STUDY QUESTIONS

1. How and to what effect is religious and insect imagery used in “The
United Fruit Co.”?

Where in “The United Fruit Co.” is irony used?

- How does the poet define the role of the United Fruit Co.?

How does the author view the poet’s responsibility in “Poet’s Obliga-

tion”’?

5. Discuss the use of nature imagery in ““Poet’s Obligation.”
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4l IsABEL ALLENDE

Isabel Allende (b. 1942) is one of Latin America’s leading writers. Born in
Peru of Chilean diplomats, she has lived in several countries in Latin America
and currently resides in the San Francisco Bay area. She has worked for the
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization and was for many years a
journalist. She only began to write fiction in the early 1980s. Since then, her
novels, The House of the Spirits, Of Love and Shadows, and Eva Luna,
have become international best-sellers. Influenced by the “‘magic realism’’ of an
older generation of writers, Allende’s lyric voice skillfully mingles the personal
and the political.

Phantom Palace

hen five centuries earlier the bold renegades from Spain with their 1

bone-weary horses and armor candescent beneath an American sun
stepped upon the shores of Quinaroa, Indians had been living and dying
in that same place for several thousand years. The conquistadors an-
nounced with heralds and banners the “discovery” of a new land, declared
it a possession of a remote emperor, set in place the first cross, and named
the place San Jerénimo, a name unpronounceable to the natives. The In-
dians observed these arrogant ceremonies with some amazement, but the
- News had already reached them of the bearded warriors who advanced
- across the world with their thunder of iron and powder; they had heard
that wherever these men went they sowed sorrow and that no known
People had been capable of opposing them: all armies had succumbed
 before that handful of centaurs. These Indians were an ancient tribe, so
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poor that not even the most befeathered chieftain had bothered to exact
taxes from them, and so meek that they had never been recruited for war.
They had lived in peace since the dawn of time and were not eager to
change their habits because of some crude strangers. Soon, nevertheless,
they comprehended the magnitude of the enemy and they understood the
futility of attempting to ignore them; their presence was overpowering, like
a heavy stone bound to every back. In the years that followed, the Indians
who had not died in slavery or as a result of the different tortures impro-
vised to entrench the new gods, or as victims of unknown illnesses, scat-
tered deep into the jungle and gradually lost even the name of their people.
Always in hiding, like shadows among the foliage, they survived for cen-
turies, speaking in whispers and mobilizing by night. They came to be so
skillful in the art of dissimulation that history did not record them, and
today there is no evidence of their passage through time. Books do not
mention them, but the campesinos who live in the region say they have
heard them in the forest, and every time the belly of a young unmarried
woman begins to grow round and they cannot point to the seducer, they
attribute the baby to the spirit of a lustful Indian. People of that place are
proud of carrying a few drops of the blood of those invisible beings min-
gled with the torrential flow from English pirates, Spanish soldiers, African
slaves, adventurers in search of El Dorado, and, later, whatever immigrant
stumbled onto these shores with his pack on his back and his head filled
with dreams.

Europe consumed more coffee, cocoa, and bananas than we as a nation
could produce, but all that demand was no bonanza for us; we continued
to be as poor as ever. Events took a sudden turn when a black man digging
a well along the coast drove his pick deep into the ground and a stream of
petroleum spurted over his face. Toward the end of the Great War there
was a widely held notion that ours was a prosperous country, when in
truth most of the inhabitants still squished mud between their toes. The
fact was that gold flowed only into the coffers of El Benefactor and his
retinue, but there was hope that someday a little would spill over for the
people. Two decades passed under this democratic totalitarianism, as the
President for Life called his government, during which any hint of sub-
version would have been crushed in the name of his greater glory. In the
capital there were signs of progress: motorcars, movie houses, ice cream
parlors, a hippodrome, and a theater that presented spectaculars from
New York and Paris. Every day dozens of ships moored in the port, some
carrying away petroleum and others bringing in new products, but the rest
of the country drowsed in a centuries-long stupor.

