SIGNIFICATION AND THE LATIN AMERICAN NOVEL
FORM: REFLECTIONS AFTER FERNANDA MELCHOR,
ANGEL RAMA, AND LOUIS HJELMSLEV

I onacio M. Sdanchez Prado

he 2017 publication of Fernanda Melchor’s novel Temporada de

huracanes (Hurricane Season), as well as its recent and successful re-
lease in English and other languages, provides a useful juncture to reflect
on the question of form in contemporary Mexican and Latin American
fiction.! The book was widely received after its original publication, and
while a significant number of leading authors and literary critics pub-
lished mostly positive reviews, a few others were less enthusiastic.? After
its release by New Directions, translated into English by Sophie Hughes,
the book’s acclaim, even amid the COVID-19 pandemic, was boosted by
high-profile positive reviews on its release date as well as by and its short-
listing for the Man Booker International Prize.® Hurricane Season’s rapid
consecration certainly lends itself to a Bourdieusian study on the ways in
which books accrue symbolic capital to become integrated into world liter-
ature. I will, however, resist my instinct to pursue a purely sociological ap-
proach and defer that analysis for a possible future study on the institutions
of contemporary Mexican literature.

Instead, this essay uses Hurricane Season as a reference point for a larg-
er conversation on questions of the novel-form in Latin America, raising a
conceptual constellation that includes Angel Rama’s critical work and the
legacies of Louis Hjelmslev’s linguistics. Although I will address specif-
ic moments in the book, I do not intend for this study to be a close read-
ing or a monographic essay. I am certain there will be many of those to
come, given that the book has galvanized substantial attention. I am in-
terested in placing Hurricane Season at the center of a discussion seeking to
rethink a discrete genealogy of narrative form in Latin America and the
problems embedded within structural functions of that form. My choice
of Hurricane Season is not necessarily the result of any personal affinity I
might have with it—although I do consider it a very good novel— but rath-
er of its success. The book’s visibility is indicative of changes in the practice
of literary form in Mexican and Latin American fiction, within which the
book is at the same time illustrative and unique.

Rather than an interpretive essay, my methodology reconstructs
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a concrete juncture between structuralist analysis (as represented by
Hjelmslev’s Prolegomena to a Theory of Language and its theoretical descen-
dancy) and Latin American sociocritical traditions from the 1970s and
early 1980s (particularly Rama’s work on the novel-form). I will not ac-
tivate the mechanistic and orthodox applications of structuralist method-
ology that filled so many books in the past, to which I am allergic, even
though I recognize that such works strove to produce a rigorous approach
to form and language that is not always matched by critics these days.
Rather, I explore the ways in which theories of language were (mis)read
and appropriated by critics like Rama to develop theories and readings
of literary form concerned with the politics of literature and the cultural
specificities underlying the Latin American novel. In this context, I pos-
it Hurricane Season as a spark that triggers reflections on its formal gene-
alogies. In short, this essay is not “on Hurricane Season”—i.e., an effort to
provide a critical reading of the book itself— but rather “after Hurricane
Season”—i.e., an attempt to theorize questions of literary form through its
historical linkages and ruptures.

Born in Veracruz in 1982, Fernanda Melchor has produced fiction
framed by her home state’s brutal descent into criminal violence and po-
litical corruption, which took place, particularly, during the administration
of PRI governor Javier Duarte (2010-2016). Duarte’s administrative ten-
ure was characterized by an astonishing rise in crime, corruption, economic
contraction, and intimidation of civil society.* Melchor irrupted into the lit-
erary scene with a book of nonfictional re/afos—the term she emphasizes to
describe the gathered texts—entitled Agui no es Miami.’ The book in general,
and its award-winning relato “Veracruz se escribe con zeta” in particular, is
written in a precise prose that, at the time, was a significant contribution to
longstanding traditions of cronica and reportaje.® Hurricane Season is located
in a fictional region, which, even though it is filled with plausibly Veracruzan
names (La Matosa, Gutiérrez de la Torre, Villa), is never openly identified
as Veracruz. My interests do not reside in a discussion of how Melchor re-
flects upon the reality of Duarte’s Veracruz. Rather, given that Veracruz
is such an intense site for the processes that define late neoliberalism in
Mexico, Melchor’s work in Hurricane Season provides a key example of the
ways in which fiction mediates, represents, and even sidesteps longstand-
ing processes of literary figuration of the social in Latin America.

Melchor’s fictional debut was released almost concurrently to Agui
no es Miami. Falsa liebre narrates the lives of four characters marked by
the precarity and violence of life in the country’s tropical region.” The
book’s writing was significantly different from Melchor’s previous work
and contained an elegant realist style that does not quite consolidate it-
self throughout the novel. Falsa liebre is a better-than-average nov-
el, but it feels somewhat half-baked and under-edited, and perhaps more



SANCHEZ PRADO * 65

interesting as part of the development of Melchor’s writing than as an
object of engagement in its own right. In any case, I agree with Anadeli
Bencomo’s statement that one of the significant merits in Melchor’s work
is that she breaks with enduring traditions of idealization of Veracruz in
literature and cinema and becomes the writer that recalibrates the state
as a “tropicalist dystopia.”® Part of the impact of Hurricane Season re-
sults from the significant qualitative development of Melchor’s writ-
ing, and the consolidation of her powerful style in a book that unique-
ly captures the brutality of one of Mexico’s epicenters of violence.

Hurricane Season is a polyphonic novel whose plot is sparked when a
group of children discover the corpse of La Bruja. A central plot point
(spoiler alert) is that La Bruja is a trans woman who provides subterfuge
to young men conflicted in their masculinities and queer desires. Melchor
structures the book around her murder, but the narrative structurally resists
the convention of noir and of detective fiction, rhizomatically navigating
the voices and perspectives of different people involved, and articulating
a never-coalesced narrative voice produced by the meandering across the
consciousness of individual characters. The novel is written in a prose style
that can only be properly described as furious: all the chapters are written in
a single, continuous paragraph characterized by punctuation and flow that
recreates oral narratives, alternating between first, second and third person,
tull of vernacular expressions, calculatedly aggressive. The action unfolds in
a non-chronological way, focusing on the crime but interspersed with many
flashbacks. According to Melchor’s own account, the novel was inspired by
an actual crime that took place in Ciudad Cardel, a town close to the port
of Veracruz. Melchor, a journalist by trade, claims that she was unable to
work the story as a reportaje, and so she opted instead to investigate the im-
plications of the murder through fiction.’

It should not surprise anyone that Hurricane Season has already generat-
ed abody of criticism given the significance and visibility it acquired since its
publication. Besides the reviews, a few scholarly articles have been published.
'The three scholarly pieces I have been able to find revolve around questions
of gender and the body and focus on the fact that male violence, queer af-
tect,and transphobia are central to the book. Concretely, two different stud-
ies examine the book through the lens of Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection
to discuss, respectively, the idea of domination, and the use of the theme of
gossip as a space for the abject.’” A more suggestive reading is proposed by
Gloria Luz Godinez Rivas and Luis Romdn Nieto, who focus on La Bruja
to discuss the implications of the figure and its archetypal history. Following
work by Silvia Federici and Sayak Valencia, among others, they discuss the
way in which marginal and divergent sexualities allow one to imagine plea-
sure and affects as sites of respite and resistance in the face of violence."

These readings are significant in their alignment of Melchor with
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longstanding discussions regarding the gendered nature of violence in
Mexico, including questions of femicide. Concerned with the brutal na-
ture of violence against women in general and trans women in particu-
lar, Melchor’s writing also points to questions about the politics of literary
form, informed by gender, but also showcasing an intervention in long-
standing practices of both regional representation and literary language. 1
believe the novel activates key legacies of twentieth-century fiction, which
allow its writing to become a productive site to explore the illuminations
and cognitive limits of Mexican and Latin American writing on violence.
To be sure, my choice of engaging the novel should not be read as a sign
that I believe it to be perfect. Far from it. Some of the skeptical critical
voices, particularly those of Gabriel Wolfson and Christopher Dominguez
Michael, raise important points about the limits of Melchor’s wager that
will be incorporated into my argument. Indeed, part of my concern here is
the ways in which the enormously inapprehensible reality of Mexico’s ne-
cropolitical present renders any attempt of its formalization a partial and
significant failure.

My discussion of the theory of form departs from Melchor’s explicit
location of Hurricane Season within genealogies that lead back to the work
of Garcia Mérquez in the late 1970s.? In a separate essay, which could be
regarded as a precursor of this one, I developed a longer discussion of the
concept of narrative transculturation in the context of ideas of the theory of
the novel and the global novel. I also unfolded this discussion into an analy-
sis of works by Jorge Volpi and Daniel Sada at the turn of the century.”* The
prior essay deployed a binary distinction between the cosmopolitan and the
transcultural novel to account for the conditions of literary writing circa
1999. Hurricane Season, and Melchor’s literary aesthetics, have found signif-
icant resonance because her work stands in many ways at a new crossroads
emerging in the late 2010s regarding the possibilities of literature under vi-
olence, and the exhaustion of the writing paradigms that found their peak
nearly two decades earlier in the work of Sada and Volpi.

Melchor performs a genealogical rarity in citing Garcia Marquez’s ap-
proaches to literary form in contemporary Mexican literature. There is not,
to my knowledge, any other Mexican literary work of such importance
claiming that genealogy, in part due to the general break that contempo-
rary Mexican fiction has adopted in relation to twentieth-century litera-
ture. Melchor credits fellow Mexican editor and novelist Martin Solares, a
well-regarded author of crime fiction in his own right, for the recommenda-
tion of The Autumn of the Patriarch.* She elaborates on this reference in an
interview. According to Melchor, during the process of writing, she was in-
terested in oral storytelling, but did not want to tell the story in monologues.
She says that in 7he Autumn “I discovered a very free, very complex voice
that knew how to recount events from an enormous distance, almost like a
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voice of God and nevertheless that same voice got inside the characters and
speaks like them.” Melchor further notes that Garcia Marquez’s narrator
leaps across times, a feature that also appears in her novel. It is significant for
my purposes that Melchor’s interest in Garcia Mdrquez is fundamentally
formal, rather than thematic, tying her not to the object of representation
in his work, the dictator, but rather to its textual and formal stakes.

