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Abstract

The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) constitutes one of the most definitive events of
twentieth-century Spain, leaving the nation with a complex legacy of memory and silence.
After decades of censorship under the dictatorship of Francisco Franco and the self-
censorship of the Transition to democracy, the Civil War has exploded with visibility and
profitability in the literary realm at the turn of the millennium. This dissertation explores the
intersection of historical memory, with its inherent ethico-political considerations, and the
postmodern destabilization of authority in four novels from the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries. Chapters one and two examine the blurring of generic lines between
fiction and non-fiction in Soldados de Salamina (2001) by Javier Cercas and Mala gente que
camina (2006) by Benjamin Prado, while chapters three and four deal with the juxtaposition
of reality and fantasy in E/ ldpiz del carpintero (1998) by Manuel Rivas and Rabos de
lagartija (2000) by Juan Marsé. Each of these texts is self-aware with regard to memory and
textuality, depicting how the traumas of war and postbellum oppression are recovered,
negotiated, and reconstructed in the present, not as a function of personal experience, but
rather through their various narratives.

The central element of this dissertation lies in its treatment of the way in which irony,
a leitmotiv of each novel, frames the self-consciously literary approach to history. These
texts employ the ambivalent properties of irony in order to establish points of tension
between seemingly paradoxical poles, with regard to what is remembered and how it is
remembered, without rejecting either premise. In essence, the irony behind these narratives
allows them to suggest that Spain’s violent past is both absolutely necessary and
determinative, and wholly inaccessible without its mediated, and thus problematic, traces in
the present.
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Introduction

The Civil War at the Turn of the Millennium: From Politics to the Novel (or Vice-
Versa)

To say that the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) stands out as the most decisive, divisive,
and tragic event of recent Spanish history has become somewhat of a critical cliché, found in
the introduction to almost all studies that give focus to the history, politics, and cultures of
Spain in the twentieth and into the twenty-first centuries. Nevertheless, despite its apparent
hyperbole, such a claim is impossible to deny. This study, therefore, is obliged to begin with
a similar statement, an open articulation in recognition of the patent intimacy that exists
betwkreen Spain’é fraternal conflict and its evolution as a nation and people. Indeed, the
Spanish Civil War constitutes the legacy moment of contemporary Spain, the culmination of
simmering political tensions that subsequently forged the path of national development: from
the fall of the monarchy and establishment of the Second Republic (1931), to the eventual
military uprising that gave way to the Civil War and the fall of the Republic (1936-1939), to
the resulting military dictatorship under General Francisco Franco until his death in 1975, to
the Transition to democracy and the Constitution (1978), to Spain’s current identity as a
liberal democracy (member of the European Union, NATO, etc.). In other words, the war’s
impact cannot be limited to the three years of open combat, but rather gives place to an
inheritance that continues to be felt even today at the beginning of the twenty-first century.
As Chris Ealham and Michael Richards note in the introduction to their collection of essays
The Splintering of Spain, more than 350,000 people died during combat and another 200,000

lost their lives during the early years of the Franco dictatorship “as a result of political



oppression, hunger, and disease related to the conflict,” while roughly a half million
Spaniards went into exile, taking with them lingering memories of trauma, longing, and loss
(2-3)." Given the far-reaching implications of the Civil War and its consequences, it is no
surprise that the cultural production of the twentieth century has been marked by this
watershed rﬁoment, providing the setting for many works and the influence for countless
more. What is most intriguing for the present study, however, is that at the turn of the
millennium, seven decades after the fighting and three decades since the death of Franco, the
Civil War is perhaps now more than ever on the forefront of Spanish national awareness.
The desire for dialogue concerning this historical period is particularly evident in the field of
literature, both in terms of the proliferation of works dealing with the Civil War and their

commercial success.

The genesis of this project came about in 2006, the same year as the seventieth
anniversary of the beginning of the Civil War, and perhaps fittingly draws to a conclusion in
2009, the seventieth anniversary of Franco’s victory and the end of official hostilities. While
these dates are certainly coincidental, they also cover significant activities within Spain’s
political establishment in recognition of its traumatic past, recognition that does not give way
to, but rather follows the previously awakened cultural impulse toward historical
recuperation. On 22 June 2006 the Spanish Congress under Prime Minister José Luis
Rodriguez Zapatero of the Partido Socialista Obrero de Espaiia (PSOE), though without the
support of the Partido Popular (PP), declared 2006 to be the “Afio de la Memoria Historica”
in recognition of the victims of the Civil War.? Following this declaration was the approval
of the “Ley de Memoria Histérica” on 31 October 2007, a law that gives official recognition

to the crimes and victims of the Civil War and the Franco regime.” From this legal



framework, 2008 saw Judge Baltasar Garzén Real begin his investigation into the Crimes
against Humanity during the early years of Francoist repression and begin the proceedings
for the exhumation of mass graves." Whether or not these events will prove successful in
constituting a kind of national reconciliation that does not gloss over nor ignore the victims
and victimizers of Spain’s recent past remains to be determined. What is certain is that they
do represent a new political discourse that breaks with the self-imposed silence of the early

democratic era, which followed the silence of censorship under Franco.

In her recent study Las huellas de la Guerra Civil. Mito y trauma en la narrativa de
la Esparia democratica, Carmen Moreno-Nuifio explains that if the Transition to democracy
does stand as one of Spain’s greatest successes because of its rapid transformation and lack
of violent upheaval, it does so at the expense of one of Spain’s greatest failures: “la memoria
de la Guerra Civil” (14).° As José F. Colmeiro notes of his own experiences and
observations growing up straddling both the dictatorial and democratic regimes, “La
situacion de ignorancia con respecto al pasado comun define varias generaciones de
espafioles nacidos después de la guerra civil y alcanza hasta nuestros propios dias” (8). In
the face of such failure with respect to the memory of the Civil War, perhaps now there is
optimism, guarded optimism to be sure, that the establishment is finally following the
appetite for historical dialogue that has been evident in the public consciousness on a more
notable level in the past decade. That is not to say that an open exploration of the past is a
fully hegemonic stance. As mentioned, both the passing of the declaration of 2006 as the
“Afio de la Memoria Histérica” and the “Ley de 1a Memoria Histérica” were achieved

without support of the Partido Popular, one of the two largest political parties in Spain.®



Nevertheless, while the memory debate remains a polemical issue in Spanish culture, it has

become a more open debate in the political arena.

Indeed, the timeframe in which the research and writing of this present study has
been undertaken has witnessed the political culmination of a bottom-up impulse to confront
the past. That is, the congressional recognition of Spain’s literally and figuratively long-
buried casualties of its war-torn and postbellum eras gives official visibility to the cultural
preoccupation with the nation’s history. This preoccupation gained visibility in the late
nineties due to its place in literary and cinematographical production and the efforts of
citizen organizations such as the Asociacion para la Recuperacion de 1a Memoria Historica
(ARMH), founded in 2000.” The ethical imperative for such recovery is outlined by the
ARMH’s co-founder and president Emilio Silva in his book, co-written by Santiago Macias,

Las fosas de Franco. Los republicanos que el dictador dejo en las cunetas:

La sociedad espafiola habia dejado de lado durante la transiciéon a miles de familias
que habian perdido la guerra, habian sido durante cuarenta afios la anti-Espafia y
habian renunciado a sus derechos durante la transicion para permitir que el proceso
politico hacia la democracia fuera un camino tranquilo. Pero en el afio 2002 era
incomprensible que esa situacion permaneciera en la trastienda de 1a historia. Una
cosa era hacer un discurso politico acerca de lo necesaria o no que pudo ser la
amnesia colectiva, y otro ver los rostros y escuchar las vidas de aquellas personas y

no tratar de hacer algo para ayudarlas. (93-94)*

Silva, like many who advocate in favour of memory, has a family connection to the mass

graves; his grandfather was a Republican killed by Nationalist troops during the Civil War



and dumped unceremoniously in a ditch with other anonymous casualties. For Silva the
legacy of the Civil War is a family inheritance, passed from generation to generation though

without the closure of a proper burial.

For those behind the resurgence of memory-discourse, Silva embodies Spain’s own
literal and metaphorical need for closure, to properly bury, and thus honour, their dead. “Los
actantes de la guerra y los que hoy recuperan los cadéveres tres generaciones mas tarde,”
explains Ulrich Winter, “no son las mismas personas, pero tampoco estan separadas por una
frontera infranqueable” (“Localizar” 25). The generational gap signals not only a
recuperation of the memoriés of those who lived the war by those who did not, but also a
recuperation of the sense of obligation toward addressing and preserving them. That the
aforementioned governmental efforts to provide such closure have resulted from bottom-up
initiatives at the turn of the millennium suggests that the political realm still lags behind
cultural/societal desires, but also that there exists an official willingness to deal with the
ghosts of the past that has not existed since the war itself. As Ofelia Ferran states in Working
Through Memory. Writing and Remembrance in Contemporary Spanish Narrative in

reference to the negotiations surrounding the passage of the “Ley de Memoria Histérica,”

Whatever the final, revised law may turn out to be, the fact remains that the ongoing
work of the ARMH, and other such civic organizations, has been an important force
in creating a greater public awareness of the unresolved human rights problem in
Spain. That a civic organization, created by ordinary citizens, may thus ultimately
have a significant influence on government policy is perhaps one of the strongest
indications of the difference between the current political climate in Spain and that of

the early stages of the transition. (31)



That the “current political climate” has been more receptive to the efforts of the ARMH and
other similar organizations is hardly surprising when one considers the notable proliferation
and profitability in the market of films and novels at the end of the twentieth century that
place the Civil War and its Francoist consequences at the centre of their representations. In
other words, we must recognize that the government’s actions in support of memory come
about after a decade in which the Civil War has become a rentable topic of Spanish cultural

production.

The tensién between what should or should not be remembered and how this debate
is framed by the complex relationship between culture and politics can be traced back to the
Transition to democracy after Franco’s death. No longer bound by the restrictions ‘of the
Censor, the early years of the Transition witnessed a “boom” of cultural production that
openly embraced historical recuperation. Autobiographical/memorialistic works like Jorge
Sempran’s Autobiografia de Federico Sanchez (1977)—in which he describes his
participation in, and expulsion from (1964), the Spanish Communist Party in exile—made
visible elements of Spanish history that were previously controlled by the state.® To evoke a
cliché, the new freedoms of expression “opened the floodgates™ for those that had been

silenced.

Nevertheless, the top-down resistance to confronting the potentially painful episodes
of Spanish history—demonstrated by such acts as the passing of the “Ley de amnistia”
(1977), guaranteeing protection from the law for members of the Franco regime—created an

27 &

environment characterized by the now commonly used phrases “collective amnesia,” “pact
of silence,” and “pact of forgetting.” In Memoria y olvido de la guerra civil espafiola,

Paloma Aguilar Fernandez summarizes this phenomenon and its rationale:



A lo largo de la transicion espaiiola tuvo lugar un pacto tacito entre las élites mas
visibles para silenciar las voces amargas del pasado que tanta inquietud suscitaban
entre la poblacion. Parte de ésta parecia temer la inminente resurreccién de los viejos
rencores de la guerra que, tal vez, no estuvieran tan apagados como pretendian hacer

creer tanto los dirigentes politicos como algunos medios de comunicacion. (21-22)

Aguilar Fernandez goes on to add that the sense of unease behind the Transition’s preferred
silence toward past transgressibns was not merely a product of the Francoist legacy alone,
but rather the Civil War too continued to be a protagonist in the discourses of both those who
sought to keep memory alive and those who sought to suppress the past. The conflict, .she
states, “constituia un problema atin abierto y de no fécil ni evidente soluciéon” (22). Ferran
describes the seemingly paradoxical desires of silence from official circles and the
proliferation of memorialistic works in cultural circles as Spain’s characteristic
schizophrenia of the Transition, adding that certain critics have noted that “this ‘pact of
forgetting” was operative even though novels, films, autobiographies, historical studies, and
other works exploring the past of the civil war and Francoism began to appear after Franco’s
death” (23)."° The historian Santos Julia, for example, cites the work of specific artists in
defence of an unofficial counter-discourse to the more official, though certainly unwritten,

“pact of silence:”

In this sense it is completely false to say that the Transition was built around a kind of
collective forgetting of the Civil War. Quite the opposite: the memories of Dionisio
Ridruejo or Pedro Lain Entralgo, the novels of Juan Benet or Camilo José Cela, the
theatre of Antonio Buero Vallejo or the cinema of José Luis Borau and Carlos Saura

were full of constant references to the Civil War and the years immediately after it,



evoking memories of a time that many Spaniards had not experienced directly, but

the effects of which they had suffered for a long time. (112)
Clearly, the early democratic era of the late seventies is a period marked by the past, by
memories of the Civil War, both lived and “inherited.” It is the twin responses to that past,
fascination and fear, that fed the schizophrenic character of Spanish memory, which
continues to manifest itself into the twenty-first century.

During the eighties, this dynamic was certainly present, though perhaps less palpable.
The predilection in Spain for ignoring its past became intimately linked to a focus on its
future, on becoming a modern, European nation, a part of NATO and the European Union,
and all the other markers of a Western democracy. It appeared that Spain no longer desired
to be different.’ “[L]os ochenta,” explains Cristina Moreiras Menor, “son afios dominados
por el deseo colectivo de integrar Espafia y a los espafioles en Europa y, de acuerdo a ello, el
afecto que se impone en la comunidad nacional es el de la alegria y el exceso celebratorio”
(19). Once again, however, the national impulse to look forward is juxtaposed against the
production of novels and films that grant the Civil War a continued presence, albeit from
what has been called the narrative mythification of history “en la cual la guerra se aprecia
como referencia inagotable pero progresivamente lejana” (Mainer 99). Julio Llamazares’s
Luna de lobos (1985) and Antonio Mufioz Molina’s Beatus Ille (1986) are notable examples
of novels that demonstrate this dynamic, though I reject the notion that such works deny a
meaningful approach to the particulars of history due to their mythical character, as will be
explored in the following section. Nevertheless, it is certain that the presence of history
within the “distanced” perspective of myth does point to the shifting priorities in favour of
the present/future within the Spanish national consciousness alongside the sustained

relevance of the past.



The project of Spanish integration within the European community and as a modern,
Western nation culminated in 1992 with the Olympic Games in Barcelona and the World’s
Fair in Seville. Perhaps incongruous, and certainly controversial, was the commemoration
that same year of the five-hundredth anniversary of the voyage of Christopher Columbus, a
conspicuously odd celebration of its colonial history for a nation that sought to portray itself
as progressive. According to Moreiras Menor, in the shadow of these events Spain no longer
had a forward-looking, national goal, leaving a kind of cultural void: “Los noventa. . . se
caracterizan por no presentar un deseo o proyecto comun. La ausencia de un proyecto
. colectivo, la negatividad (la integracién en Europa se vive en muchos sectores desde la
sospecha), y la falta de mirada utdpica caracterizan la Espafia postolimpica” (19). During
this period novels like Lo peor de todo (1992) by Ray Loriga and Historias del Kronen
(1994) by José Angel Maiias eschew any kind of historical, or even future, consciousness or
ethical charge in favour of the present concerns of young Spaniards obsessed with drugs,
music and pop-culture, particularly that of North America. 12’ Juxtaposed against this brief
narrative trend, however, is what I have already outlined as the ever-increasing popularity of
historical themes in literary and cinematographical expression as the twentieth century gives
way to the twenty-first. In sum, the shift toward a cultural appreciation of memory has once

again placed the Civil War in the national spotlight.

It is the place of the Civil War in literature and film during this recent period of
heightened historical consciousness that concerns the present study, particularly that of the
novel. Indeed, it is clear that Spain’s problematic, even schizophrenic, relationship with its
war and post-war legacy is reflected in its literary output. According to David K.

Herzberger, twentieth-century Spain has been marked by “two opposing propositions. These
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might be termed ‘the past embraced’ and the ‘past renounced,” which prompts the correlative
concepts of ‘the past as usable,” and ‘the past as impracticable’ (“Spanishness” 12). That is,
there exists a certain kind of tension that views history as essential and/or dangerous for
ethical or practical reasons. It is also certain that while the current defence of “the past as
usable” finds its proponents mostly on the Left in support of the Republic and opposition to
Franco, while those that view the “past as impracticable” are mostly on the Right and believe
that memory discourse merely opens old wounds, both poles are not exclusive to one
ideology or another. For example? Franco appropriated the myths of a united, Catholic Spain
from the Crusades and the Catholic Monarchs of Ferdinand and Isabella, while the crimes of
the Franco regime were largely ignored by the first democratic governments as they opposed
dwelling on the past in order to progress as a modern, European nation. As Moreno-Nufio
explains, this polarized dynamic describes the literary impulse of the democratic era into the
nineties: “Ambas ideas contrapuestas, la necesidad de olvidar el pasado y el deseo de
recordarlo—olvido y recuerdo—, son el eje central sobre el que gira la literatura sobre la
Guerra en los afios ochenta y noventa, siendo ambas ideas representadas en la narrativa
espaiiola como una dialéctica entre dos modos de representacion de la Historia” (14).
Toward the end of the nineties, however, this dynamic shifted decidedly in favour of works
that demonstrate not only the desire to remember, but also the obligation. If there is a new
dialectic, it is between the need to remember and the problematic nature of giving
representation to memories that are not one’s own."> Given the impact of the Civil War on
Spanish society, as noted in the first paragraph of this introduction, it is easy to understand
how the conflict has maintained such an intimate relationship with the nation’s literary
production, from the propagandistic works published during the fighting itself to the best-

sellers of today.'*
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What is perhaps more difficult to understand is the complex set of factors behind the
time-line of the memorialistic boom of the past decade: Why are novels with Civil War
themes best-sellers today? Why has the cultural appetite for memory become so pronounced
in the past decade? Why have organizations like the ARMH been founded and had such an
influence on public policy? In short, the question to be asked is: Why now? This is
precisely the query that Antonio Gomez Lopez-Quifiones plants at the heart of his study La
guerra persistente. Memoria, violencia y utopia: Representaciones contemporadneas de la

Guerra Civil espariola:

ipor qué ahora? ;jpor qué a mediados de los afios noventa la Guerra Civil se convierte
‘en un eje del mercado editorial, cinematografico y cultural espafiol? La segunda
pregunta incluye, tal y como aparece planteada, una de sus posibles respuestas. No
constituiria un exceso de cinismo que uno de los motivos por lo que aquel evento de
la historia de Espaiia, no precisamente el mas halagiiefio, ha logrado cierta
popularidad es porque resulta rentable para una industria cultural como la espafiola. .
.. En segundo lugar, este libro se plantea si la Guerra Civil ha logrado un espacio
protagénico en la cultura espafiola y en su virtual escenario historico porque dicho
evento ya no supone una amenaza (su potencial revulsivo e inquietante ha sido
desactivado), o bien porque algunas modalidades de representacion que actualmente

se proponen liman dicho potencial. (14-15)

Here, Lopez-Quifiones follows the fundamental query with two possible responses, of which
the second forms the premise of his work. The first explanation is rather circular in its logic,
stating that the boom in Civil War awareness results from the profitability of the theme itself;,

it has become, to use his terminology, a “commodity” (15). The difficulty with this theory
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alone is that it merely leads to essentially the same issue: Why is it that the Civil War has
now become such a commodity, a driving force in the literary market, to the extent that it has
not been in the past?’> This is not an easy question to answer. Many critics have observed
the phenomenon of “Civil War profitability” in the production of literature and film, but
none have offered a comprehensive exploration of the interaction between market forces and
historical consciousness (with all its ethical and political ramifications). Indeed, this is not a
question to be answered in this study either, as it requires a focused attention that goes

beyond the scope of my analysis.

