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In the novel E/ CliorlO de olrtU. the narrator suffers from insomnia and 
writa's blcr.k. Through the guid.arr.e ofa mysterious midnight visin, the mm 
in black. she recalls her childhood and youth of Spain's Civil WeI and post­
Civil War period and revisits uncompleted v.rriting attempts. A3 the narrator 
speaks. the text we reed is prOOuced, and speech gives birth to writing. 

Altho~ there bas been broad speculation on the identity of the midnight 
visitor,l critics have concentnted on his supportive role in liberating the 
nSlTlltor's speooh. Linda Gould Levine inlerprets this character as the 
Il8lTstor's creative muse 8I1d guide (162). Kathleen Glenn observes that the 
conver8lllion between narrator and visitor represents ~the dialogue which. 
ideally, will lake place between BUthorand reeder" (153-54). Room C. Spires 
claims the novel's narrative process "centers on an attempt to .free past:, 
present, and future female subjects from their subjection to the various 
idoological apparatuses fashiono:l. by the modem post-llXalitarian state" (64). 
EstreUa Cibreiro indicates that the pre!£IlOe of the mysterioos caller a1klws far 
the deve10pmenl of (I subversive narrative which condemns the "discucso 
mitico. wUvoco de Ia posguerrll" (38). Finally, Elizabeth Qrdoi\ez ootes that 
the character of the man in black becomes gradually "feminized" throughout 
the narrative, ultimately deImnstrating supportive and maternal characteristics 
(95). 

While not denying the liberating and malemal function of the midnight 
visilor, lhis paper will examine his restrictive and patri8lclJal characteristics. 
Ifthe cmversation between the narral:or and M caller is viewed as a mclaphor 
for the human subject's relationship with the Lacanian symbolic system, a 
negotiation takes place in which. the protagonist I.empcnrily adopts a 
submissive role in order to return to v.rriting? The following analysis of pre­
leXtual spaoe (mental facsimiles of the writing process which. the narral:or 
produ::es before the midnighl. visitor's arrival) and toct:u.al spaoe (simull.aneoos 
inscriptions which. occur as the dialogue betwem the two characters develops) 
demonstrates that the narr&loJ's process ofretuming to writing IleCt3Sitates a 
compromise to patriarchal COfl.'Itra.inIs at specific moments in her process of 
telling. 

In the finI chapler ofEJ ClIQrlo dr otniJ. the novd's pre-toct:u.al space. the 
narrata reveal, he:r problematic relatimship with wocds. Blurred!etten and 
image, and memories from her youth fl08( befon: her, ye1 me cannot acces.'I 

them: ~Ias paJabras!lOO p8lllla luz, de noche 5IC fugan~ (10). The narralor's 
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associstion eX the "day wilh wocds and the nnighr with jnaooessibility to words 
is reminiscent of Helene cixous' observatim that binuy pairs in Western 
Culture (such as adivitylpassivity and /ogollpalhos) refer back to the division 
between the masculine and the feminine (91). Identifying with the ni8ht and 
images, the narrata' Carmen resigns benelfto 'signing' her name to thc beach 
scene by 9kel.ching images in the sand that begin with the letter C: caJQ. 

CUQ110, coma (11). She Nhgequc:ntly ideolifies bernelf with the negative, 
feminine value of the IIl89Culinelfeminine dichotomy. 

This pre-textual space n:Oecu the naratoc's intasubjective state in which 
she fluctuates between a preference for images (indicative of the Lacanian 
category oftbc Imaginary) and a latging for wmrls (sug@CSliveoftheLacanian 
Symbolic). On the one hand, the images ciCQ.!Q, ClkJ110 and cama refo- totbe 
back room of her childhood, which. !!be menla1ly confuses with her clJl't'ml 
cnvironmeot: "Ha empezado el vaivCn, ya no se !Ii estoy acost.ada en esta. ClIlI1ll: 