By dialoguing formally with Garcia Marquez, Melchor links Hurricane
Season to a particular moment in the Colombian writer’s fiction (roughly
from the mid-1970s to the Nobel prize in 1982), and in so doing, Melchor
weaves into her work the formal concerns that arose during a particular
moment of Latin American literary writing and criticism. One could in-
deed tie Melchor’s own work as a journalist to Garcia Marquez’'s Cronica
de una muerte anunciada (1981) and his book on Miguel Littin, Clandestino
in Chile (1986), but I will leave this to a potential follow-up essay. For the
time being, I am interested in a different question. The politics of allegory
and totalization that defined significant swaths of Latin American liter-
ary form in the 1960s were dialectically challenged by more aporetic prac-
tices of writing, which consolidated gradually in the course of the 1970s.
For many years, scholars and theorists used the prefix “post”™—“post-Boom,”
‘postmodern’— to account for the divergent practices of literary writing
that departed from the doxas of the literary Boom and the various literary
regionalisms that surrounded it, including those encompassed by the con-
cept narrative transculturation as defined by Rama.'® Yet, a more detailed
look at the way in which Rama engages Garcia Marquez’s formal work in
this period point towards what Rama himself would call a “literary series,”
an autonomous and specific cultural sequence, which are correlated to so-
cial series through the mediation of language.’” What I propose here, then,
is to render explicit the literary series that connects Garcia Marquez with
Melchor, at the formal level, by dialoguing with Rama’s own reading of
Garcia Mérquez and the conceptual problems it raises for Hurricane Season.
Melchor’s novel is a new concretization of a Latin American literary series,
where her particular capture of vernacular language mediates between a
form explicitly borrowed from the Colombian writer and the “social imag-
inary” (a term Rama also uses in his discussions of sequence and series) of
violence in contemporary Mexico.

In his reading of The Autumn of the Patriarch, Rama argues that the nov-
el is at the antipodes of One Hundred Years of Solitude due to the role lan-
guage itself plays in the book. Rama notes that the novel operates on the
basis of “incessant accumulation” so that

[

narrative events are voluntarily immobilized because they are perceived
(3 » . .

as ‘black suns,’ those holes that radiate mysterious energy, and then, by

accumulating successive dependent phrases, of series of open images, of
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adjectival chains, of adverbial substitutions, of superimposed verbs to
break down a single action, they are endowed with long, undulating re-
splendent beds, whose multicolored glow is swept away by a void.™

Rama clearly intends this as a negative characterization. His reading ex-
presses frustration regarding the devices, down to grammar usage, by which
Garcia Mdrquez constructs a collective narrative voice. In Melchor’s writ-
ing, as in Garcia Mdrquez’s, there is a proliferating language surround-
ing a significant void of meaning at the heart of the novel. In these terms,
Melchor appropriates techniques Garcia Médrquez developed for the narra-
tive mediation of violence. In my previous essay, I discussed Daniel Sada’s
Porque parece mentira la verdad nunca se sabe as a novel very much working
on a similar procedure, but which I sought to describe through the idea of
transculturation. Like Sada, Melchor recreates at one level the traditional
terms of the dialectic of literary transculturation—the tension between cos-
mopolitan Modernist form and oral and vernacular forms of storytelling—,
but with a twist, given that the both Modernist and transcultural devic-
es have both gradually become exhausted in contemporary fiction. Instead,
there is an increasingly identifiable transcultural dialectic between high
forms of language expression tied to historical forms of Latin American
literary writing and deterritorialized forms of regional speech marked by
the grammars of violence and necropolitics.

Having said this, I do not find it particularly productive to invoke the
concept of transculturation to read Hurricane Season, where it may perform
little critical work beyond describing the obvious. I am more interested in
the fact that, in Melchor’s novel, the narration of a foundational necrop-
olitical event (the death of La Bruja), operates through the same mech-
anism that ties the symbolic and material narration around death to lin-
guistic excess, a procedure that I previously discussed regarding Sada.” In
Hurricane Season, however, there is an avoidance of the kind of sprawl that
characterizes Porque parece mentira and other works of Latin American fic-
tion of the 2000s —2666 the most well-known.?® Unlike Bolafio, who un-
folds the plot in five autonomous quasi-zouvelles reputedly intended for
separate publication, Melchor enacts a more contained encapsulation of an
event disclosed at the very beginning of the novel through centripetal nar-
ratives that traverse the impossibility to construct it through tensional de-
vices, like detection or suspense. I would speculate that Rama would have
telt in the reading of Hurricane Season a similar frustration as the one Zhe
Autumn of the Patriarch elicited. In both cases, the novels are, at face value
works, engaged in political questions urgent at the level of the social imag-
inary—dictatorship in Garcia Midrquez, transfeminicide and gender vio-
lence in Melchor. Yet both mediate these questions through chapters in
which a compulsive and proliferating verbal utterance wraps itself around a
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latent content which haunts the narrative—regional history, economies of
extraction, clientelist politics. The fact that this latent content (what I will
call below, appropriating a term from Hjelmslev, content-purport) is never
uttered as such but rather formalized in a decentralized apparatus of sig-
nification makes Melchor’s writing neither programmatic nor subject to
elicited interpretation.

In the few but significant reviews that appraise Melchor’s literary writ-
ing skeptically and even negatively, one can see varieties of this issue pre-
sented as a problem. Gabriel Wolfson, for instance, praises the “the re-
peated and classic structure” based on the “same agglutinating speech, a
voice that, without exceeding its confined settings, moves with ruthless
ease from one character to another, from one lexical register to another,
between different times, recipients, and gazes.” Yet, Wolfson also notes
“foreseeability,” a lack of originality in resources (Rama levels a similar com-
plaint against Garcia Mdrquez in this regard too) and ultimately an inabil-
ity of her style to significantly intervene in the story itself (a “multicolored
glow ... swept away by a void,” Rama would say).?> More pointedly, and
expressing a more general distaste with dirty realism as such, Christopher
Dominguez Michael argues that the reality the book seeks to capture is
“nothing that any reader of newspapers, to say nothing of those who sur-
vive the everyday horror in the Gulf of Mexico, wouldn't already know.”
In a position axiomatically opposed to realism, Dominguez Michael con-
tends that Melchor, like other realist writers, “fabulates a universe that
does not require fabulation” and relies too much on sordid sexual refer-
ences that lack proper sense—a claim that the above-cited studies on the
workings of abjection contradict.** Ultimately, Dominguez Michael, be-
hind his performative ambiguity, challenges the very method of the novel.
He writes: “Faced with the horror, I suspect—only suspect—that Fernanda
Melchor had nothing left to do but explain it, childishly (I say it with-
out disdain, tropologically), resorting to magical thinking, to the fairy tale,
to a witch who embodies Evil, exercises it, controls it, and ends up being
its victim, knowing herself to be deep down, immortal.”»

Both Wolfson and Dominguez Michael point to the same problem, al-
beit from different points of view: the imbalance between stylistic excess
and a fairly obvious plot. The predictable set of signified elements is in part
literary—the plainness of the mystery behind the murder of la Bruja— and
in part a question of the relation between literature and reality. They mark a
stalemate founded in the representational challenges of a reality that is both
impossible to apprehend in its brutality, and readily available in the medi-
ascape to any (Mexican) reader who would be interested in this novel. Yet,
in invoking 7he Autumn of the Patriarch, Melchor carries into contemporary
fiction a poetics of verbal mediation built over the imbalance between a
Latin American literary series defined by maximalist forms of writing—the
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Baroque, the total novel, etc.—and a social imaginary of violence that is
both overcoded in its everyday omnipresence and inapprehensible through
language in its horror. I read in these terms Rama’s ungenerous character-
ization of The Autumn as “a flying crisscross of quetzals of which only the
unfolded tails—which blend, cluster together, wave in all directions, and
hide the heads and bodies that they extend—are perceptible.”” At the heart
of this assertion is a critique of a mode of literary writing that imbalanc-
es the equilibrium between “expression-form” and “content-form” to begin
introducing Hjelmslev to the conversation, the kind of structuralist termi-
nology that underlies Rama’s own concepts of literary language. Melchor’s
literary apparatus is predicated on language practices readable through the
structuralist arguments on the arbitrariness of the sign, and, more specif-
ically, through Hjelmslev’s transformation of the idea of the signifier and
the signified into what he called the “plane of expression” and the “plane of
content.” A first account of Melchor’s language can point out that there is
a formalization at the level of expression, in her highly phonemic prosody,
dissonant the content, i.e., the construction of a semiotic regime to figure
the social imaginary of “violence” in contemporary Mexico.

Rama’s importance within the rise of what we now call Latin American
cultural studies often obscures his profound dialogues with structuralist
linguistics and adjacent theories.” His culturalist approach and his com-
mitment to the social life of literature is often at the antipodes of mechanis-
tic forms of structuralism, which became somewhat pervasive in Spanish-
language academies of his time.”® Yet, methodologically, he incorporated
the insights of structuralist theory—which I think remains illuminating
to speak about literary language as such— into his accounts of the Latin
American literary system in general, and his sociocritical studies of concrete
literary texts and phenomena in particular. His work remains enlightening,
even if dated at times, because of its location at the crossroads of Marxism,
literary sociology, linguistics, and the specific lineages of Latin American
literary criticism. Rama’s writings invoked here can be more properly de-
scribed as part of a larger project to understand Latin America out the sys-
tematic study of the relationship between literature and society. But even
if Latin American critics at the time challenged structuralist claims of the
universality of the text as Eurocentric, Rama often extrapolated from lin-
guistic theorizations to discuss historicity of concrete Latin American lit-
erary forms. One example of this, which I find particularly relevant to my
own argument, is the unfolding of the sign into expression and content—
symmetrical functives which themselves are composed by form, substance
and purport. These concepts were most influentially theorized by Louis
Hjelmslev in his Prolegomena to the Theory of the Language.*

Hjelmslev’s work—framed by the Danish School of Linguistics and
central to the structuralist theory known as glossematics—provided an
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alternative to Ferdinand de Saussure’s binary model of signifier and sig-
nified, as well as an account of the materiality of language, the mechanics
of style and signification, and the semiotics of connotations, among other
things. Perhaps the most famous (mis)appropriations are those of Roland
Barthes, Jacques Derrida and, more significantly, Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari, all of whom extracted categories from the Prolegomena, without
tully echoing Hjelmslev’s zealously taxonomical scheme.*® For my purpos-
es, I appropriate Hjelmslev’s account of the plane of the content to discuss
Melchor’s writing. Hjelmslev believes that both expression and content—
which essentially name phonic and conceptual abstraction, respectively—
not only interact with each other in the constitution of the sign, but also
are constituted within themselves by three levels: form, substance and pur-
port. Miriam Taverniers defines these categories in relation to the plane of
the content: content-purport (derived from the ideas of pensée and sens in
Saussure) refers “to unformed and unalyzed thought;” content-substance is
“an area of purport that appears, gua area, as the result of the specific way in
which a particular language carves up or ‘forms’ this purport;” content-form
is the “the ‘content’ that is expressed in the construction[...] and that is de-
fined in terms of the formation principles of [...] language.”" Hjelmslev
believes that substance only exists insofar as there is form. Strictly speak-
ing, Hjelmslev’s model is not a theory of literature, but of language, and as
such, it is designed to account for everyday linguistic utterances. This is why
Hjelmslev limited the sign to the articulation of expression-form (made up
of phonemes) and content-form. In fact, prima facie, this account would ap-
pear in contradiction with sociocriticism, insofar as Hjelmslev himself fol-
lows a fairly orthodox account of the inherence of signification.