Nevertheless, Lopez-Quifiones’s second hypothesis, which he favours, does attempt
to expléin the timing behind the recent visibility—and commodification, as his first
observation suggests—of Civil War dialogue in the cultural sphere: Spanish democracy has
now progressed to a point that latent fears of a return to authoritarian rule or violent upheaval
have for the most part subsided. “Fear was present throughout the transition,” explains
Aguilar Fernandez in her article “Justice, Politics and Memory in the Spanish Transition,”
“largely because of a traumatic memory of the Civil War given renewed impetus by fears of
a military or right-wing reaction against emerging democratic forces” (94). Though
unsuccessful thanks to the visible support of the King in defence of the new democratic
system, the attempted coup led by Teniente Colonel Antonio Tejero on 23 February 1981
provided a tangible face to those uncertainties. At the risk of oversimplifying the political
environment of the eighties, it does appear that such collective uneasiness surrounding the
Francoist legacy helped the PSOE stay in power for more than a decade, forming the
government a year after the Tejero incident and remaining in that capacity until the elections

0f 1996. In many ways, the victory of the Partido Popular in 1996 can be understood as the
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end of the Transition as it signalled the palatability of a (centre) right-wing party to the
Spanish mainstream. As Joan Ramon Resina states, “it was precisely the Partido Popular’s
coming to power that finally put temptations of unconstitutional adventures to rest” (“Short
of Memory” 90). Although the Partido Popular has demonstrated antagonistic stances on
issues of officially-sanctioned memory discourse, as evidenced by their lack of legislation
dealing with the Civil War and Francoist legacy during their tenure and their more recent
opposition to the current PSOE government’s policies toward historical memory, their
victory in 1996 coincidés with the boom of cultural fascination toward such historical
matters. Is this merely an interesting coincidence, or is there a more complex relationship of
correlation and/or causation at play? Regardless, the changes observed in the late nineties
demonstrate that both the political and cultural spheres reflect, and benefit from, the temporal

distance from the Civil War and its re-awakened memory upon Franco’s death.

Of course, it is precisely the passage of time that makes Civil War memory such an
interesting topic at the turn of the millennium as almost all of those who participate in
current historical dialogues know of the conflict, and indeed much of the Francoist
oppression, not through experience and testimony but rather anecdote and representation.
What is certain is that “memory” as I understand it—be it a commodity peddled by the
market, or a socio-cultural force bound by feelings of obligation toward past traumas, or
both—is not the personal recollections of an individual or even of a group, but rather
constitutes a cultural consciousness of a shared past across a multi-generational divide that,
like historiography, finds expression through discourse. “Remembrance,” explains Resina,
“refers to past experiences which are accessible to an individual. Memory is constructed

with the data of those experiences, but is eminently social” (“Short of Memory” 87). After a
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time-gap of more than seventy years, Civil War memory is appropriated in the present,
negotiated, (re)constructed, and (re)presented. In short, memory is a collective, historical
project. When Moreno-Nuﬁo speaks of the failure of Civil War memory, she is not referring
to the capacity of an individual to recall his or her own past experiences, but rather to the

failure of memory as a collective enterprise.

At this point it is worth clarifying a point of terminology for the study as a whole. It
is clear that “historical memory” and “collective memory” have been studied as associated,
though not synonymous, concepts. Indeed, Maurice Halbwachs, the French sociologist who
first coined and theorized these concepts as a pioneer of the study of memory as a social
construct, separates the two into divergent entities.'® Adopting these theories to the context
of contemporary Spain, Resina too states that they “ought to be kept distinct, not as one
separates the wheat from the chaff but in terms of their discreet mechanics, protocols, and
scope” (“Short of Memory” 84). As mentioned, memory as I understand it is intrinsically
collective as it evolves through an actively selective process within the socio-cultural matrix.
Nevertheless, my use of the term “collective” to describe memory does not refer to the
exclusive category of “collective memory” as a distinct entity to “historical memory;” the
memory with which I am concerned is clearly the latter and not the former, though it is
certain that the latter is by nature the former (but not vice versa). Colmeiro’s treatment of
how the past is approached in Spain today provides a helpful breakdown of why it is the
specific notion of historical memory with which I am concerned, and addresses the

problematic nature of the Civil War therein:

La memoria colectiva incluye todo un conjunto de experiencias, tradiciones,

practicas, rituales y mitos sociales compartidos por un grupo, que no necesariamente
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van acompafiados de una conciencia historica. . . . La memoria historica, por otro
lado, constituiria una parte de la memoria colectiva, y se caracterizaria por una
conceptualizacion critica de acontecimientos de signo historico compartidos
colectivamente y vivos en el horizonte referencial del grupo. ... La memoria
historica se caracteriza, asi pues, por su naturaleza auto-reflexiva sobre la funcién de
la memoria. Toda memoria histérica es por fuerza colectiva, aunque se active de
manera individual. Esta es lamemoria de la que hablamos cuando nos referimos a la

crisis de la memoria en la Espafia contemporanea. (17-18)

Of course, qualifying a term like “memory” with its various adjectives invites dissent and
controversy; in particular when the adjective is “historical,” thus evoking notions of truth.
As Resina notes, “Proposing historical memory as a topic for reflection—but whose
memory, why precisely historical and not social, political, cultural, or popular?—
presupposes that this kind of memory is intrinsically problematic” (“Short of Memory” 83).
Indeed, Resina contradicts Colmeiro directly stating that “while there is no doubt that
Spain’s Transition to a monarchical regime was associated with a memory crisis, it is not
certain that the crisis was of the historical memory” (“Short of Memory” 84). This
distinction arises because, unlike Colmeiro, Resina’s understanding of historical memory
refers more to the “field of historiography” and is less a function of the “virtual space of the
collective memory” (“Short of Memory” 84). Clearly, there exists a great deal of instability
with regard to how memory is perceived, codified, and communicated.!” Nevertheless,
Colmeiro’s notion of an historical conséiousness within the realm of a collective memory
does describe both what has been missing on an official/political level in Spain and what has

been partially maintained despite Francoist censorship and the “collective amnesia” of the
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early democratic era through novels, films, and other media of cultural production. The self-
reflective nature that, according to Colmeiro, characterizes historical memory has become
particularly evident as many contemporary works give narrative form to the recuperative

process of memory itself, thus representing what they too exemplify.

In this study I focus on the significance and representation of the Civil War and its
totalitarian consequences in four novels from the past decade that demonstrate a self-aware
approach to historical memory: El lapiz del carpintero (1998) by Manuel Rivas, Rabos de
lagartijé (2000) by Juan Marsé, Soldados de Salamina (2001) by Javier Cercas, and Mala
gente que camina (2006) by Benjamin Prado. A genuine cultural phenomenon, Soldados de
Salamina has already received much critical attention, as has El lapiz del carpintero to a
lesser extent. Nevertheless, while the present study will act in close dialogue with previous
analyses of the novels in question, my intention is to provide an original contribution to
scholarship of the Civil War and historical memory in contemporary Spanish narrative
because, as Moreno-Nuilo justly recognizes of critical studies related to this topic, “éstos son,
a pesar de la inmensidad del corpus literario y del tiempo transcurrido desde el conflicto,
todavia muy insuficientes” (17). Indeed, there is an immense body of literary work devoted
to the Civil War. Even by limiting the selection of novels to the decade bridging the turn of
the millennium—in which the war has, as mentioned, exploded with visibility—the sheer
numbers of such works alone begs the question: Why these four novels in particular? The
simple answer is irony. The self-reflective memory narratives of these texts are highly
ironic, as [ will demonstrate throughout this study, eschewing simple meaning in favour of
more complex readings. Irony, with its surface and depth and tension between the two,

frames how each of these novels explores the past, both in terms of what is represented and
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how it is represented. The study of irony as a component of historical memory in the
contemporary novel of the Spanish Civil War has yet to receive the critical attention that it
merits, and the texts by Cercas, Prado, Rivas, and Marsé constitute patent examples of works
characterized by the intersection of self-referentiality, Civil War (post-)memory from the
present, and irony. For Soldados and El lapiz, my focus on irony provides an original
treatment of works that may be approaching critical exhaustion, while the analysis of Rabos

and Mala gente adds irony to what is still a burgeoning dialogue.

My corpus stems from a generationally and regionally diverse group of authors
whose works are examples both of what Ana Luengo calls the “novela de confrontacién
historica” (49)—novels in which the past and present do not merely coexist in narrative
form, but rather the representation of the former is understood to be the product of an active
process of recovery in the latter—and what Ferran calls “meta-memory texts,” a
categorization used to “highlight their self-reflexive nature” (15)."® That is, more than being
about the past, these novels are about telling the past, thus painting their interpretation and
reconstruction of the historical moment as a “self-conscious exploration of the relations
between memory and representation” (Ferran 15). There are no god-like narrators telling
historical tales with objective reliability in these novels, but rather four subjective, involved
characters that attempt to uncover and tell “true” stories. Nevertheless, these texts
simultaneously destabilize the notion of an accessible, reliable truth by playing with the
boundaries of what is understood to be real and what is unreal. I understand the real and
unreal here to be values defined by their opposition, either by blurring the line between
fiction and non-fiction (Soldados de Salamina and Mala gente que camina) or between

reality and fantasy (E/ ldpiz del carpintero and Rabos de lagartija). These four novels
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paradoxically demonstrate a self-conscious memory imperative from the postmodern
paradigm of ontological questioning with regard to history and its mediated, textualized
construction. In short, they frame their approach to the past by forcing a collision of the
“real” with the “unreal” in which the unreal is ironically championed as the preferred vehicle

to address the traumas of the Civil War and Franco repression from today.

The issue of generational diversity is significant here given that the focus of this
study is the (re)construction of an unseen past. Because Marsé was born before the Civil
War, his testimonial perspective stands in contrast to the second-hand representations of the
war upon which the other three are dependent. Nevertheless, I maintain that Rabos
demonstrates a memory narrative consistent with its socio-cultural climate and thus should
be studied in dialogue with other novels from the same period. It is for this reason that
although I put significant emphasis on how the novels in this study address the war as a
matter of representation and not direct experience, I avoid making any élaims in concrete
terms to be studying a certain generation’s approach to the conflict and its aftermath. As
Loépez-Quifiones explains, it would be erroneous to conclude that there has existed a perfect
correlation between the narrative strategies employed in “telling/writing the war” and clearly
defined generational classifications (La guerra 34). The nature of historical recuperation in
the present in which Rabos was written largely differs from Marsé’s own experience;
personal testimonies such as his own belong to an ever shrinking portion of the Spanish
population. The Civil War and Francoist oppression have become, for the most part, a
matter of inherited knowledge. Nevertheless, with Rabos Marsé takes the setting of his own
childhood and his own experiences, but gives narrative perspective and authority to a non-

witness as the narrator is shielded from the events he intends to tell by the womb. It is
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through my study of postmemory in Rabos, a term coined by Marianne Hirsch to describe
the impact of the Holocaust on the descendents of its victims, that the relationship between
this and the other works becomes clear. The self-aware lack of direct access to the past
represented in these novels, a past that is at once determinative and distant, is shared by
Rabos as the narrator embodies the transfer of memory from the generations that lived and
experienced the traumas of war to the generations that recover and recreate. That is, he
embodies the postmemory inherent to the approach of writers such as Cercas, Prado, and

Rivas.

In all four novels, to reiterate, such recovery and recreation is framed by the
aforementioned collisions of what the texts propose to be real and unreal. Herein lies the
central query of this study: How do these works of narrative fiction reconcile their clear
sense of obligation toward historical memory, a memory that is both supported in the text
and exemplified by the text, with an aesthetic that signals an equally clear breakdown of
authority and stable notions of truth? Therefore, my analysis of each novel focuses on both
how it creates and subverts its narrator’s claim to confront and expose an historical tale, and
how this ironic and destabilized means of representation interrelates with an ethico-political
response to memory. By “ethico-political” I mean, in short, that which pertains to the
sentiment of obligation toward the past from the present (ethics) and the specific motivations
behind such a concern (politics). Although I will clarify in greater detail how I understand
the ethics and politics of memory in the final section of this introduction, it is pertinent to
note that there is no singular ethico-political response to memory that pervades Spanish
culture, but rather each work crafts it own understanding of the historical moment being

represented. Indeed, the ethico-political factor is inherent to the discussion of the past and



20

how it is approached through memory as history is not processed through a vacuum, but
rather through discourse. What is certain is that each of these texts does respond to the
aforementioned sentiment of obligation, while simultaneously playing with how one knows
what one knows about that (essential) past. Referring to an important antecedent to my
corpus, Beatus Ille, Ferran notes that “the exploration of an invented literary history .. .is a
re-creation of an imaginary past that Mufioz-Molina presents not merely as a postmodern
literary game” (227). The same is true in my works; although their “literary games” shine a
light on history as a constructed narrative alongside fiction, they do not capitulate to absolute
relativity in the face of any kind of historical responsibility. In fact, the thematic importance
given to the Civil War in all four novels intrinsically gives implicit support to the notion that

the nation’s tumultuous past should not be forgotten.

To explore this apparent contradiction I employ Linda Hutcheon’s theories of
“historiographic metafiction,” her specifically literary notion of the postmodern, primarily
explored in her twin studies The Politics of Postmodernism and A Poetics of Postmodernism.
History, Theory, Fiction. Historiographic metafiction has been coined to describe works of
historical fiction, like those of my corpus, that are both self-aware with regard to their own
construction and with regard to the construction of the past in discourse. While I will outline
the application of Hutcheon’s work to my study in greater detail at the end of this
introduction, where I discuss the central theoretical tenets herein, it is worth pointing out that
at the heart of historiographic metafiction there exists a duality that is inherently ironic given
that it describes texts that actively question and seek authority. It is this overriding irony that
characterizes the approach to the Civil War in the four novels of this study. Indeed, they all

demonstrate a certain amount of ambivalence that treads on two poles of a question—for
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example, the need and impossibility of representing history, or the criticism and affirmation
of the hegemony, to cite two points of the tensions to be explored—without rejecting either

premise.

The thesis here is that the four novels to be analysed employ the ambivalent
properties of irony, both in how they represent the past and in what is represented, in order to
eschew an either/or proposition with regard to whether or not one can make an ethical claim
to historical recuperation. Again, the notion of ethics will be discussed at length in the
section on theory. In essence, however, it refers to an obligation to the past; one that
requires, presumably, a stable understanding of what thét past entails. By playing with the
conventions of authority and textuality, from non-fiction to fantasy, these novels affirm
Spain’s recent history to be absolutely necessary and constitutive and wholly inaccessible
without its mediated, and thus problematic, traces in the present. They are works of “meta-
memory,” to re-quote Ferran, because they self-consciously give place to the process of
memory as a deliberate act and are self-aware of both the limitations and imperatives behind
the act. I maintain that each of the four novels in this study gives place to an ironic
juxtaposition of desire for historical meaning, an increasingly-visible sentiment in
contemporary Spain, against the novelistic play of non-fiction, fiction, and fantasy. Asa
result, they foment the potential for a critical questioning of that past, not because one
naively accepts as fact what he or she reads, but rather because the self-aware nature of the
fiction makes known the constructed nature of the past and thus opens it up to criticism and

understanding.

Although each work requires its own unique theoretical treatment, all four will be

analysed within the framework of historiographic metafiction, irony, and the ethics and
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politics of memory. Certainly ethics and politics are intertwined concepts and, indeed, they
will be defined as being part of the same impulse, though referring to distinct elements
therein. All four works portray the Civil War as something that contemporary Spain should
regard as essential to its current self, thus responding to the historical responsibility of
memory ethics, though favouring slightly different political responses to the past. In terms
of politics there is no doubt that these novels correspond to Lopez-Quifiones’s claim that
“[ejstamos .. . ante una generacidn de narrativas que tiene en la Guerra Civil su principal
referente y que ademas coinciden en detectar/reconstruir una serie de virtudes o valores
politicos, sentimientos y culturales en uno de los dos bandos, el republicano” (16).
Nevertheless, despite this apparently hegemonic defence of the Republican cause, there
exists a spectrum of political commitment: from the overt condemnation of the crimes
committed by the Franco regime in Mala gente to the less ideologically-framed and more

personal reflection of a family’s struggle in Rabos.

