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ABSTRACT

The primary aim of this thesis is to explore andiaally interrogate Isabel
Allende’s popularity cross-culturally in Britain drSpain. It analyses readers’
responses to Allende’s works as well as the disasusurrounding her public
representation, an approach that is ‘readerly’ mwist also take account of
production and text. This approach is intendefutther the understanding of
Allende’s work which so far has always been analydeom a textual
perspective. However, the relationship betweererfle’'s popularity, her texts,
public representation and readers has not beesmgdysed in detalil.

This thesis is innovative in other ways too. Metblogically, it
approaches readers through the under studied auftum of the reading group.
It also incorporates a comparative dimension byilop at the reception of
Allende in two different cultural contexts: the @h and Spanish respectively.
Finding out about Allende’s popularity has involvasking readers about their
reading experiences as well as analysing the ptmotucf discourses around her
public representation. Paul Ricoeur’'s (1984, 19B8jspective on authorial
intentions and readers’ responses to texts helpmderstanding the intricacies
surrounding what is involved in reading any tektdraws attention to Allende’s
and her publishers’ authorial strategies, her tsgi@s of persuasion’ and the
specificity of the lives and contexts of Britishdaispanish reading publics.
Equally, this ‘readerly’ approach draws on feminatdience research and

primarily on the work of len Ang and Janice Radwaheir work with viewers



and readers respectively is particularly usefulestablishing and developing
methodological parameters for the study of readnmogips.
As a whole, this thesis contributes to the undadstegy of Allende’s

cross-cultural popularity by situating readershat¢entre.
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Introduction

Isabel Allende’s love affair with the written wokths had a long history that
began with her work as broadcaster, journalist iomen’s magazines,
playwright and children’s author (Moody, 1987:52) several of her interviews
(Invernizzi and Pope, 1989:123; Rodden, 1991:11elyéas, 1998:83) Allende
has recalled how Chilean Nobel Prize winner Pal#ouNa predicted her future
accomplishments as a novelist since her vivid imaigpn was suited for fiction
writing rather than journalism. Neruda’s prediatimaterialised as soon &bke
House of the Spiritasas published in Spain in 1982, attaining besingefigures
there as well as overseas. From that moment erg thas been no turning back
for Allende, whose world-wide success has situagrdas one of the few women
Latin American writers of her generation attainintgrnational recognition.
Despite all this resounding success, another tansylead to pass before
my own personal love affair with Allende began. tAe¢ time, | was a Spanish
undergraduate at the National University of Irela@dlway (NUIG) and during
this period, | started cultivating an interest iatih American literature. The
study programmes offered by this Irish institutipgrompted this interest and |
became familiar with the works of Gabriel Garciartfieez, Mario Vargas Llosa,
Manuel Puig, Miguel Angel Asturias and Jorge Luisrdes but in particular it
was Allende’s novels which especially touched nihe House of the Spirits
moved me in a way that no other Latin American f®Vv&ad managed to do so

far and my own family history had played a sigrafit role in generating such
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response. Among all the countries in Latin AmeriChile held a privileged
position for me. While all members of my immediféenily are Spanish and
live in Spain, there are currently descendants pfgnandmother’s cousins still
living in Chile who had experienced first hand fi@ditical turmoil of 1973 and
its aftermath. The House of the Spiritslt really close to me since it tapped into
many family memories and stories | had heard in ahjydhood. In a short
period, | had not just read all of Allende’s titleat also had completed an MA
dissertation whose themes and inspiration had raigd inThe House of the
Spirits

This academic work, though, changed my relationship Allende since
| began to engage with her work in a more anallyti@gy and not just regard it as
a pleasurable read. Nonetheless, this combinaifothe academic and the
personal helped me frame my future relationshigh whte author and her work.
When I initially thought about this thesis propgdalas reluctant to abandon the
more personal and intimate side of my relationshiph Allende in my
experience as a passionate reader of her work. ekl had to find the ways
in which the personal drive behind this researchlctcdead to legitimate and
meaningful academic work.

Before | embarked on this project, | familiarisegself with the areas
other fellow academics and literary critics had lesgd in Allende’s work. |
knew that the previous extensive work on Allend&son had been primarily
analysed within the formal frameworks of Allendawvels but what had
received little attention was the production andstomption of Allende’s public
figure and writings in specific cultural contextdvore importantly, there had

been no significant attempts to offer insights itite complex issue surrounding
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the author’s popularity. Just the work carried Mgg H. Brown (1994) had
examined Allende’s alongside Angeles Mastrettascess by looking into their
reception in West Germany. However, unlike thigjget, Brown’s study did not
employ a readerly approach to reach its findinbisis research, therefore, moves
beyond Brown’s by situating readers’ responses ltendle’s novels and public
discourses at the center. In this way, it aimgpesent a richer and deeper
understanding into the complexities surroundingeAdle’s popularity, a term
which itself requires careful critical examinati(®ee chapter one).

Most critical work on Allende has therefore focubsem textual elements
such as female representation, Allende’s feminisid #he displacement of
patriarchal discourse in her narratives (Rojas5188ora, 1987; Gémez Parham,
1988; Handelsman, 1988; Hart, 1989; Meyer 1990;IGaavine 1990, Garcia
Johnson, 1994). Mario Rojas and Michael Handel&r&tndies examine from a
feminist perspective the transformation the diffiergenerations of Del Valle
women undergo iThe House of the Spiritdn particular, Rojas by employing
feminist criticism from Ellen Morgan, Sheila Rowhah and Adrienne Rich,
concludes that Allende’s text could be considerscaia example of the ‘neo-
feminist’ novel since through Nivea, Clara, Blanaad Alba, Allende ‘va
registrando el curso de viejas y nuevas formasadicypacion de la mujer en su
lucha por los derechos de su propio sexo y pordeslas clases sociales
desposeidas’ (1985:921) ( ‘[she] registers thectoe old and new forms of
women'’s participation in their fight for the right$ their own sex and for those
of the marginal social classes’) . Unlike Rojad &andelsman, Gabriela Mora’s
article rather interrogates Allende’s feminismTine House of the Spiriesnd Of

Love and Shadows.Mora argues that inThe House of the Spiritdlba’s
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passivity and acceptance at the end of the noVial iodo question ‘la raiz ética
del feminismo [que] no se conforma con que la acsgquede en el escribir y el
esperar’ (1987:164) (‘the ethical roots of feminisvhich cannot be satisfied
with the idea that the action rests in the writgagd waiting’). Linda Gould
Levine’s feminist reading ofhe House of the Spiritrgues for a reconciliation
of the women and men characters in the novel. Tawese this, Gould Levine
examines how the concept of ‘androgyny’ may leadh teeading of the novel
where women and patriarchy are being brought clasgether. Mary Gémez
Parham offers an insightful account of the genenali bonding among the Del
Valle women inThe House of the SpiritsShe examines in detail the mother-
daughter relationships established among Clarapd@laand Alba to conclude
that The House of the Spirihould undoubtedly be placed among those novels
that contribute to the ‘literature of matrilineage’ Ronie-Richelle Garcia
Johnson’s contribution to Allende’s studies residesier original approach to
the treatment of women ifihe House of the SpiritsThus, her analysis shows
that in their struggle to dominate space, the womerhe Houseéovercome the
tyranny of patriarchy’ (1994:185).  Equally irvative is Doris Meyer reading
of The House of the SpiritsBasing her analysis on Héléne Cixous and M. M.
Bakhtin’s theories, Meyer approaches Allende’s tet a ‘double-voiced
discourse’ (1990:361) that situates Alba as theni@ant narrative voice’ as well
as incorporating the andocentric voice of Estebamela, which according to
Meyer, ‘is essential to the novel's theme of seliewal and rebirth’il§id) .
Finally, Patricia Hart's boolNarrative Magic in the Fiction of Isabel Allende
becomes an indispensable and excellent refererte tearious readings that the

character of Clara and her clairvoyance may suggBssides, Hart's extensive
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study offers an insightful analysis of Allende’seusf magical realism which she
refers to with as ‘magical feminism’.

Some of the above have been undoubtedly usefubpprbpriated when
examining some of the readers’ responses in tesareh. For example, Gould
Levine’s concept of ‘androgyny’ was helpful trying make sense of readers’
reconciling feelings towards the character of Emtelbrueba. Also the studies
from Rojas, Handelsman, Mora, Gémez Parham or ldssisted me when
analysing readers’ difficulties in coming to termvgh Allende’s representation
of certain characters such as the ‘unconventioiia del Valle. Nonetheless,
what these feminist readings failed to assess weether Allende’s feminism —
mostly embodied in the representation of her wornkaracters — could be
considered an element which may contribute to fwgufarity. This involves
asking what Allende’s women characters signify i@mmen readers. Absences
like this one are addressed by the readerly approtthis thesis.

Besides - and to a lesser extent — some othecalrittork has analysed
the use and appropriation of history in Allende’svels (Cortinez, 1991;
Diamond Nigh, 1995; Boyle, 1995). Verdnica Cor#igestudy intends by
comparing the work of Bernal DiaZ's historia verdadera de la conquista de la
Nueva Espaifiand Allende’sThe House of the Spirite establish a connexion
between both novels. In particular, Cortinez isri@sted in exploring how
through memory the historical events narrated th lbexts are recovered by their
respective first person narrators, Bernal and Al@ortinez concludes that the
use of prolepsis inThe House of the Spiritallows Alba to overcome the
limitations experienced by Bernal or any first mersharrator when facing the

difficult task of ‘recuperar todas las memorias as Imemorias de todos’
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(1991:325) (‘to recover all memories and the messrirom everybody’).
Lynne Diamond-Nigh’s article examines throu@va Lunathe connections
between writing and history particularly in the pheof political activism. To
achieve this, her argument is subdivided withinefithematic clusters which
interrogate Allende’s claims as regards the ‘rettohary possibilities of
literature [or writing] to create and remake |if@995: 29). Catherine Boyle’'s
innovative analysis from a Cultural Studies persipecof The House of the
Spiritsexplores the possible reading frameworks that dwelhmight offer to the
reader. Her analysis concludes that ‘although taekdround is the Chilean
experience, we are denied the possibility of “sgkithat experience as a
historical process’ (1995:111) and therefore thily fiamework within which to
read the novel becomes that of the text itselglated from its context’ijid).
Among the studies above, Boyle’s in particular,eyated a series of stimulating
arguments some of which were of particular intefessthis research given some
of the connections she established between thericsit and Allende’s “real”
readership. This approach led to a rich dialogetveen her findings and my
own with Allende’s “real” readers. Nonethelesd,dadlthe above studies on the
historical fell short in taking on board the sigeaince that the historical element
may carry for Allende’s popularity. In this respethis research seeks to
overcome such shortcoming by re-evaluating the mapce of the use of
historical elements from a readers’ perspective.

Finally, a third cluster of critical work on Alleedfocuses on how within
an intertextual framework the magical realist digse model developed by
Colombian writer Gabriel Garcia MarquezGme Hundred Years of Solitutad

heavily influencedlhe House of the Spiri{g&ntoni, 1988; Urbina 1990; Moore,



Introduction

1994; Keck, 1996). Robert Antoni's essay carefabynsiders what parallels can
be established between Allenddhe House of the Spirisnd Gabriel Garcia
Marquez’'sOne Hundred Years of Solitudé-or such purpose, Antoni exposes
correlations of language, technique, charactersemeats between both family
sagas but concludes that despite any parallelsifoetween both novels, and the
fact thatThe House of the Spiritsnore consciously than unconsciously may
begin as an attempt to rewri@ne Hundred Years of Solitudallende’s text
ends up ‘discover[ing] itself as a unique statemgrf88:25). Nicasio Urbina
and Ray M. Keck philological approaches to Allersdahd Marquez’s texts are
based on a detailed semiological analysis whiclblesaboth critics to draw
together the constants and parallels between latfative discourses. Pamela
Moore’s article compares both texts by employinfgrainist perspective which
ultimately aims at challenging ‘the stability oktleategories of sexual difference
laid out inOne Hundred Years of Solitudaed other canonical texts of magical
realism’ (1994:99). All of these studies have beénelevance for my own
research with readers since some of the reademsimemts equally established
stylistic and thematic parallels between Marqued Aflende. However, this
research advances the critics’ arguments furthemdaling a new perspective to
the Marquez-Allende relationship. This readersipproach will show that the
connections existing between both authors at auséxtevel reveal issues
regarding Allende’s position in the Latin Americaianon as well as her

popularity.
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Originality

While all of the above studies are predominantkg-teased, this research moves
beyond the textual approach to incorporate oth@omant aspects forming part
of the ‘cultural circuit’ (Johnson et al., 2004:38)hese aspects include readers’
experiences reading Allende, the production andswamption of Allende’s
discourses and the readers’ own lives. What tlganms is that although in this
research the focus moves from texts to readersnd#’s writings are not being
neglected, as these constitute important startmigtp to understand readers’
readings and their every day life issues.

This thesis innovates in other ways too. In terofsmethod, it
approaches readers through the under studied alufarm of the reading group
and incorporates a comparative dimension by lookintipe reception of Allende
in two different cultural contexts: the British aBg@anish respectively. The ways
in which Allende is read by a sample of British &yghnish reading groups will
shed light in understanding her popularity, an espé Allende’s consumption
that had always fascinated me. This fascinatiggabédy discovering Allende in
the same way ordinary readers do. What was unusioaligh, about my
readings was the complex transnational nature efpttocess. Allende was a
Latin American woman author, published and widedgd in Spain. She was
also included as a compulsory read in a Latin AcariStudies MA reading list
at the National University of Ireland. Later ondiscovered that Allende’s
inclusion in undergraduate reading lists was commonEnglish speaking
universities but rare or non-existent in Spanisésonl wondered, therefore, how

Allende had achieved such recognition and becom&apular’ in these two
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different cultural contexts. How could the readeperspective of this thesis
throw light on such success? Could my own pledderaxperience reading
Allende similarly illuminate why other readers feltracted towards her work?
Were there any differences or similarities thatldoexplain Allende’s success
cross culturally among readers? British and Spameaders’ responses to
Allende’s texts have helped in answering these tiqpres enabling me to
understand her cross-cultural popularity.

The particular choice of national research contelgsed on my own
experience, also made sense for this particulauigng Spain was the first
European country to publish Allende’s novels arsl,aanative speaker having
ready access to Spanish sources and a degredicdlansight into the culture, it
made sense to set and develop this part of théwieek with Spanish readers.
Similarly, having lived in Britain for the past tgears has equipped me with the
language as well as the cultural knowledge necgssar explore the
particularities of British reception.

As already mentioned, this thesis not only seekdhtow light on what
readers find engaging in Allende’s work. The ap@eal value of this readerly
focus is that it does not necessarily ignore buicessfully incorporates other
aspects — Allende’s novels and public discoursstequally contribute to the

understanding of popularity in Allende.
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Chapter Rationale

This thesis has been structured into nine chaptaisa conclusion that gradually
reveal the different features British and Spanesdiders identified and that are
significant for understanding what constitutes Atle’s popularity.

Chapter one situates this research from a theatetimd methodological
perspective. It critically examines the differaagproaches given to the term
“popular”. It deals with issues surrounding thedurction and consumption of
texts and how Paul Ricoeur’'s hermeneutics becomesfaul tool to throw light
on Allende’s popularity. This chapter also sitgateis research within the wider
tradition of feminist audience research and shows this tradition supported
and informed the various methodological choicesd twmurred throughout the
different stages of this project as shall be saarhapter two.

Chapter two addresses how | found Allende’s reader8ritain and
Spain and how researching readers’ responses émdéls texts was originally
carried out in the form of reading groups. It disges at length the different
methodological implications that reading groupsulgit to the research context
acknowledging their suitability not only in term$ accessing Allende readers
but also as a means of experiencing first handptbeesses they employed in
making sense of her readings. This privileged sxde readers’ interpretations
and emotional responses is the basis of my argunadiniut Allende’s popularity
in later chapters. This chapter then analyses dBritand Spanish groups’
specificity emphasizing the differences and contiesi observed between the
two researched contexts when in the field. Thestenaires supplied to each

reading group also provided valuable insights fodarstanding the rather
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different reading publics which were interpretingefde’s texts. Finally, this
chapter examines the methods | employed to re@aders’ discussions as well
as the tools used to select, edit and interprelemsareadings of Allende.

Chapter three explores Allende’s popularity as atds#ling author in
both Britain and Spain regardless of the ways inciwineaders read her works.
This chapter therefore examines the features thatacterise the British and
Spanish press public discourses about Allende irateampt to evaluate how
‘extra-literary’ factors — factors outside Allendehovels —contribute to her
bestselling status. This chapter also considers hertain socio-historical
contexts facilitated Allende’s initial reception caronsumption in Spain and
finally interrogates the possible causes of Alléa@enbiguous relationship with
the canon and academy in particular in the Spasusktext.

Chapters four, five and six share Allende’s treatir@d character as an
underlying common theme. This feature has not bg®sen random)ybut
responds to the prominence this aspect equallyivesteacross British and
Spanish readers. Chapter four thus analyses ffexedit aspects British and
Spanish readers identified as generally appeahngliende’s characterization
without singling out any particular character. also examines the various
degrees of involvement readers experienced withackers and finally considers
readers’ comments in relation to Allende’s centahale characterization as
well as women readers’ exploration of new subjédls. Whereas chapter four
highlights issues which are of a more general eaand relevant to the vast array
of Allende’s characters, chapters five and six eom@ate on those specific
characters which British and Spanish readers chosdiscuss during their

meetings.
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In chapter five then, | examine readers’ respotsélse specific fictional
characters of Esteban Trueba and Clara del ValldhenHouse of the Spiritand
Eliza Sommers inDaughter of Fortune These are all main characters in
Allende’s novels with the exception of Colonel Este Garcia inrhe House of
the Spiritswho particularly intrigued one men only readingugy.

Chapter six is entirely devoted to examining fentaers’ response®
Allende as a “character” in her autobiographicateid?aula. As well as in the
previous two chapters, the abundance of mater@luymed by the three groups
that readPaula was sufficient to dedicate an entire chapter taassaround
characterisation in this work. As in chapter fisgpmen readers keep on
exploring and interrogating their own subjectistighrough processes of
identification/dis-identification.  This time tholg Isabel Allende herself
becomes their reference point to identify/dis-idgnmainly in her role as
mother and wife. IrPaulathese processes occur more directly encouraged by
the sense of intimacy the author has managed &keceanong her readers. This
is possible given the autobiographical undertores ook presents and that
readers recognise partly through other “extraditgr accounts that confirm and
sustain Allende’s “realistic’ images iRaula This chapter also shows how
Paula offered readers a space to speculate about thE Abande, so its final
part discusses with specific examples (a radionwd®s, internet sources and
book blurbs) issues that were already noted antysew in chapter three in
relation to mediations of Allende’s personal imag®hat the overall analysis of

readers’ responses to characterization ultimatelgks is to assess how the

! Members in the two British groups and one Spamjglup who discussefaula were all
women. It is for this reason that in this instaitcie possible to generalise and refer to women
readers only. Detailed gender breakdown of themgavill be found in chapter two.
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different elements readers highlighted about tleatudre have contributed to
answer the main question on Allende’s popularity.

Chapter seven signifies a thematic break fromhheetprevious chapters.
In this chapter | examine what British and Spamsaders understand as the
historical and ‘magical’ elements in Allende’s ntsze As with characterization,
these two features were discussed across mossiBrand Spanish reading
groups and in this sense they have not been chadgé&ctriminately but as a
result of careful examination of readers’ responsHss chapter thus argues that
British and Spanish readers value the historical &ppraising Allende’s
narratives as “truth”, but more importantly for fiiiang the act of reading itself
under an ‘ideology of instruction and self-imprownti (Long, 1987:319). This
chapter also reveals how the ‘magical’ — or theenititerary” magical realism -
in The House of the Spiritsecomes an element of contention for British and
Spanish groups. British readers generally concigémagical’ as an obstacle
for the historical processes to take place andeadbr of generic expectations,
whereas Spanish are more ready to accept thatwmids — the historical and
‘magical’'— can coexist as part of the same realithis chapter finally explores
how these two distinctive ways of making sense hed tmagical’ may be
influenced by the cultural specificity of both raseh contexts. As in previous
chapters, both the historical and the ‘magical’ beeng analysed as features
readers identified and that may contribute to usideding Allende’s popularity.

Chapter eight examines readers’ responses in oeldb the features
characteristic of Allende’s “literary” discoursdt highlights the significance of
British and Spanish readers’ attempts at situathtignde within the Latin

American “literary” tradition of theboom The chapter explores how the
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connection readers establish between Allende andri€aGarcia Marquez’s
magical realist discourse may boost Allende’s paptyl by locating her work
within Literature or “high” culture although Spahiseaders’ responses also
suggest that the use of magical realism obstrutlende’s accessibility — an
element that is further discussed in chapter nirla. addition, this chapter
displays a series of associations British readstabéshed between Allende and
other British authors such as Angela Carter, Chabéckens and Louis de
Berniéres. These connections underline the cort@sxsurrounding the
reception of Allende’s texts but ultimately serve mechanisms for British

readers to ascertain Allende’s “literary” status.

Chapter nine focuses on the different “literaryaftng features British
and Spanish readers identified as characterist&llehde’s writing style. This
chapter thus infers from the readers’ selectionten®e’s attractions and
detractions as a writer. These in turn shed saoghe dnto the understanding of
her popularity.

The concluding chapter of this thesis presentsvanadl evaluation of all
the dialogues British and Spanish readers estadlishth Allende’s novels and
which constitute the basis of this research. Hyudhis chapter discusses
whether it is possible to reveal Allende’s “formeilaof success within the
specific cultural contexts of the British and Sglnieading groups who took part

in this research.
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Chapter One
Why is Isabel Allende so “Popular’? Theoretical

Elaborations on the Research Question

Introduction

This chapter seeks to situate this research franearetical and methodological
perspective. It begins by critically examining wihs understood by the term
“popular” and how the different aspects considarey relate and be used to
understand Allende’s and her novels’ popularityhisTchapter also examines
how Paul Ricoeur's hermeneutics, with a special l@sf® on reading, are
relevant and useful to the study of Allende’s papity as well as how it
complements the ‘cultural circuit’ approach to protion and consumption of
texts.

This chapter offers an overview of the most sigaifit developments in
the history of audience research and how in pdaticien Ang’s Watching
‘Dallas’ (1985) and Janice RadwayReading the Romand&984) have been a
source of inspiration and contribution to the présesearch. Finally, it pays
attention to the feminist approach(es) adoptetiimresearch and its significance

for the analysis of readers’ readings.
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Chapter 1: Theoretical Elaborations on the Rese@rakstion

Exploring the Term “Popular”

Defining the “popular” in general, as well as thmopular” in Allende, is
a complex task since as McCraken puts it: ‘the woogular has a long and
contested history, which is reflected in the wordeanging meaning over the
last three hundred years’ (1998:19-20). Despisehseries of conceptual shifts
in the recent history of the term, perhaps theucally dominant meaning
attached to the “popular” is one that highlights @Gommercial or quantitative
nature. Products become “popular” because ‘massgeople listen to them,
buy them, read them, consume them, and seem tg tmgm to the full’ (Hall,
1981:231). Yet this approach to the “popular” béen been used by cultural
critics as a negative one, since it signifies tebatement of culture as large
numbers of people have access to cultural prodhatsare imposed from above,
transforming them into passive consumers. It isamby an ‘inauthentic form of
culture’ (Hollows, 2000:26) but also a ‘debased’nfoof culture consumed by
‘debased numbers of people’ (Hall, 1981:232). &esi the commercial or
quantitative nature of the “popular” is riddled Wwitontradictions. Authors such
as Shakespeare, Dickens or Melville who duringrthiene were considered
“popular”, are currently valued as among the highehievements of literary
skill. If we consider contemporary authors suchGabriel Garcia Marquez
whose bestselling status during the 1980s in thdlEBas not dampened down
his canonical status and his place within the atgdéSanchez-Palencia 1997:
21).

This commercial definition of the “popular”, althgiu pertinent to
Allende since her fiction sells millions of copiaad subsequently is read by

millions of people around the world, is nonetheliesglequate as the only means
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Chapter 1: Theoretical Elaborations on the Rese@rakstion

to describe her success. This definition undedstapopularity, here mass
fiction, only in terms of one moment in the ‘culiircircuit’ (Johnson et al.,

2004:38): its commercialised production. This défm, however, takes no
account of the moment of the text itself, of theatfwes that intrinsically

characterise Allende’s novels and that helped conreaders to her texts or to
the author. Against this, | would argue for a digibn which incorporates every
moment in the ‘cultural circuit’ even when my focisson readers. All of the
aforementioned features are responsible for grgsgie popularity Allende’s

works have achieved.

Other approaches of the “popular’ need to be censdl to fully
understand what Allende’s popularity might signifyfThe “popular” has also
been defined as opposed to “high” and equated Waw” cultural forms.
According to Anthony Easthope (1991) this distiontibetween “popular” as
opposed to “high” originated in f7century Britain where ‘the “polite” and
“proper” values of the gentry aimed to dominate ‘tdgarity” of the “common
people™ (1991:75). This split has been preseraad further theorised in the
20" century (Leavis, 1932; Fiedler 1975). Howeveratvheeds to be stressed is
that this relation between “popular’” and “low” istra static one since ‘popular
forms become enhanced in cultural value while [.tHeos cease to have high
cultural value, and are appropriated into the papulHall, 1981:234).
According to Hall, these constructs change ‘fromriqee to period’ and are
sustained by a series of ‘institutional processasich assign value to certain
practices and classify them accordinglyid). Although Hall's words confirm
the fragility surrounding the “high”/ “popular” digte, this distinction has equally

sustained the stylistic separation between “higis’ ‘{difficult” or aesthetically
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Chapter 1: Theoretical Elaborations on the Rese@rakstion

superior) and “popular” (as the “easy” or obvioud)his in turn perpetuates the
split between what is considered Literature or thierary” and “popular”
genres. The result is that Literature or the réitg” is held to occupy a
privileged position, outside or above ideology, ve@s “popular” fiction is
simply supposed to naturalise ideological discahge to the use of formulaic
structures (Radford, 1986). An important questibat emerges is whether
British and Spanish readers position Allende iratreh to this dichotomy and
whether Allende’s popularity is dependant on susftdly crossing these
boundaries.

A third set of meanings attached to the “populaefines it as ‘the
culture, mores, customs and folkways of the “thepbe’ [...] what defines
“their distinctive way of life” (Hall, 1981:234).However, this conception does
not fully resolve the question of the “popular” @@according to Hall it reduces
itself to offering an inventory of what is “popular not, but fails to engage with
the tensions that emerge ‘between what belongset@eéntral domain of elite or
dominant culture and the culture of the “periph&iyid). In other words, a
definition of the “popular” needs to look at it ‘assite of struggle, a place where
conflicts between dominant and subordinate groups @layed out, and
distinctions between the cultures of these groupsantinually constructed and
deconstructed’ (Hollows, 2000:27). This approachhe “popular” is indebted
to Gramsci’s theories which clearly ‘stressed thieatinic quality of culture as a
site for negotiation and contestation between $agiaups vying for power’
(Labanyi, 2002: 17). John Fiske (2001) similarlgwes that ‘a text that is to be
made into popular culture must, then, contain kbéforces of domination and

the opportunities to speak against them, the oppiies to oppose or evade
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them from subordinated, but not totally disempowepmsitions’ (1989:25).
Moreover, and within this ‘site of struggle’, Hatgues that there is a tendency
to equate ‘popular culture’ to ‘working class cuétu Further, and following a
more encompassing approach incorporating gendespulpr’ can also be
associated to women’s cultures themselves divigedldss. However, as Hall
argues, any of these associations form a compleaf selationships where there
is not a clear-cut ‘one-to-one relationship betwaerass — [or/and gender] - and
a particular form or practice’ (Hall, 1981: 238A\ccording to Hall certain class
and gender categories and the “popular” ‘are deegbfted but are not absolutely
interchangeable’ilgid).

Since these approaches to the “popular” are abeaders’ everyday
lives, my question is whether certain features derde’s novels such as
characters and themes become salient to partigtdaips of readers such as the
women participating in the reading groups. Aretaiar women characters
offering women readers the possibility of adoptivayv subject positions? Could
the adoption of new subject positions be empowefimghese women readers
and their everyday lives? Could the theme(s) amdtens which are for
example mobilised irPaula be meaningful for the women readers’ everyday
lives? Or simply by making use of historical refezes is Allende able to
empower women with little formal education suchsame of the women in the
Spanish reading groups? Are any of these feaaméshe importance they have
among specific groups of readers and their everlidag what makes Allende so
“popular’?

Given the prominence and significance that womee&lers’ everyday

lives attains in this research, | realise that mnifést approach would be a
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productive means of understanding readers’ resgongseAllende and her
writings. Some of the basic features that | comisiélevant within this feminist
approach(es) is to examine the ways the women read¢he groups related to
Allende and her writings. Not only this, but alsdevant is to interrogate how
Allende deals with gender relations in her writiraged more importantly, how
readers — including men — make sense of them. {Hkiss me to consider
whether Allende is a feminist writer or not, andlife is, in which sense.

As for my stance as a feminist scholar, | identifiyh those post modern
perspectives in which the feminist scholar findssk# ‘wandering on both sides
of the boundary that separates fan from criticof@n, 1994: 15). This position
has been labelled as ‘fragmented’ (Brunsdon, 1883)omadic’ (Brown, 1994).
As Brown further suggest in her study of womenitajkabout soap opera, the
critic’s position ‘crosses boundaries between #@asation of herself from other
women and the alliance of herself with other womg994:15-16). In the
context of this research this will imply my own rdgication with some of issues
the women in the groups discussed in connectiofllande’s texts as well as
instances where my position as a feminist academakes me take an analytical
stance. This fragmentation is the result of acteatling positions where both
readers and researchers’ subjectivities are ridalddcontradictions.

Moreover, this gendered approach to readers anditivelvement with
Allende’s texts has to be understood as a changsitign and not as an essential
one. As Mary Ellen Brown suggests ‘the reader doest interpret from a
position that is clearly defined and stable. Rattles subject (person) changes
over time and according to the multiple influenegh which she or he comes in

contact’ (1994:14). As a result, the use of gemagegories such as “woman” or
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“women” is regarded as problematic in this researSbme feminist critics such
as Judith Butler (1990) have argued that ‘the wetyject of women is no longer
understood in stable or abiding terms [...] and theneery little agreement after
all on what it is that constitutes, or ought to siitate the category of women’
(1990:1). The term “woman” or “women” does notnegent a common identity
but is produced by the complex intersection of gates such as class, age,
ethnicity, religion or sexuality. Therefore, i$ impossible to separate out
“gender” from the political and cultural intersexts in which it is invariably
produced and maintained’ (Butler 1990: 3). Fos tt@ason and by employing
the term “woman”/ “women” throughout, | do not inteto generalise to all,
either British or Spanish “women” (men) who pagpaied in this research.
Nonetheless, some of the social discourses invadwetimediated by the social
categories mentioned above may relate to manyefmbimen involved in this
project. For the present, however, this study withploy a non-essentialist
understanding of “woman”/ “women” but will continue use these categories
since they still ‘have a currency in our cultured dnstorical moment’ ( Brown,
1994:14).

What this account of the various approaches tdgbpular” suggests is
that each approach foregrounds production, texeaders and their lives. This
thesis adopts a readerly approach which also takesunt of production and
text. It is only by this means that the questidrAbende’s popularity can be
answered. This in turn implies that finding oubabAllende’s popularity will
equally involve asking readers about their readexperiences - without
neglecting Allende’s novels - as well as an analysf the production of

Allende’s discourses surrounding her public repreg@n. Nonetheless, this
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readerly approach to popularity requires a closek lat the complexity of the
actual reading itself. For this reason, Paul Riceehermeneutics and theories
of reading will be used for deepening our undeditamof key issues on reading

and readership.

What is Involved in Reading?

Within the cultural studies tradition, any text ‘stube understood within
particular material conditions [...]. These are oftéentified in terms of a
‘circuit’ made up of the different stages of protlog, text and reader’ (Gray
2003:13-14). This means that ‘the text must ben se® both a product of
particular social, cultural and historical conditsoand as agent in circulation’
(ibid). This approach to cultural processes has beelviag and developing
from models such as Stuart Hall's (1980) televisuadmmunication
encoding/decoding to Richard Johnson’s (1996) motleliltural production and
consumption (Johnson et al., 2004:37).

Hall’'s seminal work on encoding/decoding marked iportant shift
towards the undermining of audiences as passivesucoars. What is
particularly relevant here, in Hall's model, is thaterest he developed in
understanding how readers/viewers actively madsesehthe encoded meanings
offered by a particular media programme. Hall’'s@ept of ‘preferred readings’
was also crucial in examining the processes useckdyers/viewers to produce
meanings, although this approach assumed thaeite ultimately, ‘proffered’
its meaning, (Fiske, 2001: 145-146) privilegingtaer readings. Nonetheless, as

Hall argued the encoding may ‘pre-fer but canna@spribe or guarantee’ the

22



Chapter 1: Theoretical Elaborations on the Rese@rakstion

decoding since the former ‘will have the effecttohstructing some of the limits
and parameters within which decodings will operdt¢all, 1980: 135). This
initial model, then, developed into the theory afticulation’ (Hall, 1986) in
which the text ‘speaks’ its meanings but does moitrol reader’s responses, as
the reader’s social situation is also central sopitoduction of meaning (Fiske,
2001: 146). What this means according to Hallhigt tthere must be ‘some
degree of reciprocity between encoding and decodingents’ to successfully
communicate messages. However, such correspondsncenstructed, ‘a
product of an articulation between two distinct nemts’ where the encoding
cannot secure which decodings viewers will use I[(H&I80: 136). Hall further
identifies ‘three hypothetical positions from whidecodings of a televisual
discourse may be constructedbid). The first position is ‘the dominant-
hegemonic position’ which is assumed by the probess broadcasters and
articulated through the professional code (Stot®99:78). The second position
is ‘the negotiated coder position’ which will be adopted by most viewensd
where the decoding ‘contains a mixture of adapéd oppositional elements’
(Hall 1980:137). This means that the ‘televisuatdurse is negotiated through
and in terms of the situated conditions of the @eéwStorey 1999: 78). The
third position is ‘the oppositional code’ and ‘iscnipied by the viewer who
recognises the preferred code of the televisuaodise but who none the less
chooses to decode within an alternative framefefeace’ (bid).

Johnson’s approach to the ‘circuit’ illustratestttadl cultural products go

through the moments shown in the following diagr@gdohnson et al., 2004: 37):
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C: Text B:
Production
D: Reading A: Everyday
life: E

Moreover, Johnson argues that ‘all cultural prdsiud...] require to be
produced, but the conditions of their productionnres be inferred by
scrutinising them as “texts™ [...] we have to undarsl specific conditions of
consumption or reading (1996:583). In this respéahnson’s model represents
an advance to Hall since in his ‘circuit’ conditionof production and
consumption were neglected. In Hall's approa&hftitus stayed in the ways in
which meaning(s) was produced by both the professi@ncoders and the
audience receiving the message(s). Following om fdmhnson, the ‘cultural
circuit’ also grants every day life the ‘startingipt’ as well as the ‘end point or
result of the process’ (Johnson et al., 2004: 3¥hat this means is that any text
is intertwined with our everyday lives. Most impontly though, is the fact that

this approach is not just restricted to culturaldggs and according to Johnson
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(2004) ‘resembles some basic principles of hermice{2004: 38). It is within
these parameters that Paul Ricoeur’s ‘arc’ compigsnand expands the cultural
studies ‘circuit’.

For this thesis, Ricoeur’'s writings and argumerasehbeen useful in
mapping out the intricate relationships that emeérigetween author, texts and
readers’ responses in this research. Nonethelbiss framework was never
intended as a superseding theoretical perspeatias part of the methodological
approach to this thesis as a whole. It was coeceiliowever, as a supplement
to the cultural studies ‘cultural circuit’ with @ecial emphasis on reading. Thus,
to understand how this framework has assisted m#anprocess of thinking
through the different connections between authext &nd readers, a succinct
summary of Ricoeur’s theories on reading becomezssary as well as its
contribution to the ‘cultural circuit'.

Ricoeur distinguishes three moments in the ‘arc mimesis or
representation’ (Johnson et al., 2004: 247) whiemaémes mimesisl, mimesis2
and mimesis3 (Ricoeur, 1984:53). Mimesisl corredpoto the ‘stage of
practical experienceilfid), that is, human ‘living, acting and sufferingpi@) or
what within the cultural studies circuit correspsrd any reader’s everyday life.
This moment or stage, also referred as ‘prefigonatby Ricoeur, is necessary
insofar as the representation of human ‘livingirecaind suffering’ by authors to
give it to readers ‘who receive it and thereby geatheir acting’ ipid) is only
possible by the existence of prior human living engnce. In Ricoeur's own
words: ‘to imitate or represent action is firsgp@understand what human acting

IS, in its semantics, its symbolic system, its temapty’ (ibid, 64).
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The second moment, mimesis2 or ‘configuration’ adew to Ricoeur
constitutes the ‘pivot of this analysis as [...] iems up the world of the plot and
institutes [...] the literariness of the work of li#gure’ (bid, 53). The role of
mimesis2 consists of ‘constructing the mediatiotwieen time and narrative by
demonstrating emplotment’'s mediating role in thenetic process’ibid, 54).
This means that ‘configuration’ places its emphasishe world of the text itself
and on the different ways in which the human ‘lgjimcting and suffering’ have
been represented under a particular ‘schema’ oregehich in turn ‘structure
readers’ expectations and aid them in recogniznegformal rule, the genre, or
the type exemplified by the narrated stoipid, 76).

The moment that interests me most within Ricoelars’, is mimesis3
since it ‘marks the intersection between the woflthe text and the world of the
listener or the reader [...]' (1988:159). During Bymrocess, the ‘configuration’
of the text is transformed into ‘refigurationbid, 159). Within the ‘refiguration’
moment or mimesis3 itself, Ricoeur identifies threading moments alongside
‘three neighbouring, yet distinct, disciplines’:

(1) the strategy as concocted by the author amettgid toward the
reader; (2) the inscription of this strategy withan literary
configuration; and (3) the response of the readasidered either
as a reading subject or as the receiving publi8g§11%50).

Ricoeur’s first reading moment corresponds to tmalysis of ‘the
techniques by means of which a work is made comcalie’ rather than ‘the
alleged creation process of the work’ (1988:16(jhis moment would ‘fall
within the field of rhetoric, inasmuch as rhetogoverns the art by means of
which orators aim at persuading their listenerst duthe same time and by

bringing authorial strategies to the forefront Rigbis by no means ‘denying the

semantic autonomy of the text’ (Ricoeur in Vald&891:390) The second
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moment focuses rather on the textual strategied byethe author, that is,
Allende’s ‘strategies of persuasion’ or Allende’ays of writing (Ricoeur, 1988:
159) which can in turn be identified by her readerShe relevance of this
moment though resides in the readers’ respongbe tetratagems of the implied
author? (ibid, 167) and here is where Ricoeur’s theory of regditoves into a
‘phenomenology to explore the multiple ways in wWhe work [...] affectsthe
reader’ (bid, 398-9) at an individual level. In this sense regds presented by
Ricoeur as a ‘dialectic’ that allows the existencé dialogues between
reader/author which ‘make reading experiénce vivea truly vital experience’
(1988:169). This ‘truly vital experience’ that Ricoeusrreferring to corresponds
to the intersection between Allende’s world and wwld of the readers. This
relationship is understood not only in terms of headers respond differently to
the same texts, but also in terms of how readekemeeanings of the text and
relate them to their own lives, that is, a ‘phenapolegical psychology of
reading’ according to Ricoeur (1988:167). Thergehheen partial moves to
acknowledge this phenomenological psychology oflirea in some feminist
audience studies (Ang 1985, Radway 1984). As dwhasal (2004) explain this
would consist of ‘'some account of the significant¢éhe world of the text in the
world of the reader and also the reader’'s own agfins of these features to
their own lives’ (2004:252).

In the context of this thesis, a close connectietwben the moments of
Ricoeur’s theory and this thesis’ structure cares&blished. Chapters two and

three address two important moments within Riceergading process. Chapter

% These ‘stratagems’ include concepts such as ‘rsadencretization of places of indeterminacy’
since the text is always incomplete (Ricoeur, 19887), the ‘wandering viewpoint’, that is, ‘a
continual interplay between modified expectationsl &ransformed memoriesib{d, 168) and
finally readers’ search of coherence in an atteimfamiliarize the unfamiliarifid, 169).
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two concentrates on the specificity of the Briteid Spanish reading groups’
publics. What this chapter does is to establighilarities and differences
between specific reading publics - British and Sganeading groups — and how
such specificity may affect their response to Adle’s texts from a collective
rather than individual basis. According to Ricqazompetent readers constitute
themselves as such by participating ‘in the sedisterexpectations of the
general reading public’ (1988:167). Chapter thwaethe other hand deals with
some aspects of Allende’s authorial strategies wedlsas those of her publishers
— whose purpose is to make her work reach poterg@aers who, persuaded by
such strategies, finally buy and read her novEllowing on from this, chapters
four to nine focus rather on the features iderdiftey readers as the textual
strategies employed by the author, Allende’s ‘styas of persuasion’ (Ricoeur,
1988: 159) or Allende’s ways of writing. Also teeshapters analyse the
production or dialogues that exist between the favof the text’ and the ‘world
of the reader’ situated within Allende’s novels atie British and Spanish

readers respectively.

From Theory to Research: From Encoding/Decoding tthe ‘Nationwide’

Audience

It was David Morley’s study oithe ‘Nationwide’ Audiencél980) that engaged
with Hall's theoretical framework and tested his dab granting viewers an
active role. Morley’'s groundbreaking move was taraine the decoding
processes made a “real” but socially structuredesnog. Nevertheless, this first

move by Morley to grant audiences an interpretatstatus had its own

28



Chapter 1: Theoretical Elaborations on the Rese@rakstion

limitations.  In a critical postscript to his diy Morley acknowledged under
‘semiological problems’ first the tendency to pmséthe message or preferred
meaning rather than ‘understanding the productibmeaning’ (1992: 120).
Second he highlighted the shortcomings broughtrmgetstanding the decoding
as ‘a single act of reading’ rather than as ad$girocesses’ that could involved
‘attentiveness, relevance or comprehension [...Jafemgle audience member in
front of the screen’ilfid, 121). Thirdly, Morley recognised the problems
emerging by employing the concept of ‘preferreddne@ for the analysis of
texts ‘outside the realm of news/documentary/curedfairs’, that is, how this
concept could be understood within other genre$ siscthe soap operaid,
122). Alongside the ‘semiological problems’ tiNationwide research also
presented several ‘sociological problems’ (Morl®@2: 125). Ann Gray noted
the ‘contrived setting’ (Gray, 2003: 131) of theewing since this did not take
place within the domestic environment of the vieweMorley equally identified
that there was an ‘overemphasis’ in dealing withssl as structural factor
whereas age, ethnicity and gender were not traatedch a systematic way as
class was (Morley, 1992:125). Despite the limitias of Morley’s study, his
early work following on from Hall's encoding/decodi model is essential to
understand ‘cultural consumption as a structuredl stuated practice’ (Storey,
1999: 81). The following sections therefore préseselection of audience-led
cultural consumption studies which | found relevand have contributed to
situate theoretically as well as empirically my osesearch. | begin by critically
assessing the importance of two classic studies: AngWatching Dallasand
Janice RadwafReading the RomanceThe abiding interest of these studies does

not only lay with their innovative approaches tai@aces but more importantly
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for how they deal with the complex question of dapty which is at the core of

this research with Allende’s readers.

a) len Ang: Watching ‘Dallas’: Soap Opera and the Melodramatic

Imagination

Ang’s research oallas (1985) became a source of inspiration for my own o
Allende’s readers for several reasons. To begth,wAng’s study was audience
led by exploringDallas’ popularity through the letters of Dutch fans. Tées
letters came mostly from ‘girls or women’, excequh three out of the forty-two
replies received, which were from ‘boys or men’§3910). This highlighted
the gendered nature of her study which in turrAed to examine politically and
from a feminist perspective whether watchiBgllas was good or bad for
women (1985:118). Nonetheless, what mostly intedesme from Ang’s
research was how she approacbBadlas’ popularity by focusing on the complex
aspect of pleasure. Ang’s concern with pleasuce Her to understand her
viewers’ responses which, in some cases, and desmknowledging the
unrealistic nature dDallas, showed how they emotionally engaged with the ups
and downs of the Ewing family. This is what Andereed to as ‘emotional
realism’ (1985:41) since what viewers recognisedraal” in Dallas was not
adequate knowledge of the world but a subjectiveeggnce of it, that is, a
‘structure of feeling’ ipid, 45). Ang's ‘structure of feeling’ has become
particularly useful in this research since it eedbme to understand readers’
engagement with Allende’s characters and theiuonstances as shall be seen in
chapters four, five and six. Not only this, Angisalysis further explored how

women viewers' melodramatic identifications witiDallas’ characters
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encouraged them to fantasise and explore new subgsitions which may be
considered risky to adopt in the “real” world. Fhaxploration of new subject
positions was also significant in this researcleesin helped me making sense of
some of the women readers’ responses to Allendeaina as shall be seen in

chapter six.

b) Janice Radway:Reading the Romance

Radway’s publication oReading the Romand&984) became a unique source
of inspiration for my own research with Allende’'saders. Radway’s initial
main goal was to find suitable means to analyset Wk& elements made a
‘good’ or ‘bad’ romance according to its “real” ceas. In other words, what
makes romance(s) popular. To achieve this, Radaygproached her study
combining textual analysis as well as the integirehs which romance fans
made of the texts. Before exploring the textuaktdees as well as the women
readers’ responses to the romances they chosgndicgint part of Radway’s
project also considered the importance of ‘the @sses and strategies of
romance publication and marketing’ (Gray, 2003: )13%Although Radway
acknowledges that the popularity of romances iglypaue to sophisticated
selling techniques she still argued for engagintdp \guestions relating to ‘what a
romanceis for the woman who buys and reads it. To know, that must know
what romance readers make of the words they find page’ (1987:11). For my
own research, this analysis within the ‘social amaterial situation within which
romance reading occurs’ (Radway, 1997: 70) maderenbse that Allende’s

‘celebritisation’ (Evans, 2005) alongside the disses surrounding her public
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representation were vital in trying to understamal popularity as well as the
readers responses to her novels.

Another key element in Radway’s research was th#oeation of the
‘conditions organising women’s private lives whitkewise contribute to the
possibility of regular romance reading’ (Radway,97970). In this sense,
Radway recognised that a clear distinction neededbet made between the
significance of the act of reading in itself and ttontent of the texts encountered
by her readers. Radway’s separation between thefaeading and the texts
read made me consider how British and Spanish readsadings of Allende
may have been mediated or influenced by the diftesecial conditions in which
British and Spanish reading groups were organissgerctively and the impact
this may have upon their interpretations of Allesdxts as it shall be seen
throughout the thesis.

What | also found fascinating was how Radway'’s ysialalso provided
with an explanation between the ‘intense need §hathton women felt] to be
nurtured and cared for despite their universalntléo being happily married’
(Radway 1997: 72) and how not only the act of negdomances but also their
content as texts seemed to redress the needs wwsen felt.  Thus, in
searching for a means to explain how particulairdgsvere satisfied by reading
romances, Radway turned to Nancy Chodorow’s psydighac theories.
According to Radway, these were particularly uséfdause they could explain
‘the twin objects of desire underlying romance reggdthat is, the desire for the
nurturance represented and promised by the prealedipther and for the power
and autonomy associated with the oedipal fathbid). Although my analysis

did not incorporate Chodorow’s theories to the eixteat Radway’s did, it did
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nonetheless examined the role reading groups play€ethurturing” women
readers, especially in the Spanish context as Baalken later on in the thesis.
Another influential aspect of Radway’s research Wwaw she organised
and conducted her fieldwork with her romance remadeRadway employed
guestionnaires, individual interviews and groupcdssions among thirty odd
women in an American town she called ‘Smithton’.h&¥was mostly attractive
from Radway’s approach was how she listened to wkatreaders had to say
about their readings and how their comments infolrfmer analytical framework
without any theoretical perspective being imposedfthe top. In other words,
her ethnographic approach to reading was immengalyable for my own
because it did not assert to produce truth or keadgeé but rather gave salient
insights into the reasons why romance reading wasestral to the lives of the
Smithton women. Thus, what was significant of Ragw ethnographic take on
reading was how her method(s) of enquiry facildate ‘less hierarchical and
more personal research environment’ (Brown 1994:14)Nonetheless, and
despite her innovative approach to readers, as Badater recognised in her
new introduction to the English edition Beading the Romand&erso, 1987),
her research had fallen short in the way she eixelysfocused on gender and
neglected other sociological variables as well@s these would ‘intersect with
gender to produce varying, even conflicting engag@s with the romance
form’ (1987: 69). Equally unsatisfactory was Raglisa ‘political
recommendations and conclusions’ (Van Zoonen, 20@2). What this meant
was that Radway'’s approach was failing to bridgeiféssm and romance reading
since ‘Radway the researcher, is a feminist motch romance fan; the Smithton

women, the researched, are romance reademsameminists’ ( Ang, 1998:526).
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In other words, Radway perpetuated a constructiomomance reading and
feminism ‘as mutually exclusive’ by situating thenfinist researcher in a
position where ‘it is neither possible nor necegdar resort to the vicarious
fulfilment of romantic desires’ (Van Zoonen, 20042). Moreover, and
according to Ang, what Radway’'s analysis also regle was ‘any careful
account of thepleasurablenessf the pleasure of romance reading’ (1998:527),
that is, Radway became ‘preoccupied with its [pleaseffects rather than its
mechanisms’ ibid, 528) ultimately failing to see its empowering eeffs for

women in their everyday livesb{d, 530).

Cultural Consumption in Context(s): Audiences and Their Everyday Lives

Despite the fact that Ang and Radway’s projectsehaeen the most influential
to the theoretical and empirical developments ofawy research, in particular
for their insights into the popularity questidhere are also a number of studies
which have been equally significant part to the arsthnding of audiences.
Whereas Ang and Radway looked at how their vieweardsreaders appropriated
and made use oDallas and romances respectively, other approaches have
shifted the emphasis to the context(s) of the ano#ien their everyday lives. In
other words, ‘rather than begin with a cultural tte@nd show how people
appropriate and make it meaningful [...] a focus be tontexts of media
consumption show how these constrain the ways irctwhppropriation and
meaning can take place’ (Storey, 1999:121). Irs ttespect, Morley’s
limitations in Nationwide resulted in a move from a study of the decoding

processes to that of the viewing context whereethghasis rested in examining
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the ‘context and social practice associated withuter forms’ (Gray, 2003, 132-
33). This was the focus of his research prokenily Television1986) where
he brought together what has been considered aeparovinces of different
disciplinary approaches —how television is intetgde (literary/semiological
approaches) and how television is used (sociolbgagproaches) (Storey,
1999:113). InFamily TelevisionMorley was able to ‘demonstrate the ways in
which the cultural consumption of television alwagsolves much more than
isolated individuals making particular interpredas of specific programmes
[...] it is above all a social practiceib{d, 114). Among the studies which
further developed Morley's approach was Ann Grayisleo Playtime: The
Gendering of a Leisure Technolo@#992). Gray's study sought to understand
how women made use of the VCR (video cassette decpin their homes and
was able to successfully combine research areashwiad been kept separate
such as ‘home-based leisure, audience studiegjalegnalysis and domestic
technology’ (Storey, 1999:116). Such interdiscipty methodology became
necessary since Gray realised while conducting ilterviews that the uses
women made of the VCR were closely intertwined wdtfierent areas of the
women’s lives such as domestic labour (Gray, 20i8.1 Moreover, Gray
reached interesting conclusions regarding the gerglef technology in the
form of the VCR although she was careful not tbffad essentialist explanations
regarding masculine and feminine modes of viewiSbe clearly stated that both
masculine and feminine modes of viewing should kplaned ‘within the
domestic context and the social relations of powhich appear to prevail’

(1992:126).
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Likewise Morley and Gray studies, the work of Dutokdia theorist Joke
Hermes (1995)Reading Women’'s Magazinesaimed to ‘understand how
women’s magazines are read [...] that readers amdupers of meaning rather
than cultural dopes of the media institutions’ (899). However, and unlike
previous studies done with women’s magazines, Herargued for ‘a more
postmodern view, in which respect rather than confe.] would have a central
place’ (bid, 1). From such position, she tried ‘to reconstthetdiffuse genre or
set of genres that is called women’s magazines [andhow they become
meaningful exclusively through the perception a@itlieaders’ipid, 6). Hermes
further argued that ‘texts acquire meaning onlthm interaction between readers
and texts and that analysis of the text on its @amnever enough to reconstruct
these meaningsilid, 10). As John Storey (1999) explains, Hermes’sisagmt
contribution of her work consists in ‘*having brokeecisively with an approach
to cultural analysis in which the researcher iss@t the need to establish first
the substantive meaning of a text or texts and timem audience may or may not
read the text to make this meaning’ (1999:123).

Research projects such as those of Morley, GrayHarthes — although
they did not offer insights into the popularity gtien as Ang and Radway did -
moved me to consider the importance of Allendeadezs’ everyday lives that
is, how meaning(s) is produced in the specific egnof the reading groups and
how the meaning(s) generated through reading Adehdlped in particular

British and Spanish women readers to make sende @veryday lives.
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Conclusion

This chapter has situated this research within ttheoretical framework of
feminist audience studies as well as cultural sidh general. This framework
has been motivated by the shift in emphasis oaayimiithin feminist audience-
led research where a move from text to viewer andéader has become
necessary to critically understand the popularitgny text, as seen in the case of
Ang and Radway’s studies. Both studies have iedpithis research with
Allende’s readers as well as highlighted that Adle's popularity is impossible
to explain by means of textual analysis only. Tdhapter has also revealed that
in order to make sense of Allende’s readers’ respsro her novels, an insight
into what is involved in reading any text is neededhus, by considering
Ricoeur's approaches to reading, this chapter hswmbkshed that an
understanding of Allende’s popularity — followingn ofrom the working
definitions of the “popular’- requires an exploaatiof the relationship between

production, text(s), readers and readers’ everyidasy.
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Chapter Two
Researching Readers: From Reading to Negotiating Me

Identities

Introduction

This chapter presents the main methods used toucbritie research with
Allende’s readers and it is overall informed by ttieoretical approaches
discussed in chapter one.

It discusses in detail how | found potential Allengtaders in Britain and
Spain as well as what kind of methodological imgtions the use of reading
groups had for the further development of the mtoje

It examines the use of group questionnaires fowitig conclusions on
the specificity of the British and Spanish group®iew compared among
themselves, cross-culturally or within larger sagspl These larger samples
correspond to Jenny Hartley’s survey among 350mgan the UK, and Blanca
Calvo’s’ among 30 groups in Spain.

Finally, this chapter addresses the methods usekkép a record of
readers’ discussions as well as the mechanismsogewlto select, edit and

interpret readers’ readings.

% Blanca Calvo is the pioneer librarian from Guajakawho, approximately twenty years ago,
formed the first Spanish reading groups.
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Locating the Research Methodologically

In retelling the story of this research | am awafethe temptation to
represent the research project as a seamlessivariratwhich the next
step seems inevitable. The dead-ends, the U-tthesfrustrations and
the despair tend to get written out as the logithef research project is
imposed retrospectively (Stacey, 1994:50).
| found Jackie Stacey’s words inspiring when conffedl with the tricky task of
thinking back through and ‘retelling the storybifl) of this research from a
methodological perspective. Stacey’s own researcifiemale audiences in the
1940s and 1950s in Britain showed me that, on n@gasions, some of the
various methodological approaches initially taken bward by the researcher,
needed to be renegotiated or abandoned due tantbeeseen circumstances the
researcher is faced with as the project progres#es therefore my intention
when retelling the methodological history of thisojpct, to move away
whenever possible from the idea of a ‘seamlesaneer (ibid). For this reason,
| plan not to share only its successful moments &lsb its moments of
renegotiation although this may frustrate for tleaders of this project the
‘pleasures of discovery, recognition and resolutiomhich govern a
straightforward cause and effect relationship ostmarrativesibid, 51).

To start this retelling process, it is vital to rmber that the primary aim
of this research is to interrogate Isabel Allendp&pularity cross culturally
through a sample of readers’ responses to Allendeisngs and discourses
surrounding her public representation in Britaird @pain. This interest in
readers originates within a larger cultural studieadition which strived to
establish audiences as active producers of medmapgnd textual determinism.

In the context of this research, the focus on Alka readers does not signify

that ultimately the “true” answers to Allende’s pdgrity lay with her readers.
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This is just a part, albeit an important one, whantms at completing the puzzle

of her popularity.

Allende’s Readers, Where Are You?

One of the initial challenges set by this projeesvihnow | was going to organise
my research with readers, and more importantly, reseHewas going to find
Allende readers in Britain and Spain. In the roisthis uncertainty and anxiety,
reading groups emerged as an unforeseen solutlodid not know of their
existence until a colleague at work who knew aboytproject mentioned them
to me. His wife was a member of a reading groumitially, this is why | started
considering reading groups as a major source td firy potential Allende
readers. After the first contact with a readingugromembers of this group told
me about other groups which may have been intefestd willing to participate
in the project. Thus, by word of mouth, | was atuefind details about other
British reading groups in the area to complete fitelelwork in Britain as the

following table shows:
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Table 1: British groups’ participation

BRITISH GROUPS APPROXIMATE NUMBER OF MEMBERS
REGULARLY ATTENDING

Leicester Reading Group 6

Nottingham Reading Group 1 8-14

Nottingham Reading Group 2 5-11

Nottingham Library 10-15

Birmingham Reading Group 1 8

Birmingham Reading Group 2 6

Bingham Reading Group 5-10

Southwell Reading Group 10

Lincoln Library 9

Trying to replicate a similar experience in the @ph context proved
discouraging until | discovered an article on Sphmnmeading groups in the free
magazine which is normally published with the SpamewspapeEl Paison
Sundays. The five page article titled ‘Operaciéectura’ was a mine of
information. | was able to contact Blanca Calvoowtelped me organise seven
out of the ten Spanish reading group meetings iadalajara and its nearby

towns as the following table shows:
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Table 2: Spanish groups’ participation

SPANISH GROUPS APPROXIMATE NUMBER OF MEMBERS

REGULARLY ATTENDING

Campanillas Reading Group (Malaga) 20-25

El Palo Reading Group (Malaga) 20-25
El Pozo Reading Group (Madrid) 4
Biblioteca de Guadalajara 1 20-25
Biblioteca de Guadalajara 2 30
Biblioteca de Azuqueca 1(Guadalajara 25

Biblioteca de Azuqueca 2 (Guadalajara 20

Biblioteca de Azuqueca 3 (Guadalajara 30

Biblioteca de Fontanar (Guadalajara) 13

Biblioteca de Marchamalo (Guadalajara)  10-15

Overall, both tables show that | attended a tofal® reading groups’
discussions and that | listened to and observeahar800 readers.

As regards to the geographical distribution of gineups, all the British
participating in this research are located witlia geographical area known as
the English Midlands. Except for the Bingham awodt8well groups, both small
towns in the county of Nottinghamshire, the rest lacated in the big cities of
Birmingham, Leicester, Nottingham and Lincoln.  Amgo these cities,
Birmingham is the largest and most important irmeerof economic growth
Lincoln, on the other hand, is the smallest leawwgtingham and Leicester as

the in between. However, although Nottingham aotoior a small population

* Information available online from:_http://www.hiingham.gov.uk[Accessed 14 April 2009]
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compared to Birmingham, it is considered a fastwwgng city with the highest
GDP of any English city except London in 2604

The towns of Bingham and Southwell are relativébse to Nottingham,
nine and fourteen miles (14.4 and 22.4 km) respelgti Bingham is considered
a dormitory town to Nottingham although there gppraximately 20 industrial
units offering employment in the tokn Southwell, on the other hand, is

considered a residence area for Nottingham'’s aftltemilies.

Table 3: British Groups Geographical Characteristcs’

Name of location Type of location | Region Population

Nottingham city East 288,700

Midlands | (2007)

Bingham, town East 9,151
Nottinghamshire Midlands | (2007)
Southwell, town East 7,379
Nottighamshire Midlands | (2007)
Birmingham city West 1,010,200

Midlands | (2007)

Leicester city East 292,600

Midlands | (2007)

Lincoln city East 87,800

Midlands | (2007)

® Office for National Statistics.Sub-regional: Gross Value Addedl (GVA) at CurreasiB

Prices. [online]. Available  from: _http://www.statisticsog.uk/downloads/theme-
compendia/regional_snapshot_2006/SubregionalG¥¢A[Mccessed 14 April 2009]

® Information available online from: http://www.nsheritagegateway.org.uk/places/bingham.htm

[Accessed 14 April 2049

" The information selected to create the tablevislable online at;

http://www.statistics.gov.uk/statbase/Product.abi5106

http://www.statistics.gov.uk/statbase/Product.abi 3893

[Accessed 14 April 2009]
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In the Spanish context, only two of the groups lamated in Southern
Spain whereas the remaining eight are locatedancémter of Spain, mainly in
the Guadalajara province. The two groups in Saotlspain, Campanillas and
El Palo, are considered ‘barrios’ (‘suburbs’) withthe ten districts in which the
city of Mélaga is subdivided. These districts &lwisiones territoriales de
gestion’ (‘administrative territory divisions’) wtlh are co-ordinated by ‘Juntas
de Distrito’ (‘District Boards'f. Some of these districts are rather large
population wise and could be considered towns ihgared to the English
Bingham and Southwell.  Similarly, ElI Pozo isbarrio’ (‘suburb’) within the
city of Madrid. This is a rather peculiar casecsirEl Pozo was ‘un barrio de
chabolas’ ( ‘a shanty suburb’) until a group ofulesswho arrived in 1955 helped
the residents — mostly construction workers and tlaenilies - to organise and
create cooperatives, ‘dispensarios’ (‘clinié¢s’and schoof$. This socio-
economic profile matches at its best the aspirati@utlook of most Spanish
reading groups as shall be discussed later oreigtiapter.

The groups from Azuqueca de Henares, Fontanar aaxdHdmalo vary
considerably in population size as the table besthwws. Nonetheless, and
similarly to Bingham and Southwell, these are &dlse to a main city, in this
case Guadalajara. The closest is Marchamalo, Sdtlowed in ascendant order
by Fontanar, 10 km and Azuqueca de Henares, 14More importantly, all of

these towns as well as the city of Guadalajareckrse to the capital Madrid —

8 Information available online from: http://www.ayinalaga.e§Accessed 14 April 2009]

° Although | translated ‘dispensario’ as ‘clinichetse establishments did not only provided
medical care but also offered food and clothingtffier poor.

1% |nformation available online from:
http://www.nodo50.org/foroporlamemoria/document084/pllanos_30042004.htpAccessed
14 April 2009]

44



Chapter 2: Researching Readers

Azuqueca de Henares being 55 km from MadridThis proximity to Madrid
offered these particular reading groups an oppdaytun travel to the city to
enjoy different cultural attractions as commented the main librarian in
Guadalajara. This feature makes sense within ttoag educational base most
Spanish reading groups originated as shall be skscllater on in the chapter.
What this implies is that although most readingugoin Spain are located in
less developed socio-economic areas, this doesaeessarily mean that Spanish
group members are unable to benefit from the ailtapportunities that big
urban areas such as Birmingham, Nottingham or k&cemay offer to the

British readers.

