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“...le texte de Bastos [sic]

) dynamise I’histoire et en

démontre les limites. De méme,

Phistoire dynamise le roman

, et en révéle les limites.”
—XKirysinski, 422

“...amode of truth, not of truth
coherent and central, but

_angular and splintered.”

—De Quincey, qud. in Borges, 99

The relation of hxstoncql novelists to their sources is often problematic, as the novelist
uses documents in ways different from the historian. The major source of a historical
novel may be a text that provides information, ideas or descriptive material to be utilized
%eat :nay_ha;dly function as a “source” in the more usual literary sense of the term.! Roa
Ba : ;s, in Y 0 el Supremo, seeks to put the whole discussion of the historical novelist’s

©n to his sources on a new footing, since he incorporates vast amounts of the writing

1 The relations between fiction an istory 1 aun Tl ave n widely CUSS| n the last few years.
ly discus: the last f
tion and hist n Latin America h been wid ed i y
Sec cspccnnlly several collections of essays: Gonzélez Echcva.rrfa. ed., Historia y ficcién en la narrativa

latinoamericana; Balderston, ed., The Historical . 4 ¢
Bastos y la produccién cultural americana. vical Novel in Latin America; and Sosnowski, ed., Augusto Roa
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on Gaspar Rodriguez de Francia directly and indirectly into his own text, and preserves the
contradictory nature of much of this evidence. Thus, he constantly reminds his reader of
the necessary proliferation of texts, rereadings, and reinterpretations of the Supreme
Dictator of Paraguay.2

Roa’s major source is the study El Supremo Dictador by Julio César Chaves, first
published in 1942 and reissued in expanded and revised versions over the following twenty
years.3 Though Chaves provides the bulk of the information about Francia, his
contribution to the thematics and style of the novel is minimal. In contrast, a number of
works (both literary and historical) that are mentioned only in passing, or not at all,-are
centrally important to an understanding of.the genesis of Roa’s novel. A silenced but
central theoretical text is Benveniste’s famous work on structural linguistics, notably his
discussions of the personal pronouns (which informs the YO/EL distinction in the novel)
and of the distinctions in Romance verb forms between history and discourse.4 Similarly,
Borges is mentioned but once in the novel, yet his concept of the interrelations between
texts has bearing on the novel, as does the concept of “intertextuality,” developed by Julia
Kristeva in the very years Roa Bastos was composing or compiling his novel in France.

Kristeva’s initial (and highly influential) definition of intertextuality in “Word, Dialogue
and Novel” (1969) attributes the concept (but not the term) to Bakhtin:

[E)ach word (text) is an intersection of word (texts) where at least one other word
(text) can be read... [Alny, text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is
the absorption and transformation of another. The notion of intertextuality replaces
that of intersubjectivity, and poetic language is read as at least double. (66)

A few years later, in Revolution in Poetic Language, she adds:

The term inter-textuality denotes this transposition of one (or several) sign
system(s) into another; but since this term has often been understood in the banal
sense of ‘study of sources,” we prefer the term transposition because it specifies
that the passage from one signifying system to another demands a new articulation
of the thetic—of enunciative and denotative positionality. If one grants that every
signifying practice is a field of transpositions of various signifying systems (an
inter-textuality), one then understands that its ‘place’ of enunciation and its denoted
‘object’ are never single, complete, and identical to themselves, but always plural,
shattered, capable of being tabulated. (59-60)

This revised formulation is particularly apt for Yo el Supremo because of the assertion that
transpositions of text involve transformations of signifying systems and the shattering of
the (mythical) unitary text.

Yo el Supremo is a textal patchwork of great complexity, and the significance of the
fragments employed in it can only be evaluated piece by piece. Chaves is referred to
throughout the novel as “Julio César” and his study as his “comentarios,” ironically

2 TInérestingly cnough, the titlé Roa uses to speak of the Sup Di “el Supremo,” was apparcntly first
used in a novel in 1916 wriltcn and published in English by Edward Lucas White. On this novel, see Richard
Alan White, Paraguay's Autonomous Revolution 13n. Karl Kohut calls the Edward Lucas White novel “uno de
los documentos mfs curiosos de la leyenda blanca™ (148). The formula “Yo el Supremo” is no doubt modeled
on the Spanish royal formula “Yo el Rey,” but was apparently not in fact used by Dr. Francia, whose signature
in the various documents published in the first issuc of the Anuario del Instituto de I igaci Histéricas
Dr. José Gaspar Rodriguez de Francia is cither his full name *a secas™ or the name in addition to one of the
following titles: “El Dictador” (40) or “Dictador de la Repiblica del Paraguay™ (41).

