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Summary

Far from being polar opposites, esoteric elements and musical motifs complement one
another in enriching our construal of the prose fiction of Julio Cortazar. Although numerous
studies deal with discrete esoteric themes in Cortazar’s works, none marries these motifs with
his treatment of music therein. In the current study, I aim to examine Cortazar’s novels
diachronically, focussing predominantly on the arcane. I also cast a glance at the influence of
music, specifically in the form of tango, classical music and, to a greater degree, jazz
throughout his work.

The esoteric can be divided into three principal categories, ranging from the spiritual
and magical to the scientific. Motifs of spiritism, dreams, surrealist art, death, fate, rites,
metaphysical quests, games, Alchemy, Quantum Theory and Neuroscience are interlaced
throughout the labyrinth of Cortazar’s novels. I appraise the arcane strands which permeate
his short stories by focussing on time, reincarnation and spiritual possession. Within these
three categories | contrast short stories which contain musical elements with those which
contain no musical components. Throughout both his novels and stories, Cortazar has probed,
challenged and re-forged the esoteric in a most extraordinary manner. Moreover he has
‘recreated’” music linguistically throughout his texts. It is my intention to show the way in
which Cortazar’s prose posits music as a potential key to life’s great mysteries, paradoxically

revealing it to be the ultimate enigma - both god and demon, heaven and hell.
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Introduction

Notwithstanding significant studies which examine specific esoteric themes in
Cortazar’s prose, none furnishes us with a comprehensive treatment of the convergence of the
esoteric with music. The current study aims to disentangle the web of arcane elements
suffusing both the novels and short stories of Julio Cortazar, and shine a light on the extent to
which music in particular enriches our understanding of the esoteric therein. The following
questions demand consideration: which forms of esoterica and music intrigue him; how are
these interests manifest throughout his oeuvre; and how is our understanding of the esoteric

enhanced by the depiction of music in his texts?

Tantalizingly elusive, the term ‘esoteric’, akin to the works of Julio Cortazar, is richly
suggestive and fraught with contradictions. Strictly speaking, esoteric signifies ‘within’ or
‘hidden’, and esoteric knowledge implies that which is specialized or hidden in nature,
available only to a narrow circle of ‘enlightened’ individuals. Esoteric practices often engage
with the supernatural in order to gain knowledge or power over destiny. Esotericism is not a
single tradition but a vast array of often unrelated movements such as astrology or Buddhism,
for instance. The esoteric or occult may frequently, though not exclusively, coincide with the
supernatural and the metaphysical. As we shall see, a rich tapestry of ghosts, vampires, time-
travellers inter alia populate Cortazar’s universe, while life’s ultimate mysteries are probed
by a number of his protagonists. The term ‘occult’ which is a synonym of the esoteric has
acquired pejorative connotations such as ‘Satanic worship’, for instance. This is unfortunate
as, in the original usage of the term in Henry Cornelius Agrippa’s work, De occulta
philosophia (first published 1533), occult philosophy simply meant that the universe is

articulated by a network of secret correspondences, which are ‘occulted” or invisible and




inaudible to the senses. This reticulation would chime somewhat with Cortazar’s own
concept of constellations or ‘figuras’ as we shall explore. Enigmas, absences or hidden
presences all evoke the esoteric in their manifold forms as does a preponderant fascination

with dreams, death, fate and codes in Cortazar’s prose.

From the twentieth century onwards, Western society’s understanding of the term
‘esotericism’ has also come to mean any knowledge that is difficult to understand, such as
theoretical physics. It is arguable that disciplines such as Neuroscience or Particle Physics
focus on the measurable, whilst traditions such as alchemy and Kabbalah, for instance,
attempt to chart that which is not measurable. However, these subjects and beliefs may share
more in common than initial impressions would ssuggest. Indeed, in his work 7The Golden
Bough: A Study in Comparative Religion, the anthropologist, James George Frazer

conjectures that human belief progressed through three stages: primitive magic which was

replaced by religion, which in turn was replaced by science. These three disparate strands of
the esoteric are echoed by the exploration of the esoteric in Cortazar’s work, particularly in

his most famous novel, Rayuela.

-One leitmotif which unites the magical, the spiritual and the scientific is the concept
of time. Time is a mystery which has taxed the keenest of minds since its inception. Time-
travel and the ability to stop time, phenomena which we examine in the short stories represent
coveted supernatural powers. Mircea Eliade’s theory of sacred time distinguishes between

time which occurs during religious rites, for instance, and ordinary time and posits that

: . : 2 :
through the paradox of rite, profane time and duration are suspended. In the twentieth

century, Einstein challenged hitherto theories on time by proving that space and time should

|
James George Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Comparative Religion (Sioux Falls: Nuvision, 2004), 31.

" Mircea Eliade, Willard R. Trask. The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1959),
68-80.
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be considered in relation to each other. At variance with Newton’s implicit assumptions that

space and time were flat, in Einstein’s universe space and time may be stretched and warped

Zh 4 i e : :
by matter. Time is relative in a number of manners. For instance, two people observing the

same event may perceive it as happening at two different times, according to the distance of

4
each from the event in question. The myth of absolute time was essentially dissolved by

Einstein’s revolutionary theories.

Martin Heidegger avers that the horizon of Being — the context which allows us to
understand Being — is time.5 To be is to exist temporally in the interval between birth and
death.6 Our self is therefore bound up with our time.7 This notion that our time or self ends
with our death8 is clearly subverted by the hypothesis of reincarnation, which implies that the
self does not end but is reborn after our death. Indeed in Cortazar’s prose, we shall see that
our whole concept of self is challenged, not just by reincarnation, but also by the concept of
spiritual possession which displaces the self within this lifetime. Time, reincarnation and

spiritual possession represent multiple facets of the conundrum of self.

Julio Cortazar was certainly a product of the time in which he lived, as much as he

was moulded by the places in which he resided. Nevertheless, although he was born, died and

9
spent the majority of his adult life in Europe, Cortazar was unequivocally Argentine. His

century was the twentieth century, his own beginning coincided with the outbreak of the First

3

Albert Einstein, Nigel Calder, Relativity: The Special and the General Theory (New York : Penguin Books, 2006).
4

Albert Einstein, Nigel Calder, Relativity: The Special and the General Theory.

5

Martin Heidegger, Joan Stambaugh, Being and Time: A Translation of Sein Und Zeit. (Albany, NY: State University of New

York. 1996). 343-44. Heidegger lived from 1889-1976 and courted controversy owing to his sympathies towards
Nazism.

6

Heidegger, Stambaugh, Being and Time, 343-44.
7

Heidegger, Stambaugh, Being and Time, 343-44.
8

Heidegger, Stambaugh. Being and Time, 343-44.
9

Even when his novels are set in Europe and the characters are not Argentine. the Spanish they use generally has an
Argentine flavour. For instance, they use the voseo form.

9




World War, when he was accidentally born in Brussels on 26th August 191410. Cortéazar

spent his first four formative years in Europe before returning with his parents and younger

. R - A . SN :
sister to live in Buenos Aires. Shortly after this, Cortazar’s father abandoned the family and

the children were raised by their mother, aunt and grandmother. Later Cortazar attended

ol ] . . 12
teacher training college and taught in secondary schools as well as at university level. In

1944, while teaching French literature at the University of Cuyo in Mendoza, he published

: Sy : Sl s 13 ; ;
his first short story, ‘Bruja’ in the ‘Correo Literario’ journal. When Juan Domingo Perdon

became president of Argentina in 1945, Cortazar chose to leave his university post rather than

14
running the risk of being sacked. In 1948, Cortazar qualified as a public translator of both
French and English. Cortazar later earned his living by translating scientific and technical
documentation for organizations such as UNESCO and the International Atomic Agency in

Vienna, in addition to translating works of literature. In 1949, Cortazar wrote his first extant

novel, Divertimento, which was only published posthumously.]5 Having won a scholarship
from the French government to study in Paris, he left Argentina definitively in 1951. His
initial exile from Argentina was voluntary, but later he found himself unwelcome in his own
homeland because of his outspoken political views and his active opposition to human rights

abuse throughout Latin America. His first visit to Cuba in 1961 marked the beginning of his

10
Cortazar’s father was a diplomat stationed in Europe when war broke out and the family was unable to return to Argentina
at that time.

11
Omar Prego Gadea. La fascinacion de las palabras : [conversaciones con Julio Cortdzar] (Buenos Aires : Alfaguara,
1997), 9.
12
Prego Gadea, La fascinacion de las palabras, 10-11.
13
Prego Gadea, La fascinacion de las palabras, 11.
14

Cortazar says, ‘Preferi renunciar a mis catedras antes de verme obligado a “sacarme el saco™ como les paso a tantos
colegas que optaron por seguir en sus puestos.” Prego Gadea, La fascinacion de las palabras, 11.

In his work, Understanding Julio Cortdzar ( 181), Peter Standish notes, ‘Cortazar had been alienated by personal
experience, having resigned his teaching post at the Universidad de Cuyo in protest at the advances being made by
nationalists at the expense of university autonomy’.

15

Although, as reported by Prego Gadea in La fascinacion de las palabras, 9, he also claimed that he had written a novel

aged nine.
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6
political engagement as well as his lifelong love affair with Cuba.1 Cortazar’s magnum opus,
Rayuela was published two years later in 1963. Aside from Cuba, he undertook a number of
visits to Latin America, notably to Chile in 1971 at the invitation of Salvador Allende, as well

as to Nicaragua, initially on a clandestine visit in 1976 and later following the Sandinista
victory in 1979.17 Cortazar was granted French citizenship on 24th July 1981 and died in

Paris on 12 February 1984.18

Alongside his notable Latin American contemporaries, Cortazar defined a generation.
Poet, dramatist, author, critic, translator - Cortazar was first and foremost a voracious reader.
The litany of writers whose works exerted a profound impact on him is vast, but a parsed list
must include Cocteau, Gide, Joyce, Rimbaud, Mallarmé, Keats, Poe inter alia. He was also
an ardent follower of Carl Jung, who wrote extensively on esoteric matters such as dream
interpretation, alchemy and the Tao, subjects which interested Cortazar greatly. Significantly

synchronicity plays a pivotal role in Cortazar’s view of life, given that even his childhood

19
was replete with inexplicable coincidences which only he appeared to regard as normal. It is

20
said that Jung was greatly inspired by Manly P. Hall’s unique collection of esoteric works,

thus echoing Jung, the current thesis draws heavily from Hall, in particular his prestigious
study, An Encyclopedic Outline of Masonic, Hermetic, Qabbalistic, and Rosicrucian

Symbolical Philosophy: Being an Interpretation of the Secret Teachings Concealed within the

21
Rituals, Allegories, and Mysteries of All Ages.

16
Prego Gadea, La fascinacion de las palabras, 13. Also, according to Alfred Mac Adam in “Julio Cortazar and music’, 45,
in the 1960s Cortazar became an avid collector of Cuban music.

17

Prego Gadea, La fascinacion de las palabras, 14-17.
18

Prego Gadea, La fascinacion de las palabras, 17-18.
1

Prego Gadea, La fascinacion de las palabras, 146.

20
As reported in Gary Lachman. Jung the Mystic: The Esoteric Dimensions of Carl Jung's Life and Teachings. (New York:
Penguin, 2010),155.

21

Manly P. Hall. An Encyclopedic Outline of Masonic, Hermetic, Qabbalistic, and Rosicrucian Symbolical Philosophy:

Being an Interpretation of the Secret Teachings Concealed within the Rituals, Allegories, and Mysteries of All Ages. (Los
Angeles: Philosophical Research Society, 1977), 82.

14




Cortazar was also not alone in this period in having an interest in the arcane, as the
New Age movement, which drew on both Eastern and Western spiritual and metaphysical
traditions, burgeoned in the second half of the twentieth century. Cortazar claims that while

he was living in Europe that he had started to read metaphysical works on Vedanta and Zen
P . ’ G 22 , : .
which inspired him to write Rayuela. He practised the I-Ching on a regular basis and shared

with his literary contemporaries such as Octavio Paz a love for Surrealism and Buddhism.23
Cortazar’s first decades in France coincided with the so-called Boom, when Spanish
American novelists were plunged into the limelight and exerted considerable influence
internationally. Among the novelists of the Boom, a number of names stand out: Mario

Vargas Llosa, Juan Rulfo, Carlos Fuentes, Gabriel Garcia Marquez and of course, Julio
, 24 ; ' .
Cortazar. The novels of the Boom marked a new wave of experimentation as well as a new

2
Spanish American voice. ¥ The Boom began with the Cuban Revolution in 1951, but it came

to an abrupt end in 1971 (with the imprisonment of the Cuban poet, Heberto Padilla for
2
expressing what were deemed ‘deviant views’). : As Randolph D. Pope explains, the novel of

the Boom ‘relied on a Cubist superposition of different points of view, it made time and

; . . . 27
lineal progress questionable, and it was technically complex’.

Alongside Rayuela, one of the seminal novels of the Boom was Garcia Marquez’s
Cien Afios de Soledad, which not only fuses magic with realism, but finds magic permeating
quotidian life. In Cien Afios de Soledad disparate images such as the gift of vaticination and

the quasi Biblical genesis of Macondo right through to its apocalyptic end, all swirl

_ Bermejo, Conversaciones, 1978 .64
- Stephen M.Hart. 4 Companion to Latin American Literature (Woodbridge, Suffolk UK: Tamesis, 2007), 103.

5

24
Roberto Gonzalez Echevarria, Enrique Pupo-Walker, The Cambridge History of Latin American Literature. The Twentieth

Century. Vol. 2. (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996), 220.
)
Echevarria, Pupo-Walker, The Cambridge History of Latin American Literature, 230.

o

26 O : :
Echevarria, Pupo-Walker, The Cambridge History of Latin American Literature, 228.

0y

27
Echevarria, Pupo-Walker, The Cambridge History of Latin American Literature, 231.
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throughout in a veritable pot-pourri of esoterica. The ghost of Melquiades, who supposedly
dies false deaths and is rumoured to possess superhuman powers, haunts the text. Time is
circular and patterns, such as characters’ names, are repeated frequently. Past, present and

future merge.

No list of writers, particularly contemporary writers whose work influenced Cortazar
considerably, would be complete without reference to Jorge Luis Borges (1899-1986). A
number of themes where Borges’s magisterial short stories would converge with Cortazar’s
own works would be the double, dreams, death and the role of fate inter alia. Borges’s
interest in a wide variety of religious traditions has stoked the curiosity of critics. Among the

esoteric topoi explored by Borges which overlap with those employed by Cortazar, the

Kabbalah and Buddhism stand out.28

Legend has it that reading Meyrink’s novel 7he Golem stoked Borges’s curiousity in

29 g . g :
the Kabbalah. A golem is an artificially created human being that is infused with a numen
or spirit by supernatural means. Borges’s own poem, ‘El Golem’ draws on this tradition. In

the poem rabbi Judah experiments with permutations and combinations of letters until he

finally utters the sacred name over a puppet which he brings to life.30 This simulacrum
eventually learns to sweep the synagogue, but never learns to speak. As the rabbi gazes on the
golem which is a pale imitation of his creator, he wonders how God must feel when he
beholds his own creation, the rabbi. In a similar vein, Cortazar toys with the notion of

demiurgy in his stories. For instance, Cortazar’s first story, ‘Bruja’, recounts the tale of Paula,

2

o A small selection of esoteric works written on Borges would include John Dominic Crossan, Raid on the Articulate:
Comic Eschatology in Jesus and Borges (New York: Harper & Row, 1976); a study of Sufism (Islamic Mysticism) in
Giovanna De Garayalde, Jorge Luis Borges: Sources and Illuminations (London: Octagon, 1978.): Edna Aizenberg, The
Aleph Weaver. Biblical, kabbalistic and Judaic Elements in Borges (Potomac: Scripta Humanistica, 1984) : Jaime Alazraki,
Borges and the Kabbalah: And Other Essays on His Fiction and Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1988) : Beatriz
Borovich, Los Caminos De Borges: La Kdbala, Los Mitos Y Los Simbolos (Buenos Aires: Lumen, 1999). This is not an
exhaustive list. The sheer volume would certainly eclipse anything written about Cortazar and his esoteric influences.

29
W. H. Bossart, Borges and Philosophy: Self, Time, and Metaphysics (New York: P. Lang, 2003), 2.
30
Jorge Luis Borges, ‘El Golem’ in Obras completas (Buenos Aires: Emece, 1974) . 885-87.
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who conjures her ideal man, Esteban ex nihilo. Having created her perfect life, Paula feels

the exhaustion of God on the seventh day of creation, and dies shortly thereafter.

Not dissimilar to Cortézar, spiritual possession and reincarnation intrigue Borges. In
his monograph, Borges and the Kabbalah: And Other Essays on His Fiction and Poetry,
Jaime Alazraki references Borges’s discussion of the Kabbalistic concept of transmigration
known as Ibbiir: ‘el cabalista de Jerusalén, Isaac Luria, que en el siglo xvi propald que el

alma de un antepasado o maestro puede entrar en el alma de un desdichado, para confortarlo

o instruirlo. Ibbiir se llama esa variedad de la metempsicosis’.31 Ibbiir is regarded as the most
positive form of possession which occurs when a righteous soul occupies a living person’s
body for a time, with or without the consent of the host. The purpose of Ibbiir is usually to
fulfil an important task or religious duty. As Alazraki says, “Thus, according to Luria (the
leading figure of the Safed School), each soul retains its individual existence only until the

moment when it has worked out its own spiritual restoration. Souls which have fulfilled the

. X : S
commandments are exempted from the law of transmigration’.

Although transmigration means the passing of a soul into another body after death,
here Ibbiir is closer to temporary control of another being. Essentially, spiritual possession
and reincarnation are flip sides of the same coin. Borges’s short story, ‘Los Tedlogos’

suggests that certain sects believe that most humans must undergo reincarnation: ‘como

i X . ) s
Pitagoras, deberan transmigrar por muchos cuerpos antes de obtener su liberacion’. The
notion that until the soul has fulfilled its purpose, it is condemned to the endless cycle of

death and rebirth, mirrors one of the main tenets of Buddhism.

31
Jaime Alazraki, Borges and the Kabbalah: And Other Essays on His Fiction and Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,

1988). 25.
32
_ Alazraki, Borges and the Kabbalah, 25.
" Jorge Luis Borges, Obras Completas De Jorge Luis Borges. Michigan: Emecé, 1965. 41.
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In his work, Borges’ Esoteric Library: Metaphysics to Metafiction, Didier Tisdel Jaén
discusses the extent to which Borges draws on pantheism, the idea that the world is no more
than a projection of the transcendental realm and says,

From such varied sources, Borges derives suggestive ideas for his

metafictions: from the Buddhist perception of the world as a dream of Buddha,

for which the world is a stage; to gnostic labyrinths of worlds and gods as

projections of other worlds and gods; to the Neo-Platonist and cabalistic
notions of the world as an intellectual or verbal emanation of the divine; to

34
Arthur Schopenhauer’s vision of the world as representation of the Will.

Although Borges was at pains to point out that he was not a Buddhist, he did study Buddhism
and used it in his ﬁ(:tion.35 He also gave lectures on Buddhism and co-authored Qué es el

3
budismo i with Alicia Jurado. In his essay ‘Nueva Refutacion del Tiempo’, Buddhism
colours his philosophy on time, which he believes is both circular and illusory:

El tiempo es como un circulo que girara infinitamente ... Un tratado budista
del siglo V, el Visuddhimagga (Camino de la Pureza), ilustra la misma
doctrina con la misma figura: “En rigor, la vida de un ser dura lo que una idea.
Como una rueda de carruaje, al rodar, toca la tierra en un solo punto, dura la
vida lo que dura una sola idea” (Radhakrishman: /ndian Philosophy, 1, 373).
Otros textos budistas dicen que el mundo se aniquila y resurge seis mil

quinientos millones de veces por dia y que todo hombre es una ilusion,
37

vertiginosamente obrada por una serie de hombres momentaneos y solos.

In “El tiempo circular’ Borges elaborates on the doctrine of the eternal return and holds the

- A i LR ! A 38 : . )
view that there is a repetition of similar but not identical cycles. Borges’s beliefs regarding
time are often contradictory and counter-intuitive. Although he refutes the existence of time,
and denies the existence of a single form of time, in which all events are linked together, he

vindicates time’s existence when he professes: ‘El tiempo es la sustancia de que estoy

o Didier Tisdel Jaén, Borges’ Esoteric Library: Metaphysics to Metafiction (Lanham: University of America, 1992), 79-80.

i Jaén, Borges ' Esoteric Library: Metaphysics to Metafiction, 79-80.

i Jorge Luis Borges, Alicia Jurado, Qué es el budismo (Madrid : Alianza, 2000).

?7 Borges, Obras completas (Buenos Aires: Emece, 1974), 770.

i Borges, ‘El tiempo circular’ (part of ‘Historia de la eternidad’) in Obras completas (Buenos Aires: Emece, 1974), 431-
443.
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hecho’.39 Borges’s revelation that he is made of time contains echoes of Heidegger’s
contention that time is being.

Borges’s perspectives on the putative inexistence and circularity of time in his short
stories overlaps with Cortazar’s short stories as shall become evident. One study which is

instrumental to the current thesis is Zheyla Henriksen’s Tiempo sagrado y tiempo profano en

40 : ! : . 5
Borges y Cortazar , where Henriksen examines time in the works of both Borges and
Cortazar using Mircea Eliade’s theory of sacred time as a framework. As mentioned, Eliade’s

theory underscores the passage from real time into mythical time and differentiates between

’ : ; iy . . A . 41
time which occurs during religious rites, for instance, and profane or ordinary time. As

Henriksen says, quoting Eliade: ‘Every religious festival, any liturgical time, represents the

S B . . ; o bl 42
reactualization of a sacred event that took place in a mythical past, ‘in the beginning’.

Hence sacred time is indefinitely recoverable, indefinitely repeatable. This would also tie in
with Borges’s views on the circularity of time. Curiously Henriksen omits ‘LLa Noche Boca
Arriba’, which to my mind embodies the hypothesis of “sacred time’ more compellingly than
any of Cortazar’s other short stories. Citing René Jara, Henriksen explores the way in which
the imposition of mythical time in Hispanoamerican literature represents a struggle: ‘la lucha

por reconquistar el paraiso aqui en la tierra, por ver el porvenir en el presente, por recuperar

. 43 .
los origenes que estan en nosotros mismos’. Myth, archetype, rituals and symbols are

necessary in order to gain access to primordial time, a paradise for which humankind must

a Borges. Obras completas (Buenos Aires: Emece, 1974), 771.

v Zheyla Henriksen, Tiempo Sagrado y Tiempo Profano en Borges y Cortazar (Madrid: Editorial Pliegos, 1992) .
* Eliade, Trask, The Sacred and the Profane, 68-80.

& Henriksen, Tiempo Sagrado, 13.

43
Henriksen, Tiempo Sagrado, 10.
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strive.  Significantly, Henriksen sees the novel, Rayuela as an attempt to transcend the

. ; ; 3 45
profane and progress to this paradise lost of sacred time.

An alternative, enlightening perspective on the ‘sacred’” within Cortdzar’s works is

provided by Ignacio Solares in La Imagen de Julio Corta’zar.46 Solares traces the

development of Cortazar’s putative religious beliefs from his early twenties to his thirties and

47 : : : i e
demonstrate how Cortéazar relates art to God. There is a tension between this religious belief

and his bid to escape from traditional religion. I would take issue with Solares’s emphasis on

the impact of religion on Cortazar in explicitly Christian terms. Solares examines Cortazar’s

belief that he can overcome death by depriving death of its favourite weapons: time and
49
pain. Vedanta is useful to this end as it destroys the concept of individual identity which
50
engenders pain, time and death itself. Buddhism removed the fear of the void from

L 2 : . . 51
Cortazar, in view of the fact that in Eastern cultures, death is a metamorphosis, not an end.

Solares considers how, according to Quantum Physics, we each create the universe with our

: : SO
thoughts and Vedanta shows that we are each other’s illusion. Time and space, as we

conceive of them, do not exist. I would diverge from Solares’s view that religious sentiment

53
motivated Cortazar’s political militancy.D Although admittedly, in his summary, Solares

acknowledges that Cortazar would be furious with his religious interpretation of his beliefs

44
Henriksen, 7iempo Sagrado, 21.
45
Henriksen, 7iempo Sagrado, 110.
46
Ignacio Solares, La Imagen de Julio Cortdzar (Guadalajara: Fondo de Cultura Econdmica, 2008).

o Cortazar disliked institutional religion (Solares 20-25). However, according to Solares, in his early work, Cortézar dabbles
with the idea of God (29).

i Solares, La Imagen de Julio Cortdzar, 33.

