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Preface 
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script. 

For the benefit of non-Span ish-speaking readers, transla
tions of Spanish quotations have been included in an appen
dix. They have been numbered to correspond to the numbers 
following the quotations in the text, for easy cross-reference. 
Acceptable English versions of Lezama Lima's works were 
used when available and are identified in the footnotes and the 
bibliography. Unidentified translations are my own. Anyone 
familiar with Lezama Lima can appreciate the difficulties in
volved in translating his writings . I consider my own transla
tions as only crude approximations of the originals . Since the 
few quotations that appear in the footnotes are for specialists 
who may wish to pursue a particular line of research, I have 
not translated them. 
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Lawrence, Kansas 
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Introduction 

Shortly after the appearance of the novel Paradiso in 1966, 
Julio Cortcizar stated that the quality of Jose Lezama Lima's 
writings is equal to those of Jorge Luis Borges and Octavio 
Paz. 1 Nine years later Emir Rodriguez Monegal made an even 
more definitive statement: "Hoy, en America Latina, yen el 
mundo occidental, la obra de Lezama Lima ha sido reconocida 
como una de las decisivas de este siglo, y su nombre ha termi
nado por ser situado por su calidad e importancia junto al de 
Borges y el de Octavio Paz"z (AI). Lezama Lima's works un
doubtedly form an important and major body of literature, and 
critical interest in his publications continues to grow. How
ever, his challenging and innovative writings require patient 
reading if one is to fully enjoy their aesthetic qualities . Interna
tional fame and recognition did not come to Lezama Lima until 
late in his career because of the hermetic nature of his works . 

Lezama Lima's creative writings outstrip available critical 
methodologies. This partially accounts for the proclivity of 
some critics to rely on Lezama Lima's essays for explanations 
of his work and to see his creative endeavors as extensions of 

1. Cortazar, " Para lIegar a Lezama Lima ." This article has been republished 
several times and is most readily available in his La uuelfa al dia en ocherlla 
mundos. Cortazar further states: 

Me propongo solamente senalar una ignorancia vergonzosa y romper 
por adelantado una lanza contra los malentendidos que la seguiran 
cuando Latinoamerica oiga por fin la voz de Jose Lezama Lima . De la 
ignorancia no me asombro; tambien yo desconocia a Lezama doce anos 
atras, y fue preciso que Ricardo Vig6n, en Paris, me hablara de Oppiano 
Licario que acababa de publicarse en Origenes y que ahora cierra (si es que 
algo puede cerra rio) Paradiso. Dudo de que en esos doce anos la obra de 
Lezama haya a1canzado la presencia actual que en un plazo equivalente 
fueron logrando la de un Jorge Luis Borges 0 la de un Octavio Paz, a cuya 
altura esta sin la mas minima duda . Razones de dificultad instrumental y 
esencial son una primera causa de esa ignorancia; leer a Lezama, es una 
de las tareas mas arduas y con frecuencia mas irritantes que puedan 
darse. (La uuelfa al dia , 136-37) 

2. Rodriguez Monegal, " La nueva novela vista desde Cuba ," 654. 
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2 . Poetic Fiction of Jose Lezama Lima 

his philosophical or aesthetic concepts. Severo Sarduy 
cautioned against this tendency: "No caer en la trampa de la 
crftica: un lenguaje mimetico, una recreaci6n del estilo---que se 
vuelve una recreaci6n de los 'tics'-del autor. Evitar todo giro 
lezamesco"3 (A2) . I have kept this admonition in mind and 
have avoided making this study an exposition of Lezama 
Lima's hermeneutics and poetics. But the validity and impor
tance of such contributions are recognized; quotations from 
the essays have been used to illuminate pertinent points. 

During the last two decades many new approaches have 
been incorporated into the critical idiom under the labels of 
structuralism, semiotics, and poststructuralism. Some critics have 
embraced aspects of these new methodologies with the fervor 
of those who have found a new religion, while others see these 
systems and their terminology as embodiments of the de
humanization of art prophesied by Jose Ortega y Gasset. I do 
not regard these methodologies as infallible or as complete 
solutions to the formidable problems involved in critical analy
sis, but they do offer valuable insights and new ways of look
ing at literary creations. And they can be particularly fruitful 
when applied to the challenges presented by writers such as 
Lezama Lima. 

Russian Formalism, New Criticism, and current studies in 
structuralism and semiotics have contributed in varying de
grees to the development of literary theory in this century. 
Although there are a number of significant differences among 
these diverse methodologies, their proponents have in com
mon some general assumptions that represent a new direction 
in literary studies. They all have attempted to systematize 
theory and analysis and have demonstrated an interest in the 
precise and consistent application of methodologies. 

Another interesting aspect of the evolution of literary analy
sis in the present century has been the successive waves of 
interest in literature by groups outside of or on the margins of 
the discipline. Folklorists, mythologists, psychologists, an
thropologists, linguists, and philosophers have used literature 
for different purposes and with varying degrees of success and 

3. Sarduy, "Dispersi6n (Falsas notas / Homenaje a Lezama)," 67. 
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influence. Examples of this trend can be found in the works of 
Roman Jakobson, Joseph Campbell, Carl Jung, Claude Levi
Strauss, and Jacques Derrida. Such endeavors have provoked 
alarm in some academic circles because this interest in litera
ture has been regarded as intrusive or subversive. However, 
such interdisciplinary ventures have their positive aspects for 
they demonstrate the vitality and universal appeal of literature 
as well as the many elements that can be embedded in lan
guage . As verbal configurations, literary works are manifesta
tions of the human imagination-its creation of particular vi
sions of the world. Many disciplines have been attracted to 
creative writings because they contain systematized inter
pretations of reality as well as the aesthetic and structured 
communication of those views . Many fields share a preoccupa
tion with the way language functions and concentrate on the 
specific mechanisms of communication or the meanings that 
are conveyed. 

Contemporary critical methodologies have stressed the im
portance of taking into account the fact that the systems and 
communicative processes embodied in literary works are acti
vated each time a reader confronts a text. The reader's parti
cipation, then, becomes an important component of the dy
namic process of a work. Current criticism also has been con
cerned with the manner in which a writer moves from external 
references to the formation of a literary creation-with his or 
her transformation of the basic materials of a story into the text 
the reader sees. This interest in the processes involved in the 
writer' s creation of a text and the reader's response to the 
finished work is as important as the concepts of system and 
communication. Different theorists and critics, of course, 
choose to emphasize diverse aspects of these elements in 
varying degrees of depth and detail, and the success or failure 
of any particular methodology depends, in the final analysis, 
as much on the talent of the critic as on the validity of the 
method. 

The following study uses and modifies methods derived 
from discourse analysis and structuralist and semiotic criti
cism. Although I am indebted to a number of thinkers, the 
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writings of Seymour Chatman, Umberto Eco, and Cesare 
Segre have had the greatest influence on my work. I have 
attempted to strike a reasonable balance between theory and 
analysis. Some explanation of methodology seemed in order, 
but I have tried to avoid lengthy theoretical discussions . The 
result of this effort is a text that decidedly emphasizes analysis. 

Some of the terminology used in this study is my own. 
Expressions such as time-bound and time-free are self
explanatory within the contexts in which they appear. Others, 
such as expansive elements and limiting elements, need some 
clarification. Limiting elements are specific factors that enable 
the reader to construct a framework on which his or her com
prehension of the text can subsequently be based . Implicit in 
this concept is a movement in the direction of specificity, 
clarity, and the accessibility of the text-in a sense, the known. 
Expansive elements, on the other hand, are those factors that 
stimulate the reader's imagination and move him toward spec
ulation and ambiguity. The movement here is toward vague
ness and obscurity-the mysterious or unknown. The move
ment between expansive and limiting elements generates ten
sion because it is inherently contradictory; unity of text de
pends in part on this interaction. The placement of a textual 
element within this classification system is determined by the 
element's function in the passage in which it appears. 

The first chapter of this study serves as an introduction to 
Lezama Lima's writings, with particular emphasis on his poe
try. It includes an examination of the points of contact between 
his poetry and his prose fiction, and a look at the problems he 
faced in his effort to combine imagery and story. In the next 
four chapters I have examined various aspects of language, 
characterization, plot development, and narration in Paradiso 
in the context of the narrative's movement between poetry and 
fiction and the preoccupation with time in the novel. These 
chapters also contain a discussion of the continuous and dis
continuous aspects of Lezama Lima's narratives and an ex
ploration of his frequent use of a device that I term combinatory 
opposition, which can be seen in metaphors in which meaning 
moves simultaneously in two directions. The last chapter, 
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which synthesizes the methods used in the previous chapters, 
focuses primarily on the posthumous novel Oppiano Licario . A 
summary of some of the major characteristics of Lezama 
Lima's art includes discussion of his avoidance of closure and 
his preoccupation with death and eternity, concerns that 
underlie much of his work. 



1 

The Poetic Vision 

Jose Lezama Lima dedicated most of his artistic career to 
poetry and always considered himself a poet, but it was the 
publication of a novel that brought him international fame and 
recognition. When Paradiso appeared in 1966, it produced a 
major sensation in and outside of his native Cuba because of its 
unique artistry and its frank treatment of homosexuality. Only 
a few friends and literary critics were prepared for the novel's 
excellence, because they were familiar with Lezama Lima's 
poetic accomplishments and had seen the first five chapters of 
Paradiso in the journal Origenes between 1949 and 1955. 1 In 
many respects, Lezama Lima's achievement of sudden inter
national fame was similar to that of Gabriel Garda Marquez. 
While they both attracted considerable attention with a single 
work, bursting onto the international scene in a spectacular 
and surprising fashion, their previously published works had 
been of exceptional quality and had already marked their 
evolution toward the creation of masterpieces. Lezama Lima 
was aided indirectly by the revolution of 1959, which attracted 
considerable international attention to Cuban achievements in 
many fields of endeavor. Although the Cuban edition of Para
diso consisted of only four thousand copies and the novel 
produced at best an ambivalent reaction in Cuba's official 
government circles, word of its publication spread rapidly 
throughout the Spanish-speaking world. Julio Cortazar and 
Mario Vargas Llosa published several favorable articles im
mediately after the appearance of Paradiso, and these positive 
commentaries by authors well-known and esteemed outside 
of Cuba attracted considerable attention. 2 Another decisive 

1. Cintio Vitier speaks of the importance of Paradiso eight years prior to its 
publication, in his Lo cubano en la poes(a, 39. 

2. For a listing of these articles, see Justo C. Ulloa, "Contribuci6n a la 
bibliografia de y sobre Jose Lezama Lima," 142, 154. 

6 
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influence was the role of Mundo Nuevo and its able editor Emir 
Rodriguez Monegal. This journal did much to stimulate in
terest in Lezama Lima's Paradiso and Garda Marquez's Cien 
anos de soledad (One Hundred Years of Solitude). 

Paradiso was not published until several years after its incep
tion. Lezama Lima may have delayed publication because of 
the novel's intimate exploration of sexuality; the novel did not 
appear until after the death of his mother. However, this 
biographical consideration does not totally explain the delay in 
publication; it took Lezama Lima several years to write the 
novel. He did not work on Paradiso consistently during the 
many years before its completion; he focused attention on 
other activities as he sporadically diverted energy and thought 
to the conception and elaboration of his masterpiece. These 
other activities included an aesthetic preoccupation with the 
similarities and differences between poetry and prose fiction, a 
concern which intrigued Lezama Lima throughout his career. 

A survey of his published poetic works between 1945 and 
1960 (Aventurqs sigilosas, 1945; La fijeza, 1949; and Dador, 1960) 
reveals a decided trend toward long poems and thematic state
ments. Robyn Rothrock Lutz has pointed out that the twelve 
prose poems in La fijeza : 

tend to be primarily narrative (rather than lyrical or expository) 
with the episodes linked by a chronological but not logical 
thread. The images he uses in the prose poems are usually ones 
that also appear in [his earlier) poems, but the lack of repeated 
motifs and of extended metaphors within individual prose 
poems weakens their structural unity and impact. 

The prose poems are primarily of interest because the narra
tive techniques they display show up in later poems and because 
they break down many of the barriers between poetry and prose . 
We have seen how in Aventuras sigilosas and LA fijeza Lezama 
Lima adapts elements frequently associated with fictional prose 
to his poetry: the emphasis on the speaker's role as a narrator or 
commentator, the welding of poems into larger units, the use of 
an entire story as a symbol, the dependence on framing and 
linking devices . The prose poems confirm the growing impor
tance of plot narration in Lezama's poetry .3 

3. Robyn Rothrock Lutz, "The Poetry of Jose Lezama Lima," 120. In addi
tion to his preoccupation with the differences between poetry and fiction, 
Lezama Lima occasionally gave some attention to the essay, and some of these 
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The publication of these books coincides with the writing of 
Paradiso, and there is an overlapping in all these works of the 
techniques and concerns expressed in the two genres. This 
overlapping indicates that he was exploring the limitations of 
artistic expression and was attempting to synthesize certain 
aspects of the two genres. It is debatable whether Lezama 
Lima's attempts to overcome the distinctions between poetry 
and prose fiction were always successful, but they helped 
prepare the way for his first novel, his most famous publica
tion. 

The major issue he dealt with in his consideration of poetry 
and fiction was the problem of how to combine imagery and 
story. For Lezama Lima, imagery in general and metaphor in 
particular represented the highest form of knowledge, a writ
ten synthesis of the known and intuitively sensed, a kernel of 
truth based on a secret and harmonious whole. He perceived 
metaphor as a timeless entity, a vertical extension freed from 
the confines of logical development and the constraints of time 
and space. The novel, on the other hand, depends on the 
development of story lines and is an artistic creation in which 
time and space are of crucial importance. Lezama Lima was 
fascinated by the implications of chronological development, 
either as a clear component of a story or as an entity that could 
be overcome or fragmented . He undoubtedly felt that the 
presentation of cause-and-effect relationships offered a view 
of existence that could lead to an apprehension of totalities, 
and the possibility of attaining wholeness attracted him. 

In most of his work, however, unity was more a goal than an 
achieved reality; for him the struggle to create difficult texts 
was more exhilarating than the achievement of intellectual 
understanding. But as completeness and comprehension be
came more important to him, he was intrigued by the possibil
ity of constructing a unified view of existence, one in which all 
the disparate threads of life could come together in a meaning
ful whole. It was at this point that the novel attracted him as an 
artistic form. 
writings contain narrative and poetic elements. The autobiographical essay 
"Confluencias" in Las eras imaginarias provides a good example of Lezama 
Lima's interest in incorporating aspects of other genres into the essay. 
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Lezama Lima read extensively, and he most likely was 
aware of Hegel's view that the philosophical consciousness of 
the modern world (that is, the European community contem
porary to Hegel) represented a dialectical synthesis of the 
poetry of the ancient Greek world and the prose of the Roman 
world . In The Philosophy of History, Hegel, relating historicity to 
the existence of written texts, states that the poetry of the 
Greeks is spontaneous and not faithful to sources, while the 
prose of the Romans is bound by the workings of cause and 
effect. In Hegel's view, ancient Greek poetry is metaphorical; it 
is marked by a "freedom of Spirit" and is concerned with the 
"transmutation of the finite ." Roman prose, on the other 
hand, is metonymical; it is "the prose of life" and is marked by a 
"self-consciousness of finiteness.,,4 There are echoes of this 
kind of thought in Lezama Lima's essays in Las eras imaginarias. 
Although Hegel did not serve as a model, Lezama Lima must 
have found food for thought in Hegel's emphasis on the aes
thetic factors of written texts, on the importance of the spiritual 
in historical change, and on the temporal implications of the 
synthesis of prose and poetry. 

As he composed Paradiso, Lezama Lima was challenged to 
consider ways in which he might combine time-bound and 
time-free elements. In some instances, this involved moving 
entities back and forth between these classifications. Charac
ters, for example, are time-bound as far as their physical 
existence is concerned, but when Lezama Lima passes to a 
consideration of their essence, they become time-free and are 
treated as metaphors. For this reason the Colonel in Paradiso 
and Licario in Oppiano Licario (Lezama Lima's second novel) 
reappear after their deaths in passages of unusual poetic beau
ty as the characteristics that marked them continue to exist. 
Lezama Lima sometimes attempted to move an entire narra
tive sequence or chapter into a time-free category. A good deal 
of Paradiso is an inquiry into origins, an exploration of family 
history, which depends on a chronological awareness of cause 
and effect. However, chapter 12, which is particularly 
enigmatic and far removed from the content of the rest of the 

4. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Philosophy of History , 288. 
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novel, was incorporated into Paradiso to defy and overcome the 
barriers of time and space . This chapter tests the reader's 
acceptance of the fictional world Lezama Lima has created and 
presents a challenge of the sort that delighted its author. 

The artistic strategies that Lezama Lima used in order to 
divine and announce his perception of the world were based 
on his faith in the revelatory power of language . But his im
mense belief in the creative force of language was not able to 
fully protect Lezama Lima from doubt. Although he was also a 
man of great religious faith, declining health and separation 
from many members of his family during his last years 
plunged him into doubt and despair . 

This evolution of feeling is reflected in his work. An ironical 
self-awareness, evident throughout his career, became more 
pronounced in his later publications. This irony was often 
manifested in self-referential terms, both in Paradiso and in 
Oppiano Licario, as well as in his poetry, particularly in his last 
volume of poetry, Fragmentos a su imdn. 

Lezama Lima:'s movement toward clarity in his poetry and 
fiction suggests that he was placing less emphasis on the quest 
for the obscure as an end in itself. This shift away from the 
hermetic as a self-sufficient goal is indicative of the growing 
intensity of his desire to understand death's meaning. 

Not only did Lezama Lima's increasing doubt spur a change 
in his stylistic approach; but a symbolic shift occurred as well . 
In most of Lezama Lima's works, the unknown was a sign of 
the mysteries of life. But this changed as his career progressed; 
its presence in later works indicated death. Also, in much of 
his work, the family is a metaphor for unity; conversely, ab
sence and separation, which occur more frequently in later 
works, are signs of death and the dispersal it represents. 

Evidence of Lezama Lima's shift in emphasis and tone can 
be found in a comparison of two poems written during differ
ent periods of his career: "Rapsodia para el mulo" (rhapsody 
for the mule), which was first published in 1942, and "Los 
fragmentos de la noche" (fragments of night), which appeared 
in 1973.5 The first work is an affirmation of faith with some 

5. Lezama Lima, "Rapsodia para el mulo, " Nadie Parecla , no. 1 (September 
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tinges of doubt, whereas the second is an expression of uncer
tainty and despair. 

The anecdotal basis for " Rapsodia para el mulo" is the jour
ney of a heavily laden mule into a ravine . However, this kernel 
of a story is not presented in a progressive or logical manner, 
but rather in a series of images that express the mule's worth 
and destiny . Metonymical images that are based on associa
tions with the mule (eyes, skin, hooves, tendons) are central to 
the poem. The opening line focuses on his surefooted step. An 
enumeration of his qualities is accompanied by a sense of 
suffering and danger. 

CON que seguro paso el mulo en el abismo 

Lento es el mulo. Su mision no siente. 
Su destino frente a la piedra, piedra que sangra 
creando la abierta risa en las granadas. 
Su piel rajada , pequenisimo triunfo ya en 10 oscuro, 
pequenisimo fango de alas ciegas. 
La ceguera, el vidrio y el agua de tus ojos 
tienen la fuerza de un tendon oculto, 
y asi los inmutables ojos recorriendo 
10 oscuro progresivo y fugitivo . 
EI espacio de agua comprendido 
entre sus ojos y el abierto tunel, 
fija su centro que Ie faja 
como la carga de plomo necesaria 
que viene a caer como el sonido 
del mulo cayendo en el abismo.o (A3) 

The image of the mule hurtling downward through space is 
an instance of combinatory opposition, a frequently used de
vice in this poem. The mule journeys over crests and into 
ravines, and, as the poem closes, his fall into the abyss is 
countered by trees that extend upward from the ravine . This 
combination of upward and downward movement is rein
forced by other oppositions such as crests and abysses, light 
1942): 3--6; Lezama Lima, " Los fragmentos de la noche," Eco 26, no. 155 (1973): 
301>-10, and EI Uroga/lo 4, nos. 21-22 (May-August 1973): 31-32. 

6. Lezama Lima, " Rapsodia," in his LA [ijeza , 52. Subsequent quotes are 
from this volume . The poem is more readily available in the 1975 edition of 
Poesia completa , but there are some minor differences between the two ver
sions. For example, the last line ends with " todo abismo" in LA [ijeza and "todo 
el abismo" in Poesia completa . 
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and darkness, and stone and water. The most striking example 
of a configuration of opposites is the symbol of the cross, 
which appears when the speaker directly addresses the mule, 
and which refers to life and death as well as materiality and 
spirituality. These combinatory oppositions suggest that real
ity is more complicated and contradictory than it appears, and 
that meaning cannot be found on a superficial level. 

Although the speaker contemplates the mule throughout 
most of the poem, he occasionally breaks into the poetic dis
course to address the animal directly. This procedure calls 
attention to the speaker's presence and directs the reader's 
interest to the relationship between the poetic voice and the 
mule . The speaker's repeated meditation on the mule's des
tiny leads the reader to suspect that the poetic voice actively 
identifies with the animal. This connection is most striking in 
the passage about the mule's relation to creativity. 

EI no puede, no crea ni persigue, 
ni brincao sus ojos 
ni sus ojos buscan el secuestrado asilo 
al borde preiiado de la tierra . 
No crea, eso es tal vez decir: 
iNo siente, no ama ni pregunta? (53; A4) 

Creativity is one of the poem's major preoccupations, and it 
is linked frequently to the issue of sterility. The above quota
tion is followed by lines that underscore the mule's loyalty to 
and love for the source of his origin . This fidelity has been 
created not by promises of redemption or heaven, but by 
thankfulness for the gift of life. 7 

Su amor a los cuatro signos 
del desfiladero, a las sucesivas coronas 
en que asciende vidrioso, cegato, 
como un oscuro cuerpo hinchado 
por el agua de los origenes, 
no la de la redenci6n y los perfumes. 
Paso es el paso del mulo en el abismo. (53; A5) 

The mule's response to the gift of life is his steady gait, each 
step moving him on his journey through the abyss. His persis-

7. These sentiments recall a classic poem from the colonial period: Miguel 
de Guevara's " No me mueves, mi Dios." 
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tence begins to overcome sterility. However, the speaker sug
gests that some observers confuse the animal's steady march 
with sterility: 

Ese seguro paso del mulo en el abismo 
suele confundirse con los pintados guantes de 10 esteril . 
Suele confundirse con los comienzos 
de la oscura cabeza negadora. 
Por ti suele confundirse, descastado vidrioso. (55; A6) 

The speaker again addresses the mule directly, and the 
association of sterility and creativity closes in the above quota
tion with a metaphor that likens the mule to a "descastado 
vidrioso ." The reference to glass ("vidrioso") recalls the glassi
ness of the mule's eyes in the first lines of the poem, but the 
word descastado introduces a new note, which is soon repeated. 
One of the meanings of descastar is "to separate or stand 
apart." Within the context of its appearance, descastado most 
clearly resembles the word outcast in English. But it can also 
mean "acabar con una casta de animales, por 10 comun 
daninos"s (to put an end to a usually harmful type of animal). 
This implies that the mule is an object of hostility and that he is 
mistakenly regarded as a sterile outcast. At the end of the 
poem, however, the mule engenders trees-an indication that 
his nonproductive condition has been overcome. 

Paso es el paso, cajas de agua, fajado por Dios 
el poderoso mulo duerme temblando. 
Con sus ojos sentados y acuosos, 
al fin el mulo arboles encaja en todo abismo. (57; A7) 

Eduardo Forastieri Braschi, in a concise and insightful arti
cle, has described "Rapsodia para el mulo" as a manifestation 
of a poetical system based on theodicy and ontology. 9 That is, 
he sees the work as a defense of God's goodness in view of the 
evil in the world and as a study of the nature and relations of 
being. The extent to which "Rapsodia" is a defense of God's 
goodness may be debatable. But there is in the poem an accep
tance of the harshness of life and of God's plan. There is 

8. Diccionario de la lengua espaiiola de la Real Academia (Madrid: Espasa Calpe, 
1970), s.v. "descastar." 

9. Forastieri Braschi, " Nota al 'aspa volteando incesante oscuro,'" 141. 
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undoubtedly a religious code operating in the work-a code 
that can be seen in the frequent mentions of God, the refer
ences to the cross and nails, and the recurrent image of "the 
four signs (the four hooves of Christ's stigmata) .,,10 The mule's 
relationship to this religious code is one of the most expansive 
elements in the poem, and the reader can identify with the 
speaker's questions about the meaning of suffering in exis
tence. 

Although a mule, a humble animal is seemingly unworthy 
of the exalted role it has in this work, this paradox is central to 
the meaning of the poem. Since a mule is a hybrid of a horse 
and an ass, it can be considered a synthesis of the symbolism 
traditionally associated with these origins. One need only 
recall the donkey's role in the birth and life of Christ to recog
nize its association with humility and service in a divine mis
sion . The symbolism of the horse is more complex, but within 
the context of the work, it operates as the opposite of an ass, 
that is, as a mystical and superior force that contrasts with the 
mundane and humble role of its counterpart. The reader is 
invited to view the imagery of the mule simultaneously on 
literal and figurative levels. On the one hand, the mule is a 
beast of burden noted for its physical endurance; on the other, 
it suggests persistence and effort on a more imaginative and 
creative plane. As a metaphor, the mule points toward the 
past, its origins, as well as toward the future goal of its mission . 
Lezama Lima has indicated that the mule's diligent journey 
through space is like the creative imagination's struggles 
against time . "La resistencia del mulo siembra en el abismo, 
como la duraci6n poetica siembra resurgiendo en 10 estelar. 
Uno, resiste en el cuerpo, otro, resiste en el tiempo, ya ambos 
se les ve su aleta buscando el complemento desconocido, con
ocido, desconocido"11 (AS). This dialectical movement be-

10. Rothrock Lutz, " Poetry of Lezama Lima," 118. Religious code is used 
here in the sense that Roland Barthes refers to a cultural code. For an interest
ing modification of Barthes's codes, which are presented in his book Sll , see 
Andrew Debicki, "C6digos expresivos en el Romancero gitano," Texto Critico 5, 
no. 14 (July -September 1979): 143-54. For an application of Barthes's codes to 
a Cuban novel, see John S. Brushwood, "Structuration of the Narrative Text: 
Ram6n Meza's Mi 1£0 el empleado," chap. 6 in his Genteel Barbarism, 107-38. 

11. Lezama Lima, Las eras imaginarias, 189-90. 
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tween the known and the unknown is paralleled by the mule's 
literal and figurative roles, as the ordinary is transformed into 
the divine in a creative as well as a religious sense . The mun
dane mule becomes a synthesis of the material and the spir
itual, or a manifestation of the poetic voice's desire to trans
form the ordinary into an embodiment of the infinite. 

"Rapsodia para el mulo" can also be regarded as a medita
tion on the role of the individual in a number of ethical and 
social contexts, and as a consideration of the source of personal 
worth. The speaker's identification with the mule, the accep
tance of the sacrificial challenges of life and death, and the 
affirmation of creativity in the face of sterility, form parallels 
between the mule and the poetic voice . Forastieri Braschi sug
gests indirectly that the mule is a substitution for the poet 
Lezama Lima. 12 This observation is a brilliant insight, for Leza
rna Lima, who through personal choice never engendered any 
offspring, at times must have felt like a marginal member of 
society because of his childless state and his dedication to 
poetry. In the poem the mule is rewarded-he goes to heaven. 

"Rapsodia" is an affirmation of spiritual origins and a plea 
for legitimacy and acceptance, concerns that found their max
imum expression in Paradiso. Lezama Lima's incorporation of 
family history and an autobiographical mode into Paradiso will 
be studied in Chapter 5, but it should be mentioned at this 
point that the search for origins and the quest for legitimacy 
mark much of his work. This search suggests the incorporation 
of the self into social units and traditions that nurture and 
justify the existence of the individual. 

"Rapsodia para el mulo" contains an undercurrent of 
anguish produced by the harshness of existence, but this 
minor motif is subordinated to the refuge offered by faith. In 
"Los fragmentos de la noche," however, the speaker's inabil
ity to fathom a life plan predominates. 

12. Forastieri Braschi, " Nota al 'aspa volteando incesante oscuro.'" A more 
recent statement about the poem made by Eloisa Lezama Lima makes the same 
connection: "Yo 10 he asociado a nuestro dialogo donde me insistia , refirien
dose a su terca vocaci6n : 'Soy un mulo con orejas que va a su destino.' .. . 
Vida, pasi6n y creaci6n de Jose Lezama Lima: fechas claves para una cronolo
gia" (Eloisa Lezama Lima, "Bibliografia," 27). 
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"Los fragmentos de la noche" is the third of three poems 
placed together under the title "Doble noche" (heavy night) . 13 

The first two compositions are very brief and untitled except 
for the numerical designations "I" and "II," and they operate 
as motif setters for "Los fragmentos de la noche." The first 
poem suggests the beauty as well as the dangers of the night
"la noche nos agarra un pie, / nos clava en un arbol" (night 
grasps a foot, / nails us to a tree)-and focuses on its myste
rious and enigmatic qualities. In the second poem, the speaker 
relates personal identity to the body and communicates the 
desire to illuminate the enigmas the night represents with the 
light of understanding. Both poems close with references to a 
cat, an animal noted for its nocturnal wanderings and, when it 
is black, for its linkage to darkness and death. In the first poem, 
the cat claws a hole in the earth-"ha fabricado un agujero 
humedo" (it has made a humid hole)-and both works close 
with references to the cat hiding the night-I: "Hace trampa / y 
esconde de nuevo a la noche" (It cheats / and again hides the 
night); II: "EI gato absorto y lentisimo / comenz6 de nuevo a 
esconder la noche" (The engrossed cat very slowly / begins 
again to hide the night) . The hole the cat makes is associated 
with the negative qualities of the night and with a terrible and 
repugnant mystery that creates anxiety in the speaker. This 
enigma is as intimately known as the body and is as eerie and 
uncanny as darkness. The mystery is present but inaccessible, 
absent but known. The cat's act of burying the night as it 
would its own wastes indicates that the threatening mystery 
the night symbolizes is suppressed. 

In "Los fragmentos de la noche" the speaker wages an active 
struggle against the unknown the night represents and 
attempts to capture and unite the night's fragments the way 
one would put together a physical entity. 

C6mo aislar los fragmentos de la noche 
para apretar algo con las manos, 
como la liebre penetra en su oscuridad 
separando dos estrellas 

13. Lezama Lima, " Doble noche, " in his Fragmentos a su imal1 . The following 
quotes have been taken from the 1978 Ediciones Era edition . 
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apoyadas en el brillo de la yerba humeda. 
La noche respira en una intocable humedad, 
no en el centro de la esfera que vuela, 
y todo 10 va uniendo, esquinas 0 fragmentos, 
hasta formar el irrompible tejido de la noche, 
sutil y completo como los dedos unidos 
que apenas dejan pasar el agua, 
como un cestillo magico 
que nada vacio dentro del rio. (78-79; A9) 

The reference to moist grass recalls the humid hole of the 
first poem, and the expression is followed by a string of water
based metonymical associations that are strategically placed 
throughout the text. At one point in the poem, water becomes 
a substitution for night, and the speaker's struggle to unravel 
the riddle of existence is compared to the untying of an 
anchored barge. 

Yo queria rescatar los fragmentos de la noche 
y formaba una sustancia universal, 
comence entonces a sumergir 
los dedos y los ojos en la noche, 
Ie soltaba todas las amarras a la barcaza . 
Era un combate sin termino, 
entre 10 que yo Ie queria qui tar a la noche 
y 10 que la noche me regalaba. (79; AlO) 

The struggle is endless and the speaker feels defeated. The 
deep waters of the sea, like the night, represent the mysteries 
of death, a reality the speaker would prefer to avoid. 

The hare that is introduced in the third sentence of the poem 
appears in the central section and in the final lines of the work. 
Only sleep can prevent the hare from tormenting the speaker, 
yet as the poem ends, the hare leaves scars on his face. 

Como en un incendio, 
yo queria sacar los recuerdos de la noche, 
el tintineo hacia dentro del golpe mate, 
como cuando con la palma de la mana 
golpeamos la masa de pan. 
EI suei'mo volvi6 a detener a la liebre 
que aranba mis brazos 
con palillos de aguarras. 
Riendose, repartia por mi rostro grandes cicatrices. (80; All) 
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The act of falling asleep suggests a drifting off into death, and 
here the hare is clearly a substitution for an aspect of the 
speaker: his consciousness, which attempts to understand 
death; or perhaps his imagination, which will only cease when 
he dies. In the first lines of the poem, the attempt to unite the 
fragments of the night is likened to the hare's efforts to pene
trate the darkness that separates two stars. Just as the night is a 
period of blackness between the light of two days, death is a 
stage between existence on earth and the promised resurrec
tion. But the speaker' s attempts to understand this mystery of 
faith are defeated, and he is left with the tormented agitation of 
his own mind. Since the hare represents an aspect of the 
speaker's being, it can be surmised that the cat in the first two 
poems is also a substitution; it represents the speaker's fear. 
Just as the cat buries its own excrement in the sand, the 
speaker attempts to suppress the repugnant reality that death 
represents. But he recognizes that his identity is linked to the 
existence of his body, and his consciousness, represented by 
the hare that scratches his face, does not permit him to avoid 
this terrible specter. The speaker's linkage to material reality is 
intensified by the physicality of the poem, that is, by its many 
references to the concrete world and by its presentation of the 
night as a material entity. The poetic voice is frustrated by its 
inability to grasp death's meaning, and this suggests a reluc
tance to accept the demise of the body. The fear of the dea th of 
the body is also subtly suggested by a sexual code that is 
embedded in the poem. This code communicates the poetic 
voice's reluctance to surrender its identity to the forces that 
originally gave life. 