One day the people of San Jerénimo awakened from their siesta to the
deafening pounding that presaged the arrival of the steam engine. The
railroad tracks would unite the capital with this small settlement chosen by
El Benefactor as the site for his Summer Palace, which was to be con-
structed in the style of European royalty—no matter that no one knew how
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to distinguish summer from winter, since both were lived under nature’s
hot, humid breath. The sole reason for erecting such a monumenta] work
on this precise spot was that a certain Belgian naturalist had affirmeq that
if there was any truth to the myth of the Earthly Paradise, this landscape
of incomparable beauty would have been the location. According to hig
observations the forest harbored more than a thousand varieties of brightly
colored birds and numerous species of wild orchids, from the Brassia,
which is as large as a hat, to the tiny Pleurothallis, visible only under a
magnifying glass.

The idea of the Palace had originated with some Italian builders who 4
had called on His Excellency bearing plans for a hodgepodge of a villa,
a labyrinth of countless columns, wide colonnades, curving staircases,
1 arches, domes and capitals, salons, kitchens, bedchambers, and more
i than thirty baths decorated with gold and silver faucets. The railroad was
i the first stage in the enterprise, indispensable for transporting tons of
materials and hundreds of workmen to this remote corner of the world,
in addition to the supervisors and craftsmen brought from Italy. The task
of putting together that jigsaw puzzle lasted four years: flora and fauna
were transmuted in the process, and the cost was equivalent to that of all
the warships of the nation’s fleet, but it was paid for punctually with the
dark mineral that flowed from the earth, and on the anniversary of the
Glorious Ascent to Power the ribbon was cut to inaugurate the Summer
Palace. For the occasion the locomotive of the train was draped in the
colors of the flag, and the freight cars were replaced by parlor cars up-
holstered in plush and English leather; the formally attired guests in-
cluded members of the oldest aristocracy who, although they detested
the cold-blooded Andean who had usurped the government, did not
dare refuse his invitation.

El Benefactor was a crude man with the comportment of a peon; he 5
bathed in cold water and slept on a mat on the floor with his boots on and
his pistol within arm’s reach; he lived on roast meat and maize, and drank
nothing but water and coffee. His black cigars were his one luxury; he
considered anything else a vice befitting degenerates or homosexuals—
including alcohol, which he disapproved of and rarely offered at his table.
With time, nevertheless, he was forced to accept a few refinements, be-
cause he understood the need to impress diplomats and other eminent
visitors if they were not to carry the report abroad that he was a barbarian.
He did not have a wife to mend his Spartan ways. He believed that love
was a dangerous weakness. He was convinced that all women, except his
Own mother, were potentially perverse and that the most prudent way to
treat them was to keep them at arm'’s length. He had always said that a
nan asleep in an amorous embrace was as vulnerable as a premature baby;
he demanded, therefore, that his generals sleep in the barracks and limit
ﬁ}eir family life to sporadic visits. No woman had ever spent the night in
his bed or could boast of anything more than a hasty encounter. No
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woman, in fact, ever made a lasting impression until Marcia Lieberman
entered his life.

The celebration for the inauguration of the Summer Palace was a stellar
event in the annals of El Benefactor’s government. For two days and two
nights alternating orchestras played the most current dance tunes and an
army of chefs prepared an unending banquet. The most beautiful mulatto
women in the Caribbean, dressed in sumptuous gowns created for the
occasion, whirled through salons with officers who had never fought in a
battle but whose chests were covered with medals. There was every sort of
diversion: singers imported from Havana and New Orleans, flamenco
dancers, magicians, jugglers and trapeze artists, card games and domi-
noes, and even a rabbit hunt. Servants released the rabbits from their
cages, and the guests pursued the scampering pack with finely bred grey-
hounds; the chase came to an end when one wit blasted all the black-
necked swans gliding across the lake. Some guests passed out in their
chairs, drunk with dancing and liquor, while others jumped fully clothed
into the swimming pool or drifted off in pairs to the bedchambers. El
Benefactor did not want to know the details. After greeting his guests with
a brief speech, and beginning the dancing with the most aristocratic lady
present, he had returned to the capital without a farewell. Parties put him
in a bad humor. On the third day the train made the return journey,
carrying home the enervated bons vivants. The Summer Palace was left in a
calamitous state: the baths were dunghills, the curtains were dripping with
urine, the furniture was gutted, and the plants drooped in their flower-
pots. It took the servants a week to clean up the ravages of that hurricane.

