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THE IMAGI:-IARYREAL IN THRF;E SHORT STORmS BY
 
ARMONIA SOMERS
 

Mary-Lee Sullh'an 

The fiction ofArmonia Somers! remains relatively unknown out­
side the circle of Uruguayan letters. In part, this may be attributable 
to (he dark nature of her work, particularly as it relates to desire and, 
on frequent occasions, to sexuality. Somers defended her own themes, 
including onanism, in an open letter to her critics in 19Y2, two years 
prior to her death. She said, in effect, that compassion for the human 
animal, including compassion for the selt~ was at the root of her the­
matic predilections: 

Yo erea que el ser humane de catcgoria abisrnal es un 
canibal de gl mismo y los demas, pese a Ia maravilla del 
rnundo adonde fucra puesto con las rnejorcs inlencioncs 
de un Gran Dios 0 de la Gran Casualidad. [... j Solo cl 
hombrc sufre a causa Jd scxo a pesar dc buscark1 como 
dieha. Yo creo que esa, la tan mal vista autocomplaccn­
cia, pl1dria configurar para los mismos una operacion £an 
nonnal como el f1uir del pensamiento en otr<lS instancias 
de la soledad. (Somers, "Carta" 1161-62) 

Solitude is often a refuge for Somers' anguished characters. En­
counters with others <lre intrusive <It best. 10/hile her characters' solip­
sistic fantasies do open onto richcr imaginary worlds, those worlds 
are often merely way stations on the path to a total void or even 11 

catastrophic death. That which is sought in the fantasies, delusions, 
and hallucinations of Somers' characters is invariably some form of 
recognition by the Other, lo usc a Lacanian tcrm2 which takes into ac­
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count the purely imaginary nature of those from whom recognition is 
sought, even within the context of the fiction. 

This paper seeks to explore the possible application of key aspects 
of the psychoanalytic theory of Jacques Lacan to three short stories by 
Somers: £1 dermmhamiento (194R), her first fiction. £1 homhre del 
time! (1963), and El desvio (1964). In each of these stories, the reader 
is confronted with a protagonist who is successful in gaining the longed 
for recognition by an imaginary Other, just prior to erucring the void 
ofthe real. The figure of the imaginary in Lacanian theory first comes 
into focus with the subject'S perception of its own specular image as a 
Gestalt. It is from this illusory, unified image that the essentially frag­
mented and indeterminate subject forms its unattainable ideal ego. This 
last, hencefOith. will be an idealized and virtual mental construct, which 
is perceived, due to the subject's own conscious lack of detenninacy, 
with reference to and projection onto the image of the Other. 

In the first two swries studied, El derrumbamienlo and El hombre 
del tunel. Somers' characters use the imaginary in seeking refuge from 
the narrow perceptions of the cultural mainstream, most closely as­
sociated with Lacan's symbolic order. It is in the symbolic order that 
language first comes into play. For it is in. through, and by language 
that the indeterminate subject falls victim to attempts to delineate herl 
his identity in accord with the dominant mores ofherlhis culture. Only 
in thc third story considered, El de.'lvio, does the subject intuit the es­
sentially illusory nature ofher imaginary identification and break with 
the symbolic ties that bind. Yet. the outcome of the third protagonist 
would appear to be, once again, what is described by the character 
as the "brutally definitive and timeless landing in the void" (103; my 
translation). For in Somers' work, as in Laean·s. the anxiety ofthe split, 
loss, lack, the hole, the aperture, or the void is real. 

The "tortured" stories of Somers were, early on in her eareer, 
praised by the prominent Uruguayan literary critic, Angel Rama.ll was 
Rama who first published El desvio.·1 In La generacion criti('a1939­
1969, Rama referred to the Uruguayan generation ofwriters which was 
then emerging and coneluded the book with an analysis of those qualities 
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of the imagination played out in the work of Cristina Peri Rossi and, 
prior to her, in the work of fellow Uruguayans, Felisberto Hernandez 
and Armonia Somers. 

Efectivamcnte, podria decirse que estamos en presencia 
de una imaginacion que comienza a tejer una nueva ver­
sion de la realidad. AnTIque me inclino a pensar que se 
trata todavia de un cjcrcicio de libertad total en el cual1a 
imaginaci6n sohrevucla 10 real. sc enfrenta a cl. trata de 
forzarlo como en una barrascosa escena erotica, trata de 
adaptarlo a sus exigcncias despoticas. (245) 

Both psychoanalysis and literature must work through the restric­
tions which language imposes on the imaginary order. Therefore, it 
may be seen as pertinent to both disciplines to define those limitations 
in order to develop techniques which, ifunable to overcome the limits, 
at least extend their boundaries maximally. 