In this work, the speaker fails to find any comforting coher
ence in the world, and he is left only with dark forbodings . The 
use of animals as substitutions for aspects of the poetic voice 
recalls the role of the mule in "Rapsodia para el mulo," but 
there is less faith and more despair in the three sections of 
"Doble noche." 

Fragmentos a su iman contains Lezama Lima's most intimate 
and direct poetry, while exhibiting an autobiographical mode 
in many of its works. His quest for unity and harmony-a 
persistent search that underlies most of his publications-also 
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marks this volume. In many poems the speaker finds glimpses 
of wholeness in the daily routine of life, but these brief encoun
ters with completeness are counterbalanced by a series of 
poems in which the speaker struggles unsuccessfully against 
incomprehension and chaos. Works such as "Doble noche" 
suggest that the confusion and torment of the world cannot be 
overcome and contrast with earlier works such as "Rapsodia 
para el mulo ." 

In the last poem of Fragmentos a su imdn, "Pabe1l6n del 
vado," which is dated I AprilI976 and is believed to be the last 
poetic work Lezama Lima wrote, the speaker seeks refuge in a 
niche in a wall, or a "tokonoma," which is a Japanese alcove 
used for the display of various art forms . This withdrawal from 
the world and merging with the void offers a degree of com
fort. "Me voy reduciendo, I soy un punto que desaparece y 
vuelve I y quepo entero en el tokonoma" (AI2) . But the poem 
closes with a question and an affirmation that communicate 
the speaker's desire to separate the spirit and the flesh . "LLa 
aridez en el vado I es el primer y ultimo camino? I Me duermo, 
en el tokonoma I evaporo el otro que sigue caminando" (Al3) . 
The duality of body and idea seems to be overcome, but there 
are doubts about whether the "other" entirely disappears and 
whether the self-referentiality of the "I" is completely over
come. This is one of the central dilemmas in Lezama Lima's 
works---one that will be examined in Chapter 5. 

"Pabe1l6n del vado" considers the dichotomies of self and 
other, life and death, and here and there, but these binary 
oppositions cannot be resolved and they fail to disappear 
completely. His sister probably had compositions such as this 
one in mind when she suggested that the reading of Fragmentos 
a su imdn exposed the reader to some of the vulnerabilities of 
Lezama Lima's last thoughts. 14 Although the speaker express
es the desire to merge with the void in "Pabe1l6n del vado," 
there is also a reluctance to give up the awareness of being a 
singular entity located in a specific point in space and a precise 
moment in time. 

Fragmentos a su imdn and Oppiano Licario, which both 

14. Eloisa Lezama Lima, " Fragmentos a su iman: ultimos poemas de Jose 
Lezama Lima," 21. 
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appeared after Lezama Lima's death in 1976, are more concise 
and less hermetic than his previous works, an indication of his 
movement toward understanding and clarity of expression. 
Although Paradiso is a formidable and complex work, it is 
generally conceded that it is easier to comprehend than his 
poetry, a conviction that Lezama Lima has reinforced: " Para 
llegar a mi novela, hubo necesidad de escribir mis ensayos y de 
escribir mis poemas. Yo dije varias veces que cuando me sentia 
claro escribia prosa y cuando me sentia oscuro escribia poesia . 
Es decir, mi trabajo oscuro es la poesia y mi trabajo de 
evidencia, buscando 10 central, 10 mas meridiano que podia 
configurar en mis ensayos, tiene como consecuencia la per
spectiva de Paradiso,,) 5 (A14). However, in the last two works 
this relationship is inverted, and the poetry of Fragmentos is 
easier to understand than the prose of Oppiano Licario. This 
inversion is most likely due to Lezama Lima's interest in syn
thesizing the two genres and to the incorporation of some 
features of his fiction into his poetry. The transposition of 
difficulty is also related to his awareness of the limits of human 
knowledge and the failure of all systems, including that of his 
own poetics, to completely master or understand the world . 
However, like Don Quijote, who failed to rid the world of evil, 
and like the Modernist poets, who never completely suc
ceeded in their attempts to capture beauty, Lezama Lima's 
struggles to achieve the impossible resulted in the creation of 
monumental works. One of the manifestations of his interest 
in achieving unity was the effort to integrate fiction and poet
ry, and this enterprise frequently resulted in the creation of 
what can be termed metonymical poetry and metaphorical 
prose. However, these terms should not be regarded as 
mutually exclusive, for an intimate relation frequently exists 
between metaphor and metonymy in Lezama Lima's works . 
We will consider this connection in the following chapter, 
particularly as it is manifested in his most ambitious search for 
unity-Paradiso. 

15. " lnterrogando a Lezama Lima," in Recopilaci6n de lexlos sobre Jose Lezama 
Lima , ed . Pedro Simon Martinez, 25. 
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Metaphor and Metonymy in Paradiso 

When Lezama Lima was asked in an interview if he con
sidered Paradiso a "novela-poema," he answered: "Induda
blemente que es una novela-poema en el sentido en que se 
aparta del concepto habitual de 10 que es una novela. Paradiso 
esta basado en la me tcifora , en la imagen; esta basado en la 
negaci6n del tiempo, negaci6n de los accidentes y en ese 
sentido sus recursos de expresi6n son casi esencialmente 
poeticos"l (AlS). Lezama Lima's statement contains a number 
of important points. To him Paradiso is a denial of randomness 
and time and is grounded in metaphorical expression. This 
association of metaphor with both timelessness and the nega
tion of disorder points to an inherent contradiction within his 
conception of the novel. If there are no accidental occurrences, 
one must assume that all events have an explanation and are 
ruled by a system or a process of cause and effect. Events are 
therefore time-bound. However, if metaphors constitute a de
nial of time, they must incorporate elements that are time-free. 
Lezama Lima's declarations indicate he was aware that he was 
creating a synthesis of poetry and fiction, which suggests that 
he had to struggle with the issue of combining story and 
metaphor, that is, with the categorization of time-bound and 
time-free elements. In consideration of this problem, this 
chapter focuses on the manner in which metaphor and 
metonymy operate in Paradiso and considers the overall im
portance of these figures in his works. 

In a study on the semantics of metaphor, Umberto Eco 
suggests that metaphor can be based on a network of metony
mic chains or connections.2 1£ one considers metaphor to be a 

1. "lnterrogando a Lezama Lima, " in Recapilaci6n de lexlas sabre Jose Lezama 
Lima, ed. Pedro Simon Martinez, 27. 

2. Eco, "The Semantics of Metaphor," chap. 2 in his The Role of Ihe Reader, 
67--89. For a concise and comprehensive survey of the evolution of metaphor 

21 
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substitution based on analogy and metonymy, a substitution 
based on association, then the type of relationship that leads to 
a metaphoric or metonymic connection becomes crucial. If the 
relationship is based on similarity, it is metaphoric; if it is based 
on contiguity, it is metonymic. In his analysis of metonymic 
functions, Eco distinguishes between factual and semiotic 
associations. He points out, for example, that the substitution 
of crown for king is based on the fact that a king wears a crown, 
and that the term white-collar worker has the same type of 
origin. However, it is no longer necessary that an employee 
wear a white collar to be designated by that term. This is an 
indication that the relationship is no longer factual but is in
stead semiotic. 

It is Eco's contention that metaphor rests on metonymy and 
that metaphor exists because it short-circuits a series of asso
ciations contained in a metonymic network. "A metaphor can 
be invented because language, in its process of unlimited 
semiosis, constitutes a multidimensional network of metony
mies, each of which is explained by a cultural convention 
rather than an original resemblance.,,3 As relationships extend 
and become further removed from the original factual basis, 
the possibility that they will be designated as metaphors rather 
than metonymies increases. The term white-collar worker, for 
example, was originally a substitution based on association
the wearing of a white shirt-but it has become a substitution 
based on analogy, that is, a correspondence of function that 
designates a certain class of workers, no matter what type of 
clothing they wear. 

One of the functions of imaginative language is to uncover 
connections that have never been recognized-a process that 
leads to the creation of ambiguous messages, which create 
tension. Eco suggests that metaphor relies "upon possible 
contradictions of the code."4 As language increases the range 
of possible correspondences, a word's meaning may be 
changed or modified. As a result, a signifier may indicate a 

and metonymy in several fields, see Floyd Merrell, "Metaphor and Metony
my." This article contains extensive bibliographical information . 

3. Eco, Role of the Reader, 78 . 
4. Ibid ., 87. 
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signified that "is not its own."s As connections along a 
metonymic chain extend, the possibility of contradiction in
creases. Eco concludes that "in order for the Global Semantic 
System to be able to produce creative utterances, it is necessary 
that it be self-contradictory and that no Form of content exist, 
only forms of content. ,,6 Eco's contention that contradiction is 
inherent in the process that generates metonymic and 
metaphoric relationships is of fundamental importance . 

Roman Jakobson has pointed out that imaginative language 
makes use of both metaphoric and metonymic modes and that 
"in poetry where similarity is superinduced upon contiguity, 
any metonymy is slightly metaphorical and any metaphor has 
a metonymical tint."7 He has also stated, "The principal of 
similarity underlies poetry .... Prose on the contrary, is for
warded essentially by contiguity. Thus, for poetry, metaphor, 
and for prose, metonymy, is the line of least resistance. ,,8 Since 
Jakobson indicates that metonymy tends to be the prominent 
feature of prose and metaphor the major element of poetry, 
his comments on these modes can be helpful in any attempt to 
describe the unusual features of Paradiso. His observations 
also shed light on Lezama Lima's endeavors to merge poetry 
and prose fiction, and his contention that the poetic function of 
language projects metaphor into the realm of metonymy is 
particularly applicable to Lezama Lima's works. 9 

5. Ibid. 
6. Ibid ., 88. 
7. Jakobson, "Closing Statement," 370. 
8. Roman Jakobson and Morris Halle, Fundamentals of Language, 81-82. 
9. Jakobson believes that metaphoric and metonymic modes are essentially 

competitive: " A competition between both devices, metonymic and 
metaphoric, is manifest in any symbolic process, either interpersonal or social. 
Thus in an inquiry into the structure of dreams, the decisive question is 
whether the symbols and the temporal sequences used are based on contiguity 
(Freud's metonymic 'displacement' and synecdochic 'condensation') or on 
similarity (Freud's 'identification and symbolism'). The principles underlying 
magic rites have been resolved by Frazer into two types: charms based on the 
law of similarity and those founded on association by contiguity" (ibid. , 
80-81). Jakobson's references to the works of Sigmund Freud and James Frazer 
are highly suggestive, for although he is dealing with the basic functions of 
language, his comments imply that metaphoric and metonymic modes reflect 
fundamental ways of thinking. An interesting application and modification of 
Jakobson's concepts is available in David Lodge, The Modes of Modem Writing 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1977). See particularly pp. 73-81 and 
113-24. 
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One of the startling results of metonymic and metaphoric 
processes is that they can disclose similarities where none 
seem to exist and reveal relationships that are not readily 
apparent. In many respects, Lezama Lima's art represents an 
attempt to uncover and exalt the multitude of hidden rela
tionships that contribute to the mystery of existence. Indeed, 
the essence of his art seems to be the search for epiphanic, 
combinatory possibilities. 

In chapter 5 of Paradiso, a blackboard is referred to as a 
"black beach." "Y desde la misma distancia del sillar babil6ni
co de Aredo lanz6 el compas sobre la playa negra'dO (A16). 
Although the connection may not be immediately apparent, 
the adjective black establishes an association that is based on 
reality in the physical world, for not only is its use in the term 
blackboard appropriate, but it is also aptly used in the construc
tion black beach-black beaches, consisting of volcanic sand, do 
exist. Yet the term playa negra (black beach) is an intriguing 
term to use in referring to a blackboard, and it immediately 
strikes the reader as an expansive element. At first glance the 
color black seems to be the only similarity between pizarron 
(blackboard) and playa negra. But since white is the color usual
ly associated with beaches, the use of the color black is particu
larly ingenious: black displaces white, causing the reader to be 
aware of the two colors simultaneously. As a result, the 
opposition black/white conveys a sense of contending or 
opposing forces, which intensifies the sense of opposition 
already conveyed by the word beach, since it signifies an area 
where the land and ocean meet. And just as a beach forms a 
barrier where the force of the sea meets the land, in Paradiso 
the blackboard marks a limit that receives the violence of a 
character's anger. 

The individual who throws the compass is Fibo, one of 
Aredo's classmates, and his action is born of anger and frustra
tion. The description of Aredo's desk as "Babylonian" is the 
second such description of the desk. The first reference, which 
appears fourteen pages earlier in chapter 4, has little meaning 

10. Lezama Lima, Paradiso (Mexico City: Ediciones Era, 1968), 103. Subse
quent quotations are from this edition and are noted in the text . 
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because it has no context, but the second use of the description 
has significance because of events that have occurred in the 
interim---events that have established a series of associations. 

The metonymic chain that gives context to the second refer
ence to Aredo's desk is established in a scenario that involves 
another classmate, Alberto Olaya. Alberto's antics during an 
English class attract the wrath of the headmaster, who 
punishes Alberto by sending him to take a shower-a chastise
ment that strikes terror in the hearts of the other students. The 
shower stalls are described as if they were part of a dungeon, 
and the network of pipes leading to the shower and to the 
showerhead is depicted in mythological terms. "En el cruza
miento, emparejados, pero irreconciliables, de los tubos de 
plomo, en la tronada de la ducha, el ave de Angra Mainyu, que 
despierta como la muerte" (100; A17). 

Angra Mainyu, a principle figure from Persian mythology, 
was the antagonist of "the omniscient Lord, Ahura Mazda . 
. . . These two personages marked the two poles of existence . 
. . . They could be defined by their antagonism: the god as 
anti-demon, the demon as anti-god. The real world was the 
result of their hand to hand struggle. All was conflict between 
these two principles."n Angra Mainyu, a subversive force, 
continually attempted to counteract the creations of Ahura 
Mazda. Angra Mainyu produced death to counteract life, 
darkness to put out light, falsehood to confuse truth, doubt to 
undermine faith, and cold to retard the growth of living things. 
Lezama Lima makes several allusions to these functions . 

Fibo's throwing of the compass occurs after Aredo returns 
from a trip to the shower room, where he has observed Alber
to, and tells Fibo what he has seen. Upon entering the show
er, Aredo discovers that Alberto had fallen asleep after having 
masturbated: "Olaya estaba desnudamente dormido, la ropa 
hinchada por el descuido, naufrago que ha puesto su ropa al 
fuego. Apoyada la espalda en la pared donde crecfa el estern6n 
de plomo de la ducha. Detenida entre el indice y el anillo de la 
mano derecha, la flor del sexo pendia en el hastio final de la 
desnudez, cuando el sue no comienza a inclinarnos en la 

11. Felix Guirand, ed., New LArousse Encyclopedia of Mytholo~y , 315-16. 
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primera victoria de Angra Mainyu, que despierta como la 
muerte" (101; A18). 

The assocIation ot dreaming with Angra Mainyu and death 
denotes a partial victory of negative forces, for Alberto's falling 
asleep is paralleled by the deity's awakening. In the cold and 
damp shower stall, Alberto's semen has swirled into a drain, 
and possible life has succumbed to cold . But in a contradictory 
process that is typical of Lezama Lima's works, Alberto's 
dream world offers other choices. In the drain Alberto sees 
Aredo and another classmate, Jose Eugenio Cemi, and each of 
these figures is associated with either negative or positive 
forces . There are sacrificial and undesirable overtones in the 
description of Aredo's figure . His left leg is naked and a wild 
boar with "a flaccid head" is carried in. 12 The flaccidity, or 
softness, of the boar's head seems to refer to the diabolical 
urges that Aredo's soft body provokes in Fibo, and there are 
sexual connotations in these associations. Jose Eugenio'S fi
gure, on the other hand, counteracts these negative forces, for 
he is seen pouring water from a pitcher to a glass, an action that 
gives form to and contains the water. This provides a contrast 
to the cascade of water from the shower, which is associated 
with Angra Mainyu, and to Alberto's spilling of his seed. 
These associations point toward positive and negative ex
pressions of sexuality-Fibo and Aredo suggest a perversion 
of sexual instincts, while Jose Eugenio represents the control of 
these forces . 

A curious and startling technical device is used when Alber
to leaves the shower. At one point the reader is confused as to 
whether it is Alberto or Jose Eugenio who is abandoning the 
shower. This implied synthesis is clearly intentional. Alberto 
flees the school and that evening experiences his first amorous 
encounter with a young girl. Here his sensuality finds a more 
fecund expression than it had in the sterile environment of the 
shower room. In light of this experience, the intentional confu-

12. Juan Eduardo Cirlot points out that the left side can be associated "with 
the past, the sinister, the repressed, involution, the abnormal and the illegiti
mate; the right side with the future, the felicitous, openness, evolution, the 
normal and legitimate" (Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols , 287). 
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sion about the character's identity at the end of the shower 
scene suggests associations that point toward the future, for 
Alberto becomes the point of contact between Jose Eugenio 
and his future wife . 

A reference in the above scene to Alberto as a castaway is a 
substitution that rests on a metonymic network that extends 
throughout this section of the text. There are a number of 
replacements that are based on associations related to the sea. 
When Alberto and Jose Eugenio go to school on the first day of 
classes, a number of complex references to the ocean appears 
in the text. The imagery in this passage thickens as it presents a 
highly defamiliarized scene. 13 

Fue Alberto el primero que represento la sopresa al penetrar en 
el aula, fue el primero que sorprendio y se bebio el espacio, 
rasgado levemente por las nuevas respiraciones que venian a 
agujerearlo, a establecer, durante una estacion, sus madrepor
arios para aquellas colonias dermatitas de los recuerdos entre
cruzados y de los flagelos que se descargaban, a traves de una 
niebla que al ser pinchada devol via urdicantes, como expresion 
de los complementos protoplasmMicos. 

Al entrar en el aula Jose Eugenio, la figura que menos aclaro en 
sus primeros recorridos por el espejeante y maravilloso mon
struo que se tendia a su aicance, fue la del maestro . Veia entre la 
niebla y el follaje, monstruo de tridentes, poliedros que se en
treabrian desenrollando flagelos nerviosos, como un caballito de 
mar posado en la caparazon de un tortugon tricentenario . Yen 
frente otro monstruo, irreconciliable con el primero, que 10 sor
prendia por su fija extension y el matinal tegumento de su pie!. 
Comenzaba a penetrar en el monstruo de la extension, cuando el 
pequeno director desde su concha, comenzo a descifrarse, como 
si fuese extrayendo sus coloreados mamelucos ante la maliciosa 
intencion de los proyectores para sus perversiones y sus monosi
labos. (87; A19) 

In this scene, which evokes as much as it describes, three 
figures are perceived by Jose Eugenio: "el maestro," "el 

13. Victor Shklovsky has defined defamiliarization as follows : "The purpose 
of art is to impart the sensation of things as they are perceived and not as they 
are known. The technique of art is to make objects 'unfamiliar,' to make forms 
difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of perception because the process 
~f perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged" (Shklovsky, 

Art as Technique," in Russian Formalist CriticislIl , ed. and trans . Lee T. Lemon 
and Marion) . Reis, 12). 
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epejeante y maravilloso monstruo," and "el monstruo de la 
extensi6n" (A20). In the pages that follow this passage, a 
transformation of the second figure occurs: "el espejeante y 
maravilloso monstruo" in subsequent references is "Ia super
ficie plateada del ballenato," (88) and "el ballenato, el mon
struo de piel plateada" (89). "Monstruo" is replaced by "balle
nato," and then the two terms appear together. "Espejeante" 
becomes "superficie plateada" and "piel plateada ." The two 
lines of associations then merge in "Ia blanda corpulencia de 
Enrique Aredo, la lechosa provocaci6n de su piel" (90). 

The other enigmatic figure in the trio witnessed by Jose 
Eugenio is first referred to as "the other monster" and then as 
"the monster of erection." These images refer to Fibo, whose 
satanic passion is to prick unwary classmates with a mechani
cal pen. Although there are a number of negative references to 
Fibo's pen, it also becomes associated with the energy that is 
able to counteract the monster's indifference. A basic opposi
tion is therefore established between dynamic and static 
forces. The ritual of Fibo's lancing of Aredo is first fore
shadowed in the text by the statement: "Pero muy pronto la 
superficie plateada del ballenato iba a ser raspada por una 
oruga elastica" (88; A21) . This sentence appears in the text just 
as the classroom is beginning to surrender to boredom; the 
term "elastic caterpillar" suggests the diabolical energy that is 
about to be unleashed. 

The passage describing Alberto and Jose Eugenio's entrance 
into the classroom contains numerous direct references to the 
sea and the life within it (coral reefs, fog, tridents, sea horses, 
and the shell of a turtle) as well as indirect references-to 
microscopic sea life and algae (flagella and polyhedrons) . 
Given the inherent multidimensional nature of such a complex 
network in addition to Lezama Lima's ability to suggest multi
ple meanings, a further consideration of the implications of 
some of these figures is in order. Tridents and sea horses are 
usually associated with Neptune, who "symbolizes the nega
tive aspect of the spirit. He is king of the deeps of the subcon
scious and of the turbulent waters of life; it is he who unleashes 
storms-representing the passions of the soul-particularly in 
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his extreme role as the destroyer." The trident is often seen as 
"an emblem of the threefold sin arising from the corruption of 
the three 'vital impluses' of the spirit (conservation, reproduc
tion and evolution),,; it "is also an attribute of Satan."14 The 
trident is also associated with the Hindu deity Siva, who has a 
destructive role; but according to one source, this deity is 
"everywhere worshipped as the principle of generation under 
the symbol of the lingarn (phallus).,,15 No matter which refer
ences are consulted, the two figures are associated with both 
generative and destructive forces and, ultimately, with the 
paradoxical origins of good and evil. 

Lezama Lima moves from the specific to the archetypal in 
passages such as this one and uses characteristics or elements 
attributed to one object in order to describe another, indepen
dent entity. His movement between mythical and empirical 
realms allows him to combine time-bound and time-free ele
ments. While specific associations are open to interpretation, 
the quoted passage as a whole suggests excitement and dan
ger. The new and strange environment of school on the first 
day elicits unknown sensations that are much like those that 
might accompany immersion into the sea. Alberto and Jose 
Eugenio are in an unfamiliar world of unsuspected corre
spondences and complex interconnections, a place that is at 
once stimulating and threatening. 

The metonymic chain of sea-related associations is the basis 
for many metaphoric substitutions. Some examples, including 
a few that have already been mentioned, are "ballenato" (88; 
A22) for student, "los arenales mas blandos del cuerpo" (89) 
for buttocks, "el ballenato, el monstruo de piel plateada" (89) 
for a student who is the object of Fibo's aggressive stabs, "el 
jubilo de los cazones cuando rodean un salm6n homerico" (92) 
for student athletes swarming around a ball, "tinta de cala
mar" (96) for inkwell, "como el vacio chupado por el calamar 
para elaborar su tinta excepcionalmente albina" (100) for soap
suds going down a shower drain, and "playa negra" (103) for 
blackboard. A further extension of this chain exists in the 

14. Cirlot, Dictionary of Symbols, 217. 
15. Guirand, Encyclopedia of Mythology , 374. 
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sentence preceding the appearance of "black beach." The com
pass that is hurled against the blackboard is described as being 
the size of a "blind crab." After sinking into the blackboard, it 
makes a sound like that of a crab chewing on a palm leaf. 

The compass can be seen as a synthesis of Fibo and Aredo. 
Although it is Aredo's compass, Fibo is the one who, with 
Aredo's cooperation, throws it at the blackboard, in which it 
becomes embedded. In addition, the compass has been associ
ated throughout the chapter with Aredo, and the pencil, an 
infernal instrument of penetration-which is, in this instance, 
attached to the hurled compass-with Fibo. This recalls the 
earlier association of "the monster of erection" with Fibo and 
his pencil and of the trident (like the compass, an object with 
multiple points) with Aredo. Fibo and his classroom antics are 
often referred to in negative terms, as manifestations of the 
darker side of existence. Yet some of his frustration has sexual 
connotations. When he hurls the compass against the wall, it is 
possible that the blackboard represents feminine sexuality to 
him. His act suggests his as-yet-unfulfilled sexuality and also 
prefigures Alberto's imminent sexual fulfillment on his first 
night away from horne with a girl. 

The paragraph in which Fibo is fully described opens with 
the statement: "En aquel primer dfa de clase iba Jose Eugenio a 
inaugurar el primer dfa de contemplaci6n de maldad en su 
pura gratuidad; la primera demostraci6n que verfa, mas alla de 
la dificultad conciliar quod erat demonstrandum, de la incon
trovertible existencia del pecado original en cada criatura" (88; 
A23) . This mention of the belief that original sin is a presence 
that marks all beings explains in part Lezama Lima's proclivity 
for using paradoxical imagery. Sometimes his characters are 
physically marked in a way that suggests an innate defect. In 
the first scene of the novel, for example, the infant Jose CemC 
the son of Jose Eugenio Cern!, suffers an attack of asthma, and 
his body is covered with angry welts that steadily increase in 
size. The servants engage in a spiritual exercise in an attempt 
to exorcize the evil that possesses him, and the reader is left to 
ponder whether Jose's recovery is related to the strange ritual. 
Another example of such a physical marking is the dark rings 
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under Fibo's eyes-an indication of his role in the novel. The 
technique of using negative marks as manifestations of innate 
defects reflects Lezama Lima's complex view of reality. 

Fibo and Aredo's attempts to direct their emotions are con
veyed by the throwing of the compass. After it hits the wall, 
the side with the pencil swings around, forming semi-circles in 
a subtle manifestation of the most pervasive image in Paradiso, 
the circle. In this case, the compass represents an elemental 
attempt to give form to emotion and to gain control over forces 
that are not understood . The headmaster of the school, 
Cuevarolliot, extracts the compass from the wall as if it were a 
tooth being torn from flesh and bone and then goes to find 
Alberto in the shower. The prisoner has escaped his damp 
prison, leaving behind only cigarette butts as an indication of 
his former presence. The headmaster vents his rage by pound
ing one leg of the compass against a door and then stomping 
on the cigarette butts and their ashes. The actions of the pom
pous schoolmaster parallel those of Fibo, for both use the 
compass to vent their rage. However, they proceed from dif
ferent ends of a spectrum formed by the extremes of dynamic 
chaos and rigid order. Fibo threatens to upset the tranquility of 
the classroom with his frenetic jabs, while the headmaster's 
inept and tyrannical use of authority has a stifling effect. Fibo is 
a sign of chaotic or misguided forces, Cuevarolliot, an embodi
ment of repressive power. In each case physical force is 
directed against an object that contains the raging energy: a 
wall and a floor . 

The scene in which Cuevarolliot enters the shower contains 
a number of mythological associations, and many of these are 
based on fire and water. A series of associations progresses 
from cigarettes to ashes to fire, and references to water are 
present in the sound of the shower and the mention of the 
Greek river god Inachus . 

Pico ferozmente con el com pas en la puerta de la mazmorra, pero 
se encontro conque dentro de la caja, e.1 desencordelado habia 
deja do tan solo las huellas de los cigarrillos vencidos . Intento 
destruir la esencial simetria con sus zapatos voraces, fulmineo 
pisapapel en zigzagueante tumulo sobre las cenizas. 
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Eran los recuerdos que quedaban de la sombriamente movili
zada hija de Inaco, la enloquecida 10, apresada entre el recuerdo 
de la musica de las duchas y los cigarrillos pisoteados por la furia 
de Cuevarolliot, sobras de un Argos que no habfan podido 
impedir 1a fuga. Pero el pequeno c1aveteado, que conversaba con 
el resentido carino de la hija de Inaco, se habfa apoderado del 
primer dfa en que rodarfa su fuego rescatado. (103; A24) 

The web of associations, involving numerous elements and 
mythological figures, leads to an indirect reference to Zeus and 
actual mention of 10, one of his consorts. The reference to 
rescued fire suggests Prometheus, who stole fire from Zeus 
and whose relationship to him was one of rebellion. The rebel 
in this scene from Paradiso is Alberto, who has successfully 
defied Cuevarolliot and escaped his punishment. Several ele
ments in this episode are reminiscent of the encounter be
tween Prometheus and 10, which occurs in a major scene in 
Aeschylus's Prometheus Bound. 10, maddened by the gadfly, a 
destructive insect sent by Juno, escapes. In a subversion of the 
myth's chronology, Alberto partially escapes his punishment 
by smoking a cigarette . The sign of his victory is a triumphant 
firefly, a metaphor for a cigarette that is based on the metony
mic chain of mythological relationships that link Zeus and fire . 
"Gozosa luciernaga banandose en la musica de la oscuridad 
incorporada, al llegar Alberto Olaya a la esquina del colegio, 
encendi6 un cigarro clarineante" (103; A2S) . Inachus intensi
fies the basic opposition of fire and water and leads back to the 
realm of the shower and Angra Mainyu, Jose Eugenio, Fibo, 
Aredo, Neptune, and Siva. This summary of this metonymic 
chain leaves out many links, but the essential outline is present 
in the figures cited . The network of associations extends 
throughout the rest of the chapter and radiates in all directions 
throughout the novel. 

Alberto's struggles with adversity are not over; he is sub
jected to other trials. He rejects the sexual advances of an old 
man, whose attempts are associated with Siva, and rescues a 
young girl from the undesirable attentions of the same man. 
Significantly, to soothe her anger and fear, he gives her a 
mechanical pencil with four colors of lead . He is unlike Fibo, 
who uses his mechanical pencil as an instrument of torment, 
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and his gift leads to his seduction of the girl and his first night 
away from home. The girl's sensuality and desirability are 
captured in her green eyes. The overwhelming passion they 
feel as they enter a hotel room is conveyed by the association of 
a crippled housemaid's leg with a mermaid's tail. The house
maid sings as they enter the room, but when they leave they 
decide that the negative forces she represents will be control
led . "La sirena del relator, que acudi6 sonando sus llaveros, 
era una muchacha coja, traqueteada en el esqueleto de madera 
en que se apoyaba. Cuando llegaron se recostaba en la puerta, 
y su sola pierna cenida por una media color remedaba la cola de 
una sirena de arenal fangoso . Cantaba . Y Olaya entr6 en la 
glorieta apretado con la mantenedora de la pitahaya, predomi
nando el temblor visible del miedo sobre el escalofrio secreto 
del placer. El canto de la sirena fangosa se fue hundiendo junto 
con la argolla de las llaves . Al salir el recuerdo de la sirena 
ingurgit6, pero ambos juraron que Ie pondrian un pie encima" 
(110-11; A26) . 

The association of the siren or mermaid with mud and a lame 
girl implies some spiritual defect, a negative aspect that Alber
to and his companion resolve to overcome. There is an evolu
tion of sexual relationships in this chapter, which begins with 
Aredo, Fibo, and his diabolical pencil, progresses to Alberto in 
the shower and on to his night with the girl, and continues 
with Alberto serving as a point of contact between his sister 
Rialta and Jose Eugenio. While in the shower Alberto dreams 
of seeing Jose Eugenio pouring water into a pitcher, that is, of 
giving form to primal instincts. The budding relationship be
tween Jose Eugenio and Rialta represents a fruitful manifesta
tion of sensuality, which contrasts with the negative connota
tions of earlier events . 

Although these summaries of metonymic chains in chapters 
4 and 5 of Paradiso leave out many links, the essential outlines 
have been presented in the figures cited. The network of 
associations established in these chapters extends and radiates 
in all directions throughout the novel. 

The power of the mythological figure Angra Mainyu, who is 
a generator of evil forces and a key element during Alberto's 
adventure in the showers, is manifested in cold and insects. In 
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Persian mythology, Angra Mainyu is credited with the crea
tion of all insects harmful to man and plants; cold in this 
mythological system is regarded as the origin of evil. In the 
shower episode Angra Mainyu is associated with death, and 
mention is made of the deity's ability to delay crops. Some of 
these connotations appear in the classroom scene in which 
Fibo jabs Aredo . They are also echoed when, during a lan
guage lesson, the teacher writes the principal parts of an En
glish verb on the blackboard: "freeze, froze, frozen" (90, 82). 
This action intensifies Fibo's aggressiveness, because he 
associates the verb with snow, which suggests to him Aredo's 
white skin and inactivity. While Fibo's reaction to the verb is to 
associate it with Aredo, the reader tends to link the concepts of 
cold and evil. The reader has been prepared for this connection 
by the passage delineating Jose Eugenio's perception of Fibo 
on their way to school on opening day-Fibo's demeanor is 
compared to that of a person outfitting an iceberg . 

