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Short Abstract

In addition to coverage in the national and intéomal media of the ongoing violence in Mexico
related to the drug trade, there has been growitegest in fictional representations of the Mexican
drug trade, its origins and social context. Ther@ow a considerable body of written narratives
that have been christenedhrconovelas A small number of academic works has charted the
emergence of thearconovelaand sought to examine how drug traffickers havenbepresented
and evaluated in fiction. However, very little atien has been paid to the aesthetic qualities of
‘narco-literature’. This study examines four of tmest highly-regarded works in detalalas de
plata (2008), by EImer Mendozd;os minutos negro§2006), by Martin SolareContrabando
(2008), by Victor Hugo Rascén Banda; ahdhbajos del reino(2004), by Yuri Herrera. So
embedded is the phenomenon of drug trafficking arthern Mexican culture, so suffused with
cliché is its representation in other media, thatvtite about the topic with originality and etHica
nuance is difficult. This thesis accounts for thstidct choices made by the four authors in
question to address this difficulty of represewotatin the structure, style and tone of their navels
The self-awareness exhibited by these works ofofictegarding the challenges of representing
their subject matter render them the most sophistiit examples yet created of the so-called

narconovela



L ong Abstract

The purpose of this thesis is to provide a litefaitical examination of four of the most highly-
regarded examples of the so-callegrconovelain northern Mexican fiction. It was originally
conceived as an effort to fill a significant gaptie critical literature. Very little of an academi
nature had been written about therconovela No academic articles had been written alialas

de plata(2008), by Elmer Mendoz&os minutos negro§006), by Martin Solare€ontrabando
(2008), by Victor Hugo Rascén Banda,Toabajos del reinq2004), by Yuri Herrera, despite the
wealth of good reviews enjoyed by these novelsew fieneral studies or introductions to the
narconovelahave now been produced, but they do not addres$otlr novels examined in this
thesis. To date, three articles have been writtmutathese novels, but they do little more than
describe the works in question and provide a cyregamination of their themes. This thesis
attempts to examine them in detail as works ofTdre thesis takes the view that a work of art can,
implicitly, be a response to a question. The qoesin this case is ‘what is the most appropriate
way in which to represent the phenomenon of draffitking’? ‘Most appropriate’ is understood
to encompass both ethical and stylistic concerhis iB not a problem that is implicit to all works
of fiction about drug trafficking in Mexico. The gmise of this thesis is that it ought to be, given
the complex nature of the phenomenon, and a prairyiconclusion is that the four novels in
question are of particular merit in large part heseathey take this question seriously. Although
each chapter examines and evaluates its particiael on its own terms, the ‘problem’ of
representing drug trafficking and, hence, the paldir features in each novel designed to address

this problem, are the unifying concern.

In the first chapter, the Introduction, | place tleconovelain its literary and historical contexts.
Given that some general works on the subject of drafficking in Mexican fiction have been
recently written, the purpose of the second andl théctions of the Introduction is to summarize,
add to, and evaluate the positions of these cniigarding the origins and characteristics of the
narconovela There is little agreement about a definition: tia@conovelais not a clear genre. A
summary of the historical development of the druapé in Mexico, as it is understood by



historians of the subject, is also provided. Thisfien disregarded or insufficiently understood by
critics. For example, Diana Palaversich, in ‘Thdites of Drug Trafficking in Mexican and
Mexico-Related Narconovelas’, concentrates priflyipan the attitudes expressed by authors in
their fiction towards drug traffickers, but prov&ldittle detailed analysis of the motives or
justification for such attitudes. One purpose @ finst section of the Introduction is to extraog t
reasons for some of those features of northern ¢dexiction that are a consequence of the history
of the drug trade in Mexico: for instance, thetatte that drug trafficking is just one illegal adly
among many, the prominent regional pride showmbstefios and the particular contempt in
which Mexico’s politicians and security forces dreld. The historical section also serves to
provide a base from which there follow more speciiscussions of Mexican history in the

chapters aboutrabajos del rein@andLos minutos negros

Many of the besharconovelagalk indirectly about drug trafficking. Throughathie thesis there is
an unspoken attempt to justify this increasinglynomn approach, which is introduced explicitly
in Chapter 1. Manyharconovelasare, for instance, detective novels, but this ohaf format
poses very particular ethical and aesthetic problebhere is the matter of how to avoid cliché
when employing a relatively rigid format. But, mom@portantly, one might wonder how a
category of fiction developed elsewhere in the diabuld possibly be considered relevant to a
distinctively Mexican situation. This is the unifig concern of the second and third chapters of
this thesis. In Ch. 2, Part |, | examine the prstgée ofBalas de platalongside a discussion of the
novel’'s cinematographic influences and its pervaself-awareness as a work of genre fiction. It
cannot be said to be a novel that avoids clich§, duthe least, it attempts to render its clichés
transparent. Whether this is an acceptable proeedurthe point in question. What is more
important about the novel, | argue, is its exp@ssif a very particulamortefiosensibility towards
the violence created by the drug trade. In Pargad Il | examine the contribution of several of
the novel’s features — its humour, allusiveness @ratacterization — to the creation of a single,
cynical, point of viewlLos minutos negrofCh. 3) is also a highly allusive and self-awaoei.

Its sensibility is more playful than that Balas de platahowever, and some readers might find



this to be an inappropriate representation of & gerious situation in reality. In Ch. 3, Part |, |
argue that, as a renovation of the detective ficfmmat,Los minutos negros highly original.
Moreover, its variety of style and tone providescher literary experience than that Bélas de
plata, including moments of pathos that depend for teffect on the novel's generally ludic tone.
What is most distinctive about the novel is its ralanment of the ‘realist’ spirit of most
narconovelaseven when they are genre novels. NonetheledBaitll, | contend that the novel
provides the reader, analogically, with a convigciepresentation of the political dimensions of

Mexico’s relationship with drug trafficking.

The remaining novels are more innovative concefptu@bntrabando(Ch. 4)makes the difficulty

of representing drug trafficking the central comcef its protagonist, a fictionalized version oéth
author, on his return to his turbulent hometowrrunal Chihuahua. The novel includes many
‘testimonial’ chapters narrated from different gsiof view, as if they were short stories, as well
as a work for the theatre and sections of a filnpscThis implicitly acknowledges the fact that
there is more than one way to understand the tobaleful predicament. In Ch. 4, Parts | and I, |
analyse the connections between these differeméseptations and evaluate the extent to which
the novel coheres as a whole. Particular atteniio@h. 4 Part Il, is paid to the contribution bét
play Guerrero negrao the novel’'s general impression on the read@ndside other techniques,
the novel’s structure and its use of multiple pwiot view lead to an emphasis on the doubts and
anxieties experienced by those who live surrounbdgddrug trafficking and its violence, a

perspective that has been often neglected indheonovela

Trabajos del reing(Ch. 5) reimagines the inner ranks of a drug tatea mediseval court, but
retains its realism by virtue of attributing thisadogy to the fancy of its protagonist, a writer of
corridos for the cartel's leader. | contend in Ch. 5, Plarthat the novel's conceit is very
informative with respect to the historical operatoof drug trafficking organizations. In that
section | also analyse the techniques employed diyelr to present the protagonist’s point of
view as limited and naive, which (lik€ontraband raises the question of how complete or

justifiable a single representation of drug trdfiig can be, but conclude that this does not



diminish the worth of the original analogy. Sevechhpters of the novel, written in a different,
more figurative style, require additional commeantelation to their function in the narrative as a
whole, which | provide in Ch. 5, Part Il. Finallyy Ch. 5, Part lll, | make the argument that the
novel's treatment of unresolved doubts about tlo phplies a rejection of the current popular

obsession with the topic of drug trafficking.

In each case my concern has been to provide arareeqmin for the novel’s interesting and
noteworthy features with reference to the autharplied designs for his narrative. As such,
barring introductory comments and comparisons, ZHs are intended to stand on their own as
interpretations of each novel in turn. Nonetheldss four novels selected also demonstrate a range
of different approaches to the task of representingg trafficking and its context. In the
Conclusion I briefly consider two other ambitioygppeoaches that have been less successful. Given
that thenarconovelais a very loosely defined category of fiction, aaldo because many authors
have been (justifiably) intent on presenting pagrspectives on their subject matter, | conclude
that there is little chance of a ‘definitive’ Mexig narconovelabeing written. Nevertheless, the

range of possible approaches has not yet been steldau

Vi
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Since December 2006, when the newly-elected PraisiofeMexico, Felipe Calderon, deployed
6,500 federal troops in the Pacific coast stat®i@hoacan to fight organized crime, Mexico has
experienced a surge in the number of violent Ighimelating to the drug trade. Whereas in 2004
some 900 persons were officially registered asrftplsieen killed in confrontations between rival
drug trafficking organizations or between thosdfitrteers and the various units of the Mexican
state, this figure had increased to 2,300 in 286®more than 5,000 in 2008, and by 2010 it had
reached 12,500 per anndrBy some accounts the number of deaths during @aitiepresidency
exceeded 60,000Beside the extensive coverage afforded to theadmggviolence in the Mexican
and international press, there has been growirgedst in fictional representations of the Mexican
drug trade and its origins. There is now a considler body of written narratives that have been
dubbednarconovelasby the media. For the well-known author and critarge Volpi, ‘narco-
literature’ has become the new paradigm of Latinefican literature, replacing the previous
fashions for the subject of dictatorship or ‘magiealism’® A narconoveleof sorts —El ruido de

las cosas al caef2011), by the Colombian author Juan Gabriel Vézqy- has even won the
Alfaguara Prize. Although several Mexican novelgehheen written recently, in response to the
current crisis and, predictably, to the commerdeihand for writing on the subject, fiction about
drug trafficking in its heartlands of the northMéxico is over 20 years old. In Mexico, the father
of the genre, if indeed thearconovelacan be defined as such, is regarded as Elmer Mandoz
(1949). His collection of storigSada respiro que tom(991) was the first modern Mexican work

of literature to take drug traffickers as protagtmiand to explore the sub-culture of drug

L Wil G. Pansters, ‘Zones of State-Making’,\iolence, Coercion, and State-Making in Twentiedn@ry
Mexico: The Other Half of the Centawd. by Wil Pansters (Stanford: Stanford UP, 20fg) 3—-39 (p. 5)

2 Nick Miroff and William Booth, ‘Mexico’s drug wais at a stalemate as Calderén’s presidency efitig’,
Washington Pos27 November 2012.

% See Gabriela Polit Duefidsarrating Narcos: Culiacan and MedelligPittsburgh: University of Pitsburgh
Press, 2013), pp. 3 and 180 (n. 5). Volpi clainfet tLa ‘literatura del narco’ se ha convertidoegmuevo
paradigma de la literatura latinoamericana (0 ahaosemexicana y colombiana): donde antes habia
dictadores y guerrilleros, ahora hay capos y miciorruptos; y donde antes prevalecia el realisdgico,

ha surgido un hiperrealismo fascinado con retlatusos y costumbres de estos nuevos antihérbmgje(
Volpi, ‘Cruzar la frontera’Milenio [Mexico City], 24 October 2009, p. 10).



trafficking in the north-western state of Sinafddonetheless, in the same period several authors
of detective fiction considered drug trafficking @amportant feature of their stories’ context,
including Paco Ignacio Taibo iBuefios de fronterfl990), Gregorio Ortega ibos circulos del
poder (1990), and Gonzalo Martré Bl cadaver errantg1993). Since there is increasingly an
association between that format and theconovela these novels must also be considered
important precursors. Mendoza himself is heaviljeinted to the traditions of crime fiction in his

novels, which began in 1999 withn asesino solitario

Although a small number of academic works have oberted the emergence of tharconovela
and sought to examine how drug traffickers havenlrepresented and evaluated in fiction, very
little attention has been paid to the aesthetiditipg of ‘narco-literature’. In the chapters that
follow | shall examine four of the most highly reded works in detailBalas de platg2008), by
Elmer Mendozajos minutos negro2006), by Martin SolareContrabando(2008), by Victor
Hugo Rascon Banda; affdabajos del reind2004), by Yuri Herrera. It is astonishing howlditt
critical attention has been paid to these novatget of which are prize-winning works of fiction.
In this introduction, | begin by providing a summanf the origins and progression of the drug
trade in Mexico: the historical contexts for Mexicfiction about drug trafficking. In the second
and third sections, | discuss the literary contefitst, | examine attempts by critics to categeriz
the narconovela second, | outline the major literary influenceas the corpus of Mexican drug-
related fiction as it stands. Nonetheless, the geepof this thesis is neither to define the
narconovelanor illustrate its many varieties, but rather tamne an age-old difficulty for writers
of ‘serious’ fiction: how to be ‘engaged’ withoutaking aesthetic compromises. | introduce this
topic in the fourth section of this introductionaking particular reference to a novel that (to my
mind) fails on both aesthetic and ethical grouridsrra Blanca by Leodnidas Alfaro. Aside from

their quality, what the four novels covered in thiesis share is an understanding that drug

“ Diana Palaversich, ‘The Politics of Drug Traffiogi in Mexican and Mexico-Related Narconovelas’,
Aztlan: A Journal of Chicano Studje31.2 (2006), 85-110 (p. 87). Palaversich is irexrto state that
Mendoza’s collection was theery firstliterary work centred on drug traffickers. Thanlbar falls to Angelo
Nacaveva, whose 1962 nowEl diario de un narcotraficantéMéxico, D.F.: Costa-Amic Editores, 19945
ed.]) has recently been rediscovered. See Rditrating Narcos pp. 49-54.



trafficking, its culture and its wider social coxiteare not straightforward subjects. The world of
organized crime in Mexico is diverse and murky, dtnections to wider society so strong in
places that it is difficult to draw a comfortingndi between what is criminal and what is decently
law-abiding, or between moral and clearly immomlirses of behaviour. All four novels attempt
to incorporate in both their structure and nareaperspective their authors’ understanding of the
difficulties of representing such an ambiguous pineenon as drug trafficking. Aside from their
other merits, it is arguably that quality of selfaxeness that renders the novels in question the

most insightful fictional representations (so fairdrug trafficking in Mexico.
| History

The drug trade in Mexico is by no means a recergnpimenon. The illicit smuggling of
contraband into the United States is as old ad/iindcan Republic itself, and narcotics have been
a significant part of this activity since at lealse Porfiriato’ Indeed, the trade in illegal drugs
should not be considered unique, at least unténttg: a wide range of products and activities that
have been illegal in the United States have prespalong the Mexican-American border in the
last two centuries, including prostitution, bootlelgohol, gambling, pornography and car tfieft.
Mexico has not been alone in providing such oppaties. Until 1959, Cuba was the more
important base for the organized smuggling of rémsdnto the United Statédn Mexico, the
corrido is the musical genre now most closely associateéd diug trafficking, but in fact the

earliestcorrido heroes were mere rustlers of cattle who used dhdeb to escape the authorities;

® Alan Knight, ‘Narco-Violence and the State in Mod&/exico’, in Pansters (edYjolence, Coercion, and
State-Makingpp. 115-134 (p. 119).

® Ibid., p. 119.

" Paul Gootenburg, ‘Cocaine’s Long March North, X98@10’, Latin American Politics and Societ$4.1
(2012), 159-180 (pp. 161, 164).



the earliestorridosabout smuggling date from the era of Prohibitiothie United StatésMexico

is also a long-standing producer of narcotics. fliise€ widespread production of the opium poppy,
for example, was begun by Chinese immigrants to ibéexwho had turned Sinaloa into a
heartland for this activity by the 192D&ven though the opium poppy was formally crimipedi

in Mexico in 1926, the first widespread attemptemdication came only in the 1970s, under the
U.S.-backed ‘Operation Condor’. In the 1940s thdté¢h States had even sponsored Sinaloan
farmers to provide medical morphine for the waoeff® This long history is one of the reasons
why it is difficult to disentangle the phenomenoh dsug trafficking from other features of
northern Mexican (and especially Sinaloan) cultainel society. As we shall see, this renders a

precise definition of fiction about drug traffickjrproblematic.

What is unquestionably new is thetentto which drug trafficking has come to saturatedhkure

of northern Mexico in the last twenty-five yearshas been visible to an astonishing degree for an
illegal activity. One need only note the popularmtythe narcocorridos the ubiquity of ‘narco-
fashion’ (an image we might call ‘stylized cowbogmong young urban men, or the celebrity
status afforded to the most important traffick@iisere were doubtless very few people in Mexico
in the 1990s who would not have known who AmadorilarFuentes was® This is why

narconovelashave emerged only in that period. A degree ofuddf sympathy for the trade has

® The best example is ‘Los tequileros’: see Mark €am EdbergEl Narcotraficante(Austin: University of
Texas Press, 2004), pp. 37-42, and also Elijah VWadcocorrido(New York: Rayo, 2001), pp. 13-14. The
association of a popular musical form with drudfit&ers is not unique to Mexico. One featurevaflenato
music in Colombia is the tendency for singers td awdprovised words between verses to recognizedde
in the audience or to comment on the party. In18@0s, in commercial recordings, these interpahatio
began to refer to the record’s sponsors, whichhleylt980s would often be famocagstefiodrug traffickers
(See Molina Lora‘Narrativa de drogas: una investigacion transattargn la produccién cultural de Espafa,
México y Colombia’ [unpublished doctoral thesis, iimsity of Ottawa, 2001), pp. 75-6). According to
Peter Wade, ‘[A]lgunos de los grandes traficant&gatian conjuntos vallenatos, entre otros musipasa
las fiestas de fin de semana en sus grandes fifiddsica, raza y nacion: musica tropical en Colombia
[Bogota: Vicepresidencia de la Republica, 2002hearcocorridoalso became popular in Colombia in the
1990s (see Luis Astorga, ‘Los corridos de trafieande drogas en México y ColombiRevista Mexicana
de Sociologia59.4 [1997], 245-261).

° Knight, ‘Narco-Violence’, p. 119.

1% peter Reuter and David Ronfeldt, ‘Quest for InitygiThe Mexican-US Drug Issue in the 198Qkurnal

of InterAmerican Studies and World Affaiggt.3 (1992), 89-153 (p. 92).

1 carrillo Fuentes led the Juéarez Cartel until héatt in 1997, allegedly as a result of a failedraiien to
change his appearance. He was famed for his extense of jet aircraft to smuggle cocaine, for ahie
earned the moniker ‘El sefior de los cielos'tefenovelawith that title, based on his life, was released i
2013.



long existed in the north of Mexico, but the modgnestige of drug trafficking is partially a
product of impunity, and, with it, a widespreadiabacceptance of the activity and those involved
in it. It is impunity that has bred legends abdw power of individual drug traffickers, to the i
where impressionable young men will imitate traféics in their music and clothinf.It was
impunity that led drug traffickers at all levels maake little attempt to conceal their identity in

public, at least until the recent crackdown by@aderén administration (2006—12).

Why, then, did Mexican authorities take so longtow uneasy about this clandestine industry? Of
course, it was not illegal to begin with, but tilsaarcely mattered. The Mexican state has never
been a perfecRechtsstaatcommitted to the rule of laW.Authoritarianism and the ubiquity of
patron-client networks have made corruption comrtamr®g) just as in many other parts of Latin
Americal® The political oligarchy has often used the stageihority to enrich itself. In the case of
narcotics, an early example is Esteban Cantl, govexf Baja California between 1914 and 1920.
Rather than let a lucrative business perish whenlthited States outlawed opium in 1914, he
seized control of this suddenly more profitabledérafor himself, granting leases for opium
trafficking in the region in exchange for a montpgyment® This pattern of behaviour continued
once the Revolution was over and a single natipaaly had been established in 192Fhe
Mexican Revolution significantly expanded the reamhd role of the Mexican state, by
incorporating a mass base of support into the catpostructure of the PRI, and by greatly

extending the state’'s powers of regulation ovethsareas as land, labour, education and the

12| uis Astorga, ‘The limits of anti-drug policy in &&ico’, International Social Science Journ&3.3 (2001),
427-434 (p. 430).

13 Knight, ‘Narco-Violence’, p. 121. The concept ofrechtsstaatgenerally refers to states in which the
judiciary and the executive are bound by the lawhefland, and the legislature is bound by a ctutitn.
Individual citizens are accorded certain inviolabtgts in such a constitution.

% Stanley A. Pimentel, ‘The Nexus of Organized Criaml Politics in Mexico’, inOrganized Crime &
Democratic Governabilityed. by John Bailey and Roy Godson (Pittsburghivélsity of Pittsburgh Press,
2000), pp. 33-57 (pp. 35-6).

'3 uis Astorga, ‘Organized Crime and the Organizaid Crime’, in Bailey & GodsonQrganized Crime
pp. 58-82 (p. 62). The price of each lease was @a®, plus a monthly fee of c. $10, 000.

%1t was Plutarco Elias Calles who founded the fiational party, th@artido Nacional Revolucionarjan
1929. Lazaro Cardenas changed its name té#mddo de la Revolucion Mexicaria 1938. It assumed it
current name, thBartido Revolucionario Institucionain 1946.



Church'” With greater power came greater scope for expioitalt was practically an official
strategy for local and regional politicians to adbuiseir discretionary powers, typically over land
redistribution and labour reform, to maintain thgérsonal popularity and the prestige of the BRI.
The same powers could be used for personal enrithwia rent-seeking. Many legitimate
business, from mining companies to newspapers, dvpaly to avoid the putative threat of
government intervention. Drug trafficking was illdgso politicians could demand a higher price
still from the smuggler® This was a ‘cash-cow’ too difficult to resf8tModern traffickers are
often depicted as a Mafia, yet, as Alan Knight &i@gied, the real Mafia of the post-Revolutionary
period could be found within the ranks of the PRince they were extorting money for
protection” The arrangement suited all sides. The smuggles&lest competition and gained the
limited complicity of the state where necessaryilevi- aside from the profits — the politicians
acquired a degree of local stability, plus the rpooation of yet another interest group into the
PRI's grand coalitiod? Moreover, insofar as many government officialsevemwtivated in part by
nationalistic sentiments, they could easily ratlmestheir tolerance of people who gained valuable
foreign currency by exporting to the USA and onfyused significant domestic problems for the
unpopular North American authoriti€d. Many narconovelasindict the Mexican state for

complicity with drug trafficking, and their accuats rest on firm foundations.

In effect, the structure of drug trafficking in Mea obeyed what social scientists call a model of

" Knight, ‘Narco-Violence’, pp. 121-2.

'8 Ibid., p. 122. A memorable example in Mexicanritere of the far-from-equitable practice of land
redistribution after the Revolution is given by ‘tNban dado la tierra’, from Juan Rulfo’s collectafrshort
storiesEl Llano en llamag1953).

9Of course, such behaviour by government officialiardly unique to Mexico among Latin American
nations. To give a literary example, one might Hdwaw Cayo Bermudez extorts the illicit brothetsliima

in Mario Vargas Llosa'€onversaciéon en La Catedrdt was the same government in real life, the teniji
regime of Manuel Odria, that ended the legal cacaimde in Perl (Gootenberg, ‘Cocaine’s Long Marph’
163).

% pimentel, ‘Nexus’, p. 40.

L Knight, ‘Narco-Violence’, pp. 122-3.

22 stanley Pimentel (‘Nexus’, p. 33) asserts thaitip@ns received money for ‘development, investmen
and campaign funding, as well as for personal Bntent’. However, Alan Knight believes the amount of
money was relatively unimportant for purely poktigpurposes until the 1980s, when the PRI was much
weaker (‘Narco-Violence’, p. 125).

% See Reuter & Ronfeldt, ‘Quest’, pp. 99-101.



‘elite exploitation’?* Drug producers and traffickers were weak and gagigcally contained:;

local politicians and officials acting for an alperful political party could suffer them for as\tp

as it was profitable or sensible to do so. Whangked the situation was the extraordinary boom in
demand for narcotics in the United States from 1860s onward$: This had several related
consequences. The trafficking operation grew enasfyo both in scope and profitability,
especially when Mexican smuggling operations betgariransport Colombian cocaifié The
bigger the business, the larger and more high-lheshetwork of state protection had to be. The
infamous association between Bigeccion Federal de Seguridd®FS) and narcotics dates from
the 1970s, when the Mexican intelligence agencydosupport from the traffickers instrumental
to fighting the left-wing insurgencies and couldbyide the nation-wide protection that larger
trafficking operations now requirédlt is for this reason that authors such as Elmendbza, in

El amante de Janis Jopliand Martin Solares, inos minutos negroset their novels in the 1970s
and draw attention to the brutality of the natiomaturity forces. It is correctly considered an
important period of transition in the structuretbé Mexican drug trad® There have long been
allegations that even the presidents of Mexico wem@plicit, and some authors directly allege
this?® Outwardly, at least, Mexico paid lip service t@ tbnited States’ increasingly belligerent

‘War on Drugs’. It was the only nation to accepiaincial support for an aerial spraying campaign

24 Knight, ‘Narco-Violence’, p. 125.

% |bid., p. 126; Astorga, ‘Limits’, p. 428.

% |nitially the most popular export was marihuanaréin produced in Mexico received a boost in thdyea
1970s when Turkey, hitherto the largest producetlawed the opium poppy and pursued a moderately
successful eradication programme. In 1975 Mexics supplying between 70 and 80% of US heroin (Reuter
& Ronfeldt, ‘Quest’, p. 93). Demand for cocaine was large until the late 1970s.

?" The DFSwas founded in 1947 to deal with internal secuiitpMexico. Peter Dale Scott and Jonathan
Marshall credit Miguel Nazar Haro, director of th&S between 1977 and 1982, with bringing the variou
smuggling operations under one organization, ireot control and protect it bette€dcaine Politics
[Oxford: University of California Press, 1991],40).

“8 By contrast, Sergio Gonzalez Rodriguez & tsuelo (2008) in the late 1960s, during the presidency of
Gustavo Diaz Ordaz. However simplistic, it is oftaought that the Tlatelolco massacre in 1968 ntheke
transition from the populism of the post-Revolutionperiod to a more repressive period in the hysts

the PRI. Gonzéalez Rodriguez sets his novel atjtmature for the same reasons as Mendoza and Solare
choose the late 1970s; that is, to connect theépaxd) corruption in national politics to the risthe drug
trade.

% See Dale Scott & Marshalocaine Politicsp. 39; Le6nidas Alfaro, iffierra Blanca(1996), is the least
subtle author with regard to this accusation. Na®blares is more oblique: See Ch. 3 of this study.



in the 1970s: Operation ConddtBut while Mexico’s production of marihuana and dier
decreased markedly in the late 1970s, as a retubth ‘Condor’ and a serious drought, the
trafficking organizations themselves were thrivorgthe cocaine trad® The ‘Guadalajara Cartel’,
led by Miguel Angel Félix Gallardo, acted as an uefih organization for most of Mexico’s drug
traffickers in the 1980s, and some analysts argaeit had completely co-opted the government in
Mexico’s second city> However, it is clear that the state still held tigper hand. When DEA
agent Enrique Camarena was notoriously torturednaundlered in 1985, pressure from the United
States forced the Mexican President, Miguel de kdiidl, to take a harder line. The principal
suspects, key allies of Félix Gallardo, were aewswithin a year, and the Guadalajara cartel
broken up into the many competing organizations sge today” The DFS was disbanded

completely, and trafficking was declared a threatational security’

The Mexican state has not been able to act soidelgisn the last decade, else the bloodshed since
2006 would surely have been avoided. Far from eaditig the drug trade, some critics of recent
government policy have seen the current conflich dmlated attempt simply to reinstate central
oversight after the balance of power had been fmed#ally altered. Thus, the journalist Anabel
Hernandez argues that the Calderon presidencynsgstally favoured the organization led by
Joaquin ‘El Chapo’ Guzman, in an attempt to sigplife criminal underworl& This has been
difficult because the traffickers are more poweifulabsolute terms. Certainly their operational
networks within Mexico are larger. Traditionallyudy traffickers had little reason to get involved
with ‘domestic’ crimes such as robbery, kidnappizgd racketeering: drugs were profitable
enough, and it was unwise to provoke one’s patiorise PRI But this has changed in the last

30 years, once Mexican traffickers expanded tha@rations to include distribution of druggthin

% Reuter & Ronfeldt, ‘Quest’, p. 127.

% Ibid., p. 93.

2 |bid., p. 114. While this may have been true amrés the local authorities, Felix Gallardo wasdiestill
dependent on the DFS nationally.

¥ Astorga, ‘Limits’, p. 429.

% Reuter & Ronfeldt, ‘Quest’, p. 110.

% Anabel Hernandeaarcoland: The Mexican Drug Lords and Their Godéth(London: Verso, 2013), p.
241.

% June S. BeittelMexico’s Drug Trafficking Organizations: Source aStope of the Rising Violence
(Washington, DC: Congressional Research Servic€,1011), pp. 3, 6.



Mexico, and not just their production and conveyata the United States. Their connections to
lower-level street gangs have been strengtheneatdingly>’ At the heart of this transformation
was a move by the Colombian cartels, in the mide$9& pay their Mexican smugglers in cocaine
rather than casfi.Whereas Mexico was once unusual among drug-produzations in lacking
significant levels of domestic consumption, thisnis longer the cas€.The more cocaine that
stayed in Mexico, the more people found reasorutoit) and the more criminals were needed to
sell it. Even so, there is a more important redsorthe cartels’ increased power, and it is simply
that they are wealthier. In the 1980s the majoo@dian groups, based in Cali and Medellin, were
the dominant drug-trafficking organizations in tierld, all but monopolizing the production of
coca leaf in South America and its refinement icboaine. After their collapse in the 1990s, the
cocaine industry became progressively splinterigidoagh large parts of it in Colombia itself were
subordinated to paramilitary organizations suchtles FARC and the AUC, because they
controlled the relevant territoAj At the same time the United States was pursuisgcaessful
maritime interdiction campaign that crippled theugimling operations running from Colombia to
Florida via the Caribbeaf.Only the politically weak Haiti remained as a \t@thaven for
Caribbean drug smugglifgThe best route was now Mexico. A third of all doeareaching the
United States was transhipped through Mexico indte 1980s, but by 2007 the figure was closer
to 90%, as the fragmented and weaker South Amepoagiucers became dependent on Mexican
intermediaried® The volume of trade has increased dramaticallsinyle tonne of cocaine per

annum was reaching the United States in 1970, eaeafter Nixon began his ‘war on drugs’. The

%" The U.S. government alleges that Mexican orgaioizatare taking control of retail-level distribution
the USA as well. It notes the presence of Mexicaugs in 230 US cities (Beittel, ‘Mexico’s DTOS’, B).

¥ Beittel, ‘Mexico’s DTOs’, p. 5. There is doubt swhich side instigated this significant alteratio the
arrangement; Gootenburg (‘Cocaine’s Long March19) blames the Mexican groups.

% Reuter & Ronfeldt, ‘Quest’, p. 91.

0 Clare Ribando Seelke, Liana Sun Wyler & June Sttd@gelatin America and the Caribbean: lllicit Drug
Trafficking and U.S. Counterdrug Prograrfiashington, DC: Congressional Research Servie®1211),
p. 5.

“1 Colleen W. CookMexico’s Drug Cartel{Washington, DC: Congressional Research Servig40107), p.
4. It wasrelatively successful by the standards of other eradicationterception campaigns, most of which
have been manifest failures, especially Operationdor in Mexico.

“2 Haiti still deals with some 10% of shipments botfimdthe USA (Gootenburg, ‘Cocaine’s Long March’, p
169).

“> Reuter & Ronfeldt, ‘Quest’, p. 91; Seelke, Wyler Beittel, Latin America and the Caribbeamp. 2;
Gootenburg gives the same figures in ‘Cocaine’sg btarch’, p. 172.



current estimate ranges from 900 to 1400 tonnesdusexd for the US mark&tRevenues from the
sale of illegal drugs in the United States, of whaocaine constitutes approximately half, have
been estimated at 80 billion doll&rsTherefore, even though the Mexican cartels haes Imeore
divided than ever in the first decade of thé' 2&ntury, the importance of Mexican territory as a
reliable point of access to the American market masle them far more profitable t&dn the

struggle to control the border, more violence camtforded, in both senses of the worrd.

Such an expansion of drug trafficking would haveguba problem for any political system, but it
has been catastrophic in the unstable Mexico ofldise two decades. In the face of several
economic crises (1982, '86, '95), high inflationdalimited resources, successive presidencies
shrank the enormous web of patronage and statefitsetteat had held the Mexican system
together since the Revolutiéfiln doing so, the PRI was forfeiting the persownghlties that had
buttressed its political dominance. The drug tciffrs filled this hole directly in some parts oé th
country with a form of limited ‘social banditr§®.At times of recession, the drug trade brought
jobs and investment to many rural areas of northgrico, and severalarcobosses have made a
show of their generosity by building schools, hotdipublic parties, supporting the Church and
donating to charity’ This aspect of the behaviour of major drug tréis is well reflected in

Herrera'sTrabajos del reinpwhich casts the drug lord as a medieval kingeafispng patronage.

“4 Gootenburg, ‘Cocaine’s Long March’, p. 160. Sorhéhis is intercepted, however.

S Ibid., p. 160.

6 One of the reasons that Mexico is a more relipoliat of access than in previous decades is théhNor
American Free Trade Agreement, which came intogfancl1994. The increased volume of legal tradesscro
the U.S.-Mexican border has undoubtedly made snmgglarcotics cheaper and easier. However, itiid ha
to say whether, for this reason, Mexico would hheeome more important to the drug trade even if the
Colombian cartels had not collapsed or the marifimerdiction campaign had failed.

“"That is, the stakes are higher, so the traffickeesmore prepared than ever to resort to violeand, to
extreme manifestations of it; with greater finanaesitable armies of enforcers can now be bought.

8 Knight, ‘Narco-Violence’, pp. 128-9.

“90n this subject, consult Mark Edberg, ‘Drug Trelfrs as Social Banditslournal of Contemporary
Criminal Justice 17.3 (2001), 259-277. In his seminal w&&ndits (New York: Pantheon Books, 1969),
Eric Hobsbawm defined social bandits as ‘peasatiaws whom the lord and state regard as crimirtais,
who [...] are considered by their people as hero@ghampions, avengers, fighters for justice, pesteen
leaders of liberation, and in any case as men tadmired, helped and supported’ (p. 17). The lichite
provision of welfare to the peasantry is a commeetdre of these bandits’ practice: ‘There is nostioa
that ‘noble’ bandits have the reputation of redistting wealth. [...] Naturally in pre-industrial sieties
liberality and charity are a moral obligation foet'good’ man of power and wealth’ (pp. 44-5).

* Knight, ‘Narco-Violence’, pp. 130-1.
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Elsewhere, pressure to democratize meant the RRI oo longer maintain its political monopoly.
The oppositiorPartido de Accién NaciongPAN) won its first governorship in Baja Califoanin
1989. By 1997 the PRI had lost control of the loWweuse of Congress, followed by the Presidency
in 2000. As the protective power and authority e tentral government declined, regional PRI
politicians found it much harder to subordinate plosverful traffickers in their vicinity* Where
money was needed for increasingly competitive &lest and the Presidency was no longer
providing it, it was all the more likely that patitans would be ‘boughf? Opposition governors
were less likely to want to co-operate with trdfécs, but without even the support of the
weakened PRI Presidency, they lacked the meansnfarce their will. It is probably no
coincidence that higher levels of violence assediavith drug trafficking in the 1990s were
experienced in precisely those states where thiéigablopposition had gained power, such as
Chihuahua and Nuevo Le8hHere is another unfortunate coincidence, becauseright-wing
opposition was more likely to make breakthrough®rehit counted, in the rich northern states
where drug trafficking was based. Despite its ingmoee, the decline of the PRI has not been a
major topic in Mexican fiction about drug trafficlg. Nonetheless, the fact that Mendoza, for
example, setbln asesino solitari@1999) in the days before the assassination oPflecandidate
for president in 1994, Luis Donaldo Colosio, shosgme appreciation of the importance of

national political developments to the north of ideis experience of drug-related lawlessness.

From 2000, the two PAN Presidencies made sevamhpts to regain the initiative. Most recently,
from 2006 to 2012, President Calderon militarized struggle against the cartels by deploying
over 45,000 soldiers and federal police acrosscthentry> But in a pluralist democracy with
weak institutions, the loyalties of politicians,lipe officers and soldiers go to the highest bidder
not least if the offer is ‘plata o plomo’. Governm® have been very successful in disbanding the

operations of several high-profitearcosin the last decade. The arrest of nearly all dzglérs of

*L Astorga, ‘Limits’, p. 430.

*2 Knight, ‘Narco-Violence’, pp. 133—-4.

%3 Astorga, ‘Limits’, p. 430.

> June. S. BeittelMexico’s Drug-Related Violenc&Vashington, DC: Congressional Research Service,
27.05.09), p.1.
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the Tijuana Cartel between 2000 and 2003 is a itageint> But whenever one leader or one
group falls, the other organizations fight vicigusiver the spoils, which accounts in part for the
shocking increase in violence between the traffckbemselves since 2006. Without doubt the
Sinaloa cartel has been the major beneficiary dfi€@an’s campaign, because the majority of its
rivals have been seriously weaker@with this achieved, and with the new PRI presigeot
Enrigue Pefia Nieto, Mexico may well see a declmeidlence. Nonetheless, the scale of the
killing has shocked the world. With the exceptidrBalas de platathe novels examined in detail
in this thesis were written before the beginningGafiderén’s counterinsurgency campaign. In
general, the literature written since has faileccome to terms with the chaos of this period in

Mexico’s history.
Il Definitions

Critics who have addressed tha&rconovelaagree that it is difficult to define. For Alberffmnseca,
they do not amount to a distinct literary genftdde prefers the broader termarrativa del
narcotraficq or simplynarco-narrativa which suggests that we are dealing with a catebased

on subject matter not form. Hermann Herlinghaukstalf both ‘narconarratives’ and the ‘narco-
novel’, but he cannot pin down their essential sabjmatter; rather, there is ‘an array of
interwoven phenomena whose increasing presencesatite hemisphere seems to correspond to
the difficulty in providing a general descriptiotfNonetheless, Fonseca is able to suggest five

characteristics, both formal and thematic, thatirée the fiction he covers: the use of either well

* See Jorge Fernandez Menénddmtro poder(Mexico: Aguilar, 2002), pp. 75-90.

*% For a journalist’s version of Calderén’s six-yeampaign, see Anabel Hernandsarcoland Chs. 10-11.
*"‘[N]Jo constituyen un género literario en partiaulgAlberto Fonseca,Cuando llovié dinero en Macondo:
Literatura y narcotrafico en Colombia y México’ published doctoral thesis, University of Kansa€Q¥p
p. 9).

8 Hermann Herlinghausyarco-Epics: A Global Aesthetics of SobriéNew York: Bloomsbury, 2013), p.
51.
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educated observer or first-person protagonist t@sa’ a tendency towards a testimonial or
documentary register; an emphasis on the sim#aritetween drug traffickers and the police; an
emphasis on the transnational features of the taakp; and an evaluation of the damaging effects
of drug trafficking on the social fabric, in padlar the corruption of officials and a culture of
‘easy money® Fonseca’s definition attempts to cover both Coliamband Mexican fiction.
Arguably the fourth point is uncommon in Mexicantion®* Should we discount it, of the four
novels examined in this thesis orBpntrabandowould fit the specification. This is not to say
Fonseca’s observations are unhelpful. The finatufeais almost universal, although it clearly
admits of a wide range of concerns. Nonetheles8albs de plataLos minutos negrosnd
Trabajos del reincare not typical of Mexican writing on drug traiing (by Fonseca’s criteria),

then this hints at the extent to which the bestession the subject have attempted to avoid the

emerging clichés of the genre. Not one of them deonsider himself aarconovelist&?

%9 Well-educated —letrado — narrators are more common in Colombgicarescafiction. Fonseca cites
Fernando Vallejo’'d.a virgen de los sicario§l994) and Dario Jaramillo AgudeldZartas cruzada$1995).
The reason may be a perception among Medellin’®emgr{and inhabitants) of the 1990s thaarios were

an alien phenomenon, hence the need for a sepla@dk voice that could distance itself from them.
According to Gabriela Polit, this attitude is evidlén the condescending attitude towards the Istag,
parlache in sicarescanovels, where it is clearly linked to tmarcos Antonio Salazar'sNo nacimos pa’
semilla (1990) included a glossary. By contrast, Elmer Mea provides no help to the reader. His own
language is theulichi slang of the drug traffickers, because that is dbmmon idiom of the people of
Culiacan (see Polit Duefiablarrating Narcos pp. 118-20). Rascon Banda&®ntrabandohas a well-
educated narrator, but this has to do with an gteim dramatize the author’s struggle to represesit
subject adequately (see Ch. 4).

% Fonseca, ‘Cuando llovié dinero en Macondo’, p. B&ile providing a good overview of the range of
fiction written about drug trafficking in Mexicamd Colombian fiction, Fonseca’s main aim is to exsm
what he calls ‘the culture of easy money’ (Ibid3)p He does not analyse his selection of novelgesry
productions so much as mere illustrations of theiasoand cultural changes that international drug
trafficking has wrought.

®1 Some of Mendoza’s fiction is an exception, &épcto tequila(2004) andLa prueba del acidq2010).
Severalnarconovelagnention (and criticize) the United States, but faw set there or contain American
characters. An exception e Gringo Connection: Secretos del narcotrafigd00), by Armando Ayala
Anguiano.

%2 According to Herrera, ‘el hecho de tener el teneh mhrco como punto en comin sélo significa que
tenemos el tema del narco como punto en comun estnais vidas cotidianas, pero no significa queetea
nacleo de todas esas historias’ (Patricio Zunisctito en la fronteraBlog Eterna Cadencia21 June 2011,
<http://blog.eternacadencia.com.ar/archives/20123%4). Mendoza is considered a spokesperson for
narcoliteratura but he often maintains that he is not interegtattug traffickingper se (e.g.) ‘Yo no siento
gue a mi me interese el tema asi como tal, puesemearte de mis preocupaciones o que me exija una
preparacion, no. Estoy ahi y él estd conmigo yrex@e sale natural. Creo que es un asunto de cortale
destino. Vivir ahi y estar ahi y querer expresaasasobre mi realidad real entonces siempre apatecas
que tienen que ver con el narco.’ (Miguel Cabafibs) discurso que suena”: ElImer Mendoza y la litara
mexicana nortefialespéculo: Revista de estudios literari@l (2005), <http://www.ucm.es/info/especulo
/numero31/emendoza.html>).
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Luis Eduardo Molina Lora favours the temmarrativa de drogason the political grounds that
narcotraficosubsumes a wide range of activities under the stigfrillegality. Certainly the term
narcotraficanteis vague. There is an important difference betwienpoor peasant farmer from
the highlands who occasionally (or, indeed, fredly®igrows drugs on his plot — trgomeroor
chutamero— and the large landowner who directs the produactif narcotics in his locale and is
likely to have important connections to the druagée outside his own base of influence. The ill-
fated small-timers of Ch. 8 @ontrabandoare hardly comparable to a powerfidtron such as
don Heleno in Lednidas Alfaro'Sierra Blanca (1996). Moreover, there is a vast difference
between that rural milieu and the urban world inclthfor instance, independent street gangs may
have a role in the distribution of drugs and exegmoverty encourages many to join even larger
trafficking organizations in a range of capacitidsbreadth of urban characters with variable
connections to the drug trade appear in Ramireedi#s La Esquina de los Ojos Rojdsic.]
(2006). With regard to a larger criminal organiaatithe experience of the specialist smuggler and
the contract killer (osicario) can differ, not least if the individual in questiwill often operate
independently. And despite their close entanglemerd common theme in thearconovela—
there is an obvious difference between the henchflaegly, the paramilitary forces) of a drug
cartel and the officers of the local Judicial Peligho, depending on the situation, might regulate
the drug trade themselves or be entirely subsdntiert. The former is the case in Gerardo
Cornejo’sJuan Justino Judicia{1996). Molina’s notion would incorporate novelsage focus is
not the drug trade itself but any of the related aontingent phenomefiiHowever, since this
could include almost anything, without the needhtention the drug trade at all, it is doubtful
whether his term is helpful. Indeed, it may notgesj what he wants it to. A collection of short
stories dealing only with the consumption of drugigch as Julian HerbertGocaina: Manual de
usuario (2006), which ignores the sub-culture of the trki#irs, the violence and the corruption,
has little in common with novels that concern thelwss with precisely such topics; yeébcaina

is surely anarrativa de drogasUnderstandably, other critics have avoided thadsGabriela Polit

% Molina, ‘Narrativa de drogas’, pp. 288-9.
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Duefias discusses only fiction written by authorseldain Culiacan in the relevant sections of her
recent monographiNarrating Narcos Such is the long-standing connection of Culiacénd
Sinaloa as a whole, with the production of narsotind the cultural trappings of drug trafficking,
that culichi fiction appears to count necessarily as fictioowldrug trafficking. Hence she does
not trouble herself with the thorny issue of whetlietion set in ChihuahuaQontraband9,
Tamaulipas l(os minutos negrdsor along the bordefT¢abajos del reinp might have anything

important in common.

What they do have in common is that they are writh¢ northern —nortefio— authors about the
north of Mexico. Some authors and critics have satggl that this is an important trait in itself. In
an article for the Mexican daila Jornadain 2001, Eduardo Antonio Parra outlined what he
termedla nueva narrativa del nort& Parra drew attention to the wealth of fiction werit in the
1990s that used a distinctivehortefioidiom and recounted what was, in his view, a commo

experience of living in the north of Mexico:

El norte de México no es simple geografia: haylem&evenir muy distinto al que
registra la historia del resto del pais; una madergensar, de actuar, de sentir y de
hablar derivadas de ese mismo devenir y de la laohatante contra el medio y
contra la cultura de los gringos, extrafia y absugsé

Parra’s grievance, in this and later essays, wadaitk of serious attention being paid in Mexico
City to the literature produced in the north. Thigs an assertion of regional pride. But the authors
mentioned, from Daniel Sada to Ricardo Elizond&Ebmer Mendoza, varied hugely in terms of
style and subject matter. There were many dissgntioices. Although he recognized the
popularity of certain ‘symbols’ associated with ti@th, such as the desert with its connotations of

inhospitibility, lawlessness and barbarity, Juligterbert has argued that there is nothing

% Several critics have endorsed the idea. See Nozan@n,Narrativa mexicana del norte: aproximaciones
criticas (El Paso: University of Texas Press, 2008); MigReldriguez LozanoEscenarios del norte de
México: Daniel Sada, Gerardo Cornejo, Jesus Gargdicardo ElizonddMexico: UNAM, 2003); Miguel
Rodriguez LozanoEl Norte: Una Experiencia Contemporanea En La N#wa Mexicana(Monterrey:
Fondo Estatal, 2002).

% Eduardo Antonio Parra, ‘Notas sobre la nueva timeradel norte’,Jornada semanal27 May 2001,
<http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2001/05/27/sem-parrazht
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particularly distinctive about the regiGhParra had created a myth to which certain northern
authors were happy to subscribe, and which Mexmalishing houses were eager to market as
the distinctive new ‘flavour’ of their national ditature’” On the other hand, Rafael Lemus, who

accepted the notion, complained thattefiofiction was obsessed with drug trafficking:

Desde alla se escribe una literatura que aludearablemente al narco. Es
imposible huir: el narcotréfico lo avasalla toddogla escritura sobre el norte es
sobre el narcotréfico. Algunos autores omiten ®sgmcia y retratan su ausencia:
el desierto de Daniel Sada, el circo de David Tiescka metaliteratura de Cristina
Rivera Garza. Otros miran de frente al narco y spunFederico Campbell,
Gabriel Trujillo Mufioz, Elmer Mendoza, Luis Humber€Crosthwaite, Juan José
Rodriguez, Eduardo Antonio Parra, Luis Felipe Gnkb... El Barrio®

Parra objected that this was untrue. In placeslthg trade was an inevitable context, but it was
rarely the specific subject of the authors mentidiig o include those who avoid the topic entirely
is unhelpful. Nevertheless, the growth in fictiomoat drug trafficking and the marketing laf
nueva narrativa nortefiave coincided to the extent that most northeselsahat touch upon the
topic, however briefly, have been brandedtconovelasdy the media. Whatever else they share,

their being designateshrconovelass one attribute that the four novels coverechia study have

6 <, Qué comparte mi pueblo con ciudades como Hetmodilonterrey, Zacatecas, Mexicali, por dar

algunos nombres?... No siempre una geografia: sai eata a mil kilbmetros del D.F. y a tres mil gadha

[...] No comparte tampoco mi ciudad con otras deltenamn estricto corpus de habitos generados por el
entorno natural, social o econdmico: Coahuila esréohasta hace unos dias) un estado con bajassnike
violencia, contrario a otros estados fronterizosirddgo tiene mayor emigracion que inmigracion, a
diferencia de lo que sucede en Nuevo Ledn o eraja Rorte. Y en Zacatecas rifa mas el mezcal que la
Tecate, con sobrada razén: aqui a las doce delodiadnhos estamos derritiendo entre sudores, afia ca
siempre hace un chingo de frio. [...] ¢ Cudl serarma® el eje de nuestra “nortefiidad”? Me parece dpie,
manera sefialada, un conjunto de simbolos: el tesief la franqueza [...] el rabelesiano ritual defiksta

que no se acaba nunca; el ancestral nomadismo cbmarmaducido en clave posmoderna a los fendmenos
de la migracién ilegal y la poblacién flotante; lysabversivo privilegio de haber hecho de la violar...]
nuestro patrimonio, nuestra Gran Aportacion al imagcional’ (Julian Herbert, ‘El norte como fantasm
Literal, 19/20 (2006), pp. 6-11).

®"Diana Palaversich, ‘La Nueva Narrativa Del Norteowiéndo Fronteras De La Literatura Mexicana’,
Symposium: A Quarterly Journal in Modern Literatgrél.1 (2007), 9-26 (p. 11).

% Rafael Lemus, ‘Balas de salva: Notas sobre elongrta narrativa mexicanal,etras libres,September
2005, <http://www.letraslibres.com/revista/convittalas-de-salva>.

®Eduardo Antonio Parra, ‘Norte, narcotrafico y ktera’, Letras libres October 2005, <http://www.
letraslibres.com/revista/convivio/norte-narcotraficliteratura>.

16



in common, and is reason enough for considering tlogether?
[l Varieties and Influences

Evidently there is no all-encompassing definitiohtlee narconovela but there are common
characteristics in the vein of a Wittgensteiniaamifly resemblance® Insofar as Alberto Fonseca
was able to identify features exhibited in both ddabian and Mexican narratives about drug
trafficking, this points to the influence of therlgar Colombian fiction on Mexican approaches to
the topic. Parra is correct to assert that mosthean Mexican authors have approached the
phenomenon of drug trafficking in an oblique manrehas been a mere ‘complemento’ to a
wider social narrative, or a ‘soporte circunstahdmthe development of a charactéiOn the one
hand, there is a purely aesthetic motivation fag ¢hoice. Parra was concerned that authors should
not merely reproduce the style and subject mattedoscumentary journalism, which naturally
concentrated on the most importaarcosand their notable actions. Indeed, such is théitgucd

the investigative writing produced by Jesus Blanetas, for instance, that one wonders what a
work of fiction could possibly addf.On the other hand, there is an implicit politisaince. Not all

of northern Mexico’s social problems can be attidolto the consequences of drug trafficking, and
few authors consider themselves to be satelyconovelistasif at all. But a third reason is the
influence of Colombian models. Colombia was notfttet country to produce fiction about drug

trafficking. There is agreement that the first sudvel was a little-known Mexican testimonial

" Among many others, Jorge Volpi cites the work eftidra, Solares and Mendoza in a review of Mexican
literature about drug trafficking for th&@he Nation (Jorge Volpi, ‘Dispatches from the Front: On
Narconovelas’, The Nation 19 August 2013, <http://www.thenation.com/artit®5535/dispatches-front-
narconovelas>). Herlinghaus includes Herrera, Meacemd Rascén Banda (but not Solares) in his fist o
Mexican authors of ‘narco-novelsNarco-epicsp. 82).

I By analogy with the physical features shared bymivers of the same family, ifhilosophical
Investigationg(1953), Ludwig Wittgenstein argued that, in faony things apparently related by virtue of
their sharing a common feature may instead be ateddy a series of overlapping similarities whitrere

is no single feature common to all.

"2Eduardo Antonio Parria, ‘Trabajos del reino de Yddrrera’,Letras libres(Sept. 2005), <http://www.
letraslibres.com/revista/libros/trabajos-del-redeyuri-herrera>.

3 Jesuis Blancornelas (1936—2006) was the authoixdiaoks and founded the Tijuana-based magazine
Zetg well known for its reporting on drug traffickinGue to where he was based, much of his work centre
on the Arellano-Félix organization, who attempted riurder him on several occasions. He won the
UNESCO World Press Freedom Prize in 1999.
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narrative, Diario de un narcotraficantg1962), by the Sinaloan journalist Angelo Nacav&va
Elsewhere, the Uruguayan author Carlos Martinezekimicovered the international cocaine trade
in Coca(1970), and the Bolivian Tito Gutiérrez Vargas &e@ trilogy of novels that would chart
the deleterious effects of coca production on thap@re region wittMariposa blancain 1986
Just one Colombian novel €oca, novela de la mafia criolld977), by Hernan Hoyos — treated
a similar topic, in relation to the Valle del Cauegion. None of these works of fiction was (or is)
well known!® It was only in Colombia, in the early 1990s, ttiaire developed a recognizable and
acknowledged body of fiction that dealt in a simifashion with the same concrete situation:
namely, the explosion in urban violence that wasghpahe result of the activities of drug
trafficking organizations. In 1995, Héctor Abad ieatince coined a pejorative name for this
‘nueva escuela literaria’: theicarescd’ Unlike the isolatecharconovels mentioned, these were
not narratives about the drug tragler se but about the society that the drug trade hadugitb
Most Mexican fiction has followed a comparablelginect path’® While thesicarescais also a
broad category, several of its specific approattae® also been essayed in turn and developed by

northern Mexican authors.