In Somers, the imaginary always collides with the real. Lacan was 
emphatic on the point that nothing can satisfy the incommensurate 
human drive, which impels the insatiated subject unto death. Maric 
Helene Brousse. in explicating the Laeanian drive, is most cogent on 
this point: 

The symbolic order is organized through a basic reference 
to death. As Laean states in "Position of the Unconscious" 
(Feldstein 259-282), the symbolic order is organized by 
representation, and representation implies the death of 
the thing. 
Death is always connected to the symbolic order. That is 
why the drive defined by this order is the death drive; for 
Lacan. libido is a name for the death drive. It's a paradox. 
Once you've produced libido as a representation of inde­
structible life, you can only define it as correlated with 
death precisely because it is pure representation. 4 

The vel).' task of the psychoanalyst having been misconstrued by 
proponents ofAmerican ego psychology is what was at stake here for 
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Lacan, to whom the idea that the drive: can be hrought under wraps, 
as it were, in conformity with the demands of "the American way of 
lifc"5 was pure illusion. The role of the analyst according to Lacan, 
should corne into play with the recognition established through the 
transference, a dialogue occurring in the here and now, not the past.~ 

Yet, the asped of the past, in the fonn of one's personal history, is 
always there in the background. The role oflhe analyst should not he 
that of a model of the de;{lands of society but rather that of a neutral 
and sutliciently ambivalent response to the illusion oflhe demand, in 
order that the question of lhe demand be deflected from the imaginary 
Other, in the person of the analyst, bade onto the subject. It is in this 
way that the suhjcct may begin to bring to a conscious level, her/his 
own unconscious desires. It is the position of this paper that it is in the 
third story, EI des\,jo, that the alienated desire orthe Other is most fully 
eclipsed by the unconscious desire of the subject. We arc referring here 
to the withdrawal of the projections of a character in the stol)'. Yet this 
inquiry purports, ultimately, to consider the projections of the readcr 
as well." 

We might next inquire as 10 the corresponding role of the critical 
theorist or the reader vis-a-vis Lacan's theory. Can reading put one in 
touch with her/his own desire by calling previously unconscious mate­
rial into consciousness? Perhaps this is a viable thesis in that one's own 
defenses arc lowered whcn free to project all that happens in the text 
onlo a character who is, after all, only fictional. Is it merely a question 
ofprojccting our conflicts onto the text, or ean we distance ourselves 
from it? Can a lext be structured in such a way that wc can remove 
ourselves from its demands and recognize our own? 

If so, which narrative structures, techniques, and tropes might move 
us towards that end in a given text? Might fiction have thc potential to 
free imagination from the limitations of the existing social structures 
by going beyond a representational staging to a mental playing out or 
working through offulure possibilities? Could it be that some texts play 
a role in the here and now of the aesthetic experience of the reader, 
quiLe apart from the fiction's quality as reprcscncation? 
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To the extent that the nature of language itself, that which circum­
scribes the perceptual field of the writer, her/his ..::haracters, and the 
reader is indetenninatc, it approaches or resembles the uOC0nscious. 
This paper supports the position that there is an evolution in the con­
struction of Somers' fiction drawing it into a continuum of texts from 
the period of the "marketing" boom in Latin America, including lit­
erature by writers such as Ooetti, Lispector, and Cortazar,K who gained 
recognition precisely for reinforcing those techniques that evoke the 
unconscious processes of the active readc.: 

In that El derrumbamienlo was the first story ever written in Somers' 
life, it is not surprising if it seems rather awkward stylistically, par­
ticularly in tenns of the dialogue and imagery, relative to the other two 
stories studied here, which were \o,.Titten in the sixties. Nonetheless, it 
would appear to be a fitling point of departure, due to Somers' own 
decision to include it as the lead story in her personal anthology, La 
rebeli/m de laflor, as late as 1988. 

in £1 dcrrumbamiento, Tristan, a black male, has subverted the 
law of ruthless whites, by murdering one of them, and is pursucd by 
a savage mob, which has rallied for a lynching. He seeks redemption 
in an imaginary encounter with the Blessed Virgin, when her statue 
comes to life and speaks to him at a refuge for the homeless, where he 
is hunted down by the lynch mob. 

