
57

Translatable Cities:  
The Latin-Americanization of Canada in Tangier, 

Collect Call and and a body to remember with

Nieves Pascual

University of Jaén

Abstract

Departing from the relationship between translation and exile, as well as Iván Carrasco’s idea that 
the two essential strategies used by Chilean poets in exile are superposition and collage, this essay 
examines how Chile is translated into Canada by Jorge Etcheverry in Tangier, Leandro Urbina 
in Collect Call and Carmen Rodríguez in and a body to remember with. I contend that (a) both 
geographical spaces are first juxtaposed and then superimposed, and (b) that these two strategies 
transform the real world so that it conforms to an internal topography in which the loss of the 
motherland is disavowed.
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1. Introduction
In his essay on the literature produced by Chilean poets exiled after General Augusto Pino-
chet’s Coup of 1973, Iván Carrasco calls attention to the “plural codification” of their texts, 
achieved by way of two essential strategies: superposition and collage. He says that writers 
may lay their experiences of the new culture upon the hegemonic text of the source culture. 
Such is the case of Efraín Barquero, who in Poema negro de Chile contrasts two spaces, 
his own and the French, but remains faithful to the tone, the language and the rules of 
1960s and 1970s Chilean rhetoric. Alternatively, writers may reproduce their experience of 
interculturality by incorporating foreign linguistic elements, pasting them together without 
transitions. Both strategies open up the gaps imposed by cultural differences: not all parts 
coincide in the superposed figures of Barquero, nor are languages glued to perfection in the 
collages designed by Waldo Rojas, Armando Uribe, Mauricio Electorat, Ximena Godoy, 
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Tito Valenzuela and Naím Gómez. And both are, in consequence, productive of “a mood of 
[…] foreignness” (my translation) that leads us to the field of translation theory.

Foreignness defines both the translation process and the process of producing litera-
ture in exile. Foreignness means difference, distance from home, and the quality of being 
other. By definition, the foreign is situated outside a place or country. It may well be that, 
as Carrasco posits, the literature of Chilean exiled authors “interpellates Chilean society 
and, in so doing, becomes part of it;” and yet, it also interpellates the readers of the foreign 
society in which it is written. In so doing, it becomes part of the target society, but at the 
cost of interrogating the familiar in both worlds. To clarify: (a) exilic texts contain traces 
of foreignness that disrupt the borders of home and host literatures, and (b) upon separat-
ing themselves from their countries its authors carry the foreign across from one place 
to another. In other words, they become translators (“translate,” from Latin trans+latus: 
carried across). It is precisely in terms of translation that Chilean-Canadian writer Carmen 
Rodríguez describes her experience: “For me, living and writing in a hyphen implies trans-
lation,” she claims in and a body to remember with, a collection of short stories where she 
explores “how hard it can be to re-root oneself” during exile (Harvey C6).

Not only does the process of translation define exile, but exile is a precondition for 
translation. At least that is the thought of Carol Maier when she situates the origin of 
translation in dépaysement.  In “Translation, Dépaysement, and Their Figuration,” Maier 
calls upon translators to free themselves from national attachments if they are to remain 
faithful to the foreignness of the source text: “when translation occurs as fully as possible, 
the translator not only conveys or communicates a ‘message’ but may also experience 
the ambivalence, the absence of ease, and even the abrasion that are no doubt inherent 
in any dépaysement” (185). This abrasion is no different from that felt when a loved one 
is lost. In fact, any dépaysement entails the loss of family, friends, one’s country and the 
objects of daily life, and produces a mood of foreignness. Yet, the experience of exile is 
not wholly reduced to pain. Some quota of pleasure is certainly acknowledged in abra-
sion when Maier expresses “a desire for dépaysement […] exhilaration, ease, escape […] 
what I yearned for was translation itself” (189), a “longing for what I call life, happy to be 
bereaved” (193). Notwithstanding the overlapping between bereavement and happiness, 
the task of translators, she concludes, is to become “rootless” (189). This assertion is by no 
means unproblematic. Can one really relinquish one’s roots? 