The body of the study is organized into four separate chapters, one for the analysis of
each novel. Chapters one and two deal with Soldados de Salamina and Mala gente que
camina respectively, grouped together because of their shared confrontation of fiction and
non-fiction, while chapters three and four deal with El ldpiz del carpintero and Rabos de
lagartija respectively as these two novels play with the blending of reality and fantasy. The
first chapter is preceded by a prologue that gives an overview of the common theoretical
elements behind my analysis of Soldados and Mala gente: the more explicit nature of
metafiction, ironically blurring the boundaries of the “real world” with that of artistic
invention. Chapter one is dedicated to exploring how Javier Cercas structures Soldados

through an ironic appropriation of autobiography in order to underline the literary nature of
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the Civil War as it is remembered and represented in the present. Because the object of
remembrance here is both a fascist (real historical figure) and a forgotten Republican

- (invented character), my anaiysis also gives rise to questions of political commitment and
memory. In chapter two I again approach the literary nature of Civil War remembrance
through an examination of how Mala gente creates a forgotten novel and places it within the
real context of postwar Spanish narrative. I demonstrate how this novel-—and, by extension,
fiction in general—is promoted as a conduit to understanding censored traumas under Franco
and how the controversy surrounding its critical “resurrection” echoes the cultural debates in
Spain with regard to its own buried past. Chapters three and four are introduced by another
prologue, this time with an introduction to the common theoretical elements behind my
analysis of E/ ldpiz and Rabos: the role of fantasy, particularly how the notion of haunting
relates to Spain’s relationship with the ghosts of its past. The third chapter centres on the
storytelling of Herbal, the ex-fascist guard, in E/ ldpiz. By focusing on Herbal’s account in
which he demonstrates an obsession with one former prisoner and a relationship with the
ghost of anbther, I examine the nature of the novel’s self-awareness, the symbolic value of
the victim’s spirit, and the (ironic) nostalgia for the Second Republic. In the final chapter I
continue with the ghostly theme by exploring the fantasy world of the barrio in Rabos. 1
underline how imagination is used to create alternatives to the hunger and oppression of the
newly victorious regime as the young protagonist is able to confront the dead (his older
brother), the missing (his father), and the yet-to-be-born (his younger brother, the narrator).
By focusing on the foetal perspective of the narrator, I conclude this study with an
examination of his embodiment of postmemory, the inherited memory of the “unseeing”

party. To summarize, in all four novels the realm of fiction is self-consciously promoted,
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either as an expression of fantasy/imagination or as a counterpoint to the recognizable sphere

of the non-fictional real world.

Writing and Re-writing the Civil War: A Literary Panorama

The cultural impact of the Spanish Civil War cannot be confined to the military
campaign that began with the uprising in July 1936 and officially ended on 1 April 1939
when Ffanco declared that “la guerra ha terminado.” Even if one limits his or her attention
to the periods of actual violence, Janet Pérez explains that these dates are insufficient
markers given that “a de facto state of war existed for more than a year before the rightist
uprising” and, referring to the subsequent purges of the new post-war regime, “The killing
did not stop simply because one side disarmed” (170-171). It is this latter fact, the almost
forty years of dictatorship to follow, that serves to cement the legacy of the Civil War as
more than a three-year military affair from which the nation could quickly heal. As Thomas
Deveny summarizes, “the aftermath of the war is difficult to separate from the conflict itself”
(129). By considering the hostilities in broad terms, the Civil War has been a constant
theme, setting, and/or influence in the Spanish novel of the past seventy years.

The first Civil War novels were those written during the conflict itself. Alun
Kenwood explains that although few full-length novels were published during this period,
those that did appear constituted “powerful propaganda weapons that revealed the passions
and prejudices that divided Spain at the time,” citing works by Ramoén J. Sender in support of
the Republic, such as Contraataque (1938), and Madrid de corte a checa (1938) by Agustin
de Foxa and Retaguardia (1937) by Concha Espina as novels in support of the Nationalist
cause (28-29). Kenwood goes on to clarify that the writers on both sides were so firmly

entrenched within their ideological perspectives that they “oversimplified and romanticized
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the struggle,” simultaneously idealizing their side and demonizing the other (30). In one of
the most comprehensive studies of the Civil War novel, The Novel of the Spanish Civil War
(1936-1975), Gareth Thomas notes that these propagandistic early works displayed many
characteristics of the “novela popular,” a genre generally free of political commitment,
particularly with regard to the characterizations of both their protagonists and antagonists:
“The psychology of the characters is crude; villains, heroes and heroines unmistakably betray
their nature in their facial expression. . . . Characters are portrayed with bold brush-strokes:
caricature is the order of the day. The good are saintly, the bad are demonic” (35-40). In
Republican works, its heroes are strong, brave, physically attractive, and virile, while the
Nationalists are portrayed as weak, effeminate, and ugly. In Nationalist works this scheme is

. . . . 1
essentially identical, though, of course, in reverse. o

In the aftermath of the war, propaganda ceased to be the hegemonic literary force and
| ideology became an implicit matter of interpretation. This was also a period in which the
opposition was dead, imprisoned, silenced by censorship, or in exile. Indeed, those in exile
provided the first memorialistic accounts of the war as they enjoyed more freedom to openly
express their personal traumas. In his adopted home of Mexico, Max Aub published a series
of novels under the title £/ laberinto magico that, although fictional, trace the events
surrounding the author’s own life: the Civil War, the French concentration camps of the
Second World War, and exile.?* More directly autobiographical is Arturo Barea’s trilogy La
forja de un rebelde (1951), a personal testimony of Spain during the early twentieth century,
culminating in the author’s experiences during the Civil War.?' In fact, autobiography and
exile maintained a close relationship, according to Michael Ugarte: “The abundance of

autobiographical novels written by Spanish Civil War exiles and designated as such by the
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authors themselves is difficult to deny; such abundance is not typical of the Spanish narrative

as a whole” (97).

Writers in Spain, however, concerned themselves with representing the new reality of
post-war struggle: violence and hunger. The most significant works of this period did avail
themselves of a memorialistic tone by using first-person, self-conscious narrators, but the
Civil War had been reduced to either an absent matter of influence or the looming but
indirect source of the sociétal depression. The former describes the violence of La familia de
Pascual Duai;te (1942) by Camilo José Cela as the plot is actually set in the years preceding
the Civil War, while the latter describes the omniprgsent shadow of the conflict in Carmen
Laforet;s Nada (1945), the inaugural winner of the Premio Nadal in 1944, a novel in which
“[p]ocas paginas estan dedicadas a la contienda pero es marcadisima su influencia (Bertrand
de Mufioz, La guerra 489). The brutal realism of these novels, sometimes referred to as
“tremendismo,” gives way in the fifties to novels that often fall under the related
categorization of “social realism,” the use of narrative fiction as a kind of social project that
seeks to objectively portray the ills of Spanish post-war reality. The first-person sense of
personal testimony in the aforementioned works is replaced by third-person impersonal
accounts, characterized by the intentional objectivity of their detached narrative authority. In
any case, the Civil War remains on the periphery of the plot; it itself is not given
representation as the novels are set post-conflict, but it still constitutes the unspoken source
of much of the misery represented. Cela’s La colmena (1951), originally published in
Argentina due to problems with the censor, about daily life in 1942 Madrid, and Rafael
Sanchez Ferlosio’s El Jarama (1956) stand as important examples of this period, thus rising

above the dearth of artistic/creative presence often attributed to the label of “social realism.”
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As Jo Labanyi states, “The term ‘social realism’ is inadequate to describe any of the novels

written in the 1950s that can still be read with pleasure” (Myth 42).

There are, of course; exceptions to the marginalized presence of the war in early post-
war narrative. José Maria Gironella employs an aesthetic of costumbristic realism to
chronicle the events leading up to the Civil War, the conflict itself, and the post-war years
from the perspective of a single family, los Alvear, in his three novels respectively: Los
cipreses creen en Dios (1953), Un millon de muertos (1961), and Ha estallado la paz (1966).
In an era when few desired to speak openly about the war or use narrative fiction to address
matters of early historical memory, Gironella is conspicuous in his open treatment of the
subject, no doubt due to his participation on the side of the victors. Although these best-
selling novels embody Gironella’s desire to confront the war from a temporally distanced
and objective point of view (Thomas, Tensiones 22), his partisanship is nevertheless evident.
Novels such as Ana Maria Matute’s Primera memoria (1959), a coming of age tale set
against the outbreak of Civil War, and Mercé Rodoreda’s La plaza del Diamante (1962)—
originally published in Catalan (La plaga del Diamant), about a woman'’s brush with love
and death during the Civil War—break with the neutral observer of the social realist novel by
placing the narrative authority as a function of the protagonists’ memory. The war itself has
also become part of the setting, either as a distant backdrop to the unfolding events (Primera
memoria) or as an integral part of the plot developments (La plaza del Diamante). These
novels reference the Civil War not as an issue of social struggle, but rather of personal cost;
that is, how the war is relevant to the individual, not to society as a whole. Notably, these
authors also provide a somewhat rare female presence to literature in general during this

period, and particularly that of the Civil War. As Inmaculada de la Fuente explains, the
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woman’s role in Franco Spain was in the home, not, we might add, with pen in hand or at a
typewriter: “En la posguerra espafiola, la Seccion Femenina de la Falange, creada en 1934,

cumplid ese objetivo de animar a la mujer a volver al hogar con creces: ofrecio al régimen en

bandeja la cabeza, los sentimientos y la voluntad de las mujeres de esa generacion” (51).

It is also worth mentioning that another group outside of the mainstream literary
community—writers in exile, such as Francisco Ayala and Sender—also produced works
that followed patently different trajectories from their contemporaries in Spain. On one
hand, themes surrounding the harshness of post-war Spain were largely ignored as this was
not the particular reality facing the exiled writers. On the other hand, they also eschewed the
conventions of realism in favour of more experimental and ironic modes of expression, no
doubt a result of being free to read and write outside of the realm of Spanish censorship. In
his collection of short stories La cabeza del cordero (1949), Ayala opts for an oblique focus
of the war as its theme (Thomas, Tensiones 25), while his most famous novel Muertes de
perro (1958), a narrative exploration of power and violence through dictatorship, is more
closely identifiable with the political milieu of Latin America in the twentieth century, and
its “dictator novel,” than of Francoist Spain. Sender, for his part, maintained closer ties
thematically to Spain than did Ayala and continued to display an active interest in the war, as
is evidenced by his novel Réquiem por un campesino esparnol (1960), originally published as
Moséen Millan in 1953. Like Ayala, Sender plays with a more experimental aesthetic as the
Civil War is represented via the schematized society whose voices are communicated
through the counter-discourses of the priest’s memories and the oral romance of the

townspeople.
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In the sixties, writers in Spain too moved away from the detailed realism of the
previous decades. Luis Martin Santos’s Tiempo de silencio (1962), a novel that follows
many of its predecessors by dealing with the ills of Spanish society in the forties, is often
regarded as the face of this shift as it makes full use of different narrative strategies and
irony. It is during this period that the use of myth gained visibility as a vehicle for
addressing matters of historical importance, notably the Civil War. In her essential study
Myth and History in the Contemporary Spanish Novel, Labanyi stresses that myth was an
iptegral part to earlier works and merely became explicit during this period: “The change of
course taken by the Spanish novel in the 1960s and 1970s is perhaps described best not as the
abandonment of realism but as the abandonment of the pretense of realism, as the mythical
undertones of the 1950s are replaced by overt recourse to myth” (52). Characteristic novels
that place the Civil War within the sphere of myth include Juan Benet’s Volverds a Region
(1967) and Cela’s Visperas, festividad y octava de San Camilo del ario 1936 en Madrid
(1969). In addition, we can also identify a resurgence of Civil War mythification in the 80s
in such novels as Mazurca para dos muertos (1983), again by Cela, and the previously

mentioned Luna de lobos and Beatus Ille.

The interconnectivity of myth with a specific moment of Spanish history, the Civil
War, reveals an interesting dynamic that forces confrontation of the mythological and the
historical. Labanyi summarizes the common-knowledge distinction between the two, stating
that myth is cyclical and concerns the universal/eternal, while history concerns the
particulars of time and space (Myth 33). From this perspective, it has been postulated by
some that the Civil War in these novels constitutes the background for a narrative expression

of myth as the universal human struggle, and not the other way around. Maryse Bertrand de
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Muiioz, one of the most prolific critics of Civil War literature, exemplifies this position
noting of the novels already cited, to which she adds 4 la hora del crepuisculo (1983) by José
Acquaroni and Los jinetes del alba (1984) by Jesus Fernandez Santos: “En estas y otras
novelas, la guerra civil sigue absolutamente necesaria al desarrollo de la trama pero ya no
sirve mas que de pretexto para relatar conflictos eternos, para dar cuenta de una condicioén
humana, degradada si se quiere, pero perenne” (Guerra y novela 65). It is this denial of any
historical consciousness in myth that appears to be the subject of Labanyi’s statement in
reference to Volverds a Region: “It has become a critical cliché to describe the work as a
mythical novel” (95). Clearly there are mythical elements to this novel, and to the others
cited, but does this mean that they refuse any approach to the particular traumas and

memories of the Civil War?

Indeed, Labanyi claims that myth can function as an ironic subversion of itself (Myth
53), pointing to “the suppressed historical reality that makes its presence felt beneath the
surface mythifications of the text” in works published under the Francoist censor (Myth 178).
As Herzberger states, comparing Benet’s Volverds a Region to a later non-fictional treatment
of the war, “Despite the obstacles to history, we sense that we discover more about the war
and penetrate more deeply into the writing of history from Benet’s fiction than from his brief
‘history’ published in 1976, ; Qué fue la guerra civil?”’ (Narrating 99). Although not
operating under the heavy hand of an official censor, the mythification of history during the
eighties in works like Luna de lobos must be viewed within the context of a period bound by
competing forces of collective memory and collective amnesia. Llamazares’s novel, for
example, paints the rural guerrillas hiding in the hills after the fall of the Republic as

werewolves, forced to live in the shadows, and surfacing only at night. Again we turn to
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Labanyi, though in a more recent article than her book on myth, as she notes that the
characters in the novel constitute: “a ‘living dead’,” adding that “Llamazares’s werewolves
depend on memory: not their own but that of the collective in the form of the villagers and
the Civil Guards who, out of love or terror, keep them alive as ghosts of the past through the
stories they tell about them” (“History” 76). While politics is perhaps not an explicit
thematic element to the novel, issues of memory preservation or oblivion are inherently
political in democratic Spain. Therefore, we reject the notion that the myth-creation and
history are two di_vergent spheres, antithetical to one another. Of course, the same is true of
the “de-mythification” of historical entities that is equally present in many of these novels.
In the context of anti-Francoist resistance, this often involved the breakdown of certain
foundational and institutional myths at the heart of the Franco regime.by the creation of
counter-myths as counter-discourse. In addition, however, certain contemporary works with
mythical tones act to “de-mythify” the resulting idealization of the anti-Francoist resistance
itself, though without necessarily denying the relevance of such resistance or the motivation
behind its favourable portrayals. In reference to Beatus Ille, for example, Moreno-Nuiio
explains, “La labor de desmitologizacion de la heroica épica antifranquista en esta novela
afirma, no obstante, la existencia de una resistencia cultural y social contra la dictadura que
cuestiona, mediante la verdad histérica del trauma, la relativizacién postmoderna” (301).
Indeed, it is this kind of de-mythification, along with the destabilization of the conventions
of realism, that makes these historical/mythical novels notable antecedents to the works of

my corpus.

Perhaps more closely identifiable with the four novels of this present study are the

works of memorialistic character, a mode of expression that gained prominence in the sixties,
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alongside the presence of myth, during which time certain writers in exile were beginning to
receive enthusiastic receptions in Spain (Mainer 99).* “The novel of memory,” as
Herzberger calls it, “unravels the plot of the past and transforms the potential for historical
knowledge into a web of relations and interactions between the self and history” (Narrating
69). Whether or not these texts concern personal recollections of the past, either as openly
autobiographical or containing autobiographical influences, or give narrative form to a
character’s exploration of his or her memory outside of the author’s own experiences, the
testimonial nature places ‘the individual in the sphere of the collective and the past in the
sphere of the present. Juan Goytisolo’s Serias de identidad (1966) stands out as a clear
precursor to the contemporary novels of historical confrontation; its protagonist Alvaro
Mendiola, often referred to as Goytisolo’s alter-ego, returns to his native Barcelona after a
long period of self-imposed exile in Paris and begins to reconstruct his, and thus Spain’s,
forgotten past through its traces in the present. “[S]e dedica durante tres dias,” explains
Angel Diaz Arenas of the connection between Mendiola’s negotiation of his memory and the
novel’s title, “con la ayuda cie fotografias, articulos antiguos de prensa, documentos, etc. a
reconstruir su pasado para recuperar sus ‘sefias de identidad’” (26-27). As Herzberger adds,
Mendiola’s attempts to reconstruct his personal/national past through various textual artifacts
“reveals the reciprocity between history as a formative component of the self and the self as
a formative component of history. The texts validate the ‘realness’ of the past (people,
places, events actually exist), but the meaning of this past has yet to be determined”
(Narrating 79). Clearly the influence of Serias de identidad can be seen in subsequent works
of memorialistic Spanish narrative,.in particular those of the past decade that engage in
historical dialogue precisely through the representation of such an active process of recovery.

