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The purpose of the following thesis is to apply Umberto Eco ' s concepts 
included in his essay lntentio Lectoris, the Peircean notions of the relationship 
between the object, the sign, and the interpretant, and other essays that deal with the 
relationship between the reader, the text, and the author to two Latin American works 
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devices that guide the reader through particular interpretations, analyze the 
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difference between two possible types of interpretation, political and symbolic, based 
on two concepts pertaining respectively to "Chac Moo!" and "Las ruinas circulares:" 
the statue of Chac Moo] as the symbol of the Pre-Colombian traditional values and 
the dream as a symbol of the process of writing. 
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Introduction 

Umberto Eco ' s article, "Intentio Lectoris: The State of the Art," defines 

semiotics as a study of everything that can be taken as a sign ( 148). In other words, 

semiotics involves the study not only of what we refer to as "signs" in everyday 

speech, but also of anything that stands for something else ( 148). Signs can take the 

form of words, images, sounds, silence, proper names, odors, flavors, acts, gestures, 

and objects. Nevertheless, these characteristics have no intrinsic meaning and become 

signs only when we give them meaning (Chandler, screen 1). Thus, anything can be a 

sign as long as someone interprets it as signifYing something or referring to 

something other than itself (Screen 1 ). Often people interpret things as signs by 

relating them to familiar systems of conventions. 

Several studies have focused on semiotics and applied it to literary work and 

the analysis of the reading process (Perron 664). As stated in The Johns Hopkins 

Guide to Literary Theory and Criticism: 

Literary semiotics is currently exploring two major areas of 

investigation, the first related to working out a semiotic theory of 

reading and the second examining the mediating function of the 

literary sign between symbolic forms and the materiality of the world. 

(664) 

In other words, by focusing on the process of reading, literary semiotics becomes the 

basis for a study ofthe relation of signs to their interpreters (664). The reader is thus 

an active principle in the interpretation of signs. 

When analyzing a work of literature, one cannot but take into consideration 
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the study of signs. Any object, any gesture, any word or lack of one within the 

narrative could symbolically stand for something else thus establishing a relationship 

between the object, the sign, and the interpretant (Peirce, "What is a sign" 99). The 

role of the addressee, that is the reader, becomes fundamental in the development of a 

particular interpretation. As a matter of fact, according to Umberto Eco, it is "not 

enough to study what a message says according to the code of its senders, but one 

must also study what it says according to the code of its addressees" ("Intentio 

Lectoris" 151 ). Therefore, the reader is the primary piece of the puzzle in the 

consolidation of the existence of a text and is thus fundamental in the interpretation of 

the signs in a text. Our attention should therefore focus on the role of the reader, 

because it is the reader who interprets the sign, thus giving it meaning. 

Umberto Eco also stresses the fact that texts have "structural devices" (153) 

that enable us to interpret them in a specific way. As a matter of fact, as Umberto Eco 

states in The Role of the Reader: 

The existence of various codes and subcodes, the variety of 

sociohistorical circumstances in which a message is emitted (where the 

codes of the addressee can be different from those of the sender), and 

the rate of initiative displayed by the addressee in making 

presuppositions and abductions - all result in making a message 

(insofar as it is received and transformed into the content of an 

expression) an empty form to which various senses can be attributed. 

Moreover, what one calls 'message' is usually text, that is, a network 

of different messages depending on different codes and working at 

2 



different levels of signification. (5) 

Thus, the text also plays a fundamental role during the process of interpretation. A 

text provides grounds for a series of contrasting readings. 

As a matter of fact, based on Gerald Prince' s article "On Textual Readers and 

Evaluators," "reading is a transitive1 activity and an analysis of it must ultimately 

depend on what is being read" (119). Furthermore, the interpretation of the text 

depends on the "sociohistorical agents reading" (119). In other words, a reader may 

be influenced by social, cultural, and historical agents surrounding him or her during 

the process of reading. Nevertheless, let us keep in mind that a reader may also be 

influenced by the knowledge of the social, historical , and cultural aspects present at 

the time any given text was written. 

Based on this theory, the purpose of the following thesis is to apply to two 

works of literature Umberto Eco' s concepts included in his essay "lntentio Lectoris," 

the Peircean notions on the relationship between the object, the sign, and the 

interpretant, and other essays such as Italo Calvino ' s "Cybernetics and Ghosts11
" and 

"Whom do We Write for?iii ," Roland Barthes ' s "Death of the Author," and Wolfgang 

Tser' s "The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach." Hence, all these 

essays that deal with the roles of the reader, the text, and the author will be used to 

support the analysis of two Latin American short stories: Carlos Fuentes' s "Chac 

Mool" and Jorge Luis Borges's "Las ruinas circulares." 

The reason why I chose these two short stories, which represent the coming 

together of a "radical narrative plurality" (Pupo-Walker 1: 515), is because their style 

and their themes reflect the characteristics and the influence of the era in which they 
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were written. Starting with the Avant-Garde (approximately 1916-1935) writers such 

as Jorge Luis Borges disputed the traditional functions of literature (Verani 2: 115). 

As stated in The Cambridge History of Latin American Literature: 

The Vanguardist discards not only the harmony of the individual parts, 

the organic and stylistic unity, but all views of literature as description, 

mimesis, or expression offeelings, in favor of an absolute freedom of 

invention, which led to broadening of the thematic material and the 

development of startling innovations in language and structure. 

Literature was conceived as a construction of the mind, an act of 

creation free from the controls imposed by traditional forms and 

external reality . (2 : 115) 

The so-called "freedom of invention" leads to an interesting use of structural devices 

and themes that provide grounds for the development of theories concerning the 

importance of texts and their ability to guide the reader to particular interpretations. In 

the case of "Las ruinas circulares," written in 1941 , the very fact that for many 

literature was seen purely as an act of creation supports the type of analysis that will 

be discussed and carried out in this thesis. 

As far as Carlos Fuentes ' s "Chac Moo I" is concerned, the use of particular 

structural devices such as the combination of third-person narrative and first-person 

narrative, fragmentation, narrative in the form of a diary, a text within a text or story 

within a story, and an open ending also reflect the characteristics of the literary 

movement of the time. Between 1950 and 1975 there is a radical change in the way 

history and literature were conceived, interpreted, and written (Pope 2: 226). As a 
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matter of fact and according to The Cambridge History of Latin American Literature: 

[L ]anguage loosens up, gets hip, pop, streetwise, characters are much 

more complex, and the chronology becomes intricate, making of the 

reader an active participant in the deciphering of the text. (2: 227) 

The structural and narrative experimentation found in Carlos Fuentes ' s "Chac Moo!" 

gives the reader opportunities to take action and participate. The reading process and 

the role of the reader thus change as a consequence ofthese new narrative techniques. 

As stated by Richard Stamelman' s introduction to From the Book to the Book: an 

Edmond Jabf~s Reader, the process of reading is not a passive search for a meaning 

(xvi), au contraire, "through reading, writing comes alive, is put in motion" (xvi). 

Thus, the text, combined with the reading process, is fundamental in the 

realization of particular interpretations. As Gerald Prince states in his article: 

[A ]II the elements of a text affect its intelligibility and the reactions it 

provokes; and the role of a particular element depends on its position 

in the system constituted by the text as well as on the reading agent's 

particular disposition. ( 119) 

As a result, the significance of the relationship between reader and text is once again 

pointed out. The two short stories provide enough examples of how "the elements of 

a text" can guide and direct the reader to specific interpretations. 

It is important to keep in mind that the analysis carried out throughout this 

thesis will mainly focus on possible interpretations on behalf of the critical reader. 

According to Umberto Eco, a critical reader "aims at describing and explaining for 

which formal reasons a given text produces a given response (and in this sense it can 
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also assume the form of an aesthetic analysis)" ("Intentio Lectoris" 158). In other 

words, it will concentrate on the type of "Model Reader" who appreciates the way the 

text states an utterance rather than simply understanding what the text says 

semantically (158). As Umberto Eco describes it: 

To make his text communicative, the author has to assume that the 

ensemble of codes he relies upon is the same as that shared by his 

possible reader. The author has thus to foresee a model of the possible 

reader (hereafter Model Reader) supposedly able to deal 

interpretatively with the expressions in the same way as the author 

deals generatively with them. (The Role of the Reader 7) 

Thus, the real author has to make his or her text accessible to his or her idea of a 

potential reader. As Umberto Eco stated in a conference on June 8th 2005, the act of 

writing is a series of strategic moves to create the reader you want. Furthermore, as a 

consequence of the author' s intent to "foresee a model of the possible reader" (7), this 

thesis will emphasize the importance of the fact that the text also foresees a "Model 

Reader" whose job is to understand the "Model Author" ("lntentio Lectoris" 162). 

The role ofUmberto Eco' s "Model Reader" can be compared to what Prince 

defines as "enunciatee1
v" (114). However, although they both have similar roles, 

enunciatees should not be confused with the "informed, ideal , or real readers" ( 114 ). 

According to Prince: 

[A]n enunciatee ultimately can be said to constitute a guide to reading, 

the kind of guide it represents and the kind of reading it leads to are 

always matters of interpretation. (115) 
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Therefore, just like the enunciatee, the kind of reading the "Model Reader" leads to is 

a matter of interpretation. This interpretation is left up to the real reader. Hence, an 

analysis of the triangular relationship between object, sign, and interpretant as well as 

the one among the reader, the author, and the text, will be discussed and applied to 

the literature mentioned above from the point of view of a critical reader. 

ln the first chapter the analysis of "Chac Moo]" will focus more on the 

importance of the role ofthe reader, his or her ability to interpret signs as well as 

identify literature ' s critical vein (Calvino, "Cybernetics and Ghosts" 24-25), discuss 

the importance of the statue of Chac Moo] as a symbol of Pre-Colombian traditional 

values and beliefs, and underline the sociohistorical agents that affect the reader, the 

text, and the author. More specifically, the argument will point out what has possibly 

influenced the author, as well as the reader, in the portrayal, or the interpretation, of 

Mexico. 

The very fact that corruption and imperialism have always influenced Latin 

American literature since the time of the Spanish conquest, has led most Latin 

American authors to try to reclaim the rights of the indigenous people. At this point 

various meanings based on this knowledge could be given to Carlos Fuentes ' s story, 

thus emphasizing the importance of sociohistorical agents. 

Thus, "Chac Moo)" will be analyzed more as a national allegory with some 

type of social, political, or historical critique hidden within the text. Nevertheless, it is 

important to point out that some literary works, such as Jorge Luis Borges ' s "Las 

ruinas circulares," do not have any characteristics pertaining to what could be 

considered a national allegory. One of the purposes of this thesis is to pinpoint this 
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difference and specify what devices lead to these two possible types of interpretation, 

political and symbolic. 

Jorge Luis Borges' s "Las ruinas circulares" will thus be analyzed as a 

symbolic representation of the writing processv, focusing in particular on the 

importance of the author. Whereas in the case of "Chac Mool," the symbol found 

along the narrative that is prone to lead to a particular interpretation is the statue of 

the Mayan god of rain vi, in "Las ruinas circulares" it is not a concrete object but an 

abstract entity, the dream, which leads us to a particular interpretation. The dream is a 

metaphor for creation and can therefore be compared to the process of writing. 

Both modes of representation, that is the statue of Chac Mool as the symbol of 

the Pre-Colombian traditional values and beliefs as well as the dream as a symbol of 

the process of writing, will be related to the triangular relationship, discussed by 

Peirce, between the Object, the Sign, and the Interpretant. Nevertheless, "Las ruinas 

circulares" will be taken one step further and will be used to emphasize the triangular 

relationship between Author, Text, and Reader (See Diagram I). The purpose of this 

comparison is to point out the role of the real author during the creation of a text and 

his or her influence on the reader after the text has been published. At this point 

Calvino' s essays "Cybernetics and Ghosts" and "Whom do We Write for?" as well as 

Roland Barthes ' s essay "Death of the Author," will be incorporated to stress the 

author' s influence, or lack thereof, during the process of creating meaning, or 

soliciting an interpretation, of the text. Moreover, the roles of the Model Author and 

the Model Reader will be developed further by integrating once more Umberto Eco' s 

"I ntenti o Lectori s." 
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Based on the discussion mentioned above, the author will be defined as "uno, 

ness uno, e centomila vt~o , to stress the fact that, according to different literary theories, 

the author may or may not exist after the text has been written. The figure of the 

author may thus disappear or he or she may be considered to have more than one 

personality, i.e. the hundred thousand personalities that others, in this case the 

readers, discern in him. Hence the label "one, none, and one hundred thousand. " 

As Italo Calvino states in "Cybernetics and Ghosts," the author may also split 

into a number of different figures : 

An "I" who is writing and an "I" who is written, into an empirical 'T ' 

who looks over the shoulder of the "I" who is writing and into a 

mythical "I" who serves as a model for the "I" who is written. (15) 

The purpose of this statement is to emphasize the fact that "the personality of the 

writer exists within the very act of writing: it is the product and the instrument of the 

writing process" (15). Both in Borges ' s story as well as in Calvino' s statement, the 

importance of the author is highlighted during the process of writing. Nevertheless, 

based on the ending ofBorges ' s short story viii' one of the objectives ofthis thesis is to 

describe the importance of the author after the text has been written. 