Table 4: Spanish Groups Geographical Characteristig-

Name of Location Type of Location Population Region
Guadalajara city 83,609 Guadalajara
(2008, INE) (Castilla-La
Mancha)
Azuqueca de municipio 30,794 Guadalajara
Henares, (2008, INE) (Castilla-La
(Guadalajara) Mancha)
Fontanar, town 902 Guadalajara
(Guadalajara) (Castilla-La
Mancha)

' Information available online from: http://www.qgusdjara.es/e§Accessed 14 April 2009]
12 The information selected to create the tablevaslable online from:
http://www.ayto-malaga.es

http://www.munimadrid.es

http://www.guadalajara.es/es
http://www.dguadalajara.es/municipios/azuqueca_tesnlatm
http://www.dguadalajara.es/municipios/marchamain.ht
http://www.dguadalajara.es/municipios/fontanar.htm

[Accessed 14 April 2009]
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Marchamalo, town 4,792 Guadalajara

(Guadalajara) (2006, INE) (Castilla-La
Mancha)

El Pozo del Tio suburb (barrio de 5,84 million Madrid

Raimundd®, Vallecas) (2005, INE)

(Madrid)

El Palo, (Malaga) suburb, belonging to 65,881 in the district; | Malaga
district ‘Este’ in Malaga | 566,447 (Malaga, (Andalucia)

2008)

Campanillas, suburb, belonging to 16,177 in the district Malaga
(Malaga) district ‘Campanillas’ in (Andalucia)

Méalaga

Despite the above differences emerging within tle@ggaphical and
socio-economic characteristics of British and Sglameading groups, the choice
of reading groups as my main methodological toah ¢ regarded as a
successful decision not only in terms of accestiegeaders’ worlds but also as
a means of experiencing first hand the mechanig@aders employed in making
sense of Allende’s readings. Nonetheless, thiscehdid not come about
without posing some initial doubts and reservatiasashall be discussed in the

following section.

13 The figure of 5,84 million refers to Madrid metadjpan area, that is, urban area and suburbs.
Also the information regarding the economy refarstiie capital as a whole and not to the
specific area of El Pozo.
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Reading Groups and Their Methodological Implicatiors

a) Choosing Reading Groups as Method

Reading groups brought some implications for holadl originally conceived
the project in methodological terms. | initiallipought of finding my own
readers, grouping them together and forming foaaesigs. The idea of focus
groups as a possible methodological tool emerged @esult of the numerous
readings | had done on qualitative methodologigs)agraphy and focus groups
(Alasuutari, 1996; Bloor et al., 2000; Fetterma®89%; Gray, 2003; Gunter,
2000; Hammersley, 1988; Hammersley and Atkinsorf51XKrueger, 1994,
1998, 1998a; Krueger and Casey, 2000; Krueger ang X998, Le Compte and
Schensul, 1999, 1999a, 1999b,1999c; Morgan, 19&88;1 Morgan and
Scannell, 1998; Riley, 1990; Silverman, 1997; Sl@wd1979; Stewart and
Shamdasani, 1990; Strauss, 1987; Van Maanen, 19t3his early stage in the
research, and to be able to find Allende’s readexsis also contemplating using
similar methods to Ang and Stacey who placed areidement in women’s
magazines to elicit their potential informants. Hath instances this method
proved successful and provided interesting andaldéumaterial to work with.
Although the idea of focus groups originally apgebto suit the needs of
my research piece, as a means of facilitating talgic structure | intended to
establish with Allende’s readers’ readings, | bedanconsider that reading
groups could better fulfil the same objectives.rh@ps the reason why | was
reluctant to let the idea of focus groups compjetlaporate was that | was

confident that these were offering me the respditabnd recognition attached
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to such qualitative method of inquiry. Focus grobpsl been successfully used
in several academic research projects such as WwrlNationwide and
Radway’s romance readers.

Alongside these thoughts, the first couple of nmegti with British
reading groups had already taken place. From agekwo the next, | found
myself in the field not quite knowing what to maskereading groups. During
these sessions, | attempted to follow the focusiggbtechniques | had read
about and tried my best to adapt them to my newaref context with reading
groups. However, | soon recognised that readiogs were not focus groups,
but more importantly, | realised the potential hegd groups offered in
successfully carrying out my research project.

The main differences between reading groups angsfgooups consisted
in that the latter were mostly made up of completiengers (Steward and
Shamdasani, 1990). In contrast to this, membernsading groups belonged to a
small community of friends, relatives or neighboutso had known each other
for years, especially in the British context aslisha seen later in the chapter.
Also, social researchers look for homogeneity iouk groups and aim to find
participants who share certain characteristics sischge, gender or occupation,
so self-disclosure occurs as they perceive cedangrees of alikeness among
themselves (Krueger and Casey, 2000). Thoughsthéntific selection process
does not occur with reading groups, it does noessarily imply that they are
not homogeneous. On the contrary, their homogetekies place through their
“natural” self-selective processes, such as frieimjssommon hobbies or similar
social background. Another difference is that negqdjroup numbers would vary

from group to group, whereas focus groups’ numbkamuld only range from a
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minimum of five to a maximum of twelve participar{tdorgan, 1988; Stewart
and Shamdasani, 1990; Krueger and Casey, 20003t Hia not least, is the
absence of a reading group leader or moderatdreiBtitish groups, whereas in
focus groups, the moderator is a key figure inghecess of any led research of
this kind (Krueger 1994; Krueger and Casey, 200lh)ese differences between
focus and reading groups made me realise not ¢rdyghp existing between
both, but also that these variations were to béogep to my advantage.

By discussing an Allende book in a reading growgrenment, | was just
asking a group of regular reading enthusiasts gag® in an activity that they
not only considered pleasurable — as shall be ls#enin the chapter - but also
were accustomed to. Reading and discussing beolkei“essence” of reading
group meetings and for that reason alone, | folretet was no real need to
artificially create a research context which ofteneo guarantees of a better
insight into Allende’s readers’ readings. None#iss| there are still specific
issues to each of the research contexts and mdtgicl approach to reading

groups that need further exploring in the followsegtions.

b) Choosing which Allende Book to Read

Some of the British groups had not read Allend¢him past and therefore their
choice of Allende had been informed by me, thoudidinot choose which title
was to be read. Nevertheless, after attending sdrttee British group sessions,
| discovered that several individuals in the Bhtieading groups had read an
Allende book in the past, outside the reading grsefting -The House of the

Spirits beingthe most read and best-known. This fact made rlesecthat after
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all, Allende was not a complete stranger amongidritreaders, as | had
originally thought.

In the Spanish context, however, Allende’s novekld Hbeen read
assiduously. For most Spanish groups, Allende e vead in the pdstand
was a well-known author, even a favourite amongesor8ome members &l
Palo reading group had been very explicit explainingt tthey would buy any
new Allende title even before it would be read lhg group.

Another interesting example of how Allende appdarbe such a well-
known author in Spain is exemplified by the onlydvid reading group. This
group, although very small since it had only baaming for a couple of months,
was about to discuss their first book when | caethdhem in January 2003.
Interestingly, their first book waSuentos de Eva Lunay Isabel Allende. This
choice had occurred for two reasons. First mastlirg groups in Spain are
run by public libraries. These hold and provide titles available so members in
the groups do not have to buy a copy. For eadtlirgagroup running, a book
list is composed and updated dependant on the bulgelibraries and local
authorities agree on each year. Still, this ingptieat readers are not involved in
the selection of titles. For most of the Spaniskv restablished reading groups
Allende was a given choice. Second, librarff@rexplained that they believe

Allende is included in these lists beca@@entos de Eva Lunashort stories are

4 Most Spanish reading groups had read more thanAtieede title in the past and therefore
agreed to re-read one of them to discuss it with rReaders felt they would not be able to
contribute to the discussion if they did not reer¢he book since it had been some time since
they had last read it.

!> Reading groups’ formation in Britain and Spainlwié explored in more detail later on in the
chapter. The example provided BGyentos de Eva Lunielps to illustrate how “popular”, that
is, largely consumed Allende is in Spain, to théenk that she is being chosen by cultural
authorities to become part of a reading list fowmstablished reading groups.

'8 | have used ‘librarians’ in the plural because shme titleCuentos de Eva Lunaas included

in one of the Malaga groups and the librarian esged similar views on the reasons behind the
choice as the librarian in charge of Madrid’s group
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ideal for initiating somebody into reading, esplgi# some of these reading
groups had just evolved from literacy groups like Madrid group. This seems
to indicate that Allende’s popularity may be cortedcto a perception of being
an “easy read” for certain groups of readers. Hameshe is also “good”
enough to be included in most of the Spanish grovgesding lists that are
compiled guided by the strong educational drive inggnent of the groups’
origins.

For the comparative purposes of this res€drehat is, between British
and Spanish reading groups, it could be arguedhleat was a lack of symmetry
between the two research contexts, in particular wlay in which Allende
already enjoyed a certain recognition and viswWilih the Spanish groups
compared to the British and the different group®jias in both countries. But
rather than seeing these initial divergences asr@eb to the development of this
research, | recognised them as integral part ébriegrounding the specificity of
the diverse responses produced by British and Spaeaders.

Among the British and Spanish groups, the most comahoice wa3he
House of the Spirits Five out of the nine groups read it in Britamdasix out of
ten in Spain. One group re@dhughter of Fortunen Britain and two in Spain.
Paula was read by two groups in Britain and one in Spafnally, only one
group readEva Lunain Britain and only one group redeortrait in Sepiain

Spain.

" The comparative dimension of this thesis is nttrided as to compare the like with the like of
British and Spanish reading groups. Instead,sttbabe understood as a means of enriching the
main research question examining Allende’s cro$asxa@l popularity.
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Table 5: British groups’ reading choice

BRITISH GROUPS

TITLE READ

Leicester Reading Group

The House of the Spirits

Nottingham Reading Group 1

Daughter of Fortune

Nottingham Reading Group 2

Eva Luna

Nottingham Library

The House of the Spirits

Birmingham Reading Group 1

Paula

Birmingham Reading Group 2

The House of the Spirits

Bingham Reading Group

The House of the Spirits

Southwell Reading Group

Paula

Lincoln Library

The House of the Spirits

Table 6: Spanish groups’ reading choice

SPANISH GROUPS

TITLE READ

Campanillas Reading Group (Malaga)

La casa de los espiritus

El Palo Reading Group (Malaga)

La casa de los espiritus

El Pozo Reading Group (Madrid)

La casa de los espiritus

Biblioteca de Guadalajara 1

La casa de los espiritus

Biblioteca de Guadalajara 2

La casa de los espiritus

Biblioteca de Azuqueca 1 (Guadalajaral

La hija de la fortuna

Biblioteca de Azuqueca 2 (Guadalajaral

La hija de la fortuna

Biblioteca de Azuqueca 3 (Guadalajaral

Retrato en sepia

Biblioteca de Fontanar (Guadalajara)

La casa de los espiritus

Biblioteca de Marchamalo (Guadalajara

)Paula
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c) Overcoming Initial Methodological Dilemmas: TheWork of Ang, Radway

and Stacey

What these previous sections have highlighted lewecomplexities encountered
when reading groups became the main method in ouyiyn  As Ang (1996)
claims in her engaging work on postmodern mediaeae@s ‘[...] the researcher
has to confront very specific problems of access iaterpretation, which will
have a decisive impact on the shape of the evemit@unt that is presented
[...]'(1996:100).
What | also found reassuring for my own piece &esrch were Ang’s
references to Radway’s initial apprehension wheetimg Dorothy Evans, her
initial contact, and subsequently her group of roceareaders. To a certain
degree, | could identify with Radway’s initial fesarabout what kind of
relationship she could develop with her romanceleea Radway’s own words
clearly echoed the initial apprehension Ang isnréfig to:
The trepidation | felt upon embarking for Smitht@howly
dissipated on the drive from the airport as Dokedl freely and
fluently about the romances that were clearly apartant part of
her life. [...] My concern about whether | could gesde Dot's
customers to elaborate honestly about their motieeseading
was unwarranted, for after an initial period of mally felt
awkwardness, we conversed frankly and with entlsosia
(1984:47).

Radway’s honest account about her ‘difficult’” monseduring the initial stages

of the research has been extremely valuable inctivgext of this project.

Despite its weaknessé&s Radway’s methodological approach delivered a rich

'8 In Living Room WarsAng (1996) also highlights some of Radway’s mdtiogical flaws
since according to Ang, she did not problematigewtlays in which researcher/informants were
positioned in her research. As a result, Radwagrlooks the constructivist aspect of her own
enterprise’ (1996:101). Nonetheless, Radway heeskiressed these issues in her introduction
to the English edition oReading the Romand®erso, 1987) where the author claims that ‘my
initial preoccupation with the empiricist claims sdcial sciences prevented me from recognizing
fully that even what | look to be simple descripgoof my interviewee’s self-understandings
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and interesting account, especially of how theddaeading itself - despite the
content of the romances — signified more than steeihitially envisaged since it
ultimately empowered its readers by offering therme@ans of asserting their
own independence as women.

Similarly, Ang’'s method of placing an advertisemant a popular
women’s magazine received several criticisms beraesording to Brunsdon
(2000), the choice of the phrase ‘odd reactibhesed by Ang as a way of
describing her own personal experience when shaengiewing ofDallas with
other viewers, ‘overdetermined the responses to réguest’ (Brunsdon,
2000:149). However, Brunsdon sees Ang’s formutatie ‘exemplary’ since ‘it
explicitly appeals to other viewers stating thetcadiction which is the motor of
the project’ {bid, 150). Also Jackie Stacey’s research (1994) on liemiaema
spectators during the 1940s and 1950s in Britaok teeveral methodological
twists before she finally obtained her informantsl anaterials by, similarly to
Ang, advertising her project in two women’s magasin

Examples like Radway, Ang and Stacey made me ecdhat the
method(s) used in a particular piece of researchnalo necessarily emerge
without posing some difficult questions for thegascher. In most cases, there is
no magical formula which guarantees that a speaifethodological approach
will work, even when the justification for a parlar choice of method(s) may
appear to be the result of a large process ofandlerror as in Stacey’s research.

It is therefore imperative for me to emphasise amoge that, in the context of

were produced through an internal organizationaddcind thus mediated by my own conceptual
constructs and ways of seeing the world’ (Radwag,7165).

1% The full advertisement reads the following: ‘Idikvatching the TV seridballas, but often get
odd reactions to it. Would anyone like to writedaell me why you like watching it too, or
dislike it? | should like to assimilate these téats in my university thesis. Please write to ...’
(Ang, 1985:10).
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this research, the large tradition of feminist ande research has supported me
and helped me throughout the different stages isigdeng my own
methodological approach working with Allende’s reed In particular, the

work of Ang and Radway has been invaluable in aghgea final result.

d) Reading Groups and Me

In the British context, most reading groups hachbmeeting for many years and
they had set up their meetings following certaintirees and rituals. For this
reason, | intended not to disturb the groups’ radiand let them function as
they “normally” would without my presence. Howeyveertain tensions emerged
between how | rationally intended not to upset fnal’ group dynamics and
finding my own place in the field.

After the first two British reading group meetingstealised that to a
certain degree, British readers and their readimgums’ dynamics were
inadvertently shaping my role in this part of tesgarch. Becoming “invisible”
to the British readers was a conscious methodakbgiecision to render readers’
responses more transparent but also as a meapslioigf comfortable with the
role | had taken on during this part of the resegnocess. The “invisibility” |
was seeking was also connected with issues regagtoup belonging. | saw
myself as the outsider and not one of them. Intacdto this, and contrary to
what one may think coming from a position of poweran academic researcher,
| also felt completely disempowered in my role.

My first fieldwork experience in the British contewas a men only
reading group, the Leicester Reading group. Irospect, this group set up a

precedent for the rest of the groups to come. giosp of men readers appeared
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to know exactly what to say, as well as what wasartant and significant to the
discussion, without requiring any prompting or veefvtom me. Perhaps, this
first experience reinforced my initial feelings,dabeing unobtrusive became
necessary for the fieldwork to be successful.

Nonetheless, it would be unfair to generalise mgeeence since there
were variations among the groups. Although in sgmips, members would
not necessarily ask me directly what my views wtreir language would reveal
that they were seeking approval of their views egrirom other members or
myself. For example, in the Birmingham Readingupréd, on several occasions
its women readers’ words would reveal this apprasedking when using the
guestion tag at the end of their sentences, sorastimed just to confirm some
information or to make others share and expresgasimiews as shown by the
following individual comments:

A: The first time | found it really gripping as takes place in all
these countries, Chile, Perd, Lebanon, Californipain,
Argentina and Venezuela, | think this is all cotresn’t it [my

emphasis]?

*kk

A: But she thought of her loverdidn’t she[my emphasis]?

A: [...] The mother has the main care of the childidpesn’t she
[my emphasis]?

D: Michael is hardly there for Paula during the \ehgear [...]

It's always Paula and hasn't it [my emphasis]?

D: It's such a chaotic house [...] She [Allende] Bka bit of order
but then the chaos of this house [William Gordoh&ise], the
children so dysfunctional, disturbed although hes vaalawyer,
wasn’t helmy emphasis]?

D: All mothers feel guiltydon’t they? About what we didn’t do
for our children, [directing the question at me] Bau think she
[Allende] feels particularly guilty?
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This could also be indicative of readers’ uncetiaiabout giving the “right”
answer, perhaps reinforced by my presence, bubriked for them as a means to
obtain reassurance from the other members in thegogr

Confronted with these issues, | opted to redefind eenegotiate my
position according to what | perceived British reedwanted of me. | let them
shape my role, perhaps for fear of jeopardizingailieome of the fieldwork, and
sessions ended up being conducted with a ‘partitipbservation’ approach. |
listened and observed readers to begin with, aedvened as little as possible in
what readers had to say.

Nevertheless, what | had originally perceived asveakness in my
fieldwork, by adopting a less intrusive and demagdble, turned out to be very
positive since what readers had to say was notgpiliyraiming at satisfying my
research agenda. Still towards the end of the intget would have the
opportunity to ask some questions so members wexpand on comments that
had caught my attention during the session. Na@w iy experience in the field
with British and Spanish groups has long finishédam convinced that my
approach has been consistent despite the initalips, but more importantly, |
was comfortable in a role | originally had troubdecome to terms with.

On one occasion though, | was asked to lead ortkeoBritish groups’
sessions, the Lincoln Library Grotip | was able to experience first hand how
sessions would have developed in the other grdupsy had followed a similar
structure. For this session | prepared a listudstjons based on those themes
that had emerged in previous groups’ discussionsis time, | was concerned

that leading the group could have an impact onntiagerial produced by this

? This was the last group | visited in Britain.
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group compared to others, but my anxieties dissgpathen similar results
emerged in this group. During the session, evesynber in the group made the
effort to take part in the discussion; perhaps samag have felt intimidated by
my presence, but once they realised the questi@ne vpen-ended and nobody
was singled out to answer them, they appeared tedssured and relaxed. |
also felt comfortable in this new role since priorthe meeting, | knew that the
group wanted the session to be led by me and Iblead invited to contribute
rather than intrude.

Moving to the Spanish context, overall, my expereewith the Spanish
groups was different from the British one. In piple, the no intervention
approach was also adopted when conducting theossssn Spain since the
results in the British context had been encouragiNgvertheless, what made a
substantial difference to my confidence in the $arcontext was that at this
stage | could see myself as a more experiencedras® working with readers
and having a better understanding of what reseagcteaders involved. This
was a direct result of having successfully finishrag fieldwork with British
groups.

Unlike British groups, most Spanish groups weretad not as part of an
individual initiative. In Spain, they were initiglcreated as part of a wider
network of government initiatives to improve liteyaaccording to several
librarians oragentes por la igualdaequality officers). The role of thegente
por la igualdadwas more of an administrative type for these megdjiroups and
consisted in identifying pockets of illiteracy angoadults in the local areas —who
happened to be mostly women — and offer them waopshvhich not only

tackled literacy but also personal developmentsasegh as self-esteem. These
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workshops had been heavily subsidised by the laa#horities and once the
economic support had finished, thgente por la igualdaclongside the public
librarians decided to offer these women a way daftiooing their personal
development through reading groups.ElrPalo’s agente por la igualdad’'swn

words:

[...] Aqui en El Palo, el ayuntamiento obtuvo unavarzion muy
grande, se localiz6 a un grupo de mujeres con eltpbajar el
tema de la alfabetizaciébn, comenzé con una ini@atmuy
particular de cuatro o cinco personas y despugsipb de lectura
ha ido creciendo y ha cambiado mucho su caractes, s
caracteristicas. [...] No tenian estudios por esabast acudiendo
al grupo de alfabetizacion y ademas tenian progsgoaaalelos
para potenciar capacidades personales. Empezadascabrir
gue les gustaba eso de las rimas, el pareado ysdgs#volcaron
en el tema de la poesia, siempre hablando de sivaly bajitos y
bueno empezaron su andadura.

[...] Here in El Palo, the local authority obtainedlarge grant,

then a group of women was identified to work wahirhprove

their literacy skills, it started as a very limitaditiative of four or

five people, and afterwards the reading group haswgp and

changed its character a lot, its characteristics..] They [the
women] had not received a formal education, that'sy they were
attending the literacy group and also they had platgprograms

to foster personal skills. They [the women] stdrte discover
that they liked the rhymes, couplets and so on theg threw
themselves into reading poetry, always very basicigh, and so
they started their journéy.

In this respect, most of the Spanish reading gragoesdd be regarded as
highly institutionalized and therefore connectedthority. It may be that due
to the institutionalisation of the Spanish grougds]t that group members as well

as the librarians, showed a rather accommodatitityice towards my project.

This attitude could also be interpreted as a meadsmonstrating some kind of

2! Other groups such @& Pozoreading group from Madrid and some of the Guadadaand
Azuqueca shared similar origins to those in Malageor the Madrid and Guadalajara area
groups, | do not have such detailed testimony eif tinajectories as literacy groups which moved
to later form reading groups. Nonetheless, thémesy of El Pald's equality officer could be
taken as representative of what was occurring énlate 1980s and early 1990s in Spain, under
Felipe Gonzalez's socialist government.
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admiration towards my work, which in turn, signdian academic recognition of
what they were doing, of their reading choices amdctices, and which
ultimately could be having an empowering effecttfeenf?

Furthermore, and since Spanish groups were usedifferent group
dynamics, that is, they were used to the presefdbeolibrarian guiding the
discussion, they also expected me to fulfil a amible. For this reason I did not
feel restrained as to when to intervene in the gsbdiscussions and did not wait
until the end of the session to pose the questionthe readers. On many
occasions, | would ask for some clarification gfdaway. Overall, and despite
the specificity of both research contexts, what feydwork experience with
British and Spanish groups confirmed once more W@s suitability of my
method in accessing readers’ mechanisms of int@tpye when making sense of

Allende’s novels.

The Use of Questionnaires as Method

At the beginning of the research process, | designgilot questionnaire for each
individual who would take part in the research. ve3al readings on
ethnographic and qualitative methods (Foote, 19&&tterman, 1989;
Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995; LeCompte and Schet999; Riley, 1990)
illustrated how questionnaires were mostly usedualitative research projects
and appeared to be a good way of substantiatingalinspeculations the

researcher had, and of collecting certain inforamatiabout participants.

22 Similarly were the consequences of Radway’s prsém the community of Smithton where
‘her temporary presence [in Smithton] and the Iepgtonversations she had with the women,
had an empowering effect on them, in the way thegevgiven the rare opportunity to come to a
collective understanding and validation of theimomeading experiences’ (Ang, 1996:101).
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However, after having distributed a pilot questiain@ among a few reading
group members, | realised it was not giving me itifermation | thought it
would.

Firstly, the idea of a questionnaire for each irinal in the group did not
work because most members failed to return it to i@a@e of many reasons for
this may have been that although their identity e@scealed, they may have felt
anxious about giving the “right” answer to the ogmled questions. Second,
the questionnaires returned did not offer me the gbinsights that could be
further explored. Nonetheless, and despite theselzhcks, | did not completely
disregard the use of questionnaires as a possielbaa, so | looked for a
suitable alternative. What did | really want tookn with a questionnaire?
Perhaps | did not want to find out more about residesponses to Allende —
which | was already obtaining through their grougcdssions - but more about
the composition of the groups themselves and treading practices. This
would help me consider to which extent other cohigixfactors could have an
effect upon shaping readers’ responses to Allende.

| drew on Jenny Hartley’'s (2002) group questiormauhich she used
during her own research with 350 reading groupsh® UKZ?® Following
Hartley’s model | had the guarantee that if it prdduced results for her own
project, | had a better chance of succeeding wisergut for my own. This time
| received most of the questionnaires compfétdmit more importantly, this
group questionnaire, as | had envisaged, becamayaolv keeping essential

information and details about each group. Thenmeweme key questions which

%3 See Appendix for both British and Spanish versiofithe group questionnaire at the end of
this thesis.

4 This includes returns from all the groups that hameviously been given individual
questionnaires. Of the British and Spanish groopsy one out of the nine and ten groups |
respectively contacted failed to return the quesiare.
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enabled me to draw conclusions about gender, dassp dynamics and reading
publics when comparing British and Spanish groupsslaall be seen in the

following section.

British and Spanish Reading Groups’ Specificity Basd on Responses Given

by the Group Questionnaires

This section intends to draw a comparison betwestisB and Spanish groups
and aims at inferring groups’ specificity. To aalgethis, British and Spanish
groups will be compared against their overall respe group sample within this
project, as well as against the broader contexteahy Hartley's 2002 survéy
among 350 UK reading groups and Blanca Calvo’s 2008ey among 30 public
libraries in Spaiff.

Most groups of readers who patrticipated in thissaesh belonged to
well-established reading groups, that is, groupghvihad been meeting for at
least a minimum of five years to the date of tleédfivork in 2001 or 2002.

In the British context, two groups out of nine Heeken meeting for more than 20
years, two between 15 and 20 years, three between 30 years and only two
less than 2 years. The two British groups whictl aelatively short history,

less than two years, were those set up by bookslop#ocal libraries:

% To date Hartley’s survey is the most comprehenainc detailed available in the British
context.

%6 Blanca Calvo ran a small qualitative survey atehd of February 2003 — eight questions - via
email directed to all Spanish ‘Bibliotecas Publicg&ublic Libraries]. Blanca kindly handed
over to me all the information she had receivedhattime. She had initially conducted this
survey because she had been invited to talk atienahlevel about reading groups [Clubes de
Lectura] in the ‘Seminario hispano-britanico’ orggetl by the Ministry of Education on the"™25
and 26' of March 2003 in Madrid. For more information abthe questions Blanca asked, see
appendix at the end of the thesis. This survegois as systematic or as big — in size - as
Hartley’s in the British context but at the timewfiting this thesis, this was the only available
information on other existing Spanish reading gsoaptside this research.
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Waterstone’s reading group in Nottingham (NottinghReading Group 1) and
Lincoln Library.

In the Spanish context, a similar pattern emergéide groups had been
meeting between 10 and 15 years, four more betwesmnd 10 years and only
one, less than 1 year. However, and contrary ¢oBttish context, the long
history of some of the Spanish groups was a direstilt of their origins as
library run groups, unlike in the British cont&xt

Hartley’s survey shows that out of the 350 groups sontacted, 38%
of the groups had been running less than two yeard,only 21% had been
meeting for more than 10 ye&ts In this respect, it appears that the British
groups taking part in this research had certairlgnger history than the majority
of groups of Hartley’s survey.

In the Spanish context, of the thirty librariesttihhesponded to Blanca
Calvo, five started running reading groups in 1298 another five in 2002.
Only one started in 1987 but most were formed ia tite 90s and early
2000/2001, similarly to those which took part imsthroject. This could also be
an indication of the period when the Spanish puldtiaries’ initiatives to form
reading groups were at their peak. However, itsdoet mean that reading

groups are not being formed all the time given thatoth countries there were

" These figures included the two Malaga groups witiat been initially created as part of a
larger project which originated in the ‘centrostatdles’ [similar to Community Centers], with
the economic aid of the ‘Junta de Andalucia’ [Andén regional government], and ‘Instituto de
la Mujer’ [Women'’s Institute]. These ‘centros aultles’ had a small library where the reading
group sessions were coordinated by a librarian.

8 Hartley (2002) originally conducted her survey am@50 UK reading groups but she explains
that the sample sizes vary —as her tables shotweka the different questions depending on the
number of groups answering all the questions ingilrestionnaire. A similar pattern emerges in
Calvo’s survey when not all the 30 groups are test in answering all the questions in the
survey.

2 Hartley’s survey breaks down overall results farthy specifying group location (rural, urban,
suburban) and sometimes age group. For the pugdabés project and to simplify figures and
percentages, | will only consider the overall resin Hartley’s survey unless specified.
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groups with a history of less than two years. kemnore, the fact that most of
the groups | contacted in Spain —seven out of ¢he included different public

libraries within the Guadalajara area —BiblioteeaGuadalajara, Biblioteca de
Azuqueca and Biblioteca de Fontanar - where thalimgagroup project

originated in Spain, perhaps, explains their lonigatition compared to the most
recent ones of the Malaga and Madrid groups.

The gender breakdown in the British and Spanistingagroups in this
research shows that groups are predominantly madeofowomen in both
countried’. Out of the nine British reading groups, one wan only, three
were mixed and the remaining five were women only.

In the Spanish context, only one group was mixed @@ other nine
groups, women only. In the mixed groups, both intah and Spain, the
proportion of women to men was five to one.

In Hartley’s survey she found that out of a sanyfle847 groups, 69%
were women only, 4% were men only and 27% mixedmgared to the results
of the 30 Spanish libraries, twelve groups wereediwith a high percentage of
women members; only two groups were women onlyarelgroup men only.
These figures show that the groups | have beenimgriith in Britain and
Spain conform to the general pattern and given ithdioth countries women
membership overall exceeds men membership in mgedps, it could be
claimed that reading in groups is still predomihaatwomen’s activity.

Besides all this, a series of characteristics sisclmnembers’ relationships,

place of meeting, group numbers, frequency of mgstiauthors/titles chosen,

%0 Jenny Hartley (2002) devotes part of chapter Wt Belongs to Reading GroupisPlist the
most common reasons she found for men not joinmgrey the 350 UK reading groups she
contacted.
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members’ educational background and social stagipsa to be connected to the
groups’ origins in both Britain and Spain.

Most of the British groups in this research — exdepthe two library run
groups -were formed by a group of friends or neahb. According to the
group questionnaires, most members not only sh&ieddship but also a
common interest in reading, especially those falghors ‘you wouldn’t choose
yourself and an eagerness to share one’s readiogghts with others as a
means of social interaction.

Hartley does not offer quantitative results regagdihe origin of the 350
groups but from her category ‘Place of Meetiitgs easy to extrapolate who and
how groups were originally formed. Her survey shdhat among 341 groups,
80% of these meet in homes, 6% meet in libraries B426 in other public
spaces, such as pubs, bars, cafés, pizza resmarahhealth and fitness centres.
Since the highest percentage corresponds to tegargt‘home’ this can be read
symptomatically as the result of a friendship amighbourhood proximity as
main reasons for people to start and stay partreadding group.

Since all reading groups | contacted in Spain patgd out of a public
institution, being the initiative of the librariaar equality officer who helped to
set up and later co-ordinate the group, this inftiandship did not exist among
members in the Spanish context but may have deséligter. As for any other
reading groups formed in Spain, these were alsoirlimtive of a public

library®™.

31 Blanca Calvo's article ‘Primer encuentro de clubedectura’(2000), published in the Spanish
JournalBibliotecas Publicaslargely supports this claim about reading groupSpain mainly
being created by public libraries.
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How groups were initially set up also has an impactnumbers and
frequency of their meetings. In this respect,iBhitand Spanish reading groups
differ from each other considerably.

In Britain, most of the reading groups | contactedre made of an
average of 10 members whereas most Spanish graupsige membership was
20. This contrast could be explained in conneciuth the friendship and place
of meeting elements. If in the British contextista group of friends who
organise a rota system to meet at each other’s $oihas unlikely that a
reasonable living room area would accommodate ntb@n 10 people.
Conversely, being able to use library common roamsvenues offers the
possibility of holding larger numbers.

Hartley’'s (2002) survey among 333 groups offersilainresults. The
most common is to find groups between 6 and 10 Ipeophese represent 57%
of the total, whereas only 7% represents groud$qgieople or more.

For the Spanish groups, a constant pattern emengesig the groups
represented in the thirty libraries in Blanca Ca&veurvey?. Out of the 30
libraries, 16 had a minimum of 20 members in &l gnoups running, 11 libraries
did not mention groups’ numbers and only 3 had feaa 20 members. Within
these few exceptions, membership in Spanish readiogps is rather large
compared to the British groups.

Equally, the fact that the average Spanish group onee a week —

except for one of the groups which met once a nidnsiresses their strong

2 Although Calvo did not specifically asked for mesmhip numbers, some of the libraries
would volunteer this ‘extra’ piece of informationhen asked how many reading groups were
currently running in the same library.

% The sessions | attended in Spain were timed wigkigion by librarians so | could listen to the
discussion of the entire book rather than the dedayl amount of pages that get discussed
weekly.
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educational base compared to British groups whallysmet every four to six
weeks. This pattern fits in the wider picture ddrtey’s survey with 69% of
groups meeting once a month and 7 groups out om&bting once a week
according to Calvo’s findings.

It is also interesting to note the higher perceatafentire British groups
having gone through higher educafiynbut more importantly, and possibly
linked to their educational status was the selfvdg British groups sought to
project.

Among the various cues which contributed to creaparticular readers’
self-identity, | found revealing the type of hontesy lived in, as well as those
signs which permeated through the actual group inggetand reading choices.
Some of the properties | visited were detached lfahmmes, some located in
areas of the city which enjoyed a “good” reputatisnch as West Bridgford in
Nottingham. Others were rather old properties, éeample ‘Morton Hall’ in
Southwell. From the outside, the bigger and opdeperties were surrounded by
well-looked after mature gardens. In the insidems preserved original
features; lounges were large exhibiting solid peoé furniture; sometimes,
classical music would play in the background, amdléection of interior design
magazines, - such &ome and Antiquesneatly stacked on coffee tables would
also form part of the décor. All these exterignsi complemented their ‘middle-

class® self-identity - or ‘petite bourgeoisie’ in Bourdis (1984) terms - which

% Out of the British nine groups, 100% of the mersbier five groups had been in higher
education. In addition to this, no less than 5086 \given as the lowest percentage for the four
remaining groups.

% As already noted in the Introduction, Stuart Haldirticle ‘Notes on Deconstructing “The
Popular” argues that there is no clear cut ‘one-to-one icglahip between a class and a
particular form or practice. The terms “class” dipdpular’ are deeply related but are not
absolutely interchangeable’ (Hall, 1981:238). Histrespect, any class references that appear in
this thesis set out from a non-essentialising cphoé class especially since according to John
Frow (1995) inCultural Studies and Cultural Valu&he categories of high and low culture,
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was reinforced by the confidence, pride and seness which characterised their
groups’ discussions.

Groups’ confidence came across through the wayghioh the meetings
were conducted. In contrast to the Spanish grotipsie was no formal
moderator or readers’ guides to steer the discusssmmetimes, the person who
had chosen the book might start the session oraglweef introduction about the
author. Some groups would organise their sessmrsich a way that each
member would speak for a couple of minutes so emrdiscussion could
follow. Also, other groups mentioned that the pargiith the strongest feelings
about the book would begin, but in any case, wiegihsed to transpire was
members’ independence and self-assurance to sastain and a half hour book
discussion by themselves.

Hartley’'s (2002) research in the UK offered similasights in this
respect. Participation understood ‘as every mernheing a chance to share his
views with the rest seemed to be the guiding ppiecin most’ (bid, 85).
However, unlike the small sample of British groupsthis research, Hartley
found that most groups had a presenter or leadehéosession. It is also worth
noting in Hartley's study that some groups whiclpegred quite casual — like
most British groups in this research - had theintard rules, such as everybody
must have read the book if they wanted to joinrtteeting or a written critique
should be sent if somebody missed a sesshud, (85-88). This means that

possibly the British groups taking part in thiseash were also governed by

which are structured as a polar opposition, pressp@ more or less direct correlation between
culture and class. But the relations of dominatiod subordinatiofi..] have been modified in
the twentieth century by the formation of mass andes which are inclusive rather than
exclusive’ (1995:24).
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certain rules although not made explicit. Havinges, perhaps, had to do with

how they perceived their reading group activityvasthy and serious given that:
the petite bourgeoisie ties him or herself up iotknwith double
bluffs designed to ape bourgeois “ease” while at same time
retaining the typically petit-bourgeois belief thatlture — being
acquired with difficulty — is much too important be treated in a
casual manner (Labanyi, 2002:20).

British groups’ pride was suggested by the fact theee out of nine
groups stated that none of their books ‘had gortdyband those groups who
mentioned books that resulted in ‘bad’ sessionsallysublamed books
‘unoriginality’ (Bingham Reading Group), ‘poor stylof writing and the
superficiality of characters’ (Southwell ReadingoGp and Birmingham Reading
Group 2), ‘the book’s little depth’ (Lincoln LibrarGroup) but rarely their own
limitations as readers, except for one occasionravitee questionnaire read:
‘Everybody hated it\When we were Orphahs Maybe we didn’t understand it’
(Nottingham Reading Group 2). Also, when asked tidretheir discussion
tended to digress, most groups clearly statedtkigat conversations ‘centred on
the text’ (Leicester Reading Group) but if they idéed groups would mention
mostly issues that would be regarded as ‘seriaush &s ‘ethics issues raised by
the book, race, philosophy’ (Nottingham Readingupr@), ‘health, other books,
social news, education, theatre’ (Southwell ReadBrgup), ‘current affairs,
politics, the threat of war, the world of educatiireicester Reading Group).

Furthermore, since most British readers appeardthte acquired their

‘cultural capital®® through education, their relationship with cultseemed also

%pierre Bourdieu (1984) has used the temitural capitalto describe how a person’s class and
social status are reflected in bodies of acquiredwhedge. Cultural capital can come from
schools, but most often it is a result of beingugtat up in a family or social group that already
possesses it and therefore teaches and valueAesthetics, appreciation of classical music,
history or philosophy, and other forms of high amt examples of valued knowledges’ (Brown,
1994:114).
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marked by their anxiety about demonstrating thaytipossessed legitimate
cultural competence. This transpired through thdassics” and “middlebrow”

choice of authorsftittes. Fewer authorsttitles avéclassics®’ among their
choices, whereas the vast majority correspondedritemporary award-winning
bestsellers by British authors. Perhaps, one efntlain reasons for choosing
award-winning titles originated in readers’ seaf@hlegitimation since in most

cases, this legitimation was challenged by the fhat those same titles were

regarded as bestsellers and therefore moving awawy fwhat would be

considered “high” culture.

Once again, the best means to engage with groapding choices is by

examining the following table:

Table 7: Common choice of authors/titles across Bish groups

BRITISH GROUPS

AUTHOR

TITLE READ

Leicester Reading Group

lan McEwan
Michael Ondaatje
Charles Frazier
Barbara Kingsolver
Kazuo Ishiguro
Sebastian Faulks
J.M. Coetzee

Black Dogs

In the Skin of a Lion

Cold Mountain

The Poisonwood Bible
When we were Orphans
Charlotte Gray

Life and Times of Michael K

Kate Atkinson Behind the Scenes at the
Museum
Carol Shields The Stone Diaries.
Nottingham Reading Group 1]  Barbara Kingsolver Prodigal Summer
Kazuo Ishiguro When we were Orphans
Michael Ondaatje Anil's Ghost
J.M. Coetzee Disgrace
Kate Atkinson Behind the Scenes at the
Museum
E. Annie Proulx The Shipping News
Nottingham Reading Group 2  Kazuo Ishiguro When we were Orphans
Sebastian Faulks Charlotte Gray
Nottingham Library*
Birmingham Reading Group 1  Kate Atkinson Behind the Scenes at the
Museum
Carol Shields Happenstance

Birmingham Reading Group 2

D

Charles Frazier

Cold Mountain

37 Some groups “classics” would include Dostoevskgtime and Punishmentiames Joyce’s
Dubliners Shelley’sFrankensteinHuxley’s Brave New Worldbut none of these were repeatedly
mentioned across all of the British groups.
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Sebastian Faulks Fatal Englishman

Linda Grant When | lived in Modern Times

Carol Shields Larry’s Party
Bingham Reading Group Barbara Kingsolver The Poisonwood Bible
Southwell Reading Group Barbara Kingsolver The Poisonwood Bible

lan McEwan Atonement

Linda Grant When | lived in Modern Times
Lincoln Library Kate Atkinson Behind the Scenes at the

Museum
Carol Shields Larry’s Party
E. Annie Proulx The Shipping News

* There are no titles for Nottingham Library grogpce the group questionnaire was never
returned.

If this overall picture is compared with Hartlef2002) survey, a similar
pattern seems to emerge regarding most membersagdoal background. Out
of 332 groups, in 88% of the groups, more than biatheir members possessed
higher education qualifications, leading Hartley donclude that ‘having had
some kind of higher education [...] is the biggesigk factor which reading
groups have in common’ibid, 34). On the other hand, Hartley finds it
surprising to discover that 36% of the groups weocated in rural communities
and tried to establish any correlation betweentionaand age without reaching
any satisfactory conclusions. More important isi¢be that the authors’ choices
in this project largely corresponded to those diste some of the group lists
mentioned by Hartley.

Moving to the Spanish context, a completely diffé¢rpicture emerged.
To begin with, the highest percentage for membetsgher education was 50%
and this figure corresponded to only one groupdfuhe ten. In addition, two
groups stated that 0% of their members had beérgher education. A total of
20% per group was the average figure for membefsgher education in the
Spanish groups. Nonetheless, these results aestemt with the origins and

ethos of the Spanish reading groups, which arene tvith some groups’ listed
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responses to what made them join: ‘Gusto por kutace inquietudes por saber’
(Biblioteca de Fontanar) (‘Love for reading andhast for knowledge’) ‘Nos
anima a leer con asiduidad y continuidad’ (Bilboatede Guadalajara 2) (‘It
[belonging to a reading group] encourages us tad re@asiduously and
continuously’) ‘Obligarte a leer cada semana y am saber’ (Biblioteca de
Guadalajara 1) (‘An obligation to read every wegH #hirst for knowledge’).
Despite the already discussed differences betwedistBand Spanish
groups regarding their origins and reasons foripagirthe groups, other factors
within their group dynamics also contributed toateea rather different image of
that produced in the British context. Spanishisesscompared to British, were
led by a librarian-moderattras has already been mentioned. The librarian-
moderator role mainly consisted of prompting thasembers who had not
spoken and asking their opinions directly. In satieer instances, he/she would
make a point of addressing certain issues that naay been overlooked and
which in turn would instigate different points ofew. As with the British
groups, there was also room for digressing desphédegoresence of the librarian-
moderator but whereas with the British groups thveas a certain reluctance to
admit that discussions tended to move away fronteki in the Spanish context
all groups admitted without reservations that theras always room for
digression where personal as well as non-pers@saks were discussed: ‘Se
divaga bastante. Surgen temas de todo tipo a pattcomentario del libro, de
actualidad, personales’ (Biblioteca de Fontan#&)whole range of issues comes
up when we comment on the book, current affairssg®l issues’); ‘Ocurre de

todo, hay dias que divagamos llevando el temailatel & vivencias personales y

3 According to Calvo’s survey, people other thamditans acted as moderators. Among those
Calvo found journalists, university lecturers, redi secondary school teachers, humanities
graduates, group members and writers.
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a temas relacionados con el entorno que nos rodgtugciones de la vida’
(Biblioteca de Guadalajara 2) (‘Anything can happimere are days when we
digress carrying the theme of the book into perserperiences and issues to do
with what's going on around us and life situatign&Cuando se divaga mucho
procuro retomar el comentario de la lectura, pambién es importante hablar
de temas que nos preocupan, el amor, la parejahijos, la politica, etc’
(Biblioteca de Guadalajara) (‘When we digress all@fibrarian] try to go back
to the reading but it is also important to talk abissues that interest us such as
love, partners, children, politics etc’). It istemesting to note how in this last
comment, although the librarian-moderator findst thar role is to keep the
discussions within the book parameters, she &tdbgnises the importance of
offering some space for readers to engage withr atbe-specific book related
issues, as some kind of therapy, as reflectednmesof the groups’ responses to
what members most value and enjoy about the reaptioup: ‘Hemos aprendido
como ante una misma situacion, se pueden tenéntdsstsentimientos y todos
ser admisibles’ (Biblioteca de Azuqueca 2) (‘Wedé&arnt that facing the same
situation, we can have different feelings and al \alid’); ‘Aprender a oir
distintas opiniones y a respetarlas’ (BibliotecaGledajara) (‘To learn to listen
to different opinions and respect them’); ‘Compavtvencias de la propia vida’
(Biblioteca de Guadajara 2) (‘'To share experierfoes your own life’); ‘Del
enriguecimiento que suponen los distintos puntosvidéa’ (Biblioteca de
Fontanar) (‘How enriching different points of viesan be’). In this respect, the
act of reading and discussing appears to have aowearing function for group

members, especially for some of the women who ngc&onfidence due to their
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educational background, may have found in the nrepdroups a space to speak
up freely.

What is really outstanding is that although somehef Spanish readers
may not possess the ‘cultural capital’ of theirtiBh counterparts or the freedom
to choose their readings, they seem to be nevegbaultivating a “highbrow”
tasté® given the large number of “classics” and/or “canali authors who form
part of their reading choices. Among the “classsmme groups listed Miguel
de Unamuno’sNiebla, Miguel Delibe’sEl hereje Leopoldo Alas Clarin’d.a
Regenta Camilo José Cela’sa colmena Gustave Flaubert'dadame Bovary
Benito Pérez GaldbésTristang Fyodor Dostoievsky'sCrimen y castigo.
Furthermore, and unlike with the British groups veéhbooks read by more than
one group could be all easily labelled as “middbet in the Spanish context,
there was a complete mix of “canonical’/ “highbrowdnd “popular’/
“middlebrow” by including authors such as Mario Yas Llosa, Antonio
Skarmeta, Mario Benedetti, Gabriel Garcia Margues¢ Saramago or Antonio
Tabbucchi alongside Isabel Allende, Eduardo Menddosenzo Silva, Jesus
Marchamalo, Josefina Aldecoa, Elvira Lindo, Almudefsrandes or Rosa
Montero among others.

Unlike in the British groups, some of the *“populachoices of
authors/titles are not necessarily prize winnetboalgh most of them have

enjoyed great success in terms of sales figuresam®ontero is a good example

% Bourdieu’s concept of taste is deeply connecteth wihat he describes as ‘distinction’.
‘Distinction’ is understood as a ‘set of acquiradtes associated with the upper classes but which
has become more generally naturalised as good @bld’'r{Webb et al., 2002: xi). According to
Bourdieu the appreciation of art, or a taste fari@something learned rather than inherent. In
his seminal worlDistinction (1984) Bourdieu concluded that because of thairat@xtraction

and the education such status provided, the middkses possessed adequate conceptual skills
that would enable them to approach cultural praglwgth confidence. Contrary to this, the
working- classes lacking the skills and confideatéhe middle-classes, would as a result posses
a kind of taste that would be not regarded as markeistinctionor prestigesuch as the taste for
classical music (Webb et al., 2002: 153).
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since she has only received a prizelfarHija del canibalalthough most of her
titles are usually publishing hits.

Despite this blend of “canonical” and “popular” lots, the fact that
there is a strong presence of what would be coresidéhighbrow” texts,
suggests that one of the main objectives of theniSpagroups is still connected
to their educational project, to instruct readerswhat constitutes “good” or
“bad” taste, or in other words, ‘to impose a reatign of the distinction between
“‘good” and “vulgar” between

taste, legitimate andegitimate styles’

(Frow,1995: 29). As with the British groups, thesbapproach to engage with

groups’ reading choices is by examining the follogviable:

Table 8: Common choice of authors/titles across Spish groups®

SPANISH GROUPS

AUTHOR

TITLE READ

Campanillas Reading Group

Isabel Allende

Frank McCourt

La casa de los espiritus
Paula

Retrato en sepia

Las cenizas de Angela

El Palo Reading Group *

Isabel Allende

La casa de los espiritus

El Pozo Reading Group **

Isabel Allende

La casa de los espiritus
Cuentos de Eva Luna

Biblioteca de Guadalajara 1

Isabel Allende

Antonio Skarmeta
Gabriel Garcia Marquez

Mario Vargas Llosa
Mario Benedetti

José Saramago
Almudena Grandes
Elvira Lindo
Josefina Aldecoa
Rosa Montero

Eduardo Mendoza

Antonio Tabucchi
José A. Maras

La casa de los espiritus
Paula

El cartero de Neruda

El amor en los tiempos d¢
cllera

La tia Julia y el escribidor
Primavera con una esquin
rota

Ensayo sobre la ceguera
Malena es un hombre de tang
Pobre Manolito

Historia de una maestra
Historias de mujeres

La hija del canibal
Pasiones

El misterio de la
embrujada

Sostiene Pereira

cripta

D

O

Historias del Kronen

% Unlike in the British context, any Allende titlesad by the Spanish groups are included in the
table above since they had been chosen and reageindently from these groups’ participation

in this research.
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Miguel A. Fernandez Siete historias para la infanta
Pacheco Margarita
Los zapatos de Murano
Lorenzo Silva La niebla y la doncella
Jesus Marchamalo La tienda de palabras
Biblioteca de Guadalajara 2 Isabel Allende La casa de los espiritus
José Saramago Ensayo sobre la ceguera
Almudena Grandes Los aires dificiles
Elvira Lindo Algo mas inesperado que |a
muerte
Eduardo Mendoza Sin noticias de Gurb
Antonio Tabucchi Requiem
Lorenzo Silva La niebla y la doncella
Biblioteca de Azuqueca 1 Isabel Allende La hija de la fortuna
Retrato en sepia
Antonio Skarmeta La boda del poeta
Mario Vargas Llosa La fiesta del chivo
José Saramago Ensayo sobre la ceguera
Rosa Montero Pasiones
Dulce Chacén La voz dormida
Biblioteca de Azuqueca 2 Isabel Allende La hija de la fortuna
Retrato en sepia
Antonio Skarmeta La boda del poeta
Frank McCourt Las cenizas de Angela
Almudena Grandes Los aires dificiles
Josefina Aldecoa Historia de una maestra
Rosa Montero Pasiones
Dulce Chacén La voz dormida
Jesus Marchamalo La tienda de palabras
Biblioteca de Azuqueca 3 Isabel Allende Retrato en Sepia
Mario Benedetti Primavera con una esquina
rota
Biblioteca de Fontanar Isabel Allende La casa de los espiritus
Josefina Aldecoa Historia de una maestra
Miguel A. Fernandez Siete historias para la infanta
Pacheco Margarita
Los zapatos de Murano
Nacho Abad Diario de una becaria
Biblioteca de Marchamalo Isabel Allende Paula
Frank McCourt Las cenizas de Angela
Nacho Abad Diario de una becaria

* As in the British context, El Palo reading growas the only group which did not return the
questionnaire. This is why there is only the Atlerentry for its corresponding slot.

** E| Pozo reading group has only got two IsabeleAtle’s entries. This is due to the group’s
recent beginnings when | first contacted them. alkeady mentioned earlier on in this chapter,
this group’s first reading choice w&uentos de Eva LunaThey agreed that they would relaal
casa de los espirituso it could be discussed during my visit.

It is not possible though to offer generalizatiammy coming from the
reading groups’ sample | worked with, since Calaisvey did not include any
comments on any of the issues just discussed. ,Tthasexperience of the

Spanish sample is not intended to be transferabletiter groups outside this
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research but it highlights once more the specdffi@f the Spanish groups
compared to the British.

On the whole, the self-identity projected by theasph reading groups
is, perhaps, characterised by aspiration and sglfavement. All this is not say
that all members in the Spanish groups belongedhtat in the British context
would be understood as the ‘working- class’. Bwugreif they did, their class
origins do not seem to be an obstacle to assinti@&alues and practices which
would be considered ‘middle-class’.

As a final remark | would like to emphasize thahea than presenting
British and Spanish readers as “typical” within @ev pool of readers in Britain
and Spain or cross-culturally by comparing Britishd Spanish groups, this
section has been designed to highlight the spéyifof the reading groups based
on some of the patterns emerging out of the graigsiipnnaires and which may
impinge on the responses given by readers as bBhafieen in the following

chapters.

Keeping a Record of Reading Groups’ Discussions

| was able to tape record every session in Britaimd Spain, following
consultation and approval from the groups. Reogslihave allowed me to
transcribe most of what was said in the group disicuns. Although it was an
extremely time consuming activity, not only didf#cilitate the processes of
analysis of the information gathered in the fielas-shall be seen in more detalil
in the following chapters — but it also gave me tpportunity to represent

readers’ voices more accurately. As far as | couldould transcribe the exact
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words used by the readers and rather leave gapsewel could not make sense
of what was said due to either the poor qualitybackground noise of the
recording. Nonetheless, and despite my effortsetas accurate as possible with
my transcriptions, | also identify with Dorothy Hsdn's reflections upon the
recreation of her respondents’ views when she waslucting her research on
Crossroads
Extracts from transcripts of interviews can appeawy bland and
unexciting. Tolisten [her emphasis] to tapes is an entirely
different experience fromeading [ her emphasis] short extracts
which lose, above all, the intonation and lauglfethe speakers.
The enthusiasm which some of the viewers have shavtheir
own recounting of storylines of the programme andidents
involved in the programme can only be realized gy teader if
my words are able to recreate the atmosphere dirttess when |
watched the programme with them (Hobson, 2000:114).
The same enthusiasm that for example Hobson’s veeexpressed in some of
their comments aboutCrossroadsis also true of some of the readers in this
research, but as Hobson claims it seems impossibléully represent this
enthusiasm, voice inflections, hesitation or laeght
Nonetheless, and given the limitations on the wdma of readers’
comments, | still find it necessary to be explialbout the selection of my
material. Initially | started reading Allende’saers trying to establish patterns
and common themes which would either emerge irBtiitesh groups only, the
Spanish groups only, or both. More importantlesth themes and patterns had
to be informed by the original question of thiseash, ‘Why is Isabel Allende
such a “popular” writer in two different culturabitexts such as Britain and
Spain?’ Or slightly rephrased and with a clearaufo‘What elements/themes

have British and Spanish readers recurrently ifledtin Allende’s texts that

make the whole experience of reading enjoyable theropposite - and as a

78



Chapter 2: Researching Readers

result help us understand her popularity?” Thuserg that these were the
parameters in which | was situating readers’ contmydrcarefully engaged and

read several times the British and Spanish readensscriptions to identify the

recurrent elements/themes emerging out of readsmysiments. During this

process, the more familiar the materials felt, th@re patterns and connections
surfaced among groups in each country as well essa@roups in Britain and

Spain.

Confident about the similarities and difference$ijoh | had identified,
the editing process began since it would have hegossible, irrelevant and
impractical to envisage an all-inclusive accountabfreaders’ comments from
both countries. In this sense, the editing prodellswed an internal logic. It
had been conceived as a means to highlight andtdblese readers’ comments
that were relevant in the sense that would exegy@iipport or interrogate the
claims of the original research question.

Another issue that needed resolving was the wayghioh | was going to
present readers’ comments for the potential readethis thesis. | had no
difficulty in recognising British readers’ voices the tape so | could easily code
their comments by identifying each reader with afethe alphabet letters.
However, this system was not adequate for the Shagroups since most groups
had between 20 and 25 participants. For this redsdecided not to use any
coding system to identify individual readers in Bganish context since within
this project, no conclusions were intended to @vdrupon any specific reader.
It was far more important to be able to identife ttiifferent groups and code

them accordingly. For this purpose, | decided de the groups’ origin, that is
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the city or town where the group session took pfatlewed by the title of the
Allende book they read as a group.

| should clarify, though, that British groups reaahslated versions of the
originals in Spanish. To acknowledge this diffeehrefer to Allende’s titles in
either English or Spanish to distinguish betweegliBh and Spanish versions of
the same title. Also | should note that any tratishs into English from Spanish
readers’ comments or any other secondary sourcgpanish are my own unless

stated otherwise.

Conclusion

This chapter’s discussions have overall revealed tihe participant observant
and participant discussant approaches taken tangeagtoups in Britain and
Spain respectively has been successfully used i@irobg the necessary
materials to develop the project and answer thenmesearch question on
Allende’s popularity.

Throughout this chapter, | have discussed howainithethodological
issues were finally resolved satisfactorily. Thaseluded: the validity of
reading groups as the main methodological tool,itifleence brought by my
own subjectivity, the relationship established lestw the field and me in both
research contexts, and the relevance of groupiquesires.

In addition, this chapter has also offered a detailepresentation to
acknowledge the specificity of the different groupking part in this research

project. The specificity of British and Spanislogps, presented in comparative
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terms, revealed the similarities and differencesvben British and Spanish
groups participating in this research as well aselation to a larger pool of
reading groups in Britain and Spain. The purpdsacknowledging the groups’
specificity ultimately served to foreground the lgses of the following chapters
in this thesis, where not only the dialogues betwéext and readers are
accounted for, but also how their respective readiontexts impact on their
responses to Allende.

Finally, this chapter has discussed the ways irclwvhikept a record of
readers’ readings including the processes of trgstsm, selection, editing and

reading of the materials.

81



Chapter Three
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Perspective

Introduction

This chapter examines a selection of discoursewwuding Allende’s public
representation outside British and Spanish readesponses to her fiction. By
examining such discourses, this chapter aims aterstahding Allende’s
popularity from a production and consumption pecfige. In order to achieve
this, this chapter principally examines the rolattbxtensive press coverage of
Allende in Britain and Spain has played - and # ptaying - in creating
particular public images and discourses of the @uthirhroughout this chapter
the selection of such discourses has been conceivatlustrative rather than
comprehensive and will be organized thematically.

All the press excerpts selected cover approximdteiy the year 1988 to
date and consist of hard as well as electroniomessof newspaper articles. The
electronic database used in this search is chbetsNexis Executivelt provides
access to a world wide range of news sources ladifggally for the purpose of
this project the search was restricted to ‘UK Newswspapers only’ and
‘European News, Spanish only’. Since within theadph search, | could not
select the ‘newspaper only’ category, many of tleevsi matching the search

criteria, ‘Isabel Allende and writer’ came back time form of wire services
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provided byEfe News Services Other electronic sources such as Allende’s
official home page will also be used, as well as 8panish literary magazine

Qué leer

Constructing Allende’s Public Discourses through tle British and Spanish

Press

a) Allende’s Commercialised Production

Celia Correas Zapata (1998) titled one of the tatdwmpters of her book
interview with Isabel Allende ‘Escribiendo para mundo’ (‘Writing for the
world’). This title choice is indicative of the erall message of the chapter:
Isabel Allende is not just being read in Europeti.@dmerica, and the United
States but reaches as far as China, Vietnam aneakK@998:178). She is read
world wide and her astounding sales figures are &bl sustain such claims
showing that 556,000 copies ®he House of the Spirjt851,000 ofEva Luna
and 316,000 oOf Love and Shadowsold in Germany alone between 1981 and
1991, It is estimated that her total book sales haxeeeded thirty million
copies worldwide (Correas Zapata, 1998:1Hf& News Serviceg,August 2002)
and the British and Spanish press corroborate sucitess by the several
examples which have situated Isabel Allende as raernational renowned

author:

“1 Griego, Adan; 2004Interviews & Articles: The Wandering Spirits of e Allenddonline].
Available from: http://www.isabelallende.com/inteews_articles.htm [Accessed 10 August
2007].
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Isabel Allende [...] is top of the best-sellers aras been in the
fiction lists with her latest boolHija de la Fortuna,for 44 weeks

(The Guardian31 January 2000).

The novelist Isabel Allende, 59, attracted worldsvidttention

when her first book,The House of the Spiritdhecame an
international bestseller in the early eightidf€ Independent on
Sunday23 September 2001).

Sus libros se venden por millones y sus novelas s$ido
traducidas a més de 30 idiom&s$ Pais,25 September 2004).

Her books sell by the million and her novels hagerbtranslated
into more than 30 languages.

Thus, in terms of its commercialised productionleAtie’s popularity is
irrefutable but Allende’s popularity cannot only henderstood as mass
production and consumption.

As noted in the introduction, this chapter’'s empphéss in what | named
the ‘extra-literary’ aspects that have contributecher popularity and does not
include any responses offered by readers. Noresthelthere are several
moments throughout this thesis that show that theodrses around her public
figure constructed by Isabel Allende and the medigeneral, have played a
significant role in shaping some of the British éghnish readers’ responses to
her novels. This influence is particularly felt @hanalysing readers’ responses
to Paula in chapter six and readers’ location of Allende hivit the Latin
American “literary” tradition in chapter eight. bhis respect, the influence of
the ‘extra-literary’ should not be underestimated some of the issues
specifically discussed in this chapter return forim and make sense of some of

the readers’ responses later on in this thesis.
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b) Early Socio-historical Factors Contributing to Allende’s Transnational

Success

First, it is worth considering a series of socistbiical conditions that may have
favoured the production and consumptionTble House of the Spiriia Spain
and which may have transformed Allende’s initiatéilary” anonymity into a
well renowned international bestseller. At thedinine House of the Spiritsas
first published in Spain in 1982, many Chileans hadady fled from Chile to
live in exile (Wright and Onfate, 2004: 57-65). I[Ehiwas remembered
internationally for the devastating events of 198 thousands of Chilean
refugees were likely to keep those memories aliti@enliving in their adopted
countries like Spain. In 1982 Spain was enjoyitsgyoung and inexperienced
democracy with a newly elected Socialist governn{®l8OE Partido Socialista
Obrero Espafiol) after an era of more than fortyseé authoritarian rule under
Franco. This was the reverse of the politicalatitan in Chile at the time, and it
may have been a period in which sympathetic feslidgected across the
Atlantic were growing; the ideal moment to remingh8ish people that what was
happening in Chile had happened not long ago imnSdane House of the Spirits
therefore, emerged in a favourable political clienathich may have initially
helped boost Allende’s sales figures.

In addition to this receptive environment towardie tChilean cause,
Allende’s novel had the opportunity to take-off diseother factors. She had
emerged as @ost- boomwriter within the male dominated arena of the hati

Americanboom?®. Post boomwriters emerged in the 1970s in Latin America,

42 Names such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Julio Cartézd Mario Vargas Llosa belonged to
this group of well-renowned authors who had essabli a world-wide reputation of “highbrow”
literature for many other Latin American writers fallow. Other well-known contemporary
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following the literary explosion of the 1960s knows theboom Donald L.
Shaw (1999) suggests that Antonio Skarmeta’s fimstel, published in 1975,
Sofié que la nieve ardiaould be taken as the starting point for plost boonmas
well as signifying the return to the testimoniahge InLandmarks in Modern
Latin American FictiorPhilip Swanson (1990) also offers a good criticasight
into the transition fronboomto post boonsituating the emergence of the former
in the 1940s and 1950s (1990:1). He argues froraesthetic perspective that
this ‘new novel [...] can be seen as a reaction agaamd rejection of the
assumptions and forms of traditional realisthid). Swanson further claims that
the social unease felt by tbeomwriters and caused by ‘an erosion of traditional
values, generating instability, uncertainty, a sensf social and even
metaphysical disorientation’ (1990:13-14) equallyontibuted to the
experimenting with new aesthetic forms and whosennubjective was to
generate new means of exploring Latin Americanitieal Conversely, post
boom writers in dealing with the social turmoil that nyahatin American
countries were experiencing during the seventiesyvet away from the
experimentalism and elitism generated by blo®m incorporating instead a
variety of “popular” elements into their writinga@h contemporary songs, films
and soap operas. These new themes were treatedhwmour and irony
replacing the pessimism and stylistic excessesi@boomnovels (Shaw 1989,
Swanson, 1990; Shaw 1999).

