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				Introduction

			

			
				Ricardo Palma (Peru, 1833–1911) makes a characteristically playful comparison between what he calls “pyrotechnic” history and his own discursive practice of “phosphorescent” literature. This book sets out to examine the constellation of associations invoked by this opposition in the context of nineteenth-century Latin America—notions of spectacle and the popular, of technology and culture. It also seeks to ask exactly in which way “smoldering” literary representation could be understood to signify differently to “explosive” historical representation, and in particular what light it might thereby shed on the notions of gender and nation.

				In a time of increasingly sophisticated academic analyses of the nineteenth century, the lack of sustained scholarly attention given to Ricardo Palma and to the genre he invented—the tradición—is glaring. Although Palma has always been a cultural reference for academics writing on the period, his oeuvre has not been taken seriously as a field for broad cultural inquiry except in brief essayistic form. This study redresses this gap in the scholarship, contributing a reassessment of one of the key cultural figures of this period that engages robustly with the new scholarly debates about the nineteenth century in Latin America. Four particular foci in the book run through the different chapters and shed much needed light on ignored or misunderstood aspects of Palma’s work.

				Firstly, the new interpretation given to the relation between history and literature in Palma is a key aspect of the book. This is perhaps the most commented aspect of Palma’s work, but this book seeks to reinvigorate the debate by engaging both with the new critical thinking on historicism and by reexamining the significance of the marginal and the anecdotal in Palma’s textual praxis. Secondly, the attention given to the encounter with modernity and the centrality of a meditation on the colonial within this encounter provides an unsettling and new vision of Palma’s relation to both. This study demonstrates, using the tools of postcolonial cultural criticism, how Palma’s recuperation of colonial history in his narratives plays a crucial part in imagining and negotiating the modern future. Thirdly, the book’s examination of the multiple and contradictory notions of femininity in the period and in Palma’s writing, informed by a sympathetic use of feminist critical theory, shows how a consideration of the sexual politics of cultural production in the nineteenth century transforms our understanding of many of the central scholarly assumptions about this period. Finally, in its analysis of the identity (racial, sexual, and political) of domestic, urban, and national space in Palma, Ricardo Palma’s Tradiciones demonstrates that the literary maps and topographies he creates are uniquely revelatory about questions of power and agency in and out of narrative.

				No hemos encontrado comprobante alguno que garantice la autenticidad de lo que vamos a referir, pero es tradición popularísima en Lima, y como tal la apuntamos. Algo de verdad habrá en el fondo, y sobre todo si non e vero e ben trovato [sic].

				[We have not been able to find a shred of proof to guarantee the authenticity of what we are about to recount, but it’s a very popular tradición in Lima and as such we will write it down. There’ll be a grain of truth in it, and, above all, if it’s not true, it’s a good find.]1

				In this quotation from the tradiciones, Palma’s best-known short fictions, his insistence that a story’s popularity and its narrative charm justify reproducing it place him in the august and familiar Romantic role of secretary to the people. His nonchalant disregard for historical accuracy, formulated in his characteristically cheeky and offhand narratorial voice, however, mean that Palma’s position as bard is somewhat degraded. He never presents himself (or is indeed represented) as a noble or mysterious bearded figure intoning the secrets of Peruvian nationality to the nation’s “children.” Instead, we have a much more domestic scenario. Palma, as the nation’s grandfather, his small round spectacles perched on the end of his nose, is endlessly reproduced in photographs, sketches, and even as a life-size statue sitting on a bench with an open book in one hand in one of the main squares of Miraflores, inviting passersby to sit next to him and listen to him spinning yarns.

				We should not take Palma’s dismissal of historical proof too seriously however, for he was fascinated by history and spent a good deal of time in the archives as well as listening to old wives tales. In the first third of the book, in chapters dealing first with history and then with literature, this is the heart of my investigation. Concentrating initially on how history as a discipline undergoes a significant and profound change in the nineteenth century, I examine how Palma is a key figure in this popularization of a historical mode of understanding not only in Peru but at a continental level. Palma’s manifold roles in the cultural universe and the socially and politically unstable context of the period are examined to show how through a simultaneously vast, insistent, and compact work of imagination he managed to fashion an image of the history of the Peruvian republic and in particular of its colonial past. The key argument is that Palma’s placing of the origin of the modern republic in the colonial period is not reactionary but in fact radically modern because it necessarily implies accepting the creole constitution of the country.

				Focusing on the notion of the fragmentary (a key preoccupation in Palma’s system of representation) the first chapter links this to the concerns of both Romanticism and those of contemporary cultural theory. Further readings make evident Palma’s sensationally heterodox practice in terms of chronology and the fragment, demonstrating how the Tradiciones in particular circulate and multiply temporal points of reference. The world conjured up so solidly by Palma’s brilliant exploitation of the historical approach is simultaneously shown to be a postulated one: a world created out of the residue of actions encountered in official and unofficial archives.