According to Umberto Eco: 

The author offers the interpreter, the performer, the addressee a work 

to be completed. He does not know the exact fashion in which his 

work will be concluded, but he is aware that once completed the work 

in question will still be his own. It will not be a different work, and, at 

the end of the interpretative dialogue, a form which is his form will 
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have been organized, even though it may have been assembled by an 

outside party in a particular way that he could not have foreseen. The 

author is the one who proposed a number of possibilities which had 

already been rationally organized, oriented, and endowed with 

specifications for proper development. (The Open Work 19) 

Thus, even though the interpretation of the text and the elaboration of the image of 

the author are merely left up to the reader, it is the author himself who originally 

provides the structure and combination of words on which someone can base his or 

her assumptions. This statement emphasizes once more the importance of the 

relationship between Author, Text, and Reader during the act of interpretation. 
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CHAPTER l 

Carlos Fuentes's "Chac Moo! :" A Political Analysis and the Role of the Author 

Umberto Eco believes that artistic and literary works foresee "a system of 

psychological , cultural, and historical expectations on the part of their addressees" 

("Intentio Lectoris" 152). Indeed, if one were to take under consideration a Latin 

American literary work, one would expect some type of social , political, or historical 

critique hidden somewhere within the text. It would be up to the reader to try to 

understand the text's intentions. Nevertheless, to state that any Latin American 

literary work has a singular narrative form and is exclusively a national allegory ix is at 

its best restrictive and represents only one type of interpretative path. As a matter of 

fact, some readers may not be aware of the social and political aspects of the country 

while reading a literary work and would therefore not interpret it as a national 

allegory. Nevertheless, taking into consideration that the reader is aware of the 

sociopolitical aspects of the country in question, the purpose of this chapter is to 

describe how Carlos Fuentes ' s short story "Chac Moo!" is characterized by specific 

devices, whether structural or symbolic, that guide the reader through a detenninate 

political interpretation. 

"Chac Moo!," written in 1954, is a perfect example of a text where certain 

structural devices are used in order to encourage a particular interpretative path. 

Furthermore, a specific object, in this case the statue of Chac Moo! , is commonly 

interpreted by critics as something that represents something else. This characteristic 

of the statue could be seen as the "disnarratedx" aspect of the text in the sense that its 

meaning is not written on paper but lies hidden beneath what this object could 
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eventually represent (Prince 118). Therefore, this apparently insignificant object is 

considered to be permeated with meaning and it is up to the reader to assume its 

significance. Thus, it is also up to the reader to understand the possible intentions of 

the "Model Author" whose purpose should coincide with that of the text (Eco, 

"Intentio Lectoris" 162) (Please refer to Diagram II). To better understand these 

concepts, it is important to include a brief summary of the story. 

"Chac Mool" begins with the mysterious disappearance ofFiliberto, the main 

character of the story, who is then found dead in Acapulco due to drowning. Through 

his diary, Filiberto' s friend tries to understand the reasons behind his mysterious 

death. The diary starts out revealing to us Filiberto ' s purchase of a small indigenous 

statue, Chac Mool, which represents the god of rain and thunder. As time passes, the 

statue uses water as its means to acquire supernatural powers and human features. At 

the very beginning Chac Moo! is harmless and continues to tell fascinating stories 

that mesmerize Filiberto. Suddenly, the statue transforms itself into a horrible 

creature that oppresses Filiberto and forces him to follow his commands. Filiberto is 

subsequently threatened with death and thus forced to stay with Chac Mool. The story 

ends with Filiberto' s friend who, after having read all ofFiliberto's diary and with the 

certainty that he suffered from hallucinations, arrives to Filliberto's house to deliver 

the coffin. At the door he encounters a strange looking indigenous, with smeared 

make-up, dyed hair, a pungent odor, and a ridiculous and revolting appearance. 

As far as the structure of the story is concerned, there are specific aspects of it 

that lead a reader to a certain type of analysis. Let us take for example the fact that 

there are two types of narration: one carried out by Filiberto ' s friend and the other by 
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Filiberto's diary. The narrations can thus be divided into a first-person narrative and a 

third-person narrative. The very fact that Filiberto ' s diary is incorporated within the 

narration is a way to emphasize the fact that "Chac Moo!" can be interpreted to be a 

text within a text, a story within a story where past and present are combined. The 

critical reader, who appreciates the strategy used to say something (Eco, "lntentio 

Lectoris" 158), is inevitably lead to analyze the story by comparing these two 

structures. 

As a consequence of the use of this technique, the reader becomes a spectator 

not only ofFiliberto ' s friend ' s life but also ofFiliberto himself. As Fihberto ' s friend 

reads the diary, the reader can relate to him and become a part of the story . In other 

words, the reader becomes Filiberto ' s friend and thus an active participant in the 

story. The use of these two narrative voices and the active participation it entails are a 

perfect example of the techniques that will later characterize the novels written during 

the so-called Boom. 

As a matter of fact, Carlos Fuentes ' s experimentation with narrative voices 

found in "Chac Moo!" later influences novels published by the same author. In La 

muerte de Artemio Cruz, published in 1962, Carlos Fuentes uses 3 narrative voices 

(Sayers Peden 282). In Cambia de piel (1967) he combines the first- and second

person narrative, in Unafamilia lejana (1981) the first- and third-person narrative, 

and in La cabeza de Ia hidra (1 978) and Terra nostra ( 1975) the first- , second-, and 

third-person narrative (282). All these novels represent the innovative narrative forms 

that characterized that period. The structural devices used in "Chac Moo!" are 
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therefore the first steps to a series of narrative innovations that will later characterize 

a whole era. 

Another aspect of the structure of the story that leads to a specific 

interpretative path is the fact that it has an open ending. Thus, this story lends itself to 

any kind of interpretation and gives considerable importance to the reader whose 

responsibility is to speculate about what could happen next. By not providing an 

ending, the author leaves all interpretation to the reader, thus proving Eco' s point: 

The functioning of a text (including non-verbal ones) can be explained 

by taking into account not only its generative process but also (or, for 

the most radical theories, exclusively) the role performed by the 

addressee and (at most) the way in which the text foresees and directs 

this kind of interpretative cooperation. ("Intentio Lectoris" 148) 

This text "directs" and "foresees" the addressee' s "interpretative cooperation" (148) 

in the sense that the reader finds himself involved in the process of creation, 

entertainment and/or deciphering of the text seen as a game, labyrinth, or puzzle 

(Garganigo 515). 

The story ' s content, on the other hand, and its ability to incorporate mythical 

beliefs and supernatural events within an empirical reality, leads the critical reader to 

choose to interpret the story in yet another particular way. Because Carlos Fuentes 

combines what can be considered real, i.e. the story ofFiliberto as an insignificant 

civil servant who likes to collect Pre-Colombian art, with the supernatural, i.e. the 

strange events that happen after acquiring the statue of the Mayan god and its 

transformation into an actual human being (Gonzalez 280-1), "Chac Moo!" falls into 
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one of the most prominent Latin American narrative currents, i.e. the so-called 

"literatura fantasticaxi, (fantastic literature) (Galvez 144). The author incorporates 

both magical and fantastic elements derived from aspects of Pre-Colombian cultures 

(146). This technique is considered to be one of the branches ofthe so-called 

"literatura fantastica" ( 146 ). 

However, according to some critics "Chac Mool" is considered to 

have some aspects of magic realismxii (Garganigo 540), which is another one 

of the branches of the so-called "literatura fantastica" (Galvez 150). According to 

Marina Galvez Acero, magic realism is: 

Una superacion del realismo, sin negarlo, afiadiendo otra dimension (Ia 

magica, maravillosa o misteriosa) que capte metaforicamente elemetos 

de Ia «otra» realidad, Ia subrealidad que el realismo debaja ausente. En 

consecuencia, es una suerte de realismo pero con distintos 

procedimientos narrativos que cooperan eficazmente a dotar de una 

dimension trascendente o irreal a una narracion de hechos cotidianos o 

trivialesxiii. (150) 

The synthesis ofboth categories, natural and supernatural, provides grounds to 

interpret some aspects of "Chac Mool" as magic realism. 

"Chac Mool" has also been interpreted as a national allegory. As a matter of 

fact, based on Lois Marie Jaeck's article "Houses ofHorror or Magical Kingdoms? 

Past Times Revisited with Miguel Angel Asturias, Carlos Fuentes, and Julio 

Cortazar," "Chac Mool" could be seen as a symbolic story that: 
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[A ]cknowledges the existing latent power of Pre-Colombian religious 

figures and customs in Latin America, but insinuates that to live with 

them in the context of twentieth century reality would be to live in a 

house of horrors. (314) 

If one focuses on this interpretation and on the definition of "allegory" as a symbolic 

narrative ("allegory" def. 2), thus meaning it is something that is used to represent 

something else ("symbol" def. 1 ), then a short story such as this one, as well as Latin 

American novels such as Cien aiios de soledad by Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Pedro 

Paramo by Juan Rulfo, could be interpreted as "national allegories." 

Nevertheless, as stated before, there is more to these writings than just the fact 

that they could be considered a symbolic representation of a whole nation. Analyzing 

these works based on the new narrative forms that characterized the modem era 

already opens up new ways of interpretation. These novels should be appreciated not 

only for their content but also for their unique style. For example, magic realism and 

"lo real maravilloso americana," two branches ofthe so-called "literatura fantastica," 

are unique narrative forms that pertain to Latin American literature and are very hard 

to match. 

According to The Cambridge History of Latin American Literature, America 

was for many writers such as the Europeanized Cuban novelist Alejo Carpentier 

(Pope 2: 247), "the continent of the real-maravilloso, where simply painting or 

describing reality presents an extraordinary Nature and history that can only be 

dreamt about by Europeans" (248). According to Marina Galvez Acero: 

Carpentier aprendi6 en los surrealistas a ver una imagen reveladora 
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de Hispanoamerica, una suerte de realidad maravillosa que fuera 

descubriendose potenciando lo singular, los contrastes y diferencias 

que la caracterizan frente al modelo europeo. Aprovech6 Ia ensefianza 

surrealista y Ia aplic6 al analisis de Ia Historia y de Ia realidad 

americana en sus diferentes facetas. El narrador cubano bautiz6 su 

formula con el nombre de Io «real maravillosoxiv». (148) 

Carpentier's "concept of lo real-maravilloso had lasting influence on novelists and 

critics, creating a marketing brand that would help the sale of Spanish American 

novels abroad" (Echevarria, Roberto G. et al. 248). Even though "Chac Mool" is not 

considered an example of "lo real maravilloso americano," one should appreciate 

Carlos Fuentes's ability to incorporate the extraordinary cultural aspects of Mexico's 

past in the present (Galvez 153). This incorporation is made easier due to the fact that 

the coexistence of past and present is a concrete reality that characterizes Latin 

America ( 151 ). 

Returning to the analysis of "Chac Mool," even though it can be interpreted in 

many different ways, the fact that this particular short story incorporates a figure such 

as Chac Moolleads to various specific interpretations based on the knowledge of 

Mexico' s historical past. As many Mexican writers have written in essays dealing 

with the political and sociohistorical aspects ofMexico, this country has always been 

characterized by a superimpositionxv of cultures and religions that came together 

during the Spanish conquest. As stated by Octavio Paz in Ellaberinto de Ia soledad 

"cualquier contacto con el pueblo mexicano, asi sea fugaz, muestra que bajo las 

formas occidentales Iaten todavia las antiguas creencias y costumbresxvt, (228). 
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Filiberto's interest in collecting Pre-Colombian figures emphasizes his need to 

maintain a connection with the past, an aspect of Mexico that still exists today. 

