserted within another.
The protagonist perceives the other characters' performance as manipulations of
words, action, and light in order to control him, the spectator: from the ceiling of
Tomas's room hangs a "luz conscientemente tenue" (41). Despité his desire to
abstain from performance, he himself becomes an actor when he steals Tomas's

book of drawings the first time he goes to the child's room: “Fue un espectaculo
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bochornoso. El espejo me devolvi6 la imagen de un ladrén frente al producto de
su robo: un cuaderno de adolescente" (41-42). Now the protagonist has
mounted his own little spectacle, casting himself in the starring role of "thief,"
within the farce that he imagines his friends to be enacting for him. With the
reflection of the mirror, the protagonist operates simultaneously as actor and
audience, subject and object of the gaze. This scene presents the first step in his
role reversal.?0
A web of metatheatrical levels soon ensnares the sleuth. Having spun his

own secret plot, he must put on still another show for his friends in order to
conceal his real intentions:

Iba a dormirme ya cuando Josefina irrumpié sin llamar en mi

cuarto. Traia una toalla en la mano y miraba de unlado a otro

como si quisiera cerciorarse de algo. El cuadernillo, entre mi

pierna derecha y la sdbana, crujié un poco. Josefina dejé la toalla

junto al lavabo y me dio las buenas noches. Parecia cansada. Yo

me senti aliviado por no haber sido descubierto. (42)
Now that he, too, is an actor, the protagonist is correspondingly the object of the
gaze of himself and others. In this series of reversals subjects become objects and
one play is staged to counteract the effects of another; it is to be expected that the
integrity of theatrical space and roles will be violated, for in this story all

characters are ultimately actors in their own representations.
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As highlighted by the title of the story, the consummate threshold
between these theatrical worlds is the window between Tomas's room and the
garden, through which the protagonist communicates with the child and views
his illogical domain. The window is literally an opening in the theatrical "fourth
wall" that entices the protagonist as "spectator" to leave the audience and interact
with the characters on the stage:
Recordé la ventana por la que Tomas me habia deslizado su
mensaje en nuestro primer encuentro. Salial jardin [...]. Me
deslicé hasta la ventana de Toméas y me apoyé en el alféizar; los
postigos no estaban cerrados y habia luz en el interior. Tomas,
sentado en la cama tal y como lo dejamos, parecia aguardar algo o
a alguien. La idea de que era YO el aguardado me hizo golpear
con fuerza el cristal que me separaba del nifno, pero apenas emitié
sonido alguno. Entonces agité repetidas veces los brazos, me movi
de un lado a otro, me encaramé a la reja y salté otra vez al suelo
hasta que Tomas, stibitamente, reparé en mi presencia. Con una
rapidez que me dejé perplejo, salté de la cama, corri6 hasta la
ventana y la abrié. Ahora estaibamos los dos frente a frente. Sin
testigos. (43)

The casting call that the protagonist perceives becomes irresistible and he is

recruited into the performance. Indeed, he literally clamors for attention until he
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gets a part in the play. His mistake, however, is believing his actions to be "sin
testigos," exempt from submission to the gaze. In the spectacle of power,
shadows and covert action eventually cede to visibility.

The protagonist quickly discovers that this is a part for which he is ill-
equipped, since the play is written in a language and governed by a logic that he
does not understand. He had glimpsed this other language in Tomas's note from
years before, and in the child's notebook stolen on this visit: "Frases
absolutamente desprovistas de sentido se barajaban de forma insélita, saltindose
todo tipo de reglas conocidas. En algiin momento la sintaxis me parecié correcta
pero el resultado era siempre el mismo: incomprensible" (42). Despite this sneak
preview, the protagonist is unprepared for his first scene in the play with Tomas:

Tomas extendié su mano hacia la mia y dijo: “Luna, luna,” con tal
expresion de ansiedad en sus ojos que me quedé sobrecogido [. . .].
Después de un titubeo me sefalé a mi mismo y dije “Amigo.” No
dio muestras de haber comprendido y lo repeti dos veces maés.
Tomaés me miraba sorprendido. “;Amigo?,” pregunté. “Si, A-M-I-
G-O,” dije. Sus ojos se redondearon con una mezcla de asombro y
diversién. Corri6 hacia el vaso de noche y me lo mostré gritando
“;Amigo!.” Luego, sonriendo—o quiz4s un poco asustado—, se

encogi6é de hombros. Yo no sabia qué hacer y repeti la escena sin
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demasiada conviccién. De pronto, Tomas se sefial6 a si mismo y
dijo: “Olla”|[...]. (44)
The protagonist's confusion about the meaning of "luna" magnifies when the
child reveals that "amigo" is not a friend but a night table, and that his name is
not Tomas but "Olla."! Bewildered by the language of this theatrical world, this
neophyte cannot play his scene with conviction.
Tomas's or Olla's language does not relate in any apparently "logical" way
to the protagonist's. Its radical alteration takes the discursive rupture of "arroyo,"
uttered by the possibly "insane" Violeta in the first story of this collection, to new
extremes of dissonance:
El lenguaje que habia aprendido Tomas desde los primeros afios
de su vida—su tinico lenguaje—era de imposible traduccién al mio,
por cuanto era EL MIO sujeto a unas reglas que me eran ajenas
[-..]. Nisiquiera se trataba de una simple inversién de valores.
Bueno no significaba Malo, sino Estornudo. Enfermedad no hacia
referencia a Salud, sino a un estuche de lapiceros. Tomas no se
llamaba Tomas, ni José era José, ni Josefina, Josefina. Olla,
Cuchara y Escoba eran los tres habitantes de aquella lejana granja
en la que yo, inesperadamente, habia caido. (44-45)

Olla's language might well be classified in some alternative order straight from

Borges's encyclopedia. Disturbingly, it is his own language subject to a different



logical order. Considering Saussure's definition of the sign as an arbitrary
relationship between the signifier (the symbol) and the signified (the meaning),
Olla employs the same signifiers as the protagonist, but his signifieds are entirely
disparate from the arbitrary relationship the protagonist—and readers—
understand. As a result, the frustrated hero is completely thrown off the track in
his detectivesque search for meaning.

The protagonist rallies, however, when he believes that he finds a
common means of communication that will enable him to draw conclusions and
pass judgment on José and Josefina. Bypassing language altogether, he seeks the
answer through images, noises, numbers, and gestures:

Renunciando ya a entender palabras que para cada uno tenian un
especial sentido, Olla y yo hablamos todavia un largo rato a través
de gestos, dibujos rapidos esbozados en un papel, sonidos que no
incluyesen para nada algo semejante a las palabras. Descubrimos
que la numeracion, aunque con nombres diferentes, respondia a
los mismos signos y sistemas. Asi, Olla me explicé que el dia
anterior habia cumplido catorce afnos y que, cuando hacia dos, me
habia visto a través de aquella misma ventana, me habia lanzado
ya una llamada de auxilio en forma de nota. Quiso ser mas

explicito y llené de nuevo mi bolsillo de escritos y dibujos. Luego,
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llorando, terminé pidiendo que le alejara de alli para siempre, que

lo llevara conmigo. (45)
The obvious question here is how, on the basis of numbers, pictures and
nonsensical sounds, could the protagonist be sure that his complex interpretation
of José and Josefina's actions is the precise one. By the end of the story, in fact, he
will realize that his interpretation is wrong. The protagonist errs because he does
not understand that language is ruled by an arbitrary logic; even though he
abandons his language in the exchange with Olla, he still uses his own logic to
interpret the events. As a result, he does not really alter the perspective of his
judgmental gaze and does not see that he cannot solve the mystery, because the
clues he is tracking are arranged differently than his experience dictates.

The protagonist is as yet unaware, however, that the trail he follows is
merely his own fabrication; he continues to act out his farce in the hope of
concealing his intention to kidnap the boy. After spending the night in
“communication” with Olla, the protagonist pretends to awaken in his own
room: “Regresé a mi cuarto y abri la ventana como si acabara de despertarme.
Me afeité e hice el mayor ruido posible. Mis manos derramaban frascos y mi
garganta emitia marchas militares. Intenté que todos mis actos sugiriesen el
despertar euférico de un ciudadano de vacaciones en una granja” (46). As the
climax of his play approaches, the protagonist becomes keenly aware of being

watched: "Me sentia mas y mas nervioso: sali al jardin [. . .]. No sé por qué, pero
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no me atrevia a mirar en direccion a la ventana del chico. Sentia, sin embargo,
sus 0jos puestos en mi y cualquiera de mis actos reflejos cobraba una importancia
inesperada" (48). Now the dynamics of spectatorship are reversed, for the
window allows Olla to observe the protagonist. The sensation of being watched
makes the latter recognize the import of his actions as performance and of
himself as the object of another's gaze.

Finally, the detective discerns that his own judgmental gaze has been
completely misdirected. In the morning, as he waits outside for Olla to join him
in the great escape, he realizes that the child is not as he had perceived him to be:

Quiso acercarse a mi y entonces reparé en algo que hasta el
momento me habia pasado inadvertido. Tomas andaba con
dificultad, con gran esfuerzo. Sus brazos y sus piernas parecian
obedecer a consignas opuestas; su rostro, a medida que iba
avanzando, se me mostraba cada vez mas desencajado [...]. Olla
jadeaba. Se agarr6 a mis hombros y me dirigié una mirada dificil
de definir. Me di cuenta entonces, por primera vez, de que estaba
en presencia de un enfermo [. . .]. ;Por qué el mismo muchacho
que horas antes me parecié rebosante de salud respondia ahora a
la descripcion que durante todo el dia de ayer me hicieran de é1

sus padres? (48-49)
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The foiled hero had not noticed Tomas's physical illness before because he
desired or expected to see something else—for the perspective of the gaze
determines how the object is seen. As in “Linula y Violeta,” here the deceptive
status of an “invalid” subverts the protagonist’s expectations. Significantly, the
child's gaze is now "dificil de definir" for the visitor, who is finally aware that
more than one interpretation of this "text" exists. Thus Tomas/Olla is suspended
between two systems of vision, whose interpretations collide on the space of his
deformed body.

Completely confused as to what his role or his lines should be in this
unsettling play, the protagonist feebly grasps at the reigns of control by
appropriating Olla's language: "Supliqué, gemi, grité con todas mis fuerzas.
‘¢POR QUE? volvia a decir y, de repente, casi sin darme cuenta, mis labios
pronunciaron una palabra. ‘Luna,” dije, ;LUNA!" (50). "Luna" was Olla's initial
plea to the outsider through the garden window, yet it is now devoid—for him as
well as readers—of the symbolic significance with which the moon is usually
invested. Whatever meaning the word holds for the other characters is
uncertain, but it is definitely not sufficient to elevate the protagonist to power in
the eyes of José and Josefina: “Ambos, como una sola persona, parecieron
despertar de un suefo. Se incorporaron a la vez y con gran cuidado entraron el
cuerpo del pequefio Tomas en la casa. Luego, cuando cerraron la puerta,

Josefina clavé en mis pupilas una mirada cruel. Corri como enloquecido por el
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sendero” (50). Objectified and tormented by this gaze, the protagonist realizes
that he is the abnormal one, the insane one, the one who disrupted the
established order. Consequently, the door to this other world is closed and the
transgressor is banished.

The protagonist's insanity and abnormality are stressed even more by
their contrast to the town driver who picks him up from the road. Nonchalantly,
the driver chats about the Alberts:

—Buena gente —dijo—. Magnifica gente —y mir6 el reloj—-. Su

autobus espera. Tranquilo.

Me desabroché la camisa. Estaba sudando.

—.Y el pequeno Tomas? ;Se encuentra mejor?

Negué con la cabeza.

—Pobre Ollita —dijo.

Y se puso a silbar. (51)
Whether or not the driver's use of the name "Ollita" suggests his acceptance of
the different logical order that the word implies, his treatment of the situation as
completely normal must surely be as unsettling for the protagonist as it is for
readers. For we, too, undoubtedly have been trying to "make sense" of the story,
beginning with the boy's enigmatic note cited in the first paragraph and
culminating with the ambiguous word "luna" that provokes the Alberts to

enclose themselves in their space, hidden from the view of both the protagonist
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and us. By denying the protagonist—and readers—the right of spectatorship, the
Alberts wield the final power of eclipsing the gaze.