In this respect, Allende’s initial success coul@daeen partly stimulated
by her association with th@ost -boomas well as by the publication and success

of The House of the Spiriis Spain, before anywhere else.

women authors such as Rosario Castellanos or Bdatrido had been excluded from theom
since this was conceived as a ‘men’ only “literamydvement (Shaw, 1999:260).
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From a merely commercial point of view, the Spamablishing industry
held a tradition of publishing Latin American autko This tradition had initially
been marked by two major political events: theaymse of the Spanish Second
Republic and the Second World War. Whereas therlaiffered the Latin
American publishing market an opportunity to expandjiven the paralysis
European and North American markets suffered dusimgj after the war -, the
former reactivated the cultural circles and esshigld economic links with
Spanish publishing houses prompted by the arrivedany Spanish intellectuals
who had fled Spain for political reasons in 1940848, 1999: 17-18).

Among the most influential publishing houses at tinee that promoted
the Latin Americarboomwas ‘Seix Barral’ (Rama, 1981:66; Saval, 2002:208).
Part of ‘Seix Barral's’ highly effective promotidactics was the organisation of
international “literary” contests, such as the ‘lgibeca Breve' prize which
‘extended and popularised the movemdratgnj’ since ‘the book awarded with
this Prize used to be published simultaneouslydaytéen publishing houses all
over the world’ (Saval, 2002:20§) What this suggests is that thmom
generation not only had raised the profile of Lalimerican letters but also
strengthened the links between the European anoh ldanerican “literary”
markets before Plaza & Janés published Allendé&'s House of the Spirifer
the first time in Spain. More important thoughistlradition helped initially

unknown authors like Allende to have ready accesbe European markets. It

3 This was the case of Mario Vargas Llosh&sciudad y los perrosvinning the Prize in 1962
and followed by Guillermo Cabrera Infante, CarlagRtes or José Donoso (Rama, 1981:66-67;
Saval, 2002:208).
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may have been more difficult fqgost- boorfi" writers like her to make the
breakthrough if none of the publishing ties betw&emope and Latin America
had existed in the first place. Thus, whdme House of the Spiriesmerged in
1982, it was enjoying a favourable socio-historiead well as publishing
environment in which to flourish. Nonetheless, sthefactors, although
significant, could not fully explain Allende’s swess. Her popularity is not made
up of one but several aspects which not only thigpter but this thesis as a

whole aims at identifying from a reader’s perspexti

c) Isabel Allende: The Woman Novelist

Laura Freixas (2000) claims idteratura y mujereghat any woman author —
and for that matter Allende herself —creates adrggterest among the media
simply because women authors are in a minority iwitn realm traditionally
dominated by meéfi. Freixas further maintains that since our socistfree of
‘ideological controversies’ where artists are nefimed any longer by their
political ideologies, gender and age become the ladwlling mechanisms for
the media (Freixas, 2000:37). Women writers becamedia friendly not only
by being a minority outside the ‘norm’, but alsachese as women, ‘se visten, se
pintan, se peinan y posanbid) (‘they dress up, they put on make up, they do

their hair and pose for the camera’). For thissoea references to Allende’s

4 Post boomwriters are those who emerged in the 1970s in LAmierica, following the literary
explosion of the 1960s known as theom Donald L. Shaw (1999) suggests that Antonio
Skarmeta’s first novel, published in 19%gfié que la nieve ardiaould be taken as the starting
point for the post boomas well as signifying the return to the testimbrganre. Philip
Swanson’s study (1990) also offers a good critiesight into the transition frorboomto post
boomin his workLandmarks in Modern Latin American Fiction.

% This also seems to be the case of many contemp8anish female writers such as Lucia
Etxebarria, Espido Freire or Aimudena Grandes vgp®ar to “enjoy” a continual attention from
the media in Spain.
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physical appearance are so prevalent in the catistnuof her public image.
The numerous images that photographic shots d@fso, reveals once more the
importance granted to the ‘corpored’(Marshall, 1997) in any press accounts
dedicated to any woman or even man contemporanfyoaut In the case of
Allende — and talking from personal experience dness photographs certainly
draw your attention for a few seconds since youattracted to the view of this
middle-aged beautiful woman, sometimes with heseyjesed, arms folded in a

serene attitude as the following picture shws

6 David P. Marshall (1997) irCelebrity and Powersuggests that all the emphasis on the
‘corporeal’ alone acts as a sign of celebrity stagince ‘images of the bodies of female stars
provide some of the raw materials for the consibncbf norms and normative positions about
what the body should represent and what the idedy should be’ (Marshall, 1997:144). In this
sense, and as a ‘female public personality’, Aleeris implicated in this discourse of
representation of the bodyb(d, 145).

" This personal reading could sum up many of therfdle’s poses | have seen in the British and
Spanish press over the years. The above photoggapfailable online from:
http://www.isabelallende.com/press_photos.htm [Aseel 28 November 2007].

89



Chapter 3: Allende’s Popularity from an ‘Extra-téey’ Perspective

In some instances, journalists give their own peasaccount about
Allende’s physical appearance. Across the sevefa@rences | found in the
British press, a range of elements could be idedtihs common in most of
them. To begin with, although there is no intemtio conceal Allende’s age, its
disclosure is done tactfully: ‘Born in 1942, Allemndooks at least a decade
younger than her ageThe Financial Times22 August 1999). Also Allende’s
mature age either explicitly or implicitly is assmted with her beauty,
sometimes further implying that she has aged Wdiiist women would kill to
look like she does at 58ThHe Sunday Business Pa3®, January 2000). Several
other physical characteristics are highlighted ¢aplement age such as her
small stature, her dark hair and eyes and pale tskig: ‘She is 57 and still
beautiful, with large brown eyes, an aquiline nasd artfully dishevelled hair’
(The Times8 January 2000); ‘She’s small with clear, salldins Her eyes
sparkle when she speaks [...THe Sunday Business Pa3®, January 2000) or
‘Allende is dark-haired and little herself, a fierbft, 64 year old matriarch [...]’
(The Guardian,28 April 2007). References to Allende’s hair angese
underlines her “exotic” looks since her dark featuas well as her small stature
are being particularly highlighted. More signifntas that by placing special
emphasis on these features, the British pressmsnding the reader about
Allende’s “difference”, an image which Allende alsbares and promotes in her
own personal accounts about the ways she looks: sMeto muy bien aqui
[Estados Unidos], pero también extrafia, como akgoi@. Para muchos tengo
un acento muy fuerte. Para otros no tengo el &spde una mujer

estadounidense y nunca lo tendré [.Hl Pais SemanaB December 2001) (‘I
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feel very good here but also strange, like somgtleixotic. For many people |
have a very strong accent. For others | don'tméxde the typical American
woman and | never will'). Allende is therefore escious that for the
Anglophone world, she hardly fits in with the imagfehe “average” British — or
North American - woman novelist but her “differeha@ “exoticism” is what
uniquely distinguishes her and British readers riedzk reminded of this.

In contrast, the Spanish press focuses on Allend®er qualities,
projecting an image of a “strong” woman rather tleamphasising qualities that
would possibly strike the Spanish reader as “ndrrmalordinary rather than
“exotic”. For example, she is described as:

Tremendo caréacter [...] Tiene que haber sido kxzf de su

caracter la que la ha ayudado a salir de las coagatines que ha
encontrado en su vid&l(Pais 17 Septiembre 2002).

A tremendous character [...] it must have been thength of her
character that has helped her to survive the diffiecnoments in
her life.

Allende es una mujer apegada a la tierra, vitahdlde energia y
con un sentido del humor excepcional [...] ; Isab¢rde es una
mujer plena, vital, solidaria, con un enorme éxitofesional [...]
(Qué Leer Septiembre 2002).

Allende is an earthy woman, vital, full of energydawith an
exceptional sense of humour [...] Isabel Allende isoaplete
woman, vital and supportive, with great professiswcess [...]

Infatigable luchadora por todas las causas, empezaor la de la
mujer, la escritora Isabel Allende, que hoy presé&ittbosque de
los pigmeos... ] (Efe News Serviceg4 September 2004).

A tireless fighter for all causes, starting withiwen’s causes, the
writer Isabel Allende today presented ‘El bosquda$epigmeos’

[.]
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Whereas in the British context, Allende’s extratoadiness resided in
her “exotic” appearance, in the Spanish, she igedint” for her resourcefulness
and resilience, perhaps both indispensable qualitie today’s modern women
wanting to survive in a modern world. This partizurole model that the
Spanish press presents of Allende, appears to de omof a woman who fulfils
herself at a public level — by enjoying a resougdmmofessional success — but
who at the same time has not lost her sense aftaing of what matters in life.
Fame and popularity have not stopped Allende fraamdp sensitive towards
other people’s problems. Above all, she is beirgsed for being politically
committed as the Spanish word “solidaria” conveyll of these ingredients
represent Allende as self-sufficient, as holding $slolutions to solve any of the
problems that self-help manuals deal with thess.day

However, although her inner qualities seem to canstAllende mainly
as a “strong” woman, these qualities also needetddwnplayed by inserting a
certain degree of vulnerability made explicit thgbuthe autobiographical
references about the loss of her daughter and guést depression. This
vulnerability could be understood as a counterlzaato the extraordinary
personality that she is and that could also aleetlabse readers who may feel
that such a perfect woman does not really existlendle’s vulnerable image
strongly emerges through her public declarationsr ahe unexpected death of
her daughter Paula:

When she [Paula] died | felt | had lost everythitiggt | had lost
her physically, emotionally, intellectually and tHahad lost her
spirit as well. But after a few days, | realisbdttwasn’t true. |
had the love | had given her and that was sometmatgdy could

take away from melhe Express24 January 2000).

Fueron tres afios de depresion [...] Imaginese [...]a@Rrozac
pero no funcionaba. Claro no era una depresiorsguesara con
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pastillas, era tristeza, mucha tristeza lo que grat y solo el
tiempo te puede llegar a curar de esbfemanall5 September
2002).
| was depressed for three years [...] Just imaging |..was
taking Prozac but it wasn't working. Obviously, vitasn't a
depression which was going to go away with pitlsyas sadness,
a lot of sadness what | had and only time can kealof that.
Nevertheless, such personal and intimate accoumts ndt only insert
vulnerability but also highlight Allende’s effort® be perceived as a sincere
woman. For this reason, personal accounts willjustt concern themes related
to the turmoil she experienced during her daughtiiness and death but also
will encompass detailed descriptions about her lfamnd love relationships.
These kind of themes are quite common in celebatyatives since according to
Frances Bonner ‘the stress is overwhelmingly oati@hships, consumption and
leisure, and work is quite minor. This is parttieé establishment of a form of
para-social intimacy with the celebrity’ (2005: 69 the case of Allende, these
themes are illustrated by her constant referercgit marriages: ‘She separated
from Frias in 1978, divorced him in 1987 and makrrdemerican lawyer Willie
Gordon the following yearThe Financial Times22 August 1999); love affairs:
‘She had left her husband and children to pursuaffair with a musician, only
to return three months laterTlje Times8 January 2000); or even family sex
scandals: ‘She [Allende] suspects that he [herefatimay have been bisexual, or
perhaps that his social use of drugs got out oflhdie left the family and we
never saw him again”The Times8 January 2000). Furthermore, Allende’s
perceptions of authenticity and sincerity are elqu@inforced by presenting her

own writing as an effortless task emanating fropeesonal experience:

Although her books are not strictly autobiographitiadon’t
appear in any of them as a character”, Allende tddrawing on
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her experience to illustrate her works: “I can’member what is
real and what | made upTle Independen®l March 1989).

Isabel Allende has already published two memoirshiee if you
count the novel that traced her family histofjie House of the
Spirits (1982). All triggered by personal criseehgé Guardian,1
November 2003).

“Al contrario, siempre la tendencia es volver ariescsobre lo
gue conozco mejor, sobre lo que no tengo que ilyaegtorque lo
siento adentro®fe News Serviceg2 June 2004).

“On the contrary, the tendency is always to writgoat what |
know best, about what | don’t have to research bsed feel it
inside”.

Nonetheless, this image of Allende’s writing asedfortless task has also been
offset by other instances in which precisely anmelet of effort has been

highlighted as necessary part of the writing precés minimise the negative

implications that her effortless approach couledpiin terms of “literary” value:

El que la obra esté situada en el siglo XIX ha sgfupara Isabel
Allende [...] un verdadero esfuerzo de documentabidtorica y
trabajar doce horas diarias durante siete meseslggnar sacar a
la luz su nueva novel&fe News Service8,January 1999).

The fact that the novel is set in the™1€entury has meant for
Isabel Allende [...] a real effort in terms of histal research
and working twelve hours per day for seven montherder to
publish her new novel.

Allende says she usually takes about two yearsrii® \& novel.
When immersed in a project, she works obsessipeitfing in 10
or 12 hour days without interruption¥he Financial Times22
August 1999).

Trabaja de manera metddica, con una disciplinaresmay a un
ritmo de ocho a doce horas diarias. Incluye una loe cierre,
como en su época de periodidgEhPais,5 September 2003).
She [Allende] works in a methodical way, with a $poa
discipline at the rate of eight to twelve hours @yd She sets
herself a “closing time” as in her old days as aijoalist.

By presenting her writing as an arduous, demandimd) well- researched task,

Allende is appealing to a section of her readershipp may appreciate a
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thorough historical contextualisation of events arh may seek to add “value”
to their reading (this aspect shall be further ubsed in chapter seven). This,
nonetheless, also suggests Allende’s eagernessenigtroct an image for her
writings characterised by inclusiveness. Any readsn potentially find what
s/he is looking for: a family saga or/and contenapprChilean history irfiThe
House of the Spiritsadventure or/and nineteenth century historipaughter of
Fortune

Moreover, Allende’s effortless ways of writing calso be interpreted as
a way to make her audience aware of its potensalaters. As Christine
Bridgwood (1986) argues iframily Romances: the Contemporary Popular
Family Sagathe writing of family sagas — as in the case déAdle’'sThe House
of the Spirits +educes the distance between the writer and tlieredy saying
this, Bridgwood is implying that when the writingesns to spring from the
author’s history and experience it makes some woreaders consider their own
family history as a potential saga. In Bridgwoodisn words: ‘The ideology of
authorship in saga publicity appears to be dirgctime reader back into the
potentialities of her own experience, into her figrhistory as a potential saga, to
writing as a ‘natural’ product of living, achievablhrough application, strength
of will [...] (1986:171). Thus, in the context ofhe House of the Spirjts
Allende creates the illusion that everybody coutdalsuccessful writer since the
secret of her own success resided in her own pak$éan experience as well as
her own family members. Allende has on severahsions publicly admitted
that her grandmother was the prime source of iasipir for the character Clara
del Valle in The House of the Spiritdhe Times8 January 2000Efe News

Services5 February 2003The Times14 October 2003The Guardian 18 May
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2005; The Guardian,28 April 2007); her second husband William Gordon
inspired the main male character Gregory Reevéeirfourth novellhe Infinite
Plan ( The Financial Times22 August 1999) or her grandson Alejandro Frias
modelled her adventurous Alexander Cold in hesstatdogy comprisingCity of
the Beasts, Kingdom of the Golden Dragm Forest of the Pygmig&l Pais,5
September 200Efe News Service®4 September 2004).

In addition to this, the British and Spanish preage even suggested that
the young journalist Irene Beltrdn i@f Love and Shadowwas ‘obviously
modelled on the writer’ The Financial Times25 October 2003) or that Kate
Cold in City of the Beastscomparte ciertos rasgos de la autora, como haber
tenido un flautista en sus vidas [...]' (‘shares a®rtfeatures with the author
such as having had a flutist in their live€) Pais 5 September 2003). Thus, by
sharing with her audience that most of her chara@ee based on “real” people,
- mostly her own family members or herself - Allend inadvertently shortening
the distance between reality and fictiGtaula is the prime example of this. In
this work, the boundaries between fiction and riotieh are almost completely
blurred given the strong autobiographical composi@ntning throughout. As
shall be seen, and according to British and Spamiatiers’ responses Raula
the short distance maintained between the “reabds Allende and the author
became central for the novel’'s success. In theesany Allende’s perceptions
of sincerity and intimacy, so characteristic of afyher press accounts, seem to
successfully work at shortening the distance betvibe “real” Allende and the
author.

Nonetheless, and although what Allende seeks onofiee hand is to

preserve a sense of authenticity by letting heiesno@ really get to know who
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the “real” Allende is, on the other, Allende presethe readers with a kind of
reality which is not quite as ordinary as it mayegr at first sight. Characters
such Clara del Valle or Alexander Cold developxtraordinary ways reflecting
to a certain degree the extraordinary family Allertths. In this sense, Allende
aspires to present herself as an ordinary andrgimpE¥son as well as opening up
a space where her and the world surrounding hby iso means ordinary but

guite the opposite: extraordinary.

d) Isabel Allende: The Political Activist

Another powerful set of themes emerging in theesentation of Allende within
the British and Spanish press is her close relshignwith Chilean politics. An
aspect which continuously accentuates this relahign is undoubtedly her
family name. She is not just any Chilean writére &s also an ‘Allende’ and this
has become an integral part in the constructioheofpublic image through the
years. In fact, the connection between the auhdrChile’s political turmoil of
1973 was vital not only in securing the initial sass ofThe House of the Spirits
but also as a powerful anchoring point in nearlynatratives constructed by the
media.

In almost every press interview a mention of Satwadillende
(democratically elected Chilean president 1970-AB)d General Augusto
Pinochet is usually present. Furthermore, in ntecent years a revival of the
Pinochet /Isabel Allende connection seem to hawenhbeevitable given the
unexpected home detention of the old dictator indan Efe News Service&9

January 2000The Guardian,31 January 2000Efe News Service§0 April
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2000; Efe News Serviced4 December 2000). The following are just several
examples which have appeared over the years iBtitish and Spanish press
and which precisely highlight the Allende-Chileaslifics connection:
She [Allende] was fond of her uncle, President &y Allende
Gossens, who died in the bitter army coup of 19vBysterious
circumstances [...]JThe Independen8 February 1991)
Al tocar el tema de su familia, Isabel Allende atlajue su
parentesco con el fallecido presidente Salvadoendlié (1970-
1973) proviene de que el gobernante era primo hesnie su
padre, Tomas Allende, que abandono a su madre cugliadtenia
tres afiosKfe News Service$l December 1998).
When talking about her family, Isabel Allende maléar that her
relationship with the deceased president Salvadande (1970-
1973) derives from the fact that he was her fathedusin, Tomas
Allende, who abandoned her mother when she was.thre
She was brought up in Chile. Her second cousin gotfather
was the country’s president, Salvador Allende, widied during
the Augusto Pinochet coup in 197Bhé Independent on Sunday
23 September 2001).
At first glance what is significant about the abgress accounts is how each of
them offers a different version of the family kinslexisting between Salvador
Allende and the author. The belief which possiliigst readers share is that
Isabel was Salvador Allende’s niece when in redhiy deceased president was
her father's cousin and not her urf€le This family myth-making has therefore
been endorsed and unchallenged over the yearseffahto maintain Allende’s
“authenticity” in relation to Chile’s “official” hstory. For this reason any
historical references to the post-1973 events itendle’s novels will be

perceived as “authentic” since her connection ttvémr Allende implicitly

reinforces a first hand experience account of $i&3lcoup d’etat. This, in turn,

“8 Another source of confusion is also being gendraiglsabel Allende sharing the exact name
with Salvador Allende’s daughter, the politicianda@hilean congress member Isabel Allende.
The writer has publicly admittedH] Pais,25 September 2004) that she has often been mistaken
by what she calls her cousin — although strictlgading this is not the case since Salvador
Allende was Tomas Allende’s (Isabel Allende’s fajteousin.
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positions her close to those in power, allowing teerspeak not only from a
position of truth but also from a position of auibp These arguments further
suggest that her family history and carrying suckte@gnisable surname are
assets that she and her publishers seem to haafelgaexploited, although she
resists this view by having claimed on several s that:
Si alguien puede vender algo, cualquier cosa, gospillama
Allende durante 20 afios, es una cosa rididdfa News Services

24 July 2002).

As if anybody can sell anything, whatever it is, 29 years
because he/she is called Allende, it is ridiculous.

Se ha dicho que he vendido porque mi apellido &ndé: a ver si
el apellido vendiera algo en alguna parte. Alguoeen que el
marketing es una varita magica. Si fuera por &s,editores

harian marketing de cada libro. Y no es asi. &uadeo mis libros
porque a la gente le gusta leerlasRPais,5 September 2003).

It has been said that | have sold because my sugriamliende:
but only you'd have to see whether the surname anighing
anywhere. Some people believe that marketingkes d magic
wand. If it was like that, publishers would marlestery single
book and that is not the case. My books sell bezgqeople like
to read them.
Although Allende’s arguments are valid to a certé@gree and aim at reducing
the impact of her family name in the making of Beccess as a writer holding an
international reputation, it would be hard to detsysignificance at least at an
early stage in her career. When Allende was stiknown as a writer, her
family name was, nevertheless, bound to resondatenaher potential Spanish or
Latin American audience who would immediately thimkSalvador Allende’s
overthrow and Pinochet’'s coup d'etat in 1973. Byrggthening and keeping

this link alive, several press discourses situatepolitical convictions as those

from the left and as somebody who is politicallyiva
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But on September 11, 1973, President Salvador édderher
father’s cousin, and Chile’s first Marxist leaderas killed in a
military coup. She stayed for a few months, hidingnds in her
house, smuggling out writings about what was goimg (The
Times,8 January 2000).

Allende’s politics are harder to categorise. Shppily describes
herself as a leftist and shares her surname withadrthe great
martyrs of the Latin American leftThe Financial Times25
October 2003).
Quiso estar en Chile este 11 de septiembre, cus@decuerdan
30 afios de la muerte del presidente Allende, defedd a la
democracia del golpe de Estado del general Audristochet El
Pais,5 Septiembre 2003).
She wanted to be in Chile this 11 of September wthemn
commemorate 30 years of Salvador Allende’s deafendeng
democracy against Augusto Pinochet’s coup d’etat.
Moreover, in many of her interviews in the Spanmshss, it appears that there
has more recently been a shift in emphasis — gthencurrent international
political climate - with 1973 Chile relegated teetbackground and current US
politics moved to the forefront. Allende’s moreeat political views explicitly
loathe George W. Bush: ‘Bush es un tejano que piengérminos de petrolero y
nos va a llevar a una Guerra, mundial tal vez,gbgetréleo. No me hablen de
Bush, por favor’ Efe News Service8,May 2003) (‘Bush is a Texan who thinks
in terms of oil and he is going to take us to vp@rhaps a world war, because of
oil. Don't talk to me about Bush, please’) as wadlcondemn his foreign policy
in Afghanistan and Iraq:
La autora dd.a casa de los espiritieacé los fundamentalismos
y expresé su militancia anti-Bush [...] Escriliith bosque de los
pigmeosmientras se manifestaba con sus nietos en lasscalle
contra la guerra de Iralel Pais,25 Septiembre 2004).
The author of The House of the Spirits attackediduomentalisms
and expressed her militant anti-Bush sentiment [She wrote

‘Forest of the Pygmies’ while she was demonstraitiniipe streets
against the Iraq war with her grandchildren.
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There are other several references which not onghlight the author’s
opposition during George W. Bush re-election camgmpan 2003 Efe News
Services4 September 200Efe News Service®22 June 2004) but equally her
utter surprise when he was re-elected in 2004

Allende, que no esta “en absoluto acuerdo” conpla#ticas del

presidente republicano reelegido, y se preguntariu dafio

pueden causar” en los proximos cuatro afios, reeownpe le

sorprendié que Bush ganara [..Hf¢ News Service§,November

2004).

Allende who “doesn’t agree at all” with the poligeof the re-

elected republican president, and wonders “how mdemage

they might cause” in the next four years, recognisbe was

surprised by Bush’s victory [...]
But how do all of these political discourses cdnite to Allende’ success? On
the one hand, it seems that by presenting hersalfwell as being represented -
as a politically committed writer, Allende is trgnto complement the
authenticity, sincerity and familiarity her writinffom personal experience
emanates, with more “serious” issues. This coel@gmain interpreted as a move
to be as inclusive as possible in what her writiag to offer: it is not only about
family stories but also about crucial political ate

Furthermore, although the Allende-Chilean politidsscourses have

played a significant part in her “passport” to s8x; the shift from Chilean to
US politics may have also been partly the result aoflong process of
‘acculturation’ having moved to the US in the 1at880s ‘for sentimental
reasons’ (Ramblado, 2003:98). What is relevanughois that this move
certainly aims at sustaining her politically comext and “serious” image which,
in dealing with politically controversial issuescbuas current US foreign policy

in Iraqg, will definitely keep resonating among fardience. Not only this, but

other signs of her ‘acculturation’ could be seerh@r public demonstration of
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her commitment to America by empathising with the#eo suffered during
9/11:
For Allende, however, September 11 2001 was themntstic
moment she realised she felt herself American. blénéo stay
neutral, she says she was “confronted with my sehsaentity”
[...] This moment also seems to have helped herenaagtep that
her precursors tended not to make — that from éailenmigrant.
It is, she says, a different state for the souh the first case, one
leaves by force, whether escaping or expelled, fapts like a
victim who has had half their life stolen from themin the
second, one leaves as an adventure, the ownered$ destiny.
The exile looks to the past, lamenting the wourtlks:immigrant
looks to the future, disposed to take advantaghebpportunities
within their grasp” The Financial TimeS5 October 2003)
By expressing her allegiances to her adopted cpuatrd showing her
compassion in such a sensitive moment - irrespeaifvthe negative political
opinions she displays in relation to the Bush adstriation - Allende seems to
effectively gain the respect and admiration of h&merican audience.
Interestingly though, ‘this traumatic moment’ — \e®y aside the oddity of
coinciding with the Chilean coup d’etat anniversamgnty eight years earlier-
also gave Allende the opportunity to talk about pelitics of exile, which also
form an important part in the construction of hablic image.

On many occasions, Allende’s exile has been predeat the direct
consequence of Chile’s political upheaval in 19A8:30, she was forced to flee
her country following General Pinochet’s coup dgrimhich her uncle Salvador
Allende was murderedThe Times21 August 1993); ‘| have been a traveller, a
political refugee and an immigrant. My family ahldad to leave Chile after the
military coup of 1973. We went to Venezuela, wheme lived in exile for 15

years [...]' (The Observerl0 November 2002). This image has also suffered

transformations over time, once more explicitly @ang the transformations
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that Allende’s identity may have undergone durimgy facculturation’ process.

As a result, Allende has moved from being a pdalltrefugee to an immigrant:
There’s a strong international component to a nunabaecent
memoirs, [...] “Nation and tribe are confused in mindi, says
Isabel Allende irMy Invented Countrythe story of a life divided
between her native Chile and the America which imecdner
home. *“l never fit in anywhere”, she adds, an ole#on that
appears to be almost axiomatic as a starting gointhe writing
life (The Independens, December 2003).
| have been a traveller, the daughter of diplomatsolitical exile,
an immigrant. So | don'’t think | have roots anyrmo | have
them in books, in language, but not in a placthink | am a good
example of what California is all about. It's abaonmigration
and diversity. And I'm very lucky because I'm léga this
country and I am my own boss, | don’'t have to beaging
bathrooms. It's like slavery with a better nariéd Guardian18
May 2005).

What the political refugee to immigrant transitisuggests is a conscious change

of status, ‘a different state for the sourh Financial Times25 October 2003)

which on some occasions inadvertently revealednéliéés coming to terms with

‘feelings of betrayal’ (Ramblado, 2003: 99) of lmevn roots as if she had finally

accepted her new American status.

e) Isabel Allende: An Ambiguous Relationship withhe Canon and the

Academy

A final set of themes, which ambiguously constraod position Allende in
relation to the canon and academy are those whoohext her with the Latin
American tradition of magical realism and Garciardl&z’s iconic noveDne
Hundred Years of Solitude

On the one hand Allende is able to produce a ‘fighiccessful novel

[The House of the SpirJtdut ‘she risks being accused of slavishly comgythe
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style and effects of Garcia MarqueZhg Financial Times18 March 1989).
When The House of the Spiritsas published ‘there was a definite sense of a
major talent unfurled’ butOne Hundred Years of Solitudeas its archetype’
(The Financial Times26 June 1993) and a ‘[...] mention of her name would
invariably be followed by that of Gabriel Garcia igaez’ (The Guardian,18
May 2005). All of these excerpts suggest that idigs success will always be
shadowed by her “literary” debt to Garcia Marquesteéad of being regarded for
her own merits. On the other hand, her identiicatvith magical realism and
Marquez could have equally helped raise her “lit€rarofile since she was also
automatically associated with the “highbrow” Latimericanboomgeneration:
‘This insight [Allende’s enforced exile] might agpio many of her predecessors
in the group of Latin American writers now referitedas the Boomgeneration”
who brought magical realism to the world's attentim the 1960s’ The
Financial Times25 October 2003). Allende’s close position in tiela to the
boomseems to have brought her academic recognitiometisas led her to be
pioneering the way within the male dominated wooldthe Latin American
letters. Nonetheless, this academic recognitiah “dterary” status has not yet
allowed Allende to shake off her “literary” debtcato a certain extent, it keeps
reproducing an image which ambiguously situates iheterms of “literary”
value. This ambiguous position is not just beingstantly reproduced by press
accounts but is currently being maintained by agadeircles, in particular the
Spanish academia.

In order to shed some light on this uncertain retesthip and with the
purpose of confirming my initial suspicions thatlekide had formed part of

undergraduate and post graduate courses in Biithtutions for many years
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but more than likely had been excluded from thevensity curricula in Spain, |
decided to conduct a small-scale survey via éfhaihong several British and
Spanish university academics. This small-scalevesurwas directed to
academics involved in the teaching of undergradoateostgraduate courses of
contemporary Latin American literature.

Within Britain, | received replies from eight unredies including:
Edinburgh, Manchester, Cambridge, Birmingham, Dorh&alford, Nottingham
and Exeter. All of them confirmed my initial hunthat Allende was being
taught or had been taught in the past at least anhdergraduate level and their
replies equally confirmed that British institutiosed in theory shown no
apparent reservations to include Allende in tharricula. This, in turn, meant
that Allende was worth studying. She was not be&rguded from academic
courses because of being a commercial succesaraspited from the replies
received from the Spanish universities.

Within the Spanish academic context, although lyomceived four
replies including two from the University of La Laga, one from the University
of Deusto and one from the University of Oviedoth@ligh the University of
Oviedo’s reply simply stated that Allende had neleen taught at any level —
these were sufficient to observe a certain relwgan consider Allende part of
the teaching programme, and recognise her academaice as well as
highlighting the different status Allende was halgliwithin British and Spanish

academia. The replies received from La Lagunalusto read as followd

9 See Appendix at the end of the thesis.

%0 Unlike in the British context where the replieseived had methodically responded to the
questions | had emailed, the Spanish fellow acaceinistead elaborated their replies without
following the order of the questions possibly inatempt to accommodate and fully represent
the specificity of Allende’s position within theigaching programmes.
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Mi campo es el de la Literatura espafola, aunquertaf
anualmente un seminario de libre eleccién sobredger en la

narrativa espafiola contemporanea. Y cuando digafiea me

refiero a la literatura escrita en lengua espaéiaiastellana. Esto
explica que casi todos los afios se elija entre as@asas a Isabel
Allende, pues son los alumnos quienes deciden gt@res se

comentan a lo largo del seminario. En los curssagos se hablé
de Eva Lunay De amor y de sombr@Jniversidad de La Laguna,
15 September 2004).

My field is Spanish literature although | offer aeé choice
seminar each year on women in contemporary Spdiugan.
And when | say Spanish, | mean literature writterthie Spanish
language. This explains why almost every yeardsaliende is
chosen among those writers, since it is the stgdefio decide
which authors they want to discuss during the samiin the past
we discussed Eva Luna and De amor y de sombra.

En mis clases sobre Literatura espafiola no exigigim tema
relacionado con Isabel Allende, pues queda fuerandaterial
propio del programa. Tal vez en los cursos de @acto sobre
Literatura de género haya alguna mencion pues r&Eam&@ un
fendmeno de ventas que me interesa tratar. lgudbnguedaria
abierta la posibilidad de trabajar sobre ella ensldrabajos
exigidos en Doctorado (Universidad de Deusto, &pt&nber
2004).

In my Spanish literature lectures there are no teemelated to
Isabel Allende since falls outside the programnselsject matter.
Perhaps in the PhD courses on women'’s Literatuesetttould be
a mention since she represents a selling phenomdiman
interested in. Equally it would be possible to kvon her in the
courses required for the PhD.

En la facultad de Filologia de la Universidad dellaguna (Islas
Canarias), donde hay nueve asignaturas de Litaratur
hispanoamericana, la obra de Allende no es leatbiigatoria,
aungue si se comenta su importancia como fenonditarial en
paises europeos (Universidad de La Laguna, 13 18bpte2004).

Within the Philology faculty in La Laguna Univeysi{Canary
Islands) where there are nine modules on Hispaiterature,
Isabel Allende’s works are not compulsory readiagjaough we
do discuss her importance as a publishing phenomeimo
European countries.

Within the first reply from La Laguna, it is intesteng to note how this fellow

academic completely distances himself from hisesti@hoices. It seems that if
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Allende gets taught it is the result of student&ferences but not his own. This
emphasises once more the ambiguity surroundingnddlss position within
Spanish academia since she is part of studentgehbut on the verge of being
excluded from academic curricula. What the other teplies suggest is that for
Spanish academics, interest in Allende residegudysig her as a commercial
phenomenon. It seems that for Spanish acaderhiales figures are high, this
soon translates into “poor” quality literature —atéwver “quality” means to those
who make decisions to include or exclude certath@s from the curricula.

However, this common argument does not always wsirice for
example Sanchez-Palencia (1997) has claimed thed §gures alone cannot
explain how two well-known “literary” successes suasLady Chatterly’s Lover
in Britain or One Hundred Years of Solituda the US have never been
considered “popular” - in the sense of “low’- (198%), excluded from the
canon or regarded just in terms of a publishinghphenon although millions of
copies have been sold, like in Allende’s case. rd@ s to be other factors that
contribute to Allende’s exclusion from academiclas and which do not relate
to her commercial success.

Aspects like the gender of her readership couldsideo some of the
answers to the understanding of such exclusiom.ekample and just within the
context of this research project, Allende’s realigrss mostly made out of
women readers as shall be seen. This is not surgrsince to begin with,
Spanish women, for example, read more than thde pwunterparts. According
to a survey conducted in Spain by Ministerio det@ual in 1978, 1985 and 1990
and Sociedad General de Autores y Editores (SGARPDO, these two sources

reached identical conclusions regarding readingth@mong Spanish men and
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women; 22.4% of women read almost everyday, condptoel7.4% of men
(Freixas, 2000: 42-43) In addition to thisEl Pais Semanapublished® the
results of a study set up by the commercial winthefpublishers&srupo Planeta
which concluded that 70% of women buy boBks These results therefore
reinforce the idea that most of Allende’s readeesswwomen. Similarly, Jenny
Hartley's (2002) research among 350 reading graupise UK shows that 69%
of the reading groups she contacted were all wonwbereas only 4% were all
men (2002:25). These figures further suggestdkan in groups, reading is far
more common among women than men. But do thesdtgesnpact on
Allende’s perception as a “popular” writer, in teense of appealing to certain
“popular” groups of readers such as women? Perlfapsanswer lies in the
relationship existing between gender and certaitui@al practices. Women
seem to hold a reputation for reading “popular” rgenthat are “popular” for
creating false illusions for their women readers, veell as being of little
“literary” value (Sé&nchez-Palencia, 1997: 41-42)What Sanchez-Palencia
further argues is that these genres should, insteadegarded as “popular”
because they know: ‘como inscribir —ya sea abiertaimbodlicamente —los
verdaderos problemas y tensiones de la experiémianina, proporcionandoles
aungue sea en un plano utépico, soluciones sdtisifas (bid) (‘how to inscribe
— either openly or symbolically — the real problearsl tensions of feminine
experience, offering, although at a utopian lesatisfactory solutions to them’).
Using Ricoeur’s own terminology, these genres a@pllar’ in the sense that

they enable readers’ worlds to connect to the ‘varf the text’, and where

*1 These results did not mention existing differerimesveen groups according to age, education
or occupation.

%2 Thjs article appeared on the"28f April 2000. (See Bibliography for details).

%3 This study did not offer a breakdown by genretss difficult to know what percentage
corresponds to fiction as believed one of the fgbular’ genre among women.
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women in particular, are able to relate to theimokves the meanings they
produce from the texts. What the following chapter this thesis reveal is
whether the responses given by the women read@utish and Spanish groups
suggest that Allende is “popular” in the sense férong British and Spanish
women readers ‘satisfactory solutions’ to their divas.

Not only this, but working in conflation with theegativity attached to
the gender of Allende’s readership is the authgemder itself. Christine
Bridgwood (1986) argues that women’s writing tetalde devalued since the
way in which certain genres like family sagas asrkated suggests that women
simply write ‘what they know’ and therefore theiriting skills are diminished,
while reasserting the naturalness of women onlyingriabout certain themes. In
this sense, being writer and woman will automalycater off the author’'s work
towards “popular’ genres. This could representtlagroreason to explain why
Allende’s position in the canon and within Spangtademic circles is marked
by exclusion rather than inclusion but certainlyeslonot fully solve the
ambiguity existing around her “literary” position.Perhaps once more this
ambiguity and/or duality surrounding Allende’s érary” status — and by
extension her other public discourses and images key in generating her
appeal. This could be the result of Allende’s gffi® create an all-inclusive
image for herself and her work that can equallysBathe ordinary as well as

sophisticated and/or academic reader.
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Conclusion

This chapter began by considering the various fadtwat favourably contributed
and encouraged the initial production and consuwmpbif Allende’sThe House
of the Spiritsin Spain. Nevertheless, the focus of this chapies been to
analyse the themes and discourses surroundinguidic press representations
cross-culturally. These themes and discourses ksenthe “difference” of her
physical appearance, the unveiling of her private ‘aeal” self - and how this
private realm informs her fiction - the relevandeher family name and its
connection to Chilean politics, and her positionréation to Latin American
“literary” traditions. Altogether, these discoussearound her public
representation construct an appealing public imaigéllende, which in turn,
influences readers’ responses to her novels aklshaken later on in the thesis.
This chapter has also shown that her public appesaln her projections
of sincerity and authenticity as well as in theheatinclusive image that she
seeks to create through the various dichotomies lilea public discourses
generate. Allende’s appealing image moves betwezphysically small but the
big personality; the ordinary but the exotic; theman novelist but politically
committed; the “literary” recognised but the “poatilpublishing phenomenon,
excluded from academia. These dichotomies areigelgcat the heart of
Allende’s success as this chapter has endeavowredemonstrate from a

production and consumption approach.
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Chapter Four
British and Spanish Readers’ Responses to Isabel

Allende’s Fictional Characters

Introduction

In this chapter, | examine British and Spanish eesidresponses to Allende’s
fictional characters across different novels. ifially evaluate which aspects of
Allende’s characterization attracted British andaidph readers and for what
reasons. | also analyse what type(s) of involvdanmeaders established with
Allende’s fictional characters, placing particuanphasis on the British readers’
responses since the Spanish turned out to be Soarelation to this aspect.
Finally, in this more general overview on Allendétgional characters, |

examine how British and Spanish groups identifiedtatn differences in the
treatment of female and male characters, situathng former as central.
Although the Spanish readers placed more emphadigittention on this aspect
— for reasons that | explain later in the chapteequally, British readers
acknowledged this differentiation occurring betwedemale and male

representation.
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The Extra-Ordinary Versus the Ordinary

A: [...] She’s [Isabel Allende] pieced together thiess of stories
that all interlink with these wonderful charactefseicester
Reading GroupThe House of the Spirjts

D: She’s [Isabel Allende] got this wonderful famtty write about,
she’s got these fantastic characters and she reersrsb well, she
remembers when her uncle used to play when they \ittle,
with such detail out of her childhood, it's so fasding
(Birmingham Reading Group Paula).

A: All the characters are incredible, | found thesm gripping
(Bingham Reading Groufihe House of the Spirjts

Some British readers used adjectives such as ‘wharge‘fantastic’ and
‘incredible’ to describe Allende’s fictional chatacs. This common choice of
adjectives seems to echo readers’ positive relstipnwith Allende’s characters.
On the other hand, these adjectives suggest, iti@addhat Allende’s fictional
characters may also be full of surprises, wondé&ickvmay ultimately frustrate
readers’ assessment of characters’ ‘life-liken&sghat is, if they could be
identified as “real” or not. Spanish readers ddte from their British
counterparts since the language used to descrilemd®’'s charactets did not
include any explicit references to ‘fascination’ ‘@ronder’. Spanish readers
seemed to identify characters as “real” in a mimséinse:

También me parecen casi todos muy reales, es comess

conociera y estuviera describiendo a un amigo mtida muchos

detalles del céaracter, los ojos, la mirada (El Platocasa de los
espiritug.

> Term used by Lilian Furst (1992) in her introdoatio her selected essays on realism.

> When using the phrase ‘Allende’s characters’ altfio their fictional qualities may not be
explicitly acknowledged, their constructedness rishedded and should be understood by the
reader of this thesis at all times.
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Almost all [the characters] seem very real to menadl, it's as if |

knew them and was describing a close friend, slieriée] gives

a lot of details about their temperament, theirgybeir gaze.
This reader’s mimetic understanding was also supddry the explicit reference
made to the characters’ physical detailed desonps ultimately contributing to
their recognition as “real”, that is, the aboved®aregarded the characters’
physical description as a key feature to accompksttistic status. Nonetheless,
what intrigued me from the El Palo reader's commeas the use of the word
‘casi’ (‘falmost’), which in the context of her conemt, suggests that not all of
Allende’s characters are believable and thereforal®. What becomes
impossible to determine is which characters theglee is referring to, who may
not belong to the “real”. Besides, this commenbvedd that some Spanish
readers may also have had reservations towards sbiléende’s characters in
terms of their credibility.

There are other several aspects that readers eoedidvhen claiming
characters’ verisimilitude and plausibility. Acdorg to some British readers,
Allende’s fictional characters were also ‘three-dmsional’, ‘rich’ ‘interesting’,
‘true-born man’ or not ‘too card-board’:

A: Characters are three-dimensional and interestimg) | think
she [Allende] generally does that (Nottingham Regdsroup 1,
Daughter of Fortung

A: [...] but the characters were so rich and intengstl thought
they were absolutely wonderful, the fact that thweyen’t black or
white; they were just eccentric but also believabdlemean
touchable that they were so wonderful (Lincoln Regdsroup,
The House of the Spir)ts

B: | think they [the characters] are quite satigfag in terms of
credibility, Amanda is one type of person and thmesptute is
another type, they do seem true-born man [sicly thee seem in

their ability through the book, they do seem tryaet they have
integrity when they re-appear, they behave in thmes way, |
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found them quite satisfactory and they don't fex tard-board
(Birmingham Reading Group Zhe House of the Spir)ts

This group of adjectives suggest that some Britishders also assessed
Allende’s characters’ realistic status by ‘wholesigdong, 1987:323) or using
E.M. Forster concept, in terms of ‘roundnéSsis well as regarding them as
psychologically motivated charactets This feature appeared to be essential in
the making of characters as more ‘believable’, ¢tmble’, ‘satisfactory in terms
of credibility’ and subsequently “real”.

Furthermore, what made characters ‘round’ was thagr conflicts since
‘they weren’t black or white’ because ‘somos unateabscura y una parte
clara’(‘everybody has got a dark side’):

Bibliotecario: Yo no creo que justifique al persgnasino que
intenta ver otra arista del personaje, que cadadsmosotros
SOMOoS una parte oscura y una parte clara porquenaday nadie
que sea ‘santo’que yo sepa, vamos [...] entoncesrgo que
intenta ver, incluso los dictadores mas horriblesein su parte
humana, con sus nietos, no se los comen, perois@uares, son
perversos, tienen una zona suya perversa cieni@orgce es la
que sacan la mayoria de las veces, o [dirigiéendas® lectora en
el grupo] ¢ta crees B que Isabel Allende intenttifjoar los

personajes perversos o0 intenta suavizarlos, o smgite nos
hace ver que son personas? (Campanillas,casa de los
espiritug.

Librarian [man]: | don’t think she [Allende] jusiiés a character
but she tries to show a different side to the cbtma that is,
everybody has got a dark side because here therenarsaints’
as far as | know [...] so I think that she [Allendggs to see, even
the most horrible dictatorships have a human sidieen they are

%6 E.M. Forster in hisAspects of the Novél927) established the distinction between ‘fiid
‘round’ characters, the first one being designedefer to those characters lacking any depth or
development whereas the term ‘round’ signified tbpposite, characters having depth,
complexity and who developed along the way withrthgative.

*" Allende’s critic Marcelo Coddou equally sharesimilar view with British readers when he
considers Allende’s characters psychologically waigd by referring to them in the following
terms ‘Isabel Allende nos entrega muy concretosvaotes de las conductas asumidas por sus
personajes. Ello equivale a decir que éstos refgono tan solo a la psicologia que les atribuye
[...] sino [...] a la coherencia de su situacidl®g8:114) (‘Isabel Allende offers us quite specific
motives for her characters’ behaviour. This iss&y that not only do they respond to the
psychology attributed to them [...] but also [...] teetcoherence of their situation’).
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with their grandchildren they do not eat them byt still are
dictators, they are wicked, they have a side thatlsundred per
cent wicked which is the only one they show mosheotime or
Do you think B that Isabel Allende tries to justifiye evil
characters or tries to soften them or is she sinpling to show
us that they are people? [directing this questiona woman
member in the group].

What is interesting from the above librarian’s coammis the emphasis placed on
the characters’ ‘genuinene¥sas another key feature to grant realistic status.
According to this librarian, not only positive qitils are important but also
those that damn the characters morally. It isipedg this “good” and “evil”
combination that makes characters more crediblgipgdby further readers’

comments in the same group:

Trata a la gente con mucho carifio, no se reflejghmlos gestos
negativos sino los positivos, incluso en las peasommas
desagradables, siempre le dice el lado positivesadepersona, de
como es, como para hacerte una atmosfera como gnadahle
(El Palo,La casa de los espiritus

She [Isabel Allende] treats people lovingly, youn'ticsee the
negative aspects so much as the positive ones,véatlethe most
unpleasant characters, she always mentions thaqmes positive
side, what they're like, as if she wants to male abmosphere
more pleasant for you.

Es que aunque sea un personaje lo caractericgsaltel Allende]

como el mas malo, lo describe que lo hace buente hae se
quiera; cada uno con sus defectos con lo que t@ega.todos son
importantes, siempre les saca algo bueno (Camasylith casa

de los espiritus

The thing is, even when she [Allende] identifieharacter as the
worst of the lot, the way she describes them mtdess good, she
makes you love them; everybody with their own wesdes, but
they’re all important, she [Allende] always findemething good
in them.

*8 The category of ‘genuineness’ has also been ugédrbAng (1985) when analysing viewers’
descriptions oDallas’ characters arguing that ‘the more genuine a clarappears to be, the
more he or she is valued’ (1985:33).
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The above readers seemed not to have minded haW ¢earacters were. On
the contrary, what the above comments seem to stggthat Allende possesses
the ability to transform “evil” characters into pEant or “good”, allowing
readers to develop in this way a stronger emotionalvement with them.

Some British readers seemed to have also reachethpromise in their
acceptance of Allende’s characters since althougionwventional, as they may
appear to be, they also became a source of entegat and enjoyment:

A: [...] | felt with the characters that they werentpletely loopy
and yet she [Isabel Allende] makes you kind of fafdthem,
[somebody else agrees in the background] | knowethee some
awful, awful ones around but at the same time dythvere so
loopy, you got to the stage you would be so fedvitp them that
you wouldn’t carry on, but you do carry on becayse actually,
they've got you on their side (Birmingham Reading@ 2,The
House of the Spiri}s
It seems that the above reader felt that Allend#iaracters’ instances of
‘loopyness’ did not matter so much since the festoom with the ‘wonderful’ or
not so familiar characteristics of the charactees what may have kept this
reader’s interest alive to the point that charactsecame ‘gripping’, ‘fond of
them’ or ‘they’ve got you on their side’.

On the other hand, the overall acceptance feltdgesBritish readers
with regard to Allende’s fictional characters coblel explained, perhaps, not by
a compromise on the part of the British readersblectiuse according to the film
critics Julia Hallam and Margaret Marshment (20@D)fiction film may be
considered realistic even if the characters, getimd situation are unfamiliar to
the viewer, provided the totality of the fictionaorld is considered to be a

convincing portrayal of the characters and the dvdiney inhabit’ (2000:124).

Although the world that Allende’s characters inhhabay be perceived as rather
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exotic or unfamiliar, at the same time, this sam@ldv makes perfect sense
within its own reality. This is what seems to cowhen some British readers
exercised their own judgement about the plausyodftAllende’s characters and
their Chilean world, but more importantly, the unfdar and exotic may have
also functioned as a mechanism of attraction a$ aseldistancing for some
readers.

What appears to be happening in the British contexhat on the one
hand, Allende’s fictional characters may have pdsteethe limits some of the
realist boundaries some British readers feel cotalbbe with and accustomed to,
but on the other, characters’ exotic and unfamthaits equally appear to satisfy
some British readers. By entering the unknown anigkcognisable worlds of
Allende’s characters some British readers may eéapee certain pleasures that

only the exotic in Allende can satisfy.

Too Many Characters: A Hindrance to Character Devebpment

Comments about the large number of characters apgea Allende’s novels
were also an aspect discussed among some BritisB@amnish groups:

B: There were so many characters that | foundfiicdit to read,
to remember who they were (Bingham Reading Grétpe, House
of the Spirit3.

C: For a while you wouldn't hear about them for sgend
suddenly they would pop up again (Bingham Readingu@®, The
House of the Spiri}s

A: I mean, really | know | haven't finished [thedid yet but there

are so many characters packed in (Bingham ReadingpGThe
House of the Spiri}s
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The above readers appeared to express certaikedabout the proliferation of
so many different characters since this made teaiding ‘difficult’, ‘difficult’
because some readers could not recall who they, wepecially if characters
disappeared from the narrative for lengthy periottss interesting to note how
reader A expressed her dislike by using the wapdsKed in’, as if the numerous
characters had been thrown together in the naerdtiv the sake of having as
many as possible.

Some Spanish readers equated there being too rhangcters to a lack
of depth: ‘a los personajes como si les falta ucopde profundidad, hay
personajes que se queda ... como que no llegaasarki muy bien’ (Biblioteca
Guadalajara 1l.a casa de los espiritug'the characters, they lack some depth,
there are characters who don't ... she [Allende] does portray them very
well’) or as if Allende tried to compensate thiskaof in-depth characterization
by offering readers an array of characters’ tnatgch only served the purpose of
space filling:

Hay personajes en los que esta mucho y hay otrtmsaque pasa
como muy por encima, muchos detalles pero muy oamjde es
como para rellenar el libro [...] (Biblioteca de idaamalo,
Paula).
There are characters that she dwells on a lot dretd are others
she [Allende] treats superficially, gives a lot détail but very
quickly, as if she wanted to fill out the book][ ..
Similarly, the following reader’s main concern was being able to get to know
the characters since some were just sketched andotliappear too often in the
narrative:
A: That was my only problem with them [charactethpy were
all very good, all the characters, the Indian, thether, the

grandmother, the godmother, all these motherghalpeople she
[Eva] worked for, the priest, the politician andrsghow | felt that
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| was only going to know so much about these peapt | was
actually never going to know that much about anyheim and |
got to the end and | felt | knew a bit about evexjpbut not a lot
about anybody (Nottingham Reading Groujg2a Lung.
For this British reader the lack of in-depth ch#eazation seemed to have been
detrimental to the significance of the work since:
A: [...] it would have been a more profound book lifeshadn’t
had to bring so many people in and trying to putnsh into that
book; it almost seems like a waste of material, gould have
three books in one!! She’s got enough writing fofe!l
(Nottingham Library The House of the Spir)ts
These different opinions suggest that some readkstke towards the use of
large numbers of characters was linked to readergérstanding of what “good”
or “bad” literature consists of. In this case, tlee of the word ‘profound’ was
indicative of how this reader felt about the boanerally. According to this
reader,The House of the Spiritwas not as insightful as expected since there
were far too many characters and Allende could destote enough time and
space to create ‘round’ characters. Instead, smaders felt that Allende
superficially sketched the characters and this atgematically interpreted as a
sign of “bad” literature since these readers as$ecigood” with fully ‘round’
characters.

These comments, though, may also be connectedssilles around taste
as well as groups’ perception of themselves ama@dyreliscussed in chapter two.
The vast majority of British groups appeared to twém be perceived as
discerning and intellectual consumers of “high”tatdl forms. Spanish groups
similarly had the objective to educate readerstetagven the strong didactic
drive running through some of the groups. Thesdext-related factors perhaps

contributed to readers’ interpretations of largember of characters in such

negative light, since in particular, in the Britisbntext, readers’ intellectual self-

119



Chapter 4: Allende’s Fictional Characters

identity may be compromised if members’ readingioé® became associated
with “low” literature forms.
In addition to the above, the use of large numhérgharacters also
became connected to the use of cameos:
C: [...] the fact that there were so many charache that they
all had that little place in the story, you knowquycould not
imagine them not being in, ... there’s actually noghin excess,
they might be all cameos but they have a reasomdorg there,
they all flopped in, you know, they sort of deserliitle bits of the
story [...] (Birmingham Reading Group Zhe House of the
Spirits).
In this instance, this British reader expressedoaenpositive approach since all
the different characters had a reason to be instbey despite their brief
appearances or flat traits. Overall, the negatateire of the comments discussed
in this section was mostly directed to the seconadwaracters and not to the
main ones. Also, what needs to be taken into addsithat British and Spanish
readers’ preoccupation with superficially sketclvbdracters perhaps resides in
how the modern novel has instituted the use ofattars as human individuals
with their own individual experiences of the “realdrld. For this reason, and as
a modern British or Spanish reader of Allende, peable to travel along a
character development into individualization, adoates once more the
importance of how ‘round’ or psychologically mated characters are, as well

as how embedded and internalised realist conventame in these readers’

treatment of Allende’s characters.
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Readers’ Involvement with Allende’s Characters

British and Spanish readers’ involvement with Adefs characters was
intimately related to the readers’ participationtire world of the characters.
This was possible because quite often Allende’sattars were being identified
as “real”. For example, some women readers beligliat one gets involved
with those characters who ‘estan mas cerca de radei@omo tu actuarias o
como te gustaria actuar, con otros te pones emacgrie ayudan a comprender
mejor cosas de la vida cotidiana’ (Biblioteca deudueca 3Retrato en Sep)a
(‘are closer to behaving as you'd behave, or ydikd to behave, with others
you react against them [characters] and they help tp understand things in
your daily life’) or ‘Nos ponemos en su situacioqé hariamos, qué no
hariamos’ (Biblioteca de Marchamal®auld (‘We put ourselves in their
situation, what we would do, what we wouldn’t do’Likewise these Spanish
readers, and as Ang’s (1985) research suggestadsitcharacters’ credibility
that madeDallas viewers get involved with the characters.

Ang based her assumptions on the theories presdmtedtie Belgian
media theoretician Jean-Marie Piemme. AccordinBitanme, ‘it is impossible
to watch a television serial without some degre@atonal involvement’ and
‘sharing the feelings of the characters, discusieg psychological motivations
and their conduct [...]" as well as ‘living their wdr (Piemme in Ang 1985:28)
is what makes the process of involvement possiblere important for Ang was

not just ‘living their world’ but also ‘imaginincghe characters as real people’ that
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became a ‘necessary precondition for the involvenoérviewers’ (1985:30Y.
Nonetheless, even if Ang’s ‘necessary preconditfaiied, that is, if characters
were to be perceived by viewers/readers as “uni@alis different to the “real”
people they know or have experience of, this wouldt preclude
viewers/readers’ involvement since this may onlguscat an emotional level.
Character involvement does not only occur when rmder shares ‘similar
experiences’ with charact8fs or can establish a certain psychological
resemblance between characters and the “real” pabplreader knows and has
experience of, as illustrated by the following Biitreader response:

A: | didn’t feel involved with the characters but still felt

fascinated by them but not in the way that you feeén you read

about people who are more similar to ourselves aitial similar

experiences (Nottingham Libraryhe House of the Spirjts
It appears that the above reader’s ‘fascinationthwAllende’s characters
originated in the unusual characteristics or behavithat set Allende’s
characters apart from what this reader considenednbrm in “real” people.
Being “different” to the reader’s expectations dows necessarily have to be
negative as it can awaken readers’ appetite foroexrg different subject
positions although this may feel uncomfortableraes.

This is why Ang’s work orDallas also becomes relevant, since it offers

an excellent starting point to analyse from a feghiperspective how viewers’

melodramatic identifications encouraged them tol@epnew subject positions.

% Allende’s critic, Marcelo Coddou also shares samiliews to Piemme but his arguments
originate in a direct analysis of Allende’s ‘pres@n de verdad literaria’ (‘pretension of literary
truth’) (1988:113) and the impact this has on thestruction of her characters. He claims that
Allende’s characters not only possess a ‘functienising Propp’s terminology — but also ‘se
muestran “almas”, seres vivos que tanto llamaridacon de lectores que se sienten conmovidos
por sus avatares’ (‘characters show themselves tsdwuls”, human beings that grab the readers’
attention so much since they feel moved by thédiafacters] tribulations’).

0 Readers do not have to experience the same olasiexperiences as characters do but to
possess the ability to imagine how it may feel wlegperiencing similar circumstances to the
characters (Hallam and Marshment, 2000)
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Ang began by interrogating whether images of wotilenthe one represented
by the character Sue Ellen Dallas were either damaging or on the contrary
offering women viewers’ spaces to negotiate newtities in a safe way. Ang
started by claiming that ‘Sue Ellen cannot be cpteaized as a realistic image
of women [...] but as symbolic realization of femiaisubject positions with
which viewers can identifyin fantasy [her emphasis] (Ang, 1997:162).
According to Ang, the concept of fantasy is crucsahce ‘it involves the
imaginary occupation of other subject positionsealistic or not- which are
outside the scope of our everyday social and a@lltistentities’ (bid, 163).
What interested me most from these arguments \iete political implications
since the acts of fantasizing with new subject tomss may open up some
‘unconstrained spaces in which socially impossibte unacceptable subject
positions [...] can be adoptedb{d,164). This is what some of the British and
Spanish women — and some men - readers have doce isientities, either
masculine or feminine, are in constant negotiataord redefinition. The
following section in this chapter, as well as cleaptfive and six, offer ample
opportunity to explore in more detail this aspdcing’s theories.

In addition to this, and to make sense of the s#vBritish readers’
comments in relation to the ways in which they wledi their involvement with
Allende’s characters, | also found the ‘cognitivapproach to viewers’
mechanisms of identification particularly usefulContrary to psychoanalytic
approaches, this approach relies on the integratfonognition and emotion
altogether, rather than treating each of these e¢snindependently from each
other as film critics Hallam and Marshment (2000@-1131) explain on their co-

authored boolRealism and Popular CinemaThese film critics draw upon the
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work of other film theoreticians such as Noel Chrend Murray Smith to
develop their own ‘cognitive’ system of classificet that | shall be using in the
analysis of some British readers’ responses.

Unlike Ang’'s approach primarily based on the emmuioresponse
viewers displayed to the characters and their tsitng in Dallas, the ‘cognitive’
approach departs from this type of identificati@séd on an emotional response.
This occurs because, according to Noel Carrollryveften spectators do not
have or share identical or same emotions of theachars in question’ (Carroll in
Hallam and Marshment, 2000:132). For this reast¢slam and Marshment
borrow Murray Smith’s concept of ‘allegiance’ sindeunderstands viewers
identifications with characters in terms of ‘moralaluation’ rather than
‘emotional engagement’ (2000:134). However, altffotiallam and Marshment
welcome the ‘moral’ approach suggested by Smhby tstill find the term
‘allegiance’ too broad of a category, arguing imtfior a more comprehensive
schema that distinguishes the following types ofatwthey call ‘alignment’:
‘intellectual, interest, concern, moral, aesthainc emotional alignmentil(id).
The last type of alignment, ‘emotional alignmentwd nonetheless correspond
to Ang’s emotional identifications. What is intetiag about this category is that
it cannot occur without any other types of alignmmeAccording to Hallam and
Marshment, this does not necessarily imply thatdgomal alignment’ can only
be ‘constructed’ through other types of alignmesitge ‘emotional engagement
in a fiction is not primarily premised upon a chaes, but on their situation’
(ibid, 137).

Following on from this ‘cognitive’ approach, the mments from the

male Lincoln librarian, reader C from Birminghamd&eag Group 2 and reader
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A from Lincoln Library could be categorised as érgst alignment’ (Hallam and
Marshment, 2000:135) since their involvement wita tharacters was based on
their curiosity to find out what was going to happe the characters, their fate:

Librarian: | couldn’t sympathise with the charasteit was
interesting to watch what was happening to the adtars, |
enjoyed it but actually caring too much as peogmeen really felt
that way towards the characters, | suppose that avasgative
thing (Lincoln Reading Grouf@;he House of the Spir)ts

C: Going back to characterisation though, my testfithey
[characters] didn’'t produce [...] you didn’'t empathiwith them,
you wouldn’'t care what happen to them but | do ceteat
happens to them, | was particularly interested hmatwhappened
too [...] (Birmingham Reading Group Zhe House of the Spir)ts

A: | didn't feel sympathy for any of the charactdyat | was
interested in every single one, as normally in akbgou're
interested in one or maybe two but | wanted to kivavat was
happening to every single character in the book Thgre wasn’t
anything of any of the characters that you thoughton’t
understand what they did’ you knew why every charaeacted
and thought the way they did because you knew tsirig of
them so well (Lincoln Reading Grouphe House of the Spirjts
Readers with an ‘interest alignment’ seem to bgesgting certain hope and/or
fear in relation to the fate of the character(#)id) but more importantly, they
do not necessarily have to identify with the cherex at a denotative level,
recognising them as “real” people to develop suthnéerest. For this reason,
readers initially distanced themselves from theratters by stating that: ‘I
couldn’t sympathise [...]", ‘| didn’t feel sympathy.[]'.

