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ABSTRACT 

 
In this interdisciplinary thesis, I explore the work of Chilean experimental poet and visual 

artist Juan Luis Martínez (1942-1993). I present an in-depth analysis of a number of Martínez 

works, informed by philosophical, literary and visual arts perspectives, as well as the social-

political context of Pinochet’s dictatorship. Utilizing the concept of assemblage 

[agencement] proposed by Deleuze and Guattari, I argue that Martínez’s works could be read 

as an artistic-ontological assemblage of appropriations. I begin by analysing the strategies 

employed by Martínez throughout his work to ‘deterritorialize’ the notion of modern 

authorship and original genius. I propose that Martínez reformulates the notion of the author 

as an ‘assembler of appropriations’. I then analyse Martínez’s The Chilean Poetry [La Poesía 

Chilena] (1978) as an assemblage of appropriations of Marcel Duchamp’s works that 

problematizes the notion of authenticity of the artwork (drawing on Benjamin´s aura) and the 

fascist notion of authentic national identity imposed by the Chilean dictatorship. Finally, I 

analyse La Nueva Novela as a labyrinth-house assemblage. I develop the different ‘images’ 

constituting the ‘house’ (informed by and appropriated from Bachelard, Mallarmé and the 

Encyclopedic project) and the labyrinth (informed by and appropriated from Borges, Fresán, 

and Eco). I analyse the materiality, objecthood and visuality of the labyrinth-house, as well 

as the three main concepts or ‘circles’ of interiority composing La Nueva Novela: Childhood, 

the family and the book. I demonstrate the ways in which the rhizomatic-labyrinth disrupts 

these circles and opens them towards the ‘outside’ or, in Deleuze terms, the plane of 

immanence. Through my analysis I demonstrate the aesthetic, metaphysical and political 

capacity of Juan Luis Martínez’s ‘poetics of assemblage’.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Birds sing in birdese, but we hear them in Spanish 

(Spanish is an opaque language,  
with an inordinate number of phantom words; 

birdese is a transparent language devoid of words). 
J. L. Martínez1 

 

I discovered the work of Juan Luis Martínez through Mauricio Redolés, a Chilean poet and 

musician who recorded the extract which is quoted above. The text corresponds to a footnote 

from one of Martínez’s most known poems, “Pajarístico” [birdese].2 As I have written this 

thesis in English, I asked myself if, in order to reproduce the original effect and not the 

original meaning of the words, it would not be better to use the word “English” in place of 

“Spanish.” In that case, the poem would read: “Birds sing in birdese, but we hear them in 

English […] Birdese is a transparent language devoid of words”. Here I do not wish to make 

a distinction between Spanish and ‘Bird language’ but between any human-language (or 

idiom) and ‘Bird language’; a language ‘spoken’ by (certain) birds and some poets. Thus, 

what is significant is the extract’s proposition of a “transparent language devoid of words”. 

Martínez’s poetry, indeed, is written in ‘birdese’, that is, in a language not restricted to verbal 

words but made of images, objects, sounds, actions, silences and words. In sum, what strikes 

me about this extract is how much of Martínez’s experimental, playful, witty, and 

metaphysical poetics are concentrated in this simple epigraph.3  

Although the “pajarístico” had grabbed my attention, there was another crucial event 

that convinced me to devote my Ph.D. to Martínez´s work. In 2016 I physically encountered 

 
1 In the original Spanish: “Los pájaros cantan en pajarístico, pero los escuchamos en español. (El español es 
una lengua opaca, llena de palabras fantasmas; el pajarístico es una lengua transparente y sin palabras)” 
(Martínez, 1985, p.89). The poem was translated by Jack Schmitt. All the translations of La Nueva Novela I use 
in the thesis are taken from Schmitt’s unpublished translation made during the 1980s. Schmitt’s translation is 
available on Martínez’s official webpage: http://juanluismartinez.cl/jlm/work/obra-literaria/the-new-
novel/?lang=en 
2 The poem is popularly known among Martínez’s followers as “pajarístico”. However, the real title of the poem 
is: “Observaciones relacionadas con la exuberante actividad de la ‘confabulación fonética’ o ‘lenguaje de los 
pájaros’ en las obras de J.P. Brisset, R. Roussel, M. Duchamp y otros”. [Observations relating to the exuberant 
activity of the “phonetic confabulation” or “language of birds” in the works of J. P. Brisset, R. Roussel, M. 
Duchamp and Others”] (Martínez, 1985, p. 89).  
3 To hear Martínez reciting this poem: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t3U7x4w9jNU. To hear Mauricio 
Redolés reading Martínez’s extract: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4aqKjwIEbKg 
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a copy of La Poesía Chilena [Chilean Poetry] (1978). La Poesía Chilena destroyed whatever 

framework I held, as a student of literature and philosophy, to classify or categorize the 

strange object I was holding in my hands. “Is it a ‘book’?” “Is it an artwork?” “Is it a strange 

box?” “Is it a book inside of a box or is it mostly a box which contains a ‘book’ among other 

elements?” “Or is it an album to collect death certificates?” I wondered. Simultaneously, La 

Poesía Chilena destroyed the very possibility of ‘reading’ or even perceiving the work from 

a mono-disciplinary approach. “Is this a work of literature and poetry, since it includes 

quotations of poems titles?”  “Is this a work of visual art, maybe a collage, sculpture or an 

assemblage, given the predominant visuality and the numerous physical objects included 

(soil, Chilean flags, death certificates, library catalogue cards)?” “Or is this really a 

philosophical work; an implicit ontological reflection about the ideas of the limit and 

transgression?” I thought.  

The experience of opening Martínez’s box produced a Deleuzian shock that forced 

me to think about this work and, by extension, about the entirety of Martínez’s work.4 From 

La Poesía Chilena, I went to Martínez’s most famous work: La Nueva Novela [The New 

Novel] (1985). La Nueva Novela is an infinite book; a rhizomatic labyrinth of signs which 

can be read (or ‘assembled’) in innumerable ways. Later on, the determinant emphasis of 

visuality and objecthood of both La Poesía Chilena and La Nueva Novela led me to 

Martínez’s neo-dada and surrealist visual works – some paintings, numerous collages and 

‘poetic objects’ or assemblages. As Rivera-Scott (2013) states, Martínez’s visual works 

demonstrate the fundamentals of Martínez’s “poetic thought” (n.p). I will argue that this 

poetic thought is a poetics of assemblage. Afterwards, I ‘read’ Martínez’s posthumous works: 

Poemas del Otro [The Poems of the Other] (2003), a rather traditional book which comprises 

some poems (supposedly written) by Martínez, as well as the transcription of some 

conversations and interviews with Martínez. Then, I ‘read’ Aproximación del Principio de 

Incertidumbre a un Proyecto Poético [Approximation of the Uncertainty Principle to a Poetic 

Project] (2010),5 a work consisting of a series of simple and juxtaposed images arranged 

 
4 According to Deleuze, we only think when we are forced to think by the intrusion of signs from the ‘outside’.  
As Deleuze (2016) put it: “men think rarely, and more often under the impulse of a shock than in the excitement 
of a taste for thinking” (p. 175). Those signs are material, unexpected and chaotic. They disturb our faculty of 
understanding and shatter common sense. In this fashion, the Deleuzian shock should not be confused with 
Klein’s shock or any notion of the shock as trauma.  
5 Henceforth, Principio de Incertidumbre 
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similarly to the combinatory model of the I-Ching. Finally, I ‘read’ El Poeta Anónimo [The 

Anonymous Poet] (2013), a massive collage-book in black and white also arranged according 

to the I-Ching.  

This thesis is born from the shock I mentioned above. It was born out of surprise, 

perplexity, and curiosity, as well as from the sense of having found something indefinable, 

which seemed to hold great artistic, poetic and philosophical value. Doubtless, there is 

nothing strictly individual or personal in my experience of shock when encountering 

Martínez’s work. In contrast, this is precisely the effect that Martínez’s work has the potential 

to produce in a number of ‘readers’.   

One of the chief motivations for my philosophical and theoretical approach is the 

encounter between Guattari and Martínez that took place in May 1991 at Martínez’s house 

in Villa Alemana, Chile. The dialogue was recorded, translated to Spanish and English and 

published in both Guattari’s and Martínez’s books.6 Guattari’s visit to Chile was organized 

by Miguel Norambuena.7 This was at the time that Pinochet had lost the 1988 referendum, 

and Chile had entered the so-called “transition to democracy”. Guattari was interested in 

exploring the subversive ‘production of subjectivity’ that social movements, artists, 

intellectual, students, feminists, and indigenous movements in Chile and Latin-America 

allowed. Guattari met with social and political organizations (students, feminists, mapuches, 

anti-psychiatrists) as well as Chilean writers and intellectuals such as Pedro Lemebel and 

Juan Luis Martínez.   

The dialogue between Guattari and Martínez was not an academic one. They 

exchanged their views on a wide range of subjects including politics and psychiatry, 

 
6 The dialogue appears in Guattari’s El Devenir de la Subjetividad (1998, pp. 145-156) and in Martínez’s 
Poemas del Otro (2003, pp. 79-94). On Martínez’s webpage there is a translation of the dialogue into English 
(pp. 40 – 48): http://juanluismartinez.cl/jlm/work/obra-literaria/poems-of-another/?lang=en  
7 After the coup d’etat Norambuena was taken prisoner and exiled. During his exile, Norambuena lived in Paris, 
where he met Félix Guattari via David Cooper, founder of the anti-psychiatrist movement. As mentioned in 
Deleuze and Guattari’s biographies (Dosse, 2010), Guattari was interested in Norambuena’s experience of 
Chilean Dictatorship. Norambuena was Guattari’s patient (1979-1986) and friend. This experience led 
Norambuena to study and disseminate Guattari’s thinking within the Chilean context. Norambuena translated a 
selection of Guattari’s essays into Spanish. Together with editor Francisco Zegers, he published Cartografías 
del Deseo (1989). The book was the first on Guattari’s thought published in Chile and the second book published 
in Spanish in Latin America – the first one was Psicoanálisis y Transversalidad (1976), Editorial Siglo XXI, in 
México and Argentina. A couple of years later, Norambuena organised Guattari’s first (and only) visit to Chile. 
Among the activities was the visit to Juan Luis Martínez. In 1998, Norambuena was involved in the publication 
of El Devenir de la Subjectividad – which include the conversation between Guattari and  Martínez. For more 
on Norambuena see Varas (2019) and on Guattari in Chile see Durán (2020). 
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schizophrenia and schizoanalysis, production of subjectivity, Surrealism and Dadaism, the 

book as a machine or an assemblage, the status of authorship, the role of anonymity, the 

effect of logical contradictions, fascism and art, as well as the work of Duchamp, Picasso, 

Matta, Mallarmé, Picabia, Beckett, Kafka, Rimbaud, Lautréamont, Joyce, Bretón, Tardieu, 

Eliot, Rilke, Pound, Borges, Céline and Baudelaire. 

The dialogue is fresh and rapid, with frequent jumps between topics. It can be read as 

a short piece of theatre with Guattari playing the role of the psychoanalyst/philosopher and 

Martínez the poet and visual artist. A productive tension, not devoid of humour and wittiness, 

runs through the dialogue. There is mutual attraction between their thinking but also some 

productive misunderstandings: 

Martínez: [...] This talk is not easy for me, because, on one side, I do not want to 
comply with your expectations. Though, on the other side, my feelings are very 
pleased. Then I am in a situation of wanting to reach an agreement but maybe this is 
not the case. 
Guattari: We have to look for the maximum dissension 
Martínez: I astonish myself because I´ve got a great aversion for psychiatrists and 
psychoanalysts. 
Guattari: So do I! (Martínez, 2003, pp. 81-82 and Guattari, 1998, pp. 147-148, my 
adapted translation). 
 
At the time of their encounter, Guattari was 61-years-old and Martínez 48-years-old. 

Despite the humorous and whimsical tone of the encounter, it should be noted that Guattari 

died a year after and Martínez was very ill at the time, due to advanced kidney disease, and 

died two years after this dialogue.  

During the writing of this thesis, I have read this dialogue innumerable times. On 

many occasions when I got ‘lost’ within Martínez’s labyrinthine work I came back to this 

dialogue. Every time I re-read it, I not only found a (rhizomatic) path out of the labyrinth but 

also new –and surprising- connections between Guattari’s (and Deleuze’s) and Martínez’s 

thinking.  

I conceived my thesis, in part, as an extension of this exceptional dialogue between 

Félix Guattari and Juan Luis Martínez. That is, as a literary-philosophy extension of the 

points of encounters and dis-encounter between their thinking which may have potentially 

been developed further if they had had the chance to talk again.  

Here I present the result of almost five years of obsessive and rigorous work. In order 

to contextualise and situate this work, I have organised this introduction into four sections. 
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The first one corresponds to a brief contextualization of Juan Luis Martínez, focusing on the 

artistic, social and political conditions under which Martínez composed and published his 

works. In the second section, I present an overview of existing research on Martínez and I 

outline the specific contribution that my thesis makes to this area. In the third section, I 

introduce the main argument and the methodology of the thesis. I propose to approach 

Martínez’s entire work as an artistic and philosophical (ontological) assemblage. I present 

the notion of the assemblage as (1) an artistic practice and as (2) a philosophical (ontological) 

concept or model proposed by Deleuze and Guattari. In this section I also outline my use of 

interview and archival material. Finally, I present an overview of each chapter of the thesis.  

 

1.1 Martínez’s Context of Production: The Chilean Dictatorship and the Neo-Avant-

Garde  

 

Martínez composed all of his work in Valparaíso, Viña del Mar and Viña Alemana, 

Chile, between the 1960s and the early 1990s. This period marked a dramatic transformation 

and a socio-political polarization of Chilean society. Whereas the 1960s were characterized 

by a progressive construction of social and popular power which ended up bringing Salvador 

Allende to power (1970-1973) via democratic elections, the 1970s and 1980s were 

characterized by the total destruction of the socialist model and the violent imposition of a 

military dictatorship (1973-1989), via the coup d’état on the 11th of September 1973, led by 

Augusto Pinochet and the military ‘junta’. Supported by Chilean upper-class sectors, right-

wing parties and movements, as well as by the CIA and US government,8 the dictatorship 

converted Chile into a unique “laboratory of neoliberalism” (Klein, 2007, p. 75) whose 

destructive effects continue to deeply shape Chilean society up to now. 

During the 1960s, Chile and Latin America were pervasively influenced by a social, 

political and cultural revolution. Certainly, the event responsible for the effervescent 

 
8 In the context of Cold War, the intervention of US Government in Latin-America, and particularly, Chile, 
played an important role in the collapse of Allende’s government and the establishment of Pinochet’s 
dictatorship. Started in 1970 by President Richard Nixon (president of the US between 1969-1974) and Henry 
Kissinger (US Secretary of State and National Security Advisor under Nixon and Ford), the intervention of the 
CIA and the US Government in Chile lasted until 1986, when President Ronald Reagan (president of the US 
between 1981-1989) stopped supporting Pinochet because he was no longer useful for the interests of the US. 
(Kornbluh & Schotterbeck, 2010, n.p.) During the period of Jimmy Carter (1977-1981) there was a temporary 
interruption of US support to Pinochet.  
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revolutionary atmosphere was the victory of the Cuban Revolution (1959) and its socialist 

utopian and vanguardist ideology proposing a ‘new society’ and a ‘new man’. As Ernesto 

Che Guevara (2005) put it in 1965, “to build communism it is necessary, simultaneous with 

the new material foundations, to build the new man and woman” (n.p.). The “new society” 

was presented as one in which, through political struggle, the working class is liberated from 

their alienation under the capitalist mode of production and the individual is liberated from 

bourgeois morality. The liberation of the revolution was meant to proceed from a national to 

a regional level, that is, to all Latin America. This is why, after liberating Cuba, Guevara 

attempted to continue the revolution in Bolivia where he was murdered. According to 

Guevara the “new man” is a revolutionary subject fully devoted to the collectivity and to the 

construction of an egalitarian and class-less society. Although the main image of the “new 

man” is found in the guerrilla soldier, it was also a model of subjectivity for workers, artists, 

intellectuals and the whole of society. In this sense, according to Guevara, the “new man” 

refers to a total and gradual transformation of the individual, through which “his/her actions, 

thoughts, affects and feelings devote more to the collectivity and less to individual interest, 

and his/her [moral] duty progressively becomes satisfaction and pleasure” (Vidaurrázaga, 

2012, p. 72, my translation). The eruption of counterculture movements (hippies) and 

revolutionary-utopian events such as May 68 - which started in France but spread 

internationally - certainly contributed to this exciting, utopic and revolutionary context in 

Chile. On the other hand, certain events such as the occupation of the Dominican Republic 

by US troops (1965-1966), the Vietnam War (1955-1975), and the Tlatelolco massacre in 

México (1968) had a negative impact in Chile and Latin America. These events were 

regarded as expressions of the destructive forces of the political and cultural adversaries in 

the shape of imperialism, colonialism, and capitalism. 

In the case of Chile, the coming to power of Salvador Allende confirmed the 

exceptionality of the period. Indeed, Allende was the first freely elected Marxist head of state 

in the world. Supported by a coalition of the main left-wing parties (“Union Popular”), trade 

unions and left-wing artists and intellectuals, Allende proposed “The Chilean Way to 

Socialism”. “The Chilean Way” was a method to gradually and democratically transform 

Chilean capitalist society into a socialist egalitarian model. To build a ‘new’ socialist society, 

the main policies were the nationalization of large industries (especially copper industries); 



17 
 

land redistribution (begun during Frei Montalva’s presidency); reform of the educational 

system (“Escuela Nacional Unificada”); establishment of an obligatory minimum wage for 

workers; the distribution of free milk and free school meals for children9; the recognition and 

economic support of Chilean popular culture (folklore, literature, music); and the 

establishment of a national editorial house (“Editorial Quimantú”) responsible for the mass 

production of inexpensive magazines and books to provide culture and ideological education 

to the population. The ‘revolutionary’ atmosphere of the 1960s and the 1970s was expressed 

in the diversity of artistic and literary collectives that appeared in Chile (Bianchi, 1995; 

Morales, 2009). The dominant tendency in artistic production during this time corresponded 

to ‘Committed Art’, that is, the conviction that artistic/cultural production should be 

employed to denounce the destructive effect of neo-colonial and capitalist domination in 

order to raise socio-political consciousness which would lead society to the socialist 

revolution. This tendency was especially apparent in popular music (for instance, Inti 

Illimani, Quilapayún, Victor Jara and the “New Chilean Song”) and the muralist art of the 

Brigada Ramona Parra.  

The 1960s and the early 1970s were the formative period of Martínez as a poet, visual 

artist and thinker. In the 1980s, his works began to reach a (relatively) wider audience. Due 

to a rebellious youth (characterized by illegal car races, street fights and problems with the 

police), Martínez was known in Viña and Valparaiso as “crazy Martínez” (“el loco 

Martínez”). There is one particular event which seems important to understand Martínez’s 

unconventional and anti-institutional approach to knowledge and art. Martínez dropped out 

of school when he was 12 years old and never returned to formal education. Thus, instead of 

learning poetry, philosophy and art within an institutional and academic frame, Martínez 

learnt by himself and by actively participating in informal groups of Chilean poets, 

intellectuals, and artists congregated in Valparaíso and Viña del Mar during the 1960s, 1970s 

and 1980s. Especially important for Martínez’s aesthetic and philosophical education was 

the discussion of readings and artistic experimentation with the poet, actor and visual artist 

Thito Valenzuela, the poet and musician Eduardo Parra, and the visual artists (and brothers) 

 
9 As I will discuss later on, the art collective CADA enacted an art action during the dictatorship based on the 
idea of distributing milk to people living in shanty-towns. 
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Hugo and Francisco Rivera-Scott. This interdisciplinary group of artists and poets is 

commonly referred as the “Café Cinema group” (Bianchi, 1995; Cameron, 2014).10  

“Between the years 66 and 69”, Eduardo Parra writes, “we were interested in 

practicing a kind of ‘objective’ painting and poetry” (Bianchi, 1995, p.194). By “objective” 

Parra meant an experimental approach which understands language and words as material or 

physical objects (Vasallo, 2017). In this sense, they were interested in exploring a poetry 

devoid of lyric subjectivity and lyric content (as emotionality and personal experiences) and, 

ideally, individual authorship. With this in mind, they experimented with genres, ideas, 

techniques, and different materialities. For instance, Parra mentions Dadaist cut-up 

techniques, as well as: “signs and drawing interrupting the neatness of the verse, photo-

poems, poetic objects, frame-object, fantastic books with flowers, perfume, assembly kits, 

tactile poems.” (Bianchi, 1995, pp.194-195, my translation11; Vasallo, 2017).  

In term of politics, Martínez himself and Café Cinema’s ‘members’ were sympathetic 

to Allende and the socialist project.12 Also, their works were provocative and critical of 

bourgeois morality (for instance the notion of private property, the institutionalization of art, 

the commodification of artworks, the notion of the nuclear family and the repressive norms 

of bourgeois sexuality). However, their interest in artistic experimentation and their 

iconoclastic posture prevented them from engaging with the dominant discourse of the 

committed artist and the ‘new’ society. As Martínez himself comments, “Unfortunately […] 

 
10 This name had a fundamentally practical value since the group of people who periodically met at the “Café 
Cinema” (a coffee shop in Valparaíso) did not self-identify as an artistic or literary ‘movement’ nor did they 
coin a specific name for themselves. Yet, the name is useful in order to make the point that the works made by 
Martínez, Parra, Rivera-Scott, Valenzuela, Zurita and others should be considered as a result of exchanges 
between individuals belonging to an (informal) collective group, as opposed to merely individuals works. Also, 
although they did not have a ‘manifesto’ or a program, they nonetheless had several points of convergence 
which I refer to later on.  
11 In original Spanish: “Entre los años 66 y 69 nos interesamos por el ejercicio de una pintura y poesía ‘objetiva’, 
con la intención de alcanzar respuestas a un sinnúmero de cuestiones que parecen sólidas, pero que se 
desvanecen antes del contacto corporal. De estas constantes reuniones nacen nuevos vicios, fórmulas y formas 
de una curiosa poesía: signos y dibujos irrumpen en la limpidez del verso. Foto-poemas, objetos poéticos, 
cuadro-objeto, libros fantásticos que traen flores, perfumes, juegos de armar. Poemas táctiles” (Bianchi, 1995, 
pp. 194-195).  
12 Sergio Badilla, a friend of Martínez’s, notes that whereas Juan Cameron, Eduardo Embry, Thito Valenzuela 
and himself were militants, during the time of Frei and Allende, Martínez and Parra were more distant from 
politics (Vasallo, 2017). Nonetheless, Martínez celebrated the triumph of Allende (Rivera-Scott, 2019, 
interview) and his widow mentioned to me: “he was “pink” (Rodríguez, 2018, interview). In other words, he 
was not militant but sympathetic to socialist-communist ideology. There are several anecdotes of Martínez, 
before the dictatorship, fighting with fascists from the movement “Patria y Libertad” (Cameron, 2014). After 
the coup d’état, many of Martínez’s close friends were taken prisoner (including Raúl Zurita, Hugo Rivera-
Scott) and, in many cases, they were exiled (including Hugo Rivera-Scott, Eduardo Embry, Eduardo Parra). 
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I am a poet who manipulates the signifier. Though, I´m not sure if it’s worse to manipulate 

the signified, placing oneself at the disposal of the ideologies” (Martínez, 2003, p. 68).13 

It is not surprising, then, that the very idea of the ‘new man’ and the figure of Che 

Guevara himself became a target of parody for Martínez and the members of Café Cinema. 

For instance, the poem “Telegrama” [Telegram] by Valenzuela reads: “ernesto / your diary 

has been a great success / it sells like hot cakes / also. we launched boîte / the waitresses wear 

beret and star / as their only clothing” (Micharvegas, 1972, p. 63, my translation). The utopian 

belief in an absolute (artistic-social) revolution was also parodied. For instance, La Nueva 

Novela begins and ends with the image of Marx and Rimbaud; ‘individual geniuses’ 

representing political and poetic revolution, respectively. In the opening pages of La Nueva 

Novela, Marx and Rimbaud appear as commodified images within a collaged book 

advertisement. In the final pages of La Nueva Novela, we observe Marx’s head with 

Superman’s body holding in his arms Rimbaud’s head with Lois Lane’s body. Here, Martínez 

parodies the rather impossible ‘marriage’ between the social and the artistic revolution as 

famously expressed by André Bretón in 1935: “Transform the world,” Marx said; “change 

life,” Rimbaud said. These two watchwords are one for us” (Breton, 1972, p. 241). 

Like many other Chilean artists and poets during the sixties, the ‘members’ of Café 

Cinema did not belong to, nor were they regularly sponsored by any institutional power (for 

example, academia, editorial houses, political parties, museums, art galleries, public funding, 

or the media). Instead, they were, to a certain extent, a group of ‘outsiders’ and ‘bohemian 

friends’14 who developed their artistic and intellectual work outside of Santiago (the center 

of intellectual and artistic production in Chile) and in places devoid of institutional 

recognition, such as cafés (Café Cinema, Café Samioedo, and Café Vidmar), bars (Roland 

Bar, El Bar Inglés [The English Bar], El Yako, El Siete Espejos [The Seven Mirrors]) and 

the Cine Arte [Art Cinema] de Viña del Mar. Nonetheless, this anti-institutional position was 

not absolute. They also frequented the Pedagogical Institute of the University of Chile where 

local poets (Pablo Neruda and Pablo de Rockha) read their works and had contact with the 

 
13 In original Spanish: “Desafortunadamente, desde cierto punto de vista, soy un poeta manipulador de 
significantes. Aunque no sé si es peor manipular significados poniéndose al servicio de las ideologías” 
(Martínez, 2003, p. 68).  
14 Although it is true that, in general, “Café Cinema” was situated in a marginal position (especially Martínez), 
there were certain exceptions in the group. For instance, the painter and engraver Hugo Rivera-Scott taught in 
the Art and Technology Faculty of the University of Chile until it was dismantled by the military in 1973.  
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Chilean-French Institute of Culture and the Chilean North American Institute of Culture, both 

in Valparaíso (Bianchi, 1995). Also, in 1975 Martínez and Zurita collaborated with the 

Department of Humanistic Studies of the University of Chile.15 

Among the subjects discussed in the groups which Martínez participated in, 

particularly influential for his own work were the avant-garde movements (especially Dada, 

Surrealism and Futurism), art movements (Pop art and Op art), French symbolism, nonsense 

poetry (especially Lewis Carroll), ‘pataphysics’16 (especially Alfred Jarry and Jean Tardieu), 

French structuralism (especially Claude Lévi-Strauss) and post-structuralism (Jacques 

Derrida, Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze and Roland Barthes). Within the Latin American 

and Chilean context, some of the most discussed authors were Ernesto Cardenal, Julio 

Cortázar, Vicente Huidobro and Nicanor Parra (Vasallo, 2017). Naturally, ‘members’ of Café 

Cinema were familiar with the work of Pablo Neruda, Gabriela Mistral, and Pablo de Rokha. 

Yet it was not particularly influential for them. Badilla notes that they rejected the militant 

poetry of Neruda and de Rokha (Vasallo, 2017). They also disagreed with the ‘laric’ poetry 

[poesía lárica] of Jorge Teillier, another important Chilean poet of the time, because of its 

heavy lyric subject and nostalgic tone. 

It is necessary to briefly explain the influence of Vicente Huidobro17 and Nicanor 

Parra in the Chilean context and for Martínez himself. Huidobro (1843-1948), along with 

Pierre Reverdy, was the co-founder of Creationism, a literary avant-garde movement (Paris, 

 
15 The Department of Humanistic Studies belonged to the faculty of Engineering of the University of Chile. 
Since its foundation, and specially under the dictatorship, the Department was a crucial space for philosophical 
and artistic discussion. Among the philosophers who participated in the Department were Patricio Marchant, 
Carla Cordua, Roberto Torreti, Marcos García de la Huerta, and Pablo Oyarzún. Among the writers, artists, and 
critics who participated in the Department were Cristián Huneeus (director of the Department between 1972-
1976), Nicanor Parra, Enrique Lihn, Ronald Kay, Diamela Eltit, Elvira Hernández, Raúl Zurita and Juan Luis 
Martínez. Ronald Kay published the experimental journal Manuscritos (1975) in the Department of Humanistic 
Studies. The work explored visuality (collages), the notion of ‘re-writing’ (based on Duchamp’s ready-made) 
and proposed a ‘new’ form of art criticism which conceived it as constitutive of the artwork itself. Soon, the 
journal became a milestone for the development of the Chilean neo-avant-garde scene, which I refer to below. 
Martínez was invited to contribute to Manuscritos but he did not submit his poems on time and the second issue 
was never completed. Later on Ronald Kay helped Martínez to edit and to ‘assemble’ La Nueva Novela. In 
2010 Ronald Kay edited Martínez’s posthumous publication titled Aproximación del Principio de 
Incertidumbre a un Proyecto Poético [Approximation of the Principle of Uncertainty to a Poetic Project].  
16 Pataphysics was invented by French poet and playwright Alfred Jarry in Exploits & Opinions of Dr. Faustroll, 
Pataphysican (1996), originally published in 1911. It could be defined as “the science of the imaginary solutions 
[or] the science of the particular” (Jarry, 1996, p. 22). I will return to pataphysics in Chapter Three.  
17 For the specific relationship between Huidobro and Martínez see Sarmiento (2018), “Huidobro desde la 
Nueva Novela de Juan Luis Martínez” in La futuridad absoluta de Vicente Huidobro, edited by L. Correa-Díaz 
and S. Weintraub.  
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1916) which put special emphasis on the visuality of the poem. Huidobro’s ‘painted poems’ 

used different typographies and experimented with the spatial arrangement of the words on 

the page. In this respect, Huidobro’s ‘painted poems’ expanded Apollinaire’s Calligrams by 

adding an element of “geometrization and stylization of form” (Ogden, 1983, p. 46).  

Additionally, according to Huidobro’s Creationism the poet should be considered as a 

demiurge or as a ‘little god’. The poet uses words and images to create ‘new worlds’ – as 

opposed to merely imitate or represent the existing world. For instance, Huidobro’s “Ars 

Poetica” reads: “When an adjective does not strengthen, it destroys. / […] Poets: why do you 

sing of the rose? Make it bloom in your poem! / For us alone / live all things under the sun / 

the poet is a little God” (Guss, 1981, p. 3). Importantly, Martínez himself began his 

exploration in poetry following the impression that Huidobro’s Altazor (1931) left on him.  

Nicanor Parra (1914-2018) is the creator of ‘anti-poetry’, an ironic, sceptic, comic 

and lucid conception of poetry oriented towards the de-sacralization of poetry as both a form 

of high culture and a kind of ‘spiritual’ expression. The influence of Parra on Martínez and 

Martínez’s friends originates from Parra’s own works, as well as Parra’s persona as he was 

friend of Martínez. Parra’s works were influential for Martínez in, at least, three different 

aspects. Firstly, the experimentation with visuality. For instance, Artefactos (1972a) is a 

collection of hundreds of independent poems made of short texts, drawings and photographs. 

El Quebrantahuesos (1952), co-created with Enrique Lihn and Alejandro Jodorowsky, was 

a poetic-newspaper made through collage technique and exhibited in popular and public 

spaces in Santiago. Secondly, the use of colloquial and popular language referring to banal, 

comic, commercial or absurd subjects. Thirdly, the conception of the poet as an ordinary man 

[“un hombre del montón”]. Like Martínez’s, Parra’s conception of the poet challenges the 

traditional figure of the individual genius or the ‘little god’ proposed by Huidobro. As Parra’s 

‘manifesto’ reads: “The poets have come down from Olympus. / For the old folks / Poetry 

was a luxury item / But for us / it’s an absolute necessity / We couldn´t live without poetry. 

/ […] A poet is not an alchemist / A poet is a man like all men / A bricklayer building his 

wall: / A maker of windows and doors. / We talk / With everyday words / We don´t believe 

in cabalistic signs” (Parra, 1972b, p. 113). 

The first experimental, iconoclast and absurdist works generated by the Café Cinema 

group were La Puerta Giratoria (300 copies) [The Revolving Door] in 1968 written by 
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Eduardo Parra and edited and illustrated by Hugo Rivera-Scott and the Manual de Sabotaje 

[Manual of Sabotage] (unknown number of copies) in 1969 by Thito Valenzuela. These 

works were small, underground and self-published editions. To give an idea of the 

transgressive nature of these works consider Valenzuela’s “Sabotaje nº2” [Sabotage nº2], a 

poem made up of instructions of an art action consisting of painting “La Moneda”, the 

presidential house, with excrement (Micharvegas, 1972).  

Martínez’s first publication was a selection of five absurdist and ‘pataphysical’ poems 

included in the anthology Nueva Poesía Joven en Chile [New Young Poetry in Chile] by 

Martín Michaevergas (1972).18 Also in 1972, Martínez presented “Objetos” [Objects]”, the 

first exhibition of his visual work in the Chilean-French Institute of Culture in Valparaíso 

organized by Hugo Rivera-Scott. The exhibition consisted of a selection of ‘poetic objects’; 

amusing, neo-dada and absurdist tri-dimensional objects assembled with disparate materials. 

Between 1968 and 1975, Martínez was immersed in an intensive creative process to produce 

La Nueva Novela, his best-known work, self-published in 1977.19 In 1978 Martínez self-

published La Poesía Chilena.  

In sum, Martínez’s artistic production and poetics originated in the experimental, 

trans-disciplinary, iconoclastic, anti-institutional and, foremost, collaborative model of the 

group of poets and artists (referred to as “Café Cinema”) from Valparaíso and Viña del Mar 

during the effervescent atmosphere of the sixties and early seventies. It is important to 

emphasize this aspect in order to challenge the traditional image of Martínez as an eccentric 

and individual ‘genius’ who composed his works in secret. On the contrary, the very genesis 

of La Nueva Novela can only be explained in relation to collective and collaborative work 

with other poets, artists, students, merchants and all kind of people from Valparaíso and Viña 

del Mar. The poet Fernando Rodríguez provides more specific information about the process 

of composition of La Nueva Novela as a ‘collective game’ practiced by the Café Cinema’s 

community. In his testimony:  

[In the Café Cinema] began all the game of encounters and discoveries, where Juan 
 

18 The anthology was published in Buenos Aires, Argentina. It also included works of Thito Valenzuela, 
Eduardo Embry, Hernán Lavín, Gonzalo Millán, Hernán Miranda, Floridor Pérez, Enrique Valdés, Claudio 
Zamorano and Raúl Zurita. Interestingly, this publication was also the first publication of Zurita.   
19 As stated in La Nueva Novela’s colophon: “This book was written in Viña del Mar between 1968 and 1975.” 
(Martínez, 1985, n.p.). Eduardo Parra even mentions an earlier origin: by 1968, “all the thoughts that were 
going to definitely culminate in La Nueva Novela were already put into action” (Vasallo, 2017, p. 20). (“Todos 
los pensamientos que definitivamente iban a culminar en La Nueva Novela ya se habían puesto en acción”)  
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Luis was the Magister Ludi par excellence and Eduardo (Parra) his right-hand man, 
his secretary and spokesman. From there emerged the first chapter of La Nueva 
Novela, which I would like to believe was the product of a collective creation, a game 
of questions and answers that Juan Luis was responsible for collecting, classifying, 
stripping of their ordinary banality, placing in a new context and rescuing the mystery, 
humour and beauty implicit in the findings - the hidden dimension of the object 
trouvé. They were collective games, funny, absurd, irreverent. Everyone participated, 
both parishioners and passers-by, artists and non-artists. The alternatives to J. 
Tardieu’s questions were answered by poets, lawyers, strippers, waiters, painters […] 
and the occasional aristocrat fallen in the bohemian port (Cameron, 2014, p. 68, my 
translation). 
 

The abrupt event of the dictatorship destroyed, to a great extent, the cultural and 

bohemian milieu that gave rise to La Nueva Novela. Simultaneously, the violence and 

brutality of the dictatorship produced a new political dimension in Martínez’s works. In this 

sense, the transgressive drive of Martínez’s work was re-directed against the authoritarian, 

patriotic, repressive, and neoliberal order imposed by Pinochet’s dictatorship. As I will show 

during the thesis, this political dimension is implicit in La Nueva Novela and La Poesía 

Chilena but is explicit in the posthumous publication El Poeta Anónimo (o el eterno presente 

de Juan Luis Martínez) [The Anonymous Poet (or Juan Luis Martínez’s Eternal Present)] 

(2013). 

