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          ¡Oh, la selva sagrada! ¡Oh, la profunda

          emanación del corazón divino

          de la sagrada selva! ¡Oh, la fecunda

          fuente cuya virtud vence al destino!

          Bosque ideal que lo real complica.

        

        —Rubén Darío, “Yo soy aquel”

        
          Oh, the sacred wood! Oh, the profound

          emanation of the divine heart

          of the sacred wood! Oh, the prolific

          fountain whose virtue overcomes fate!

          Ideal forest which the real complicates.

        

        —Rubén Darío, “I am the one”
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      A Note on Translations

      THROUGHOUT THIS book I have cited written works in their original languages followed by published translations into English. When I have altered existing translations for linguistic clarity, I include a footnote indicating the change. Translations of works that have not previously appeared in English are my own.

      In Portuguese, the mythical golden city’s name is rendered Eldorado, while in Spanish it is known as El dorado or El Dorado, and in English El Dorado. I use the English version throughout this book, except when directly quoting from other sources.
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      		Introduction

      The Promise of El Dorado

      THE IMAGE on the frontispiece of this book depicts a New World indigenous ruler so wealthy that his attendants ritually powder him with gold dust. Created by the Dutch de Bry family publishing house in 1599, this engraving evokes the legend of El Dorado, or “The Golden One,” a changeable colonial myth whose core elements involved a gold-covered native leader and his as-yet-undiscovered realm of mineral wealth.1 Spanish accounts trace the legend to the Muisca culture of the Colombian highlands, but this figure is based on Walter Ralegh’s search for a city of gold also known as Manoa in present-day Guyana, as he relates in his Discoverie of the Large, Rich, and Bewtiful Empyre of Guiana (1596).2 Europeans like Ralegh sought to plunder the gold of El Dorado, but the kingdom remained a shifting and perpetually elusive destination often thought to lie deep in the continent’s dense tropical forests.3 Most important, El Dorado symbolized the material riches Europeans believed the South American tropics contained. In varying forms, this belief has continued into the contemporary era, making this engraving a harbinger of how future generations would approach the South American interior.

      The mirage of El Dorado hovers over the economic, cultural, literary, and environmental histories of South America’s tropical forests. As Gabriel García Márquez declared in his 1982 Nobel Prize acceptance speech: “El Dorado, nuestro país imaginario tan codiciado, figuró en mapas numerosos durante largos años, cambiando de lugar y forma según la fantasía de los cartógrafos. . . . Ese delirio aúreo de nuestros fundadores nos persiguió hasta hace poco tiempo” (3–4; “Eldorado, our so avidly sought and illusory land, appeared on numerous maps for many a long year, shifting its place and form to suit the fantasy of cartographers. . . . The founders’ gold fever pursued us until recently,” 87).4 The small golden fishes made by the Buendías of Cien años de soledad (One Hundred Years of Solitude) are a token testament to the longevity of El Dorado’s golden aura in the Americas.

      Long before the Buendías, the sixteenth-century concept of a kingdom rich in gold laid the foundation for the depiction of the South American tropics as a site of mineral wealth in later writings. This concept also informs the practices of natural resource extraction and exhaustion, known as “extractivism,” that have transformed the region’s cultures, landscapes, and economies in the ensuing centuries. Uruguayan sociologist Eduardo Gudynas defines extractivism in the Latin American context as “un tipo de extracción de recursos naturales, en gran volumen o alta intensidad, y que están orientados esencialmente a ser exportados como materias primas sin procesar, o con un procesamiento mínimo” (3; a type of extraction of natural resources, high in volume or intensity, which are meant essentially to be exported as prime materials with little or no processing).5 In the Americas, colonial powers inaugurated extractivist operations that transformed tropical ecologies and displaced, deracinated, and enslaved native and nonnative peoples of color. These modes of human and environmental exploitation continue in varying forms in contemporary capitalism.6 This book explores the ways in which fiction about the South American tropics published since 1950 depicts extractive practices and their effects on the ecology and peoples of the tropical forest. The time span I study coincides with what environmental scientists call the “Great Acceleration” period of the Anthropocene era.7 The much-debated Anthropocene is the proposed geological age in which humans are the most powerful force shaping our global ecology. The Great Acceleration, which has been ongoing since 1945, is marked in part by a rapid rise in extractivism. The authors I study trace the contemporary extractivist mentality back to the search for El Dorado. It is thus important to consider why and how the de Bry image of El Dorado came to represent a foundational legend of the Americas.

      This image of the golden king was widely available to book buyers in Europe during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries because it accompanied Ralegh’s narrative published in America, the eighth volume of de Bry’s well-known Great Voyages series (Groesen 312).8 The publishing house used a variety of sources for its engravings, including vernacular travel accounts, theological treatises, and historical works; in-house artists then creatively combined information from those documents with other motifs from prints and paintings to create an image and translate its accompanying text into Latin or German (Groesen 124). Ralegh never claimed to have seen the land of El Dorado or a native leader powdered with gold, since he was forced to turn back from his search just when he said he was close to reaching the golden city.9 His account was therefore an amalgamation of previous European, mostly Spanish, sources and varied native beliefs and practices related to the vibrant craft, trade, and ritual use of gold in northern South America.10 The engraving accordingly illustrates how economic interests mingled with literary tropes, reported speech, and misapprehensions of indigenous cultures to create a picture of a gilded leader for the readers of America. As such, the de Bry engraving is a useful window onto the European vision of the golden king.

      The engraving is clearly a European construct; as Walter Mignolo has pointed out, “De Bry is in possession and control of imperial knowledge and in a position to control the image of Indian beings” (180). In this case, de Bry offers a vision of the New World highly appealing to Europeans because it is at once similar to earlier descriptions of native peoples and indicative of the great wealth of the New World. The image shows inland Amerindians dressed like the coastal Tupi peoples of Brazil. As William Sturtevant shows, Tupinamba dress and customs became the stereotypical image of Amerindians for Europeans around this time (394). Accordingly, in this engraving the hammock holding two individuals is called a “Bresiliensi Hamaca,” or Brazilian hammock in the caption, and in the foreground the king is naked except for a Tupi headdress. One attendant wets the king’s shoulder with a sponge or cloth, while the other blows powdered gold through a tube onto his body. The engravers render the golden dust as small half-moon-shaped markings, so that the king’s naked physique remains obvious to the viewer.

      Despite this engraving’s adherence to European stereotypes, body painting and adornment with finely ground materials were common practices among Amerindians in northern South America. Anthropologist Neil Whitehead argues that “were one to substitute other paints or pigments for the gold dust, then both Ralegh’s description and de Bry’s illustration seem perfectly accurate and non-controversial representations (“Discoverie” 102). In America, the de Bry caption follows Ralegh’s account of how the cacique Toparimaca and all his nobles and chiefs were covered with a white balsam and then dusted in powdered gold on days of feasting (Whitehead, “Discoverie” 102). According to the caption, once they were covered with gold on these days, “up to 150 men at a time come together and lie down and drink for eight or nine days straight until they can do so no longer.”11 The description coincides with Ralegh’s account of Toparimaca’s people feasting and becoming “the greatest garousers and drunkards of the world,” though he never witnessed them powdering the leader with gold (Ralegh 168). In the background of the engraving, small groups of people drink from finely wrought cups, and the Latin caption declares that “the inhabitants of the kingdom of Guiana outdo all other races at drinking.” There are several possible interpretations of this scene. First, as Michiel van Groesen has argued, this vision of merriment and inebriation contributes to European stereotypes about indigenous peoples as “prone to drunkenness” (178). It is also possible to interpret the de Bry engraving as a satiric version of the land of Cockaigne, an imaginary and perfect place with roots in the oral tradition that appeared in literature and art beginning in the late medieval period.12 Ultimately, de Bry’s vision of Guiana is an image critical of native debauchery that nevertheless veils the European desire to engage in the same hedonistic behaviors.13 The idea of the easy acquisition of wealth and pleasure in El Dorado with no inkling of hard work or spiritual redemption is central to later depictions of the golden realm and its inhabitants.14

      De Bry’s engraving is a significant departure from the images that precede and follow it in America. Those later images depict the violent aspects of European expeditions throughout the Americas, including the travels of Francis Drake and Antonio de Berrio (engravings I–VIII). In particular, they portray the effects of the Spanish forces attempting to colonize the region, as well as protoethnological depictions of indigenous rituals.15 These pages abound with clubs, arrows, dismembered corpses, skeletons, and individuals in postures of aggression, supplication, and defeat, all of which magnify the contrast with the leisure of El Dorado, even if the de Bry artists intended it as satire (engravings XIIII, XVII and XVIII).16 Most significant, the El Dorado engraving does not feature cannibalism, which was frequently depicted by de Bry artists (Groesen 182). Unlike the Brazilian cannibals described by the traveler Hans Staden, the inhabitants of Guiana seem peaceful, healthy, and at rest. This vision of wealth and leisure presented by de Bry inspired the ongoing searches for the lands of cinnamon, pearls, and gold throughout the seventeenth century, while the engravings on the surrounding pages evoke the violence and suffering colonialism entailed.17