Cold usually has negative connotations in Paradiso. At the 
end of chapter 3,-the death of Rialta's grandmother "ocupaba 
en la imaginacion familiar la misma extension terrible de las 
escarchadas nochebuenas de Jacksonville" (68; A27) . In 
another pathetic episode, the robust Colonel Gose Eugenio 
Cemi) tries to cure his sickly son's asthma by placing him in a 
bathtub filled with ice. The experiment causes his son to lose 
consciousness. In a touch of ironic humor, the scene is de
scribed as having "algo de los antiguos sacrificios. Solo que el 
jefe no sabia a que divinidad 10 ofrecfa" (142; A28) . 

The Colonel's son, Jose Cemi, is the central character in the 
novel. One of the greatest sufferings he has to endure is his 
constant battle with asthma-his struggle to breathe during an 
attack is in a literal since, a fight for existence. In a vivid 
description of one asthmatic seizure, the illness is referred to as 
a divine enemy, which acts like a fly expanding on his chest: 
"Acaricio, brunendola de nuevo, las arrugas de la camisa, 
sintiendo el crecimiento de su jadeo respiratorio, mientras su 
enemiga divinidad, el asma, se posaba, como una mosca 
gigante sobre su pecho, y alli comenzaba a zarandearse, a 
reirse, a engordar con tal rapidez, que senUa una opresion 
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mucho mayor que toda la resistencia de su cuerpo para enfre
tarla burlarla" (159-60; A29). The reference to asthma as a 
"divine enemy"is indicative of the negative forces that Jose has 
to wrestle with as his destiny unfolds. Like Alberto, his 
triumphs and defeats are at times compared to struggles with 
the gods, who are manifestations of mankind's creativity and, 
paradoxically, arbiters of his fate. 

The associations with flies change as the novel progresses. 
Flies initially appear in a negative context-one that is based 
on factual reality. In later references, however, the concept is 
used in a context that has a cultural basis. In the first chapter, 
Don Marfa Cemi, Jose's paternal grandfather Gose Eugenio's 
father), is terrified by stories of crops being destroyed by black 
flies. This fear causes him to have nightmares of a fly growing 
inside him. Later in the text, the mythological figure Angra 
Mainyu appears, and the association of flies with destructive 
deities is developed. One can surmise that this progression in 
the text parallels a historical and cultural development in hu
man experience. People confronted the destruction of crops by 
insects, a process that terrified them, and created a mytholog
ical explanation to explain the phenomenon. Associations 
based on these explanations were then used to create figures 
that expressed terror. In Paradiso the progression moves from 
the factual to the semiotic as the designation becomes part of a 
cultural creation. In the case of Jose, an insect is used to convey 
the terror of asthma. 

There are other dangers in the world besides illness, and, 
like his father, Jose is first exposed to the perils of sexuality 
When he attends school. Jose Eugenio's experiences in chap
ters 4 and 5 parallel and complement the events of chapters 8 
and 9, which take place while his son Jose is in school. Chapter 
8 mainly concerns manifestations of unbridled sexuality . In a 
SUbstitution based on the associative links we have been con
sidering, "araila abultada" (217; swollen spider) refers to a 
woman's sexual organ. 

Eco, in his discussion of a model of a communicative system, 
points out that "the model, in its complexity, is based upon a 
process of unlimited semiosis . Starting with a sign that is consid-
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ered as a 'type,' one can retraverse, from the center, the 
extreme periphery, the entire universe of cultural units. Each 
of these can in turn become the center and generate infinite 
peripheries.,,16 This description closely parallels the sensa
tions one experiences in pursuing the associative links that 
Lezama Lima has established as a basis for his creation of 
metaphors. Paradiso is a vast network of metonymic chains-a 
network that generates rich and challenging metaphors. Be
cause the network exists, one section can reverberate through
out the entire system. We have examined only a small segment 
of this multidimensional network. Using "playa negra" as a 
point of departure for our examination of this creative process, 
we have examined the metaphor as an independent entity, as a 
unit in an individual sentence, and as part of the network. The 
initial point of contact is necessarily arbitrary; the study could 
just as well have centered on a number of other figures. 
However, once a connection has been established, a network 
of associative links extends in all directions. 

Metaphor in Paradiso often rests on a metonymic chain, as 
Lezama Lima combines metaphoric and metonymic processes 
in his creation of poetic figures. Indeed, this combination is 
one of the most important features of this remarkable novel. 
The same process also plays a significant role in much of 
Lezama Lima's poetry. In "Rapsodia para el mulo," for exam
ple, many metaphors are based on metonymical associations 
with the mule, and in "Los fragmentos de la noche," the sea 
carries out the same function. Lezama Lima uses metaphor in 
his works to establish correspondences between individual 
objects, and metonomy reveals relations based on contiguity. 
The metonymical mode calls attention to the differences be
tween things, but a shift to metaphor shows that a number of 
similarities actually unite entities that at first appeared to be 
separated by time and space. Lezama Lima continually fluctu
ates between an apprehension of the world that is based on the 
similarities of metaphor and a perception founded on the 
contact of metonymy. His employment of these figures is 
based on a conviction that figurative language can reveal the 

16. Eco, Role of the Reader, 89. 
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nature of all things. Metaphor and metonymy are also integral 
to his quest for identity, as they enable him to understand how 
individual objects can be related or integrated into major natu
ral or cultural referents . 

In Paradiso he combines these artistic strategies with his 
interest in narrative linearity by using his family history as the 
basis of the story . The incorporation of autobiographical 
Sources is discussed in Chapter 5. The chapter following this 
one concentrates on Lezama Lima's concept of characteriza
tion and on his occasional technique of portraying characters 
as metaphors as they move between time-bound and time-free 
states. 



3 

The Paradigm of Characterization 

In describing how he came to the conclusion that a novel can 
be an extension of poetry, Lezama Lima also explained how he 
discovered that characters can function as metaphors. "Yo no 
me puedo considerar, no me he considerado nunca, un nove
lista. El poema siempre ha sido mi forma de expresi6n; pew 
lleg6 un momento en que vi que el poema se habitaba, que el 
poema se iba configurando en novela, que habia personajes 
que actuaban en la vida como metciforas, c6mo imagenes; vi 
c6mo se entrelazaban, c6mo se unian, c6mo se diversificaban y 
entonces comprendi que el poema podia extenderse como 
novela y que en r,ealidad toda gran novela era un gran poema" 1 

(A30). His observations on characterization bring to mind sig
nificant questions concerning the relationship between plot 
and characters and the importance of time in the function of 
these components. 

Time is one of the fundamental preoccupations of twentieth
century art. In literary analysis this concern has been man
ifested by the stress that has been placed on the ordering of 
events in narrative. The emphasis on temporal sequence has 
led to many important discoveries--in works as diverse as 
those of Vladimir Propp and Gerard Genette2-but it has also 
resulted in a tendency to view important narrative compo
nents like characters as mere functions of plot. Seymour Chat
man has pointed out that "it is remarkable how little has been 
said about the theory of character in literary history and 
criticism." ] However, a shift in emphasis is beginning to take 

1. "lnterrogando a Lezama Lima," in Recopilaci6/1 de textos sobre lose Lezama 
Lima, ed . Pedro Sim6n Martinez, 26. 

2. Propp, Morphology of the Folktale; Genette, Figures, Figures II , Figures Ill. A 
part of Figures 11/ is available in English in his Narrative Discourse. 

3. Chatman, Story and Discourse, 107. 
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place . Cesare Segre indicates that the role of characters in a 
narrative can be regarded in a new light. He notes that in the 
works of Propp and Claude Bremond, events predominate 
over characters and "the character continues to be qualified by 
the actions he performs or is subjected to, by movements he 
sets in motion or by which he is swept along. In my opinion 
(and especially when there are in question texts with a marked 
degree of literary responsibility) these relationships ought, 
rather, to be inverted: an action interests in the measure in 
which it reflects the intentions and will of a character. ... The 
character, finally, effects a unification of functions, since these 
make sense because they are carried out by him, fanning out 
from him.,,4 Clearly, Segre questions the importance of the 
event in the interaction between character and action and 
disagrees with the subordination of character to plot. 

Chatman argues that in many modern works character is 
supreme and plot is derivative. His point seems well taken, as 
one can cite examples from Spanish American fiction-such as 
Guillermo Cabrera Infante's Tres tristes tigres and many of the 
stories of Jose Agustin-as well as Lezama Lima's Paradiso, to 
support his contention. Yet Chatman claims that attempts to 
determine whether plot or character is dominant, are not 
meaningful; existents (characters and setting) and events are 
both essential components of the narrative, and one should 
not be subordinated to the other. Chatman's arguments about 
the question of the dominance of plot or character are meant in 
a general and theoretical sense. However, a distinction in this 
matter can be pertinent and useful when applied to individual 
works. 

Although Chatman is well-versed in contemporary intellec
tual trends (his Story and Discourse is a structuralist approach to 
plot and discourse theory), a good portion of his discussion is 
focused on the traditional concept of traits and on their use in 
the creation of characters. "I argue-unoriginally but firmly
for a conception of characters as a paradigm of traits; 'trait' in 
the sense of 'relatively stable or abidin.g personal quality, ' 
recognizing that it may either unfold, that is, emerge earlier or 

4. Segre, Structures and Time, 34. 
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later in the course of the story, or that it may disappear and be 
replaced by another. In other words, its domain may end .. . . 
At the same time, traits must be distinguished from more 
ephemeral psychological phenomena, like feelings, moods, 
thoughts, temporary motives, attitudes, and the like . These 
mayor may not coincide with traits ."s 

The distinction between ephemeral psychological phe
nomena and traits is essentially temporal and is primarily a 
distinction between transient moods or feelings and persistent 
characteristics. A character's sudden outburst of rage may be 
caused by a particular event: the discovery, for example, that 
he has been swindled out of a sum of money . This character 
could be said to be angry, but this anger could not be charac
terized as a trait . On the other hand, if a character frequently 
becomes angry over trivial matters, the character could be seen 
as being quick to anger, which is a trait. 

Chatman further explains his conception of a "paradigm of 
traits" by stating: "The paradigmatic view of characters sees 
the set of traits, metaphorically, as a vertical assemblage in
tersecting the syntagmatic chain of events that comprise the 
plot. ,,6 When he speaks of the "syntagmatic chain of events," 
he means the fixed linear order of events in a literary work. 
Events occur in a set order, either in the text or in the reader's 
reconstruction of the story. Events are subject to cause-and
effect relationships, which exist within a given temporal span. 
Traits, however, are not time-bound the way events are, and 
they can exist throughout and beyond a work. "Unlike events, 
traits are not in the temporal chain, but coexist with the whole 
or a large portion of it. Events travel as vectors, 'horizontally' 
from earlier to later. Traits on on the other hand, extend over 
the time spans staked out by events. They are parametric to the 

5. Chatman, Story and Discourse, 126. 
6. Ibid. , 127. Chatman makes an important distinction between his use of 

paradigm in Story and Discourse and its use in linguistics. He points out that in 
s tructural linguistics a term appears in a given position " in the absence of, 
indeed, in opposition to the totality of others that could potentially fill the 
position it occupies" (ibid.) . In literature, however, there is an evocation of 
other possibilities: " In short, the trait praradigm, like the poetic paradigm, but 
unlike the linguistic paradigm tends to operate in praesentia , not in absentia" 
(ibid. , 127-28). 
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event chain . The communication of existents is not tied rigor
ously to the chrono-logic, as are the events.,,7 

Chatman's distinction between traits and events recalls 
Lezama Lima's description of his discovery that characters can 
be viewed as metaphors . In Lezama Lima's view, characters 
exist within a network of relationships and events, but they 
emerge from these webs as metaphors or images. Roland 
Barthes points out that as a reader proceeds through a text, he 
struggles to name the traits of a character-a process Barthes 
refers to as a "metonymic skid.,,8 According to Chatman, "The 
motive for 'skidding' is the search for the key to the character, 
the exact combination of trait-names to sum him Up.,,9 Barthes 
indicates that the process is erratic and involves continual 
self-correction, as multiple possibilities are explored and 
tested .1o 

The process of discovering traits, as presented in these de
scriptions, is strikingly similar to mechanisms considered in 
the study of metaphoric and metonymic modes in Chapter 2. 
Metaphors and traits are both vertical extensions, although 
their foundations are different-traits are built upon a syn
tagmatic process, while metaphors are based on metonymic 
associations. The processes are most likely interdependent at 
times. As Chatman states, "The story structure (of which 
characters are a part), the discourse structure, and the man
ifestation structure achieve interdependence only because 
they are independently systematic.,,11 A narrative statement 
can deal with both events and existents at the same time, but 
"It is only the because element that belongs in the event 
chain.,,12 

Lezama Lima's conception of characters as metaphors im
plies that they are not linked to specific time frames. In many of 
the unusual episodes in Paradiso, time disappears, for the 
narration either focuses on a character's particular traits or 
treats him or her as a metaphor. In either case, the result is that 

7. Ibid ., 129. 
8. Barthes, SIZ , 92. 
9. Chatman, Story and Discourse, 134. 
10. Barthes, SIZ, 92. 
11. Chatman, Story and Discourse, 137. 
12. Ibid., 130. 



42 . Poetic Fiction of Jose Lezama Lima 

the reader experiences the character as a time-free being. In a 
striking example of this technique, a family member remem
bers an episode in Alberto's life and draws an analogy that 
recalls Alberto's propensity for prideful anger: "Cincuenta 
anos despues de su muerte la colera del tio Alberto vol via a 
surgir de rechazo, al ser comparada con la del duque de Prove
nza, cuya furia consistia en despedazar el vajillero real, pieza 
tras pieza,,13(A31). Of particular interest is the dynamic per
sistence of the trait in the minds of other characters long after 
Alberto has ceased to exist. This vitality is communicated by a 
time frame of fifty years, as well as by the use of the imperfect 
past verb tense. It is also significant that this sentence appears 
in a passage that is already concerned with time and with 
characteristics that persist long after an individual's death . 
Another example of this technique occurs when Jose recalls his 
dead father. "Recordo como tambien se decia que su padre se 
aparecia en EI Morro, de noche en el pabellon donde daba su 
clase, buen cumplidor de su sentido misional aun despues de 
muerto" (258; A32) . Again, a time frame that extends beyond 
death is established, and the imperfect past tense is used to 
suggest that the trait, a highly developed sense of responsibil
ity, exists within a realm of indefinite boundaries. 

Jose's father and Alberto, his maternal uncle, are influential 
figures during Jose's childhood. His father, a successful and 
dynamic colonel in the Cuban army, is a figure of vitality and 
strength. The Colonel creates a sense of security and harmony 
in those around him: "Parecia que su destino era fecundar la 
alegre unidad y prolongar el instante en que nos es dado 
contemplar las ruedas de la integracion y de la armonia" (36; 
A33). But his energetic vitality overwhelms his young, asthma
tic son, who, on more than one occasion, unsuccessfully 
attempts to live up to his father's expectations. Jose's vulner
ability to his father's strength is forcefully conveyed in an 
episode that takes place in a small boat. The Colonel has taken 
Jose and a colleague's son on an excursion. Jose Eugenio 

13. Lezama Lima, Paradiso (Mexico City: Ediciones Era, 1968), 85. Subse
quent quotations are from this edition and are noted in the text. The use of a 
time frame of fifty years is in itself, an interesting device, since the action of the 
novel after Alberto's death does not span such a long period . 
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breathes and exhales the sea air as if he were smoking a cigar, 
but for Jose, breathing is a painful struggle. "Jose Eugenio 
expansionaba su pecho de treinta anos, pareda que se fumaba 
la brisa marina, dilataba las narices, tragaba una epica cantidad 
de oxfgeno, y luego 10 iba lanzando por la boca en lentas 
humaredas. La tranquilidad y el ingenuo color de las aguas, Ie 
despertaba un orgullo griton, natural y salvaje. Pero enfrente 
vefa a su hijo de cinco anos, flacucho, con el cos tillar visible, 
jadeando cuando la brisa arreciaba, hasta hacerlo temblar con 
disimulo, pues miraba a su padre con astucia, para fingirle la 
normalidad de su respiracion" (137; A34). 

The Colonel is a decisive man of action, and he has little 
tolerance or understanding of his son's illness . His frustration 
moves him to act hastily, and at times the results are nearly 
disastrous. While in the boat, he places Jose in the water so he 
can learn how to swim and supports him with his forefinger. 
Then, in what seems to be a reversal of Michelangelo's vision 
of God giving spiritual life to Adam by extending his hand so 
their fingers can touch, the Colonel withdraws his fore
finger. 14 Jose promptly sinks into the water. After a few anx
ious minutes, the boy is saved. On another occasion, the 
Colonel places his son in a bathtub full of ice in an effort to cure 
the boy's asthma, but it only causes Jose to lose consciousness. 
These events have a nightmarish influence on Jose's imagina
tion and are manifested in dreams and in later episodes in the 
novel. In addition to appearing vital and energetic, the Colonel 
emerges from these events marked also by the traits of impati
ence and impulsiveness. 

The Colonel's identity and many of his characteristics are 
frequently associated with his military career. As a leader of a 
campaign to eradicate banditry from the Cuban countryside, 
he is pictured as a virile individual capable of decisive lead
ership. In one episode he calms his troops' fears of being 
poisoned by sampling some of the food in a joyful and confi
dent manner. This confident display is representative of one of 
his most persistent traits: a robust and happy expansiveness 
that communicates his joy in living. Small details are often 

14. Michelangelo Buonarroti, The Creation of Adam, in the Sistine Chapel. 
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used to convey such essences. For example, the Colonel, hum
ming tunes from The Merry Widow as he returns home one day, 
carries a yellow melon tucked under one arm, which contrasts 
with his green uniform. The focus on the vividness of the 
colors and the melon's shape transforms the fruit into a symbol 
of the Colonel's life. "Los treinta y tres anos que alcanz6 su 
vida fueron de una alegre severidad, parecia que empujaba a 
su esposa y a sus tres hijos por los vericuetos de su sangre 
resuelta, donde todo se alcanzaba por alegria, claridad y fuerza 
secreta. El mel6n debajo del brazo era uno de los simbolos mas 
estallantes de uno de sus dias redondos y plenarios" (19; A35). 

Such descriptions create a chain of associations in the read
er's mind. In this case the Colonel's uniform is linked to many 
of his traits by such a metonymic process. As these associa
tions become identified with the Colonel's characteristics, a 
paradigmatic set of traits is established-a set of traits that 
extends beyond the temporal limitations of the Colonel's life . 
In an episode after his death, the Colonel is evoked in part by 
focusing on parts of his uniform. Rialta, the Colonel's wife, is 
watching her three children play jacks. As she joins them, the 
rhythmic movement of the game produces a hypnotic effect. 
An imaginative process that oscillates between dispersal and 
unification is set in motion, and fragments of the Colonel's 
uniform appear. 

Las losas eran para los cuatro jugadores de yaquis un crista I 
oscilante, aue se rompia silenciosamente, se unia sin perder su 
temblor, daba paso a fragmentos de telas militares, precisaba 
rispidos tachonazos, botones recien lustrados . Desaparecian 
esos fragmentos, pero instantaneamente reaparecian, unidos a 
nuevos y mayores pedazos, los botones iban adquiriendo sus 
series. EI cuello de la guerrera se iba almidonando con mas 
precision y fijeza, esperaba el rostro que 10 completaria. Rialta, 
tranquilamente alucinada, iba aumentando en la progresion de 
los yaquis, se iba acercando al numero doce, como quien ador
mecida sube una escalera, llevando un vasa de agua con tal 
seguridad que sus aguas permanecen inmoviles, EI contorno del 
circulo se iba endureciendo, hasta parecer de un metal que se 
tornaba incandescente. De pronto, una fulguracion, como si una 
nube se rompiese para dar paso a una nueva vision, aparecio en 
las losas apresadas por el circulo la guerrera completa del 
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Coronel de una amarillo como oscurecido, aunque iba ascen
diendo en su nitidez, los botones aun los de los cuatro bolsillos, 
mas brillantes que su cobrizo habitual. (174--75; A36) 

This movement from fragmentation to unity momentarily sus
pends the flow of time. The polished buttons, the fragments of 
military cloth, and a precisely starched collar bring to mind the 
Colonel's traits: particularly his orderliness, his discipline, and 
his sense of duty. The brilliant buttons, the stiff collar, and the 
yellow tunic convey the Colonel's dynamic and joyful energy, 
which was always channeled into specific goals. Confronted by 
her husband's traits in this manner, Rialta becomes over
whelmed by her sense of loss, and the momentary spell is 
broken. But it is clear that the essences embodied in the Col
onel's life transcend his death; the Colonel becomes a 
metaphor and a time-free being. 

Alberto shares some of the Colonel's dynamic qualities, but 
Alberto's capabilities are never submitted to the discipline 
that characterizes the Colonel. As a result, while the Colonel 
can be regarded as a symbol of duty and obedience, Alberto is 
the incarnation of rebellion. When he is still a young man 
(chapter 5 of Paradiso), he defies the authority of the head
master; he also spends the night away from home engaging in 
sexual activities . Such acts of rebellion are not unusual in an 
adolescent, but Alberto's rebelliousness extends into his adult 
years, and he becomes a millstone around his family's prideful 
neck. "Para la dinastfa familiar de los Cemf y los Olaya, la 
pequena dosis demonfaca de Alberto, era mas que suficiente" 
(180; A37). He often appears at his mother's doorstep, hiccup
ing from excessive drink, and provokes her neighbors' scorn
fullaughter with his antics . 

But Alberto is a harmonious as well as a disharmonious 
presence in his family . His sisters regard him as the" arquetipo 
de la hombrfa elegante, el escogido, el arriesgado, el galante, el 
desenoso" (182; A38); his mother declares: "Alberto cuando 
esta en calma tiene una alegria que a todos nos fortalece" (191; 
A39). Joy is associated with both Alberto and the Colonel. 
They are also both characterized by their smoking manner
isms. Alberto is often seen smoking; the references to the 
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clouds of smoke that accompany him and to the glowing coals 
of his cigarettes create a vivid image of this formidable charac
ter who initiates so much, whose influence is so unsettling. In 
one instance his cigar is a clarinet, and in another the smoke 
that envelopes him becomes a suit of armor. "EI humo Ie ha ido 
fabricando un contorno como si fuese una armadura que cine 
con sus metales esmerilados la congelada niebla marina" (78; 
A40). In this and other references, the action of smoking be
comes an indicator of Alberto's personality. In one example, 
his presumptuous attitudes are conveyed by his smoking: 
Alberto "encendia su cigarrillo y lanzaba una presuntuosa 
primera bocanada" (112; A41). In many instances smoking 
becomes a character's way of imposing his will on his environ
ment and of marking it with his presence and personality. 

This association of the act of smoking with a character's 
dominance over circumstance is later linked to Jose. 

Estaba mucho tiempo sentado en su cuarto de estudio, viendo 
desfilar como un tiro al blanco, la punta encendida de sus ciga
rros. Contemplaba las chispas, pero no las avivaba, de tal man
era que eran frecuentes las veces que las cerillas Ie quemaban los 
dedos, mientras la lumbre debilitada por el grosor de las cenizas 
terminaba por extinguirse en la alianza de la humedad de la 
saliva con el rescoldo invasor. 

El ejercicio de la poesia, la busqueda verbal de finalidad desco
nocida, Ie iban desarrollando una extrana percepci6n por las 
palabras que adquieren un relieve animista en los agrupamien
tos espaciales, sentadas como sibilas en una asamblea de espi
ritus. (376-77; A42) 

The movement from cigars to contemplation and then to 
poetry is not a casual progression, for it indicates the path that 
Jose eventually takes in his effort to understand and organize 
his world. Unlike the Colonel and Alberto, who resort to action 
and extroverted theatrics to impose their will on their environ
ment, Jose employs more introverted and creative means. But 
in all three cases, smoking is a sign of the imposition of order 
and of the human will's attempts to dominate circumstances. 

When the narrator first introduces Alberto, he is a child and 
is peering into the darkness of the night with a pair of naval 
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binoculars . Using his brother's violin as a guitar, he then plays 
and sings, thereby provoking the complaints of unapprecia
tive neighbors. These two acts, which can be classified as 
characterizing actions, underscore much of Alberto's impor
tance and function in the novel. He is using the binoculars to 
increase what little illumination exists in the night and to 
penetrate the darkness-an act that reduces space and separa
tion . His impromptu musical performance disturbs the neigh
bors; the incident is a manifestation of the capacity of creativity 
to upset the existing equilibrium. Alberto has a dual function 
in Paradiso; he is at once a unifying and a disruptive force. For 
example, it is Alberto who introduces his sister Rialta to her 
future husband, the Colonel, and likewise it is Alberto who 
makes their son, Jose Cemi, aware of the potentialities of 
language . 

During a family reunion, Jose has the opportunity to listen to 
a letter that his Uncle Alberto has sent to a member of the 
family. Demetrio, who reads the letter, tells Jose: "Acercate 
mas para que puedas oir bien la carta de tu tio Alberto, para 
que 10 conozcas mas y Ie adivines la alegria que tiene . Por 
primera vez vas a oir el idioma hecho naturaleza, con todo su 
artificio de alusiones y carinosas pedanterias" (183; A43) . The 
letter is a tour de force of symbolic and oblique language, in 
Which the real and imagined dangers of the world are defami
liarized and expressed in terms of sea imagery. Alberto's role 
as an entertainer and as a banisher of boredom is most evident 
here . The letter, or the potentialities of language it presents, is 
an absolute revelation to Jose: "Algo fundamental habia suce
dido y llegado hasta el. Se Ie borro, como si hubiese recibido un 
arponazo de claridad, el concepto familiar del demonismo de 
Alberto" (185; A44). The metaphorical reference to being 
struck by "un arponazo de claridad" (a harpoon of clarity) is 
based on the metonymic links established by Alberto's letter, 
but it is also another of the many associations with the sea that 
appear in the context of the strange and the marvelous. 

Alberto and the Colonel constitute. a duality that greatly 
influences Jose . One offers discipline and order, and the other, 
the excitement of rebellion-two important components of the 
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creative process. Lezama Lima was aware of these functions; 
he stated that the two characters offer, in rudimentary form, 
the foundation for poetic expression . 15 There are a number of 
other binary relationships that also have an important bearing 
on Jose's development: his friends Fronesis and Focion, who 
are decisive during his adolescence; and his mother and 
Oppiano Licario--spiritual mentors who guide him to man
hood and to his dedication to creative writing. The compo
nents in these combinations are not always fixed; these rela
tionships are in a state of flux and are sometimes interchange
able. For example, at one point Jose realizes that his Uncle 
Alberto and Fronesis play similar roles in his development 
because they both sought him out. 

Lezama Lima created dualities in Paradiso--such as distance 
and proximity, the real and the unreal-that, in his view, give 
the novel "an inextinguishable rhythm." 16 Relationships are 
also crucial to the work because of their importance in the 
determination of character. Lezama Lima took great care to 
place the characters in Paradiso within networks of family and 
cultural traditions. He conceived his characters as points that 
move through complex webs of time and space; as a result, 
Paradiso is a vast configuration of complicated relationships. 

As the main character, Jose Cemi is the central point toward 
which all movement in Paradiso converges. The novel follows 
him from infancy to young manhood; Therefore it is best to 
regard him as an entity in formation. He is what Boris 
Tomashevsky would term a "dynamic character," that is, one 
whose characteristics are in a state of flux throughout the 
work, 17 or what E. M. Forster calls a "round" character--one 
that is unpredictable and full of conflicting traits . 18 Such a 
character is, in short, capable of change. However, he does 
acquire a definitive set of traits by the end of the novel. 

Although the pairs of characters that are important in Cemi' s 
life usually represent opposites, they also share important 

15. " Eran hombres en que la poesfa penetraba y salia , pero no iban a la 
gravitaci6n del poema" (Lezama Lima, Cartas, 95) . 

16. Lezama Lima, Cartas, 94. 
17. Tomashevsky, "Thematics," in Russian Formalist Criticism, ed . and 

trans. Lee T. Lemon and Marion J. Reis, 89. 
18. Forster, Aspects of the Novel, as quoted in Chatman, Story alld DiscoLlTse, 

131- 32. 
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characteristics. In the case of his father and his uncle, the two 
men are both dynamic extroverts who radiate a positive and 
happy view of life . Although Fronesis and Foci6n are very 
different, they have similar problems-family difficulties and 
sexual maladjustments. Fronesis, through ritualistic and crea
tive means, overcomes his inability to have sexual relations 
with a woman. Foci6n never resolves his bisexuality, and his 
inability to impose order on his inner turmoil leads to an 
emotional breakdown. 19 One friend is overwhelmed by chao
tic forces, but the other succeeds in controlling those that 
threaten him. Their actions serve as examples of the positive 
and negative resolution of dangerous struggles; they also 
operate as models . Jose reveals himself not only in what he 
decides to do but also, more importantly, in what he avoids. In 
this regard, aspects of his characterization are very indirect. 20 

Jose's relationship with the Colonel is particularly revealing; 
it makes Jose's physical inadequacies more obvious. The 
asthmatic, timid, and introverted son cannot hope to duplicate 
or match the dynamic and decisive activity of his robust father. 
Although Jose frequently attempts to fulfill his father's ex
pectations by ignoring his body's negative reactions to physi
cal challenges, such episodes end in minor disasters-much to 
the consternation of both father and son. But Jose possesses a 
vivid imagination, and his impressive experiences often find 
expression in dreams. In one nightmare, in which a number of 
associations are established between the son and his father, 
Jose is described as an "infantil general de tropas invisibles" 
(152; " infant general of invisible troops," 140). Through a 
process that involves advice from friends and family members 
as well as direct experience, Jose begins to realize that the 
Colonel's adventurous spirit can find expression through him 
by intellectual means . 

Ten years after the Colonel's unexpected death at the age of 
thirty-three, Jose returns home one day after having partici
pated in a political demonstration. His mother is relieved that 

19. A discussion of these struggles and the imagery used to convey them is 
COntained in Raymond D. Souza, Major Cuban Novelists , 60-65. 
" 20. Tomashevsky discusses direct and indirect characterization in his 
Thematics, " in Russian Formalist Criticism , ed . and trans. Lemon and Reis, 88. 
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he is safe and tells him that she had been thinking seriously 
about him and his father . She links the two by pointing out: 
"Todo 10 que tu padre no pudo realizar, tU 10 vas haciendo a 
traves de los anos, pues en una familia no puede suceder una 
desgracia de tal magnitud, sin que esa oquedad cumpla una 
extrana significacion, sin que esa ausencia vuelva por su res
cate" (245; A45) . She continues linking father and son and tells 
Jose: 

No rehuses el peligro, pero intenta siempre 10 mas diffcil. Hay el 
peligro que enfrentamos como una sustituci6n, hay tambien el 
peligro que intentan los enfermos, ese es el peligro que no 
engendra ningun nacimiento en nosotros, el peligro sin epifanfa. 
Pero cuando el hombre, traves de sus dfas ha intentado 10 mas 
diffcil, sabe que ha vivido en peligro, aunque su existencia haya 
sido silenciosa, aunque la sucesi6n de su oleaje haya sido manso, 
sabe que ese df que a que Ie ha sido asignado para su transfigur
arse, vera, no los peces dentro del fluir, lunarejos en la movili
dad, sino los peces en la canasta estelar de la eternidad. (245-46; 
A46) 

Rialta's statements to her son encourage him to develop his 
own characteristics, but within the tradition represented by his 
father. The Colonel's vitality had been directed against the 
dangers of the physical world, but she urges Jose to struggle 
against other perils. Possibly sensing that her son has not 
overcome the imposing shadow of his father, she suggests that 
he follow a family tradition by not avoiding risks and chal
lenges and by attempting the most difficult . Such endeavors, 
she clearly indicates, can take place in intellectual as well as 
physical realms. The dangers are great, but the fear of failure 
must be overcome if permanent accomplishments (lithe fish in 
the starry basket of eternity") are to be achieved . The impor
tance of Rialta's words cannot be overestimated, because they 
are central to what Jose is to become. 

Rialta's role as a spiritual mentor is reinforced at the end of 
the novel by Oppiano Licario, who intensifies Jose's introduc
tion into the mysterious struggles of creativity. Licario is the 
bridge linking Jose to his family and to his destiny as a writer, 
and he seems to always appear during significant events in 
Jose's family . Licario helps Alberto avoid danger on his first 
night away from horne, and he is present at the Colonel's 
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death . Also, Licario's presence is instrumental in helping Jose 
overcome the trauma of his father's demise . At the end of 
Paradiso, Licario indicates to Jose that he has successfully 
surmounted many dangers and that he is ready to deal with 
the challenges of crea tive activities . Jose's con tacts wi th Licario 
at this point have all the connotations of a ritualistic initiation, 
and these events mark Jose's passage through a special 
threshold: the commitment to creative writing. This decision is 
presented as a great adventure and is communicated by ac
tions and symbols generally associated with the hero 
archetype. 21 

Jose's mother and Oppiano Licario nurture some of the 
young man's most promising traits, particularly those associ
ated with his father and his uncle . Jose tempers the Colonel's 
vitality with his own patience and Alberto's rebellious creativ
ity with disciplined observation . Jose is encouraged to foster 
these tendencies and to use these traits in developing his own 
unique expression. In this respect, Jose becomes a synthesis of 
traditions-which pertain to his family-and his own indi
Viduality . 