The text itself also emphasizes the connection between Catholicism and Aztec 

religion: 

Llegan los espaftoles y te proponen adores a un Dios, muerto hecho un 

coagulo, con el costado herido, clavado en una cruz. Sacrificado. 

Ofrendado. ~Que cosa mas natural que aceptar un sentimiento tan 

cercano a todo tu ceremonial, a toda tu vida? ... Figurate, en cambio, 

que Mexico hubiera sido conquistado por budistas o mahometanos. No 

es concebilble que nuestros indios veneraran a un individuo que murio 

de indigestion. Pero un Dios al que no le basta que se sacrifiquen por 

el, sino que incluso va a que le arranquen el corazon, jcaramba, jaque 

mate a Huitzilopochtli! El cristianismo, en su senti do calido, 

sangriento, de sacrificio y liturgia, se vuelve una prolongacion natural 

y novedosa de Ia religion indigenaxvii. (13) 

Therefore, the text also plays an important part in guiding the reader to perceive the 

reference to the coexistence of two religions, and thus two cultures, that characterize 

Mexico. As stated by Lois Marie Jaeck's in her article "Houses ofHorror or Magical 

Kingdoms? Past Times Revisited with Miguel Angel Asturias, Carlos Fuentes, and 

Julio Cortazar," the above mentioned quote found in "Chac Mool" emphasizes "the 

common ground shared by Catholicism and Aztec religion" (314 ). Furthermore, 
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according to Octavio Paz, "resulta innecesario afiadir que Ia religion de los indios, 

como Ia de casi todo el pueblo mexicano, era una mezcla de las nuevas y antiguas 

creencias. No podia ser de otro modo, pues el catolicismo fue una religion 

impuestaxviii, (243 ). 

The coexistence of past and present found in this short story, which represents 

a historical truth about Mexico, can lead to other interesting interpretations that 

emphasize once more the importance of sociohistorical agents affecting the reader. 

According to Lois Marie Jaeck: 

Just as Filiberto could not leave the old house that was too big for him 

because it was the '(mica herencia y recuerdo de (sus) padres' (495), 

so Mexico cannot forsake the gods, myths and superstitions of its Pre

Colombian past, as they are part of the country ' s subconscious self, 

residing just below the surface of contemporary reality . (314) 

This type of interpretation based on one sentence that describes the protagonists ' 

thoughts, is directly linked to the sociohistorical aspects ofMexico known to the 

reader. 

Filiberto ' s death by drowning also leads to yet another interpretation based on 

the superimposition of Catholicism and Pre-Colombian religious beliefs . As a matter 

of fact, according to Lois Marie Jaeck: 
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Filiberto's death by drowning during holy week subtly insinuates that 

the latent power ofPre-Columbian religious beliefs may outweigh 

even Catholicism in twentieth century Mexican culture. (314) 

Instead of remaining within the parameters of the text during the interpretation, Lois 

Marie Jaeck, just like many other readers, chooses to incorporate her knowledge on 

Mexico ' s history and religion. 

Interpretation this time is rooted in the fact that this story was written when 

men were going through an ideological crisis due to the sudden and vast economic 

development of the time. Furthermore, the short story was written when themes such 

as corruption and the loss of traditional values were a common literary trope in 

literature. Thus, as Eco states in his article, this historical and psychological state is 

bound to lead readers to a specific interpretation. In the case of "Chac Mool" we need 

to keep in mind, yet again, Mexico' s history and the sociopolitical situation of the 

time. 

As mentioned in the introduction, corruption and imperialism have always 

influenced Latin American literature since the time of the Spanish conquest, and most 

Latin American authors have often tried to reclaim the rights of the indigenous 

people. At this point various interpretations based on this knowledge could be given 

to Carlos Fuentes ' s story. Taking into account the aspects of semiotics discussed at 

the beginning of this thesis, one could sustain that the object, defined by Peirce as 

what is referred to by the sign ("What is a Sign?" 99), is the statue of Chac Moo I. The 
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sign itself, or what the object really stands for, would be the ancestral values and 

Mexico' s past (Please refer to Diagram I). 

This statue is therefore a symbol of what remains of the Pre-Colombian 

culture. According to Cynthia Duncan: 

"Chac Moo!" is not an allegory, but it does have a symbolic 

interpretation. The rain god of the story's title can be seen as the 

representative of many contemporary Mexicans. Like them, he turns 

his back on his indigenous heritage, and comes to have the same 

values as those he earlier criticized for disparaging the importance of 

native cultures. The transformation which "Chac Moo!" undergoes is 

not unlike the change millions ofMexicans have experienced since the 

conquest: it is an act of self-deception and self-denial which has 

crippled the Mexican psyche and blocked the emergence of an 

authentic national identity. (132) 

Based on this analysis and the many others elaborated by an interpretant who has a 

strong historical background on the issues ofthe time, the reaction to that specific 

sign could lead to interpret the transformation of the Mayan hero into a despicable 

and ridiculous creature as the decadence and corruption of the Mexican people who 

try to imitate a materialistic middle class, thus loosing their purity. Nevertheless, what 

clues within the text support this particular type of interpretation? 
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The final description of Chac Moo! resembles the description of someone who 

cross-dresses in violation of custom: 

Apareci6 un indio Amarillo, en bata de casa, con bufanda. Su aspecto 

no podia ser mas repulsivo; despedia un olor a loci on barata; su cara, 

polveada, queria cubrir las arrugas; tenia Ia boca embarrada de lapiz 

labial mal aplicado, y el pelo daba Ia impresi6n de estar tefiidoxix. (27) 

The transvestite quality of the statue, seen as a transgressor and with no sexual 

connotations, increases his ridiculous appearance, thus making the image of the 

Mayan hero a parody of western culture. His physical description is not what one 

would expect. The divine qualities ofthe god of rain are thus degraded by his 

ridiculous appearance. The reader' s job is to give significance to this degrading 

description. Thus, what type of knowledge leads the reader to this particular 

interpretation? 

In Mayan mythology the god of rain was seen as benevolent and was often 

called upon to help with the growth of crops (Coe 152). The god was thus associated 

with creation and life. Based on Carlos Fuentes ' s story, Chac Mool's transformation 

into a repulsive and malignant being leads readers to question what the statue 

represents. The power possessed by the god changes into evil , thus contradicting his 

traditional influence. Therefore, what could this transformation mean to a reader who 

knows about Mayan mythology? At this point the informed reader has no choice but 
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to turn his or her attention to this uncommon behavior on behalf of such an important 

figure in Mayan mythology. 

Certain descriptions provided by Filiberto ' s diary point out the change in 

behavior of this once benevolent and helpful god: 

Si no llueve pronto, el Chac Mool va a convertirse en piedra 

otra vez. He notado su dificultad reciente para moverse; a veces se 

reclina durante horas, paralizado, y parece ser, de nuevo, un idolo. 

Pero estos reposos solo le dan nuevas fuerzas para vejarme, 

arafiarme como si pudiera arrancar algun liquido de mi carne. Ya no 

tienen Iugar aquellos intermedios amables en que relataba viejos 

cuentos; creo notar un resentimiento concentradoxx. (25) 

This change in attitude emphasizes once more the symbolic representation of the 

degradation and corruption of ancient Pre-Columbian traditions. 

Many other passages of the story point out Chac Mool ' s transformations. As 

stated before, the god of rain was associated with life and creation. Nevertheless, in 

this case Chac Mool does not give life but destroys life. The contrary is true: water is 

what kills Filiberto therefore turning his powers for good deeds into powers to 

perform evil acts. This transformation gives way to various possible interpretations 

based on its symbolic meaning. 

Even Chac Mool's appearance suggests a change in the god' s original positive 

qualities. Various clues point out Chac Mool's repulsive appearance. The physical 
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features of this particular god are not what someone would expect. One of the most 

distinctive oddities is his pungent odor: 

Lo que no puedo tolerar es el olor, extrahumano, que emana de 

esa carne que nolo es, de las chanclas flamantes de ancianidadxxi. (22) 

The odor can be a sign ofChac Mool's change in behavior, thus highlighting the 

deterioration of his positive qualities. This statement emphasizes once more that the 

transformation of the Mayan hero into a despicable and ridiculous creature represents 

the decadence and corruption of the Mexican people who try to imitate a materialistic 

middle class, thus loosing their purity. 

This type of reaction to this particular sign and what it might represent is 

based on the interpreter's knowledge ofthe social and political problems in Mexico at 

the time. Nevertheless, the theme discussed above can be considered universal, thus 

enabling other readers to apply it to the problems of their own country or of their own 

time. The physical and behavioral metamorphosis of the statue could be interpreted as 

the degradation and corruption of society in general. To underline this point, Franz 

Kafka' s Metamorphosis could be given as another example of a text that could be 

interpreted this way. 

Therefore, readers are free to analyze and interpret a text however they desire. 

As mentioned before, to state that "Chac Mool" has a singular narrative form and is 

exclusively a national allegory is only one way of interpreting this work of literature. 

If readers are not aware of the social and political aspects of a country while reading a 
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work of literature, they will not be able to interpret a short-story such as "Chac Moo I" 

as a national allegory. Simply because "Chac Mool" can be interpreted in many 

different ways, so can other novels, short stories, or any other form of literature. 

For example, there are many other ways one could interpret the novel Pedro 

Paramo than simply as a microcosm of Mexico. As a matter of fact, many critics 

have compared this novel to Homer's Odyssey . Like Odysseus son, Telemachus, Juan 

Preciado leaves his mother in order to search for his father, Pedro Paramo. This is a 

search for his origins but also a pursuit of the father as lord or king. Furthermore, it 

has also been compared to Dante' s Inferno (Garganigo 532). All these possible 

different readings highlight once more the importance of the reader. 

Up until now we have discussed the importance of the reader and the text. As 

Gerald Prince states in his article and as mentioned in the introduction to this thesis: 

(A]ll the elements of a text affect its intelligibility and the reactions it 

provokes; and the role of a particular element depends on its position 

in the system constituted by the text as well as on the reading agent ' s 

particular disposition. ( 119) 

The importance of the relationship between reader and text is once again pointed out. 

The question is, however, who provides these structural devices or elements of a text: 

After all , isn't the role of the Author as important as the others? 

If one were to take into consideration Roland Barthes ' s essay "The Death of 

the Author" then this question should not even be articulated. According to Barthes ' s 
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theory, writing should have no origins, should be neutral, and implies a loss of 

identity on behalf of the author (142). As a matter of fact, Barthes believes that: 

[A] text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and 

entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but 

there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is 

the reader, not, as was hitherto said, the author. The reader is the space 

on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed 

without any ofthem being lost; a text's unity lies not in its origin but 

in its destination. ( 148) 

Barthes once again emphasizes the importance of the reader but completely 

eliminates any possible influence the author may have had on what he has written. 

Nevertheless, if there is a hidden critique within the text, does it not imply that 

the author' s political beliefs have influenced what he has written? As Michel Foucault 

states in his essay "What is an Author?:" 

Modem literary criticism, even when - as is now customary - it is not 

concerned with questions of authentication, still defines the author the 

same way: the author provides the basis for explaining not only the 

presence of certain events in a work, but also their transformations, 

distortions, and diverse modifications (through his biography, the 

determination of his individual perspective, the analysis of his social 

position, and the revelation of his basic design). ( 151) 
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Some critics believe a work should not be studied based on its relationship with the 

author. Nevertheless, isn't the work what an author has written? (143). Could it not 

mean that the essence ofthe author is hidden somewhere within his words and 

language? 

According to Italo Calvino and his essay "Cybernetics and Ghosts," 

sometimes the systematic game of language produces certain types of chains in which 

something is provoked (18-19). That something is referred to as the taboo, the 

unconscious, the ghosts, and the dream (18-19). All ofthese words represent what is 

outside the sphere of language and, in fact, language systematically avoids giving 

voice to them ( 19). In this case, the hidden political critique in "Chac Moo I" could be 

what Calvino refers to as ghosts or the unconscious. Because literature is a 

combinatorial game, combinations occur which accidentally give voice to those 

things (20-21 ). Calvino uses the concept of "combinations of words" that suddenly 

become charged with a special meaning and uncover what is deliberately suppressed 

(21 ). Nevertheless, in the case of "Chac Mool," it is the object that suddenly becomes 

charged with special significance and it is up to the reader to identify its critical vein. 