      Much of Ralegh’s account of Guiana is based on Spanish sources; Iberian forces preceded Ralegh in the region, and his Discoverie urges the Queen to help the British reach El Dorado before the Spaniards. The official Spanish royal chronicler of the Indies, Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo, sums up Spanish-language accounts of El Dorado in his Historia general y natural de las Indias (written 1514–49).18 According to Oviedo, “el dorado” referred to an indigenous cacique described as

      
        muy riquíssimo é grand señor, é con çierta goma ó licor que huele muy bien se unta cada mañana, é sobre aquella unçion assienta é se pega el oro molido é tan menudo como conviene para lo ques dicho, é queda toda su persona cubierta de oro desde la planta del pié hasta la cabeça, é tan resplandesçiente como suele quedar una pieça de oro labrada de mano de un gran artífiçe. Y creo yo que si ese caçique aquesso usa, que debe tener muy ricas minas de semejante calidad de oro, porque yo he visto harto en la Tierra Firme. (Historia 13:108)

        an exceedingly wealthy and important lord, and [it is further related that] with a certain resin or liquid which has a very fine odor he anoints himself every morning, and upon that ointment sets and sticks the gold ground [into dust] and as fine as is required for what has been stated, and his whole body is then left covered with gold from the soles of his feet to his head and as bright as a golden object fashioned by the hand of a skilled artisan regularly comes out. And it is my belief that if that chief is accustomed to doing that, he must possess some very rich mines of that particular quality of gold, for in Tierra Firme I have seen considerable quantities of it. (in Carvajal, Discovery 392)19

      

      This iteration of the tale makes the El Dorado myth unique in New World legends because it features an individual who appears as shiny as a carefully crafted piece of gold. The golden king thus becomes wealth incarnate; Oviedo’s simile makes the king seem literally made of the mineral, rather than simply adorned with it. This description forms part of colonial writings that associated native bodies with the earth itself, a practice that would continue well into the twentieth century. Moreover, Europeans of this era believed that gold was a living thing, growing well in climates near the equator (Hemming, Search 7). As Candace Slater puts it, “The gold-plated sovereign was a strangely alien, living object” (Entangled Edens 35). This aspect of the myth accords it a fundamental otherness based in a mixture of European beliefs and native accounts.20 Indeed, the king’s golden body suggests that those who reach the kingdom could also transform themselves. The notion that arriving in El Dorado would alter the very nature of one’s existence became one of its defining features. Finally, Oviedo’s assumption that the king acquires gold from his many rich mines reveals the Spaniard’s extractivist mentality avant la lettre. The supposition that abundant wealth could be found below and above ground in the South American tropics laid the foundation for the longevity of El Dorado for centuries to follow.

      The key element in these sixteenth-century depictions of El Dorado by Oviedo, Ralegh, and de Bry is precisely their imaginative quality. The legend of El Dorado exemplifies the status of the South American tropical forest as what Neil Whitehead has called “an intense object of the imagination” for authors over the course of several centuries (“Forest of Marvels” 122).21 It mixed with other myths about the Americas in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, mostly notably the terrestrial paradise and legends such as the Land of Cinnamon, the city of Patiti, the Fountain of Eternal Youth, and the Seven Cities of Cibola. All of these concepts demonstrate the imaginative quality highlighted by Whitehead and are characterized by their desirability and inaccessibility.22 Christopher Columbus inaugurated this outlook in the Americas when he declared on August 17, 1498, that the headwaters of what we now call the Orinoco River must contain the terrestrial paradise (Columbus, Cuatro viajes 241).23

      The idea of a terrestrial paradise is a central paradigm in writings about the colonial Americas, but it predates Columbus’s declaration and could be said to include the Elysian fields of the fourth book of The Odyssey, Dante’s Garden of Eden in the Divine Comedy, and Renaissance texts by Petrarch and Ariosto, among others.24 Carolyn Merchant, Jana Evans Braziel, Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, and Candace Slater have published studies about the history of the notion of the Americas as a paradise or Garden of Eden.25 The loss of paradise is a dominant theme in a broad variety of literary works, from Milton’s Paradise Lost to the failed return to nature in the Latin American novela de la selva, or jungle novel, as Jorge Marcone argues (“De lo retorno”). Lesley Wylie’s Colonial Tropes and Postcolonial Tricks: Rewriting the Tropics in the novela de la selva examines how twentieth-century authors reinvent concepts like that of a terrestrial paradise in the American tropics in ways that are often subversive. This book offers a similar exploration of the contemporary literary legacy of El Dorado.

      The legend of El Dorado is distinct from the pervasive concept of paradise in several ways. First, the terrestrial paradise offered a state of prelapsarian innocence and what Bart Giamatti has called a “note of morality,” such that a longing for a terrestrial paradise could be seen as an upright moral desire for redemption (20). The notion of an earthly paradise in the New World also offered religious justification for exploration, appropriation, and settlement. El Dorado, in contrast, was often described as a place of fundamental strangeness and dubious morality, both because it had its origins in native accounts and because those who sought it were motivated by material rather than spiritual concerns.26 Indeed, the yearning for El Dorado among writers like Ralegh reveals the ostensibly baser objectives of obtaining worldly loot through plunder and the labor of others. In Entangled Edens, Slater succinctly states that El Dorado differs from the Garden of Eden because it is the “epitome of New World wealth” (31).

      Most important, the concept of El Dorado is based on the assumption that the South American tropical forest is a site of inexhaustible natural resources, an idea that calls up paradisiacal notions of nature’s bounty but incorporates them into nascent global economic networks set in motion by Europeans’ arrival in the New World. In brief, rather than echoing Columbus’s vision of an earthly paradise, El Dorado resonates with his frequent references to the search for gold in the Indies. El Dorado is therefore not a prelapsarian realm or an ethically affirmative concept, but rather an imagined place that could meet the economic demands of sixteenth-century Europeans. This flexible, multifaceted concept is not restricted to the economic drive for natural resource extraction, however; it also entails the belief that the South American forest can provide outsiders with pleasure and leisure as envisioned by the de Bry engraving. The legacy of El Dorado endures from the colonial period to the contemporary era in practices ranging from mineral mining to timber logging, and from rubber tapping to oil drilling.

      The Promise of El Dorado

      These early representations of El Dorado inaugurate what I call the “promise of El Dorado”: the idea that the tropical forests of the South American continent held in their depths undiscovered reserves of natural materials that would provide the seeker with wealth and happiness. The happiness El Dorado offered was not paradisiacal or redemptive, but rather visceral, immediate, and acquisitive. The German explorer Philipp von Hutten, who searched for El Dorado unsuccessfully from 1536 to 1538, summed up the promise of El Dorado when he called the golden kingdom “cierto lugar donde todos hemos de hallar felicidad e riqueza, si bien estas dos cosas rara vez vienen juntas” (174; a certain place where we shall all find happiness and wealth, even if those two things rarely come together). Hutten’s doubts regarding this endeavor may refer to the Christian axiom, expressed in Ecclesiastes 6, that money does not bring happiness. The “promise of El Dorado” contravenes this commonplace, departing yet again from religious doctrine. In more concrete terms, for Europeans in the Americas, finding wealth and happiness together remained an elusive objective precisely because the drive to enrich oneself by extracting the natural resources of the New World more often yielded strife than contentment. Indeed, sites of extractivism are generally far removed from the societies that enjoy the material benefits they provide; in this sense, the promise of El Dorado is unique and uniquely unattainable because it posits that wealth and happiness may be found together.27 Moreover, based as it is in European attitudes about gender, race, and exploitative practices with respect to the South American tropics, the promise of El Dorado offers happiness and enrichment for a few outsiders without regard for the landscape and native peoples.

      The promise of El Dorado originated with the legend of El Dorado but is distinct from it: the legend of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries posited a physical location of a material city of gold, which some thought to be inhabited by Amazon women; this legend was debunked by Enlightenment-era geographers in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.28 The historiography of El Dorado generally assumes that the legend ceased to be a vibrant presence in the cultural imaginaries of Europe and the Americas when its physical existence was disproved.29 More recent scholarship has challenged that assumption. For example, in an analysis of mid-twentieth-century Guyanese literature and political culture, Shona Jackson argues that El Dorado is the “founding myth of the South American continent . . . that continues to articulate imperial, colonial, and postcolonial discourses of power” (86).30 My exploration of the promise of El Dorado in contemporary literature expands on Jackson’s insights. The meaning of El Dorado has changed over time, such that contemporary authors use the term in a way that has its origins in the colonial concept and yet diverges from it. Furthermore, the promise of El Dorado endures in the extractive mentality even when the name “Dorado” is absent; for this reason, some of the authors I examine do not mention El Dorado by name but nevertheless describe the practices the search for it engendered. By focusing on the literary afterlives of El Dorado rather than the colonial legend, it becomes clear that the promise of El Dorado lingered well into the twentieth century, because it is deeply rooted in historical, economic, environmental, gender, and cultural factors that did not end with the seventeenth century.

