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structure.13 If anything, Pnmera memoria ends on a note of non- 
completion. Clearly this has something to do with the fact that Primera 
memoria is the opening novel of a trilogy entitled b s  mercaderes. 
However, the subtext of the fairytale is brought to a conclusion, even if 
the novel is not. Unlike the mermaid, the protagonist of Matute's novel 
does not disappear into a cloud of foam; her life, evidently, carries on. 

What is intriguing about the novel is the fact that, although the 
discourse of the fairy tale is presented as non-salvific since illusion and 
everyday life are shown finally to be at odds with one another, fairy tales 
possess a significant function in the novel as a discourse which allows 
female life to centre itself. Throughout the novel, the protagonist is 
described as alienated from the masculinist equivalent of fairy tales, 
namely, the doctrines of the Church. MosCn Mayol, for example, in the 
eyes of most of the inhabitants of the village, is a quasi-divine figure, 
dignified, cultured, highly refined (pp. 49-50). But Matia is not as 
overwhelmed as her peers and friends are by his aura of sanctity. During 
the mass which she, el Chino and Borja attend, Matia's thoughts wander 
off to thoughts of the Little Mermaid during the religious chants: 

"2 Por qut no renemos las sirenas un alma inmortal?" N o  la tuvo, no la 
tuvo, y se convirti6 en espurna. "Y cada vet que con sus pies desnudos 
pisaba la rierra senria como si se le clavesen cuchillas afiladas y , , agujas. . . 
- . . . quos pre-ti-o-sa sanguine redi-mis-ti. . . La Joven Sirena queria 
que la amasen, pero nunca la am6 nadie. iPobre sirena! (p. 59) 

A distinction is thus being drawn between the immortality implicit in 
Christ's sacrifice for mankind and the inconstancy and perishability 
which characterise the Little Mermaid's life. Matia's alienation from the 
discourse of the Christian world is further suggested when Borja asks her 
if she goes to confession, to which she replies: 'No tengo pecados' 
(p. 164). Matia finally reveals herself as a liminal figure, standing on the 
outer limits of the society in which she lives, no closer now than she was 
before to the roots of her being. 

In more ways than one, Primera memoria is a truncated text; rather 
than offering a tale of 'linear socialization', Matute's novel is 
characterized by disruption and psychic inconclusion (thereby echoing 
the second type of fairy tale as defined by Sara Gilead; see above). 
Though ultimately unable to provide a finality to Matia's life which is 
anything but proleptic, the discourse of the fairy tale is nevertheless 
promoted as the only hermeneutic strategy truly available to womankind. 

13 'Ana Maria Matute's Primera memoria: A Fairy tale Gone Awry', p. 1 1 .  
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I CARMEN MARTIN GAITE: EL CUARTO DE A- 

The publication in 1978 of El cuarto de atrcis established Carmen 
Martin Gaite (1925: Spain) as one of the major Spanish female novelists 
of the contemporary era. It has attracted a great deal of critical attention; 
in bibliometric terms, as Joan L. Brown has pointed out, it is 'the most 
frequently examined novel by a contemporary Spanish woman author 
over the past decade'.14 El cuarto de atrds,  which is dedicated to Lewis 
Carroll, opens with the protagonist (who is clearly a projection of the 
author herself) falling asleep while reading Tzvetan Todorov's work on 
the literature of the fantastic, follows with a description of her being 
woken up by a mysterious stranger dressed in black who gives her a 
searching interview during the night, and concludes when her daughter 
wakes her up early next morning; as a result the reader is led to question 
the boundaries between the real and the imaginary. As Marie Murphy has 
suggested, this particular novel's 'playfulness, humor and technical 
virtuosity make it the author's most intriguing and open work to date', 
seeming to enchant Martin Gaite's readers to the exclusion of all else.15 
Despite its apparent uniqueness in Martin Gaite's canon, though, El 
cuarto de atras is essentially a re-casting of Entre visillos (1957), the 
main difference between the two texts being that the publication of El 
cuarto de atrcis after Franco's death meant that the author was no longer 
hampered by censorship.16 Just as important as the relaxation of 
censorship, however, is the status that El cuarto de atrds has as a re- 
written text, and therefore more a scriptural exercise than a documen- 
tary. In this reading of Martin Gaite's novel I shall be concentrating on 

14 'Carmen Martin Gaite: Reaffirming the Pact Between Reader and Writer', in 
Women Writers of Contemporary Spain, pp. 72-92 (p. 86). 

Is An Encyclopedia of Continental Women Writers, ed. Katharina M .  Wilson, Vol. 11, 
p. 793. 

16 See J. L. Brown, 'One Autobiography Twice Told: Martin Gaite's Entre visillos 
and El cuarto de atrds', HJ,  7 (1986), 37-47. See also J.  L. Brown and E. M. Smith, 
'El cuano de arrds: Metafiction and the Actualization of Literary Theory', 
Hispandfila. 90 (1987). 63-70. There are also a number of good essays on El cuarto 
de atrds in Mirella d'Ambrosio Semodidio and Marcia L. Welles (eds.), From Fiction 
to Merafiction: Essays in Honour of Carmen Martin Gaite (Lincoln: Society of 
Spanish and Spanish American Studies, 1983); Manuel Durhn, 'El cuarto de atrds: 
imaginaci6n, fantasia, misterio: Todorov y algo mas' (129-37); Kathleen M. Glenn, 
'El  cuarto de atrcis: Literature as juego and the Self-Reflexive Text' (149-59); Linda 
Gould Levine, 'Carmen Martin Gaite's El cuarto de atrds: A Portrait of the Artist as a 
Woman' (161-72); Elizabeth 1. Ord6Aez, 'Reading, Telling and the Text of Carmen 
Martin Gaite's El cuarto de atrds' (173-84); and Robert C. Spires, 'Intertextuality in 
El cuarto de atrcis' (139-48). 