By this point in the novel, Jose has a specific paradigm of 
traits . He is secure because he possesses a sense of his roots, 
belongs to a specific time and place, has overcome the turmoil 
of adolescence, and has found a destiny. He seeks unity in 
diversity and is as interested in the small details of existence as 
in theoretical concepts. He is intellectually curious, patient, 
observant, and, due to his asthma, physically tense and inac
tive. Above all, he is imaginative and committed to writing. He 
regards creativity as a way to knowledge because the creative 
act involves the unification of diverse and often unseen or 
unnoticed elements, and to see is to know. Significantly, 
creativity is also a means to overcome the tedium and boredom 
of life. 

As the novel progresses, Jose's imagination becomes more 
important; indeed it seems likely that his creative thought 
transforms sections of the text. This possibility is explored in 
the next chapter of this study, but it is of more than passing 
interest to note here the prospect of such a dialectic, since 

2l. See Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces . 
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Jose's imaginative faculties constitute one of the more intri
guing components in his paradigm of traits . The events in the 
novel are time-bound, but the traits associated with Jose are 
essentially time-free. Although the character Jose Cemi is cre
ated in part through his own actions as well as by direct 
characterization on the part of the narrator and other person
ages in the novel, the characterization is accomplished largely 
by indirect means. For this reason, the categorization of rela
tionships is as important in the understanding of a character as 
are the mechanisms that create a trait or a metaphoric concept 
of a character. 

In a perceptive discussion of characterization, Leon Surme
lian wrote that "a character in fiction is a synthesis of diverse 
elements and the result of the same unifying inner vision that 
sees the like in the unlike and draws the fragments together 
like a magnet.'r22 His comments are not only apropos to char
acterization in Paradiso, but also to the general creative process 
of this novel, because, in its creation, Lezama Lima frequently 
considered a number of widely separated factors and united 
them into a cohesive whole. This process was used in the 
creation of traits. But Lezama Lima also took characters and 
events that are separated in time and space and telescoped 
them into a unified view of reality. A movement from frag
mentation to unity occurs as the pieces of different mosaics 
swirl into place. In this manner, Lezama Lima conveyed his 
conviction that order and unity do exist in the world
although they are not always apparent. Lezama Lima's in
terest in the achievement of unity is related to his desire to 
overcome the barriers of time, to reach a state that is time-free . 
Lezama Lima's belief that characters can be considered 
metaphors indicates that he was aware of the syntagmatic and 
paradigmatic functions of language. And his conception of 
characterization is intimately related to the way that metony
my and metaphor operate in his works. In both cases, linear 
and time-bound function became the basis for a time-free 
creation; these mechanisms provided a basis for the expression 
of his quest for eternity. 

22. Surmeiian, Techniques of Fiction Writing , 140. 
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Organizational Configurations: 
Plot and Fabula 

It is usually assumed that the presentation of events in 
Paradiso generally follows a traditional chronological pattern, 
with the main episodes of the novel taking place between the 
waning years of the nineteenth century and the fourth decade 
of the present. This is essentially correct, but there are some 
marked temporal dislocations in Paradiso, and chapter 12 con
tains the most challenging ones . This chapter constitutes a 
complete break with the chronological ordering that preceeds 
it and, at first glance, seems far removed from the contents of 
the other chapters. There are four separate story lines in the 
chapter, and they are presented in alternating sections . The 
beginnings of all the stories are told first; then the sequence of 
stories is repeated as the second and third sections are related. 
The stories merge in the fourth segment-mainly through the 
overlapping of central figures. This occurs despite the separa
tions of time and space that divide the four narrations .! The 
first story relates the exploits of a Roman military tribune, and 
While the other three stories take place in Havana and are 
contemporary to most of the events in Paradiso, none of the 
characters in these stories seems to be related in any way to the 
characters presented in the first eleven chapters . The chapter 
closes with a vignette in which two centurions playa game of 
dice at the ruins of a Christian temple that is built over the 
remnants of an academy for pagan philosophers. Chapter 12 is 
a very expansive section of the novel; its unexpected appear
ance challenges the reader but also raises serious questions 
about the unity of the work. In order to gain some insight into 
the importance and function of this unusual section, some of 

1. A more detailed summary and analysis of the chapter' s contents is 
available in Raymond D. Souza, Maior Cuball Novelists , 66-71. 
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the organizational patterns that exist in the novel will be ex
amined in order to see if chapter 12 fits into the overall design 
of Paradiso and to see if there are any correspondences between 
elements in chapter 12 and those in other sections of Paradiso . 
In considering this issue, the distinction between plot and 
story-an analytical concept first used by the Russian Formal
ists-will be employed. 

Although the Russian Formalist movement existed for only 
a short time (approximately 1915-1930), its influence on the 
development of literary theory in this century has been de
cisive; literary critics are still in the process of working out the 
implications of many of the Russian Formalists' discoveries 
and preoccupations. 2 One of their fundamental concerns was 
the difference between plot (syuzhet) and story (jabula), that is, 
the difference between the arrangement of the contents of a 
narrative as encountered in a text (plot) and its rearrangement 
in chronological order (story). This distinction has been the 
origin of many insights, but it has also engendered a good deal 
of confusion. In applying the concept, critics have employed 
diverse terminologies and have used varying levels of abstrac
tion. Cesare Segre points out that this dichotomy is referred to 
as discours and histoire by Todorov, rt~cit and histoire by Genette, 
and as recit racontant and recit raconte by Bremond. 3 Other 
examples can be cited-such as Seymour Chatman's use of 
story (content) and discourse (expression) and Meir Stern
berg's complicated model of eight possible combinations 
based on his concepts of story, fabula, plot, and sujet. 4 The 

2. For a detailed study of the movement, see Victor Erlich, Russian Formal
ism. A briefer analysis is available in Spanish in Renato Prada Oropeza, LA 
autonomla literaria Qalapa, Mexico: Centro de Investigaciones Lingiiistico
Literarias, 1977}. The connections between formalism and structuralism are 
well delineated in Fernande M. DeGeorge, "From Russian Formalism to 
French Structuralism." Essays by the formalists are available in Lee T. Lemon 
and Marion J. Reis, eds. and trans., Russian Formalist Criticism; Ladislav Mate
jka and Krystyna Pomorska, eds., Readings in Russian Poetics; and Tzvetan 
Todorov, ed., Teorla de La literatura de los formalistas rusos. 

3. Segre," Analysis of the Tale, Narrative Logic, and Time," in his Structures 
and Time, l. 

4. Chatman, Story and Discourse; and Sternberg, Expositional Modes and 
Temporal Ordering in Fiction. 
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terminology will undoubtedly continue to change as new con
cepts evolve and different methodologies are developed . 
Segre's essay offers a positive contribution to this process: he 
reviews the origin and evolution of the concept from the Rus
sian Formalists on and clarifies the many challenges involved 
in applying the theory. 

Segre uses four categories in his own analysis: discourse, 
plot, fabula, and narrative model. 5 Discourse refers to the 
narrative text as signifier, plot to the sum of content units 
corresponding to the discourse level or to these units in the 
order they are encountered in the text, fabula to the content 
units reorganized into logical temporal order, and narrative 
model to the abstract underlying design or deep structure. 
One of the many advantages of Segre's scheme is that it moves 
from the specific to the abstract. By beginning with discourse, 
he first presents the most concrete category: the words and 
sentences of the text. In his discussion of the relationship 
between discourse and plot, Segre points out that the reader of 
a book cannot read more than one sentence at a time. 6 As a 

5. Segre points out: 

The uncertainty of the terminology, aggravated by the now habitual 
analyse du recit in place of 'analysis of the fabula ,' derives from the fact 
that a mere dichotomy is inadequate to represent the field of research 
effectively. Plot and fabula are in reality two ways of representing 
content, while what is lacking is a term which will indicate its signifying 
aspect. Thus I shall adopt , at least at the outset, a three-part division: 
discourse (the narrative text as signifier), plot (textual content in the order 
of its presentation), and fabula (content or, better, its cardinal elements, 
as rearranged in logical and chronological order). (Segre, Struct!lres and 
Time , 1-2) 

He then adds a fourth category-narrative model-which denotes the most 
abstract level. Segre clarifies the processes of formalistic criticism by pointing 
out the different ways critics regard various categories or move from one to 
another. He notes, for example, that Shklovsky and Tomashevsky see plot as 
the same, but that their concepts of fabula fluctuate between his ideas of fabula 
and narrative model. Propp, on the other hand, directly contrasts plot and 
narrative model, since folk narration has few temporal displacements . 

6. Segre notes: "The reader of a book at allY gillell moment reads no more thall a 
single selltellce; all those that preceded it have been built into a memorial 
synthesis (of subject matter, stylistic elements, allusions), while those which 
remain to be read form an area of potentiality in both linguistic and narrative 
terms" (Ibid ., 11). Such a process is possible because " it is the genetic integra-
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result, it is impossible to achieve a stylistic or linguistic analysis 
of a text's temporal axis . In the process of reading, the reader 
disregards the temporal or linear order of the story and instead 
constructs various paradigms. Segre delineates two kinds of 
"summarizing paraphrasers),, : The first (plot) accepts all the 
temporal and spatial dislocations in the text, while the second 
(fabula) rearranges things in chronological order. 7 However, 
since it is impossible to reproduce every element encountered 
in the text, it is necessary to paraphrase or synthesize, and 
therefore the reader, while accepting the plot, must also ab
stract it. 

A comparison of plot and fabula is important to an under
standing of the dislocations and organizational strategies used 
in a work. In order to arrive at a satisfactory understanding of 
these elements, the discourse has to be analyzed by dividing it 
into segments. 8 In the following examination of the organiza
tional patterns in Paradiso, two types of linear ordering are 

tion of content and expression that makes it possible to carry through as a 
unity a reading apparently split up in this manner: in the overall complexity of 
a work, its formal elements playa fundamental role in defining content also" 
(Ibid ., 12). 

7. Ibid ., 15. 
8. According to Segre the process of segmentation should have "at least two 

main objectives: (1) to prepare sequences which , rearranged in terms of 
content chronology, will constitute the fabula and (2) to arrive at zones of 
convergence between various types of discourse function and various types of 
language. In other words, there is a linear segmentation and a segmentation 
into linguistic and functional classes" (Ibid., 17) . After pointing out that in 
linear segmentation, segments are usually brought to an end by digressions or 
by forwa rd- or backward-looking segments, he notes: 

The interest of linear segmentation lies in its impossibility. Linear seg
mentation brings us into contact with 'cross-reference segments: those 
which assure the text's intelligibility over and above the temporal move
ment to and fro actuated within it. And it is not simply a matter of 
bracketing 'cross-reference segments' in order to make possible a rear
rangement of the fabula : backward- and forward-looking segments for 
the most part take on particular modes of expOSition-speech , soliloquy, 
dream, presentiment, etc. (in the case of characters}--insertion, foresha
dowing, etc. (in the technique of narrative discourse) . This is why the 
fabula can be formulated only in summary form which changes the way 
in which the events are formulated, a fact which confirms what has 
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noted-one that has its basis in events and another that is 
based on two characters, the Colonel and his son Jose. This 
segmentation most likely involves a greater degree of abstrac
tion than that intended by Segre, since it focuses mainly on 
major narrative units. Therefore it is important to keep in mind 
Segre's statement: "Fabula is always a summary; but the sum 
of the motivations is so complex that only the text in its entirety 
can indicate it. The text remains impregnable to our attacks; 
Our most striking success can be only to make it speak to US.,,9 

In diagram A, a comparison of the plot and the fabula in the 
first six chapters, as represented in major narrative units, 
reveals some interesting patterns. 

Diagram A 

Chaph'r II III IV V VI 

Plot ~ummiln: j{IS( .. ... d~thrnd J\, ... I,. ...... y\l Ulh . Rlcllt .)· ... vlluth . Cp1llnl'l ' :- Cohml' l .lnd COhllll' l .J nd 

Fahuld 

.lll,h.' k , f.lI l1Il~·· '" Cph 'I1l'I'... Iwr I .HIlll\' ytlllih . hl~ Alh\'rhl In Rhl1tcl '~ 

CtmOil'l with Irip:-. to hl:-il IT\' 1.lmd\' h' '' (llT\' ~\· h\I\IJ. \-tlurt ~ hip 

\' \l\lk J.lm,IK,1 <inJ 
Mt.'XKII 

Alt">\.·rh' ·... a nd iirs t 

(",lund and of m.nridgl' , 
Rlalt., 1nt.'l'l C,IIIIIWl' ..; 

.Ittl·mpl ~ hI 

curt.' JO~l:'. 

C,'hll1l'I · ... 
dt.',llh III 

1\' n:-.oln,ld 

already been noted, that the fabula is primarily an instrument for 
measuring deviations from the order of narrative succession. (Ibid., 18) 

Segre recognizes the degree of summary and abstraction that takes place in 
formulating the fabula and, interestingly enough, notes that cross-reference 
segments can be tied to narrative discourse or characters. 

9. Ibid. , 21. 
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What is most apparent is the number of time dislocations in 
chapter 6 and the use of the chapter as the focal point or 
touchstone of the novel's action, which moves back and forth 
in time throughout the text. 

When linear ordering is based on the Colonel and Jose (C 
and J in diagram B), the same pattern emerges. 0-4 refers to 
Jose's presence at his father's death .) 

Diagram B 

Chapters II III IV V VI 

C-4 C-t> C- 1 C- 2 C- 3 

c-s 
C-7 

J-1 J-3 J-2 

1-4 

Whether the linear chronology is based on narrative units or 
on the lives of the characters, chapter 6 becomes a focal point. 
Since linear segmentation is impossible because of cross
references, backward- and forward-looking segments based 
on such elements as dreams or speeches have been excluded 
from these diagrams (except for the references to the family 
histories in chapters 3 and 4). But an examination of cross
references in chapter 6 leads to some interesting conclusions. 

Chapter 6 begins with a passage about Grandmother Mela 
(Rialta's paternal grandmother), in which the ninety-four
year-old woman relives events in her past. One memorable 
episode takes place during one of Cuba's many struggles for 
separation from Spain during the nineteenth century. Mela 
successfully bluffs some loyalist troops and keeps them from 
searching a henhouse where three hundred rifles are hidden. 
In the context of chapter 6, this event's remoteness in time is 
significant. The chapter begins with the most remote event in 
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the first six chapters and closes with the most recent: the death 
of the Colonel. JO 

Events are presented in chronological order in chapters 7 
through 11 . Except for dreams, visions, and conversations in 
which characters relate the pasts of others, the ordering of 
events closely parallels Jose's life. Attention is also given to the 
worldly dangers that surround him, particularly unbridled 
sexuality and violence. These concerns are developed in chap
ters 8 and 9-units that have the same significance and func
tion in the telling of Jose's life that chapters 4 and 5 did in the 
Colonel's story . In both cases, contacts initiated in school serve 
as introductions to the evils and dangers of the world . 

Chapter 12 represents a complete break with the chronolo
gical ordering that preceeds it, and its contents seem far re
moved from the plot or fabula. Lezama Lima has referred to 
the chapter as a negation of time through dreamsll-an in
teresting description since the segments are not presented like 
other dreams in the novel. It is not directly apparent that these 
segments are dreams, although the irrational nature of many 
of the events and the numerous archetypal allusions are evi
dent. Whether they are dreams or visions is open to question, 
but it is obvious that the contents of chapter 12 represent a 
profound transformation of reality, and the segmentation of 
the chapter is particularly intriguing. 

The first story in the chapter narrates the exploits of a Roman 
military tribune, Atrio Flaminio. Flaminio is an astute and 
fearless leader who overcomes human and occult forces in his 
military campaigns, but his fondest wish-to die in battle-is 
frustrated when he succumbs to an illness . The next three 
narrations take place in Havana and are generally contempor
ary to the time of the novel. In the second story, a small child 
breaks a large vase while under the care of his grandmother, 
and this event produces a great deal of consternation and fear. 
The child reappears in the third and fourth stories and serves 

10. In chapter 3 reference is made to Doria Augusta' s mother (Rialta 's 
maternal grandmother) as "hija de un oidor de la Audencia de Puerto Rico" 
(SO), but it is presented as an evocation of the past rather than as an event. 

11. Lezama Lima, Car/as, 94. 
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as one of several elements that unify the four narrations. In the 
third story, an anonymous individual encounters strange and 
secret forces in his home and as he wanders through Havana. 
During one of his walks, he sees a child in a circle but is unable 
to ascertain who it is. It is later revealed that this child and the 
one in the second story are the same. The fourth story concerns 
an old music critic, Juan Longo. (The central character in the 
first and fourth narrations are given specific names, but all the 
others are anonymous.) Longo's wife attempts to remove him 
from time's flow by placing him in a cataleptic trance. After 
spending some fifty years in a state of suspension, his condi
tion is discovered, and he is placed on public display. 

Here the four stories merge as the anonymous individual of 
the third story peers into Juan Longo's casket and sees the 
child of the second narration. Also, when Longo's wife looks 
into the casket, she sees the face of Atrio Fiaminio, who is 
desperately attempting to join his troops. She screams, break
ing the suspension of time, and the figures disintegrate as they 
pass through the whirlwinds of temporality into eternity. 

The chapter closes with a vignette in which two centurions 
play dice among the ruins of a Christian temple, which is 
located on the former site of an academy for pagan philo
sophers. The dice are thrown and the numbers two and three 
appear. The number two most likely stands for duality, while 
the three denotes synthesis and unity. At this point a bust of a 
geometrician who is holding a compass falls and strikes the die 
that shows three, changing the number to two. As a result of 
this incident, the number symbolism points in two directions. 
The movement from three to two can be seen as a reversal from 
synthesis to duality, but if the final total of the dice (four) is 
considered, the meaning is different. The unity symbolized by 
three is destroyed in this case as well, and the appearance of 
four indicates the orderly display of a new form or the man
ifestation of a tradition dedicated to logic and symmetry. After 
this event, the two men, covered by a single cape and looking 
like a turtle, leave the ruins . 

The number four appears so many times in the chapter (four 
stories each divided into four parts, the dice showing four, the 
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four legs of the turtle like figure of the centurions) that it is 
probably indicative of "the orderly arrangement of what is 
separate" 12 -in this case, life and death, time and eternity, and 
materiality and creativity. The geometrician's compass, an 
instrument used to draw circles, can be regarded as a synthesis 
of penetration or insight (the leg of the compass) and incor
poration (the circles it draws). The compass is another man
ifestation of the circle image, which is used frequently in Para
diso to convey a process that imposes form over disorder or 
chaos . 13 Another sign of synthesis is the turtle. Its round upper 
shell symbolizes heaven, and its lower square (the four legs) 
represents earth .14 Even the chapter number suggests the 
same movement to form, for Cirlot points out that twelve is 
"symbolic of cosmic order and salvation . .. . Linked to it are 
the notions of space and time, and the wheel or circle."15 The 
association of twelve with time is particularly strong because of 
the division of a day into two units of twelve hours and the 
year into twelve months . The frequent appearance of four, 
particularly in the concluding vignette, indicates a movement 
toward wholeness and the integration of the four faculties of 
the mind (intellect, intuition, emotion, and sensation) into a 
complete personality. Within a sexual code, the number two 
represents the duality of choice (heterosexual or homosexual); 
the destruction of the number three by the compass (a syn
thesis of masculine and feminine symbolism) signifies a 
banishment of a preoccupation with male sexuality; and four 
stands for the ordered and harmonious integration of sexual 
instincts. In this regard, the final episode symbolizes the pro
cess a young person Oose Cemi) might experience on his 
journey to adulthood. 

The unusual contents of chapter 12 raise serious and chal
lenging questions about the section's relationship to the plot 

12. Juan Eduardo Ciriot, A Dictionary of Symbols, 225. Lezama Lima has 
stated that at the end of the chapter, " Iogro la tetractis, el cuatro, dios" 
(Lezama Lima, Las eras imaginarias, 182). 
. l3. Circle imagery is discussed in Souza, Major Cuban Novelists, 58--65; and 
In his " La imagen del circulo en Paradiso de Lezama Lima ." 

14. Ciriot, Dictionary of Symbols, 334. 
15. Ibid. , 224. 



62 . Poetic Fiction of Jose Lezama Lima 

and the fabula of Paradiso. One critic, Jaime Valdivieso, has 
speculated that the symbolic figures in this chapter correspond 
directly to the novel's characters. 16 Although Valdivieso does 
not develop this insight or offer conclusive evidence to support 
his contention, his assertion that correspondences exist be
tween chapter 12 and other sections of the novel is well
founded. However, I would modify his suggestion that one
to-one relationships exist between figures or elements and 
characters. Some one-to-one symbolic relationships do exist, 
but, on the whole, I suspect that symbolic relationships more 
often exist in combinations. When the various characters look 
into Juan Longo's casket, for example, a definite synthesis of 
Flaminio, the child, and the music critic takes place. There are 
also indications that some of the characters are split into more 
than one entity. The stroller who encounters strange forces, 
for example, may be attempting to capture his own essence 
when he sees the child in the circle. When he peers into the 
casket and confronts the child, this polarization ceases to exist. 

In many respects, many of the functions of chapter 6 are 
duplicated in chapter 12. Both sections begin with events that 
are far removed in time from the major contents of the chapter, 
and time and death are central concerns in the two units. This 
thematic overlap is matched by the correspondence of events 
concerning the Colonel in chapter 6 and Atrio Flaminio in 
chapter 12. Both men are dynamic leaders who calm their 
men's fears during important campaigns, but despite their 
great vitality and extroverted activities, they die young, de
feated by illness. In addition to these direct parallels, the two 
chapters both operate as magnets, or the focal points of many 
other sections of the text. The segmentation operates different
ly for each of the chapters, however. In the case of chapter 6, 
disruption of temporal sequences occurs between it and other 
chapters, whereas the process of alternation or segmentation 

16. "Yen otro de los capitulos finales aparece [sicl una abuela, un nino, un 
paseante, un musico, un capitan de legiones que pueden ser respectivamente 
los espiritu [sic) del CoroneL Jose Cemi, la abuela, el musico Squab y Oppiano 
Licario. Tambien contribuye a esta sincronia la continua repetici6n de diversos 
simbolos: la triada, Eros, el circulo, la serpiente, el andr6gino, el Hades que 
representan tambien la unidad" (Jaime Valdivieso, Baja el signa de Or/eo, 30). 
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is more internal in chapter 12. Although there are a number of 
differences in the two chapters, there are enough similarities to 
suggest that they together serve as important units in the 
organizational configuration of the novel. The two chapters 
rely to a great extent on correspondences with elements in 
other sections of Paradiso, and this feature is particularly im
portant to our interpretation of chapter 12. 

Victor Shklovsky indicates that as a text is read, segments of 
it are superimposed on one another. 'The subject (plot) is 
constituted, via connections between the various parts, by the 
repetition of the same passages, and these become transcur
rent images . .. . When we read a passage, we perceive it 
against the background of another. We have been given an 
orientation toward a connection, and we try to interpret it. 
This modifies our perception of the passage.'d7 This type of 
connection occurs many times in chapter 12 and can be related 
to a small detail, an image, or an event. The variety and 
number of the associations throughout the novel are remark
able . Although these repetitions frequently have symbolic 
value, some of them are barely noticeable during an initial 
reading. But there are so many of them that the reader is apt to 
recognize a few . For example, in both chapters 5 and 6, a 
compass is hurled against another object. In chapter 2, Jose 
casually holds a piece of chalk against a wall while walking
an action that is repeated in chapter 12 by a child with a lump of 
coal. In the first episode of the novel, three servants who are 
seeing Jose through an attack of asthma are apprehensive 
about the return of the Colonel and his wife, because they do 
not want to be blamed if anything goes amiss . This motif of fear 
in connection with the anticipated return of parents is repeated 
three times in the story in chapter 12 concerning the grand
mother and the child . 

In chapter 6 a nun who is nicknamed Mary Moon because of 
her paleness interrupts a fight between Jose and another child, 
which occurs just before the Colonel's death. The grand
mother of the child in chapter 12 is named Maria la Luna, and 

17. Shklovsky, "Pil'njak," Rassegna savie/ica 16 (1965). as quoted by Segre, 
Structures and Time, 22-23. 
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she protects the child from an unnamed danger. As in chapter 
6, these events in chapter 12 occur just prior to the appearance 
of death imagery-in this case in the form of the figures in the 
coffin. The presence of Atrio Flaminio in the casket recalls 
three vivid encounters with death that Jose experiences in 
chapter 6: Augusta's description of the exhumation of her 
father, who was buried in a policeman's uniform; Jose's 
observation of his father's body in full military dress; and 
Augusta's admonition to Jose regarding a wax figure of a saint 
in a glass case, which she says is real. 

The association of wax with death is particularly vivid to 
Jose . The connection is established in the following quotation 
from chapter 6, which, in the Spanish version, contains an 
autobiographical shift from the third to the first person. "La 
cera de la cara y de las manos perfeccionaba 10 que yo, por 
indicacion de mi Abuela y por desconocimiento de que ex
istiesen esos trabajos en cera, creia que era la verdadera 
muerte . Que alii no habia una imagen siquiera, sino un cor
rientisimo molde de cera, ni siquiera trabajando con un exceso 
de realismo que se prestara a la confusion, no podia ser pre
cisado por Cemi, a sus seis anos, en que iba descubriendo los 
objetos, pero sin tener una masa en extenso que fuera propicia 
a la formacion de amllogos y a los agrupamientos de las de
semejanzas en torno a nucleos de distribucion y de nuevos 
ordenamientos" 18 (A47). 

Jose's association of death with wax and with his grand
mother's story of her exhumed father is so great that these 
connections immediately corne to mind when he sees his 
father's body. "EI ordenanza descorriola sabana. Vio, de pron
to, a su padre muerto, ya con su uniforme de gala, los dos 
brazos cruzados sobre el pecho. La piel no se pareda a la cera 
que veia en sus pesadillas en el rostro de Santa Flora, que Ie 
traia su primer recuerdo de la muerte. Espero un momento, su 
padre permaneda inmovil. No se volatilizaba, como oyo con
tar a su Abuela que Ie sucedio a su padre cuando la exhuma
cion. La piel que ya no esta recorrida por la sangre, no en la cera 

18. Lezama Lima, Paradiso (Mexico City: Ediciones Era, 1968), 153. Subse
quent quotations are from this edition and are noted in the text. 
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de la muerte en Santa Flora . No era el remolino del polvo del 
cuento de su Abuela . Pero alii estaba su padre muerto. EI 
ordenanza volvi6 a cubrirlo con la sabana" (169; A48). This 
passage contains a series of transcurrent images that reappear 
in chapter 12. Jose's association of the three elements--wax, 
the whirlwind of dust, and disintegration-with death are 
echoed in the synthesis and eventual disappearance of the 
three figures in Juan Longo's casket. Longo's wife, in an effort 
to protect him from death, coats his body with wax so he will 
not be consumed by white ants . This use of insects as a man
ifestation of destruction is consistent with a metonymic chain 
that extends throughout the text, and the wax and the ants 
recall the first episode in the novel. 

When Paradiso opens, Jose, at five years of age, is suffering 
an attack of asthma, and angry red welts appear on his body. 
The woman caring for him, Baldovina, is told by other servants 
that the child has been bitten by an ant lion . At one point, 
Baldovina allows drops of sperm-oil wax from a candle to fall 
on Jose's body. The welts and the wax drippings on the child's 
body become metaphors of the struggle between destructive 
and preservative forces . This dichotomy reappears when Jose 
associates his father's body with the wax figure of the saint and 
also in the efforts of Juan Longo's wife to escape time. 

These connections and numerous others contribute to the 
unity, or cohesion, of the novel. According to M. A. K. Halli
day and Ruqaiya Hasan, "The concept of cohesion is a seman
tic one; it refers to relations of meaning that exist within the 
text, and that define it as a text. Cohesion occurs when the 
INTERPRETATION of some element in the discourse is dependent 
on that of another. The one PRESUPPOSES the other, in the sense 
that it cannot be effectively decoded except by recourse to it . 
When this happens, a relation of cohesion is set up, and the 
two elements, the presupposing and the presupposed, are 
thereby at least potentially integrated into a text.,,)9 Halliday 
and Hasan term" a single instance of cohesion" a tie . 20 Many of 
the correspondences that exist between chapter 12 and other 

19. Halliday and Hasan, Cohesion in English. 4. 
20. Ibid. , 3. 
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sections of Paradiso function as ties . This indicates that despite 
its complexity, chapter 12 is an important component of the 
novel's meaning. 

In chapter 6, when Jose sees his dead father and thinks of 
wax, the word nightmares is used to convey the impact of the 
earlier events on his imagination. Lezama Lima has indicated 
that chapter 12 consists of dreams, but if one is willing to 
consider this possibility, one has to inquire about the identity 
of the dreamer. This is an important question in any attempt to 
explain the relationship of the contents of chapter 12 to the plot 
and fabula of the novel. At first glance the story concerning 
Atrio Flaminio seems to be far removed from the rest of the 
text, but if other cross-reference segments, repetitions, and 
ties are considered, a semantic pattern emerges. 

Many of the episodes that Jose experiences in the novel are 
transformed into dreams, and at times the objects that he 
observes are animated by his imagination. The Colonel's 
attempt to teach his son how to swim by withdrawing his 
finger results in many nightmares for Jose. In another episode 
in chapter 11, Jose is engaged in creative writing, and he 
pauses to meditate on some objects he had seen in a gift shop 
window. As he thinks of the arrangment he had observed 
and others he had made himself, he begins to realize that the 
ordering of objects can constitute a creative act that transcends 
time and space. "Eso 10 llevo a meditar como se producian en el 
esas recomposiciones espaciales, ese ordenamiento de 10 in
visible, ese sentido de las estalactitas. Pudo precisar que esos 
agrupamientos eran de raiz temporal, que no tenian nada que 
ver con los agrupamientos espaciales, que son siempre una 
naturaleza muerta; para el espectador la fluencia del tiempo 
convertia esas ciudades espaciales en figuras, por las que el 
tiempo al pasar y repasar, como los trabajos de las mareas en 
las plataformas coralinas, formaba como un eterno retorno de 
las figuras que por estar situadas en la lejania eran un per
manente embrion" (380; A49). In this section of the text, the 
reader is allowed to enter the mind of a writer engaged in the 
act of creating. These meditations on time and space are a 
miniature version of what transpires in chapters 12 and l3. 
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Of particular significance in the above quotation is the men
tion of the "eternal return," a reference to the concept of 
eternal recurrence, which was developed by Friedrich Nietz
sche in Thus Spoke Zarathustra . In Lezama Lima's text, the idea 
is presented as an analogy related to an aesthetic arrangement, 
which suggests that creativity has the ability to defy time. 
These observations point to the importance of repetition in 
aesthetic creations and indicate that the reader can expect that 
some characters and events will repeatedly return as imagina
tive transformations. 

Jose's ability to re-create and transform his experiences is a 
key to interpreting chapter 12. Although Flaminio's story 
seems extraneous to the events in Paradiso, it is not the only 
segment in the novel that deals with the Roman era. In chapter 
9 Jose arrives at the university one morning, where he encoun
ters an atmosphere that is described with references to sexual
ity and the Roman god Terminus . 

Al dfa siguiente, al llegar por la manana a Upsalon, nota en 
todos los grupos una festinacion , una alharaca casi, que inter
rumpfa las clases. La gravedad socarrona del dios Termino pare
cia estar en el centro de esos grupos. Un solo tema levantaba el 
comento procaz, seudocientifico, libertino ° condenatorio. En el 
centro, el dios Termino, con una mandfbula moviente, que re
medaba una risa solfeando un solo hecho, con un enorme falo, y 
en la rna no derecha un cuerno. A cada uno de los ascensos y 
descensos de la mandfbula, correspondfa un movimiento rftmi
co de la mana con el cuerno que tapaba la hfmnica longura del 
falo . 

EI comentario alegraba todos los grupos en una esperma 
naciente . Un relator, y luego las variantes y el juego de las 
invenciones. Cemf recordo que cuando estaba en el castillo de la 
Fuerza y fue agraciado con una vision de las que else refa , habfa 
situado delfines sobre caballos que corrfan sus mutaciones entre 
el mundo inorganico y el tetano. Delfines sfmbolo de un desvfo 
sexual, que retozan cerca de la concha don de la cipriota diosa se 
envuelve en sus velos de salitre. (259; A50) 

Jose soon discovers that acceptable boundaries of human 
sexuality have been overstepped and that one of the universi
ty's outstanding athletes has been caught engaging in 
homosexual acts . This event provokes a variety of reactions 
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among the students and a long discussion between Jose, 
Fronesis, and Foci6n on the nature and origin of various stages 
of sexuality. When he is leaving the university after these 
events, Jose experiences a vision of a Roman fertility rite, 
replete with a number of figures including aristocratic Roman 
women, virgins, bulls, and an enormous phallus. These trans
formations of reality take place within the context of danger
ous events that involve sexuality and anti-government riots . 
The vision can be regarded as a manifestation of these perils 
and of Jose's need to recognize and come to terms with his own 
instincts. Social and psychic order are menaced as chaotic 
forces threaten stability. This is also the chapter in which Rialta 
advises her son to accept the most difficult challenges but to 
pursue them in an intellectual rather than a physical realm. 