And yet, Hjelmslev’s Prolegomena turned out to be very theoretically
generative because his account of the sign openly acknowledges that semi-
otic analysis could appropriate the tools of linguistics for questions (like the
concepts of national and regional languages or the formal structure of media)
that far exceeded his own language descriptions. This is in part due to the
fact that the ideas of form and substance, as Hjelmslev defines them, trace
all the way back to Platonic Idealism and to Aristotelian accounts of mat-
ter and substance in the Mezaphysics.’> More relevantly, Hjelmslev theorizes
not only a “denotative semiotic” to describe language itself (what he calls

“natural” language). He also opens the possibility of a “connotative” semiot-
ic “whose expression plane is a semiotic” and “metasemiotics” understood as
a “semiotics whose content plane is semiotic.”** As Taverniers notes, while
Hjelmslev did not deepen on these ideas, it created the opening for struc-
turalism “to analyze geographical, historical, political, social, psychological,
and other related aspects that are connoted by language.”*

Hjelmslev’s glossematics do not appear, in retrospect, to have got-
ten their full due in literary theory. Roman Ingarden’s phenomenological
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model, which has an alternative account of language stratification, and
Algirdas Julien Greimas’s structural semantics, a tributary but very distinct
model, had significantly more reach.* On the other hand, glossematic the-
ories of the literary work from the time tend to be too caught in linguis-
tic and semiotic description, focusing, as many linguistic approaches, more
on the problem of the sign in itself than in literary questions proper. Even
with an account of connotation and even dialogues with other theorists,
the most important of these theories, Jirgen Trabant’s semiology, is fairly
clinical.* The important thing to keep in mind is that, while Hjelmslev’s
categories are first and foremost linguistic, the opening provided by his
theory of connotation opened wide pathways for redefinitions and appro-
priations that have rendered them productive beyond orthodox approaches.
One of the most illustrative examples comes from Umberto Eco. Eco de-
velops a model in which Hjelmslev’s account of the sign, and its elements,
may in fact have different meanings according to different theorizations.”’
He interprets Hjelmslev by essentially saying that different theorizations
may deploy the structural relation between all functives (purport-sub-
stance-form; expression-content, etc) according to a variety of models. In
this account, it becomes clear that Hjelmslev’s linguistics, more than elic-
iting fidelity, provides an infrastructural theory of language and signifi-
cation that can be in fact unfolded, as it ultimately happened, in various
philosophical, aesthetic, and critical directions.

Deleuze and Guattari’s heretical reading is particularly useful to illus-
trate the direction in which I seek to push Hjelmslev here. According to
Ronald Bogue, Deleuze and Guattari were interested in Hjelmslev’s model

“because it subverts the traditional opposition of form and content, labels as
arbitrary the designation of levels as either expression or content, and posits
a material substrate, which precedes the formation of the planes of expres-
sion and content.”® As Deleuze and Guattari themselves note, Hjelmslev
allowed them to think the relationship between expression and content as
something that bears “no analytic resemblance, correspondence and con-
formity between the two planes. But their independence does not preclude
isomorphism, in other words, the existence of the same kind of constant
relations on both sides.”™ In other words, the model allows one to think
both linguistic deterritorialization and reterritorialization, or, as Deleuze
and Guattari themselves put it elsewhere, Hjelmslev’s linguistics “consti-
tutes a decoded theory of language of which one can also say—an ambigu-
ous tribute—that it is the only linguistics adapted to the nature of oz the
capitalist and the schizophrenic flows.”*

When transposed into the question of literary language, Hjelmslev’s lin-
guistics triggers the concurrent formulation of two problems, which would
otherwise be in contradiction with each other. On the one hand, this theory
of language accounts for strictly isomorphic conceptions of literary writing,
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in which the form of expression and the form of the content are mediat-
ed through homology. This, I will argue later, is a feature of Rama’s implied
system of literary value. At the same time, as José Pascual Buxé developed
in Las figuraciones del sentido, it permits accounting for partial and even
disrupted homologies in the formal mediations between literary and social
systems, as is the case in many forms of Baroque and avant-garde semiosis.*
Anotherversion of this is observable in Trabant,who,in a peculiarly Hegelian
moment, noted that in the significations at the level of language (langue in
the French structuralist sense) we can refer to extralinguistic reality without
ever uttering it.*? This, of course, allows for the theorization of signification
as an immanent process, without disavowing referentiality or interpreta-
tion, which Trabant himself locates in the domain of hermeneutics.®

Hjelmslev’s theory of language has deep formal implication for liter-
ary studies that were not fully developed in its time. This peculiar model of
obsessively schematic orderings of particular structures bound by an almost
infinite set of potential reconfigurations provides a multiplicity of accounts
not only of the articulation of expression and content in form, but of the
tensions within each plane, from the material utterance of language to the
construction of meaning. Hjelmslev’s model grants expression and content
their own levels of form, substance and sense, which means essentially that
in the moment of emergence of signs (or in the signification of structures
of literary form), the two planes may be strictly symmetrical, but may also
articulate non-isomorphic relations of different kinds. If the functive rela-
tionship between expression and content is necessary, the relationship be-
tween the concrete materializations of form and substance, both within and
between expression and content is arbitrary: “we thus recognize in the lin-
guistic content, in its process, a specific form, the content-form, which is in-
dependent of, and stands in arbitrary relation to, the purport, and forms it
into a content-substance.”*

Without delving further into Hjelmslevian schematics, or the dizzy-
ing set of categories that underlie it, it is possible to see how this con-
cept of language helps in accounting for crucial semiological elements in
works that destabilize formal homology, like Hurricane Season. Unlike most
structuralist analyses, this account of language allows for the understand-
ing of the expression-content logic within the work, but also “content-pur-
port,” which generally directs to a semiotically amorphous matter.* This
means in part that we can understand “violence” in Mexico not so much
in terms of a realist subject matter in the novel, but rather as a semiotical-
ly amorphous content-purport that links the social system of violence and
the individual semiotic objects (novels, films, etc.) that generate cultural
forms for its mediation. The novel’s system of signs does not, in my view,
indicate a willingness to engage in a denotative form of realism, avoid-
ing the articulation of the murder of la Bruja as a stand-in for violence in
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Mexico at large. Rather, Melchor articulates the content-substance of her
work—the semantic structure—in a way in which meaning is suspended
in a space of indecision between the identifiable referentiality of contem-
porary Mexico and the fictional construction of a self-referential reality. In
other words, the content-substance of the work establishes a necessary me-
diation between content-purport and content-form, Rather than foreclos-
ing it into a denotative meaning, it articulates a sort of void that allows for
the historicity of Mexico to be read at the level of interpretation. Following
Trabant’s Hegelian intuition, the novel can connote and even refer to the
extralinguistic reality, but not utter it.

One way this procedure manifests itself concretely is by constructing a
system of floating signifiers through naming. Melchor’s narrative form ma-
neuvers through the articulation of characters and places into both a loose-
ly collective subject of the utterance and an empty transcendental signifi-
er that establishes relationships of connotation with Veracruz and Mexico,
sometimes even explicitly, but never actually configures it at the level of
its internal content.” One can turn here to Roland Barthes’s Hjelmslev-
informed analysis of the construction of form and concept (which corre-
spond to expression and content). According to Barthes, the concept has
a “truly open character,” as “a formless, nebulous condensation, whose uni-
ty and coherence are above all due to its function.”’ The key point here
is that the operations of narrative formalization in Hurricane Season (and
in Zhe Autumn of the Patriarch in its own historical terms) perform, per-
haps without deliberation, a weakening of the homological relation-
ship between literature and society. As Barthes puts it in his concept of
myth, “[w]hen it becomes form, the meaning leaves its contingency be-
hind; it empties itself, it becomes impoverished, history evaporates, only
the letter remains.”® Melchor’s saturation of signifiers very much oper-
ates as what Barthes calls “an abnormal regression from meaning to form,
from the linguistic sign to the mythical signifier.” This does not mean that
there is such abstraction that the historical and social nature of the concept
disappears, but rather “the meaning will be for the form like an instanta-
neous reserve of history, a timed richness.” Mexico, Veracruz, violence, are
not fully constituted realities or referents for the literary work to allego-
rize. Rather, they are concepts which constitute “less reality than a certain
knowledge of reality; in passing from the meaning to the form, the image
loses some knowledge: the better to receive the knowledge in the concept.”
Melchor figures a realism that only partially resists its status as a document,
pre-empting it from the immanent structure of signification and deferring
it to the act of interpretation.