In considering the three stories chronologically, it is interesting 
to observe that the fant<.ls[ic element places a progressively heavier 
demand on suspension of disbelief for the reader in cneh slOry. As 
Tristan flees from the mob, for instance, he is worn down and fever­
ish from exposure to a thunder stoml, making it is easy for the reader 
to attribute the fantastic incarnation of the Virgin to a hallucination 
brought on by the fever. It is initially unclear in El hombre de! tline!, 
the seeond story, as (Q whether or not the curious man who aW<.lits thc 
seven year old child as she emerges from her journey through a sewer 
pipe, is a benevolent stranger, a child molester, or merely a figment 
of the girl's imagination. By [he time [he reader determines that the 
l<.1st hypothesis is the case, since the man has grown no older when he 
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reappears "ten to twelve" years later. Somers has introduced the notion 
that the girl was the subject of psychiatric treatment, again bridging 
morc narrowly the distance between reality and the fantastic for the 
reader. £1 desvio, however, sustains an absurd proposition from the 
outset, both in suspiciously uncanny remarks dispersed throughout 
the dialogue and through an acknowledgment by the protagonist that 
something is amiss in the temporal scheme of her seemingly endless, 
metaphoric train ride. It is in this las1 story that the reader can most 
readily infer that the protagonist has successfully fantasized a plausible 
separation from the projection of her demand, the domination of her 
male companion, when she is unceremoniously dumped at the detour 
or side traek9 by the ticket collector on the train. 

In £1 derrumbamiento, there is a clear line dividing the realistic 
segment of the protagonist's flight from his latcr fictional encounter 
with the Virgin. In the two later stories, the points oftransition between 
reality and fantasy arc not perceived as readily. Smoother transitions 
may serve to crase the jump between conscious and unconscious im­
ages in the reader's mind. The paradox in this could bc that oncc we, 
the readers, have agreed to play in the fantastic field, as it \\'ere, it is 
reality not fantasy which is perceived as Ihe interruption and draws 
our attention, precisely owing to the distance which wc have pemlit­
ted ourselves from its temporal and spatial dimensions. Wolfgang Iser 
describes these two modcs wilh regard to reader responsc: 

Because thc literary text invokes conventional signs to 
establish itself as a "stagcd discourse", that places the 
textual world under the sign of the 'as-ie, readers know 
that they must bracket off their natural attitudes toward 
what they are reading. But this does not and cannot mean 
forgetting or transccnding those natural attitudes, which 
cannot be abandoned. Instead, they figure as a virtualized 
background, which as a latent instance of comparison, or 
at least as a testing ground, is essential iflhe textual world 
is to be digcsted. (240) 
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That which usually v.'ould not be acceptable within the parameters 
set by the dominant diseourse may be expressed through fiction, which 
could, presumably, via reader response, serve as an imaginary ground 
where possibilities are mentally tested in the here and now of the rcad­
ing process. A question we might pose then in considering the \york of 
Somers, or that ofany writer offantastic fiction, is whether the unreali­
ties supported by the text arc capable of evoking thoughts which subvert 
the mainstream ~ociaJ mores. The subversive element becomes evident 
in the three stories studied at the moment when an image emerges in 
discourse whieh would normally be blocked off by consciousness in 
deference to acceptable social standards. Tristan's dialogue with the 
Virgin and its sexual overtones in Ef derrumbamieJllO would be seen 
as blasphemous in the dominant Catholic culture. The man in thc tun­
nel from the story so named is the embodiment of those desires which 
society most fears and, eonsequently, refuses to recognize as human 
by nature. This is evident in the words of the protagonist in her final 
encounter with the man, whose image has developed as a resull of the 
projection of her own desire. She is jusl on the verge of being envel­
oped by his protective embrace when shc is struck dead by a pa<;sing 
automobile. Her description of the apparition ofhcr unfulfilled longing, 
in spite of, or perhaps due to, her sense of society's condemnation of 
her prohibited desires, reads as follows: 

Fue entonees cuando pude ver fugazmcnte como el viola­
dar de crialuras, elladron, el asesino, el que codicia 10 que 
no Ie fue dado. y el todo 10 demas que puede ser quien ha 
nacido, abria los brazos hacia mL Pero en una protecei6n 
que no se aleanza si las ruedas de un vehiculo llegaron 
primero. Lo vi tanto y tan poco que no puedo describirlo. 
Era como un paisaje tras los vidl'ios del tren expreso. con 
detalles que nunca sc conoeenin, pem que igualmente 
atereiopelan la piel 0 la erizan de punta a punta. (134) 

In the final story considered, the detour or "desvlo" of the title itself 
coincides with the woman's final rejection ofsociety's impossible notion 
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ofmarriage or the edict that "two shall join as one," a metaphor which, 
in Lacanian thought, is !>ubsumed under thc imaginary relation of self 
to Other. In this Somers' story, the female protagonist, quite literally 
jumps off the train of social confonnity. 