On the other hand, the second half of reader’stfaekand the following
from Lincoln reader D described a different typeretionship with Allende’s
characters which could be identified as ‘moralraiignt’:

D: I'm not keen on what people are like [...] | likeyou could
actually understand why the people acted like thely how they
changed and why they behaved in such a manner [a.] n

friendship with the characters [...] (Lincoln Readi@goup, The
House of the Spiri}s
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The above reader’'s relationship with Allende’s dcaters is based on
understanding the characters’ actions and behawows whether readers are
prepared to share the ‘text's evaluation of theratter or not (Hallam and
Marshment, 2000:135). This means that ‘a text pragent the character(s) and
their concerns as deserving of validation or conuron [...] to accepted moral
criteria’ (ibid) and this is achieved through evaluating charactactions and
behaviour. However, this evaluation of charactéehaviour was possible for
these readers because they had experienced thieitsaand behaviour as “real”.
A clear example of this is the comment from LincBleader B who appeared to
have experienced Allende’s fictional world as “feaiven her own personal
history:
B: For me the first half was a recognition, thispae known my
own mother and then the second half | felt detadiexhuse it's
so bad that | couldn’t identify with that; [...] cleters as human
beings, in this case you see them as human beingso(n
Reading Group] he House of the Spir)ts
For the above woman reader of Argentinean origiisat The House of the
Spiritsand its characters represented felt very closetgast lived experiences.
For this reason, she chose the word ‘recogniti@ther than ‘empathy’ or
‘sympathy’ to describe her relationship with theadtters. Film theoretician
Murray Smith refers to the term ‘recognition’ topdxin ‘the initial process by
which a spectator recognises a set of cinematigssig character in a fiction,
through mimetic reference to human beings as thest én the real world’
(Smith in Hallam and Marshment, 2000:133). Thiesideems to be transferable

to the world of the readers too, being this thecaétassertion reflected in the

words of Reader B. On the one hand, Reader Bsteltlose to the fictional
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characters because she was able to identify som&eare of her own family in
them, but on the other hand, this same closeneds e want to feel detached
when the fictional story took a cruel turn duringh&dor Allende’s political
overthrow. This particular reaction could be ustieod as a way of dealing with
the past. For this reader, it may have been easigeal with painful memories
by simply not feeling part of them, trying to cutyaties with what happened.

In addition, it is interesting to note how Lincaader B was identifying
as [my emphasis] a character and math [my emphasis] a character. This
means that this reader appeared to share the sasmmitar experiences to the
characters - although fictional - not only at anoéional but also at a cognitive
level. It would be interesting to interrogatehfg isolated response from reader
B would have been commonplaceTihe House of the Spiritlsad been read
among a group of South American readers ratherBhnidish or Spanish.

It could be suggested that since most British go@ahh readers did not
experience similar accounts to those representéteinovel, it is for this reason
that their involvement with the characters The House of the Spiritarere
described not in ‘recognition’ terms as happeneth ihe above Argentinean

reader.

Central Female Characterization versus Peripheral Mle Characterization

One of the most striking differences, which setiBhiand Spanish readers apart,
was the constant references made by some Spamidarseto Allende’s biased
treatment in favour of female characters. To ustaexd what prompted some

Spanish readers to emphasise this differentialnreat between female and male
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characters, it is important to remember the contaxtvhich some Spanish
readers had positioned themselves to read Allende.

Firstly, most of the Spanish reading groups weneailfar with more than
one of Allende’s novels, - having read and discdss® average of two or three
as part of their reading group programme as exiliooted in chapter two - and
were consequently equipped to comment with an aofagharacters in mind.
This was in sharp contrast to the limited expement just one Allende novel
read in most of the British reading groups.

The second reason is connected with the Spanishpgrorigins and
gender composition. Given that some reading grovgre made up of women
readers in their entirety and this, combined wité éducational ethos that these
groups seemed to retain from their original funct&s literacy groups, a feminist
approach appeared to be favoured among some grseyssdions, as reflected in
the comments made by this woman reader in the Gaiftgzagroup:

C: Porque yo creo que muchos personajes que ellzarahi en
las mujeres ha tenido que ver mucho el machismaugor
Latinoamérica es muy machista; porque la mujer @gs&é

fregando los platos, que parece que te lo pone restuviera
fregando los platos en una nube, es un hecho aontdque la
mujer tiene que hacer dia por dia y lo tenia querhaor narices,
porque no te obligaban de palabra pero lo teniashqaer desde
gue nacias y entonces ahi tiene que ver muchoaiismao, y yo

por eso creo que ella realza tanto el personajerfera porque ha
vivido en una sociedad muy machista (Campanilascasa de

los espiritus).

Because | think that a lot of the characters stealpel Allende]
enhances, in the case of women, machismo hadta t with it
because Latin America is very much a machismo tgodecause
when a woman’s doing the washing up, it’s like [gkkende] puts
it like she’s doing the washing up in the cloutls a daily chore
which women have to do day after day and theyhasdtto do it,
because they didn’'t make you do it verbally, but ad to do it
since you were born; so there machismo has a latatavith it,
and so that's why | think she [Allende] emphasisemale
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characters so much, because she has lived in a vaachismo
society.

The above woman reader appears to be certain attoytfemale characters
enjoy a privileged treatment by Allende. For thesder, Allende’s first hand
experience of how it feels to be part of a socidtyninated by men where
women had little choice, resulted in her makingoastious decision to enhance
the role of female characters and represent them nmore positive light than
their male counterparts. Moreover, this commerdls® significant since it is
connected to some of the issues already discussdthpter three. It seems that
this reader’s views may have been influenced byemde’s own public
discourses about the role and position women holdatin American societies.
More importantly, this example confirms the inflgenthat Allende’s own
production has had in shaping some readers’ readifiger novels. Maria de la
Cinta Ramblado Minero (2003) in her monogragdibel Allende’s Self-Writing:
Trespassing the Boundaries of Fiction and Autokapdwy, has also discussed
this element which she refers to as Allende’s idicalising strategies’.
Ramblado understands them in the following terms:
modes of transforming experience, perceptions aachonies into
fiction. In this sense, the fiction produced mant@in a self-
representational element that tends to be newdhliyy the so-
called features of the work, such as narrative soence or
heteroglossia, in contrast with the traditionastfiperson narrative
associated with autobiography (2003:47).
Ramblado’'s work offers a detailed account of howesth ‘fictionalising
strategies’ function in Allende’s first three nasel'he House of the Spirits, Of
Love and Shadowand Eva Lunaand how an allegorical element in her plots,

characters, events and settings can also be igehéif part of the ‘fictionalising

strategies’ Allende uses. What is relevant toaheve reader's comment is the
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idea that through her fiction, Allende is ‘portragiher ideology’ ipid, 80), that
is, Allende’s feminism in the form of ‘realzar abngonaje femenino’ (‘enhance
female characters’) being influenced by her owneeigmces ofmachismoin
Latin America. Besides, this close connection leetwAllende’s fiction and her
public discourses ‘makes the boundaries betwedoriand non-fiction blurred’
(ibid, 80) as shall be discussed in detail when analystaglers’ responses to
Paulain chapter six.

Some Spanish readers equally highlighted thatdhmale characters were
taking the leading roles influencing narrative depenent: ‘los que tienen mas
papel y mas fuerza en el libro’ (Biblioteca de Aaaca 1,Hija de la fortuna
(‘those who have more of a role and more strengtihé book’). This suggests
that perhaps roles that readers thought to betiadlly assigned to male
characters had been on this occasion transferrduettemale. Laura Mulvey’'s
(1989) seminal workisual Pleasure and Narrative Cineraéso seems to throw
light on understanding this reader’s position. Wy argues from a feminist
psychoanalytic perspective that classical Hollywddohs have traditionally
characterized women as passive and men as actd/eanying the narrative
forward. Women’s passive function was thereforaesl at satisfying the male
gaze through the cinematic techniques of fetishesrd voyeurism. Mulvey’'s
arguments illustrate the constant to which womemages are being subjected
when they are being recurrently represented asverseof the actions rather
than doers. According to some Spanish readerse soimAllende’s female
characters breach this traditional approach sihey @re the doers, they are
active and carry the narrative forward:

B: Si, a mi me gusta; en principio son mujeres tnakiadoras y
de estar en malas situaciones en seguida se sitha®go son
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mujeres que aunque siendo feministas, siemprefiggiar en un
personaje hombre [...] no son mujeres de rompagarg en todas
la novelas a mi si me llama la atencion que eniiain buscarse la
vida ella solas, muy negociantas, les sale toda, bigdos los
negocios e historias [...] pero que a los hombeasspbco los
maltrata, yo no me refiero a que es una feministaemista
[Isabel Allende] (Biblioteca de Guadalajara la casa de los
espiritug.
Yes, | like it; for one thing, the women are fightand if they are
in a bad situation straightaway they get to gripghwt and then
they are women who though they’re feminists, tHexays seek
refuge in a man [...] they are not too radical andawbatches my
attention in all her novels is that ... [they] try $ort their lives out
by themselves, they are very business minded, éviexy turns
out well for them, their business and everything] [but she
[Allende] does not demean men either, | am notrgpyhat she
[Allende] is an extreme feminist.
This Spanish reader described Allende’s femaleattars as real ‘fighters’ as
well as ‘feminists’ since they were very capableamducting and succeeding in
their business. Also, it seemed that for this reabeing a feminist did not
exclude having a dependant relationship to men. fabt, what may seem
contradictory in terms, - feminism and at the satimee subjection to the
patriarchal order — agrees with what Beatriz Sadfers to as ‘politics as
passion’ (Sarlo, 1991: 238). Arguing from a Lathkmerican feminist
perspective, Sarlo tries to bridge together thesawvomen, history and ideology
so women are no longer excluded from what she @asas’. Sarlo, then, goes
on to identify three different styles of women’saburse when they enter the
political debate and these are ‘politics as reapolitics as passion and politics
as action’ ipid).
What interests me from Sarlo’s arguments is thecepnof ‘politics as
passion’ defined as ‘women’s relation to the puldmghere within the space

drawn by certain distinctive traits of the feminimeage’ f{bid, 240). These

distinctive traits are ‘subjectivity, intuition anfkeling’, values which have
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traditionally been recognised as ‘typically femuir(ibid). In the context of
Allende’s characters, the feeling of love for aifcdl activist, for example, can
help women fulfil themselves. The character ofalm her love for Miguel in
The House of the Spiritss able to fulfil herself, both in the private apdblic
spheres. Perhaps, what attracts some Spanish waradars about Allende’s
female characters is that they are capable ofllindi themselves as women
without abandoning their femininity. For these des, Allende’s female
characters are appealing since they do not neesuppress their feminine
qualities but use them to their own advantage. &y this, as the woman
librarian in Azuqueca explained, Allende’s femaleacters do a lot more for
women readers:

Bibliotecaria: Yo creo que hay una cosa importagre Isabel

Allende, yo creo que conecta bastante con las esjjer0 sé los
hombres luego nos cuentas, pero yo creo que algsen es una
especie de revulsivo, para que nos planteemosraugfiiacion

como estamos y que nos presente modelos de mugrsaoul

valientes, y que eso hace que tire de nosotros;, gu® nos

engancha en esa lectura? Porque en el fondo ntariguser esas
protagonistas suyas o0 por lo menos nos gustariardaoque a
nuestra vida y despertar un poco, que son personajg vitales,

muy vivos, muy lanzados, muy que viven su vida, gueeneral
las mujeres estamos llamadas a vivir la vida dedadenos las
nuestra, y ella sus personajes viven su vida, doldmelas mujeres
(Biblioteca de Azuqueca, Hija de la fortuna.

Librarian [woman]: | think there is an important ithg in Isabel
Allende, I think she connects with women a logri'tdknow about
men, you [referring to myself] tell us later, butHink that for
women this is a kind of sharp shock so we thinkuahmur
situation, how we are and she offers us women maéels who
are brave, and this what attracts us about it. Wioy we get
hooked on reading this? Because deep down we viouddto be
her characters or at least we would love to give lbtes a shot
and wake up a little, they are very vital charastelively, very
impetuous, who live their life because in genera@m&n are
called on to live everybody’'s life but their owmdawith her
[Isabel Allende], her characters live their owndws;, especially
women.
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These words suggest what has already been discesskel on in relation to
Ang’s melodramatic identifications of women viewars Dallas. Allende’s
female characters seem to offer some women re#uesossibility of exploring
new subject positions in a safe way and, in tumnthie act of fantasizing with
new subjectivities, these women readers may fiedatiswers to negotiate their
own personal situations in real life. What is imtpat to note is that by reading
Allende and discussing her female characters, woraaders in particular are
given the opportunity to explore their own subjeties to ultimately decide if
they want to carry on with the struggle that sorhAliende’s heroines endure in
finding a place in a world that traditionally hasldnged to men.

On other occasions, some Spanish readers alsorefdéo female
characters as ‘magicos’ (‘magiqfampanillasLa casa de los espiritu®r as
those who ‘llevan mas el espiritu’ (‘carry the #pimore’) (Biblioteca de
Marchamalo,Paula). The choice of the word ‘magico’ | found partiady
fascinating. On the one hand, ‘magic’ or ‘magicohnects to the world of the
supernatural, the mysterious and to a certain extetie spiritual too but on the
other hand, it could be understood as somebodyepsisg) a charming quality.
In this context, it appears that the sense of ‘veoncand ‘fascination’
experienced by some British readers discussedeearh in the chapter also
reappears in the Spanish context. This Spanisterassed the word ‘magico’
celebrating the spiritual as a female desirabldityuand not as a suspicious or
odd quality. To fully understand this use of ‘n@giit is important to consider
it within the context of the entire reader’s cominen

B: Los personajes femeninos los enardece, los Henana magia,
para mi son magicos los personajes femeninos yoldeg

masculinos son los que peor trata, simplementeptose tal y
como son (Campanillaka casa de los espiritus
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She [Isabel Allende] enhances female characters, fdls them

with magic, for me the female characters are magid then the

male characters are the ones she treats the waist, simply

portrays them just as they are.
It appears that male characters lack this ‘magicility as they were represented
in direct opposition to their female counterparfsal y como son’ (‘Just as they
are’) may refer to their lack of spirituality and another reader in another group
commented, this could be understood as male clasatteing ‘como mas
carnales’ (‘connected more to the flesh’) (Biblicaede Marchamald?aula). In
this way, Allende’s male characters become pathefmundane and the flesh
and far from the spiritual.

This dichotomy that some Spanish readers maintaisealso shared by
Mary Garland-Jackson (1994) in her essay ‘A Psyadioll Portrait of Three
Female Characters ira casa de los espiritusin analysing Clara and Esteban’s
relationship, Garland-Jackson argues that therladteinable to communicate
with his wife because ‘he represents the extemalerial, acquisitive world of
conscious reality which is completely differenttifeom her internal, immaterial
world centred in the unconscious’ (1994:63). Thesmparisons, in a way, seem
to perpetuate essentialist images of women’s itestias well as men’s.
Nonetheless, this does not mean that the spirdimagic should be discarded
as they signify for Allende’s women ifthe House of the Spirita space to
preserve sanity when the pressures of the patdhrabciety where they are
inscribed become too strenuous.
The association of female characters with the tsjirialso caught the

attention of some British readers but with subsshulifferences when compared

to the Spanish comments just seen:
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C: Isn’'t it on the whole that these spirits are kiog for women

only and not for men, | do remember that Nicolasl daime,
neither of them are involved with the spirits atid particularly

Clara, Blanca and it's Férula, and Férula comek dten she
dies, she comes back into the dinning room [...] igg@ility

becomes materialised. | said that because | fet it is

supporting the women, it bound them together asd alipported
them, you know, gave them strength; it might haeerbnutty,
you know, it might have been mad, but it's someghihat they
use, | mean something that they thought it's qaibemal [...]

maybe it's this tradition of women using the spigit and in
Victorian times in this country, they would haveehecalled
hysterical; Victorian society which | suppose isarex to Latin
American society than we are now, | don’t know, hags I'm

exaggerating (Birmingham Reading GroupThe House of the
Spirits).

What is interesting from the above comment is threnection this British reader
makes between spirituality, Victorianism and hyistewhy the Victorian period
in particular and not others feature so remarkalhlythis reader’'s views?
According to the critic Michael Wheeler: ‘The Victan Age was not only the
longest but also the greatest in the history ofliEhdfiction [...] greatest not
only qualitative but also quantitative’ (1985:1)darfor many reasons has
influenced and will continue to influence moderrdarow postmodern culture
and society’ (Brantlinger and Thesing, 2005'7) In addition to this, the
Victorian novel covered a wide spectrum of thensespe of them burning issues
at the time such as religion, social class, setyyabiology or psychology

(O'Gorman, 2005). Within the field of psychold§ythere was an interest in

%11t is not the purpose of this research to anafgisedifferent factors which have contributed to
the pervasive influence of the Victorian fictionfipesent times. Nonetheless, it would be fair to
say that there has been a rebirth of the Victoriavel in the late twentieth century novel, let
alone recent film and TV adaptations. (See Annenphireys ‘The Afterlife of the Victorian
Novel: Novel about Novelsind Joss March and Kamilla Elliot ‘The Victorianwbin Film and

on Television’ in Patrick Brantlinger and William. Bhesing eds., 2005A Companion to The
Victorian Novel pp. 442-477).

62 According to Athena Vrettos, the term ‘Victoriarsyshology is potentially misleading,
however, insofar as psychology in the nineteenttiuzg was not a coherent discipline, but rather
a collection of works by writers who drew upon pbibphy, social theory, evolutionary theory,
neurology, alienism and psychiatry’ but which alsoluded examples from ‘creative literature
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mental illnesses and hereditary madness (Vrett@d5:27). Also, the condition
of hysteria became associated with madness arfdrésmck as the Middle Ages
was thought to be caused by the supernatural’ (B&nt998:357). Bennett also
argues that:
hysteria is not explicitly foregrounded ira casa de los espiritus
but, as is apparent in the recent controversiadameh of Elaine
Showalter, hysteria is just one way in which wonsepsychic
conflicts can manifest themselves; magic is Alléadgymbolic
way of representing this in a positive and non{desitve manner
(Bennett, 1998:357-8).
Under these Victorian assumptions, it comes asunprise that Reader C from
Birmingham Group 2 connected the terms women, hgstsupernatural and
Victorian since they all are historically linkediVhat can also be inferred from
this reader's comment is that the spiritual was ecmanism of survival for
Allende’s women and that only worked for them. sThiiew reinforces
essentialising images of women as intuitive andtional but at the same time
and as reader C commented: ‘it bound them togethdralso supported them,
you know, gave them strength [...]’. Spiritualitytims case could also be read —
although this may not be the way reader C integordt- as a substitute for the
support women receive from a network of family afrtends (Bennett,
1998:363). It is when this network fails that &reat into the magical world can
function as an antidote to escape madness as tbee aleader may have
suggested. By reading the spiritual as ‘a wildezémwhich some women have
access when they are marginalised and powerlessdiety’ women become

enabled at personal and political levels although folitical may not have an

impact at the macro level of society as a whillil( 359).

for insight into human behaviour, motivation anggi®logical development, and for examples
or case studies of insanity and other abnormal aheonditions’(Vrettos, 2005:69).
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Overall, the differences within the Spanish andisricultural traditions,
which surround the idea of spirituality, had an @opon how Spanish and
British readers respectively negotiated their neggiositions around this theme,
as shall be seen in detail in chapter seven. Altsospiritual is explored in more
depth when analysing British and Spanish readesgonses to the character of

Clara inThe House of the Spirits chapter five.

Conclusion

This chapter has highlighted the importance Britisld Spanish readers granted
to Allende’s characters. It has shown that botiti®r and Spanish readers
judged characters’ plausibility in terms of cretitlj of how genuine and close

they felt to “real” people inhabiting the “real” wid. Moreover, these readers’

understanding of fiction as a mirror of reality dvartently drew on a series of
internalised and conventionalised ideas of whaimitmn sense’ realism is,

rather than as pure aesthetics (OUP, 1981).

British and Spanish readers’ responses to Allenddiaracters also
underlined the importance of character developmeta precondition for
credible characters. More important, however, hiat tideas about character
development also revealed certain assumptions dhtarary” value and taste,
equating ‘rounded’ characters to “good” literatared ‘flat’ characters to “bad”
literature.

This chapter also discussed the close relationbleigveen Allende’s
characters’ realistic status and readers’ involvameith them. British and

Spanish readers’ involvement with Allende’s chagexivas mostly situated at an
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emotional level (Ang, 1985). Yet, when readers nld feel involved with the
characters, they still felt attracted to the pasgibof exploring and imagining
what it would be like to experience and inhabit timéamiliar and extra-ordinary
world of the characters.

Finally, this chapter stressed the importance gdum particular by the
Spanish readers to Allende’s central female charaettion. Some Spanish
responses showed how the author, Isabel Allendegrered female characters by
employing ‘fictionalising strategies’ (Ramblado,0). Some Spanish readers’
comments also highlighted how Allende presented rdeder with positive
images of women since her heroines’ attributes aetenes those traditionally
associated with the hero’s. Moreover, reading idiEs female characters from
a feminist perspective, Spanish readers’ commelsis expressed the value
attached to typical feminine attributes such asshetual.

Whereas the spiritual was interpreted under athjigiegative light in the
British context due to its historical associationthwhysteria, in the Spanish
context, it was nonetheless recovered as a valuplakty for Allende’s female
characters. This different approach to the sgailitaqually suggested how
different cultural traditions might impinge on hdvitish and Spanish readers
differently negotiated their reading positions arda common theme.

Spanish readers’ also stated how Allende’s heroihekped them
negotiate their own situations in “real” life byntasizing with new subjectivities
offered to them by Allende’s female role models. this way, the ‘world of the
text’ and the ‘world of the reader’ (Ricoeur, 1988jersected allowing women
readers to make sense of Allende’s writings andteethem to their own lives.

Moreover, this intersection between the text aratees’ worlds suggests, as
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already noted in chapter one, that Allende is aplpax” author because her

heroines are particularly salient to particularugr® of women readers.
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Chapter Five
Three Case Studies: Spanish and British Readers’
Responses to Esteban Trueba, Clara Del Valle andi&h

Sommers

Introduction

As noted in the previous chapter, Allende’s ficabrharacters are central to
British and Spanish readers’ discussions. Thigptangherefore concentrates on
the analysis of British and Spanish readers’ resesrio specific characters in
The House of the SpirimdDaughter of Fortune

The selection of characters under analysis is bagsectaders’ attention
devoted to them. These are all main characteostim novels except for Colonel
Esteban Garcia who despite being a secondary ¢baiacThe House of the
Spirits produced a series of allegorical readings in teedster Reading Group.
As shall be seen British and Spanish readers’ dgons concentrate on the
characters’ behaviour particularly in the case steBan Trueba and Colonel
Esteban Garcia ifhe House of the Spiritsin addition to this, on the qualities
individual characters possessed as in the caséadd Gel Valle inThe House of

the Spiritsand Eliza Sommers iDaughter of Fortune
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Before analysing reader’s responses to individdaracters, a brief
introduction for each of the main characters disedsin this chapter is deemed
necessary, especially for those not familiar withex The House of the Spirits
Daughter of Fortune This aims at situating each of the characterdeun
discussion in their own narrative context so Bhitend Spanish comments are
understood within the character’'s background ansitipn within the novels.
Within the following main characters’ descriptiomsnake specific references to
other secondary characters and their respectivatioeship to the main
characters.

Esteban Trueba’s miserable childhood shapes his future life ambgio
in The House of the SpiritsAs a young man, he worked hard in the mine to
support his infirm mother and sister Férula, a siginwho had devoted her life to
looking after her mother. Also, the money madeirdpuhis time as a miner
offered Esteban the opportunity to climb up theiaotadder and become a
terrateniente(landowner). Esteban finally settled and mari@&dra del Valle
but becoming a family man did not change his almsighaviour towards the
peasant community working in hisacienda Esteban sexually exploits the
young peasant women bringing unexpected consegsienchis life later on.
Alba, Esteban’s granddaughter pays for Esteban&takes at the hands of his
illegitimate sonColonel Esteban Garciaas he tortures and abuses Alba during
the period of political turmoil. It is at this paiin Trueba’s life, when even
having fulfilled his political ambitions, he reads that he is not the good
husband, father aterratenientehe thought he had been. Old and lonely he
helps Alba to escape death at the hand of herrésgtun a desperate attempt to

reconcile himself with his loved ones who have el at his expense.
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Clara del Valle in The House of the Spiriis born into the privileged
background of her Chilean bourgeoisie familyhaicendadosandbecomes the
catalyst for what is to come in théouse. As a child Clara enjoys telekinetic
powers which take her to a world of her own. Helest sister's death has an
impact on the young Clara who, by mistake, withnedResa’s autopsy. This
traumatic experience pushes her into a long pesiosilence which is finally
broken when Clara accepts to marry Esteban Trudimawould have married
Rosa, if still alive. As a married woman, Clardl shthabits her fantasy world
and her general uninterested attitude towards titenmal and mundane distances
her from her husband. Clara forms an intense eestiip with her sister-in-law
Férula and this slowly turns Trueba into an iratel ahort tempered man.
Despite Esteban’s physical and psychological alofisélara, she remains loyal
to him until her death. Clara’s death will leaveauum in the del Valle-Trueba
family but her spirit will be alive and save heagddaughter Alba from a certain
death in prison.

Eliza Sommersin Daughter of Fortunas a young and beautifohestiza
woman who leaves her adopted English family to meggreat adventure. She
decides to abandon her comfortable life in Chilengiead follow her instinct in
search of the love of her life. She departs far Bancisco pregnant and madly
in love. During her journey, Eliza has the suppmdrfao Chi'en. Her Chinese
friend helps Eliza from the moment she smugglesdiemnto the ship to the final
realisation that she would never find her loveriagalogether Eliza and Tao
Chi'en surmount many of the difficulties encountkne their journey. For Eliza

her great adventure finally turns into a journegelf-discovery.
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Esteban Trueba, a Product of His Own Circumstances?

Although Esteban Trueba is not the only male charaio The House of the
Spirits, he is central to the narrative in his role asauill Nobody gets in
Trueba’s way and not until the end does he redfiae he can lose too. More
importantly, he has ‘assumed the traditional ralesigned to him by patriarchal
society’ (De Carvalho, 1994:274) in his position'@ditical leader, paternalistic
patrénof his estate and authoritarian husband and fatitéd). Perhaps, British
and Spanish readers’ recognition of Trueba’s emedt of patriarchal roles is
what initially made them dislike him as can be saethe words of this man
reader: ‘El personaje de Esteban, pues es que ndchangustado mucho
francamente, que ¢por qué? Por machista, por tifanp (Biblioteca de
Fontanarla casa de los espiritug The character of Esteban, frankly | did not
like him much, why? Because he’s a sexist, a tyfanf). This man reader
appears to recognise and reject what Trueba repsebeit his rejection soon
gives way to conciliation since he later adds: ‘[nd somos como somos Sino
gue vamos siendo segun nos van pasando cosas‘[...]' We are not just the
way we are, we become what we are as things happaur lives [...]). These
words suggest that although this reader may notoappof Esteban’snachista
and despotic attitudes, he is still prepared to enakme allowances since
Trueba’s troubled past seemed to have made him lehist

Another woman reader in the group supported thesvvby saying:
‘Ademas la infancia que tuvo, con todas las frastraes después de la muerte de
Rosa, vuelve a casa, se encuentra a su madre rfe&gsn@na su hermana
reprochando que no haya estado ahi cuidando(Biljlioteca de Fontanat,a

casa de los espirityis('Also [Esteban’s] childhood, full of frustratignafter

143



Chapter 5: Three Case Studies: Esteban Trueba @&hivValle and Eliza Sommers

Rosa’s death, he goes back home, he finds his motloge sick, his sister
reproaching him for not having been there lookifigra[...]') and among the
British groups: ‘And Rosa’s death affected Estehad Clara and | think that if
she hadn’t died, everything would have been diffefe.]’ (Reader D, Bingham
Reading Group,The House of the Spirjts Similarly, having lived through
difficult times is accepted at face value to exclisgeba as this woman reader
said: ‘Yo no considero que él [Esteban Trueba]taeanalo, es una época en la
gue vive pero no es malo’ (Campanillag, casa de los espiritug) don’t think
that he’s [Esteban Trueba] all that bad, it istihee he lives in, but he is not a
bad person’). Besides, even when Esteban is abiactease his wealth and
power asterratenientein Las Tres Marias[Estaban’s haciendd by using
exploitative methods with his workers, he is gtistified by another woman
reader in the Fontanar group when saying:

El esta en la tierra, y para poder ganarse la siidhaibiera ido de
blando, dando dinero, no hubiera tenido lo queshalb, y seria el
pobre que esta cavando la tierra y sin embargosneuando se
fue a la mina, mira lo que trabajaba y eso si quéosestuvo
currando hasta que se vio con un poco de dinenoe p@asod
entonces? Pues lo mismo que estd pasando ahoregzede
trabajarlo tu, que te lo trabaje otro, seas masenos tirano, de
acuerdo es un tirano, yo es que al final lo jusiifile esa manera y
digo bueno,Las Tres Marias mira lo que hizo corLas Tres
Marias y para tener el dinero que tenian y la verdad wes &
trabajar no trabajaba, o sea que tenia que sadarkdguin sitio,
que no es el ideal de justicia que tenemos perabast
interpretando un papel, y el papel era el de temrante.

He [Esteban] is on the land and in order to malevimg if he had
been soft, giving money away, he would not haveevadything
he had and he would be the poor peasant diggindathe and he
is not; when he went to the mine, look how hardvoeked, he
worked until he had a bit of money, what happehet? Exactly
what happens now, instead of you doing the workatether
person do the job, being more or less a tyrant,grea he
[Esteban] is a tyrant, in the end | justify himtims way and say
ok, Las Tres Marias, look at what he did with LaesTMarias
and to have the money they had and the truth ishtbdEsteban]
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didn’t actually work so he had to get it from sorheve and this is

not our ideal of justice but he was playing a rate his role was

that of a landowner.
According to the reader above, Trueba could noehasen anything else but
authoritarian, otherwise he would not have improlisdstatus. Though this idea
of self-improvement may be valuable in its own tjgin Trueba’'s context
however, it simply aids to sustain the bourgeoisl aapitalist values he
represents. This reader's comments therefore egyeducing the patriarchal
discourses based on the ownership of land and adation of wealth, which
serve to maintain the dominance of the upper casseerratenientesin the
context ofThe House of the Spiritsover the lower classes — Trueba’s workers
(Swanson, 1994). Furthermore, this reader regl@process as “natural” and
cyclical since ‘the same is happening nowadaysr tRis reader history repeats
itself as those with power will exploit those withat. In this sense, this woman
reader is endorsing Trueba’'s masculine interpetadf the world, a world
situated in Cixous’ terms in the ‘Realm of the FmOSwanson, 1994:225) and
where ambitions revolve around ‘property, self-pobjon and hierarchy’il§id).
In this respect, what is at issue here, is thatomy Trueba’s workers but also
his family members - who happen to be mostly wothenbelong to the
marginalised groups which are essential to maintiagh dominant masculinist
capitalist order embodied in the figure of Trueb8ome men readers seem to
endorse this order by saying: ‘He [Trueba] had vsinpng family feelings,
didn’t he? The family was important and look howatated he was when Clara

walked out, he never accepted it' (Reader C, Bigham Reading Group Zhe

% Jaime and Nicolas are the only two Trueba’s méfspdng. However, as Philip Swanson

observes in his article ‘Tyrants and Trash: Sexs€land Culture in La casa de los espiritus’,
both are ‘marginal’ and ‘anti-stereotypical’ repgating ‘a plea for the slackening of those rigid
class and gender roles’ (Swanson, 1994: 227-228).
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House of the Spirits). This view, nonetheless, encountered some oppositi
among other group members since another woman rreéadde same group
replied to the above firmly in these terms: ‘It walsout power, not about a
relationship’ (Birmingham Reading Group Phe House of the Spirits)What
these woman'’s words seem to argue, is that thertapme given by Trueba to
his family is directly proportional to maintainiigueba’s power and order. The
more controlled he felt his family was, the morewpo he would gain.
Ownership was therefore not only restricted to beie land, but also, to his
family. More importantly, some women readers waséwilling to turn a blind
eye to this since the ‘devastation’ Trueba felg kmdo with his inability to own
Clara ‘as a sort of cattle, as a kind of consunmwdgto be purchased or as
something to be possessed totally’ (Swanson, 1220).

Similarly, some Spanish women readers appearedue &lso supported
this patriarchal discourse based on power and margation by unconditionally
defending Trueba:

Vamos ya sabéis que he estado desde el princigava de

Esteban Trueba con todas sus bestialidades quss moiinparto ni
mucho menos pero que es una persona que la verenthg con

todo su salvajismo y eso no lo puedo compartiseéénamoro, se
caso0, aguantd a su mujer todo lo que tenia quentaguaealmente
llegd a una hacienda que estaba tirada, los obrestsban
muertos de hambre, estaba en una época que taimyénue

ponerse en situacion, él arreglo todo aquello, miachisimo

trabajo, claro las cosas tampoco se consiguen emes [...]

(Biblioteca de Guadalajarha casa de los espiritus

| mean, you already know that | have been in favawfuEsteban

Trueba from the beginning, with all his barbarisrhigh | do not

share, far from it, but he is a person who | seecalserent and
with all his savagery that | cannot share; he fell love, he

married and put up with all he had to coming from tife, he

really arrived at a hacienda that was totally abaned, the

workers were half-starved, he was living at a tithat you also

have to imagine yourself in, he fixed everythirayega lot of work
to people, not everything can be achieved in a mpn{
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The above woman reader does not condone Truebaésnphstic attitudes
towards his workers. She seems to partake in &fsghatriarchal discourse
since she may believe that this is the way thirgsukl be, it is the “natural”
order of things. Perhaps it is her inability tadestruct the “natural” order that
makes her an unconscious accomplice of it, or aépPBwanson claims by
referring to Toril Moi's seminal worlSexual Textual Politicghat this kind of
responses make sense within the patriarchal mesthanof survival. These
create ‘an illusion of a unified individual and lsmitive self, a given universal
world order in which male, white, middle-class, dresexual experience passes

itself off as “nature” (Moi in Swanson, 1994: 219%foreover, from a class and
gender perspective, not only women but also thekiwgrclasses become one
large marginalised group whose aim is to sustagnpttocess of reproduction in
capitalist societiesilfid). This marginalisation is what British and Spéanis
readers seem to be perpetuating at least at thienfat level when they are
excusing characters like Esteban Trueba.

A further characteristic of patriarchy — also sugjgd in Swanson’s
(1994) work - is its relationship with conceptsadfilisation and barbarism. In
this respect, Leicester reader C commented on hm&bh saw himself as the
embodiment of civilisation in the barbaric Latin &nican countryside: ‘Esteban
is always there, he’s there in the coup, and hekshine’s a source of civilisation’
(Leicester Reading Groupphe House of the Spirjts This man reader appears to
take on a critical stance on Esteban’s own selftieas bearer of the civilised
world by using the wordshe thinks he is— my emphasis — a source of

civilisation. These words precisely highlight tRaueba is in fact representing

the opposite to civilisation and although thesalega words are not explicit in
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naming Trueba’s uncivilised actions, one may thaikthe episode where he
rapes Pancha Garcia. This is as a prime examphasabarbaric rather than
civilised conduct.

To understand this reader distancing herself fraoea’s barbarism, it
is also necessary to recall Carroll's cognitiverapgh employed in chapter four
when discussing readers’ involvement with charactén addition to the already
identified different ‘alignment’ processes, it igjually important to consider
Carroll’'s notion of the ‘moral quality of charactefCarroll, 1996) which serves
as a framework in defining British as well as Sghnieaders’ relationship with
Trueba. In the context of suspense films, Cawlaims that ‘the protagonists
will be regarded as right in the moral system & fim provided they are
presented as possessing some virtues’ (Carroll alaim and Marshment,
2000:137). One of the ways in which ‘virtue’ isdemstood among characters is
by their ‘protectiveness of the weak’ that is ‘chaers who are in some sense
protagonist’s inferiors, but whom the protagonigtats with consideration’
(Carroll, 1996:105). It is therefore not surprgsithat Trueba’s paternalistic
attitude towards his workers — and by and largghédowomen inThe House of
the Spirits- could be read under a positive prism since whay be regarded as
exploitative and marginalising practices could dointerpreted as caring for
the more disadvantaged in society. Not only thisieba’s atrocious behaviour
is forgiven because within the text parametershmarally right to behave in the
way he does because ‘estaba interpretando un pgpel, papel era el de
terrateniente’ (Biblioteca de Fontandra casa de los espiritus‘'[he] was
playing a role, and his role was that of a landaWyneA way of making sense of

these words is by situating Trueba’s role withinavis generally accepted as the
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characteristics of &erratenienteoutside fiction. This is why another Spanish
reader said: ‘[...] es una persona coherente’ (‘[.eJ$a coherent person’) or as
the Librarian in Fontanar said: ‘[...] es un hombeestl tiempo [...] (‘[...] he is
a man of his time [...]). The coherence these remadeay be referring to is
dependant on an accurate representation of Truagéiens and psychological
motivations within the very specific historical fn@work he inhabits in his role
asterrateniente This is why Trueba’s ruthless behaviour is atee by readers
on a moral basis inside the fictional world ©he House of the Spiritsut
perhaps not outside it.
On the other hand, what some Spanish readers semgdrd as credible
has a different outcome for some British readdfsr example, Leicester reader
B when talking about Trueba, refers to ‘a credipilyap’ since he could not
comprehend Trueba’s obliviousness about the impiadbrutality could have on
his family:
B: I just found out that there’s a credibility gaqgleed between a
man who thinks nothing of going and beating the eht of the
average peasant political views and he can’'t saeddinger to his
own family members when people like him in societly beat the
shit out of his own family (Leicester Reading Grplipe House of
the Spirit3.

Similarly, another man reader in the same grouerredl to this ‘the credibility

gap’ by saying:
A: [...] things like | couldn’t understand like howeltcould shout
and rage all day and expect to make love to Clathe evening.
There’s a gulf between his perception and what iegeris [...]
(Leicester Reading Grouphe House of the Spir)ts

In both instances, what seems to be shatteringbarsieredibility is his violent

behaviour. The critic Teresa Huerta (1990) in drticle ‘La ambivalencia de la

violencia y el horror eha casa de los espiritude Isabel Allendeanalyses the
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role violence occupies in Allende’s narrative. Haeclaims that the use of
violence and terror could lead to ambivalent reedtion behalf of potential
Allende’s readef8. According to Huerta, violence and terror couldfif
contemporary readers’ expectations of Latin Amerifietion since it is believed
to represent an incredible reality, ‘una realidackéible y alucinante que escapa
a los limites de lo plausible’ (‘an incredible aachazing reality which escapes
the limits of plausibility’) with earthquakes, ilsses, death, assassination,
political terror and so forth (Huerta, 1990:57)n @e other hand, violence and
terror could produce a ‘cathartic-ironic identifiicen’ between anti-hero and
reader whose function is to ‘cause the destruatioreader’s illusion to inspire
aesthetic and moral reflection#bi@d, 59). Huerta claims that Trueba is the anti-
hero that the reader rejects as he becomes thengferation of violence. What
interests me from Huerta’s argument, is also theneotion she establishes
between Trueba and the class he represents byngrghuat the escalation of
violence at the end of the novel is the consequericeconomic and class
interests. If violence is used to sustain classidance, this has also gender
implications. Men appear to use violence not dalgssert masculinity but also
because they feel justified by an ‘ideology of sumpacy’ (Connell, 1995:83).
This ‘ideology of supremacy’ excuses their physemadl verbal abuse of women
(ibid).

By distancing themselves from Trueba’s violences #bove Leicester
man readers may also be distancing themselves fudrat he inherently
represents, a man who constantly needs to assemdsculinity and power by

means of violence and aggression. But there isenorit, this interest in

® Contrary to this research, no ethnographic worth willende’s readers formed the basis of
Huerta’s claims on readers’ relationship with viae in Allende’sThe House of the Spirits.
Huerta’s interpretations are based on theoriegohkneutics.
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Trueba’s brutal behaviour may be symptomatic of twthase readers may want
to deny in themselves, a denial which makes thenmallyosuperior since
Trueba’s Latin American version of violence is mnp#rt of their westernised
masculine worlds.

Moreover, these Leicester readers’ ‘denied violeriErrocks, 1994
135) is what may be ‘blinding them to their ownleiace’ (bid). These readers
may inadvertently be projecting their own violenmeto men such as Trueba
since it may feel safer to unconsciously ‘act dwdirt own violence’ ipid) at a
fictional level as in this way it would not bearyaconsequences in the “real”
world.

The distancing of the above two men British readaes not exclusive
since one of the male readers from Fontanar alsgigoed himself away from
Trueba by saying: ‘yo no tengo ningun valor comoan él [...]' (Biblioteca de
Fontanarla casa de los espiritu§'l don’t share any values with him [Esteban]
[...]). Interestingly, he later on praised Truebace he was a ‘changed’ person
at the end of his life: ‘[...] pues que ha sido mombre que ha tenido la
posibilidad de aceptar cambiar, y al final cuando sg ha visto solo hasta
cambia’ (‘[...] he has been a man who had the agpsx accept change and at
the end when he finds himself alone he even chingdsis idea of change
could be interpreted as this reader wanting totgfameba a second chance. The
idea of repentance, forgiveness and change form®pmany Biblical texts that
impregnate Catholic and by and large Christianiticats. Repentance appears
to be a precondition to seek change and ultimdiaigiveness and a second
chance. What this man reader seems to ignoraisitaeba did not fully repent

since as another woman reader observed: ‘[...]péksta redimido porque él se
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siente que lo ha hecho bien, porque cuando le mapia trataba mal a los
obreros, €l creia que los trataba fenomenal [Biplioteca de Guadalajarda
casa de los espirityg’[...] he [Trueba] has already redeemed himselfause
he feels that he has done things right, becaus@& Wwhewas told he treated his
workers badly, he believed that he was treatingtfentastically [...]"). For this
reason it seems to be more accurate to refer Eb&ss repentance as the result
of ‘a metaphorical emasculation’ when he reali$ed there is no space for him
under the new ruling order (De Carvalho, 1994: 278). In the words of
Leicester reader C: ‘I think there’s a powerful nmearhin the book when Esteban
actually comes to the realisation that his owntmali allies are actually not’
(Leicester Reading Grouplhe House of the Spirits) This ‘metaphorical
emasculation’ is according to De Carvalho part ofloager journey into
acceptance and love, both part of Cixous’ feminiib&linal economy. By
refusing to become part of this libidinal economydaclinging to typical
masculine attributes like reason, Trueba won't lble #o redeem himself as man
reader C from Birmingham Reading Group 2 points &he of the problems
with Esteban was that he was always trying to nmsese [...] while he was
trying to make sense of everything, he actuallyldidself a bad turn in a way,
you don’t always make sense of life, life can campeand hit you in the face’.
This reader’s view questions the logic of Truebm&sculine world. His success
seems to depend on sharing the more fluid andrigsal world that Clara
inhabits. For this reason, the only man readamfidottingham Library talks
about Trueba in these terms: ‘Esteban who seerhs the typical macho Latin
male, also had a weak side’ or as this Spanish wdiiarian describes it:

Tiene esa parte de ternura el personaje que asldeciamos, es
como si nos redimiera al personaje, nos lo redimdodas las
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barbaridades que ha hecho, de la tirania, de faddia que €l ha
impuesto a su propia familia pero es como si Igiardistoria se
hubiera puesto de acuerdo para que él mismo serautspantado
de lo que él mismo ha provocado, y la ternura deidta y las
condiciones historicas redimieran al personaje, teswbién es
muy bonito (Biblioteca de Guadalajata casa de los espiritus)
The character [Trueba] has his tender side, thatvisat we've
been discussing, it's as though she’d [Allende] emued the
character, he’s redeemed from all the atrocitiesstaone, from
his tyranny, from the dictatorial rule he’s imposed his own
family but it's as though history itself had consgi to make him
feel shocked at what he himself has brought abaot his
granddaughter’s tenderness and the historical ainstances seem
to redeem the character, that is really nice.
For the above two readers, Trueba’'s ‘weak side’temura’ (‘tender side’)
possibly meant being closer to the feminine, asmicg to Linda Gould Levine
in her ‘Passage to AndrogynyEsteban is gradually “Clarified” [...] At the
moment of his death, he is literally (and figuraty) the same size as she is, a
symbol of his shrinking as a man and his entrante the zone of androgyny’
(1990:170). This androgynous zone representsea & reconciliation where
gender stereotypes become obliterated. But moperitant is that, by entering
the androgynous zone, men and women readers &lEg8teban had a chance of
survival. Moreover, according to another femalar8gh reader the androgynous
zone works because ‘Ademas mezclar Esteban Truebaelia, Clara, que
digamos son totalmente opuestos y sin embargo ggén ahi, que se
complementan, incluso que se quieren ' (BibliotdeaGuadalajard,a casa de
los espiritu} (‘Besides to mix Esteban Trueba and her, Clata et's say are
completely the opposite of each other but nevesHwelthere they are, that
complement each other, they even love each other )

Nonetheless, Allende’s feminisation of Trueba dat always succeed.

There was one woman reader from the Guadalajachngegroup who was not
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willing to redeem Trueba for his wrong doings. dba became the only one to
blame since the end of the novel revealed thatfdmsily had suffered the
consequences of his wicked actions: ‘Al final,esidias cuenta, todos pagan por
Esteban Trueba, porque es todo una venganza dantygpaga toda la familia,
pero el culpable es Esteban Trueba’ (Bibliotecasdadalajaral.a casa de los
espiritug (‘At the end, if you think about it, everybodyysafor Esteban Trueba
because it is all revenge against him; and alfahely pays, but the guilty one is
Esteban Trueba’). This reader’s refusal to exdeefaueba may be a call for not
exonerating those who abuse power outside theftiatiworld ofThe House of
the Spirits. By rejecting Trueba’s patriarchal world, this dea is in turn
refusing to endorse the patriarchal rules imposesbriety and which maintain

the marginalisation of women.

Esteban Garcia and Trueba’s Allegorical Readings

Discussions on Colonel Esteban Garcia, Trueba&giilmate son, mostly
emerged among British men readers. As was disdusadier on, Esteban
Trueba’s violence acted as a distancing mechanispec@élly among the
Leicester readers. Similarly, distancing occumeth the character of Colonel
Esteban Garcia and this was possible through kbgoaical readings that readers
produced.

Some of the Leicester readers in dealing with aattar like Garcia,
being the epitome of violence, appeared to havekilb the normal mechanisms
employed to read him mimetically. This may havegened in this way not

because these readers could not find a referetiteirfreal” world to compare
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Garcia to, but because employing an allegoricalingafelt a safer strategy for
distancing themselves from the character, so thvendd be fewer chances for
these readers to find themselves associated wethithence Garcia represented.
Allegorically, reader B from the Leicester grougpessed what he thought was
Garcia’s purpose in the novel:
B: The danger is that Esteban Garcia representauttieg edge of
Pinochet shock troops, who got no moral reasonstaabrture
people [...] I know why she [Allende] introduced hiat that
point, | can understand the trouble is that he &= a
representative of a group of people who | think’'shAllende]
almost saying have been cheated out (Leicesterifg&aroup,
The House of the Spir)ts
Reader B identified Esteban Garcia with the momicedised wing of the
military. This reader’s reading coincides with wiseveral critics have also
interpreted in the figure of Esteban Trueba. Faangple, by examining the
allegorical capacity of.a casa de los espirituRamblado (2003) claims that
Esteban Trueba’s dominance and violence could drgifced with the rule of the
dictator as both become ‘immune from the law’ sifm#h ‘make the law’
(2003:56). Although Ramblado does not make speaiéiferences to the
allegorical readings of Garcia in her work, it @blde argued that textual
elements that triggered the allegorical in Truebald be transferred to the
Colonel, as seen by the above reader’s interpoetati
In addition, Leicester readers not only producddgakical readings of

Esteban Garcia, but also of Esteban Trueba:

D: Do you think Esteban [Trueba] represents Chitepresents a
tradition?

B: Represents traditional structures in societythihk that when
you could look at individual instances in the botile one in my
mind when the earthquake happens, the great eakbcand the
house falls on Esteban’s head and basically evamg in his body
is broken and the old guy comes with this mysterionagic,
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somehow he heals him, surely that is allegoricgbif see Esteban

as potentially representative of Chile, you knowattis the way the

earthquake functions. It doesn’'t make medicalsens
The above reader interpreted Trueba’'s broken baseghe shattering of
traditional structures in society. What this re&lenterpretation also implicitly
suggests is that, the old guy, Pedro Garcia whesepted the barbarism that
Trueba wanted to eradicate, is who paradoxicalixedahe civilised world of
Trueba and not the other way round. Besides, #ut that the women in
Trueba’s family mixed with the disadvantaged andigenous workers imas
Tres Marias reinforces the idea that barbarism ‘is nothingrenthan the
exuberance of a true Latin-American condition wistiould not be distorted by
alien values’ (Swanson, 1994:224). Swanson'’s al&unes could be understood
as the opposite of marginal groups —women and werke¢hat is, the dominant,
the civilised groups — Trueba and the military.

What | found remarkable is that these allegoricaénpretations only
occurred within the men only British reading growmo took part in this
research. It seemed that comparatively speakimg,group was anxious about
underperforming in front of the academic researchBEney had to demonstrate
that their meetings were something valuable arell@dtually stimulating. This
group of readers may have sought to demonstrate tthey could read
discerningly as “literary” critics do. This washaeved by producing a more
sophisticated reading with the use of allegory. nétheless, claiming that men
only reading groups may have a tendency to preflemnselves as more
scholarly rigorous and serious in their discussitha other women or mixed
groups should be cautiously extrapolated to oteums outside this research

context.
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Clara Del Valle: “Real” Versus “Magic”

Clara del Valle became the most discussed femaleacter inThe House of the
Spirits among Spanish, and to a lesser extent, Britistlersa Both British and
Spanish readers identified Clara as central tonHreative by saying: ‘She’s the
bulk of the story, she’s very much the central fejyLeicester Reading Group,
House of the Spiri}s‘[...] yo diria que el libro esta basado en elexg@bueno,
entre ella y el marido pero ella tiene mucho queehampieza el libro con ella 'y
Esteban llega después, para mi ha sido el alma dwstoria’ (Biblioteca de
Fontanarla casa de los espiritug[...] | would say that the book is based on
her, well, between her and her husband but sheé’a ¢t to do, the book starts
with her and Esteban arrives later, for me shebleas the soul of the story’).

The centrality British and Spanish readers refer has also been
maintained by several critics of Allende’s work. icklael Handelsman, for
example, defines Clara’s prominent role in simtlrms to British and Spanish
readers: ‘Es imprescindible sefialar la centralidadla figura de Clara quien
logra desplazar al patriarca, Esteban’ (1988:80)5(indispensable to emphasise
the centrality of the character of Clara who masaigedisplace the patriarch,
Esteban’). Handelsman’s reference to the displaoenof the patriarchal
discourse, although as already noted in the intrtol, has been the focus of
much of Allende criticism inThe House of the Spirit&jas nonetheless initially
overlooked by British and Spanish readers. Altlhougese readers had
identified Clara as the main narrative force, ttterdgion placed on the character

was the result of her unconventional representation the one hand, she is this
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ethereal being whose contact with the mundane stecace and at times non
existent, but on the other hand, she is able tstoam herself into a capable and
strong woman fighting for survival in difficult @umstances. Paradoxically,
Clara’s unconventionality is what challenges andvsuts Trueba’s patriarchal
discourse although some British and Spanish readaysnot have interpreted it
in those terms.

What was exceptional about Clara was her relatipnshith the
‘preternatural world’ (Bennett, 1998: 387)r ‘the airy fairy’ as some readers
referred to (Lincoln Reading Grouphe House of the Spirits)nitial reactions
to Clara’s connection to the ‘preternatural worlthde some British and Spanish
women readers feel unsure about their involvemettt the character: ‘When |
started, was it Clara? Oh!! | thought, emm ... fiot sure if I'm going to like her
or not, with all this thing about the spirits, Irdbknow’ (Bingham Book Group,
The House of the Spirjtor ‘No es que me caiga bien ni mal pero yo no la
entiendo, es una persona que vive completamentd Bmbo’ (Biblioteca de
Guadalajara 2,a casa de los espiritu§lt is not that | like her or dislike her but
| don’t understand her, she is somebody who livesgietely in limbo’).
Clara’s spirituality is therefore perceived as gateve quality for some readers.
But more than the spiritual it is Clara’s deconstian of the matriarchal model
which exacerbates her unconventional role. Acogrdd Amaya and Fernandez
(1989), Clara’s deconstruction of the matriarchaldel occurs because: ‘no
atiende su casa, no es madre en el sentido tradicioo es abnegada, no tiene

los pies en la tierra [...] es irreverente con ldssrireligiosos, se comunica con

% Caroline Bennett in her article ‘The Other and @ider-Worldly: The Function of Magic in
Isabel Allende’d a casa de los espirituases the term ‘preternatural’ which she claimbéster
than the term ‘supernatural which, although simitameaning, has through its usage become
heavily loaded with connotations of vampires and etich are inappropriate to the magical
realist writing’ (Bennett, 1998:364)
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los espiritus y lee el Tarot’ (Amaya y Fernandex8a 192) (‘[Clara] does not
look after her home, she is not a mother in thditicmal sense, she’s not self-
denying, she does not have her feet on the groundshe is flippant with
religious ceremonies, she communicates with spanitd she reads the Tarot’).
These are some of Clara’s unusual qualities, sofme&htch are particularly
problematic for some of the British and Spanish womeaders:

A: Clara was a particularly odd mother, | meanaltow her sons
to go to boarding school, she didn’t really knowerth (Bingham
Book Group,The House of the Spir)ts

Clara a mi no me gusta porque me ha parecido muigtagyo he
pensado mucho en ella y de hecho cuando le viene la
menstruacion a la hija, que se entera mas de ssiesnmas tarde,
ella con sus espiritus; siempre esta pensando missia, nunca

ha pensado en nadie mas que en ella misma (Biddiote
Guadalajaral.a casa de los espiritus).

| don't like Clara because she seems to me veffiskel have
been thinking a lot about her and when her daughtes her first
period, she [Clara] finds out six months later, sisewith her
spirits; she’s always thinking about herself, she&ver thought
about anybody but herself.

Responding to the comment above, another womarerdexn the Guadalajara
group says:

Pero la relacidon que tiene con su hija es muy huehgez a nivel
material no esta al tanto de todos los detallesodiale una vida
normal y corriente, pero sin embargo luego se caraucon su
hija perfectamente, no sé tiene un algo especial ata; la
comunicacion que tiene con su hija es algo esplritwo es algo
material, espiritualmente est4 en contacto corselas hijos, los
quiere, les da ese apoyo (Biblioteca de Guadaldjareasa de los
espiritug.

But the relationship she’s got with her daughtervery good,
perhaps on a material level, she [Clara] does negfk up with the
daily details of an ordinary routine but still afteards, she
communicates with her daughter perfectly, | dondw, she’s got
something special with her; the communication skyetswith her
daughter is something spiritual, not material, gpially she’s in
contact with them, she loves them, she gives thanhsapport.
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Yo creo que ella da la imagen de que esta en otnadm pero
luego conoce muy bien a sus hijos y de hecho cuknbiga tiene
novio ella lo controla (Biblioteca de Fontan&g casa de los
espiritug.
| think that she [Clara] gives the image that shé&isanother
world but she knows her children very well andantfwhen her
daughter has a boyfriend, she controls the situmatio
In the first two comments above, Clara’s motherisigconsidered inadequate.
Both readers claim that Clara is this egotistiéadld’ being who only thinks
about herself and does not know who her offsprireg alanice Radway in her
analysis of Nancy Chodorow’s thesiie Reproduction of Motherin(L978)
explains that a good wife and mother's duty is &ve individual family
members’ psychological needs and in doing so they serve themselves as
women, as if women would not be expected to bedeypced’ and supported by
anybody (Radway, 1984:94). Further on, Radway esgthat the lack of
emotional nurturance that her romance readers iexper is delivered by the
same act of reading despite the content of the moma In the context ofhe
House of the SpiritdfRadway’s claims could be understood in terms ofd#a
finding her own nurturance by losing herself in therld of the spirits, as a way
of ‘suspending temporarily those familial relatibnss and to throw up a screen
betweenherself (my emphasis) and the arena whaele (my emphasis) is
required to do most dier (my emphasis) relating to othersbi¢l, 92). This
retreat to the world of the spirits as a way ofagseg her duties as a mother and
wife appears to be unacceptable for some the aBpamish readers mainly
because Clara does not fit into the mother-saerifide expected from her. This

spirit of sacrifice where women are destined te lbther people’s lives but their

own appears to be deep rooted in women’s psychsecily in Catholic
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traditions where the Virgin Mary has always beemwla model and has dictated
the rules by which virtuous and good women shotel |

Conversely, in the second and third comments, reagem to accept the
type of relationship Clara has with her daughteanBh. This mother-daughter
relationship in Allende is based on what Gémez-Bariidentified as ‘literature
of matrilineage’. According to Gomez-Parham (19&3pra’s role as mother is
of great importance because she is a transmitteraloies to resist ‘Esteban’s
feudal politics’ (1988:198). Although the aboveders do not refer to Clara-
Blanca’s relationship in Gdmez-Parham terms, tewtify the special nature of
their relationship recognising that the spiritualmis part of the communion
between mother and daughter. This special spiricganmunication and
relationship is possible because the mother-daudpated is based on a ‘yonic
cycle which involves interchangeability and thenafling of female fluid, essence
of female creativity’ (Ramblado, 2003:139). Acdogito Ramblado, the female
fluid refers to innate characteristics of women athare transmitted before birth
and incorporated at the moment of death, like anfof energy that ‘is never
created or destroyed, only transformadid,142). In Allende, this female fluid
is represented as ‘the inherited imagination, tteusive bond between mothers,
daughters and granddaughterbid, 141). Thus, when the above woman reader
referred to the spiritual support Clara offeredhén daughter, she may have been
referring to the same concepts as protection arsmnission of values that both
GOmez- Parham and Ramblado use to explain the mdéghter bond in
Allende’s work.

Similarly, in her relationship with Esteban ancher duties as wife, Clara

appears to fail according to the following Spanishders who believe that: ‘Y
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cuando se casa pues es una persona como tu hasrdighpoco comprometida,
ella esta a su bola, en esos suefios, en esa nuoeegta en la realidad’
(Biblioteca de Azuqueca Zija de la fortung (‘And when she [Clara] gets
married, she is a person, as you already mentiored;ery committed, she does
her own thing, in those dreams, up in the cloudsraot in reality’) or ‘[...] no
lucha porque las cosas cambien sino que las acepta son y ella esta por
encima de ellas’ (Biblioteca de Azuquethja de la fortung (‘[...] she [Clara]
does not fight to change things but she accepta teethey are and she is above
them’). These comments emphasise once more Claatentricity as
problematic because it prevents Clara from fulfdliher role as dutiful wife. A
further implication is that Clara appears to bes {assive creature who does not
belong in the “real” world where “real” battles dmight. Perhaps, what these
readers do not seem to realise is that Clara’gsglidimension is giving her the
independence and autonomy she needs as a womarviicesn a man’s world.
Clara’s idea of survival starts in the private gsphéy asserting her own
individualism. At a private level, Clara offers gsave resistance but her
clandestine work with Trueba’s workers lims Tres Mariassuggests that the
private/personal becomes public/political. Oncear&k spirituality is
understood in this way, it could be suggested Brdish and Spanish readings
are somehow limited in this respect. On the wh@aders have been blinded by
Clara’s ‘preternatural world’ which created tensidhat some readers resolved
by simply engaging with the spiritual and ‘magin’ megative terms, unable to
perceive the political possibilities that these ldoalso offer. As Caroline
Bennett claims, ‘magic’ for Clara acts as ‘the supmetwork [...] she has a

psychological release from the oppression of hechmahusband and wider
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patriarchal society [...] (Bennett, 1998:363). Thssipport network’ Bennett
refers to, can take several forms since for Radsvaymance readers, belonging
to the romance reading community, acted as a sutestor family or neighbour
support networks. Perhaps Clara’s ‘magic’ supp@tivork is exceptional in
today’'s women’s communities and this is what makeficult for British and
Spanish women readers to engage with it.

Nonetheless, not all British and Spanish readesgarded negatively to
Clara. Some comments praised Clara’s determinatchindividualism to stand
up against patriarchal rule:

Ella [Clara] metida en su mundo, flotando con sotgecon sus
artistas, no se preocupa de nada mas, lo que he dites, llega
el momento en que se la necesita y ahi esta efle,isnpone, es
un personaje fantastico (Biblioteca de Fontahar,casa de los
espiritug.

She [Clara] inhabiting her own world, floating wither own
people, with her artists, she doesn’t worry abouoything else, as
| said before, the minute that she’s needed, thstre is, she
imposes herself, she’s a fantastic character.

A: It worked for me, | think that people are indil@ly capable of
changing and adapt to different kind of respons¢gjmes she
[Clara] swaps her real world for her magical anthihk that’s
quite liberating (Nottingham Library,he House of the Spirjts

Y a ella se le puede disculpar todo porque endadlella no hace
dafio a nadie, ella es asi, y cuando tiene que g®m@ehacer algo
importante lo hace, cuando se la necesita de ve(Bddioteca de
Guadalajaral.a casa de los espiritus

And you can forgive her because in fact she doeknanybody
any harm, that is the way she is, and when she thaso
something important, she does it, when she isyeaéded.

Ella [Clara] hace lo que quiere y cuando pasa ghgoe, cuando
se tiene que enfrentar con el marido, cuando la bafetada, ella
se enfrenta a la realidad (Biblioteca de Fontabarcasa de los
espiritus).
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She [Clara] does what she wants and when sometbargpus
happens, when she has to confront her husband, adrits her,
she confronts that reality.
Ella [Clara] te da una personalidad super fuertejy® ella sigue
con sus criterios pase lo que pase; se ha casadoncsefior que
tela marinera y que sin embargo lo lleva fenomgnkd quiere
siempre (Biblioteca de Fontanag casa de los espiritus
She [Clara] shows you a super personality because fellows
her criteria no matter what happens; she’'s marrieda very
difficult man and in spite of this, she copes fatitally well and
always loves him
Bibliotecaria: Me ha encantado Clara por todasdasas que
habéis dicho y de que tiene una personalidad fugreecreo que
si, a parte de que Esteban tiene un caracter fperteella es la
que se planta con lo que se tenga que plantar ka pea del
burro nadie (Biblioteca de Fontanhg casa de los espiritus).
Librarian [woman]: | loved Clara for all the thingsyou've
mentioned and that she’s got a strong personalist 1 believe
she does, apart from Esteban has a strong tempetaoog she is
the one who makes a stand when she has to maked atd no
one is able to change her mind.
These readers’ comments completely challenge e ofl Clara’s passivity; on
the contrary, she becomes this pro-active characeady to step in when
circumstances required. Clara is no longer sesingsl a passive individual who
exclusively inhabits a world of fantasy. The udethe adjective ‘fantastico’
(‘fantastic’) was quite revealing and although iaynbe unclear what it was
referring to - either Clara’s spiritual qualities ber active role in difficult
circumstances — the choice of ‘fantastico’ transditpositiveness about the
character.
In her relationship to Trueba, some women readeisirad Clara
because she offered a rather unique and ‘liberatimegans to fight oppression.
Clara may be acting in an apparent submissive amckkess way, but as the

above readers pointed out, ‘sigue con sus critg@se lo que pase’ (‘she follows
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her criteria no matter happens’) and ‘se plantaloogue se tiene que plantar’
('she makes a stand when she has to make a stad@h).the surface, Clara
seemed to have been subjugated to Trueba by remgdmyal and married to

him but she was able to subvert him by clingingeo spirituality enabling her to
decide when and how she would comply with the inreposaditional feminine

roles.