				Turning to literature, in the second chapter in this section I ask why Palma’s Tradiciones have always been compared (usually unfavorably) to the novels which also partook in the tremendous interest in the foundational power of fictions in the period. The argument pushes beyond the characterization of Palma as a “miniaturist” by focusing on the notions of the anecdote and the visual in his writing. The privileged ability of the anecdote to multiply fragments, stress heterogeneity, and generally reconfigure historical facts is shown to mean that it also presents an ambiguous and exciting counter history where mostly everything is possible. In terms of the visual, this chapter sees how the Tradiciones can be considered a form of entertainment and spectacle. Their enactment of national identity is pursued through an elaboration of recent historiographical theory which allies narrative with visual technologies.

				The second section of the book concerns issues of gender. Palma’s characterization of the significant female readership of his Tradiciones as calm and self-contained, educated and gentle is strikingly at odds with the gossipy old wives he claims as his narrative informants as well as with his frequently outspoken and sexually exuberant heroines. This section offers an iconoclastic and detailed reading of the whole of Palma’s literary practice in the context of gender relations in the period and in particular the consecration of domesticity by Romanticism. From the feminized metaphors of his own writing practice (Palma sees himself as a seamstress, knitting, sewing, or weaving a story from the rags and odds and ends of history), to the idealized indigenous and creole heroines of his early dramas and poetry, to the construction of the ambiguous figure of the tapada or veiled lady as a symbol of the nation, the representation of sexual difference in Palma is seen as intimately linked to historical and political changes. In a detailed reading of the Tradiciones, chapter 3 explores their construction of a complex and paradoxical “creole arcadia” based on early modern misogynist commonplaces. Instead of important dead men and battles, the focus on women allows Palma to write the history of emotions, of customs, and of the popular. By linking this representation of sexuality to the insights on the marginal, the fragmentary, and the anecdotal developed in previous chapters as well as to Palma’s revival of what was considered a particularly colonial genre—satire—the chapter provides a fresh interpretation of both form and content in the Tradiciones.

				The second chapter in this section, chapter 4, investigates Palma’s gendering of his own writing practice. Surveying how commonly he is seduced by the voice of his female informants and how discursive power in his fictions is almost always female, I show that Palma chooses to explore what lies outside the theoretical certainties of his age by identifying with these unofficial, oral, and feminine elements. So, what at first glance appears a conservative recuperation of the past has in fact elements of a radical critique of the present. Divesting the construction of the female discursive persona as variously vieja and tapada in a variety of texts, the chapter reveals that underneath the veil is Palma himself, constructing his national literary tradition in drag.

				The final section of the book examines the notion of space. I look initially at the metaphorical and real spaces of Palma’s writing in order to get an idea of what constitutes Palma’s “national” space. A key consideration is how the representation of space works to elaborate narrative tension in the tradiciones. The archetypal tradición shifts from the streets to the interior of a house in the dead of night thus emphasizing the intimacy entered into and hinting at melodrama and the sexual intrigue that is to follow. The importance of description and detail and the deployment of gender as a differentiating category in these predominantly domestic spaces is examined in order to analyze how Palma’s historical narratives set scenes which dramatize from the most mundane to the most heroic events of Peruvian national history. The chapter examines how Palma uses the tools of drama to animate these changes of scenery in order to create the sense of a performative space shared by the historical actors, the narrator, and the readers in a staging where each plays a part in the national history being presented.

				In the last chapter in this section, chapter 6, the “zooming” in and out from exterior to interior spaces is shown to function as a mechanism for domesticating the alterity of the historical fact. Palma’s fascination with his capital city is central to this project and his Lima is shown to differ markedly from the standard dream of a clean, healthy, ordered, and elegant modern city imagined by his contemporaries. In the warren of streets lit by candlelight and bridges spanning the darkened river Rimac, nostalgic invocations of utopic colonial metropolitan spaces coexist with an edgier representation of the underside of the city. This extraordinary cityscape looms so strongly as the backdrop of the plots of sexual, criminal, and comic deviance in the Tradiciones that a curious inversion takes place: the plots and their characters come to accessorize the mapping of spaces saturated with a historical charge and intended for consumption by Palma’s nineteenth-century audience as markers of national identity.

				The book closes with a meditation on the different foci explored and how, although with “the nation” at the centre of their concerns, this category is never sufficient for describing them. As Pratt puts it, “la categoría de ‘lo nacional’ es interminablemente incapaz de dar cuentas de la totalidad social” [the category of “the national” is interminably incapable of accounting for the totality of the social]; there is always something that exceeds the nation and illuminating the different ways in which this is made apparent is our, and Palma’s, subject.2

				Notes

				1. Vítores in Tradiciones Peruanas completas, Edith Palma, ed
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