The sicarescatakes the (typically youthful) assassin for hire the sicario — as its centre of
attention’”® As a recognizable type, it dates from the assassmin April 1984 of the Colombian

Minister of Justice Rodrigo Lara Bonilla, at thenta of two youths riding a motorcycle. The

" Molina, ‘Narrativa de drogas’, p. 287; Herlinghabisrco-epics p. 53; PolitNarrating Narcos p. 48.

"5 Herlinghaus provides a good summarafriposa blancan Narco-epics pp. 66—82.

’® Nonetheless, both Herlinghaus and Polit Duefiastéesections of their recent monographs on thifict

of drug trafficking to Nacaveva's novéllarrating Narcos pp. 49-54Narco-epicspp. 53—-66.

"*Hay una nueva escuela literaria surgida en Médeljo la he denominado la Sicaresca antioquefia.
Hemos pasado del sicariato a la sicaresca. Aligicaismo, inventado por ellos, después lo empledmn
siguen empleando otros grupos. Para cobrar, pasiaajcuentas, para secuestrar y también paradiber
secuestrados, para asuntos politicos. Y lo ha extipléa literatura como nuevo tipo en relatos a yece
buenos, a veces horribles, casi siempre trucule(dbdsd Facionlince, ‘Estética y narcotraficdimerq 7
[1995], 2-3).

8 This fact leads Hermann Herlinghaus to embracelsawt often consideratarconovelasising his fuzzy
concept of ‘narco-epics’ (‘Narco-epics’, p. 83)¢liding Roberto Bolafio’2666(2004)on the grounds that

it contains one section on the Cd. Judesmicidios a series of murders which may or may not havehamy

to do with drug gangs.

" The termsicario derives from the Latisicarius (in modern Hebrewpp*0 - siqarigim), which referred

to a faction of the Jewish Zealots who carriedpulilic murders of notable figures with their snadiggers,
sicag in order to destabilize Roman rule in Judaeaatar Latin, the term was extended to refer to any
assassin.

18



murder was commissioned by Pablo Escobar, anddweeta period of bloody direct confrontation
between Escobar’s ‘Medellin Cartel’ and the Colaanbstate. Thus the&cario and the drug cartels
became associated, although motorcyle-bound assahksid been a common fixture of gang
violence in the poocomunasof Medellin since at least the late 1970She sicario is a central
character in the noveEl sicario (Mario Bahamén Dussan, 198&)| pelaito que no duré nada
(Victor Gaviria, 1991),Sicario (Alberto Vazquez Figueroa, 1991)a Virgen de los sicarios
(Fernando Vallejo, 1994Morir con papa(Oscar Collazos, 1997Rosario Tijerasg(Jorge Franco,
1999), andSangre ajengArturo Alape, 2000). He is a marginal figure irhast of other novels,
including Gustavo Bolivar's populaBin tetas no hay parais(2005)%* Arguably there is no
particular feature of the Mexican context that vebehcourage a focus on the figure of the hit-man
to the exclusion of other possible character typdke diverse world of Mexican drug trafficking.
The fact that the stock character exists in Mexiftetion at all owes something to the Colombian
influence. But Molina is correct to say that Colaambfiction has concentrated much more on the
figure of thesicario than Mexican fictiori? He is a protagonist in only Parraostalgia de la

sombra Mendoza’'dJn asesino solitari@and Alejandro Almazan’Entre perros

The termsicarescais also controversidf Evidently there is a comparison being drawn wita t
Spanish picaresque tradition. In an interview i99,9Abad claimed that the similarity lay in the
use of a 1 person protagonist narrator, who is presented gtrevolencd! Both genres centre on
a stock character: th@caro and thesicario. Among several shared characteristics, Camila 1egu
Bonnet notes their youth, their dirty urban surmings, their experience of living (and suffering)

at the margins of society, and their functionalkerak revealers of corruption and hypocrisy in

8 polit DuefiasNarrating Narcosp. 113.

81t is not well regarded. Oscar Osorio caim tetas'una de las novelas peor escritas en la literatura
colombiana’ (‘El sicario en la novela colombian@gligramas 29 (2008), 61-81 [p. 72, n. 21]).

8 Molina, ‘Narrativa de drogas’, p. 247.

8 Aside from the considerations that follow, Abadcieiince was wrong to consider the phenomenon
exclusive to Medellin. Osorio notes tHatsicario was published in Cali and thBt pelaito que durdada
takes places mainly in Bogota (‘El sicario’, pp~64n. 4.) He prefers the teriiteratura del sicariato(p.

66).

8 Renato Ravelo, ‘Entrevista con Héctor Abad Faoasll, La Jornada 27 May 1999, <http://www.jornada
.unam.mx/1999/05/27/cul-oponer.html>.
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others® Their lives are typically peripatetic. As suche ttypical picaresque @icario narrative
consists of a series of episodic adventures in lwhicange of social problems are discerned and
implicitly criticized. But here the similarities @n For Oscar Osorio, the central function of
picaresque fiction is didactic — ‘divertir y moradir — whereas Colombian authors tend to be
more concerned with expressing shock at the imatiovorld around therff.In his judgement,
nearly all Colombian fiction dealing directly witticariosholds a nigh-on apocalyptic view of the
extent of Colombia’s social disintegratidh. They are primarily sociological rather than
psychological novels. Naturally there has to bemspective available from which to express such
disquiet. It is significant, therefore, that fewtbe f' person narrators to which Abad alludes are
actually thesicarios themselves. This differs significantly from thecgiesque in which, in the
words of one critic, ‘not only are the hero and &éions picaresque, but everything else in the
story is colored with the sensibility [...] of th@icaronarrator.®® The picaresque is
autobiographical, sometimes ‘confessional’ in tdn, the Colombiasicarescas not® Arguably

the relevantsicario is not even a well-developed character in the maast famous Colombian
sicarescanovels:La virgen de los sicarioand Rosario Tijeras According to Ana Maria Multis,
the sicarios Alexis and Rosario are ‘objectified’ figures, sinthey can only be understood in the

terms imposed on them by tendentious narrators pay frequent attention not only to their

8 Camila Segura Bonnett, ‘Kinismo y melodramalenvirgen de los sicariog Rosario Tijerag Estudios
de Literatura Colombianal4 (2004), 111-36 (p. 115).

8 Osorio, ‘El sicario’, p. 65.

8 Ibid., p. 73.

8 Claudio Guillén, ‘Toward a Definition of the Piemque’, inLiterature as System: Essays Toward the
Theory of Literary HistoryPrinceton: Princeton UP, 1971), 71-106 [p. 81]JaAaria Mutis (‘La novela de
sicarios y la ilusion picaresca&Revista Canadiense de Estudios Hispani&dsl [2009], 207-226) examines
this point of difference in detail (p. 209). It shid be noted that not all picaresque novels aréesriin the
first person, but the foundational ones are (Ibid.223, n. 4). This is accepted by Peter DuBipafish
Picaresque Fiction: A New Literary Histofithaca: Cornell UP, 1993], p. 5) even though Duejects the
idea that the picaresque is a coherent genre.

8 Mutis, ‘La novela de sicarios’, pp. 208, 213.
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fascinating (hence, little understood) behaviourtbuheir physical beauty.

It is Mexican fiction, particularly in the work oElmer Mendoza, that has shown greater
enthusiasm for those picaresque characteristids dte absent from Colombian fictiGhThe
sicarescahas not just been slavishly imitated. Jorge Madigsicario in Un asesino solitaripis a
humorous rogue rather than a brutal or brutalizéidrkhe retells his own adventures in a very
idiosyncratic and tendentious fashion. Here isat®biography and the subjective perspective that
picaresque in particular demands. The protagoafdts amante de Janis JoplendEfecto tequila
are in the same mould. What is lacking is the mstialor confessional tone of picaresque fiction.
Jorge regrets his own decisions only when theyhpot in danger; he does not repent of his
profession or his values, which are scrupulousdjicand obviously questionable. For this reason
Mendoza has been open to the criticism of beingsyoopathetic to his characters. It would be
inaccurate to say that the criminal charactersisnnbvels,narcosor not, are treated favourably,
especially by comparison with their well-known gfimation in (some of) thearcocorridos But

in the absence of an alternative perspective ontswban the one provided by the protagonists,
and in the presence of brutalities and manipulatioom a range of other superficially ‘respectable’
figures, be they politicians or police officersisitall too easy to sympathize with them. As wdlsha
see, in Mendoza there is no overt anger or shottieadituation represented, in stark contraste¢o th
Colombiansicaresca For the critic Rafael Lemus, a resident of Mexity, this is a lamentable

feature of northern Mexican fiction in genefalhere does exist in Mendoza a variety of the

' See Mutis, ‘La novela de sicarios’, particularly. 211-15. Mutis assumes, following certain straihs
Feminist theory, that because #ieario figure has no voice then he or she has no power.appears blind
to the consideration that being the object of sameelse’s attention can (in certain circumstantesh
position of power from which one can control théhddeen observer. Neither Alexis (lca virgen de los
sicariog or Rosario (inRosario Tijera}y are subservient figures. Nonetheless, their ififieris certainly
given no attention.

L Eduardo Antonio Parra makes this point: ‘Los pgotsistas de Elmer Mendoza pertenecen a la estepe d
la picaresca. Son buscones quevedianos que deanpmial norte sin esperanza de hallar lo que jaBaas
les ha perdido [...] Picaros con suerte, su buenallestos abriga de la tragedia, aunque se pasei#a
cerca de donde se generan las catastrofes’ (‘Efequdla, de Elmer Mendozal,etras libres May 2005,
<http://www.letraslibres.com/revista/libros/efedtmuila-de-elmer-mendoza>).

%2:Seamos sinceros: ninguno de estos autores denpncijue ninguno desea el fin de la narcocultug. D
ella se nutren sus novelas, de ella depende sunarag Mas aun: el norte, su identidad, cuelgabeana
medida, del mismo gancho. El narco ha delineadadergidad regional antes mas difusa: su cultucarta

y aglutina. Ah, el norte. Ah, el narco. Sonrisaéfhus, ‘Balas de salvg’
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‘ethnographic’ disposition exhibited by some Colaéamsicarescafiction, such a<€l pelaito que

no duré nadain which the sociolect and subculture of a podvan distict are collected.
Mendoza's extensive references to popular cultacehdas use of a very local register of Spanish
have been labelled crudatpstumbristaby Lemus>* However, given that Mendoza embraces the
sociolect of the Sinaloa underworld as his owrheathan casting it as only the language of his
characters, that criticism is hard to sustains IEolombian fiction that has perceived the cultfre
thecomunasas ‘foreign’, so much so that that Antonio SalaraNo nacimos pa’ semill§1990),
had to include a glossary, in the manner of thesit@ostumbristanovels of the 1920s and 30s. In
Mendoza, all this could lead to a charge of conipliwith the culture of drug trafficking, at least
if that sub-culture is perceived to be uniformlygagve. At the least, however, the individual
perspective of theicario (and sundry rogues) is provided, which is tru®afra’s novel too, albeit
without the use of a first-person narrator or gdéaamount of slang. In this, Mexican fiction has
gone further than Colombian fiction in exploringetiphenomenon of criminality (whether in

narcosor not) from the inside odt.

Some of the Mexican novels that exhibit featureshef picaresque ansicarescaalso betray a
different influence. Given that Jorge Macias speadst of his time inUn asesino solitario

attempting to discover who has set him up, thectira of the novel could also be compared to

% Osorio calls it ‘una novela cercana a un trab#jografico’ (‘El sicario’, p. 67).

%T]odas aluden al asunto del narcotréfico. Aluderél tradicionalmente: a través de un costumbrismo
candoroso. La intencién es s6lo una: retratarlo,ttadpolitica y la violencia, los espectaculosy dleportes,
el norte y el otro lado. Retratarlo todo con anitmdstico para crear una postal del México méasergel
(Lemus, ‘Balas de salva’)

% An exception in Colombian fiction is Oscar CollasaMorir con pap(1997), which looks closely at the
psychology of thesicario. It is significant that in doing so Collazos distas himself from the stereotype of
the despairing, hopelesgario who is the victim of deterministic social forcé&ather, the job is a positive
decision in a context where violence is normalig@dorio, ‘El sicario’, p. 68). The same might bédsaf
Mendoza’s Jorge Macias, except that Macias’s notibethe profession is barely mentioned, which £aélsé
role ofsicario as even more ‘normal’ because no special explamatpears to be needed.
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that of a detective fictioi® Although the novel has a broad scopntre perros features
prominently an investigation into a murder by tbarpalist Diego Zapata, childhood friend of the
sicario Ramoén Guerrero. In fact, thvela negraor novela policiacain which a non-criminal
investigator slowly uncovers the background to talble crime, is increasingly the most common
form of narconovelalt is easy to see why it has been so populas. Well known that the genre
has its origins in the ‘hard-boiled’ style of ddtee fiction developed in the United States,
originally in the popular ‘pulp’ magazines of th®2Ds, and later in the celebrated work of
Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler. In starkirash to the genteel ambience of classic
‘whodunnits’, these new detective stories provitledlurban reader with grimly realistic depictions
of the corruption and violence of modern citiesjchthe context of a boom in organized crime as a
result of Prohibitior’! The conventions of the frontier adventure storyengansposed into an
urban setting, where the battle was between orgdragme and the police rather than Indians and
cowboys. In the middle stood the hero — the privete — struggling to find a semblance of
justice. Sean McCann has argued that there wapw@igospirit to this genre, a sense that the legal
and social order was failing to protect ‘decentgeofrom elite exploitation on the one hand, and
criminality on the othe? It is understood to be a cynical, often morallybignous category of

fiction. One can readily understand the appeal doMexican reader who feels similarly,

% Summarizing critical opinion on the novel, Aile&hKadi says the following:Un asesino solitaricha
sido [...] considerada una novela neopolicial [...] [@jmen [...] es no s6lo nucleo del relato [...] sieb
determinante de la estructura de la trama’ (Aileé#adi, ‘Un asesino solitaripla autoria de un crimen
compartido: del centro a los margenes y el espelctate la violencia politica en el México de los,90
Revista de Literatura Mexicana Contemporané4 [El Paso: University of Texas, 2010], 44-554p]).
From this description, in addition to a) the foaus the criminal protagonist’s psychology, and bg th
constant danger that menaces Him,asesino solitaricould be considered a ‘crime thriller’ or ‘noirilker’
by John Scaggs’ criteria (Scag@&ime Fiction[London:Routledge, 2005], pp. 107-8). Howevemight
be better understood as (in part) an ‘Anti-Conspirtoriller’ in which the protagonist is pitched agst a
conspiracy — the plot led by ‘El Veintiuno’ — witbib recourse to the forces of law and order. Such
narratives resemble adventure stories, with thetiaddof an element of constant danger, accordinghe
dictates of the thriller genre in general (see §sagp. 117-8). If so, in addition to his picaresqualities,
this is one reason that we are invited to look kinghon Jorge Macias.

%’Sean McCann, ‘The hard-boiled novel’,The Cambridge Companion to American Crime Fictiet. by
Catherine Ross Nickerson (Cambridge: CUP, 2013)54Zp. 43).

% Ibid., p. 56.
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frustratingly, caught between drug traffickers ancbrrupt or unresponsive governmént.

Some authors have followed the hard-boiled fornety \closely. Miguel Angel Morgado, the
principal character iMezquite Roaq1994), by Gabriel Trujillo Mufioz, is a human-righawyer
hired to investigate the death of a friend of &rfd, but his profession is practically the only
departure from the hard-boiled pattern. Morgada isolitary, cynical man who nonetheless
believes in justice. He comes into conflict witle ttorrupt police (e.g. Trinidad Rodriguez) as well
as the organized criminals. There is evdarame fatal¢Eloisa), who attempts to seduce Morgado
by breaking into his bedroom in Chapter 9 in a sca@most identical to the one Trhe Big Sleep
(Chapter 24) where Carmen Sternwood sneaks intipParlowe’s bed"® But other detective
novels have been more imaginative.Asesinato en una lavanderia chi(2006), for instance,
Juan José Rodriguez features a secret societyrgdings which has only recently moved into the
cocaine busines$! Most modern detective stories feature police eficas protagonists. But
given the widespread distrust of the police in Mexiit is hardly surprising that many of the
principal characters in northern Mexican detectiiion should not be police officers. The
protagonists olos circulos del podef1990), by Gregorio Ortega, aidb me da miedo morir
(2003), by Guillermo Munro, are journalists (a moespected professiofy Like a picaresque
narrative, the advantage of tlietective format is that the peripatetic investmatcan draw
attention to a broader range of social problems tirag trafficking alone. Rarely arearcosthe

major focus, even if they are a ubiquitous featafethe context, and even if the collective

% There are impressionistic similarities betweenmayd Chandler’s disillusioned vision of a wealthyt b
morally degenerate California and a northern Mextaat is, in parts, prosperous yet suffers fronreare
levels of corruption and violence.

19 jennifer Insley does identify some (in my viewnort) deviations from the American pattern in Tioji
work, including the fact that Morgado is an outside Mexicali, unlike Marlowe in Los Angeles, andh
more respect for the rule of law than the typicalde Eye. She accepts, however, that the lasteani
equivalently ‘populist’ stance, given the Mexicaontext. See ‘Border Criminals, Border Crime: Hard-
Boiled Fiction on the Mexican-American Frontie€onfluencia 19.2 (2004), 38—49.

191 Other narratives have incorporated elements ofgtithic genre in an attempt to generate a feeling o
horror at the situation. The brief middle sectidnfowevo, padring2008), by Mario Gonzéalez Suarez,
features zombies, whereas the rest of the noval dglirious first-person autobiography which prdigab
constitutes the Mexicanarconovelamost indebted to the picaresque model. Elementheotupernatural
can be found ifEl vuelo(Sergio Gonzéalez Rodriguez, 2008), and (as wé sé@) inLos minutos negros

192 Thjs is a development recommended also by Carkrsdsro, with regard to Argentine literature, in his
article ‘Para una reformulacién de la literaturgeatina’ (in EI nacimiento de la literatura argentina
[Buenos Aires: Grupo Editorial Norma, 2006], pp-9B. See p. 81, n. 26 below.
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disrespect for the rule of law can be understomlicitly) as both cause and effect of thercos
power. InMezquite Roadfor example, the only references to drug traffigkare the obscure
dealings of the local police chief and the minomiwement of a DEA agent. The principal theme
is more general: the lawlessness of the borderlaBds in this specific case, rather than drug
trafficking, this has more to do with the powertbé local biker gang (‘Los Cuervos’) and the
propensity of local business owners, such as Doatldé, to take the law into their own hands.
Following Parra’s assertion thabrtefio literature is not about drug trafficking speciflgain
Mendoza’'sBalas de platahe reader is given to believe as early as theh@pter that the drug lord
Samantha Valdés is responsible for the principaldery although this turns out to be false. It is
misguided, we might infer, to blame everything amgs$. Nevertheless, in recent years most
detective fictions or crime-related thrillers set the north of Mexico have been designated

narconovelas

The enthusiasm for crime fiction is not without gstics. In his controversial article for the
Mexican magazindetras libresin 2005, Rafael Lemus lambasted a range of nartMgxican
novels for their ‘tramas populistas’ and lack oftteical innovatiort® It could be argued that
fiction about drug trafficking has been in dangéreplacing one set of clichés, founddarridos
and telenovelas that glamourize or exalt thearcos and their lifestyle, with another set that
documents with pessimism the state of northern biexdut not without providing the reader with
a modicum of reassurance in the shape of a proistgeho is (at heart) not quite as corrupt as the
rest. In the introduction to her recent study ofifin written in Culiacan, Gabriela Polit Duefias
cites the surprise felt by tliefefioauthor Juan Villoro at the indifference shown bgnmculichis
toward the violence in their city. Fiction, she goants, can provide ‘alternative versions of
realities otherwise unbearabfé®.Since violence is taken for granted in thevela negrait is
difficult to express the sort of shock at the ditwathat one takes from the Colombisicaresca

Whether they are appropriate to Mexico or not,stoek features of the hard-boiled genre are long

193] emus, ‘Balas de salva’.
194 polit DuefiasNarrating Narcos p. 8.
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established in the popular imagination, due togbpularity of Americarfilm noir, so they are
undeniably comforting. That cynicism and indiffecenare common emotional responses to
situations of rampant injustice and violence seeimsous, but whether this is the only possible
response remains open to question. Nonetheless)l inot do to accuse every author of the
northernnovela negraof naivety. In the first half of this study, | dpse two novels Balas de
plata andLos minutos negrdsvhich are extremely self-reflexiV& This is not some post-modern
streak of playfulness for its own sake. If it wateyould hardly mesh with the far from humorous
situation in Mexico. Rather, it is evidence of thethors’ comprehension of the difficulties of
representing a phenomenon such as drug traffickamgi hence their desire to question the
assumptions underpinning their own choice of fornMéndoza and Solares are not the only
authors to parody the hard-boiled style. Gonzaletidas Los dineros de Diogl999), for instance,
features a detective called Jesis Malverde Chandldch is a bizarre mixed reference to the
‘patron saint’ of drug traffickers and the kingudrd-boiled fiction'®® Like Mendoza and Solares,

Martré is well aware of his influences, but thenfier go further in foregrounding that heritage.
IV On the Question of Representation

The four novels in this study have been chosenariiynon aesthetic grounds. Three are prize-

winning fictions, the other a finalist’ | contend that they are better written and betbestructed,

195 polit believeBalas de platas just a cheap genre novalgrrating Narcos pp. 77-8). | disagree.

1% The ‘generous bandit’ Jests Malverde is veneraged ‘folk saint’ in northern Mexico; his assodati
with the subculture of the drug trade points to thecess obtained by drug traffickers in projecting
themselves as ‘social bandits’. Some historiangbelthat the Malverde myth derives from the stofryhe
real-life outlaw Heraclio Bernal, as recorded ie famouscorrido bearing his nameS@m Quifioneslrue
Tales from Another Mexico: The Lynch Mob, the Rdeskings, Chalino, and the BroAlbuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 2001], p.227).

97 Trabajos del reinowon the Premio Binacional de Novela Joven in 2008] the ‘Otras voces, otros
ambitos’ prize for the best novel published in 8pai 2008.Contrabande in manuscript, was awarded the
Juan Rulfo Prize in 199Balas de platagained the third Tusquets Prize in 2007, whibs minutos negros
was a finalist for the Antonin Artaud Prize in 2086d the Romulo Gallegos Prize in 2007. Excerpsfr
Herrera’'s and Solares’ novels were selected farcant anthology of writing about contemporary Mexic
México sabe México: Textos de cincuenta prosistagecnporanegsed. Concepcion Zayas (Salamanca:
Universidad de Sevilla, 2010), pp. 87-9 and 91-speetively.
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as works of art, than any other Mexican narratis@smmonly described asarconovelas® It is
surprising that so little of an academic nature een written about thetf Although | have tried

to appraise each novel on its own terms, it is @phaoincidence that all four novels address, or
embody a response to, what we might call the diffies of representation’ with regard to drug
trafficking. Aesthetic concerns, such as how to entive reader and avoid cliché, are intimately
bound up with ethical concerns, such as finding thest responsible attitude towards the
phenomenon or the most appropriate object of atten€onsider, again, the depiction of violence.
Gabriela Polit Duefias concludes that many authrarsthe risk of either glamorization or glossing
over the depths of its effects® Amid the current instability in Mexico, the latteeems much
more likely. When the Mexican media, in televisemd print, is replete with gruesome images of
the narcos’ ‘exemplary’ brutality, some degree of desensittian is inevitable. We might very
well wonder whether it is possible any longer foMexican reader to be shocked at what they read.
Writing in 2009, the Salvadoran novellist Horaciasillanos Moya made this very point in

relation to Latin American literature in general:

What | didn’t imagine when | wrote my bookl[arma en el hombre2001] was
that the violent behaviour of the main charactenicv some readers regarded as
exaggerated, would be exceeded by the actual le¥eli®lence that took place in
the same Latin American countries just a few yedteswards [...] A novel that in

a European country could be regarded as cruel arigl ih Mexico, Colombia or El

1% One novel that | do not coverfgesta en la madriguerg2010), by Juan Pablo Villalobos, shortlisted (in
translation) for the Guardian First Book Award. Naed in the first person by Tochtli, the precosiget
somewhat autistic young son of a powerful drug I¢¥alcaut), it highlights the capriciousness of the
powerful narcosand their bizarre distortions of values. Althoughounts as an innovative approach to the
topic of drug trafficking in Mexican fiction, | caur with Jorge Volpi's assessment that Villalobbas not
added anything new to what is already known ablmaitniarcos from the newspapers and television — once
again, they are sadistic and eccentric — nor hasffeeed an especially moving portrayal of an inemits
perception of horror’ (Volpi, ‘Dispatches from thHeront’). Volpi concludes that ‘for all its excessiv
clevernessk-iesta en la madriguerdoes not transcend clichés about the narcos’.

199 The following articles were all released after negearch for this thesis began: Manuel Gonzalea, ‘L
tension entre ética y estética en “Trabajos deh®edle Yuri Herrera’Critica.cl, 14 April 2013, <http://
critica.cl/literatura/la-tension-entre-etica-y-dita-en-“trabajos-del-reino”-de-yuri-herrera>; Aske El-Kadi,

‘El narcothriller nacional enBalas de platade Elmer Mendoza’,Revista de Critica Literaria
Latinoamericana 77 (Tufts University: 2012), 325-346; Diana Palaich, ‘¢ Como hablar del silencio?
Contrabandoy Un vaquero cruza la frontera en silencidos ejemplares del acercamiento ético en la
literatura mexicana sobre el narc&jberletras: journal of literary criticism and culte, 29 (2012),
<http://www.lehman.cuny.edu/ciberletras/v29/palaiar.html>.

19 polit DuefiasNarrating Narcos p. 172. Polit emphasizes the importance of carscabout representation
for many Mexican authors of fiction about drug ficing. However, she pays little attention to hdivis
manifests itself in the style and structure of tlogels that she details. The novels | have selestedplify
the concern, yet she mentions oBlglas de platan her study, and only then in passing (Ibid.7 ).
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Salvador would seem to Bight compared with what we read every day in the
newspaper or what we learn in the stré€ts.

It is easy to see why authors would try to avoie pinoblem. Much of the violence in the novels
that comprise this study is deliberately set ‘affge’. At times it is almost possible to forget abo

it. But it cannot be overlooked indefinitely. ltos minutos negroand Contrabando,the most
effective moments of pathos occur when the reasl@ccasionally reminded of violence, rather
than constantly overwhelmed by't.Either it is retold in an understated fashion hsti@at the full
horror of it, and its consequences, can only beriafl, or it is left out of view and instead we are
only given to imagine the extent of its effect be tharacters. The shock (such as it is) is pravide
not by the violence itself but by an abrupt shiftene that makes the reader feel like he has been
complacent. This is not to say shock is never gmagpiate response. Several scenes in Mendoza's
latest novelNombre de perrd2012) — in particular the pointless torture oé tbtharacter Blake

Hernandez — are obviously shocking. Nonetheless aih uncommon sentimefit.

To provoke the reader successfully, whether it héh@ topic of violence or not, is an aesthetic
matter. But there also is an ethical or ‘politicdiimension to representations of drug trafficking.
The narco lifestyle is frequently presented as glamorous exciting in Mexican television, in
series such dsa reina del sufadapted from Arturo Pérez-Reverte’s similarlyngtaous novel of
2002) ancEl sefior de los cielog he popularity of th@arcocorridg a commercialized version of
the rural folk ballad tradition, has been citedrbgny observers as evidence of a diffuse circle of
sympathy for drug traffickers in northern MexitéOn the other hand, most of the journalism that
follows the activities of drug traffickers is extnely critical, and so is the official discoursetioé

Mexican state, as one might expect. | do not canstchaive to expect narrative fiction to be able

1 Horacio Castellanos Moya, ‘Notes on the Culturd/mflence and Fiction in Latin AmericaSampsonia
Way: An Online Magazine for Literature, Free Speéclsocial Justice 31 October 2009, <http://www.
sampsoniaway.org/literary-voices/2009/10/31/notesh®-culture-of-violence-and-fiction-in-latin-aniea-
by-horacio-castellanos-moya>.

12 An attempt to overwhelm us with the violence isdman Alejandro Almazan’s noveEntre perros
which draws out the pleasures of committing vioksraccording to thsicario.

13 The horrific torture of Jorge Romero at the haofithe Direccién Federal de Seguriddd Part Il Ch. 26
of Los minutos negrois an important exception to this tendency inntbeels surveyed in this study.

14 On this topic, consult Elijah Wal®arcocorridoand Mark Cameron Edber| Narcotraficante
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to offer more nuance, that is, to attempt to untdesdrug traffickers, their situation and theibsu
culture without side-stepping their frequently leia behaviour. An ethical concern is perhaps
another reason why authors might want to treattdpé& obliquely, as Parra recommended (see
above, p. 17). At one extreme, Yuri Herrera conaethé conclusion that fiction should not pay
attention to famous drug lords at all, despiteingita novel that appears to have precisely such a
figure at its heart (see Ch. 5). To give credit kehi¢ is due, most of thearconovelagread a
middle path between supporting and condeming dafjakers'™ Yet there still exists the danger
of a ‘nuanced’ cliché. One can readily deplore HBjmeacts of violence, for example, while
appearing to excuse the perpetrators ‘with therrewy litany that becoming narcos is the only
way these youths can escape from deprivation aidltitk of opportunities'® Tierra Blanca by
Lednidas Alfaro, falls squarely into this trafrabajos del reinpon the other hand, pays critical
attention to the sense of belonging that involvenrethe drug trade can provide.@Gontrabando
while there are many degrees of involvement, atiabdy culpable, the tangle of cultural and
family loyalties in the village of Santa Rosa makelean separation from the trade practically
impossible. Both novels offer a deeper perspediivehe contexts and causes that link people to
the drug trade, yet neither obviates the importasfcpoverty too. In sum, drug trafficking is a
multifaceted phenomenon that does not deserve tiepieted in too Manichean or too simplistic a
fashion. The matter, then, is one of perspectivs. minutos negresContrabando andTrabajos

del reinoprovide several perspectives on their subjectenadind | contend that this is a superior
approach to that of the majority ofarconovelas which do not. On this account, despite its
sophistication, the monolithic style d@alas de plataseems deficient, but | shall argue that
Mendoza demonstrates an appreciation of the difiesu of representing his subject matter

nonetheless.

Perhaps the best way to begin to consider thegtremf the four novels covered in this study is to

compare them with a novel that is weak in precisiedycharacteristics that | have just highlighted.

15 This is Diana Palaversich’s conclusion (in ‘ThdifRs’, pp. 104-5), with which | generally agree.
118 polit Duefiaslbid., p. 175. This is a cliché partly inherited frone ticaresca
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By any purely artistic criteria, Lednidas AlfargepularTierra Blanca(1996) is a poor novet’

But its other features are arguably more intergstim defiance of the general tendency in Mexican
fiction, Alfaro addresses the drug trade direcilyana Palaversich has calldierra Blanca'‘the

first narco bildungsromart*® It will be useful to provide a short summary. Whes honest, hard-
working father Pedro is arrested by police in Gidia and later killed, for holding a package of
marihuana that he picked up by chance on the stteeprotagonist Gumersindo decides to escape
his family’s precarious situation by joining a gpoaf drug producers. He is despatched to grow
poppies in the mountains of the Sierra Madre, wingediligence and intelligence are repaid by
his being given steadily greater responsibilitiBaick in Culiacan he gains the trust of the
organization’s leaders — Don Victor, Don Helenaj &anuto Mendoza — after saving their lives
during an ambush. He escapes an attempt on hidif@soy the spiteful Roberto Peralta, and his
transition from innocent working-class boy to retgnarcotraficanteis complete when he locates
Roberto, tortures him, and leaves him for dead. &sindo rises to the top of his organization,
and his family becomes wealthy. However, he dedidexit the trade and emigrate to the United
States when his younger brother is shot by accidatgide a party and his wife falls pregnant.
Predictably, before he can leave he is killed wheshipment of cocaine from Colombia is
intercepted by local police who have switched tladliegiance. As Palaversich summarizes, ‘the
story is told in such a way that Gumersindo’s dedtthe end comes across as just punishment for

his deeds'™ She fails to mention that this is a product ofshpremely unlikely return of Roberto

""Quotations are taken from the Spanish edition: Ida® Alfaro Bedolla, Tierra Blanca (Cérdoba:
Almuzara, 2005). The original edition was releabgd-antasma Editorial (Culiacan, 1996). Accordiag t
Gabriela Polit, it has been reissued five timesesiflarrating Narcos p. 55). Alfaro is the author of eight
novels, most of them about Culiacan and the dragdetr with such melodramatic titles lass maldicion del
Malverde(2004) and_as amapolas se tifien de rg@006). Curiously, he ‘does not consider his warlbé
literature of narco trafficking’Narrating Narcos p. 54).

118 palaversich, ‘The Politics’, p. 92.

191bid., p. 92.

30



Peralta in order to orchestrate the att%Ckn this, Tierra Blancais a transparent morality play.
But it is also a thinly-disguised local history lBosince Alfaro uses sections of clumsy expository
dialogue, a series of mini-essays by the narrdttineastart of chapters, and the most implausibly
didactic mental monologues by the central charad¢teimform the reader of (the author’s view of)
the development of the drug trade in Sinaloa betwde 1950s and the 1970s, for which

Gumersindo is merely a representative prop. Thesgsably the most egregious example:

Cuando el avion ya habia tomado altura, don Victonenzé a divagar: “Desde

que el gobierno de Castro en Cuba, y el de Venaampezaron a atacar en serio
el tréfico de cocaina en sus territorios, las nsaiamenzaron a incursionar por
México, especialmente en Sinaloa [...] (129).

Alfaro supplies a populist and simplistic undersiiag of the rise of the drug tradfé.Before his
unmerited demise, don Pedro’s major concern isnailility to provide a ‘patrimonio digno’ for
his family despite years of ‘sacrificio’ in honagbrk (22). Beside a desire to avenge his father's
death, Gumersindo’s principal motivation for involy himself in the drug trade is his family’s
poverty, which is a commonplace in fiction writteabout drug trafficking. In this novel
Gumersindo’s proposal is as political as it is pnagc and predictable. He blames his father’s
death not on povertper sebut on his helplessness vis-a-vis the authoriiesa result of that

poverty:

Sintié ganas de gritar que preferia morir y pudrga los infiernos antes que seguir
soportando, sumiso, los embates con los que eéhdesst ceba en los desposeidos.
[...] ¢Y sabe por qué ama? Porque los que tienemaddesprecian a los pobres; no
piensan que los pobres somos buenos, jno!, nos theena gente para darnos
atole con el dedo. Piensan, con su perddn, qupdboes somos unos pendejos y
que por ser pendejos nos merecemos todo lo mal®)44

120 polit writes that ‘Gumersindo’s own death evokes tragic luck of the fallen, [...] the charactetsk is
decided by circumstances beyond anyone’s contfdfirfating Narcos p. 56). While it is true that
Gumersindo is not wholly responsible for his deathich can be attributed in part to the machinatioflos

de arriba (see below), the surprise arrival of Peralféera Blanca p. 270) cannot be understood as
anything other than a reminder of Gumersindo’s paishes, for which he must atone, even though the
malicious Peralta also dies, and even though Gunuerattempted to expose the government’s connetio
with organized crime (pp. 271-2), which partialdeems him.

1211n effect, Palaversich also says this: ‘Alfaroeaipts to develop a theory about U.S. narcopolities
coincides with the opinion of many Mexicans' (‘TR®litics’, p. 93). However, | maintain that Alfaso’
major cause for irritation ifierra Blancais the complicity and corruption of the Mexicarvgmmment, not
the role of the United States. That the U.S. hdsmbed deviously is taken for granted, which is atdy
more ‘populist’ than actually trying to make thaise.
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The author goes further. He talks of ‘el México desarrollado’ (38), implying a cod Marxian
understanding of global poverty, and in the finf@ygter has a bishop denounce the ‘lideres que no
ven los reclamos de millones que sufren hambresgrdparo’ (272). Those ‘leaders’ are assumed
to be the source of Mexico’s problems. For DianWasich, nearly atharconovelagake a poor
view of the Mexican police and governméfitin Alfaro they are the major problem. Notably in
Ch. 10, he includes dialogues between a set ot @dalvisors to the Mexican President that are
designed to demonstrate their support for the thadp and their unscrupulous pragmatism. Alfaro
clearly holds them in contempt. With referencehe supposedly callous intellectual élite of the
Porfiriato, the most cynical of the group is labelled a ‘tigco’ (134). In each conversation, it is
the Mexican general who voices Alfaro’s ethicaltigie of government policy, reflecting a
popular reverence for the rectitude of the militavisich, as Palaversich also notes, is a poor
reflection of reality’*® In the general’s view, Mexico’s drug policy isteagica farsa’ (134); in the
author’s, the justifications for it are mere ‘vert@a’ (136). In contrast ttms de abajovho — in

the popular imagination — embodied the spirit af Mexican Revolution, the advisors and their
class are unfavourably cast as ‘los de arriba’ (198, 227). The President is ‘el sefor de arriba’
(217). Both directly and indirectly, they are resgible for ‘la mas nefasta corrupcidén que aniquila
el espiritu patriotico de la inmensa mayoria’ (2F)rthermore, in keeping with this conjecture
that the powerful have always directed the druderalfaro displays a penchant for conspiracy
theories, including the allegation that the Amarmicenafia originated the countercultural

movements of the 1960s precisely in order to irsgdhe sale of narcotics (195, 218).

This provides some ‘poetic’ justification for Guragrdo’s death. For much of the novel he is
viewed favourably, but by the time of his demisehhs become ‘uno de los meros gruesos’ (230),
a term previously reserved for ‘los gruesos deligmin’ (57). As much as for his individual

crimes, his ascent to the ranks of the powerfuifjas his death in Alfaro’s scale of values. The

122 palaversich, ‘The Politics’, p. 104-5.

123 T]he author expresses his own wishful thinkiregarding the honesty of the army, perceived hisatlyi
as a defender of collective Mexican values’ (Paisieh, ‘The Politics’, p. 93). Polit, while not &ig this
example, wonders whether ‘the world Alfaro desgiliee [merely] the one [...] he would like to observe’
(Narrating Narcos p. 56).
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word gruesodescribes anyone with considerable power in Mexioon of a populist belief that all
power is deployed corruptly and arbitrarify However, with this attitude Alfaro risks endorsiag
crude moral dichotomy between the powerful (alnadatays affiliated to, or representatives of, a
corrupt state) and the weak (understood as thentléoan in the street’ that Gumersindo once
embodied)? Of course, that the Mexican state, in various wags fostered the drug trade and
that sections of the security forces have actedistigj with impunity for much of the post-
revolutionary period is beyond doubt. The themepisminent inLos minutos negrosand
Contrabandg not to mention Mendoza'Bl amante de Janis JopliBut these novels are more
morally complex. Indeed, the very act of makingaige officer the (likeable) protagonist of a
detective fiction, as Mendoza (Balas de plataand Solares have done, shows some appreciation
of complexity, given the poor reputation enjoyedabyievels of the Mexican police, which might
otherwise merit their being depicted in a unifornmggative fashion. Nevertheless, Alfaro’s
approach is common. Even Mendoza is party to lIimasesino solitaripsince the protagonist
Jorge Macias, a callosgcario, is portrayed in a kinder light than the manipuatommanders of
Mexico’s security forces. This attitude seems peoidtical because it resembles a perspective
pervasive to th@arcocorridosthat magnifies drug traffickers by association vétlong history of
popular outlaws in northern Mexico who have beensmered virtuous in comparison with a

repressive state. Alfaro dislikes drug traffickinmt he comes close to endorsing an analysis of

124 1n Mexico it is often used in the sense, deemathaic by the RAE, of ‘fuerte, duro y pesado’
(Diccionario de la lengua espanglahttp:/lema.rae.es/drae/?val=grueso> [accessEdbbuary 14]). The
negative connotation is captured by Maria Molineiésinition of the same archaic usage: ‘duro o gerte
aguantar’ Diccionario de uso del espafi®lyols [Madrid: Gredos, 1998], |, p. 1424). In tutles pesados’
is another common term for powerfodrcos See Mendoza: ‘eran para el privado donde se riannios
pesados’ lombre de perrop. 121); ‘gente muy pesada, duefios de vidas iehdas’ Balas de platap.
170). Alfaro also expresses this indiscriminatéuwate towards the powerful towards the end of loseh
when he talks of ‘la impunidad que les brinda elqro(Tierra Blanca p. 259).

125 Alfaro may also share the populist view that thev®ution had been corrupted by those in powererAft
the commander of the Judicial Police talks to déctdf Garcia in Chapter 10, he is reminded of aroent
made by a colleague when the commander was assigr@idaloa: ‘jAhora si, angelito, hasta que tehiz
justicia la revolucion!” (129). The suggestion &t the commander will be able to profit from griafthis
new position, and that personal profit is a cledidation, for someone not from the élite, thatReolution
has worked in one’s favour. One assumes that Alfisapproves of this sentiment, while accepting the
proposition thajusticia of another (better) kind has not been done.
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power that, when commonly held, is beneficial t® tputation of drug traffickef®

The problem with so clearly endorsing a set of @ajuas Alfaro does, is that they are exposed to
closer scrutiny. Alfaro’s appeal to a popular cgitmn of masculinity can be called into question
on similar grounds. Central to Pedro’s concern albeing unable provide for his family’s long-
term security is his sense of failure as ‘el jedela familia’ (20). When he is mistreated in prison
we are invited to take exception not just to theetinjustice of the situation, but to how it ha#t |
him ‘desvalido, contrariando su condicion de madqB@). In short, his masculine pride is at stake.
The crude symbol of Pedro’s helplessness agaiagbdlice is the fact that they castrate him (34).
Accordingly, when he seizes the opportunity to tomnhis captors, there is a certain dignity — we
are led to believe — in his defiant behaviour. Aschallenges the prison guards to confront him,
Alfaro describes Pedro as ‘Magnifico y terriblesenfuria’: ‘j\Vamos cabrones, éntrenle! jA ver si
son tan valientes con un hombre armado!’ (35) kdsy to mistake this line for the words of a
stereotypical hero in theorrido tradition, particularly on account of the sentim@tfefiance) and
the attribution of cowardice to the enemy. Theicr@uillermo Hernandez has identified seven
features of the narrative structure of the tradaloheroiccorrido of northern Mexico, which he
labels ‘fate’, ‘pursuit’, ‘challenge’, ‘confrontaii’, ‘defeat’, ‘judgement’, and ‘farewell*?’
Although we rarely find all seven, @rrido will contain several of them in (loosely) the arde
given. In our case, Pedro’s unmerited arrest coast¢an unjust) ‘fate’, while the scene at the
prison is a model of what critics of oral poetryl the ‘emotional core’ of a ballad: for@orrido,

this is the occasion of (explicitly) challengingeds enemies, the ensuing confrontation, and the

inevitable defeat of the herd® Alfaro is not condoning violence in general, othise

1261 do not mean to suggest that Alfaro’s attitudevisng per se One can reasonably claimpntra Kant

and his ‘categorical imperative’, that to act olide in one way in one context is acceptable witeneuld

not be in another context. His values are not deedanerely by association with timarcos Rather, |
claim that Alfaro’s approach is simplistic denunciation in a context in which both an apprtemiaof

complexity and a clear awareness of the valuesoeadorsing or exhibiting in a narrative consttuatore
subtle approaches. In this | am (consciously) cateahito the view that, in general, a novel thatoemages
empathy and understanding, even where it still iav@ne group or person over another, is supesione
that does not.

127 Guillermo Hernandez, ‘What is a CorridoStudies in Latin American Popular Cultyr8 (1999), 69 —
92 (p. 81).

128 |bid., pp. 81-82.
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Gumersindo’s own brutality could not count agatmight. But by tapping into a popular conception
of justified (defensive) violence and its assooiasi with an ideal masculinity, Alfaro is (again)
doing exactly what thearcoshave done in their patronage of the modwarcocorrida attributing

prestige (in that case, to themselves) by assoniatith an archetypal figure.

This would be less of a contradiction if Alfaro wesupportive of th@arcos But he is not. The
most obviously favoured characters in the noveltheeaforementioned General of the army and
the bishop who, in the final chapter, attemptsxpose the government’s corruption with the aid of
a list of complicit officials provided by the lat@umersindo. Both are highly critical of the drug
trade and participants in it. Furthermofiéerra Blancais narrated by a third person omniscient
voice that is extremely judgemental. | see no neasu to equate it with Alfaro himself. Unlike
Elmer Mendoza, Alfaro tends to distance himselfrfrine people and culture that are his principal
subject matter. In the first scene of the novelH(H), the author draws attention to the sloppy
grammar and pronunciation of marcos American associates by using italics. In retu@anuto
Mendoza mocks them with parodical sentences suchQ@séparecerlesla yerbitoy sefioure®’
(12). To take a cheap shot at Americans is unresidek but Alfaro proceeds to italicize a great
deal of the non-standard usage and pronunciationisoMexican characters as well, including
words such agtiligente (21), decedido(41), melitares(42) andalbierto (159, foradviertg. His
own register, by comparison, is relatively neutfdiRather than repeat (and endorse) terms
associated with drug trafficking, he makes it cldaat those are not his own designations: ‘el
llamado “triAngulo de oro™ (157), ‘la policia lleeda “secreta™ (114) and ‘el llamado “Espinazo
del Diablo™ (177). It befits the style of a slightaloof tourist brochure, or else a pointedly
sarcastic political tract, which is certainly thase when he mocks ‘nuestra dizque izquierda
mexicana’ (196). This is not to say Alfaro is neygoud of (aspects of) his local culture. He

expresses no surprise at a local band mixing Earomtassical waltzes with populeanchera

129 Most examples involve the swapping of E for | vare-versa, which has appeared in Mexican litegatur
as a transcription of rural speech at least siheenbvels of Mariano Azuela. Strangely, there deaty of
examples of colloquial usage that do not get iedd by Alfaro, such agérate (158) orsupites(41).
Regional vocabulary is never italicized.
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music (150), as if to equate the two, and praiseal@n music as ‘alegre y bravia’ (212), which is
further evidence that he does not think aggressidre a questionable trait. But he certainly does
not endorse that culture as unequivocally his o@ften Gumersindo’s perspective is used to

express Alfaro’s sense of separation from someifeatof Sinaloan culture:

Era curioso ver los letreros que tenian en lasndafe “El Cochi Cuino”, “Mi
Carifito”, “El Toro Prieto”, “La Alazana”, “Mi Guleta”, etcétera, pintados con
rustico arte, por idea del duefio del vehiculo aldén cliente; asi se popularizaban
en el medio aquél (52).

Therancherasensibilities of rural Sinaloans, as evidencee lr the musical taste of a group of
bus drivers and their use of music as an expressiadentity, might appear ‘curioso’ to an
outsider, but it would not strike a Sinaloan thRsrhaps Alfaro was aware that writing a novel so
clearly blaming the state for the evils of drugfftcking might expose him to accusations of
favouring the traffickers. After all, Gumersindgiath to the moral ‘dark side’ is not a product of
his involvement in the tradeer se Accordingly, Alfaro makes a special effort totdisce himself
from them, and to side with the non-Sinaloan omeven-Mexican reader for whom he takes pains
to explain every little detaif®® But this hardly improves our imaginative undersiag of the
narcos Alfaro is not a detached analytical observer,mutis he an initiate in the culture of drug

trafficking. The result is a novel that succeedsiortount, neither ethically nor imaginatively.

In general, Alfaro’s novel is an (admittedly ext@nmexample of the perils of failing to consider
features such as perspective and narrative form,t;mmanention the danger of asserting clear
conclusions rather than persuading by more artiedms. The four novels covered in this thesis
demonstrate more self-awareness and tact. Whedibgrare more successful on account of this

virtue is the subject of what follows.

130 polit also mentions this particularly infuriatinfigature of Alfaro’s style: ‘[tlhe book’s realism is
undermined by constant explanations of events eratithor’s part’larrating Narcos p. 56).
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Chapter 2. Balas de plata, by EImer Mendoza

Balas de platg2008) is a novel written broadly within the contiens of the ‘*hard-boiled’ school
of detective fiction® The plot concerns an investigation by the detectidgar ‘El Zurdo’
Mendieta into the murder of a young lawyer, Brurami2ales, in Culiacén, Sinaloa. As the novel’s
title intimates, the crime is notable for the u$a gilver bullet by the murderer. The novel diggla
such hallmarks of the hard-boiled genre as thengjoorban setting, the troubled but well-meaning
and stoical hero, and a quest structure in whiehdbest itself is at least as important as its
resolution. Mendieta’s lover, Goga Fox, is a typieenme fataleAlthough there are many clues
provided to the reader, like most hard-boilechoir novels the plot’'s resolution depends more on
chance encounter than the rigorous deductions efptbtagonist. Mendoza considers the drug
trade less directly in this novel than in much ©f previous fiction. Nonetheless, the hopelessly
corrupt and violent society that reveals itselthe course of Mendieta’'s investigation — a very
typical context for a hard-boiled detective novelcan be understood as the outcome of the drug
trade’s well-known stranglehold over Culiacan. Ttegcosare not the only ones to blame. The
novel's epigraph might suggest that all of Culidsanhabitants have an implicit responsibility for
the desperate state of their citlowever, | shall argue that, rather than with appoing blame,
Balas de platds more concerned with demonstrating the cultarad emotional consequences of
living in such an insecure plaé&trong moral judgements are left for the readedraw. In the
second section of this chapter, | examine the revmincipal theme, which is the apathy of
Culiacan’s inhabitants and their resultant propggnsd imagine themselves living in more

interesting or more significant circumstances, makeostly from fiction. In the final section, |

! Elmer MendozaBalas de platgMéxico: Tusquets, 2008). Subsequent referenaemathis edition.

ZLa vida es peligrosa, no por los hombres que ha@tenal, sino por los que se sientan a ver qué’ 8k

This might also be taken as an allusion to reagdftise novel, however. Mendoza questions the silittabf
literature to contribute anything positive towaths reality it depicts, other than simplygoowit.

® This is consistent with Eduardo Antonio Parra’'sdosions about the indirect approach of Mexican
literature about drug trafficking. Alfonso CastaBesbmmarizes it thus: ‘Ahora, escritores como Edinar
Antonio Parra, Yuri Herrera, Martin Solares, DaVioscana o Edgar Chias, por citar algunos ejemplos,
sélo retratan parte del dolor que deja el crimegaoizado, sino que exhuman las consecuencias de una
guerra que no tiene cabida’ (‘Narcoliteratura: letiempo diga’,Sin Embargp 23 September 2011,
<http://www.sinembargo.mx/23-09-2011/44455>).
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consider the novel's use of humour and allusiorthes means of creating an overwhelmingly
uniform tone Balas de platds a very bleak but nevertheless very funny novae themes, style
and tone of the book combine to create considenatity of impression. | discuss the merits of
this quality in my concluding comments. The novakha binary structure. The odd-numbered
chapters follow Mendieta’s investigation, and theéefeven-numbered chapters show snippets
from the lives of a host of supporting charactéxen members of the dysfunctional middle-class
Rodriguez family to Culiacén’s social elite, whicleludes the drug lord Marcelo Valdés and his
daughter Samantha. The attention paid to the par$igas of these characters has led some critics
to judgeBalas de plataa melodramd.In this regard, and likewise because it is a distediction,
Balas de platas certainly a novel awash with cliché. Howevee, eught not to condemn it for that
reason. It is a very self-conscious work of fictione that foregrounds its own clichés and does so

— | argue — for a better reason than the pandepaist-modern’ desire to be ‘playful’.

| Variations on the Hard-Boiled Model

It is natural for the action of a crime fiction take place at the margins of society, and we might
expect to encounter a series of ‘marginal’ charact€he picaresque protagonists of Mendoza’'s
earlier novelsn asesino solitari@ndEl amante de Janis Jopliit this mould, so it is no surprise
to encounter enterprising small-time crooks suchEh<hapo Abitia or contract killers like
Foreman Castelo iBalas de plataLess anticipated is the number of characterstthétfrom a
separate sub-culture, rarely represented in Mexiitarature: it is an indication of how much
Mexico has changed that there are so many homadsardaransvestite characters. La Cococha,
Frank Aldana and Alexis Valenzuela could still mmsidered (somewhat) marginal figures, both
socially and with regard to the plot Balas de platabut the same could not be said of the openly

bisexual Bruno Canizales and Samantha Valdés, ébpective children of two of the most

* For example, in ‘El narcothriller nacional @&alas de platade Elmer Mendoza’'Revista de Critica
Literaria Latinoamericana77 (2013), 325-346, Aileen El-Kadi claims thatd[jhvestigacion del crimen se
convierte en una “excusa” para acercarse al maimfa.] Como si se tratara de una especie de “tadk,

los “melodramas domésticos” se presentan como pectgculo publico; la muerte violenta pasa a un
segundo plano y la focalizacion se concentra endndano de las vidas de los personajes de clasdeala
region de Sinaloa’ (p. 340).
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powerful men in the country, the politician Hildega Canizales and Marcelo ValdéBor better
and for worse, Culiacan is a place where nearly ewémgt now thrives in the mainstream. For
better, perhaps, is the cultural vibrancy, esplcibk fusion of Mexican and Anglophone popular
culture reflected in the plethora of musical refimes made by Mendieta and the narrator. For
worse, no doubt, is the simultaneous ubiquityhafcocultura and the fact that Foreman Castelo
can freely operate an assassination agency tkaffisiently respectable to be called ‘una empresa
con ética’ (155). This is a society where any tiadal distinctions of respectability have
evaporated. It was a mark of the Private Eye’seghigte that in Chandler and Hammett’s novels the
protagonist knew so many people from different walklife. This is true of Mendieta iBalas de
plata, as we might expect, but it is also true of evagy@lse. Consider a typically convoluted
example: since the detective visits his bar, Meadig acquainted with La Cococha, who knows
another client, a cheerleader for ffrematerosaseball team, who sleeps with Montafio (the police
forensic scientist, who works with Mendieta), arad her friend kidnapped by Ernesto Ponce, who
is now in charge of Marcelo Valdés’s accounts, Wwat once a colleague of Mendieta’s in the
police and in charge of the investigation of theraden of Klaus Timmerman, whose good friend
was René Villegas (married to Goga, who has aniraffégh Mendieta), but who was in a
relationship with the transvestite Alexis Valenau¢another of the cheerleader’s friends), who
spent time with the part-time transvestite Brunmi€ales, whose death Mendieta is investigating.
Balas de platas a novel in which the leader of a street garmp(ftiel Barraza) just happens to be
the son of théSubprocurador(164), and a witness to that boy’s murder justpeas to be an old
flame of the forensic scientist (162). Of courdeese seemingly accidental connections are

essential to creating a mood of intrigue in thealol is, after all, a detective story. But itatso

® This is not to say that homosexuality has beenmmalized’. Calling a mamaricénis still an insult (e.g.
138); Mendieta’s colleague Gris expresses clichgthions about homosexual love (61: ‘los amores
homosexuales son apasionados e impios’); and renafuBruno’s exploits as a transvestite prostitte
considered slanderous by his close friend Laur@:(T7alumnias, don Pedro, mugrientas calumnias’).
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evidence of a sort of social chaos in Culiatan.

