72 MIFLC REVIEW 2009-2011 VOLUME 15

Klein, Dianne. “Coming of Age in Novels by Rudolfo Anaya and Sandra
Cisneros.” The English Journal 81.5 (Sep. 1992): 21-26. Print.
Labanyi, Jo. “Memory and Modernity in Democratic Spain: The Difficulty of

Coming to Terms with the Spanish Civil War.” Poetics Today 28:1
(2007): 89-116. Print.

. “Teaching History through Memory Work: Issues of Memorialization in
Representations of the Spanish Civil War.” Teaching Representations
of the Spanish Civil War. Ed. Nogl Valis. New York: MLA, 2007.
436-47. Print.

Leonard, Candyce. “BILBAO: Lauaxeta, tiros y besos: fantasmas del pasado.”
Introduction. Teatro espaiiol del siglo XXI: actos de memoria. Ed.
Candyce Leonard and John P. Gabriele. Winston-Salem: Editorial
Teatro, 2008. 69-72. Print.

. “Construyéndose la identidad en El dia en que inventé tu nombre.”
Introduction. Teatro espaiiol del siglo XXI: actos de identidad. Ed.
Candyce Leonard and John P. Gabriele. Winston-Salem: Editorial
Teatro, 2009. 145-50. Print.

Lovelady, Stephanie. “Walking Backwards: Chronology, Immigration, and
Coming of Age in My Antonia and How the Garcia Girls Lost Their
Accents.” Modern Language Studies 35.1 (2005): 28-37. Print.

Malkin, Jeanette R. Memory-Theater and Postmodern Drama. Ann Arbor: U
of Michigan P, 1999. Print.

McDonough, Gary. “Coming of Age.” Encyclopedia of Contemporary
American Culture. Ed. Gary W. McDonough, Robert Gregg, and
Cindy H. Wong. London: Routledge, 2001. 174-75. Print.

Mead, Margaret, Coming of Age in Samoa: A Psychological Study of Primitive
Youth for Western Civilization. Gloucester, MA: P. Smith, 1961.
Print.

Millard, Kenneth. Coming of Age in Contemporary American Fiction.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2007. Print.

Oster, Sharon. “The ‘Erotics of Auschwitz’: Coming of Age in The Painted
Bird and Sophie’s Choice.” Witnessing the Disaster: Essays on
Representation and the Holocaust. Ed. Michael Bernard-Donals and
Richard Glejzer. Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 2003. 90-124. Print.

Ryan, Lorraine. “For Whom the Dominant Memory Tolls: The Suppression
and Re-Emergence of Republican Memory and Identity in Spain.”
The Essence and the Margin: National Identities and Collective
Memories in Contemporary European Cultures. Ed. Laura Rorato
and Anna Saunders. Amsterdam, Netherlands: Rodopi, 2009. 119-34.
Print.

—r—

Picking Up the Tracks:
The Impact of Carpentier’s Los pasos perdidos
on Postboom Perceptions of US Culture

Alex C. Holland
Auburn University

Alejo Carpentier, born 1904, is undoubtedly one of the more
universally recognizable names in Latin American letters. The Cuban
narrativist, along with the Argentine Jorge Luis Borges is usually
credited with the literary paternity of the marquee movement of modern
Latin American fiction, the Boom. The Boom put Latin America on the
literary world stage in a big way, most famously due to an effort to
incorporate more universal themes and a tendency toward technical
experimentation. The central figures of Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Carlos
Fuentes, Mario Vargas Llosa and Julio Cortazar; as well as writers such
as José Donoso, Jorge Edwards and Ernesto Sabato carved out a new
literary space of honor for Latin American letters in the decade of the
sixties and the early part of the 1970s.