The references that establish the context of Jose's vision are 
important, but there is an additional one that is perhaps even 
more crucial. Just before the scandal involving the athlete at 
the university, Jose had participated in a demonstration and 
received his mother's important advice upon his return home. 
He spends most of that night reading two books: Goethe's 
Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship and Gaius Suetonius Tranquil
Ius's The Lives of the Caesars . Goethe's novel concerns a young 
man's aspirations to be a playwright and an actor, and Jose is 
so moved by a passage concerning the calm control of one's 
circumstance that he writes ""Yo?" (249; "I?" 231) in the mar
gin. Under the guidance of a mysterious society, Wilhelm's 
goals change. The society's influence on his movement toward 
maturity parallels to a certain extent Oppiano Licario's effect 
on Jose in the last chapters of Paradiso . Jose reads in Sue to
nius's book that Nero was particularly tormented in his last 
days by portents of impending disaster. 21 From Suetonius's 
portrayal Jose gains an appreciation of the tragic results of 
egocentric excesses. He applies his understanding of the 
meaning of the word Neronic to Foci6n in other sections of 

21. George W. Mooney, in his introduction to Suetonius Tranquillus, rile 
Lives of the Caesars, wrote: "One of the most striking features of the biographies 
is the importance attached by Suetonius to dreams and omens of every kind" 
(19). 
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Paradiso and seems to incorporate this vision of reality into his 
own artistic perception . 

Within the context of these elements and episodes, Jose 
moves toward a commitment to writing and begins to react to 
readings and experiences by transforming the world he per
ceives. Chapter 12 can be regarded as the result of this dialectic 
between creativity and experience, and whether one considers 
the chapter as a compendium of dreams, visions, or writings, it 
is clear that they are intimately related to Jose Cemi. If the 
chapter consists of dreams, as Lezama Lima has stated, then 
Jose's life is an important source of the dreams' contents . This 
conclusion makes it possible to locate chapter 12 within rather 
than outside of the novel' s plot and fabula . Jose's direct and 
indirect experiences, his conflicts, and, most importantly, his 
desires are manifested in the narrative process of chapter 12. In 
addition, his readings give him access to the memories of other 
times and places. Lezama Lima stated: "La memoria es un 
plasma del alma, es siempre creadora, espermatica, pues 
memorizamos desde la raiz de la especie,,22 (AS1) . 

In the same letter in which he indicated that chapter 12 is a 
collection of dreams, Lezama Lima wrote: " La novela es una 
vida, la de Jose Cemi, y la mia, que esta metida por cada una de 
sus esquinas,,23 (AS2). The importance of autobiographical 
elements in Paradiso will be considered in the next chapter of 
this study, but it is interesting to note here that Lezama Lima 
used the singular throughout the above references to encom
pass both his life and tha t of the character he crea ted. It is as if a 
synthesis of identities had taken place in the author's mind. 
This recalls an earlier observation that there are indications 
that some of the characters in chapter 12 are fragmented. The 
merging and separation of identities that takes place is related 
to the consciousness through which the narration is filtered. 
The chapter evidences two tendencies that were present 
throughout Lezama Lima's career: the fragmentation of the 
authorial self into many entities and the avoidance of closure . 

22. Lezama Lima, La expresi6n americalla (Madrid: Alianza Editorial. 1969), 
23. 

23. Lezama Lima, Cartas, 94. 
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Whether the creator of chapter 12 is Jose Cern!, Lezama Lima, 
or, as Irlemar Chiampi Cortez has asserted, Oppiano Licario,24 
it is clear that the chapter emphasizes the transformations that 
take place in the process of writing, as well as the fact that the 
contents are closely related to Jose. A dedication to creative 
writing unites all of chapter 12's possible sources. But the 
focalization of the narration is predominantly through Jose; 
that is, it is through his eyes or consciousness that we enter this 
exceptional world of the imagination. In this regard, the cen
tral character in the novel participates in the creation and 
transformation of the text. 

So many writers and characters have been submitted to the 
psychoanalyst's couch that one is hesitant to bring up the 
subject, but there are elements in the chapter that lend them
selves well to this type of analysis. When the stroller looks into 
Juan Longo's coffin, he sees the child of chapter 12's second 
story. If the viewer and the child are regarded as aspects of the 
same person, it can be surmised that the stroller has emerged 
from childhood and come to terms with this element of his past 
and being. The child can be regarded as a figure that points 
simultaneously to the past and to the future. As a representa
tive of the past, he suggests what has been overcome; and in 
reference to the future, he symbolizes the innocence of a new 

24. Chiampi Cortez, "La proliferaci6n barroca en Paradiso." Chiampi Cortez 
refers to a sentence from Las eras imaginarias to justify her claim ("Oppiano 
Licario quiere provocar la sobrenaturaleza"), but it should be pointed out that 
Lezama Lima was referring here to the subject of time in the last three chapters 
of Paradiso and in the novel in general. When he speaks expressly of the 
narration of chapter 12, Lezama Lima uses the first-person singular: " Muevo la 
enormidad de un hacha, logro velocidades infinitas, yeo los ciegos en los 
mercados nocturnos conversando sobre la calidad plastica de las fresas, al 
final, los soldados romanos, jugando a la Taba entre las ruinas, logro la 
tetractis, el cuatro, dios" (Lezama Lima, Las eras imaginarias, 182). Lezama 
Lima's comments indicate that a fragmentation of self-referential signs is 
taking place in chapter 12, and in this process the authorial self and some of the 
characters merge and separate. Eloisa Lezama Lima has commented on this 
synthesis of identities, particularly as it occurs in Oppiano Licario: "Lezama 
Lima no ha negado la transmigraci6n de Licario, pero la mejor elucidaci6n del 
personaje ocurre en la continuaci6n de Paradiso: Licario sera Fronesis buscan
do a su madre; Licario sera Cemi; pero, en esencia, Licario sera un inagotable 
recurso litera rio; sera Lezama Lima y su afan de resurrecci6n: 'no puede ser, no 
estoy muerto.' " (Eloisa Lezama Lima, " Paradiso: novela poema," 72) . See also 
Emir Rodriguez Monegal, "Paradiso en su contexto," 42-43. 
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beginning and commitment. The meaning of Longo's wife 
seeing Flaminio in the casket is more complex, but the unmask
ing of glory (Flaminio's military past) can be related to death . 
Military uniforms are so often associated with Jose's concept of 
death in Paradiso that it is difficult to avoid the connection and 
its ultimate origin-the Colonel. There are so many vivid epi
sodes in which the asthmatic Jose is overwhelmed by his 
father's dynamic presence, that one can speculate that the 
appearance of the uniformed Flaminio in the coffin represents 
Jose's moving out from under the shadow of his father-a 
necessary step in individual development. 25 

Chapter 12's assault on time represents an integration of the 
past (Atrio Flaminio, the grandmother, aspects of the child), 
the present (the stroller), and the future (the acceptance of 
life's flow into death, the commitment to art, and the child as 
innocence). This apprehension of temporal unity is also man
ifested in the simultaneous presence of memory (the past), 
intuition (the present), and desire or expectation (the future). 
The chapter contains stimulating allusions to Jose's former 
experiences~ his present condition, and his desire to be a 
writer, and this unit of the novel suggests Jose's attainment of 
a sense of wholeness . When the four stories merge, the last 
line reads: "Ya el critico percibe las gotas de 10 temporal, pero 
no como el resto de los mortales, pues la muerte, no el sueno, 
comienza a regarle, ahora si de verdad, 10 eterno, donde ya el 
tiempo no se deja vencer, ha comenzado por no existir ese 
pecado" (427; AS3). The sin is the attempt to resist time's flow 
toward death, which is only a passage into the realm of the 
eternal. But sin and time are also synonymous, since they both 
contain the seeds of destruction. The only escape is passage 
into eternity. Chapter 12 contains the type of logic found in a 
dream, in that anything can happen and everything is possi
ble. In this realm in which imagination is truly free, time and 
Space hardly exist and memories and desires are synthesized. 

Chapters 12 and 13 represent Lezama Lima's most ambitious 
efforts to escape the limitations of time and space, and these 

25. An interesting approach to this possibility is found in Enrico Mario 
Santi, "Parridiso." See also footnote 8 in Chapter 6 of this study. 
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sections contain some of the most expansive parts of Paradiso. 
These chapters are so inventive that limiting elements are 
found mainly in subtle references to other sections of the text. 
Chapter 12 particularly questions the cohesion of the novel 
and challenges the reader's ability to uncover the networks of 
associations that Lezama Lima skillfully interweaved through
out his masterpiece. It reflects an inventive flight of the im
agination as Jose initiates his commitment to creativity, and 
limiting elements are found in previous associations to his life. 
This transformation of the personal into creative art re-creates 
a relationship that exists between Lezama Lima and his fiction
al world, which is a process that is examined in the next 
chapter. To a certain extent, chapter 12 contains metaliterary 
elements in that it consists of a text that is generated within and 
from a work that relates how a young man becomes a writer. 
Within this process, a fragmentation of authorial identity takes 
place as aspects of Lezama Lima's life and being merge with 
different characters. 

When considered within the context of its appearance, chap
ter 12 is functionally placed . It cannot be interpreted without 
recourse to other sections of Paradiso, and these relations of 
meaning contribute to the cohesion of the chapter and of the 
text as a whole. Like chapter 6, chapter 12 operates as a focal 
point of past and future events. Chapter 12 attempts to col
lapse time and is followed by a chapter that seeks to reduce the 
importance of space. Many characters who had previously 
only appeared in chapter 2 are encountered in chapter 13 as 
Jose moves toward the mysteries of art under the guidance of 
Oppiano Licario. Chapter 13 contains many elements that Jose 
must overcome in his movement toward manhood . The last 
two chapters (13 and 14) present his initiation into another 
stage of his life, and as the novel closes, Jose is ready to embark 
on a new, adventurous career. 

Although length is clearly only one of many indicators of 
significance and not necessarily the most important, a survey 
of the relative length of the fourteen chapters that compose 
Paradiso (diagram C) discloses some interesting information. 
Half of the novel's fourteen chapters exceed twenty-five 
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2 34 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Diagram C 

pages, and the other seven are twenty-five pages long or 
shorter. It is significant that the three longest chapters (9, 10, 
and 11) focus on Jose's university days and his friendships 
with Fronesis and Foci6n. A concern with peer relationships is 
predominant in these chapters . After chapter 11 Fronesis and 
Foci6n disappear; their absence is another sign that Jose has 
reached a new stage of development. It is interesting to note 
that the three longest chapters are followed by ones that 
attempt to collapse time and space (12, 13), and also that there 
is a parallel and rapid diminishing of length when this occurs . 
These chapters are followed by the last chapter (14), which is 
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one of the longest. It is characterized by many archetypal 
events and by enigmatic language that thickens the prose and 
slows the reader's progress. The language challenges the read
er to struggle with the signifying process of the text, just as Jose 
struggles through the darkness of the unknown: "Cemi sigui6 
avanzando en la noche que se espesa, sintiendo que tenia que 
hacer cada vez mas esfuerzo para penetrarla" (484; A54) . 

In many respects the thematic content is communicated by 
the physicality of the text. The novel closes with the words 
"podemos empezar" (489; "we can begin," 466) . This ending 
that signifies a beginning suggests that a new plot and fabula 
are about to be set in motion as life's processes of dissolution 
and renewal continue. Since Paradiso is one of Lezama Lima's 
most autobiographical works, its conclusion is indicative of the 
importance of creativity in his life. The next chapter further 
examines this relationship between Lezama Lima's life and art, 
particularly as manifested in Paradiso. 



5 

The Autobiographical Paradox 

Emir Rodriguez Monegal has described Paradiso as an "auto
biographical work."t Although it is a novel in the sense that it 
is a fictional narrative, Paradiso is also, to a degree, autobio
graphical, in that it constitutes a search for origins in family 
history, creates a self-portrait, and uses the author's life as a 
referent. There are numerous correspondences between Leza
rna Lima's personal and professional life and Paradiso. 2 Among 
the most striking is the use of his parents, Jose Maria Lezama y 
Rodda and Rosa Maria Lima y Rosaldo, as models for the 
Colonel and Rialta . The death of Lezama Lima's father, an 
artillery colonel in the Cuban army, left the same emptiness in 
the family's life as it does in the novel. And the author's 
struggle against asthma, an illness that first appeared when he 
Was less than a year old and plagued him the rest of his life, 
also marks the existence of Jose Cemi. After the death of his 
father, Lezama Lima's mother suggested that he become the 
family's historian, a charge that he successfully carried out 
with the creation of his masterpiece. However, whether or not 
Paradiso can be classified as an autobiography depends to a 
great extent on one's definition of this literary form. 

The concept of autobiography has been undergoing radical 
change in recent critical theory. William L. Howarth has 
pointed out that "for too long critics have held that autobiogra
phy is 'unique,' that is, unprecedented but also monolithic in 

1. Rodriguez Monegal. The Borzoi AlltllOlogy of Latill American Literature, 
2:629 . 

. 2. For an informative description of the autobiographical elements in Para
d,SO, see Eloisa Lezama Lima, "Mi hermano." See also Jose Lezama Lima, 
"Confluencias," in Las eras imaginarias, 171-93. The latter work was also 
Published as " Autoretrato poetico," in his Cangrejos y g%ndrinas , 9-32 . A 
hterary treatment of Lezama Lima's professional life is contained in Lorenzo 
Garcia Vega, Losafios de origelles. Also very useful is Cintio Vitier's introductory 
essay to Lezama Lima , Obras completas l:1l-<>4. 

75 
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form. I hope to encourage a new response, one that finds more 
variety among the works and more similarity to established 
literary genres. If we can see that autobiographers do not 
always share the same principles, then we should no longer 
have to read them with a single set of values. ,,3 Recent research 
indicates that a more open concept of autobiography is begin
ning to prevail as scholars turn their attention to the autobio
graphical implications of works as diverse as Soren Kierke
gaard's Repetition and Sigmund Freud's Interpretation of 
Dreams. 4 This trend toward a more open definition has been 
accompanied by serious questioning of the notions of author, 
the self, and writing. 5 William C. Spengemann, in his study of 
the evolution of autobiography from St. Augustine to Natha
niel Hawthorne, classifies works under the headings of histor
ical, philosophical, or poetic autobiography. According to 
Spengemann, Hawthorne's Scarlet Letter dismisses the 
assumption that a substantial self or soul precedes and gov
erns individual experience and may be discerned through that 
experience. This assumption had enabled historical autobiog
raphers to explain, philosophical autobiographers to search 
for, and poetic autobiographers to express, the absolute self 
behind their conditioned actions . Those autobiographers who 
have managed to maintain Augustine's belief in uncon-

3. Howarth, "Some Principles of Autobiography," in Autobiography, ed. 
James Olney, 88. An extensive bibliographical survey of the study of auto
biography is contained in William C. Spengemann, The Forms of Autobiography, 
170-245. 

4. Michael Sprinkler, "Fictions of the Self: The End of Autobiography, " in 
Autobiography, ed . James Olney, 321-42. Sprinkler refers to Repetition as "a 
searching critique of the similarities and differences between recollection and 
repetition, couched in the form that Freud was to make famous-the case 
history" (Ibid., 329), and to The Interpretation of Dreams as "an autobiography 
and the foundation of all of Freud's theoretical writing" (Ibid., 337) . For a 
structuralist interpretation of autobiography, which is based in part on the 
texts of Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan, see Jeffrey Mehlman, A Structural 
Study of Autobiography. Mehlman states: "For Freud was, I believe, the practi
tioner of the most radical form of autobiography we know: that self-analysis 
which, beginning in the correspondence with Fliess, was pursued throughout 
his career and, no doubt, in and through his most difficult ' theoretical' works" 
(Ibid., 14). 

5. See particularly Sprinkler, "Fictions of the Self"; and Louis A. Renza, 
"The Veto of the Imagination: A Theory of Autobiography," in Autobiography, 
ed. James Olney, 268--95. 
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ditioned selfhood have continued to write about themselves in 
the three forms he erected upon that belief. But, for those who 
have accepted Hawthorne's conclusion, that the self is con
tinually reshaped by efforts to explain, discover, or express it, 
autobiography in the Augustinian sense is no longer 
possible.,,6 Spengemann concludes that the modern concept 
of autobiography makes "autobiography seem both impossi
ble and unavoidable. Without a self, one cannot write about it, 
but whatever one writes will be about the self it constructs. 
Autobiography thus becomes synonymous with symbolic ac
tion in any form, and the word ceases to designate a particular 
kind of writing. To call any modernist work 'autobiographical' 
is merely to utter a tautology.,,7 

Whether or not one unreservedly accepts this contemporary 
view of autobiography, it does contain implications that are 
germane to our consideration of Paradiso . Lezama Lima's state
ment that he was and was not Jose Cemf indicates that he 
recognized the paradoxical role that autobiography plays in his 
masterpiece. 8 The recognition of this dialectic is central to any 
consideration of the narrative strategy in Paradiso, because 
there are instances in the text in which the distinction between 
the self as narrator and the self as object of the narration is 
evident. Howarth has referred to these two functions as "the 
persona's two didactic roles: as narrator, he teaches his prime 
lesson; as protagonist he relives and learns from his days of sin 
Or error.,,9 This dichotomy is evident in the passage that de
scribes Jose seeing the wax figure of a saint and confusing it 
with death. Jose and his grandmother are first referred to as 
Dona Augusta and "her grandson," but these identities sud
denly change to "my grandmother" and "1." "AI pasar delante 
de la urna que reproduce en cera a Santa Flora muerta, Dona 
Augusta Ie dijo a su nieto: -Es una santica que estci ahf, 
~uerta de verdad-. La cera de la cara y de las manos perfec
clonaba 10 que yo, por indicaci6n de mi Abuela y por descono-

6. Spengemann, The Forms of Autobiography, 167. 
7. Ibid ., 168. 

228. "Aun el mismo Jose Cemi es y no es mi persona" (Lezama Lima, Cartas, 
). 

9. Howarth, "Some Principles of Autobiography," 9. 
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cimiento de que existiesen esos trabajos en cera, crefa que era la 
verdadera muerte"l0 (ASS). The narration then returns to the 
third person and points out that at the age of six, Jose could 
scarcely make the necessary distinctions. Such dramatic shifts 
in the narration underscore the autobiographical element in 
the novel and are indicative of the juxtaposition of two time 
frames: the time of the event and that of the observation that 
Jose could not understand the situation because of his youth . 

There are many examples of these narrative shifts and time 
juxtapositions throughout the text. The most dramatic is the 
observation made immediately after Jose's mother advises him 
to always attempt the most difficult. She closes her advisory 
discourse with reference to a future that may deny that her 
counsel was ever given. "Algunos impostores pensaran que 
yo nunca dije estas palabras, que ttl las has invencionado, pero 
cuando ttl des la respuesta por el testimonio, ttl y yo sabremos 
que sf las dije mientras viva y que ttl las seguiras diciendo 
despues que me haya muerto" (246; A56) . At this point, in 
what seems to be an attempt to carry out Rialta's prediction, 
the narrator states in the first person: "Se que esas son las 
palabras mas hermosas que Cemf oyo en su vida, despues de 
las que leyo en los evangelios, y que nunca oira otras que 10 
pongan tan decisivamente en marcha, pero fueron tantas las 
cosas que recayeron en ese dfa sobre el, que comenzo a sentir 
esa indecision nerviosa que precede a la sibilacion bronquial de 
una crisis asmatica" (246; AS7). Here the narrator's identifica
tion with Jose becomes complete, and a synthesis of the pre
sent ("se"), past ("oyo"), and future ("oira") is conveyed by 
the verbal forms that are used. The narrator interrupts a scene 
that is in progress and relates information that could only be 
known after a lapse of time . In this regard, the temporal 
context of the narrator and that oOose and his mother are quite 
different, and therefore the flow of the action is momentarily 
suspended by the narrator's presence. Although the reader is 
partially prepared for this interruption by the time displace
ments that are conveyed by the verbal sequences in Rialta's 

to. Lezama Lima, Paradiso (Mexico City: Ediciones Era, 1968), 153. Subse
quent quotations are from this edition and are noted in the text . 
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speech and by the presentation of her discourse in the first
person singular, the narrator's comments are surprising. 

It is clear from such examples that Lezama Lima's self
referential sign in Paradiso is not only I but also Jose Cemi. One 
can surmise that the I functions as a sign of autobiographical 
intentionality, and that in the previously cited narrative shifts, 
fictional and autobiographical intentionality confront one 
another. Rialta's fears that her advice will be considered a 
fiction seem to echo the narrator's concern that the distinctions 
between autobiography and fiction will be lost. Verifiability 
becomes a crucial concern in Rialta's and the narrator's 
observations, and, to answer this issue, the narrator breaks in 
and verifies the truth of the matter by using the first-person 
Singular in the present tense. This is a curious technique, for 
the narrator becomes his own referent and substantiates his 
own sources; that is, he signifies the importance of these 
events in his life by insisting on their verifiability. 

In this instance of confrontation between autobiographical 
and fictional modes, the self becomes an object and contem
plates itself; or the self, in an attempt to resist its own objecti
vization in the text, asserts its presence in order to avoid the 
alienation that writing entails. When the I breaks into the text, 
Superimposing its mark on Jose, a synthesis of identities and 
times is attempted. One can speculate that these intrusions are 
indicative not only of the issue of verifiability but also of an 
anXiety about the loss of the self that is involved in writing. As 
Michael Sprinkler has stated: "No autobiography can take 
place except within the boundaries of a writing where concepts 
of subject, self, and author collapse into the act of producing a 
text."11 There is also a confrontation with the barriers of time 
and space, since autobiographical elements are linked to mem
ory. James Olney points out: "In the act of remembering the 
past in the present, the autobiographer imagines into existence 
another person, another world, and surely it is not the same, in 
any real sense, as that past world that does not, under any 

11. Sprinkler, "Fictions of the SelL" 342. It is interesting to note that there is 
~nly one footnote in Paradiso, in which it is stated: " Es mas natural el artificio 

el arte fictivo, como es mas artificial 10 natural nacido sustituyendo" (452). 
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circumstances, nor however much we may wish it, now 
exist."12 

In Lezama Lima's creative world, these dilemmas are often 
couched in terms of absence and distance, as in the following 
examples concerning Jose. "Otra frase que tenia como un 
relieve druidico, la mas intocable lejania familiar, donde los 
rostros se desvanedan como si los viesemos por debajo del mar 
.. . era esa palabra de oidor, oida y saboreada por Jose Cemi 
como la clave imposible de un mundo desconocido" (50; AS8). 
In this case the word hearer, or judge, becomes an indicator of 
the simultaneous presence and absence of an unrecoverable 
past, of a trace that embodies absence. And in the following 
quotation, Jose becomes a sign of the dialectic between the past 
and the present, particularly as they are related to his dead 
father. "Esa visibilidad de la ausencia, ese dominio de la au
sencia, era el mas fuerte signo de Cemi. En ello que no estaba, 
estaba; 10 invisible ocupaba el primer plano en 10 visible, con
virtiendose en un visible de una vertiginosa posibilidad; la 
ausencia era presencia, penetraci6n" (349; AS9). The designa
tion of absence as Jose's sign indirectly touches on the para
doxical aspect of the dialectic between autobiographical and 
fictional modes. The sign refers simultaneously to the embodi
ment of absence and to memory's desire to overcome the 
barriers of time and space in order to recapture the past. This 
quotation is followed by a summary of Jose's family tree, 
which represents the self's inquiry into its own history, and 
then the narrative proceeds to a contemplation of creativity. In 
this and many other sections of the novel, the primary purpose 
of the language is aesthetic, while the goal of the content is 
self-understanding. 

Although Paradiso gained immediate critical acclaim, it also 
received a gread deal of notoriety because of its frank and 
explicit exploration of sexuality in general and of homosexual
ity in particular. The first edition, which was published in 
Cuba, was small by Cuban standards--only four thousand 
copies--and, as far as I know, a second edition has never 
appeared in that country . 13 Lezama Lima seems to have been 

12. Olney, "The Ontology of Autobiography, " in his Autobiography, 241. 
13. For a discussion of this topic, see Emir Rodriguez MonegaL " La nueva 
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puzzled by the notoriety. In a letter written in 1974, he men
tioned resistance to the publication of Paradiso in Spain and 
stated that he could not understand how this could have 
Occurred, since Mario Vargas Llosa's Pantaleon y las visitadoras 
had been published there. 14 It is true that there is a far greater 
emphasis on sexuality in Vargas Llosa's novel, but the humor
ous escapades of that work deal only with heterosexual rela
tions, and the novel's treatment of the subject is not as broad or 
comprehensive as Paradiso's exploration of this complex aspect 
of human conduct. The initial resistance to Paradiso was most 
likely related to homosexuality, which is a particularly sensi
tive subject in Hispanic society. Paradiso was eventually pub
lished in Spain. 

As in most cases of this sort, the sexual content of Paradiso 
has frequently been overemphasized or misinterpreted. IS 

Within the content of the novel, sexuality is presented as 
merely a part of existence and as one that offers as many 
dangers as pleasures. The only advocate of homosexuality is 
the bisexual Foci6n, and he is presented as a tormented soul 
who suffers a mental breakdown. Jose's other close friend, 
Fronesis, overcomes his inability to perform with a girlfriend, 
and form is successfully imposed upon psychic disorder. In
deed, sexuality is presented as a force that must be controlled if 
it is not to overwhelm and destroy individuals. 

Although Paradiso explores a variety of sexual conduct and 
considers some of the philosophical justifications for different 
patterns of behavior, it does not constitute an affirmation of 
any particular sexual code. Rather, sexuality is presented as 
~ 

novela vista desde Cuba." Lorenzo Garcia Vega also discusses the publication 
of Paradiso as well as Lezama Lima's attitudes toward the novel's sexual 
Contents in his Los alios de origenes, 69. 

14. "Ahi se ha publicado Pantaleon y las visitadoras, que tiene muchas mas 
cosas de intimidad sexual que las que conlleva toda mi novela. Yen una forma 
mas descarnada y realista" (Lezama Lima, Cartas, 259). 

15. For intelligent discussions of the subject of homosexuality in Paradiso, 
see Enrique Lihn, "Paradiso, novela y homosexualidad"; and Emir Rodriguez 
Monegal. "Paradiso en su contexto." Lihn makes the following astute observa
hons: "Creo necesario el reconocimiento de que el discurso valorativo de Para
diSO (el cual no agota en absoluto la novela) y la historia (el destino de Foci6n 
fntre otros) condena y castiga a la homosexualidad, intentan quiza exorcizarla, 
e Contra-ponen 'una categoria superior al sexo,' la androginia perfecta y 
creadora de Cemf" (Lihn, "Paradiso," 16-17). 
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one of many possible dangers on the road to salvation and as a 
force that, when misused, can become a narcissistic whirlpool 
of self-destruction. Rodriguez Monegal has pointed out that 
Lezama Lima's creative system: 

tiene en su centro la noci6n de salvaci6n y que encuentra como 
via para la salvaci6n la creaci6n poetica. Quienes olvidan que 
Lezama es cat6lico, olvidan que es un poeta cat6lico y que s610 en 
tanto que tal es posible comprender honda mente su sistema. De 
ahi que la novela se llama Paradiso, y no s610 como superficial 
homenaje al otro gran poeta cat6lico. EI hombre de Lezama, 
desterrado del paraiso de la infancia, perdido en el mundo, se 
salva por la poesia. Contra la afirmaci6n heidergeriana de que el 
hombre es para la muerte, alza Lezama su profunda convicci6n 
de que el hombre es para la resurrecci6n y de que esa resurrec
ci6n llega por el camino de la poesia. 16 (A60) 

This system that views creative writing as a way to salvation 
contains its own dangers. Metaliterature, autobiography, and 
excessive sexuality all contain self-referential elements, which, 
paradoxically, can lead either to narcissistic self-indulgence or 
to self-knowledge. Exploring the demarcation between the 
two can be a dangerous enterprise. 

Eloisa Lezama Lima has pointed out that her brother would 
often synthesize the characteristics of three undistinguished 
relatives into one colorful character. 17 Given this aspect of 
Lezama Lima's creative process, it is unwise to attempt to 
establish one-to-one relationships between fictive and "real" 
individuals. One can assume that the process worked in a 
reverse fashion in the autobiographical mode-that the autho
rial self was fragmented and projected onto numerous charac
ters . In Paradiso this occurs particularly in regard to sexuality . 
With the exception of a brief encounter on a Florida beach with 
Grace Ginsley, an "older" woman of sixteen years, Jose does 
not participate directly in any sexual activity. But codes that 
refer to sexuality are embedded in many passages. In Paradiso 
Lezama Lima obviously chose to displace this aspect of his 
autobiography, so that his sexual life and the sexual lives of his 
immediate family would be decorously concealed. The ab-

16. Rodriguez Monegal, "Paradiso en su contexto," Imagel!, 5. 
17. Lezama Lima, Cartas, 22. 
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sence of much overt sexualty in the case of Jose might be 
indicative of what the author would have liked to have been, at 
least in a theological sense. This is particularly significant as far 
as the autobiographical mode is concerned, for it represents a 
departure from the model used in Paradiso. The narrative 
strategy is different in his second novel, Oppiano Licario, which 
was published posthumously and incomplete in 1977. In this 
work, which is in many respects a satellite of Paradiso, Jose 
sleeps with the title character's sister. 

When asked if he considered Paradiso an autobiographical 
work, Lezama Lima replied that the novel responded to a 
particular circumstance-that of the family-and moved to the 
abstract realm of archetypes and mythology. 18 This procedure 
explains the novel's movement from the specific to the general 
and reflects Lezama Lima's concern in capturing universal 
essences. He places Jose within a specific family in a particular 
social class, relates the family to a national cultural heritage, 
and then moves to a universal cultural context by referring to 
numerous mythologies. This explains, in part, the abstract 
nature of the last chapters of the novel and the obscurity of 
Some passages in which several cultural ideologies are synthe
sized. 

According to Thomas E. Lewis, the literary referent is a 
"cultural ideological unit" that is encoded into a text, and it 
communicates a semantic field throughout the work. 19 Wolf
gang Iser includes such cultural contexts in what he terms the 
"repertoire," which he defines as consisting "of all the familiar 
territory within the text. This may be in the form of references 
to earlier works, or to social and historical norms, or to the 
Whole culture from which the text has emerged.,,2o 

On one level, Lezama Lima defines what it means to be 
Cuban, and on a more philosophical and theological plane, he 
relates Jose to conditions found in all times and places. Jose 
Juan Arrom, who has delineated many of the Cuban elements 

18. "Interrogando a Lezama Lima," in Recopilaci6n de textos sabre Jose Lezama 
Lima, ed . Pedro Simon Martinez, 21. 

19. Lewis, "Notes toward a Theory of the Referent," 463. 
20. Iser, The Act of Reading, 69.1 have also been helped a great deal by John S. 

Brushwood, "Sobre el referente y la transformacion narrativa." 
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that can be found in Paradiso, has pointed out that cemf is a 
word of Tainian origin . The Tainos tribe was the largest of 
numerous Indian tribes that occupied Cuba before the arrival 
of the Spanish, and, Arrom explains, they used the word cemf 
to designate the gods and the images that represented them. 21 
Arrom is undoubtedly correct, for Lezama Lima has said that 
at the end of the novel Jose moves to "complementar su patro
nfmico de Idolo 0 imagen" (complement his surname as idol or 
image) .22 Taking this line of association a step further, an 
explanation by Fernando Ortiz that "taino" indicates a social 
category associated with nobility and dominion should be 
noted . According to Ortiz, the Tainians represented the most 
advanced culture in pre-Hispanic Cuba?3 Within the world of 
Paradiso, the Cemf family enjoys these social attributes or dis
tinctions . 

Arrom also claims that the title of the book is not based on 
Dante but is instead based on a reference in a poetic myth to 
Cuba-the paradise of the Tainos.24 This poeticization of 
legend or myth is alluded to by Lezama Lima in his comments 
on the appearance of Oppiano Licario's sister in the closing 
chapters. "Aparece la hermana Inaca Eco Licario rindiendo la 
sentencia poetica como la tierra prometida,,25 (A61) . The vision 
of a promised land is part of a national tradition. This rela
tionship and Lezama Lima's understanding of it are discussed 
in Cintio Vitier's Lo cubano en la poesfa . 26 Lezama Lima belonged 
to a generation that was obsessed with defining what it means 
to be Cuban, and his concept of Cuban culture was influenced 
by other thinkers, particularly Fernando Ortiz. Paradiso is in
debted in both a general and a specific sense to Fernando 
Ortiz. This indebtedness is evidenced in the recognition of the 

21. Arrom, " Lo tradicional cuba no en el mundo novelistico de Jose Lezama 
Lima," 470. See also Arrom, Mitolog{a y artes prehisplil/iras ell las Antillas; and 
Fernando Ortiz, COIltrapullto wbano del tabaco y el azurar, particularly part 2, 
chapter 6. 