o CD .quell•... ~ (12). The CUQrto stands out in her mind nol only 8.! a focus 
of maternal attentions (her mother had rN.1icuJoU.'Jly selected the curtains, 
bedspresd!i. and pillow covers (13), but M II ~metapha-for fn:cdom.~ (Gould 
Levine 169); a part of the aDQ where as a child. the IllIIT8tCI" could study, rest, 
and play (13). These images leptcac:nr Lacan's objet a·-ext.ema.I objects to 
which the human subject clinss. even as. it exists in the symbolicorclc".3 Once 
lost, this sp8CC offieeOOm giVC! WIlY to wmis of symbolic significance in the 
cultural. context around her: "WllI'-, "poverty" and -survival,- InlerprcUng the 
narratcr', preference for images as a longing fix klst objects. we are n:miIded 
of the Lacanian notion of the human rrobjects' dual relationship with the 
cBl.egorics of the Imaginary and the Symbolic. which, IICCOrding to Lacan'9 
scheme, co-exi9l after the subject has entered inlo the symbolic ~.~ 

On the other hand, the narrB1or's pre.te?rt is a190 symbolically in3cribed 
with wads. It: as Lacan tells us, the ability to fmnulalc !JC:IllcDccs necessitates 
II compliance to sociaIm psychic demands,~ the fAd. that the: IllIIT8tCI" Msigns" 
her name with imagcs that harken b..k lo.specific WordsMM~ of signing 
with II warl itself--uticulales her resislance to the cu11lllB.1 significmce of~ 

particular wads. The symbolK:: functioo. of1be im8@CS cara, c~ano, coma is 
indicated in losefina GooziIc2' obscrvstioo that this series is ~una secuencill 
de palabras que denotan objetos que han sido tradicionalmcnte relllciooado9 
con la reaIidad qlresiVBlJlm~ cotidiaDli YcncI.austrada de III nwjcr~ (86),6 m 
in Ruth El Sa1flll"S observation that these images refer lo ~evayday, 

domesticated, containing objects, , ,. (193). 
The narrB1or's discovery of a my8terious, glowing lette:r in her ~ 

basket (20) :further reveals the subjective: 8IJ1biguity which characterizes III 
pre-leXtUa1 inscription, whether linguis1ic or piclai&!. in the space of the 
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narrator's apartment Like the dancing letters in her menlal pre·text. the 
handwriting in this document is virtually illegible. The narrator's name, 
written several times, reminds her of the image of sea waves in a way 
reminiscent of the beach scene: " ... hay varios renglooes sin mas contenido 
que el de mi nombre, aKrito entre guionesy en mimiscula. all una c:nhJlaci6n 
que imi1a IllS alas del mar ...- (21). The namdor imagines 11[\ UDkoown man-­
preswrwbly the author of the letter--waIking on this beach, which becomes 
littered with doll plll1:s. As the man disappears from sight, she !.ells the ceiKD: 
"AI hombre dezcalzo ya no se Ie ve" (23). The chapter ends as the narrator 
tumbles into bed, wishing for this imagined lover 10 come forth (25). The 
emergence ofthe man in black in the next chapter marks the beginning of the 
dissolution of subjective fIIIlbivalence in the pre-l.extual envirorunent. From 
the firsI. verbal exchlmge, the mysterious visitor establishes his authority 
through his privileged position to language. Awakened by the intimidating 
voice of the caller, "una vaz mascuIina deSOOllOCida pronuncia mi nombre y 
mis apellidos COIl 1m tono segura en el que se Irasluce cierto enojo," the 
flustered narralor allows the caller to enter without questioning his claim that 
they had scheduJed an interview for this time (27). 

The visitor's entrance Iransforrns the pre-textual space of the apartment 
into textual spare. He takes the DlIITalcI" thrwgh evClts relaled 10 her initiation 
into reading, writing. and romance, in a way reminiscent ofPeter's Broak.'s 
lIIl81ysis of Freud's essay "Beyond the Pleasure Principle." Brooks defines as 
"a going over again of a ground already covered...." (97) It as Brooks sta1es, 

