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Abstract: 

 

This thesis outlines the development of Spanish experimental fiction since 1962, exploring its 

interactions with James Joyce’s major experimental works, Ulysses (1922) and Finnegans 

Wake (1939), and detailing some of the close connections between Anglophone and Spanish 

literatures and cultures in general. The thesis discusses a selection of novels by four Spanish 

experimental writers: Luis Martín-Santos, Julián Ríos, Enrique Vila-Matas, and Vicente Luis 

Mora. The introduction presents a selection of general theoretical frameworks implicitly 

connected to the topic and the aim of the thesis, as well as a section dedicated to the historical-

literary context. The first chapter focuses on Martín-Santos’s novel Tiempo de silencio (1962) 

and its interaction with Joyce’s Ulysses. The second chapter compares Ríos’s Larva: Babel de 

una noche de San Juan (1983) and Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. The third chapter discusses Vila-

Matas, the founding knight of the Order of Finnegans, and his novel Dublinesca (2010). Mora’s 

intertextual “work in progress” Circular 22 (2022) is discussed as part of the conclusion, 

representing a shift in Spanish experimental fiction and illustrating some of its most recent 

trends. Mora’s work offers some further interesting points of departure for research into 

contemporary Spanish experimental fiction and its interactions with not only Joyce’s work but 

Anglophone fiction in general. 
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Abstrakt: 

 

Tato práce mapuje vývoj španělské experimentální prózy od roku 1962, zkoumá její interakce 

s nejdůležitějšími experimentálními díly Jamese Joyce, Ulysses (1922) a Finnegans Wake 

(1939), a podrobně se věnuje úzkým vazbám mezi anglofonní a španělskou literaturou a 

kulturou obecně. Práce se zaměřuje na výběr románů čtyř španělských experimentálních autorů: 

Luise Martína-Santose, Juliána Ríose, Enriqua Vila-Matase a Vicenteho Luise Mory. Úvod 

představuje výběr obecných teoretických rámců implicitně souvisejících s tématem a cílem 

práce, a také obsahuje sekci věnovanou historicko-literárnímu kontextu. První kapitola se 

věnuje románu Tiempo de silencio (1962) od Martína-Santose a jeho interakci s Joycovým 

Ulysses. Druhá kapitola porovnává Ríosův román Larva: Babel de una noche de San Juan 

(1983) s Finnegans Wake. Třetí kapitola se zabývá Vila-Matasem, coby zakládajícím rytířem 

Řádu Finnegans, a jeho románem Dublinesca (2010). Morovo intertextuální „dílo v zrodu“ 

Circular 22 (2022) je probíráno v závěru, neboť představuje posun ve španělské experimentální 

próze a ilustruje některé její nejnovější trendy. Morovo dílo zároveň nabízí zajímavá 

východiska pro další výzkum současné španělské experimentální prózy a jejích interakcí nejen 

s Joycovým dílem, ale s anglofonní prózou obecně. 

 

Klíčová slova:  

 

James Joyce, Luis Martín-Santos, Julián Ríos, Enrique Vila-Matas, Vicente Luis Mora, 
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Introduction: James Joyce and Spanish Experimental Fiction since 1962 

In my personal conversation with Vicente Luis Mora, one of the most influential and innovative 

Spanish experimental writers of the recent decades, discussing James Joyce and his legacy in 

Spanish prose, Mora shared a quote from his upcoming book of literary criticism: 

There are two mysteries darker than any other in contemporary Spanish 

literature. One is made up of the die-hard “Joyceans,” highly visible on social 

media every June 16th, whose works show not the slightest echo of Joyce’s 

ambition, ideas, or aesthetic. No less bewildering is the mystery of the legions 

who share Samuel Beckett’s phrase “fail again, fail better,” without bothering to 

write books that give substance to that powerful, and in his case, deeply sincere, 

statement of principle by the Irish author. These two mysteries can be summed 

up in one: avant-garde and complex Irish writers, loudly admired in Spain by 

traditionalist writers.1 

 

As Mora suggests, Joyce’s prose is very much present in contemporary Spanish fiction, but the 

afterlife of Joyce’s work in Spanish prose is a complicated one. On the one hand, he is admired 

by writers producing conventional narrative prose. On the other, as Mora admits, writers such 

as Luis Martín-Santos, Julián Ríos, Aliocha Coll, J. Leyva, and Rubén Martín Giráldez were 

clearly influenced by Joyce’s experimental fiction, pursuing and echoing Joyce’s experimental 

ambitions in their own work.2  

The focus on Spanish writers within this thesis arises from an invitation by Morton P. 

Levitt. In his brilliant book, Modernist Survivors: The Contemporary Novel in England, the 

United States, France, and Latin America (1987), he uses the figure and work of James Joyce 

as a metaphor for modernism, focusing of the traces of his work in subsequent generations of 

writers in the regions specified in the title of his book. He explains: 

 
1 “Dos misterios hay más tenebrosos que ningún otro en la literatura española actual. Uno de ellos es el compuesto 

por los “joyceanos” acérrimos, muy visibles en redes cada 16 de junio, en cuyas obras es imposible encontrar el 

más mínimo eco de la ambición, las propuestas o la estética de Joyce. Otro enigma, no menos alucinante, es el de 

la legión de personas que comparten la frase “fracasa más, fracasa mejor” de Samuel Beckett, sin tomarse molestias 

en escribir libros que den contenido a esa tremenda, y en su caso tan sincera, declaración de principios del autor 

irlandés. Estos dos misterios pueden resumirse en uno: escritores irlandeses vanguardistas y complejos, admirados 

a grito limpio en España por escritores tradicionalistas” (Vicente Luis Mora, email conversation, March 2, 2025). 

Since our conversation, Mora published the book he was preparing at the time: Vicente Luis Mora. En esta red 

sonora: Fragmentos literarios (1995–2025) (Barcelona: Galaxia Gutenberg, 2025). 
2 Mora, email conversation. 
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My Joyce, in short, serves in this book as a metaphor, not as a source. Although 

I may at times attempt to trace a specific debt owed to Joyce or to one of his 

contemporaries by one of ours, this book is not intended as an influence study. 

It is the aura of Joyce that attracts me, just as I believe it compels all those 

novelists who follow him. For admirers and detractors alike, it is this presence 

(that is, the continuing Modernist presence which Joyce represents) that may 

prove to be the central fact in their lives as novelists: a metaphor of the novel’s 

potential as innovative form and humanist vision. Even for those few (mostly 

British) who would ignore it, it cannot really be denied; and those who best 

understand the Joycean/Modernist example and its relevance for our time are, 

not accidentally, our most vital novelists, those who remain most true to their 

inheritance. These are the Modernist survivors, and it is their art that will endure, 

even prevail.3 

 

Although the scope of his study is broad and ambitious, he is forced to draw a line when it 

comes to the regional boundaries of his commentary and analysis, admitting: 

I make no claim that this is an all-inclusive summary of contemporary fiction. 

There are other national literatures and other writers of fiction whom I might 

have considered. To say that this is a personal reading is accurate but not perhaps 

adequate as explanation, for there are many other contemporary novelists whose 

art also appeals to me: Gunter Grass, Heinrich Boll, Italo Calvino, Giorgio 

Bassani, Camilo Jose Cela, Milan Kundera, Vassilis Vassilikos and Chinua 

Achebe among them. But I have chosen not to write about German, Italian, 

Spanish, Czechoslovak, Greek, and Nigerian fiction for the obvious reason that 

six years is quite enough time to spend on one book. There is clearly another 

book—or several—to be written on these other novelists, but that will have to 

wait for another time and perhaps for some other critic.4 

 

This thesis is therefore a response, if only partial, to his invitation – focusing on the interactions 

between Joyce’s writing and Spanish experimental fiction since 1962, thus revealing the nature 

of the dialogue between Anglophone and Spanish literatures and cultures in general. 

 

0.1 The Aim and the Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis examines the afterlife of James Joyce’s work in a selection of texts by four Spanish 

writers, thus illustrating the interactions between Anglophone and Spanish experimental fiction. 

Joyce’s work is exemplified here by two novels: Ulysses (1922) and Finnegans Wake (1939). 

 
3 Morton P. Levitt, Modernist Survivors: The Contemporary Novel in England, the United States, France, and 

Latin America (Columbus: Ohio University Press, 1987), 10–11. 
4 Ibid, 17. 
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At the same time, the thesis aims to draw attention to a somewhat overlooked current of Spanish 

literary experiment and its interactions with Anglophone literatures and cultures – an area that 

remains relatively underrepresented in critical discourse compared to the Latin American 

Boom. The selected Spanish writers and their respective works are Luis Martín-Santos’s 

Tiempo de silencio (1962), Julián Ríos’s Larva: Babel de una noche de San Juan (1983), 

Enrique Vila-Matas’s Dublinesca (2010), and Vicente Luis Mora’s Circular 22 (2022). These 

authors and works have been selected based on their relative prominence in Spanish 

experimental literature, as well as their different approaches to Joyce’s oeuvre, with each novel 

presenting a unique form of interaction between Spanish and Anglophone experimental fiction. 

The chronological ordering of the chapters outlines the different stages of the dialogue between 

Joyce’s work and Spanish experimental fiction, demonstrating the evolution and transformation 

of the interaction between Spanish and Anglophone literature in general.  

The first chapter will focus on Luis Martín-Santos and his novel Tiempo de silencio, 

which marks a turning point in Spanish experimental fiction. It will detail Joyce’s mythical 

status within Spanish fiction, discussing myth as a theoretical problem and explaining its role 

in literature. It will compare the fictional exploration of the national inferiority complex shared 

by both Ulysses and Tiempo de silencio. The last section will analyze the concept of 

metempsychosis and mitosis as metaphors for literary experiment. 

The second chapter will compare Julián Ríos’s Larva: Babel de una noche de San Juan 

and Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. The first section of the chapter will discuss the paratextual 

apparatus of Larva, bringing attention to how it establishes a connection between Ríos’s novel 

and Joyce’s work. The second section will examine the polylingual character and the 

superimposition of languages in Larva and Finnegans Wake. The third section will focus on the 

differences between the Spanish original of Larva and its English translation, approaching 

translation itself as a theoretical problem. 
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The third chapter will discuss Enrique Vila-Matas, the founding knight of the Order of 

Finnegans, and his novel Dublinesca (2010). The first section of this chapter will consider the 

Order of the Finnegans and selected elements of Dublinesca as manifestations of fandom and 

participatory culture. The second section will focus on the protagonist’s admiration of 

Anglophone literatures and cultures. The third section will analyze the pastiche of intertextual 

elements in Dublinesca as a strategy for appropriating symbolic capital. 

The conclusion will propose further directions for comparative analysis of Spanish and 

Anglophone experimental fiction by looking at Vicente Luis Mora’s Circular 22 (2022). While 

Mora’s novel echoes certain aspects of Joyce’s work, it also illustrates a shift in Spanish 

experimental fiction, reflecting some of its latest trends. Mora’s critical and theoretical work 

will serve as a framework for understanding these contemporary developments. The conclusion 

will hopefully encourage further study of the interactions between contemporary Spanish 

experimental fiction and not only Joyce’s work, but also Anglophone literary experiment in 

general, opening new points of departure for productive and open-ended debates. 

 

0.2 General Theoretical Frameworks of the Thesis 

This section introduces a selection of general theoretical frameworks implicitly connected to 

the aim of the thesis – analyzing the nature of the Joycean legacy in Spanish fiction and 

interactions between Spanish and Anglophone fiction in general. The subsequent chapters will 

present further theoretical problems and questions arising from the specificities of the works 

discussed in the respective chapters. The purpose of both the general theoretical frameworks 

and specific theoretical questions is to bring attention to the connections between Spanish and 

Anglophone experimental fiction. 
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0.2.1 The Impossibility of Containing a Text: Heteroglossia, Dialogism, Intertextuality, 

Transtextuality 

In his essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919), T. S. Eliot argues that “[n]o poet, no 

artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is the 

appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists.”5 Although Eliot writes his essay long 

before the coining of intertextuality as a term, the idea that any poetic and artistic creation is 

inherently influenced by, if not composed of, other sources is essential to this and other concepts 

examining the relationships between texts, literatures, and cultures. According to Graham 

Allen’s book-length study of intertextuality, despite being “one of the central ideas in 

contemporary literary theory,” intertextuality “is not a transparent term and so, despite its 

confident utilization by many theorists and critics, cannot be evoked in an uncomplicated 

manner,” since to “rectify this confusion by uncovering a fundamental definition of the term 

[…] would be doomed to failure.”6 This section will therefore not attempt to uncover the 

fundamental definition of intertextuality, but rather present several texts that throw light on the 

concept and its connection to the topic of this thesis – the interactions between Spanish and 

Anglophone experimental fiction. 

M. M. Bakhtin’s The Dialogic Imagination (1981) – consisting of the four essays, “Epic 

and Novel” (1941), “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse” (1940), “Forms of Time and 

of the Chronotope in the Novel” (1937–38), and “Discourse in the Novel” (1934–1935) – 

discusses several concepts important for understanding the nature of language, the relationships 

and interactions between texts, and the metaphorical dialogue between literatures and cultures. 

The editors and translators of Bakhtin’s essays, Caryl Holquist and Michael Emerson, explain 

that Bakhtin’s concept of heteroglossia is “[t]he base condition governing the operation of 

 
5 T. S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” The Egoist (September 1919): 55. 
6 Graham Allen, Intertextuality (London: Routledge, 2011), 2. 
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meaning in any utterance. It is that which ensures the primacy of context over text.”7 In 

“Discourse in the Novel,” Bakhtin argues that  

at any given moment of its historical existence, language is heteroglot from top 

to bottom: it represents the co-existence of socio-ideological contradictions 

between the present and the past, between differing epochs of the past, between 

different socio-ideological groups in the present, between tendencies, schools, 

circles and so forth, all given a bodily form.8 

 

 This essentially means that language and, consequently, literature are always already in 

dialogue with other sources, both past and present. Indeed, the idea of the dialogue is central to 

Bakhtin’s understanding of language and literature. In his study on Bakhtin, Mikhail Bakhtin: 

The Dialogical Principle (1984), Tzvetan Todorov similarly argues that 

[t]he most important feature of the utterance, or at least the most neglected, is its 

dialogism, that is, its intertextual dimension. After Adam, there are no nameless 

objects nor any unused words. Intentionally or not, all discourse is in dialogue 

with prior discourses on the same subject, as well as with discourses yet to come, 

whose reactions it foresees and anticipates. A single voice can make itself heard 

only by blending into the complex choir of other voices already in place. This is 

true not only of literature but of all discourse.9 

 

Bakhtin’s understanding of the interactions within language and literature has influenced the 

genesis of the concept of intertextuality and its subsequent evolution, although he himself does 

not use the term. 

Julia Kristeva’s essay “Word, Dialogue and Novel” (1966) is often considered the text 

that introduced the term intertextuality. Her work is clearly influenced by M. M. Bakhtin, as 

demonstrated by her direct allusions to and declared borrowings from his work. In the 

“Introduction” to The Kristeva Reader (1986), literary theorist and feminist scholar Toril Moi 

argues that “[w]ith her compatriot, Tzvétan Todorov, Kristeva was among the first to introduce 

Bakhtin’s work to a Western audience.”10 In her essay, Kristeva defines the “‘literary word’ as 

 
7 Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist, “Glossary,” in M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 428. 
8 M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 291. 
9 Tzvetan Todorov, Mikhail Bakhtin: The Dialogical Principle, trans. Wlad Godzich (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1984), x. 
10 Toril Moi, in The Kristeva Reader, ed. Toril Moi (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 34. 
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an intersection of textual surfaces rather than a point (a fixed meaning), as a dialogue among 

several writings: that of the writer, the addressee (or the character) and the contemporary or 

earlier cultural context,” and argues that “any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any 

text is the absorption and transformation of another. The notion of intertextuality replaces that 

of intersubjectivity, and poetic language is read as at least double.”11 In “The Bounded Text” 

(1966–1967), Kristeva similarly argues that text “is a permutation of texts, an intertextuality: 

in the space of a given text, several utterances, taken from other texts, intersect and neutralize 

one another.”12 Essentially, the term intertextuality, as coined by Kristeva, plays a key role 

within any study of texts and the relationships among them, although its delimitation and 

employment might vary from critic to critic. 

Gérard Genette’s Palimpsestes. La Littérature au second degré (1982), translated into 

English as Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree (1997), is an important study of the 

interactions and relationships between texts. Genette uses the term intertextuality, 

acknowledging that he defines it “no doubt in a more restrictive sense [than Kristeva], as a 

relationship of copresence between two texts or among several texts: that is to say, eidetically 

and typically as the actual presence of one text within another.”13 His understanding of 

intertextuality makes no attempt at restricting the nature of interactions between texts, but rather 

strives for a revision of terminology. Genette essentially argues: 

[T]he subject of poetics is transtextuality, or the textual transcendence of the 

text, which I have already defined roughly as “all that sets the text in a 

relationship, whether obvious or concealed, with other texts.”14 

 

 
11 Julia Kristeva, “Word, Dialogue and Novel,” trans. Alice Jardiney, Thomas Gora, and Leon S. Roudiez, in The 

Kristeva Reader, ed. Toril Moi (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 36–37. 
12 Julia Kristeva, “The Bounded Text,” in Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, ed. 

Leon S. Roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, and Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 

2024), 37. 
13 Gérard Genette, Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree, trans. Channa Newman and Claude Doubinsky 

(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), 1–2. 
14 Genette, Palimpsests, 1. 
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Genette introduces his own concept of transtextuality, which roughly corresponds to Kristeva’s 

term intertextuality. He further divides transtextuality into five types, one of them being 

somewhat confusingly called intertextuality. Essentially, the concepts of Bakhtin’s dialogism, 

Kristeva’s intertextuality, and Genette’s transtextuality suggest that no text is ever a self-

contained unit, as it absorbs many different voices, traditions, texts, and other sources across 

languages and cultures. Despite the terminological inconsistency, the idea that any text is 

inherently in relationship with other texts is essential to this thesis and its exploration of 

interactions between the Spanish and Anglophone literatures and cultures, and more 

specifically between the selected Spanish experimental writers and the work of James Joyce.  

 

0.2.2 Literature as Varied Repetition: The Economy of Signature and Countersignature 

The concept of intertextuality is also connected to Jacques Derrida’s understanding of literature 

and the processes taking place in both writing and reading. In an interview with Derek Attridge 

published in Acts of Literature (1992), Derrida famously argues that 

“[g]ood” literary criticism, the only worthwhile kind, implies an act, a literary 

signature or counter-signature, an inventive experience of language, in language, 

an inscription of the act of reading in the field of the text that is read.15 

 

A literary signature, as understood by Derrida, essentially refers to what is unique about a 

certain text. In his book, Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida 

(1997), John D. Caputo explains in simple terms that 

[a] “text” for Derrida has a “signature,” which is not reducible to the name of an 

“author” or to signing a proper name. A signature is a matter of the idiomaticity 

of a text […], of the idiosyncratic string of traces that constitute it, not of the 

psychology of an author.16 

 

At the same time, Derrida acknowledges the relation of any text to other texts, claiming that 

[t]he “power” that language is capable of, the power that there is, as language or 

as writing, is that a singular mark should also be repeatable, iterable, as mark. It 

 
15 Jacques Derrida, Acts of Literature, ed. Derek Attridge. (London: Routledge, 1992), 52. 
16 John D. Caputo, Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida, ed. John D. Caputo (New 

York: Fordham University Press, 1997), 189. 



9 

 

then begins to differ from itself sufficiently to become exemplary and thus 

involve a certain generality. This economy of exemplary iterabilily is of itself 

formalizing.17 

 

Essentially, any text balances between singularity and generality, because 

if the literary text were absolutely singular each time we encountered it, it would 

have no access to the human world at all; its readability, its possession of 

“meaning,” however subject to change across the particular instances of reading 

and interpretation, implies a repetition, a law, an ideality of some type,18 

 

as Attridge argues in the “Introduction” to Acts of Literature. The mechanism of signature and 

countersignature suggests that writing can be understood as a kind of varied repetition, where 

a literary signature, always already containing intertextual traces, provokes a series of 

subsequent countersignatures.  

However, performing a countersignature is not a straightforward task, since it involves 

several competing impulses at the same time, as Derrida acknowledges: 

There is as it were a duel of singularities, a duel of writing and reading, in the 

course of which a countersignature comes both to confirm, repeat and respect 

the signature of the other, of the “original” work, and to lead it off elsewhere, so 

running the risk of betraying it, having to betray it in a certain way so as to 

respect it, through the invention of another signature just as singular. Thus 

redefined, the concept of countersignature gathers up the whole paradox: you 

have to give yourself over singularly to singularity, but singularity then does 

have to share itself out and so compromise itself, promise to compromise itself.19 

 

The process of countersigning any literary signature inevitably involves a kind of 

transformation that can have wide-ranging effects. Caputo explains that any signature 

invites or solicits repetition, a countersigning. Texts, if there is anything to them, 

elicit, call for, and provoke other texts—responses, commentaries, 

interpretations, controversies, imitations, forgeries, plagiarisms, echoes, 

effluences, influences, confluences, translations, transformations, bald 

misinterpretations, creative misunderstandings, etc.20 

 

The interaction between the work of James Joyce and the writers discussed in this thesis can be 

understood in terms of signature and countersignature. Joyce’s work contains his signature – an 

 
17 Derrida, Acts of Literature, 42–43. 
18 Derek Attridge, “Introduction,” in Acts of Literature, 15. 
19 Derrida, Acts of Literature, 69. 
20 Caputo, Deconstruction, 189. 
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array of idiosyncratic characteristics that make his work both singular and exemplary. While 

the texts by the Spanish writers discussed in this thesis perform various countersignatures to 

Joyce’s signature – their texts are responses to Joyce’s texts, confirming and repeating them, 

while misreading and misappropriating them. The transformation involved in any 

countersignature is essential, as without it, their endeavors would amount to mere repetition. 

The texts by Martín-Santos, Ríos, Vila-Matas, and Mora perform a countersignature to Joyce’s 

work, while unavoidably leading it off elsewhere, as any countersignature indeed must do. 

 

0.3 Historical-Literary Context: Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio, The Boom of the 

Latin American Novel, and James Joyce’s Ulysses 

This section provides a historical-literary context for the thesis, divided into two parts. The first 

part discusses the parallel between Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio and the Boom of the 

Latin American novel. The second part focuses on the reception of James Joyce and his novel 

Ulysses in Spain and its connection to Martín-Santos’s novel. 

 

0.3.1 Tiempo de silencio and “the Boom”: Breaking Points in Spanish and Hispanic 

Literatures 

There is a broad critical consensus, here expressed by Bradley Epps, that writers like García 

Márquez, Vargas Llosa, Julio Cortázar, Carlos Fuentes, and Guillermo Cabrera Infante have 

“set the stage for a reevaluation of literature in Spanish that generated a profound shift away 

from the Iberian Peninsula to Latin America.”21 These writers are clearly identifiable as 

members of the Latin American Boom, two of whom also managed to receive the most 

prestigious accolade for writing: Gabriel García Márquez winning the Nobel prize in literature 

 
21 Bradley Epps, “Questioning the text,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Spanish Novel from 1600 to the 

Present, eds. Harriet Turner and Adelaida López de Martínez (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 

201. 
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in 1982 and Mario Vargas Llosa in 2010.22 As a result of the Boom diverting critical attention 

away from the Iberian Peninsula, Spanish writers have received much less coverage than their 

Latin American counterparts, as also suggested by their omission in Levitt’s Modernist 

Survivors. However, both Spanish and Latin American novel entered a new stage of innovative 

literary production at the same time. 

There is a slight critical variation and disagreement regarding the beginnings of the Boom 

of the Latin American novel, as many works by Latin American writers started to emerge during 

a short time span. John King explains that its beginnings 

are notoriously difficult to define: what we have in literature are continuities and 

breaks with the past. Did the “Boom” of the Latin American novel begin in 1958, 

when Carlos Fuentes […] published his innovative, multilayered exploration of 

Mexico City in the 1940s and 1950s, La región más transparente (Where the Air 

is Clear)? Or in 1962, when Mario Vargas Llosa […] won the Biblioteca Breve 

Prize (offered by the Spanish publishers Seix Barral) for his manuscript Los 

impostores (“The impostors”), that would later be re-titled La ciudad y los 

perros (Time of the Hero)? Or in 1963, when Julio Cortázar […] published 

Rayuela (Hopscotch), his extraordinary Baedeker of the new? Or in 1967, when 

Gabriel García Márquez […] brought out Cien años de soledad (One Hundred 

Years of Solitude), initiating a worldwide interest in magical realism?23 

 

However, the range circles around the year 1962, which is also the year suggested by Harriet 

Turner and Adelaida López de Martínez.24 This provides an interesting parallel between Latin 

American and Spanish novel, because in 1962 the Spanish novel also experienced a singular 

literary event, producing a sweeping change in the subsequent literary production. 

The Spanish counterpart to the Latin American Boom consists of a single work – Martín-

Santos’s Tiempo de silencio, published in 1962. The novel represents a clear break with the 

 
22 “All Nobel Prizes in Literature,” The Nobel Prize, accessed April 4, 2025, 

https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/lists/all-nobel-prizes-in-literature/. 
23 John King, “The Boom of the Latin American novel,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Latin American 

Novel, ed. Efraín Kristal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 59. 
24 Harriet Turner and Adelaida López de Martínez, “Chronology,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Spanish 

Novel from 1600 to the Present, eds. Harriet Turner and Adelaida López de Martínez (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2003), xxix. 
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conventional realist Spanish literary production preceding it. Epps supports this view, claiming 

that 

[s]ometime during the 1960s, the mirror breaks for Spanish narrative. Such 

works as Luis Martín Santos’s Tiempo de silencio (Time of Silence, 1962), Juan 

Goytisolo’s Señas de identidad (Marks of Identity, 1966), Miguel Delibes’s 

Cinco horas con Mario (‘Five Hours with Mario’, 1966), José María 

Guelbenzu’s El mercurio (‘Mercury’, 1968), Camilo José Cela’s Vísperas, 

festividad y octava de San Camilo del año 1936 en Madrid (San Camilo in 1936: 

The Eve, Feast, and Octave of St. Camillus of the Year 1936 in Madrid, 1969) 

and, most radically, Juan Benet’s Volverás a Región (Return to Region, 1967) 

wreak havoc on the reality, idea, and ideal of realism. To different degrees, and 

from often considerably different ideological positions, each of these works 

twists, blurs, stretches, smashes, or scoffs at mimetic representation, 

communicability, and referentiality. Language, turned into its own object, 

becomes opaque, restive, polyvalent, and at times even purposeless.25  

 

Epps suggests that although Martín-Santos may have been the first, he was not the only writer 

in Spain attempting to experiment with the novel’s form and liberating its language, rather than 

focusing on the plot. Other writers followed in his footsteps, creating a tendency resembling 

that of the Boom.  

