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Introduction

Prosopopeia, it has been suggested, is the trope informing auto-
biography. Self-writing would be that attempt, ever renewed and
ever failing, to give voice to that which does not speak, to bring what
is dead to life by endowing it with a (textual) mask.! The writing of
an introduction, I would venture, is a more modest though no less
demanding form of the same trope. Inasmuch as it is finished, one’s
text needs to be given a face, needs to be made to speak, with one’s
voice, one last time. An introduction is precisely that occasion,
marking the last time that one speaks for the text, and also, disquiet-
ingly, the first time that one begins to sense how distant that text has
become. Like autobiographies, introductions too begin at the end.
But that is as far as I shall pursue the parallel. I am not tempted,
as more than one critic when writing on the subject, to suggest that
writing about autobiography is in itself a form of autobiography, nor
to posit that the organization of this book mirrors a personal
itinerary. If I choose to write about autobiography, and more
concretely, about Spanish American autobiography, the choice is
due to sheer critical inquisitiveness. I wish to take a look at texts that
purport to do the impossible — to narrate the “story” of a first person
that only exists in the present of its enunciation — and I wish to
observe how that impossibility is rendered plausible in Spanish
American texts. I do not tackle the paradoxical nature of auto-
biography itself nor is it my goal to do so. Instead, I am interested in
analyzing different forms of self-figuration so as to educe the textual
strategies, generic attributions and, needless to say, perceptions of
self that inform autobiographical texts written in Spanish America.
In other words, while not ignoring the linguistic and philosophical
quandary autobiographical writing necessarily poses, I have
attempted to address issues that are basically cultural and historical
in nature. I have tried not so much to find out what the “I” is trying
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2 AT FACE VALUE

to do when it writes “I”’ but, more modestly, what are the
fabulations to which self-writing resorts within a given space, a
given time, and a given language, and what do those fabulations tell
us about the literature and culture to which they belong.

Autobiography in Spanish America has suffered from more than a
measure of neglect on the part of readers and critics. This is not
because, as has so frequently and thoughtlessly been asserted,
autobiography is unusual, nor is it because Hispanic writers, for
elusive “national’ characteristics, are not prone to record their lives
on paper. The perceived scarcity of life stories written in the first
person is less a matter of quantity than a matter of attitude:
autobiography is as much a way of reading as it is a way of writing.
Thus, one might say that, whereas there are and have been a good
many autobiographies written in Spanish America, they have not
always been read autobiographically: filtered through the dominant
discourse of the day, they have been hailed either as history or as
fiction, and rarely considered as occupying a space of their own.
This reticence is in itself significant. For the reader, in denying the
autobiographical text the reception it merits, generically speaking,
is only reflecting a disquiet that the text in itself harbors, at times
well hidden from view, at others, more manifest. The anxiety of
being translates itself into an anxiety of being in (for) literature.

The neglect or the misunderstanding that has greeted auto-
biographical writing in Spanish America make it, not surprisingly,
an ideal field of study. As it is unfettered by strict classification,
canonical validation or cliché-ridden criticism, it is free to reveal its
ambiguities, its contradictions, the hybrid nature of its composition.
It is then, in that state of flux, that the autobiographical text has the
most to say about itself — provided, of course, one is willing to hear it
out on its own, uneasy terms. In addition, from the ill-defined,
marginal position to which it has been relegated, Spanish American
autobiography has a great deal to say about what is not itself. Itis an
invaluable tool with which to probe into the other, more visible,
sanctioned forms of Spanish American literature. As that which has
been repressed, denied, forgotten, autobiography comes back to
haunt and to illuminate in a new light what is already there.

I have chosen to restrict my study to the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, chiefly though not exclusively for generic reasons. First-
person narratives, it is true, abound in Colonial literature. Chron-
icles of discovery and conquest, especially those involving some
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INTRODUCTION 3

measure of self-awareness on the part of their authors — Cabeza de
Vaca’s MNaufragios and Garcilaso de la Vega’s Comentarios reales
would be two such texts — might be seen as distant forms of the
autobiographical mode. In the same way, self-reflexive documents
such as Juana Inés de la Cruz’s Respuesta to the Bishop of Puebla
or confessional deppsitions before the tribunals of the Inquisition,
given the defensive strategies they adopt and the vindication of self
they propound, may also be considered, and indeed have been
considered, autobiographies. While not denying the preoccupation
with self at work in these texts, I contend that their primary concern
is not autobiographical — even if the latter may be one of their
unwitting achievements. Furthermore, the circumstances in which
these texts were written preclude, or at least considerably modify,
the textual self-confrontation — I am the matter of my book - that
marks autobiographical writing. The fact that the abovementioned
texts are conceived primarily for a privileged reader (the King of
Spain, the Bishop of Puebla, an ecclesiastical tribunal) who has
power over writer and text; the fact, too, that the narration of self is
more a means to achieve a goal than the goal itself; the fact, finally,
that there is rarely a crisis in this self-writing (or a self in crisis),
make these texts, in my view, only tangentially autobiographical.
At the same time, I am loath to declare peremptorily that Spanish
American autobiography “begins” in the early nineteenth century,
and I would also hope to avoid (it remains to be seen with what
success) the notion that autobiography is a form progressing from
nineteenth-century hybrid clumsiness to twentieth-century aes-
thetic perfection. This evolutionary view of literature, which has
Spanish America always “catching up” with its purported European
models (when the whole point of Spanish American literature is to
deviate from those models), seems particularly inadequate in this
case.? If I choose to begin my own study of Spanish American
autobiography in the early nineteenth century, it is because I am
especially interested in the peculiar awareness of self and culture
brought about by ideological crisis, and because I am curious about
the way that crisis is reflected, better yet, incorporated, into the very
fabric of Spanish American self-figuration. The crisis I speak of]
brought on by the influence of the European Enlightenment and by
the independence from Spain that was to mark its culmination in
Spanish America, is, of course, a crisis of authority. It is no
coincidence, I believe, that questions about the validity of self-
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4 AT FACE VALUE

writing, or reflections on the goals of autobiography, should appear
at the moment a received order is slowly replaced by a produced
order; that it should appear, in addition, within the context of the
more general debates over national identities and national cultures,
debates in which relations to Spanish, and more generally Euro-
pean, canonical authority are forcibly renegotiated. If, in the case of
Colonial writers, self-writing was legitimated by an institutional
Other for whom one wrote (the Crown, the Church), in the case of
the post-Colonial autobiographer, those institutions no longer
accomplish their validating function. Indeed, the very notion of
institution, as it had been understood, comes under serious ques-
tioning. If one no longer writes oneself down for King or Church, for
whom, then, does one write? For Truth? For Posterity? For History
— the discipline that so many autobiographers will turn into their
validating source? To this crisis of authority corresponds a self in
crisis, writing in an interlocutory void. The predicament of the
Spanish American autobiographer, the very tentative figurations of
self that he or she engages in, the constant search for reader
recognition, give rise to a pattern of tantalizing ambiguities that
always allude to (but never openly ask) the same question: For
whom am I “I,” or rather, for whom do I write “1.” The vacillation
between public persona and private self, between honor and vanity,
between self and country, between lyrical evocation or factual
annotation of the past are but a few manifestations of the hesitancy
that marked (and even now may mark) Spanish American self-
writing.

While interested in the connections between self-figuration,
national identity, and cultural self-awareness, and in the repre-
sentational patterns that such connections, or contaminations, give
rise to, I do not wish to align this book with the many attempts,
within and without Spanish America, to elucidate, define — invent,
finally — a ““national” Spanish American essence of which literature
would be an unmediated manifestation. Nor do I entirely share the
view that all Spanish American texts, however “private’ in appear-
ance, are really, and invariably, national allegories and should
specifically be read as such.3 This view might not seem inappropriate
at first glance when considering Spanish American autobiographers
intent on merging self and nation into one memorable corpus gloriosus:
Sarmiento’s calculatingly messianic Recuerdos de provincia in the
nineteenth century and, in the twentieth, Vasconcelos’ nationalistic
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INTRODUCTION 5

histrionics in Ulises criollo may indeed be read (but need not be read)
in this way. Such a view, however, supposes unchanging modes of
textual production in Spanish America, ignores the fact that, as
politics diversifies its discursive practices, so does literature — and,
indeed, so does autobiography. The “I”’ speaks from more than one
place. Reliance on either view — the text as national essence or as
national allegory — cuts critical reflection short instead of encour-
aging it and channels the text into one exclusive reading. What
seems more profitable, instead, is to allow the preoccupation with
national identity (undeniably present in Spanish American self-
writing) to reverberate in the text as an ever renewed scene of crisis
necessary to the rhetoric of self-figuration; to see it as a critical
space, fraught with the anxiety of origins and representation, within
which the self stages its presence and achieves ephemeral unity.

Autobiography is always a re-presentation, that is, a retelling,
since the life to which it supposedly refers is already a kind of
narrative construct. Life is always, necessarily, a tale: we tell it to
ourselves as subjects, through recollection; we hear it told or we read
it when the life is not ours. So to say that autobiography is the most
referential of genres — meaning, by reference, a somewhat simplistic
referring back to “reality’’ and to concrete, verifiable facts —is, in a
sense, to pose the question falsely. Autobiography does not rely on
events but on an articulation of those events stored in memory and
reproduced through rememoration and verbalization. “My name,
more than naming me, reminds me of my name.”’* Language is the
only way afforded me in order to ‘“‘see’’ my existence. In a sense, I
have already been ‘““told’”’ — told by the very story I am telling.

In considering the narrative mediation occurring in all auto-
biography, I am interested in some of its more textual aspects; that
is, not only in the unwritten “text” (a pulsion, a shard, a trace)
stored in memory that guides the autobiographer’s inscription of
self, but in the “cultural forms”® and fragments of actual texts that
the autobiographer calls upon, when writing, as vehicles for what
memory has saved. Spanish American autobiographers often resort
to the European archive for textual fragments with which,
consciously or unconsciously, they forge their images. In the
process, those precursor texts are considerably altered, not just
because they are treated without reverence but because the Euro-
pean cultural archive, evoked from the margins of Spanish America,
reads differently. 1 devote considerable attention to the textual fabri-
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6 AT FACE VALUE

cation of self and to the scene of (mis)reading that serves so
frequently as its emblem since it is in that scene that the auto-
biographer’s difference becomes manifest. In this context, I find
autobiographies whose authors are distanced from the European
canon for reasons additional to the fact that they are Spanish
American (for being a slave, like Juan Francisco Manzano, in the
nineteenth century; for being a woman, like Victoria Ocampo, in the
twentieth) especially rewarding. Marginalized by the institution
(partially excluded, in the case of the woman, totally shut out, in the
case of the slave), they resort to particularly ingenious ways of using
texts to which they do not have total access, for the purpose of
self-representation.

Spanish American autobiographies are not comfortable texts.
The difficulty with which they assert themselves as viable forms, the
derision with which they have been and may still be greeted
(Sarmiento’s Recuerdos de provincia ridiculed by Alberdi for its frivol-
ity, Vasconcelos’ confessional stance in Ulises criollo compared to the
boleros of Agustin Lara) turn the autobiographer into an inordinately
wary writer, conscious of his or her own vulnerability and of the
reader’s potential disapproval. Self-writing is a form of exposure
that begs for understanding, even more, for forgiveness. Que me
perdonen la vida: the Spanish idiom used by Victoria Ocampo to
summarize her plea to her readers may be extended to many
Spanish American autobiographers. Not only should the phrase be
read literally — that the autobiographer’s life be forgiven, that it be
read sympathetically — but in its other, more drastic sense: that the
autobiographer’s life be spared, that his or her execution be stayed.
The notion of transgression evoked by the phrase and the power it
gives the reader whose forgiveness it solicits are not infrequent.
There is often a sense that what one is doing might be wrong, not
morally but tactically; a sense that, given the insecure status of the
genre, one may be going about self-writing in the wrong way.
Spanish American autobiographers are most efficient self-censors
who, within their life stories, map out silences that point to the
untellable — and often tell what they feel cannot be told auto-
biographically in other, less compromising texts.

One of the most expressive silences in Spanish American auto-
biographies of the nineteenth century concerns childhood. I dwell
on this issue at some length since it reflects some of the interdictions
weighing on autobiographical writing that, to a certain extent, live
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INTRODUCTION 7

on today. The fact that the first years of an individual’s life are given
short shrift tells us a great deal about the spirit in which the
autobiographer chooses to validate his story. Considering it a form
of history — a biography, not of a heroic or exemplary other but of a
heroic or exemplary self — he finds it hard to accommodate, within
the limits of his document, a petite histoire whose sheer triviality
might question the importance of his enterprise. Thus, when
references to childhood appear, they are either viewed proleptically,
as foreshadowing the achievements of the adult, or used for their
documentary value. The boy Alberdi bouncing on General Belgra-
no’s knee is not so much a charming detail as it is an ideological
marker signifying the allegiance of the Alberdi family to the cause of
Argentine independence. It is noteworthy that of all these nine-
teenth-century autobiographers and ardent admirers of Rousseau’s
Confessions, only one devoted to childhood an elegiac account in the
spirit of the master. It is especially noteworthy that this account was
written from a triply marginal position: it was written in exile, in a
language that was not the subject’s native tongue, and it was written
by a woman, the Condesa de Merlin, whose pretensions to historical
documentation were nil. However, the documentary imperative will
never quite disappear from Spanish American self-writing; it will
take on more varied and more subtle forms. My reading of Miguel
Cané and Mariano Picén Salas views their texts — also childhood
memoirs — as ideological statements and examples of group
bonding. Vested in the seductive garb of the quaint and outmoded,
sheltered from the intrusions of history and defying all change,
childhood stories become, in this instance, ideological credos. It
takes a special kind of “eccentric” writer — I choose to consider
Norah Lange here, but Felisberto Hernandez would do equally well
— to liberate childhood from such ideological constraints.

For texts so concerned with the representation of self in the past,
Spanish American autobiographies are reluctant to dwell on that
which makes them possible. Memory is often accepted as a faithful
replicating mechanism, its functioning seldom questioned, its
deceptions rarely contemplated. Although this blind acceptance is
more characteristic of the nineteenth century than it is of the
twentieth, it provides a good point of departure for further inquiry
into the workings of memory within these texts. I wish to identify the
tactics of a mnemonic practice that — as all manners of recollection —
is a form of fabulation. Unlike Janet’s fabulateur, begging for a clue
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8 AT FACE VALUE

that would allow him to discern what had been from what he
thought had been, I am not looking, however, to discern fact from
invention. If I inquire into the practice of memory and the fabu-
lation of self that results from it, I do so because I wish to examine
the societal models of representation that, as surely as the patterns
fostered by the scene of reading, guide the retrieval of the past in a
manner satisfactory to the remembering self. The past evoked is
molded by a self-image held in the present — the image the
autobiographer has, the one he or she wishes to project or the one
the public demands. Like Na Cleme, the old beggar in Sarmiento’s
Recuerdos de provincia who, enjoying the notoriety brought upon her
by rumors that she was a witch, “worked in her conversation” to
bolster a prestigious image with which she had begun to identify, the
autobiographer “works in memory”’ with a similar purpose in mind.
While the self-image may not be as clear-cut as that of Na Cleme, it
is nonetheless there, as the impulse governing the autobiographical
venture. An individual construct, no doubt, that image is also a
social artifact, as revealing of a psyche as it is of a culture. Thus, for
example, Sarmiento carves out his past in accordance with the
image of the self-made intellectual and pater familias of a community,
in Mi defensa; five years later, he carves out a somewhat different past
in Recuerdos de provincia to agree with a different image, that of a
worthy son, a link in a chain of prestigious intellectual forebears.
The different images, at different times in life, and resulting in two
distinct life-stories, tell us much about Sarmiento. But they also tell
a great deal about how history — and what was then judged one of its
forms, (auto)biography — was conceived in early nineteenth-century
Spanish America: as a pantheon of heroic, exemplary figures. In the
same way, Lucio Mansilla’s autobiography, set out in the form of a
leisurely stroll through the old city of Buenos Aires, tells us as much
about his self-image — the perpetual and elusive flineur — as it reveals
a turn-of-the-century conception of literature that questions the
notion of an organic whole and values the fragmentary.

A strong testimonial stance informs autobiographical writing in
Spanish America. If not always perceiving themselves as historians
— the perception seems to wane as generic difference becomes more
specific in Spanish American literature — autobiographers will
continue to see themselves as witnesses. The fact that this testimony
is often endowed with the aura of terminal visions — the auto-
biographer bearing witness to that which is no more — not only
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INTRODUCTION 9

aggrandizes the author’s individual persona but reflects the commu-
nal dimension sought for the autobiographical venture. Spanish
American self-writing is an exercise in memory doubled by a ritual
of commemoration, in which individual relics (in Benjamin’s sense
of the term) are secularized and re-presented as shared events. Of
particular importance, in this connection, are the loci of memory, the
chosen sites for communal rites: the casonas or family homes, the
sleepy provinces, strongholds of tradition, the cities that time has
irrevocably changed, if not destroyed. Equally important is the
emphasis on collective memory and the reliance on what might be
called a mnemonic lineage. Family romances are reservoirs of
memories: like Borges, thanking his mother “for your memory and
that of your elders,” the Spanish American autobiographer forays
into the past through familial, most often maternal reminiscence.
While on the one hand this combination of the personal and the
communal restricts the scrutiny of self so frequently associated with
autobiography (a view, one should not forget, that applies to just one
type of autobiography), on the other, it has the advantage of
capturing a tension between self and other, of generating a reflection
on the fluctuating place of the subject within its community, of
allowing for other voices, besides that of the “I,” to be heard in the
text. Even those cases which seem to favor one of the poles of this
oscillation between self and community to the apparent exclusion of
the other - say, on the one hand, Mariano Picén Salas’ first person
plural in Regreso de tres mundos, so deliberately “‘representative’ that
it becomes an abstraction, and, on the other, the blatantly private
“I”” of Norah Lange’s Cuadernos de infancia — even those cases allow,
unsuspectingly perhaps, for that tension. So, although it might be
tempting to see in Spanish American autobiographical texts a
subject, enmeshed in different tactics of repression (what cannot be
told) and self-validation (what must be told in a way acceptable to a
nation, to a community) that has not yet come into its own (i.e. the
story of the self “alone’), it would be ill-advised to conclude that
progress towards introspection, from the constraints of the docu-
ment to the freedom of fiction is a necessary goal for these texts.
Given this history of the genre, the components that gradually,
secretly, have come to integrate what one might term a Spanish
American autobiographical tradition, such an evaluation would be
unwarranted. If in the nineteenth century the emergence of the
autobiographical subject was réndered difficult because there was

Molloy, Sylvia. At Face Value: Autobiographical Writing In Spanish America.
E-book, Cambridge [U.K.]: Cambridge University Press, 1991, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.07623. Accessed 21 Oct 2020.
Downloaded on behalf of University of Pennsylvania



10 AT FACE VALUE

no place for it, institutionally speaking, and if that tentative subject,
in order to give itself texture, needed to resort to tactics of self-
validation that included claims to historicity, to public utility, to
group bonding, to testimonial service — claims, in short, that opened
the self to a community — by the twentieth century, those tactics
have been naturalized, have been incorporated into an auto-
biographical rhetoric. No longer forcibly considered a historical
necessity, strictly speaking, they nonetheless continue to inform the
discourse of self-representation in Spanish America, have become
an intrinsic part of the writing subject’s perception of self.

I wish to add a few brief comments now, of a more practical
nature, to explain my reason for choosing the texts I have chosen.
From the use of the term ‘“‘Spanish American” instead of the more
usual “Latin American’’ the reader will by now have realized that I
shall not speak of Brazilian autobiographies. The exclusion may
seem surprising given the rich tradition of self-writing in Brazil.
Precisely because of that fact, and because I am well aware of the
limitations of my competence in the field, I have preferred to leave
that portion of Latin American autobiography to more qualified
colleagues and concentrate on the linguistic domain I know best.
Another exclusion that may seem open to question is that of the
more recent type of autobiographical text known as testimonios, the
narratives of marginalized members of society who, either directly
or through the mediation of informers, tell life stories that heretofore
had remained untold. My exclusion in this case responds to two
reasons. On the one hand, the very rich production of testimonial
literature, the conditions that govern its production, the unwritten
rules that give it shape, make it a genre unto itself. As such it should
be considered. On the other hand, I have chosen to study texts
written by writers, that is, autobiographers who, when sitting down
to inscribe their selves on paper, are aware, in some form or another,
of the bind of translating self into rhetorical construct; writers who,
with a fair amount of literary awareness, resign themselves to the
necessary mediation of textual representation. In the same way that
I have excluded testimonios, 1 have excluded autobiographies of
politicians and statesmen for whom the writerly side of the auto-
biographical exercise did not appear problematic. One last remark
concerns women’s autobiographies, or rather my way of dealing
with them in my study. Dissatisfied with the usual mode of
classifying women’s texts in Spanish America — grouping them into
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INTRODUCTION II

ahistorical categories such as literatura femenina or poesia femenina with
no regard for chronology or literary currents — I have preferred to
consider them together with their male counterparts, the better to
judge the characteristics they share with them and the better, too,
to evaluate their difference.

I have only worked on a small portion of the autobiographical
writings published in Spanish America since the 1800s. Why these
texts and not others is a matter of personal preference — or rather,
the choice made by my critical fictions. I have, however, in the
Bibliography given a list of all the autobiographical texts that I have
been able to find in Spanish America in the period covered in this
book. Discovering the existence of these texts — through an obscure
entry in a history of literature, through random searches in univer-
sity libraries, through intuition, through hearsay — was a difficult,
often trying task. Since I refer only tangentially to some of these
texts and to many not at all, I thought it fair to list all their titles in
the hopes of saving others much time and annoyance. The list, I am
sure, bears addition; I am aware that some countries are better
represented than others. I would imagine (and hope) that there are
many more autobiographical texts than those I have located, texts
that might challenge, even contradict, some of the arguments I have
set forth in the following pages. I look forward to what others might
have to say on autobiographical writing in Spanish America and to
the dialogue they will establish with this book.
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The reader with the book in his hand

Not surprisingly, Borges provides us with a beginning. In one of his
later stories (those his critics hailed, with short-sighted relief, as ““at
last realistic’’), a young, likeable city-dweller of conventional
culture finds himself stranded in a desolate country estate. His sole
companions are the foreman, his son and his daughter — illiterate,
barely articulate descendants of Scottish settlers who had inter-
married with Indians. All conversation with the three having
proved impossible, the young man, in order to establish some
contact, takes to reading to them from an old English Bible he has
found in the house. The blank pages at the end record the spotty
lineage and history of the family, from the time they set forth from
Inverness up to the moment when they lost their capacity to write.
Spurred on by vague didactic notions, the young man actually does
more than read to them: choosing the Gospel according to St Mark,
he practices reading “‘as an exercise in translation, and maybe to
find out whether the Gutres understood any of it.”’! The Gutres (or
Guthries, as they were named originally) turn out to be the most
attentive of listeners; in perfect silence they absorb every word that
is read to them and when the Gospel is over demand that it be read
(translated) to them again ‘“‘so that they could understand it better.”
The worship they feel for the Book extends to its reader: “While he
read to them, he noticed that they were secretly stealing the crumbs
he had dropped on the table. One evening, he caught them
unawares, talking about him respectfully, in very few words.”” The
end of the story, for all its suddenness, should not come as a surprise.
One Friday afternoon, the young man finds himself thinking
(quoting?) aloud: “It won’t be long now.”” His words are echoed by
the foreman, standing behind him; his hour is indeed come. He is
pushed towards the shed by all three Gutres (the Spanish transliter-
ation of the Scottish surname has a particular ominous, guttural
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16 AT FACE VALUE

sound to it) and, once inside, beholds the cross they have prepared
for him.

If I have gone into this story at length it is not solely for the
pleasure of repeating (and thus translating for my own means) a
particularly haunting, near-perfect story. Perhaps better than
others, this story by Borges exemplifies what his whole work stands
for: a mise en texte of the scene of reading in Spanish America, and
concomitantly, of a narrative practice. If all of Borges’ stories
(“Pierre Menard” being of course the most often cited in this
context) endlessly tell us that literature — all literature — is a
rereading, an open-ended exercise in the repetition of one, per-
petually different text, “The Gospel According to Mark’ goes one
step further. Here, Borges’ reader-scribes (or, more accurately
perhaps, active listeners) are not, like Pierre Menard, European
men of letters but Argentine peasants, criollos of old-country and
new-country blood, who have forgotten how to read and write.
Cultural paupers in a way, they are still dazzled by the Book and,
deprived as they are of letters, can only enact their gruesome
misreading. By giving his story a clearly Argentine setting, Borges
seems to stress a salient aspect of Spanish American literature: its
capacity for inventive (if, in this story, deathly) distortion. Reread-
ing and rewriting the European book, this story tells us, can be a
sometimes savage, always disquieting experience. The stance
chosen by the Spanish American writer — one might call it a pose,
were the word not so fraught with derogatory connotations — is the
exact obverse of Mallarmé’s dictum and, as such, refers back to it,
like a parody. The Book is not the ultimate goal but a prefiguration:
a dissonant concert of texts, often fragmented, of broken bits of
writing, it is the substance for beginnings.

This fundamental aspect of Spanish American literature has been
frequently studied in various of its manifestations, the most patent
being fiction, the exercise of retelling par excellence.? In fact, the
plundering of the European archive affects all genres in Spanish
America, even those that, at first glance, would appear not to need
the support of earlier texts. Travelogues, first-person accounts of
various types, testimonios, diaries, autobiographies, all “genres” or
hybrid modes of representation that would have the reader believe
he is dealing with direct, unmediated accounts of real life narrated
by real individuals, are no exception: these modes of structuring
reality through writing that claim not to obey preconceived struc-
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THE READER WITH THE BOOK IN HIS HAND 17

tures? are also dependent upon a textual (if sometimes unwritten)
prefiguration. Dependency does not mean, here, the strict observ-
ance of a model or a slavish form of imitatio but reference to an often
incongruous conflation of possible texts that the writer uses as a
literary springboard, a way of projecting himself into the void of
writing, even when that writing directly concerns the self. If the
library is a metaphor central to Spanish American literature, then
the autobiographer too is one of its many librarians, living in the
book he or she writes and endlessly referring to books. Reading
before being and being what he or she (mis)reads, the auto-
biographer too goes by the book. Indeed, the self-reflecting genres,
purportedly the most referential, could prove to be the exact
opposite.* When writing of the Mexican José Miguel Guridi y
Alcocer, perhaps Spanish America’s first modern autobiographer, a
critic, possibly unaware of the full implication of his words, sweep-
ingly dismisses Guridi’s Apuntes (Mexico, 1802) as “the history of a
simple existence that wants to be complicated, lived more in books
than in real life.””> What the critic fails to see is that for the
autobiographer books are real life.

Reference to books, in self-writing, can take many forms. I shall
here deal with the explicit, and consider a frequent strategy of the
Spanish American autobiographer, the highlighting of the act of
reading. Treated as a textual primal scene, it may be put on equal
footing with those privileged features — the first recollection, the
formulation of the family romance, the fabulation of lineage, the
staging of the autobiographical space, etc. — that recur most
frequently as basic autobiographemes. The encounter of self and
book is crucial: reading is frequently dramatized, evoked in a
particular childhood scene that suddenly confers meaning on the
whole life. The starkest, perhaps most eloquent version of the scene
may be that of Victoria Ocampo in the first volume of her Autobiogra-
Sfia: ““I carry a book that has been read aloud to me and pretend I am
reading it. I remember the story perfectly, I know it is behind those
letters I cannot understand.”’® This childish mimicry might well be
seen as the scene of reading a [l’état pur, the basic gesture — the
rhetorical pose — awaiting an object that will complement it and give
it full meaning. As in pictorial self-portraits, the book takes on the
importance of those objects — an easel, say, or a skull, or a set of keys
— whose signification surpasses their scope as mere objects: they
become attributes of the individual and tell his story.” In Recuerdos de
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18 AT FACE VALUE

provincia, for example, Sarmiento delights in recreating a foreseeably
self-centered emblematic scene of reading: like Hamlet, with whom
he is prone to identify, he is the young man with a book in his hand.
Sarmiento describes himself grudgingly minding the store while
surreptitiously devouring books:

[T]his I did while selling mate tea and sugar, looking askance at those who
came to draw me out of the world I had discovered to live in. In the
morning, once I had swept the store, I would settle down to read and a Mrs.
Laora who passed by on her way to church and then back again would
always see, day after day, month after month, this motionless boy,
untouched by any disturbance, his eyes fixed on a book. Shaking her head
she would go home saying, “This cannot be a good boy. If those were good
books he would not be reading them with such enjoyment.”’8

The scene of reading does not necessarily correspond to the first
book read in childhood. The experience involves a recognition of
reading that is qualitatively different from the reading practiced
previously: a book — the Book of Beginnings — is suddenly singled
out from among many others. A second version of Ocampo’s scene,
when the child is older and has learned to read, emphasizes the
quasi-religious nature of this discovery. One summer, a French
governess introduces her and her sisters to Fénelon’s Télémaque. The
book stands out for Ocampo from the ““boring books” read in class,
also from the moralistic novels of the Comtesse de Ségur and other
childhood fare of the period; clearly marking a break from the
quotidian, it commands enthusiasm and, above all, respect. In view
of the exceptional character attributed to it, it is kept, once the
reading is done, in a special place.

Each day, after the reading hour, Mademoiselle took the two volumes and
instead of putting them in the drawer with the other books, would raise the
chimney hood (it was never used in summer) and would hide this
Olympian world, in which I dreamt of living, on the hearth. At the
beginning the hiding place struck me as disgraceful but little by little I grew
accustomed to this odd notion and even approved of it. Later on I would
have found it shocking for Mademoiselle to hide these books anywhere else.

(p- 124)

Ocampo and her sisters know where the book is kept but refrain
from reading it outside the ritual “reading hour.” Although “there
was no material obstacle’ to reading Télémaque at other times, ‘“‘an
obstacle existed, of a different nature’’:
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THE READER WITH THE BOOK IN HIS HAND 19

It came from the book itself, from its moldy pages, wonderful and
defenseless. How could one act dishonorably with a book so noble? When
Calypso, the nymph Eucharys, Télémaque and Néoptoléme disappeared
behind the hood, it was best to leave them there till the following day, even
if the desire to continue reading and living in such dazzling company
consumed me. (p. 125)°

Often associated with the scene of reading is a mentor — either an
actual teacher or, more generally, a guide to the child’s readings. In
the nineteenth century, the figure is usually male for reading is
associated with men and authority. Sarmiento, for example, recalls
having learned to read at his father’s instigation: ‘I owe thus to my
father that love of reading which has been my constant occupation
throughout the best part of my life” (p. 161). Women, because of
their scant instruction, are not usually associated with the scene of
reading nor are they acceptable figures of authority. Yet, while not
connected directly with reading, they are not left speechless and
early nineteenth-century autobiographies often present them as
powerful (and useful) storytellers. A constant in Sarmiento’s
Recuerdos de provincia, when trying to reconstruct the history of his
province of which no written record remains, is the phrase ‘““cuén-
tame mi madre,” evoking the oral testimony of the mother.