But what about the overarching perspective of the narrator of this text?
At the level of narration it is possible to detect a change in the perspective of the
"yo"; the narrator who recounts these events views them differently than the man
who experienced them.?? The narrator repeatedly emphasizes his efforts, as a
protagonist, to document and trace the truth by his own reason—hence the
proliferation of phrases such as "por esta razén." At the same time, the narrator
undermines and contradicts the motives of himself as a protagonist. For
instance, he belies his declared intention of requesting a cab to leave immediately
after his arrival at his friends” home: "Iba a hacer todo esto (sin duda iba a
hacerlo) cuando reparé en un vasito con tres cepillos de dientes" (36). His
parenthetical insistence makes us doubt the veracity of his assertion. Elsewhere,
he admits that, as protagonist, he deliberately misrepresented his intentions to
his friends from the beginning, while supposedly telling the truth to his readers:
"no habia coche. O silo habia, pero, sin saber la razén una vez mas, fingi un
contratiempo" (39). Of course, this makes readers question the narrator's
reliability; like Lanula in the preceding story, readers may interpret this
confession as true or false. This very uncertainty communicates the possibility of

multiple interpretations of any given text. The understanding of such ambiguity



70

pervades the narrator's perspective as he "re-presents" the plot on the page for
our observation.

In essence, the temporal difference of this story—a retrospective narration
of events experienced in the present—imposes a spatial alteration on the self:
seeing things from a different point in time makes the narrator see from a
different perspective.”? He has learned that, as a subject who sees, he is also an
object who is seen, and that it is precisely the angle of vision that establishes the
boundaries of normality and of right. It is no wonder, then, that the protagonist
—~when in search of a logical explanation to his friends' aberrance in their past—
found them to exhibit a "normalidad alarmante" (46). He is alarmed because he
begins to perceive that his notion of normality is a construct superimposed over
what he considers to be abnormal, but what is Olla's, Cuchara's and Escoba's
conception of "normal." With the close of the narration itself, then, the spectacle
comes to an end. A replay of its scenes, in search of understanding, reveals a
constant subversion of language, of logic, of the norm, and of the gaze.
Everything visible through the window of this other world perpetuates and
revels in the instability of power and knowledge. In a similar fashion, a young
girl named Elba guides her sister and friend through a world of a different order

in the next story of the collection.
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"Mi hermana Elba":

Fernandez Cubas manipulates strategies of power and sources of
knowledge in "Mi hermana Elba," as the first-person narrator peruses her
girlhood diary and recalls the events of the final two years of her baby sister's
life. This narrator/protagonist yearns for the affirmation of the gaze of another
and strives to establish herself as the center and subject of power in her life and
in her text. "Mi hermana Elba" is the story of two young girls who are sent to a
boarding school at a convent while their parents are in the process of divorce. At
school, the protagonist longs for the approval of a sophisticated older girl,
Fatima, who breaks all the rules without getting caught. Fatima possesses the
uncanny ability to find secret spaces where one is magically invisible to everyone
outside of them. The protagonist finally attracts Fatima's attention and is
allowed to tag along, largely because Fatima respects young Elba, who is highly
skilled at making use of these spaces and discovering secret passages that even
Fatima does not understand. Together, the girls explore the forbidden zones of
the convent, taking refuge in their hiding places when they need to escape
detection by the nuns. Elba's particular powers impress her sister so that the two
become quite close, exulting with Fatima in the freedom of their clandestine
world.

When school ends and the sisters return home, the protagonist carefully

records in her diary all the information that pours from Elba's ramblings,
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presumably to share it with Fatima the coming fall. At the end of that summer,
however, the parents explain that Elba "no es una nifia normal" (74) and send her
to a special school. The protagonist returns alone to school, only to find that
Fatima has grown up and has no interest in her or in their old games. The
protagonist cannot endure the resulting solitude, made more agonizing by Elba's
haunting gaze and cries that eclipse her thoughts. Driven to desperation, she
shouts for Elba to leave her in peace, whereupon the child's voice gradually

fades from her mind.

Once Elba ceases to haunt her, the protagonist makes new friends and
eagerly anticipates beach excursions and meeting one friend's handsome cousin,
Damian, the coming summer. Elba, too, returns home that summer, but she is
"distraida y ausente" (79), although her sad, piercing gaze follows her sister
through the window. To the protagonist's surprise, she doesn't mind the
sensation of losing a sister. One day, she is summoned home from the beach
because Elba fell from the terrace and died. Amidst the ensuing mourning that
the narrator recounts, she often refers to her feeling of being watched, pitied, and
indulged by everyone, including the handsome boy, Damian, who kisses her
cheek in condolence. To end her story, the narrator cites her diary entry for the
day of Elba's death, in which she did not even note the loss of her sister:
"“Damian me ha besado por primera vez. Y, mas abajo, en tinta roja y gruesas

mayusculas: “HOY ES EL DIA MAS FELIZ DE MI VIDA™"(81).
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In essence, "Mi hermana Elba" reveals how a girl discovers, revels in, and
then destroys the telekinetic powers of her little sister in order to bask in the
approving gaze of others. With her opening sentence the narrator immediately
discloses her childhood efforts to control her family: "Durante el largo verano de
1954 someti a mis padres a la mas estricta vigilancia" (55). Like the narrator of
“La ventana del jardin,” she seeks to control others with her watchful eye.
Perceiving that something is amiss in her household although not yet
understanding that her parents are getting a divorce, she refuses to speak and
thereby coerces everyone into paying special attention to her. Thus,
understanding that silence can be as mighty a tool as speech, she surrenders her
voice in a move calculated to make her the focus of everyone’s vision. Once at
school, Fatima becomes the protagonist's ideal "other," but at first this other does
not deem the protagonist a worthy object of her gaze: "Tuve que aguardar, pues,
al recreo del mediodia y seguirla discretamente en sus paseos solitarios por el
jardin, esperando una mirada de complicidad que no llegaba o alguna indicacién
que me animara a conversar con tranquilidad" (69). The narrator seeks
affirmation of herself in Fatima's eyes and, without it, she hesitates even to speak
and express herself in discourse.

Needing to control others in order to gain more power for herself, the

protagonist takes advantage of Elba's knowledge of "escondites" to attract
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Fatima's attention. Little Elba is gratified at earning her sister's respect for her

discoveries of secret places:
acudiamos alli regularmente para conversar de nuestras cosas y
observar sin ser vistas. Elba solia unirse a nuestros juegos con un
brillo especial en la mirada y una emocién incontenible al
comprobar cémo yo, de pronto, habia empezado a considerarla
seriamente. También Fatima trataba a mi hermana con mucho
respeto [. . .]. (72)

In this setting, the girls can revel in the experience of transcendent space and

escape the vigilant gaze of the nuns. At the same time, each sister can bask in the

approval of her respective idol.

Once the cherished Fatima "grows up" and loses interest in Elba,
however, the protagonist also rejects the child. Fatima no longer needs to defy
the established social system because she now enjoys being part of it. The
narrator is devastated by Fatima's renewed disinterest: "Fatima, la gran Fatima
que todas—y yo con mayor razén—admirdbamos, habia dejado de pertenecerme"
(77). Following Fatima's lead in immersing herself in typical teenage
preoccupations like boys and clothes, the narrator becomes convinced that Elba's
"abnormality" is a liability. Although she protests when her sister is
institutionalized, she finds it more comfortable to reject the traumatized girl's

telepathic communication rather than console her:
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Siempre Elba, con su expresion de angustia y su brazo extendido,
con una mirada cada vez mas exigente, sonriéndome a veces,
gimoteando otras, tomando nota de todos y cada uno de mis
pensamientos. Hasta que su mismo recuerdo se me hizo odioso.
“iBasta!,” terminé gritando un dia. “Vete de una vez para
siempre.” Y progresivamente su voz fue debilitindose,
haciéndose cada vez mas lejana, fundiéndose con otros sonidos y,
por fin, desapareciendo por completo. (78)
Elba’s examining gaze and anguished groans upset her sister by positioning her
in the predicament of being a judged object and a guilty subject at the same time.
Like the protagonist of “La ventana,” this girl is disturbed by a power paradigm
that imposes such a paradoxical subjectivity. Instead of exploring and
appreciating the other knowledge and freedom that Elba provides, the
protagonist rejects her sister because she is no longer a useful tool in the struggle
for Fatima's approval. She prefers a more familiar, unidirectional and limited
power relationship. Thus the girl acquiesces to the definition of her sister as
"abnormal" and contributes to her banished isolation. In the end, being the
recipient of Elba's cries for help puts her in a doubly powerless position: she
cannot bear being the object of her sister's telepathic vigilance, nor is she capable

of taking action and changing her parents' decision about her sister's interment.
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The narrator's egoism peaks when she relishes the concern focused on her
after the unexplained death of her sister. The attention she receives gives her the
gratification, at last, of being the object of everyone's gaze: "Siguieron las frases
de condolencia y los apretones de mano. Me sentia observada. Pasaron una a
una todas las familias del pueblo. Pas6 Damian con los ojos enrojecidos y me
besé en la mejilla." (81). Whether accidental or suicidal, Elba’s death becomes a
commodity traded in her sister’s pursuit of power. Yet the death may possibly
have been caused by the protagonist herself, though she does not openly confess.
The narrator does not say exactly what she was doing when Elba "habia perdido
el equilibrio en la terraza" (80). Was she playing at the beach, as her account
implies (but does not state), or was she pushing her sister off the terrace? In this
light, Elba's death takes on the hue of a bizarre sacrifice for the comfort of her
sister.

The narrative text itself, then, can be seen as a sort of confession with the
guise of producing truth. While the apparent purpose of this story might be to
exorcise a woman of troubling memories of an abnormal sister, the confession as
fiction depends on its recipients—its readers—to interpret its truth. Thus the
narrator may condemn herself inadvertently by the implications of her words.
The young protagonist manipulates everyone in her life and, as an adult
narrator, her words snake out to ensnare readers. However, even though they

are the receiving objects of her discourse, readers have the power to extract
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knowledge from this confession, and interpret their version of the truth. This is a
daunting task due to the nature of narrative itself: an undertaking inherently
subject to memory, to reconstruction, to fictionalization, to manipulation. Asin
other Ferndndez Cubeas stories, the task of struggling with the other in order to
determine the truth—as the tradition of confession has trained us to do—is proven
to be a virtually impossible one, for truth is merely a construct of a particular

mechanization of power.

"El provocador de imagenes":

Tracing the truth is similarly futile in "El provocador de iméagenes," the
last tale in this collection. In this story, the first-person narrator (who refers to
himself only by the elliptical alphabetical initials H.].K.) remembers his long
friendship with José Eduardo Expedito (also known as J.E.E.). Eduardo
possessed a cornucopia of knowledge of every type imaginable, was a
meticulous observer of people, and prided himself on being a "provocador de
imagenes," whereby he would provoke people to the limit of their tolerance.
H.J.K. delights in being the object of Eduardo's gaze and gladly submits his
confessions to his friend's direction.

Whereas for the protagonist of “Mi hermana Elba” the power of Fatima’s
gaze seemed absolute, H.J.LK.'s pleasure as the object of his other's examining

gaze sparks into fury when he discovers that Eduardo's prowess has been
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defeated by his insipid girlfriend, Ulla Goldberg. While living with Eduardo
and purportedly enduring his sadomasochistic humiliations and tortures, Ulla
was actually subjecting the great ].E.E. to careful observation and examination,
the results of which she duplicitously recorded in her recipe book. Eduardo
tearfully confesses all this during a drunken encounter with the narrator in a bar.
Stunned, the narrator meanders around several countries before returning to
Strasbourg, where he intuits Ulla to be. Finding the unattractive blond one night
in a seedy bar, he casually asks about Eduardo and watches her normally vacant,
inhuman gaze become "radiante, vencedora" (106) while she recounts tale after
tale of Eduardo's spiraling alcoholism and self-destruction. Without hesitation,
our narrator informs her that Eduardo's apparent alcoholism is merely a guise
for his investigation into his latest passion, the brewing of beer. Intimidating
Ulla with his extensive and exclusive knowledge of Eduardo's activities, and
deflating her glory at having defeated the great manipulator, H.].K. provokes the
image he desires to see: "Las mejillas de Ulla Goldberg habian recobrado su
habitual palidez enfermiza. Sonref; el brillo de sus ojos estaba dejando paso a su
acostumbrada transparencia inhumana" (109). Finally, the protagonist justifies
the "vémito de falsedades e incongruencias" (109) that he has just spewed onto
Ulla with the fact that José Eduardo E. had always been his best friend.

Of all the stories in Mi hermana Elba, "El provocador de iméagenes"

displays perhaps most prominently the struggle for power through the
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accumulation of knowledge and the manipulation of the gaze. In the beginning,
the narrator briefly examines Eduardo, then delights in being the object of
Eduardo's examination. José Eduardo Expedito extensively catalogues
information on everything from the mating rituals of scorpions, to the correct
preparation of innumerable culinary delights, to the theory that the proliferation
of different languages stems from the biblical Tower of Babel. His propensity to
"provocar iméagenes" enables him to observe the way others react to his
astounding knowledge. As Foucault has noted, the effect of this examining gaze
is to define people as objects of knowledge: "The examination, surrounded by all its
documentary techniques, makes each individual a 'case': a case which at one and the
same time constitutes an object for a branch of knowledge and a hold for a
branch of power" (DP 191). Curiously, though, the narrator basks in Eduardo's
attention and goes to great lengths to assure his friend's dominance, much as
Violeta finally submitted to Linula. This twist, one not emphasized by Foucault,
frequently appears in Ferndndez Cubas's texts. The protagonist's desire to be the

object of the other’s gaze propels the enigma of the entire story and motivates his

final confrontation with Ulla.