Thus, doesn ' t all this mean that the author' s personality is somehow hidden within the 

text waiting for it to be perceived by the reader? 

What is actually being perceived is what Umberto Eco refers to as the "Model 

Author. " At this point Eco's concept of a "Model Author" becomes fundamental in 

the attempt to give some credit to the figure of the author (Please refer to Diagram I). 
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Considering that the empirical reader makes speculations on the possible "Model 

Reader" that is implied by the text, so does the actual "Model Reader" try to speculate 

on the possible "Model Author," who is not the empirical one (Eco, "Intentio 

Lectoris" 162). In other words, when reading "Chac Moo!," one imagines how the 

model reader should be and based on that consequently imagines a model author. 

Thus, this is what leads him to a particular interpretation. For someone who interprets 

the text as being a social and political critique on Mexico, the "Model Author" would 

then have to be someone who is concerned with the issues of the time. The "Model 

Author" then provides us with material from which we create or develop an 

interpretation. 

So far we have discussed the fact that it is up to the reader to identify the 

text's possible critical vein that is hidden in the form of a symbol or sign. 

Nevertheless, within a text there might also lay a more explicit social critique that can 

be easily perceived because it is not in the form of a symbol. In "Chac Moo I," for 

example, there is a specific critique on behalf of the protagonist, i.e. Filiberto. It is 

thus incorporated in the story and could be considered directly and purposely 

provided by the "Model Author." This explicit social critique could be perceivable 

even by what Umberto Eco refers to as the naive reader ("Intentio Lectoris" 158). 

This is because the statement is considered to be a "linear textual manifestation" 

(158) and the nai"ve reader therefore only semantically understands what the text says 

(158). 
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One example of a "linear textual manifestation" of a sociopolitical critique in 

Chac Mool is Filiberto ' s description ofhis behavior at work. As Chac Mool ' s 

behavior changes, so does Filiberto's. As a matter of fact, his behavior at work 

becomes somehow unusual and corrupted: 

Esto nunca me habia sucedido. Tergiverse los asuntos en la oficina; 

Gire una orden de pago que no estaba autorizada, y el director tuvo 

que llamarrne la atenci6n. Quiza me mostre hasta descortes con los 

compafteros. Tendre que ver un medico, saber si es imaginaci6n, o 

delirio, o que, y deshacerrne de ese maldito Chac Moolxxii . ( 18) 

Filiberto ' s change in behavior at work is linked to the presence of Chac Mool. His 

loss of integrity is linked to Chac Moo!' s moral pervasion and can consequently be 

linked to the sociopolitical critique of Mexico's corrupted government. 

Another critique found along the text is directed to the corruption in Mexico 

and the fact that only some people get ahead in life because they know someone in 

higher positions. People who do not have these types of connections, in this case 

Filiberto, suffer and are left behind: 

Yo sabia que muchos (quizas los mas humildes) 11egarian muy alto, y 

aqui , en la escuela, se iban a forjar las amistades duraderas en cuya 

compaftia cursariamos el mar bravio. No, no fue asi. No hubo reglas. 

Muchos de los humildes quedaron alli , muchos llegaron mas arriba de 

lo que pudimos pronosticar en aquellas fogosas, amables tertulias. 
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Otros que pareciamos prometerlo todo, quedamos a la mitad del 

camino, destripados en un examen extracurricular, aislados por una 

zanja invisible de los que triunfaron y de los que nada alcanzaronxxiii_ 

(Fuentes 11 ) 

This explicit critique of the corruption in Mexico could be a way for the "Model 

Author" to later lead us to perceive or push us to find the symbolic critique hidden 

within the text. Thus, it is another way the text guides us through a plausible 

interpretation. Is it then incorrect to say there is a relationship between author and 

text? 

If we depart from the premise that there is a relationship between the "Model 

Author" and the text (Diagram I and II), the question becomes: what happens to the 

real author? Considering Calvino ' s statement that "the so-called personality of the 

writer exists within the very act of writing: it is the product and the instrument of the 

writing process," ("Cybernetics and Ghosts" 15) one can conclude that the author 

exists only while in the process of writing; once the work has been completed there 

remains only the essence of the writer or what would be perceived by the "Model 

Reader" as the "Model Author" (Diagram I). As a result of this, we can ask ourselves 

ifthere is a relationship between real author and "Model Author." 

To sustain that there is a complete death of the author is, I believe, a little too 

extreme. The essence of the author lives in what is perceived as the "Model Author," 

whether it is similar to the real author or the complete opposite. The very fact that we 
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are referring to a so-called "Model Author" automatically gives the real author a role 

in the interpretation. According to Umberto Eco, a text can provide: 

[T]he possibility of numerous different personal interventions, but it is 

not an amorphous invitation to indiscriminate participation. The 

invitation offers the performer the opportunity for an oriented insertion 

into something which always remains in the world intended by the 

author. (The Open Work 19) 

Even though it is always left up to the reader to interpret the text and imagine the 

possible characteristics of the author, it is the author himself who originally provides 

the structure and combination of words on which someone can base his or her 

assumptions. 

Often the reader' s interpretation of a text is not what the author intended. As a 

matter of fact, according to Umberto Eco' s The Open Work, the sociohistorical agents 

affecting and surrounding the addressee can be different from the ones surrounding 

the sender (5). Based on this fact, if one looks at Diagram I at the end of this thesis 

one can understand the reason why the Sign and the Author are at opposite ends of 

the diamond shaped representation. The sign that is being elaborated by the 

interpretant can often be opposed to the author' s intentions. As stated by Umberto 

Eco: "[i]n the process of communication, a text is frequently interpreted against the 

background of codes different from those intended by the author" (The Role of the 

Reader 8). It is thus up to the reader to provide his or her interpretation nevertheless 
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keeping in mind that it is the author who provides grounds for those interpretations 

and assumptions. Now and again those assumptions are based on an aspect of the 

author. 

For example, let us return to "Chac Moo)" by Carlos Fuentes. The reason why 

a reader might interpret "Chac Moo!" as a critique of Mexican society is based on a 

historical reality ; Carlos Fuentes is a Mexican writer concerned with the social issues 

affecting Mexico at the time. For example, a well-known anthology on Latin 

American Literature states that Fuentes is known for: 

[S]u fascinacion por la coexistencia conflictiva del substrato cultural 

indigena y las culturas europeas, Ia fusion de Ia historia y del mito y la 

vision del mexicano como ser elegido por los dioses para alimentarlos 

a traves del sacrificio de sangrexxiv_ (Garganigo 541) 

Therefore, the reader, who imagines a "Model Reader" perceiving the "Model 

Author" as someone incorporating a social or political critique, is basing his 

interpretation on something plausible, something that can be eventually supported. 

Thus he is basing his interpretation on an aspect of the real author. As a matter of 

fact, according to a biography on Carlos Fuentes "the major themes in [his] work are 

the limitless power of fantasy , the dilemma of national identity, and the promise and 

failure of the Mexican revolution" (Liukkonen Screen 1 ). Furthermore, Carlos 

Fuentes combines a realistic view of power and politics in Latin America and myths 

of the past, all in the form of a social critique (Screen 1 ). 
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Furthermore, this does not mean we are incorporating his personal life, i.e. 

whether or not he is married, single, or a homosexual , but it is something greater; we 

are assuming he is representing a whole culture and a whole ethnic group of people. 

Thus, we are still interpreting the text rather than just using it (Eco, "lntentio 

Lectoris" 160). By "using a text" Umberto Eco refers to, for example, a critique or 

analysis of a work of art by concentrating on the author ' s personal life (161 ). 

Interpreting the text, on the other hand, is to find out something about its nature (160). 

In this case, the symbolic meaning of the statue in "Chac Moo!" is a way of 

discovering something about the text's nature. Nevertheless, some of the author ' s 

essence remains, whether explicit or hidden within the text. We may refer to this 

"essence" as the ghost of the author (Please refer to Diagram II). 

It is important to keep in mind that there is often some kind of social critique 

within a Latin American literary work. Time and again it may not be explicit and may 

be presented to the reader in a symbolic manner. As we have proven by providing a 

symbolic analysis of the Pre-Colombian statue present in Carlos Fuentes's "Chac 

Moo!," the relationship between an object, a sign, and an interpretant becomes 

fundamental in the reading process. It is the reader' s job to discover what was 

symbolically incorporated in a text and it is often the text's job to guide the reader 

through this interpretative path. 

Nevertheless, the interpretations may vary because different readers may have 

different perspectives on the right "Model Reader" needed. Moreover, different 
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readers may have a slightly different perspective on the real author, thus creating 

different images of the right "Model Author. " However, the image of the "Model 

Author" cannot be too far from the real author, thus supporting the idea of a constant 

influence on behalf of the real author, referred to as the essence of the author. The 

essence of the author is what consolidates his or her importance in the interpretative 

process and emphasizes the role of the author in the creative process, thus underlining 

his or her "creative character" (Foucault 144 ). 

More importantly, as stated by Umberto Eco, artistic and literary works 

foresee "a system of psychological, cultural, and historical expectations on the part of 

their addressees" ("Intentio Lectoris" 152). At all times, many factors may influence 

an interpretation of a particular text, whether it is the environment surrounding the 

reader, the environment that surrounded the author at the time the text was written, 

the knowledge on behalf of the reader concerning the author' s environment when the 

text was being written, or the type of reader involved, whether critical or narve. 

Moreover, knowledge of literary history on behalf of the interpretant and the 

existence of certain conventional restrictions limit the infinite amount of possible 

interpretations, or perhaps misinterpretations, the text may generate. 
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CHAPTER2 

Jorge Luis Borges ' s "Las ruinas circulares:" A Symbolical Analysis and the Role of 
the Author 

Up until this point we have analyzed a text based on sociohistorical agents 

affecting the reader and the possible "psychological, cultural , and historical 

expectations on the part of [the] addressees" (Eco, "Intentio Lectoris" 152) that lead 

the interpretation to more of a political , historical, or social critique. As mentioned in 

the introduction, some literary works, such as Jorge Luis Borges's "Las ruinas 

circulares," on the other hand, provide no symbolisms or structures that could guide 

the reader to interpret it as a national allegory. And yet, the interpretations formulated 

based on the text can be allegorical. 

In The Mythmaker: A Study of the Motif and Symbol in the Short Stories of 

Jorge Luis Borges, Carter Weelock states that '"The Circular Ruins ' can be taken as 

an allegory on thought or creation" (48). George R. McMurray has also interpreted 

the plot "as an allegory of artistic creation" (68). These interpretations portray a 

symbolic rather than political reading. As a consequence of the story ' s plot and 

characteristics, "Las ruinas circulares" will be analyzed as a symbolic representation 

of the writing process, focusing in particular on the importance of the author. 

As mentioned in the introduction, signs can take the form of words, images, 

sounds, silence, proper names, odors, flavors , acts, gestures, and objects. In the case 

of "Chac Mool" a concrete object, i.e. the statue of the Mayan god of rain, is the 

symbol that provides grounds for a particular interpretation. In the case of "Las ruinas 
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circulares," it is not a concrete object but an abstract entity, i.e. the dream, which 

leads us to interpret the story as a metaphor for creation and thus the process of 

writing. Taking into account once more the aspects of semiotics discussed before, one 

could sustain that the object, defined by Peirce as what is referred to by the sign 

("What is a Sign?" 99), is the dream. The sign itself, or what the object really stands 

for, would be the intricate process of writing. The dream is therefore a symbol ofthe 

arduous procedures involved in the creation of a literary work. The interpretant, who 

is aware of the procedures involved in writing, can thus interpret the various stages of 

the protagonist's dreams as a metaphor for the writing process. Nevertheless, the 

dream as a symbol of creation can also lead to other interpretations that are not linked 

to the process of writing. 

Based on prevailing critical readings of "Las ruinas circulares," the dream 

seems to be the most important characteristic in the story. According to Emir 

Rodriguez Monegal the contamination of reality by the dream is one of the 

procedures used by Borges in fiction narrativexxv (220). Thus, according to Emir 

Rodriguez Monegal ' s interpretation of "Las ruin as circulares:" 

Borges juega con el impreciso limite entre Ia realidad y el suefto: un 

asceta o mistico de la India decide sonar un hombre e interpolarlo en la 

realidadxxvi_ (221) 

The concept of an imprecise limit between dream and reality has led many writers to 

express the idea that life is or may be a dream, highlighting the importance of sleep, 

dreams and the possibility of dreams in writers such as Jorge Luis Borges (Stabb 42). 
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In an interview with Ana Maria Barrenechea, Jorge Luis Borges emphasized 

the fact that the creation of his short story was a dreamlike experience: 

When I wrote "The Circular Ruins," I was employed in a local library. 