In these terms, the constellation of meanings tied the names of char-
acters and places in Hurricane Season provides a very clear example of the
structure of signification at large. As far as places go, the novel builds its
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internal cartography through toponyms that follow the same procedures of
impoverishment through the articulation of form. If one regards Veracruz
as the content-purport of the novel, there is an intermediate point in the
formation of signs that refuses to fully territorialize the narrated world into
realism, but at the same time offers only a semi-deterritorialized apparatus
of referentiality. If the state of Veracruz has a city called “Martinez de la
Torre,” named after a landowner who donated the lands to the locality, the
novel names a city “Gutiérrez de la Torre,” which is, incidentally, the last
name of a politician who has been accused of women trafficking and sex-
ual abuse. Without presuming authorial intention (it may in fact be a sim-
ple word displacement), the point here is that names are always in a space
of semantic indecision. This happens to Villa, the big city of the region in
the novel, a shortening of the city’s full name, Villagarbosa, but also facing
semantically towards the original name of Veracruz, Villa Rica de la Vera
Cruz, the name given by Herndn Cortés to what would eventually become
the most important port city in the Gulf of Mexico. My intention here is
not to embark on a sign-by-sign operation of decodification. More precise-
ly, I follow Eco here, when he asserts, contra Hjelmslev’s own understand-
ing of his theory, that in fact the “decisive point of whether or not a sign
is present” is not the mere existence of the articulation between expression
and form but “whether it is interpreted.”® In the structure visible through
this interpretation, Melchor’s narrative leads the reader to both infer his-
torical and ideological meaning from a chaining of signs, and to engage
with an enclosed semiotic system within the book’s plane of content. This is
one of the reasons why Hurricane Season can be at the same time so cultur-
ally specific and so frictionlessly readable in translation.

'This is even more palpable in her use of character names. The name “La
Bruja” brings in itself a whole semantic constellation that includes every-
day socio-mythical practice. We can remember here the town of Catemaco
in Veracruz, where brujos practice local traditions of santeria. In addition,
the term figures a complex elements of the content-purport related to sex-
ual dissidence, the historical substrata of gender, queer pleasure, marginal-
ization and colonialism activate themselves with contemporary forms eco-
nomic inequality, as the detailed analysis by Godinez Rivas and Romén
Nieto suggests.”® All the other characters that carry a narrative function—
through the appropriation of their individual voices by the collective voice
constructed through indirect style—are named through significations that
are at the same time precise and identifiable, and ironically trivial. Luismi,
the young man who is the protagonist of sorts, is an open reference to the
popular singer Luis Miguel, to the point that bo/eros famously sung by the
pop star play a crucial role in the affective configurations of the plot.”* It
is worth noting that, in her translation, Sophie Hughes left the lyrics in
Spanish, so the reference to the singer would be completely unbeknownst
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to a reader in translation, but that irony is not indispensable for the read-
ing of the novel itself. Munra, the man who drives Luismi and his group
the day La Bruja is murdered, is a man with a disability and a broken body.
His nickname appears to refer to the Spanish transliteration of Mumm-
Ra, a mummified demon priest and the villain of the ThunderCats media
franchise. And, as it would be evident even to less aware readers, Brando,
the young man in love with Luismi, and left brokenhearted by his rejection,
appropriates the figure of one of the icons of masculinity in Hollywood
and ironically places the name on a queer character, unable to fulfill his
desire. All of these names are forms of expression that carry indetermi-
nate amounts of content-substance tied to the denotative and connota-
tive chains constructed between books and readers—gaps of indetermina-
cy as the hermeneutics of literature contemporary to structuralism called
this feature of signification.”

In Hjelmslev’s model, this type of signification system belongs to a
connotative and metasemiotic levels of language, which points towards
content-substances marked by their historicity, such as vernacular idioms,
but also to the equivocal relationship between sign and social meaning dis-
cussed by Barthes.* Perhaps the best example of this in Melchor’s system
of names is La Matosa. The town as narrated by the novel appears to be
fictional, although the toponym is used: there is a township in Alvarado, as
well as a natural reserve that bear the name. In any case, the site appears
to be in an in-between space between an identifiable geographical site in
Veracruz, a fictional town in the long tradition of places like Macondo and
Santa Teresa in Latin American literature and what may be called, extrap-
olating from Michel Foucault, a sort of “heterotopia of deviation,” in this
case a fictional site “in which individuals whose behavior is deviant in rela-
tion to the required mean or norm are placed.” La Matosa, as a name, for-
malizes a long durée of Veracruz history that is not explicitly raised, but that
haunts Hurricane Season through and through.

Francisco de la Matosa was an Angolan maroon who commanded the
troops of Gaspar Yanga, who led a free Black town in Veracruz at the turn of
the seventeenth-century.*® Even though readings of the novel do not appear
to notice this fact, it is unquestionable that the legacy of Afro-Veracruzans,
often diluted in the national history of mestizaje, underlies the world of
Hurricane Season, just like it remains a nebulous purport in many formal ar-
ticulations of Mexican modernity.”” Blackness is not an explicit theme, but
it is hinted at in the novel as a factor of some characters’ lives. Yesenia, the
first narrator, is not only named after a well-known character in Mexican
melodramatic narrative, but is also defined by her “exquisite hair” that was
unlike “Grandma’s sheep’s hair [as] she called it, “fuzzy black-gir] hair.”*® In
another passage, when La Bruja surreptitiously stalks a group of young men,
her desire-infused gaze focuses on their “backs lustrous like buffed leather,
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shiny and dark like the seeds of a tamarind, or creamy like dulce de leche or
the tender pulp of a ripe sapodilla. Skin the color of cinnamon, of mahog-
any and rosewood...”™ Blackness operates here as a marker at the level of
the form of the content and the form of the expression, both in the rhythm
of the prose (which a page later would briefly intersect with the beat of a
cumbia) and in the constant listing of signifiers denoting skin color, a spec-
trum of tones common in Afro-Veracruzan communities.

Tied to the sign of La Matosa, markers of Blackness like this one point
towards a whole unformalized purport that is present in the novel through
connotation. It is not that the novel operates through Blackness as a theme
or as an identity of the characters—in fact, it is telling that this is never re-
ally the case. But in naming the town “La Matosa,” building into the form
of the content a history of Blackness subtracted from its referential densi-
ty, the lives of different characters, many of them directly articulated to the
many legacies of slavery and colonialism in the region, operate into what
Frantz Fanon called the “zone of nonbeing” in which the “incline stripped
bare of every essential” and the potential of “a genuine new departure” de-
fined Black lives. Hurricane Season weaves into its structure of signification
not an allegory centered on Black life, but rather the floating signifiers of an
existence (embodied in Luismi, Yesenia and even the non-Black characters
of the book) in which they “cannot take advantage of this veritable descent
into hell,” as Fanon himself notes.®

The bare inscription of Blackness in the form of the content repro-
duces itself in various other articulations of the substance of the content.
‘Throughout the novel we are palpably exposed to the regime of capitalist
exploitation that shape La Matosa’s history, from cane sugar and oil ex-
traction, to prostitution and alcohol. The novel does not engage on the con-
crete material conditions of capitalism as such, but rather on the ways in
which the deterritorialized lives of her abject characters are often pulled to
networks of capitalist aspiration. This is the case of Luismi, when he be-
comes the lover of an oil engineer, whose promises of a job in the company,
unthinkable if one considers Luismi’s lack of education and drug addiction,
provide a cruel counterpoint to his destitution. The system of signification
I have described in the past few pages, and the Hjelmslev-informed analy-
sis I have outlined, provide at this point the possibility of placing Hurricane
Season into a more sociocritical light. Hurricane Season’s literary and linguis-
tic devices function by imbalacing the different aspects of expression: forms
that exceed substances, expression that overwhelms content, signs that
weaken and empty references. It belongs to a genealogy of Latin American
writing—"7he Autumn of the Patriarch is my key example—that destabilizes
the allegorical modes of narrative that cross the history of the novel (from
national romances to total novels). By breaking isomorphism and homolo-
gy, they create systems of signification that do not seek epistemic access to
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the Real, or to the content-purport in Hjelmslevese, but rather construct
literary machines that function on the deterritorialization and the voiding
of meaning in relation to sociopolitical and sociocultural realities.®!

In Rama’s case, his reference to Hjelmslev allows him to understand
his own system of literary value in relationship to the way in which expres-
sion and content shape social sense into systems of signs. In other words,
Rama’s critical writings often value fiction in which literary writing is a
space of mediation of cultures in the context of combined and uneven de-
velopment, i.e., transculturation. But as far as literary form goes, Rama’s
theorizations often confer positive value to homological forms of literary
writing in which the forms of expression and content embody some form
of true representation of the Latin American social. As Richard Rosa notes,
Rama’s work seeks to “correct what he understands as an imbalance be-
tween language and reality in Latin America.” This leads to a situation in
which Rama “privileges these moments in which he sees, albeit fleetingly, a
harmony is achieved, a balance that manifests a glimmer of the organicity
that is its guiding idea.”* Hugo Herrera Pardo builds on this insight, no-
ticing how the idea of “transformation,” signaled by Rosa, unfolds in Rama
to terms such as “transmutation,” “and “transculturation,” and even “trans-
position,” “translation,” and “transcription.” One can even pinpoint how
Hjelmslev himself informs Rama’s conception. In his writings on /a gauch-
esca, Rama notes that Hjelmslev’s idea of the content-form would be useful

“to observe the exact agreement between a reality managed by the speak-
er and the lexical distribution of language.”* Rama accounts for the use of
language in authors like Estanislao del Campo through Hjelmslev’s con-
cept of “[the] phonetic zone of meaning,” to later invoke his theory of con-
notation as a way to underscore the solidary and functive relations between
linguistic utterance and regional and national language.*