Ulla disturbs H.J.K. so violently because, to his mind, she distorts his
system of power to monstrous proportions. From the moment he first meets her,
the protagonist dismisses Ulla as an unsuitable object for his own gaze: “[N]o me

interesaba en absoluto. Su duro acento sueco me resultaba grotesco y sus
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enfermizos cabellos palidos, cortados al estilo de cualquier institutriz de
pesadilla, me parecieron de una total falta de respeto a las posibles ideas estéticas
del préjimo. Reparé en los enormes zapatones que ahora movia nerviosa y mi
mirada cambié al instante de direccién” (91). "Grotesco," "enfermizos,"
"zapatones" (not to mention “sueco”)—all indicate that Ulla Goldberg exceeds the
normal and qualifies, therefore, as monstrous. The protagonist meditates on the
monstrosity of objects that overwhelm their parameters and take control of their
creators:
Pensé entonces en el brillante doctor Victor Frankenstein y su
terror incontenible ante el primer signo de vida de su criatura.
Unos péarpados que se abren, un suspiro. .. ;No era eso lo
deseado? Si. .. pero demasiado grande. Una escala demasiado
grande. Justo el punto que separa la hermosura de la
monstruosidad. .. [...] Como Ulla Goldberg. Exactamente igual
que Ulla Goldberg. (96)
To the narrator's calculating eye, Ulla is lacking as an object of desire precisely
because she exceeds his standards of normality and falls short of his standards of
femininity.
Ulla's most monstrous sedition, however, is that her appéarance deviates
completely from her true identity. From the beginning, the narrator complains

about Ulla's "mirada transparente," suggesting that one reason he dislikes her is
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that she does not play the game of the gaze: her gaze does not reflect evaluation,
definition, and affirmation, which the narrator needs for his own gratification as
a seen object. Eventually, he discovers that Ulla's gaze is monstrous in its
duplicity: "Pero aquella mirada de una transparencia inquietante con la que
acogia cualquier capricho ajeno por extrafio o contra natura que pudiera parecer,
ocultaba una terrible falsedad. Ulla Goldberg estaba experimentando,
ensayando o probando [. . .]" (99). Fooled by her apparent ingenuousness into
thinking that her gaze lacked power, the narrator is stunned and incensed to
discover that she is "la mas grande provocadora de imagenes que ser alguno
pudiera concebir" (99).

That transparent gaze conceals a crafty woman who has inverted the play
of disciplinary power in the sadomasochistic torture sessions with Eduardo, and
has used her subterfuge of submission in order to subject Eduardo to extensive
observation. Ulla has reversed the equation so that Eduardo becomes the object
of her knowledge and power through the examination: "The examination that
places individuals in a field of surveillance also situates them in a network of
writing; it engages them in a whole mass of documents that capture and fix
them" (DP 189). Ulla transcribes Eduardo in her medical or psychoanalytical
discourse as the "paciente ].E.E." (100), not to glorify him but to reduce him, as
Foucault would say, to "a document for possible use" (DP 191). This "sueca," an

inexcusably unattractive and apparently submissive woman, has manipulated
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her feminine status—thanks to the masquerade of her examination record as a
cookbook—to take control of Eduardo and, by extension, of the narrator himself.

Sickened by this monstrous violation of subject/ object relations, the
narrator literally vomits on Ulla's "irritante flequillo" (95) one night in a bar, and
figuratively coats her with "aquel vémito de falsedades e incongruencias" (109)
the final night in another bar when he stuns her with his fabricated knowledge
about Eduardo. Making Ulla the object of his verbal and gastric spew, he
determines to gain control and restore his friend to glory by means of reducing
the gleam of Ulla's gaze to its "acostumbrada transparencia inhumana" (109). If
Ulla’s gaze is transparent, then H.].K. can see through her and possess all the
knowledge and power in their relationship. As long as her inhumanity—her
monstrosity—wields no control, it benefits the disciplinary system by
accentuating the normality and right to rule of the powers that be.

While knowledge is the key to power, the narrator's authority in this story
is totally limited by his questionable knowledge of exactly what occurs. His
constant proclamations of control are undermined by his admissions of a
temporarily faulty memory: “Aunque suelo presumir de una memoria excelente
y algunos hechos de mi vida asf lo atestiguan—no confio en mi secretaria y sélo
uso la agenda en contadas ocasiones—, hay ciertos datos que escapan ahora a mis
intentos de ordenacién y emergen del pasado envueltos en una nube de sombras

y murmullos” (83). He also admits to being slow to comprehend certain
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situations: "Confieso, en detrimento de mi supuesta sagacidad, que tardé
bastante en dar con la clave [. . .]" (97). A comical antidote to the narrator's
presumptuous and anal-retentive character, this doubt about his control
subsumes any expectation of stability in power relations between narrator and
reader at the textual level. One suspects, however, that perhaps these frequent
admissions of aberration from his normal character are deliberate attempts to
keep our attention and our gaze focused on him, just the way he did with
Eduardo. Like the young protagonist of “Mi hermana Elba,” he understands
that temporary abnormality attracts the attention of the examining gaze that
watches in search of knowledge. Thus H.].K.'s narrative unreliability is
conceivably a narcissistic enticement of readers' voyeurism.

Further evidence of unreliability in this narration is the inferiority of the
narrator's knowledge of foreign languages and customs in comparison with
Eduardo's. The latter delivers his confession of Ulla's dominance in numerous
languages, which impedes the narrator's understanding: “No puedo precisar
con certeza como Eduardo llegé a descubrirse objeto de estudio (esa parte del
discurso fue pronunciada casi enteramente en bavaro), pero me pareci6 entender
que la cientifica Ulla habia recopilado la mayor parte de sus impresiones en una
agenda en la que simulaba anotar recetas alsacianas [. . .]” (99). Linguistic
mastery affords knowledge of the other and the potential to dominate the

difference of the other, as Eduardo amply demonstrates. With the proliferation



of languages, nationalities, cultural customs, and countries in this story,
Ferndndez Cubas problematizes the issue of difference and the way it
disconcerts people. This undercurrent, which resurfaces in many of her texts,
divulges the need to control others by cataloguing the exact ways in which they
are different, thereby defining them through discourse. In this story, however,
the narrator cannot dominate because he pieces together imperfect knowledge
from linguistic ramblings that he does not understand.

Subject/ object relations through the examining gaze constitute the key
method for establishing relations of dominance that constantly get overturned in
"El provocador de imagenes." This story illustrates how knowledge generates
power and power propagates knowledge; always intertwined, the two produce
subjects of discourse and the gaze. However, as often happens in the Fernandez
Cubeas fictional world, the tables are turned in this text when the "powerless"
wields the very tactics of the powerful in order to wrest control. Thus the author
dramatizes the way power functions based on a dual pleasure principle: the
pleasure of observing and the pleasure of being observed. When being watched
ceases to titillate, objects of the gaze endeavor to look objectively at their subjects

and shift the balance of power in their own favor.
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Conclusion:

In the stories of Mi hermana Elba, self/other power relations are

mediated as one character strives to dominate the discourse imposed by another.
Leaving behind the preoccupation with a single figure of power Spanish fiction
proliferated in the transition years, the protagonists of these tales undergo a kind
of apprenticeship of power: they are exposed to a paradigm in which power is
reversible, in flux at all levels of society, and in which other modes of knowledge
and logic distort what they presume to be right. Essentially, Fernandez Cubas
imbues the object with the agency to look "objectively" at the subject, and to
manipulate the subject's own discourse to invert the power paradigm. Thus she
exposes and extends the potential for opposition that is inherent, but never fully
explored, in Foucault's concept of power relations as a fluctuating process.
Finally, the narrative text itself enters into play with readers, provoking its own
images in order to question the way they see and interpret reality. While power
undeniably depends on oppositionality, Fernandez Cubas underscores the
importance of both sides of the boundary: not only do binaries such as

subject/ object, logic/illogic, and orality /writing define and deconstruct one
another, but the tension between them is precisely the font of her discursive
creativity. If the technologies of power displayed in this narrative discourse
ultimately cause any interpretation of the texts to be as ambiguous as the

identities of Violeta/Lunula/ Victoria/ Luz, or as cryptic as Olla's language, then
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at least the spectacle of power is sure to continue—ever changing and enticing.
Key to this spectacle are expectations of gender and their subversion, as Ulla
indicates in “El provocador de imégenes.” In the next chapter, on Los altillos de
Brumal, the performance of gender occupies the spotlight in the subjective play

of power.



Performing and Reforming

Gender in Los altillos de Brumal

The cover of the Tusquets joint edition of the short story collections Mi

hermana Elba and Los altillos de Brumal by Cristina Fernandez Cubas displays

Norman Rockwell's "Girl at the Mirror." It portrays a young, barefoot girl in a
petticoat, crouching on a bench in front of a looming mirror. Discarded on the
floor are a pretty doll, a tube of red lipstick, a comb, a brush. On the girl's lap, a
magazine is opened to a full-page spread of Jane Mansfield's haughty, flawlessly
sculpted and made-up face. The girl's curled fingers timidly approach her own
naked face, seeking in her reflection, perhaps, some promising germination of
Jane Mansfield. This picture illustrates not only the representation of gender, in
the photograph of the great Hollywood movie star, but also what Judith Butler
calls the re-presentation or performance of gender. That is to say, the process of
fashioning the self according to socially constructed codes of gender. As such,
"Girl at the Mirror" aptly illustrates the way identity is formed, performed, and
reformed through constructions of gender.

While in chapter 11 analyzed Mi hermana Elba as an exploration of the

politics of power—the way individuals define themselves through power
relations with others—in this chapter the politics of gender take central stage in

the performance of identity. By foregrounding the issue of gender formation, the
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work of Ferndndez Cubas highlights a central concern of feminist theory in
general, as well as the field of feminism within Spain in particular. To date,
critical studies from a woman-centered perspective have read her work as
privileging the feminine over the masculine as a paradigm for agency. In
particular, scholars have employed the Kristevan theory of the semiotic to

explore Los altillos de Brumal as proffering images of femininity in rejection of

masculinity and the patriarchal order.?* Nonetheless, Fernandez Cubas herself
has emphatically rejected the idea that her work privileges the feminine and has
insisted that she strives to explore idiosyncrasies and problems in characters of
both sexes. In an interview with Kathleen Glenn, Fernandez Cubas stresses that
“pretender que lo que yo intento al escribir es ridiculizar al elemento masculino
en masa, me parece un desatino” (“Conversacién” 361). The reputation in Spain
of feminism as simplistic, on the one hand, and extremist, on the other, may
explain Fernandez Cubas’s adamant stance. Although she is reluctant to identify
herself with feminism,? this author questions gender positions by
deconstructing their division based on binary oppositions. Such an endeavor is
fundamental to her overarching project of undermining the hierarchical nature of
patriarchal thought.

This chapter seeks to disentangle the apparent contradiction between the
idea of gender as a discursive construction and motifs in the author’s texts that

suggest biological associations of gender. Judith Butler's and Teresa de
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Lauretis’s arguments that biological associations of gender are themselves
constructions that determine which bodies hold a stake in relations between the
sexes help me to explain many of the subtle mechanizations with regard to

gender in Los altillos de Brumal. In this light, fundamental questions propel my

study of the performativity of gender in Fernandez Cubas’s text. Images of the
feminine are evoked as sources of inspiration, creativity and agency in the texts,
but which characters benefit from projecting such a discourse of essentialized
femininity? How does the apparent binary opposition of masculine/feminine
dictate the actions of individuals as gendered beings? If gender is an ongoing re-
presentation, as Judith Butler and other theoreticians propose, what choices are
made in these texts that perpetuate or, conversely, that deconstruct the
masquerade of masculine and feminine? The answers to these questions suggest

that the stories of Los altillos de Brumal seek not to invert the binomial

hierarchies of masculine and feminine, but to blend certainty with forgetfulness,
"masculine" order with "feminine" fluidity. Furthermore, Fernandez Cubas
explores what is left out of such polarities, at the very limits of discursive
constructions, as the foundational borderland of the subject.

In all these stories narration itself, as discourse, proves to be a crucial
battleground for the alteration of discursive construction and for the
confrontation with what discourse attempts to erase: its own constitutive

outside. In Los altillos de Brumal, narrators who manipulate language abound,




20

but some manipulate discourse—and discursive constructions of gender—in order
to change their subjectivity. In all her stories, Fernandez Cubas demonstrates an
awareness that, as Foucault points out, one can never escape the discursive
power structures that condition our identities. However, her tales suggest that
one can manipulate the discourses advanced by those power structures, as well

as what those norms ostracize, to create agency for the self.