The Palace was never again the scene of a bacchanal. Occasionally El
Benefactor went there to get away from the pressures of his duties, but his
repose lasted no more than three or four days, for fear that a conspiracy
might be hatched in his absence. The government required eternal vigi-
lance if power was not to slip through his fingers. The only people left in
all that enormous edifice were the personnel entrusted with its mainte-
nance. When the clatter of the construction equipment and the train had
stilled, and the echoes of the inaugural festivities died down, the region
was once again calm, and the orchids flowered and birds rebuilt their
nests. The inhabitants of San Jer6nimo returned to their habitual occupa-
tions and almost succeeded in forgetting the presence of the Summer Pal-
ace. That was when the invisible Indians slowly returned to occupy their
territory.

The first signs were so subtle that no one paid attention to them; foot-
steps and whispers, fleeting silhouettes among the columns, the print of a
hand on the clean surface of a table. Gradually food began to disappear
from the kitchens, and bottles from the wine cellars; in the morning, some
beds seemed to have been slept in. The servants blamed one another but
never raised their voices because no one wanted the officer of the guard to
take the matter into his hands. It was impossible to watch the entire ex-
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panse of that house, and while they were searching one room they would
hear sighs in the adjoining one; but when they opened that doo
would find only a curtain fluttering, as if someone had just s
through it. The rumor spread that the Palace was under a spell, and soon
the fear spread even to the soldiers, who stopped walking their night
rounds and limited themselves to standing motionless at their post, eyes
on the surrounding landscape, weapons at the ready. The frightened ser-
vants stopped going down to the cellars and, as a precaution, locked many
of the rooms. They confined their activities to the kitchen and slept in one
wing of the building. The remainder of the mansion was left unguarded, in
the possession of the incorporeal Indians who had divided the rooms with
invisible lines and taken up residence there like mischievous spirits. They
had survived the passage of history, adapting to changes when they were
inevitable, and when necessary taking refuge in a dimension of their own.
In the rooms of the Palace they at last found refuge; there they noiselessly
made love, gave birth without celebration, and died without tears. They
learned so thoroughly all the twists and turns of that marble maze that they
were able to exist comfortably in the same space with the guards and
servants, never so much as brushing against them, as if they existed in a
different time.

r they
tepped

Ambassador Lieberman debarked in the port with his wife and a full cargo
of personal belongings. He had traveled with his dogs, all his furniture, his
library, his collection of opera recordings, and every imaginable variety of
sports equipment, including a sailboat. From the moment his new desti-
nation had been announced, he had detested that country. He had left his
post as Vice Consul in Vienna motivated by the ambition to obtain an
ambassadorship, even if it meant South America, a bizarre continent for
which he had not an ounce of sympathy. Marcia, his wife, took the ap-
pointment with better humor. She was prepared to follow her husband
throughout his diplomatic pilgrimage—even though each day she felt more
remote from him and had little interest in his mundane affairs—because
she was allowed a great deal of freedom. She had only to fulfill certain
minimal wifely requirements, and the remainder of her time was her own.
In fact, her husband was so immersed in his work and his sports that he
was scarcely aware of her existence; he noticed her only when she was not
there. Lieberman’s wife was an indispensable complement to his career;
she lent brilliance to his social life and efficiently managed his complicated
domestic staff. He thought of her as a loyal partner, but he had never been
even slightly curious about her feelings. Marcia consulted maps and an
encyclopedia to learn the particulars of that distant nation, and began
studying Spanish. During the two weeks of the Atlantic crossing she read
books by the famous Belgian naturalist and, even before arriving, was
enamored of that heat-bathed geography. As she was a rather withdrawn
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woman, she was happier in her garden than in the salons where she had
to accompany her husband, and she concluded that in the new post she
would have fewer social demands and could devote herself to reading,
painting, and exploring nature.