      Mourning El Dorado examines how five authors writing from the 1950s to the present engage with the promise of El Dorado, a period during which, as García Márquez intimated, gold fever ceased to plague Latin American writers. This change in the promise of El Dorado appears in works about the tropical forest written in Spanish, Portuguese, and English: Cuban writer Alejo Carpentier’s Los pasos perdidos (1953, The Lost Steps), Guyanese author Wilson Harris’s The Secret Ladder (1963), Peruvian Mario Vargas Llosa’s La casa verde (1966, The Green House), Colombian Alvaro Mutis’s La Nieve del Almirante (1986, The Snow of the Admiral), and Brazilian Milton Hatoum’s Órfãos do Eldorado (2008, Orphans of El Dorado). Rather than uphold the mirage of the South American tropical forest as a site of easy riches, these novels exhibit a deep disenchantment with the idea that wealth and happiness can be found together. The authors recognize that South American natural resources have long enriched outsiders at the expense of the peoples and ecologies of the forest. Their novels depict the current condition of the landscape and its peoples as being deeply harmed by the extractive economies that form the contemporary legacy of the search for El Dorado. The books I study in chapters 2 through 5 discredit the promise of El Dorado in very different ways. Some authors, like Carpentier and Hatoum, engage with the legend of El Dorado explicitly. Others, like Vargas Llosa, Harris, and Mutis, do not mention El Dorado by name but clearly illustrate the ramifications of the promise of El Dorado. In the chapters that follow, I signal the divergent meanings and ideological contexts of each author’s engagement with the promise of El Dorado. I do not seek to flatten out their different perspectives, locations, and historical moments, but rather to explore the contours and trajectory of the promise of El Dorado from the mid-1950s to the present. What ties these works together is the fact that each protagonist comes to see that wealth and happiness cannot be found together in the forest: in each of them, the protagonist ultimately separates the search for wealth from the search for happiness and chooses to pursue the latter.

      One of the central premises of this book is that the promise of El Dorado runs through writings from the Americas in ways that have not been recognized in existing scholarship. Mourning El Dorado begins with a preliminary chapter that explores the literary history of the promise of El Dorado, going beyond the traditional accounts that conclude when the legend was debunked in the Enlightenment. It goes on to explore a second debunking, that of the promise of El Dorado. The unraveling of the promise of El Dorado began when some writers of the Spanish American independence movements excoriated the Spanish obsession with gold, and continued in the early twentieth century with the Latin American regional novel of the 1920s and ’30s. I focus on works published since 1950, when the large-scale introduction of the airplane in the wake of World War II revolutionized travel and development in a region whose dominant mode of transportation until that time had been river craft.31 The rise of the airplane and the increase in road building in the 1970s fueled the expansion of oil and mineral extraction in the nations bordering the South American tropical forest, inaugurating another cycle of boom and bust typical of the region’s economy. The pace and scope of environmental and human exploitation accelerated in the second half of the twentieth century, the time period I study in this book.

      Small portions of the South American population, those who profit from selling or exploiting the rights to forested lands, have benefited greatly from the natural resource extraction of the South American forest, which increased dramatically in the middle of the last century. The promise of wealth and happiness in the tropical forest has only been fulfilled for a privileged few, rather than for the vast majority of people in the region. As Milton Hatoum told me in a 2014 interview: “El Dorado exists, but it is not the El Dorado of the people” (Rogers, “Lost Cities” 35). In our interview, Hatoum echoed the other authors I consider in distinguishing the dual and contradictory nature of the promise of El Dorado: it offers a site of wealth and pleasure, yet it also underlies the goals of extractive industries that have damaged the cultures and ecosystems of the forest. The fictional works I study mourn the passing of the former and lament the destruction wrought by the latter.

      El Dorado amid Comparative Literary Ecocriticism

      In seeking to elucidate the repercussions of the promise of El Dorado in environmental, literary, and cultural terms, this study enters into dialogue with contemporary ecocriticism about the South American tropics. Elizabeth DeLoughrey, Renée Gosson, and George Handley’s anthology Caribbean Literature and the Environment establishes how “Caribbean texts inscribe the environmental impact of colonial and plantation economies” (2). They emphasize that race, environment, and history are deeply imbricated in representations of New World geography. I share their approach and seek to extend their focus to include literary texts about the continental tropical forest and the extractive economies of rubber, oil, and gold. In fact, the economic and environmental effects of the promise of El Dorado are analogous to the large-scale deforestation of the Caribbean and the concomitant literary “yearning for lost landscapes” that Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert has explored (“Deforestation” 114).32 In a similar fashion, Mark Anderson and Marcela Reales’s essay on extractivism in Colombian literature is exemplary because it uncovers a tradition of authors taking a critical stance toward natural resource extraction. Jorge Marcone was the first scholar to bring an ecocritical approach to Spanish American novels about the jungle from the first half of the twentieth century, centering his study on the protagonists’ failed return to nature and condemning the political economy of Amazonia (“De lo retorno”; “Cultural Criticism”). Most pertinent to this study, Marcone states that Spanish American environmental literature exhibits a sense of ecological disillusion (“Jungle Fever” 1). I attribute this disillusionment in part to the failures of the promise of El Dorado.

      This book follows these ecocritical scholars in performing close readings based in the historical, economic, and ecological context in which each work was written. In the second half of the twentieth century, the nations of Venezuela, Guyana, Colombia, Peru, and Brazil sought to develop their forested regions in similar but not identical ways: by promoting migration, building roads and airports, mining gold and other mineral deposits, extracting oil, cultivating and harvesting crops like rubber, and exporting wood and other forest products. To acknowledge these developments, this book’s chapters are arranged in chronological order of the date of each book’s publication. This structure allows me to show how the authors’ disenchantment with the promise of El Dorado changes over time in response to the accelerating pace of development from the 1950s to the first decade of the twenty-first century. For example, the rise of the airplane and the oil economy is particularly crucial to two Spanish American novels I study: Alejo Carpentier’s Los pasos perdidos and Mario Vargas Llosa’s La casa verde. As I detail in later chapters, both men traveled to the South American forest by plane, Carpentier in 1947 and Vargas Llosa in 1958, when flight into the jungle was relatively new. Their novels depict the major demographic and cultural changes taking place as the region experienced an influx of outsiders. The later novels I study fictionalize the negative effects of that incursion in subsequent decades. Alvaro Mutis’s La Nieve del Almirante, published in 1986, features a 1920s Junker plane abandoned in a swamp as a metaphor for the failed economic promises of aviation in the forest. Mutis’s protagonist observes the plane and the development it brings, ultimately condemning jungle residents serving as “asnos” (mules) for the material “nadería” (nothingness) of capitalism (53, 45).

      Mourning El Dorado features an eclectic corpus of texts that disregards traditional national and linguistic boundaries, much like tropical forests themselves. Studying these works together offers new interpretative possibilities, but it presents certain difficulties of nomenclature. Terms like Latin America, Amazonia, and Caribbean are insufficient descriptors for discussing these literary works as a group: Wilson Harris is not Latin American, but rather an Anglophone novelist from the Guyanese river town of New Amsterdam. Harris is often categorized as Caribbean, yet his engagement with the promise of El Dorado clearly indicates that he should be considered in a broader literary context. Similarly, the Cuban Carpentier is rarely juxtaposed with a Peruvian or Brazilian novelist. “Amazonia” is a geographical term that applies to the basin of the Amazon River, but it is often used in reference to the Orinoco River Basin as well.33 In the introduction to their edited volume Surveying the American Tropics, Maria Cristina Fumagalli, Peter Hulme, Owen Robinson, and Lesley Wylie suggest the term “American tropics” to refer to “a kind of extended Caribbean, including the south-eastern USA, the Atlantic littoral of Central America, the Caribbean islands, and north-eastern South America, with outposts even further afield” (2).34 This term points to the important need to move beyond the strictures of language and nation in hemispheric American literary criticism, and I therefore use it in the title of this book. In pursuit of linguistic precision, I have chosen to eschew conventional descriptors and to refer instead to these works as literature about the South American tropical forest, a phrase that encompasses a variety of landscapes, peoples, and nations all affected by the promise of El Dorado.

      Where available, I have used archival research to show the extent to which the authors under discussion engage with the promise of El Dorado behind the scenes of their finished works. For example, in chapter 2 I draw on Alejo Carpentier’s 1947 unpublished travel diary, “Notas del viaje a la Gran Sabana” (Notes on a trip to the Great Savannah). I discovered this previously unknown document in Havana at the Fundación Alejo Carpentier in March 2016.35 In it, Carpentier explicitly mentions El Dorado as an inspiration for a future work; he also records his visit to a mining town and his observations of oil fields. The contents of the travel diary shed light on the composition of articles and the text that would eventually become Los pasos perdidos, and on Carpentier’s interpretation of the legend of El Dorado in particular. In the case of La casa verde, the subject of chapter 4, I consulted the Mario Vargas Llosa papers at Princeton University Library. The unpublished drafts of the novel reveal Vargas Llosa’s intricate weaving together of historical events with his own inspiration in other literary works about the jungle. My research also included interviews and archival work in Brazil and at the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.

