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del Ángel,” we are told that nine months later she begins to feel labor pains. 
Understanding that she cannot give birth to a black child in her own house, she flees to 
the Iglesia del Ángel to ask for help. Ironically, Doña Rosa is so fat that no one notices the 
pregnant state in which she finds herself. The Iglesia del Ángel is famous for helping 
“respectable” women in situations that would bring shame to the family and Doña Rosa’s 
would not be the first bastard child to be born there. She confesses her sins to the bishop 
of the church, Don Morell de Ohcaña y Echerre, and is taken by a nun to a cell where 
she awaits her time. That same night, Doña Rosa gives birth to a beautiful mulatto child 
whom the bishop baptizes as José Dolores and to avoid any suspicions, gives the child 
over to Merced Pimienta, who too had been visited by an “ángel” and had just given 
birth to a mulatto, Nemesia Pimienta. Hence, with the birth of José Pimienta to Doña 
Rosa, Arenas adds another twist to the theme of incest that pervades both the original 
and new work. This time, however, Cecilia is pursued by two gentlemen, Leonardo and 
José Pimienta, who coincidentally are half-brothers. In addition, the ironic twist in the 
story rests on the fact that the tragic ending of the novel takes on new meaning as 
Leonardo is killed by his half-brother, José Pimienta. This new element added by Arenas 
could have various interpretations, especially if the novel suggests another possible Cuba 
rewritten by Arenas, or it could simply serve as a postmodern game piece used by the 
author to toy with his readers.  
   
As mentioned repeatedly in this study, there are several ways in which La Loma del Ángel 
parodies the original text of Cecilia Valdés while shedding light on other possible nineteen-
century truths. Besides numerous comical acts of betrayal, like changing the names of 
certain characters and places, there are a fair amount of critical changes that include 
some shameless and vulgar episodes excluded by Villaverde, like the previous chapter on 
Doña Rosa. These alterations are vital components of Arenas’s postmodern fabric, 
changes that force the reader to question the historical and mimetic nature of Villaverde’s 
original work.  
   
Brian McHale tells us in his various studies of literature that postmodern fiction mingles 
the realistic and fantastic modes of fiction. While authors such as Arenas turn away from 
reality to experiment with the myriad of worlds created by language, they also choose to 
explore the fantastic and the creative powers of narrativity. At the heart of Arenas’s 
transformation lies a shift in the manner of understanding and perceiving reality, which 
also coincides with the basic precepts of postmodernism. McHale suggests that there is a 
shift in the dominant from an epistemological understanding of experience to an 
ontological one. While neither is mutually exclusive, McHale recognizes that for the 
moment, one—in this case the ontological—is more immediate while the other is 
backgrounded (11). Throughout La Loma del Ángel, we recognize the playfulness of this 
postmodern text by its narrative tricks, irony, inventiveness, and metafictionality. The 
fantastic scenes re-created by the author constitute the foundations of creativity within 
which resides the core of artistic impulse. More importantly, the fantastic scenes in the 
novel derive their power from the believable analogues of the reader’s reality. There are 
multiple examples of this throughout the novel. Towards the end of the original narrative, 
Cecilia gives birth to a beautiful young girl but in Arenas’s version the evolution of the 
fetus exceeds the boundaries of reality. In the chapter titled “El milagro,” Arenas writes:    
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along this popular avenue in Havana. This episode speaks to Arenas’s critique of the 
realistic modes of the original work and continues to borrow from the narrative modes 
linked to the grotesque and carnivalesque. An essential ingredient in the carnivalesque 
formula is laughter, since it serves as an escape from tension and to distance certain 
aspects of the text from others (not to mention there is no room for “laughter” in 
Villaverde’s version). Arenas’s re-creation of this moment in the novel radically alters the 
original and leaves us “rolling in the aisles,” so to speak. As the Condesa de Merlín enters 
the narrow cobblestone street of Havana, the narrator tells us: 

 
Tal vez debido a las gigantescas proporciones de la falda que portaba la 
Condesa ninguna otra persona venía en el carruaje. Llevaba la distinguida 
dama, además de la falda gigantesca, que a veces al ser agitada por el 
viento cubría tanto al calesero como al caballo, relucientes botines de 
fieltro tachonados en oro, chaqueta de fino talle pero con mangas 
inmensamente acampanadas, largas cintas violetas, azules y rojas que 
desprendidas del cuello partían hacia todos los sitios; el brillo y color de 
diversos collares resaltaban aún más la blancura de aquellos pechos aún 
turgentes y casi descubiertos por la gigantesca manta que la hábil Condesa 
dejaba caer graciosamente. La cabeza estaba cubierta por un inmenso 
sombrero de altísima cúpula y alas aún más fascinante y extraordinaria era 
su inmensa cabellera negra que saliendo del gran sombrero se derramaba 
en cascadas sobre su espalda cubriendo toda la parte trasera del carruaje. 
En el centro de esta cabellera descomunal centelleaba una peineta calada 
incrustada de diamantes. (64–65) 