With the passing of time, the mentors associated with the scene of
reading change. In twentieth-century autobiographies women do
appear as meaningful figures of cultural influence and even, at
times, of cultural authority. While attributing his discovery of books
to two men, his godfather and his father, Enrique Gonzalez
Martinez, in El hombre del bitho, celebrates his mother as an inspiring
model of intellectual curiosity and freedom of thought. “During the
family readings, so frequent at home, my father explained and
classified while my mother interpreted in her own way and accord-
ing to her emotions the book we were reading.””!? Reading, here, is
not so much equated with power as it is with excess. El hombre del
bitho devotes memorable pages to the mother’s lust for reading,
pages glorifying a lack of moderation that the son was never quite
able to emulate:

A student of my father’s from the time she was very young till she married
him, she acquired the habit of reading in her husband’s company. Yet her
favorite books she would read alone, quite sure of her judgment and
satisfied with her choice . .. She read chaotically, at all hours, and, when a
book interested her, it was not unusual for her to sit up all night to finish it,
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20 AT FACE VALUE

drinking black coffee and smoking cigarettes, a habit she acquired in the
first years of her marriage. A long nap the following day cured her of her
sleepless night. She was avid for books, eager for all knowledge, and sorry
that life had not given her a more suitable opportunity to cultivate her
spirit with greater and better discipline ... (pp- 582-585)

Going one step further, José Vasconcelos’ Ulises criollo presents
the mother figure not only as reader and purveyor of books but as an
ideological matrix, the conscious guardian of a national culture.
Reading and mother are united in one of Vasconcelos’ earliest
recollections: a woman with a book on her lap. In both Gonzalez
Martinez and Vasconcelos, the bonding with the mother cannot be
ignored as a decisive influence in the scene of reading. An element of
passion, even of eroticism, is introduced, that renders the scene
considerably more complex. Sarmiento, who was tied just as
intensely and intimately to his mother as these two writers, never
could combine his two passions — mother and books — because his
mother could not read.!!

It can be argued that the highlighting of the scene of reading is not
peculiar to Spanish American autobiographies but is, on the con-
trary, a commonplace of most autobiographies composed by
writers. It would be odd that it not be so, since, from the moment he
or she decides to explore the past, an author is bound to view any
experience from youth that might be interpreted as a promise of a
future vocation with a benevolent eye, and is therefore most likely to
dwell on it. Rousseau’s early recollections are, of course, a good
example of this attitude: ‘I know not what I did before I was five or
six; I do not know how I learned to read. I can only remember the
first books I read and what effect they had on me. This is the period
from which I date the uninterrupted awareness of myself.””'2 The
Spanish American experience is not essentially different. Its specifi-
city is more a question of manner, made obvious in its need to
advertise itself, in its not infrequent flamboyance. Not only is there a
need, on the part of these writers, to recreate the scene of reading as
a set piece; there are additional markers, throughout these auto-
biographical texts, that (in much the same way as Brecht’s Chinese
actor reminded his audience that they were in the theatre) alert the
reader to the fact that he is “in literature” — that the autobiographi-
cal text is, indeed, a literary construct. The importance given the
scene of reading in the autobiographer’s youth may be originally
intended as a realistic ploy, destined to bring verisimilitude (and, in
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retrospect, a small amount of precocious glory) to a writer’s story.
In fact, it works like a self-reflecting strategy that confirms the
textual nature of the autobiographical exercise, reminding us of the
book behind it all.

Reliance on books — not necessarily a conscious stance on the part
of the autobiographer — may manifest itself in the simplest of forms:
the illiterate Jesusa Palancares, in Elena Poniatowska’s Hasta no verte
Jesiis mio, describes her rapture when her common-law husband
Pedro, who could read “muy bonito” with ‘“‘a lot of fire in his eyes,”
read out loud to her nightly in the tent they shared as soldiers of the
Mexican revolution.!3 In other cases, the scene of reading may be
simply alluded to, in covert fashion. When, tucked in the folds of
Manuel Rojas’ account of childhood, Imdgenes de infancia, one finds a
reference to Jules Renard’s Poil de carotte — the only book explicitly
mentioned in the text — in connection with a decisive experience, the
purported non-bookish quality of the narrative is called into ques-
tion by what amounts to a scene of reading manquée.'* Conversely,
the relation with books may appear fraught with uneasiness, as in
the case of Pablo Neruda. Belittling his debt to literature, proclaim-
ing a vitalistic, anti-intellectual position (which, ironically enough,
appears to come from a book, Leaves of Grass), Neruda engages in a
crusade against the book that his writing, and even his habits as a
rare book collector, consistently question. Neruda’s complex atti-
tude towards books and literature is at the very core of his
autobiographical venture. In spite of his declarations — “I do not
come from a book / and my poems / have not fed off poems’’!> — his
persona relies on texts for support as much as that of other
autobiographers; not merely on that vague “book of nature” that
Neruda disingenuously mentions but on precise texts written by
others and, not insignificantly, by Neruda himself. While claiming
to “unwrite” literature — the book’s paper reverting to wood, the
text reverting to loose words — Neruda, in Confieso que he vivido,
cunningly rewrites his previous books of poetry and, specifically, his
Canto general '

A closer examination of the substance of the readings themselves
is in order if one is to distinguish the peculiarities of this cultural
gesture. If the Spanish American autobiographer might be seen as a
modern-day Hamlet, a book permanently in hand, it is necessary to
find out what, precisely, is in that book. A first look promptly reveals

. that these epiphanic discoveries usually arise from an indirect
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contact with the text. There is always a mediation: either the book is
translated and thus at one remove, if not two, from Spanish —
Gonzilez Martinez discovers himself in a French translation of
Goethe, Vasconcelos is smitten by an English translation of Homer
— or it is read in the foreign original and translated, so to speak, in
the very act of reading. Only in rare cases does the scene of reading
involve a book in the language the autobiographer will later use to
write his or her life story.

Probably sincere (although sincerity, in itself, is hardly a measure
to gauge autobiography), the choice of the European book as a clue
to textual (and vital) self-discovery shows, in addition, a fair amount
of naive boastfulness. Like those confronted with the Marcel Proust
questionnaire or asked to play the ‘“Ten-Books-On-A-Desert-
Island” game, the autobiographer would not. be caught lacking,
culturally disarmed, an intellectual simpleton in the eyes of others,
thus the showy preference for ‘““the classics.” This desire to show
oneself competent, a reader of the canon — not realizing that the
canon, by the mere fact that one is reading it from Spanish America,
translated into a Spanish American context, is no longer the same —
might be seen as a result of conventional cultural colonialism, and
indeed should, in part, be seen that way. Vasconcelos, wary as he
was of exposure to cultural intermingling, does not hesitate to view
his reading of the lliad in English, at the turn of the century, as
directly related to ‘““the penetration of the new influence”!” suffered
by Mexicans in the frontier towns of Piedras Negras and Eagle Pass.
However, beyond this evidence — the wholesale importation of
European (rarely Spanish) literature and culture through the
sponsorship of France — lie other, more interesting issues: what was
done with those cultural imports, how were they received (how were
they read) and, more importantly, how were they integrated,
manipulated into different cultural artifacts.!® Autobiography,
again, seems not only to reflect this integration, carried out on all
levels of discourse and in all genres, but to constitute an ideal field in
which to observe it at work.

An early plunderer of the European archive, Sarmiento left many
self-serving presentations of himself. One of them is particularly
revealing: “[Sarmiento] does not go out, does not go to the theatre,
nor does he gamble for his amusement. For the past half century he
has been reading in French, English, Italian and Spanish, every-
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thing that can be read by a scholar. His library contains four great
bookcases of English books and four huge ones of books in
French.”'? In Mi defensa, his first autobiographical text published in
1843, Sarmiento claims that the clue to his progress as an indi-
vidual, as well as to the progress of a whole nation, is “to read very
well.”’20 The Spanish text stresses the apprenticeship: “haber apren-
dido a leer muy bien,” to have learned to read very well. Sarmiento’s
life story (not unrelated to spiritual autobiographies albeit decid-
edly secular in spirit) might have been subtitled The Reader’s Progress.
But what can Sarmiento mean? Beatriz Sarlo and Carlos Altami-
rano, in a penetrating essay devoted to Recuerdos de provincia, inter-
pret the expression to signify, beyond a comprehensive understand-
ing of what is read, a means of achieving intellectual independence
from the usual cultural mediators, mainly priests, who remained
faithful to old ideas and traditional values.2! Free of such hindering
intermediaries, the good reader, self-taught, would come into
contact with cultural goods he could claim for his own. There is
indeed an eloquent cry for such unmediated access to culture in
Sarmiento’s Recuerdos de provincia (1850). Returning once more to his
favorite scene of reading, the voracious young reader alone in the
store, surrounded by bolts of material, Sarmiento recalls his encoun-
ter with the book as a major, providential breakthrough:

But there must be books, I kept telling myself, that deal especially with
these things and will teach them to children. If one understands what one
reads properly, one can learn without the need of masters. I then launched
myselfin search of those books and, once my mind was made up, found all
was looking for, and just as I had imagined it, in my own remote province
... Like Archimedes, I could cry, “I have found them!” because I had
anticipated them, invented them, and searched for them. (pp. 172-173)

Ridding himself of the short-sighted controllers of culture, Sar-
miento is free to tackle his education directly and learn to ‘‘read very
well” without mediators. Or is he? If we consider the nature of the
books he is about to read — all foreign imports — we must conclude
that the direct access of which he dreams is a fiction: he will have to
become his own mediator, or rather his own translator. Sig-
nificantly, translation is mentioned in the first autobiographical
text, Mi defensa, immediately after the scene of reading, as, in a way,
its complement. To read very well, for Sarmiento, is, basically, to
translate:
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To complete my report on these very disorderly studies that continue to
this day, I shall add that, in 1829, while I was in hiding for political reasons,
I was able to get an old grammar by Chantreau and some dictionaries and
when I came back out I had translated for myself [me habia traducido] many
books; that for the past twelve years I have been watching over my
pronunciation, which remains incorrect; that in 1834 I learned English in
Chile, hiring a tutor for a month and a half to introduce me to the study of
that language, which to this day I have not learned to pronounce; that in
1837 I learned Italian in my country and, in 1841, learned Portuguese here
[in Chile] since I needed it for my work in El Mercurio. (D, p. 9)

Note that Sarmiento himself gives the two activities equal stand-
ing: to read is “to translate for myself.” The learning of languages
allows not so much for a way out — Sarmiento cannot pronounce the
languages he learns and communicates imperfectly with other
speakers — but a way in, a means of incorporation. His apprentice-
ship of languages, or rather, of translation, is again recalled in
Recuerdos de provincia, this time in an expanded, more eloquent
version:

For Spanish-speaking peoples, to learn a foreign language is merely to
learn how to read. At least one such language should be taught in grammar
school. In teaching me Latin (which I know imperfectly) Friar Oro had
provided me with a simple machine for learning languages, which I have
used successfully to learn the few I do know. In 1829, ... while under house
arrest in San Juan, I took up the study of French as a pastime. I had
planned to study it with a Frenchman, a soldier of Napoleon, who knew
neither Spanish nor his own grammar, but the sight of don José Ignacio de
la Rosa’s library made me greedy and, with a borrowed grammar and a
dictionary, I translated twelve volumes, including Josephine’s Memoirs,
one month and eleven days after beginning my solitary apprenticeship. Let
me give a concrete example of my devotion to that task. I kept my books on
the dining room table and just pushed them aside so that breakfast, then
lunch, then dinner might be served. My candle would go out at two in the
morning but, when I was really absorbed in my reading, I would spend as
much as three days at a stretch leafing through the dictionary. It took me
fourteen years to learn how to pronounce French, for I did not really speak
the language until 1846, after I had been to France. In 1833, when working
in a store in Valparaiso, I set aside half of my monthly wages to pay an
English tutor by the name of Richard and two reales a week for the
neighborhood night watchman to wake me up at two in the morning so that
I could study my English. I would stay up all night on Saturday and make
it one with Sunday. Thus, after a month and a half of lessons, Richard told
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me that all I lacked was the pronunciation which, up to this day, I have not
mastered. I went to Copiapé [where Sarmiento worked in a mine with
other Argentine émigrés] and translated the sixty volumes of Walter Scott’s
complete works at the rate of a novel a day ... In Copiap6 many still
remember the miner who was always reading. (p. 178)

To read, then, would be to translate — but to translate in what
fashion? Sarmiento obviously gives the word a special meaning,
implies a translation ‘“for myself”’ of which no written record
remains. But why, then, use the verb fto translate and not, as one
would expect, simply the verb f read? Could the two not be
synonymous after all as a first glance at these texts would seemingly
indicate? Further examination of Sarmiento’s autobiographical
texts shows that this is indeed the case, that whereas lo translate does
replace fo read, the two do not coincide precisely in Sarmiento’s
mind but rather diverge from each other. If to translate is to read, it
is to read with a difference: the translation perpetrated, one might
say, by the reader does not copy the contours of the original but
necessarily strays. Sarmiento’s description of the method resorted to
by his beloved teacher Friar Oro when teaching him Latin — what
the good friar calls his “learning machine’ — is most significant: Oro
has the young boy translate from Latin into Spanish, teaches him to
recognize the differences (“‘me iba ensefnando las diferencias’) and
then to wander away from the text: “‘he enlivened the reading with
digressions from the geographic canvas of the translation” [la tela
geogrdfica de la traduccién] (p. 71).

In a sense, one might say that to translate, in the way that
Sarmiento understands it, is not “to read very well”’ but, conven-
tionally speaking, to read very badly.2? That Sarmiento reads if not
badly at least differently is evidenced in the manic pace at which he
claims he performs this exercise. A novice in French, he claims to
have “translated” twelve French books in ‘““‘one month and eleven
days,” a schedule that allows barely three days per volume, not
counting the presumably frequent and necessary forays into the
borrowed grammar and the borrowed dictionary. The pace adopted
for his English “translations” is (incredibly) even more rapid: this
time, after a very brief period of instruction at the end of which he is
declared competent by his tutor, he “translates’ Scott’s remarkably
turgid prose at the rate of one novel a day, attending all the while,
however perfunctorily, to his duties at the Copiapé mine.

Sarmiento, it is true, was given to exaggeration but one suspects
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that, in this particular case, his record is basically truthful. He
probably did skim through most of those volumes — time would not
have allowed him to do otherwise — and patched together a trans-
lation (whatever he believed he was understanding, given his defi-
cient command of the foreign language) that was a simulacrum of
the original, a hastily put together textual artifact, a different book.
However “correctly’” Sarmiento may have thought he was reading,
he was certainly aware that to read is to modify. Thus he describes
his practice of reading as the task of “‘translating the European
spirit into the American spirit, with the changes that the difference in
setting required”’ (p. 181; my emphasis). Some of those changes were
doubtlessly conscious; others worked on Sarmiento’s reading
without his knowledge.

Sarmiento sees his hasty reading of European writers as a neces-
sity, a way of filling a void. In his spirited polemic with Andrés
Bello while in Chile, to Bello’s criticism of those who ‘‘having
been initiated in foreign languages and not knowing, or not having
studied, the admirable models our own language has to offer, rush
to write according to the version they have read the most,”’23 he
haughtily responds that, since Spain has little or nothing to offer in
the realm of the humanities, it is imperative that her former colo-
nies go a-borrowing. Sarmiento’s strong bias against Spain is a
well-established fact. On closer examination, his bellicose state-
ments reveal, however, that what is under attack is not so much
language and literature as an attitude towards language and litera-
ture: not the book itself but the way in which the book is read. The
influence of Spain, claims Sarmiento, stifles the imagination
through ‘“the perversity with which the language .is taught, the
influence of grammarians, the respect for the admirable model, the
fear of breaking rules ... There is no spontaneity, only a jail whose
door is guarded by inflexible affectation.”’?* Sarmiento’s judgment
of Spain and of the influence Spain has had on Spanish American
culture is characteristically couched in terms of books and reading:
“We are a second, third or fourth edition of Spain, not like those
books that are revised and enlarged in subsequent printings but
more like the last copies of a bad engraving, glutted with ink and
barely intelligible.””?> In sum, Spain has not only taught Spanish
America to read the same book always in the same way (with
“respect for the admirable model’) but — Sarmiento carries the meta-
phor one step further — it has turned its docile colonies themselves
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into repetitious copies (bad texts) that have little to offer in the way
of meaning.

This excursus into Sarmiento’s views on Spain helps cast light on
his notions on reading and translating. Reading in a conventionally
respectful way, in Sarmiento’s view, results in redundancy or
paralysis, is a spiritually stunting experience. Reading in the
manner that Sarmiento reads — patchily, filling in gaps more or less
at random — makes way, instead, for an inordinate amount of
intellectual freedom and creative imagination. More importantly, it
allows Sarmiento to add to what he reads. As his grandson would
say years after his death, ‘“‘Sarmiento could never copy anything
word by word (even less if it was his) because his superabundance of
ideas made him always expand what was written.”’26

The consequences of reading expansively, digressively and even
perversely are well illustrated in Sarmiento’s works in general and in
his autobiographical texts in particular. Freely studded with un-
expected references, misspelled quotations, foreign word-dropping
and not-quite-accurate attributions, these texts even propose at one
point (not surprisingly, if one comes to think of it) a persuasive
defense of plagiarism. This seemingly cavalier attitude towards the
European canon on Sarmiento’s part was denounced, is denounced
even today, in the name of knowledge. Sarmiento, claim his
opponents, does not know; what they fail to see is that he knows
differently.

Appearing as they do in a chapter of Recuerdos de provincia crucial to
the autobiographical strategy, Sarmiento’s considerations on pla-
giarism are of particular interest. Recuerdos, it will be remembered,
follows a genealogical schema. Building up a complex family
romance, Sarmiento evokes, one by one, from chapter to chapter,
illustrious figures — heroes with whom he identifies and through
whom he extolls his own best qualities — to replace his ineffectual
father. Somewhat perversely, these fabulous father figures are all
relatives on his mother’s side, as if the father’s line had nothing to
offer. There are, however, two notable exceptions, both connected to
reading: Sarmiento’s father’s brother, José Manuel Eufrasio de
Quiroga Sarmiento, Bishop of the province of Cuyo, who teaches the
child to read, and Sarmiento’s father’s cousin, Gregorio Funes,
Dean of the University of Cérdoba, whom he never met but to whom
he devotes passionately personal pages. A figure of considerable
intellectual power, Dean Funes (like Sarmiento himself) was a man
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in transition, ‘“halfway between the colony and the republic . .. like
the god Terminus of the Ancients, one face towards the future, the
other towards the past” (p. 110). Also like Sarmiento - the
unspoken identification of the autobiographer with his model builds
up very effectively in this chapter — Funes was a great reader, a
distinguished historian, a biographer, a ‘“reformer of Colonial
ideas” and (perhaps) a plagiarist. When writing his history of the
colonies, the Dean, Sarmiento tells us, had the misfortune of trying
to fill the void left by Spain in a way that was sadly misunderstood
by his successors. Sarmiento chooses to perceive Funes as a victim
and proceeds to defend his work with arguments that touch so
suspiciously close to home they deserve to be cited in their entirety:

[T]he author resorts to the treasures of his erudition both in the chronicles
written on this continent as in the European classics that only he possessed,
not realizing that he wrote at a time when those classics were about to be
within everyone’s reach. So it was that the reader began to notice in the
Dean’s writings sentences, paragraphs, that had once sounded pleasant to
his ears, pages that his eyes remembered having read. The charge of
plagiarism was brought against Dean Funes, an accusation that for us is
not so much a reproach as a clear indication of his merit. There are still
distinguished writers in our new American literature who prefer to cast a
good idea in the mold already given it by the classic expression of an
illustrious author. Garcia del Rio is the most brilliant example of that
school of erudition that presents fragments of good literature and choice
thoughts, inlaid like precious stones, in its works. Before that, like an
underlying layer, a sediment of good reading resulting from a wonderful
flood, there was compilation, and the products of the intelligence of great
authors from the past were appropriated by the champions of new thought.
In Spain, Campmany belongs to this family of writers who translate
French writings and put them into circulation, decked out in Spanish
terms, under the guarantee of their own signature.

What we call plagiarism today was then erudition and wealth. I myself
would prefer to listen once more to an author worthy of being read one
hundred times over than to read the incomplete exercises produced by
thoughts and styles still at an embryonic stage. Our national intelligence is
as yet insufficiently developed to compete with those writers the world
judges worthy of attention. (pp. 127-128)%

Sarmiento does not seem to have indulged excessively in this
‘“appropriation” that he so disarmingly (even convincingly) posits
as necessary to a new literature. He does, however, practice it at
times. His close reading of Pierre Leroux, for example, an author he
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claimed to carry often in his pocket,?® shows up in the more or less
direct transcription of some of Leroux’s articles from the Revue
Encyclopédique in the columns of El Zonda, the newspaper Sarmiento
founded and directed in 1839.%° Not surprisingly, even Sarmiento’s
self-writing offers examples of this textual cannibalization. The
fourth chapter of Recuerdos de provincia, devoted to the near-extinct
Huarpe Indians native to San Juan, appears to combine quotations
from the historian Ovalle, duly acknowledged, with a very vivid,
personal evocation of the Huarpe’s hunting habits by Sarmiento. In
fact, as Verdevoye points out, the whole sequence has been lifted
from Ovalle’s text: what appears to be the product of individual
observation and rememoration on Sarmiento’s part is, in reality, a
rewriting.30

If at times he occasionally forgets to name the authors he quotes,
like the Dean he so admired, at other times Sarmiento practices,
perhaps unwittingly, what would later be one of Borges’ favorite
ploys, the game of false attributions. A good example of this is to be
found in one of the epigraphs to Recuerdos: “It is a tale / Told by an
idiot, full of sound and fury, / Signifying nothing” is erroneously
attributed to Hamlet instead of Macbeth. The false attribution is
telling, a slip worthy of note, since it reveals the image Sarmiento
has of himself and wishes to impose on the reader of his auto-
biography: not that of a weak murderer, burdened by contradictory
feelings, but that of the misunderstood prince. Also telling is the
very free translation that Sarmiento chooses to give of this epigraph:
“Es éste un cuento que, con aspavientos y gritos, refiere un loco, y
que no significa nada.” Not idiot but madman; not sound and fury
(usually translated in Spanish literally: sonido y furia) but shouting and
histrionics. Sarmiento was often familiarly referred to as “el loco
Sarmiento,” Sarmiento the madman, because of his excessive
behavior and his penchant for theatricality — a nickname of which he
was well aware.3!

Sarmiento’s most notorious misattribution occurs in the epigraph
to Facundo, the biography of the infamous provincial caudillo
Facundo Quiroga. It is not a coincidence, I think, that two of
Sarmiento’s most flagrant ““mistakes’ appear in the epigraphs to the
books where he seems to strive the most for personal figuration:.
Recuerdos de provincia, his own autobiography, and Facundo, the
biography of his enemy and mirror image Quiroga and, it might be
argued, an oblique portrait of himself. The conspicuous position of
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these mistaken quotations, as epigraphs that forcibly call attention
to themselves while they announce the rules of the text, should not
be dismissed lightly.

Sarmiento refers more than once to the incident behind the
epigraph to Facundo, with a wealth of detail that leads the reader to
believe he attributed as much importance to the event — let us call it
the scene of quoting — as he did to the emblematic scene of reading.
The most familiar version of this scene is found in the preface to the
first edition of Facundo itself (1845). There we first read the epigraph
- “On ne tue point les idées”’ — then the attribution — Fortoul — then
the most digressive of translations: “Men are slaughtered; not so
ideas.” Sarmiento then provides an autobiographical context for the
quotation:

Towards the end of 1840, in a show of mercy, I was sent into exile. I left my
country all battered and bruised from the blows received the previous day
during a bloody Bacchanalia indulged in by drunken soldiers and hood-
lums from the Mazorca, and as I passed the Zonda Baths, under the
national coat of arms I had once painted, in happier times, on the wall of a
room, I wrote the following words in charcoal:

On ne tue point les idées.

When informed of the fact, the Government sent a commission charged
with the task of deciphering the hieroglyphic, supposedly full of ignoble
outbursts, insults and threats. Once they heard the translation they said,
“So? What does it mean?”’32

The episode is mentioned again in personal letters and, as might
be expected, in Recuerdos de provincia. There the incident is presented
more succinctly but in a striking way:

On the 1gth of November of 1840, passing the Zonda Baths on my way to
exile, I wrote under a coat of arms of the Republic: “On ne tue point les
idées” and three months later, in a Chilean paper, speaking in the name of
old patriots: “All of America is marked by the glorious victors of Chaca-
buco...” (p. 200)

What follows is a lengthy quotation from an article on the wars of
Independence, a piece dear to Sarmiento since it marked the
beginning of his literary career. But it is the syntax of this quotation
that constitutes its most remarkable aspect. The verb — *“I wrote” —
effortlessly joins two very distinct activities in a single gesture. The
writing of a borrowed quotation melds with the writing of Sar-
miento’s own text, the one merely preceding the other as a begin-
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ning, a gathering of impulse for an act of writing that is incorporat-
ive by nature. Quoting lies at the origin of writing as translating lies
at the origin of reading. The emphasis lies here on the intransitive:
I write — my own words or those of Fortoul.

But are these really Fortoul’s words? Only in the preface to
Facundo is the phrase attributed to the French social thinker fre-
quently read by Sarmiento. In other references to the incident the
phrase is cited casually; it is evidently not Sarmiento’s, for it is in
French, but it has been ‘““appropriated” by the fact that Sarmiento
usually fails to name its true author. Critics have pored over this
quotation to reach different conclusions as to its accuracy and
rightful attribution, conclusions more often revealing of the critic’s
ideology than anything else. Thus while some denounce Sarmiento
for glorying in the use of a phrase that is not his, others call attention
to his misattribution. It should be Volney and not Fortoul, says one;
it should be neither Fortoul nor Volney but Diderot, says another.
The attribution to Diderot (which Paul Verdevoye argues most
persuasively) is tempting and adds to the complexity of Sarmiento’s
appropriative gesture, for Diderot’s original phrase is “On ne tire
pas de coups de fusil aux idées”’: Sarmiento’s misattribution would
also be a misquotation. Interestingly, the phrase had already served
as an epigraph: it had been used by Charles Didier in an article
published in the Revue Encyclopédique with which Sarmiento, an
assiduous reader of the Revue, was in all probability familiar. Thus
Sarmiento would not only be perpetrating a false attribution and an
inaccurate quotation: he would also be expropriating someone else’s
system of authorization, taking an epigraph from Diderot that had
already served to channel the interpretation of a text by Didier and
using it to direct the reading of his own. Misquoting (and its more
benign variant, misspelling) can be an unexpectedly corrosive
exercise.33

Sarmiento’s quotation, precisely because it is incorrect, false, and
impossible to classify, disconcerts the reader through its very
defiance, its refusal to be assimilated. In that sense, it does indeed
constitute a founding gesture and characterizes a particular way of
reading, of writing, of imposing an image of self. And it suggests yet
another possibility. When recounting the incident somewhat jocu-
larly in a letter to his friend Quiroga Rosas, Sarmiento writes “On
ne tue pas les idées.””3* Yet when he writes it on the wall before
crossing into Chile, or on that other threshold, the first page of
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Facundo, he writes point. That difference from pas to point — from the
ordinary negation to a literary, somewhat archaic form —is not to be
neglected, for it adds to the significance of Sarmiento’s quotation
and reveals it for the self-conscious gesture it in all likelihood is. The
phrase may or may not be an ‘“‘authentic’ quotation — from Fortoul,
from Volney, or from Diderot. What is important is that it look like a
quotation, like a phrase written by another and not improvised by
the self that takes on new meaning in a new context. Sarmiento first
effects a complete decontextualization in which accurate authorship
and precise wording are sacrificed, followed by a literary distancing
confirmed by the lapidary peint. It is only then, when he has freed
and manipulated the quotation at will — when, in a sense, he has
“unquoted” it — that he bends the phrase further by brutally
adapting it, through a wilfully interpretive translation, to present-
day reality, transforming it into a denunciation of Rosas’ dictator-
ship: “Men are slaughtered; not so ideas.” In turn, one might
submit Sarmiento’s free translation to yet another interpretive twist:
authors are expendable; not so literature.3>

Reading, translating, quoting and misquoting, borrowing and
adapting, in sum cannibalizing texts written by others, are hardly
bookish, or only bookish activities for Sarmiento. They condition
the way he perceives himself as an individual. By this I do not mean
that they furnish him with the means to improve himself intel-
lectually, to become a more ‘“‘civilized”” man, as he himself would
say. That aspect is indeed present — Sarmiento unquestionably
believes, like his mentors of the Revue Encyclopédique, in ‘‘continuous
progress” and in “perfectibility” — but it may well be the least
interesting side of the reading process. Reading, as put into practice,
nearly defiantly, in Mi defensa and Recuerdos de provincia, not only
represents a view of literature, it is an integral part of Sarmiento’s
self-image and provides him with veritable ontological support:
Sarmiento cannot be (or rather, cannot see himself being) without
books. This is evident throughout his autobiographical writings in
which references to the European archive are no less frequent than
in Sarmiento’s other, purportedly more “objective” texts. Mi defensa
and Recuerdos de provincia perform a phantasmal translation of book
into being.

This process, which, with time, will become systematic in Sar-
miento, is set in motion in adolescence, practically from the time he
enters the scene of reading. To read the other is not only to
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appropriate the words of the other, it is to exist through that other,
to be that other. It may be argued that most children and ado-
lescents resort to such projective fantasy and that the process should
not be seen as particular to Sarmiento, to Argentine literature, nor
to Spanish America. Indeed, the first manifestation of this trans-
position is rendered by Sarmiento in a humorous fashion as,
precisely, a childlike reaction: “I memorized the history of Greece
and immediately that of Rome, feeling myself to be, successively,
Leonidas and Brutus, Aristeides and Camillus, Harmodius and
Epaminondas, all the while selling mate tea and sugar” (p. 172). The
foreign library gives the young Sarmiento in his provincial San Juan
what films will give the characters in Manuel Puig’s Betrayed by Rita
Hayworth a full century later: a supplement of being from fantasy
land. However, what does constitute a difference is that Sarmiento
(who is not alone in this literary bovarysme) continues this process of
vital translation and identification well beyond his childhood. An
old man thinking back on the history of Greece to explain the ills of
modern-day Argentina, he writes in 1875 that “one feels one is
something only by comparison; only in that way can one live in this
narrow world, in this second-rate country, in this decrepit body.”’3¢
More importantly, Sarmiento turns the process of comparison and
translation through which he constructs his autobiographical self
into one of the basic tenets of his literary ideology.