      Mourning and Critical Nostalgia

      What emerges from this analytical perspective grounded in historical and archival close reading is the recognition of a new kind of fiction characterized by a shared mourning for the failed promise of El Dorado. Contemporary literature about the tropical forest replaces the promise of El Dorado’s splendor with tropes of devastation, with their twin vocabularies of nostalgia and mourning. It is a complex and at times contradictory mourning: the authors imply that the pursuit of the promise of El Dorado has devastated the landscapes and peoples of the South American tropics, and yet their protagonists self-reflexively wax nostalgic for a time when the forest was thought to contain a realm of wealth and happiness. Their assessment of the contemporary tropics echoes Rubén Darío’s poem “Yo soy aquel” (“I am the one”), which serves as the epigraph for this book, in the sense that they evoke an ideal forest complicated by reality, and by loss. As Sigmund Freud puts it in his foundational essay on the subject, mourning is a “reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has taken the place of one” (243).36 The protagonists of each work I examine mourn the loss of someone close to them who embodies the abstract idea of the promise of El Dorado. Yet a purely Freudian psychoanalytical approach is insufficient in describing the promise of El Dorado in these texts, because it does not consider the economic and cultural history that created it. These authors depict protagonists and societies in mourning for El Dorado as a metaphor for the failed promises of extractive economies in the South American tropics. These multiple instances of literary mourning go beyond any personal experience to become a cultural trope and an aesthetic statement.37

      Many academic literary studies of mourning address the way in which the bereaved subject writes out his or her grief, such that the literature resulting from such work “can succeed in helping the survivors to work through and understand their loss” (Riegel xix). This branch of criticism optimistically views writing as a form of therapy, as a mechanism through which loss can be expiated.38 As Sam Durrant has written of Wilson Harris’s The Guyana Quartet, “The activity of narration thus becomes a mode of suffering, not just the recounting of the event but an event in itself, the site of a transformation of history” (55). For postcolonial scholars such as Durrant and Svetlana Boym, this suffering in narrative can prove cathartically productive (20; xvii). Similarly, most of the protagonists discussed in Mourning El Dorado do write during mourning.39 Yet, unlike many works of literary modernism, the novels I examine do not depict a successful mourning process.40 The productive overcoming of grief by literary characters in these works is impeded by the hegemonic insistence on the notion of economic progress, which requires the subjugation and exploitation of the tropical forest and its peoples. The authors depict societies that grant their bereaved protagonists no space for mourning an idealized tropical forest imperiled by the ecological, economic, and cultural changes of the mid- and late twentieth century.41 In other words, the texts studied here feature characters whose successful mourning is prevented by the dominant culture’s drive to exploit the resources of the forest and produce consumer goods. These authors show how mourning is conditioned and ultimately stifled: within each narrative, the protagonist’s bereavement is ignored by figures of authority and subsumed by the goals of extractive economics. As a result, the works’ laments for the promise of El Dorado leave literature about the region in an open, continuing state of bereavement, even as the region itself produces commodities like gold, rubber, oil, and timber. The authors studied here depict protagonists who are unable to complete the process of mourning for the promise of El Dorado.42

      One result of this mourning is a concomitant nostalgia for the illusion of the region as a land of potential prosperity and happiness. Nostalgia and mourning are linked by distress at the loss of a beloved time and place, and this bereaved yearning informs the unique way authors since 1950 evoke the South American tropics.43 In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, nostalgia is enjoying a resurgence in critical attention from scholars.44 Recent works by Dennis Walder, Svetlana Boym, John Su, and Jennifer Ladino show how authors consciously mobilize a discourse of nostalgia for artistic and ethical purposes.45 Sanja Bahun calls this type of writing a “memorial articulation of loss that is at the same time expressive and critical” (8). Drawing on the work of these scholars, I use the term critical nostalgia to describe the aesthetic and ethical stance authors discussed in this book employ to lament the present. At the same time, the protagonists of the works reflect back a deep sense of irony at their lament for the loss of an illusion. The irony of these works stems from each protagonist’s understanding that the promise of El Dorado is a mirage of wealth leading to violence and exploitation whose golden aura enchants him nonetheless. In sum, the protagonists of these novels are nostalgic for a world in which the promise of El Dorado still had credence. Their awareness of this illusion, which they mourn even as they acknowledge it as an impossibility, complicates any notion of healing or catharsis. To understand why and how these literary works mourn the promise of El Dorado, it is first necessary to examine the conditions that produced it.

      The Gendered Ecological Economics of the Promise of El Dorado

      The search for El Dorado arose from the demands of the European economic system, which looked to the New World to finance its wars, pay its debts, maintain the privileges of its nobility, and fund its colonization of non-European peoples and places.46 In particular, expeditions such as that of Ralegh and Hutten (also known in Spanish as Felipe de Utre) sought indigenous settlements rich in gold and silver, with the aim of plundering another society like Tenochtitlán or the Incan kingdom of Perú.47 They were also interested in mining subterranean mineral deposits, hoping to follow the example of the Potosí mines in Bolivia, which were discovered by the Spanish in 1545 and contained vast amounts of silver. These economic motivations are central to the rise of the promise of El Dorado, which relies on an extractive mind-set, or what Gudynas has called an “extractivist culture.”48 The economic worldview that undergirds the legend of El Dorado considers the ecological resources of South America as commodities to be removed for export. The economics that drove the search for El Dorado are thus inseparable from an extractivist view of tropical nature; as Jason Moore has argued, it is more useful to see “capitalism in nature” than to maintain a binary opposition of “capitalism and nature.”49 Jennifer French’s work on what she calls Britain’s “Invisible Empire” in the nineteenth and early twentieth century is exemplary in this respect: French shows how the depiction of the environment in Spanish American literature “directly represents the continent’s predominant economic forms and, as a result, its gradual incorporation into the international capitalist system” (Nature 13). French’s work is groundbreaking in scholarship on Latin American literature in that it demonstrates the interconnectedness of economic systems, environmental issues, and literary texts. In this sense, I follow French in arguing that the promise of El Dorado has driven extractivism from the sixteenth through the twenty-first centuries, and that that dynamic is evident in the region’s literature. Similarly, Ericka Beckman cites El Dorado as an illustration of “the importance of fantasy in the genesis of modern capitalism,” a precursor to what she calls “capital fictions” in the Latin American export age (1870–1930) (226n2). The imprint of El Dorado extends beyond this era in both directions, however: as I show in chapter 1, it appears in the writings of Andrés Bello and Simón Bolívar, as well as in more recent extractive industry terms like “white gold” (rubber) and “black gold” (oil).

      The promise of El Dorado and its manifestations in export-driven commodity extraction have led to major changes in the demographics and ecology of the South American tropical forest. It is important to note, however, that the environment of the South American tropics has long been shaped by human endeavors. Recent anthropological and archaeological studies show that pre-Columbian indigenous peoples altered the environment for their own benefit, including practices of flood agriculture, agroforestry, and soil cultivation.50 The promise of El Dorado shaped South American demographics beginning in the late sixteenth century, drawing a wide array of Indo-European peoples and enslaved Africans to the continent; their expeditions inaugurated the export economy and decimated the local population with disease and forced migration.51 Silver mining in Mexico and Peru made up the bulk of mineral wealth exported from the New World.52 In Amazonia, in contrast, after native gold stores were exhausted, Europeans exported cacao, sugarcane, rice, and turtle eggs on a relatively small scale in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.53

      From the mid-nineteenth century onward, the promise of El Dorado brought waves of immigration and landscape transformations to the South American tropical forest on a massive scale, and to Amazonia in particular. As Susanna Hecht writes, “The Amazon was the object of treaties, armed incursions, and roving battalions for much of the nineteenth century and deeply integrated into global commodity circuits. . . . While travelers marveled at the grandeur of the ‘untrammeled’ Amazonian forests, at the time it was a geopolitical hotspot” (Scramble 10). The commodity-based export economy of the region is characterized by dramatic booms and busts, exemplified by the rubber boom in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which provided foreign markets with bicycle and car tires.54 At the height of the rubber boom, the forest city of Manaus became a cosmopolitan capital of capital, with residents hailing from Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and other parts of the Americas.55 The promise of El Dorado formed the ideological bedrock of the rubber market, which led to the well-documented enslavement and indentured servitude of native peoples, much as the search for exportable gold resulted in indigenous suffering in earlier centuries. Most recently, the promise of El Dorado has provoked a new economic boom in extractive industries between 1950 and 2010, the time frame I focus on in this book.