a "binding" of textual energy must take place in narrative so tbsI: the plot may 
end in the correct way wilhout"short circuits" or false endings (101-3), the 
visitor allows the IIIllI"8t:oc to recount her experiences so lhsI. her story ends 
willi the writing ofa IIO'\Id, BOd not, for exl!llllplc:, wilh the loss of her cbildOOod 
playroom, or with a sexual encounter between. cb&r8Cten··an. ootoome typical 
ofthe nowlaJ rooo that influena:d her reading tasl.es as IIIl adolC!lCCDf:.7 A3 the 
visitor involves the narrator in the process of telling, she n:calls failed writing 
attempts: unfinished research p~ecl<l, undelivered love letters, the unended 
r1avelo rooo which she and a friend attempted to wrile. In flld. immedialely 
after she has exchanged her first wCll"ds willi the man in hlack, she notices a 
piece of paper peeking oul: of the typewriter: " ... al hanbre cIer.alz.o ya 00 SIC 
Ie ve" (31), the very sentence she has used to describe the barefool. strllllF" 
disappearing into the beach scene. She oJso nctices lhsI. the visitor has placed 
his hat on a pile of about fifteen pages··the same amount that the reader ofEI 
~ano de atrtil hIlS read (32). The brief exchanges betM:en visitor and 
narrator have in effect validated the menlallex1 constructed in the previous 
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chapl.cr. Because of Ihe presence of Ihe man in black, the Word, /og08, has 
oIreody become flesh. 

When the nWTaU discovers that writing has indeed taken place, she 
initially n:sponds with fear IlIld passivity. Spying 8 verse emerging from the 
typewriter, she depend.'J upon her inlerlOCU1Or to maintain her sanity: wSu 
presencia es rni Unico asidero real en estos rnomentos. no podria rcsi.stir que 
Wl8 nube de humo 10 wn:batara de mi campo visual" (102). Hig words 
mezmerize her. Bnd sbe would rather listen to his voice rather than f100 her 
own: "... que 00 deje de hablBC, sus pll1abras mpnotizan como un cuento" 
(1OJ). Fwthennore, the narrator adopts the role of lover as another ca11C", 
Carola. accuses the narrator- of writing love-Ietten to AJejarmu (prtSLlDl8bly 
!he midnight visilor), IlIld of signing them with a large C Dumbfounded, the 
n8lTlllor recalls the C she had previously inscribed upon her mental beach 
geene. Shortly Ihereaftet, whe:n the visilor thanks the narrator- for sharing her 
stories wilh him, she is overwhelmed wilh. mlOlion. PathO$ take9 over as she 
loses IIJCeSS to Jog08: "La crrnc.iOn me tr.ba la garganta,. she tells us, .pan:ce 
Wl8 despedida. Nos eslamo9 mirando como antes de que 9OIl.BC8 eI telefono. 
Carols 00 rum, 9610 el y yo· (198). Although no romance actually takes 
plaoe, for 8 IIlaDelll sbe u the lover of Alejandro, IlIld Alej8JKiro;8 the man in 
bid before her. Lastly, when the raging stonn outside frightens her, she 
clings to the visitor's neck. He reproacha1 her, and she admits, ·Si, estoy 
tembJando, "'Y too.." (200), revcaling he< dq>cndeace upoo !Urn with "'"' 
expression of self-negation. 

Even as the visilor IJCknowledges the narrata"'s act of inscription, he 
exerts his authxity OV~ her words. The chapter ems as the inlfI"locutoc reai9 
a pile ofpages which her diaIosue has seno-a1ed (200). Imnically. ibe bas no 
knowledge of the p88C9 which she has inscribed Wltil he idmtifies them as 
hen. When she asb who has writlen them, the visitor respond.<L, ·Supongo 
que U51ed. Se las puedo orderw?" (200). This gesture of chronological 
ordering reminds us of Julia Kristeva's statement,"'Falbc"s time IQOIher's 
5peCiell,' lL'I Joyce put it 

, 0 o· (I <xl), when Kristeva links linear time with male subjectivity (l <xI­
91 )01 Although Ordoflc:z ootes th&t the visilor 8.'ik3 pennission first (95), Ire 
orders the text; after all, his presence has made it appear, his provoking has 
caused !he narrau. to speak. &nd his own hands 18)' implicit claim over !he text 
Il9 he puts the paper3 in chronological order. 