It took me eight or nine days to write this story and I remember that 

during that period I would leave my house, take the trolley to the 

library, work, return to my house, and all that seemed unreal; what 

seemed real, instead, was the tale I was dreaming, the story I was 

living at that time. I also recall that I had no difficulty in writing it. 

This is unusual because I have always been sluggish in writing; each 

phrase has always presented itself under various guises: before 

arriving at a word I have to go through many synonyms and choose 

from a variety of metaphors. When I wrote this story, however, 

everything came to me as if it had been established already, as if it had 

been dreamed previously by another person. This is the story I wrote 

with the greatest ease. That is, I had the feeling of future generations 

which might interest themselves in it. (Borges: the Labyrinth Maker 

151 ) 

This statement not only reflects the theme of the story but also emphasizes the 

author' s ability to easily express the idea that life is or may be a dream and highlights 

the imprecise limit between dream and reality. 

However, this argument will focus more on the dream as a reflection of the 

artist' s arduous creative process (McMurray 68). To better understand this concept, it 

is important to include a brief summary of the story. 
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A mysterious man referred to as "el hombre gris" (the grey man) (61) 

disembarks on some ancient ruins of a circular temple that has been destroyed by fire 

many years ago. The objective of this man, also referred to as "el forastero" (the 

foreigner) (62) and "el mago" (the magician) (68), is to dream a man and introduce 

him to reality . After a few chaotic dreams, the man envisions an amphitheater in 

which he is lecturing on anatomy, cosmography, and magic to a group of students. He 

then finds the most appropriate soul among many others that could not aspire to 

become individuals. He describes the chosen one as "tacitumo, cetrino, discolo a 

veces, de rasgos afilados que repetian los de su sofiadorxxvii, ( 64 ). 

As he continues his project, the magician finds himself suffering from 

insomnia and thus unable to continue his endeavor. After a long break, the man 

decides to start anew. This time he dreams a man in detail starting out with a beating 

heart and continuing with other organs and parts of the body . A year later, his 

creation is still inanimate and is thus in need of divine intervention. At this point, the 

man dreams the god of fire who instills life into his creation. Once his creation comes 

to life, the magician instructs him on the wonders of the universe as well as the cult of 

fire and hopes that he will never realize the fact that he is unreal. Once his education 

is completed, the young creation is sent away to another ruined temple and, after 

many years, the magician learns that he is being referred to as a mystery man who can 

walk on fire without burning himself. At this point, the magician worries about the 

possibility that his son will realize he is just a phantom. As the circular ruins suddenly 

light up in fire, the magician discovers that the flames don't harm him, and realizes he 

is also a figment of someone' s imagination. 
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The "polyvalence" (Weelock 53) of this story leads to many different 

interpretations. However, most of these interpretations are related to the process of 

creation. The first stage of the protagonist's dreams is said to be of a dialectical nature 

and has been associated with the concept of a half-formed idea by critics such as 

Carter Wee lock (51). The second stage, which Borges refers to as catastrophic, has 

been interpreted as the conversion of a half-formed idea into a hypothesis (52). The 

dream is thus a symbol for the "building of a concept of reality" (50). Furthermore, 

according to Carter Weelock: 

What I have interpreted here as an artistic representation of the form of 

human ideation, containing suggestions of the history of human 

thought, is obviously the form also of specific mental creations, 

including myths, stories, poems, and other literary works. This is to 

say that the mental process which produces a scientific thesis, a poem, 

or a philosophical idea merely repeats the process which created the 

first god as a metaphorical representation of an abstraction. (54) 

Carter Weelock has associated the dream to the process of mental creation, leading to 

the development of literary works. The purpose of including his analysis is to support 

the idea that the dream is a symbol of the process of writing. 

According to Arnold M. Penuel , the act of dreaming derives from the 

unconscious, which plays a fundamental role in creativity (55). In his article "Paradox 

and Parable: The Theme of Creativity in Borges' 'The Circular Ruins"' he states: 

In passing, it might be noted that although Borges is no advocate of 

psychoanalytic theory, the story discloses fundamental similarities to 
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the psychoanalytic understanding of the creative process. Building on 

Freud's division of psyche into primary (unconscious) and secondary 

(conscious) processes (27), Abraham Maslow has divided the creative 

process into two stages: the primary and the secondary (80-83). The 

primary stage [ ... ]encompasses the inspiration that wells up from the 

spontaneous depths of the psyche. The secondary stage largely 

involves a conscious working over, refining, and shaping of the 

original inspiration with the tools of reason, intelligence, and, in the 

case of literature, the literary traditions inherited from generations of 

writers. (55-56) 

The various stages of the protagonist's dreams in "Las ruinas circulares," i.e. the 

chaotic stage and the dialectical stage, can be compared to the psychoanalytic primary 

and secondary processes that occur in dreams (56). Creativity thus begins with chaos 

and ends in order, or, as Arnold M. Penuel describes it, creativity starts "from the 

disorder of the unconsciousness to the order of consciousness and the realm of reason, 

which provides dialectical organizing principles" (56). 

As mentioned before and based on the description of the stages experienced 

by the magician when creating a man, one can interpret the story as a metaphor for 

the intricate process of writing. However, what elements of the text, whether it is the 

plot or the structure, can guide the reader to the above-mentioned interpretation? 

More significantly, what can the nature of this interpretation mean as far as the 

importance of the author is concerned? To answer these questions, let us focus on the 
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possible meanings and associations derived from the analysis of the various stages of 

the dream. 

Let us begin with the clues provided by the text that enable the reader to 

compare the creation of a man to the creation of a literary work. As a matter of fact, 

both concepts are found under the definition of "creation." "Creation" is both "the 

original bringing into existence ofthe universe by God" ("creation" Def. 3) and "an 

original product of the mind, especially an imaginative artistic work" ("creation" Def. 

7). The purpose of this analysis is to emphasize how the text may direct the reader to 

a particular interpretation by comparing the magician to the author and the dream to 

the process of writing. 

The very first stage of the magician ' s dream is described as chaotic. This 

particular trait may be compared to the author ' s stage characterized by an 

overwhelming amount of ideas and possible topics that are not yet organized, or 

narrowed down, into a single thesis statement. As time passes, the dreams become of 

a dialectical nature and include lectures on subjects such as anatomy, cosmography, 

and magic. As stated by Arnold M. Penuel: 

[The] creation proceeds from chaos to order; from the disorder of 

unconscious to the order of consciousness and the realm of reason, 

which provides dialectical organizing principles. (56) 

This stage represents the author ' s search for background information in order to 

support his or her formulated ideas. Thus, literary creation is a process that begins 

with chaos and ends in order. Once the magician chooses one of the many souls, 

described as quiet and melancholic, the stage may then be compared to the writer' s 

41 



choice of a topic that has the potential of becoming a unique text. The chosen one 

represents the consolidation of a topic on behalf of the author. 

The fact that the magician is suddenly struck by insomnia in the ever so 

arduous process of creation may be compared to the writer ' s sudden loss of 

inspiration and realization that the process of putting one ' s own ideas on paper is 

exceptionally difficult. The magician: 

Comprendi6 que el empefio de modelar Ia materia incoherente y 

vertiginosa de que se componen los suefios es el mas arduo que puede 

acometer un var6n, aunque penetre todos los enigmas del orden 

superior y del inferior: mucho mas arduo que tejer una cuerda de arena 

o que amonedar el viento sin cara. Comprendi6 que un fracaso inicial 

era inevitablexxviii_ ( 64) 

Thus, it is important to keep in mind that the difficulty in the modeling of the 

"materia incoherente y vertiginosa" (64) of one's dreams can be compared to the 

intricate and sometimes incoherent stream of ideas present during a literary creation. 

The writer understands the difficulties faced when trying to write a good and coherent 

text. As a matter of fact, a text is never perfect after the first try. The wording and the 

content need to be rewritten, edited, and molded to perfection several times before it 

is published. 

Moreover, the whole process of literary creation and the difficulties it entails 

have been compared to gestation, labor, and delivery (Showalter 18). As stated by 

George R. McMurray: 
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The travail of dreaming a man emerges as a metaphor of the artist's 

arduous creative process, the product of which becomes as real and as 

much a part of him as a flesh-and-blood offspring. (68) 

Therefore, this emphasizes once more the connection among the dream, gestation, 

labor, delivery , and literary creation. The very fact that the process of literary creation 

can be compared to the act of giving birth can also lead to compare writing to God' s 

creation of Man and consequently the naming process (Please refer to Diagram III. A). 

This is why it was possible to create a connection between God, Author, and Mind 

(Please refer to Diagram III. B). As a consequence, God' s creation can be compared to 

Text and Body while Man can be compared to Reader and Soul. In some way or 

another, the theme of creation and creativity leads back to the relationship among 

Author, Text, and Reader. 

The role of the Reader may be compared to the naming process described by 

Walter Benjamin where "in the name, the mental being of man communicates itself to 

God" ("On Language as Such and on the Language of Man" 65). If there is 

communication between man and God, then God's creative process is combined with 

that of man. If we are to create a parallel between God-Author and Man-Reader, then 

we may say that communication between Author and Reader also exists and the 

Author's creative process is combined with that of the Reader. As a matter of fact, the 

purpose of the Author' s creation is to generate signs directed to the reader in order for 

them to be "namedxxix_, As Benjamin states, "God gives each beast[ ... ] a sign, 

whereupon they step before man to be named. In an almost sublime way, the 
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linguistic community of mute creation with God is thus conveyed in the image of the 

sign" (70). In the case of literature, the Author creates the signs and the reader gives 

them meaning. 

Continuing the comparison between the dream and the process of writing, one 

can state that as the magician decides to start his creation anew, the author either 

decides to scratch out the previous idea and begin researching for a different topic or 

simply chooses a different approach. Before starting the process once more, the 

magician decides to dedicate "un mes a la reposici6n de las fuerzas que habia 

malgastado el delirio"xx, (65). At this point, during the writing process, the author 

decides to allow himself time to recollect his thoughts and wait for inspiration, i.e. 

"que el disco de la luna fuera perfectoxxxi, (65). 

After some rest, the magician decides to dream a man little by little, organ by 

organ, one step at a time, starting with a beating heart. The beating heart is thus a 

symbol of the thesis statement. During fourteen nights, the magician dreams his 

creation "sin cara ni sexo"xxii, (65). He limits himself to correct his creation with his 

sight and avoiding contact. Less than a year goes by and the magician has added a 

skeleton, eyelids, and hair. The man does not yet move, talk, or open his eyes. 

This whole passage put in comparison with the process of writing leads us to 

say that the author, at this point of the development, decides to take his time and write 

the text one section at a time proofreading and editing it as he goes along. The text is 

thus divided into introduction, body, and conclusion. The beating heart represents the 

introduction including the thesis statement. The skeleton, the eyelids, and the hair 

represent the body . At this point, since the creation remains asleep, the inanimateness 
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represents the lack of a conclusion. In other words, the author' s creation, i.e. the text, 

still remains asleep. 

To be able to awaken his creation, the magician calls for divine intervention 

and dreams the god of fire who infuses life into his creation. This stage could be 

compared to the author ' s need of a muse, or divine inspiration, to be able to complete 

his work. As a matter of fact, according to Arnold M. Penuel ' s analysis of "Las ruinas 

circulares," the magician ' s "recourse to the aid of the planetary gods underscores the 

divine nature of creativity and human dependence upon external forces for even the 

illusion of creativity" (57). Creativity is thus linked to divine intervention. The 

setting, that is the temple, and the magician 's super powers emphasize the divine 

quality of the process of writing. 

Another way to interpret the divine intervention required to give life to the 

magician' s creation is to associate the powers of the god of fire to those of the reader. 

The fire god instills life to the magician' s creation just as the reader infuses life to the 

text through the process of reading and interpreting. The reader provides the soul and 

awakens the text. Therefore, the magician can be compared to the Author, the man to 

the Text, and the life instilled by the fire god through divine intervention to the 

Reader (Please refer to Diagram III.B ). 

