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Raymond Leslie Williams concludes his 1986 study of Mario Vargas 
11088 by ca\cgorically asserting thal "Vargas Llosa is a mOOern ralhtt than 
post-modem writer" (173). In 1995, WillilUIlS revises this statement to show 
!hat Vargas L1~ i.'l: fundamentally a modernist writer woo has participated in 
postmodemist practices since the 19709. M. Keith Bcoker goes on to show 
how In Praise 0/ the Slepmotner is part of Vargas L1oss's ongoing 
intezTOgation ofbouodaries: between artistic trlldilions, between literature and 
visual art, between reality and fiction, dream, and imaginatioo. 

I will approach Vargas L10sa 89 8 "lotalUing modem" whose 
postmodernist writings constitute 8 conscious struggle to come to grips with 
three furdamenlal drives of rnodem.ity 89 8 historicaJ COIltingency: the drives 
toward tot&l.izatioo. and cmtrol, towud an inaeasin8Jy voyeuristic rdatiooship 
with the world, and towud the replacement of the world with its 
repre.'lClltation This latter modernist drive culminaIes in JX)Slmodemity ('f', 89 

Jean BlludriHud would put it, in the laking over of the real by the byperreal. 
I,. PraiJe ofthe Slepmolher is 8 denunciation of what Baudrillud calls the 
"logic of9.imulati.on.· where simulation is cbaraclfriud by the "preceuiotJ of 
the model" (32); not only is the fllel oonfu3ed with the model, but the model 
now comes first; in other words, it generate" the fact. 

Vargas 1I088's text reveals that v.t.M lies at the end of the project of 
modernity is the p:tStmodem world--1111 ina-eMingly ina'ganic world primarily 
constituted by vision (Levin) and dillCOUl'X, a '\o1IIOC1d where rqJresen1B1im has 
claimed victory over the real. He aJso reveals thai what is lost in the process 
ofconverting the real into the hype:m:al is the living Body, with its pleasures 
and its pains. WhBl. is left is the frozen landscape of rqJresenlation, the virtuBJ. 
body of the text. 

\Vhal is III: stake in diSCIJSSioos ofposlmodcrnism is the status oftrulh both 
in the tcId: and in the wocld Postmodem novels quest:ioo the ccnditioos and 
the means wder which truth is eslablishOO and advocate a plurlllity of 
unrecmcilable t1'II,,,,. Postmodem woclcs do not question so much laoguage's 
ability to articulate "truths- as its ability to reflect a universal truth. Language 
articulates, or ratm aeate!'l. many possible 1ruIhs, linguistic truths. that is. In 
the process, language leaves out other, oon-linguistic \:tUlhs $,ICb, as the truths 
of the body, and the truths of experiential and organic relationships. 
Postmodem texis I1y to recuperate these other truths bw in the process only 
manage to reveal the lies of fiction. Th.i.s, Mwever, is preci9dy what redeems 
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Ute postmodem tel(( in the eyes of postmodemism's supporters. Linda 
Hutcheon, for instance. has convincingly '-sued thal the postmode:m text 
insiaUs lIIIci' then subverts the oorr.epls it challenges and ill thus meta6ctiooally 
self-reflective while also addressing political and historical realities. 

One device Vargas Llosa uses to break down oonventional smeric 
lxnmdaries is the inoorporlltion in his text of reproductions of canonical 
paintings, These quotations of 111 works are used to generate short erotic 
narratives and thus illustml.e the ability of IqJIege:ntations to give rise 10 rmre 
rep! CSUltalicm. 'Ihese visual insertions a1!1O involve the fl.2Idtr in an explicitly 
voyeuristic retatiorutlip with the text by stimulating his or her sighl and 
voyeuri::.1ic de:Wes. 