      Just as the search for the kingdom of El Dorado led travelers progressively farther into the South American interior, the promise of El Dorado produces what Shawn Miller has called the “hollow frontier” of the export age, in which extractive industries exploit and extract the resources of one area and move to another, often leaving environmental destruction in their wake (131). During the second half of the twentieth century, the spread of air travel, the incursion of roads into previously forested lands, the large-scale burning of forest for cattle grazing, mining, dam construction, and sawmill operation all produced profound changes in the landscapes and peoples of the South American tropics. Scholars such as Anthony L. Hall, Stephen Bunker, Seth Garfield, Robin Anderson, and Susanna Hecht and Alexander Cockburn show that the events of the 1950s and onward are an acceleration of the long-standing Amazonian cycle of economic bubbles that grow and burst in response to global market demands.56 In an example of complementary relevance to this book, Mimi Sheller has studied how the extraction and production of aluminum from Jamaica and Suriname resulted in the “exploitation of tropical lands and Caribbean peoples” even as the region was being depicted as an exotic pleasure destination for tourists (134). I propose that what Sheller calls “aluminum dreams” are analogous to the promise of El Dorado, because, as with the extraction of gold in the sixteenth century, foreign parties plundered tropical resources and labor for export while envisioning the area as a site of happiness and pleasure. Late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century scholars and writers have highlighted the negative aspects of land clearing (for livestock) and commodity-based resource extraction, citing its lawlessness, disenfranchisement of indigenous peoples, ecological destruction, and economic benefit to only a fraction of the population.57

      The promise of El Dorado is firmly grounded in both the economically extractive mind-set I have outlined and a gendered vision of the South American tropics that reaches back centuries. The ecofeminist scholar Val Plumwood shows how the network of dualisms in occidental thought have created a dichotomy between masculine reason and feminine nature (3). She argues that when marginalized groups including women, indigenous peoples, and nonhuman environments are categorized as nature, they become defined as a “‘terra nullius,’ a resource empty of its own purposes or meanings, and hence available to be annexed for the purposes of those supposedly identified with reason or intellect” (4). The golden king, though male, was one such indigenous body construed as part of feminine nature. DeLoughrey, Gosson, and Handley recognize that, in the New World in particular, European conceptions of nature “hid the effects of environmental violence behind the guise of gendered metaphors of the feminized and maternal ‘womb’ of Caribbean landscapes” (12), and, I would add, of the South American tropics more broadly. Even a text like Eduardo Galeano’s Las venas abiertas de América Latina (1971, The Open Veins of Latin America), which is highly critical of the exploitation of the Americas, uses the corporeal metaphor to describe the region. This logical framework helps to explain the depictions of the South American earth as a virginal female space that European male explorers seek to claim and possess, as Louis Montrose shows in his “The Work of Gender in the Discourse of Discovery.”58 This gendered telluric motif is a central component of the El Dorado legacy. Europeans like Walter Ralegh explicitly linked gold and gems to the female earth, as the term veta madre, or motherlode, implies. Ralegh famously concludes his Discoverie by informing the virgin Queen Elizabeth: “Guiana is a Countrey that hath yet her Maydenhead, never sackt, turned, nor wrought, the face of the earth hath not beene torne, nor the virtue and salt of the soyle spent by manurance, the graves have not been opened for gold, the mines not broken with sledges, nor their Images puld down out of their temples. It hath never been entred by any armie of strength, and never conquered or possessed by any Christian Prince” (196). In this passage, Ralegh succinctly illustrates the various meanings of virginity for Europeans in early American encounters. He begins with an explicit metaphor of sexual purity and goes on to show that it signifies uncontaminated soil, unmined land, untouched graves, intact religious icons, and unconquered peoples. He implies that gold and gems await the conqueror of the territory, thus linking gold and virgin female earth as elements that may be exploited together in the South American tropics. In his reading of the Discoverie, Montrose shows how the “discursive power of the inviolate female body serves an emergent imperialist project of exploration, conquest, and settlement” (8). In Ralegh’s conceit, Guiana, like Queen Elizabeth herself, is virgin, intact, and therefore esteemed. Ralegh presents himself as the first to deflower female Amazonia for the glory of his virgin Queen.59 Economic, gender, and ecological paradigms thus converge in Ralegh’s effort to claim Guyana for England. The rhetoric of virginity extends into the twentieth century, when, for example, the Brazilian anthropologist Darcy Ribeiro describes some indigenous groups as being “virgems de contato com a civilização” (7; virgin of contact with civilization).

      Plumwood’s and Montrose’s observations clarify the distinctly gendered qualities of the promise of El Dorado, in which male travelers define tropical forests as virgin and then penetrate them and exploit their resources. The most important aspect of Plumwood’s theory here is that she adds nature to the traditional analytical categories of race, class, and gender; this approach reveals the interrelatedness of the exploitation of environments and indigenous peoples, especially women. The authors I study mobilize this link to highlight the treatment of native women and lands in the South American tropics. They reinscribe the promise of El Dorado into contemporary literature by associating the concept of an untapped wilderness of riches with the virginal bodies of Amazonian women. Their narratives, like colonial texts, feature male travelers penetrating ostensibly virgin forests and maidens. Once the tropical landscape and women are deflowered, however, the protagonists mourn the loss of their supposed purity. Their lament underscores the exploitation of women and earth and lays bare the imprisoning dichotomy set forth by Plumwood. In each text analyzed in the following chapters, a despoiled young woman is a metaphor for the increasing devastation and commodification of the wilderness.

      Taken together, the five fictional works I study lament the changes taking place in the South American forest in the second half of the twentieth century as pernicious manifestations of the promise of El Dorado. While progressive intellectuals from South America such as Andrés Bello celebrated the cultivation and exploitation of tropical terrain, these late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century writers condemn the commodification of the tropics.60 In doing so, they create a new literature about the South American tropics characterized by mourning and nostalgia.61 As we have seen, there is a deep irony inherent in these two interrelated motifs: the protagonists of each novel condemn the exploitative mind-set that results from the promise of El Dorado; at the same time, however, they are also mournfully nostalgic for a time when the South American tropics were seen as a site of potential wealth and happiness. Untangling this complex dynamic is the objective of this book.

      Structure of This Book

      The first chapter, “From Native Legend to Fictional Motif: A Brief Literary History of El Dorado,” discusses the myth’s indigenous origins, its association with Amazon women, and the ways in which Europeans interpreted native accounts according to their economic motivations and their expanding geographical and ethnological knowledge. It then traces the appearance of the legend in later centuries through its satiric use by Voltaire, to its scientific debunking by Alexander von Humboldt and others in the Enlightenment era, and finally to its resurgence in Latin American and Caribbean literatures in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Chapter 1 shows how the legend changed over time, eventually becoming linked in literature of the tropics to rubber tapping, oil drilling, and mining. The chapter contextualizes this literary dynamic within the broader historical and economic changes brought by extractivism taking place in the forests of South America in the late twentieth century.

      Alejo Carpentier’s Los pasos perdidos is the subject of chapter 2. Carpentier, who was born in 1904 and died in 1980, is not usually considered a contemporary author, as I implicitly call him in the subtitle of this book. Yet his depiction of Venezuela’s budding extractivist economy anticipates the themes of the more recent novels I discuss. The novel exemplifies the transition of the South American forest in literature from being a wellspring of telluric narratives about its supposedly pristine, dangerous, and alluring nature to the realization that the wilderness is rapidly becoming a settled, exploited waypoint in the global flows of goods, peoples, and cultures. My chapter departs from traditional Carpentier scholarship by showing how air travel, oil wells, gold and diamond mines, and forest settlement all feature prominently in the novel. While most critics have compared the protagonist’s journey in Los pasos perdidos to a voyage back in time, I show that the oil rigs and mining camps that appear in the work are a response to the Venezuelan oil boom that was encroaching on the forested areas of the country just as Carpentier visited.62 Moreover, the protagonist of the novel frequently imagines himself as a modern-day conquistador seeking his own private El Dorado, yet that illusion is repeatedly dispelled by the evidence of industry and settlement he finds around him at the end of the novel. Carpentier ultimately comes to question his literary aesthetic of lo real maravilloso, or the marvelous real, as a unique literary innovation of the Americas because the continent’s landscape has become a site of resource extraction.

      Chapter 3 examines Wilson Harris’s The Guyana Quartet, with special emphasis on The Secret Ladder. By including the quartet in this book, I seek to reposition Harris beyond the Caribbean context as a writer in dialogue with authors from the South American tropics. Antonio Benítez Rojo and Barbara Webb have shown how the first novel in that series, The Palace of the Peacock, re-creates the search for El Dorado. My analysis includes The Palace of the Peacock, but I go further to show how The Secret Ladder depicts the contemporary ramifications of the extractivist mentality in midcentury Guyana. I interpret the novel as a commentary on the tensions between two facets of the promise of El Dorado in Guyana: the forest is depicted both as a place of refuge and at the same time as a landscape that offers economic gain through environmental exploitation. These ideas clash in The Secret Ladder when the government plans to map and flood interior lands inhabited by descendants of Afro-Guyanese maroons. This strategic inundation would benefit coastal residents but displace the children and grandchildren of enslaved people who escaped and built an independent society in the region’s swamps. Harris draws parallels between the practices of slavery, mapping, and flooding in Guyana that indicate the negative effects of the promise of El Dorado. The Secret Ladder ultimately offers a mystical ecological philosophy as an alternative to the extractive mentality.