As is widely known, Allende’s socialist project was violently interrupted on 11th of 

September 1973; a date which marks the military coup d’état, the death of Allende and the 

beginning of Pinochet’s dictatorship, which lasted until 1990. The bloody coup d’état should 

be understood as a founding event (‘a national reconstruction’) which imposed a total ‘cut’ 

in Chile (Thayer, 2006). This political and metaphysical ‘cut’ produced an irrevocable break 

between the past (the popular, revolutionary and socialist imaginary of the ́ 60 spread all over 

Latin America) and the future (the totalitarian order and neoliberal economic system 

consolidated by the Chilean Constitution of 1980). Indeed, the entire society was 

systematically reshaped and ‘reconstructed’ under the shock of a permanent ‘state of 

emergency’ (Klein, 2007).  
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The political order became a totalitarian power. At its head was Pinochet and the 

‘military junta’20, supported by the Chilean bourgeoisie and by the government of the United 

States and the CIA. No congress, political parties, or elections were allowed. The justice 

system was completely controlled and a parallel military system was implemented, which is 

in force up to the present. To secure the political order a number of illegal procedures were 

implemented by the army, police and the secret police (CNI and DINA). These procedures 

ranged from censorship, detentions, prosecutions, and raids, to torture, homicide, and 

‘disappearances’ (presumably murders) of political prisoners.21  

The economic order was transformed into a savage neoliberal system imported by the 

so-called Chicago Boys22 from the Chicago School, where the right-wing libertarian Milton 

Friedman was teaching. As the Chicago economist Theodore Schultz rightly stated: “Chile 

was a laboratory for neoliberal economic policies” (Fischer as cited in Crispi, 2017, p. 254). 

Jaime Guzmán, Pinochet’s main ideologist and founder of the main right-wing party in Chile 

(UDI), contributed to the reformulation of the state from a provider of social security to that 

of a subsidiary. This was based on the conception that “the state ought not to assume 

functions which could be performed by lower social bodies” (Crispi, 2017, p. 249). The 

neoliberal policies, thus, meant the dismantling of Chile’s administrative state, the 

privatization of hundreds of state-owned enterprises and the privatization of almost the 

entirety of the public services: the health system, public education (nurseries, schools and 

universities), the pension system, and housing. Additionally, trade unions were banned.   

The cultural and academic fields were also devastated by censorship, political 

persecution of artists and intellectuals, and the restructuring or closing of academic 

institutions or faculties, editorial houses, cultural clubs, and so on. In addition to this, the 

official mass media (newspaper, television and radios) were taken over by the economic elite 

which used them to promote the new neoliberal system and to hide the crimes committed by 

 
20 The ‘military junta’ was composed of Augusto Pinochet representing the Army, Gustavo Leigh representing 
the Air Force, José Toribio Merino representing the Navy and César Mendoza representing the Police 
(Carabineros).  
21 Official documents (Chilean National Commission on Truth and Reconciliation, 1993) estimate around 29 
000 imprisoned and tortured people, 2 300 murdered people, 1 200 disappeared (‘detenidos desaparecidos’), 
and 200 000 forced exiles. 
22 The term ‘Chicago Boys’ has been employed to refer to the group of Chilean economists who studied in the 
Chicago School of Economics between 1957 and 1970. Several of them were appointed to positions of power 
by Pinochet. For example, Sergio de Castro and Rolf Lüders were ministers of Economy. From these positions, 
they implemented deregulation, privatisation and other neoliberal policies.   



25 
 

the military regime (as in the case of “El Mercurio”, the oldest, and biggest official 

newspaper).  

The regime’s order to produce a unified ‘Chilean subject’ (Brito, 1990) was based on, 

at least, four core values. Firstly, a triumphalist patriotism constructed with regards to the 

history of military heroes and victories. Secondly, the imposition of a Hispanic-white identity 

which discriminated against the indigenous population. Thirdly, the exacerbation of the 

heteronormative, patriarchal and Catholic model of the nuclear family. Fourthly, the 

renovation of bourgeois values under the figure of the ‘entrepreneur’. In sum, the ‘ideal man’ 

was expressed in the image of a white patriotic entrepreneur pater familias and the ‘ideal 

woman’ was seen as a white patriotic and catholic mother-wife-daughter responsible for the 

household administration and the family’s well-being. As the director of police forces, César 

Mendoza states: “The woman [is] the queen of the house and the spiritual guide of the man; 

first of all, as a mother, then as a wife, and finally, as a daughter” (Berzosa, 2004, n.p.).   

Unlike many other Chilean writers, poets, musicians and intellectuals, Martínez was 

never taken prisoner nor was he forced into exile. Nonetheless, the dictatorship was a crucial 

event affecting his life and the lives of his friends, as well as the production, reception and 

circulation of his work. After the failure to publish La Nueva Novela in Editorial Universitaria 

of the University of Chile (1973) due to the coup d’état,23 Martínez decided to create his own 

editorial house, Ediciones Archivo [Archive Editions]. As mentioned above, under Ediciones 

Archivo Martínez self-edited and self-published his two main works: La Nueva Novela (500 

copies) in 1977 and La Poesía Chilena (500 copies) in 1978. He also published a second 

facsimile edition of La Nueva Novela (1985, 1000 copies), a critical work about La Nueva 

Novela called Señales de Ruta [Road signs] (1987) by Enrique Lihn and Pedro Lastra, as well 

 
23 Zurita (2007) and Zúñiga (2015) note that the directors of the Editorial Universitaria (Martín Cerda and Pedro 
Lastra) had agreed to publish La Nueva Novela in 1971– back then called Pequeña Cosmogonía Práctica. 
However, after the coup d’état, Martínez’s project (as with all publications) was cancelled for political reasons 
(Martínez, 2003). However, other versions say that the rejection was related to the material difficulties which 
made the book too expensive a publication (Montes, 2017). Cameron (2014) also mentions a previous rejection 
(1971-1972) of Pequeña Cosmogonía Práctica by Ediciones Universitarias belonging to Universidad Católica 
de Chile in Valparaíso, directed by Oscar Luis Molina. Unfortunately, there is no more information about this 
last rejection. 
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as some collections of poetry by other Chilean poets.24 Importantly, the official logo of 

Ediciones Archivo is a fox-terrier called “Sogol” or the “guardian of the book”.25  

The years of publication of La Nueva Novela and La Poesía Chilena (1977-1978) 

corresponds to the end of the first period – the most violent one – of the military regime. In 

addition to surveilling, persecuting and making people ‘disappear’, Pinochet’s agents 

confiscated thousands of books and magazines from private houses, editorial houses and 

university libraries to set them on fire or throw them into the ocean. As Sepúlveda, 

Montealegre, and Chavarría (2017) suggest, this scene is reminiscent of the Nazis burning of 

books under the instruction of Joseph Goebbels, Minister of Propaganda Nazi from 1933 to 

1945. Indeed, the goal of the German and Chilean fascist governments was similar: to destroy 

the past, purify the national spirit and re-found the nation (Sepúlveda et al., 2017). The target 

of the military and police in charge of the raids was to destroy any kind of material seen as 

‘Marxist literature’. The notorious ignorance of the agents gave rise to some comical events 

in sharp contrast with the general tragedy of the period. For instance, the destruction of books 

on ‘Cubism’ because police agents thought it was related with Cuba. Marx and Engel’s The 

Holy Family was not destroyed because it was considered as possible Christian literature 

(Sepúlveda et al., 2017). 

Like most of the publications on poetry, philosophy, social sciences or art under the 

Chilean dictatorship, the circulation of Martínez’s books was fundamentally underground. 

The limited copies of La Nueva Novela (first and second edition) and La Poesía Chilena were 

(and still are) difficult to access, as well as expensive.26 They circulated predominately 

among circles of Chilean poets, critics, visual artists, and philosophers. The clandestine 

circuit of forbidden publications, alongside clandestine meetings and events, became 

fundamental for the social construction of local communities of solidarity and cultural 

 
24 Exit (1981) by Gonzalo Muñoz, Transmigración (1986) by Roberto Merino, and Albricia (1988) by Soledad 
Fariña (Sepúlveda et al., 2017). 
25 The word Sogol is a kind of semi-palindrome which reverses and parodies the logos. Its image appears in all 
publication made by Ediciones Archivo. Also, there are a number of poems devoted to him (Martínez, 1985).  
26 In order to obtain a copy of La Nueva Novela or La Poesía Chilena the person interested needed to approach 
Martínez himself. Martínez was especially interested in knowing, in advance, his readership. However, like 
many other publications under the dictatorship, Martínez’s La Nueva Novela circulated mostly in the form of 
photocopies. After Martínez’s death (1993), his widow, Eliana Rodríguez, was responsible for selling La Poesia 
Chilena (in person). The last two editions of La Nueva Novela can be bought in some Naranja book shops and 
in the D21 Art Gallery. They cost £80. To obtain a copy of the original edition is practically impossible and 
obtaining a copy of the second edition is very difficult and expensive. An ongoing controversy exists regarding 
the restricted accessibility of Martínez’s work.  
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resistance between students, artists, intellectuals, and workers (Sepúlveda et al., 2017). Also, 

the clandestine publications contributed to the formulation of a new form of aesthetic and 

political thought in Chile, especially the so-called Chilean neo-avant-garde or ‘escena de 

avanzada’.  

The notion of the neo- and post- avant-garde as well as the ‘avanzada’ are 

fundamental to contextualize Martínez’s artistic and poetic work.  However, offering a 

definition of the concept of neo-avant-garde, and the neo-avant-garde in Latin America and 

Chile, is complex. In the following, I will introduce some of the basic elements central to 

understanding the singularities of the Chilean neo avant-garde. 

Naturally, the use of the prefix neo refers to the appropriation and actualization of a 

number of problems, techniques, and methods originally proposed by the historical avant-

garde movements (especially Dadaism, Futurism and Surrealism) within the context of 

World War I. These problems include the fusion of life and art, social and political 

emancipation, and rupture with tradition. The techniques include collages, assemblages, 

ready-made, montages, visual poetry, and performances. The methods include parody, 

experimentation with the signifier, depersonalization of the subject, and exploration of the 

metalinguistic dimension (Carrasco, 1989). As Hal Foster (1996) shows, neo-avant-garde 

movements appeared first among US and Western European artists during the 1950s and 

1960s.27 In the 1960s and 1970s they appeared in Latin America.28 Although there are 

surprising aesthetic and political similarities among Latin-American neo-avant-gardist 

artists, it should be noted that Latin-American neo-avant-garde movements were 

fundamentally a national (and urban) phenomenon. In this sense, there was a rather limited 

exchange of influences, ideas and projects at an international or regional level. 29  

 
27 In The Return of the Real (1996), the American art critic and historian Hal Foster develops an in-depth 
analysis of the influence of the neo-avant-garde in minimalism and pop-art in the US and Western Europe. 
Apart from his analysis of Andy Warhol, Richard Prince and Cindy Sherman, especially interesting for my 
thesis is his analysis of Jasper Johns, Jeff Koons and Haim Steinbach insofar as they, like Martínez, ‘reversed 
Duchamp’. It is worth noticing that Foster’s perspective on the neo-avant-garde in relation to post-modernism 
informs the Chilean debate between the neo- and post -vanguardist positions (Richard, 2004). Nonetheless, I 
will not engage further with Foster’s analysis since The Return of the Real does not consider Latin-American 
neo-avant-gardism. 
28 Neo-avant-garde Latin American movements during the 1970s included Neobarroco and Tucumán Arde in 
Argentina, CADA in Chile, Noigradres’s Concrete Poetry in Brazil, Infrarrealismo in Mexico, Nadaísmo in 
Colombia, and Hora Zero in Perú (Galindo, 2009; Schumacher, 2017).  
29 A brilliant exception to this situation was Latin-American ‘mail art’. During the 1960s and 1980s some Latin 
American artists exchanged their artworks through the post in order to create a non-commercial, collaborative 
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The specificity of the Chilean Neo-avant-gardist artistic and poetry movements lies 

in the appropriation and re-contextualization of the transgressive spirit and the artistic devices 

of Dada and Surrealism in the singular historical coordinates of the post-coup Chile. As 

Villalobos-Ruminott (2014) notes: 

[Chilean] neo-avant-gardism emerged, not as a simple or marginal repetition of any 
European model – as an imitation in which historicity still depends on the 
metropolitan “official” history of art- but as a particular confrontation with the power 
relations and institutions that held a monopoly and produced the hegemonic 
discourses in the cultural field (p. 365).  
 
Martínez’s works are considered seminal for the Chilean neo-avant-garde (Carrasco, 

1989; Llanos, 2015, 2019; Rioseco, 2010). The literary critic Eugenia Brito (1990), for 

instance, argues that Martínez’s work inaugurates “the [new] Scene of Writing” in Chile 

during the 1970s and 1980s (p. 46).30 The “scene of writing” signals the literary and poetic 

branch of a broader, transdisciplinary, neo-avant-garde scene in Chile.  The literary critic 

Iván Carrasco (1989) also gives Martínez a central role, together with Raúl Zurita, Juan 

Cameron and, indirectly, Adolfo Nordenflycht, in the constitution of the Chilean neo-avant-

garde scene inaugurated in Valparaíso and Viña del Mar.31 Carrasco (1989) also refers to the 

neo-avant-garde scene in Santiago which included the group CADA32 and other poets and 

 
and international network. Camnitzer (2007) reflects on the political dimension of this phenomenon: “The 
epidemic of dictatorships that spanned Latin America from the sixties to the mid-eighties made the use of mail 
a perfect vehicle to allow for the communication between isolated artists and the rest of the world. The network 
became important enough to justify the organisation of international exhibits in Uruguay (1974), Argentina 
(1975), and Brazil (1976), and in Mexico and other countries shortly thereafter. The notoriety of these efforts 
had two consequences: the number of mail artists increased greatly, and censorship became more sophisticated 
and intense” (p. 77). In Chile, important ‘mail artist’ were Guillermo Deisler and Eugenio Dittborn. Although 
Martínez did not practice mail art, important aspects of mail art are seen in his works – especially, as I analyse 
in Chapter 2, the artistic use of rubberstamps in La Nueva Novela. To see more about ‘mail art’ see Clemente 
Padín (1988). 
30 Brito (1990) mentions that the “scene of writing” is a concept taken from Derrida’s (2001) “Freud and the 
Scene of Writing” which she uses to refer to a “constellation of writers who, facing a maximum of social 
pressure, responded through literature to the history they were facing” (Brito, 1990, p. 21, adapted translation). 
Brito considers that through fragmentation, formal experimentation and language codification, the writers of 
the scene perform Derrida’s critique of logocentrism and identity.  Brito includes in the “Scene of Writing” the 
poets Raúl Zurita, Diego Maquieira, Diamela Eltit, Gonzalo Muñoz, Carmen Berenguer, Carla Grandi, Antonio 
Gil and Soledad Fariña.  
31 To these poets, I would also add to Gustavo Mujica, Eduardo Parra, Thito Valenzuela, and Cecilia Vicuña, 
among others. 
32 CADA is an as acronym for “colectivo de acciones de arte” [actions artist collective]. CADA was active 
between 1979 and 1985 and it was integrated by Diamela Eltit (writer), Raúl Zurita (poet), Fernando Balcells 
(sociologist), Lotty Rosenfeld (visual artist), and Juan Castillo (visual artist). 
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artists such as Gonzalo Muñoz and Rodrigo Lira, Eduardo Llanos, Diego Maquieira, Eugenia 

Brito.33  

The influential literary and art critic Nelly Richard (2004; 2007) coined the category 

of ‘escena de avanzada’ or, simply, ‘la avanzada’ to theorise, in a relatively unified program 

or “discursive center” (Oyarzún, 2015, p. 243), the transdisciplinary, dissident and neo-avant-

gardist artists producing works during the Chilean dictatorship.34 Although Richard does not 

analyse or comment upon Martínez’s work in particular, she nonetheless includes him as part 

of the avanzada.35 According to Richard (2004), the ‘ruptures’ provoked by the avanzada 

took place in both the aesthetic and political realm. The avanzada ruptures within the 

aesthetic and artistic realm were threefold: firstly, “the dismantling of ‘the painting’ as 

artwork and of its ritualised contemplation (the sacralized aura, the unique work’s 

fetishization, etc.)”. Secondly, “the questioning of institutional framework for validating and 

consecrating the “masterpiece” (histories of art, the Museum) and of the circuit for 

commercialising the work-product (galleries).” Thirdly, “the transgression of discursive 

genres. This occurred through works that combined various systems of sign production (texts, 

images, gestures) and that exceeded technical and formal specificities, mixing cinema and 

literature, art and sociology, aesthetics and politics, in an interdisciplinary way” (Richard, 

2004, p. 24).   

As I demonstrate in my thesis, Martínez´s work corresponds to a great degree to this 

definition of ‘la avanzada’. La Poesía Chilena, for instance, clearly problematizes the 

 
33 To that list, I would add, Elvira Hernández, Carmen Berenguer, Soledad Fariña and Pedro Lemebel. Finally, 
in Concepción, around the work of Carlos Cociña and Nicolás Miquea and, I would add, Elías Figueroa. 
34 Like the category neo-avant-garde, the meaning and construction of the avanzada is a matter of controversy 
(Oyarzún, 2015; Richard, 1986; 2004; Thayer, 2006; Villalobos-Ruminott, 2014). The debate expresses the 
problems brought by the Chilean appropriation of the European avant-garde movements. For instance, one of 
the main issues has been the problematic resonances between, on the hand, the Chilean neo-vangardist “will of 
rupture” (with the previous artistic/poetic tradition) in order to establish a new revolutionary conception of art. 
And, on the other hand, the above-mentioned total rupture with the socio-historical past and the foundational 
nationalism imposed by Pinochet’s Dictatorship. Here, one of the criticisms is the problematic logic of 
erasing/destroying the past in order to establish a new order. In other words, the object of the criticism is “the 
romantic rhetoric of the avant-garde, of rupture and revolution” (Foster, 1996, p. 15). The rhetoric is not only 
criticised due to its historical failure (as Peter Bürger does), but mostly because of its problematic similarity 
with the discourse of the military-neoliberal revolution.  
35 As Richard (2004; 2007) sustains, the ‘escena de avanzada’ emerges from the visual art (Carlos Leppe, 
Eugenio Dittborn, Catalina Parra, Carlos Altamirano, C.A.D.A. Art Action Group, Lotty Rosenfeld, Juan 
Castillo, Víctor Hugo Codocedo, Elías Adasme, Alfredo Jaar, etc.), literature and poetry (Diamelta Eltit, Raúl 
Zurita, Diego Maquieira, Juan Luis Martínez, Gonzalo Muñoz, Soledad Fariña, etc.) and literary critics and 
philosophers (Ronald Kay, Adriana Valdés, Pablo Oyarzún, Gonzalo Muñoz, Patricio Marchant, Rodrigo 
Cánovas, etc.).  
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concept of the Benjamin aura by creating, in a very Duchampian fashion, devices which 

‘produce authenticity’ (as I explore in Chapter 2). Also, La Nueva Novela is a magnificent 

example of the transgression of discursive genres as well as an intense exploration between 

the semiotic regimes of the word, the visual image, and the objecthood (as I explore in 

Chapters 3 and 4). Relatedly, the entirety of Martínez’s work, and especially his singular 

deconstruction of individual authorship, challenges the literary- and art-institution (National 

Library and Museums) (as I propose in Chapter 2) and the problematic effects of artistic 

recognition (as I advance in Chapter 1). Finally, Martínez’s work in its totality, and especially 

La Poesía Chilena and La Nueva Nueva, manifest a ‘will of rupture’ with the Chilean poetic 

tradition and the establishment of a different, expanded, concept of poetry which corresponds 

to the neo-avant-garde’s ‘institutional critique’.  

According to Richard (2004; 2007) and Brito (1990), the avanzada’s political 

intervention was realised through the elaboration of a strategic, fragmentary and codified 

language.36 This language was employed to make an indirect political critique of the 

dictatorship. The codification and opacity of this language allowed artists to formulate a 

critique of the dictatorship while evading censorship and repression.37 In addition, the 

elaboration of an experimental language accomplished the role of liberating artistic means 

from subordination to a rigid ideology. In this sense, instead of providing a message of protest 

against the dictatorship, as is usual in official political art (through denunciation and 

testimony), the avanzada’s experimental language was employed to evoke and perform in 

itself the violence and the destruction produced by the dictatorship. It is as if language itself, 

as a social body, experienced the torture and disappearance of people in the form of broken 

syntax, empty spaces, logical disintegration, verbal-visual fragmentation, semiotic saturation 

and loss of sense.  

 
36 I am using the term ‘language’ here in a broader sense, meaning both verbal and non-verbal discourse. In 
other words, it is a language made of words, images, actions, and objects which emerged from the different 
artistic production made by the avanzada (performance, body art, land-art, the artists’ book, visual poetry, and 
assemblage).  
37 There is a debate, nonetheless, about the real socio-political impact that the employment of this experimental 
and strategic language had. In 1989 Enrique Lihn, for instance, argues that although many of the avanzada’s 
works indeed challenged the commodification of the artwork and the institutionalisation of art, their rather 
complex language “[was] incomprehensible to the general public (although it respond[ed] to an instance of 
socialisation)” (Lihn, 2008, p. 488). I agree with Lihn’s critique. However, I believe that there was a significant 
social effect in the generation of local communities of resistance mostly integrated by artists, intellectuals, 
teachers, students, and sometimes, by other professionals and workers.  
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It is important to add that, beyond the common employment of an experimental 

language to criticise both the institution of art and official politics, there were notorious 

divergences regarding the relationship between art and politics within the avanzada 

movement. Richard (2004) distinguishes between the neo- and the post- vanguardist 

tendencies. Whereas neo-vanguardist artists (especially CADA members) embraced the 

art/politics and art/life fusion and, ultimately, aimed for the utopia of a total revolution, the 

post-vanguardist artists were sceptical of the total revolution and the art/politics and art/life 

fusion. Instead, the strategy of the post-vanguardist artists and poets was local or micro-

political - in the Foucauldian and Deleuzo-Guattarian sense. Richard (2004) includes among 

the post-vanguardist Carlos Leppe, Eugenio Dittborn, Carlos Altamirano, and Gonzalo Díaz. 

I would add Martínez himself.   

CADA’s members enacted a number of performances and interventions in public 

spaces in order to disrupt the normality of the besieged city. “Oh South America!” (1981), 

for instance, is a kind of ‘poetic bombing’, emulating and making a poetical reversal of the 

bombing of La Moneda – the most powerful symbol of the coup d’état. The action consisted 

of three aeroplanes flying over impoverished communities in Santiago and dropping 400,000 

fliers (Richard, 2004). The text on the flyer read: “The work of improving the accepted 

standard of living is the only valid project of art / the only exhibition / the only worthwhile 

artwork. Everyone who works, if only mentally, to expand the spaces in his or her life is an 

artist.” (Richard, 2004, p. 26) The text actualized the democratic conception of art expressed 

by Beuys’ “Every Man is An Artist”.38  

Another famous intervention made by CADA was “So as Not to Die of Hunger in 

Art” (1979). It consisted of a series of simultaneous actions or interventions in multiple places 

in Santiago (including a shantytown, the United Nations building, an art gallery, milk factory 

and the Fine Art museum). The art-action took milk as a motif connecting aesthetics, social 

and political concerns. The employment of milk hinted at Allende’s program of free 

distribution of milk in shanty towns as a solution for covering basic necessities. After the 

 
38 In 1973, Beuys explained the conception of his most famous phrase: “Only art is capable of dismantling the 
repressive effects of a senile social system that continues to totter along the deathline: to dismantle in order to 
build A SOCIAL ORGANISM AS A WORK OF ART. This most modern art discipline – Social 
Sculpture/Social Architecture – will only reach fruition when every living person becomes a creator, a sculptor, 
or architect of the social organism” (Tate, 2015, n.p.).  
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coup d´état, the program was interrupted and poverty increased dramatically.39 Through 

these actions, argues Richard (2004), CADA constituted itself as the “paradigm of the 

saturated commitment between aesthetic experimentation and political radicalism” (p. 34).  

Although the art-actions were very interesting and important for the art-scene, 

CADA’s political-aesthetical ideology is problematic. As Richard (2004) argues, CADA’s 

conception of art depended on a teleological and linear conception of history. This doubtful 

philosophy of history deposits its hopes in progress and waits for the arrival of an un-

differentiated totality of art and life, and art and politics. Ultimately, this philosophy of 

history meant that CADA’s artists embraced a sort of “messianic utopianism” (Richard, 

2004, p. 31) which was rejected by other thinkers and artists related to the avanzada, Martínez 

among them. 

Unlike CADA’s artists, Martínez did not participate in interventions in public spaces, 

nor did he experiment with his body as an artistic material. Moreover, Martínez was rather 

sceptical of the capacity of art to transform the world. As he plainly stated: “I do not believe 

the world can be transformed by means of radical actions realised by artists” (Martínez, 2003, 

p. 65). Ultimately, the vanguardist idea of a life/politics or art/politics fusion, and the 

“messianic utopianism” proper to the (neo)vanguard movement were alien to Martínez’s 

production. Also, Martínez (2003) himself declared he did not attempt to establish any 

program or school: “I am a guy who should not say anything, because I do not want to 

establish forms or modes” (p. 69). And, in fact, he did not establish any aesthetic or political 

program to be followed by others.   

Nonetheless, I argue that the entirety of Martínez’s work articulates a progressive 

politics. The political is immanent to Martínez’s work and his elaboration of an indirect, 

fragmentary trans-semiotic language. In my thesis I will show some of the different manners 

in which the political operates in Martínez’ work. In stricto sensu, the political appears in the 

critical references to forced disappearances (in La Nueva Novela and, especially, El Poeta 

Anónimo), and in the problematizing of the national identity in La Poesía Chilena and the 

 
39 To read the surprising list of simultaneous actions informing “So as Not to Die of Hunger in Art” see Richard 
(2004, pp. 25-26). Other important art-actions made by CADA were “A Mile of Crosses on the Pavement” 
(1979) by Lotty Rosenfeld. Later on, Zurita ‘wrote’ the poem “La Vida Nueva” [The New Life] in New York 
City’s sky (1982) using five aeroplanes. Also, Zurita ‘wrote’ the three-kilometre long line “ni pena ni miedo” 
[neither sorrow nor fear] in the Desert of Atacama, Chile (1993) using an excavator. On CADA’s works see 
Neustadt (2012). 
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nuclear family in La Nueva Novela. In a wider sense, the political is part of the very 

functioning of Martínez’s language, insofar as it is driven, as I have mentioned above, by its 

desire to transgress the norms and to criticise any form of authority. The political is expressed 

in the subversive use of language against any kind of hierarchical, authoritarian or dogmatic 

thought - as Martínez (2013) states, “true poetry demolishes habits” (p. 67).  

 

1.2 The Contemporary State of Research on Martínez  

 

During his lifetime, Martínez’s work had a limited reception with Chilean literary critics and 

academics. Outside of Chile his work was practically unknown. Most of the reception was 

limited to short literary criticism in the press that, naturally, did not analyse the complexity 

of his works in any depth. An exception to this unfortunate situation was the publication of 

Señales de Ruta (1987) – a literary critical account of La Nueva Novela made by the 

influential poets and literary critics Enrique Lihn and Pedro Lastra. Years after Martínez’s 

death in 1993, more critical works on Martínez’s production (books, papers, essays, articles 

in poetry journals) began to appear in Chile.40 

To give a personal impression of the marginality of Martínez’s work within the 

Chilean academic and literary context, I have no memories of ever having heard his name or 

about his works during my own BA studies in Spanish Literature in the Catholic University 

of Chile (2002-2005). Martínez’s works were not only excluded from the official poetic 

canon but also overlooked in the academic programs of Chilean Poetry and Literature at that 

time. His work received even less attention in faculties of Philosophy and Visual Arts at that 

time. After 2010, a shift in the critical interest in Martínez’s work, both within and outside 

Chile (and especially in the US), seems to be taking place. In fact, since 2015 a number of 

 
40 Some important publications from this period were Juan Luis Martínez: el juego de las contradicciones [Juan 
Luis Martínez’s play/game of contradictions] (1998) by Patricia Monarca, and El gran solipsismo. Juan Luis 
Martínez. Obra visual. [The great solipsism. Juan Luis Martínez’s Visual Work] (2001) by José de 
Nordenflycht. Also, some of the articles and essays published in this period were anthologised and republished 
in Merodeos en torno a la obra poética de Juan Luis Martínez [Meandering around the poetic work of Juan 
Luis Martínez] (2001) edited by Soledad Fariña and Elvira Hernández.  
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works on Martínez (BA, MA and PhD theses,41 papers, books chapters,42 edited volumes43 

and monographic works) have been published. In this sense, literary, philosophical and art 

criticism seems to have entered a new stage of development after the publication of complex 

monographic works, such as Juan Luis Martínez’s Philosophical Poetics (2015 in English; 

2018 in Spanish) by Scott Weintraub; Martínez Total (2016), a collective volume composed 

of twenty articles that analyse Martínez’s literary and visual work edited by Braulio 

Fernández Biggs and Mauricio Rioseco; Juan Luis Martínez, poeta apocalíptico [Juan Luis 

Martínez, apocalyptic poet] (2019) by Jorge Polanco44; and Palabras Ya Escritas. Relecturas 

de Juan Luis Martínez [Already Written Words. Re-readings of Juan Luis Martínez] (2019) 

by Zenaida Suárez. Also, Juan Luis Martínez: Atisbos (2017) by Eduardo Vasallo is a recent 

work of great importance to contextualize Martínez’s work.45 Weintraub’s Philosophical 

Poetics is the only monograph published in English entirely devoted to Martínez’s work. 

Apart from this book, there are very few papers and book chapters in English (such as 

Jackson, 1996; Kosick, 2017; Leong, 2017; Running, 1996; Sarmiento, 2010; Sepúlveda, 

2016; Weintraub, 2013) and some (unpublished) PhD theses (such as Robinson, 2018; 

Schumacher, 2017). Doubtless, one of the mean reasons explaining the limited reception of 

Martínez’s work in English is due to the fact that La Nueva Novela’s translation has not yet 

been published.46  

Perhaps the substantial increase in critical attention during the last decade responded 

to the publications of Martínez’s posthumous works and the re-publication of La Nueva 

 
41 Among the PhD theses devoted to Martínez after 2015 are Politics, Space, and Participation in the Work of 
Juan Luis Martínez and the Neo-Avant-Garde by Alec Schumacher (2017), University of Wisconsin-Madison; 
Neovanguardia Chilena y Poética del Margen en la obra de Juan Luis Martínez by Carola Vesely Avaria 
(2016), Universidad de Salamanca.  
42 Among them, Lugar Incómodo (2010) by Matías Ayala, Maquinarias Deconstructivas: Poesía y Juego en 
JLM (2013) by Mauricio Rioseco; Ensayos sobre el silencio: Gestos, mapas y colores (2017) by Marcela 
Labraña. 
43 Especially Pajarístico. Aproximaciones a la obra de Juan Luis Martínez [Birdistic. Approximations to the 
work of Juan Luis Martínez] (2015) edited by Jorge Polanco.  
44 Unfortunately, Polanco’s excellent work has been taken out of circulation from Chilean Bookshops. In March 
2021 Martínez’s family has instigated a lawsuit against Polanco and the editorial house which published the 
book arguing violation of image copyrights. 
45 The book comprises of a number of testimonies given by Martínez’s closer circle of poet and artist friends. 
Among them, Eduardo Parra, Sergio Badilla, Armando Uribe, Nicanor Parra (reconstruction), Carlos Montes 
de Oca, Miguel Vicuña and Eduardo Vasallo.  
46  Le Nouveau Roman, a French translation of La Nueva Novela was published in May 2021 by Éditions MF.  



35 
 

Novela (third and fourth facsimile edition in 2016/2017).47  Poemas del Otro: poemas y 

diálogos dispersos [The poems of the Other: Poems and dispersed dialogues] a book which 

includes Martínez’s most accessible production - written poems, a compilation of interviews 

and a conversation between Martínez and Félix Guattari in 1991 - was published in 2003. 

Aproximaciones del Principio de Incertidumbre a un Proyecto Poético (150 copies) 

[Approximation of a Poetic Project to the Principle of Uncertainty] edited by Ronald Kay 

was published in 2010. The book contains 55 images (schemes and drawings) organised 

according to a rigorous system of mathematical combinatorics.48 Importantly, this enigmatic 

work expresses a visual synthesis of Martínez’s oeuvre. El Poeta Anónimo. Eterno Presente 

de Juan Luis Martínez, [The Anonymous Poet: the eternal present of Juan Luis Martínez] 

was published in 2013 in Chile. It is a 300-page collage-book entirely made of appropriated 

material (images and words) and also inspired by the I-Ching, on which Martínez worked 

for, at least, 17 years.  

I conceive of my contribution to contemporary scholarship on Juan Luis Martínez’s 

work as threefold. Firstly, as a Chilean who writes about Martínez in English and in the UK 

academic context49, I focus especially on analysing the appropriations and (irreverent) 

transformations he has made of poetic, artistic and philosophical sources constituting the 

canon of European and US modernism and avant-gardism -especially the artistic production 

of Marcel Duchamp, Stéphane Mallarmé, Lewis Carroll, Gaston Bachelard, T. S. Eliot, and 

Jean Tardieu. In this sense, my interest is not only in explaining the poetic and philosophical 

singularity of Martínez’s appropriation but also to create a transnational bridge. That is, a 

 
47 The third edition (2016, 700 copies) is basically a facsimile copy of the 2nd edition, 1985. For the 3rd edition, 
Montes (2016) replicated the process of fabrication of the 2nd edition (same press “Ograma”), employed similar 
papers and similar objects attached (fishhooks, Chinese page). The fourth edition (2017, 300 copies) consists 
of the same facsimile copy of the 2016 edition plus the inclusion of a series of manuscripts annotations 
supposedly made by Martínez himself. Interestingly, there is controversy regarding the authenticity of the 
annotations I will refer at a later stage. From my point of view, more important than proving or denying the 
authenticity of this edition, is to notice that the debate itself belongs to an effect already present in Martínez’s 
work insofar as his work challenges and distorts the very meaning of authenticity, originality and the ‘authorial 
intentions’ (see Chapter 2). 
48 The work is made of 10 single images plus 44 juxtaposed images originated from the totality of the 
combinatorics of the 10 single images. In this fashion, the enigmatic work functions as a system of combinations 
similar to the system used to consult the I-Ching or the Book of Changes (the different combinations of two 
trigrams lead to 64 hexagrams). It is very probable that Martínez appropriated the idea of using the mathematical 
system of I-Ching or the Book of Changes for artistic purposes from John Cage’s Music of Changes (1951).  
49 In the UK academic context, Martínez’s work is almost non-existent. Up to now, there is one paper written 
about Martínez (Kosick 2017 then included in Kosick 2020) and one unpublished PhD thesis that works on J. 
L. Martínez, Cecilia Vicuña and Rodrigo Lira (Robinson, 2019) in the United Kingdom. 
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cultural bridge that allows the readership unfamiliar with Martínez’s work and, in general, 

Chilean and Latin American experimental poetry, to engage with Martínez’s work.  

Secondly, I attempt to contribute to the study of Martínez’s work in Chile and beyond 

by producing transdisciplinary research informed simultaneously, and in equal proportions, 

by components of philosophy, visual arts and literature. It is my conviction that only a 

transdisciplinary approach to Martínez’s work allow us to understand the functioning of his 

‘poetic machines’ and the foundations of his poetics of assemblage. Also, the 

transdisciplinary dialogue I develop does not occur merely in a theoretical or abstract space 

but instead it takes place within a historical, political and artistic context - as said, from 

Allende’s socialist project to Pinochet’s neoliberal dictatorship to the present time.  

Finally, I intend to contribute to the development of Deleuze and Guattari’s 

philosophy of agencement. As Bill Brown (2020) claims, artistic assemblages have not yet 

been considered as legitimate agencement or ontological assemblages as defined by Deleuze 

and Guattari. I will demonstrate that in Martínez’s work it is possible to consider a 

simultaneous artistic and ontological assemblage.   

 

1.3 Martínez’s ‘Poetics of Assemblage’: Defining the Notion of Artistic and 

Philosophical Assemblage 

 

My central proposal is that Martínez’s oeuvre could be described, understood and 

‘experimented’50 with as both an artistic and ontological assemblage. In the following, I will 

begin by defining the notion of the assemblage as an artistic term referring to a specific 

technique, method and artistic genre. Then, I will offer a brief definition of the assemblage 

as a philosophical concept. Here, I will explain the structure and functioning of the 

ontological assemblage (agencement) and the terms associated (simulacrum, rhizome, de/re-

territorialization, etc.) as presented by Deleuze and Guattari. Finally, I explain why I claim 

that Martínez’s work, as a whole, could be experimented with as an assemblage in its double 

-philosophical and poetic/artistic- determination and what this perspective could enable for 

the study of Martínez’s work.   

 
50 By ‘experimenting’ I mean a creative appropriation of Martínez’s work. This implies, for instance, 
disassembling and reassembling the poems in different sequences. Also, it implies re-using the poems for 
different purposes (political, pedagogical, others) other than the original ones.  
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1.3.1 Collage and Assemblage as Artistic Techniques  

 

The technique of collage consists of cutting and pasting heterogeneous fragments of papers 

(with or without texts or images printed on the paper) or any other flat material onto a two-

dimensional support – normally a canvas for visual collages and a paper page for literary 

collages. Similarly, the technique of assemblage consists of selecting and arranging disparate 

objects with volume -everyday objects, manufactured or natural objects- in order to construct 

a three-dimensional work. Both techniques have a similar procedure and a similar effect: the 

juxtaposition of previously unrelated (art and non-art) materials to produce what I would call 

an ‘affective shock’ in the spectator. As Man Ray explains:  

In whatever form it is finally presented: by a painting, by a photograph, by an 
arrangement of various objects, or by one object itself slightly modified, each object 
is designed to amuse, annoy, bewilder, mystify, inspire reflection but not to arouse 
admiration for any technical excellence usually sought or valued in objects classified 
as works of art (Seitz, 1961, p. 48).  