In C(Ulusion. tclrtuII1 ins:riptioo in El cuorto de alnil is dcpeodcnt upon 
dichotomies; Ihe pres:mce (;1 !he midnight caUer as ~ i! necessary to 
overcame abserr.c of tdCt. Likewise, the narratlr's submissioo to his authority 
allows him to guide her 0Ya' ground Il1n:ady covered,. so that this time the tale 
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may end in the novel we read. Although the man in black liberares her voice. 
he subverts the elements of action llS.'lOCiated with !he speal;er and the 
cbaracl.eristics of pusivity llSSOCialo:l with the listener', conununicatiu8 the 
mes.'IlI.8C that wilham him. the rwrator cannot write. The re<lI1ting loct comes 
lhrough 8 compromise: the narrator must follow the interlocutor's lead, 
temJX>llll'ily adopting a submissive role which at the same lime avoids a 8hort 
circuit that would end in sexua1 coupling. The compromise marks the 
narrator's pwtial yet inevitable submission to her cultural system, lind 
illustrates the patriarchal sspects of the man in black. 

Wright Siale University 

NOTES 

1 See C88tillo 819 lind Palley 112 for 8 li3ting ofcritical speculation on 
the identity of the man in black. 

2 Another Lacanian-based BDalysis ofEI CIlarto de atniJ iB::ludes Mirella 
d'Ambrosio Servodidio's article, which draws itg observations frtm. concepts 
such as ",econnaissance. the Empty Word and the Full Word, and the 
Lacanian distinction between the je and the mo;, Again, the visila's role in 
liberating the narrator's speech Wlderlies Servodi.d.io's focus as she aims 10 
demonstrate: "It is only with the publication of EI cuarra de otniJ thai the 
miscognition of£1 balneario is substantially revmJed by • gradual proce9S of 
recognition and disclosure of truth (121).· 

~ For Lacan's notion of the objet pelil a as repre!teDtative of the original 
mothc:r/cl:riJ.d unity that the individual. gives up at birth. 90C FaMr FImtio",enlaf 
Concepu, 198. For Kaja Silverman's critique "Birth. Terri~ IUld 
Lack," 90C 151-57. 

• Silverman 157 summarizes Lacan's idea thai the Symbolic IUld the 
Imaginary wexist, the Imaginary existing befcre the human subject Cl)1t.£s inIo 
theS~lic. 

Here we infer knowledge ofLacan's discmon of the human !Wbjcct's 
r\flCd ID experience the different psychic cri.iC8 in order 10 be integrliW inID 

society. the symbolic system, synortymou.'l with language IUld patriudW 
society. An inlegral part of this coooept is the mtioo. that langwl8c acquisition 
is trulI'kOO by the internalization of gcruered codes of behlvior IS dictaiW by 
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the social system. Lacan's discussion of the Symbolic and related themes is 
found in La:an's "FWldion and Field ofSpeec.h aOO Language," Ecrit.J, 65-68. 

Also, Kaja Silverman's chapler. "The=: Subject" (126·92) in The Subject 
o/Se",iolic.J. gives an overview ofessential Lacanian views and Iheir Freudian 
correlations. 

oS On the topic of9ketclling a caso, cllarto, and coma, J09:fina GonzAlez 
offen a fllSCinaling lIOalysiS from the ~ve ofecofeminism. She presmls 
the cage that the: acl of sketching these images m the bescb COIIIpIi:Jcs part of 
8 complex diagram of images beginning with C which challenges the 
traditiooal representation ofoppression associated with thege objects. 

1 On the Ioptc ofplol in E/ CllOrto de atn:if deviating from the lme!ltories 
of the 1JOVela raJa, Gould Levine observes how MBrtin Gaile recreates "the 
external setting and details of her wu:ompleted now/a r'NQ" (165), but 
emphasizes thal the charllCtcB in this version tI1lIlscerM:t the "me-dimc:n:lK1rial 
roles" of the original (165). On. similar note, 0rd0tIe:z rernarb: "Though a 
degree of subtle and subdUfd 9CI1.'JUIlity frm1 '10 nove/a roM' m8Y pervalc Ibis 
encounter, there are limils 10 the dcgrec oftKnowing.... [I]l is no longer 11 
thinly veiled ploy foc the sexual pairing of two individuals· (91). Lastly, EI 
Saffar sums up the role oflhe man in bl«:k as "... the lover who could'irrvol.-..e 
C. in stocies ofpas!lioo.jealousy and violence. Yet he is also the listener, the 
mla"locutOl" through whom creativity is awakened ... ," (194) 

BIn·Aboot Chinese Women, ~ Krislcva clearly linb the symbolic ~•• 
speech and language Western culture-·with linear time and male subjectivity. 
See 152-53. 
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