8 Solares, La Imagen de Julio Cortdzar, 56.

i Solares, La Imagen de Julio Cortdzar, 56.

5 Solares, La Imagen de Julio Cortdzar, 58.

52 Solares, La Imagen de Julio Cortdzar, 61-63.

53
Solares, La Imagen de Julio Cortazar, 95.

17




54 L o ;
and work. In addition to religion, Solares addresses an array of pertinent themes such as

e 0 : A BN 56
vampirism , dreams and magic throughout Cortazar’s works.

Akin to Solares, Saul Sosnowski underscores the overlapping of primitive magic and

. . . y 4 y F e 57 )
poetry for Cortazar, in his work, Julio Cortdazar: Una busqueda mitica. Sosnowski’s study

synthesises the poetic quest with primitive man’s intuition and sense of magic, and highlights

. 3 58 U e
the mythical stratum throughout Cortazar’s works. 1 would concur with his view of

Cortazar’s mythical quest as an attempt by humankind to recuperate its oneness with the

universe and his vision of the writer as a medium who is guided by intuition and magic.

Sosnowski holds that many of Cortazar’s ideas coincide with Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, who asserts
that primitive humans are mystical beings who believe that occult forces are at work.60
According to Sosnowski, Cortazar demonstrates that intuition adds a belief in another reality,
a reality which is ‘supra-real’, to man’s perception of empirical reality.m It is the
predominance of a scientific vision of reality which has divided empirical reality from human
consciousness.62 Sosnowski follows the thread of a mythical vision of reality throughout
Cortazar’s novels and contends that Cortazar has consistently reiterated his commitment to
humanity and the human condition, as well as his belief that humanity’s primordial quest is
0ntological.63 Sosnowski argues that Cortazar’s works exemplify the notion that the

acceptance of laws which integrate a mythical vision allows humanity to re-establish a

54
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55
Solares traces Cortazar’s belief in vampires.( Solares 76-77). Cortazar felt that he himself was a vampire and was thus
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connection with the universe as the mythical mind abolishes the Western dichotomy of the

: ; ’ 64 : ¢ o
irrational versus the rational. I would concur with Sosnowski’s précis that:

La persistencia del motivo de la busqueda mitica en la narrativa de Cortazar
evidencia que estamos frente a un perseguidor que ‘metiéndose hasta las
cachas’ en la realidad o conjurando mundos de estatuillas y estrellas lejanas,

s 4 65
anhela el retorno del reino del hombre sobre la tierra.

Myth also forms the basis for Keats, Poe, and the Shaping of Cortazar’s Mythopoesis
by Ana Hernandez del Castillo, which analyzes the triad of writers in terms of psychological
theory, specifically the Jungian Archetype. Boldy’s monograph on Cortazar, The Novels of
Julio Cortazar traces the metaphysical, psychological and socio-political implications of the
novels, focussing on man’s loss of unity with himself and with the world which surrounds
him. The ‘other’, in the form of monsters or doubles, is repressed. Recurrent patterns or

figuras are explored in terms of classical myth, modern psychology, and linguistic theory, in

: : Skl
a bid to predict or understand reality.

One of Cortazar’s foremost critics is Alazraki, whose collections of critical essays
give a panoramic vista of Cortazar’s oeuvre. In Hacia Cortdzar: aproximaciones a su obra,
Alazraki succeeds in offering a wealth of scholarly insight into Cortazar’s relation to

surrealism, existentialism and postmodernism alongside sources and influences, such as
A : : 67 S N
alchemical motifs and Zen Buddhism, as we shall see. Alazraki’s En busca del Unicornio:

los cuentos de Julio Cortdzar. elementos para una poética de lo neofantdstico, which aims to

re-define the role of the fantastic in Cortazar’s work, also delivers some particularly

3 Sosnowski, Julio Cortazar: Una biusqueda mitica, 163.
65
Sosnowski, Julio Cortdazar: Una busqueda mitica, 169.
66
Steven Boldy, The Novels of Julio Cortdzar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980).
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sophisticated insights that are germane to the current thesis. In this work Alazraki attempts
to specify the literary and philosophical contexts which moulded Cortazar’s works. He draws

distinctions between the marvellous and the fantastic, and provides a description of how the

o " . " " . 69 3
neo-fantastic works in a selection of Cortazar’s short stories. Alazraki uses Tzvetan

Todorov and Caillois as point of reference for both the marvellous and the fantastic. For

: . : . 70
Caillois, the universe of the marvellous is naturally populated by unicorns and dragons.

Todorov proposes a definition of the fantastic which claims that in a world which is ours, a

world without vampires or devils, an event occurs which cannot be explained by the laws of

e 71 3 E i " : ’ : .
this familiar world. The fantastic occupies the space of uncertainty or vaciliation. Cortazar
claims that his literature is not like traditional fantastic literature, as the eruption of the other

occurs in his work in a prosaic manner, without warning or an eerie atmosphere beloved of
e T2 e . : .
gothic literature. If for fantastic literature, horror and fear comprise the route of access to

) 73 ) p T
the other, the neo-fantastic does not need fear. Alazraki demonstrates that Cortazar’s search
for a more authentic reality encounters a response in the aforementioned neo-fantastic, a

theory which, taking its cue from Jean-Paul Sartre, posits that the only fantastic object is

74
man. The other emerges as a portal to a hidden reality.

Alongside the aforementioned critics acknowledged here, it should be emphasized at
the outset that the critic on whose interventions I have drawn most heavily is, perhaps

inevitably, Cortazar himself. The breadth and depth of his articles, essays and interviews on

68
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his works offer us a cornucopia of allusions to his literary and arcane preferences and sources
of inspiration. On musical matters, a selection of texts has proven to be indispensable to the
current thesis. As mentioned, the current thesis focuses solely on classical Western music,
tango and jazz within his work. Joscelyn Godwin’s Music and the Occult: French Musical
Philosophies, 1750-1950 provides alternative perspectives on the role of the occult within

Western classical music. Godwin explains:

“Speculative music” derived from the medieval category musica speculativa,
denotes that part of music theory that has nothing to do with practice, but is
concerned with identifying the principles of music. It is the esoteric part of
music theory, and as such readily absorbs ideas from theosophy, Hermeticism,
and the occult sciences. The topics treated in speculative music include the
harmonies of the angelic orders, the zodiac and planetary spheres, the
elements, the soul, and the human body; the hidden correspondences of nature;
the secrets of number; the power of sound; and the moral responsibilities of a

: : : 75
music that wields this power.

As shall become apparent, the bulk of these metaphysical attributes are pertinent to
Cortézar’s depiction of music, particularly in Los Premios in addition to short stories such as

‘Las Ménades’, ‘Clone” and ‘Manuscrito hallado junto a una mano’.

: . i o L
José Vicente Peir6’s monograph, Las Musicas de Cortdazar , with its bold cross-
fertilization of Cortazar’s texts and the music alluded to therein, reflects Cortazar’s
instinctive catholicity. This critical work not only compares and contrasts Cortazar’s

treatment of tango, jazz and classical music, but also catalogues and contextualizes the

75
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musical motif within the narratives. Taking my cue from Peir6’s critique, I will discuss blues

and jazz together and will not distinguish between them as they are interdependent within

i e o o .
Cortazar’s work . It is noteworthy that in his study Peiré contends that Cortazar does not

: - : - : o i 78
have a favourite genre of music, but that he did have favourite compositions and musicians.

Drawing inspiration from George Steiner’s essay ‘Lenguaje y Silencio’, Peird stresses that
: : e e ! JE i T A
both music and the word are united by their bid to rupture silence. Peir6 highlights the dual

; ; : . ¢ 80 -
aspect of music as both the acoustic material and the creative mental idea. For Peir6, the

Muses, from which the term music is derived, convey the innate forces of inspiration or
- QAR ! ¢ : . . ;
God. Peiro draws attention to the extent to which music embodies a metaphysical reality

foas LA : . : : v
within Cortazar’s oeuvre and the notion that music suggests a magical or mystical reality.
Alongside jazz, Cortazar’s characters are transformed in life and in death by tango,

which Peir6 depicts as both the national musical product of Argentina and a music which

Sy 1P 83 y : : ’ s
signifies a fusion of races and cultures. Tango bonded Cortdzar with Argentina, inspiring

him to collaborate on the recording of a compilation of tangos and poetry called 7rottoirs de
84
Buenos Aires.  Likewise, for Alfred Mac Adam, the tango—especially the songs performed

85
by Carlos Gardel—represents a form of identity for Cortazar. Mac Adam explains:

What makes the singer great, writes Cortazar, is that when Gardel sings a
tango, his style expresses the style of the people (pueblo) who loved him. The
sorrow or anger at being abandoned by a woman are concrete sorrow and
anger, aimed at Juana or Pepa, and not that total aggressive pretext it’s easy to

" Peird, Las Musicas de Cortazar, 40.
4 Peird, Las Musicas de Cortazar, 106.
i Peird, Las Musicas de Cortazar, 17.

2 Peir6, Las Musicas de Cortazar, 17.

Ri Peird, Las Musicas de Cortazar, 21.
8? Peird, Las Musicas de Cortazar, 49.
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discover in the hysterical singer’s voice of our times, so well attuned to the
hysteria of his listeners.

Gardel takes Cortazar back to the garden of his youth and he connects the tango with his

87
emotional development and personal life of that epoch.

Prior to discussing the crucial role played by jazz in Cortazar’s work and life, it is
useful to take a look at jazz itself. Jazz is a devilishly difficult concept to pin down as it has
undergone radical changes in meaning and in terms of the music it seeks to denote.88 From
jazz’s emergence in the early twentieth century, a number of its distinctive styles flourished.
These styles include: New Orleans jazz dating from the early 1910s right through to the
1920s and 1930s; big band Swing jazz from the 1930s and 1940s; bebop from the mid-1940s;
cool jazz which came to the fore in the late 1940s in New York City; and free jazz and avant-
garde jazz which first developed in the 1950s and 1960s. As shall become apparent, both

Swing and improvisation are of crucial importance to Cortazar.

Generally the structure of jazz has three main components: rhythmic, formal, and
%y " !
harmonic. A performance starts with the statement of a pre-composed tune, (called the

; g 3 e 90 4
‘head’) which constitutes the ‘theme’ part of theme and variations. The head is then

followed by improvised variations on the theme, which generally reflect the structure and
91
harmony of the original theme quite closely. Jazz musicians build improvised solos that ‘tell

2 , : e . S . : ;
stories’.  For Cortdzar, improvisation is what distinguishes jazz from classical Western

i Mac Adam, ‘Julio Cortazar and music’, 45.

87
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music. He juxtaposes the richness of jazz ‘takes’ with the relative impoverishment of the
tango, which is rarely if ever improvised. For Cortazar, these ‘takes’ embody one of the most
sublime experiences of jazz: ‘Una de las experiencias mas bellas en el jazz es escuchar eso

que llaman los takes, es decir, los distintos ensayos de una pieza antes de ser grabada y

: . : w 93 . :
observar como siendo siempre la misma es también otra cosa’.  As jazz has no written score,

Cortazar also draws comparison between improvisation and the spontaneity inherent in

surrealism’s automatic writing:

el jazz es la sola musica entre todas las musicas, con la de la India, que
corresponde a esa gran ambicion del surrealismo en literatura, es decir, a la
escritura automatica, la inspiracion total, que en el jazz corresponde a la
improvisacion, una creacion que no estad sometida a un discurso logico y

preestablecido, sino que nace de las profundidades y eso, creo, permite ese
! S
paralelo entre el surrealismo y el jazz.

Although we tend to think of improvisation as the spontaneous creation of music, it is not as
spontaneous as it may at first appear, given the dedicated practice required to develop

improvisational skills. As Paul Berliner discusses in his work, Thinking in Jazz,

The spontaneous and arranged elements of jazz presentations continually
cross-fertilize and revitalize one another. Precomposed background lines or
riffs, which add interest to the performance and, as musical landmarks, help
soloists keep their bearings over a progression, also provide material that
soloists can incorporate into their extemporaneous inventions. Conversely,

supporting players, without external direction, can adopt a soloist’s interesting
; k app DS
phrase extemporaneously as the basis for a new accompanying riff.

José Luis Maire’s El jazz en la obra de Cortdzar is a compilation of interviews,

letters, articles and primary texts by Cortdzar which touch on jazz and maps Cortazar’s life-

. e 96 , l :
long interest in jazz. Some of Cortazars views on jazz may appear to be somewhat

inconsistent. Given Cortazar’s predilection for improvisation, it is ironic that his least

i Maire, El jazz en la obra de Cortdzar, 122.
. Maire, El jazz en la obra de Cortdzar,41 .
i Paul Berliner, Thinking in Jazz: The Infinite Art of Improvisation (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1994), 383.
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favourite type of jazz was free jazz, which emphasizes collective extemporization. Cortazar
cites his friend, the French jazz musician, Michel Portal, who claims, ‘que los musicos saben

que dentro de un largo “take” de “free jazz”, cinco minutos son buenisimos y los demas es

97
relleno’.

Cortazar listened to all types of jazz from his teen years onwards and just as he is
drawn towards the tango of the 1920s to the 1940s, he also prefers the classical jazz of New
Orleans and Chicago:

Con el tango a mi me sucede que estoy situado en la época de los afios veinte a

los cuarenta. Lo que viene después lo puedo escuchar con interés pero no me

toca, no me llega. De la misma manera que el jazz, el viejo jazz de New

Orleans y el llamado jazz de Chicago en el fondo es mi jazz de Chicago, y
cuando llega la hora y tengo ganas de escuchar jazz, de tres veces dos saco a

. g 98
Duke Ellington, Armstrong, saco los viejos cantantes de blues.

Prior to his definitive departure to Paris in 1951, Cortazar was devastated at having to sell all
of his jazz records with the exception of one: “Me llevo a Paris un solo disco, metido entre la

ropa; es un viejisimo blues de mi tiempo de estudiante, que se llama Stack O’Lee Blues, y que

K .99
me guarda toda la juventud’.

As mentioned, Swing is instrumental to our understanding of Cortazar’s relationship
with jazz. It is important to note that the term “Swing” has a number of meanings. Swing in
one sense is an easy flowing music with a vigorous rhythm. It is a style which many jazz

bands adopted in the early 1930s. Jazz’s unique rhythmic character ‘is generated mainly in

; , : . : ; e . a0
the melodic, or eighth-note, layer, which gives jazz its characteristic “Swing™.

: : : : LA pd 0]
Furthermore, jazz’s special relationship to time is also defined as ‘Swing’.  The essence of

v Maire, El jazz en la obra de Cortazar, 39
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Swing is that the acceleration or slowing down of the piece is barely noticeable to the
listener. But at all times the musician must respect the number of bars given for the
improvisation and always finish in accordance with all the other musicians in the band. So in
a way, the musician is given a certain amount of license within the piece, but is always
restrained by its basic structure. Time becomes elastic, but always within its own limits. On
the one hand, Cortazar expresses a certain aversion towards the Swing of the big band era:

‘No me acostumbraba nunca al “Swing” o a los “big bands”. La excepcidon seria Duke

) 108 = ) RS .

Ellington’.  This aversion appears to be rooted in his dislike of the commercial aspects of
Swing music, which was commandeered by white musicians and Hollywood. He claims,
‘Sospecho a veces que los musicologos estiman el jazz en términos de Swing, tal vez porque

este fue llevado a la popularidad por intérpretes blancos, y porque Hollywood y el disco le

abrieron grandes las puertas, todo lo cual tiene su inﬂuencia’.m3 Cortazar suggests that his
own short stories are hallmarked by the rhythms of Swing. Indeed jazz’s very concept of
Swing allows not only the musician to speed up and slow down time, but is used by Cortazar
to determine the tempo of his short stories:

Yo creo que el elemento fundamental al que siempre he obedecido es el ritmo
... Yo creo que la escritura que no tiene un ritmo basado en la construccion
sintactica, en la punctuacion, en el desarrollo del periodo, que se convierte
simplemente en la prosa que trasmite la informacién con grandes cheques
internos — sin llegar a la cacofonia - carece de lo que busco en mis cuentos.
Carece de esa especie de swing ... He tratado de que la frase no solamente diga
lo que quiere decir, sin que lo diga de una manera que potencie ese decir, que
lo introduzca por otras vertientes, no ya en la mente sino en la sensibilidad ...
El mensaje entra en la inteligencia, pero con swing, el ritmo que hay en la

construccion (y esa es la parte musical) entra en el lector por una via
4 T8 , 104
subliminal, de la que €l no se da cuenta.
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As discussed by Ortiz, Cortazar also compares the release of tension at the end of the short

. g ) 105
story with the concentration of forces resolved at the end of a Mozart Quintet.

It is telling that when Cortazar was asked which records he would take to a desert
island, he initially chooses a number of jazz recordings:
Si me haces escoger cinco discos para la isla desierta seria dificil decir - diez

seria mejor - llevaria conmigo uno de Jelly Roll Morton, uno, dos o tres del

viejo Armstrong, uno del viejo Ellington de los afios veinte y treinta, lo que
; ; 106
averigua que no he cambiado mucho.

Then, curiously he says that if compelled to choose between jazz and classical music records,
he would opt for the latter:
Si volvemos a la isla desierta, si yo tuviera que escoger entre discos de musica
clasica y los del jazz, tomaria los clasicos. Me daria pena, pero lo haria ...
Porque para mi alguna musica clésica, por ejemplo los ultimos cuartetos de
Beethoven, todos los de Béla Bartok, la primera musica de Stravinsky, la

musica medieval, toda la musica de camara de Mozart, es la mejor musica que

hay. El jazz es maravilloso, pero esa musica clasica es como la gran literatura,
107

es lo mas que se puede conseguir en musica.
The fact that he privileges classical music over jazz, may appear surprising, but Cortazar is
nothing if not contradictory. For Cortazar, jazz transcends music. He asks ‘;podra negarse, en

este tiempo de aires existencialistas, que el hombre como tal tiene en el jazz uno de los

: ) ; 108
caminos ciertos para ir a buscarse, acaso a encontrarse?’

As mentioned, Cortazar views improvisation as a creation which is not subjected to a
logical and pre-established discourse. He sees it as free from the restrictions of language and
reason. Nicholas Roberts challenges Cortazar’s depiction of jazz as an authentic form of

expression beyond language and explores key connections between Cortazar’s concept of
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jazz and Antonin Artaud’s theatre of cruelty.  Roberts holds the view that what is salient in
Cortazar's presentation of jazz is, akin to Artaud’s statements on the theatre of cruelty, ‘a

systematic dismantling of each of the apparent divides found within both linguistic

. . e 10 ! .
expression and musical composition and performance’.  As music avoids language’s

problems and divisions, Cortazar espouses the idea that jazz’s improvisational characteristics

Sl : : : . 111
free it from the restraints of discursive logic and language.

Roberts explores the notion that jazz solos are ostensibly unrepeatable, and ‘it is
precisely in being non-iterable that jazz improvisation can claim to be beyond the structures

of language, beyond the play of différance and, hence, make possible the sort of ontological

: : : ; . AU : :
and expressional leap with which Cortézar is concerned’.  The crucial question for Roberts
is whether or not jazz solos are as unrepeatable as Cortazar suggests. As soon as jazz is
performed, it is always already inscribed within representation, and once it is recorded, it may

be repeated ad infinitum. Furthermore, as mentioned performers often draw from riffs or

; 5 ; 113 Lt
precomposed background lines adapted from other soloists. ~ Roberts demonstrates that it is
impossible for jazz to escape iterability and representation. Nevertheless, although it may fall

short of Cortazar’s ideal, Roberts concedes:

For the power of jazz music, like the power of Cortazar’s writing on it, does
not lie in simplistic claims of success in attaining some sort of a beyond of

representation, but in the constant search, the constant challenge to language,
: e : 114
to music, and to such simplistic claims.
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It is the aim of this thesis not only to explore the esoteric paths trodden but also
tentatively to posit music as a potential key to the quest for enlightenment within Cortazar’s
literary endeavour. Although Cortazar is not an esoteric writer per se; the esoteric is a pulse

which permeates his work. I believe that it is important to highlight that any attempt to

. : P : =t :
circumscribe Cortazar’s literary kaleidoscope would prove asymptotic. ~ Scant attention has

been paid to the occult generally and not simply the Fantastic within the Cortazarian literary
cosmos, a lacuna which I aim to address. The present thesis is therefore only concerned with
the discrete esoteric elements which permeate his works, as opposed to any political texts he
has composed. The esoteric novels discussed are Divertimento, El Examen (and its
companion £l Diario de Andrés Fava), Los Premios, Rayuela and 62: Modelo para armar.
Viewed from an esoteric perspective Cortazar’s final novel, Libro de Manuel is an anti-
climax in light of the works which have preceded it. It is, in essence, an exoteric novel - a
political blueprint. From an historical vantage point, it is arguable that a circle is completed
with Andrés Fava of El Examen’s Buenos Aires from the 1940s becoming politically
committed decades later in Paris in Libro de Manuel, although there is some debate as to
whether it is the same Andrés Fava who reappears in Libro de Manuel. 1 believe that it is the
same individual and that this continuity of character highlights the extent to which readings
of later works enrich our reading of his earlier works, which were frequently published later
in his life and even posthumously. With this anomaly in chronology we are forced to reassess
the past from its relative future. As Libro de Manuel is a predominantly exoteric novel, it is
touched upon but not analysed in any great depth for our purposes.

Rayuela is Cortazar’s masterwork, the fulcrum around which his other novels radiate.

It is in this context I have chosen to place considerable (one could argue incommensurate)

115 ] :
The temptation beckons to circumscribe Cortazar in one or other literary traditions such as Surrealism but the true genius

of Cortazar is that he eschews such reductionist readings. For instance, Evelyn Picon Garfield’s, Es Julio Cortazar un
surrealista? (Michigan: Gredos, 1975) argues that he draws heavily from Surrealism but is not a Surrealist writer.
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emphasis on supposedly less well-known novels such as Divertimento, El Examen and
arguably, 62: Modelo para armar. 1 believe that the novels which precede Rayuela reveal the
germ of esoteric and musical threads and theories which suffuse Rayuela and enrich our
appreciation thereof. The narrow focus of 62: Modelo para armar, which was inspired by
Rayuela, serves to underscore its progenitor’s creativity and range. It is not my intention to
accord less famous works greater attention than they would intrinsically merit, but I believe
that it is crucial to appraise Cortazar’s novelistic output overall to get a feel for his treatment

of the esoteric and music therein. Relatively little has been written on his first novels,

Divertimento and El Examen, which were not published until after his death.”(’ Although
published in Cortazar’s lifetime, 62: Modelo para armar has attracted sparse commentary
from critics, partially because of its abstruseness and partially because of its profound
divergence from Rayuela. 1 hope to redress this critical neglect somewhat in my study of
these overlooked novels and demonstrate the extent to which his novels complement one
another irrespective of differences.

In Chapter One | probe the oneiric labyrinth of Divertimento and El Examen as well
as the astral plane of Los Premios. From the outset, the themes of spiritism, dreams and
premonitory art bubble forth in his first novel, Divertimento. The plot of Divertimento relates
the exploits of a group of friends which includes a surrealist artist called Renato. When
Renato shows the group a painting of a house and two individuals he has begun, the group is
not only intrigued but becomes fixated on finding its meaning. They solicit the help of a
medium friend, Narciso, who holds a séance and brings them into contact with the
mischievous ghost, Eufemia Quiroga. It later transpires that the house depicted in the picture
belonged to Narciso, although the artist would have had no way of knowing this. Ironically in

attempting to discern the significance of the work. the group becomes fractured. Prior to the

116 . ‘ N . o 5 . .
Here | am referring to extant novels. He had written a novel Soliloquio before Divertimento which he subsequently

destroyed as discussed with Prego Gadea, La fascinacion de las palabras, 160.
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unveiling of the finished painting, the group’s mascot, their cat, dies suddenly. It appears as if
a sacrifice is warranted before the epiphany. The painting is revealed to depict the writer,
Jorge on the verge of slaying the artist, Renato with his sword. Following Renato’s
destruction of the painting, Jorge is sent the decapitated head of the cat, ostensibly as a

souvenir.