 

To be more precise, it could be stated that there are three main aspects which comprise 

the methods or techniques of collage and assemblage. The first aspect involves the selection 

(and possible alteration) of the fragments or materials to be employed. Since the fragment is 

detached from its original source, this stage already implies a process of de-contextualization.  

Also, there are different methods to make the selection; some methods are based on pure or 

controlled chance, others followed a rigorous plan, and some others a specific criterion – 

such as Duchamp’s ‘an-aesthetics’. The second aspect corresponds to the physical, visual or 

discursive materiality of the fragment itself. Here, the tension between artistic and non-

artistic materials, as well as the degree to which the fragments are identifiable, play a crucial 

role. The third aspect corresponds to the specific organisation of the fragments into a 

particular spatial and logical arrangement or a new whole. The re-location of the visual, 

literary or physical fragment into a new whole is also a process of recontextualization. The 

process of de- and re-contextualization entails a double reading of the fragment. That is, the 

same fragment is simultaneously perceived in relation to its context of origin and in relation 
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to its incorporation into a new whole or a different totality (Perloff, 1998).51 Finally, it is 

fundamental to distinguish the presence/absence of a logical connection between the 

fragments. On many occasions, this means mapping the operations of a paradoxical, 

contradictory or pataphysical logic.52  

Collage and assemblage techniques have traditionally been considered to have begun 

in the visual arts with synthetic Cubism and, especially, with still life works made by Picasso, 

Braque and Gris in the early 1910s. Given the disruptive inclusion of wallpaper into the 

canvas, Braque’s Fruit Dish and Glass (1912) is considered to be the first papier collé (pasted 

paper)53. Picasso’s Still Life with Chair Caning in 1911-1912 is considered to be the starting 

point of both collage (Perloff, 1998) and assemblage (Seitz, 1961). Instead of painting the 

image of a chair caning, Picasso pasted a manufactured fragment of oilcloth depicting a chair 

caning onto the canvas. Also, he included the letters “JOU” - suggesting both jouer (play) 

and journal (newspaper). Finally, he “framed” the small oval still life with a real piece of 

hemp rope (Seitz, 1961, p. 9). Picasso and Braque further explored the technique of papier 

collé (pasted paper) and collage (any two-dimensional components) on canvas, as well as the 

construction of assembled objects (assemblages) – in works such as Picasso’s Guitar (1912), 

made of coloured papers and strings and Picasso’s Mandolin and Clarinet (1913), made of 

painted wood with pencil marks. 

Yet, it is philosophically and historically problematic to affirm the idea of a unique 

and absolute origin marking the beginning of a certain technique. This genealogical 

 
51 Interestingly, there are all sort of games regarding the presence or absence of ‘marks of origin’. Beside the 
traditional case where a visible trace refers us to an identifiable source (as in the case of a normal academic 
quotation), the marks of origin of the assemblage (assembled book, poem or object) could be hyperbolically 
multiplied until the work becomes a web of connections - as I will show is the case of La Nueva Novela in 
Chapter Four. Or rather the marks could disappear due to material degradation of the assemblage or because 
the ‘assembler’ intentionally erased or distorted them – as I will show is the case of La Poesía Chilena in 
Chapter Two.  
52 It is possible to distinguish between kinds of collages with relation to the level of integration of the cut-up 
fragment into a new whole. According to Perloff (1998), in Cubist and Futurist collages the fragments taken 
from domestic items are disposed still in a “unified pictorial composition” (p. 384). However, Futurist collagist 
introduced certain “polemic thrust” to produce an “agitprop” effect. (p. 384). In Dada collage, instead, “pictorial 
composition gives way to a new emphasis on the materials assembled themselves” (Perloff, 1998, p. 385). 
creating formal, material and semantic tensions. Unlike collages made by Picasso, Gris and Braque, the 
fragments in Dada collage retain their separate identity without being absorbed into the larger composition – 
for instance, Schwitters’s Merzbilder. Surrealist collage, finally, intends to produce a fragmented narrative 
sexually signed by cut-ups from different sources. 
53 Whereas the Cubist technique of papier collé refers to the use of any kind of paper pasted onto a flat surface, 
the collage technique refers to the incorporation of any kind of two-dimensional material pasted onto a flat 
support. Thus, papier collé is taken as both a kind of collage and as the origin of collage technique.  
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approach, in a linear sense, has been dominant within the discipline of art history due to the 

influence of Eurocentric thinking. On the contrary, to produce a wider narrative of the 

emergence of visual collages and assemblages, it is necessary to consider revolutionary 

elements coming from multiple disciplines and diverse origins. To mention a few: the making 

of cabinet of curiosities (since XVI century), ‘bricoleur’ practices (as studied by Levi-

Strauss), and, in particular, disruptive conceptions of poetry (since XIX century). 

With regard to poetry, Seitz argues that a direct antecedent of collages and assemblage 

technique was the “liberation of words” 54 (1961, p. 15) introduced in the field of poetry by 

Stephane Mallarmé, Guillaume Apollinaire, Filippo Marinetti, and André Gide, among 

others. For instance, Mallarmé’s Un Coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard (1897) proposed 

the use of free verse, fragmented texts, white spaces, the dissolution of language, and, most 

significantly, a visual conception of the page.55 Later on, Marinetti (1912) criticised and 

radicalised Mallarmé´s liberation of language by declaring the “death of free verse” due to 

its “banal double meanings” and “facile sound effects” and instead proposed “words-in-

freedom” (n.p.). As Seitz (1961) notes, Marinetti called for the “abolition of punctuation, of 

the adjective and adverb, and of all traditional devices that qualify and give rational 

continuity to word images” (p. 16). Marinetti’s typographical collages materialised his 

revolutionary conception of language: “we will use three or four colours of ink, or even 

twenty different typefaces if necessary [on the same page]. For example: italics for a series 

of similar or swift sensations, boldface for the violent onomatopoeias, and so on” (Marinetti, 

1913., n.p.). In proposing to set words free by performing a direct attack on syntax and logical 

sense, Marinetti anticipated crucial aspects of Dadaism.  

Tristan Tzara’s work is also a fundamental (poetic) antecedent of visual collage and 

assemblage. For instance, in How to Make a Dadaist Poem (1921/2011) Tzara writes the 

 
54 Although Seitz does not define the meaning of the liberation of words, I would argue it refers to a threefold 
phenomenon. In the first place, the liberation of words from linguistic structures - grammar, syntax and 
semantic. In the second place, the liberation of words from linguistic functions, that is, the use of language as 
means of information, communication and, foremost, of representation or referentiality. In the third place, the 
liberation of words from existing literary and poetic conventions and structures. In the case of poetry, this 
implied the rejection of metre, rhyme, and the rules of specific poetic form -such as sonnets, epics, elegies, 
pastoral poetry, odes, and so on.  
55 Along with Duchamp and Rimbaud, the work of Mallarmé -specially his conception of Le Livre (the Book) 
is one of the fundamental sources which Martínez draws on in his work. In Chapter 3 and 4, I analyse Martínez’s 
appropriations of Mallarmé’s project.  



40 
 

(ludic and irreverent) instructions to make a poetic-collage piece “for yourself” (DIY).56 

Finally, Guillaume Apollinaire’s work -especially his art criticism as well as his Calligrams-  

also played a fundamental role in the ‘liberation of words’ from said grammar and artistic 

fixed structures. Apollinaire explains his own Calligrams as follows: “the bond between 

these fragments [of spoken language] is no longer the logic of grammar but an ideographic 

logic culminating in an order of spatial disposition totally opposed to discursive 

juxtaposition” (Seitz, 1961, p. 15). 

The revolutionary effect that collages and assemblages had on the visual arts could 

be partially explained by the series of direct attacks on existing artistic conventions. A 

fundamental convention which was attacked was the notion “that a picture is a window on 

reality” (Perloff, 1998, p. 306). In other words, the representational and mimetic conception 

of art (and literature) given by Western Fine Art since the early Renaissance to the late 

nineteenth century. Different from a ‘window’ through which the spectator observes reality, 

collage and assemblage should be considered as “the means through which the artist 

incorporates reality in the picture without imitating it” (Seitz, 1961, p. 6, my emphasis). In 

this sense, the inclusion of diverse pre-made materials and objects should not be read only 

as an artistic device but as a practice that redefines the concept of art as such, that is, beyond 

disciplinary distinctions. In short, the new aesthetic conception understands the artwork as 

an autonomous reality or as a reality by itself. As Rivera-Scott mentions: “[Martínez and I] 

believed that after the irruption of collage, the artwork had achieved real autonomy by 

displacing the problem of representation” (Nordenflycht, 2001, p. 68).57  

Collage and assemblage techniques also attacked other crucial artistic conventions. 

For example, the notion that advanced technical skills and specific ‘artistic’ materials are 

 
56 Tzara’s How to Make a Dadaist Poem (2011) reads: “Take a newspaper. / Take some scissors. / Select an 
article in that newspaper having the length that you want for your poem. / Cut out the article. / Then cut out 
each of the words constituting that article and put them in a bag. / Shake gently. / The remove each clipping  
one after the other. / Conscientiously copy in the order in which they were removed from the bag / The poem 
will resemble you. / And there you are: an infinitely original writer of charming sensibility, though 
misunderstood by the unrefined masses” (p. 553). 
57 The autonomy of the artwork at stake here does not mean the detachment of the artwork from its social, 
political or artistic context. Thus, it does not correspond to the bourgeois ideal of aesthetic autonomy. Instead, 
it means that the way in which the artwork intervenes in its context depends upon its internal and formal 
constitution and not on its external representational value. From a Deleuzo-Guattarian perspective the autonomy 
of the artwork refers to its own differential consistency and to the fact that the artwork is open and connected 
to its outside: the artwork operates in the outside. In this sense, they propose that the ‘book’ deterritorialises the 
‘world’ and the ‘world’ reterritorializes the book (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009).  



41 
 

necessary requirement for the making of the artwork, or, at least, for the making of an 

‘original’ and ‘high-quality’ artwork. Unlike the painter, the sculptor, the draftsperson and 

the formal verse poet, the collagist and the assembler (as well as the bricoleur and the music 

remixer) do not require highly advanced artistic skills to make a ‘worthy’ piece of art. As 

Tzara or Burroughs clearly stated, anyone can make a collage or an assemblage. In this sense, 

the making of collage and assemblage is particularly critical of the romantic model of 

‘original genius’. Also, collages and assemblages were not conceived of as objects of 

aesthetic delectation. Instead, as I have already mentioned, collage and assemblage aim to 

produce an affective and thought-provoking shock in the spectatorship/readership. 

So far, I have highlighted some of the commonalities between collage and 

assemblage. Now, I will focus on the singularities of the assemblage as a specific artistic 

genre and as a new artistic concept or category. The term assemblage was introduced to the 

artworld in 1956 by Jean Dubuffet’s Assemblages d’empreintes58 and it became consolidated 

as a concept and a proper artistic genre in 1961, thanks to the organization of the exhibition 

“Art of the Assemblage” in the Museum of Modern Art in New York by William Seitz. Seitz 

employed the category of assemblage to retrospectively include a large number of works 

from historical avant-garde up to the 1960s. 59  

As the catalogue indicates, the new category of assemblage “includes all form of 

composite art and modes of [post-cubist] juxtaposition” (Seitz as cited in Brown, 2020, p. 

270). Seitz argued that “collages, objects, and constructions” are all assemblages insofar “i. 

They are predominately assembled rather than painted, drawn, modeled, carved [and, I would 

add, written]” and “ii. Entirely or in part, their constituent parts are preformed natural or 

manufactured materials, objects, or fragments not intended as art materials” (Seitz, 1961, p. 

 
58 Dubuffet’s Assemblages d’empreintes is a catalogue and an exhibition of a collages-series made of butterfly 
wings in 1953. Dubuffet decided to name his work as assemblage (despite being two-dimensional) since he 
thought that “the term ‘collage’ should not be applied generically to all types of pasted art, but reserved for the 
collages made in the period 1910-1920 by the Dadaist, Picasso and Braque, etc.” (Seitz, 1961, p. 93). Later on, 
in 1954, Dubuffet expanded his method into three-dimensional works. 
59 The catalogue and exhibition included, among others, assemblages made by Futurist artists (Umberto 
Boccioni and Tommaso Marinetti); Cubists (George Braque and Pablo Picasso); Dada artists (Marcel Duchamp 
and Kurt Schwitters), Neo-Dada artists (Robert Rauschenberg and Allan Kaprow); and Surrealist artists (Joseph 
Cornell, Man Ray, André Breton and Meret Oppenheim). Apart from already mentioned works of Picasso (Still 
life with Chair Caning in 1912 and Guitar in 1912-14), Seitz considered a number of foundational works of 
assemblage art: Duchamp’s ready-mades (such as the Bicycle Wheel in 1913), Schwitters’s works (such as 
Merzbau in 1923-1937), Bocconi’s works (such as Fusion of a Head and a Window in 1911-12) and, naturally, 
Dubuffet’s collages (1953-56).  
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6). In this fashion, Seitz expanded the concept of the assemblage to include different 

techniques -visual or literary collages among them- as legitimate forms of assemblage. 

Naturally, Seitz’s expanded notion of the assemblage is not exempt from problems – such as 

specifying and further discussing the limits or the logical extension of the category. 

Nonetheless, Seitz importantly identified the assembling method as a fundamental change in 

the way of composing artworks beyond specific techniques and disciplines. Moreover, Seitz 

identifies that, beyond the artistic genre of the assemblage - defined as the arrangement of 

pieces into a three-dimensional media - there was a metaphysics, and I would add a poetics, 

of the assemblage. The assembler is the artist of juxtaposition. As such, the artist “can be 

both a metaphysician and (because his units are loosely related rather than expository) a poet 

who mingles attraction and repulsion, natural and human identification, ironic or naïve 

responses” (Seitz, 1961, p. 83). Also, seen from the 1960s, Seitz considered that “physically 

and metaphysically, assemblage is the ultimate outcome of the mode of juxtaposition initiated 

before 1900” (Seitz, 1961, p. 39). In other words, to Seitz the assemblage appeared as the 

last step in the evolution of different modes of (physical and metaphysical) juxtaposition. If 

juxtaposition started, as he shows, in the ‘liberation of words’ or the juxtaposition of words 

in poetry (Mallarmé, Tzara, Apollinaire and so on), then it evolved into the juxtaposition of 

images or visual collage (Picasso, Gris, Braque) and finally into the juxtaposition of objects 

into assemblages.60 Naturally, seen from the digital present, this seems a rather narrow 

picture. I might say that the last outcome of juxtaposition, beyond the digital collage, is 

perhaps augmented or extended reality insofar as it is a technique developing the 

juxtaposition of natural and digital perception.  

Now, regarding the specificity of the assemblage as an artistic genre as opposed to , 

on the one hand, collage, and on the other hand, to (traditional) sculpture and painting,61 there 

is an almost unlimited range of physical objects and material “stuff” (Brown, 2020, p. 285) 

that can be used to construct a piece of assemblage: manufactured objects, organic matter, 

 
60 Although it is not mentioned by Seitz, in music the principle and ‘metaphysics’ of juxtaposition of recorded 
sounds as raw material was fundamental for the elaboration of Concrete Music since the 1940s as theorized by 
Pierre Schaeffer.  
61 Since its very beginning pieces of assemblage presented themselves as a liminal and ambiguous genre – a 
hybrid in-between painting, sculpture and (expanded) collage. As Alfred Barr declared about Picasso’s 
Mandolin, assemblages are “neither sculpture nor painting nor architecture” (Seitz, 1961, p. 10). Similarly, 
Picasso himself stated: “now we are delivered from Painting and Sculpture, themselves already liberated from 
the imbecile tyranny of genres. It´s neither one thing nor another” (Richardson, 1996, p. 254).  
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other pieces of art, etc.62 For this reason, the previously mentioned critique of representation 

via the ‘incorporation of reality’ achieved new possibilities in the assemblage. These new 

aesthetic and critical possibilities superseded the possibilities of collage. Physical objects 

carry with them a determined function, meaning and an (economic, natural, social, artistic) 

value. The effect of the assemblage is thus “the liberation of objects” (Seitz, 1961, pp. 21-

71) from those pre-established and fixed functions, meanings and values, in order to create 

new (paradoxical) functions, meanings and values. This is the sense of ‘autonomy’ at stake 

in assemblage art. Importantly, the new aesthetic-critical function of the liberated objects is 

not representational nor declarative. Instead, it is inscribed in the physical objects themselves. 

That is, the materiality of the objects selected as well as the particular arrangement contain 

an immanent critique or comment to the ‘world’ (the social, moral, political and economic 

system) from which those materials were extracted. If one of the main targets of critique for 

the historical avant-gardes’ assemblages were bourgeois values and the aestheticist 

conception of art, for the neo-avant-garde the target corresponds to the capitalist mode of 

production and consumption of objects, that is, the production of objects as disposable and 

obsolescent commodities.63 

As I mentioned earlier, the majority of Martínez’s visual works consisted of a number 

of collages and ‘poetic objects’ (that is, pieces of assemblages) clearly influenced by 

Dadaism and Surrealism. Some of the ‘poetic objects’ constructed by Martínez are direct 

appropriations - with or without attribution- of specific Dada and Surrealist works of 

assemblage. For example, Martínez’s “El Señor del Tiempo” [The Lord of Time] (n. d.) 

 
62 Many Duchamp’s ready-mades, for instance, included a variety of manufactured objects -such as the famous 
urinal in Fountain (1917), a bottle rack in Bottle Rack (1914) or a snow shovel in In Advance of the Broken 
Arm (1915). The use of the urinal, bottle rack and snow shovel as ready-made, thus, implied the transformation 
of their original practical and ordinary purpose to become dysfunctional and paradoxical objects – which do not 
fit either in the category of artistic objects or ordinary objects. In other cases, assemblages included other kind 
of non-artistic materials such as organic material produced by the human body. Duchamp, for instance, includes 
his own pubic hair and seminal fluid in Boîte-en-valise deluxe examples (1935-41). In a similar irreverent (and 
scatological) fashion, Piero Manzoni makes Merda d’artista (1961) which consists of 50 tin cans filled with 30 
grams of “freshly preserved […] Artist’s Shit”. 
63 For instance, in the late 1960s, the Italian Movement Arte Povera used cheap and disposable materials for 
making assemblages. Likewise, Neo-Dada assemblages in the US employed all kind of found garbage (“junk 
art”). For instance, Robert Rauschenberg’s series of combines-painting during the 1960s and Allan Kaprow’s 
Yard in 1961. Especially relevant for Rauschenberg and other ‘junk artists’ was the quick degradation of certain 
commodities (such as technology, cloth, or the automotive industry) into waste and garbage. At stake is the 
dramatic transition of the same object (say an old cellphone) from being an object of desire (fetish in Marx) to 
being an object of abjection.  
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seems to be an appropriation -without attribution- of Man Ray’s “Indestructible Object” 

(1923).64  

 

 
 

 
Figure 0.1 “El Señor del Tiempo” (Martínez, n.d.) [left] and “Indestructible Object” (Man Ray, 

1923) [right].  
 
The experimental construction or the assembling of poetic objects played a crucial 

role in the elaboration of Martínez’s poetics. As Rivera-Scott (2013) states, regarding 

Martínez’s first exhibition “Objects” (1972)65, “Juan Luis builds a poetry of things, a poetry 

where […] words are things and even photographs are things” (n.p.). Indeed, Martínez’s 

 
64 Ray’s assemblage is made of a wooden metronome and a cutout photograph of an open eye affixed with a 
clip to the top of the metronome’s swinging arm. Martínez’s assemblage is also made of a wooden metronome. 
However, instead of an eye there is a skeleton figurine placed next to the bottom side of the metronome’s 
swinging arm. Ray’s assemblage works as a ‘poetic machine’ because it diverts the normal functioning of the 
metronome’s machine to create a new functionality. The beats of the metronome mark the speed of Ray’s 
brushstrokes and the eye, which moves along the swinging arm, represents the public’s eye (Schwarz, 1977). 
Martínez’s assemblage is also a poetic machine but it works in quite a different fashion. Martínez’s skeleton 
seems to be placed just to impede the movement of the metronome’s swinging arm. Therefore, Martínez’s 
assemblage proposes a poetic and philosophical reflection on death as the lack of movement or as the absence 
of time. In short, the concept proposed by Martínez’s assemblage seems to be quite literal: death is the lord of 
time. As we will see, death is one of the themes crossing many of Martínez’s works.  
65 Rivera-Scott was also the organizer and the curator of “Objetos” (1972) in the French-Chilean Culture 
Institute, Valparaíso. 
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poetics establish a relation of equivalence between material objects (“things”), on the one 

hand, and words and images (“signs”), on the other hand. Or, on other occasions, between 

words, on the one hand, and images, on the other hand. Doubtless, a real equivalence and 

correspondence between things and signs, or between signs belonging to different systems, 

is factually impossible since things and signs exist in different ontological registers. Thus, 

the notion of equivalence indicates a singular mode of interaction between things and signs.66 

For instance, observe how the problem of equivalences between fragmented words and 

fragmented images is presented in Martínez’s collage “3 Meditations on René Magritte” 

(1977) dedicated to M. Foucault.67  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 1.1 “3 Meditations on René Magritte” (Martínez, 1985) 

 

The notion of equivalence between signs and things and between signs of different 

semiotic regimes (words and images) indicates a crucial principle of Martínez’s artistic 

 
66 Specifically, it designates a mode of intervention of signs in things and things in signs, as well as between 
signs (especially images and words) belonging to different semiotic regimes. I will return to this point when 
presenting the relation between the components of Deleuzo-Guattarian’s assemblage. 
67 Evidently, Martínez’s collage is a visual response to the problematization of representation proposed by 
Magritte’s This is not a Pipe (1929) and elaborated by Foucault’s analysis of Magritte’s canvas also titled This 
is not a Pipe (1967).  
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method. That is, words and images are/should be treated as physical objects; and, conversely, 

physical objects are/should be treated as words/images.68 In this sense, I propose that part of 

the singularity of Martínez’s literary or poetic work (poems and books) lies in the application 

and systematic transposition of visual arts techniques (specifically visual collage and 

assemblage) to the literary or poetic realm. This means that Martínez not only made ‘literary 

collages’ (collages made of words or texts) but, more importantly, that Martínez’s conceived 

the poem and the book, themselves, as trans-semiotic and material assemblages.  

In Deleuzo-Guattarian terms, I claim that Martínez’s practice constantly 

deterritorialises literature into visual art and visual arts into literature. As a result, his work 

is neither literature nor visual art but the simultaneous becoming visual of literature and 

becoming literary of visual arts. The use of the terms ‘visual’, ‘concrete’, ‘expanded’, 

‘conceptual’ poetry, thus, are attempts to give a name to that becoming. Still, these artistic 

categories are important insofar as they contain a contested history of a minor tradition even 

within poetry. In this sense, Martínez’s poems and books should be taken as significant 

contribution made from the cultural periphery to an extended, but still minor, tradition which 

adopted collage, assemblage, cut-ups, and bricolage techniques within poetry and literature.69  

Expanding Rivera-Scott’s statements, I argue that Martínez’s main method of 

composition of both his literary and visual production is the assemblage method. In other 

words, I argue that not only Martínez’s poetic objects but also Martínez’s poems and books 

could be conceived of as works of artistic/poetic assemblage. Accordingly, I develop in detail 

how La Poesía Chilena (Chapter 2) and La Nueva Novela (Chapters 3 and 4) are two (artists’) 

books that have not been merely written but assembled. By assembling, I refer to the 

conceptual and material composition of the poems and the books. That is, each poem is made 

 
68 Certainly, the only reason to not include sounds and music within this formulation is that Martínez did not 
work that semiotic regime. There are, nonetheless, poems that reflect on silence, hearing and sound, and also 
one recording of Martínez reading some of his poems. Nonetheless, the parallel between Martínez’s project 
and, for instance, concrete music is strong and show a potentially interesting area of research.  
69 It is possible to trace a minor tradition of literary collages that influenced Martínez’s own work and to which 
Martínez’s work should be taken as a contribution. Apart from the already mentioned works of the historical 
avant-garde (Apollinaire, Tzara, Duchamp, and so on), I would include, among others, Pound’s The Cantos 
(1925), T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land (1922), N. Parra, A. Jodorowsky and E. Lihn’s El Quebrantahuesos (1952), 
and Burroughs’s cut ups poems (1978). Other famous literary collages such as W. Benjamin’s Arcades Project 
(1927-1940) and many ‘verbivocovisual’ compositions (1952-1962) made by the Brazilian Noigrandes 
Concrete Poetry Group could certainly be related with Martínez’s work. However, there is no evidence that 
Martínez had access to Benjamin’s Arcades Project or Noigrandes’s compositions (Rivera-Scott, 2019, my 
interview). 
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by juxtaposing different fragments of verbal and visual quotations of any nature or genre 

(fragment of poetry, advertisements, philosophy, science, politics, art theory, photos, 

drawings, etc.) on the page – the material support made of a specific kind of paper. On 

occasion, the poem could also incorporate three-dimensional objects (such as fish-hooks) or 

the poem is a tri-dimensional object (as happens with the plastic bag filled with Chilean soil 

in La Poesía Chilena). In this sense, each page or poem is either a collage or an assemblage. 

Also, like the fragments constituting the poems, the poems behave as fragments of the book. 

Thus, the reader needs to arrange (i.e. combine and organize) the poems in different series or 

sequences.70 In this sense, the ‘actual’ structure imposed by the binding of the pages is denied 

by the ‘virtual’ possibility of a number of fragmentary and non-linear readings – loops, 

regressions and jumps. Finally, both the poems and the books are considered by Martínez as 

fragments of a whole that is literature or poetry as such. As Martínez (2003) puts it:  

If one conceives poetry as the addition of all poems into one massive poem that runs 
throughout our history of language, regardless of its intensity or temperature, a poem 
would be only a part of that poem never finished, manifestly open (“manifiestamente 
abierto”) that constitute poetry (p. 103).  
 
As will become clearer once I have presented Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the 

assemblage, the concept of ‘Literature’ or ‘Poetry’ in Martínez refers to the largest whole or 

assemblage made of all the poems. However, ‘Poetry’ should not be considered as a unified 

or finished whole. Instead, it presents as an always unfinished and transforming machine, 

that changes its nature and function each time a new work or a new event is produced. The 

whole of this assemblage, thus, is constantly in formation according to the strange relations 

among its disparate elements – all the more disparate if, as I have emphasised, all sorts of 

visual, material and verbal fragments are allowed. The elements remain eternally fragments, 

and the whole never totalizes. The fragments are not pieces of a puzzle, but embodiments of 

ontological pure-differences – differences without identity. As such, we can only mix the 

‘pieces’ in different arrangements or eliminate some and add some others, but the 

organisation of the pieces would never reconstitute a unified, original and organic image as 

is possible with pieces of a puzzle. 

 
70 For example, in La Nueva Novela some of the sequences and series (including loops) are suggested in the 
same book (especially in the footnotes and the appendix). This contrasts with Principio de Incertidumbre, where 
there is no information about how to arrange the images. Therefore, the work is open to creative appropriation.  
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Let me now refer to one of the specific media employed by Martínez: the book as an 

assembled object or a work of assemblage art. The notion of the book as an assembled object 

is closely related to the genre of the artists’ book, an experimental genre in-between literature, 

visual arts, and, sometimes, philosophy. In this fashion, it would be useful to also define La 

Nueva Novela, La Poesía Chilena and, to some extent, El Poeta Anónimo and Principio de 

Incertidumbre as examples of artists’ books. Although there is no consensus regarding the 

necessary features of an artists’ book,71 the Chilean book artist Guillermo Deisler expresses 

the basic tenet of this genre as follows: “The book is an art object, just like a sculpture or a 

painting, and, therefore, it is a means of artistic expression, just like painting or sculpture or 

any other technique” (Varas, 2014, p. 61). In the case of Martínez, I would add to Deisler’s 

definition that the book is not only an artistic object or a means of artistic expression but also 

a non-artistic object and a means of anti-artistic expression in the Dadaist fashion. In other 

words, like Duchamp Martínez is not merely claiming recognition of his book as a ‘work of 

art’ or as an ‘artists’ book’. Instead, the aim is also to suspend or to deconstruct the 

institutional power which establishes what constitutes an (original and authentic) ‘art’ object 

as opposed to an ordinary object. As a consequence, Martínez’s artists’ books’ readership 

and ‘thinkership’ (Goldsmith, 2011) are required to interact with the book by means of 

manipulation, drawing, deductions of the ‘rule of the game’, touching the pages, responding 

the absurd questions, creating new variations to the problems proposed, and so on.  

Book artists and theorists of book artists challenge the accepted concept of the book 

(both physical and digital) to propose that a book is a physical, digital and metaphysical body 

of yet unknown capacities and possibilities. According to Drucker (2014), the artists’ book 

incorporates a burning questioning for the being of the book as both a metaphysical and a 

material problem.72 As she emphasises, the “philosophical and poetic legacy is an integral 

 
71 Although there is not an established definition of an artists’ book, Drucker (2014) proposes the existence of 
some defining elements, such as self-reflexivity: “An artists’ book should be a book by an artist self-conscious 
about book form, rather than merely a highly artistic book” (p. 21). Thus, the Livre d’artiste, illustrated books, 
children’s books and photography books are not artists’ books, since they do not necessarily incorporate a self-
reflection of its form – that is, its physical and conceptual structure. Naturally, the incorporation of self-
reflexivity is not restricted to verbal statement, but it can be embedded in the very construction of the book.  
72 In The New Art of Making Books (1975/1980), the Mexican theorist and book artist Ulises Carrión proposes 
a useful distinction to explain the material dimension of artist books. Carrión makes a provocative distinction 
between the “old” and the “new” art of making books. The distinction, it should be mentioned, is dramatised 
since the text operates as an artists’ book manifesto. In the “old art”, states Carrión (1980), the writer only 
produces texts and, therefore, the book itself is reduced to be “a case of words” (p. 7). In the “new art”, in 
contrast, the writer or the poet not only writes texts but also executes the whole process of the book making – 
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aspect of the artists’ book identity” (Drucker, 2014, p. 24). In this sense, she states that an 

artists’ book is not a specific thing but a field of experimentation around the concept of the 

book.  

 So far, I have stated the importance of assemblage (and collage) as a poetic and 

artistic technique employed in the composition of Martínez’s work. Now, I will define the 

metaphysical and ontological dimension operating through the notion of assemblage in 

Martínez’s work. In proposing this philosophical dimension of Martínez’s assemblages, I will 

draw on the concept (and the model) of assemblage [agencement] as developed by Deleuze 

and Guattari (1972; 1975; 1980).73  

 

1.3.2 The Ontological Notion of Assemblage by Deleuze and Guattari 
 

The concept of agencement plays a crucial role in Deleuze and Guattari’s work. Whilst its 

ontological origins can be traced back to Deleuze’s Difference and Repetition (1968/2016)74 

and Logic of Sense (1969/2015), its psychological (or schizoanalytical), political and 

institutional dimension is clearly laid out in Guattari’s Molecular Revolution (1977/1984) 

and The Machinic Unconscious: Essays in Schizoanalysis (1979/2011). In this sense, the 

concept of the assemblage corresponds to the powerful encounter between Deleuze and 

Guattari’s thought75 and it is particularly important for the Anti-Oedipus (1972/2004), Kafka: 

Towards a Minor Literature76 (1975/2016), and, overall, for A Thousand Plateaus 

 
that is, design, printing, binding, distribution, and so on (Carrión, 1980, p. 11). In other words, the ‘new’ writer 
is responsible for the entirety of the assembling process of the artists’ book. As previously mentioned, Martínez 
assumed the entire responsibility for the making of each copy of La Nueva Novela and La Poesía Chilena.  
73 Although I engage with Deleuze and Guattari’s works as my principal philosophical sources to read 
Martínez’s works, throughout the thesis I also discuss a number of important arguments developed by J. Derrida, 
R. Barthes, M. Foucault, M. Blanchot, G. Bachelard, and W. Benjamin. I draw on these other arguments in 
specific parts of the thesis to analyse specific aspects of Martínez’s work. However, I utilise the concept of the 
assemblage as my over-arching theoretical approach to Martínez’s work. 
74 As Smith proposes, the concept of the assemblage in Deleuze and Guattari works accomplish a similar 
function to the notion of the simulacrum developed by Deleuze in Difference and Repetition and Logic of Sense. 
As such, simulacra are systems of pure differences. The notion of pure differences is also fundamental for the 
elaboration of Deleuze’s immanent ontology of difference in Difference and Repetition. I return to the notion 
of simulacrum in relation to Martínez’s work in Chapter 1.  
75 Deleuze and Guattari co-authored four main works: Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia 
(1972/2004); Kafka: Towards a Minor Literature (1975/2016); A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia (1980/2009); and What is Philosophy (1991/2015). 
76 Henceforth, Kafka.  
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(1980/2009). In my thesis I engage mostly with the concept of the assemblage developed in 

A Thousand Plateaus and Kafka.77 

Deleuzo-Guattarian agencement78 differs from the common image of the assemblage 

as a static and unified collection of diverse (actual) objects. Instead, a Deleuzo-Guattarian 

agencement constitutes a whole that connects heterogeneous elements and put them to work 

together. A crucial point is the different meaning of the whole implied in the common versus 

the philosophical notion of the assemblage proposed by Deleuze and Guattari. Whereas an 

ordinary assemblage could be conceived of as an “unitarian whole” made of fragments or 

pieces (for instance, a puzzle), the philosophical (or ontological) assemblage is particularly 

critical of the notion of unity and totality. In fact, the philosophical assemblage is the opposite 

of a totalizing structure (DeLanda, 2006) or an organic unity. As Nail (2017) states “[t]he 

pieces composing an ontological assemblage are not parts that “all work together like the 

organs of the human body [where] each organ performs a function in the service of 

reproducing its relations with the other parts and ultimately the harmony of the whole 

organism” (p. 23). By the same token, I would say the ‘pieces’ or the components of an 

ontological assemblage are not like pieces of a puzzle which, once they are ‘assembled’, 

constitute a (pre-given) unity, totality or logos. Instead, the ‘pieces’ of the philosophical 

assemblage are like the “infinite, successive addition of fabric in patchwork” (Smelik, 2016, 

p. 165). Or, as I claim, like the pieces composing (some) artistic assemblages. 

I argue that there is a significant connection between the Deleuzo-Guattarian 

agencement and Martínez’s artistic assemblages79. This is because Martinez’s artistic 

assemblages cannot be reduced to a mere static whole, joined and unified gathering, simple 

 
77 What is Philosophy barely mentions the concept of assemblage. Similarly, it is practically absent in Deleuze’s 
works after What is Philosophy. Guattari, in contrast, kept developing the concept of assemblage in the majority 
of his works after A Thousand Plateaus such as Schizoanalytic Cartographies (1989), The Three Ecologies 
(1989), and Chaosmosis: An Ethico-Aesthetic Paradigm (1995).  
78 The word agencement derives from the French verb agencer which means to arrange, to lay out, to dispose, 
to fit up, to combine, to order, or to piece together (Buchanan, 2020). Correspondingly, the noun agencement 
refers to “the process of arranging, organising, and fitting together” (Livesey, 2013, p. 18)  
79 I do believe, as well, that there is a strong connection not yet formulated between Deleuzo-Guattarian 
agencement and assemblage art in general. The antecedents to support this claim could be found in the 
references to assemblage works given by Deleuze and Guattari (for instance, the references to Borg and 
Rauschenberg’s Merz in What is Philosophy?). However, I will not defend that general argument in my thesis, 
since it requires a much more specific analysis of different forms of assemblage art. Currently there are only a 
few people working on this research line. Brown (2020), for instance, argues that assemblage art could be read 
as the pre-history of the agencement.  
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aggregate of diverse entities or unified wholes. On the contrary, Martínez’s assemblages are 

in a permanent state of alteration and transformation. Moreover, his work has been 

dramatically changing following his death, and, especially during the last few years. Each 

new posthumous publication and some discoveries made by researchers have significantly 

altered Martínez’s work – as I show in Chapter 1. In this fashion, I argue there is a strong 

metaphysical dimension informing Martínez’s work which corresponds, to a great degree, to 

the notion of the agencement.  

I will also argue that the core of Martínez’s metaphysics is not found in some verbal 

statements about philosophical or artistic themes but in the very process of composition of 

his works and specifically through a radical practice of appropriation of others’ works which 

functions through a process dis- and re- assembling. Yet, the key point of the compositional 

process is that it should be repeated by the reader. Being the reader, the real author, the 

appropriation (through dis- and re-assembling) must keep going eternally. In sum, Martínez’s 

assemblages should be taken as a work in progress; that is, in a Deleuzian becoming.  

In order to outline the basic theoretical coordinates I employ during the thesis, below 

I present a synthesised and schematic version of the fundamental structure and components 

of the agencement, as well as the connections between the agencement and other intimately 

related philosophical concepts developed by Deleuze and Guattari: deterritorialization, 

reterritorialization, plane of immanence, desire, and the rhizome. Throughout the thesis, I 

develop these concepts in relation to Martínez’s own metaphysical and artistic assemblages.  