      Chapter 4 argues that Mario Vargas Llosa’s novel La casa verde presents the changes taking place in the Peruvian Amazon in the mid-1950s as a traumatic event for the indigenous peoples of the Alto Marañón region. Vargas Llosa depicts the effects of the rubber trade, missionary work, and military colonization on the native girl Bonifacia. Her suffering and fate as a deracinated prostitute in the brothel the “Green House” is a metonym for the results of resource extraction and evangelization on the peoples of the forest. The Green House, like El Dorado, is a site of male desire that shines like a mirage yet never produces happiness. This chapter proposes that Vargas Llosa uses modernist narrative techniques to express Bonifacia’s trauma and ultimately to disprove the idea that extractivism in the tropics can result in wealth and happiness.

      Chapter 5, “The ‘Golden Halo’: Adventure and Extractivism in Alvaro Mutis’s La Nieve del Almirante,” studies the Colombian author’s first novella featuring Maqroll el Gaviero, a melancholy wanderer who travels up the fictional Xurandó River toward a sawmill. The sawmill is based on American investor Daniel K. Ludwig’s Jari Project in Brazil, which involved the monocultivation and processing of a nonnative tree into paper pulp for export. Maqroll’s journey upriver is heavily redolent of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (which also influenced La casa verde) and even the voyage of Carpentier’s protagonist, but Mutis’s novella degrades the entire notion of a tropical quest. The novella mimics the format of the jungle novel, or novela de la selva, in order to render a commentary on extractivism in the late twentieth century. When Maqroll arrives at the sawmill, it glows with an halo dorado, or golden halo, that clearly alludes to El Dorado. The mill appears to offer potential wealth to a solitary traveler, but military officers deny Maqroll entry to the shining, impenetrable structure. Maqroll’s inability to enter the mill symbolizes the impossibility of a single individual’s quest for wealth and happiness in the contemporary South American tropics.

      Chapter 6, “Between Encante and Manoa: Creative Mourning and Critical Nostalgia in Milton Hatoum’s Órfãos do Eldorado,” explores how the Brazilian author syncretizes the legend of El Dorado with the indigenous concept of Encante, an enchanted underwater realm in Amazonian mythology. In the novella, Hatoum signals the ironies and contradictions of the idea of El Dorado: it results in the abuses of the rubber economy and yet offers a vision of the jungle as a place of wealth and happiness similar to Encante. In the novella, Dinaura, an indigenous girl whose name evokes the Latin word for gold (aurum), symbolizes both alluring and fierce Amazon women and El Dorado itself. As the novella’s title, Orphans of El Dorado, suggests, the protagonist Arminto’s search for Dinaura reveals only poverty and desolation. By merging native and nonnative myths, Hatoum critiques extractive economies and points to a new way of writing about Amazonia. Mourning El Dorado’s concluding chapter assesses other late twentieth-century texts about Amazonia and offers several possible points of departure for future literature about the region.

      The Promise of El Dorado in the Anthropocene

      My analysis of the promise of El Dorado in literature since 1950 seeks to show how studying fiction in its economic, historical, and environmental contexts can illuminate the contemporary relevance of seemingly forgotten legends. The inverse is also true: focusing on the myth of the golden city sheds light on the continuities of natural resource exploitation over the course of centuries. The promise of El Dorado offers us a way to understand the extractivist mind-set that continues to affect the South American tropics today. The failure of that promise for the vast majority of residents of the region is a symptom of the larger failure of the neoliberal economic system across the continent. In environmental terms, the authors I study dismantle the promise of El Dorado during the Great Acceleration period of the Anthropocene era, namely the years since 1945, when humans have sharply altered environmental realities.63 While the range and even validity of the term Anthropocene are debated, environmental scientists Lewis and Maslin date its beginning to the early seventeenth century based on the ecological, economic, and social repercussions of the European presence in the Americas (13, 176–87). If we adopt this theory, El Dorado emerges as a quintessential myth of the Anthropocene, because the search for wealth in the New World broadly conceived has shaped literary and environmental history since the time of the Columbian Exchange. The novels I discuss feature what the editors of Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet call “haunted landscapes of the Anthropocene” (Gan et al. G1). This method of examining how seemingly archaic ideas from the colonial era inform the contemporary realities of the South American tropics can be applied to a wide range of other phenomena. In this sense, this book hopes to provide a point of departure for other studies of the persistence, transformation, and reappearance of foundational myths in surprising and provocative places. Most important, recognizing the roots of the promise of El Dorado in the literary, economic, gender, and cultural history of the tropics offers a way to distinguish it from and to valorize other modes of subjectivity, especially indigenous forms of expression and what French has called “alternative environmental imaginings” (“Voices” 164).64

      Some of these changes are already happening: a shift toward self-representation by indigenous peoples has been gaining momentum as diverse coalitions of peoples of the tropics have organized against the extractive practices in their lands. Maristella Svampa describes these new socio-environmental movements as taking place in urban and rural areas, and as being made up of indigenous and nonindigenous peoples from a variety of economic classes, ages, and educational levels (40). She points out that the noteworthy aspect of these coalitions is the cooperation between different actors, such as indigenous organizations that privilege local forms of knowledge, academic intellectuals, and regional environmental NGOs. According to Svampa, these groups are creating a “nueva institucionalidad ambiental, en oposición a las actuales políticas públicas de corte extractivista” (41; a new environmental institutionality, in opposition to the current public policies of extractivist bent). At the same time, indigenous art forms such as oral histories, cosmographical maps, and painting are flourishing.65 The current field of ecocritical studies celebrates these developments and continues to decry the ongoing exploitation of the forest.

      The disintegration of the promise of El Dorado throws literature about the South American tropics into a productive state of crisis. The literary works I examine all interrogate the future of storytelling about the region in the face of disillusionment with the promise of El Dorado and the devastation of the landscape and its peoples. They reject the promise of El Dorado and the approach to the tropical forest it engendered, and search instead for alternate ways of writing about the South American tropics: Alejo Carpentier sought artistic rejuvenation in native songs of the Orinoco River Basin; Wilson Harris presents a vision of the interrelatedness of humans and the environment that discards the traditional dichotomies of nature and reason. Milton Hatoum, born in Manaus, goes furthest in this respect, by combining Eurocentric and Amazonian legends and modes of storytelling in his 2008 novella, indicating a new way forward in literature about the region. In this sense, the works I study hold in tension the optimism and pessimism that characterize late twentieth-century and early twenty-first-century debates about the future of the forest. The mourning in the works I study in this book is ultimately productive in a metaliterary fashion: as the authors lament the passing of the promise of El Dorado, they also make clear the need for alternative ways of imagining and living with and in the South American tropical forests.

    

  
    
      	1.	From Native Legend to Fictional Motif

      A Brief Literary History of El Dorado

      THIS CHAPTER offers a selective literary history of El Dorado, from its chimerical origin in the colonial era, through its debunking in the Enlightenment and the dawning of scientific exploration of the region, to twentieth-century literary depictions of the promise of El Dorado. The idea of El Dorado changed over time; tracing those evolutions helps us to understand how contemporary authors mobilize and reinvent the concept. The legend of the golden king has its roots in native gold-working traditions, which intersected with European myths about the New World to produce the enduring idea of a city of gold possibly inhabited by Amazon women. The most important shift in conceptions of El Dorado occurs in the eighteenth century, when it becomes a figurative concept rather than an ostensibly physical place. In the Enlightenment era, scientific travelers like Charles Marie de La Condamine and Alexandre Rodrigues Ferreira definitively disproved the geographic existence of El Dorado.1 Rather than extinguishing the myth, however, this change transformed the idea of the golden city into a literary object imbued with utopian qualities, as we shall see in Voltaire’s Candide.

      During the Spanish American independence movements, the legend of El Dorado became an emblem of European greed and cruelty, even as the new nations bordering the continent’s center continued to seek and extract resources from the forest, thereby adhering to the economic practices that undergird the promise of El Dorado. Christopher Winks points out the dual nature of El Dorado, calling it a “hallucinatory metaphor for the looting and ravaging of the Americas by the conquistadores” and also a myth that “speaks to the desires for renewal and rejuvenation” (39, 44). These contradictory meanings make El Dorado a Janus-faced concept in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. From independence until the last half of the twentieth century, literature about the South American tropics projected both the aspirations and the anxieties of outsiders onto their depictions of El Dorado. After 1950, literary texts underscore the suffering the search for El Dorado unleashed throughout the continent. Moreover, the authors present their characters’ disenchantment with the promise of El Dorado in a way that critiques contemporary conditions in the South American forest at the time they are writing. Understanding the history of the El Dorado legend in literature written before 1950 will make clear the way in which the late twentieth-century narratives I examine in later chapters engage, invalidate, and ultimately mourn the loss of the promise of El Dorado.

