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Although many scholars point to storytelling. the central issue in 
Mario Vargas L1osa's nove1 El1rablado,. (1987), none have mentioned the 
presence or cultural translation throughout the '\VOrl. I ADd yet as the title 
of the book foreshadows2

, translation and the complexities involved in 
the translation proce5S permeate every aspect of Varp L1osa's navel. In 
fact, E/ hoblado,. suggests that every attempt to interpret implicates a 
ltansference of meaning from one place 10 another, whether it be within 
the same sign system or across disparate languages. In this sense, E/ 
"oblado,. even portrays the process of storytelling as an act of translation. 
More interesting is the manner in which £1 hoblodor engagcs in a 
multidimensional exploration of translation against the backdrop of 
encounter between Mel Peru modemo y el Peru primiLivo.· Centering aD 
one writer's desire to translate the: culture of the Machigucnp within a 
novel, Vargas Llosa revitaJiu:s the central i5iUeS of the Peruvian 
;"dige"ista llterary roovemene. invoking and complicating, II is his 
trade, new questions and old ones. 

In so far 15 the writer-protagonist belongs to the occiden1a1ized 
culture of Lima am the Machigucnga are a nomadic indigenous tribe 
living in the Amazon\ EJ hob/odor revisits the coftflictive 
heterogeneity' which lies at the: heart or i"dige"isto literature and the 
nalional space, Peru. which this lilerature has traditionally atl.empC01to 
embOOy. In a country where literature has been used as the primary 
medium through which to create cultural awareness and political. 
change, the project oC cultural translaLion has played It centraJ role in the 
Peruvian literary tradition aa:l c:ould be viewed 1& a quesl or journey that 
takes another step with Mario Vargas L106l1's novel. Like earlier 
illdigellisto DOVels, EI hablador articu1atcl!il II vision of indigenous 
cultures which is rooled in the metropolis.6 From the metropolis, the 
novel attempts to culturally translate the Mac:higoenga aa:l their 
cosmovis.ion by incorporating myth, 5OD8 aod oral hi!ilOl')'. And yet a 
Sld[-reflexive narrative about the writer's strugk 10 perform this 
translation within It novelistic structure f'q)Iaocs the po1itic:al narrative 
which defines illdigellismo.1 What interests me here, is the manner in 
which E/ hob/ado,. approaches the translation of indigenous cultures 
differently than illdigell;sfo novels of the pest by incorporating a 
translation of the Machiguenga language. Yet 8!0 I suggest a1 the end. of 
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this artidc. the: power of this translation is compromillCd for E/ /tab/ado,. 
offers cynccism rather than resolutions to the dilemma of cultural 
translation inberenl in indig~nismo.8 

In wbat follows I map thc: different levds ofcultural translation in £1 
hob/ado,.. One of I.be root definitions of the word "lranfilalioo" is to 
transfer from one place 10 another. In £1 hab/odor the narrative 
structure continually requires the reader to move from one place to 
another: thc: navel consists of three interdependent texts which move 
back and forth in time, 8C1"05l!ii scographics and through cultures. The 
first and last chaplers comprise a travelogue composed by a Peruvian 
writer in Italy. The8c boo chapteR serve as a fnune for (he inner six 
chaptcn which an: divided imo IWO alternating texts: a oovelistic 
narrative. which continually lDO'It:S back and forth between Latin 
America and Europe, and a tnln&Cription of an hoblodor perfOl'1DaDl;C 
which supposedly lakes place in the Peruvian Amazon. Then, in so far 
as the IWO cenlJ1llleXtS _ 10 )lOJ1ial1y inIerpra reality and explain 
specific evenls. the core of thc: DO\'CI engap in lhe making fA. meaning, 
which ac:c:ording to George Steiner and 0ct8vi0 Paz is a :fundameotal 
form of translation. 51 