According to Deleuze and Guattari (2009), an assemblage is “a tetravalent concept” 

(p. 98). This means that both the abstract concept of the assemblage as well as each concrete 

assemblage could be seen as constituted of a horizontal and a vertical axis, with each axis 

also composed of two sides, segments or dimensions. Whereas the horizontal axis defines 

what we could understand as the components of the assemblage and the set of relations among 

those components, the vertical axis defines what we could understand as the level of stability 

as well as the process of genesis and dissolution of the assemblage. 

One side of the horizontal axis (referred to as the machinic assemblage”) connects 

bodies, actions, and passions (the “content”), whilst the other side (the collective assemblage 

of enunciation”) connects “[speech] acts and statements” and produces “incorporeal 

transformations” attributed to bodies (the “expression”) (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 98). 
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Whereas the “machinic” side connects (corporeal) “things” – “an intermingling of [human 

and non-human] bodies reacting to one another”, the “collective assemblage” connects 

(incorporeal) signs of any nature -verbal, visual, scientific, etc. (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, 

pp. 98-99).80  

Both sides of the assemblage co-exist on the same level and interact constantly in a 

non-hierarchical fashion. Both sides are reciprocally presupposed. Signs and enunciations 

intervene in bodies or state of affairs (for instance, speech acts generate “incorporeal” 

transformation in concrete human bodies) and bodies intervene in signs (for instance, animal 

bodies generate sexual signs). Due to the intense interaction of bodies and signs, new and 

unexpected ‘machinic’ connections among all sorts of constituted and non-constituted 

objects (more precisely, components of semiotisation and subjetification) are constantly 

produced making the assemblage, as a whole, operate in constant transformation.  

Regarding the vertical axis of the assemblage, Deleuze and Guattari (2009) 

distinguish between two sides: “territorial sides or reterritorial sides, which stabilize it, and 

cutting edges of deterritorialization, which carry it away” (p. 98). Like the semiotic and 

material sides of the horizonal axis, the (re)territorial and de-territorializing components co-

exist in the same assemblage. As DeLanda (2006) notes: “one and the same assemblage can 

have components working to stabilise its identity as well as components forcing it to change 

or even transforming it into a different assemblage” (p. 13).  

The territorial or stratified side of the assemblage faces what Deleuze and Guattari 

call the ‘strata’. The strata are composed of solidified, fixed, informed or organised matter. 

The generation of strata, or the process of stratification, occurs as “acts of capture” which 

“imprison[s] intensities or lock[s] singularities into systems of resonance and redundancy” 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 45). In the strata there is little or no desire circulating. For 

Deleuze and Guattari there are biological, geological and anthropomorphic strata. When 

 
80 To be more precise, both the “machinic assemblage of bodies” and the “collective assemblage of enunciation” 
also have internal distinctions. Within the former, Deleuze and Guattari distinguish between the “substance of 
bodies” and the “form of bodies”. Within the latter, Deleuze and Guattari distinguish between the “regimes of 
signs” and the “substance of signs” (Adkins, 2018, p. 38). In this sense, the opposition proposed does not 
coincide with the traditional dichotomy between the material and immaterial, or body and mind. That said, 
during my analysis I will not engage with all the distinctions and complexities of the model of assemblage 
proposed by Deleuze and Guattari since I think that they add excessive and unnecessary complexity to the idea 
of the assemblage. In this sense, I agree with the intention of simplifying and clarifying the concept of the 
assemblage as argued and enacted by Manuel DeLanda, Jane Bennett and Bruno Latour, among others.  
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discussing Martínez’s work certain kinds of social and artistic strata are particularly relevant. 

Specifically, the stratified concepts of the individual authorship (Chapter 1), national identity 

(Chapter 2), nuclear family and individual childhood (Chapter 4), and, of course, the book – 

discussed in all of the chapters.  

 The processes of deterritorialization “free up the fixed relationship that contains a 

body all the while exposing it to new organizations” (Parr, 2014, p. 69). Deterritorialization, 

also referred to as “line of flight”, designates the movement of creativity by which something 

escapes or departs from a given territory (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 508). The movement 

of deterritorialization is often followed by reterritorialization, this is, a new stabilisation in a 

being, an object, an apparatus or system (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009). Depending on the kind 

of reterritorialization, deterritorialization could be negative (or totally reterritorialized), 

positive (relatively reterritorialized) or absolute (not reterritorialized).81  

For instance, if we analyse the present thesis as an Deleuzo-Guattarian assemblage, 

the ‘machinic assemblage’ operative in the making of the thesis would correspond to the 

interaction between my own body (the different bodily states for four and a half years), the 

bodies of hundreds of books accumulated in my room, the body of the computer and my two 

external screens, my desk, chair and board, my room as well as all the spaces I visited in 

order to conduct this research (the Universities of Warwick, Birmingham, Oxford, the British 

Library, the Chilean National Library, Tate Library, Philadelphia Museum of Art, MoMA, 

Tate Modern, Chilean Gallery D21, among others). Likewise, the bodily encounters between 

my body and all the people I interviewed (Martínez’s scholars, relatives and friends, as well 

as other Chilean poets and book makers) and met in conferences and workshops in the UK, 

US, Chile, Spain, and Belgium during the four years. Also, between the ‘molecular’ bodies 

of Coronavirus infecting human and animal bodies (my own, as well as my partner’s and 

housemates’) and causing the restriction of human contact. And the interaction between the 

bodies of thousands of Chilean police and military who have been brutally repressing the 

 
81 A negative deterritorialization happens when the deterritorializing power of a linguistic ‘signified’ is blocked 
by the ‘signifier’. A relative deterritorialization happens when the deterritorializing power of a subjective 
passion or desire is partially realised by acts of satisfaction or pleasure, and then, segmented and relatively 
blocked. An absolute deterritorialization happens when a work of art, an event, a collective action, a body, etc., 
does not reterritorialize, but instead goes further until connecting to the Cosmos (of the plane of immanence) 
and creating a ‘new land’. In other words, it might be said that an absolute deterritorialization is a radical passage 
to the plane of immanence or an absolute movement that connects “a” body or “a” life to a smooth space 
(Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 560).  
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Chilean people (the body of the multitude) following the October 2019 riots against Chile’s 

neoliberal, patriarchal and racist society – the most important socio-political event that has 

occurred in Chile after the fall of the Dictatorship in 1989.  

On the other side, the ‘collective assemblage of enunciation’ of this thesis 

encompasses the verbal and visual flow of (trans- and in-disciplinary) signs I have 

constructed by assembling text and images made by Martínez, Duchamp, Deleuze, Guattari, 

Derrida, Blanchot, Mallarmé, Carroll, Bachelard, and a long chain of other authors, as well 

as their respective commentators. Also, the collective enunciation of this thesis involves all 

the people -my supervisors, colleagues, friends, my partner and strangers- with whom I had 

exchanged my thoughts about the subjects presented in this thesis. Likewise, it comprises the 

innumerable discourses of Chilean President Sebastián Piñera invoking Carl Schmitt’s 

(2007) doctrine of the “internal enemy” (p. 46) to, once again, politically justify the violation 

of human rights by the Chilean police and the military.82  

The thesis as an assemblage emerges through the innumerable micro-interventions 

between the collective voices informing the thesis and the passion and machinic bodies of 

the thesis. Finally, insofar as the thesis not only responds to my desire to experiment with 

Martínez’s works but also to the necessity of obtaining an institutional accreditation, I had to 

“reterritorialize” the lines of flight proposed by Martínez himself and his own parody of 

institutional disciplinary knowledge. In this sense, unlike Martínez’s assemblages, the 

‘consistency’ of the thesis lies in the logical coherence and development of the argument. 

Nonetheless, I hope my analysis could motivate the readers to create their own 

deterritorialization and lines of flight.  

The concept of the agencement cannot be fully explained by itself or detached from 

a constellation of related concepts within which it is embedded. As Deleuze and Guattari 

believe, concepts are always conceptual systems. Each concept only makes sense in relation 

to a set of concepts. Indeed, perhaps the most difficult translation issue is that the agencement 

does not merely refer to a single concept but rather to a particular philosophical model which 

congregates a number of related concepts and processes. Other crucial concepts that I refer 

 
82 Also, it includes a number of similar discourses and speech acts made by Bolsonaro and Trump that actualize 
the meaning of fascism and neoliberalism. Relatedly, in the UK, the discourse of Boris Johnson before and after 
Brexit and mismanaging the administration of the Pandemic within the borders of a non-longer European United 
Kingdom. 
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to during the thesis and that are presupposed in the notion of the assemblage are the notion 

of the machine, desire and the rhizome.  

The notion of the ‘machine’ operative in Deleuze and Guattari’s work does not refer 

to a ‘mechanical’ entity, nor does it perform a mechanical process. There is no certainty of 

how the machine works and we cannot predict what the machine will produce. Rather, the 

Deleuzo-Guattarian machine signals this productive, creative and connective function proper 

of the assemblage. Accordingly, the Deleuzo-Guattarian machine exhibits a number of 

‘machinic’ processes, and it is constituted by several complex mechanisms.  

The machine should be read in relation to Deleuze’s and Guattari’s conception of the 

unconscious as a social, productive and affirmative process. This ‘machinic unconscious’ 

was elaborated by Deleuze and Guattari to counteract the Freudian psychoanalytic 

conception of the unconscious as an ‘theatre’ that represents individual desire and, ultimately, 

traps subjective desire in codified and universal representations of familiar complexes. On 

the contrary, Deleuze and Guattari present the unconscious as a ‘factory’ or a machine which 

produces -or releases- anarchic and collective desire. In contrast to psychoanalytical theories, 

Deleuze and Guattari intend to de-individualise and de-sexualise the notion of desire (Ross, 

2013). The philosophical notion of desire they propose conceives desires as a social and 

impersonal production that connects heterogeneous elements, or that allows ‘pure intensities’ 

or ‘pure differences’ to freely cross through the assemblages. As Buchanan (2020) asserts, if 

everything is ultimately connected is because it is connected at the abstract level of 

immanence. Overall desire is for Deleuze and Guattari a philosophical concept related to the 

fundamental notion of immanence –I will address it briefly. I would say that desire is the 

metaphysical ‘glue’ used to ‘paste’ the heterogeneous fragments as components of the same 

assemblage, or desire is what connects different assemblages via ‘lines of flight’.  

The notion of desire proposed by Deleuze and Guattari is particularly critical of the 

conception of desire as ‘lack’, pleasure or internal phantasy.83 For Deleuze and Guattari, 

 
83 Deleuze and Guattari are critical of psychoanalytic definitions of desire as lack or negative law - when desire 
is “externally organised in relation to prohibitions” (Ross, 2013, p. 66). Also, Deleuze and Guattari challenge 
the notion of desire as pleasure and satisfaction. They reject the notion of desire as factual impossibility or 
private phantasy (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009). I do not comment further on these aspects since I do not discuss 
psychoanalytic theory in depth in my thesis. In brief, I think a psychoanalytical approach would lead my 
research towards questions and problems necessarily rooted in hermeneutics. I avoid that path since my 
principal aim is not to explain the ‘meaning’ or the ‘meanings’ of Martínez’s work with regard to 
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whenever we think of desire as lack, pleasure or private phantasy we are actually interrupting 

the real flow of desire. To reconstitute the flow of desire we could engage in experimental 

practices of different kinds that enable us to construct our ‘body without organs’ or the field 

of immanence. It is in that plane where desire expresses as it really is, that is, a continuous 

and positive force. If we follow Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of desire we should be 

especially critical about where (that is, in which social formations) we are investing our 

desire. Are we investing, or ‘assembling’, our desire in forms of symbolic recognition – that 

is artistic, academic or professional recognition? Or, for instance, in the model of a ‘perfect’ 

body (a healthy and sexually attractive) generated by advertisement? In these or other cases, 

we should be aware that we are investing and assembling our desire into different kinds of 

social and capitalistic machines which, quite likely will introduce ‘lack’ into our desire. As 

Smith (2012) notes:  

Why do we invest in a social system that constantly represses us, thwarts our interest, 
and introduces lack in our lifes? Theoretically, the answer is quite straightforward: it 
is because our desires – that is, our drives and affects- are not our own. They are, if I 
can put it in this way, part of the capitalist infrastructure; they are not simply our own 
individual mental or psychic realities (p. 186). 
 
In the case of Martínez, this will be especially important regarding his practices and 

strategies to avoid the investing of desire into the machine of artistic recognition and to, 

instead, invest the desire in the uninterrupted production of artistic works with or without 

recognition. 

As I have suggested, at the bottom of the philosophical notion of desire is desire as 

immanence: “there is a field of immanence in which desire lacks nothing and therefore cannot 

be linked to any external or transcendent criterion” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 174). 

Immanence is perhaps one of the most complicated and, at the same time, most important 

notions of Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy. To begin with, immanence is not a concept 

but, as said, a “plane” or a “matrix of intensity” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 170). There 

are many images provided by Deleuze (alone and with Guattari) to render this plane 

thinkable. Immanence is referred as a ‘Body without Organs”; as a “full egg”; as 

“nonstratified, unformed, intense matter” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 170); as the “virtual” 

 
psychoanalytical theory, but instead I aim to describe the complex machinery of Martínez’s assemblages in 
order to provide clues about how to re-assemble or to experiment with Martínez’s work.  
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realm of reality, this is, a transcendental field of “pure differences”; as “a life” (an 

“impersonal yet singular life” (Deleuze, 2005, p. 28) which precedes and co-exists with the 

life of an individual); as a ‘smooth space’ (an absolute, unmeasurable and infinite space 

occupied by intensities and events) (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009). 

All these complex images and descriptions share the basic notion of immanence as a 

monism (more precisely, Spinozian Univocal Ontology), as a sort of autonomous and self-

subsisting metaphysical ‘matrix’ from where reality is being constantly produced and 

transformed. In Deleuzian terms: “Absolute immanence is in itself: it is not in something, to 

something; it does not depend on an object or belong to a subject. In Spinoza, immanence is 

not immanence to substance; rather, substance and modes are in immanence” (Deleuze, 2005, 

p. 26). Deleuzian’s immanence relies on the concept of ‘difference in itself’. Like Derrida, 

Deleuze is fundamentally a philosopher of difference. Difference has been ‘traditionally’ 

thought (Aristotle) as a relative difference, this is, as a difference between constituted 

elements or concepts (or two identities) or a difference of degree amongst items presupposed 

identical. In both cases, the relative notion of difference subsumes difference into an identity 

or a concept. Deleuze, instead, claims for the inversion between difference and identity. 

According to Deleuze (2016), ‘difference in itself’ is prior to any identity, sameness or 

concept, because difference in itself is absolute, is real and is tantamount to being. Being 

itself is difference and Becoming is the process of being differing in itself. In this sense, the 

concept of a difference in itself posits difference as the basis of an immanent and univocal 

ontology. Deleuze’s concept of difference does not attempt to deny the conceptual existence 

of identity – either as a metaphysical and logical concept or as psychic identification (self-

identity) - or the existence of individuated material bodies. Instead, what Deleuze attempts is 

to analyse the genesis (and dissolution) of both mental and physical identities as a process of 

differentiation and individuation that takes place in the realm of the pre-individual or the 

plane of immanence. For this reason, Deleuze’s model is an onto-genetic model. Deleuze 

proposes that the notion of identity, sameness, the original and authenticity attributed to 

objects, people or concepts are actually effects produced by a simulacra – that is, a system of 

differences.  

As I have highlighted, the concept of the assemblage presupposes the notion of the 

machine, desire, plane of immanence and difference in itself. Also, the concept of the 
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assemblage cannot be detached from the notion of the rhizome. Indeed, Deleuze and Guattari 

(2009) introduce the concept of the rhizome in order to define, with more precision, the 

connective structure characteristic of the assemblage.84 For this reason, I will finish this 

section by presenting the notion of the rhizome. Deleuze and Guattari construct their 

philosophical concept of the rhizome by elaborating some of the botanic features of the 

rhizome such as the ‘horizontal’ and indefinite growth of the rhizome as opposed to the model 

of roots and trees.85 In this sense, they propose in Kakfa (1972) a ‘rhizomatic method’ to 

make an experimental reading of Kafka’s novels and stories. The rhizomatic method consists 

of entering into Kafka’s works “by any point whatsoever [since] none matters more than 

another, and no entrance is more privileged” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2016, p. 3). Once ‘inside’ 

of the work, they would proceed to ‘map’ the rhizome; that is, to describe the relations 

between different points of the rhizome in order to allow the reader to freely experiment with 

Kafka’s machines.  

Later on, in Rhizome (1975) and A Thousand Plateaus (1980)86 Deleuze and Guattari 

formalise the main characteristic or principles of the rhizome.87 The rhizome is now 

presented as a new model of thinking, or, in Deleuzian terms, as a new “image of thought”; 

an image which defines thought as a “acentered, nonhierarchical, nonsignifying system […] 

defined solely by a circulation of states” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 23). The ‘new’ image 

of thought given by the rhizome attempts to debunk the ‘traditional’ and predominant image 

 
84 On some occasions the terms ‘rhizome’ and ‘assemblage’ are employed interchangeably by Deleuze and 
Guattari. However, more specifically the rhizome refers to “one possible form of organisation internal to an 
assemblage [connecting different elements within and between each side of the assemblage] and externally in 
its relation to other assemblages. It refers to the possibility of making connections, either to form an assemblage 
or to join one assemblage with another” (I. Buchanan, January 18, 2021, personal communication). For this 
reason, Deleuze and Guattari (2009) state that “a rhizome ceaselessly establishes connection between semiotic 
chains, organisations of power, and circumstances relative to the arts, sciences, and social struggles” (p. 8).  
85 In botany, a rhizome is “a horizontal underground plant stem capable of producing the shoot and root systems 
of a new plant” (Britannica, n.d., n.p.). 
86 The short book Rhizome (1975) was later included, with minor modifications, as the introduction of A 
Thousand Plateaus (1980/2009).  
87 Some of the principles of the rhizome indicated by Deleuze and Guattari (2009) corresponds to the principles 
of i) connection and heterogeneity, which establishes that “any point of a rhizome can be connected to anything 
other, and must be” (p. 7) ii) multiplicity which defines the rhizome as an (ontological) multiplicity. According 
to Deleuze and Guattari (2009), the multiplicity has neither object nor subject, but “only determinations, 
magnitudes, and dimensions that cannot increase in number without the multiplicity changing in nature” (p. 9) 
Importantly, a multiplicity cannot be subsumed (or ‘overcoded’) under a notion of unity or the One. Moreover, 
“the notion of unity (unité) appears only when there is a power takeover in the multiplicity by the signifier or a 
corresponding subjectification proceeding” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 9) iii) “asignifying rupture”: A 
rhizome might be broken at any point and still it will continue to “grow”, following previous lines or creating 
new lines (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 13). 
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of thought as a ‘tree’ or an ‘arborescent system’. Arborescent or tree structures have always 

been the dominant scheme in Western culture. As de Beistegui (2018) argues: “[i]t is 

important to emphasise the taxonomic as well as symbolic value of the image of the tree: we 

use it to define how we think, know and make sense of the world, and ourselves; but we also 

use it to distinguish, classify and order” (p. 14). Tree structures are hierarchical systems of 

ordering, descending from the universal to the particular, which operates by dichotomies. 

Deleuze and Guattari argue that tree structures are found in practically every domain.88 

However, the opposition between the rhizome, on the one hand, and tree and the roots, on 

the other, should not be taken as the formulation of another dichotomy. On the contrary, 

Deleuze and Guattari insist that the rhizome and the tree are not exclusionary categories but 

that they are always intertwined within the same assemblage. According to Deleuze and 

Guattari, rhizomes grow or appear within arborescent systems of any kind (political, artistic, 

social, ontological, epistemological, familial). Whenever a rhizome disrupts the arborescent 

structure, a movement of deterritorialization takes place. As a consequence, the assemblage 

changes its nature. However, the rhizome can always be re-territorialized by adopting an 

arborescent structure.  

Among the numerous kinds of assemblages and rhizomatic systems exposed by 

Deleuze and Guattari there is one that will be particularly important to analyse in Martínez’s 

work: the notion of the book as an assemblage, a rhizome or a ‘little machine’. The rhizomatic 

book disrupts the traditional function of the book as representation or imitation of (events of) 

the world. Also, it attacks the traditional image of the book as ‘root-book’, that is, the classical 

book “constituted by the interiority of a substance or subject” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 

10) or by “noble, signifying, and subjective organic interiority (the strata of the book)” 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 5). On the contrary, the rhizomatic book is fully open to the 

outside or the plane of immanence. In other words, instead of imitating or reproducing the 

world, the book produces multiple relations and connections with the world – in this sense, 

the book is a ‘little machine’. As Deleuze and Guattari (2009) note: “The ideal for a book 

 
88 Tree structures are found in narratives and myths (for instance, the tree of life and the tree of knowledge of 
good and evil in the Bible, genesis); Linguistics (for instance, Chomsky’s generative grammar); Biology 
(Darwin’s tree of evolution), Informatics, Genealogy, Philosophy, among others. Regarding Philosophy, 
consider the family tree of Porphyry which, actualizing Aristotle’s categories, taxonomizes things according to 
genus, species and differentiae or Descartes’s tree of knowledge. 
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would be to lay everything out on a plane of exteriority of this kind, on a single page, the 

same sheet: lived events, historical determinations, concepts, individuals, groups, social 

formations” (p. 10).  

 Also, according to Deleuze and Guattari (2009), the rhizomatic book “has neither 

object nor subject” (p. 4). This means that both attributing the book to an individual subject 

(an individual author) or asking for the ‘meaning’ of a book is “to overlook that the book is 

made of variously formed matters, and very different dates and speeds” (Deleuze & Guattari, 

2009, p. 4). As they argue: “We will never ask what a book means, as signified or signifier; 

we will not look for anything to understand in it. We will ask what it functions with, in 

connection with what other things it does or not does transmit intensities” (Deleuze & 

Guattari, 2009, p. 4).  

As I will show throughout the thesis, the conception of the rhizomatic-book is a 

powerful (ontological) complement to the concept of the artists’ book and it is fundamental 

to my reading of Martínez’s work as both ontological and artistic assemblages.  

 One of the consequences of conceiving of Martínez’s work as an ontological and 

artistic assemblage will be to challenge a traditional hermeneutic approach. The focus of the 

analysis will not be to decode and interpret ‘hidden meanings’, ‘author’s intentions’, or 

‘secret symbols’ that a certain poem/book supposedly conveys qua representation of an 

external reality or as expression of Martínez’s own individual subjectivity. Instead, I will 

attempt to show the mechanisms, components and effects of Martínez’s ‘poetic machine’. I 

take interpretation as yet another effect of the machine. In this sense, beyond providing new 

interpretations of Martínez’s works (which I also do), I ultimately aim to conceptualise the 

poetic machine that Martínez built. To accomplish this task, I will proceed by, firstly, 

describing and ‘mapping’ Martínez’s assemblages (their configurations, elements, intrinsic 

logic, and interaction with other assemblages) and, secondly, by determining the specific 

‘effects’ of deterritorialization or becoming that they produce on certain strata: the author-

strata, the reader-strata, the artwork-strata, and the socio-political milieu. By following this 

methodological procedure, I believe it is possible to better understand not only the 

complexity of Martínez’s poetic machines but also the singularity of Martínez’s poetic 

thinking and compositional processes.  
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 The methodology I have outlined above demonstrates my appropriation of Deleuze 

and Guattari’s notion of assemblage. Throughout the thesis I explore the complex relations 

between the literary, philosophical, artistic, historical and political discourses intertwined in 

Martínez’s works, as well as the effects of these relations. In order to produce a certain 

argumentative consistency, I have prioritised the analysis of Martínez’s individual works -in 

particular La Poesía Chilena and La Nueva Novela- presenting them as independent poetic 

machines in separate chapters. However, I also consider these individual works as machines 

that connect with each other, as well as with the social, political, and historical ‘outside’ of 

the work.   

One of the limitations of focusing primarily on Martínez’s visual and literary 

assemblages and appropriations is that I was not always able to develop the philosophical 

assemblages and philosophical appropriations informing Deleuze’s and Guattari’s own 

philosophies in depth.89 Additionally, I had to limit the extensive philosophical debate 

between contrasting positions, for example of Deleuze and Guattari, Derrida, Blanchot and 

Foucault, in order to stay closer to the specificities of Martínez’s work.  

  

1.4 Archival Research and Interviews  

 

In order to analyse and situate Martínez’s work, alongside in depth reading and philosophical 

poetic analysis of his production, I have also conducted archival and interview research in 

Chile, the UK and the US between 2016 and 2020. The principal aim of the archival research 

was to find and analyse difficult to access cited and hidden sources appropriated by Martínez. 

The secondary aim was to find and analyse difficult to access sources from the time of 

Martínez’s publications and which share compositional, stylistic or artistic features.90 I 

conducted archival research in Chile (January 2017-2020) in the National Library of Chile, 

Art Gallery D21 and CEDOC (Research Center for Visual Arts). In my archival research in 

the National Library of Chile I discovered that the bibliographic information registered in La 

 
89 The notion of the assemblage draws on Deleuze’s philosophical appropriations – as seen in Deleuze’s 
monographic series on Nietzsche, Spinoza, Bergson and Kant. 
90 Especially some artists’ books, visual poems, photo-books and auto-edited books of limited circulation made 
by Guillermo Deisler, Claudio Bertoni, Enrique Lihn, Cecilia Vicuña, Eduardo Parra, Thito Valenzuela, Arturo 
Alcayaga, Eduardo Stilman, and Juan Fresán. 
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Poesía Chilena’s library cards was real and correct. Moreover, the original sources quoted 

by Martínez were available in the same library. I also investigated and analysed the curious 

copy of La Poesía Chilena belonging to the collection of the National Library whose 

institutional stamps of ownership were erased with correction fluid (which I explore in 

Chapter 2). While in Chile, I attended two exhibitions of Martínez’s visual works in Gallery 

D21. The last one was particularly relevant since a number of documents from Martínez’s 

archive were exhibited such as the matrix of La Nueva Novela, the original file with el Poeta 

Anónimo, and, importantly, some unpublished and unrealized projects. The research was 

fundamental to corroborate the origin of the labyrinth image employed by Martínez in 

Señales de Ruta’s cover (1985) (which I explore in Chapters 3 and 4). Finally, in order to 

analyse possible differences between the copies, I have examined the copies of La Nueva 

Novela and La Poesía Chilena in CEDOC and the Library of Pontificia Universidad Católica 

de Chile. 

I also visited the MoMA in New York and the Philadelphia Museum of Art, the 

Pompidou Centre in Paris and Tate Modern in London in order to observe and analyse first-

hand some of the art works appropriated by Martínez – especially the works of Duchamp, 

Picabia, Ray, Bretón, Matta, Cornell, and Johns. My observation of Duchamp’s works in the 

Philadelphia Museum was fundamental to discovering a number of (undetected) 

appropriations of Duchamp made by Martínez. Finally, I conducted a systematic review of 

the collection of artists’ books and photo-albums belonging to the archive of Tate Britain 

Library. Among the relevant material I found there were artists’ books made by Chilean 

artists Cecilia Vicuña and the photographic books made by Chilean photographer Luis 

Weinstein. 

During the periods of my research that I was in Chile (December and January 2017-

2020), I conducted a number of recorded interviews with Martínez’s relatives, friends, 

collaborators, followers, and researchers. This was especially relevant because, in line with 

his conception of the ‘disappearance of the author’, Martínez left no written documents about 

his own life, nor any kind of auto-biographical writing, nor critical reflections about his own 

work or the work of others.91 In this fashion, research on Martínez’s persona and work 

 
91 The only extra-literary material publicly available are the few interviews given by Martínez compiled in 
Poemas del Otro. Additionally, there are some testimonies and memories given by Martínez’s poet friends. See 
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depends on testimonies of people who related to him in different manners. For this reason, I 

conducted a number of interviews, in order to understand the different perspectives of people 

who knew Martínez or his work.  

The questions I asked during the interviews were oriented towards three different but 

complementary aspects informing Martínez’s work. Naturally, the questions were differently 

framed depending on the relation of the interviewer with Martínez. The first aspect concerned 

the cultural, political, intellectual and artistic context in Chile, and specifically Valparaíso 

and Viña del Mar, during the 1960s and 1990s (the time period when Martínez composed his 

works). I was particularly interested in the inner and outer circle of artists, poets and 

intellectuals surrounding Martínez, as well as in the specific role that Martínez played in the 

poetic scene of Valparaíso and Viña in said period. The second aspect concerned the process 

of composition employed in Martínez’s literary and visual works. Here, I directed the 

interviews to the specific artistic-literary techniques and technological devices used by 

Martínez. I was directed to a number of literary, philosophical, scientific and artistic sources 

informing Martínez’s works and appropriations. A third aspect, especially directed to poets 

and visual artists, was related to the influence of Martínez in their own production.  

I interviewed Martínez’s widow, Eliana de Rodríguez; Hugo Rivera-Scott, a visual 

artist who was a close friend and collaborator of Martínez; Eduardo Embry, a poet from 

Valparaíso and Martínez’s friend who shared numerous interesting anecdotes about 

Martínez’s life; Sergio Parra, a poet and editor who had interesting reflections on Martínez’s 

work (“a rhizome from the periphery” as he called Martínez) as well as a lucid view about 

the importance of visuality in (Chilean) poetry; Luz-Sciolla, a poet who met Martínez and 

discussed with him the use of political collage in her impressive work Retratos Hablados; 

Roberto Doniez, an inventor and mathematician who met Martínez and discussed labyrinths 

and mazes with him; Patricio Gonzalez, Martínez’s friend and editor of Ediciones Altazor 

who has first-hand knowledge about Martínez’s composition techniques and the cultural-

social-political scene in Valparaíso and Viña in between 1960 up to the present; Elvira 

Hernández, an important Chilean poet (last national prize in Literature) who met Martínez 

and whose work (especially La Bandera de Chile) is in dialogue with Martínez’s own, Scott 

 
series of video interviews of Martínez’s friends in Martínez’s official webpage. Also, see Café Cinema (2014) 
by Juan Camerón and Juan Luis Martínez: Atisbos (2017) by Eduardo Vasallo. 
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Weintraub, an academic and expert on Martínez who was published Juan Luis Martínez’s 

Philosophical Poetics (2015) (a work I consider as the most complete and convincing 

analysis of Martínez’s work to date). I also had numerous conversations and email exchanges 

about specific issues with a number of people involved with Martínez’s work in different 

ways. Among them, Carlos Soto Román, a neo-conceptual poet who follows and politicises 

Martínez’s method in order to create political appropriations; Pedro Montes, the editor of 

Martínez’s posthumous publications as well as the last two editions of La Nueva Novela and 

director of D21 Art gallery where Martínez’s visual and literary works have been exhibited 

on various occasions; Raúl Zurita, a poet, friend, ex-brother-in-law and collaborator of 

Martínez.  

1.5 Outline of Thesis 

 

The thesis is organised into four major chapters.92 In the first chapter, I analyse the main 

strategies employed by Martínez throughout his work to ‘deterritorialise’ the notion of 

modern authorship and original genius. Among these strategies, I analyse the alterations of 

his author’s name, the creation of a simulacrum, and the method of appropriation. Finally, I 

propose that Martínez reformulates the notion of the author as an ‘assembler of 

appropriations’. 

In the second chapter, I present an in-depth analysis of La Poesía Chilena, focusing 

 
92 The chapters are organised in relation to the subjects or problems discussed and not in relation to the 
publication dates of Martínez’s works. This is in agreement with my own assemblage-rhizomatic method, which 
does not approach works (or objects) by following a chronological and linear order. Instead, I prioritise 
providing the reader with, what I believe, is a productive and meaningful way to explore Martínez’s work. In 
the first chapter, I consider the issue of authorship and appropriation across Martínez’s work – mostly focusing 
on Poemas del Otro (2003) and La Nueva Novela (1977). In the second chapter, I proceed to analyse the 
appropriations of Marcel Duchamp’s works in La Poesía Chilena (1978). I have postponed the analysis of La 
Nueva Novela (1977) for the third and four chapters for two main reasons. Firstly, because I think that La Poesía 
Chilena provides the best example to understand the logic and the political potentiality of appropriation 
practices – which is the subject I end the first chapter with. In this regard, I take Martínez’s own re-appropriation 
on Marcel Duchamp’s ready-made method in La Poesía Chilena as a pre-requisite to develop a more nuanced 
understanding of La Nueva Novela. Secondly, I present La Poesía Chilena before La Nueva Novela to reverse 
the tendency among most of the critical literature in Spanish and English to devote significantly more attention 
to La Nueva Novela. Thus, the critical analyses of La Poesía Chilena tend to engage with this work as 
secondary, and the analyses of this work tend to be weaker, shorter or less convincing. As I will show, they 
have totally ignored the parodic and humorous tone of the work. Finally, in the third and fourth chapters I 
analyse La Nueva Novela (1979) by focusing on different but complementary aspects. My analysis of La Nueva 
Novela assumes the reader is already familiar with the potential and the limits of appropriation techniques 
presented in the previous chapters.  
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specifically on issues of ‘authenticity’ and ‘ownership’. I read La Poesía Chilena as an 

artistic-ontological assemblage made up of systematic appropriations of Marcel Duchamp’s 

artworks, procedures, and concepts. Through the analysis of the appropriations, I show that 

the effect of Martínez’s assemblage does not concern only the artworld but also the political 

context of the Fascist dictatorship. Hence, I propose La Poesía Chilena as a parody of 

authenticity in two ways. Firstly, as a parody of the notion of the ‘authentic’ or auratic 

artwork as defined by Benjamin. Secondly, as a parody of the notion of the authentic or 

chauvinist National identity. Additionally, through the analysis of the Chilean’ flags series, I 

develop a critical reflection on artistic and political appropriation proposed by La Poesía 

Chilena.  

In the third and fourth chapters, I analyse La Nueva Novela as an artistic-ontological 

assemblage whose stratified side corresponds to the image of the house and whose de-

stratified side corresponds to the image of the labyrinth. In the third chapter I focus on the 

formal structure of the labyrinth-house assemblage. I analyse the different images of the 

house: the house as presented by Bachelard’s Poetics of Space, Mallarmé’s Livre, and the 

enlightened project of the Encyclopaedia. I analyse the different images of the labyrinth, 

informed by and appropriated from Borges, Eco, and Fresán. Additionally, I analyse the 

materiality, visuality, objecthood and performativity of the labyrinth-house assemblage: its 

enantiomorphic design, the material labyrinth and the production of temporal labyrinths. 

In the fourth chapter, I move on to describe three main ‘circles’ composing the 

interiority of the labyrinth-house assemblage: childhood, the family and the book. Childhood 

and the family are presented in La Nueva Novela as the labyrinth-houses of the self and the 

book is presented as the labyrinth-house of knowledge and poetry. By proposing a series of 

‘disappearances’, La Nueva Novela reverses all figures of interiority and proposes passages 

to the ‘outside’ of the subject, knowledge, language, and thought – that is, the plane of 

immanence as proposed by Deleuze. I explore the ambiguous effect of Martínez’s 

rhizomatic-labyrinth and its potential to transform the house into a place of confinement, 

stagnation and confusion - a prison or an asylum - or, instead, into an open and creative space 

of playful experimentation. 

I conclude by exploring the possibilities for extending Martínez’s poetics of 

assemblage and appropriation within the contemporary context of Chile. 
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CHAPTER 1: 
THE DETERRITORIALIZATION OF THE AUTHORSHIP 

  
     To write is also to become something other than a writer 

G. Deleuze 
 

Whenever we find a truly interesting work of literature, music, poetry, philosophy and so on, 

one of the first and almost unavoidable questions is “who is the author?”. The hermeneutical 

expectation is that the answer will provide some solid ground to situate the work and maybe 

understand part of its meaning by pointing to the author’s intention and some aspects of 

his/her life. However, when facing Martínez’s work the question of the identity of the author 

is perhaps one of the most elusive, deceptive and difficult to answer. The access to both 

Martínez’s real persona (his intentions, experiences, feelings and thoughts) and Martínez’s 

fictional subject (i.e. writing subject or poetic speaker) is not only limited but also full of 

traps and disguises. Martínez’s writing subject or poetic speaker is characterised by 

“cancelling out the signs of this particular individuality” (Foucault, 1998, p. 205). As I will 

argue, Martínez constructed not only works but a ‘poetic machine’ whose most evident effect 

is to disrupt any notion of identity - including the identity of the self, the identity of the author, 

the identity of the artwork, and, especially, the “solid and fundamental unit of the author and 

the work” (Foucault, 1998, p. 205). 93  

Martínez’s veiling of this authorial identity is explicitly thematized in his works – 

moreover, it is a subject of his own poetics. For instance, the text accompanying the collage 

entitled “The New Novel: The Poet as Superman”, reads:  

SUPERMAN became exceptionally popular, thanks to his double and perhaps triple 
identity: descendent of a planet that vanished following a catastrophe, and endowed 
with prodigious powers, he inhabits the Earth: primarily under the guise of a 
journalist, then as a photographer and, lastly, behind the multiple masks of a 

 
93 By the “solid and fundamental unit of the author and the work”, Foucault refers to the conventional model of 
literary criticism that explains the complexity of the works by means of causal links to the author’s personal 
identity and personal experiences. This is precisely the model criticised by Barthes in the “Death of the Author”: 
“The author still reigns in histories of literature, biographies of writers, interviews, magazines, as in the very 
consciousness of men of letters anxious to unite their person and their work through diaries and memoirs. The 
image of literature to be found in ordinary culture is tyrannically centred on the author, his person, his life, his 
tastes, his passions […] The explanation of a work is always sought in the man or woman who produces it, as 
if it were always in the end, through the more or less transparent allegory of the fiction, the voice of a single 
person, the author ‘confiding’ in us” (Barthes, 1977, p. 143). However, rather than denying the link between 
the author and the work, what is at stake in Martínez’s work is the problematization of the relationship between 
the work and the author.  
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disquieting young Chilean poet who even renounces the ownership of his name in 
order to give the appearance of being simultaneously shy, aggressive, self-effacing 
and anonymous (the latter is a humbling disguise for a hero whose powers are literary 
and literarily boundless) (Martínez, 1985, p. 147). 
 