Although critics and the writers of the Boom universally cite
Carpentier as a pivotal figure, part of the proto-boom as Donoso puts it,
much less is discussed of his influence on the Postboom. To provide a
striking example, Donald L. Shaw, who has written both the Twayne
World Author Series volume Alejo Carpentier as well as the well-
known study, The Postboom in Spanish American Fiction, does not
connect the dots between the Cuban intellectual’s breakthrough novel,
Los pasos perdidos, and the later literary tendency.' Shaw includes
Carpentier in the discussion, but limits it only to his later fiction and
essays. While this would seem to provide an authoritative dismissal of
SIgniﬁcant influence, this study will show to the contrary that there are
quite concrete reasons to reevaluate the impact of Los pasos perdidos
on the writers of the Postboom. More specifically, 1 argue here that
Carpentier’s 1953 novel is an important precursor of how United States
culture would be portrayed by Latin American writers in the Postboom.
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This study includes four novels by established Latin American
writers that were published in the 1990s and are set in the then present
day United States: Linda 67: Historia de un crimen (1995) by Mexico’s
Fernando del Paso, El plan infinito (1991) by Chile’s Isabel Allende,
Novela negra con argentinos (1990) by Luisa Valenzuela of Argentina
and Donde van a morir los elefantes (1995) by José Donoso, also from
Chile. The inclusion of Donoso marginally to both the Boom and the
Postboom reveals that the Postboom is not strictly generational in
makeup but that it is a collection of tendencies that in general come
after the Boom and are most often expressed by a younger cohort of
writers that to some degree write against the backdrop of the Boom.
Using Shaw’s criteria, these novels all participate in the Postboom in
that they express a greater confidence in the ability to perceive and
express reality through language; effect a return to a more reader-
friendly narrative technique; they pay greater attention to popular
culture; and pertinent to this study, they include a return to the theme of
love, if only tentatively, as a solution to the crisis of modernity.
Especially germane to this study, of course, is that each of these four
novels takes place in the United States. The perceptions of US culture
in these four novels, which I see as operating in a kind of new pan-
Latin Americanism, was profoundly affected by the content and the
form of Carpentier’s proto-Boom novel. Not only the novels’
discursive formations, a la Said and Foucault, or the limited vocabulary
of images, via Rorty, in other words how the US is presented, but more
importantly the deeper structures, namely the allegorical structures, and
why the US is presented as it is, are anticipated by Los pasos perdidos.

The opening passages of Los pasos perdidos take place in an
unnamed but thinly veiled New York City, and the presentation of US
culture is decidedly dim. It is compressed, one-sided and borders on
caricature. It should be noted that this compressed vision is offered in
the novel despite Carpentier’s much more evenhanded personal view of
the United States. In an interview in 1977, well after his return to
Castro’s Cuba, Carpentier revealed his idea of the two cultures of the
United States. One, the true culture of the US, an authentic populace
was represented within the works of Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman and
Faulkner. These literary figures, in turn, also represented a valuable
contribution to US and world high-culture. The other, the false culture,
that of imperialism and the consumer society whose only purpose is to
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oligarchies” (51). And the desire to be modern in selected aspects of
national life, while maintaining the status quo in others, led to an
uneasy alliance between Latin American elites and France, England,
and later, the United States.

These novelas de la tierra were the very works against which
Carpentier was carrying out his literary revolution and it marks an
important turning point in what Angel Rama, in La ciudad letrada, has
referred to as the revolt of the lettered class—the break of the Latin
American literati with the oligarchic nation-state. Carpentier, as early
as 1933 with Ecué-Yamba-O, was an author who, according to
Williams, “bridged the gap for many readers and critics who shared
some of the interests of the modernists [such as characterization and the
process of narration itself] but were also deeply concerned with the
debates on identity and cultural autonomy in the New World” (51).
This deep concern with identity and cultural autonomy are Carpentier’s
points of contact with the criollistas; the rest is divergence. He would
undermine the traditional institutions of criollismo—the oligarchic
state, the racial and cultural europeismo, and the literary realism that
supported it. Though this has been well documented insofar as it relates
to the application of his lo real maravilloso americano, his abrogation
and adaptation of the romantic allegory has gone unnoticed.

Ruth along with Mouche, the narrator’s French lover, are not
merely pseudo-romantic interests in Los pasos perdidos, they also stand
for their respective countries or continents in an allegorical love
triangle against the representative of the authentic Latin American
woman, Rosario. The inclusion of Mouche reveals the Latin American
crisis of identity to be transatlantic as well as hemispheric. Rosario,
whom the narrator meets near the end of his quest into the heart of the
South American jungle, is everything that Ruth and Mouche are not.
She is sensual, faithful, spiritual, loving and, of course, closer to reality
and nature: authentic. The fact that each of the narrator’s possible love
interests is a kind of woman instead of a fleshed out individual readily
avails Los pasos perdidos to an allegorical reading, specifically
something like an allegorical national romance. This confirmation of a
general allegorical reading can be found more or less directly in Donald