Testimony, archival evidence, other works of fiction, photographs, etc.; these are all the



33

“seflas” that the narrators of Soldados, Mala gente, El lapiz, and Rabos filter through to

arrive at their own expressions of (inherited) memory.

Although novels of memory like Sefias were published before 1975, it wasn’t until
the restrictions of the censor were suppressed that one saw the publication of works in which
memories of the worst tragedies of recent Spanish History were expressed in an open, vibrant
manner (Bertrand de Mufioz, “El viaje” 17).>> Bertrand de Mufioz also recognizes that
during the early post-Franco period it became difficult to identify and define the novelistic
genre with regard to memory, as one might expect given its inherent, testimonial quality:
“autobiografia, memorias intimas se mezclan constantemente con la ficcidn y el género
novelesco se confunde cada vez mas con géneros antafio juzgados completamente distintos”
(“El viaje” 17). Although not a work that deals with the Civil War per se, Semprun’s
Autobiografia de Federico Sanchez captures this increasingly blurred line of genre by
presenting the author’s memoir as a dialogue with himself; the protagonist is the author’s
pseudonym within the Communist Party, Federico Sanchez, thus creating distance between
the past-self and the narrating-self. While Sempriin appropriates the generic conventions of
fiction to explore his real life, Manuel Vazquez Montalban appropriates the generic
conventions of autobiography to explore the fictional life of the caudillo in his more recent

novel Autobiografia del general Franco (1992). As Mainer clarifies,

La necesidad de saber seguia, pues, intacta y, a falta de una autobiografia real, buena
seria una autobiografia ficticia donde tuviera lugar la idea de un Franco frustrado y
resentido que compensé su amargura y su poquedad con la crueldad y el
ordenancismo y donde se asistiera a la progresiva identificacion del oficial mediocre

y metddico con una imagen cuartelera y beata de la historia de Espaiia. (85)
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As is to be expected, the Civil War figures heavily in this “autobiographical” account as the
most significant step in Franco’s rise to power. The influence of this blurring of genre,
utilized wilfully by Semprun as a narrative device and toyed with by Vazquez Montalban as
ironic historical revisionism, can again be traced to the novels of the Civil War of the past
decade. Soldados de Salamina, for example, plays with the possibility of autobiography as
“Javier Cercas,” the character, is a not-so-subtle echo of Javier Cercas the author. Enterrar a
los muertos (2005) by Ignacio Martinez de Pison, on the other hand, constitutes an example
of the novelization of a “true story”—the assassination of Republican (and friend of
American author John Dos Passos), José Robles, by the communist apparatus during the

Civil War—that takes the form of narrative but affirms, without irony, its historical veracity.

In addition to the blurring of genre, the post-Franco memory novel also began to
explore the Civil War in terms of the memory of others, given the almost forty years that had
passed between the conflict and the caudillo’s death. These are the novels that most closely
anticipate the current narrative trend studied here. In Montserrat Roig’s La hora violeta
(1980), for example, one of the central characters, the writer Norma, questions her capacity
to tell the story of Catalan prisoners in Nazi concentration camps during the Second World
War as she was born a year after the camps were liberated and, as the narrator notes, “solo
sabia que existian los campos de exterminio gracias a algn reportaje y a algunas peliculas,
pocas, que llegaron a su pais durante el franquismo” (262). It is only through the traces in
the present that Norma can approach the traumas of the past, a fact unspoken but at the
centre of the novel’s recreation of events from Spain’s own defining conflict. Based on
letters and diary entries passed down from one generation to the next, Norma is also tasked

with writing the story of her friend Natalia’s mother Judit and her relationship with Kati
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during the upheaval of the Civil War. This friendship and the events surrounding it
constitute the middle section of the novel itself. It is a historical tale within a novel set in the
present, a historical tale that is inherently understood to be the product of a wilful
reconstruction of events unseen.

This novelistic dialogue between past and present characterizes a particular brand of
historical fiction that has enjoyed popularity in the post-Franco era. La hora violeta falls
within the categorization of the “nueva novela historica,” novels that, as Ana Luengo
explains, place the historical tale as an analepsis from a narrative present resulting in two (or
more) interrelated temporal axes (45-46). Therefore, the depiction of the past is not divorced
from its mediated perspective in a later present. Mufioz Molina’s previously mentioned
first novel Beatus Ille, a work of myth and memory, is given a similar structure as its plot
revolves around a young student in the sixties writing a doctoral thesis about a supposedly
executed Republican poet from the Generation of 27 while trying to figure out who killed his
uncle’s wife in 1937, a crime he discovered in the course of his research. The metafictional
twist in Beatus Ille concerns its play with the conventions of what is real and what is
invention, culminating in the revelation that the narrator is none other than the supposedly
dead poet at the centre of the investigation. In both novels, the act of negotiating one’s
understanding of history is itself given narrative form.

La hora violeta and Beatus Ille constitute two examples of works that anticipate the
boom of the “new historical novel”—novels built around prolepses and analepses, an
identifiable trend that became notable in the nineties—and its particular branch, Luengo’s
previously mentioned “novela de confrontacion historica” (49). Luengo analyses Cambio de
bandera (1991) by Felix de Azua, El jinete polaco (1991) by Mufioz Molina, La hija del

canibal (1998) by Rosa Montero, Cielos de barro (2000) by Dulce Chacon, La caida de
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Madrid (2000) by Rafael Chirbes, and Soldados de Salamina as prominent examples. For
his part, Lopez-Quifiones also recognizes this particular novelistic approach to the past,
adding El lapiz del carpintero, El nombre que ahora digo (1999) by Antonio Soler, Las
guerras de Etruria (2001) by Julio Manuel de la Rosa, Tu rostro mariana. Fiebre y lanza
(2002) by Javier Marias, and Enterrar a los muertos to Luengo’s list as works that all share

the same narrative proceedings:

un personaje o varios personajes indagan, desde el presente (ya sea mediante una
investigacion, una conversacion o una busqueda bibliografica) en un pasado que
exige tenacidad y voluntad gnoseologicas. La estructura de las novelas nunca pierde
de vista que la Guerra Civil es ‘presentizada’ por documentos, conversaciones,

descripciones, recuerdos y suposiciones de varios personajes. (La guerra 24)

In addition to the works cited by Luengo and Lopez-Quifiones, we can add Rabos de
lagartija, El vano ayer (2004) by Isaac Rosa, and Mala gente que camina as notable
examples of novels that give thematic importance to the process of historical confrontation in

addition to the particular historical moment being confronted.

If Spain has always demonstrated a tense duality with regard to the memories of its
Civil War, then it is clear that Spanish artistic representations have always given light to that
dynamic. Particularly in the post-Franco era, literature has taken its place on the forefront of
the memory dialogue as a close marker of the changing cultural desires. In the introduction
to his collection of essays Lugares de memoria de la Guerra Civil y el franquismo:
Representaciones literarias y visuales, Winter identifies the way in which literature has made

visible the transformations of discourse with regard to the war, stating,
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En un primer momento, entre la muerte del dictador y 1982, una parte considerable
de novelas esta marcada por el traumatismo. Hasta mediados de los noventa, este
paradigma se ve reemplazado cada vez mas por la estetizacion y desrealizacion
metaficcional de la Historia, mientras que los tltimos dos lustros estan bajo el signo
de una politica estética de la reconciliaciéon que interioriza—a veces ironicamente—el

escepticismo historiografico de los afios ochenta (10).

In simplistic terms, the “traumatismo,” “desrealizacion metaficcional,” and “politica estética
de la reconciliacion™ correspond to what [ have identified as the memorialistic boom of the
Transition (juxtaposed against the political “pacto del olvido”), the distanced perspective of
myth in the eighties, and the current boom of works that seek to address the political and
social particulars of the war and Franco regime through open historical recuperation.
Despite these kinds of generalizations, however, an overriding characteristic of the
contemporary literary milieu is its rejection of a unified, aesthetic movement. While it is
certain that there is an identifiable trend in novels addressing the Civil War that reclaims a
recognition of the past and denounces the transformation of the war into a mere mythical
episode (Moreno-Nuifio 30), it is equally certain that this reclamation of the past enjoys

decidedly pluralistic modes of expression.

Indeed, while the self-conscious exploration of memory and fictional identity place
the novels of my corpus within the aforementioned group of novels of historical
confrontation, there are also many notable novels that address the Civil War today from
distinct perspectives. Though I do not seek to provide an exhaustive list, certain examples
are worth mentioning. Many works paint the Second Republic and anti-Francoist resistance

in an idealized light, often framing their narratives with a characteristic sentimentality such
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as La voz dormida (2002) by Chacdn, Las trece rosas (2003) by Jests Ferrero, and Rivas’s
collection of short stories ; Qué me quieres amor? (1995). Unlike the novels of my corpus,
these works are about the past and not about telling the past, thus they do not give place to
the inherent negotiation of meaning behind memory as an active process. The first two also
deal with the participation and sacrifice of women, both militants and at the “home front,”
during the war and postbellum period, a theme previously addressed in Josefina Aldecoa’s
trilogy of a woman’s struggle through a twentieth century marred by the Civil War,
persecution, and exile: Historia de una maestra (1990), Mujeres de negro (1994), and La
fuerza del destino (1997). In terms of narrative form, notable collections of historically-
themed short stories have also been published in this period, such as the aforementioned
book by Rivas, Capital de la gloria (2003) by Juan Eduardo Zuiiiga, and the best-seller Los
girasoles ciegos (2004) by Alberto Méndez. The works by Rivas and Méndez also
exemplify the popularity of films from this period that explore the Civil War through
adaptations of their literary sources: La lengua de las mariposas (1999) and Los girasoles
ciegos (2008) respectively, both by director José Luis Cuerda. In fact, two of the four novels
of this present study have also been adapted to the cinema: Soldados de Salamina (2002) by

David Trueba and Fl lapiz del carpintero (2003) by Anton Reixa.

Certain writers have given much of their literary careers and artistic efforts to
matters of Civil War/postbellum representation, either as a combined reflection of personal
and historical memory, such as Marsé, or as an inherited “postmemory,” fully mediated by
discourse, such as Mufioz Molina and Rivas. As I conclude this section of the introduction,
two contemporary writers merit particular mention due to the trajectory of their body of

work: Almudena Grandes and Isaac Rosa. Although Grandes and Rosa do not figure into the
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corpus of this present study, it is essential to recognize how their works of narrative fiction
contribute to the visibility of the Civil War at the turn of the millennium. The former
exemplifies the shift of historical preoccupations in literature, while the latter enjoys an
ambivalent relationship with the theme in question as a part of, and commentator on, the
boom of memorialistic novels. Grandes rose to fame with the erotically charged and graphic
novel Las edades de Lulii (1989) before placing democratic Spain’s confrontation with its
violent and repressive past as the increasingly prevalent centre of her narrative production.
Grandes’s third novel, Malena es un nombre de tango (1994), for example, traces a family’s
two blood lines—the “good” and the “bad”—as they pass from the present back through the
dictatorship to the Civil War, running parallel to what has commonly been referred to as the

2 More recently, Los aires dificiles (2002) also

schizophrenic nature of the “two Spains.
deals with the dualities of family and national/historical politics as one of its protagonists
seeks to flee her complicated past, born the daughter of Republican “losers” after the war but
raised as a member of an upper-class family in good standing with the new regime. FE/
corazon helado (2007), perhaps Grandes’s most ambitious novel at more than nine hundred
pages, stands as a kind of culmination of her treatment of the Civil War legacy as it again
brings together two families on opposing sides of the conflict, weaving back and forth

between the two distinct inheritances over time as they eventually converge, forcing a

confrontation of winner and loser and past and present.”’

La malamemoria (1999) by Rosa, born at the cusp of democracy in 1974, constitutes
the young author’s first novel and foray into the historical memory of literature as its plot
revolves around the investigation into the massacre of a town’s population by Franco’s

troops, again exemplifying the trend of historical confrontation from a narrative present. In
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El vano ayer (2004), Rosa approaches Francoist repression in the sixties through a highly
metafictional and highly ironic mode of expression, characteristics shared by the novels in
this study. It is this sense of self-reflective irony that also frames his most interesting work
to date, ;Otra maldita novela sobre la guerra civil! (2007), a “Lectura critica de La
malamemoria,” according to the title’s subheading, that provides his previously published
novel with the scathing commentary of an anonymous reader. The patent irony of the
novel’s title reflects Rosa’s status as a participant in, and observer of, the cultural
preoccupation with the past as it simultaneously takes advantage of and questions the
profitability of such a theme in the Spanish literary market. Clearly the works by Grandes
and Rosa, in addition to all the others already cited, maintain a close dialogue with those of
this study as part of the larger matrix of the Civil War novel. Indeed, although this project is
limited by considerations of space, its expansion in future research will give place to a study
of my corpus alongside these notable texts; in particular, the works by Rosa. The ironic
ambivalence in his novels echoes the destabilization of historiography in the four novels of
this present study, one that gives rise to questions of memory and its ethico-political
motivations. In the next and final section of this introduction, I will outline the general
theoretical framework behind my examination of this essential tension and, thus, define

certain concepts that run throughout as leitmotifs of the study as a whole.

Theorizing Tension: Irony in History, Fiction, and Ethics

The novelistic treatment of the Civil War in E! lapiz, Rabos, Soldados, and Mala
gente is explored here via the way in which each text embraces the inherent tension behind
how one approaches an essential moment in history through the mediated filters of the

present. This is a tension fuelled by irony that arises at the intersection of ambivalence-
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inducing narrative strategies and the ethico-political significances of such historical
representations. All four novels exemplify and promote thematically, and oftentimes
ironically, the privileged space of literature within the discourse of historical recuperation.
This notion endorses fiction’s ability to transcend the verifiable facts of History in order to
arrive at a more profound historical truth (or truths). In essence, they seek to demonstrate,
take solace in, and indeed be the kind of narratives that Paul Ricoeur identifies when he
states that “sometimes fictions come closer to what really happened than do mere historical
narratives, where fictions go directly to the meaning beyond or beneath the facts” (italics in
the original; “Imagination” 15). This statement is made in reference to representations of the
Holocaust, of which Ricoeur notes the importance of both body counts and narrative
accounts (“Imagination” 15). Indeed, theories of Holocaust trauma—specifically with regard
to its place in narrative—can be particularly helpful to this present study as the passing of
time since this horrific event gives rise to a legacy of inherited memory and representation,
much like the Civil War/postbellum oppression in Spanish society today. Dominick LaCapra
too has studied the role of story-telling in “working through” historical traumas, specifically
the Holocaust, granting (fictional) narratives a positive space within which one might look to
the past. Like Ricoeur, LaCapra does not view such narratives as a means by which
historical discourse is controlled—that is, rewritten and closed to interpretation—, but rather,
at its most optimistic, as a means “to work through posttraumatic symptoms in the present in
a manner that opens possible futures” (121-122). In short, fiction hzis the potential for ethical
significance within the realm of historical confrontation , a complementary—and often
necessary—companion to historiography as one attempts to understand the essential

moments of the past from the present.
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Nevertheless, the breakdown of genre between fiction and non-fiction and the
collisions between fantasy and reality that frame the historical recuperations of these four
novels are characteristic of a postmodern destabilization of history’s authority that puts to
doubt any notions of its objective “knowability.” History is always a matter of narrative, be
it fiction or otﬁemise, and as such is always ordered by someone for someone. “Narrative
memory is never innocent,” explains Richard Kearny, “It is an ongoing conflict of
interpretations. A battlefield of competing meaﬁings. Every history is told from a certain
perspective and in the light of specific prejudice” (27). The (intentionally) extreme response
to this paradigm—that is, to the question posed by the title of his book Why History? Ethics
and Postmodernity—is Keith Jenkins’s assertion that “history has ended as a groundable
(epistemological/ontological) discourse” because “the past as history always has been and
always will be necessarily configured, troped, emplotted, read, mythologized and ideologised
in ways to suit ourselves” (2-3). The (intentionally) polemical conclusion arrived at by
Jenkins, that we ought to look to the present and future but not the past in order to avoid
placing undue emphasis on the ultimately unknowable grasp of a history shaped by
subjective means, is nevertheless inconsistent with the sense of obligation toward granting

visibility to the Civil War from the democratic present in my works.

To attempt to reconcile this tension I turn to Linda Hutcheon’s particular brand of
postmodern thought, one that is deeply historical and literary, which acknowledges the lack
of confidence in history’s authority while still recognizing it to be absolutely determinative
(Poetics 89).*° This paradoxical dynamic, combined with an essential self-reflexivity, is at
the heart of Hutcheon’s postmodernism: “In general terms it takes the form of self-conscious,

self-contradictory, self-undermining statement . . . of complicity and critique, of reflexivity
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and historicity, that at once inscribes and subverts the conventions and ideologies of the
dominant cultural and social forces of the twentieth-century western world” (Politics 1-11).
Although Hutcheon shares with Jenkins an understanding of the way in which history is
inherently mediated through discourse, she arrives at a more ambivalent, complicated, and
ultimately positive conclusion with regard to how one ought to conceive the past. “History is
not made obsolete,” she clarifies in A4 Poetics of Postmodernism, “it is, however, being
rethought—as a human construct. And in arguing that history doeé not exist except as a text,
it does not stupidly and ‘gleefully’ deny that the past existed, but that its accessibility to us is
entirely conditioned by textuality” (italics in ’Fhe original; 16). For Hutcheon, the postmodern
impulse toward scepticism of history is matched by an impulse that rejects its outright
dismissal; instead, history is approached from the self-aware recognition of its constructed
nature and limitations, though the limitations are embraced and do not justify its

denunciation.