Although developing and emerging independently, neither the Boom, nor Tiempo de 

silencio and the Spanish experimental fiction that followed it, were self-contained. These two 

parallel tendencies were products of many influences, both within their respective domestic 

cultures, but more importantly, also of strong literary impulses from abroad. Levitt argues that 

the writers of the Boom have effected a union of these indigenous and alien 

sources—of tradition and innovation — whose result is the most vigorous and 

vital and challenging fiction of our age: a fiction truly Latin American, yet 

recognizably Modernist; not an import a generation late and not Modernismo 

reborn, but an extension and elaboration of European Modernism that is in the 

spirit at once of Joyce and his fellows and of this new continent. Reading the 

novels of Fuentes, García Márquez, and Vargas Llosa, of Cortázar, Puig, 

Cabrera Infante, Arenas, Callado, and Donoso himself, among many others, we 

may learn that an insistence that Modernism is dead is merely a sign of 

provinciality.26 

 

 
25 Epps, “Questioning the text,” 193. 
26 Levitt, Modernist Survivors, 181–182. 
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Invoking T. S. Eliot’s modernist idea of the marriage between tradition and innovation, argued 

for in his essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919), Levitt also provides a list of some 

of the most prominent writers of the Boom. One of them, a Chilean author José Donoso, 

claimed: 

James, Proust, Faulkner, Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Mann, Celine . . . yes, very well, 

there they were, far away. The reading of Spanish American novels, on the other 

hand, not only got under my skin and entered my bloodstream but also, I think, 

permitted me, when I opened I have no idea which sluices, to incorporate the 

European and North American masters as something of my own.27 

 

Interestingly, Donoso does not mention any Spanish writers as possible sources of influence. 

There are at least two reasons for this. First, Latin American writers deliberately disregarded 

Spanish models as they strove to establish new literary traditions independent from their 

historical colonizer. Second, because in the decades preceding the Boom, not much was 

happening in Spanish literature that would foreground innovation or experiment, let alone 

contain an impulse powerful enough to inspire such a tendency elsewhere. Quite on the 

contrary, the two predominant styles in Spanish literature were objectivism and social realism, 

which were characterized by “restriction of creativity, limitation and repetition of themes, 

largely stereotyped characters, gray or depressing environments, and a certain superficiality,”28 

as per Janet Winecoff Díaz. 

Similarly to the Boom of Latin American novel, foreign influences played a crucial role 

in the development of the new experimental tendency in Spanish fiction. Winecoff Díaz argues 

that Martín-Santos 

made an effort to rehabilitate the language used by contemporary Spanish 

novelists and to incorporate the discoveries of Joyce and Proust (which he 

believed had had no influence in Spain aside from traces in the prose works of 

Salinas and Cernuda). His goals may be summarized as the bringing up-to-date 

of style and characterization. In his own case, Martín Santos confessed the 

stylistic influence of Joyce and Cervantes, the latter a self-evident one for 

 
27 José Donoso, The Boom in Spanish American Literature: A Personal History, trans. Gregory Kolovakos (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1977), 84. 
28 Janet Winecoff Díaz, “Luis Martín Santos and the Contemporary Spanish Novel,” Hispania 51, no. 2 (1968): 

232, https://doi.org/10.2307/338494. 
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readers of Tiempo de silencio, wherein the mock-epic tone is maintained with 

considerable ironic effect in numerous episodes.29 

 

Indeed, within the wide range of influences, Joyce and Proust seem to tower above the rest, 

with the Irish writer being the more dominant of the two. This again is something equally 

applicable both to Martín-Santos and the Boom.  

 

0.3.2 Searching for the Spanish Ulysses 

James Joyce and his notoriously rich and difficult prose have acquired a supreme status within 

twentieth-century literature. In his study on literary influence, Harold Bloom argues that 

[i]f Joyce and Proust are the sublime of twentieth-century Western literature, 

there perhaps are other major poets, novelists, storywriters, and dramatists who 

approach that eminence, but not even Kafka, Yeats, or anyone else you care to 

nominate is likely to prove as central as the creators of Ulysses, Finnegans Wake, 

and In Search of Lost Time.30 

 

However, the nature of their influence is problematic, as both are notorious for being far more 

talked about than actually read. Analyzing the Boom, Levitt similarly argues that 

Joyce seems almost omnipresent in the Latin American fiction of the past two 

generations. But we must be wary of such seemingly universal and 

undifferentiated acceptance; influence so generalized may not be functional 

influence at all. […] The direct influence of Joyce may be similarly superficial: 

something in the air, known to all, assimilated concretely and imaginatively by 

only a few. Yet this is not to deny the true Joycean presence in Latin America. 

The aura of Joyce and the Modernists has been profoundly important to the 

development of what Donoso has termed “the fortunate explosion.” It has been 

the catalytic force—in technique, vision, example—which has enabled this new 

generation of writers to transform their separate, local literary inheritances into 

fictions which are truly universal. It is the aura of Joyce which has enabled these 

disparate novelists, from countries throughout the continent, to convert what had 

seemed a limited tradition (a series of separate limited traditions) into the unique 

idiom and vision that today characterize their art. “Through Joyce,” says Carlos 

Fuentes of current Latin American fiction, “we came into our tradition; how 

wonderful to discover we have a tradition.”31 

 

 
29 Ibid, 233–234. 
30 Harold Bloom, The Anatomy of Influence: Literature as a Way of Life (New Haven and London: Yale University 

Press, 2011), 109. 
31 Levitt, Modernist Survivors, 184. 
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Levitt’s observation suggests that, despite his central role in the Boom, Joyce’s influence can 

be as subtle as an “aura” or “something in the air.” It also hints at the fact that Joyce’s indirect 

influence might be much greater than the direct one. Robert Martin Adams adopts a similar 

position, claiming that 

Joyce’s influence thus worked either directly or indirectly in combination with 

many other influences, and what looks most like influence may be simply 

coincidence. Every novelist who lived after Joyce is no doubt a post-Joyce 

novelist, but none is simply that. Our subject thus consists of a relatively firm 

center, where certain specific technical or spiritual debts to Joyce’s example can 

be demonstrated; around this core it consists also of a much larger and gassier 

band of shifting and overlapping energies, where reactions to Joyce or his 

followers, or to trends of which he formed only a part, diffuse into something 

moist and vague called a climate of opinion.32 

 

Adams’s point of view is somewhat problematic, simplifying and vague, because this argument 

is almost universally applicable – everything is post-something. At the same time, it is not 

entirely untrue, as Joyce has undoubtedly influenced many subsequent writers. This is even 

more true with experimental writers, since to experiment or “make it new,” in the words of Ezra 

Pound, one must first know what has already been done. Whether a writer chooses to take up 

Joyce’s literary experiments, or they decide to write against or distance themselves from his 

prose, they are influenced either way. 

Interestingly, Spanish criticism echoes Levitt’s and Adams’s perspectives as well as 

their fascination with Joyce. In the same sense that “[e]very novelist who lived after Joyce is 

no doubt a post-Joyce novelist,”33 so is the period after 1962 post-Martín-Santos. Luis Alberto 

Lázaro and Marisol Morales Ladrón explain: 

The choice of Martín-Santos’s work over others — even those with a greater 

influence from the Irish writer himself — is determined by its innovative nature, 

as it was the first experimental novel to appear in Spain — albeit forty years 

after the publication of Ulysses —, and because it seems to us that the others, 

coming after him, are influenced not only by Joyce, but by both writers.34 

 
32 Robert Martin Adams, Afterjoyce: Studies in Fiction After Ulysses (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 

4. 
33 Ibid, 4. 
34 “La elección de la obra de Martín-Santos en detrimento de otras, con influencia incluso mayor del mismo escritor 

irlandés, viene determinada por su carácter innovador, al haber sido la primera novela experimental aparecida en 
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Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio is perceived as a crucial point of contact between Spanish 

and Anglophone fiction, introducing experimental elements from Ulysses into Spanish prose 

and thus marking a new tendency in its development. Spanish criticism assumes the same point 

of view as Levitt or Adams, declaring the publication of Ulysses as a singular event influencing 

all the subsequent experimental literature and, in turn, viewing Tiempo de silencio as a similarly 

groundbreaking event in the history of Spanish experimental fiction.  

Although the fascination with Joyce and his Ulysses could be observed in many 

literatures and cultures, in the context of Spanish literature, Joyce’s Ulysses has acquired a kind 

of mythical status. The Irish writer is not just considered to be an influence or a source of 

inspiration; he has become an idolized, omnipresent point of reference for the endeavors of 

Spanish writers. Interestingly, this fascination with Ulysses in Spain began even before it was 

published, when in October 1921, “[Douglas] Goldring presented Joyce as an Irish writer of 

considerable talent and originality, and announced the imminent publication of U[lysses]”35 in 

a monthly literary magazine called La Pluma. Goldring later claimed Ulysses to be “the work 

of a genius” and “unique among all the works of genius.”36 Morales Ladrón has observed that 

Spanish literature was surprisingly early in its recognition of Joyce’s 

achievements, even before U[lysses] had been published in Paris in 1922. 

Likewise, interest in Joyce’s innovations emerged in Spain prior to other 

European countries and continued for several decades until authors in the line of 

Luis Martín-Santos — with his masterpiece Tiempo de silencio (Time of 

Silence) (1962) — followed in Joyce’s footsteps, experimenting with language 

and style in a manner akin to that of the Irish author.37 

 

 
España —aunque cuarenta años después de la publicación del Ulysses— y por parecemos que las demás, al ser 

posteriores, reciben una influencia ya no sólo de Joyce, sino de ambos escritores” (Luis Alberto Lázaro and Marisol 

Morales Ladrón, “Técnicas narrativas en James Joyce y Luis Martín-Santos: Estudio comparativo de Ulysses y 

Tiempo de Silencio,” in Joyce en España I, eds. Antonio Raúl de Toro Santos and Francisco García Tortosa [La 

Coruña: Universidade da Coruña, 1994], 101). 
35 Alberto Lázaro, “A Survey of the Spanish Critical Response to James Joyce,” in The Reception of James Joyce 

in Europe: Volume II: France, Ireland and Mediterranean Europe, eds. Geert Lernout and Wim Van Mierlo 

(London and New York: Thoemmes Continuum, 2004), 423. 
36 Douglas Goldring, as cited in Lázaro, “A Survey,” 423. 
37 Marisol Morales Ladrón, “Joycean Aesthetics in Spanish Literature,” in The Reception of James Joyce in 

Europe: Volume II: France, Ireland and Mediterranean Europe, eds. Geert Lernout and Wim Van Mierlo (London 

and New York: Thoemmes Continuum, 2004), 434. 
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The aura of Joyce’s Ulysses started to influence Spanish literature even before it was published, 

let alone translated into Spanish.  

The first attempts at translating Ulysses started to appear as early as 1924, when Antonio 

Marichalar, in his essay “Joyce en su laberinto” (Joyce in his labyrinth), translated very short 

excerpts to illustrate Joyce’s innovative techniques.38 In 1927, Ernesto Giménez Caballero 

translated a few paragraphs of the “Calypso” episode in his essay “La nueva literatura inglesa: 

James Joyce” (New English literature: James Joyce),39 however, labeling Joyce as “English 

literature” suggests a misunderstanding of his work. The first full translation of the novel by 

José Salas Subirat appeared only in 1945.40 Yet, the quality of the translation is questionable to 

say the least, as Salas Subirat was a literary amateur in both senses of the word – being only a 

dabbler in translation and a lover of literature. According to Lucas Petersen, he was “a humble 

insurance salesman with an erratic literary career, with practically no background in translation, 

and with a knowledge of English that was certainly below what could be expected for such a 

task” who “did a major part of the translation work on the train, when he commuted from his 

home in the suburbs to the insurance company, and back.”41  

The quality of Salas Subirat’s translation complicated Joyce’s reception in the Spanish-

speaking world. For over thirty years, it was the only Spanish translation of Ulysses, as the next 

one, by José María Valverde, was published in Spain in 1976.42 Yet there was another problem 

that the readership in Spain had to face – the censorship of the Franco regime. In 1946, the first 

“request from the bookseller Joaquín de Oteyza García in Madrid to import 100 copies of Salas 

Subirat’s translation of U[lysses]”43 was suspended by the censors. As Lázaro has observed,  

 
38 Antonio Marichalar, “James Joyce en su laberinto,” Revista de Occidente 17 (1924): 177–202. 
39 Ernesto Giménez Caballero, “La nueva literatura inglesa: James Joyce,” La Gaceta Literaria 21 (1 noviembre 

1927). 
40 James Joyce, Ulises, trans. José Salas Subirat (Buenos Aires: Santiago Rueda, 1945). 
41 Lucas Petersen, “José Salas Subirat, the eccentric first translator of Joyce’s Ulysses into Spanish,” The Irish 

Times, accessed April 4, 2025, https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/jose-salas-subirat-the-eccentric-first-

translator-of-joyce-s-ulysses-into-spanish-1.3951644. 
42 James Joyce, Ulises, trans. José María Valverde (Barcelona: Editorial Lumen, 1976). 
43 Lázaro, “A Survey,” 428. 
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[w]hat can be inferred from Oteyza’s initiative is that he did not have in mind a 

large reading public for the book, since he intended to sell no more than 100 

copies. In 1947, however, eight months after the above-mentioned file was 

‘suspended’, there was a piece of news in the journal Ínsula (Island) which leads 

us to believe that the book had finally come to Spain and passed the filter of 

Spanish censorship. The reporter was José Luis Cano, the secretary of this 

journal, who had got hold of and read the Argentine edition of U[lysses]. He 

wrote about it in his regular column of book reviews: “A little late, but now it is 

here, the first — and we believe the only — Castilian version of the famous 

U[lysses], a book which has generated its own fantastic legend, its own quasi-

mythic aureole.”44 

 

José Luis Cano’s review is quite revealing vis-à-vis the Joyce “aura” in Spain – Ulysses was 

famous and enshrouded by myth even before the book was available to the general public. The 

situation persisted for a long time, until finally, as Lázaro explains, 

[t]he censorship board reviewed Salas Subirat’s translation again in 1962, when 

the publisher Planeta wanted to issue it as the sixth volume of a series called 

‘Maestros Ingleses’ (The English masters). Although the censor stated that there 

were passages with “very crude descriptions’ and some ‘irreverent religious 

comments’, his report was well considered and in the end he authorized 

publication, underlining, as previous critics had done, the difficulties inherent in 

the book, “of interest only to a minority because it is difficult to read.”45 

 

Lázaro’s observations imply several interesting things. First, the translation of Ulysses was 

reevaluated in the same year that Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio was published. This 

means that both the author and the Spanish criticism invoking Joyce’s genius must have either 

read the original or Salas Subirat’s inaccurate translation accessed through its unofficial 

circulation or not read Joyce at all. Second, including Ulysses in English literature shows an 

elemental misunderstanding of Joyce’s work. Still, this did not keep Spanish criticism from an 

almost universal acknowledgement of Joyce’s importance for twentieth-century literature.  

In his essay “James Joyce y el impacto de Ulysses” (James Joyce and the Impact of 

Ulysses), first published in 1967, Benito Varela Jácome argues that 

[a]t the forefront of the 20th-century novelistic renewal stands the Irishman 

James Joyce. Ulysses, a dense, complex, labyrinthine work, marks a radical shift 

in the art of novel-writing: an exploration of all the layers of its protagonists; the 

 
44 Ibid, 428. 
45 Ibid, 428. 
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uncovering of human secrets previously unrevealed in literary production; an 

influence both “effective and unsettling.”46 

 

Spanish writers and scholars were indoctrinated with the superiority of Joyce, attempting to 

recreate or at least approximate themselves to the mythic Ulysses. This Joycean shadow, as 

Galician writer Suso de Toro calls it, was hanging over the whole Iberian Peninsula, influencing 

generations of writers and critics. Toro, student of Varela Jácome, remembers that 

[s]ince I was a teenage artist, my elders who knew of the distant and the 

extraordinary would speak to me about Ulysses in a soft and admiring voice. So, 

when I was sixteen, my professor of literature, Mr. Benito Varela Jácome, spoke 

to us about Ulysses with enthusiasm and rapture. Not long ago, I ran into him, 

and he reminded me that Galician literature is still missing its own Ulysses; how 

dear I hold him for having introduced me to Joyce.47 

 

Strangely enough, both critics and writers in Spain felt a need to “write a Ulysses” in order to 

innovate and complete their own national literature. Joyce was turned into a literary myth, and 

Ulysses, quite paradoxically, became the symbol of cultural emancipation. The Spanish 

fascination with Joyce and his Ulysses hints at the feeling of inferiority of Spanish literature 

and culture in the years preceding the publication of Tiempo de silencio – a sentiment that is at 

the center of Martín-Santos’s book and which echoes the struggle of a colonized nation present 

in Ulysses. 

 
46 “Dentro de la renovación novelística del siglo XX ocupa un primer plano el irlandés James Joyce. El Ulises, 

obra densa, compleja, laberíntica, significa un viraje radical en el arte de novelar; una exploración de todos los 

niveles de los protagonistas; la detección de secretos humanos no desvelados hasta entonces en una producción 

literaria; una influencia ‘operante y turbadora’” (Benito Varela Jácome, “James Joyce y el impacto del Ulysses,” 

in Joyce en España II, eds. Antonio Raúl de Toro Santos and Francisco García Tortosa [La Coruña: Universidade 

da Coruña, 1997], 115). 
47 “Desde artista adolescente mis mayores que conocían lo lejano y lo extraordinario me hablaban del Ulises con 

voz baja y admirada. Así cuando tenía dieciséis años mi profesor de literatura, don Benito Varela Jácome, nos 

hablaba del Ulises con entusiasmo y arrobo. Hace poco me lo crucé y me recordó que hacía falta un Ulises en la 

literatura gallega; como le guardo cariño por haberme presentado a Joyce” (Suso de Toro, “La sombra del 

irlandés,” in Joyce en España I, eds. Antonio Raúl de Toro Santos and Francisco García Tortosa [La Coruña: 

Universidade da Coruña, 1994], 9). 
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Chapter I: Luis Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio and James Joyce’s 

Ulysses 

Did you hear Miss Mitchell’s joke about Moore and Martyn? That Moore is Martyn’s wild 

oats? Awfully clever, isn’t it? They remind one of Don Quixote and Sancho Panza. Our national 

epic has yet to be written, Dr Sigerson says. […] A knight of the rueful countenance here in 

Dublin. […] We are becoming important, it seems. 

(James Joyce, Ulysses, 158) 

Evidentemente, sí, evidentemente. Hay que leer el Ulysses. Toda la novela americana ha salido 

de ahí, del Ulysses y la guerra civil. […] Ya se sabe. La novela americana es superior, influye 

sobre Europa. Se origina allí, allí precisamente.1 

(Luis Martín-Santos, Tiempo de Silencio, 79) 

 

Luis Martín-Santos’s novel Tiempo de silencio (Time of Silence), published in 1962, marks a 

turning point in Spanish experimental fiction. It is generally considered “a singular work, 

standing alone in 20th-century Spanish literature, where the renewal of the novel has so often 

been attempted and so rarely achieved,”2 as per Rey Álvarez. However, the quality of the prose 

did not save the first edition from the Francoist censorship, present at the time in Spain, since 

17 pages were initially cut by the censors.3 Thomas Curley’s review of the book for the New 

York Times provides a concise summary of its plot: 

Pedro, the hero, is a young doctor doing cancer research in Madrid. When the 

last of his cancerous mice, imported from Illinois, dies, he visits a shanty slum 

on the outskirts of Madrid—where, he is told, mice stolen from the laboratory 

 
1 Unlike the introductory quotes, all subsequent quotes from primary and secondary sources in Spanish will be 

translated into English in the main text. If there is an English translation of a Spanish text available, the source 

will be indicated in the footnote, otherwise the translation is mine. The Spanish original will be provided in 

quotation marks in the corresponding footnote. 

The only translation of Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio into English available at the moment was done by 

George Leeson in 1964. Unfortunately, his translation does not preserve many important idiosyncrasies of the 

Spanish original. His translation overinterprets the text, rather than translates it with its ambiguities, making it 

much simpler, and therefore much poorer text than the original.  

 “Obviously. You should read Ulysses and the Civil War. […] It’s well known. The American novel is superior, and 

it influences Europe. It originates there, right there” (Luis Martín-Santos, Time of Silence, trans. George Leeson 

(New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1964), 66). All future page references will be to this edition and will 

be included in parentheses in the text. 
2 “[U]na obra singular, que se alza solitaria en el siglo XX español, donde tantas veces se ha intentado la renovación 

novelística y tan pocas se ha conseguido” (Alfonso Rey Álvarez, “Novelistas Españoles del siglo XX: Luis Martín-

Santos,” Ensayos del Boletín Informativo de Fundación Juan March (2001): 14). 
3 Andrea Bresadola, “Luis Martín-Santos ante la censura: las vicisitudes editoriales de Tiempo de silencio,” 

Creneida 2 (2014): 275. 
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after failing to thrive there, have been coaxed into multiplying between the 

breasts of their keeper’s young daughters. Thus begins a story—told at great 

speed mainly and through Pedro—that involves the young doctor in an illegal 

abortion, flight from the police, arrest, dismissal of charges followed by 

dismissal from the Institute and the murder of his fiancé. Despite the rapidity of 

the action, the author sketches in certain segments of contemporary Madrid in 

memorable detail: A shabby‐genteel boarding house; a slum on the outskirts of 

the city; a dilettantish cocktail party; a student’s Saturday night spree, ending in 

a brothel.4 

 

Martín-Santos did not live to see any of his other texts published due to his premature death in 

a car accident in 1964. In 1968, Janet Winecoff Díaz lamented that “[t]he death of Martín Santos 

deprived the contemporary Spanish novel of one of its most original and promising exponents, 

one of its most profound and challenging thinkers,”5 hoping “that his several unpublished 

novels will someday be made available for the benefit of the public, literary scholars, and 

historians of the postwar period.”6 Her wish partially came true in 1975, when Martín-Santos’s 

novel Tiempo de destrucción (“Time of Destruction”), originally intended as the second part of 

a trilogy following Tiempo de silencio, came out with the publishing house Seix Barral.7 

Finally, in 2024, Galaxia Gutenberg published his remaining two novels, El vientre hinchado 

(“The Inflated Belly”) and El Saco (“The Sack”), as a part of an ongoing project to publish the 

author’s collected works.8 This project, commemorating Martín-Santos’s hundredth 

anniversary, has reignited interest in this singular Spanish writer and his work, finally making 

accessible the rest of his work. Martín-Santos’s centenary is also significant to the Anglophone 

world, since a new English translation of Tiempo de silencio by Peter Bush is planned to be 

published by New York Review Books in 2025.9  

 
4 Thomas Curley, “Man Lost in Madrid,” The New York Times Book Review, accessed April 4, 2025, 

https://www.nytimes.com/1964/11/29/archives/man-lost-in-madrid-time-of-silence-by-luis-martinsantos-

translated.html. 
5 Janet Winecoff Díaz, “Luis Martín Santos and the Contemporary Spanish Novel,” Hispania 51, no. 2 (1968): 

238, https://doi.org/10.2307/338494. 
6 Ibid, 238. 
7 Luis Martín-Santos, Tiempo de destrucción, ed. José-Carlos Mainer (Barcelona: Seix Barral, 1975). 
8 “Luis Martín-Santos: Novelas inéditas,” Galaxia Gutenberg, accessed April 4, 2025, 

https://www.galaxiagutenberg.com/producto/novelas-ineditas/. 
9 “Time of Silence,” New York Review Books, accessed April 4, 2025, https://www.nyrb.com/products/time-of-

silence. 



22 

 

This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section looks at the myth as a 

theoretical problem and explains its role in literature. The second section explores an important 

topic shared by both Ulysses and Tiempo de silencio: a fictional exploration of the feeling of 

inferiority. The third section analyzes the concept of metempsychosis and mitosis as metaphors 

for literary experiment.  

 

1.1 “Our national epic has yet to be written”: Literature as Myth 

As suggested already by the title of Joyce’s opus magnum, myth is an essential part of its 

structure. In his 1923 review of Joyce’s Ulysses, aptly titled “Ulysses, Order, and Myth,” T. S. 

Eliot famously argued that 

[i]n using the myth, in manipulating a continuous parallel between 

contemporaneity and antiquity, Mr Joyce is pursuing a method which others 

must pursue after him. They will not be imitators, any more than the scientist 

who uses the discoveries of an Einstein in pursuing his own, independent, further 

investigations. It is simply a way of controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape 

and a significance to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is 

contemporary history.10 

 

Eliot’s review accurately predicted the afterlife of Joyce’s prose, as indeed, many writers 

including Martín-Santos pursued, adopted, and developed the exploration of myth in order to 

experiment with the novel form, reflecting their contemporaneity through juxtaposition of 

modernity and antiquity. In his influential essay “The Periplus of Don Pedro: Tiempo de 

silencio,” published in 1971, Palley argues that 

Tiempo de silencio contains deeply-rooted mythic resonances and powerful 

reminiscences of the Odyssey as well as of Joyce’s Ulysses. In fact, it is the only 

successful attempt, in the modern Spanish novel, to apply the methods and 

insights of Joyce to the Spanish situation. Nevertheless, far from being an 

imitation, it is strikingly original in its vision and execution.11 

 

 
10 T. S. Eliot, “Ulysses, Order, and Myth,” The Dial 75, no. 5 (November 1923): 483. 
11 Palley, “The Periplus of Don Pedro,” 239. 
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He supports this claim by creating a detailed schema, dissecting Martín-Santos’s novel into 

thirty-nine sections and linking them to a specific episode or situation of either Ulysses or 

Odysseus, when applicable: 

1. 7-13 Proem. Problem of the mice  

2. 13-17 Madrid (The Mediterranean of Homer)  

3. 17-2 5 Boarding house: the Three Goddesses. (Calypso and Penelope) 

4. 25-35 Toward the chabolas: the odyssey begins […]12 

 

An analogous attempt can be found in Gilbert’s James Joyce’s Ulysses,13 whose schema now 

serves as a widely available and frequently reproduced guide to the book. In fact, many editions 

of Ulysses use a Homeric title to label its (originally nameless) chapters thanks to the so-called 

Gilbert and/or Linati schemata,14 the latter produced by Joyce himself. 

The focus on the parallelism between Joyce’s Ulysses and Homer’s Odyssey has been 

at the center of Joyce studies. However, there has been perhaps an overemphasis on the Homeric 

myth in reading Ulysses. According to Levitt,  

[o]f all the critical clichés inspired by Ulysses, none is more persistent than the 

belief that this is a novel whose characters and events are derived from a unique 

amalgam of myths and that its central myth is provided by the Odyssey of 

Homer.15 

 

Clearly, reducing Ulysses to a rewriting of Homer’s Odyssey is an unnecessary simplification 

if not downright misunderstanding of Joyce’s multilayered writing project. As already 

discussed, a similar comparison has been frequently made between Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de 

silencio and Joyce’s Ulysses. But describing Joyce’s novel (or any novel for that matter) as “a 

unique amalgam of myths” is not as inaccurate as Levitt suggests. 

The traditional meaning of myth, as indicated by the first entry in the OED, is 

[a] traditional story, typically involving supernatural beings or forces, which 

embodies and provides an explanation, aetiology, or justification for something 

 
12 Ibid, 243. 
13 Stuart Gilbert, James Joyce’s Ulysses (New York: Vintage Books, 1958), 30. 
14 Richard Ellmann, Ulysses on the Liffey (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972), 186–187. 
15 Morton P. Levitt, “A Hero for Our Time: Leopold Bloom and the Myth of Ulysses,” James Joyce Quarterly 10, 

no. 1 (1972): 133, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25487028. 
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such as the early history of a society, a religious belief or ritual, or a natural 

phenomenon.16 

 

Although this definition applies to the Homeric myth present in Ulysses, it is by no means the 

only one, nor does it exhaust the possible meanings of the word or its role in critical theory. In 

his collection of essays on the popular myths of the 1950s French bourgeois culture, 

Mythologies (1957), Roland Barthes provides “an ideological critique bearing on the language 

of so-called mass-culture […] attempt[ing] to analyse semiologically the mechanics of this 

language.”17 Essentially, he argues that “myth is a language”18 and “since myth is a type of 

speech, everything can be a myth provided it is conveyed by a discourse.”19 In turn, Claude 

Lévi-Strauss’s Structural Anthropology (1958) provides a similar definition of myth, claiming 

that “[m]yth is language, functioning on an especially high level where meaning succeeds 

practically at ‘taking off’ from the linguistic ground on which it keeps on rolling.”20 Barthes’s 

and Lévi-Strauss’s understandings of myth show that mythmaking is a productive process, as 

anything can become a myth through language and discourse. Their approach to myth also 

explains Joyce’s reception in Spain, where the critical and popular discourses transformed 

Joyce and his Ulysses into literary myths. 