Derrida seems to think that this is impossible. Neither the translator nor the text can 
renounce the cultural losses that shape their respective identities. To him translation is an 
act of impossible mourning. Rereading Walter Benjamin’s “The Task of the Translator,” 
he argues in “What is a ‘Relevant’ Translation?” that a translation that occurs as fully as 
possible guarantees both the “prolonged life” and the “life after death” of the “body of the 
original” by “elevating the signifier to its meaning or value, all the while preserving the 
mournful and debt-laden memory of the singular body, the first body, the unique body that 
the translation thus elevates, preserves and negates” (199). Mournful because this singular 
body is based on absence; that is, on the fissure between the sign and the signifier. In an 
interview with Julia Kristeva, Derrida goes on to say that “translation practices the differ-
ence between signifier and signified” (20); meaning that it performs the difference between 
the translatable and the untranslatable (read: the plethora of connotations and voices that 
words bring with them and that are lost in the translated text). It is this difference that 
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makes translation impossible. What makes mourning impossible for Derrida is that the 
otherness of the dead (of the body of the original) is insurmountable and cannot be faith-
fully preserved.

This impossibility raises one question: It is true that the translated text cannot prolong 
the life of the original but, inasmuch as it affirms the “life after death” of its phantasm, is it 
not fair to deduce that it negates the absence of the lost object in the same process of affir-
mation? My point is that when mourning is impossible, melancholia is the only choice. In 
spite of difference or because of difference, melancholia is the condition of possibility of 
translation. In order to explain how refusal of loss makes translation possible, I must take 
recourse to Sigmund Freud.

At the outset of his 1917 “Mourning and Melancholia” Freud states that, in contrast to 
the mourner who lets go of the lost object and liberates libidinal desire, the melancholic 
fends off mourning and refuses to believe that she/he has lost something. By means of the 
pleasure principle the subject represses the idea of loss, withdrawing it from conscious-
ness. This type of repression obliges him/her to live in a world of fantasy, independent 
from the real world, where the missing object is represented as safe and alive. The French 
psychoanalyst Nicolas Abraham and his collaborator, Maria Torok, drawing on Freud, 
conjecture that during melancholia “the objectal correlative of the loss is buried alive in 
[a] crypt [inside the body] as a full-fledged person, complete with its own topography 
[…]. A whole world of unconscious fantasy is created, one that leads its own separate and 
concealed existence” (130). In this world of magic, the foreign body of the departed other 
is translated into a correlative object that the subject literally incorporates within him/
herself in the form of nourishment: This “desperate ploy of filling the mouth with illu-
sory nourishment has the equally illusory effect of eradicating the idea of a void” (129). 
Even though the pain-stricken self is split, divided from the inside into the intimate other 
and the ego, oral incorporation preserves the illusion that there is no loss and defends 
against any topographical change in the subject. The body or the psyche is thus figured as 
a crypt, a sanctuary for the dead who, revivified in the form of ghosts, may return to devour 
the host. Abraham and Torok write that “in the dead of night, when libidinal fulfillments 
have their way, the ghost of the crypt comes back to haunt the cemetery guard, giving 
him strange and incomprehensible signals, making him perform bizarre acts, or subject-
ing him to unexpected sensations” (130). At this point the ghost overcomes the ego to be 
“reincarnated in the person of the subject” till it “carries the ego as its mask” (141). The 
authors call this “mechanism [that] consists of exchanging one’s own identity for a fan-
tasmic identification with the ‘life’ – beyond the grave – of an object of love” by the name 
of “endocryptic identification” (142).  Lost in this masquerade of “identifying empathy” 
(142), the ego, unable to define the border between his/her subjectivity and that of the lost 
object, comes to be buried in the crypt of his/her making, which now is situated neither 
inside nor outside.

My suggestion that the relation between the original and the translation is based on 
endocryptic identification gains credence in the light of Derrida’s “phantasm of the intact 
kernel,” produced by a never-to-be-satisfied desire for sameness (“Tours” 115). For Der-
rida this desire represses the difference between signifier and signified. It is difficult not to 
see in this phantasm of sameness the phantasms envisioned by Abraham and Torok in their 
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cryptography. A propos of this, in Contemporary Translation Theories, Edwin Gentzler 
remarks that in Derrida’s view there are:

different chains of signification – including the “original” and its translations in 
a symbiotic relationship – mutually supplementing each other, defining and redefin-
ing a phantasm of sameness, which has never existed nor will exist as something 
fixed, graspable, known or understood. This phantasm, produced by a desire for some 
essence or unity, represses the possibility that whatever may be there is always in 
motion, in flux, “at play,” escaping in the very process of trying to define it, talk about 
it, or make it present.  (146–47)