As “metamemory texts,” to continue with Ferran’s terminology, the novels of this
study self-identify the act of memory recovery; they also self-identify this process’s place
within the literary sphere. The way in which this introspective character plays with the
historical scepticism of the postmodern evokes Hutcheon’s concept of “historiographic
metafiction,” a description of works that underline their own identities alongside the inherent
impossibility of approaching history outside of discourse: “its theoretical self-awareness of
history and fiction as human constructs (historiographic metafiction) is made the grounds for
its rethinking and reworking of the forms and contents of the past” (italics in the original;
Poetics 5). It appears, therefore, that the contradictions at the centre of Hutcheon’s

postmodernism constitute the essential elements of historiographic metafiction as well. On
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the most basic level History, with the capital H, does constitute reality, but it must be
understood as something other than real as the instantaneous passing of time has rendered it
without existence in the present except for its traces (Hutcheon, Poetics 114). In short, the
past has become textualized; even the memories of direct testimony are not history itself, but
rather the continually re-codified perspectives of the past from the present, filtered and
negotiated as something other than the “actual,” “real” events. “Historiographic metafiction
self-consciously reminds us,” Hutcheon summarizes, “that, while events did occur in the real
empirical past, we name and constitute those events as historical facts by selection and
narrative positioning. And, even more basically, we only know of those past events through
their discursive inscription, through their traces in the present” (Poetics 97).%" In Politics
Hutcheon specifies that the traces of the past in the present include “documents, archives, but
also photographs, paintings, architecture, films, and literature” (75). Documents, archives,
interviews with witnesses, and the media of artistic production are all found in the
reconstructions of memory in the novels of this study, the sources that the narrators seck out
and utilize in crafting their tales. Of course, these works are themselves literature and, as
such, they self-promote this kind of “literariness” behind historical recuperation. Indeed,
texts that demonstrate qualities of historiographic metafiction are those that break down the
traditional authority of (non-fictional) historical narratives, not to reject them, but to open up
a space for an unabashed, fictional approach. By understanding history as we know it to be a
construct in the present, historiographic metafiction simultaneously adopts the ontological
questioning of postmodernism—Ieading to a recognition of the problematic, textualized
accessibility of the past—and endorses narrative fiction as an important vehicle to access that
past. The result, however, is not a balanced, fully harmonious reconciliation of history and

fiction, but rather an ongoing contradiction, an unresolvable paradox (Hutcheon, Poetics
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106). In contrast with Jenkins’s too easy proposal to do away with history as an entity with
significance for the present, Hutcheon’s historiographic metafiction proposes doubt, but is

unconvinced; it relishes in the conflict.

Through the meetings of non-fiction, fiction, and fantasy, the novels in this study
embed their representations of historical recovery specifically within the conflict of the
“real” and “unreal,” thus creating a narrative environment in which a single voice of
authority is questioned, leaving room for a fragmented, polyphonic discourse. This is the
dialogic potential of historiographic metafiction, the kind of dialogue that Mikhail Bakhtin
famously outlines in his now-classic collection of essays The Dialogic Imagination.
According to Bakhtin, dialogism constitutes more than the mere communicative exchange
between characters, but rather describes the heterogeneity of an utterance (verbalized
discourse) within a social and historical context; the utterance becomes the point of
“intersection” for the “processes of centralization and decentralization, of unification and
disunification, . . . it is in fact an active participant in such speech diversity” (272). The
tensions of historiographic metafiction play out in the overlapping realm of the dialogic. The
binary opposites quoted by Bakhtin both exert pressure without succumbing to the other. In
this sense, the give and take of dialogism can be described as a tense space of relativity. As
will demonstrate, however, such relativity is characteristic of the self-critical historical
readings of my corpus, a relativity that is acknowledged without ever giving way to absolute
relativism. In this way, the tension inherent to the Bakhtinian notion of dialogue is also
inherent to historiographic metafiction and essential to the corpus of my study. While there
can be dialogism without metafiction, there can be no metafiction without dialogue. In fact,

as Patricia Waugh states, the self-awareness of metafiction acts to expose the dialogic
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potential of a text in an explicit manner as this kind of self-reflexivity implies the
fragmentation of an authoritative centre (11). In the novels that I study, the narrators are in
constant dialogue with the traces of the past, the competing discourses regarding the truth.
At the same time, the play of fiction/non-fiction and fantasy/reality breaks with the
“unexposed” realism of conventional narrative fiction to create a self-reflexive dialogue,
often in an ironic fashion, between the narrator, the author, the reader, and the constructed
account itself. For LaCapra, this kind of critical, self-reflexive dialogue and the actual
reconstruction of the past events “are complementary but at times tensely related aspects of
historical understanding” (76). In other words, reconstructing a particular moment in history
involves both the investigation into its time, space, and peoples, and the recognition of
impossibility with regard to securing a singular, hegemonic, authoritarian, and objective

interpretation of the past.”®

So where does this tense contradiction leave me? How do the novels in this study
negotiate the paradox of historiographic metafiction? The answer is not found in the
resolution of tension, but rather in the appropriation of tension. That is, in the other leitmotif
of my study: irony. Irony is an essential component to all four novels, both in terms of what
is represented (the self-conscious narrator in Soldados and Mala gente and the Republican
hero in E/ lapiz and Rabos, for example) and how it is represented, the convergence of
history and narrative fiction.”® Because of its varied manifestations at different levels of all
four texts, I will not present a single, closed definition of irony; instead, I will offer a loose
“notion” based on certain characteristics that will provide the framework for understanding
the general irony of historiographic metafiction as well as the individual ironies of each

novel.
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In his book, simply titled Irony, D.C. Muecke states that an ironical work of literature
is one that eschews simple meaning in favour of oppositional values, it should have “both
surface and depth, both opacity and transparency, [and] should hold our attention at the
formal level while directing it to the level of content” (5). It is this tension of competing
levels of understanding that characterizes irony as I understand it here. According to these
terms, as Muecke notes, the author—particularly, though not necessarily, of a historical
novel—already finds him- or herself in an ironic position because he or she seeks to portray
reality though a world that is decidedly separate from the “real,” given its identity as artistic
creation. Indeed, as Muecke explains, the obligation to “give a true or complete account of
reality” is by nature subverted by the impossibility of such a goal (Irony 20). Of course, this
is precisely the dynamic facing the authors here, one that is self-consciously exposed as the
works break down and build up their own authority toward the past. If, as I contend, irony is
characterized by its essential tension, then the central irony of this study revolves around
how these texts simultaneously advocate in favour of memory while questioning the essential
legitimacy surrounding historical approachability in general. Following Muecke’s assertion
that a certain manifestation of irony “consists of a juxtaposition of equal and opposite
propositions, situations, or values” (Irony 31), I explore overall the ironic promotion of the
unreal (fiction/fantasy) as a vehicle to understanding the historical real by highlighting this
juxtaposition without seeking to identify a “winner” on one side or the other. It is the

“undecidability” of irony that finds meaning in the nexus of tension.

More than mere juxtaposition, however, irony in this study carries an inherently
ethico-political significance. The tension that is central to its identification cannot be

“neutral;” while the readings at both surface and depth carry their own charge, the conflict
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between them and the unresolveability itself also has implications. In Irony’s Edge,
Hutcheon distinguishes between mere paradox or juxtaposition, stating that “irony is
decidedly edgy” and maintains an “affective ‘charge’ . . . that cannot be ignored and that
cannot be separated from its politics of use if it is to account for the range of emotional
response (from anger to delight) and the various degrees of motivation and proximity (from
distanced to passionate engagement)” (15).>° Gary Handwerk, for his part, also
acknowledges the way in which irony plays with notions of incongruity in order to provoke a
meaningful response. He calls this “ethical irony” as the tension obliges “a deeper
interrogation of the self-consciousness” (2). “For ethical irony,” Handwerk clarifies, “an
incompatibility in discourse suspends the question of identity by frustrating any immediate
coherence of the subject. Such suspension, of course, requires that there be a certain
undecidability between alternatives rather than an easy either-or-choice” (2). For a Spanish
culture caught between competing impulses to remember and forget, the ironic relationship
demonstrated in the corpus between history’s constructed nature in the present (inherent
limitations) and its essential quality for the present (inherent relevance) allows for both
propositions to be true; it allows for the closeness of a determinative history and the distance
of a self-critical reading of that history. Irony, in short, allows for the reconciliation of the
juxtaposition without reconciling the essential tension of the juxtaposition. Hutcheon’s
claim that irony provides “the necessary distance and perspective” for approaching history
within a cultural context obsessed with the competing urges to remember and forget (“Irony”
206) is notably suitable for the particular case of Spain at the new millennium. If the
questions asked within the Spanish cultural debates surrounding memory are “can we
remember (in a collective, historical sense) the Civil War/postbellum era?” and “should we

remember?,” the ironic presence in the novels of this study establishes a tension that affirms
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that we cannot remember—at least from an objective, unmediated perspective—but that we
are certainly obligated to do so, as they themselves exemplify by giving representation to that

memory.

This sense of obligation toward past traumas from a distanced present describes what
I call the “ethics of memory”—or “memory ethics,” both used interchangeably—a term that
is loaded with polemics as both “memory” and “ethics” are notions defined through the
tangled webs of discourse. To be clear, the debate surrounding memory ethics in theoretical
terms—and, indeed, even in the more specific context of contemporary Spain—is a related,
though distinct, issue from the individual expressions of historical responsibility represented
in the four novels of my corpus with regard to their own approaches to the Civil War. In
other words, the question of what makes memory necessary and/or problematic and/or
dangerous on a conceptual level is itself irrelevant to the particular questions raised by each
text. Nevertheless, it is clear that the latter (memory in each novel) will be framed by the
language of the former (memory in theory). In fact, language is itself the point of departure
for the memory debate as I refer to its ethical, and not moral, impetus. Is this merely an issue
of semantics? The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy defines ethics as the “philosophical
study of morality,” adding that “its principal substantive questions are what ends we ought,
as fully rational human beings, to chose and pursue and what moral principles should govern
our choices and pursuits” (244). And yet, Jenkins explains that ontological questioning, the
same postmodern paradigm that has led him to question the relevance of history for the
present, establishes “a situation where we can (and do) live outside of ‘ethics’ but in

73

‘morality’” (italics in the original; 2). In short, Jenkins identifies “ethical systems” as

predetermined sets of codes of conduct that drive the decision-making process.



50

Nevertheless, he claims, postmodern thought has collapsed such systems leading to decisions
that are moral and not ethical because the decision now has to “go through the agonies—and
the ecstasies—of the aporias, again and again, alone; an eternity of always ‘original’
decisions without surety. Here ethics (ethical systems) flounder before the unique choice”
(21). Of course, Jenkins is not speaking of memory per se, but his distinction does reveal the
potential instability of equating ethics with morality. The difficulty with Jenkins’s theory for
the present study is that memory as I understand it would conform to “history” as he

understands it: unusable for the present, thus rendering moot the issue of ethics or morality.

On the other hand, Avishai Margalit has identified a theoretical difference between
ethics and morality specifically with regard to memory as a collective enterprise. He begins
by differentiating between two distinct levels of human interaction: what he calls the “thick”
and “thin” relations; the former being the bonds of family and community, those united by
intimate cultural links, while the latter refers to humanity in general without any sense of
specific closeness. Margalit’s contention that ethics govern our thick relations while
morality oversees our thin relations leads to the conclusion that memory is an ethical, not a
moral, imperative (7-8). In other words, crimes against humanity, such as genocide, are
judged according to moral convictions (murder is wrong), while the motivations behind how
one preserves the memory of the victims is guided by ethical principles (memory is neither
right nor wrong in and of itself as an absolute value, but rather advantageous or
disadvantageous to the community).”! “Memory is the cement that holds thick relations
together,” Margalit states, “and communities of memory are the obvious habitat for thick
relations and thus for ethics” (8). In the concrete terms of Spain todays, it is the legacy of the

Civil War and the subsequent traumas that flows through generations of individual families,
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communities, and the Spanish society as a whole that is bound by its collective, historical
memory and the ethics therein. This ethics of memory is also one that does not pretend to
convey a History of facts and figures; it constitutes a memory of “alleged memories of the
past but not necessarily past events” (Margalit 59). Indeed, it is the consciousness in the
present of how memory takes a determinative past and grants it meaning for the future that
gives place to an ethical charge. Ricoeur makes a similar claim, noting that the “duty to |
remember” is “an ethico-political problem because it has to do with the construction of the
future: that is, the duty to remember consists not only of having a deep concern for the past,
but in transmitting the meaning of past events to the next generation” (“Memory” 9).
Because time demonstrates a general tendency toward “erosion,” explains Ricoeur, toward
the gradual destruction of knowledge from and about the past, memory acts as a counter-
force to this impulse, particularly for the victims of history (“Memory” 10-11). The losers of
the Civil War and those persecuted by the Franco regime, for example, depend on memory as
their histories have not been written. Indeed, the notion of ethics as a function of “thick”
relations is particularly useful here, as the concept of historical memory is not an omniscient
value with authority in the realm of absolutes, but rather is intrinsically part of Spain’s socio-

cultural matrix.

Nevertheless, stating that memory be addressed in ethical terms does not suggest that
there exists a singular ethics of memory nor that memory is always positive. Indeed, the
very notion of “thick” relations can give rise to problematic, and even dangerous,
appropriations of the past if construed on very narrow terms. That is, when the notion of
community is conspicuously fragmented and made antagonistic, memory may function as a

weapon. Consider, for example, the acts of vindictive atrocities perpetrated by the
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Nationalists and the early Franco regime under the supposedly ethical justification of earlier
Republican violence. Here, memory serves as a pretext for hostility. Moving back to more
theoretical concerns, even if there exists a general consensus with regard to the historical
realities of trauma and violence, of victims and victimizers, of oppression and subjugation;
the question still remains: Is memory always positive? or Can one be critical of memory
without defending the suppressing regime? In fact, it appears that a propensity for criticism
is necessary for memory to be constructive. As Tzvetan Todorov states in Los abusos de la
memoria, “sacralizar la memoria es otro modo de hacerla estéril” (33). In the case of Spain,
some have addressed the recent memory boom with scepticism for this very reason, arguing
that by placing on a pedestal any approach to the past has resulted in what Colmeiro
identifies as the “inflation” of memory (14). Paradoxically—explains Colmeiro, echoing
Todorov’s assertion—such an indiscriminate flood of historical narratives has reduced the
impact of memory: “queda cada vez menos memoria y el pasado se vuelve progresivamente
mas remoto cuanto mas historificado” (15). Therefore, it is certain that while there exists a
denial of the past and its victims via forgetting, there also exists a denial of the past and its
victims via historical obsession. Labanyi addresses this dynamic in the language of the
supernatural, which I will explore further in chapters three and four, arguing that there are
three ways in which the ghosts of the past are confronted in the present: “The first two
options—denying the existence of ghosts, becoming possessed by them—in different ways
result in a denial of history (through repression or through paralysis). The last option—
accepting the past as past—is an acknowledgment of history, that allows one to live with its
traces” (“History” 66). It is this third way of dealing with ghosts that corresponds to
Todorov’s identification of the beneficial use of memory over the titular abuses of memory:

“Lejos de ser prisioneros del pasado, lo habremos puesto al servicio del presente, como la
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memoria—y el olvido—se han de poner al servicio de la justicia” (Los abusos 59). As a
category of analysis, therefore, the ethics of memory not only encapsulates the issue of
responsibility toward the past from the present, but also whether or not memory fulfills the
mandate of liberation—that is, the “working through” of trauma—or merely acts as

reinforcement of suppression.>>

Moving from the discussion of memory on a conceptual or general level as a
framework for my corpus to the specifics of its literary representations, it is clear that each of
the four novels does indeed support an ethics of memory; certainly the central importance of
the Civil War in each text is itself incompatible with any defence of silence. In fact, I will
demonstrate how memory ethics stems from a sense of obligation or duty to give voice to
those who have previously been silenced, to preserve the past from “erosion,” to provide
textual manifestations of what Pierre Nora calls the tangible spaces of memory or “lieux de
meémoire.” In this sense, the novels of this study constitute places of memory construction
and memory preservation.”® Because these works address issues of Civil War memory from
the democratic present, after the censorship of Franco and the self-censorship of the
Transition, Margalit’s notion of ethics as a matter of thick relations is particularly useful.
The question of memory in Spain—or, one would imagine, in any context—cannot be
removed from its place in the collective; that is, from its historical, social, cultural and
political contexts. Employing Labanyi’s language in reference to such context, I maintain
that by playing with the irony of what is real and what is unreal and the notions of authority
therein, these texts avoid being possessed by the ghosts of Spain’s past, but rather they
accept and acknowledge the spectral traces as being of the past but for the present. By

placing history as a function of its negotiated reconstruction in the present with their many
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“metas” (metamemory, metafiction), these works demonstrate self-reflexivity toward the
ethical imperative as they both give visibility to the Civil War/postbellum era and portray the
process of making that memory visible on the textual level itself. While Kearny states that
representation can be an essential part of memory ethics because it allows for the spectator to
approach past horrors through an aesthetic that allows for an imaginative response simulating
having been there (30), the novels of my corpus frame their ethical relationship with the past
by self-consciously emphasizing and embracing precisely the opposite: an aesthetic of
absence, an ethics of representation based on the individual not having been there. What
Margalit, Ricoeur, Kearny, and Todorov all share is a notion of memory ethics, so named or
not, based on a sense of responsibility toward the well-being of the community (community
in a very broad sense), which relies on the present and future being aware of how the past
shapes who they are and where they are going. “It is good that the wounds of history remain
open to thought” (“Imagination” 17) expresses Ricoeur in simple, though compelling, terms.
Clearly there are open “wounds of history” in contemporary Spain, ghosts that have yet to be
exorcised; these are the elements of the past that find visibility in, and through, the novels of

this study.