Jacques Derrida goes even further. His essay “White Mythology: Metaphor in the Text 

of Philosophy” (1974), primarily concerned with metaphysics and mythology, explores the 

relationship between these two concepts. Derrida defines the two terms explored as follows: 

What is metaphysics? A white mythology which assembles and reflects Western 

culture: the white man takes his own mythology (that is, Indo-European 

mythology), his logos—that is, the mythos of his idiom, for the universal form 

of that which it is still his inescapable desire to call Reason.21 

[…] 

 
16 “Myth (n.),” Oxford English Dictionary, accessed April 5, 2025, https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/5411360879. 
17 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, ed. and trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1991), 8. 
18 Ibid, 10. 
19 Ibid, 107. 
20 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, trans. Claire Jacobson and Brooke Grundfest Schoepf (London: 

Allen Lane the Penguin Press, 1968), 210. 
21 Jacques Derrida, “White Mythology: Metaphor in the Text of Philosophy,” trans. F. C. T. Moore, New Literary 

History 6, no. 1 (1974): 11, https://doi.org/10.2307/468341. 
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What is white mythology? It is metaphysics which has effaced in itself that 

fabulous scene which brought it into being, and which yet remains, active and 

stirring, inscribed in white ink, an invisible drawing covered over in the 

palimpsest.22 

 

Essentially, he argues that metaphysics is a mythology and, reciprocally, mythology is 

metaphysics. This means that mythology and mythmaking are indispensable and all-pervasive 

principles in all human thinking, including writing and literature.  

In Writing Degree Zero (1953), Barthes argues that 

under the name of style a self-sufficient language is evolved which has its roots 

only in the depths of the author’s personal and secret mythology, that subnature 

of expression where the first coition of words and things takes place, where once 

and for all the great verbal themes of his existence come to be installed.23 

 

This understanding of literary style questions Eliot’s concept of the “mythical method”24 

ascribed to Joyce, which he encourages other writers to pursue after him, because, according to 

Barthes, the act of writing is always in itself a construction based on the author’s personal 

mythology. In Mythologies, he echoes this idea when claiming that 

[a] voluntary acceptance of myth can in fact define the whole of our traditional 

Literature. According to our norms, this Literature is an undoubted mythical 

system: there is a meaning, that of the discourse; there is a signifier, which is 

this same discourse as form or writing; there is a signified, which is the concept 

of literature; there is a signification, which is the literary discourse.25 

 

Northrop Frye holds a similar view, as he argues in his Words with Power (1990) that “literature 

derives from myth, the principles that give literature its communicating power across the 

centuries through all ideological changes.”26 It is true that Homer’s Odyssey was one of the 

many myths entering Joyce’s Ulysses, thus demonstrating the natural process of mythological 

circulation in literature. In itself, this is nothing singular, as Fritz Senn, the director of the Zurich 

James Joyce Foundation, observes: 

 
22 Ibid, 11. 
23 Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero, trans. Annette Lavers and Colin Smith (Boston: Beacon Press, 1970), 10. 
24 Eliot, “Ulysses, Order, and Myth,” 483. 
25 Barthes, Mythologies, 133–134. 
26 Northrop Frye, Words with Power (San Diego, New York, London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Publishers, 

1990), xiii. 
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The Odyssey is a story that already shows practically all human facets and he 

[Joyce] puts it into an Irish framework. So that Ulysses is also a cultural 

transposition of something that is very old and has been done often through the 

ages.27 

 

The same clearly applies to Tiempo de silencio and its cultural transposition of both Homer’s 

Odyssey and Joyce’s Ulysses, but also Cervantes’s Don Quixote, and many other foreign and 

domestic sources. In fact, Martín-Santos’s novel is full of myths – with the myth of Joyce and 

Spain’s inferiority vis-à-vis the United States being just the two most salient ones. This again 

is nothing singular, as every culture and literature have their own myths and novels like Ulysses 

or Tiempo de Silencio help to identify these myths, transforming and using them for their own 

purposes. Frye argues that “every human society possesses a mythology which is inherited, 

transmitted, and diversified by literature.”28  

Among the abundance of myths and sources assimilated in Ulysses, there is one 

interesting allusion that connects it to Spanish literature, specifically to Miguel de Cervantes’s 

Don Quixote. One of the characters in Ulysses passes a brief but not insignificant remark: 

Did you hear Miss Mitchell’s joke about Moore and Martyn? That Moore is 

Martyn’s wild oats? Awfully clever, isn’t it? They remind one of Don Quixote 

and Sancho Panza. Our national epic has yet to be written, Dr Sigerson says. 

Moore is the man for it. A knight of the rueful countenance here in Dublin. With 

a saffron kilt? O’Neill Russell? O, yes, he must speak the grand old tongue. And 

his Dulcinea? James Stephens is doing some clever sketches. We are becoming 

important, it seems. (U, 9.306–313) 

 

This passage suggests an interesting interaction between Spanish and Anglophone fiction and 

hints at the presence of quixotic literary myth in Irish literature. Interestingly, Julián Ríos argues 

that Don Quixote, like Ulysses, absorbs the Homeric myth: 

Don Quixote parodies, in addition to certain episodes from Virgil’s Aeneid, a 

Homeric precedent in its entirety, the Odyssey, for example, chant by chant, and 

it becomes clear that the wanderings of the ingenious hidalgo and his squire 

 
27 Fritz Senn, “Reading Ulysses: Episode 6 – Hades,” May 29, 2020, in Ulysses, produced by RTE, podcast, MP3 

audio, 25:10, https://www.rte.ie/radio/podcasts/21778903-reading-ulysses-episode-6-hades/. 
28 Frye, Words with Power, xiii. 
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through La Mancha are not dictated by Rocinante’s whims, but rather mirror the 

via crucis of the wandering king of Ithaca, Ulysses, in his eternal return home.29 

 

While the authors and critics in Spain had been desperately searching for a Spanish Ulysses and 

were finally relieved when Martín-Santos published his Tiempo de silencio, Joyce’s novel 

suggests that Irish literature lacked a national epic such as Don Quixote. Dr Sigerson’s 

comments perform a reflection on Irish literature and its growing importance, perhaps even 

suggesting that the novel he inhabits would be largely responsible for it. The importance of 

Ulysses is reflected in Tiempo de silencio, when Pedro in turn claims that “[o]bviously. You 

should read Ulysses and the Civil War. The Deep South. It’s well known. The American novel 

is superior, and it influences Europe. It originates there, right there” (TS, 66).30 Although the 

mention of Ulysses and civil war also suggests an allusion to Ulysses S. Grant, this is only a 

playful ambiguity – the use of the definite article before Ulysses in the original, as well as the 

previous brief discussion of Proust, clarifies that the reference is to Joyce’s novel.  

Both Joyce’s Ulysses and Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio illustrate the processes of 

mythmaking as understood by Barthes, Lévi-Strauss, Derrida, and Frye, as the critical and 

popular discourse maintains the mythological status of these two writers and their work. They 

continue to influence the subsequent generations of writers and readers, which suggests that 

their work is still relevant and productive, since, as Lévi-Strauss argues, “myth grows spiral-

wise until the intellectual impulse which has produced it is exhausted.”31 The continuous and 

unrelenting interest in both writers and their oeuvres shows that both Ulysses and Tiempo de 

 
29 “[E]l Quijote parodia, además de algunos episodios de la Eneida de Virgilio, un precedente homérico en su 

totalidad, la Odisea, por ejemplo, canto a encanto, y constate que las andanzas del ingenioso hidalgo y de su 

escudero por la Mancha no obedecen al capricho de Rocinante y calcan el vía crucis del errante rey de Ítaca, Ulises, 

en su eterno retorno al hogar” (Julián Ríos, Quijote e hijos: Una genealogía literaria [Barcelona: Galaxia 

Gutenberg, 2008], 56). 
30 “Evidentemente, sí, evidentemente. Hay que leer el Ulysses. Toda la novela americana ha salido de ahí, del 

Ulysses y la guerra civil. Profundo sur. Ya se sabe. La novela americana es superior, influye sobre Europa. Se 

origina allí, allí precisamente” (Martín-Santos, Tiempo de silencio, 79). 
31 Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, 229. 
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silencio are not only “unique amalgams of myths,” to invert Levitt’s words, but they also 

demonstrate that myth and literature are inseparable. 

 

1.2 Hellenizing Ireland and Escaping from Spain to Illinois: Inferiority Complex in 

Ulysses and Tiempo de Silencio 

The opening section of Ulysses introduces Stephen Dedalus and Buck Mulligan. “Stately, 

plump Buck Mulligan came from the stairhead, bearing a bowl of lather on which a mirror and 

a razor lay crossed,”32 the novel begins. There is an interesting parallel between these two 

characters of Ulysses and Pedro, the main character of Tiempo de silencio. Mulligan is a loud 

and witty medical student – an occupation he shares with Pedro, who studies cancer and its 

hereditary properties in mice. Pedro’s main concern, and the initial impulse of the novel’s plot, 

is that “‘[t]here are no more.’ There are no more left. No mice left!” (TS, 3).”33 This deficiency 

impedes Pedro from his research, because in order to continue with it, he needs a specific type 

of mice imported from the United States. He explains that 

[n]ot every mouse stems from the native Illinois strain skillfully selected from 

among sixteen thousand strains in those sparkling, air-conditioned, glass-walled 

laboratories which provide such excellent living conditions for them. (TS, 5)34 

 

Pedro here hints at two of his major frustrations. First, the impoverished state of Spain and the 

strenuous situation of Spanish scientists – both of which can be traced to Franco’s dictatorship. 

According to Julian Palley, 

[i]t cannot be overemphasized that Tiempo de silencio contains a broad criticism 

of Franco’s Spain in all of its social strata and governmental inefficiencies and 

tyrannies; even more than this, it takes an historical and critical look at the 

Spanish character itself, its delusions and weaknesses.35 

 
32 James Joyce, Ulysses, ed. Hans Walter Gabler (New York: Garland, 1984), 3. All future page references will be 

to this edition and will be included in parentheses in the text. 
33 “«No hay más.» «Ya no hay más.» ¡Se acabaron los ratones!” (Luis Martín-Santos, Tiempo de silencio 

[Barcelona: Austral, 2020], 7). 
34 “No todo ratón es cancerígeno. No todo ratón es de la cepa del Illinois nativo, hábilmente seleccionada entre 

dieciséis mil cepas, en laboratorios traslúcidos de paredes brillantes de vidrio, con aire acondicionado ex profeso 

para la mejor vida ratonil” (Ibid, 9). 
35 Julian Palley, “The Periplus of Don Pedro: Tiempo de silencio,” Bulletin of Hispanic Studies 48, 3 (1971): 239, 

doi:10.1080/1475382712000348239. 
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The second frustration arises from a strong feeling of Spanish inferiority in the face of the 

idealized United States. This feeling of inferiority is primarily connected with the relative 

underdevelopment of Spanish science, but is by no means limited to it. In an apparent allusion 

to Santiago Ramón y Cajal, the first Spanish Nobel prize laureate in science,36 Pedro sighs:  

The picture opposite me of the man with the beard, the man who saw everything, 

and who freed the Iberian people from their native inferiority in the field of 

science, gazes down silently, a witness of the lack of mice. His wise and 

inferiority-dispelling smile understands and explains the lack of funds. We are a 

poor nation, a poor nation. How can we ever aspire again to the Nordic prize, to 

the smile of the tall king, to honor the scientist who hopes that rivers and brains 

can be made to flourish in the dry peninsula? (TS, 3–4)37 

 

These sentiments become recurrent themes in the novel until the very end, where Pedro 

fantasizes about life and the possibilities for a scientist in the United States. He wonders how 

his life could have looked if only he had received 

a grant for Illinois, so that I could be there looking at the groins of mice for 

centuries and centuries. Where you say, I want, and down comes a hundred-

million-dollar supercyclotron. Where you say, I need, and down comes a whole 

family of tropical apes with their almost human brains for you to study. While 

outside, waiting in a great purple car, there is a supercharged girl, the latest 

model in humanity, well fed, and combining perfect beauty and a healthy, 

democratic heart. Where people generously invite you to parties. Where 

scientists play golf and eat hot dogs. Where the laboratory is like a great, smiling 

cafeteria in which cancer melts to the touch like an ice-cream soda. (TS, 180)38 

 

He idealizes the United States and its seemingly infinite possibilities for science, its abundance 

of food, and its people, whom he sees as beautiful, generous, and democratic. Clearly, this myth 

 
36 “All Nobel Prizes in Physiology or Medicine,” The Nobel Prize, accessed April 9, 2025, 

https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/lists/all-nobel-laureates-in-physiology-or-medicine/1909-1901/. 
37 “El retrato del hombre de la barba, frente a mí, que lo vio todo y que libró al pueblo ibero de su inferioridad 

nativa ante la ciencia, escrutador e inmóvil, presidiendo la falta de cobayas. Su sonrisa comprensiva y liberadora 

de la inferioridad explica —comprende— la falta de créditos. Pueblo pobre, pueblo pobre. ¿Quién podrá nunca 

aspirar otra vez al galardón nórdico, a la sonrisa del rey alto, a la dignificación, al buen pasar del sabio que en la 

península seca espera que fructifiquen los cerebros y los ríos?” (Martín-Santos, Tiempo de silencio, 7). 
38 “[L]a beca para Illinois y estar allí mirando ingles de ratones por los siglos de los siglos, donde se dice quiero y 

baja de las nubes un superciclotrón de cien millones de dólares y se dice necesito y baja toda la familia de los 

simios tropicales con sus cerebros casi-humanos para que yo los estudie y fuera espera en un coche muy grande 

pintado de violeta, la muchacha superferolítica del último modelo de la humanidad bien alimentada que ha 

conseguido la perfección de la belleza en el mismo cuerpo que oculta el corazón sano y democrático y la 

generosidad de las gentes que te llevan al parti y el sabio juega al golf y el sabio come perros calientes y el 

laboratorio es como una gran cafetería sonriente donde el cáncer se descompone al tocarlo, como si fuera aicecrim 

con soda” (Ibid, 211–212). 
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of the United States is produced by the economic and intellectual poverty that Pedro experiences 

in Spain. 

Stephen Dedalus and Buck Mulligan are similarly frustrated with the situation in 

Ireland. Stephen indignantly exclaims that “[i]t is a symbol of Irish art. The cracked 

lookingglass of a servant” (U, 1.146), hinting at the subordinate position of Irish literature and 

art in respect to England. Likewise, Mulligan repeatedly voices his discontent with Ireland, and 

in response to Stephen, he proposes that it should follow the example of another nation. But 

since Mulligan is a “Hellenophile,”39 as Hugh Kenner suggests, instead of looking up to the 

United States, he idealizes ancient Greece: 

—Cracked lookingglass of a servant! Tell that to the oxy chap downstairs and 

touch him for a guinea. He’s stinking with money and thinks you’re not a 

gentleman. His old fellow made his tin by selling jalap to Zulus or some bloody 

swindle or other. God, Kinch, if you and I could only work together we might 

do something for the island. Hellenise it. (U, 1.154–158) 

 

Although Gifford explains that “[t]he verb to Hellenise was coined by Matthew Arnold,” 

meaning “to know in the light of a ‘disinterested’ and ‘flexible’ humanism […] in pursuit of 

‘our total perfection,’”40 it is unclear what exactly Buck Mulligan means by Hellenizing Ireland. 

However, it is evident that he invokes Greek culture as an ideal worthy of being followed. 

Another problem that preoccupies Mulligan seems to be the poor nutrition of the Irish 

people. He observes the lamentable state of Ireland, complaining: 

—If we could live on good food like that, he said to her somewhat loudly, we 

wouldn’t have the country full of rotten teeth and rotten guts. Living in a 

bogswamp, eating cheap food and the streets paved with dust, horsedung and 

consumptives’ spits. (U, 1.411–414) 

 

Pedro has similar concerns regarding the situation in Spain, lamenting: 

How can we ever expect to get anywhere with our stupidity, with the acute facial 

angle of peninsular man, and with the weight of the brain reduced by a 

 
39 Hugh Kenner, Ulysses (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 34. 
40 Don Gifford and Robert J. Seidman, Ulysses Annotated (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of 

California Press, 1988), 16. 
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monotonous diet of beans, chick peas, and green vegetables, and a shortage of 

proteins? Only bacon fat, bacon fat, and pap. (TS, 4)41 

 

The frustrations of Buck Mulligan and Stephen Dedalus arise from the Irish colonial history – 

England being their colonizer and “usurper” (U, 1.744), to use Stephen’s words. Interestingly, 

this dynamic is inverted in Tiempo de silencio. Spain, historically a major colonial power, is 

portrayed as an impoverished nation suffering from an inferiority complex and looking up to a 

former colony – the United States. While Tiempo de silencio depicts Spain as a land of “the 

undernourished people” (TS, 5)42 suffering under Franco’s dictatorship, invoking the United 

States as an unachievable ideal, Ulysses expresses a strong inclination toward Greek culture. It 

is not only alluded to by Stephen Dedalus, Buck Mulligan, and other characters, but the Greek 

language and culture, like many others, pervade and interweave the pages of Ulysses, providing 

it with some key concepts. 

 

1.3 Metempsychosis, Met Him Pike Hoses, Mitosis: Transformation as a Metaphor for 

Literary Experiment 

Many of its essential concepts and ideas are introduced into the narrative of Ulysses 

inconspicuously. Stuart Gilbert argues that “it is characteristic of the Joycean method that one 

of the most important of these leitmotifs should be presented in a casual manner and a ludicrous 

context.”43 In an attempt to change the subject from a letter from Blazes Boylan, her musical 

producer and lover, Molly Bloom asks her husband Leopold about a word in a book she is 

reading, called Ruby: the Pride of the Ring: 

—Here, she said. What does that mean? 

He leaned downward and read near her polished thumbnail. 

—Metempsychosis? 

—Yes. Who’s he when he’s at home? 

 
41 “¿Cómo podremos nunca, si además de ser más torpes, con el ángulo facial estrecho del hombre peninsular, con 

el peso cerebral disminuido por la dieta monótona por las muelas, fabes, agarbanzadas leguminosas y carencia de 

protidos? Sólo tocino, sólo tocino y gachas” (Martín-Santos, Tiempo de silencio, 8). 
42 “[P]ueblo desnutrido” (Ibid, 9). 
43 Stuart Gilbert, James Joyce’s Ulysses (New York: Vintage Books, 1958), 33. 
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—Metempsychosis, he said, frowning. It’s Greek: from the Greek. That means 

the transmigration of souls. (U, 4.337–342) 

 

Mr. Bloom further explains: 

—Some people believe, he said, that we go on living in another body after death, 

that we lived before. They call it reincarnation. That we all lived before on the 

earth thousands of years ago or some other planet. They say we have forgotten 

it. Some say they remember their past lives. (U, 4.362–365) 

 

This nonchalantly introduced word plays an important role in Ulysses, as the concept of 

metempsychosis hints at several of the novel’s mechanisms, narrative strategies, and linguistic 

experiments. 

The first, and perhaps the most obvious one, is the role of metempsychosis as the 

fundamental principle in constructing the novel, with its characters being reborn into their 

fictional world. The two most prominent examples of this are Mr. Bloom as “Odysseus 

unrecognized by Telemachus”44 and Stephen playing the “Hamlet-Telemachus role,”45 as 

Gilbert (and many others) have suggested. Kenner argues that “Bloom is no imitation Ulysses 

but Ulysses reborn. Bloom is Ulysses again.”46 Clearly, metempsychosis or reincarnation of 

Joyce’s fictional characters functions only as a metaphor. As Kenner explains: 

No, Bloom and Ulysses are not identical in order that metempsychosis may be 

validated. They are identical in not existing save as manifestations of human 

creative power, products of an artistic process that is like a natural process, and 

that intuits in many times comparable situations, whether in the mind of Homer 

of Chios or in the mind of James Augustine Joyce.47 

 

The metaphorical transmigration of characters is not the only role of metempsychosis in 

Ulysses.  

Metempsychosis also serves as a metaphor for linguistic and stylistic transformations 

throughout the novel, which result in a unique and unstable literary experiment. The “Oxen of 

the Sun” episode thematizes this process. In the episode, as Kenner argues, 

 
44 Gilbert, James Joyce’s Ulysses, 214. 
45 Ibid, 104. 
46 Kenner, Ulysses, 29. 
47 Ibid, 29. 
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[t]he language mutates, mutates; manners shift, conventions shift; the very 

personnel, listed time after time, seem each time reconstituted by 

metempsychosis. In a chapter of birth they are repeatedly reborn.48 

 

The notoriously complicated chapter taking place in Holles Street Maternity Hospital is 

presented in seemingly never-ending sentences and an ever-changing evolution of styles – a 

linguistic and stylistic metempsychosis that is responsible for the highly experimental nature of 

the chapter. 

Not only is metempsychosis a metaphor for the text’s experiments with style and 

language, but the term moves and migrates through the novel, remembered by Mr. Bloom on 

different occasions through association with other words or situations. In addition to that, the 

word itself transforms. Molly, unable to grasp the word, dissects it into four shorter and familiar 

words: “Met him pike hoses she called it till I told her about the transmigration” (U, 8.112–

113), Mr. Bloom remembers. He later explains the process that took place in his wife’s mind: 

Unusual polysyllables of foreign origin she interpreted phonetically or by false 

analogy or by both: metempsychosis (met him pike hoses), alias (a mendacious 

person mentioned in sacred scripture). (U, 17.685–687) 

 

The concept of metempsychosis further migrates and changes its form beyond the boundary of 

Joyce’s novel, becoming mitosis in Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio. Pedro, a medical 

student and a cancer researcher, often uses this biological term that defines “[t]he process by 

which a cell nucleus divides to give two daughter nuclei each with the same chromosome 

complement as the parent nucleus,”49 as per the OED. Like metempsychosis, mitosis is a 

process involving movement and transformation. Palley observes that 

[i]n Joyce’s novel, one of the leitmotifs is metempsychosis, or the transmigration 

of souls into different bodies. Bloom is haunted by this word, and an aspect of 

metempsychosis is the recurrence of mythical figures in contemporary avatars: 

Circe, the Cyclops, Nestor, etc. […] Transformation in its strictest sense 

provides the origin for the main action of Tiempo de silencio: Pedro, a medical 

research student, is studying the mitosis of cancerous cells in mice. The mice, 

imported from Illinois, gradually die off, and Amador informs Pedro that el 

 
48 Ibid, 108. 
49 “Mitosis (n.),” Oxford English Dictionary, accessed April 7, 2025, https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/1066633585. 
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Muecas has stolen some of the animals and is raising them in his chabola. The 

two men proceed to the chabolas, and thus begins our odyssey.50 

 

Like metempsychosis in Ulysses, the meaning of mitosis changes throughout the book, 

becoming a metaphor for literary experiment and its ever-changing and unstable nature. 

The metaphorical meaning of mitosis extends to cancer, which in turn serves as a 

metaphor for literature and its uncontrolled proliferation. According to Rodrigo Guijarro 

Lasheras, “[j]ust as there are different types of cancerous reproduction, there are various 

stylistic devices that convey the idea of linguistic cancer.”51 When wandering around the city 

of Madrid, Pedro strolls through a historic quarter of the city called Barrio de las Letras 

(“Literary Quarter”) and meditates on its famous inhabitants of the past: 

This was where Cervantes had lived. Or was it Lope de Vega? Or perhaps both? 

Yes, it was here, among these streets which had preserved so well their 

provincial air like a cyst in the midst of the great city. Cervantes, Cervantes. Was 

it possible that a man with such a vision of mankind, such a belief in liberty, 

with that disillusioned melancholy as remote from all heroism as from all 

exaggeration, as remote from fanaticism as from all certainty, could have lived 

among these people, in such a city? Could he possibly have breathed this 

excessively clean air, and been aware, as his work indicated, of the nature of the 

society in which he found himself obliged to collect taxes, kill Turks, lose hands, 

beg favors, inhabit prisons, and write a book that was merely intended to make 

people laugh? Why should he have wanted to make people laugh, this man 

whose stooping shoulders carried a head filled with serene melancholy? (TS, 60–

61)52 

 

 
50 Palley, “The Periplus of Don Pedro,” 241. 
51 “Igual que hay distintos tipos de reproducción cancerosa, hay distintos procedimientos estilísticos que muestran 

la idea de cáncer lingüístico” (Rodrigo Guijarro Lasheras, “El multilingüismo y otros experimentos científicos en 

Tiempo de silencio,” Itinerarios: revista de estudios lingüisticos, literarios, históricos y antropológicos no. 39 

[2024]: 188). 
52 “Por allí había vivido Cervantes —¿o fue Lope?— o más bien los dos. Sí; por allí, por aquellas calles que habían 

conservado tan limpiamente su aspecto provinciano, como un quiste dentro de la gran ciudad. Cervantes, 

Cervantes. ¿Puede realmente haber existido en semejante pueblo, en tal ciudad como ésta, en tales calles 

insignificantes y vulgares un hombre que tuviera esa visión de lo humano, esa creencia en la libertad, esa 

melancolía desengañada tan lejana de todo heroísmo como de toda exageración, de todo fanatismo como de toda 

certeza? ¿Puede haber respirado este aire tan excesivamente limpio y haber sido consciente como su obra indica 

de la naturaleza de la sociedad en la que se veía obligado a cobrar impuestos, matar turcos, perder manos, solicitar 

favores, poblar cárceles y escribir un libro que únicamente había de hacer reír?” (Martín-Santos, Tiempo de 

silencio, 72). 
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Pedro contemplates Cervantes’s ability “[t]o reshape the form of the novel, to expose the petty 

souls of his fellows, to scoff at the monstrous country” (TS, 61).53 The metaphor of cancerous 

growth as literary production becomes apparent when the narrator suggests that instead of going 

to a literary café, Pedro “would have preferred to continue conjuring up the ghosts of men who 

had poured out their own cancers on sheets of white paper” (TS, 63).54 

The idea of mitosis as a metaphor for experimental literature is reinforced in a passage 

toward the end of the novel. In an elevated and scientific manner, Pedro contemplates the 

possibility that cancer could be caused by viruses instead of genes, suggesting that, 

like the genes, it [a virus] would also in the course of time alter the normal 

metabolism of the desoxyribonucleic acids by means of catalytic substances. 

This would cause monstrous proliferations called multipolar mitoses, 

asymmetric mitoses, explosive mitoses — and the amazing thing was that all 

this could happen, despite the tremendous disorder and absence of normality, 

without making life impossible for the individual cell. (TS, 200)55 

 

Pedro uses dense biomedical terminology to describe the process of mitosis and its deformative 

and proliferative effects, but the norms that are being deformed are, in reality, the norms of 

literature, as linguistic mitosis proliferates and transforms the text into a multipolar, 

asymmetric, and explosive literary experiment. 