Rituals and dreams are also inextricably interwoven in Cortazar’s second novel, £/
Examen, which follows the main characters through the tumultuous streets of Buenos Aires in
the twenty-four hours preceding their final University examination. A sanctuary which boasts
a relic, a concert-hall where violence erupts and the disintegrating university form the
backdrop of the students’ journey throughout the hostile city. Do these events actually unfold
as portrayed or are they part of a character’s nightmare? The question arises as to whether £/
Examen actually predicted the social reality of 1950s Argentina? No definitive answer is
forthcoming. Indeed, this lack of resolution is what defines Cortdzar’s novels ab initio and

evokes Borges’s definition of the aesthetic act as ‘la inminencia de una revelacion, que no se

17 ; . i i e :
produce’.  El Examen (like all of Cortazar’s novels) exudes the imminence of a revelation

which never materializes, a potential which both excruciates and thrills us.

From the nightmare of £/ Examen we proceed to a lottery and a cruise in Los Premios.
Leaving Buenos Aires for an indeterminate period of time, Los Premios takes place onboard
a mysterious ship. The narrative is depicted as a metaphysical voyage from the perspective of
a medium named Persio who has devoted himself to studying medieval philosophy,
Hinduism and alchemy at length. Alongside a kaleidoscope of passengers randomly selected
via a state-run raffle, Persio attempts to give meaning to the voyage. Curiosity is stoked when

the passengers are impeded from accessing the stern, under the pretext that typhus has broken
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Jorge Luis Borges, Otras Inquisiciones (Buenos Aires: Emecé, 1960), 12.
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out. While engaged in lucid dreaming, Persio tries to perceive the inaudible music played by
Picasso’s painting of a guitar in order to gain a panoramic view of the unfolding events. A co-
passenger named Medrano fights his way onto the stern in order to radio help for a sick child,
and 1s shot on the spot by one of the crew members. Medrano’s heroic sacrifice is in vain as
the child subsequently recovers without further assistance and the revelation that the stern
was empty is a secret he takes to the grave. The emptiness of the forbidden stern is an

allegory for the enigma of what happens beyond.

Following the voyages of self-discovery of Chapter One a game of metaphysical

hopscotch begins in Chapter Two. Here Cortazar’s probe of the esoteric reaches a crescendo

18
in his novel sui generis, Rayuela. Denoted by Salman Rushdie as ‘fiendishly esoteric’

Rayuela embraces a vertiginous gamut of occult themes, ranging from the spiritual and
magical to the scientific. The text combines a curious blend of faith systems such as
Buddhism, Egyptian Mysticism, Kabbalah and Theosophy. These are interwoven with
magical miscellany such as Alchemy in addition to scientific theories pertinent to
microbiology, Particle Physics, Quantum Theory and Neuroscience. The text presupposes an
endless quest for meaning. The protagonist, Horacio strives not only for enlightenment but
also longs to create a new more authentic reality. Horacio seeks an elusive centre, the core of
true reality and most of all love. The hopscotch depicted is a game where Buenos Aires
symbolizes earth whilst Paris represents the paradise to which the protagonist aspires. The
satori or sudden enlightenment of Buddhism is pursued throughout. To understand life, it is
useful to understand death. To this end, reference is made to The Tibetan Book of the Dead,
where the deceased is confronted with his or her deeds post-mortem in the form of Karma,
and the Egyptian Book of the Dead, supposedly written by the Egyptian god, Thoth, where

one’s actions determine one’s fate in the afterlife. Rayuela pays particular attention to the
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Salman Rushdie, The Jaguar Smile: a Nicaraguan Journey (L.ondon: Vintage edition, 2000), 79.
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incantatory force of language via Kabbalah and Thoth. Rayuela explores the magical art of
alchemy, also associated with the worship of Thoth, which sought the creation of a panacea
of life and symbolized the evolution of a flawed, temporary state to a permanent, ideal state.
Theosophy, which synthesises Eastern and Western occultism with magic and science and
strove to accentuate the links between Alchemy and particle physics, also features in the
novel. Rayuela uses science to burrow into the veiled reality obscured by our own and to
understand fundamental questions such as our evolution in order to gauge our future. The text
describes humanity as an amoeba trying to stretch itself, unable to transcend the limitations of
its primitive mind. Rayuela traces the evolution of the simplest life-form, the amoeba, to the
most complex, the human being. The new sciences evoke spiritual traditions such as
Buddhism once the concepts of energy and quantum theory are explored. Everything is in
flux, solidity is an illusion and quantum theory’s indeterminacy principle reveals that the
quantum mechanical properties of any object are unknown and unknowable. The beauty of
the esoteric, the unknown and unknowable in other words, is that it can never be truly

exhausted.

In 62: Modelo para armar, the wealth and depth of esoteric themes embodied by
Rayuela wanes somewhat, but does not vanish entirely. In chapter 62 of Rayuela, the
fictitious author, Morelli had posited a novel inspired by the chemistry of the human brain:
62: Modelo para armar. This literary brain-child uses Neuroscience to experiment with a
human cast of characters, depicted as puppet-like entities controlled subconsciously by
hidden forces. The mental processes which make us human are dissected. Memory is
depicted as destroying the past and representing a parallel reality, perception is appraised
from a myriad of angles along with its wealth of associations. One of the characters creates a
new reality by mentally fusing a constellation of miscellaneous objects. The leitmotif of

psychic vampirism is not only used as a metaphor for the cognitive process; it is also the
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catalyst for the murder of one of the principal characters. Parallel realities abound in the form
of the astral plane and the virtual reality of the Ciudad where the characters congregate at

will. Dreams and reality blur and become indistinguishable throughout.

As mentioned, I will take a look at all of Cortazar’s novels, irrespective of whether
they depict music or the arcane. Clearly the absence of the esoteric in Cortazar’s final novel,
Libro de Manuel means that it will not be dealt with at the same level of detail as his prior
novels. Libro de Manuel is by design an exoteric work and was explicitly written to be
understood by the general public for political purposes. Set in Paris in the early 1970s, the
text resembles a scrapbook as it includes newspaper clippings detailing human rights abuses
and atrocities in Latin America. Libro de Manuel tells the story of a group of revolutionaries
(‘La Joda’) which holds a diplomat hostage, in an attempt to secure the release of political

prisoners.

The protagonist of the text is the Argentine emigré, Andrés, who is accompanied by
an array of colourful characters, including his two mistresses, Francine and Ludmilla, his
Jewish compatriot, Lonstein, active revolutionaries such as Marcos, Susana and Patricio,
who are parents of baby Manuel, for whom the book was supposedly compiled. The text
traces Andrés’s radicalization as initially he is an intellectual who does not wish to play an
active role in the revolutionary group. His political metamorphosis begins when he dreams of

being in a cinema where a Cuban entrusts him with a mission he cannot recall upon

119
awaking.  Andrés intuits that fulfilling this enigmatic mission will complete him in some
way, but has no idea of the details. Following the abduction of the diplomat Andrés follows
his mistress and her new lover, Marcos to the safe house and in effect joins ‘La Joda’. When

the security forces attack, Andrés recognizes the scenario as all part of the aforementioned

119 O . . s 5 I . . o ’ . ~ & ~ I3
As Standish indicates in Understanding Julio Cortdzar (25) the modern-day Andrés Fava has a dream which Cortazar
himself had experienced. a dream which features a Cuban and a mysterious mission.
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dream (Libro de Manuel 352). The authorities open fire and Marcos is believed to be

martyred.

Music and its absence play a pivotal role in many but not all of these novels. In
Divertimento, music reflects the thoughts and emotions of the characters, and is afforded a
very superficial treatment. By sharp contrast, in £/ Examen music provides a soundtrack to
the carnivalesque and nightmarish atmosphere which permeates the narrative, boasting a
variety of musical genres from folklore to classical, specifically Bach and Beethoven. With
regard to Libro de Manuel modern classical music is accorded prominence, particularly in the
context of its revolutionary role. Music is more of an abstraction in Los Premios, as the guitar
drawn by Picasso represents the music of the spheres. The tango at the beginning of the
adventure underscores the vibrancy and Weltanschauung of some of the passengers,
contrasted with the closed narrow-mindedness nature of others. Rayuela is the zenith of his
musical endeavour, interweaving classical music and jazz within critical episodes of the
narrative, in effect performing a ‘jazz opera’ which is followed by a classical music farce
prior to terminating in a deathly silence. In 62: Modelo para armar, the dearth of music is
appropriate to his original intention of eschewing the litany of references to literature and
music which had hallmarked Rayuela. This lacuna underscores the notion that 62: Modelo
para armar is by no means a sequel to the whirlwind of Rayuela, and the lack of music
certainly underscores the clinical detachment of this novel. As shall become apparent, a
constant dialectic between music and visual art suffuses Cortazar’s novelistic enterprise
overall. In Divertimento, Renato’s painting dominates, whilst music fades into the
background. Conversely music, not art, preponderates in £/ Examen. In Los Premios music is
rendered an abstraction, contrasting with the privileged role of a Picasso painting. Art and
music jostle for supremacy in Rayuela with music becoming the dominant force. Strikingly,

in 62: Modelo para armar, music is once again silenced by abstract art which plays a pivotal

59




role in a concatenation of tragic events. Music is used for political ends in Libro de Manuel,

whilst art does not command our attention.

At variance with his novels which reflect the epoch and Zeitgeist in which they were
written, Cortazar’s short stories are timeless. Diverging somewhat from the novel which is an
open form, the short story is circumscribed by its limits, both of time and of space. Cortazar

counterpoints the short story with the novel by comparing each with a photograph and a

movie respectively.I20 Cortazar maintains that both the photograph and the short story writer
act as an ‘aperture’ to that which transcends itself. As alluded to, time, reincarnation and
spiritual possession all represent divergent facets of the self and enrich our view thereof.
Moreover, time and reincarnation are inextricably intertwined in the hypothesis of the
‘eternal return’, just as reincarnation suggests a successive, rather than parallel, form of
spiritual possession. Music also assumes a privileged position in a number of Cortazar’s short
stories. I counterpoint both musical and non-musical short stories, which touch on one of the

trinity of motifs of time, reincarnation and spiritual possession.

Chapter Three begins by examining the enigmas of time and time travel in a number
of stories, from the vampiric wristwatch of ‘Instrucciones-Ejemplos Sobre LLa Forma De
Tener Miedo’ to the time travelling mirrors of ‘La conducta de los Espejos en la Isla de
Pascua’. Traversing distinctive historical eras defines ‘La Noche Boca Arriba’, where man
enters ‘sacred time’, not to mention ‘El Otro Cielo” where distraction affords the protagonist
a portal to another century. An attempt to rectify the mistake of man-made time is
adumbrated in ‘El Perseguidor’ where jazz encapsulates immortality and timelessness for
Johnny Carter. Indeed jazz allows not only the musician to speed up and slow down time, but

also opens up a conduit to time travel, the concept of stopping time and journeying within the

12
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He says, en la medida en que una pelicula es en principio un “orden abierto™, novelesco, mientras que una fotografia
lograda presupone una cenida limitacion previa® in “Algunos aspectos del cuento” (Originally published in Diez anos de la
revista “Casa de las Américas”, n° 60, julio 1970, La Habana) reproduced online at www.literatura.us
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moment. It is noteworthy that the hypotheses expounded on time by the novels’ characters
are quite extensive, despite an inability to manipulate time, at variance with their short story

counterparts.

From the enigma of time, | attempt to appraise reincarnation by contrasting it with its
complement, resurrection. ‘Una Flor Amarilla’ conjectures that we are all reincarnated once
we die and highlights the plight of the only man to discover, and attempt to change, this
inevitability. The extra-terrestrial transmigration of Christ is posited in ‘De la Simetria
Interplanetaria’ while the rebirth of character configurations distinguishes ‘Todos Los
Fuegos, El Fuego’. The classical music of Bach and Gesualdo play a pivotal role in
Cortazar’s depiction of reincarnation in ‘Clone’. The music contains hidden codes and exerts
subtle manipulation. Music provokes the characters to re-enact a tragedy from centuries
before and leads us to believe that they have been reborn through music as instruments. In
‘Las Puertas del Cielo’ Marcelo recounts the death of his friend the dancer, Celina. We are
led to believe that she has been fleetingly resurrected prior to being assumed into the all-
encompassing embrace of her tango. In ‘Spiritual Possession’ ‘Lejana’ is the quintessential
tale of bidirectional possession. Man is usurped by salamander in ‘Axolotl” while a malign
primeval spirit invades the characters of ‘El idolo de las Cicladas’ via the medium of a
statuette. Music is portrayed as possessor in ‘Las Ménades’, where the ambience of the
concert hall and the selection of music comprising Mendelssohn’s ‘A Midsummer’s Night’s
Dream’, Strauss’s ‘Don Juan’, Debussy’s ‘La Mer’ and Beethoven’s ‘Fifth Symphony’
induces the audience to devour their conductor at the Teatro de Colén orchestra. In
‘Manuscrito hallado junto a una mano’ the narrator experiments with his ability to sabotage
music psychokinetically. He discovers that he can psychically affect non-musical objects as
long as there is a parallel between a string instrument such as a violin and the selected object,

calling to mind Henry Cornelius Agrippa’s conjecture that the universe is articulated by a
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lattice of ‘occulted’ correspondences.  Ironically, music proves to be his nemesis as his
unique telepathic gift causes his own death. Once again, like a god, Music creates and

destroys at will.

In conclusion, just as Cortazar’s short stories draw sharp focus on music both in terms
of performance and as an abstraction, they also chart variegated patterns of the supernatural.
Music is just one potential key to the esoteric. The rich suggestiveness of Cortazar’s portrayal
of the arcane is inexhaustible. If we compare and contrast Cortazar’s prose, it becomes
apparent that time, reincarnation and spiritual possession permeate not just his shorter fiction,
but various elements of his novelistic output. Viewed as a whole, his novels and short stories
provide us with different angles of the same figuras or patterns. For instance, time outside of
time embodied by both dreams and ‘carnival’ in Divertimento and El Examen, reincarnation
in the figure of Andrés Fava, spiritual possession involving both a ghost and a vampire in
Divertimento and 62: Modelo para armar respectively are variations on the themes
expounded in the short stories. Conversely, even if the short stories refrain from explicitly
mentioning spiritual, scientific and magical traditions as the novels do, their influence is no
less palpable. A relentless, voracious questioning of the enigmas of life is without doubt a
hallmark of Cortazar’s prose. The germs of this tantalizing quest are salient from his initial
literary offerings, as we shall now see in Chapter One, where the quintessential arcane tropes
of dreams, death and destiny are explored and exploited in Divertimento, El Examen, El

Diario de Andrés Fava and Los Premios.

121 )
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Chapter One - Divertimento, El Examen and Los Premios

‘All that we see or seem is but a dream within a dream” Edgar Allen Poe

[t is the aim of this chapter to survey Cortazar’s early novels prior to Rayuela. These
works, Divertimento, El Examen, El Diario de Andrés Fava and Los Premios are all based in
and around Argentina, even though Cortazar himself was living in Paris by the time that he
wrote Los Premios. A salient feature throughout these texts is a fixation with the role of art,
be it visual or musical. The concept of seeing, both physically and metaphysically, consumes
many of the characters where they attempt to view objects and phenomena from all sides
simultaneously. Indeed, the act of vision is presented as an artistic feat as it creates the work.
Art serves as a portal to another dimension. Paintings, both Surrealist and Cubist,
metamorphose into premonitory channels in Divertimento and Los Premios. With frequency
the artist’s process of prognostication and creation precedes destruction. Moreover, the
novels discussed delve into the musical undercurrents of literature and even time and
nightmares are appraised in terms of music. Whilst music, specifically blues, simply
represents an emotionally charged experience in Divertimento, classical music is juxtaposed
with the vibrancy of tango, the crucible of cultures which features in E/ Examen and Los
Premios. Music is imbued with metaphysical dimensions when it is depicted as both a
sentient being and a form of life in an alternate universe. As mentioned, the novels discussed
in this chapter are characterized by recurrent elements of dreams, death, destiny and rituals,
all of which aim to reveal the unknowable reality beyond what is perceived by human
consciousness. These texts represent a quest of sorts, from the meaning of a painting and the
significance of an exam to the interpretation of both a cruise and a picture. In each instance

the search precedes an epiphany and is conducive to sacrifice and death.
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Divertimento

A curious blend of Spiritualism and Surrealism is intertwined throughout
Cortazar’s first novel, Divertimento where fine art represents a vehicle for exploring the
future and the depths of the human psyche. The narrative is percolated through the eyes of
Insecto, one of a group of friends who congregates in the atelier of the surrealist artist,
Renato. The group represents a paradigm for the constellations of friends which prevail in
novels such as E/ Examen and Rayuela where we usually encounter an artist, a writer or both.
Renato’s atelier “Vive como Puedas’ becomes synonymous with the group which comprises
Insecto, a writer, and two sets of siblings: Renato and his sister, Susana, as well as Jorge

Nuri, a Surrealist poet and his sister, Marta.

Susana supports Renato in his artistic endeavours by taking care of mundane domestic

tasks, allowing him to concentrate on his artistic outpu’[.122 The poet, Jorge emphasises
automatic writing as the main route toward a higher reality, a form of writing which drew
inspiration from the practice of mediums who claimed to have been directed by dead spirits
or the subconscious of the living. Jorge dictates automatic writing which Marta faithfully
transcribes, but we later learn that Jorge’s purportedly extemporized output is predominantly
rehearsed and regurgitated accordingly. By contrast to Jorge’s contrived compositions,
Renato’s unsettling painting, which he ordains his ‘nightmare’, is spontaneous and
epitomizes the potency of the dream. The picture, coupled with endeavours to unearth its
masked significance, provides an impetus for much of the action within the text, a quest
which uncovers a subterranean landscape of both a psychological and parapsychological

nature.

=

" Julio Cortazar, Divertimento (Buenos Aires: Suma de Letras, 2004 ). 57. All further textual references to the novel are to
this edition.
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Although ostensibly a poet, the narrator Insecto straddles both the visual and the
literary by attempting to perceive the world through the eyes of an artist. Whilst distractedly
gazing out at a field a number of blocks away, his vision filtered through a striped canvas
awning, Insecto beholds a herd of cows grazing in the sunshine: ‘Tenian algo de mosaico y
cuadro vivo, un ballet idiota de figuras lentisimas y obstinadas; la distancia impedia apreciar
sus movimientos, pero fijandose con atencion se veia cambiar poco a poco la forma del
conjunto, la constelacion vacuna’ (12). The bovine constellation piques Marta’s curiosity
also. She highlights the optical illusion that sixteen full-size cows can appear to fit into such a

miniscule space, similar to the illusion that a pointed finger can obscure the sun in the sky.

Insecto suggests that Renato should paint this magical scene of ‘dieciséis vacas
celebrando el nacimiento de Venus en un amanecer torrido’ (13). Painting a realistic scene
would only be palatable to Renato if framed by an abstract title. This dialogue prompts them
to discuss Renato’s current work. The picture which remains unseen by Insecto is deemed by
Marta to be photographic. Insecto aptly contends that it may be photographic: ‘fotografico a
la manera marciana o a través del ojo facetado de una mosca. Imaginate fotografiar la
realidad a través de un ojo de mosca’ (13). A fly’s eye is unusual for a number of reasons,
both in its appearance and the way it works. Flies have compound eyes and perceive images

through the numerous individual photoreceptor units which are located on a convex surface

and point in slightly different directions.]23 They can thus view a wider panorama than other
simpler eyes. Photographing reality through the eye of a fly would imply seeing almost
everything simultaneously. Flies observe events unfolding in slow motion, which allows
them to escape being swatted by a human being. Where a person would see a glass smash
into smithereens in a split second, a fly would perceive the destruction unfold, frame by

frame. Here we see a painting executed in a form of slow motion over a number of weeks, as
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details unfurl when they are dictated by a nightmare, a séance and an exorcism. Given that
what seems like a millisecond to a human being lasts a considerable period for a fly, if a
person could stretch time like this, a finite lifetime may resemble an eternity, as we shall

learn with “El Perseguidor’.

Insecto is curious about Renato’s new painting which perturbs Marta. An
unconcerned Renato simply focusses on Marta’s psychic abilities: ‘mas bien parece
inquietarse pero ella misma no encuentra explicacion. No sé si sabés que Marta es una buena
médium’ (21). Marta had been trained by Narciso, a medium who held séances with the V4
group, a group which recited Surrealist poetry. Renato claims to experience an epiphany
regarding the painting and its origin: ‘en este momento me doy cuenta de que Narciso tiene
algo que ver con el cuadro’ (22). When Renato eventually shows Insecto his work in
progress, Insecto feels that the picture conjures up a sense of oneiric solitude. The
composition consists of two mysterious figures and a house at dawn. Outside the door, the
first figure wields a sword which he points towards the second figure inside the house, a
‘victim® which reminds Insecto of ‘the lofty and enshrouded figure of the lady Madeline of
Usher’. Clearly there is the subtext of the two Usher siblings echoing both Renato and his
sister, Susana, if not Jorge and his sister, Marta. Moreover, with his allusion to Poe’s The Fall
of the House of Usher, Insecto encapsulates the essence of the horror story - ominous

loneliness, apprehension and a deep feeling of uneasiness.

Our attention is riveted by the sword held by one of the individuals in the picture: ‘la
figura producia una impresion penetrantemente femenina, sin que pudiera precisarse por qué’
(34). Perhaps the clothing which the character dons produces a spectral, ethereal effect: ‘Al
igual que la otra, estaba envuelta en una vestidura de pliegues colgantes que ocultaba
enteramente el cuerpo y se prolongaba por el suelo como una pequefia sombra plastica’ (34).

Physical features of the characters are insinuated with broad brush strokes rather than
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concretized. The victim appears to be devoured by the house: ‘La figura de la victima —uno
pensaba en seguida que era la victima—aparecia como devorada por la mole de la casa’ (31).
Insecto suspects that once the door is completed, the first figure will be able to enter to
execute the awful deed. Tellingly, the only completed component was the overhead cloud,
‘una sola nube fija y recortada como un ojo anatémico’ (33). Eerily this all-seeing eye
surveys them as they survey it. As mentioned, Insecto feels that the painting perfectly
conjures up the notion of a nightmare: ‘Tal vez si pudiera fotografiarse una pesadilla se

lograria alguna escena con esta fijeza’ (35).

Renato, however, is dissatisfied with the embankment in the painting. He imputes
metaphysical attributes to it, insisting that it maintain contact with the shadow as the picture
communicates with ‘the other side’ through it. He longs for it to ‘guardar cierto contacto con
la sombra, con algo menos material que el resto. Siempre he tenido la impresion de que el
cuadro comunica con el otro lado mediante el terraplén, si es un terraplén’ (38). The other
side evokes the notion of life after death as well as the Other of reality, a parallel dimension
beyond our ken. Under ‘interrogation’, Renato reveals that he does not know what Narciso’s
connection with the painting is as he holds that it was Marta who had forged the link.
Disconcerted, Marta claims that even when he had painted just three lines of the work she
had sensed an aura from it, one that contaminates Renato: ‘ti estas saturado de una cosa

impura que lo hace como una niebla’ (39).

In a bid to ascertain the rationale behind the painting, they are persuaded by Insecto to
invite Narciso, the astrologer and ‘mago’ for a séance. A very subtle power struggle surfaces
within the group as Insecto feels that the group believed itself to be exclusive. Having spotted
a ouija board at his friends’ house, he decides to add a surprise element to the evening by
inviting them along to the séance, without first consulting Renato. These friends, Laura and

Mona are given charge of the ouija board at the séance. Before the séance commences,
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Susana confides in Insecto that her brother has simply fleshed out details to the inanimate
elements of the painting, as if he is afraid to complete the two human figures therein. The air
sizzles with tension as they await the session. Windows are shut tight, rendering the
atmosphere stifling and infernal. The lights are lowered to facilitate communication with the
other side. For Insecto, once the lights are dimmed, everything appears clearer than before.
Prompted by Marta’s questioning as to the identity of the spirit, the name ‘Facundo’ is spelt
out followed by the word ‘espada’. ‘Facundo’ is taken to mean Juan Facundo Quiroga, as
shall be discussed in greater detail. The dry, mechanical sounding voice of a woman
emanates from beside Marta, a voice bemoaning Facundo’s death. The voice is presumed to
be that of Facundo’s wife, Eufemia. Insecto believes that he glimpsed a form beside Marta,
just for a split second, similar to one of his nightmares, but is unsure. At this point, the reader
is naturally dubious as to the authenticity of the spirit. Seeds of doubt are subtly sown. When
Narciso interjects that Santos Pérez had killed Facundo, Eufemia laughs maniacally and
screams ;Lo mato Marta!” (67). Narciso asks to whom she is referring, but Jorge abruptly

terminates the séance by switching on the light, infuriating Narciso in the process.