What underlies Rama’s account is an understanding of the politics of
literature in which a Gramscian understanding of the literary writer as an
agent of modernity intersects with the praxis of literary form as a space in
which the aesthetic, ideological and sociocultural layers of Latin American
culture are embodied as experience. Mabel Morafia explains that Rama’s
transculturation model recognizes “his ideological-philosophical filiation
in a2 Gramscianism of tremendous influence on the intellectual left of those
years,”and posits that “Rama writes from a conflictive tributary positionality,
on the one hand, of the myth of Left messianism of the 1960s but also inter-
ested in analyzing the degrees of possibility and the probable consequenc-
es of intellectual cooptation in their new modalities of articulation with
the State and cultural institutions, which include the praxis of literature.”®
While this particular point leads to Rama’s influential work in 7he Lettered
City, for my purposes it is significant to underscore the fact that Garcia
Mirquez played a key role in the formation of Rama’s idea of the politics of
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literature, even if the Colombian writer is mostly engaged in texts secondary
to Rama’s canon.®” More crucially, Morafia continues, Rama sees in this mo-
ment “a different form and in his opinion an unknown lettered afhliation of
the multiple projects of modernity”so that “transculturation stresses lettered

mediation as a praxis of appropriation and re-presentation of exogenous and

internal cultural content, which, upon converging, form dialectically, giving

rise to totalities that are more than the sum of their parts.” ¢

Rama’s appropriation of structuralism often sidelined more open and
indeterminate accounts of signification (such as those in Deleuze, Guattari
or Derrida) in favor of homological accounts that captured totalizations of
the social.®’ In this Rama subscribes and contributes to a theoretical under-
standing in which, as Lucien Goldmann famously put it, “the novel form
seems to me, in eftect, zhe transposition on the literary plane of everyday life in
the individualistic society created by market production.” As such, Goldmann
continues, “There is a rigorous homology between the literary form of the
novel, as I have defined it with the help of Lukécs and Girard, and the ev-
eryday relation between man and commodities in general.””® Rama’s own
idea of homology, however, signals to a different direction from Goldmann’s
somewhat schematic account, since, as José Eduardo Gonzilez notes, Rama
did not believe that the “idea of collective consciousness has been tran-
scended or that the novel can no longer be used as a tool by a social group.””*
Rama is by no means the only literary critic who incorporated notions of
formal and even ideological homology. This is famously the case of Roberto
Schwarz’s work with nineteenth-century Brazilian literature, both in his
homological account of literary form and social structure in Machado de
Assis, and in his general critique of the non-homology between European
liberalism and Brazil’s slavist society.” The key is that Rama goes beyond
Goldmann and Schwarz, and their description of the novel form as thor-
oughly inscribed in bourgeois society, to restore into the literary a form of
political and epistemological privilege that some of the Marxist critics con-
temporary to him were challenging.

In between a Marxist criticism that saw in the novel—as Schwarz,
Goldmann, and others did—a vehicle through which one could read the
figuration of capitalism into form, and a line of structuralist linguistics that
displaced the literary from the realm of aesthetics to the territory of imma-
nent signification, Rama advances a theory of form that evolves over time,
but that shares in the background the political privilege of the literary in
the experience of Latin American modernity. The word experience here is
vital and has a significant genealogy in Latin American literary theory. In
his foundational essay E/ deslinde, Alfonso Reyes asserted that “the issue, for
literature as such, refers to a pure experience, to a general human experience
[...] Literature expresses to man how he is human.””® Rama echoes this
idea in the last line of his lectures on Garcia Mérquez. He notes that One
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Hundred Years of Solitude invokes “the most comforting value of reading: it
is this experience, an experience that human beings already seem incapable
of having in any way if not by way of literature.””* This idealism is not in
fact alien to structuralism or semiotics. Umberto Eco places the term “ex-
perience” as the content-purport in a theory of the code that he lays out as
a possible version of Hjelmslev’s sign.” Elsewhere, Eco recognizes that the
“exchange of signs produces a modification of the experience”, and interpre-
tation as a “concrete situation in which one can obtain the perceptual expe-
rience of the object the sign refers to.””® In a way, the inscription of experi-
ence in literary theory by Rama is a humanist restoration (in Reyes’s wake)
of the epistemological relationship between reader, text, and referent, while
accepting the immanence of meaning. Indeed, the very point of Reyes’s lit-
erary theory, which predates structuralism and does not appear to have any
influence of his linguist contemporaries, was to emphasize the immanence
of the literary as such by discerning it from “ancillary” concerns.

The politics of literature embodied in Rama’s theory of form is not
only a question of the homology and the isomorphism between the liter-
ary and the social, but also the center of a human experience that only a lit-
erary text tarrying through form can achieve. This is perhaps why Rama’s
model does not allow for the development of a theory of allegory beyond
homology, in the way Fredric Jameson did in his discussion of Hjemslev
and of Greimas’s four-term signification theories.” Jameson’s model is
fundamentally interpretive, and he invokes Hjelmslev in particular to ar-
gue for an expansion of formal analysis towards detection and the polit-
ical unconscious. In Jameson’s conceptual work, the complex articulation
of the sign allows him to develop a richer account of the relationship be-
tween form and society put forward by Goldmann, and other even more
orthodox base-superstructure Marxist models.

Conversely, Rama’s method functions descriptively—the identification
of the instances of crystallization of the homology between literary form
and society—which, in parallel, seeks to identify the intellectual and socio-
historical conditions of the act of writing leading to those forms. Ultimately,
Rama’s various interventions in the question of form lead to prescriptive pro-
grams for the literary writer. In his trajectory, we can see these prescriptions
in different ways, including startingly phenomenological and even existen-
tialist versions of it: “To concentrate an experience, it is worth expressing
a precise, unique, fatalized form, a content of life, it is worth concentrating
life in art so that it remain like a revelation within a world of appearances.””®
'This would ultimately evolve, in Transculturacion narrativa en América Latina,
into a more precise demand for “well-designed techniques and shrewd artis-
tic structures that fully translate the imaginaries of Latin American societies
that have been crafting brilliant cultures for centuries.”” Literary value and
even canonicity, in this account of form, elevate not works whose codings
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of political unconscious require interpretation, but rather those which in
themselves “unveil” the deep form of experience, or “fully translate” Latin
American cultural complexity into structures and techniques.

There is a political and even utopian bent to the idea of homological lit-
erary works that programmatically and deliberately capture the totality of
social experience and cultural specificity—as in the postulation of an idea
of critique as the account of the history and emergence of those works and
part of the project of “urgent literature.”® It is not hard to see here why
books like The Autumn of the Patriarch and Hurricane Season disrupt this
model of criticism. Melchor’s inability to fully and immediately account
for the reality of Mexican violence, read by both Wolfson and Dominguez
Michael as fundamentally flawed, turns out to be, in fact, a feature, and one
that discloses an antithetical politics of form in relation to the one envi-
sioned by Rama. Garcia Mdrquez wrote 7he Autumn in the downswing of
the post-Boom, in the middle of a time saddled with the question of dicta-
torship. The apparent dissonance between its style and this political urgen-
cy was the object of strong critiques. Gerald Martin, who would become
his biographer, reproached Garcia Marquez’s “misconceived historical per-
spective” and general failure of his novel in accounting for the gravity of the
experience of dictatorship.®® Melchor writes at a point where the utopian
sense that fueled Rama and the political imperatives that Martin advocat-
ed are no longer central to Latin American literary production. As Gustavo
Guerrero discusses in a recent book, substantial infrastructural changes in
Latin American writing of the twenty-first century, including the emer-
gence and growth of the market and the displacement of the nation and
the region in favor of a system of world literature pose new historical con-
ditions to the very nature of literary writing in Latin America.®? Rama’s ho-
mological model could be advocated in the 1970s because there was still a
notion—even if in some contexts it was merely residual—of the ability of
literature to capture totality. The changes described by Guerrero at the level
of the literary system render that capture unthinkable.

In Rama’s definitions of Latin American literary forms, there exists not
only a political agenda, but also a fundamental cognitive problem about
the capture of totality—contradictory totality, as Antonio Cornejo Polar
termed it.* I will not rehash here the debates on hybridity and heterogene-
ity, or the conceptual framework of postmodern theory. But it is worth re-
membering that, as indicated in Jean Francois Lyotard’s foundational work,
the idea of the postmodern was both an epistemological concern (a “report
on knowledge” no less) and a theory of language, of the speech act, and of
language games.®* In contemporary narrative, though, the epistemological
crisis of literary form and its political ramifications are no longer a crisis of
legitimacy, but a feature of the contemporary system of literary cognition
and utterance. One could riff oft and point out the many ways in which the
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most canonical of contemporary world literature often points to the ex-
cess of the signifier and the epistemological inoperativity of totality, from
Roberto Bolano and Kazuo Ishiguro, to Karl Ove Knaausgard and Olga
Tokarczuk. Tbe Autumn of the Patriarch is an interesting point of reference,
because it was not yet a postmodern text fout court but rather a novel that
deployed the repertoire of Latin America’s literary forms, as described by
critics like Rama, but did so hollowing out the epistemological project of
totality and the politics of the novel in itself. This accounts for the critical
readings by both Rama and Martin.

Yet, the political stakes and consequences of its form have become
more visible over time. Jean Franco, in a lucid reading, signals a passage of
the novel in which “Garcia Mdrquez describes the emissary’s mule falling
down the mountainside and plunging to its death through a geography that
is also a series of national clichés that have been embalmed in scholastic ge-
ography, history and literary texts.”® Franco argues that the mule’s fall em-
bodies “the fall of language into secular knowledge,” through its referenc-
es to discourses like romantic fiction and geography textbooks. In doing so,
Franco contends that “Garcia Marquez demonstrates a process of secular
disenchantment in which literature is complicit.” All of which has a mean-
ingful consequence for the politics of literary form: “the antistate is not en-
visaged in a utopian future, but in a rapidly disappearing past.” One can
see here an antithesis to the politics of literary form envisioned by Rama—
where the process of democratization of the letter and formal capture of to-
tality carry a utopian bent. Pedro Demenech convincingly argues, reading
Rama’s La novela americana alongside Pedro Henriquez Urefia, that Rama’s
methodological investments in categories of totality and organicity drew
directly from the tradition of the “utopia of America.”®® As such, the liter-
ary corpus of Latin American writing provided for him a way to challenge
the secular disenchantment described by Franco and by postmodernists
like Lyotard: “in the face of the loss of value, order and hierarchy, it is this
American utopia that rearticulates mechanisms, guaranteeing possibilities
to face a world that deviates the critical spirit from its course. The critic’s
hardest task, then, is to provide meaning to this utopia by making some-
thing of that critical spirit to endure and prevail.”’