Furthermore, before sending his creation away, the magician examines him 

and modifies his right shoulder. The modification of various imperfections can be 

compared to the author' s careful revision and editing of his work before sending it to 

the publisher. As the magician sends his creation to the other temple, the author sends 

his text to be published; "el prop6sito de su vida estaba colmadoxxxiii, (67). 
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Up until now, the analysis of various stages of creation described in "Las 

ruinas circulares" has provided interesting passages that can serve as a representation 

of literary creation. Thus, one might conclude that specific elements of the text 

provide substantial support in the interpretation of the story as a metaphor for the 

process of writing. As a matter of fact, one particular element in the text, i.e. the 

surprise ending, provides more grounds for that particular kind of reading. That 

element of suspense, as Martin S. Stabb calls it, provides a point of departure for 

numerous interpretations ( 44 ). 

The surprise ending consists of the protagonist's realization that he too is a 

product of someone else ' s dream. The question is, whose dream? The text does not 

provide the answer to the mystery, thus leaving the decision up to the reader. This 

technique provides both an element of suspense and the possibility to make the reader 

participate. As was stated in the analysis of "Chac Mool," the text "directs" and 

"foresees" the addressee' s "interpretative cooperation" (Eco, "Intentio Lectoris" 148) 

in the sense that the reader is involved in the deciphering of the text (Garganigo 515). 

As a consequence, this open ending and thus the possibility to participate in the 

deciphering of the text, provides an opportunity for the realization of a variety of 

interpretations. 

One of the many interpretations that develop from this element of the story is 

stated in George R. McMurray article on Jorge Luis Borges. In this article he states: 

"The Circular Ruins" implies that if the world exists only as one's idea 

of it, then one is a mere idea in the mind of his perceiver, and one ' s 

46 



perceiver an idea in the mind of his perceiver, and so on to infinity. 

(69) 

Thus, the very fact that the protagonist is being dreamt by someone else provides 

grounds for the circular characteristic described by McMurray. This circularity is also 

supported by the title itself, the setting, and the fire image as the symbol of the 

"cyclical process of creation and destruction" (69). 

Furthermore, the circularity in the story is also supported by its structure. The 

story begins with the mysterious appearance of the magician who starts dreaming and 

thus creating a man. At the end of the story the magician discovers he is being dreamt 

as well. When the protagonist arrives, the temple is covered in ashes because it was 

struck by fire. At the end of the story, the temple is once again devoured by flames : 

El termino de sus cavilaciones fue brusco, pero lo prometieron algunos 

signos. Primero (al cabo de una larga sequia) una remota nube en un 

cerro, liviana como un pajaro~ luego hacia el Sur, el cielo que tenia el 

color rosado de Ia encia de los leopardos; luego las humaredas que 

herrurnbraron el metal de las noches; despues Ia fuga panica de las 

bestias. Porque se repiti6 lo acontecido hace muchos siglos. Las ruinas 

del santuario del dios del fuego fueron destruidas por el fuego. En un 

alba sin pajaros el mago vio cemirse contra los muros el incendio 

co ncentri co xxxiv. ( 6 8) 

This emphasizes once more the circularity of the structure of the story where 

everything begins, ends, and continues indefinitely in a circular motion. 
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What we have just described is only one way of interpreting the open ending 

characteristic of the story . Another interpretation of the ending can be linked to the 

relationship among Author, Text, and Reader. Based on two opposing views on the 

existence of the author after a text has been published, one can elaborate two different 

interpretations on the significance of the magician being a figment of someone ' s 

imagination. As a matter of fact, the magician can be seen as a figment of the author' s 

imagination or a figment of the reader ' s imaginationxxxv. To better understand this 

concept, the two interpretations will be discussed separately . 

If one were to take under consideration the undisputable existence of the 

author even after the text has been written, then this particular element of the story, 

i.e. the magician as a figment, could be interpreted as a way to remind us of the 

presence of the Author as the Creator. As a matter of fact, the protagonist of the story 

is a character created by the author, thus making him a figment of Jorge Luis 

Borges' s imagination. The fictional quality of the character reminds us that the text is 

a creation as well. This creation is later interpreted by the reader who bases his 

analysis on his perception of the real author. The circularity of the relationship among 

Author, Text, and Reader (Please refer to Diagram IV.A) is thus symbolically 

represented in the story. 

The presence of the real author is also emphasized by the initial sentence of 

the short story thus reminding us of the presence of the Author as the Creator: 

Nadie lo vio desembarcar en la unanime noche, nadie vio la canoa de 

bambu sumiendose en el fango sagrado [ ... y xxvt . (61) 
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If no one saw the magician disembark, then who is telling the story? Who is the 

narrator? According to Martin S. Stabb, this initial sentence raises an interesting 

question for the study of narratology ( 46). Based on this fact, Stabb states the possible 

presence of an "impossible narrator" or a "divinely omniscient god-narrator" ( 46). 

Nevertheless, could it not simply imply that it is the real author writing the story 

based on his imagination? The "impossible narrator" ( 46) is in fact the real author. 

The fact that no one saw him disembark and yet someone is telling the story 

emphasizes the presence of the real author. This type of interpretation allows us to 

compare the story to the relationship among Author, Text, and Reader. 

Even though the relationship between Author, Text, and Reader has always 

been portrayed as a triangle, the whole process this relationship entails can also be 

described as a circular association (See Diagram IV.A). During the process of 

creation the author writes the text keeping in mind the characteristics of a potential 

reader, also called Model Reader. Consequently, the critical reader carefully reads the 

text and creates an interpretation based on his idea of the real author, also known as 

Model Author (See Diagram IV.B). Hence, the roles of the author and the reader 

become similar, i.e. one creates a text and the other creates an interpretation based on 

the text. In other words, the reader becomes the author. The author symbolically 

encodes or enciphers while the reader decodes or deciphers. 

The other type of interpretation is based on Roland Barthes ' s post-structuralist 

theory expressed in "The Death of the Author." According to Roland Barthes, it is not 

the author but the reader who creates the meaning of the text. The author is thus a 

fiction invented by the reader. Based on this theory and taking into account "Las 
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rumas circulares" as a metaphor for the writing process, the magician can be 

considered to symbolically represent a figment of the reader' s imagination. The fact 

that the magician is the creator but later realizes he is not real, leads to compare the 

phantom qualities of the protagonist to the non-existence of the author once the text is 

written. Once the text is released, it implies a loss of identity on behalf of the author 

(Barthes 142) leading him or her to be nothing but a figment of the reader's 

imagination. 

There are several other ways the text emphasizes a loss of identity on behalf 

of the protagonist. As a matter of fact, a number of clues are included at the beginning 

of the text, which foreshadow the protagonist's phantom-like existence. According to 

Martin S. Stabb, these small clues mentioned throughout the story become extremely 

significant once we know the outcome ( 46). The reference to the protagonist's 

greyness is an example of a clue that supports his non-existence. As stated by Stabb 

in his analysis of "Las ruinas circulares," the protagonist's greyness represents his 

shadowy existence ( 46). 

Furthermore, according to Arnold M. Penuel, the protagonist's greyness also 

represents "the indifferentiation of mere existence as opposed to the self-affirmation 

of creativity" (54). At the time of his arrival, the protagonist is described as an 

"hombre grisxxxvu, ( 61 ). However, once he starts his arduous endeavor he is no 

longer referred to as a grey man but as a magician. Thus, he conquers his essence 

through creativity (54). That essence is infused into his creation just like an author 

infuses his or her essence in a text. 
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Another way the text refers to the protagonist's non-existence is by describing 

the magician ' s inability to feel pain. As stated by George R. McMurray, Borges 

predicts the surprise ending (69) at the beginning of the story by stating that the 

magician climbs up the riverbank "sin apartar (probablemente, sin sentir) las 

cortaderas que le dilaceraban las camesxxxvi ii, ( 61 ). The parenthesis xxxix is part of a 

structural device used to lead readers to question the meaning of the additional 

information that seems to have been incorporated by either the omniscient narrator or 

the author. The comment within the parenthesis leads the reader to question its 

significance. In this case the phrase enclosed is more than incidental. As a matter of 

fact, this comment can be later related to the outcome of the story. 

Thus, throughout the narrative the various indirect clues foresee the outcome 

of the story. These clues are emphasized by structural devices such as the parenthesis 

or the ellipsis: 

Con el pretexto de la necesidad pedag6gica, dilataba cada dia las horas 

dedicadas al suefio. Tambien rehizo el hombro derecho, acaso 

deficiente. A veces, lo inquietaba una impresi6n de que ya todo eso 

habia acontecido ... xi ( 66-6 7) 

The significance of the statement, specifically the last phrase and the incorporation of 

an ellipsis, give way to various possible thoughts on the origins of the protagonist. 

The omission of an explanation following the statement leads the reader to question 

the moment and the place in which the magician has possibly already experienced the 

travails of creation. All the questions that arise from this statement are later answered 

by the outcome of the story. 
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A few phrases after the above-mentioned statement, the narrator informs us 

that the magician erases his son' s memory to protect him from the truth: " [a]ntes 

(para que no supiera nunca que era un fantasma, para que se creyera hombre como los 

otros) le infundi6 el olvido total de sus afios de aprendizajexli, (67). Based on the 

outcome of the story, this statement leads us to perceive the possibility that the 

magician' s memory was also erased in order to protect him from the truth. This is the 

reason why the narrative states that "si alguien le hubiera preguntado su propio 

nombre o cualquier rasgo de su vida anterior, no habria acertado a responderxlii, (62). 

All these elements found at the beginning of the story and throughout the text 

not only emphasize the protagonist's non-existence, but also increase the level of 

mysteriousness. The mystery begins on the first few lines of the story: 

Nadie lo vio desembarcar en Ia uminime noche, nadie vio Ia canoa de 

bambu sumiendose en el fango sagrado, pero a los pocos dias nadie 

ignoraba que el hombre tacitumo venia del Sur y que su patria era una 

de las infinitas aldeas que estan aguas arriba, en el tlanco violento de 

Ia montana, donde el idioma zend no esta contaminado de griego y 

donde es infrecuente Ia lepraxliii. (61) 

The immediate description of the protagonist's unexpected origins, appearance, and 

language predicts the mysteriousness of his existence. This technique, together with 

the other structural devices mentioned above, is used to capture the reader' s attention 

and establish a mood of mystery throughout the entire story (Stabb 44 ). It is up to the 

critical reader to detect these scattered clues and devices used to predict the outcome 

of the story. 
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In point of fact, all the clues scattered along the text, make "Las ruinas 

circulares" a text comparable to a detective story. The suspense usually created by the 

detective story is thus perceivable throughout the text. As stated by Jorge Hernandez 

Martin, suspense is "the fuel for the reader' s curiosity" (9). To create suspense, the 

author provides enough information that leads the reader to think and guess "in 

anticipation of the climatic resolution of the story" (9): 

Detective fiction has made a reader; that is, detective fiction has 

defined a way of reading that could, in the absence of a detective story 

text, generate a reading as if the text before the reader were a detective 

story, hiding some specificity such as a name, a place, a motive, a fact. 

We can conceive of a "specialized" reader who is the product of a 

process of learning and cognition stemming from a relationship with a 

certain kind of text. (3) 

The reader created by "Las ruinas circulares" is thus similar to the reader of detective 

fiction . The various clues found within the narrative along with the omission of 

certain information, create suspense and can be later put together as a puzzle to solve 

or understand a mystery. 

So far we have discussed the various elements included at the beginning of 

"Las ruinas circulares" that emphasize and predict the phantom-like qualities of the 

protagonist. As mentioned before, the non-existence of the magician reflects the loss 

of identity of the author based on Roland Barthes ' s theory. Another way the loss of 

identity of the author as the creator is expressed in "Las ruinas circulares" is in the 

fact that the protagonist has no name. Why is the name so important? 
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A name is " a word or a combination of words by which a person, place, or 

thing, a body or class, or any object of thought is designated or known" ("name" def. 

1). As Edmond Jabes states in one of his writings, " identity is the name" (26) thus 

underlining the connection between identity and name. Moreover, it emphasizes the 

importance of the meaning hidden within the name that might describe the person in 

one way or another and consolidate his or her existence. As a matter of fact, proper 

names, specifically last names, bear within them the origins and history of a human 

being. Hence the definition that states that a personal or family name exercises 

influence or brings distinction ("name" def. 9). The very fact that the protagonist of 

"Las ruinas circulares" has no name implies a loss of identity. 