      Native Accounts and El Dorado

      What role did indigenous peoples play in creating the legend of a golden realm? Traditional histories such as John Hemming’s The Search for El Dorado depict conquistadores using native peoples as informants of questionable accuracy who labored on behalf of European travelers. Recent ethnological work, however, emphasizes that indigenous peoples were active participants in the trade and ritual uses of gold that gave rise to the legend. Indeed, archaeological evidence supports the claim that native cultures had extensive gold-working traditions in northern South America (Whitehead, “Discoverie” 70–87). Anthropologist Neil Whitehead suggests that El Dorado was not solely a creation of outsiders, but rather a “mutually meaningful myth” for Europeans and indigenous peoples alike (“Golden Kings” 265). More recent works in literary studies similarly underscore the hybrid nature of El Dorado: Winks calls it a “genuinely intercultural Caribbean myth” (37).

      As with the myths of the Land of Cinnamon, Patiti, the Fountain of Eternal Youth, and the Seven Cities of Cibola, the geographic situation of El Dorado shifted several times during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in European texts. Whitehead attributes these changes to a divergence of practice and expectation between Amerindians and Europeans: white men seeking the place they called El Dorado were looking for a single urban location focused on gold-based ceremonies, while “the native use of gold was widespread and its symbolic significance far broader than the chiefly rituals that were observed from Colombian native custom and projected into the cultures of Amazonia” (“Discoverie” 87).2 According to Whitehead, the European idea of El Dorado refers to “a diversity of native cultural practices that are related only by virtue of being grouped together by Europeans” (71). Moreover, local peoples often told newcomers that gold could be found far from their own communities. For example, Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada relates that he continued traveling up river into the continent’s interior based on native accounts: “siempre tenía esperanza por lenguas de indios que muy adelante río arriba había grandes riquezas y grandes provincias y señores de ellas” (in Cobo Borda, Fábulas 69–70; he had always hoped, based on Indian translators, that much farther upriver there were great riches and great provinces and leaders). While it might be assumed that natives sought to send the Europeans away as quickly as possible, Whitehead attributes this practice in the case of Guyana to the fact that many indigenous toponyms contain root words for gold, such that local peoples associated both nearby leaders (adorned with gold) and their locations with the golden kingdom sought by travelers (“Golden Kings” 269).

      Europeans often placed stock only in multiple native reports: Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo recognizes the possibility of inaccurate native accounts but dismisses it because the information has come from various individuals. As Kathleen Myers has written, Oviedo “increasingly equated truth with experience and direct observation,” which presented an obvious challenge in verifying the existence of El Dorado (137). Instead, Oviedo relates the reports of several Spaniards in Quito who spoke with natives: “diçen los españoles, que en Quito han estado é aquí á Sancto Domingo han venido (é al pressente hay en esta cibdad más de diez dellos), que lo que desto se ha entendido de los indios es que aquel grande señor ó príncipe continuamente anda cubierto de oro molido . . .” (Historia 13:107; “the Spaniards who have been in Quito and have come here to Santo Domingo [and at the present time there are more than ten of these men in this city] say that what has been gathered from the Indians is that the great lord or monarch constantly goes about covered with gold [dust]” [in Carvajal 391]). Without an eyewitness of El Dorado, Oviedo attempts to corroborate the existence of a golden king by identifying multiple sources of information. Spanish expeditions into northern South America gave him numerous possible informants.

      The Quest for Gold in South America

      Expedition narratives of the search for gold in South America are a litany of dreams and failures. While Columbus landed on the north coast of South America in 1498, journeys into the Orinoco and Amazon River Basins began in the 1530s, later than other forays in pursuit of mineral wealth in the hemisphere.3 The historian Juan Gil notes that the words “el Dorado” first appeared in writing in 1539 when Gonzalo de la Peña declared that the Spanish explorer Sebastián de Benalcázar went into the Colombian highlands “en demanda de una tierra que se dice el Dorado e Paqua e de muy gran noticia de oro e de piedras” (66; in search of a land called El Dorado and Paqua and of great renown for its gold and gems). Even before the name El Dorado was mentioned, the Spaniard Diego de Ordás had led an expedition for gold up the Orinoco River as far as its juncture with the Meta River in 1531. In the early 1530s the German banking house Wesler financed competing expeditions from Lake Maracaibo into the Venezuelan interior.

      Europeans based the belief in a golden kingdom on extremely rational calculations in line with their sixteenth-century worldview and their concrete economic objectives in the Americas (Ramos Pérez 375). The expectation that mineral wealth would be found in these areas was nourished by earlier Spanish plunder of other native societies. For example, according to El Dorado historian Demetrio Ramos Pérez, many of these searches were fueled by the letters of Bernal Díaz del Castillo describing the fantastical wealth of Tenochtitlán in Mexico in 1521 (8). Another persistent belief of Europeans in the 1500s that spurred expeditions into South America was the idea that the region contained another realm similar to the Incan kingdom. The discovered gold of the Incas set the standard for the undiscovered gold to be found in El Dorado. Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo compared Peruvian gold to the imaginary gold of El Dorado, saying of the golden king: “Yo querria más la escobilla de la cámara de este príncipe que no [sic] la de las fundiçiones grandes que de oro ha habido en el Perú, ó que puede aver en ninguna parte del mundo” (Historia 13:107; “I would rather have the sweepings from the chamber of this monarch than that of the great melting establishments that have been set up for [the refining of gold] in Peru and [any other] that may exist in any part of the world” [in Carvajal, Discovery 391–92]). Oviedo’s comment underscores the powerful pecuniary motives of the El Dorado quest. Within this context of speculation and plunder, Europeans headed into the interior of the continent in hopes of discovering gold. The gold of El Dorado was distinct from Peruvian gold and the silver mines of Potosí, however, precisely because it remained unattainable. This inaccessible quality gave the promise of El Dorado a longevity beyond the fame of Peru or Mexico, and its promise would reverberate in later literature about South America in a variety of genres: scientific treatises, adventure novels, historical fiction, even magical realism.

      From the sixteenth to the seventeenth centuries, the legend continued to shift in both place and form.4 One variant of the legend recounted by Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada in his Epítome de la conquista del Nuevo Reino de Granada (1539, Summary of the conquest of the New Kingdom of Granada), among other texts, is that in the vicinity of Bogotá the native peoples would ritually throw gold and precious gems in a nearby lake. This lake was known by different names, including Guatavita, Paititi, and Parima, and the search for El Dorado also came to include the search for the lake.5 Hemming credits Father Pedro Simón in his Noticias historiales de las conquistas . . . (1621–23, Historical facts about the conquests . . . ) with spreading the legend of Lake Guatavita (in present-day Colombia) as the site of El Dorado, as well as the indigenous practice of throwing gold and gems into the lake as religious offerings (Search 115). The idea that native peoples possessed so much mineral wealth that they could literally throw it into the watery depths is similar to the notion of the golden king wastefully washing the golden dust from his body. As in many Amazonian legends, water plays a prominent role as a cleansing agent, perhaps offering purification for the ritual’s participants.6

      In the mid-eighteenth century, the Jesuit priest Joseph Gumilla sought to increase the Spanish presence in the Orinoco River Basin by offering a religious justification for the existence of El Dorado. Gumilla maintains in El Orinoco ilustrado (The Enlightened Orinoco) that El Dorado could be found near his Jesuit mission in the basin, and repeats the established trope that the conquistadors’ search for mineral wealth was divinely inspired because it resulted in the advancement of the evangelizing movement in South America.7 Gumilla’s description of the legend of El Dorado is important both because it was published fairly late, 1741–45, and because his version of the myth would later be a source for Carpentier’s Los pasos perdidos, as I discuss in the next chapter. In Gumilla’s telling, which departs significantly from the sixteenth-century description of native peoples as hedonistic drunkards, the tale of El Dorado became a religious ritual: “el sacerdote, que en un gran templo presidía, para ofrecer su obligación, se untaba a lo menos las manos, y la cara con resina, y sobre ella le soplaban con un cañuto polvos de oro” (220; The priest, who presided in a great temple, made his offering by rubbing at least his face and hands with resin, and over them powdered gold was blown through a pipe). The richness of the language and the enthusiasm for his subject make Gumilla’s El Orinoco ilustrado an important influence on later Latin American writers like Carpentier and Rómulo Gallegos. More broadly, the malleability of the legend over time shows how each narrator shaped it according to his own objectives and circumstances.