Balas de platahas a notably distinctive style. Overwhelmingliye tinspiration for that style is
Americanfilm noir rather than the hard-boiled novels that inspiredtithe beginning of the novel,
he recreates the murky atmosphere of the bestasfettilms. The first scenes take place in
enclosed, oppressive spaces: the smoke-filledeotifcDr Parra, Mendieta’s psychiatrist, and the
dark bedroom where Paola Rodriguez finds Bruno Z2#e8 dead in the early hours of the
morning. In a novel thin on description, the autpogsents the opening scenes as if they were
being filmed through a dark filter, or even in tMaand white. Parra’s office is ‘tenebroso’ and
‘lagubre’ (13), while the defining characteristi€ Bruno’s house is the ‘penumbra’ (16, 53). The
sky outside is invariably grey or overcast (13,42, and 55), while a reference to the rain litgral
encloses the events of Ch. 2 (‘lloviznaba’: 15,. THere are many other literary equivalents of
cinematographic techniques. The most frequent amenuarkable is flashback. More noteworthy
IS Mendoza'’s occasional use of one-sentence désaspor snippets of dialogue comparable to

the instantaneous ‘flashback cut’ of television &im:

Le dolia ademas que la hubiese abandonado poingsstr® bailarin que maldita
la hora en que ella misma se lo present6. Es unagrago y el mejor bailarin del
mundo. Pao, no exageres, por favor, ve como meiést@ (16).

In the first sentence the narrator conveys Padk®tings in the present, but in the second we
witness the very words that she used to introduaak-Aldana to Bruno at an unspecified point in
the past, followed by Frank’s bashful reply at timee. At this point the narrative returns to the

present. Mendoza is fond of such swift transitidhibien Mendieta chases an intruder at the home

® Aileen El-Kadi makes a similar point: ‘[E]n susdiones encontramos la figura del criminal habitales
varias esferas de la sociedad, no al margen deYella este punto, la idea de la representacioordsinal
con uninsidery la del crimen como parte intrinseca al sistdmgue quizas nos acerque histéricamente a la
concepcion del enemigo interno de las narrativagmmonicas’(‘ EI narcothriller nacional’, p. 328). While

| agree that Mendoza sees criminality as intritsiSinaloan society (hardly an unusual opinion)s ihot
true that in Mendoza’s earlier novels the protagsnithough peripatetic, can operate comfortabllin
areas of civil society. Jorge Macias,Un asesino solitaripconsiders himself an outsider even within the
world of contract killing (which is why he adoptsetself-differentiating nickname ‘El Europeo’). Mawver,
the close connections between people of differecias standing are drawn to our attentiorBailas de plata
whereas they are not in Mendoza'’s earlier novélsné were to evaluate this in positive terms, t@ettichi
society appears to be remarkably cohesive: classetsa do not prevent extensive interactions betwee
individuals from different walks of life. Naturallyhere is little else that could be consideredhé&sive’.
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of Mariana Kelly in Ch. 40, we see something coraple to ‘fast cutting’, in which consecutive

shots of brief duration are used to convey speeathaos:

Las mujeres que estaban agazapadas lo siguiercaleEss Vestibulo. Puertauigi
bajando sin ladrar (219).

Many of the chapters concerning Mendieta are dividteo fragments, creating discrete scenes
opened regularly by simple scene-setting sentefi@ting the reader little more than the time and

place of the scene to follow, they are akin toestdblishing shot’:

Tres de la tarde. El sol resplandecia (115).

Sala de espera (1%).

Mendoza also removes verbs in order to focus thdems attention on essential details. This is
analogous to the use of ‘close up’ in film: ‘A sadb los zapatos’ (17). Having said that, the curt
tone conveyed by the absence of a verb in so mamtgisces also recalls the famously terse quality

of Philip Marlowe’s language in the novels of RayrddChandler.

Mendoza's cinematographic sensibilities manifestrtbelves in his use of strong visual contrasts.
In particular, there is Paola Rodriguez’s brightt hair in Ch. 2, striking amid the aforementioned
gloom and described with an uncommonly lyrical tafiphrase: ‘astroso por la humedad y la hora’
(15). Similarly, in Ch. 3, the blood-stained, jumtisheets of the bed on which the body of Bruno
Canizales is lying are conspicuous amid the ‘ar@aioofi an otherwise punctiliously tidy bedroom
(23). It is also, perhaps, cinema that informs Memads distinctive prose style, in which he
switches quickly and without warning betweefl Berson description, free indirect discourse,

direct thoughts, and dialogue:

" Something similar can be seen during the attackMendieta’s home in Ch. 25: ‘Ruido en la reja. Bala
Balazos. Balacera. Agazapado. Tras la barra dedma. Cristales que caen. Sonidos. Puerta acdlaill
Descarga completa. Silencio’ (149).

® They also resemble the introductory comments abetiing in a screenplay. There is one instanca of
complementary technique, too: ‘Calle vacia. AunGuéiacén es una ciudad de méas de un millén haksant
muchas matronas acostumbran barrer su calle caflan@maEsta vez no habian aparecido. La camioneta se
perdié rumbo a la Costerita’ (158). This paragraphich comes immediately after the murder of EzeQui
Barraza in Ch. 28, resembles the way in which aezarmight pan out at the end of a particularly datien
scene, which is sometimes called a ‘reveal shdte Teveal’ is that nobody has seen —w@ntsto see —
what has happened in the middle of the streetdaddaylight.
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Ademdas no la amo, ho me gusta su pelo corto, nfaddas, ni su perfume. Ring.

Es patética su esbeltez, sus pechos pequefiosssu.p&odo es patético. Ring.

¢Qué haces en casa, estas regando las planta8 &sfog rezando el rosario. Tu
rezabas el rosario con nuestra madre, eras el @nieole seguia la onda. ¢Te
acuerdas? Como si fuera ayer (224).

Here, the first and third sentences show Edgarsctiithoughts about Goga, interrupted by a
single-word phrase to indicate that the telephsmnging. Abruptly, in the sixth sentence, begins
the dialogue on the phone between Mendieta and @mnee soon discover to be his brother,
Enrigue. It is not uncommon for Mendoza’s characterinterrogate themselves in their thoughts;
given the lack of indication, by punctuation or erhise, that Mendieta has picked up the
telephone, it is difficult to comprehend immedigitelhat has happened, and easy to misread the
first line of the dialogue as Mendieta’s self-imtgyation. Even then, the identity of the caller is
unclear until the mention of ‘nuestra madre’. Bynowing the written ‘scaffolding’ that often
indicates dialogue and the representation of thbirgharrative fiction, Mendoza is arguably
attempting to convey something of the immediacgingéma: we get sight and sound but little else.
It is one respect in which Mendoza takes Hemingwaljittum to ‘show’ rather than to ‘tell’ to
extremes, and also resembles the intensificatidneef indirect discourse in Vargas Llosa’s early
novels, in particulata casa verdé1966)° But there is a second consequence of this styitilly,

at least, the text is difficult to follow. The diffilty is compounded in the early chapters by aldiq
references to characters and situations that hatvget been introduced or explained, most notably
to Mendieta’s abuse as a child at the hands optiest Bardomino¥’ Indeed, the most important

mystery in the first half of the novel is Mendietgiast rather than the murder of Bruno Canizales,

° In Mario Vargas Llosa: La invencion de una realid@@hrcelona: Seix Barral, 1982), the critic Jos€ il
Oviedo calls the technique ‘pluridimensional naot In that case, however, there is an attempnéke
the narrative voice ‘disappear’, in order to give impression of objectivity, which cannot be sagi f
Mendoza inBalas de platagiven the novel’'s predominantly ironic tone ahd bccasional wry remark by
the narrator.

19 For example: ‘Me sorprende el bajo perfil de tstiimto de conservacion, ¢cémo es posible que madie
un pataleo? ¢ Podria usted haber dicho que no®;yaiun nifio y no pude salir corriendo o gritar pude’
(11). While it is (eventually) clear that this iscanversation between Dr. Parra and Mendieta, thgest
matter is not. To suppress such an important piédaformation is reminiscent of Vargas Llosa’s usfe
‘datos escondidos’.
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since we are falsely given to believe in Chapteth& Samantha Valdés is responsiBi8y
reducing the reader’s ‘cognitive ease’ (or ‘proaggs$luency’), Mendoza is able to induce in him a
troubled state of mind that is apposite fonavela negra? Since the reader will acclimatize, the
effect is most pronounced in the early stages®hthvel to complement the other means by which
Mendoza creates a shadowy atmosphere. Regardldbe abngruence of these techniques, his
prose style increases the perceived sophisticafianwork that might otherwise be too easy to get

to grips with (because stereotypical in other rdgjrand hence dismiss as uninteresting.

In addition to such marks of distinctiveness, Meralfinds ways to foreground his use of crime-
fiction formulae. One procedure, common to mucht{pasdern metafiction, is to remind us of the
novel’s fictionality. Comments from Frank Aldanahen he compares his interrogation by
Mendieta to similar situations in crime fiction (&), or from Samantha Valdés, when she calls
Mendieta an ‘héroe anénimo’ (131), draw attentiorihte predictable role that the detective must
play. It is ironic, therefore, that he hates regdietective fiction (86). The novel is also full of
adages and proverbs employed to no obvious pumhee than to look clichéd. These have the
same function in broad terms as the many specifitances in which Mendoza makes a pointed
exaggeration of a stereotypical feature so thatehder will notice it and assume that Mendoza is

offering it up deliberately for disapproval. Foragmple, given that Gris Toledo plays the role of

1+ Fuimos nosotros? El Tany Contreras hizo el vigiede Nogales y, como ti bien dices, no sabe,falla
viejo movio6 la cabeza desaprobando. Era necegmaps’ (35).

21n psychology and neuroscience, ‘processing flyeiscthe ease with which information is processsd
the brain, which involves ‘perceptual fluency’ (mocessing external stimuli) and ‘retrieval flueh¢yn
recovering information from memory). There is evide that high perceptual fluency is associated with
feelings of familiarity and positive affect. Forsammary of these concepts, consult Rolf Reber, &lorb
Schwarz and Piots Winkielman, ‘Processing Fluenay Aesthetic Pleasure: Is Beauty in the Perceiver's
Processing ExperiencePersonality and Social Psychology Revi@m (2004), 364—-382. Ihhinking, Fast
and Slow(London: Penguin, 2012), Daniel Kahnemann usesrataed concepts of ‘cognitive ease’ and
‘cognitive strain’ (pp. 59-60).

3 The prose style iBalas de platas not dissimilar to that of Mendoza’s earlier tss However, at least in
the case ofJn asesino solitaripthe amalgamation of different parts of speechke$s unusual because it
represents the stream of consciousness of a téaderii-person narrator, and since Modernism readers are
accustomed to a degree of ‘disorder’ in such maneés. It feels more ‘stylized’ iBalas de platdbecause
there is (ultimately) an omniscient®®erson narrator, no matter how ironic or how oftenappears to
confine himself to Mendieta’s point of view.

“They do, of course, characterize the speakerugiind the narrator). Often they are presented dailyi,
such as in this comment by Ezequiel in which tmalfifour words draw attention to the banality oé th
statement: ‘Nadie sabe lo que tiene hasta que Iperdido, pensé nomas por pensar (55). On other
occasions the adage is simply irrelevant: [a] Jodein remolino indicaba que si febrero era locarao otro
poco’ (20).
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‘sidekick’, Mendoza makes her appeicessivelyporing and unimportant. Amid all the chaos, she
prefers to spend time completing crosswords anglimqglachess at home with her long-term
boyfriend (250} Her forename might be considered an ironic chargeh. An important feature

of the novel is the extremely male set of valuest thredominates. Nearly every conversation
between Mendieta and his colleagues (Ortega, Montdériega, Robles) refers to the desirability
of one of their female acquaintances. Ezequieleend pervasive attitude explicit with his remark
that ‘[ulna mujer que no es bella no es nada’ (19#)enever Mendieta meets someone new he
notices how attractive she is. It has often beaggasted that the hard-boiled genre exhibits an
excessively male or even sexist perspecfives heroes, such as Sam Spade and Phillip Marlowe,
are tough, stoical, laconic, heavy-drinking womarsz they are stereotypically ‘masculine’ men.
Set against them, the notion of fieenme fatal@rguably makes (all) women out to be the enemy.
In Raymond Chandler’s fiction, there is a more gli sense in which women embody undesirable
values. One of Chandler’s themes is the gap betwetvard appearances and reality. Some critics
have taken this to be an indictment of the ‘Amari€aeam’*’ At the physical end of the frontier,

in California, ‘frontier values’ such as personaihvention and the opportunity of material success
for everyone had also come to their end. CharadteShandler novels have often reinvented
themselves, at least in their outward appearanceyochanging their names, but they have
invariably done so in order to escape the shampast misdemeanout¥in other words, their
success is built on deception. The typit&inme fataleis similarly deceptive. Whereas Philip
Marlowe is necessarily tough on the outside butlssetains a romantic spirit that inspires him to
investigate wrongdoings, many of the women are ralvay on the outside, but ruthless and
manipulative within? Given the strong association of drug traffickinghwnachovalues, it might
not be appropriate to reproduce uncritically theseadine outlook of hard-boiled fiction. Mendoza

does exhibit it in his characters (and, as we ss&dl, in his narrator), but he does so in such an

15 Gris’s stable private life contrasts markedly wihiht of the other characters.

'8 Dennis Porter, ‘The private eye’, The Cambridge Companion to Crime Fictj@ud. by Martin Priestman
(Cambridge: CUP, 2006), pp. 95-114 (p. 112).

7 John Scagg<rime Fiction p. 68; Porter, ‘The private eye’, p. 95.

'8 This point is also made by Scag@sitne Fiction p. 65).

Y bid., p. 77.
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obvious fashion that he is implicitly casting doohtits legitimacy.

One concern about detective fiction is that, howeyaical the tone of a hard-boiled novel, its plot
will still result in an answer to the mystery ahe focus on a well-meaning detective will reassure
readers that there do exist individuals with thdl sihd motivation to successfully carry out
criminal investigations. For real-world situation extreme impunity, this might be a falsely
optimistic representation of reality. Is any seakeeassurance appropriate? Mendoza makes many
concessions to this criticism. The nominal hero,nMeta is never truly in control of his
investigation. He is described as being hopelesslyped in it (‘atrapado’) or fixated upon it
(‘clavado’), metaphors which do not suggest pravactirection?® Mendieta’s colleagues are
conscious of how haphazard and difficult their jpbWhen the clues seem to lead nowhere, the
suspect is flippantly compared to Jack the Rippdm was never caught (41, 63, 99, 116, 139,
253)% As if to highlight the detective’s epistemic limiiions, subtle clues are provided which he
could not possibly detect. Thus, for instance, Gegsaid to have ‘cabello platino’ and first meets
Mendieta on the night of a full moon (129). AbelaiRodriguez is said to possess a small ‘anfora
plateada’ (186, 212). From a point of view interttathe novel, these are irrelevancies. However,
given that the murders were committed by silvetdbs)] and every detail in the novel is important,
to a reader they can be taken to suggest the nautslédentity’”? A common motif in the final
third of the novel is that the investigation appgesy be resolving itself, despite having been
officially suspended The structure of the narrative reflects this. Fi®m 38 onwards, the binary

pattern breaks down, which might imply that Menglietattempt to impose some logical order on

2 Alunque no iba a seguir en el caso se hallabapado en él, en su imposibilidad’ (195); ‘Oye, é go
cerraron el caso? No me digas, y yo clavado’ (242jgue clavado, mi nifio?’ (244)

%L This might count as a clue, given the theoriesuaBack the Ripper which posited doctors, bargsserd
even members of the Royal Family as the murderenéR/illegas and Goga Fox are of equivalent social
status.

2 0n other occasions, Mendoza foregrounds the detésfailure to do something heuld have done. This
applies particularly to his failure to investigaite list of people who had imported silver bullétsinterview
Ernestina Villegas as a result, and then to ndtererelation to Goga Fox: ‘detecto la imposibilidadecidio
abandonar, por el momento, esa linea de investiga¢l11); ‘una lista de notables que no sirvi639);
‘hizo caso omiso’ (242); ‘Mendieta vio la galeria fbtos de la familia pero no se interesd’ (243).

3 Namely: ‘Cerraron el caso pero el muy cabrén & mesolviendo solo’ (202); ‘Si les digo, el casaraha
solo’ (205); ‘Seguramente [el asesino] no sabeajwaso fue cerrado’ (211); ‘Qué bueno que suspeoili
el caso’ (218); ‘Canizales no estd de acuerdo ensgyucaso finalice por decreto y al parecer elirses
tampoco’ (227); ‘Qué bueno que no continuemos’ J235
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events around him has failed. If the case resatseH, it will not be because of him. In fact, nyan

of the major discoveries are made by his partngs,‘GBy one interpretation, even his decision to
hand over Goga and René to be murdered by Sameattiés at the end of the novel is a case of
acquiescence to another’'s demand rather than &eoed choice, and it is only rendered possible
by the chance arrival of Samantha at Goga’s hddsedoza modifies the tone of his narrative to

draw attention to how unsatisfactory this conclosg

[E]l del rifle les cubri6 las bocas con cinta canglles amarré las manos por detras.

Salieron.

Mientras le marcaba a Ortega [Mendieta] advirtié qacaban a la pareja y
la subian a la Hummer negra de los guaruras. ¢Déstis? Muy cerca, en
Obreg6n y Zapata. Olvidalo, no hay nada [...]

Jefe, Toledo le devolvié sus esposas, ¢hicimosid@cto? No creo, ¢nos
vamos? Abordaron el Jetta (253).

In this final scene, the murderers are taken aWmndieta tells his fellow officer (Ortega) not to
bother turning up, admits frankly to his assistidnatt he has done the wrong thing and gets in his
car. As we shall see, the tone of the novel isistarstly humorous. Typically, the reader is invited
to share Mendieta’s ironical attitude and rarelyhisre good reason to reject this sensibility. Here
there is. Mendieta is experiencing considerablérafis at this point: he has just sentenced the
woman he has spent the entire novel obsessing &bdetith. The gap between the significance of
what has happened and the matter-of-fact stylehiichwit is narrated is huge. It is the stylistic
equivalent of the detective’s brave face. He camwen bring himself to make an off-colour joke
at this point, his typical response elsewhere.hlorts there is little sense of relief for the reade
when the case is resolved. A typical detectiveidictcannot stand incomplete, but throughout
Balas de plataa host of different details and techniques makawsare of just how fortuitous and

inadequate the necessary resolution is.

1t is Gris who makes the connection between a tspitted close to the failed attack on Mariana Kell
and the vehicle owned by Abelardo Rodriguez (2@8js tries to convince Mendieta to visit Ernesti®
Villegas, which will be essential to resolving thase (237-8), and Gris is the first to notice Goga
photographs at the Villegas house (244). She aofegsionally to detain her later (250), an actanalby
Mendieta when the murderers are handed over to ig@am&aldés.
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Il Major Themes in Balas de plata

Mendoza might appear wary about his novel’s stasua detective fiction; but he is more confident
about placingBalas de platawithin another literary tradition: that of the ‘€at Mexican Novel'.
This is implied by his treatment of other notablexXitan novelsPedro Paramais regarded by
Mendoza'’s characters with bewilderment. Guillermbe@a does not consider it important enough
to buy a copy for his son Memo (107), and is unabldistinguish it from Rulfo’s short stories of
El Llano en llamag243). Memo struggles to understand it at all {1 ¥endieta hands over his
copy of the book to Ortega immediately after hisg®has been riddled with 102 bullets fired by
AK-47s from a Ford Lobo by the foot soldiers of rugl baron far more powerful than the local
government (150). For a moment we might doubt wdreimything has changed: Marcelo Valdés
is easily as powerful and capricioupatron as Pedro Paramo. Nonetheless, the specifics and th
context are unimaginably different. The contemppreontext is obsessively illustrated by the
references and allusions in the novel to Anglophoukure, whether it be the plethora of pop
music, television programmes such as ltlome Ranger173), or the adolescent dress sense of
Ezequiel's gang (186). The fashions and tastesav€ocultura, not to mention the enduring
aspects of Mexico’s native and more generally Higpaulture, are simply additional features of a
multifaceted cultural mélée. Hence Mendieta wilppidy watch a documentary about tQeiixote
prior to a programme about John Lennon ‘donde YOkm ensefia una teta’ (105). More self-
consciously than young Memo, the detective cantadmncto understand his country’s ‘patrimonio

intangible’ (11), to whichPedro Paramgresumably belongs.

If he did, it might not helpBalas de plataalso makes reference to Fernando del Paso’s magnum
opus Noticias del Imperio Mendieta discovers two copies at the scene ofn@sumurder,
belonging to Bruno and Paola respectively (23) oBeghe committed suicide Paola also handed a
copy to Ezequiel, which he determines to read lirbiefore agreeing to renew his relationship with
Beatriz (89). It is not clear that any of theserabters benefits from the experience. If Mendista i
correct to surmise that Paola drew a comparisowdsst her relationship with Bruno and the
troubled marriage of Maximilian and CharlotteNioticias(81), then this knowledge, and whatever
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else they learnt from the novel, did little to peav the end of that relationship or the terrible
denouement to both their lives. Ezequiel believes he will finally ‘understand’ Paola by reading
Noticiag but he fails in this endeavour and is murderaaftghafter deciding to give the novel up
for being ‘grueso y complicado’ (158). This is lmute example by which the purpose of literature
and art is laid open to questionBalas de plat&> But Mendoza could have selected any notable
novel from Mexico to make such a point. Plausibdydiooses del Paso’s novel on account of its
documentation of the eccentric behaviour of annadigstocratic couple culpably aloof from the
war-torn country about them. Balas de platawe witness the melodramatic antics of characters
such as Samantha Valdés, Mariana Kelly, Goga Fox lber husband René: a shallow
contemporary ‘aristocracy’ whos®tables(196) also bear names marking them as outsidkes, |
Charlotte and Maximilian von Habsburg Moticias It cannot be a coincidence that Goga and
René have their home in a district called Chapelte@fter Maximilian’s famous residence in
Mexico City (228). Evidently, some things — strasagial inequalities — have not changed. If the
characters cannot spot this parallel, the readerared will mark inequality as one of a myriad of
causes of Culiacan’s present-day mal&isedeed, the extensive focus on the lives of tble and
powerful inBalas de platas unlikely to be understood in any way excepama®thical criticism of

that lifestyle amid the poverty and violence of tast of Culiacar’

In defiance of his usual cynicism about literatuendieta believes Memo could benefit from

% At Paola’s funeral, Beatriz laments that nobodyMaxico pays any attention to acclaimed playwrights
such as Jesls Gonzalez Davila (65). Mendieta cléiaishe would not study literature again if givbe
chance (86: ‘no lo vuelvo a hacer’), and mocks EHrdts devotion to readingNoticias del Imperiofor
Paola’s sake: ‘[A]lguien que te pone a leer te atbade lo méas profundo de su ser’ (136). Having Ea
amor en los tiempos del céledoes not prevent him from suffering for his love doga (132). It is the
therapeutic potential of good literature that appéa be doubted in these examples.

% In their own way, Maximiliano and Carlota werecafdreamers who had trouble understanding the far-
from-ideal world around them, which may explainitlegpeal to Bruno and Paola. Many characteBalas

de plataexhibit this ambivalent tendency.

*’ The contrast is reinforced by Mendoza’s use obuanl Aside from the aforementioned darkness, the
colour associated with Culiacan is brown, whiclenftonnotes drabness and disrepair: e.g. the goere’

of Parra’s office (11), the beige walls of Paolasdroom (28), or the coffee-coloured blanket onclhi
Bruno’s body is discovered (20). Other details fiaice this characterization: the ‘desgastado silian
Parra’s office (13), the ‘pared descarapeladahefpolice station (52), and Mendieta’s ‘agenda dstsgla’
(58). By contrast, thearcosare associated with more vivid colours. The drud’fomansion is ‘verde claro’,
with ‘puertas de aluminio dorado’ and ‘dos cupulasazulejos violaceos y amarillos’ (59). Samanthil¥s
has red hair, green eyes, and her nails paintqae(82).
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readingPedro Paramq150). There must bsomethingone can learn from the Mexican classics.
Perhaps there is. In one respdzjas de platehas much in common, thematically, with Rulfo’s
work. One of Juan Rulfo’s principal themes is thidufe of family relationships. It constitutes both
cause and effect of many of the particular anectiibtat he relates in his collection of short storie
El Llano el llamasFor instance, in ‘El hombre’ a man pursues hesngnin order to take revenge
for the latter's murder of his entire family. InsEjue somos muy pobres’, the family’s poverty
causes the two eldest daughters to fall into drggin and incur disgrace and abandonment by
their parents. The most frequently difficult reteiship inEl Llano en llamads between fathers
and sons, such as in ‘No oyes ladrar los permsihich a father carries his injured son to a dista
town to gain medical treatment, but treats him vty a barrage of recrimination along the way.
The difficulty of forging strong family bonds and passing on some sort of inheritance to one’s
children was a very real problem for Mexicans whe&d through the decades of intermittent
violence that began in 1910. Rulfo himself was gohan, his father murdered in June 1923. But in
his fiction the violence that leads to the collapgsuch a basic social unit as the family is rwt s
much situational, a mere result of war, but elementtural, and ubiquitous. It is the normal mode
of interaction between people reduced to animaliastincts by their harsh environment. As such,
the narrators il Llano en llamasever express any surprise or shock at situatin@y. take it for
granted. The same might be saidBzflas de platawith regard to the tone and the brutalizing

environment.

Although in Rulfo the theme has principally conerdtmensions, it has been understood by others
in more symbolic terms. In the work of Octavio Raxl Carlos Fuentes, for instance, the Mexican
revolt against Spain in the early nineteenth cenhas been imagined as a usurpation of the
father's power by the son, one which left Mexicoaafsgurative orphan, unsure where to look for
its sense of identity. Decades of authoritariatenqpalistic government have also been imagined as
a father's harsh treatment of his sons, punctubyethe sons’ rebellion in the various civil wars
that marked Mexico's post-independence historysThione of the most famous themes df-20

century Mexican literature, and Mendoza is transp@in his attempt to placBalas de plata
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within the same canon. Nearly every parent-childtienship in the novel is damaged. Hildegardo
Canizales rejects his son Bruno’s licentious liflesst Alonso Barraza has practically no contact
with his son Ezequiéf Even an ostensibly family-oriented man, AbelardodfRguez, fails to
appreciate the strained relationship between his da&ughters Beatriz and Paola, and then
exacerbates an already horrendous situation by emiagl the former’s lover, Ezequiel, and
proceeding to commit suicid@ Two of the three Rodriguez children are calledtBamd Beatriz,
an obvious allusion td’he Divine ComedyThe bitter truth, however, is that while Dante’s
masterpiece eventually ends in Paradise, in thiglnge cannot escape thderno. The Rodriguez
household appears to be a microcosm of societyd®be. Mendieta explicitly considers Culiacan
a hellhole: ‘callar es una virtud cuando vives émterno’ (73). Indeed, several characters are
appropriately referred to as ‘devils’ in the coudfethe novef® As such, even Mendieta cannot
escape the curse of family breakdown, for he livethe same society. An orphan himself, we
learn towards the end of the novel that he hasfatha son, Jason, with whom he does not yet

have any contadt.

Since they fail to appreciate the Mexican literagnon and end up in conflict with their parents,
the characters iBalas de plataexhibit a comparable concrete and cultural rupthetveen the
generations to the one that Rulfo and others haviegyed. Such is the cultural distance from the
past, however, that these characters lack theyatmliappreciate the problem by understanding the
very literature that has hitherto drawn attentioritt There is a bitter irony in this, typical dfet
novel as a whole. In light of his allusions to tgreind theme, Mendoza cannot be suggesting that

the Mexican literary canon is useless. Rathes, ib® remote from present experience. This is self-

8 Barraza: ‘Qué relacion guardaba con su hijo? P&sime odiaba, pero dado el caso quiero que todo
marche normal, no sé si me entienda. Claramente serpreocupe, comprendié que Barraza nada sabia de
su hijo’ (164). Canizales: ‘[S]é que era un grangdulo pero teniamos mas de cuatro afios sin dogim
palabra’ (70).

29 Abelardo claims that his daughters were ‘carnéig (121), whereas Beatriz tells Mendieta thatasvan
‘infierno’ (87) putting up with her sister.

% For instance, ‘la diabla que nos encontré aquadid (16: Paola, referring to either Samantha Valdé
Goga Fox); ‘te toca hablar con el diablo’ (73: Mimtd to Quiroz, about thearcog; ‘amanecié convertido

en diablo, ¢0 qué?’ (154: Ger, Mendieta’s housekedp Mendieta); ‘pinche diabla’ (236: Mendiethpat
Goga); ‘Mi Diablo Urquidez’ (240: Mendieta, to Mana’s bodyguard).

31 Jason arrives in Culiacan in Mendoza’s latest habeut MendietaNombre de perr¢2012).
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serving. If there is a novel required to bridge distance, theBalas de platds it. It is a necessary
‘update’. Mendieta may not be able to understandiddés cultural heritage, buBalas de platas
itself a tribute to that chaotic patrimony suchtttie reader, on the outside, can succeed where
Mendieta has failed. This provides some justifmatfor the features that Lemus dismisses as
costumbrismolf costumbrismas just the depiction of cultural idiosyncrasies their own sake,
then this is not it. Some readers may find the hewailtural allusions excessive, but taken as a
whole they help to illustrate the (often problemali diversity of northern Mexican culture and
hence the need to write a novel liRalas de platahat acknowledges this, that incorporates this
new reality into the canon. Even if this were i@ tase, Mendoza does not simply make allusions
as ‘window dressing’. With regard to the referenimepopular music, for instance, the lyrics or the
tone of the song in question will typically be conant with the situation or the emotion
experienced by Mendieta. Thus they function inrailar fashion to the soundtrack of a film, to

complement the novel’'s many other cinematograghiches.

There are, however, more important concerns th#areu The drug trade and its violence are an
essential contextual feature of the Culiacan regtesl inBalas de platabut there is little explicit
treatment of violence in the novBIMendoza’s concern for family ruptures certainlyndastrates
an awareness of the social consequences of endé@téace, but greater attention is paid to the
psychologicaresponse ofulichisto their unfortunate situation. In a word, thadpense is apathy.
Although several characters espouse the apathgititoa that life is pointless, given that we do

not have regular access to the states of mindhar atharacters in the novel, it is Mendieta who is

% There is violence in the background, but we raweiyess it directly. Either it is simply implicih the
number of dead bodies mentioned, or we hear absetond-hand on the radio shdligilantes Nocturnos
(49, 72, 181, 209), or from Ger’s gossiping (92X)efieare occasions in which a violent act is narrated as it
happens, but they are somewhat trivial: the attacMendieta’s house kills nobody, while the occasio
which Mariana Kelly and Samantha Valdés are tathetsults only in an injury for their dog, Luigia®la’s
suicide is narrated, but very coldly (‘se acostésercama y se dio un tiro en la sien derecha’, [28})e the
contrast with Mendoza’s more recent novels, espgdidombre de perroin which a police torture scene is
played for laughs, no doubt in order to shock agder who has begun to identify with Mendidt@ifbre

de perrq pp. 38—41).
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the principal exponent of such fataliSfpathy is often considered to be a result of fegli
powerless to change one’s situation. There is eifipeause for Mendieta’'s unrelenting sensitivity
to his own lack of power: his having been sexualtyised by Father Bardominos as a child. His
choice of words to describe the abuse is indicatieefelt like a mere ‘monigote’ or ‘titere’ of the
priest’s designs (1f.But it is a general phenomenon in Culiacan to@rEMarcelo Valdés felt it
prior to his rise to the peak of the drug tradebj2 Accordingly, Mendieta believes strongly in the
concept of fate, with the understanding that ‘fatdl rarely be positive. Life, for Mendieta, is a
‘tdmbola’ (12), a game in which the winning tickéigve already been assigned and, evidently, he
has not been given one. The ‘poderes facticos’)(h&ike the important decisions. Nonetheless,
the detective believes thewmepeople can exercise (a degree of) control over tven and others’
lives. He names Goga ‘arquitecta’ of his desting5)1 and revels in being able to turn the tables
on Mariana Kelly by leaving her, for at least a feaurs, ‘a la merced del destino’ (145) when he
holds her for questioning. Mendieta’s predicamentevidently thrown into relief by this
comparison with the wealthy inhabitants of Culiaeémo do not suffer the same affliction. It is
reinforced by the fact that, as we have seen, heatacontrol the one thing that he is employed to

direct: the investigation into Bruno Canizales’srder.

One response to living in a dreary or insecurerenwent is to seek psychological compensation.
Nearly every character in the novel exhibits tragtgrn of behaviour, which implies the apathy and
discontent that Mendieta shows us directly. Goga &xplicitly endorses the following adage:

‘[h]ay que comer y amar que el mundo se va a atéhht). Mendoza’s characters spend most of
the novel indulging in precisely these two actesti If one were to claim that the environment had

brutalized the inhabitants of Culiacan — to conginthe comparison with Rulfo — then their

% Take Paola’s sentiment, voiced by the narratdor po her suicide: ‘Las cosas de la vida y lasedeuerte
son las mismas, s6lo que unas suceden a las sietes a las siete y media’ (27). Even the powerful
Samantha Valdés has cause to regret life’s ungeddiicy (102: ‘puta vida, jamas es lo que espéras’

% Geney Beltran Felix believes that this aspect ehMeta’s characterization is superfluous: ‘el abds la
nifiez parece un rasgo adherido y no un rasgo inteee¢ personaje. Pareceria que ese hecho se édaiés
aislado de su relacion con sus familiares’ (‘Balasplata, de Elmer Mendozd'etras libres May 2008,
<http://www.letraslibres.com/revista/libros/balasolata-de-elmer-mendoza>). | contend that itrigpdy an
additional element to reinforce our general pelioepdf his (and others’) powerlessness.
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apparent reduction to the most basic of human ngddgast, according to Maslow’s hierarchy)
would be good evidence for the asserfftfihe narrator is obsessed by food, providing graigi
details about what characters are eating (e.g489and 56). It is an echo of Mendieta’s own
interests, exemplified by his conversations witk bistwhile colleague, LH. When Mendieta
claims that eating is a form of therapy (61), itisar that he recognizes its role in compensating
for something Even so, it is not obviously palliative. On theeohand, it can be a distraction:
Briseflo seems more interested in arranging whiaave for dinner with his wife than attending to
Mendieta and his case (50, 207). On the other hiar@hn make things worse. An incorrigible
masochist, Mendieta claims that the very best fongt ‘do a bit of damage’ (‘debe hacer un
poquito de dafo’, 115); he admits to LH that agdst good food and drink is an addiction (196).
Something similar could be said for the amorousyits of characters iBalas de plataBefore
committing suicide, Paola Rodriguez stops to renggrtiie passion of her relationship with Bruno,
which did not exhibit the ‘monotonia’ (28) of thest of her life and circumstances. Bruno himself
lived a life of ‘excesos’ and ‘emociones fuertes’aareaction, one assumes, to the dispiriting world
around him (30). This is no more evident than mpharticularly vibrant art that hangs on the walls
of his house in marked contrast to the drab anl darld outside (15, 22), and perhaps even in
the pristine orderliness of his house, when comsitlagainst the ‘disorder’ of Sinaloan soci®ty.

If the attention paid to romantic relationshipghie novel is the mark of melodrama, then perhaps a
taste for melodrama can be excused as a legitiresf@onse to this particular social situation.
However, none of these relationships is heafthijo wit, Beatriz loves Ezequiel who loved Paola

who loved Bruno who loved Samantha Valdés, bubfithem in vain. Even stable relationships

% Food and sex belong to the ‘physiological’ strataimhe base of Abraham Maslow’s pyramid of human
motivations. The next level — ‘safety’ — is evidgnabsent from Mendoza'’s fictional world. The third
‘love or belonging’ — includes family relationshipshich is a particular problem Balas de plataas we
have seen. Beyond these strata, ‘esteem’ anddsalfilization’ seem to require a sense of seltaffy and
power that Mendieta, in particular, is conspicugukicking. See A.H. Maslow, ‘A theory of human
motivation’, Psychological Review50.4 (1943), 370-96. Mendoza is not alluding clyeto Maslow's
theory, but the author is nonetheless invoking mrmon perception of what counts as a ‘basic need’, a
perception which has been influenced by Maslowésag] for all their dubious validity.

% The work of Frida Kahlo and Edvard Munch is weibkvn. Kijano (22, 117) is the alter-ego of Mexican
artist Carlos Maciel, some of whose art can be g@kat <http://cargocollective.com/kijano>.

37 Beatriz unwittingly suggests the unhealthinessef relationship with Ezequiel with the words ‘gsto
enferma de ti’ (88). She is blind to his scornter in their conversation of Ch. 16.
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are marked by jealousy, as in the case of MariadaSamantha, or mutual psychopathy, as in the

case of Goga and René. It is a sorry world in whiighonly distractions heap misery upon pain.

A desire to escape from (or compensate for) thettlmgy reality around them may also lie behind
what Aileen El-Kadi has called the ‘histrionic’ Gagity of characters iBalas de platdo engage in
games of make-believ&That is, many characters pretend to play rolemfrmvels, films and
other media in the course of their daily lives. thmubt in another context this could be a positive
activity, providing an opportunity for emotionaltbarsis or an expansion of empaffigut in
Balas de platat is more obviously a desperate attempt, by aasng with familiar models of
behaviour, to find elements of significance in $ivihat are otherwise felt to be meaningless.
Insofar as melodrama seeks to squeeze as muchoealdtitensity as possible out of the typically
mundane, this proclivity could also be considereeloairamatic. As befits a budding actress,
Beatriz appears to take her inspiration from Shadéase. To seduce Ezequiel she performs that
classic ruse the ‘bed trick’ on him, by pretendiade Paola (88). It is plot device associated with
plays likeMeasure for MeasuraVhen Ezequiel decides he cannot see her unfihishes reading
Noticias del Imperipshe promises to wait in her window until he regjras if to mimic scenes
from Romeo & Julie{89)*° This does nothing to impress Ezequiel. Mendietadse self-aware
than Beatriz. His appreciation of the ‘heroic’ putal of his role as detective is evident when he
considers answering the phone as James Bond (Gl@)deed in his choice of ringtone — the
marching tune used by Custer® Cavalry — which might suggest he feels like thetagonist of

a Western film. What can be said about Mendietaaaies to fiction is that he is aware of their

3 ‘El componente histriénico condiciona el desaoale los personajes, y nos da la sensacién deszes
aspirando a representar roles o poniendo en epagredes de tipos sociales que forman parte delifagg
popular’ (‘El narcothriller nacional’, pp. 336=7)

39 Kendall Walton, inMimesis as make-belieyeondon: Harvard University Press, 1990), sumneariguch
opinions thus: ‘It has been suggested, varioudhat tsuch activities furnish opportunities to trytou
unfamiliar roles, thereby helping us to understand empathize with people who have those rolegah r
life and to develop skills needed to assume thersaiwes; that they provide safe outlets for theresgion
of dangerous or socially unacceptable emotionpuoge us of undesirable ones, or help us to rezegid
accept feelings that are repressed or just undatem that they assist us in working out confliatsd in
facing up to disturbing or unpleasant features wkelves and our situations; that they give ustmmdn
dealing with situations of kinds we might actualpect to face; and so on’ (p. 272).

“0 Even her mathematically-minded brother Dante aaies that Bruno and Paola were comparable to that
famously ill-fated couple (164).
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inadequacy or, rather, that he has less faith snolain games of make-believe. James Bond is a
famously successful womanizer, and Mendieta is@®isciously not. Of all the songs associated
with the Wild West, he chooses the one connectéd @iister, who is remembered precisely for
being a failure. Thus, when he describes his datisot to pursue Goga to Los Angeles after she
abandons him as an ‘accion heroica’ or ‘hazafa3)1fhis is an instance of bitter self-parody. In
light of Mendieta’s ironical attitude, the tendenafy other characters to imagine themselves in
fictional roles may appear damaging, at the veagtidbecause it generates no other benefit than a
fleeting sense of fuff.It is no better than those other fruitless pastineating and unrequited

love

Although it is understandable, the propensity @mypjames of make-believe could be regarded as
sinister. For example, the use of silver bulletstiyy murderers iBalas de plataelicits light-
hearted banter among Mendieta’s colleagues thatiB@anizales must have been a vampire (41,
52, and 58). Insofar as Mendieta neglects fulljntestigate the matter of the bullets until late in
the novel, perhaps such frivolous speculations wegenuine impediment to resolving the case. A
murder, we might feel, should be taken seriousliync& Mendieta’s obsession with Goga
manifestly prevents him from suspecting her, weeatitled to wonder just what damaging effects
might derive from the many other ‘distractions’ ®rgd by characters in the novel. There are two
ways of conceptualizing the behaviour in questieinst, to inhabit a role or draw a comparison
with fiction might be described as ‘stylizing’ osebehaviour in order to render it more gratifying
or interesting. In itself this is harmless, unlegsat one is stylizing i€riminal behaviour, since
that could excuse or encourage it. The glamourcéessal withnarcoculturais an example, and (in
general) it is not regarded favourably. In the npotrés is relevant to Goga and René. In the final
pages Goga confirms that the use of silver buleds a ludic gesture (‘era por jugar’, 252),

consistent with earlier speculations that the uabammunition was chosen on grounds of style

“LIf one takes the view that the way in which peaplpresent their own lives to themselves is oftjvall
importance, then there is little radicalism in théichis conventional choice of models either.

“2 An equivalence between these two sets of behavisuggested by Mendieta’s wistful comment that
‘enamorarse es sofiar, imaginar situaciones quesp@c®s ocurren’ (153).
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(235) or originality (203). Hard-boiled detectivietfon invariably provides social criticism. If the
murders in the story are partially the result otlass of behaviour exhibited by every other

character, then this will invite us to question siuéability of the behaviour in general.

A second, still less charitable, understandindpad to liken oneself too much to fictional models i
comparable with reducing oneself to a stereotypemdy encourage others to make false
assumptions. When Gris Toledo assumes, initialat the murder of Bruno Canizales was
committed by drug traffickers because of the osti@misness of using silver bullets (62), this is an
example of reasoning from stereotype alone. ltsaut to be false. We might have suspected this,
since there is evidence that th@rcosdo not conform invariably to type, such as whesytfail to
pay for the meals of other diners at a restauranheé anecdote retold by Laura (31). Amid the
morass of whimsical and escapist self-represemstithe truth can easily be occluded. This is
evident because there are instances in the nowhich the gap between reality and the way in
which it is represented really matters. The noviite is consistently humorous. One occasion in
which it is not (and which consequently invites atitention) is when Mendieta is berated by a
well-meaning barman after a video taken on a mophene appears to show the detective
senselessly assaulting two youths (191). The vidtes not show that the men wex@coswho

had attempted to murder the detective. Mendiefaoregs with indignation:

Tuvo el impulso de saltar la barra y molerlo a gasa Le voy a dar un consejo,
amigo, nunca se meta en lo que no le importa. Bstoimporta a todos, sefior,
México esta cambiando, aunque usted no contritalyara hay mas democracia.
Democracia mis huevos [...] (191).

What is unsettling about this episode is that thader is asked to share Mendieta’s sense of
injustice while perhaps simultaneously feeling unfrrtable at the detective’s sceptical attitude
towards such civic values as transparency and atability (‘democracia’) of which many
readers will approve, in theof§.The episode is important because it suggests ehan a

representation of the police that the author hifis&$ endorsed — that they are brutal and corrupt

“3 1t might be that Mendoza does not expect the medieel this way by default, and that we are expe to
side firmly with Mendieta against naive idealistéonetheless, there is still something unsettlinguab
Mendieta’s aggression in this incident.
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— is not unvaryingly fair. It is also ironic, in g¢hsituational sense, since Mendieta himself
contributes to the misrepresentation of realityth®y press when he routinely makes a game out of
providing them with incorrect information (19) atiten conspires with Daniel Quiroz to fabricate
a story for the radio in order to provoke the muoedento revealing himself (204, 209). In sum,
escapism is one thing, but a reality replete witbrepresentation, whoever is the subject of it wil

invariably produce injustices.

That is an ethical concern. But there is also athatic explanation for the emphasis placed on the
characters’ propensity for make-believe. The ckcheMendoza’s novel extend well beyond the
aforementioned conventions of detective fictions Itlifficult to qualify every instance of clichg i

a novel with irony, but if an author does not dohgorisks being accused of endorsing a distorted
or hackneyed view of reality. What or@an do is have characters ‘flag up’ the clichés by
recognizing legitimate points of comparison betwteir own reality and fictional representations,
unaware (of course) that they are in fact charactera fictional representation. This would
account for the fact that Paola and Beatriz bofbyereading the poetry of Sor Juana (95, 185).
They must be fully aware that the exaggerated cbhiove affairs in the novel is encapsulated
perfectly by the line from Sor Juana that is quotatique ingrato me deja, busco amante; / al que
amante me sigue, dejo ingrata’ (185). This furrgsiiee novel with an additional internal
perspective, a product of the characters themsethas absolves the narrator of any need to
distance himself from the attitudes of the character vouch (unconvincingly) for the
verisimilitude of his tale. There is also a hint @élf-parody. As if to make a point of his
‘knowingness’, Mendoza renders the novel even mpoeelictable than it need be. There are what
we might call ‘internal’ clichés. Arexternal cliché would be the unoriginal representation of
Marcelo Valdés as an astupatron who has risen from humble origins in the most famof
narco villages, Badiraguato (177), to a position of esige power where he can support
corridistas politicians and the needy (215), construct zatisof exotic animals (177) and worship
freely at the altar of Jesus Malverde (48). Theaattar is predictable in light of our experience of

other representations, from outside the novel.tBete are also patterns that the novel generates
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internally. For example, Mendieta’s interactionghwhis colleagues follow a script. His banter
with Ortega invariably involves Mendieta’'s sexualiieing called into question (107, 138, 166),
while every conversation with LH on the telephomrgihs with Mendieta revealing the details of
an imaginary meal that he is about to consume {88, 234). There are running jokes that
Montafio spends every night with a different ‘gigfrd’ (45, 159, 162, 179, 239) and that Gris will
inevitably be assigned the most tedious and labdansive work (26, 52, 61, 63}.These
‘internal clichés’ produce humour, and the butttieé joke must be, in part, the novel itself.
Mendoza kits out a clichéd novel with individuatizelichés, as a meta-joke of sorts. Consider,
also, the novel's characterizations. Mendoza dasssn much develop his themes as simply
illustrate the same patterns of behaviour occuriringgveral characters in diverse situatitrhis
may well be necessary. Little room exists for egiem characterization in a detective novel,
beyond that of the protagonf§tThus, instead of including a cast of quirky bugviitably two-
dimensional characters, Mendoza almost reduces thensingle pointed dimension: that is, every
character acts to exemplify the apathy and delusiahbedevils Culiacan. There is no process of
disillusionment in a character; rather, there aamyrseparate instantiations of its effects. Noy onl
does this further emphasize the novel's clichést, we think them unknowing, it also provides a
circular justification for the novel as it is. Tm®vel's characters live immersed in cliché, so the
only representation that could do them justice Wdaé one which imitates and thus conveys that
predicament. Mendoza is assertingeggo quoqueHe will take no aesthetic ‘high ground’. To
depict a reality so often understood via clichéunegg a clichéd novel. As a resident of Culiacan

himself, Mendoza is well placed to write that. Tédér no outside view.

“4 Gris herself realizes how much her professionalsabused: ‘¢, Por qué nadie me toma en cuenta8).(16
“5 Arguably Mendoza does something similatin asesino solitarigMexico City: Fabula, 2001), in which
the protagonist Jorge Macias reacts to differeenes/with the same catchphrases that express hisaty
humour, e.g. ‘pues si ni modo que qué’ (pp. 51, &t9), ‘no me la andaba acabando’ (pp. 153, 248, et
‘hay veces que uno pierde y otras en que deja darg@p. 133, 189 etc.). There is little character
developmenas a result.

“®Los minutos negross | discuss in Ch. 3 of this study, is an exoept
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1l Humour, Allusion and Tone

Vivo en Santa Ménica, se sirvié de nuevo, estatd dgs semanas y por lo
pronto tenemos la noche por delante, las muchaldrasiran en casa de Samantha,
se acepta cualquier propuesta por mas indecorasaeag) se acomodo en el sofa
descubriendo el 87 por ciento de sus piernas. Mibhne lobo. Mendieta percibia
que se le acababa el mundo. Los antiguos tenian,rkztierra es plana y termina
en una gran cascada, ¢cudl era la cancion quebaagita? Cuanto hubiera dado
por que eso hubiera ocurrido medio afio anfegsgo testigos: la madrugada, un
perro, el frig es demasiado tarde, pensé, y él no era mujerssgpuso de pie,
aterrado: Me voy, ha sido un placer verte, de vena® una pausa, no puedo
quedarme, no puedo ir en contra de mis conviccioBdgar, no tienes por qué
marcharte, somos gente madura, capaz de ubicamasiaquier contexto, de
evaluar nuestra relacion con lucidez, pero él restaicho, no quiso, no pudo, dejé
su vaso sobre una credenza, abrié la puerta yrgé feor la escalera, sin ver al
Luigi que no paraba de menear su cola.

Se metié al bar del hotel Lucerna, donde bebi@nplcomo los hombres,
junto a unos aficionados encrespados que veian d¢amseleccibn mexicana de
futbol era derrotada por la de Estados Unidos e de penaltis.

Pues si, ni modo ni que qué (133-4).

Mendieta has just encountered his former lover Gaghe apartment of Samantha Valdés, and it
is Goga who is speaking at the outset of this pessEhis is a moment of great emotional intensity
for Mendieta, but much of his distress is conveywtirectly, via humour. There is a tendency in
Balas de platdor the characters and narrator to engage initen®lief’, that is, to (try to) make
light of serious event¥.Just as we were given to infer characters’ ap#tby their escapist
fantasies, we infer their anxiety from the ubiquatythis sort of humour. It ranges from flippant
exaggeration or understatement to cynical blackdwindepending on the severity of the situation.
The tone of this passage passes from one poleetmttier. First there is the absurdly precise
percentage attributed to the length of her legs Gaga leaves on show, which might imply both
how calculated the gesture is and how closely Meadis paying attention. Mendieta’s shock is
conveyed with a cliché: it is figuratively ‘the ewd the world’. The cliché is foregrounded by a
facetious flight of fancy in which the detective agines the geographical end of the world

according to pre-modern belief. Mendieta is preitggdo claim that this isiterally the end of the

4" For Rod Martin, it is ‘a means of cognitively maitay many of the events and situations that threptd
wellbeing, by making light of them and turning thénto something to be laughed at [...] Because it
inherently involves incongruity and multiple integpations, humor provides a way for the individtmashift
perspective on a stressful situation, reappraiéirfgpom a new and less threatening point of viewhé
Psychology of Humor: An Integrative Approdtiondon: Elsevier, 2007], p. 19).
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world, in the knowledge that his exaggerated reftgm of a dead metaphor is nonsensitate
have returned to the idea that it is difficult tgpeess oneself without cliché, but the vehicletfer
topic is a joke. The end of the passage is muckedaa reflection of the fact that Mendieta keeps
up appearances while he is in Goga’s company, tinbreak down in tears after he departs. The
detail that Mendieta ‘cried like a man’ is intend& sound incongruous since this is not a
stereotypically ‘masculine’ thing to do. But thedmgruity of the action is removed, to humorous
effect, by its juxtaposition with the grief exhikit by other men in the bar as a result of the
Mexican football team’s loss to the United StdfeEhe sentiment in question will be immediately
recognizable for the Mexican reader for whom theewial disappointment of his national team is
a familiar idea>® The humour operates via an allusion, and as suaheates an effect of
‘identification’ between narrator and reader thatréinforced by the subsequent expression of
stereotypicahimodismo However, one might be inclined to question thiditst of the analogy
too, since (on reflection) we know that Mendietp&n is stronger and more important than that
caused by the loss of a football match, even inwest case scenario, a loss on penalties.
Mendoza makes light of the situation, invokes aumperation in making light of the situation, but
then leaves us with the feeling that the procedisre inappropriate. In this light, the final ‘ni mad

can sound almost resentful.

“8 Although an exaggeration, it counts as ‘makindtli@f the situation since the exaggeration is bsuad
that it sounds typical of someone who feels thedrntee'play up’ the mundane. Mendieta is imitatifngst
hyperbolic attitude to try to suggest that he féeds strongly than he does. It is a transparentbte bluff'.