The choice of the name of Facundo is striking. The Argentine, Juan Facundo Quiroga
(1788 — February 16, 1835) was both man and myth, a caudillo with a colourful reputation. In
his youth he is reported to have slain a cougar, earning him the moniker ‘El Tigre de los
Llanos’. He became immortalized by Domingo Faustino Sarmiento in 1845 when he wrote
Facundo, where Sarmiento juxtaposes Facundo’s alleged Barbarism with his own supposedly
‘civilized’ predilection for a European education and way of life. Eufemia’s accusation, ‘Lo
matd Marta’ is as enigmatic as it is troubling. The ‘lo’ in question could indicate a person or a
thing. If we take it to mean an object, perhaps Marta’s insistence on solving the riddle of the
painting is conducive to the dissolution of the group and may influence the untimely demise

of the cat. Furthermore, as Marta acts as a medium for Jorge this may mean that Jorge,
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through Marta’s interference, liquidates Renato in his painting by destroying the group
known as ‘Vive como puedas’. Alternatively, if ‘lo’ alludes to Facundo, Eufemia could be
indicating that Marta has destroyed Facundo’s apparition by channelling Eufemia. One
reason that it is Eufemia and not Facundo who speaks is that, owing to his gunshot wound,
‘Facundo tiene la cara rota’ (66). The possibility cannot be discounted that Eufemia is
causing mischief with this preposterous and unfounded accusation that Marta has killed
Facundo. Marta later feels that she is being manipulated by Eufemia, which would
substantiate this theory. In effect, once all of the cards are laid on the table, we learn that
Marta was a ‘trick card’, a diversion or distraction to which the novel’s title alludes. After the
séance has concluded, Susana expresses relief that Renato can at last finish the picture.
Susana may have feared that she was the intended victim in the painting, echoing
Madeleine’s fate in The Fall of the House of Usher. She too is a false trail, intimated by

Insecto in his allusion to Poe’s text.

Following the séance Marta and Insecto trawl the streets of Buenos Aires in a bid to
find the house featured in the picture. They are stunned to learn that said house was a rental
property owned by Narciso. Later Insecto unsuccessfully attempts to draw a line under the
whole fiasco by ‘exorcising” Narciso and his ghosts from their lives. When Insecto goes to
confront Narciso at his apartment about the séance, he sees the ghost of Eufemia. Up until
this juncture, the reader has suspected that Eufemia was either an act of ventriloquism or a
hoax. Abruptly, this illusion is dispelled, with Insecto’s vision of Eufemia unravelling knots
in a piece of string. With regard to this image of a weaver, Peter Standish underlines the idea
‘that a powerful weaver of destinies is at work ... She (for often the weaver is a female figure)

is frequently invoked as a metaphysical force ... In Divertimento ... Cortazar again dwells on

45




the image of the ovillo, the skein’.I24 Narciso refers to Eufemia thus: ‘Esta con su ovillo ... Es
un ovillo lleno de nudos, que lleva consigo y trata de desanudar. Le da mucho trabajo, y
avanza de a poco’ (116). It is worth noting that this vision of Eufemia echoes our first
glimpse of Laura who, while unravelling a thread in order to rewind it into a ball, encounters
resistance: ‘Globo terrestre ovillo, ahora ves mares, continentes, una flora ahi dentro, y no te
vale tirar porque resiste, tires de los paralelos, tires de los meridianos’ (42). A knot is thread
biting itself, swallowing up or cannibalizing itself. Laura views this woollen ball as a
translucid universe: ‘En los ovillos que no son nada, su propia materia girando y girando
inmovil, universo translucido en la mano, copa de arbol de lana con cosas adentro que
enganchan los hilos” (43). Unable to untie the knot Laura impatiently cuts the thread, and
thus resembles Atropos, the inflexible Fate who is also said to sever the thread that she and
her sisters wove. Not only did Laura long to cut the metaphorical umbilical cord which her
family wielded over her, but she also cut the ties that bound the ‘Vive como Puedas’
ensemble by enticing Jorge away. Equally it could be argued that Eufemia guides their Fate
in unexpected ways. Marta believes in her power to determine their destiny, as Insecto
discovers. He asks, ‘;Te parece que Eufemia hard algo més que predecir una cosa? ... Eso
seria conferirle una actividad, una fuerza sobre vos que me resulta inconcebible’ (76). Marta
looks at Insecto, ‘con la cara de Jorge en los trances’ and declares: ‘Todo el que profetiza esta
ya actuando sobre la cosa’ (76). Eufemia does exert influence on the group, far more than any

of the friends would care to admit.

As mentioned, Insecto had visited Narciso to demand that he put an end to the whole
affair but is shocked when Narciso retorts that Eufemia will not be willing to do so. Terror
grasps Insecto, and he assaults both Narciso and Eufemia. Curiously, when he kicks Eufemia

he expects his foot to glide through the air, but he feels as if the ghost is solid: ‘A mi me
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parece que el zapato pego6 realmente en un plexo solar. Eufemia se doblé en dos y bloqued
varias veces, balbuceando incoherencias’ (118). A remorseful yet chastened Insecto starts to
appease Narciso. When he turns around he sees Eufemia who blends with the folds in the
sofa. These folds are akin to the spectral pleats which featured in the clothing of Renato’s

painting. What do they represent? In ‘The Doors of Perception’, Huxley muses on pleats and
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the ‘luxuriant development of drapery as a major theme’.  These non-representational

forms, ‘very often they set the tone of the whole work of art ... they express the mood, the

temperament, the attitude to life of the artist. Stoical serenity reveals itself in the smooth
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surfaces’.  They contrast with ‘a silken wilderness of countless tiny pleats and wrinkles,
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with an incessant modulation - inner uncertainty’. It is plausible that the aforementioned
‘inner uncertainty’ is depicted by the folds of the textiles in both the painting and the
apparition of Eufemia. A smooth surface would represent clarity, which is the polar opposite

to the opacity of both the nightmare and the ghost.

An agitated Insecto tells the group about his encounter with Narciso, but fails to
mention the phantasmal presence of Eufemia. Renato laughs and says that he has painted
what he should have painted, and was not crazy as he had feared: ‘Crei de veras que me habia
vuelto loco, pero estaba pintando la verdad. Vos acabas de liquidar el resto, lo
incomprensible” (128). At this juncture, the cat, Thibaud Piazzini dies for no apparent reason
and each deals with the shock in his or her own way. Jorge looks on taciturnly while Renato

‘argumentaba, con gestos exagerados la prevision en Paolo Ucello” (130). The artist, Uccello
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was renowned for his work on perspective and his obsession with the ‘vanishing point® - a

vanishing point which fades into the future. Uccello’s groundbreaking work on three-
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dimensional perspective signalled a revolutionary mode of portraying the world, literally by
aggregating another dimension, rendering the image more veridical. As we shall see in Los
Premios, this augmentation of dimensions foreshadowed works by Picasso and Marcel
Duchamp. It is as if Renato translates Thibaud Piazzini’s death into an act with artistic

undercurrents — a new dimension has been opened up to the group.

Following a brief interval, Laura arrives and lures Jorge away from his possessive
friends, essentially fracturing the group. Insecto suggests to Renato, ‘;Qué te parece si
hacemos juntos la vela de armas?’ (141) which is in other words a vigil of arms for the
defunct cat. Traditionally, this “vigil of arms” was a peculiar condition required for entry into

knighthood. It consisted of keeping a long silent watch in some gloomy spot, preferably a

haunted one.m After Insecto has laid out the feline cadaver, Renato reveals the finished
painting to him. In it the identity of the individuals becomes clear. Renato is the secondary
figure or victim, while Jorge is in the foreground, brandishing a sword (a sword which
Insecto says could be called Laura). Jorge through his union with Laura has fractured the

integrity of the group.

As dawn breaks Renato destroys the painting. In a macabre gesture, Insecto later goes
to Jorge’s house, where he leaves him a package containing Thibaud Piazzini’s head as a
souvenir of ‘“Vive Como Puedas’. The reason for this decapitation is unclear. On one level, it
evokes Facundo Quiroga’s notoriety for killing a wildcat or tiger in his youth. On another

level, it may be revenge for what he perceives to be betrayal. Perhaps he feels that this
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sacrifice consecrates the group in a bizarre manner or even that is he creating a form of art.

Tantalizingly in Divertimento the dénouement poses more questions than it answers. The

.
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original mystery revolved around the content of the painting: what did the painting signify
and who were the two characters portrayed therein? One question which arises is: are these
valid questions? As a piece of abstract art, should it represent someone or something tangible
as a classical portrait would? There is no onus on the artist to create something which the
observer must construe in a pre-ordained way. Nevertheless, Renato feels impelled to provide
clues as to the springboard which inspired the picture. Provisionally Renato entitles the

painting ‘Pesadilla’ or ‘nightmare’ and explicates:

El titulo no es importante pero un cuadro surrealista necesita del titulo como
explicacion del trampolin que lo puso en marcha. Lo malo es que del trampolin no
tengo sino una idea muy vaga, una mezcla de recuerdos, un despertar a medianoche
con un miedo atroz, una especie de presentimiento del futuro (21).

Renato is oblivious to the inspiration of the painting but intuits that it represents a

premonition which originated in a nightmare.

The distinctions between dreams and art blur and fuse, as the oneiric realm appears to
be propitious for inspiration. Insecto surmises that, if we could photograph a nightmare, the
result would resemble Renato’s composition. For Insecto, it is the picture’s ephemeral or
‘snapshot’ nature which renders it oneiric: ‘en el suefo la cosa es distinta; vos ves las cosas
asi, pero las ves un solo instante, sin fijacidén; apenas un augenblick [sic], piensa en la
etimologia de la palabra’ (35). In German the term ‘Augenblick’ means ‘moment’, but its
composite parts mean ‘eye’ ‘view’, i.e. what we see in the blink of an eye determines the
temporal interval. Insecto juxtaposes Tanguy’s dreamlike works with his own dreams:
‘Algunos cuadros de Tanguy son lo mas cercano a los paisajes de mis suefios; pero tendria
que verlos un instante, entre un encender y apagar de linterna; si dura mas la cosa se concreta,
se proyecta, salta de este lado’ (35-36). Their elusiveness forces these images to stay on the
side of dreams; if he were able to capture them permanently, they would be projected onto

the reality of his waking hours.
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Did the painting foreshadow or occasion the dissolution of the group? Was it a self-
fulfilling prophecy? It could be argued that it represented a subconscious acknowledgement
on the part of Renato that their halcyon days as a united ensemble were numbered, as Jorge’s
sense of ennui became increasingly evident. This in itself does not explain the prominence of
Narciso’s rental house in the painting, a house which Renato had never seen. If he had
somehow dreamt a vision of the future, does that mean that the future was set in stone, or did
he cause this unfolding of events through his dreams? Was he a ‘seer’ in the preternatural
sense? It is quite possible that Renato’s artistic sensitivity has opened up channels to the
Other for him. Perchance there is a hidden link between artistic creativity and clairvoyance.
By unearthing the powers of the subconscious mind, we may uncover elements which
normally linger beyond the grasp of consciousness. Just as the poet is a magician, the artist is
a seer. The phantasmal and phantasmagorical have become one. By adding new dimensions
to reality as Uccello and Picasso before him have done, the artist allows the future to bleed
through.

Music does not assume a prominent position in this novel and simply serves to echo
and at times intensify their emotions. They all love listening to and empathize with Lena
Horne singing, ‘I gotta right to sing the blues- I gotta right to mourn and cry’ (29). Insecto
reveals his hidden feelings for Susana when he sings, “Sweet Sue, just you’. Prior to meeting
Jorge, Laura had felt straitjacketed by her existence and yearns to leave, to be free. Her
thoughts merge with Ethel Waters singing:

So you’re goin! To leave the old home, Jim,

To-day you’re goin’ away,

You’re goin® among the city folks to dwell ... ! (47)

As well as being mawkishly sentimental, the lyrics reflect Laura’s craving for adventure. She

131
is certainly stimulated by Jorge, who himself was quite musical. =~ When Laura sings
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‘Estrellita’I32 it somehow becomes bound up with her love for Jorge: ‘Laura cantaba
“Estrellita” y estaba enamorada de Jorge’ (82). Laura’s rendition of the song Estrellita has a
particularly strong resonance for Jorge as it makes him feel like a child again, ‘Nunca he
podido oirle “Estrellita™ a Laura sin sentir deseos de llorar, de ser pequeiio, de estar desnudo

en mi cama ...’ (81).

Music may mirror their emotions but it does not dictate their actions. In essence,
music fades into the background while Renato’s painting takes centre stage. The quest to both
understand and complete the work conjures up the historical ghosts of the Argentine leader,
Facundo Quiroga and his wife, Eufemia. It acts as a catalyst for a chain of events which leads
to the dissolution of the ensemble. The artist’s act of prognostication and creation precedes, if

not provokes, destruction. We shall see that Cortazar’s following novel, El Examen, is
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unwittingly a chronicle of the death foretold of another leader’s wife, Eva Per6on.  Akin to
Divertimento, El Examen hinges on a nightmare, one which is not an ephemeral snapshot,
rather a protracted nightmarish reality from which the core constellation of friends strives to

escape.

predilection for theosophy, in keeping with Narciso’s own proclivities, but Jorge prefers to play Beethoven, badly
according to Insecto.
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Composed in 1912 by the Mexican musician, Manuel Ponce.
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El Examen

‘Un ritual no se inventa ... — o se lo recuerda o se lo descubre. Ya estan listos desde la
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eternidad’.

Resonating with Divertimento a trinity of death, nightmares and ritual is pivotal to
Cortazar’s dystopian novel, £/ Examen, written in 1950 but published posthumously in 1986.
On the eve of their final college exam, Juan and his wife Clara decide to kill time by
engaging in a variety of diversions. The normally conventional rite of passage towards their
academic degree assumes metaphysical proportions as the main characters find themselves
embroiled in a ‘ritual of rituals’. Initially they intend to stay awake for the twenty-four hours
preceding the test, in the process unintentionally becoming flaneurs who stroll around Buenos
Aires examining the city and its decomposition. The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak and

predictably, despite the best of intentions, they succumb to sleep.

At various junctures, Juan and Clara are joined by their former college friend, Andrés,
who is in love with Clara, Andrés’s girlfriend, Stella, and a journalist known as the Cronista.
As with Insecto in Divertimento, the Cronista’s true name is never revealed, his role as a
journalist makes him an ostensibly objective observer of events. The friends are shadowed
throughout by another former colleague, the phantasmal Abel, who wishes to inflict pain on
Clara for reasons unknown. Both Juan and Andrés are writers and each keeps a journal which

they lend to the other to read. £l Examen originally encompassed El Diario de Andrés Fava,
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Julio Cortazar, £l Examen (Buenos Aires: Punto De Lectura, 2004). 77. All further textual references to the novel are to
this edition.
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which as the name suggests exposes Andrés’s innermost musings, and it is my intention to

T 135
‘reattach the severed limb’ and treat the two texts together.

Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of the group’s conversations and individuals’
cogitations revolve around avant-garde literature, coupled with the esoteric nature of dreams,
language, music and death. At times, and subverting the norm, the conversations appear to
conduct the characters rather than the reverse (a trait which hallmarks Rayuela among other
works). The examination acts as a pretext for lengthy deliberations on literature as well as an
embarrassment of quotations. Clara’s fixation with the examination means that she frequently
alludes to writers such as Rimbaud, Mallarmé and Malraux and attempts to divine the
questions to be posed. She contextualizes her experiences in terms of the examination. The
test that Clara and Juan anticipate will be the climax to their twenty-four hour ordeal never
comes to fruition. Arriving at the university and compelled to wait, their torment is
exacerbated by the infernal heat and the fetid stench of glue. The professors fail to materialize
and after a series of blackouts the exam is indefinitely annulled. The cancellation is as
metaphorical as it is practical. It epitomizes not only their journey but in many ways the
anticlimax of the narrative itself. As mentioned, £/ Examen embodies the imminence of a
revelation which never materializes, a potential which both tortures and stimulates the

characters and us.

As ultimate insult, the students are offered an exam certificate for ten pesos, a
certificate which even the Cronista can purchase simply because he is present. After all of
Clara’s toil and anxiety, this degree is nugatory, depriving her of a meaningful future and in a
sense negating her past. Their test ultimately becomes the ultimate test: a test of survival.

They must learn that what they held to be ‘the rules of the game’ have changed and that in
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order to survive they must escape from a city where they no longer belong. My initial
intention 1s to examine the configuration of characters and their esoteric interests and, in
some instances, afflictions. The spectral Abel is a ‘living death’, Andrés is obsessed with
esoteric elements of music and a somewhat ambiguous attitude towards death, whilst Clara’s
nightmares simultaneously haunt and define her. Secondly, I will probe the various stages in
the ‘rituals’ which they undergo in their path to either enlightenment or destruction. In the
process of scrutinizing distinct facets of Buenos Aires the group visits a number of venues,
taking them from La Casa, a centre for listening to literature being read aloud to ‘Santuario’,
a focal point for the veneration of a bone, later to a concert at the ‘Teatro de Colon” before
their trajectory ends at the University. | aim to place particular emphasis on the role played
by music within the various stages of their ritual, relating it to Andrés Fava’s theories on

music as expounded in his diary.

From the outset, the novel encapsulates a miasma of death and disintegration. A pall
of mysterious fog has descended upon Buenos Aires, a cloying haze which is equally political

and social. Throughout the late 1940s and 1950s, Argentina was a country in turmoil and the

intellectuals in particular feared that their values and way of life were under threat.m) Aside
from these societal concerns, our characters fear mental stagnation and lament that the very
words that they utter have become nothing more than empty husks devoid of spirit, a
sentiment later echoed by Horacio in Rayuela. Even the fuzz which floats through the air and
irritates their throats is, according to Juan, ‘las palabras que dice la gente y que la niebla
preserva y pasea’ (120). Literally, the word was made fuzz and drifted among them.

Smothered by the very air which they breathe, the panic-stricken citizens are warned not to
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consume the glowing noxious mushrooms which sprout throughout the city. This
omnipresent sense of putrefaction regrettably does not precede phoenix-like renewal. Many
believe that it signals the apocalypse and rush to stock up on provisions. A group calling
itself ‘Las Ochenta Mujeres’ claims to foresee the end of the world, and tries to recruit other

women to their doomsday cult.

Fires blaze, as explosions and gunshots terrorize the city. The ubiquitous stench of
decay assails their noses. Trapped in a train on the underground, Andrés feels as if encased in
a tomb, excruciated by a woman trapped beside him who shrieks incessantly. Belligerent
hounds prowl the city, and a dog is pushed onto the rail tracks by a security guard, meeting a
brutal and graphic end. This is one of a number of perturbing incidents which punctuate their
evening, underpinning the extent to which the natural order has been thrown out of kilter. The
hungry, acidic fog consumes the lecturer they meet after the farce of the supposed exam. He
is embarrassed at what has happened and makes a feeble attempt to explain: * “Yo™ ... dijo el

doctor, pero se detuvo y la niebla se lo fue comiendo como un acido’ (317).

Death is personified on many levels in £/ Examen. With its foundering footpaths,
Buenos Aires itself has become a necropolis, luring people to their demise. While observing
Clara, Andrés evokes Curzio Malaparte, who, writing on the horror of World War II, claims
that everyone knows how egotistic the dead are; they forgive the living everything except
being alive. Jealous of the living, death strikes in an arbitrary fashion. Andrés appears to be
finely tuned to the presence of death enveloping them. Deeply embroiled in a conversation
with Clara, Andrés believes that he foresees her demise if she insists on remaining in Buenos
Aires. He imagines that his interlocutor is not Clara, rather her skull, a future memento mori
of sorts. Clara only truly appreciates the danger which they face once she bears witness to the
death of a young man at close range while on the street. As if in exam-mode autopilot, Clara

formulates her reaction with a literary quote: ‘Animula vagula blandula’ (329). This phrase
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was reputedly said by the Emperor Hadrian who, sensing the approach of death proclaimed,

‘O animula, tremula, vagula, blandula; qua nunc abibis in loca horrida, squalida,’ - “O poor,
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trembling, wandering soul, into what places of darkness and defilement art thou going?’
Glimpsing the mortality of the other crystallises Clara’s own fear of death, a fear she wishes

to ignore.

The elusive Abel is portrayed as an agent of death. Initially Juan and Clara are not too
concerned by his presence, as they view him as somewhat harmless. However, their attitude
changes once Clara receives an ‘anonymous’ threatening letter from Abel on the day of the

examination. Juan says that Abel is like the city (228), a city which represents death for
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them.  The biblical Abel was killed by Cain out of envy and thereafter as the judge of the

souls was depicted as, “An awful man sitting upon the throne to judge all creatures, and
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examining the righteous and the sinners’.  Upon learning of the altercation at the Teatro de

Colon, what perturbs Clara most is the Cronista’s reference to Abel’s presence prompting her
to think of what is termed: ‘THE FULFILLMENT OF THE OBSCURE PREDICTIONS’
(142), as if his vendetta were dictated by scripture. The capitalized typeface used above is
somewhat unexpected and evokes stage directions. In addition, it may represent tentative
steps into experimenting with typeface and structure, a process which is enhanced in Persio’s

italicized soliloquies in Los Premios and in Rayuela, in particular.

While planning their departure, Clara wonders whether Abel can defy his fate, or
whether he is doomed to follow this destructive path regardless. She likens him to the
scorpion which essentially condemns itself to death by stinging the frog which had been

carrying it to safety. When asked why it had done so, the scorpion had replied that it was a
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scorpion and stinging was its nature. The absence of free will to determine its own destiny
has doomed the scorpion. Was Abel likewise condemned because he believed himself to be
doomed? By contrast, an unwavering belief in the ability to control one’s fate is evinced by
Salaver, a passing acquaintance of the group who introduces them to his unique concept of
‘contraazar’. By way of example, he states his desire to go to live in Spain, and randomly
sticks a pin in a calendar in order to determine the date. This is the first part of what he terms
‘superazar’. The second part consists of guessing what the designated day will entail for him,
for instance, what the weather will be like. After he forecasts these events, he must wait until
the day in question and then he must contravene his own prognostications. If he has predicted
rain, he must wear summer clothes instead, and, regardless of his boss’s instructions, he must
write an article on Beethoven: “Vos habias previsto el superazar, y lo hundis con el
contraazar’ (106). Salaver claims that his own name ‘Sal a ver’ or ‘Go out and see’ is
prophetic — as he views himself as a seer of sorts: “En mi apellido hay también un signo que
me concierne ... Soy un adelantado en el tiempo, mi propio destino me manda a mirar qué
pasara’ (107). Another noteworthy feature of Salaver’s name is that it is an imperfect
anagram of ‘al revés’ (‘alraves’), as he does the reverse of what he has predicted. Clearly, his
methodology is nonsensical and provides mirth among the group. As shall become clear, this
notion of counter fate, although not taken seriously by Andrés Fava, provides him with food

for thought on the role and nature of art in the future.

Andrés’s diary, interwoven with his stream of consciousness and a rich tapestry of
literery allusions, commands our attention for a myriad of reasons. In particular the diary
outlines Andrés’s esoteric musical hypotheses and thoughts on death and reincarnation. In
tandem with his love for literature, Andrés devotes a great deal of attention to music. He
combines the two passions by appraising literature as if it were music. He wonders whether

Hesse’s novel, Demian (1919), possesses a secret virtue in its original German version. In
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Spanish, this ‘repugnant’ book, ‘suena como el texto de flauta magica con la musica de
Lescaut’ (Diario 29). He construes this as a cacophony of a text, as incongruous as a kitten
barking. Andrés explores music both in the physical sense and as an abstract idea. For
Andrés, we reach the Platonic Form of Music through music in its terrestrial incarnation or
performance: * “Por las musicas se asciende a la Musica.” Razdn de més para no olvidar que
la escalera es una suma de peldafios’ (Diario 80). Using the metaphor of climbing, he
explains that the valley, or musical performance, acts as impetus to reach the summit or
Music as an Idea, whilst reaching the peak and surveying what lies beneath, allows us to
gauge the magisterial musical works: “Si de algo sirve el valle es para estimular el ascenso a
la cima; si de algo sirve la cima, es para que todo esta ahi a la vista, lo que verdaderamente
importa del valle” (Diario 80). It is this symbiotic relationship between the abstraction of
Music and musical representation which inspires him. In Los Premios, the abstraction of
music may well be synonymous with the ‘music of the spheres’, an inaudible music that

Pythagoras asserted was produced by the celestial bodies.