Martínez takes the popular story of Superman to present the author as a kind of 

Superman. Apart from making evident his interest in relating ‘high’ culture (literature, poetry 

and philosophical discourse) and ‘low’ culture (popular genres and advertising), what is at 

stake in this text is a critique of the figure of the author. The text parodies the “literally and 

literary boundless” powers of the poet as an Author. In the literary, artistic and intellectual 

field, the image of Superman recalls the popular image of the individual genius. As Hudson 

Hick (2017) argues, “[t]he artistic genius was a tragic hero: imbued with superhuman talent 

and, because of that, placed forever outside ordinary society. His existence was one of noble 

isolation, and his tortures were of a kind of unknown and unknowable to ordinary men” (p. 

52).  Whereas the superpowers of Superman are mostly physical (X-ray vision, flight, super-

speed and so on), the superpowers of the individual genius are of an artistic and intellectual 

kind: the genius has the power to create original works, that is, underived and utterly new 

creations. That Martínez does not believe himself to be such a genius nor to be endowed with 

the superpower of absolute originality is made evident in the last section of the text in which 

he presents the notion of superman as a myth. 

In essence, the myth of SUPERMAN94 satisfies the secret nostalgia of modern man 
who, though he knows himself to be weak and limited, dreams of rebelling someday 
as an “exceptional person”, as a “hero” whose sufferings are destined to change the 
ontological guidelines of the world (Martínez, 1985, p. 147).  
 
The myth of Superman reflects some aspects of the Romantic myth of the original 

genius. Specifically, it captures the desire of the poet, artist, philosopher and scientist to be 

an ‘exceptional person’ who creates an original and ground-breaking work; a work that 

 
94 The text also is a dialogue with Umberto Eco’s The Myth of Superman (1972). In his text, Eco proposes that 
“Clark Kent personifies fairly typically the average reader who is harassed by complexes and despised by his 
fellow men; through an obvious process of self-identification, any accountant in any American city secretly 
feeds the hope that one day, from the slough of his actual personality, a superman can spring forth who is 
capable of redeeming years of mediocre existence” (p. 15). Like the figure of the original genius, Superman is 
intimately connected to the defence of private property: “He is busy by preference, not against […] corrupting 
administrators or politicians, but against bank and mail truck robbers. In other words, the only visible form that 
evil assumes is an attempt on private property” (Eco, 1972, p. 22). 
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breaks with tradition, could transform the world and reformulate literary, philosophical, 

artistic or scientific history. Finally, the fantasy finishes with the inscription of the authors’ 

name within the canon.  

In this chapter, I analyse different strategies employed by Martínez to problematize 

and deterritorialise the concept of the original genius and modern authorship. I argue that 

through his works, as well as his strategies and interventions in real life, Martínez not only 

challenges the core elements of modern authorship (originality, individuality, symbolic 

recognition and private ownership) but ultimately proposes a different model of authorship. 

That is, the notion of the author as an ordinary assembler of found materials who produces 

meaningful or irrelevant variations but never originals as utterly new creations.  

This chapter is organised in four sections. The first section introduces the components 

of the concept of the original genius by Edward Young and Immanuel Kant. Insofar as the 

notion of the original genius is at the core of the notion of the modern author, I analyse the 

constitutive properties of the genius: originality, individuality and private ownership of the 

work. In the following sections, I discuss and problematize each one of the properties of the 

genius. 

 The second section analyses the literary and philosophical strategies employed by 

Martínez to deterritorialise or make a rhizome with his own author’s name. More precisely, 

I analyse the literary and graphic alterations of his name (duplication, fragmentation and 

multiplication), the creation of several ‘masks’, and the construction of an ‘invisible’ 

presence in the public sphere.  

 The third section deals with Martínez’s impressive impersonation and appropriation 

of the ‘other’ Martinez (the Swiss-Catalan poet with the same name). Here I also introduce 

the notion of the Deleuzian’s simulacrum. 

 Finally, the fourth section exposes the main characteristics of appropriation as a 

practice and a method. Also, I discuss the main ontological, ethical and political issues raised 

by appropriation practices. Finally, I analyse some key examples of appropriation in 

Martínez’s La Nueva Novela.   

 One of the aims of this chapter is to show the inadequacy of the established image of 

Martínez (the so-called ‘Martínez myth’) as an original, hermetic, solitary, and individual 

genius. For instance, in her interview, María Roblero addresses Martínez as follows: “the 
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incognito nature of your persona has generated a sort of myth surrounding you: you appear 

as an erudite and ingenious man” (Martínez, 2003, p. 63). Undoubtedly, the Chilean press 

has contributed enormously to the image of Martínez as an individual genius by presenting 

him as: “a poet ahead of his time” or “a unique artist” (R. V, 1993, p. 32). These presentations 

of Martínez and his works do not address the several similarities with other Chilean artists 

nor do they inform about the sources of appropriations employed by Martínez (including 

Duchamp, Mallarmé, Rimbaud, Lewis Carroll, and so on). Martínez’s friends and relatives 

have also contributed to this image of Martínez as a solitary genius by insisting on the fact 

that Martínez worked alone and never showed his work. Likewise, some academic works 

have also contributed to this image. For instance, consider the very title of the (nonetheless 

fundamental) book The Great Solipsism: Juan Luis Martínez’s Visual Work by José de 

Nordenflycht.95  

 

2.1 The Author as the ‘Original Genius’  

 

The idea of the ‘author’ as an “individual who is solely responsible - and therefore 

exclusively deserving the credit for the production of a unique work” (Woodmansee, 1984, 

p. 426) is a historical, aesthetical and economic invention of the eighteenth century proposed 

by writers and philosophers from Germany (Goethe, Kant, Herder, Fichte, Lessing), France 

(Diderot v/s Condorcet) and England (Wordsworth, Young, Pope). Following Foucault’s 

suggestion,96 Woodmansee (1984) explains the emergence of the modern notion of the author 

in relation to the economic interest of some writers who, instead of depending economically 

on the court, “sought to earn their livelihood from the sale of their writing to the new and 

rapidly expanding reading public” (p. 426).  It was, then, the motivation to “live by the pen” 

 
95 The book opens with the definition of Solipsism by the famous Spanish philosopher José Ferrater Mora: “(…) 
it can be defined as the radicalization of subjectivism, as the theory – at the same time gnoseological and 
metaphysical – according to which the consciousness to which all that exists is reduced is self-consciousness, 
my “alone self” (solus ipse)” (Nordenflycht, 2001, n.p., my translation).  
96 In the opening paragraphs of “What is an author?” Foucault (1998) writes: “it would be worth examining 
how the author became individualised in a culture like ours, what status he has been given, at what moment 
studies of authenticity and attribution began in what kind of system of valorization the author was involved, at 
what point we began to recount the lives of authors rather than of heroes, and how this fundamental category 
of ‘the-man-and-his-work-criticism’ began” (p. 205).  
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(Woodmansee, 1984, p. 431), that led the above-mentioned groups of intellectuals in England 

and Germany to invent ‘intellectual property’ and copyrights laws.97  

Prior to this, during the Renaissance and neoclassical period there were two concepts 

of authorship. The writer was considered either as a craftsman or as ‘inspired’ by some muse 

or by God. While the craftsman was “a skilled manipulator of predefined strategies for 

achieving goals dictated by his audience” (Woodmansee, 1984, p. 427), the inspired writer 

was one who, in exceptional moments, stepped out of predefined rules of composition to 

create something new. Importantly, neither as craftsman nor as inspired was the writer 

regarded “as distinctly and personally responsible for his creation” (Woodmansee, 1984, p. 

428). On the contrary, whether as a craftsman or as inspired, the writer of the Renaissance 

and neoclassical period was always regarded as a vehicle or instrument of a transcendent 

origin. 

According to Woodmansee (1984), the above-mentioned Eighteenth-century 

theorists appropriated and altered this model of writing by reducing the component of 

craftsmanship and emphasising the component of inspiration. From being regarded as 

emanating from ‘outside’ or ‘above’, inspiration was re-located within the writer himself. In 

this fashion, “[i]nspiration came to be explained in terms of original genius, with the 

consequence that the inspired work was made peculiarly and distinctively the product –and 

the property – of the writer” (Woodmansee, 1984, p. 427). In this sense, the modern notion 

of authorship establishes a strong connection, previously nonexistent, between the notion of 

genius, originality and private ownership. The modern author, thus, is defined as the ‘original 

genius’ and the owner of his work. To better understand the notion of the original genius as 

constitutive of modern authorship I now turn to Young and Kant. During the exposition, it is 

important to keep in mind the concrete reasons I have exposed regarding the emergence of 

the modern author as a way to counteract the timeless and universal metaphysical 

characteristic attributed to the original genius by Kant and the Romantic tradition.  

 
97 Within that process, a fundamental moment took place in 1793, when Fichte intervened in the issue of 
unauthorized reproduction (book piracy) and the conflict over the ownership of the work between writers and 
publishers. Fichte’s intervention provided “the ground upon which the writer could lay claim to ownership of 
his work – could lay claim, that is, to authorship” (Woodsmansee, 1984, p. 445). Since then, copyright laws 
have returned to Fichte in order to attribute “exclusive rights to a work in the author insofar as he is an Urheber 
(originator, creator) – that is, insofar as his work is new or original [eigentümlich], an intellectual creation which 
owes its individuality solely and exclusively to him” (Woodsmansee, 1984, p. 445).  
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Edward Young’s Conjectures on Original Composition (1759/2020) is usually taken 

as a foundational work for the romantic notion of the original genius. Young’s idealised 

construction of the Genius proposed three core elements of the notion of the author as an 

original genius that have been highly influential up to the present. Young considers the 

original genius as the ‘true’ author insofar as he produces original work. Below I explore 

three meanings of ‘originality’ in Young’s account.  

Firstly, the ‘originality’ of the Genius means that the original genius does not derive 

nor imitate ideas, knowledge or rules from previous works but rather he imitates nature’s 

capacity to create life. Just as nature creates new natural entities without a plan, “an original”, 

states Young, “may be said to be of a vegetable nature, it rises spontaneously from the vital 

root of the Genius; it grows, it is not made” (Hudson Hick, 2017, p. 53). Although Young 

does not straightforwardly state that the genius creates ex-nihilo, there are many metaphors 

that suggest this: “let thy genius rise (if a genius thou hast) as the sun from chaos” (Young, 

2020, p. 3006).  The Genius, therefore, is not a particular kind of artistic talent and knowledge 

that can be acquired through practice, by effort or by learning but rather an ineffable quality 

(spirit) and knowledge that some special individuals possess in their interiority. As Young 

writes, “learning is borrowed knowledge; Genius is knowledge innate, and quite our own” 

(Hudson Hick, 2017, p. 55).  

Secondly, the Genius and the original work are the opposite of the imitators and the 

imitations. Young writes: “[i]mitators only give us a sort of Duplicates of what we had, 

possibly much better, before; increasing the mere Drugs of books, while all that makes them 

valuable, Knowledge and Genius, are at stand” (Hudson Hick, 2017, p. 53). Correspondingly, 

“[i]mitations are often a sort of Manufacture wrought up by those Mechanics, Art, and 

Labour, out of pre-existent materials not their own” (Hudson Hick, 2017, p. 53, my 

emphasis). In sum, Young’s crucial point is to distinguish the original genius from the 

imitators – whereas the original genius imitates nature, the imitators merely copy other artists 

or simply follow pre-established rules of composition or used pre-existent materials made by 

others. The Genius, though, can imitate previous authors’ genius, but in that case the artists 

should only imitate the Genius (the spirit) in the man, never the composition or the materials.  

Thirdly, according to Young, the attribution of originality to a work and genius to a 

poet implies a special deferential treatment of admiration and reverence: “learning we thank, 
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genius we revere” (Young, 2020, p. 2989). If we do not ‘admire’ a work of Genius is because 

we do not ‘understand’ it: “He that admires not ancient authors betrays a secret he would 

conceal and tells the world that he does not understand them” (Young, 2020, p. 1450). By 

the same token, the merit of the original genius deserves to be recognized with glory and 

fame. In this recognition, the exercise of the critic is to make comparison between the genius 

(the originality) of the authors: “[Addison] has a more refined, decent, judicious, and 

extensive genius than Pope or Swift… Swift is a singular wit, Pope is a correct poet, Addison 

is a great Author” (Young, 2020, p. 3050).98  

Finally, Young advances the argument that the work made by the Genius deserves to 

be recognized as his (private) property: “The man who thus reverences himself [in his own 

genius] will soon find the world’s reverence to follow his own. His works will stand 

distinguished; his the sole property of them; which property alone can confer the noble title 

of an author: that is, of the one who, to speak accurately, thinks and composes” (Young, 

2020, p. 4194).  

The German reception of Young’s work (by Kant, Goethe, Herder, Fichte, 

Baumgarten) further developed his notion of the genius, transforming it into the central 

element of a theory of the Fine Arts and Aesthetics. Kant’s conception of the artistic genius 

in his Critique of Judgement formalised many of Young’s ideas. Kant’s own notion of the 

Genius was particularly influential for a number of German philosophers and writers 

(Schiller, Herder, Schlegel and Novalis among others).  

There are two main ideas I want to highlight from Kant’s (1790/1987) conception of 

the Genius which are useful for the discussion and criticism of the notion of the Genius and 

modern authorship that I make in this chapter. Kant (1987) argues that: “Genius is the talent 

(natural endowment) that gives the rule to art […] Genius is the innate mental predisposition 

(ingenium) through which nature gives the rule to art” (p. 174). There are two different 

propositions on the Genius in Kant’s definition I shall differentiate here. The first one is the 

notion of the genius artist as a natural condition, the second is the constitutive role that 

originality plays for the concept of the genius.  

 
98 Contemporary literary critic Harold Bloom (2002), who advocates for the theory of the original genius, refers 
to ‘stronger’ and ‘weaker’ authors.  
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Firstly, like Young, Kant (1987) conceives of the Genius as a natural talent, that is, a 

talent directly conferred to certain individuals by the “hand of nature” (Kant, 1987, p. 310). 

Thus, the artistic skills of the Genius cannot be learnt nor can they be communicated to others. 

For this reason, the Genius (according to Young and Kant) does not know how he has created 

the original work99 and, therefore, he cannot explain the meaning of his own works nor can 

he teach the skills used in an original work to fellow artists. In contrast to Young, Kant gives 

a definition of this ‘innate’ mental predisposition proper to the Genius. Kant says that the 

‘innate’ and natural disposition of the genius relates to the combination, in the right 

proportion, of the faculties of imagination and understanding.100  

Secondly, Kant’s conception that the Genius “gives rule to art” means that the Genius 

does not follow rules (or established procedures) but instead the Genius creates new rules or 

new models which will be followed by others. The capacity to dictate “new rules” to art 

closely relates to the second main characteristic of the Genius; that of originality. In fact, for 

Kant (as well as for many others) the defining property of the Genius is originality. As Kant 

(1987) posits: “Genius is a talent for producing something for which no determinate rule can 

be given, not a predisposition consisting of a skill for something that can be learned by 

following some rule or other; hence the foremost property of genius must be originality” (p. 

175). Furthermore, according to Kant, the generation of new rules and models is crucial for 

the development and evolution of fine arts. As Kant (1987) argues: “fine arts must necessarily 

be considered arts of genius” (p. 175). Finally, similarly to Young, the determination of the 

Genius as the original creator and the creator of originals means, overall, that the other of the 

original genius is the imitator. As Kant (1987) states: “On this point everyone agrees: that 

genius must be considered the very opposite of a spirit of imitation” (p. 176).    

 
99 In a modern usage, Jane Kneller (2007) interprets Kant’s notions of the unawareness of the Genius by saying 
that the process of creation is “unconscious”. As Kneller (2007) writes: “Kant discusses the natural process of 
artistic creation as a kind of immediate, non-conceptual awareness of ideas that we have without being 
conscious of them. He has, that is to say, a notion of unconscious ideation, that resembles closely contemporary 
discussions of primary process” (p. 153).  
100 As Kant (1987) argues: “Genius actually consists in the happy relation -one that no science can teach and 
that cannot be learned by any diligence- allowing us, first, to discover ideas for a given concept, and, second, 
to hit upon a way of expressing these ideas that enables us to communicate to others, as accompanying a 
concept, the mental attunement that those ideas produce. The second talent is properly the one we call spirit [or 
genius]” (p. 186). Kant (1987) develops at length in his third Critique the “free play” of the faculties of 
imagination and understanding. As is widely known, this corresponds to a central issue of Kant’s notion of 
aesthetic judgement. For my current purposes, it will not be necessary to develop this subject further.   
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To conclude, the idea of the ‘original genius’ has determined the modern notion of 

the author which continues to exist in the present.101 Young and Kant’s theories of the 

original genius were further developed in France (Condorcet, Diderot), Britain (Wordsworth, 

Coleridge) and Germany (Herder, Fichte, Schelling, Lessing, Goethe, Novalis) during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As I have argued above, the conception of the original 

genius provided the foundation for the modern conception of the author as the private owner 

of his work. During the twentieth century, the theory of the original genius has been contested 

from several perspectives. Among the best known are post-structuralist criticisms of the 

notion (and the function) of individual authorship associated with the “death of the author” 

(Barthes, Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, Blanchot) - to which I will refer later on.  Criticism has 

also been advanced in the analysis of the power dynamic of artistic recognition, for example 

by Pierre Bourdieu.102 However, despite these critiques, the concepts of originality, genius, 

and private ownership have proved to be highly resistant.  

In the following, I will introduce Martínez’s strategies to criticise the notion of 

originality of the author and the work, as well as the notion of private ownership of the author.  

 

2.2 The Author’s Name as a Rhizome 

 

Martínez’s challenge to authorship and individual genius begins by the dislocation of his own 

author’s name or individual signature. This dislocation presupposes a deep comprehension 

about the regulative role that the ‘author’s name’ plays in the literary-artistic-philosophical 

institution, academia, and the market. As Foucault argues (1998), the “author’s name 

manifests the appearance of a certain discursive set and indicates the status of this discourse 

within a society and a culture” (p. 211).  A discourse endowed with an ‘author’, then, is not 

 
101 Although it is not possible here to provide a comprehensive analysis of the development of the figure of the 
Genius up until the present, it is worth mentioning that the genius poet and artists played a fundamental role in 
the emergence of nationalism and the process of national independences in 19th century both in Europe and 
Latin America. The ‘cult of the genius’ was expressed in the authorial construction of a Great Author of 
modernism - such as Rimbaud, Baudelaire, Mallarmé, and Munch. As Krauss (1986) shows, many of the 
protagonists of the 20th century avant-garde movements were also conceived of as original geniuses. 
102 For instance, In The Rules of Art, Bourdieu (1996/2017) rejects the idealisation of the genius and the 
individual artist. Far from being ‘nature’ itself or an ineffable internal capacity of the artists, the value of the 
work of art and the artist himself is defined by the field of art understood as a field of power. As Bourdieu 
(2017) states: “The producer of the value of the work of art is not the artist but the field of production as a 
universe of belief which produces the value of the work of art as a fetish by producing the belief in the creative 
power of the artist” (p. 229). 
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an “ordinary everyday speech [but] a speech that must be received in a certain mode and that, 

in a given culture, must receive a certain status” (Foucault, 1998, p. 211).    

With regards to the status given to each author’s name, a whole hierarchical system 

structures the literary, artistic and intellectual fields. The driving force of this system has 

been commonly ascribed to the permanent and complex ‘struggle for recognition’ (Honneth, 

1995). Artists, intellectuals and academics who engage in a struggle for recognition in 

competition with other artists, intellectuals and academics have to defend and promote the 

value and the originality of their works. The struggle for recognition presupposes that the 

artistic and intellectual field is a field of power (rivalries) where the different agents of 

recognition (artists, academic, art and literary critics, market, audience/public) make strategic 

alliances to confer or deny recognition to a certain artist or intellectual.103 Ultimately, the 

goal of the artist and intellectual is to make his own name into a brand.  

Martínez was particularly critical of that conception of poetic and literary production 

as a field of power. Especially of the struggle for institutional and market recognition since 

it perverted the relationships between artists (or authors) and because it distorted the 

relationship between the author and his own work. Martínez argues:  

As soon as an artist is recognized by power, he accedes to the media and obtains 
prestige. He could either deserve or not that prestige. The prestige is transformed in 
market. The artist sells, he begins to get profits, the benefits of the pact he has 
established […] The rivalry between poets and artists is a rivalry for the market (2003, 
p. 77).  
 
As I will demonstrate, Martínez’s challenge to the modern notion of authorship starts 

from his rejection of the status of the authorship that converts an ordinary persona into a 

recognized author, and, ultimately, into a God-like creator or an ‘original genius’. In other 

words, Martínez challenges the authority of the author and the corresponding ‘special 

reception’ that a work should receive when it is attributed to a recognized author. In this 

 
103 The modern literary/artistic field has been conceptualised as a field of power regulated by processes of 
symbolic/economic recognition. Bowness (2000), Furió (2012), Heinich (1998; 2001), and Peist (2012), among 
others, analyse in general terms the diverse agents of recognition that intervene in the development and the 
success of artists, regarding the theoretical influence of Bourdieu (1984; 2017) and, to a lesser extent, Honneth 
(1995) and Todorov (2001). In order to understand the attribution or denial of value to an artwork and an artist 
it is necessary to distinguish the four spheres of recognition: 1) peer recognition, 2) critical recognition, 3) 
patronage by dealers and collectors, and 4) public acclaim. Studies of artistic recognition provide historical and 
geographical analysis of the processes and struggles for recognition that have influenced the career of many 
artists (for example Picasso, Duchamp, Warhol, etc.), which has led them to be part of the canon and/or to be 
ignored, forgotten or rejected.  
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sense, Martínez rejects Young’s authoritarian dictum that if we do not admire a ‘work of 

genius’ it is because we do not understand it.104 On the contrary, like Nicanor Parra, Martínez 

regards the author (poets, writers, musicians, philosophers, etc.) as a being like any other, 

that is, as ordinary people who managed to compose, through imitation, appropriation and 

re-writing, a meaningful work. Accordingly, for Martínez, literary, philosophical or artistic 

works should be appreciated independently of the position of symbolic power attributed to 

the author and in relation to his ‘genius’ or ‘originality’. In addition, unlike theories of 

romantic genius, Martínez believes that works do not express the self or the interiority of the 

author. On the contrary, for Martínez works are ‘experiments’ through which the author and 

the reader release themselves from ‘markers’ of identification in order to, ultimately, achieve 

a state of emptiness in a Zen Buddhist sense. 

I would argue that Martínez’s impersonal conception of poetry - clearly linked to 

Borges, T. S. Eliot, Blanchot and Mallarmé - is related to his belief in Nietzsche’s tradition 

of the death of God and the death of Man. That is, Martínez believes that the very concept of 

the subject and, naturally, self-identity has been in terminal crisis since German 

Romanticism. As Martínez (2003) mentioned to Guattari: “In general, I believe that art that 

comes from German Romanticism – surrealism, after all – is finished because the subject is 

finished. The clear identities – you, Félix, me, Juan Luis – are finished, regarding art” (p. 90). 

As a result, Martínez proposes to approach an artwork regardless of the author’s personal 

identity (his experiences, feelings, anecdotes, etc.) and regardless of the author’s intention 

when composing the work. Ultimately, Martínez proposes an appreciation of works as if they 

were authorless or anonymous works.  

In the following I provide an extract of a humorous situation that exemplifies 

Martínez’s point of view. This situation happened in the dialogue in 1991 between Martínez, 

as an unknown writer, and Félix Guattari, as a well-respected writer: 

JLM: (…) I was referring to the reading phenomenon, because a work with an author, 
attributed to a name -a work by Félix Guattari, for instance- is read in a different way 

 
104 Similarly, the conception of incomprehensibility as a positive value of a genius’s work is employed in 
Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria (1817). As Arnold (2018) analyses, Coleridge “creates an idea of genius that 
works to transcend any potential criticisms: if the man of genius seems incomprehensible, it is because he is 
incomprehensible and his thoughts are too superior to be understood. He thus turns a negative into a positive, 
as critiques of incomprehensibility would only serve to bolster proofs of genius” (p. 733).  
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than an anonymous work. If you did not come with your prestige, this conversation 
would be different, although you would be almost the same. 
FG: Maybe that would be better. 
JLM: Sure, without prejudices. If we were just two unknown guys who met in a bar 
to chat… (Martínez, 2003, p. 83, my translation). 

 

The extract shows that Martínez did not consider himself a remarkable creator or an 

original genius who deserves special treatment. Also, he rejects the idea that recognized 

authors deserved special consideration/treatment. In his words: “I do not believe in authors, 

only in poems. Moreover, I believe we poets only rewrite works already written by others” 

(Martínez, 2003, p. 73). Hence, I argue that for Martínez poets were ordinary people who, 

through a differential or original repetition of previous works, managed to create a 

meaningful or irrelevant variation. 

Martínez materialised his critical position towards the institution of authorship 

through a series of creative strategies executed in both his books and his life. Through his 

strategies, Martínez succeeded in finding a minor way to intervene in the political sphere and 

the literary system, avoiding the revelation of any personal identity and, therefore, bypassing 

the traps of institutional recognition. I now present the specific strategies implemented by 

Martínez to ‘deterritorialise’ the meaning, the function and the status of his own ‘author’s 

name’.  

There are two main alterations or ‘operations’ performed by Martínez in order to 

destabilize the function, meaning and status of his own ‘author’s name’. Both alterations 

involve the repetition, with variation, of the author’s name. Seen from a Deleuzo-Guattarian 

perspective, I would argue there is a differential repetition, that is, a repetition that produces 

a difference in self-identity. The first operation consists in the duplication of his author’s 

name, that is, in the double attribution of his works to “(Juan Luis Martínez)” and “(Juan de 

Dios Martínez)”. Martínez’s ‘signature’105 works as a simultaneous exercise of duplication, 

negation, and diminishing of the authorship (a symbol of Martínez’s entire work). The second 

operation is the fragmentation and multiplication of his author’s name. Several variations of 

Martínez’s name appear throughout the pages of his books. The fragmentation and 

 
105 I am using the term ‘signature’ here to denote the names Martínez attributes to his works. In the second 
chapter I refer to the actual, handwritten, signatures employed by Martínez as dispositives of authenticity.  
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multiplication of his author’s name attempt to transform the noun “Juan Luis Martínez” into 

the name of anyone. As a consequence of these two operations, the author’s name not only 

loses its reference to Martínez’s persona but also the very enunciation “Juan Luis Martínez” 

loses its meaning. In the following, I will try to map the rhizome that Martínez created with 

his own name. 

To begin with, La Nueva Novela (1977) and Poesía Chilena (1978), the only two 

works self-published by Martínez, use the following author’s names on their covers and the 

book’s spines: 

 

(JUAN LUIS MARTINEZ) 

(JUAN DE DIOS MARTINEZ) 

 

As we observe, there is a triple alteration of the author’s name. The author’s name is 

(1) duplicated, (2) put in between brackets, and (3) crossed-out.  

The duplication of the author’s name proposes the problem of the ontological 

distinction between the original and the copy. This ontological problem is constitutive of 

Martínez’s appropriationist poetics based in the radicalisation of the use of the copy – as I 

expand in the following sections. In this case, “Juan Luis Martínez” presents as the ‘original’, 

the real name of the author’s persona and “Juan de Dios Martínez” as his pseudonym or the 

name of Martínez as a fictional poetic subject or alter-ego. As we observe, the second name 

is a copy, with a variation, of the original name. The difference is the addition of the word 

“Dios” [God] replacing “Luis”. Although there are some biographical readings of these 

names,106 I want to argue that the name “Juan de Dios Martínez” could be read as a gesture 

or hint to the medieval conception of the poet as an instrument of language or nature. If there 

is a concept of God in Martínez’s work this is the pantheist-Spinozian one, that is, God as 

Nature. In any case, more important than attributing specific meanings to the proper names 

is the general effect of the duplication of the author’s name as a symbolic statement that for 

Martínez the author is, simultaneously, himself and other than himself. The location of the 

 
106 Eliana Rodríguez, Martínez’s widow, mentioned to me (Valparaíso, 18th January 2018) that “Juan de Dios 
Martínez” is, also, the name of Juan Luis Martínez’s grandfather. Also, it is the name of a large street, and a 
hill, located just two blocks away from Martínez’s house in Valparaíso, Chile.  
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author-names between brackets107 operates as a graphic symbol for the diminishing or the 

minimization of the (duplicated) authorship.108 That is, a statement against the investment of 

status and symbolic recognition into the author’s name. Considering that brackets are used 

to contain supplementary information, the bracketing of the name could be read as a 

provocative sign stating that the author is disposable. Finally, insofar as author names within 

brackets refer to an academic convention for quotation, the attribution could be read as a 

quotation of Martínez.109 By attributing the book not to an author but to a quotation of an 

author, then the author’s name loses its direct reference to the author’s persona and becomes 

a strange conceptual dispositive of the book’s conceptual machinery.  

Considering that the crossing out of a word connotes the intention to eliminate that 

word, I read the crossing out of Martínez’s author’s names as a sign of negation or rejection 

of Martínez’s own authorship and self-identity. In short, a sign that his poetry should not be 

read as involving self-expression. Nonetheless, the gesture is contradictory insofar as the 

author’s name is still legible.  

In sum, Martínez’s signature simultaneously involves the formal (graphic or pseudo 

mathematical) operations of duplication, minimization and negation of authorship. Martínez 

never explained his peculiar signature. However, critics and commentators have given a 

number of interpretations related, in different ways, to the idea of the “disappearance of the 

author”. Poet Elvira Hernández (2015), for instance, links Martínez’s double name to Paul 

Valéry’s poetics. She writes: 

[Valéry states]: ‘To write (…) demands the division of the writer against herself. That   
is the only and true condition for the writer to really become an author […] Fatigue 
creates. The void creates. The darkness creates. Silence creates. The incident creates. 
Everything creates except for the one who signs and endorses the work (p. 27).  

 

However, fellow poet Raúl Zurita disagrees with the reading of Martínez’s signature 

as an expression of the ‘disappearance’ of the author. Zurita (2007) states: 

 
107 Within La Nueva Novela, Martínez uses the brackets to make an impersonal reference (in third person) to 
the author, which appears as: “(Author)”. 
108 It is interesting, in this respect, that both names appear in between brackets. Assuming that Juan Luis 
Martínez represents the author’s persona and Juan de Dios Martínez the fictional subject, the symbolic 
diminishing of statues applies to both. 
109 It is important to mention that La Novela employs brackets, footnotes, crossed out text, quotation 
conventions, and bibliographies as aesthetic and conceptual resources throughout.  
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[Martínez’s signature] is a [poetic] erasure that highlights identity. It is a double mark 
of identity. It is a dramatic affirmation of the name. It is not the disappearance of the 
name. Disappearance of the name would imply an empty set. In other words, the 
disappearance, whiteness. On the contrary, that inscription of identity attempts to 
question the status of the [author`s] name; to question it, not to erase it (n.p.).  

 

I believe Hernández correctly identifies one of the aspects of the ‘disappearance of 

the author’ that is constitutive of Martínez’s poetics. Apart from the attack on the status of 

the authorship, the disappearance of the author refers to a specific relation or attitude to the 

act of writing. According to Blanchot, this ‘disappearance’ involves the transition from the 

‘I’ or the first person to the ‘third person’ or the impersonal. The ‘third person’, states 

Blanchot (1989), “is myself become no one, my interlocutor turned alien; it is no longer being 

able, where I am, to address myself and the inability of whoever addresses me to say “I”; it 

is his not being himself” (p. 28). In a similar line, Barthes (1977) proposes that Literature “is 

that neuter, that composite, that oblique into which every subject escapes, the trap where all 

identity is lost, beginning with the very identity of the body that writes” (p. 142). Foucault 

also adheres, to certain extent, to this vision. He claims that writing is a “question of creating 

a space in which the writing subject constantly disappears” (Foucault, 1998, p. 206) and “the 

being of language only appears for itself with the disappearance of the subject” (Foucault, 

1990, p. 15).  

Martínez (2003) mentions that he conceives the creative action as a voluntary self-

alienation where the poet temporarily loses himself in order to become an instrument of 

language. Conceived as an instrument of language or nature, the production of the poet 

cannot be fully identified as his own or attributed to his own genius – which is Valéry’s point. 

However, what is distinctive in Martínez´s work is that this impersonal and transcendent 

conception of the creative act (or the ‘death of the author’) would ultimately provide the 

metaphysical and ethical ground to justify his subversive practice of radical appropriation of 

other’s works. In other words, when Martínez conceived (and embodied) the poet as a pure 

instrument of language made by others (and registered with copyrights), he brought to its 

ultimate and material conclusion the medieval notion of the poet as instrument and the 

modern notion of the so-called disappearance of the author.   

Zurita is right when stating that the point of ‘disappearance of the author’ and the 

‘erasure of the author’s name’ is to question the status of the author’s name, and not to claim 



81 
 

that the author does not exist. However, what I think Zurita fails to see is that Martínez’s 

alterations of the author’s name also attempted to disrupt the notion of self-identity and self-

expression. Thus, by no means is Martínez’s signature a “dramatic affirmation of identity”. 

In this sense, I think Zurita commits the mistake of understanding Martínez’s strategy in 

dichotomous terms: either as the literal disappearance of identity and individual authorship 

(thus, as an ‘empty set’ which leads to anonymity), or as the affirmation of identity and 

individual authorship (thus, as a dramatic affirmation of his own persona and authorship). 

The problem is that Martínez’s strategy deconstructs these polarities. His authorial persona 

is neither present nor absent and, paradoxically, it is the simultaneous affirmation of both. In 

this sense, it could be said that Martínez constructed a spectral authorship in the Derridian 

sense. According to Derrida (2006), the specter is neither present nor absent; neither alive 

nor dead; neither being nor non-being; neither body nor soul. And yet, the specter is also 

both. Derrida (2006) explains the regime of visibility of the specter in the following manner: 

The specter, as its name indicates, is the frequency of a certain visibility. But the 
visibility of the invisible. And visibility, by its essence, is not seen, which is why it 
remains epekeina tes ousias, beyond the phenomenon or beyond being. The specter 
is also, among other things, what one imagines, what one thinks one sees and which 
one projects – on an imaginary screen where there is nothing to see (p. 125). 

 

What is particularly interesting in Martínez’s case is that the construction of his 

spectral authorship was not only made by means of poetic devices internal to his works (as 

in the case the author’s name) but also by means of a series of actions executed in real life. 

Below I present three different actions performed by Martínez to construct his spectral 

authorship in ‘real life’; by this I mean through a series of actions performed by Martínez in 

the literary, social and cultural milieu.  

First, Martínez had minimal participation in the public sphere and especially in the 

media. He rejected most of the interviews and photos he was asked for.110 As Merino (2018) 

states, interviews were a genre that made Martínez particularly uncomfortable and, most 

importantly, “a genre that produced philosophical distrust for him” (p. 286). The 

“philosophical distrust” relates to the all-too-common questions to the author that attempt to 

 
110 There are only records of four short interviews given by Martínez (where he also tried to avoid talking about 
personal issues) and two dialogues (one of them with Félix Guattari). All of these interviews and dialogues 
were compiled in Poemas del Otro (2003).  
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unveil biographical facts or experiences with the intention of explaining the ‘secret’ meaning 

of the works. As if the poems and the books were necessarily representations or codified 

expressions of the author’s ‘interiority’. As I mentioned earlier, this is precisely one of 

Barthes’ points in the “Death of the Author”. Martínez also scarcely participated in poetic 

festivals, academic events or similar instances of institutional recognition.  

Secondly, there is no evidence that Martínez even produced biographical writings of 

any kind. As Martínez’s widow, Eliana Rodríguez, often mentions, a few days before his 

death Martínez requested that she set fire to all his written texts (Zúñiga, 2013).111 Martínez 

did not want to leave biographical traces which would allow critics and the public to make 

direct connections between his personal life and his works. Furthermore, as I develop in the 

next section, the few written poems of an emotional and expressive nature published by 

Martínez in the newspaper were actually part of an ingenious intervention to dissimulate his 

own persona by means of exposing a fake interiority.112  

Thirdly, almost the entirety of Martínez’s thinking appears within his literary works. 

There are no publications of artistic or literary criticism or philosophical essays written by 

Martínez himself. Therefore, apart from the limited interviews and the testimonies given by 

Martínez’s relatives and friends, we do not have direct access to the intentions, thoughts, 

experiences, or beliefs professed by Martínez regarding his own work.113 This has left a large 

space for interpretation and speculation.  