Of course, ethics—Ilike historiographic metafiction and irony—is an element present
in discourse; it does not arise within a bubble of neutrality, but rather is presented and
interpreted within a socio-political context. For this reason, when I speak of an ethics of
memory, [ must also give consideration to a politics of memory. Certainly these two
concepts are inextricably linked in general terms, though the case of Spain offers a
particularly evident example of their bond considering that Spanish historical memory

concerns a Civil War and a repressive dictatorship that gives way to clearly distinct and
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conflicting legacies, both of the victims and the victimizers. To evoke the memory of
common graves is to remember who put them there, to ask questions that still lead to
uncomfortable answers for many in the present. As Winter states, “Toda memoria histérica
implica una politica de la memoria” (“Introduccion” 11).>* Throughout this study I speak of
both the ethics and the politics of memory; as such, I conclude this introduction by clarifying
how we distinguish between the two. Because there can be no ethics of memory without
political concerns, and no politics of memory without ethical implications, the distinction is
not immediately apparent. In fact, they are two related parts of historical memory that work
together, not as antagonistic elements but still distinguishable. The ethics of memory
corresponds to questions of whether or not there is a cultural obligation to keep alive the
traces of the past (certainly a political question), while the politics of memory concerns what
is remembered (or forgotten) and how that memory is ordered and given meaning in the
present. In short, the politics of memory concerns how the determinative past, considered as
such by the ethicvs of memory, is used in the present. Todorov too identifies two separate
acts of memory that correspond to my notions of memory ethics and memory politics
respectively: the recuperation of the past and its subsequent utilization (Los abusos 17-18).
The act of recuperation is relatively simple, while the selection process of what is
recuperated and how it is then applied is much more problematic and, perhaps, relevant. As
Resina states of memory in democratic Spain, “Current debates on historical amnesia are not
so much about the loss of the past as about the politics of memory. The dispute is really over
which fragments of the past are 1tA>eing refloated and which are allowed to sink” (“Short of
Memory” 86). For example, while most of the proponents of memory ethics in Spain today
do so from a perspective sympathetic to the Republic, or at least to its democratic ideals, Pio

Moa’s Los mitos de la Guerra Civil (2003)—a work of revisionist history, also a best-seller
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and favourite of former Prime Minister José Maria Aznar—demonstrates a sense of duty
toward exposure of the Civil War with a completely distinct political significance as he

expresses support for Franco and the Nationalist cause.

This is an extreme example of the divergent politics of memory; nevertheless, it
provides a clear demonstration of how the two, politics and ethics, constitute complementary,
though unique, aspects to the varying memory imperatives. As Herzberger summarizes of
the way memory politics is inherent to the debates surrounding collective amnesia or
recollection, “the desire to remember or to forget relate[s] specifically to how one wishe[s] to
use the past in the present” (“Spanishness” 17). In this study, all four novels demonstrate an
ethics of memory by both representing the past and by representing the representation of the
past. Nevertheless, despite their common ideological leanings on the left of the political
spectrum, I will examine how each novel demonstrates distinct levels of explicit or implicit
political commitment, from the personal focus on the victims of hunger and oppression in
Rabos to the more overtly political focus on the victimizers and subsequent demand for
vindication and judgement in Mala gente. To say that a work is personal does not negate its
political significance, and vice-versa, but in doing so I recognize the different ways in which
narrative fiction appropriates and gives meaning to the past in the present within a larger

ethical imperative.
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Prologue to Chapters 1 and 2 — The Ironic Acknowledgment of Self:
Approaching Metafiction in Soldados de Salamina and Mala gente que

camina

Soldados de Salamina and Mala gente que caminag share a common trait with regard
to the aesthetics of their memory narratives: the strategy with which they address the past is
characterized by a highly ironic sense of self-awareness. In the following two chapters I
explore how the generic fluidity, or illusion of generic fluidity, between fiction and non-
fiction results in the deauthorization of History and the protagonism of literary discourse as it
pertains to the Civil War and the Franco regime in these two texts. While the literary nature
of Spain’s dialogue with its totalitarian past is maintained in all four novels of this study, the
works by Cercas and Prado covered in these two chapters constitute more explicitly
metafictional narratives. In both cases the narrator is a self-conscious writer that gives
account of his investigation into a forgotten figure of the Francoist past. In addition to the
protagonist’s authorial self-awareness, the text itself is presented as the final product of his
investigation and recording. That is, the novel constitutes a text within a text; the novel that
the flesh-and-blood reader purchases, reads, and keeps on his or her bookshelf masquerades

as the published work of a fictional author.

The first extensive study on self-conscious narrative, what one calls metafiction, is
Robert Alter’s Partial Magic. The Novel as a Self-Conscious Genre. In its prologue Alter
explains, “A self-conscious novel, briefly, is a novel that systematically flaunts its own
condition of artifice and that by so doing probes into the problematic relationship between
real-seeming artifice and reality” (x). What is notable is how Alter not only acknowledges

the aesthetic element of a work of fiction that is self-aware, but also how this self-awareness
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provokes an active consideration of the nature of fictional representation. In other words,
Alter introduces metafiction as a narrative mechanism that promotes the positive potential of
criticism as opposed to one that is merely a vapid and elitist experimental mode. As Robert
Scholes exemplifies in his collection of essays Fabulation and Metafiction, however, not all
critics view narrative self-consciousness as a “legitimate” form of fictional expression.
Instead of engaging the imagination of the reader, Scholes argues, metafiction “attempts . . .
to assault or transcend the laws of fiction” (114). For Scholes, fiction provides a means
through which “the great task of the human imagination” functions, “to generate . . . systems
that bring human desires into closer harmony with the systems operating in the whole
cosmos” (217). In other words, the suspension of disbelief in fiction allows us to “re-
imagine” ourselves, a key to “bring[ing] human life back into harmony with the universe”
(217). Therefore, Scholes’s objection to metafiction is that its self-reflective nature breaks
with this imagination imperative and thus is “a narcissistic way of avoiding this great task,” a

“masturbatory reveling in self-scrutiny” (218).

In his recent book True Lies. Narrative Self-consciousness in the Contemporary
Spanish Novel, Samuel Amago succinctly responds to Scholes’s opposition to metafiction by
stating, “Indeed, contrary to what Scholes would have us believe, narrative self-
consciousness is not irreconcilable with the human search for meaning, but rather can be
used as an important tool in that search” (17). Amago’s affirmative take on metafiction is
directly linked to Alter’s original study and to the work of those critics who have followed in
his theoretical perspective, such as Waugh and Hutcheon. In her notable study Metafiction.
The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction, for example, Waugh echoes Alter’s

previously quoted passage with a remarkably similar definition:
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Metafiction is a term given to fictional writing which self-consciously and
systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact in order to pose questions
about the relationship between fiction and reality. In providing a critique of their
own methods of construction, such writings not only examine the fundamental
structures of narrative fiction, they also explore the possible fictionality of the world

outside the literary fictional text. (italics in the original; 2)

Like Alter, Waugh recognizes the critical potential of self-referential fiction as being
inherent to the aesthetic structure of a work that is aware of its own artifice. This is a point
that she reinforces with her generalized summary of what makes a work metafictional: “the
lowest common denominator of metafiction is simultaneously to create a fiction and to make
a statement about the creation of that fiction” (6). To “make a statement” is to promote
interpretation. That is, a metafictional narrative demands an active reader. If traditional
realism provides an imaginary world that allows the reader to immerse him- or herself as a
passive participant, accepting a one-way flow of meaning and understanding thanks to the
suspension of disbelief, metafiction requires that the reader acknowledge the fictionality of
the narrative and his or her own role in the interpretation of what is being communicated,
thanks to the break with the suspension of disbelief. As Hutcheon explains, “self-conscious
novels have asserted their fictiveness while refusing to allow the reader the particular kind of
distance that comes of passivity or lack of involvement” (Narcissistic 150). This assertion of
“ﬁétiveness,” to use Hutcheon’s phrase, is what I refer to as the novel’s “literariness:” the
self-aware recognition that the work is at once an example of literature and treats literature as

a central theme.
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Despite having been named and studied as such since the latter half of the twentieth
century, it is evident that self-conscious narrative fiction does not represent a new literary
phenomenon. This is certainly the case in the specific context of Spanish literature. In fact,
studies of metafiction often cite £/ Quijote (1605) by Miguel de Cervantes and Miguel de
Unamuno’s Niebla (1914) as precursors to the postmodern “boom” of self-conscious fiction
that is found in the past three decades.>> Two works concerning metafiction in contemporary
Spanish novels merit mention here: Robert Spires’s Beyond the Metafictional Mode.
Directions in the Modern Spanish Novei and the aforementioned study by Samuel Amago.
Spires approaches metafiction as a “celebration of the creative process” (128) that resulted
from Franco’s death in 1975. Given the dynamic nature of societal and cultural paradigms,
Spires maintains that the “metafictional movement” of the post-Franco decade “is irrefutably
destined to give way, if it has not done so already, to a new novelistic genre. Yet the end of
the metafictional movement of recent times will not mark the end of metafiction” (Beyond
128). In fact, despite the socio-cultural differences between the immediate post-Franco years
and the new millennium, it is clear that the plurality of discourse in the self-aware texts of
Spanish fiction today still function in contrast to the authoritative discourse of the Franco
regime. Indeed, Amago responds directly to Spires’s conclusion as he explains the impetus
for his own study of more contemporary works. “Spires’s Beyond the Metafictional Mode,”
he notes, “concludes with a projection that serves as an excellent springboard for the
discussion of contemporary Spanish fiction of the 1990s and 2000s that is developed in True
Lies” (25). In True Lies, Amago does explore the nature of metafiction as it is observed in a
variety of novels from the nineties and the first decade of the twenty-first century with a
particular emphasis on how the narrative self-consciousness serves, as was quoted earlier, as

“an important tool” in “the human search for meaning” (17). In other words, Amago defends
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metafiction as being integral to the contemporary Spanish novel and maintains that it “offers
a functional, constructive alternative to the pessimistic worldviews articulated by the more
negative critics of cultural postmodernism” (14).

Unlike the studies published by Spires and Amago, my consideration of metafiction
does not constitute an exploration of its varied manifestations and meanings in selected
works of contemporary Spanish fiction. Instead, I look to a similar metafictional
construction based on the presence of non-fictional elements in two works, Soldados and
Mala gente, and examine how it addresses a specific cultural preoccupation: Spain’s debate
surrounding contemporary readings of the Civil War. Therefore, the following chapters do
not pick up from where Amago leaves the discussion, but they do share with him a general
understanding of self-conscious fiction as having critical potential, based largely on the
aforementioned scholarship of Waugh and Hutcheon. In other words, while our theoretical
perspectives on metafiction are similar, I depart from Amago by situating my analysis within
the context of current debates concerning the ethicopolitical nature of “writing the Civil
War” from the present. This is notable because Amago does dedicate a chapter of his book
to the study of metafiction in Soldados. However, while he maintains that the novel “offers
an alternative approach to the reconstruction and representation of reality, history, memory,
and consciousness” (30), he does not extend these conclusions outside of the text to
understand how the novel addresses the specific reality, history, and memory of the Civil
War as a topic of dialogue in Spain today. In this present study, the critical potential inherent
to self-conscious fiction is explored directly in relation to how the nation’s tumultuous recent
past is viewed from the present as a function of its representation in the novelistic genre.
That is, [ will demonstrate how Soldados and Mala gente reflect the present-day

confrontation with the Civil War and Franco regime by being not simply examples of a
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literary approach to history, but also self-aware of such a literary approach to history. By
asserting their works’ literariness in the face of non-literary elements, Cercas and Prado
create statements not only about fiction, but also about how our understanding of history is

mediated by fiction.

The key to this approach as it will be discussed here is the presence of irony.
Although largely ignored by Amago, irony is an inherent element to the metafictional mode.
A metafictional text steps out of its fictional world in order to address the reader with regard
to its own created identity. In other words, by breaking with the suspension of disbelief in
order to engage the active reader, it pulls itself out of the traditional world of fiction,
ironically the only world to which it belongs. “Metafiction, however,” clarifies Hutcheon in
comparison to more traditional narratives, “seems aware of the fact that it (like all fiction, of
course) actually has no existence apart from that constituted by the inward act of reading
which counterpoints the externalized act of writing” (italics in the original; Narcissistic 28).
There exists a constant tension in self-aware narrative between the created world and the
acknowledgment of its own invention. This constant tension is the primary source of irony
in the metafictional text. As Muecke summarizes of the essential nature behind irony in the
literary realm, “Ironic literature . . . is literature in which there is a constant dialectic
interplay of objectivity and subjectivity, freedom and necessity, the appearance of life and
the reality of art” ([rony 78). In fact, it is the last point given here by Muecke, “the
appearance of life and the reality of art,” that characterizes the ironic relationship between
fiction and reality, when reality is a matter of historical understanding, in the novels of the

following two chapters.
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In order to recognize the specifically ironic nature of the narrative self-awareness in
these two novels, it is helpful to consider the general definition of metafiction given by
Hutcheon at the beginning of Narcissistic Narrative: ““Metafiction,’ as it has now been
named, is fiction about fiction—that is, fiction that includes within itself a commentary on its
own narrative and/or linguistic identity” (1). In Soldados and Mala gente, the fictional
identity of the narrative is ironically underlined by a constant insistence by the
narrator/fictionalized author on the veracity of what they relate. In other words, my
understanding of the fictionality of the novels results ironically from the protagonists
claiming that what they are “writing” is not fiction but rather an exposé of the “truth.”
Complicating the matter further is the fact that the fictional nature of the text is not only
juxtaposed against the claims of historical fidelity, but also against the presence of real
historical figures and works that permeate both novels. In Soldados the realm of reality is
introduced into the realm of fiction, while in Mala gente the opposite is true, the sphere of
fiction is introduced into the sphere of reality. However, both works are undeniably novels,
works of fiction. Although they blur the line between the generic distinctions of fiction and
nonfiction, they do so as a tool of novelisﬁc expression; this play of boundaries enriches the
literary dialogue with the past and how it is perceived from the present. The historiographic
elements, the historical facts and “real” characters, serve as ironic counterpoints to the
protagonism given to fiction with regard to the contemporary dialogue with the Civil War
and Francoism. That is, fiction is embraced as the privileged site of confrontation with the
past. It is this alternative world outside of traditional/official historical discourse that stands
out as the location of understanding with regard to the censored, distant past. Soldados and

Mala gente infuse reality into fiction in order to suggest that truths from this era, and their
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visibility for the unseeing generations, are not necessarily to be found in the established

sphere of History, but ironically in the invention of literature.

This literariness of historical dialogue corresponds to a statement made by the famous

Falangist writer Dionisio Ridruejo in his autobiography Casi unas memorias (1976):

El testimonio vivo de la guerra—TIo diré de paso-—es poco probable que lo refleje un
historiador, porque més bien es tarea del novelista, ya que la rememoracion
imaginativa de lo que es complejo no la expresan los datos que se pueden buscar en
las hemerotecas o en los relatos parciales de los testigos politicos, sino que exige una

imaginacion evocadora y, al mismo tiempo, distanciada. (66)

Although all four authors in this study have demonstrated political sympathies that are at
odds with the Falangist writer, Ridruejo’s notion is supported by each of their novels.’® In
Soldados and Mala gente, the novelistic approach to recuperating the war is seen as a theme
of the novel itself. These are novels that are not set in the war or post-war years, but rather
in the present; more than being about the past, these novels are about telling the past. They
are quintessential examples of the previously mentioned “novela de confrontacién historica,”
Luengo’s identification of works that make up the “nueva novela histérica” in which “se
presentan unos narradores y unos personajes que se sitian en la época actual y que, mediante
analepsis, reconstruyen ese pasado ficcional enmarcado, generalmente, en sucesos de la
realidad factica” (46). In fact, this denomination of novels that frame their historical
approach from the present lends itself to the metafictional mode. While traditional realism
would set a historical novel in the time-period it wishes to represent, the “novela de

confrontacion histérica” underlines the recreation of the past in the present, a process that, in
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the novels of this study, is paralleled by the metafictional underlining of their fictional
identity. In this sense, there exists a clear parallel between the self-aware approach to the
past in these novels, identified as their sense of historical confrontation, and the previously
defined concept of historiographic metafiction. Soldados and Mala gente are both aware of
their novelistic identity and how their process of historical recuperation is mediated by their
novelistic identity. They exemplify, and advocate for, Ridruejo’s defence of literature as a

means to approach the Civil War.

Given this self-avowed literariness, the following questions become pertinent: Does
the open embrace of the literary come about at the expense of the historical? and How does
this dynamic relate to the ethico-political nature of historical memory? By juxtaposing the
real world with the invented world, Cercas and Prado have created works that demonstrate
the inherent construction and interpretation of historical representation. However, as Waugh
states, “metafiction functions through the problematization rather than the destruction of the
concept of ‘reality’” (40). That is, the highlighting of history’s problematic nature does not
result in the complete disregard of the past as being unknowable. Instead, these self-
conscious narratives ironically embrace fiction’s inherent construction and interpretation as a
means by which, seventy years later, Spain is able to confront the horrors of its recent past.
Colmeiro describes this ethical imperative, stating that “para poder olvidar o, mejor dicho,
superar el pasado es necesario primero enfrentarse y asumirlo con todas sus luces y sombras”
(24). In the case of Mala gente, the confrontation with the past carries an explicit message of
historical vindication, while in Soldados there appears to be a more distanced and less
politically polarized approa¢h to the need to remember. In both cases, the ethical imperative

of memory is embraced and seen as a function of fictional discourse. In this way, both
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novels are examples of Hutcheon’s aforementioned historiographic metafiction, fiction that
“attempts to demarginalize the literary through confrontation with the historical” (Poetics

108).
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Chapter 1 — From “True Tales” to True Fictions: Reading and Writing the

Civil War in Soldados de Salamina

1.1 ;Otro maldito estudio sobre Soldados de Salamina!