3 Milagros Ezquerro in her introduction to the Cétedra cdition of Yo el Supremo terms the Chaves book the
major source for information about Doctor Francia in Roa’s novel (43), a judgment with which I concur
completely. See also article by Georges Martin.

4 See Benveniste’s essays “Relations of Person in the Verb,” “The Correlations of Tense in the French Verb,”
and *The Nature of Pronouns” in Problems in General Linguistics. The perti of B iste's distincti
between discourse and history 1o Yo el Supremo has already been bricfly noted by Rodolfo:Borello in “Relato
histérico, relato novelesco: problemas™ (103, 112). -
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aslggr_mmg a rc}ation between ‘his revisionist study of Francia and Julius Caesar’s self-
Roal::g.k memtgnrs of his campaigns. 1 propose here to point out a few instances of the uses
> es of the vast materials co,llectcd by Chaves on the Supreme Dictator.

D :;,1 :ﬁ?%?sca;pect of Chav%s stu?y is the strong novelistic component of his writing

urse never absent from narrative histories,5 b ich i )
repressed or avoided in such works to th i haves porim Braen

: e extent possible. Chaves i
something of a Byronic hero at times striki imi ) oot ponrait of T
f ngly similar to Sarm ’ i

Facundo Quiroga. His con i s and rormera ot b

. cern with the resemblance of the events and i
account to those in a novel can be seen for i in s porrayal of i B on s

_ s : or instance in his ili
emlisary Correia da Cidmara, to be commented on later. porurayal of the Brazilian
g ¢
ThercO:.r gr:ws og Chaves’ study of the Supreme Dictator in a variety of different ways
aere are ca?ll::? ‘f?-u‘l)'t;) eé%llcls’quocia&ons from Chaves, although as already clarified thé
3 i sar” and the work referred to as his comm i
> A entaries. Th

quotations can be located in EI Supremo Dictador, and are usually accurate transcﬁption.: (S)?’

Chaves. A fi y k ‘
of July 1810:“’t example occurs on page 105 of the novel, in a discussion of the congress

Mostremos lo que somos y debemos ser, evi
Ju , evitando ser subyugados por nadi
zea nuestro legitimo Soberano. Este fue el argumento Azuigles dcplos esp:ﬁ%‘lliesgx(s)
e aquella emergencia, escribe Julio César en sus Comentarios. (105)

The last sentence is in fact a quotation from Ch i
: aves (93), with two mi
of the preceding page and a half of the novel is also deriz'ed from th::ng;?; 'cr}:‘a%ge? .C]t:/'lUCh
whchh culminates in the sentence quoted. graph of haves
more complex instance of quotation from Chaves is the lon
i note o

'i_ le ?nffg:fn gg\éil,i I:)utl;‘g:trnl (ﬁgz_goix;sf totlzie v_vhc:}lg derived from J uliogCésar’: ggri(r:xsl;;gr?:sd

; act derived from pages 153 and 154 of the Ch .
but is so completely rearranged and rewritten i S

letel; : that a comparison of the t i

somewhat bewildering. With regard to Gregorio de la Cerda, for instance, &33&%%?; ;

5333135%1 23 aritggtz;iopa :slt_c pinctloresco pgrsonaje: era el hombre més popular de la
restigio de ser padrino de un gran niimero de cri

familias de rango, lo que le valfa in0 oni o Nimgsmo g

, el titulo de padrino universal: “Nin,

) e ] : uno fué mds

;cglzzigg%(;?gz ?[tetg adron Gregorio, yl por tanto, a nadie vi en América fan pofdcroso

L a ser en aquel pais mds personaje de pri ia

para ser padrino general.” (153) g Ve de primera fila, dese maia

Roa writes:

Era un cordobés pintoresco, famoso i

Iesco, por ser compadre de medio
ptgrga gran respetabilidad en el Paraguay. Alpguna vez habrzimc;l:g ?ﬁa{:fag ll‘:
influencia del compadrazgo en el desenvolvimiento de nuestra politica. (179)6