 

 
53 “Renovar la forma de la novela, penetrar el alma mezquina de sus semejantes, burlarse del monstruoso país” 

(Ibid, 72). 
54 “[P]refería haber seguido evocando fantasmas de hombres que derramaron sus propios cánceres sobre papeles 

blancos” (Ibid, 76). 
55 “[C]omo los genes, también ejercería su acción a distancia, mediante sustancias catalíticas que deformarían la 

norma metabólica de los ácidos desoxirribonucleicos hasta conseguir esas proliferaciones monstruosas que se 

denominan mitosis multipolares, mitosis asimétricas, mitosis explosivas, sin que —y esto es lo maravilloso— a 

pesar de tan gigantesco estropicio y pérdida de norma, la vida se hiciera imposible para la célula individual” (Ibid, 

234). 
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Chapter II: Julián Ríos’s Larva: Babel de una noche de San Juan and James 

Joyce’s Finnegans Wake 

A way a lone a last a loved a long the […] riverrun, past Eve and Adam’s, from swerve of shore 

to bend of bay, brings us by a commodius vicus of recirculation back to Howth Castle and 

Environs. […] Teems of times and happy returns. The seim anew.  

 

(James Joyce, Finnegans Wake, 628; 3; 215) 

Obrita en orbita...:  

Dando vueltas en círculos viciosos. Sí, todos los del infierno, son viciosos. Vade recto, 

circulator! 

(Julián Ríos, Larva: Babel de una noche de San Juan, 300)  

Your no-exit textravaganza, an ever-pending compendium of cunctation: Discotext of many 

pappy returns. Chronic chronicle. An unpublished circular with a wheelth of possibilities, 

’round and ’round and rowdy she goes, where she stops . . . Foreign whirrds spinning around 

in vicious circles, ORBILIBRO! since all the ones in hell are vicious. ROTATOR? Vade recto, 

recirculator! 

(Julián Ríos, Larva: Midsummer Night’s Babel, 300)  

 

Julián Ríos’s novel Larva: Babel de una noche de San Juan (Larva: Midsummer Night’s Babel), 

was published in 1984 and translated into English in 1990. It presents an interesting formal 

experiment, disrupting the linearity of the reading process. The text of the novel is divided into 

three major sections: the main text is on the odd-numbered pages, while the even-numbered 

pages provide footnotes to the main text. These footnotes, resembling the II.2 chapter of 

Finnegans Wake, do not necessarily clarify the main text as is customary with this formal 

feature. Their function is rather to introduce yet another voice within the already polyvocal 

novel, adding to the confusion of its narrative. Some footnotes include a reference to the so-

called “Pillow Notes,” the third major section of text within the novel. These notes are located 

after the alternating footnotes and the main text, and they provide further context for some 

elements or situations taking place in the novel. There are clearly more possibilities of reading 

the novel, but as these sections suggest, one is to go back and forth between the main text, 

footnotes, and the pillow notes in a kind of circular motion. 
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Still, Larva has been most often praised for its linguistic experiments. According to Juan 

Goytisolo, “the novel by Julián Ríos occupies a place of its own, a literary territory previously 

unknown in our language and one that can no longer be ignored after it.”1 The editors of Julián 

Ríos y las metamorfosis de una escritura plural (2024; “Julián Ríos and the Metamorphoses of 

a Plural Writing”), David Torrella Hoyos, Max Hidalgo Nácher, and Mario Martín Gijón, argue 

that 

despite the commercial success Larva enjoyed in its early days—when it 

appeared on bestseller lists—and its multiple reissues, the truth is that it has 

spent a good part of those forty years wandering on the margins of the market, 

lost, searching for its readers in second-hand bookstores and libraries.2 

 

However, a recent reedition of Larva was done in 2021 by the Jekyll & Jill publishing 

house, producing an impulse for the reevaluation of Ríos’s novel. Similarly, the goal of the 

collection of essays, edited by Hoyos, Nácher, and Gijón, is to offer “a new critical evaluation 

of the Galician writer’s work four decades after the publication of the novel that made him an 

essential name in contemporary literature.”3 

Ríos’s other works include the novel Poundemónium (1985, augmented 1989; 

Poundemonium), subtitled “Homenaje a Ezra Pound (Homage to Ezra Pound),”4 as well as the 

book-length essays Casa Ulises (2003; The House of Ulysses) and Quijote e hijos (2008; 

“Quijote and Sons”). Interestingly, even the titles of some of Ríos’s books make direct allusions 

 
1 “[L]a novela de Julián Ríos ocupa un lugar aparte, un territorio literario desconocido en nuestro idioma con 

anterioridad a ella y que ya no podrá ser ignorado después” (Juan Goytisolo, “Larva. Babel de una noche de San 

Juan,” in Palabras para Larva, ed. Andrés Sánchez Robayna and Gonzalo Díaz-Migoyo [Barcelona: Edicions del 

Mall, 1985], 172). 
2 “[A] pesar del éxito comercial que conoció Larva en sus inicios —en los que aparecía en la lista de best-sellers— 

y de sus múltiples reediciones, lo cierto es que una parte de esos cuarenta años se los ha pasado vagabundeando 

en los márgenes del mercado, perdida, buscando a sus lectores en librerías de viejo y bibliotecas” (David Torrella 

Hoyos, Max Hidalgo Nácher, and Mario Martín Gijón, “Larva revisited,” in Julián Ríos y las metamorfosis de una 

escritura plural, ed. David Torrella Hoyos, Max Hidalgo Nácher, and Mario Martín Gijón [Zaragoza: Libros del 

Innombrable, 2023], XVI). 
3 “[P]ropone, a su manera, una nueva evaluación crítica de la obra del escritor gallego cuatro décadas después de 

la aparición de la novela que hizo de él un nombre ineludible en la literatura contemporánea” (Prologo Julián Ríos 

y las metamorfosis de una escritura plural” (Ibid, XVI). 
4 Julián Ríos, Poundemonium (Barcelona: Edicions del Mal, 1986). 
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to Anglophone authors, revealing his strong interest in and inclination to Anglophone literatures 

and cultures.  

Although his work incorporates many authors and elements of foreign languages and 

cultures, the most salient of these intertextual influences seem to be the works of Miguel de 

Cervantes, François Rabelais, William Shakespeare, Laurence Sterne, and James Joyce – the 

last mentioned being the most prominent among these and also the most oft-invoked by Ríos 

scholars. Discussing Joyce’s influence on Spanish writers, Suso de Toro argues that 

[t]he program of radical introspection, of self-knowledge through language, 

leads him [Joyce] to descend into the Finnegans nightmare, a dark epiphany. 

Mastery and knowledge of language become a paradoxical path to Babel. Joyce 

loses himself in that parallel world, like a hallucination or a universe conceived 

by Einstein’s mathematics, in one final, exhaustive, and definitive push. Joyce, 

like Christ, sacrificed himself for us. He wrote Finnegans Wake to spare the rest 

of us from having to write it.5 

 

Interestingly, while Joyce’s Ulysses was considered the model for Spanish writers or the 

missing piece within Spanish literature, as evidenced by the critical debate surrounding Luis 

Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio, Finnegans Wake has a very different status. It is the book 

that has thankfully already been written, supposedly exhausting its experimental potential, 

hence “sparing the rest of us from having to write it.” This, of course, is not a universally 

accepted opinion, as is demonstrated, among others, by Ríos and his decision to undertake a 

“paradoxical path to Babel” in his novel Larva, aptly subtitled Midsummer Night’s Babel. 

Larva follows Ríos’s conviction that “the aim of all great books is to stand for all works 

[…]. The book of all books, the total work, is the synecdoche of literature.”6 He adds that “[i]n 

this sense, Finnegans Wake would be a magnificent example of a work that lifts the curtain on 

 
5 “El programa de introspección radical, de autoconocimiento a través del lenguaje lo [Joyce] lleva a descender a 

la pesadilla Finnegans, una epifanía negra. El conocimiento y dominio de la lengua es un camino paradójico a 

Babel. Joyce se pierde en ese mundo paralelo, como una alucinación o un mundo concebido por la matemática de 

Einstein, en un último avance exhaustivo y definitivo. Joyce, como Cristo, se sacrificó por nosotros. Escribió el 

“Finnegans Wake” para librarnos a los demás de tenerlo que escribir” (Suso de Toro, “La sombra del irlandés,” in 

Joyce en España I, ed. Antonio Raúl de Toro Santos and Francisco García Tortosa [La Coruña: Universidade da 

Coruña, 1994], 11). 
6 Julián Ríos, “Interview with Julián Ríos,” interview by Mark Thwaite, Dalkey Archive Press, accessed May 7, 

2025, https://www.dalkeyarchive.com/2013/09/20/interview-with-julian-rios/. 
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almost all Western literature.”7 Joyce is by no means the only source, nor the sole inspiration 

for Ríos’s novel. Larva is full of intertextual elements, allusions, quotations, puns, and linguistic 

experiments referring to a wide range of Spanish, Anglophone, French, and other literary 

sources. Ríos admits that “Shakespeare, the supreme wordsmith, is the most quoted, alluded, 

and paraphrased author in Larva, not in vain subtitled Midsummer Night’s Babel.”8 Despite the 

abundant and diverse sources entering and constantly metamorphosing in his prose, Larva is 

most often compared with and likened to Finnegans Wake. 

 Ríos’s Larva and Joyce’s Finnegans Wake share many qualities and characteristics. 

Both are considered “works in progress,” which hints at both their long and laborious genesis 

and the theme of evolution and circulation of material inscribed in their prose. Edmund L. 

Epstein explains that Finnegans Wake “was appearing in parts under the general title A Work 

in Progress.”9 Finn Fordham points out that  

[b]y 1924, he [Joyce] had developed the radical innovation: this was not—or not 

simply—in terms of its genre, but rather in the fundamental field of language 

itself. For the next fourteen years, he would take the material of language and 

twist it into strange and comical shapes to achieve ends beyond those of 

everyday usage.10  

 

Similarly, Hoyos, Nácher, and Gijón call Ríos’s Larva “great work in progress,”11 not only 

because Ríos had been “wrapped up in the work [on Larva] for fifteen years,”12 as the author 

confesses. But similarly to Finnegans Wake, Ríos’s Larva started to appear in parts before the 

publication of the complete novel, with sections of Larva getting published in the literary 

 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Edmund L. Epstein, “Foreword and Editorial Note to the Collected Works Edition” in Joseph Campbell and 

Henry Morton Robinson, A Skeleton Key to Finnegans Wake, ed. Edmund L. Epstein (Novato: New World Library, 

2005), xiv. 
10 Finn Fordham, “Introduction,” in James Joyce, Finnegans Wake, ed. Robbert-Jan Henkes, Erik Bindervoet, and 

Finn Fordham (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), vii. All future page references will be to this edition and 

will be included in parentheses in the text. 
11 “[G]ran work in progress” (Hoyos, Nácher, and Gijón, “Larva revisited,” IX). 
12 Julián Ríos, “A Conversation with Julián Ríos by Marie-Lise Gazarian Gautier,” interview by Marie-Lise 

Gazarian Gautier, Dalkey Archive Press, accessed May 7, 2025, https://www.dalkeyarchive.com/2013/08/02/a-

conversation-with-julian-rios-by-marie-lise-gazarian-gautier/. 
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magazine Espiral/Revista before its eventual publication.13 Clearly, the connection between 

Larva and Finnegans Wake goes beyond this rather superficial similarity. 

There are many other and more important elements that enter into the dialogue 

between the two writers and their work. The first section of this chapter brings attention to the 

paratextual apparatus of Larva and how paratexts establish a connection between Ríos’s novel 

and Joyce’s work. The second section looks at the polylingual character of Larva, paralleled in 

the superimposition of languages in Finnegans Wake. The third section focuses on translation 

as a theoretical problem and how the English translation of Larva approaches this problem. 

 

2.1 Ríos’s Paratexts: The Spanish Joyce Finally Found! (Again) 

Although Spanish criticism celebrates Luis Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio as their own 

national Ulysses, Joyce’s presence and importance do not diminish, and the quest for a Spanish 

Joyce continues through the 1980s. This search seems to be satisfied (again) with Ríos’s 1984 

novel Larva. Elsa Dehennin is not alone in calling Julián Ríos “the Spanish Joyce,”14 while 

according to Vicente Luis Mora, Ríos is “the best and most direct heir to Joyce in Spain.”15 

This label is no coincidence, as Ríos’s Larva establishes a strong connection with Joyce, above 

all with Finnegans Wake. Curiously, the reader is made aware of this connection even before 

opening the book. With the exception of the 1983 original, almost every edition in both the 

Spanish original and English translation features numerous blurbs and summaries covering both 

its back and front covers. Some editions even include a dedicated page titled “Praise for 

 
13 Federico Jiménez Losantos, “Castellano abajo con Julián Ríos,” in Palabras para Larva, ed. Andrés Sánchez 

Robayna, and Gonzalo Díaz-Migoyo (Barcelona: Edicions del Mall, 1985), 29. 
14 “[E]l Joyce español” (Elsa Dehennin, “‘La vida sexual de las palabras’ según Julián Ríos,” Actas del XII 

Congreso de la Asociación Internacional de Hispanistas: Birmingham, 21–26 de agosto de 1995 Vol. 5 [1998]: 

67). 
15 “[E]l mejor y más directo heredero de Joyce en España” (Vicente Luis Mora, email conversation, March 2, 

2025). 
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Larva”16 or “International Acclaim for Larva” (L, 1990, back cover). One cannot simply 

disregard these quotes as irrelevant; on the contrary, they are an essential part of the book – 

they form its paratext and, as such, influence its reception.  

The concept of paratext was defined by Gérard Genette in his book Palimpsestes. La 

Littérature au second degré (1982), translated into English as Palimpsests: Literature in the 

Second Degree (1997). In this book, Genette, among other things, analyzes a 

less explicit and more distant relationship that binds the text properly speaking, 

taken within the totality of the literary work, to what can be called its paratext: 

a title, a subtitle, intertitles; prefaces, postfaces, notices, forewords, etc.; 

marginal, infrapaginal, terminal notes; epigraphs; illustrations; blurbs, book 

covers, dust jackets, and many other kinds of secondary signal, whether 

allographic or autographic.17 

 

Genette later developed his concept of paratext in Seuils (1987), translated into English as 

Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (1997). He begins the book by stating that 

[a] literary work consists, entirely or essentially, of a text, defined (very 

minimally) as a more or less long sequence of verbal statements that are more 

or less endowed with significance. But this text is rarely presented in an 

unadorned state, unreinforced and unaccompanied by a certain number of verbal 

or other productions, such as an author’s name, a title, a preface, illustrations. 

And although we do not always know whether these productions are to be 

regarded as belonging to the text, in any case they surround it and extend it, 

precisely in order to present it, in the usual sense of this verb but also in the 

strongest sense: to make present, to ensure the text’s presence in the world, its 

“reception” and consumption in the form (nowadays, at least) of a book. These 

accompanying productions, which vary in extent and appearance, constitute 

what I have called elsewhere the work’s paratext.18 

 

Genette stresses the importance of these elements, claiming that “the paratext is what enables a 

text to become a book and to be offered as such to its readers and, more generally, to the public. 

More than a boundary or a sealed border, the paratext is, rather, a threshold.”19 

 
16 Julián Ríos, Larva: Midsummer Night’s Babel, trans. Richard Alan Francis, Suzanne Jill Levine, and Julián Ríos 

(London: Dalkey Archive Press, 2004), blurb section. All future page references will be included in parentheses in 

the text; the specific edition will be indicated by its year of publication. 
17 Gérard Genette, Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree, trans. Channa Newman and Claude Doubinsky 

(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press), 3. 
18 Gérard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1997), 1. 
19 Ibid, 1–2. 
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Discussing the effects of paratexts, Genette invokes the words of Philippe Lejeune, 

according to whom it is precisely “a fringe of the printed text which in reality controls one’s 

whole reading of the text.”20 Genette expands on Lejeune’s idea by claiming that 

[i]ndeed, this fringe, always the conveyor of a commentary that is authorial or 

more or less legitimated by the author, constitutes a zone between text and off-

text, a zone not only of transition but also of transaction: a privileged place of a 

pragmatics and a strategy, of an influence on the public, an influence that—

whether well or poorly understood and achieved—is at the service of a better 

reception for the text and a more pertinent reading of it (more pertinent, of 

course, in the eyes of the author and his allies).21 

 

A typical example of a paratext influencing the public and mediating the first contact between 

a novel and the reader would be a book summary.  

The back cover of the 2004 English translation of Larva, published by Dalkey Archive, 

provides one such summary, revealing that 

Larva is a rollicking account of a masquerade party in an abandoned mansion in 

London. Milalias (disguised as Don Juan) searches for Babelle (as Sleeping 

Beauty) through a linguistic funhouse of puns and wordplay recalling Joyce’s 

Finnegans Wake. A mock-scholarly commentary reveals the backgrounds of the 

masked revelers, while Ríos’s allusive language shows that words too wear 

masks, hiding an astonishing range of further meanings and implications. Larva 

revives a Hispanic tradition repressed for centuries by introducing the English 

tradition of puns, palindromes and acrostics (a word puzzle in which certain 

letters in each line form a word or words) and establishes Ríos as the most 

accomplished successor (in any language) to Joyce. (L, 2004, back cover) 

 

This summary presents Larva as a book full of masks, as suggested by the title itself, which 

means “ghost” or “mask” in Latin. The description also clearly establishes a connection 

between Ríos’s novel and Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. It is also telling that the plot of Ríos’s 

almost six-hundred-page novel can be comprehensively summarized in a relatively short 

paragraph. This is due to the fact that, similarly to Finnegans Wake, Larva revolves around its 

linguistic and formal experiments rather than its plot. Samuel Beckett commented on the 

linguistic nature of Joyce’s experimental book as follows: 

 
20 “[S]ur cette frange du texte imprimé, qui, en réalité, commande toute la lecture” (Philippe Lejeune, Le pacte 

autobiographique [Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1975], 45). English translation taken from: Genette, Paratexts, 2. 
21 Genette, Paratexts, 2. 



43 

 

Here form is content, content is form. You complain that this stuff is not written 

in English. It is not written at all. It is not to be read — or rather it is not only to 

be read. It is to be looked at and listened to. His writing is not about something; 

it is that something itself.22 

 

By substituting the word English for Spanish, this description could be just as well applied to 

Larva. In fact, the blurb section features many examples of similar statements connecting Ríos’s 

and Joyce’s experimental novels. 

The blurb section seems to transform with every edition, but the figure of James Joyce 

remains firmly at its core. The first edition in English, published in 1990, includes 

commentaries such as: 

“Is Julián Ríos a new Joyce? … This book-feast embraces, scrawls, and 

telescopes more than thirty languages. It’s impossible to nibble delicately; the 

reader becomes a polyglutton.” —L’Ane (Paris) 

[…] 

“A real fiesta … The Prose of Julián Ríos demonstrates, through its faultless 

rigor and prodigious capacity for linguistic invention, that the routes of Sterne 

and Joyce, Rabelais and Céline, Cabrera Infante and Sarduy are in fact perfectly 

usable.” —Juan Goytisolo 

[…] 

“Joyce lives on in the enormous narrative task of Larva.” —El Universal 

(Caracas) 

[…] 

“Larva expands the tradition of Finnegans Wake.” —Sanomat (Helsinki)  

[…] 

“An instant postmodern classic, without a doubt the most disturbingly original 

Spanish prose of the century.” —Encyclopaedia Britannica Book of the Year: 

1985. (L, 1990, back cover) 

 

The blurb section of the 2004 reedition of the English translation builds on the previous 

edition’s, adding further examples: 

This book is for those who dare to travel to the extremes of literature, where 

meaning is substituted for mystical sounds and concealed truths. The routes of 

Sterne, Rabelais, and Joyce are still open.  

—Ilan Stavans, Boston Review 

[…] 

Inspired by Finnegans Wake and Tristam Shandy (but with frequent references 

also to ‘Mench of La Mancha’ Don Quijote), Larva is an extraordinary homage 

to its predecessors, and, in this English version, a heroic feat of translation.  

—Times Literary Supplement (L, 2004, blurb section) 

 
22 Samuel Beckett, “Dante... Bruno. Vico.. Joyce,” in Our Exagmination Round His Factification for Incamination 

of Work in Progress: James Joyce / Finnegans Wake: A Symposium (New York: New Directions, 1972), 14. 
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The latest Spanish reedition reiterates many of the previous commentaries but manages to 

provide a few new ones: 

“James Joyce’s heir.” The Guardian (London) 

[…] 

“One of the most splendid and intelligently innovative books since Leopold 

Bloom strolled through the streets of Dublin.” San Francisco Chronicle 

[…] 

“Year after year, Julián Ríos builds a monumental novel, Larva, comparable in 

its ambition only to the work of James Joyce.” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung23 

 

The paratexts featured in the different editions of Larva overwhelm the reader with references 

to Joyce’s prose, clearly influencing their reading of the novel and emphasizing the connection 

between Ríos’s novel and Finnegans Wake.  

In a personal conversation with Víctor Gomollón, the editor of Jekyll & Jill publishing 

house, conducted for the purposes of this thesis, he explained that these quotes were personally 

ordered by Ríos himself. They have been taken from numerous sources printed in the eighties 

as an immediate reaction to the novel.24 Unfortunately, these sources are out of print and not 

yet digitized, which complicates their accessibility. The lack of accessibility of the original 

sources of these quotes leaves open the possibility that Ríos manipulated or even invented some 

of these quotes, using the paratexts as a part of the novel’s experimental play with the reader. 

Despite this uncertainty, the blurbs reveal several interesting facts. First, at the time of the 

book’s publication in the 1980s, the myth of James Joyce was still strongly present in Spain, 

and the Spanish writers claiming Joyce’s legacy were granted an elevated status. Second, Ríos 

himself very consciously subscribes to the Joycean legacy, as is demonstrated by his active 

participation in creating the paratextual apparatus of Larva, thus establishing a clear connection 

between his novel, Joyce, and Finnegans Wake. Third, the fact that some major Anglophone 

 
23 “«El heredero de James Joyce.» The Guardian (Londres) […] «Uno de los libros más espléndidos e 

inteligentemente innovadores desde que Leopold Bloom se paseó por las calles de Dublín.» San Francisco 

Chronicle […] «Año tras año, Julián Ríos construye una novela monumental, Larva, solamente comparable en su 

ambición a la obra de James Joyce» Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung” (Larva, 2021, back cover). 
24 Víctor Gomollón, email conversation, April 14, 2025. 
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cultural and critical sources such as The Guardian, Times Literary Supplement or 

Encyclopaedia Britannica acknowledge Ríos’s status as Joyce’s heir and successor suggests a 

reciprocal interaction between Anglophone and Spanish literatures and cultures – Larva absorbs 

the influences of Anglophone literature and culture, while these cultural institutions mediate 

Larva, and by extension Spanish fiction, to the wider public of Anglophone readership. 

Genette concedes that the examples of paratexts are listed in his book “in a preliminary, 

condensed, and doubtless incomplete way.”25 Nicolas A. Basbanes observes that some of the 

most important paratextual elements proposed by Genette include “titles, dedications, 

forewords, prefaces, epigraphs, epilogues, endnotes, afterwords, illustrations, dust jackets, 

indexes, appendices, paper, type design, and bindings.”26 Ríos’s novel takes advantage of the 

possibilities of paratext as it provides an extensive paratextual apparatus beyond the customary 

examples. He employs blurbs and summaries, but also introduces some unusual inclusions such 

as a “Supernumerary Note” on the back side of the front cover, “Babelle’s Photo Album” 

providing black and white “[s]naphots in alphabetical order of some London sites mentioned in 

this novel” (L, 2004, n. pag.), a foldable map of London, or “Index of Names” that provides an 

extensive list of references with corresponding page numbers, reminiscent of the indexes 

usually found in scholarly texts.  

 The “Supernumerary Note” on the inner side of the book’s cover is the first thing the 

reader sees when they open the book, and it provides an essential metacommentary and an 

introduction to the novel.27 The note begins: 

To My Undercover Reader: 

If Midsummer Night’s Babel will be just one more book that you judge by its 

cover, let me quickly present, since there’s no time or space to waste, a 

quintessential list of what such a nocturnal Babel embraces. Six hundred pages 

textually abused with lusty rations of illustrations. The larva — mask and 

ghost— of Don Juan at his own party in the imbroglio of a midsummer soulstice, 

 
25 Genette, Paratexts, 3. 
26 Nicholas A. Basbanes, A Splendor of Letters (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2003), 229. 
27 Although this metafictional note provides the reader with important information and instructions, some editions, 

e.g. Dalkey Archive (2004) reedition, do not include it. 
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as well as the happenstances and experditions through London of two 

harebrained characters who think they’re characters and try to fill the shoes of 

their doubles, Babelle and Milalias, whom they created to prolong life in fiction 

— and vice versa. These two lovers in trance are troubled by a quixotic dream 

to fuse the lines of life and writing, venturing at risk through the rocky risque 

terristory of a bosky garden and the crookedest nooks and crannies of a 

rockabygone house on the banks of the Thames, through the thousand and one 

nights of one night. (L, 1990, cover flap) 

 

This note has several important implications. It acknowledges the importance of paratexts, 

suggesting that they not only complement the literary text but often form the only part of the 

book that the casual reader actually reads. This means that paratexts alone often determine the 

book’s reception. This notion concerns all texts, but it is even more relevant for complicated, 

long or otherwise less accessible texts such as Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans Wake or Ríos’s 

Larva. The note also provides a summary of the novel’s plot, as well as a sample of its playful 

and complicated style focused on linguistic experiments.  

The Index of names hints at the unreliability of Ríos’s paratexts by warning the reader 

that it consists 

[o]f masks for your dance of disguises, you mean / It’s all the same, sister; catch 

up with them wherever they are. And don’t forget that we don’t have here all the 

ones who have been. They’ve been ensorcelled in a carnival of onomastication, 

in nonce words for the nuns! (L, 2004, n. pag.) 

 

This index includes the entry, “Joyce, James.” Curiously, the Spanish original of Larva, which 

is supposed to be full of Joycean influences, intertextual elements, and other allusions to his 

work, indicates one sole reference to the Irish writer: “Moly hier . . . Swift joys in the ivy-

bloom!” (L, 2021, 204). Surprisingly, the English translation includes two references under the 

Joyce index entry. It repeats the one in the original and adds a reference to “joysters on the half 

shelley; becketts of clams, and wilde rice” (L, 2004, 131). Looking into the original, one finds 

“escalopes de vega (para vejeterianos!) y calderones con mucha salsa” (L, 2021, 131), translated 

literally as “vega escalopes (for vejeterians!) and calderones with lots of sauce.” The Spanish 

writers Lope de Vega and Pedro Calderón de la Barca metamorphose in the English translation 
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into James Joyce and Samuel Beckett. At the same time, the index completely omits numerous 

other references to Joyce and his work. Among the most obvious examples of such willful 

omission is the reference to “London’s astute resourceful ventriloquist-actor, the zaniest and 

most soliloquacious ventriloquist ever, with his devious one-eyed sailor: Dr. Freud and Mr. 

Joyce!” (L, 2004, 281),28 with the identity of the latter of these characters confirmed in one of 

the footnotes: “Mr. Joyce?: Mr. Joyce. The Irishman? The itinerant Irishman? The very same. 

Mr. Joyce” (L, 2004, 280).29 A few pages later, Joyce emerges again: 

Apres chaque voyage sentimental Mr. Joyce ne se prousterne que devant les 

jeunes proustituees en fleur. In bloom. Oh yes. Not a refusal nor a maybe but a 

lovely mollitude ending his every endless odyssey. A love in every portmanteau. 

(L, 2004, 282)30 

 

Despite their clarity, these allusions do not appear in the index, putting the relevance and 

reliability of the index into question. This fragment clearly alludes to Joyce, Ulysses, Bloom, 

and Molly,31 while also referring to Laurence Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey or Marcel Proust. 

At the same time, it illustrates the playfulness of the narrative and its frequent allusions to other 

sources and their subsequent mutations and transformations. It also brings attention to the 

tendency of the text to incorporate not only foreign traditions and references, but also foreign 

languages. 