A characteristic common to the work of both Somers and Lacan 
lies in their attempts to articulate that words arc inadequate to express 
what matters most. Nonetheless, the mental images which tbe gaps 
and silences between words may elicit arc key to bringing previollsly 
unconscious material into play. This expressing that there is something 
that eludes expression is referred to in Van Haute's introduction to his 
reading of Lacan's essay (Ecrit.\· 292-325) on the subversion of the 
subject and the dialeclic of desire: 

Lacan felt that Freud's clarity and didactic talcnt had 
ultimately led to distortions and ov~rsimplitications, so 
that his own notoriously "impossible" style was mcant to 
servc as a melaphor for the difficulty of 1ist~ning to tbc 
unconscious. Clearly his ditficull writing involves not only 
th~ intcllectual cffort of readers but also their unconscious 
processes. (Van Haute, xvii) 

In this limited sense, one might even find some affinity to the sur­
realists in the work of both Somers and Lacan. Or, perhaps morc aptly, 
as was previously suggested, Somers would appear to be in agreement 
with several ofher contemporaries from the period ofthc Latin Ameri­
can boom, in their eonvidion as artists, that an exposition lacking in 
ambiguity leaves little room for the actiw participation of the reader. 
The omniscient third person narration orEI derrumhamiento evolves 
to that ofa first person narrator-protagonist in both EI homhre dd tunel 
and £1 desvio. In addition to participating in the confessional intimacy 
achieved hy the two female narrators, the experience of the reader 
becomes uncanny \\-'hcn shelhe realizes that both characters' tales are 
related retrospectively from the void. The dialogue of the first story also 
cedes to a greater exposition of thought in the other tv.-'o, distancing the 
reader from the constraints of the social status quo, to the extent that 
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thought is freer or less open to censorship than the spoken word. 
Although we get the point in Ei derrumhamicnro that the Virgin 

never wanted to be represented by that statue with the caramel smile 
when she expresses herself as a real live flesh and blood. desiring 
woman in seducing Trist:m. his own verbalization~ are never freed 
from the honey-coated self eHaccmcnt of an Uncle Tom stereotype. If 
the story was intended as a parody of the pseudo-sexuality of mystic 
literature,lllit fails. due to the fact that thl:re is not sufficient likeness to 
the originl'l] fonn to adequately balance the distortions of it. The dialogue 
could more aptly be described as burlesque at times. for instance, when 
Tristan comes close to melting the virgin's "golden bud" and she insists 
that stroking it \\.'ill quite adequately allay her dcsire. She doesn't need 
him to penetrate it: "Has derre-lido a una virgen. Lo que quieres ahora 
no tiene importancia. Alcanza con que el hombre sepa dcrretir a una 
virgen. Es Ia verdadera gloria de un hombre. Despues, la penetre 0 no 
ya no importa." (26) 

It is this uniquely fcmale brand of hnmor, which emerges in this 
story from 1948, that is Somers' blueprint for inciting feminine desirc 
at its' subversive best. Her humor finds less ..:ompromiscd forms of 
cxpression in the later stories. 

The thoughts of the protagonist in the second story cvinl:~ less 
conscious control oflanguage than that which restricted Tristan's verbal 
conformity to the social order. The dialogue is scarce in Ef hombre Jel 
hlnel and is used to confirm thc protagonist's conviction that the people 
surrounding her are taking recourse in the ascrirtive power of words, 
in order to sully that which she experiences as the purity of her own 
desire, This 1irst occurs ""'hen the character. still a young child, retums 
home and tries to lell people about her encounter with the magical man 
in the park: "sin quc nadie se diera cuenca de [0 que se eslaha haciendo, 
me ensenaron quc habia en este mundo una eosa Hamada violaci6n [.. ·l 
la imagen de mi hombre pennancci6 ineonexa, tiema y desenlendida 
[... ]. Hasta que un dia deeidi no hablar mas." (l29) 

Thc man shc is describing was dresscd in old-fashioned clothing. 
Without hearing a word, he had conveyed to her a feeling ofapprova[ 
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and acceptance previously unknown in her seven years. When she suc­
ceeds in sighting him again "tcn to twelve" years have passed, placing 
her between seventeen and nineteen years of age. She rings up the 
neighbor across the street and begs him to delay the man, whom she has 
spotted from her windo\·,;. The male neighbor's response is an innuendo 
to the effect that maybe she would like some sexual companionship. 
Her initial resolve that it is best not to attempt to communicate with 
others, is reinforced when she slams down the telephone receiver: "Le 
corte el charra sin fin de la cstupidez con que amenazaba inundar el 
muodo" (131). 