The commentary on the importance of com, i
n the padrazgo derives not from Cha
ﬁlzfggiglkowmh:n“lﬂé?:{ sav]j? rrxm was ever so rich in godchildren as Don G‘;Z;Brl;:)'f r‘:):(;
In America was so potent. If a man wishes to b in

f;)gggy, z\xl first-rate character, let him lay himself out to become a geneéﬁog;i’flaql:::?’t
nu.merz;u ia (}fh}::ves and Robertson, Roa proposes a “tema de tesis,” perhaps recalling the
numero $ ?uc themes proposed jocularly in Cortdzar’s Rayuela (225, 274 and elsewhere)
nterestingly enough, he neglects to transcribe a delightful anecdote quoted by Chaves fron;

5 i . . .
Sce Hayden White, “The Question of Narrative in Contemporary Historical Theory,” in The Content of the

Form.
As usual, Roa is politically prescient in thesc remarks. Today, after the overthrow of Stroessner {an event

one of the consequences of which has been issi
e veplaced by nis compadre G Roar;‘);:g.sswn for Roa to relum 1o Paraguay), the former dictator has

6
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Robertson. According to the latter, Francia sent a message to de la Cerda warning him not
to set foot in Paraguay “aunque sea para visitar a sus comadres” (154).7
Later in the same note, Roa writes of de la Cerda:

Mozo ebrio, las mis de las veces en total estado de beodez en las reuniones de la
Junta misma, se halla incurso también en el delito de ser espia e informante del
Triunvirato de Buenos Aires, en la persona del doctor Chiclana, manteniéndolo al
tanto de las actividades y resoluciones de nuestro Gobierno. (179)

This passage is set off with quotation marks, thus asserting its origin in Chaves’ text,
which is and is not the case. The initial phrase is quoted by Chaves from a document
penned by Francia in 1813, in which the future Supreme Dictator terms Cerda inadequate
for the post of Vocal “por ser un Moso ébrio: no pude hacer aprecio por el poco
conocimiento que tenfa de sus circunstancias, pero después he tenido con dolor la
experiencia de que efectivamente era excesivamente dado a la bebida en términos de
conocérsele a veces su turbacién y ebriedad estando en la Junta misma” (152-53). The
final phrase occurs a full page later, though once again not in exactly the same form:
“Principal cargo contra Cerda era ¢l de que informaba al doctor Chiclana—miembros [sic]
del Triunvirato portefio—de las actividades y resoluciones de la Junta” (154).

In addition to the explicit quotations from Chaves, whether faithful to the original or
not, there are numerous embedded quotations from Chaves, and from other authors derived
by Roa from Chaves. For an instance of the first kind of implicit quotation, let us look at

page 324 of the novel:

En la conferencia que sostiene en Potosi con los zorros portefios Alvear y Dfaz
Vélez, don Simén vuelve a plantear su ambicién “redencionista” el 8 de octubre de
1825. Voy a proponer a ustedes, les dice, una idea neutra. jVaya con la idea
neutra! Seiiores, les dice, he hecho reconocer el Pilcomayo en toda su extensién
hasta su desembocadura para proporcionarme la mejor ruta del Paraguay con el
proyecto de irme a esa Provincia, echar por tierra a ese tirano. (324)

Chaves, who is not mentioned in the novel as the source of this quotation from Bolivar,
writes the following:

Mientras tanto, el Libertaddr iniciaba sus conferencias en Potosi con los
plenipotenciarios Alvear y Dfaz Vélez. Volvi6 a poner sobre el tapete el proyecto:
“Voy a proponer a Vdes. una idea neutra que tengo para ver que piensan de ella.
He hecho reconocer el Pilcomayo y procurado adquirir todos los conocimientos
posibles para proporcionarme la mejor ruta del Paraguay, con el proyecto de ir a esa
provincia, echar por tierra a ese tirano y libertar a Bonpland amigo a quien aprecio
singularmente.” (393) :

The whole passage, then, is based closely on Chaves, indeed more closely than some of
the quotations identified as such in Yo el Supremo. There are many such passages in the
novel, derived directly from Chaves but not explicitly so. _

In addition, there are numerous passages from a great variety of authors quoted not
from the originals but from Chaves’ transcriptions of them. That this is the case can be
confirmed by consultation of the original sources, which reveals that many of the
quotations are co-extensive with the quoted materials in Chaves, and that material translated

into Spanish from various foreign languages 1s present in the same form in Roa and in

7 The fuller account by Robertson of his words and deeds is too delightful to be slighted here. Robertson
reports that he said to Dr. Francia: “that I pr d 1 might be permitted to console Don Gregorio by being
allowed to become the medium of communication between him and his comadres. Smiling at the allusion,
Francia said to me—'Mr. Robertson, do what you please in the way of go-between in this case. Don Gregorio
has too many comadres, and pays too much attention to them, cver to be a formidable rival of mine...
But...do what you will. Only let him beware how he ever again scts foot in Paraguay, cven to revisit his
comadres.”" (2: 20-21)
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Chaves. Examples of such quoted material i :