Sarmiento’s reading, or rather, Sarmiento’s dramatization of his
reading in Mi defensa and Recuerdos de provincia, clearly takes into
account the contamination between life and text and turns it to his
profit. Reading Middleton’s Life of Cicero makes Sarmiento “live for
a time with the Romans’ and dream of becoming an “‘illustrious
orator”’ — a project he made true in his public speeches and very
definitely in his writing, unmistakably influenced by a rhetorical,
more precisely oratorical, tradition.3” Reading Benjamin Franklin’s
Autobiography marks him even more strongly.3®8 Not only does
Sarmiento translate himselfinto Franklin (or translate Franklin into
himself) but the text of Franklin’s Autobiography also serves as a
generic mediation, allowing him to discover a literary tradition:

Franklin’s Life was for me what Plutarch’s Lives had been for him, for
Rousseau, for Henry IV, for Mme. Roland, for so many others. I felt myself
to be Franklin. And why not? Like him, I was poor, like him, I was studious
and, if I worked hard enough at following in his footsteps, some day I
would cultivate myself like him, I would receive an honorary doctorate like
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him, and I would make a place for myself in the literature and politics of
America. (pp. 176-177).
For Sarmiento, translating himself into Franklin is more than being
Franklin the exemplary figure.3® It is also being Franklin the reader,
and very concretely the reader of Plutarch — the author who, for
Sarmiento, legitimizes the act of telling lives. So, in retrospect, the
translation of (or into) Franklin affords Sarmiento both a way of
being and a way of writing, allowing him to find a place in an
(auto)biographical tradition. In Mi defensa and Recuerdos de provincia,
the need to achieve being through literary reference results in a
strikingly precise exercise in textual self-portraiture. The auto-
biographer is bolstered by snippets from other texts, becomes
himself in the very act of referring to others, and most especially
when referring to other autobiographers: through quotations from
Montaigne he asserts his conviction that self-writing is acceptable,
through allusion to Rousseau and Madame Roland, his belief that
self-writing works in his own interest, through reference to Benja-
min Franklin, that self-writing is useful to others. To remember
one’s readings, and, more precisely, the way others have remem-
bered themselves, is a way of remembering oneself, of being in one’s
text. Self-writing takes the form of a cultural gesture.

Towards the end of Recuerdos, suffering from the anxiety of closure
that plagues most autobiographers — How to end my life story while
still alive? How shall I write down that asymptotic point where my
past and my present connect? — Sarmiento writes with uncharacter-
istic modesty: “The interest of these pages has already vanished,
even before my task is done” (p. 218). It is not really that Sar-
miento’s story loses interest; rather, it is Sarmiento who loses
interest in his story. He seems eager, in fact, to move on to
something else, leaving his personal anecdote behind. The way in
which he chooses to do so adds a twist to Sarmiento’s scene of
reading, a final, dramatic flourish. Recuerdos de provincia seizes that
precise moment in which the individual, who has been bolstered all
along by reading, by translating, by quoting, by writing, gives way
to and is supplanted by his texts. Recuerdos ends on seven very short
chapters (of a total of twenty-five) containing what amounts to a
well-ordered, descriptive catalogue — in sum, a critical bibliography
— of everything Sarmiento ever published. These publications, the
text would indicate, portray the autobiographer just as faithfully as
the forebears he has evoked earlier on; they speak for him, and will
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continue to do so, in his absence. “The spirit of an author’s writings,
when remarkable, is his soul, his essence. The man is overshadowed
by its manifestation. The public is less interested in his private acts
than in the influence those texts have had on others” (p. 218). The
autobiographer’s emblem — the book in his hand — has now become
his epitaph.*® “I am my forebears’ successor,” writes Sarmiento at
an imporant juncture of Recuerdos de provincia. At the end he might
have written, no less accurately: “I am succeeded by my texts.”

Several facts doubtless contribute to explain the literary texture of
this writing, remarkable even in Spanish America. Sarmiento lived
at a time when cultural identity was tenuous at best and when
reading, and even owning books,*! gave the reader a distinct, if often
illusory, sense of authority. Furthermore, being self-taught, he
revelled, like most autodidacts, in exhibiting his readings and
having them reflect not only his knowledge but his own sense of
being. Yet the blatancy of Sarmiento’s gesture, or the historical
reasons that might explain it in his individual case, should not
mislead us into thinking that it is unique. Sarmiento brings the
self-constituting cultural gesture into the open by constantly allud-
ing to it in one of its many forms. After him, the scene of reading will
continue to mark Spanish American autobiographical writing,*?
either through its obsessive presence, as in the constant references to
the European text that double Victoria Ocampo’s autobiographical
exercise (a sort of “I quote therefore I am”) or through its forceful
omission, as in Neruda’s vehement protestations — ‘““Libro, déjame
libre’ — in his memoirs and in his poetry. A mirror for the
autobiographer, the book will, like a mirror, - reflect, comfort,
augment, distort: what it exhibits will be, nonetheless, the specta-
tor’s own image.
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From serf to self: the autobiography of
Juan Francisco Manzano

... speech only appears in the text in a fragmented,
wounded state. It is present within it as a “ruin.”
Michel de Certeau, “Montaigne’s Of Cannibals”

“The lady Dona Beatriz de Justiz, Marchioness Justiz de Santa Ana, wife
of Don Juan Manzano, took pleasure every time she went to her famous
estate of El Molino in choosing the prettiest Creole girls, when they were
ten or eleven years of age; she took them with her and gave them an
education suitable to their class and condition so her house was always
filled with servants ... [*La Sra. Da. Beatriz de Justiz Marqueza Justiz
de Sta. Ana, esposa del Sor. Don Juan Manzano, tenia gusto de cada vez
qu. iva a su famosa asienda el Molino de tomar las mas bonitas criollas,
cuando eran de die€s a onse aiios; las traia consigo y dandoles una educacién
conforme a su clase y condision, estaba siempre su casa llena de
criadas ... ]!

This casual anecdotal beginning, not unlike the opening of so
many nineteenth-century novels, is deceptively innocent. For it is
not, as might appear, the beginning of a novel told by a third-person
narrator of which the Marquesa is the principal character; it is,
instead, the beginning of the autobiography of the Marquesa’s
slave, Juan Francisco Manzano. Nor, as the Spanish original clearly
shows, is it a particularly harmonious piece: unsystematic in its
spelling, arbitrary in its punctuation, nonchalant in its syntax, this
text is, quite obviously, different.

With the same carefree syntax and quirky orthography, Juan
Francisco Manzano goes on to narrate what appears to be the first
and only slave narrative to see publication in Spanish America. He
tells how, on one of his lady’s visits to El Molino, she chose “one
Maria del Pilar Manzano, my mother” (p. 33) for chief handmaid;
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how Maria del Pilar wet-nursed Manuel de Cardenas y Manzano,
the Marquesa’s grandson; how the handmaid married Toribio de
Castro, another of the Marquesa’s slaves; and, eventually, as a
culmination of this tortuous genealogy binding the slave to his
master, how Maria del Pilar gave birth to a child of her own, the
Juan Francisco who writes the Autobiografia. As was customary, the
child was not given his father’s surname but that of his master. In
this way, the Marquesa’s mundane visit to El Molino (an un-
expected and ironic antecedent of Valéry’s marquise sallying forth at
five) becomes a founding, life-giving gesture: the aged, benevolent
presence of Beatriz de Justiz must perforce open Manzano’s life
story since she is, quite literally, the power that, presiding over life
and death, allows him to be born.

That the slave’s life should depend so totally on a gesture from his
owner, and that the slave’s family romance should be so enmeshed
in that of his master’s is not, of course, unusual in nineteenth-
century colonial Cuba: “remember when you read me that I am a
slave and that the slave is a dead being in the eyes of his master,”
writes Manzano to his protector, Domingo del Monte.2 In his
Autobiografia, Manzano brings life to that dead being in the eyes not
of his masters but of his readers. He replaces the mistress’ founding
gesture, even as he describes it, with another gesture, also life-
giving, which he himself effects — his own writing.

The circumstances in which this autobiography was written, and
the fortune of the text thereafter, are of singular interest. As a
domestic city slave who taught himself to read and write against
remarkable odds (I shall return to this issue, central to my discus-
sion), Manzano stands out amongst his peers. Born in 1797, he
became a poet of some renown, his slave status notwithstanding,
and was encouraged in his literary ventures by the reformist, though
not openly abolitionist Cuban intellectuals who gathered around
the liberal publicist, Domingo del Monte, in the 1830s. One result
of these contacts was Manzano’s freedom; taking up a collection,
del Monte and his friends obtained his manumission in 1836.
Manzano’s autobiography was another: at del Monte’s request, in
order to publicize the cause of abolition abroad, Manzano wrote a
two-part autobiography narrating his life as a slave. The text was to
be included in a dossier that del Monte was compiling for Richard
Madden, the British magistrate who, as superintendent of liberated
Africans, served as arbiter in the Court of Mixed Commission
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established in Havana in 1835.3 Once completed, Manzano’s life
story was corrected and edited by a member of del Monte’s group,
Anselmo Sudrez y Romero, himself the author of an abolitionist
novel, Francisco, which was also to be part of the del Monte
anti-slavery dossier. Manzano’s text was then translated into
English by Madden (not so Suirez y Romero’s Francisco) and
presented, together ‘with a report, at the General Anti-Slavery
Convention held in London in 1840.

In Cuba, Manzano’s manuscript circulated clandestinely in del
Monte’s milieu, to the extent that “when someone mentions ‘the
autobiography’ it is immediately understood that he speaks of
Manzano’s.””# In this process, the second part of the manuscript was
lost, perhaps destroyed: what remains is Manzano’s account of his
carly life in bondage till his escape, at age nineteen, to a more lenient
home. Thanks to the occasional slackening of censorship laws,
Francisco Calcagno was able to integrate fragments of this first part
in his Poetas de color (1887), a series of biographies of Black poets, but
the text by itself was considered unpublishable while Cuba
remained under Spanish rule. By 1898, it was all but forgotten.
Virtually unknown for nearly a century, what remained of Man-
zano’s autobiography, a fifty-two-page manuscript, passed on to
del Monte’s heirs and was eventually acquired by the Biblioteca
Nacional in Havana; it was published for the first time in its entirety
in 1937. Until then, Madden’s somewhat biased English translation
was the only version of Manzano’s autobiography available to the
general reader.

As may be seen from this account, Manzano’s autobiography was
an inordinately manipulated text — a slave narrative that, besides
having dispossession for its subject, was, in its very composition and
publication, dispossessed. It was written at the request of another
(del Monte); it was corrected and edited by another (Suirez y
Romero); it was translated and altered by another (Madden); it was
integrated into another’s text (Calcagno); and it was deprived of its
second part. It was, in short, a text used by others over which
Manzano had, apparently, little or no control. That the text was
wielded to further a worthy cause, one close to Manzano’s heart,
does not lessen the importance of that manipulation.

Manipulation of one kind or another is a frequent enough
phenomenon, of course, in North American slave narratives. The
slave’s story was usually told orally first, then discussed with the

Molloy, Sylvia. At Face Value: Autobiographical Writing In Spanish America.
E-book, Cambridge [U.K.]: Cambridge University Press, 1991, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.07623. Accessed 21 Oct 2020.
Downloaded on behalf of University of Pennsylvania



THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF JUAN FRANCISCO MANZANO 39

editor, then dictated to that editor, who would then read it back to
its original storyteller for clarification. The transcribed text would
then be complemented with other testimonies to support it and, of
course, to condition its reception.> As often as not, the editors would
add factual details or rhetorical pronouncements to the text so as to
enhance its dramatic effect. This creative and well-meaning editing
was not without its pitfalls since, as John Blassingame points out,
“on occasion the narratives contain so many of the editors’ views
that there is little room for the testimony of the fugitive.”¢

Manzano’s case is obviously different. At the time he composes
his life story, he is — besides being a slave — a writer, a relatively
well-established poet, and would not seem to need, as did so many
North American slaves, the mediation of a white scribe to give shape
to words he himself could only speak. Yet Manzano does need the
white man’s mediation — not for his text to be written but for it to be
read. Inevitably, slave narratives are works in collaboration since,
on his own, the slave lacks the authority to plead against his
condition; his text must be incorporated into the white literary
establishment (and thus validated by it) if it is to be heeded at all. It
is always, in one form or another, a mediated text, one unavoidably
fostering the fwoness so many Black writers have described and so
many members of minorities have felt. In Manzano’s case, the
principal mediators were del Monte and Madden, the instigator
and the translator, whose interest in Manzano needs now to be
considered in detail.

Del Monte played the role of literary mentor for Manzano well
before the autobiographical project, when Manzano was writing
poetry. This was not an exceptional role for him, and his magisterial
influence was recognized by many young writers who sought his
guidance. Even so, Manzano’s reaction to del Monte’s reception of
his poems seems excessive. His letters reveal unconditional faith in
the critic’s literary opinion, unending gratitude for his help, and a
near total reliance on del Monte that amounts to granting him
absolute control over the poems: “Only the care with which Your
Grace has devoted himself to polishing my verses, improving them
in those parts where it was necessary, will grant me the title of ‘half
poet.””’” For his part, del Monte assumes the power granted him by
Manzano. Besides dispensing literary advice, he arranges for the
publication of the poems, in Cuba and abroad.® He also has
Manzano attend his tertulia and read his work out loud. (Critics have
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isolated one such reading, turning it into a memorable emblematic
fiction — Manzano, reading his sonnet, “My Thirty Years,” before
an audience of compassionate delmontinos who promptly start a
collection to buy his freedom.) It is quite possible that Manzano
played up the dependent nature of his relationship with del Monte
in the hopes of gaining the critic to a cause far more important than
the literary quality of his writing.® Not coincidentally, in his letter of
11 December 1834 to del Monte, after quoting from one of his
poems where he compares himself to a leaf lost in the wind, and del
Monte to a powerful tree, Manzano places his liberty, in addition to
his poems, in the hands of his protector, reminding him of “the
inclination to gain his freedom that, by natural principle, is in every
slave.”10

In a sense, both men had something to gain from each other;
Manzano, as a slave and poet, for reasons that are self-evident; his
patron, for reasons somewhat more complex. Del Monte, who held
liberal views on slavery but was capable, when he felt threatened, of
obfuscated reactions against Blacks,!! surely found in the patient
and submissive Manzano (whose patience and submission may
have been strategic as well as temperamental) the victim that fit his
expectations; Manzano became for him, as Richard Jackson puts it,
somewhat of “a showpiece Black.”!? As such, he could indeed be
counted upon to produce an autobiography that would be doubly
useful; useful because it would depict the heinous excesses of
slavery; and, more importantly, useful because it would reflect,
however vicariously, the opinion of an enlightened middle class that
wished to distinguish itself from its more obtuse contemporaries.
The dossier containing Manzano’s autobiography that del Monte
was to give Madden was destined to furnish the English magistrate
with “the exact state of opinion on the slave trade and on the
condition of slaves held by the thinking youth of this country.”!3

It is unclear (and of course impossible to evaluate) to what extent
Manzano deliberately conformed to del Monte’s ideology. Jack-
son’s contention that, in order to please his protector, Manzano
“had to play down the threatening image of the rebellious slave
while playing up the image of the docile and submissive slave,”
while not impossible, has little basis.!* Equally plausible (although
undoubtedly more bleak) is the conjecture that Manzano did not
have to play down the “‘threatening image of the rebellious slave,”
simply because he did not have one: the system had perversely
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beaten it out of him, both through physical abuse and, more
importantly, through the attribution of privilege. In oppressive
situations, self-censorship becomes second nature; of the images the
system had to offer, del Monte’s ideal probably seemed the most
desirable to Manzano and it may well have coincided, without too
much conflict, with his self-image.

Only Manzano’s letters remain of the correspondence between
Manzano and del Monte, so that whatever written injunctions were
given by del Monte, if any, are missing. Furthermore, Manzano’s
letters do not refer to any instructions he might have received from
his mentor, nor does he provide details about what he is writing. He
calls his project ““‘the course of my life’ or “‘the story of my life,”” and,
quite often, refers cautiously to his autobiographical venture as “the
matter,”’ el asunto. Significantly, he uses the same euphemism to refer
to the plans for his manumission, showing how writing and freedom
— two projects “‘unfit” for a slave — were closely allied in his mind.
What Manzano’s letters do reveal, however, is a change of attitude
towards his literary mentor, brought about by the autobiographical
experience itself. Two letters referring specifically to the project
allow one to measure that change. In the first, dated 25 June 1835,
Manzano describes the actual beginning of his writing. I quote it in
its near entirety for it is of consequence:

My dear Sir Don Domingo: I received Your Grace’s esteemed letter of the
fifteenth of this month and I was surprised that in it Your Grace tells me
that three or four months ago he asked me for the story, I can’t but answer
that I did not receive notice so far in advance, for the very day that I
received your letter of the 22nd I set myself to looking over the space
occupied by the course of my life, and when I was able to I set myself to
writing believing that a real’s worth of paper would be enough, but having
written on without stopping, even when skipping at times four, and even
five years, I have still not reached 1820, but I hope to end soon limiting
myself to the most interesting events; on more than four occasions, I was
close to giving up, a picture filled with so many calamities seems but a
bulky chronicle of lies [un abultado protocolo de embusterias], all the more so
since from a very young age cruel lashings made me aware of my humble
condition; I am ashamed to tell this, and I don’t know how to demonstrate
the facts if I leave the worst part out, and I wish I had other facts to fill up
the story of my life without recalling the excessive rigor with which my
former mistress treated me, thus obliging or pushing me into the forceful
need to resort to a risky escape to save my miserable body from the
continuous mortifications that I could no longer endure, so prepare
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yourself to see a weak creature stumbling in the greatest sufferings, going
from overseer to overseer, without ever receiving praise and being always
the target of misery, I fear losing your esteem a hundred percent, but let
Your Grace remember when he reads me that I am a slave and that the
slave is a dead being in the eyes of his master, and do not lose sight of what I
have gained. Consider me a martyr and you will find that the endless
lashings that mutilated my still unformed body will never make a bad man
of your devoted servant who, trusting in your characteristic prudence, now
dares breathe a word on this matter, and this when the one who has caused
me such misery is still alive.!>

The awkward syntax of this letter, which I have attempted to
reproduce in English,'¢ is typical of Manzano’s prose. It lends a
sense of urgency to his writing, contributing effectively to its
compelling quality. Manzano needed little encouragement to tell his
story. How to tell it, as this letter illustrates, was another matter. For
Manzano, the autobiography signifies access to a new scene of
writing fraught with anxiety, very different from the relatively safe
scene to which he was accustomed as a derivative poet. The
questions he asks himself in this letter, the reflections self-writing
inspires, the misgivings he experiences are all part of an auto-
biographer’s quandary. What shall I choose to tell? When shall 1
stop? Will they think I’m lying or exaggerating? And then, as the
“bulky chronicle of lies”’ is out in the open before him, come the
fears: I am ashamed of it; I wish I had other things to tell besides it;
it will disappoint my reader (del Monte) who will no longer like me.

What is the nature of the it that disturbs Manzano to the point of
shame? As is often the case with victims, he takes on the shame of his
oppressor, has trouble naming the torture to which he has been
subjected. But why would the telling of that misery disappoint del
Monte when he had requested the piece? These ambiguities are not
resolved but enhanced by the contradictory nature of some of
Manzano’s queries. On the one hand, he declares that he is limiting
himself to the ““most interesting’’ events; on the other, he wishes that
there were other facts than those he is telling to fill up the story of his
life. A second letter to del Monte, written three months later on 29
September 1835, is remarkably different. Again Manzano brings up
the asunto, but gone are the anxiety and disarray that marked his first
reaction to his mentor’s request. Even the manner of the letter is
different, the syntax less choppy, the tone more poised. Again, for
purposes of comparison, I quote extensively:
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[I] have prepared myself to write down for Your Grace a part of the history
[istoria] of my life, reserving its most interesting events of it mine [de mi ella]
for some day when, seated in some corner of my country, at peace, assured
of my fate and of my livelihood, I may write a truly Cuban novel. For the
moment it is best not to give this matter the spectacular development
required by different occurrences and scenes because one would need a
whole volume, but in spite of that Your Grace will not lack material,
tomorrow I shall begin to steal hours from my sleep for that purpose.!’

Manzano’s attitude here could not differ more from that of the
previous letter. Instead of queries and doubts, now there are
decisions; Manzano speaks as the author of his text, in control of his
writing, well aware of the fictional potential (“a truly Cuban
novel”) of his material. While the first letter gave full power to del
Monte over Manzano’s story, the second establishes a line between
what has been promised to the critic (“your Grace will not lack your
material”’) and what Manzano keeps for himself. The previous
letter, marked by subservience, waived Manzano’s rights to the text
by ““giving” it to del Monte; the second letter, marked instead by
resistance, has Manzano keep the text for himself. Or rather, has
him keep part of the text.

In addition, the second letter reverses the notion of interest that
justifies the choice of material for the autobiography. In June,
Manzano was writing down ‘‘the most interesting events” for del
Monte; in September he is reserving ‘“‘the most interesting events”
for himself, for an eventual book he will write when he is free and
feels fully at home. This does not mean, of course, that Manzano, in
September, is removing those most interesting events recorded in
June from his text and replacing them with other, less interesting
ones. It does mean, and this I find of major importance, that in these
three months of writing himself down, Manzano’s concept of “the
most interesting’’ has changed; that he is valuing something else in
himself besides the story of his misfortunes, and that that most
interesting something else is not for giving.

Since Manzano never wrote his ‘“Cuban novel” (indeed he did
not write much after the Autobiografia, save some poems)!® he did
not endow that something else with a visible form. That something
else, I contend, is nonetheless there, marking the entire auto-
biography, from the moment resistance to the other (or differentiation
from the other) replaces capitulation before the other. From the
moment Manzano announces that there is a part of himself he will
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not cede — a part that is ungiving — that part informs, through its very
defiant silence, the rest of the writing.

A look at Richard Madden’s translation of Manzano’s text and a
comparison of that English version with the Spanish original are
useful at this point. Indeed, by working from Madden’s text back to
Manzano’s, assessing the changes made by Madden and, more
importantly, evaluating what Madden suppressed from the original
because it in some way frustrated reader expectation, one can begin
to identify the nodules of resistance in Manzano’s story. After
undertaking such a comparison in his 1981 edition of Madden’s
translation, Edward Mullen, while noting the suppressions and
changes, surprisingly concludes that ‘“Madden’s translation is —
with the exceptions noted — strictly that, a rendition into English of
the original ... of an originally authored text.’'® The statement is
highly debatable, given the fact that one of the first things Madden
does is, in fact, to ““de-authorize” the text by making it anonymous.
It becomes, to quote the title, The Life and Poems of a Cuban Slave.
Madden’s claims that this was done to protect Manzano, while most
probably sincere, are not completely convincing. For, as has been
argued, if Manzano’s name has effectively disappeared from the title
page, his initials appear in Madden’s preface. Furthermore,
Madden furnishes details from Manzano’s life (how much it cost to
liberate him, what trades he plied as a free man)2? that make him
easily identifiable: “The Spanish authorities did not identify him
because they did not wish to. At that time, the only poet on the
island that had once been a slave was Manzano.”?! It is highly
likely, instead, that Madden needed to make the text anonymous in
order to heighten what he considered its representativeness. Thus
his translation was presented not as the life story of one individual
but as the generic account of ‘‘the Cuban slave” and, even more
ambitiously, as ‘“the most perfect picture of Cuban slavery ever
given to the world.”?2 This claim that led to the excision of the
particular (the amputation of the name; the cuts that would follow)
tells us as much about Madden and his practice of reading as it does
about the generic Cuban slave.?3 In a more general manner, the
burden of representativeness cast upon certain texts is indicative of
the way in which those texts, written by individuals from groups
judged weaker or insignificant by the group in power, are often read.
In such cases, neither the autobiographers, nor the personas they
create, are easily accepted individually by a reading community
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which much prefers to perceive difference en bloc.2* This imperative
exerted on some autobiographical texts —a way of putting its author
in his or her place — may also be observed in the way women’s
autobiographies are often read.

Madden not only made the text anonymous, he incorporated it
into a book most of whose sections he had written himself. The
order of Madden’s book is as follows: two long poems denouncing
slavery, ‘““The Slave-Trade Merchant,” and ‘“The Sugar Estate,”
written by Madden; then the *“Life of the Negro Poet Written by
Himself”’ in a much abridged form; then a few “Poems, Written in
Slavery by Juan ...,” adapted into English by Madden; finally, a
quite lengthy appendix containing a conversation between Madden
and Domingo del Monte and sundry pieces against the slave trade,
again written by Madden. Despite the book’s title, calling attention
to the slave, only about a fourth of the pages of the total text have
been written by the slave himself, and they are dwarfed by
Madden’s doubtless well-meaning, although stifling, prefatory and
concluding material.

There are other cuts in Madden’s translation besides the supres-
sion of Manzano’s name. Family names are often omitted, as are
place names and dates. The order of some incidents is altered,
perhaps, as William Luis persuasively suggests,?* to present Man-
zano’s suffering as a continuum of growing intensity and not, as does
the text in Spanish, as an accumulation of brutal incidents inter-
spersed with unexpected moments of peace and happiness. To have
left these moments in place, argues Luis, would have lessened the
effect Madden strived for, suggesting that the slave’s misfortunes
were mitigated by moments of happiness or, at least, relief. What-
ever the reasons for this reordering, it ultimately does a disservice to
the very cause Madden preached. His more linear presentation of
events, while effectively stressing the progressive nature of suffering
in the slave’s life, sacrifices another of its characteristics, no less
fearful —its arbitrariness. By alternating random moments of cruelty
with no less erratic moments of kindness, Manzano’s original
highlights to perfection the utter helplessness of the slave, a pawn in
the hands of his master.

Positive moments are downplayed, displaced or even suppressed
in the English version. Other suppressions affect passages that must
have been perceived as harmful to the “worthy victim” image
desired for Manzano; passages illustrating Manzano’s ambiguous
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stance with respect to other Blacks, his confused sense of allegiance,
the dubious manifestations of his twoness. For example, Madden
edits out Manzano’s self-presentation as ‘“a mulatto amongst
blacks” (p.68). He deletes a passing comparison of Manzano to
Christ (replacing it with the phrase “like a criminal”) in the
description of one of his punishments (p. 52), he does away with the
passage where Manzano speaks, with some smugness, of his status
as head servant and of the way in which he was set as an example
before the other slaves, sparking their envy (p.59-60). He even
eliminates an episode in which Manzano is “‘dangerously wounded”
in the head by a stone ‘“‘thrown accidentally by a black’’ [me la dio un
moreno sin querer) (p.42). Finally, Madden omits the enthusiastic
(and not very sympathetic) passage in which Manzano, evoking an
exceptionally long period in which the capricious Marquesa de
Prado Ameno did not make him the victim of her ire, speaks of her
fondly: ““[I] had forgotten the past and I loved her like a mother, I
dic not like to hear the other servants calling her names and I would
have revealed their names to her had I not known that she got angry
t those who carried tales’ (p. 68).

These editorial deletions, following a definite ideological pattern,
are not, however, the most interesting. More revealing are other
passages suppressed by Madden, those dealing more directly with
Manzano’s person - his urges, his appetites — eliminated for reasons
one can only guess. Probably judged insignificant, as having no
direct bearing on the exemplary story of “the Cuban slave,” perhaps
even considered frivolous by the somewhat staid Madden, they are,
on the contrary, crucial to the understanding of Manzano the man
and Manzano the autobiographer in his complex relation to writing
and books.

Manzano’s autobiography abounds in references to the body,
which is not surprising, given the physical abuse his text describes.
For Manzano, the slave, the body is a form of memory, the
unerasable reminder of past affronts: “These scars are perpetual
[estan perpetua] in spite of the twenty-four years that have passed over
them” (p.s54). Yet that body does not belong to him; it is his
master’s to exploit, through hard labor, and it is also the master’s to
manipulate, for his pleasure. From early childhood on, Manzano’s
body is not so much exploited through hard work (a city house slave,
he is only overworked when, in punishment, he is sent to the sugar
mill) as it is used by his mistresses. His first mistress, the kind and
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grandmotherly Marquesa de Justiz, who has the child christened in
her own daughter’s christening robes, “took me for a sort of
plaything, and they say I was more in her arms than in my mother’s
who ... had given her mistress a little Creole whom she called the
child of her old age” (p. 34). Infinitely more complex but equally
depersonalizing is the involvement with Manzano’s body shown by
his second mistress, the perfidious Marquesa de Prado Ameno. As
his mistress’ page, Manzano writes, “I was an object known as the
Marquesa’s chinito or little mulatto” (p.61). Emblematic of her
power over his body is an intricate ritual of dress. Madden’s
translation reduces to three lines the following detailed description
of Manzano’s first livery:

[T]hey made me many striped short suits and some white undergarments
[alguna ropita blanca] for when I wore my page’s livery, for holidays I was
dressed in wide scarlet trousers of fine cloth, trimmed in gold braid, a short
jacket without a collar trimmed with the same, a black velvet cap also
trimmed with red feathers and on the tip two little rings in the French style
and a diamond pin and with all this and the rest I soon forgot the secluded life I
had led in the past . . . She dressed me combed me and took care that I not mix
with the other little Blacks. (p- 37; my emphasis)

For Manzano, clothing provides a new identity while effacing the
old. It makes and unmakes the man at random, conferring a tenuous
sense of selfhood (a sense that is reinforced by isolation from his
peers)?6 that is all too easily destroyed. If Manzano’s years in the
Marquesa de Prado Ameno’s service are presented as an oscillation
between good and evil depending on the mistress’ whims, no less
important is the alternation between the two forms of dress that the
text so painstakingly details. On the one hand, there is the ropa fina,
the finery that clothes his body inside the house and signals, to him
and to others, that he is in his mistress’ good graces. On the other,
there is the fall from grace, the shorn hair, the bare feet and the
esquifacion or field laborer’s hemp gown Manzano is forced into
before being tied up and carried off to the sugar mill.2’ This change
of dress was public, and one was stripped of one’s identity in the
presence of others; Manzano cleverly enhances this humiliation by
recording the horror and disbelief in his little brother’s eyes when
watching the scene for the first time (p. 46). As Manzano writes
eloquently, “the change of clothes and of fortune were one” (p. 55).