Andrés portrays music as a jealous mistress who enslaves musicians. He uses the
example of the renowned violinist, Jascha Heifetz, as a case in point: ‘A propédsito de la
libertad y del ser libre: Se dice: ‘Heifetz hace lo que quiere con su violin’. ;No sera el violin
el que hace lo que quiere con Heifetz?” (Diario 48). Heifetz derided those who ascribed the
superiority of a musical performance to the calibre of the instrument alone. He was once
allegedly approached after a concert by a female fan who complimented him breathlessly on

the ‘beautiful tone” of the del Gesu violin he had played that night. Bending down to put his

) LR Leh, . ; 140 :
ear close to the violin lying in its case, Heifetz remarked, ‘I don’t hear anything.”  Heifetz

sees the violin as his tool, oblivious to the fact that he is the one who serves it. Just as the

140
As discussed by Philip Ball, The Music Instinct How Music Works and Why We Can’t Do Without It (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 2010), 234.
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piano transforms the piano-man, ‘a conformar al hombre, a hacer de él un pianista, un
hombre-piano, un servidor con negra que corre el mundo’, Heifetz becomes a violin-man: ‘El
violin se hace llevar por Heifetz ... Ajustaindose estrictamente a la voluntad del sefior, el
criado cumple los movimientos necesarios para que el violin suene’ (Diario 48). The dead
tyrants to whom he refers (Diario 48), are the composers whose works he plays, despots who
dilute the modicum of free-will granted to him by his violin. The merger of man with
instrument, although somewhat implicit in Johnny Carter’s relationship with his saxophone in
‘El Perseguidor’, reaches its apogee in ‘Clone’, where the singers could be viewed as de facto

musical instruments.

Andrés measures time in terms of music. Physically repulsed by Chopin, Andrés feels
that the musician does not belong to his time simply because he does not allow him to: ‘Al
lado mio hay un sefior cuyo tiempo abarca a Chopin, ello no significa que su tiempo tenga
algo que ver con el mio. Coexistir no es coincidir’ (Diario 111). Contrary to what logic
dictates, for Andrés, it is music that determines time. It is intriguing to imagine the watch
used to tell time in terms of music with the performance of a particular piece signalling an
hour or a minute. Andrés claims that, unlike Andrés himself, music is intemporal: ‘Si en mi
tiempo caben Perotin o Guillaume Machault [sic] y no hay sitio para Schubert es que mi
temporalidad se afirma como el centro de la rueda, y tira los radios de la analogia busca lo
suyo fuera del tiempo, pero ojo desde el tiempo’ (Diario 111). Music from the twelfth,
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries may pertain to Andrés’s time whilst Schubert does not.
Music encodes values. Andrés’s time is not his chronological lifespan from the twentieth
century; it seeks what is appropriate to it outside of time. He hopes that the identification of
his time with his self will be resolved in a future incarnation: “Que mi tiempo sea yo, 0 yo mi
tiempo, constituye otro problema. La solucion en el proximo avatar’ (Diario 111). This

confluence of being and time contains echoes of Heidegger’s maxim that the horizon of
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Being — the context which allows us to understand Being — is time.  To be is to exist

temporally in the interval between birth and death. Being is time and time is finite, ending

with our death. Therefore, it is necessary to confront death, to project our lives onto the

. . . ]42 ~ ’
horizon of our death, what Heidegger calls “being-towards-death’.  Many of Cortazar’s
characters such as Andrés Fava aspire to this. For Andrés, time is our own temporality by

which we are drawn into the future, present and past.

In £l Diario de Andrés Fava, Andrés states that Salaver’s theories of contraazar are

flawed but he suspects that they contained a sliver of truth which had eluded him:

Al revés del chino, que quisiera congelar el porvenir para frustrarlo con un

esquema libre y personal, el pintor o el musico agregan un elemento mas,

activo y viviente, a la palpitacion del futuro ... Donde mejor se lo ve es en las

obras un tiempo desconocidas o subestimadas (lo gotico, por ejemplo) que de

pronto estallan en toda su fuerza actual (208).
The artist or musician adds to the future rather than freezing the present or past. Sometimes a
piece of art or music may languish in obscurity and needs to find its own future epoch to be
appreciated fully. It is noteworthy that he does not distinguish between visual and acoustic
arts; here he is referring to art in general. These are works which from their inception contain
their future perception. These works are past or present works which, as they belong to the
future or are appreciated in the future, I shall refer to as ‘works with a future’. Andrés claims:
‘Cuando miro una imagen de Chartres, estoy viendo futuro de esa estatua; esta tan mal hablar
del arte antiguo. Y la figurilla de Gudea con el plano entre las manos, no tiene cinco mil afios
de edad; esta cinco mil afos delante de su edad’ (Diario 117). These artistic creations are like
magnets which attract metallic filings that swirl around them. These in turn magnetize the

compositions that explore them. What is inspired by or written about a specific piece of

music is a work of art in itself, be it a critique by Hoffmann on Beethoven or a fictional text
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such as Leo Tolstoy’s Kreutzer Sonata (1889). Contrasting with Salaver’s theory of
‘contraazar’, which aims to ‘freeze the future’, the actual future vibrates with potential. These
trembling “works with a future’, transcend time, as we shall see with the Bach and Beethoven

works performed at the Teatro Colon.

As previously mentioned, Andrés views his life in terms of his time. He reckons that
his authentic time is disjointed from his lifespan. Authentic time is not man-made clock time;
it is closer to sacred or timeless time as shall be discussed in Chapter Three. Andrés yearns to
exuviate his life like a snakeskin:

Es oscuro y no sé decirlo: sentir que mi vida y yo somos dos cosas, y que si

fuera posible quitarse la vida como la chaqueta ... Después ponérsela de

nuevo, o buscarse otra. Es tan sélo tengamos una vida ... como la vida es

siempre la delantera del tiempo (Diario 24).

Having only one life is tedious; he longs to supplant this existence with another and feels as if

his own life does not belong to him.

In a macabre twist, Andrés intimates that he has already died before: “hace un rato, al
bajar la escalinata de los Tribunales ... senti de pronto que ya habia muerto’ (Diario 98).
Despite his rejection of immortality he claims, ‘me alcanz6 la certidumbre de que, en alguna
forma, en algun estado, pasé ya por la muerte. ;Con qué derecho postularme inmortal cuando
lo unico que sé es que vengo de una muerte?” (Diario 115). Andrés does not appear to fear
death; he carries a pistol in his pocket and theorizes that death ought to come from within and
be unsensational: ‘Si matarse es una ventana, no salir golpeando la puerta. Si vivir fue not a
bang but a whimper, disponer el cese de actividades con la misma sencillez que apaga el
velador para admitir una noche mas’ (Diario 115). Andrés equates death with writing,
whereby the moment of death should be the equivalent of a full stop: ‘El punto final es

pequeiiito, y casi no se lo ve en la pagina escrita; se lo advierte luego por contraste, cuando
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después de él comienza el blanco’ (Diario 115). ‘El blanco’ refers to the blank space which

follows the full stop, a vacuum or silence, a tabula rasa with which to start again.

Andrés brushes against death while browsing in a bookshop. Outside loudspeakers
blare with the apocalyptic voices of ‘Las Ochenta Mujeres’ inciting women to join them
while there is still time. A young man with whom he was casually acquainted has collapsed
and is snuffed out abruptly. Having frequented the same bookshops and writers’ clubs as the
young man, Andrés views his unfortunate peer as his double: ‘era curioso porque se veia a si
mismo, pensaba en el muerto pero era a él mismo a quien estaba viendo descomponerse’
(266). This concept of the double is a prominent leitmotif throughout Cortazar’s novels and
short stories, as we shall see. As Juan and Clara leave the city by boat Abel pursues Andrés
for having aided them and a shot is fired. Considerable ambiguity surrounds whether Andrés
has committed suicide or Abel has killed Andrés or vice-versa. We could conjecture that
Abel is an alter ego of Andrés or that he is simply a ghost. The fact that the others have seen
Abel would not preclude this possibility. Cortdzar himself has given ambiguous and
contradictory indications on his fate in later interviews. In her work, Keats, Poe, and the

shaping of Cortazar’s Mythopoesis, Ana Castillo says,

In El Examen, Andrés dies at the hands of Abel; yet, when I asked Cortazar for
an explanation of the ending, he said that after Andrés had helped Juan and
Clara to escape, he no longer wanted to live: ‘cuando Andrés alza la pistola, no

es a Abel a quien mata. Se mata a si mismo y, naturalmente, Abel es destruido
e ) 143
a la vez, puesto que no tenia una realidad independiente.

Castillo underscores a contradiction between ‘the fear of death evinced in Andrés’s long

monologue after the death of his first double and the suicide through the murder of the second

14‘; ~ ~ ’ - . . .
Ana Hernandez del Castillo, Keats, Poe, and the shaping of Cortdzar’s mythopoesis (Amsterdam: John Benjamins

Publishing, 1981), 61.
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double implied at the end of the novel’.l44 Invariably we feel compelled to ask: if Andrés dies

at the end of El Examen, who is the Andrés Fava who features so prominently in Libro de

14
Manuel?

: Numerous explanations are possible, of course, from temporal shifts to ghosts to
simply another character with the same name. It may also be the case that Andrés has been
reincarnated.

Indeed, aside from Abel and the unfortunate acquaintance in the bookshop, a third

alter ego could be posited for Andrés — namely, Juan. Frequently Juan simply serves as

complement to Andrés and often expands on his views regarding language and literature.

; A : ; LR 5 146
Juan reveals a propensity for deducing hidden connections or ‘similitudes amigas”  between

disparate miscellanies. In a revealing exchange with Andrés and Clara, Juan quarries his
dreams and compares writing poetry with hypnagogia, the twilight state between being asleep
and awake, where ‘de golpe uno se siente como una cufia a punto de hacer saltar todos los
obstaculos’ (99) allowing us to behold naked truth or hidden reality. Upon awaking, a
memory of Paradise Lost lingers. Continuing Juan’s line of thought, Andrés expands on this
notion that this oneiric realm provides the ideal circumstances to trap essences. Certain
dreamt narratives leave the dreamer with the sensation of having returned from the original
forms or ideas: ‘Como si en suefios se alcanzara a veces la pureza necesaria para atrapar
esencias, ciertas fabulas sofiadas dejan al despertar la ansiedad maravillada del que retorna
del mar, de una cima, de las sustancias originales’ (42). He speculates that what we dream is
‘noumenon’ (the unknowable reality behind what is perceived by human consciousness), and

that we relapse into the realm of ‘phenomena’ (that which is known through the senses) upon

144 g
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In a letter written to Ana Maria Hernandez, Cortazar writes of his regret that the Andrés of £/ Examen, “had not come to
light because the novel had not been published, he writes that “Andrés (andros, “man™) represents me in a very deep sense in
both cases, and that is why on the one occasion when his surname is given I automatically opted for giving the full name
from the previous novel’. Ana Maria Hernandez "Cortazar: El libro de Andrés + Lonstein = Manuel" . Nueva Narrativa
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awaking: ‘No me puedo negar a la sensacion de que si el sueio prescinde de la logica de
vigilia, o la altera, ese orden no pertenece a la realidad, es so6lo una clasificacion diurna.

Quiza soflamos noimeno, y recaemos en el fenomeno al despertar. El mundo espera a su

descubridor’ (Diario 33). . It is only in dreams that we can unearth some of these essences,
unmediated by veneers. We create the world via perception upon waking, or, perhaps the
authentic world of archetypes and essences remains to be grasped by man. Dreams are
authentic reality whilst our waking hours are nothing but an illusion. As we shall discover,
Juan and Andrés’s positive slant on dreams provides stark contrast to Clara’s experience of

the oneiric realm.

Clara’s nightmares have beleaguered her since early childhood and her decision to
deprive herself of sleep prior to the exam is driven by her fear of nightmares and not, as she
claims, by the conviction that staying awake will make her more phosphorescent (77). The
trajectory to the examination is likened to Clara’s “Via Dolorosa” and as with the Garden of
Gethsemane, she asks her companion, Juan, to keep vigil with her. The students joke that
they are on death row. To help stave off sleep, Clara starts to sing a lullaby, ‘Les trois
enfants’, which epitomizes the horror of childhood. According to legend, in the midst of a
famine an evil butcher trapped and dismembered three little boys. Before he could sell their
remains as ham, Saint Nicholas rescued and resurrected the three boys. A graphic tale such as
this is not unusual for lullabies, where cradles, for instance, have an unfortunate habit of

crashing to the ground.

Perturbingly, at times there is no unequivocal demarcation between their daily life and

their oneiric activities or dreams, most notably in Chapter Two. We are reminded of Chuang

W Kant juxtaposed the terms ‘phemonena’, meaning objects of experience, with ‘noumena’ as ‘things-in-themselves
specified negatively as unknown and beyond our experience, or positively as knowable in some absolute non-sensible
way ° Kant insists that the perception of noumena, which themselves recall Platonic forms, are theoretically impossible
for sensible beings like us.” Robert Audi, The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy. 2nd. ed. (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press. 1999) , 462-3.
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Tzu who did not know whether he was then a man dreaming he was a butterfly, or whether he

was now a butterfly, dreaming he was a man. € This chapter encompasses a collage of dream
sequences with all of their confusion and ambiguity, taking place in the twilight hours of the
day of the exam. The group has managed to stay awake all night but eventually, and contrary
to Clara’s better judgement, they all decide to go home. Just as the sun rises, Juan and Clara
are travelling through Buenos Aires in a taxi at 6.30 am. Juan recalls being a child aged three
or four and being awoken by the crowing of a rooster, ‘splitting the silence’, terrifying him.
This recollection is reminiscent of the cock crowing on the dawn before Christ’s crucifixion,
signalling betrayal and impending death. Juan says, mixing biblical metaphors, ‘En el
comienzo era el canto del gallo’ (146). Juan and Clara observe the collapse of the city and its
hostility to its dwellers. Upon reaching their own apartment building they realize that they too
are out of synch with their surroundings. Unable to gain access initially, they find that the
front door has become misaligned owing to the subsiding floor. Once inside, they find that
the elevator is stuck. In a macabre fashion Clara conjectures that a corpse is blocking the

elevator which is trapped between the fifth and sixth floors.

As alluded to, Andrés, Juan and Clara succumb to febrile slumber and we assume that
the dreams are experienced concurrently, as they are intertwined with one another.
Predictably, the dreams are jumbled, but certain features are salient. Before analyzing Clara’s
nightmares, it may be apposite to take a brief glance at Juan and Andrés’s dreams. In Juan’s
nightmare the fog, comprising a bizarre blend of roasted chestnuts and chlorine is
asphyxiating him. Surreally he witnesses the grotesque image of Clara giving birth to a

cauliflower. Juan muses on possible questions in the forthcoming examination, which in itself

148
As Borges writes in "Nueva refutacion del tiempo" in Obras completas (Buenos Aires: Emece, 1989-1996. v. 2)

Elijamos un momento de maxima simplicidad: verbigracia, el del suefio de Chuang Tzu (Herbert Allen
Giles: Chuang T=zu, 1889). Este, hara unos veinticuatro siglos, soi6 que era una mariposa y no sabia al
despertar si era un hombre que habia sofiado ser una mariposa o una mariposa que ahora sonaba ser un
hombre (146).
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is atypical, as it was Clara who was always obsessively trying to pre-empt the questions
asked. According to Juan, the Process Philosopher Alfred Whitehead establishes the
‘monstrous interdependence’ of all beings (168). When asked to explain the term

‘monstrous’, Juan associates the name of Whitehead with a ‘white horse’ evoking the first
] L . . .
horseman of the Apocalypse.  Finally, recalling Whitehead, Juan invokes Keats’s phrase,

, — 150 ;
‘sleep sweet embalmer of the night” where Keats alludes to Death as sleep.  The ‘monstrous
interdependence’ of the examination, the apocalypse, dreams and death is thus established via

Whitehead.

Andrés, for his part, falls asleep next to Stella but dreams of Clara. He fears that in the
future Clara will discard him. While asleep he hears a drip or a leak and imagines that the
tap-tapping noise is the heartbeat of Madame Roland, about to be executed on the guillotine.
Andrés is perturbed by the supposed blandness of his dreams and compares them to the
wonders dreamt by others: ‘La mujer de un amigo se habia sofiado muerta, enterrada a
Extrana aventura de David Grey ; desde su profundidad veia los rostros que la lloraban,
inclindndose sobre la tumba’ (162). In the dream the woman longs to scream to let them
know that, although she is not alive, she is there and can see them, but is unable to do so. As
shall become apparent, Andrés’s lamentation regarding the monotony of his dreams is more

significant than it would first seem.

Dream and reality blur and become indistinguishable with Clara. Following on from
their actual arrival home, Clara dreams that she still awaits Juan who has become stuck in the
elevator. Clara then dreams that she is led by the hand down stairwell after stairwell, evoking

a descent into Hades. She conveys to her deceased mother that Andrés is concealing

49 .
‘I looked, and there before me was a white horse! Its rider held a bow, and he was given a crown, and he rode out as a
conqueror bent on conquest’. Revelation 6:1.

|§O . . . . ~ . ~ .. . . . ) .
Whilst life is consciousness or a state of anxiety for Keats, sleep or death will liberate him. In his sonnet “To Sleep’, he
says. “Then save me, or the passed day will shine/ Upon my pillow, breeding many woes:/ Save me from curious
conscience, that still hoards/ Its strength for darkness. burrowing like a mole’.
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information from her, perhaps concerning the peril which hovers over her. Bizarrely, she is
trapped by a table which encircles her like a tutu. Her mother’s evasiveness unnerves Clara
who attempts to ‘listen’ to her eyes, a technique she had employed to prognosticate her
mother’s subsequent death. Clara is at a crossroads in her life and the obstructing table may
simply represent the exam, the eminent table at which she will be judged by what Juan terms

the ‘gods of Olympus’, a table which later disintegrates once the exam is cancelled.

Absurdly Clara feels that it is crucial that she and Andrés listen to fanfares together,
as a sign of their pact. Music is a way of aligning herself and Andrés. Clara connects the
sound ‘fan’ with sundry terms such as ‘fanfarlo’, ‘fan fan la tulipe’, ‘“fan gogh” and ‘c’est
I’ophan’. The warning signals in her dreams are cryptic and easily overlooked. Reality is a
nightmare which plagues Clara. We could hypothesize that all of these dream sequences are
dreamt by Clara, rather than by the three main characters individually, and that the entirety of
El Examen is Clara’s nightmare. As in a dream, she is being pursued for reasons she does not
understand. At the end of the novel, Clara and Juan flee in the only boat at the port, as if their
ferryman existed only for them, and once they depart, Andrés thinks, ‘este no existe ya,
queda solamente el recuerdo que guarda Clara’ (359). It would seem that this Buenos Aires

exists only in Clara’s memory.

As previously mentioned, within chapter two of E/ Examen Andrés bemoans the
insipidness of his own dreams. Strikingly, however, in E/ Diario de Andrés Fava, he recounts
a dream that he had had the morning of the exam, between going home at 6.30 am and at
least two hours before Clara had telephoned to invite him to the concert (£l Examen 46). This
supremely macabre dream executed with cinematic clarity, would beg to differ with his
assessment of his dreams as boring. He dreams that he glimpses a cadaver laid out on a
stretcher or mortuary slab, as if he were hovering overhead, ‘como la camara que filma

moviéndose horizontalmente mientras toma de arriba abajo’ (Diario 108). He was unable to
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discern details as the body was gradually covered by a black velvet fabric from head to toe,
‘un ritmo perfecto, casi como si mis ojos fueran emitiendo el terciopelo un instante mas
pronto que la mirada misma’ (Diario 108). Then he felt projected into the air prior to the
epiphany: ““pero entonces claro, yo soy ese (cadaver)” y el horror. Desperté en el acto mismo

de quedar tendido en la mesa’ (Diario 109).

As Andrés believes that he has lived and died before, he fears a “conscious death’
which echoes the ‘David Grey’ or Vampyr-like experience of his friend’s wife’s dream.
Andrés concedes that recounting the dream fails to do justice to the dream itself. He analyzes
the extent to which a nightmare may be preceded by a protracted dream which contains
elements of terror but may only crystallize at the culmination of the oneiric process, ‘pero
aunque, wagnerianamente, ya rondaban ahi los temas del horror, solo al final saltan en toda la
orquesta. La pesadilla pura no puede durar mucho, nos mataria’ (Diario 108). Tellingly, even
nightmares assume a musical hue with the force of the coda representing the horrific climax,
and although an oppressive sense of dread permeates £/ Examen, it is only at the dénouement
that the “full orchestra® of terror thunders in all its glory. If Andrés’s mortuary dream
occurred at approximately the same time as the others, it is strange that it is not included
within the dream sequence. Perhaps it took place after the other dreams, or perhaps it was
simply deemed irrelevant within the text. As alluded to, this omission as well as the excision
of El Diario de Andrés Fava from the main body of E/ Examen may be because El Examen is
a portrayal of Clara’s nightmare alone. Fava’s prominence as a character is diluted by
relegating the bulk of his contribution and impact to his diary, allowing the focus to rivet on
Clara and her plight. Irrespective of emphasis on one character over and above other
characters, Juan, Clara, Andrés and Abel combine to form an ever-shifting constellation.
What Juan alludes to as the *‘monstrous interdependence of beings’ implies that their lives and

deaths become inextricably intertwined as the exam approaches.
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What are the stages they must undergo in their supposed path to enlightenment during
the twenty four hours preceding the examination? The rite of passage starts at La Casa, an
institution where students listen to literary works being read aloud. They then proceed to the
Santuario, a makeshift ossuary erected in La Plaza de Mayo where veneration of a relic and
political canvassing are accompanied by a peculiar medley of music. The following day, a
sortie to the concert hall is organized for a reluctant Juan and Clara just before they are due to
sit their examination. During the concert interval, Clara’s father becomes enraged when
someone jumps the queue to use a small nylon comb attached to the wall of the restroom. All
present, including Juan and the Cronista, become embroiled in the ensuing altercation. The
police are called and question the offenders, prior to releasing them without charge. A curious
symmetry between milestones over the course of the two days commands our focus: the Casa
mirrors the university, while the ‘pilgrimage’ with its simmering menace of brutality and its
totemic bone resonates with the concert hall brawl and its spoils of war (a nylon comb). The

coterie of friends has truly ventured through the Looking Glass.

The first port of call on their odyssey is La Casa, a residence where students gather to
listen to works being read aloud. Although the University had organized these readings,
mutual animosity simmered between both institutions. A reader from La Casa derided the
university by saying that its only distinguishing feature was its staircase. Conversely those
from the university referred to La Casa as ‘only His Master’s voice’, i.e. akin to a record

player. At times, La Casa resembles a house of worship or temple, with scriptures being read

151 . e
to the neophytes. La Casa filled a lacuna, ‘en un tiempo en que resultaba dificil dictar
cursos interesantes o pronunciar conferencias originales, la Casa servia para mantener

caliente el pan del espiritu’ (16). On other occasions, these sessions resemble a musical

151
Le Casa’s director, Dr. Menta, is depicted by Clara as espousing an attitude of, ‘Lea libros y se encontrara a si mismo.

Crea en la letra impresa, en la voz del Lector. Acepte el pan del espiritu’ (14).
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performance, modulating the flow of speech and silence for maximum dramatic effect:
‘Como un pianista veterano, concedia unos segundos de relajacion, pero no demasiado, no se
fuera ese fluido, esa sustancia tensa que pegaba su voz a la gente, su lectura a las atenciones

no siempre faciles’ (23).