 

2.2 Babel and the Confusion of Languages 

As the title indicates, Larva is a story about Midsummer Night’s Babel. The celebration of Saint 

John’s Night or Midsummer Night takes the form of a carnivalesque party in an abandoned 

villa in London. This in itself is an interesting choice, primarily because Ríos chooses an 

 
28 “[E]l ladino agudo redomado ventrílocuo audaz, el más solilocuaz y loco de los ventrílocuos, con su tortuoso 

marinero tuerto: Dr. Freud and Mr. Joyce!?” (Larva, 2021, 281). 
29 “Mr. Joyce?: Mr. Joyce. El irlandés? El irlandés errante? El mismo. Mr. Joyce” (Ibid, 280). 
30 “En un estado de proustatismo, para decir su mea culpa el apróstata. Después de cada viaje sentimental quizá 

Mr. Joyce sólo se prousterne ante las proustitutas en flor. In bloom. Oh yes. Noramala inició su beodisea sin fin. 

A love in every portmanteau” (Ibid, 282). 
31 The Spanish original makes reference to Nora Barnacle (“Noramala”), not Molly Bloom. 
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Anglophone city as a setting for his novel exploring the Spanish language. Secondly, it creates 

an interesting tension between Larva and its relationship with Joyce’s fiction, which is strongly 

connected to the city of Dublin. The choice of London establishes a connection between 

Spanish and Anglophone space, but at the same time, it questions the importance of national 

frameworks, erasing the boundaries between nations and their languages. Ríos comments: 

“London was, for me, the summary of the universe. The London of Larva is a London of 

métèques, of foreigners; it is not the London of the Empire.”32 He further explains that setting 

the novel in London enables and justifies his exploration of different languages, their 

combinations and mutations, resulting in a polyphonic mosaic of linguistic experiment: “There 

is a kind of polyphony of languages, which are the languages of the foreigners in London.”33 

As Julio Ortega has observed, Ríos’s London “turned into a verbal city, Babel of Babelle, a 

center of decentering eros.”34 This idea is supported by the fact that the villa, in which the party 

takes place, is referred to as “BABEL TOWER […] The villa of Babel, beyond hell’s filth 

circle” (L, 2004, 453)35 while London is also referred to as “Babylondon” (L, 2004, 391).36 

The allusions to Babel in Larva are direct and plentiful. In fact, the idea of Babel and 

the confusion of languages governs the language and style of the novel. Ana Gargatagli explains 

that  

[Larva] is a literary space inhabited by voices. Screeches speaking to themselves 

in different languages. Before Babel—and this illusion still persists—human 

beings possessed a transparent language that allowed them to understand and 

convey reality. The construction of the Tower of Babel, the attempt to reach 

God, the Word—perhaps to communicate this secret to Him—was harshly 

punished. The Ur-Sprache (that universal language, so beautiful and so close to 

both God and the world) exploded along with the tower’s foundations and was 

transformed into thousands of useless fragments. But Babel is not only 

 
32 “Londres era para mí el resumen del universo. El Londres de Larva es un Londres de metecos, de extranjeros, 

no es el Londres del imperio” (Julián Ríos, “Entrevista mexicana,” interview by Alejando Toledano, Tropelías. 

Revista de Teoría de la Literatura y Literatura Comparada, número extraordinario 8 [2021]: 262). 
33 “Hay como una polifonía de lenguas, que son las lenguas de los extranjeros en Londres” (Ibid, 262). 
34 “[V]uelto ciudad verbal, Babel de Babelle, centro de eros descentrador” (Julio Ortega, “Tranformaciones de 

Larva,” in Palabras para Larva, ed. Andrés Sánchez Robayna and Gonzalo Díaz-Migoyo [Barcelona: Edicions 

del Mall, 1985], 129. 
35 “BABEL TOWER […] La villa de Babel, en el quinto infierno” (Larva, 2021, 453). 
36 “Babylonia” (Ibid, 391). 
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dispersion and lack of communication, but, following a popular etymology from 

the Hebrew (balal), it is also confusion.37 

 

Saúl Yurkievich similarly argues that 

[t]he driving agent of this “obracodabra” is promiscuity, the copulative 

cohabitation of words drawn from all regions and all levels of Spanish, in 

crossbreeding and hybridization with other languages that implant into it and 

infect it in a Babelic (con)fusion.38 

 

As both Gargatagli and Yurkievich suggest, the linguistic confusion in Larva is produced by 

the superimposition of different languages. Similar superimposition of languages can be 

observed in Finnegans Wake, where Joyce, in his own words, “declared war”39 on language.  

As is revealed even from the opening section of Joyce’s book, this war on language 

materializes most noticeably through the violation of the rules of spelling and syntax: “riverrun, 

past Eve and Adam’s, from swerve of shore to bend of bay, brings us by a commodius vicus of 

recirculation back to Howth Castle and Environs” (FW, 3.1–3). Finn Fordham comments on 

the processes of Finnegans Wake, arguing that 

words would be glued and fused together to make new hybrid forms. Prose 

would break out into the rhythms of song. It would be musical and 

onomatopoeic, able to evoke the sound of thunder or of someone falling 

downstairs. (FW, vii) 

 

Fordham refers to the famous ten thunder words resounding throughout the novel, the first of 

them coming right after the first mention of the fall: “bababadalgharaghtakamminarronnkonn-

bronntonnerronntuonnthunntrovarrhounawnskawntoohoohoordenenthurnuk! (FW, 3.15–17). 

 
37 “[Larva] es un espacio literario habitado por voces. Chillidos que se hablan a sí mismos en diferentes lenguas. 

Antes de Babel —y todavía persiste esta ilusión— el ser humano era poseedor de una lengua transparente que le 

permitía entender y transmitir la realidad. La construcción de la torre de Babel, llegar hasta Dios, el Verbo, quizá 

para comunicarle este secreto, fue duramente castigado. La Ur-Sprache (esa lengua universal tan bella y tan cercana 

a Dios y al mundo) estalló junto con los cimientos de la torre y se convirtió en miles de fragmentos inútiles. Pero 

Babel no es solamente la dispersión y la incomunicación, sino, y siguiendo una etimología popular tomada del 

hebreo (balal), es la confusión” (Ana Gargatagli, “Larva es avlar,” in Palabras para Larva, ed. Andrés Sánchez 

Robayna and Gonzalo Díaz-Migoyo [Barcelona: Edicions del Mall, 1985], 192). 
38 “El agente promotor de esta «obracodabra» es la promiscuidad, la cohabitación copulativa de vocablo 

proveniente de todas las áreas y todos los niveles del castellano, en cruce y cruza con las otras lenguas que lo 

injertan e inficionan en una (con)fusión babélica” (Saúl Yurkievich, “Esa glotonería poliglota de Larva,” in 

Palabras para Larva, ed. Andrés Sánchez Robayna and Gonzalo Díaz-Migoyo [Barcelona: Edicions del Mall, 

1985], 98). 
39 James Joyce, “To Harriet Shaw Weaver, 11 November 1925,” in Letters of James Joyce, ed. Stuart Gilbert (New 

York: The Viking Press, 1966), 237. 
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The role of these thunder words has been thoroughly discussed by Joyce scholars. Harry Levin 

summarizes that “[w]hat the thunder says in each case varies, but it is invariably a word of one 

hundred letters, onomatopoetic in effect, enunciating its own name in numerous foreign 

languages.”40 There is a slight inaccuracy in Levin’s observation here – the last of these thunder 

words “[u]llhodturdenweirmudgaardgringnirurdrmolnirfenrirlukkilokkibaugimandodrrerinsur-

tkrinmgernrackinarockar” (FW, 424.20–22) has a hundred and one letters. According to Eric 

McLuhan, this variation is significant, since “the tenth thunder contains an extra letter: the total 

of letters in all ten is 1,001 [which is] a deliberate invoking of The Arabian Nights, The Book 

of a Thousand Nights and a Night.”41 He further claims that “these enigmatic thunders turn out 

to be carefully crafted words, macroscopic puns that include terms from all of the languages 

used in the Wake.”42 Interestingly, allusions to The Book of a Thousand Nights and a Night are 

also plentiful in Larva, where one of the heroes of the story-cycle, Sinbad the Sailor, constantly 

transforms or wears different masks, appearing as “Sinbad the Mooriner,” “Sinbad the Staler,” 

“Inbad the Ailer,” “Hinbad the Hailer” (L, 2004, 49; 61; 71; 190),43 etc. This metamorphosis is 

strongly reminiscent of the end of the Ithaca chapter in Ulysses, where Bloom alters the name 

Sinbad the Sailor instead of counting sheep while falling asleep, muttering: 

Sinbad the Sailor and Tinbad the Tailor and Jinbad the Jailer and Whinbad the 

Whaler and Ninbad the Nailer and Finbad the Failer and Binbad the Bailer and 

Pinbad the Pailer and Minbad the Mailer and Hinbad the Hailer and Rinbad the 

Railer and Dinbad the Kailer and Vinbad the Quailer and Linbad the Yailer and 

Xinbad the Phthailer. (U, 17.2322–2326) 

 

 Essentially, these thunder words present an interesting example of linguistic experiment, 

exploring the relationships between language(s), sound, meaning, and the evocative potential 

of words. 

 
40 Harry Levin, James Joyce: A Critical Introduction (Norfolk: New Directions, 1960), 147. 
41 Eric McLuhan, The Role of Thunder in Finnegans Wake (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), x. 
42 Ibid, x. 
43 “Simbad el Morino,” “Simbad el Maligno,” “marino volador,” “Hinbad the Hailer” (Larva, 2021, 49; 61; 71; 

190). 
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A similar thunder word can be found in Ríos’s Larva. When one of the characters hears 

“[a] shout, clamoring to heaven, and bolts fall, raining upon the garden in darkness” (L, 2004, 

412),44 the Wakean thunder word resounds: “Krioskrigcritschreihuutocrijeritanskrikkrikkrzyk-

screamkialtaskravyischreeuw!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!” (L, 2004, 413).45 Upon 

closer inspection, individual words such as “scream” begin to appear, with other clusters of the 

thunderclap reminding of different languages. 

The language of both Finnegans Wake and Larva is extremely rich. This abundance 

does not only come from the thorough exploration of their respective languages, but also from 

the superimposition of languages, their combinations, and mutations. Goytisolo argues that 

Larva is “a linguistic Babel crammed with allusions and puns.”46 The Babylonian confusion of 

languages is thematized in both texts. In Larva, the utterance of unintelligible words produces 

this reflection: 

Sack time! Let him have it in the —: 

Don’t say it, the last intelligible word heard in the Tower of Babel, just before 

the confusion of languages began. The chaos. The sack of Babel! The loot, to 

play with and seal its fate. (L, 2004, 428)47 

 

While in Finnegans Wake,  

 

[t]he babbelers with their thangas vain have been (confusium hold them!) they 

were and went; thigging thugs were and houhnhymn songtorns were and comely 

norgels were and pollyfool fiansees. (FW, 15.12–15) 

 

This confusion of languages is also reflected by the very nature of the two novels, incorporating 

and combining different languages. Among other such techniques, Finnegans Wake presents 

this polylingual conversation: 

Huru more Nee, minny frickans? Hwoorledes har Dee det? Losdoor onleft 

mladies, cue. Millecientotrigintadue scudi. Tippoty, kyrie, tippoty. Cha kai rotty 

kai rnakkar, sahib? Despenseme Usted, senhor, en son succo, sabez. O thaw bron 

 
44 “Un grito, que clama al cielo, y caen rayos segando el jardín en tinieblas” (Larva, 2021, 212). 
45“Krioskrigcritschreihuutocrijeritanskrikkrikkrzykscreamkiáltáskravyíschreeuw!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

!!!!!!” (Ibid, 413). 
46 “[U]n babel lingüístico atestado de alusiones y retruécanos” (Goytisolo, “Larva,” 173). 
47 “Sack time! Que le den por el —: No la digas!, la última palabra inteligible que se oyó en la Torre de Babel, 

justo antes de que empezara la confusión de lenguas. El caos” (Larva, 2021, 428). 
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orm, A’Cothraige, thinkinthou gaily? Lick-Pa-flai-hai-pa-Pa-li-si-lang-lang. Epi 

alo, ecou, Batiste, tuvavnr clans Lptit boing going. Ismeme de bumbac e meias 

de portocallie. O.O. Os pipos mios es demasiada gruarso por O piccolo 

pocchino. Wee fee? Ung duro. Kocshis, szabad? Mercy, and you? Gomagh, 

thak. (FW, 64.10–19) 

 

Examples of such polyvocality can be found on almost every page of both Larva and Finnegans 

Wake. The opening sentence of the main text, “PLUCK THE CLOVER” (L, 2004, 13),48 has a 

footnote, which is essentially a metafictional commentary on the novel itself: “The trifolium of 

our Roman a Klee?: Three-partying through our folie a deux” (L, 2004, 12).49 As Dante Medina 

suggests, the superimposition of languages in the first footnote causes the first problem of the 

novel: 

[W]hat is a “Roman à Klee”? Written in French, “roman à clé” is a “novel of 

enigmas” or a “novel with a key.” Written as “Roman à Klee,” it reminds us of 

the visual artist Paul Klee (1879–1940), of Swiss-German origin. But what is 

“Klee” in German? “Klee” in German means “clover.” […] “The trifolium of 

our Roman à Klee?:” — of the novel with a key, of the clover novel: “trifolium,” 

three leaves, clover. The author is layering three languages into a single phrase, 

playing with phonetics: German (Klee), using an expression from French (roman 

à clé), and drawing on Spanish translations of both the German and the French 

to make them mean both “key” and “clover” simultaneously and alternately, in 

a semiotic pyrotechnics that will unfold (and entangle itself) into “folía” — a 

Spanish word derived from the French folie, meaning “madness.”50 

 

In Larva, instances of such polyvocality are often presented in a relatively less distorted and 

more intelligible manner compared to Joyce’s novel: 

Vad sager hon? Qu’est-ce qu’elle dit? asked at once two blondulating undines ( 

: with wet hair, and wrapped in big bath towels) pressing against a Merlin the 

 
48 “A COGER EL TRÉBOL” (Larva, 2021, 13). 
49 “El trifolio de nuestro Roman a Klee?: Tresfoliando em nuestra folía à deux” (Ibid, 12). 
50 “¿[Q]ué es un ‘Roman à Klee’? Escrito a la francesa, ‘roman à clé’, es una ‘novela de enigmas’ o una “novela 

con clave”. Escrito ‘Roman à Klee’ nos recuerda al artista plástico Paul Klee (1879–1940), de origen suizo-alemán: 

¿qué es ‘Klee’ en alemán? ‘Klee’ en alemán es ‘trébol’. […] ‘El trifolio de nuestro Roman à Klee?:’, de la novela 

en clave, de la novela de trébol: ‘trifolio’, tres hojas, trébol. El autor está superponiendo tres lenguas en una misma 

frase, sirviéndose de la fonética: el alemán (Klee), utilizando una expresión del francés (roman à clé), y 

aprovechando las traducciones alemanas y francesas al español, para que signifiquen ‘clave’ y ‘trébol’ simultanea 

y alternativamente, en una pirotecnia semiótica, que se desarrollará (y se enrollará) hasta la folía (palabra española 

procedente del francés, ‘folie’: ‘locura’)” (Dante Medina, “Larva, la lengua en la pirotecnia políglota de una noche 

de Babel de Don Juan,” Tropelías. Revista de Teoría de la Literatura y Literatura Comparada, número 

extraordinario 8 [2021]: 93–94). 
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Magician with long cotton beard and starry cloak. Att plocka klöver. A la 

cueillette du trèfle. (L, 2004, 15)51 

 

Larva, like Finnegans Wake, essentially strives to encapsulate “chaosmos of Alle” (FW, 

118.21), including the different languages, their combinations, and subsequent mutations. 

Interestingly, among the various language systems presented in Larva is a paragraph in 

Morse code: 

Dash dot. Dash dash dash. Dash. Dot dot dot dot. Dot dot. Dash dot. Dash dash 

dot. Dot dot. Dot dot dot. Dash. Dot dash dot. Dot dot dash. Dot. Dash dash dash 

dot dot dot. Dot dash. Dot dash dot dot. Dot dash dot dot. Dot dot. Dot dot dot. 

Dot dash dash dot. Dot. Dot dash dot. Dash dash. Dot dot. Dot dot dot. Dot dot 

dot. Dot dot. Dash dot dot dot. Dot dash dot dot. Dot. (L, 2004, 27; 29)52 

 

When decoded, this paragraph reads: “Nothing is true: all is permissible.”53 The inclusion of 

Morse code, as well as the message it encodes, brings attention to the fact that writing and 

literature are a kind of code that has to be actively decoded by the reader in the process of 

reading and interpretation. The reading of Larva is complicated by the polylingual nature of the 

text. This polylingualism suggests that languages are not isolated systems, nor are the cultures 

that speak those languages. This implied interaction between languages and cultures also brings 

attention to the complicated task of translating the book. 

 

2.3 Translating Larva: Writing and Reading as Varied Repetition  

In one of the book’s blurbs, Carlos Fuentes argues that 

Larva is a great novel of language.… This adventure in the Spanish language 

easily translates into English because the creative urge is the same in both, and 

because Ríos is the most cosmopolitan of contemporary writers.54 

 

 
51 “Vad säger hon? Qu’est-ce qu’elle dit?, preguntaron a una dos blondulantes ondinas (: con los pelos mojados, y 

envueltas en toallones de baño) apretándose contra un Mago Merlín de largas barbas de algodón y capirote 

estrellado. Att plocka klöver. A la cueillette du trèfle” (Larva, 2021, 15). 
52 “Raya punto. Punto raya. Raya punto punto. Punto raya. Punto. Punto punto punto. Raya punto raya punto. 

Punto punto. Punto. Punto raya punto. Raya. Raya raya raya. Raya raya raya punto punto punto. Raya. Raya raya 

raya. Raya punto punto. Raya raya raya. Punto. Punto punto punto. Raya. Punto raya. Punto raya raya punto. Punto. 

Punto raya punto. Raya raya. Punto punto. Raya. Punto punto. Raya punto punto. Raya raya raya” (Ibid, 27; 29). 
53 The paragraph in morse code in the Spanish original reads: “Nada es cierto: todo está permitido.” 
54 Carlos Fuentes, in Larva, 2004, blurb section. 
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Although the novel’s “creative urge” might be the same and there is no doubt that Ríos and his 

prose are “cosmopolitan,” the question of translation is not as simple as Fuentes suggests. This 

becomes apparent even from Larva’s paratexts, which bring attention to the problem of 

language and translation. The “Supernumerary Note” provides an interesting commentary 

regarding the language of the novel, claiming it to be 

[a] compundium or thesaurus wrex of slanguages all promiscuously echoruses a 

Brutish-Amerecant langouge, an anguished Inkglish that becomes ever more 

Endleshly Americanned. A rock concert winds up disconcertingly raucous. A 

crazy fiesta of drugs, poomography and terrorhythm in a kaleidoscope of 

copious larvatory visions metamorphosed into an Imago Mundi. (L, 1990, cover 

flap)55 

 

Indeed, as explored in the previous section, Larva is very much interested in languages, their 

combination, and subsequent metamorphosis. However, the Spanish original is clearly not 

concerned with “Brutish-Amerecant langouge, an anguished Inkglish that becomes ever more 

Endleshly Americanned” but rather “el castollano para dejarlo cada vez más ancho y 

aquijotado” (L, 2021, cover flap), translated literally as “Castillano, to leave it ever broader and 

more Quixotic.” It becomes apparent that the nature of the novel and its foremost focus on the 

experiment with language present a unique problem for its translation.  

In his essay “Translation and the Trials of the Foreign” (1985), Antoine Berman argues 

that 

[l]iterary prose collects, reassembles, and intermingles the polylingual space of 

a community. It mobilizes and activates the totality of “languages” that coexist 

in any language. This can be seen in Balzac, Proust, Joyce, Faulkner, Augusto 

Antonio Roa Bastos, Joao Guimarães Rosa, Carlo Emilio Gadda, etc. Hence, 

from a formal point of view, the language-based cosmos that is prose, especially 

the novel, is characterized by a certain shapelessness, which results from the 

enormous brew of languages and linguistic systems that operate in the work. 

This is also characteristic of canonical works, la grande prose.56 

 

 
55 “Una juerga de jergas y lenguajes que se confunden promiscuamente con el castollano para dejarlo cada vez más 

ancho y aquijotado. Un concierto rock que acaba en desconcierto rocambolesco. Drogas, pronografías y terroritmos 

de un party insano. Un calidoscopio de copiosas visiones larvariopintas que se metamorfosean en Imago Mundi” 

(Larva, 2021, cover flap). 
56 Antoine Berman, “Translation and the Trials of the Foreign,” trans. Lawrence Venuti, in The Translation Studies 

Reader, ed. Lawrence Venuti (London and New York: Routledge, 2021), 249–250. 
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In the case of Larva, similarly to Finnegans Wake, the polylingual space of the community is 

even more complex because it incorporates many languages, their combinations, mutations, and 

transformations. This is what Berman calls “the superimposition of languages,” acknowledging 

that “[t]he Babelian proliferation of languages in novels pose specific difficulties for 

translation,”57 such as the effacement of the superimposition of languages. According to 

Berman, this effacement cannot be completely prevented, as any translation of such a 

polylingual novel, or indeed any translation at all, involves some type and degree of 

deformation.58 

In his essay “What is a ‘Relevant’ Translation?” (1998), Jacques Derrida questions the 

possibility of translation, asking: 

How dare one speak of translation before you who, in your vigilant awareness 

of the immense stakes―and not only of the fate of literature―make this sublime 

and impossible task your desire, your anxiety, your travail, your knowledge, and 

your knowing skill?59 

 

In his exploration of the nature of a relevant translation, Derrida proposes two seemingly 

unintelligible and contradictory axioms: “nothing is translatable; nothing is untranslatable.”60 

He introduces an “economy that relates the translatable to the untranslatable”61 consisting of 

property and quantity. For Derrida, the law of property in translation concerns  

oikonomia, the law—nomos—of the oikos, of what is proper, appropriate to 

itself, at home—and translation is always an attempt at appropriation that aims 

to transport home, in its language, in the most appropriate way possible, in the 

most relevant way possible, the most proper meaning of the original text, even 

if this is the proper meaning of a figure, metaphor, metonymy, catachresis or 

undecidable impropriety.62 

 

 
57 Ibid, 250. 
58 Ibid, 250–251. 
59 Jacques Derrida, “What is a ‘Relevant’ Translation?,” trans. Lawrence Venuti, in The Translation Studies Reader, 

ed. Lawrence Venuti (London and New York: Routledge, 2021), 373. 
60 Ibid, 377. 
61 Ibid, 377. 
62 Ibid, 377. 
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Whereas “when one speaks of economy, one always speaks of calculable quantity,”63 

suggesting that the law of quantity stands for the relative correspondence between the number 

of words in translation and the original. Derrida resolves the question by claiming that “[a] 

relevant translation is a translation whose economy, in these two senses, is the best possible, 

the most appropriating and the most appropriate possible.”64 Essentially, Derrida argues that 

absolute equivalency of translation is not possible, because 

any given translation, whether the best or the worst, actually stands between the 

two, between absolute relevance, the most appropriate, adequate, univocal 

transparency, and the most aberrant and opaque irrelevance.65 

 

Interestingly, the translation of Larva conducted by Richard Alan Francis, Suzanne Jill Levine, 

and Ríos himself does not respect Derrida’s suggested economy, specifically its law of quantity, 

since the underlying tendency of the English translation is proliferation and expansion. One 

might perhaps disregard the translation as not “relevant,” to use Derrida’s terminology, but this 

judgement would be premature and essentially complicated by the fact that Ríos himself 

participated in the translation. Ríos commented on the translation process of Larva: 

I have an optimistic view of literature and I consider translation as a second 

opportunity for the text. […] The aim of an exigent translation is to improve the 

original. No text is perfect. Borges, the smart ironist, said in praise of the English 

translation of Vathek, written in French by William Beckford: “the original was 

unfaithful to the translation”.66 

 

In the case of Larva, the attempt to improve goes hand in hand with transformation and textual 

proliferation. Javier Enríquez Serralde has commented that 

[t]he remarkable English translation of the Spanish Larva to Larva: Midsummer 

Night’s Babel rather than a translation is a tour de force re-creation that faithfully 

transmitted both the literal sense and the musical linguistics of the difficult, 

humorous and sexually charged novel. The translators Richard Francis, Suzanne 

Levine and the author himself deserve an independent credit for the 

unsurmountable, creative endeavor.67 

 
63 Ibid, 377. 
64 Ibid, 377. 
65 Ibid, 377. 
66 Ríos, “Interview with Julián Ríos.” 
67 Javier Enríquez Serralde, “Neology in the Works of Julián Ríos,” Tropelías. Revista de Teoría de la Literatura 

y Literatura Comparada, número extraordinario 8 (2021): 201. 



57 

 

 

Ríos acknowledges the difference between the Spanish original and its English translation: 

In the case of Larva my collaboration with the translators was a unique and 

exceptional experience. Only the author could give the translator the permission 

and the help to become an unfaithful traditore to achieve paradoxically the 

ultimate and highest fidelity.68 

 

Interestingly, Ríos suggests that deformation is not only inherent in the process of translation 

but can also have positive effects on the translated text, improving on the original. 

Levine, one of the translators of Larva, has also commented on the process of translating 

the novel into English. She discussed the relationship between the Spanish original and the 

English translation, bringing attention to Babel as its central linguistic metaphor: 

The original already defines itself as a translation, as a metonymic and Babelian 

approach to a universal Ursprache, to the point where the possible translation 

into English might seem like a return to the apocryphally original language of 

the text.69 

 

She also emphasizes the interaction between Spanish and Anglophone literatures and cultures, 

claiming that Ríos 

conceives his original as a translation in another sense as well, that of the 

cannibalization of literature produced by another culture, the English, which 

engages in wordplay with greater variety than the relatively more repressed 

Hispanic tradition.70 

 

In today’s light, the term “English,” presumably employed here as “written in the English 

language,” is misplaced and should be substituted by the term “Anglophone” to reflect the 

broader linguistic and cultural context. The interactions between the Spanish and Anglophone 

cultures clearly play an important role in the process of translation. 

 
68 Ríos, “Interview with Julián Ríos.” 
69 “El original ya se define como traducción, como acercamiento metonímico y babélico a un ursprache universal 

hasta el punto en que la posible traducción al inglés pueda parecer una vuelta a la lengua apócrifamente originaria 

del texto” (Suzanne Jill Levine, “Pasando Ríos al inglés,” in Palabras para Larva, ed. Andrés Sánchez Robayna 

and Gonzalo Díaz-Migoyo [Barcelona: Edicions del Mall, 1985], 150). 
70 “[C]oncibe su original como una traducción en otro sentido también, el de canibalización de la literatura 

producida por otra cultura, la inglesa, que practica el juego de palabras con mayor variedad que la relativamente 

más reprimida hispánica” (Ibid, 150–151). 
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In Contra Instrumentalism: A Translation Polemic (2019), Lawrence Venuti proposes 

a hermeneutic model of translation which “conceives of translation as an interpretive act that 

inevitably varies source-text form, meaning, and effect according to intelligibilities and 

interests in the receiving culture.”71 According to Alla Perminova and Michael M. Naydan, 

“[t]he core principles of [Venuti’s] hermeneutic model include variation, radical 

transformation, proliferation of meaning, multiplicity of interpretation, and evolution.”72 Such 

an approach is far more in agreement with Ríos’s own view on literary translation, reflecting 

the transformation and textual proliferation of the English translation of Larva. 