 
Arenas’s fascination with big and grotesquely round female characters permeates many of 
the ludic scenes found throughout the novel. But the Condesa’s appearance is essential to 
the author’s deconstructive strategy. There are various reasons for including and 
exaggerating her character in his fiction. Arenas, carefully weaves her into the text of his 
novel, while this episode also serves as an intertextual allusion to scenes in Villaverde’s 
other novel, La peineta calada. The episode is immediately followed by the description of an 
elegantly dressed monkey that accompanies the Condesa and completes Arenas’s parody 
of the original text: 
   

Sobre su regazo y haciendo mil reverencias iba una mona joven del sur de 
Madagascar, vestida a la francesa y con campanilla de plata al cuello de 
donde partía una larga cadena de oro que la Condesa sostenía entre sus 
finos guantes a la vez que batía graciosamente el monumental abanico 
hecho con plumas de pavo real. Así avanzaban, la Condesa sin dejar de 
sonreír pero sin mirar a persona alguna, la mona engalanada haciendo mil 
saludos. (65) 

  
The comedy does not stop here and while everyone is preoccupied and gawking at the 
spectacle of the Condesa, the ex-slave Dolores Santa Cruz emerges from the spellbound 
crowd to snatch a precious comb from the countess’s head. Not only is Dolores Santa 
Cruz able to snatch the comb from the lady’s head, but she also manages to take the 
Condesa’s hair, leaving her completely bald. The Condesa de Merlín loses her composure 
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of the author into the story itself as an essential characteristic of these types of novels. 
While the earlier modernist works “sought to remove the traces of their presence from the 
surface of their writing [. . .] or they effaced their own subjectivities behind the surrogate 
subjectivity of a first-person narrator or interior monologuist,” postmodern fiction returns 
the author to the forefront (199). McHale believes that including the author as a character 
in his own work involves a “paradoxical interpenetration of two realms that are mutually 
inaccessible, or ought to be” (204). By extension, Cirilo Villaverde’s metafictional 
presence in this chapter also questions one’s ability to depict historical events in a true 
and credible fashion and reinforces the tendency of new historicists to question traditional 
historiography. While traditional historicists believe history, along with literature, to be 
predictable, it is this type of deconstruction that reinforces the narrative’s “new historical” 
fabric. This characteristic also reflects the Chinese-box structure, as suggested by 
McHale, in which the characters in the novel become aware of their fictionality. McHale 
explains that in postmodernist fiction such as Arenas’s, “characters often serve as agents 
or carriers of metalepsis, disturbers of the ontological hierarchy of levels through their 
awareness of the recursive structures in which they find themselves” (121). 
  
Arenas’s rewriting of Cecilia Valdés cannot be seen as a unique and isolated phenomenon 
because it represents one of the most basic characteristics of all Latin American literature: 
the constant search for one’s own authentic roots that has resulted in a conquest through 
a constant rewriting and questioning of history. We must not forget that the juxtaposition 
of the serious and the ludic throughout the text is used to reinforce the fact that this is a 
novel about history (in the sense that it reveals the horrors of the institution of slavery) as 
well as about writing. While Villaverde’s nineteenth-century novel represents the 
treatment of slaves in a moral/philosophical light, Arenas injects the same images with 
parody and jest. The most startling episodes regarding the brutality toward slaves 
described in the original are replaced with ludic scenes that parody the romantic codes so 
commonly attributed to Cecilia Valdés. These are scenes in which an expected seriousness 
is transformed by an open and obvious abuse of a way of writing. In this manner, the 
episode of the slaves being catapulted back to Africa by the “máquina de vapor” can be 
read as both a commentary on the real horrors of slavery, as Arenas seems to sympathize 
with their cause, or a parody of Villaverde’s realistic and sometimes pious depiction in the 
original. The many references Arenas makes to the tensions between the recently arrived 
slaves and the mulattoes brings up issues of mestizaje and the inner struggles of the various 
slave groups and generations. Finally, Arenas’s conclusion takes Villaverde’s one step 
further in that José Pimienta and Dionisios remain free, even after having committed 
heinous crimes.  

 
In the last chapter of La Loma del Ángel, Arenas recognizes the power of resistance on the 
part of the slaves and the final historical consequences as well as emphasizing his own 
resistance to the “historical” interpretations made by Villaverde in Cecilia Valdés. This 
resistance is representative of contemporary Caribbean writers as they search to 
understand the crisis of truth among the Spanish American novels routinely categorized 
as postmodern historiographic metafiction, and Arenas’s novel is no different. La Loma del 
Ángel, like all postmodern texts, is characterized by its incredulity towards the meta-
narrative, or in this case that which is Villaverde’s Cecilia Valdés. Arenas’s novel represents 
a deliberate rejection of the grand and supposedly universal paradigms that have 
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governed Cuban letters for centuries. In this regard, La Loma del Ángel celebrates the 
fragmentation of Cuban culture and the role of reference itself in Cuban letters, while at 
the same time problemizing how we read and understand the contemporary Caribbean 
novel.  
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