The ROve! is a-ga:nLmd in fourteen chapters and an epilogue. Seven dthe 
chaptern mJ the lllilogue are strictly devoted to the main plot, while the other 
:We chapkn. accompanied by lq)roduetions, appear at first to be digressions 
from the plot. On closer inllped.ion, however. they prove to be tighUy, but 
multivalently. comected to the characters and their story. They invite 
comparisms between the cbarlll:ters in the JJ,)vel and those in the short erotic 
tales and foreshadow. in OIl ironic wIlY. the fate of the cbaractas, While W.!l 
lechnique offusing within 8 single WIlTlltive line evenlll and cbar8CtenJ from 
different times and places comments on the charactas and helps elucidate the 
events being naITatod in the ~story. ~ it also, and more importantlY. calls 
atl.ention to the major themes of1bc Mvel: voyeurism, triangular desire. IIJd the 
problematical nlltUre of truth. 

Chapter two, roc instaooe. the first digressive chapter, explicitl)" addreIses 
these lhree themes, which are, nonetheless, taciLJy pn:senl in cbllpter ODe. 

Chaplet two oonWns.. reproduction 0( J800b Jorrlaens' Candoulu, King of 
Lydia. 3howing hi.! wife 10 PriMe Afini&ler Gyge$ (1648). In this painting, 
Lucrecia, the King's wife, is sl.8Dding in froo.t of the bed, with her bade. to us, 
but. wilhher head turned toward us as if in aclmowledgmcnl dthe presence of 
the viewer. The imiting, coy smiJe 00 her flCC indicates that she: is awllll'e of 
beinB wa1cbed and is enjoying it. In the ba::kgrouod, behind C\I1ains, IIII'e two 
men, one of them, her husblllld, .bout to Qlter the room. The text 
accompanying the painting narra1ell the CYt:D.ts in the painting: Candaules. 
King of Lydia, invites his Prime MiDisie' Gyp 10 peep into rus privste 
quartcr.l from behind the draperies of tte balcony 10 witnes!l the King's 
seduction of hi, wife Lucreci__ The Prime Miniiler's auIhorized voyeurism 
9tts up. triangular rellitioosbip between him, hill king, and his king'lI wife, 
which becomes. 9OW'Ce of mlcn.<le pleasure for alllhree. Interestingly. this 
pusage foceshadowlI, 9UbgeqlJCDt passage in the main NlITati~ w~ Don 
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Rigoberto describes the moment of fusion and ecslasy between him and his 
wifc as a "profound trinity oftwo" (104). 

Astonished by the event he wilnesses, the Prime Minisler compares it to 
a dream. a fantasy. The King warns him not 10 rIpe8k a word to anyooe, ftt "if 
this story were to beame lIvem gossip and IIlBltetplace tittle-tattle[,] r mighl. 
regret having brought you here" (22). But the Prime Minister does not keep 
his word, and soon the !<tory spread.-! through town, laking on many vcnions, 
one contradicting the other, "each of them more absurd and more unlrUe than 
the next" (22). 

The carespondences between this tale in choplef" two and Vacgas Lloso's 
main narrative are multiple: the King's wife and the slepmocher are both called 
Lucrecia~ they are both lII"Oused by the knowledge of being ~y gazed at; 
they both become objects ofdesire and exchange between two men; and both 
their sexual exploil!J are turned into stOOes, texI. am myths which, in the case 
of the main narTative, brin~ about disastrous consequences for husband and 
wife. The tale of the King of Lydia is linked 10 the rest. of the narrative in yet 
another way: it is introduced at the end of the previous chapter by Don 
Rigoberto, Lucrecia's husband. who fantasizes his wife 10 be the wife of the 
King of Lydia. Vacg&S L10sa thus links the ch8f1llCtf:r!l: in his fiction 10 
cllaraclen in o1her stories and blurs the boundaries between !be "reality" in his 
fietion and the repmIeIllations on which this reality is based. He shows that 
the fictional world he crea.1e9 is modeled 00. other fictional worlds. 