A good example of such textual proliferation caused by the translation can be observed 

in one of the descriptions of Milalias’s eternal book. The Spanish original reads: 

Obrita en orbita...:  

Dando vueltas en círculos viciosos. Sí, todos los del infierno, son viciosos. Vade 

recto, circulator! (L, 2021, 300) 

 

The literal translation of this description would be: 

Little work in orbit...: 

Spinning in vicious circles. Yes, all those from hell are vicious. Vade recto, 

circulator! 

 

The English translation noticeably expands on the original, adding many additional pieces of 

information and stylistic peculiarities: 

Your no-exit textravaganza, an ever-pending compendium of cunctation: 

Discotext of many pappy returns. Chronic chronicle. An unpublished circular 

with a wheelth of possibilities, ’round and ’round and rowdy she goes, where 

she stops . . . Foreign whirrds spinning around in vicious circles, ORBILIBRO! 

since all the ones in hell are vicious. ROTATOR? Vade recto, recirculator! (L, 

2004, 300) 

 

The translation not only develops the original, but it also adds further allusions and references. 

For instance, it describes the book as “[d]iscotext of many pappy returns,” which is surrounded 

 
71 Lawrence Venuti, Contra Instrumentalism: A Translation Polemic (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

2019), 1. 
72 Alla Perminova and Michael M. Naydan, “Review of Contra Instrumentalism: A Translation Polemic, by 

Lawrence Venuti,” Comparative Literature Studies 57, no. 4 (2020): 759, 

https://doi.org/10.5325/complitstudies.57.4.0758. 
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by words describing circular movement. It serves as a vague allusion to the concept of 

circularity and repetition, reminiscent of this fragment in Finnegans Wake: “Teems of times 

and happy returns. The seim anew” (FW, 215.22–23). This inconspicuous fragment has been 

the subject of numerous critical works on Finnegans Wake. According to Levin, it is a “concise 

formulation of Vico’s doctrine.”73 The vagueness of the reference hinders the possibility of 

establishing any conclusive parallel, but it is interesting to note that Levine, who co-translated 

the book, emphasizes the connection between Ríos’s linguistic experiments in Larva and the 

Joycean tradition. Ríos, according to her,  

exposes the hidden Hispanic tradition and positions himself within a Joycean 

lineage by drawing on the normally repressed resonances of language, pushing 

it to its fullest evocative and connotative capacity.74 

 

The fact that both Levine and Ríos highlight the connection between Larva and Joyce’s fiction, 

as evidenced by Levine’s quote or Ríos’s paratexts, might have contributed to further 

“Finneganization” of the English translation of Larva, reinforcing the connection between 

Larva and Finnegans Wake by adding subtle allusions such as the one referencing Giambattista 

Vico’s philosophy. Vico’s work is of utmost importance to Finnegans Wake, as Fordham 

explains, 

[h]aving written the complex history of a single day, structured around the 

events of Homer’s Odyssey, Joyce was moving towards this other extreme—a 

history of the world, as seen through the night and structured around an idea of 

history as a cyclical pattern, an idea ascribed to the eighteenth-century Italian 

philosopher Vico. (FW, viii) 

 

Clive Hart similarly argues that “[t]he primary energy which maintains the highly charged 

polarities of Finnegans Wake is generated by cycles of constantly varied repetition—‘The seim 

anew’, as Joyce puts it.”75 Translation, too, is varied repetition, but, as both Larva and 

 
73 Levin, James Joyce, 190. 
74 “[E]xpone la oculta tradición hispánica y se instala en una tradición joyceana al aprovechar los posibles ecos 

normalmente reprimidos del lenguaje, llevándolo a su máxima capacidad connotoria, connotativa” (Levine, 

“Pasando Ríos al inglés,” 151). 
75 Clive Hart, Structure and Motif in Finnegans Wake (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1962), 31. 
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Finnegans Wake show, it is not “the only possible reason for saying ‘the same thing’ over 

again,”76 as Walter Benjamin puts it. It seems that circularity and repetition are at the core of 

literature, human expression or existence itself. Circularity and repetition are not only inscribed 

in the process of writing and its inherently intertextual nature, but also in reading, which implies 

misreading, misinterpreting, misappropriation, etc. – hence, both writing and reading implicate 

varied repetition. 

Larva is a testimony that literature, with all its connected processes, is a celebration – 

“a night without beginning or end (infinight!)” (L, 2004, 116),77 perhaps in the form of “a double 

curl Möbius strip” (L, 2004, 116)78 as Larva suggests, or in the form of cycles of varied 

repetition as proposed in Finnegans Wake, not only by the recurrent allusions to Vico’s 

philosophy, but also by the fact that the text of Joyce’s last novel finishes in the middle of its 

opening sentence: 

A way a lone a last a loved a long the […] riverrun, past Eve and Adam’s, from 

swerve of shore to bend of bay, brings us by a commodius vicus of recirculation 

back to Howth Castle and Environs. (FW, 628.15–16; 3.1–3) 

 

Similarly to the circular motion of reading arising from Larva’s formal experiment mentioned 

in the introduction of this chapter, this formal peculiarity in Finnegans Wake conveys the idea 

of reading as a cyclical and never-ending process. Ultimately, both Larva and Finnegans Wake 

imply that reading and understanding can never be stable, final or fixed. Ríos’s Larva 

encapsulates this idea, suggesting that “[t]he end of the writing marks the infinity of the 

reading” (L, 2004, 116).79

 
76 Walter Benjamin, “The Translator’s Task,” trans. Steven Rendall, in The Translation Studies Reader, ed. 

Lawrence Venuti (London and New York: Routledge, 2021), 89. 
77 “[U]na noche sin fin ni inicio (infinit!)” (Larva, 2021, 116). 
78 “[E]n cinta de Móbius” (Ibid, 116). 
79 “En el fin de la escritura, empieza el infinito de la lectura” (Ibid, 116). 
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Chapter III: Enrique Vila-Matas’s Dublinesca 

Whenever I approach Finnegans [Wake], I do so knowing I’m facing the densest of tapestries, 

and with the fear that, once again, I’ll get the feeling, as a reader, first of being on the verge of 

collapse, and then of collapsing altogether.1 

(Enrique Vila-Matas, La Orden del Finnegans, 34) 

Style: Linear. Everything can be understood.2 

(Enrique Vila-Matas, Dublinesque, 176) 

 

Enrique Vila-Matas is an established author in contemporary Spanish prose whose work is often 

praised for its playful and experimental nature and complex intertextual references. He has been 

awarded numerous literary prizes, including Prix Médicis étranger in 20033 and Premio de la 

Real Academia Española in 2006.4 According to Marisol Morales Ladrón, a prominent Spanish 

scholar specializing in English and Irish literature, Vila-Matas is “one of the most 

internationally acclaimed Spanish cult writers, a truly deserved merit considering the 

transnational and transcultural quality of his wide-ranging production.”5 Many of his novels 

allude directly to Anglophone literatures and cultures. The most prominent examples of this 

tendency are his novels Dublinesca (2010) and Bartleby y compañía (2016; Bartleby & Co). 

The latter features a failed writer who renounces literature after his first attempt at writing a 

novel and “becomes a Bartleby,”6 as he confesses at the beginning of the text. The central motto 

 
1 “Siempre que me acerco al Finnegans lo hago sabiendo que estoy ante el más denso de los tapices y con el temor 

de que una vez más, como lector, me llegue una sensación, primero, de estar al borde del colapso, y después el 

colapso mismo” (Enrique Vila-Matas et al., La Orden del Finnegans [Barcelona: Ediciones Alfabia, 2010], 34). 

All future page references will be to this edition and will be included in parentheses in the text. 
2 “Estilo: Lineal. Se entiende todo” (Enrique Vila-Matas, Dublinesca [Barcelona: Penguin Random House, 2011], 

164). All future page references will be to this edition and will be included in parentheses in the text. 
3 “Littérature étrangère,” Prix Medicis, accessed June 7, 2025, https://prixmedicis.com/laureats/litterature-

etrangere/. 
4 “Vila-Matas, Premio Real Academia Española por su novela «Doctor Pasavento»,” Real Academia Española, 

accessed June 7, 2025, https://www.rae.es/noticia/vila-matas-premio-real-academia-espanola-por-su-novela-

doctor-pasavento. 
5 Marisol Morales Ladrón, “Re-visiting and Re-mapping the Joycean Subtext in Enrique Vila-Matas’ Dublinesca,” 

in James Joyce: Whence, Whither and How: Studies in Honour of Carla Vaglio, eds. Guiseppina Cortese, Giuliana 

Ferreccio, Maria Teresa Giaveri, and Teresa Prudente (Alessandria: Edizioni dell’Orso, 2015), 159. 
6 Enrique Vila-Matas, Bartleby & Co, trans. Jonathan Dunne (New York: New Directions Books, 2004), 1. 

“[M]e volví un bartleby” (Enrique Vila-Matas, Bartleby y compañía [Barcelona: Penguin Random House, 2016], 

11). 
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of Bartleby y compañía is “I would prefer not to,” echoing the phrase repeated by the 

protagonist of Herman Melville’s famous story. Vila-Matas’s Dublinesca, published in 2010 

and translated into English in 2012 as Dublinesque, represents yet another development in the 

approach to James Joyce’s legacy, bringing attention to the interaction between Spanish and 

Anglophone literature in general. As is suggested by the allusion to Melville and Bartleby, 

Joyce is by no means the only influence entering into dialogue with Vila-Matas’s prose, but 

once again, in Dublinesca, he seems to be the most prominent of them. This is also supported 

by Vila-Matas’s role as the founding knight of the Order of the Finnegans – a group of Spanish 

writers and publishers actively engaging with Joyce’s legacy. 

The title Dublinesca alludes to Philip Larkin’s poem “Dublinesque,” whose verses are 

reproduced in the novel, at first just one stanza, later the whole poem (D, 153; 237–238),7 but 

also to Joyce’s Dubliners and the city of Dublin as a setting of his novels, or “the secret center 

of Joyce’s Ulysses” (D, back cover),8 as the back cover of the book indicates. The connection 

to Joyce’s work is unmistakable, as the novel’s plot revolves around Samuel Riba, 

a 60-year-old Catalan alcoholic publisher and bibliophile, heeding the 

apocalyptic voices that trumpet the imminent end of the book in our digital dark 

age, [who] decides to travel to Dublin with a group of friends and hold there, on 

Bloomsday, a funeral for the book,9  

 

as Alberto Manguel aptly summarizes. The funeral for the book refers to Riba’s intention of 

“holding a requiem for the end of the Gutenberg era, a requiem about which all he knows, for 

now, is that it should have something to do with the sixth chapter of Ulysses” (D, 109).10 His 

decision is motivated by the conviction that  

the main trajectory […] of the great literature of recent decades […] goes from 

the richness of one Irishman [Joyce] to the deliberate poverty of the other 

 
7 (Dublinesca, 143; 218–219) 
8 “[E]l centro secreto del Ulysses de Joyce.” 
9 Alberto Manguel, “Dublinesque by Enrique Vila-Matas – review,” The Guardian, accessed June 7, 2025, 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2012/jun/15/dublinesque-enrique-vila-matas-review. 
10 “[C]elebrar un réquiem por el fin de la era Gutenberg, un réquiem del que sólo sabe, por ahora, que deberá estar 

relacionado con el sexto capítulo del Ulysses” (Dublinesca, 104). 
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[Beckett]; from Gutenberg to Google; from the existence of the sacred (Joyce) 

to the sombre era of the disappearance of God (Beckett). (D, 264)11 

 

Vila-Matas’s novel declares a Joycean influence and establishes a connection between the novel 

and Joyce’s work, but also between Spanish and Anglophone literatures and cultures in general. 

In turn, the novel has been generally well-received and reviewed by some of the most important 

Anglophone critical and cultural magazines such as The Guardian,12 The New York Times,13 

The New Yorker,14 The Independent,15 and The Irish Times, where Eileen Battersby called 

Dublinesca “a delicious Joycean picaresque.”16 But there have also been some critical voices 

pointing to a misunderstanding of Joyce’s work in Vila-Matas’s novel. In his review of 

Dublinesca, Terry Eagleton argues that 

Bloomsday is an odd time to mourn the death of print and fine writing. As far as 

print culture goes, Joyce’s writing is cyclical, polyphonic and multi-levelled 

rather than linear and uniform. In some ways it’s closer to Google than to 

Gutenberg. […] So the contrast between Joyce and electronic media is a dubious 

one.17 

 

In any case, although Joyce and his work are essential for Dublinesca, the nature of the 

influence is very different from the experimental endeavors of authors such as Luis Martín-

Santos or Julián Ríos. In Dublinesca, the Joycean legacy does not manifest itself through 

stylistic or formal experiment; instead, Joyce and his work become pop-cultural references and 

objects of fetishisation. The first section of this chapter discusses the phenomenon of the Order 

 
11 “[E]l trayecto principal […] de la gran literatura de las últimas décadas: el que va de la riqueza de un irlandés a 

la deliberada penuria del otro; de Gutenberg a Google; de la existencia de lo sagrado (Joyce) a la era sombría de 

la desaparición de Dios (Beckett)” (Ibid, 242). 
12 Manguel, “Dublinesque.” 
13 Rachel Nolan, “Written Off. Dublinesque, by Enrique Vila-Matas,” The New York Times Book Review, 

September 2, 2012. 
14 Joanna Kavenna, “Things Fall Apart,” The New Yorker, accessed June 7, 2025, 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2012/09/03/things-fall-apart. 
15 John Self, “Dublinesque, By Enrique Vila-Matas, trans. Rosalind Harvey and Anne McLean,” The Independent, 

accessed June 7, 2025, https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/reviews/dublinesque-by-enrique-

vilamatas-trans-rosalind-harvey-and-anne-mclean-7851429.html. 
16 Eileen Battersby, “Dublinesque by Enrique Vila-Matas: a delicious Joycean picaresque,” The Irish Times,  

accessed June 7, 2025, https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/dublinesque-by-enrique-vila-matas-a-delicious-

joycean-picaresque-1.2250280. 
17 Terry Eagleton, “Irishness is for other people,” London Review of Books, accessed June 7, 2025, 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v34/n14/terry-eagleton/irishness-is-for-other-people. 
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of the Finnegans in light of fandom studies and the manifestations of participatory culture in 

Dublinesca. The second section focuses on Riba’s relationship with Anglophone literatures and 

cultures. The third section analyzes the intertextual elements of Dublinesca, its employment of 

the pastiche technique, and its relationship to symbolic capital. 

 

3.1 James Joyce Fandom: The Phenomenon of “The Order of the Finnegans” 

In 2008, along with other Spanish writers and publishers, namely Eduardo Lago, Jordi Soler, 

Antonio Soler, Malcolm Otero, and José Antonio Garriga Vela, Vila-Matas founded the so-

called “Order of the Finnegans.” In their founding text, they declared that “[t]he Order has as 

its sole purpose the veneration of the novel Ulysses by James Joyce” (OF, back cover).18 

Regarding of the admission of future members, Vila-Matas informs that “[i]t is an indispensable 

requirement that the candidate adore Joyce.”19 As a result of their engagement with Joyce and 

his legacy, Vila-Matas and his fellow writers published two collections of stories revolving 

around Joyce’s work – La Orden del Finnegans (“The Order of the Finnegans”) in 2010 and 

Lo desorden (“The Disordering”) in 2013. They explain that 

[b]etween humor and solemnity, and between the most rigorous discipline and 

the most playful spirit, a society was born whose sole purpose was the veneration 

of Ulysses by James Joyce. Its members thus created the Order of the Finnegans 

(which takes its name from a pub in Dalkey, not from Joyce’s hermetic work of 

the same name), with very few commandments to follow but a clear inclination 

toward expulsion. A motto, “Thank you. How grand we are this morning!” 

which closes the sixth chapter of Ulysses adorns their noble emblem. These 

illustrious yet burlesque knights gather in Dublin every June 16th and add new 

commitments and precepts. […] One of the decrees perpetrated by the Order this 

past Bloomsday was the creation of this collective book. (OF, back cover)20 

 

 
18 “La Orden tiene como único propósito la veneración por la novela Ulises de James Joyce.” 
19 Enrique Vila-Matas, “Enrique Vila-Matas: The Last Writer,” interview by Pedro M. Domene, Literal Magazine, 

accessed June 7, 2025, https://literalmagazine.com/enrique-vila-matas-the-last-writer/. 
20 “Entre el humor y la solemnidad y entre la más rigurosa disciplina y el espíritu más lúdico nació una sociedad 

cuyo único ánimo era la veneración del Ulises de James Joyce. Sus miembros crearon así la Orden del Finnegans 

(que toma su nombre de un pub de Dalkey y no de la joyceana y hermética obra homónima) con muy pocos 

mandamientos que cumplir pero con una manifiesta pulsión por la expulsión. Un lema, «Gracias. ¡Qué grandes 

estamos esta mañana!», que cierra el capítulo sexto del Ulises, adorna su insigne blasón. Sus egregios pero 

burlescos caballeros asisten cada 16 de junio a Dublín y añaden nuevos compromisos y preceptos. […] Uno de los 

decretos que perpetró la Orden el Bloomsday pasado fue la creación de este libro colectivo.” 
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However, their adoration for Joyce is not limited to Ulysses. In “Doctor Finnegans y Monsieur 

Hire (Obra en curso)” (“Doctor Finnegans and Monsieur Hire (Work in Progress)”), Vila-

Matas’s contribution to the first collection by the Order, the narrator confides: 

Whenever I approach Finnegans [Wake], I do so knowing I’m facing the densest 

of tapestries, and with the fear that, once again, I’ll get the feeling, as a reader, 

first of being on the verge of collapse, and then of collapsing altogether. (OF, 

34)21 

 

Essentially, the group of authors self-designated as the Order of the Finnegans is a kind of 

exclusive Joyce fan club consisting of Spanish writers and publishers. 

The phenomenon of the Order of the Finnegans represents an interesting development 

in the interactions between Spanish and Anglophone literatures and cultures, as well as a shift 

in the reception of Joyce in general. The purpose of the Order and its activities can be better 

understood through the framework of fandom studies. Francesca Coppa argues that the modern-

day fandom emerged in the 1960s, claiming that “there’s no debate that media fandom emerged 

from within science fiction fandom around 1966,” more specifically, from the “particular 

enthusiasm for Star Trek (1966–1969).”22 The fact that the modern-day fandom emerged from 

an extremely popular science fiction series is interesting in that it places Joyce and his avant-

garde and experimental work in the context of mainstream pop culture. 

This tendency is evidenced by the emergence of fan clubs such as the Order of the 

Finnegans, but the group formed by Vila-Matas and his fellow Joyce enthusiasts is by no means 

the only Joyce fan club around. In fact, there are many groups and communities engaging with 

Joyce and his work such as the James Joyce Society,23 Zurich James Joyce Foundation,24 The 

 
21 “Siempre que me acerco al Finnegans lo hago sabiendo que estoy ante el más denso de los tapices y con el temor 

de que una vez más, como lector, me llegue una sensación, primero, de estar al borde del colapso, y después el 

colapso mismo.” 
22 Francesca Coppa, “A Brief History of Media Fandom,” in Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the 

Internet: New Essays, eds. Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., 

Publishers, 2006), 43. 
23 “James Joyce Society,” James Joyce Society, accessed June 7, 2025, https://joycesociety.com/. 
24 “Welcome to the Zurich James Joyce Foundation!,” Zurich James Joyce Foundation, accessed June 7, 2025, 

https://joycefoundation.ch/. 
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Finnegans Wake Society of New York,25 but also some more casual communities such as 

“r/jamesjoyce” subreddit26 or numerous Facebook groups discussing his work. There is also the 

James Joyce Centre in Dublin, responsible for the organization of an official annual Bloomsday 

festival since 1994.27 According to the organizers of the festival,  

[t]he first known Bloomsday celebrated in Ireland was in 1954 on the 50th 

anniversary when Patrick Kavanagh, Flann O’Brien, Anthony Cronin, Tom 

Joyce (a cousin of James Joyce), and others visited the Martello Tower at 

Sandycove […] and Davy Byrnes pub on Duke Street […], reading parts 

of Ulysses and drinking a great deal as they went.28 

 

But what started as an unassuming gathering of devoted artists and people close to Joyce has 

since become “one of the world’s most iconic literary and cultural celebrations,”29 attended or 

honored by thousands of people, not only in Dublin but all over the world. Eagleton brings 

attention to the commercialization of Bloomsday and Irish culture in general, claiming that 

[t]he Irish themselves are adept at turning other people’s dewy-eyed images of 

them to profitable use, as Bloomsday itself, a notable tourist attraction, proves. 

Irishness is for other people. Anyone found wearing an Aran sweater or singing 

‘Danny Boy’ is unlikely to be a native.30  

 

Indeed, Bloomsday in Dublin has become a commercial festival that extends over several days 

and features multiple venues of accompanying programs.31  

All the abovementioned groups and communities, as well as Bloomsday itself, are 

manifestations of fandom connected to Joyce. In his study of fandom, Textual Poachers: 

Television Fans and Participatory Culture (1992), Henry Jenkins argues that 

speaking as a fan is a defensible position within the debates surrounding mass 

culture. Rejecting media-fostered stereotypes of fans as cultural dupes, social 

misfits, and mindless consumers, […] fans [should be perceived] as active 

 
25 “The Finnegans Wake Society of New York,” The Finnegans Wake Society of New York, accessed June 7, 2025, 

https://www.finneganswake.org/index.shtml. 
26 “r/jamesjoyce,” Reddit, accessed June 7, 2025, https://www.reddit.com/r/jamesjoyce/. 
27 “The James Joyce Centre,” Bloomsday Festival, accessed June 7, 2025, https://www.bloomsdayfestival.ie/about-

us/. 
28 “What is Bloomsday?,” Bloomsday Festival, accessed June 7, 2025, https://www.bloomsdayfestival.ie/what-is-

bloomsday/. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Eagleton, “Irishness.” 
31 “Bloomsday Festival 2025,” Bloomsday Festival, accessed June 7, 2025, 

https://www.bloomsdayfestival.ie/programme/. 
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producers and manipulators of meanings. [… Conceiving fans] as readers who 

appropriate popular texts and reread them in a fashion that serves different 

interests, [they are] spectators who transform the experience of watching 

television into a rich and complex participatory culture.32 

 

In the case of Joyce fandom, his fans actively participate in activities such as Bloomsday 

celebrations, many of them go one step further and dress up as some of Joyce’s fictional 

characters, performing an activity commonly known as cosplay or costume play. There are 

numerous other participatory activities arising from fandom, as Jenkins explains: 

[F]andom does not preserve a radical separation between readers and writers. 

Fans do not simply consume preproduced stories; they manufacture their own 

fanzine stories and novels, art prints, songs, videos, performances, etc. […] 

Fandom here becomes a participatory culture which transforms the experience 

of media consumption into the production of new texts, indeed of a new culture 

and a new community.33 

 

Vila-Matas and his fellow knights of the Order of the Finnegans clearly illustrate Jenkins’s 

point with their collaborative collections of short stories that invoke and celebrate Joyce’s 

novels. In fact, their contributions could be seen as a form of fan fiction – a type of writing 

commonly produced by fans of popular genres or pop culture in general.  

Bloomsday and the celebration of Ulysses are also central to Vila-Matas’s novel 

Dublinesca. Samuel Riba and his three friends and writers – Nietzky, Javier and Ricardo – 

decide to go to Dublin to celebrate Bloomsday – “the day on which Joyce’s Ulysses takes place, 

the Dublinesque novel par excellence and one of the pinnacles of the age of print, of the 

Gutenberg galaxy, the twilight of which he is having to live through” (D, 17),34 as the narrator 

explains. Conspicuously, the characters in the novel share many features with Vila-Matas and 

his fellow writer friends. When the characters of Dublinesca visit the Martello Tower as part of 

their Bloomsday celebration, they reenact the foundation of the Order of the Finnegans 

performed by their real-life counterparts: 

 
32 Henry Jenkins, Textual Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Culture (New York: Routledge, 1992), 23. 
33 Ibid, 46. 
34 “[E]l día en que transcurre el Ulysses de Joyce, la novela dublinesa por excelencia y una de las cumbres de la 

era de la imprenta, de la galaxia Gutenberg, la galaxia cuyo ocaso le está tocando vivir de lleno” (Dublinesca, 23). 



68 

 

Javier, who hates Ulysses, is pretending he’s Buck Mulligan and shaving his 

chin. Nietzky reads the rules he drew up yesterday: ‘The Order of Finnegans has 

as its sole purpose the veneration of James Joyce’s novel Ulysses. The members 

of this society are obliged to honour the work and to attend Bloomsday every 

year and, when possible, go to the Martello tower in Sandycove and to feel there 

that they are part of a now ancient race that began like the sea, without name or 

horizon, and which today is in danger of dying out...’ (D, 225)35 

 

These and many other parallels show Vila-Matas’s tendency to blend autobiographical details 

and events into the fictional world of his novel, revealing its autofictional character. Autofiction 

is an increasingly popular genre illustrating a recent tendency in (not only) Spanish prose. This 

is addressed in the prologue to Vicente Luis Mora’s novel Circular 22, where the author argues 

that “techniques such as autofiction […] have, for some years now, become so conventional 

and widespread that they can be safely described as plagues or infectious diseases of our 

literature.”36 Although Dublinesca revolves around James Joyce’s Ulysses, its autofictional 

dimension suggests that the novel itself belongs to a popular genre aimed at a wide popular 

readership rather than experimental enthusiasts.  

The novel’s connection to popular culture is further affirmed by the participation of its 

characters in the Bloomsday celebrations, where “[w]ith anxious curiosity, Riba observes all 

the people dressed up as Leopold Bloom, Molly Bloom, Stephen Dedalus. He’s attaining small 

degrees of unsuspected happiness” (D, 215).37 Riba’s observations bring attention to the cosplay 

taking place during the celebrations. Curiously, Riba himself ponders that Leopold Bloom 

at heart, is very similar to him. He’s the personification of the classic outsider. 

He has some Jewish roots, as does Riba. He’s a stranger and a foreigner at the 

same time. Bloom is too self-critical and not imaginative enough to be 

successful, but too much of a hardworking teetotaller to fail completely. Bloom 

 
35 “Nietzky lee los reglamentos que redactó ayer: «La Orden del Finnegans tiene como único propósito la 

veneración de la novela Ulysses de James Joyce. Los miembros de esta sociedad se obligan a honrar la obra y 

acudir al Bloomsday todos los años y, a la hora que sea posible, marchar hasta Torre Martello, en Sandycove, y 

allí sentirse de una raza ya antigua que empezó como el mar, sin nombre ni horizonte, y que hoy corre ya peligro 

de extinguirse…»” (Ibid, 207). 
36 “[T]écnicas como autoficción […] son desde hace unos años tan convencionales y abundantes que puedan 

definirse sin temor como pestes o enfermedades infecciosas de nuestra literatura” (Vicente Luis Mora, Circular 

22, ed. Monika Sobołewska [Barcelona: Galaxia Gutenberg, 2022], 20). 
37 “Riba observa con agitada curiosidad a todos los que van disfrazados de Leopold Bloom, de Molly Bloom, de 

Stephen Dedalus. Está alcanzando pequeños grados de felicidad insospechada” (Dublinesca, 198). 
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is far too foreign and cosmopolitan to be accepted by the provincial Irish, and 

too Irish not to worry about his country. He likes Bloom a lot. (D, 59)38 

 

Vila-Matas’s alter ego thus feels a personal connection with Joyce’s fictional character, and 

during Bloomsday, he is finally able to act out his fantasy. Although they do not wear special 

costumes, Riba still perceives his friends as  

living replicas of the three characters — Simon Dedalus, Martin Cunningham 

and John Power — who accompany Bloom in the funeral procession in the sixth 

chapter of Ulysses. To Riba’s secret satisfaction. (D, 177)39 

 

The characters themselves perform a kind of cosplay as well as other activities belonging to 

participatory culture connected to fandom, very much like their living counterparts – Vila-

Matas and the other knights of the Joyce-worshiping order. The phenomenon of James Joyce 

fan clubs and other manifestations of Joyce fandom bring attention to a crucial shift in the 

reception of his work – his writing, which could in many respects be considered the peak of 

avant-garde complexity and experimentalism, has been appropriated by mainstream pop 

culture. 