“El reloj de Bagdad”:

"El reloj de Bagdad," the first story of Los altillos de Brumal, foregrounds

issues of gender through its marked contrast between feminine and masculine
qualities and spaces. The female narrator recalls her childhood, much of which
she spent in the kitchen listening to the fabulous tales of the maid, Olvido, and
enjoying the company of the "animas" who infused even inanimate objects with a
creative voice. This idyllic existence is interrupted when the young girl's father
brings home a looming clock from Baghdad, and installs it on the central landing
of the staircase so that it will be visible from the main areas of the house. Soon
after, all the household members seem to be mysteriously plagued by mishaps,
such as when the other maid, Matilde, suffers a terrible fall while dusting the
clock. Fearful and sensitive, the young girl perceives the entire house to be
submerged in ominous silence. The calamities culminate with the death of

Olvido and, soon after, the destruction of the house in a night-time fire. The
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family barely escapes the flames with a few random possessions. The clock is
rescued, however, and to the child’s ears its chimes are transformed into
insidious laughter as the house burns to the ground. The girl's last reported
memory is of her family's departure from that town, on the night of the Feast of
Saint John. Amid the celebratory bonfires, the child spies the dancing figure of
her beloved Olvido, accompanied by the sprites of inspiration. This was, she
recounts, her last vision of the spirits.

The feminine imagery of this story centers around the kitchen and its
ruler, Olvido, in direct opposition to the phallic clock and the father who
purchased it. Mary Lee Bretz has observed that "the world of the kitchen is
clearly the pre-Oedipal, timeless world of the semiotic" (183), in contrast to the
patriarchal structure of the symbolic. The binary relation that she draws is based

on Julia Kristeva's Revolution in Poetic Language (1974) and Desire in Language

(1980). In these works, Kristeva develops her concept of the semiotic in an
elaboration of Jacques Lacan's psychoanalytic model of subject development,
which hinges on the Symbolic Order of patriarchy.
For Kristeva, the symbolic is characterized by the subject's perception of
complete castration and submission to phallic language:
the discovery of castration. . . detaches the subject from his
dependence on the mother, and the perception of this lack makes

the phallic function a symbolic function—the symbolic function.
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The subject, finding his identity in the symbolic, separates from his
fusion with the mother [characteristic of the semiotic], confines his
jouissance to the genitals, and transfers semiotic motility onto the
symbolic order. (Revolution 47)
Kristeva theorizes that the rigidity imposed by the Symbolic Order, which is
entered by initiation into language and ruled by phallic law, can be penetrated
by drives of the "semiotic chora"—the rhythmic, pre-linguistic, nurturing,
ungendered space in the unconscious where the drives that affect the subject are
originally ordered. Kristeva associates the semiotic with the feminine, in contrast
to the masculine, patriarchal structure of the symbolic. This feminine association

is intensified as she develops her theory further in Desire in Language, wherein

the mother is emphasized as the origin of the semiotic drives. For Kristeva, those
(feminine) semiotic drives that penetrate the symbolic structure have an effect
that "pulverizes unity" in the phallocentric order (Revolution 208). As a result,
they allow the subject the possibility of altering absolute patriarchal formation in
language. Finally, this dynamic enables the subject to continue in process.

In Bretz's view, Olvido epitomizes the eternal mother figure, as ruler of
the uninhibited space of the kitchen—where all talk flows freely and even the
hearth has a voice. Significantly, in the story Olvido is associated with the fluid

communication of oral narration:
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Y entonces Olvido tomaba la palabra. Pausada, segura, sabedora
de que a partir de aquel momento nos hacia suyos, que muy
pronto la luz del quinqué se concentraria en su rostro y sus arrugas
de anciana dejarian paso a la tez sonrosada de una nifa, a la
temible faz de un sepulturero atormentado por sus recuerdos, a un
fraile visionario [. . .]. (116-7)

Like Liinula in Mi hermana Elba, Olvido is a mesmerizing story-teller, adept at

transforming herself into the characters of her tales. Yet in “El reloj de Bagdad”
Olvido's nurturing, fluid, communicative vitality contrasts not with another
aspiring narrator, but with the imposing, rigid silence represented by the clock:
“El Reloj de Bagdad estaba ahi. Arrogante, majestuoso, midiendo con su sordo
tictac cualquiera de nuestros juegos infantiles. Parecia como si se hallara en el
mismo lugar desde tiempos inmemoriales [. . .]” (120). Even the seemingly
eternal nature of the clock competes with Olvido's apparent agelessness.
Together with the clock, the image of the father certainly evokes the
patriarchal control of the symbolic. The father has a small but significant
function in the story: he brings the clock into the home, he is "[f]iel a la ley del
silencio” (129), and—in an echo of the biblical Lot—he prohibits the young girl
from looking back when they finally drive away from the town on the Night of

Saint John. He and the upright clock, representatives of the phallic order, seem
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to be in direct opposition to Olvido and the feminine. Symbolically, the father—
like Olvido—is dead by the time the narrator tells her tale.

Nonetheless, while the clock may appear to be phallic, it is not an entirely
negative image, for it literally depicts a representation of non-gendered people.
As the narrator recalls, time seems to have erased signs of gender from the
dancing figures painted on the face of the clock: "[. . .] los cuerpos festivos de un
grupo de seres humanos. ;Danzarines? ;Invitados a un banquete? Los afios
habian desdibujado sus facciones, los pliegues de sus vestidos [. . .]" (119). These
ungendered bodies of uncertain identity deviate from the paradigm of the
feminine that Olvido imposes, as well as the ideal of the masculine that the father
enforces. The clock, then, is a paradoxical, ambivalent blend of phallocentric
order, on the one hand, and the transcendence of difference, on the other.

Another positive characteristic of the clock is that it inspires creativity in
the children. As the young ones gaze at the clock, the sand in its weights inspires
vivid imaginings of playtime on the beach:

Y ya los nifios, equipados con cubos y palas, salian al Paseo,
miraban a derecha e izquierda, cruzaban la via y se revolcaban en
la playa que ahora no era una playa sino un remoto y peligroso
desierto. Pero no hacia falta tanta arena. Un puifiado, nada mas, y,

sobre todo, un momento de silencio. (119)
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Not only does the clock inspire creativity in the children, but silence is also
transformed from a tactic of oppression into the source of imaginative invention.
This fertile silence rivals the power of Olvido’s oral storytelling to inspire the
children’s imaginations. In effect, the figure of the clock attenuates the negative
polarity of the masculine with positive qualities, which disturbs the absolute
control that Olvido formerly had wielded from her position in the feminine.

In addition to representing non-gendered beings and stimulating
creativity that transcends limitations of space, the clock also problematizes
hierarchical concepts of subjectivity. By virtue of its origin, the clock symbolizes
the crossing of the border between East and West: “era un reloj muy antiguo,
fechado en 1700, en Bagdad, probable obra de artesanos iraquies para algtin
cliente europeo. Sélo asi podia interpretarse el hecho de que la numeracién fuera
arabiga [. . .]” (119). The European/Iraqi relationship evoked here underscores
the self/ other dichotomy so prevalent in Western domination. Its power
dynamic also mirrors the masculine/feminine opposition. Thus, this penetration
of the West by the East—represented by the clock—is highly unsettling for Olvido,
who insists on rejecting the Iraqis for their difference: "Ni siquiera deben de ser
cristianos" (122). In the West/East hierarchy, Olvido is the dominant one; in the
masculine/feminine relationship, Olvido strives to exert control by inverting the

hierarchy of gender and wresting household control from the father.?
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Olvido's fear of the other and of losing control are prime motivators for
her to cooperate in subjugation in order to invert its terms; nonetheless, her
collusion still propagates domains of oppositional difference. Teresa de Lauretis

has observed in Technologies of Gender that this polarity of thought, in and of

itself, is characteristic of patriarchy: "To continue to pose the question of gender
in either of these terms (the difference of woman from man, or the difference in
man), once the critique of patriarchy has been fully outlined, keeps feminist
thinking bound to the terms of Western patriarchy itself" (1). Any definition of
woman based on her difference from man reproduces the oppositional
relationship that binds woman to man.
This polarity is precisely the basis for one of Judith Butler's criticisms of
Kristeva's opposition between the semiotic and the symbolic:
Despite her critique of Lacan, however, Kristeva's strategy of
subversion proves doubtful. Her theory appears to depend upon
the stability and reproduction of precisely the paternal law that she
seeks to displace [. . .]. If the semiotic promotes the possibility of
the subversion, displacement, or disruption of the paternal law,
what meanings can those terms have if the Symbolic always

reasserts its hegemony? (Gender Trouble 80)

Olvido's elevation of the feminine over the masculine similarly proliferates the

patriarchal mode of thought. By causing the qualities of the masculine/feminine
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binary to interpenetrate one another in "El reloj de Bagdad," Ferndndez Cubas
problematizes the viability of such absolute divisions, in order to point to a
different way of envisioning the subject.
The representation of the crossing of borders on the clock projects gender
as a construct that can be manipulated, questioned and even deconstructed.
Ferndndez Cubas's paradigm corresponds here with Teresa de Lauretis's
conceptualization of gender as a discursive construct and not as biological
essence: "gender is not sex, a state of nature, but the representation of each
individual in terms of a particular social relation which pre-exists the individual
and is predicated on the conceptual and rigid (structural) opposition of two
biological sexes" (5). De Lauretis further proposes that it is the discursive nature
of gender that allows for agency:
To assert that the social representation of gender affects its
subjective construction and that, vice versa, the subjective
representation of gender—or self-representation—affects its social
construction, leaves open a possibility of agency and self-
determination at the subjective and even individual level of
micropolitical and everyday practices |[. . .]. (9)

Even if subjectivity is indelibly influenced by discourse, the very idea that

gender is not innate but a construction allows for the potential to restructure the

discourses that form the subject.
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Judith Butler agrees with this view. In Gender Trouble, she analyzes

gender representation as a stylization—an ongoing re-presentation—of the self.

Drawing on Foucault's genealogical project in The History of Sexuality, Butler

seeks to understand, not the politics of subversion of the masculine by the
feminine, but the technologies of power that construct the very categories of
masculine and feminine. If the gender binary consists merely of representations,
she proposes, then the key is to understand who is served by their depiction:
"How are the sex/gender and nature/culture dualisms constructed and
naturalized in and through one another? What gender hierarchies do they serve,
and what relations of subordination do they reify?" (Gender 37). She criticizes
Kristeva for undertaking a utopian quest for gender-related origins in the
semiotic without questioning who defined the origin as such: “The law that is
said to repress the semiotic may well be the governing principle of the semiotic
itself, with the result that what passes as ‘maternal instinct’ may well be a
culturally constructed desire which is interpreted through a naturalistic
vocabulary” (Gender 91) Privileging the feminine as the origin and as
necessarily opposed to the masculine, Kristeva's schema of the semiotic does not
consider which powers benefit by inventing gendered subjects and then positing
them as prior to the existence of the law. Butler agrees with Foucault that such a
temporal sleight of hand is precisely what institutes the patriarchal power

structure (Gender 7).
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Who, then, in "El reloj de Bagdad," profits from the institution of gender
oppositions? The father does, obviously, to some extent. Nonetheless, in the
dynamics of the household, Olvido clearly gains power over the children by
stressing the attractive qualities of her feminine realm in contrast to the
patriarchal "law of silence" imposed by the father. When the clock arrives,
however, it rivals Olvido's skill at awakening the children's powers of
imagination. Moreover, the suggestive erasure of gender on the body of the
clock threatens Olvido's control, which is predicated on the essential difference of
her gender. Thus the clock unsettles the balance of power in the home. Indeed,
Olvido's final words to her young charge, before dying, are an admonishment to
be on guard against the invasion of the other into their world: “Y luego, como
presa de un pavor invencible, asiéndose de mis trenzas, intentando escupir algo
que desde hacia tiempo ardia en su boca y empezaba ya a quemar mis oidos:
‘Guérdate. Protégete. .. jNo te descuides ni un instante!”" (126). The gender
opposition of masculine and feminine foments Olvido's power; thus, whether
aware of it or not, she has a vested interest in perpetuating that representation of
gender.