Lieberman’s first act was to install fans in every room of his residence.
Immediately thereafter he presented his credentials to the government
authorities. When El Benefactor received him in his office, the couple had
been in the city only a few days, but the gossip that the Ambassador’s wife
was a beautiful woman had already reached the caudillo’s ears. For reasons
of protocol he invited them to dinner, although he found the diplomat’s
arrogance and garrulity insufferable. On the appointed night Marcia Lie-
berman entered the Reception Hall on her husband’s arm and, for the first
time in a long lifetime, a woman caused El Benefactor to gasp for breath.
He had seen more lithe figures, and faces more beautiful, but never such
grace. She awakened memories of past conquests, fueling a heat in his
blood that he had not felt in many years. He kept his distance that evening,
observing the Ambassador’s wife surreptitiously, seduced by the curve of
her throat, the shadow in her eyes, the movement of her hands, the so-
lemnity of her bearing. Perhaps it crossed his mind that he was more than
forty years older than she and that any scandal would have repercussions
far beyond the national boundaries, but that did not discourage him; on the
contrary, it added an irresistible ingredient to his nascent passion.

Marcia Lieberman felt the man’s eyes fastened on her like an indecent
caress, and she was aware of the danger, but she did not have the strength
to escape. At one moment she thought of telling her husband they should
leave, but instead remained seated, hoping the old man would approach
her and at the same time ready to flee if he did. She could not imagine why
she was trembling. She had no illusions about her host; the signs of age
were obvious from where she was sitting: the wrinkled and blemished
skin, the dried-up body, the hesitant walk. She could imagine his stale
odor and knew intuitively that his hands were claws beneath the white kid
gloves. But the dictator’s eyes, clouded by age and the exercise of so much
cruelty, still held a gleam of power that held her frozen in her chair.

El Benefactor did not know how to pay court to a woman; until that
moment he had never had need to do so. That fact acted in his favor, for
had he harassed Marcia with a Lothario’s gallantries she would have found
him repulsive and would have retreated with scorn. Instead she could not
refuse him when a few days later he knocked at her door, dressed in
civiian clothes and without his guards, looking like a dreary great-
grandfather, to tell her that he had not touched a woman for ten years and
that he was past temptations of that sort but, with all respect, he was
asking her to accompany him that afternoon to a private place where he
could rest his head in her queenly lap and tell her how the world had been
when he was still a fine figure of a macho and she had not yet been born.

“And my husband?”’ Marcia managed to ask in a whisper-thin voice.
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“Your husband does not exist, my child. Now only you and I exist,” the
President for Life replied as he led her to his black Packard.

Marcia did not return home, and before the month was out Ambassador
Lieberman returned to his country. He had left no stone unturned in
searching for his wife, refusing at first to accept what was no secret, but
when the evidence of the abduction became impossible to ignore, Lieber-
man had asked for an audience with the Chief of State and demanded the
return of his wife. The interpreter tried to soften his words in translation,
but the President captured the tone and seized the excuse to rid himself
once and for all of that imprudent husband. He declared that Lieberman
had stained the honor of the nation with his absurd and unfounded ac-
cusations and gave him three days to leave the country. He offered him
the option of withdrawing without a scandal, to protect the dignity of the
country he represented, since it was to no one’s interest to break diplo-
matic ties and obstruct the free movement of the oil tankers. At the end
of the interview, with the expression of an injured father, he added that
he could understand the Ambassador’s dilemma and told him not to
worry, because in his absence, he, El Benefactor, would continue the
search for his wife. As proof of his good intents he called the Chief of
Police and issued instructions in the Ambassador’s presence. If at any
moment Lieberman had thought of refusing to leave without Marcia, a
second thought must have made clear to him that he was risking a bullet
in the brain, so he packed his belongings and left the country before the
three days were up.