The novel narrates the develC't'ment of an c:rotic relationship between a 
l.eenaga Foncl:Iito and his fcrty-year-old ~Dofta Lucrecia. Lucrecia, 
who is worried that her stepson will not fully BCCept her inlo the household, is 
pleasantly surprisxlto find, however, that the young boy is quilf: taken by his 
stepmother when, on her fortieth birthday, he leaves a )etter l}'ins 00. her 
pillow, an aff'ecl:iooalf: birthday gre.etinB. This reasswing DC4e leads Lucrecia 
to express more freely her motherly affection for the child. A few days liter, 
however, the maid Justiniana alert.'l Lucrecia to the fact thai. Fonchilo has been 
spying on bel" while she bathes by climbing up on the roof IIlId peeping thrwgb 
the bathroom's glass ceiling. Infuriated, Lucrecia decides to offer him a double 
punishmeot by withholding her care and att.entioo. from him and by 
unashamedly exposing her naked body while balhing. The punishmenl!J 
backfire, however, as Fonchito threalens 10 coounit suicide in responx: III her 
coldness, and as she herself becomes IlIlJIJSed as a result of exposing herself 
to him and of playing Rthe leading rol.e in this improvised spectacleR(43). 

Worried that Fonchito will go thruugh with the threat of suicide, she 
resumes her llffectionate behllvior toward the child, who respoocb by kissing 
her on the mouth, a move she does IDI. resis4 in fact. she rttuIm the kiss. The 
erotic relationship which develq.'ls between steprmt:her and stepfiCl'l. comes to 
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an end when FOIlchilo shows hi'J Cather ~ essay be hBS written to honoc his 
stepmothtr lIIld in which he reoounts tbeu-lO\lll affair. As B resu2t. Lucrecia is 
aceused ofcorrupting the child IIIld is dziL90d out of~ house. Fonchito then 
tIJI'm to Justiniana IS the neld object olhis desire. She. bJwever. does not fall 
prey to big seduction but reveals him for the little ~devil· that he is, accusing 
him of having planned out the whole thing in order to get his stepmother 
rhrownout of the house. 

Fonchilo's defense is to claim thai: all he did was "write that composition. 
telling llbout what we did. The truth, that is· (146). By making B text out of 
his relationship wilh Lucn::cia. Fonchito not cWy desIruys the woman. but he 
also destroys both his father's relationship with her and his own. Fonchito is, 
foremost,. inleresled in and loyal to textual relationships··both linguistic IIIld 
visual--which he uses to cmtroI. human relltimsbips. Th: novel opens with the 
birthday letter he leaves on Lucrecia's bed; when we ~ JllCd him, be is in 
bed relJding 8 book. by Ale:undre Dumas; bis suicide threat CDrIIiCS in the fmu 
of a Ietta"; it is the oompositicn be wrilcs wltich destroys the stepmother; and, 
aI. the end of the novel, as be is being W1D18Sked by Justiniana, he picks up 8 

book from the night table and 3ettles down to read. 
While spying on her from his elevaled viewing JX>silioo through the glass 

window on the ceiling Fonchiw already experiences Lucrecia till a 
IqJIueulation. 8D. abstraclim: her status as an object alhis gaze is cmpbasized 
by her nudity. by the distance separating stepmother IIIld stepson, and by the 
frame of the gl8S.!l pane. F0DChi1o CYa1 comp~ the expcriera: ofWlItching 
bc:r to that ofwa1Ching a movie! (39). 

In chop1er eleven, in the afterrnalh of his sexual fusioo. with Luerocia. 
Fordtito again oompares her to anoUJer representatim, 8D. abstract painrin@:by 
Femanm de Szyszlo. cotiL\ed RboJ IOMertd;ela 10 (19n) which buIgs in the 
family room. IIIld which is reproduced in the oexL cIuJpte.1-. He calls it "her 
sccret portrait" (111), and a -dirty picture- (107). Lucn:cia geeDIS to KeepL 

this objectificatioo. as she had the previous roe in the bath. ThaI 9lUDe night, 
while in bed with bel" husband, she invites him to gLJCS!I her -OC'W idl:n.tity" lIDd 
to f8l1t&size about her as the paintinS: "That's who lam,- she explains, "1IIld I 
dcn'tknow \oWlyyoo baven'tn:alizcd it before" (116). This cxclIantIc is marked 
in the I.od by anoUJer refeteooe to cinema: "lbln was an IS1OOi8bed pause, lh 
afreeze frame in a film" (11 S). 