If Olvido's power ultimately rests on a discursive construct of gender, it is
a representation that the narrator—even as a child—sometimes accepts and other

times rejects in order to better accommodate the self image she desires. When
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Olvido asserts her intention of living with her charge even after she grows up
and marries, the girl ponders this representation of her feminine obligations:
[no] veia motivo suficiente para separarme de mi familia o
abandonar, algin dia, la casa junto a la playa. Pero Olvido decidia
siempre por mi. "El piso sera soleado y pequefio, sin escaleras,
sétano ni azotea." Y no me quedaba otro remedio que ensoiiarlo
asi, con una amplia cocina en la que Olvido trajinara a gusto y una
gran mesa de madera con tres sillas, tres vasos y tres platos de
porcelana. .. O, mejor, dos. La compaiiia del extrano que las
previsiones de Olvido me adjudicaban no acababa de encajar en
mi nueva cocina. "El cenara mas tarde," pensé. Y le saqué la silla a
un hipotético comedor que mi fantasia no tenia interés alguno en
representarse. (117)
This passage provides a key illustration of the way gender is represented for the
girl, who subsequently re-presents the image the way she desires it to be. While
she claims to be completely interpellated into Olvido's domain—"Olvido always
decided for me"—the child doesn't hesitate to change the picture and humorously
erase that hypothetical husband whom she has no interest in representing in her
personal space. This juxtaposition of acquiescence and agency underscores the
fact that, since the gender roles that Olvido projects are constituted by discourse,

they can be changed by discourse.
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Long after the deaths of her father and Olvido, the adult narrator draws
on discursive elements of both gender poles when she textually re-presents a
self-styled subjectivity. In her narration, she consciously blends forgetfulness
with the "certainty" of memory, in a creative discourse that combines both sides
of the gender opposition. Throughout this narration, as in many Fernandez
Cubas texts, there abound references to the uncertainty of recollection, such as:
“No sé si la extrana desazon que iba a aduenarse pronto de la casa irrumpi6 de
stibito, como me lo presenta ahora la memoria, o si se trata, quiz4, de la
deformacién que entrana el recuerdo. Pero lo cierto es que [. . .]” (121). Atthe
textual level, the narrator's continual speculation about the potential certainty or
uncertainty of memory—highlighted by the constantly shifting verb tenses—
incorporates the possibility of "olvido" into her creative project, together with the
possibility of accurate remembrance.

In addition to the amalgam of certainty and doubt, the narrator exploits
multiple meanings and contexts of "olvido" to problematize any purely
"feminine" or positive interpretation of fluid forgetfulness. Thus, the seemingly
feminine, creative, positive symbolism of the maid Olvido (which, in itself, is
problematic) is offset by the numerous, destructive "olvidos” that culminate with
the burning down of the house:

Eran tantos los olvidos, tan numerosos los descuidos, tan increibles

las torpezas que cometiamos de continuo, que ahora, con la
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distancia de los afos, contemplo la tragedia que marcé nuestras
vidas como un hecho 16gico e inevitable. Nunca supe si aquella
noche olvidamos retirar los braseros, o si lo hicimos de forma
apresurada [ . . .]. (italics mine 127)
In addition to emphasizing the destructive nature of these “olvidos,” the narrator
allies them with the side of logic—the latter a prime characteristic of the symbolic.
Thus qualities that initially seem to be associated with one gender polarity or the
other cross the border between the two and confuse the issue of difference.

As the association of forgetfulness with the positive, feminine polarity is
deconstructed further, the very existence of the clock—and the truth of the story—
is cast into doubt. The narrator traces the erasure of certainty and memory to the
morning when the house burned down: "Aquella misma madrugada se urdié la
ingenua conspiracion de la desmemoria” (128). Soon thereafter, the antique
dealer from whom the father purchased the clock in the first place rejects the
timepiece because of its deterioration, denying that he had ever possessed an
ungainly object of such bad taste (128). The “forgetfulness” of the “olvidadizo
comerciante” infects the girl’s family: "[mi familia] adquirié su pasmosa
tranquilidad para negar evidencias” (129). Now forgetfulness is depicted as a
deliberate denial of truth, exercised first by a man and then adopted by the entire
family. With this contagion, the motif of "olvido" can no longer be seen as sacred

to the realm of the feminine.
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Similar to the increasing ambivalence of the gendered associations of
forgetfulness is the symbolism of fire. While in the beginning, the hearth is part
of the feminine space of the kitchen, linked to Olvido and the spirits, fire is also
the instrument—associated with the clock—that destroys the house. Then, at the
end of the story, the bonfires on the Night of Saint John seem to harbor both the
clock and Olvido with her spirit friends:

Y entonces lo vi. A través del humo, los vecinos, los nifios
reunidos en torno a las hogueras. Parecia mas pequerio,
desamparado, lloroso. Las llamas ocultaban las figuras de los
danzarines, el juego de autématas se habia desprendido de la caja
[...]. Recordando antiguas aficiones, entorné los ojos. Ella estaba
alli. Riendo, danzando, revoloteando en torno a las llamas junto a
sus viejas amigas. (129)
In this final scene of the story, the fire screens both the clock and Olvido.
Associated now with both sides of the masculine/feminine opposition, the fire
helps to blur the boundaries between the two. Similarly, it signals the
capriciousness of power relations: whereas, at the end of her life, Olvido
surrendered her power to the domination of the clock, in death she gleefully
dances while the clock mourns.
Bretz has interpreted this "victory" of Olvido as the triumph of the

feminine. In the context of gender unmasked as representation, however, 1
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interpret this final scene as a triumph of the inspiration and storytelling that
Olvido and the "animas" represent. Significantly, the narrator's contemplation of
the inspirational power of the sprites forms the frame of her story. In the
opening lines of her account, she ponders the spirits' omnipresence:
Nunca las temi ni nada hicieron ellas por amedrentarme. Estaban
ahi, junto a los fogones, confundidas con el crujir de la lefia, el
sabor a bollos recién horneados [. . .]. Nunca las temi, tal vez
porque las soniaba pélidas y hermosas, pendientes como nosotros
de historias sucedidas en aldeas sin nombre, aguardando el
instante oportuno para dejarse oir, para susurrarnos sin palabras,
"Estamos aqui, como cada noche." O bien, refugiarse en el silencio
denso que anunciaba: “Todo lo que estais escuchando es cierto.
Tragica, dolorosa, dulcemente cierto.” (115)
In a sense, then, this is a story about communing with the spirits that are
inherently associated with the telling of stories—spirits that infuse everything,
even silence, with a voice. The last fragment of “El reloj de Bagdad,” after the
description of the bonfires of the Saint John celebration, harks back to the image
of the spirits: "Aquella fue la tltima vez que, entornando los ojos, supe verlas”
(130). At the beginning of the tale, the girl perceives the spirits in terms of a
gender stereotype of the feminine—"pale and beautiful." Their memory inspires

her to write her tale, a new discursive construction that finally dismantles
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stereotypes of gender while still celebrating the positive qualities typically
associated with both sides of the opposition.

In many ways, the essentialist versus constructivist debate, which I have
considered here in relation to "El reloj de Bagdad," is a circular one. The polemic
over paradigms such as Kristeva’s cannot be entirely resolved because it is
impossible to return to a pre-linguistic stage to see if some formulation such as
the semiotic really exists. Even if one could go back, how could one ever
describe that experience except through language? It would seem, then, that
language does constitute a sort of Jamesonian prisonhouse. Even in a
prisonhouse, however, power is not absolute domination but—as Foucault has

declared and Mi hermana Elba has demonstrated—a technology of fluctuating

relations that can be mediated, subverted and changed. A fundamental tactic for
change is found in understanding constructs of gender; the greatest value of
conceiving of gender as a discursive representation lies in the play that language
allows us. That is to say, representation as a noun, an already constituted
absolute, can be deconstructed to unveil a verb, an action: to re-present.
Similarly, the discourses that construct representations of gender need not be
accepted as pre-determined formulations, but instead can be manipulated as
tools of agency.

In this vein, Butler conceives of gender as performativity, a continually

repeated practice:
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Gender is what is put on, invariably, under constraint, daily and
incessantly, with anxiety and pleasure, but if this continuous act is
mistaken for a natural or linguistic given, power is relinquished to
expand the cultural field bodily though subversive performances
of various kinds. ("Performative Acts" 282)
Thus, the subject who plays with gender assignments appropriates power to
recreate herself, under the constraint of the discourses available to her. In "El
reloj de Bagdad," the artistic performance as a mediation of gender roles
culminates with the narrator's creation of her text. The creatively defiant young
girl cum self-styled woman exercises agency in the act of narrating her past, as
she combines elements of the "masculine" and the "feminine" in a pastiche of
discourses that expresses the subjectivity she desires. In doing so, she re-writes
the pre-script of gender in order to reconstruct herself as the subject of her own

discourse.

“En el hemisferio sur”:

While in “El reloj de Bagdad,” Fernandez Cubas questions the mutually
exclusive nature of masculine versus feminine constructs, in “En el hemisferio
sur” she explores exactly how gendered conceptions, inscribed in discourse,
produce—or fail to produce—subjects. Since the masculine itself is just another

discursive construct, its supremacy as the origin and locus of authority can be,
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and is, displaced and deconstructed. The account of a male narrator who finds
himself acting out in his life what a female novelist already wrote about him in
her book, this tale humorously illustrates what Judith Butler would call making
“gender trouble:” the woman, Clara, controls the male narrator with her
discourse, thereby trespassing the border between the traditional gender
functions of female passivity and male authorship, as well as challenging
orthodox concepts of narrative authority. Having lost the power of the pen—the
power of the phallus—and finding himself inscribed by narrative discourse into a
position of inferiority, the narrator plunges into a crisis of subjectivity. This
parallels the angst a woman conceivably suffers due to being imprinted as a
passive figure by societal discourses.

Yet even before he becomes a character in her novel, the narrator finds he
cannot live up to the traditional discursive ideals of an authoritative and virile
man. His shortcomings and insecurities are accentuated in his nemesis’ novel,
which inscribes his masculine role as one of deficiency. The very possibility that
his entire identity is constituted by the already written raises the question of
whether subject construction is pre-determined, such as Althusser might argue,
or whether there is room for agency. With the allegory of finding oneself to be a
character in another’s text—a text that prescribes one’s every move—, this story
examines how discourse shapes the subject, inscribing her or him into a

gendered position that finally determines, in Butler's terms, “what counts as a
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valued and valuable body” (Bodies That Matter 22); then, by questioning the

very discursive terms by which those bodies come to matter, the text reveals how
subjugated bodies manipulate existing discourses to alter their own construction.

The nameless narrator begins his tale describing how Clara Galvan, an
old college friend and a successful novelist, comes to see him in his cramped
office at a publishing house. While Clara, greatly distressed and disheveled,
recounts how she is hounded by a Voice that forces her to write without ceasing,
the narrator muses about how he envies her current plight in comparison to his
own angst-ridden inability to conquer the taunting, feminine menace of the
blank page. Clara further tells how her exhaustion from overwork turned to
horror one day when she realized that the Voice had a foreign accent, and how
soon after she discovered a novel written by one Sonia Kraskowa, whose photo
bears a disturbing resemblance to Clara.

Clara finds that the excerpts of Sonia’s first-person novel describe her
trauma with the Voice in detail. She is unnerved that the text anticipates her
words and actions almost exactly:

Retomé el primer pérrafo con cierto temor. Mis labios
murmuraron: Tecleo a una velocidad pasmosa, me olvido de comer y de
dormir, el mundo desaparece de mi vista. . . Los objetos del
establecimiento empezaron a bailar a mi alrededor. “No puede

ser,” dije ahogando un chillido. El dependiente me tendi6 un
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ejemplar: NO PUEDE SER, Sonia Kraskowa. Tuve que apoyarme
en una estanteria para no desplomarme. “Creo que me estoy
volviendo loca,” musité en un tono apenas perceptible. “No
exactamente,” intervino el hombre y, ajustandose las gafas,
puntualizé: EL DIA QUE CREI VOLVERME LOCA. . . (137)
Horrified at being predicted this way, Clara begs the narrator to help her.
Although he conceals the condescension he feels toward her, her friend is unable
to empathize when Clara laments being nothing more than a replica of the
already written: “—[. . .] Algtn dia tenia que ocurrir. Todo lo que yo escribo, esta
escrito ya. Todo lo que yo pienso, lo ha pensado antes alguien por mi. Quizés
yo no sea mas que una simple médium. .. o peor. Una farsante. Una vil y
repugnante farsante” (138). Clara goes to the bathroom to wash the streaks of
make-up and tears off her face, and muses about how, in the southern
hemisphere, the water disappears down the drain in the opposite direction from
in the northern hemisphere. She considers going south to unwind. Although he
believes his friend is crazy, the narrator can’t help being fascinated by the
wonderfully literary nature of her crisis.
Later Clara calls him, sobbing that someone mysteriously put a copy of
Sonia Kraskowa’s novel on her nighttable, and that when she glanced at one of
its pages, it said she had moved to a hotel; in fact, at that moment she is at a

hotel, where she is hiding from her mysterious stalker. The narrator demands
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that his secretary, who seldom heeds his requests, obtain all of Kraskowa’s
novels by the following Monday for him to read. After meeting Clara for dinner
that Friday evening, he gives her a file full of clippings about Kraskowa. The
narrator spends that weekend at the home of his Aunt Alicia, a homemaker and
gardener: “la encontré como siempre, en pie desde las primeras horas, regando
el jardin con una paciencia y una dedicacién exquisitas” (146). The woman’s old-
fashioned ways comfort him after his difficult week.