Here “sameness” means “natural equivalence,” a notion that has informed most transla-
tion theories up to the 1980s (Pym 6–24). However, the fact that the illusion of sameness 
represses difference or withdraws it from consciousness does not imply that there is no 
awareness or recognition of the operation of difference on the part of the translator. Even 
though Freud posited that “melancholia is in some way related to an object-loss which is 
withdrawn from consciousness, in contradistinction to mourning, in which there is nothing 
about the loss that is unconscious” (245), it is well worth noticing that judgment precedes 
the system of the unconscious. That is to say, negation arises only after the psyche has rec-
ognized the absence of the wished-for object and arrives at the conclusion that it is not pre-
sent in external reality. Thought of in this fashion, there is something about the loss that is 
conscious in melancholia, which accounts for the mortification, the painful dejection and 
sorrow, “the overcoming of the instinct which compels every living being to cling to life” 
that assails the melancholic (246). To put this differently: “oral incorporation is simultane-
ously a means of using remembering to forget and of forgetting to remember” (Gibbs 314). 

The illusion of sameness is, then, something that the translator produces to ensure the 
survival of the original in its replacement by the translation. Along the same lines, one 
might go so far as to argue that this illusion ensures the translator’s survival too, where 
survival is meant in the sense of offering the ego the inducement of continuing to live. In 
his theory of loss, Freud described mourning as a “normal affect,” and defined melancholia 
as a “pathological” condition that destroyed both the object and the ego: the lost object 
is destroyed through ingestion and the ego is destroyed in the confusion with the object 
within (243). Against Freud, I posit that melancholy is no illness. Simply, it is a shield, 
a defense mechanism that allows exiles and translators, doomed to be continually in search 
of a home, to fill in the gap between what used to be and what is, what they want and what 
they see. In the understanding that “relevant” as used by Derrida also denotes significance 
and demonstrability, these translations are, strictly speaking, relevant. Needless to say, 
melancholy eases the way to re-rooting but not to integration, for if re-rooting presupposes 
that the roots remain, integration, as we will see, indicates that they are removed.  

In sum, (a) exile creates the need for the fantasy of sameness, and (b) sameness makes 
translation or re-rooting possible. It is the phantasm of sameness that haunts my readings 
of Tangier, Collect Call, and and a body to remember with, by Jorge Etcheverry, José 
Leandro Urbina and Carmen Rodríguez respectively. After the Chilean Coup these three 
writers fled to Canada, where they currently reside. In what follows I read their texts as 
structures of presence, reincarnation and partial consciousness. In line with the topography 
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devised by Abraham and Torok, adhering to the links they establish between the spatial 
organization of architecture and the organization of bodies, I examine the crypt forma-
tions that give their narrators the illusion of the intact kernel. These are: the port, the bar 
and the park. In my analysis I will be using Michel Foucault’s concept of heterotopia 
because it bears a striking resemblance to the neither-here-nor-there fantasy space of the 
crypt. I argue that the space of Canada is lived through the space of Chile as if space was 
translatable. Both spaces are first juxtaposed, as in a collage, and then superimposed in the 
manner of a palimpsest. These two strategies transform the real world so that it conforms 
to an internal topography in which the loss of the motherland is disavowed.  

2. The Port
Collage is the structuring principle of Tangier. In this composition Jorge Etcheverry 
weaves languages, poems and narratives, descriptions, images, and commentaries in order 
to evoke the night world of the exiled: “All I can account for are vague fragments/tatters 
of coloured light with myriads of images/that tend to dissolve in the concrete light of day,” 
he writes (14). Likewise, he yokes together fragments of disparate spaces. Tangier, reveals 
José Leandro Urbina in the foreword to the book, “conceals the names of Valparaíso, Chile 
and America” in order to pose, in the words of Etcheverry, the “illusion of a metaphysical 
vision: Life’s the same here, there and everywhere” (63). This illusion of sameness and 
concealment prevents the narrator from knowing that he is “extremely far away” from 
Chile (63), makes him confuse the steep streets of the Coquimbo region with Booth Street 
in Ottawa (80), and induces in him the feeling that everywhere is misty and that all mists 
on the globe are “like the camanchaca,” the low-lying mist at dawn in some areas of north-
ern Chile (66), as if places were repeatable.