Shaw’s Alejo Carpentier and Roberto Gonzélez Echevarria’s Alejo
Carpentier: El peregrino en su patria. Shaw subscribes to an
allegorical reading outright, while Gonzalez Echevarria speaks of “una
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shares a great deal with the allegorical structures found in Los pasos
perdidos and the neo-americanista novels of the 1990s.’ Though
Sommer provides a useful critique of overly rigid allegorical readings,
the most important contribution that she makes to the theoretical
framework of the present study is her insight into how the allegory of
romance and marriage can be read to stand for the reconciliation
between and consolidation of the different components of the nation:

Perhaps as much in Spanish America as in the Spain that Larra spoke
for, the function of costumbrismo was . . . to promote communal
imaginings primarily through the middle stratum of writers and
readers who constituted the most authentic expression of national
feeling. Identifying with the heroes and heroines, readers could be
moved to imagine a dialogue among national sectors, to make
convenient marriages, or at least moved by that phantasmagorical

ideal. (14. Emphasis added)

Carpentier adapts this criollista romantic allegory in several ways.
First, he opens the allegory to include new levels alongside the political
and romantic, incorporating the arts, artistic movements and the role of
the artist. Cultural autonomy is a major issue and the role of cultural
intellectuals, now seen in opposition with the political and commercial
clites, comes to the fore. Second, he moves the allegory out of the
national level to the continental level. The reverse of this obverse move
is that he brings the figure of the United States into a more central
position. The novel begins in New York and returns there, and his only
legally recognized marriage is to Ruth, the North American actress.
This is a significant change and is fitting with the geopolitical situation
of the mid-20th century. The US took a huge step toward a hemispheric
power with the defeat of Spain at the twilight of the 19th century. After
World War I, with the devastation of Europe, the rival imperial
interests were all but eliminated. The desire to be modern, without the
complications of embracing all aspects of Liberalism or constructing a
truly modern base, would now leave the traditional oligarchs no other
alternatives to the United States. By the end of World War II and the
period in which Carpentier was writing Los pasos perdidos, the US was

poised to parlay this hemispheric influence to global hegemony.4
Especially considering the intimate ties between the United States and
the Cuban dictator, Fulgencio Batista, it is not surprising that Carpentier
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devised by Linda’s father, and the novel ends with Dave alone in a jail
cell, trapped in existential crisis with little hope of resolution.
There are striking similarities between the Dave Sorensen of Linda
67 and Gregory Reeves of Isabel Allende’s EI plan infinito. The light-
featured Reeves, also finds quick success and rapid upward mobility in
the U.S., and marries into American aristocracy.’ His marriages also
sour (he has two failed marriages), with many of the same causes as did
the central relationship in Del Paso’s Linda 67. Both Reeves and
Sorensen are appalled by the lack of intellectual interest, lack of a
spiritual center and lack of a moral compass displayed by these
American women. The absence of characteristics associated with
traditional femininity such as a mothering instinct combined with their
sexual behavior, which varies from mechanistic and detached to
adulterous take us beyond the modern woman to a hyper- or post-
modern woman, the by-product of a hyper-masculine culture. The ideal
nuclear family of modernity is upset by competing demands placed on
women in postmodernity where all other narratives are subjected to the
laws of the market. The radicalization of selected aspects of modernity
at the complete exclusion of the more traditional female roles in Linda
67 and EI plan infinito results in the dissolution of the family unit and
as such figures metonymically the dissolution of the nation-state. This
is the postnational condition of globalization and puts a new twist on
Jameson’s statement on third-world allegory quoted above. Here it is
the libidinal dynamic in the metropolitan center and the destinies of its
private individuals which provides an allegorical warning for the
embattled situation of the public space in the periphery. Of course what
is especially germane to my argument here is that both of these figures
and their respective love relationships are strikingly similar to those
presented by Carpentier in Los pasos perdidos between his anonymous
Latin American narrator and Ruth/Mouche. Their love relationships are
just so many more iterations of an entire landscape populated with
similar examples of the decadence of modernity. And they too can be
seen to figure forth the same kind of cautionary hemispheric allegory.
David Sorensen epitomizes the Latin American identity question.
The son of a diplomat, his international upbringing allows him to feel
equally at home in England, France, the United States or Mexico.
Unfortunately, as Robin Fiddian argues convincingly, he is equally out
of place in these sites too: he is never really home anywhere (145).
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cultural icons, and people, all subordinated to the logic of the market, is
the language of neoliberal globalization and closely resembles the
presentation of the commercial culture associated with New York in
Los pasos perdidos.