The narrator returns to the city the following Monday to learn from his
secretary that his writer-friend has died. He sends a card, inscribed: “A Clara
Sonia Galvan Kraskowa. Los que te quieren no te olvidan” (148), along with
flowers from the north and south, in tribute to the dual parental heritage of his
friend. He remembers the identity crisis that Clara had suffered in college, and
how she took her mother’'s maiden name as her penname. Bitterly, he recalls
how, when they both submitted stories to a college competition, Clara and not he
had won the prize (a defeat from which his wounded ego never recovered).
Then the narrator reminisces about his decision the previous Friday to force
Clara to confront her identity by giving her the file of newspaper clippings about
her career. Inspired by Clara’s trauma, he plans to transcribe it as the perfect plot
for the novel that he will finally write in defiance of the taunting blank page.

Considering himself to be caught up in a “hurricane” of creative ideas for

his novel, the narrator is surprised when his secretary interrupts him to deliver
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Sonia’s recently-submitted manuscript entitled, not Huracan, but Tornado. As

he reads it, the narrator feels dizzy at the awful discovery that her novel
transcribes his life, the story we have been reading, told from the sarcastic
perspective of a female narrator. The novel predicts his disdain for Clara’s
suffering at the mercy of the Voice. Moreover, it reveals that she dreamed the
whole encounter in advance, and enacted the scene with him as a challenge for
life to imitate the discursive construct of her dream. The narrator is further
unsettled that the book’s dedication to him suggests that Clara herself had fixed
the college contest so that he lost. He rushes to the bathroom to wash his face
and stares at the water disappearing down the drain, in the same direction as in
the southern hemisphere. That very afternoon, he takes refuge once again in the
home of his Aunt Alicia.

The rivalry between the narrator and Clara sets up a clear dichotomy
between the masculine and the feminine. According to Kathleen Glenn, the story
ultimately privileges woman and subjugates man ("Authority and Marginality"
428). On one level, the story may appear to invert the hierarchy so that the
woman exercises control. What happens, though, if we analyze the discourses
that establish the polarity between “masculine” and “feminine?” Considering
that the subject only comes into existence with its emergence into a sexed
identity, Judith Butler examines the very norms that condition the sexed

emergence of the subject.
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To escape the notion that constructivism presumes an absolutely
predetermined subject, Butler reaches beyond the idea of construction in Bodies
that Matter to interrogate the normative process by which subjects come to
matter at all: “What I would propose in place of these conceptions of
construction is a return to the notion of matter, not as a site or surface, but as a
process of materialization that stabilizes over time to produce the effect of
boundary, fixity, and surface we call matter” (9). She redefines “matter” as more
than the physical substance of the body to argue against the idea that matter is
prior to construction. For Butler, matter is constantly and repeatedly
“materialized” as an effect of certain norms that define who matters and is viable
as a subject; this materialization necessarily marginalizes certain unviable
subjects as the constitutive outside of the subject who counts. For Butler, the key
questions to understanding this process are: “Through what regulatory norms is
sex itself materialized? And how is it that treating the materiality of sex as a
given presupposes and consolidates the normative conditions of its own
emergence?”’ (10). In this light, “En el hemisferio sur” problematizes the
discourses that establish the bodies that matter in this story; discourses of gender
are not reaffirmed, then, but undermined to destabilize the system.

In the character of Clara/Sonia, Ferndndez Cubas questions the
materiality of sex as a given and proposes ways of repeating the norms

differently in order to broaden the field of what bodies matter. Traditional
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discursive constructs of the feminine dominate the male narrator’s attempts to
define his identity in relation to women. Much of his characterization of his
friend Clara, for instance, is based on the dichotomy of innocent child versus
corrupt whore. In the beginning of the story, when she bursts into his office to
tell him her bizarre tale, he is repulsed by her appearance:
Aquel dia, ademas, su fisico me resulté repelente. Tenia el rimmel
corrido, el carmin concentrado en el labio inferior y a uno de sus
zapatos de piel de serpiente le faltaba un tacén. Sino fuera porque
conocia a Clara desde hacia muchos afnos la hubiera tomado por
una prostituta de la mas baja estofa. (131)
Here Clara’s snakeskin shoes associate her metonymically with the biblical Eve
and the serpent, who precipitated the downfall of the mighty, righteous Adam;
moreover, her garish, runny make-up and slovenly attire connect her with the
status of a “fallen woman,” a whore. The narrator truly would like for her to
“fall” from her position of power, for she has literally and figuratively displaced
him from his seat of biblically-ordained control:
[...] se acomodé en el tinico sillén de mi despacho. Suspiré. Me
disgustaba la desenvoltura de aquella mujer mimada por la fama.
Irrumpia en la editorial a las horas mas peregrinas, saludaba a

unos y a otros con la irritante simpatia de quien se cree superior, y
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me sometia a largos y tediosos discursos sobre las esclavitudes que

conlleva el éxito. (131)
Later, after listening to Clara’s crisis about the divergent sides of her identity, he
marginalizes her still further by considering her to be a madwoman:

[Clara:] —No me tomaras por loca, ;verdad?

[Narrator:] -No —menti. (140)
This characterization of Clara as insane reifies the narrator as the sane one, the
possessor of reason and right. Through his narrative discourse, the man
attempts to encase the woman in the construct of the madwoman or whore—~both
women to be shunned—in order to position himself in the powerful center.

In contrast to his disgust at Clara’s tawdry appearance, the narrator is
pleased when she washes her face, leaving it naked and clean: “[. . .] admiré,
complacido, el nuevo rostro de Clara. Parecia una nifia. Iba a decirle lo bien que
resultaba sin maquillar, lo alegre que me sentia ante su transformacién, pero ella
habia vuelto a accionar el grifo” (140). The narrator vastly prefers the discursive
construction of woman as clean, innocent, and childlike, not painted, disheveled,
and looking like a prostitute. Humorously, even as he conceives of Clara as a
child here, he still cannot quite speak to her as he would like; her actions—in this
case of “drowning him out” with water that flows in an ominously reverse
direction—still preempt his words, suggesting that she does not conceive of

herself as a passive little girl in this passage. The narrator’s feelings toward
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Clara are tangled in the ambivalence of these contradictory constructs of the
feminine, against which he perceives himself oppositionally as a man in control
or a man who is controlled.
Constructs of sex, however, define far more than individuals in this story.

The narrator draws an indelible relationship between sex and writing. The
discursive constructions of “la musa” and “la Voz” figure as the feminine
inspiration of creativity in a writer. Much to the narrator’s frustration, though,
the inspired writer is not he but Clara. The successful novelist herself laments
being totally dominated by “la imperiosa Voz” (133): “Ella es la Voz. Surge de
dentro, aunque, en alguna ocasion, la he sentido cerca de mi, revoloteando por la
habitacién, conmindndome a permanecer en la misma postura durante horas y
horas. No se inmuta ante mis gestos de fatiga. Me obliga a escribir sin parar
[-..]” (132). In contrast, the narrator is obsessed by the feminine defiance of the
blank page:

Pero el papel en blanco seguia ahi. Impertérrito, amenazante,

lanzandome su perpetuo desafio, feminizdndose por momentos y

espetandome con voz saltarina: “Anda, atrévete. Estoy aqui.

Hunde en mi cuerpo esas maravillosas palabras que me haran

dafo. Decidete de una vez. ;Dénde estd esa famosa novela que

bulle en tu cerebro? No prives al mundo de tu genio creador. jQué

pérdida, Dios, qué pérdida!. . .” (134-35)
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Such an image personifies the blank page as the feminine receptacle, as the lack,
to be filled by the masculine “instrument.”
Drawing from Irigaray, Butler discusses the trope of the feminine lack as
one that excludes the “true” feminine by setting up “the feminine” as merely a
specular reflection of “the masculine:”
Disavowed, the remnant of the feminine survives as the
inscriptional space of that phallogocentrism, the specular surface
which receives the marks of a masculine signifying act only to give
back a (false) reflection and guarantee of phallogocentric self-
sufficiency, without making any contribution of its own. Asa
topos of the metaphysical tradition, this inscriptional space makes
its appearance in Plato’s Timaeus as the receptacle [. . .]. (Bodies 39)
Irigaray shows that the receptacle image in Timaeus usurps even the function of
reproduction from the “true” feminine by positing her as passive: “In the place
of a femininity that makes a contribution to reproduction, we have a phallic
Form that reproduces only and always further versions of itself, and does this
through the feminine, but with no assistance from her” (Bodies 42). Of course,
any concept of the “true” feminine must also be a construct; the point is to
interrogate the function and power (or lack thereof) attributed to the feminine by
the discourses that construct it. Interestingly, in “En el hemisferio sur,” the blank

page does not originate as feminine, but becomes feminine at times,
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“feminizandose por momentos” (134). The gerund here suggests that
feminization is a process or, to use Butler's term, a materialization. Through the
image of the feminine blank page, the narrator reifies the classical affiliation of
men with writing and productivity, and attempts to transpose the pen onto the
phallus. Yet he cannot live up to this grandiose discourse of the masculine. This
feminine blank page threatens him, dares him to penetrate and violate her with
his words, and taunts him for his inability to do so.

Significantly, this description of the blank page closely follows the
narrator’s meditation on the way his frustrated efforts to inseminate his own
creative production drain what little vitality his already less-than-desirable
physique could muster:

Habia probado a embriagarme, a euforizarme, a relajarme. A
menudo las tres posibilidades a un tiempo. Los resultados no
tardaron en reflejarse en mis ojos, en las bolsas que los
contorneaban, en las arruguillas que surcaban mis parpados, en las
canas que, con paso firme, iban invadiendo patillas, barba, cejas y
bigote. De mi antiguo cabello apenas si podia acordarme. Me
quedaban tan sélo tres mechones que dejaba crecer y peinaba
héabilmente para que disimularan el odioso brillo de mi cabeza.

(134)
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Aging, balding, and professionally mediocre at best, this man cannot comply
with the ideal construct of masculinity. His inability to exert control over the
blank page and over Clara is echoed by the fact that the secretaries in his office
take almost no notice of his requests. Pondering his performance anxiety, the
narrator muses, “A mi manera, yo también habia oido voces” (135). If the Voice
that controls Clara is a discourse that dictates her activities and even her identity,
the male narrator, too, is subject to voices, to discourses that construct and
determine the way he should be as a man. Instead of merely exalting the
feminine in order to subjugate the masculine, then, this story demonstrates how
suffocating constructed limitations can be for any “body” who is subjugated by
discourse without any hope of agency.

If the subject is shaped by discourse, does that formation indelibly, fatally
determine the subject, or is it possible to modify its construction? This question

may be seen as the implicit springboard of Bodies that Matter, as well as of

Fernandez Cubas’s texts. For Butler, subject formation implies “a process of
iterability, a regularized and constrained repetition of norms. And this repetition
is not performed by a subject; this repetition is what enables a subject and
constitutes the temporal condition for the subject” (95). A subject comes to be
through its submission to already existing norms. It does not exist apart from or
outside of those norms: “bodies only appear, only endure, only live within the

productive constraints of certain highly gendered regulatory schemas” (Bodies
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xi). In that sense, there is no such thing as a voluntary subject who can get
outside of discourse in order to reconstruct its subjectivity completely apart from
discourse.
Nonetheless, Butler points out that the reiterative nature of a subject’s
materialization through discourse implies an uncertainty that destabilizes the
notion of monolithic determinism:
That this reiteration is necessary is a sign that materialization is
never quite complete, that bodies never quite comply with the
norms by which their materialization is impelled. Indeed, it is the
instabilities, the possibilities for rematerialization, opened up by
this process that mark one domain in which the force of the
regulatory law can be turned against itself to spawn rearticulations
that call into question the hegemonic force of that very regulatory
law. (Bodies 2)

Within the constraints of the norms that materialize them, subjects can alter their

constitution by repeating those norms differently than the pattern that the

regulations themselves impose.