) ) . include the letter fro; i i
1(_)86n.), égenncal with the letter as quoted by Chaves (275) arrlrcli ?gggggct:mﬁan%a
bue.yrre n (321), reproduced in cursive script as if taken from,an autograph d hmeny

ut gt factfd(;nved from Chaves (246n.). §raph document,
ne of the most interesting of the embedded quotations is deri i
. . . . . en
E:g:x;od;}aCémara g memoirs of his diplomatic missions to Paragu‘z;;d ;Jg“n;?]t:éyigr?l?
fnais d hrp:;lrary, ut consistently quoted by Roa from Chaves’ quotations of Correi de
Spanish, guz;inzré c?rlr?a(g cggrsc tranél}z:tions of the documents from Portuguese ?ntg
1. -Orrel1a da Camara in Chaves’ translations, yet iti
own footnotes as his sources, Roa thus mislead into thinking . g Chaves’
{ _ ) he reader into thinki i
has himself consulted the Itamarat is (an excenty). Rcompiler
y records (and translated th ’
;i%{aeggiss tfc; ;ll: ;ic;lflérrl;ist of the Ana(is are themselves misleadinge :fﬁii?;és‘){ﬁglofoﬁﬁiﬁ
> f f passages (quoted by Ch i in i
attngl:1 t;sa thxssc’%otauor_l to })rne or anot?mr of they pag::z?t;;:gr? gf:gfnc};: ratiom, and then

age 376, quoting from Chaves’ : ia da i

turn clarifies that he is speaking to Ortcllalc)!z;g"s3 sccre386’ tI:IOﬁSquotes qurela 42 Climara, who‘m

iUn paso mds, senhor Roa, en el camino de los in
X , €N ¢ sultos, y conocers i
garagua)(o hasta qué punto el representante del Imperio sa)l;e suslenl;:r(:lla(c;l?b;?gn g
€ su eminente cardcter y la ofendida majestad de su soberano! (376) g

A footnote appended below thi i i
ecrotany 8 robended below 1s quotation, referring back to the surname of Ortellado’s

El compilador desea aclarar que el la i6

; . psus y la mencién no 1

::xz)fonnc confidencial de Correa menciona textualmente el apctlzli‘c:i?:zpqnden’ o
nsultarse en el tomo IV de Anais, p. 60. (376) » Segun puede

353; ;'r:rrg : ntl‘cl:t\:/ éni?lor emendations in Chaves’ translation, from which a few dependent

the title before d?e ’stu;;nnggtlligf Oé"tjir;lte%hgngg s;:x,ftg:reg e mslation s Dby raphic:
r , senor” by Chaves, is retranslat into

a?lr;uiiUf;s; amngdz;p{a:atll']si r:II: ]r,l?ateIR%ZJ’remo as “senhqr." another false cluzdttl; );h%or:;z:gécr)

Cha\\)/;s' o mhade to s source here is the Portuguese original and not

hen one consults the origi |
) ] ginal text of the letter from Correia d ¥ i
- f ¢ ade Cémarat
r ;ﬁﬁ;eer; ?:nlf\_mltxi?nog fAt;a:%ty,ta; putl)zhshed in the Anais do Itamarati in 19?8[ hgnf:)g::‘gg
: act t igi
hich raae dirmation at Roa drgw on Chaves and not on the original text,

o Gt s s DSt o o e contt
e elegado, € bem a g

Il\ldeprcsentante do imperio sabe sustentar a Dignidade d(? ::Sr Eiilyn:;fe%'e poato o

- Magestade offendida do seu SOBERANO.... (4:61.62) Aracter, ea

The sumame as it a i is i . pa '
ppears in the Anais is Roas, not R
e : . 0a, and the page nu
minfcsigx?ntclil et% ;?éiﬁgﬁ cxte};i by Roa and by Chaves. Throughout tl?c %cttcr?ob f;ed ?s:c? on[
s ter, 1h il ﬁn‘mj assador speaks of one Roas; Chaves, who studied the periodgin
, ubt had good reason to emend the spelling,!1 but no more conclusive