In k:s6 abstract terms, E/ /tab/odor allO cnpp to IIeVCJa1 forms of 
1ingu.il!litic translation. The Ienn "d ~ roinod by thc: Schneils, 
IWO U.S. lingu;SlS Jludying the MaclUgucnp Jan8uaF in the hnpes nf 
translating the Bible and ultimatdy converting thc: Machiguenga. is thc: 
result both fA. an objcct-rcferanl translation and an intcrlingual 
tnmslation." T'be U'8D5Criptcd oral performance of an hob/ador also 
constitutes an example of interlingual uanslatioo in IiO far as it is 
rendered from MacIUSUCJl8ll into Spanish and _nlly pnmdes a 
literal Iranslati.. nf the myths, legends, IUsIoIy and daily ...nlS !hal 
shape the MaclUgucnga cui",",. £/ hob/ad« a1.. exploml the efficacy 
of inl:n1ingua.l tnmslation77 to the attempt to axnmunk::ate across 
cultures. In other words, the novel DOl only explores translation across 
sign sysIelD5 but allIO 8CTOIIi5 value systems. Finally, boda of the IWO 
ccnl:nl protagonistl, lhe wricer and his university colleague, Sril 
Zuralas, iovohoe themselves to Inns'''ioft ~ albeit of very 
different lOftS. 1bl: wncer attempts to write a navel thIIt would 
culturally translate the MIlchiguenga ltabJadot-es. However, his long 
time friend, SaW Zuralu, woo orig;naIly hnpes .. praervc 
Machiguenga traditions, c:roucs aver into the Machiguenga cullUn:. 
Inlins to become an ltabJodor, 001. as I will diSCWiS Ihortly, Iqins 
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translating European stories into his performances. The underlying 
putpo&e of these multiple translations in 1he oovd is to ask the following 
question: is it effectively possible (or the writer to tJans1ale the 
Machiguenga hablado1'u. or does such translation CODSlitule an 
impossible project? In addition. the novel poses a Sta)nd question. 
alLbough indin:ct.ly: can SaUJ. translate into the Machiguenga culture 
without changing it, or does his cross over disturb the culture be so 
desperately wants to preserve? 

EJ hablador answers the above questions in a circuitous manner. 
The writer never actually witnesses an /tab/odor but becomes obeessecl 
by the task to capture him in a novel after learning aboullbe figure from 
the Schnells on an expedition into the Amazon. He turns (or approval 
and advio: to his friend SaUl who has long studied the indigenous 
euIturelli of Peru and developed a pauionate sense of solidarity with 
"c:&Clfil oompatriotas"(lS). But when the writer Ieams that SaW has 
disappeared. from Lima be gives up on his endeavors: "IIM:nLadas par 
mI, las voces de los habladorcs dcsafinabm. Asf que me resigne a 
escribir otras historia&"(l04). Years later during a so:::ond viiit wilh the 
linguists, the writer leams that Mr. Schoeil has had two opportunities Lo 
witness eillablador in actiOb since the nanator's last visit. The news 
stuns the narrator. In one encounter, Mr. SchocH rqxtrts. el hab/ador 
was clearly DOt a Machiguenga, but an odd looking foreigner with red 
hair and a large birtbmaJt aJI\IeI'ing half of his r.:e. The: nanator 
immcdialely rccognW:s this figun: to be SaUl, Cor SaUl', Jarge birthmark 
bas marked him his entire life~ while he is Iovinsty caJJed "Mascarita" 
by lbose who an: intimate with him, others n:fer 10 him 815 • lDOO&tCr and 
in public people an: repelled by his tocas. & soon 815 this important 
detail has been rtvCllkd. the position o{the novel vis-Q-vis the questions 
it poses begins to solidify; If aU along Saw was the ltablodor, then (be 

apparently indi~ performative nanative, was at best the transiation 
ofa translation. 0 

But be:fort: taking • strong stand regarding this once removed 
tmnsJatioh, the final perfonnative I181T81..ive further problematizes the 
translation projects initiated by SaUl and the Miler. Toward the end of 
the performative narrative e/ hob/odor, now rco.aJed as SaW, tells a 
Slory about Gregor Tasurinchi, a Machiguenga who unexpcc:u:dly 
transformed into an i.IIIIl:ct one morning. This intralingual translation of 
The Metamombosis could oaly be produced. by a bilingual hab/odor who 
bas read Western literature, an unlikely scenario wil:b.in the bermclic 
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Machiguenga community. At this point the writer's project to "10 
provide an intimale portrayal of the Machigugenga" hal come undone. 
An imitation of tbe Mathiguenga hablador might have served the 
wriatr's purpose had it been veritable. Yet, the quality of the imitation 
becomes questionable precisely because SaUl drew on Western fonns 
foreign to the MachipcRga culture to embellish his storytelling. 

Din:ctly (oUowing this climactic scene a second breakdown cxx:urs, 
litis time rendering vu1nenIble SaUl's translation project. Now 
recognized by the reader, SaUJ--eI habfador-attempts to teU the 
Machiguenga that he was born with the red marking on his fare. fully 
aware that the Macbiguenga will not believe him. According to lhe 
Machiguenga culture the mothers must drown their babies if they are 
born with any type of abnormality or disfigurement. In such a culture, 
Mascarita never would have: li~ bill: life. No.odbe_ Masc:arita tries 
10 Irans1atc: his survival with a birthmart tJuough lips lhat are internal 
In the Machiguenp culton:. He begins by ..ting that the God 
TasuriDcbi created the dillCOloring. The Mlc:higuenp IiItcncn rcru.c 10 
believe this and grow angJy. For them to accept tMt SaW was allowed 
10 live with lIUCh a marking would mean that lhey would have to 
question a practice of killing babies lhey conaidcr "impure." This is 
ioc:ooc:civable, yet SaUl makes a second effort 10 convince the 
MBcbiguenp.. This time he attributes the discolori.q to the God 
KiCDtibBkori. But the Machigucoga rcru.c to Mu;pend their beliefil. 
They grow IlIllI'Y apia and SaUI _ In drop the !Ubject and ..~ 