 

3.2 The Essence of All Things Irish: Riba’s Admiration for Anglophone Culture  

Similarly to Pedro in Luis Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de Silencio, the protagonist of Dublinesca 

expresses a strong inclination toward the United States, often referring to New York as the 

“centre of the world” (D, 47).40 Unlike Pedro, he does not praise its science but rather its culture, 

which was introduced to him by his father, who “was crazy about everything that came from 

 
38 “[E]n el fondo, tiene muchas cosas de él. Personifica al clásico forastero. Tiene ciertas raíces judías, como él. 

Es un extraño y un extranjero al mismo tiempo. Bloom es demasiado autocrítico consigo mismo y no lo 

suficientemente imaginativo para triunfar, pero demasiado abstemio y trabajador para fracasar del todo. Bloom es 

excesivamente extranjero y cosmopolita para ser aceptado por los provincianos irlandeses, y demasiado irlandés 

para no preocuparse por su país. Bloom le cae muy bien” (Ibid, 60). 
39 “[L]as réplicas vivientes de los tres personajes —Simon Dedalus, Martin Cunningham y John Power— que 

acompañan a Bloom en la caravana fúnebre del sexto capítulo de Ulysses. Satisfacción secreta de Riba” (Ibid, 

164). 
40 “[C]entro del mundo” (Ibid, 49). 
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the United States; the films and the glamour fascinated him” (D, 11).41 This is a conviction 

which Samuel Riba 

inherited from him, from his father, his fascination with the New World, the 

distant charm of those places that, back then, seemed so unattainable, maybe 

because the people who lived there seemed like the happiest people on earth. (D, 

11)42 

 

However, the literature and culture of the United States are not the most important for Riba; 

instead, he turns his focus elsewhere within the Anglophone sphere. As the title of the novel 

suggests, the plot focuses primarily on Ireland. 

Riba’s relationship with Ireland is a strange one. The narrative is driven by his obsession 

with going to Dublin, which is motivated by a dream, in which he goes on “a long walk through 

the streets of the Irish capital, a city he has never been to, but which in the dream he knew 

perfectly well, as if he’d lived there in another life (D, 14).43 Although he has never been to 

Dublin or Ireland, nor does he speak a word of English, “every day he feels more predestined 

to go to Dublin” (D, 146).44 He embraces the idea of visiting the Irish capital as a kind of escape 

from the dullness of his retirement, with a very specific idea about what he wants to do there: 

“Now he’s trying to get away from the sense of unease and concentrate on this sixth chapter he 

wants to revive in Dublin” (D, 138).45 For Riba, Dublin is almost synonymous with one of his 

favorite writers, James Joyce, and above all, his novel Ulysses, to whose “sixth chapter” the 

reference is made. In fact, Ulysses stands firmly at the center of Dublinesca’s narrative, 

emerging in some shape or form on almost every page of Vila-Matas’s novel. 

 
41 “[L]e gustaba con locura todo lo que llegaba de los Estados Unidos; le fascinaba el cine y el glamour de las 

imágenes que llegaban de allí” (Ibid, 18). 
42 “[H]aya heredado de él, de su padre, esa fascinación por el Nuevo Mundo, por el encanto lejano de aquellos 

lugares que entonces parecían tan inalcanzables, quizá porque parecía que allí vivían las personas más felices de 

la tierra” (Ibid, 18). 
43 “[U]n largo paseo por las calles de la capital irlandesa, ciudad en la que no ha estado nunca, pero que en el sueño 

conocía perfectamente, como si hubiera vivido allí otra vida” (Ibid, 21). 
44 “[C]ada día se siente más predestinado a ir a Dublín” (Ibid, 137). 
45 “Trata ahora de escapar del malestar y se concentra en ese capítulo sexto que quiere revivir en Dublín” (Ibid, 

130). 
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Riba presents himself as a connoisseur of Joyce’s work and an avid reader of Irish fiction 

in general, attributing Irish writers with superlative qualities: 

He carries on getting ready for Dublin and, as his mind drifts, he ends up 

thinking about Irish writers. Nothing’s truer than the fact that he admires them 

more every day. […] He thinks Irish writers are the most intelligent in terms of 

monotonising and finding wonder in everyday tedium. In the last few days he’s 

read and re-read a few Irish authors — Elizabeth Bowen, Joseph O’Neill, 

Matthew Sweeney, Colum McCann — and his amazement at the capacity they 

all have for writing astonishingly well has not diminished. It’s as if the Irish had 

the gift of literature. (D, 121–122)46 

 

Among his cherished Irish writers and their work, Joyce’s Ulysses is the book he adores the 

most, complaining that  

[i]n Spain the Irish writer’s importance tends to be downplayed and, what’s 

more, it’s become grotesquely commonplace to brag about not having read 

Ulysses, and also to say it’s an incomprehensible and boring book. (D, 106)47 

 

Riba is infuriated that 

many of those who find Ulysses unbearable haven’t even bothered to get past 

the first page of a book they assume is leaden, complicated, foreign and lacking 

the ‘authentic and proverbial Spanish wit’. (D, 107)48 

 

Riba’s criticism of Spanish ignorance is immediately followed by the famous opening scene of 

Joyce’s Ulysses in Spanish translation: “Imponente, el rollizo Buck Mulligan apareció en lo 

alto de la escalera […]” (Dublinesca, 103). Quotes from Ulysses, and to a much lesser degree 

also from Dubliners and Finnegans Wake, are frequent throughout the narrative, sometimes 

complemented by Riba’s interpretation of certain passages or references to Joyce scholars and 

critics.  

 
46 “Sigue preparándose para Dublín y en su deriva mental acaba pensando en los escritores irlandeses. Nada tan 

cierto como que cada día los admira más. […] Le parece que los escritores irlandeses son los más inteligentes en 

monotonizar y encontrar maravillas dentro del tedio cotidiano. En los últimos días ha leído y releído algunos 

autores irlandeses —Elizabeth Bowen, Joseph O’Neill, Matthew Swenney, Colum McCann— y no deja de sentirse 

continuamente maravillado por la capacidad que tienen todos de escribir tan pasmosamente bien. Es como si los 

dublineses tuvieran el don de la literatura” (Ibid, 115). 
47 “En España se tiende a relativizar la importancia del escritor irlandés y, es más, se ha convertido en un 

monstruoso lugar común jactarse de no haber leído Ulysses, y además decir que es un libro incomprensible y 

aburrido” (Ibid, 102). 
48 “[M]uchos de los que encuentran Ulysses insoportable ni siquiera se han molestado en pasar de la primera página 

de un libro sobre el que dan por sentado que es plúmbeo, complicado, extranjero, falto de «la castiza y proverbial 

gracia hispana»” (Ibid, 102–103). 
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Despite the narrative strongly suggesting that Riba is a cultured and well-read person, 

his understanding of Irish culture is rather naïve and ignorant. Before the trip, Riba googles 

information on Dublin and Ireland, claiming he is studying “[t]he essence of all things Irish” 

(D, 128).49 Soon after arriving in Dublin, he declares, “I’m turning Irish” (D, 173),50 while 

listening to a Liam Clancy song. He does so while frequently confusing Ireland with England, 

using them almost interchangeably, referring to his trip to Dublin as his “English leap” (D, 

67).51 Despite Riba’s literary background as an editor and his proclaimed affection for Irish 

literature, his understanding of Irish culture is superficial and often misguided. Although 

allusions to Joyce, his work, and Irish literature in general are frequent throughout Dublinesca, 

they form only a fraction of its intertextual apparatus.  

 

3.3 Overwhelming Intertextuality: Pastiche and Joyce’s Symbolic Capital 

Before his retirement, Riba’s interest in Anglophone cultures and literatures materialized in his 

vocation of literary editor running his own publishing house – a publishing house that, despite 

its notable prestige, turned out financially unprofitable. The scope of his interest extends beyond 

the Anglophone world as he devotedly reads authors of many different nationalities and 

languages and “has published many of the great writers of his time. In some cases only one 

book, but enough so they appear in his catalogue” (D, 3).52 Despite his retirement, he remains 

obsessed with the catalogue of writers and books he had published, profoundly frustrated that 

he “left publishing without having discovered an unknown writer who turned out to be a genius” 

(D, 9).53 Riba’s profession enables him to ponder many different writers, thinkers, artists, and 

 
49 [l]a esencia de lo irlandés” (Ibid, 121). 
50 “Me estoy volviendo irlandés” (Ibid, 161). 
51 “[S]alto inglés” (Ibid, 67). 
52 “[H]a publicado a muchos de los grandes escritores de su época. De algunos tan sólo un libro, pero lo suficiente 

para que éstos consten en su catálogo” (Ibid, 11). 
53 lo que más lamenta y le entristece es haber dejado de editar sin haber descubierto a un autor desconocido que 

hubiera acabado revelándose como un escritor genial” (Ibid, 16). 
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books. This serves as a pretext for the inclusion of numerous allusions and direct quotes into 

the narrative of the novel. This profusion of intertextual references is one of the defining 

characteristics of Dublinesca and Vila-Matas’s prose in general. 

In her New York Times review of Dublinesca, Rachel Nolan argues that “Vila-Matas’s 

books are typically so preoccupied with other books that they become essay-novel hybrids.”54 

This description has been endorsed by Vila-Matas himself, who has claimed that “essay and 

fiction have lately become intertwined in almost everything I do.”55 This aspect of Vila-Matas’s 

prose has been generally praised, for instance by critic Lina Meruane, who argues that 

[s]peaking with Enrique Vila-Matas is like peering into an endless labyrinth in 

which all forks lead to literature. A labyrinth where we might encounter dazzling 

literary innovators such as James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, Georges Perec, 

Apollinaire, Kafka, von Horváth, Melville (and his obstinate Bartleby), and 

Hemingway.56 

 

Manguel similarly observes that in Dublinesca, 

[t]he list of “real people”, most of them writers, who pop up in the account of 

Riba’s ritual voyage is impressive: Julien Gracq, Claudio Magris, Georges 

Perec, Hugo Claus, Borges, Carlo Emilio Gadda, and many other luminaries of 

modern literature. Some may or may not exist (such as the aphoristic Czech 

author Vilém Vok), some may appear as a gift-bearing spirit (Philip Larkin, for 

example, gives the novel its title). Some occupy more space than they might 

perhaps deserve – the presence of Paul Auster among fiction’s innovators is a 

little puzzling – but all together conjure up a sort of literary smorgasbord 

surrounding the great absence, the author of Ulysses.57 

 

Some critics interpret these names not only as Riba’s literary memories or intellectual stimuli 

but also as influences on Vila-Matas’s prose. According to Nolan,  

[i]t’s clear which writers have influenced Riba (and Vila-Matas). Their names 

pop up on every page: Joyce, Beckett and Unamuno, of course, but also Borges, 

Fernando Pessoa, Julien Gracq, W. G. Sebald, Juan Carlos Onetti, Jose Emilio 

Pacheco, Samuel Johnson, Heinrich von Kleist, Emily Dickinson, Ralph Waldo 

 
54 Nolan, “Written Off,” 13. 
55 “[E]nsayo y ficción se entrelazan últimamente en casi todo lo que hago” (Enrique Vila-Matas, Vila-Matas: pile 

et face [Paris: Argol Éditions, 2010], as cited in “Perder teorías (2010),” Enrique Vila Matas, accessed June 7, 

2025, https://www.enriquevilamatas.com/obra/l_perderteorias.html). 
56 Lina Meruane, “Enrique Vila-Matas by Lina Meruane” Bomb Magazine, trans. Valerie Miles, 

https://bombmagazine.org/articles/2013/04/01/enrique-vila-matas/. 
57 Manguel, “Dublinesque.” 
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Emerson, Marguerite Duras; Paul Auster, Martin Amis, Julian Barnes, Michel 

Houellebecq, Robert Walser. And there are more.58 

 

Indeed, there are many more names and quotes that pervade the pages of Vila-Matas’s novel, 

as both Manguel and Nolan suggest. The term “pop up” they both use is an appropriate 

description, as these allusions, or in many cases just names, emerge out of nowhere without any 

apparent reason and with no further elaboration. Often, they appear as a part of some list of 

culturally significant names and works, as is the case when discussing an art installation of 

Riba’s friend Dominique, taking place in the Tate Modern. As part of the installation, she 

plans to project a strange film, more experimental than futuristic, onto a giant 

screen, which will bring together scenes from Alphaville (Godard), Toute la 

mémoire du monde (Resnais), Fahrenheit 451 (Truffaut), The Jetty (Chris 

Marker), and Red Desert (Antonioni): quite an end-of-the-world aesthetic. (D, 

40)59 

 

The installation will also feature 

 

English editions of books by authors almost all published in Spanish by Riba: 

books by Philip K. Dick, Robert Walser, Stanislav Lem, James Joyce, Fleur 

Jaeggy, Jean Echenoz, Philip Larkin, Georges Perec, Marguerite Duras, W. G. 

Sebald... (D, 41)60 

 

Although the novel includes many of these lists, most of the references enter the narrative 

through random associations of Riba. After he watches Spider, “the only David Cronenberg 

film he hasn’t yet seen” (D, 29),61 the narrator later mentions that “[a]lthough only vaguely, 

Spider reminds him of the character from A Man Asleep, by Georges Perec, one of his favourite 

books on his list” (D, 34).62 The list refers to his catalogue of books and authors he had 

published before his retirement. And like certain authors in his treasured catalogue, many names 

 
58 Nolan, “Written Off,” 13. 
59 “[P]iensa […] proyectar una extraña película, más experimental que futurista, que reunirá fragmentos de 

Alphaville (Godard), de Toute la mémoire du monde (Resnais), de Fahrenheit 451 (Truffaut), de La Jetée (Chris 

Marker), de Il deserto rosso (Antonioni): toda una estética de fin del mundo” (Dublinesca, 43–44). 
60 “[E]diciones inglesas de libros de autores casi todos publicados por Riba: libros de Philip K. Dick, Robert 

Walser, Stanislav Lem, James Joyce, Fleur Jaeggy, Jean Echenoz, Philip Larkin, Georges Perec, Marguerite Duras, 

W.G. Sebald…” (Ibid, 44). 
61 “[L]a única película de David Cronenberg que le falta por ver” (Ibid, 34). 
62 “Aunque sólo muy vagamente, Spider le recuerda al personaje de El hombre que duerme, de Georges Perec, uno 

de los libros preferidos de su catálogo” (Ibid, 38). 
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in Dublinesca appear seemingly only to add to the collection of references. The excess of 

allusions soon starts to feel excessive and self-serving. John Self argues that Dublinesca is 

“crammed to the edges with writers, all of whom seem suddenly necessary to the reader – 

Gracq, Perec, Walser,” but “[t]he story disappears, like the vanishing characters, under the mass 

of literary references.”63 Eagleton goes even further, claiming that the text of Dublinesca is an 

“unreadable one, full of chance connections and random associations, difficult to scan as a 

whole.”64 Essentially, it is an example of a postmodern pastiche of intertextual references.  

The concept of pastiche has been famously explored by Fredric Jameson in his seminal 

book Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991), where he argues that 

[p]astiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique, idiosyncratic 

style, the wearing of a linguistic mask, speech in a dead language. But it is a 

neutral practice of such mimicry, without any of parody’s ulterior motives, 

amputated of the satiric impulse, devoid of laughter and of any conviction that 

alongside the abnormal tongue you have momentarily borrowed, some healthy 

linguistic normality still exists. Pastiche is thus blank parody, a statue with blind 

eyeballs.65 

 

This description applies to Dublinesca, which, for the most part, does not present its allusions 

and quotes in any critical or experimental manner. Jameson further argues that pastiche is a 

product of 

the collapse of the high-modernist ideology of style—what is as unique and 

unmistakable as your own fingerprints, as incomparable as your own body 

[…]—the producers of culture have nowhere to turn but to the past: the imitation 

of dead styles, speech through all the masks and voices stored up in the 

imaginary museum of a now global culture.66 

 

Vila-Matas’s intertextual references in Dublinesca seem to dovetail with Jameson’s idea about 

global culture. The individual elements of the pastiche of names, quotes, and allusions from 

diverse sources, countries, and languages rarely serve a purpose beyond that of exhibits in a 

 
63 Self, “Dublinesque.” 
64 Eagleton, “Irishness.” 
65 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 

1991), 17. 
66 Ibid, 17–18. 



76 

 

metaphorical museum of global culture or entries in an imaginary catalogue of world literature. 

Timotheus Vermeulen and Kim Wilkins are critical of this technique, claiming that 

“postmodern pastiche is as uninspired as it is uncritical, and as eclectic as it is ahistorical, 

decontextualizing its formal appropriation politically, historically and authorially.”67 There are, 

however, some exceptions to Vila-Matas’s technique, which introduce an element of 

playfulness and experiment into his version of pastiche. 

Among the abundance of intertextual references, there are several mentions of Vilém 

Vok, a Czech writer greatly admired and often quoted by Riba, although he admits that Vok 

“was often mistaken in his essays” (D, 136).68 Vok is also often mentioned in texts and 

interviews by Vila-Matas, who explains that 

[h]e’s a Czech author I used to correspond with for a while. I believe he’ll be 

translated into Spanish soon. I’ve mostly read him in French magazines (La 

Femelle du Requin, Inculte, La Matricule des Anges). Someone I find quite 

perceptive suggested on a blog that Vok is the narrator of Dublinesca.69 

 

Vok also appears in Vila-Matas’s book Perder teorías (2010), whose aim is nothing less than 

to present a general theory of the novel, something which is teased in Dublinesca. Vila-Matas 

explains that “[t]he essayistic part that I could have included in Dublinesca is, this time, 

separate—and it takes the form of the narrated essay titled Perder teorías.”70 In her prologue to 

Perder teorías, Liz Themerson discloses: 

[M]y brilliant phrases—supposedly taken from statements I gave to The Paris 

Review—are attributed there [in Perder teorías] to Vilém Vok, a Czech writer 

of questionable existence, despite the fact that he has around a thousand entries 

 
67 Timotheus Vermeulen and Kim Wilkins, “Metamodern Pastiche Introduction,” Screen 65, 1 (Spring 2024): 

116, https://doi.org/10.1093/screen/hjae008. 
68 “[S]olía equivocarse mucho en sus ensayos” (Dublinesca, 128). 
69 “Es un autor checo con el que mantuve correspondencia en una época. Creo que pronto van a traducirlo al 

español. Yo lo he leído sobre todo en revistas francesas (La Femelle du Requin, Inculte, La matricule des Anges). 

Alguien que me parece bastante perspicaz, en un blog, ha sugerido que Vok es el narrador de Dublinesca” (Enrique 

Vila-Matas, “Entrevista a Enrique Vila-Matas sobre ‘Dublinesca,’” Leyendo a Enrique Vila-Matas, accessed June 

7, 2025, https://leyendoaenriquevilamatas.wordpress.com/los-lectores-hablamos-con-vila-matas/entrevista-a-

enrique-vila-matas-sobre-dublinesca/). 
70 “La parte ensayística que podría haber incluido en Dublinesca, esta vez va aparte y es el ensayo narrado 

titulado Perder teorías” (Vila-Matas, Vila-Matas: pile et face, as cited in “Perder teorías (2010)”). 
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on Google. But the thing is, those statements aren’t Vok’s or mine. It didn’t take 

me long to find out they actually belong to Saul Bellow.71 

 

Themerson’s hint about Vok’s dubious existence and the misattribution of Bellow’s quotes 

bring attention to Vila-Matas’s tendency to mix intertextual references with fictitious ones. 

Although many of the references and quotes included in Dublinesca and elsewhere are valid 

and easily identifiable, Vila-Matas confesses that in some cases, he invents these quotes and 

attributes them to famous authors: “I looked for a sentence at random. I opened a book and 

found this sentence, and I thought it was something that Paul Auster might have said. It’s a 

matter of free association.”72 Regarding the existence of Riba’s beloved Czech author, Vila-

Matas eventually admits that 

Vok is Vilém Vok, a Czech writer—an old pseudonym of mine. For a long time, 

I quoted sentences from Vilém Vok until the Internet filled up with references 

to the name. Google searches all led to my writing, and in the end it became 

obvious that Vilém Vok didn’t exist.73 

 

This proves Themerson’s suspicion regarding Vok’s existence right, highlighting the 

playfulness involved in Vila-Matas’s creation of fictional characters for his novels.  

This playfulness is also present in the very prologue to Perder teorías by Liz 

Themerson. The book includes her short bio right below that of Vila-Matas: 

Born in Brooklyn in 1947. A Hispanist, translator, and professor at George 

Washington University. Since 2001, she is the co-director of the Washington 

Gale journal with Lewis Burns. She has translated into English works by Julio 

Ramón Ribeyro, Sergio Pitol, Roberto Bolaño, A. G. Porta, and Julia Dugarry. 

(PT, cover flap)74 

 

 
71 “[M]is brilantes frases –sacadas de supuestas declaraciones mías a The Paris Review– son atribuidas allí [in 

Perder teorías] a Vilém Vok, escritor checo de dudosa existencia, por mucho que en el buscador de google tenga 

unas mil entradas. Pero es que, además, esas declaraciones no son ni de Vok ni mías. No me ha costado demasiado 

averiguar que son de Saul Bellow” (Enrique Vila-Matas, Perder teorías [Barcelona: Seix Barral, 2010], IX–X). 

All future page references will be to this edition and will be included in parentheses in the text. 
72 Enrique Vila-Matas, “Enrique Vila-Matas by Lina Meruane.” 
73 Ibid. 
74 “Nació en Brooklyn en 1947. Hispanista, traductora, profesora en George Washinton University. Codirige con 

Lewis Burns desde 2001 la revista Washington Gale. Ha traducido al inglés obras de Julio Ramón Ribeyro, Sergio 

Pitol, Roberto Bolaño, A. G. Porta, y Julia Dugarry.” 
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Googling the various references given in her bio, one finds out that there is no mention of Liz 

Themerson anywhere on the website of George Washington University. Similarly, there are no 

results for the supposed co-director of the Washington Gale journal, Lewis Burns, nor for the 

magazine itself. Nor does Themerson’s name appear as a translator anywhere in the catalog of 

The Library of Congress and The British Library – the only mention of her name in both 

catalogs is as the author of the prologue to Vila-Matas’s Perder teorías. The existence of the 

last-mentioned author, Julia Dugarry, whom Themerson is supposed to have translated, is also 

untraceable. This evidence is supported by the metafictional wink at the beginning of 

Themerson’s prologue: “It even seems normal to me—in fact, I think I’ve actually gotten used 

to it—that my literary world resembles that of Vila-Matas” (PT, IX).75 All this seems sufficient 

to claim that, just as Vilém Vok, Liz Themerson is another of Vila-Matas’s fictional characters, 

or his alter ego, posing as a real person.  

This technique is not in itself novel, resembling a strategy employed by writers such as 

Jorge Luis Borges or Flann O’Brien, both repeatedly referenced in Dublinesca. Borges’s work 

is particularly renowned for its blending of reality and fiction, incorporating fictional characters 

posing as real ones. This technique has some paradoxical consequences, as attested to by Gene 

H. Bell-Villada, who argues that “[s]ome of his most celebrated tales […] deal with nonexistent 

books and authors.” He further claims that the effect of this device is “generally perceived as 

heightening the credibility and reality of the fictional characters involved.”76 A similar 

mechanism is taking place in Vila-Matas’s fiction. Apart from the element of playfulness, the 

role of Liz Themerson is to give Vila-Matas’s book more authority and prestige. In this regard, 

the fact that he chooses her to be an American is not coincidental, as is evidenced by the frequent 

 
75 “A mí me parece hasta normal –de hecho creo que incluso me he acostumbrado a ello– que mi mundo literario 

se parece al de Vila-Matas.” 
76 Gene H. Bell-Villada, Borges and his Fiction: A Guide to his Art and Mind (Austin: University of Texas Press, 

1999), 56. 
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parallels with Anglophone culture in Vila-Matas’s fiction. Essentially, Anglophone culture 

entering Vila-Matas’s work brings with it its capital. 

In his review of Dublinesca, Eagleton argues that “Ireland is renowned for two 

industries: Guinness and Joyce.”77 The notion of Joyce as an industry is interesting as it points 

to the fact that Joyce and his work are connected to economic capital. This is evidenced by the 

commercialization of Bloomsday as well as the existence of countless Joyce merchandise items 

available online and in tourist shops all over Ireland. But crucially, Joyce also possesses 

symbolic capital and provides others with cultural capital. These terms were coined by French 

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu and, as Randal Johnson explains, 

[t]wo forms of capital are particularly important in the field of cultural 

production. Symbolic capital refers to degree of accumulated prestige, celebrity, 

consecration or honour and is founded on a dialectic of knowledge 

(connaissance) and recognition (reconnaissance). Cultural capital concerns 

forms of cultural knowledge, competences or dispositions.78 

 

In Dublinesca, the pastiche of intertextual references is essentially employed as a strategy for 

appropriating the symbolic capital connected to Joyce and other writers, thinkers, and artists 

mentioned in the book, while Riba flaunts his cultural capital by referring to those intellectuals. 

The references to other texts and writers create a connection between them, allowing 

Dublinesca to appropriate the fame, legitimacy, and authority of the source texts or artists, many 

of whom belong to the highest rank of cultural hierarchy. According to Pascale Casanova, the 

literary world has a hierarchical structure79 and within this structure, Joyce functions as a 

globally recognized authority. Casanova argues that 

[t]he recognition of James Joyce by the highest authorities of the literary world 

established him right away as a founder of literary modernity, transforming him 

into a sort of standard of measurement against which the work of other authors 

was reckoned.80 

 
77 Eagleton, “Irishness.” 
78 Randal Johnson “Editor’s Introduction,” in Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art 

and Literature, trans. Claud DuVerlie et al. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 7. 
79 Pascale Casanova, The World Republic of Letters, trans. M. B. DeBevoise (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 2004), 82. 
80 Ibid, 22–23. 
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Hence, the intertextual elements incorporated in Vila-Matas’s fiction provide it with a 

seemingly cosmopolitan aspect, suggesting that Dublinesca belongs to the same vein as the 

work of Joyce and other literary innovators appearing on the pages of the text. 

However, upon reading Dublinesca, it becomes apparent that while Joyce and other (not 

only) Anglophone sources enter Vila-Matas’s prose as references and allusions, the style of the 

narrative remains unaffected. In my personal discussion with Vicente Luis Mora about Joyce’s 

influence on Vila-Matas’s work, he supported this view, claiming that “among the Spanish 

authors self-designated as ‘the Order of the Finnegans,’ there isn’t much influence of Joyce in 

their works.”81 As a result, Dublinesca represents a new stage of the Joycean influence in 

Spanish fiction. It is a text that praises Joyce’s work, renowned for its linguistic and formal 

experiment, but consists of a conventional and linear narrative with only superficial and 

insubstantial attempts at introducing stylistic peculiarities. Interestingly, the novel brings 

attention to its conventional style through a metacommentary: 

Style: Linear. Everything can be understood. It displays an air similar to that of 

the sixth chapter of Ulysses, in which we find a lucid and logical Joyce, who 

introduces the occasional thought from Bloom that the reader can easily follow. 