“° The principal theories of humour are known aséfeheory’, ‘superiority theory’ and ‘incongruityeory’.
The latter is most relevant here: ‘An acceptedgpatis violated, or a difference is noted — closeugh to
the norm to be non-threatening, but different emofrgm the norm to be remarkable’ (John C. Meyer,
‘Humor as a double-edged sword: Four functionsushbr in communication'Communication Theory0.3
(2000), 310-331 [p. 313]). According to Meyer, sbdiumour has four functions in communication: to
generate identification with the audience, to €falsoftly) or enforce (strongly) a social norm, tr
encourage the audience to differentiate itself franother group (lbid., p. 311). ‘Identification’ dn
‘clarification’ are typical when the joke lays gteaemphasis on the norm rather than the violatibthe
norm (lbid., p. 325). This must be the case hdneesthe point of the joke seems to be that mewry in
public, in certain circumstances, such that Memdsetiolation of a norm is not so serious or thenmdself

is wrong. There is obviously an element of the alted ‘pleasure of recognition’ in the scenario.

*%In the words of Juan Villoro, ‘[uln mexicano adical futbol es, entre otras cosas, un masoquista qu
colecciona agravios, jueves de dolor para los guieay domingo de resurreccién. ¢ Qué seria de ogssity
este agitado melodrama®ips es redondfMexico City: Planeta, 2006], p.63).
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Football is not the only allusion in the passdgehe text in italics is a lyric from the song ‘Te
perdono’ by Silvio Rodriguez, the subject of whishhe singer’s struggle to forgive the behaviour
of a former lover in the realization that to forgikier would be to begin to forget the love which he
continues to feel for héf We assume that Mendieta feels equivalently cdeflic However,
Mendoza makes a joke at the expense of the allusjohaving Luigi —un perro— literally
observe the occasion. The joke is multidimensiomawever, since his presence has been
frequently documented hitherto (101-104, 131-188g dog’s happy obliviousness to the world
around him has become another of the novel’s rgnjukes by this point. He begins the novel as
just anothecostumbristadetail, intended to indicate his owner Marianaigdlous wealth. Yet he
turns out to be important to the plot, since hidufa to bark at the intruder who tries to Kkill
Mendieta (219) reveals the murderer to be an antpraie of Mariana and Samantha, while his
being shot accidentally by Abelardo Rodriguez (198)s in motion the events that reveal
Abelardo’s own wrongdoing. Luigi is a good exampfehow the author uses individual elements
in the novel for the separate purposes of chaiaatemn, plot, and tone. This is highly economical,
as is his density of allusion. There is also anneowy of symbols. Consider Goga’s term of
affection for Mendieta in this passage: ‘mi homhoko'. Since the murders are committed with
silver bullets, and silver bullets are the onlyeetive way of killing a werewolf, we wonder
whether Mendieta is to be the next target, whideéd he is. The term might be taken to imply a
certain lunacy on the part of the person describith the intensity of Mendieta’s sentiment for
Goga would justify. There are several other exampleMendoza’s supple use of specific details.
The fact that Mendieta starts to ra@ddticias del Imperiafter its previous three readers have been

killed is both ominousind suggests that he has adopted their tendency fer fietion to reality.

*1 | take William Irwin’s definition that allusionsr@ ‘references that, for their correct understagditepend
crucially on something more than mere substitutiba referent. Certain associations are to be m@ad#iat

Is an Allusion?’,The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticis69.3 [2001], 287—297 [p.288]). Thus, for the
comparison between Mendieta’s grief and that offtwball fans to be taken as darkly humorous,aath
than merely jarring, one has to recognize the ingmue of football in Mexican culture.

2 The relevant section is this: ‘Te perdono los wiende razones, | los miles de problemas | entdin,
perdono no amarme. | Lo que no te perdono | esrthableesado con tanta alevosia. | Tengo testigos: un
perro, la madrugada, el frio, | y eso si que nio fgerdono, | pues si te lo perdono seguro quevida
(Musica.com, ‘Letra: Es mas, te perdono’, <httpaiwmusica.com/letras.asp?letra=1880229> [accessed 0
February 2015]).
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But the motif can also be the grounds for a jokeusl for example, there is dramatic irony when
Ezequiel tells Paola that he cannot see her agdihhe has finished readingoticiasg since we
know that the novel is extremely long and Ezeqtadb to tell her this: ‘¢ Es delgado? Mas o

menos’ (89). Among other details, it confirms task of commitment to Paola.

The novel’s allusiveness and humour are designedré¢ate complicity between the narrative

voice and the reader. In order to get all the jolkesreader must share the narrator’'s cultural
knowledge and (at least) entertain his cynicalamkf® In this respect, the narrative voice shares
many of the attitudes exhibited by the charactespecially Mendieta. It is not an individualized

voice. Mendoza is able to blur the lines even frrthecause some statements are difficult to
attribute. Given the prose style, it is impossillesay whether statements such as [gJuien no
merece amor no merece nada’ (88), or ‘[c]on lag®lmexicana cuanto mas lejos mejor’ (20) are
to be accredited (as free indirect discourse) teghiel and Mendieta, respectively, or to the

novel’s narrator. The characters are prone to ngaeneralizations, and so is the narrator. | have
already remarked upon Mendieta and other charagbeosninent tendency to notice female

characters’ appearance above all else. The nardaes the same, whether or not Mendieta is
present® This is not to say that the novel itself endorsesh a perspective. As in other cases, a
separate point of view is fleetingly created by tiaracters or the use of irony. Thus, although
Mendieta is the vehicle for many of these judgesiem will also (subtly) criticize them in others,

as in the following exchange with Ezequiel: ‘[UJoezpo tan perfecto como el de ella bajo tierra
no sirve para nada. Orale, se nota tu fidelidadignbgusto’ (37). The detective’s response is so
explicit that it must be ironical. Similarly, thadt that Gris and Samantha are the two most

competent characters in the novel can be undersésodhallenging the reductive attitudes

3By ‘cynical’ and ‘cynicism’, here and elsewheremean distrustful of the virtue of others and of th
likelihood of positive outcomes: a form of jadedigence, if you will, typical of someone whose gdetls
and hopes have been repeatedly denied by redlitythe opposite of a naively idealistic attitubet may
nonetheless involve a latent, suppressed idealism.

* Aside from the many examples of dialogue referiagwomen, the physical appearance of a female
character is described or evaluated by the naroatqap. 38, 40, 45, 73, 82, 94 and 161. In theses;aither
obviously or implicitly the narrator is indicatinlylendieta’s judgement. However, on pp. 17 (‘Bella:
imposible describirla’), 36 (‘Facciones suaves/)a®) and 102 (‘poseia una belleza agreste’) Mdadie
absent.
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displayed by the novel's men. There are occasibagiever, in which the narrator does allow
some distance between himself and his subject mate if to break the fourth wall, he

occasionally steps back to address the reader:

¢Indecisa? Ni lo piensen (15).
¢ Vieron The Good, the Bad and the Ugly? El joveondd la musica (28).
Espero que estén de acuerdo en que es una situsésperante (133).

SAlguna vez, por cualquier causa, han querido saliendo? Pues Mendieta se
sentia igual (174).

Naturally this procedure furthers a sense of shareterstanding between reader and narrator. It
also has another function. In all of these situetia serious event is about to take place or Isas ju
been described: Paola’s suicide, Mendieta’s bregakvith Goga and his struggle to avoid her

charms for a second time. Assuming a minimally dahgtic reader, the novel’s tone of ironic

detachment is likely to be lost on these occasiBystaking a step back to remind us that this is
just a story or directly to make light of the siioa with the use of a cliché, Mendoza restores the
novel’s tone even when it has been stretched @kbrg point by the severity of events. The effect
is not so much to validate that tone as to remmance more of its inadequacy. The novel itself

does not provide an alternative sensibility, batlers can provide their own.

Balas de platas a clever novel, but it is not, perhaps, verytku Like the lives of so many of his
characters, and with the few exceptions that | heoted, Mendoza’s novel is (in one literal sense)
monotonous. That is, there is an overwhelming uoiitgtyle, tone and theme. Little room is given
for an alternative perspective, except implicitlfy.there is no obvious solution to Culiacan’s
predicament, according to those who live there) tlikat is the purpose of another point of view?

Taken as a whole, Mendoza’s fiction has been censilan attempt to assert the importance of his
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native region to Mexico’s history and identifyThe north deserves a place in the canon, sdat is
this reason that he makes reference to such impantavels asPedro Paramoand Noticias del
Imperio. Above all, inBalas de platahe asserts aortefio— or more specificallyculichi —
sensibility. Balas de platehas an essentially expressive, rather than repsmal, purpose. To
claim that it is clichéd ocostumbristas beside the point. Whether in certain respecia€an is
very much like it is depicted in the novel mattlass than the novel’'s exemplification of a cynical
and darkly humorous attitude that (we are led tebe) is typical of Culiacan’s inhabitants, and
understandably so. Since Mendoza also lives therajecides to take the side of his characters.
Thus,Balas de platas a playful, stylized novel about a stylized mer@¢ommitted for fun. The
author will not place himself in a position of supety. If his characters have vices, then his
narrative voice must share them. They are selfaions, ironical and sometimes bitter. So is he.
They struggle to make sense of their lives excgphbans of stereotype and fiction. Mendoza (or,
at least, his voice in this novel) is the safhidence the clichés. Here is an author who does not
distinguish too obviously between what is moralbod and bad in the reality that he is depicting,
confident that reader can do this for themselves. &im is to ‘show’, indeed to provide an
extensive cultural panorama, but not to ‘tell’ ojudge®” On the only occasions when the narrator
does step back his intention is to build complicitgh the reader in such a way as to invite us to
entertain the same outlook and (perhaps) to nstkniitations. The reader has to understand this
sensibility — to understand why those who havedivwe a situation of extreme uncertainty and
violence might protect themselves like this fronspr and trauma — but the reader does not, in

the final reckoning, have to share or endorsd ltemus’s principal criticism of Mendoza is that

* Thus he situates his first two novels at imporfanttures in Mexico’s recent history, retellingth from

a northern point of view. The protagonist@f asesino solitarids the man commissioned to assassinate
prominent politician Luis Eduardo Barrientos, anthidisguised fictionalization of Luis Donaldo Cslo,
the presidential candidate who was infamously &ssat®d in Tijuana in 1994. Mendoza set his nexeho

El amante de Janis Joplemid the upheaval of the 1970s, in which the glleemovements that grew up in
several parts of Mexico during Luis Echevarria'sgilency were brutally supressed.

* This must be part of Mendoza’s reason for havisgletective share his initials, EM.

" Mendoza is adamant about this point in interviesvg: ‘Como escritor lo que estoy intentando ascitiar
algunos registros que pudiera tener sobre la amhlidsobre la mitologia; mas sobre la mitologia hae
surgido sobre el caso. Y buscar convertirlo emdttga, sin que haya un sentido moral o un sewkdizgar

a los que no me corresponde [juzgar] (Miguel Calsafi‘'Un discurso que suena”: Elmer Mendoza y la
literatura mexicana nortefigEspéculo: Revista de estudios literari@l (2005), <http://www.ucm.es/info
/especulo/numero31l/emendoza.html>).
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he fails to show what feels liketo live in a reality dominated by drug traffickintpen he is wrong.

Mendoza simply does not focus on the chaos andatixéety and the fear, but rather on the
disillusionment and the coping strategies thae(adttime) almost anyone will be likely to employ.
We do not see much violence, but we do see thetgottiat has been forged by it. There is no

need to dwell on sensationalist details.

Ultimately, readers will differ in their assessmehthis complex motivation. No doubt for some a
formulaic genre novel cannot be redeemed by sedfiramess and the excuse that these are the
parameters within whicbulichistend to think. The author believes in the wortldefective fiction.

He has followedBalas de platawith two further novels about Mendieta in the sameuld: La
prueba del acidq2010) andNombre de perrd2012). However, they are less sophisticated, less
economical, and less well plotted; that is, they iaferior as examples of detective fiction. If one
is going to write detective fiction, one still htmsdo it well. Clearly, in spite of the novel’s iries,
Mendoza cannot be taken to be condemning detefitiven. Yet we are also made aware of the
form’s limitations. This suggests, | maintain, tihdéndoza is not interested in finding an ‘ideal’
way in which to represent his social reality. Pesha perfect representation for such an imperfect
reality would be absurd. Mendoza, his narrator &ada varying extent) his characters all
recognize this, which is why they are so self-camst about the way in which they represent
themselves and others. In effect, they recognie# fhilure and accept it. From the inside, from
Culiacan, there is no obviously better way to thimkeel about their predicaments. It may not be

ambitious, but there is sincerity in this attitude.
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Chapter 3. Los minutos negros, by Martin Solares

At the end oBalas de platahe reader may feel that ‘justice has been dallegit in the imperfect
fashion outlined in the last chapter. As | havéniated, one can harbour misgivings as to whether
this is a suitable representation of northern Mexg@ven its high levels of impunity. Although & i
also (principally) anovela negrain Los minutos negro@006) Martin Solares avoids this problem
by recounting two separate investigatiofi$ie first quarter of the novel concerns detedReeon
Cabrera (nicknamed ‘El Macetdn’) and his relucemquiry into the murder of a young journalist
in Paracudn, a fictional city in Tamaulipas thatisdelled on Tampico. In the much longer Part Il,
in five subsections, an account is given of a ltorgetten case lead by another detective, Vicente
Rangel, in the late 1970s, some 20 years prioatoative present. Rangel attempts to hunt down
‘El Chacal’, the psychopathic killer of five locathoolgirls. This section comprises the greater
part of the novel. The connection between the tequences of events is that the journalist,
Bernardo Blanco, had been preparingeaposéof that first, unsuccessful investigation. Cabrera
must discover what happened in order to establigmotive and a list of suspects for the
journalist's murder. A brief third section followthe chief of police, Joaquin Taboada, as he
attempts to respond to the threat to his own mositbegotten by Cabrera’s discoveriéss
minutos negross arguably more moving than Mendoza’'s detectiwdidin. In Part |l, Rangel
apprehends the killer only to see him evade hikagiag. The President’s personal security force,
the infamousDireccién Federal de Seguridadyrives in Paracuan. Having decided that it is not
expedient to convict a man with important politicahnections, the DFS colludes with local police
and politicians to close down the investigatiorlease the killer and torture Rangel's assistant,
Jorge Romero. In the final scene of Part Il ittiesgly suggested, though not explicitly statedt th
Rangel’s girlfriend, ‘La Chilanga’, has been killaden the DFS burns down his house. It might
seem gratuitous for a detective story to end ia ty. It succeeds here because Solares embeds

this story within another investigation in whictetfacts of the matteare eventually resolved and

! References in the body are to the following editidMartin Solaresl.os minutos negro$Barcelona:
Debolsillo, 2007).
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Rangel at least gets his happy ending. Cabrerdéstuins out to be none other than the girlfriend
assumed dead in Rangel's narrative, and, in a mbthahrecallsCasablanca Cabrera willingly
gives her up to him. The men who had collaboratethé original cover-up are removed, and
Cabrera is set to take over pocurador The novel boasts (in part) an emotionally saigfy
ending while maintaining that sequence at its heathe ‘black minutes’ of the title — in which
we share Rangel's sense of powerlessness anddrjusot only out of empathy with his situation,
but also because our expectations about how detestories end have been thwarted, if only

temporarily.

The author’'s endeavours to confound the readepedations are an important quality of the
novel. Whereas Mendoza attempts principally to dosand the clichés and conventions of
detective fiction, Solares opts more often for pgrand, lest that be considered too easy, for a
series of manipulations of any naive reader whaaggbhes the novel with fixed assumptions as a
consequence of its genre. The first section of ¢hepter documents some of the tools employed
by Solares to avoid being too predictable. One wf expectations, for what has been termed a
narconovelais that drug traffickers will play a leading rdkethe plot: Solares appears to assign
them importance by providing a discrete sectiorilfos narcos’ in the cast list at the beginning of
the novel (11). The subject of narcotics emergethénvery first chapter, when Cabrera advises
Blanco on how to successfully avoid their beingedetd at checkpoint inspections (21). A local
trafficker, ‘El Chincualillo’, is the first man agsted for Blanco’s murder (23), and one of the
journalist’s friends, Rodrigo Columba, tells Calaréhat Bernardo had been writing a report on
drug trafficking in the city (48). An important syibot in the first section involves the possibility

that Cabrera has endangered himself for havingismaitéd a gun from the 12-year-old son of a

2 In addition to the references included in theddtrction, Alfonso Castafieda mentions Solares &view

of narcoliteratura for the on-line newspape®in Embargo(‘Narcoliteratura: que el tiempo digaSin
Embargg 23 September 2011, <http://www.sinembargo.mx/232011/44455>). Reviews by Juan Carlos
Galindo (‘Minutos negros: dos detectives y el nad@fco en México’El Pais 17 April 2013, <http://blogs
.elpais.com/elemental/2013/04/minutos-negros-désetiges-y-el-narcotrafico-.html>) and Edmundo Paz
Soldan (‘Martin Solares: Los minutos negrds!, Boomeran(g): blog literario en espafidt4 November
2008, <http://www.elboomeran.com/blog-post/117/9é8fundo-paz-soldan/martin-solares-los-minutos-
negros/>) begin from the premiss that minutos negrois a novel about drug trafficking.
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notablenarco. As inBalas de platathis is misdirection. Blanco’s report turns onithiave nothing

to do with drug trafficking, and, although we newdtscover who is responsible for his murder, it
seems more likely to have been unknown politicedrists or the police chief's enforcer, Rufino
Chéavez, than the local cartels. Here we encouhtergtiintessentially northern perspective also
expressed in Mendoza’s fiction, that drug traffiakiis just one aspect, however salient at the
current point in time, of a longer tradition of ogption and criminality in northern Mexicdn the
second section of this chapter | shall argue Ithat minutos negroseffers a specifically political
analysis of that history of corruption and crimital As such, whereas othearconovelasdraw
attention to the particularities of northern Mexic®olares places his story firmly within the

historical context of Mexico as a whole.

Although Los minutos negros a detective story — narrated iff Person in a concise, almost
journalistic style — there are chapters that dofatbdw this model. Some are narrated by one of
the large cast of supporting characters. Some ermf#ll stories that have, at best, an ambiguous
relationship with the development of the novel’'simglot, such as Rodrigo Montoya's farcical
account of his behaviour at a party in Part || Gbafd8, a parody of the style el nuevo
periodismd® There are several dream sequences and fantastimadrences. The two are difficult
to distinguish because Solares deploys the technigutypical of the fantastic in literature — of
not clearly marking the moment of transition to wieter appears to have been a dream or
hallucination’ For example, in Part Il Ch. 16, one of the novebsracters taken from real life,

Alfonso Quiroz Cuaron, is said to have fallen gsleefore a passage that begins misleadingly: ‘Lo

% This is the critical corollary of popular attitiglen the North, implicit in the success of tharcocorridg
that accept drug trafficking because it has alwaysted, like several other illicit activities.

4 An example of The New Journalism, Capote’'<Cold Blood,is one of the books on Father Fritz Tschanz’s
bookcase when Cabrera interviews him about higioakship with Blanco, alongsidéekyll and Hydeand
Durrenmatt's The Judge and His Hangmaf®8). The latter might be taken as a clue, sinoe of
Durrenmatt’s detectives is called Walter Tschamz] ke is responsible for two murders in that noVéle
twists and turns of that novel and the theme oédetes manipulating each other for their own eards
features that evidently influenced Solares’s desfgnLos minutos negrodviontoya’s testimony is amusing
because it fails even to approach the model ofaeTrime’ narrative.

® There is often the use of ambiguous phrasing i e transition: E.g. ‘Veia la chavita y el vamipen la
etiqueta de ron, un trago y otra vez la muchachanuevo trago y la chavita le fue pareciendo sénsua
irresistible. La vista se le puso borrosa [the pointransition] y lo siguiente que vio fue una teaplanicie

de pasto, en algun lugar del campo’ (259)
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despert6 el ruido de un estruendoso clavado’ (30@)only infer on p. 308, when he is woken by
Vicente Rangel, that what followed this ostensialeakening on p. 306 was in fact a dream.
Likewise, in Ch. 19, it is only retrospectively dent to us, when Quiroz is told that he is deag@.on
350, that the criminologist must have died justobefthe paragraph that begins ‘Desperté a la
mafiana siguiente’ (348). That chapter is the mdfitut to explain in naturalistic terms. But
perhaps the strangest moment occurs at the vetyeceithe narrative (in Part 1l, Ch. 9), when a
fictionalized version of the real-life author B.aen arrives in Paracuan and proceeds to tell a
bizarre fairy tale about a notable local familye tWilliams. Traven's entrance, alongside
references to his most famous novile Treasure of the Sierra Madf&35, 220, 236), invite the
reader to consider the significancelims minutos negrosf the two major themes in the German
author’s work: the corrupting power of greed angl dieficiencies in the social and political policy

of post-revolutionary Mexico.

Los minutos negros also less dependent on hard-boiled conventiues, for instanceBalas de
plata. There is ndemme fatalealthough the brief appearance in Pt. | Ch. 6 effardo Blanco’s
girlfriend, the stunning Cristina Gonzéalez, despi¢g absence from the cast list, might give some
readers cause for suspicion. Although there isasdoquest structure to both Cabrera’s and
Rangel’s investigations, they spend less time autiémg with a cross-section of local society than
does the prototypical Private Eye, and more timadyaing crime scenes in the manner of a police
procedural or, in Cabrera’s case, doing archiveeaech. The novel does exhibit what some critics
call ‘gothic causality’, so typical in Raymond Cluder’s novels, in which a secret from the past
threatens to undermine the position of importamratters in the prese¢hRangel and Cabrera are
both warned off continuing their investigation byeir superiors and their rivals in the police

department. Like the classic P.l., both detectaresisolated and somewhat troubled figures, albeit

® On ‘gothic causality’, see John Scag@sime Fiction p. 66. An example from Raymond Chandler is
Farewell, My Lovelyin which the wealthy Mrs Grayle goes to consib&dengths, including murder, to
cover up the fact that she was once the showgirh®e/alento, in order to stop her one-time loveqdde
Malloy, from coming after her when he is releas@af prison.
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for different reason5Both are more honourable than those around thesvemheless, the novel
takes a view of its detectives that is distinctrirthat of the traditional hard-boiled novel or even
Mendoza’s imitation of it. For all of Mendieta'suléss, Mendoza’s narrator usually takes him
seriously. Not so Solares’s. Cabrera’s apparett dhcompetence is indicated in the novel’s first
sentence: ‘La primera vez que vio al periodistadiulé veinte afios, y calculé mal’ (17). His
mistakes become a running joke as the narrator theesame mocking aside — ‘y se volvié a
equivocar’ (22, 103) — to undermine him. Cabrerprssented as someone on the cowardly side
of cautious, who has convinced himself that hisnggbive behaviour towards his boss and his

wife (72, 79) is evidence of an ennobling pacifism:

En el momento en que entr6 a la oficina del comatedel agente Chavez salia, y
lo empuj6é con el hombro. Por fortuna el Macetérueslemento pacifico, y no
devolvio la agresion y se reporto con el jefe (23).

The second sentence expresses Cabrera’s own tatibiom of the situation, a thought with which
he tries to validate himself for his restraint isiation in which he would never be likely, ircfa

to react aggressively. The tone here, as elsewisdightly mocking and never sardonic. Rangel’s
weakness is demonstrated in a comparable fashiooreey the character's poor attempts at self-
reassurance: ‘Rangel era un policia bragado, pepudo evitar que se le revolviera el estbmago’
(143). Unlike Cabrera, Rangel wants to be constlénagh and masculine, but does not believe
that he is. In this, at least, Solares echoes Mmidaejection of the ‘masculine’ sensibility ofeth
hard-boiled novel, albeit in a more parodic fastfi@abrera’s forte is discretion, which is not a
typically masculine value, and this results in akslities being overlooked by other characters,

such as the priest Fritz Tschanz (60—-61), and peraso by the reader.

" Namely, Cabrera’s marriage is breaking down andg@hdislikes his job. Cabrera is largely disregard
by his colleagues whereas Rangel deliberately takgsart in their corrupt practices.

® There is reason to believe that Solares’s novkldénced the writing oBalas de plataOne hysterical local
response to the murders is to speculate about wéresv (205). Traven’s fairy tale features a werdwol
killed by ingesting five silver bullets (222). Tleeare many (sometimes gratuitous) references ticrans
literature inLos minutos negreswvhich function either as a tone-setting soundtmcto hint at the novel's
influences. Mendoza does this in his earlier nqvelg not nearly to the same extent aBalas de plata
The influence may be mutual, since Mendoza featar&lares’s list of acknowledgements (461).
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| A Ludic Aesthetic

Ostensibly anovela negralLos minutos negroglso betrays the influence of other models of
detective fiction. Alfonso Quiroz Cuardn, a redklcriminologist, is depicted in the novel as an
amateur sleuth (such as Poirot) typical of ‘goldgye’ detective fiction. He is known as ‘the
Mexican Sherlock Holmes’, much to his annoyance (361). The rigorously deductive method
of many classic fictional detectives is parodiedduse Quiroz allegedly possesses a scientific
equation (hence the title of Part II: ‘La ecuac)dmhich allows him simply to plug in the names of
the suspects on one side and get out the name ¢dliér on the other (346)But this should not
be taken as a straightforward rejection of the gioldge style. Arguably Solares embraces its ludic
sensibility. Aware that in a classic detective rdiie slightest detail might be taken as a hintutibo
the identity of the murderer, he provides as maaigef clues as possibi®One of the most
sustained instances of misdirection involves Joad@é@boada, who is mysteriously absent when
the murders in Part Il take place. His name algarés in several conversations between his
colleagues about the murderer (e.g. 205, 269, 843l Erom a point of view internal to the story,
these references are innocuous. But from our posds readers, they are liable to be taken as
significant juxtapositions:

Nueve afios, pensd Rangel, ¢ Quién puede atacamdfianadefensa? Sélo un

cabron enfermo asesino.

—¢No ha vuelto Taboada?

Era la segunda vez en una hora que el comandantea@aeguntaba por el
panzon (149).

Naturally, Taboada did not commit the murd€rSolares delights in leading the reader up the

° This detail is additionally ironic because thdekilof the schoolgirls does not feature on the fis\aast list,

so it would be difficult to include him in any ‘egtion’ even if such a thing were plausible. Solaresy
have borrowed this idea from the neo-noir flia7enin which Kevin Spacey’s character does not feainr
the opening credits.

9 There are clues iBalas de plataof course, but they are generally clues twindicate the murderer(s).

" Solares plays with this misdirection at the beiignof Part Ill, when Taboada is shown to possess a
French Poodle (413). Rangel's dream (in Part Il Ch) which leads him to investigate a key piece of
forensic evidence features a French Poodle (26&l)edlity, the hairs subsequently found on theiwist
bodies come from the sheep on the murderer’s r§B@h). Thus, even after the identity of the killeas
been revealed, a bogus hint is dropped, and aptiig we are meant to realize it. The detail alsoves to
humanize (and mock) a character hitherto preseagedcorrupt thug.
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garden path? The most notable example consists in the multigferences to billboards
advertisingRefrescos de Colaan obvious rechristening of Coca Cola (21, 122, 2386). One
critic considers them gratuitous period detail, there is a political point to this symbbiMany

of the references posit a connection to the oilfmss in Paracuan. The drink is twice described as
being petrol-coloured (128, 250), and tBmdicato de Petrolerobas hoardings up in the same
locations (212). Both organizations buy protecfimm the police (168, 182). For many Mexicans
the oil business has been a source of nationag pmiat only as one of the country’s most important
exports but as one of the recognized successelBeopdst-Revolutionary period, after Lazaro
Cardenas nationalized the industry in 1938. Whef@asa Cola has long been an emblem of
capitalism, and in the mind of many Mexicans (idiohg Rangel, 128) a symbol of American
‘imperialism’, the nationalization of the oil inding symbolized precisely the opposite of that. If,
by 1970s, the two organizations are similar, Selasesuggesting that the PRI's ‘revolutionary’
days are behind it. | would argue that the sigis® alork as a playful plot device. One of the
suspects in Rangel's investigation is Jack Williassn of the owner of the bottling plant for
Refrescos de Colalraven adds to our suspicions, in Part 1l Chbyrecounting a fairy tale in
which one of the Williams family’s ancestors wasnarderous werewolf* We might readily
surmise that the Cola billboards are signs of arofiort, that they point to the murderer. Like
Taboada, Jack Williams has nothing to do with therdars, and Solares has not one but two

laughs at our expense:

Tres latas vacias de Refresco de Cola condujeromissa en direccion de la
hamaca, donde habia un bulto enredado en la fraReadael le dijo que habia
venido a buscarlo y el hombre descendié de la3e#)(

Cabrera sacéd una botella de Refrescos de Colantds de la Segunda Guerra
Mundial. Qué coincidencia, se dijo, qué coincidangile aparezca justo ahora, y
arrojo la botella lejos de él (450).

In the first case, just as Rangel is arriving atliat where he hopes to find the murderer of te fi

2 The games played with the readet.os minutos negroscho the sensibility of Borges’s detective stqries
but there are no obvious allusions to Borges imiheel.

3 Hugo Hiriart, ‘Los minutos negros, de Martin Sekir Letras libres January 2007, <http://www.letras
libres.com/revista/libros/los-minutos-negros-de-{masolares>.

¥ This is especially suggestive because the murders committed every month on the full moon (188).
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schoolgirls, the cans of Cola do literally pointhout, by directing the detective’s eyes to the par
of the hut where the killer is lying in his hammod&ut this is not the type of sign, nor the
murderer, that we were expecting. In the secondh wie reader already disabused of any
suspicions about the Cola signs, immediately &trera has understood the reasons for Blanco’s
research into the 1970s he seems to suggest #ratilas indeed some connectiorRefrescos de
Cola. As far as this reader is aware, there is no attioresignificant to the investigation. Rather,

it is another joke.

Many of the novel’'s eccentric features can be empthas props in the game played by the author
with his reader. One obvious reason for a casislisir it to act as aaide memoireln Los minutos
negrosit also predisposes the reader to certain expentgtwhich can then be manipulated. We
might assume that it would proceed in order of ¢haracters’ importance to the narrative. It is
confusing to encounter the police intern Rosa latda the list, with a particularly long descriptio

of her function. Later, we learn that it is to Gatarthat she is of disproportionate importance, not
to the novel; her position on the list is the fiptmany jokes at the detective’s expense. Although
Cabrera is the main character in the novel’s §egition, he appears only fourth on the list, ansl it
not even until the end of the first chapter (22t the is revealed as the novel’'s putative protagoni
(we expect there to be one in this genre). In tiveerealize that Rangel is the real protagonist of
Los minutos negreslespite his lowly position and meagre descriptinrthe cast list: he is simply
‘Vicente Rangel, detective’ (10). Some details lom list invite our first suspicions. La Chilanga is
recorded fourth under the section headed ‘Los &staldespite a nickname that indicates her
origins in Mexico City. Most readers will only rézé on the final page of the novel that she is a
‘local’ on account of her marriage to Cabrera. Tiaee of Cabrera’s wife is mentioned in an off-
hand fashion in Ch. 9 (73), but we are liable taéb this detail since she does not appear to be
important enough to feature in the cast list. Adomgly, most readers will not make the

connection when La Chilanga’s name is also casuellgaled to be Mariana in Part Il (197 he

!> This ‘dato escondido’ recalls Vargas Llosa’s magial use of different names for the same charadte
La casa verde
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sub-section titled ‘Los visitantes’ is more bemgsitn what respect could Miguel Rivera be
considered a ‘visitante’? Why is the King of the ifens, who (we assume) cannot be a real
character, listed alongside three characters dfeavn real life? Only much later in the novel can
we understand that the characters listed hereeaéed on account of their appearance in the
novel’'s multiple fantastical sequences. They pgdile in supernatural or hallucinatory
‘visitations'. ‘El Albino’ is there because, eveimhie is a normal character, he arrives mysteriously
at the crime scenes he is sent to photograph amalbsas if he were a ghost.Rangel is suitably

scared of hint/

The games discussed so far involve the particlle-guessing dynamic of detective fiction, but
Solares also manipulates our more general litegapectations. In one scene he employs horror
motifs to suggest that Rangel is about to be adthak his home, as predicted by an acquaintance

(el contador Praxedes) shortly beforehand (283-5):

Puta madre, ¢qué es eso? No era la caida de ui memip, ni los borbotones del
calentador de agua, era algo distinto y repetitie tenia algo de suplicio chino:
en cuanto lograba dormirse se producia el nuedo rgjue no lograba ubicar, y en
mas de una ocasion creyo ver una figura de pi® jargu cama. La enésima vez
que despertd, con los nervios rotos, salié a budocartigen del ruido, furioso, con

la veintidos en la mano. No estaba preparado payad encontro (286).

The mysterious noises turn out to be a family eatoans in the kitchen. The final phrase is one
instance of a common procedure whereby phrasessthatd ominous precede an event of no
consequence. For example, shortly after the pHehgmlicia notd que habia algo fuera de lugar’
(251), we realize that it refers to the fact theg tancers in the strip club are not doing theialis
routine. Of the many chapters comprising first-paraccounts, few proceed as anticipated. Part |,
Chapter 15 is labelled ‘Segundo Testimonio del @a&itz Tschanz, S.J.’, but his own narration

lasts little more than a paragraph before Cabrgraist of view takes over again with a play on

'8[E]ra un tipo silencioso, de cabello blanco yaseplancas, siempre vestido de blanco entre lossia

sangre [...] iOra, cabrén!’, Rangel le gritd: Queldegues. Pero el Albino permanecié quietomo si
estuviera muertq132-3, my italics).

7:Quizé no queria reconocerlo, pero le tenia mistEmpre le tuvo un poco de miedo, acaso le acabard
la vision del sujeto, siempre tan silencioso, gjtzsos, de gato, denso como una premonicién [...EEn
fondo temia que no trabajara en ningun diario. drale pregunto por él a su tio: ¢ Un albino? ¢ GaalNo
lo conozco, y ya no insistid’ (144). It is certaiqossible that he is, in fact, one of Rangel'dutahations.
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words: ‘Eso le cambié completamente la perspecti€@?2). Part Il, Chapter 19 is supposed to
provide the ‘Memorias del Doctor Quiroz Cuarén,edéive’ (339). We assume that this is the
document given to Cabrera by Rodrigo Montoya int Pg83), since it follows Montoya’'s own
farcical ‘testimonio’. Instead, it is a further fastical account in which Quiroz is stalked by a
mysterious black figure that turns out to be Deigdblf. The final pages take place after the
criminologist has died (348-351). The novel's meffiective moment also depends on the
manipulation of expectations. Initially, the st of the novel has an obvious effect. By
beginning in the narrative present before regrgstinthe 1970s, Solares casts a veil of tragic
futility over the events involving Rangel. We aldge&know that René de Luz will be framed for the
murder of the schoolgirls, that someone as incoempeds Taboada will become police chief, and
that Rangel is nowhere to be found. We understhadtutal irony of Romero’s nickname, when
he introduces himself to Rangel as ‘el ciego’ vtite explanation that he is discreet (204), because
a literally blinded Romero has already appearddart I. And yet, for all this inevitable ‘tragedy’,
the tone of Part Il is frequently humorous, at featil the final three chapters. Many readers are
likely to forget that the investigation has to faihe reason the end of Part Il is so moving i$ tha
the abrupt transition from playful parody back teadly seriousness is (by then) a shock. This

unpredictability of tone setsos minutos negroapart from much detective fiction.

One final literary convention worth considerati@hates to the author’s representation of ambient
features such as the weather. Multiple referencesvade to the fog and the reddish sky over
Paracuan, phenomena with well-known connotationditerature: uncertainty and violence.
Readers will interpret them as the commonplace meésetting a scene’s mood that they usually
are, particularly as they are pertinent to the Hswantent. However, Solares foregrounds such
details more than is necessary for the purposesmanfd. They are introduced with ‘words of

estrangement’ such as a form of the vealbecer the phraseomo sj or some other indication that
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it is the character in question who notices (andrprets) the weather, and not the narrétor.
itself this amounts simply to an avoidance of @icBut | would claim that there is more to this
feature. Elsewhere in the novel the idea that ipdssible to take natural phenomena to be
significant in relation to apparently unlinked etgeis directly stated. The drought and forest fires
prior to the murders in the 1970s are describedrapresagio’ (87). Rangel makes the following

analysis of the local newspaper:

La portada reproducia la foto del jefe, que prometia intensa persecucion y
captura, y a un costado, lo contradecia el prarwskel tiempo con cierta malicia:
«Solo vientos ligeros, y lluvias aisladas en ladeg (267).

Stated as baldly as this, the analogy cannot bpeapabsurd. Naturally, as readers who know
(some of) what is to come, we can sympathize viehattempts of a character like Rangel to find
portents of the future. It is a similar human dedio comprehend unpredictable dangers that
doubtless motivates the local obsession with UF@sd Rangel’s investigation (291, 352). But
there is some indication that Solares is mocking phopensity, even while the enjoyment of his
novel partly depends on'itThe unpredictable local climate is attributed fregtly to pollution
from the nearby oil refineries (103, 110, 318). @aporter on the radio goes out of his way to
explain why the port suffers from fog during stor(@89). That is, naturalistic explanations are
clearly provided; there is little justification fawvver-interpretation. In an analogous situation,

Cabrera’s over-active imagination is offered updaticism:

Habia una pareja de gaviotas a un costado delyetdylaceton se pregunto si iba
a dejarlo su chava. Por respuesta, la mas velet$as gaviotas se echd a volar,
dejando a la otra al lado del auto, exactamenteocelmMaceton: Ay, cabron.
Nunca practiques la adivinacion con gaviotas (80).

The reader will commit similar mistakes throughoe novel. What difference exists between

'8 ‘Entonces la luparecidmenguar yel Macetdn advirtidque el cielo se habia encapotado’ (101); ‘Caia una
lluvia violenta,como siun ser de mil pufios estuviera golpeando las Ia&mileh metal de la azotea’ (253);
‘Cuando estuvo dormida [La Chilanga], Rangel salida terraza y miré las nubes rojas del cielo, que
parecianadvertirle: Carajo, ésta puede ser la Ultima vez tg encuentres aqui’ (374)es sorprendidina
gruesa capa de niebla que aparecio de repentg’; (B&8fiebla se esta espesangensdVicente.Pareceun
pueblo fantasmase dijd (246). | take the term (words of estrangementnfrRoger Fowler's excellent
Linguistic Criticism(Oxford: OUP, 1986).

19 psychologists call this human capacity for se@iierns or significance in meaningless data ‘apojat\
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characters striving foolishly to discern indicagonf the future and readers believing other
irrelevant details (like a billboard fdRefrescos de Colao be significant to the investigation?

Given that Cabrera is supposed to be short of gtatedting and we already know that Rangel’s
investigation will fail, readers might feel thakethare in a privileged position in comparison with
the novel’s two detectives. We think we know mdrart they do. It is obvious that this is not the
case at the end of the narrative when Cabrera Tahdada) neglect to reveal everything they

discover in Part lll.

This may be one justification for inconsistenciesLbs minutos negroshat make forming a
‘configurative meaning’ of the plot very difficuff To hold expectations and look for clues
presupposes that there is a stable truth to bewsed, but is foolish if there is no such thingneO

of the novel's most confusing features is its timel The importance of dates is foregrounded by
the fact that they are mentioned so frequentlyr@lealso the suggestion that they are significant
to El Chacal. In the following example, the secerdtence acts to insist that the reader remember

Rangel’s passing intuition about the matter.

De repente se dijo: Qué coincidencia, la otra tafigbién murié en un dia 17. Pero
no le dio importancia a este hecho y la casualgieio archivada en el fondo de
su inconsciente (156).

As soon as we pay close attention, however, there@ddities. When Cabrera reviews newspaper
articles from the 1970s in Ch. 11, the year of @eacal case is given as 1978 (85). But readers
possessed of a good memory will note that the @llteferences in that chapter date from other
years: the filmdive and Let Dieand The Exorcist(85) were released in 1973; Henry Kissinger
was ho longer U.S. Secretary of State by 1978 (@6)en the sorry tale of René Luz de Dios is
told in Ch. 14 the year is now 1975 (97). Initialle are inclined to attribute this to René’s poor

memory. At the beginning of Part Il of the novdietfirst day of Rangel’'s investigation is said to

2 |n the writing of Wolfgang Iser, a ‘configurativeeaning’ refers to the coherent understandingémtind
of the reader of the story and its significancarat given time, an understanding that is liablehange as
the reader proceeds, especially in the case of telich Iser deems ‘literary’, that is, which dat follow
one’s initial expectations.
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be 17" March (123, 131), which agrees with the date give€h. 11 (87). However, the year is
now 1977, a detail confirmed several chapters idf@®). Each of the five sub-sections comprises
a separate day in Rangel’s life, suggesting a evheequence from £%o 22 March. When we
are told it is ‘jueves 20 de marzo’ in thB dection (291), this is as expected. We are s@mbris
learn, therefore, that in thé®3ection it is meant to be ‘miércoles 19 afaril’ (268), the same
month implied by the mother of the first victim whehe marks three months since her daughter’s
disappearance in January (315). There are many conteadictions. If Miguel Rivera died shortly
after being visited by the writer B. Traven (23%)en this could not have been 1975, as suggested
by Rivera’s tombstone (304), since in real life viena died in 1969. Another character from real
life, the criminologist Alfonso Quiroz Cuar6dn, di@s the course of the novel. In reality this
occurred in 1978, which is coherent with his resdtilon in the novel that Rivera had died three
years previously, as long as we assume that Ridetadie in 1975 (340). Yet if Rangel's
investigation is supposed to be taking place inrBl8Tere is no direct mention of this in Part fi. |
Part IIl, the chapters that follow Joaquin Taboagaivocate between ‘77 (438) and ‘78 (416). It is
equally impossible to deduce the date of Cabrdra/estigation in the narrative present, since
Rangel’s investigation is said to have occurreegitmas de veinte afios’ previously (93, 450),
precisely ‘veinte afios’ before (107, 413, 439, 480)even as much ‘veinticinco afios’ prior to the

present (416, 421). What does one make of thesasistencies?

One thought is that few characters in the narrgiresent have a good recollection of the original
investigation. How easy it is to sweep past ingestiunder the carpet! The title of the first pdrt o
the novel — ‘Mil lagunas tiene tu memoria’ — points this interpretation. Cabrera upbraids
himself for forgetting the case when he is reminbgdhe research he conducts in tieeneroteca
‘CoOmMo no me voy a acordar, si trabajamos de cuanentho horas, a fin de encontrar al culpable’
(87). Moreover, the mistakes made by Fritz TscharRart Ill — that the investigation lasted four
months, and four girls were killed (442) — are déoqble by the fact that his memory is
demonstrated to be faulty: contrary to his poonimpi of Cabrera’s intellect in Part | (61), Fritz

discovers that he had given Cabrera very high mémkéis work as a schoolboy in the priest’s
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charge (443). This provides some justification floe inconsistencies in Part I, since Fritz is

revealed to be Blanco’s principal source of infatiora (439, 441). However, this does not account
for the inconsistencies in Parts | and IIl. It ist even clear that Part 1l is, indeed, meant to be
Blanco’s report from Parts | and lll. The finaldis of Part | suggest that what follows will be the

report: ‘Todo por un informe que ni siquiera ley.informe del periodista’ (117). But, at first,

Part Il seems to be narrated by Cabrera:

Hay dos tipos de policia en todo el mundo: a laslga gusta su trabajo y a los que
no. A mi me gustaba mi empleo, al agente Chaveguktaba su empleo, al

comandante Garcia claro que le gustaba investigasglver un problema, pero a
su mejor detective no (123).

The abundant use of colloquial phrases in the estidges of Part Il, references to events ‘back
then’, and an increased tendency to provide areegpibn for particular details all imply that Part
Il is being narrated by one of the characters i niarrative preseAt.Gradually, however, this
identifiable perspective fades away and the nagatoice follows the thoughts of Rangel, as it did
with Cabrera in Part I. However, in Part Il Cala’erannoyance at the fact that Blanco leaves him
out of his report, consistent with Cabrera’s abseinom Part Il, implies once more that Part Il is
based on Blanco’s report (458). There is no fadhefmatter here. Eagle-eyed readers will note
that the ‘mistake’ made by Fritz is also made by tlovel's cast list: while Réne Luz de Dios
Lépez is said to have been arrested for killingr fouils, there are in fact five girls listed at the
bottom of the sub-section (10-11). There is simpdysecure point of view from which one can

evaluate the veracity of some of the novel’s ketaitke at either point in tim&.With regard to the

%L The second paragraph of Part Il begins in a callddashion: ‘Bueno, hay que empezar por algungepa
(123). Some of the narrator's explanations of paléir references are also colloquial: ‘Eso deletia una
broma entre ellos, si pudiera decirse que a VicBategel le gustaban las bromas... La verdad es que no
(124). The narrator frequently points out differesbetween Paracuan in the 1970s and the preseriPda
entonces el ayuntamiento sélo tenia tres vehicyb®?); ‘Llegd al bar Ledn en otros seis minutos —
entonces toda la ciudad podia recorrerse en meda {128). On occasions he reminds us of his ole
telling the story: ‘Lo de la chava es mas complgdse explicard en su momento’ (128); ‘Rangel, g

lo sefialé antes, tenia seis afios en el cuerpo laéap@d34). None of this is typical of Parts | aif in
which the narrative voice is less distinctive.

?2|n Part Ill, the fact that additional killings sthoolgirls have taken place, even though the ivetéller
René is in gaol, is described thus: ‘lo cual crea laguna, o una gran contradiccién’ (439). Ongifwainds
that thelagunamost commonly mentioned in the novel acts as nyetyrfor the city of Paracuan, Solares is
clearly acknowledging the fact that his fictionattag is rife with contradictions and unresolvagbps.
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dates, if one were to take reality as a guide otfilg possibility would be 17to 21" April 1978,
since this combination of dates is the only oné tdomprises a Monday-to-Friday sequence, the
one detail not questioned in the novel. For Catseravestigation, the only 5January (23)
within the period 20-25 years later that was a Mgnadas in 2001. But the novel’s fantastical
sequences in Part Il (impossible by any realistigtck) tell us that real life is not an appropeiat
gauge. That this is a work of fiction, and fictidoes not always require verisimilitude, is the only
explanation. This is one reason for the passagdich Quiroz Cuarén dreams about encountering
the director Alfred Hitchcock® Hitchcock mentions that Quiroz Cuarén had clairtied the script

to the film Psychowas insufficiently logical to be true-to-life. Qakz provides a response that
would seem to excuse the inconsistencied@s minutos negros'Sir Alfred, digale a sus

detractores que si a usted le importara la vertigiahj estaria haciendo documentales’ (308).
Il Politics, the Police, and Drug Trafficking

Given what has been stated above, it might app&mutt to maintain that_.os minutos negross a
representation of reality from which one can dedwy important truths about that reality, that is,
about a Mexico afflicted by corruption, violencaddmpunity. However, features of even the most
fantastical fictional worlds can be taken to exafppdimilar features in real life. What exactly
does a novel such &8s minutos negrotell us about drug trafficking? It is certainly alement of
the context of both storylines, and perhaps thepfehnt in the room’ in Rangel’s time frame, given
the large number of oblique or only fleeting referes to it (160, 208, 320, 328, 370, 383, 398).
However, the major focus of the novel is the attiaf the police. In the modemovela negraif

the investigator is a police officer it is for reas of verisimilitude. The object of attention is
society at large. This is somewhat less trud.@ minutos negrosThe principal conflicts are
between individual police officers, rather thanvietn the police and felons: Cabrera and Chévez
in Part I, a contest which culminates in a fistfign Ch. 18, and Rangel and Taboada in Part II.

There are literary reasons for focusing on thecgoliself. One salient theme in the Mexican

23 Another reason might be to allude to Hitchcocldmaept of the ‘MacGuffin’, a plot device designed t
operate as a red herring or have no obvious maiivabome of Solares’s games could be described thu
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narconovelas the extent to which organizations and individwentrusted to carry out one activity
in reality encourage behaviour precisely contraryhieir designated purpose. This is one way in
which the tragedy of the current situation in Mexis underlined. Of all organizations it is the
Sindicato de Profesorgsn Los minutos negroghat shelters and abets the psychopath who is
abducting and murdering schoolgirls. The ironicalmed Clemente Morales is the brother of the
teaching union’s director, Edelmiro. Not only ddegelmiro protect his sibling, he also provides
the original opportunity for him to commit his crs since they are carried out in an abandoned
school building commissioned in a crooked transachkly the union itself (395). Such ironies are
not the sole preserve of fiction. For instance, &ahJesus Gutiérrez Rebollo, appointed head of
thelnstituto Nacional para el Combate a las Drogasl 996, was famously revealed as an agent of
the Juérez cartel only two years Id&tEFhe novel itself alludes to the most egregiousrela of
police abuse of power in Mexican history. The hekthe Direccion Federal de Seguridad Los
minutos negross José Carlos Durazo (417), described as ‘lo gaerha dado la policia nacional’
(52). He is an obvious fictionalization of Artur&l' Negro’ Durazo Moreno, also an erstwhile
agent of the DFS, but most infamously, during slexenioof his childhood friend José Lopez
Portillo, president in real life at the time thevabis set, Chief of Police in Mexico City. Durazo
turned the city’s police into a racketeering empivat engaged in extortion, arms smuggling and,
of course, drug trafficking’ Evidently Solares wished to underline this théfre. their defence,
police officers are amongst the most likely indivas to be corrupted by drug traffickers and other

organized criminals. Historically their pay has tg®oor, they lack the protective connections

24 Jorge Fernandez Menéndé&t otro poder p. 161. Another example from the 1990s is Armandotiviez
Salgado, chief of théJnidad de Antisecuestra®r the Judicial Police in Morelos, whose officexgre
implicated in a spate of kidnappings designed fiplement their meagre salaries.

% Phil Gunson, ‘Arturo DurazoThe Guardian 14 August 2000, <http://www.theguardian.com/n@@80/
aug/l4/guardianobituaries1>.

% Carlos Gamerro has proposed that the subjectyofeatistic detective story in Latin America shoil,

in part, the criminality of the police. In ‘Paraaimeformulacién del género policial argentino’, iakes
several suggestions followed loosely by Solaresigeh the crime is committed by the police or astewith
the acquiescence of the police (Gamerro’s first sexbnd points); the clues are not entirely redigBloint
3); those accused by the police are innocent (B)ijrthe investigation is carried out by a joursia{Point 9).
However, Blanco’s investigation is a failurelios minutos negrosince he is killed before its findings are
made public. For Gamerro, publicizing one’s findingg the best possible outcome of a verisimilar
investigation (Point 10), since justice is unatibie. That does not happenlios minutos negresand even
the truth is not fully discerned by the readertHis respect, Solares is demonstrating more pessirstill.
See Gamerrd;| nacimiento de la literatura argentingp. 90-91.
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enjoyed by some politicians, and their cooperatioassential to the traffickefSNevertheless, it
feels particularly galling that individuals whoaesnflamental purpose is to uphold and enforce the
law should be in cahoots with violent criminals.efd is rhetorical mileage in emphasizing
hypocrisy and the police are an easy target. Nesleds, the author’s interest in the police is not
merely for the purposes of denunciation. The gdredfact of Part I, in which Taboada recalls
the events of the 1970s, is to show that even iddals hitherto presented as irredeemably corrupt
and dishonest are subject to forces beyond theitrao Taboada has little option but to involve
himself in the original cover-up, and is unceremaosly abandoned when the political situation

changes in the narrative present. He too is, ity parictim of ‘the system’.

The unpleasant operation of that ‘system’ is on¢hef dominant themes inos minutos negros
Although not strictly an allegory, the novel prosgda persuasive representation of the political
mechanisms by which the PRI governed Mexico befweedemocratic transition and thus prepared
the ground for the power of drug-trafficking orgzations in the present. Two socio-political
traditions stand out: ‘corporatism’ and ‘clientefi's They do not necessarily go together, but there
are explanations as to why they have often coexish Latin America. According to one
interesting (if idealized) argument, advanced lyy hirstorian Glen Dealy, in Protestant, capitalist
countries in the 1century men typically sought social status throtighaccumulation of private
wealth, which might be converted later — though metessarily — into political powétBut in
Catholic, ‘corporatist’ countries, like those intlta America, men sought public power more
directly, through the accumulation of useful follens and allies? According to Dealy, in
Protestant countries there was competition at tiseontevel between individuals for wealth, which
paralleled the competition between interest grompa pluralistic political system. In Catholic

countries, however, the focus was on cooperatidnita exchange of favours between individuals,

" There is no particular instance lios minutos negroef the common motif in thearconovelathat drug
traffickers and law enforcement are two sides efsdhme coin. However, some characters have beban bot
policemen and outlaws at various times. Both Elr@aae and Jorge Romero have ‘antecedentes penales’
(165, 342), and Romero travels full circle by emgdimp ‘al margen de la ley’ (94).

8 Glen Dealy, ‘The Public Man’, i€audillos: Dictators in Spanish Americad. by Hugh Hamill (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1992), pp. 42-6148).

29 Hugh Hamill, ‘Introduction’, inCaudillos pp. 3-26 (p. 11).
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via systems of personal patronage aochpadrazgpwhich at the higher level of politics tended to
result in a ‘monistic’ corporatism, where as mamtgiest groups as possible were subordinated to
an accepted central authorifyMost historians now view the Weberian analysi€apitalism with
scepticism. Moreover, it is likely that no socidigs ever operated exclusively along the lines of
one side of Dealy’s dichotomy to the complete esidn of the other. Clearly, the near ubiquity of
capitalistic economies in the present day rende\s distinction untenable for any analysis of a
modern society. Ih.os minutos negrogor instance, the local power of the Williams fanin the
1970s is a direct result of their accumulation efaith fromRefrescos de Caldhe narcosled by

‘el Sefior Obregon’ are in a similar position in tH@90s. Nevertheless, there does seem to be a

rough correlation between social clientelism anlitipal corporatism in Latin Americ.