Perhaps the comment of one of Fontanar's woman ersagdan
encapsulate at its best how Clara’s duality shbeldinderstood. This comment
refers to the episode when Clara defends Blanaaationship with Pedro
Tercero and gets hit by Trueba for protecting Béandn response to Trueba’s
brutality, Clara will retreat into silence, sinc¢g:.] en la convivencia ella nos da
una leccién y es que ella no suelta charlas, gseclarlas no sirven para
convencer, por ejemplo cuando deja de hablar aaido yo creo que es de
valorar’ (‘[...] on relationships, she [Clara] teashes a lesson and that is she
does not lecture, lectures are no good, they damivince people, for example
when she stops talking to her husband, | think iagtto be valued’) (Biblioteca
de Fontanai.a casa de los espiritus On the one hand, Clara’s silence could be
interpreted as a sign of a passive attitude buherother, through silence she is
rejecting Trueba’s control as well as showing swity with her daughter’s
cause. Clara’s unconventional mechanisms of essist may appear to readers
contradictory at times. They seem to be confroritgda character who is
actively challenging Trueba by telling him about double standards but, who at
the same time, fights back from a rather passiv&tipa in a world far from
reality. What this last reader was also capablseging was that this apparent

passivity is also empowering at least in the pawathere. Or as Mary Garland-
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Jackson (1994) claims: ‘Clara clearly reveals lmwver to act in accordance with
her own spirituality instead of submitting to hearshand’s authority’ (1994:62).
Nevertheless, this positive reading of Clara’s igmtity has also some
downfalls:
Ya después de todo lo que habéis dicho, a Clara smdria
resumir con el “vive y deja vivir’ porgue no se iome, tampoco
nunca ha arriesgado nada, entonces lo que ha teeiido ha
decidido pero tampoco ha ido a por algo, nuncaasarhesgado,
cuando se fue Férula, ahi ella tampoco se releeliejb de hablar,
es decir, toma postura pero no es capaz de madiicpe hay, es
el “vive y deja vivir’ (Biblioteca de Fontanat,a casa de los
espiritug.
After all you've said, Clara could be summed ugla® and let
live” because she does not impose herself, shenbasr risked
anything either, so what she’s got, she’s decideddshe’s never
gone after anything, she’s never taken a risk, wihérula goes,
she does not fight back, she stopped talking tq bive takes a
stand but she’s not able to change what she’sig®t]ive and let
live”.
These words underline Clara’s mechanisms of registaas conservative.
Conservative since not only do they discourage gbawithin the domestic
microcosm, but they also become ineffective in inpenting change in the
public sphere. Since Clara does not leave TrudiEnwe abuses her physically,
she is not advocating for new feminine models tallenge tradition to its limits.
Clara is not prepared to abandon the comforts ofobergeois life; she is not
risking her current status quo by subverting pethg from a personal
standpoint. In contrast, her granddaughter Albth gk everything, even her
life, to achieve political and social change. Hwere as another woman reader
from Fontanar suggested: ‘Si no hubiera sido par[€llara], la nieta se hubiera
muerto, si no llega a ser por ella que se le apayede dice que escriba’

(Biblioteca de Fontanaid,a casa de los espirituq’lf it hadn’'t been for her

[Clara], her granddaughter would have died, ifatih't been for her who appears
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and tells her [Alba] to write’). According to thisader, Alba survives her ordeal
by listening to her grandmother’s spirit who urgdba to expiate her prison
horrors through writing.

Overall, Clara may not represent a transgressiveniae model but her
peculiar means of fighting the system is still rssagy in developing new models
such as Alba. More importantly, Clara’s attitual aletermination were valued
and regarded positively not only among women resatdet also among one of
the man readers in the Fontanar group:

Pero a mi lo que mas me gusta es que vive la wvidal@a quiere,
cuando decide que quiere estar con la cotidianeigadna casa
esta, pero porque ella lo decide, en contrasteF&nla, o con
otras, y cuando decide estar en su mundo, en siaresi@, pero
ella decide, no la vida la decide a ella, eso mstagae ella
(Biblioteca de Fontanak,a casa de los espiritus
But what | like most is that she [Clara] lives thie she wants,
when she decides she wants to be involved witdalte life of a
house, she does, but only because she decidesdonirast with
Férula or others, and when she [Clara] wants toysia her
world, in her magic, she does, but she decidesdlifes not decide
on her behalf, this is what I like about her.
It is interesting to note how the above man reamstrasts Clara and Férula.
Férula was the essence of sacrifice as she hadedkal her life to look after her
sick mother. In contrast, Clara offered an alteweato sacrifice and devotion;
she was able to take control of her own life, decidhen to take action or
otherwise remain in a world of her own. | beliethet the above reader’s
attraction to Clara must have resided in her inddpace, autonomy and self-
willed attributes which would normally be assocthteith male and not female
characters.

Clara’s characterization offered British and Splameaders a multiplicity

of readings given Clara’s multi-layered represeotatOn the one hand, Clara
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was represented in a traditional manner by marrasigban, becoming a mother
and ultimately remaining married despite all thessbinflicted by her husband.
However, Clara survived and subverted traditiorebploying typical feminine
attributes such as sensitivity, intuition and passi These helped her along
with her resistance strategies and also meantaltiaiugh essentialising, these
attributes made Clara’s characterization transgress&nd unconventional.
Ultimately, coming to terms with Clara was difficdibr some readers primarily
because they could not identify with her and lefsom her: ‘Clara is a very
difficult person to understand and relate to, imay, | think you have to take her
on trust, the fact that she is this true odd gsmtitboeing, who can move from
being fairly tacit to be very active’ (Nottinghambkary, The House of the
Spirits).  As expressed by this Nottingham reader, Claey mot work as a
character because she is hard to ‘relate to’ ametbre hard to ground in reality,
to imagine another “Clara” in the “real” world. Wever, what for some readers
may seem an impossible barrier to cross, othesdlyimchieve a comfortable
relationship with her because Clara and her edcérgs come alive in the “real”
world:
Ademas de vivir la vida que ella [Clara] quiere,cepaz de no
estar atada a los canones sociales, y eso te keasarpen una
sociedad como la de entonces, con una familia npeata taparla
cuando mueve saleros, es capaz de ser madre, &g, gleeque la
quieran, de no tener sentimientos encontradosyres ta describe
Isabel, que no es un libro de psicologia que & leasblando de un
caso real [...] me ha gustado mucho y creo que ime para
compararlo con la realidad de otras familias, quedpn tener una
persona con un problema mental que tiene un coarp@hto
diferente y que por qué no podemos vivir la vidammamente,
por qué tenemos que tapar algunas cosas que Nnosergco
algunos aspectos, y algunas veces la familia aydge lo

vivamos con afecto, que tengamos una historia pddamos
tratar. (Biblioteca de Fontandma casa de los espiritus
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As well as living the life she [Clara] wants, shegpable of not
being tied by any social rules, and that makes tfook, in a
society like that one, with a family who tries tdenher when she
moves salt cellars, she’s able to be a mothemve and be loved,
of not having resentful feelings, it's how Isabetdribes her, it's
not a psychology book talking about a real case [l.liked it
[The House of the Spirits] a lot and | think th#siuseful for me
to compare it to the reality of other families, whaght have
somebody with a mental problem, who behaves diffigreand
why can’t we live our lives normally, why do we é&w hide some
things that happen to us, or some aspects of imhesiones family
helps us to get through the situation with affetso we can have
a story and are able to deal with it.
The above reader’s conscious construction of Glara fictional character, -‘no
esta hablando de un caso real’ (‘not talking alaordal case’) - does not prevent
her from imagining other “Claras” in the “real” wdy as people suffering from
mental problems. More importantly, being abledad Clara as a prototype for
understanding oneself and others, shows that tleldwof the text’” and the
‘world of the reader’ have intersected accordindgRtooeur’s phenomenological
psychology of reading. By readifitne House of the Spirjtthis reader is able to
make sense of “real” people’s mental illnesseqe“teal” world. On the other
hand, this reading of Clara makes me interrogatetindr by comparing her to
“real” people with mental illnesses, this readethisking about the unspeakable
aspect of Clara’s condition, that is, her madne3sis would be after all a
disappointing reading of Clara and it would ultielgtundermine all the political

possibilities that Clara’s spirituality signified.
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Eliza Sommer’s Journey to Independence

For many Spanish women readers, Eliza Sommers l@edagncounterpoint to
Clara del Valle. All the Spanish groups who hadifeaughter of Fortunesould
draw comparisons between Eliza and Clara as thdyals® readlrhe House of
the Spiritson a previous occasion as part of their normalingagroup choices.
This was not possible with the British groupsCeughter of Fortunevas the
only Allende novel read by one group, in this cabe, Nottingham Reading
Group 1.

British and Spanish readers found Eliza’s indepeoééner best attribute.
They defined such independence outside the prisltere, by Eliza’s contact
with the “real” world outside the domesticity of rh@dopted English family in
Chile. British readers, nonetheless, regardedaElizxperience as rather
uncommon from a socio-historical perspective: ‘Avest woman at the time
wouldn’t have had the opportunity to do the thisge did’ (Nottingham Reading
Group 1,Daughter of Fortung In this sense, Eliza’s restrictions to act liyee
seemed imposed by her gender. This idea also eppede supported by her
pretended sex change once she arrived in Califotjnig the opportunity she
had was often that one of a man, all the thingsssine about life, she wouldn’t
have seen them if she hadn’t pretended to be a freader C, Nottingham
Reading Groupl,Daughter of Fortung Eliza’s success in the highly
competitive and masculine setting of the Califonngold rush was therefore

based on a compromise. According to this Nottingh@ader, she had to
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pretend to be a man if she wanted to succeed. tawEliza’s masculine attire
and mannerisms in turn signified for some readeesrejection of her female
qualities: ‘When she became the man character sisehwrt like a woman, she
was kind of damaged, she didn't feel like a wom@idttingham Reading Group
1, Daughter of Fortung But despite this reader’s view, Eliza’'s tempgra
masculine image retained the most important fersirgjnality that defined her,
even before the start of her journey: love. Héatrenship with Tao Chi'en is
characterised by love, the same love that moveddhfallow her platonic lover
Joaquin Andieta. It could be therefore argued Hiiaa does not offer readers a
new model of feminine independence as she is cathgtaeing defined by love
and heterosexual relationships (Ramblado, 2003:174)s does not mean that
Eliza’s character does not offer readers a tragsgre feminine model. She is
transgressive as far as she appears to succeedtfiling herself outside the
private sphere by being able to explore what it lkaesto live in a man’s world.
Although this seemed to have been the view thatt Mmdtingham women
readers shared, one man reader in the group thaugieétheless, that she would
have been better off by fulfilling herself in aditonal way, since: ‘She gave it
all up, she had absolutely everything, she wensidatthe boundaries and she
threw it all up’ (Reader B, Nottingham Reading Gydy Daughter of Fortune)
This reading of Eliza confirms, to a certain degtéat men and women readers
in the group held completely different views abeutat was acceptable for
women like Eliza. According to this man readeiz&khould have married well,
inherited part of the family fortune and lived andortable life. Not only this,

Eliza was meant to live in the shadow of her hudbamd keep reproducing the
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patriarchal discourses that kept women like MisssdRabelieving that
independence was something unattainable.

Miss Rose also presented a model of femininity Wwicby all means not
perfect as stated by this Nottingham woman redtiiss Rose was a model, a
female model for what happened to females, shedEllecided not to end up
like her’ (Nottingham Reading Group Daughter of Fortung This reader may
be referring to the harmful consequences of MisseRotransgression by having
an affair with a married man in her youth whiclt leér unmarried and loveless.
Nonetheless, Miss Rose exploits her feminine attei to fulfil herself at least at
a private level. As Ramblado (2003: 165-66) sutgyely using a typical
feminine attribute such as creativity in the formvariting pornography, she
attains her domestic independence. However, MzseRs still not the ideal
model for other women to follow, - as stated by &beve reader - as with Clara
del Valle, her actions may not be radical enoughoaigh her rebellion from
within, may be a necessary step before other wolikenEliza can rebel, not
only from within, but outside, in the public sphere

An intriguing aspect for the Nottingham woman reade as well as for
some of the Spanish women readers as shall belaegnon — about Eliza’s
character, was being able to discover her motimatito undertake such a
journey. For example, the following comments higfmiling the typicality and
cliché of Eliza’s departure are revealing in marays:

A: | found a strange thing, that in some ways, pmse is a very
female thing to do, to run after the man you loué dctually that

was how she got a different life, and she did lbedféerwards
(Nottingham Reading Group Daughter of Fortung
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It seems that Eliza’s decision to leave becausdowé becomes somehow
problematic for this Nottingham reader. As sugeg@starlier on in this chapter,
this kind of reading may only make sense taking iatcount what Jane S.
Jaquette (1973) has referred to as Western misptians about Latin American
feminisms. According to Jaquette, the originshafse misconceptions need to be
situated within the differences between Westerniriesms and Latin American
feminisms since:
A whole generation of North American women have doee
convinced of their powerlessness relative to maed have
moved to destroy the role differentiation they pére as its
cause. The Latin American woman correctly perceivele
differentiation as the key to her power and inflceen Even the
notions of ‘separateness’ and ‘mystery’ of womemioh are
viewed in the North American context as male prapaig chiefly
used to discriminate against women, are seen in Lifkn
American context as images to be enhanced, notrogest
(Jaquette, 1973:20).
Given the elimination of ‘role differentiation’ thanderlies Western feminisms,
it is not surprising that the above woman reademsied to come to terms with
the contradiction brought by Eliza having obtaingw freedom and new
experiences that were reserved to men throughieatyfgminine attribute such
as love. As noted in chapter four and according.@tn American feminist
Beatriz Sarlo (1991), women'’s actions could be mége as political even when
women use typical feminine qualities to achieve wd@metimes is believed to
be a non-political outcome such as Clara’s uncotweal mechanisms of
resistance used to subvert patriarchy. Howevar,tlie above Nottingham
reader, - more than likely influenced by the WaestBaminist misconceptions

Jaquette’s refers to - typical feminine qualities seen as undermining women'’s

freedom and autonomy rather than helping womematteange in their lives.
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In the two Spanish groups from Azuqueca whdija de la fortunawas
read, in contrast to their British counterparts,nven readers were mostly
concerned with realist issues regarding the charactredibility. In these two
groups, the feminist reading of Eliza was relegatethe background although
some readers made references to Eliza’'s strongomedity and braveness:
‘realmente fue muy fuerte, pero que si no le ayetlahino, la ayuda fue
decisiva’ (Biblioteca de Azuqueca Hija de la fortung (‘She [Eliza] was really
brave but if the Chinese guy hadn’t helped her,help was decisive’) or [...]
ella es valiente para tomar esa decision [...]dithael paso de lanzarse y tuvo la
suerte de tener esas ayudas, de encontrarse gersasas ' (Biblioteca de
Azuqueca 2Hija de la fortuna)(‘[...] she is very brave to make that decision
[...] she took the step of setting off and was lu¢&yget help, to meet those
people’). Although the above Spanish readers didtake these comments any
further, both signalled a peculiar characteristi&lbende’s heroines. Eliza — as
well as Alba inThe House of the Spiritsneeded men’s support to survive and
later fulfil herself despite the braveness and rdeitgation that readers identified.
Eliza is able to finish her journey of self-discoy&ecause Tao Chi’en saves her
from dying after losing her baby, accompanyingdlethe way to San Francisco.
Once the journey is over, Tao continues to be agplmlvpresence in Eliza’s life
and together they form a successful partnershilpva as well as in business.
What needs to be stressed is that all the helsapgort Eliza receives from Tao
does not necessarily have to be interpreted asummiag Eliza’s feminism. On
the contrary, it should be read as a sign on beajfaMlende to be faithful to a
period where women’s circumstances required menigpart in order to

empower and fulfil themselves.
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What was equally stressed on a couple of occasioreg the Spanish
groups was the idea that Eliza was a charactecoat€'precocious’) (Biblioteca
de AzuquecaHija de la fortund and ‘adelantado a su tiempo’ (‘fahead of her
own time’) (Biblioteca de Azuqueca Zlija de la fortung since °‘Eliza,
clandestinamente, contra viento y marea se arrigagair a buscar a su amado’
(Biblioteca de Azuquecdiija de la fortung (‘Eliza, secretly, against all odds,
takes the risk to go off ahead and search for &nrl’) or ‘[...] es una chica
joven, practicamente una adolescente y las avenamdas que se embarco por
un chico que practicamente acababa de conocer ageellos tiempos, claro’
(Biblioteca Azuqueca Hlija de la fortuna (‘[...] she’s a young girl, practically
a teenager and the adventures she embarked onsbesfaa young lad who she
barely knew and of course in those times’). Althlout could be argued that the
above comments could be read from a feminist petisjge | am more inclined
to think that the above readers’ comments weree@ustsignalling a concern
regarding the character’s credibility. How credibas it that a young woman
like Eliza could carry out such a long journeykimg her life in search of the
love of her life? Other readers’ comments alsofiomed the difficulty in
believing what happened to Eliza: ‘Nos gusta perodo demasiado porque es
en el 1832 que nace Eliza, en 1848 es cuando aAwaérica y de todo eso que
sobreviva a un viaje tan largo’(Biblioteca de Aaaga,Hija de la fortuna (‘We
like her but it goes too far because it is in 188#n Eliza is born, in 1848 when
she goes to America and with all this, she survswes a long journey’) or:

Yo lo que pasa es que tengo la teoria de que rsteeringun
hombre asi, creo que en la vida real seria muyildiéi primero

adoptar una decisiéon asi sin mas ni mas, lo segoader todo lo
que hizo ella, llegar donde llegd con los medios digponia, a mi

me parece que es una situacion muy irreal perodteaimente
es una novela (Biblioteca de Azuquec&la de la fortuna.
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| have this theory that men [like the one Elizas&arching for]
don’t exist, | think that in real life it would beery difficult, firstly,
to make a decision like that without giving it towmch thought,
secondly, to be able to do all she did, to get wistre got with the
means she had, it seems to me a pretty unrealtisitubut well,
after all it's a novel.
It is interesting to see how this group of readafthough accepting that the
character of Eliza and her adventures may not &al™rstill strived to look for
reasons which would help to explain her decisiote&wve everything for a man
and finally be able to situate Eliza’s story in tkealm of the “real”:
Bibliotecaria: Yo si creo que es una cosa de @liiero decir que
en esa parte del mundo las mujeres a los veinte ydige es una
solterona, y no sé empiezan a despertar a la sgadahuy pronto
y a los quince ya mantienen relaciones, y es muyalp y eso si
gue lo refleja el libro (Biblioteca de AzuquecHjja de la
fortuna).
Librarian [woman]: | believe it [referring to Eliza
precociousness] is something very South Americhat Wwmean is
that in that part of the world, women at twenty Wioalready be
considered spinsters and | don’t know, they starawaken their
sexuality very early and when they are fifteen thkegady have
sex and it is very normal and this is precisely whe book
reflects.
In the context of the above quote, the librariarderator from Azuqueca is able
to situate Eliza’s adventures in the realm of treal” by explicitly establishing
the ‘difference’ between Spanish and South Americaltures. What may be
considered implausible in the Spanish context, beperfectly “normal” within
South American parameters. Moreover, this ‘diffiees may be underpinned by
a kind of moral superiority which dates back to todonial Spain in which the
colonised peoples were regarded as culturally imfemd where the colonisers
knew best. Ultimately, this ‘difference’ may be\seg another purpose, that is,

to establish some distance or dis-identificatiotwleen the reader(s) and Eliza’s

character and what she represents. Howevercomsnent should also be read
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in conjunction with another quote from the samealitan, who on this occasion
calls upon some kind of common Spanish culturahtitheto be able to identify

with Eliza’s circumstances:

Bibliotecaria: No sé como lo veis pero el hechayde ella en su
casa esté muy sola, que tenga mas relacion cooclaeta que
con el resto de la familia, entonces es una pergoeatiene un
cierto punto de independencia y también la falta cdeiio,

entonces eso hace que de repente encuentre unyasthege todo
pero que tampoco tiene esos lazos afectivos tamefueon la
familia, le sigue a él, yo pienso que ahi hay t@mlkzlgo de eso
(Biblioteca de Azuqueca Bija de la Fortuna.

Librarian [woman]: | don’t know how the rest of y@ee this, |

also believe that she [Eliza] feels lonely at hothe, fact that she
has a closer relationship with the cook than witle test of her
own family, then she is a person who's got a certdegree of
independence and also a lack of affection, for tie@son when
she suddenly finds love, she gives everything uipthien because
she hasn't got such strong ties with her familg &ilows him, so
| think all this has something to do with her sttaa.

In this instance, the librarian-moderator appearsdll upon shared concepts
deeply rooted in Spanish culture which all readerte group would have been
able to understand and relate to since they draom what Stuart Hall (1990) has
defined as cultural identity ‘first position’. this sense, Spanish cultural identity

could be defined as

in terms of one, shared culture, a sort of collectone true self”,
hiding inside many other, more superficially or ifasially
imposed “selves”, which people with a shared hystord ancestry
hold in common. Within the terms of this definiticour cultural
identities reflect the common historical experien@nd shared
cultural codes which provide us, as “one peoplethwstable,
unchanging and continuous frames of reference apdning,
beneath the shifting divisions and vicissitudeswf actual history
(Hall, 1990: 223).

It appears that the librarian-moderator from Azwgudrew upon the importance
still granted to the institution of the family irp&nish society and although she

did not clearly say that Eliza did not have a famhe implication was that Eliza
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lived in a void that would not exist if she feltesheally belonged to one. Also,
sharing a kind of common Spanish cultural idenpiigyed an important role in
bringing Azuqueca 2 readers together in understagniiza’s actions:
Yo también pienso que si no estd embarazada qse wa, porque
al estar embarazada por “el que diran”, por taptegucios que
tenia, por eso se va yo creo (Biblioteca de AzuaZtlija de la
Fortuna).
| also think that if she [Eliza] wasn’t pregnantjeswouldn’t have
left, because being pregnant, people would havesiged,
because of the prejudice, and she leaves becausdepf
pregnancy.
The above reader relied on the sharing of the fangue diran’ —literally ‘what
will people say’. This idea about the importaneeeg to what other people in
the community may think about somebody’s actionsasdeeply rooted in the
Spanish psyche that from time to time it becomessaurce to explain what in
the case of Eliza may seem unexplainable by otleams Besides, not only the
librarian-moderator but also some other women neantethe group drew upon
cultural difference to explain the ‘strange’ redauship Eliza had with Miss Rose:
Tiene una relacion un poco extrafia, pero si contahse se
bafiaban juntas a dias, a dias no la veia y semaease pasaba
todo el tiempo en la cocina pero que otros diagisitenian mas
contacto (Biblioteca de Azuqueddija de la fortung.
She [Eliza] has got a rather strange relationshigth Miss Rose]
but she [Eliza] tells us that some days they wdadth together,
some days she would not see her [Miss Rose] arallthat she
would spend weeks in the kitchen the whole timesbutetimes
they had more contact.
And in response to this, another reader conclutterd: el caracter este inglés,
gue no son como nosotros’ (Biblioteca de Azuqueddija de la fortung (‘It
was the English temperament, they are not like us’)

It appears that for the above readers Eliza’sioglahip with her adopted

family and in particular with Miss Rose was themaince Miss Rose’s cultural
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identity, her “Englishness” explained the way shlated to Eliza. Not only this,
Miss Rose became a stereotype to generalise akdabedut the “English”
identity and compare it to the Spanish. The wandsson como nosotros’ (‘they
are not like us’) stressed the fact that culturéiécence seemed to have informed
the way some of the Azuqueca’s readers made sdribeioreadings. What is
interesting about these readers’ responses is thalerstanding of ‘cultural
identity as proceeding in a straight unbroken linem some fixed origin [...] as
an essence rather than a “positioning™” (Hall, 1228). Perhaps it was more
reassuring for the Azuqueca librarian and readersonstruct cultural identity
under essentialising parameters which artificidlige those ruptures which may
shatter any certainties about identity formatioRsr the last several years, Spain
has seen a considerable increase in the influoofifSAmerican immigrants who
alongside other North African peoples may have @nak the search for a more
culturally homogeneous idea of “Spanishness”, i@ light of such diversity
brought in by the different ethnic groups whichnfiopart of current Spanish
society. It may be that the two Azuqueca readersmpted by the librarian-
moderator's comments, may be unconsciously exprgssrtain anxieties about
their own identities through their readings aneiptetations of ‘Other’ cultures.
In this respect, reading groups and the act ofingacshay serve the function of

not only exploring new subject positions but alsodassert old subjectivities.
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Conclusion

This chapter has focussed on the readers’ respaogbsee main characters —
and one minor one - in two of Allende’s novels rdadBritish and Spanish
groups.

Esteban Trueba’s authoritarian and cruel behavemaouraged British
and Spanish readers’ critical stance towards thisgschal figure. Nonetheless,
readers’ responses to Trueba showed that despitenhcceptable conduct, some
readers still were compliant with the bourgeoisitadist and oppressive values
he represented. This reading of Trueba was pessinice he appeared to
possess a ‘moral quality’ only within the narratiwdich made him into a
coherent character with credible attributes andlibte psychological motivated
actions. Generally, this resulted in benevolentidr and Spanish readers’
responses which, after all, were judging the chiaraccoherence rather than the
morality of his actions.

Another aspect of Trueba’s attributes which produseme interesting
responses from readers - and in particular by tilg¢ men group of readers in
this research — was Trueba’s embodiment of violeridee outcome of Trueba’s
violence as well as of his illegitimate son, Coloksteban Garcia was that of
distancing or dis-identification on behalf of themngroup of readers. In the case
of Colonel Esteban Garcia, readers employed allegomechanisms to make
sense of this character’s brutal behaviour. Tesehanisms allowed Leicester

readers to safely distance themselves from theactear Nonetheless, what the
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fascination with Trueba’'s and Garcia’s violence magve unconsciously
signalled was the urge to explore these reademfortable relationship with
violence at least within the safer world of fictioin this respect, fiction served
as a platform to explore these men’s subjectivitieselation to violence as it
plays an important role in asserting men’s mastids in the “real” world
(Connell, 1995).

Finally, some readings of Trueba highlighted hisiféne side, the
sharing of Cixous’ feminine libidinal economy orishentrance into the zone of
androgyny’ (Gould Levine, 1990). For some readengeba’s feminisation is
what is needed to save the character from his ™sifi$iis move on Allende’s
behalf towards the end of the novel, does not adwagrk since some readers
seem to contest the author's conciliatory tone whidtimately may also
exonerate those like Trueba who have abused oeglmyger outside fiction.

In this chapter | also analysed readers’ respotos€sara del Valle imrhe
House of the Spirits In terms of narrative structure, readers stieste
importance and centrality of this character, actasga counterbalance to the
patriarchal discourse of Esteban Trueba. Nonetbgel®ritish and Spanish
readers’ relationship with Clara was at times ambig and problematic. In
particular British women readers found hard to nede with Clara’s
unconventional representation especially due to gmritual side. Clara’s
spirituality is for some readers the cause of leeertric behaviour regarding two
important feminine roles, those of dutiful mothedawvife. Nevertheless, some
Spanish women readers in particular, found heitgplity empowering since it
not only subverted the patriarchal discourse oékat Trueba but also elevated

her relationship with her daughter to a new dimamswhere the material
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becomes obsolete and the mother-daughter relatpnss based on
‘interchangeability and the flowing of the femaleid’ (Ramblado, 2003:139).

Conversely, the positive side of Clara’'s spirityaliwas mostly
overlooked by British and Spanish readers. Gelyerahders did not engage
with the political possibilities the spiritual offel at an individual level, by
acting as a nurturing space for women, as a ‘suppetivork’ (Bennett, 1998)
and at a collective level when Clara decides tokwweith the disadvantaged
women and children ihas Tres Marias

At times, British and Spanish readers also equé@lleda’s spirituality
with passivity. However, there were other instanatere Clara was seen as a
determined and active woman who would step in wtisBumstances required.
Perhaps readers’ ambivalent responses — contradiatdimes - to Clara reside
in the difficulty some British female readers inrpaular had in relating to Clara
as a “real” person, as somebody who may inhabitréed” world.

Finally, this chapter discussed the different resgs from British and
Spanish readers to the character of Eliza SommmeiBaughter of Fortune
Whereas British readings of Eliza Sommers wereyaedl from a feminist prism,
Spanish readings were, however, more concerned tivittcharacter’s realistic
status.

Within the only British group who had re&hughter of Fortungit was
interesting to note that women and men readersts/iwere informed by their
own gender positioning. As for the British womeraders, Eliza offered a
transgressive model of female subjectivity, witthie socio-historical parameters
established by the novel. For the male readeirga’EBltransgression appeared,

on the contrary, detrimental to her future. Alsome women readers in the
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British context, however, struggled with the inh@reontradiction in Eliza’s
attaining her freedom by means of her search feg.loThis contradiction needs
to be understood in the context of Latin Americaminisms where unlike
Western feminisms a political outcome can be addeby using typical
feminine qualities such as love (Sarlo, 1991).

Conversely, Spanish readers’ responses to Elizantgosnfocussed on
establishing the character’s credibility of heriaes. What was interesting to
note in the Spanish context was the drawing up@addthat are related to
concepts of ‘cultural identity’ and ‘difference’at in turn, aimed at anchoring
Eliza’s narrative within the “real’. Perhaps, whhese readers’ interpretations
revealed was deeper anxieties about what is tdSparfish” and “woman” in a
climate where identities are subjected to constagbtiation. This could be due
to the increased amount of external influencehenform of economic migration,

that post-colonial Spain has been experiencingendst few years.
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Chapter Six
British and Spanish Readers’ Responses to Isabelléhde

in Paula

Introduction ©°

This chapter analyses British and Spanish readeasponses to Allende’s
fictionalised memoirs irPaula It starts by highlighting British and Spanish
readers’ genre expectations Baula and how genre conventions may have
influenced readers’ interpretations of this Allenderk. Special attention will
also be placed on how Allende’s ‘simulation of itigh (Ramblado, 2003) may
have encouraged readers to establish truth clabuatallende’s fictional self
and by extension, her work.

This chapter also examines the different readeespaonses to how
Allende’s own representations fulfil typical fenme roles such as those of
mother and wife inPaula This analysis particularly emphasises how the
different readings produced aim ultimately at selérrogating women readers’
subjectivities by means of identification or digidification processes.

This chapter finally explores issues already disedsn chapter three in

relation to Allende’s production of ‘extra-literargiscourses surrounding her

66 Only two out of the ten British groups in this ressh read?aula However, in the Spanish
context although the Marchamalo reading group Wwasonly group which had exclusively read
Paulafor the discussion, other groups were able to comtirngefly aboutPaula since this book
had been read in the past.
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public representation. Mainly through the examplka radio interview and the
use of the internet, this section also demonstriad®s current literary celebrity
culture encourages readers’ fascination with thigeve’ private selves and how,
in turn, this fascination may influence readersteipretations of a writer’s

autobiographical account such as Allendegsila

Paula, Between Autobiography and Fiction

In Paula British and Spanish readers recognised that thegd up to a novel
which proved tricky to pin down in genre terms:

A: She’s written nine books and we're reading tlrehs but
funnily enough in our library it shows as an autgpaphy and not
as fiction, so all this happened to Allende, I'mresut has
happened to her but | suppose she might leamly forgotten,
embroidered things or authored them(my emphasis)
(Birmingham Reading Group Paula).

Bibliotecaria: Lo que si hemos comentado bastasit® ee puede
considerar una biografia de Isabel Allende, enepsirty en parte
no porque nos hemos encontrado con varios episafiesno
pueden ser verdad, por ejemplo la carta de Paalagémo creo
que sea verdad, es eso como ella dice una vivéitenaria para
gue le cuadre la novela (Biblioteca de Marchanmiwla).

Librarian [woman]: What we have discussed a loffisve could
consider it an autobiography, in a way yes, in aywa, because
we have come across several episodes that canntriubg for
example, Paula’s letter, | don’'t know, | don'’t eale it's real, it's
as she [Allende] says, a literary experience sortbeel works.
Although unable to resolve the blur surroundiRgula’s genre, British and
Spanish women readers, however, acknowledged tettfat Paula had been
fictionalised. Despite this, once readers got th® story most of them read it as

an autobiographical account resisting the ided nbi being the “truth”: ‘If this
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turns out to be fiction | should feel very let dowiReader D, Birmingham
Reading Group 1Rauld). In addition to this, what these comments alsggest
Is that on the one hand, British and Spanish realdeld a “blind” belief in what
Allende narrated as the “truth”. On the otHeaulareaders were also prepared
to accept a degree of fictionalisation when certsoounts would not ‘fit in’,
such as the reference just seen to the letter Raota before her death, made by
the librarian in Marchamalo. This “blind” trust ohllende’s account makes
sense within what Elizabeth Long identified as ‘tih@manistic innocence about
meaning’ that characterises reading groups’ readsintre:
Reading groups retain [...] a deep allegiance tactrventions of
realism [...] they tend to accept the “facts” a nastelvrites about
as true. [...] discussants appear to be informed byokler
“mimetic” understanding of literature as an imitati or
representation of reality [...] (Long, 1986: 604-5).
but also, and specifically in the caseR&#ula, due to the ‘strong self-referential
elements’ Allende displays in this work (Ramblad®2:31). Nonetheless, what
this overall picture initially suggests is that & and Spanish readers were
prepared to readPaula moving between “truth” and fiction whenever the
situation required. These moves appear to becpéatly significant when later
on in this chapter we will see readers adoptingaipositions to judge Isabel
Allende Equally, what seems to be prevailing throughdutsé readers’
readings — despite any attempts to sitldela at a fictional level - is a deep

belief in Allende’s truthful representation of whhappened to herself, her

daughter and her family.
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Allende’s Motherhood in Paula

In Paula, Isabel Allende was not only playing the role of thethor as the
omnipresent figure who has control over any detaithe narrative. She also
became one of the main characters in her own sioy some British and
Spanish readers recognised that, afterPalljla was more about Isabel Allende
than her daughter: ‘Ella [Allende] te cuenta latiig de su vida y de su hija que
se estd muriendo pero en realidad la historia eseli# (Biblioteca de
Marchamalo,Pauld (‘She [Allende] tells you the story of her lifené her
daughter who’s dying but in fact the story is abbeat [Allende]’) or ‘But it is
true that the book covers much more about Isab&h tRaula’ (Reader D,
Birmingham Reading Group Pauld). It is therefore not surprising that British
and Spanish readers’ discussions focussed almokiserely on Isabel Allende
given the prominence her character attained.

However, British and Spanish readers discussednddls role within
certain parameters. Allende was not judged aas#ilgton the basis of being a
“good” or “bad” writer but on her fulfilment of typal feminine roles as mother
and wife. Among the several criticisms Allende hadface as mother, the
following are just a few examples. One woman readée Birmingham Group
1 held Allende responsible for her daughter’s fdtabss because she and her
husband never considered the risks of having alyaknowing about Michael’s
serious condition, porphyria: ‘[...] since Isabelsshband, Michael, had inherited
the condition, they shouldn’t have had childreralfit(Reader B, Birmingham
Reading Group 1RPauld). Some Southwell readers found that Allende haid n

looked after Paula in the best possible way: ‘| saprised she [Allende] waited
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so long as she did to move Paula out of hospiRdader C, Southwell Reading

Group, Pauld); reader D also added with a critical tone: ‘Shaswt short of

money to do so, was she?’ (Southwell Reading Grd&gula). Similarly,

Allende was criticised regarding the neglect her Isad suffered before and after

Paula’s illness: ‘What struck me was that Isableé mother isn’'t concerned

about her son, you know, it's only Paula, Paulajl#&a(Reader B, Birmingham

Reading Group 1PRaula), but reader C in trying to excuse this behavioud:sai

‘She couldn’t cope with her son’ (Birmingham Reafi@roup 1,Paulg. This

defensive answer was further refuted by reader Brwmgaying ‘but she [Allende]

thought about her lovers, didn’'t she?’ And latertbe same reader went on to

add:

| am very critical of her when she goes off withr hmanamed
lover, she never gives a hame, she goes off tot eduntry is it,

Spain? She goes off wanting to take her children Michael

wouldn’t let her, but she still went and left thogaldren quite
young, the mother has the main care of the childieasn’t she?
(Birmingham Reading Group Paula).

Interestingly, similar opinions emerged in the Splarontext in the Marchamalo

group:

Ella [Allende] dej6é a los hijos por ese gran amae denia, los
hijos no eran mayores porque el pequefio se negomercy
cuando regresO estaba delgadisimo, se habia negyadomer
desde que ella se habia ido (Biblioteca de Marelh@maula).

She [Allende] left her children because of thatagreove affair
she had; her children were still young because littte one
refused to eat and when she came back he waskianyshe had
refused to eat since the day she left.

What all these criticisms seem to have in common weaders’ disapproval of

Allende’s selfish attitudes which ultimately aimed fulfilling herself as an

individual but not as a mother. If she made thesien — though irresponsible,
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according to Birmingham reader B — of becoming ahmg she should have
been prepared to be fully devoted to her familyt, toomention abandoning her
children for a fortuitous love affair.

This reading of Allende could also be interpretedhin Chodorow’s
thesis about the reproduction of mothering wherenex@s ultimate function is
to ‘reproduce people — physically in their housedwaand child care,
psychologically in their emotional support of husba and their maternal
relation to sons and daughters’ (Chodorow, 1973.: & similarly, what Sharon
Hays identifies as ‘the cultural model of sociadlgpropriate mothering’ in the
form of an ‘ideology of intensive mothering’ whictadvises mothers to expend
a tremendous amount of time, energy and moneyismgatheir children’ (Hays,
1996:x). In this respect, any attempts made bgrale to reproduce herself by
neglecting her duties as mother and/or wife becapeved in the eyes of these
readers.

Besides, Southwell readers C and D, by explicitghighting Allende’s
position of power - not only in monetary terms loaplicitly as a well-known
author - may have also been inadvertently critafaPllende’s passivity when
she did not attempt to search for a better altermagiven the unsuitability of
Paula’s medical care while in hospital. Overdllappears that these women
readers did not consider Allende as the prototypégood” mothering and
subsequently they seem to have distanced themsibmsAllende in such a
role.

This distancing was possible for several reasotsabel Allende was
regarded by the readers as a woman of flesh amd lslod experienced as “real”.

Although Isabel Allende, the characterRaula, is as much a construct as any
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other fictional character in her novels, readererimoked this element and
elevated her fictional status to the “real”. Bftiand Spanish readers knew that
out there, in the “real” world, Isabel Allende theiter and mother existed and
this was good enough reason to validate or condaenractions and behaviour
according to their own set of accepted moral gatéHallam and Marshment,
2000:135), despite being aware of the potentigiof@alisation of her accounts.
Furthermore, once readers decided to treat All@sd&eal”, it became difficult
for them to separate both, the fictional from tlm4fictional, especially since
readers may also have been influenced by the gmaaunt of ‘extra-literary’
discourses that publicly circulate about Allendel avhich seem to encourage
this constant blur. In this respect, Isabel tletidnhal character ifPaula, and
Isabel the writer outside her work, becomes on maouoge occasions only one
person.

Allende also came *“alive” because as a woman, gtkesto these
women readers when recalling her lived experiencélese experiences feel
very close to these readers as most of them mag aBo experienced similar
accounts to those Allende describes. Thus, abélgenning readers feel close to
Allende, identifying themselves in the typical ferme roles she takes on, but
this identification transforms into distancing whéillende does not seem to
fulfil these readers’ expectations. It appears thase readers’ strong criticisms
are the result of imagining how they would haveeddtifferently if they had
been in Allende’s position. This was, nonetheledso possible because of the
likelihood of these women readers experiencingrdiss actions and behaviour
as “real” at an emotional level. British and Sghnieaders equally felt attracted

to Paula’s accounts because they identified with the emotitvesauthor had
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mobilised in the story. As discussed in chapter,fovhat is recognised as real
is not knowledge of the world, but a subjective exignce of the world: “a
structure of feeling” and it is emotions which coum a “structure of feeling”
(Ang, 1985:45) and this is the way in which womeaders expressed it:
Yo creo que en el fondo ella [Allende] siente loegsentimos
todas y no podemos expresar, muchas cosas quaicd|aes una
mujer tan liberal, tan expresiva, con tantas galeasivir, que tu
dices en el fondo si, si esto es lo que soy ydPdib,La casa de
los espiritud.
| think that deep down she [Allende] feels what alkefeel and
cannot express, a lot of things that she saysssheh a liberal
woman, so expressive, with such a hunger for hfg you say to
yourself: yes, this is what | am too.
It seems that, above all, this woman reader emaliypindentified with Allende
as a woman irrespective of her own individual ditra It seems Allende’s
appeal resides in being able to represent ‘facéta @ollective character
constructed at a broader narrative level’ (Bridgd,ob986:168) that could speak
to women collectively, going beyond individual exipeces. As already
discussed in chapter three, the identificationsdhreaders experienced may also
be happening because according to Bridgwood, atttkispecific case of family
sagas, ‘the sense of distance and difference betweéders and readers is
reduced’ (1986:169) making readers consider thein damily histories as
potentially valued material to write the next ‘lsdler'(bid, 172) as this
Southwell reader hoped: ‘I wish somebody couldtpathistory of our family in
such a way’ (Reader E, Southwell Reading Gr&gula). Not only this, but the
universalisation of the potential power to writeclsufiction
[family sagas] is matched by the universalisatibrihe fiction’s
material — despite variants of geographical, hisabrand class
settings - the saga’s families’ fictionalised livase nevertheless
structured around a number of dilemmas which caadsentially

similar for women of entirely different nationalogal and
economic groupsiid, 171).
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In this respect, and by Allende carefully combiningiversal’ themes as well as
appealing to the readers’ emotions, she appearsat® found the perfect
combination to have successfully attracted Briisd Spanish women readers to
Paula
Besides the disapproval Allende received of hee ad mother, British

and Spanish readers’ ideas on “good” mothering disggered certain
speculation about the reasons behind Allende’s ingritof such an
autobiographical account. Some Campanillas, Azca@and Southwell readers
were also critical of Allende since she had used daughter’s illness and
suffering to fulfil her own literary aspirations:

Le [Allende] veo un poco egoista porque yo creo gui@ madre

en esa situacion, por las madres que yo he tratadouna

situacion asi, a mi me parece que ella saca, yed@|tentas cosas,

hasta la vida sexual. (Campanillag,casa de los espiritus

| see her [Allende] as a bit selfish because |kranmother in that

situation, in my own experience dealing with mghen a

situation like this, it seems to me that she [Alignairs, | don’t

know, so many things, even [her daughter’s] sektel

Yo en su momento pensé que habia aprovechadodaredad de

la hija y apoyandose en la enfermedad, vuelve a@iresu vida y

volvértela a contar (Biblioteca de Azuquecddija de la fortung.

At some point | thought that she [Allende] was ngkadvantage

of her daughter’s illness and taking her illness agpretext, to
revisit her life and tell you about her life all@vagain.

B: | felt a little bit, oh! She’s exploiting Paula{Southwell
Reading GroupRaula).

And in response to this, a group member added:
A: | know what you mean; although | felt she stdrgenuinely in

a kind of therapeutic way, a way to get throughilié feelings
(Southwell Reading Grou@aula).
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What the above comments highlight are the tendByiissh and Spanish readers
experienced when trying to reconcile the privaté pablic domains in Allende.
On the one hand, they seemed to approve of Allend®ice as a career woman,
as a successful novelist but on the other, thegdatihard to accept that such a
personal and painful moment in her life had to beduas her “passport” to fame
and self-fulfilment. Furthermore, some readers gssted that either
dissatisfaction or guilt in the private realm coblave triggered the writing:
D: | didn’t think she felt guilty; | thought she Ifea lot of
dissatisfaction about her life. She was more gptfat, until she
wrote her novel, especially those years in Venezshk felt she
hadn’t achieved anything by the time she was fdrtlidn’t think
she felt guilty, | thought she felt dissatisfied thwiherself
(Birmingham Reading Group Paula).
In addition, some readers implied that guilt notydrad pushed Allende to write
this autobiographical account but also was pahigyresult of “bad” mothering:
C: | wonder whether she feels not so good aboutt wWizes
happened in her life, her decisions, you know,tiime she went
away, and about the daughter, her two childrenJesh¢hem with
the father, grandmother, with Michael's mothers & kind of guilt
perhaps, she’s confessing in this story, in thisiting
(Birmingham Reading Group Paula).
What the two comments above suggest, is that Adsndwn investment in
writing Paulawas about achieving literary success and that enbtod had not
fulfilled her. This view may represent once mome cof the many cultural
contradictions of contemporary motherhood, the fqures women feel to be
considered “good” mothers and also successful &ir tbareers. However, if
Paula’s readers in this research ended mostly concentrahiely attention on

Allende’s role as mother since Allende offered theen particular account of her

experience as such, this could also be interpragedllende’s self-fulfilment
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originating in her experience as a mother and sa guccessful journalist and
writer. As Pauline Palmer suggests, if many wonmveiters employ ‘mothering
themes in their novels [...] rather than themes ofmen’s experience of paid
employment and political struggle in the public {do(Palmer, 1989:98), one
may be inclined to think that after all there mbst some kind of reward —
‘maternal jouissance’ in Kristevan terms — in begrand rearing children. Or as
Lynne Segal claims:
the new focus on mothering, the maternal revivdeminism, has
come partly from feminists’ disappointment that aspirations to
engage in creative and rewarding work, to strudggle social
change, to build warm and supportive communal spaed
friendship networks — as well as choose to havilm@n — have
proved so often difficult, stressful or transitdi§egal in Palmer,
1989:98).
In this respect, the ‘dissatisfaction’ readers réfég may not have originated in
Allende’s mothering duties failing her in feelingeproduced, but on the
emotional rollercoaster she may have experiencete witying to succeed as a
journalist in her early career years as well asgryo fulfil her domestic duties
as mother and wife.

Women readers also discussed matters around AlEenteEmily
representations and in particular about what a dyeofe should be. On the one
hand, some readers in the Birmingham Reading Gtosipowed disapproval of
Allende’s unfaithfulness while married. Yet wheredfecided to start a new life
with a new husband, everybody seemed to suppont auiecision. Having love

affairs with flutists in Spain was not acceptalbeit once the institution of

marriage came into place, things were all right.
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Another example which echoed the tensions broughbw Allende’s
family representations ifPaula was some of the readers’ disappointment at
Michael's — Paula’s father — invisibility: ‘Michaek hardly there for Paula
during the whole year, ... it's always Paula and iseit’ it? You don't feel
Michael has this huge relationship with her [sichudhter’ (Reader C,
Birmingham Reading Group Rauld). This urge of wanting to see Michael
playing an active role as nurturer might also becealing once more a rather
traditional view on the family hierarchy where tfagher figure, no matter in
which shape and form appears, is essential in tiang of any family. What
this kind of traditional views further suggest &t these women readers might
have been brought up seeing the family as somethetgral” and where gender
roles were fixed and essentialised. In this respaece more, readers’ own
worlds seemed to have been the main point of neferéo establish readers’ own
moral positions in relation to Allende’s actiongldsehaviour irPaula

The underlying theme of this entire section hasilgaddressed readers’
moral evaluation of Allende validating or condentnhhrer actions and behaviour.
This was possible not only because some women neaagy have experienced
similar circumstances to Allende’s when fulfillingeir roles as mothers and
wives. More crucial than this was readers’ conoedo Allende at an emotional
level. Allende’s accounts allowed women readerexplore different subject
positions by being able to experience her at thellef ‘fantasy’ as shall be

discussed in more detail within the next section.
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Women Readers’ Self-Interrogation through Allende’sPaula

When discussing§aula, most British and Spanish women readers appeant® ha
predominantly focussed on aspects that are commametn as women. These
women’s realities and experiences constitute tleg@rence point when reading,
and their criticisms or judgements made of Allemdea mother and wife are
likely to be grounded in these women’s own ideasl axperiences on
motherhood, married life and by extension what titutes family life. Thus, by
bringing in their judgements and criticisms, thesanen were establishing their
own moral positions in relation to Allende sinceResmblado argues:
women’s self-representation is other-related arfterodirected
(Castillo, 1992b:242): it is channelled through teeresentation
of others (Gilmore,1994a:x), because in many casemen
perceive themselves and their experiences in oelati others, not
in isolation (bid, xiii). It is other directed because it aims to
communicate and to establish a relationship witb thaders
(Tompkins, (1987) 1991:1083-4) (Ramblado, 2003:20).

In this context, Allende’s women readers are ndy exploring but also
possibly adopting new subject positions that wdakdrisky to adopt in “real”
life. According to Ang (1997), this is possiblecbase although Isabel Allende
may be read mimetically, she is still part of attek construction, which situates
her at the level of ‘fantasy’, even if as has alseheen discussed, readers may
not regard Allende as ‘fantasy’. What is importémt these women readers is
that by ‘acting out their fantasies’, whether rstdi or not, they may find
answers to negotiate their own personal situatiorieeal” life. This is also the

moment when ‘the world of the text’ and the ‘woid the reader not only

intersect (Ricoeur, 1988) but also transform resideses as they find the ‘world
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of the text’ significant to negotiate their ownusitions in “real” life. In the
words of El Palo women readers:

Ella misma dice que se vio enfrentada como casistdd hemos
hecho ante situaciones limite que te hacen camgdewverdad el
final de la historia de Paula pues es tremendoten@uedes
imaginar tomar este paso para olvidarte de un sEridp,

entonces ella ahi como que te hace pensar, adergrato que tu
puedas pensar y querer actuar en una situaciote]ies decir,
como actuaria yo (El Palba casa de los espiritus

She [Allende] says that she saw herself confrontasgalmost all
of us have done under extreme circumstances th&ie nyau
change and the truth is the end of the story aPautla is terrible,
you can’t imagine taking that step to forget abadbved one, so
in that situation she [Allende] makes you think, dgeper into
what you might think and how you would want to teacan
extreme situation, | mean, how | would react.

Vamos, yo siempre soy muy empatica, siempre me@amngcho
en el lugar de la otra persona, entonces lo ssifrfue es cierto
gue te pones a pensar realmente que es lo quepseaidi pasar
por una situacién asi ¢no? (El P&la,casa de los espiritus

I mean, I've always been very sympathetic, | alwagaly put
myself in the other person’s place, so | suffered, true that you
start to think about how you would feel if you warea similar
situation, don’t you?
A common underlying assumption that could be exthdrom the comments
above is that: ‘For these readers, literary reitecis fundamentally rooted in
reflection about the self. Readers focus on fi@icselves and appropriate them
for their own self-development’ (Long, 1987:322N0ot only that, it also appears
‘whether in fiction or in their lives, they [readgr construe character
development in serious and moral termisid, 323) since:
Es que yo personalmente pienso pero ¢tu puedes Heguperar
la muerte de un hijo? Yo soy incapaz. Yo recondacque ella
dice como escritora pero yo siendo sincera, yo riefaria y
diria pero ¢esta mujer? Esta mujer no esta norfaatonces yo
podria quedar muy bien y decir joh! Si yo la comgdee vale

como escritora te comprendo pero como madre yo queoo te
comprendo (El Pald,a casa de los espiritus
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The thing is, | personally think, could you evecaeer from the
death of a child? | know | couldn’t. | recognisbat she says as a
writer but me being honest, | would find it stranged I'd say
what’s up with this woman? This woman is not norntd | could
make myself look good and say oh!! | do understaard ok, as a
writer | understand you, but as a mother, | donfink |
understand you.
What is fascinating to see is that in this instatite woman reader is able to
separate the “real” from the fictional Allende. @ one hand, and by situating
Allende’s accounts at a fictional level rather tifegal™: ‘[...] como escritora te
comprendo, pero como madre creo que no te compréiidd as a writer |
understand you but as a mother, | don’t think lersthnd you’) it appears that
Allende’s “real” status as a novelist made speallmwances for her actions and
behaviour. In other words, by this reader situativhat Allende wrote at the
level of fiction, that is, by this reader recognisithat, after all, Allende’s actions
and accounts may not be “real”, this reader is sstygg that there has to be a
difference between Allende the author and Allende nother. Otherwise, if
Allende’s accounts were read as “real’” in a mimetense, her actions and
behaviour would be unreservedly condemned sincduésa nuestra vecina, la
juzgariamos de distinta manera a la escritora’ gti€ was our neighbour, we
would judge her in a different way to the write(ftl Palo,La casa de los
espiritug .

Equally important is to underline that some of thlections made by
women readers revealed the self-interrogation gs®E® which some of these
women had experienced when readitayla [...] entonces ella ahi como que te
hace pensar, adentarte en lo que tu puedas pengaergr actuar en una

situacién limite, es decir, como actuaria yo’ (Bld?La casa de los espiritus

(‘[...] so in that situation she [Allende] makes yihink, go deeper into what you
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might think and how you want to react in an extresitaation, | mean, how |
would react’) or ‘[...] te pones a pensar realmente @s lo que seria para ti
pasar por una situacion asi ¢no?’ (El Phbbcasa de los espiritug’[...] you
start to think about how you would feel if you wemnea similar situation, don’t
you?’). Once more these comments can also be stoderin the context of the
importance granted to characters by readers since:
the novelistic character, in turn, is a prism faterrogation of self,
other selves and society beyond the text. Respdoseharacters
show complex processes of self-definition at waskiradividuals
explore their reactions and those of other membe@n the
simplest level, the women in reading groups retateharacters
through identification and self-recognition (Lori§86:606).
Long’s accounts about the processes of identiboagind self-recognition
occurring during her research with women readirgugs in America appear to
be the mechanisms women readers employed whilengeBdula. Furthermore,
these are similar to Ang’'s melodramatic identificas already discussed in
chapters four and five. In this respect, both Anghd Long’s mechanisms are
not exclusive to female readers’ responseRaola but seem to fit into the wider
picture produced by both female and male readesgianses to characterization.
More important, though, is to recognise that beaie to identify with or
distance themselves from characters constitutesyafactor for understanding
British and Spanish readers’ enjoyment when readilgnde as well as for
explaining her popularity. Popularity, here, ursieod in the sense of how

certain features (that is, Allende’s characters) salient to particular groups of

women readers as already highlighted in chapter fiv
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The Influence of ‘Extra-Literary’ Discourses on Realers’ Responses to

Allende’s Paula

What this section aims to demonstrate is how Britésxd Spanish readers
produced and consumed certain images and discoofs&éende, not only by
means of reading autobiographical representatidies Paula, but also by
drawing upon several other texts talking aboutatthor and her work. These
‘extra-literary’ texts could take several shapesl darms: press and radio
interviews, TV appearances, internet sites, proonali tours and lectures,
publicity campaigns, film adaptations, book blurlasid so forth. Unlike in
chapter three, the discourses under discussionnittis section are intended to
shed light on specific readers’ responses. Sontieeofesponses produced by the
groups discussinBaulahaverevealed, more than any other responses, the extent
to which the ‘extra-literary’ had influenced somé the British and Spanish
readers’ readings and interpretations of such workis, however, fits in with
the generic blur surrounding the accounts Bhaula where readers
unproblematically move between fiction and nonidict
For example, some of the Marchamalo and Azuqueaders, by taking

at face value what Allende had written Raula, described the author in the
following terms:

Bibliotecaria: A mi me parece una mujer muy singeseque no

todo el mundo cuenta esas cosas entonces me paracaujer

que exterioriza muy bien sus sentimientos y quag valiente y

gue cuenta muy bien las cosas porque te da pieqoarél te las

creas, luego tu te las puedes creer o no (BibkotiecAzuqueca 1,

Hija de la fortuna.

Librarian [woman]: She [Allende] seems to me a vérmynest

person because not everybody talks about thesgsthso she
seems to me to be a woman who expresses veryaxdddiings
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and who’s very brave and tells you things very wellyou can
believe them, whether you actually believe themoor

En Paula ahi he descubierto la Isabel Allende como persona
persona que estaba como decir al desnudo, sumgsnids a flor
de piel, los mas intimos, los detalles de cémo cidnal
americano, cuenta la vida sentimental de su hifzasta conto el
encuentro con su yerno, ella le pide al yerno gudédje que se
lleve a su hija (El Pald,a casa de los espiritus
In Paula, | have discovered Isabel Allende as aguera person
who you might say was naked, her feelings out endpen even
the most intimate ones, details about how she het®merican,
she talks about her daughter’'s personal relatipsshnd even
talks about the encounter with her son-in-law, [gkende] asks
her son-in-law to let her take her daughter with he
What the above comments seem to have in commdmatidoth similarly refer —
although not always in an explicit way — to Allerslbonesty and openness. As
seen in chapter three, these qualities are th@deatbo characterised Allende’s
construction when publicly talking about the lo$ser daughter and subsequent
depression. Moreover, this sense of intimacy alemed maintained by those
press accounts where the author shared a greabfidetail about her family
relationships including marriages, divorces or lafeairs. In this context, it
therefore makes sense that readers’ responses may leen inadvertently
influenced and informed by the discourses thatpresalent outside Allende’s
fiction, given that she seems to be encouragingcamstantly reproducing this
close relationship between what she writes and s¥teoreally is. In the British
context, similar comments about the author’'s hgnesémed to surface:
C: Isn’t it uncanny how open she is to the readarérything, her
secret thoughts, everything about her feelings @hdhe things
that went on. She’s so open, | mean, she’s lefthing untold.
(Birmingham Reading Group Paula).

And in response to the above, reader A added:

A: Yes it's true; she described a scene where aweamnfondling
her and not many people even if it had happenegbtowould
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have wanted to write about that, | thought that s@fonest, most

people wouldn’'t want to write that (Birmingham RewdGroup

1, Paula.
What these comments suggest was a fascinationgingeon incredulity — with
how honest the author felt to them as readers ifiteresting to note how reader
C from Birmingham Reading Group 1 used the wordcammy’ to describe
Allende’s honesty. It seems as if this reader imaye found Allende’s sincerity
suspicious as she may have felt it was implausiblget to know the “real”
author simply through her work, perhaps implicithcognising that to a certain
degree, Allende’s accountsaulahad been fictionalised.

Another interesting example of the ‘extra-literanyipinging on readers’
responses t®aulawas Allende’s radio interviedevout ScepticéRadio 4, 10
September 2002). This radio interview underpintiexireaders’ discussion in
Southwell Reading Group by creating another powesét of discourses for
readers to draw upon. The following excerpts aieen from the opening
comments made by the person who had listened aodrded the radio
interview:

A: She [Allende] was on the radio, | got her onetap

Rest of the group: Oh !!!

A: And | really enjoyed that as well and she tadldst about Paula
because the programme is call&kvout Sceptigsit's about
beliefs, her reflection about Catholicism and hadwe’s joined
another group of women and meet regularly and pthgy
communicate together and she was talking about\beg in what
some people would call “positive thinking” and whgtie was
doing will have an impact somewhere else completifferent
[...] also what she was saying is that she rejeciath@icism, she
rejected it because she didn’t believe in it, isv@eclub she did not
want to become part of but she appreciated the,forenritual and
all the rest of it but now it's the other way rourshe does not

need the form, the ritual, now she begins to apai@ovhat’s
underneath because she got so hooked on thingsasucbw the
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priest could be telling you about contraceptiomat thnade her so
angry that she lost a bit of her spirituality.

(Southwell Reading Grou@aula).

In this instance, Allende’s image of her ratherbpematic relationship with the
Catholic religion and her search for spiritual ggun women’s prayer groups
did probably mediate some of the readers’ integpi@is of Pauld®’. For
example, when the group discussed what was the’vook&ssage all readers
agreed about its being ‘a sort of spiritual quest’lt's something about the sort
of transitory nature of life and the way everythiisginterconnected in life’
(Reader A, Southwell Reading Growaulaf®. This kind of conclusion seems
to be rather influenced by the overall theme ofrdmio interview that appeared
to unveil Allende’s connections and views on religiand spirituality. Also,
towards the end of the meeting, the same readerhalidistened and taped the
radio interview admitted that she would have enjoyee House of the Spirité
at the time she had known all about Allende’s gymii side: ‘I found it The
House of the Spirifsvery difficult to relate to, certain elements opexiences, |
would have enjoyed the book now, knowing all | khgReader A, Southwell
Reading GroupRaula).

So far, the examples examined in this section raeat with Paula.
Nonetheless, this does not necessarily mean tleasé twere no other ‘extra-

literary’ discourses at work influencing readeessponses. Among some groups,

®" During the course of the meeting, there were séwather references to the radio interview.
Group members for example commented how Allende making sense of Paula’s signs after
her death. In particular, reader A explained thabugh a defective candle Allende knew that
Paula was communicating with her.

® This reading group was the only one that followeHat they named the ‘Book Club
Questions’. Group members explained that thesestigus were sometimes used to structure
their discussion but that they were not alwaysofeéld consistently. The questions were always
the same for each of the books read. The questaimproduced the comments discussed above
was the following: ‘What the book is really aboits/theme(s)?’
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there was an explicit mention of having used Irgesources to find out more
about Allende and her works. For example, in Mgtiam Library the librarian
shared with the group that she had visited and aegood number of web pages
and in particular mentioned th@he House of the Spiriteadobtained very good
reviews when it was first published. Also, in tBmgham Book Group, one of
the readers shared thBlbhe House of the Spirithad been written under special
circumstances, that is, the death of Allende’s dfaiher.

This practice of consulting the Internet, thougbpears to be consistent
with the self-identity British groups seek to piijabout themselves. As already
discussed in chapter two, most British groups’-ghdhtity as “serious” as well
as possessing legitimate cultural competence seewe more to be reinforced
by their Internet practices. It seems that growgmioers implicitly understand
that reading a book is not enough. Some Britisidees may feel they need to go
beyond reading as pure entertainment since beirigopa reading group implies
taking on board other practices such as expandieg knowledge about the
author and his/her work. This knowledge acquisitisay, in turn, satisfy some
of the anxieties certain readers may experienoegghe reading and discussion
of a designated book may not be perceived as gurifito increase their ‘cultural
capital’. Nonetheless, for the same reason, with plethora of information
about the writer’s private life, the Internet magvk helped to create a bigger
appetite to get to know the “real” author, actirgjaaresponse to the demands
celebrity culture surreptitiously imposes on readerWhat readers in this
research may not be aware of, is that this obsessml fascination with the
author’s private self, may have transformed theto welebrity fans, although

they would rather see themselves as ‘pursuing t@nest in an artist rather than a
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celebrity, in order to locate themselves on a $lyghigher plane of cultural
consumption’ (Turner, 2004:18).