 
111 Eliana Rodríguez said that Martínez left two more instructions. Firstly, that 20 years after his death (Martínez 
died in 1993) she could publish the visual work he had been working on for the last 15 years – El Poeta 
Anónimo. The work was published in Brazil in 2013. Secondly, that 20 years after his death, Eliana could re-
publish La Nueva Novela (Zuñiga, 2013). The third edition of La Nueva Novela was published 23 years after 
Martínez’s death, in 2016. However, in apparent contradiction with Martínez’s wishes, a number of his written 
poems were published in Poemas del Otro (2003). 
112 That said, it is also the case that within Martínez’s works there are some (rare) references to biographical 
events. For instance, a photocopy of his father’s death certificate in Poesía Chilena and a dedication to his 
parents in La Nueva Novela.  
113 As I mentioned in the introduction, the fourth and last edition of La Nueva Novela include some annotations. 
Those annotations can be read as reflections on the work. Thus, the annotations could undermine the point I am 
making here. However, there is no evidence that the annotations were actually made by Martínez. In fact, there 
is controversy regarding the authenticity of the annotations. Weintraub holds that they were made by Ricardo 
Cárcamo (a friend of Martínez who was in possession of a copy of La Nueva Novela) whereas Pedro Montes 
and Martínez’s family state the annotations were made by Martínez himself (Weintraub, 2017; Montes, 2018). 
The controversy resulted in the editorial house taking the book out of circulation. I personally do not believe 
the annotations are ‘authentic’. That is, either they were not made by Martínez himself but rather by someone 
else (maybe Ricardo Cárcamo). In this case, the annotations should be read as a (valuable) hermeneutic 
appropriation of La Nueva Novela made by a follower of Martínez – I refer to this in my analysis of La Nueva 
Novela as a Total Book in Chapter Four. Or, if the annotations were made by Martínez -which is unlikely- they 
are not real ‘annotations’: that is, they are not explanations of the author’s motives or the meaning of the poems 
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Given his ‘spectral’ and marginal presence in the public sphere and the cultural space, 

El Mercurio’s literary critic Luis Vargas Saavedra (1988) even speculated about the real 

existence of Martínez. In his critical article on Señales de Ruta (1987), Saavedra (1988) 

wondered if Martínez was not invented by the authors Enrique Lihn and Pedro Lastra.114 A 

few years later, Martínez was asked about Saavedra’s speculation of Martínez’s non-

existence. He replied: “That comment meant a lot to me. It gives me great pleasure to give 

off a veiled identity as a poet; the notion of existing and not existing, of being more literary 

than real” (Martínez as cited in Weintraub, 2015, p. 10).  

I will now turn to describing the situation of the author’s name that takes place within 

the pages of La Nueva Novela and El Poeta Anónimo. A stream of repetitions and variations 

of the proper name “Juan Luis Martínez” (often also in between brackets) fills the pages of 

Martínez’s works. Among the variations of the author’s name found in La Nueva Novela 

(1985) are: “(Jxuan de Dios Marttínnez)” (p. 70); “MARTINEZ, J. de Dios. Historia Oculta 

de los Gatos, Editorial Nascimento, Santiago de Chile, 1942” (p. 77); “(Swan de Dios)” (p. 

87); “(Jxuan de Dios)” (p. 87); “(Author)” (p. 94); “(Mar – mar – ttí – nnez)” (p. 91), “© 

Juan Luis Martínez Holger” (n.p.). And in El Poeta anónimo (2013): “M” (n.p.); 

“Investigating Judge: José Martínez Gaensly” (n.p.); “Martínez aseguró la victoria” (n.p.); 

“Juan L. Martínez Holger” (n.p.); and “Juan Luis Martinez” (without an accent on the “i”, a 

homonym Swiss-Catalan poet) (n.p.).  

 Part of the creative strategy employed by Martínez to ‘multiply’ his proper name 

relates to the simple fact that “Martínez” is a very common last name in Chile, in Spain and 

most Spanish-speaking countries.115 Thus, it was easy for Martínez to employ his proper 

name to challenge the sense of singularity or uniqueness commonly associated with the 

author’s name. When we consider the names of Marx, Shakespeare, Rimbaud, Beauvoir, 

 
behind La Nueva Novela. In the latter case, if the annotations were actually made by Martínez, I believe they 
should be taken as part of the literature or fictional discourse. They belong to the same literary or fictional realm 
as the rest of La Nueva Novela’s poems. In short, they do not explain anything about La Nueva Novela because 
they are fictional, literary, themselves. As such, their function is to add complexity and perplexity into La Nueva 
Novela, and not to enable the ‘correct’ reading.  
114 As Saavedra (1988) states: “The introduction [of Señales de Ruta], which does not add any knowledge about 
the author, only states that [Martínez] was born in Valparaíso, in 1940. Perhaps he doesn't even exist, and this 
is all a splendid scheme by the authors of the prologue [Lihn and Lastra]” (p. E3, my translation). 
115 ‘Martínez’ is the 9th most common last name in Chile according to the Chilean Civil Registry and 
Identification Service (2008). Also, ‘Martínez’ was the 6th most common last name in Spain during 2016-2017 
according to the Instituto Nacional de Estadística [Statistics National Institute] (INE, 2020).  
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Baudelaire, Deleuze, Derrida, Foucault, and so on, there is little chance that the reference to 

the author’s name does not correspond to the author’s persona we have in mind, even if there 

are many other people sharing the same last name. In contrast, the unremarkable and ordinary 

quality of the name “Martínez” (and even the proper name “Juan Luis Martínez”) is perfectly 

suited to the attack on the special status and the sense of uniqueness and singularity attached 

to the author’s name, according to the notion of the ‘individual genius’.  

The multiplication of the author’s name relates to the conception of La Nueva Novela 

as a game (Hernández, 2015; Rioseco, 2013). La Nueva Novela is dedicated to Roger 

Caillois, the author of Man, Play and Games. Caillois (2001) distinguishes three kinds of 

games: agôn, alea and mimicry. La Nueva Novela is fundamentally a game of mimicry. 

According to Caillois (2001), to play a game of mimicry: 

[C]onsists not only of deploying actions or submitting to one’s fate in an imaginary 
milieu, but of becoming an illusory character oneself, and of so behaving […] the 
subject makes believe or makes others believe that he is someone other than himself. 
He forgets, disguises, or temporarily sheds his personality in order to feign another 
(p. 19, my emphasis).  
 

Mimicry is then an ‘imaginary game’ to temporarily become someone else other than 

oneself by means of artifice: masks, disguises, ventriloquism, mimetic behaviours, décor and 

so on (Caillois, 2001). In this sense, La Nueva Novela proposes a theatrical game in which 

the reader (who is also a spectator) is intrigued by the proliferation of masks and disguises 

of the author. The masks and disguises attempt to hide the self and the presence of the author. 

Specifically, they attempt to hide the author’s name and the author’s face. The aim of the 

game, in this sense, is to be able to speak and to act without being identified or recognized.  

The ‘masks’ of the author’s name are made of verbal language and graphic signs. 

Each mask (that is, each variation of the author’s name) is elaborated by a linguistic 

alteration (or deterritorialization) of the author’s name’s syntax, phonetics, semantics, 

pragmatics, and referential value. Additionally, each mask establishes new connections by 

means of intertextuality or contextual references - which are indicated within the book itself. 

It could be briefly specified that “(Swan de Dios)” refers to Mallarme’s Le Cygne and works 

as an index of a whole series of references to swans and other animals in Martínez’s works. 

“(Jxuan de Dios Marttínnez)” refers to the name of the author in an abstract and geometric 

world composed of imaginary animals (“Gyraffas”, “Eleffantes”, “Dromeddarios”, 
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“Unicornnio”, “Dragobbán”, “Monnos”). “(Mar – mar – ttí – nnez)” translates the sound of 

the stuttering of the author’s name and also are inscribed in the teeth of a saw. “© Juan Luis 

Martínez Holger” is the (contradictory) legal inscription of his name as the private proprietor 

of copyrights. “MARTINEZ, J. de Dios”, in a clear gesture to Borges, is the name of the 

author of the non-existent book “Hidden History of Cats, Editorial Nascimento, Santiago de 

Chile, 1942”. “M” is a multiple reference to Johannes Kepler’s ‘M figure’, Franz Kafka’s 

“K” signature, and perhaps to Marcel Duchamp and to Mallarmé. “Investigating Judge: José 

Martínez Gaensly” is the name of the Chilean judge designated to investigate the massacre 

of 21 peasants by the political repression under the Dictatorship (Laja, 1973). “Victory was 

assured by Martínez” is an optimist reference to the Nicaraguan revolution. “Juan L. Martínez 

Holger” is the name written on Martínez’s first communion certificate accompanied by an 

image of Rimbaud’s first communion certificate. Finally, “Juan Luis Martinez” is the name 

of the homonym Swiss-Catalan poet who wrote Le Silence et sa brisure (1976), as we will 

see, a gesture that again harks back to Borges’s Pierre Menard, and Fernando Pessoa’s 

heteronyms. 

The series of variations of the author’s name composes a game of masks, a fictional 

theatre, in which the name “Martínez” seems to lose its reference to a specific individual and 

to explode into fragmented, uncertain and dispersed references to different people, events, 

books and concepts. Seen from a Deleuzian perspective, I would argue the variations of the 

author’s name could be seen as intensive repetitions of the proper name “Martínez” that 

introduces difference into the meaning and the reference of the author’s name. In this sense, 

the intensive repetitions of the author’s name are not a variation of the same - or simply 

masked copies of Martínez’s own identity represented in his own name. Instead, each 

variation should be taken as a new and different reference or concept. As a result, the multiple 

variations of the author’s name produce a constellation or an assemblage of disparate and 

heterogenous references to people, events, works that co-exist and interact with each other. 

By the same token, when the reader attempts to ‘unveil’ the interiority of the author somehow 

contained in his name, face, and signature, what the reader finds is a constellation of events 

devoid of self, that is, a passage to the ‘outside’. Thus, the important question is not what the 

meaning or reference of each name and element of the assemblage are but instead, what can 
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be done with this collection of disparate fragments or how to play ‘Martínez’s game’.116 In 

the following section, I present the case of the ‘other’ Juan Luis Martinez, who, as I will 

show, also ended up playing Martínez’s game.  

 

2.3 The Simulacrum of Martinez: Martínez Becoming Martinez 

 

“Who Am I?” (¿Quién soy yo?) and “Tomorrow Rises Up” (Mañana se levanta) are two 

poems that were published under the name “Juan Luis Martínez” in La Época newspaper a 

few days before the end of the dictatorship117, and republished in Poemas del Otro (2003), a 

posthumous publication. When reading these lyrical poems and the experimental and 

philosophical poems that make up La Nueva Novela and Poesía Chilena, the contrast is 

startling. Thanks to two images published in El Poeta Anónimo (2013), the scholar Scott 

Weintraub (2015) discovered that “Who I am?”, “Tomorrow Rises Up” and the totality of 

the first section of the posthumous work Poemas del Otro (2003), were actually literal 

translations and non-attributed poems taken from the French book of poetry, Le Silence et sa 

Brisure (1976) written by the ‘other’ Juan Luis Martinez, the Swiss-Catalan homonymous 

poet.   

I will argue that the complex operation performed by Martínez radicalises the use of 

literary appropriation (referred to in the next section), since Martínez is not only 

appropriating another's artwork (as he systematically does throughout his work) but is also, 

and foremost, appropriating another writer’s ‘proper name’, that is, another’s identity. 

Moreover, Martínez appropriates the other’s personal name which, astonishingly, is also his 

own name. Hidden then in this singular ‘mask’ Martínez intervenes with his body and his 

image in the public sphere (both in the political sphere and in the literary system). For this 

reason, we should understand this literary appropriation as an intervention with artistic, 

 
116 Also, I believe the heterogenous series of “Martínez” is not restricted to the variations included in Martínez’s 
book. Instead, the readers who want to play Martínez’s game (which I understand as a form of appropriation) 
could, for instance, incorporate new names of people called Martínez (that they find) into the series and, 
perhaps, make a new poem with the result. As mentioned, this is a particularly easy game to play, since 
“Martínez” is a remarkably non-exceptional last name. In this fashion, any incorporation of a ‘new’ reference 
to Martínez made by Martínez’s readers would transform Martínez’s rhizome of the author’s name and, 
therefore, continue with the deterritorialization of the author’s name.  
117 The poems were published on 1 October 1988, with the referendum taking place on 5 October 1988. The 
referendum was meant to decide on the continuation of Pinochet as president for an eight-year mandate. The 
“No” vote won by almost 56%, putting a formal end to the dictatorship. 
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philosophical and political relevance.  

In order to analyse and unveil the philosophical and political value of Martínez’s 

intervention, I will argue that it produces a ‘becoming’ and a ‘simulacrum’ as defined by 

Deleuze. The argument proceeds as follows:  

i. Martínez’s performance is an exemplary case of a ‘becoming’ in the Deleuzo-

Guattarian sense because the performance alters the work and life of both the Chilean 

Martínez and the Swiss-Catalan Martinez in a real manner. The effects of the becoming 

between the two Juan Luis Martínezes achieves a real impact in Chilean literary criticism 

and readership insofar as it undermined the notions of ‘authenticity’, ‘style’, ‘private 

ownership’ and ‘originality’. According to Deleuze and Guattari (2009), a ‘becoming’ does 

not refer to an individual change but to a real (not imaginary) change or flux between bodies 

of different beings and without beginning or end.  

ii. Martínez’s radical use of literary appropriation implies a transformation of the 

‘copy’ into a Deleuzian simulacrum. In order to elaborate the onto-aesthetic claim present in 

Martínez’s motto “the copy as the original”, I will argue for the usefulness of connecting 

Martínez’s idea to the concept of simulacrum developed by Deleuze (2015; 2016). The 

argument is that Martínez seems to be ‘imitating’, ‘resembling’ or ‘copying’ the ‘original’ 

model (in this case, the original lyric poem and the original author). But what is actually 

happening (in an artistic and an ontological sense) is a transformation or differentiation of 

the ‘original’ (the original poem and the original author) into something totally different: the 

‘original’ French romantic lyric poem became not only a non-attributed Spanish version but 

an ironic (and political) performance, and the ‘original’ Martinez, as mentioned in the 

previous point, lost the private ownership of his work.  

In the following I will present Deleuze’s concept of the simulacrum. I do not intend 

to direct my argument directly towards Plato or Platonism but rather to the problem of the 

Original and the Copy introduced by Plato, which, in different ways, reappeared in the notion 

of the original genius and, as I will show, in practices of appropriation art.  

Deleuze used Plato’s concept of the simulacrum in order to produce his own version 

of the reversal of Platonism.118 Following Nietzsche, Deleuze challenges the dogmatic 

 
118 Nietzsche established the task of philosophy as the reversal of Platonism: “My philosophy is an inverted 
Platonism: the farther removed from true being, the purer, the finer, the better it is. Living in semblance as goal” 
(Smith, 2012, p. 4). The ‘overturning’ or ‘reversal’ of Platonism represents a shared goal in modern philosophy 
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reading of Plato and Platonism based on the ontological dualism of essence and appearance, 

or the supra-sensible and the sensible. According to this standard conception, the being or 

the real belongs primarily to the supra-sensible realm of the unchanging, pure and perfect 

Idea. Idea, in this account, is the “foundation itself”, the “thing itself” which is “self-

identical” and “objectively possesses a pure quality, or what is nothing than what it is” 

(Deleuze, 2015, pp. 29-30). Opposed to but connected with the intelligible world, there is the 

sensible or material world; a degraded world composed by “images” which copy or “imitate” 

the real Ideas and by “simulacra” which copy the real Ideas in a distorted way (Deleuze, 

2015, p. 30). Based on the distance or proximity of the images to the foundational principle, 

an ontological and moral hierarchy emerges (the “chain of being”) (Smith, 2012, p. 4). This 

is, in short, the successful representational model of thought that Plato bequeathed to Western 

philosophy upon which Christian onto-theology was established.  

Against the dogmatic reading of Platonism, Deleuze proposes that the fundamental 

distinction in Platonism is not the above-mentioned distinction between the world of essences 

(as intelligible, supra-sensible, or eidos) and the world of appearances (as the sensible 

composed of images and copies) but the distinction within the world of appearances. That is, 

the distinction between icons (as true images/copies) and phantasm (as false images/copies 

or simulacra). Deleuze argues Plato did not create the Idea to contrapose to the Images but 

instead to provide a transcendental model to select between ‘true’ copies (or iconic copies) 

and ‘false’ copies (or phantastic simulacra). The Idea, thus, and the Method of Division, was 

fundamentally employed as a model of authentication, that is, a model that identifies true 

from false copies.  

According to the Platonic model, iconic copies are faithful copies or ‘well-grounded 

claimants’; copies that ‘participate’ as a second-hand possessor (that is, to have a part of the 

properties) in the pure Idea (the model, the original or the foundation). According to Plato, 

 
and in modern art (Patton, 1994). Twentieth century French philosophers Klossowski, Deleuze, Baudrillard, 
and Derrida, among others, gave continuity, in different ways, to the Nietzschean rejection of Plato. The notion 
of simulacrum played a fundamental role in the series of philosophical as well as artistic inversions of Platonism 
begun by Nietzsche. As we will see, the basic idea is that the concept of the ‘simulacrum’ or falsehood should 
be affirmed against any metaphysics which promotes ontological and moral idealism. The singularity of the 
Deleuzian treatment of simulacrum not only relies on his appropriation of the mutations of the ‘simulacra’ (in 
Stoicism, Naturalism, Nietzsche and Klossowski) as the mode to perform the inversion of Plato ‘from within’, 
but also in the manner in which, by defining the simulacrum in terms of pure difference, Deleuze incorporates 
the simulacrum within his own philosophy of immanence.  



89 
 

the criteria to identify Iconic copies lies in that they internally resemble or imitate the 

foundation (or the original). The simulacra, instead, are degraded copies or ‘false claimants’. 

They are the copy of the copy or the “third-, fourth-hand possessor, continuing down to the 

nth degree of debasement, to the one who possesses no more than a mirage or simulacrum of 

the foundation” (Smith, 2012, p. 10). Phantastic simulacra are constructed on an internal 

dissimilarity with respect to the Idea. This dissimilarity, or internal difference, is what makes 

the simulacrum pervert and deviate from the idea. For instance, the contradictory images 

made by the sophist are merely simulacrum insofar as they are devoid of any truth.  

Deleuze’s reading of Plato highlights that there is a difference in kind or nature, rather 

than degree, between copies and simulacra. The difference in kind between Plato’s copies 

and simulacra means that “[whereas] the copy is an image endowed with [internal] 

resemblance [to the idea of the foundation], the simulacrum is an image without [internal] 

resemblance [to the idea or the foundation]” (Deleuze, 2015, p. 267). However, simulacra 

seem to resemble the Idea (the Original or the Foundation) but their resemblance is merely 

external. As Smith (2012) notes: “The simulacrum still simulates the effect of identity and 

resemblance, but these are now complete external effects (like optical effects), divorced from 

any internal principle, and produced by completely different means than those at work in the 

copy” (pp. 12-13).  

In order to reverse Platonism, Deleuze shows that Plato’s real motivation for the 

invention of the Idea was not strictly philosophical but practical and moral.119 Also, Deleuze 

argues that the very differentiation between icons and simulacra collapses within Plato’s own 

work and system. In the Sophist, claims Deleuze, Plato finds himself unable to distinguish 

between the Sophist and Socrates himself. As Smith (2012) argues: “the method of division 

can make no appeal to a foundational myth or model, for it is no longer a matter of discerning 

the true sophist [icon] from the false claimant [simulacrum], since the true sophist is himself 

 
119 Following the investigation of The Origins of Greek Thought by Jean-Pierre Vernant (1982), Deleuze claims 
that Plato introduced the ‘Idea’, the most transcendental and poisoned concept to Western Philosophy, as a 
response to the chaos and anarchy present at the beginning of the Athenian Democracy. Thus, the immanent 
milieu from which Plato constructed the “Idea” corresponds to the “agonistic relations of rivalry among free 
men” (Smith, 2012, p. 5); each of them claiming to be the real philosopher, politician, artist, physician, and so 
on. Therefore, more than a philosophical (ontological) principle, the Platonic “Idea” is a moral and political 
tool created to establish a transcendental order and hierarchy. With the Idea it becomes possible to identify the 
true images, the images of the philosopher, from the false images, the simulacra of (certain) artists and sophists. 
Certain sophists, artists and other creators of simulacra, then, are identified and eradicated from the Ideal Polis, 
since with their false images they propagate disorder and anarchy in society. 
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the false claimant” (p. 10). Accordingly, Deleuze (2015) claims that “Plato discovers, in the 

flash of an instant, that the simulacrum is not a false copy, but it places in question the very 

notations of copy and model” (pp. 265-266).  

Deleuze accomplishes his reversion of Platonism by affirming the being of simulacra 

as such. Far from being a false image or a degraded copy as Plato believed, for Deleuze the 

simulacrum is “a positive power which denies the original and the copy, the model and the 

reproduction” (Deleuze, 2015, p. 271) and the Sameness of the Idea as well as the Similarity 

of the Copy. When simulacra are liberated, it is no longer possible to distinguish between the 

original and the copy. In this fashion, Deleuze (2015) presents the “rise” of the simulacrum 

as a subversive event that disrupts “the order of “participation”, the fixity of distribution, the 

determination of the hierarchy [by] establishing a world of nomadic distributions and 

crowned anarchies” (p. 271).  

Ultimately, Deleuze will incorporate the notion of the simulacrum into his own major 

philosophical project. The ontological ‘anarchy’ given by the simulacrum is precisely an 

antecedent for Deleuze’s (2016) own concept of pure difference or ‘difference in itself’. As 

mentioned in the introduction, Deleuze’s notion of an ontological difference affirms 

ontological difference as prior to and not derivable from identity. Based on the notion of 

simulacrum as pure difference and of simulation as the process to produce difference through 

repetition, Deleuze (2016) also proposes a model of ontology defined as “system of 

simulacra” (p. 363).120  

Deleuze shows on several occasions how his conception of the simulacrum, as well 

as the principles of difference and repetition, are fundamental for contemporary art, literature 

and art theory. Deleuze (2015) holds that “Art does not imitate, above all because it repeats; 

it repeats all the repetitions, by virtue of an internal power. An imitation is a copy, but art is 

simulation, it reverses copies into simulacra” (p. 382). Some of the examples of artworks 

Deleuze provides are very close to Martínez’s own production. For instance, Deleuze 

 
120 I will not attempt to explain this complex model here. The reason is twofold: Firstly, because discussing the 
system of simulacra is not directly relevant for the discussion of Martínez’s work that I present. Secondly, 
because the notion of the simulacrum disappears within Deleuze’s works (after 1969), but, as Smith argues, its 
function is overtaken by the notion of the assemblage. As Smith (2012) states: “Within Deleuze´s own work, 
the concept of simulacrum is ultimately replaced by the concept of the assemblage [agencement], and the 
process of simulation is more proper characterised as the process of actualization (or even more precisely, the 
complex process of ‘differen c/t iation’)” (p. 26).  
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considers that Pop Art, and especially Andy Warhol’s serial series follow the strategy of the 

simulacrum: “Pop Art pushed the copy, copy of the copy, etc., to that extreme point at which 

it reverses and becomes a simulacrum (such as Warhol's remarkable “serial” series, in which 

all the repetitions of habit, memory and death are conjugated)” (Deleuze, 2016, p. 383). Also, 

Deleuze proposes employing collage to create a new style for philosophical writing and, 

especially, to repeat differently the history of philosophy. Applying the same irreverence that 

Duchamp inflicted on art history, Deleuze (2016) proposes to disturb the ‘serious’ and 

‘important’ history of philosophy: “One imagines a philosophically bearded Hegel, a 

philosophically clean-shaven Marx, in the same way as a moustached Mona Lisa” (p. XViii).  

 To conclude, the deceptive power of the simulacrum as a copy or a repetition that 

externally resembles (that is, in its appearance) the original but internally introduce 

dissimilarity and difference will be particularly useful for elaborating the problem of the 

original and the copy in the context of appropriation art, and, specifically, Martínez’s 

appropriations. As I will show, one of the crucial questions introduced by appropriation art 

is precisely what constitutes the identity of the artwork and what constitutes the ontological 

difference that makes certain (mechanical) copies of an original merely replicas (or instances 

of the same) whereas others ‘copies’ new originals (that is, I will argue, a simulacrum). The 

problem of the distinction between repetition-of-the-same and repetition-of-the-different is 

dramatically exemplified when the two copies are (formally and physically) indiscernible – 

as we will see, this will be, to some extent, the case of Martínez’s simulacrum as well as 

Borges’ Pierre Menard. In sum, far from being a problem restricted to Plato, the problem 

between the original and the copy, and between the copy and the simulacrum, plays a crucial 

role for the current ontology of art.121 Likewise, the mechanism of authentication hidden in 

Plato’s method of division and selection between authentic and inauthentic copies is crucial 

for appropriation art and copyright issues. The problem of authenticity will be the central 

subject of Chapter 2. 

 
121 Arthur Danto (1981) shows how significantly the Platonic notion of the original and the copy has shaped 
modern and contemporary theory and appreciation of art and literature. Danto argues that there is an extended 
belief that artworks and poetry are Platonic forms that escape the contingencies of history and nature. 
Schopenhauer, for instance, stated that “Art, the work of genius […] repeats and reproduces the eternal ideas 
grasped through pure contemplation, the essential and abiding in all the phenomena of the world” (Danto, 1981, 
p. 34) “Ironically,” he says, “all of these glorifying theories [vests] works of art with the same magnificent 
properties Plato impugned them for lacking in contrast with the forms” (Danto, 1981, p. 34). 
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Returning to the poems mentioned previously, “Who Am I?” and “Tomorrow Rises 

Up” were published in La Época newspaper on a crucial political date. On that occasion, 

Martínez sent the poems to the newspaper along with a picture of himself holding up his 

daughter with the following explanatory text: “1973: The poet and his daughter were 

photographed in Viña del Mar Central Square. Today, he is a sick man who continues 

writing” (my translation). Additionally, Martínez explicitly requested that the poems be 

published before the referendum which ended the dictatorship.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.1 Martínez in newspaper (La Época, 1988) 
 

There are many aspects demonstrating the political implications of this 

“performance” (Ayala, 2010, p. 212). From a temporal perspective, the poem makes an 

explicit reference to the beginning of the dictatorship (1973 - in the explanatory note) and 

the context of publication refers directly to the end of the dictatorship. From a symbolic point 

of view, the image of the father with the daughter (and the absent mother - as in La Nueva 

Novela) refers to the ideological construction of the family as the ‘base’ of the society for 

both the Catholic Church and the dictatorship. As a lyrical composition, “Tomorrow Rises 

Up”, written in the first-person plural (the voice of ‘people’) had unavoidable political 
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effects. Given the context of publication, it was likely read as an emotional protest against 

the dictatorship (“For all the kinds of restriction / That have bent our body down to the ground 

(…) Shouts appearing in our oppressed throats / Iron fingers of usurping laws / Which make 

our sovereign flesh livid.”), and as an expression of the popular hopes about the coming 

democracy (“I demand the right of being listened to / If tomorrow liberty wakes up”). In this 

sense, the lyric subject of the poems alludes to both the romantic genius and the heroic 

revolutionary subject, that is, the icon of the official leftist artist who speaks in the name of 

the people – as in Pablo Neruda’s Canto General (1966).122 

As Weintraub (2015) discovered, this poem was a non-attributed appropriation from 

Juan Luis Martinez, the Swiss-Catalan poet. In this sense, the poem reveals itself as a 

humorous montage, a hoax or as a false testimonial. From here, we might question the 

political value of the intervention, thinking it was merely a joke. If the original political 

meaning intended by the montage was a statement of heroic resistance against the 

dictatorship, then, when they are unveiled as ‘simulacra’ do they lose their political value? I 

would argue not. I consider that the montage changes the evident political meaning of the 

poems, but it does not undercut their potential political effect. Considered within its context, 

one could argue that the lack of authenticity of the reference revealed 29 years later cannot 

alter the possible political effect that has already been produced: a criticism of dictatorship 

and a call for democracy. From a contemporary perspective, I would argue that the political 

meaning of this intervention relies not as much in its supposed ‘democratic message’ as in 

its strategy. By strategy, I mean the way in which the poems mock the official systems of 

identification and recognition by performing the identity of another person. In short, a 

complex politics of non-identity, in which Martínez paradoxically hides himself by publicly 

showing himself (that is the effect of Martínez’s mask). That being said, when elucidating 

the political in Martínez, there are many other formulations in Martínez’s works which clarify 

his critical position against the military regime and also neoliberal democracies. The political 

 
122 Certainly, one the targets of this parody was Pablo Neruda’s Canto General. Neruda (1966) stated “I come 
to speak for your dead mouths”. [Yo vengo a hablar por vuestra boca muerta] (p. 68). That is, the “I” of the 
lyric speaker, perfectly coinciding with the “I” of Neruda himself, represents the absent voice and the sufferings 
of the Incas and other exterminated indigenous people in Latin America during the Spanish colonisation. It is 
worth mentioning, also, that like Martínez’s La Nueva Novela, Neruda’s Canto General is a kind of poetic 
cosmogony of Latin America. Yet, whereas Martínez writes a pataphysical cosmogony, Neruda makes a socio-
political one.  
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will be a constant question to which I return throughout the thesis.  

“Who Am I?”, the other poem of the montage, is a traditional romantic lyric poem 

written consistently in the first person singular. The ‘I’ speaker confesses his personal beliefs, 

struggles and sad feelings to the ‘world’. From a transcendent and existential dimension 

‘outside of time’ and the body, the speaker vehemently declares his ‘truths’ as a way to 

survive in the uncertain journey of life “where anguish and solitude keep watch.” In this 

sense, as the title itself suggests, the poem is an affirmation of self-identity (“I don't want to 

be anyone other than myself (...) And I will not close my eyes, nor will I lower them”) and a 

declaration of principles (“Disrupting systems is the only acceptable game / And I will not 

close my eyes, nor I will lower them”). More importantly, the ‘I’ speaker is not an unqualified 

‘I’ looking for self-recognition. Rather, it is the artist’s self in its frustrated relationship with 

the public: “My name, my face, everything that doesn't belong to me. I give as fodder for the 

insatiable public (…) I will fight until they recognize me as alive”. Similar to “Tomorrow 

Rises Up”, as an appropriated translation the poem’s meaning changes completely along with 

its ontological status. Every verse, then, reveals itself as an irony or as a parody. And the 

romantic poem itself becomes a performance or a performative poetry. Humour therefore 

emanates from lines such as: “I have nothing to hide”, or “I will fight until they recognize 

me as alive.” But the humour emerges not only from the irony, but as the effect that the 

simulacrum produces (in Deleuze’s terms) when it breaks the moral hierarchical order: in 

this case, when it breaks down the private ‘ownership’ of the original author.  

The aesthetic extent of the simulation appears when we consider the composition of 

the work. All the accompanying media were carefully arranged to produce the effect of 

‘authenticity’: the inclusion of the photograph, the poems (as confessional poetry), the 

explanatory notes, and its execution at a unique moment. In a word, a meticulous montage 

of elements supposedly expressing the true self of the poet. In other words, giving the public 

an image of the ‘naked poet’ in the precise moment when the poet makes a “dramatic 

affirmation of identity” – following Zurita’s mistaken appreciation of Martínez’s strategies. 

Martínez, then, created a masterly and complex simulacrum in which he ‘simulates’ being 

the person who wrote these romantic and heroic poems. But, by doing this, he completely 

changes the ontological identity of the ‘original’ artwork and also transforms the ontological 

identity of the original author. As a matter of fact, the ‘original’ romantic poem became a 
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performance or a montage and the ‘original’ Martinez is absorbed by its ‘copy’. In Deleuzo-

Guattarian terms, I would argue that Martínez made a rhizome with Martinez. In other words, 

by appropriating those poems, Martínez deterritorialised his individual authorship (his 

impersonal style) by becoming the other Martinez. The ‘other’ Martinez, also, was a victim 

of a ‘poetic expropriation’. A becoming, Deleuze and Guattari (2009) states, is always 

double: “always located between heterogeneous terms” (p. 262). Also, a becoming “does not 

occur in the imagination (…) they are perfectly real” (p. 262). The reality of this becoming, 

then, could be attested to by the effect on the other Martinez. Indeed, the alteration of the 

original author became real (in the empirical sense) when the Swiss-Catalan author learned 

about the impersonation of his identity. In 2014 the Swiss-Catalan Martinez was told by 

Weintraub about the montage committed 26 years before, and he subsequently was invited 

to Chile to visit Martínez’s family and attend some conferences on this issue. On that 

occasion, he wrote about the montage, describing his own reaction in terms of irritation and 

curiosity. He stated:  

When I found out, the news did not shock me. I would say rather that it surprised and 
irritated me. Shallow irritation, it is true, that arose from the feeling of having been 
manipulated. However, this initial reaction did not last long, since curiosity was born 
in me to know who was the man who had committed this kind of literary suicide [...] 
what he had found in them [the original poems] that inspired him to do so (Rioseco, 
2016, p. 354).  
 
Thus, the ‘original’ Martínez read the ironic and strange intentions of his Chilean 

‘double’ and approved of this appropriation, justifying it as an “anti-ethics of artistic 

expression”. In his words:  

Writ[ing] the work of another and to do so tak[ing] the risk of crossing the invisible 
 line that separates, not the lawful from the unlawful - this is not a legal contract - but 
a certain idea of ethics in writing, which I will nickname “anti-ethics of artistic 
 expression”, which authorizes “appropriations” (Rioseco, 2016, p. 354).  
 
In this sense, it should be stressed that the other Martinez entered into Martínez’s 

game. He did not claim the restitution and recognition of his individual authorship. Although 

he decided not to, he could have perfectly well sued Martínez’s family for copyright violation 

and (in a very Platonic gesture) tried to eliminate or censor Poema del Otro’s simulacrum.123 

 
123 This was, for instance, the case of El Aleph Engordado [The Fattened Aleph] (2009) by Pablo Katchadjian. 
Katchadjian’s experimental work took, without authorization, the entirety of Borges’ famous short story “El 
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Instead, the other-Martinez sympathised with Martínez’s game and, in this sense, he agreed 

to enter into the ‘becoming’. At this point, one could identify the real effect of the becoming: 

the Chilean Martínez becomes a romantic poet (his nemesis) whilst the Swiss-Catalan 

Martinez becomes an experimental poet. What is more important, however, is that the poems 

became a common or collective creation. Indeed, the ‘author’ of “Mañana se levanta” and 

“¿Quién soy yo?” is not anymore the Swiss-Catalan Martínez nor the Chilean one but rather 

the relationship between them. Because no one can be the owner of a becoming, those works 

should be understood as collective and impersonal writing.  

In 1992 Martínez´s visual simulacrum went a level further, becoming a performance 

in the more traditional sense of a bodily action performed before a public. The location was 

La Sorbonne, that is, the place par excellence of symbolic recognition for artists and 

intellectuals, especially from a Latin American or subaltern perspective. Invited along with 

other Chilean writers by the French Ministry of Culture to give a talk in the conference “Les 

belles étrangères”, Martínez read, or better said, performed “Who Am I?”. At that moment, 

the simulacrum achieved its highest intensity. Martínez found a way to present himself in 

public without exposing his subjectivity. By wearing the mask of a romantic and epic poet, 

Martínez presented himself through the poems that most contradicted his own impersonal 

and experimental poetics, without any explanations. Once again Martínez was laughing at 

the symbolic power of (European) Academia. One of the literary and philosophical 

achievements of the simulacrum consisted in breaking down the idea of a ‘style’ or a ‘voice’ 

in Martínez’s oeuvre – that is, other aesthetic manifestations of the identity of the author. As 

mentioned, if we do not know that those poems actually were a parodic intervention, 

Martínez´s poetics becomes completely incoherent and contradictory. In this regard, I would 

 
Aleph” plus extra sentences written by him. Whereas Borges’s Aleph has around 4.000 words, Katchadjian’s 
has 5,600 words. Important to mention is that Katchadjian’s book indicates the method employed by the author 
to alter the original. Katchadjian published 200 copies in a small underground press for a modest price. In 2011, 
Borges’s widow María Kodama filed a lawsuit against Katchadjian for “intellectual property fraud”. Among 
the arguments given by Kodama, were plagiarism and distortion of the original. Katchadjian risked up to six 
years in prison. After a long legal process that ended in 2017, Katchadjian’s work was recognized as a different 
work. Kodama lost the lawsuit and Katchadjian was released. Interestingly, the judge concluded that: “there 
was no doubt about the literary intention that led Katchadjian’s intervention on Borges’ text, because the title 
of the short story, the style used, and the post-scriptum made clear the author’s purpose […] differences between 
them are sufficiently significative to argue that there was no re-elaboration of the original text, but the creation 
of a new and different one” (Camara Nacional de Apelaciones en lo Criminal y Correctional, 2017, p. 9). The 
irony is extensive when considering Katchadjian’s “The Fattened Aleph” in relation to Borges’ “Pierre 
Menard”, which I refer to below.  
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argue that more than a ‘style’, what gives consistency to Martínez’s work is the employment 

of a systematic method: appropriation and assemblage.  