Behind the apparent multiplicity of these spatial fragments there is unity, achieved by 
the repetition of three visual themes. One is the image of the city as a boat that sails from 
South to North, and of the exiled as “contemporary birds [that] migrate/expelled from 
their own countries” (42). Prima facie this offers a semblance of motion; still, being all 
places the same, the trip, in actuality, immobilizes both the text and the narrator who, in 
fact, walks without walking in a “circle-like motion” (94), never “beyond the city limits” 
(97) for fear of madness. The city protects against irrationality and simultaneously gives 
death to its inhabitants. This is the second image: “urban architectural niches or meadows” 
(70): tombs and wombs conflate in one equation to be interpreted under the pleasure prin-
ciple referred to above and the intense desire for bereavement that Maier unexpectedly 
discovers in herself. At stake is the primordial human inclination to destruction, theorized 
by Freud in “Beyond the Pleasure Principle.” According to him, this urge towards death 
(Torok calls it “sepulchral desire”) is the uncontrollable urge to relieve the tension of pain 
and want, and expresses the wish to return to the nirvana of the womb. The symbolism is 
obvious: tomb (death) equals womb (rebirth), and the city becomes a mother “cradling and 
rocking us in the foam of this too-concrete life” (90).

The alliance of these two extreme poles (death and birth), the confusion of the nat-
ural (foam) and the man-made (concrete), and the anthropomorphization of space (city 
as womb), give the text an oneiric atmosphere. Another way to put this is to say that 
Etcheverry creates a whole world of semiconscious fantasy, a place without a place that 
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inevitably brings to the mind of the reader the concept of heterotopia. Defined by Foucault 
as “real places – places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society 
– which are something like counter-sites […] outside of all places, even though it may 
be possible to indicate their location in reality” (24), heterotopias “always presuppose 
a system of opening and closing that both isolates and makes them penetrable” (26). In 
general, he adds, their “role is to create a space of illusion that exposes every real space, 
all the sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as still more illusory” (27). It is no 
wonder, then, that the port, the third image in Tangier, is at the center of all the cities that 
Etcheverry dreams: The port of Coquimbo is for him the port of Valparaíso as well as the 
port of Ottawa and the port of Tangier. Outside their physical locations in reality, all these 
heterotopic ports converge in a single space of illusion, impenetrable and permeable at 
once, cryptic.

Likened to “the sphincters that exude or suck in moist currents of variable fluidity” 
and “the vagina of a woman that would secrete the human flux of adventurers and dispos-
sessed” (19), ports transform into muscles closing and opening the space of the body/city. 
Sphincters are connected to the vagina, which, in turn, is connected to the mouth and the 
act of eating. In the text people are ingested (45), the sun is food, the days are bitten (45), 
and places are both “‘devouring’ and ‘devourable’” (11). The narrator writes: “I come from 
a country described as the Tibet of the Americas. Layer upon layer of inhabitants fixed and 
level in this valley like syrup on a spoon about to be ingested” (17). The materiality of 
eating overlaps with the immateriality of dreams in a particular cannibal feast where the 
narrator has his cake and eats it too, preserving the object of identification as a living dead.

Suddenly, in the “dusk time of melancholia” (89), the ghosts buried in the port come 
back to take the narrator out of his “suspension, as from a bubble, by the ringing of the 
phone” (87). The phone is a pervasive trope in the three texts under analysis. It is a call to 
the original reality of loss and, hence, to madness. It is a metaphor for the umbilical cord 
or the “rope that refuses to break/all our pasts” (88) and that recalls the central, compelling 
void of absence around which every real space is organized. Even though momentarily the 
ring throws the narrator “back into the turmoil of everyday life” (87), he refuses to aban-
don his suspension in mid-air. Clinging to his “vocation for trances” (87), he instigates 
the reader to “leave in peace […] those phantoms that really crawl, behind and in front of 
everything” (94), and insists that “things are the same everywhere” (93). Since “You have 
to go on living” (95), it is necessary to believe that “There is no somewhere else” (98). 

