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First published in 1982 as La Casa de los Espiritus, The House of the Spirits by Isabel Allende is uniquely distinguished for being both an international best seller as well as for being the recipient of serious critical acclaim. Despite being initially banned in Chile during General Pinochet’s reign and having to be smuggled into that country in bits and pieces, this novel, along with Allende’s other publications, is reputed to have had a total print run of an amazing 56 million copies, thereby probably making her the most widely read Spanish-speaking writer ever, as well as the wealthiest. Her works champion women’s rights and make for enjoyable reading, with long, flowing paragraphs that often linger on for several pages. In fact, Allende’s more recent Daughter of Fortune was an Oprah’s Book Club selection. However, serious academic praise for The House of the Spirits has not been lacking, coming mostly from the rarified air of the Women’s Study Departments of various universities. 

Propitious timing has also added to Allende’s fame. With the Salvador Allende victory in 1970 followed by Pinochet’s coup (both against the backdrop of U.S. involvement during the Cold War), Chile was very much a headline news story. Furthermore, Latin American literature had just experienced international acclaim during its “Boom” period that began in the 60’s and continued through the 70’s. Also, the Women’s Movement was on a roll at this time, with Allende being a charter member. In addition, her name recognition certainly helped her popularity, as did her photogenic appearance, her engaging personality and her humane political and social stances.   

In this paper, I’ll touch on Alllende’s use of Magic Realism in this novel, and then on her use of character development together with her narrative style. But first, the mandatory plot summary. Here’s a short paraphrase of Linda Gould Levine’s summary in her 2002 study. The novel captures four generations of the fictitious del Valle and Trueba families from 1920 through the Chilean military coup of 1973. Esteban Trueba, the domineering patriarch, loves the beautiful Rosa del Valle, but upon her untimely death, he transfer his passion to her younger sister, Clara. His rape of the peasant girl, Pancha Garcia, however, will determine much of his family’s history in later years. Luminous and magical Clara  records her family history in her notebook; Blanca, Clara and Esteban’s daughter, loves the peasant Pedro Tercero Garcia, a love that survives half a century of upheavals. Alba, the daughter of Blanca and Pedro Tercero Garcia, awakens to the dramatic changes in her country’s politics through her relationship with the guerrilla leader, Miguel. Then there’s Esteban Garcia, Trueba’s illegitimate grandchild, who seeks revenge by brutalizing Alba; Ferula, Trueba’s sister, who adores her sister-in-law, Clara; and finally we have Jaime and Nicolas, Clara and Esteban’s sons, who reject their father’s values. Wow! A best seller indeed!

To be fair, even a plot summary of Moby Dick, as it’s been said, would be just another fisherman’s tale about the one that got away. So, let’s now look briefly at Allende’s use of Magic Realism. Here I’ll quote from the venerable Wikipedia: “[it] is an aesthetic style or genre of fiction in which magical elements are blended into a realistic atmosphere in order to access a deeper understanding of reality. These magical elements are explained like normal occurrences that are presented in a straightforward manner which allow the real and the fantastic to be accepted in the same stream of thought.” 

It was in Nobel Laureate Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude that critics first began to recognize Magic Realism as a serious literary technique. Continued comparison between her novel and Garcia Marquez’s initially flattered Allende, but eventually began to irritate her. Although she had once stated that Garcia Marquez works had had some influence on her, she later groused that critics needed to find a “male mentor” for a successful woman writer (much to the pleasure of the Women’s Lit crowd). Nonetheless, Magical Realism clearly does resonate most profoundly within second and third world societies, where folk magic and tales inhabit so much of the local culture. On a personal basis, Allende had a close relationship with her mystical grandmother, who dabbled in the sort of magic that preoccupied the novel’s Clara. So it is that this magic is highly visible in The House of the Spirits, although it does become subordinated to the revolution story in the latter part of the novel .