Isolated from the bodies of other Blacks, permanently disoriented
by the frequent change in costume, Manzano’s body is, quite
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literally, displaced. If one looks for the space allotted that body in the
mistress’ house, one will find it has none. Its place is always at the
mistress’ side or at her feet, but never out of her sight or her control:
“[M]y task was to get up at dawn before the others awoke and sweep
and clean all I could. Once I finished my duties, I would sit outside
my lady’s door so that, on awakening, she would find me immedi-
ately. I went wherever she went, following her like a lap dog, with
my little arms folded” (pp. 39—40). The threshold — by definition a
non-place, a dividing line — is the space assigned to Manzano’s
body, the locus of his exploitation. In it, the body is no longer a body
but a tool and a buffer: “[I] stayed outside her door, stopping
anyone who tried to enter, or fetching whomever she called for, or
being silent if she slept” (p. 51). To be on his mistress’ threshold, to
be that threshold wherever she goes, intercepting undesirable
contact, is the function of Manzano’s body: “In the evenings monte
was played in the home of the Gomes ladies and, as soon as she sat
down, I had to stand behind her chair with my elbows spread out,
preventing those who were standing from pushing her or grazing her
ears with their arms” (p. 65). Indeed, the only place where his body
escapes the control of his mistress is the common lavatory: “Regu-
larly the common room was my place for meditation. While I was
there I could think of things in peace” (p.68).28

The lavatory as refuge, while clearly not an original concept,
allows me to explore another aspect of Manzano’s bodily manifes-
tations, one that Madden deletes completely, and one that should
bring me closer to Manzano’s problematic relation with books and
writing. Several times in his text, Manzano stresses his hunger,
more specifically, his gluttony, giving it an importance that sur-
passes the cliché of the ever-hungry growing boy. ““I was very fearful
and I liked to eat” (p. 38) is the way he succinctly describes himself
as a child. A way of repossessing his body, this voraciousness is also
a powerful means of rebelling against limits:

It is not surprising that, always hungry, I ate everything that came my
way, for which reason I was considered a great glutton, and as I did not
have a fixed time for eating I stuffed myself and swallowed my food nearly
without chewing and that resulted in frequent indigestions that had me
frequently attending to certain needs and that got me punished ... (p. 39)

As there is no place for Manzano’s body, there is no specific time for
his eating. However, in the same way that he furtively claims a space
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for himself in the lavatory, which is a place of waste, he will, no less
furtively, make leftovers his nourishment: “When they dined or
supped I was quick to pick up everything they left uneaten and I had
to be crafty about it for when they got up to leave the table I had to
go with them” (p. 40). It is by building on this notion of the residual,
neglected by Manzano’s translators and, I may add, his commenta-
tors,?® that I wish to approach his relation to books.

This relation is, of course, notoriously one-sided. Manzano’s
gluttony is only matched by his voracity for the letter, yet that letter
is constantly denied him: books are unavailable, reciting by heart
punished, writing forbidden. (Even when Manzano publishes, as he
will later, he will do so by special permission.) The notion of an
archive, of a cultural totality, indeed the very notion of a book, which
inspired such awe in a Sarmiento, the “man with a book in his
hand,” are totally alien to Manzano. His is a very particular scene of
reading, for he only has access to fragments, devalued snippets from
an assortment of texts he comes across by chance, leftovers from his
masters’ cultural table:

Since I was a little boy I had the habit of reading whatever was readable in
my language and when I was out on the street I was always picking up bits
of printed paper and if it was verse I did not rest till I had learned it by
heart. (pp. 65-66)

Even before knowing how to read, the child is a collector of texts.
Under the tutelage of his first mistress, the Marquesa de Justiz (who
was herself a poet),3 he memorizes eulogies, short plays, the
sermons of Fray Luis de Granada and bits of operas he is taken to
see. He becomes, very early on, a most efficient memory machine.
As the young Sarmiento a few years later, his gift is exhibited before
company, yet unlike Sarmiento, that gift is not allowed to follow its
normal course. As soon as the young Manzano uses his prodigious
memory for himself he is regarded with suspicion: “When I was
twelve I had already composed many stanzas in my head and that
was the reason my godparents did not want me to learn how to write
but I dictated them from memory to a young mulatto woman called
Serafina” (p. 38). Manzano is condemned to orality: not in vain is
he nicknamed “Golden Lips.”” And, when his recitation of poetry is
judged too disruptive, he is condemned to silence:

My mistress found out that I chatted too much and that the old servants in
the house gathered around me when I was in the mood and enjoyed
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hearing my poems ... [She] who never lost sight of me even asleep she
dreamed of me spied on me one winter night they had made me repeat a
story surrounded by many children and maidservants and she was hidden
in the other room behind some shutters or blinds. Next day for no good
reason I received a good thrashing and I was made to stand on a stool in the
middle of the room, a big gag in my mouth, with signs hanging on my chest
and on my back I cannot remember what they said and it was strictly
forbidden for anyone to engage in conversation with me and if I even tried
to engage one of my elders in conversation he was to give me a blow.

(p-41)

Lacking books, the ‘““notebook of memory” (p. 41) will have to do. A
repository for his models (the poems he hears, or occasionally reads,
or picks up in the streets), his memory also stores the poems he
continues to compose in spite of the double interdiction: he cannot
write them down (for writing is beyond his reach) and cannot say
them out loud (for reciting is forbidden). In the absence of writing,
oblique ways of leaving a trace on paper must be found. I quote from
an admirable passage describing the family drawing lesson, a lesson
that Manzano cunningly spies on and turns to his profit:

[I] too would be present standing behind my mistress’ chair and there 1
stayed throughout the class as they all drew and Mr. Godfria [probably
Godfrey] who was the teacher went from one to another of those who were
drawing saying such and such here correcting with the pencil there and
fixing something over there, through what I saw and heard corrected and
explained I found myself ready to count myself as a regular attendant of the
drawing class I forgot which one of the children gave me an old brass or
copper pen and a pencil stub and I waited till they threw away a draft and
the next day after having looked around me I sat in a corner my face to the
wall and I started making mouths eyes ears eyebrows teeth . . . and taking a
discarded draft which was untorn ... I copied it so faithfully that when I
finished my mistress was gazing at me attentively although pretending not
to see me ... From that moment on everybody started throwing all sorts of
drafts to me in my corner, where I half lay on the floor. (p- 40)

Relying heavily on residue and mimesis, Manzano’s drawing
lesson reverses the order of the lesson of his masters. Fished out of a
waste basket or thrown to him like a bone, the used up matter,
discarded from above, is given new life and value as it is used below
—in the corner, on the floor, in the serf’s place. From copying drafts,
Manzano will go on to copying script and to writing itself. During
his short, happy time in the service of the Marquesa’s son, Nicolas
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Cardenas y Manzano, he recognizes that the furtive memorization
of his master’s manual of rhetoric, taken up “to give myself
learning,” is unproductive since he cannot fully apply what he
learns. Deciding to ““teach myself something more useful” (p. 57),
he teaches himself to write, in a manner no less striking than when
he taught himself to draw, resorting to an equally inventive re-
cycling of refuse. Buying pen and very thin paper, he rescues his
master’s crumpled notes and discarded scraps of writing and,
flattening them out under one of his fine sheets, literally traces them
“and with this invention before a month was over I was writing lines
shaped like my master’s script ...” (p. 57). His master, “who loved
me not like a slave but like a son” (p. 56), opposes these efforts and
(in this respect, no different from his mother) “ordered me to leave
that pastime, inappropriate to my situation in life, and go back to
sewing”’ (p. 57). That this same master was “an illustrious protector
of public instruction on this island,”’3! and, indeed, would later be
president of the Education Section of the Sociedad Econémica de
Amigos del Pais, does not lack irony but does not come as a
surprise.32 Whereas Manzano sees writing as useful, his master (who
sends him back to his sewing, a task, Manzano claims, he was not
neglecting) considers it a pastime and time, within the slave system,
cannot be passed, it must be measured in work.33

Identity and identification are words that occur nowhere in
Manzano’s autobiography except here, in the passage devoted to
the writing lesson. Manzano tells how, in preparing his master’s
table, chair, and books every morning, he “began identifying with
his habits” (p. 56); and, when summarizing the learning process
observed above, he explains that “that is why there is a certain
identity between his handwriting and mine” (p.57). What is
noteworthy, of course, is that Manzano does not identify with the
master himself: he identifies with his reading, with his writing, with
the means through which he, Manzano, will ultimately achieve his
own identity. For there are two stories in Manzano’s autobiography:
one, complying with del Monte’s request, is the story of the self as
slave; the other, just as important if not more so, is the story of that
slave-self as reader and writer.

His master’s initial objection notwithstanding, Manzano would
continue his writing with considerable success. From a modest
cottage industry somehow run out of the Marquesa’s home (“I
wrote many notebooks of stanzas in forced meter, which I sold”

Molloy, Sylvia. At Face Value: Autobiographical Writing In Spanish America.
E-book, Cambridge [U.K.]: Cambridge University Press, 1991, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.07623. Accessed 21 Oct 2020.
Downloaded on behalf of University of Pennsylvania



52 AT FACE VALUE

[p- 66]), he would go on to publish with special permission (Poesias
liricas, 1821; Flores pasageras [sic], 1830), on to del Monte’s patron-
age, and on to moderate renown as a poet and as a playwright
(Zafira, 1842). What strikes the modern reader about Manzano’s
poetry, however, is its desperately conventional, measured and
ultimately correct styles It is mediocre Neoclassicism at its very worst,
which, if one thinks of it, was to be expected. Manzano himself
declares that his model was Arriaza, the contemporary poet who
had translated Boileau; del Monte, who edited Manzano’s poetry,
was an ardent Neoclassicist; and Neoclassicism, after all, was very
much the fashion of the day. Besides being the style Manzano read,
heard and memorized, it was, I suspect, a style that afforded him
comfort precisely because of its readymade formalism, its handy
clichés, its lofty abstraction, its reassuring meters. Manzano’s
avowed liking for pie forzado — the prefixed “mold” of the poem
(verse and rhyme) determining the writing itself — confirms, I
believe, this suspicion. It is pointless to search these poems for
poetic originality, personal confessions or reflections on slavery;
ludicrous to find in them, as does one critic, “the cry of the patiens ovis
injuriae,”’3* or, as does another, a ‘“‘creative suffering.””3> Yet it is
equally short-sighted to dismiss them because they are imitations.36
Manzano’s poetry, I argue, is original precisely because it is so
imitative, because it is such a deliberate and total act of appro-
priation of the reading and writing that had been denied him.

In his poetry, Manzano models his self and his “I”’ on the voice
and the conventions of his masters. His second wife, the nineteen-
year-old free mulatto Maria del Rosario, “pretty as a gold nugget
from head to toe’’” becomes a conventionally abstract Delia. (A
previous muse, sung in the 1821 poems, perhaps his first wife
Marcelina Campos, receives the Catullan name of Lesbia.) Another
poem, “A Dream,” addressed to Manzano’s brother Florencio,
describes the latter as a “robust Ethiopian” — an ordinary euphe-
mism for Blacks which would be used by white critics for Manzano
himself. Manzano’s poems relish artificiality: streams become
nymphs, winds are zephyrs, heaven is the empyrean. Hyperbaton
and prosopopeia abound, mannerisms and classical references are
frequent; so are resounding, meaningless fillers. ‘“His ear taught him
the cadence of verse; his genius dictated to him the marks of good
taste,” writes Calcagno, intent on forcing Manzano into the stereo-
type of the uneducated, ‘““natural’ poet.38 But those marks of “good
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taste’’ (another name for cultural convention) were less attributable
to ““genius” than to Manzano’s extraordinary gift for mimicry, a gift
so excessive it contained in itself its own undoing.3® Manzano’s
poetry is so overdetermined by imitation, it constitutes such a
comprehensive reservoir of clichés, that it unwittingly turns into
parody. His only contribution to the theatre, Zafira, a play in verse,
fared no better. Itis a ““Moorish” romance in the spirit of the period,
as closely dependent on convention, thematically speaking, as were
the poems in their choice of form.

After the poems and the play, a look at the Autobiografia, however
perfunctory, cannot but disconcert the reader. For if the poetry gave
the impression of being overwritten, the story of Manzano’s life and
of his self-discovery as a poet produces quite the opposite effect. The
possibility exists that Manzano was helped more with the first than
with the second: his poems were reviewed and edited by del Monte
before publication whereas the manuscript of the autobiography, at
least the one that was published in 1937, apparently did not benefit
from editorial help. (Del Monte had charged Suarez y Romero with
editing Manzano’s text and Suarez apparently complied;* yet that
corrected version, the whereabouts of which are unclear, was not the
one that was finally published.) What a comparison of both, poetry
and autobiography, shows is an unquestionable split, affecting
Manzano’s production as much as his self-image as a writer.

The lyric “I” of Manzano’s poetry is a relatively comfortable
rhetorical construct, one into which Manzano seems to fit without
effort. His models, stored either in his memory or in his stray bits of
print, are easy to call up and reassuring in their authority: they are,
after all, the models of the master. However, when Manzano writes
prose, and more specifically when he inscribes himself in his
autobiography as a Black man and a slave, there is no model for
him, no founding fiction — no master image — to be rescued from texts.
In order to validate his autobiographical gesture and thus authorize
himself, Manzano cannot pick and choose from his scraps because
those scraps do not contain the makings of his image, or rather
contain them, unwritten, as an absence. If those scraps may be used
for poetic mimicry, allowing Manzano to speak with his master’s
voice, they do not lend themselves easily to the expression of an
autobiographical persona they in no way prefigure. One can trace
letters from the master’s refuse; one cannot, however, trace a self for
which there is no written model.
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The Autobiografia as Manzano wrote it, with its run-on sentences,
breathless paragraphs, dislocated syntax and idiosyncratic mis-
spellings, vividly portrays that quandary — an anxiety of origins,
ever renewed, that provides the text with the stubborn, uncontrolled
energy that is possibly its major achievement. The writing, in itself,
is the best self-portrait we have of Manzano as well as his greatest
contribution to literature; at the same time, it is what translators,
editors and critics cannot tolerate. “It would suffice to clean up this
text, freeing it of impurities, for the clear and touching manner in
which Manzano relates his misfortunes to reveal itself in all its
simplicity,” writes Max Henriquez Urefia.#! This notion (shared by
many) that there is a clear narrative imprisoned, as it were, in
Manzano’s Autobiografia, waiting for the hand of the cultivated
editor to free it from dross — this notion that the impure text must be
replaced by a clear (white?) version for it to be readable — amounts
to another, aggressive mutilation, that of denying the text read-
ability in its own terms. Of the “perpetual scars” marking Man-
zano’s body, this could well be the cruellest.
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The theatrics of reading: body and book in
Victoria Ocampo

I experienced everything through the transmuted
substance of my body ... I had no other thing to
offer under the species of linked words, under the
bread and wine of the spirit we call literature. That,
in sum, could well be the epigraph of every one of
my texts ... The more I strayed from it, childishly
heeding who knows what convention of the hateful
“I”, the weaker my writing was — flabby, without
substance.

Victoria Ocampo, Autobiografia

Books, many books are mentioned throughout Victoria Ocampo’s
texts. If autobiographies are wont to highlight the privileged
encounter with the written word as a symbolic beginning for their
life stories, an acknowledgment of the very tools for self-definition,
this highlighting usually occurs, emblematically, close to the begin-
ning of their narrative. In the case of Victoria Ocampo, however,
there is no such clearcut inception of the readerly into the life story;
not one, not two, but many encounters with books are described in
her text. The significant gesture is tirelessly repeated: one scene of
reading brings on another, book follows upon book and discovery
upon discovery, so that we are left with many beginnings; so many,
in fact, that they blur into a dizzying continuum in which the bare
gesture — reading — perpetuates itself as the self-sustaining motion of
one, consistent autobiographical act.!

I have already referred to Ocampo’s initial version of the scene of
reading, recorded amongst her earliest childhood recollections.
Under the entry “Book” she writes: “I carry a book that has been
read aloud to me and pretend I am reading it. I remember the story
perfectly, I know it is behind those letters I cannot understand™ (1,

35
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p.81). I wish to dwell on the precise phrasing of this recollection for
it contains many elements specific to Ocampo’s scene of reading.
Much like Sarmiento, she favors the Hamlet-like posture — the
young reader with a book in hand. Yet in Ocampo’s recollection of
the scene the theatricals of the pose are stressed. She sees herself
performing: carrying the book (as an actor would carry a prop
onstage) and pretending to read. Distance is emphasized in the scene
but so is familiarity: the child carries a book full of letters to which
she has no access, but it is a book with whose contents she is quite
familiar since it has been read to her many times.?2

It may be argued that this parading with a book in hand is no
more meaningful than any other example of childhood make-
believe: as one might “play doctor,”” one ‘“plays book.” For that
matter, Ocampo is not unique amongst autobiographers in playing
this game: Sartre, to give one memorable example, recalls a similar
imposture in Les Mots.? As a point of reference, the latter text proves
useful to evaluate Ocampo’s experience. Sartre’s childhood
mimicry has a precise model at its source: the child’s maternal
grandfather is a writer, has a library full of books and, when taking a
book from a shelf, follows a set pattern of trivial gestures on which
the child spies avidly. The first time the boy pretends to read from a
book, he performs a ‘“‘ceremony of appropriation”: he opens the
book “to the right page’ as he has seen his grandfather do, fully
expecting a revelation which, to his dismay, does not occur.?
Moreover, for Sartre, books are a permanent and gender-affiliated
presence: on the one hand, there are the serious “cultural objects”
revered by his grandfather; on the other, the frivolous ““colifichets”
that fuel the erotic imagination of his grandmother and his mother.

Ocampo’s posturing with the book in hand, while clearly imi-
tative, differs from that of Sartre in that she has no clear reader, in
her immediate entourage, either ‘“‘seriously’’ male or “frivolously”
female, on whom to model her own reading. No one adult in her
childhood is associated with books in any exemplary way nor does
reading appear to play a prominent part in family tradition beyond
the conventional reading practiced by the well-to-do: “Despite the
fact that, like Virginia Woolf’s Orlando, I had ‘bestowed my
credulity’ on writers from childhood, I had the misfortune of barely
knowing professional writers or people who were interested in
books” (11, p.71). When the parents’ library is described, books are
made to appear as ornaments, objects appealing more than anything
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to the senses (1, 94). The adults who read to her, hardly identified,
do not seem to have any special connection to books beyond
storytelling. A blurry French governess, Mademoiselle Guérin, is
credited with teaching her the alphabet; showing may be a better
term, since the learning process itself (French is Ocampo’s first
reading language) is presented as an undirected, spontaneous event;
“I learn the alphabet I don’t know how ... I learn French I don’t
know how” (1, 83). A favorite great-aunt, Vitola, is also mentioned
as reading to the child in Spanish but little more is said.

It is obvious that we are not faced here with a situation such as,
again, that of the young Sarmiento, born to parents of rudimentary
culture, who taught himself to read and took pride in his status as an
autodidact. The family into which Ocampo was born, in 1890, was
both socially prominent and wealthy. Together with her five
younger sisters, she received at home the privileged if restricted
education of the upper-middle-class — training in languages and
music, plus a smattering of general knowledge that conspicuously
excluded Argentine literature, history and current events. Despite
this limited formation, Ocampo is far from being culturally
deprived. Yet itis clear, from the numerous passages throughout her
autobiographical texts that echo that first recollection of the child
posturing as reader, that books take on for Ocampo an importance
well beyond the one her milieu is willing to assign to them. They are
not marks of conventional culture nor are they means to achieve the
formal education to which, as a woman, she has no right: ““ ‘If she
had been a boy she would have taken up a career,” my father would
say of me, probably with sadness (11, 16).> It is not surprising then
that, like Sarmiento, Ocampo referred to herself as an autodidact:é
she had to teach herself new ways of reading and of relating to a
canon to which, because of her gender, she had limited access. The
inordinate intensity with which Ocampo successively fills out the
first version of her scene of reading, giving life to the childhood
posturing and turning that posture into an expression of self, betrays
a relation with books that goes well beyond — and even goes against -
the tame and ideologically limited cultural landscape in which she
was raised.

Ocampo has written extensively about her voracious childhood
reading and I shall not go into it in detail here.” Although her
appetite for books is constant, the reading itself follows different
patterns. In early childhood there are the books one is read to from;
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later on the “classics,” read in the classroom and eliciting a
prescribed response; finally, there are the books that one reads for
oneself, those that Ocampo appropriates more directly and turns
into vehicles of self-expression: ‘“Books, books were a new world in
which blessed freedom reigned. I lived the life of books and had to
account to no one for that life. It was my thing. [Era cosa mia]” (1,
P-177)-

Like Proust’s scene of reading to which Ocampo refers often, this
private reading is a solitary ritual observing specific rules. However,
reading does not escape contamination with the outside world and
even seems to encourage it. If French and English books are
devoured inside the house, the reading experience also incorporates
the specifically Argentine surroundings, so that, in memory, the two
live combined, in a constant interplay of the exotic and the familiar:
the Brontés’ Yorkshire moors will “forever smell of the Argentine
summer and echo with the amorous duets of Ahornero birds and the
resonant presence of cicadas,’””® while “The Fall of the House of
Usher” will always be associated with the mooing of cows and the
bleating of sheep.® This very elementary contamination between
what Ocampo will later set up as complementary and often inter-
changeable categories, lo vivido and lo leido, carries over into other
domains. As lo vivido seeps into the book so at other times does lo leido
parry the onslaught of direct experience and even replaces that
experience. When Ocampo reads David Copperfield she has already
lost her great-grandfather; yet it is Dickens’ description of Steer-
forth’s body on the beach, at the end of the novel - ““I saw him lying
with his head upon his arm, as I had often seen him lie at school’” —
that gives her her first “‘real” contact with death and with personal
loss:

[I] wept also for myself. I wept for the childhood I knew was leaving me
since I had already begun to look back on it; and I wept for the childhood
that did not completely let go of me, that in vain resisted triumphant
adolescence, as Steerforth’s familiar posture, with its appearance of life, in
vain resisted death. (1, pp.179-180)

From adolescence on, Ocampo will read most major events of her
life through books. This is not to say that hers is a primarily bookish
existence, lived in seclusion, nor that, because of books, to transpose
the phrase Borges wrote of himself| “life and death are lacking from
[her] life.”” Books do not do her living for her but they are, in a way,
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the space in which her life is enhanced and can be lived more fully
than anywhere else. Referring to the modelling function of readings
done early in life, Ocampo highlights empathy and identification.
The theatrical terms she uses provide a helpful clue to the self-
representational potential she attributes to books:

All imaginative and highly sensitive children are fascinated by certain
heroes and tell themselves stories in which they play an important role in
relation to their hero — they are pursued, loved, betrayed, saved, humili-
ated or glorified by him. Later, once that stage is left behind, they usually
act out in life those scenes so often rehearsed in childhood. When the
magnificent or terrible moment finally arrives, the reply comes naturally,
on cue. Impossible to change it, impossible to get it wrong ... There have
been too many rehearsals. It is no longer possible to choose another, it was
never possible to choose another reply. Each being carries within himself
the same scene, the same drama, from the moment he awakens to
consciousness till the end of his days, and he plays out that scene, that
drama, no matter what events or what characters come his way, until he
finds his own plot and his own character. He may never find them. But that
does not stop him from playing out his scene, bestowing on the events and
characters least likely to fit his play the shape of the events and character
that are his own. He was born to play but one scene and one drama, and
cannot help repeating them as long as he lives.!?

Reading is a vital performance, but a performance that con-
tinuously seeks new settings. “From my adolescence onwards,”
writes Ocampo, “I was dissatisfied with the books I was given. I
began to read all those I could lay my hands on.”!! One of the first
examples of this new, unfettered manner of reading that remains in
her memory for its modelling impact is Rostand’s L’Aiglon, a text
that she hears and sees before actually reading it, much as she had
heard the book she carried around as a child. At age fifteen, she sees
a performance of L’Aiglon with Marguerite Moreno (who would
later give her acting lessons) in the title role, and recognizes herself
wholeheartedly in the young hero. The fact that the role of the Duke
of Reichstadt was usually played by a woman — Sarah Bernhardt, in
one of her most famous performances, and now Marguerite Moreno
— must have had, one suspects, some part in this spontaneous
reaction. However, there was more that bonded Ocampo to the
protagonist:

I immediately recognized myself in the hero. Why? The whole thing
seemed preposterous. The plight of Napoleon’s son was not my own.
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However, that sick boy (his ravaging consumption seemed to me then an
enviable illness) was as much a prisoner at Schoenbrunn as I was in the
house on Florida and Viamonte. He was a pas-prisonnier-mais. He could not
go out riding without *“the sweet honor of an invisible escort.”” His mail was
censored. He was allowed to read only those books that had been chosen for
him. Someone lent him hooks clandestinely:

Le soir, dans ma chambre, je lisais, j’étais ivre.

Et puis, quand j’avais lu, pour cacher le délit

Je langais le volume au haut du ciel de lit.
My bed had no canopy but it did have a mattress and under that mattress
I hid my private library. (p.100)12

Ocampo not only reads herself into a character but into a character
who reads: like Hamlet, Napoleon’s son is a prince with a book in his
hand. However, unlike Hamlet, who reads with impunity, the
young Duke’s unsupervised reading, his only means of liberation, is
an offense in the eyes of his guards. It is in this illegality, assumed
defiantly as a liberating act, that Ocampo recognizes the mark of her
own reading.

The theatrical nature of the experience is to be noted. Rostand’s
text is discovered not on the printed page but on a stage — through
voice and representation, through active posturing. What Ocampo
“reads”’ (and what she reads herselfinto) is, in sum, a performance:
an actress playing the role of a character who rejects the role others
would impose on him and turns reading into rebellion. If reading is
performance, this particular reading of L’Aiglon is the performance
of a performance. And it is also, of course, a translation; a passage
not only from text to life, or from French theatrical convention to
Argentine everyday experience, but from one gender to the repre-
sentation of the other: the young Ocampo identifies herself with a
boy but also with a woman playing the role of a boy.

The presence of the theatrical in Ocampo’s scene of reading, from
the posturing with the book as a child, through the dazzled
recognition of self in L’Aiglon, to the unceasing search for her “own
plot and [her] own character,” reveals Ocampo’s obsessive pre-
occupation with self-representation, a preoccupation that informs
all of her work and reflects a gender-related cultural predicament.
But this presence of the theatrical should also be seen quite literally,
as the expression of a vocation — ‘I was born to act. I have theatre in
my blood.”!3 - that was thwarted early on, leaving its diffuse trace
in her life and in her writing. Ocampo’s life story casts her early on
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as a misfit, constantly at odds with the real-life roles society had to
offer, roles that did not include, needless to say, that of actress or
writer. Instead of public acting, for example, she is allowed reci-
tation in private: a pale and insufficient substitute, it is allowed,
even encouraged, as a decorous manifestation of talent. That
Ocampo wished to go beyond those private spectacles and devote
her life to acting, that she strived to achieve her goal by coaching
with a reputed professional, that, when faced with strong parental
opposition, she did not assert herself, appears in her autobiographi-
cal writing as one of her more poignant defeats; a defeat that
occasional and very successful public performances in later years, as
the récitante in Honegger’s Le Roi David and in Stravinsky’s Per-
séphone, doubtless rendered more unpalatable.!*

Literature was not an easy career, even for men, at the turn of the
century. The caricatures of the uncomprehending, self-assured
bourgeois that pepper the texts of Spanish American modemnismo, the
discomfort shown by that bourgeois himself when he became a
writer, as did the members of the Argentine generation of 1880, are
proof of the unease with which society looked on the institutionali-
zation of literature and on the professional status claimed by writers.
For women wishing to write, the issue, foreseeably, was infinitely
more thorny.!> An adolescent, Ocampo complains vehemently to
her friend and confidante of those years, Delfina Bunge:

Man of letters is a word that is taken pejoratively in our midst. “He is a man
of letters” (or what is worse, ‘““she is a woman of letters”) means a
good-for-nothing . .. (Unless he’s a professor and has a chair: they respect
that kind of title.) If it’s a woman, she is a hopeless bas-bleu, a poseuse, she
borders on perversion or, in the best of cases, she is a badly put together
Miss Know-It-All. Conversely, the word landowner [estanciero] has préstige.
As in the fable, it means veau, vache, cochon, couvée. (m, p.104)

For women, the dividing line between the permissible and the
perverse, in areas pertaining to literature on theatre, clearly repre-
duces the separation between public and private. Theatrical per-
formances are limited to domestic interiors — safe places where,
precisely, one does not make a spectacle of oneself. The same applies
to literary performances — reading and writing — albeit in a more
complex way. Reading from a censored list is permitted, even
encouraged but the censorship itself is arbitrary. Many books were
on the family index but others, unaccountably, escaped it: Anna
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Karenina, for example, and also Shakespeare and Dante because,
“‘although all sorts of things happened there, they eluded censorship
because of the rhyme, as operas did on account of the music” (11, 62).
An autobiographical footnote, tucked away in an essay by Ocampo
on Virginia Woolf, is expressive of her parents’ shortsightedness.
The father used to show early Max Linder films at home:

“[I)f there were love scenes accompanied by kissing, my mother ...
planted herself before the projector, intercepting the image. We protested
but she would not budge. As she couldn’t guess how long the amorous
outbursts lasted (these were silent movies and in covering the image she
covered the subtitles), her shadow remained longer than necessary on the
screen, just in case, and made us lose the gist of the story.”16

For all its comicality, the passage is significant. The mother’s
purpose is clearly to censor all intimations of sexuality, in their
graphic, physical representation. But in so doing she also obscures
the words (those silent movie subtitles the viewer reads as if he were
hearing them being said) and deletes the meaning of the story. The
intercepting gesture inadvertently merges body and reading, the
two main components of Ocampo’s autobiographical writing.