Chapter twelve, coo.laining the Szy!Zlo painting, elucidates {or us 811 

~OII ,.the pointing .. the af\mnoIh ,.""!"JL6>n Tho """'... opens 
witb. an invitatioo to ~ and the languase U:Jed 1llrwgbouf: evokes: voyeurisl:n 
IIIld represcntatioo: the setting is a ·stase set·~ the female narratcr describes 
berself as a-victim," 811 "iMpi.ration," IIIld ID .8ICtreS9-; the addn:ssce is amale 
whose ·attentive libertine gaze" looks 00. as Ibou8h "auiopsyinS" the objecl of 
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the gaze. The pointing i~ gajd to conlain its own "exhibi.tionistic speclalors" 
who parBdoxicaUy become the "eyes" which pennil the nlllTator and her 
plll1ner to contemplate themselves. 

That textua1ity and sexuality are repeatedly cmnocJerl in this novel is clear 
from tbe fact thai readi.ng is always UJOCiated with bedtime, lIIld thai the le'Xt.s 
Fonchito produces are designed to seduc.e oc ire a'Otic llCCOlmts ofa :atuctioo.. 
In this respect, Fonchito resembles his father who habitually corJ8\.Ilts his 
collectioo ofa-otic paintings and tex1s fly ~ stinwJatioo. Don Rigoberto's 
erotic fanlasies are inspired by a wcll established canon oferotic art much the 
way Vargas L1oso's nove1--itself an erotic fll[ltasy--i~ inspired by visual 
reproductions, most ofthem of female nudes. 

Vargas Uosa thus !I:lCm:l to be canmeoting both on the fact thlt the visual 
arts have historically exerted a great deal ofinflIK:nCe 00 lilerary texts (M&thieu 
43) and on the fact that art in general has increasingly become the source of 
reality. Vargas U0S8'~ oovel oould thus be taken 8.'1 a postmodernist self· 
implicating critique of postmodernism'~own complicity with, and extensioo 
of, the Jmdemist impube to repregeDl reality lrulhfuIIy and exhaustively which 
culminates in the SUOOrdination of reality to repregen18.tion in a world whicb 
is more and more the objecl of our own making. 

Father and son al90 share an ambivalent, even host.i.Ie, altitude toward the 
body. We are told !hat Don Rigoberto's favcrite leisure IICtivity, next to erotic 
paintings, is the pursuit of bodily cleanliness. In fact, 90 ob9CS8Cd i~ Don 
Rigoberto with bodily cleanliness that ge\IeraI chapters are devoted to his 
nightly ·slow paced and complicaled· ablutions (3). He is repulsed by the 
S1XJIl.tancous processes ofhis body and methodically subjects every part of it 
to rigorou.'l eleaning, "a punctilious ri1:JJal that he hMd been ped'ecting through 
the yean" (53). He compares himself to Il[l "artist" lIlld his body to a 
"masterpiece." The hWrs on his rose, for instance are ".-:ati·aesthetic" and need 
to be "decapilated." a task that call~ for the expertige of "an. Oriental 
miniaturist" (97). 

Doo Rigoberto's hostility toward his body lIIld Foochilo'~ "desacniliz.atio" 
of Lucrecia'~ body can be taken to reflect modem.ity'~ alienation from and 
demonization of the natural world. Modernity prefers abstractions ove£ 
existential relationship~ because they are more easily coo.lrollable and 
manipulable. and the modem subject so=s himself as a mastfr of the symbolic, 
a semiotic virtuoso, or, 8.'1 Larry Riggs has it. a "pnd..itimer c'4 des8aBlizaIioo" 
(9). AI the end c'4the mvel, ooly the monoryofUnecian:mains, in tbe form 
of the painting reproduced in the reKI.; of Fonchito'~ essay; and of Vargas 
Llosa's mvel, entitled, like Foochito's essay, bl Prai&e o/tlte SlepMowr. To 
pnUge through tep: eselltlltim, Ih..is novel seems to suggest, is Il[l act of erasure 
and of substitution. Justiniana'~ resistance to Foncito's advances can be seeo 
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B8 a healthy skepticism. toward the drives of modernity dirtcU!i8ed here. b. 
PrrJ;.,eofthe ~pmo'he,.secns to bean invitalioo to thereoderto sbsre in !his 
skepticism. and not to take discourse at its word. 
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