This insatiable search for the “true” Isabel Allen@lthough not always
overtly displayed by the examples produced by nesaded the Internet, was
nonetheless visible when readers asked me questidhe end of the meetings.
This was perfectly justifiable as | was representnreliable source of cultural
authority who could help them expand their knowksdgot only about the
author’s works but also about her private life. céiding to Long, readers when
they choose and discuss their books are ‘[...] ingemdialogue with various
incarnations of cultural authority [...]” (Long, 198®4) which could range from
‘independent bookstores, booksellers, book reviawsliterary magazines,
literary awards, annual lists of notable bookstisefler lists, and universities’
syllabi’ (ibid: 600). For example, reader D from the BirminghReading Group
1 said: ‘I'm dying to ask Maria to tell us latehat happened to Willie and the
rest of it’ (Birmingham Reading Group Pauld and towards the end of the
meeting different readers asked me the followingsjons about the “real”
Allende: ‘What is she doing now?’; ‘Is she still itimg?’; ‘Is she still with
Willie?’; “Is she still in California?’; ‘And whahappened to Willie’s children?’;
‘Which husband is she on at the moment?’. Thisigrof readers got even more
interested in finding out about Allende when | tthém | had the opportunity to
meet her personally in Cambridge. More questionserged about her
personality and appearance: ‘“You've met her, isli&leable?’; ‘Did you speak to
her in Spanish?’, ‘How old is she?.” It is intdreg to note that most questions
above, except two, had nothing to do with Allendiferary career but her

private self. This again reveals the importances¢hreaders attached to the
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search for the author’s “real” self, rather than $lalls as a writer. However, this
kind of search was, to a certain degree, encourdgedhe ‘extra-literary’
discourses that these readers seem to have besonuog about the author.
This also suggests that there are no longer cigated between the author’s life
and her work and, if there are, these are harmhtbifi Allende’s case.

Interestingly, in the men only British group andwhich a different book
from Paulawas read, all the questions asked about Isabehddidad to do with
issues regarding her literary production rathenther private life. For example,
| was asked the following: ‘Where wafie House of the Spirifsst published?’;
‘Where did Isabel Allende write the book? Is itewrile?’; ‘When did she start
writing the book?’; ‘Is this her first novel?’; ‘Hoimportant is she considered as
a writer in Spain?’. As already noted, these nititerary” oriented questions
were asked by the only men reading group in thseaech and therefore rather
than having been prompted by their reading chdie®y were rather the result of
the group’s gender and the self-identity which ¢hesaders sought to project of
themselves. This may well be caused by this gapygerness to set themselves
apart from other types of group or club since agicgy to Long members will
show ‘condescension or even contempt for other infl social gatherings
(garden clubs, card groups) that have no “cultcoatent™ (1987: 309).

Another example showing this time how Allende’s elsvhad been
mediated emerged when Birmingham Reading Group & Lamcoln Reading
Group made comments on the blurbs which appearhenbtck cover of
Allende’s books. According to these readers, thiges projected an image of
her fiction that could be rather misleading:

C: Reading the back cover ©he House of the SpiriesxdOf Love
and Shadowghey sound very similar to me, | mean | haveedd
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it [Of Love and Shadoy$ut it seems the same territory, well
without reading the book it is a bit unfair to gagt (Birmingham
Reading Group ZThe House of the Spir)ts
A: I've seen the book in the bookshops, | knewhs hame but |
have to say that every time | have picked one up r@ad the
blurb on the cover, completely put me off readihdpecause it
didn’t seem to reflect anything that was in theidas(Lincoln
Reading Group] he House of the Spir)ts
What the above readers’ comments appear to highigythat the discourses
Allende’s publishers and marketing professionalsy nieave thought were
enticing for the potential reader seemed to haweelymed the opposite effect as
the blurbs seemed just to discourage rather thateineaders to engage with a
first or even a second novel by Allende. In fadie House of the Spiritk986
Black Swan edition publishers’ blurb - and to whmbst British readers referred
given that this is the edition most bookshops-seads as follows:
Spanning four generations, Isabel Allende’s mageift family
saga is populated by a memorable, often eccentast of
characters. Together, men and women, spirits, fohees of
nature, and of history, converge in an unforgegtabholly
absorbing and brilliantly realised novel that is ashly
entertaining as it is a masterpiece of modernditee.
If for a moment we remember the comments made higsBrreaders about
characters in chapters four and five, it makes es¢inat the above readers may
have felt unenthusiastic about the prospects afimgaabout an ‘eccentric cast of
characters’. Since characterization appears t@a @y element for readers
judging from the attention given to Allende’s chagas in previous chapters,
publishers should pay careful attention to howgell” this aspect successfully
for a given audience. In the context of Britistaders, if to the characters’
eccentricity are added ‘the spirits, the forcesnature and of history’, the

prospective British reader ends up with a rathscaticerting cocktail. This mix

would, perhaps, attract an adventurous type of erddr its promise of
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unconventionality, but more likely it would deflethe interest of a more

conservative type of reader. Perhaps, with Britishders,The House of the

Spiritswould have felt more inviting if characters hadyomeen qualified by the

adjective ‘memorable’. This would have been a rsajgtion alongside the

appeal family sagas hold according to Bridgwood%86) arguments discussed
earlier on. In addition to this, the word ‘spiritgas possibly another uninviting

choice, especially in combination with the tangil@pproach that ‘forces of

history’ suggest. What this implies is that som¢he British readers who took
part in this project would have never consideremtiieg a novel by Allende if

they just had the blurbs as their basis of choibnetheless, bearing in mind
what has been discussed so far in this sectiome thee several other factors
which may also play a decisive role in driving reisd reading choices in a
particular direction.

Moving to the Spanish context, what is rather ggéng is that little was
commented about Allende’s literary career or pavédife. This could be
happening since most Spanish readers have knowat &dlende’s personal
affairs and have been following her literary ackm@ents due to the considerable
media coverage and exposure she has received im $par the years.
Nonetheless, in the Fontanar group and in the gobrde Paula one of the
readers shared with the rest of the group the iatig comments about the
author:

Habia dos enfermeras que estaban trabajando end\uiadante el
ingreso de Paula y a ella la recuerdan [Allendeh@@xceéntrica,
exigente claro que tenia mucho que exigir al sgrvgcie nunca
reconoci0 que habia metido la pata, ni asumié wée de
cuidados y la tenian en la UVI, y las horas deailsay que entrar
con mascarilla y con bata y ella entraba y habtaimasu hija y de

pronto cuando tenia calor se quitaba la bata, gabguel jersey,
se quedaba en sujetador y claro la gente en aqusimpos se
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llevaba las manos a la cabeza y decian “estatdags”, yo creo
gue es una persona con personalidad, que la enperige la vida
que ha tenido como ella nos cuentaLancasa de los espiritug
que le ha dado la suficiente libertad como parac@s romper con
la norma (Biblioteca de Fontan&g casa de los espiritus
There were two nurses who were working in MadridlevRaula
was hospitalised and they remembered her [Alleradegccentric
and demanding, of course she had a lot to demandhef
[medical] service which never recognised that itd@a mistake
and didn’t give her all the right treatment; Pauhaas in the ICU
and during visiting hours you need to enter witfaee mask and
gown and she [Allende] would enter and talk to Haughter and
suddenly when she felt hot she would take off loevng her
sweater, she would be left in her bra and of cowas¢he time
people were shocked and would say: “This womanragy¢, |
believe that she’s [Allende] a person with persagyathat the life
experiences she tells us about in The House ofSthets have
given her enough freedom to break the rules sorastim
The above comment is another good example of tgeing mediation of Isabel
Allende’s public image. What it confirms, nonedssd, is that the same
fascination and curiosity to unveil who Allende lhgas, is also present with
Spanish readers. Interestingly, the above comimigidights how she is being
perceived in terms of a “strong” and determined womvho is not afraid of
trespassing imposed boundaries. Again this paarepf Allende is possibly the
result of an accumulation of a series of ‘extrarhiry’ discourses available in the
public domain, which have constructed Allende inhsterms, as already seen in
chapter three when discussing the personalitystthdt the Spanish press chose
to draw attention to. However, this is not alltttizere is to it. As the Fontanar
reader claims, such “strong” personality transpitte®ugh her own fictional
work, in particular throughifhe House of the SpiritsThis reader’s inference
appears to confirm what Ramblado (2003) has clairegdrding Allende’s use
of ‘different levels of simulation’ (2003: 31) ineh works. The use of

simulation, therefore, seems to influence the wayswhich some readers
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construct Allende’s images since they not only gegaith the information
available in the public domain, but also with teelf-referential’ {bid) nature of
her work. As Ramblado explains, this happens ilem&le because ‘she has
always played with the boundaries between autobpigr and fiction’ ipid) and
this is what British and Spanish readers’ comméiatge shown throughout the

course of this chapter.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the importance of reaglemre expectations in order
to make sense of their interpretations of Allendeésila Given thatPaulawas
read mainly within autobiographical parametershiiritish and Spanish readers
expected Allende’s accounts to be truthful even rwis®me readers had
recognised certain fictional elements within therlso, readers’ truth claims
were sustained by Allende’s ‘simulation of identifiRamblado, 2003) which
helped create a blur between her fictional andipytarsona.

This chapter has also highlighted how close oadisivomen readers felt
to Allende’s character iflPaula The different subject positions adopted by
British and Spanish women readers showed the \v@adegrees of identification
these women readers experienced in relation tondde Within these different
identification processes, these readers strongticised her and subsequently
distanced themselves specifically in her roles asher and wife. As noted
earlier on in this chapter, the distancing exp&sehby these women readers was

also intensified by the difficult task for readefsreconciling Allende’s private
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and public domains. Also, certain tensions emelgethe way some readers
interpreted Allende’s use of her most private arficdlt moments during her
daughter’s iliness as a means of promoting hensélfe literary world.
This chapter also turned to examine readers’ fascin with Allende’s

“true” self and how different ‘extra-literary’ diearses about Allende — like the
press discourses, the radio interview in the Soellhwe@ading group, the Internet
sources and the book blurbs - may have shaped rezaperceptions and
interpretations of her work. This section part&eily emphasized in the context
of some reading groups the implications contempoeatebrity culture brings to
the creation of literary celebrity and how readémgense curiosity for the private
lives of writers obliterates any boundaries betwidenwriter’s private and public

selves.
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Chapter Seven
British and Spanish Readers’ Responses to the Histoal

and ‘Magical’ in Allende

Introduction

This chapter analyses British and Spanish readesponses to the historical and
the ‘magical’ in Allende. As with characterisatjoimis chapter explores how
readers’ concept of the historical is underpinngadalist claims that ultimately
seek to evaluate Allende’s work in terms of “trutirid therefore as “real”. It
further examines the significance readers attactiméohistorical as a means of
justifying the act of reading under an ‘ideology wofstruction and self-
improvement’ (Long, 1987:319).

This chapter also examines the different readeespanses to the
‘magical’ in The House of the SpiritAlthough initially regarded as independent
from each other, both the historical and the ‘maljiare connected by some
British readers who understand the ‘magical’ as odastacle for historical
processes to take place. This chapter, then, egploow some British readers
also consider the ‘magical’ as a breach of themmege expectations and how the
different approaches held by British and Spanisidees to the ‘magical’ may
have been influenced by cultural traditions spectb each of the research

contexts.
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The Historical In Allende

a) The Historical: a Means to Appraise Allende’s Neels as “Truth”

As when Allende’s characters were discussed inipusvchapters, British and
Spanish readers’ notion of the historical seemddounderpinned by realist
claims that ultimately seek to fulfil the mimetiagi. In this sense, the historical
functions as an aid to claim verisimilitude, that ‘what the dominant culture
believes to be the case, to what is generally aedeas credible, suitable and
proper’ (Gledhill, 1997: 360). The meanings Bhtand Spanish readers attach
to the historical in Allende could therefore be lexped within the framework of
‘common sense’ realisth especially when readers claim that: ‘También al
encuadrarla en unos hechos historicos, le da nedé#bdidad, te la hace mas real
la novela’ (Biblioteca de Azuqueca Bjja de la fortung (‘Also when it [the
novel] is framed within some historical facts, iakes it more credible, it makes
the novel more real to you’). WitFhe House of the Spirjtsome readers also
make claims for the novel’s “truth” and realisttatsis by identifying some of the
historical events represented in the novel: “Yoocgele es bastante real porque
precisamente bombardearon el palacio, eso es’dBiioteca de Guadalajara
2, La casa de los espiritug’l think it is quite real The House of the Spir]ts
because they really did bomb the palace’). Theswis also shared by literary
critics who, like Marcelo Coddou, suggest that:

la novela [...] acierta grandemente en crear ladstena y en
recoger hechos significativos de lo que aconte@aral Historia.

% The notion of ‘common sense’ realism does notrrafethe aesthetic realm of realism but to
how certain conceptions of realism become ‘intézeal, conventionalized and sedimented in
every day life’ (OUP, 1981:88-89).
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Y esto desde la mera mencién de sucesos, algunasedtiva
trascendencia — hasta el desarrollo en detalle dehos otros
(Coddou, 1988: 159).
The novel [...] is very effective in creating the agphere and
collecting important facts about what happened istéty. And
this is done by simply mentioning some events, soimeal
importance, - or by developing many others in detai
Besides, some readers referred to media accourdsntirm Allende’s
faithful historical representations ihhe House of the Spiritsit's true to a
society she talks about, the end part is very npachllel to the events described
in the newspapers’ (Birmingham Reading Groufl2 House of the Spiritey
similarly in the Spanish context:
Si totalmentd_a casa de los espiritusos ha retratado una época
como muy realista, segun informes que hemos visttelevision
o lo que hemos oido, desde luego en el libro efigado, ella no
se lo ha inventado yo creo, sino que es la realjdasi es y asi lo
ha contado (Biblioteca de Guadalajar&d casa de los espiritus
Yes, The House of the Spirits has absolutely pgetiaa very
realistic period, according to the television repothat we have
seen, or what we've heard; in the book this is aaly
represented, she hasn’t made it up | think, ratitisr the truth,
and that’s the way it is and that’'s how she’s tibld
These comments do not recognise Allende’s subgetading and construction
of reality. On the contrary, Allende’s historicaferences are taken at face value
without problematising her rewriting of history. efRaps, readers’ trust in
Allende’s particular version of Chilean history itkss in the production and
consumption of ‘extra-literary’ discourses that, seen in chapter three, have

situated her close to Salvador Allende and Chfiefcial” history, allowing her

to speak from a position of truth and authority.
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b) The Presence and Absence of Temporal and SpaceaiMers: Its Impact
on Situating Readers’ Readings of Allende’$he House of the Spiritand

Eva Luna

Another set of features that British and Spanisidees identified as ensuring
accuracy, veracity and truthfulness to reality d&nstory was Allende’s use of
temporal and space markers Daughter of Fortun® and Paula ‘Es muy
interesante, donde la ubica, las fechas’ (Biblatde Azuqueca Zlija de la
Fortuna) (‘lt is very interesting where she [Allende] séte novel, the dates’);
‘If I was reading it again, | would have a piecepajper with me to keep a record
of where she was and the dates’ (Reader E, BirmamgiRReading Group 1,
Paula) ‘It takes place in all these countries, ChileflRd_ebanon, California,
Spain, Argentina and Venezuela, | think this iscalirect, isn’t it?’ (Reader A,
Birmingham Reading Group Pauld). Simple references to time and space may
increase the illusion of a transparent relationdtgpween reality, history and
fiction, whereas confronted with the lack of thespme British readers
experienced confusion about situatifitge House of the Spirits

A: Did you realise it was Chile?

C: Yes, | think | realised getting half way throughtbegan to think

what country is this? | thought it was Argentindled start. It was

very subtly done; it was very difficult tdate it (my emphasis)

most of the time (Bingham Reading Groufhe House of the

Spirits).
For the above Bingham readers, it is not obvioas tte novel is set in Chile; in

fact, the setting offhe House of the Spiriis believed to be Argentina. This

0 In Daughter of Fortung1999), Isabel Allende divides her narrative irficee parts with solely
temporal markers: Primera Parte 1843-1848; SegBad®a 1848-1849; Tercera Parte 1850-1853.
Similarly in Paula (1996), Allende divides her fictionalised memdirPrimera Parte Diciembre
1991-Mayo 1992; Segunda Parte Mayo-Diciembre 19@PFpilogo Navidad de 1992.
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partly contradicts Catherine Boyle’s (1995) openpayagraphs of her article
Frameworks and Context in La casa de los espiritu€hronicle of Teaching
Boyle claims that although ‘the country is nevemed’ so ‘it could be any
country in Latin America, the reader aware of Cdmleculture and history will
recognize it through the language, through cultueérences and through the
historical incidents portrayed’ (Boyle, 1995: 105Boyle’s assumptions are,
perhaps, rather ambitious in assuming that readesld recognise Chile
through all the cultural and historical referentest appear in the novel. This
does not work for all readers of Allende as suggksty the Bingham readers.
These readers may have finally discovered thasé#ting of The House of the
Spirits was Chile, but this was more than likely the resfilreaders accessing
‘extra-literary’ information about the novel in theternef’. This suggests on
the one hand that the Bingham readers, in ordemtterstand, follow and get
involved with the story, were not forced by thettégelf to find out about the
exact historical settings. In fact, thinking thla¢ setting was Argentina instead
of Chile did not prevent them from getting involvetth the story and enjoying
it.

On the other hand, the use of ‘extra-literary’ sesrby some British
readers also reveals how they perceive their rgagnactices, not only as a
pleasurable way to discuss a common read amonglfjdut also, as a means of
furthering their knowledge by researching what tread, as already discussed in

chapter seven.

L One member in the Bingham group revealed thathsidelooked up information about Isabel
Allende on the Internet to help her understanchtheel better.

216



Chapter 7: The Historical and ‘Magical’ in Allende

The following conversation among some of NottinghReading Group 2
readers concernindgeva Lunas unclear Latin American settings is another
example that illustrates readers’ confusion whenfromted with the lack of
obvious chronological and spatial clues:

A: My geography is hazy, my Latin American histasy non-
existent

B: I think it's not meant to be specific anywheeit?
Rest of the group members: No, no

A: But the German thing is so specific, isn’t A&Ad so real

C: But the Latin American is specific, | think itArgentina, isn’'t
it? Even the German bit, she’s [Allende] often nmagka bit of a
statement how awful it was

A: And this when reality comes in, that's when ded, crashing
through, and yet the Chilean political equivaletiew you knew it
was crashing, you knew there were political prissrtaken, you
knew the regime was brutal, but somehow you treiteda more
light hearted way

D: Yes, | know what you say, you could feel, youulco
experience the German brutality

A: You knew, you were told it was brutal
C: But the South American were covered up, hiddaereas the
concentration camps were known, | mean many people
Germany knew what was happening and was almosiptette
whereas in Chile | think it was much more undererp\people
disappeared, no one would know what happened to,tke in a
way that situation was there, she’s writing theaflar of the
European version.
(Nottingham Reading Group Eyva Lung
Some of the above Nottingham readers were willmgdmit that the historical
knowledge they possessed about the Second Worldawththe role Germany
played in it, was not comparable to their ‘non-tea$ Latin American

equivalent. It is therefore not strange that tingup of readers were unable to

situateEva Lunawithin the historical context of the Venezuelantdiorships of
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Juan Vicente Gomez (1910-1931) and Marco Pérezn@mél950-1958), as
well as the period of guerrila movements (19608)9§Galvez-Carlisle,
1991:170). Instead, they opted to locate geogcaflii the story within
Argentina or Chile, vaguely alluding to its socistbrical context. Nonetheless,
readers’ confusion about the novel’'s setting olicsbestorical contexts did not
stop them from getting involved in the story. What important in these
comments is readers’ recognition of the Germarasdn the novel represented
and its truthfulness. It appears that the Gerned@rences in the novel come
“alive” to these readers because they feel clasdreém. Closer, in the sense that
they may have formed part of some readers’ fam#jones - some members in
the group commented about how they remember thandparents’ stories about
the war - or just simply because they are and haen part of British “official”
history. This closeness and recognition of eveets to readers feeling
emotionally involved with the German part of thergtas ‘you could experience
the German brutality’ at an emotional level. Whatomes remarkable is how
the German brutality serves readers to understagdmparative terms its Latin
American equivalent in the form of the ‘disappearedChile and Argentina.
Although this group of readers may experiencedlifty in relating to the events
specific to the Latin American situation - maybeedio the geographical and
cultural distance that separates them from LatireAca — they still endeavour to
connect with Latin American brutality by means ofuating its European

equivalent as a point of reference.
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c) Characters Acting as Metaphors of Historical Chage

Some Leicester readers found Allende’s charactetsetthe key to understand
the historical change represented in the novel:
E: | was interested in the characters, in what aggpening next,
in their relationships and it was only because § wderested in
capturing what was going to happen to this or themperson that
then | started to perceive that there were alsogésm happening
to the country; because | was interested in indi@ictharacters, in
their family history, in the news of themselvestth also started
to get a sense of the historical process, of hestbrchange
(Leicester Reading Grouphe House of the Spirjts
Perhaps, one of the characters who would besthét gurpose assigned to
characters acting as metaphors of historical chamggd be Esteban Trueba. In
his role as authoritarigpatrén, he represents the oppressor in the family, and by
extension, the authoritarian regime, the natiopressor. Thus, this Leicester
reader may have perceived the historical changeShde culminating in the
1973 coup through Trueba’s parallel escalation lmfsa, power and violence.
Nonetheless, Trueba’s authoritarian image is settem the narrative when
Allende allows him to repent: ‘he admits his migand laments the passing of
the peaceful and democratic Chile he had knowntimohands of butchers and
criminals’ (Boyle, 1995:110). This representatias, however, rather
problematic for Boyle since Trueba’s sudden tramsédion brings implications
for Allende’s readers’ readings since we are ndy asked to forget about what
Trueba represents but also about his part in bgakie usurpation of power by
the military.
Once more | found Boyle’'s arguments rather fasoigatn particular

because as seen in the previous section, she rmagesptions about Allende’s

“ordinary” readers in the context of the historil@mework that Allende’s novel
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represents that are particularly useful for appnoag readers’ readings of the
historical in this thesis.

In relation to Trueba, Boyle further claims thas hepentance has also an
effect on Allende’s refiguring of time. Boyle’sguments are prompted by
Allende’s own view that literature imposes ‘an arde words that is false and
artificial’ (ibid, 109). In the “real” world things may not necesyahiappen in
the same sequence imposed by literature, thatyisprganising the chaotic
occurrence of events, literature employs a ‘faleeoiology of words’ which
does not necessarily correspond to the ‘real chogryoof history’ (bid, 110). In
this respect, Boyle’s main concern rests on tha itlat Allende allows Trueba
and those of his kind to be part of the ‘false dotogy of words’ and not part of
the ‘real chronology of historyil§id). What this means is that Allende, by first
representing Trueba in his role as paternalsicon taking justice into his own
hands, makes readers believe and trust Trueba'ssamation as “real” and part
of history, but by showing his repentance, she dé&stdes readers a ‘real memory
of Esteban Trueba’ilfid). It seems that Allende had excused and forgiven
Trueba for his responsibility in the making of t6&ilean authoritarian regime
and according to Boyle, this bears unforeseen cpmsees for readers’
interpretations. As discussed in chapter five, esoof these unforeseen
consequences are palpable in the ways some BaitidlSpanish readers seemed
to have fallen prey to the charms of Trueba’'s nelf as a changed man,
completely regretful of his actions; since by voating him, readers were
inexorably absolving those who historically abupeaver by alleging as Sharon
Magnarelli (1990) that ‘times were difficult’. IMagnarelli’'s own words:

If we are to exonerate Esteban for his earlier abas his basis of
his defence that times were difficult, we must esqaie all who
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abuse power, oppressors who inevitably state, budlde and
outside the novel, that their use of force is aperary means of
overcoming a difficult situation (1990: 53-54).
Nonetheless, and after all this criticism direcsdTrueba’s characterization,
Boyle ends her analysis in a rather conciliatonyetcalso recognising that this
was the way in which Allende wanted to representeba although his final
transformation meant compromising the novel’s histd framework.
Presumably, the whole of Boyle’s arguments aimrasgnting the only
possible reading oFhe House of the Spiritss one which does not ‘move beyond
the confines of the framework of the text’ (19981}, that is, one that does not
interpret this narrative within the context of bist However, as Boyle asked
herself at the beginning of her article ‘Does tedinary” reader need to know
that the book is about Chile and that the final rantrof history that frames the
entire narrative is the military coup of 19737’ Ikgys the answer to Boyle’'s
guestion would be ‘no’. Not knowing its “real” Isical framework does not
seem to have prevented the readers in this thesisdxperiencing the novel as a
pleasurable read or getting involved with the text.
Another characteristic of Allende’s refiguring ahe in The House of the
Spiritsand also a cause for concern for Boyle is the tatiget of its circularity
which equalizes all the characters in the face gfeater order of
things, and we are asked to trust this, have faitt) accept it, just
as we are asked to accept Clara’s clairvoyances ishpossible
within a parallel reality, a replacing of one histdoy a fiction
(Boyle, 1995:111).
Boyle’s concerns about Allende’s readership’s blingst in her preordained

world, its circularity and annulment of the Childaistorical processes, appeared

to have been challenged by the “ordinary” readethis research who does not
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participate in Allende’s ‘reinterpretation of theoMd’ so easily as Boyle
suspects:
A: At the end, she seems to almost say that lifmeround in
circles and there’s inevitability about things, ttitavas inevitable
that Esteban’s illegitimate son should be the ageng was
inevitable that the granddaughter should be stromgasn’t sure
but it seemed that she was trying to make a prafatatement but
the book itself doesn’t make me feel like thatseems all more
erratic to me, all these things happening or nebpte turning out
the way they werel wasn't convinced by thafmy emphasis)
(Nottingham LibraryThe House of the Spir)ts
It is important to stress that the above commenbisrepresentative of all of the
British and Spanish readers in this research, tlegat, it appears to indicate that
some of Allende’s readers possess the ability tertial and identify similar
pitfalls to those presented by the literary critids suggested earlier on in this
chapter, Boyle’s claims that faith and trust inelitle’s particular vision of the
world can be dangerous is being challenged whereseaders also critical of
Allende’s ‘reinterpretation of the world’ suspereir trust in her construction of
Chilean history. Perhaps, the fact that thisasth about Allende’s preordained
world emerges in one of the British groups as wsllin the work of a British
scholar, may be indicative of the ways in whichtiBh cultural traditions
interpret concepts such as destiny or preordinati®ach concepts appear to be
underpinning Allende’s vision of the world and aatiog to the author herself,
Anglophone traditions compared to Latin Americame by extension Spanish —
traditions are less fatalistic regarding the cdnindividuals exercise on their

own lives. In Anglophone traditions individualspaar to be ‘very much in

charge of their live€® and maybe for that reason Allende’s preordainedi an

"2 Holt, Pat, 2001.0nstage with Isabel Allende, Part[tinline]. Available from:
http://www.holtuncensored.com/members/column290.ftcessed on 13 April 2007]
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fixed version of events forces some British readerdeel suspicious of her
version of history inThe House of the Spiritss noted by the Nottingham Library

reader’s insightful views.

d) The Value Readers Attach to the Historical

Some Spanish readers also found the historicalezitsrin Allende ‘attractive’
and ‘entertaining’:

Para mi personalmente me parece importante el pterhistorico
porque hace mas atractivo lo que escribe, entolucegie nos
cuenta después sea mas novela o menos novelamgukshace
mucho mas ameno y mas atractivo; los apuntes tussdque se
van dando en este libro, la fiebre del oro y comambienta
California y todo (Biblioteca de Azuquecatfija de la fortuna.

Personally | think the historical element is im@ort because it
makes what she writes more attractive, so aftergasthat she
[Allende] tells us might be more or less fictionaljt to me it
makes it much more entertaining and attractive; thstorical

references that come up in this book, the gold ,rusdw she
represents the atmosphere in California and evangth

Yo creo que los libros que mezclan historia, padity novela,
todos son muy entretenidos; también sera una folenella pero
con sus vistas también un poco comerciales, ya@rsi slla pensé
que lo iba a hacer asi, a mi me encantan porqué puenos te
inquietan un poquito a pensar y vas a buscar cakasjuién
estuvo en ese pais [en el poder], como lo hizaydesmucho de
si (Biblioteca de Guadalajaralla casa de los espiritus

| think that books that mix history, politics anctibn, are all very
entertaining; perhaps it is also her [Allende] waj doing things
but with her slight commercial views in mind; | ddknow if she
thought that she was going to do it like this [buitjove them
because at least they move you to think a bit andgp and look
for things, who was in the country [in power], htley did it,
and this gives you a lot.

The above readers’ references to the entertaimigappealing qualities of the
historical elements in Allende’s novels should Ipeerstood in conjunction with

terms such as ‘instruction’ or ‘self-improvement.oi)g, 1987:319) which
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readers obtained through inhabiting ‘unknown’ sg$i as the following Spanish
reader expressed:
Me han gustado los dos libros que hemos leido pgrque te
lleva a épocas que no conocemos, te metes dentesalépoca,
gue luego te va diciendo cosas que has oido, @trsmsenan por la
historia y te metes mas adentro (Biblioteca de Aegq 1,La
casa de los espiritlis
| liked both the books we have read here becausgttdke you to
periods you don’t know about, you get yourself ithtat period,
and then they tell you things that you've heartheotthings that
are familiar because of history and you get mote ih
This immersion in the ‘unknown’ as instructive its@ pleasurable, that is,
entertaining. According to Ang, (1985) who draw®n Bourdieu’s arguments
on ‘The aristocracy of culture’, pleasure is dedifem ‘an immediate emotional
or sensual involvement with the object of pleasaral this is achieved because
the object of pleasure offers a ‘possibility of ntieying oneself with it in some
way or other, to integrate it into everyday lif@985: 20). This situates realism
back at the centre of this argument. These Alleedders must be able to find
not only characters but also settings and plotsugitde within the world
described. Although readers may not have firstdhexperience of Allende’s
historical settings, these are congruent withinmbelves and this is what
ultimately makes them entertaining, attractive alehsurable because Allende
relies on readers’ recognition and involvement whkm, as well as offering
readers the possibility of expanding their knowkedgnd understanding of
‘unknown’ countries and peoples’ “real” histories:
A: | feel it made me understand better how it wdoddlike to live
in a society where things were so political andngfeal so much

(Nottingham Library The House of the Spir)ts

He leido también la Hija de la fortuna y Retratosepia es como
continuacion de todo eso y habla sobre todo dalen Chile, de
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cOmo se vivia, de las inmigraciones, eso es longgigusta mucho
(El Palo, La casa de los espiritus).

| have also read Daughter of Fortune and PortraitSepia is like
a continuation of all that and she [Allende] talkbout all and
about her life in Chile, about how they lived, aboumigration,
that is what I liked a lot.
Some of the Spanish readers’ inadvertent emphasibe instructive nature of
Allende’s novels may be a reminiscence of the etilutal ethos some of these
groups pursued when initially created as literamugs. However, despite these
groups’ influences when originally formed, what eges from both British and
Spanish readers’ comments is that although reaaersbeing transported to
worlds that are distant or different from their ownthe nineteenth-century
Californian gold rush ibaughter of Fortuner twentieth-century Chilean social
and political history iffThe House of the Spiritsthese are still imaginable. This
is what makes Allende’s historical settings so afipg for British and Spanish
readers. As with characters, readers are ablertnect and get involved in the
stories because although exotic, distant or differeharacters, settings and
historical references are still recognisable ammagers. Moreover, not only
readers’ recognition of Allende’s historical worldgkes Allende “popular”, but
also for some readers her historical accounts sungessfully the ‘world of the
text’ and the ‘world of the reader’ together (Rinoel988):
[...] es una historia como muy reciente en el tiegparte se me
venia a la cabeza cuando estabamos leyendo, es garia
politica, que cuando por ejemplo en la guerra gié kabiendo
ahora que todavia no estd terminada, que por quéntrado
Estados Unidos, que si de acuerdo que Saddam Husseain
dictador, a ese tio habria que cargarselo permgsudictadores
hay y no van a cargarselos? ¢por qué van? Potrélgme y en
Chile paso6 igual, y es que no entiendo mucho ditigal pero la
idea ligera que yo tengo es que Estados Unidostap®mochet y

por lo que tengo entendido todas las cosas quantemi Chile de
nitratos y de minas que eran muy importantes, fadabsorbido
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por los Estados Unidos, o0 sea, lo que te quier@r éscque una
cosa de las de ahora, de estos dias, |0 he eibvepdri un estilo
con lo que pasé6 en los afios setenta (Bibliotechaehamalo,
Paula).
[...] it's a very recent history time wise; besidéstruck me when
we were reading, it's part of politics, for examjptethe war that's
going on now and isn’'t over yet, why has the Unikates gone
in? Ok, | agree Saddam Hussein is a dictator, tlake should be
killed, but how many other dictators there are d@hdy don’t go
and kill them? Why are they going in? Because efdih and in
Chile, the same thing happened; and | don’t un@erdttoo much
about politics, but | have a vague idea that theitéth States
supported Pinochet and as far as | know all thegkithey had in
Chile, nitrates and mines, that were really impatiaeverything
was swallowed up by the United States, so whaallyrevant to
say is something like what is happening today, limderstood to
some extent through what happened in the seventies.
What really interests me from this reader's commertow it shows Ricoeur’'s
‘phenomenological psychology of reading’ (Ricoel888:167) at its best, where
the ‘world of the text intersects or/and affects torld of the readeril§id). Not
only this, Allende’s readings can also be transttive as ‘readers incorporate
[...] into their vision of the world the lessons bktr readings’ipid, 179). This
is happening as the above reader recognises thdtrtied States’ support for
Pinochet’s regime in Chile in the 1970s had a simbbjective as with its
intervention in lrag. What moved the United Statesget involved in both
contexts was the securing and control over natesdurces, namely the nitrates
in Chile or the oil in Irag. The above reader lerefore able to establish
dialogues with a recent historical event by drawmmgon and confronting
Allende’s own representations The House of the Spiritgith her own reader’s
world. This, in turn, is what makes Allende’s wrgs so “popular” in the sense

that readers find means to understand, confrontemed transform their daily

experiences and “real” life issues through theadregs of Allende.
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The Historical Versus the ‘Magical’ in The House Of The Spirits

There is an extensive body of literature (Roh, 1926res, 1955; Leal, 1967;
Pereira, 1976; Barroso, 1977; Bravo, 1988; Hart89]19Bautista, 1991,
Villanueva and Liste, 1991; Angulo, 1995; Forem&a895, Varela Bran, 1996;
Bennett, 1998) that over the years has attemptedefme magical realism.
However, any attempt to universally define thisrterould be considered flawed
since ‘ningun tratadista ha proporcionado una @=fin de realismo magico que
sea unanimamente aprobada’ (Bautista, 1991:33) ¢nitic has offered a
definition of magical realism which had been unamiisly agreed on’).
Therefore given the complexities surrounding mdgiealism, | intend to arrive
at a working definition suitable for the purposelus thesis. In this respect, this
section does not aim at mapping out all the debakésh have contributed to the
development of the term, but to situate readerdewstanding of magical realism
within the critical parameters that surround it.

Most studies on magical realism begin by acknowlegld-ranz Roh’s
use of this term to refer to the pictorial techrgwf post-expressionism in 1925
(Barroso, 1977:14; Bravo, 1988:14; Bautista, 1991:Angulo, 1995:8; Leal
1995:120; Varela Bran, 1996:25). In addition, saberitics highlight Angel
Flores (1955) and Luis Leal's (1967) works as meontributors to the initial
debates on magical realism. Flores’ work was ehgikd by Leal’'s, who not
only disagreed with the authors Flores had inclugednagical realists but also
with his identification of magical realism with f@stic, psychological or

surrealist literature (1995: 121). For Leal in gl realism the writer
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confronts reality and tries to untangle it, to diger what is mysterious in things,
in life, in human acts’ but ‘it does not distorahgy or create imagined worlds, as
writers of fantastic literature or science fictiado’ (ibid). | find Leal’s
distinction between fantastic literature and madgicaalism key to the
understanding of the latter. However, despite 'keafforts to settle for a
definition of magical realism, his is still, accord to Maria Elena Angulo
(1995), ‘vague’ and ‘ambiguous’ (1995:6) althouglhe srecognises the
importance of Leal's ‘differentiation between fastia and realistic literature
which [...] is one of the main points to be consideia the discussion of
magicorealist fiction’ ipid).

Some critics such as Fernando Alegria or Jaimerakazlaim that the
term ‘lo real maravilloso’ (‘the marvellous reakpined by the Cuban writer
Alejo Carpentier ‘is the one that best defines malgiealism’ (Angulo 1995: 7;
Bautista 1991: 28). In his in-depth study of ‘re@o magico’ and ‘lo real
maravilloso’, Victor Bravo (1988) argues that otlex years critics have adopted
different positions and some have understood betmd as identical whereas
others have tried to establish a difference betw#em two which has
subsequently led to a re-definition of both termgrtinimise ambiguity (1988:
221). But rather than seeing ‘lo real maravillogs different or opposed to
magical realism, Carpentier's concept equally namnst that the ‘marvellous
reality isnot fantastigmy emphasis), based from the beginning on a eatith
laws different from our own, but rather the evergkted weave a miraculous
occurrence into rigorously everyday reality’ (Hat889:21). Similarly, in the
words of Gloria Bautista:

En lo maravilloso, el narrador no inventa personhdgmtasticos,
externos de la realidad, sino que penetra en lfupdo de la
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realidad para desentrafiar sus misterios. Los maist@o estan
fuera de la realidad sino que son parte integraatella (Bautista,
1991:34).
In the marvellous, the narrator does not invent téstic
characters outside reality, but penetrates in teettls of reality to
untangle its mysteries. These mysteries are rstdrureality, but
form an integral part of it.
What the words above suggest is that magical reatennot be understood as a
means to represent a reality that is unreal orafditt Perhaps, as Carpentier
suggests, the difficulty in coming to terms with gital realism resides in our
failure to perceive [Latin] American reality as par as an extension of our same
European reality: [...] el objetivo del escritor egptar una realidad Americana
que a los ojos del hombre europeo resulta fanggti¢...] the objective of the
writer is to capture an American reality which e teyes of the European man is
seen as fantastic’). According to Carpentier, ‘blindness’ only allows us to
‘see’ Latin American reality as unreal or fantagBautista 1991:34).

For this reason, most British and Spanish readqusted Allende’s
magical realism to the ‘magical’, the ‘airy-fairgr the ‘fantastic’. What the use
of ‘airy-fairy’ or ‘fantastic’ nonetheless implias that, in particular, some British
readers did not distinguish between magical reahsw the fantastic when, as
just seen, this separation is fundamental for theéetstanding of magical
realism. As seen earlier on, magical realism soeisted with the fantastic, the
marvellous and the supernatural but whereas theeih@ns and the supernatural
form part of what magical realism is, the fantasies not.

In this respect, and by readers sometimes usinahistic’ as a means
to refer to Allende’s ‘magical’ world, they may ladvertently implying that

the ‘magical’ world described in Allende is part afdifferent reality, a reality

that readers do not recognise or experience a$’ irea mimetic sense. What
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the next sections address is whether ‘the effecteatling Allende’s magical
realist fiction may be to change the readers’ mliegs about what reality is’
(Hart, 1989:27). In other words, how in Ricoews&nse, magical realism may
‘affect’ and transform the readers’ worlds by chaggtheir perception of what

reality is.

a) The ‘Magical’ as an Obstacle to the Developmermtf Historical Processes

Despite the different terms readers used to refekliende’s magical realism,
one of the ways in which some British readers ustded the ‘magical’ world in
The House of the Spiritsas as an obstacle for the historical processéak®
place when referring to Chile’s political developrteein the following ways:
A: | think it was a bit overweighed with all thepelitical dramas
in the very last section, you didn't get a lot inway, the
background of it, particularly in earlier parts thie book, it was
more about the relationships, the fantastic gomgand the family
as it were, | didn’t feel the political context certo life and then
there was all there in the last section (BirmingtReading Group
2, The House of the Spir)ts
This reader is signalling the changes occurrintheanovel by demarcating the
two partd®, one she calls the ‘fantastic’ and the other prwditical’. The move
from the ‘fantastic’ to the ‘political’ seems to kelcomed as the ‘fantastic’ has
not served its purpose in foregrounding the ‘pcdifi The ‘fantastic’ in this
respect has been read as an obstacle to reacloltieaph and the above reader

has not interpreted it as a metaphor for futuretipal events. Similarly,

Gabrielle Foreman (1995) has also argued that dAden ‘allegiance to the

3 Although several British and Spanish readers wifféate two parts inThe House of the
Spirits that is, before and after the ‘magical’, IsabdeAde does not explicitly recognise such
division within the fourteen chapters that the Heseubdivided into.
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political and historical’ inThe House of the Spirits achieved by distancing
from the ‘magical’ whenever Allende seeks to em®athe historical moment
(1995: 295). It is this distancing from the ‘magichat Foreman refers to, what
this British reader perceives as a necessary pdécam for the political and by
extension the historical events to develop. Howewet all readers in this
Birmingham group agreed with reader A’s views siac®ther group member
responded by saying:
C. But don't forget that Rosa dies because of jgalit
shenanigans, she was poisoned because of her taitethen |
think it would have turned people off if there haeken too much
politics at the beginning of the book, it would kalveen rather
indigestible (Birmingham Reading Group Zhe House of the
Spirits).
This reader’'s comment is assigning a more positte to the ‘fantastic’
microcosm of the family, which on this occasioneo$f in advance a taste for
what the nation macrocosm has in store. MarcelddGo (1988) similarly
maintains that several family anecdotesIie House of the Spirjtike Rosa’s

death, accumulate into a series of events whosmiration is the political

upheaval of 1973.

b) The ‘Magical’: Breaching Readers’ Generic Expections

Several British and Spanish readers’ readings @frtragical’ also suggest that
the ‘magical’ caused the breaching of generic etgiiens:

F. The liberation theology actually happened, i#sconstant
background theme since it started in 1958, ancethez constant
references to world history actually but | didnifj@y the book at
all until about page two hundred, | was getting dgdwith all the
wonderful, weird and extraordinary doings, all Invas a bit of
“ordinary” sense. That's how | feel and then dlk tstory of
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liberation theology which interested me and fouridvery
rewarding (Birmingham Reading Group Zhe House of the
Spirits).

G: It's difficult to know where all this fantastievitation, flying
of the stool and the spirits fits into a seriouditpal drama and
Rosa’s green hair, | found this quite bizarre (Birgham Reading
Group 2,The House of the Spir)ts

A: A mi por eso los libros cuando habldbamos de las
excentricidades, cuando son demasiado excéntrioase gustan,
a mi el pelo verde no me gusta porque estoy erhistaria que
me la empiezo a creer y el pelo verde en esa lastorme pega;
es como si ponen &efor de los anillogue todo es fantastico en
el telediario; entonces una cosa que si me crgoeblay personas
exceéntricas, que hay “Claras”, la casa de mi heanganSevilla es
como esa [la casa de la esquind_arcasa de los espirityspara
subir a la terraza y a la habitacion de atras heey mgpsar por el
bafio como erba casa de los espiritug luego nos reimos de la
casa, pero entonces lo del pelo verde no me lo ueder
(Biblioteca de Fontanak,a casa de los espiritus

That's why I, with the books when we talked aboue t
eccentricities, when they are too eccentric, | ddike them, |
don'’t like the green hair because I'm inside a gtarich | start
to believe and the green hair does not fit wittha story; it's like
The Lord of the Rings, that's completely fantasdigpearing in
the news, well something | do believe is that treee eccentric
people, there are ‘Claras’, my sister’s house iwileis like that
[the corner house in The House of the Spirits]gét to the roof
top and back room you have to go through the bathmrdike in
The House of the Spirits and so we laughed abaihtuse, but
then the green hair, | can’t believe it.

Since ‘the entire narrative dfa casa de los espiritus a device for the
recounting of the story of the military coup’ (Beyl1995: 107), a historical
event that is ‘backed up by documents and eyevwstaesounts’ (Blowers, 2000:
110) and therefore “real” in a mimetic sense, readi@d themselves confused
about what purpose the ‘magical’ holds in the riarga The ‘magical’ cannot

share the same space with realistic accounts dé&hsocio-political history.
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Another explanation that could also shed some hghteaders’ contempt
towards the ‘magical’ might be Allende’s constgplating of magical realism in
trivial settings, ones that do little to affect tlaeger problems of contemporary
Latin America’ (Hart, 1989: 39). In this conteRatricia Hart's (1989) detailed
analysis of Clara’s clairvoyant and telekinetic gosvinNarrative Magic in the
Fiction of Isabel Allendehave been illuminating for understanding readers’
readings of magical realism. According to Harthaligh some of Clara’s
predictions do not bear consequences for the pbhiliche private sphere, they
still do not assist in changing the course of evetitat is, Clara’s premonitions
do not give way to action. Although Clara’s claiyant qualities allow her to
see what is to come, she does not proactivelyotigvbid catastrophes or family
deaths, like her sister Rosa and Férula’s. As ldaggests, Clara remains
untroubled throughout the novel letting misfortuake its own course as if there
was no human agency that could be involved in cingnipe bleak future she is
capable of seeing before anyone else can. Whsldhils to, is an understanding
of Clara’s clairvoyance or ‘magical’ powers in texiof ‘determinism versus free
will' (ibid, 46). This determinism as well as Clara’s paggivthis quality was
already discussed at length in chapter five — rhages what compels readers to
see no purpose to the ‘magical’ within a story wehéscus, and culminating
point, rests on representing the harsh realitieh®fChilean coup of 1973. As
the Birmingham reader expressed: ‘It's difficultknow where all this fantastic
levitation, flying of the stool and the spiritssfiinto a serious political drama’.

Nonetheless, Clara’s ‘magical’ world does not neadl/ need to be
interpreted in such negative light. Hart (1989}tHar claims that: ‘The fact that

Blanca and Clara are unable to liberate themselvemn passivity and
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manipulation is hardly a criticism of Allende’s owaminism; rather it is a
tribute to her honesty as a novelist’ (1989:54)halVHart’s analysis suggests is
that Allende has endeavoured to be faithful to @ogeof Chilean social history
where women'’s “real” lack of power was compensdtedby clinging to what
would be considered typically feminine qualitieisuas the intuitive powers
carried by clairvoyance practices.
As discussed in chapter five, British and Spanmbigalent relationships
with Clara originated in a limited reading of hardgical’ qualities. Most British
and Spanish readers saw Clara’s ‘magical’ world pasventing her from
fulfilling the typical feminine roles of dutiful ntber and wife and not as a means
of asserting her own individualism. As alreadycdssed in this chapter, the
‘magical’ world is also perceived as an obstacletfe historical processes to
finally materialise as well as offer readers theapunity to forget about the
trivial and engage in serious historical accountdonetheless, some readers
admit they would have found it hard to stick to tieesh realities of the Chilean
coup and its aftermath from the very beginning:
Si hubiera empezado el libro con la dictadura pudara pues no
sé si hubiera aguantado el libro. Suavemente iatx@duciendo
en el problema gordo que es donde te quiere mates,que los
espiritus, yo creo que lo que quiere retratar anahento de la
historia (Biblioteca de Guadalajaral’lp casa de los espiritus
If the book had started with the pure dictatoriariod, | don't
know if 1 would have been able to stick to it. vByoyou are
introduced to the big problem which is where shibejfde] wants
you to be, more than the spirits, | believe thattMhe wants to
represent is this moment in history.

It seems that the above reader sees the ‘maggaticamore than a syrup which

sweetens the bitter pill of worthy but unpalataplditical history’ (Bennett,

1998: 359) but according to Bennett, the ‘magialheither a trivial enticement
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to the reader’ but has its structural functionha hovel and when ‘it diminishes
in the story is when it no longer serves a usedaiad function for women’ibpid).
This is manifested in the novel when Clara sudderapsforms herself and
becomes this active woman prototype that in chafgeas Tres Mariadights
against the disastrous consequences brought by etréhquake.  This
transformation was highlighted on many occasions Bojish and Spanish
readers in chapter five and although pleasantlgrsaed by Clara’s active role,
readers, could not come to terms with this persiynahift precisely because
they did not identify the ‘social function’ Bennetaims - and | agree - that the
‘magical’ signified for Clara and other women imdar circumstances.

In contrast with the distinction most British reeglestablished between
the “real” and ‘magical’ nature of events, oneluf Leicester readers understood
the ‘magical’ in a completely different light:

E: I've always seen magic realism just as a vieweality really,
just as a way of expressing a perception of realitych | take is
coming from past experiences of different explamweti of how
common events are accepted rather than being @, shdt has
been invented by an imaginative person, I've séeas ia way of
expressing the experience of living in South Anemicsociety
(Leicester Reading Grouphe House of the Spir)ts
Except for Leicester reader E, who appears to haderstood magic realism as |
do, that is, as a different way of representingditsgaaccepting it as another
realistic means of representation, most Britishdees see this type of
representation as an obstacle to relate to théyrdlaky know about. For these
same readers the boundaries between the ‘magiudltree “real” must be fixed
and not fluid. In this respecthe House of the Spiritdestabilises readers’

generic expectations making their relationship witte text problematic as

already discussed earlier on. What this commesat s¢ems to suggest is that the
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interpretation this man reader made about magsadism fits in within the more
scholarly self-identity that the Leicester groupealed compared to the other
British groups in this research.

Similarly, some Spanish readers also found th&aéstic representation
could coexist with a non-realistic or ‘magical’ repentation:

Bibliotecaria: Y es que ademas, a mi me parece namta esa
parte de fantasia, no la he encontrado asi motegti@&senta como
otro modo de ver la realidad encarnado en el pajeate Clara y
que diriamos que su marido Esteban Trueba esdgpatte de la
realidad, que hay tantas maneras de ver las misosas que hay,
y de interpretar esa realidad y de vivirla; ...argomi ha habido
cosas que me recuerdan a lo del realismo magieoseme viene
eso ahora mismo a la cabeza, que a lo mejor est@ndo un
disparate, que en la literatura Sudamericana quemanta, de
mezclar una realidad tan tangible y por desgraatiste como
fue la realidad politica de Chile en esos momentiashistoria de
una familia que tiene una serie de peripecias, rqu@uede ser
mas literaria y mezclarla con esa parte espirietérea, que es asi
la vida misma yo pienso, que tiene parte de rediljdde fantasia
(Biblioteca de Guadalajara lla casa de los espiritus

Librarian [woman]: And besides, | find this fantapart very
attractive, 1 don't find it annoying, it represens®rt of another
way of looking at reality embodied in the charaatérClara, and
we could say that Trueba is the other side of tgathere are so
many ways of looking at the same things, of intdipg reality,
and of living it ... and for me there were thingsttremind me of
magical realism, it came to mind just now, mayhba talking
nonsense, in South American literature which | Jakie mixing of
such a tangible and sadly such a tragic reality veas Chile’s
political reality and the story of a family thatperiences a series
of events, that cannot be more literary and to miwith the
spiritual part, the ethereal, and that is the wafg lis, | think is
part fantasy and part reality.

This librarian from Guadalajara seems to understaadical realism in a similar
way to the Leicester reader. Interestingly, bo#d hused the literary term
magical realism to refer to what other readers haterred as the ‘magical’, the
‘fantastic’ or the ‘airy-fairy’. What this suggests that some British readers, in

particular the more scholarly Leicester group, pesssome knowledge about
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what magical realism signifies in literary termsChis knowledge, however,
cannot be transferred to the rest of the Britishugs and readers in the same
way that the knowledge the above Spanish librar@ossesses cannot
automatically be transferred to all readers indreup or other groups. Despite
these differences between readers’ literary knogdeid both research contexts,
what may have contributed to the more accommodatttizude some Spanish
readers had towards the ‘magical’, might be thadau@l traditions supporting
what is commonly known as the “miraculous”:
Es que el mundo fantastico me parece real dentta tteealidad
porque yo soy de un pueblo ... entonces yo estawihs historias
fantasticas, de aparecidos, las he escuchado gesdefia, en la
época de los difuntos, los abuelos nos contabaorieis de esas,
y yo recuerdo leyendba casa cuando se aparecian y estaban por
alli los aparecidos y tal y yo recuerdo cosas gumi ane han
contado, luego me encuentro muy cémoda, muy refiegm esas
historias (El Paldl.a casa de los espiritus
The thing is, the fantastic world seems to me we#din the unreal
because | am from a village ... so those storiesatic stories of
ghosts, I've been hearing them since | was litteund All Saints
Day, our grandparents would tell us stories likeeg, and |
remember reading La casa, when dead people appearédung
around and so on, | remember things | was told) $eel very
comfortable, | feel represented in those kind ofis.
What the above comment suggests is that this resagews regarding the
‘magical’ world in Allende may be influenced by diional systems of beliefs
that seem to accept extraordinary events as “rataral as part of a wider
cultural heritage.
However, within the British cultural traditions, seems that no logical
explanation can be given to any extraordinary ewkat occurs in a physical
reality. | found the article by Jeanne Delbaerea@Gt(1995)Psychic Realism,

Grotesque Realism: Variations on Magic Realism am@mporary Literature in

English somehow revealing to understand British readeetationship to
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magical realism. Delbaere looks at three differeavelists’ use of magical
realism in the English language. These novelsTaeeInfernal Desire Machines
of Doctor Hoffmanby the British novelist Angela Cartéfhe Invention of the
World by the Canadian Jack Hodgins artte Carpathiandy the New Zealand
poet and novelist Janet Frame. What interestsrame Delbaere’s analysis are
her remarks extracted from John Fowles’ unpublistmdespondence with her.
Fowles’ letter to Delbaere explains that the susagsmagical realism in the
European Continent more than in Britain has to @b Britain’s puritanical and

moral traditions ipid, 252) in that ‘what the British will not accept tisat the

magic realists can have their cake and eat it k Hldend” reality and be really
serious’ {bid). Or in the words of this Lincoln reader: ‘I tight she was a
brilliant storyteller for me, | think she wrote tlséory to tell us the history of her
country in a kind ofun (my emphasis) way’ (Lincoln Libraryiihe House of the
Spirits).  In this sense, not only does magical realisgnifr a breach within

most British readers’ genre expectations but atsnimes certain unreliability on
behalf of the author’s abilities to represent th@ld/ in an accurate, truthful and
also serious manner. It could therefore be sugdestat British and Spanish
readers’ differing approaches to the magical realsay be also conditioned by

deeper interpretations of what constitutes reality.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the role assigned tohigterical in Allende,
according to British and Spanish readers’ responges these readers the main

historical function was to appraise Allende’s naves as “truth”. To support
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this claim about Allende’s accounts, readers acbasis research contexts called
upon ‘extra-literary’ accounts whose aim was to fcon Allende’s faithful
representation of “real” historical facts. Alscetlise of temporal and space
markers in Allende’s narratives were mentioned ameans of ensuring and
granting truthfulness iDaughter of FortuneandPaula On the other hand, the
lack of these markers ifhe House of the Spiritgevented some British readers
from accurately situating the narrative chronoladiicand spatially perhaps due
to their initial limited knowledge of Allende’s pmonal but public discourses,
which as discussed in the third and sixth chaptersg to inform her fiction.
Nonetheless, and despite the absence of temporakreaBritish readers were
able to relate to and get involved in Allende’srgtoy comparatively situating it
within familiar parameters such as the horrors d@epeed during the Second
World War.

This chapter has equally highlighted the importaofcéne historical as an
‘ideology of instruction and self-improvement’ (Lgri987). In this sense, for
some readers — in particular Spanish - the higtbfienctioned as a means of
justifying the act of reading as well as providirentertainment.  This
entertainment was the result of readers’ pleasarakperiences while reading
since not only could they identify with the chamst— as already discussed in
previous chapters — but also the settings evokédié@mde’s work.

Finally, this chapter explored readers’ relatiopsimth the ‘magical’ in
Allende’s The House of the Spirits In particular, British readers found the
‘magical’ difficult to situate within a narrativelvase focus was the recounting of
historical events and therefore considered “redfbr some British readers the

‘magical’ interrupted the development of historicatocesses. Since the
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‘magical’ was unable to foreground the politicaldawas mostly connected to
domestic triviality, Clara’s passivity and preoraliion of events, all of these
might have exacerbated the general negative resppagicularly felt among

British readers. In addition, some British and r@gla readers’ problematic
relationship with the ‘magical’ resided in theirffaiulty in reconciling certain

generic expectations imbued in a narrative whosm raign was to become an
eyewitness to history. Whereas some Spanish read®med more willing to
accept that the ‘magical’ could coexist with thedl’ or historical as part of the
same reality, this reading of the ‘magical’ was sloared by most British readers
who found these two opposed poles of the so-caléede reality irreconcilable.
As suggested in the chapter, British readings ef‘thagical’ could also have
been prompted by the influence caused by cultuadittons which in the British

context - as opposed to the Spanish - do not all@vmagical’ to be situated

within the same realm of physical reality.
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Chapter Eight
British and Spanish Readers’ Location of Allende wthin

“Literary” Traditions

Introduction

This chapter explores British readers’ location Alfende within the Latin
American and British “literary” traditions. It alsexamines the different ways in
which British as well as Spanish readers regardnibeks of Colombian writer
Gabriel Garcia Marquez as the primary frameworkwvitvhich Allende’s works
can be situated.

Finally, this chapter focuses on the analysis @f éilssociations British
readers established between Allende’s work and ehaither British authors
such as Angela Carter, Charles Dickens and LouiBetgieres in an attempt to
locate her within traditions closer to “home”.

The overall analysis of this chapter ultimately kse¢o explore how
British and Spanish readers’ location of Allendehivi the Latin American and
British “literary” traditions can shed some lighh dhe question of Allende’s

popularity.
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British Readers’ Attempts to Locate Allende withinthe Latin American

“Literary” Tradition

a) Allende and Garcia Marquez: Readers’ ComparativdReadings in

Relation to Structure and Style

Several British readers’ comments aimed at sitgafitlende within the Latin
American “literary” tradition where the works of 8&a Marquez were taken as
its utmost representative. Leicester reader Brmedeto Allende’s work as in
‘debt’ to and as a ‘legacy’ from Garcia Marquezedfically in terms of
structure and style:

B: | meant to ask you, what's the debt to Garciarqyéz or

perhaps the legacy because | did feel the workegsiiilar to

Marquez in structure, and the style of the writing.

C: I don’t know (in response to the comment above)

B: That was one of the areas where | thought tixree strong

parallels with Marquez, the complex family histospere some

will die young and complications and ramificatiotigjng with

the past ...

(Leicester Reading Grouphe House of the Spir)ts

Reader B'’s particular choice of the words ‘debtd degacy’ seems to be

implying that Allende’s work is connected to Margige Although he hesitantly
thinks that this connection is based on their comstoucture and style, no other
fellow members in the group seem to be able tafglar confirm his viewpoint.
This connection, though, bears implications at aenpyactical level. What this
British reader may perceive when he reads Margsiehat his writing is more

complex stylistically than Allende’s and where foappears to be as important

as meaning. Yet, he may also realise that Alleshakes not quite belong here.
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Although she follows on from Méarqueasing common generic forms like the
family saga, as well as sharing thematic paralléiss reader may equally
perceive that Allende makes use of similar themes$ structure in a rather
accessible way. This, however, is what distaneegrbm Marquez, making this
reader’'s attempts to literarily locate Allende wifilt. Since accessibility has
negative connotations, as it is usually associat#ti “easy” literature, the
opposite is believed of texts that are highly ekpental with language, themes
and structure and therefore more “difficult” likedkfjuez. For this reason,
British readers like this Leicester reader, maychaght between the “literary”
status Allende attains through her association WMiltquez, and the “popular”
position she holds for being experienced as ansadade author, in the sense of
“easy” or “low”.
Another stylistic feature some British readers hgitted in comparative

terms was the use both authors made of magicasmeal

A: | think the magic realism in Marquez | can takeon’t think

she’s actually so good at it; | think she’s be#tgra realistic writer,

personally the strongest parts in the book (Noltamg Library,

The House of the Spir)ts

E: [...] | loved the story [Eva Luna] but kind of kwothat there

were lots of things that were predictable, unliRee Hundred

Years of Solitudevhere you are in another planet altogether, with

no relation to anything from the outside world cogin, it was

part of the madness ... (Nottingham Reading Grougpva, Lunag.
The contribution made by the above Nottingham Lipraader is quite revealing
in terms of how, as already discussed in chapteersegenre expectations can
determine readers’ perceptions on the suitabilitgnagical realism. According

to this reader, Marquez’s magical realism is “béttiean Allende’s based on his

consistency in applying it. Similarly, reader ENottingham Reading Group 2
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finds that, although Marquez’'s world appears totditally removed from the
“real” — and perhaps not so attractive since theatic pact is not fulfilled - this
unfamiliar world consistently prevails through thvbole novel, allowing readers
to situate themselves within the narrative.

What the above British readers seem to apprecimiataMarquez’s work
is that they are not presented with a dual worldengas in Allende’s case,
moving from the ‘magical’ to the “real” ends up bgidetrimental to readers’
acceptance of her skills as a magical realist. s Thiwhy in the readers’ own
words: ‘she’s better as a realistic writer’. Instlmespect, it appears that some
British readers have successfully situated Alleadaagical realism within the
tradition established by Marquez. Again, beingoasged to magical realism
elevates Allende’s status to the “literary” butlad same time her excellence as a
magical realist author is difficult to sustain Byme British readers in the face of

Marquez’s better use of the technique.

b) Allende and Garcia Marquez: Readers’ Establishig Thematic Parallels

On the whole, attempts to relate Allende and Marqwtructurally and

stylistically with concrete examples appear to barse among British readers
but this would be considered the “norm” within trexy nature of reading groups
since according to Long ‘[...] groups rarely disctiss aesthetic dimension of
the writing [...]' (Long 1986:605) and therefore tls@rt of comment about
structure or style made by Leicester reader B w&#ser unusual and not further
explored by other readers in the groups. InstBadish readers seemed more

inclined to note relations that connected both wdhematically:
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C: | thought she was wonderful and | foumtie House of the
Spirits the first one absolutely fantastic; Is it a Sodimerican
thing, you know, you made a reference to levitataomd that
occurred in Garcia Marquez and also I've been repdibook by
Mario Vargas Llosa and there were references totioigi and
levitation, | wonder if that's South American (Nagham
Reading Group Zva Luna.
Nottingham reader’s reference to ‘levitation’ hasoabeen identified as a
common theme by some of Allende’s critics when canmg One Hundred
years of SolitudandThe House of the Spirits
Nonetheless, the marks of Garcia Marquez remairdeavi
prolepses levitations (my emphasis), fairies that appear in the
surreal clarity of dusk, notebooks that encapsuitgethe military
that tries to annihilate history [...] (Diamond Nigt§95:38).
Also the critic Robert Antoni among othé&tdighlights the close relationship
that exists between MarqueDne Hundred Years of Solituded Allende’sThe
House of the SpiritBy claiming that:
[...] there is little in Allende’s first pages whiatoes not have its
correlation in One Hundred Years of Solitydend Garcia
Marquez may be felt as a palpable presence wall tilé novel
(Antoni, 1988:20).
Robert Antoni further argues th@the House of the Spiriteads like a parody
of Marquez. InThe House of the Spirallende ‘discovers her own language,
which shesubstitutes(his emphasis) for Garcia Marquez’'s’ (1988:16}. isl

within this process of discovering her own langutite Antoni draws attention

™ Other critics refer to Marquez’s legacy ©he Hundred Years of Solitude Allende’s The
House of the Spirits terms of ‘borrowings’ or ‘allusions’ (Diamond-jt, 1995); ‘congruencias
de estructura narrativa y de estilo’ (‘similaritieéth the narrative structure and style’) (Keck,
1996); ‘modelo retérico comin’ or ‘influencia’ (‘aamon rhetorical model’ or ‘influence’)
(Urbina, 1990).