P, - ) " ) .
orge Ruffinelli comments briefly on the appearance of the surname Roa in the novel in his essay “R
oa

antqs: ¢l origen de una. gran novela” (141). i
o s impying o (misaken] bert e e st ppe e O e e an snshonis,
10 Jum Sonsula of al::’ ! 1}1 Ilr'lpt!a. Norberto Ortellado, is also mentioned in the novel (286. 373).
rocagids e Marcos, dzr[:nslancc‘; apparently lakcs- Roa at his word when he writes: "'La cil:a‘ es casi li
11 It would appear that Roa w:sm:rf:li;l}{v ciﬁf::x de Janciro, !938)' citada en Chaves, p. 363 (86). e ek
;:c;clm;ysof the new consular government i: x;;:;!.\a:r: 0 Pfr?ng “u;:{ I\;| - ni"-‘: lccn!h gcntury:. e g
0 &l Supremo a mulatto named José Fortunato Roa'is mentioned once (192), . of e
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evidence could be offered of our author’s reliance on the work of the Paraguayan
historian.12 .

A note about Correia da Cdmara in the novel is explicitly and almost wholly derived
from Chaves’ discussion of the Brazilian ambassador. Roa writes:

Personaje de tintes' extraordinarios. - Ninguno llamado como €l por su vida
novelesca, por su cardcter aventurero, a escribir el capitulo dramético de una entrada

al aislado Paraguay; su viaje, su estada en Asuncién y en Itapia, su negociacién en

la capital, forman una novela plena de apasionante interés. Guerrero en la India,
combatiente en Portugal, prisionero de Napoleén, viajero en Turquia,
revolucionario en Rio de Janeiro, amigo intimo de José Bonifacio, devoto de las
musas,.golpeando las puertas del Paraguay enclaustrado para revelar la Esfinge.
Tal hombre para tal misién. (211n.) '

This note is condensed slightly from Chaves (353-54), whose account includes the double
reference to the resemblance of the ambassador’s life to episodes of a novel.
A major episode in Roa’s novel is the scene in which Doctor Francia, in the midst of
his habitual ride around Asuncién (described in great detail by Chaves, 203), encounters a
priest and a group of acolytes who are carrying the last rites or “viaticum” to a dying man.
In Roa’s novel, Francia suffers from this encounter as if from the evil eye, has some kind
of attack, and falls from his horse; he is then carried back to his house and dies shortly
thereafter. The scene in the novel is heightened by the fantastic detail of a swarm of blind
birds that fall to their death at the dictator’s feet (an evident allusion to Hamlet’s speech on
the fall of the sparrow), with further allusions to Poe’s “The Raven” and Lear’s great
speech that culminates in the line “Never never never never never.”13 The incident is not
based directly on the death of Francia, which occurred of natural causes within the walls of
his house, although Chaves does provide elements from which Roa elaborated his account.
The first of these elements is a reference to the fact that even in the last month of his life,
when he was sick and feeble, Francia continued to take his ride around Asuncién, although
he was too weak to take it every day (459-60). The second is an episode that occurred
several years before Francia’s death, during one of his daily rides: _

En un atardecer, un sacerdote conducia el vidtico para un moribundo, acompaiiado
de un grupo de fieles. De siibito los acompaiiantes huyeron despavoridos y el
religioso se encontré completamente solo; en un extremo de la calle aparecia a
caballo el Dictador, que retornaba de su paseo diario. El cura se arrodillé alzando la
hostia, pero el jinete pasé de largo, sin descubrirse siquiera. Sélo cuando se perdi6é
a lo lejos regresaron los temerosos fieles. (323)

Roa is clearly using this incident (an excellent example of the already mentioned novelistic
aspects of Chaves’ historical study) as his primary source when he has the Dictator
describe his last ride:
A propé6sito de la Historia de las Revoluciones de la Provincia del Paraguay
mencioné esta mafiana-al jesuita Lozano. Lei el manuscrito en el Cuartel del
Hospital durante mi internacién a raiz de la caida en el dltimo paseo. Si he de dar
razén al testimonio de mis sentidos debo escribir que esa tarde vi a Pedro Lozano en

12 Two other highly significant passages in the ambassador’s letter read: “Tenho entendido, Senhor Roas, disse
cu ao Secretario; que apezar da vizinhanga em que nos pdz a nossa respectiva pozigio Topographica, cada vez
nos conhecemos menos huns aos outros...” (Anais, 4:61) and “Nio estd satisfeito 0 Governo Paraguayo com
ter atado a Legag#o Brasileira 20 pestifero solo de Itapda de tantos Mezes a esta parte; ndo lhe basta a ter posto
o Ministro Publico do imperio em huma mizeravel Cinzalla, alojamento de Indios, ¢ no alinhamento desses
mesmos Indios; cercado de Lupanares, que o avizinhio de todos os lados; cobertos de terra, ¢ de agua, que lhe
envidio innumeras goteiras, devorado de incectos, ¢ de scvandijas os mais asquerozos; tem §cazo por pouco o
haver feito fuzilar a hum criminozo a quarenta e cinco passos das portas deste indigno alojamento? ? 2 ...0
Govemo Dictatorial deve ter bem presente, que as Nagoens sGem punir severamente certos insultos...” (4:62).