3. The Bar
The belief that there is no somewhere else is also professed by the Sociologist, the main 
character and narrator in José Leandro Urbina’s Collect Call, where similar repeated pat-
terns perform his melancholic longing. To escape imprisonment for his insurgent activities 
as part of the Student Front in Chile, fearing for his life, the Sociologist (also known as the 
Lawyer) – no name is given, possibly to universalize his experience – lands in the city of 
Montreal at the age of twenty-three. The novel starts with him, some years later, receiv-
ing an overseas call announcing the death of his mother. This death, which represents the 
death of his motherland, makes all demons break “loose inside him, those demons he kept 
imprisoned under lock and key in a steel cage, and when they found themselves freed they 
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sank their talons into his brain, turning his mind upside down with their filthy fingers in 
search of some memories he didn’t want to make room for” (130). Still, the demons find 
a room in the photographs and dreams that form the text.

Into the photographs his mother sent to him upon arriving in Canada, for his newly-
wedded wife to look at, are configured the places of his childhood: “the funereal Hall of 
Justice […], the Santos Café […], Gobelinos […], and the Colón Bookstore in the Plaza 
de Armas” (133). His dreams involve the ghost of his mother calling him from far away 
(129), imprisonment, betrayals, assassinations and oppression. Through these imprints 
from a different time, the dead return. In this context, a reference to Roland Barthes is 
inevitable. Writing on photography in Camera Lucida, he refers to the “Spectrum of the 
Photograph” as the phantom that transforms the subject into object (9). Whenever he is 
being photographed he experiences himself as a subject-becoming-an object and under-
goes “a micro-version of death: [he is] truly becoming a specter […]. Death in person” 
(14). It is precisely death that Barthes seeks in the photograph of himself. On another level, 
death, Freud claims, occurs frequently in dreams: the dead appear alive and sometimes the 
living also die. In his dream of a house whose interior resembles the excavated Etruscan 
grave near Orvieto he once visited, the house is a coffin, but instead of experiencing the 
horror of finding himself dead, Freud feels joy and crawls out from the crypt, transforming 
the fear of death into a pleasurable wish fantasy (“Interpretation” 454–55). In Collect Call 
photographs and dreams call phantasms back, but these phantasms disguise the specter of 
death and counteract the truth of mortality so that the narrator (and the reader with him) 
starts doubting that his mother is really dead: “I must touch her cold hand,” says the Soci-
ologist to himself, “maybe to convince myself that she’s really dead” (163).

The past is juxtaposed to fragments of the present that exhibit the same fantastic tenor 
– due, on the one hand, to the inebriation of the Sociologist, which forces him into a half-
sleep state, and, on the other, to the Caribbean carnival celebrated on the Parc Lafontaine. 
In his discussion of heterotopias, Foucault distinguishes two types: those that accumulate 
and order time (libraries and museums), and the heterotopias of the festival where time 
is abolished (26). The carnival in Collect Call disrupts chronology: the present converges 
with the past, dissolving linear time in a time suspended in history, a no time of twenty-
four hours (the time of the novel) that confuses revelry with revolution and results in the 
formal superposition of spaces. I will come back to the motif of the carnival as mock revo-
lution. What matters for now is that differing spacetimes are conjoined in one by Marcia, 
the Sociologist’s girlfriend, when she likens Quebec to a Latin American country: “Quebec 
is like a Latin American country” (36), she says, meaning that like the Quebecers who 
are fighting for complete and total independence from the Anglos, Chileans are fighting 
to free themselves “from the Yankee oppressor and deal with the world as equals” (54). It 
is of interest that the parallelism later extends to “the Catalans, the Basques and the other 
separables” (108). The implication is not only that Quebec is like Chile but that Chile is 
like Spain or that Spain feels as much as home as Chile. More explicitly, the common iden-
tity of separate volumes (read: Quebec, Chile and Spain) is underlined through the spaces 
where the Sociologist socializes with his compatriots.

In a second-class Spanish bar on the Avenue du Parc, in the middle of Montreal, “in 
melancholy contentment” (51), the Sociologist and his quasi-family of Chilean friends 
usually meet to discourse at length on labor problems and refugee politics. The pleasure 
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they take in oratory equals the pleasure they give themselves by eating tapas of squid a la 
romana and drinking Chilean wine. Frías, the philosopher, thinks of wine as the holy water 
that quenches his nostalgia (55), making believe that the bar is a sanctuary, a place of 
protection in which worship services are held. Such meetings are, in effect, reminiscent of 
a wake, where the survivors through the partaking of language, food and drink make up for 
the absent other by incorporating it inside. Again, eating functions as a form of encryption, 
an act of keeping the dead object so as not to renounce it. 