Los minutos negrosmply demonstrates the connection between thesesbtwial phenomena
during the PRI's governance of Mexico. Rangel'slentiguel Rivera, has an informal, client-
based style of policing. It is exemplified in PRytCh. 4, when he takes RangelléoCoralillo, the
most dangerous district of the city, in order twestigate a spate of robberies. He attempts to
procure information from ‘El Chimuelo’, a suspeaitdher who calls Rivergatrén and with

whom he has obviously had a long-standing relatigms

—iDe veras que no se puede contigo, licenciado! fiempre que vienes a
verme resulta que estas defendiendo a tus compadres

—¢Y qué culpa tengo yo de tener tantos compadnesades como trabajo yo,
pero a lo mejor mi coche no te gusta y prefierasrggrese con la Julia [the police
van].

[...]

—NMira Chimuelo: td sabes que siempre fui derechatigo... No te conviene
perder la relacion (163-164).

%9 Hamill, in Ibid., pp. 11-13; Francois ChevalieFhe Roots of Caudillismo’, in Ibid., pp. 27-41 §8).

31 One example is the endemiaudillismo experienced by Latin American nations after indejsmce.
Under the Empire, the Spanish Crown operated a&nargl mediator between interest groups in theouari
regions of Spanish America. Specific agreementspaets’ — were made with corporate bodies such as
guilds, townships, villages and ethnic groups itunre for specific obligations, such as a lump sumaix.
These individual arrangements contributed to aesefs ‘general pact’ between all the relevant arscof
society. The lack of legitimacy enjoyed by the sigierely liberal constitutions promulgated in mahgtin
American nations after Independence had much tavitto their inability to recognize such traditional
arrangements. Many @udillo rode to power on the back of personal — clientelisloyalties afforded to
him in return for promoting the interests of grotipat felt abandoned in the new political environtn&ee
Francois-Xavier Guerra, ‘The Spanish-American Twadi of Representation and its European Roots’,
Journal of Latin American Studie$ (1994), 1-35.
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The way in which Rivera seeks to solve the problmmaintaining close personal connections
with people on both sides of law (with both kismpadresand clients like Chimuelo) resembles

the PRI's habitual relationship with regionalizedigl trafficking after the Revolution. Indeed, the

deal he offers Chimuelo, to cooperate or face tresequences, is practically blackmail. Like the
PRI with the traffickers, Rivera is firmly in chagWhat protects these arrangements from
becoming abusive is simply Rivera’s personal irtggtnfortunately, the same cannot be said for
many other characters, and this is the system’scipal problem. The reason the DFS gets
involved at the end of Part Il to cover up the nausdis because it is convenient for all the parties

involved. Romero pronounces on it thus in perhbpatost scathing passage of the novel:

Hijo de su putisima madre, pensé el madrina. Pactados: pacto el gobierno,
pacto el presidente, pactaron sobre el cuerpogsrifias. Como ocurre en todo el
mundo, la ciudad crecié alrededor de las tumbaB)(40

The government maintains order, the key interestgs (like theSindicato de Profesorgare
satisfied, and several individuals benefit immeyns€&he governor is promised investment for the
region, and Taboada is promoted to police chieéiarn for his support. It is effective government,
but it is utterly corrupt and neglects the ruldaf. To emphasize the injustice of the agreement,
Taboada is forced to take part in Romero’s bruglte while being reminded that he is now in
debt to his newpatrones ‘favor con favor se paga [...] Hacer favores esnougara la amistad, ¢,0

no?’ (419).

The importance of such behaviour is manifest incthresequences that befall anyone who rejects it.
The opposition mayor Agustin Barbosa opts out efRRI’'s political monopoly, but he has to wait
on tables in his own restaurant to save enough ytménance his council’s budget (which the
Presidency delights in withholding), and he endsfaipely imprisoned on ridiculous — and
particularly hypocritical — charges of drug trakficg (398). Arguably it is also Rangel's biggest

mistake to reject clientelism. Initially he bengfitom it, insofar as he gains a paid job in thicpo
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department on Rivera’s recommendation whilst masedving applicants are forced to Wait.
With respect to Rangel’s trajectory in the novkg purpose of the episode in which Traven tells
the detective his life story (Pt. Il, Ch. 9) isrtark a change in Rangel’s position as a policeeffi
The primary message of Traven's autobiography & #n individual can reinvent himself no
matter what has happened in the past, summarizédsbyetorical question ‘¢, Somos una persona
0 nos habita una multitud?’ (235). This is intentiedonvince Rangel to finally accept his position
as a police officer rather than a musician. Theoséary moral is that the individual person,
however insignificant, has the power to changesbisety for the better. Initially, when the three
communists in his story visit Traven in Germanyptopose that he write for them in order to
‘cambiar vidas’, the author is sceptiééh(et when he arrives in Mexico years later, anratte
person with a different name, he finally succe@ddding just that: ‘Le llegan cerros de cartas, y e
comentario méas frecuente dice: Su novela ha cambiad/ida’ (234). Miguel Rivera dies at the
very moment Traven is imparting this implicit adwiédkangel must now stand on his own two feet,
without Rivera’s guidance and connections, butéens in good stead if he can follow Traven’s
example of individual success against the oddwurits out to be a terrible example. Rangel only
keeps Rivera’s gun and its holster, as if he thodlyat were all he needed to be a successful
policeman (236). But as soon as Rivera is deadg&ancolleagues in the department begin to
make his life difficult (170). He prefers to worloae, and fiercely resists Romero’s initial offers
of assistance (204). For Romero, it seems completgiural to establish a clientelist relationship
with Rangel, so he begins to carry out unsolicfedurs for hispatron Rangel repudiates this
directly: ‘No me digas patron’ (253). Neverthelebs detective is not unaware of how isolated he
has become, especially once his only friend indégartment, El Brujo, is murder&tOther than
brute necessity, this motivates his trust in Ronveinen the time comes to arrest the murderer. Of

course, the arrest comes to nothing once the \ampaups pitted against him arrive at their

%2 ‘Recibi6 su nombramiento al mes, gracias a queelandante le debia favores a su tio. Pronto emmez6
cobrar un sueldo quincenal, para sorpresa de ldsimaa que hacia meses esperaban lo mismo’ (165).

33+ Cambiar vidas? El dramaturgo argumenta: Esesnmi @royecto, yo busco otras cosas...’ (230).

3 Se resistia a creer que hubiera muerto el Burjoaliado impecable. Me quedo solo, chingado’ (378)
course, if we count Rivera's subsequent appearaecgs377) as the hauntings of a ghost rather #saa
hallucination on the part of Rangel, then the déteds not truly alone.
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agreement to protect the Killer. It is fitting, théore, that he should throw Traven’'s German coin
over the bridge in disgust in the final scene at Raof the novel (410). Rangel has tried to fello
Traven's example, but the results have been d@astiThe reason, we might conclude, is that no
individual can changghis society on his own, because justice comes seoomrshtisfying the

aggregate interests of the people in charge.

If the PRI's system of government was ever justs ievidently unjust by the time of Rangel's
investigation. Allegory or not, and however impeegithe novel's setting is noteworthy. Both the
1970s and the late 1990s are significant periodiddarican history. It is generally accepted that the
PRI lost much of its legitimacy in the 1970s, neadt among left-leaning intellectuals. The
beginning of this disenchantment was the massaciBatelolco on ¥ October 1968, a date
alluded to by Quiroz Cuaron in the novel as aaisith of the president (347). The man responsible
for the security forces that day was Luis Echegersécretary of the interior. Two years later he
became president. His term of office was parti¢yldifficult, both politically and economically.
From 1971 a number of guerrilla movements arosesacMexico, the largest led by Lucio
Cabarias in Guerrero. It required 10,000 soldiersepoess. A series of high-profile individuals
were kidnapped by rebels, including the U.S. cogsuleral in Guadalajara. Echeverria struggled
to control Mexico’s high rate of inflation. In Sepiber 1976, capital flight due to inflation reached
a level that forced the government to devalue thgopby 60%, then by another 40% a month
later®® The 1970s was also when the DFS was at its apoteged with brutally suppressing
insurrection and, in doing so, creating severahad-alliances with drug traffickers. Several
authors have traced the origins of Mexico's currgrgtability to the 1970s, because it was
arguably the first time the PRI began to lose ig$tt control over the country and this period
coincided with the growth of the drug trade. Elnvendoza seEl amante Janis Joplim that
decade for this very reason. Although Luis Echdaé&rreal-life term in office ended in late 1976,
in Los minutos negroSolares has a President ‘Echavaretta’ in commaygheaor two later. This

fictional president is famous for weariggayaberashirts (76, 210), as was Luis Echeverria in real

% Thomas Skidmore and Peter Smittgdern Latin AmericdOxford: OUP, 2005), p.281.
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life. If Solares had set his novel specifically@76 with a president Echeverria, it would have
been an accurate period detail. By altering thermétion slightly but unmistakeably, he
implicates the ex-President more directly in thegation and injustice of that decade, of which
the novel gives several, albeit fictional, exampldse DFS agents who arrive in Part Il Ch. 26 to
destroy Rangel’s investigation operate with thesilent’s direct authority (403). With regard to
the drug trade, some historians have alleged tbaeerria had strong connections with cocaine
traffickers such as Alberto Sicilia Falc8ht was Echeverria who authorized Operation Cotilor
1975, but the campaign was ultimately ineffectumdd many have claimed that it was a
smokescreen for the expansion of the cocaine timdbis period®’ In other words, the era in
which drug trafficking infiltrated the highest ldgeof the Mexican government is commonly
thought have begun with Echeverria tWhether Echeverria can be held personally resplensi
or not, he stands symbolically for the debasemérhe Mexican system of governméntf the
PRI's dominance began its long decline in the 19%@s decline was all but complete by 1997,
the earliest possible date for the events of theeln@ year in which the party lost its majority in
the Mexican Congress for the first time. Three gdater it would lose the presidency. Many
analysts would argue that since the political fiteors of 2000, Mexico has replaced a corrupt
government with a more open but weaker governmemeakness demonstrated by President
Calderdn’s failure to win his ‘War on Drugs’. Ardug Los minutos negroechoes this

development: Taboada and Chavez are brutal and, \mrtathey are replaced at the close of the

% Dale Scott & MarshallCocaine Politicsp. 39.

3" The American novelThe Power of the Do@2005), by Don Winslow, exemplifies this attitud&inslow
has the character ‘Tio’ Barrera, based firmly ongiil Angel Félix Gallardo, actively organizing the
spraying of opium fields, in his role as an aid¢hi® governor of Sinaloa, in order to give the iegsion that
the Mexican authorities were cooperating with th8AJ While the DEA’s attention is diverted, Barrera
begins arranging to smuggle cocaine from Colombia.

% Though it can only constitute guilt by associatiBoheverria’s brother-in-law, Rubén Zuno Arce, was

of the men convicted for his involvement in theaimous murder of DEA agent Enrique Camarena.

% Historian William H. Beezley is categorical ab&igheverria’s political legacy: ‘The populist elertseof
the Echeverria regime [...] — especially what now equs as the overemphasis on state entrepreneurial
development that crashed with the devaluationhef1i980s and the structural political reforms iting
congressional representation, and attacks on ksssileaders that pushed them to take over the B&rty
National Action (PAN) — ultimately resulted in tlegents that led to the victory of the oppositiondidate
Vicente Fox in the 2000 presidential election andesl the political monopoly of the revolutionaryriya
(‘In Conclusion: Gabardine Suits and GuayaberatShim Populism in twentieth century Mexico: the
presidencies of Lazaro Cardenas and Luis Echeverth by Amelia Kiddle & Maria Mufioz [Tucson:
University of Arizona Press, 2010], pp. 190—-205. [pp4-5]).
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novel by Cabrera. Cabrera means well, but one wsntlew strong he can be against the
‘problemas’ he envisages on the last page of threlr{d60), especially given that several powerful

people already want him dead (456).

Whether or not the problems of the 1970s are ttaken as determining the present situation, the
structure of the novel underlines the similaritiEtween the two points in time. Whereas in the
1970s the police are subservient to a host of catpand union interests, in the present day they
have swapped those masters for a new setidhms Thus, when Cabrera confiscates a gun from
the impudent son of a trafficker, he is immediatetgered to return it by Taboada (77). When
Taboada makes the mistake of arresting a low-lgaéficker to frame for Blanco’s murder, he is
summoned to explain himself to the local carteti&ael sefior Obregon (425). It is obvious who
is in charge. These are circumstances that Cabrels intolerable, accustomed as he was to the
days when traffickers deferred to the police: ‘L4usa era evitar la violencia y otra muy distinta
soportar a los narcos’ (36). The relationship iscdally different, but not in structural terms.
Thus, for instance, the children of the powerfd pust as conceited in the present (the tanco

as they were in 1970s (Jack WilliamM$plthough they may have less power, the authoriiesry

to behave in the same arbitrary manner as evahdrl970s it was normal for the governor to
purchase all the local copies of national newspmaperrder to avoid the dissemination of any
criticisms of his administration (184). Taboada siders doing the same in order to escape the
Blanco family’s attacks on the competence of hipadigment’s investigation (423). Finally, the
general public remains in denial about the soufceaal criminality. In the 1970s, people are
happy to fantasize by attributing the violence @itto extra-terrestrial beings or to a magical beas
called anagual* It is not the only case in which responsibility skifted onto non-existent

shoulders: in one particularly ironic passage,alloadio station blames global warming on the

0 The fact that Jack Williams is nicknamed ‘Junidm’ spite of the fact that his father is not callexhn but
Bill, reinforces the analogy since the new generatif urban drug traffickers in the 1990s, oftea thildren

of the older rurapatrones was called thearcojuniors

“L‘Los naguales, el problema son los naguales,gefjdé los agarren a todos desaparece el Chacal’'osa
hysterical lady (205); one of the newspapers casnige monthly murders to the UFO craze: ‘Cada luna
nueva se ven flotar luces verdes en direccién sledoros’ (313). In Latin American folk religion,nagual

is a human with the power to turn himself into amzal.
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Martians (127). In the narrative present, it is iaflux of Colombian drug traffickers that
apparently lies at the heart of the increase imallewlence (26, 47). People blame anyone but
themselves for their problems, and this seems eiglito change. Of course, the outcome of both
investigations is also analogous. For all theseams, it is appropriate that the final sectionhaf t
novel should be titled ‘La espiral’. Evidently ‘whgoes around comes around’. Nonetheless, we
might reasonably suppose that a spiral involvesesdegree of gradual progress, and although
there is no definite justice at the end of the hoteere still remains the possibility of it, which
more than can be said for the end of Rangel's tigagtson in Part Il. The clearest symbol for the
situation at the end of the novel is the HGV thabf@ra spots on the highway outside Paracuan. It
has broken down, but eventually gets repaired amtirwies its slow uphill journey with a heavy

load (452).

Even here, however, the symbol is first introducedme pages earlier, as one of Cabrera’s
thoughts. We are not left simply to interpret om own: ‘Penso: El trailer estd como yo, igual de
varado’ (446). Accordingly, the doubts that exisbat what one can legitimately interpretlias
minutos negrgsa product of the games discussed extensively egbserve to reinforce the
sentiment with which the novel closes. It is a thhly ‘open’ ending. The one symbol that might
suggest progress is cast into doubt becallsymbols in the novel have been rendered suspicious.
Both Cabrera and Taboada have the mystery of Blam=ath figured out at the end (434, 449),
but they do not reveal it all to the reader. Talaoademoved from office before the relevance of a
mysterious business organizati®,Grupo Enlace can be elucidated. Cabrera is most interested
in Blanco’s motivation for writing his report, thhe knew one of El Chacal’s victims as a child
(451). Too much is left unexplained for the reaelnave any firm sense of what is to come. This
IS an entirely pertinent sentiment with regardhe tecent instability in Mexico. Likewise, the fact
that there is no immediate or even inevitable fesinh Los minutos negresalthough there are
some specific instances of it. However, the dowbtd confusions in this novel are generally
played for fun, not for the other possibility: aetysi. Rascon Banda’'s novelontrabando leans

further in that direction. Nevertheless, if the eygiateness of the reader’s response to a work of
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fiction is a relevant consideratiobps minutos negrois a novel that amuses the reader yet leaves
him shocked and possibly regretful for feeling thaty when the brutality of reality intermittently
reveals itself. We are certainly not invited todakolence and injustice lightly. Our next novel,
Contraband¢ deploys one important tonal shift for the samasom. In general, however, the
emotional and cognitive experience of readlt@s minutos negros —above all, the humour,
foreboding and frustration — depends firmly on ttomls of fiction rather than the brute
significance of the events recounted. It is a nawelt constantly manipulates our desire for
understanding and never entirely fulfils it. Whatethe context in which it was written, this is
principally an aesthetic intention, a venture toen® the predictable patterns of thevela negra
Some critics have stated their dislike for the walisaspects of this model, in particular the
fantastical sequencé$.However, Solares certainly ties these scenes timonovel's central
dynamic of detective fiction. They are not mere daiw-dressing. For instance, there is the detalil
at the centre of Traven's fairy tale that the weoiikes sauerkrautand Rhinish wine (223),
recalling the particular tastes of Fritz Tschan@—@&7). It would therefore appear to be a clue.
Moreover, Rangel's principal epiphany about theecascurs inexplicably in a dream (261).
Perhaps the most important service of the dreamesegs is to characterization. Cabrera and
Rangel are more satisfying characters than theageanard-boiled P.1. or police detective. Despite
all this, the novel still shows us interesting facef reality. According to the author, these are a
matter for the reader alone. In a ‘Posdata’ tonitneel, Solares writes that ‘todo espejismo o reflej
de realidad es cortesia del amable lector’ (4613.hot a novel to which one can attribute a clear
message or characterize as a response to a gieel sibuation. The fact that important truths
about the political context of drug trafficking caonetheless be extracted is testimony to the

ability of literature to do many different thingsance.

“2|n particular, Hugo Hiriart (‘Los minutos negrate Martin Solares’).
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Chapter 4. Contrabando, by Victor Hugo Rascon Banda

Although they adopt genre fiction as their prefdmeeans of representing reality, the metafictional
elements that we have encountered in the work aiddea and Solares attest to their authors’
concern about how to write most appropriately alloetsubject of drug trafficking. It is a problem
that also interested the playwright Victor Hugo &ewsBanda (1948-2008), though in different
circumstances. In the late 1980s, with the posskteption of Culiacan, very few urban centres in
Mexico experienced high levels of drug-related efme’ Narcoculturawas concentrated, and was
still largely left to itself, in the traditional pducing region of the ‘golden triangle’. Rascénigyo
novel — Contrabando(2008) — was written in the early 1990s to drawiamal attention to the
strife occasioned by drug production and organizeche in that region. However, despite the
award of the prestigious Juan Rulfo Prize in 199dntrabandoremained unpublished until after
the author’'s deathHere, and iVolver a Santa Rosi996) — his collection of short stories —
Rascon is naturally sympathetic both to the ruoathrern culture in which he grew up and to the
people who still live within it. Many are his relas. Yet, he can hardly celebrate that culture
unequivocally, for it openly accepts what is a albgideleterious activity. A good deal of writing
about the north of Mexico displays this ambivalenitas reflected in Rascon’s attitude to the
corrido, in particular. By his own accounfontrabandowas inspired by the folk balladkat

suffuse the popular culture of northern Mexid®ascon wrote his oweorrido to accompany the

play Guerrero negro(1988), and a version dontrabandoadapted for the theatre (1991) was

! Before the recent conflict, the violence in Cufingeaked in the 1970s during Operation Condorog4at
‘Organized crime and the Organization of Crime’. @p—76; Gootenberg, ‘Cocaine’s Long March’, pp.
171-2). Astorga notes that shows of violence bydraffickers were on the increase in Sinaloa (@aén)
and Jalisco (Guadalajara) in the 1980s, but thex liftle direct confict with the state (‘The limibf anti-
drug policy in Mexico’, p. 429).

® He died on 31 June 2008.

$Victor Hugo Rascon BandaDe cuerpo entero(Mexico: Ediciones Corunda, 1990): ‘La novela
Contrabandosalié de los corridos de contrabando y traiciée ¢tpcan los conjuntos nortefios’ (p. 51).
Quotations from the novel are taken from the follaywedition:ContrabandaMéxico: Planeta, 2008).
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accompanied by a collection of representatieeridos” In the novel, the innocent enthusiasm
shown by the narrator’s father Epigmenio for thigsioal genre attests to how important it is as an
expression of local identity, of pride in the ‘patichica’. Yet, thecorridos frequently glorify
violent men and illegal activity. Likewise, fontrabandg Rascon is torn between sympathy and
legitimate criticism. He implicitly bemoans the fabat nobody can be sure ‘quién es quién’ in his
home town, that everyone is complicit to a variagktent with the violence that has begun to
engulf it? Indeed, the lack of moral security is almost asonnfortable as the lack of physical
security. Naturally this entails a very differephsibility to any that we have seen so far. Mendoza
and Solares are frequently humorous; their atteriodorm is principally an aesthetic concern. For
Rascon, it is more of an ethical issue, a quegifdmow to portray a distressing moral complexity

without being glibly relativistié.

Contrabandais a difficult novel to categorize. The main nékrg, in the odd-numbered chapters,
details the return of a fictionalized version of thuthor to his hometown, Santa Rosa de Uruéchic,
in southern Chihuahua. The ostensible purpose efvitit is to find the inspiration to write a
screenplay for Antonio Aguilar, the well-known Mean actor and singérguilar demands a
popular romance, to be based on taischeralove song ‘Triste recuerdd'Victor Hugo is well

equipped to write it, since he knows more aboutrisa’ rural north than anyone else in Mexico

“ Adriana Berrueco Garci&l derecho y la justicia en el teatro de Victor lduBascén Bandg§Mexico:
UNAM, 2011), pp. 72, 74. Berrueco identifies othgorks in which Rascon uses popular music as a
thematically-relevant counterpoint to the actionst&ige, whence she infers the influence of BeBodicht

on Rascon’s dramaturgy (lbid., p. 63).

® The narrator's mother, Rafaela, does so explicifiga en Santa Rosa no hay ley que valga ni gtinte

de culpa [...] Aca no se sabe quién es quién’ (2R@kcén, or the character Victor Hugo, echoes ibis v

in his autobiographical play-cum-dialoguge cuerpo enterdantes en este pueblo habia paz, pero ahora es
refugio de narcotraficantes y ya no se distinguestdad y la mentira, el bien y el mal’ (p. 13).

® Diana Palaversich (in ‘Cémo hablar del silena@shtrabandoy Un vaquero cruza la frontera en silencio
dos ejemplares del acercamiento ético en la liiemanexicana sobre el narco’) agrees @ahtrabandois
particularly valuable for its provision of an ethigerspective on drug trafficking, although shevides
little more than a brief summary of the novel.

" Antonio Aguilar (1919—-2007) was best known for tuitk music and his films about rural themes. Hissin
celebrated role in cinema was as the protagonibelipe Cazals’s historical epEmiliano Zapata(1970).
Rather inexplicably, Palaversich (‘\Cémo hablar diééncio?’) claims that Tony Ayala is the man who
commissions Rascon’s script.

8 A recording of the song can be heard on YouTulbétf/www.youtube.com/watch?v=faFVSS60IIQ>).
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City.® At first, therefore, the plot might appear to mabée a (rather mundane) quest narrative. If so,
it is a failed quest. In the final chapter Aguilajects Victor Hugo's script, accusing it of being
inauthentic. For the reader, and for some of theef®characters, the narrator’s presence in Santa
Rosa might appear to involve a different missioaorg after his arrival, his cousin Julian, the
mayor of Santa Rosa, goes missing. The gradudiatéve of details about Julian provides a slither
of plot progression. But this is not another detecstory either. Julidn’s case is never resolved,
and none of the details that we do learn come ftioennarrator’'s investigations. Certainly the
narrator travels around town collecting evidenites &ny hard-boiled detective, but much of what
he hears has little to do with Julidn. That is, rokalf of Contrabando in the even-numbered
chapters, consists of a series of semi-indepensleoitt stories and dialogues. This is not an
unusual procedure for Rascén. When he publisheamiis collection of storiesyolver a Santa
Rosa he tied them together with a loose novelistiedd’® The first chapter, which bears the title
of the book, recounts the young Victor Hugo's dapar from the town as a child, from the
perspective of the adult who has since returnedisHeged by his grandfather to write down all
that he wants to remember about Santa Rosa, im wraever forget his homelantiThese are the
stories that follow, narrated in the naive voiceaothild. Each tale could stand on its own, but
several characters reappear throughout, and thesene degree of character developriefihe

same could be said for many of the even-numberagters inContrabando

° Henceforth | shall refer to the novel’s principeirrator and protagonist as Victor Hugo, and thatas
Rascon (Banda). The novel is heavily autobiograghiand it is not clear that Rascon sees the rmairest
pointedly different to (his usual conception ofjrisielf. Nevertheless, this is a work of fiction,hext than
testimonial journalism, and we can legitimatelyuass that some of what Victor Hugo encounters do¢s n
belong to Rascon Banda’s lived experience. Muchvidt is provided as information about Victor Hugo i
Contrabandais consistent with Rascén'’s life story, accordiadpe cuerpo enteroHowever, in real life his
cousin was called Jaime, rather than Julian (lipid14). | have been unable to ascertain whethereJavent
missing in real life, as Julian does in the novklso, one can speculate that a respect for hisintu
memory motivated the change of name. Otherwisait be an indication that this detail is entireltifinal.
%v/ictor Hugo Rascon Band&plver a Santa RoséMexico: Joaquin Mortiz, 1996).

1 “Escribe aqui todo lo que quieras recordar de&SRaisa, porque los que se van de su tierra nosagre
nunca, se vuelven desarraigados y pierden la qeiarefibid., p. 15).

12 For Eduardo Casar (in ‘El norte es un destinoresblbolver a Santa Rosde Victor Hugo Rascén Banda’,
Revista de la Universidad de Méxitd (2005), 89—90), ‘es un libro dificil de clasdi genéricamente, ya
que podria ser una novela por la presencia comstenalgunos personajes y del narrador, pero adesdas
texto puede leerse de manera independiente ysa si@bre si mismo, algunos textos incluso, conemims
perfectos, como es el caso de “La casa de las djahas” y de “Los perdidos™ (p. 89).

93



Evidently the novel has a binary structure. Theeeagld-numbered chapters in which the narrator,
Victor Hugo, is a character and experiences evarfBanta Rosa at first hand. They are typically
short. And there are more extensive even-numbehegters in which several distinct tales are
related to him. Victor Hugo is not typically memted in these parts at all, though he is always
implicitly present™® But there are several types of even-numbered ehapt three of them,
women who have experienced the indirect effectdrafy trafficking narrate their own fraught
stories of violence and injustice (Chs. 2, 4, a@ When Rascon adapted his novel for the theatre,
he chose these three characters as protagonistiafs Jacinta, and Conradd@here are also
three conversations overheard by Victor Hugo: #msgnal messages relayed by radio in Ch. 6; a
recording of the interview between the journalisibBn Mendoza and the trafficker Lencho
Guadarrama in Ch. 12; and one half of a conversdbietween whom we assume to be the
Governor of Chihuahua and the head of the Fedaditidl Police in Chapter 14. In addition, there
are two sets of stories narrated to Victor Hugdisyparents, Rafaela and Epigmenio. In Chapter 8
Rafaela gives an account of the lives of a seridecal folk who met their death on account of
their involvement in the drug trade. In Chapter Efigmenio recalls the antics at the local drug
lord Valente Armenta’s wedding, along with a hobtrelated anecdotes. Finally, there are three
written documents in the second half of the nofAgist, a letter composed by Armenta shortly
before his suicide (Ch. 18). Then, two extensivaptbrs in which Victor Hugo makes his own
attempt at representing the town, in a work for ttheatre calledGuerrero negro(Ch. 20), and

finally a summary of the screenplay he has beemtegioned to write by Aguilar (Ch. 22).

Despite this diversity, which integrates a varietyerspectives into the novel, there is much more
cohesion inContrabandothan inVolver a Santa Rosadt is not just a collection of short stories.
Some of the cohesion is purely thematic. For ircgamearly all the inhabitants of Santa Rosa

display an aversion to outside interference inrttogial affairs; the incompetence and callousness

13 There are one or two unimportant exceptions ts, #ich as at the end of Ch. 12 in which Victor disig
voice returns briefly in order to prepare the titims to the next chapter.

4 Rascon BandaContrabando ed. by Olga HarmonyMexico: El Milagro, 1993). It was first staged in
1991.
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of the different security forces is pervasive. Stlikbmes are independent of the novel’'s complex
structure. But the variety of form and techniqueaas gratuitous. The author’s presentation of two
other themes depends on it. Above allCiontrabando Rascén seeks to portray the confusion that
is rife in Santa Rosa. A wealth of often conflictiperspectives reinforces our appreciation of this
sentiment. | shall discuss this primarily in thesffisection of this chapter. Moreover, as | argue i
the third section, Rascdn examines the adequadiffefent representations of this violent reality.
We need to be presented with the whole range — fpensonal testimony and local gossip to

literary invention — in order to make an informealkiation.

But there is also a coherent structure to the tiegeras a whole. The plot @ontrabandomight
best be compared to those stories of a voyagestaage and sometimes threatening land that are
often the basis of children’s adventure narratiVes. stories of this kind, the narrative often
develops such that an initially delightful, albeibusual, reality becomes threatening for the
protagonist. Once his position in this alternatvarld becomes a problem, he is forced to make a
risky return to the world that he came from. Clg&@anta Rosa is ho ‘Wonderland’; from the very
beginning it is dangerous. But there is still aprapriate narrative progression. At first there is
some distance between the narrator and the réaigbserves (Chs. 2 to 10). Victor Hugo is not a
witness to the distressing events told by Damidaeainta, or Conrada. They are part of the (albeit
recent) past. In Victor Hugo's first few days imm&aRosa, very little happens to him directly. He
is told of Julian’'s disappearance, but does littlere than listen to the conversations of others
about the situation. He offers no thoughts on ttadten himself. In short, the narrator is at one
remove from reality in both odd- and even-numbareapters. Slowly his involvement develops.
The even chapters (6, 12, 14) begin to featureogigds rather than testimonies. Although they
offer limited information, since the interlocutase wholly or partially absent, they at least allow
Victor Hugo more direct access to what is happerirmund him. That is, they do not have

mediating narrators. It is here that the possibdita threat to Victor's life is first suggestedhen

1> perhaps the best examples of this plot patterdéze in WonderlangndGulliver's Travels Christopher
Brooker cites it as one of his 7 universal strugslinThe Seven Basic Plosondon: Continuum, 2004).
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the journalist (and fellow outsider) Rubén Menddgakilled for having asked too many
impertinent questions of Lencho Guadarrama (Ch. ARjhe same stage, in Chs. 11, 13, 15, and
17, the violence that has dominated the storiethéneven chapters begins to leak into Victor
Hugo’s own narrative. He offers his first indepemidénoughts on the situation in Chapter*dn
Chapter 13, we see the attack on Santa Rosa [yetieral Judicial Police. Even here, though the
violence is how occurring in the narrative presad,are still told the details second-hand, since
he is safely at home at the time. This changedinlG, when helicopters belonging to the military
attack prospectors for gold in the river while tiarator and his father are visiting a friend there
Finally, in Chapter 17, the extent of Victor Hug@ennection to the town’s current situation
becomes clear, when his uncle Lito accuses hinaeihly indirectly caused Julidn’s abduction, and
a threat by thearcosto his own life is reveale.The narrator’'s own voice is strongest in these
pages (109-113), which occur roughly half way tigfothe novel. At this point we might expect a
narrow escape back to the safety of the city. Thisshat we get when Victor Hugo'’s truck is
attacked on his way back to Chihuahua in the ficlshpter (208). But it does not happen
immediately. Instead we are presented with theetwetten documents that | mentioned above,
occupying almost the entire second half of the hdwhall discuss the play -Guerrero negro—

in the second section of this chapter. Evidently are meant to contrast these literary
representations to the ‘reality’ that has come teeftn several respects, as we shall see, they do
not compare favourably. In the children’s’ adveatuto which | am comparingontrabando the
protagonist is usually afforded the opportunityléarn something important from his stay in a
mysterious land. Here it is as if, before he lea¥stor Hugo must be shown to have failed to
learn what he ought. The reality is too confusimganyone who is living through it to comprehend

in full. The only person who might is an outsidiére reader. As we shall see, the arrangement of

'8 ‘Ahora, la mitad del pueblo, los mas pobres, se ¢envertido. Quiza porque no tienen nada que perde
porque quieren cambiar de suerte o porque dellatto llegan los americanos con cargamentos de ropa,
medicinas y alimentos que reparten dos veces aleariunio y en Navidad’ (74). These speculaticars loe
attributed to Victor Hugo, but many of the othetadls in the chapter are tagged as the opiniontioérs
(‘Dice mi mama’, ‘dicen que’, etc.).

"*En uno le decian [a Julian] que previniera a 8m@ [Victor Hugo] que venia de México a escritbbee

los narcos, porque no lo iban a dejar llegar’; s, agrego [Lito] con voz grave, mirdndome a [os,cse
podria decir que ta en parte eres culpable deddepasé a Julian’ (112).
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chapters also suggests that this is the case.

| Pueblo en vilo

One way in which an otherwise ‘polyphonic’ narratigcoheres is around a common emotional
outlook. Rascon portrays a town whose inhabitamts tarmented by moral and practical
uncertainties, and their attendant emotion, confusince drug trafficking is a clandestine and
predominantly male business, one group of peokédylito be left in the dark about it are women.
As in much of his work for the theatre, Rascon pgrgsater attention to their experiences than to
men’s’® Three women offer extensive testimony in the noReimiana (in Ch. 2), Jacinta (in Ch.
4), and Conrada (in Ch. 18)Since they appear to have no direct involvemenhéndrug trade,
the losses they incur as a result of it seem pdatily unjust. All three fail to resolve important
doubts about what has happened to them, and thisision is an integral part of that sense of
injustice. In Ch. 2, at least, Damiana fails to emsthnd why her family was targeted. Jacinta never
discovers whether her husband is dead or aliver&@lannever learns how her son was killed, or
who was directly responsible. The connection betweéeubt and injustice is most firmly
established in Chapter 2, when Damiana is inteteagabout her family’s involvement in the drug
trade:

Me hacian muchas preguntas que yo no entendia. cQéeta gente andaba

conmigo. Que cudl era mi verdadero nombre. Quetos&rampos teniamos. Que

en qué ciudades teniamos propiedades [...] Yo noméia dNo sé. No. No sé. No.

No sé. Qué mas podia decir [...] Me pegaban en éhegjo. No. No sé. Me

metian la cabeza en el agua. No. No. No sé. Meéadhsoda en las narices. No sé.
No. No (19-20).

Rascon renders the situation more maddening bgrider in which the interrogation is presented.

18 According to Adriana BerruecoEl derecho y la justicly ‘es relevante la presencia de personajes
femeninos (Tina Modotti, Concha Urquiza, la MaliaciRita Carrillo, por citar unos cuantos ejemplos,
cual dota de una caracteristica distintiva — podecir que es el reflejo de una obsesion que acinlza
existencia entera del escritor — a los dramashgdado y literato chihuahuense’ (p. 2).

91n addition to the fact that these are the priakigharacters in Rascén’s adaptatioitCohtrabanddor the
theatre (apart from a fictionalized version of hifisakin to the novel's narrator),the partial astmhfused
understanding of events possessed by each chaimetisp a major theme of the play: ‘El conocimiede

la verdad es necesariamente ambiguo y fragmergari cada uno de nosotros. Este parece ser el gento
partida que tomd/ictor Hugo Rascon Band@ic.] para elaboraContrabandg en la que recoge algunos
personajes de su premiada novela proxima a pusdicé®lga Harmony, ‘Introduccién’, in Rascén Banda,
Contrabandd1993], p. 7).
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Damiana is subjected to a volley of questions, eawh of which could be adequately answered
with the response ‘No sé’: she simply does not knGme assumes that in fact this is how she
replied. But the dialogue is not presented thustebd, she does not appear to get the opportunity
to reply, even though each question demands amniative answef’ The repetition of ‘que’ is
mechanical and incessant. By the time her wordsem@ded, it is as if she is responding to all the
questions at once. It is overwhelming, thereforbe Police, we might infer, were not in fact
expecting a coherent answer. Once her plangensénas finally introduced, it is not even the
correct reply to what is happening to her. At thant, following every description of physical
torture, it feels futile to respond as she doededd, her response is minimally varied (‘No. No. No
sé’ > ‘No sé. No. No’). No mattdrow she says the same words, it cannot prevent theetdr but
she continues to try, as if there were no otheionpavailable. The disorder in this dialogue
conveys who is in control of the situation, and é&x¢ent of Damiana’s confusiGhWhen she is
released, her emotional state (confused, and iadiyris all that remains. She no longer has a

family. Better, one feels, to have died in thecktan Yepachi than to be left like this.

The reader is invited to share some at least othlagacters’ uncertainties. Our understanding of
the town’s mayor, Julian, is a case in point. éhitmpressions of him are likely to be positivet no
only because he is a member of the narrator’s farilt because he demonstrates his generosity
very early in the novel by assisting the ill-fatitinta both to set up a stall in the town afterish
abandoned by her drug-trafficking husband José resjcand to educate her fatherless children
(38). The juxtaposition of Chapter 4, in which Ja&iportrays him positively, and Chapter 5, in

which he is first reported missing, invites us ympathize. Given the novel’'s subject matter, it is

20 stylisticians would term this a dialogue in whitte correct ‘turn order’ is not respected, suggesthat
one party is bullying and the other is left frustdh See Fowled.inguistic Criticism(Oxford: OUP, 1986),
pp. 109-114. Fowler claims that ‘yes-no’ questiarescommon in interrogations, where one particifgirt
full control of the subject matter and the othem caly affirm or dissent. The questions here dovalfor a
fuller response, but, of course, that appears tddméed. The fact that Damiana responds ‘No’ migidaw
that she feels like she is being asked a seriégesfno’ questions, that she feels as if she isuoh a
dialogue where she has no control.

2By way of contrast, consider the similar situationLeénidas Alfaro’sTierra Blanca when don Pedro
recalls his interrogation by the police after beimgngfully arrested: ‘Después, me dieron unos [esppa
que los firmara. Les dije que no sabia leer niedscisic]. Me contestaron que eso les valia magie, yo
pusiera mi huella. Les dije que no, que se fuertanchingada, que podian matarme y que no les gmdlar
nada... porque nada malo habia hecho’ (p. 31). Paaprears unrealistically calm about his predicament.
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important for the characteristically wise Rafa@aliscount any connection between Julidn and the
narcos ‘Si fuera mafioso, lo protegerian los narcos y jodiciales, pero como no ha querido
entrarle a la yerba ni a la goma, quieren veng##d82* While there are doubts about the purpose
of the journey during which he disappeared (41)stmaf the details that follow invite our
compassion: the attendant of a local petrol statieptly fails to spot that he was being abducted
when he recognizes him there on the day of theakgimg (51), and we soon obtain further
evidence of his generosity, when we learn that @deras also been provided for, with a job at

the radio station, after losing her son (68).

The first challenge to Julidn’s reputation is preed by Damiana. This is significant, for it is not
until Chapter 16 that any doubt is cast on heryswhich is by far the most shocking and unjust of
all of the testimonies, and is given pride of plasfeaping our initial impressions of Santa Rosa, by
its position in Chapter 2. So we are meant to takeseriously, and she accuses Julian of having
orchestrated the pitiless assault on Yepachi {89) this new light, Julian’s generosity begins to

sound like corruption or social banditry, typicéltloe narcos

Mientes, le responde Conrada, €l es un buen horlae6 el pantedn, hizo la
escuela nueva, arreglo la iglesia, echo el aguabfeoty esta abriendo el camino
para Sonora. Estd compautado con esa gente, @aména (89).

This impression is strengthened if we recall th&itke of another man highly esteemed in Santa
Rosa: Bernabé Gonzaga. Bernabé built up his répatay bringing new products to the town, and
by loaning liberally on credit at his store (60—But he also took advantage of the new roads
connecting Santa Rosa to the outside world to eplbe region for drug production, and is
subsequently blamed for bringing the town to rdih)( Thus, Julidn’s construction of a new road

to Sonora cannot sound completely innocent atghist>* Moreover, if he has any connection at

2 Rafaela is a keen proponent of the idea tratosandjudicialesact and look the same: ‘los judiciales y
los narcos no distinguen’ (42); ‘tres hombres, giades o narcos, quién sabe, son tan parecidoy’ (60

% Yepachi has been the site of drug-related violeinceecent years too. See <http://www.borderland
beat.com/2010/04/chihuahua-on-borderland-beat.htmI>

4 Indeed, Epigmenio and Rafaela rehearse this dedbaiely afterwards: ‘Y los narcos podran viajarsma
facilmente a ver sus siembras, agregdé mi padresoldiino cumplié su promesa de hacer la carretaraj se
hace mal uso de ella, eso no es su problema, rdigpelta con sequedad’ (97).
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all to thejudiciales one is less likely to excuse it now, since Damigraccusation immediately
follows the scandalous attack on the town in ClrapB8eby agents of the PFJ. Nevertheless, it is
impossible to arrive at a firm conclusion about ti@n. In Chapter 14, the head of the PFJ denies
any knowledge about Julian’s abduction in a telegh@onversation with the governor of
Chihuahua (94). In Chapter 17, Julian appears ve heceived threats from the traffickers (112).
Nevertheless, he is guilty in other respects. lagér 19, it is revealed that he abandoned a girl
named Anselma in order to marry his wife Marcelag dhat the girl then committed suicide,
leading her brothers to seek revenge on J@figtis fate is never revealed for certain, althougb t

of his bodyguards are later found dead (209).

Another cause for uncertainty is that Victor Hugsists the temptation either to endorse or
challenge the stories he hears. There is a nigteamplete absence of modal adverbs, evaluative
adjectives or verbs implying special knowledge wlnjsctive judgement that can be attributed to
the narrator himself. In short, his style is ‘joalistic’, befitting a non-participant observér.
Nevertheless, the narrative as a whole is not ‘cdididently we are offered a wealth of
perspectives in the even-numbered chapters. Thisdasthe case in the sections narrated by Victor
Hugo:

Se oy6 un tiroteo. Les van a dar un balazo, métamnsé mi padre. En el balcén de

enfrente estaba Nicho, mi primo, que es juez de Pazn que en la otra banda

andan tocando puertas. Parece que los forastesoarbalgo. Si nos vienen a tocar,

no hay que abrir, nos aconsejo [...] Tratamos de blgreto a cada rato se volvian

a escuchar los balazos. Algo debe estar pasarjdandimadre. No pasa nada, la

tranquilizd6 mi padre. Si pasara, ya hubieran pamdmile. Tenia razén, la musica

seguia [...] Hoy en la mafiana vino muy temprano miLifo a enterarnos de lo

sucedido. A la plaza habian llegado al oscureesrttbcas nuevas, las mismas que
vio mi padre (86).

Here there is plenty of emotional response to tteclka on Santa Rosa by thealiciales But it is

presented through the words of other charactetlseimarrator’s presence, and not by the narrator

% The fact that they wait for him in the town squeeealls the scene of Santiago Nasar's deatbrémica

de una muerte anunciaday Gabriel Garcia Marquez. Clearly there are othasons for violence in Santa
Rosa, not just the repercussions of drug producfidrat is one inference we can draw from Rascon’s
representation of the town Wolver a Santa Rosalrug trafficking is hardly mentioned, but the tovs far
from idyllic in other respects.

%6 Roger Fowler would call this a ‘type C’ narrattite most impersonaLinguistic Criticism p. 141).
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himself. Speech is not indicated by quotation masksndentation, but several sentences are
introduced or qualified as speech. Others appehbe twanscriptions of speech by implication. All
three sentences between the narrator’s introducfiddicho and the phrase ‘nos aconsejé’ are best
understood as Nicho’s words, even if only the &&sitence is marked. Furthermore, the narration
that follows this quotation, which begins in thedi two lines, is introduced so as to suggestithat
is transcribed exactly as Lito told it. There migtg well be a semi-colon after the phrase ‘lo
sucedido’. The only judgement one can clearlylaita to the narrator amounts to a statement of
fact, that his mother was correct to say the mugs ongoing. Otherwise, he limits himself to
describing facts and actions. Speech is introdulbetjt is not commented upon. The synonyms
for ‘said’ (‘grit¢’, ‘tranquilizé’, ‘aconsejo’) ceiainly have connotations, but they are neutrahis t

context, suggesting tones of voice that would karciithout the use of such specific words.

Despite the lack of help from our narrator, thedezais not left bewildered bZontrabando
Rascon Banda simply finds more subtle ways of érflting the reader’s evaluation of characters
and events. Most obvious is the introduction of amgnt information at unexpected moments, in
the manner of the ‘dato escondido’ so beloved ofid&argas Llosa. Thus, when Damiana
mentions her husband Rogelio Armenta in the seadvapter (14), it is insignificant until we
realize that Rogelio was brother and ally to thestmimportant local trafficker, Valente Armenta
(105). Perhaps Damiana was not so innocent aftéf @ilich details typically provide evidence
against a character, in contrast to their own poiiniew. But they are not always damning. It is in
Valente Armenta’s letter (123) where we learn of hiurder of José Dolores, which can only
increase our sympathy for Jacinta as she clings time prospect of her husband’s return (e.g. 38).
In such cases we can assume that at least sonhe tdwnsfolk, implicitly the narrator and his
parents, are able to make informed judgements.eBwhere it is only the reader who could,

because the message is conveyed by the arrangefrtbiet novel, and not by events in the story.

2" Another potentially important detail is that arettof Valente’s brothers, Rémulo, lived in El Mafico
(104), which is the village to which Damiana retsefor support from thgudiciales before approaching
Yepachi. Therefore, the claim that thugicialestravelling with Damiana werearcos initially presented by
Damiana as a calumny (22), could well be true.
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The significance of narrative juxtapositions is emsarily invisible to the characters, and
Contrabandomakes effective use of them. Thus, Antonio Agislédea for a romantic film about
the north (24-5) seems ingenuous when the veryctegiter, about Jacinta, shows the ‘real-life’
consequences of such a hopeless belief in romdiikewise, the film script written to his
melodramatic specifications appears all-the-moeagl@guate when contrasted to the matter-of-fact
mention of death that Victor Hugo includes in thiealff chapter: this is not a situation to
romanticize. The fact that every chapteContrabandcends on the precise words that provide the
title to the next chapter provides an illusion teaents inContrabandoare only superficially
ordered. It might appear as if Victor Hugo simpiiftd from one thing to the next. But this could
not be further from the truth. Accordingly, the e of division is best emphasized because a
violent dialogue between two old friends, titled t@ o yo’, is made to follow Victor Hugo's
consideration of religious divisions in the town ,Ghapter 11. The title of Chapter 13, ‘Una noche
en Santa Rosa’ would be merely descriptive if ootfie irony, visible only to the reader, thatsit i
the name of a love song mentioned in the previbapter. What follows shows that reality fails to
live up to idealistic expectations. And the calloess of the head of the Judicial Police is evident
from his very first words in Chapter 14, ‘Qué bonies Chihuahua’, because they follow

convincing evidence to the contrary in the chapedore.

If the global significance of events in Santa Rissanly meant to be visible to the outsider, to the
reader, then this is reason enough for Victor Heigiigcretion as narrat8tAs a temporary insider,
he cannot be seen to be more knowledgeable thathibecharacters. But it is not the only reason.
On several occasions the importance of merely hgawitness to events is notédvictor Hugo

feels this need in the very first line of the novil.] no quiero dormir sin dejar un pormenor de lo

%8 Much characterization i€ontrabandois achieved via dialogue, so it is notable howelit/ictor Hugo
gives away on those few occasions in which he d=chis own words: (e.g.) ‘¢ No es usted investigador
me solté de pronto. Le contesté que no. Es queantion que habia llegado un forastero preguntando
cosas. ¢ Cuanto cree que cueste un detective prileadsos que se anuncian en las revistas? Lewdjeq
sabia’ (28).

% The expression typically employeddar fe (e.g.)‘De Santa Rosa fue el Ministerio Publico a dar é&pp
nadie quiso levantar cargos’ (101); ‘[N]o trae cgse lo haga yo, un simple escribano que sélo diz fles
hechos’ (174).
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que me ha pasado este dia’ (7). And his chaptersvatten in the style of a journal: to record
events, if not to comment extensively on them. idea is that justice is impossible without a
permanent record of events being written. For théson, the narrator’'s family goes to great pains
to document the attack on Santa Rosa in Chapterinl®rder to inform the authorities in
Chihuahua adequatelyThis effort pays dividends insofar as it definee ficcusations that the
Governor presents to the head of the Judicial @dati¢he following chapter. In a novel designed to
raise awareness of the plight of communities in‘gjoéden triangle’, to inform is an important act

in itself. And, in that spirit of bearing witnessach person’s account has to be allowed to stand on
its own. Each perspective is given recognition. ¢éera narrator who lets them speak for
themselves: It is clearly something that the other inhabitaofsSanta Rosa crave. Damiana’s
major concern is simply that her story be heardr ‘©o0 necesito que me escriban una carta para
que se me haga justicia. Y alguien debe hacer widogpara que no se olvide’ (1%)Simply
recognizing her suffering is the first step towarekstoring justice. This is one reason for theustat
afforded to thecorrido: it records for perpetuity the events of most im@oce to the local
community. Of coursegorridos are also notoriously unreliable. There has to teps for a
different perspective too. So Rascon Banda providasy, and we are left to make up our mind.
There may also be a ‘legal aesthetic’ at play hRescon is concerned that all parties should be
allowed to present their case, but that does netlpde the jury of readers from making a

judgement from the best available evidence. Ras@ma lawyer, and many of his plays deal with

%0 Rascon refers to this activity in several worksvas his father's job, &8ubagente del Ministerio Ptblico
to collect information for legal purposes. Legabgeedings are important in several stories fidmlver a
Santa Rosgparticularly ‘Mi prima paloma’, ‘El tarahumar pmitivo’ and ‘La muerte de mi tio Antonio’

%1 This is one way in which Rascén shares Elmer Meatsopreference for ‘showing’ rather than ‘telling’

%t is a common concern, due to the town’s isolatiRafaela gives Victor Hugo the recording of the
conversation between Rubén and Lencho on behdheoformer’s sister, ‘para que se sepa cémo estuvo’
(75); a friend of Victor Hugo's uncle acquired tta@e of the governor’'s conversation in Chapterdatda
que se supiera que a todo lo sucedido en Santal®ibamaban simplemente el incidente’ (91).
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legal proceeding®.One is inclined to say that the adversative soflenuch of his dialogue, in
Contrabandaand elsewhere, was influenced by his experienceuntrooms. Certainly the trauma
of observing division, and the difficult, perhapspossible process of resolving it, are as much a

theme of this novel as of many of his plays.

Il Guerrero negro

Notwithstanding the positive reviews fGontrabandoit is for his plays that Rascon Banda is best
known in Mexico. He published 55 works of theatregr 40 of which have been staged, including
the aforementioned adaptation of his only nd¥éost critics place him within the so-called
‘nueva dramaturgia mexicana’, a generation inclgddscar Liera and Jesis Gonzalez Davila that
counted Vicente Lefiero as a formative influefid@uerrero negrowas published first in 1988,
several years prior to the completion@dntrabandd® Arguably the most unusual feature of the
novel is its inclusion of this free-standing playthe second half of the narrative, as Chapteit20.
spans 35 pages in the Planeta edition, where niugdters barely reach five. It introduces
characters scarcely mentioned elsewhere, and gevékown independent themes and symbols.
So it is worth considering at length how convindynig coheres with the rest of the work. One
could argue, perhaps, that the screenplaylfmte recuerdas just as anomalous. At 33 pages, in
Chapter 22, it is certainly just as long. Howevbeg film script has greater justification withireth

narrative, since it is the explicit purpose of dicHugo'’s arrival in Santa Rosa to write it (25).

% For example, irFugitivos (1992) Rascoén portrays the tribulations of a yofergale lawyer charged with
defending Valente Armenta and la Guera Chendaactens fromContrabando A good survey of Rascon’s
plays dealing with crimes, miscarriages of justicel the legal system can be found in the seconptehaf
Adriana Berrueco’s stud¥l derecho vy la justicia en el teatro de Victor ldugascon Bandgop. 39-81).
According to Adriana Hernandez Sandoval, in ‘Elrejgo del poder efArmas blancagle Victor Hugo
Rascon Banda’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, UnigatcsAutdnoma Metropolitana-lztapalapa, 1990), ofo
Rascon’s best known early workéolens Volensand Las fuentes del derechiustra[n] validamente su
primera etapa creativa, en la cual, profesion yader interpenetran e influyen a tal grado, que ddnutas
alegorizaciones del derecho instituido, y los peatds de los particulares con la ley candnica deldgs(p.
26).

% Contrabandowas first staged under the direction of EnriqueeBa, at the Benito Juarez theatre in Mexico
City in 1991 (Berruecdsl derecho y la justiciap. 69). For a list of Rascon’s plays, see llpg., 121-8.

% Berrueco,El derecho y la justiciap. 1; Hernandez Sandoval, ‘El ejercicio del podpp, 21-2. Oscar
Liera has also written about the culture of dradfitking in his 1984 plal jinete de la divina providencia
which takes the ‘narco-saint’ Jesus Malverde agritcipal subject.

% Rasc6n BandaGuerrero negro y Cierren las puerta@iéxico: Obra Citada, 1988).
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Moreover, the tale that will becomiiste recuerdais effectively narrated by Nana Lupe, in a
procedure similar to the distanced point of vieattive have seen in evidence for much of the rest
of the novel’” Only a few important scenes are delivered direatljith dialogue and stage
directions.Guerrero negroon the other hand, is provided in full, and idwoed almost casually
with a comment in the previous chapter that theystbIsrael Montes would not be appropriate for
Triste recuerdpbut could indeed serve to elaborate a piecehertheatre workshop that Victor

Hugo attends in Mexico City (134). It deserves etaatention.