The imagery following this event is some ofthe most obscure which 
emerges from the mind of this troubled character. 11 Its oneiric quali­
ties invite projection from the reader, who must struggle to complete 
possible meanings. Relative to the rather heavy-handed metaphors 
of the first story, \'ie find a more extensive use of the displacement of 
images, in addition to their condensation, in the second narrative. It is 
now quite clear to the readertbat she/he has cntcred a eontext in which 
herlhis own free associations are called into play in order to decipher 
latent meanings in the manifest images of the text. To cite a couple of 
examples, the woman describes a subsequent encounter with another 
woman in the hallway. On the day of her death, as she races down to 
the street level to meet her man, she eonsiders the elevator but opts for 
the banister of the staircase. The odor emerging from the \'ioman who 
crosses her path is described as that of a damp mop. She says of the 
woman, who significantly snorts, as \'iould a horse: 

La estaba imaginando en una pata, yendose a la oscu­
ridad de la rineonera a colgarse sola por una manilla de 
hilo sucio que ella misma se habrfa atado en la ranura del 
euello, cuando persistio en tomarse toda la anchura del 
pasaje. Luchabamos por el espacio vital, sin palabras, a 
puro instinto de conservar 10 mas caro, ella su vocaci6n de 
eslropajo, yo la boca del tunel donde iba a hallar de nuevo 
algo que me pel1enecia, cuando no tuve mas remedio que 
emp~jar. (132) 
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The protagonist, having sent this beast-of-burden and her bag of 
vegetables flying with a shove, describes each of the contenders in this 
struggle as trying to preserve what is dearest to her, the ncighbor her 
vocation as a mop and herself: shc tells the reader, the mouth of the 
tunnel or that placc where she could again find that which belonged to 
her. There is an ovcrlay ofimagcs, whereby the protagonist imagines an 
intruder on her life space as voluntarily hanging herself from the dirty 
strap of her broom handle; which she, the neighbor woman hersel f, has 
voluntarily strapped around her own neck. This peculiar juxtaposition 
of images invites the reader to makc the latent connections which one 
projects on the manifest content of a dream. Moreover, one possible 
interpretation for any reader who has struggled between her right to 
fulfillment of personal desire and her vocation as a broom might focus 
on the bitta humor and irony in thc projection ofa woman \ tightening 
the collar to the leash around her 0\\'0 neck. 

The mechanisms of both condensation and displacement arc also 
evident in the imagery used to describe the character's lata decision 
to opt for the banister of the staircase in lieu of the elevator door. She 
considers that the elevator is the normal path and that it's up and down 
vertical movement has its own efficiency but "mientras la puerta del 
ascensor se abria de par si como un scxo acostumbrado", she opts in­
stead tor "el pasamanos grasiento de la escalera [que] sc me volvio a 
insinuar (;on la sugestion de un fauna tras los arboles" (133). It is in this 
onanistic bliss that she goes dO\.....n to meet the "man" of her dcsirc. 

Y yo hacia atras de 1a memoria, cabalgando en los pasama­
nos tal como alguien debio inventarlos para los incipientes 
orgasmos, que despues se apoderan de las entraiias en 
sazan, hasta terminar achidndose en los elimaterios como 
trapo quemado. [... ] 

Aque1 Sl eolgado del vaeio. Sin mas significacian que la 
de su arrasamiento, se qucdo unos instantes girando en el 
aire de la eaja de la escalera can otros sies mas pequenos 
que Ie habian salido de todo cl cuerpo y me acompafiaron 
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hasta 13 puerta. Cruce luc-go la calle con c1 mismo vertigo 
que hubia cabalgado cI madcro [... ] (133), 

Forty YCufS, or almosllwo generations after this passage was writ­
ten, a \'alid projected rcading from a present-day feminist could c<lsily 
include praise for the power of ollto-eroticism versus the efficient and 
accustomed vertical movement of the male. Nonetbeless, in all three 
stories, dCuth forecloses on the complete fullillment of desire. whether 
or not it is embodied in the projected, imaginary Other. The title of the 
first story, EI Jernlfnh(lmienlu, refers to the shelter crashing down and 
killing both the block man and his pursuers. Before fleeing herself, the 
Virgin, ironically. tells Tristan that she can mitigate the sutTering or the 
form his death wi]l luke, but cannot prevent it; since, after all, only the 
Father has that power. 