The domestic dimension of the foreign is once more enhanced in Nico’s, the Greek 
eatery where part of the group heads toward after they go out of the bar. The conversation 
continues along the same lines, this time over Greek food and muscadet. In the mind of the 
narrator, this place is a replica of the Greek restaurant he once visited with his ex-wife. At 
this point two observations are in order. One refers to the translation of Greek food. The 
other concerns the narcissistic attachment to the object-choice (Chile), plainly revealed 
in remarks such as: “There’s nothing like Chilean wine” (87). As to the first issue, it is of 
interest that when the Sociologist first tasted buzo, it “turned out to be a kind of anisette 
that Greek drinks with water,” that moussaka “turned out to be a dish with eggplant with 
white sauce, cheese and tomato sauce with meat” (87), and that “baklava, which sounded 
like a secret sensual delicacy […] turned out to be one of those Arab sweets made with 
millefeuilee, nuts and syrup” (88). The translation into familiar terms of unknown con-
sumable items has the illusory effect of eradicating difference and produces a mood of 
at-homeness. 

As to the melancholic attachment to the object of love, Freud insists on ambivalence. 
While the subject incorporates the object to keep it from being lost, she/he reproaches the 
object for having deserted him/her; hence the criticism and aggressiveness towards it. On 
the split of the ego in “Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego” Freud has this to 
say:

These melancholias […] show us the ego divided, fallen apart into two pieces, one of 
which rages against the second. This second piece is the one which has been altered 
by introjection [read: casting inside] and which contains the lost object. But the piece 
which behaves so cruelly is not unknown to us either. It comprises the conscience, 
a critical agency within the ego, which even in normal times takes up a critical atti-
tude toward the ego, though never so relentlessly and so unjustifiably […] some such 
agency develops in our ego which may cut itself from the rest of the ego and come 
into conflict with it. We have called it the “ego ideal,” and by way of functions we 
have ascribed to it self-observation, the moral conscience, the censorship of dreams.  
(109–10)

Aggressiveness is interwoven in the disparagement of Chile as “a murderous wolf” (58) 
that liquidates her people and buries “her youth in common graves” (59). Toño Guzmán, 
a friend of the Sociologist, on a certain occasion comments: “Our motherland is enshrouded 
in the implacable dark night of fascism. The beast with no soul which swooped down upon 
our people’s organizations knows nothing of mothers, because they have betrayed the 
noblest of mothers, the mother country” (58). Obviously, this betrayal does not detract 
from the devotion this group of Chilean combatants maintains to the object of kinship. 
Given the identification of subject and objectal loss that occurs during melancholy, this 
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devotion functions as an egoistic response, the manifestation of a narcissistic self-love that 
blocks integration. This requires elaboration.

The cultural narcissism (read: nationalistic pride) played out in the Greek eatery does 
not encompass, as might be expected, all Chilean exiles. Outspokenly, Frías claims: “I don’t 
mix with […] those who are well established, those who are integrated, those who have 
renounced their ideals, those who had rewards, no matter what their social class. Because 
we’re not equal. We are the collective memory” (55). Whereas those who integrate refuse 
to maintain their memories, Chileans who refuse incorporation as equals into Canadian 
society do not abandon their dead but they have to pay the price of internal division. The 
Sociologist, who, in effect, has “never been able to adapt” (188), but has “taken the trouble 
to survive” (189) is so overcome with memories that by the end of the novel he is split 
from the inside. This split of the ego into two pieces, made manifest in his references to 
himself in the first and third persons (O’Connell), acquires physicality in the final scene 
when a fellow Chilean representing the ego ideal of his narcissistic melancholia gashes 
him at kidney level in the park where the carnival is held. Ego ideal because this man, hav-
ing censored his desire for the dying object is what the Sociologist cannot be.