Romantic allegory is also readily discernable in Luisa Valenzuela’s
Novela negra con argentinos. Here the generic scaffolding of noir
fiction quickly disappears as Roberta and Agustin, the title Argentines,
hit the mean streets of New York and carry out a search for the
meaning behind the crime which Agustin apparently carries out in the
opening passages. The view of the city as seen through Agustin’s eyes
is repulsive and with few exceptions is as compressed as that of that in
Los pasos perdidos and Linda 67. Moreover, it recycles many of the
same images. Worthy of note is that Valenzuela, as does Allende,
avails herself of a double allegorical structure—stemming from the
dual central characters in the novel. The two women writers of our
group further adapt the allegorical scheme to provide space for strong
female leads alongside the male protagonists in these novels—thus
providing them with a sort of double-vision of US culture as well as a
double allegorical structure.

In Allende this double vision is strictly divided upon racial-ethnic
lines, with racism and Eurocentrism in the US as the key underlying
factor. Valenzuela is less black and white and her culprit is the colonial
underbelly of modernity where class, race, gender and larger cultural
contexts, notably the Postmodern, all share in the decadence of
modernity. Though Allende too seems to be dialoging with notions
such as the coloniality of power, post-Occidentalism and transmodernity
as espoused by Latin American cultural theorists like Enrique Dussel,

Walter Mignolo and Anibal Quijano, her expression is much less subtle
than Valenzuela’s.® But only in Allende’s allegorical structure is an
otherwise-than-modern project clearly successful. Carmen/Tamar, as a
representative of a world-culture, perhaps in line with .what Mignolo
has termed “critical cosmopolitanism,” returns to lift Greg Reeves out
of his personal crisis and provides a new hopeful direction for his
young son as well. Figuratively, the complete dissolution of the nation
is prevented as the child is saved. On the other hand, Valenzuela’s
national romance of Roberta with Agustin is hijacked by a hemispheric
one with Bill, her African-American lover who turns out to be not such
a great ally in otherness. Bill reveals himself, under the influence of an
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- tcan identity v1§-a-vxs the US. Each of these figures is clearl
0 stand fpr their cultures Or countries as g whole, much as szhy

unified archive of imagery.
In shedding light on the clear influence of Carpentier’

perdidos op these neo cani
~americanistq hemispheric no
; ve
Postboom, we might conclude with 5 thought that po oF e

0stmo i

gostbootiﬁmclsm debate, Som.e characteristicg of narrative i the

i orrespond to certajn conceptualizations of Postmodernism
return to a more reader—friendly, plot-centered style. But
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other prominent traits such as a tum back toward realism, and
especially the urgency {0 take up social and political concerns,
distances Postboom writers from it. “[P]ostmodemism, however we
view it, tends to be uneasy with the concept of change (and especially
of progress)” (175). According to Shaw, the Postboom fits much more
closely with postcolonialism. While postmodernism is “characterized
by fragmentarism, self-referentiality, subversion of the literary canon,
and skepticism about ideology and simple referentiality,” postcolonialism
is “seen as resisting posmodemism, accepting ideology and referentiality,
and responding to an ongoing need in Third World nations to discover
their identity” (176)- It is this willingness to embrace collective projects
and a strong emphasis on place, including questions of identity, that is
the nexus between postcolonialism and the novels under examination
here.

This association of postcolonialism with the Postboom strengthens
our argument that Carpentier and Los pasos perdidos are important
precursors of this more recent literary turn. After all, as Stephen
Slemon has shown, the appropriation of allegory is a common
postcolonial practice. But even leaving allegory aside and using the
very characteristics and concepts that Shaw himself delineates, W€ find
a direct line, linked in relation to postcoloniality, between the kind and
degree of innovation of early Carpentier and the narrative techniques of
the writers of the Postboom. Donoso supports this argument in the way
he distinguishes between the narrative technique of Los pasos perdidos
and that of the Boom proper: According to the Chilean: “de alguna
manera, en Los pasos perdidos, todas las reglas del viejo juego
novelistico seguian con fuerza, la unidad imperaba, ¥ la narracion, ese
andamiaje de la novela que €s necesario destruir para dejar las lineas
del edificio literario al descubierto, seguia teniendo primacia” (43). The
narrative technique of Los pasos perdidos holds back from the more
radical experimentation of the Boom and is much closer to the more
unified form that the narration of the Postboom would take, or to which
it would return. One is left with the conviction that Carpentier’s theory
of fiction in general and its relationship to knowable reality and history,
his theories associated with lo real maravilloso americano, and his
emphasis on place that tempered more radical experimentation—'—all
related to a postcolonial position—are already present by the time of
Los pasos perdidos. These tendencies, which are overshadowed by the
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