Stella has persuaded her reluctant boyfriend, Andrés to accompany her to La Casa
leading to their serendipitous encounter with Juan and Clara who are seeking distraction from
their exam. Within La Casa, listening to and reading literature is depicted as a means of
eschewing reality and commitment to action. Hypocritically, Clara derides other students
who are awash with data but are ignorant of what goes on outside. She too is swaddled in a
rarefied clique which betrays indifference, if not snobbishness towards fellow Argentines
outside of their social milieu. In La Casa the students are immersed into an inscrutable world.
The aforementioned metaphor of listening to music on a record player or ‘His Master’s
Voice’ is not entirely inappropriate. Students amble to a variety of sectors in order to listen to
different languages and literary genres, akin to tuning into a radio, with each room
representing a different channel. Ironically, rather than stimulating their imagination, the

students become osmotic receptacles of these recited works, literally allowing themselves to

be dictated to, without any interaction.I52 We attempt to detect a pattern in the selection of
works performed, but no discernible trend is forthcoming. For instance, the first text
mentioned alludes to hunting, which may or may not foreshadow Abel’s pursuit of Clara, or
may simply be a coincidence. Indeed the apparent randomness of the texts calls to mind the
surrealist works read out on the radio during the Second World War. These broadcasts
contained messages for the French resistance, but were arcane to those outside of the inner

circle. Interestingly in his cinematic version of Orpheus, Jean Cocteau copied this technique,

" The motto of La Casa is “L’art de la lecture doit laisser I'imagination de I'auditeur, sinon tout a fait libre, du moins
pouvant croire a sa liberté.” (22). This lofty ambition that the art of reading should let the reader’s imagination be free or,
if not totally free, at the very least able to believe in its own freedom, belies the manner in which their imagination is
blunted by La Casa’s practices.
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using Apollinaire’s phrase, ‘L.’oiseau chante avec ses doigts’ on the car radio, as Orpheus was
being driven in the Princess’s (Death’s) Rolls Royce. We wonder if a secret code remains to
be deciphered, or whether perhaps it is simply meant to arouse curiosity, or even evoke a

surreal, mesmerizing ambience.

Juan, Clara, Andrés and Stella leave La Casa and later chance upon the Cronista
listening to music in a bar. At Stella’s behest, the group of friends amble towards La Plaza de
Mayo which is located beside the governmental buildings in order to gauge what is going on.
The ossuary or so-called ‘Santuario’ is formed by tarpaulin and the pyramid, the oldest
national monument in Buenos Aires. The Cronista had written about the ceremonies which
were taking place in the Plaza de Mayo, ceremonies which celebrated the veneration of an
enigmatic relic, whose provenance is never specified. When challenged as to whether the
press had helped to invent these rituals, profiting from the entrance fees, the cronista claims:
‘Un ritual no se inventa ... — o se lo recuerda o se lo descubre. Ya estan listos desde la
eternidad’ (69). This concept of rituals chimes with the notion of Platonic Ideas. Here they
are merely reclaimed from the mists of time and recycled according to a contemporary

context.

The tang of Carnival pervades the entire scene. Despite being considered a Christian
festival, Carnival’s origins hark back to the Saturnalian and Dionysian festivals.

Traditionally, Carnival precedes sacrifice, and true Carnival does not distinguish between

3
participants and spectators.]5 We are reminded of the ‘Carnivalesque’, a term coined by the
Russian critic Mikhail Bakhtin which denotes a subversive and literary mode that liberates by
means of humour and chaos. In his Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1929) and Rabelais

and His World (1965), Bakhtin likens the carnivalesque in literature to this time of revelry
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which precedes Lent. Carnival represents a time when the rules of ordinary life become
temporarily suspended and reversed. Like dreams, Carnival is a ‘time outside of time’, one in
which the norms no longer apply. Much of Cortazar’s literature could be described as
carnivalesque given that he subverts literary canons, uses his own unique brand of humour as
a weapon and unleashes chaos where possible. This text, however, does not herald a popular

revolution in the Bakhtinian sense, as a sense of putrefaction and stasis takes hold.

Chaos certainly dominates the scene outlined here. One thousand five hundred
workers had just arrived from Tucuman the night before and a dance is held in front of the
town hall. Indeed, reference to Tucuman and these ceremonies is significant, as these rituals
may resonate with ceremonies held in Tucumén during that epoch, an epoch in which
political rallies merged with spiritual festivals. The Tucuman Peronist government had recast
the traditional Carnival celebrated in the Calchaqui Valley as the Provincial Pachamama

Festival - “an evocation of the Incaic myth of Pachamama, the fertility goddess or ‘Mother
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World’. As per the Cronista’s claims, (69) these rituals are reinvented intermittently, even

if their Platonic Idea has always existed.

Our not so merry band of flaneurs is forced to drag their feet as the quagmire beneath
threatens to engulf them. The path they take towards the bone is punctuated by a
concatenation of disquieting vignettes, most notably those involving a young woman dressed
in white and a young boy threatened by older men. Meandering through the multitudes, they
observe a knot of men encircling a young woman with golden hair dressed in a white tunic,
‘entre delantal de maestra y alegoria de la patria nunca pisoteada por ningun tirano’ (70).

Clara peers through a gap within the ‘magic circle’ and sees two or three men acting as

]§4 . ” ~ . . . . . e ol . v .
In their work The New Cultural History of Peronism: Power and Identity in Mid-Twentieth-Century Argentina (Duke

University Press, 2010), 129-143, Matthew B. Karush and Oscar Chamosa argue that Peronism ritually linked the
mythical past of the Argentine Andes, personified in the Pachamama, with the golden future promised by Peron.
‘Festivals such as the Vintage and Zafra at the provincial level and the Pachamama at the local level constituted part of
an annual cycle that culminated in the Dia del Trabajo, the international labor day celebrated on 1 May” with elaborate
celebrations in the Plaza de Mayo.
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officiants at a ceremony. One of the men places his hand on the woman’s shoulder, asserting,
‘Ella es buena’ (71). In unison the crowd chants ‘Ella es buena’ (71). The woman remains
fixed to one spot with her hands clasped to her thighs, and begins opening and closing her
fingers as if ‘in a hysteria about to explode’ (71). Like a shaman she is entranced, hypnotized
by the chants of those encircling her. Simultaneously mesmerized and gripped by fear, Clara
chants with the crowd, ‘Ella es buena’ (72). Clara hears her own disembodied voice, perhaps

seeing herself reflected in the entranced woman in white.

Terrified at having participated in the ritual, Clara approaches Andrés with her eyes
shut, panting, ‘Canté con ellos, recé con ellos. He firmado, he firmado’ (72). Clara’s
participation in the collective ritual could signify her succumbing to the collective pressure
and momentary enslavement by the regime, a regime whose influence the group attempts to
escape, both intellectually and physically. Just moments earlier Clara had joked that, if the
topic of ‘crowd psychology’ popped up in the exam, she would be able to relay her
experience of mingling with the masses there. Forensically she examines her compatriots as
an anthropologist would, little suspecting the extent to which she will become submerged in
their reality. Just as the traditional concept of Carnival eradicates the notion of ‘spectator’,
Clara finds that she has been integrated into the ritual, in stark contrast to her friends who
appear to be impervious to it. Instead of seeking solace from her husband, Juan, Clara clings
to Andrés. Few can deny that the image of the woman in garbed white is richly suggestive.
She seems to be both of this world and a preternatural being. She may embody the moon

goddess of pagan lore, portrayed by Robert Graves as the *White Goddess of Birth, Love and
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Death’.  Alternatively with her immaculate white tunic, she may even represent the Virgin

155
Her apparition calls to mind Robert Graves’s myth of ‘White Goddess of Birth, Love and Death’, who, analogous to the

‘Mother Goddess’ of the moon, provides inspiration for a number of goddesses prevalent in European and pagan
mythologies. For Graves, ‘true’ or ‘pure’ poetry is bound with the ancient cult-ritual of his proposed White Goddess’(
Robert Graves, The White Goddess - A Historical Grammar of Poetic Myth (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1966, first
published by Faber and Faber, UK, 1948)).
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Mary. Given the context of the Argentina of the 1940s in particular, the image of the blonde

156
girl bedecked in white equally resonates with that of the ‘queen of labour’ pageant. ~ She

may evoke the ultimate queen of the provincial labourers, Evita.

The preface to El Examen affords us the most extraordinary clue to the possible
significance of both the woman in white and the relic. Here Cortazar alludes to the
‘premonition’ of events following Eva Perdn’s death in 1952, two years after this novel was
written. Represented by both the bone and the blonde woman robed in white, even her name,
Eva, evokes the garden of Eden and an innocence which inheres in ‘la patria nunca pisoteada
por ningun tirano’ (70). Significantly the ensemble ends its chants with the words: ‘Ella es
buena ... Ella viene de Chapadmalal’® (71). Chapadmalal is where Juan Perdn’s presidential
residence was built in the 1940s and is the current location of one of the Eva Perén museums.
On her deathbed, Evita’s image was evolving into that of a saint and a martyr and for the
twenty-two years following her death, her corpse was shuttled to and fro - even to Madrid
and back—in a bizarre volley of attempts by her husband and his adversaries to capitalize on
her power. Cortazar denied that he had foreseen her death in £/ Examen, but history sprinkles

its own seasoning over our reading of the text.

The ceremony involving the enigmatic woman garbed in white, although unsettling, is
innocuous when compared to the treatment meted out by the crowd to a young boy. The air
crackles with tension as the friends wend their way through the throngs. Andrés then bears
witness to said young boy being excruciated by a cluster of older men. Menacingly they
direct a large upholsterer’s needle towards his eye and chant hypnotically: ‘En medio de en

medio de en medio de en medio de a menos que fuera enemigos enemigos enemigos

o A central part of the festivals was the ‘queen of labor® pageant. The press and official statements described the
participants as delicate, feminine, and patriotic and emphasized that they were preparing themselves to be good mothers
and housewives.” Although the pictures of the participants published in newspapers show young women of European
descent some of them with blonde or dyed hair, officials and journalists called them “criollo beauties.”
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enemigos’ (74). Eventually they release the traumatized youngster, but no explanation for
their behaviour is forthcoming. It is quite plausible that this aberration is intended to serve as
a warning to others or possibly to evoke child sacrifice inherent to the Incan rituals recreated
by these ceremonies. Whatever the motive, the normally unflappable Andrés is jolted by this
horrific spectacle. Nevertheless unlike Clara, he did not become immersed in the crowd’s

actions and managed to maintain an objective distance from the ‘ritual” such as it is.

Prior to reaching the ossuary, they encounter politicians exploiting the ceremonies for
their own propagandist purposes. One political candidate conflates the vision of the relic with
political freedom: “ésta es la hora del trabajo, la comunidén con la reliquia ha terminado para
VOSotros pero se la llevan con Ustedes en el corazén
ynosdarafuerzasparacontinuaradelantehastaelfinal VIVAVIVAVIVA® (82). Unconvinced, the
group forges ahead and when they finally reach the relic they are underwhelmed by the sight
of this small white bone laid out on a piece of cotton. The totem which galvanizes the other
‘pilgrims’ has left them unmoved. Having had their fill of empty promises, the group leaves

the Santuario, deflated and disillusioned.

Our attention is riveted by the music which pervades the pilgrimage to the Santuario.
Before they approach the Casa Rosada or presidential residence, senses fuse as a violent light
dazzles them, whilst their eardrums are sullied by an ‘aberration” of music streaming through
the tannoy speakers: ‘De lejos venia una musica metalica, esa abyeccién de la musica
(cualquier musica) cuando la echan desde los parlantes en serie, la degradacion de algo
hermoso’ (67). The violin appears to be particularly distorted through the speakers. This
physically repulses Juan via a “unique’ form of synaesthesia which merges both his acoustic
and olfactory faculties: “Son los violines mas diarreicos que he olido en mi vida- dijo Juan-.
Dios mio, esto es una locura’ (75). Music acts as a channel for social and intellectual

stratification for the friends. They share similar musical tastes and judge others accordingly.
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The Cronista’s predilection for Eric Coates’s *‘Again’ is excused on the basis that he has just
returned from Europe and the piece has sentimental connotations for him. Among other
attributes, Stella’s preference for boleros sets her apart from the group. The others view her
as silly and shallow, and this merely reinforces their prejudice. And prejudice is precisely
what defines their attitudes to music. They listen to the tango which epitomizes their
sentimental view of Buenos Aires. They abhor Argentine folk music, which they regard as
inferior. Music, as well as being a question of personal taste and ‘personal time’ according to
Andrés, marks geographical, political and class boundaries. It is interesting to note the
shifting attitude to various musical genres throughout Cortazar’s oeuvre, as the tango is is
portrayed less favourably in Rayuela than in EI Examen. The tango itself remains the same; it

is merely the text’s context and attitude which changes as we shall see.

The student group discusses the merits or otherwise of different genres of music.
Whilst some classical music is acceptable to them, certain composers such as Chopin and
Liszt are not. It may be a visceral reaction; they simply do not savour the sound of their
music; or, it may be a philosophical objection; they abhor music which is political
propaganda, for example. Upon exiting the ossuary, the connection between provincial
folklore music and political propaganda is underlined, as it serves to complement the orators

and evoke the required atmosphere: ‘Un tambor rodaba a veinte metros, se oian cantos de
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mujeres, y todos tenian los 0jos puestos en el orador que esperaba alguna cosa’ (90-91).

When asked why they don’t play tango music, Cronista’s answer is saturnine and
patronizing: ‘Porque les gusta esto ... No ves que la pobre gente ha descubierto la musica via
cine? Te creés que esa asquerosidad llamada cancidn inolvidable no hizo lo suyo?” (75-76).

Soundtrack music, irrespective of genre, acts as emotional shorthand; it primes the audience

|ﬁ7 . ~ . ~ . . . ~ . . ~
This beating of the drums calls to mind the aforementioned Provincial Pachamama Festival which featured bagualeadas

(singing tournaments between men and women accompanied by the caja. a flat, shaman—Iike drum). Karush, Chamosa.
The New Cultural History of Peronism, 132.
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to react in a particular way. As well as obviating the need for reflection, cinematic scores can

also be employed to brainwash the masses.I58 Here the film highlighted, ‘Una cancion
inolvidable’ or ‘A song to remember’ (released in 1945, directed by Charles Vidor)
exemplifies political propaganda via cinema. ‘Una cancion inolvidable’ romanticizes the
Polish composer and pianist, Chopin and his patriotic deeds while his country was under
Russian rule. Later at the Santuario, upon hearing strains of the Hungarian Rhapsodies,
another eminent testament to patriotism, the friends tiptoe around Liszt’s name, as if it were
an obscenity: ‘Los parlantes tocaban una de las Rapsodias Hungaras de ya se sabe’ (85). The

divergence between the tango of the capital city and provinciano folklore music symbolized

’ , 2 . 3 R ; SS9
the rift between the port capital and Peronism’s working-class political base of the interior.

The music which they admire, as explained by Andrés Fava, belongs to their “personal time’
and defines them. As Andrés claims, ‘Coexistir’ is not synonymous with ‘coincidir’.
Tellingly, Cortazar views music as propaganda in a far more positive light in his final novel,

Libro de Manuel.

When asked how he felt about the people congregated in the Plaza de Mayo, Juan
launches a shocking tirade against his compatriots: ‘No me importan ellos ... Te voy a decir
que cada vez que veo un pelo negro lacio, unos ojos alargados, una piel oscura, una tonada
provinciana, me da asco. Y cada vez que veo un ejemplar de hortera portefio, me da asco’
(130-131). He detests the power those supposedly ‘inferior’ beings hold over him, and is
quite explicit in his racial and intellectual prejudices. Those who fail to appreciate Picasso are
on a par with the so-called ‘Cabecitas Negras’ from the provinces. Compatriots he regards as
belonging to a different social or cultural stratum repulse him. Those who resemble himself

and his group arouse his pity, as their culture and way of life are threatened by the Philistines.
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Attempts were being made at the time to bridge this divide - Karush, Chamosa, 7he New Cultural History of Peronism,
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The group’s hostility to the music played at the Santuario is a symptom of how ostracised
they feel from this sphere. This would-be Carnival and its music represent a grim world
devoid of style. The only glimmer of hope is Bach’s ‘Partita for Violin® which appears as out
of place as they are. Percolated through the loud speakers, the Partita is drowned out by
shouts of “VIVA’ from the throngs, but its very presence encapsulates an encoded message
for our characters, as we shall see. Arguably, Bach’s recurring Partita for Violin is a hidden
seam which sutures the tapestry of their experiences at both the Plaza de Mayo and the

concert hall, Teatro de Colon.

Analagous to the way that the provincial workers had flocked to the impromptu
sanctuary in the Plaza de Mayo, Juan, Clara and their peers seek refuge at the concert hall of
Teatro de Colon. Clara’s father had organized the outing to help them to relax prior to the
examination and to divert his own attention from the ubiquitous fog and its concomitant
tensions. Ironically, far from providing an oasis of calm, the theatre proves to be infernal.
Juan and Clara are delighted to bump into the Cronista who has been dispatched by his
newspaper to investigate whether panic has set in among the public or not. Before the music
begins, Juan tries to distract Clara by showing her what he calls ‘the jewel of great nights’.
He places his glasses on his chest so that the chandelier is reflected in the lenses, shrunk to
the size of a gold coin, shining like yellow eyes. Clara and Juan then view the theatre through
the prism of this ‘jewel’:

Los ojos se esfumaban, sin cerrarse, y en lugar de la luz surgia la forma de la

boveda de la sala, un disco rosado donde las pupilas, opacas ahora pero

todavia presentes, parecian mirar su propia contemplacion como los ojos de

los Bodiwshatvas enajenados (193).

A Bodhisattva is a Buddhist worthy of nirvana who postpones paradise in order to provide

help to others. As we shall see with ‘Las Ménades’, it is plausible that the concert hall may be

conducive to attaining enlightenment of sorts, here endeavouring to underline to them the

78



precariousness of their position via musical codes. Later Clara asserts that like the chandelier,
‘Quiza ... las obras que importan no son las que significan, sino las que reflejan’ (203), itself

a maxim which could apply to all of Cortazar’s works.

As the lights evanesce, so too do the concert goers” whispers. Juan believes that it is
the lights themselves that fall silent. A blind violinist enters with great aplomb, and the
accompanying pianist declares that, owing to the delicacy of the Maestro’s health, he must
rest between movements of Beethoven’s Kreutzer Sonata. Juan and the Cronista are
infuriated by the inane applause of the audience members who clap simply upon learning that
the violinist needs to take a break. The selected piece, the Kreutzer Sonata was an intriguing
and challenging choice, as its introduction has achieved immortality: ‘The slow introduction
to the first movement is singled out for its remarkable harmonic organization, in which the

usual progression from minor to major - from “darkness” to “light” - is strikingly

160
reversed’.  Intriguingly this process parallels the progression from light to darkness in the
concert hall. Theodor Adorno even highlighted the potency of a single note in the piece:

Just before the beginning of the reprise of the first movement of Beethoven’s
Kreutzer Sonata, which Tolstoy defamed as sensuous, the secondary

subdominant produces an immense effect. Anywhere outside of the Kreutzer
Sonata the same chord would be more or less insignificant. The passage only
161

gains significance through its place and function in the movement.
The effect of this piece on Juan for instance, would be far less significant elsewhere than it is

here, as he does not anticipate its power to overwhelm him.

The Kreutzer Sonata is in many regards a ‘work with a future’ as it provided the
inspiration for Tolstoy’s novella, to which Adorno alludes. Upon its release, Tolstoy’s

polemical work was banned throughout much of Europe for indecency. This naturally
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University of Illinois, 2004) , 83.
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provoked renewed interest in Beethoven’s Kreutzer Sonata and it enjoyed something of a
renaissance. In Tolstoy’s novella, a passenger on a train, Pozdnyshev, announces that he has
murdered his wife in a jealous rage. A pianist named Trukachevsky had performed the
Kreutzer Sonata accompanied by Pozdnyshev’s wife on the violin. Convinced that the pair
was having an affair, Pozdnyshev murders his wife whilst Trukachevsky escapes.
Pozdnyshev claims that music has the power to move people to unspeakable acts, be it
adultery or murder and depicts his own reaction to music thus:
Music makes me forget myself, my actual position; it transports me

into another state, not my natural one; under the influence of music

it seems to me that I feel what I do not really feel, I understand what
162
[ do not really understand, that I can do what I can’t do.

Beethoven’s sonatas, which epitomize intensity of feeling and stark contrasts of both mood
and emotion, are depicted as particularly potent. Contrary to his initial instincts, Juan is
seduced by the piece and abandons himself to its rhythms: ‘Queria pensar, hacerse fuerte en
su rapida cdlera contra ese carnerismo histérico del aplauso; en vez se abandon6 a los ritmos’
(195). When the virtuoso performs Beethoven, Juan sees something of a sacrificial victim in
him: ‘Tenia algo de chivo emisario, de camino al Golgota; de sus manos estaban saliendo
todos los pecados del mundo; maligno el canto, inatilmente hermoso’ (196). Like the
crucified Messiah he gives all of himself for the sake of music, collapsing on a chaise longue
at the interval. His musical performance resembles an exorcism of sorts. We are reminded of
the conductor in ‘Las Ménades’ who also channels the power of music and who is sacrificed
in a concert.

Juan mulls over the significance of a blind man, whom he had compared to Homer,

playing the musical works of deaf man, Beethoven. Homer was traditionally portrayed as
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2008), 130.
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163
physically blind yet numinously gifted or sighted. = Was Beethoven also numinously gifted?
As Barthes in Image Music Text postulates:

The truth is perhaps that Beethoven’s music has in it something inaudible ... It

is not possible that a musician be deaf by pure contingency or poignant destiny

(they are the same thing). Beethoven’s deafness designates the lack wherein
. A g 164
resides all signification’.

Beethoven’s music is otherworldly. The blind musician has an acute sense of hearing, as he
must rely on sound to construe his world. A blind man playing a deaf man ironically results
in a most extraordinary musical performance. Utterly enraptured, Clara feels ‘illuminated’ by
the violinist’s blindness:

hasta Clara estaba conmovida y la ceguera del artista se le apareci6 como una

calidad inmediata, era como ceguera, un atisbo del mundo sonoro donde el

ciego se movia a pequefios saltos, con su grillo, su pequefio atatd barnizado,

su linda momia cantora, vaticinando (200).
The artist affords her access into his sonic world with his violin vaticinating. What exactly is
the prophecy? Could it be the sacrifice to which Juan has alluded?

During the interval, Juan and Clara encounter friends of theirs, Pincho and Wally
Lopez Morales, with whom they exchange gossip. Juan says to Wally, as if continuing a prior
conversation, ‘Si, Wally, yo creo que Schumann no hizo exactamente musica, que su
lenguaje del Davidsbuendler [sic] y el Carnaval esta a las puertas de un arte distinto’ (201-
202). “Carnaval, Op. 9°, is a work by Robert Schumann, subtitled ‘Scénes mignonnes sur
quatre notes’ and comprises short pieces representing masked revellers at a Carnival. We

could hypothesize that the work is on the threshold of a different art, as it is an encoded work

with numerous strata of meaning. For Schumann the four notes were musical cryptograms,

165
signifying “ASCH” as in Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent. ~ The cipher “ASCH” puts us
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in the mind of the word-games incorporated by Bach in his works. Juan and his friends would
indubitably identify with the Davidsbiindler mentioned in the finale of ‘Carnaval’. This
imaginary band of conspirators aided Schumann in his struggle for freedom of the

imagination and represented polar opposites of the Philistines, or those who treated art as a

practical commodity.m Juan says of Schumann, ‘Su musica me suena un poco a rito de
iniciacion’ (202). Schumann knew that he possessed a mystery but did not know what it was.
He regards Schumann as ‘el antisocrates: sélo s€¢ que sé algo pero no sé qué. Parece haber
esperado que su sistema musical lo fuera diciendo’ (202). Here, we have the absence of
Schumann’s ‘Carnaval’ contrasted with the presence of Bach’s Carnival music. Schumann’s
‘Carnaval’ ties in with the notion of renewal through revolution in the Bakhtinian sense, but
alas that sense of constructive revolution is not to be found here. Instead it is replaced by

putrefaction and stagnation combined with a need to escape.