5 Linda Hutcheon (1985) in her work Theory of Parody: The Teachings of Twentieth-Ggnt
Art Formsuses the term parody not only to refer to a ‘riligy imitation’ but as a means to
explain ‘modern forms of self-reflexivity’ in whicparody is ‘a form of imitation characterized
by ironic inversion, not always at the expense haf parodied text’ (1985:6). Furthermore,
Hutcheon refuses to accept parody as a synonyntextéxtuality since theories of intertextuality
being structurally focussed forget about the imgmaee of the implied reader who perceives and
interprets the text. Parody is not just ‘a mattethe text's somehow parthenogenetic or magical
absorption of other texts. Texts do not generayghéng until they are perceived and interpreted’
(ibid, 23).
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to the similaritiesThe House of the Spiritexhibits when compared t@ne
Hundred Years of SolitudeThe most obvious similarities include for exaepl
the characterization of Tio Marcos who resemblefgMades inOne Hundred
Years of Solitudeor how Rosa the Beauty originates in RemediosBibauty
and how to a lesser extent Clara is inspired byldrsEsteban by José Arcadio
and Blanca by Amaranta (Antoni, 1988:19-20). Thgisen the plethora of
authoritative texts - as well those other ‘exttarlry’ sources that, as seen in
chapter three, highlight the parallels between Mérgand Allende - it is not
surprising that most British readers find themseglgduating Allende’s work
within the tradition inaugurated by Marquez ddde Hundred Years of Solitude
In popularity terms, the various associations soBrdish readers
established between Allende and Marquez is what inaa boosted Allende’s
popularity, in the sense of associating her wittefary” or “highbrow” authors.
However, these associations were not sufficient ssdve some of the
uncertainties some British readers held in relatmillende’s “literary” status.
It is for this reason that some British readersgbbuo further locate Allende
within a more familiar “literary” tradition, the Bish, as shall be seen later on in

the chapter.

Spanish Readers’ Location of Allende within the Lain American “Literary”

Tradition

In the Spanish context, although some of the resddemments also connected
Allende and Marquez, these connections were thétrelsmy prompting and not

because Spanish readers needed to situate Allemlewsere within the Latin
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American “literary” tradition. In fact, Spanishagers were confident and knew
where Allende belonged within this tradition:

Yo creo que abusa mucho del realismo mégico y ttatanitar
demasiado a Garcia Marquez; en algunos puntos ggemos
personajes y en algunas situaciones consigue bhaaagenialidad
pero no siempre lo consigue, entonces yo le veceguea de las
cosas que le critico, que lo utiliza demasiado y seempre
consigue el que esté bien y es que no me disgusthaya cosas
fantasticas, simplemente no consigue que quede bien
(Campanillasl.a casa de los espiritus

I think she [Allende] abuses magical realism a doid tries too
hard to imitate Garcia Marquez; in some instances &n some
characters and in some cases she [Allende] managegething
incredibly good but not always, then | see thas ikisomething |
criticise her for, she uses it [magical realism]otonuch and
doesn’'t always manage to do it well, it is not thadon’t like

fantastic things, it is just that she [Allende] doeot always
manage to do it well.

For the above Campanillas reader, Allende belongsmthe same tradition as
Marquez although Méarquez’s magical realism is thatHentic’ and Allende’s is
just understood as “deficient imitation”. Howevdris is not all there is to it.
Some Spanish readers also made explicit referetecashen Allende’sThe
House of the Spiritsvas first published and how at the time it wasiaséd
because of its similarities to Marquez. Even oh¢he Fontanar man readers
confessed that he had approached Allende’'s texeatixyyg to find some
‘plagiarism’.  This reader further explains thatspige Allende’s similarities to
Marquez, he noticed that she possessed her oven styl
Y ademas una cosa curiosa cuando este libro daliédsa de los
espiritug mucha gente le criticé la similitud con Garciarylez,
con Cien afos de soledag de hecho cuando salié y la primera
vez que lo lei pues casi lo leia buscando un pa@ldgio y
bueno ahora ha demostrado que es una escritoraalgiey ha

creado un estilo propio que bueno va en una lire&cjla
(Biblioteca de Fontanak,a casa de los espiritus
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And something curious is that when this book [Tloeidé¢ of the Spirits]
came out, a lot of people criticised her [Allendbpcause of its
similarities with Garcia Marquez, with One Hundr&ears of Solitude;
and in fact when it came out and the first times&d it, | was almost
reading it looking for a bit of plagiarism and welbw she[Allende] has
demonstrated that she’s a good writer and has eg&ier own personal
style, which goes along similar lines [to Marquez].
Although this reader's comment does not offer asigint into what constitutes
Allende’s own style, perhaps he could be refertmgvhat Patricia Hart coined
as ‘magical feminism’. Hart defines it as ‘magicahblism used in a femino-
centric novel or [magical realism] to make an antleobservation about the
behaviour and condition of women in the sociohistoonditions depicted in the
novel’ (Hart, 1989: 174). What is interesting iants study is that she suggests
that ‘magical feminism’ does not exclude any meweatists and that for example
Marquez’s novelEl amor en los tiempos del colefdove in the Times of
Cholera] is a ‘good example’ifid) of its use. Hart’'s arguments go even further
since one of her powerful claims is that after phlication ofThe House of the
Spirits Méarquez’s text won't ever be read without ‘remembg Clara del
Valle’s asides about how repeated names cause stonfin the notebooks that
record family life’ (bid). According to Hart, Marquez-Allende’s relationshi
should be addressed in different terms by serioashsidering the possibility
that Allende’s The House of the Spiritgould influence the readings of
Marquez’sOne Hundred Years of Solitudad not the other way round.
Perhaps, Spanish readers’ prejudices regardingnddle work as
“deficient imitation” may have been influenced diférary” authoritative voices

and not by a genuine conviction about Marquez’'sskeiece as shown by the

following conversation:
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[La casa de los espirithka lei hace tiempo y ahora la he releido y
me gustd entonces y me ha vuelto a gustar ahorgameee que
pone mucha imaginacion y que es una historia, ueatara como
muy completa y me recuerdaCien afos de soledade Garcia
Marquez y me parecié que se parecia en algo simedor porque
claro la de Garcia Marquez me parece muchisimormeje ésta,
pero vamos que habia como un hilo, como una histbei una
saga familiar.

| read it [The House of the Spirits] a long timecagnd now |

have re-read it, and | liked it then and I likenbw too; I think she
puts a lot of imagination into it and that it's g8y, an adventure
which is very accomplished and reminds me of Onedrad

Years of Solitude by Garcia Marquez, and | thought it [The

House of the Spirits] was somehow similar but dower level

because of course | think Garcia Marquez’s a ldtdvehan this,

but there was like a thread, a family saga stomynfing between
the two]...

Maria: ¢ Por qué te parecio la de Garcia Marquearfhej

Maria: Why did Garcia Marquez’s novel seem betbeydu?

No s€, me parecié mas divertida, mas entretenida,disparatada
y es gue esas cosas tan disparatadas y a vecesatan, me
parece... no sé me gusta, me llega personalments goe con la
de Garcia Marquez me reia, yo estaba leyendorel Yilme reia y
ésta [La casa de los espirithme ha recordado algunos pasajes.
| don’t know, it [One Hundred Years of Solitudepsed to me
funnier, more entertaining, more ludicrous, and stimes those
absurd things, sometimes so real, it seems to meon’t know, |
like it, it touches me personally, with Garcia Maeg | used to
laugh, I'd read the book and I'd laugh and with ghbne [The
House of the Spirits] has reminded me of some p@ssa

(Biblioteca de Guadalajara Ra casa de los espiritys

The above Spanish reader first defended her “liygjadgement on the basis of
Marquez’s being more ‘entertaining’ to finally s#élyat ‘she liked it as she
appeared to have connected more with Marqu&r® Hundred Years of
Solitude However, despite this reader’s efforts to coogime that Marquez’s
novel was better than Allende’s, what | believe rhaye been influencing this

reader’s views was the educational and instrudednapproach characteristic of
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most Spanish groups. It would be expected andogpipte from the librarian-

moderators to “teach” readers to appreciate whatcansidered “high literary”

forms as opposed to “low” as a means to fulfil gneups’ educational objectives
so readers also know how to cultivate “good” aslwel“literary” taste. This

does not mean that Spanish librarians have postdichllende as “low” but,

perhaps, not as “good” as Marquez.

In addition, and as noted in chapter three, Spaatstuemic discourses
may have also encouraged this kind of readersoresgs since Allende’s work is
being framed by Spanish academia just in terms‘midilalishing phenomenon’ as
well as excluded from the canon. On the other hamte Spanish readers are
likely to be more experienced readers of otherrL@&merican authors who
employ similar “literary” techniques to Allende, eth also may feel more
confident to be critical of Allende’s literariness.

Nonetheless, it seems that overall Spanish readdilse most of their
British counterparts - may be caught between tkeadirses that place Marquez
as a “better” author - in “literary” terms - andeth more pleasurable reading
experiences of Allende. Moreover, what confirmis,tis that although Spanish
readers — as well as librarians — regard MarqueZli@sarily” superior to
Allende, his works do not appear as reading choisesome of the Spanish
reading groups’ lists. Allende is by far a moreogplar” reading choice than
Marquez if we consider that all Spanish groups he@e&sl several of her titles.
What this means is that holding a “literary” regiaa like Marquez is not the

only means to guarantee any authors’ popularityranbeir readers.

250



Chapter 8: Allende within the “Literary” Traditions

British Readers’ Atempts to Locate Allende within te British “Literary”

Tradition

Only British readers established comparisons batwdende’s work and that of
other non-Latin American authors. British readessnparedThe House of the
Spirits primarily to the novels of Angela Carter, and artgcular, they mentioned
TheMagic Toyshog1967) andNights at the Circu§1984), the works of Charles
Dickens, with no specific mention of any of hidet#t and finally the more
contemporaryCaptain Corelli’'s’ Mandolin by Louis de Bernieres was also
associated with Allende’s works. What these assiotis suggest, is that British
readers are less familiar with Latin American ‘figey/” traditions. It is for this
reason that they need to situate Allende withinenfamiliar parameters from

which they could confidently assess her “literasidtus.

a) Angela Carter

To begin with, it is interesting to note that a#ilike Olga Kenyon
(1991) have written the following about Carter:
The Magic Toyshomppeared in 1967, the year Gabriel Garcia
Marquez’s novelOne Hundred Years of Solitusdeas published.
Carter considers that the success of Marquez preéphe public
to accept her writing. Both Marquez and Carterehbgen called
‘magic realists’. [...] Though not as sweeping in gmative
scope as Marquez’s novelBhe Magic Toyshopnoves skilfully
between fantasy and reality [...] (1991:18).
Keynon’'s words reveal the connection some critiagehestablished between
Carter and Marquez. Similarly Helen Carr (198%)iraked that ‘Angela Carter’s

novels became much more acceptable in Britain dfterdiscovery of South
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American magic realism: her readers discoveredghatwas writing in a genre
that could be named and to whose apparent randottunaiof fantasy and
reality some order could be assigned’ (1989:7).nétloeless, this connection is
also regarded as problematic. Linden Peach (1998ally suggests in her
monograph about Angela Carter that it ‘creates npooblems of definition that
it solves’ (1998:7) since according to Carter hiérstne kind of social forces
that produced Gabriel Garcia Marquez [...] were \different from those that
produced her’( Haffenden in Peach, 1998:7). Dedpéach’s initial reservations
in describing Carter’'s 1970s fiction as magicallistalater on, she appears to
accept the label when using Isabel Allende’s d&finiof magical realism. For
Peach, Allende’s definition stresses the idea tteatlism is ‘locked in a
continuous dialectic with that of fantasy’ (1998&)d in this respect in Carter’s
work ‘generally the conflation of the fantastic athe factual inscribes a tension
between the representational code of “realism”fantasy’ (bid, 9).

Given the connections several critics establishetivben Marquez,
Allende and Carter, it is not surprising that piatal between these two women
authors also emerged among some British readetseti&r or not these British
readers may have been influenced by “literary” e which may have
suggested Carter's magical realist undertoness likely that the connections
they established had partly been based on theirreagling experiences too. In
addition, and by dying of cancer in 1992, Cartevisrks suddenly appeared to
have received more critical attention than theyr e@, notwithstanding the fact
that her novels began to sell in great numbers vaimenbecame widely read in
English university campuses (Peach, 1998):

She dies untimely, and everyone suddenly bursiveeping. The
obituaries give her better notices than anything ever received
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in her lifetime. Her books sell out within threayd of her death.
She becomes the most read contemporary author gfiskn
university campuses. Her last story, finished myrher final
illness, sells 80,000 copies in paperback. Sheatrased. But she
is dead. (Barker in Peach, 1998:1).
What these words suggest is that Carter's deatbgbtoher recognition. As
unfortunate as this may be, this could have beenobmany reasons that could
explain why these British readers may have encoedteer work since it seems
that Carter’s had not been - and still isn’'t, judgby the overall Lincoln readers’
response — a “popular” choice, in the sense ofgoaimepeated reading choice
like Allende among Spanish groups. So far, whah lamthors seem to have in
common - and what may explain their popularity -their use of “literary”
techniques such as magical realism as well as faattracted the media’s
attention, although for very different reasons, iasthe case of Carter’s
unexpected death.

The following conversation among some of the Ngtiemm Reading
Group 2 readers could shed some light in understgriie nature of the Carter-
Allende connection:

F: This author [Allende] reminds me of Angela’srgtelling and
it's similar from a child’s point of view, you knagwand how life

is, our Angela is more biographical isn’'t she?

B: I've only read one Angela Carter and that wasfitst book we
ever read

. | thought this [Eva Luna] was like it
- Yes

B: Angela Carter was the only English equivalenthie

E: Nights at the Circufias some of that, at the beginning finding
the angel's wings
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A: And everything coming together at the end. dtjthought the
business of her [Eva] finding everybody at the eritbs
impossible, she finds her grandmother again, shesfiher
godmother, you know her godmother tries to killdedfr but she
fails, you know; she [Eva] manages to make her haphe
manages to make Mimi happy, everything, and thatngs me of
Angela Carter, everything very convenient but vespvincing in
the sense it was very very very nicely crafted
B: I just thought the Angela Carter was just silyhereas it was
so political [Eva Luna] and the journalistic fiehtings in some
sort of reality for me and makes the magical sitié absolutely
acceptable, you know what | mean, bringing intdiseaand into
the present day.
(Nottingham Reading Group Eyva Lung
For the Nottingham readers, Carter is the ‘onlylBshgequivalent’ to Allende’s
Eva Lunaon the grounds of Carter’s heroine’s angel’'s win@arter’s image of
the woman angel is what appears to be considerggcataealist among this
group of readers. Besides, Carter’'s resemblanédléade does not only reside
in the unconventional physical attributes of thelmaracters, but also in their
shared ‘storytelling’ techniques.

Nottingham reader F's comments are slightly amhigugince it is
difficult to interpret what she means by ‘similaorin a child’s point of view’ and
Carter being ‘more biographical’ than Allende. Rgrs, the reference to a
‘child’s point of view’ could be understood in tesmf how a child’s imagination
would easily accept accounts which adult readersldvaonsider completely
unrealistic or farfetched like possessing wingsirt€ being more ‘biographical’
than Allende is, perhaps, making a specific refeeeto some of Carter's
recurring themes. Such themes include for exartiideabsence of the mother

figure which inShadow Danc¢1966), The Magic Toyshofl1967),Heroes and

Villains (1969) and_ove (1971) appears to have certain resonance with\wuer o
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experience as a post-war child raised by her gratiuen (Peach, 1998: 16). On
the other hand, Nottingham reader A compared batioas on the basis of their
‘convenient’ but also ‘convincing’ happy endings ieth are common to their
‘storytelling’. It appears that this reader maydsiticising Carter and Allende’s
forms of storytelling for its predictability, butare interesting are the comments
from Nottingham reader B who defines Carter’s s®ras ‘silly’ for their total
detachment from reality. According to this readsar, contrast to Carter,
Allende’s stories become acceptable because tBeaesense of reality that in
turn makes reasonable the ‘magical’ within. Os tlaire occasion among British
readers, the ‘magical’ has not been interpretedmasbstacle to connect to the
reality represented in the stories. For Nottinghraader B, the magical appears
to form an intrinsic part of the ‘political realitthat is being described, as if the
‘magical’ elements acted as distortions of a comped unfamiliar reality but
not as part of a different dimension. In this extp Allende’s ‘storytelling’
could be considered more appealing than Cartensesn Allende, the sense of
the “real” overpowers the ‘magical’ whereas in @grtreaders seem to be
confined to a world of fantasy which does not leay resemblance to the “real”
and consequently is unable to ‘affect’ (Ricoeur88Pthe reader’'s own world.
Perhaps in Carter's case it is readers’ inabilityestablish dialogues with the
author’s world that precludes their reading fronngea ‘truly vital experience’
(ibid) whereas in Allende, readers seem to achievelactiaexperience despite
any initial obstacles created by Allende’s ‘madigabrid.

Some Lincoln readers also drew parallels betwedende’'sThe House
of the SpiritsandThe Magic Toyshopnce more on the basis of magic elements

intermingling with the “real:
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A: | think because lik& he Magic Toyshopas got these elements
of magic round real events but at the same time am@unever
quite sure like in this bookThe House of the Spirjteow much is
in the head and how much is happening outside, kraaw, |
mean, is this girl really a mermaid [RosaThe House of the
Spiritg or is it in her [Isabel Allende’s] imagination?nd the
same with Angela CarterNights at the Circusvhen the girl can
fly can she really fly or it's just the kind of ¢k that she [Carter]
has managed to create? And at the end of the hoddesn’t
matter but at the beginning you ask yourself thestjon and then
it just becomes magic, it becomes so natural; ystigo with it ...
And 1 think it's very much the same d$ie Magic Toyshqgpyou
have this house with this peculiar basement withgth that may
or may not be alive and it's the same feel abougt ltbuse, things
happening in the basement, you know, the dog’s akthit's got
the same ... where almost anything could happen

Maria: How popular is Angela Carter in England, Voyou
choose a book from her to read?

Rest of the group: No, [laughs]

E: Very eccentric things

A: The other thing about Angela Carter, it's gote tlsame

assemblage of eccentric characters.
As with some of the Nottingham readers, LincolndezaA comments that,
although as a reader, one may feel confused anaai®to discern what is “real”
and what is not, this dichotomy ultimately rendes&lf irrelevant. Once the
reader partakes of the unfamiliar world of ‘magacid accepts its peculiar ways
of approaching reality, then it follows that théseno further need to distinguish
between a ‘magical’ and a “real” world becauserteder considers both part of
the same reality. This is when according to Lincaader A: ‘it becomes so
natural; you just go with it’.

Another interesting aspect from the Lincoln commemnwas the

unanimously negative response to my question abonsidering Carter as a
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reading choice. To begin with, members’ laughiegction to the questiéh
could be interpreted as readers’ unconscious wagxpfessing their dislike
towards her novels, but more specifically, towands unconventional means of
representing the world. This is supported by #mearks that overall define her
characters as ‘eccentric’. As noted in chapteeghreaders granted enormous
importance to characterization and in the contéxXliende, the ‘extraordinary’/
‘eccentric’ nature of some of them produced soméignous reactions among
some British and Spanish readers. Likewise aradhetions emerging among
this group of readers who considered Carter's abarsi ‘eccentricity’ and
therefore lack of realistic attributes as one ef tain reasons for their dislike of
her work.

As discussed earlier on, one of the key elementéllehde’s success
appears to be her accessibility, despite the usétefary” techniques such as
magical realism. What this means is that Allende be located within the
“literary” by sharing common “literary” elements arter's experimental and
postmodern narratives. Nonetheless, and for thee g@ason, Carter may be a
less “popular” choice among British readers becdwese‘highbrow” aesthetics,
although elevating her to the “literary”, on thehe@t hand make her less
accessible and appealing to readers. In other syarehders’ inability or
difficulty to connect with Carter's worlds is whatakes her a less “popular”

writer than Allende.

® The Lincoln group was the only group in the Blitsontext that requested their session to be
led by me. This is why | prompted Lincoln read@rsay more about Angela Carter.
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b) Charles Dickens

Dickens and Allende were connected by some Briteskiders on the basis of
their greatness in their respective “literary” itemhs
B: | knew it was one of these iconic texts of Sodimerican
literature you ought to have read, a bit like DickgLeicester
Reading Group] he House of the Spir)ts
The use of the word ‘iconic’ confers a sense oferemce and importance as
according to the above reader both seem to betthest representatives of their
respective “literary” traditions. Further, Dickeissknown as a “classic” and ‘by
definition worth the effort since the historicaldsmentation of authority that
gives these books the patina of greatness remainstinped and undisputed’
(Long, 1986:599). Although in Allende’s case, Heerary” status is not that of
a “classic”, her inclusion within the Latin Americdliterary” tradition of the
post-boomand her connection to Marquez helps her attaimptbstige Dickens
holds as a “classic”. Perhaps, it is this assmratvith the Latin American
“literary” tradition what makes readers consider heorth the effort’ but it is
difficult to determine if this is the underlying sasnption in this group of
Leicester readers since, as Long argues:
[...] the process by which they [cultural authoriiieseate and
defend cultural legitimacy remains largely invigibto group
members. Its results are encoded in the bedroctalsn-for-
granted assumptions about “literary” worth thatomfi each
group’s understandings about what is appropriatere@d in
general, and are only rarely articulated in thesweration of
specific books (1986:599).
On the other hand, what also seems to have broDgiitens and Allende

together were their similarities regarding chanazégion:

D: It reminds me of Dickens, characters written ua one
peculiarity (Leicester Reading Groufhe House of the Spirjts
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For Dickens it was important how characters lookbdir peculiar expressions
and particular gestures because these were symitoohdahe characters’ inner
conflicts and psychological motivations. As notadchapter four, the latter is
what British and Spanish readers expected too fAdiende since: ‘[...] the
development of the thought is inextricably relatedhe development of a central
character. Sometimes, indeed, both the authorttandeader first discover the
theme by following the character’'s growth’ (Eigndi978:84). In addition,
Allende’s cameos and disappearing characters alsmded Birmingham reader
C of Dickens:
C: If we talk about whether we enjoyed the booknot, has
anybody seen the serialisation of Dickens lifedh’timean that
Isabel Allende is exactly as Charles Dickens betshgot a lot of
cameos, you know, people dying for instance, thisgl very
interesting with Isabel Allende’s book; you do renieer the
characters, some of them are little cameos, ... IsAbende’s
characters, where Dickens is very visual and thakisre they are
not exactly the same but there’s a whole theatighafacters isn’t
it? (Birmingham Reading Group Zhe House of the Spir)ts
This reader’'s comments also imply that althougly thave a short life in the
story, these are meaningful characters that tehe t@emembered by the reader.
What all these comments suggest, is that somesBnigaders may have
connected Dickens to Allende first on the basighar literariness, for both
being representatives of their respective “litetdrgditions, and for that reason
alone, ‘worth the effort’. Moreover, not only do&ickens belong to and
represent the British “literary” tradition of nire&nth-century realism but also he

became like Allende one of the most “popular’, that a widely read

international author of his time, a “literary” cbtity’’ despite his current

" According to Jessica Evans (2005) ‘Before the ritiea of the film star the emerging mass
circulation press of the late 1800s began to coedebrity and to create celebrities as a result’
(2005:24). Evans further argues that this inteatsi included “literary” celebrity where authors
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recognition as “classic”. Like Allende, Dickengiaracterization also played an
important role in conferring success on his workdckens’ characters were at
the centre of the story and seemed to have attraetelers by appealing to their
emotions. If this is the case - and as discussbdnwanalysing Allende’s
characters - most readers’ identifications and e&pee of the characters’
worlds in Dickens, must have taken place also atmotional level. In this
sense, the characters’ melodramatic appeal appeasnstitute an important
factor characterising Dickens as well as Alleng@gpularity. Nonetheless, what
these British readers’ associations between DickedsAllende reveal is that by
comparing her to an author like Dickens, some #hritieaders may have been
once more trying to situate Allende in the “literarealm. In Dickens, British
readers may have found an author who held an ieidiate position since
although being a “classic” his works were access@nd readers could identify
with the worlds and characters described in thdéinDickens could successfully
be considered a “literary” author and have suchpaptlar’ appeal, perhaps

Allende could hold a similar position without logiher “literary” prestige.

c) Louis de Bernieres

Two readers belonging to two different groups (Mgtham Reading Group 2
and Birmingham Reading Group 2) made a connectedwdenEva Luna, The
House of the Spiritend Captain’s Corelli’'s Mandolin The most apparent

reason to establish the Bernieres-Allende connectould be explained in terms

would offer interviews in the intimacy of their hesicreating for readers a sense of ‘a privileged
glimpse of their private worldiid).
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of a mere coincidence. At approximately the tinveak conducting my research
with the British reading groups, the film adaptatiof Captain Corelli's
Mandolinwas released in the UK. Ti&aptain Corelli’'s Mandolinmovie was
released in May 2001 and | met up with Nottingham Reading Group 2
approximately ten months after its release and ®itmingham Reading Group
2 around thirteen months after. This means thatesgroup members had
possibly watched the film as well as read the boblawever, having checked
the book lists produced by some of the British geun their group
guestionnaires, | found surprising that none ofrthiested Captain Corelli’'s
Mandolinas read.

What is also remarkable is that the author, LoeiBdrniéres, started to
receive critical, as well as media attention, attee publication ofCaptain
Corelli’'s Mandolin in 1994. This novel also won him the Commonwealth
Writers Prize and was translated into eleven laggdd Thus, given the
circumstances surrounding this novel, it makes esetos think that British
readers’ interest in Bernieres just started to gmeawhenCaptain Corelli's
Mandolinwas published and not before. This is, in tuartipularly significant
since his prior three novel$he War of Don Emmanuel’s Nether Pai990),
Sefior Vivo and the Coca Lorl991) andThe Troublesome Offspring of
Cardinal Guzman(1992) could have been easily related to Allende their
thematic proximity but had not been considered entioned at all by British

readers. According to Berniéres, these first thmegels had been heavily

"8 perry, GeorgeCaptain Corelli's Mandolin (2001]online]. Available from:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/films/2001/04/11/captain_ctiselmandolin_2001_review.shtml
[Accessed 17 April 2007].

® The Random House Grougaptain Corelli’'s Mandolin[online]. Available from:
http://www.randomhouse.co.uk/offthepage/guide.hmnfmand=Search&db=/catalog.
[Accessed 17 April 2007]
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influenced by his own personal experiences in Coblanas an English teacher
and by the traditions of Latin American magicallia®. In this respect, one
would expect that the two readers who made the exiiums between Bernieres
and Allende would have had any of his first thregeis in mind as a reference
point — given their magical realist undertones thea thanCaptain Corelli’s
Mandolin, but this was not the case. What this suggestbat it is still difficult
to determine what elements @aptain Corelli's Mandolinmoved readers to
associate these two authors’ works. Nottinghandee&’s comments are not
very explicit; it is just a mention of Bernieresddk but no further explanation
follows:
E: An uncanny thing happened to me today that t kapking of
Captain Corelli's Mandolin| couldn’t get it out of my head, and |
kept finding parallels (Nottingham Reading GroufE2a Lung.
Birmingham reader B’'s comment is more elaboratedrad/s a thematic parallel
betweenThe House of the SpirismdCaptain Corelli’'s Mandolin
B: I think Captain Corelli’'s Mandolinshows how the young man
would brutalise going into the army and it veryazleseems to me
how somebody because of peer pressure can becambrtital,
can become brainwashed to join them again, anchk this book
[The House of the Spirjtexplains to me how a family [Trueba-
del Valle] in that set up can come to grief wherréds a
revolution, | mean, the ways the revolution affeittat family, |
think | like the book from that point of view becauit explains to
me in the same way (Birmingham Reading Grouph& House of
the Spirit3.
It appears that for this Birmingham reader, viokerethe underlying connection
between the two. Violence seems to carry disastreaults as in the case of

Captain Corelli's Mandolinit corrupts the young fisherman’s human nature by

making him love war more than his fiancée. Alsothie context oThe House of

8 The Random House Grougaptain Corelli's Mandolin [online]. Available at:
http://www.randomhouse.co.uk/offthepage/guide.hmnfmand=Search&db=/catalog.
[Accessed 17 April 2007]
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the Spiritsit seems that the power and violence exerciseitidise at the top have
very negative repercussions for the Trueba-del evéimily. Some of its
members had been actively participating in the sabuse that brings the family
to grief when they realise what an autocratic retroh can do to the country and
its people.

Nonetheless, and regardless of this thematic ehdidwn between these
two novels, what actually might have brought reade&r connect these two
authors and books, might have been the exoticisanating from the authors’
images as well as stories. It appears that Bawi@nade it in the highly
competitive world of literature because he fittee profile few young English
writers meet since:

For a long time now, critics have been callingdathors who are
less ‘English’, more cosmopolitan. Well, here’samith a French
name, a travelled past, writing epic novels not ohehich is set
anywhere near England, sitting in a cramped flaivaba junk
shop, deserving to be notic&d.
These comments are rather revealing. It seemsBeratieres’ appeal does not
only originate in his “literary” skills but also irhis departure from the
contemporary English writing tradition. Althoughorhe born and reared,
Berniéres holds an exotic touch like Allende. &stf glance, his surname is
foreign and his work is set in strange and exobatB American locations or
closer to England, in the Greek island of Cepha&lorNot only this, although it
is difficult to determine if the film release haddsted the popularity already
achieved by the novel or if it happened the othay vound, more than likely the

film settings reinforced the idea of the exoticeally surrounding the book and

its author. Having watched the film it is diffieub forget the inviting scenery of

8 The Random House Grougaptain Corelli’'s Mandolin[online]. Available from:
http://www.randomhouse.co.uk/offthepage/guide.hmnfmand=Search&db=/catalog.
[Accessed 17 April 2007]
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blue waters and captivating women such as Pen&ope whose “foreignness”
complements this exotic dimension as well as theacive image that the
settings try to recreate. Thus, it seems thafilimeadaptation could have had a
considerable influence on these readers’ views tabwa book, an influence
which Bernieres himself angrily expressed duringirgerview in the Spanish
newspapeEl Pais:
La pelicula influyd mucho, lo cual me parece unuitts No
comprendo por qué la gente piensa que un fiime & m
interesante que un libro. Los libros son infiniearte mejores,
superiores. Aportan placer, permiten tomar rutasas,
desarrollar personajes, [...] y una pelicula no es mde una
abreviacion. El lector crea imagenes propias encabeza
mientras que en las peliculas el intelecto quedmagen del
proceso. No quiero escribir guiones ni ser fanpomoser el autor
de la novela de una pelicula (Pais 17 Noviembre 2001).
The film had a major impact, which | thought wasuiting. |
don’t understand why people think that a film isrenmteresting
than a book. Books are infinitely better, superi@ooks give you
pleasure, allow you to take different paths, soaisef develop
characters, [...] and a film is no more than an abbagion. The
reader creates his own images in his head whildilims the
intellect is marginalised from the process. | domant to write
screenplays or be famous for being the author abeel turned
into a movie.
Overall, it seems that witlCaptain Corelli's MandolinBerniéres stopped just
being ‘noticed’ to become one of the most acclainaed successful young
contemporary English writers. In this respect, id@&es may be regarded by
British readers as the ideal ambassador to repgréisemew and sophisticated
image of English literature, which in order to saand national boundaries, has
undergone a revitalizing make over to sell at h@seavell as abroad. Equally,
Allende could be perceived in similar terms, aspbeect ambassador of Latin

American literature outside its borders. In thease, both authors’ exotic appeal
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iIs what may have moved British readers to bringnthegether rather than any

shared “literary” aspects of their writings.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed how within the Latin Acae “literary” tradition,
the works of Colombian writer Gabriel Garcia Margueand specificallyOne
Hundred Years of Solitude have served as the comparative framework for
British and Spanish readers within which to situgtende in “literary” terms.

The Allende-Marquez connection was mainly establistin thematic
terms and in their respective use of magical remlisWhereas British readers
criticised Allende’s magical realism for its incastent use inThe House of the
Spirits Spanish readers’ criticisms seem to have origthah authoritative
assumptions that situate Marquez as an author fimdr “literary” skills
compared to Allende’s unsuccessful attempts to atauiis style. On the one
hand, both the use of magical realism and her &gmt with Marquez seem to
have boosted Allende’s popularity as for Britiskd éypanish readers it granted
her “literary” status, that is, she is “popular’da@se she is “literary”. However,
since Allende’s version of magical realism was d&®d by Spanish readers as
“deficient imitation” or as the cause for breachiBgitish readers’ generic
expectations, this, in turn, made her less “populdrat is, less “literary”
although more accessible than Marquez. What thean® is that for some
readers, Allende’s popularity and appeal rests a@ingo perceived and

experienced as an “easy” read as opposed to “dliffic
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This chapter has also discussed how British reaojged to assert their
confidence in relation to the “literary” value af anfamiliar reading choice like
Allende, by drawing comparisons within more familiaut equally different
parameters. This was achieved by readers compégkilemde to authors
belonging to the British “literary” tradition rathéhan only relying on authors
belonging to the relatively unknown Latin Americditerary” tradition.

British readers’ connections between Allende antidBrnovelist Angela
Carter seemed underpinned by the latter recreé&dimgsy worlds populated by
unconventional characters. Moreover, and similarlwhat was concluded with
Marquez, it was Carter’'s magical realist undertpraswell as her position as a
“highbrow” author, that may have contributed to sib@dllende’s “literary”
status.

The relationship British readers established betmigiekens and Allende
appeared to have focussed on the common aspetiteiotharacterization and
their “literary” position as representatives of gifie British and Latin American
traditions respectively. What seems to have md®etish readers to compare
Dickens to Allende is that in Dickens, British reasl found an author whose
position as a “classic”, did not preclude his astmbty and readers’
involvement in his worlds. In this sense, perh&psBritish readers, Allende
held a similar position, being accessible as wehalding “literary” status.

Finally, some British readers made connections éetwAllende’sEva
Luna and The House of the Spiritsnd BernieresCaptain Corelli's Mandolin
Given the tentative thematic commonalities Britisbaders drew between
Berniéres and Allende’s works, it appears that wiratight these two authors

together was their exotic touch rather than artgrdiry” features.
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What these three comparisons equally revealed aisBritish readers’
concerns to situate Allende might have also beemected to their own self-
identities as readers. Most British readers agukty want to be perceived as
intellectual or as “high/middle brow” readers. Fois reason, when being faced
with an unknown reading choice like Allende, theyurid themselves in the
necessity to find out about Allende’s “literary”lua in order to guarantee not
only her worth but also maintain their own selfadsy as “literary” or

“highbrow” readers.
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Chapter Nine
British and Spanish Readers’ Responses to Allende’s

‘Crafted’ Novels

Introduction

This chapter analyses a series of textual elemeesslers identified as
characteristic of Allende’s novels. To facilitai@s analysis, | have grouped
these different elements under the broader categjofi‘crafted’ or ‘accessible’.
Under the ‘crafted’ category, | particularly dissuteatures such as the use of
first and third person narrative, the use of prsigpthe visual image of what is
represented and the use of humour. Under the argtéaccessible’, | consider
what readers meant by defining Allende in termafeasy read’, as well as a
formulaic and melodramatic author. Most of thedexa’ comments correspond
to those made at the end of each session anddherek intended as a summary
to highlight what readers mostly enjoyed in Alletsdeovels.

This chapter also explores British readers’ respsrie the consumption
of translated versions of Allende’s originals ina8sh. The concerns expressed
by some of the British readers around translatign iatimately linked to the
hegemonic position of the English language in therldy a position that
contributes to the current marginalisation of ttatasn in British culture. This

analysis equally aims at assessing the impactttieatonsumption of translated
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versions have in shaping Allende’s popularity witlthe specific context of

British readers.

Allende’s Novels As ‘Crafted’ Texts

Elizabeth Long claims that some reading groups/estto ‘analyse books as
crafted texts to understand their inner workingd &m justify evaluation [...]
(Long, 1987:317). In Long’s experience though,sthind of analysis
corresponds to critics rather than reading groupsesreading groups focus
particularly on ‘appreciation’ as a means for read® feel inspired by the
beauty of the words or to ‘look through them [therds] to the reality they
transmit’ jbid). This may well be the case in most reading gsduy it does not
necessarily mean that readers never or rarely pttdm analyse books as
‘crafted’ texts.

Among British groups, the common phrase ‘beautrfahafted’ appeared
to have meant something different for each of #eders who used it. ‘Rich
characters’ and ‘wonderful descriptions’ were kégneents for describing the
‘crafted’ nature ofThe House of the Spirits

A: Beautifully crafted, characters are rich, cofoljrwith conflicts
inside themselves, in the case of Clara, wonded@scriptions
(Leicester Reading Grouphe House of the Spirjts
As discussed in chapter four, the word ‘rich’ enpassed the notion of
psychological motivated characters, close to theal"r people readers had
experience of and with whom readers got involvedaat emotional level.

Equally important for readers, was to be able tiotype place and settings’

(Long, 1986:605). Allende seems to have achiekiedthrough her ‘wonderful
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descriptions’. Moreover, these elements seemdthte been connected by an
underlying assumption that governs the ‘classidigiaext, that is, by how
successfully Allende’s text fitted the reality erita outside it, in a mimetic sense.
The above Leicester reader's comments are thereéonénding us once more
that these features are key components to the ssicoel appeal of Allende’s
novels.
‘Crafted’ also meant how Allende’s novels succebgfulfilled readers’
expectations about narrative closure:
A: [...] I loved the way everything came togethetta end as you
said it's beautifully craftedand you had these two parallel stories,
you had Eva as a child and then you had Rolf asyayou knew
they were coming together and that was fine, itnkasontrived,
it was natural (Nottingham Reading GroufE®a Lung.
In this case, Allende’s parallel storieskwa Lunacame to an expected “happy
ending” which the above Nottingham reader consileseucial for her
enjoyment of the novel. Moreover, Allende was atdefulfil this reader’s
generic expectations by delivering a satisfactowdireg to the two main stories.
Finally, ‘crafted’ takes on a different meaningogkther since some
readers used it to refer to the editing proces&rtakien by the author:
B: I would like to know when she writes if she kegping back
to edit every word, if it's ‘crafted’ (Southwell Rding Group,
Paula).
It appears that this reader was interested in ABés crafting as an objective
practice where the author makes conscious chofdasguage and structure.
Overall, and although the phrase ‘beautifully adftor simply ‘crafted’
seems to take on different meanings, there is stilfundamental theme

connecting all of these different uses. By chogimdefine Allende’s texts as

‘crafted’, readers are inadvertently implying ti#dtende is concerned with the
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form as much as with the production of meaning en hovels. This, in turn,
becomes a feature that explains her popularity gniyitish readers. Allende is
“popular” in the sense that readers associate hgings with “high” literature
forms as opposed to “low”. As shall be seen in endetail later on in the
chapter, this ‘crafted’ nature of Allende’s writs@gs concretised by the specific
examples readers brought to the discussion. Anibage examples, readers
highlighted the following: the changes from thirdrrative person to first
narrative person, the use of prolepsis, the visnage of what is represented and

the use of humour.

a) From Third Person Narrative to First Person

In The House of the Spirjtseaders find out at the end of the novel thaerdle
has been narrating through Alba and Esteban, akstariunathrough the main
character Eva. However, for some of these readdlende’s use of the third
person narrative is not as a straightforward asay appear:
E: | forgot but the book | read the other day hael $ame type of
narration, a narrative structure where you havears person
telling you the story and then a sort of narragdlirtg you the rest
and I'm always in trouble with that .... The thiagout the first
person and the third person, that actually she’sa]Ethe
storyteller but she’s telling stories about thingise couldn’t
possibly know, sometimes that's down to some amogaut it's
not here because they are absolutely believabke;bih about
Rolf's father, that's awful (Nottingham Reading @Gpo2, Eva
Luna).
The above reader noticed that Eva was narratingteueat Rolf had told her
about, but at the same time, Rolf could not havewknabout or remembered
them because the narrator (Eva) has previouslyusjds readers, that Rolf was

too young to remember the terrible things that leapg to his father. Still, how
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does Eva know about them? In this case Eva isdkiaug of the omniscience of
the traditional third person author (Perricone94%6) and this appears to be
particularly problematic for readers. Similarlg,the following conversation the
Fontanar readefsappeared to have had some trouble when tryingetipHer
how Clara could have been narrating if she wasdirelead:

a: A mi lo que me ha llamado bastante la atenciomues tan

pronto te lo esta contando Esteban como no; alghojas las he
leido varias veces para ver si encontraba quiaoihdaba en ese
momento

a. What caught my attention is that sometimes Estebdelling
you the story and sometimes he is not; | have smade pages a
few times to see if | could find who was telling gtory at that
moment

B: Al final del libro yo he sacado en conclusion dueno quien
realmente lo esta escribiendo es la nieta, entaiaoaisién cuenta
qgue el abuelo esta con ella contando y escribien@dmtras ella
esta escribiendo

p: At the end of the book | reached the conclustat tvell, the
granddaughter is really the one telling the stotlgen she says
that the grandfather is with her telling and wriirwhile she’s
writing

a: Eso es lo que yo también pensé, pero luego valwitias hojas
donde te hablaban de Esteban y de Alba pero otsamee

a. That's what | thought too, but then | turned baack other
pages where they were talking about Esteban andh, Atiut
another person

B: Pero es Clara

f: But it's Clara

a: Pero ya cuando ha muerto Clara.

a. But when she’s already dead.

8 0On this occasion | purposely identified each oé tBpanish readers taking part in this
conversation with the first two letters of the Geeglphabet. This differentiation aims at

clarifying for the reader of this thesis the ordewhich each made a contribution. It does not
aim at identifying specific comments as alreadyl@xed in chapter two as this was not possible
with Spanish groups given the large number of memtaking part in the discussions.
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(Fontanar Reading Groubpa casa de los espiritus
Besides, some readers found that on a number efmets a first person narrator
and male would take over Alba’s narrative voica ikind of forceful way:
B: What | thought, it was interesting, this malecey Esteban who
occasionally intrudes, he does intrude, you kinteef, who’s this
person? What are they doing in this story? Andhges part of the
story and he occasionally forces his voice in ae@ forced out
again, to get back to the women'’s perspective @ster Reading
Group,The House of the Spir)ts
It seems that this Leicester reader defined Triebarrative voice in similar
terms to his violent behaviour, as if by ‘intrudirend ‘forcing his voice in’,
Allende had managed to transfer Trueba’s violerweht level of narrative
voice. Moreover, it seemed that some readers edjdkis shift of narrative
perspective mostly for adding ‘objectivity’ to whags being narrated:
B: | thought it was quite interesting how she udédtkrent voices
and in quite short period of time, in a chapteny have something
in the voice of Trueba, then someone describingemes almost
what appears to be an objective picture of whahappening
(Nottingham Library The House of the Spir)ts
This objectivity is also what Catherine Perricomelerlines when examining the
use of the first person narrative in Allend&kPlan Infinito (1991) The Infinite
Plan) since it ‘produces more dramatic effects [...] asllvas increasing the
verisimilitude of the narrative’ (Perricone, 1994)5 Nonetheless, what is
common to most British and Spanish readers is thg i which they have
phrased the use of this literary technique as ‘sbimg interesting’ or ‘lo que me
ha llamado la atencion’ (‘what caught my attenfjon’ln this sense, and as
already noted earlier on, it appears that readeysfinding this means of
narrating ‘interesting’, are drawing attention tge tcomplexities and ‘crafted’

nature of the novel which situates its author aed Wwork within “literary”

parameters. It is precisely this literariness puitively contributes to Allende’s
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popularity in the same way that her associationhwhe Latin American

“literary” tradition of theboomandpost boontoes, as seen in chapter eight.

b) Temporal Dislocation: The Use of Prolepsis

Four different British readers belonging to fouffelient groups made a mention
of Allende’s use of prolepsis. All four readergpapred fond of this technique
since by leaping from the present to the futuragees’ interest in the story is
maintained according to the following Lincoln angr@ingham readers:
A: | also like the little hints she’s given you,estoes this quite a
few times ... Years later somebody will give his litesomebody
else, and | thought this was quite unusual in readiecause
usually they report events (Birmingham Reading @r@,) The
House of the Spirijs
F. She keeps your interest, like a great storytellg saying this
may happen later, when it happens it sort of bripgs back
(Lincoln Library, The House of the Spir)ts
Only one Spanish reader referred to Allende’s maatpn of the temporal
perspective by highlighting the absence of anasepsher writings - or what is
more commonly known as flashbacks. According te Guadalajara reader, the
absence of flashbacks makes Allende’s temporaksemtation easy to follow,
‘comprensible’ (‘comprehensible’) and thereforecessible’:
Comprensible en la forma como lo plantea porque litags en
los que tienen el estilo de empezar por el finedgb el principio,
luego mezclar y éste te lleva sola (Biblioteca dedalajara 2.a
casa de los espiritdis
It is comprehensible in the way she presents & fitory] because
there are books whose style is to begin with the, ¢men the

beginning and afterwards a mix, and this one [Theuse of the
Spirits] just carries you along.
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Similarly to what was discussed in relation to #afts in the narrative voice,
although some readers were able to identify theugi®on of the chronological
sequence in the narrative, they used “non-literdeyins to refer to it. This
suggests that they are not familiar with “literatgtminology and possibly, they
are not interested in knowing about it either. sTi8 not surprising since
according to Long (1986) readers participate imirgggroups voluntarily and to
enjoy the experience. For this reason Long furtrgues that ‘reading groups
free members from certain kinds of instrumentalism reading’ (Long,
1986:604) and in this sense hardly any readersdvbelinterested in ‘abstract
structural analysis’ilfid) as if they were part of a literature class. Hoerga
limited “literary” knowledge does not automaticattyean that some readers will
not engage in any kind of literary analysis sindetis at stake in some cases is
not the author’s reputation but their own as reader

As with the changes to the narrative person, Akémdtemporal
dislocation techniques not only work as a good g&agner” but also position

her for some readers in the realm of Literature.

c) The Visual in Allende

For some readers, the experience of reading Allemetaphorically compared to
that of ‘watching a movie’ made up of ‘vivid picts’
A mi lo que me encanta de Isabel Allende es queariativa de tal
forma me engancha que yo vivo todo, es decir gde toe pasa
por la mente, como si fuera una pelicula entoneeyiyo, me
meto en todos los personajes (El PRbbcasa de los espiritus

What | love about Isabel Allende is that | get hedkon the
narrative to such an extent that | live it all, kam, everything
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goes through my mind as if it was a film, so | litel get inside
all the characters.

B: Some very vivid pictures, I'm thinking of the @yal at the
household of Allende’s family; it's such a clearage about the
household (Southwell Reading Grolaula).

X: | preferred the second part of the book, far enengaging and
interesting than the first half, very vivid [SanaRcisco] great
feelings about the new world. It's quite difficdtir me because
I've been to San Francisco so | kept picturing $eancisco as |
knew it and then putting this on top, so it wadtestrange for me
to read it but | really enjoyed the second parte Tirst part it was
a bit sluggish, but | enjoyed reading it (NottinghaReading
Group 1,Daughter of Fortung

It seems that by being able to imagine every deatéfiéred by Allende’s
descriptions, readers are able to enter her fiatiovorld and as a result, get
involved with the characters inhabiting it. In tte@se of the Nottingham reader,
her involvement with the story occurred because db#ing was not just
imaginable but familiar. She had visited San Fsgwand could relate to the
descriptions Allende displayed at a denotativellea@ San Franciso was both,
imagined and experienced as “real” in a mimeticseenMoreover, even when
Allende’s descriptions do not seem to coincide witle imagined ‘pictures’
readers possess they are still appealing to redosrause they serve as a
mechanism to anchor the narrative within the reailithe “real”:
Es que no te tienes que exprimir para imaginagedsas porque
yo cada vez que leo un libro me tengo que imagghaitio, los
personajes, las casas, los lugares, los vestiolis, $eguro que no
coincide para nada con lo que ella me esta desondbipero es mi
forma de entender lo que estoy leyendo, esta naujmi me lo
hace muy facil. Todos los libros muy amenos (Bielia de
AzuquecaHija de la fortuna.
You don’t have to tax your brain to imagine evenythbecause
each time | read a book | have to imagine the pldmecharacters,
the houses, the places, the dresses, everythmguie it does not
coincide at all with what she [Allende] is descnidpj but it's the

way | understand what I'm reading, this woman [Atde] makes
it very easy for me. All her books are very eraiing.
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Sometimes this ‘impression of a real world’ (Thasnow & Wareing,
1998:157) which readers can easily recognise iseaetli by means of historical
contextualisation as already discussed in chapters
A mi me gusta mucho y sobre todo como describe @lésth, las
guerras, todos los paisajes, toda la historia guadte a parte de
la historia que ella cuenta en el libro (Biblioteda Azuqueca,
Hija de la fortuna.
I like her [Allende] a lot, especially how she delses where the
story is taking place, the wars, the scenery, &l history that she
introduces apart from the story she’s telling youhe book.
What therefore becomes central is to be able taimea to ‘picture place and
settings’ (Long 1986, 605) so readers can enterwbidds described and get
involved with the characters and settings. Thigsmseonce more that enabling
the reader to “live” the characters’ worlds isfa tentre of Allende’s success as
a novelist. Allende is “popular” because the werlid the characters and their
settings connect with the worlds of the readershis connection is possible
because of Allende’s ‘visual’ worlds, in other wsrdbecause of her “real”
worlds or ‘impression(s) of a real world’ (Thornbmwv & Wareing, 1998:157)
she manages to create for her readers.

Nonetheless, according to some readers, createnggpropriate ‘visual’
impression was dependant upon including the “righthount of detailed
description. They thought that ‘too much’ detailetbrmation could spoil their
reading experience:

B: My first impression when | was starting intothjnking, gosh!!
There’s so much in it, it's so dense and so fogtrery page is so

rich and full (Nottingham Reading GroupEvya Luna.

F: Yes, | don’t know if | would have kept reading if | didn’t
have to read it for this, the first three chapténst further on it

277



Chapter 9: Allende’s ‘Crafted’ Novels

was fine, just at the beginning | found it was ayvdense text
(Southwell Reading Grou@aula).

By describing Allende’s novels as ‘dense’, thesslees may have been implying
that their reading pace was slow and for Nottinghesader B it meant
remembering an enormous amount of facts that ctwldrelevant later on
throughout the novel.

It is difficult to determine whether or not vast @mts of detail could be
generally regarded as an appealing feature forersadJudging by most of the
above readers’ views, the ‘visual’, although somes ‘dense’ is essential as it
allows most readers to partake of Allende’s worlgst involved with them,

fantasise and even loose themselves in them.

d) Humour in Allende

Although few British and Spanish readers mentioAkende’s sense of humour,
this constitutes an element that could contribateeaders’ involvement with her
writings. There is a short chapter in Allende’®banterview with Celia Correas
Zapata (1998) where Allende talks about the ugmiofour in her work. Allende
recalls her years as a journalistRaula magazin& as particularly influential,
since in Paula, she was writing two humorist columns called: ‘Los
impertinentes’ (‘The Impertinents’) and the femini€ivilice a su troglodita’
(‘Civilise your troglodyte’). The feminist overtes of ‘Civilice a su troglodita’

were confirmed by Allende when talking about harrses of inspiration:

8 Allende explains that it was a coincidence thatdaighter and the magazine she was working
for had the same name. Her daughter Paula haddmeera few years before she started working
for this magazine (Allende and Correas, 1998:56).
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¢, Para burlarme? De los hombres, por supuesto. uSaruente
inagotable. No sabes cuan absurdo puede ser élonchdensis.
Ahora pienso gue si algin hombre dijera de las ragjias cosas
que decia yo de los hombres, lo hubiéramos lincleedta calle
(Correas and Allende, 1998:58).
For mockery? Men, of course. They are an insagiagmurce.
You don’'t know how absurd the Chilean male canMew I think
that if any man said about women things like tmesol said about
men, we would have lynched him in the streets.
Furthermore, when Correas claims that ‘Hay pocagmas que utilicen el humor
en la literatura’ (Correas, 1998:59), (‘There aw fvomen who use humour in
literature’), Allende replies in this way: ‘Porgtenemos que gastar el humor en
sobrevivir no mas. Los hombres, que se tomamassnos tan en serio, pueden
usar el que les sobra para ganarse la vida’ (‘Becawe have to use our humour
to survive and nothing else. Men, who take theweseto seriously, can use the
humour they have left over to make a living’). $hewords reveal Allende’s
feminist outlook about the use women - and by esitenwomen writers - make
of humour. For Allende, it appears that the usdwahour conceals a deeper
truth about the women’s condition, about how diffiat can be for women to
survive in a society dominated by men like the &dmil one. Nonetheless, rather
than thinking that women readers connected Allendaimour to feminism,
humour | believe, was instead mentioned for iteeaining qualities as clearly
expressed by this Fontanar reader:
Bibliotecaria: No me rio de las violaciones peree dway cosas
crudas que me hacen mucho sonreir, por ejemplo uras
historias aqui cuando la esta amortajando que sentnerto
[Clara], pues le pone unos calcetines, yo aqui y&s.que son
gotitas que a mi me gustan en el libro; que noresamosa que
estas leyendo y dices jhay que rollo! (BiblioteeaFbntanarla
casa de los espiritdis
Librarian [woman]: | don't laugh at the rapes blére are crude

things that make me smile a lot, for example tla@eesome stories
here, when Clara is dead and is being wrapped shraud,
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somebody puts a pair of socks on her, here... thes¢ha little

things | like in the book; it's not something yoead and you say

what a pain!
Other readers may have understood Allende’s hunrowimilar fashion, but
some British readers also saw it as a means oindeaith the unspeakable, or
particularly sensitive themes:

A: It's incredibly funny, | like the line where shexplains the

child with Down’s syndrome and she would be sayihgt

everybody’s got a lunatic locked up somewhere aedchild asks

if we’ve got somebody in the family, and she sayswe are all a

little mad and there’s not enough left over to make [rest of the

group is laughing] (Lincoln LibraryThe House of the Spir)ts

D: In fact there’s so much humour in this books o funny, she

does not mean it obviously but she writes with saimhumour |

thought (Birmingham Reading Groupaula).
Although it is not clear what reader D refers toewlsaying, ‘she does not mean
it’, this could be interpreted as if Allende’s huamavas a useful tool to soften up
certain “truths”, to speak what would be considepatditically incorrect. For
Lincoln reader A, through humour, Allende manage$iaturalise” a condition
that according to this reader inadvertently becomesociated with madness.
Allende is able to “normalise” it by appealing teeeybody’s madness as if after
all there is a bit of it in all of us. Similarlyhe earlier comment made by the
Fontanar reader was dealing with a very sensitipetsuch as death. According
to this reader, Allende’s intention was not to yeverent towards death and the
dead but perhaps to lighten up a topic that isnsitally serious and solemnly
treated. What is at issue here is whether to denshe above readers’ responses
to Allende’s humour as an attempt to position hetimgs within the “literary”
or/and as means to help readers connect to hedsvoit could be argued that

Allende’s humour makes her “popular” in the senlat tsome readers may

believe that its use requires certain “literary’iliskon the author’'s behalf. In
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other words, the use of humour involves a crafpngcess that situates Allende
in the realm of Literature. However, | feel dravowards the argument that
presents humour as a means to contribute to AllsruEpularity in a different

way. It allows readers to connect to Allende’s Msrand be meaningful for the
readers’ own life experiences, in particular wheaders may have to deal with

sensitive issues in “real” life.

Allende’s Novels as ‘Accessible’ Texts

In the British context, and in contrast to the id#fathe ‘crafted’ nature of
Allende’s texts, some readers described Allendeisels as an ‘easy read’:
D: | expected this to be a lot more political, vBa't read any of
hers before; | thought it was going to be heavy ianehs quite a
good adventure story and easy to read (NottinghaadRg
Group,Daughter of Fortung
A: Chatty style as well, and she’s so easy to réae amount of
detail, there is a lot to remember from a 500 hadqrage book, |
think she’s very funny, humorous, she’s thoughhew ways of
looking at things to express herself; | think @smarvellous read
(Birmingham Reading Group Zhe House of the Spir)ts
It is interesting to note how reader D had in méndet of expectations prior to
readingDaughter of Fortunewhich did not materialise. It appears that these
expectations may have originated in the consumpbibother ‘extra-literary’
discourses since most British readers had no expegiof reading Allende in the
past. It may be that the above reader’s expeaotatiere significantly influenced
by public discourses that, as seen in chapter thassmciate Allende and politics,

constructing her image as that of a politically coitted author. It seems that

defining Allende in terms of an ‘easy read’ is absalirect consequence of the
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novel's genre. By describinDaughter of Fortunan terms of an ‘adventure’,
this reader is inadvertently equating ‘adventurathweasy’ as opposed to
‘political’ with ‘difficult’ or ‘heavy’. Similarly, by defining Allende’s style as
‘chatty’, the Birmingham reader draws attention her ‘accessible’ and
transparent language which mirrors everyday lifet tis, the ‘reality’ that
readers have experience of outside the novel, rgakive whole reading
experience ‘easy’.

This concern with ‘accessible’ language was padity felt among
Spanish readers since by sharing a common languigigehe author they could
express compelling views about Allende’s languapeiaes. The following
examples draw explicitly upon this element:

Yo he leido otros autores que tienen un vocabulatg... y te

echa para atras, yo la lectura la quiero sencikdasita; yo creo
gue Isabel Allende para mi lo hace ; que si esdoemala ahi ya
no entro ni salgo; a mi me gusta y punto (Campeslla casa de
los espiritud.

| have read other authors who have a vocabularyt'sheery...

and it [the vocabulary] puts you off, | want a d#ag which is

simple and clear; | think that Isabel Allende ddks; if she’'s a
good writer or not, | don’'t even go there; | likeerhand that's

enough.

Ella escribe muy bien en castellano, la narrath@tiene en el
vocabulario latinoamericanismos (El Palba casa de los

espiritug.

She writes very well in Castilian, the narrative,doesn’t have
Latin Americanisms in the vocabulary.

Para escribir de la manera que ella escribe deberhaido
muchisimo, escribe de una forma yo que sé comofhiga, no
usa modismos de alli de su tierra (EI Pdla, casa de los
espiritug.

To write the way the way she does, she must hawkadot, she

writes, | don’t know, in a very free-flowing wayesdoes not use
idioms from her country.
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Yo he leidoLa casay lo volvi a releer porque no me acordaba de
nada. Es un lenguaje que cualquiera lo puede d@grteque no es
complicado y ademas te narra las cosas divinan{&htealo,La
casa de los espiritdis
| read The House and | re-read it because | didetnember
much. It's a language that anyone could understands not
complicated and besides, she tells you things imwcaderful
manner.
These readers make precise references to Allendsts of language that
ultimately emphasise its freedom from Latin Ameniexpressions which may
sound strange to a Spanish reader and which cam lalsder readers’
understanding. Moreover, Allende’s texts are ngdsBarthes’ terminology —
‘readerly’ texts rather than ‘writerly’, and frorhis perspective, they are located
within the realist tradition rather than modernst postmodernist, where
language draws attention to itself and the contemtomes of secondary
importance (Thornborrow & Wareing, 1998). Intemsgly, the groups that
commented on the transparency of Allende’s languagee those that were
originally created as literacy groups — Campanidad El Palo. These groups’
interest or attention to ‘accessible’ languagees once more their own
specificity as educational rather than leisure tgpmips. However, this was not
the only way in which Allende’s accessibility wasderstood:
Y tampoco se va mucho por las ramas como Puig tAZat que
para decir una cosa se enrollan y es que no titeego, la
mayoria de nosotras no tenemos tiempo para lesmies que
sacar el tiempo como sea, yo necesito un libromaeexplique,
gue me hable, que me lo diga claro pero no muy Ipata poder
cogerme otro mas y no quedarme con uno toda la eidances
ella como es tan practica, es muy expresiva, lemgs y no
tienes que estar pensando en lo que te esta querdecir, jno, ya
te lo ha dicho! (El Pald,a casa de los espiritus
She does not ramble on like Puig or Cortazar, whosay
something go on forever and you just haven't gettitme, the vast

majority of us don’t have time to read, we haventake time
whenever we can; | need a book which explains taalfies to me,
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says things clearly to me, but not too slow, sarl read another
one and not spend all my life with the same ondhat respect
she [Allende] is so practical, so expressive, youdarstand her
and you don’t have to be thinking about what shieyisg to say,
no, she’s already told you!
| found the above words by this Spanish woman reag#zemely revealing in
terms of understanding Allende’s success. Forrgasler, Allende is appealing
because compared to other men Latin American asithorse va mucho por las
ramas’ (‘she does not ramble on, she sticks topthet’). This means that by
emphasizing its directness, this reader is beiitigarof the experimental novels
created by thboomnovelists such as Puig or Cortdzar in which thesgrpental
language and style used made them inaccessibsofoe readers. Not only this,
Allende’s ‘accessible’ style is vital to her suce@gven the social constrictions
imposed on some of these Spanish women readerd paasibly some British
women readers too - as housewives and in full o-tpae employment, with
little time in their hands to dedicate themselvespleasurable as well as
nurturing activities such as reading. The abovie Reader — and by extension
other women readers — seems to be in search @ingtatification due to the
constant demands contemporary society makes upashewoman. Therefore,
the ‘classic realist’ mode of representation Allengses, prevails over others,
such as the modernist or postmodernist, given thatrealist code renders
unproblematic the relationship established betwbhenworld of the text and the
world lying outside it. Moreover, this realist @deems to be rather successful
as it favours a dialogic structure between the tavof the text’ and the ‘world of
the reader’ (Ricoeur, 1988) which in particular wmreaders seem to

appreciate. In this respect, for some Spanishersadllende is “popular” in the

sense that she uses ‘easy’ or ‘obvious’ ways ofessgmting her worlds. In turn,
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this ‘accessibility’ makes her “popular” for a difent reason, for facilitating
Ricoeur’s ‘phenomenological psychology of readiftP88:167) where readers
find Allende’s worlds meaningful for their own. kWever, some British readers’
interpretations of Allende’s writings as an ‘ea®ad’ could also be read as
“popular” but this time in the sense of equating Wwatings to “low” as opposed

to “high”.

a) Allende’s Formulaic Writing

Another textual element highlighted by several iBhitand Spanish readers was
Allende’s use of formulaic writing. John G. Cawelefines ‘literary formulas’
as ‘ways in which specific cultural themes andestgypes become embodied in
more universal story archetypes [...] as these fulfdn’s needs for enjoyment
and escape’ (Cawelti, 1976: 6). Following on fr@awelti’'s definition, the
focus some of the Leicester readers’ gave to tleeofigormula in Allende was
based on the associations formula writing has vetibliterature or low-brow
cultural forms’ (bid, 13) as the following comments suggest:
D: | had the feeling that this was probably goingbe her best
piece of work and there are elements in it that easily become
formulaic, there’s something about you know, it'so s
characteristic, that you could think of her usingeagenre and
selling a lot of novels ... (Leicester Reading Grolipe House of
the Spirit3.
A: She’s a fine writer, | think the difficulty ishat her writing is
similar so | don't believe it changes from a secand third novel,
they are always about centrally powerful women, asiety of
characters (Leicester Reading Grotipe House of the Spirjts
C: The reviews of her latest one weren't very faatle to her

because she was beginning to fit heavily into fdemwriting
(Leicester Reading Grouphe House of the Spir)ts
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Leicester reader D identifies formulaic elementsAitende but these are not
specifically named. One could hypothetically thiokthematic characteristics
such as the central role of women, the family stgause of magical realism or
the romance eleméfitas contributing to the idea of the formulaic idefide, as
touched on by reader A. However, Leicester reademsoccupation with
formula appears to be concealing an underlying eonavith issues around
“literary” taste and value as implied by the referes reader D made to the
commercial success of formula writers or reader'seeférences to the negative
reviews Allende’s latest work received from “liteyadauthorities.