22. Lezama Lima, Las eras imaginarias, 183 . 
23. Ortiz, Los fae/ores I,umallos de la eubal1idad, 18. 
24 . Arrom, "Lo tradicional cubano en el mundo novelistico de Jose Lezama 

Lima," 470. 
25. Lezama Lima, Las eras imagillarias, 183. 
26. Vitier, La (ubano ellia poes{a . See particularly chapters 1 and 13. See also 

his introductory essay to Lezama Lima , Obras completas. 
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tobacco and sugar industries' influence on the formation of 
Cuban character and in the understanding that the pre
Hispanic ritual of smoking is part of the cultural code in con
temporary Cuba and communicates opulence and dominance. 
These few examples of the many manifestations of Cuban 
cultural tradition in Paradiso are indicative of the work's preoc
cupation with an apprehension of Cuban essence . The novel 
recognizes pre-Hispanic Indian civilizations as a central com
ponent of Cuban identity and reflects the successive incor
porations of European, black, and oriental cultures . There are 
also allusions in the novel to the influence of the Indian civi
lizations of the American continent, particularly in the section 
concerning the Colonel's trip to Mexico. References to the 
United States include the Colonel's military training in Florida, 
his death in Florida during the great influenza epidemic of 
1915-1919, and Rialta's family's residence in the same state in 
an earlier time. All of these episodes closely parallel the history 
of Lezama Lima's family. 

This preoccupation with cultural tradition is particularly 
prevalent in the novel because of that genre's historic connec
tion with Cuban national identity . The development of the 
novel in Spanish America coincided with the independence 
movement of the nineteenth century. (During the colonial 
period, which lasted three hundred years, there was a curious 
absence of what contemporary critics would define as novels.) 
The novel was intimately related to the development of a 
national identity, because, of all the verbal art forms, it most 
fully engages a wide range of cultural communications. In 
Paradiso the interest in the development of a national con
sciousness is manifested in references to some of the forces 
that shaped Cuban personality: Cuba's pre-Hispanic heritage, 
its geographical setting, its history, and its two major sources 
of economic vitality-tobacco and sugar. 

Lezama Lima also incorporates into his repertoire a number 
of other cultural ideological units. Philosophical, literary, 
musical, and mythological references abound throughout the 
Work. A representative sampling of the mythological refer
ences includes Angra Mainyu (101; 91), the Persian personi
fication of darkness and evil; Osiris (270; 252), the Egyptian 
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god of the underworld; Siva (106; 97), in Hindu myth the third 
deity in the triad of great gods; Semiramis (232; 215), the 
legendary queen of Assyria; Moloch (229; 213), the sun-god of 
the Ammonites; Ananke (423; 400), a Greek goddess who 
personified fate; Terminus (259; 241), the Roman god of 
boundaries; the Valkyries (296; 276), in Norse myth the 
maidens of the supreme deity; Xibalba (42; 36), the realm of evil 
in Mayan mythology; and Viracocha (378; 357), the supreme 
deity of the ancient Peruvians. 27 Mythologies are systems of 
images that explain or interpret the world, and myths are the 
themes of the imagination. These systems communicate 
humankind's awe at the mysteries of life, explain the universe 
by giving it form, support and validate different social orders, 
and help guide the individual through the crises of life . 28 

Although the mythologies are varied and belong to different 
times and places, they communicate essential messages that 
continually repeat themselves, and they are based on experi
ences that are universal. In Paradiso Jose Cemi discovers a 
particular soCial order and the world, passes through the 
threshold that separates childhood from adulthood, and 
embarks on an adventurous quest-the commitment to 
creativity. He moves from the security of formal social and 
family structures to the insecurity of the new and creative. The 
many mythological references in Paradiso indicate that Jose is 
not only an extension of Cuban qualities; he is also a child of 
the world, because he embodies essences and experiences that 
belong to all of us. Lezama Lima's frequent use of archetypal 
and mythological figures also recalls Spengemann's observa
tion that, since Hawthorne, a modern concept of autobiogra
phy is synonymous with symbolic action. 

In considering how the major extra textual realities function 
in the novel and how they are transformed into narrative, it is 
helpful to consider Gerard Genette's concept of the expansion 
of a verb-an idea he suggests in his introduction to an analy
sis of a work by Proust. "Since any narrative, even one as 

27. Frank Chapin Bray, Bray's University Dictionary of Mytho!08Y; Joseph 
Kaster, Putnam's Concise Mythol08ical Dictionary; Felix Guirand , ed., New 
Larousse Encyclopedia of Mythology. 

28. Joseph Campbell, The Masks of God, 608-24. 
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extensive and complex as the Recherche du temps perdu, is a 
linguistic production undertaking to tell one of several events, 
it is perhaps legitimate to treat it as the development-mon
strous, if you will-given to a verbal form, in the grammatical 
sense of the term: the expansion of a verb. I walk, Pierre has come 
are for me minimal forms of narrative, and inversely the Odys
sey or the Recherche is only, in a certain way, an amplification (in 
the rhetorical sense) of statements such as Ulysses comes home to 
Ithaca or Marcel becomes a writer.,,29 

If we apply Genette's concept to Paradiso, the following 
scheme emerges: (1) the autobiographical paradox (I am/am 
not Jose Cern f), (2) Cuba (Jose Cemf is Cuban), (3) other cul
tUres (Jose Cemf discovers the world), and (4) creativity (Jose 
Cemi becomes a writer). A process of definition and discovery 
underlies these four categories. The first involves the self's 
inquiry into its own being; the second, a contemplation of 
What it means to be Cuban; the third, the revelation of an 
individual's connection to universal human experience as 
symbolized in culture; and the fourth, the dialectical rela
tionship that exists between creativity and the first three cate
gories. The last point is particularly important, for as Jose 
becomes committed to writing, he transforms extra textual 
realities. 

These categories contain the paradoxical processes of clo
Sure and aperture, in the sense that they synthesize a self
contemplative stance and an openness to all that is exterior. 
This contradiction enhances many of the novel's concerns, for 
if anyone characteristic can be said to be lurking in the shad
ows of Lezama Lima's creative world, it is a thirst for absolutes. 
And absolutes can only be discovered in a relentless investiga
tion of the self and the world. For this reason Lezama Lima 
once referred to Oppiano Licario, who shows Jose the way to 
creativity, as a "new Icarus who was trying to attempt the 
impossible. ,,30 

The four categories begin as extra textual realities, but as they 
are encoded into the text, they become semantic fields that are 

29. Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse, 30. 
30. Lezama Lima, Las eras imagiltarias, 182. 



88 . Poetic Fiction of Jose Lezama Lima 

interwoven throughout the novel. Each one, individually or in 
combination with others, tends to predominate in certain sec
tions of the text. Generally speaking, the first two prevail in the 
first chapters of Paradiso, and the third and fourth are predomi
nant in the concluding sections of the work. The novel moves 
from the first to the last categories; it is a work in which the 
specifics of an autobiographical context are transformed and 
moved into a creative apprehension of the world . The chapter 
that operates as a prototype of this process is chapter 12, in 
which Jose fictionalizes elements from his life and projects 
them into the realm of myth . However, chapter 12 cannot 
stand alone, because its significance is lost if it is isolated from 
the rest of the text. The message it conveys-the artistic trans
formation of certain contexts-is a central component of the 
novel. 

Both an autobiographical and a fictive intentionality are 
indispensable to Paradiso; for this reason I have termed this 
process the autobiographical paradox. The work can be classi
fied as an autobiographical novel or a fictionalized autobiogra
phy. Both terms reflect, with different degrees of emphasis, 
the mixture of autobiographical and fictive intentionality in 
Paradiso . Of the two terms, I prefer the second, because in my 
view it more accurately reflects the precise nature of the syn
thesis. 

In an epistemological sense, the novel is a combination of 
autobiography and fiction. On a stylistic level, the novel repre
sents a blending of narrative prose and poetry. On an ideo
logical level, it represents a mixture of anarchistic and con
servative tendencies. It is conservative in its emphasis on 
family and social values and anarchistic in certain instances in 
regard to an insistence on immediate sexual gratification. The 
novel affirms some of the values that sustain the social order 
and challenges others. These syntheses are indicative of one of 
the major strategies of Lezama Lima's art: his attempt to inte
grate diverse and often contradictory elements. These contra
dictory modes have their origin in Lezama Lima's personal life, 
but some of these elements are displaced or projected onto 
characters other than Jose. 
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The repeated appearance of circle imagery in Paradiso, which 
has been referred to several times, is undoubtedly an impor
tant aspect of the novel. Cirlot points out that the circle can 
"stand for heaven and perfection and sometimes eternity as 
well," and that the Chinese symbol for heaven was a circle .31 

Lezama Lima also had recourse to a myth from India that 
associates the circle with the entrance to paradise . In one of his 
essays, he describes a river that ends in a seething circle of 
water that leads to paradise .32 

The circle can also be applied to a conceptualization of the 
self, particularly as defined by Carl Jung, who saw the self as 
the "totality of the psyche. The self is not only the centre, but 
also the whole circumference which embraces both conscious 
and unconscious, it is the centre of this totality, just as the ego 
is the centre of consciousness . ,, 33 This synthesis of symbolism, 
which deals with concepts of the exterior world and of the self, 
provides an important artistic linkage of two of the referents
autobiography and world culture. Geometric progressions 
from square to circle often appear in the novel. This occurs for a 
number of reasons, but particularly to convey the movement 
from potentiality to creativity. In this respect, circular imagery 
can be regarded as an artistic strategy that is used to unify the 
four referents . The first and fourth categories, autobiography 
and creativity, form the initial and final links of a circular 
creative process; they are the basis of a narration that con
tinually contemplates itself even as it incorporates the external 
world into its own orbit. In this regard, the text presents the 
self's inquiry into its own history, its immersion into Cuban 
and other cultures, and its discovery and commitment to 
creativity. 

The last chapter of Paradiso offers a masterful synthesis of the 
four major referents; they are subtly interwoven into a lush 
narrative fabric. Chapter 14 abounds in mythological and 
cultural allusions of national and international origins-it even 

31 . juan Eduardo Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols , 45. 
32. Leza ma Lima, Las eras imaginarias, 192-93. 
33. jung, " Dream Symbolism in Relation to Alchemy," in The Portable IlIng, 

324. 
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contains references to Van Gogh's self-portraits. The chapter 
presents Jose's movement toward his commitment to poetry 
and Oppiano Licario's role in this event. It has two major 
divisions. The first, which is narrated with a great deal of wit 
and humor, concerns Licario's life, including his adventures in 
Europe. The second narrates Jose's metaphorical journey 
through a night of perils and possibilities. Lezama Lima has 
explained that Jose's nocturnal meanderings contain elements 
of exile and wanderings in the wilderness-a sense of separa
tion and longing-and he has compared Jose's state to the 
feelings that he believes Cuba's national hero Jose Marti must 
have felt when he was released from prison in Spain. 

Desput?s de su prision, Marti debio de sentir como un renacer en 
la imagen de la resurreccion, como despues de su muerte vuelve 
a resurgir en la carne. Lo desertico y su nueva aparicion simboli
ca en el destierro se igualan, y por eso en el Paradiso, para 
propiciar el ultimo encuentro de Jose Cemf con Oppiano Licario, 
para llegar a la nueva casualidad, a la ciudad tibetana, tiene que 
atravesar todas las ocurrencias y recurrencias de la noche. EI 
descendimiento placentario de 10 nocturno, el fiel de la 
medianoche, aparecen como una variante del desierto y del 
destierro, todas las posibilidades del sistema poetico han sido 
puestas en marcha, para que Cemf concurra a la cita con 
Licario.34 (A62) 

This skillful blending of the concepts of sacrifice, purification, 
death, resurrection, and creativity projects cultural elements 
into the realm of the eternal. For Lezama Lima, the poetic 
image represented a glimpse of eternity, because it entails a 
movement toward unity and represents a way of unifying the 
many fragments of existence. Imagery is a way of understand
ing the world, of relating visible reality to an order of existence 
beyond the observable universe. 

During his nocturnal stroll, Jose sees a mosaic that depicts 
the Holy Grail in the center of a circle formed by King Arthur's 
knights. A manifestation of the circle image, the quest for the 
Grail represents the search for the mystic center-the nucleus 
of all being. Jose's passages into the mysteries of creativity 
represents the beginning of his search for paradise, and the 

34. Lezama Lima, Las eras imaginarias, 182. 
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streets he wanders through are symbolic of the rivers that lead 
to paradise. Separated for all time from the security of child
hood, and unaccompanied by his friends, Jose confronts the 
significance of Licario's demise and the void that death repre
sents. Licario's wake provokes a chain of metonymic associa
tions linked to death: 

Record6 el relato de dona Augusta, su bisabuelo muerto, con 
uniforme de gala, intacto, que de pronto, como un remolino 
invisible, se deshacfa en un polvo coloreado. La cera de la cara y 
las manos, con su urna de crista!, de Santa Flora, ofreciendo una 
muerte resistente, dura como la imagen del cuerpo evaporado. 
La cera repentinamente propicia al trineo del tacto, ofreciendo 
un infinito deslizamiento. De nuevo la voz de su padre, escondi
do detras de una columna, y diciendole con voz fingida : --cuan
do nosotros estabamos vivos, andabamos por un camino, y 
ahora que estamos muertos, andamos por este otro-. Cobr6 
vivencia de la frase "andar por el otro camino" . Ascendi6 la 
imagen de Oppiano Licario, pero ya solo en el omnibus, con 
todos los demas asientos vacfos, sonando sus colecciones de 
medallas, mandando a detener al caballito de sus dracmas 
griegos, con sus pechos y sus ancas desproporcionados en rela
ci6n con la cara y con las patas pequenas que rota ban sobre un 
tambor. EI inmenso tambor de la noche, un tambor silencioso, 
que fabricaba ausencias, huecos, retiramientos, desconchados 
por los que cabia un brazo de mar. (488; A63) 

The overwhelming emptiness that Jose feels at this moment is 
skillfully conveyed by references to the unfathomable depths 
of the sea and the "immense drum of the night." The allusions 
to space, darkness, and the silence of the drum suggest the 
sense of loss, chaos, and emotional disorientation that Jose 
experiences on learning of Licario's death . 

Jose is met by Licario's sister, and her self-assured manner, 
which is partially conveyed by geometric forms, reassures 
him. "Mostraba como su hermano una total confianza religiosa 
en sf misma y ese sf mismo estaba formado por dos lineas que 
se interceptaban en un punto. Y ese punto era el encuentro 
entre su azar y su destino" (488; A64) . The reference to fate and 
destiny can also be applied to Jose and is soon repeated in lines 
from a poem that Licario wrote for Jose . When Jose looks into 
the coffin, which is sealed with a glass pane, the reader recalls 
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the Roman consul and the music critic in chapter 12. Atrio 
Flaminio's heroic feats and Juan Longo's attempts to negate 
time are now transferred to Licario, but, in a spiritual sense, he 
succeeds where they had failed. The glass pane is described as 
a "magic mirror," and it reflects light like a brilliant "radiation 
of ideas ." "Como un espejo magico captaba la radiaci6n de las 
ideas, la columna de autodestrucci6n del conocimiento se 
levantaba con la esbeltez de la llama, se reflejaba en el espejo y 
dejaba su inscripci6n. Era la cola de Juno, el cielo estrellado que 
se reflejaba en el parentesis de las constelaciones" (488-89; 
A65). The mention of Juno associates Licario with heroic deeds 
as well as with the forces of destiny, because, according to 
Lezama Lima, it is "the comet that announced the death of 
Julius Caesar. ,,35 This association recalls Rialta' s admonition to 
Jose that the dangerous and the difficult can be encountered in 
intellectual as well as physical realms. 

Oppiano Licario's sister, Ynaca Eco Licario, hands Jose her 
brother's poem, which is entitled "Jose Cemi." As he reads the 
work, he and the reader encounter the same text. 

No 10 lIamo, porque el viene, 
como dos astros cruzados 
en sus leyes encaramados 

4 La 6rbita elfptica tiene . 

Yo estuve, pero el estanl, 
cuando yo sea el puro conocimiento, 
la piedra traida en el viento, 

8 en el egipcio pano de linD me envolveni. 

La raz6n y la memoria al alzar 
venin a la paloma aIcanzar 

11 La fe en la sobrenaturaleza . 

La arana y la imagen por el cuerpo, 
13 no puede ser, no estoy muerto . 

14 Vi morir a tu padre; ahora, Cemi, tropieza. (489; A66) 

The first stanza is an affirmation of faith in destiny and the 
laws of the cosmos. Just as two stars can cross because of the 
elliptical orbits of their paths, Licario knew that this encounter 
between Jose and his text would take place. The second stanza 

35. Ibid ., 185. 
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continues this affirmation along with a synthesis of the past 
and the future as related to space . Licario predicts that when 
he is stone-pure being moving in the wind-and freed from 
materiality or simply a memory of what once existed, Jose will 
continue the traditions of the past. This act of preservation and 
memory is carried out by the inclusion of the poem in the text 
we read. This linkage of Jose to tradition is continued in line 
nine with the reference to memory, and Licario foretells Jose's 
movement toward a belief in a realm beyond the physical 
universe. 

The twelfth line contains one of Lezama Lima's favorite 
images, the spider, which here suggests imagination, the self, 
and the circle. The spider's creative force is suggested by the 
web it weaves, and the concentric circles of its net move 
toward a central point. It is stated that the body cannot take the 
place of the spider and the image (I have in mind here the 
syntax caused by the rhyme scheme and the matching of verbs 
and subjects)-a suggestion that being and identity are not 
centered in the flesh. This sentiment is immediately followed 
in line thirteen by a denial of death (Cirlot states that thirteen is 
"symbolic of death and birth, a beginning afresh,,36). This 
negation of death reinforces the imagery of the ninth line, in 
that both reflect Lezama Lima's belief that the impossible is 
believable simply because it is beyond the bounds of possibil
ity or reason. 37 The poem attempts to convert time-bound 
elements into ones that are time-free, and it invites Jose to 
consider a limitation (death) as a door to possibility (imagina
tion and eternity) . Through his poetic composition Licario 
challenges Jose to see beyond the realm of limitations in which 
he lives in order to discover indications of infinite aperture. 
The poem closes with a reference to the death of the Colonel 
and with the suggestion that Jose is now ready to embark on 
his own sacrificial journey. 

The poem has a profound influence on Jose and provokes a 
vision of the contending forces operating in existence and of 
the organization and unity that underlie the seeming chaos of 

36. Ciriot, Dictionary of Symbols , 224. 
37. Armando Alvarez Bravo, ed ., Orbifa de Lezama Lima, 40. 
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the world . Jose leaves the wake and goes to a coffee stand . As 
he stirs his coffee, the sound of the metal hitting the glass 
recalls Licario's words during an earlier ritualistic episode, and 
Jose recalls Licario's previous pronouncement that he is ready 
for a commitment to creativity . The novel terminates with the 
echo of Licario's words ringing in his mind: "Volvia a oir de 
nuevo: ritmo hesicastico, podemos empezar" (490; A67). The 
reference to the "rhythm of hesychasts" indicates that Jose has 
made it through a tumultuous passage and is ready for a 
period of contemplation. 

A slight but significant modification of Licario's words has 
taken place, for his " podemos ya empezar" (447; "we can now 
begin," 424) is changed to "podemos empezar" (490; we can 
begin) . Although the words appear as a memory, they are 
changed and become a part of Jose's consciousness and being . 
And even though the ending reproduces a modification of 
Licario's words to Jose, it is significant that Paradiso should 
close in the first-person plural, for in addition to synthesizing 
Licario's voice and Jose's memory, it suggests a merging of the 
autobiographical and fictive modes . It is interesting to specu
late about the extent to which the ending represents a synthe
sis or meeting of the author/narrator and his hero. This brings 
into focus serious questions concerning writing, time, and 
identity. It is clear that if one considers identity as being cen
tered exclusively in one entity and located only in one time and 
place, a meeting of the narrator and the hero is not possible. 
However, if one conceives of time, identity, and space as being 
fragmented or dispersed over continuums we do not fully 
understand, such a synthesis, or the beginning of such a 
synthesis, is possible in the synchronic world Lezama Lima 
has created. Chapters 12 and 13 center on the abolition of time 
and space, undoubtedly as a prelude to the novel's final chap
ter . These chapters also contain startling mergings of identi
ties. 

The closing chapter represents the authorial self's desire to 
merge with its own past in order to capture essences seemingly 
lost in time as well as its desire to find the rivers or ways that 
lead to paradise. The contradictions contained in these dialec-
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tics of time and identity are not alien to the novel, because the 
work's very title embodies this paradox, as it points simul
taneously in two directions . The Eden suggested by the title 
refers to the lost security and essence of childhood and to a 
wish to be united with origins locked in the past. But it also 
points to the mythical promised land that is hidden some
where in the misty shrouds of the future. In this respect, the 
novel's title captures the many dialectics of desire, particularly 
a longing for the past and a craving for the future . And poetry 
is the manifestation of this thirst for eternity, the wish to be 
free of time-bound limitations, the yearning for Paradiso. 



6 

Oppiano Licario and the Lost Center 

Lezama Lima's religious faith and his intimate knowledge of 
a number of intellectual and spiritual traditions led him to 
conclude that the physical world is not the beginning and end 
of all things. He regarded the universe as a text to be de
ciphered, read, and interpreted. The poet's function, in his 
view, was to merge the visible and invisible realms, that is, to 
make known, by means of the poetic image, correspondences 
and relationships that are not readily apparent. He stated: 
"L Que es la sobrenaturaleza? La penetracion de la imagen en la 
naturaleza engendra la sobrenaturaleza. En esa dimension no 
me canso de repetir la frase de Pascal que fue una revelacion 
para mi, 'como la verdadera naturaleza se ha perdido, todo 
puede ser naturaleza';la terrible fuerza afirmativa de esa frase, 
me decidio a colocar la imagen en el sitio de la naturaleza 
perdida, de esa manera frente al determinismo de la naturale
za, el hombre responde con el total arbitrio de la imagen. Y 
frente al pesimismo de la naturaleza perdida, la invencible 
alegrfa en el hombre de la imagen reconstruida" I (A68). 

The affirmation of a poetic creed that is based in part on 
religious belief is present in his posthumous novel Oppiano 
Licario, but in this novel, faith is also accompanied by the 
darkening shadows of doubt and death. Many circumstances 
beyond his control prevented him from enjoying the fame that 
a lifelong devotion to letters had brought him. In addition, as 
he sensed that his life was drawing to a close, faith was con
tinually threatened by the deterministic aspects of nature. 

Like Paradiso, Oppiano Licario is based on a quest motif, with 
creativity playing a major role. Jose Cemf, the central character 
in both novels, moves toward self-identification and attempts 

1. Lezama Lima, "Confluencias," in his Las eras imaxillarias, 177-78. 
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to transform and overcome the world he lives in. In Paradiso 
the Eden-like existence of childhood is replaced by the trials of 
adolescence and young adulthood, but the work ends on a 
positive note with the suggestion that Jose will transcend the 
limitations of the world of experience. Although this theme 
continues in Oppiano Licario, it is not as convincingly pre
sented; an ironic mode tends to undercut the affirmations the 
novel presents. Lezama Lima's search for liberation from the 
world of experience marks this novel as well, but it is tem
pered by a recognition that salvation depends on forces out
side of human control-a realization that accompanied his 
growing awareness of the inability of human consciousness to 
overcome the negative forces of death . Jose ceases to be just an 
observer of life in Oppiano Licario; he participates in activities 
that symbolize the Fall. 

Lezama Lima left the novel curiously incomplete, probably 
due to a combination of external and internal factors. There is 
no doubt that he was depressed during his last years and that 
he felt overwhelmed by the ascendent political ideology in 
Cuba, which he could not accept. But although Lezama Lima's 
personal situation was an important factor in his failure to 
complete Oppiano Licario, there are other possibilities that merit 
consideration. The novel's incompleteness could have been 
intentional; it conforms well with some of the thematic con
tent. It is also possible that he could not reconcile the work's 
affirmations with the growing awareness that his own end 
was near. There are many contradictions in Oppiano Licario, 
and tension is generated within the text by meanings that 
move simultaneously in two directions. 

Lezama Lima died on 9 August 1976, and Oppiano Licario 
was published the following year. Eloisa Lezama Lima has 
indicated that her brother frequently mentioned that the novel 
only lacked twenty or thirty pages, and that after his death, a 
diagram of the work was discovered in addition to the manu
script. She suggests that the cultural and political isolation that 
he endured during his last years might have been the cause of 
his failure to terminate the novel, citing a passage from Oppiano 
Licario that indicates his displeasure with the situation in 
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Cuba. 2 Lezama Lima's last years were not happy ones . 
Although he married Maria Luisa Bautista (a lifelong friend of 
his sister, Eloisa) after his mother's death in 1964, he found 
himself separated from family members who elected to live in 
exile as the revolution progressed. He also found himself in 
conflict with the regime because of his divergent views on the 
nature and purpose of art . 31t was ironic and tragic that he was 
unable to fully enjoy the worldwide attention and fame he 
gained after the publication of Paradiso in 1966. His isolation 
was interrupted only by telephone conversations, letters, and 
occasional social calls from distinguished visitors such as Julio 
Cortazar. 4 

Lezama Lima's personal letters during this period reveal an 
aging and depressed man, who was accompanied only by his 
wife, was separated from his family, and rarely ventured into 
the world. The vitality of his personal cosmos depended on his 
imagination and on the echoes and memories of the past. 
Despite these difficulties, it is not surprising that he never left 
Cuba permaneritly; if he had elected to live in exile, it would 
have been an excruciating experience for him. Cuba in general 
and Havana in particular formed the center of his world, and it 

2. Eloisa Lezama Lima, "Mi hermano," in Jose Lezama Lima , Car/as , 26. A 
description of an outline of the novel is contained in Enrico Mario Santi, 
"Hacia Oppiano Licario ." 

3. For personal accounts of Lezama Lima's difficulties with the govern
ment, see Herberto Padilla, "Lezama Lima frente a su discurso"; and Guil
lermo Cabrera Infante, "Vidas para leerlas." 

4. In a letter to his sister dated August 1974, he wrote: " La universidad de la 
Aurora, en Cali, Colombia, me invit6 aliV Congreso de la Narrativa Hispano
americana, con tal de que diera una charla 0 una conferencia con otros dos 
escritores. Llegaron los pasajes aqui a La Habana, pero el resultado fue el de 
siempre: no se me concedi6 la salida . Ahora recibo otra invitaci6n del Ateneo 
de Madrid, para dar unas conferencias. Siempre acepto, pero el resultado es 
previsible" (Lezama Lima, Car/as, 257) . And in a letter dated September 1974: 
"Por la noche, Maria Luisa y yo leemos algun libro que nos gusta, como el 
maravilloso Diario de Paul Klee. Me parece que vivo esas existencias maravillo
sas, mientras permanezco, aunque con disgusto, inmovilizado, pues en el ano 
pasado y en este he recibido como seis invitaciones para via jar a Espana, a 
Mexico, a ltalia, a Colombia, y siempre con el mismo resultado. Me tengo que 
quedar en mi casita, hasta que Dios quiera. Estoy aburrido y cansado . Escribo, 
a veces, algun poemita y eso me tiene todavia en pie" (Ibid ., 259) . In a 
conversation in New York City on 28 December 1981, the organizer of the Cali 
conference, Gustavo Alvarez Gardeazabal, told me that at his request the 
Colombian Communist party had issued an invitation to Lezama Lima . 
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is hard to imagine him living apart from these sources of his 
identity. Because of the many references in his works to other 
cultures, critics occasionally claim that Lezama Lima's work is 
not Cuban. Such speculations are as devoid of validity in 
Lezama Lima's case as they are in those of Jorge Luis Borges 
and Octavio Paz, whose work has been accused of the same 
thing. The predominance of a cosmopolitan spirit does not 
necessarily mean that there is a denial or neglect of a national 
heritage; in fact, the opposite is true in the case of these three 
writers. 

One of the major principles or figures that underlies both of 
Lezama Lima's novels is the search for absolutes or centers of 
meaning. This quest is frequently represented in various char
acters' pursuit of knowledge and an understanding of the 
world as well as in their awareness that there are hidden 
realities beyond the physical world. In Paradiso the investiga
tion of family origins and Jose's movement toward creativity 
are important manifestations of this search. As Jose moves 
closer to a recognition of the need to embark on his own quest, 
the narration relies more heavily on ritualistic and mythic 
references. In Oppiano Licario it is Fronesis who undergoes this 
experience when, through the voice an an oracle, he gains an 
awareness of the unknown forces that are operating in the 
universe and humankind's obligation to participate in the 
celebration of these mysteries. But the revelation of absolutes 
is never complete, because they represent an unattainable 
goal. In existence before death, a sense of incompleteness is 
always present. In Lezama Lima's second novel, Licario refers 
to these truths when he describes his obsession with Etruscan 
culture as a search for lost essences. 

Por estos aires tenen que quedar vestigios de aquella ciencia, 
hoy desaparecida, de la ostentaria dedicada a estudiar las excep
ciones 0 prodigios que forman parte de la verdadera causalidad. 
Mi hermana y yo buscamos, quiza no 10 encontremos nunca, el 
nexus de esos prodigios, 10 que yo llamo las excepciones morfol6-
gicas que forman parte del rostro de 10 invisible. Digo que quizas 
no 10 encontraremos porque somos tan solo duenos de una 
mitad cada uno. Yo tengo la mitad que representa las coordena
das 0 fuerza asociativa de reminiscencia, ellia vision de recon
struir los fragmentos en un todo. Si yo lograra el nexus de la 
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reminiscencia en el devenir y ella pudiera recordar en su totali
dad la fatalidad de cada movimiento, 0 la necesidad invariable de 
10 que sucede, lograriamos como una especie de esfera trans
parente, como un lapidario que hubiera encontrado una sustan
cia caIJaz de reproducir incesantemente el movimiento de los 
peces. 5 (A69) 

The sense of incompleteness that is expressed in this passage 
haunts many of the characters in both novels, and it is often 
expressed by the quest for the center, which is evident in 
Fronesis's search for his biological mother and in manifesta
tions of erotic desire. Fronesis becomes the object of several 
characters' yearnings because he represents what they do not 
possess: serenity and stability. Fronesis is the object of two 
violent attacks in Oppiano Licario, which suggests that the erotic 
aspects of the quest for completeness contain many dangers. 
In Lezama Lima's view, the search for unity leads many people 
down false roads. 

Licario uses the expression "morphological exceptions" in 
the above quotation to refer to the links that lead to the revela
tion of the extraordinary and inexplicable . This expression is 
indicative of his belief that the study of forms and structure can 
reveal all-encompassing truth . The same words appear in the 
title of an unpublished manuscript that his sister, Ynaca, pas
ses on to Jose after Licario's death. The possession of the 
manuscript is a grave responsibility, and Ynaca tells Jose: "No 
tengo que subrayar que es para usted una responsibilidad 
traagica la custodia de estos papeles" (137; A70) . Ynaca's men
tion of "a tragic responsibility" has a prophetic ring. The 
existence of the manuscript is a masterful narrative technique, 
because the reader is curious about the contents and desires to 
know what wisdom the manuscript contains. 

When Jose returns home after receiving the manuscript, he 
is too tired to read it. The next day he carefully puts it in a 
wooden Chinese box and places the container in the middle of 
a table in the center of his study. He then returns to Ynaca's 
home, and they make love during a raging hurricane. When 

5. Lezama Lima, Oppiallo Licario (Mexico City: Ediciones Era, 1977), 171. 
Subsequent quotations are from this edition and are noted in the text. 
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Jose returns home, he discovers that a dog has knocked open 
the box containing Licario's manuscript and that the pages 
have fallen into the floodwaters caused by the storm. "EI agua 
habia borrado la escritura, aunque al arrugarse el papel, Ie 
otorgaba como una patina, como si al volatilizarse el carbon
cillo de la tinta quedase en la blancura de la pagina un texto 
indescifrable. Se acerc6 a la caja china y en un fondo precis6 
unas paginas donde aparecia un poema colocado entre la pro
sa, comenz6 a besarla" (155; A71) . 

The poetic composition and traces of ink on white paper are 
all that is left of Licario's work. The poem, which consists of 
eight or more pages, was located "en medio del texto, cinendo 
las dos partes como una bisagra" (140; in the middle of the text, 
binding the two parts like a hinge). Although the poem is all 
that remains of the manuscript, the reader never sees it be
cause it is a part of Oppial1o Licario that Lezama Lima never 
completed. Later in the novel, Jose sends a copy of the poem to 
Fronesis in a letter, but there is only a blank space in the text 
instead of the poem, along with a note from the publisher 
indicating that the poetic composition was not found in the 
original manuscript. Although Jose has lost Licario's work, he 
possesses the poem, and although the reader has the text of 
Lezama Lima's incomplete novel, he does not see the poetic 
composition . Jose and the reader are confronted by similar 
situations that are both marked by traces that indicate incom
pleteness and absence . This synthesis of presence and absence 
embodies much of the essence of Lezama Lima's art, because it 
marks the conjunction of tangible and intangible realms and 
operates as a sign of the necessity to search for secret and 
absent causes. 