As for the protagonist whose curious man beckons her to emcrge 
from hcr inner tunnel and cross overto the other side, the Nirvana to­
wards v,'hieh her dcsire impels her ultimately consists of the extinction 
of;lll desire or dcath uS the story concludes: ··Entre asi otru vcz cn cl 
tlmel. Un agujero negro barbarmnente excavado en la mca infinita. Ya 
~us innumcrables salidas, slempre lIna piedra pucsta de traves eerea 
de la boca. Pero ya sin el hombre. 0 la consagraci6n del absoluto y 
desesperado vaclo." (134) 

Although the elimination of desire in £1 hombre del tim!!! v.'ould 
appear to be equated \1,.'ith death, a Laeaniun analysis sheds ligbt on the 
faet that even in life, what blocks our connection with the unconscious 
is the alienating, irnaginury objcc\ in that it sits in, deceptively, as the 
alternate agent of human desire. While there is a value to alterity, the 
subject is always at risk of disappearing in the Other's desire. In part, 
what is relinquished in Laeanian analysis is the subjet:t's impossible 
hope of having its' own demands on the Other satisfied. Demand in a 
suceessful analysis is exposed as that which masquerades as desire. By 
\\'ay of analogy, fiction, which pretends to provide an adequate object 
for de~ire, may replicate the misreeognition implicit in the myth of the 
subject's adaptability. In this sense, some fictional presentations Inay 
block the access of the text to the free play of unconscious mccha­
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nisms by do~ing on rather than subsequently distancing and working 
through the projected identity of the reading subject with the fictional 
character. 

The third story considered, EI desvio, takes place in a woman's 
mind and can be viewed as an attempllo represent the essence of the 
non-existence of the Other. The story itself subverts the notion of Ihe 
Other. Humor is now clearly key to Somers in creating self-awareness 
in the reader. 

Unlike the other two stories, EI desvio announces its' ficlionality 
by opening with the female protagonist telling us thai this narration is 
not addressed to us but rather to the others lying around, abandoned 
on the grass at the place of the detour. She tells us, despite the fact that 
they appear neither to hear nor desire anything, that she cannol com­
prehend why none of them gets up and scrcams as she did on landing 
there. Somers has returned to a heavy reliance on dialogue lo carry the 
plot in EI desvio. Although the use of dialogue in E! derrumbamienlo 
addcd to the theatricality or artificiality of the fiction, Somers has suc­
ceeded in EI desvio by ironically juxtaposing elements of a eliehcd, 
if humorous, and realistic dialogue against the unreal backdrop of the 
eternal train ride. The effect on the reader is to recognize her/himself 
in this aspect or reality as it is foregrounded by the dialogue. In this 
way, the story parodies the illusions underlying romantic relationships. 
Both distancing from and identification with the characters is possihle, 
due to the simultaneity of the absurd and representational contex.t of 
the background plot Dnd its juxtaposition wilh a dialogue which is all 
too "real". 

EI desl'io deals with the inevitnbility of time, as it carries us along, 
interfering with our ever fully knowing our desire. The female protago­
nist allows herself to be seduced by her traveling companion, whom 
she hasjust met on the platform \A.'hile awaiting the train. On one level, 
even as she capitulates, she ex.presses an awareness that she has been 
duped when her companion looks at his watch and tells her that seven 
days have passed. She eventually agrees, despite the fact thDt she knows 
she hasjust boarded the express lrain. She Dlsa wonders at how she lets 
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him kiss her so easily but explains the progression of the relationship 
as having assumed the rhythm of the train ride: 

[Ell trcn habia cmpczado a andar con su famasa chuku­

chuku que haec las ddicias de todo cl mundo [...J,
 
-Dc modo que tc gusta a ti tambien esc ruidito Gno cs
 
CiC110?
 

---Que si me gu!'>ta - dije yo al borde del extasis - seria
 
capaz de cualquicr locura euando cmpicza a escucharse.
 
[... ] era que algim mccanismo frcnador sc me habra descon­

trolado repentinamente. (104)
 

She relates thai, her own braking mechanism having gone haywire, 
it was easy to find herself entering into his way of understanding time. 
Until one day, at a moment difficult to specify, she begins to understand 
that this mysterious train ride is taking her nowhere. 

Meanwhile, through a process of condensation and displacement 
of imagery, the faceless ticket taker, appearing at intervals like a fly on 
the wall, or suspended from the ceiling, becomes a blank on \.... hom the 
reader may project the role of guardian of the accepted social order. . . 
This occurs when the protagonist's companion, whom she has begun 
to refer to over time as "my man", explains that he felt compelled to 
put a ring on her finger as she slept, in order to keep up an appearance 
or propriety in the face, or rather facelessness, of the ticket taker. 