How does one make sense of such different poems being produced by one and the 

same poet? This was exactly the confusing and subversive effect that Martínez’s works (alive 

and dead) produced in the socio-cultural milieu, the press and the Literary Institution for 26 

years (1988 - 2014).124 Faced with the contradiction of two different poetics within one 

person, many critics, journalists, and readers have been perplexed. After the publication of 

Poemas del Otro some lucid critics questioned the stylistic inconsistency. Matías Rivas, for 

instance, stated: “The poems seem to be written by a different person; they are so transparent 

that they become disturbing” (2003, n.p, my translation). Similarly, Cristóbal Joannon, the 

editor of Poemas del Otro, stated: “If you compare [Poemas del Otro] with La Nueva Novela, 

it could hardly be inferred that Juan Luis Martínez was the author of both. That was the idea: 

to let the ‘other’ speak” (Martínez, 2003, p. 11, my translation). However, critics quickly 

celebrated Martínez’s decision to show his ‘true self’: the real man beyond the masks and 

games (Ayala, 2010). Or celebrated the publication of Poemas del Otro as a “very pleasant 

surprise [containing] a lyrical project of vast scope” (Cordua, 2004, n.p.).  

In this respect, Martínez’s performance consisted in giving the literary critics what 

they were waiting for: an authentic ‘human substance’. Precisely, the “lack of human 

substance” was one of the sharp criticisms that La Nueva Novela received from Father 

Ignacio Valente, the most important (and almost unique) literary critic during the 

Dictatorship. In Valente’s (1993) words:  

The poetic wit that Juan Luis Martínez deploys in these experiments is undeniable, 
 but no less undeniable is its limit: the lack of human substance within the formalism 
 of his magical tricks. It could be a voluntary deficiency - an intentional abolition of 
 the self - but it remains a deficiency no less. Poetic impersonality - a living desire in 
 current poetry - is only poetically effective as a higher form for revealing the eternal: 
human experience (p. 5).  

 

In this way, literary critics confirmed the conventional conception of poetry as self-

 
124 As indicated, the simulacra began in the newspapers in 1988, were re-published in Chilean newspapers 
several times, and were ended by Weintraub’s discovery in 2014. Although, it should be noted that currently 
there are many webpages that still attribute those poems to the Chilean Juan Luis Martínez. It is impressive that 
even in Martínez’s own official webpage those poems are attributed to the Chilean Juan Luis Martínez without 
any explanation. In sum, the simulacrum has become a virtual, online one. 
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expression or poetic authenticity. From this truthful and emotional place, then, the real 

‘originality’ of the poet’s genius was meant to arise. Precisely that unique substance that 

cannot be imitated. When the ‘game’, or the Duchamp-esque ‘joke’ was discovered in 2014, 

one empirical simulacrum was perhaps completed. The authorial identities were re-

distributed, the stolen texts were re-directed to their origin, and the literary order was re-

established. From a Deleuzo-Guattarian perspective, one could say that one of Martínez’s 

becoming (‘Martínez becoming Martinez’) was reterritorialized as the last ‘brilliant’ idea of 

Martínez’s individual genius. Yet, the question that remains is whether the deterritorializing 

force was totally exhausted by this reterritorialization? I would argue that this is not the case. 

What Martínez’s performance indicates is merely one becoming, one ‘line of flight’ from the 

‘molar’ authorship to the ‘molecular’ conception of writing as ‘collective assemblage of 

enunciation’. In this sense, we could conclude by saying that the deterritorializing force of 

this simulacrum has yet to be actualized. Moreover, this ‘line of flight’ constitutes one 

becoming which also connects with other assemblages and other ‘becomings’. 

   

2.4 Appropriation Poetry 

 

The case of ‘Martínez becoming (the other) Martinez’ indicates a distinctive quality of 

Martínez’s method and poetics, that is, the radical use of literary and artistic appropriation. I 

will devote the last section of this chapter to define and discuss the notion of artistic and 

literary appropriation from a broader perspective. My aim is to define what artistic or poetic 

appropriation is, and, mainly, to specify why and when the practice of appropriation works 

as a subversive device to challenge and reformulate the ‘authority’, the ‘originality’ and the 

‘ownership’ commonly attributed to the modern author. 

Appropriation practice is hardly a new phenomenon. On the contrary, the 

development of collage, assemblage, bricolage and montage techniques in the 20th century 

can hardly be explained without the concept of appropriation. As I mentioned in the 

introduction, both literary and artistic collages and assemblages are precisely made of 

appropriated material – artistic and non-artistic sources. Nowadays there are several terms 

related to the practice of appropriation. For instance: ‘remake’, ‘re-enactment’, ‘reuse’, ‘re-

mixing’, ‘sampling’, or ‘recycling’. Within the field of literature and written poetry the most 
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common ones are: récriture and writing-through (Perloff, 2010) and, perhaps, uncreative 

writing (Goldsmith, 2011). Each term highlights a different aspect of appropriation. What 

seems to connect these rather different terms is the notion of appropriation as a compositional 

method and an artistic practice based on the use of already created material (either artistic 

and literary or non-artistic or non-literary) to produce a ‘new’ artwork (literary, musical, 

visual, poetic, digital, graphic, etc.).  

The practice of appropriation could be understood as a creative reaction to deal with 

the overwhelming amount of already published or composed ‘original’ works of any kind. 

The accelerated speed of the reproduction of knowledge produced by Internet and 

technological revolution highlights the significance of appropriation practices in the 

contemporary context. In other words, located in the context of the 1960-1990s, Martínez 

used appropriation as a way to creatively react to what I would call the ‘abyss of analogue 

knowledge’; an ‘abyss’ made of physical books and libraries. Nowadays, we use 

appropriation techniques -synthetized in the ‘copy and paste’ functions - to creatively react 

to a ‘abyss of digital knowledge’. That is, an online abyss in constant expansion that exists 

parallel to the analogue one and which is made of digital books, papers, webpages, and so 

on.125          

 Conventionally speaking, a piece of appropriated poetry or appropriated art is defined 

in opposition to a traditional work of original authorship. While the former one is made by 

the selection and re-arrangement of already created (artistic and non-artistic) materials, the 

latter one presupposes the construction of those materials (texts, images, objects, music, etc.) 

by the author himself or herself. As Perloff (2010) mentions, the latter conception refers to 

the notion of “the poet’s own words” (p. 2) or the idea of the work as expression of the 

authentic voice or the genius of the poet.  

 There is a fundamental distinction to be made between, on the one hand, works, 

poems, music that only make use (to a different degree) of appropriation and, on the other 

hand, what we could denominate appropriation art or appropriation poetry. The main 

 
125 In this line, Dworkin, Morris and Thurston (2012) argue that: “The most interesting writers today are taking 
the technological imperatives of the age of fibre-optics and deploying them as compositional strategies: 
appropriating, reframing, and repurposing texts from our vast cultural database of found language. Innovative 
writing needs no longer be predicated on generating new text; intelligent plagiarism is sufficient. The impulse 
is not new […] but the ease and scale of scissoring and pasting are unprecedented” (p. 14). 
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difference, I propose, is that appropriation art or poetry uses appropriative practices to 

(implicitly or explicitly) thematize and problematize the very concept and practice of 

appropriation. As Hudson Hick argues (2017), “appropriation art is about appropriation: the 

viewer is meant to know that the objects and images presented are appropriated, and this is 

meant to say something about the objects and the authorship of the original and new works” 

(p. 150). In this sense, appropriationist artists and poets are fully aware that, through the 

material objects they produce, they are developing a conceptual and philosophical system. 

The radical problematization of the notion of the original and the copy (and the simulacrum) 

as well as the concepts of repetition and difference is what made appropriation art of 

particular interest for thought on the ontology of art. Also, the challenging of the notion of 

(private) ownership makes appropriation art interesting for ethics, political philosophy and 

law. In my view, Martínez not only employs appropriative practices, but I argue he is both 

an appropriationist artist and an appropriationist poet. In consequence, his ethics and 

ontology of art should be extracted from his appropriative practices - and not (in a traditional 

hermeneutical way) from the explicit verbal content of his works.126  

The creation of a ‘new’ artwork depends on the capacity of the appropriation to 

transform the original source. Unsurprisingly, one of the main controversies produced by 

appropriation art relates to the precise meaning of ‘transformation’. What counts as a 

‘meaningful’ or ‘significant’ transformation of the original is precisely the object of a number 

of ontological, aesthetic and also legal debates127 regarding appropriation practices and 

appropriation art. Also, who defines what counts as a meaningful transformation is 

particularly controversial.  

 
126 For this reason, a crucial part of my methodology consists in the analysis of Martínez appropriations. In 
Chapter 1, I analyse the appropriation of the ‘other’ Juan Luis Martinez. In Chapter 2, I develop at length 
Martínez’s appropriations of Marcel Duchamp’s works. In Chapter 3, I analyse his appropriations of Sebastian 
Serlio’s and Juan Fresán’s labyrinths, as well as the work of Jean Tardieu. In Chapter 4, I analyse his 
appropriations of Gaston Bachelard’s works, Lewis Carroll’s photos, William Blake’s poems, and T. S. Eliot’s 
poems, among others. In each case, I analyse the differences that Martínez produced through the repetition of 
an original, and the effect that those repetition have for the construction of the work and a situated readership - 
Chile under the dictatorship and, also, contemporary Chile. 
127 Although I will not approach the problem of appropriation poetry and art from a legal point of view, it is 
important to note that different legal doctrines apply the principle of transformation as a necessary requirement 
to justify the infringement of copyright. For instance, the “fair use” doctrines used in United States law state 
that: “A fair use is any copying of copyrighted material done for a limited and “transformative” purpose, such 
as to comment upon, criticize, or parody a copyrighted work. Such uses can be done without permission from 
the copyright owner. In other words, fair use is a defence against a claim of copyright infringement. If your use 
qualifies as a fair use, then it would not be considered an infringement” (Stim, 2016, p. 244).   



101 
 

Two of the common arguments raised to justify the existence of a significative 

transformation refer to either changes in the context (by means of the process of de- and re-

contextualization that often takes places in appropriation practices) or to alterations (or 

variations) in the content, media or formal features of the original artwork. Or to the 

combination of both.  

A literary example, often discussed in appropriation art literature (Danto, 1981, 

Goldsmith, 2011), is Borges’s Pierre Menard, Author of The Quixote. Borges’ short story is 

indeed useful to discuss the two mentioned principles of transformation (re-contextualization 

and alteration). The story is that in the 20th century, French writer Pierre Menard ‘re-writes’, 

without copying and without changing a single letter from the original in Spanish, chapters 

9 and 38 (of the first section) and a fragment of chapter 22 of Don Quijote. Menard’s method 

to accomplish such an impossible mission is never clearly explained by the narrator128 – some 

reasons are nonetheless sketched such as the “total identification with a given author” 

(Borges, 1964, p. 51). Borges (1964) writes: “The first method he conceived was relatively 

simple. Know Spanish well, recover the Catholic faith, fight against the Moors and the Turk, 

forget the history of Europe between the years 1602 and 1918, be Miguel de Cervantes” (p. 

51).129 The manuscripts of Menard’s fragmented Quixote were destroyed by him. Therefore, 

we only rely on the narrator’s voice. The (snobbish) narrator, who somehow remembers 

Menard’s destroyed fragments, tells us that Menard’s fragmentary Quixote is a much subtler 

version of the Quixote than Cervantes’. In what is perhaps the most-humorous passage of the 

story, the narrator provides the following comparative literary analysis: 

It is a revelation to compare Menard’s Don Quixote with Cervantes’. The latter, for 
example, wrote (part one, chapter 9): 
 
… truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of deeds, witness of the 
past, exemplar and adviser to the present, and the future’s counsellor. 

 
128 As Borges (1964) writes: “He did not want to compose another Quixote -which was easy- but the Quixote 
itself. Needless to say, he never contemplated a mechanical transcription of the original; he did not propose to 
copy it. His admirable intention was to produce a few pages which would coincide – word for word and line 
for line – with those of Miguel de Cervantes” (p. 52).  
129 The absurdist procedure of the “total identification with the author” is, I think, a parody of the method 
proposed by Young, and others, consisting in imitating the original genius’s persona but not his composition. 
As Young (2020) says: “Must we then,” you say, “not imitate ancient authors?” Imitate them by all means; but 
imitate alright. He that imitates the divine Iliad does not imitate Homer, but he who takes the same method 
which Homer took for arriving at a capacity of accomplishing a work so great. Tread in his steps to the sole 
fountain of immortality; drink where he drank, at the true Helicon, that is, at the breast of nature. Imitate; but 
imitate not the composition, but the man” (p. 4153).  
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Written in the seventeenth century, written by the “lay genius” Cervantes, this 
enumeration is a mere rhetorical praise of history. Menard, on the other hand, writes: 
 
… truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of deeds, witness of the 
past, exemplar and adviser to the present, and the future’s counsellor. 
 
History, the mother of truth: the idea is astounding. Menard, a contemporary of 
William James, does not define history as an inquiry into reality but as its origin. 
Historical truth, for him, is not what has happened; it is what we judge to have 
happened […] The contrast in style is also vivid. The archaic style of Menard – quite 
foreign, after all – suffers from a certain affectation. Not so that of his forerunner, 
who handles with ease the current Spanish of his time (Borges, 1964, p. 55).  
 

The reasons the narrator mentions to argue for Menard’s Quixote as a new and much 

subtler version than Cervantes’ allude to the supposed author’s intentions, composition 

procedure and, fundamentally, the change of context. The repetition of the same words by a 

different author in a new context gave the original work a new meaning. Also, it could be 

added that Menard did not attempt to simply re-write the entirety of the Quixote, but instead 

he selected some specific fragments to be re-written without variation.  

In this sense, Borges’ Pierre Menard seems to suggest that re-contextualization and 

formal alterations of the original (explained through the authors’ intentions) are sufficient 

conditions for a copy to become an original. That is, certainly, an interesting reading. 

However, I believe this is not the argument exposed in Borges’s Pierre Menard. There is a 

narrative element in the short story that is rarely noticed and, I argue, should alter the reading 

of the story. The one who attributes the notorious difference in meaning between the two 

Quixotes and judges their comparative value, is not Borges’s own voice representing his 

poetics, nor even Pierre Menard’s own voice, but the narrator’s voice. There are several 

elements in the story indicating the narrator is a parody of a snobbish literary critic.130 

 
130 The narrator, Menard’s friend, is a notorious parody of the figure of a snobbish literary critic who generates 
the difference between the two Quixotes by means of an over-interpretation. The narrator is parodied from the 
very beginning of the short story, for instance: “I am aware it is quite easy to challenge my slight authority” 
(Borges, 1964, p. 49). The seriousness of the narrator’s analytic judgement is parodied in the way he refers to 
other -aristocratic- literary critics of Menard by including all sorts of irrelevant and private information: “The 
Countess de Bagnoregio, one of the most delicate spirits of the Principality of Monaco (and now of Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, following her recent marriage to the international philanthropist Simon Kautzsch, who has been 
so inconsiderately slandered, alas! By the victims of his disinterested maneuvers” (Borges, 1964, p. 49). Also, 
the compositional method of Menard (praised by the narrator) is absurd: to re-write a verbatim copy based on 
the memories of his reading of Quixote during his childhood. Juan José Saer (2014) proposes that Borges is 
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Therefore, what Borges’ story shows is rather the limitation of only regarding re-

contextualization, (formal) alteration and the author’s intention, by themselves, as having the 

capacity to produce a new original. If that were the case, the production of a ‘new original’ 

via appropriation practices would be a simple mechanical and empty operation. 

I argue that re-contextualization and alterations of the original, separately or in 

combination, might be necessary conditions but that they are not sufficient conditions to 

produce a new original in an ontological sense. Still, this does not deny the importance of re-

contextualization and alterations but instead indicates that something else needs to occur. 

That supplementary element, or rather, this event is precisely what transforms a (more or 

less) elaborated copy or a ‘derivative’ work into a ‘new original’. In other words, there are 

certain recontextualization and certain alterations of the original or the copy that indeed 

produce a new original, whereas other produce copies of the same.  

The debate about the generation of a ‘new original’ from a copy is different when 

considered from an onto-aesthetic perspective than when formulated from a legal point 

perspective. Still, it is interesting to realise how much the legal discourse draws on an 

ontology of art and requires precise definition of original, copy, derivation and so on. From 

an onto-aesthetic point of view, the Deleuzian notion of simulacrum is helpful to think about 

the ‘supplementary’ element that needs to occur in order to generate a new original from a 

‘perverted’ copy. The simulacrum, as Deleuze (2016) argues, has to be constructed by 

“pushing the copy” to a next level (p. 383). In this fashion, I would argue that appropriation 

art is ontologically a practice of ‘simulation’. As with the Deleuzian simulacrum, what 

defines an appropriationist work is not the external resemblance to the original but the 

internal dissimilarity that should produce a disturbing effect in established and 

institutionalised hierarchies of values. In this case, in the established notions of the original 

author, private ownership and the original artwork. It is that disruptive effect or that event, I 

argue, that defines at least one way of producing a ‘new original’ – and yet, only by means 

of repetition.  

Unlike the notion of the original genius in Young, Kant and others, the 

appropriationist poet does imitate, does follow rules made by others, and can perfectly 

 
actually depicting the narrator and Menard as charlatans. Moreover, he argues that Menard is a parody of Paul 
Valéry. 
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explain to others what they have done and how they have done it, as well as how to repeat it 

as Goldsmith’s (2011) pedagogical method of uncreative writing proposes. Like the 

simulacrum, the appropriationist poet and artist does not oppose originality to copy, instead, 

he/she makes an original to be born out of the intensive (compulsive) repetition of the most 

banal copy and with the most banal materials. In other words, the appropriationist poet knows 

that the reversion of the hierarchy between the original and the copy takes place through an 

intensive repetition and not by isolation from influences or by denying accepted rules of 

composition. However, as said, something else has to occur: an effect that truly disrupts fixed 

structures and habits. If, as Deleuze (2015) argues, the simulacrum is a “crowned anarch[y],” 

then, some kind of destruction is necessary (p. 272).  

Another controversy that follows from the previous one is that appropriationist artists 

do not necessarily request authorization for the use of the original sources from their 

authors.131 Also, the text could lack the attribution of the appropriated materials to their 

original authors (appropriation as plagiarism). The lack of authorization and attribution 

implies an evident infringement of the author’s rights. Appropriation practice challenges the 

modern conception of the artwork as private property of the individual author, and therefore, 

contests the idea of the (original) author as the private owner of the work.  

In this sense, there is an ethical aspect concerning the legitimacy -or lack thereof- of 

the transgressive action implied by appropriation practices. Appropriation practice, as such, 

is ethically ambiguous. It is misleading, thus, to claim that appropriation is a subversive and 

transgressive tool per se. Instead, there are specific uses of appropriation that could be 

claimed as subversive or transgressive of ossified power structures. In this sense, the act of 

artistic appropriation cannot be addressed outside of the specific context in which the act of 

appropriation takes place. Although the discussion regarding artistic appropriation is 

different from the discussion about cultural appropriation and economic appropriation, the 

dynamics of power must be taken into consideration to analyse a specific appropriationist 

procedure (Hatala Matthes, 2019; Irvin, 2005; Thi Nguyen & Strohl, 2019). Only a case-by-

 
131 The existence or inexistence of authorisation and attribution is not a necessary requirement for a piece of 
appropriated art or an appropriated poem to be such. In other words, there are pieces of appropriated art with 
or without authorisation and with or without attribution. However, the lack of authorization and attribution is 
what makes more evident the ambiguous subversive effect of appropriation art. In other words, the lack of 
authorization makes apparent that the appropriated image hides a Deleuzian simulacrum.  
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case analysis of the specific power-relations involved in the appropriationist action can 

distinguish if the action disrupts or reproduces established power relations – including class, 

colonial, gender, patriarchal, racial, and capitalist relations. In this sense, there are at least six 

aspects to analyse, from an ethical point of view, in cases of appropriation art: who is the 

appropriationist author and who is the ‘ex-propriated’ author, community or institution; what 

is the ‘object’ of the appropriation; what are the alterations (in form and content) made to the 

object; the existence or not of authorization and attribution; the (new) purpose or the use of 

the ‘new original ‘(for instance, pedagogical, political, communitarian, commercial, etc.); 

and what are the effects produced in the relevant communities by the alteration of the 

object.132            

 The appropriationist and conceptual poet Carlos Soto Román, a follower of Martínez, 

highlights the ethical concern regarding appropriation. Soto Román claims that, facing the 

ubiquitous quality of appropriative practice, we should differentiate between damaging and 

subversive uses of appropriation:  

If the call for the “appropriation”: of texts or traces does not already open a fissure or 
fold in itself, the aforementioned appropriation runs the risk of reiterating 
(mechanically) the worst: the imperial appropriation, the sack of Cuzco, Tenochtitlan 
and Baghdad, the colonial machination in all (not just the baroque) variety, etc., etc. 
One thing is to appropriate the assets of national, international and transnational 
institutions of art & culture. Another thing is to appropriate the remains of those who 
have lacked all assets, or almost; disappeared by the last dictatorship, [Indigenous 
people] Yámana or Tehuelche exterminated, incinerated in a gas chamber (Dworkin, 
Morris, Thurston, & Soto Román, 2013, pp. 34-35).  

 
132 To refer a known case of a contemporary appropriationist poet who failed to understand the power dynamics 
in appropriation art we could examine the case of Kenny Goldsmith. Goldsmith, a white American middle-class 
poet, appropriated the text of the autopsy report of Michael Brown – an 18-year-old black man murdered by a 
white police officer in Missouri, US. Goldsmith made “The Body of Michael Brown”, a remix with the autopsy 
report, and, without explaining his intentions (although this might be irrelevant), read the re-arranged report to 
around 75 people in a conference at Brown University, 2015. Some lines read by Goldsmith were directly 
humiliating to Brown, such as the last one: “The remaining male genitalia system is unremarkable” (Steinhauer, 
2015, n.p.). Goldsmith’s performance was strongly rejected in the US. He was categorically condemned by 
Black communities for “racist exploitation in the name of conceptual poetics” (Steinhauer, 2015, n.p.) and for 
being unable to “differentiate between White Supremacy and Poetry” (Steinhauer, 2015, n.p.) Although he 
apologized, Goldsmith ultimately defended his performance as a common practice of conceptual writing: “a 
writer need not write any new text but rather reframe those that already exist in the world to greater effect than 
any subjective interpretation could lend” (Steinhauer, 2015, n.p.). In short, I believe Goldsmith’s mistake was 
not realizing that he was not authorized to appropriate Brown’s autopsy, not only because he was white in a 
highly racist context in which police brutality against Black people is common (for instance, the highly 
publicized case of George Floyd), but also because he did not request authorization from the family or from the 
broader community. In sum, Goldsmith’s failure shows that, although there is an authentic challenge to personal 
identity in conceptual poetry, power relations are nonetheless fundamental to consider when analysing 
appropriation art.  
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In the case of Martínez, I argue his mode of appropriation is not only a legitimate one 

but a politically progressive one insofar as he appropriates, as a Chilean, sources of 

philosophical, literary, scientific and artistic knowledge mostly produced by Europe and the 

US, as the hegemonic centres of culture – that is, the above referred “assets [of] international 

and transnational institutions of art & culture”. The aim of Martínez’s appropriations, then, 

is to re-distribute knowledge and artistic goods produced by the Global North to Chilean and 

Latin-American readership. It is important to note that Martínez’s appropriation takes place 

within the Chilean context of the 1960s-1980s. That is, a context of dramatic cultural 

isolation which is related not only to military censorship but also to Chile’s historically 

marginal position in the global context – at artistic, economic, cultural and social levels. For 

example, the exhibitions of fundamental European avant-garde artworks, as well as the 

publication or circulation of philosophical works (especially French Post-Structuralism) was 

very limited (Galende, 2007; 2009). In this sense, Martínez’s appropriation should be taken 

as both a creative mode of re-distribution of knowledge, culture and art, as well as an 

immanent political statement that knowledge, culture and art should be common or public 

property.133  

Finally, there seems to be a certain clash between the construction of the self-less 

author proposed by the “death of the author”, an author who erases traces of personal identity, 

and the ethical and political aspects involved by appropriationist practices. However, I would 

argue that this is not necessarily the case. At least, not in Martínez’s case. There is not  

necessarily a clash because the kind of information relevant for the determination of the 

identity of the author in cases of appropriation art is not defined in biographical or 

psychological but rather in sociological terms.134 Undoubtedly, both dimensions are related, 

 
133 Martínez had privileged access to a number of French works (philosophy, poetry and literature) shortly after 
their original publication in France. A few copies of those works were sent to the library of Chilean-French 
Institute of Culture in Valparaíso, where Martínez used to visit and work.  
134 For instance, Elaine Sturtevant is a famous appropriationist artist. Her works are based on repetitions of 
Duchamp, Warhol, Johns, Rauschenberg, among other (male) artists. Her work has been regarded as subversive 
insofar as her appropriation made evident the notorious over-representation of men in Art History. For the 
formulation of this feminist argument, it was not necessary to include more personal information about 
Sturtevant. Seen from an intersectional perspective, certainly social class, race, sexual identity, and other 
markers of identity are also important. For example, it would not be the same appropriation work if Sturtevant 
was black, working class, lesbian and/or an immigrant. In that case the work would make a different political 
statement. But again, gender, class, race, and other markers of identity are not strictly personal aspects. By 
themselves they say little about Sturtevant herself but they say a lot about her position of power. Finally, 
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but there is a significant difference: we do not need to know personal experiences of the 

author (in the form of diaries, biographies, auto-biographies) in order to identify what 

position of power the author occupies in his/her context. If the author occupies somehow a 

position of symbolic power (as in Goldsmith’s example) and, if the object of appropriation 

is taken without authorization from a culture or author in a position of subordination, then, 

naturally, there is an ethical problem. Appropriation in that case is to be critiqued and 

rejected. However, among authors, cultures and institutions belonging to a relatively similar 

position of symbolic power, there is in principle no ethical issue in appropriation – although 

there might be legal issues. Finally, appropriation art is, in principle, subversive of authority 

and of social hierarchies whenever an author devoid of symbolic power (or in a position of 

relative subordination) appropriates commodities, from institutions of power135 or from 

authors imbued with symbolic power, in order to produce either a social critique, aesthetic 

experimentation, self- or collective- expression, pedagogical devices, or, as Deleuze and 

Guattari would say, a war-machine. In this last case, which corresponds to Martínez and most 

of the Chilean poets I analyse in the thesis, appropriation practice operates through releasing 

the creative desire captured by ossified and hierarchical structures of any kind - political, 

social, ontological, aesthetic, economic, racial, gendered, and so on.  

 

2.5 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I have analysed some of the strategies implemented by Martínez in the realm 

of fiction (poetry) and reality in order to problematize or deterritorialise the notion of original 

genius, central to the conception of modern authorship, as well as conceptions of originality, 

private ownership of the work and individuality.136 

 
although I have not been able to include it in the thesis, there is an interesting dialogue between Martínez and 
Sturtevant’s works. Not only do they coincide in their respective enactments of the ‘death of the author’ through 
appropriationist practices, but they have also both appropriated the same works of Duchamp - for instance 
Duchamp’s Wanted (1923). 
135 For instance, the political potential of appropriation art is evident with the appropriation of the declassified 
CIA documents by Carlos Soto Román’s Chile Project: [Re-Classified] (2013). Soto Román selected and 
altered a number of pages of the CIA intervention in Chile during the dictatorship and used these in an artist’ 
book that has the aesthetic and materiality of a secret file. Biblioteca de la No-Historia (2010) and Nuestra 
Pequeña región de por acá (2017) by Chilean artist Voluspa Jarpa are also impressive artistic exhibitions of 
appropriated CIA declassified documents. 
136 For reasons of space, I could not include other strategies employed by Martínez to attack the notion of 
modern authorship here. An important one is criticism of the individuality at stake in the notion of the genius 
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In the absence of a literary or artistic program, the attack on the institution of 

individual authorship can be extracted from the alterations and disruptions Martínez has 

executed in his own individual authorship. As I have shown, the alterations and modifications 

of his own name enact a symbolic rejection of the special status commonly attributed to the 

figure of the author. This symbolic rejection is actualized in reality through a series of actions 

performed by Martínez to avoid institutional recognition and, specifically, avoid committing 

himself to a struggle for literary or artistic recognition.  

Simultaneously, Martínez’s game of masks operates as a statement against the 

conception of poetry as self-expression and against the value of poetic authenticity. In 

contrast, according to Martínez the role of art and poetry consists in providing the author 

(and the reader) the possibility of temporarily becoming someone or something else. The 

evocation of humour, parody, playfulness, perplexity and other effects are fundamental to 

produce this ‘becoming’. As I will demonstrate in Chapter 4, the rejection of poetry as self-

expression is also related to Martínez’s critique of the notion of the self as an unitarian and 

stable psychological entity. In contrast, for Martínez the self is conceived of as a multiplicity 

of fragmented temporalities and fragmented experiences in constant transformation and 

interaction.  

One of the main targets of Martínez’s critique is the traditional notion of originality 

of both the author and the artwork. Inherited from the original genius, the traditional image 

of the original author conceives him as the true origin or the absolute creator that creates 

outside of rules of composition or by creating his own new rules of composition. The 

traditional image of the original work is, in the strongest version, the one created ex-nihilo, 

or, in weaker versions, the utter novelty or the ‘first-of-the-series’ kind. As in Plato’s 

metaphysics, a whole hierarchy of values follows from the proximity or distance of the author 

 
and authorship. As I mentioned in the introduction, the genesis of La Nueva Novela corresponds to a collective 
milieu: many voices participated in the poems and games constituting La Nueva Novela. Furthermore, there is 
a clear collaborative authorship taking place between Raúl Zurita and Juan Luis Martínez. Zurita was Martínez’s 
ex-brother-in-law. They co-habited and shared the same typewriter for 5 years. A comparative analysis of 
Zurita’s “Green Areas” (1975) and Martínez’s poems to Sogol (1985, pp. 80-83) reveals collaborative 
authorship. Finally, there is evidence that some poems of La Nueva Novela were actually written by other poet 
friends of Martínez. Eduardo Parra, for instance, notes that he wrote “Comportamiento de las burbujas en una 
taza de café” [Behaviour on Bubbles on a Cup of Coffee] and gave it to Martínez as a gift (Vasallo, 2017, p. 
23). The poem appears in La Nueva Novela entitled as “Early Research on Bubbles on the Surface of The Coffee 
Contained in a cup” (Martínez, 1985, p. 112). The critique of the notion of individual authorship was important 
in the context of poet collectives in Valparaíso in the late 1960s. As Parra stated: “we did not believe in 
intellectual property” (Vasallo, 2017, p. 31). 
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and the work from the ideal notion of the original. The practical drive of this ontological 

hierarchy becomes evident when noticing that only the original artworks (or the original 

aspects of the artworks) are the ones protected by copyrights. Likewise, the practical drive is 

evident insofar as the recognition of ‘originality’ has been historically employed to determine 

the relative position of authors in a hierarchical structure of value; the canon. In this sense, 

the entire building of the institution of authorship and copyrights lies in the conception of 

originality: “If there is no originality, there is no legal authorship, and no ownership” 

(Hudson Hick, 2017, p. 52). 

Martínez’s symbolic alterations of his name make an affirmative statement of the lack 

of uniqueness - as said, Martínez is an ordinary last-name. Simultaneously, the rejection of 

his author’s name implies a symbolic negation of his role as the ‘original’ creator (i.e. the 

original genius) of his own work. However, the strongest and perhaps most interesting 

criticism of originality made by Martínez is found in his radical use of appropriation 

practices. As I will demonstrate throughout the thesis, Martínez’s oeuvre is fundamentally 

made out of appropriations of works made by others -most of the time without permission. 

Appropriation art and poetry strongly problematize the notion of originality as absolute 

creation or utter novelty. As an appropriationist poet, Martínez embodies the notion that 

neither his own authorship nor his works should be taken as original in the traditional sense 

of having been totally created by himself or of him being the ‘origin’ of the work. Instead, 

Martínez’s work demonstrates the power of appropriation to transform certain copies (the 

simulacra) into ‘new’ originals. In other words, the radical use of appropriation practices is 

what transforms the imitator artist into an original artist. 

To conclude, I would propose that the model of authorship we could extract from 

Martínez’s practices and works is that of minor and minimal authorship.  

Minor, because the author no longer represents a revered figure or a fetishized 

individual. The minor author actively creates ways to escape from the effects of institutional, 

market and public recognition. The ‘escape’, nonetheless, does not involve social isolation 

but instead the active construction of underground communities of readers-authors. A minor 

author, as Martínez was, knows that the individual struggle for artistic recognition operates 

by means of capturing his/her creative desire and using it to feed the capitalistic machine. 

Finally, the minor author knows that the genius is a modern myth of the individual (a 
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variation of an artistic Superman). Indeed, those who have traditionally been regarded as 

geniuses are predominantly European-male-white-bourgeois-artist-or-intellectuals; members 

of the same cultural group as those who coined the concept of the original genius. 

Minimal, insofar as his work involved a reduction or minimization of authorial 

intervention. The role or the creative agency of the author is reduced to the selection, re-

arrangement and re-contextualization of pre-made artistic and non-artistic material. In this 

sense, the minimal authorship more closely resembles the model of the craftsman and the 

bricoleur than the model of the original genius. In sum, I propose that the minimal and minor 

authorship enacted by Martínez defines the author as an assembler of appropriations.  

Finally, I argue that ultimately what is at stake in Martínez’s appropriations -and 

appropriation art as such- is not the complete denial of but rather the re-formulation of 

originality. Part of the problem with traditional notions of originality is the atemporal, 

universal and abstract value of the concept. That is, originality as the ‘first-of-the-series’ 

always remits to the canonic history of art, literature, and philosophy constructed by the 

hegemonic centers of production. Thus, the degree of ‘originality’ of a work made anywhere 

in the world is commonly measured against a European-US canon. Opposed to this procedure 

and the “ideas of individual achievement and market success” (Camnitzer, 2007, p. 26) 

associated with the hegemonic notion of originality, Uruguayan artist and art theorist Luis 

Camnitzer (2007) re-defines the concept of originality in terms of “local unpredictability”:  

Any “original” work that managed to make a first breakthrough is important because, 
in a given context, it had an unpredictable quality. In that same context, a work that 
is locally derivative because it rehashes something already known by its audience is 
not unpredictable but redundant and trivial. The process of appropriation and 
recycling often facilitates the quality of unpredictability in new localities (p. 26). 
 

 In this sense, what matters in attributing originality to a certain work or artist is not if 

that work repeats procedures and resembles other artworks previously made but if the work 

has an impact -an unpredictable quality- in a specific locality. In other words, works are not 

originals as such (as defined by the notion of original genius) but always in relation to certain 

local contexts. The originality, I would add, relates to the effect or the event produced by the 

work to temporarily disturb or deterritorialise the ossified hierarchies of moral, aesthetic and 

political values in a local context. In the next chapter, I will present Martínez’s own 

appropriations of Duchamp’s works in the local context of the Chilean dictatorship. 
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CHAPTER 2: 
 “50 GRAMS OF CHILEAN POETRY”  

A CRITIQUE OF ARTISTIC AND NATIONAL AUTHENTICITY 
 

 

You try to go from the general to the specific,  
even if the general is General Pinochet. 

Alejandro Zambra 
 

Well, you think you are a great artist, here,  
make something great with this little rubber-stamp. 

Ulises Carrión 

  

In this chapter, I will present La Poesía Chilena (1978) as a Duchampian ‘machine’ put to 

work in a new cultural and political milieu. As I will demonstrate, La Poesía Chilena is a 

strange and astonishing assemblage of a number of unrelated objects: a series of Chilean 

flags, copies of death certificates (of Chilean poets and Martínez’s own father), a plastic bag 

filled with ‘Chilean earth’, library cards with forged library stamps, etc. The complexity of 

the work, however, is not only produced by the mixture of incongruent elements but also by 

its context of publication. Indeed, the complexity of the work lies precisely in the “ambiguous 

darkness of the gesture” (Merino, 1998, p. 4) of including a series of Chilean flags and 

Chilean earth in a work published under Pinochet’s chauvinistic and authoritarian regime. 

Reinforcing its ambiguity, the work does not include any explicit political statement nor any 

direct or metaphorical representations of the dictatorship’s historical events. Nor has 

Martínez ever provided any explanation or elaboration of this work. In short, one could ask 

if La Nueva Novela is a parody of nationalistic discourses, a vindication of alternative models 

of national identity or, as I argue, both a parody and a vindication.  

I propose that the political, artistic and philosophical argument of La Poesía Chilena 

is not explicit. Instead, it is embedded in the interplay of its materiality, the appropriationist 

method of composition, and the invisible constraints imposed by the historical-political 

context of publication. My argument is that La Poesía Chilena could be read as an 

assemblage of systematic appropriations of Marcel Duchamp’s works and methods. This 

appropriation involved a process of de- and re- contextualization. Martínez’s re-

contextualization of Duchamp in the Chilean fascist context of the late 1970s produced both 
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an institutional critique of the art/literary world (as in Duchamp’s case) and an ideological 

critique of the political regime (unlike Duchamp). 