aaory -.. his _ iDslead. This tdli"ll end eIoses the ~ 

nanative. 
SftI's failure In culturally _ his eooditioa _ the 

difficulty .. ~ certain belidi aeross _. I. onIer .... 
tnDIlatioII to oa:ur, the rec:eiYiDI group liliiii be open 10 tnyI m 
l..hinIring thlIt are unlike their OWD. WbeRaI in one cue, lr'InsJ,tj.om 
_ DOt dla1Icftge the Yll1uea that bold a culton: ~ despil< the 
diffe:teuoes that it introduces, in another cue ttanIlatkm may poee too 
great a .- In the fundamental structures .. Ihat culton:. 

By the end, the nood has ...- i" .... __ bYmg the 
.- with the lilIlowi"" 6... poiDIs. Tho "'-'bi_ eanDOt be 
adcquaIdy b1lnAlated by IIlI oocidmtaIil%ld writer. only imitated. 
Aa:ordi.n& to the writer's symbolism ia the llOYd. lid imitatioo 
oonstituleS nothing mort than • IDllIkiJlg or • pmoting, which are poor 
(onDI of rc:oreseotatioD. Funhttmm: SUI call DCVCI' Cully join. the 
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Macbiguenga because the conditions of his own identity conflict with 
the foundations on which the Machiguenga culture is built. In addition 
the: novel suggests that translation is never pure; the motivations and 
desiretl of the translator and the internal structwes of power and value 
connected with the .language create inlIaCtable lhreads within the 
translation. In effect, the newel n:affirms the skepticism of trodJittori. 
traditlori. 

In 5WIUJlaly Mario Vargas L10sa reveals this scepticism regarding 
translation in his very title. In Spanish. habfarior carries a pejorative 
meaning and generally refers to someone who laIks too much, a 
charlataD. 'The Dovel flirts with lhis definition of the word bul lhrough 
its first half the navel elevates the Machiguenp hab/ador to a more 
respected status, that of a sacred speaker. By the: end of the novel the 
pejorative meaning of hablador has been reinscribed when SaUL reveals 
in his final story that he donned the pa.rrot be carries Mascarila, his 
former nickname. Parroting and masking express the IJKl6l ~iDtimate 

portrayal" of the MaclUguenga by two occidentalized storytellm. 
But for the reader who unknowingly traveled the length of the novel 

to discover an imitation, this view of cultural translation rings 100 
negative. In traveling the passages that translafed the Machiguenga 
culture, the: reader catches the glimpse of a culture whose history, 
valUClli. beliefs, aJ5toms and stories all provide a small window into a 
world and way of living and perceiving n:ality that challenges and sbeds 
new light on her own cultural It:81ity. Yet as Mario Vargas L1osa's 
travel warnings suqest.. trans!atioo. cannot recuperate all. As -an echo 
of the original, _" tnmsIation still opens a space for cultural intecact.ion 
that might otherwise be lost Or as Rogelio Reyes has Slated: -Not to 
translate, which is tanlamounl. to surrendering to the forocs of a smug 
mono1ogism, constitutes a betrayal whose COI15CQuenoes 80 far beyond 
Lhe lVBilability or Iack...of a fine: nanative. _I] 

University ofCalifomia, Santa Cna 

NOTAl! 

See for example Jean O'Bryant, The Story of the Sloryteller 
(Atlanta: Ponada Hispanica, 199~) or KeiLh Booker. Vargas L/osa 
Among tlte PlMtmodemists, (Tampa: Univ. Pres Florida, 1994). 'The 
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focus on slorytelling in these texts underscores the "universal" rather 
Lhan the local, con.sequemIy mirroring an occidenl.a1 perspective lhal all 
but erases the local discourses of the texl. 

2 As I discuss further in the closing paragraphs, "EI bablador" is a 
troublesome Spanish translation for a Machiguenga 
sto~ller/messenger. 