In “En el hemisferio sur,” Clara/Sonia manipulates the norms of
gendered discourse even as she reiterates them. Aware that the very language
she uses to express herself is conditioned by sex, she manages to find slippage

within its gendered limitations. This comes into play in Sonia Kraskowa’s
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dedication of her final novel, Tornado, to the narrator: “En aquel concurso de
nombre lejano, tu cuento era el mejor. Alguien (lamentablemente no existe el
femenino para ciertos pronombres personales) se encargé de ocultarlo a los ojos
del jurado. ;Sabremos olvidarlo?” (152). In traditional Western discourse, the
subject, the “I,” comes into being always already marked by a gendered matrix,
and that matrix always prefigures the masculine as the center and the feminine
supposedly as a reflection, but actually as an exclusion and erasure. However,
certain personal pronouns in Castilian are not linguistically tied to gender, such
as, implicitly, the “yo” that takes responsibility for sabotaging the narrator’s
victory in the story competition of their college years. Here in Fernandez
Cubas'’s text, the excluded feminine comes back to haunt the masculine identity
implicitly attached to the “I,” to question its authority and to decenter it from
power.?

If the phallus, associated with the pen, is the emblem of this masculine
power, Clara appropriates both tools for herself by being a powerful and prolific
writer.28 Rejecting discursive constructions of the feminine as passivity, lack,
receptacle, or a blank page, Clara is active and productive: she wields the pen to
express herself on the page. Significantly, her creation is not autonomous, nor
totally voluntary—she is not exempt from the Voice nor from the rule of
language. Yet she manages to manipulate discourse to question the mutually-

exclusive nature of the gendered regulations that define both her and the
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narrator. Displacing the masculine as the origin of discourse and power, she

transfers the power of the phallus/pen to herself by anticipating the narrator’s

actions and thoughts in her text:
“...Selo acababa de decir. Le acababa de explicar c6mo la
irritante Voz me mantenia en vilo durante dias y noches, cémo,
con contumaz precision, iba debilitando mi deteriorado juicio. Y
él, dando vueltas en torno a la mesa, simulaba comprender. Pero
yo le sabia sutilmente interesado. Su cabeza bullia de ideas
contradictorias, de suenos, de frustraciones, de conmiseracién
hacia si mismo, acaso, en aquel momento, hacia mi persona.. Se
asomo a la ventana, y yo me fijé en su cogote. Era un hombrecillo
ridiculo, preocupado por aparentar una juventud que nunca
conocid, obsesionado por disfrazar sus escasos mechones de pelo
ralo. A punto estuve de echarme a reir y desbaratar mi
desesperada apuesta. Pero no lo hice. La campanilla del
despertador me devolvié a la insulsa cotidianeidad de mis dias.
Fue entonces cuando decidi poner en practica mi suefio. Hasta
aquel momento no habia hecho otra cosa que escribir la vida;
ahora, iba a ser la vida quien se encargara de contradecir, destruir

o confirmar mis suefios. . . (151-2)
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If this story is about the anxiety of being entirely predetermined by discursive
constructs, Clara learns to modify them by manipulating established discourses
for her own constructive ends. Instead of writing in imitation of life, she alters
life to imitate her dreams, which themselves can be seen as constructs of her
mind.

If Clara gains so much agency, however, then how do readers interpret
her death in the story? If readers believe that Clara killed herself because she
could not resolve the opposing terms of her identity, then it would seem that her
expression of agency was short-lived and—from a fatalistic point of view—
perhaps even futile. On the other hand, this conclusion can only be surmised by
interpreting a lack in the text, since the narrator never describes exactly how she
died. Furthermore, he is markedly silent—and seemingly unsurprised—when the
secretary informs him of the writer’s death:

—¢Sabe ya la noticia?

Me limité a colocar el libro sobre los otros.

—Aqui tiene el diario. Dicen que, en los tltimos tiempos, se
encontraba muy deprimida. .. Usted la conocié mucho, jverdad?

Mi cabeza asintié. La mujer permanecia a mi lado,
esperando pacientemente una opinién personal que no tenia la

menor intencion de proporcionarle. (147)
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One could conjecture that the narrator killed Clara/Sonia in order to steal her
story. After all, whereas initially he plans to tell Clara to write it, after her death
he plots to tell the tale himself. In any case, the story dramatizes the suffocation
of the subject—whether male or female—that believes itself to be entirely
determined by discourse.

While Clara appears to recognize and redeploy discourse, the narrator
blindly accepts its effects. Taking refuge in the hackneyed images with which he
represents both Clara (whore, young innocent, madwoman) and his Tia Alicia
(patient, delicate, longsuffering mother-figure) the narrator never learns to
critique, evaluate and manipulate the discourses that determine his world. He
needs the comfort of phallogocentrism, where he perceives himself as the center
of matronly care and where his word is the authority in the narrative text. Yet
who is really the author, the originator of the work? Although the text we read
would seem to consist of the narrator’s words, we never know if those words
were already written or not in Tornado because he, and thus readers, never
peruse Clara’s entire novel.

Ultimately, any attempt to trace the origin of the text we read becomes a
dizzying array of possible placements and displacements of authority. If Clara
dreamed the opening scene of this story, then woke up and decided to enact the
story to replicate the scene constructed in her dream (the scene we read on the

first page), lived out the rest of the events and wrote them in her novel, which
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the narrator opens midway and reads, only to find his own actions transcribed in
it, at what point does he narrate the text we read? Does he become the narrator
after he reads Tornado, thus placing his narration at a level superior to
Clara/Sonia’s and making his the “definitive” version? Or is it possible that
Sonia’s novel dictates his narration—and perhaps even intercalates his narration
within itself? One might even wildly speculate that the narrator dreamed up the
whole plot on his own. In the end, the locus of narrative control hardly seems to
matter at all since the text obliterates any notion of inviolate authority.

Sonia Kraskowa’s novel calls into question the power of masculine
origination within the very discourse—narrative—that the phallus/pen has used
to establish itself as the first and only authority.?® The discourse she uses to
condemn herself as a mere replica, “una farsante. Una vil y repugnante
farsante” (138), is ultimately aimed at the narrator who, once displaced from
being the origin to being the product of discourse, must recognize himself
constructed in those words. The whole dichotomy of man versus woman hinges
on a discourse that creates the boundaries of one subject by excluding others.
Clara is most terrified when she realizes that the Voice possesses a foreign
accent—which suggests that the very discourse that shapes her is “other” than
herself. The difference of the other as the constitutive element of the self is
expressed metaphorically by the dichotomy of the northern versus the southern

hemispheres. North is defined by south, man by woman, the familiar by the
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foreign, each excluding the other to form itself.* The next story, “Los altillos de
Brumal,” questions such exclusions to investigate how the constitutive outside

relates to the center and thus forms an essential part of identity.

“Los altillos de Brumal”:

As the title story of the collection, “Los altillos de Brumal” may be seen to
epitomize the focus on discursive subjectivity that dominates the other stories.
While “El reloj de Bagdad” problematizes the privileging of one gender over
another and undermines the traditional view of genders as mutually exclusive
constructs, “En el hemisferio sur” shows that discursive constructs, despite their
tendency to privilege one gender while marginalizing another, determine
subjects and yet enable subjects to manipulate, to some extent, their own
construction. “Los altillos de Brumal” continues the dialogue on discursive
constructs of gender by foregrounding the relationship between subjects that
matter and those bodies that do not matter in and of themselves, but that serve
the vital function of defining, by contrast, the ones that do. If the first two stories
of the collection deal with the construction of intelligible bodies, conventionally
conceived of as masculine or feminine, then “Los altillos de Brumal” explores
how gender constraints also produce unintelligible bodies that haunt the nether-

regions of acceptability and thereby question the integrity of that system.
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Those “unthinkable” bodies that occupy the outside of normality are a

fundamental preoccupation of Judith Butler's Bodies That Matter. Butler wrote

this text partially in response to criticism that her previous work, Gender
Trouble, ignored the concrete materiality of the body and portrayed gender as a

completely voluntary and changeable condition. Bodies That Matter clarifies

that, while the body is indeed “real” and material, it operates within gendered
constructions that determine the way it is perceived. Butler points to the
fundamental link between the process of “assuming” a sex and the concept of
identification. Furthermore, she highlights the discursive means by which the
gendered matrix permits some sexed identifications while foreclosing others.
For Butler, everyone functions within highly gendered discursive systems
“without which we would not be able to think, to live, to make sense atall, [. . .]
[and] which have acquired for us a kind of necessity” (xi). In this light, she
reformulates constructions of the body not as capricious and disposable, but as
foundational and constitutive.

The constraints that dictate which bodies matter—which ones bear the
mark of a viable gender—necessarily delineate a border that marks off other
bodies that do not matter:

This exclusionary matrix by which subjects are formed thus
requires the simultaneous production of a domain of abject beings,

those who are not yet ‘subjects,” but who form the constitutive
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outside to the domain of the subject [. . .]. In this sense, then, the
subject is constituted through the force of exclusion and abjection,
one which produces a constitutive outside to the subject, an
abjected outside, which is, after all, ‘inside’ the subject as its own
founding repudiation. (Bodies 3)
It is precisely this domain of the “abject,” the “foreclosed” or the “excluded” that
precludes gender constructions from being absolutely deterministic, for the
existence of the outside ordains the possibility of questioning the right and
supremacy of the center. Drawing from Derrida and Irigaray, Butler builds her
case on the idea that a binary opposition spawns its own destruction—or
deconstruction—by producing an exclusion that questions the inviolate authority
of that binary: “A constitutive or relative outside is, of course, composed of a set
of exclusions that are nevertheless internal to that system as its own
nonthematizable necessity. It emerges within the system as incoherence,
disruption, a threat to its own systematicity” (Bodies 39—italics are Butler’s). In
other words, if the beings outside the system should penetrate the borders that
exclude them, they could call into question the viability of the system itself.
Through the depiction of the narrator’s home village of Brumal as an
unrepresentable place that is rendered unworthy by those at the center, this story
emphasizes the discourses that construct the subject, the narrator/ protagonist.

Key to that formation are the influences that shape her as a woman. While on the
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surface, Brumal appears to have archetypically feminine qualities, it blurs the
borders between the feminine and masculine and thus questions the validity of
their differences. The protagonist’'s exploration of Brumal unmasks those
discourses as constructs that can be manipulated and invested with different
meanings. Thus the practices of gender and propriety that shape the

narrator/ protagonist confront the threat of what lurks at the limits of their
definition. Despite being rejected and nearly erased, Brumal haunts the
discourses that foreclose it to question their supremacy. In “Los altillos de
Brumal,” the town of Brumal represents the abandoned and rejected outside of
discourse, which the adult narrator, Adriana, eventually recognizes as integral to
the construction of her identity.

The narrator begins her story by recalling her childhood discovery of all
the ways that she was marked by difference—and thus inferiority—to the girls at
her new school after she leaves Brumal: a bout with scarlet fever left her sickly
and clumsy, her paternal surname is deemed unpronounceable and her maternal
surname too common, and the teacher speculates on whether Adriana’s strange
accent could be a congenital defect. The timid child attempts to defend the
validity of her roots but is unable to find her hometown on the classroom map.
At home, Adriana lies about her rejection. The mother, having invested all her
hopes in her daughter once she moves them away from Brumal, saves what little

money she has for Adriana’s college education. A silent, angry woman, the
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mother loses herself in household tasks and dreams of her daughter’s future
career. After Adriana graduates with a degree in history, her mother dies
peacefully and happily in her sleep.

Freed of familial obligations, Adriana then devotes herself to her passion
for cooking. In particular, she revels in concocting succulent dishes whose
ingredients are not what they would seem: “Me gustaba combinar elementos,
experimentar, adivinar los ingredientes de cualquier producto enlatado,
confeccionar sopas de legumbres sin legumbres o lograr unos aparatosos filetes
de pescado a base de arroz hervido y prensado” (161). Like her culinary
creations, Adriana too becomes other than what she appears: she authors a
cooking column in a magazine and hosts a daily show on the radio, leading her
public to imagine her as a kindly, wise old woman. While trying out dishes and
recipes sent by her fans for a book, she discovers a jar of luscious strawberry jam
which, she detects, contains no strawberries. The faded label on the jar barely
retains the imprint of the word “Brumal.” The taste of this mysterious jam
plunges the woman into dim memories of her childhood home, and Adriana
vows to return there at once. Memories of her Aunt Rebeca’s culinary delights
concocted in an attic in Brumal overlay Adriana’s sampling of the jam in the
present and foreshadow her encounter in the near future with more Brumalian

jam and another Brumalian attic.
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As Adriana approaches her birthplace, what she sees does not correspond
to what she remembers, and neither the town hall nor the townspeople where
her mother lived can confirm that Brumal ever existed. Finally, after much
searching, Adriana finds her old village quite deteriorated and all but deserted.
In the decrepit church she encounters the surprisingly young, local priest who
invites her to his home. Excusing the squalor of his house by saying that his
housekeeper died recently, the priest repeatedly fills Adriana’s glass with
strawberry aguardiente as she regales him with stories from her childhood in
that village. Although her head is soon spinning from the alcohol and the
overwhelming scent of strawberries, she obediently follows her host up to a
pristinely clean attic that is a virtual laboratory of strawberry jam. For a while
Adriana delightedly loses herself in the abundance of books, notebooks, and
mysterious concoctions, along with the childhood memories they all trigger.
When she tries to leave, however, she overhears the priest telling someone that
the new housekeeper arrived that morning; ominously, she hears a key lock her
in the attic.