Interestingly, although Andrés is absent from this concert, he too had formulated his
own theories on Schumann within his diary. When Andrés observes a girl called Mimi and an
unnamed musician perform Schumann, ‘la musica parece estarlos usando para mirarse’
(Diario 92). Mimi traces out the geometrical figures of music with her fingers, unaware of
her own actions. Andrés muses, ‘Solo yo veo urdirse esos ritmos en el espacio. Sélo yo asisto
al ordenamiento de su cuerpo en un modo que no es el suyo, siéndolo tanto’ (Diario 93).
Her body is no longer her own as she yields to her art: “Si, el artista es el que cede; y la
calidad de su cesion da la medida de su arte... (No confundo creador e intérprete; hablo de esa
instancia ocasional y maravillosa ya no hay diferencias.)’ (Diario 93). Here the performer is

the creator. As Barthes says, “To compose, at least by propensity, is to give to do, not to give
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In Composer and nation: the folk heritage in music (New York: International Publishers, 1960) by Sidney Walter

Finkelstein we learn that Schumann was dedicated to ‘carrying on battles for freedom in the realm of art and
imagination. He invented his own band of conspirators, the Davidsbiindler or ‘League of David.” Schumann gave names
to these imaginary Davidsbiindler. He hinted that some were projections of different sides of himself by signing their
names like the impetuous Florestan and dreamy Eusebius, to his music and critical writings’ (131).
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to hear but to give to write’.  Likewise the text demands a practical collaboration of the
reader. No Schumann is performed in the course of £/ Examen, but many theories regarding
his significance are explored. Schumann is essentially the ‘silent musician’ whose impact

hovers over the action.

Following the interval, the violinist returns to his place ‘with an air of mischief’. He
acts as if he is about to fall into the pit, provoking panic among the onlookers. Before the

audience has had the opportunity to regain its composure the maestro has launched into

168
Bach’s Partita in D Minor. The Partita concludes with the emotionally charged Chaconne. :

Counterpointing the gaiety of the other parts of the Partita, the Chaconne was written by Bach

the year that his wife died and some regard it as a requiem for her.169 The Chaconne is
considered the pinnacle of the solo violin repertoire in that it covers every aspect of violin-
playing known during Bach’s time and thus it is among the most difficult pieces to play for
that instrument.l70 Earlier, while at the Santuario, Bach’s Partita was distorted through
speakers and drowned out by the rabble. Here the Partita is afforded the respect it merits.
Suitably mesmerized by the music, Clara drifts away and returns from Bach with a feeling of
displacement, of having travelled vertiginously. She wished she could stay there for hours.

Her tranquility is rudely interrupted because of a bathroom brawl involving her father.

Clara’s staid father reveals a hidden side, just as normally placid individuals often

resort to violence during Carnival time. The anxiety caused by the stultifying mugginess and
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fog, coupled with the insult of being skipped in a queue in the bathroom have unhinged an
already nervous Don Funés. Just as the jealous husband in Tolstoy’s Kreutzer Sonata felt
driven to acts of despicable brutality by the music, it is not unthinkable that music could
achieve a similar effect with Clara’s father, given the appropriate circumstances. The
Cronista depicts the fracas to Clara thus: ‘Fue la apoteosis ... lo apocaliptico’ (217).

Inevitably the affray puts a swift end to the musical performance.

Unsurprisingly, music has assumed a privileged role at the concert. In addition to
performances of Beethoven and Bach’s music, we saw that Schumann was discussed by Juan
and his colleagues. This trinity of musicians is intriguing for a number of reasons. For Juan,
the violinist’s performance of Beethoven makes him appear like Christ sacrificing himself.
Bach’s Partita, which implicitly evokes the death of Bach’s wife, exerts a profound effect on
Clara, whilst Juan feels that Schumann encapsulates the notion of ritual and is in possession
of an obscure mystery. Sacrifice, death, ritual and mystery all merge to warn the couple of

impending doom should they fail to read the signs and escape.

As outlined, the examination that Clara and Juan anticipate will be the culmination of
their twenty-four hour vigil is an anticlimax. Invariably the seemingly trivial and interstitial
yield the richest insight. While awaiting news of the exam at the university, Andrés and Clara
retreat to the gallery in a vain quest for a breath of fresh air. After they descry two individuals
removing portraits from the wall and putting them to one side, Andrés claims ‘Una vez pensé
en lo que sentiria una musica hermosa si le fuera dada una conciencia’ (290). The concept of

music as a sentient being is thought-provoking for a multitude of motives, as we shall see.

Andrés explains that the sight of the defenceless portraits prompted him to consider
the horror of Mozart being whistled, of all things. Here music is horrified at being reproduced

by a mediocre medium. This vulnerability of music would appear to contravene Andrés’s
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position in El Diario de Andrés Fava where Music subjugated the musician. Ironically, the
two positions are not necessarily mutually exclusive, if we take the Music in the diary to be
the Platonic form of Music, whilst the music susceptible to the impairment inflicted upon it
by a mediocrity would simply be an instance or performance, i.e. temporal incarnation of this
Music. If we assume that music encodes particular values, then these values may also be
under threat. Clara makes tantalising references to a tale in a magazine whose central idea
was imagining a dimension where music is a form of life: ‘Puede concebirse una dimension
(en otro planeta, por ejemplo) donde lo que aqui llamamos musica sea una forma de vida’
(290). If music is both conscious and a form of life, then it is quite plausible that it tries to
warn them to leave Buenos Aires. The fact that Bach’s Partita for violin is played at both the
Plaza de Mayo and in the concert hall is no coincidence. The music’s culmination in the
death of the composer’s wife is a grim warning for Clara. Music might be unable to control

the medium which reproduces it, but it may be able to inspire humans to interpret it.

Andrés’s aforementioned horror at the sight of the defenceless portraits echoes his
deepest fears. Relegating both people and their portraits to a dark corner, consigning them to
oblivion, is on a par with erasing the past. In The Book of Laughter and Forgetting (1979)

one of Milan Kundera’s characters, Mirek explains that ‘the struggle of man against power is

the struggle of memory against forgetting’.m In that instance the powers that be attempt to
expunge their foes from the annals of time, in order to rewrite history in their own image. For
those who feel that they have been left without a voice or silenced, their struggle is the
struggle of man against power, memory against forgetting - euphony against aphonia. Clara,
for her part, tries to articulate her all-encompassing sense of dread, ‘Nadie se deja arrumbar si

no es arrumbable. Eso es lo horrible. ... Yo solamente puedo decirte que me siento acosada.
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No te creas que solamente por Abel. Es otra cosa’ (291). The verb ‘arrumbar’ as well as
denoting ‘to put to one side’, can also mean ‘to silence’ when applied to a person. Clara fears

being ‘silenced’ definitively but cannot identify the amorphous threat.

El Examen evokes the recurring quintessential nightmare of taking an examination,
coupled with the archetypal terror of being pursued by an unknown or invisible predator. The
examination should act as a catalyst for an evaluation of all they have learned in their past,
what they experience in their present and particularly what they anticipate for their future.
Instead it is transformed into a test of survival. Ironically it is the absence of the examination
which comes to signify their true nightmare and the abyss into which they are plunged.
Against the backdrop of a fog-smothered city of decay we explore our kaleidoscope of
characters’ esoteric tendencies and encumbrances. Nightmares represent Clara’s affliction,
whilst Abel’s role as servant of Death is his. Juan explores the hidden truths hinted at by the
oneiric and poetic realms. Nonetheless these pale into comparison with Andrés’s ability to
foresee death, his belief in reincarnation and his startling hypotheses on Music and its
esoteric powers. Akin to energy, rituals are neither created nor destroyed; they are simply
transmogrified from one form to another. Quintessential tropes of sacrifice such as the
Passion of Christ and pre-sacrificial Carnival insinuate themselves throughout the text. The
loci visited within their vigil are represented as houses of worship of sorts, be it La Casa,
Santuario, the Teatro Colon or even the university, temples which ultimately fail to aid our

protagonists.

El Examen is the quintessential “work with a future’ as conjectured by Fava. Firstly it
languished in oblivion for more than three decades prior to being resurrected. Secondly it
unwittingly painted a picture which evoked Evita Peron’s death and its aftermath. It features
a character, Andrés Fava, who is thought to turn up in a later novel, Libro de Manuel.

Andrés’s 1dea of music determining one’s personal time and identity, his speculation on
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music as a sentient being and a jealous mistress are themes that form the backbone of a
number of Cortazar’s own short stories such as ‘Las Ménades’, ‘Clone’, ‘El Perseguidor’ and
‘Manuscrito Hallado junto a una Mano’, as we shall explore later. From the rite of passage of

El Examen, it is to the mysterious ‘ship of fools’ that we venture in the following novel, Los

Premios.
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Los Premios

172
‘Las estrellas no saben que forman las constelaciones que nosotros vemos’

The above citation, paraphrased from Cocteau, planted the seed for Los Premios in
Cortazar’s fertile imagination. The stars are not only unaware of their participation in a
constellation. Rather, it is the human observer who creates the constellation simply by gazing
upon their pattern. We merge with what we perceive. Stargazing and deducing patterns form
an integral part of Los Premios, and my aim is to explore the esoteric human and Cubist

constellations filtered through the kaleidoscopic mind of one of the characters, Persio.

Defying easy classification, the text is not what it seems, as it seems to be many
things that it is not. It is not a single text. The narrative actually comprises two interwoven
strands. The first relates the linear narrative concerning a cruise; the second assumes the form
of Persio’s soliloquies, catalogued from A to I, monologues written in italics which could
combine to form an alternative novel. Persio’s interstitial musings punctuate the events, just
as silence punctuates music, converting an incessant noise into a meaningful melody. In these
monologues I will examine both Persio’s esoteric interests and the extent to which he moulds
his visions to a painting of a guitar/guitarist by Picasso in order to explain events on the ship.
From spiritual, magical and scientific angles I aim to detail the paths taken by Persio in a bid
to attain the enlightenment he craves, to hear the music of the spheres as evoked by the
painting. A cornucopia of disparate beliefs is interwoven throughout Persio’s soliloquies.
Persio is, in a sense, a parody, an observer awash with occult knowledge, unwilling to
commit to action. The question arises whether Persio understands on some level that he is

being observed and thus created as a fictive entity, just as the seminal painting was recreated
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on board the ship. He appears somewhat one-dimensional and, in contrast to Horacio in
Rayuela, we sense that he takes himself and his arcane concerns too seriously.

The premise of Los Premios is at first glance unremarkable. A group of individuals,
embodying a cross-section of Argentine society, wins a government-sponsored lottery which
entitles them to a cruise. Crucially, even the destination of the cruise is shrouded in secrecy;
the passengers are merely informed that it may take up to three or four months and that the
original captain will no longer be accompanying them. As the new captain does not
personally greet them, many are dubious about his very existence. Before they spend their

first full day at sea, Persio muses in one of his enigmatic soliloquies, that the ship was guided

by a captain and was not rudderless as hitherto believed.173 As alluded to in the introduction
of this thesis, in an interview with Ignacio Solares in 1975, Cortazar spoke of a dream which
had influenced Los Premios. In the dream, he was travelling in a storm on a ship that was
adrift. He had the sensation that he was the sole passenger aboard. He tried to straighten the
steering wheel and started to manipulate a compass. A phantasmal captain appeared, took

control of the wheel and the compass, and chided him: *Si no sabes usar una brujula, ;para

174 ’ : ¥ r o o
qué te embarcas?’. In the same interview, when Solares asked Cortazar about his belief in

God, Cortazar simply replied that he believed that there was a captain aboard the ship, which

would imply that he believed in some supernatural guiding force.175 After Persio’s
aforementioned soliloquy, just prior to the first full day at sea, Audiberti’s play, Quoat-Quoat
(1946) is referenced with the enigmatic quote: ‘le ciel et la mer s’ajustent ensemble pour
former une espece de guitare’ (108). This image of a guitar being formed by the conjunction
of sea and sky reflects Picasso’s painting of the guitar and originates from a novel about a

young man who has been sent on a secret mission on board a cruise ship. In Quoat-Quoat,
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when the protagonist is apprehended by the captain, a captain thought to symbolize God, the
man prefers to die rather than lose his identity.

The ship, the ‘Malcolm” is a mixture of a cargo and passenger ship, somewhat
removed from the cruise liner the winners would have anticipated. Some are tempted to
believe that it is a hoax, and later there are even suggestions that it is an experiment and that
they are little more than ‘ratones blancos’ (331). A pot-pourri of Argentine society peoples
the ship; all strata of social classes and ages commingle. Prior to departure, the winners are
instructed to congregate at the cordoned-off café¢ London in Buenos Aires, where their friends
and families must bid farewell to them. A tango ensemble, including the brother of one of the
winners, Atilio Presutti (known as ‘El Pelusa’), comes to bid them farewell with a song. The
tango performed, ‘Mufieca brava’, appears to address those present about to embark on a

luxury cruise:

Che madam que parlas en francés

y tirds ventolin a dos manos,

que cenas con champan bien frapé

y en el tango enredas tu ilusion (49).
A divide soon becomes apparent as the haughtier elements view the music with disdain whilst
others appreciate its warmth and humour. It is not a question of class, but one of attitude. The
more tolerant and broadminded winners such as the school teacher, Lopez and the dentist,
Medrano are pleased, almost envious of the musicians’ insouciance, whereas the portentous
business tycoon, Don Galo is irked by their audacity. As discussed in relation to £l Examen,
tango music can be portrayed as both a negative and positive force in Cortazar’s works. Peiro

detects echoes of the adolescent passenger, Felipe’s erotic dreams in the tango’s lyrics and

contends, “El tango es un estimulo erotico: el erotismo que invade a Felipe y que cataliza el
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tango desemboca en una violacion’. " Indeed it is quite striking that a medley of flirtations
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and whimsical, often humorous interactions counterbalance a series of violent events which
culminates in the rape of said teenager, Felipe and the murder of the dentist, Medrano.

The fact that a game of chance, a lottery, has brought the group together is critical to
our understanding of the text. Whilst the passengers believe that they are winners, they are
oblivious to the fact that the real game is about to begin. This game is literally one of life and
death, where their reactions to their environment determine their fate. The one who reaches
the ultimate prize, access to the stern, is the one who dies. For Persio this game resembles an
elaborate game of chess: ‘No sabe mas que ellos de las leyes del juego, pero siente que estan
naciendo ahi mismo de cada uno de los jugadores, como en un tablero infinito’ (43). This
chess-game is not dissimilar to the games played by the gods of Olympus, determining man’s
lot in life. Manned by a foreign crew, mainly comprising Nordic seamen evoking the Vikings
of yore, the passengers are confined to a specific area and are prohibited from accessing the
prow of the ship. Whilst being kept in the dark initially, they are informed that this measure is
to prevent the spread of typhus which has infected certain members of the crew, even striking
Captain Smith. Suspicious that they are being manipulated by the powers that be, tensions
arise as certain members wish to gain access to the forbidden stern, whilst others slavishly

obey the authorities.

As a distraction, a masked talent show is organized by some of the passengers. During
the soirée the youngest child, Jorge, falls ill with a fever and panic ensues. The ship’s doctor
is summoned. He rules out typhus and prescribes medicine for the fever. Later when Jorge’s
temperature soars, the doctor fails to attend and merely phones instructions to double his
dosage. Outraged, a select group of passengers decide to use weapons force their way onto
deck in order to radio for help. The rebels are led by Gabriel Medrano, who has fallen in love
with Claudia, Jorge’s mother. Upon reaching the stern, he discovers that it contains nothing.

Following a confrontation, Medrano is shot and killed by the operator he has compelled to
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radio for assistance. The fact that there is nothing on the stern may suggest that there was no
motive for suspicion, or, on a metaphysical level, as the stern equates with death for
Medrano, it implies that there is nothing after death. In Keats, Poe, and the Shaping of

Cortazar’s Mythopoesis, Ana Castillo contends:

The initiatic character of the stern in Los Premios combines with the symbolic
labyrinthine structure of the corridors leading to it; both together give each
character’s inner confrontation a quality of primitive ritual of death and
rebirth, identifying, as in E/ Examen, the psychological with the historical
search for the origins.” (Castillo 63).
The stern is all things to all men. Medrano must remain true to himself and his image of
himself before he can reach it. He is no coward and refuses to be dictated to by unseen forces.
Resonating with the allusion to the protagonist of the aforementioned Quoat-Quoat who
prefers death instead of loss of identity, it is as if Medrano too values his sense of self above
his own life. Predictably, the Argentine authorities cast a veil of silence over the events and
threaten the other passengers with imprisonment should they decide to reveal the murder to
the outside world. It would appear that collective amnesia befalls the group as no-one has the
slightest intention of publicizing what has transpired. The narrative concludes where it

commenced with a coterie of lottery winners heading towards the Café London in Buenos

Aires. With the exception of Medrano’s death, it is as if nobody or nothing has truly changed.

As mentioned, my aim is to focus on the sparks of enlightenment which issue forth
from Persio’s interstitial musings in the form of monologues, pronouncements which give us
a greater understanding of the text, particularly exploring Picasso’s picture and the harmony
of the spheres he perceives therein. This master of arcanum is a proof reader who has written
a slew of unpublished occult manuscripts keen to probe the meaning of existence. He
gravitates towards astral projection in his quest; astral in the sense of astronomical and astral

in the preternatural sense of ethereal. Within the maelstrom of Persio’s mind, the best course
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of action for navigating through the maze of this enigmatic cruise is calculated,177 as Persio
flummoxes us with a farrago of possible guides, ranging from esoterica such as the Zend
Avesta, compiled by the ancient Persian prophet Zarathustra, to Kabbalah, necromancy
through to physiognomy. Persio alludes to Jorge’s use of pharmaceutical terms such as
‘lipidos’ and ‘glicidos’ to denote officers and mariners aboard the ship. Like Humpty
Dumpty before him, when Jorge uses a term it means what he wants it to designate. Even the

adults adopt Jorge’s nomenclature to camouflage their intrigues from the authorities.

Persio’s fertile imagination relates their voyage to Wagner’s opera, ‘The Flying
Dutchman’ (1840) which is based on a ghost ship condemned to drift forever, and the
Etruscan daemon, Tuculca. Tuculca was a chthonic daemon with pointed ears (like a
donkey), and hair made of snakes and a beak. Indeed, Persio also includes references to
Vanth, a female demon in the Etruscan underworld. Famed for divinatory powers, the

Etruscan’s system of belief was ‘an immanent polytheism; that is, all visible phenomena were
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considered to be a manifestation of divine power’.  Heaven reflected Earth, and macrocosm

echoed microcosm. The will of deities had been ‘revealed’ to the Etruscans by two
‘initiators’, Vegoia, a female figure and Tages, a child-like figure possessed of wisdom and
foresight. Why does Persio gravitate toward Etruscan mythology? It is possible that Persio
discerns similarities between Tages and Jorge, the child in tune with esoteric knowledge:
‘sabe cosas, 0 sea que es portavoz de un saber que después olvidara’ (96). Persio is
particularly interested in Jorge’s somniloquism and believes that Jorge has seen the captain of

the ship with his ‘ojo interior’ and alludes to him as ‘un verdadero pararrayos’ (283). Jorge
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‘Su unica ansiedad es lo magno de la eleccion posible: ;guiarse por las estrellas, por el compés, por la cibernética, por la

casualidad, por los principios de la logica, por las razones oscuras, por las tablas del piso, por el estado de la vesicula
biliar, por el sexo, por el caracter, por los palpitos. por la teologia cristiana, por el Zend Avesta. por la jalea real, por una
guia de ferrocarriles portugueses, por un soneto, por La Semana Financiera, por la forma del mentéon de don Galo
Porrino, por una bula, por la cabala, por la necromancia, por Bonjour Tristesse, o simplemente ajustando la conducta

maritima a las alentadoras instrucciones que contiene todo paquete de pastillas Valda?” (Los Premios 68).
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acts as a lightning conductor for the occult. Even his illness provides a catalyst for Medrano’s

esoteric experience.

The act of seeing, both physically and metaphysically, consumes Persio. His
mythological counterpart who killed the Medusa, overcame death by looking at the reflection
rather than facing it directly. Later, Persio longs to use Medrano’s reflection to descry what
he has uncovered. Initially Persio admits that he craves the ability to perceive the world
through Jorge’s eyes, to annex or add Jorge’s perception to his own vision thus becoming like
Argus, the watchman with a hundred eyes: ‘Cuando pretendo anexarme la vision de Jorge,
/no delato la nostalgia mas horrible de la raza? Ver por otros ojos, ser mis 0jos y 1os suyos ...
Todos los 0jos, porque eso mata el tiempo, lo liquida del todo ... * (96) This would abolish his
self as well as space and time, removing him from the space-time continuum to integrate him
into the One, the indivisible: ‘La idea es abarcar lo c6smico en una sintesis total, solo posible
partiendo de un analisis igualmente total” (97). This calls to mind Jorge Luis Borges’s vision

of the Aleph, a point which paradoxically contains all points in the universe, including,
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recursively, itself. This notion of simultaneity is inherent in Cubism  where infinity is
viewed from all sides at once - the ultimate occultist desire for omniscience. This also reflects

Insecto’s desire to see through the eyes of a fly.

In his perennial quest for meaning, Persio mines spiritual traditions such as Hinduism
for enlightenment. Persio claims that his approach to the mystery enveloping the ship is even
more obscure than a number which is too colossal for the human brain to assimilate, ‘Se
complica por un irresistible calidoscopio de vocabulario, palabras como mastiles, con

mayusculas que son velamenes furiosos’ (260). This quest is hampered by a seductive mosaic

:

e Like Persio, Apollinaire and Picasso shared an interest in the idea of simultaneity. For Apollinaire. simultaneity “defined
human identity, reflecting the life of the mind where past, present and future, here. now and elsewhere all coexist above
the fatally consecutive flow of time. Cubists such as Picasso, also presents consecutive views simultaneously, producing
multifaceted representation.” As quoted in Picasso & Apollinaire : the Persistence of Memory by Peter Read, 98.

94



of vocabulary, consisting of words like masts. These words and their initial letter propel his
search for meaning, just as the sail is used to propel a boat. The capital letters or ‘sails’ which
initialize his lexicon render the terms ‘proper nouns’, nouns that denote a particular thing

rather than a generic entity.

Samsara is one of these proper nouns which drive Persio forward in his search.
Samsara represents a bolt of lightning for Persio, convulsing his body and soul:

Samsara, por ejemplo: la digo y me tiemblan de golpe todos los dedos de los

pies ... Samsara, debajo se me hunde lo solido, Samsara, el humo y el vapor

reemplazan a los elementos, Samsara, obra de la gran illusion, hijo y nieto de

Mahamaya (260).
The solidity of the three-dimensional world is but an illusion. Samsara in Hinduism signifies
the endless cycle of birth and suffering and death and rebirth, a cycle which can only be
ruptured by Nirvana or enlightenment. Maya, the Giver of Perception, is a veil of illusion
which tricks us in order to keep us tethered to Samsara, the Wheel of Existences. Gazing at
the constellations, Persio senses ‘la oscura certidumbre de que existe un punto central donde
cada elemento discordante puede llegar a ser visto como un rayo de la rueda’ (105). He hopes

that everything will fall into place and illusion will dissolve once he has reached this central

point of the Wheel of Life and Death.