The rhythm into which our heroine has been lulled is interrupted 
one day by her man's overreaeting to his distaste {or the way she folds 
his pants: 

-i,Lo has vista? - me dijo en tono de rcproche tratando 
de estirar 1a prenda - estaba bien doblado par mi madre 
y tu has heeho este lio. [... ] 
-Observa -me explie6--.. un desgraciado pantal6n sc 
maneja asi. tomandolo par los bajos y hacienda coincidir 
las costuras. Luego ya podra doblarse en dos, a en cuantas 
partes se quiera. 
Cielos, que descubrimiento. (106-107) 
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This final sarcasm is her private reflection on the "brilliance" of 
her man's demonstration of how his laundry should be folded in order 
that she might approximate the perfection of his mother. Slowly but 
surely, it dawns on the woman that even her preferences, opinions, and 
judgments arc dictated as her man attempts to disappear her desire in 
his ov.'n: 

-Es que voy a dccirtelo de una vez por todas ----dec1aro 
el derta noche a1 regreso de una comentada exhibiei6n de 
cine- a rni s610 me cntusiasman las docurnentalcs, esas 
en que las genies y las casas de verdad env[an un mcnsaje 
direeto. Y las novelas de aventuras, porque en tal casa soy 
yo quien ]0 vive loiJo. Soy desde el primer momento el 
protagonista y basta ya de segundos pianos. ( I07) 

It is worth noting that the male's comment implieilly rejects movie 
plols which call for oblique techniques and representational works 
requiring anything other than a facile emotional identification. 

The dialogue in El desvio is a parody of the typical romantic ap­
propriation ofone person's desire at the expense ofthe other's demand. 
This is most evident in occasional remarks, whose humor heightens our 
awareness of the alienated form of our desire: "Me gustan mucho IUs 
dientes---me dijo-son del tipo que andaba buscando, esos que brillan 
cuando chocan con la luz y parecen rom perla" (104-105). Comments 
such as this last suggest the joke behind man's attempt to possess the ob­
ject ofhis desire, as ifthe female's physical body were an empty vessel 
or object, devoid of subjectivity. E! desvio succeeds in a way in which 
the earlier stories could not, due to the female protagonist's victory at 
throwing ofl' the mask of conformity while avoiding the temptation to 
masquerade as object of the other's desire at (he expense of asserting 
her own, 12 The story's narration and the dialogue of its metatext suggest 
that the more subversive of human subjects can gain an awareness of 
the futility of completely realizing h\lman desire by taking recourse in 
the partial satisfactions or the immediacy which self irony and humor 
afford both life and its representation in art, 

Binghamton Unh'ersily 
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NOTES
 

'Tbc fictional work of Armonia Somers (1914-1994) includes five 
novels and twenty-five sbort stories. All citations from the three sto­
ries studied in this paper can be found in her last publ ication, the 1988 
anthology La rebe!iun de la/lor. 

2 Lacan writes: "But we must also add that man's desire is the de­
sir de ! 'Autre (the desire of the Other) in which the de provides what 
grammarians call the 'subjective determination', namely that it is qua 

Other that he desires (which is what provides the true compass ofhu­
man passion)." See 'The subversion of the subject and the dialectic of 
desire in the Freudian unconscious" (Eerils 312). 

] EI desvlo, which was first published in the Sunday supplcmcm 
of Montevideo's EI dia in September of 1964, also appeared in Angel 
Rama's Aquf den anos de rams (Montevideo: Area, 1966). 

~ Sec Marie-HclCne Brousse's chapter "The Drive (II)" (Feldstein 
114). 

5 Sec reference to American ego psychologists. Kris, Hartmann, 
and Loewenstein (Van Haute 88). 

(, For a more detailed discussion of this point, sec Mary-Lee Sul­
livan, "The Theatrics of Transference in Federico Garcia Lorea's La 
casa de Bernarda AIba and Paloma Pedrero's La llamada de Lauren," 
Hispanic Journal 16.1 (Spring 1995): 169-171. Ofparticular relevance 
is Lacan's Chapter 19 "From Intervention to the Transference" (Four 

Fundamental 244-260). 
7 Regarding the gaps and blank spaces which elicit the reader's 

desire and the use of projection both within and outside of the text, see 
Mary-Lee Sullivan, "Projection as a Narrative Technique in Juan Carlos 
Onetti's Goodbyes," Studies in Short Fiction 31 (1994): 443. 