Oppial1o Licario opens with an episode in which a young man 
is killed . After his death, his brother's emotional and psycho
logical confusion is indicated by the statement: " La ausencia 
de 10 real producia una presencia de 10 irreal of usc ad ora" (17; 
An). The episodes involving death and the destroyed manu
script communicate a sense of loss, incompleteness, and ab
sence, and both events are manifestations of one of the novel's 
most important themes-the search for the unknown and 



102 . Poetic Fiction of Jose Lezama Lima 

remote. These episodes symbolize the presence of the un
known in existence and the secrets of the cosmos. The dis
appearance of Licario's manuscript marks a loss of wisdom 
and knowledge; indeed it is indicated that the manuscript is 
sacred precisely because it is lost. In this regard, the awareness 
of an absence makes that which is absent valuable and creates 
the paradoxical sensation that it is present. 

Later in the novel, an old woman who has the gift of proph
ecy tells Fronesis that it is his and Jose's destiny to reconstruct 
Licario's lost manuscript, and she predicts: " Lo que no 
pudieron alcanzar ni el tio Alberto, ni el Coronel, 10 alcanzaran 
Cemi y ttl" (209; A73) . She is speaking of the quest for abso
lutes through creativity, and her declarations are one of many 
elements that link Paradiso and Oppiano Licario. The lost manu
script becomes a goal toward which the characters must move 
to fulfill their destiny, and the incompleteness of Oppiano Lica
rio seems to invite the reader to undertake the same task. The 
wisdom of Lezama Lima's last novel is thus embodied in the 
work's unfinished configuration, because its incompleteness 
is a device that synthesizes form and content. The text con
fronts us with an absence and invites us to accept the responsi
bility of attempting to complete that which will always remain 
incomplete. 

All of Lezama Lima's art is an invitation to participate in the 
quest for truth and to attempt to reveal the indecipherable, but 
it is the search rather than the attainment of this goal that is 
emphasized. In his view, life leads inevitably to death, but in 
the momentary escape from time that can be attained by the 
poetic image, we are offered glimpses of resurrection and 
eternity. According to Lezama Lima, imagery is the highest 
form of knowledge that humankind is capable of achieving, for 
it combines knowing with mystery and awe . The struggle that 
the quest for absolutes represents is embodied in the complex
ity of Lezama Lima's works, in that they resist interpretation, 
and their meanings are sometimes inaccessible. His interest in 
intricacy reflects his oft-stated belief that only the difficult is 
stimulating. 

The unfinished state of Oppiano Licario conforms very well 
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with the novel's thematic content. This affinity of form and 
content leads one to suspect that Lezama Lima must have 
concluded, at least on an intuitive level, that it was best to leave 
Oppiano Licario incomplete . Whether he intended to or not (and 
there is little in his writings that was not carefully thought out), 
Lezama Lima has extended a subtle invitation to his readers to 
participate in the quest that unified his life's work. And the 
incompleteness of the novel underscores a frequently used 
strategy in Lezama Lima's works: the avoidance of closure. 

The lost manuscript and the poem the reader never sees are 
good examples of the expansive elements in Oppiano Licario . 
Their inaccessibility and importance stimulate one's imagina
tion and provide speculation, particularly about the signifi
cance of absence . Within the context of the novel, the absence 
of Licario's text signifies more than the manuscript could have 
if it were present. In the larger context of both novels, the lost 
manuscript.in Oppiano Licario complements and reverses the 
role played by chapter 12 in Paradiso. In Paradiso the text exists, 
but the identity and the intent of the narrator are uncertain, 
while in Oppiano Licario the author and the function of Sumula , 
nunca infusa, de excepciones morfol6gicas (ungiven compendium 
of morphological exceptions) are identified, but the text no 
longer exists. In both instances a decentralized entity is pre
sented, and the reader's imagination must expand into the 
resulting vacuum. Lezama Lima uses an empty center in both 
novels to underscore his belief that there is a secret and priv
ileged reference operating. In this regard, absence signifies 
presence. 

Jose loses Licario's manuscript because he abandons the 
book during a hurricane in order to make love to Ynaca . His 
amorous encounter with Ynaca represents a gain, because a 
child is conceived, but the destruction of the manuscript is a 
profound loss . Ynaca's role in these events is shrouded in 
ambiguity. On one hand, it is she who delivers the manuscript 
to Jose, thereby giving him the opportunity to know Licario's 
most profound thoughts. But on the other hand, she is the 
temptress who causes Jose to abandon the manuscript when it 
is most in need of protection. Ynaca is thus a dual image that 
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points simultaneously toward the pleasures of the flesh and 
toward the wisdom of the mind. There is an undercurrent of 
guilt in these events, because Jose's pursuit of worldly plea
sure in his celebration of life with Ynaca removes him from the 
center of wisdom and spirituality that is represented by Licar
io's manuscript. 

The misplacement of the manuscript and the ensuing sense 
of guilt are very suggestive in an autobiographical sense . In 
Lezama Lima's life, his parents, the family's social status, and 
his religious beliefs were centers of authority that he often 
idealized. The sense of loss and betrayal that Jose experiences 
in Oppiano Licario could be a reflection of the author's own 
feelings of unworthiness with regard to the authority figures 
he most respected. This explains, in part, the increasing pres
ence of an ironic mode in Lezama Lima's works. 

The quest motif in Oppiano Licario is frequently combined 
with a tragic sense of loss. In this sense, Jose's loss of the 
manuscript is symbolic of the Fall. Jose's actions can be inter
preted as an allegory of the human condition, with its never
ending conflict between sexuality and spirituality. However, 
the manuscript is destined to be lost, because the wisdom it 
contains, if revealed, would cease to be secret. The importance 
of Licario's work is that it exemplifies the necessity of pursuing 
the mysterious and the obscure. For this reason, the narrator 
states: "Licario sabia que no habia secretos,.pero sabia tambien 
que habia que buscar esos secretos" (145; A74). 

Ynaca's husband is called "Abaton, el inaccesible" (177; 
Abaton, the inaccessible) because he is impotent; but her rela
tionship with Jose is more fruitful. The passage that describes 
Jose and Ynaca's amorous meeting is one of the most poetic in 
the novel, and it contains many images and associations that 
remind the reader of episodes in Paradiso. Jose's movement 
toward Ynaca is a manifestation of the search for the mystic 
center. When he passes over the threshold of her home, he 
experiences the sensation of falling. "AI cerrarse las puertas 
nacio en el una tension, como si cayera al centro de las aguas, 
sintio un lince frente a las insinuaciones de la oscuridad. No 
era tan solo el punto de la visibilidad que acrecia, era, por el 
contrario, como si toda su piel se pusiera en un aviso para 
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recibir el pinchazo de una aguja . Esa tensi6n hacia un centro 
sigui6 en aumento al contemplar la escalera que nos llevaba ala 
biblioteca de Ynaca" (149; A75) . The gravitation toward a cen
ter is combined with downward and upward movement (the 
references to falling and the staircase), and this combination of 
images that point simultaneously in two directions is indica
tive of Ynaca's conflicting influence on Jose's life. The contra
diction is intensified by the references to "darkness" and "visi
bility" and by the subtle insertion of the autobiographical 
mode in the phrase, "the staircase that led us to Ynaca's 
library." These are additional examples of combinatory 
opposition-one of the fundamental strategies of Lezama 
Lima's writings. 

There are many references in this episode that remind the 
reader of events in chapter 5 of Paradiso, particularly of Fibo's 
hurling of the compass against the blackboard. In both novels 
an intellectual environment-a school in Paradiso and a private 
library in Oppial1o Licario-provides the setting for sexual activ
ities. The result is an implied synthesis of thought and emo
tion . When Ynaca, in ritual preparation for the event that is 
about to take place, draws a circle, she is compared to a com
pass. "Ynaca con un pie como centro, como si fuese un com
pas, traz6 un cfrculo" (150; A76). She burns Jose's clothing in 
the circle she has drawn. Although the reason for her actions is 
not at first clear, it becomes evident, through association based 
on contiguity, that it is an act of purification, in which she is 
attempting to ensure that their offspring will not be marked by 
the asthma that has always plagued Jose . 

When Fibo throws the compass against the blackboard in 
Paradiso, he is venting his frustration, and the blackboard 
serves as a target for his rage. The library in Ynaca's home also 
contains a blackboard, which her husband normally uses. 
Abat6n's relationship to the blackboard is similar to the 
teacher's in Paradiso. In both cases, the men are figures of 
sterility. In Paradiso, the instructor is a symbol of intellectual 
unproductiveness and boredom. This is suggested by the 
forms of the English verb to freeze that he writes on the black
board. In Oppiano Licario, Abat6n is a sign of sexual impotence. 

As Ynaca and Jose make love, her sensations are projected 
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onto the blackboard. "Ante la penetracion del aguijon crefa 
proyectarse en la pizarra discos de colores, que primero abrfan 
sus brazos, dilatando el color, hasta perderse en sus confines y 
luego, mientras cerraba los ojos en el extasis, se reducian a un 
punto, parecia que se extingufan, pero despues girando con 
fuerza uniformemente acelerada, se iban desplegando espi
rales de colores, vibraciones, letras de alfabetos desconocidos, 
mas rapidos en surgir que en sus agrupamientos 0 cadenetas 
significativas" (151; A77). 

The circular and chromatic imagery intensifies and is com
bined with numbers as the discs vary in size and different 
colors appear. During the sexual act, Ynaca is identified with 
earth, and Jose, with solar energy. Their union is continually 
manifested in circle imagery. The maximum manifestation of 
the circle is the hurricane, with its rotary and sideways mo
tions and its "eye" of absolute calm. The combination of these 
two movements and a calm center recalls Jose's sensations of 
falling and rising and the vertigo he experiences when he 
enters Ynaca's home. Passage through the eye of a hurricane is 
like passing through a void and into a realm of spacelessness 
and timelessness . For this reason, the blackboard, which is 
used as a focal point of all this energy and as an image of the 
void or of the storm's center, is described as being an extension 
of infinity. As in Paradiso, the blackboard is used as a spatial 
sign of the conjunction of great forces . 

Lezama Lima clearly had the mythologies of the original 
inhabitants of Cuba in mind when he wrote this passage . They 
considered the hurricane a deity. 6 Given this connection, the 
linking of Jose with the storm recalls the significance of the 
Taino word that forms his surname. There are other associa
tions that are derived from Cuba's past. For example, the word 
manatee appears as a substitution for Ynaca . Jose Juan Arrom 
has pointed out that the meaning of this word as used in 
Paradiso derives from its appearance in the chronicles of the 
discovery of the New World . "La imagen del manatf entra en 
las cronicas envuelta en un halo de 10 asombroso, 10 ilusorio y 
10 fantastico . EI iniciador de esa corriente fue el propio Cristob-

6. Fernando Ortiz, EI huracan. 
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al Colon. . . . Los mana ties que aparecen en las referidas 
paginas de Paradiso son, por consiguiente, metaforas que 
aluden a las 'sociables' sirenas que acompanan a Michelena en 
sus orgias,,7 (A7B). It is clear that many of the same associa
tions occur in Oppiano Licario when Jose abandons Licario's 
manuscript to experience the fabulous charms of the siren 
Ynaca. She offers a marvelous new world of erotic pleasure to 
Jose. 

A number of substitutions in this scene are based on a 
metonymic chain that is associated with the sea. At one point, 
Jose's skin is described as "sweaty scales," and the lovers are 
referred to as "fish." The taste of salt as Ynaca savors her 
lover's body also links them to the sea. "Ynaca pasaba su rostro 
por todo el cuerpo de Cern!, sentia la sal de sus escamas 
sudorosas . Sentia como el sudor del dialogo amoroso nos 
convierte en peces. Ynaca restregaba su rostro en la humedad 
de la espalda de Cemi y saboreaba la sal como si chupara un 
pescado congelado" (154; A79). In another passage, man 
swims like a fish through a universe of language. "Manera de 
restituir, el hombre devuelve con su esperma y como un pez 
nada en el verbo universal" (153; ABO). The process of creating 
metaphors that are based on an underlying metonymic chain is 
also evident in Paradiso and is indeed a fundamental aspect of 
Lezama Lima's art. 

It has already been pointed out that circle imagery is used in 
Paradiso as a narrative strategy to unite diverse elements. There 
are also numerous references to the circle in Oppiano Licario, 
particularly in chapter 6, which includes the encounter be
tween Ynaca and Jose and the destruction of Licario's manu
Script. The frequent appearance of such references in these 
and other episodes in chapter 6 underscores the importance of 
this imagery in Lezama Lima's second novel. This chapter is a 
key section of the work, and it operates as a synthesis of the 
novel's main concerns. These central preoccupations include 
the search for a center, the many dichotomies of the human 
condition, and the significance of death. 

7. Arrom, " Lo tradicional cubano en el mundo novelistico de Jose Lezama 
Lima," 472-73. 
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The concern with death is indicative of Lezama Lima's 
realization that his own demise was near at hand, and the 
pages of Oppiano Licario contain signs of a consciousness con
templating its own end. Licario's reappearance after his death 
is an affirmation of the possibility of resurrection and an assur
ance that his spiritual legacy is still a vital force . This assurance 
is particularly important because it affirms that an individual's 
influence can endure beyond the temporal limits of his life . 
Despite the intensity of Lezama Lima's religious faith, Oppiano 
Licario reflects a reluctance to abandon the self. Since all of 
Lezama Lima's works, both the poetry and the prose, are 
characterized by their self-referentiality, this is not surprising. 
This dilemma manifested itself in Paradiso particularly in the 
confrontation between autobiographical and fictive modes. 
Although the autobiographical is not as predominant in 
Oppiano Licario, there are indications of its presence in some 
startling shifts in narrative perspective, in philosophical 
observations on death, and in intertextual references to Para
diso . 

Autobiographical elements are most noticeable in the pas
sages that combine narrative fluctuations between the first and 
third persons with contemplations of the significance and 
meaning of death. This occurs in the following quotation. 

Una vez estabamos sentados en un parque, alguien paso por el 
frente de nuestro banco tres 0 cuatro veces, se precipito de 
pronto, tomo una maquina. Era Licario, que con un rasguno se 
apoderaba de la tarde . A medida que fue pasando el tiempo, 
Cemi se hizo hipersensible a esas llegadas de Licario. Aunque no 
fuese cierta la presencia de ese otro plano, de esa doble existen
cia, de esa desaparicion, era una muestra de la complicadisima 
huella terrenal de Licario, pues muy pocos tienen fuerza re
miniscente para poder crear en otra nueva perspectiva despues 
de su muerte . Generalmente es un recuerdo muy atado, total
mente tragico, pero no como en el caso de Licario, infinitamente 
particularizado, universalmente magico y abierto a las de
cisiones mas inesperadas. Era un metafora que en cualquier 
momenta podia surgir, el infinito posible analogo de la metafora, 
pues parecfa que la muerte aumentaba mas su posibilidad al 
actuar sobre una imagen extremadamente vigorosa e inesperada 
en el reino de 10 incondicionado. (102; A81) 
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In this passage the confrontation with death is accompanied by 
a shift from an autobiographical to a fictive mode. The narra
tive begins in the first person plural but then shifts to Jose's 
perspective . This change is followed by observations on death 
that are related to the absence and presence of Licario. The 
narrative then moves to Licario's perspective, thus completing 
the attempt to overcome the limitations of life and death. This 
movement away from self-referential signs parallels the inten
sification of the paradoxical presence of an absence-the 
appearance of the dead Licario. On one hand, the self's dimin
ishment seems to result in a glimpse of immortality . On the 
other, the shift away from self-referential signs can be re
garded as an indirect expression of the self's desire that some 
type of existence will continue after death. 

Lezama Lima's art is characterized by the uniqueness of his 
personal vision. Although the presence of the authorial self is 
sometimes overwhelming, at other times the unitary self dis
solves and is replaced by a multiplicity . This artistic strategy is 
present in the frequent juxtaposition of autobiographical and 
fictive modes, in the fragmentation of the authorial self onto 
numerous characters, and in the displacement of sexual ele
ments, particularly in Paradiso. The latter technique is used less 
frequently in Oppiano Licario as the vitality of life confronts the 
awesome specter of death, but this difference is counter
balanced by the intertextual network of associations that is 
created by the numerous references the narrator of Oppiano 
Licario makes to Paradiso . 

So much has been made of Lezama Lima's Catholic back
ground and religiosity that it has often been assumed that his 
work is primarily an extension into the contemporary era of 
long-established traditions. This has been particularly true of 
critics who rely heavily on Lezama Lima's essays to explicate 
his works and who therefore tend to see his creative endeavors 
as extensions of his essays or as manifestations of the philo
sophical systems therein. In reality Lezama Lima's outlook 
Was ecumenical. He struggled to attain a total view of exis
tence, and he tended to place individual tragedies within a 
cosmic view that strived for unity (a vision of existence as a 



110 . Poetic Fiction of Jose Lezama Lima 

divine comedy) . He spent so much of his career imposing 
order on chaos that it is easy to overlook the dynamic disorder 
and fragmentation in his work. Lezama Lima was an assid
uous if somewhat undisciplined reader of many writers and 
thinkers; along with Aquinas, Dante, and Gongora, he read 
Nietzsche, Joyce, and Heidegger. Within Cuban letters, he 
was influenced by the example of Enrique Labrador Ruiz's EI 
laberinto de sf mismo8-by its fragmentation of form, its medita
tion on the creative process, and its subversion of conven
tionality in narrative fiction . There is much of the modern spirit 
in Lezama Lima's writings, and there are elements that tend to 
undermine or subvert the universal view he attempted to 
attain . The fragmentation of the self is certainly a crucial part of 
this contradictory tendency, for it challenges long-cherished 
notions of the unitary self and replaces the self with a plurality 
that is not always centered. Other subversive elements can be 
seen in the aspects of sexuality he has conveyed in his works 
and in the juxtaposition of pagan and Christian cultures 
throughout the text. 

The search for the center is a persistent motif in Lezama 
Lima's work, but so is the elusiveness of this goal. His journey 
toward one principle or essence is never completed, because 
the end is only glimpsed and can therefore only be communi
cated in terms of absence. His work embodies the desire for 
unity and the search for a lost, unitary principle, but these are 
never permanently achievable realities. For Lezama Lima, the 
leap of faith required by his quest was couched in terms related 
to the commitment to creativity, and he emphasized the pro
cess rather than its goals . In this respect, the center is the 
commitment to creativity, but the perfection the writer seeks, 
which is symbolized by the circle, is never complete, because 
the circle never closes. This explains the incompleteness of 
Oppiano Licario and the termination of Paradiso just as Jose is 
intitiated into adulthood and creativity. Lezama Lima fre
quently mentioned his intention to write a sequel to Paradiso, 
which was an indication of his desire to continue or finish the 
story he had started, but since the work depends on autobio-

8. Labrador Ruiz, Ellaberinto de sf mismo (Havana : Laberinto, 1933). 



Oppiano Licario 111 

graphical sources, it could only be completed with the termina
tion of its creator's existence. This situation is similar to that of 
Narcissus in Lezama Lima's first published poem, Muerte de 
Narciso, in which Narcissus contemplates his reflection in a 
river, knowing that his desire to unite himself with his image 
will result in his death. 

The desire for the center is also contradictory because the 
center is a sign of death as well as of creativity. The poetic 
incarnation of the dead Colonel while the children are playing 
jacks in Paradiso and the appearance of Jose's deceased mentor 
in Oppiano Licario are examples of the merging of the center and 
death. The metonymical networks that extend throughout 
Lezama Lima's texts break down in the face of death, and the 
metaphorical apprehension of this dissolution is a manifesta
tion of hope and emptiness. In such instances meaning moves 
in opposite ways at the same time, thereby creating contradic
tions, which are embodied in images that also point simul
taneously in two directions. The abyss of death can only be 
answered with creativity. Lezama Lima's texts are attempts to 
fill the void, to stuff emptiness with the vigor of life, to chal
lenge dissolution with the hermetic image. This leads to the 
conclusion that one of the main strategies of Lezama Lima's 
writings is the avoidance of closure. The emphasis on nonclo
Sure can be seen in the absence of the manuscript in Oppiano 
Licario, in the incorporation of chapter 12 into Paradiso, and in 
Lezama Lima's general preference for the difficult. 9 This 
strategy allowed him to keep the vital questions open, the 

9. Lezama Lima partially explained his interest in the challenge of the 
difficult in the opening paragraph of the essay "Mitos y cansancio cl<isico." His 
comments link artistic endeavors with a search for meaning in history: 

Solo 10 dificil es estimulante; solo la resistencia que nos reta , es capaz de 
enarcar, suscitar y mantener nuestra potencia de conocimiento, pero en 
realidad ,Que es 10 dificil' ,10 sumergido, tan solo, en las maternales 
aguas de 10 oscuro? ,10 originario sin causalidad, antitesis 0 logos? Es la 
forma en devenir en que un paisaje va hacia un sentido, una interpreta
cion 0 una sencilla hermeneutica, para ir despues hacia su reconstruc
cion que es en definitiva 10 que marca su eficacia 0 desuso, su fuerza 
ordenancista 0 su apagado eco, que es su vision historica. Una primera 
dificultad en su sentido; la otra, al mayor, la adquisicion de una visi6n 
historica . He ahi, pues la dificultad del sentido y de la vision historica . 
Sentido 0 el encuentro de una causalidad regalada por las valoraciones 
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center moving, the circle incomplete. 10 Like the mule in Leza
rna Lima's great poem, "Rapsodia para el mulo," the reader of 
Lezama Lima's works traverses difficult paths, weighed down 
by the challenges of a complex work rather than by the bur
dens of life. Cinched by the text instead of by God, the reader 
slips between the words into the metaphorical abyss, but the 
downward fall is countered by the upward extension of hope. 

In Lezama Lima's works, life is depicted as a paradox and as 
a meeting of contradictory forces . The intensification of faith 
that can be sensed in his last works was accompanied by 
increasing doubt as the cherished center became more decen
tralized and as the gravitation toward completeness was in
creasingly undermined by the lack of closure. More and more, 
his works became a dialogue with displacement, as the seeds 
of dissolution were seen in all things. In the final analysis, the 
displacement of life by death confirms an essentially en tropic 
view of existence, which did not challenge or subvert his faith. 
It was the burden of the self and the fear of losing self-

historicistas. Visi6n hist6rica, que es ese contrapunto 0 tejido entregado 
por la imago, por la imagen participando en la historia. (Lezama Lima, 
"Mitos y cansancio c1asico," in his La expresi6n americana [Madrid: Alian
za Editorial, 19691, 9-10) 

10. Patricia Drechset Tobin has suggested that nonclosure represents a 
rebellion against the father . 

Mastery is the prerogative of the father, and in Western languages the 
unit of mastery is the sentence. In defining sentence mastery as a 
"cultural pleasure," Roland Barthes confirms the analogy between life 
and language, which I am defining as the genealogical imperative. For 
him, the locus is the sentence: "Linguistics has always believed in the 
sentence and the dignity of its predictive syntax, as the form of a logiC, a 
rationality. The sentence is hierarchical: it implies subjections, sub
ordinations, internal reactions. It is always obliged to end; in fact, it is the 
power of completion that defines sentence mastery. It is a cultllral plea
sure. The law of closure, a compulsive idealization, is intolerant of 
fragmentation and imperfection." The sentence, in other words, is a 
genealogy in miniature. At its origin it fathers a progeny of words, 
sustains them throughout in orderly descent and filial obedience, and 
through its act of closure maintains the family of words as an exclusive 
totality. (Tobin, Time and the Novel, 17-18) 

Enrico Mario Santi focuses on textual "errors" in the novel and concludes: "La 
tradici6n como padre muere en la 'mala' escritura; el padre muere cuando se 
cita mal" (Santi, "Parridiso," 105). 
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referentiality that undermined his beliefs. His considerable 
aesthetic talents moved him simultaneously toward form and 
fragmentation as he searched for order in the violence of na
ture and in the chaos of history . In the process, he created 
works of permanent value that will constantly challenge our 
efforts to close circles of meaning. Oppiano Licario points simul
taneously toward aperture and closure and toward dissolution 
and resolution. In this respect, the novel can be regarded as a 
metaphor of Lezama Lima's career and of his continual search 
for absolutes in a realm of limitations . 
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Translations 

Introduction 

AI 

Today, in Latin America and the Western world, the work of Lezama 
Lima has been recognized as one of the decisive of this century, and 
because of its quality and importance his name is now associated with 
that of Borges and Octavio Paz. 

A2 

Do not fall into the trap of criticism: a mimetic language, a recreation 
of the style that turns out to be a recreation of the author's "tics." 
Avoid any expression like Lezama's. 

Chapter 1. The Poetic Vision 

A3 

"How certain the mule's step in the abyss . 

Slow is the mule . He does not sense his mission . 
His fate facing the stone, stone that bleeds 
creating the open laughter of pomegranates. 
His cracked skin, tiniest triumph now in the dark, 
tiniest blind-winged clod . 
The blindness, the glassiness, the water of your eyes 
have the strength of a hidden tendon: 
just so his motionless eyes scanning 
the increasing fugitive dark. 
The space of water between 
his eyes and the open tunnel 
fixes the centre that cinches him 
like the necessary load of lead 
to fall like the sound of the mule 
falling in the abyss." 

Lezama Lima, "Rhapsody for the Mule," trans. Donald Devenish 
Walsh, Jose Rodriguez Feo, and Dudley Fitts, in Cuban Poetry 1959-
1966, ed. Claudia Beck and Sylvia Carranza, 121. Subsequent quota
tions are from this translation. 
114 
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"He has no power of creation or pursuit, 
his eyes neither leap 
nor seek the sanctuary sequestered 
at earth's teeming border. 
No creation; and is that perhaps 
no feeling, no loving, no questioning?" (121) 

AS 

"His love for the four hoof-signs 
in the ravine, the successive crests 
of his glassy blind ascent, 
the dark body swollen 
by the water of origins, 
not the water of redemption and perfume. 
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Each step is a step of the mule in the abyss." (122) 

A6 

"That steady step of the mule in the abyss 
is often confused with sterility's painted gloves, 
confused often with the first probings 
of the dark denying head. 
Confused through you, glassy outcast." (12S) 

A7 

"Each step is a step, boxes of water, God-cinched, 
trembling sleeps the powerful mule . 
With his set and watery eyes 
in each abyss the mule plants trees at last." (127) 

A8 

The mule's resistance sows in the abyss like poetic durability sows 
resurging in the astral. One resists in the body and the other resists in 
time, and one can see in both a fin searching for its unknown, known, 
unknown complement. 

A9 

"How can we isolate the fragments of night 
so as to grip something with our hands, 
the way a hare penetrates the darkness 
separating two stars 
that lean on the glitter of the moist grass . 
Night breathes in an untouchable moisture, 
not in the center of the flying sphere, 
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and it ties up everything, corners or fragments, 
until it weaves the unbreakable web of night, 
subtle and whole, like the interlocking of your fingers, 
barely letting the water pass through. 
Like a magic basket 
floating empty on the river." 

Lezama Lima, "Fragments of the Night," trans . Orlando Jose Her
n<indez, in Review 21-22 (Fall-Winter 1977): 39. Subsequent quota
tions are from this translation. 

AlO 

"I wanted to rescue the fragments of night 
And formed a universal substance; 
then I started to dip 
my fingers and eyes into the night, 
I untied all the ropes anchoring the barge . 
It was a struggle without end, 
between what night would offer me 
and what I wanted to wrest from night." (39-40) 

All 

"As in a fire, 
1 wanted to salvage night's memories, 
the clink into the interior of the checkmating move, 
as when we knead dough for bread 
with the palms of our hands . 
Sleep again stopped the hare 
scratching my arms 
with turpentine sticks. 
Laughing, it dealt out big scars on my face ." (41) 

A12 

"I am waning, 
I am a point that disappears and returns 
and 1 fit completely into the tokorlOma ." 

Lezama Lima, "The Pavilion of the Void," trans . Orlando Jose Her
nilndez, in Review 21-22 (Fall-Winter 1977): 37. Subsequent quota
tions are from this translation. 

A13 

"Is the aridity within the void 
the first and ultimate path? 
1 fall asleep, in the tokonoma 
I evaporate the other who goes on walking." (37) 
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A14 

In order to get to my novel, there was a need to write my essays and to 
write my poems. I said on several occasions that when I felt intelligi
ble I wrote prose and when I felt obscure I wrote poetry. Thatis to say, 
the poetry is my obscure work and my absolutely certain work, 
searching for the center, the most meridian that could be shaped in 
my essays, has as a consequence the perspective of Paradiso. 

Chapter 2. Metaphor and Metonymy in Paradiso 

A15 

Undoubtedly it is a poem-novel in the sense that it is removed from 
the habitual concept of what a novel is. Paradiso is based on metaphor, 
on the image; it is based on the negation of time, on the negation of 
accidents and in this sense its expressive devices are essentially 
almost poetic. 

A16 

" And from the distance of Aredo's Babylonian desk-seat he threw the 
compass at the black beach ." 

Lezama Lima, Paradiso, trans . Gregory Rabassa, 94. Subsequent 
translations are from this edition. 

A17 

"In the crisscrossing lead pipes, matching but irreconcilable, in the 
worn-out face of the shower, the bird of Angra Mainyu awakens like 
death ." (91) 

A18 

"Olaya was nakedly asleep, his clothes swollen from lack of care, a 
castaway who has thrown his clothing in to feed the fire. His back was 
propped against the wall where the lead sternum of the shower grew. 
Between his index finger and the ring of his right hand, the flower of 
his sex was dangling in the ultimate boredom of nakedness, when 
sleep begins to make us nod in the first victory of Angra Mainyu, who 
awakens like death ." (92-93) 

A19 

"Alberto was the first who showed surprise going into the classroom, 
the first who surprised and drank in the space that was slightly 
scratched by the new breathing that came to puncture it, to establish 
in one season its white coral reefs for those dermatite colonies of 
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intertwined memories and flagella which discharged themselves 
through a mist that when pricked gave back its nettlesome rancors as 
an expression of protoplasmatic complements. 

"When Jose Eugenio entered the classroom, in his first review of 
the mirroring and marvelous monster spread out within his reach, the 
figure least clear was that of the teacher. Amid the fog and foliage he 
saw a monster with tridents, polyhedrons that opened slightly, un
furling nervous flagella like a sea horse perched on the shell of a 
three-century-old turtle . And opposite was another monster, irrecon
cilable with the first, that surprised him with its fixed erection and the 
matutinal tegument of its skin. He began to penetrate into this mon
ster of erection when the little director from inside his shell began to 
unmask himself, as if he were bringing out some gaudy pajamas for 
the malicious purpose of projecting his perversions and his monosyl
lables." (79) 

A20 

In this scene, which evokes as much as it describes, three figures 
are perceived by Jose Eugenio: the teacher, "the mirroring and mar
velous monster" (79), and the "monster of erection" (79) . In the pages 
that follow this passage, a transformation of the second figure occurs: 
"the mirroring and marvelous monster" in subsequent references is 
"the silvered surface of the whale calf" (80) and "the whale calf, the 
monster with silvery skin" (81). "Monster" is replaced by "whale 
calf," and then the two terms appear together. "Mirroring" becomes 
"silvered surface" and "silvery skin." The two lines of associations 
then merge in "the soft corpulence of Enrique Aredo, the milky 
provocation of his skin" (81). 

A21 

"But very soon the silvered surface of the whale calf would be 
scratched by an elastic caterpillar." (80) 

A22 

The metonymic chain of sea-related associations is the basis for 
many metaphoric substitutions. Some examples, including a few that 
have already been mentioned, are: "whale calf" (80) for student, "the 
softest sand dunes of the body" (80) for buttocks, "the whale calf, the 
monster with silvery skin" (81) for a student who is the object of Fibo' s 
aggressive stabs, "the jubilation of dogfish when they surround a 
Homeric salmon" (83) for student athletes swarming around a ball, "a 
squid's ink" (87) for inkwell, "like the emptiness a squid sucks to 
produce an exceptional, albino ink" (91) for soapsuds going down a 
shower drain, and "black beach" (94) for blackboard. A further exten-
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sion of this chain exists in the sentence preceding the appearance of 
"black beach ." The compass that is hurled against the blackboard is 
described as being the size of a " blind crab." After sinking into the 
blackboard, it makes a sound like that of a crab chewing on a palm 
leaf. 

A23 

"On that first day of school Jose Eugenio was going to begin the 
contemplation of evil in its pure gratuitousness; the first demonstra
tion that he would see, beyond the conciliar difficulty of the quod emt 
demonstrandum of the incontrovertible existence of original sin in 
every creature." (80) 

A24 

"With the point of the compass, he pounded ferociously on the door 
of the dungeon, but inside the box he found only cigarette butts. He 
tried to destroy the essential symmetry with his voracious shoes, a 
paper-crushing zigzag burial mound on top of the ashes . 