13 Sece my essay “Eater-Reception and De-Composition: Worms in Yo el Supremo.”
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el cura que me corté el paso, calle de la Encarnacién abajo, en el momento en que se
desencadenaba la tormenta. Con las primeras gotas cay6 lo obscuro de repente. El
sargento de descubierta, los batidores, el cometero, el tambor, ya habfan pasado.
En un recodo apareci6 el cura de sobrepelliz y estola. Dos o tres monaguillos lo
acompafiaban portando velones encendidos que la lluvia y el viento no lograban
apagar. La charanga de la escolta se desvaneci6 en el rumor de la campanilla que
uno de los acélitos agitaba empavorecido ante mf como ante la aparicién de un
espectro. El moro siguié avanzando al tranco, las orejas vibradoras hacia el

campanilleo. Pensé en un nuevo complot tras ese simulacro del vidtico para un
moribundo. (61)

There are further references to this incident on pages 422 and 450-451 of the novel. It is
in this scene more than any other that Roa’s reworking of the historical record can be
observed. Several different episodes from Chaves’ narrative are fused: the ride around
Asuncién taken routinely by the Dictator over a period of years, the episode several years
before his death of an encounter with a priest and delegation carrying the last rites to
someone, and the information about the Dictator’s final illness. By linking the encounter
with the delegation bearing the last rites with the fit suffered by the Dictator that results in
his death, Roa suggests that the omniscient Dictator (who speaks to us from the grave) has
in fact encountered the group that was coming to administer the last rites to him. This
encounter—which is of course undocumented in the standard histories—is supernatural in
import, and the fantastic and macabre elements are highlighted by the allusions to Hamlet,
Lear, and “The Raven.” The reiterated references to Chaves may seem to imply that his
book contributed actively to the elaboration of Roa’s novel. Indeed it does, but in a
negative sense. For, while Chaves exhibits a confidence that his subject is knowable, Roa
here as in most of his other writing expresses a profound disbelief in the adequacy of
language in general, and of narrative history in particular, for the representation of reality.
In the novel, this skepticism is stated in the form of a quotation from Robert Musil: “el a-
copiador declara, con palabras de un autor contemporaneo, que la historia encerrada en
estos Apuntes se reduce al hecho de que la historia que en ella debié ser narrada no ha sido
narrada.”14 (467)

The historical materials on Doctor Francia change sign, form and shape on passing
from one literary system (Chaves’ narrative history) to another (Roa’s metahistorical
novel), yet Roa’s skepticism as to whether the subject of history is knowable results not in
indifference but in ever greater urgency: “Escribir no significa convertir lo real en palabras
sino hacer que la palabra sea real” (67).15 Frederic Jameson’s Lacanian formulation is apt:

[Hlistory is not a text, not a narrative, but...as an absent cause, it is inaccessible to
us except in textual form, and...our approach to it and to the Real itself necessarily

passes through its prior textualization, its narrativization in the political
unconscious. (35)

What matters about Roa’s radical rereading of Chaves is not only the “prior textualization”

to which Doctor Francia is subject, but also this urgent—and impossible—appeal to a
reality beyond the text.16 -

14 For an extended commentary on Roa's use of the Musil quotation, sec Krysinski, 422-23. Much the same
skepticism about the adequacy of Janguage was exp: d in the 1969 story “Contar un cuenlo™ “Para mf la

realidad es lo que queda cuando ha desaperccido toda la realidad. ...Sélo pod: aludirla vag , 0

sofiarla, o imaginarla.” (Moriencia 90)

Gerald Martin has commented: “Roa fully recognizes the ‘ambiguity® of reality—his novel is almost

Althusserian in its epistemological intentionality—but insists that the difficult of interpreting the nature-

society dialectic of human history in no way justifies ambiguities in the relation between the writer and the

people or between the writer and the reader, These are quite separate problems.” (278-79)

16 For a brilliant reading of the politics of Roa’s novel, sce Gerald Martin, 277-91.
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