As with the plays staged in private, Ocampo’s first publication
was very much an entre nous affair. Two of her poems, in French,
were published anonymously in 1908; the Buenos Aires newspaper
in which they appeared merely identified her as a young woman
from a distinguished family. In no manner, however, was writing or
even interest in literature to be personalized and made public, to be
signed. In 1910, during an extended stay of the Ocampo family in
Paris, the parents allowed their eldest daughter to audit-courses at
the Sorbonne and, as was fashionable, attend lectures at the Collége
de France. Ocampo heard Bergson, Faguet, and was particularly
taken by Hauvette’s course on Dante. Also during that stay,
arrangements were made for Ocampo to sit for different artists then
in fashion, amongst them Troubetzkoy and Helleu. One of the
artists, Dagnan Bouveret, struck by her love of books and by the
passion with which she quoted from the Commedia, decided to place a
small head of Dante on the table on which she leaned while posing.
Ocampo wryly recounts the consequences of his idea:

[My parents] tactfully told him that his new ornament was not suitable for
a nineteen-year-old girl and that it might seem pretentious or would be
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interpreted as a ridiculous show of basbleuisme. Dagnan answered that my
love of Dante seemed to him to justify fully ‘“‘the ornament” but that he was
ready to erase it and replace it by some pansies or a laurel sprig in a vase.
So he did. Thus we were separated, Dante and I, in effigy, and the
vegetable kingdom occupied his place but could not (in my memory)
“briser son absence.” So much could it not shatter it that my first article, in
La Nacién, was a commentary of the Commedia. It was published ten years
later — that is, after ten years of navigating against wind and tide.(11, 151)

If Ocampo did not become an actress she did become a writer,
“against wind and tide” as she so enjoyed saying, against the
Argentine literary establishment and against the better judgment of
the social group to which she belonged. The displacement of one
vocation by another doubtless affected her writing and her general
demeanor within a field she would always perceive as not entirely
her own. Despite the importance she would achieve in literary
circles, both at home and abroad, despite the fact that she founded
and for many years directed Sur, one of the most influential literary
journals in Latin America, despite her self-assured stance when she
advocated women’s rights and founded the Argentine Women’s
Union in 1936 with two other women, Maria Rosa Oliver and
Susana Larguia,!” when Ocampo speaks of herself as a writer there
is always malaise, a reluctance to accept herself fully in that role.
As is well known, such self-disparagement is not uncommon in
women writers of the nineteenth (even the twentieth) century.!® In
Ocampo’s case, the deprecating gesture may also echo, uncon-
sciously, the very class prejudice she believed she was battling -
contempt for the professional writer and devaluation of ‘“paid”
work. But the gesture is further compounded by the fact that
Ocampo the actress is always behind Ocampo the writer, or rather,
that the writer is an actress in disguise, living out a rile manqué. The
text she reads will always be a partition waiting to be performed, a
quiescent word in search of expression, a chose possible, as she notes
much later, quoting Valéry: “the poem is an abstraction, a text that
awaits, a law that has no life but in the human voice ...””12 So is the
self perceived as a chose possible, another word — ‘I’ — in search of its
script. If the theatre cannot provide a suitable scene for the
encounter of the two, then literature — writing as a performance of
reading — will have to suffice.

Ocampo’s living and writing her life through books and through
authors has been routinely interpreted as a desire to identify with
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the male models offered by a patriarchal society.?0 While this
interpretation is in part true it suffers from oversimplification and
needs to be qualified on several levels. In relation to the literary
characters with whom Ocampo bonds through her reading, such an
interpretation falls short. For example, it ignores the young
Ocampo’s reading of self in Corinne and her sympathy for Madame
de Staél, often mentioned in the second volume of her auto-
biography.?! Furthermore, that interpretation — living through
books as a way of identifying with male models — sidetracks the most
interesting and intricate bonding of them all, that of Ocampo with
Dante’s Francesca.

Describing her first encounter with the Commedia, at age sixteen,
Ocampo recalls the drastic nature of her reaction to “some passages
from the Inferno’:

The impression made on me by that reading is only comparable to what I
experienced as a very young child when, in the sea for the first time, I was
swept off my feet and rolled over in the sand by a magnificently impetuous
wave. In all of my being I received the baptism of those parole di colore oscuro,
as the poet himself so fittingly writes, and I emerged from that immersion
staggering, my lips wet with bitter salt.22

Two years later, in a letter to Delfina Bunge in which she speaks of
her attraction for the man she will eventually marry (with disastrous
consequences), she begins by quoting from Canto v and adds:
“These verses sing in my mind like a catchy tune” (11, p.97). In spite
of its adolescent pretentiousness (the eighteen-year-old Ocampo is
courting literary approval from an older, budding femme de lettres)?
the letter illustrates the process that Ocampo’s subsequent writing
will tirelessly repeat. Lo vivido and lo leido form a system of inter-
connecting vessels, flowing, being translated, into one another. One
calls effortlessly to the other: the connection is automatic, “like a
catchy tune.” If the flow seems to favor at times one direction over
the other, it is only because time or social circumstances so
demand;2* what is important is that contact, intermingling and
mutual reinforcement between the two — life and literature — are
unceasing.

Sustained by the Commedia, the third volume of Ocampo’s Autobio-
grafia stands out as the one that best expresses, celebrates even, this
intermingling between literature and life in one passionate perform-
ance. Narratively speaking, this volume constitutes the high point of
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Ocampo’s story; devoted to the great love of her life and also (not by
chance, as will be seen) to her literary beginnings, it also marks the
passage from the private individual of the first two volumes to the
“more public adult of volumes four, five and six. Less digressive than
the other volumes, book three is, in all senses of the word, the most
dramatic: it dynamically sets forth a plot and plays the self into that
plot as protagonist. From the Stendhalian echoes of its title, La rama
de Salzburgo, it proclaims its literary texture and functions like a
many-layered script through which Ocampo reads herself. Whereas
the script is composed of many voices, the figure that holds those
literary echoes together, the model that will center the performance
and serve as an emblem for the autobiographical “I,” is, once more,
Dante’s Francesca.?

Why Francesca? The reference to Stendhal’s De I’amour in the title
announces the text for what it indeed is, a narrative of amour passion,
devoted in its near entirety to the account of a long, secret
relationship with her husband’s cousin, Julidn Martinez. That in
itself might justify the translation into Ocampo’s life of Francesca, of
a particular version of Francesca — Francesca the eternal lover, as
popularized by nineteenth-century readings of Dante. The fact that
the affair Ocampo narrates, with a mixture of passion and direct-
ness rare in Spanish American autobiography, male or female, in a
way parallels the episode in Dante (two cousins instead of two
brothers) provides further grounds for the comparison. Yet neither
the superficial resemblance, nor the clandestine character of the
relationship, wholly accounts for the presence of Canto v in this text.
Many other references to jealous husbands and doomed lovers
(Tristan, Pelléas et Mélisande, Anna Karenina, the Princesse de Cléves)
have their part in this concert of voices through which Ocampo
writes herself.

More to the point, it is the illicit nature of this love that connects it
to other transgressive gestures in Ocampo’s life. On more than one
occasion, when pressed by her lover to brave public opinion and
leave her husband, Ocampo holds back for fear of parental rejection.
This combination — vital attraction for the forbidden curbed by fear
of authoritarian repression — immediately prompts the reader to
rank this love with the other interdictions imposed by (or attributed
to) parental, and by extension social, intolerance. Relegated to the
limits of the permissible, like the child who hides her books under
the mattress, the woman meets her lover in an apartment on the
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outskirts of the city. Ocampo inscribes the three forbidden passions
— the theatre, literature and love — in the margins of convention.
As the coded language of flowers is ritualized in nineteenth-
century novels, so books, from the very beginning and especially at
the very beginning of Ocampo’s relationship, convey meaning.
When all other possibilities of exchange are barred, books become a
privileged means of communication — better still, of conversation
and confabulation. Before effectively becoming lovers, Ocampo and
Martinez use reading as a clear substitute for physical contact:

I soon got into the habit of calling him, sometimes from my singing
teacher’s house. We spoke briefly. We recommended books to each other.
We read Colette, Maupassant, Vigny. We set up rendezvous to read them
at the same time. ‘At ten, tonight. Can you do it?”’ Twenty blocks apart, I
at home, he in his house, we read. Next day we discussed our reading ...
On occasion we would make a date to meet in a bookstore, to see each other
from a distance. We did not greet each other. We did not go beyond looks.

(1, p. 29)

In this fecund junction of love and literature and, more specific-
ally, in the use of the book as mediator in the unfolding of love, the
presence of Francesca in Ocampo’s text takes on full meaning — not
only as a passionate lover, but as a reader whose sign is the book.
Francesca recognizes an expression of self and the prima radice of her
feelings as she reads. Furthermore, in an important gesture of
reflection, she recognizes the mediating qualities of the book itself:
“Galeotto fu il libro e chi lo scrisse.”?® As with L’Aiglon, Ocampo
reads herself into a figure who reads, and for whom reading is allied
with interdiction. And, more importantly, she is reading herself into
a figure who is aware of what the process of reading achieves.?’

It is not impertinent to recall, at this point, the illustration on the
cover of this third autobiographical volume. Although the role
Ocampo had in the choice is hard to determine, all six volumes
having been published posthumously, La rama de Salzburgo is strik-
ingly different from its companion volumes. Whereas there are
photographs on the covers of the others, there is an arresting
full-length painting of Ocampo on the cover of this one —a sensuous,
physically challenging Ocampo, the body very much in evidence,
and a book in her hand. This is the very portrait by Dagnan Bouveret
referred to earlier, the one from which a small bust of Dante was
deleted by a parental ukase which had not succeeded, however, in
deleting Dante from her mind. In a sense this cover, built around the
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absence of Dante, turns that absence into a presence, and re-presents
Francesca: the painting binds love’s body to the body of the book,
defiantly expressing — as an actress on a stage — the union of the two.

“I lived Dante, I did not read him. I received baptism from
certain verses; they had been written to name me. I took notes so I
would learn to read him better” (m, p.g8). If one discounts the
mediocre French sonnets, turned out at some governess’ bidding,
writing for Ocampo had been until then only a possible sequel to
reading, not its systematic complement. The scribblings in the
margins of Dante now mark a transition. On the one hand, they are
the logical continuation “in literature” of the haphazard private
journal she has kept since adolescence; on the other, they prepare
her for a more sustained, visible effort, the writing, in French, of her
first book, De Francesca a Beatrice, which was published during this
love affair. That writing should finally find its form and become a
public gesture at this stage in Ocampo’s life is not a coincidence. Itis
a way of completing the meaning of Dagnan Bouveret’s painting, of
exhibiting, through a now triple mediation — a book about a book in
a language that is not her mother tongue — that which society denied
her: to speak her body and to speak her mind.?8 “This book was a
substitute for a confession, for a confidence’ (m, p. 105). Sig-
nificantly, De Francesca a Beatrice is dedicated to Ocampo’s lover in a
coded inscription, a subversive gesture that effectively succeeds in
calling attention to itself.

If Dante’s Francesca is the major mediating text that governs
self-portrayal in La rama de Salzburgo, it is by no means the only one.
Not surprisingly, this third volume of the autobiography, by far the
most personal and stirring of all six volumes, is also the one in which
the most reading gets done, in which the most quotations appear, in
which literary reference is at its most dense. The very excess of
feeling — “‘passion is beautiful only in its excess and can only be
conceived in that excess’ (11, p. 32) — is matched by the excess of
voices that mingle in the text. Dante, yes, but Dante contaminated:
not only read through French nineteenth-century readings but read
in conjunction with Stendhal (the crystallization of love), Proust
(the violence of retrospective jealousy), Shakespeare (“Make thee
another self, for love of me”), Eliot, when all passion is spent
(““What is actual is actual only for one time”), Péguy, when her
lover is dead (““C’est le sang de P’artére et le sang de la veine / Et le
sang de ce coeur qui ne bat déja plus”).
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In a sense, one might apply the Stendhalian notion of crystalli-
zation not only to the love that is narrated here but to the process of
narration itself, an accumulation of fragmentary quotes that grad-
ually take on meaning. Indeed, this prolific annotation of life
through texts is a . dilated process occurring at different stages.
Resort to texts takes place at the time of the experiences themselves,
for lo vivido goes hand in hand with lo leido, as has been noted:
Ocampo thinks and feels “in literature.” But it also takes place,
even more conspicuously, at the time of the autobiographical act
itself. Ocampo subjects her retrieval of the past to the very same
contact with literature to which she had exposed life itself: memory
of life also follows a path of texts. I give but one example. At the time
of her relationship with Julidn Martinez, Ocampo states, she had
not yet read Proust. It is when she looks back on those years, in
order to narrate them, that Proust’s text, which she has since read,
allows her to recognize and name, within that relationship, one of
the sources of its undoing — her retrospective jealousy.

Resorting to literature, in that retrieval of the past, allows for
something more: it permits a reinterpretation from afar in which
literature is astutely used to give the self the best part, glossing over
events that might reflect on it adversely, and channeling the reading
of the autobiography away from potentially thorny issues. Again, I
consider Ocampo’s reference to Proust. Retrospective jeqfousy
provides one of the more poignant scenes in this volume: Ocampo,
being fitted for a dress, feels jealousy arise within her as the
designer’s assistant innocently describes for her in detail the body of
the woman who had been Martinez’s lover before her. The scene,
subtly combining retrospective voyeurism and rekindled desire, is
remarkably effective; so much so that, for a moment, it steers the
reader’s attention away from another, more immediate issue that
affects the relationship in a manner no less adverse — the fact that
Julidn himself was jealous, not precisely of past lovers Ocampo
might have had but of a very concrete man with whom she was
flirting in the present.

In speaking of the publication of De Francesca a Beatrice, 1
purposefully compared it to an exhibition and meant it explicitly, in
a near physical sense. Indeed, this is the sense in which the verb
surfaces in the negative reactions greeting Ocampo’s first literary
attempt. The criticism to which she was subjected proved, at the
very least, that her reading was unexpected. Ocampo showed her
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manuscript before publication to two prominent figures of the
Argentine establishment, Paul Groussac, the acerbic French critic
turned self-appointed mentor of the Argentine intelligentsia, and
Angel de Estrada, the highly respected aesthete and modernista writer
who wrote for La Nazion. Groussac, from his lofty magisterial stance,
dismissed the piece as pedantic:

[He] mocked my choice and assured me that if I really felt a literary itch
(an itch he clearly considered masculine) it was better to choose “personal”’
topics. Personal? This good man did not understand that Dante for me was a
personal topic. (1, 107)

For reasons precisely opposite,?® Angel de Estrada also criticizes
Ocampo’s piece and recommends caution:

You tell me that these pages are written this way because this is how you
feel Dante. I know, it suffices to read them. However, this is not what
makes the publication difficult, it is the excessively personal form, utterly
straightforward ... When women bared their shoulders to go to the theatre
and to balls, everyone screamed. Now there are fewer screams and he who
screams does so against all of society. It has become a general state of body.
But you are the only innovative woman who is on familiar terms with
designers of spiritual fashion and, being alone, you will reveal a state of
mind.” (1m, p. 106)

Despite the comparison with the world of fashion, highly reveal-
ing of a generalized opinion on women’s writing, this judgment, in
an odd way, is not inaccurate. Estrada perceives something unto-
ward that smacks of exhibitionism, of unseemly revelation, of excess,
and not being able to name it precisely, he translates it into physical
terms: showing one’s mind, if one is a woman, is as unacceptable
as, in the past, showing one’s body. But then, showing body and
mind, through the reading of Dante, was precisely Ocampo’s
purpose.

When I speak here of body, as I have in the past pages, I am not
vindicating for Ocampo a notion of woman’s writing based on
physical pleasure or physiological difference — a notion held by
certain French feminists which I find perilously close to essentialist
formulations of the feminine and do not happen to share.3? Nor, of
course, am I celebrating Ocampo’s body against her, considering it
in lieu of her writing, as not a few masculinist critics are prone to do
when dicussing women’s texts and as some of Ocampo’s male
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friends and would-be suitors did. Ocampo tells the story at her
expense of the time when, as a young woman in Rome, she was
invited by a courtly Italian senatore, who shared her passion for
Dante, to see ‘‘his most precious treasure.” “I imagined — she writes
— that it was some rare edition of Dante. He brought me, instead, a
plaster mold of Pauline Borghese’s breast . .. This man did not take
my love for Dante seriously. To hell with the senator and to hell with
the breast [Al diablo el senador y el seno]” (m1, p.15). Similar
misunderstandings, less ludicrous albeit more painful, abound in
Ocampo’s life. Ortega y Gasset, sensitive to her physical attraction,
extravagantly sang her “feminine” virtues while subtly putting her
down intellectually in his epilogue to De Francesca a Beatrice (a book
he himself had published); Hermann von Keyserling never accepted
that Ocampo’s passion for his books did not prepare a way into her
bed.3! That there is a strong physical, both sensual and sexual drive
in Ocampo, the woman — what Drieu La Rochelle, her friend and, in
the early 1930s, her lover, called her génie charnel (11, p. 11) — is
certain: she manifests it often enough and in different ways
throughout the six volumes of her autobiography, never reluctant to
speak of erotic desire, of the physical urge to have a child by her
lover, of menstrual blood. Yet I read her references to her body in
the autobiography as signifying something more complex — some-
thing that surely includes the concretely physical but goes beyond it,
something more like a presence (the way one speaks of a presence on
stage) that society would have her repress and for which her body is
the most visible sign.

Ocampo speaks complacently of the more evident, even frivolous
aspects of that presence in visual terms, narcissistically referring to
the way in which others look at her, desire her, flatter her. Her sheer
size and good looks, those commanding proportions so imposing to
acquaintances and admirers in real life (“the Gioconda of the
Pampas,” Ortega would call her) are translated in her auto-
biographical text into an overwhelming persona. Yet there is an odd
imbalance between that physical self-assuredness and the anxiety
of speaking found so often in these writings, an anxiety compounded
by a basic situation that repeats itself in the text: Ocampo, tongue-
tied (callada, inarticulada, muda, are her expressions) before a voluble,
eloquent writer. These interlocutors are frequently male but not
always: Gabriela Mistral, Maria de Maeztu, Virginia Woolf have
the same effect of cowing her into silence. Ocampo’s description of
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herself and Woolf, in the very first volume of her Testimonios, is an
accurate reflection of these flawed dialogues:

Tavistock Square, this past month of November. A small dark green door,
very English, with the number squarely placed in the middle. Outside, all
of London’s fog. Inside, upstairs, in the light and warmth of a living-room,
the panels of which have been painted by a woman, two women speak of
women. They look each other over, they ask each other questions. One of
them is curious; the other, delighted.

One of them has found expression, because she has been able to find
herself, magnificently. The other has tried, lazily, feebly, but something
within her keeps her from doing so. Precisely because she has not found
herself, she cannot move further.32

In life, Ocampo often compensated for that lack of eloquence with
gestures. They were usually munificent (selling a tiara to pay for
Tagore’s stay in Buenos Aires, showering Virginia Woolf, who
made fun of her in return, with extravagant gifts) and often
overbearing. It was as if, when the writer faltered, the grande dame
stepped in, asserting herself where the writer could not. This too
easy shifting of roles worked its way into her writing, with infelici-
tous consequences: moments of rare literary effectiveness are suc-
ceeded by petty grievances or imperious statements, often bearing
the imprint of class. In addition to her gender, and perhaps even
more than her gender, it is this hesitation between two very different
forms of self-validation — literary competence and social standing —
that may well account for Ocampo’s final lack of writerly authority. It
certainly accounts for the way she is so often perceived by the least
kind of her critics: as a rich woman, at once fascinating and
exasperating, who writes.

At their best, Ocampo’s Testimonios, essays on subjects ranging
from current world events (women’s rights, the Nuremberg trials) to
everyday minutiae which she considered no less worthy (traffic in
Buenos Aires, the smell and colors of trees), to her encounters with
books and their authors (usually her most memorable pieces) turn
her lack of eloquence into an advantage. In these scattered writings,
the role of the witness is Ocampo’s mask of choice: if she cannot
easily speak, then she will testify to the words of others. Ten
collections of essays, published under a title that emphasizes that
testimonial stance, record her meetings, conversations, interviews
with figures as diverse as Ravel, Mussolini, Malraux, Garcia Lorca,
Anna de Noailles, Nehru, Stieglitz. And, when the Testimonios do not
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deal directly with live interlocutors — those figures Ocampo calls
“men-books-ideas’” — they deal, for the greater part, with reading
and books. In all these encounters Ocampo plays Galeotto for the
reader: she is the go-between, transmitting the voices of others. The
Testimonios are, in a sense, mini-performances in which Ocampo, to
use a metaphor taken from the French classical theatre she knows so
well, plays the role of a suivante to the hero or heroine of her choice.33
Yet as in paintings in which the artist, while ostensibly painting
another, paints himself too in the corner of the picture, so Ocampo
uses these testimonios as vehicles for oblique self-figuration: these
texts are no less autobiographical, finally, than the autobiography
itself. Her own tendency to silence is replaced by the voices of others,
voices that will become, as she writes them down, her own voice.
Besides testifying to the people and events in her life, Ocampo’s
Testimonios, as well as her autobiography, testify to her quest for
expression, to finding a voice for her presence so that her performance
will be complete.34

That Ocampo’s choice of a writing language was so riddled with
anxiety surely contributed in great measure to her difficulties. Torn
between a native language which she was taught to consider
inadequate (Spanish words were not “words with which one
thinks”’)3> and the second language, French, in whose comforting
cadences and prestigious rhetoric she seemed to perform best, she
would start out in literature by posturing as a “French’ writer.36 If
Ocampo would gradually come to master her own language, to the
point of attaining that seemingly effortless juncture of the spoken
and the written that Borges identifies as a typically Argentine
entonacion,3” a good part of her writing, and most importantly her
autobiography, would rely till the end on duplication as a necessary
vehicle for self-expression: Ocampo continued to write first in
French, then to rewrite herself in Spanish.

(A close examination of her style, throughout the six volumes of
the autobiography, sheds light on how the process worked. Ocampo
lived long enough to translate — to repossess — only the first three
volumes, which read admirably well. The other three were
published posthumously as if she herself had also translated them,
although it is clear, from the inferior translation, that someone other
than Ocampo performed the task. While a disservice, prompted
perhaps by a misguided sense of loyalty, the anonymous translation
of the last three volumes proves, through its flaws and by com-
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parison with the first three, to what point Ocampo rewrote her texts
and rendered her linguistic duplicity unnoticeable.)

Until the end, then, the process is the same — the appropriation of
texts and voices of others. Self-expression is, necessarily, a process of
alteration: one speaks through the voice of an other even if that other -
as in the case of Ocampo’s self-translation — is a simulacrum of
oneself. Could one not compare the autobiographical venture, asks
Ocampo resorting once more to the theatre, to what Jouvet says of
actors?: “One enters a role, slides into it, one wields the text, one
wields it cunningly, surreptitiously one replaces oneself’ (vi, 11). The
process of reconstituting this altered voice, the culling of literary
fragments and ‘“‘great” voices for the purpose of self-expression,
brings to mind the method of Seneca’s hypomnemata, as described by
Foucault:

The role of writing is to constitute, with everything that has been
constituted by reading, a ‘“‘body” (quicquid lectione collectum est, stilus redigat in
corpus). That body must be understood not as a body of doctrine but rather
— and following the so often quoted metaphor of digestion — as the very
body of him who, on transcribing his reading, makes that reading and its
truth his own. Writing transforms that which is seen or heard “into
strength and blood™ (in vires, in sanguinem).3®

In this light, Ocampo’s best-known cultural venture, the found-
ing in 1931 of Sur (a review that was to be, for the next forty years,
one of the most influential literary journals of the Spanish-speaking
world), becomes another form of (distanced) self-writing, an exten-
sion of a presence that increasingly needed to be made public.3® The
concert of voices that Ocampo transforms in vires, in sanguinem for her
own self will become her other body, that of the review to which her
name is permanently allied.

I am aware that a successful argument could be made in favor of
the dependent nature of Ocampo’s reading. Such an argument
would highlight the fact that the reading to which she turned in
search of self-expression was taken mainly from a male-authored
canon; the fact that Francesca, the readerly emblem of her choice,
was a character in a text within that male-authored canon; the fact
that the writers she befriended, as mentors, were mostly men. To
this perceived dependency of Ocampo as a woman, one could add
her excessive dependency, as a Latin American, on European
models; a dependency evinced not only in the texts she quotes in her
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own writing but in the preference for the oddly anachronistic
assortment of foreigners — Gramsci next to Denis de Rougemont, for
example — that became the hallmark of her review. Beatriz Sarlo
perceptively interprets this “‘bovarysme with regard to European
writers” as a delayed response: “One might say that Sur is the
review that Victoria Ocampo would have wanted to read as an
adolescent and a young woman. It responds, more than twenty
years later, to her unfinished struggle for initiation.””#® It is not,
however, my intention to evaluate Sur in itself| as a cultural product
of a period.*! I wish to consider instead the first aspect of Ocampo’s
dependency, that affecting her reading, writing and composition of
self as a woman.

It is true that male presences inform Ocampo’s system of
self-defining voices. If Ocampo does refer frequently to women —
Woolf, Anna de Noailles, the Brontés, Mistral, Maria de Maeztu,
Adrienne Monnier — either for their live presence or for their equally
live texts, she never quotes these women, except in those pieces she
devotes, specifically, to them. In other words, although sympathetic
to women’s texts — witness the admirable intermingling of
Ocampo’s voice and that of Woolf in ‘“Virginia Woolf in My
Memory”’*2 — Ocampo does not incorporate them into that larger
and freer system of quotations on which she relies for voice. There
appears to be a contradiction here, one that betrays a conflict
between two modes of self-representation.*3 On the one hand, there
is Ocampo’s desire to ‘“‘some day write, more or less well, but like a
woman,” because ‘“a woman cannot unburden herself of her feelings
and thoughts in the style of a man, anymore than she can speak with
a man’s voice;’** on the other hand, there is the fact that Ocampo
most often speaks, if not with a man’s voice, through men’s voices.
Ocampo never resolved this ambivalence; nor did she ever refer, she
who was aware that her writing was marked not only by her gender
but by her Latin American origins, to other Latin American women
writers (Gabriela Mistral being the exception) embarked on a
similar quest for self-expression. This silence should be read less as a
sign of snobbery, I suspect, than as what could be called an ‘“‘anxiety
of sorority,”” a case of literary sibling rivalry.4> Like Sarmiento,
Ocampo creates distance around her, in order to be perceived alone.

The question is, though, do the voices appropriated by Ocampo
continue to be solely men’s voices? A possible solution to the
predicament created by Ocampo’s ambiguity takes us back to the
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scene of reading; to Ocampo not only as reader but as woman
reader. Discussing Artemisia Gentileschi’s painting within a male,
pictoric tradition, Mary Jacobus writes: “In order to see herself or
be seen she has to insert herself into a preexisting narrative.””*6 The
same might be said of Ocampo who, as a reader and autobiographer
who seeks self-definition through reading, can only insert herselfin a
masculine lineage of texts and a masculine system of representation
— the only one available to her — all the while wishing for another.
What might be judged Ocampo’s weakness could well be, given her
time and her circumstance, proof of her resourcefulness. Lacking a
voice of her own and a feminist system of representation, she
repossesses voices of the male-authored canon and, by the sheer fact
of enunciating them from a feminine “I,”” succeeds, much in the way
Pierre Menard did when rewriting Cervantes, in differentiating her
text. The constant misunderstandings between Ocampo and the
“men-books-ideas” she seeks so passionately (and inadvisedly) to
dialogue with, the unfamiliar slant given by her comments to
canonically “correct’ texts, the feeling, so often experienced by her
reader, that her quotations, while impeccably accurate, are
somehow off-key, are all symptomatic signs, I believe, of that
difference. A different way of reading it is also a different way of
reading oneself into being. ‘“The alterity of feminist reading is
posited, not simply in opposition to masculinist reading, not simply
as a move that carries off familiar readings and puts them to strange
uses, but rather as a move that installs strangeness (femininity)
within reading itself,” writes Jacobus.*” The alterity of self-
figuration through reading, I would argue, is a move introducing a
similar uncanniness in the autobiographical venture. It is not
surprising then that, behind these readings that Ocampo appro-
priates in her autobiography in order to compose her own voice, lies
a question, a want that echoes throughout her text and is never
satisfied: “I am the other. But what?”’ — “Soy lo otro. ;Pero qué?”’ (i,

p. 61).

Molloy, Sylvia. At Face Value: Autobiographical Writing In Spanish America.
E-book, Cambridge [U.K.]: Cambridge University Press, 1991, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.07623. Accessed 21 Oct 2020.
Downloaded on behalf of University of Pennsylvania



BLANK PAGE

Molloy, Sylvia. At Face Value: Autobiographical Writing In Spanish America.
E-book, Cambridge [U.K.]: Cambridge University Press, 1991, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.07623. Accessed 21 Oct 2020.
Downloaded on behalf of University of Pennsylvania



4

Childhood and exile: the CGuban paradise of the
Countess of Merlin

One writes of such things in order to transmit to
others the world view that one carries within.
Ernest Renan, Souvenirs d’enfance

Of the many fictions the autobiographer resorts to in order to
achieve being in the text, the one dealing with the family past, and
childhood in particular, would seem, at first glance, the easiest. Itis
removed enough from the moment of writing to be seen as a
self-contained unit that the adult can deal with in a detached yet not
unsympathetic way. It is endorsed by the most elementary and
unquestionable of legalities, that of the birth certificate, and finally,
in accordance with a narrative convention that sees topology and
genealogy — the where and the where from — as necessary beginnings
to the telling of lives, it is pretty much inevitable.

However, this has not always been the case. The importance
given childhood in literature, autobiographical or otherwise, is, as is
common knowledge, relatively recent:! lives — or rather the stories of
lives — had other beginnings. As in Epinal engravings, children were
depicted less as themselves than as miniature grown-ups, just ripe
for adulthood. Prior to the nineteenth century, self-writing had little
use for the subject’s first years, except as a pre-history of the self.
The life stories written in Spanish America before the nineteenth
century are no exception; references to childhood in Colonial times
are indeed so rare that when they do appear the modern reader
tends to overread them. Thus, for example, when one reads in Sor
Juana Inés de la Cruz’s autobiographical Respuesta a Sor Filotea de la
Cruz (1691) how she tricked her sister’s schoolmistress into teaching
her to read at the age of three and how she stopped eating cheese,
her favorite childhood food, because it supposedly made people
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stupid, the temptation is great to forget the purpose of those
charming recollections. In truth having little to do with childhood,
they are there to bolster Sor Juana’s explicit line of self-defense (her
thirst for learning is in the nature God gave her), not to delight the
reader with well-chosen details that anchor, if only fleetingly, the
small world of a mischievous and determined little girl.2 The
modern reader, curious about childhood, finds it, anachronistically,
even where it is not.

As a significant element of autobiographical writing, and indeed
as a means of launching a life story, childhood recollections are
slower to develop in Spanish America than in Europe. It is
interesting to note, for instance, how the early Spanish American
autobiographers who read Rousseau’s Confessions, while acknow-
ledging the general influence of the master of Geneva, seemed loath
to follow him closely in the recounting of a childhood which they
clearly perceived in a different light. In his autobiographical Apuntes
(1802), the Mexican José Miguel Guridi y Alcocer shows clear signs
of having read Rousseau’s Confessions and puts to good use what
Starobinski describes as the two predominant ‘“‘tonalities’ in the
text, the elegiac and the picaresque.3 However, Guridi rushes
through the beginning of his life at a precipitous pace; out of the
eighty apuntes that make up the eight legajos,* he devotes only four to
those early years. The elegiac element is there, as the adult looks
back on his childhood, but only in embryonic form,; it is the subject
of allusion more than of full development, as if the autobiographer
did not yet feel completely free to dwell on childhood or expand it in
any creative way. Guridi’s reference to his early years is practically
limited to the following passage:

The first ten years are the sweetest part of life and our simple pastimes
then, unimportant though they may be, are more delightful than those we
enjoy later. When, for example, will the finest and best bridled horse give
the same pleasure as a stick held between one’s legs on which to gambol
around? What splendid banquet will equal in taste the bread, the jam or
the fruit eaten then? When will parties, amusements, or the possession of
the greatest wealth match the fun of spinning a top and playing hopscotch,
or give us the same satisfaction as owning two toys, or having a doll that
closes its eyes or lifts its arm when we pull on a string?