Love had taken El Benefactor by surprise at an age when he no longer
remembered the heart’s impatience. This cataclysm rocked his senses and
thrust him back into adolescence, but not sufficiently to dull his vulpine
cunning. He realized that his was a passion of sensuality, and he could not
imagine that Marcia returned his emotions. He did not know why she had
followed him that afternoon, but his reason indicated that it was not for
love, and, as he knew nothing about women, he supposed that she had
allowed herself to be seduced out of a taste for adventure, or greed for
power. In fact, she had fallen prey to compassion. When the old man
embraced her, anxiously, his eyes watering with humiliation because his
manhood did not respond as it once had, she undertook, patiently and
with good will, to restore his pride. And thus after several attempts the
poor man succeeded in passing through the gates and lingering a few brief
instants in the proffered warm gardens, collapsing immediately thereafter
with his heart filled with foam.

““Stay with me,” El Benefactor begged, as soon as he had recovered from
fear of succumbing upon her.

And Marcia had stayed, because she was moved by the aged caudillo’s
loneliness, and because the alternative of returning to her husband seemed
less interesting than the challenge of slipping past the iron fence this man
had lived behind for eighty years.
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El Benefactor kept Marcia hidden on one of his estates, where he visited
her daily. He never stayed the night with her. Their time together was
spent in leisurely caresses and conversation. In her halting Spanish she
told him about her travels and the books she had read; he listened, not
understanding much, content simply with the cadence of her voice. In turn
he told her stories of his childhood in the arid lands of the Andes, and of
his life as a soldier; but if she formulated some question he immediately
threw up his defenses, observing her from the corner of his eyes as if she
were the enemy. Marcia could not fail to note this implacable stoniness and
realized that his habit of distrust was much stronger than his need to yield
to tenderness, and so, after a few weeks, she resigned herself to defeat.
Once she had renounced any hope of winning him over with love, she lost
interest in him and longed to escape the walls that sequestered her. But it
was too late. El Benefactor needed her by his side because she was the
closest thing to a companion he had known; her husband had returned to
Europe and she had nowhere to turn in this land; and even her name was
fading from memory. The dictator perceived the change in her and his
mistrust intensified, but that did not cause him to stop loving her. To
console her for the confinement to which she was now condemned—her
appearance outside would have confirmed Lieberman’s accusations and
shot international relations to hell—he provided her with all the things she
loved: music, books, animals. Marcia passed the hours in a world of her
own, every day more detached from reality. When she stopped encourag-
ing him, El Benefactor found it impossible to embrace her, and their meet-
ings resolved into peaceful evenings of cookies and hot chocolate. In his
desire to please her, El Benefactor invited her one day to go with him to the
Summer Palace, so she could see the paradise of the Belgian naturalist she
had read so much about.

The train had not been used since the inaugural celebration ten years
before and was so rusted that they had to make the trip by automobile,
escorted by a caravan of guards; a crew of servants had left a week before,
taking everything needed to restore the Palace to its original luxury. The
road was no more than a trail defended by chain gangs against encroaching
vegetation. In some stretches they had to use machetes to clear the ferns,
and oxen to haul the cars from the mud, but none of that diminished
Marcia’s enthusiasm. She was dazzled by the landscape. She endured the
humid heat and the mosquitoes as if she did not feel them, absorbed by a
nature that seemed to welcome her in its embrace. She had the impression
that she had been there before, perhaps in dreams or in another life, that
she belonged there, that until that moment she had been a stranger in the
world, and that her instinct had dictated every step she had taken, includ-
ing that of leaving her husband'’s house to follow a trembling old man, for
the sole purpose of leading her here. Even before she saw the Summer
Palace, she knew that it would be her last home. When the edifice finally
rose out of the foliage, encircled by palm trees and shimmering in the sun,
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Marcia breathed a deep sigh of relief, like a shipwrecked sailor when he
sees home port.