H For an invaJuahle clarification of lllany aspects of the polemic 
around the elusive concept of the boom, see "£1 boom en perspectiva" 
(Rama, La Ilovela ell America Latina: Panoramas 1920-1980, 235~ 

293). See Maria Rosa Olivera-Williams' article for a comparison of 
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fictional technique in Juan Carlos Onettt and Somers. Related to this 
topic, the stucturing of ambiguity, is Elena Martinez' "La ambiguedad 
yel papel del lector en Ei desvio" in the collection of critical css<lys 

edited byCosse {I 05-11 R). For comparison with Clarice Lispcctor, see 
Jean Franco's chapter on "The Magic of Altcrity" and, iu particular. 
her remarks on the destabilizing of the subject in Lispector's A BelLi t' 

a Faa (Franco 204-205). 
9 The manner in which the protagonist of £1 dest'lo begins her 

narration from a prostrate position on the grass is reminiscent of the 

enigmatic opening of JuJ io ('ort07,ar'5 Lils b'lbas del diLlb!V. from his 
1959 antholob'y, Las arl1lGS sen'eras.ln their respective stories, Somers 
and Cortazar share a language that is laden with ambiguity!, despite its' 
matter-of-faet tone, due to its' insertion in a temporal spatial scheme 
which defies thc conventional "reality" of the reader. This creates 

uncertainty in the reader as to the nDrraLor's reliability in serving as a 
mediator between what is fantastic and what in "reality" occurred. 

10 Possible sharing of occasional vocahulary common to mystic 

literature is briefly alluded to in essays by Lilia Dapaz Strout, "L'1 re­
be/ion de lajlor: la memmorfosis de un leono en £1 derrumhamiento" 
(Cosse 53-86) and Ana Maria Rodriguez-Villamil, "Baja el signa de la 
madre: £1 despqjo y £1 derrumhamiento" (Cosse 119-147). 

II It would he difficult to ignore the similarities between this story 

and Ernesto Sabato's E/timel, published in 1948, in their narrow fo­
cus on the association's of a pathological mind. In both fietions, the 

protagonists bring about their destruction as a result of solitude and an 
inability to bridge the communication ahyss bctween the projections 
of their own minds and external reality. 

12 For a diseus~ion of the feminist history oflhis definition of "mas­
querade" as well as for her position regarding points of convergence 

and discrepancy with Lacan's theory, sec "Prohibition, Psychoanalysis, 
and the Production of the Heterosexual Matrix" (45-100). 



182 

WORKS CITED
 

Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Suhversion a/Iden­
tit}: New York: Routledge, 1999. 

Cosse, R6mulo, ed. Armonfa SOI11f'rs. papeles cd/ieos: cuorento alios 
dr: liicmfura. Montevideo: Linardi y Risso, 1990. 

Feldstein, Richard, Bruce Fink, and Maire Jaanus, eds. Reading Seminar 
XI: Lacan~' Four Fundamt?ntaf Concepts of P\ychoonalysis 
and First English Translation a/Lacan:~ "Position ofthe Un­
conscious ". Trans. Bruee Fink. Albany: State U of New York 
P. 1995 

Franco, Jean. The Decline and Fall althe Lettered City: Latin Amerh-a 
in thr: Cold W(1r. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2002. 

Iser, Wolfgang. The Fictive and the Imaginary: Charting Literary .411­

thropolngv. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1993. 
Lacan, Jacques. Euffs: A Selection. Trans. Alan Sheridan. New York: 

Norton, 1977. 
---. The Four Fundamental Concepts ofPsychoana~}'sis. Trans. Alan 

Sheridan. Ed. Jacques-Alain Miller. New York: Nonan. 1981. 
Olivera-Williams, Maria Rosa. "Entre d y ella: J. C. Onetti y Arrnania 

Somers desde sus cuentos." Rcvista dr? critica litf'l'drh, 23.46 
(/997):211-24. 

Rama, Angel. La generaci/m critica: /939-1969. Montevideo: Area, 
1972. 

---. La nOl'eia en America Latina: Panoramas /920-1980. Bogota: 
lnstituto Colombiano de Cultura, 1982. 

Somers, Armonia. "Carta abierta desde Somersville. '" Revista 
1beroamericana 58.160-61 (1992): 1155-65. 

-~-. La rebeiion de la/for. Montevideo: Linardi y Risso, 19l-l8. 
Van Haute. Phillipe. Against Adaptation. Lacan~' "Subversion" o/the 

Subject. Trans. Paul Crowe and Mirand Vankerk. Ncw York: 
Other Press, 2002. 