The heading of this portion of the chapter is evidently an ironic allusion to Rosa’s
novel ;Otra maldita novela sobre la guerra civil!, a title that, as covered in the Introduction,
refers to the proliferation of the theme in the Spanish marketplace. Within this literary
milieu no work has achieved as much visibility as Soldados de Salamina; as such, evoking
Rosa’s work seems pertinent for another analysis of Cercas’s already famous novel.
Certainly, Soldados stands out as having achieved the most commercial success of the four
works covered in this study. Not only has the novel been a “best-seller,” but it also has
become a cultural phenomenon spawning a film version by David Trueba (2002) and a
theatrical adaptation by Juan Ollé that was performed throughout Spain in 2007. In addition
to commercial success, Soldados has also received much critical acclaim; it has been made
the subject of a relatively large number of academic studies despite having been published
less than a decade ago. With Soldados de Salamina, explains Lopez-Quifiones, “Javier
Cercas logrd su inmediata consagracion en el canon literario espafiol” (La guerra 50). From
their own unique perspectives, almost all studies of the novel have undertaken an
examination of how it deals with the memory and representation of Spain’s tumultuous past
from the stand-point of an interested present. Here, I seek to contribute to the dialogue by
focusing on the work’s irony and how what is remembered is understood as a function of

how it is remembered.
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The plot of Soldados de Salamina revolves around a frustrated writer, the

»37 and his efforts to investigate and tell a forgotten

autobiographically-named “Javier Cercas,
story from the last days of the Spanish Civil War: the attempted execution and escape of the
Falangist leader and poet, Rafael Sdnchez Mazas. After showing early promise as a novelist,
“Cercas” is unable to build a career in fiction and gets a job as a reporter in order to improve
his financial and emotional well-being. Writing for the culture section of a newspaper,
“Cercas” first learns of Sanchez Mazas’s adventure through an interview with his son, and
noted author, Rafael Sanchez Ferlosio.*® According to Sanchez Ferlosio, his father managed
to avoid being killed during a mass execution of Nationalist prisoners at Collell by fleeing
amidst the chaos of the shooting. Hidden in the woods following his getaway, Sanchez
Mazas is discovered by a Republican soldier who, upon seeing the prisoner, allows him to
escape. The Falangist leader avoids further capture in the woods thanks to the help he
receives from three Republican deserters, his “amigos del bosque.” When Franco’s forces
break through the Republican lines, the former fugitive-in-hiding becomes a minister in the

new government. From his position of influence, Sanchez Mazas is able to have his “amigos

del bosque” released from prison, a debt repaid for having saved his life.

Soldados is divided into three parts: “Los amigos del bosque,” “Soldados de
Salamina,” and “Cita en Stockton.” The first section is the one in which “Cercas” gives
account of his efforts to reconstruct the details of Sdnchez Mazas’s escape in an attempt to
verify the tale’s veracity. Intrigued by the anecdote, “Cercas” initially relates it in an article
entitled “Un secreto esencial” in which he compares the events surrounding the death of
Antonio Machado with those surrounding the failed execution of the Falangist poet, both

having occurred more or less at the same time. In response to his column, “Cercas” receives
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three letters, one of which is from an historian, Miguel Aguirre. Aguirre puts “Cercas” in
contact with Jaume Figueras—the son of Pedro Figueras, one of the “amigos del bosque”™—
and lends him a copy of a book published by another supposed survivor of the execution,
Jesus Pascual Aguilar, entitled Yo fui asesinado por los rojos.>® After interviewing Jaume
Figueras and the surviving members of the “amigos del bosque,” Joaquim Figueras and
Daniel Angelats, and Maria Ferré, another survivor that gave aid to Sdnchez Mazas in the
woods, “Cefcas” decides to once again leave his job to write. This time he intends to write
not a novel, but rather a “relato real” that gives light to this forgotten episode. In one
conversation with Daniel Angelats, “Cercas” learns that Sanchez Mazas himself had
promised to write of his adventure with the “amigos del bosque” and planned to entitle the
work “Soldados de Salamina.” As aresult, when “Cercas” settles on writing the “relato
real,” he dubs it Soldados de Salamina, the title of Sanchez Mazas’s promised memoir and

the title of the novel by Javier Cercas that we read.

The second part of the novel is comprised of this text, written in a reporter’s style “y
desde una supuesta instancia extra-heterodiegética” (Luengo 235). Although “Cercas” has
set out to write an objective account of the deciding moments in this Falangist poet’s life, he
undermines his attempted disconnectedness by interjecting occasionally with personal
opinion. Referring to Sanchez Mazas’s political beliefs, for example, “Cercas” writes:
“Quizd Sanchez Mazas no fue nunca mas que uﬁ falso falangista, o si se quiere un falangista
que solo lo fue porque se sinti6 obligado a serlo, si es que todos los falangistas no fueron
falsos y obligados falangistas™ (136). Nevertheless, this second part of the novel largely
maintains a dry and uninteresting style of exposition that contrasts with the more engaging

personal narratives of the first and third sections.
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After finishing the text, “Cercas” himself demonstrates certain disappointment with
his finished product. The third part of the novel begins with the protagonist’s admission of
dissatisfaction with his “relato real.” “El libro no era malo,” he laments, “sino insuficiente,
como un mecanismo completo pero incapaz de desempefiar la funcién para la que ha sido
ideado porque le falta una pieza. Lo malo es que yo no sabia cudl era esa pieza” (144). This
is the impetus around which the third part of the novel is based: the search for the tale’s
missing piece. Having finished his work, “Cercas” returns to his position as a reporter. One
of his first interviews is with the Chilean writer Roberto Bolafio.** Through their
discussions, “Cercas” learns that Bolafio knew a man named Miralles, an octogenarian ex-pat
that fought in the Civil War for the Republican side and was in Collell around the time of
Sanchez Mazas’s supposed execution. Bolafio also notes how Miralles enjoyed the
pasodoble “Suspiros de Espaiia,” the very same song that the soldier who spared Sanchez
Mazas’s life enjoyed. Believing that what his story is missing is the perspective of this
soldier, “Cercas” locates and travels to interview Miralles, now living in a senior’s residence
in Dijon, France. Although Miralles denies being the anonymous soldier, “Cercas” sees him

as the hero that his insufficient tale requires.

The place of the heroic in Soldados—that is, the need for a hero to fulfill the vision
expressed by “Cercas”—has been pondered by many critics from distinct perspectives. For
Spires, the conduct of the anonymous soldier that saved Sanchez Mazas’s life “elevates the
event from an intriguing story to a moral parable” (“Depolarization” 498). That is, in the
inherently political environment of the Civil War, Spires explains, the soldier embodies the
heroic by opting to act according to humanitarian and not military motivations (“Una

historia” 85). This reconciliatory notion of the tale’s hero stands in contrast to the opinion of
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others, such as Luengo, who state that what Miralles provides to the story is a specifically
Republican hero (235). From the perspective of the democratic present, the adventure of
Sanchez Mazas, a Falangist, is unsatisfactory without the more acceptable intrusion of a
positively-characterized Republican counterpoint.*! Of course, following “Cercas’s” own
recognition that his original text seems to be missing an essential element, one must also
consider the narrative benefit to finding the anonymous soldier, thus providing closure to the
anecdote. This necessity is clearly ironic considering that “Cercas” desires to merely tell a
true tale without resorting to an invented resolution, the trappings of traditional storytelling.
In any case, “Cercas’s” search for a hero is rebuffed by the supposed hero himself, Miralles,
when he states, “Asi que lo que andaba buscando era un héroe. Y ese héroe soy yo, ;jno?
jHay que joderse! . .. Los héroes solo son héroes cuando se mueren o se matan. Y los
héroes de verdad nacen en la guerra y mueren en la guerra. No hay héroes vivos, joven”
(199). In this chapter, I explore the way in which ironic tension shapes the memory
narrative, both in terms of the work’s metafictional makeup with regard to the identity of
genre, and of the ambiguity surrounding the heroic; that is, between the “depolarized,” to use

Spires’s term, and the polarized in favour of the Republic.

Indeed, the emphasis of this study is largely placed on the exposition that “Cercas”
provides surrounding his storytelling in sections one and three of the novel, not on the story
told in section two. An examination of how this novel deals with reconstructing and
representing the past (the active process of memory and narrative creation by “Cercas”)
provides for a more profound historiographic dialogue than an examination of the historical
tale that is itself reconstructed and represented (the supposed execution of Sanchez Mazas).

As Mario Vargas Llosa maintains, in Soldados “la estrategia del narrador es mas inusitada y
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fascinante que lo que aparenta narrar” (16). This strategy, what I call the metafictional
mode, is manifested here on two interrelated levels: the autobiographical ambiguity between
Javier Cercas (author) and “Javier Cercas” (character and fictional author), and the writing of
the “relato real,” the text within a text.** The relationship between the two levels is
characterized by the ironic distinction between the motivations of the character and his work
and those of the author and the novel at large. Nevertheless, this layered examination of
historical representation does frame the aforementioned issues of heroism, moral conduct,
and agency thereof, thus obliging consideration of the novel’s political impetus with regard
to that which is remembered. Although, as I will demonstrate, Prado’s Mala gente provides
a more boisterous critique of the Francoist past, Soldados too offers the medium of fiction as
a means to remember those that have been officially silenced during the Franco regime and
unofficially silenced during the transition to democracy: the exiled loser, the forgotten
Republican. Because my conclusions result from how the novel blurs the distinction
between the realms of fiction and nonfiction, I must ask how the film adaptation affects such
interpretations given that “Javier Cercas” is replaced by a female protagonist, Lola Cercas,
and other figures from reality are substituted by invented characters. As such, I will
conclude this chapter with a brief examination of how the novel and its film version of the

same name engage in a kind of intertextual dialogue.

Before moving on to my analysis, it is pertinent to once again reference the critical
dialogue surrounding this oft-studied novel by specifically pointing to two recent studies of
Soldados; they can be seen as complementary to this present work as they too address the
collision of genre (fiction/nonfiction) and its relation to the treatment of the past: the chapter

“Soldados de Salamina: El valor del testimonio y la retorica de la anti-literariedad” in the
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aforementioned La guerra persistente by Lopez-Quifiones and Amago’s chapter “Narrative
Truth and Historical Truth in Javier Cercas’s Soldados de Salamina” in the also
aforementioned True Lies. Despite the many similarities found between the analyses of
Lépez-Quifiones and Amago and my analysis, there are distinctions that must be outlined in
order to provide justification for the present study. In La guerra persistente, Lopez-
Quiiiones claims that Soldados demonstrates a “retérica de la antificcionalidad” (55). That
is, the importance of oral testimony to the story’s reconstruction and “Cercas’s” insistence in
his work’s generic separation from the realm of fiction reveal an inherent disdain for that
which is literary. Lopez-Quifiones does not delve into the self-conscioﬁs nature of the novel
and thus pays no attention to the irony of a self-conscious work of fiction that tries to
distance itself from its identity as artistic invention. Amago, on the other hand, does focus
more on the novel’s self-awareness but, like Lopez-Quifiones, largely ignores the work’s
ironic subtext. Therefore, while Amago notes that “The strength of the metafictional novel .
.. lies in its ability to pre-empt and acknowledge the weaknesses of autobiographical and
historical discourses through the process of writing fiction” (147), he does not explore how
the irony of the reiationship between historical and fictional discourses in Soldados
advocates for literary discourse as it pertains to a contemporary dialogue with the Spanish

Civil War.

Born in 1962 (Ibahernando, Céaceres), Javier Cercas is of a generation whose
experience of the Civil War is completely mediated by matters of anecdote and
representation. In fact, not only had the Civil War ended twenty-three years before his birth,
but Cercas also experienced little of the Franco regime having been merely thirteen years old

when the dictator died in 1975 and sixteen when the new constitution was passed in 1978.
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By contrast, the “amigos del bosque,” both the characters and their homologues in reality,
exemplify the dying generation whose experience of the war remains one of memory and
testimony. It is apt, therefore, that Soldados both promotes a novelistic negotiation of the
past and gives voice to a fictionalized version of its author who also pieces together the past
through his own process of negotiation. This authorial fragmentation and the blurring of
genre are characteristics also found in Cercas’s previous works, such as the novels E/
inquilino (1989) and El vientre de la ballena (1997), and his collection of “true tales,”
Relatos reales (2000).43 “Many of Cercas’s narrators bear a marked similarity to Cercas

himself,” (146) explains Amago,

Even when they are not explicitly named “Javier Cercas,” his narrators are typically
writers who have spent time in the United States—often Urbana, Illinois—and that
currently live in Girona. Fiction offers Cercas a method of turning personal and
historical reality into art at the same time that it permits him to explore the ambiguous

territory that lies at the intersection of nonfiction and the novel. (146)

It is curious, however, that Cercas’s new book Anatomia de un instante (2009)—another
historical narrative, this time about the attempted coup by Tejero on 23 February 1981—
claims to address this polemical moment as a non-fictional account, a claim made without
irony. If anything, it is ironic that a writer with such a penchant for blurring the line of genre
would defend his narrative by stating that for this work he has decided to dispense with
fiction in order to get to the facts surrounding the events in question.* This most recent
work aside, it is certain that Javier Cercas has consistently played with notions of reality and
how that reality manifests itself within the creative space of fiction. Nevertheless, it is in

Soldados that there exists an explicit fragmenting of the self: Javier Cercas versus “Javier
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Cercas.” It is this dynamic against which one must consider all claims of fidelity toward

reality and history.

1.2 “Relato real” vs. Novel: “Cercas” vs. Cercas

Referring to the inclusion of the realms of reality and history in Soldados, Spires
explains that the novel results from a transformation of sterile truth into fertile fiction (“Una
historia” 76). The explicit second-self created by Javier Cercas to narrate his novel stands
out as the most evident and telling example of this dynamic, due to “Javier’s” narrative
.centrality and ironic claims regarding the veracity of his “relato real.” In fact, almost every
work of criticism devoted to this novel has recognized that Soldados is to be read as a novel
and not a journalistic account written in a narrative style. Were this not the case and the
novel was meant to be read as a kind of documentary, it would be of little interest.
Addressing claims that the novel functions as a chronicle of trustworthy facts, Vargas Llosa
clarifies, “Pero esto no es cierto; si lo fuera, el libro no valdria mas que por los datos que
contiene y su existencia—su valor—, como en el caso de un reportaje periodistico,
dependeria por completo de una realidad ajena y exterior a €l, que la investigacion de que da
cuenta el texto habria contribuido a esclarecer” (16). This correlation between a lack of
reader interest and an exposition of facts is found in the novel itself. Unlike the
unsatisfactory result of his own “relato real” that leaves “Cercas” disillusioned, Soldados is
built on the illusion of being a “relato real,” an illusion that is subverted by the splitting of
the author’s self. Therefore, the novel is capable of addressing the issue of historical
recuperation from a position that engages the reader’s interest; it avoids the dry lack of
climax and multiple perspectives that plague the writing of what are supposedly just the

facts, as is the case in the text that makes up the second part of the work. Indeed, the middle
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section (the historical tale itself) becomes a mere counterpoint to the notably more engaging

first and third (the articulation through narrative of the process).

The opening paragraph of the novel plants and undermines this fundamental illusion;

it is worth quoting the first few lines:

Fue en el verano de 1994, hace ahora mas de seis afios, cuando oi hablar por primera
vez del fusilamiento de Rafael Sanchez Mazas. Tres cosas acababan de ocurrirme
por entonces: la primera es que mi padre habia muerto; la segunda es que mi mujer
ﬁle habia abandonado; la tercera es que yo habia abandonado mi carrera de escritor.
Miento. La verdad es que, de esas tres cosas, las dos primeras son exactas,

exactisimas; no asi la tercera. (17)

In Dialogos de Salamina (2003)—a book of transcripts of conversations between Javier
Cercas and David Trueba, the director of the film version, concerning their related works—
Cercas addresses these first lines of the novel. “Esa primera frase es estrictamente cierta,” he
. claims, referring to his first contact with the failed execution of Sanchez Mazas, “En cambio,
no es verdad lo que sigue” (11). In other words, Cercas explicitly dispels the notion that
“Cercas” represents a faithful rendition of his own self. This first paragraph is a snapshot of
the novel as a whole; it provides occurrences and characters that have roots in reality but
have been appropriated as fictional entities with fictional biographies that contrast with their
extra-textual selves. After affirming that the first sentence of the novel corresponds to his
own account, Cercas proceeds to list how his narrator’s biography has, like the narrator
himself, been invented: “La verdad es que mi padre no ha muerto. . . . Tampoco es verdad

que mi mujer me haya abandonado, por lo menos hasta esta tarde. . . . Ni siquiera es cierto
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que yo trabaje en un periddico, como el protagonista de la novela” (11). However, although
Soldados demands an active reader, it is not necessary that the reader be aware of each
biographical detail of the flesh-and-blood author in order to question the narrator’s fictional
identity. “Cercas” begins his account with a lie, an acknowledged lie, but a lie nonetheless.
This simple statement arouses a sentiment of critical mistrust within the active reader’s
process of interpretation. Adding to this mistrust is the narrator’s hyperbolic, and ironic,
correction of his lie: the first two life-moments mentioned were not just “exactas”, but rather
“exactisimas.” In fact, the dynamic between a lie and the truth is seen as parallel to the
dynamic established between fiction and reality: fiction is, by nature, a lie. Javier Cercas

himself addresses this correlation in his conversation with Trueba:

lo que aparece en mi novela tiene mucho que ver con lo que sucedio en la realidad.
Lo que ocurre es que, como te decia al principio, en la novela hay una manipulacion
de muchos elementos reales, empezando por mi propia biografia. Entonces, alguien
puede preguntar por qué hacer eso, por qué mentir. Y mi respuesta es muy sencilla:
porque el oficio del escritor (0 por lo menos del novelista) consiste en mentir. Pero
no se miente porque si, sino para, a través de la mentira, llegar a una verdad superior,
a una verdad que no es la verdad de los hechos, la verdad historica o periodistica,

sino una verdad universal, una verdad moral o poética. (18)

Because fiction itself is a particular type of “lie,” it is of little importance to determine which
facts from Cercas’s true life have been given textual life as part of the narrator’s biography.
That is, the creation of the narrator is by nature a lie in the sense that it has no reality outside
the created, textualized world. This particular manifestation of the author does not exist in

the material world, regardless of whether his name is Javier Cercas or not. However, by
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bestowing upon his narrator a shadow identity to his own, one complete with the same name
and some of the same life events, Javier Cercas creates a fictional world that is characterized
by a constant tension between its claims to belonging to reality and its subverted fictional

identity.