At this moment the carnival transforms into “a circus of torment” and Parc Lafontaine 
juxtaposes to the stadium in Santiago where the Sociologist was transferred to be exe-
cuted. Described as a “circus of torment where the lions did their work at dawn” while the 
condemned to death tried “not to become demented apparitions, shadows on the cement, 
searching for something to laugh about, some pretext to take pleasure in the unexpected 
company” (67), the stadium replicates the park (both spaces overflow with laughter, shad-
ows and animals), just as the Caribbean festival replicates the revolution. The parallelism 
is further reinforced by the image of the Sociologist’s mother following both descriptions: 
one of her getting his son out of Chile, the other rescuing him from being drowned at the 
sea in the city of El Quisco. In both the mother is identified with a violent sea that repre-
sents the commencement of rebirth.

I need not insist on the conflation death-birth or the endocryptic identification of the son 
with the mother-land ensuing from incorporation. It bears repeating, though, that the Span-
ish bar is duplicated in the Greek eatery which, in turn, finds a replica in the Molineros’ 
store (where the group goes afterward) at St. Laurent, a facility selling books, ceramics 
and Spanish food, owned by a Catalan: “Once again the relaxing ritual of speech making 
begins, the same as everywhere at everytime” over some bottles of Fundador brandy and 
sausages and hams imported from Spain (99). After leaving the store, the narrator “went 
to sit on a table inside the former cathedral that was now the Université du Quebec, and 
as he gazed out of the window toward Notre Dame de Lourdes, over this so familiar and 
consoling combination of bars, churches and strip joints, he dozed off for about five min-
utes” (129). Bars, churches, and strip joints – the narrator hops from one to the other in the 
most motionless sense – create an alternate reality, decidedly comfortable, from which he 
does not want to wake up. These places provide an illusion of sameness that so represses 
the difference between home and abroad that the Sociologist believes that here is there:

There were times when he felt disoriented and didn’t know where he was or what 
he was doing in this city, and he would hear people talking, and they seemed to be 
speaking Spanish and he thought sometimes that it might just be a matter of turning 



66

LITERATURE AND CULTURE

a corner and he’d find himself in front of his house in Santiago and open the door, go 
to his room and lie down at last to sleep in his own bed, to rest with no worries and 
wake up when his mother called him for dinner, “Come on now you lazybones, come 
to the table, dinner’s ready.” (186)

4. The Park
Whereas Urbina seemingly maintains a hierarchical opposition between Spanish/source/
there and English/target/here, Carmen Rodríguez moves beyond it. The primary text in 
and a body to remember with is both Santiago and Vancouver. The story that opens the col-
lection recounts the arrival of Estela de Ramírez in Vancouver and her attempt to fill “the 
hole called Canada” (21) with flashes back in time. In her dreams, Chilean and Canadian 
scenes blur together: “Stanley Park would show up by the ocean in Viña del Mar, or the 
Alameda would replace Burrard Street in downtown Vancouver. In all these dreams she 
would wander around as a semi-naked ghost, not recognized by anybody and not recogniz-
ing anybody herself” (34). When, after thirteen years in exile, the past starts to dissolve 
and the present imposes its geography on her, at the moment that she feels incapable of 
remembering “places, faces, smells, colours, accents […] with the clarity she was look-
ing for” (33), and the hole takes possession of her “stomach, chest, throat, head, ears, 
and mouth” (21), Estela de Ramírez commences to cook “cazuela, charquicán, salpicón, 
pancutras, chupe de queso, pastel de choclo, and all those dishes that she had forgotten” 
(33–34), in a desperate attempt to capture the places gone by.

Similarly, the story titled “in the company of words” depicts a narrator “stuck on the 
empty street of [a] Vancouver suburb” (61), filling the hole of the city with dreams of run-
ning down Ferrari Street, movies at the Teatro Victoria, and happy memories of the play-
ground of the Girls’ School Number 20, of ice cream at Bugarin Café and of the boats she 
used to see from Bellavista Hill thirty years ago. Soon, however, they become tainted by 
the tragedy of her friend’s mother’s death “from the abortion” (60), a word whose mean-
ing only recently has she understood. “By the way,” the story concludes, “now I know 
the meaning of the word abortion” (61). The word comes up again in “bodily yearnings” 
with connotations of forgetting when Yolanda’s memory of her childhood in Valdivia is 
described as hidden in the “warm and dark cavity” of the womb, “home to old mysterious 
inhabitants, spirits that cross borders, travel through entire continents, learn other lan-
guages” (122–23). These transgressing phantoms “smiling at her from the kitchen door” 
(125), sitting at the kitchen table, do not let her live in peace. Unable to abort them – “for-
getting is forbidden,” says poet Rubén Blades, quoted in the text (149) – Yolanda eventu-
ally books a one way ticket back to Chile.