For the most part the categorization of indigenista literature and its 
variants, indigena and indianist literatures, bas nol diverged from the 
fannulalions set forth by Jose Mari8l.egui in the chapter "El proceso de 
la literatura" of his foundational text, Siete ensayos de interpretacif}n de 
/a rea/idad peMlana, first published in 1928. According to Marilitegui, 
three types of lilerature atlempC to IranS1ate indigenous cultures. In the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, attempls 10 present the indigmow: 
peaple and their euIlUtC, were exotic at best. but mainly they were 
distortional and dehumanizing. Mari8l.egui refers Lo this literature as 
part of the molle coshlmbrlsta tradition which cwkcd "el indio" in an 
attempt to ground and color a nascent national sentiment. 1b.is 
literature appropiales "el indio" as "un tipo, un lema. un IllOlivo, un 
personaje"(304) otherwise stripped of his own race, cultures, traditions, 
and plight. 

lndigenismo distinguishes itself from the "exotismo" of tbi5 earlier 
literature in sevmI1 ways. To begin indigenismo is first and foremosl a 
political IDO'WIment; indigen;sta literature centers jlBe1f on issucs of 
specific: political import, citing -el indio- as representative of particular 
political positions. & a resu]Undigenista lilcnlturc: recreates Peru as a 
social-national imaginary which includes and even depends upon the 
prcsena: and prodicamcm of the indigcDllU5 people. although DOl 
necessarily their culture or language. According 10 Mari8l.egW. a true 
tnlnSlalion of the indigenous culture woWd exist only when the 
indigenous peopie wrote literature: -Una literatura iodfgena, si debe 
venir, vendr8 a su liempo. Cuando los propios indios esttn en grado de 
producirla.-(306) lndlgena fiction ha5 been associated by some: critics 
.nth the wom of _ Maria Arguodas. Arguodas was -lIIIIOII8 the 
quechua and he declicatod hi, litenuy Iifi: to the project of .ep,eseuting 
the indigenous wodd within the Spanish Ianguagc and within a 
hourgeooie Ewopean form. 

4 While .IIIUCh of Varps LIosa's newel is ficliciOU&, the Machiguenga. 
or MQJsipnko, are a veritable (tille. See for example P. Andres Ferrero, 
O,P., Los Mac";~ttgQS, (1..ima:EdiLOrial OPE, 1966). 
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s My concept of conflictive heterogeneity draws from Antonio 
Cornejo Polar's MHeterogcneidad y contradicci6n en Ia literatura 
andina". Nuevo Terto C"ltico V.9-10 (1992). 

6 Efrafn Kristal has emphasized the "situadedness" of this litemture 
by undeISCOring that indigenismo is an urban movement,. primarily 
shaped by the political imaginations and ulopian desires of /imenos. In 
other words the translative capacities of jndigenista literature are in 
many ways limited by this wban vision of the indigenous cultures. See 
Efraln KriSlal, La visiOn urbana de 105Aniks. (Lima: Inslituto de Apoyo 
Agr.lrio. [99[). 

7 In the novel, the writer dismisses the politics behind indigenismo as 
antiquated. On the other haod. SaUl Zuraw. another protagonist in the 
novel shares to many of the oentml conoems of this early twenlieth 
cenhUy JItQ'\lement. 

• For funher discussion of the ideological issues al Slake here see 
Jose Castro Urioste. "EI #rob/odor: 18 amsarucci6n del sujeto como 
alegorta de 18 modernidad," ed. Jose Antonio Mazzotti, Asedios a /a 
HeterogeneidOO Cilltural, (philadelphia: Asociaci6n Intemacional de 
Peruani..... [996). 39~4ll9. 

See George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Langflagf! and 
Translalion, (London: Oxford University Press, 197~), 294; Octavio 
Paz. TraducciOn; JiteratJIra y fiteralidad, (Barcelona: Tusquets, 1971): 
16. 

10 AI. the term suggestl;, object·referant translation describes the 
process of assigning a name: (referanl) to an objec:t. Interlingual 
tnutslation refers 10 the conversion of a sign in one language 10 that of a 
sign in another language. Interlingual and in1.nl.lingual are both terms 
coined by Roman Jakobson in his "On Ullguistic Aspeas of 
Translation," in ReuJan Brower, cd., On Trmulotion, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Univenlity Pr<ss. 19~9). 232-39. 

11 Ibid. 

lZ At worst this crisis implies a fabrication of ellrobladol'. For Slk;h 
a discussion sec Alicia Andreu, "EI discurso mawgenka en Ellrabladot­
de Mario Vargas Llosa," HisJXUllc J(JrJmal, Fall 1996, 17:2. 

13 Waller Benjamin, "'The Task of the Translator," lIJllminations, 
(New Yod: Haroourt Brace: Jovanovich, Inc., 1968), 76. 

H Johnathan Tittler, "Translating Translatioo: Manuel Z8pata 
OOvella's C.bambacU," TrQ1t:.dating Latin America: e,,/twre at Text, 
<Binghamton: Center fOr Research in Tl1UIBlation, 1990), 300. 
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