For us to evaluate Allende’s character development, we need first to review her narrative technique. In attempting this, I’ll refer to the “Narrating” section of James Wood’s How Fiction Works, in which Wood stresses the efficacy of a “free indirect style”. Briefly stated, Wood points out that for today’s fiction to work, the author needs to stay out of the picture, and let the story tell the story. First person narration is less of a challenge because we are usually dealing with an unreliable narrator, which naturally achieves minimal authorial intrusion. But keeping the author out of a third person narration is more problematic: the narrator in this case is omniscient and will tend to sound very much like the author. Wood states that third-person fiction can work best, however, when there is an absence of authorial omniscience and when characters alone are allowed to tell the story. Here’s Wood quoting the great novelist W. G. Sebold: “I think that fiction writing which does not acknowledge the uncertainty of the narrator himself is a form of imposture . . . . Any form of authorial writing. . . .I find somehow unacceptable. . . .[Although,] if you refer to Jane Austin, you refer to a world where there were set standards of propriety which were accepted by everyone. . . . I think it is legitimate, within that context, to know what the rule are” and to write accordingly.  “But I think these certainties have been take away from us, . . . and that we [as writers] do have to acknowledge our own sense of insufficiency. . .” Wood also points out that “[a]s soon as someone tells a story about a character, narrative seems to want to merge with that character, to take on his or her way of thinking and speaking;” and this is where free indirect style works so well. This style omits the traditional flagging (such as “she thought” or “she felt”) and the traditional quotation marks that we would encounter in, say, Jane Austin. This style is “free” because it is free of such flagging and quotation marks, and “indirect” because it often occurs as an interior monologue.  In its most extreme form, free indirect style can evolve into a stream of consciousness, which we shall see next month in William Faulkner. 

Shortly after reading The House of the Spirits, I began reading Cynthia Ozick’s latest novel. Foreign Bodies, which was inspired by Henry James’ The Ambassadors. Although both Allende’s and Ozick’s novels involve female narrators, the quality of Ozick’s narration compared to that of Allende’s is striking. Ozick is able to make her fiction work by using a free indirect style that Allende does not achieves.

How well then does Alllende develop her characters? Certainly there is no lack of colorful, if not zany personalities. But her novel employs very little dialogue and almost none of the characters’ thoughts. She can certainly develop her characters through insightful and evocative description, but without the effective portrayal of the character’s thoughts and the character’s language, that is to say, without the use of a free indirect style, Allende runs the risk of static and two-dimensional characterizations. As Harold Bloom put it: “. . . her fictive characters [are no] more than a name on the page. . . Try the test of distinguishing between the personalities of Nivea, Clara, Blanca and Alba: four generations of women whose strength, endurance and mystical powers are fiercely asserted throughout The House of the Spirits. I challenge anyone to contrast the four: are all these women one woman?”

But among all these many remarkable women in The House of the Spirits, there are also men. Yes, men! And clearly, the most fascinating of them is the hard charging Esteban Trueba. Allende apparently seems to find him fascinating as well, possibly because her initial inspiration for writing this novel was the impending death of her 99 year-old grandfather. But is it not also possible that Allende reluctantly sees Esteban as a tragic hero, much as Milton unintentially found Satan to be heroic? Unfortunately, for me, he becomes passive in his old age, sees the errors of his extreme right wing politics and in the end helps Clara record her family history. This explains his sudden first person monologues that pop up in parts of the novel. These could be fully self-revealing, but the words are not his own, and are clearly those of Allende; her fingerprints are all over the place, just as it is with nearly all of the novel. By getting in her own way and by not fully developing a free indirect style, Allende fails to completely realize Esteban’s character.  It is not until his last disjointed and emotional monologue that we begin to hear Esteban’s true voice and finally are able to get inside his head. 

The House of the Spirits begins promising enough with the only direct quote from Clara’s notebooks: “Barrabas came to us by sea”. We learn at the end of the novel that the narrator has been Clara’s granddaughter and that she is using Clara’s notes to write this story. However, the initial promise of a free indirect style is unfulfilled, as we quickly realize that Allende is employing a third-person omniscience and is writing what Wood calls a reliable narration. As such, Allende, the author-narrator, is not able to tell her story with the depth that we would expect. As for the symbolism of the dog Barrabas, that too is unfulfilled. His introduction is ambiguous, but evocative. Apostolic sources describe Barrabas as the criminal that was awarded the freedom that was denied to Jesus. Allende devotes a few pages to the dog, Barrabas, but then, with a knife thrust between his shoulders, he makes a melodramatic appearance at Clara’s wedding. Afterward, as a rug, he has a few cameo appearances until he is given one last curtain call at the very end of the novel. For me, such an incompletely realized symbol is not at all satisfying. Ironically, several years after Allende’s novel appeared, General Pinochet, in an election campaign, evoked a metaphor of Jesus and Barrabas when he asked the voters to choose Jesus (by which he meant himself) or Barrabas, (by which he meant his opposition). The voters chose Barrabas.

In concluding, I first would like to apologize. Many of you probably enjoyed reading The House of the Spirits and found your reading meaningful. However, I looked at this novel from just one perspective, and on that basis it appeared to fall short of being higher quality literary fiction. But, at this point, let me bring back Harold Bloom, who asked: “Is this imaginative literature, or is it something else? Journalistically and historically, it has the accents of truth, and morally it is heroic, but is it persuasive as novelistic art? Is Isabel Allende truly comparable to Gabriel Garcia Marquez, or are we to seek her peers at a very different level, in the cosmos of supermarket fiction?”
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