Despite the frantic preparations that had been made to receive them, the
mansion still seemed to be under a spell. The Roman-style structure, con-
ceived as the center of a geometric park and grand avenues, was sunk in
the riot of a gluttonous jungle growth. The torrid climate had changed the
color of the building materials, covering them with a premature patina;
nothing was visible of the swimming pool and gardens. The greyhounds
had long ago broken their leashes and were running loose, a ferocious,
starving pack that greeted the newcomers with a chorus of barking. Birds
had nested in the capitals of the columns and covered the reliefs with
droppings. On every side were signs of disorder. The Summer Palace had
been transformed into a living creature defenseless against the green in-
vasion that had surrounded and overrun it. Marcia leapt from the auto-
mobile and ran to the enormous doors where the servants awaited,
oppressed by the heat of the dog days. One by one she explored all the
rooms, the great salons decorated with crystal chandeliers that hung from
the ceilings like constellations and French furniture whose tapestry uphol-
stery was now home to lizards, bedchambers where bed canopies were
blanched by intense sunlight, baths where moss had grown in the seams
of the marble. Marcia ever stopped smiling; she had the face of a woman
recovering what was rightfully hers.

When El Benefactor saw Marcia so happy, a touch of the old vigor
returned to warm his creaking bones, and he could embrace her as he
had in their first meetings. Distractedly, she acceded. The week they had
planned to spend there lengthened into two, because El Benefactor had
seldom enjoyed himself so much. The fatigue accumulated in his years as
tyrant disappeared, and several of his old man’s ailments abated. He
strolled with Marcia around the grounds, pointing out the many species of
orchids climbing the treetrunks or hanging like grapes from the highest
branches, the clouds of white butterflies that covered the ground, and the
birds with iridescent feathers that filled the air with their song. He frolicked
with her like a young lover, he fed her bits of the delicious flesh of wild
mangoes, with his own hands he bathed her in herbal infusions, and he
made her laugh by serenading her beneath her window. It had been years
since he had been away from the capital, except for brief flights to prov-
inces where his presence was required to put down some insurrection and
to renew the people’s belief that his authority was not to be questioned.
This unexpected vacation had put him in a fine frame of mind; life sud-
denly seemed more fun, and he had the fantasy that with this beautiful
woman beside him he could govern forever. One night he unintentionally
fell asleep in her arms. He awoke in the early morning, terrified, with the
clear sensation of having betrayed himself. He sprang out of bed, sweat-
ing, his heart galloping, and observed Marcia lying there, a white odal-
isque in repose, her copper hair spilling across her face. He informed his
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guards that he was returning to the city. He was not surprised when
Marcia gave no sign of going with him. Perhaps in his heart he preferred
it that way, since he understood that she represented his most dangerous
weakness, that she was the only person who could make him forget his
power.

El Benefactor returned to the capital without Marcia. He left behind a
half-dozen soldiers to guard the property and a few employees to serve
her, and he promised he would maintain the road so that she could receive
his gifts, provisions, mail, and newspapers and magazines. He assured her
that he would visit her often, as often as his duties as Chief of State
permitted, but when he said goodbye they both knew they would never
meet again. El Benefactor’s caravan disappeared into the ferns and for a
moment silence fell over the Summer Palace. Marcia felt truly free for the
first time in her life. She removed the hairpins holding her hair in a bun,
and shook out her long hair. The guards unbuttoned their jackets and put
aside their weapons, while the servants went off to hang their hammocks
in the coolest corners they could find.