How pleasurable the feeling of those innocent childhood pastimes, of
that first period in one’s existence! Happy age, delectable moments of life,
you pass all too swiftly but leave your traces forever engraved in memory!>
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Guridi intuits the potential of the childhood story, its capacity to
charm the reader through its use of evocative trivia. However,
unlike Rousseau, he is unwilling, or unable, to make full use of it. In
a similar way, the Chilean José Zapiola y Cortés’ entertaining
memoir, Recuerdos de treinta anios (1810-1840), while strongly influ-
enced by Rousseau,® is spare in its recollections of childhood as
indeed in its composition of self. Juan Bautista Alberdi, in Argen-
tina, while openly avowing his debt to Rousseau in his Autobiografia,
hardly follows in his mentor’s footsteps when speaking of his early
years. Rousseau’s name comes up at decisive moments in Alberdi’s
life story, is permanently associated with his discovery of literature,
and a direct and poignant reference to the Confessions serves to
qualify Alberdi’s birth: “My mother ceased to exist when I was
born. As a result I can say, like Rousseau, that my birth was the first
of my misfortunes.”” Yet after a few fleeting references to childhood,
Alberdi, even more rapidly than Guridi, plunges into an account of
adult life fully geared towards the autobiographer’s performance as
writer and statesman. Sarmiento himself, another reader of
Rousseau, while referring in a little more detail to his childhood
(and while definitely imitating the style of the Réveries in the chapter
of Recuerdos devoted to José de Oro) feels the constant urge to read
into that childhood the characteristics of the public man he was to
become.? Rousseau’s validation of childhood and adolescence, in
the Confessions, meets with mixed, mostly negative, reactions in
Spanish America — at least in public. While Luis Montt criticizes it
for its inconsequence — ‘“‘the Gil Blas-like adventures of a vagabond
youth”® — Lucio V. Mansilla denounces it for its cynicism.!® One
senses that, while reference to Rousseau’s Social Contract poses no
problem for the autobiographer, reference to the Confessions must be
brief, or masked, or needs to be couched in somewhat derogatory
terms.!!

Childhood, then, was slow to be accepted, both by writers and
readers, as an organic part of Spanish American self-writing. Of the
many possible explanations for that delay, two appear worth
considering.!? First is a question of generic hesitancy, to which I
shall return but which merits a first mention here. The Spanish
American autobiographer, especially in the first half of the nine-
teenth century, is hard put to define himself as a writing subject
within the yet unstable limits of budding national literatures. Often
a direct participant, either in the struggle for independence or in the
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process of consolidation of the national state, he usually perceives
the autobiographical venture, ill-defined for the moment as a genre,
as a didactic and not wholly disinterested task. Beside the purely
political memorialist intent on righting his image for posterity and
thus exacting, in Gusdorf’s words, “‘a revenge on history,”’!3 there is
the writer statesman, postulating himself as an exemplary figure, a
civic hero doubled by a moralist whose life story will prove useful to
his descendants and future compatriots.!* Spanish American auto-
biography, at its inception, is basically a public story: public in the
sense that it tells what can and should be told, and public because,
more than satisfying the individual’s need to speak of himself| it
serves the public interest. There is little or no room in these texts for
the petite histoire (such as the trifling episodes childhood usually
offers) and a great desire, instead, to become part of a more
important History in the making. Indeed, in some cases, what is
announced as the story of an individual soon becomes, by meto-
nymy, the story of an emerging country. Such of course is the case
with Sarmiento, who writes in Recuerdos de provincia, ‘‘1 was born in
1811, the ninth month after the 25th of May”’ (p. 160). The reference
to the first insurrection against Spanish rule as a way of dating his
birth unambiguously establishes a genetic, quasi biological link
between Sarmiento and his newly independent country.!S In
authors who conceived self-writing as a form of service — “I never
wrote but with a practical result in mind,” observes Sarmiento,!6
and the phrase might be shared by many - it is not surprising that
childhood, an uncertain period of life at best, often pleasing for its
very inconsequence, be given short shrift.

Characteristically, in the debates over literary specificity and
generic definition that distinguish that early part of the Spanish
American nineteenth century, history and fiction are inevitably held
up against one another. Autobiography, although not named
directly, is perceived as a form of history (Guridi called it a legajo,
Sarmiento a documento). The petite histoire of childhood and family
tales — the stuff of a life, so to speak — is seen as pertaining to fiction
and, more precisely, to historical fiction. Vicente Fidel L6pez, one of
the fathers of Argentine historiography, himself the author of an
Autobiografia and of historical novels, is eloquent on the subject:

In my opinion, a novel may be strictly historical without having in the least
to trim or to modify the truth of well-known facts. In the same way that
there only remains of the lives of men the memory of their capital
achievements, there only remains of the life of a people the memory of the
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great vicissitudes of its history. Its ordinary, family life, if I may call it so,
disappears, for it is like the human trace that disappears with death.
However, since it is true that next to the historical life there has always been
a_family life — in the same way that every man leaving behind memories of
himself once had a face — the clever novelist may reconstruct that lost part
with his imagination, freely creating the family life while strictly respecting
the historical life, combining one with the other to reproduce the entire
truth...!7

Perceived as fiction — a reconstruction, as Lopez sees it, by the
imagination — the family life is acceptable in the historical novel but
not in history itself which is where Spanish American auto-
biography, for the moment, aspires to belong. The nagging sense
that the “I”” is a historical artifact and should be presented as such
for purposes of self-validation underlies and will never quite dis-
appear from Spanish American autobiographical discourse. It will
eventually find itself expressed in a more subtle fashion and, with
time, will even be successfully combined with a more generous
rendering of the petite histoire of childhood and family life.

A second attitude that surely contributes to the slow development
of the childhood story is the Spanish American autobiographer’s
changing awareness of the past. To this matter too I shall devote
further comment; the issue should nevertheless be brought up at this
point, if only summarily, since this changing awareness obviously
affects the way in which the individual, when looking back on life in
order to write it down, decides to parcel out time and place
emphases. Autobiographers in the nineteenth century set out pri-
marily to record, and less frequently to reminisce. Nostalgia, when it
is there, is a rare luxury in these lives of active political participa-
tion; it is an attitude kept in line and controlled by a calculating
adult wary of, or having no time for, unbridled self-expression, at
least in an autobiography. As illustrative of this point, one should
note that Alberdi, while controlling his emotions towards the past in
his Autobiografia, does not hesitate to dwell longingly on his youth in
his letters — that is, in a different, more “‘private’ genre.!® In
autobiographies, the past is clearly conceived as being at the service
of the present: the “now” is clearly more important, to these
achievers, than the “then,” the “what I am” preferable to the “what
I was.”

The subordination of the past to the present and even, in a
continent much given to utopias, to the future is an imperative in
early nineteenth-century Spanish America. It is therefore not sur-
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prising that the literature of those early years, even while touched by
French Romanticism, more than dwelling on loss tends to conceive
itself in terms of gain and, in the true spirit of the Enlightenment,
makes progress its goal. When, for example, Andrés Bello, in his
silva, ““A la agricultura de la Zona Térrida’ (1826), exhorts Spanish
America to return to nature after the turmoil of the wars of
independence, it is to nature as agriculture, the source of future
prosperity — the classical topos — and not to nature fostering longing
and reverie. In addition, when the past comes up in texts of this
period, it invariably tends to the monumental. A composite of
remote (sometimes unfamiliar) myths interwoven with quasi-
contemporary exploits — such- as, for example, the carnivalesque
admixture of José Joaquin de Olmedo’s ode to Bolivar (1825) — the
past is a cause for celebration, not for nostalgia. As such it bypasses
personal reminiscence and, importantly, it avoids the recent, more
quotidian past. In the early nineteenth century there is no equiv-
alent of Hugo’s ““Tristesse d’Olympio’ in Spanish America. Nor, for
that matter, is there a true poetry of ruins: Heredia’s “En el teocalli
de Cholula” (1820), harking back, it too, to pre-Columbian times, is
less a mourning for that past than a denunciation of those “bar-
baric’’ times in the name of “civilized”’ modernity. Meditation on
the past, in general terms, seems only justified when it leads to an
aesthetics of reconstruction — an aesthetics in which the individual
has yet to find a place. Historically, this should not come as a
surprise. The immediate past of these writers is usually rooted in the
lapsed order of the Spanish colony and, as such, may seem too close
for comfort. Remembering it in personal terms (much less longing
for it) might entail an affective evaluation of that past and the world
it stood for, a risky venture that the Spanish American writer may
not be ready to tackle. That recent past, in which he was born or to
which he has close ties, is outmoded.!? As such, it is the one he needs
the most to forget.

... a plant from Havana, a plant from my country.
When I smelled its perfume I trembled and wept

a heavy tear on its petals.
Condesa de Merlin, Viaje a La Habana

There is a way of distancing yet not avoiding the evocation of a
personal past in nineteenth-century Spanish America, a way, not
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voluntarily chosen, that validates nostalgia as more than a solipsis-
tic exercise. It is the literature of exile (to be sure also a genre of
European Romanticism) in which the past is perceived as an
irrecoverable world, a patria out of reach in time and space, only
recaptured through the detailed recreation of writing. It is indeed
through the nostalgia of exile, a chink in the unblemished surface of
the monumental past, that the family life, as L6pez called it, appears
in the text. I shall not stop at the abundant examples of this
reminiscing stance in poetry, its favorite mode of expression; José
Maria Heredia’s ‘“Vuelta al Sur” and Juan Antonio Pérez Bonalde’s
“Vuelta a la Patria” are only two of many,?® perhaps the most
eloquent. In prose, and more specifically in autobiographical
writing, its manifestations are more interesting in that (unlike the
more conventional nostalgia found in lyric poetry) they are more
detailed, and certainly more individualistic. They introduce an
element of pleasure in the recreation of the past — a relish in the
telling akin to that of gossip — that allows for fuller versions of the
family tales. A good example, early in the nineteenth century, is Mis
doce primeros afios by Maria de las Mercedes Santa Cruz y Montalvo,
better known as the Condesa de Merlin.

An exile from Cuba, although not for political reasons, Mercedes
Merlin (as she signs herself in her letters to her compatriots) writes
in France what may well be the first account of childhood in Spanish
American literature. Written in French, and soon thereafter trans-
lated into Spanish, the book, Mis doce primeros anos, suffered the
misfortune that so often befalls such hybrids: considered neither
French nor Spanish American, it remained unclaimed by either
literature. The fact that the author was better known for her social
than for her literary graces — she held a well-frequented salon in Paris
during the monarchy of Louis Philippe, was a patroness of music,
and wrote a life of Malibran — may account in part for the benign
neglect from which she suffered as a writer.2! The fact that she was a
woman, at a time when writing, especially in Spanish America, was
seen as a man’s privilege, doubtless contributed an extra measure of
oblivion.

The first of two autobiographical texts, Mis doce primeros asios
(1831), records the author’s childhood from her birth in Havana in
1789 till her departure for Madrid, in 1802, to be reunited with a
mother she had hardly seen since birth. As Adriana Méndez
Rodenas convincingly argues, the text may be seen as an exercise in
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historiography sui generis, an ‘“‘arch-text of origins”’ that coincides
with — or rather antedates — Heredia’s vision of Cuba from afar.22
What I shall consider here, however, is the way in which this text, as
an autobiography, differs from other Spanish American autobiogra-
phies of the time. One of the reasons for this difference is that Mis
doce primeros afios was written by a woman; the other, -that it was
written outside Spanish America. The look from afar affects the
autobiographical stance: the “I” writes from another place. This
truism, while applicable to autobiographical writing in general,
attains material reality in the case of the exile. He or she writes,
quite literally, from another country, from another culture, or from
another language. The attempt to recapture a past that is marginal
to the present of self-writing makes for a dislocating exercise: self
and past are mutually exclusive, they have been torn asunder. The
past can only be integrated into the present through an exercise in
longing.

I do not speak here of those cases of temporary exile (Sarmiento is
a good example) in which the author, hopeful of return, strives for a
dynamic recreation of the past that will link up, quite naturally,
with the present and open a door to the future. In cases such as
these, exile — the place where the “I’” writes itself — is not considered
permanent but is rather a passing phase. The exile I am interested
in here, that of the Condesa de Merlin, is of another nature. It is not
transitory but definitive and, one might add, self-defining. Mer-
cedes Merlin finds her identity as a writer in exile and because of exile.
Only from the otherness she has, quite literally, espoused — she takes
on her French husband’s name and writes her memoirs in French —
can she gain access, obliquely, to the scene of writing. Only by
accepting loss (an idea totally repugnant to many of her ambitious
male contemporaries) does she regain, on paper, her country and
her childhood. The recreation of family life, which Vicente Fidel
Lépez saw as a reconstruction through imagination, becomes a
reconstruction through the faculty that most resembles it, the
faculty to reminisce. Indeed, Merlin opens her recollections on a
reminiscing note.

What the reader is about to read is not a novel. It is the simple story of my
childhood recollections and the result of chance. One summer afternoon,
as I wandered alone over the countryside, immersed in sweet melancholy, I
felt transported, little by little, into the past. There I searched for those
moments when I thought I had glimpsed the image of happiness, and my
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country and my childhood came up quite naturally in my mind. It was like
a sweet dream and, wishing to prolong it, I took up my pen when I returned
home and drew up this quick sketch of my first impressions in life.

In dedicating it to my friends, I feel I am taking them into my
confidence. I only ask of them a little sympathy in return. Far be it from me
to pretend to be an author.

I think because I feel, and I write what I think. That is all my art.23

This introduction opts for a Romantic aesthetics of recollection in
its most elegiac vein. Like the other Spanish American auto-
biographers of the period, the Condesa cherishes her Rousseau:
“Rousseau and his writings made me lose my mind”’ [me trastornaban
la cabeza] (p.111).2* Unlike her male counterparts, however, she
pays little attention to Rousseau’s self-vindicating streak (for which
she has little use), and is therefore better able to hear, in her exile,
the voice of longing and reverie. Her autobiography is the prolong-
ation of a vision, a dulce suerio that writing helps keep alive. In
addition, the introduction differs vastly from autobiographies of the
period claiming too to be “confidential.” In most of the latter, the
term ‘“‘confidential” is not so much a reference to what is being told
as it is a narrative ploy, a means of seducing the reader by
privileging him as a recipient. Sarmiento and Alberdi use the term,
as had Benjamin Franklin before them.2> Mercedes Merlin’s recol-
lections set out to be a confidence and keep their promise (insofar as
a published text can be confidential) by narrating the quotidian in a
ton mineur that courts the reader’s sympathy more than his admir-
ation. Finally, the Condesa’s opening statement, by belittling her
own importance and that of her text — she is not an ““author,” her
text is but a “quick sketch” — deviates from the monumental “I,”
that self-conscious historical creature nineteenth-century auto-
biographers are prone to choose for their persona, and allows for the
natural introduction of the petite histoire. The fact that the Condesa is
a woman, more visible socially than intellectually, surely accounts
for this self-deprecating pose, not infrequent in intelligent women of
means whose education has been neglected and who, one day,
discover their literary vocation in a male-oriented literary scene.
(Victoria Ocampo, in twentieth-century Argentina, is a prime
example of such an attitude.)?® In sum, it is the woman’s dubious
stature as an author that paradoxically affords her greater freedom in
the autobiographical venture. Not subjected to the strictures of the
genre — because of her gender she has no stature as a writer and no
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pretensions to historical documentation — Mercedes Merlin is free to
indulge in what her male Spanish American contemporaries tend to
repress.

The story the Condesa has to tell, if limited to facts, seems hardly
the idyllic childhood her introduction has prepared for us; instead, it
suggests a story of childhood uncertainties and abandonments, a bit
of Dickensiana from the tropics. Mercedes Santa Cruz y Montalvo is
the first-born child of the extremely wealthy Count and Countess of
Jaruco, themselves barely more than children when their daughter
is born:

I was born in Havana. My father, the descendant of one of the first families
in the city, on leaving childhood found himself the possessor of an enormous
fortune. He fell in love and, when he was fifteen, married my mother who
had just turned twelve, was beautiful as the dawn, and exhibited all the
natural charms that heaven, in all its munificence, can bestow on a human
being. Their first daughter filled them with joy and, one might add, with
surprise, especially my mother who had barely left off playing with dolls.
Thus she was not in the least disappointed when told I was a girl ...

(pp- 22-33)

This playful attitude — paternity and maternity as nursery make-
believe — is not without distressing results. When a dying relative of
the young father summons him to Europe a few months later, he
sails from Cuba with his wife, entrusting the child to the care of her
maternal great-grandmother, a loving matriarch she calls Mamita
and whom she will come to idolize. Supposed to last six months, the
parents’ absence prolongs itself throughout the better part of
Mercedes’ childhood. More than eight years would pass before the
child was to see her father, who reluctantly returned to Cuba in
1798, on a mission; it would be even longer before she saw her
mother, who never went back to the island. The Count and
Countess had acquired a taste for Madrid, had set up house there,
and had started a new family.

Mercedes Merlin does not record her reaction to her parents’
abandonment, stating, rather improbably, that “[m]y happiness
had been pure and without clouds from the day I was born till the
day I was separated from Mamita’’ (p. 60). In the absence of father
and mother, Mamita, as so many portentous Spanish American
matriarchs — the mamds viejas or mamds grandes of Spanish American
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literature — becomes the origin, the genealogical source that justifies
the child:

[Alfter having found positions for her eleven sons and consolidated their
fortunes, she commanded love and respect from those surrounding her. I
remember being present at several family reunions in her house where one
might count ninety-five persons, standing side by side. I was the last link in
the chain. (p- 24)

The father’s temporary return breaks that chain, separating the
child from Mamita. What follows in Mis doce primeros anos is a story of
separation, interruption and seemingly thoughtless, therefore all the
more poignant, neglect. Arbitrariness seems to rule Merlin’s family
romance. Although the father “seemed to want to compensate for
his past indifference by generously granting all my desires’ (p. 28)
he sends Mercedes off as a boarder to the convent of Santa Clara,
believing Mamita too lenient a guardian. The text registers the
child’s sense of entrapment within the rigid community, the pleas to
her uncompromising father for release, the passionate friendship
with a lonely, romantically mysterious nun who helps her escape
back to Mamita, the new separation that is imposed on her. One
last, decisive gesture from the father — to take the child to Spain to
her mother — cleaves this life in two and marks a watershed in the
text. Signifying the greatest uprooting, it takes alienation to a point
of crisis; at the same time, in the child’s eyes, it is a token of the
greatest reconciliation. Thus, separation will continue to mark this
text, scattering a self in the making, disrupting any attempt at
coherent self-composure. The place of origin is at odds with the
family romance. Cuba (with its synecdoche, Mamita) is synonymous
with the abandonment of the parents. Conversely, reunion with the
parents is synonymous with the abandonment of Cuba. The accept-
ance of one simultaneously precludes the possibility of living out the
other, banishes it from the present to a distant, other time.

At the beginning of her narrative, when referring to her parents’
crucial abandonment, Merlin resorts to euphemism as a form of
denial: “This first event of my life had a huge influence on my
education and my destiny” (p.23). As the text progresses, the
autobiographer’s urge to embellish wanes and her straight-
forwardness when describing the true dimensions of her plight
increases. However, if Mis doce primeros aros finally does spell out the
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child’s deprivation, the figure of the father himself, and indeed that
of the mother, appear untainted. Writing thirty years later, the
daughter dissipates blame, interprets shortcomings in a favorable
light:

The rigor he had used with me was not really his, did not agree with his
character. My age was so close to his that oftentimes when in my company
he found it difficult to play the role he felt he should be playing. He finally
came to recognize the mistake . .. But my father could not bring himself to
admit his injustice to me in my presence; if I interpreted his feelings, it was
because of the increased love and the extreme generosity he showed me.

(p-77)

Merlin’s first move, complying with the unwritten rules of
decorum, is to conceal in part, or at least to excuse, a lack. Yet her
story is more explicit than meets the eye, more explicit than perhaps
even she is aware of. The first part of her recollections, correspond-
ing to the years spent in Cuba, covertly brings up other voices that
do tell obliquely of that lack, that subvert the very image of restored
family harmony that Mis doce primeros afios, on one level, strives to
create. Surprisingly spare in its depiction of secondary characters,
the text focuses nonetheless on five characters, characters who have
remained sufficiently present in Merlin’s mind for her to devote to
four of them what amounts to a brief but no less eloquent secondary
story and, to the fifth, a full-blown narrative.?’” That the Condesa is
using these characters — four slaves and a cloistered nun — as partial
projections of herself, and their stories as self-reflections, as “allo-
biographies,” to use the term coined by Richard Butler,?8 is
obvious: through the telling of these “‘others” — five victims of
authority whose plights, in some way, she makes her own —she s, in
fact, revealing her own untold story.

A set piece relying on the more obvious clichés of the period, even
in its unlikely epistolary form, the romance of Sor Inés is the least
interesting of these secondary narratives. The confession of the
mysterious, melancholy nun who helped Merlin escape from the
convent is a story of thwarted love and repeated adversity, rich in
melodramatic touches, fatal gestures and ominous signs. It does,
however, start out with a theme — paternal injustice and neglect —
that is everpresent, if masked, in the Condesa’s own life story.
Despite the superficial similarities between the nun’s story and
Merlin’s life, there is a very basic difference: instead of passing over
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the father’s behavior lightly, or making excuses for his unthinking
intolerance, the story of Sor Inés, compensating with alacrity for
what remained unsaid in Merlin’s autobiography, is quite explicit
on the subject of the father’s cruelty.

The episodes concerning slaves are of greater interest, in that they
are taken very directly from the child’s everyday experience. It is not
my purpose here to evaluate, as have others, Mercedes Merlin’s
ambiguous stance towards slavery.?®> What does seem important is
the way in which she resorts, perhaps unwittingly but nonetheless
systematically, to a group whose place in society was essentially
uncertain, whose freedom of movement was nil and whose very
identity depended on a higher authority, to play out her own basic
comedy of origins and make visible its fissures, its contradictory
texture.

Three of the slave episodes are constructed according to a simi-
lar triangular pattern. The father and the slave are at opposite
extremes; between them stands the child, systematically playing the
good role, systematically interceding, correcting flaws and restoring
harmony. In the first story, she asks her father to free a runaway
slave and her wish is granted. In the second, she begs her father to
allow a young and sturdy female slave to work in the drying house
and not in the sugar mill itself so that she not be separated from her
baby; again the wish is granted. In the third, prior to her departure
from Cuba, Merlin intercedes yet again, in favor of her nanny, a
slave who had already once refused her freedom, when it was offered
her, to remain close to her charge. On this occasion, the favors asked
of the father are manifold; not only that Mama Dolores be granted
her freedom once more but that her children also be freed, and, in
addition, that they be given a house and a bit of land. Mercedes
herself, like a miniature lady bountiful, supervises the building and
furnishing of the new house. Before leaving for Europe, she has the
satisfaction of seeing Mama Dolores’ family reunited and eternally
grateful to her for her generosity.

In all these incidents Merlin gives herself the best role. Self-
aggrandizement is not absent from the autobiographer’s designs as
she retells these exemplary episodes that bring to mind the actions of
the Comtesse de Ségur’s near-perfect little girls. Beneath this gloss
of virtue, however, the child’s participation in these incidents
suggests another meaning. All three episodes may be read as
projections, and corrections, of some flaw in her family situation.
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The first shows an individual deprived of his freedom by a figure of
authority; the second, a mother who begs not to be separated from
her child; the third (significantly enough, on the eve of the child’s
departure from her homeland), the vicarious restoration of the
family romance. Compensation and satisfaction are achieved here
not through dreams and fabulations but by projection and dis-
placement. In showing how the child could mend the lives of
others, the autobiographer only reveals more glaringly the unmend-
able quality of her own. As for the remaining slave episode, it
follows a somewhat different pattern: it is the recollection of the
child’s encounter with a distraught female slave mourning the
death of her baby and it is the one break Merlin cannot mend. The
fact that this fourth episode reproduces the fantasy to which neg-
lected children resort in order to punish their parents — imagining
their own death and their mother’s inconsolable grief — seems to
confirm the compensatory nature of these episodes.

The Condesa de Merlin’s desire to restore harmony goes beyond
this oblique and creative tampering with her own family romance.
It is not by chance, after all, that her most flamboyant charitable
intervention — that of freeing her nanny’s family and reuniting its
members — takes place just before her departure from Cuba: the
gesture is emblematic of a more general strategy of reconciliation
and embellishment that operates throughout the text. Like her
nanny’s family, Cuba must be ‘“fixed,” restored before departure:

I wanted no one to be dissatisfied with me when I left Havana, so while
my father occupied himself with the preparations for the trip, I took care
of the affairs of my heart. I had only debts of gratitude to pay ... The
memory of our past pleasures only brings longing to our souls; the
memory of our sorrows only renews those sorrows; and both pleasures and
sorrows, elusive even when they occur, appear later on in our imagin-
ations as ancient paintings, half-faded and altered by time. However,
when memory takes us back to the little good we have done, we recover
the same sweet sensation, alive and identical in every way to how it was
then. (p-87)

This virtuous meddling, interpreted in retrospect as a successful
means to protect a happy past from the erosion of time, allows a
very provident child to stock up on pleasant memories that the
autobiographer will later put to good use. For it is not that, like her
master Rousseau, the Condesa calls up only the good from her
childhood forsaking the bad; it is simply that, thanks to the mani-
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pulation to which she has subjected her past, there is no bad. The
childhood past in Cuba must be happy. Thus, in a sense, the opening
lines of Mis doce primeros afios, where the Condesa claims to find ‘“‘an
image of happiness” in her childhood and in her country of origin,
are not inaccurate in spite of the facts themselves. The auto-
biographer here sets out to find the goodness she herself has taken
the precaution to store.

The traumatic departure from Cuba, ““at the age where habits
have such tender roots” (p.g1), marks the end of the Condesa’s
childhood and its continuation in the realm of the imaginary; it
signifies the difference between living (in) Cuba and imagining
Cuba from afar. It also marks, most importantly, the beginning of
the child’s interest in books, practically nonexistent while on the
island: “I barely knew how to read or write” (p. 97). This interest
develops, quite literally, as she is borne away from her homeland.
On the ship she “expressed the wish to continue studying French”
(p. 94) and was coached by an officer in her readings of Racine; once
in Madrid, she read everything her mother would allow, especially
Madame de Staél. Little by little, Cuba would become a literary
construct for the Condesa. Forty years later, when writing La
Havane, the autobiographical account of her first trip back to Cuba
since childhood,3° she would reconstruct her island less from direct
observation than from notes provided at her request by Cuban
writer friends, from unacknowledged borrowings from costumbrista
authors and from her own memories.3! Rediscovery came to her less
from what she saw on that trip than from what she read, remem-
bered and imagined.

The elegiac, clearly literary character of the Condesa de Merlin’s
recreation of the homeland in Mis doce primeros anos was not lost on
the more insightful of her compatriots. In Havana, Domingo del
Monte, reviewing the newly published French version, praised the
text for “that sweet love of the homeland ... which we consider the
purest feeling of the heart,”’32 and accurately placed it in a literary
tradition, pointing out its affinities with other elegiac texts. These
other texts were not Spanish American (nor even Spanish), for the
Condesa’s nostalgic reminiscing and intimate tone lacked Hispanic
antecedents; they were, instead, Chateaubriand’s René and Lamar-
tine’s Meéditations. Paradoxically, however, del Monte chides the
author for the inevitable consequences of the very elegiac aspect he
praises: he calls attention to the text’s inaccuracies and anachro-
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nisms, even when he finds them to a point ‘““excusable given the time
that separates the observation of the subject from the painting of the
picture.”’33 What del Monte does not see is that Mis doce primeros afios
must perforce be anachronistic: it recreates what has been (or what
the author imagines has been), not what is.

In spite of this auspicious beginning, Mis doce primeros anios was not
a widely read text in Spanish America and has indeed slumbered,
practically unheeded, except by the very few — writers like Cabrera
Infante, Carpentier, Arenas — who on occasion pay its author
homage. More than thirty years would go by before childhood
recollections of this kind gained acceptance in Spanish America as a
way of structuring the past. Even then, this acceptance was achieved
outside autobiography: the immense popularity of a novel, Maria
(1867) — incidentally, a text also dealing with harsh paternal
authority and powerless individuals — would be responsible for
giving the nostalgic recreation of the childhood paradise literary
standing in Spanish America.

Successive generations of readers have hailed Jorge Isaacs’ novel as
one of the highlights — perhaps the most brilliant — of nineteenth-
century Spanish American fiction. Critics unanimously agree:
Maria, they believe, arrived in a most timely way to legitimate a
specific literary discourse, that of Romanticism. Most of those
critics, however, have stopped short at this conclusion, unwilling to
explore the reason for Maria’s phenomenal success or to discover,
precisely, what the novel gave legitimacy to. Thus the enormous
impact of the novel has been reduced to the fact that it was a
well-told story of ill-fated love, more or less in the tradition of
Benjamin Constant, made all the more poignant of course by the
foreseeable death of the heroine. As a result of this reduction, the
general criterion to judge Maria has been invariably lachrymose:
tears are shed and those tears in some way ratify the novel’s
excellence. No one has stopped to consider other possible impli-
cations of this mournful stance, nor to inquire further into the
reasons for Maria’s favorable reception. For Maria is indeed a
legitimating text — not merely of the Romantic sentimental novel,
Spanish American style, but of an ideological posture that exceeds
generic boundaries and affords a new look at the past. If tears flow in
Maria — and they do: the author himself invites his readers to weep —
they flow for more than a lost love. From the beginning, multiple
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signs point to a larger loss, one for which the death of the loved one
(the Maria of the title) is but a token: it is the loss of a childhood
paradise and, more concretely, the loss of the family home. Isaacs’
novel, in a masterly gesture, incorporates the petite histoire of the
immediate past — of his own immediate past, as we know, although it
is not my purpose here to read Maria as an autobiography — and
succeeds in giving it the stature of myth.3*

The petite histoire that Isaacs recreates through the evocation of his
first-person narrator is, like that of the Condesa de Merlin, embel-
lished by longing and desire. The unsavory aspects of the family
romance — notably the harshness of a thrifty father who cannot
tolerate weakness and loss — are glossed over, never taken at face
value; the ambiguous crisscrossings of desire and emotion within
the family circle, striking even in those pre-Freudian times, are
defused (or perhaps rendered blatant) by the sheer innocence with
which they are evoked.3> The past was good, the text tells us again
and again, working against the evidence that it clearly was not,
patiently building a lyric imposture of incredibly seductive power.
And that past reconstructed so diligently coincides — unlike the
monumental recreations of Olmedo or even the prestigious gallery
of forebears proposed by Sarmiento — with the most immediate,
individual, past, the one left behind days, hours before. There is no
future in Maria or rather its future is its past: from the very
beginning the text is a protracted farewell.