Guerrero negrois set near the small coastal town of that namBaja California. The town is
famous in Mexico for its opportunities for whaletalaing in the bay, as well as for hosting the
largest active salt mine in the world. The play @ams the fractious interactions between four
characters: an erstwhile agent of the judicialgmlEloy Barcena; the gypsy Saurina, known here
as ‘La Gitana’; the drug smuggler Israel Monteg] ais well-to-do lover, Martha Corona. Israel
and Martha have arranged to meet here before embaok a trip to the United States. ‘La Gitana’
has long had a business relationship with Israelwhom she smuggles cocaine. She has known
and been courted by Eloy since their youth. Forpaig, Barcena has been sent to track down
Montes, using Martha as the unwitting bai¥et, initially, few of these details are clear. @©n
reason for this is the extent to which the fourrahters deceive one another. The first five scenes
comprise cagey dialogues between each pair of ctessain turn (with the exception of Israel and
Eloy Barcena). When La Gitana encounters Marthepihg naked on the beach in the first scene,
Martha maintains that she is there on holiday fdonterrey, visiting her aunt in order to see the
famous Guerrero Negro whales (137, 141). La Gitaakes an allusion to Israel, whom she has

also arranged to meet, but Martha is too wary &akther cover (137). In the next scene, she tells

37 See page 100 above.

% Myra Gann (in ‘El teatro de Victor Hugo Rascén BanHiperrealismo y destinolatin American
Theatre Review25.1 [1991], 77-88) suggests that Martha hasaped Israel, citing Margarita Mendoza
Lépez's synopsis of the play in support (p. 82)r§yéaita Mendoza Lépez, Daniel Salazar, Tomas Espino
eds,Teatro mexicano del siglo XX, 190®86: catalago de obras teatral@8léxico: IMSS, 1987), p. 371.
Moreover, thecorrido that Rascon wrote to be performed alongside thg pbuld be read to suggest this:
‘Su error fue haber conocido | en un dia de mataitsy a una joven de otra clase | que fue causa de
muerte.’ (cited in Berruecdkl derecho y la justiciap. 74). This could equally imply misfortune, not
treachery, and | see little evidence for the latighe text of the play.

105



Eloy that she is a student from Mexico City, inigsting the local salt works (143). In both she
claims to have had her clothes and possessiomngtts6, 145). Eloy is not persuaded, but, before
he can arrest her, La Gitana returns with the cth@b Martha is in fact her daughter Mayra, from
Ensenada (146). Here, for the first time, it isiohg to the reader that a lie is being told. In the
third scene, with Israel, Martha repeats the ided her travel documents have been stolen, and
now it emerges that they have been planning topestathe United States together (148-151).
Nevertheless, in conversation with La Gitana, ierfec5, Israel suggests that this is not his real
purpose, although we never know what that migh{1&9). Shortly before the final scene, we
learn from Martha that she had thrown the documanisy from the beginning (166). Evidently
she had no intention of travelling. Meanwhile, iteBe 4, Eloy has been rebuking La Gitana for a
lifetime of deceit, for having given him false hofteat she could love him, and for selling him
worthless herbs to cure a gastrointestinal ailniE5%). He appears to accept La Gitana’s statement
about her ‘daughter’, but is certain that ‘Mayrs’rionetheless the person he is looking for (157).
Having given the gypsy time to retrieve some unsjgecinformation from Israel, in the final
scene he returns to confront the rest of the gobigetly. Eloy shoots Israel dead, but is killed in

turn by Martha. The curtain falls as Martha andditana are shot by unnamed assailants (169).

The deceit can maké&uerrero negro disorientating. Rascon omits sufficient background
information on each of the characters, so it iBalift (at first) to decide when someone is lyihg.
fact, a lack of contextual clues is a well-recogdifeature of his style, associated with an adsthet
approach called *hiperrealismo’. Vicente Lefieroadé®s it thus:

Ahora ya no se trata de simular sobre el foro eadidad parecida a la que se vive

o reflejo de la que se sufre; se trata de mostganerar tal cual la realidad con la

medida exacta de su tiempo, de su ritmo, de swéagde su drama. En lugar de

optar por una realidad verosimil — que ése si dwae@&endo cada dia mas viejo —
se propone, sin trampas, un realismo verdad&ro.’

According to Myra Gann, ‘hiperrealismo’ attemptsréstore the ‘fourth wall’ to the theatre, to

% Vicente Lefiero, ‘Presentacion’, in Rascén Barfastro del delitoqMexico: Editores Mexicanos Unidos,
1985), pp. 37-8.
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present scenes as if nobody were actually watdiem.*> Above all, this entails (an attempt at)
naturalistic dialogue and a rough correspondendedsn the time that is supposed to elapse
within the fiction and the length of the play agperenced by the audience. The ploGaferrero
negrotakes place over the course of a whole day, smlgtspeaking it does not fit the prescription.
Moreover, there is the dramatic monologue by EloySection 6, and Israel’s recitation of (the
translation of) a poem by Allen Ginsberg in th® stene, neither of which could be called
‘naturalistic’. | shall consider each in turn, beloNonetheless, Rascén’s dialogue does at least
appear to have been ‘transcribed’, not inventedabse it eschews the information necessary for a
third party fully to understand a normal conveimatoetween two individuals who share unspoken
knowledge about the situation that an outsider (gaeler) will tend to lack: This is less true of
the other dialogues presented with minimal contextontrabando Though they both say very
little that is explicit, we already know before tleenversation between Rubén Mendoza and
Lencho Guadarrama in Chapter 12 that the latteanisnfamous trafficker and the former an
investigative journalist” The rest is readily inferred. Likewise, even if wle not see the
governor’s half of the conversation in Chaptervid,do know the topic of the conversation, which
is the attack on Santa Rosa in the previous chapbese chapters cannot stand on their own. The
play can and is obviously meant to do so. This makeharder to comprehend. The previous
chapter (19) does tell us briefly who the four eltéers are, but provides little information as to
why they should all be in Guerrero Negro. We hawewnbrk out the rest for ourselves, from

dialogue that is deliberately confusing. Consitherfbllowing:

Cuando regresé, nadie supo darme razén de miliifarita debe tener veinticinco
afos, entrados a veintiséis. Y estamos citados aquia de La Laguna..Ld
gitana cambia de actityd; Escuchas...B€ escucha una musica suave, atrayente,
magica, que llega del mar con el viento. La Gitaeapone de pie y mira hacia el
mar.)

Gitana. —Alla viene... Nlartha se coloca a su lado y mira en la misma dii&c.
La musica se escucha mas fuerte. Ellas miran fijgendacia el maj. Siempre

“OMyra S. Gann, ‘El teatro de Victor Hugo Rascénd&np. 79.

“l Gann also makes this point: ‘El teatro’, p. 79.

“2 Strictly speaking, we do not know this for certaiihen she gives her son the tape, Rafaela says onl
‘Habras oido hablar de él, se dicen muchas cogas®|, but the implication is relatively clear hretcontext.
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pasa a esta hora. Una vez, cada cuatro semanasboniis, ¢no?Rausa. Los
rostros de las dos mujeres se van transformandolaaonisica que las envuelve.
Hay ilusion, alegria, tristeza y dolor. Ellas girael rostro siguiendo la direccion
de la muasica que se va alejando hasta desapar8eesientan en la arena.

Gitana. —A mi me gusta verlo pasar. Por eso venga &uisiera ir en la cubierta
[...] (140).

La Gitana has just been explaining how her sonpgisared without trace as a child. We assume
she is referring to Israel, from the age she ghersson, which is Israel’s age in the cast lis6)13
and because it is consistent with her comment ahioutin the previous chapter: ‘Es el que perdi
en las salinas’ (133). The supposition (‘debe’) liegpthat she is meeting him for the first time
since their separation. The gypsy is then distchbte the sound of music coming from the sea.
Given the current topic, the reader might assuraeiths Israel who is about to arrive. He could
easily be the subject of the statements that follskempre pasa a esta hora’, ‘es bonito’). Only
with the mention of a deck (‘la cubierta’) do welliee that the two women have been watching an
unrelated ship sail past. But even now there acemi@inties. Take the phrase ‘por eso vengo aqui’.
La Gitana claimed initially that she was in Guenrblegro to meet her son, and this new comment
sounddike a change of tack. But it is not, in fact, ins@stent. Perhaps she often visits the town to
watch the ships, and only on this occasion is iinet her son as well. This ought not to be a
particularly difficult inference to draw, but ingtabsence of secure information about the character
it feelslike it is. Indeed, what happens later in the ptagts doubt on these suppositions. It is
evident from Scene 5 that La Gitana and Israel kanasvn each other well for a long time. Her
assistance to Israel in smuggling cocaine is rede@ya no voy a seguir trabajando para ti’, 161),
and she appears to have provided him with a safeehim the are&.This challenges the idea that
she visits Guerrero Negro to see the ships. Antbgtoint after the conversation with Martha is
there any evidence that Israel and La Gitana dumky related. In the absence of more contextual
clues, consistency with what we already assume tihd case is the best means of making sense of

the dialogue irGuerrero negro However, Rascon makes it difficult to find angimal position of

43+; Por qué no llegas a tu casa o a un hotel? [.. & §¥ casa? ¢ Qué pero le pones? | Israel. —Nutés es
No sabe uno si andas en Guerrero o en Durango).(159
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certainty from which to infer further truths. Sorobaracters lie; La Gitana, | would argue, is
deluded! In this respect, the reader or spectator is inositipn analogous to the characters.
Reader and character are not always unsure almgathe details, but the sensation of uncertainty
is shared nonethele$§sThough it is achieved by separate means, thia stmosphere akin to the
rest of the novel. Arguably, it is an intensificati of it, appropriate to the feelings we could

attribute to Victor Hugo at this stage in the névea

To takeGuerrero negroin Contrabandaat least, as the narrator’s best expression deklmngs is
perhaps the only way to make it cohere effectivaly the rest of the novel. As we have seen, if
the narrator as a character is interested in amytini particular, it is divisiveness and interpero
conflict. Drugs are not his principal focus. Indeealike most authors of drug-related fiction,
Rascon tends not to depict physical violenceCbtmtrabandothere is undoubtedly plenty, but
Victor Hugo treats it in an understated manneis tjuietly mentioned, or alluded to, rather than
described. The unglamorous social effects of draifi¢king are his subject matter; thrilling armed
encounters are not. One could even argue the thager female narrators in the novel suffer as
much, if not more, as a result of words. One ofnlats preoccupations is the censorious local
gossip about her relationship with José Doloreth@gh she repeatedly professes not to care, the
fact that she goes on to mention several preciieigms of her behaviour suggests she has been
effectively made to feel guilt{f. Conrada’s grief is exacerbated not just by heoignce of the

circumstances of her son’s death, but because #nerat least three competing stories that prevent

4 |srael is probably not her son, although | carassiert this with complete confidence. To call kiefuded’

is a judgement informed by what we learn about id@cies in the screenplayiriste recuerdo That
evidence is not yet available Buerrero negro so our initial reaction to her inconsistencielisser to
bewilderment.

5 perhaps another consequence of omitting contexielil is the creation of an impression of intignac
between characters, since the reader knows leasthieacharacters do. We might feel like ‘outsiddéosa
‘knowing’ conversation. This then makes the conftietween the four appear more stark by comparison.
“6‘Ni me importaba que la gente hablara tanto pataarbailando con un extrafio y por haber dejado
plantado a mi chambelan que tanto luché para queigm reina’ (32); ‘La gente hablaba. Decian que m
daba mal lugar y que estaba dejando en descréldjpoedlo’ (33); ‘Descansé cuando se arregld lo del
reinado, pero de todas maneras le gente hablé m(8%) ‘La gente es muy habladora. Yo no hago aeso
lo que dicen [...] Dicen que yo me meto con sus naarjghra sacarles dinero. Puros infundios’ (38).
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her achieving any peace of miffdAnd, as we have seen, Damiana’s interrogationgsntorst part
of her ordeal. Certainly the emphasis lies on thH#esng, rather than its causes, which are
manifold. But there is also a respect in which vgoatle especially important. In relation to one

collection of his workTeatro del delitq1985), Rascon stated the following:

En cuanto a la violencia que dicen que se palpasaénlibro de teatro, se debe a
que basta tomar un teléfono para sentir la agdesiviatente o manifiesta de
muchas de las personas con las que hablamos [.o0]dDre para un dramaturgo es
una obligacion el generalizar y trascender unasiém en vez de particularizaffa.

The author’s interest appears to lie in situatiohsonflict in general, of which drug-related

violence is only one manifestatihConflict, as an idea or a mood, can just as easilguggested

in words as in actions. Perhaps it is better deted thus. If conversation is the bedrock of docia
interaction, and is more common than violent betavito demonstrate ubiquitous aggression and
division in that most basic of activities is anessment of society’s state of decay that is faremor
damning. Though it is hardly surprising that a plaght should use dialogue, the point is that the
aggressive language people use towards each dvimertalls us almost all we need to know about

the situation.

Three of the even-numbered chapters in the novedisbpredominantly or exclusively of dialogue.
As such, there is precedent in the novel for thenftaken by Chapter 20, the inclusion of a play
consisting almost entirely of dialogue. All threegin harmoniously before descending into
acrimony. In Chapter 6, this is evident from thetipgants alone. The chapter begins with only
two interlocutors, in Chihuahua and Santa Rosdcateld by italics and plain text respectively.
The first few messages are transmitted withouthiie®43). Gradually the radio’s weak signal

causes difficulties of understanding between the, fiwr which several different interlocutors (in

“"‘Dicen que lo maté el Astolfo. Quién sabe. El Afstalice que no [...] Muchos dicen que no fue asé qu
otros sembradores [...] Don Laureano piensa otra’ ¢62a

“8 Miguel Angel Pineda Baltazar, ‘Entrevista con dicHugo Rascén Banda’, in Rascén BariBeatro del
delito, pp. 15-27 (pp. 18, 26).

49 According to Adriana Hernandez Sandoval, a tengeéadavour abstraction is a feature of much of the
theatre written by the ‘nueva dramaturgia mexicat#asta la anécdota pasa a un plano secundarfayven

de la abstraccién, esencialmente humana, que pesydos intérpretes con gestos y movimientos
decodificables para cualquier espectator’ (‘El@@o del poder’, p. 19).
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underlined text) intervene to clarify the messdgetime, a separate conversation between drug
traffickers (underlined, in italics) interrupts thrétial dialogue, sowing confusion among all pesti
(47-8). An argument for control of the frequencgws, and even after the official transmitters
regain it, they send messages that assist anatbep gf traffickers. No real harmony is restored.
We might interpret the similarly acrimonious dialeg inGuerrero negraas a distillation of this
idea of conflict. Like the squabbling in Chaptertiée conflicts in the play have little to do with
drug trafficking per se. Here they are about trast] the desire to ‘settle down’. Obviously drug
trafficking is the motive for Eloy and Israel’s enmter, and this results in physical violence. But

is verbal ‘violence’ — accusation, interrogationgar — that predominates.

There is good reason for verbal conflict to condéittor Hugo. Not only is the social fabric of his

town clearly under threat, but perhaps the cohesiohis very family too. Many of the odd-

numbered chapters feature fierce disagreementsebatwhe narrator's parents, Rafaela and
Epigmenio. Such is scope of the social disordeBanta Rosa: there is no escape from conflict,
even among the ‘good guys’, or among those whoraike avoid violence. Some of his parents’
disputes are trivial, such as the question of wimukl take Victor Hugo back to Chihuahua (42),
but others evince a fundamentally different apphnotcthe situation. For instance, both Rafaela

and Epigmenio can be sententious, but their adgudiverge:

No todos ellos son malos, ni todos buenos. Sielmayeguien tiene el corazén mas
negro que el de los demas, y otros que se pasaoaknte [...] Unos son la yerba
y otros la contrayerba (104).

Aca en Santa Rosa no hay ley que valga ni gene dié culpa, dice mi madre. No
quiero que vuelvas a pisar este pueblo. Si siefgsgos de vernos, iremos adonde
tu estés. Acé no se sabe quién es quién (209).

Both statements refer to roughly the same predinaniéhere is obvious wrongdoing in Santa
Rosa, but moral ambiguity withal. For Rafaela, tlisa problem, which she underscores by
drawing attention to what is lacking. There is méerof law, but thereughtto be. Nobody is
innocent, so nobody can be trusted. This is rea&swugh to warn her son against returning.
Epigmenio, on the other hand, presents wrongdoing gerennial feature of life. His emphasis
falls on what alwayss, not on what could be. It is futile to be upsedwahit. As such, Epigmenio’s
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default response to the chaos in his town is swmiti Whereas Rafaela is troubled by the fate of
Julian, Epigmenio makes light of his disappearajuténg that perhaps he has eloped with another
woman (52), or defrauded the local government'arfoes (171). His major interest, even after
injury in the final chapter, is mining, as if natli in the town had chang&tOccasionally this
leads him to fail to take the threat of violencaassly, such as during the aerial attack on therri
‘Sélo estan jugando, los quieren asustar, dijo adre’ (100). Nonetheless, he is enthused by the
exploits of the Armenta family in Chapter 16, amdldves thecorridos, which leaves him open to
the criticism that he only pays attention to thengbur of drug trafficking, and not its grim reality
Rafaela, by contrast, has no interest in ¢heidos What matters is the tangible threat to her
family in Santa Rosa: ‘Me importa un comino, conaenti madre, los que desaparezcan all4 [en
Sinaloa]’ (170). She defends Julian vociferoushquigh the evidence against him accumulates.
And to her husband'’s irritation, she even asks iBpigjo to transport one of her godsons, a known
trafficker, into the mountains (98). In short, tiamily loyalties expose her to exactly the sort of

complicities that are incompatible with the desoreletermine ‘quién es quién’.

Both of these characters’ foibles can be viewe@ @®nsequence of their anxiety to preserve a
precious (and precarious) sense of identity undeditions of great insecurity. Rafaela can no
more abandon her family than Epigmenio can abatittrappings of his traditional local culture.
The same self-doubt is in evidence throughout theehin the townsfolk’s suspicion of outsiders.
Nearly everyone attributes the origin of the drugdé in Santa Rosa to outsiders, for whom
Bernabé Gonzaga is the prototypén Chapter 6, thaarcos abrupt interference with personal

conversations on the radio appears to be analogibsa general tendency to meddle in local

* Epigmenio’s reaction might be fruitfully comparedEdgar Mendieta’s, in the fiction of ElImer Mendoz
Both play down the significance of disturbing eweriut there is usually more bitterness and sédicafg
humour in Mendieta’s voice the product of prioratiem reluctantly abandoned.

*L‘Mi padre esta todavia en la clinica del Parqué€Hiuahua, pero ya se salvé y todos los dias pide
médicos que lo den de alta para regresar a SastyRienunciar otra mina antes de que se la gé2@e8).
*2Bernabé’s life and demise are retold by Rafael@hin8, one of her ‘retratos en blanco y negro’.
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affairs> Violence and corruption are inevitably the preseoi ‘forasteros® And even Victor
Hugo sees the foreign protestant missionaries ssuptive and divisive (73). If the conflict
between Victor Hugo's parents is essentially obver most appropriate emotional (and ethical)
response to the town’s decay, then a conflictingception of local identity is closely associated
with it. It matters to Victor Hugo since it will flmence his own conclusions. In dialogue, the
narrator's parents play out their son’s dilemmas: terms on which he can take any pride in his
roots. Indeed, one way of understanding the oddbeuwed chapters iContrabandois as the
gradual assumption by the narrator of a probleniatial identity. Initially he appears to be an
outsider. Damiana compares his appearance to tlatarco or judicial (12). Jacinta asks for his
help to investigate the disappearance of her hukspestisely because he is a ‘forastero’ (28). But
the more we learn about Julian’s potential involeemwith organized crime, the more Victor
Hugo himself is implicated, such that by Chaptem&7discover that the narrator’s well-publicized
plan to visit the town might have resulted in Jukdabduction (112). As such, the subject of
identity is bound to be consciously problematicat ¥ictor Hugo. If Guerrero negrois an
expression of his response to visiting the towentit should be no surprise to see that theme

feature there.

In fact, identity is one of the principal themestloé play, and a principal cause for disagreement
between the characters. As we have seen, in thietfwo scenes Eloy and La Gitana challenge
Martha about her name and her origin. The fact ghatis naked not only robs them of evidence
that could be used to guess at her identity, bggessts her own uncertainty about it also. Like the
narrator ofContrabando and the author, the characters@nerrero negrohave long abandoned

the places they grew up in. They are forced tongetfhemselves less by where they come from and

>3 ‘Qué mas tienes, antes de que se vuelva a metemeilita genteNos vamos a sequir metiendo,
mamacita.. Qué dices, Santa Rosa, no te escucho. Hay mucto. X si te oigo, mi cielo. Cuando vienes
a vernos. Estamos muy solitos por aca en las baaaNo le hagas caso, Chihuahua. Son narg@&mo
dices? Santa Rosa, no te escudDoe los que se estan metiendo son narcos’ (47-8).

** Damiana claims that Julian ordered the attack @pathi after arranging to sell the land there to
‘forasteros’ (89).Narcos and judiciales are indiscriminately described as ‘forasteros’imyrthe violent
attack on the town in Chapter 13 (85-7). The distim between ‘paisanos’ and ‘forasteros’ is impottto
Epigmenio when he considers the variety of suspi&ifmlk who attended Valente Armenta’s wedding in
Chapter 16 (103).
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more by the direction in which they might be trdimgl. But this is still difficult. As a result, bt
Martha and Israel tell stories that allude to theicertainty of purpose. In Martha's case, it tala
written supposedly by her colleague Margo, abouinfured whale stranded on the shoreline,
gratuitously attacked by machine-gun fire from agirag vehicle, but eventually released back into
the ocean with the help of the local police (141-M\2rtha appears to feel vulnerable, just as ‘out
of her element’ as the whale. Indeed, the fact e has been discovered alone, naked and
without identification on the sand by La Gitana +gufatively ‘beached’ — implies that she is
making an analogy to her own situati3rMargo’ is none-too-subtle cover for Martha hefsEbr

his part, Israel mentions a young boy whom he sionest sees playing on the beach (160). He
wonders who he is, and would like to help him, the& child always runs away when Israel

approaches. We subsequently read the followingh&me

No sé qué quiero. Bueno, a veces lo sé. Pero alglieente ya no me importa. Me
aburro. No tengo amor ni querencia. No tengo raiz A veces todo me vale
madre. No sé quién soy, Gitana (160).

His lack of fulfilment could not be any cleareridttempting, therefore, to interpret the childaas
image of Israel's carefree younger self. Israel manonger recognize him; he has lost a sense of
who he is. This is a judgement repeated by La Gjtavho accuses Martha in the penultimate

scene of having corrupted Israel’s character, vatensees him snorting cocaine (167).

Yet the unfortunate complement to this subjectiveecurity is to be pigeonholed by othéts.
During their argument in the third scene, both Marand Israel appeal to a negative judgement of
the other’s character that they each made on teeyr first meeting. Rather than accept that either

one could change, they seek to ‘essentialize’ edlshr. For Israel, Martha was always a ‘puta

% Several details in the story prefigure Martha'e fim the play. She is indeed discovered by antanfethe
police, Eloy Barcena, although this does nothingh&wp her. She is also attacked by a ‘rafaga de
ametralladora’ (169) in the final scene, whichsitler, unlike the ‘descarga’ that merely injures Whale
(141). Finally, Martha comments on the sexual irepuhat brings the whales to the region to materfen

a entregarse al sexo’, 141), and her attractidertel could be seen as equivalent. They attempate sex

in the third scene (149), although they quicklyaesl into recriminations thereafter.

*® The incommesurability between one person or gmaplf-conception and how they appear in the efies o
others is a common topic in Rascén’s work.Maces en el umbral1984), the conflict is between the
Tarahumaran people and the predominant Spanistdaeg culture of Chihuahua. A similar problem
emerges iLos Apache$2004). See Adriana Herandez Sandoval, ‘El ejerdel poder’, p. 27.
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decente’, a spoilt rich girl with a dissolute lifide (154). For Martha, Israel was vulgar and
uneducated from the beginning (183Even far away from the rest of society, they afingd by
their social origins, and by their past. The lattems large in the interactions between Eloy and
La Gitana too. Eloy has murdered many people idifeisbut refuses to take responsibility for his
actions: ‘ellos buscaban su muerte, la andabaradde&(157). As a result La Gitana cannot trust
him, even if he claims that in his own conceptidhimself, ‘en el fondo’ (154), he is not a violent
person. Likewise, her rejection of his advances lagrdprovision of bogus medical treatments in
the past make her difficult for him to trust to®€). There is apparently no way to escape these
accumulated resentments. In his monologue Eloymslaihat spending time on the beach at
Guerrero Negro gives him freedom from the psychokidgourden of the past: ‘Aqui soy otro. Me
siento mas liviano, casi ligero [...] No hay huelldssombras’ (163). However, the entire play
proves that this is not the case, since all folaratiers spend their time here arguing, before
confronting each other in a final scene that lemdsheir deaths. The confrontation is caused

primarily by the failure to overcome long-standfieglings of mistrust.

One colloquial way of expressing this problem it tall the characters have significant ‘baggage’,
and Rascon has explicit recourse to this metaphtited seventh scene, in which Israel glosses the
first part of the poem ‘In the Baggage Room at Geend’, by Allen Ginsberg. This sees the poet

seated in the coach station where he works porgl¢hia spiritual significance of his life while

" Notably, the couple’s most promingpltysicalinteraction is an indication of unity: they hawexg149).
Unfortunately, this is overridden by theierbalrelations, which force a descent into argumentiwittalf a
page (149-150). Speech is once again shown taroeraindication of the social situation than amythelse.
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observing the rush of people and luggage that sidghe inexorable passage of tintelhere are
several reasons why it might appeal to Israel. ftet here is also on the cusp of a change in his
circumstances. He uses the poem in part to biavidr¢éo an unhappy period of employment at the
station®® His melancholy thoughts as he observes the saendeacribed as not ‘eternos’; that is,
they are not durable, transcendent or redeeming,tld® same seems true of the painful and
pointless journeys of the countless passengersi€dpijte his imminent departure, one feels that he
lacks a sense of significant direction for the fatuas Israel has already intimated for himself in
Guerrero negro The verses follow the wandering eye of the paéit) each of the images acting
as ‘objective correlatives’ for the poet's moode ttempleados malgeniosos’, the ‘parientes
llorones’, the ‘indio muerto de espanto’, and thija temblorosa’, whose association with the
poet is rendered even more evident in Rascén’doretsy his use of polyptoton (‘temblando’,
‘temblorosa’) where none exists in the English (dtlering’, ‘trembling’). Many of the people
observed are also physically frail (‘esa vieja t@rdsa’, ‘el duende cojeando’, ‘Pepe [...] con sus
ataques’), which seems to reflect the poet’'s enigtbunease: his ‘spiritual sickness’, if you will
Victor Hugo also makes use of such symbolic eqoatisince both La Gitana and Eloy are
physically unwell in the play (156, 161), a cure ¥ehich is suggested to be a trip to the United

States (for medical treatment), the same ‘curet thiael hopes to achieve for his rootlessness,

%8¢|n the depths of the Greyhound Terminal | sittthgnbly on a baggage truck looking at the sky fingi
for the Los Angeles Express to depart | worryingualketernity over the Post Office roof in | thehtitime
red downtown heaven | staring through my eyegldssssized shuddering | these thoughts were mohiy,
nor the poverty | of our lives, irritable baggaderlcs, | nor the millions of weeping relatives sumding
the | buses waving goodbye, | nor other millionshef poor rushing around from | city to city to skeir
loved ones, | nor an indian dead with fright tagkio a huge cop | by the Coke machine, | nor thistiling
old lady with a cane taking the last | trip of ks, | nor the red-capped cynical porter collegthis quar- |
ters and smiling over the smashed baggage, | ndookéng around at the horrible dream, | nor mustac
negro Operating Clerk named Spade, | dealing oiltt s marvelous long hand the | fate of thousarids
express packages, | nor fairy Sam in the basermaptng from leaden | trunk to trunk, | nor Joe fa t
counter with his nervous breakdown | smiling cowamt the customers, | nor the grayish-green whale'
stomach interior loft | where we keep the baggaghideous racks, | hundreds of suitcases full arfedy
rocking back and | forth waiting to be opened,t tlte baggage that's lost, nor damaged handles, |
nameplates vanished, busted wires & broken | rophele trunks exploding on the concrete | floavpf
seabags emptied into the night in the final | wausk.’ (Allen GinsbergHowl and Other Poem§San
Francisco: City Lights Books, 2006] pp. 44-5).

9 See the fourth section: ‘Farewell ye Greyhound rehesuffered so much’ (lbid., p. 47). Alsdn‘the
Baggage Room at Greyhourid based on a short-lived job that Ginsberg ljadhathan Bolding, ‘Emerson
and the Beats’, ifhe Only Sin Is Limitation: Essays on R. W. Eméssbhulti-faceted Influence on America
ed. byJames AguilafBloomington, IN: Authorhouse, 2009)p. 7-18 [p. 16]).
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which is a psychological problem: ‘En el otro lagkra diferente’ (151). In this way the choice of
this poem in particular strengthens the associdigiween physical and mental ailments that is in
evidence elsewhere iGuerrero negro Hence Israel's addiction to cocaine (166) can be
understood as indicative of an unrelenting attactirte his precarious way of life as a smuggler,

despite his protestations to the contrary with kaitl51).

But Rascén’s translation is not entirely faithiWhether by accident or design, here the poem is
notably more congruent with the concerns of Rasddictor Hugo and lIsrael than Allen
Ginsberg’s original would be. In the original poéimere is a contrast drawn between the situation
the poet finds himself in, the ‘depths’ of the tarad building, with poverty and decay all around
him, and an unreachable ‘high’ ideal that he coplatas as he looks out longingly ‘at the sky’,
which is significantly referred to as ‘heaven’ (ki%). Indeed, the vault of the room in which the
baggage is kept is compared to a ‘whale’s stomaigrior’, which may well be an allusion to the
story of Jonah and the whale, for whom imprisonmierihe beast’s belly was both penance and
symbol for a separation from the divine. In sungréhis a spiritual anxiety (and an implicit
idealism) that appears to be lacking in Rascorésstation. Rascén writes merelglla en la
terminal’. Even though he does use the word ‘patats translate ‘heaven’, which connotes an
ideal situation, the contrast between two significalaces at a figurative top and bottom is not
established. Whereas Ginsberg's speaker is ‘wargimout eternity’ while he looks at the sky,
which has a religious or even moral connotationsd®a’'s poet merely sees it (‘veo’), which
renders ‘eternidad’ just a shop-worn metaphor liertastness of the sky. The comparison of the
vault to the insides of a whale is not even clearhde, since Rascoén treats ‘el estbmago verde y
gris’ and the ‘tablas de badul interior’ as sepaedtaments in the enumeration, not as part of the
same metaphor. When translating Line 7 (‘these ghtsuwere not eternity’), Rascon does not
repeat the abstract noun, which could be takemujligh to imply more clearly an ideal which is
out of reach. Rather, the poet's thoughts are gimpt ‘eternos’: they do not endure. Hence the
emphasis is more on the passage of time. The stheaih Ginsberg, also has a social dimension.

Consider several details of the scene: the Indigking with fear to a policeman (omitted in
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Rascdén’s translation), the fact that only the pmass through this place (for perhaps they have no
other means to travel), and the character ‘fairgpn'Savhose nickname is almost certainly an
allusion to his homosexuality, which would haverbégboo when the poem was written in 1956
(another nuance lost in the translation, which eesdhim as a literal fairy: ‘el duende’). Various
‘oppressed’ groups congregate in Ginsberg’'s unhdppyinal, their presence an indication of

social inequalities that (we asssume) he deplores.

Rascdén’s version lacks this dimension, but it doeserve one of the poem’s important images:
the racks of ‘equipaje’. For Ginsberg, they seenstand for the fleeting connections between
suffering people from a broad cross-section ofetgciThere is convergence, but not significant
inter-connection between theéfhEor Rascon, and Israel, the subject is once adairiity and self-
direction. There may be a significant alteratiortha# original here. Where Ginsberg has ‘nor the
baggage that's lost | nor damaged handles’, Raseiies ‘ni el equipaje que se pierde, ni los
pensamientossados’. The original emphasis lies with the sisiés’ state of disrepair, a reflection
of their owners’ misery. But Rascon refers us backe original point of comparison in the poem:
‘los pensamientos’. Note the generalization. has just the poet’s thoughts about eternithgse
thoughts’, in Ginsberg) , but potentialyl of our ideas, intentions and values. If so, whegt gone
before (‘los pensamientos usados’) is just as mggess as what is being thought right now. In
context, it is easy to infer that Israel is thinkionce again about his ambiguity of purpose in life
Rascén preserves the two images on either sidésophrase that could be used to suggest the idea
of uncertain identity: the lost baggage, and thibed-out nametags. Together they seem coherent:
the thoughts we have had, the labels we were gihenfigurative baggage we carried — in sum,

all residue of past behaviour — feels ultimatelynyportant.

Israel would clearly prefer to hold a stronger seas who he is. He might, then, know how to

proceed. But he does not. In both Ginsberg and dR&sqpoems, the emphasis is on all the

% This becomes clearer in Part 3 of Ginsberg’s paemwhich the poet emphasizes the different tyddsag
on the racks: ‘the Japanese white metal postwaik tgaudily | flowered & headed for Fort Bragg, on
Mexican green paper package in purple rope | adomith names for Nogales, | hundreds of radiattirata
once for Eureka, | crates of Hawaiian underwear’ Rascon only translates the first section.
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evidence that goes against the speaker’s aspiratiaime procession of details that support the
original, negative statement. Their essential eomo therefore despair, and the poem’s procedure
is to wallow in it. This sensibility is also thedteexplanation foGuerrero negrés other important

metaphor: the salt. It is Eloy who draws attentoit, when describing the desolate beach:

Para el oriente, los vientos, los ruidos. De ai&nen los gritos, los sonidos, la
poélvora, el peligro, los barcos, el polvo blancaraPel sur esta el mar y la sal. La
sal de la Biblia. La sal de las hijas de Lot. Yol&iglo el Libro. Ahi estan los
Sagrados Testimonios con el santo y las sefiasdde iay sal en el agua, en la
arena, en el aire, en la tierra, en el cuerpo.nitstehechos de sal. Yo sé cosas. La
sal se necesita para poder vivir. Antes pagabarsabiicra la sal de la vida. La sal
del mundo. Sal. Salina. Salero. Salitre. Saladalna®or. Salazar. Sal y azar. Sal y
azahar. Sal y azar... (163-4).

In the biblical sense, salt has positive connotaticloy Barcena concentrates on these at firist. It
valuable and necessary for life. People descrilsettha salt of the earth’ are honest and simple.
These connotations are clearly part of the atoaadf a place like Guerrero Negro to Eloy, who is
trying to escape the complications and complicitiEis earlier identities, which he lists by name
(as if to renounce them) in the passage that pdsciss extract (163). This is why he contrasts the
salt of ‘el sur’ with the ‘ruidos’ and ‘vientos’ dél oriente’, which together imply the disruption
and conflict that he is fleeing from. He proceeuldigt several negative elements of that previous
life, a life that continues for others back in famosa, involving drug trafficking (‘el polvo
blanco’) and violence (‘la pélvora, el peligr8)This is no doubt also the purpose of the reference
to the tale of Lot in the Bible, who fled into thélderness, to a new life away from the depravity
of Sodom and Gomorrah. Eloy would like to do theeato escape his immoral past. But, as we
have seen, there is in fact no peace to be h&lusrrero negrolt is a hopeless ambition. The
possibility of negative connotations for the wosadl' is introduced only tentatively at the end of
the passage. Chance (‘azar’) could easily obstiscambitions of freedofff.Blossom (‘azahar’)

is used by Rascon Molver a Santa Rosas a folk symbol of the violent passions thatro@ippear

®1 The repetition of sounds in ‘polvo’ and ‘pélvoria’ designed to emphasize the association betwaen dr
trafficking and violence.

%2 The reference to ‘Salazar’ is less easy to congmeéhThe surname is common, but nobody in particula
comes to mind. In the final scene, the drug lora Wwhs sent Eloy to trace Israel is called ‘Saldjwahich
connects the word ‘sal’ to something more negathés). Unless Rascdn has made a mistake, with (\Gald
meant to be ‘Salazar’, | cannot account for thiefah this passage, other than as a play on words.

119



to animate social life in the toWAThe play’s final scene confirms that such passjmrsist in
Guerrero Negro. By closing, or trailing off, on recambivalent words, Eloy suggests the same
uncertainty of purpose that informs the behavidualbfour characters in the play. Indeed, salt
could easily be given an even more negative spioy Eils to elaborate on it, but his line of
thought can be continued by the reader, espeaailye he goes on to consider both the positive
and negative connotations of the sun and the madhefollowing page (164): ‘el sol es bueno y
malo, segun como se vea'. We can do the same. Dilies®e negative senses is given by Victor
Hugo in the closing lines of the novel, in which bemoans his situation with words that must
surely remind us of the play: ‘Pero mejor no loosapntando, porque dicen que en el teatro las
cosas contadas se salan y nunca se hacen redkddqg’ Salt, we infer, can also be a symbol of
bitterness and failure, by contrast, of courseh wie figurative sweetness of victdfyGiven what
else we have discussed, these are more approgeiatienents for Eloy and the other characters in
Guerrero negro and for Victor Hugo too. In this sense the chi@racof the play instantiate the
mood of the author as his stay in Santa Rosa isidgato its close. If this is true, Victor Hugo is
slightly more partial to his mother's emotionallygaged response to the turmoil in the town,

rather than his father’s droll detachment.

But despite such thematic links and continuities this readeGuerrero negrdeels slightly out of
place. In the rest d€ontrabandg and inVolver a Santa Rosdascon portrays the hellishness of
life in a close-knit community, even as he lameaht community’s self-immolation. It is as if he

needed to find precisely the opposite location,dimpty beach by the sea, somewhere thousands

®3:Santa Rosa es como todos los pueblos minerosmdisirodeados de cerros de metal que provocan
fen6menos. Vivimos entre huertas de azahares queenen sentimientos y hacen que la gente sufra
pasiones’ Yolver a Santa Ros®. 69); ‘En Santa Rosa siempre se ha dicho qgerte de El Mirasol esta
loca, porque el calor que hace alla no los dejenitor porque de tanto vivir bajo el aroma de loateres de
sus huertas, se les ha dafiado el cerebro y loepadredan a sus hijos parte de su locura’ (Ipid37).
Typically azaharhas a purely romantic connotation, but at leaghéncase of the village of Mirasol (‘Los
locos de Mirasol’, pp. 37-46) the town becomes kmdav its drug trafficking and violence.

% One critic, referring briefly to the play in istitan, also talks of the salt as a symbol for bitess: ‘[E]s
ademas importante la presencia (implicita, puesos citada) de la sal, el elemento que es simbelta
amargura que corroe las vidas de los cuatro pgesir{&rancisco Beverido Duhalt, ‘Arena: mar y @et.

El paisaje como personaje en la joven dramaturgiandrte de México’Tramoya 59 (1999), 119-126 [p.
125]). As Beverido notes, Rascon fails to develop symbol in the play, but we can assume thakiting

in Guerrero Negro is significant, and the salt frib/a mines there is firmly associated with the plac
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of miles from his rural society and its tangle obtbus allegiances, in order to emphasize better
his own despair. Even here there are no easy aofjtno ‘black and white’. Guerrero Negro feels
like a place to escape to, and it is for Eloy aschél, but it offers no firm or permanent
fulfilment.® It is merely a ‘liminal zone’, a waypoint betwedviexico and a sought-after
‘promised land’, the United States. All four chaeas make reference to going there, so there is
something especially hopeless about the protagomiseting their end here, on the final leg of
their journey. As suchGuerrero negrcechoes the first scene of the novel, in whichttafickers
Rubén and Santos are murdered just as they lo@sdape to the runway side of Chihuahua
Airport, another ‘liminal zone’. Perhaps, at th@irnt in the novel, we can take Victor Hugo to be
despondent about his own chances of escape. Néesththe play does not fulfil the need to bear
witness (‘dar fe’) to what is happening in Santas&aowhich is clearly (part of) the purpose of the
rest of the novel. It is too neat, too self-condginto do so, which is probably the result of its
original need to stand alone. Arguably the endm¢neater’ with the deaths of La Saurina and
Martha, for instance. There is narrative closur@eath. But closure is precisely what has been
lacking in the rest of the novel. Damiana, Jaciatel Conrada all lack a sense of closure, and with
good reason. Rascon is attempting to convey daobfusion, and anxiety. Yet there may still be
some general coherence in such differences oftsktysirom the rest of the novel. Perhaps Victor
Hugo, the character, feels compelled to imposeraatienal order on events, after braving the
chaos of living in Santa Rosa. It would feel trteefife to leave the two women alive and bemused.
Accordingly, one could argue that Rascén wantsousotice Victor Hugo's failure to adequately
encapsulate his lived experience in his art. Frioisypgoint of view,Guerrero negras meant to be
partially a failure. Clearly, if the play were tlomly instance of such a failure, there would be
insufficient evidence to arrive at this conclusi®here is no irony in the way the work is presented
Nonetheless, | have argued that the novel's arraageis fundamentalGuerrero negro as an
even-numbered chapter, sits between two other Igléaadequate representations: Valente

Armenta’s unrepentant letter, and the melodramaayvily ironized script foffriste recuerdo

®For instance: ‘Aqui soy otro. Me siento mas liviaoasi ligero, y la mente se me aclara. Aqui noreie’
(Eloy, 163); ‘No tengo raiz. Antes, cuando vené&sta playa, me sentia bien’ (Israel, 160).
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They form a set in the novel's progression, botleims of their form (a written document) and
their development of another major theme in theehawe difficulty of producing an acceptable

representation of the violent reality that is nerthMexico. | shall turn to this subject next.
[l Problematic Representations

Vine a Santa Rosa por dos motivos. Pide vacacidhesnes aca se te va a pasar
volando. Podras descansar, dormir a gusto, sirsdsesaltos de México, esa
ciudad terrible, y tendrds tiempo para escribenquilamente, en la calma del
pueblo, eso que me contaste que tienes que hagergpe no te sale, me habia
escrito mi madre. Cuando tengo un problema, ven§arda Rosa, y aqui, donde
no hay luz eléctrica ni teléfono, puedo encontear flantasmas que se vuelven
personajes y los rumores que se convierten en amjosi(24).

This passage, taken from the beginning of the ttivapter, clearly resembles the opening lines of
Juan Rulfo’s iconic novePedro Paramd® Here we are also given the reason for the jouraed,
the voice of the narrator's mother also intervehese with an encouragement to travel and a
positive assessment of the town. But there are iitapbdifferences. Whereas Juan Preciado is
embarked on a grand quest for his father and thiedbhis identity in Rulfo’s novel, here Victor
Hugo’s journey has rather more mundane motivatibmgake a short break from city life, and
perhaps find inspiration for the screenplay he iigivg. The narrator's mother gives much more
pragmatic encouragement than Dolores PreciadRedro ParamoHer view of Santa Rosa is less
idealized than Dolores’s edenic vision of Com&i&Both are misleading, but unlike iRedro
Paramo,in which Dolores provides our first impression abrftala, we already know that Santa
Rosa will not be as welcoming as Rafaela suggestse we have read about Victor Hugo's
encounter with violence at the airport in Chapteardd we have also heard the grave injustice of
Damiana’s treatment at the hand of jbdicialesin Chapter 2. One wonders just how terrible

Mexico City could be if returning to Santa Rosamsopportunity to relax. In short, there is greater

% ‘ine a Comala porque me dijeron que acé vivigpadre, un tal Pedro Paramo. Mi madre me lo dijo. Y
yo le prometi que vendria a verlo en cuanto ellaieral Le apreté sus manos en sefial de que lo, paida
ella estaba por morirse y yo en un plan de proreetedo. «No dejes de ir a visitarlo —me recomend&e-
llama de este modo y de este otro. Estoy seguouede dard gusto conocerte.»’ (RuRgedro Paramo y El
Llano en llamagBarcelona: Planeta, 2006], p. 9)

®"*Hay alli, pasando el puerto de Los Colimotes, ktavimuy hermosa de una llanura verde, algo amarilla
por el maiz maduro. Desde ese lugar se ve Comkdagbeando la tierra, iluminandola durante la noche
(Ibid., p. 10)
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irony in this passage than the equivalent parPedro Paramo because we have been given a
different perspective fir$f Naturally, we are inclined to question Rafaelaldgement as a result,
since she still lives in Santa Rosa and ought mnkhetter, whereas Dolores Preciado is at least
evoking a bygone era. The reader will also redwdl supernatural element Redro Paramothe
ghosts and the disconcerting ‘murmullos’, the veidean Preciado hears on the wind. Victor Hugo
alludes to both here, but the ‘fantasmas’ and heores’ are not to be taken in the same way. He
is referring to the anecdotes he will learn in toairse of his stay, with a sense that the town’s
atmosphere will inspire him to write. There willtrfme anything magical or mythical about Santa

Rosa.

In fact, any disposition to think in supernaturalnsagical terms is derided @ontrabando The
first thought of the brothers Duarte in Chaptes @hat a mysterious figure in the graveyard must
be a spirit, an ‘anima en pena’ (63). But it is etgla Glera Rosenda, on the way to murder her
boyfriend Erwin (in cold blood, for a fee). The prplace dead people actually appear is on the
electoral register used by Julian’s opponent in tinicipal elections, in which the fraud is
described as ‘haciendo la alquimia’ (111). In bo#ses there exists the danger of concealing
iniquity behind the veil of a non-naturalistic deption.®® Elsewhere, it is a front for incompetence.
La Saurina is a character one might expect to finé novel by Garcia Marquez. She is the
mysterious gypsy who sporadically reappears indag. Nearly all her behaviour in the novel is

damaging or dishonest. She informs Jacinta thahaheseen her husband arrested byutheiales

% There are, nonetheless, some echoes of Rulfo’& wothe first two chapters. Damiana appears at the
roadside in the first chapter like an ‘aparecidbl)( and the narrator describes her as ‘la imagenré
muerte triste o del &nima en pena de una mujesegmltura’ (12). The very name Damiana is suggestiv
since it is also a character Redro ParamoHowever, these details come after the violenciatairport,
which is nothing like the situation in Rulfo’'s ndv®amiana could be said to lead the protagonist 8anta
Rosa, as Abundio does for Juan PreciadBedro Paramgsince she is picked up on the road before they
arrive and gives us our first details about the mam region. However, she provides a very cleantpaf
view. Abundio is mysterious and unwittingly misléagl Damiana eventually turns out to be misleading,

the impression that she leaves in Chapter 2 isigtemd straightforward. Therefore, despite thesesnof
comparison, | argue that the reader is most likelgiote the obvious differences frdPedro Paramowhen

the opening lines of that novel are reworked ing@da3 of ‘Contrabando’. The equation has merelgrbe
pre-prepared.

% The title of Chapter 6, ‘Los ruidos del aire’, migilso suggest Rulfo’s ‘murmullos’, but it is ledear that
this is a tendentious description. Rather, it isther example of a very concrete phenomenon — $keoti
radio — which ought not to be confused with anyghinysterious.
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which serves cruelly to maintain the beauty queai&e hope that he is still alive (37). Only much
later do we realize that this must have been adatiwn, when Valente Armenta admits to killing
him (123). Victor Hugo evidently mistrusts her, cihshe comes off worst in his play and
screenplay. In the former, the mysterious ‘guerregro’ statues to which she attributes magical
powers turn out to be devices for concealing cacéli56)° In the latter, she inadvertently brings
about the catastrophic finale to the film by infimghJosé Maria of Manuel's intention to move
away with Rosalba, which forces him to rescue hadl thus reveal the truth of their illicit
relationship. There follows a fatal showdown betwdiee two. In the meantime, La Saurina is
placing a curse on Manuel’s ranch, whereafter shiashit down (200-1, 204). This does nothing
to help the main characters. There is no obviouefiteto seeing the world on her terms, and she

only causes trouble as a result.

To the extent thaPedro Paramds associated with ‘magical realism’, that is,iwithat has often
been criticized as a tendency to mythologize oramtigize remote regions of Latin America, one
reason for alluding to Rulfo’s novel i@ontrabandomust be to reject any potentially rose-tinted
representation of northern Mexico. For this reasamgic is criticized in the manner | have
detailed’* Rascén means us not to marvel at rural supersitiout to be shocked at the violence
and moral degeneration. But this is not to say Basejects entirely Rulfo’s assessment of rural
Mexico. After all, Rulfo’s approach to Comala ig fass nostalgic than even Garcia Marquez’'s

ambivalent attitude towards Macondo, let alonecteap exoticism of the school of literature that

OIn La Saurina’s description, the statue’s magéftdcts bear a striking resemblance to the effettsing
cocaine (139).

" A similar attitude is evident iNolver a Santa RosaE|l Bachicas’ (pp. 73-82) tells of the arrival iown

of a magician who performs a popular one-man slomly, to disappear at the end of the performanceeme
to be seen again. The story is told in an innogewial tone that revels in the mystery. We arecemaged to
see through this when it is suggested that the mag®had Bachicas killed for accidentally insigthim. In
retrospect, an amusing skit perceived as a jokéhbyaudience during the show appears to have been a
genuine fight between Bachicas and the mayor. Thstary allows a crime to go unpunished. In ‘Las
hingaras’ (pp. 97-108) a group of gypsy women ariivtown to perform marvellous feats of divination
entrancing the impressionable young Victor HugdoBeleaving, they arrange a scam to ‘bless’ tlwalks
valuables in order to steal them, to which Victargd unwittingly contributes. As with La Saurina,dgic’
turns out to be a front for criminal behaviour.
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novels such aPedro ParamoandCien afios de soleddtave inspired? His tone is understated,
but ultimately disheartened. Rascon would enddrisesensibility with regard to a different region
of Mexico with many similar problems, only withotlle magic. After all, Rulfo’'s use of the
supernatural ifPedro Paramawas but one method of communicating the fatalisticld view of a
people left isolated and forgotten by the rest aixMo, mired in poverty, violence and relentlessly
damaging systems of belief. His storiesEirLlano en llamasare realist, even though they tackle
similar subjects. To take an example, one reasora fbelief in the continuing presence of the
pining souls of the dead is the reflex assumpti@t everyone has some sort of guilt to expunge.
The idea is taken literally iRedro Paramebut it is also present in stories such as ‘Esspreos
muy pobres’, in which the narrator’s mother canamtept the family’s misfortunes except on the
understanding that some unspecified sin has beamited in the past. Rulfo’s bleak message is
that the uneducated peasants of Jalisco blame éheasfor their inexorable conditions of
hardship. The inhabitants of Santa Rosa posses$festive way out of this moral predicament:
they can blame outsiders for corrupting their towks. a result, although nearly everyone is
culpable in some respect of collaborating with ditadficking, nobodyfeels particularly guilty
about it. Compared to the self-flagellation of sowofeRulfo’'s characters, this might appear
healthier, but it has its own problems, becauseethstence of at least some moral standards is
essential. Nevertheless, one is reluctant to be jodgemental. As in Rulfo’'s Jalisco, the
environment is overwhelmingly influenti&l For Rulfo, the essential problems were poverty and
isolation, especially insofar as the latter diseged any attempt to alleviate the former. The same

is true of Santa Rosa, and thus Rulfo needs ongniended.

If Rulfo is not the main target, that honour surkegtongs to Antonio Aguilaf It is Aguilar who

2| am thinking, in particular, of novels such asuta Esquivel’sComo agua para chocolai@989).Cien
afios de soledads a very funny novel, as Clive Griffin has persivaly argued (‘The Humour @ne
Hundred Years of Solitudein Gabriel Garcia Marquez: New Readings, ed. Bgrnard McGuirk and
Richard Cardwell [Cambridge: CUP, 1987]). NotPsdro Paramo

"3 This point is made most forcefully in ChapterBwihich Rafaela recounts the stories of severahsboik
who ended up involved in drug production or trdiigy despite their better intentions.

"4 One wonders whether part of the reason for detp@iontrabandés publication until 2008 was a desire
not to offend Aguilar, who died in 2007.
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commissions Victor Hugo's screenplay, to be basedral his own song ‘Triste recuerdo’:
Usted es de un pueblo serrano del norte y debea sébe siente la gente del
campo, cdmo quiere de verdad y cdmo es capaz de poorun amor. Quiero una
pelicula como aquellas que hacia el Indio Ferngnztez hembras de a deveras y
con hombres de a caballo [...] Hay que meter a Ghdleleazar Garcia] en el
asunto [...] Hagale un campito ahi y péngale a decér chistosadas o vistalo de
mujer para que se muera de risa el publico [...] e¥aicho “Triste recuerdo’®=l
tiempo pasa y no te puedo olvidar, te traigo enpemsamiento, constante, mi
amor...(25)

The films of Emilio Fernandez first establishedusntluly glamorous vision of rural Mexico in the
international imagination, during Mexican cinemajslden age’. But they hardly replicated the
intense upheaval of the revolutionary period. Tfeeee Aguilar wants to imitate a representation
of reality that was already inadequate over 50 yy@aeviously. Now, it appears ludicrous. ‘Real
men’ drive pick-up trucks rather than horses. Gnenore likely to die in drug-related violence
than in an attempt to ‘follow one’s heart’. This chuis clear even by Chapter 3, when Aguilar’s
words are introduced. Indeed, given how harrowimg dpening scene of the novel is, it feels
absurd to envisage a film about the north beingraedy. The sentiment expressed in the lyrics to
the song is also clichéd and saccharine. Thistisnsay nobody would share it, however. If there
is one character who might, it is Jacinta Primerag is introduced in the following chapter. Yet
her predominant character trait is naivety. Sheocs easily impressed by the wealth of José
Dolores and the excitement of being crowned bequéen to harbour doubts about her soon-to-be
husband’s character and occupatibWhen he disappears, she clings hopelessly todlef that

he will return, when all the evidence suggests mitse. It is not healthy to behave like this in a
town like Santa Rosa. Juvenile illusions are likidybe punctured. Thus, if we thought Antonio
Aguilar’s perception of the north of Mexico was mlgrfalse in Chapter 3, by the end of Chapter 4

we might be inclined to think it pernicious.