Contemporary literary works like Hurricane Season, along with many
other books published in the late 2010s in Latin America, belong to an
epoch in the literary field where the secularization of literary language has,
over time, decimated the utopian bent of the Latin American novel. It is
a literature that accompanies the crises of the sociopolitical mobilizations
and utopias that defined Latin America’s political agendas at the turn of
the century, including Mexico’s post-PRI “democratic transition” and the
South American pink tide. Even the way in which we can imagine any kind
of allegorical and homological relation between literary form and either
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the mode of production or the capture of society has become severely dis-
rupted by the ways in which neoliberal and necropolitical processes have
gutted the projects of modernity and modernization axiomatic to Latin
American theories of the novel. If anything, what we see in mainstream
Mexican literature over the last few years is a paradoxical equilibrium be-
tween what I call elsewhere “anti-World Literature” (i.e., an anti-utopian
gesture challenging the promises of the global and the worldly) and a de-
nationalization by which supranational and transnational modes of writ-
ing have been consolidated.® The vocabularies to account for the aesthetics
and politics of representation in contemporary Mexican literature and cul-
ture—necrowriting, disappropriation, gore capitalism, drug war capitalism,
femicide machine, narco-machine, narco-accumulation—are profoundly
anti-utopian and contramodern, based on the ways in which the violence
of new modes of capitalism and social alienation shape the contemporary
experience of the country and the region.” David E. Johnson takes this
even further by positing a literary theory, built on Mexican works, premised
on the notion that literature itself “concerns—which does not mean either
“represents” or “thematizes”—constitutive violence.” It is not hard to ob-
serve how the very definitions of Latin American representational form are
being developed in the opposite directions of the ideas of totality, organici-
ty, transculturation, and other forms of figuration and cognitive mapping of
the social that occupied Rama and other critics of his time.

Contemporary Mexican works like Hurricane Season operate in a
non-homological and open form of the language, which can be described
through Hjelmslevian conceptions of language. “For Hjelmslev, there is
no interpreted system,” writes Guattari in his notes, “only interpretable
systems.” As a result, “there is never any closure back onto semantic or
grammatical ‘normality.””’ What I would contend is that recent works
of Mexican literature, and elsewhere in Latin America too, have become
deeply concerned with a politics of writing that no longer can articu-
late utopianism, and writing methods that refuse closure onto seman-
tic, and also formal, normality. We can see an evolution in this direction
on the most visible Mexican novels concerning Central American mi-
gration. In Antonio Ortuio’s La fila india and Alejandro Herndndez’s
Amards a dios por sobre todas las cosas, both from 2013, we still see a tes-
timonial politics of the novel, which, as Felipe Oliver Fuentes Kraftfczyk
notes, is oriented towards the visibilization, respectively, of the ties of
the Mexican state to migrant abuse, and of the experience of the im-
migrants themselves.”” Emiliano Monge, in his 2015 novel Las tierras
arrasadas, writes in an in-between space of signification by laying out
what Fuentes Kraffczyk identifies as tragic form, while focusing on “re-
sidual” bodies and subjectivities, a reading put forward by Alina Pefa
Iguardn.” The most recent and most prominent case is that of Valeria
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Luiselli’s 2019 novel Lost Children Archive, which completely side-
steps direct narration of the migrant experience—in fact Luiselli pub-
lished an essay on that subject to take it out of her novel.”* In this avoid-
ance, Luiselli writes a novel about living as a middle-class person in a
country haunted by long histories of anti-migrant violence and settler
colonialism, structured in the tension between a first person narrative
that opens itself out of signification as the book advances, and an ar-
chive where Luiselli renders visible the mechanisms and sources of her
work. It is a novelization of the forms of anti-utopia and anti-totality that
rule contemporary Mexican writing.”

As Hurricane Season has reached the shores of English-language pub-
lishing, its figuration of the vernacular and the social has lent itself to
problematic readings that fail to understand the ways signification oper-
ates in Mexican literature. A case in point is David Kurnick’s review of
Hurricane Season in Public Books, where he contrasts Melchor with Luiselli,
whom he indicts for her novel’s metafictional “trappings” as a mask for
the book’s centering on “middle-class characters” that “inhabit a geopo-
litical crisis as a kind of ethical thrill ride.” Unlike Luiselli’s Lost Children
Archive, Kurnick sees in Melchor’s Hurricane Season a “ferocious rhetor-
ical and narrative power, a profane colloquial energy that almost serves
as a protest against the cruelty that it recounts.” This is strikingly dif-
ferent from the criticisms of Melchor’s style by Wolfson and Dominguez
Michael, who argued that the book is marked by its inability to cap-
ture or meaningfully politicize a well-known reality. The fact is that such
a dichotomic reading—based on a system of literary value that divides
books according to questionable classifications of privilege and margin-
ality— falsifies the novels’ constellations of meaning, both sociologically
and formally. Melchor—like Luiselli—is by no means a marginal writ-
er, but rather someone who has developed her career within well-estab-
lished structures of the Mexican, and now world, literary field. Even as
she emerged from the world of journalism and independent publishing,
her international success is tied in part to her prominence within the cat-
alog of Penguin Random House Mondadori, currently the most powerful
player in Spanish-language editorial publishing. And while even the most
elite members of the Mexican intellectual class can become minoritized
and marginalized in the literary field of the United States due to structur-
al anti-Mexican prejudice, Melchor and Luiselli’s transnational success is
due in no small part to systems of literary trade and transnational circu-
lation that have, after the success of Roberto Bolafio, become far more at-
tentive to Mexican and Latin American writers.

Readings like Kurnick’s— based on a cheap dichotomy between what
he calls Luiselli’s “liberal moral gymnastics” and Melchor’s “profane col-
loquial energy”—are symptomatic of a patronizing understanding of the
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Latin American (and US Latinx) writer as a purveyor of authentic experi-
ence from below. More importantly, they miss not only the aesthetic and
ideological diversity of most Latin American traditions—where both cos-
mopolitanism and colloquialism have been constitutive, as is the case pretty
much everywhere else— but also the nature of the formal wagers and pol-
itics of Mexican fiction as such. The exceptional success of both Hurricane
Season and Lost Children Archive —in my view the two most consequential
works of Mexican literary fiction of the past decade measured in terms of
reception and impact—is thus not a factor of their resistance to any mod-
el of literary hegemony. Rather, they participate in the emergence of new
literary doxas thanks to their distinct and successful embodiment of a pol-
itics of literature that captures the very impossibility of homology—and of
utopian politics— as a feature of the novel form in contemporary Mexico
and Latin America. As narratives of immigration and violence they are
not particularly interesting. But they are definitely fascinating in their dis-
tinct explorations of the imbalances between expression and content in re-
lation to a content-purport that is no longer Latin American modernity
but its rolling catastrophe.

Even as Mexican literature enjoys nearly unprecedented success in the
realm of world literature and translation, writers tarry constantly through
an impasse in cultural politics created by neoliberalism. There are different
approaches as to how we can move forward. Some critics like Dominguez
Michael have doubled down on the critique of realism as a mode of nar-
rative and an assertion of the aesthetic autonomy of literature, as seen in
his reviews of Hurricane Season and other novels of violence. Others, like
Oswaldo Zavala, update Rama’s prescriptive model and advocate the need
for a new programmatic literature that insists “on the political and econom-
ic failure of modernity.”” I personally think that both Luiselli and Melchor
orient their works in that direction, although Zavala disagrees with their
approaches.”® In any case, Hurricane Season’s meaningful literary politics are
notinitsreferent,but rather in the inscription of forms of signification where
the content substance can no longer be homological or even allegorical.

Regardless of the possible programs for Latin American literature to
come, Melchor’s activation of past forms—and past critical and theoreti-
cal approaches to the relationship between language, politics and society—
opens interpretive horizons that allow for the reading of contemporary
Latin American literature in their historical and aesthetic constellations.
'The complex politics of literary criticism as embodied by Rama and his
contemporaries, and the generative and frequently forgotten theories of
language put forward by thinkers like Hjelmslev, provide rich archives for
the reformulation of textual critique and intellectual history. They can per-
haps be instruments of a possible path for the study and critique of lit-
erature, against the grain of critical defaults, including the presumption
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of inherent resistance in literary form—an idealism that should not be
disavowed, but which always requires the counterweight of reflexivity.
Perhaps more importantly, it provides us with tools in the intractable task
of thinking the potentialities and materialities of writing in the necrop-
olitical era, and it helps us to find, even in the most mainstream works,
forms and languages to antithetically engage the territorializing and total-
izating subsumption of culture in the wake of neoliberalism.

Washington University in St. Louis

NOTES

! Fernanda Melchor, Temporada de huracanes (Mexico City: Literatura Random House,
2017). English translation: Hurricane Season, trans. Sophie Hughes (New York: New
Directions, 2020). Given that this particular essay addresses audiences both in English
and Spanish, I will use in the text the title of the English translation when available,
or the Spanish original otherwise. I will cite any other literary text available in both
languages in English, but I will provide the Spanish original in the notes. Finally, for
texts originally published in Spanish and translated into English, I will provide refer-
ence to both.

2 Some of the most substantial and worthwhile reviews showing the continued praise of
the book include: Antonio Ortufio, “Por fin,” Letras Libres, June 19,2017, https://www.
letraslibres.com/espana-mexico/revista/por-fin; Lucia Trevifio, “Temporada de hu-
racanes” de Fernanda Melchor,” Revista de la Universidad de México 841 (October 2017),
157-61; and Nicolas Medina Mora Pérez, “Las comas del huracin,” Nexos, August 1,
2019, https://www.nexos.com.mx/?p=43611. It is of note that Roberto Pliego, a wide-
ly read reviewer from the newspaper Milenio and famous for his trashings of new fic-
tion releases, reviewed the book positively. See “Habitantes de un cementerio,” Milenio,
May 20, 2017, https://www.milenio.com/cultura/habitantes-de-un-cementerio. A no-
table exception was Christopher Dominguez Michael, Mexico’s most widely read and

most polarizing critic, who wrote an uncharacteristically and deliberately ambiguous

review centered on the question of whether realist fiction can capture the Mexican

present. See “Novisimos: La bruja,” in Confabulario, May 17,2017, https://www.eluni-
versal.com.mx/entrada-de-opinion/columna/christopher-dominguez-michael/cultu-
ra/2017/05/17/novisimos-la-bruja. I visited all of the websites for this article on June

6,2020. As a response to initial reviews, Gabriel Wolfson published a text that reflect-
ed on his desire to temper the intense enthusiasm surrounding the novel and to dis-

cuss the ways in which the Mexican literary field constructs books of the moment. See
Gabriel Wolfson, Critica 177 (2017),159-65.