The importance of naming is not merely manifested in daily life but in 

literature as well, specifically when dealing with fiction. In literature, the names given 

to characters of a story are important to the study of the text. In fact, when analyzing 

or interpreting a work of literature it is common to concentrate on the importance of a 

name. For example, in One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel Garcia Marquez, 

the names Aureliano and Jose Arcadio denote certain characteristics and behaviors. 

The novel spans six generations, and in each generation, the men of the Buendia 

family are named Aureliano or Jose Arcadio. As a consequence, the character traits 

are inherited by the descendents throughout the novel. The purpose of this technique 

is to emphasize one of the novel ' s main themes: history repeating itself Based on this 

fact, the question that arises from the analysis of "Las ruinas circulares" is why does 

the author, i.e. Jorge Luis Borges, choose to refrain from naming the protagonist of 

his story? 
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One of the reasons Jorge Luis Borges does not name his character is to 

emphasize the fact that the protagonist is a creation in someone else' s mind. As a 

matter of fact: 

Si alguien le huhiera preguntado su proprio nombre o cualquier rasgo 

De su vida anterior, no habria acertado a responderxiiv_ (62) 

The protagonist never reveals his name or his origins, which remain a mystery 

throughout the story. Thus, this is a device used in the text to include a hint on the 

magician' s non-existence. 

Therefore, one should evidently take into consideration both the importance 

and the symbolic meaning of the lack of names in this particular short-story or any 

other form of literature. At times it is important to concentrate on what is not being 

said rather than what is being said. It is precisely for this reason that the lack of the 

protagonist's name is important in the analysis of "Las ruinas circulares." 

As Edmond Jabes states: 

The letter is anonymous. It is a sound and a sign. By participating in 

the formation of the name, it creates, through it, our image. It then 

ceases to be anonymous and becomes one with us. It espouses our 

condition and our uncondition, lives and dies from our life and from 

our death. (26) 

Thus, letters and signs that make up our name need to be combined with our image in 

order to complete us. The image of the protagonist in the story is not combined with a 

name, thus making him non-existent. As far as the role of the author in the process of 
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writing is concerned, the lack of identity in the protagonist supports once more the 

idea of the author being merely a figment in the reader' s imagination. 

If one were to exclusively take into account Roland Barthes ' s theory, then the 

circular diagram portraying the relationship between Author, Text, and Reader would 

be incomplete (See Diagram V). If the author really "dies" and there is absolutely no 

association between the real author and the reader ' s perception of the author, then the 

circle is interrupted and thus incomplete. 

According to what has already been mentioned in Chapter 1, the essence of 

the real author is hidden somewhere within the text. Therefore, what the reader 

perceives is related to the characteristics of the real author. The author never 

disappears but remains in the reader' s mind in some way or another. The inevitable 

relationship between the real author and the reader ' s perception of him or her 

completes the circle (Please refer to Diagram IV.B). The reader bases his or her 

interpretation on something plausible that can be supported and is based on an aspect 

of the real author. Therefore, the essence of the author lives in what is perceived as 

the "Model Author," whether it is similar to the real author or the complete opposite. 

When we refer to a so-called "Model Author" it automatically gives the real author a 

role in the interpretation. The reader is the one responsible for the perception of the 

author' s possible characteristics, but it is the author himself who originally provides 

the structural devices and the combination of words on which someone can base his 

or her assumptions. 

Furthermore and as stated before, the author writes while thinking about a 

Model Reader, and the reader reads while thinking about a Model Author. While the 
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perception of the Model Reader could be based on a variety of people, the perception 

of the Model Author is only truly based on one, in this case Jorge Luis Borges. 

Nevertheless, while in the process of reading, the idea ofthe author depends on the 

various perceptions provided by the different readers. Placing all these views of the 

Author together, we can state that he or she can be defined as "uno, nessuno, e 

centomila.xiv, The question is, what does the denomination "uno, nessuno, e 

centomila" mean when applied to the role of the author? 

As stated before, according to different literary theories, the author may or 

may not exist after the text has been written. The figure of the author may thus 

disappear, leading him or her to be defined as "nessuno" (nobody). However, the 

author may also be considered to have more than one personality, i.e. the hundred 

thousand personalities that others, in this case the readers, discern in him/her. Thus, 

the author could be referred to as "centomila" (a hundred thousand). Finally, 

discarding all the different theories based on the author we are left with the fact that 

the real author is truly only "uno," i.e. one. 

Furthermore, as ltalo Calvino states in "Cybernetics and Ghosts," the author 

may also split into a number of different figures, as earlier stated, "an "I" who is 

writing and an "I" who is written, into an empirical "I" who looks over the shoulder 

of the "I" who is writing and into a mythical "I" who serves as a model for the "I" 

who is written" (15). The purpose ofthjs statement is to emphasize the fact that "the 

personality of the writer exists within the very act of writing: it is the product and the 

instrument of the writing process" (15). Both in Borges ' s story as well as in Calvino ' s 

statement, the importance of the author is highlighted during the process of writing. 
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Nevertheless, based on the ending of Borges's short storyxlvi, we have managed to 

prove that the author is important even after the text has been written. 

58 



Conclusion 

Finally, the purpose of this thesis has been to prove that the study of signs 

within a narrative is of great importance when analyzing diverse forms of literature. 

In the case of "Chac Mool" the sign takes the form of a concrete object, the statue of 

the Mayan god of rain. In "Las ruinas circulares" the sign takes the form of an 

abstract entity, i.e. the dream. The importance ofboth signs lies in what they 

represent rather than what they really are and what they represent is a matter of 

interpretation. The interpretation is based on the clues and devices found within the 

text. 

Thus, the discovery of all the possible hidden symbols in a text can lead to 

many interesting and diverse readings. The roles of the Author, the Text, and the 

Reader are thus crucial in the development of an analysis. It is the reader's job to 

discover what was symbolically incorporated in a text, and it is often the text's job to 

guide the reader through this interpretative path. In Carlos Fuentes' s "Chac Mool" 

and Jorge Luis Borges's "Las ruinas circulares" the texts provide two very different 

and intricate interpretative paths. Both texts have what William Irwin refers to as 

"interpretation-centered value" (31). William Irwin's concept can be applied to both 

stories and can be split into a symbolic interpretation-centered value and a political 

interpretation-centered value. 

In the first chapter, the analysis of "Chac Mool" focuses on the importance of 

the role of the reader, his or her ability to interpret signs as well as identify literature ' s 
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critical vein (Calvino, "Cybernetics and Ghosts" 24-25), discusses the importance of 

the statue of Chac Moo I as a symbol of Pre-Colombian traditional values and beliefs, 

and underlines the sociohistorical agents that affect the reader, the text, and the 

author. More specifically, the argument points out what has possibly influenced the 

author, as well as the reader, in the portrayal , or the interpretation, of Mexico. 

However, in the case of "Las minas circulares" the story leads to a more symbolic 

interpretation rather than a political interpretation. The comparison between the two 

short stories has successfully shown this difference. 

As mentioned before, in "Chac Mool" the interpretative path is linked to a 

political critique. Various structural devices, symbolisms, and linear manifestations of 

complaints toward the government, guide the critical and informed reader through a 

particular path that can be linked to Mexico ' s past and present. A specific object, that 

is the statue of Chac Moo! , is interpreted to be a symbol for the traditional values and 

beliefs of a Pre-Colombian past. The text's content allows the reader to emphasize the 

importance of the transformation ofthis statue and point out its symbolic meaning. 

The structure of the text and the devices used by the author direct and foresee the 

reader' s "interpretative cooperation" (Eco, "Intentio Lectoris" 148). The reader is 

thus involved in the process of creation, entertainment and/or deciphering of the text 

(Garganigo 515). 

The structural and narrative experimentation found in Carlos Fuentes ' s "Chac 

Mool ," which characterizes the literature at the time, gives the reader opportunities to 

take action and participate. The reading process and the role of the reader thus change 

as a consequence of these new narrative techniques present in much of Latin 
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American literature between 1950 and 1975 (Pope 2:226), which include a looser 

language, more complex characters, an intricate chronology (2:227), and a plurality of 

narrative voices. All these characteristics, including the short-story ' s open ending, 

have enabled the critical reader to appreciate the way a text is written rather than just 

concentrating on what it says semantically (Eco, "Intentio Lectoris" 158). It has also 

enabled us to be led through a particular interpretation, thus proving the importance 

of structural devices used within the text. 

In the second chapter, the analysis of "Las ruinas circulares" focuses on the 

dream as a symbol of the writing process and the role of the author after the text has 

been written. Through the story ' s content, we were able to compare the process of 

creation of a man through dreaming not only to the writing process but also to God's 

creation of Man, the process of giving birth, and to the naming process discussed by 

Walter Benjamin. Through the outcome of the story we were able to point out the 

relationship among Author, Text, and Reader and the importance of the role of the 

Author based on two opposing views. Through the story ' s structural devices, such as 

the parenthesis and the ellipsis, we were able to discuss the methods used to predict 

the outcome of the story and increase its mysteriousness, thus leading to the 

description of the reader' s participation. 

The reader' s participation in both short stories is pointed out by the text's 

open ending. The open ending that characterizes both "Chac Mool" and "Las ruinas 

circulares" gives way to multiple new interpretations on behalf of different readers. 

Thus, it implies a resurrection of the text. Any text becomes alive only when read by 

the reader. The text is the body, the author is the mind, and the reader is its soul. 
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Without the reader, the text would just be an inert bodyxlvii_ Thus, as the reader reads 

and interprets, he bestows a soul to the text and brings it back to life. 

Therefore, the reader is the primary piece of the puzzle in the consolidation of 

the existence of a text and is thus fundamental in the interpretation ofthe signs in the 

text. Throughout this thesis, the importance of the critical or informed reader is 

pointed out several times because it is he, or she, who appreciates the structural 

devices used in the text and interprets the signs, thus giving them meaning. As 

mentioned before, the reader' s job is to perceive what Umberto Eco calls the 

"structural devices" and the "sociohistorical agents" found within the text. Thus the 

importance of the relationship established during the interpretative process gives rise 

to a detailed analysis of the triangular relationship between the Object, the Sign, and 

the Interpretant as well as the one among the Reader, the Author, and the Text 

(Diagram I). 

Furthermore, it is important to keep in mind that the essence of the author lies 

embedded in the text waiting to be perceived by the reader (Diagram II). Many 

factors may influence an interpretation of a particular text, whether it is the 

environment surrounding the reader or the environment that surrounded the author at 

the time the text was written. The goal is to be able to unveil all possible readings and 

appreciate the intricate process of literary interpretation. To unveil all possible 

readings, signs and symbolisms play a fundamental role during an interpretation and 

can lead to various interesting comparisons. In this way, the symbolisms found in 

both "Chac Mool" and "Las ruinas circulares" not only provide grounds for 

comparisons with outside facts but also provide grounds for a comparison between 
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the two stories. 

The comparison between the two stories can be made based on the roles of the 

god of fire and the god of rain, two opposite forces that respectively represent 

destruction and creation. However, in "Chac Moo!" and "Las ruinas circulares," the 

roles of the god of fire and the god of rain are reversed: the god of rain does not give 

life, but destroys it by killing Filiberto. The god of fire, on the other hand, does not 

destroy life, but ultimately instills life into the magician's creation. This 

contradiction denotes circularity in the analysis of these two forces and their powers. 

Furthermore, it provides grounds to say that this thesis is characterized by a circular 

theme. 
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DIAGRAM II 

Real Author~ Text <:> "Model Reader" <:> Real Reader 
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DIAGRAM Til 

A. 

God's creation of man=> Naming process=> Writing process 

B. 