"% Jacinta repeats the phrase ‘me llamé la atentiddémonstrate her amazement at the pomp of thigdles
(pp. 30-3). It serves ironically to indicate justhlittle she really notices, since rumours abas#JDolores
are ignored, along with her father's advice (35gspite her idealizing the situation, her first sdxu
encounter with José Dolores is amusingly awkwaidl @mosaic: ‘Y lo que tenia que pasar paso, ahitemlen
de la cabina de la troca roja, con las puertasrtaieporque él es muy alto y no cabiamos’ (34 Th
emphasis on local rumour (‘la gente hablaba’, oilar [32, 33, 35, 38]) also underlines how embssiag
Jacinta’s behaviour is, especially when she hgsv®up her title for becoming pregnant.
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Following Antonio Aguilar’s prescription, the filmcript provided in Chapter 22 is full of clichés.
But they are obviously deliberatériste recuerdopurports to tell the true story of the romance
between Rosalba, wife of the drug-lord Manuel Foasand José Maria Villarreal, a local rancher.
Epigmenio first mentions the anecdote in Chaptewvb@&n he recalls the wedding of Valente
Armenta (105), and the narrator promises not todishe story’s ending, since ‘la realidad [...]
sobrepasa en accion dramatica a cualquier ficdibr2). This implies the screenplay has some
basis in reality. But it is soon clear that Victdugo is not, in fact, committing himself to the
veracity of the story. He has heard it told diffeéthg on several occasions, but gives no justifaati
to Antonio Aguilar for selecting Nana Lupe’s versiom adapt (174). This will strike the reader as
suspicious, since only a page previously he hatenrthe following: ‘Lo que la Nana olvida, el
Guero recuerda, porgue los nifios tienen mas flastemoria y a los viejos se les confunden los
tiempos y las personas’ (173). From the beginrtingrefore, we are aware that Victor Hugo does
not consider Nana Lupe to be a reliable witness.tive bulk of Chapter 22 is effectively narrated
by her. As elsewhere iBontrabandg Rascon introduces the speaker (‘cuenta la N4A&), then
continues the narrative with the occasional stglisminder that this is supposed to be someone
other than the narrator speaking. Her voice idsatniost apparent in the plethora of sententious
sayings that pass for an old woman’s wisdBniHowever, her doubts about the story are
conspicuous. She struggles to decide who is uléipab blame for events (178), nor can she
adequately explain Rosalba’s impulsive behavio&1)1wasting time on idle and contradictory
conjectures’” Some of her knowledge comes second-hand from BadalElsewhere, she
contradicts herself:

Como hacia el amor José Maria Villarreal, solo Bask supo. Aunque también

los otras mujeres que tuvo desde que enviudo, ddiria, la del restaurante, que
fue la mas permanente de todas (181).

This attempt to cultivate mystery, with a sensethed grandeur of José Maria and Rosalba’'s

’® For example: ‘[T]odos tuvieron razén para hacegue hicieron’ (174).

" Her confusion is foregrounded by phrases suchyastampoco lo entiendo’ (180), ‘todavia no lo
comprendo’ (181), and the series of statementshibigih ‘seria por’ or ‘sera que’ to introduce apation
(181).

8 Ella me conté’ (179); ‘Me contaba Rosalba’, ‘Mernt6’ (181).
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relationship, is undermined to humorous effect bg toncrete, almost banal, mention of his
previous lovers. As if all this were not enoughe ttrustworthiness of Nana Lupe is surely
undermined by association with La Saurina. Nanaeligpequally to blame for the film's violent
denouement since it is she who informs La Saurinthat the gypsy can pass on the message to
José Maria (197). Since she attempts to conceadllfBads affair from Manuel, and does not
caution against it, she must share some of the eblfomthe entire sequence of events. In this
respect, her behaviour is no less counterproduthima the machinations of the easily maligned
gypsy. One key detail corroborates this. Nana Lis@aid to provide special ‘yerbas’ to Ligorio to
heal his ulcer, which dissuade him from travelltagthe United States to be treated (192). In
Guerrero negrolLa Saurina provided herbs to Eloy Barcena to emralcer, to no apparent benefit.
He considers travelling to the US for an operatistead (156). Both La Saurina and Nana Lupe

trust in an obviously faulty ‘folk wisdom'. Clearlyeither of them is reliable.

In a final irony, Victor Hugo promises to change fiim’s ending if it feels inappropriate (206).
Having provided a story that is questionable aandgjall its specifics, he offers to change the one
feature that is meant to be true. Yet the scripstib rejected by Aguilar. If even the most
inadequate representation of life in Santa Rosaatagain the attention of the rest of Mexico,
what hope remains that the region’s genuine plightever be noticed? The novel closes on a note
of despair. While returning to Chihuahua, Victorgdis truck is accidentally attacked by the army,
and several people die. It is narrated in the samgerstated fashion with which violence is treated
elsewhere irContrabando

El Ventarron venia manejando bien, en medio dethe, y al dar la vuelta en una

curva se encontro de pronto con un retén de saddabién puestos ese dia. O no

los vio 0 no alcanzé a detenerse o se asusto gzdes/frenar piso el acelerador y

los soldados dispararon. De la gente que traiarnas adlo quedaron vivos una

mujer y su nifla que venian durmiendo acostadas| guise de la troca. El
Ventarron fallecio al instante (208).

Here Victor Hugo, openly but discreetly, shares same doubt and confusion that many of the
people he has met in Santa Rosa have shown witindég the violence they have suffered. He is

simply unsure how the attack came to pass. Butdes chot particularly need to highlight the
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sadness of this turn of events. Having endedte recuerdowith a melodramatic showdown
between lovers, the bald detail that hardly anyangived the attack is enough to move the reader.
It is a poignant reminder that away from the nggtaffilms and the fantastical novels that
stereotype rural Mexico, there are people dying myriad of unremarkable ways every day. The
dead do not even get their names recorded. Thefoagetten, and the violence continues. When
his friends in Mexico City ask Victor Hugo how hgured his hand, he is now too bitter to reveal
the details: ‘Le digo que me quemo un gusano nggeocayo de un granado, un gusano quemador
de los que hay en la sierra’ (208). The tone isadiresignation: why bother to tell the truth ifist

only likely to be ignored?

ThroughoutContrabando Rascon Banda shows that a major problem in S2oga is not so much
the production of drugs in itself, but the confusi@nd delusions of the people who live there. The
trade has destroyed both the town’s sense of selfamy semblance of moral clarity. But if
anything is to be done aboutspmeondas to perceive clearly what is happening. Thecgire of

the novel, and the events within in, suggest thigtdan only be an outsider. Victor Hugo is part of
the world he is representing, so he does not ctairanderstand everything. His most careful,
poetic response iGuerrero negro but it is more expressive of his general concénas acutely
analytical. It is not even set in the town. Thenficript is worse: it is a (clearly resentful) pdyo
But perhaps by comparing and contrasting the wedlttifferent representations, by noting their
strengths and deficiencies, the reader of the ncarelcome to a more complete conclusion. The
problem, then, lies with the outsiders. Quite afparn the traffickers and security forces that grin
further disruption to Santa Rosa, the people whtten@n Mexico City do not seem prepared to
listen. All Victor Hugo can do is to bear witneesathat is happening, as his parents have done for

the purposes of enforcing the law. He can lendisoitee national voice they lack, to publicize their

" This was a common concern among authors from eorthMexico in the 1990s. Lednidas Alfaro includes
the following inTierra Blancawith reference to an army operation to erradigdéatations of the opium
poppy: ‘Mientras, en la ciudad de México no publicanada sobre estos hechos; posiblemente losdefes
informacion de los diarios capitalinos estimaroe tainoticia no era del interés de sus lectorepiizas, la
consideraron de mal gustd’iérra Blanca p. 99). Victor Hugo’s comment sounds like a dalgtely ‘exotic’
explanation of the sort that his interlocutor inX¥® City would expect.
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plight, and he can demonstrate his own (anguishmdmprehension. The rest is up to us. One
wonders whether the novel would have generatednéeessary publicity had it actually been
released in 1991. By 2008 there seemed little t@sdnply draw attention to the problem of drug

trafficking. ButContrabandds arguably more moving for showing someone whealtand failed.

130



Chapter 5: Trabajos del reino, by Yuri Herrera

Despite their wide-ranging influence on northernxiMan society, drug traffickers play only minor
roles inContrabandgBalas de platandLos minutos negro$n part because it is difficult to depict
them directly without lapsing into cliché. By aratde the emphasis is placed on the multifarious
effects of drug trafficking, rather than on the pbmenon itself. Infrabajos del reind2004), Yuri
Herrera does represent tharcosmore directly, and yet also indirectiyll the main characters in
the novel belong to the inner ranks of a drug taigt Herrera casts a defamiliarizing veil oveg th
story by avoiding conventional terms for the cheexcand the novel’s setting. The cartel is cast
figuratively as a ‘mediaeval court’, ruled over bykang'.? Rather than names, the characters have
titles that often suggest familiar archetypes. Tiag's ambitious second-in-command is ‘el
Heredero’, and he is closely and mysteriously s=siby ‘la Bruja'. The protagonist does have a
name: Lobo. However, he is known only as ‘el Adistt Court, where he functions as minstrel and
jester to the King. Neither drugs nor the U.S. lbordre mentioned by name, but a host of
euphemisms and allusions make the setting appafénis, if there is an emphasis on particulars in
Mendoza and Rascon Banda — a specific place amatdticament — then Herrera strives to draw

out the more universal significance of his naretiv

Accordingly, drug trafficking is not the principtdcus of the plot, which revolves around Lobo and
what he learns about himself as an artist whiléves at the Court. Lobo is@orridista, a singer and
composer of popular ballads oorridos. At the beginning of the narrative, he is workiag a

freelance entertainer in the bars and restaurdirsis onnamed city on the border. When a local drug

! page references are to the following edition: YHeirera Trabajos del reinqCéaceres: Periférica, 2010).
2When | talk about the ‘mediaeval’ qualities of #img’s organization, | intend a loose impressioisense

of the word, more the product of various repred@nta of the Middle Ages in the popular imaginatisuch

as Shakespeare’s plays) than a rigorous structiefuhition. Nonetheless, there are structural sinties
between drug trafficking and some aspects of gamra in the Middle Ages, which | discuss in thestfir
section of this chapter.

% For example: ‘[E]l gringo [lo] devolvia a su casan amor de padre y los asientos hartos de yerraab(33:
yerbais a common colloquialism for marihuana); ‘Ya halprobado menjurjes: chiva le habian dado unos
borrachos pudientes de los que declaran amistatatélla y tres canciones’ (4¢hivais traffickers’ slang for
heroin); ‘No s6lo aprovisionaron a los invitadosicuficiente pisto, perico y mujer, sino que seaaigp un
casino’ (47:pericois slang for cocaine); ‘[Alqui el Gerente va aegitar con unos amigos para que muevan su
musica en la calle ... Al cabo asi es como hacemgeames’ (61). See footnote 35 for euphemisms fer th
border.
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lord, ‘el Rey’, visits one of the canteens in whlabbo is working, he is blinded by awe, and decides
to move to Court where he impresses the King endodde hired as a retainer, in exchange for the
security and comfort of living at Court, and themgany of a girl, ‘la Nifia'. At Court he learns
about the organization by writingprridosfor a variety of the King's employees, meeting snaro
hold a similar position to himself, such as ‘el day and ‘el Periodista’. Lobo basks in the wealth
and the glamour of the ‘palace’, but there are tarsindications that all is not well below the
surface. Although the novel is written in the thpdrson, much of it is effectively presented from
Lobo’s point of view. The suppression of importariormation (which he does not appear to know)
provides a degree of suspefdis is heightened by the occurrence of two mur@érCourt (of ‘el
Pocho’ and ‘el Periodista’), which are not inveatgp but nonetheless pique the reader’s interest
because they pass unexplained for so long. In fhigbajos del reinoborrows some of the
techniques of thenovela negrawhich has influenced Mendoza and Solares. Lobowgro
disillusioned with the Court as he falls in lovethvithe unhappy daughter of the Witch, ‘la
Cualquiera’, who is promised to the King. When Kieg’'s power unravels towards the end of the

novel, Lobo makes his escape to a new life.

The central theme dfrabajos del reinas the relationship between art and power. As stiehnovel

is best understood as a ‘coming of age’ story iicivhobo slowly develops his understanding of his
particular art and its function in the world. Lobairtistic talents are subordinate to the King’' wi
as long as he lives at Court, so the question derel implicitly by the novel is the extent to whic
a dependent artist is an artist at all. | disch&sdt length in the second section of this chajethe
first, I consider the manner in which the novelnarrated, particularly with regard to how it
characterizes the protagonist, then additionallyrdtation to the validity of the novel's central
metaphor, that a drug cartel is in some respedtasito a mediseval kingdom. In the final section |
look at what the novel doewt explicitly tell us. That is, the underlying circutaaces that trigger

Lobo’s own development — the intrigues at Courg thurders, the King's fall from power —

* The narrative is also episodic, which does nop ltie¢ reader to establish a coherent sense of twogvllobo
spends at the Court. This makes it all the morficdif to piece together a continuous narrativewtiat is
happeningehindthe scenes.
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which remain largely obscure. | argue that, degpstensibly writing anarconovelaHerrera implies

a criticism of the reader’s interest in fiction abdrug traffickers.

| Narrative Perspective and the Mediaeval Metaphor

Many of the features depicting the King's orgarimatas a mediaeval court exist independently of
Lobo’s own belief in that metaphor. The King hakreurious palace with gardens (51), employs
several permanent retainers in various stationgshbanquets for his guests (22) and public
audiences for the poor and needy (e.g. Ch. 10)etlietess, the titles given to characters are glearl
Lobo’s invention, and not the narrator’'s. On obseg\his behaviour, on the first page of the novel,
Lobo decides that the drug lord is ‘un Rey’ (9)eTKing does indeed call Lobo ‘artista’ when they
meet, but he does not know his hame at the timatasdnhtended to flatter (13). Once Lobo arrives
at court he simply assumes the title ‘el Artistaithout any immediate cause (20). Among the other
characters, the Jeweller introduces himself byngivhis real name, but we are not told what it is.
Instead, once the man has pompously stated hisgsioh to Lobo, he acquires the corresponding
title in the narrative (21-2). Tellingly, no oneseluses Lobo’s names for other characters. The
Doctor and the Manager are referred to by thdegtjtbut this is not unusual for holders of specifi
offices. ‘El Pocho’ is so called by ‘el Gringo’ (Bdbut this is a common term for Americans of
Mexican heritage, and not one of Lobo’s archetyjteis: simply a nickname. For other characters,
untouched by Lobo’s fancies, the King is just ‘Sef{@2, 59, and 109). Titles like ‘Rey’ and
‘Heredero’ do seem to fit the power structure & tourt, but others are tendentious or absurd.
Whatever ‘dark arts’ she might practice — whichainy case the reader cannot postulate till much
later in the novel — the Witch gets her name sinfjgause Lobo overhears the Heir insulting her
as ‘esa bruja’ (37). He repeats the insult withquetstion, failing to understand it. For the Doctanr,
the other hand, she is ‘esa mujer’ (71). Similavifpen la Nifia calls the object of Lobo’s interest
‘una cualquiera’ — at best a ‘nobody’, at worshassy’ — she is being dismissive and jealous (38).
Nevertheless, Lobo elevates her to the absurd'latl€ualquiera’. He seems unaware of la Nifia's

reason for calling her that. To take what is notynalpronoun as a name or title smacks of a child-
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like miscategorization.

The names accorded to different character§rabajos del reinoare only one part of Lobao’s
conceptual armoury that is mimicked by the narrdiofact, the entire narrative is oriented towards
his point of view. In the main this is achieved tha consistent use of free indirect discoursdetep
with verba sentiendand value judgements that are consonant with ttistA beliefs. On occasion,

it is a colloquialism that gives this away: e.galhla,verdad de Dioshasta algunos que habian visto
el mar’ (19). Several descriptions appear to haaanljiltered through Lobo’s consciousness in terms
of their lexicalization:

Tuvo escuela fugaz, en la que entreleé@armoniade las letrasel compasque las
ataba y las dispersaba (15).

[E]sta cara queima entre sus partes [...] este rostro que aerantona si mismo
(83)°

Here is evidence of a mind that understands thddwuy relating features of it to something it
already knows very well: in this case, for tbarridista, it is music. Many other descriptions are
subtly expressive:

Se oligpromesade carne asada y cabrito (22).

Apenas un par de vochendiana maldiciones el silencio (42).

In these cases, a mental state (Lobo’s, one pregunteudes on an otherwise objective description
because of the specific choice of noun and verbolis excited in the first example, and somewhat

shocked in the second.

Not only is the narrative voice frequently orienteavards Lobo’s own perspective, it is typically

limited to that perspective. An external view is takerhwigard to other characters. Their actions

® Of course, ‘cualquiera’ acts as a descriptive nbere, but it derives from a pronoun. What is intg@or is
that ‘una cualquiera’ is a possible, even commadmnage in Spanish. ‘La Cualquiera’ is not, and apptabe a
contradiction in terms anyway. Errors of grammati@degorization are common in infants. A good eplenis
the failure to understand the reciprocity of promee.g. Youdid it’, ‘NO, | did it’. See Steven PinkeThe
Language InstincfLondon: Penguin, 1994), p. 152.

® In all quotations, my italics unless otherwiseidaded.
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are described in physical terms, their words inioedi bydijo alone, if by anything at allThis is
not to say we haveo indication of the states of mind pertaining toestbharacters. However, they
are usually presented with words of estrangembat,is, with phrases that indicate doubt about the

truth of the description. These doubts must be lobo

Ella ri6 con ternuraquiza(s5).

Esa —dijo el Gerenteomodistraido,como sipensara en algo mas—, es de quien lo
precise (26).

Como quamucha calma para tanta rabia [...] psegurosabe lo que hace (43).

Such phrases are often inserted into passagesefrfdirect discourse to remind us that it is Lobo
who perceives the world in this way. The phragmo siis especially prevalent (26, 81, 108, 126 etc.)
Another device, with the same effect, is to foregub Lobo’s process of thought or perception. The
verbs ver, observay mirar, figurarse and reparar are pervasive. Lobo prides himself on his
invisibility at the palace (30-31), which allowsrhto function as a ‘fly on the wall’. But when so
many allusions are made by other characters tdlsl¢hat Lobo leaves unexplained, the reader is
entitled to wonder what Lobo isot seeing. Therefore, the emphasis on Lobo’'s procéss o
observation serves to remind us of his percepivatations. More than anything, it is this that
generates the novel's atmosphere of intrigue. Hewewdo not think much specific information is to
be questioned by the reader. It is a more genemadeission of uncertainty that matters; there is an
absence of relevant information, akin to Vargasshle ‘datos escondidos’, rather than a series of
significant distortions. Nevertheless, it cannotabeoincidence that the few pieces of information
that evidentlyare a (dubious) projection of the protagonist’s areaduced in a manner that calls

attention to that fact:

"There are some exceptions, and they are signifiddme first two characters to have the tone oir thieeech
described are la Nifia and el Doctor, on pp. 68489.Nifia talks ‘con desprecio’, ‘con crueldad’, and
‘desafiante’. This is where she is castigating Létofailing to understand how the palace reallyrkgo for
failing to see it as it really is: ‘TU no sabes aatk nada’ (68). Although her angry state of mschanifest to
anyone, it is tempting to conclude that an altéveaperspective is intruding here. This is lesdewuily true
for the Doctor on the following page, who talksricdesaliento’. Nevertheless, this is the chaptesrevihobo

is given glasses, and hence begins to re-evalhat€adurt. It seems significant that at the very raohiobo
begins to change his point of view, two other cbma suddenly become ever-so-slightly less inabtat It
may be, however, that Lobo is projecting his owsipient ‘desaliento’ onto the Doctor.
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Observdas joyas que le cefiian y entonsapa era un Rey (9).
Eracomo siempre se habia imagindde palacios (19).

Tiene queserlo,pensdel Artista, si es el Heredero (23).

One might argue, from this evidence, that the needi@vited to query the novel’s central metaphor.
Indeed, although Lobo’s point of view dominates tiaerative, the reader is not invited to identify
with it. Instead, | contend that Herrera intendstaisee through it. Most often, he simply selects
details about the Court that cannot fail to refleatlly on it, then filters the information through

Lobo’s point of view — with free indirect discourse- to reveal the deficiencies of such a

perspective. Consider the following passage:

Salieron a los jardines, pasaron junto a la fuenteuyo centro un dios con tenedor
tiraba agua por la boca, siguieron por el laberdgarbustos trazado con las letras
del nombre del Rey, y al llegar a donde una albsecarnaba con mosaicos de hoja
de yerba al fondo (51).

The King's garden will strike most readerskitschin the extreme, not least the mosaics depicting
leaves of marihuana. This might well remind usha bft-forgotten political function of so much
great art and architecture in the world. Extravaggardens and palaces were as much about
underlining royal authority as pleasing the sendmetheless, this garden seems pretentious and
false in view of the scope of the imitation andatgpreciable failure. Appreciable, of course, ® th
reader, but not to Lobo. This is why the word ‘o is revealing. Perhaps nobody else at Court
would recognize Neptune and his trident either,ciwhstresses anew how starkly instrumental the
garden is: it is not just Lobo who is ignorant. Beg can hardly trust the point of view of someone
who makes such naive mistakes. Indeed, the désarigbunds child-like again, because to a young
child that is exactly what a trident looks like. certain naivety is in evidence on many other
occasions. At times, the narrative voice seemsetpdrodying Lobo’s thoughts rather than simply
reproducing them indirectly. His comparison of tHéng's situation to Calvary in Ch. 7 is
particularly egregious (45). On another occasitwe, propagandistic value of Lobotorridos is

underlined by his very attempt to deny it:

El Artista comprendié. Debia dejarlo cumplir subtig. Para entretener a los necios
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con mentiras limpias el Periodista tenia que hasgshrecer verdades. Las noticias
verdaderas eran cosa de él, materia de corridabjahtantas por cantar que bien
podia olvidar las que no servian al Rey (35-6).

What Lobo fails to grasp, but the reader will nstthat it does not matter much whether the stories
you tell are technically true or false if you se¢ldem only on the basis of whether they portray th
King in a positive light. Both practices are deoept The example demonstrates some of the more
subtle modulations Herrera achieves in the naeatigice. By framing what follows with the
apparently neutral assertion that Lobo understbedsttuation, there is irony (even bathos) when
what follows — in a voice more evidently alignedltobo’s — undermines that assertfoimdeed,

the final clause is more like a caustic aside thgenuine imitation of Lobo’s thoughts. More subtle
still is the following case: ‘No querian sus camas. Los loros de la radio decian que no, que sus
letras eran léperas, que sus héroes eran malgs’'L(&@0’s own voice is manifest in this extract,
with his anger at the situation expressed in tipetitive clauses (‘que no ... que ... que’). The terse
first sentence suggests he is taking the situatoy personally. But another voice is also alluted
We assume Lobo is reporting the response at thie sation almost verbatim, because he would
never use the word ‘léperas’ (vulgar, ‘trashy’)describe his own work. For a second we glimpse
another point of view — one apart from and critiohlLobo — and it is cruelly deflating to his

artistic pretensions.

Our ability to see through the Artist's point ofew is fundamental to his characterization in the
novel. He is young and naive, but he will eveniukifow better. Moreover, the maintenance of an
external narrative perspective towards charactéherothan Lobo, coupled with the obvious
deficiencies in Lobo’s ability to see what is happg, helps to generate an atmosphere of intrigue.
In the main, if we are not given a piece of infotima, we can assume that it is because Lobo does

not know it either. The ellipses are thus motivatgccharacter and not just by the author’s designs

® The same occurs with the aforementioned compan$dhe King’s difficult circumstances to Christ$he
passage begins ‘si algo entendia’, which inviteustice how much Lobo doest actually understand (45).
°It is not always necessary to present a diffepmint of view, since events (and characters) caralsgor
themselves. The self-evidently barbaric behavidwaome of the minor members of the Court is recediit
their own words when Lobo interviews them. It refte badly on Lobo that he does not challenge their
comments, and that he bothers to recover theilestass material for eorrido in the first place (29).
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for the plot. This changes in the latter stagesnmive are told that Lobo has worked out who the
murderers are, even though they remain unknowrhéoréader. In this respect there is a clear
purpose to narrating the novel iff Berson rather tharf1because the narrator can step back from
Lobo’s point of view where necessary: in this caseprder to prolong the readers’ doubts. In all
these cases the narrative perspective functioestefély inTrabajos del reinoHowever, there may
be one area that is problematic. If Lobo is resji@g$or the conceptualization of the drug careha
mediseval court, are we not invited to questionrtiggits of that conceit? After all, at the end & th
novel Lobo abandons his title ‘el Artista’. That idadefined him at Court because it designated his
function there, but by rejecting the Court andidlsals, he recovers his individuality, an identity
independent of his role at the palace. Indeed, nantye titles given to characters in the novel
suggest that these people matter only to the etanthey provide the relevant service to the King
(‘el Gerente’, ‘el Joyero’ etc.). Hence Lobo’s usiethem is expressive of his belief in the King.
When he abandons that faith, he ought to categpenple differently, and indeed, la Cualquiera
loses her nickname accordingfEven the King is just ‘un pobre tipo traicionad®18). If there are
doubts about the justice of the novel's centralcedrthroughout, and Lobo rejects it himself when

he leaves, are we as readers supposed to regetirdly?

The problem is that the ‘mediseval kingdom' metapl®ruseful. Several features of feudal
governance — broadly construed — resemble the mmamevhich drug trafficking (or any
organized crime) operates, and the analogy is maommon among historians and social

scientists.' In a famous essay, the historian Charles Tillyratrized State-formation in the Early

191 obo’s name might be an indication that he is¢aibderstood as an outsider — a ‘lone wolf’ — befand
after his time at the Court. The significance of Caalquiera’s nickname is that, for the King’s posps
(reproduction)anyonewill do. This is no longer the case once she ledke Court.

' Economist Stergios Skaperdas (‘The political ecopn@f organized crime: providing protection where th
state does notEconomics of Governancg [2001], 173—-202) notes that ‘the main job & thafioso is not
much different from that of the feudal knight: h®ydes protection or, to put it more respectabggurity. In
rural Sicily the mafioso used to perform straightfard intermediary and judicial functions that were
conferring legitimacy from the community’ (p. 185).
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Modern period as the aggressive extension of whaemin essence, protection rackKé®ulers
engaged in wars to protect and acquire territorgrder to extract resources from a larger number of
people, because this was the most reliable meaascoimulating wealth and maintaining pow&it.

was mostly a zero-sum game. This is little différenthe conflict between cartels on the Mexican
border in the last 20 years: since the level ofgdransumption in the United States is relatively
stable and the resources directed towards intéditiuge, the best way to increase market share is
not to produce more drugs more efficiently butricrease one’s chances of successfully reaching the
market in the first plack¥.In Mexico, reliable access to the market meandrobof the points of
access, which is the U.S.-Mexico border. As for ynpre-modern monarchs, profitability depends

on the size of one’s territory, and territory inaited resource.

If States have resembled organized crime by viofuine logic of their expansion, organized crime
in turn often resembles the State because of thetifuns it fulfils. For the criminologist Federico
Varese, a Mafia group ‘is a type of organized crigneup that attempts to control the supply of
protection’, which is a basic function of the Statewe call it ‘security’™ The provision of
protection tends to lead Mafias to acquire add#tideatures of the State, especially mechanisms for

enforcing contracts and resolving disputes — he.rudiments of a justice system — since this is a

perennial problem for illegal enterprieBut if drug cartels can function like States, theg very

25ee Charles Tilly, ‘War Making and State MakingQrgianized Crime’, irBringing the State Back Jred.
by Peter Evans et al. (Cambridge: CUP, 1985), fp-—186: ‘Someone who produces both the dangeradrad,
price, the shield against it is a racketeer [...]c8igovernments themselves commonly simulate, stir@ubr
even fabricate threats of external war and sineeréipressive and extractive activities of governserten
constitute the largest current threats to the ilinaglds of their own citizens, many governments afgein
essentially the same way as racketeers’ (pp. 17017
134 T]he people who controlled European states aates in the making warred in order to check orcwme
their competitors and thus to enjoy the advantajgsower within a secure or expanding territonBid., p.
172).
4 See Stephanie Brophy, ‘Mexico: Cartels, corruptiod cocaine’Global Crime 9.3 (2008), 248—261. ‘Like
the state, the Gulf cartel controls territory [afd]] collects taxes. It does this by demandpigps(tolls) from
anyone wanting to run drugs, weapons, illegal imargs or any illicit contraband into the US fromimgs in
Mexico under its control’ (p. 254). The logic ofetlsituation is common to organized crime in genevad
Federico Varesélhe Russian MafigOxford: OUP, 2001) : ‘In a world protected by tmafia, sellers compete,
not by improving quality or reducing prices but &gquiring more efficient violent skills in order &mlarge
their share of the market’ (p. 190).
! Federico Varese, ‘General Introduction’, @rganized Crime: Critical Concepts in Criminolaggd. by
|1:6ederico Varese (New York: Routledge, 2010), pr®2p. 17).

Ibid., p. 6.
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limited, arbitrary and personalistic States, mudarerlike the governments of the Middle Ages than
today’s nation-states. Indeed, in Mexican drudfitkihg, the assignment gflazasto minornarcos

is a necessary devolution of power not unlike tldition of granting fiefs to vassals for land that
the monarch could not hope to control dire¢fhs in the hey-day of feudalism, this grant is the
principal method by which major drug lords maintée loyalty of their followers. Somearco
groups carry out additional functions akin to anfoof ‘social banditry’ as a way of generating
popular support for their local monopoly of powafter all, if States justify their dominance with
reference to abstract principles and the assehteofoverned, criminal groups can follow similar —
albeit more limited — strategié$Drug producers have been doing this for decadéseixico as a
continuation of the traditional patronistic behawi@f large landholders, since in drug-producing
regions this is what they are. There is undoubtedimething ‘mediseval’ about this practice. Where
the Mexican State is especially weak, it is morecmn for being necessary. Consider Michoacan,
where ‘La Familia Michoacana’ has cast itself asl@ious organization that exists to provide sbcia
support for the pool® In 2011 a splinter group emerged calling itsek tinights Templar’,
claiming to be fighting a war against ‘poverty, agny and injustice’, and distributing ‘codes of
conduct’ full of mediseval imageR).The articulation of a purpose other than traffickidrugs for
profit has become a helpful legitimator, perhapsabee the increase in drug-related violence
threatens to reduce support for drug cartels irreg@ns they control. Nonetheless, it is remariabl
that organizations operating like ‘mediseval kingdonare now recurring to such apposite

legitimizing symbolism.

There is also something ‘mediseval’ about the imtégwas of drug lords with one another. For the

historian Phil Williams, they are like the medisetiarons who, in the absence of a strong central

" According to Varese, there is a fundamental gamece problem in organized crime due to the lack of
transparency and rule-bound procedures. As a remalst criminal organizations are small and loealiz
‘[T]he longer the chain, the harder it is to monitments. On the contrary, the shorter the agehajngcthe
easier to solve the governance problem’ (Ibid11. A degree of devolution in large organizatitiks drug
cartels makes perfect sense, therefore.

'8 ‘parallel to its illicit activities, the Gulf cat also acts as a charity organization’ (Brophyesito’, p. 255).

19 Sigrid Arzt and Guillermo Vasquez del Mercado, dMincia en México: realidades y perspectivas’,
ISTOR42 (2010), 41-59 [p. 51].

2 Eduardo Castillo and Mark Stevenson, ‘Mexico dassues booklets for proper condudssociated Press
20 July 2011.
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power, engaged in perpetual power struggles inhwpiecarious alliances were formed only to be
broken at the earliest opportunffyOperating outside the law has many consequencesorfe, in
the criminal world one’s capacity and reputationvimlence is the main form of social capital.dta
variant of Max Weber’s charismatic authority, théwmark of so much pre-modern politics, since no
form of legalistic authority can exist outside faev.? In this light we understand why the King in
Trabajos del reinamaintainscorridistas and other retainers whose principal function ispoead
propaganda. Maintaining one’s reputation by thesams is the only route to any security of position,
as the King states explicitly: ‘Para estar dondeegtoy no sdélo basta ser un chingon, eh, hay que
serlo y hay que parecerlo’ (108)As Williams notes, in a situation where charismatuthority
predominates, battles over succession are end@nithere is no clear procedure for the transfer of
power. This was so in many parts of Europe in theédh Ages, and it is precisely the nature of the
struggle between el Heredero and la Brujdrabajos del reinoindeed, battles over succession are
one of the principal reasons for the increasedewvicgé in Mexico in recent years, since the more

leadingnarcosthe police arrest, the greater the number of psivaggles that ensie.

In sum, there is a mediseval flavour to the comna¢n@tionale of drug cartels, to the additional
functions their organizations fulfil, and to the ywadrug lords treat one another, manage their
holdings and project their authority within thekirigdoms’. It will not do to simply reject this
comparison. One of the important features of tigehis that there is a truth in the way it reprase
drug trafficking, and not just a vague ‘poetic’tir®® Some commentators on drug trafficking have

stressed its more modern ‘capitalistic’ features. Ed Vulliamy, ‘Narco-cartels are not pastiches of

2L phil Williams, ‘El crimen organizado y la violemcen México: una perspectiva comparatitTOR 42
(2010), 15-40 [p. 20].

2 |bid., p. 21.

4 The occasional absurdity of the role of reputatioithe criminal world is highlighted in Le6nidadfdro’s
Tierra Blanca in which the protagonist Gumersindo gains a chehrantage in matters of trust (e.g. p. 54)
from the fact that he is the son of ‘el Chacal derfd Blanca’, a title invented by the press (pp-& to
incriminate his father who, in fact, had nothingitowith the drug trade.

% Williams, ‘El crimen organizado’, p. 27.

% Since Herrera studied Social Sciences at uniyensé could well have been aware of how organizede
has been conceptualized by academics, and souggftdot this in his novel.
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global corporations, nor are they errant bastafdeenglobal economy — they are pioneers of'it.’
Trabajos del reinaeminds us that drug trafficking rot best thought of as simply ‘the inevitable
war of capitalism gone mad’, but as something whielin part — has a more traditional pedigree,
like the Italian Mafia itself® Thankfully not everything in the novel is so clgaa product of Lobo’s
imagination, and hence we need not cast off thephetr. The power struggle, the hired retainers,
the pomp of the court, and the charismatic authaftthe King are features of the world Lobo
encounters, and not just the whims of his perspeciihere is a difference between saying that the
drug cartel operates, in some respélte, a kingdom, and the false belief thaigtone. The first
involves an analytical analogy, the second an ewmn, a belief in the legitimacy of the
organization because of how it is perceived. Onghinconclude that Lobo was not wrong to
perceive these affinities between the drug cartel a medieeval court, but he was wrong to
romanticize it. In this way the protagonist is guibf a mistake made in many representations of

drug trafficking, of glorifying what ought not teetglorified®
Il Lobo’s Artistic Journey

According to the author, the central themeTadbajos del reinds the relationship between art and
politics, construed broadly as the exercise of pdW8everal commentators have called it a ‘fable’

about the topic, owing to the use of archetypalratters and situatioris.lt is an impression

" Ed Vulliamy, ‘Ciudad Juarez is all our futureShe Guardian20 June 2011. Vulliamy’amexica(London:
Bodley Head, 2010) takes a similar line.

% Vulliamy, ‘Ciudad Juarez’. Nevertheless, many coenmtors have also stressed the importance of
American materialism to organized crime, at leagiiw the USA. See, e.g. Peter Lupsha (‘IndividGhbice,
Material Culture, and Organized Crim€riminology, 19.1 (1981), 3-24): ‘They did it because they [salv

in American values and culture an alternative easgiting, and romantic route to wealth. Namely,
“something for nothing, there’s a sucker born evaigute” lawlessness. [...] [O]rganized crime is &xbin
our values and culture, and [...] its developmentong our economic and political institutions (p@, 22).

29 No doubt drug cartels encourage this mistakeh@¥ing’s organization does ifrabajos del reino.

%0 El narco en si no es el nicleo de la novela, gimel ntcleo es la relacion entre el arte y depd (spoken

in conversation with Patricio Zunini, ‘Escrito emfrontera’,Blog Eterna Cadencia21 June 2011, <http://blog.
eternacadencia.com.ar/archives/2011/14235>).

%1 Allgunas veces adquiere registros de fabularitifa(Eduardo Antonio Parra, ‘Trabajos del reine Muri
Herrera',Letras libres September 2005, pp. 79-80 [p. 80]); [S]u novetauna fabula sobre las relaciones
entre el poder y el arte’ (Rubén Arribas, ‘Yuri Haa: «Si uno va a intervenir la pagina en bladete saber
para qué»’'Revista Teinal9 [Oct. 2008], <http://www.revistateina.es/témeab/teinal9/lit5.htm>); ‘Herrera
ha hecho una apuesta narrativa a contracorrienjeal.escoger un género literario clasico como kuf@
(Maria José Gil Bonmati, ‘Canciones que no sonstie mundo’La Raz6n13 March 2008, p. 45).
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reinforced by the figurative setting and the supgi@n of all direct references to drug trafficking,
Mexico, or the U.S. border, both of which might isnghe story has some wider significance.
Strictly, a fable cannot feature human characsr3rabajos del reinds at best a ‘parable’. Nor is
the novel’s sole purpose to impart a moral lesgmygh if we wanted to extract a thesis, it seems t
support the quasi-Romantic notion that a ‘truestirtnust be independent of any political authority.
Whatcanbe said is that the novel contains several feattirat evoke pre-modern folk literature of
one sort or another. If one were to describe Lolbak® affair with la Cualquiera as a ‘pauper’
seducing a ‘princess’, helping her to escape hesdp’, while trying to avoid the attention of an
‘evil step-mother’ (although la Bruja is hexal mother in this case), it would sound very much like
(a pastiche of) a fairy tale. Consider Chapten8eed, in which Lobo acts quickly to save the Keng'’
reputation when he realizes he is losing a shoatorgest. The situation itself recalls the archery
tournaments from various versions of the Robin Hstmty, and Lobo plays a stock character, the
mischievous or crafty lackey. For some readersetigeglities may increase the impression that Lobo
is living in a fantasy world, but again, they alearacteristics of the plot and not of Lobo’s pmht

view. If anything, they simply increase the novéefieediceval’ impression.

The plot structure ofrabajos del reinchas much more in common with a coming-of-age nasel
Bildungsroman Since his parents abandon him to cross the hotdéo is effectively an orphan at
the novel’s outset, like the protagonists of matheoBildungsromande.g.David Copperfielfl. For

this reason he places such store by the sensenwhgnpity he feels at Court: hgorrido in Chapter

19, for example, contains the line ‘pues como sofaoslia’ (98). At the beginning he is forced to
survive in the world on his own, and he predictabkes mistakes. The biggest is to be seduced by
the power of the King and the glamour of his orgation. Lobo’s time at Court amounts thus to an
extended trial of his maturity, from which he slgvdmerges as a better man. | emphasize the world
‘slowly’ because a key feature of any ‘coming-okagovel is the difficultprocessof growing up.
There is no single moment at which the scaledrath Lobo’s eyes. The apex of his commitment to
the Court occurs almost exactly half-way throughnbvel. He writes aorrido in Chapter 12, and it

expresses what many would consider the worst fesitofr narco-culture: arrogance, acquisitiveness,
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and a callous attitude towards woniéha Nifia promptly disowns him, and in the very netxapter

the beginning of hislesengafias signalled (too obviously, perhaps) by his adggia new pair of
spectacles from the Doctor. But there are sevacadénts that adjust his attitude towards the ¢ourt
and they have a cumulative effect. He begins td mare books; he falls in love with la Cualquiera
and aligns himself progressively with her discottent; he revisits the city where he grew up and
sees it differently for having been away; finalhg is sent to spy on another drug lord and notices
how little difference there is between one Court &#me other. In light of all this, the perceptual
naivety | referred to in the previous section reinés the general scheme of the novel. The reader
has to be aware of Lobo’s mistakes, of his con@plimitations and immaturity, in order to
effectively assess his development. Furthermomefdbt that several of his mistakes are child-like

rather than malicious maintains our sympathy degpg invitation to resist his point of view.

But how does this bear on the subject of art aridige? Since Lobo regards himself as ‘el Artista’,
to reflect upon the nature of art seems fundameathis growth as a human being. It is a matter of
self-realization. IfiTrabajos del reinpthe main theme is primarily elaborated by theeflgyment of
Lobo’s own thoughts about art, expressed in fourcat chapters placed at roughly even intervals
throughout the novel (Chs. 6, 11, 16, and 24). &ldh they are not written in the first person, they
undoubtedly articulate Lobo’s thoughts, albeit iheavily stylized fashion. For convenience, | shall
call them monologues. As they depend on his circanegs at Court at each moment in time, and
involve more extensive expositions of the protagtbsimental state than the other chapters, these
sections help the reader to plot more preciselytfagctory towards maturity. Therefore, the
category of the novel and its principal subjectni@ice one another. In effect, we have a
kunstlerromanthat precise breed of coming-of-age novel thatks the development of an artist and
his ideas about art. The monologues are written il more metaphorical — even cryptic — style
than the rest of the novel. | shall attempt to ielate the more important phrases in order to give a

general impression of their sense and to demoedi@at these chapters cohere with the rest of the

32 [P]odria llamarseSabrosas y enamoradasPor amor no queddensaba, y los gallitos empezaban a sacar
provecho de las lanudas y conquistadas como malasjuai palla’ (65).
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novel:

Son. Tantas letras juntas. Suyas. Puestas ahirginasa que hacer mas que fecundar
la testa. Son. Muelen la hoja entre rodillos denmsio, avisan, hurgan la blancura
baldia en el papel y en el mirar. ¢Y qué habia kidwja sino un trasto del jale,
como el serrucho si armara mesas, como la fussiaegjlara vidas? Qué, pero nunca
este despefnadero de arena con brio y propésitasea. § antas letras ahi. Son. Son
un destello. Como se empujan y abrevan una de/ @n@uelven al ojo en un borlote
de razones. Y qué si perfectas, igual rejegas,eyinaiminan con el miedo al
desarreglo: palabras. Tantas palabras. Suyas. 8dmsignos que se atan. Son una
luz constante. Son. (El ya sabia de los librosp perepelian, como una patria que
no invitaba. Y ahora se ha dejado llevar de la nfeasta el acopio de secretos. Una
luz constante.) Un resplandor diverso cada unaa aath diciendo el nombre
verdadero a su modo. Hasta las mas mentirosas, laasias veleidosas. Aja. No.
No estan ahi només para fecundar la testa. Sotumr@nstante. El rumbo a otros
cartones, lejos de ahi. El descenso a oidos ocwtos (Como los bichos que lo
pueblan.) No. No estan para homas entretener ta nisalimentar la oreja. Son una
luz constante. Son un faro que se derrama sobrngiddsas a su merced, son una
linterna que se pasea, se detiene, acaricia la tyefe descubre como acabalar el
servicio que le ha tocado (39—-40).

The passage begins in a disjointed style, in thenioy three sentences, implying that the words in
Lobo’s head are overwhelming him. It is as if hestgiggling to get them all out, at least in any
coherent fashion: hence the fragments and the ddcgaragraphing (unlike in the subsequent
monologues). Indeed, throughout this extract tlaeeesuggestions that Lobo is not in full control of
his artistic talents. The multiple repetitions bétword ‘son’ imply that the Artist thinks his ward
just exist — they jusare — prior to his using them and in spite of any dasihe might have for
them. In no sense does he believe thatteatesthem. Ordinarily, words or language are the
instruments of a human subject, by which he actherworld in speaking or writing. The grammar
of this passage indicates otherwise. It is the wondich are the subject of numerous action
predicates e.g. ‘muelen’, ‘hurgan’, ‘se empujarrepelian’. The cumulative effect is one of
personification: the words seem to have a life hdirt own. Accordingly, Lobo is merely the
instrument — the figurative roller (‘rodillo’) — bwhich the words inscribe themselves on the page
(‘muelen la hoja’). The words dictate, and Lob@dsverless to resist or control them, an impression
strengthened by the connotations of violence iriswof the word choices (e.g. ‘borlote’, ‘bronca’,
‘rejegas’). He defers to their capricious authofity‘'se ha dejado llevar’ — just as he defers to the

charisma of the King.
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Lobo initially entertains the idea that words —daage in general — exist only to ‘fecundar la
testa’. At first the precise implications of thisrpse are unclear. However, it is repeated initie f
lines of the chapter, where whatever sentimenbitidis rejected by Lobo in a phrase paralleled
only a few lines later by another, more comprel#esientence: ‘no estan para nomas entretener la
vista ni alimentar la oreja’. This recalls a stad@tby el Periodista in the previous chapter, inctvh

he compared listening toorridos to the enjoyment one gets from drinking alcohoisfgar’, 36).
Lobo seems to be rejecting a purely aestheticisteation of art: it is not just entertainment or
hedonistic stimulation. The alternative is a visajrart that regards it as a source of ‘light’, \Wier

we interpret this as inspiration or insight, ortbdtobo’s words are described several times inghes
terms (‘destello’, ‘resplandor’, ‘luz constantefafo’, ‘linterna’). Furthermore, the final metaphor
suggests that words are a beam of light that slinesdl things in order to reveal their purpos¢hi@
world (‘el servicio que le ha tocado’). The conmactbetween the two is not immediately obvious,
but can be explained by an earlier metaphor irppssage, in which Lobo considers the role of paper.
What was its point, he asks, before the writingvofds gave it aaison d'étre? It was just a crude
tool, fit for cutting or consuming drugs (‘jale’purely functional, like a saw for building tables
(‘serrucho’) or a gun for killing people (‘fusca@yNow it has a more transcendent purpose. Clearly
we are meant to equate the protagonist with thesorical piece of paper, since inanimate objects do
not actually possess mental states like ‘brio’ gadpdsitos’, but they are eminently applicable to
Lobo. Indeed, one of Lobo’s capacities is placed position of pseudo-metrical equivalence to the
piece of paper in the line before: ‘en el papehyekémirar’. Like this piece of paper, Lobo is give
meaning by his instrumental role in the transmisb truth, the ‘luz constante’ that his words

provide. He is a relatively passive but importasnauit for something greater than him.

None of these thoughts are independent of Lobataigistances at this stage in the novel. In this

way the monologues are both an elaboration of bieané and a measure of Lobo’s character

% The comparisons are telling. Lobo treats weapitesany other tool that facilitates the completafra task,
even when the task is killing, which he describephemistically as ‘arreglar vidas’ (‘sorting outgmde’s
lives’). It is another example of Lobo’s misplaceslues at this point in the narrative, since hatgduilding
tables no differently to drug taking or murder.éed, the euphemism lends a positive valence tattes.
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development. For instance, much of the same imagasyalready described the King and his Court.
He is ‘glowing’ in the light of the sunset when labrst meets him: ‘Lo admir6 a la luz del limite
del dia [...] la mirada alta, el brillo’ (9). Like ¢Hetras in this chapter, the Court is a ‘faro’, a
‘beacon’ of prosperity amid the squalor of the lewraegion (20). There are references to its ‘lustre
in both senses of the word (20, 36). When Lobovesrat Court for the first time, he is ‘blinded’ by
the promise and prestige of the place: the phraed is ‘ciego de luces y de futuro’ (25). Indeed,
Herrera employs the vexteslumbrar with similar connotations, to convey how tharcos’ flashy
attire makes an impression on the protagonist (28).Lobo, the Court is clearly also a ‘light’: a
source of inspiration, illumination, or even entighment. It is no coincidence that he also sees the
lyrics of his songs in such terms. They are somgthe does not originate, but by transmitting them
he justifies his own existence. By analogy, spmegdheap propaganda in the form afaarido is a
question of sharing the inspiration — the ‘light’ ef his leader’'s deeds. The words and the King
have a similar effect on Lobo, and he treats — asgists — them similarly. For this reason he acts
at their ‘mercy’ and fulfils his necessary serviteerced’, ‘servicio’). Both terms are applicabte t

his position at court under the King.

Evidently, just as Lobo feels controlled by his d&ra passive instrument of their awesome agency,
he has a similar relationship with his leader. phssage above gives us a good indication of Lobo’s
current position in the story of his coming of aBefore he comes to Court, Lobo is powerless and
without purpose in the world. The King solves btitbse problems, but in return for a relation of

dependence. In fact, in the chapter before thé rienologue, Lobo seems perfectly aware of how

reliant everyone else is upon the King:

El Artista contaba la hazafia de cada cual sin atsi&lde quién la hacia posible. Si,
eres chilo, porque te lo permite el Rey. Si, qui&ente eres, porque te inspira el Rey
(34).

What is evident from the monologue is that Lobosdaet think it is a problem for himself. To
reiterate: being a conduit of important truths nsa&ee an important person. Similarly, although his
status at Court derives from the King, and not framy individual virtue, he revels in it: 'Y sabia
darse su lugar: si decia Orita no, estoy haciemdcowrido, el cortesano respetaba’ (35). Therefore,

147



one of the important threads in Lobo’s story is iteady achievement of hisdependence. The
themes of independence and agency are closelyedel&taturally, being independent involves
exercising one’s own agency more fully and towame’s own ends, rather than those of a master.
As he sees it, in the first monologue, Lobo is Ueab do this in the early stages of the novel even
with regard to the one thing he knows best: howvtibe corridos The ultimate expression of his
mature agency is therefore tberrido in Chapter 19, which fatally diminishes the Kingiestige. It
represents the height of his poetic powers, andnmgloys them to express his own sentiments, not
those of the Rey. From here we can identify thetion of Chapter 17 too, in which Lobo describes
how to write acorrido in conversation with el Periodista: by that stdgajo is the one controlling
his words, and not the other way round. One of [®lfimal actions at Court is also a matter of
agency: he decides that he cannot remain a pasisdarver of the intrigues that have culminated in
two deaths, but must intervene in order to saveots and his loved one’s life (103). It is at this
point, significantly, that he abandons the cour. dbes so by breaking the King's prohibition on
using a secret door in the palace (112), whichstourt to lead to la Bruja’s lair. In this, his reeoy

of agency (or ‘self-direction’) is connected to hiss of ignorance about the true nature of thegKin

and his organization.

Estan muertos. Todos ellos estan muertos. Los.ofimsen y escupen y sudan su
muerte podrida con engafio pagado de si mismo, sooagaran diamantes. Sonrien
los dientes pelados cual cadaveres; cual cadawales)an que nada malo les puede
pasar.

Simon.

Tienen una pesadilla los otros: los de acd, losdmieson la pesadilla; la peste
de acé, el ruido de aca, la figura de aca. Pere@schas de veras, aca esta la carne
viva, el grito recio, y aquellos son apenas unepelthiple y maleado que no atina
color. Un reflejo hecho materia blanda y prendidatlileres.

A los muertos no se les pide permiso. Se hacedmsglhace. Se agarra el modo
y se presume, como quien pronuncia el nombre, serfija en lo que les buiga a los
demas. O si: para sentir su espanto, pues, pofguste de los otros alimenta bien,
remacha que la carne de los buenos es brava yanecegie hace bulto y zarandea
las cosas.

Habria que tomarlos de la crin y restregarles ta cantra esta verdad puerca y
aspera y maloliente y verdadera, que les dé témtakfay que sentarlos en las puas
de este sol, hay que ahogarlos en el escdndalstde eoches, hay que meterles
nuestro cantadito bajo las ufias, hay que desnsdadao estas pieles. Hay que
curtirlos, hay que apalearlos.

Machin les escama oir mentar de este mal suefioodpua vidas y palabras. Les
escama que Uno sume la carne de todos, que Aqaedela fuerza de todos. Les
escama quién es y como es y como se lo dice. gdraven a saberlo cuando se
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abandonan a la verdad de si mismos, en el pistl, leile, en el ardor, jodidos, para
eso estaban buenos. Mejor quisieran oir nomagte panita, verda, pero las de aca
no son canciones para después del permiso, etlcara es un cuadro adornando la
pared. Es un nombre y es un arma.

Cura que les escame.

Quién quita y al final averiguan que ya son cagesanada (63—64).

The second monologue follows the scene in whicholelrns that hisorridos have been rejected

by various radio stations. He reacts with defiadignation, as the final lines of Ch. 10 demonstrat

Basta con que a nosotros nos cuadre lo que sorness&asusten, que se asombren
los decentes, sobajelos. Si no, ¢pa qué es alan?

It is a tone that continues into Chapter 11. Hasbd_expresses a black-and-white view of the world,
a conflict between ‘los otros’ and ‘los de aca, oenos® In part, ‘the others’ are the Americans.
Trabajos del reinonever talks explicitly about the Mexican-Americhorder, but among the
euphemisms that it uses ‘alla’ or ‘el otro laddfereto the United States, while ‘acd’ or ‘este lado
refer to Mexico® In the first few lines, with their suggestions iofpending death, the physical
symptoms of an illness (‘tosen y escupen y sudand, especially the ‘dientes pelados’, ‘los otros’
must be a reference to drug addiétShey represent the United States in general, etyowhich
consumes huge quantities of illegal narcotics whifeultaneously attempting to destroy the drug
trade and the foreigners who operate it. In tlybtli American society is hypocritical or inauthenti

in stark contrast to the Mexicans, who exemplifthauaticity: ‘aca es mas de veras’. But the Arist i
subsuming all opponents of drug trafficking undee danner: ‘the others’ includes ‘los decentes’
whom he criticizes at the end of Chapter 10. Thietpaf focusing on the infirmities of a particular
group is to cast all of them as ‘the living deaBy. comparison, the traffickers exude strength and

vitality. They are the ‘carne viva’ and ‘el griteaio’.