      El Dorado and Amazon Women

      One central component of the El Dorado legend is the notion that Amazon women warriors lived in splendor near the golden kingdom. This idea is based in the Europeans’ gendered conception of the South American tropics that I discussed in the introduction. Europeans consistently exoticized native women as dangerous and alluring, like the territory they sought to possess.8 Jonathan Hart identifies several aspects of women in the Americas that formed part of a “stock report” in colonial writing: their beauty, long hair, near-constant nudity, lasciviousness, and strength in lifting, carrying, swimming, and fighting (91). Moreover, as I also mentioned in the introduction, sexual violence was an essential part of colonization. This was especially true in Amazonia, whose name derives from the Spanish priest Gaspar de Carvajal’s description of fierce female warriors he observed on Francisco de Orellana’s accidental trip down what is now called the Amazon River in 1541. Amazon women first appeared as one-breasted warriors in the writings of Herodotus and later in the memoir of John Mandeville (Hart 82). These accounts informed both travelers’ and chroniclers’ conception of women in the Americas. Carvajal’s Relación del primer descubrimiento del gran río de Amazonas (Relation of the discovery of the great Amazon river) inaugurates the idea that the mythical Amazon women inhabited El Dorado. It also fueled the idea that El Dorado was located in Amazonia rather than in the Orinoco River region.

      In a scholarly effort to uncover native sources for the legend, Astrid Steverlynck argues that while Amazons were first assumed to be creations of the Europeans, later on “elements of a native discourse about Amazon-like women began to appear in the European accounts,” thus linking these women to Amerindian mythologies (690). Whitehead notes that native accounts of women living without men near the Amazon River and on Matinino (thought to be the island of Martinique) also associate those regions with gold exchange and ritual (“Golden Kings” 268). Given the pitfalls of cultural and linguistic translation, it may be tenuous to pinpoint exact correlations between any Amerindian culture and the Amazon maiden myth. Nevertheless, the frequent references to independent and bellicose women in colonial writing about South America imbued the unexplored territory with a mythic and strange cast for Europeans.

      Carvajal’s narrative, reproduced in book 50 of Oviedo’s Historia general y natural de las Indias, shapes the myth of Amazonian women as inhabiting a realm close to El Dorado. The main element of Carvajal’s narrative that plays a role in the later literature I discuss is the vision of the Amazons as brutal warrior women who have vast sums of wealth and walls plated in silver.9 According to Carvajal’s indigenous guide, the Amazons possessed “muy grand riqueça de oro” (Historia 14:145; “a great wealth of gold” [in Misfortunes 221]). Carvajal describes them as women who brought men to their territory by force so that they would pay tribute to them and help them conceive: “si después ellas paren hijos varones, ó los matan ó los envían a sus padres; e si es hija la que paren, críanla a sus pechos y enséñanla en las cosas de la guerra” (Oviedo, Historia 14:146; “if they gave birth to male children, they killed them and sent them to their fathers, and, if female children, they raised them with great solemnity and instructed them in the arts of war” [in Carvajal, Discovery 221]). This image of rich and dangerous women resonates with the legend of El Dorado, as Slater argues: “Not only did the Amazons signal the proximity of El Dorado, but they served as the more wild and dangerous flip side of an ostensibly pacific golden king” (Entangled Edens 94). The fusion of colonial associations of Amazonian women with the hidden wealth of El Dorado represents both the pleasure and the danger of the golden city.

      Later iterations of the myth, such as that by Cristóbal de Acuña, who traveled the river in 1639, cemented popular belief in the Amazons with declarations like: “Los fundamentos que hay para asegurar provincia de amazonas en este río son tantos y tan fuertes que sería faltar a la fe humana el no darles crédito” (151; The basis for confirming the province of the Amazons is so strong that not giving it credit would show a lack of human faith). The existence of the Amazons remained a topic of rationalistic arguments among scientific travelers into the nineteenth century but was discredited around the same time as the physical location of El Dorado. In twentieth-century literature, images of aggressive, attractive virginal native women and a golden realm are taken up as provocative literary topoi. In these texts Amazon women become stand-ins for many different women in the Americas, characterized as both sexually appealing and dangerous to men. Twentieth-century writers interrogate this association of virginity and the tropical landscape in the wake of large-scale economic development, settlement, and deforestation in the region through the depiction of native women. In each of the novels studied in this book, an indigenous or mestiza woman is portrayed in a highly sexualized way that resonates with colonial depictions of Amazon women as described by Hart: in Los pasos perdidos the protagonist’s lover Rosario symbolizes the easy sexuality of women in the Americas; in The Secret Ladder Catalena is a desired mestiza woman forcibly prostituted by her husband; Bonifacia of La casa verde begins the novel as a virginal native girl whom soldiers want to rape and who later becomes a prostitute; the nameless indigenous woman of La Nieve del Almirante is inscrutable and aggressively sexual; Dinaura of Órfãos do Eldorado is sexually appealing yet dangerous. Like the colonial texts, these contemporary novels use native women as a metaphor for the landscape, although the later writers ultimately merge their violation with the destruction of forested land.

      The Black Legend of El Dorado

      While some sixteenth-century chronicles about El Dorado present conquistadors as heroes, others, like that of Alonso de Ercilla, reveal the way the quest for gold resulted in the abuse of native peoples of the Americas. The search for wealth established the pattern of European incursion into the continent’s interior, the forced labor and enslavement of indigenous peoples, and the appropriation of the area’s resources by outsiders. For example, Oviedo bases his authority on gold mining in the Indies on his own experience of enslaving others: “sé muy bien y he muchas veces visto cómo se saca el oro é se labran las minas en estas Indias: y porque esto es en todas ellas de una manera, é yo lo he hecho sacar para mí con mis indios y esclavos en la Tierra-Firme” (2:21; I know well and many times I have seen how gold is mined and how the mines are worked in these Indies: and since the process is the same all over, and I have had my Indians and slaves mine gold for me).10 In a more explicit description of cruelty, Pedro Cieza de León accuses Gonzalo Pizarro of burning and torturing indigenous peoples with dogs when they would not reveal the location of the cinnamon trees he sought (in Cobo Borda, Fábulas 111–13). The abuse of native peoples and enslaved Africans is a central component of the Black Legend, a name that arose in the early twentieth century, and it is at times intertwined with the quest for El Dorado.

      The tale most often recounted as an example of Spanish brutality in the search for Manoa is that of Lope de Aguirre, who took part in Pedro de Ursúa’s expedition to El Dorado in 1559. Aguirre rejected the authority of the Spanish Crown, usurped power from Ursúa and his successor Fernando de Guzmán, and murdered an estimated seventy people. He is the eponymous protagonist of Werner Herzog’s famous 1972 film Aguirre: The Wrath of God. Bart Lewis explores the legacy of Aguirre in Latin American historical fiction by twentieth-century authors, including Arturo Uslar Pietri, Abel Posse, and Miguel Otero Silva, in which Aguirre is “the archetype of the seeker of El Dorado” (31). The novels depict Aguirre’s megalomania, abuse of Spaniards and natives alike, and thirst for wealth and power. Aguirre represents the negative consequences of the search for El Dorado, though Lewis argues that he actually had little interest in finding Manoa (32). Uslar Pietri’s El camino de El Dorado (1947, The path to El Dorado) is a belated regionalist novel in the sense that it describes how nature threatens to overwhelm the conquistadors, while the later novels Lewis analyzes are parodic and postmodern demythifications of the colonial figure known as “the tyrant.” More recently, William Ospina’s trilogy of historical fiction about Amazonia—Ursúa (2005), El país de la canela (2009, The land of cinnamon), and La serpiente sin ojos (2012, The serpent without eyes)—focuses on the exploits of Pedro de Ursúa. These works of historical fiction keep the legend of El Dorado in active circulation in Latin American literature about the forest.11 Moreover, their critical stance toward the official version of Latin American history, a common feature of the new historical novel, is similar to the way in which novels discussed later in this book interrogate the legacy of El Dorado in the contemporary South American forest.

      El Dorado in Scientific Narratives

      The rise of scientific exploration in the eighteenth century marks an important turning point in the evolution of El Dorado: empirically oriented travelers discounted the idea that a city of gold had ever existed.12 The impetus for this shift was what Neil Safier calls “the well-documented transition from reliance on ancient texts to an emphasis on direct observation of natural phenomena,” which would culminate in the early nineteenth century in the multivolume writings of Alexander von Humboldt (127). Rather than fading away, El Dorado became a concept signifying a variety of sources of wealth in the tropics. This is the era in which the promise of El Dorado becomes separate from the legend: even while the physical location of El Dorado was being invalidated, the writerly vision of the South American forest as a pristine site of wealth and happiness expanded and took on symbolic proportions.

      In the mid-eighteenth century, both religious and scientific writers discounted the physical existence of El Dorado. From 1735 to 1745, the French explorer Charles Marie de La Condamine visited Amazonia, where he identified and later discounted a settlement named Ienefiti on the Urubaxi River as a possible source for the apocryphal city of Manoa (Rodrigues Ferreira 88).
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