God => Magician => Author => Senderxlix => Mind 

Creation=> Man 

Man => Divine 

Intervention/ 
Soul-Life 

=> Text => Context => Body 

==> Reader ==> Addressee ==> Soul 
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DIAGRAM IV.A 

AUTHOR 

READER TEXT 

DIAGRAM IV.B 

AUTHOR 

MODEL READER 

MODEL AUTHOR 

READER TEXT 
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DIAGRAMV 

AUTHOR 

MODEL READER 

MODEL AUTHOR 

READER TEXT 

GAP: Indicates "death of the author"= Incomplete circle 
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Notes 

1 Transitive refers to "characterized by or involving transition" ("transitive" def. 2). A 
transition implies movement from one subject or concept to the next ("transition" def. 
1 ). 
ll "Cibernetica e fantasmi (Appunti sulla narrativa come processo combinatorio )" 
(1967) 
iii "Per chi si scrive (Lo scaffale ipotetico )" ( 1967) 
tv Enunciatees, as defined by Gerald Prince, are "stable textual figures that do not 
change with time or, more generally, with reading context" (115). They are not 
characters but the "textually inscribed or encoded reader of the text" ( 114 ). 
v Carmen R. Rabell's article "'Las ruinas circulares ' una reflexi6n sobre Ia literatura" 
examines the same concept. Nevertheless, her argument focuses more on literature as 
a simulacrum (96). She elaborates the concepts stated by Sylvia Molloy in her article 
"La composici6n del personaje en Ia ficci6n de Borges" and states that "Las ruinas 
circulares" is a metaphor for literary creation (95). In her argument, she applies 
notions written by Jonathan Culler, Julia Kristeva, and Tzveetan Todorov (96). 
vi It is important to point out that in various texts on Mayan culture and traditions a 
distinction is made between Chac and Chac Moo!. In Michael D. Coe' s book The 
Maya, chacmools are referred to as "reclining figures with hands grasping plate like 
receptacles held over the belly, perhaps for receiving the hearts of sacrificed victims" 
(124) and are not associated with the god of rain. Chac, on the other hand, is referred 
to as the god of rain (130) and is described as "a long-nosed creature with volutes or 
fangs in the corners of his mouth, whom we see in the codices producing rain by 
urinating on the earth or pouring water on it with gourds or pottery vessels" 
(Gallenkamp 102). The god of rain is also referred to singularly or as having four 
different aspects (103), none of which are related to Chac Mool. Nevertheless, Carlos 
Fuentes's story clearly states that Chac Mool is the god of rain and is described as a 
"figura recostada" (18) (reclining figure) . 
vii Uno, nessuno, e centomila is a novel written by Luigi Pirandello in 1925-26. The 
title translated into English is: One, None, and a Hundred Thousand. The purpose of 
incorporating the meaning of this title is to describe the persistent dilemma regarding 
the influence of the author during the interpretation of a text. 
Vlll After having created a man through dreaming, the protagonist of"Las minas 
circulares" discovers that he is being dreamt as well. The person who is dreaming and 
thus creating him is in this case the Real Author (Jorge Luis Borges). In other words, 
the character of the story is a figment of Jorge Luis Borges's imagination. 
ix This concept is based on Frederic Jameson's "Third-World Literature in the Era of 
Multinational Capital" where he states that literature pertaining to the so-called third 
world is based primarily on the experience of colonialism and imperialism and is 
therefore characterized by an exclusive form of narrativity that focuses on "national 
allegory" (Ahmad 8). Jameson's beliefs are thoroughly discussed and critiqued in 
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Aijaz Ahmad's "Jameson's Rhetoric ofOthemess and the 'National Allegory."' In 
this essay the author provides reasonable and concrete examples based on Urdu 
literature to oppose what Jameson believes. 
x Term adopted from Gerald Prince' s essay "On Textual Readers and Evaluators." ln 
this case the term actually refers to what Wolfgang Iser describes as the unwritten 
part of the text that "stimulates the reader' s creative participation" (275). 
xi See Joseph Tyler' s '"Chac Mool: ' A Journey into the Fantastic." His article focuses 
on the distinction between the marvelous and the fantastic in literature (177). He 
categorizes "Chac Mool" as a supernatural tale (178). 
xii Franz Roh initially used the term magic realism in 1925 in the critique of plastic art 
(Anderson 57). The term was later applied to a Venezuelan narrative current by 
Arturo Uslar Pietri (Galvez 149-50). Today, this term is used to refer to writings 
where objective reality is combined with fantasy creating a vague and obscure 
environment that can be compared to dreams (Garganigo 744). 
xiii "An overcoming of realism, without denying it, adding another dimension 
(magical, wonderful or mysterious) that metaphorically captures elements of "the 
other" reality, the subreality that is absent in realism. Consequently, it is a sort of 
realism but with different narrative procedures that effectively cooperate to equip a 
narration of daily or trivial facts with a significant or unreal dimension." (My 
translation) 
xiv Carpentier learned, thanks to the surrealists, to see a revealing image of 
Latin America, a type of wonderful reality that emphasized the uniqueness, the 
distinctions, and the differences that characterize Latin America when compared to 
the European model. He took advantage of what the surrealists taught him and 
applied it to the analysis of the different facets of American history and reality. The 
Cuban narrator called his formula the "real maravilloso" (My translation). 
xv Term adopted from Octavio Paz' s The Labyrinth of Solitude where he states that 
"[j]ust as an Aztec pyramid often covers an older structure, so this theological 
unification affected only the surface of the Aztec consciousness, leaving the primitive 
beliefs intact. The situation prefigured the introduction of Catholicism, which is also a 
religion superimposed upon an original and still-living religious base" (92). 
xvi "Any contact with the Mexican people, however brief, reveals that the ancient 
beliefs and customs are still in existence beneath Western forms" (89). 
xvii "The Spanish arrive and say, Adore this God who died a bloody death nailed to a 
cross with a bleeding wound in his side. Sacrificed. Made an offering. What could be 
more natural than to accept something so close to your own ritual, your own life ... ? 
Imagine, on the other hand, if Mexico had been conquered by Buddhists or Moslems. 
lt's not conceivable that our Indians would have worshipped some person who died 
of indigestion. But a God that's not only sacrificed for you but has his heart tom out, 
God Almighty, checkmate to Huitzilopochtli! Christianity, with its emotion, its 
bloody sacrifice and ritual, becomes a natural and novel extension of the native 
religion. The qualities of charity, love, and turn-the-other-cheek, however, are 
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rejected. And that's what Mexico is all about: you have to kill a man in order to 
believe in him" (Burnt Water 6) 
xviii " It is unnecessary to add that the religion ofthe Indians was a mixture of new and 
ancient beliefs. It could not have been otherwise, because Catholicism was an 
imposed religion" (102). 
xix "A yellow-skinned Indian in a smoking jacket and ascot stood in the doorway. He 
couldn' t have been more repulsive; he smelled of cheap cologne; he'd tried to cover 
his wrinkles with thick powder, his mouth was clumsily smeared with lipstick, and 
his hair appeared to be dyed" (Burnt Water 14). 
xx "'If it doesn ' t rain soon, the Chac-Mool will return to stone. I've noticed his recent 
difficulty in moving; sometimes he lies for hours, paralyzed, and almost seems and 
idol again. But this repose merely gives him new strength to abuse me, to claw at me 
as if he could extract liquid from my flesh. We don ' t have the amiable intervals any 
more, when he used to tell me old tales ; instead, I seem to notice a heightened 
resentment"' (Burnt Water 13). 
xxt "What I can' t bear is the odor, the nonhuman odor, emanating from flesh that isn' t 
flesh, from sandals that shriek their antiquity" (Burnt Water 11 ). 
xx ii '"This kind of thing has never happened to me before. I fouled up my work in the 
office: I sent out a payment that hadn' t been authorized, and the director had to call it 
to my attention. I think I may even have been rude to my coworkers. I'm going to 
have to see a doctor, find out whether it's my imagination, whether I'm delirious, or 
what.. . and get rid of that damned Chac-Mool"' (Burnt Water 9). 
xxiii "I knew that many of us (perhaps those of most humble origin) would go far, and 
that here in school we were forging lasting friendships ; together we would brave the 
stormy seas of life. But it didn' t work out that way. Someone didn' t follow the rules. 
Many of the lowly were left behind, though some climbed higher even than we could 
have predicted in those high-spirited, affable get-togethers. Some who seemed to 
have the most promise got stuck somewhere along the way, cut down in some 
extracurricular activity, isolated by an invisible chasm from those who'd triumphed 
and those who'd gone nowhere at all" (Burnt Water 4-5) 
xxiv "His fascination regarding the conflicting existence of the indigenous cultural 
substratum and the European cultures, the fusion of history and myth, and the idea of 
the Mexican as the one chosen by the gods to feed them through blood sacrifice" (My 
translation). 
xxv Other procedures that characterize fiction narrative in Borges mentioned by Emir 
Rodriguez Monegal in his book Narradores de esta America are: An art work within 
an art work, the voyage through time, and the double (220). 
xxvi "Borges plays with the vague limit between reality and dream: an ascetic or 
mystic of India decides to dream a man and interpolate him into reality" (My 
translation). 
xxvii "He was a silent boy, sallow, sometimes obstinate, with sharp features which 
reproduced those of the dreamer" (Harrison 88). 
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xxviii "He comprehended that the effort to mold the incoherent and vertiginous matter 
dreams are made of was the most arduous task a man could undertake, though he 
might penetrate all the enigmas of the upper and lower orders: much more arduous 
than weaving a rope of sand or coining the faceless wind. He comprehended that an 
initial failure was inevitable" (Harrison 88). 
xxix In this case the verb to name symbolically refers to the verb interpret, which 
means to "set forth the meaning of' ("interpret" def. 1) 
xxx "He dedicated a month to replenishing the powers his delirium had wasted" 
(Harrison 88). 
xxxi "Until the moon's disk was perfect" (Harrison 88). 
xxxii "Without face or sex" (Harrison 89) 
xxxiii "His life' s purpose was complete" (Harrison 90). 
xxxiv "The end of his meditations was sudden, though it was foretold in certain signs. 
First (after a long drought) a far-away cloud on a hill , light and rapid as a bird; then, 
toward the south, the sky which had the rose color of the Jeopard' s mouth; then the 
smoke which corroded the metallic nights; finally, the panicky flight of the animals. 
For what was happening had happened many centuries ago. The ruins of the fire 
god's sanctuary were destroyed by fire. In a birdless dawn the magician saw the 
concentric walls" (Harrison 91 ). 
xxxv Carmen R. Rabell ' s article '"Las ruinas circulares ' una reflexi6n sobre Ia 
literatura" emphasizes the same concept. Her argument states that what she calls 
"Hombre X" (X Man), i.e. the person who is dreaming the protagonist, represents 
both the author and the reader (98). The author is the "constructor" and the reader is 
the "reconstructor" ofthe protagonist's life (98). 
xxxvi "No one saw him disembark in the unanimous night, no one saw the bamboo 
canoe sinking into the sacred mud [ ... ]" (Harrison 86). 
xxxv" "Obscure man" (Harrison 87). 
xxxviii "Without pushing aside (probably without feeling) the brambles which 
dilacerated his flesh" (Harrison 86) 
xxxix A parenthesis is a graphic sign that encloses an incidental term or phrase 
(Marchese and F orradellas 311 ). 
xi "Under the pretext ofpedagological necessity, each day he prolonged the hours he 
dedicated to his dreams. He also redid the right shoulder, which was perhaps 
deficient. At times, he was troubled by the impression that all this had happened 
before .. . " (Harrison 90). 
xli "But first (so that he would never know he was a phantom, so that he would be 
thought a man like others) he instilled into him a complete oblivion of his years of 
apprenticeship" (Harrison 90). 
xlii "If someone had asked him his own name or any trait of his previous life, he would 
not have been able to answer" (Harrison 87). 
xliii "No one saw him disembark in the unanimous night, no one saw the bamboo 
canoe sinking into the sacred mud, but within a few days no one was unaware that the 
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silent man came from the South and that his home was one of the infinite villages 
upstream, on the violent mountainside, where the Zend tongue is not contaminated 
with Greek and where leprosy is infrequent" (Harrison 86). 
xliv "If someone had asked him his own name or any trait of his previous life, he 
would not have been able to answer" (Harrison 87). 
xlv Uno, nessuno, e centomila is a novel written by Luigi Pirandello in 1925-26. The 
title translated into English is: One, None, and a Hundred Thousand. The purpose of 
incorporating the meaning of this title is to describe the persistent dilemma regarding 
the influence of the author during the interpretation of a text. 
xlvi After having created a man through dreaming, the protagonist of "Las ruinas 
circulares" discovers that he is being dreamt as well. The person who is dreaming and 
thus creating him is in this case the Real Author (Jorge Luis Borges). In other words, 
the character of the story is a figment of Jorge Luis Borges's imagination. 
xlvi i These concepts are based on the reading of Walter Benjamin's "Outline ofthe 
Psychophysical Problem." 
xlviii This diagram is based on Umberto Eco's essay "Intentio Lectoris" and Italo 
Calvi no "Cybernetics and Ghosts." 
xlix The column Sender-Context-Addressee is based on Umberto Eco's article 
"Intentio Lectoris." 
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