Unlike the Condesa de Merlin in her enhanced recreation of
childhood, Isaacs has an eye for evocative trivia and knows how to
anchor nostalgia with detailed, if selective, precision. He is a master
of what Richard Coe calls curiosa nostalgica: ‘“‘the minutiae of daily
life, familiar to anyone of that generation but now unknown and
unrecorded, are details of a manner of existence which was funda-
mentally acceptable and therefore right; and so their passing can
inspire nothing but regret.”’36 Thus the eminently satisfying re-
creation of objects, meals, everyday occupations and petty rituals
gives structure to this idyllic past and, at the same time, makes it
ageless. Protected from chronology, the past in Maria is akin to that
cyclical time Bakhtin observes in ancient literatures: ““an idealized,
agricultural everyday life, one interwoven with the times of nature
and myth.”%7

Isaacs’ urge to reconstruct the childhood paradise does not stem,
as does that of the Condesa de Merlin, from geographic exile. Yet
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the theme of exile pervades this text: on an anecdotal level, it is
significantly connected to the figure of the father and, on a meta-
phoric level, it is to be traced in the many forms of loss and
banishment alluded to in the novel. One of the very real losses
artfully concealed by textual legerdemain is a decisive material loss:
the father suffers a financial setback the results of which (although
only hinted at in the text) definitely jeopardize the family’s security,
its social standing and signal the replacement of one form of
production by another. It is this reversal that shatters, as much as
the tragically thwarted love story and perhaps even more, the
family’s harmony, threatening to banish its members from the
patriarchal paradise.

I mention Isaacs’ novel because I believe Maria has considerable
bearing on Spanish American attitudes towards the past. Vindicat-
ing the family history in its most minute, though far from insigni-
ficant, detail, Maria provides a concrete, Spanish American mold for
the timeless topos of paradise lost. It marks the inauguration of the
patriarchal archive and makes the writer its guardian and record-
keeper, establishes him, as it were, as an official memorator. Let it be
remembered that Maria was published in 1867, a time of political
and cultural reorganization throughout most Spanish American
countries that led to a conversion from old to new ways of pro-
duction. If not a period of political turmoil, it is — under the patina of
order and progress — a period of deep, often disquieting, social and
economic transformations, the ideological consequences of which
will be decisive in the shaping of Spanish America. But it is also,
after times of strife and anarchy, a period of relative calm, conducive
to an ideological reassessment of the most recent past. Maria, with
its prettified recreation of the family romance, comes as a con-
solation and a relief. As if endowed with talismanic power, it
reassuringly provides the means to look at that past and to relish
what it has to offer — which is, after all, what has been stored in it
from the very beginning. Writing one’s childhood can be a form of
investment, a capitalistic gesture; husbanding the products of the
past, as embellished by memory, can result in an act of power, an
attribution of privilege. Indeed, the family tale is not unlike a
personal fortune, to be shared with peers and preserved from
outsiders. Not surprisingly, it will also often lead to a dreamy
exercise in collective narcissism, a gazing into an officiously selective
mirror that only flatters the onlooker and his look-alikes.
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A school for life: Miguel Cané’s Juvenilia

Let us tighten the circle and watch over it.
Miguel Cané, De cepa criolla

As much as a desire for conservation, defensiveness may inform the
need to remember the past. Under the patina conferred upon them
by nostalgia, childhood and family tales can be provocative ideo-
logical statements, especially at times when the autobiographer
perceives himself — and the peers he would have share his more or
less fantasized communal experience — to be threatened. A par-
ticular case in point is that of the Argentine writers of the generation
of 1880 (Lucio V. Mansilla, Miguel Cané, Lucio Vicente Lépez,
Eduardo Wilde, Eugenio Cambaceres), a loose group whose reason
for being owes as much to chronology as it does to social class.!
Prosperous bourgeois for the most part, these writers occupy
prominent and powerful positions in Argentine public life: they are
diplomats, politicians and jurists, and simultaneously devote con-
siderable time (and a sustained, often perplexed attention) to the
practice of literature. In their writings, they cultivate a fragment-
ation that is as much aesthetic as it is ideological; shunning generic
categories, they also shun a univocal authorial attitude that might
prove too explicit and thus confine them to a single image. The
literature of the 1880s in Argentina is much given to creative
digression — a fireside chat, a well-told story, a pleasant recollection,
a well-placed joke. Writing for friends and family (Entre-Nos, the title
of Mansilla’s collection of causeries, aptly qualifies the literary
production of the whole generation), these writers, not surprisingly,
often refer to a past shared with their readers and, again not
surprisingly, make autobiography one of their preferred modes of
expression. More importantly, several of them devote works to their
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childhoods. Lucio Vicente Lépez, the son of the historian, looks
back to childhood in his strongly autobiographical novel, La gran
aldea. Two others make their greatest contribution in the form of
childhood memoirs: Eduardo Wilde writes Aguas abajo, published
posthumously in 1914, and Miguel Cané writes Juvenilia (1882). Of
these two, Wilde’s text is the more seductive; however, for reasons
that exceed literary merit, I shall postpone it in favor of Cané’s
Juvenilia, a text which, like Maria, earned immediate (and, in
Argentina, undying) popularity.

Although a childhood story, and a nostalgic one at that, Juvenilia
does not celebrate the homestead nor does it dwell on family life.
Paradise lost is no longer rustic (the idyllically preindustrial valley
of Cauca, in Maria) but urban (the city of Buenos Aires as it evolves
from sprawling town to bustling metropolis). Nature, as a setting for
childhood nostalgia, has been replaced by culture, family has been
substituted by a broader (though, as we shall see, no less intimate)
community. Within an already protected cultural construct (what
Angel Rama would later term la ciudad letrada), Cané carves out
another, more protected space whence to celebrate childhood, the
prestigious Colegio Nacional de Buenos Aires where he spent six
years as a boarder.

The schoolboy story is, of course, a set piece, one that would earn
increasing popularity in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as a
childhood picaresque, benign or mordant according to the author’s
point of view. It is important to note that the genre (if one may call it
that) had not manifested itselfin Spanish America before Cané. One
comes close to it in those sections of Guridi y Alcocer’s Apuntes
devoted to his early days in the seminary, one of them suitably
entitled 7Travesuras y gramdtica, that is, pranks and grammar. But
Guridi, eager as he is to go beyond those carefree years in order to
highlight his later victimization by the Mexican ecclesiastical
establishment, does not devote full attention to that period of his
childhood. Incidentally, till late in the nineteenth century, sem-
inaries, imbued with the spirit of scholasticism, would have been the
only places in Spanish America affording the closed locus necessary
to schoolboy sagas. The fact that these institutions usually bred
unimaginative conformism or resentful dissent made them highly
unlikely locations for an idealized recreation of the childhood past.
That, besides the scant attention devoted to childhood stories in
general, may explain both the enduring scarcity of such pieces and
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the praise that greeted Cané for what was unquestionably, given its
context, a highly original text.2

There is no evidence that Cané had read Thomas Hughes’ Tom
Brown’s Schooldays, published in 1857, but we do know, from his
frequent references, that he was quite familiar with Dickens and
especially partial to David Copperfield. Kipling — with whom the
paternalistic and xenophobic Cané might have shared more than
one attitude — had yet to write Stalky and Co. (1890). If I think of Tom
Brown and of Stalky, it is because Juvenilia presents remarkable
affinities with them, even if it does not share their narrative
techniques. A conservative text, it indulges in the celebration of the
formative years as a privileged period from which the boy emerges a
better man, a potentially worthy citizen, and the possessor of (as
Kipling put it) “Truth and God’s Own Common Sense, / Which is
more than knowledge.”’? Like those two related texts, Juvenilia shies
away from any sign of disorder and ignores anything that might
threaten the constructive quality it seeks for itself. This is not
Musil’s Young Torless, this is not Vargas Llosa’s Time of the Hero; even
the violence or mindless childish brutality that does appear in
Hughes and in Kipling (the better to be overcome of course) is
absent from Cané’s benign and calculatedly good-humored re-
creation.*

Juvenilia was published in 1882, in Vienna, when the author was
thirty-one years old. The reader may have difficulty keeping this fact
in mind, given the exaggerated aura Cané bestows on his recollec-
tions and the sense of distance and longing with which he evokes
them. The first page suffices to set the regretful tone:

I confess in all truth that when setting down these recollections from my
schoolboy days I only intended to while away long and lonely hours, many
of them spent, as is now the rule in my life, far away from my country.
Melancholy hours, unpleasantly weighted down by nostalgia, they would
light up with the inner light of reminiscence as I evoked the memories of my
childhood and my pen summoned smiling scenes from the past, driving
away the shadows as birds are driven away from ruins by the oncoming
morning light. (p. 27)

This, thinks the reader, reinforced in his impressions by the
heavy-handed ubi sunt motif that appears throughout the intro-
duction, is the work of a man well along in life who resorts to
pleasant memories as an antidote to end-of-the-road “shadows.”
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But the reader is wrong of course. Cané is in his prime and is only
going back thirteen years into his past; fuvenilia is not a product of
old age, as is the case with many regretful recollections, but Cané’s
second published volume and, it could be argued, his first real
book.?

Several reasons might explain Cané’s distancing strategy. The
first and most obvious is of an aesthetic nature: setting these
memories beyond reach, far into an irrecuperable past, is clearly a
meliorative technique. It is also a self-serving one, implying that the
author rereads the past in the light of a rich, accumulated experi-
ence and comments fruitfully on life’s lesson. The image of the wise
old man is enhanced by that of the philosopher.6 Other, purely
biographical reasons for Cané’s lofty attitude should also be kept in
mind. For example, Cané’s many achievements in the public sphere
— doctor in jurisprudence at twenty-one, member of Parliament at
twenty-three, Postmaster General at twenty-nine, Ambassador at
thirty — may well have made him feel like the elder statesman he
impersonates so well in Juvenilia. Finally, the fact that he wrote the
book on one of his many diplomatic missions, far away from home,
must surely have reinforced the psychological distance between the
present-day adult and the child left behind. All these reasons
doubtless play a role in Cané’s choice of his reminiscing stance.
However there are other, perhaps less evident reasons for this
authoritarian, fatherly posture: a close reading of Juvenilia gradually
discloses, within this apparently simple and pleasant little book, an
ideological position that is not so simple — and, at times, not so
pleasant.

Cané’s entrance to the Colegio Nacional occurs days after his
father’s death. This particular timing, the first chapter tells us, was
in fact chosen by the young Cané:

I was to begin school three months after my father’s death. The sorrow at
home, the constant reminder of our grief, my mother’s silent weeping made
me wish to shorten the wait and I myself asked to begin as soon as the
funeral was over. (p- 39)

The weight of Miguel Cané senior’s death on his son, and on his
son’s book, is of singular importance. A man of letters himself, a
good friend of Alberdi and a member of the ground-breaking
generation of 1837, the father died without having fulfilled his
promise as a writer and a scholar, a fact resented by the son who
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attributes it to the confusion of the period in which he lived.” In a
laudatory piece entitled ‘“My Father” — a text viewed by Cané as a
prologue of sorts to_Juvenilia® — the son evokes his father in a striking
way:

My positive memories begin with my father’s death. It came in 1863, when
I was twelve years old. Although his countenance, his expression, his tone
(sometimes severe, sometimes loving) at different moments of his life come
up in my mind like a clear, spiritual vision, the final image of him was so
violent that, each time I try to recall the lively after-dinner conversations,
brimming with intelligence, each time I try to conjure my father’s face — his
expressive eyes alight with enthusiasm as he spoke of art and literature, of
emotions experienced in his travels, of the turmoils of his agitated life — a
veil of shadows covers everything. What prevails is the lifeless, fatigued,
inert face of the end, the labored breathing and, finally, the supreme
stillness of repose.®

“My Father” culminates in a poignant note: ‘“‘a thought haunts me
constantly like a dream of vanished happiness: Oh to have lived the
life of the mind and the life of the heart at my father’s side!” (p. 22).
But Cané’s celebration is also an impassioned effort to excuse the
father’s shortcomings. This exquisite man of letters and protector of
the arts never published a book; all he wrote “were fugitive pieces,
impressions jotted down in passing, scenes from his travels, im-
provisations of the moment,” while dreaming of writing ‘“‘the
national novel, the one that is yet to be written, the one we shall not
see, the one our children will write’” (pp. 20—21). Cané’s portrait of
his father could be seen, not inaccurately, as a summary of his own
performance. He too produced ephemeral pieces, had a project for a
national novel, De cepa criolla, which he left unfinished, and also
wrote (as did most of his contemporaries) in a fragmentary way. Yet
unlike his father he did produce one complete, coherent, well-
rounded book — Juvenilia itself.

Adolfo Prieto argues persuasively that in the latter part of the
nineteenth century, Argentine autobiographers often express a
sense of displacement, even failure, when measuring their lives
against those of their illustrious forebears, notably of their own
fathers.!® Basing his view on the autobiographies of Carlos Guido y
Spano and Lucio V. Mansilla, both of whom had inordinately
strong father figures to look up to,!! Prieto proposes that self-irony
and flippancy be seen as a way to attenuate pressure, as a diversion
from the demands the autobiographer feels are imposed upon him.
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Less convincingly, however, Prieto argues against a similar reading
of Cané, disengaging him (and also disengaging Eduardo Wilde,
again questionably) from the anxiety of paternal influence. In
neither writer, Prieto claims, is the father figure so cumbersome that
it justifies the self-irony and humor of the texts.!2

Yet Juvenilia, that most charming of texts, those ““childish adven-
tures from a happy, self-mocking adolescent epic,”!3 is seriously and
indelibly marked by the father. The fact that juvenilia commences
with the father’s death and that Cané, immediately before under-
taking his childhood memoirs, feels the need to write ‘“Mi padre,”
conjuring the dead man’s “lifeless, fatigued, inert face” as if to give
it new life, shows how strongly the two — father and colegio — are
linked, at least in his mind. In addition, it shows how necessary it
was for the son to come to terms, in some way, with the figure of
authority he had just lost, before embarking on a cultural adventure
that would lead him, precisely, to emulate that figure.

As presented in Juvenilia, the school experience is a continuation of
the father’s lesson and at the same time a way of blotting out his
death. If Cané claims that his positive memories begin when his
father’s life ends — that is, when he enters school — it is because (as
the Condesa de Merlin and Isaacs before him) he has chosen to store
only the good, or else he has chosen what amounts to the same, to
read his past only in a flattering light. The positive character of
Juvenilia is twofold. On a first level, these memories are positive
because, read retrospectively as an antidote to the father’s death,
they are humorous and pleasant. If there is some allusion, in the first
three chapters, to the child’s loss and to his loneliness as “the new
boy,” it is rapidly and effectively amended by the comic trivia of
boarding-school life — students’ inventive efforts to avoid early
morning call, inedible institutional food, stratagems to deceive
masters, and other anecdotes of the sort, typical of the genre. The
book continues much in the same vein, poking fun here and there at
students and masters, its structure assured less by progression than
by the accumulation of humorous incidents and pranks.

On another level, Cané’s book is positive — and I return here
to the general constructive thrust that connects Juvenilia to Tom
Brown’s Schooldays and Stalky and Co. — because it narrates an
instructive experience, one that, in Cané’s precise case, accom-
plished the formation that his father did not live to give him. The
Colegio Nacional, for Cané, will quite literally stand in loco parentis
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and, more concretely, in loco patris. It is no accident that Cané dwells
with such longing on the two rectors who most influenced him, the
old and loving Dr. Agiiero, who believed his boys could do no
wrong, and the younger, physically and intellectually dynamic
Amédée Jacques, brought in during Bartolomé Mitre’s presidency
to take charge of the institution. The sympathetic description of the -
good Dr. Agiiero is an example of the tribute Cané pays to his
memory:

As Dr. Agiiero grew increasingly frail, it became customary for a student to
sit up with him every night. Dr Agiiero did not go to bed; in a huge Voltaire
chair (the old man never suspected it was called thus!), he slumbered at
odd moments, giving in to fatigue. We had to read to him for a couple of
hours till the monotonous voice (or perhaps the tediousness of the subject
matter) made him doze off. How well I remember that room, feebly lit by a
light made softer by an opaque lampshade, the silence only broken by the
cry of the night-watchman and, at dawn, by the stealthy steps of some
fugitive returning to the fold! We would always read him the life of a saint
from a book with green covers that invariably held a twenty peso bill on
page 1o1. All the students at school knew that it had been placed there
deliberately by the good Rector who, every morning, would naively check
its presence at the mentioned page and delight in the good morals of his
little children, as he called us.

More than once did I awake with a start on the sofa, placed close to him,
where I had stretched out fully clothed. He would pat my head and say
with a voice full of affection: ‘““Sleep, child, itis not yet time.” Time was five
o’clock, when I would go to an adjoining room, light a fire (always with
pine wood) in the brazier, and serve him mate till seven. Then he would say:
“Go to such-and-such a cupboard and take the plate you’ll find there. It’s
for you.” This was the reward, the prize for the night-watch, and we all
knew by heart what it was; an apricot and a biscuit that he had us eat
slowly, one after the other, the apricot last.

Never once did it cross our minds to protest against that service. The
custom had such an affectionate, patriarchal quality to it that we con-
sidered it a duty owed an old and sickly father by his sons.  (pp. 58-59)

Agiiero is the lenient father whose authority is on the wane; being
a man of the cloth, he stands for an outdated educational system.
Jacques, on the other hand, is the dynamic figure of authority, the
demanding French normalien charged by the President of the
Republic to update the colegio: “‘the state of education at school was
deplorable until its direction was taken over by the wisest man to
ever set foot on Argentine soil”’ (p. 61), writes Cané hyperbolically.
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A more enlightened father than Agiiero, Jacques preaches positiv-
ism triumphant — “the philosophy of the really superior men of
science of all times” (p. 82) — where his predecessor had expounded
the bland version of scholasticism left behind by Spain. But the tacit
comparison of these two father figures implies more than the
contrast between two systems of learning. In a subtle way, it also
opposes two periods, two cultural systems and two areas of cultural
influence. If the paternalistic and bumbling Agiiero is a remnant of
Colonial times, the challenging and cultivated Jacques — who at a
moment’s notice can replace any master and teach any subject—is a
model for Cané and his generation, a new version of the French
honnéte homme that students will seek to emulate.

In spite of its autobiographical nature, Juvenilia can hardly be seen
as the story of one individual. The “I’’ does occupy the center of the
narrative, but it is a center to which others are most readily
admitted. Very few passages maintain the prolonged use of the first
person, the “I”’ rapidly giving place to an all-encompassing, very
seductive “we.” A good measure of the book’s success lies precisely
in the adroit use of that plural: it created the illusion that Juvenilia
had happened to everybody when, in reality, it had happened only
to Cané and a handful of men.!*

Underlying the pleasantly evoked childish escapades, underlying,
too, Cané’s blurry family romance,'® is the permanent awareness of
class bonding. Gradually, and none too subtly, a network of
prestigious connections grows before the reader’s eyes. An exercise
in communal reminiscing, Juvenilia is also an exercise in purposeful
name-dropping. Schoolmates are mentioned more for what they
have become than for what they were: “the boy who sat next to me,
Julidn Aguirre, a native of Jujuy and at present a distinguished
magistrate” (p. 73); “my friend Valentin Balbin, a distinguished
engineer today’’ (p. 88); “I was friendly with one of the older boys,
nowadays a doctor and a member of Parliament, one of the most
authentically Argentine types [uno de los tipos mds criollos] and one of
the kindest hearts I have known in my life”’ (p. 44). The most
conspicuous example of this self-validating strategy through pres-
tigious association with power and authority, is to be found in
Cané’s account of his most serious prank. Having incited the class to
rebel against the vice-rector, he is severely punished by Monsieur
Jacques and expelled. And so,
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... fifteen minutes later I found myself ignominiously expelled with all my
goods and chattels — that is with my little trunk — outside the school door. It
was half-past eight at night. I thought things over. My family and all my
relatives offin the country and I without a peso in my pocket. . . what to do?
The predicament I found myself in seemed of vast proportions and David
Copperfield a pygmy by comparison; I believed myself lost forever in the
eyes of society. I wandered for an hour, naturally without my trunk which I
had left in the vestry of San Ignacio, and finally collapsed on a bench in
Victoria square. A man went by, recognized me, asked me some questions
and, taking me affectionately by the hand, led me to his home where he had
me share a room with his sons, who were friends of mine. He was Don
Marcos Paz, then President of the Republic, and one of the purest and
kindest men to be born on Argentine soil.

Some of Jacques’ enemies, wishing to profit from my violent expulsion,
urged my mother to bring criminal charges against him. My mother, who
only thought of my future, vigorously refused and went to see Jacques
herself ... [A]fter much pleading, she wrested from him a promise to take
me back as a day boy provided I passed my exams with a grade of “fair.”
Luck and my own effort worked in my favor: I passed those first-year
exams with highest honors and was readmitted once again as a boarder.

(pp. 71-72)

Cané makes it a point to show that his readmission was the result of
his individual hard work and not of political pressure; but at the
same time he takes care to indicate that the possibility of that
pressure — of which Jacques, the foreigner, would have been the
victim — lay very much within his reach.

Cané is conscious of this class bonding, conscious too of the fact
that as he weaves his childhood tale he is also telling a bigger story,
that of a select institution. This Colegio Nacional, a choice breeding
ground for a young élite thanks to the overhauling effected by
Amédée Jacques at Bartolomé Mitre’s request, this place where
meals were punctuated by readings from the exemplary biographies
of national heroes contained in Mitre’s Galeria histérica argentina,
gave a privileged group ““‘the preparation that paved the way to all
intellectual roads” (p. 157). Juvenilia is a success story, not of an “‘I”’
but of a cohesive ‘“we’” produced by the Colegio Nacional. Written
during a time of threatening social change — xenophobia directed
towards immigrants was, overtly or covertly, one of the great themes
of the period — Cané’s book may be read, and indeed should be read,
as a rallying cry to the successful happy few; to the elegant,
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intelligent boys from “civilized’’ Buenos Aires who, throughout the
pages of Juvenilia, outwit their dullard provincial schoolmates, make
fun of their ignorant Italian or Spanish servants, and seduce
dark-skinned chinitas on their clandestine outings. Not so much an
elegiac musing over lost youth, Juvenilia is a paean to future growth.
Mentally reviewing the past in his introduction, Cané notes how
some of his schoolmates have disappeared from view or have not
fulfilled their potential. Comfortingly enough, these are only excep-
tions, destined to enhance the achievements of others:

Not all have disappeared and some stand out with honor in the present
national scene. If these pages were to fall under their eyes, let their ties to
the school, weakened by the years gone by, grow strong once more; may
these memories be a source of pleasure for them as they bring back the
happy hours of childhood . ..

Let us all, through a common effort, give new life to the Colegio Nacional
that nurtured us intellectually, let us banish religious issues from its
classrooms and, if we do not have Jacques to place at its head, let us raise to
that position of honor a man whose spirit is open to the powerful evolution
of the time, a believer in science and in human progress. (pp- 57-58)

The rallying call is blatant in this appeal to the old-boy spirit. Yet
Cané complements this explicit invitation by a more private
bonding with his peers, one that is implicit in the elegantly dis-
engaged attitude he cultivates throughout his texts. Like so much of
the writing of the period, Juvenilia disparages its own importance,
claiming for itself the ton mineur. Ironically, for one who would later
institutionalize the study of literature in the University of Buenos
Aires and who also ardently defended copyright laws, Cané belittles
his presence as a writer in Juvenilia. He calls his text “a chat”
(p. 139), notes that words ‘““appear” effortlessly under his pen, refers
to his recollections as “destined for my friends’ eyes only” (p. 29),
succeeds in conferring to Juvenilia the intimacy of gossip. Cultural
- allusion — so important to (if often misunderstood by) a Sarmiento —
becomes a coded language, a private means of communication not
devoid of irreverence, sanctioned by a gentlemen’s agreement. Used
less to bolster an argument than to establish a self-satisfied compli-
city, these frequently incomplete allusions (a quotation, a reference,
with no indication of source that might help a lay reader) are
pleasure objects, luxury items rarely elaborated but recognizable to
the connoisseur. They have the charm of witty, if frivolous, tattle:
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“the old man’s horse desperately begged for light, like Goethe on his
deathbed” (p. 30).

Of all the texts written by the members of the generation of 1880,
Cané’s autobiographical account seems to have been the most
fortunate; because of its quaint and apparently innocuous stance,
because it is routinely included in high school curricula, because it
defends ‘““values” in a manner sympathetic to many, it is certainly
the one that has earned the greatest popular appeal. In Argentine
schools today, the great-grandchild of the immigrant whom Cané
feared and sought to keep at a distance through the class bonding
process illustrated in Juvenilia, reads and identifies with the “I”’ of
Juvenilia. One would like to think that the irony would not be lost on
Cané.

Molloy, Sylvia. At Face Value: Autobiographical Writing In Spanish America.
E-book, Cambridge [U.K.]: Cambridge University Press, 1991, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.07623. Accessed 21 Oct 2020.
Downloaded on behalf of University of Pennsylvania



6

The search for Utopia: Picon Salas looks forward
to the past

It is wonderful to speak of the past in a land like
Venezuela where the future holds so little hope.
Picén Salas, Odisea de tierra firme

If the recreation of childhood, colored by idealization and nostalgia,
comes into its own in the second half of the nineteenth century, it
does not always appear in Spanish America in what one might call a
pure state. Notwithstanding prestigious and well-received examples
such as Renan’s Souvenirs d’enfance et de jeunesse, Anatole France’s Le
Livre de mon ami and the greatly successful David Copperfield, to which
should be added, this side of the Atlantic, Ismaelillo, the enormously
influential book of poems calling attention to childhood that Marti
wrote to his three-year-old son, many Spanish American auto-
biographers of the twentieth century continued to make quick work
of their early years, intent as they were on aggrandizing the adult. In
Peru, for example, José Santos Chocano, in his autobiography
subtitled “The Thousand and One Adventures,” strategically sup-
presses childhood from his story. The chapter bearing the somewhat
grandiose title “El hombre que no fue nifio”” — the man who was
never a child — begins, without a jot of self-irony, in the following
fashion: “The man who was never a child. This might seem like a
frivolous phrase striving for literary effect when it is merely the stark
expression of a fearful reality. My childhood was the War of the
Pacific.”! In other instances, while childhood is recovered, it is
usually inserted in a larger context, presented as the first installment
of what is usually a lifelong story. Such are the cases of Enrique
Gémez Carrillo, José Vasconcelos, Enrique Gonzilez Martinez,
Victoria Ocampo, Pablo Neruda and Maria Rosa Oliver, to give but
a few examples, all of whom devote initial sections, if not initial
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volumes of their autobiographies to their childhood years. In these
examples, nostalgia is not usually the primary impulse that triggers
the evocation: given the thrust of these endeavors — to bring the
narrative up to present-day adulthood and up to the now of
self-writing — the autobiographer often gears his childhood towards
the future, bypassing elegiac elements that might weigh the story
down.? This seems to be particularly the case with texts that are
strongly marked by an adult political commitment, such as
Neruda’s memoirs or Maria Rosa Oliver’s autobiographical trilogy,
texts in which childhood events, and reactions to those events, are
reread from an explicit political ideology.3

According to the spirit in which childhood is called upon — as the
first stage of a life or as an entity in itself — the manner and even the
form of the evocation may vary. It will vary, too, according to the
figure the autobiographer sees himself cutting before the public at
the time of his writing.* Unlike, precisely, Renan and Anatole
France who, at the height of their careers, thought nothing of
devoting an entire volume to childhood and revelled in the evocation
of, as Renan puts it, “the faraway sounds of a vanished Atlantis,’’>
Spanish American writers with some degree of visibility, especially
those playing a role in the political scene, have been less prone to
allow themselves such a luxury. Indeed, a look at some of the
Spanish American autobiographers who have treated their early
years as independent, self-sufficient units, giving in to pleasurable
nostalgia, is instructive. Significantly, these writers (Wilde, Delfina
Bunge, Norah Lange in Argentina, Benjamin Subercaseaux, Maria
Flora Yanez, Luis Oyarzin in Chile) are not primarily public
figures (in the sense that Sarmiento and Vasconcelos are) nor do
they aspire, as Sarmiento put it, to “bequeath a statue’ through
their self-writing. Less bound by the pressure of representation, they
tell the underrated petite histoire of childhood, deal with it in itself and
not as the first chapter in a lifelong story, and do not turn it into a
vehicle for an ideological statement that goes beyond it. This does
not mean, to be sure, that these texts are devoid of ideological
implications; the telling of the age of innocence, as even the
refreshingly unsophisticated Condesa de Merlin has shown us, is far
from innocent. It is simply that their authors do not feel the pressure
to have that childhood point to a public adult they have not become.

If it is true that most public figures in Spanish America shun or
feel uncomfortable with childhood stories per se, there are notable
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exceptions. Few indeed have evoked their childhood past more
insistently, few have indulged more in the quasi-solipsistic poig-
nancy of that evocation, than the Venezuelan Mariano Pic6n Salas,
whose activity in the cultural affairs of his country and magisterial
reputation in Spanish America were unquestionably part of his
public persona.6 The exceptional character of Picén Salas’ exercise
— the public man indulging in a quaint private tale — is, however,
illusory. I shall attempt to show that, while dealing ostensibly with
an individual story, the childhood recollections of this public figure
have other implications. Like Juvenilia, and even more than Juvenilia,
it is as much an ideological construct as it is a childhood tale.

Mundo imaginario (1927) marks Picon Salas’ first sustained
attempt to retrieve his early years, an attempt repeated and given its
fullest expression in Viaje al amanecer (1943). Even Regreso de tres
mundos (1959), the third of Picén’s autobiographical exercises cover-
ing his adult life, devotes a first, highly evocative chapter to
adolescence. Besides these clear-cut autobiographical texts dealing
with childhood and early youth, the whole of Picén Salas’ work —
from his first book, Buscando el camino (1920), to the essays published
before his death in 1965 — might be seen as a permanent allusion,
usually manifest, at times covert, to his early years in Mérida. If
indeed Picon Salas’ purpose, when writing Viaje al amanecer, was *“to
liberate myself from the burden of stubborn ghosts in order to
‘travel light’ [seguir ‘ligero de equipaje’], as in Antonio Machado’s
poem, on my pilgrimage throughout the world,”” the reader
wonders whether those memories of paradise lost did not, in fact,
have the opposite effect;? whether they did not weigh him down
permanently, tinging his vision of the world with a sense of the
irrecuperable that would significantly affect his ideological position
as essayist and teacher.