For two weeks the Indians had observed the visitors from the shadows.
Undeceived by Marcia Lieberman’s fair skin and marvelous curly hair, they
recognized her as one of their own but they had not dared materialize in
her presence because of the habit of centuries of clandestinity. After the
departure of the old man and his retinue, they returned stealthily to oc-
cupy the space where they had lived for generations. Marcia knew intu-
itively that she was never alone, that wherever she went a thousand eyes
followed her, that she moved in a ferment of constant murmuring, warm
breathing, and rhythmic pulsing, but she was not afraid; just the oppo-
site, she felt protected by friendly spirits. She became used to petty an-
noyances: one of her dresses disappeared for several days, then one
morning was back in a basket at the foot of her bed; someone devoured
her dinner before she entered the dining room; her watercolors and
books were stolen, but also she found freshly cut orchids on her table,
and some evenings her bath waited with mint leaves floating in the cool
water; she heard ghostly notes from pianos in the empty salons, the
panting of lovers in the armoires, the voices of children in the attics. The
servants had no explanation for those disturbances and she stopped ask-
ing, because she imagined they themselves were part of the benevolent
conspiracy. One night she crouched among the curtains with a flashlight,
and when she felt the thudding of feet on the marble, switched on the
beam. She thought she saw shadowy, naked forms that for an instant
gazed at her mildly and then vanished. She called in Spanish, but no one
answered. She realized she would need enormous patience to uncover
those mysteries, but it did not matter because she had the rest of her life
before her.
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A few years later the nation was jolted by the news that the dictatorship
had come to an end for a most surprising reason: El Benefactor had died.
He was a man in his dotage, a sack of skin and bones that for months had
been decaying in life, and yet very few people imagined that he was mor-
tal. No one remembered a time before him; he had been in power so many
decades that people had become accustomed to thinking of him as an
inescapable evil, like the climate. The echoes of the funeral were slow to
reach the Summer Palace. By then most of the guards and servants, bored
with waiting for replacements that never came, had deserted their posts.
Marcia listened to the news without emotion. In fact, she had to make an
effort to remember her past, what had happened beyond the jungle, and
the hawk-eyed old man who had changed the course of her destiny. She
realized that with the death of the tyrant the reasons for her remaining
hidden had evaporated; she could return to civilization, where now, surely,
no one was concerned with the scandal of her kidnapping. She quickly
discarded that idea, however, because there was nothing outside the snarl
of the surrounding jungle that interested her. Her life passed peacefully
among the Indians; she was absorbed in the greenness, clothed only in a
tunic, her hair cut short, her body adorned with tattoos and feathers. She
was utterly happy.

A generation later, when democracy had been established in the nation
and nothing remained of the long history of dictators but a few pages in
scholarly books, someone remembered the marble villa and proposed that
they restore it and found an Academy of Art. The Congress of the Republic
sent a. commission to draft a report, but their automobiles were not up to
the grueling trip, and when finally they reached San Jerénimo no one could
tell them where the Summer Palace was. They tried to follow the railroad
tracks, but the rails had been ripped from the ties and the jungle had
erased all traces. Then the Congress sent a detachment of explorers and a
pair of military engineers who flew over the area in a helicopter; the veg-
etation was so thick that not even they could find the site. Details about the
Palace were misplaced in people’s memories and the municipal archives;
the notion of its existence became gossip for old women; reports were
swallowed up in the bureaucracy and, since the nation had more urgent
problems, the project of the Academy of Art was tabled.

Now a highway has been constructed that links San Jerénimo to the rest
of the country. Travelers say that sometimes after a storm, when the air is
damp and charged with electricity, a white marble palace suddenly rises up
beside the road, hovers for a few brief moments in the air, like a mirage,
and then noiselessly disappears.

Translated from the Spanish by Margaret Sayers Peden
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. How does “Phantom Palace” conform to the definition of “magic re-
alism” provided in the introduction?

2. What is the author’s political vision? What is her view of the historical
legacy of Europe’s conquest of Indians?

3. Why is Marcia attracted to El Benefactor? What does she represent in
the novel?
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