This tension describes the essence of the text’s metafictional make-up. As Waugh
states, “Metafictional novels tend to be constructed on the principle of a fundamental and
sustained opposition: the construction of a fictional illusion (as in traditional realism) and the
laying bare of that illusion” (6). In this novel, the “sustained opposition” ironically functions
through the construction of a factual illusion, due to the autobiographical naming of the
narrator and the plot centrality of real figures and events, and the laying bare of that illusion.
The laying bare of the work’s factual illusion is what makes it a self-conscious novel; it
highlights its novelistic identity by way of an ironic self-characterization as narrative
documentary. Again, the key figure to this dynamic is not Sadnchez Mazas, but rather “Javier
Cercas;” the problematization of historical truth that results from this tension does not
concern the accuracy of Sanchez Mazas’s tale per se, but rather the manner in which it is
reconstructed and represented by the narrator in the present. This novel is metafictional
because it acknowledges the fictionality of more than just the historical narrative, but also of
our contemporary approach to that historical narrative. The Civil War and today’s
understanding of the Civil War are reaffirmed to be textually mediated. In reference to the
novel’s textuality, Lopez-Quifiones states, “El hecho de que el narrador identifique y sefiale
la condicidn textual del segundo capitulo ayuda a insuflar en el primero y en el tercero un
particular relieve y vivacidad. Un relieve y una vivacidad que hacen parecer estas secciones

no textuales, reales o mejor dicho, ‘pre’ y ‘post’ textuales, anteriores y posteriores al acto de
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la escritura y a sus resultados” (La guerra 56). However, while Lopez-Quifiones only grants
textual identity to the second part of the novel, I maintain that the constant tension of identity
between author and “author” underlines the novelistic, and thus textual, character of the work
in its entirety. If the second part of the novel is the “relato real” that the protagonist purports
to write, then the first and third parts also pretend to be the “author’s” journalistic depiction
of his investigative process: his own “relato real.” As mentioned, however, this is the
illusion of fact that ironically serves to underline the fictional imperative of So/dados. That
is, the constant allusion to the “real world” does not grant the novel objective reliability, but
rather the opposite: to use Hutcheon’s phrase, it succeeds in “forcing recognition of a literary

code” (italics in the original; Narcissistic 49).

It is the protagonist’s attitude toward the generic distinction of his project that
reveals, in the most telling way, the ironic dynamic created between “Cercas” and Cercas,
fiction and nonfiction. In the first part of the novel the narrator constantly and explicitly
affirms that his telling of the execution of Sanchez Mazas differs from the process and
product of his previous career as a novelist. The fact that this narrative contains figures from
the annals of history sets it apart from the genre of fiction; there can be no overlap. This
notion is initially revealed when the historian Miguel Aguirre asks “Cercas” if he is planning
to write a novel based on his article and investigation: ““Ya no escribo novelas,’ dije.
‘Ademas, esto no es una novela, sino una historia real.” ‘También lo era el articulo,’ dijo
Aguirre. ‘;Te dije que me gustdo mucho? Me gustd porque era como un relato concentrado,
solo que con personajes y situaciones reales. . . . Como un relato real’” (37). As mentioned,
the term “relato real” used by Aguirre is picked up by “Cercas” and becomes his catch-

phrase with regard to his work’s generic identity and authority therein. While the shift from
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“historia” to “relato” characterizes the act of narrativization, “Cercas” maintains that the
“real” transcends the process, faithfully rendering a moment in time as it was in narrative

form.

Indeed, “relato real” is a phrase he repeats throughout the novel with increasing
hostility toward literary invention. Describing his decision to undertake this project, the
narrator notes, “decidi también que el libro que iba a escribir no seria una novela, sino s6lo
un relato real, un relato cosido a la realidad, amasado con hechos y personajes reales, un
relato que estaria concentrado en el fusilamiento de Sanchez Mazas y en las circunstancias
que lo precedieron y lo siguieron” (52). Statements like “un relato cosido a la realidad” are
emblematic of “Javier’s” discourse, as if fiction transcended reality completely and was the
product of an independent world of fantasy. When “Cercas” explains to his girlfriend
Conchi that he intends to write again, she questions whether or not it will be yet another
novel. His response to her query further highlights the negative rhetoric with which he
approaches fictional discourse: “‘No,’ dije, muy seguro. ‘Es un relato real.” ‘; Y eso qué es?’
Se lo expliqué; creo que lo entendid. ‘Serd como una novela,” resumi. ‘Sélo que, en vez de
ser todo mentira, todo es verdad’” (68). Fiction is not just presented as a generic opposite to
nonfiction, but rather it is a lie. For “Cercas,” genre lacks flexibility. It is a matter of
authority through authenticity in the case of non-fiction in contrast with the lack thereof of
fiction; there is no room for the greater truths of artistic invention, while, inversely, a non-

fictional narrative categorization enjoys the integrity denied to the novel.

In the third section of the novel, “Cercas” is forced to confront his dissatisfaction
with the final product of his “relato real.” In order to improve his narrative it becomes

necessary that Miralles be the anonymous soldier he seeks; an interview with him would
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provide the counter-perspective that the story requires. For this reason, “Cercas” worries that
Miralles will not end up being that soldier. Upon explaining his concerns to Bolafio, the
Chilean writer emphatically contradicts the narrator’s insistence that the tale’s veracity be
maintained and suggests that “Cercas” invent the interview with Miralles, that he invent the
required perspective to his story. In keeping with his increasingly negative vocabulary with
regard to fiction, however, “Cercas” notes that to invent the interview with Miralles

“equivalia a traicionar su naturaleza” (170).

The message is very clear, polemical, and naive: all fiction is a lie, an ethically

- charged term, and artistic invention in the face of real characters would constitute a betrayal
of the story. On the other hand, the “faithful” narrative re-telling of history is wholly
truthful. This message is also meant to be read as ironic: all statements regarding the “truth”
of the “relato real” are undermined by the metafictional play between those events and
characters that do exist in reality and their fictional homologues in the novel. In particular,
the dynamic created between Cercas and “Cercas” and their intended narrative products,
novel and “relato real” respectively, underline the driving force of irony in terms of how

Soldados treats the nature of historical representation.

This is one of the fundamental differences between Amago’s analysis of the novel
and that of this present study. For Amago, the narrator’s claims are not weighed against his
connection to the novel’s author, but rather are specific to his story-telling: “The narrator’s
frequent statements as to the truth of his story may stem from his desire to assuage the
reader’s doubts as to the veracity of his account, but mostly they serve to reveal his own
narratorial insecurity” (152). However, by recognizing the “sustained opposition,” to re-

quote Waugh, established between Cercas and “Cercas,” it seems that these frequent
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statements made by the narrator actually serve as ironic contradictions to the work’s fictional
identity. It is as if Cercas is winking at the reader each time “Cercas” states that his tale is
true and not a novel; the author and reader are sharing an “inside joke” at the narrator’s
expense.* Muecke refers to this kind of irony as “half-concealment” and states that the “the
detection and appreciation of the camouflage is a large part of the reader’s pleasure” (lrony
52-53). Recognition of this ironic sub-text requires recognition of the incompatibility
between the narrator’s identity as artistic creation and his desire to avoid the influence of
artistic creation in his writing. The protagonist’s ironic declarations not only enrich the
reader’s experience, but also invoke evaluation of what is being declared. As Handwerk
states, “Recognition of incompatibility demands judgement” (3). Judgement in this case
involves how this ironic “inside joke” speaks to the nature of historical and fictional
representation in general. By giving voice to a polarized view of fiction and nonfiction,
Soldados questions the authenticity of historiographical discourse; the narrator is essentially
being mocked for the naivety of his insistence in presenting an accurate representation of
reality. This does not result in a denial of the importance of knowing the past, but rather

grants fiction a privileged role in how one approaches history.

1.3 “Literariness” of the War

It is the third section of the novel—the search for the missing piece, Miralles—that
fully explores the literariness of the past and its access to us in the present. Here, Cercas
gives what might be called the “voice of reason” to Roberto Bolafio in the face of his
narrator’s stubborn hold on the “relato real.” That a character based on a real individual is
the one that advocates for the use of artistic invention is not coincidental, nor is the fact that

Bolafio himself is a writer of fiction. The Chilean author serves to echo what the novel’s
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ironic contradiction established between the narrator and his task implies. For Bolafio, what
matters is the story itself, thus emphasizing literary importance over factual accuracy. When
“Cercas” restates that his project “no es una novela. Es una historia con hechos y personajes
reales. Un relato real,” Bolafio replies, “Da lo mismo. . .. Todos los buenos relatos son
relatos reales, por lo menos para quien los lee, que es el Ginico que cuenta” (166).* In fact,
Bolafio not only dismisses the story’s need for factual precision, but also maintains that
fiction may offer more of an understanding of what is real than “reality.” Upon explaining
the need for “Cercas” to invent the interview with Miralles, Bol'aﬁo adds, “La realidad
siempre nos traiciona; lo mejor es no darle tiempo y traicionarle antes a ella. El Miralles real

te decepcionaria; mejor invéntatelo: seguro que el inventado es mas real que el real” (170).

Bolafio’s suggestions here reaffirm the novel’s metafictional questioning with regard
to the possibility of an exact recreation of past events. As Hutcheon clarifies, “The
interaction of the historiographic and the metafictional foregrounds the rejection of the
claims of both ‘authentic’ representation and ‘inauthentic’ copy alike” (Poetics 110). By
rejecting claims of authentic representation, Bolafio also gives voice to the novel’s assertion
that this impossibility be seen as a complementary counterpoint to fiction’s potential in
approaching the past. To summarize this leitmotiv of the novel and my study, artistic
invention and an understanding of reality are not antithetical. While Hutcheon states that
“Past events are given meaning, not existence, by their representation in history” (italics in
the original; Politics 78), I expand this to state that literary representations of past events also
speak to their meaning and not their existence. This is the relationship between literature and
history to which LaCapra refers when he explains, “Fiction, if it makes historical truth claims

at all, does so in a more indirect but still possibly informative, thought-provoking, at times
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disconcerting manner with respect to the understanding or ‘reading’ of event, experience,
and memory” (132). While the claims of historical truth are tempered in Sol/dados and Mala
gente by a conscious recognition of the past’s problematic textualization in the present, both
novels advocate for a “reading” of Spain’s fratricidal conflict and totalitarian consequences

that embraces its own (re)constituted, (re)written identity.

In Soldados, this notion of historical understanding through literary invention is
embodied in the figure of Miralles. Again, Cercas is playing with a contradiction between
the attitude demonstrated by his narratorial second self and the direction taken by the novel.
While “Cercas” asserts that it would be a betrayal of the story to invent the character of
Miralles as the counter-perspective to the testimony of Sanchez Mazas and the “amigos del
bosque,” the third part of the novel revolves around the search for, and interview with, the
Republican ex-pat. However, as Spires notes, “Miralles, tal vez el personaje mas real de
Soldados de Salamina, puede no ser sino una invencion artistica” (“Una historia” 79). That
is, in spite of the pervasive presence of characters based in reality and their role in the
reconstruction of an actual historical event, the episode of Sdnchez Mazas, the novel gains its
moment of closure and its ethical imperative regarding the representation of history through
the life of an octogenarian that exists only in the fictional sphere of this novel. It has been
suggested that Miralles, in fact, stands out as the true centre of Soldados (Neuschéfer 151).
Although I maintain that “Cercas”™ and his ironic process of historical recuperation constitute
the true centre of the novel, it is certain that the story of Miralles usurps that of Sanchez
Mazas as the figure of central historical/narrative importance. In addition, the forced
confrontation between the narrative importance of the two characters frames the debate—as |

will discuss in the following section—surrounding whom and what should be remembered.
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While the “relato real” of the Falangist escapee turns out to be unsatisfactory, to use the
narrator’s own words, the life and testimony of a character of pure artistic invention appears
to become that which the novel promotes as its historical truth. As Spires adds, “Exista o no
como realidad histérica, no cabe menor duda de que Miralles funciona como realidad
artistica, ficticia, que es la realidad mas verdadera de Soldados de Salamina” (“Una historia”
80). In other words, that Miralles is a product of fiction does not signify a betrayal of the
truth, but rather that one’s understanding of historical truth is mediated by such a fictional
product. Thus, [ maintain that Soldados identifies the contemporary “reading” Qf the Civil

War as just that, a reading: the conflict is viewed in terms of its literariness.

By establishing a close dynamic between (explicitly) literary discourse and historical
memory, Soldados echoes the nature of Spain’s contemporary cultural perception of the past
in the sense that for an ever increasing percentage of the population, knowledge of the Civil
War is a product of anecdote and representation as opposed to testimony and experience.
Indeed, at the beginning of the novel the protagonist represents a generationally distanced
ignorance with regard to the nation’s fratricidal conflict. “Cercas” explains that his curiosity
toward the Civil War corresponds directly to his fascination with the tale of Sdnchez Mazas,
acknowledging that until then he knew as much about the battles of the Civil War as the
battle of Salamis, adding—with an ironically self-deprecating nod from the author—that the
stories of the war “siempre me habian parecido excusas para la nostalgia de los viejos y
carburante para la imaginacioén de novelistas sin imaginacion” (21). Of course, it is precisely
the novelistic quality of Sdnchez Mazas’s adventure that intrigues the protagonist in the first
place and gives him the impetus to reconstruct the tale in writing, albeit as a “relato real.” In

this way, the account of Sanchez Mazas exemplifies the literary quality of what is
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supposedly historical reality. Aguirre and “Cercas” reaffirm this attitude in an explicit
manner when they first meet to discuss the tale. In response to Aguirre’s statement that
“mucha gente penso que era mentira,” the protagonists explains that he does not find this
surprising given that “es una historia muy novelesca,” to which Aguirre replies, “Todas las
guerras estan llenas de historias novelescas” (35). For those that have only lived through
peace, like “Cercas” and Aguirre, war lacks the immediacy and intimacy necessary to

distinguish its events and characters from those found in a work or fiction.

At the end of the novel, Miralles confronts this experiential divide between those who
lived the war and those who seek to represent it when the protagonist explains the purpose
for his visit. This fragment of conversation described by “Cercas” is worth quoting in its

entirety:

Le conté la historia. Cuando hube acabado, Miralles dejo su taza vacia sobre la mesa
e, inclinandose un poco, sin levantarse de la butaca abri6 el ventanal del balcon y
mir6 fuera.
“Una historia muy novelesca,” dijo luego, en tono neutro, mientras sacaba un
cigarrillo del paquete mediado de por la mafiana.
Me acordé de Miguel Aguirre y dije:
“Es posible. Pero todas las guerras estan llenas de historias novelescas, ;jno?”
“Solo para quien no las vive.” Expulsé un penacho de humo y escupié algo que
quizas era una hebra de tabaco. “Soélo para quien las cuenta. Para quienvaala
guerra para contarla, no para hacerla.” (198)

Although “Cercas” sets out to chronicle the forgotten, but “true,” events surrounding the

failed execution of a Falangist prisoner, his account retains its novelistic character
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throughout. In fact, the dissatisfaction with the “relato real” is seen to be remedied by the
literary convention of a hero’s presence. Considering the novel as a whole, the novelistic
interpretation of history is further advanced by an acknowledgment that the saving grace of
the narrator’s work is Miralles: the incarnation of literary invention in the face of real

figures.

Miralles’s claim that the nature of war is novelistic for those that have not lived it is
not disputed in Soldados, but rather appropriated as a defence of the literary approach to the
conflict. In her book Allegories of Violence. Tracing the Writing of War in Late Twentieth-
Century Fiction, Lidia Yuknavitch comments on how one attempts to understand a war that
he or she has not experienced by stating that “if we exclude the primary victims, it is true, or
true enough, that our understanding of war is fundamentally arrived at by and through
representation” (viii). “Javier Cercas” and Miguel Aguirre—like Cercas, Prado and Rivas—
epitomize the discourse of those who are not primary victims. As the research undertaken by
the narrator demonstrates, even the testimonies of those who are able to give first-hand
accounts of the conflict are textualized and integrated into the interpretative, representative
process. Yuknavitch goes on to conclude that not only is war approached in an indirect
manner through its presence in various forms of representation, it also “has been
remembered, conventionalized, mythologized and historically charted in large part by
literary means” (121). In addition to exemplifying the “literary means” by which the Civil
War is remembered, Soldados also self-consciously promotes such literary means as a viable
vehicle for historical dialogue. That is, while the reader will never fully comprehend the
horror, pain, and devastation caused by the war itself, fiction stands out as a medium through

which one may consider its relevance to the present. While “Cercas” consults biographical
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texts (Yo fui asesinado por los rojos by Jests Pascual Aguilar), academic texts (by Andrés
Trapiello), and eye-witness testi