However, Persio, like Horacio after him, discovers that words serve as both a barrier
and catalyst. They mediate and hide reality, a reality whose illusive nature Samsara
personifies. Persio recoils and bewails his own ridiculousness. Medrano had asserted that
they were all ludicrous, and their fear of appearing ridiculous prevented them from taking
action. Even those, like Persio, who are destined to question everything, are limited by the
condition of their Argentine nationality. While they dance ‘la danza de Shiva’, Persio laments
the fact that they are poisoned by futile metaphysics and that they do not rebel. The dance of

Shiva, representing the rhythmic movement of the entire cosmos, encapsulates Shiva’s
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destruction and creation of the world. More importantly, the dance aspires to liberate man
from the snare of illusion, from Samsara in other words. This enlightenment eludes a

crestfallen Persio who, in an infinite loop, ends the monologue as he began, declaring,

No, no creo que mi frente de ataque sea mas claro que un niimero de cincuenta
y ocho cifras, o uno de esos portulanos que llevaban las naves a catéstrofes
acuaticas. Se complica por un irresistible calidoscopio de vocabulario, palabras
como mastiles, con mayusculas ... (265)

Aside from attempting to penetrate the Absolute by dipping into a palette of religious
traditions, Persio, as befits someone synonymous with a constellation, is fixated with both
astronomy and astrology. One of Persio’s predominant motives for taking the trip is to escape
the confines of the city and feast on the stars in their full glory. Like man, stars are born, live
and die. Navigators traditionally used constellations to plot their trajectory while astrologers
presaged man’s future through astral charts. This leads Persio to believe that stargazing will

empower him to see past, present and future. This trope of constellations corresponds to the

challenging concept of ‘ﬁguras’.lgo These ‘figuras’ form part of a shifting constellation of
significances throughout Cortazar’s work. In Divertimento emphasis was placed on
determining the identity of the two human ‘figuras’ in the painting, while Fava delights in
exploring the diverse definitions of ‘figure’ given by Webster's dictionary: ‘Vale la pena leer
los veintitrés paragrafos consagrados a figure’ (Diario 63). The term ‘figure’ encompasses
meanings as diverse as a human body, a paper or cloth pattern, a horoscope in the form of the
diagram of the aspects of the astrological houses, not to mention a form of melody or musical
motif. In Los Premios the ‘figura’ of the figure is also polysemous. Boldy holds that these
‘figuras’ are deeply rooted in the Borgesian concept of ‘figuras’ or patterns which could only
be grasped by a divine intelligence (22). For Persio, it could also indicate the human figure of

the guitarist but more probably relates to patterns or constellations as discussed. In Cortazar’s
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For a more extensive study of “figuras’ please see Boldy's The Novels of Julio Cortazar, 22-24.
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later work, 62: Modelo para armar, as shall be discussed in greater detail, the ‘figuras’
perceived open up a channel to prognostication if only we are able to read them correctly.
Solitary stars appear insignificant next to the ‘escritura indescifrable’ of fully-fledged
constellations. For Persio these clans of constellations engage in a titanic struggle for
supremacy. Persio feels that when we look at a constellation, ‘tenemos algo asi como una
seguridad de que el acorde, el ritmo que une sus estrellas, y que ponemos nosotros ... s mas

hondo, mas sustancial que la presencia aislada de sus estrellas’ (45).

Persio believes that from time immemorial man has intuited the supremacy of
constellations and has thus sacralised consteliations. The relationship between the firmaments
and music has exerted man’s mind from the days of the ancient philosophers until Kepler and

Newton. It was said that of all men only Pythagoras heard the music of the spheres. Boethius

felt that *‘musica humana’ o could be created through self-knowledge:

By coming to know these essences — even in the corporeal world of sound —

the mind is able to transcend cursory sensory experience and rise to a higher

level of knowing; it is reminded of these essences as it comes to know its own
) i ) 182
being and as it studies nature and the cosmos. |

In his own quest for enlightenment, Persio eschews scientific instruments such as telescopes
because he believes that only a poetic vision can approach or encompass the sense or
meaning of figures which angels “write and reconcile’. He claims that one of those ‘figuras’

begins with lottery which chooses winners amongst hundreds of thousands of individuals,
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The great medieval philosopher, Boethius divided music into three categories:

Musica instrumentalis — that which can be produced on instruments, and is audible to the ear and is audible.

Musica humana — that which is of the human body (holds together body and soul). Whoever penetrates into his own
self perceives this human music.

Musica mundana — That which is produced by heavenly bodies moving through their orbits and only audible to God
and Pythagoras.

Aside from his three-fold division of music, Boethius also categorized three types of musicians: performers, composers, and
critics. Unusually, the theorist/critic was seen to be the true musician, for he alone is concerned with ‘knowing, through
reason, the fundamental essences which determine the value of performances and compositions.” 7he Cambridge History
of Western Music Theory Edited by Thomas Christensen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 146.

182
Thomas Christensen (ed), The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory 146.

o7




winners who later select their companions spontaneously. In perpetual flux, this configuration

portrays the instantaneous and ephemeral kaleidoscope.

For Persio this trip is fundamentally a sociological and psychological experiment: ‘En
realidad lo que hago es recaer en el unanimismo pasado de moda, pero le busco la vuelta por
otro lado’ (45). The French literary movement, Unanimism, to which he alludes revolved

around the psychological concept of group consciousness and the necessity for the poet to

merge with this ‘transcendent consciousness’.183 Given that a group is both more and less
than the sum of its parts Persio hopes to appraise the group from within and without to
determine whether or not it is a ‘figura’ in the magical sense. Just as Nietzsche opined that
self knowledge meant that man could turn his life into art, Persio sees himself as a poet
creating a work of art wrought from understanding both himself and the magical constellation
to which he pertains. Persio believes that once he has recognised the distinct points of any
constellation be it human or stellar, he can draw lines between the points to form a
recognisable figure: ‘no estoy lejos de pensar que un dia veré nacer un dibujo que coincida
exactamente con alguna obra famosa, una guitarra de Picasso, por ejemplo ... Si eso ocurre

tendré una cifra, un moédulo’ (99).

How does Persio propose exploring the aforementioned constellation from inside and
outside the group simultaneously? Persio purports to meditate and travel the astral plane in
the hope of gaining enlightenment. He asserts,

Yo viajo en el infraespacio y el hiperespacio — ... Por lo menos mi cuerpo

astral cumple derroteros vertiginosos ... Vea, este crucero me va a ser util para

las observaciones estelares, las sentencias astrales. ;Usted sabe lo que pensaba
Paracelso? Que el firmamento es una farmacopea (95-96).

As alluded to, the term ‘astral’ is clearly derived from the stars, but may also differ somewhat

183 s 5 . S goas 5 . . .
*Unanimism.” Encyclopadia Britannica. Encyclopadia Britannica Online Academic Edition. Encyclopadia Britannica

Inc.. 2012. Web. 24 Oct. 2012. <http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/613993/Unanimism>.
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from our common conception of the astronomical. The astral plane, a plane parallel to the

184
physical world , is a concept which has rippled throughout the ages in a multitude of

esoteric philosophies and mystery religions. Astral projection involves the traveller leaving
his physical body to venture into higher realms using his astral body, which is the spiritual,
ether-like twin of the tangible body. Theosophists also believed that the astral plane was
accessed by the soul in its astral body on the way to being born and after death. It is thought
that dreams or the hypnagogic state between wakefulness and sleep form the most propitious
springboard for astral projection. Although not all dreams comprise travelling the astral
plane, a substantial quantity is believed to fall within this category. Theosophy, as later
discussed in Rayuela, revived interest in astral projection in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, drawing from the Hindu and neoplatonic concepts of the astral body. For some the
astral body connects the rational soul to the corporeal body while the astral plane is populated
by immaterial entities, including angels and demons, even vampires as we shall see. In his
article “The Astral Body in Renaissance Medicine’ D. P. Walker gives an account of the
Neoplatonic astral body as the ‘garment of the soul’ and claims that the astral body, or

‘vehicle of the soul” may coincide with the substance of the stars and spheres: ‘It is thus

185
especially susceptible to astrological influences’. It is not explicitly specified whether

Persio uses dreams to access this plane, and it is probable that he actively induces a trance-

184
C W Leadbeater, 4 Textbook of Theosophy (Project Gutenberg EBook web resource, 1912):

We have given names to these interpenetrating worlds for convenience in speaking of them. No name is
needed for the first, as man is not yet in direct connection with it: but when it is necessary to mention it,
it may be called the divine world. The second is described as the monadic, because in it exist those
Sparks of the divine Life which we call the human Monads; but neither of these can be touched by the
highest clairvoyant investigations at present possible for us. The third sphere, whose atoms contain 2,401
bubbles, is called the spiritual world, because in it functions the highest Spirit in man as now constituted.
The fourth is the intuitional world (Previously called in theosophical literature the buddhic plane)
because from it come the highest intuitions. The fifth is the mental world, because of its matter is built
the mind of man. The sixth is called the emotional or astral world, because the emotions of man cause
undulations in its matter. (The name astral was given to it by mediaeval alchemists, because its matter is
starry or shining as (24) compared to that of the denser world). The seventh world, composed of the type
of matter which we see all around us, is called the physical.

5
D. P. Walker, ‘“The Astral Body in Renaissance Medicine’. Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes ., Vol. 21, No.
1/2 (Jan. - Jun.. 1958), 119-133 , The Warburg Institute URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/750490.
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like state in order to project himself into that dimension.

Persio’s allusion to the Renaissance Alchemist extraordinaire, Paracelsus and the so-
called ‘Pharmacopeia of the Firmament’ ties in with this notion of the astral plane, which is
both an ethereal dimension and one connected with the cosmos which envelops us. Likewise,
Paracelsus ‘saw man as a microcosm, reflecting the nature of the divine world through his

immortal soul, the sidereal world through his astral body or vital principle, and the terrestrial

world through his visible body’. G Paracelsus revolutionized medicine and the manufacturing
of drugs (pharmacopeia) to cure disease. In The Spirit of Man in Art and Literature Carl Jung
states that, ‘In his Labyrinthus medicorum Paracelsus says that the stars in heaven must be
‘coupled together,” and that the physician must ‘extract the judgment of the firmament from
them ... The Firmament is not merely the cosmic heaven, but a body which is a part or

content of the human body ... The firmamental body is the corporeal equivalent of the

; , 187 : " : : .
astrological heaven’.  Thus the astrological constellation provides both diagnosis and

therapy. Persio optimistically anticipates the restorative abilities of his beloved constellations.

As mentioned, Persio claims to travel in hyperspace using his astral body.
Theoretically hyperspace is a notional space-time continuum in which it is possible to travel
faster than light, a thesis explored by short stories such as ‘El Perseguidor’, as shall be
discussed later. The term “hyperspace’ basically means space of more than three dimensions,
with the fourth dimension commonly held to mean time, a dimension which unlike the first
three is invisible to the human eye. Just as a two-dimensional object may be perceived by a
three-dimensional object, a three-dimensional object can be properly viewed by a four-

dimensional object. If we were to see our life from the fourth dimension, we would see a
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Audi, The Cambridge Dictionary Of Philosophy. Second Edition.
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series of snapshots, each mimicking a moment in our life. In his work, Hyperspace: a
scientific odyssey, Michio Kaku recounts that
Abstract painters tried not only to visualize people’s faces as though painted
by a four-dimensional person, but also to treat time as the fourth dimension. In
Marcel Duchamp’s painting Descending a Staircase, we see a blurred
representation of a woman, with an infinite number of her images
superimposed over time as she walks down the stairs. This is how a four-
dimensional person would see people viewing all time sequences at once, if
time were the fourth dimension’ (Hyperspace 63).

The trailblazing scientific research into multidimensions and the mathematical

concepts of non-Euclidean geometry inspired avant-garde artists, leading to an unusual cross-
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fertilization between art and science.  The fourth dimension subverted traditional views of

the world, defying long-held beliefs on perspective as it allowed human beings to view all

. : ; 189 : : :
sides simultaneously. The Theosophist Leadbeater , consistently equated four-dimensional

vision with the ‘astral sight’ of the clairvoyant, whereby the ‘infinite object is seen, as it

3 : ,190 . R . " g 5
were, from all sides at once” , while Apollinaire calls the fourth dimension a ‘utopian

et
expression’.

On one level, Picasso’s painting of the guitar ‘que fue de Apollinaire” provides a key

to understanding the text. Prior to discussing the painting, a number of background details

188
Whether art critics of the early twentieth century such as Apollinaire had read or fully understood these esoteric scientific

hypotheses is, to a certain degree, a moot point. In “Cubism and ‘the fourth dimension’. Gibbons argues that they did not
grasp the intricacies of Einstein’s concept of Relativity and/or Minkowski’s concept of a four-dimensional space-time
continuum, but they were certainly aware of general scientific and mathematical trends, and as we know, often science
lags behind philosophical discoveries. The avant-garde seized on the fourth dimension as it was both enigmatic and
pushed the boundaries of science to the limit.

i Leadbeater drew on C. Howard Hinton’s work. In 1880, the Dublin University Magazine an article by Hinton entitled
‘What is the Fourth Dimension?’, which aimed to foster in his reader ‘the mental ability to penetrate to the Fourth
Dimension of permanent transcendental which will give meaning and purpose to our lives™ as quoted in ‘Cubism and
“The Fourth Dimension™ in the Context of the Late Nineteenth-Century and Early Twentieth-Century Revival of Occult
Idealism’ by Tom H. Gibbons, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes. Vol. 44 (1981), 130-147.
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Ibid.

& Ibid., 130-147. Irrespective of what scientific papers had been published or grasped by him by the time that Apollinaire
penned ‘Les Peintres Cubistes” in 1913, he explores the notion of the fourth dimension in Cubist art in chapters iii and iv
of ‘Les Peintres Cubistes’:

Until now, the three dimensions of Euclid’s geometry were sufficient to the restiveness felt by great
artists yearning for the infinite...Today, scientists no longer limit themselves to the three dimensions of
Euclid. The painters have been led naturally, one might say by intuition, to preoccupy themselves with
the new possibilities of spatial measurement which, in the language of the modern studios, are designated
by the term: the fourth dimension ... it represents the immensity of space eternalizing itself in all
directions at any given moment. ..But the art of the new painters takes the infinite universe as its ideal.
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may be apposite. Bound together by a dizzying array of shared interests, Apollinaire and
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Picasso exerted a profound effect on the other’s work. ~ Although Picasso created a number

of paintings of guitars this painting occupies a privileged status as Picasso gave it to

Apollinaire as a wedding gift, shortly before his untimely death.  This musical image
represents a union between Apollinaire and Picasso. As the phrase ‘que fue de Apollinaire’
suggests, the painting not only belonged to Apollinaire, but in some respects was also of
Apollinaire. A closer examination of the painting may yield some clues even if Picasso’s
poetic picture resists circumscription. The work consists of a number of geometric shapes of
dullish colours ranging from olive-green to blue to black-and-white striped lines with black
rectangles and many triangular shapes. It is possible to distinguish certain elements of a
guitar such as the body of the guitar, the sound hole and elements of the guitarist. The hands
are discernible and the sound hole of the guitar is repeated where the heart of the man should
be. Indeed, according to Peter Read in Picasso & Apollinaire : the Persistence of Memory,
the guitarist’s clothing incorporated aspects of him “such as his military uniform. The human
figure both plays and resembles a guitar, creating a fascinating pattern of shifting, reflecting

shapes and planes, suggesting physical and spiritual unity between the musician and his

h 194 g : ’
instrument’.  Man and guitar merge into one, forcing us to ask: “how can one separate the
dancer from the dance, the guitarist from the guitar?’ Lines represent both the chords of the

guitar and also the sound waves produced by the guitar. The guitar itself could equally be a

As discussed in Peter Read’s, Picasso & Apollinaire : the Persistence of Memory (28-9), just as Picasso created
numerous portraits of Apollinaire, even one depicting him as a coffeepot in 1905, Apollinaire wrote extensively about
abstract art as we have seen in ‘Les Peintres Cubistes’. In “The Assassinated Poet” Apollinaire says that “when the spirit
encounters imperishable art, it casts off material constraints and enjoys a taste of immortality’, clearly with Picasso’s
timeless art in mind.

v Apollinaire’s stellar career was cut short. Seriously injured and trepanned, he had survived the First World War to marry
his fiancée, Jacqueline Kolb on May 2 1918, only to fall prey to Spanish influenza on November 9 of the same year.
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Peter Read. Picasso & Apollinaire : the Persistence of Memory (California: University of California Press, 2010), 129.
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rifle given its position and the manner in which it is held. A rifle would chime with both

195
Apollinaire and Medrano’s gun.

Echoing Apollinaire’s thoughts on Cubist painters, Persio uses his intuition, to

preoccupy himself with probing the concept of ‘the immensity of space eternalizing itself in

all directions at any given moment’.l% Just as Cubism uses a painting to examine reality from
incalculable perspectives, Persio scrutinizes this particular painting from myriad angles.
These perspectives include visual aspects such as telescopic manipulations of the picture and
views from within the painting, acoustic perspectives such as the silence preceding the sound
of the guitar, metaphysical dimensions such as the antiguitar. The evolution of the painting
from a visual to a metaphysical entity is charted throughout Persio’s monologues as he
‘listens’ to the stars on the astral plane. He asks, ‘;Por qué razon ha de ser asi una tela de
arafia o un cuadro de Picasso, es decir, por qué el cuadro no ha de explicar la tela y la arafia

no ha de fijar la razén del cuadro ... 7 (53-54).

Persio’s first allusion to Apollinaire’s painting by Picasso juxtaposes it with a spider’s
web and wonders why one does not explain the other. Persio deduces secret links between
discrete phenomena in the spirit of the occult philosophy, as expounded by Cornelius
Agrippa’s ‘De occulta philosophia® which, as mentioned, holds that ‘the universe is
articulated by a network of correspondences, “occulted” or invisible to the senses. Agrippa’s
various types of magic exploit these correspondences, using objects in the lower realms of

existence (e.g., words, metals, herbs) to draw down the influences of their higher counterparts

195
The sound holes could easily be eyes or gunshot wounds. In fact the two holes reflect a premonitory painting of

Apollinaire by Chirico, which many felt foreshadowed his serious head injuries. Louis Aragon, in his obituary, called
Apollinaire ‘a magus and a prophet’ and recalled Chirico’s premonitory portrait of the poet: ‘Signs prefigured the events
of his life; a painter in 1913 saw on his head the scars of a wound that was yet to appear. Linked by a pact with all sacred
animals, he knew all the gods and could make all the magic potions’, as discussed by Peter Read in Picasso &
Apollinaire : the Persistence of Memory, 35.
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Herschel Browning Chipp, Theories of Modern Art. Volume 11 of California studies in the History of Art, (California:
University of California Press, 1968), Print, 224.
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(e.g., angels, planets)’.]97 The web emanates from the lower realm of existence whilst the
picture, exemplifying the sidereal harmonies evokes its higher counterpart. What is a spider’s
web only a beautiful, lacy trap which the spider has fabricated from his own body? It is the
stuff of which he is made, just as the celestial harmonies Persio envisages emanating from
Picasso’s picture comprise the same essence as the Supreme Musician. Seductively woven,
the arachnoid trap calls to mind the three Fates weaving man’s destiny, as alluded to in

Divertimento.

Persio conjectures that we can never see things in their true form, as the very act of
vision fuses us with the object, ‘Las cosas pesan mas si se las mird, ocho y ocho son dieciséis
y el que cuenta’ (54). Still traversing the astral plane, Persio views the configuration of
winners within the London cafe. Mimicking the zoom feature of a camera he describes this
constellation from a number of angles. From ten metres it is a boardgame, from twenty
centimetres we see Attilio Presutti’s face, from fifty metres it coincides with the
aforementioned guitar player painted by Picasso in 1918. Persio advances the scrutiny of the
picture by examining reality from within the painting — he is on the inside looking out. For
instance, he envisages the two poles which support the bow of the ship as corresponding to
the round holes in the centre of the painting. A little later Persio resents his own predilection
for forcing a contrived reality, his bid to make reality conform to what he believes to be
rather than what it is. His continuous uncertainty is that of the ‘insecto croméfilo’ which
conspicuously runs around the surface of the picture, a three-dimensional object crawling
over a two-dimensional plane. The insect stays on the edge as if he’s swimming beside the
boat, just as everything is on the verge for Persio, who is concurrently inside and outside of

the configuration.
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Godwin, Music and the occult, 3.
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Persio moves from visual images of the picture to listening to its music while
meditating on the astral plane. At times Persio makes oblique references to the guitar without
mentioning the name of the instrument, as if it is taboo or too sacred to be uttered. He refers
to playing the guitar as ‘el roce de una papila cutanea contra un reseco y tirante cilindro de
tripa urda en el espacio el primer poligono de un movimiento fugado’ (236). He juxtaposes
the guitar strumming with the transmogrification of ink into Schopenhauer’s The World as
Will and Representation and holds that ‘la meditacion, tinta secreta y ufa sutil percutiendo el
tenso pergamino de la noche, acaba por invadir y desentranar la materia opaca que rodea su
hueco de sedientos bordes’ (236). The reference to “secret’ or ‘invisible” ink could mean that
the work existed on the astral plane as a virtual entity prior to being brought into existence
via the interplay between thought and action, meditation and ‘writing’. Writing here could
also mean playing the astral guitar which as we see later, “inscribe en un espacio duro como

marmol una musica para otros oidos’ (331).

For Schopenhauer the “Will® is the primary essence of all things, an aimless desire to
perpetuate itself - the basis of life. What is the correspondence between Schopenhauer’s
concept of Will and the guitar of the picture, here depicted as the guitar of the night or the
skies? Schopenhauer regarded art as a release from the imprisonment of this world. It is
important to note that music occupies a privileged place in Schopenhauer’s aesthetics, as he
believed it to have a special relationship to the will. Where other forms of art are imitations of
things perceived in the world, music is a direct copy of the will: “Music is thus by no means
like the other arts, the copy of the Ideas, but the copy of the will itself, whose objectivity

these Ideas are. This is why the effect of music is much more powerful and penetrating than

that of the other arts, for they speak only of shadows, but it speaks of the thing itself’ .I%

19
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Arthur Schopenhauer, The Works of Schopenhauer. Abridged ed. edited by Will Durant. Intro. by Thomas Mann. (N.Y:
Ungar, 1955). (This is an abridgment of his main work, The World as Will and Representation plus a selection of other
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Persio imagines that he has heard the guitar, a muffled sound strummed by the giant
nail of space. Persio hopes that charged words will respond to the resonance of the strings
and perhaps enlighten him: “Al borde - y esa palabra vuelve y vuelve, todo es borde y cesara
de serlo en cualquier momento - , al borde Persio, al borde barco, al borde presente, al borde
borde: resistir, quedarse todavia, ofrecerse para tomar’ (238). He contemplates sacrificing
himself in order to learn the truth: “destruirse como conciencia para ser a la vez la presa y el
cazador, el encuentro anulador de toda oposicion, la luz que se ilumina a si misma, la guitarra
que es la oreja que se escucha’ (238). As the light which illuminates itself, the space between
subject and object, between knower and knowledge will thus be abolished, just as the

distinction between the guitarist and the guitar is blurred:

Arriba la musica también se hieratiza, una nota tensa y continua se va
cargando poco a poco de sentido, acepta una segunda nota, cede su apuntacion
hacia la melodia para ingresar, perdiéndose, en un acorde cada vez mas rico, y
de esa pérdida surge una nueva musica, la guitarra se desata como un pelo
sobre la almohada, todas las ufias de las estrellas caen sobre la cabeza de
Persio y lo desgarran en una dulcisima tortura de consumacion (239).

A note becomes charged with meaning. It loses itself in an increasingly rich chord and from
this sacrifice a new music is born. The nails of the stars claw at Persio ‘en una dulcisima
tortura de consumacion’. It is worth noting that Pythagoras saw the universe as a giant

monochord stretched between heaven and earth: ‘If struck in the more spiritual part ... the
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monochord will give eternal life; if in the more material part, transitory life’.  Persio sings
believing that he can hear the guitar; he sees beyond his eyes, in the spirit of not just astral
vision but also the motto of his and Jorge’s beloved ‘Little Prince” for whom, ‘L’essentiel est

invisible pour les yeux.’

essays), 150.
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Hall, The Secret Teachings Of All Ages. 82.
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Although Persio fancies that he sees the guitar being played sporadically, on other
occasions it appears to be inert. He conjectures that this repose is as necessary as the calm
before the storm, the pregnant silence preceding the explosion of the musical chord, an
explosion evoking the Big Bang which called forth the Universe, space and time: ‘La imagen
apenas antropomorfica, desdefiosamente pintada por Picasso en un cuadro que fue de
Apollinaire, figura mas que nunca la comedia en su punto de fusion, cuando todo se
inmoviliza antes de estallar en el acorde que resolvera la tension insoportable’ (331). He

hopes that this music will release the pent up tension and provide catharsis for the drama.

Later, Persio speculates on a twist in the plot, ‘donde la tercera mano entrevista
apenas por Persio en un instante de donacidon astral, empuiia por su cuenta la vihuela sin caja
y sin cuerdas, inscribe en un espacio duro como marmol una musica para otros oidos’ (331).
Persio laments not having chewed coca leaves in order to open the ‘doors of perception’, to
feel the growth of the third hand. Just as a third eye allows us to see invisible forces, to
contemplate the “Other’, to visit the astral plane, Persio believes that the astral plane has
momentarily furnished him with the gift of the aforementioned third hand. The third hand is

able to grasp and not simply see time. For Persio, the third hand explosively inserts itself into
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an instance of poetry, art, suicide or sanctity. = He longs to caress the night with this

enigmatic third hand, wishing to reveal the true nature of time and thus cont<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>