The narrator does not remember what happened next, except that she
evoked the memory of her mother as she fought against her imprisonment in
Brumal. Somehow, she eventually found herself running through the cold night.

She is picked up, bleeding, incoherent, and reeking of alcohol. After she spends

a month in a psychiatric hospital, her twin brothers take her home but show a
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marked disinterest in her situation. Returning to the familiar disorder of her
apartment, Adriana cancels all her obligations and spends weeks feverishly
writing down her experiences in Brumal. Then, feeling watched by the accusing
eyes of her mother’s photograph as she packs for a postponed trip with her
editor, Adriana finally realizes how her mother always manipulated her and
forced her to reject Brumal out of her fear of difference. Embracing Brumal as an
integral part of herself, Adriana heads to the train station at the end of the story
and loses herself in dreams of Brumal, the haven of her past and the locus of her
future.

Everything about Brumal contrasts sharply with the self-image that
Adriana’s mother and school fashioned for her, as she recalls her post-Brumal
experiences in childhood. The young Adriana’s attempt to connect her identity
with Brumal holds no weight in the realm of her new school; symbolically,
Brumal is not even represented—or representable—on the school’s map, and the
child’s searching fingers flounder in the abyss of the blue ocean beyond the
borderline of land. Marginalized as the different and undesirable outsider, the
young girl quickly learns the ways of the world:

A aquellas burlas, sin embargo, debo un precoz despertar a las
leyes de la vida. Con una sabiduria que, casi treinta afios después,
me deja aan perpleja, comprendi muy pronto que [. . .] [I]a

diferencia estaba en mi y, si queria librarme de futuras y terribles
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afrentas, deberia esforzarme por aprender el c6digo de aquel
mundo del que nadie me habja hablado y que se me aparecia por
primera vez cerrado como una nuez, inexpugnable como los
abismos maritimos en los que mis dedos acababan de extraviarme.
(157)
Adriana must learn the discourse of that world if she is to survive it. The code of
behavior she endeavors to learn at school is mirrored by the performance of her
mother at home: “me resguardé en el silencio y, en el recreo, me mantuve al
margen, observando juegos, intentando memorizar canciones. Al llegar a casa
menti. —Ha sido estupendo—dije. Madre no levanté los ojos del bastidor y
siguié bordando con exquisita delicadeza” (158). Silence, subterfuge, and
keeping one’s eye on the task at hand are the hallmarks of the identity that
Adriana must adopt when she leaves Brumal.

Adriana is enormously influenced by her “Madre,” whose power of
enforcing discourse is signaled by the capitalization of her name, which also
denotes her role. A combination of silence and rage, anguish and resentment,
and tradition and progress, her mother was, above all, unhappy:

Madre no era una mujer alegre. La recuerdo a menudo silenciosa,
enfrascada en oscuros pensamientos que nunca quiso compartir,
santiguandose a la menor ocasién, gimiendo sola en su alcoba

hasta que las luces del alba terminaran por vencer su persistente
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incapacidad de conciliar el suefio [. . .]. Todo en ella era
privacidad y secreto. (158)
In many ways, Mother represents a key discourse of the traditional feminine for
Adriana. Not only does she spend her time sewing with “exquisita delicadeza”
(158) (evocative of the “paciencia y dedicacion exquisitas” of Aunt Alicia in “En
el hemisferio sur” [146]), but she and her daughter can communicate only by
performing traditional womanly tasks:
Sabia que me queria y, aunque nunca pude cruzar el umbral de su
atormentado mundo, intenté en todo momento corresponderle con
mi carifio. La ayudaba en los trabajos de la casa, devanaba
madejas, o bordaba, con la mejor voluntad, una esquina cualquiera
de las labores en las que ocupaba su tiempo. Otra demostracién de
afecto no hubiera sido comprendida. Desde la muerte de mi
padre, Madre se habia encerrado en ese extrafio universo que le
negaba el reposo. Parecia como si hubiese sellado un pacto con el
silencio y la melancolia [. . .]. (158-59)
The death of Adriana’s father, who was from Brumal, made it that much easier
for the mother to deny the village’s impact on their lives. Yet her erasure of the
outside heralds her imprisonment in a place of imbalance and unrest, “ese
extrafio universo que le negaba el reposo.” Perhaps, as Butler suggests, the

formation of identity founded on the rejection of the abjected other truly is
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unnatural. Yet, as Adriana struggles to learn the discourses of this strange
world, she acts out her role without overly questioning what is excluded by the
imposed silence. Again and again, she reiterates her feminine role to please her
mother, complying—we might argue—with the dictates of the gender matrix. As
Butler indicates, it is in the performance, in the repetition of the dictates of
discursive constructs that those constructs become reified as right and natural.

The mother abhors Brumal because, within its realm, she has no hope of
usurping power for herself. While at one time she may have been attracted by
the difference she saw in Adriana’s father, her marriage tied her to Brumal,
which caused her to be rejected by her own family. The mother’'s family was
from a larger, more socially acceptable town by the sea, where the people of
Brumal would go for festivities once a year: “Pero aquellos peregrinajes anuales
me dejaban siempre un amargo sabor de boca. Las gentes del mar nos miraban
con recelo, los nifios de piel tostada nos escudrifiaban sin recato y, en las noches
de playa, no contdbamos con la compaiiia de un solo lugarefio ni de una barcaza
rezagada” (166-67). The mother hated her family and the people of the seaside
town for rejecting her. Yet she also hated Brumal, the cold, dark, undesirable
zone, even as (or, perhaps, because) she was connected to it by marriage.

As a consequence, she constantly tried to erase Brumal from their past by
admonishing her daughter: “Huimos de la miseria, hija. . . Recordarla es sumergirse

enelld’ (157). Indeed, when the mother left Brumal she attempted to
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symbolically exorcise herself of its power by wearing her coat inside-out.
Associating Brumal and her marriage with imprisoning power, she tried to give
her daughter a more autonomous future that would preclude her dependence on
a man who might diminish her status and her freedom. Her lifelong devotion to
her daughter and nonchalance toward her twin sons culminates in an inversion
of their gender roles: when she manages to sell the last bit of land her family had
owned, the mother sends Adriana to college and gives the boys the house.

While the mother seems conventional, on the one hand, and liberal on the other,
both of her approaches depend upon a binary structure that opposes genders as
mutually exclusive domains of power in contention with each other. Just as she
wore her coat inside out, she inverts the sides in the gender game to appropriate
more power for woman, but does not question the validity of the boundary that
separates woman from man.

If the mother and the school represent the discourses that construct
Adriana, how is Brumal constructed as the excluded? Key to this dynamic of
inside/outside, for Butler, is that the center, in order to believe itself to be
independent and inviolate, cannot afford to recognize that its constitutive outside
even exists: “an intensification of identification [. . .] cannot afford to
acknowledge the exclusions on which it is dependent, exclusions that must be
refused, identifications that must remain as refuse, as abjected, in order for that

intensified identification to exist” (Bodies 116). Correspondingly, in the
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Ferndndez Cubas story the forces of the center deny and expunge the very
existence of Brumal. As already noted, Brumal is not represented on the map of
Adriana’s new school. Moreover, Adriana’s mother repeatedly intones the need
to forget Brumal: “Huimos de la miseria, hija. . ” (157). In fact, she erases the name
Brumal from her discourse and embodies it in the term “miseria.”

Other discourses of the center contain similar lacunae. Adriana can find
no record of Brumal in the townhall of her mother’s birthplace, nor in the
bishopric’s list of parishes or dioceses that she searches when she returns to the
city after her journey. Not only is Brumal nonexistent in the official discourse of
the center, it scarcely survives in her mother’s town even in the memory of one
resident, who implies that “Brumal” is a less-than-acceptable name for a place of
unremarkable importance: “Al salir, un anciano agité su bastén. ‘Si,” dijo,
‘algunos lo conocian por este nombre.” Y, luego, calindose unas gafas y
observandome con un punto de desconfianza, anadi6: ‘Antes, le hablo de afios,
vivian alli unas cuantas familias. Ahora no sé si queda nadie. . .”” (169-70).
Desiring to go to this place—to cross over into foreclosure—Adriana is regarded
with distrust.

Once Adriana does enter the abject zone of Brumal, she discovers that that
the discourse of Brumal is radically different than that of the center. Whereas the
schoolteacher refused to use Adriana’s paternal surname because she considered

it to be foreign and insignificant, that name figures prominently in the Brumalian
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church’s book of records: “Sobre el altar mayor habia un libro abierto [. . .]. Una
serie de nombres, provistos de numerosas consonantes y escritos en temblorosas
redondillas, oscilaron ante mis ojos. Algunos no me resultaron del todo
desconocidos. Busqué el apellido de mi padre. Estaba marcado con tres aspas”
(172-73). Exactly why the surname is specially marked is never explained;
perhaps it is because Adriana has been mysteriously summoned to come to the
town. Far from being insignificant or defective, in any case, this surname has
importance in Brumal. Other written sources abound in the priest’s attic, but
their messages are blurred: “Intenté leer algunas inscripciones que, sin orden ni
concierto, aparecian sobre algunos de los tarros. Abri un cuaderno que yacia
junto al infiernillo. La letra era temblorosa y el trazo del lapiz se confundia a
ratos con las arrugas del macilento papel. “Me llevaria tiempo,” pensé, ‘mucho
tiempo”” (177). These emblems of written discourse are mysterious, imprecise,
and difficult to define, and at times they cede to something beyond the confines
of language itself, just as Brumal itself proves to do.

In addition to the vast chasm between the absence of Brumal from the
written documents of the center and its representation in the faded inscriptions
and unmarked labels inside the attic, Adriana finds herself suspended between

the oral renditions of Brumal in voices from the center and in others from the

abject zone itself. About to lose herself in the written texts and culinary delights
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—which are the most alluring texts of all-the woman pauses at the sound of

voices:
Me ajusté el mandil y por un momento me pareci6 oir un lamento,
una stplica, aquellos suspiros que acompanaron toda mi infancia
... La miseria, recordé, la miseria de la que siempre hablaba
Madre. Pero el pomo que sostenia en las manos pedia a gritos ser
abierto y el infiernillo que acababa de encender me prometia
apasionantes e inesperadas aventuras. ‘Brumal,’ dije en alta voz,
‘Brumal. ..” Y un eco burlén me devolvié el sonido de mis
palabras. ;O era otra vez el incémodo recuerdo de una maestra
irascible en un aciago primer dia de clase?... No. No tenia mas
que acercar el oido al cristal de la ventana para darme cuenta de
que yo conocia aquellas voces. Antes de la enfermedad que me
postré en el lecho, antes que aprendiera a situar Brumal sobre un
mapa de colores, yo habia conocido aquellas voces. Ninas jugando
[...].(178)

In defiance of her mother’s rejection and suppression of Brumal, Adriana allies

herself with the outside by uttering its name aloud. Her words release the voices

of her childhood playmates, which remind her of all the pleasure and

playfulness of their world.
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The little girls’ secret language that the narrator remembers expresses
their exultation and epitomizes the different nature of Brumal:
Si; no tenia mas que pegar los ojos al cristal para verlas y oirlas:
Otnas Sen reiv se yo-h
Sotreum sol ed a-id
Y yo, de pronto conocia la respuesta. Sin ningtn esfuerzo podia
replicar:
Sabmut sal neib arre-ic
Ort ned nedeugq es e-uq
No necesitaba implorar jraguj siajed em? ;raguj siajed em?. . .
porque formaba parte de sus juegos. Me estaban esperando y me
llamaban: Anairda. .. Anairda. .. Anairda. .. (178-79)
When read in the traditional Western manner, from left to right, this language
looks exotic and mysterious, its meaning unbounded. However, the code turns
out to be Castilian written in reverse, with modifications in the division of
syllables and in the capitalization. In Saussurian terms, where the sign consists
of the signifier (the marks or symbols) plus the signified (the meaning), these
changes in the order of the signifiers completely defamiliarize the signifieds and
radically transform the signs. Read in reverse, the text is a common poem about
Good Friday, but it takes on infinite possibilities of meaning when the expected

order of the letters is altered. Thus, like “La ventana del jardin” in Mi hermana
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Elba, “Los altillos de Brumal” underscores another of Saussure’s semiotic tenets:
signs are arbitrary constructs. Any language, as an expression of a given logic
and view of the world, is an arbitrary construct. If we only change the way we
see our language, our logic, ourselves—in reverse, for instance, with a few twists
added here and there—we can learn so much <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>