Recurrently the womb is a tomb. All the family in “the labyrinths of love” returns to 
Quillota after a long distance call announcing the death of the narrator’s mother. Signifi-
cantly, the narrator pays homage to her making Chilean empanadas, the recipe of which 
appears in the next story, “a balanced diet.” After settling in Vancouver in 1974, Laura 
Arzola, with other Chileans, organizes a solidarity movement: “Our days were filled with 
different kinds of activities,” she writes to her friend Mireya in a letter dated twenty years 
later, “political events, peñas, concerts, marches. Imagine that I even learned how to make 
empanadas!” (159). Places are associated with food, just as memories are linked to eating. 
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As may already be apparent, it is by eating that a sense of melancholia overtakes Rodrí-
guez’s characters. It is significant too that their memories are carried in the womb, as if 
one could become pregnant by eating or as if impregnation could take place in the mouth.

So, just as incorporation performs pregnancy, pregnancy performs melancholia, and 
melancholia performs translation. It is not always clear, though, which way translation 
goes. In “trespass” a woman writes to her comadre after returning to Chile to join the 
underground resistance: 

Jericho Park bustled with people and Vancouver spread out like a vision on the other 
side of the bay. . . . Comadre, I never thought I would miss Vancouver when I came 
back to Chile. But sometimes, particularly when fear wants to take over my body 
and my mind I think of Vancouver and feel a lot better. Then, I would give up any-
thing to be there again, even if it were for just a few minutes, sitting on a log on the 
beach, looking at the ocean, the sailboats, the city on the other side of the water with 
its cement and crystal monuments stretching up to the sky, their hundreds of eyes 
lighting up the twilight while the sun burns the sky, Stanley Park sticking its green 
tongue into the inlet, the mountains, a backdrop with their woods and snow-capped 
mountains.  (86)

Living under the military dictatorship, the anonymous “I” who is the protagonist of the 
plot feels foreign in her own land and, like Estela de Ramírez did, turns into a wanderer, 
a ghost of her former self because fear of irrationality has rendered her unable to reside 
comfortably in her body. To make space habitable she localizes herself in Canada.

Many are the places engraved on the memory of the fourteen women narrators of this 
collection, but above them stands the park: Stanley Park and Jericho Park in Vancou-
ver, Central Park in Viña del Mar, Bustamante Square and Quinta Normal in Santiago 
fuse in one location. This is due to two reasons. First: “the Vancouver landscape,” writes 
Rodríguez, “is just like the South of Chile” (154). And second: “Nature serves as a frame 
for the feelings of intense characters, capable of seducing the most skeptical spectator” 
(140). Possibly, it was of this seducing frame of intense feelings that Foucault was thinking 
when among his heterotopias he rated the garden as “a sacred space that was supposed to 
bring together inside its rectangle four parts representing the four parts of the world” (25). 
He continues: “the garden is the smallest parcel of the world and then it is the totality of the 
world. The garden has been a sort of happy, universalizing heterotopia since the beginning 
of antiquity” (26). The park is a garden of sorts. It is a closed or semi-closed site of relaxa-
tion that opens up the city area to the whole world, both universalizing and homogenizing 
because it is validated by the non-place of nature.

5. Conclusion
Jorge Etcheverry, José Leandro Urbina and Carmen Rodríguez produce a collage whose 
pieces are the port, the bar and the park. The puzzle is not flat but unfolds into layers of past 
spaces that maintain the semblance of a topographical status quo and install the subject 
in a world of melancholy where the lost object of pleasure lives in safety. What matters is 
not the physical objectivity of spaces but how the space of the present moment is practiced 
using the memory of experienced events. Eventually, the interpenetration of spaces in the 
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multidimensional heterotopias of these texts overturns the difference between source and 
target rendering it obsolete, so that the act of displacement that translation is performs the 
possibility not only of Latin-Americanizing Canada but, within the same movement, of 
Canadianizing Latin-America.
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