For Merlin and Cané the childhood world was a closed order, one
that beneficial recollection had perfected by carefully erasing all
signs of disruption. For the Condesa, it was the closed Colonial
order of Cuban society; for Cané, it was the elitist structure of the
Colegio Nacional. In Picon Salas there is a similar need to select a
privileged enclosure for the childhood story, only his setting, if no
less isolated, is more ample in scope: it is the conservative city of
Meérida, high in the Andes, out of touch with present-day Venez-
uela, and “where in the days of my childhood one still lived as
calmly as in our Colonial eighteenth century.””® Thus, from the very
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beginning, Pic6n’s memories are given a setting which is in itself a
relic and which naturally fosters the protection of the past.

This particular choice of place, at first glance, seems natural
enough. Picén Salas was born in Mérida and so were most of his
forebears, both paternal and maternal. Besides this genealogical
link, the autobiographer repeatedly stresses a nearly physical tie, as
strong as, if not stronger than the genealogical, with the mountain-
ous landscape itself: “To be an inhabitant of Mérida meant to be
permanently looking up. As if inquiring after a patient’s health,
people would ask each morning how the sierra was doing that day
[cdmo habia amanecido la sierra).”’'° Picén claims, as a defining trait, his
enduring “habit of being a deep-rooted meriderio.””!! Mérida, Picén’s
first memory of Mérida, is the substance that bolsters his self and
one that he must keep retelling: as in a palimpsest, the memory
resurfaces, in fragmentary fashion, in every page he writes. The fact
that this obsessive reference to a Mérida past appears also in texts
that are not primarily autobiographical, prompts the reader to
reread Pic6n’s autobiographical rendering of childhood in light of,
and in dialogue with, those other texts.

Picén Salas’ beginnings as an autobiographer are not simple: his
initial movement is to distance himself from the past by cloaking the
childhood story in the guise of fiction. From its very title, Picon’s
first attempt at speaking of childhood reflects this attitude: Mundo
imaginario, a realm so far removed from a supposedly “untellable”
present self that, like a tale belonging to another, it appears to be
imaginary. Falling back on the first person plural to disengage the
“I” even further from a personal past — adopting that ‘“more
massive, more solemn and less defined person’’!? that will become
annoyingly frequent in his later writing — Picon describes the
substance of Mundo imaginario as ‘“that portion of our personality,
already assimilated and dissolved, viewed from the outside with
pity, or perhaps irony, and which is all our egoism allows us to show
strangers.”!® Thus Picén purports to narrate what, in auto-
biographical terms, amounts to a nonentity: it is a discard, a portion
‘“assimilated and dissolved,” that the writing subject only recog-
nizes in the realm of the imaginary.

The distance established by Picon with regard to his past and,
more generally speaking, with regard to autobiography may be
observed in many of his early first-person pieces. It is important to
note, in passing, that most of Picon’s self-writing was either done in
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exile or is connected, in some way, to exile. The metaphor of the
journey appears in his titles, runs throughout his work, auto-
biographical and otherwise. An echo of the classical topos figuring
life as a journey, the metaphor punctuates the very real wandering
(errancia, Picon has called it, coining a felicitous neologism) that
fundamentally marked his life.!* But whereas the literature of exile,
especially when autobiographical in nature, is prone to indulge in
homesickness, Picon, in his first book written outside Venezuela,
would have his reader believe the contrary. In Mundo imaginario,
written during the author’s first and perhaps most decisive period
away from his country, he jauntily proclaims that, as a “modern
man,” he has refused “‘to give in to nostalgic rambling [since] that
dwelling on the past so dear to Romantics is forever dead.”’!5 Thus
Mundo not only claims to present a ‘“‘dissolved’ person but to do so
dispassionately, with no feeling for that person’s past.

Four years later and while still an exile in Chile, Picon published
Odisea de tierra firme. A collection of short pieces, subtitled Relatos de
Venezuela, it combines fiction and history and constitutes, in Picon’s
words, a ‘“‘nostalgic document, the elegy of a man who, from afar,
saw his country in chains.” It is “neither polemical nor pamph-
leteering belonging rather in that poetic region where the absent
homeland projects its distressing emotional image and man evokes
his land and his dead, summoning and exorcising the past.”’'¢ These
are passionate terms, to be sure, that belie Picon’s proclaimed
indifference towards the past. Now it may be argued that Odisea is
not really an autobiographical text and therefore should not be
judged by the same measure applied to Mundo imaginario: one may
choose after all to channel nostalgia into one’s fiction while repress-
ing it, for whatever reasons, in one’s autobiographical writing. But
the hybrid nature of Odisea challenges this neat separation. Indeed,
it is an exercise in fiction, but the unity of the legends, stories and
family chronicles that compose it is provided by a protagonist — a
new version of the memorator — who, however fictitious, bears a
definite resemblance to Picén Salas himself.!” The coincidences are
not just factual; the name chosen for the protagonist of Odisea de tierra
firme, Pablo Riolid, will also be that of the autobiographical “I’” in
Viaje al amanecer.

This hesitation between viewing the past “from the outside” and
evoking it nostalgically “from the inside’” marks Picén Salas’
self-writing from its very incipience. The process might be summa-
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rized in the following way: In the first step, Mundo imaginario — an
autobiographical text — distances itself from its subject matter by
stressing its recourse to the imaginary, by scorning nostalgia, and by
purporting to be an ““exterior’’ view of the author’s past. In a second
step, Odisea de tierra firme — a non-autobiographical text — takes off in
the opposite direction, vindicating nostalgia and the recuperation of
a ‘“time past” that has much in common with the author’s, but
saving face, as it were, by attributing that nostalgia to a fictional
character. Finally, Viaje al amanecer combines the two modes. It
rescues the protagonist of Odisea, Pablo Riolid, and, as a matter of
course, has him narrate Picon’s own life story. and become an
autobiographical persona. That Picén, in the prologue to the
reedition of Viaje for his Obras selectas, sees the book both as a cathartic
exercise and as the product of a “‘nostalgia for that lost world [that]
is one of the leitmotifs of my writing,”’!® is proof enough of his
distinctive ambivalence towards the past. A closer analysis of Viaje al
amanecer allows one to read that ambivalence, beyond fluctuations of
a purely personal nature, on a concrete rhetorical and ideological
plane.

As was the case in Mundo imaginario, Picon’s first gesture in Vigje al
amanecer is to thwart all attempts to set the past in a precise
chronology. Mundo had already made fun of date-seekers: *“I was
born in Venezuela and, for the benefit of notaries — although I’'m not
expecting an inheritance — I’ll say it was around 19o1.”!% In Vigje al
amanecer, the diversionary tactic is more elaborate and Picén takes
pains to spell it out in his foreword. Drawing on the old Spanish
saying that refers to time immemorial — en tiempos de Maricastaria — he
postulates Maricastana as ‘“‘goddess of time”” and dedicates his book
to her. It would be more apt to say, however, that the divinity to
whom Picén sacrifices and under whose sign he places these
childhood memoirs is less a goddess of time than of timelessness.
Picén’s Viaje al amanecer, while not devoid of chronological markers
that permit a superficial insertion in history, persistently works
against history, mythologizing memories and projecting them onto
a “fantastic past’”:

Maricastafia personified all the generations whose members trod these
worn-out bricks, tied up their horses to the pillars of the verandas when
they readied for war or prepared for the long journey to Caracas or Bogota,
and whose solemn portraits ... seemed to look at me frighteningly in the
darkened sitting-room. There was one very old leather seat, kept in the
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study as a relic, on which colonel Riolid had rested his bad leg. After
having gone as far as Peru on Bolivar’s campaigns he returned to live and
die in Mérida, scandalizing our prudish family with his barrack-room
vocabulary, his taste for cock fights, his turbulent spirits that made him
believe that all things could be solved in shoot-outs and the number of
illegitimate children he had fathered with provisional concubines who
sought him out and meekly asked for his blessing. Stories of Mérida and
whatever had occurred in the immense and scattered land of Venezuela,
the wars, the earthquakes, the devil’s apparitions so frequent in Mérida’s
legends, all this found its place in a fantastic past, precisely the one in
which Maricastafa had lived.?°

Viaje al amanecer announces itself as a huge, timeless archive, one

not so much destined to elicit recognition from the reader (as was

- the case, for example, with Cané’s Juvenilia) as to dazzle him with
the near miraculous aura of the unattainable. As Picén notes, I
prefer Poetry to History” (p. 7). Indeed, it is the product of this
“Poetry” that he offers the reader — the heavily stylized, purpose-
fully aesthetic souvenir he calls, with dubious quaintness, ‘“‘the
distant blue flower of childhood days’ (p. 5). Picn’s evocation of
his first years reads like a collection of verbal bibelots to which time
has not been kind.

As if to underscore this sense of a private collection, Picén fre-
quently resorts to images of enclosure. The city of Mérida provides a
closed space because of its geographical situation and its haughty
standoffishness. On a lesser scale, so do the mahogany wardrobe full
of “faded and fabulous objects” through which mother and child
rummage; the tight circle around the kitchen fire in which old ser-
vants tell chilling ‘“‘Spanish legends transformed by Indian fantasy”
(p. 4); the square yard behind the house where a treasure is sup-
posedly buried; and, finally, the family home itself, perceived by the
child as an extension of the old wardrobe, a bric-a-brac collection of
undistinguished yet beloved mementos to be avidly explored.
Within these enclosed spaces the autobiographer sets out before the
reader precious bits and pieces of his childhood, enumerating them
in apparent disarray, as if mimicking the disorder of the hetero-
geneous yet highly prized collections the child found around the
house. But for all its seeming fragmentation, Viaje al amanecer follows
a coherent plan, proposing, through these scattered recollections
that touch more on the surroundings of the self than on the self, an
oblique yet effective diagram of the individual.
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Viaje al amanecer is divided into three parts, aptly called, in
accordance with the travel metaphor of the title, etapas, that is,
stages in a journey. The first, by far the longest and most important
of the three, is a celebration of origins, its title being, in itself, a
patriarchal founding fiction: “El abuelo, el solar, la casa” [*Grand-
father, Property, Home”’]. Eschewipg any systematic attempt to
trace the personal growth of an individual (although retaining a
general sense of development, hence the metaphor of the title), the
text dwells on a series of figures rescued from childhood days that
have, in some way, marked the autobiographer. A pious spinster, a
fanciful mason and gravedigger, a wise old peasant, prepare the way
for the grandfather of the title, whose death closes the first stage in
the narrator’s childhood years. While dwelling on these figures, this
first section of Vigje remarkably bypasses elementary family ties:
father and mother are barely mentioned and do not figure much in
Picén’s gallery. While not denying the psychological implications of
this absence, I propose it be seen in other terms. Given the general
thrust of these childhood memoirs, this absence seems necessary if
only for aesthetic reasons. As Picén announces in his preface, in true
programmatic fashion, he strives to clothe the substance of his
evocation in ‘“‘the gold and azure of myth” (p. 4) — an operation
more easily practiced, perhaps, on figures already having some:
extraordinary dimension that renders them imposing, than one
one’s own, too familiar, parents. The figures evoked by Picon Salas —
all of them, including the grandfather, colorful characters aggran-
dized by legend or gossip — share two very distinctive traits: they are
all originals of some kind and, more importantly, they are all
storytellers. Picon’s memory rescues them in the very act of narrat-
ing, of remembering a past that lies beyond his scope.

The first in the series, Josefita, a distant relative taken in by the
family, whose room Picén shares as a very young child, appears at
first sight as a stereotypical if quirky old maid. Nightly, the child’s
last image before going to sleep is that of Josefita by candlelight, clad
in a nightgown ‘“so white and so long that it seemed the ideal
garment for a soul in Purgatory” (p. 12), either praying to the
Sacred Heart or going over her feet with a needle to dig out parasitic
fleas. But Josefita is more than a stereotype. Slowly in Picén’s
description, this faded figure whose past reads like that of so many
Romantic heroines (Clarin’s Dofna Berta comes to mind) takes on
quasi-allegoric proportions as the embodiment of a period.
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Together with the few pathetic belongings that metonymically
allude to her — a daguerreotype that features her as an Empress
Eugénie look-alike, a lock of hair cut from her dead fiancé’s head, a
macramé mat, and that symbol of nineteenth-century piety, the
Sacred Heart — she stands for an order destroyed by the civil wars in
Venezuela. Pious, impoverished Josefita is a lonely witness to a
Venezuela still close to the Spanish colony; like Mérida, the city
where she finds shelter, she is *“‘conservative, pro-Spanish and
anti-Federalist” (conservadora, goda y antifederalista) (p. 13). For the
child who listens avidly to her stories and whose fantasy she
nourishes, Josefita is a powerful link to the past:

She lights the small corozo lamp in celebration of the Sacred Heart of Jesus,
a Jesus who, with his flowery beard, may well resemble her 1860 fiancé and,
in that semi-darkness of my first years, gives me time and legend. (p. 15)

Beyond their “poetic’’ appearance, the figures evoked in Viaje al
amanecer determine the direction of a precise archeological venture
on Picén’s part. It is not by chance that one of the figures evoked
with most relish is Apolinar Gaviria, also known as Sancocho
(hodge-podge), the town mason who doubles as town gravedigger.
But there is more to Sancocho’s digging than the ritual burial of
Meérida’s dead. Every so often, when called to repair something in
the Picén household, he appears with a host of illegitimate sons to
whom he delegates the actual work. While his offspring mend and
build, he betakes himself to the backyard and, with Picon’s grand-
father’s permission — ‘“this was one of the secrets of the house”
(p- 17) — he attempts a restoration of another kind, digging for a
legendary entierro, a buried treasure from Colonial times that he will
never find. This obsessive and perpetually inconclusive excavation,
the goal of which grows ever more remote — “‘since the earth moves

.. the treasure must have changed place” concludes Sancocho
philosophically — provides a choice metaphor for the restorative
tactics of Viaje al amanecer. Like Sancocho digging for an elusive lost
treasure — a foundational story — the “I’’ digs into the stories of
others (Josefita, el Mocho Rafael, his own grandfather) and plays at
finding a treasure of his own.

The precise locations selected for the archeological venture, and
the ideological bent given by the adult to his reconstruction, are
worthy of note. On the one hand there are privileged spaces, inner
sancta; on the other, primitive, unkempt areas. The patrician Jose-
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fita’s memory functions within the individual seclusion of her
bedroom cum chapel; that of the respected grandfather, in the more
institutional (though no less private) library and study — an escritorio
that is also a locutorio where the grandfather holds forth on the past
(for the benefit of his grandchild) or on the present (to taunt the
friendly opponents who come to argue with him). Instead, San-
cocho and el Mocho Rafael, embodiments of that “man of the
people” in whom Bakhtin perceives a remnant of the idyllic novel,?!
belong outside, in a “precivilized” space:

If, during my early childhood, “‘Sancocho’ or “‘el Mocho Rafael” personify
what might be called the barbaric imagination, my grandfather exemplifies
the cultivated imagination. In all three of them there was evasion, a taste
for fantasy and discovery, for the telling of extraordinary things. And, as
much as in my excursions out to the backyard, I delighted in venturing into
my grandfather’s study. (p- 24)

In his very first book, Buscando el camino, Picon had devoted
vignettes to both his grandfathers. On the father’s side was Antonio
Picén Grillet, the conservative hidalgo and godo living in the past, of
whom Picon wrote that “in the big house, surrounded by his
children and grandchildren, he was like a small fatherland [como una
pequena patria). From his lips I learned the cult of heroes.” On the
mother’s side was the liberal and more tolerant Federico Salas Roo,
whose “Spanish gentleman’s soul was filled with French wit.”?2
Only the second has lived on in the pages of Vigje, a choice that may
seem at first surprising since Picon had previously set both grand-
fathers on equal footing: “‘In the portraits of my two grandfathers, I
read a double sermon on life.””23 But Vigje strives less to evoke family
members per se (another reason, perhaps, for the relative absence of
father and mother) than to recreate, through reminiscence, a
community of storytellers. Of the two grandfathers, the one on the
mother’s side — ‘“‘the one who told such pretty stories” (p. 46) —
obviously fits the category better than the old conservative, more
interested in historical records than in creative fabulation. In Vigje al
amanecer, everything the maternal grandfather touches, in Midas-
like fashion, turns to fiction:

Time, landscapes, cities and adventures, whose mysteries had been
partially revealed to me in the illustrated weeklies of the seventies and even
carlier that were kept in the study, came up in his entertaining chats.
Before Salgari’s novels, before even being able to read fluently, I savored in
his stories something like an oral art of prose. (p- 33)
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Finally, Vigje is less a recollection of facts than a recollection of the
manner in which people told these facts, less an evocation of people
than an evocation of their voices — or rather of the voices that the
autobiographer, like a stage director mobilizing a cast of shadows,
would have his characters adopt. The first section of the book,
ending as it does with the grandfather’s death, is also in a sense the
end of the true childhood tale, for there is no storyteller — except the
autobiographer himself — left to tell it:

Deprived of my grandfather’s company, of the charm and liveliness of his
stories, I feel a cycle of my inventive childhood drawing to a close. I now
enter a darker and more frightening period. In my sleepless nights I hear
my grandfather pacing the corridors, thumping his cane on the stone
floors. Thick night, mother of all invention, is out there in the courtyard,
lurking in the silent and scared watchfulness of shadows and stars.

(p- 47)

The first line of recollection that structures Viaje al amanecer, the
one centered on stories and storytellers, thus ends abruptly. As if
reflecting this disruption — the provisional loss of the family tale —
the second, transitional etapa focuses on signs of catastrophe. Loss
and early sorrow are subsumed in one memorable event, the
announced sighting of Halley’s comet that has all of Mérida, and the
child in particular, convinced that the world is coming to an end. A
period of instability, spiritual trials and budding eroticism, this etapa
is handled by the autobiographer with benign irony since Picén, like
other embellishers of the childhood tale, cannot tolerate upheaval.
Fittingly enough, Picén has this section end on the very day Halley’s
comet finally makes its appearance, with a family banquet (pre-
pared beforehand in case the world did not come to an end)
symbolizing peace restored and, one might add, timelessness
regained:

[A]s Halley’s comet, harrassed by the clouds, moves away and is lost to
our sight, we go to the dining room. From my grandmother, occupying the
high chair at the head of the table, down to me, a starry-eyed nine-year-old,
the family finds seats. Thick chocolate, redolent of vanilla, cirnamon and
nutmeg and beaten by Clorinda’s Indian arms, is savored with ritual
solemnity. Surprised for a moment by the appearance of the mysterious
guest, the house now returns to the slow rhythm of generations. One can
talk once more — as if coming out of a dream — of the brindle cow that gives
ten quarts of milk or of the roan horse belonging to one of my uncles which
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turned out to be an unbeatable trotter. I myself return to real things, to the
land and its people, now that the first terrors of my childhood are past.
(p- 70)
The last stage in these childhood memoirs may be, in a sense, the
most revealing. Picén’s autobiographical itinerary had started out
with foundational fictions rooted in genealogy and geography: as the
subtitle put it, “Grandfather, Property, Home.”” It now closes with
other fictions, of a different nature. Cultural myths and ideological
constructs provide a closure for the childhood story and, at the
same time, mark the passing of the autobiographer into a commu-
nity that lies beyond the limits of Mérida. The child no longer seeks
support in voices but in the different versions of a well-established
cultural text. Books now replace the oral narratives of Picén’s
storytellers; Fénelon’s Télémaque edges out peasant legends; and
artistic manifestations, even of dubious quality, fire the imagination
more than family keepsakes. The visit of a Spanish company,
despite the comical hubbub it gives rise to (women getting their best
finery ready, priests thundering against the evils of the theatre, the
leading lady entering Mérida astride a white horse) and despite the
mediocrity of its repertoire, brings culture home to the child: “From
the classical seashores and the sacred woods of Greece, Iphigenia
and Electra had come to the Andes, even in the shrill verses of don
José Echegaray” (p.81). As the culturally established, written
fictions supersede the homey voices that recreated the past, so
societal myths and cultural patterns of behavior are brought to bear
on the adolescent. The father, a blurry figure up to this point, takes
on new proportions, fashioning his son’s life in accordance with the
self-satisfied fictions of the liberal bourgeoisie of the period. Sons of
good families should learn foreign languages, especially English;
they should study in Caracas and participate in Venezuela’s pro-
gress; they should adapt to a paternalistic code of behavior, insi-
dious beneath its mild appearance, which the following incident
illustrates to pérfection:

Like all Venezuelan adolescents, I have bought a gun and tuck it into my
belt each time I set out across the fields, on my spirited roan, to visit
Teresita. However, after a mysterious intervention from my father when he
saw me losing weight, neglecting my studies and disappearing unexpect-
edly from the house for days on end, I found out that Teresita was
marrying a settler who was taking her far away, somewhere in the tropical
region of Los Gudimaros . ..
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“Do not see her again; do not set a bad example for those simple people,”
my father told me. (p. 100)

The passage, with its patronizing overtones, brings to mind Isaacs’
Maria (Efrain’s visits to his father’s sharecroppers, his condescend-
ing flirtation with one of their daughters, his seforitismo towards
peasants in general). This similarity should not come as a surprise:
after all Isaacs’ novel is, amongst many other things, an effective
mise-en-scéne of the cultural codes on which the landowning Colom-
bian class based its conduct. Fifty years later in Venezuela — or, for
that matter, in many other parts of Spanish America — things had
not changed all that much: rural paternalism continued to be as
benevolent as it was ruthless. Moreover, fifty years later, Picon
Salas had most probably read Maria. There are indubitable echoes of
Isaacs’ Romantic adolescent loner, carrying with him the last image
of the world of childhood he is so attuned to, in the young Picén
Salas who leaves Mérida for the big city and the outside world:

From where the road rises again I get the last image of my town with its
peaceful white houses, its church spires, the trees showing up over its
garden walls. Goodbye, Mocho Rafael, goodbye, Teresita, goodbye, Catire
Bravo! Other boys — as society changes — will listen to other stories and deal
with other characters. They will not be afraid of the devil, nor of Halley’s
comet’s next visit, nor of signs of the end of the world; they will always
enjoy (and why not?) butterflies, and birds, and the light of Mérida. By
then I shall be dead and should like them to remember me.

(pp. 101-102)%*

It is not unusual that memoirs dealing with the subject’s early
years present the end of childhood not only as the end of a stage of
life but as the end of a way of life for 2 community. Or perhaps the
situation should be presented the other way round: viewed in
retrospect, a historical change of some magnitude affecting the
community to which he or she belongs may be recognized by the
autobiographer post facto as the determinant factor that brought a
period of his or her own life to an end, an “‘external’ sign of closure
that ratified, or perhaps even caused, personal change. Vigje al
amanecer, in this respect, is no exception. A look at the historical
changes that Picon identifies as having precipitated his entrance
into adulthood is pertinent since it allows us, in turn, to construe
retroactively the full ideological import of Picén’s childhood
memoir.
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The last pages of Viaje register signs of change less portentous,
perhaps, than Halley’s comet though no less indicative of imminent
consummation. Venezuela’s economy undergoes radical modi-
fication. If the world in general was not coming to an end, Picén’s
world certainly was, and so too the mythical Mérida his pages had
recreated:

Some North American engineers start to drill for oil and people from all
over the country rush to the makeshift camps on the shores of lake
Maracaibo. This will be the wealth of the twentieth century. Oil needs
lawyers to denounce it, technicians to drill for it and move its machinery,
draftsmen and office clerks to draw, with steady pulse and good pen-
manship, the curve of its millions. Many young men from peaceful Mérida
also head for the vertigo of oil wells. In our erstwhile calm mountains,
things seem more hectic, more daring, less educated. (p. 101)

Menos bien educada, writes Picon Salas, and the Spanish refers as
much to a decline of formal education as it does to a more general
lack of courtesy and values. The development of the oil industry,
backed by North American capital, will often be perceived in
Picén’s later works as marking a definitive scission, dividing Venez-
uela into a before and an afterwards, an event finally more evil than
was the appearance of Halley’s comet in the minds of Mérida’s
prudes.

These changes in the economy, compounded by a general sense of
cultural insecurity, drive Picén into a defensiveness which, ironi-
cally, is not unlike the one he criticized in his forefathers. In Regreso
de tres mundos, his memoirs as an adult, Picén refers disparagingly to
those ‘“inflexible groups” in Mérida who ‘“‘seemed to huddle
together and retreat more and more into their parsimonious formu-
las and ancient habits before the violent tide of egalitarianism
carried them away,”’?* Fear of invasion will drive Picén to a cultural
haven not new in the history of Spanish American ideas. Although
not explicit in Viaje al amanecer, a work labelled by its author as more
“poetic”’ than “historic,” the nature of this ideological refuge
becomes clear in other texts by Picon Salas; in retrospect, it exposes
a telling manipulation of his childhood past. One such text, com-
plementary to Vigje and illustrating Picon’s attitude towards the
“new” Venezuela, is “Caracas,” a 1957 piece later included in
Pdginas de Venezuela. Faced with what he perceives as an invasion of
foreign values, Picén, in “Caracas” (as in numerous other texts),
resorts to a particularly hackneyed version of arielismo to criticize
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North American intervention and to counter the temptation of
materialism. Much like a latter-day Rodé, he sees himself as a
magister,?® one who didactically calls attention to national moral
corruption in the hopes of shaking a Venezuela that, not unlike
Meérida, is forgetful of its roots and its manners. Like Rodé, too,
Picon’s criticism, and the solutions he proposes, are markedly
short-sighted — even more short-sighted, one should add, when one
thinks that the presence of the United States in Spanish America
was no longer a threat, as in the days of the Uruguayan master, but
a reality.

“Caracas” traces the evolution of the Venezuelan capital from
1920 till the moment of Picon’s writing, recording the momentous
alterations the city has gone through. With the Spanish American’s
flair for describing reality through somewhat distorted European
models, Picén claims that the Caracas of the twenties was a
“Stendhalian” city, living out its last days in a state of joyous
insouciance: ‘““The models that the criolla society looked up to were
still French and Spanish, which amounts to saying that life had less
haste and more charm. The great plutocracy that was to develop
and consolidate itself later did not yet set up so many antagonizing
barriers of fortune amongst people.””?” Perhaps less a city for
Fabrizio del Dongo than a belated modernista paradise, a provincial
capital indiscriminately dazzled by cultural trinkets from Europe
which it inventively combined with its Spanish Colonial heritage,
the bustling Caracas described by Picén Salas would drastically
alter its mode of life with the advent of new industries. Picén, with
the eloquence of one given to terminal visions, mourns for the old
Caracas much in the way that, in Viaje al amanecer, he mourned for
Mérida and for his own youthful years. The dictatorship of Juan
Vicente Gémez, favorable to American investors, had sounded a
death-knell.

Evocation, in “Caracas,” has a prelapsarian quality that defi-
nitely brings to mind the embellished reminiscences of Vigje al
amanecer. The description of what came after — for Picén, the loss of
culture, of education, of tradition — is foreseeably couched in
negative terms: ‘“‘People who were not even trained to be rich,
skipping all social and cultural stages, suddenly found themselves
with an enormous mass of millions,” giving rise to “infectious
bad taste’” and to “wealth without style or roots” (pp. 240—241).
Whisky-and-soda replaces ‘“‘Mediterranean liqueurs,” lunch is

Molloy, Sylvia. At Face Value: Autobiographical Writing In Spanish America.
E-book, Cambridge [U.K.]: Cambridge University Press, 1991, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.07623. Accessed 21 Oct 2020.
Downloaded on behalf of University of Pennsylvania



PICON SALAS LOOKS FORWARD TO THE PAST 123

accompanied by “innocuous PepsiCola,” Spanish-style tertulias and
family reunions are substituted by “Yankee-style parties in country
clubs”: unfortunately it is at such trivia that Picén stops to
exemplify, like a senescent grouch, the change in the times.?® Less
the “social historian” he sees himself as being, less the master of
liberalism and social awareness he thinks he is — Picon’s reaction
against his ideological upbringing, while sincere, hardly goes very
deep — Picén is, above all, a costumbrista with a good eye for colorful
detail and a tendency to dwell on surfaces.?® At its best — say, in the
nostalgic evocation of Mérida’s quirky characters in Viaje al amanecer
— this costumbrismo can be effective, a rather unusual cross between
Ricardo Palma’s tradiciones and the Garcia Marquez to come. At its
worst — as in the narrow-minded presentation of modern Caracas or
the prettified evocation of the Caracas that was — it suggests
outdated quaintness. The magister at times is replaced, to his
detriment, by the small-town gossip. As Gusdorf writes, ‘“memory
defines our roots and also confirms a few of our limitations.”3°

Yet Picon is, above all, a teacher. Although the substance of his
writing may be anachronistic or lacking in insight, it is expressed in
the rhetorical mold of the lesson and should be seen — even his
autobiographical pieces — in that spirit. The education, or rather
re-education of the no longer well-educated Venezuela seems to be
his naively grandiose goal. An earnest effort to recuperate “values”
in order to fend off disturbing influences, combined with an
unconditional propensity to facile utopianism, shapes everything he
writes. The following excerpt from ‘“Caracas,” as complete a
summary of his teachings as any, is an eloquent example of this
didactic thrust:
Ten years ago we thought that [Venezuela] would hopelessly prolong all
the styles and economic patterns of the state of Texas. We wondered if the
impact of the United States would not consume our small, racially mixed
civilization; if we would not end up being too healthy or too optimistic; if
the old ideal of dignity [sefiorio] and serenity in the Hispanic manner, *“the
tragic sense of life,”” would not be replaced by the dynamism of the rancher
or the Texan millionaire; if criollo individualism, yielding to a collective
norm, would not adopt the habit of men’s clubs as in the United States; if
iced water, sports, food without spices, comic books, and total comfort
would not tame our pride and our Hispano-Caribbean quasi-disdain — that
mixture of Spanish stoicism in the manner of Seneca and ruggedness in the
manner of Guaicaipuro that was so frequent in some old Venezuelans. But
maybe European immigration, principally from Italy and Spain, is already
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modifying that process and will hopefully accentuate, as in Argentina, a
new Latinity. (p- 249)

Hispanism and Latinity are key words here. They refer back to
Rodé, of course, and to the fabrication of a mundo latino eloquently
propounded in Ariel as a sustaining fiction, a continental antidote to
the North American threat in Latin America. But unfortunately the
word also evokes, at the time Picon writes (and it is hard, although
not impossible, to believe that Picoa, in 1957, would not be aware of
it), certain Spanish American nationalistic movements uncomforta-
bly close to fascism that, from the 1930s onward, used latinidad and
the defense of all things Spanish as rallying concepts. Ironically,
Argentina, the very country Picén cites, was a perfect example of
such a reactionary reading of the cultural myth.3! Advanced by
Rodé at a time of uncertainty, real political threat and much Big
Stick bravado, latinidad, if an artifice, worked as a new, dynamic call
to unity and action. Taken up by Picén Salas more than half a
century later, when the notion has served its purpose and come back
full circle, latinidad smacks of defensiveness and enclosure and ill
serves the author’s apparently liberal sta<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>