(D, 176–177)82 

 

Although this commentary refers to a specific section of the book, it applies to most of its 

narrative. Essentially, Dublinesca’s intertextual references create a pastiche of culturally 

significant names and literary innovators, appropriating the symbolic capital connected to their 

names and work, while keeping its narrative structure linear and style conventional.

 
81 “[C]reo que en los autores españoles que se autodenominan “La Orden del Finnegans” no hay mucha influencia 

de Joyce en sus obras” (Vicente Luis Mora, email conversation, March 2, 2025). 
82 “Estilo: Lineal. Se entiende todo. Guarda un aire familiar con el capítulo sexto de Ulysses, donde encontramos 

un Joyce lúcido y lógico, que introduce de vez en cuando pensamientos de Bloom que el lector sigue con facilidad” 

(Dublinesca, 164). 

 



81 

 

Conclusion: James Joyce’s Afterlife in Spanish Experimental Fiction since 

1962 

This thesis has outlined the development of Spanish experimental fiction since 1962 and its 

interactions with the work of James Joyce, focusing on the work of three writers selected based 

on their relative prominence in Spanish experimental literature as well as their different 

approaches to Joyce’s oeuvre, each representing a unique instance of dialogue between Spanish 

and Anglophone experimental fiction. The nature of the influence changes from writer to writer, 

but Joyce’s experimental novels Ulysses (1922) and Finnegans Wake (1939) served as a starting 

point and a driving force for some of the most notable Spanish experimental fiction since 1962. 

Luis Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio (1962) represents a turning point in Spanish 

fiction, initiating a shift toward literary experiment after a period characterized by restriction of 

creativity and neglect of formal and stylistic innovation. Ever since the publication of Ulysses, 

many Spanish critics have attributed it with mythical status and voiced frustrations and demands 

concerning the lack of a similarly daring and experimental novel in Spanish literature. In the 

eyes of many critics, Tiempo de silencio is the long-awaited answer to these calls, fulfilling the 

search for a Spanish Ulysses. The framework of myth reveals the critical and creative impulse 

Ulysses produced in Spain, while bringing attention to the close connection between writing 

and mythmaking. Tiempo de silencio and Ulysses both explore the inferiority complex of their 

respective nations. For Pedro, the main character of Tiempo de silencio, the United States 

represents an unachievable ideal, while Buck Mulligan adores Greek culture and calls for 

Hellenizing Ireland. The Greek concept of metempsychosis crucial for Ulysses migrates to 

Tiempo de silencio and transforms into mitosis, which serves as a metaphor for the deformation 

of literary norms and textual proliferation in Martín-Santos’s novel. The linguistic mitosis 

transforms the text into a multipolar, asymmetric, and explosive literary experiment. 
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Julián Ríos’s Larva: Babel de una noche de San Juan (1983) uses an extensive 

paratextual apparatus to establish a connection with Joyce and, above all, Finnegans Wake, 

affirming an unceasing interest in Joyce’s work amongst Spanish experimental writers. Like 

Finnegans Wake, Larva incorporates and superimposes many foreign traditions and languages, 

creating a metaphorical Babel. The polylingual aspect of Larva implies that languages and 

cultures are not isolated systems, showing that interactions between them are not only 

unavoidable but can be mutually enriching. The nature of Larva’s prose and the superimposition 

of languages present an interesting problem regarding its translation. Ríos himself participated 

in the English translation of Larva, which significantly transforms the original, adding 

information, references, and stylistic peculiarities. The textual proliferation of the English 

translation shows that translation is essentially varied repetition, and both Larva and Finnegans 

Wake demonstrate that reading and understanding can never be stable, final or fixed. 

Enrique Vila-Matas’s Dublinesca (2010) represents yet another stage of Joyce’s 

reception in Spanish fiction. Vila-Matas’s work brings attention to the global phenomenon of 

Joyce fandom and participatory culture connected with it. Vila-Matas is the founding knight of 

the Order of Finnegans, which is essentially a kind of exclusive Joyce fan club for Spanish 

writers and publishers. His novel Dublinesca is an autofictional account of the founding of the 

Order of the Finnegans and a manifestation of Joyce fandom, as its characters perform acts of 

the participatory culture, such as traveling to Dublin on Bloomsday and reenacting scenes from 

Ulysses. Examining Joyce’s work through the framework of fandom studies brings attention to 

a crucial shift in his legacy. It demonstrates that his work, which could in many respects be 

considered the peak of avant-garde complexity and experimentalism, has been appropriated by 

mainstream pop culture. Similarly to Pedro in Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio, Samuel Riba 

in Dublinesca expresses a strong inclination toward the United States, but also Anglophone 

culture and specifically Irish literature. However, he frequently confuses Ireland with England, 
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showing that his understanding of Irish culture is superficial and often misguided. Vila-Matas’s 

highly intertextual work is essentially a postmodern pastiche of references to culturally 

significant names and literary innovators. It appropriates the symbolic capital connected to their 

names and works, while consisting of a conventional and linear narrative with only superficial 

and insubstantial attempts at experimenting with its form. 

The final section of this conclusion will discuss Vicente Luis Mora’s Circular 22 (2022) 

as an example illustrating some of the latest developments in contemporary Spanish 

experimental fiction. Mora’s novel echoes certain aspects of Joyce’s work, but at the same time 

represents an important shift in contemporary Spanish experiment and its modes of expression. 

This shift is closely related to the technological developments in textuality and writing produced 

in the recent decades, as well as the growing need to reevaluate not only the role of Anglophone 

fiction for Spanish prose, but also to update the specific works that serve as models for Spanish 

experiment. Mora explores this shift extensively in his theoretical and critical work, particularly 

in his theory of the Pangeaic novel.  

 

4.1 Vicente Luis Mora’s Circular 22 and the Pangeaic Novel 

Vicente Luis Mora’s novel Circular 22 is the latest and supposedly final version of his “work 

in progress”1 and a crowning achievement of more than two decades of writing. The book was 

published twice before, first as Circular (“Circular”) in 20032 and as Circular 07. Las afueras 

(“Circular 07. The Outskirts”) in 2007,3 with each iteration expanding significantly on the 

previous one. The editor of Circular 22, Monika Sobołewska, claims that “[c]ompared to the 

2003 and 2007 versions, this 2022 edition adds 60% new material and presents the project in 

 
1 “Obra en marcha” (Vicente Luis Mora, Circular 22, ed. Monika Sobołewska [Barcelona: Galaxia Gutenberg, 

2022], 27). All future page references will be to this edition and will be included in parentheses in the text. 
2 Vicente Luis Mora, Circular (Córdoba: Plurabelle, 2003). 
3 Vicente Luis Mora, Circular 07. Las afueras (Córdoba: Berenice, 2007). 
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its complete and final form” (C, 10).4 The two defining features of Mora’s Circular 22 are 

fragmentation and intertextuality, as the text is essentially a collage of fragments often 

accompanied by or comprised of quotes from other texts and/or visual references. Each 

fragment comes under a heading alluding to a specific place in Madrid or elsewhere. The 

starting point for the literary exploration of the Spanish capital is line 6 of Madrid’s metro. This 

is also indicated by the first entry of the novel – “Metropolitano. Línea 6, Circular” 

(“Metropolitan. Line 6. Circular”) (C, 35). Since the line goes around the city center in a loop, 

it is known as “circular,” giving the name to the novel as well as introducing the idea of circular 

movement into the text.  

Highlighting the fragmentary nature of Circular 22, Javier Fernández suggests that the 

text “is a gathering of tesserae that together form a single mosaic. An organic assembly, 

growing freely […] like the maps of the Madrid metro once did” (C, 15).5 Over the course of 

Mora’s writing project, the fragmentary exploration expanded its focus from Madrid to other 

parts of the world, primarily Europe and the United States, but also including sections referring 

to Northern Africa, Asia, and elsewhere. Mora explains the evolving focus of his writing 

project: 

In its early versions, being a city-book built upon a city, the text merely followed 

the pattern of its object and the form was a simple reflection of its semantics. 

Although Madrid continues to serve as its core, it now unfolds as a world-book, 

because its author or authors have deterritorialized their life experience. (C, 21)6 

 

The diversity of places explored in the novel is reflected by the miscellaneous nature of the 

fragments, which take on many different shapes and forms including stories and prosaic texts 

of different genres and lengths ranging from few lines to several pages, poems, stage dialogues, 

 
4 “Respecto a las versiones de 2003 y 2007, ésta de 2022 añade un 60% de material inédito y recoge el proyecto 

concluido en su totalidad.” 
5 “[E]s una reunión de teselas que dibuja un solo mosaico. Una reunión orgánica, que crece libremente […] como 

crecían los planos del metro de Madrid.” 
6 “En sus primeras versiones, al ser un libro-urbe, construido sobre una ciudad, el texto no hacía más que seguir el 

patrón de su objeto, y la forma era simple trasunto de la semántica. Aunque sigue tomando Madrid como núcleo 

central, se despliega hoy como libromundo, porque su autor o autores extraterritorializaron su experiencia de vida.” 
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photos, quotes, narration through a chess scoresheet, descriptions of photographs, blog posts, 

SMS, letters, wordsearch, advertisements, binary code, or the so-called “bibliomaquias.” The 

last mentioned is a neologism introduced by Mora and consists of intertextual references 

employed in a playful and experimental manner, so that the quotes of others comprise a coherent 

text or poem. An exemplary bibliomaquia is the fragment titled “Calle Circular” (“Circular 

Street”), where supposedly “the book speaks for itself” (C, 512).7 This fragment is comprised 

of quotes by writers, singers, painters, film directors, and actors of different nationalities. 

Essentially, the quotes form a poem about a circular voyage through a city and its streets. 

Mora is convinced that the contemporary novel must stop imitating the classical works 

produced in the last centuries, with his Circular 22 being 

a search for a mode of expression suited for the 21st century, aware of its time, 

aware of the past, aware of its historical legacy. Respectful of those classic 

authors, it is at the same time fiercely critical and strives to be original.8 

 

Despite Mora’s attempt to look away from classical models, there are traces of Joycean 

influence in his writing project, crowned by Circular 22. First, as the subtitle of the book and 

the expansive nature of each reedition indicate, the novel is intended to be a work in progress, 

thus harking back to similarly conceived novels such as Joyce’s Finnegans Wake or Ríos’s 

Larva. Second, the novel uses the circular metro line 6 in Madrid, which goes around the center 

of the Spanish capital, as a metaphorical device for its explorations of the city. The idea of 

circularity echoes the theme and structure of Finnegans Wake, while the exploration of a city 

is reminiscent of Joyce’s examination of Dublin in Ulysses – the city being a focal point for 

many modernist writers in general. Third, Circular 22 embraces Joyce’s ambition of creating 

an encyclopedic novel, with Mora claiming even with the second and relatively less elaborated 

 
7 “[E]l propio libro toma la palabra.” 
8 “[U]na búsqueda de un modo expresivo propio del siglo XXI, consciente de su tiempo, consciente del pasado, 

consciente del legado histórico. Respetuoso con esos autores clásicos, es a la vez violentamente crítico e intenta 

ser original” (Vicente Luis Mora, “Vicente Luis Mora: ‘Los escritores debemos ser libérrimos, por no decir 

libertinos,’ interview by Manuel Mateo Pérez, El Mundo, accessed July 9, 2025, 

https://www.elmundo.es/andalucia/2022/08/05/62ed507ee4d4d89d548b457e.html). 
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iteration of his writing project, that “Circular 07 is an attempt at a ‘total novel,’ an attempt to 

write Madrid and Córdoba in their entirety, giving voice to every street, every language, every 

register, and every story.”9 The encyclopedic aspiration of Mora’s work in progress is directly 

inspired by Joyce’s work, as Mora himself acknowledges in the appendix to the 2003 

publication of Circular:  

I wanted to write a collection of short stories about Madrid, with certain thematic 

areas grouped by proximity, like the old guilds. I wanted to write an 

encyclopedic novel […] I set out to complete what Joyce himself had intended 

for his Ulysses. (as cited in C, 614)10 

 

Mora’s Circular 22 proves that Joyce’s work is still a productive source of inspiration or 

perhaps an unescapable reference for any writer with experimental inclinations.  

But more importantly, Mora’s writing project represents an important shift in Spanish 

experimental fiction, as it searches for a mode of expression representative of the 21st century. 

For Mora, this is not only a concern of his Circular 22, but also a theoretical problem. In fact, 

he is one of the most important contemporary Spanish literary theorists and critics, focusing on 

the most recent trends and tendencies in prose and poetry. One of his most influential theoretical 

concepts is his notion of the Pangeaic novel, which is discussed and developed over several of 

his texts.11 In La luz nueva: Singularidades en la narrativa española actual (2007; “The New 

Light: Singularities in Contemporary Spanish Narrative”), he proposes that 

in contemporary Western culture, three distinct cultural and aesthetic directions 

coexist in space and time, with all the variations and exceptions one might 

acknowledge: late modernity, postmodernity, and pangea.12 

 
9 “Circular 07 es un intento de ‘novela total’, un intento de escribir Madrid y Córdoba globalmente, dando voz a 

todas las calles, a todos los lenguajes, a todos los registros e historias” (Vicente Luis Mora, “Vicente Luis Mora: 

‘Mi último libro, “Circular 07”, es un intento de novela total’,” Diario Córdoba, accessed July 9, 2025, 

https://www.diariocordoba.com/cultura/2007/10/13/vicente-luis-mora-ultimo-libro-38385697.html). 
10 “Me apetecía hacer un libro de relatos sobre Madrid, con algunas zonas temáticas agrupadas en proximidad, 

como los antiguos gremios. Quise novelar una enciclopedia […] Me propuse culminar lo que el propio Joyce quiso 

para su Ulysses.” 
11 Mora introduced his theory in: Vicente Luis Mora, Pangea: Internet, blogs y comunicación en un mundo nuevo 

(Sevilla: Fundación José Manuel Lara, 2006). 
12 “[E]n la cultura actual occidental coinciden en el espacio y en el tiempo, con todas las variaciones y excepciones 

que queramos apreciar, tres direcciones culturales y estéticas diferentes: tardomodernidad, posmodernidad y 

pangea” (Vicente Luis Mora, La luz nueva: Singularidades en la narrativa española actual [Córdoba: Berenice, 

2007], 21). 
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For Mora, Pangea is “the new global representation of the world, [which] seems to call for an 

art that is global in its essence, for novels that absorb everything into themselves.”13 Its name 

alludes to the ancient supercontinent, drawing an analogy between the then physical connection 

between the majority of all landmass and today’s globalized aspect of existence and 

interconnectedness through technology and digital media. The Pangeaic novel “is characterized 

by an epistemological continuity between literature, image, sociology, art, music, new 

technologies, and science,” while “[t]he Pangeaic narrator does not distinguish the limits of 

influence and works indiscriminately with all these materials.”14 Mora proposes a set of 

characteristics for the Pangeaic novel, claiming that 

[t]he prototypical Pangeic novel is not yet fully definable; however, it must 

exhibit at least some of the following textual features: the structural presence of 

expressive visual resources from mass electronic media, the adoption of the 

image (positive – drawing or photograph – or negative – crossed-out) as just 

another element of the narrative discourse, the treatment of the text as 

advertising propaganda, the incorporation of new cybernetic forms of textual 

montage such as blogs, chats, or emails, preserving their original structural and 

digital formats, translated into written text.15 

 

Clearly, this description applies to his Circular 22, which incorporates elements of electronic 

media (e.g. blog posts, SMS, binary code), mass culture (e.g. wordsearch typically included in 

newspapers, advertisements), as well as visual elements (e.g. photos, screenshots of film 

scenes). Mora’s concept of the Pangeaic novel not only promotes the incorporation of elements 

 
13 “[L]a nueva representación global del mundo, parece requerir de un arte que sea global en su interior, de unas 

novelas que admitan todo dentro de sí” (Vicente Luis Mora, “El porvenir es parte del presente: La nueva narrativa 

española como especies de espacios,” Hofstra Hispanic Review No. 8/9 (Summer–Fall 2008): 63) 
14 “[S]e presenta caracterizada por una continuidad epistemológica entre la literatura, la imagen, la sociología, el 

arte, la música, las nuevas tecnologías y la ciencia” and “[e]l narrador pangeico no distingue límites de influencia, 

y trabaja indistintamente con esos materiales” (Ibid, 51–52). 
15 “La novela pangeica tipo aún no es definible; pero debe tener alguno, al menos, de estos rasgos textuales: 

presencia estructural de los recursos expresivos visuales de los medios electrónicos de comunicación de masas, 

adopción de la imagen (positiva —dibujo o fotografía— o negativa —tachado—) como un elemento más del 

discurso narrativo, asunción del texto como propaganda publicitaria, incorporación de las nuevas formas 

cibernéticas de montaje de textos como el blog, el chat o el e-mail conservando sus fórmulas estructurales y 

digitales originarias, traducidas al texto escrito” (Mora, La luz nueva, 73). 
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of digital media into prose, but it also frees literary production from national frameworks, as he 

observes similar tendencies within experimental fiction across languages and countries. 

However, Mora’s theory focuses primarily on Spanish and Anglophone writers to 

illustrate the concept, showing that Anglophone fiction is a persistent reference point for 

Spanish experiment. His provisional list of Pangeaic writers includes Juan Francisco Ferré, 

Javier Fernández, Germán Sierra, Fernández Porta, Fernández Mallo, Jorge Carrión, Rodrigo 

Fresán, and Javier Calvo, and other renowned Spanish experimental writers of the past 

decades.16 Crucially, the list also features several anglophone writers, including David Foster 

Wallace, Mark Z. Danielewski, William Gaddis, and Douglas Coupland.17 The focus on North 

American prose is not coincidental, as Mora advocates its dominance in the global literary field 

in the past few decades: 

In the late nineties and the early years of 21st Century, one of the most influential 

literatures has been the North-American Narrative, from dirty realism to the 

powerful postmodern writers, like Thomas Pynchon, Don DeLillo and David 

Foster Wallace, among others.18 

 

These writers and their works have been extremely influential within the Spanish literary 

tradition, and as a result, “[a] good part of recent Spanish fiction derives directly from Anglo-

Saxon models, especially American ones,”19 as Mora insists. The interaction with Anglophone 

fiction is further boosted by the development of digital culture and its importance for 

contemporary Spanish experiment. Spanish writer and theorist, Germán Sierra, observes that 

this is given by the fact that global culture is dominated by the English language: 

Digital culture is a global culture by its own nature. It is originally 

deterritorialized, not related to geographic locations, languages or cultural 

 
16 Mora further mentions writers: Flavia Company, Mario Cuenca, Gabi Martínez, Doménico Chiappe, Mercedes 

Díaz Villarías, Javier Montero, Javier Moreno, Milo Krmpotic, Jordi Costa, Lolita Bosch, Óscar Gual, Manuel 

Vilas, Antonio Pomet, Javier Pastor, Robert Juan-Cantavella, Mercedes Cebrián, Braulio Ortiz Poole, Inma 

Turbau, Ricardo Menéndez Salmón, Elia Barceló, Diego Doncel, o Isaac Rosa. (Mora, “El porvenir,” 63). 
17 Ibid, 51. 
18 Vicente Luis Mora, “Traduciendo narrativa norteamericana: el retorno a la casa (de los otros),” Trans: Revista 

de Traductología 14 [October 2010]: 25, https://doi.org/10.24310/TRANS.2010.v0i14.3171. 
19 “Buena parte de la última narrativa española proviene directamente de modelos anglosajones, sobre todo 

estadounidenses” (Ibid, 26). 
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boundaries. It uses universal codes, it is constructed on objective scientific and 

engineering data, and has adopted English as the universal lingua franca.20 

 

Sierra himself highlights the close connection between Spanish and Anglophone literatures and 

cultures by having written one of his novels, The Artifact (2018), in English. Essentially, Mora’s 

theory of the Pangeiac novel and his Circular 22 illustrate an important shift in contemporary 

Spanish fiction, as both his theory and his writing project attempt to reassess the role of 

Anglophone fiction and challenge classical models such as Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans 

Wake. However, Mora’s work also shows that contemporary Spanish experimental writing does 

not liberate itself from the Anglophone influence, but rather it reevaluates and updates the 

narrative frameworks that serve as its models. 

The two most prominent substitutes of Joyce are David Foster Wallace and, to a lesser 

extent, Mark Z. Danielewski, who have become cult writers in Spain. According to Mora, there 

had been a consistent demand by a relatively small group of Spanish intellectuals for the 

translation of Danielewski’s House of Leaves (2000) into Spanish, since 

the North American literature that interests Spanish writers is so complex that, 

even though they can read English, they need a translation as a guide, a Virgil 

of the language to open for them the doors to a full understanding of the work, 

an Ellmann to illuminate the obscurities of the new Ulysses.21 

 

Danielewski’s book was finally translated into Spanish in 2013 as a collaboration between two 

publishing houses, Pálido Fuego and Alpha Decay,22 meeting the demands of high-brow 

readers and Spanish intellectuals. The reception of Foster Wallace was swifter as his Infinite 

Jest (1996) was translated into Spanish in 2002, being only the second language to feature a 

translation of Foster Wallace’s opus magnum after Italian.23 Foster Wallace’s work also proved 

 
20 Germán Sierra, “Post-Digitalism and Contemporary Spanish Fiction,” Hispanic Issues on Line 9 (2012): 28. 
21 “[L]a literatura norteamericana que interesa a los narradores españoles es tan compleja que, a pesar de leer 

inglés, necesitan de una traducción guía, de un Virgilio de la lengua que les abra las puertas a una comprensión 

total de la obra, un Ellmann que aclare las oscuridades de los nuevos Ulysses” (Mora, “Traduciendo narrativa,” 

28). 
22 “La casa de hojas, Mark Z. Danielewski,” Pálido fuego, accessed July 9, 2025, https://www.palidofuego.com/la-

casa-de-hojas-8a-edicion/. 
23 Manuel Antonio Córdoba, “Infinite Influence,” Los Angeles Review of Books, accessed July 9, 2025, 

https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/infinite-influence/. 
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to be far more influential than Danielewski’s House of Leaves, as it produced a widely 

recognized turning point in Spanish fiction. Juan Trejo attests to this, claiming that  

for the next generation [of Spanish writers ...] discovering DFW caused, almost 

universally despite their individuality, a kind of shock. DFW spoke about 

something we understood even before we had stopped to think about it, and he 

did so in a way that felt both novel and illuminating, despite his arithmetical 

complexity.24 

 

Although Foster Wallace is undoubtedly a highly influential writer and theorist, Manuel 

Antonio Córdoba argues that the situation in Spain is exceptional, as there is “no other Western 

language where David Foster Wallace has had as much impact as Spanish.”25 Córdoba even 

argues that the cult of Foster Wallace was so strong that his death in 2008 

was the start of a hunt for the Spanish-language David Foster Wallace. All 

through the late 2000s and the 2010s, a litany of authors tried to write long, 

cerebral, postmodern novels that summed up the zeitgeist and boredom of late-

stage capitalism, racking up innumerable reviews along the way where critics 

described the works of these youngish footnote novelists as promising 

descendants of Infinite Jest.26 

 

Córdoba sums up the situation as a “never-ending quest for a Spanish-language David Foster 

Wallace,”27 echoing the search for a Spanish Joyce declared by the previous generations of 

Spanish writers and critics. Foster Wallace’s esteemed place within the Spanish literary context 

is evidenced by the number of tributes inspired by his death. The magazine Quimera issued a 

special number, “David Foster Wallace: Fin de la broma” (“David Foster Wallace: End of the 

Jest”),28 commemorating the author’s death, which included contributions by writers such as 

Germán Sierra, Juan Francisco Ferré, Eloy Fernández Porta, Jorge Carrión, Agustín Fernández 

Mallo, all of whom have been included in Mora’s provisional list of Pangeaic narrators. 

 
24 “[P]ara la siguiente generación [...] descubrir a DFW supuso, casi de manera generalizada a pesar de lo 

individual, una conmoción. DFW hablaba de algo que entendíamos sin ni siquiera habernos detenido aún a pensar 

sobre ello, y lo hacía de un modo que nos resultó novedoso e iluminador, a pesar de su aritmética complejidad” 

(Juan Trejo, as cited in Mora, “Traduciendo narrativa,” 28). 
25 Córdoba, “Infinite Influence.” 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 David Foster Wallace: Fin de la broma, Quimera 302 (January 2009). 
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Córdoba seems upset by the fact that the upcoming generation of Spanish writers turns 

their interest to Foster Wallace, claiming that authors such as Eloy Fernández Porta, Vicente 

Luis Mora, Mario Levrero, Jorge Carrión, Carlos Fonseca, and Alberto Fuguet “shamelessly or 

indirectly imitate him.”29 Córdoba is perhaps right in observing the connection between these 

writers and Foster Wallace. When asked directly about his Anglophone influences, Mora 

admits: “[A]bove all, I’ve been influenced by David Foster Wallace; also, to a lesser extent, by 

James Joyce and Mark Danielewski.”30 However, Córdoba seems to be ignoring the fact that 

intertextuality and other forms of interaction between languages and cultures are unavoidable 

and inherent in any artistic expression. Surely, the results of such interaction can have various 

outcomes. As has been demonstrated in the parallel case of Joyce’s fiction and its echoes in 

Spanish prose, the alliance between Spanish and Anglophone fiction may produce daring and 

innovative texts such as Martín-Santos’s Tiempo de silencio or Ríos’s Larva, but it can also 

result in superficial appropriation without any substantial attempt at literary experiment, as is 

the case with Vila-Matas’s Dublinesca. 

In any case, contemporary Spanish experimental fiction reveals some interesting 

patterns. First, its recent developments, exemplified by Mora’s Circular 22 and his theory of 

the Pangeaic novel, show an unrelenting interest in Anglophone literatures and cultures, 

resulting in an increasing interaction with them. Second, there is a tendency in Spanish fiction 

to turn to Anglophone fiction for long, complex, innovative novels as models for their own 

literary experiments. Joyce’s work undoubtedly played a crucial role in the development of 

Spanish experimental fiction since 1962; however, more recently, the work of other 

Anglophone writers such as Foster Wallace and Danielewski have taken over the position of 

Joyce’s fiction, becoming primary reference points for Spanish writers over the past few 

 
29 Córdoba, “Infinite Influence.” 
30 “[S]obre todo me ha influido David Foster Wallace; también, en menor medida, James Joyce y Mark 

Danielewski” (Vicente Luis Mora, email conversation, March 2, 2025). 
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decades. Perhaps serving even as “the measuring stick against which all vaguely avant-garde 

Spanish writers were evaluated,”31 as Córdoba insists. 

This thesis has traced the development of Spanish experimental fiction since 1962, 

exploring its engagement with the work of James Joyce and its evolving relationship with 

Anglophone fiction. The conclusion has outlined some of the more recent shifts toward digital 

media and the influence of writers such as David Foster Wallace and Mark Z. Danielewski. 

Contemporary Spanish experimental fiction is a vibrant field of literary production, and works 

such as Vicente Luis Mora’s Circular 22 demonstrate that texts are never self-contained. His 

work shows that even a hundred years after Ulysses and sixty years after Martín-Santos’s 

Tiempo de silencio, Joyce’s work is still relevant for Spanish literary experiment. However, 

writers like Mora do not simply repeat Joyce’s gestures; instead, they echo his creative 

ambitions by tackling new challenges posed by the present-day circumstances, thereby 

contributing to the ever-changing nature of experimental writing. Ultimately, this thesis hopes 

to encourage further study of the interactions between Spanish and Anglophone experimental 

fiction, leading to a deeper and more complete mutual understanding between these literatures 

and cultures.  

 
31 Córdoba, “Infinite Influence.” 
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