3 Lobo’s thoughts in this passage explain why hgt\tb anothercapds party in Chapter 18 is particularly
important. He cannot maintain a black-and-whitewi the world when he sees that one of the eneimies
operating in an identical fashion. Indeed, the glanof the Court cannot be ‘authentic’, a qualigbb praises
in this ‘monologue’, if it is no different to anywhe else.

% El Pocho habia sido agente de alld’ (34); ‘El Roya ni se paraba por all4, después de que leldio
espalda a aquellos ya nomas hacia negocios diadstg84); ‘Al dia siguiente [su padre] se fueo#lo lado.
[...] Después, su madre cruzé y ni promesas de vigehio’ (16).

% Also, the adjective ‘maleado’ is often used teereb a person who has declined in health due tessive
use of drugs or alcohol.
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This question of vigour or vitality is, in fact, major part of the King's initial appeal to Lobo.
Naturally, as Lobo slowly loses his admiration tbe Court, that quality will be thrown into
question. The illusion is fundamentally shatterdtevwe confirm that the King is impotent (113),
which the Artist has unintentionally revealed t@mne in hisgorrido of Chapter 19, although the
King's impotence is alluded to in the very firstagter (10), as the ‘secret’ which Lobo’s clientsay
he knows about the drug lord. Two features helgeteelop this theme throughout the novel: Lobo’s
use of the word ‘sangre’ to describe other characgersonalities, and his changing relationship
with the geographical setting. The latter provides reason for Lobo’s enthusiasm for the Court.
Prior to meeting the King, Lobo twice describesdugstence as one of ‘dust and sunlight’: ‘polvo y
sol’ (10, 15). The phrase evokes the barren sued&ndscape of the northern Mexican deserts as a
reminder of how inhospitable the region is. As suifd on the border is a dreary struggle, full of
‘desgracias’ (16), where the only thing one carkltmyward to is death. Indeed, on his return to the
city in Chapter 15, Lobo imagines burning the pldown: ‘porque por donde quiera que la vida se
abria paso era ultrajada de inmediato’ (81). Bytremi, the King and his Court are fully ‘alive’:eh
stand for wealth, power, and excitement, whichndaubtedly part of the appeal of drug trafficking
to any poor young inhabitant of northern Mexi¢a@ill this changes in the course of the novel. The
character that plays the largest part in leadingoLto reassess his attachments is la Cualqtfiera.
The desert, for her, is not a wasteland but anpesfram the stifling prison of the CouftThe city,
which they visit together in Chapter 15, is a seunt ‘fascinacion’ (80). It is no coincidence that
Lobo describes her face as ‘arena caliente’ irsétiee scene, a phrase one cannot imagine him using

with such positive connotations earlier in the 1¢88). By Chapter 23, when Lobo goes out into the

37 See Mark Cameron Edbergl Narcotraficantepp. 108-9, and Alan Knight, 'Narco-Violence and $tate

in Modern Mexico', pp. 132—4.

% One piece of evidence for this is the transferfainmagery originally associated with the King to la
Cualquiera. Accordingly, la Cualquiera is also assed with light: ‘La manera en que a dlale iluminaron
los ojos le dio seguridad para continuar’ (79); réMa la Cualquiera, que sobre la acera observabaaa
clandestina sin que esta se diera cuenta, queidaceeno si le hiciera una caricia, como si la ctarsg y al
Artista le parecio que por un momemt@ia una luz mas limpig81); ‘Qué cosa, las mujeres, penso, si nomas
hay que curarse para va&dmo brillari (115). The King'’s arrival is pitched as a ‘miratfor Lobo early in the
novel: ‘Apenas quedaba esperar, continuar, espefagué? Un milagro’ (18). At the end of the notaibo
sees la Cualquiera thus: ‘Un milagro, sintid, que unujer como esa pudiera ser contemplada por loras
horas por alguien como él' (115).

%9 Arguably the following phrase implies the desaiptiongingly”: ‘Luego mir6 méas alla, hacia el fidel
jardin, la reja electrificada, el desierto’ (52).
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streets to collect stories for hisrridos, the city is clearly his new source of inspiratiGiguratively,
the palace is now the ‘desert’, since it is abaedoby everyone when the King dies, and is

described as such in the previous chapter (‘eldakstaba desierto’, 114).

Lobo labels many characters in terms of what thieiod is like, and prides himself in his capaciy t
‘saber de sangres’ (17). Most of these descriptisunggest that the blood of the characters in
question does ndiow properly, with the implication that they lack pawer even strength of
charactef? It is an oddly ‘mediseval’ metaph8rAfter all, one’s ‘blood’ was once a sign of notyii

in both sense of the word. It is congruent, attleagh a mentality that equates drug lords with
mediseval monarchs. Here is another reason whyethdger might be inclined to question Lobo’s
point of view early in the novel. The King’s streéhghis ‘life force’ if you will, is evident in thérst
line: ‘El sabia de sangre, y vio que la suya estirda’ (9). Lobo then goes on to describe the King
distinctive air of authority, which is the evidenfig his ‘otra sangre’. La Cualquiera, in keeping
with her role as the second object of Lobo’s woratet loyalty at least has tpetentialto be strong
too. Whereas la Nifia's blood is ‘un filito entreijgros’ (28), hers is a ‘flujo’, albeit ‘titubeagt (82)

at this stage. Ultimately, however strong the Kintflood’ might be, he is powerless to prevent real
blood from being spilt in the heart of his kingdowhen el Pocho and el Periodista are murdered at
the palace. Moreover, there is considerable irarthé fact that la Bruja’s scheme to cure the K$ng’
impotence involves administering a mysterious ceotion containing the blood of a peacdéidis
strength evidently needed some ‘topping up’. At tinge of the second monologue, however, the

King still appears to be powerful. Perhaps thithésreason his enemies are described as ‘cadaveres’

“0podia descifrar cdémo se cuajaba en las sabanglijase decian Ven, chiquito, ven, y lo invitabatos
rincones; cémo trababa las venas de los miedosesapreian sin tener por qué; cdmo se hacia agea en
cuerpo de los que ponian de nuevo y de nuevo laanferida en la rocola; cémo era piedra seca amdosii
con ganas de torcer’ (17); ‘La sangre de la Niauerfilito entre guijarros’ (28).

“I This is not the only evidence of a ‘mediseval’ nset Lobo is superstitious, appearing to believenens,
premonition, and magic. The verbs ‘presentir’ (204, 107, 114, 116) and ‘presagiar’ (35, 41) amdusn
several occasions. A false passport is describea ‘pasaporte hechizo’ (34). And this is not to tienlLa
Bruja, of course. Some of the bizarre cultism aisged with drug traffickers is chronicled — badly #-
Homero Aridjis'sLa Santa MuertgqMexico City: Alfaguara, 2003). On the superstisosurrounding the
‘narco-saint’ Jesus Malverde, see Elijah Waldscocorrido,pp. 60—68. The concern about ‘nagualed as
minutos negroseems to confirm that folk superstitions are atind well in northern Mexico.

“2 At least, that is what we infer: ‘Cuando la sangoa que le doy arregle su semilla, td [la Cuatgaij
también tienes que estar lista. Aun si el mald#@am no sirve voy a encontrar la manera de retgalado esto’
(76-7). This is the first real indication that leuia deserves her epithet.
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whose skin lacks colour (‘pellejo [...] que no atic@or’): in effect, they are bloodless and lifeless

so they cannot be difficult to overcome.

To an even greater extent than in the previous fogne, the imagery in this extract is violent. The
reason, as the quotation above from the previoapteh suggests, is that Lobo is angry at the l&ck o
recognitionhe receives from the outside world, and by extan#ie lack of respect the King and his
Court receive. Drug trafficking is a ‘bad dreanmegte mal suefio’) that many would prefer to ignore.
His role is to assert its existence —iiight to exist — in no uncertain terms: to ‘restregatéesara
contra esta verdad puerca’. There is a note ahphalism in this, typical of someone who has gone
up in the world very quickly, but is resentful trihers do not yet appreciate his new-found power
and position. To solve the problem, Lobo advancesrg political function for art. Theorrido is

not just a pretty picture to put up on one’s walh(cuadro adornando la pared’). It is not ‘decénte
Rather, it is a means to upset the balance of pawtre world, to assert the identity of a newly
powerful group, and in turn legitimize that gropf. course, Lobo seems to have forgotten that he
was once poor and powerless. Now he justifiesitiié of the powerful to dominate the weak: ‘a los
muertos no se les pide permiso [...] se hace lo gubase’. Naturally he is somewhat deluded,
because the enemy is more powerful than Lobo think&ct, he emulates an attitude that has been
common in thecorrido throughout its long history. One of the princigadmes of earlgorridoswas

the cultural conflict in the late 9century between Mexicans and Anglo-Americans & librder
regions. The folk ballads often focused on the isezgploits of men who were outlaws according to
the authorities but — for poor Mexican and Mexidamerican listeners — embodied a feeling of
just resistance to U.S. pow8Positive values like bravery and eloquence weriated to the hero
while the Americans were incompetent cowards whavaited by force of numbers aloffeCorrido
heroes are powerful men, and some folklorists &&® ¢haracterization as a type of poetic or

symbolic compensation for the sense of weaknetsdyethe Mexican-American community in real

3 Edberg El Narcotraficante pp. 21-23.
“ The best early example is th@orrido de Gregorio Cortezin Américo ParedesA Texas-Mexican
Cancionero(Urbana: University of Texas Press, 1973), p. 65.
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life.* Evidently, one of the reasons therrido has been so easily adaptable to drug trafficking is
that, whatever the precise nature of their professMexican drug smugglers can be considered
praiseworthy solely by virtue of their struggle hithe age-old antagonist, the powerful American
authorities. Lobo continues this tradition of comgatory role-reversal by depicting the Americans
as weak, where the traffickers themselves are girbie can believe it because he feels strong
himself, in comparison with his previous povertydasmimlessness. And just as tberrido hero
would symbolically defend the whole Spanish-spegidommunity, here the King also articulates a
more general interest, and derives symbolic strefrgim that fact: ‘Les escama que Uno sume la
carne de todos, que Aquel guarde la fuerza de t8%os
¢ Qué hay ahi? ¢Qué hay ahi detras? ¢Otro munde quane de frente al sol? ¢Un
alud de linderos que se repiten tras una piedrel agua? (¢ Sera la vida una piedra
en el agua?)
Mirar y mirar y mirar y no mirar: no hay forma, edin amasijo hastio de si.
Una mueca soberbia, un mundo zangano.
¢ Qué hay ahi? ¢ Qué hay ahi, detras de los mutas desas?
Asi, asi, no hay nada.
Dar la espalda a esa yerba satisfecha y elegispgjepropio: alzarlo a la altura
de los ojos
y mirar:
un resquicio algido que se perdia, una espiralebggie pide la procure,
un secreto doblado en sus luces ocultas. Todo slmgabe en este espejo, cada

pormenor como una cifra reversible. Cachos y caghesse atropellan a pedirle que
los acaricie, piel siempre distinta (85-6).

The third monologue begins on a note of doubt mmre of the disillusionment that Lobo is

experiencing at this point in the novel, comingitadoes during the steady shift in his attitude
towards the Court. The initial questions are omesreader will have been considering throughout
the novel, with reference to the intrigues at tladape. But Lobo is asking a wider existential

question. The Court has been the only meaningfagtim Lobo’s life, so if it is all pretence, isdte

> José Limon, ‘Folklore, Social Conflict, and theitéd States-Mexico Border’, irlandbook of American
Folklore, ed. by R.M. Dorson (Bloomington: Indiana UnivéydPress, 1983), pp. 216-226 (p. 221).

“8 This is not an untypical rationalization amongaiged criminals: ‘Nearly all gangs believe thatitrethnic
group has been denied access to conventional apiies that would allow them to live better livéheir
members subscribe to a social Darwinist perspeetoeording to which predatory behavior is how osésg
ahead everywhere in society. The gang, then, dwig$ to the advancement of its members and tti@iice
group, just as the more powerful networks conteltotthe welfare of their own members in the lagmiety’
(Skaperdas, ‘The political economy of organizednefj p. 185). Hence Lobo’s comment ‘se hace lo sgie
hace’.
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anythingworth living for? Behind the surface appearancesality, Lobo finds nothing that matters.
Reality is shapeless (‘no hay forma’), so it maskidesign, and if it wants for design, it canrmién
any transcendent ‘meaning’. Figuratively, it isydzangano’) and weary (‘hastio’) for it is devoid
of purpose These are not the only metaphors in the noveldhaate some form of ‘structure’ with
‘significance’. The King is described at the velsgnning as ‘uno de los que hact@radrarla vida’
(10). When Lobo describes his early childhood imapthr two, he notes that he had never paid
attention to a calendar, because every day wasdhe as the next (16). Clearly, his life had no
significant shape. With the arrival of the King, temembers what day it is, because that day now
matters: ‘ninguna otra fecha significaba nada, &8ka’ (13). With implicitly the same analogy, at
the end of the novel Lobo rejects the possibilitgttanother powerful person could make his life
meaningful: ‘A partir de ahora ningun rey le dalmmbres a sus meses’ (124). By then he has
recovered some of his confidence. In the meantimaeseems content to turn his back on the world.
The outside world is a drug (‘esa yerba’) to beetgd in favour of introspection. Of course, the
metaphor here cannot fail to indicate that Loboersonsidering his attachment to the King's drug
cartel. An important theme of aryildungsromanis the character's development of a sense of
purpose in life. But there also seems to be arstmrtcomment here. The previous monologue
espouses a very political view of art, in whicleanh act significantly on the world. Here, Lobo seem
to wonder whether there is anything at all wortliting about. Perhaps one can write about oneself
(‘'un espejo propio’), but it is not clear the raswill be anything revealing or coherent, and the

metaphors of the final lines suggest that any sefiseherence will permanently escape us.

The brief final monologue tries to resolve theidiffty:
Decir cuate, suefio, cantaro, tierra, percusionir@ealquier cosa.
Escuchar la suma de todos los silencios.

Nombrar la holgura que promete.
Y luego callar (119).

Lobo suggests that it does not matter what onesgyrdt point reinforced by the lack of connection
between the words he proffers (‘cuate’ etc.), othan a loose association with the north of Mexico.

It is difficult to understand without the final was of the previous chapter:
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El Artista se permitié sentir esa potencia de ueprdistinto al de la Corte, la mafia
con la que desprendia las palabras de las cosasalyacuna textura y un volumen
soberanos. Una realidad aparte (118).

For the Artist, fiction can provide the coherenoé aignificance that the world by itself is missing
because fiction can create in our imagination aldvdifferent to the one we live in. While he was
attracted to the Court because it gave him a sehparpose, he now realizes that he can find the
same thing in his art alone, whatever he happensite about. The subtext is that we make our own
‘meaning’, through art or otherwise, and should depend on others for it. Nevertheless, Herrera
seems to allude to his own style in this passagel dscuss in the following sectiomrabajos del
reino is replete with ‘silencios’, or deliberate omigsoof relevant information. It is full of
suggestive phrasing, the sort that promises (‘ptetner alludes to a full explanation, but never
actually provides it for the reader, leaving onlpragnant ‘holgura’. His talk of a ‘realidad aparte
where words are ‘desprendidas’ from their ordinegferents is consonant with the extremely
figurative approach Herrera takes in this novepeeglly his use of unconventional descriptive
nominalization such as ‘una clandestina’ (a prow)t and the other aforementioned euphemisms.
While this might be appropriate for Herrera as athar of literary fiction, is it really appropriater
Lobo, who writescorridos popular ballads which are narrative-heavy androfipecifically located

in time and in space@orridos are not devoid of metaphor, but they hardly gohe inventive
extremes that Herrera prefers. Furthermore, itas atear how the conclusions implied by this
monologue are motivated by the events Lobo hasrexymed. Certainly Lobo refuses to sing about
the King’'s defeat, but his alternative is to choesérely different material to employ, the everyda
‘tragedias veraces’ which | discuss in the nextisecHerrera, if he were eorridista, might allude
obliguely to the King's story, but it is unlikelp be Lobo’s approach. He abandons the topic entirel
Thecorrido he writes in Chapter 19 is without doubt full obnd play. For example, the phrase ‘Ni
que fueras de vil palo / Somos tus Unicos hijost ikinly-veiled reference to the King's impotence:
he has no biological children, so his ‘palo’ mustdefective. But it is not totally clear that Lobo
knows about the King’s impotence at this point,retleough his ballad can be taken to suggest it.

Although the ‘briago’ in Chapter 1 appears to kribv King's secret (‘lo otro’, 12), we are not told
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whether Lobo actually hears it. The author's owlnsiveness may be at work here. At any rate,
where and why would Lobo have learnt to write allely? In sum, Lobo comes to vehyerary

conclusions which are not well accounted for.

[l Tragedy and the Focus of the Narrative

In the previous section | argued thadbajos del reinds abildungsroman and coheres as such.
Nonetheless, there is clearly more happening attGban Lobo’s own personal development as an
artist and a man. Several pieces of information, @m even greater quantity of allusions, point to
clandestine intrigues at the Court, and in pardicid a power struggle between the Heir and the
Witch. In addition, of course, there is the mystegyrounding el Pocho’s murder, and later the
Journalist’s. | do not intend to commit the so-edlldocumentary fallacy’ here, and spend too long
supposing potential facts about a fictional worldieia have little bearing on the plot or themes of
the novelt’ But it would be perverse to argue that we aretémvio ‘see through’ Lobo’s point of
view only to conclude that the ‘story behind thergtis in fact irrelevant. Quite the reverse: iayn
well be the major point of interest for the readarthis section | show how this does not detract
from the novel's principal design, but actuallynferces it. Several commentators brabajos del
reino have mentioned its atmosphere of ‘Shakespeareagedy’:® There is no doubt something
Shakespearean about a story set in a ‘medicevalg@aldere the courtiers plot on balconies and in
gardens out of earshot from a monarch whom thegllfirsucceed in removint.In fact, there is
good evidence to suggest Herrera did not intensl ghb-plot to be perceived, categorically, as a

Tragedy>® Nevertheless, it seems appropriate for a ‘mediaewvart’ that a Tragedy should occur

4" See A.J.A. Waldockdamlet: A Study in Critical Metho@Cambridge: CUP, 1931), p. 78.

8 [Aldquiere registros [...] de tragedia del Rena@nto’ (Parra, ‘Trabajos del reino de Yuri Herretastras
Libres p. 80); ‘Volvamos a la critica; ésta también herido ver una reescritura de Shakespeare enntetra
por aquello de las intrigas palaciegas’ (Arriba&jri Herrera’, Revista Teing'Y esto es México, donde un
personaje que procede del mundo popular se ve somasT el lujo hortera y colosal del cartel. Crosigae
van desde la fabula infantil a la tragedia renaseit{Juan Luis Tapia, ‘Narco palaciegtideal (Granada), 21
February 2008, p. 6).

9 For example: ‘Los vio juntos [al Heredero y al iBdista] en un balcén de Palacio liquidando un gar
glisquis’ (35).

*Y‘Esto no fue intencional. Si he leido a Shakespgare visto muchas representaciones de sus qe@sno
lo tenia en mente cuando escribia la novela. Sihaego, visto en retrospectiva, es indudable quéaten
presentes ciertos arquetipos desarrollados enrsli(@bArribas, ‘Yuri Herrera’)
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there. And perhaps Tragedy is a good way of appingadrug trafficking. Philip Sidney famously
wrote that it ‘teacheth the uncertainty of this ldpand upon how weak foundations gilded roofs are
builded’.** Scarcely can there be a more appropriate sentiffieenthe volatile world of drug
trafficking, in which great fortunes are built guig, but an early death is almost inevitable. The
King is clearly of an appropriate social statusbtoa classical tragic hero. Moreover, the King's
peacock, found dead in the closing stages of thvelnoould easily be seen as a ‘tragic symbol’,
given the long-standing associations between thama and the sin of pride, which is so often a
characteristic of tragic heroes in their periochabris®? Nevertheless, the King’s story remains too
obscure to the reader for us to identify a cleamexat ofperipeteia Although the Artist’'scorrido of
Chapter 19 has a devastating effect, it is mora @ihal nail in the coffin’ than a clear reversai
fortune. La Bruja agrees: ‘Nomas esto faltaba paeaterminaran de comérselo’ (113). Since Lobo
never gets the chance to tell the King whom he atwhe other drug lord's party, there is no
anagnorisiseither. The King falls without ever knowing forreuwho has been plotting to unseat him.
In truth, the King’s downfall is designed to beasmmimportantly on Lobo’s development, for that is

the focus of the novel.

But there is one feature thatptausibly ‘tragic’. According to Aristotle, an error of judgmnt, or
hamartia should be the cause of the hero’'s demise, rdkiaar his vice or depravity, and there is
precisely such an event rabajos del reind® In Chapter 18 the King approaches Lobo to cajole
him into spying at a rival drug-lord’s party. Thasegood reason to believe Lobo is sceptical of the
King’'s blandishments, because his means of manipualare foregrounded:

Esa manera de mirar, esa ternura paterna, esaxciage.] esa mirada cémplice. El

modo en que le palmeaba un hombro y conducia #@ténpor el parque [...] ojos
francos que insistian (91-2).

>L Sir Philip SidneyAn Apology for Poetryed. by Geoffrey Shepherd (Manchester: MUP, 1964)18.

*2|t is unclear who kills the peacock. Its body daurid just after Lobo encounters el Joyero with Got
stained knife in Chapter 22 (114), which might segjche was responsible. | cannot imagine what mdhe
Jeweller would have for this killing, however, snlce is fanatically supportive of the King. At gesth, if the
Jeweller killed the bird it might symbolize the cterproductive effects of his other killings, whitdr from
assisting the King have increased the instabilitCaurt which has culminated in the King's downfalhe
Witch could also be responsible, since earliehariovel she used the peacock’s blood for her aiimro(see
p.151, n. 42), although she had no need to Kkidl do so.

>3 See Chapter Xl of thPoetics
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At any rate, by this time Lobo has lost much of dmighusiasm for the Court. Nevertheless, the King
makes a clear mistake with the comment ‘llegd leatae hacerse util, Artista’ (92). This belittles
Lobo’s previous achievements at the palace, whicklg informs his decision to prove his artistic
worth in Chapter 19 by writing his besrrido yet. Of course, it is the trip to the party itsetfich
finally dispels any illusions Lobo had about thelliance of the Court. Howsoever the King
managed to persuade Lobo to go, the mission itastl, hence the King's ill-advised decision to
choose Lobo to fulfil it, were directly responsiliter the corrido that destroys the King's public
image. One can imagine sympathizing with someone wtade only this unwitting mistake.
Therefore, the emphasis on the King's manipulatériobo in Chapter 18, and his inability to
conceal it, underscores the extent of his actuebwattability for Lobo’s subsequent behaviour. We
do not so readily sympathize now. In sum, thermierror of judgement, but not one that invites our

commiseration.

In retrospect, the significance of the shootingteshin Chapter 8 also becomes clear. It was there
that Lobo demonstrated both his loyalty to the Kamgl his ability to do more than just compose and
performcorridos It was also there that the King congratulatedduis sense of judgement about
Lobo with the phrase ‘me habia salido cabroncB@)(We can reasonably infer that the King would
not have approached Lobo in Chapter 18 had it manbfor this earlier incident. There is
considerable irony in this. The shooting contess @wa important episode in a causal chain that led
the King to accidently reveal his low opinion of hads contribution at Court to his face. Yet
presumably it was also an important part of LobmAs estimation of his importance to the King,
and so a good reason for his being so annoyedcatamment when it came. Moreover, there is an

ironic parallelism in terms of the consequencesadh episode. In Chapter 8 Lobo salvages the

* Of course, the story itself gives us little exjilieason to believe the two incidents to be cotedcand in
real life there would clearly be insufficient evid® to draw such a conclusion. But narratives ateeaal life
and, as Gregory Currie puts it, ‘[a] narrative ishrin indications of the maker’s intentions, ant/thing a
character is represented as doing in the narraivebe assumed to be so represented for a reaSonig|
Narratives and NarratorgOxford: OUP, 2010), p 189). The events of ChapBtetearly call for interpretation,
given that they do not initially seem to enhance piot, and yet they are given more prominence ljalev
chapter) than the other illustrations of court.lif@ infer a causal connection, in addition to plagallelism |
also note, seems the best explanation of that etigfitinction in relation to the novel as a whole.
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King's reputation thanks to his own quick thinkiagd initiative. In contrast, as a direct resulthaf
conversation between the two in Chapter 18, Loluis erp destroying that reputation. The King will
chide Lobo for thinking for himself on this occasi¢l08), but in the previous episode that was a
good thing, and in reality the King has himselbtame for the disaster. All this makes it espegiall
difficult to pity the King. Indeed, his fate is lily ‘tragic’. The King offers himself peacefully tbe
police, and even succeeds in recovering his skdttenasculine’ image: the newspaper carries the
fabricated story that he was caughtflagrante delictowith three women (122). If there is one
person to pity at the close, it is not the King tha Witch, whose corpse appears riddled with kille

in a photograph on the paper’s front page (121).

Aside from Lobo’s involvement, many of the othetadls of the plot — in both sense of the word —
can only benferred from what the novel tells us, or else remain ehtiunclear® This is a product

of the limitations of the narrative perspectived aterrera’s parsimonious style. Therefore, not only
is the subplot natragic, it hardly amounts to much of a plot at all. Whtrere are exceptions, they
have a purpose within the design of the novel. &lierno space here to consider every single
obscurity inTrabajos del reinpbut the reader has a special interest in regplthe identity of the
murderers® Two pieces of evidence suggest that the Jewelsr nesponsible for el Pocho’s death.
When the Journalist is killed in Chapter 20, ostfindication is that the same killer has strughia:
the murder weapon is ‘una daga, otra vez, de fiidutado’ (102). But the Jeweller interjects to
disagree: ‘[E]ste cuchillo es diferente, este dihds una mierda’ (103). The importance of this
outburst is underlined by the fact that the Aristmediately guesses the identity of the murderers.

We are actually not told who they are; howevepjears that the Jeweller has been betrayed by his

5 One hint that is never satisfactorily resolvedldasCualquiera’s background: we learn that her mothe
abandoned her father because he was ‘un hombreo bugror lo tanto indGtil’ (54), but there are severa
suggestions that she might have worked as a prstt some point in the past. She looks on teypdeerhaps
with the smile of recognition, at a ‘clandestindhem she and Lobo visit the city in Chapter 15 (&hprtly
afterwards she is accosted by a man in the strbet necognizes her and offers her a ‘negocio’ thiit w
apparently be pleasing to both parties; when Lafbla Cualquiera attempt to have sex later in tems, she
treats him mechanically (‘lo mont6 fria, concentraénte’), and later admits that she does not know to
treat ‘hombres que parecen buenos’ (82). Whethsrighthe case, or the story behind it, we nevewkior
sure.

*% Lobo even calls the murders ‘tragedies’: ‘[SJup®dpabia sucedido otra tragedia’ (102).
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pride in his own craftsmanship and his belief ie jbstice of his action¥.Nobody but a self-
righteous killer would be unable to stomach a sdcorime, with a sub-standard knife, being
attributed to him. Our suppositions are substadiavhen the Artist, as he flees the palace in
Chapter 22, encounters the Jeweller wielding adlirenched dagger identical to the one used to
commit the first crime (114). The second murdemiszre mysterious, but one can suppose that la
Bruja is responsible. She is the first person Leboounters after he is said to have figured out who
the murderers were, and she is described sugdgstirarecia como si ya hubiera resuelto algun
dilema y finalmente se ocupara de lo trivial’ (L0Bpbo proceeds to wonder whether his own life
might be in danger. The obvious candidate to mundueris la Bruja, since at this point she believes
he has scuppered her plan for her daughter tothedfing a child, by getting her pregnant himself
(104-5). She then gives Lobo a look that reminas bf the way in which one sacrifices calves
(105). Of course, we cannot necessarily take thiestAr fears seriously, given the obliviousness he
has shown to other matters. But if we assume sigagable of murder, then there is an available
motive for the Journalist’s killing: he is thougtd be plotting with the Heir, and hence, we can

assumeagainstthe Witch.

Why can we bemore certain about the particulars of the murders tabout many other obscure
details in the novel? Herrera will not have wantedisappoint the reader on every point. But there
are thematic motives too. For instance, the Jer®liory acts as an instructive comparison to
Lobo’s>® While Lobo gradually loses his faith in the Couhie Jeweller’s intensifies in adversity, to
the point where he commits murder in defence okiimg. Both men are craftsmen, but whereas the
Jeweller's work can only function to show off theni's wealth and power, Lobotorridosacquire

a wider purpose. Of course, he does not realizeahfirst. Thus, at the turning point in the novel

" Compare such previous statements as ‘[T]odo lovgudorado lo he hecho yo' (22), and ‘jY que nastie
haga ilusiones de arrebatarle nada al Sefior!" (8@)s emotionally invested in the King and Court.

%8 The Jeweller is not the only character who acta @smparison to the Artist. La Nifia starts ofélds a
prostitute, but despite continuing in that roletts palace, she sees things differently simply beeaf the
wealthy setting. In reality, the pomp of the cdarsuperficial, which is underlined by the manmewhich she
describes it: ‘La Nifia nombraba su entusiasmo contém de palabras aprendidas recién: estar aquiras
cantor, es bacan, es chilo, es guay, es copag@des, cantor’ (28). All these words are synonyarsdool’,
which, if it is the only attraction of the placeyab not reflect well on Lobo’s more cultivated ergiasm for it.

160



when la Nifia throws him out, she equates the two diectly: ‘Ya hablas como cualquier puto que
hace joyas’ (68). As long as Lobo writes only foe King, he is entirely dependent on him, and his
only purpose is to exalt him. Unlike Lobo, the J@recannot escape this condition. If Lobo had not
matured, he could well have suffered the desperatiat befalls the Jeweller: by the end he is a
‘resoplo armado’, a man who has nothing to live #ord is capable of anything, including murder
(114). If that is true, la Bruja’s culpability aléas a point. The murder of the Journalist carelbe r

as an act of desperation by someone who knew herdet plans had come to nothing. As Lobo
leaves the Court, the Witch suggests — unconvimging that all is not lost: ‘Aqui hay que seguir

viviendo’ (113). But she does not survive, anddesith is surely horrific:

Se veian dos fotos en primera plana: en una, éveadde la Bruja, moteado
innumerablemente de orificios de bala, arrojaddoj@h cadaver del Traidor, un tiro
en la nuca (121).

Both characters struggle in vain and in desperaigainst the current of events. Again, if there are

any ‘tragic’ figures inTrabajos del reingit is they, and not the King.

The King’s story is much more obscure. We know Almist’s corrido is the ‘final straw’, but the
reasons for the King's loss of power before thisnpoemain unclear. There are certainly hints
throughout the novel that the Heir has been plgtiindethrone the King. On Lobo’s very first day at
Court he is cast as excessively ambitious (‘entrémlzadito’) by the Jeweller, who evidently
dislikes him (23). Lobo then treats him with sugmicfor the rest of his time ther@When el Pocho

is killed in Chapter 7, the Heir seems unnaturallym about the situation, in stark contrast to the
Witch, which might imply how comfortable he is wisimy crisis at Court. He also lets slip a telling
remark: ‘Asi no matamos nosotros —la corto el Heredsefialando la herida del Pocho—, o sea
gue asi no matan ellos’ (44). El Pocho’s body watsleft as drug traffickers typically dump their
victims, with their hands tied and a bin-liner troover their head. This is evidently what the Heir

means by ‘nosotros’ — it is an allusion m@rco conventions, which the King and his cohorts

* For example: ‘[D]aba escalofrios el Heredero’ (3Byio’ (43), ‘Sonrié6 ampliamente, pero como si le
sucediera un accidente en la cara’ (72). Of colmgeasting him as the ‘Heredero’ in the first glatobo has
suggested a power struggle.
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presumably abide by, where the killer in questiam hot. Nonetheless, he immediately disassociates
himself, as if he fears the comment will be takemsuggest his affiliation with the ‘traidores’ whom
the Witch is blaming for the murder (44). There ardher intimations of disloyalty to the King.
Lobo stumbles upon the Heir and the Journalisirtglkurtively on a balcony in Chapter 5, and later
describes their behaviour as ‘intrigar’ (56). Whitve Journalist is enigmatically describing the
cartel's troubles to the Artist in Chapter 17, halies that some of the King’s subordinates have
been going over his head to deal with other drudsloa comment that is immediately juxtaposed
with their noticing the Heir (90). Moreover, thetist spots a member of the Court at a rival leader’
party, in Chapter 18, and the obvious suspectedhir (95). Nevertheless, we cannot be sure it is
him. Indeed, an alternative candidate is el Geresitece the man at the party is described as
‘elegante’, which is a characteristic of the Marragben he comes looking for Lobo at the end of
the novel (122), but not of the Heir who is ‘meredegante’ than the others when introduced in
Chapter 3 (23). Indeed, at the last el Gerenteesigde has not always been working in the King'’s
interest: ‘Ahora si las cosas van a marchar conus Pianda, ya todos estamos del mismo lado’
(124). It would be ironic if the real traitor wettee Manager all along, since he is hardly mentioned
throughout the novel, and all we know about hinthist he is an efficient administraf8t would
also fit with what the author has said about higehahat he wanted to allude to a generationdt shi
in the world of drug trafficking, as paternalistind ostentatious leaders gave way to a more discree
and business-like mode of operatféMevertheless, there is insufficient evidence mnlovel to be
certain about this. Moreover, there is little oran celiably infer about thprocessby which the
King's power is diminished. Certainly the Artiste®onot witness it directly. It is the Doctor who
informs us that the alliance with another cartllg(‘del sur’) has collapsed (89), and that a former
member of the King's organization (‘El Traidor’) is cahoots with them. According to la Nifia,

someone— and it might not be the same person — has b&enntventing the King’s local

% |t would constitute further evidence of the lintitans of Lobo’s point of view, of course.

®1‘La idea responde a un arquetipo, queria dejap dae se esta produciendo un cambio generacionel e
tipo de liderazgo. Por un lado, esté El Rey, unetmdrcaico y paternalista, que se enfrenta ar&® joven
que quiere tomar el poder y llevar a cabo otrastigas empresariales’ (in Amelia Castilla, ‘Litera del
narcotrafico’, EI Pais Babelia 16 February 2008, <http://editorialperiferica.blpgscom/2008/02/yuri-
herrera-autor-de-trabajos-del.html>.
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monopoly (38). The reference to the ‘Supremo Géiridoubtedly to the government or the state
governor (57), who has been cracking down on thsednination oharcocorridos Since the men
who arrive to negotiate with the King wear ‘unif@mverdes’ (107), the State is definitely involved.
Perhaps officials are looking for a high-profileapegoat to appease the U.S. government, such as
when Juan Garcia Abrego, the head of the Gulf Cavtes arrested in 1996. But all this can be no
more than supposition. There could well have beglota but there is no cleaarrative It is outside

the scope of the story, and to a greater extemt with the murders, we are not meant to be able to

reconstruct it clearly.

Why, though, does Herrera not allow us to recousthis ‘story behind the story’? One explanation
can be adduced from the counterpoint Herrera pesvid Chapter 23, when Lobo finds inspiration
for hiscorridosin several stories he hears on the streets. Arguatmnvincingstory will be high in
‘narrativity’. For the philosopher Gregory Curriany discourse high in ‘narrativity’ will exhibit
‘highly interrelated persons, their actions, mativand fortunes, richness in causal connectedness
and connectedness by thematic urfifyThe King's story, as Herrera alludes to it, lackany of
these features, and is not even particularly ‘‘agiontrast the following tale collected by Lobo,

which is the most moving of the ‘tragedias verabe$os hombres de a pie’ (117):

Del muchachito que simulaba su propio secuestra pacarle dinero a los padres,
gue creidos le respondian ¢ Sabe qué? Este inttbs/éiene hartos, ¢por qué no se
lo echa y le damos la mitad de lo que pide? Y élpdra tristeza, decia que Si,
recogia el dinero, lo gastaba en pisto y luego tiansp parte (117).

In just a few lines we see all the features Cumientions. Each action has a strong motive and
consequence, and follows lucidly from the last dixen the first action in the chain of causes can
be understood in the context of what follows: ardegive, neglected child is precisely the sortdo g
to such extremes to grab his unloving parents’ntitie. It is narrated from a point of view
sympathetic to the boy, with the suffbito qualifying him affectionately while the parentsar

condemned asreidos and this is congruent with the substance of theyssince if the son was

%2 Gregory CurrieNarratives and Narratorspp. 36—7.
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genuinelyinatil, the parents must be partly to blame. It also &asagic (although not strictly
‘Tragic’) sensibility: in the irony that the blaclaih backfired so badly, in the sadness that such a
thing could happen within a family, which is inteudto be a loving institution, in the fact that the
boy brought his fate on himself unwittingly — i.eanade a tragic error of judgement — by
attempting the ruse in the first place, and in pletless heroism of his final act, which at least
proved him capable afomethingPerhaps it is excessive to say the boy undergaagnorisiswhen

he discovers his parents’ true feelings. Even, sliétre is far more quotidian tragedy, more cohesio
and more emotional force in these seven lines thamny narrative one can reconstruct about the
King. It is simply a better story. | suggest thasimeant to be, to show the reader whadinghtto

be more interested in. It is a story more worthybeing told®® In comparison, the King is merely

‘[u]ln pobre tipo traicionado. Una gota en un mahdenbres con historias’ (118).

In recent years a host of different representatiorelia has dealt with drug trafficking, and nearly
all of it assumes themportanceof the phenomenon. Novels suchLasreina del suror the many
current narco-telenovelashave glamourized drug trafficking and its subtkad. Narcocorridos
have become a propaganda tool for the cartelseden in its more traditional popular and tragic
mode, thecorrido has validated and memorialized the lives of viblemen. Herrera clearly
understands the desire among the poor and the le@wén northern Mexico to ‘make a dent in the
cosmos’, as the sociologist Mark Edberg puté for Edberg, theorrido encourages young men to
aspire to have successful and significant livedrirg trafficking, if only for a short time beforbay
bow out valiantly, just as the King was preparedaadn Trabajos del reindefore being saved by el
Pocho: ‘Ya se disponia lsien morir antes de que lo agarraran’ (34). Lobo is sedugedllbthis
initially. What is less obvious is that the readeiseduced too. It is not that we endorse or even
sympathize much with Lobo’s perspective. As | hamwn earlier in this chapter, the subtle

modulations in the narrative point of view allowtossee through his view of the world. As readers,

% Lobo also comes to realize that the other stdreesold at Court were unimportant too, after hesgmethe
rival capo’s party and listens to the trivial ggsiere: ‘Habia muchas, la intriga de un hombrgwentra su
mujer, la de tres muchachas contra el vestido aeadrina, la de dos gallitos contra un trajeadaldlacura
contra sus deseos de apurar un sotol, pero nirguao informara. Todo era igual que en la Cod)(

% Edberg El Narcotraficantep. 118.
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we are not similarly disabused of our naive assiomptover the course of the novel. Nevertheless,
the archetypal tone of the story, Herrera’'s parsiogs style, the obvious limitations on the
narrator’s point of view, the murder mystery, ahd various hints surrounding a conspiracy against
the King all invite the reader to pay close at@mtio what is going on below the surface. The story
we really want to be told is the King’s, the ‘impamt’ story about someone of note. But we are
never given it. In the end, Lobo cares much leas thie do: ‘Se dio cuenta de que no le interesaba
en lo mas minimo la intriga, que se trataba de sharoidentes de algo méas definitivo que ya
comprendia’ (121). One inference we can draw i$ ithaill not do to be interested only in drug
trafficking and the larger-than-life charactersttivhabit its sub-culture. Popular curiosity either
reinforces the power of the cartels or at bestds/bigger social problems. This is Lobo’s realmati

at the end offrabajos del reinoHe chooses to sing instead about the ‘tragediaaces’, stories
about the injustices and hardships of people wkooadinarily ignored, and not the big ‘Tragedy’
that his time at Court could well have been written Herrera is aware that we do not need to be
convinced of the evils of drug trafficking, at leas its present form, but perhaps de need to be
convinced not to take a prurient interest in itsrfboyant wealth, its violence or its melodrama. In

sum, the ‘King’ does not deserve such attention.

The emphasis on these everyday ‘little tragedieg/gests that Herrera wishes to avoid writing
exclusively about drug trafficking. His second nipB8efales que precederan al fin del muritas a
different subject entirely. He is on record asroiag that the idea of there being coherent genre of
narconovelass misconceived Rather, authors write about the north of Mexiaad @n doing so
cannot avoid the topic in one way or another. Ninedess, Herrera still has something interesting to
say about the topic. As a loose allegory, one @ke Trabajos del reinoto be indicating a
generational shift in Mexican drug trafficking frais rural, paternalistic roots with larger-thafeli

leaders like Rafael Caro Quintero, to more dis¢cre®tdern, and commercially-minded operations

%Yo creo que se estan haciendo cosas muy inteessgrmuy diversas en México y el hecho de tenamea

del narco como punto en comun sélo significa quern®s el tema del narco como punto en comin en
nuestras vidas cotidianas, pero no significa qaees@ucleo de todas esas historias’ (in Zunirscfio en la
frontera’).
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under men like the pioneers of the Tijuana catted, Arrellano Félix brother.But Trabajos del
reino was written in 2001, and published in 2004. Sitleen, the world of drug trafficking has
experienced enormous upheavals in the wake of t¢vergment campaign against it. However
differently el Heredero and el Gerente will run tirganization to el Rey, they are keen to preserve
unity and stability: ‘ya estamos del mismo lado’'tihe Manager's boast (124). For all Lobo’s
attempts at foresight, he cannot predict the chdo€alderén’s tenure as president in Mexico,
something which is at least imagined in the firedgs of Martin Solares’ novélps minutos negros
What Herrera avoids is romanticizing the phenomermmnapproach that was oddly prevalent in
televised representations of drug trafficking ire theriod of Calderdn’s presidency, despite the
increased levels of violence. Lobo falls into theptof romanticizing the criminal underworld, and
we are made to see through his delusions. As readkeiare disabused of our wrong-headed interest
in the King's demise. In these two ways, the probtd how to represent drug trafficking is brought
to the fore, as it was i€ontrabando Like Victor Hugo in that novel, Lobo’s difficuis in
understanding and evaluating the world in whichishdiving are closely connected with artistic
concerns. However, Lobo’s major problem is to deiee the appropriate object of attention rather

than to find a suitable form.

Ultimately, Trabajos del reinds about Lobo’s search to invest his life — ansl it — with value
and significance. It is a very universal theme,fdit a novel that tries to persuade the reader to
eschew too narrow a focus (in this case, on dradfidkers). Lobo’s art is dependent and
instrumental at Court. It gives him the impressidmaving a significant purpose in life. In the end
however, he can enjoy his art for new reasons.chlisdos can tell other — more worthy people’s
— stories, and he can discover his oimadependentmeaning in life in the process of writing them.
For this reason Lobo refuses to recount the Kistpsy at the end ofrabajos del reinoSince he is

now independent of the King, he is no longer péitis narrative. For a while Lobo was caught up

% The existence of the notorionarcojuniorsis alluded to in Chapter 5: ‘Este [el Gringo] séisapegado a un
hatajo de muchachitos ansiosos de mareo que cadgesicruzaban a desmayarse de este lado del[mjuiEb.
mas desmedido era un pecoso hijo de consul a ai€ringo devolvia a casa con amor de padre y los
asientos hartos de yerbabuena’ (33).
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in a different story, the focus of which was drugfficking, but happily the entanglement was
temporary. No doubt Herrera is expressing a sinhidtgre for northern Mexicans and their society in
general. Lobo is representative of his peers inl@raoespect. Anpildungsromarcontains the basic
plot structure of a rags-to-riches tale. This iprapriate for the northern border regions of Mexico
where the appeal of being involved in drug trafifickis often attributed to the desire for easy aloci
mobility in a context where other options are lagkor considerably less appealing. In sum, it is a
society in which it is difficult to grow up. Lobotle is an example of a more general problem for
many thousands of other young Mexicans who livenglthe border. Unlike Lobo, many others
make the wrong decisions. By writing aboutaaridista Herrera sidesteps the potential difficulty of
persuading the reader to sympathize with a cleanarco, such as Gumersindo in AlfarolSerra
Blanca (or worse, asicario), while nonetheless covering a theme that is eglevo narcos The
novel’'s setting might suggest that it has littlecmmmon with the other works considered in this
study. Its figurative approach is distinctive. Biké Mendoza, Solares and Rascdn Banda, Herrera is
little interested in drug traffickerger se It is the difficult experience of living with, tbugh, and
amid drug trafficking that matters. Lobo gets cltose the phenomenon than Edgar Mendieta or

Victor Hugo, but his fundamental difficulty is siiani.
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Chapter 6. Conclusion

It would be too convenient to propose that Mexittarature about drug trafficking exhibits what
the philosopher Noél Carroll has termed an ‘aningaproblematic’, that is, a fundamental artistic
difficulty to which each novel constitutes an inguli responséMost Mexican fiction about drug
trafficking is not very self-aware. Moreover, aargued in the first chapter of this study, it isaal
difficult to deliver a convincing definition of thearconovela What may be asserted, however, is
that the best fiction in this loose category shaigslar aesthetic concerns, and that these rédate
the ethical problem of how to represent a realist tis difficult to come to terms with, in both
cognitive and emotional respects. Both Mendoza %oldres find ways to alert the reader to the
commonplaces of crime fiction, aware that theirich@f an ordinarily strict genre format might be
understood by readers as an endorsement of anokutlo life to which they do not, in fact,
subscribe. Rascon Banda and Herrera dramatize tbiele;m by making the difficulties of
representing the reality around them the centnatem of their protagonists. The choice of fornsat i
a greater concern for Victor Hugo @ontrabando whereas Lobo iffrabajos del reinastruggles to
find the most appropriate object of attention far &rt. Above all other forms of writing, novelsar
adept at providing the reader with a subjectivespective — one we can associate with — in order
to comprehend the emotional and moral significasfca sequence of events. However, in this case,
to provide a single perspective might appear ta bmitation. If the phenomenon is supposed to be
difficult to understand, then a single point ofwjéhowever troubled or confused, might be taken to
imply that there is a single right way of viewirtg The four novels studied here are careful in this
regard. Mendoza provides the narrowest range nolides several occasions in which the justice of
his novel's sensibility is questioned (p. 63). lea’s protagonist is shown to be naive, at first (p
137). InContrabando several characters offer their own, incompleteg@gation of events, and the

protagonist’s opinions are kept carefully to a minim, lest we assume that he possesses a more

! Noél Carroll, On Criticism (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), pp. 103-105. Carrellers to Hans-Georg
Gadamer’s idea that an ‘artwork is an answer taestiopn—a question that arises in the artist’'s eption of
his or her situation’ (p. 105).
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reliable point of view from which to evaluate thiners (p. 100). Il.os minutos negro@n entirely
clear view of events is rendered impossible byaitmor’'s inclusion of deliberate contradictions (p.
77). This is not to say that these novels havelear é¢mplications, that they offer no conclusions a
all. In each case | have argued that they do. Raithis a matter of not appearing to endorse ideas
definitively. This is a common aesthetic considerat but it has additional importance in this
particular context.For the same reasons none of the narratives istiqneoffers much closure.
Solares leaves the reader frustrated for detadatahe death of Bernardo Blanco. Rascon leaves his
protagonist nigh-on bitter at the difficulties obramunicating his hometown’s predicament to a
national audience. His filmscript is a failure big lown criteria, but also by the standards of his
patron and (arguably) the reader. Lobo, in Hereer@vel, is left free to follow his own star, b h
does not ‘get the girl’. The narrative arc has beampleted — the protagonist has grown up — but
it is not a typical ‘happy ending’. A similar comods surely the motivation for the otherwise biear

final lines of Mendoza’s novel:

Por consejo del doctor Parra, pasé unos dias eratMazdonde conocié a una
morena que tenia un ojo verde y otro miel, que @mbra zurda, pero ésa es otra
historia®

Despite resolving the story in this particular nowiee author indicates that the bigger story — the

rest of Mendieta’s troubled life as a detective -as mot been resolved. Hence, of course, the

subsequent novelka prueba del &cidandNombre de perro

Although an emphasis has been placed on doubtsrréthn certainties, on failures rather than
success, and | have argued that this sensibiligpposite, one might still wonder whether the range
of possible responses to drug trafficking in Mexiw@s been exhausted. Herrera might be taken to
think so. In the end, his novel disavows the publicterest in fiction about this topic. As for man
other nortefiowriters, including Mendoza, this amounts to arisitence on the importance of the

wider social context and not just the beguilingppiags ofnarcocultura But, again, it is difficult to

2 Another novel with evident partiality of perspeetiis Fiesta en la madrigueraby Juan Pablo Villalobos,
although it has the limitations that | note in Cfp127, n. 108).
¥ MendozaBalas de platap. 254.
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disentangle ethical from aesthetic motivationscahnot be very interesting to talk directly about
drug traffickers if they behave in such a consityehackneyed fashion. Herrera was fortunate
enough to find a particular angle by which to widgout drug traffickers with originality. Other
serious authors have been forced to relegatendineos to the background. Some writers have
strained to be direct and still original. sawevo, padrinpMario Gonzélez Suéarez attempts to avoid
cliché by having hisarco protagonist use a range of invented terms to tefehe activities and
actors in the drug trade, as if avoiding the wdtasnselves avoids the clichés. He does, however,
find a way of introducing a critical perspectivetdinan otherwise monolithic monologue. The
protagonist’s attitude towards his adventurous diéenes to appear gradually more ridiculous and
grotesque as he responds to increasingly severkarific turns of events with the same set phrase,
that of the novel’s title, an expression of callemshusiasmi.Moreover, for all its failings, that novel
does not deal solely in understatement. It mightatgried that all the novels studied in this thesis
have a concise, understated prose style. Therm@irédual chapters that break this mouldLios
minutos negrogndContrabando The more poetic chaptersTmnabajos del reinmffer some variety.
But there is little rhetorical excess in these @v&he more delirious sections Afwevo, padrino
provide this, even when their success relies onstmae technique deployed by the four authors
studied here, that is, the impression of a dispdmgtween the tone of the passage and the

significance of the events narrated.

Rafael Lemus has argued that a less restraineadagpito writing about drug trafficking and its

effects would be preferable:

¢Qué es el narco? En principio, el puto caos [...] &lemento andrquico,
desequilibrante, destructor. Una organizacién entraode lo organizado. El
desgobierno [...] Sus lecciones son las del nihiliselaominio de la violencia, la
futilidad de la vida, la victoria de la muerte. Egaesta otra: la incoherendia.

One novel that approaches a response to Lemusisistris isTijuana: crimen y olvidpby Luis

“ Perhaps the most horrendous moment in the nowveksdn the final pages of Part I, during which the
protagonist, Alfredo, accidentally runs over anitskiis wife and daughter, from whom he had beeoedably
separated earlier in the novel (Mario Gonzalez && wevo, padrindMéxico: Random House Mondadori,
2008], pp. 98-9.

® Lemus, ‘Balas de salva’.
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Humberto Crosthwaite. Crosthwaite follows a simjppaocedure to Rascon in that he dramatizes an
attempt by a fictional version of himself to makense of the world around him. Crosthwaite
pretends (in a prologue) that he has been inveistigthe disappearance of two journalists, Magda
Gilbert and Juan Antonio Mendivil. He employs theesib structure of an investigation, but he does
not limit himself to it. The first section consisitfragmentary snippets of Magda’s diary, osteysib
reproduced verbatim by the narrator, with occadidregments of his own commentary. There
follows a series of opaque interviews with thoseowkmew the journalists, before a section
protagonized by Juan Antonio begins. However, #éstion is very different. Crosthwaite (as
narrator) prefaces it with a note explaining thatias taken liberties with the ‘facts’ of the casg]
proceeds to narrate the section as if it were &wbfiction. This is then followed by what can gnl
be described as a fantastical section in which 2udonio confuses his own identity in a dream with
that of another man from 40 years previously. ttdmes difficult to know precisely which story is
meant to be true according to the novel and whécl idream. It is a procedure not unlike that
employed Julio Cortazar’s famous stokg noche boca arribawhich is extensively alluded fdn

the final section, the author’s fictional alter-eexpounds the reasons for taking on the investigati
and laments his failure to solve it. At this paamie of the characters who we had been unsure éxiste
at all, since he featured prominently in the fatitat section, arrives in what is meant to be ‘idal
and threatens Luis Humberto. The man exhorts Luimlbérto to finish the book that we are reading,
because it depicts him as ‘el mas cabrén’. The Ineves with the narrator living in fear for his own
life while wondering whether to publish his invesiiion. The experiment is anything but an
unqualified successBut there is, nonetheless, an attempt to commtenit@ chaos and uncertainty
of a society dominated by violence by reproducingthe mind of the novel's readers the
bewilderment that such a society can create fanktabitants. For all its uncertaintigdontrabando
does not do this; the outsider, the reader, is@sgupto be able to resolve at least some of the’sow

conundrums. Moreover, the focus is social rathantpsychologicalLos minutos negrosioes

® Luis Humberto Crosthwaitdjjjuana: crimen y olvidgMéxico D.F.: Tusquets, 2010), pp. 85, 222.

"For a review of Crosthwaite’s novel with which ubstantially agree, see Geney Beltran Felix, ‘Tipa
crimen y olvido de Luis Humberto Crosthwaitd'etras libres April 2011, <http://www.letraslibres.com
[revista/letrillas/tijuana-crimen-y-olvido-de-lurimberto-crosthwaite>.
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provide unresolvable doubts, but in most respéasarrative is still internally coherent and thisre
little attempt to provoke anxiety. Not §guana: Crimen y olvidoThe works of fiction considered

in this study were chosen on aesthetic grounds.etfletess, these less commended novels by
Gonzélez Suarez and Crosthwaite indicate that eortiexican authors are continuing carefully to
consider the question of how to represent theiednee environment. For this reason, although
perhaps the definitiv@arconovelacannot exist, there remain to be written origiaatl valuable

novels on this topic.
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