"These were what remained of the darkly conjured daughter of 
Inachus, the maddened 10, caught between the memory of the show
ers' music and the cigarettes stamped on by Cuevarolliot's fury, the 
remains of an Argos whose flight none had been able to impede. But 
the small one pinioned there, conversant with the resentful love of 
the daughter of Inachus, had taken possession of the first day on 
which his ransomed fire would burn." (94) 

The Rabassa version translates " fuego rescatado" as " ransomed fire, " 
but 1 prefer "rescued fire ." 

A25 

"A firefly basking in the music of the darkness made corporeal. When 
Alberto Olaya reached the corner by the school, he held his newly lit 
cigarette like a trumpet." (94) 

A26 

"The storyteller'S mermaid came out jingling her rings of keys . She 
was a crippled girl who limped about on a rickety wooden skeleton. 
She leaned against the door, and her lone leg, covered with a f1esh
colored stocking, had the look of a mermaid's tail recumbent on a 
muddy sand spit. She sang. Olaya entered the bower clinging to the 
defender of the cactus flower, fear visibly overshadowing the secret 
chill of pleasure. The muddy mermaid's song was sinking with the 
ring of keys. As they came out, the memory of the mermaid made 
them both gulp, but they swore that they both would set a foot on 
her." (101) 
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A27 

"filled a place in the family imagination which had the same terrible 
extension as those frosty Christmas Eves in Jacksonville." (61-62) 

A28 

"something of an ancient sacrifice about it. Except that the Colonel 
did not know to which deity he was making the offering ." (131) 

A29 

"He smoothed out the wrinkles in his shirt, feeling his respiratory 
contractions begin as his hostile deity, asthma, landed on his chest 
like a giant fly and began to flail around, laughing and swiftly grow
ing so fat that Cem! could not support it long enough to shoo it away." 
(147) 

The Rabassa version translates "enemiga divinidad" as "hostile de
ity," but I prefer "divine enemy." 

Chapter 3. The Paradigm of Characterization 

A30 

I cannot consider myself, I have never considered myself, a novelist. 
Poetry has always been my form of expression: but the moment 
arrived in which I saw that there was something else in a poem, that a 
poem was being formed into a novel, that there were characters that 
functioned in life like metaphors, like images; I saw how they became 
intertwined, how they merged, how they changed and then I realized 
that a poem could extend itself into a novel and that in reality every 
great novel was a great poem. 

A31 

"Fifty years after his death, Uncle Alberto's rage rose up again on the 
rebound when compared to that of the Duke of Provence, whose fury 
consisted in breaking the royal china service, piece by piece." (77) 

A32 

"He remembered that they also said his father appeared at night in 
Morro Castle, in the pavilion where he had taught his class, a man 
who fulfilled his sense of duty even in death." (240) 

A33 

"It appeared that his destiny was to enrich their happy unity and 
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prolong that instant given us to contemplate integrity and harmony." 
(31) 

A34 

"Jose Eugenio expanded his thirty-year-old chest. He seemed to be 
smoking the sea breeze . He widened his nostrils, drank in an epic 
quantity of oxygen, and then let it out through his mouth with slow 
puffs. The peace and innocent color of the waters awakened a shout
ing pride in him, one that was natural and savage. Standing in front of 
him he saw his five-year-old son, skinny, his ribs showing, panting as 
the breeze grew stronger, and then trembling as he tried to hide it, 
slyly watching his father as he pretended to breathe normally." (127) 

A35 

"The thirty-three years of his life were of a merry severity; he seemed 
to be driving his wife and three children along the rough and road less 
places of his own resolute blood, where everything was gained 
through happiness, clarity, and secret strength . A melon under his 
arm was the explosive symbol of one of his round and full days ." (14) 

A36 

"To the fou~ jacks players, the tiles were an OSCillating crystal that 
broke up silently after coming together silently, never losing its 
tremor, making way for fragments of military cloth, feeling harsh 
hobnails, freshly polished buttons. The fragments disappeared , reap
pearing at onc£" joined to new and larger pieces, the buttons falling 
into their sequence . The collar of the tunic was precisely starched, 
waiting for the face that would complete it. Rialta, peacefully hallu
cinated, went on playing jacks, getting close to twelve, the way one 
climbs up a staircase half-asleep, carrying a glass of water with such 
assurance that the water in it does not move. The rim of the circle was 
hardening until it began to look like incandescent metal. Suddenly, in 
a flash , the cloud broke up to make way for a new vision . On the tiles 
imprisoned by the circle the full tunic of the Colonel appeared, a 
darkish yellow that grew lighter, the buttons on the four pockets 
brighter than copper." (161) 

A37 

"For the family dynasty of the Cemis and the Olayas, the small 
diabolic dose of Alberto was more than enough ." (166) 

A38 

"the archetype of elegant manhood, the chosen one, the daring one, 
gallant, disdainful." (168) 
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A39 

"when Alberto's in a calm mood, he has a joy that gives us all 
strength." (177) 

MO 
"The smoke surrounds him like a suit of armor, its burnished metal 
bound with the sea's congealed mist ." (71) 

M1 

"Iighted his cigarette and let out a presumptuous puff of smoke." 
(103) 

M2 

"He had been sitting in his study for a long time, watching the lighted 
tips of his cigarettes parade by like shots at a target. He looked at the 
sparks but didn't stir them, so that frequently the matches burned his 
fingers, while the glow dimmed by the long ashes finally extin
guished itself in the alliance of the saliva's moisture and the invading 
embers. 

"The exercise of poetry, the verbal search for unknown finality, 
developed in him a strange perspicacity for words which acquire an 
animistic relief when grouped in space, seated like Sibyls at an assem
bly of spirits." (355) 

The Rabassa version translates "cigarros" as "cigarettes," but I be
lieve "cigars" is more accurate. 

M3 

"Come close so you can hear what your Uncle Alberto wrote, and 
you'll get acquainted with him and his special ebullience. This is the 
first time you'll hear language made into nature, with all its artifices of 
allusions and loving pedantry." (169) 

A44 

"Something fundamental had happened and reached him. As if he 
had been struck by a harpoon of clarity, the family idea of Alberto's 
demonism finally struck him and wiped him out ." (171) 

M5 

"Everything your father couldn't do, you will, over the years; such 
terrible misfortune cannot come to a family without filling such 
emptiness with a strange meaning, without that absence returning 
for its ransom." (227) 
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A46 

"Don't reject danger and always try what is most difficult . There's a 
danger that confronts us in the form of substitution, there's also a 
danger that sick people seek out, a sterile danger, the danger without 
epiphany. But when a man throughout his days has tested what is 
most difficult , he knows that he has lived in danger, and even though 
its existence has been silent, even though the succession of its waves 
has been peaceful, he knows that a day has been assigned to him in 
which he will be transfigured , and he will not see the fish inside the 
current but the fish in the starry basket of eternity ." (228) 

Chapter 4. Organizational Configurations: Plot and Fabula 

A47 

"The wax of the face and hands epitomized what he, because of what 
she said and because he had never seen a wax piece like that before, 
thought was real death . That it wasn't even an image, but a very 
ordinary wax mold made with no excess of realism, added to the 
confusion, and Cemf, six years old, could not perceive the objects he 
was discovering, as he lacked the framework that might have helped 
him to form analogies and group dissimilar objects around nuclei to 
be distributed and newly arranged." (141-42) 

A48 

"The orderly drew back the sheet. Suddenly Cemi saw his father 
dead , in his dress uniform now, his arms folded across his chest. The 
skin did not resemble the wax that he saw in his nightmares, St. 
Flora's waxen face that had brought him his first memory of death . He 
waited for a moment, his father seemed motionless. He did not 
diSintegrate, as his grandmother said had happened to her father 
when he was exhumed. The skin no longer had blood coursing 
through it, but it was not St . Flora's wax of death . It was not the 
whirlwind of dust from his grandmother's tale . Yet there was his 
father, dead . The orderly covered him with the sheet again." (156) 

A49 

"That brought him to meditate on the manner in which those spatial 
rearrangements were produced in him, that ordering of the invisible, 
that feeling for stalactites. He was able to establish that those group
ings had temporal roots, had nothing to do with spatial groupings, 
which are always a still life; for the viewer, the flow of time converted 
those spatial cities into figures, through which time, as it passed back 
and forth like the labor of the tides on the coral reefs, produced a kind 
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of eternal change of the figures , which by being situated in the 
distance were a permanent embryo. " (358) 

The Rabassa version translates "eterno retorno" as "eternal change, " 
but I believe "eternal return" is more accurate . 

A50 

"The next day, when he reached Upsal6n in the morning, Cemi 
noticed in all the groups a festivity, almost a stir, which interrupted 
the classes. The mocking gravity of the god Terminus seemed to be at 
the root of those groups. A single theme brought on remarks that 
were rich, pseudo-scientific, libertine, or disapproving. At the center, 
the god Terminus, his jawbone moving with a laugh celebrating this 
single theme in song, with an enormous phallus and a horn in his 
right hand. Each time his jaw moved up and down, there was a 
corresponding rhythmic movement of the hand with the horn that 
covered the hymn-like length of the phallus. 

"The remarks cheered all the groups in their nascent sperm. One 
narrator, and afterwards the variants and inventive games. Cern! 
recalled his vision of the day before, at the fortress of La Fuerza; that 
was the kind that made him laugh, when he had mounted dolphins 
on horses whose mutations ran from the inorganic world to tetanus. 
Dolphins, symbols of sexual deviation, gamboling beside the shell 
where the Cyprian goddess wraps herself in veils of salt spray. " (241) 

A51 

Memory is the soul's plasma, it is always creative, seminal, since we 
remember from the root of the species. 

A52 

The novel is about a life, Jose Cemi's and mine, which is embedded in 
everyone of its recesses . 

A53 

"Now the critic can perceive the drops of the temporal , but not as 
other mortals do, for death, not sleep, begins now to really give him 
the eternal, in which time cannot be conquered, beginning with the 
nonexistence of that sin which is time." (404) 

A54 

"Cern! forged ahead into the thickening night, feeling that it was 
becoming more and more difficult to penetrate it." (460) 
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Chapter 5. The Autobiographical Paradox 

ASS 

"As they passed by a tomb in which the body of St. Flora was 
reproduced in wax, Dona Augusta said to her grandson: 'That's a 
saint there, a real saint.' The wax of the face and hands epitomized 
what I, because of what my grandmother said and because I had 
never seen a real saint before, thought was real death ." 

This is my translation. The Rabassa version changes the I to he, which 
greatly modifies the meaning. 

AS6 

"Some doubters will think that I never said these words, that you 
invented them, but when you give the answer and the testimony, you 
and I will know that I did say them and that I will say them as long as I 
live and that you will continue saying them after I have died ." (228) 

AS7 

" I know that those are the most beautiful words Cemi ever heard in 
his life after the ones he read in the Gospels and that he will never 
hear any others that will so decisively set him in motion, but so many 
things had happened that day that he began to feel the nervous 
indecision that precedes the bronchial whistle of an asthmatic crisis." 
(228) 

AS8 

"Another phrase that had that kind of druidic overtone, the most 
untouchable family distance where faces faded away as if seen under 
the sea ... was that word 'hearer' heard and savored by Jose Cemi as 
the impossible key to an unknown world." (44) 

AS9 

"That visibility of absence, that dominion of absence, was Cemi's 
strongest trait. In him what wasn' t there, was; the invisible occupied 
the first plane in the visible, converting itself into a visible with 
dizzying possibilities; absence was presence, penetration ." (328) 

A60 

has in its center the notion of salvation and it finds as a way to 
salvation poetic creation. Those who forget that Lezama is Catholic, 
forget that he is a Catholic poet and that that is the only way it is 
possible to deeply understand his system. That is why the novel is 
called Paradiso, and not only as a superficial homage to the other great 
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Catholic poet. Lezama's man, banished from the paradise of infancy, 
lost in the world, saves himself through poetry. Against Heidegger's 
affirmation that man is destined for death, Lezama raises his pro
found conviction that man is destined for resurrection, and that 
resurrection arrives by means of poetry. 

A61 

The sister Ynaca Eco Licario appears rendering the poetical decree of a 
promised land . 

A62 

After his imprisonment, Marti must have felt like he was being reborn 
again in an image of resurrection, just as after his death he resurges 
again in the flesh . The barrenness of the desert and his new symbolic 
appearance in exile balance one another, and because of that in 
Paradiso, in order to propitiate the last encounter of Jose Cemi with 
Oppiano Licario, in order to reach a new coincidence, the Tibetan 
city, he has to cross all the occurrences and recurrences of the night. 
The placental descent of the nocturnal, the abiter at midnight, appear 
like a variant of the desert and exile; all the possibilities of the poetical 
system have been put in motion, so that Cemf can attend his meeting 
with Licario. 

A63 

"He remembered Dona Augusta's tale, his dead great-grandfather in 
a dress uniform, intact, who had suddenly, like an invisible whirl
wind, broken up into colored dust. The wax of St. Flora's face and 
hands, inside the glass casket, offering a resistant death, hard as the 
image of the evaporated body. The wax suddenly ready for the sleigh 
of touch, offering an infinite sliding. Suddenly his father, hidden 
behind a column and telling him in a disguised voice: 'When we were 
alive we walked one route, and now that we're dead we walk a 
different route.' The phrase 'walk a different route' became alive for 
him. The image of Oppiano Licaro rose up, but now he was alone in 
the bus with all the other seats empty, tinkling his coin collection, 
ordering the little horses on his Greek drachmas to stop, their chests 
and haunches disproportionate in relation to their faces and the small 
legs pacing on top of a drum. The immense drum of the night, a silent 
drum that fabricated absences, hollows, withdrawals, fragments into 
which an arm of the sea made its way." (464) 

A64 

"Like her brother she showed a completely religious self-confidence: 
her self was formed by two intersecting lines. Their point of intersec
tion was the coincidence of her chance and her destiny." (464) 
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A65 

"Like a magic mirror it caught the radiation of ideas, the column of 
self-destruction of knowledge rose up with the flame's slenderness, 
was reflected in the mirror, and left its mark. It was the tail of Juno, the 
starry sky that was reflected in the parenthesis of the constellation ." 
(465) 

A66 

" I don' t call him, because he comes, 
like two stars that cross 
in their exalted laws, 
he knows their elliptical orbit . 

I was, but he will be, 
when I am pure knowledge, 
the stone brought on the wind, 
he will wrap me in Egyptian linen. 

Reason and memory by chance 
will see the dove attain 
faith in the super-natural. 

The spider and the image in place of body 
cannot be, I am riot dead . 

I saw your father die; and now, Cemf, stumble." (465) 

A67 

Once more he heard : rhythm of hesychasts, we can begin. 

4 

8 

11 

13 

14 

This is my translation . The Rabassa version (466) includes the word 
" now," which does not appear in the Spanish version of this passage. 

Chapter 6. Oppiano Licario and the Lost Center 

A68 

What is afterlife? The penetration of imagery in nature engenders 
afterlife . To that extent I never tire of repeating Pascal's statement 
which was a revelation for me, "since true nature has been lost, all can 
be nature ." The terrible affirmative force of that statement moved me 
to place imagery within the context of lost nature, in this way in the 
face of the determinism of nature; man responds with the total arbi
trariness of imagery. And faced with the pessimism of lost nature, 
(one sees] man's invincible joy in the reconstructed image. 
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A69 

There must remain in this environment vestiges of that science, 
now lost, of ostentatiousness dedicated to the study of the exceptions 
or marvels that form part of true causality. My sister and I are search
ing for perhaps we will never find, the nexus of those wonders, what 1 
call the morphological exceptions which form part of the face of the 
invisible. I say that perhaps we may never find it because each one of 
us represents only a half of the whole . Mine is the half that represents 
the coordinates or associative power of reminiscence, her's the vision 
to reconstruct fragments into a whole. If I should achieve the nexus of 
reminiscence in becoming and if she could remember in its totality the 
destiny of each movement, or the invariable necessity of whatever 
happens, we would prevail like a type of transparent sphere, like a 
lapidary that would have found the substance capable of reproducing 
incessantly the movement of fish. 

A70 

"I don't have to emphasize that the custody of these papers is a tragic 
responsibility for you." 

A71 

The water had erased the writing, although as the paper crumpled it 
seemed to have a patina, as if there remained on the whiteness of the 
page an indecipherable text as the black traces of the ink vaporized. 
He approached the Chinese box and in the bottom of one of its 
compartments he made out some pages where a poem appeared 
among the prose, he began to kiss it. 

An 
The absence of the real produced a presence of dazzling irreality. 

A73 

"What neither Uncle Alberto nor the Colonel could accomplish, you 
and Cern! will achieve." 

A74 

Licario knew there were no secrets, but he also knew that one had to 
search for those secrets. 

A75 

As the doors closed a tension blossomed in him as if he were falling 
into the center of the sea, and he sensed a lynx within the insinuations 
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of the darkness . It wasn't only the point of visibility that was increas
ing, it was, on the contrary, as if all his skin was expecting to receive a 
needle's prick. This tension that gravitated toward a center continued 
growing as we contemplated the staircase that led us to Ynaca's 
library. 

A76 

Ynaca with a foot as a center, as if she were a compass, drew a circle. 

A77 

As the barb penetrated she was conscious of colored disks being 
projected onto the blackboard, which first opened their arms, dilating 
the color, until they were lost within their confines and then, while 
she closed her eyes in ecstasy, they were reduced to a point, it seemed 
they were extinguishing themselves, but after spinning with a uni
formly accelerating force, spirals of colors proceeded to unfold , along 
with vibrations and letters of unknown alphabets, bursting forth 
more rapidly than they could form into groups or patterns. 

A78 

The image of the manatee appears in the chronicles shrouded in a 
halo of the astonishing, the illusory and the fantastic. The initiator of 
this tendency was Christopher Columbus . . .. The manatees that 
appeared in the mentioned pages of Paradiso are, consequently, 
metaphors that allude to the "sociable" sirens that accompany 
Michelena in his orgies. 

A79 

Ynaca nuzzled her face all over all of Cemi's body, she felt the salt of 
his sweaty scales . She sensed how the sweat of carnal dialogue 
converts us into fish . Ynaca forced her face into the moisture of 
Cemi's back and savored the salt as if she were sucking a frozen fish. 

A80 

As a form of restitution, man gives something back through his sperm 
and like a fish, swims in the universal Word . 

A81 

Once we were seated in a park, someone passed in front of our 
bench three or four times, suddenly rushed off, and got into a car. It 
was Licario who with a flourish took over the afternoon. As time 
passed, Cemf became hypersensitive to those arrivals of Licario. 
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Although the presence of that other space, of that duplicate existence, 
of that disappearance wasn't certain, it was an indication of the very 
complicated, earthly presence of Licario, as very few after their death 
have the reminiscent force to create in another a new perspective. 
Generally, it is a very restrained, totally tragic memory, but not in the 
case of Licario, infinitely particularized, universally magic and open 
to the most unexpected decisions. It was a metaphor that in any 
moment could appear, the infinite possible analogy of metaphor, for 
it seemed that in the realm of the absolute, death increased its possi
bility of acting on an extremely vigorous and unexpected image. 
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Oppiano Licario's manuscript , 
103-4: Ynaca as, 105. See also 
Circle imagery 

Chaos, 19, 49,61 , 68, 93-94, 110, 
113 

Characters: as metaphors, 9, 37, 38, 
41 , 52; and plot, 37-41; and 
relationships, 48-49, 52 

Chatman, Seymour, 4, 38-41 
Chiampi Cortez, Irlemar, 70, 70n 
Circle imagery, 31, 60, 61, 89-91 , 93, 

105, 106, 107, 110, 111-12 
Cirlot, Juan Eduardo, 61, 89, 93 
Closure,S, 69, 87, 103, 111, 112-13 
Cohesion: defined, 65; 72 
Cold: and death, 25; and evil, 34; 

and attempt to cure asthma, 43 
Color symbolism, 16, 24, 106 
Combinatory oppositions, 4-5, 

11-12, 24, 105 
"Confluencias," 7-8n, 75n 
Corhizar, julio, 1, 6, 98 
Creativity, 12-13, 15,35,47-48, 

50-51,61 , 66,67, 69, 70, 72, 74, 
80, 86, 87, 89, 90, 94, 96, 99, 110 

Critical theory, contemporary: 2-3; 
and Russian Formalism, 54-55 

Cross-reference segments, 56n, 58, 
66 

Cubanism, 83-85, 87 

Dador, 7 
Dante, 82, 84, 110 
Death: 5, 10, 12, 15, 16, 17, 18, 26, 

34,42, 44, 49,61,62,64, 75,91 , 
92, 93, 96--97, 101, 102, 107, 108, 
111, 113; association with 
uniforms, 64-65, 71; association 
with wax, 64-65, 66, 77-78, 91 

Deep structure , 55 
Defamiliarization: 27, 47; defined, 

27n 
Derrida, Jacques, 3 
Desire, 69, 71 , 80, 94-95, 109, 110, 

111 
Devil. See Satan 
Difficulty, notion of, 50, 68, 78, 102, 

l11,l11n 
Discours and histoire (Todorov), 54 

145 
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Discourse, 4, 41, 55, 56, 65 
Dislocations, temporal and spatial, 

53--73 
Disorder, 21 , 61, 110. See also Chaos 
Displacement: of sexuality in 

Paradiso, 82--83, 88, 109; in 
Lezama Lima's later works, 113 

"Doble noche, " 16, 19 
Dominance, notion of in plot, 38--39 
Don Quijote, 20 
Dreams, 26, 30, 43, 49, 59, 66, 69, 71 
Dynamic character, 48 

Eco, Umberto, 4, 21-23 
Eden. See Paradise 
Entropy, 113 
Las eras imaginarias, 7-8n, 9, 75n 
Eroticism. See Sexuality 
Eternal recurrence (Nietzsche), 67 
Eternity: 5, 60, 61, 71, 90, 93, 94-95, 

102; circle as symbol of, 89 
Events: and character, 38--39; and 

traits, 40--41 
Evil, 29, 30, 34. See also Good and 

evil 
Exile, 90, 98--99 
Existents (characters and setting), 

39, 41 
Expansion of verbs, notion of, 86--S7 
Expansive elements: defined, 4; 14, 

53,72, 103 

Fabula . See Plot and fabula 
Fall, the, 97, 104 
Family: as metaphor of unity, 10; as 

source of Paradiso, 37, 75, 85 
Fiction and poetry. See Poetry and 

fiction 
Fictionalized autobiography, 88. See 

also Autobiographical and 
fictional intentionality 

La fijeza, 7 
Fire: 31; and Prometheus, 32 
Flies. See Insects 
Focalization, 70 
Forastieri Braschi, Eduardo, 13, 15 
Fragmentation: and unity, 8, 45; 

and authorial self, 72, 82, 109; and 
form, 110, 113 

Fragmentos a su in/an, 10, 19-20 
Los fragmentos de la noche, 10, 15-19 
Framing devices, 7 

Freud, Sigmund: 23n, 76n; The 
Illterpretatioll of Dreams as 
autobiography, 76 

Garcia Marquez, Gabriel: 6, 7; Ciell 
anos de soledad (One Hlllldred Years 
of Solitude), 7 

Genette, Gerard, 38, 54, 86--S7 
Geometrical progressions, 89, 91 
Glory, and death, 71 
God, 13--14, 43, 112 
G6ngora, Luis de , 110 
Good and evil, 29 

Halliday, M. A. K. , 65 
Hassan, Ruqaiya , 65 
Hawthorne, Nathaniel: 76-77, 86; 

The Scarlet Letter and 
autobiography, 76-77 

Heaven . See Paradise 
Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich, 

The Philosophy of History, 9 
Heidegger, Martin, 82, 110 
Hermeticism, 1, 10,20,111 
Hero archetype, 51 
Historicity, 9, 11ln 
Holy Grail. See Center, quest for; 

and Circle imagery 
Homosexuality, 6, 61 , 67--68, SO, 81, 

81n 
Howarth , William L. , 75-76, 77 
Hurricane: 100, 103; in Cuban 

mythology, 106 

Identity: 16, 18, 37, 43, 93; merging 
and fragmentation of, 68, 69, 70n. 
See also Self-ideology, 83, 85, 88, 
97 

Imagery: 7, 8, 30, 90, 96, 102; 
and story, 8 

Imagination, and the transformation 
of texts, 51, 66, 68--69, 70, 72 

Innate defects . See Markings 
Insects: gadfly, 32; and asthma, 

34-35; and destruction, 35, 65 . See 
also Spider 

Intentionality. See Autobiographical 
and fictional intentionality 

Intertextuality, 108, 109 
Irony, 10, 34, 97, 104 
Iser, Wolfgang, 83 



Jakobson, Roman, 2, 23 
Jesus Christ, 14 
Joyce, James, 110 
Judgment, factual and semiotic, 

22-23,35 
Jung, Carl Gustav, 2, 89 

Kierkegaard, Soren, Repetition as 
autobiography, 76 

Labrador Ruiz, Enrique, Ellaberinto 
de si mismo, 110 

Legitimacy, quest for, 12, 15 
Levi-Strauss, Claude, 3 
Lewis, Thomas E., 83 
Lezama Lima, Eloisa, 19, 70n, 75n, 

82, 97-98 
Lezama Lima, Jose: and religious 

faith, 10,96, 108, 109, 112; on 
"Rapsodia para el mulo," 14; 
avoidance of procreation, 15; on 
Paradiso, 20, 21, 48, 59, 61n, 69, 
77,81,83,84,87,9O,94;on 
poetry and novel, 38; on memory, 
69; and father figure, 70-71, 112n; 
on imagery, 96; on afterlife, 96; 
last years, 96-99; marriage, 98; 
correspondence, 98; inability to 
travel, 98n 

Lezama y Rodda, Jose Maria, 75 
Lima y Rosaldo, Rosa Maria, 75 
Limiting elements: defined, 4; 72 
Lutz, Robyn Rothrock, 7 

Manatee, 106-7 
Markings, of innate defects, 30-31 
Marti, Jose, 90 
Meaning, moving simultaneously in 

two directions, 95, 97, 103-4, 105, 
111 

Memory: 71 , 93; and autobiography, 
79-80 

Metaliterature, 72, 82. See also 
Self-referentialtiy 

Metaphor: 7, 65, 107; and novel, 8; 
and timelessness, 8, 19; Hegel on, 
9; metaphorical prose, 20; 
defined, 21-25. See also 
Metonymy 

Metonymy: Hegel on, 9; and 
"Rapsodia para el mulo," 11; and 
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"Los fragmentos de la noche," 17; 
metonymical poetry, 20; defined, 
21-22; and metaphor, 21-25, 27, 
32,36-37,52, 111; 33, 44, 65, 91. 
107 

Muerte de Narciso, 111 
Mundo Nuevo (journal), 7 
Mythology and deities: Middle 

Eastern, 25-26, 32, 33, 34, 35, 
85-86; Classical, 28, 31. 32, 67, 
85-86, 87, 92, 111; Eastern, 29, 32, 
86; Norse, 86; Pre-Columbian, 86, 
106-7. See also God 

Narrative model, 55 
New Criticism, 2 
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 67, 110 
Nightmares. See Dreams 
Nonclosure. See Closure; Aperture 
Novel: characteristics of, 8; and 

national identity, 85. See also 
Poetry and fiction 

Number symbolism, 60--61, 93 

Ocean. See Sea imagery 
Olney, James, 79-80 
Ontology, and "Rapsodia para el 

mulo,"13 
Oppiano Licario: 9, 10, 19, 20, 83, 

96-113; incompleteness of, 
97-103, outline of, 97, 98n 

Order, 47, 49, 61, 68, 88, 113 
Origenes (journal), 6 
Original sin, 30 
Origins. See Search 
Ortega y Gasset, Jose, 2 
Ortiz, Fernando, 84-85 

"Pabe1l6n del vacio," 19-20 
Paradise: 12,61, 94, 97; circle as 

symbol of or entrance to, 89 
Paradiso: extended creation of, 2-3; 

and Origenes, 6; first edition, 6, 
SO; reaction to, 6-7, SO, 98; 
sexuality in, 7, 80-81; and poetry, 
7---8; and time and space, 9-10; 
and chapter 12, 9-10, 53-74, 88, 
103,111; family as source of 37, 
75, 83, 85; and chapter 6, 57-64, 
66; origin of title, 82, 84; 
mythology in, 83, 85-86 
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Pascal, Blaise, 96 
Paz, Octavio, 1. 99 
Plot and fabula (story), 54-73 

- Poetry and fiction : 7-10, 20, 21, 38, 
88; Hegel on 9; temporal 
implications of. 9; Jakobson on, 
23, 23n 

Poststructuralism, 2 
Presupposing and presupposed 

elements, 65 
Propp, Vladimir, 38, 39, 55n 
Proust, Marcel. Recherche du temps 

perdu, 86--87 

Quest motif: 18, 96, 102, 103, 104. 
See also Search 

"Rapsodia para el mulo," 1(}-15, 36, 
112 

Reader response, 3, 55-56, 63 
Rebellion, 32, 45, 47, 51 
Recit and histoire (Genette), 54 
Recit mcontant and recit raconte 

(Bremond),54 
Redemption, 12 
Referent, 37, 75, 79, 83, 8&--88, 89-90 
Religious code, 14 
Repertoire, 83, 85 
Repetition, 66, 67 
Resurrection, 18, 70n, 82, 90, 102, 

108 
Rodriguez Monegal, Emir, 1. 7, 75, 

82 
Russian Formalism: 2, 54-55; and 

structuralism, 54n 
Round character, 48 

Salvation, 61, 82 
Santi, Enrico Mario, 98n , 112n 
Sarduy, Severo, 2 
Satan, 29 
Sea imagery, 15, 17, 27-29, 47, 91, 

107 
-Search: for origins, 9, 12, 14, 15, 75; 

for absolutes, 87, 89, 102, 113; for 
the unknown, 10, 14-15, 101-2. 
See also Quest motif 

Segmentation, 56--59, 62~3 
Segre, Cesare, 4, 39, 54-57 
Self: the authorial self, 69, SO, 94, 

108; concept of and 

autobiography, 76--77, 79; 
conceptualization of. 87, 89; 
fragmented and unitary, 94, 109, 
110 

Self-referentiality, 10, 19, 70n, 79, 
82, 108, 109, 113 

Semiosis, 22, 35 
Semiotics, 2, 4 
Sensuality. See Sexuality 
Separation. See Absence 
Sexual codes, 18, 26, 30, 61 , 82 
Sexuality, 7, 26, 30, 33, 35, 49, 61. 
67~, 8(}-82, 88, 100, 104, 106--7, 
110 

Shklovsky, Victor, 27, 27n, 55n, 63 
Sign, 35-36, SO 
Signifier and signified, 22-23 
Sin: 29, 30, 71, 77; and time, 71 
Siren: 33; and manatee, 106--7; 

Ynaca as, 107 
Smoking, as sign of dominance, 

45-46, 85 
Space, 8, 9, 52, 53, 61 , 66, 72. 73, 91 , 

93,94, 106 
Speaker, as narrator or 

commentator, 7 
Spengemann, William c. , 76--77, R6 
Spider, 35, 93. See also Insects 
Sprinkler, Michael. 79 
Sterility, 12-13, 15, 105 
Sternberg, Meir, 54 
Structuralism, 2, 4 
Subversion, 110, 113 
Surmelian, Leon, 52 

Tainos, 84-85, 106 
Temporal sequence in analysis, 

38--39 
Tension, and unity of a text, 4, 97; 

and ambiguous messages, 22 
Theodicy, and "Rapsodia para el 

mulo," 13 
Thomas Aquinas, Saint, 110 
Tie: defined, 65; 66 
Time, 8, 9, 10, 14, 38, 41, 42, 44, 52, 

53, 60, 62, 65, 66, 67, 7(}-72, 73, 
78, SO, 92, 93, 94-95, 102, 106 

Time axis of a text, 57 
- Time-bound and time-free 

elements, 4, 9, 21. '29, 37, 40, 42, 
45, 52, 93, 95 



Todorov, Tzvetan, 54 
Tomashevsky, Boris, 48, 55n 
Tradition , 50, 51 , 85, 93 
Traits: 39-51; defined, 39-40 
Transcurrent image, 63, 64, 65 
Trident , symbolism of, 28--29 

Unity: 8, 18, 20, 45, 51, 52, 60, 90, 
92, 100, 109, 110; of Paradiso, 53, 
65 . See also Cohesion 

Valdivieso, Jaime, 62 
Vargas Llosa, Mario: response to 

Index 149 

Paradiso, 6; sexuality of Pantaleoll Y 
las visi toms, 81 : 

Verbs. See Expilnsion of verbs 
Verifiability, and fictional text, 

78--79 
Verticality, symbolism of, 8, 11 , 105, 

112 
Vitier, Cintio: 75n, 84; La cubano en 

la poesia , 6n, 84 

Water, 17, 26, 31, 32, 33 
Writing, and loss of the self, 79, 94 
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