These readers’ understanding of formula writing #it with what are its
traditional associations with “popular” forms ofitamg, - in the sense of “low” -
since ‘a major characteristic of formula literatisehe dominant influence of the
goals of escape and entertainment’ (Cawelti, 198)6:1According to Cawelti
this approach to formula writing ‘tends to makepesceive and evaluate formula
literature simply as inferior or perverted form sdmething better, instead of
seeing its “escapist” characteristics as aspectanoértistic type with its own
purposes and justificationibjd). In this sense, some of the attention drawn to
Allende’s formulaic writing by some of the Leiceaste®aders may be equally

symptomatic of their anxieties as how their readangctices may be perceived

8 Jean Radford (1986) in her introductionTioe Progress of Romance: The Politics of Popular
Fiction offers a valuable overview of the main charactiesswvhich define the romance as genre.
Radford initially borrows concepts from NorthropyEras well as the ‘more synchronic
approach’ offered by John Cawelti Adventure, Mystery and Romancaccording to Radford,
Cawelti (1976) identifies the following features m¥mance: ‘(a) the centrality of the love
relationship with adventure/incident as subsidialgments [...] (b) in women’s romance, the
major relationship is between heroine and hero (c).most contemporary romance has a female
protagonist [...] (d) romance depends on a speclatioaship of identification between reader
and protagonist whether the narration is in the fir the third person’ (Radford, 1986:11). What
is interesting from Cawelti’s features is that @llthem could be easily transferred to Allende’s
writings. In this sense, it could be argued that tomance element may constitute a significant
part of the formulaic nature that characterizegwdle’s style.
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by others if they appear to be reading formula exsitlike Allende, as clearly
stated by reader C. Furthermore, these readeksiomdedgment of Allende’s
formulaic writing may be used as a distancing merdm to set them apart and
construct their self-identity as “high” and/or “ndié-brow” rather than “low-
brow” readers. In addition, this group’s preocdigpawith their self-identity as
readers, may be influenced by their gender sinca oy groups, may be
formed with a slightly different agenda to womenyogroups. It could well be
that in the Leicester group, the “literary” needsite members surpass their
social needs and subsequently members take mate iprithe cultural content
and type of instruction they obtain from their merdhip, rather than in the
social nurturance groups can offer.
In contrast to this, Spanish readers appear to ratae Allende’s
formulaic writing in different terms:
A mi me empezé gustando al principio mucho y alvada vez
me va gustando menos porque ya me parece muytneggepiero
cuando llevas leyendo mucho a un escritor seaeskgg, no sélo
ella, ya al final se repiten mucho porque clarteseacaba el tema
y entonces ya empiezan a repetir cosas, te acuguéasmbién lo
habia dicho en tal libro o en el otro, los persesi@ge parecen y ya
a mi me esta gustando menos (Biblioteca de AzuRleca
At the beginning | liked her [Allende] very much bow [ like her
less and less because she seems very repetitiveyHzn you've
been reading any writer for a long time, not on§eAde, in the
end they all repeat themselves a lot because gtedbey run out
of ideas and then they start repeating things, ysart to
remember that a particular thing had already beeentioned in
another book, characters resemble each other and 8@ her
less and less.
Te cuenta la historia pero pienso que se repitgpago por lo
menos en los dos libros que yo he leido por ejerapleva Luna

vuelve a repetir cuando esta en la guerra, cuastio teda la
lucha, los gobernantes (El Pall@ casa de los espiritus
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She tells you the story but | think that she repdurself a little
bit, at least in the two books I've read, for exdnim Eva Luna,
she repeats herself when she talks about the vilathefighting,
the people in power.
A mi también me encanta cOmo representa a la mujeego la
forma de escribir aunque sea muy repetitiva, a maiencanta
porque yo que no soy muy intelectual y entoncesusnibros me
entra la historia y me meto en la historia, mersoc/ me gusta
(Biblioteca de Guadalajarha casa de los espiritus
| also love how she represents women and also #yeshve writes
although it's very repetitive, | love it because,nien not very
intellectual and so in her books I'm able to getvaith the story, |
get inside the story, | believe it and | like it.
Among the Spanish readers, Allende’s formulaic imgitappears not to be
associated with “popular” - in the sense of “lowforms of writing but with
repetition and causing immediate recognition of théhor's themes. This
interpretation could be sustained when BiblioteeaAduqueca 2 reader makes
this characteristic extensive not only to Allende to all those novelists a reader
becomes familiar with, if continuing to read hig/meorks. In addition, what the
Guadalajara reader implies is that repetition carsdfe. By playing down her
intellectual capacities, and contrary to the macbkotarly self-identity of the
Leicester readers, this reader appears to valuet wioalld be considered
Allende’s “comfort zone”, even if this involves g@ over familiar territory.
What these comments overall suggest is the
audience’s satisfaction and basic emotional securita familiar
form; in addition, the audience’s past experiendt & formula
gives it a sense of what to expect in new individeramples,
thereby increasing its capacity for understan@ind enjoying the
details of a work (Cawelti, 1976:9).
What these contrasting interpretations may bentpllus about British and

Spanish readers is how differently they perceiarbelves as readers or even

how they want to be perceived by others. Wherpathe British context the
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recognition of Allende’s formulaic writing serves tonstruct readers’ image as
intellectualised and “high-brow”, in the Spanismtaxt, the emphasis is on the
readers’ pleasure being able to recognise certaments in Allende that, in turn,
make her ‘accessible’.

Leicester readers’ associations of Allende withrrtfiala” writing make
her writings undoubtedly “unpopular” since formualand “low” are inseparable
for these readers. Conversely, for some Spaniatiers, Allende’s “formula”
works as a safety net that puts some of the lesBdemt readers at ease. These
readers may feel more comfortable knowing in apétion that they will be able
to recognise certain cues displayed by the autfibe use of formula once more
makes Allende “popular” among some Spanish reafterfacilitating readers’
worlds’ intersection with Allende’s worlds. Whatauld also be highlighted is
that British and Spanish readers’ responses toutarmwriting may be the result

of the different connotatiofidattached to this concept in both research contexts

b) Melodrama and Allende

Some readers’ comments defined Allende’s appeanmotional terms: ‘She
writes from the heart’ (Reader C, Birmingham Regdsroup,Pauld); * Cuando

hay un problema lo dulcifica mucho, entonces es ltae llegue un poquito
mas al lector’ (Campanillaga casa de los espiritug'When there is a problem
she sweetens it a lot, so that means that toutieeseider more’); ‘Su escritura

suele llegar al alma, muy introspectiva, escucl#atas pues mas 0 menos

8 In ‘Matters of Taste: Working with Popular Cultyréo Labanyi (2002) argues that in Spain as
well as Latin American countries, the concept afgplar culture’ appears to be more attractive
because of ‘its organic association with pre-moderal culture[...] as well as ‘with a kind of
democratisation of taste’ (2002:18-19) rather tigmssociation with “low” cultural forms in the
British context.

289



Chapter 9: Allende’s ‘Crafted’ Novels

sensaciones de ella que pues tu misma las hasd®er{Biblioteca de
Guadalajaral.a casa de los espiritu§Her writing reaches your soul, she’s very
introspective, you listen to her stories, moreass|her own sensations and you
have also felt the same sensations’). This lastngent is perhaps the most
representative to explain what the term melodrasv&ignifies for some British
and Spanish readers. In Peter Brooks’ seminalystlile Melodramatic
Imagination the author defines melodrama as the ‘drama of tuknary’
(Brooks, 1976: 13) or slightly more elaborate dke effort to make the “real”
and the “ordinary” and the “private life” interasgj through heightened dramatic
utterance and gesture that lay bare the true stékés$ 14). In addition, Ang’s
analysis ofDallas and the melodramatic imagination becomes inspitnthis
instance. Ang’s definition of the melodramatic giveation also based on Peter
Brooks definition similarly concludes that:
The melodramatic imagination is therefore the esgimn of a
refusal, or inability, to accept insignificant eyeay life as banal
and meaningless, and is born of a vague, Iinartieula
dissatisfaction with existence here and now (Ar&g5t79).
What interests me from Brooks and Ang’s definitiam$ow the ‘melodramatic
imagination’ serves people to live and assimilditeirt experiences and how in
particular in Ang’s study viewers recognise ideasthe imaginative world of
Dallas where ‘they can “lose” themselves because therpmogne symbolizes a
structure of feeling which connects up with onetloé ways in which they
[viewers] encounter life’ibid, 83). These words can easily be transferreddo th
world of readers in which Allende’s fictional wosldseem to function as a kind
of therapy for some readers who by living them unsciously assimilate their

own living experiences. Ang’s analysis also claithat women are more

susceptible to melodrama since women are used a&ging situations
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psychologically and emotionallyilid, 82). Therefore, it is not surprising that
the specific reading groups’ comments engaging witiotions were made by
women readers and not men. Also the fact that only British reader had
framed Allende’s appeal in terms of emotional intipaakes me interrogate to
what extent the specificity of British and Spangioups may have influenced
the ways in which British and Spanish women readesponded to this
characteristic and how they experienced pleasure.
| found the following comment rather symptomaticftwther examine
and understand what kind of pleasure in partic@panish women readers
experienced when reading Allende:
Puesla manera de contar las cosas, tanto de una messdrsta
como lo de Paula, la manera de contarlo y ya e&sténi para que
me enganche un libro que cuando empiece a leero pgua
empezar me distraiga, quizas por eso Paula no strajdi pues a
mi me gusta una lectura que aunque haya cosas,re@epués
que la lectura se te haga amena, entonces el Vadablo tienes
que tu lo entiendes y como lo entiendes también gusta
(Campanillasl.a casa de los espiritus
The way she tells you things, in such a realist lagy/in Paula,
the way she tells it [the story] to you, full stof-or me, to get
hooked on a book, when | start reading it, it hashtertain me,
maybe for this reason Paula did not entertain mecaose
although | like reading about real things, the reag has to be
attractive, so you need to understand the vocaluéard since
you understand it, you like it too.
This reader emphasises Allende’s entertaining tieslias crucial for her
enjoyment as a reader. But what does this readdlyrmean when she refers to
Allende as ‘entertaining’? Perhaps in similar fashto Radway’s readers, when
they described the act of reading as ‘relaxationescape’, ‘entertainment’
should be understood here at two different butiatated levels. The first level

may be understood as a process by which readdréhégeare being offered the

possibility of being transported to a different Wothan their own from which
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they can ‘deny the present’ (Radway, 1984:90). tW& level the sort of
‘entertainment’ produced by Allende does not residethe production of
pleasure derived from the texts themselves, buherkind of pleasure the act of
reading in itself produces for women readers. ¥WlthAllende, these women
readers would not have a space in which to suspkadhselves from the
demands that society imposes on them as women.
This ‘entertainment’ can also be triggered by tiféeent processes of
identification or dis-identification that some reasl for example may experience
with some of the characters inhabiting Allende’side- as already discussed in
previous chapters. Allende’s stories are preseritgd some readers as
‘entertaining’ since these texts may representsfmme readers ‘an enclave to
which one can retreat, “be oneself” (Ang, 1985:22)is this “safe” space that
Allende offers to readers to explore themselves thay be implicitly mostly
appreciated by some of her readers. But whatrakters is that this experience
of pleasure is ‘personal’ and
based on the premise that the significance of tum@ilobject can
differ from person to person and from situatiorstination. It is
based on an affirmation of the continuity of cuduforms and
daily life, and on a deep-rooted desire for pgpation, and on
emotional involvement (Ang, 1985:116).

Moreover, and according to Bourdieu, the type oéaplres produced by

80 situating

Allende’s texts are considered “popular” as opposedhighbrow
the author closer to a “popular” aesthetic realrithis reading of Allende
certainly makes her “unpopular” among some BritisAders since it would

situate not only Allende but also them, as readarthe realm of the “popular”

% Jo Labanyi (2002) in following Bourdieu’s classition of cultural products, distinguishes
‘popular’ from ‘highbrow’ according to their ‘modexf consumption’ rather than ‘conditions of
production’. In this sense Labanyi considers ‘daputhose cultural products ‘being

characterised by festive participation’ and ‘highlsr those ‘being characterised by aesthetic
detachment’ (2002:14).
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as opposed to the “literary” or Literature. In tast, for most Spanish readers,
the ‘festive participation’ (Labanyi, 2002:14) aeted through the use of
melodramatic elements, makes Allende “popular” sitlis is another feature

which encourages readers’ connections to Allendetdds.

British Readers’ Responses To Allende’s Translatedexts

Among most British groups, reading translated warsiof Allende’s originals
became a widely discussed isSue Only a few British readers expressed no
reservation about reading Allende’s translatedioass

A: She [the translator] must be very skilful becaysu have to
get the whole feeling, it's a wonderful translati@irmingham
Reading GroupRaula).

C: It's a delight to read that, what | find intetiag is that the
translation, they've done on the whole a pretty djgob at
translation; it holds your attention because of tescriptive
power (Leicester Reading Groufhe House of the Spir)ts

F: I loved the storytelling aspect of it and | ldvieer explanation
of the story telling of it and it flows, the Endiiglows very well
even if it's a translation (Nottingham Reading Guof, Eva
Luna).
Despite the above positive responses, there waserg concern and underlying
suspicion about not reading the original textsis Buspicion could be explained
by a number of factors. To begin with, Britishdees are not used to reading
translated fiction since:
Translated patterns since World War 1l indicate akierwhelming
domination of English-language cultures. Engligls become the

most translated language worldwide, but despitectivesiderable
size, technological sufficiency, and financial gigb of the

8" The House of the Spiritgas translated by Magda Bogin whereas the restlefide’s novels
have been translated by Margaret Sayers Pedene@3prt998:186)

293



Chapter 9: Allende’s ‘Crafted’ Novels

British and American industries, it is one of tlemdt translated
into [sic] (Venuti, 1998:160).

Also due to the hegemonic status of the Englislguage: ‘translation is
underpaid, critically unrecognized, and largelyisitMe to English-language
readers’ ipid, 88). One of the most significant factors conitibg to these
readers’ distrust in translation is therefore tbenthation and prominence of the
English language. Furthermore, and according tgsaBuBassnett (1996),
historically, translation or the role of the traatsl has been associated with the
betrayal of the original text and not as an intetipe exercise on the part of the
translator. In this sense, translation may stiitain some negative connotations
for readers since ‘translation has been descrilsetsecondary”, “mechanical”
“derivative”, a translation is a “copy”, a “subsii€” a poor version of the
superior original’ (Bassnett, 1996:12).

This idea of a translated text being a ‘poorer ioer<of its original is also
connected to the question of authorship. Accordinawrence Venuti, (1998)
the concept of authorship is intrinsically assaatvith originality, whereas
translated texts ‘provoke the fear of inauthengicdistortion, contamination’
(1998: 31) and these are the kind of fears thatnconty emerged among some
British readers:

C: 1 wonder how translation has affected this, dudtl think the
translation is good but there were times she ndaslyit and I'm
wondering at the consistency of translation, | khshe’s very
good (Leicester Reading Groufhe House of the Spir)ts

D: | wonder how much essence has been lost inlators. You
always wonder that when you read a book in traisiathow

good the translation was, so was it her [Allendefhe translator?
(Southwell Reading Grou@,aula)
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The following is an extract from Nottingham Readi@goup 1 in the
form of a dialogue between two of its readers:

G: When you read translations you don’t know if ithe
translator or author’s fault.

C: The last book | read was by an Egyptian autimor iawas the
same | couldn’t tell if it was really badly trantdd or whether it
had to do with the type of literature written.
G: The translator is supposed to kind of mirror thpabilities of
the language, the original language, maybe Spaisisa very
different language.
C: Sometimes when you take a foreign author ang'rdheead
and translated because they're foreign, they gaitain status that
they wouldn’'t gain necessarily have in their owntunes. She
[Allende] could be Barbara Cartlaffdn Spain or Argentina for
all we know; we don’t know ... | think the reasoniked her is
because it makes me forget about the translatifiows.
(Nottingham Reading Group Daughter of Fortung
What interested me most about the above commerggseraer’'s C reference to
the ‘flow’ of the English translation. This readpraised the ‘flow’ of the
English translation and highlighted its importanneterms of facilitating her
rapport with the text. This observation is alggndicant because it is connected
with a “popular” approach to the aesthetics of ¢tation for which readers are
not required to hold special cultural competencetha texts render themselves
transparent and realistic to invite vicarious mapaation (Bourdieu 1984;
Radway 1984). The emphasis on transparency andrehlestic effect of
translated texts results in what Venuti has idedifas ‘fluent translation’

(1998:12). ‘Fluent translation’ allows the foreiggxt to reach a wider pool of

readers but at the same time it reinforces the majmuage and its many other

8 British novelist Barbara Cartland is known ‘as @eeen of Romance, writing 723 books with
estimated worldwide sales of one billion copie8énlanguages’. BBC NewdBarbara Cartland
dies. [online]. Available from: http://news.bbc.co.ukdiiluk758077.stm [Accessed 17 April
2007].
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linguistic and cultural exclusions while maskinge tinscription of domestic
value. Fluency is assimilationist, presenting tumestic readers a realistic
representation inflected with their own codes atelologies as if it were an
immediate encounter with a foreign text and cul{ibil).

A good example of the dangers posed by the undatno@pproach of
‘fluent’ translation can be detected in the follogiexample Allende uses to
explain her working relationship with her transtatdargaret Sayers Peden.
Allende mentions the word ‘destino’ as a problematiord for Sayers to
translate since it cannot be translated verbathktiende explains that ‘destino’
signifies fate or luck in the Spanish context buattin the Anglo-American
world this word is ‘loaded’ since the ‘Anglo Saxofel they are very much in
charge of their live&®. This in turn corresponds to what is currentlpented
from translators and translations since: ‘A tratisfadoes not copy in the sense
of repeating that text verbatim; rather the trainsta enters into a mimetic
relation that inevitably deviates from the foreigmguage by relying on target-
language approximations’ (Venuti’ 1998: 64). Samly, a good translation not
only depends on the ‘adequacy of language usedalsat on the translator
managing adequately to render the original’'s oveattent, both aesthetic and
conceptual’ (Zlateva, 1990:34).

Also, reader C in Nottingham Reading Group 1 fomted her suspicion
around Allende’s translated texts as these werélara guarantee the value of
the work in the home culture. This perception roaycommon among British
readers since by being less familiar with Latin Aiten “literary” traditions

they are less confident - as discussed in chapgét e about how the position

8 Holt, Pat, 2001.0nstage with Isabel Allende, Part[tinline]. Availabel from:
http://www.holtuncensored.com/members/column290.ftcessed on 13 April 2007]
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Allende holds in relation to the Latin Americantéiary” canon “translates” in
terms of “literary” value. Nonetheless, and agathss argument, it could be
claimed that the translation of foreign texts canimterpreted as a sign of its
“literary” and commercial value at home, rathernthide opposite (Venuti,
1998:64). In this respect, reader G in Southwelading Group assumes that
having been translated into 27 different languag#ende’s translations must be
“good”:
G: [paraphrased] Reader G tells the rest of theigrabout an
article she found on the Internet, an interview rghi¢ says that
Allende always uses the same translator, “so ittrhasaccurate”
and it's been translated into 27 languages (SouthReading
Group,Paula).
It is hard to share this reader’s particular regdih Allende’s success in another
27 languages as symptomatic of a “good” translatsamce becoming an
international bestseller brings certain implicatida the aesthetics of translation.
According to Venuti since bestsellers reach a miaagership, the translation
will have to render itself transparent within ‘potially conflicting codes and
ideologies that characterize that audience’ (VerilAB8: 125). To be able to
achieve this, bestsellers seem to employ realistides of representation whose
ultimate success will depend on the readers’ ifleation with characters. As
already discussed and noted in chapters four,dneb six, this characteristic is
also important insofar as it ‘addresses contemgopaoblems and presents
imaginary solutions in terms of dominant culturatigolitical valuesipid, 126).
This is, perhaps, the essence of the success apdlapty of Allende’s
translations: Allende’s texts are emotionally apipea dealing with ‘universal’

themes that are common to human nature and emplayitanguage that is

‘fluent’ and does not draw attention to itself. eTonly downside to this is that by
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reaching a world-wide transnational readershiperdie’s translations may also
suffer a considerable ‘domesticatioibi@, 67). This ‘domestication’ occurs so
readers that are as culturally apart as the Brarghthe Spanish can make sense
of Allende’s worlds by inscribing their diverse destic identities and cultural
codes without losing the pleasure brought by readameign cultures. In this
sense, translation plays a central role in consbhgccultural identities,
establishing stereotypes and in the creation obmarthat suit the aesthetic
values of the domestic culturéid). This factor, despite its importance, is
perhaps the least considered among the Britistersaince the references made
to the translation process and its adequacy hae moodo with linguistic rather
than a cultural and political adequacy. These jas¢ a few examples that
confirm readers’ concern with the correct use nflsage and syntax:
B: How about the translation? Is it a good tramsiét
[Paraphrased] In response to this question anotieenber in the
group (reader D) selects a few words that wouldhd@irange to a
British reader. For example there was no conseasusng the
group members about the word “bagatelle” but tHeggreed that
“lacuna” sounded strange. Also the word “adobeursted
unfamiliar and some members asked what it meamm{Bgham
Reading GroupRaulg).
E: | get normally upset about translation ... there so many
words you have to look up and that would probaldybkecause it
Is a translation; | didn’t find it hard to read barie or two obscure
translations (Nottingham Reading GroupE2a Luna.
F: Did you find if this is a translated novelist, lat of the
translation is not good grammar is it? Ramblingeeces until we
get to a full stop, naive points | don’t know iighs meant or the
translation (Nottingham Reading GroupDgughter of Fortung
It is interesting to note how Birmingham and Najtilam readers identified a

certain lexicon that created the effect of stramgsnfor their understanding.

However, it appears that this choice of vocabularyated such strangeness
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effect mainly because the words selected by redare non English words in
origin and more than likely not used or heard Vezguently.

Nonetheless, the following comment made by readen Xottingham
Library appears to regard her unsuccessful rappiint Allende’s translation as
due to maintaining ‘in its own language the foreigss of the foreign textil(id,
11) rather than for its unusual vocabulary or eggians:

X: I struggled with it, | found the topic difficubnyway probably
because a lack of knowledge about Hispanic therapsrglly; the
country where it was set | wasn'’t very interesteddading about
it, but | did struggle with that, but it lacks sotm@g because it's
translation, isn’t it? And | always find books thhtd been
translated, | find sometimes they don’t come actogke English
reader (Nottingham Libraryihe House of the Spir)ts
For this reader, the difficulty in connecting wiillende’s text does not reside in
the experimental language forms or in the “highsthetics employed. On the
contrary, what appears to be the difficulty is weys in which a different culture
is being represented. Venuti has called this m®&e ‘process of inscription’
where the translation strategy is based on the &dtication’ of the foreign text
by ‘inscribing linguistic and cultural values thate intelligible to specific
domestic constituencies’ (Venuti, 1998: 67). Ha &bove readefhe House of
the Spirits translated version has not been able to tap irgo domestic
conceptual and aesthetic values, forcing her tarckdllende’s texts as “badly”
translated. Nonetheless, this reader’'s positiooualllende’s translation is
rather unusual since most of the British readershis research regarded her
translated versions under a more positive light\ahdre the translation process

allowed readers to appropriate the texts undeuthbkrella of domestic cultural

values.
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What all the different British readers’ commentggest is that reading
Allende in translation does not necessarily make “b@popular’. What is
“unpopular” here is not Allende’s translated noveéelst the inability British
readers face when, reading translated versionsigihals, their endeavours to
position Allende within the “high”/ “low” divide beome more difficult, as in
some of the readers’ own words, ‘Allende could laeldara Cartland in Spain or

Argentina for all we know’.

Conclusion

This chapter has analysed British and Spanish reatksponses to a series of
textual elements they identified as characteristic Allende’s writings.
Generally, whereas British readers were more coecerwith the kind of
‘aesthetic detachment’ which Allende’s novels couwlfier, Spanish groups
tended to place their emphasis on Allende’s ‘adgbég and the rather ‘festive
participation’ characteristic of “popular” modesafnsumption (Labanyi, 2002).
As discussed earlier in the chapter, these dift@gmetween British and Spanish
groups need to be understood in relation to theipiéy surrounding reading
groups’ origins and development in both researctiecds.

Common to both British and Spanish readers’ comsnenas the absence
of literary terminology when referring to Allendewafting features. This
supported the idea that most readers belongedatbng groups mainly to enjoy
the experience and free themselves from any ‘insnialism’ in reading (Long,
1986), that is, reading for pleasure. British &mhnish readers commented on

the change of narrative voice and how this featwes ultimately drawing

300



Chapter 9: Allende’s ‘Crafted’ Novels

attention to the complexity of the narrative stanetin some of Allende’s novels.
Similarly, readers discussed the disruption of ¢theonological order of events
and how this feature mostly contributed to keepleest interest alive.

In addition, the attention to detail alongside visial power of Allende’s
language was also highlighted by readers as paktlende’s characteristic and
appealing style. Readers were able to imaginend#é fictional worlds
because of the transparency — in a mimetic sensiethe language employed
which, in turn, was a necessary precondition tolifate readers’ involvement
with the text at an emotional level.

Another feature that caught British and Spanisldeesl attention was
Allende’s humorous style mainly for the possibégiit offered to explore certain
sensitive issues or themes. On the whole, alhefé¢ features framed Allende’s
novels as “popular” — not in the sense of “low"ut pather in the sense that these
features facilitated Ricoeur's ‘phenomenologicalygilogy of reading’
(1988:167) where readers’ worlds intersected wilkmle’s worlds.

Also contributing to this intersection of readeas’d author’s worlds was
Allende’s use of melodrama. The melodramatic eld@neecame significant
among mostly Spanish readers because it offered the possibility in a kind of
therapeutic way to recognise, live and assimillaggr town life experiences in the
fictional world of Allende, elevating their ‘insigicant existence’ to the realm of
the meaningful (Ang, 1985). Equally important,particular for some Spanish
women readers, was Allende’s transparent languggesing a realistic mode of
representation. This characteristic appeared to domnected to the
‘melodramatic’ element since a ‘realist mode opmesentation appeared to

allow readers to experience ‘vicarious’ pleasuradi®ay, 1984) by recognising
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and negotiating their own conflicts in an imaginargrid as well as acting as a
compensatory solution in response to the demarastgamposes on women.

Another important element discussed by British 8pdnish readers was
Allende’s use of formula writing. Whereas in thga8ish context the concept of
formula was understood in positive terms, as a @frentering Allende’s
“comfort zone”, in the British context, this featwvas treated suspiciously, as it
associated Allende’s novels with “popular” - in teense of “low” - rather than
“literary” or “high” forms.

Finally, British comments regarding Allende’s trited texts also
formed an important cluster that stressed the itapoe given to this feature by
British readers. British responses towards traisslavere at times wary. As
noted in the chapter, this was the result of mamyflating factors such as the
hegemonic status of the English language, the edgnt established between
originality and authorship, the fears of ‘domedima of foreign texts and
finally the suspicion created by translated ‘bdkisg like Allende’s. Despite all
these factors, British concerns resided in theaatilfy translated works created
for readers’ positioning of a foreign author withime “high” / “low” divide.

This sometimes signified an obstacle for reades$einjoyment of her work.
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Conclusion
The Readership Perspective On Allende’s “FormulaeOf

Success

Introduction

In this thesis, | have aimed at understanding Isaklkende’s popularity
primarily through the different responses givenBiytish and Spanish reading
groups to her writings and discourses that surrdwargublic representation.

In this conclusion, | re-assess the contributiae tesearch has made to
the field of Allende’s studies. In particular haive readers’ perspective on
Allende’s popularity can be considered innovatived anoving beyond the
textual approach followed by most scholar work damethe author and her
novels. Equally innovative is the methodologicahtribution made by this
thesis. This conclusion discusses how the useanfing groups - as opposed to
focus groups - signifies an advance to the metlogglchl approaches
traditionally employed when working with readerslé&m viewers.

A motivating question initially was how far otheeaders’ fascination
with Allende has been generated by the same ofasifieiatures that | also found
appealing about her writings and public represemtat This thesis has shown
how the readers in my sample have shared many efa#ipects that also
fascinated me and in this conclusion | criticallyrsnarise such findings. To
achieve this, | trace the different ways in whicheAde as a writer and as a

public figure appeals to her audience. How far warexplain Allende’s appeal

303



Conclusion: Allende’s “Formulae” of Success

by reference to the commercial production of herknand public image, that is,
Allende’s ‘authorial strategies’ and that of herbpshers? The producer’s
perspective is limited and neglects the role ofuakfeatures and readership as |
argued in the introduction. For this reason, b @isnsider in this conclusion how
far Allende’s skills as a writer can explain hecsess. In Ricoeur’s terms, how
successful are Allende’s ‘strategies of persuagip®88:159)? This is crucial to
understand her popularity but in the end, it isadiguinsufficient, as the key
argument of this thesis is that the readers’ petspeis the one that explains
best Allende’s appeal. This is possible becauseishthe only approach that
incorporates how readers read and respond to tdagtion of Allende’s public
images and discourses around her public represamtatioreover, this readers’
approach includes the textual perspective sin¢kdract of reading itself readers
respond to the author’s ‘strategies of persuaswreating dialogues between
readers and authors and where readers make setisgraeadings and relate

them to their everyday lives.

A Readerly Approach to Allende

As noted in the introduction as well as in chapters and three, Allende’s status
as an international best seller has often framedpbpularity just in terms of
commercial success. However, such approach nedgleetimportance of other
moments within the ‘cultural circuit’ and offersrather simplistic view on what
Allende’s popularity may signify. In the introdiant of this thesis, it was
acknowledged that the extensive critical body atgeon Allende’s works had

taken into account the moment of the text itsdlfthe features that characterise
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Allende’s novels. Among the features that Allersdescholarly research
particularly paid attention to was the study of Wt@men characters and whether
or not Allende could be considered a feminist writetHowever, this textual
approach to Allende’s texts equally felt shorttadid not incorporate readers or
more specifically, what features in Allende’s n®vebnnected her work with
readers and their everyday lives. The approadntak this thesis argued for an
understanding of Allende’s popularity in which reeslwere the focus and where
not only texts but also production and consumptioeaders and their everyday
lives — became central to the analysis of her oyl

As shall be seen in the following sections of tbasiclusion, the final
remarks on Allende’s popularity take into accourd tomplexities of the term
“popular” - as seen in chapter one - as well as tiwndifferent approaches to the

“popular” intertwine with every moment in the ‘cultl circuit’.

Reading Groups and Method

An innovative part in this thesis has been the waywhich Allende’s readers
have been studied. By researching Allende’s reatteough reading groups,
such methodological approach has strengthened Hkien cthat Allende’s

popularity is impossible to explain by means ofttiek analysis only. Not only
this, the use of reading groups as the main methgaal tool was important for

several reasons. As opposed to focus groups,ngaghoups had not been
artificially created for the set purpose of thigdts. On the contrary, the long
history of most of the groups, offered me the ofyputy to enter their reading

public’s microcosms and establish the similariteasd differences existing
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between the British and Spanish reading groupsegtsit The specificity
surrounding each of the reading contexts undouptgalle me a privilege insight
into what elements may have affected their respotsdllende’s texts from a
collective rather than individual basis. Suchgh$s would have been unfeasible
if focus groups would have been used as the mathadelogical tool in this
research. Not only this, reading groups creatddsa hierarchical research
environment where no theoretical perspective wasgbenposed from the top.
It was readers’ comments what informed my analyticamework. In other
words, such approach to reading was of great adwause it did not allege to
produce “truth” but to produce insights into whylekide’s writings were so
meaningful to the lives of particular groups ofdees, that is, the women in the
groups. The reading groups set up offered womaders the opportunity to
make sense of a number of everyday life issueshwhiilende successfully dealt
with in her writings. Since Allende’s writings Ipeld women readers in the
gorups — and sometimes men too - to make sensewiselves and of who they
are, such methodological approach lent itself tan@ring readers’ responses
through gender. In connection to this, and as $lkesyughout the analysis of
readers’ responses in previous chapters, Spangster® in particular discussed
the centrality of women characters Tine House of the SpiritsThe emphasis
some Spanish groups had placed on the importanédlesfde’s central female
characterization could be explained by the groupshder composition but
equally important were the groups’ origins. Asalty discussed in chapter two,
Spanish reading groups educational background haxfflaence on how certain
readings were favoured and to a certain degreeueaged by the librarian-

moderator in the groups. Special emphasis wagg@lan how Allende’s women
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characters were represented in her novels. Aaogrii some Spanish women
readers’ responses, women characters’ “extra” dpmsided in their leading
roles of influence, in their capacity to fulfil thmselves as women without
denying their own femininity, and most important af, because they offered
women readers the opportunity to explore their ewbjectivities. Interestingly
though, this reading of Allende also reveals thataawriter, she possesses an
understanding of her women readership. Allendersfher women'’s readers a
feminine model that can potentially satisfy womeant different social and
national backgrounds for retaining women’s femityirdind empowering them at
private and public levels. This means that Alléadeiccess in creating women
role models which work for different women are lthea@ a compromise. These
do not exclude typical feminine attributes suchuitn and love but
successfully integrates them within the pressur@smen undergo in the realm of

the public.

Allende’s Popularity: Successfully Producing Appeahg Public Images

Isabel Allende is undoubtedly “popular” in the seribat she sells millions of
books. Her commercialised production, althoughufingent to explain her
international success, reminds us about an impoaspect: her ‘celebritisation’
(Evans, 2005). Selling Allende’s public image Hscome as important as
selling what she writes. Allende’s public imagasd discourses around her as a
personality, contribute to her “literary” succesas discussed in chapter three,

Allende’s complex set of public discourses surrongd her public
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representations include references to her physippkarance, the unveiling of
her private and “real” self - and how this privagalm informs her fiction - the
relevance granted to her family name and its caioreto Chilean politics, and
her position in relation to Latin American “litegértraditions. All of these
combined, result in a rather attractive public imaipat could succeed in
awakening readers’ interest in her writings. Hoerethe production of Allende
through the media, does not take account of thergeqce of reading her novels.
This perspective cannot explain, for instance, dtieaction readers experience
when reading Allende. In my experience as an Aléereader, it was crucial that
| enjoyedThe House of the Spiritgst time round. This is what made me read
more of her works. More generally, my researchwshwhy readers continue
reading Allende for the qualities of her writingr m Ricoeur’s own terms,

Allende’s ‘strategies of persuasion’ (1988:159).

Allende’s Popularity: Successfully Connecting witReaders’ Worlds

a) Characters

One of the most successful features of Allende’s#ivgs was her engaging
characters as discussed in chapters four, fivesand However, there was a
paradox in how British and Spanish readers respbialéAllende’s characters.
On the one hand, readers connected with Allendesacters mainly due to their
realistic status and coherence within the narrdiivieon the other, some of these

characters appeared to be attractive to readersodineir unconventionality or
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exoticism. For readers, characters’ realistiaustathat is, being able to recognise
Allende’s fictional constructions in the “real” wdroutside fiction, was achieved
through detailed physical descriptions, inner dotdland ‘genuineness’ (Ang,
1985). Especially, characters’ inner conflicts everucial in the making of
realistic characters as well as being a sign otiitd and psychologically
motivated characters, a feature notably appreciatedng British and Spanish
readers alike. In addition to this, for most readAllende’s characters had
integrity, as their behaviour was the result ofirthmvn circumstances. For
example, readers’ discussions on Esteban Truebalent behaviour were a
good example of this. Several Spanish readers ralowances for Trueba’s
ruthless behaviour because it was congruent witienrole he represented, that
is, of a paternalistipatron Trueba, theatron could not have been or behaved
in any other way. For this reason, Spanish readensarticular, had no trouble
in regarding him as “right” within the moral systesh the novel (compare to
Carroll, 1996).

On the other hand, other less realistic or uncotweal characters like
Clara del Valle also attracted readers. For examgtcording to British and
Spanish responses, Clara del Valle’s appeal residéer spirituality, although
this was controversial, not only for its connectomth the ‘preternatural world’
(Bennett, 1998:357) but also for its unconventigpalhen fulfilling her roles as
dutiful mother and wife. Most British and Spanigaders understood Clara’s
spirituality also in terms of passivity, as if utalo stand up against the abuses
of patriarchal rule. However, some Spanish readens in this quality a
liberating means to fight oppression. For somenbareaders, Clara had

demonstrated with the help of spirituality that svees in control of her own life,
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despite her apparent submission to patriarchal riNenetheless, what perhaps
made some British and Spanish readers dislike Qiema than others, was the
difficulty they found in trying to relate to herClara was not being regarded as
“real”, as readers could not imagine other “Claradiabiting the “real” world
they know about and have experience of. It istlfies reason that other female
characters such as Eliza Sommer®aughter of Fortuneor Isabel Allende in
Paula were comparatively speaking more widely acceptetiked than Clara.
For this reason, another aspect of Allende’s succeanecting with the readers’
worlds was about readers being able to get involvegd the characters. This
involvement worked at two different levels, dens&atand emotional. Whereas
British and Spanish readers’ involvement at a den@ level - that is,
experiencing similar worlds as the character - m@shecessary to connect or get
involved with them, emotional involvement was at theart of readers’
successful relationship with Allende’s characteharacters’ realistic status was
once more crucial in facilitating these processésingolvement. In my
experience reading Allenddhe House of the Spiriim particular helped me
understand the experiences some members of mya@hidenily had to endure
during Chile’s political turmoil in 1973 and itstafmath. The suffering and
helplessness the character of Alba had to underdgdé House of the Spirits
enabled me to make sense of the accounts tolddeyson | knew in the “real”
world. He was a member of my Chilean family whal i@ flee from Chile in
1987 and live in exile in Spain. Allende’s ability connect Alba’s worlds with
my own as reader, or in Ricoeur’s (1988) terms, hbe ‘world of the text’
connected and added significance to ‘the world hed teader’, was in my

experience one of the key elements of her appeahager.
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This connection, though, is possible because readely need a
‘subjective’ experience of Allende’s worlds, a tstture of feeling’ (Ang,
1985:45) which involves ‘the imaginary occupatidnother subject positions —
realistic or not — which are outside the scope \a&rg day social and cultural
identities’ (Ang, 1997:163). For this reason, aitgh most readers did not
regard Clara as a realistic image because of heonwentionality, she,
nonetheless, facilitated women readers’ imaginadgpton of new subject
positions outside the identities society imposethem as women.

Also, when readindPaula, | remember | first felt particularly drawn by
Allende’s public declarations about her daughtédiress and subsequent death.
These public declarations situated Allende in #&m of the “real’. She was
after all a “real” human being experiencing “remsues and emotions. As with
most women readers in this research, Allende’sapeiand public lives conflated
into one. This was possible because Allende’s moginant moments during
her daughter’'s illness and death were being pybktiared. This, in turn,
created a blur surrounding what was “true” and winad fiction inPaula. What
was so appealing about this blur was that, whiéelireg Paula, | was under the
impression that | was a step closer to get to ktt@nv'real” Isabel Allende.

What surprised me, though, is that this sensetohacy with Allende’s
“real” self is what enabled the women readers iis tliesearch to judge her
morally. Most of them identified or dis-identifiedth her at an emotional level
in her roles as mother and wife and more imporarttirough Paula, some
readers found answers to negotiate their own singitaations in “real” life.
Allende’s experiences felt really close to themm this respect, Allende was

“popular” because the themes and emotions tRatla mobilised were
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meaningful for these women. In Ricoeur's terms|eAde was “popular”
because Allende’s worlds ‘affected’ the readerstld®and readers could find in
them significance for their own daily lives, asidl dvith Alba in The House of
the Spirits

Overall, Allende’s strength in relation to charaization lay in securing
readers’ emotional involvement with the characterd their actions. Like most
British and Spanish readers, | felt attracted tedde’s characters because | was
able to connect with them at an emotional levelowklver, what some of the
readers’ responses revealed was that their invawemwith characters equally
included those holding realistic status as wellhase unconventional or exotic.
What this showed me is how the unconventional dtars.in Allende could also
be engaging or more importantly, how this unconweerlity could open a space
where readers could safely ‘act out their fantagiesg, 1997: 162). According
to Ang, and as mentioned earlier on, what this @fctantasising’ does, is to
allow readers to ‘imaginarily occupy other subjeositions which are outside
the scope of our [sic] everyday social and cultidahtities’ (1997: 163). This is
why characters as unconventional as Clara del Valtier readers an
unconstrained space in which to either explore roemtities or re-assert old
ones. This is also how Allende’s feminism becorapparent. Through her
array of women characters, Allende is able to getnen readers — sometimes
men too - emotionally engaged so they are in atipasio explore “new selves”
— although it may be at an imaginary level. Mamgortant though, is that
through such experience, women readers make sétiseiroreadings and relate

them to their own lives, to what is meaningful tbem. In this sense, Allende
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enables women readers to explore themselves as nwam& come out with

satisfactory solutions for their own lives.

b) The Historical

As with characterisation, readers appreciated Akén historical references
because they created the illusion of situatinglaeratives as “truth” or as “real”,
which in turn facilitated readers’ involvement withem. British and Spanish
readers’ involvement with the historical was pokesitecause readers were able
to relate to the historical situated worlds deplcterhich although different or
distant to their own worlds, were still consistevithin themselves. On some
occasions though, British readers’ involvement wiflllende’s historical
representations was less successful due to, angaimiisome British readers, the
emotional distance created by the limited knowletthggy admitted to possessing
on Latin American history. This was apparent i® ttomments made by
Nottingham Reading Group 2 about the German refeeimEva Luna This
was particularly intriguing since, like most Spdmniseaders, | had never
experienced such emotional distance some Britistdens referred to when
reading Allende. Allende’s Latin American worldsdictatorships, guerrillas or
disappeared made perfect sense within my own krigele- although also
limited - of Latin American histories.

British and Spanish readers equally made explieference to the
importance temporal and space markers held intgiguAllende’s novels within
a particular historical period. These temporal apdtial references were also
instrumental in securing Allende’s truthfulnessgw@racy and veracity to reality

and history. IrDaughter of FortuneindPaula these increased the illusion of a
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transparent relationship between reality, historg &ction, whereas confronted
with the lack of them, some British readers expexgel confusion about situating
The House of the Spiritss in the case of the Bingham Reading Group whose
members initially thought that Argentina was itttisg, instead of Chile. What
was fascinating about readers’ confusion was thmett\wweemed obvious to me or
to most Spanish readers, thatTiee House of the Spirithistorical context, did
not necessarily mean it was that apparent for s&mish readers. More
importantly, what this confusion revealed was thé¢nde’s novels worked for
readers regardless of any contextual and/or hestibrnaccuracies. This was
possible because British readers’ involvement withstory as a whole was at an
emotional rather than also at a denotative level.

A more powerful argument to situate the historiaahiong those key
elements contributing to Allende’s popularity iseothat makes sense of the
historical as an ‘ideology of instruction and seffprovement’ (Long, 1987).
Most Spanish readers — especially women - as vgeloane British, explicitly
appreciated the *“value” added to their readings rwinstorical references
became a prominent feature, which not only enteethi but also educated them.
Allende’s educational “value” resided in readergscdvery of other countries
and peoples’ “real” histories. This discovery wasssible because even when
readers were asked to imagine unknown worlds sacthe nineteenth-century
Californian gold rush ibaughter of Fortuner twentieth-century Chilean social
and political history inThe House of the Spirjtthese worlds were presented as
plausible within their own settings. Moreover, Bigh readers’ emphasis on
Allende’s novels’ instructive nature needs to belemstood within the Spanish

groups’ specificity. Most of the women readerstie Spanish groups were
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particularly drawn by this aspect because Allendstsries satisfied their
educational aspirations. Such aspirations werdgily reminiscent of the
literacy groups set up, which in the case of sofmie groups had evolved and
transformed into what they currently are: readimgugs. In this respect, a
feminist reading of Allende does not get reducedllowing women to explore
their subjectivities. It also becomes significast the historical references in
Allende’s writings empower particular groups of wamreaders by offering

them a means to continue their education in a ptehte way.

c) Allende’s “Unpopular” Features

Acting as a counterbalance to the popularity tharatters and the historical
brought to Allende’s novels, was the magical elemenThe House of the
Spirits Whereas the historical meant reliability andhfulness on behalf of the
author and her work, the “magic” or magical realisignified the opposite,
especially among British readers. What initialljerged as problematic with
Allende’s use of magical realism was the impacs taspect had on readers’
genre expectations. Rather unanimously, Britigldees — and some Spanish -
could not come to terms with the fact that if ‘thetire narrative of.a casa de
los espiritusis a device for the recounting of the story of thditary coup’
(Boyle, 1995: 107), there was therefore no usempleying magical realism to
successfully ‘recount’ this story. On the contratile “magic” seemed to
undermine all the efforts the characters and hcsibreferences had placed in
presenting “real” socio-historical accounts ashfuit Most British readers’
sceptical relationship with “magic” was also corteelc to the ambivalent

relationship they had with the character Clara\tidle. Since most British and
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Spanish readers saw Clara’s ‘magical’ side as ptevg her from fulfilling her
qualities as dutiful mother and wife, and not as@ans of asserting her own
individualism, similarly, the ‘magical’ was percew as an obstacle for the
historical processes to materialise. Although tg surprise, there was no
possibility for British readers to be reconcilediwihe ‘magical’, some Spanish
readers seemed to be prepared to make allowandexceept the ‘magical’ as an
integral part of the same narrative. Perhapsdtterlunderstood, as | did, that
the ‘magical’ had its function in the narrative ahdt ‘it diminished in the story
when it no longer served a useful social function women’ (Bennett, 1998:
359). In other words, the ‘magical’ is abandongdilba because as a character,
Allende realises that by Alba being in the pubiic,the world of politics and
trying to implement change in society at large, ‘thagical’ could not possibly
serve the same function as it did within the fammicrocosms where Clara’s
resistance operated. Nonetheless, Spanish readene receptive attitude
towards the ‘magical’ in Allende can also be expdal by the influence that
specific systems of beliefs attached to specifiltucal traditions exercise on
readers’ acceptance or rejection of the ‘magickdment. In this respect, the
different responses British and Spanish readersvathdowards the ‘magical’
element had not only been conditioned by “literagg€neric conventions as |
initially thought, but also by deeper interpretasoof what constitutes reality.
Therefore, it may be interesting to explore intiertwork how far the acceptance
or rejection of the ‘magical’ element is connectedthe dominant forms of

religion in both countries.
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Allende’s Popularity: Successfully Crossing The “Lierary” “High/ “Low”

Divide

As noted in chapter one, the “popular’ is sometinde§ined as opposed to
“high” and equated with “low” cultural forms. Alhele’s popularity in the sense
of where she belonged within the “high” (“literajy’ “low” (“popular”)
dichotomy was also determined by the position &hitand Spanish readers
thought she held within the Latin American and iBht“literary” traditions. As
seen in chapter eight, Allende’s associations W@tbriel Garcia Marquez’s
iconic One Hundred Years of Solitutéeosted her popularity since Marquez has
become the utmost representative of the Latin Acaeri‘literary” tradition of
the boom Nonetheless, at a practical level, British anhr$sh readers also
realised that Allende did not quite belong in thiadition mostly for her
accessible style compared to Marquez. What segrise was that several
Spanish readers had described Allende’s magichsmeas ‘deficient imitation’
compared to Marquez’'s model. | felt this particwéew was influenced by
authoritative voices — the librarian-moderatorshe groups — or other ‘extra-
literary’ discourses rather than by readers’ camwic of Marquez’s finer
“literary” skills. Similarly, most British readersonsidered Marquez’s magical
realism ‘better’ than Allende’s. This time, howeyvBritish readers’ assumptions
about Marquez’s finer “literary” skills as a madicealist were based on
Marquez’s ability to fulfil readers’ generic expatbns better than Allende.
British readers’ experience of Marquez was moreitpes because although
readers inhabited “unreal” or ‘magical’ worlds, yhevere not forced to

constantly move from the ‘magical’ to the “real”iakappened with Allende.
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Interestingly, in the British context, some readestablished further
parallels between Allende and other British authofhis was symptomatic of
readers’ anxieties about asserting “literary” valoewhat they read. British
readers drew upon the more familiar but very déferparameters of Angela
Carter, Charles Dickens and Louis de Bernieres duestion is how effectively
British readers’ associations of Allende with Bsitiauthors helped readers to
better position Allende within the “high” / “low” idide. There is no
straightforward answer to this, although what thessociations revealed was
some British groups’ endeavours to culturally lieg#te their reading groups’
practice as well as their reading choices. Fornpareaders though, since
Allende was a given reading choice by a culturghauity, there was no need for
readers to question her “literary” value. This slo®t necessarily mean that
readers would not critically compare Allende and rifgez’s works on a
“literary” basis. According to most Spanish reagévarquez had demonstrated
his ‘better’ magical realist skills, although likee, readers may have enjoyed the
experience of reading Allende more than MarquezhatMotally puzzled me
initially was British readers’ intense need to piosi Allende in terms of
“literary” criteria. Perhaps since | had discowkmsllende within the cultural
parameters of University curricula, | initially rn&vquestioned Allende as a
legitimate reading choice. However, ‘what’ and mh British readers read
determined their self-identity as “highbrow” compett readers. A relatively
unknown author such as Allende could be a riskyaghcso it was a priority for
most British readers to ensure where Allende beddngithin the “high”/ “low”
divide. This interest in locating Allende was algtked to the nature of the

British groups. As noted in chapter two, Britiseadings included mostly
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authors whose “literary” reputation was legitimidggdmost of them having won
“literary” awards. These awards could include some prestigious and
internationally recognised as the Nobel Prize, el as the less internationally
far-reaching ‘Orange’ prizes. For most Britishdegs, Allende was completely
unknown and, once read, her “literary” status wasbiguous making most
British readers feel unease with such a choice.

Another important set of elements acknowledged bisB and Spanish
readers that contributed to situate Allende’s witthe “high” / “low” divide
corresponded to those characteristics readerslisbid as part of Allende’s
“literary” craft. British and Spanish readers alilequally praised what |
identified as the move from third person narratigefirst person, the use of
prolepsis, the visual image of what is representegl use of humour, accessible
language and melodrama. Within this heterogengoasp of characteristics,
there are however, certain distinctions that nedaetaddressed in relation to the
two different research contexts. The most strikofiferences emerged in
relation to what British and Spanish readers raspeg understood in terms of
accessibility and formula writing. Spanish readensderstood Allende’s
accessible style, first, in linguistic terms, tigtby Allende employing a version
of the Spanish language free from Latin Americapregsions. Secondly, in
terms of how the message was communicated strargrafdly, by Allende
using a realist code of representation that rentdengroblematic the relationship
established between the world of the text and tbedmMying outside it. In
contrast to this, some British readers equatedndiés accessibility with ‘easy
read’, not intending to discredit Allende’s litarass, but as means of

highlighting the close relationship there is betweertain generic forms — such
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as adventure stories - and accessibility. Briéaisd Spanish readers also differed
significantly in their understanding of what forraulriting meant. Whereas in
the Spanish context, this aspect was understomdysin terms of accessibility,
as it created in readers a sense of ease, of kgawiadvance what was in store
for them, in the British context, it meant assan@tAllende’s writing with
“low” cultural forms. For some British readers éfilde was therefore a
“popular” author in a negative sense, for her uséoomula writing although
readers’ connections of Allende with other Britishters such as Angela Carter,
Charles Dickens or Louis de Bernieres suggestedppesite, since in “literary”
terms their works are not being regarded as “lomfobomulaic.

It is important to remember that these differenbetveen British and
Spanish responses are tightly connected to thepgrauigins, ethos, gender and
to a certain degree class too. Whereas the Brgislups had a tendency to
project a self-image of intellectual “high” and/oniddle-brow” readers, ready to
emulate ‘the aesthetic detachment’ (Labanyi, 2002:Which characterises
“highbrow” taste, the Spanish groups however, frarreeir reading experience
as a kind of therapy which worked by inhabitingehitle’s fantasy worlds and

allowing readers to unconsciously assimilate tbein living experiences.

A Recipe for Success: Allende’s Mutliple Appeals

Allende’s popularity is made up of a combinationebdéments that this thesis’
readerly approach has revealed. This readerlyoapprhas also offered me a
privileged access to understanding how Allende’suybarity works. This thesis

has shown that Allende has an understanding ofdastership. She knows how
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to satisfy readers by including a diverse, evenetones contradictory set of
elements in her writings. To her realistic chagesit settings and plots, Allende
adds on magical realist touches to appeal to theselers for whom the
unconventionality of magical realist worlds and releéers, offers them an
opportunity to explore new subject positions. Mwer, certain features of
Allende’s female representation are salient pddrty to women readers.
Allende is “popular” among women because her fenchlaracters — although
unconventional at times — are not representingstnassive feminine models.
These are transgressive, as far as most of thenageato subvert patriarchal
structures in society. However, their appeal dguakides on Allende keeping
intact certain attributes considered typically feimeé such as intuition,
sensitivity or love. This balanced combinationtbé transgressive and non-
transgressive is what allows women readers toAilkehde’s worlds meaningful
to their lives. Not only this, Allende also maxges her appeal by mixing
among other ‘strategies of persuasion’ elementsdiitizer situate her writings as
“literature” — in the sense of “high” - such as tiige of magical realism or the
change of narrative person or as “popular’” — in gbase of “low” — for using
formulaic structures or for her melodramatic towcheHer “literary” success,
therefore, consists in crossing the “high” / “lowfivide and by holding an
intermediate position that at times readers finfficdit to identify. Finally,
Allende’s authorial strategies also play an imparteole in explaining her
success. Allende’s public images and discoursésonly aim at satisfying a
‘meet the author’ culture (Moran, 2000:149) butythHelfil a more important
objective. They create a “real” and appealing juinhage of the author whose

function is to ultimately awake readers’ interasthier writings. In Allende’s
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case, readers’ interest is generated by the ihusieated by the media when
unveiling her private “real” self, sometimes in@tradictory manner. In doing

this, Allende and her publishers are maximising peblic appeal. This is

achieved by offering readers different facets af same personality. Individual
reader’s attraction could either lay on Allendedsrenitment to politics or in her

“ordinary” but “exotic” family background.

Having come to the end of this research journdyppe this thesis has
fulfilled its initial objectives in achieving a et understanding from a readers’
perspective of the inner workings of Allende’s plapity. Nonetheless, and
despite having fulfilled its set goals, this resbajourney has also hinted at
future avenues worth exploring. To begin with, somf the fascinating
responses and reading positions the only men rgaglioup in this research
contributed with, made me interrogate to which ekte readers’ approach to
Allende’s texts with male “only” reading groups wdusuccessfully help
exploring male readers’ masculinities.

A slightly different approach to readers, woulddmeanalysis centred on
Allende’s younger readers after her most recelaglyi publication of theCity of
the Beastg2002) Kingdom of the Golden Dragof2003) and Forest of the
Pygmies(2004) aimed at her “new” adolescent rather than estaddishdult
public. It would be fascinating to explore Allerslgoopularity among these
specific groups of young readers to determine coatpaly if the different set
of ingredients that emerged as crucial for Allesdsiiccess with adult readers

may change within groups of a different age contpmsi
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Appendix

Electronic Survey: Questions Directed To British Ard Spanish University

Academics

Dear Colleague,

It would be really appreciated if you devote a feanutes of your time to read
and answer this email. | am currently doing sorasearch about Isabel
Allende’s ‘popularity’ and readership. In this pess | would find it most

helpful if you could answer the following:

1. Do you teach Isabel Allende in any of the modules wpffer? If yes,
could you give me the module title and which daparit/school it
belongs to? If no, please go to question 5.

2. Is she taught at undergraduate or postgraduatd?|€e both? If yes,
Which?

3. Do students have to read any of her works? Which?

4. For approximately how long has Isabel Allende berght?

5. If Isabel Allende is not currently part of the prammme, was she part in
the past? Can you remember how long ago? Whaharestisons she is

not taught any longer?

Thanks very much for your time and co-operation.
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Estimado/a colega:

Le agradeceria enormemente que dedicara unos midateu tiempo a leer este
correo y contestar a las preguntas. No le llewa#d de cinco minutos hacerlo.

Actualmente estoy realizando un proyecto de ingaston sobre la popularidad

de la escritora chilena Isabel Allende. Como pdeeste proceso me seria de

gran ayuda el que contestara a las siguientes pagu

1. ¢;Se ensefa a Isabel Allende en alguno de los medui se ofertan en
su departamento? Si es asi ¢ podria proporciondriftale del modulo
en cuestion y el departamento al que peternece?

2. ¢Se la ensefia también a nivel postgraduado — cuesodoctorado,
master, ... etc?

3. ¢Es obligatorio para los estudiantes leer algunaudeobras? ¢ Cudl de
ellas?

4. ¢Durante cuanto tiempo aproximadamente lleva Isalleide formando
parte del programa docente?

5. Si en la actualidad Isabel Allende no forma padkptograma docente,
¢ha formado parte de éste en el pasado? ¢Pueddarenaganto hace de

ello y cuales han sido las causas por las que dejhdo de ensefar?

Muchas gracias por su tiempo y colaboracion.
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Blanca Calvo’s Questions for a Small Survey AmongHirty Public

Libraries and Their Reading Groups

1. ¢Cuantos clubes tenéis? (How many reading grougswbave?)

2. ¢De qué tipo son (nifios/ adultos/ en otras lenguas/ colectivos
concretos/ composicién por sexos)? (What type augs are they
(children/ adults/ in other languages / with spectarget audiences/
according to gender)?)

3. ¢Qué tipo de monitores se hacen cargo? (What kihdsordinators take
part?)

4. ¢Donde conseguis los libros? (Where do you obtain lyook copies?)

5. Si son propios (los libros) ¢ Cuantos tenéis apragamente (titulos y
cantidades por titulo)? (If you own your books, hmany do you have
approximately (titles and number of each)?)

6. ¢Prestéis los libros a otras instituciones? (Do kma your books to
other institutions?)

7. ¢Hacéis actividades complementarias? ¢ De qué ([jpmyou offer other
activities linked to the reading groups? What kjnd?

8. Ademas de todo eso, contadme lo que os parezceesatde. Me
gustaria ofrecer datos muy completos. Muchisimasiags. (In addition
to all this, tell me anything that you may considgeresting. I'd like to

offer as much detailed data as possible. Manykthan

325



Appendix

Reading Group Questionnaire Distributed To The Briish Groups

About the group

1. How long has your group been going?

2. How did it start? (one person, a group of frendid you all know each other
beforehand?)

3. What made you want to join?

4. Does membership remain constant? Is there angdist?

5. How often do you meet, and how many usuallynaitte

6. Where do you meet (each other’s homes?), anabfwriong?

7. Do you serve food and/or drink? Do you make tforesocial chat before or
after the group?

8. Is the group all men/all women/mixed?

9. What is the average age of the group (roughly)?

10. Are you in a rural, urban or suburban area?

11. Have some of you been in higher educationsPlgave a rough percentage.

12. Are you in paid work, and if so, full-time oamp-time? Again, please give
rough percentages.
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What you read

13. Please tick the categories you have read ingamup:
Fiction, contemporary

Fiction, 20th-century

Fiction, pre-20th-century

Non-fiction, biography, memoirs

Poetry

Other (please specify)

14. Which categories have you read most of?

15. Do you read more books by men or by women,arlgvyou say that the sex
of the author is not important to you?

16. How do you choose what to read?

17. Is the price of the book important when you @reosing? Do you mainly
borrow or buy?

18. How do you structure your discussions? Do yaueha leader; how is s/he
chosen; do you have discussion notes or use regugles?

19. Does your discussion tend to stick to the textange more widely? If so,
what sorts of issues come up?

20. Please list ten books you've recently readh@ group, or alternatively
include a list of you reading history when finigtsaering this questions.

21. Could you name one book which went well andarpvhy?

22. Could you name one book which went badly arpdaéx why?
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23. Do most group members manage to finish the ook

24. What do you enjoy most about your reading gPoup

25. Has the group changed at all since its begys®inf so, in what ways?

Thanks very much for you time and co-operation.
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Reading Group Questionnaire Distributed To The Spaish Groups

Sobre el grupo

1. ¢ Cuanto tiempo lleva funcionando el grupo?

2. ¢, Como empezd? (una persona organiz6 el grupgruno de amigos/as, ¢se
conocian los miembros del grupo antes de formarlo?)

3. ¢ Qué le empujé a formar parte de un grupo derkz

4. ¢ Ha habido cambios en cuanto a las personasmpezaron y los que
actualmente continuan asistiendo a las reuniongbfay personas en lista de
espera para formar parte del grupo?

5. ¢ Con qué frecuencia se reunen y cuantos son?

6. ¢ Donde se reunen y cuanto tiempo dura la reapximadamente?

7. Durante la reunién ¢ Se sirve algo de beber ecdpSe habla de otras cosas
antes o después de discutir la lectura?

8. ¢ Es el grupo masculino, femenino o mixto?

9. ¢ Cudl es la media de edad del grupo aproximatdafe

10. ¢ Se encuentra el grupo en un area urbanabsutauo rural?

11. ¢Cuantos miembros en el grupo han realizadadiest universitarios?
(Proporcione un porcentaje aproximado)

12. Si los miembros del grupo trabajan, ¢ cuantdsten a tiempo completo y
cuantos a tiempo parcial? ( Proporcione un porataroximado)
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Sobre lo que se lee

13. Por favor marque con una cruz las categoriassquhan leido en el grupo
hasta ahora:

Ficcion contemporanea

Ficcion del S.XX

Ficcidn anterior al S.XX

Biografia

Poesia

Otros (Por favor especifique)

14. ¢ Cuéles de las categorias anteriores hanasidods leidas?

15. ¢ Como grupo, se leen mas libros cuyos autoresnsijeres u hombres? ¢ Es
importante para el grupo el sexo del autor a |la kderescoger un libro?

16. ¢ Como eligen qué leer?

17. ¢Es el precio del libro importante a la horaetigirlo? Habitualmente,
¢compran o piden prestados los libros?

18. ¢Como se organizan/estructuran las discusisobge las lecturas? ¢Hay
alguna persona que modere la discusién? ¢ Conl@ee gSe utilizan guias de
lectura en las discusiones? ¢Se toman notas indiwente para luego
discutirlas en comun?

19. ¢ Se centra la discusion en la lectura o sddiardivagar? Si es asi, ¢,qué tipo
de temas surgen?

20. Por favor enumere los diez ultimos libros qaa teido como grupo, o
alternativamente puede adjuntar una fotocopia disttade los libros que se han
leido desde el comienzo del grupo hasta ahora.

21. Nombre un libro que haya dado pie a una buestasion y explique a qué se
debe tan buen resultado.
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22. Nombre un libro que haya dado pie a una diéougsobre y explique el por
qué.

23. ¢Logran la mayoria de los miembros del grupaitar el libro antes de la
reunion?

24. ¢ Qué es de lo que mas disfrutan al pertenagegeupo de lectura?

25. ¢ Ha cambiado el grupo desde sus comienzos?aSi,e;, de qué manera?

MUCHAS GRACIAS POR COMPLETAR ESTE CUESTIONARIO.
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