3 See, for example, Julian Lucas, “A Mexican Novel Conjures a Violent World
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Tinged with Beauty,” The New York Times Book Review, March 31, 2020, https://
www.nytimes.com/2020/03/31/books/review/hurricane-season-fernanda-melchor.
html; Amanda Denis, “A Terrible Beauty: On Fernanda Melchor’s Hurricane
Season,” Los Angeles Review of Books, March 31, 2020, https://lareviewofbooks.org/
article/a-terrible-beauty-on-fernanda-melchors-hurricane-season; Ana  Cecilia
Alvarez, “Season of the Witch,” Bookforum, April/May 2020, https://www.book-
forum.com/print/2701/fernanda-melchor-s-many-voiced-mexican-noir-23948.
I also published a review: see Ignacio M. Sdnchez Prado, “Fernanda Melchor’s
Hurricane Season: A Literary Triumph on the Failures of Modernization,” Words
Without Borders, April 2020, https://www.wordswithoutborders.org/book-review/

fernanda-melchors-hurricane-season-a-literary-triumph-ignacio-m-sanchez-pra.

* For a full-fledged discussion of Duarte’s devastating administration, see Alberto J.
Olvera, Veracruz en su laberinto: Autoritarismo, crisis de regimen y violencia en el sexenio de
Javier Duarte (Xalapa: Universidad Veracruzana, 2018).

> Fernanda Melchor, Aqui no es Miami (Mexico City: El salario del miedo, 2013). A
significantly revised version was published: Agui no es Miami (Mexico City: Literatura
Random House, 2018). References to this book are from the new edition.

¢ For a reading of Melchor in the context of new Mexican literary journalism, see
Patricia Poblete Alday, “Crénica narrativa contemporanea: Enfoques, deslindes y de-
safios metodoldgicos,” Literatura mexicana 31,no.1 (2020), 140. There is a second essay
to be written on Melchor and the crdnica, but to keep the present essay under control, I
decided to sidestep the question.

7 Fernanda Melchor, Falsa liebre (Mexico City: Almadia, 2013).

§ Anadeli Bencomo, “Acapulco, del tropicalismo a la distopia urbana,” Telar 17 (2016),
25-37. As evidenced by the title, Bencomo’s focus is on Acapulco, and she mentions
Melchor as an example in Veracruz of the process she seeks to analyze.

? This account comes from Sophie Hughes, “La realidad mexicana: An interview with
Fernanda Melchor,” Southwest Review, April 1, 2020, http://southwestreview.com/
la-realidad-mexicana-an-interview-with-fernanda-melchor.

10 See Davy Demas, “Aux frontieres du corps proper: De l'abjection comme straté-
gie de domination dans Temporada de huracanes (2017), de Fernanda Melchor,” Crisol,
série numérique 11 (2020), 1-29; Marcos Eduardo Avalos Reyes, “Temporada de hu-
racanes de Fernanda Melchor: Una lectura del cuerpo desde el terreno del chisme y la
abyeccién,” Connotas 19 (2019), 53-70. Both of these essays reference Julia Kristeva,
Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1982).

' Gloria Luz Godinez Rivas and Luis Romdn Nieto, “De torcidos y embrujos:
Temporada de huracanes de Fernanda Melchor,” Anclajes 23, no. 3 (2019), 59-70. See al-
so Silvia Federici, Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive Accumulation
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(New York: Autonomedia, 2004) and Sayak Valencia, Capitalismo gore (Barcelona:
Melusina, 2010). English translation: Gore Capitalism, trans. John Pluecker (Los
Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2018).

12 Melchor, Temporada de huracanes, 223. The acknowledgements are missing in the
English edition, which is unfortunate, because they provide this and other interesting
references for reading.

13 Ignacio M. Sénchez Prado, “The Persistence of the Transcultural: A Latin American
Theory of the Novel from the National-Popular to the Global,” New Literary History
51 (2020), 347-74.

" Melchor, Temporada de huracanes, 223; Gabriel Garcia Marquez, E/ otorio del patriar-
ca (Mexico City: Diana, 2015). English translation: Zhe Autumn of the Patriarch, trans.
Gregory Rabassa (New York: HarperCollins, 2006).

15 « £ . . ; ..
encontré una voz muy libre, muy compleja, que sabia contar los acontecimientos

desde una distancia enorme, casi como una voz de Dios y sin embargo esa misma voz
se metia en los personajes y habla como ellos.” Gerardo Antonio Martinez, “La litera-
tura entre el arte y la violencia extrema,” Confabulario, August 10,2017, https://confab-

ulario.eluniversal.com.mx/entrevista-fernanda-melchor-temporada-de-huracanes. All
translations from sources in Spanish are by FORMA editors unless noted otherwise.

16 For examples of the use of “post,” see Donald L. Shaw, The Post-Boom in Spanish
American Fiction (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998) and John Beverley,
José Oviedo, and Michael Aronna, eds., The Postmodernism Debate in Latin America
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1995).

17 For the development of the idea of “serie literaria” alongside Rama’s general idea of
the literary system, see Angel Rama, Literatura y clase social (Mexico City: Folios, 1983),
9-10 and Literatura, cultura, sociedad en América Latina, ed. Pablo Rocca (Montevideo:
Trilce, 2006), 94-109. Jos¢ Eduardo Gonzilez usefully discusses the ways in which
Marxist concerns about the relationship between literature and society, as well as
the problem of mediation, influence the development of the idea of “secuencia” in
Rama. See Appropriating Theory: z{ngel Rama’s Critical Work (Pittsburgh: University of
Pittsburgh Press, 2017), 100-101. It is worth recalling too that Rama derived this con-
cept from the Russian formalist Yuri Tynyanov, as Gonzalez also notes. See J. Tinianov,
“Sobre la evolucion literaria,” in Teoria de la literatura de los formalistas rusos, ed. Tzvetan

Todorov, trans. Ana Maria Nethol (Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1970), 89-101.

18 “acumulacién incesante”; “los hechos narrativos son voluntariamente inmovilizados

porque se les percibe como ‘soles negros,’ esos agujeros que irradian energia misterio-
sa, y entonces, mediante la acumulacién de sucesivas frases dependientes, de series de
imdgenes abiertas, de cadenas adjetivales, de substituciones adverbiales, de verbos su-
perpuestos para ir desmenuzando una sola accién, se les dota de largas y ondulantes
caudas resplandecientes, cuyo brillo multicolor es arrasado por un vacio.” Angel Rama,
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La novela en América Latina: Panoramas 1920-1980 (Santiago de Chile: Universidad
Alberto Hurtado, 2008), 487-89.

'] borrow this formulation from Adelaida Lépez Mejia’s reading of Garcia Méarquez,
which she unfolds in different themes, particularly the patriarch’s continous facing of
the dead and their remains. Despite the differences, I think that the bind between rep-
etition in language and the spectral presence of dead does manifest itself in Melchor’s
narrative. See Adelaida Lopez Mejia, “Burying the Dead: Repetition in E/ otorio del
patriarca,” MLN 107, no. 2 (1992), 298-320.

2 Roberto Bolafio, 2666 (Barcelona: Anagrama, 2004). English translation: 2666, trans.
Natasha Wimmer (New York: Farrar, Strauss & Giroux, 2008). I resist here a deep-
er engagement with Bolafio because I am personally resistant to the Bolafization of
Mexican literary studies, particularly the way in which so many studies often derive

their full analysis of contemporary Mexico out of 2666 without bothering to discuss

any Mexican literary work whatsoever. I do recognize though that there is an import-
ant line of reading Bolafio in our field, and I do also value the theoretical work done

in some (though by not means all) of these essays. Acknowledging the impossibility

to fairly cover all that production, I would recommend a couple of studies that would

provide a good dialogue with my arguments here: Oswaldo Zavala, La modernidad
insufrible: Roberto Bolaio en los limites de la literatura latinoamericana contempordnea

(Chapel Hill: North Carolina Studies in Romance Languages and Literatures, 2015);

John Kraniauskas, “A Monument to the Unknown Worker: Roberto Bolafio’s 2666,”
Radical Philosophy 200 (2016), 37-46 and Patrick Dove, Literature and “Interregnum’:
Globalization, War, and the Crisis of Sovereignty in Latin America (Albany: State

University of New York Press, 2017), 215-59.

21 «

»”, «

estructura repetida y cldsica”; “mismo parlamento aglutinador, una voz que, sin re-
basar sus reducidos escenarios, se mueve con despiadada soltura de un personaje a
otro, de uno a otro registro léxico, entre diferentes tiempos, destinatarios y miradas.”

Wolfson, “Temporada de huracanes,” 164.

22 “previsibilidad”; “un brillo multicolor arrastrado por su vacio.” Wolfson, “Temporada
de huracanes,” 163. See note 20.

# “nada que no sepa cualquier lector de periédicos para no hablar de quienes sobreviven

al horror de todos los dias en el Golfo de México.” Dominguez Michael, “Novisimos:
La bruja.”

2 “fabula en un universo que no requiere fabulacién.” Dominguez Michael, “Novisimos:

La bruja.”

% “Ante el horror, sospecho—s6lo sospecho—que a Fernanda Melchor no le quedé

otra cosa que explicarlo, infantilmente (lo digo sin desdén, tropolégicamente), recur-
riendo al pensamiento magico, al cuento de hadas, a una bruja que concentre el Mal,
lo ejerza, lo controle y acabe siendo victima de €l, sabiéndose en el fondo, inmortal.”
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Dominguez Michael, “Novisimos: La bruja.”

% “un entrecruzado volar de quetzales de los cuales sélo son perceptibles de las colas

desplegadas que se mezclan, se arraciman, se agitan en todas direcciones y ocultan las
cabezas y los cuerpos a los cuales prolongan.” Rama, La novela, 489.

It is telling that two new and excellent books on Rama make little or no reference to
this. In Javier Garcia Liendo’s book, focused on mass culture, there is no substantial ref-
erence to semiotics and structuralism. See E/ intelectual y la cultura de masas: Argumentos
latinoamericanos en torno aﬂ’ngel Rama y José Maria Arguedas (West Lafayette: Purdue
University Press, 2017). More significantly, José Eduardo Gonzilez, quoted before,
does an excellent job of tracing Rama’s genealogy to the Frankfurt School in general
and Benjamin in particular, and even raises Rama’s interlocution with Cassirer’s idea
of form, which would merit further discussion. Yet, while Gonzilez discusses the in-
fluence in Rama of works by structuralism-adjacent literary sociologists like Lucien
Goldmann or Robert Escarpit, and even identifies Russian formalism as a source, he
does not study the various references to structuralist linguistics proper in Rama’s work.
See Gonzilez, Appropriating Theory.

% 1 must anecdotally confess here that this essay in part exists because of my training
as an undergraduate student at University of the Americas-Puebla was fully imbued by
this. In my first three semesters, I took seminars on Saussure and Hjelmslev, and a class
on structuralist and poststructuralist theory. The neighboring university, BUAP, had
(and perhaps still has) a Center of Language Sciences as well as a separate Program
of Semiotics and Signification Studies, and structuralism and semiotics remain a core
part of their program’s curriculum.

#'The origin of this terminology as used here, and in Rama’s work, is Louis Hjelmslev’s
influental discussion of expression and content in Prolegomena to a Theory of the
Language, trans. Francis J. Whitfield (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1969),
47-60.1 will spare readers a technical description of this work, very popular in Spanish-
language academies between the 1970s and the 1990s (in fact both Gabriel Wolfson
and myself, graduates of the same undergraduate program mentioned above, partic-
ipated in courses where this book was taught extensively). For a short explanation
of the terminology see Winfried Noth, Handbook of Semiotics (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1995), 64-73. One should remember that Hjelmslev’s work is very
extensive and there are various books in which the categories are developed and deep-
ened, many of them translated into Spanish by Gredos. Since most studies refer pri-
marily to the prolegomena, I will stick to that in this essay. A full-fledged and more
contemporary discussion of Hjelmslev’s model can be found in Miriam Taverniers,

“Hjelmslev’s Semiotic Model of Language: An Exegesis,” Semiotica 171 (2008),367-94.

30 See Roland Barthes, Elements of Semiology, trans. Annette Lavers and Colin Smith
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1977) and Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016). Hjelmslev ap-
pears more significantly in Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism
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and Schizophrenia, trans. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen Lane (New York:
Penguin, 2009) and A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987). It is worth keeping in
mind that the influence of Hjelmslev spreads across the works of both of them.

31 Taverniers, “Hjelmslev’s Semiotic Model of Language,” 376. See also Hjelmslev,
Prolegomena, 47-60.

32 Noéth, Handbook of Semiotics, 67-68; See also Charalampos Magoulas, “The Ancient
Roots of Modern Semiotics: Aristotle and the Semiotic Triangle,” Philosophical Inquiry
29, nos. 1/2 (2007), 46-56.

3 Hjelmslev, Prolegomena, 114.
3 Taverniers, “Hjelmslev’s Semiotic Model of Language,”372.

% Roman Ingarden, The Literary Work of Art: An Investigation on the Borderlines of
Ontology, Logic and Theory of Literature, trans. George G. Grabowicz (Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1973); A.J, Greimas, Structural Semantics: An Attempt
at Method, trans. Daniele McDowell et. al (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1983).

% Jurgen Trabant, Semiologia de la obra literaria: Glosemdtica y teoria de la literatura, trans.

Jose Rubio Sdez (Madrid: Gredos, 1970).

7 Umberto Eco, 4 Theory of Semiotics (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1979), 54.
3% Ronald Bogue, Deleuze and Guattari (London: Routledge, 1989), 126-27.

% Deleuze and Guattari, 4 Thousand Plateaus, 108.

% Deleuze and Guattari, Ansi-Oedipus, 243.

#1'The most significant book of Hjelmslev-infused literary criticism in Latin America
may be José Pascual Bux6, Las figuraciones del sentido: Ensayos de poética semioldgica
(Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Econémica, 1984).

2 Trabant, Semiologia, 333-34.
# Trabant, Semiologia, 336-37.
* Hjelmslev, Prolegomena, 52.

# If anyone is interested in the technicalities of this, good visualizations of Hjelmslev’s
idea of the sign can be found in N6th, Handbook of Semiotics, 67 and Eco, Theory of
Semiotics, 51-55. For Hjelmslev’s own discussion, see Prolegomena, 92.

*'This is a concept that mirrors Deleuze and Guattari’s reading of Hjelmslev. According
to Francois Dosse, they saw his book as “their prolegomena of their theory of the col-
lective agent of utterance.” See Dosse, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari: Intersected
Liwves, trans. Deborah Glassman (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 232. It
is worth noting that one could connect here Melchor to other manners of collective
enunciation, particularly those of the Latin American crdnica, a topic that merits sep-
arate discussion.

¥ Roland Barthes, Mythologies: The Complete Edition in a New Translation, trans.
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Richard Howard and Annette Lavers (New York: Hill and Wang, 2012), 229. For
a full-fledged discussion of the ways in which Barthes expands on Hjelmslev, see
Taverniers, “Hjelmslev’s Semiotic Model of Language,” 372-75. It is also worth not-
ing that this line is significant in Fredric Jameson’s critique of semiotics. See Jameson,
The Prison-House of Language: A Critical Account of Structuralism and Russian Formalism
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972), 159-60.

8 Barthes, Mythologies, 227.

¥ Barthes, Mythologies, 227-28.

30 Eco, Theory, 89.

*1 See Godinez Rivas and Romén Nieto, “De torcidos y embrujos.”
52 Melchor, Temporada de huracanes, 181; Hurricane Season, 182.

> For a key text on gaps of indeterminacy, see Wolfgang Iser, “Indeterminacy and
the Reader’s Response,” in Twentieth-Century Literary Theory: A Reader, ed. . K.M.
Newton (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997), 195-99.

> On this, see Taverniers, “Hjelmslev’s Semiotic Model of Language,” 370-72.

% Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” trans. Jay Miskowiec, Diacritics 16,n0.1 (1986),
22-27.

*¢ On Yanga and his longstanding effect on Veracruz and Mexico, see Charles Henry
Rosswell, “The First Liberator of the Americas: The Editor’s Notes/ ‘El primer liber-
tador de las Americas’: Notas del editor,” Ca/laloo 31, no. 1 (2008), 1-12. A mention of
the role of La Matosa can be found in Jane G. Landers, “African Ethnicity, Corporate
Identity, and the Evolution of Free Black Towns in the Spanish Circum-Caribbean,”in
Slaves, Subjects and Subversives: Blacks in Colonial Latin America, eds. Jane G. Landers
and Barry M. Robinson (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2006), 126.

*7 This topic would require many articles of its own, but I recommend the brilliant
analysis of Yanga’s rebellion and its implication for thinking the role of Blackness
in Mexico, in Ricardo A. Wilson II, The Nigrescent Beyond: Mexico, the United States,
and the Psychic Vanishing of Blackness (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2020),
9-32.

8 “cabello primoroso;” “el pelo de la abuela, pelo de borrego decia ella, perro crespo de

negra.” Melchor, Temporada de huracanes, 55; Hurricane Season, 46.

% “espaldas relucientes en su lustre de cuero brufiido; brillantes y prietas como el hue-

so del tamarindo, o cremosas como el dulce de leche o la pulpa tierna del chicozapote
maduro. Pieles coor canela, color caoba tirando a palo de rosa...” Melchor, Temporada
de huracanes 26; Hurricane Season, 18.

0 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove,
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2008), xii. This is itself a topic that would merit a completely new discussion and
I hope work on Hurricane Season and other contemporary novels through the lens
of critical race theory is developed in the near future. I am in part inspired here by
Christina Sharpe’s work on the “wake” in relationship to Blackness, death and the leg-
acies of slavery. See In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2016), 20.

61 T am well aware that in this sentence I introduce acritically and without elaboration
the Lacanian concept of the Real. However, besides presuming familiarity of read-
ers with it, it is worth noting that Hjelmslev is a reference, often underdiscussed, in
Lacan’s engagements with structuralism. One could certainly argue that the form/sub-
stance/purport triad that constitutes both form and expression in Hjelmslev could be
rendered parallel to the Lacanian triad of symbolic/imaginary, Real, which would re-
quire a long investigation, but I nonetheless presume here. For discussion of Hjelmslev
in relation to psychoanalysis, see Yannis Stravrakis, Lacan and the Political (London:
Routledge, 1999), 23 and, more generally, Michel Arrivé, Linguistics and Psychoanalysis:
Freud, Saussure, Hjelmslev, Lacan, and Others, trans. James Leader (Amsterdam: John
Benjamins, 1992).

62 “corregir lo que entiende es el desajuste entre el lenguaje y la realidad en América

Latina.”; “privilegia estas instancias en que ve realizarse, aunque sea pasajeramente,
una armonia, un ajuste que manifiesta un atisbo de la organicidad que tiene como idea
guia.” Cited in Angel Rama, La querella de la realidad y el realismo: Ensayos sobre litera-
tura chilena, ed. Hugo Herrera Pardo (Santiago de Chile: Mimesis, 2016), 16. Due to
COVID-19 library restrictions I have been unable to access Rosa’s original essay in
full, but I think the extensively cited and discussed passage in this edition accurately
reflects his position. The original citation of this text is Richard Rosa, “Acufiaciones:

Angel Rama y la economia de la letra,” Estudios 22/23 (2003-2004), 41.

63 «

», « ”, «

trasvasamiento’; “transmutacion’;

”, «

transculturacién”;

”», «

transposition”; “translation”;

“transcription.” Rama, La querella de la realidad y el realismo, 17.

64 “para observar la estricta concordancia entre una realidad manejada por el hablan-
te y la distribucién lexical de la lengua.”Angel Rama, Los gauchopoliticos rioplatenses

(Buenos Aires: Centro Editor de América Latina, 1982), 193.

6 “[1a] zona fonética del sentido.” Rama, Los gauchopoliticos rioplateneses, 195, 219.

66 “su filiacién ideolégico-filoséfica en un gramscismo de tremenda influencia en la iz-
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la filologia latinoamericana (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México,
2019),425-39.1t is worth noting that Mondragén is himself the latest iteration of this
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