I argue La Poesía Chilena is a peculiar poetic machine that produces two different 

effects: on the one hand, it produces a vindicatory expression of an alternative national 

identity, and, on the other hand, a parody of chauvinistic national identity. These effects 

correspond to the main two arguments of the chapter. These are:   

i. Martínez´s employment of a series of Chilean flags superimposed with Duchamp’s 

star reads as a political appropriation of national identity. Far from being alone, Martínez’s 

La Poesía Chilena forms part of a larger assemblage (I will call it the ‘series of the flag’) 

composed by other Chilean artworks that appropriate the national flag (as a material and 

symbolic object) as an experimental counter-hegemonic strategy. Together, these works 

show the Chilean resistance against fascism.  

ii. Through a tactical employment of forged stamps of the Chilean National Library 

and a strategic appropriation of a number of ready-made materials of highly symbolic value, 

Martínez produces the artificial or synthetic ‘aura’ of La Poesía Chilena. There is an intense 

parody operating here – although it has not been perceived by the critics. As we will see, La 

Poesía Chilena parodies the notion of authentic national identity by saturating itself with 

national identity signs: such as ‘real’ Chilean earth, ‘original’ Chilean flags, ‘authentic’ 

stamps of the National Library, and ‘faithful copies’ of death certificates of the four Chilean 

national poets (Pablo Neruda, Gabriela Mistral, Pablo de Rokha and Vicente Huidobro).  

The chapter is organised in five sections. In the first three sections I introduce all the 

necessary concepts and contexts to prepare my main arguments, which are presented in the 

last two sections. In the first section, I describe the different material components or parts of 

La Poesía Chilena. In the second section, I present three works and concepts of Duchamp 

that Martínez has appropriated to construct La Poesía Chilena: Box in Valise, Tonsure and 

Fountain. In the third section, I outline the evolution from Duchamp to US conceptual art to 

Latin American conceptualism.  

In the fourth section I refer to Martínez’s Chilean flag as an appropriation of 

Duchamp’s Tonsure. Here I develop the argument of La Poesía Chilena as a counter-

hegemonic tactic.  
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Finally, in the fifth section, I present Martínez’s forged stamps as an appropriation of 

Duchamp’s device to authenticate replicas and Martínez’s plastic bag filled with Chilean 

earth as an appropriation of Duchamp’s Paris Air. Here, I present Martínez’s parody of 

national authenticity.  

 

3.1 La Poesía Chilena as an Artistic Assemblage or an Assembled Book 

 

La Poesía Chilena (1978) has been described as a poetic object, book object, artists’ book, 

book box, photobook, box metaphor of a coffin, and so on (Cussen, 2009; Weintraub, 2015). 

The abundance of categorisations highlights its unclassifiable, multiple and ambiguous 

identity. The parodic nature of the work is intensified once we notice that the function of La 

Poesía Chilena’s booklet - made up of a collection of library catalogue cards - consists 

precisely of registering and classifying library data. Hence, La Poesía Chilena is an object 

created to classify works of literature which itself cannot be classified as an object or within 

a literary genre. In sum, it is a self-contradictory object.  

I will consider La Poesía Chilena as an artistic assemblage or an assembled book. 

Three main physical items compose this ‘machinic’ assemblage: a cardboard box, a small 

plastic bag filled with real earth and a booklet made of cardboard library cards. I will propose 

that the cardboard box works as a kind of library card-catalogue drawer; the plastic bag as a 

(hyper) concrete poem; and the booklet as the library cards within the ‘drawer’. Below I will 

briefly describe the three objects composing La Poesía Chilena detailing their materiality, 

visuality, and objecthood.  

The cover of the black and white cardboard box (14 cm x 20 cm x 2 cm) is a collage 

made up of two images and a fragmented text. One is the image of a man’s head with a star 

shaved on top of his head. The other is the “grainy photograph” (Martínez, 1978, n.p.) of a 

white sink. Both images are repeated on the booklet’s front and back cover respectively. The 

pictures are juxtaposed on top of a dedicatory text – making the central section of the text 

illegible. Like the images, the text is repeated (in full) within the interior of the booklet. 
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Figure 3.1 La Poesía Chilena closed box (Martínez, 1978) [left] & La Poesía Chilena open box 

(Martínez, 1978) [right] 

 

The image of the man with the shaved star is an appropriation of Marcel Duchamp’s 

Tonsure (1919) and the picture of a sink is an appropriation of Duchamp’s Fountain (1917). 

Likewise, the very idea of using a box seems to be an appropriation of Duchamp’s boxes (the 

box of 1914, the green box, the white box and, especially, the box in a suitcase).137 I will 

return to the implications of this appropriation once I have finished describing the poetic 

object.   

  Inside the box, there are two objects: a 40 - 42 page booklet (depending on the copy) 

and a small transparent plastic bag filled with 21 grams of brown earth with the label Earth 

from Chile’s Central Valley.138  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.2 La Poesía Chilena booklet (Martínez, 1978) [left] & “Earth from Chile’s Central Valley” 

(Martínez, 1978) [right] 

 

 
137 In original French: La Boîte de 1914 (1914); La Boîte Verte (1934); La Boîte-en-Valise (1935-1941); and À 
l’Infinitif or La Boîte Blanche (1966). 
138 In original Spanish: “Tierra del Valle Central de Chile” (Martínez, 1978, n.p.). 
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The booklet is made up mostly of library card catalogue entries 139, supposedly the 

ones used in the National Library of Chile before the system was digitised during the 2000s. 

Each catalogue card indicates conventional bibliographic information: name of the author, 

title of the book, location in the library, and other data. Five of these cards have been 

handwritten with annotations citing four known lyrical poems referring to death, each 

composed each by the four main Chilean poets (or the ‘national poets’): Pablo Neruda, 

Gabriela Mistral, Vicente Huidobro, and Pablo de Rokha.140 Each one of these four cards 

incorporates a miniaturised, folded,141 and detached photocopy of each author’s death 

certificate respectively. Therefore, on the same page we find the quotation of the death poem 

and the death certificate of the poem’s author (on top). Also, each of these cards has been 

inscribed with the ‘official’ violet stamp of the Chilean National Library, Chilean Section - 

in a very Duchampian gesture of self-inscription (as I will analyse later on). Below I show 

one example of a reading card and a death certificate, those of Neruda.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3.3 Neruda reading card (Martínez, 1978) [left] & Neruda death certificate (Martínez, 1978) [right] 

 

 
139 To be more precise, the cards are “Fichas de Lectura” [reading cards]. 
140 The poems quoted are: “Sonetos de la muerte” by Gabriel Mistral in Desolación (1922); “Sólo la muerte” 
by Pablo Neruda in Residencia en la tierra (1935); “Poesía funeraria” by Pablo de Rockha in Gran temperatura 
(1937); and “Coronación de la muerte” by Vicente Huidobro in Últimos Poemas (1948). All the poems are 
lyrical poems reflecting on death and endowed with a highly emotional charge. Also, it is important to note that 
only the name of the poem is quoted with the text/body of the poem totally absent.  
141 The use of these ‘folded’ death certificates which need to be manually unfolded is important to characterise 
the shocking effect as part of the aesthetic experience of ‘reading’ the work.  
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The other library card is located separately at the very end of the booklet. It does not 

register any data except for one quotation in the ‘text’ section where it reads: “Earth from 

Chile’s Central Valley” (Martínez, 1978, n.p.). Like the other card catalogue entries, this one 

has an ‘official’ stamp of the National Library, Chilean Section. Surprisingly, the card 

incorporates another death certificate, this time Martínez's father who died the year before 

La Poesía Chilena was published (1978).  

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.4 “Earth from Chilean Central Valley” (Martínez, 1978) [left] & Martínez’s father’s death certificate 

(Martínez, 1978) [right] 

 

The rest of the booklet is made up of 30-32 blank card catalogue entries (with no 

information whatsoever). Each one of these cards has a small Chilean flag affixed to it. 

 

 
Figure 3.5 Chilean flags on reading card (Martínez, 1978) 
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At the very beginning of the booklet, we find the only text which could be considered 

a ‘conventional’ poem. As mentioned, the text is the full version of the fragments which 

appear on the box cover. This text works as a sort of cryptic explanation of the ‘origin’ of the 

paper composing La Poesía Chilena. The poem opens with “Ab Imo Pectore / There exists a 

prohibition against crossing a line that is only imaginary / (The final possibility of crossing 

this line is set through violence): / And at that limit, my late father bestows these papers upon 

me:” (Martínez, 1978, n.p., translated by Weintraub, 2015, p. 113). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.6 “Ab Imo Pectore” (Martínez, 1978) 

 

Instead of explaining the ‘meaning’ of the text, I will highlight three elements that 

allow for a better appreciation of La Poesía Chilena. Firstly, the Latin inscription “Ab Imo 

Pectore”, translated as “from the depths of the chest” (Weintraub, 2015, p. 113) clearly works 

as a sign of (emotional or spiritual) authenticity, as well as marking the Latin and Western 

tradition of Chilean culture. Secondly, the text ‘explains’ the ‘origin’ of the papers composing 

the booklet (that is to say, the death certificates and the card catalogues) as a sort of legacy 

from Martínez’s recently dead father to Martínez himself. Thirdly, the text incorporates an 

important call for transgressing (unspecified) “limits” through violence.   
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3.2  Duchamp’s Ready-Mades 

 

In this section I will present in detail some works that Martínez appropriates to construct La 

Poesía Chilena. I will begin my analysis with Martínez’s appropriation of Duchamp’s boxes, 

especially The Box in a Suitcase (1938-1945). Then I will address Duchamp’s Tonsure, a 

body action (1919-1921), finally, Duchamp’s Fountain, a ready-made (1917). 

 

3.2.1 From Duchamp’s ‘Little Portable (Private) Museum’ to Martínez’s ‘Little 
Portable (National) Library’ 

 

During his life, Marcel Duchamp composed four boxes (limited editions): The Box of 1914 

(1914, 20 copies), The Green Box or Boîte verte (1934, 300 copies), Box in a Suitcase or 

Boîte-en-valise (1935-1941, 300 copies), and The White Box or À L’Infinitif (1966, 120 

copies). Duchamp’s idea of using boxes instead of canvases or any other traditional mediums 

in painting was taken, among others, from Mallarmé's revolutionary conception of Le Livre 

(2007) and his experimental use of his lacquered cabinet’s drawers.142 Due to the influence 

of Mallarmé, the papers included within Duchamp boxes (similar in tone to the designs and 

calculations of Le Livre) are loosely displayed as they lack any kind of binding. This free 

disposition gives the reader/viewer total control to read/mount the papers in their preferred 

method. In Duchamp’s Box of 1914, he asserts: “I didn’t have the idea of a box as much as 

just notes. I could collect, in an album like the Saint-Etienne catalogue, some calculations, 

some reflections, without relating them to one another. Sometimes they’re on torn pieces of 

paper” (Cabanne, 1979, p. 42). Like the box of 1914, the Green Box is a set of reflections 

and ‘explanations’ to be ‘consulted’ when appreciating The Large Glass, one of Duchamp's 

main installation works – the other one being Étant donnés: La chute d’eau, 2. Le gas 

d’éclairage (1946-66) [Given: 1. The Watterfall, 2. The Illuminating Gas]. However, the 

 
142 Mallarmé used to organise weekly meetings (the famous Mardis) with a number of celebrated poets, painters, 
critics, musicians to discuss poetry and to experiment with his different reading modalities. Some of the 
unbounded scores were stored in Mallarmé’s lacquered cabinet, “the geometric configuration of drawers likely 
inspired his meditations on shuffling folio leaves in a pace of ‘lacquered furniture’ in Le Livre” (Arnar, 2011, 
p. 240). In this way, an important element of organising the performative reading relates to possibilities enabled 
by the furniture, that is, the numerous possibilities to combine and read unbounded pages. To obtain an idea of 
the combinatorics by means of using the Cabinet, see the video made by Anne Arnar: 
https://vimeo.com/user12085033 
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notes included in the Green Box hardly explain anything. Rather, the notes are a verbal 

expression of Duchamp’s ongoing thoughts. Moreover, they are ‘explanations’ which, in 

turn, require an explanation. The same situation happens with the use of text inscribed into 

the ready-mades: instead of working as a title that somehow defines the content or the 

meaning of the work, the puns open a divergent series between the text and the work. This 

produces an uncomfortable and humorous sensation of uncertainty in the reader which does 

not allow him or her to either impose or deny the existence of a meaning.  

Unlike the other boxes (Box of 1914, The Green Box and The White Box), The Box in 

a Suitcase (or just called Valise) is not only a ‘container’ (of drawings, manuscripts, and 

photo-documents). What is particularly distinctive about The Box in a Suitcase, in contrast 

to the other boxes, is its unique mechanism composed mainly of one transparent sliding 

‘screen’ (where the Large Glass and the three miniaturised ready-mades are affixed - Air de 

Paris (1919), Fountain (1917), Traveller’s Folding Item (1916), and the Large Glass (1915-

1923) - and one compartment which contains a number of reproductions of Duchamp’s 

paintings. 

When opened, the screen rises until it is standing up in the middle of the box -like a 

painting on the wall. Then, the screen extends to both sides (right and left). At the same time, 

the 68 (dated and titled) reproductions inside of the compartment are all independent. 

Therefore, they can be mounted as desired. Externally the box is fitted into a leather suitcase. 

Hence it can be easily transported. In this sense, the ‘reader’, onlooker or the box-user is 

meant to carry the box-suitcase and select the location to open the box and mount his/her 

exhibition. As a matter of fact, Valise was conceived of as a portable museum containing the 

majority of Duchamp’s oeuvre (68 pieces) in miniaturised versions with all data included. In 

a television interview with James Johnson (1956) Duchamp refers to Valise as follows: 

It was a new form of expression for me. Instead of painting something the idea was 
to reproduce the paintings that I loved so much in miniature. I didn´t know how to do 
it. I thought of a book, but I didn´t like the idea. Then I thought of the idea of the box 
in which all my works would be mounted like in a small museum, a portable museum, 
so to speak, and there it is in this valise (1973, p. 136).  
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Although recognized Latin American writers, such as Octavio Paz143 and Julio 

Cortázar wrote about Duchamp (‘Marcelo del Campo’ as Cortázar called him), during the 

latter part of 1960s, Duchamp was not well known in Chile - except by small groups of artists, 

critics and writers.144 In this regard, a significant event occurred in 1972 when The Art of 

Surrealism, an exhibition organised by the MOMA, was mounted in the Fine Arts Museum 

[Museo de Bellas Artes] in Santiago. Hugo Rivera Scott, visual artist and Martínez’s friend, 

mentions that he went to the exhibition with Martínez where some original Duchamp works 

were shown for the first time in Chile (as well as works by F. Picabia, Man Ray, R. Magritte, 

K. Schwitter, and others). Rivera says: “In the exhibition […] were seen four Duchamp 

ready-mades: Bicycle Wheel (1913), Why Not Sneeze Rose Sélavy? (1921), Box in a Suitcase 

(1941-1942) and Please Touch (1947)” (Nordenflycht, 2001, p. 70). It is important to 

emphasise, then, that before composing La Poesía Chilena Martínez not only learnt about 

Duchamp’s works by reproductions in books or critical works (like Breton’s The Surrealist 

Painting, Lebel’s Marcel Duchamp, and Paz’s Appearance Stripped Bare)145 but that he also 

witnessed in person some of Duchamp’s ready-mades – ‘original replicas’. It is especially 

relevant for my analysis that Martínez viewed the Box in a suitcase in its 1955-68 version – 

as the exhibition catalogue indicates (Rose, 1972, p.14).  

 

 

 

 

 

 
143 Octavio Paz wrote a monograph on Duchamp in Spanish, El Castillo de la Pureza (1968), later on translated 
as Appearance Stripped Bare (1978). Julio Cortázar wrote short articles and many reflections on Duchamp in 
La Vuelta al día en ochenta mundos (1967) [Around the Day in Eighty Worlds] and Último Round (1969) [Last 
Round]. In the latter work, Cortázar ‘translates’ Marcel Duchamp as “Marcelo del Campo”. That is, a funny 
translation of French “Duchamp” to something like “from the rural area”. During his exile in Paris, Hugo 
Rivera-Scott, in turn, sent a postcard of Duchamp’s “L.H.O.O.Q.” (parody of the Mona Lisa) to Martínez. In 
the postcard (which appears in El Poeta Anónimo), Rivera-Scott retakes Cortázar’s humorous translation as a 
call for appropriation: “Here is my greeting on the back of this Gioconda intervened by Marcelo del Campo. 
Everyone at least once should have the courage to put whiskers on our Mona Lisa” (Martínez, 2013, n.p., my 
translation).  
144 Among them, Ronald Kay, Enrique Lihn, Nelly Richard, Pablo Oyarzún, Juan Pastor Mellado, and Víctor 
Hugo Codocedo. 
145 There is evidence that Martínez was in possession of those studies of Duchamp (Nordenflycht 2001; Rivera-
Scott, January 2019).  



121 
 

 
 

Figure 3.7 The Box in a Suitcase (Duchamp, 1938-1945) 
 

I would argue that the main structure and concept of Martínez’s La Poesía Chilena 

could be seen as an appropriation of Duchamp’s Valise.146 Specifically, my argument is that 

Martínez converted Duchamp’s idea of a little portable museum into a little portable 

(national) library. However, instead of presenting a box with a collection of mini-books 

inside, which would have been a perfectly analogical structure, what we find in La Poesía 

Chilena is a (conceptual) catalogue quoting only the title of the poems. In this fashion, the 

box itself seems to embody a library card catalogue drawer. This (imaginary) drawer would 

correspond to a potential ‘death poems’ category within the Chilean Section’s cabinet of the 

National Library. However, this drawer does not merely contain categorised library data but 

also strange objects (earth, death certificates, flags, fake stamps) which do not belong to this 

imaginary classification. Like Borges’s Chinese encyclopaedia read by Foucault,147 

 
146 I cannot assure that La Poesía Chilena is an appropriation of Box in Valise since there is no information 
about the actual genesis of La Poesía Chilena. In this sense, I argue it could be seen as an appropriation. In this 
chapter I develop the reasons for my formulation of La Poesía Chilena as a possible appropriation.   
147 As Foucault writes: “This book [The Order of Things] first arose out of a passage in [Jorge Luis] Borges, 
out of the laughter that shattered, as I read the passage, all the familiar landmarks of my thought—our thought 
that bears the stamp of our age and our geography—breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes with 
which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things, and continuing long afterwards to 
disturb and threaten with collapse our age-old distinction between the Same and the Other. This passage quotes 
a ‘certain Chinese encyclopaedia’ in which it is written that ‘animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the 
Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) suckling pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the 
present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camel hair brush, (l) et cetera, (m) 
having just broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies’. In the wonderment of this 
taxonomy, the thing we apprehend in one great leap, the thing that, by means of the fable, is demonstrated as 
the exotic charm of another system of thought, is the limitation of our own, the stark impossibility of 
thinking that” (Foucault, 1982, p. xv). 
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Martínez’s mixture of unclassifiable objects in a same category shatters logic thought and 

proposes “another system of thought”. (Foucault, 1982, p. xv) 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
Figure 3.8 Image of library catalogue drawer [left] & CRES (Carrión, 1978) [right] 

 

On the left, we see an approximation of Martínez’s drawer – or perhaps, the physical 

model of the Martínez ‘little national library’. On the right, we see Cres (1978) by Ulises 

Carrión, an artists’ book made of a card index published the same year as La Poesía 

Chilena.148 Both La Poesía Chilena and Cres propose a poetics of the archive, understood as 

a creative use of information of any kind.149 As Carrión (2012) holds: “We have achieved a 

privileged moment in history when keeping an archive can be an artwork” (p. 131). Aware 

of the crucial relevance of the archive or the card index for artistic and intellectual purposes, 

Benjamin (2008) writes: “[E]verything that matters is to be found in the card box of the 

researcher who wrote it, and the scholar studying it assimilates it into his own card index” 

 
148 Carrión’s CRES (1978) depicts a library card drawer filled with alphabetically organised card catalogues: 
“Names and Addresses. Verbal, Visual, and Aural Works. 1973-1980” (Schraenen, 2016, pp. 92-94). 
149 Another example related to La Poesía Chilena is Archivo Zonaglo by Chilean poet Gonzalo Millán (1947 – 
2006). Martínez gave Millán a copy of La Poesía Chilena. Millán took it to Montreal, where he was exiled 
between 1973 – 1984. Archivo Zongalo is made of 15,000 card catalogues entries that register 20 years of 
Millán’s poetic and visual compositions.  
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(p. 172).150 Similarly, to engage with La Poesía Chilena the reader has to, somehow, 

assimilate the different components into his or her own ‘card index’.  

When the reader opens the card catalogue drawer or card box, he or she finds the 

booklet with a picture of the shaved star on its cover and a picture of a sink on its back cover. 

Then, the reader grasps with his/her hands the plastic bag of Chilean earth.  

As I mentioned, the booklet images are Martínez’s appropriations of Duchamp’s 

Tonsure and Fountain. In the following section I will give an account of these two Duchamp 

works in their original context. 

 

3.2.2. Duchamp’s Tonsure 
 

At one moment in Paris in 1919 or 1921, a five-pointed star and a ‘tail’ was shaved on top of 

Duchamp's head by George de Zagas. Man Ray photographed Duchamp’s head. Duchamp 

wrote on the back of the photograph the following text: “Tonsure 1919 – Paris / Marcel 

Duchamp”. Since the 1970s, Tonsure has been considered as the prefiguration of Body 

Action insofar as it anticipates the idea of using the human body as an artistic material. There 

is no clarity about the meaning, the specific date of the action, or the artistic intention (for 

instance, it is unclear if Duchamp conceived it as ‘art’) of the shaving of the star. Tonsure 

has been interpreted, in a very speculative fashion, as an astronomic reference to the comet 

in the sky of Europe in August 1921, somehow meaning the self-inscription of Duchamp 

himself as a work-of-art (Housefield, 2014); as a kind of ‘spiritual’ passage to a 

transcendental realm imitating the tonsures made by the novices when entering in the 

Christian priesthood (Schwarz as cited in Zapperi 2007); or, interestingly, as Duchamp's 

deconstruction of masculine subjectivity and masculine authorship (Hopkins, 2007). In the 

latter, the shaved star functions as a metaphor of self-emasculation which relates to Duchamp 

transformation into Rrose Sélavy, his female alter ego (Zapperi, 2007).  

What matters here, however, is not to assess the multiple interpretations of Tonsure 

but to observe that Tonsure seems to convey no political intention nor political effect – except 

for the likely critique of gender roles. The absence of a political meaning or a political effect 

 
150 As known, Benjamin’s The Arcades Project (2002) was originally a massive collection of independent card 
catalogues entries that could be organised in multiple ways. In this sense, The Arcades Project could be 
considered as a brilliant example of the poetics of the archive.  
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in Tonsure, especially in a national sense, expresses a fundamental quality of Duchamp 

positionality and his oeuvre. Duchamp considered himself and his work as radically 

apolitical.151 He deliberately immunised his work against being involved in the principal 

political conflicts of his lifetime (WWI, WWII, Vietnam War, Civil Rights struggles, 

Algerian War, Black Power Movements). Unlike Picabia, Breton, Tardieu, Beckett, Aragon, 

Camus, Éluard, Sartre, and many other contemporary artists and intellectuals, Duchamp 

choose not to participate in the French Resistance against the Nazis occupation: “I left France 

during the war, in 1942, when I would have had to have been part of the Resistance” 

(Duchamp, 1973, p. 85). He conceived the Resistance as a sort of uncomfortable moral 

obligation: “That’s the danger in Paris. They want you to sign petitions, to get involved, 

engagé, as they say. You feel obliged to follow” (Duchamp, 1973, p. 102). By contrast, in 

America, he declared feeling free and “completely outside of social ideas or political 

movements” (Duchamp, 1973, p. 50).152 Now, it is clear that Duchamp’s reluctance to engage 

in politics relates to his rejection of patriotism, war conflicts and militarism: “I left for a 

neutral country (Argentina). You know, since 1917 America has been in the war, and I had 

left France basically for lack of militarism. Lack of patriotism, if you wish” (Duchamp, 1973, 

p. 59). It is known, as well, that his brother Raymond (1876-1918) and his friend Apollinaire 

(1880-1918) died because of war wounds. In sum, it seems that instead of supporting some 

anti-war or anti-nationalistic initiative, Duchamp preferred to take refuge in his artistic 

inventions and individual life – indeed, during WWI Duchamp created the ready-mades and 

during WWII he was focused on his Valise.  

Nonetheless, the subversive dimension of Duchamp’s work within the context of the 

‘art world’ was significant. Indeed, Duchamp’s work had and still has an undeniable 

profound subversive effect within the Art World, understood as a system of power relations 

between artists, critics, institutions, public and the market (Bourdieu 1984; Bowness, 2000). 

The image of Duchamp as an artist conveys the idea of the iconoclast artist whose 

 
151 For instance, when Cabanne (1979) asked him if he was interested in politics, Duchamp categorically replied: 
“No, not at all. Let's not talk about it. I don't know anything about it, I don´t understand anything about politics, 
and I say it´s really a stupid activity, which leads to nothing. Whether it leads to communism, to monarchy, to 
a democratic republic, it's exactly the same thing, as far as I am concerned”. (p. 103) 
152 This explains his decision to leave Paris to live in New York in 1915 when the WWI outbroke, then to leave 
America for Buenos Aires in 1917 when The United States entered into the war; and again, to leave Paris for 
New York when the WWII outbroke, to finally settle in New York and became an American citizen.   
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provocative laugh locates him inside and outside of the art world. Like his ready-mades, 

which exist in a space in-between functional objects and art objects, Duchamp himself lives 

in a transitional space outside art (for instance, devoting his life to playing chess 

professionally or to his private life) and inside art (occasionally exhibiting his works and 

working as a minor art dealer). With low productivity -in terms of quantity- and limited 

interest in the beaux-arts (painting, sculpture, drawing), Duchamp’s main artwork was his 

provocative ideas and the very use he gave to his time and oxygen: “I´m a breather, I´m a 

respirateur, isn't that enough?” (Duchamp, 2013, p. 3). As a clear example of the avant-gardist 

conception of ‘life as art’, Duchamp’s efforts were directed towards the achievement of 

individual freedom in a detached manner bordering an “aristocratic” figure – as Smithson 

(1996, p. 310) criticises. Interestingly, Duchamp was a critical witness to the rising of the art 

market in the United States and the transformation of the artwork into one of the most 

profitable of commodities. By the end of his life, he was certain that the artist of the future 

should become a social outsider (resist the social ‘integration’ and normalisation of this work) 

and, congruently, art should become an underground movement.153 Finally, Duchamp’s 

ready-mades are a substantial threat to the very idea of what an artwork should be or should 

look like, as the famous Fountain (New York, 1917) exemplifies. In the following paragraph, 

I will move to address the issues introduced by Fountain (the second work of Duchamp 

appropriated by Martínez). 

 

3.2.3 The Fountain and The Idea of the Ready-Made 
 

The Fountain is a porcelain urinal bought by Duchamp from a sanitary ware supplier. As a 

direct antecedent we should remember the snow shovel bought at a hardware store titled “In 

advance of the broken arm” (1915). The only physical interventions made by Duchamp on 

the urinal were to put it on its back and sign it as “R. Mutt”. Afterwards, Duchamp 

 
153 In his words: “I think the great man of tomorrow in the way of art cannot be seen, should not be seen, and 
should go underground. He may be recognized after his death if he has any luck, but he may not be recognized 
at all. Going underground means not having to deal with money terms with society. He wouldn't accept the 
integration. The underground business is very interesting because an artist may be a real genius today, but if he 
is spoiled or contaminated by the sea of money around him, his genius will completely melt and become zero. 
There may be ten thousand geniuses today, but they will never become geniuses unless they have luck and very 
great determination” (Duchamp, 2013, p. 29). It is also interesting to note, Duchamp’s belief in the figure of 
the genius, the role of chance and the distinction between pure and “contaminated” geniuses.  
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anonymously submitted it to the inaugural exhibition of the Society of Independent Artists 

(New York 1917), in which Duchamp also participated. Contradicting the Society’s rule to 

accept all submissions from any artist who paid a small fee, the Fountain was not exhibited 

since it was considered indecent and not a work of art.  

The case began to garner public attention with the publication of an article in favour 

of R. Mutt (with the photograph of the Urinal) in the Blind Man, a Dadaist newspaper founded 

by Duchamp and others. From that moment onwards, Fountain became one of the most 

decisive events of contemporary art. It is important to note that the revolutionary effect of 

Fountain on the art world was not produced by the object itself but rather by the photographic 

reproduction of Duchamp’s urinal as a lost object. As the article states, the value of Fountain 

was not in its manufacture but in the decision made by the artists and the consequent effect 

produced by it:  

Whether Mr Mutt with his own hands made the fountain has no importance. He 
CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of life, placed it so that its useful significance 
disappeared under the new title and point of view – created a new thought for that 
object (Anonymous in Evans, 2009, p. 26).  
 
There are at least four basic points for the understanding of the idea of ready-made 

for Duchamp: the choice, the inscription, the limited production, and the lack of uniqueness. 

The choice of the mass-produced ready-made object does not follow any aesthetic 

‘delectation’: “This choice was based on a reaction of visual indifference and at the same 

time a total absence of good or bad taste… in fact complete anesthesia” (Duchamp, 1973, p. 

141). The idea of an ‘anesthetic choice’ closely relates to Duchamp’s criticism of ‘retinal’ 

art (for instance, Impressionism) produced uniquely for visual pleasure with no conceptual 

dimension whatsoever. For Duchamp, consuming art for simple aesthetic pleasure transforms 

art into a “habit” or a “sedative drug” (Duchamp, 2013, p. 57).  

The written inscription of the ready-made attempts to disrupt these ‘habits of seeing’ 

by submitting the onlooker to another more mental or verbal region: “That sentence instead 

of describing the object like a title was meant to carry the mind of the spectator towards other 

regions more verbal” (Duchamp, 1973, p. 141). In this sense, Duchamp’s aim was to generate 

a productive dissociation between the physical work and the mental text; a singular 

‘cartesian’ dissociation whose effect consists of a permanent suspension of meaning 

(Oyarzún, 2000). The suspension of meaning originates from an uncomfortable and 
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humoresque sensation of uncertainty in the reader which does not allow him to either impose 

a meaning nor to deny the existence of an incomprehensible meaning (Oyarzún, 2000). 

Thirdly, Duchamp was fully aware of the risk of producing limitless ready-mades. 

Therefore, he limited himself to the creation of “a small number yearly” (Duchamp, 1973, p. 

142) and he did not create more than 20 ready-mades in his life. The risk of unrestricted (or 

mass) production consists in converting the ready-made into another technique of production 

which, in turn, would generate another artistic habit or drug, or a kind of ready-made taste, 

which could serve as an easy target for the market.  

Finally, and very important for my analysis, Duchamp defined his ready-made in 

relation to its “lack of uniqueness” (Duchamp, 1973, p. 142). By this “lack of uniqueness”, 

Duchamp does not only imply the industrial provenance of the ready-made but also its 

existence as replicas. In fact, “nearly every one of the ready-mades existing today is not an 

original in the conventional sense” (Duchamp, 2013, p. 57). All of the original ready-made, 

in strictu sensu, either were destroyed or disappeared - like Fountain and Paris Air. However, 

the non-existence of the ‘original’ ready-mades is not a relevant issue for the concept of the 

ready-made because “the replica of a ready-made deliver[s] the same message”: the lack of 

uniqueness (Duchamp, 2013, p. 58). Here is Duchamp’s paradox: the lack of uniqueness is 

the singularity of the ready-made. A replica, for Duchamp, is precisely a different repetition 

of the original. Yet, repetition with a minimal difference (an ‘infra-mince’) creates a new 

original. In order for a replica to be an original, however, Duchamp signs his replicas and 

writes the sentence “pour copie conforme”. The signature, then, becomes a central element 

to ‘authenticate’ an ‘original replica’. I return to this point below.  

In this sense, Duchamp’s ready-made directly attacks the notion of the authenticity of 

the artwork or the Benjamin ‘aura’. According to Benjamin (2008), the aura is the “here and 

now of the work of art – its unique existence in a particular place. It is this unique existence 

– and nothing else- that bears the mark of the history to which the work has been subject” (p. 

21). Technological reproducibility neutralizes -or even shatters- the ‘aura’ of the artwork. 

Duchamp’s ready-mades are replicas made through different technologies of reproduction 

and, also, many of them were not made by Duchamp. Therefore, any physical marks they 

bear cannot be traces of originality or the ‘aura’. And yet, the effect that a replicated ready-

made produces in the spectatorship could be quite similar to the effect of an authentic or 
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‘auratic’ artwork – as can be seen, for instance, when observing the public’s reaction to 

Duchamp’s ‘original replicas’. I would propose, in this regard, that if the ‘aura’ persists it is 

because the aura is not an intrinsic quality of the art-object but an investment of desire on a 

certain object produced by the spectator or the public. The ‘aura’, thus, is produced by a 

double belief. Firstly, the belief of the public that the work they view is an original one, that 

is, the artwork was made by the artist. Secondly, the belief of the spectators in the value of 

originality as such, that is, the belief that originality is an aesthetic, intellectual and moral 

value. If the aura is based on this double belief, then, the aura could be produced by arranging 

and carefully manipulating the components of the artwork. In this regard, Han (2017) 

mentions the strong ‘cult value’ (Benjamin) that some forged works (for example, those of 

Han van Meegeren) have produced. Once the forged artwork is discovered, the value of the 

work abruptly disappears but the work remains the same. Therefore, the ‘aura’ was simply 

attributed by the spectatorship. As we will see, the ‘production’ of the aura could be 

considered as a possible effect of the Deleuzian simulacrum. I argue La Poesía Chilena is a 

brilliant example of ‘synthetic’ or artificial aura.  

 

3.3 From Duchamp to US Conceptual Art to Latin-American Conceptualism 

 

Fountain and Duchamp’s ready-mades impacted the very comprehension of art during the 

second half of the 20th century. Certainly, the ‘Duchamp effect’ was not restricted to the 

cultural centres in the US and Europe (mostly, New York and Paris) but was also influential 

in the cultural periphery, with Latin American and Chilean art in particular being the focus 

within this section. To understand how and why Duchamp’s subversive ideas and an-

aesthetic philosophy acquired such a strong power within the art world it is necessary to 

briefly discuss the fundamentals of US Conceptual Art and, specifically, the transition from 

an ‘analytical’ to a ‘synthetical’ function. It is through Conceptualisms that Duchamp’s work 

can be connected to the Latin American tradition. 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s conceptual US artists like Sol LeWitt and Joseph 

Kosuth recognised Duchamp as a critical figure and a point of inflection within Western art 

history, who initiated a new understanding entirely based on a ‘conceptual’ dimension of art. 

According to Kosuth (1969), “the function of art, as a question, was first raised by Marcel 
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Duchamp. In fact, it is Marcel Duchamp whom we can credit with giving art its own identity 

(…) all art (after Duchamp) is conceptual (in nature) because art only exists conceptually” 

(p. 29). 

By emphasising the ‘conceptual’ dimension of art and the artwork, the first generation 

of Conceptualists argue that it is the idea or the concept that is the material of art or, in a 

stronger version, that it is the idea, the abstraction, or the linguistic proposition about art and 

the artwork that determines the nature of art as such.  Through this, conceptualists reject, to 

different degrees, the aesthetic conception of the artwork as an object determined in its 

sensuousness, visual appearance and material presence. In Conceptual Art, then, “the idea or 

concept is the most important aspect of the work. When an artist uses a conceptual form of 

art, it means that all of the planning and decisions are made beforehand and the execution is 

a perfunctory affair” (LeWitt, 1967, pp. 79). 

 In this sense, Conceptual Art radicalised Duchamp’s anesthetics, anti-retinal and 

verbal dictum154 in order to impose a decisive predominance of the verbal idea and the 

immaterial process over the material determination of the artwork. Materiality, in this 

context, refers to both the physical dimension of the artwork (its visuality, materiality, 

execution, and so on) and its historical and political constitution. 

As one of the protagonists of mainstream155 American Conceptual Art and the 

representative of “analytic or strong Conceptualism” (Osborne, 1999, p. 56), Kosuth states 

that artworks are “analytic propositions”, that is to say, autonomous and self-referential 

linguistic propositions about art’s nature which are valid a-priori within the art context and 

the art language. Thus, the artwork “provides no information whatsoever about any matter of 

 
154 It is a radicalization and actually a misinterpretation of Duchamp insofar as Duchamp's ‘anti-retinal’ posture 
was not a total rejection of the materiality/visuality dimension of the artwork. Instead, the ‘anti-retinal’ dictum 
was a reaction to the complete absence of conceptual or intellectual content. Duchamp directed this criticism 
against the predominant art in France during the nineteenth century, and particularly Cézanne and the 
Impressionists. The critique is also directed towards the ‘aesthetic reaction’ of the public who seek beauty and 
visual pleasure. As Duchamp (1973) expresses it: “Please note that there doesn't have to be a lot of the 
conceptual for me to like something. What I don’t like is the completely nonconceptual, which is purely retinal; 
that irritates me” (p. 77). Likewise, in Duchamp’s work the function of the text (such as the notes in his boxes 
or as inscriptions on the ready-mades) was not to determine transcendental meaning or to advance a definition 
of art. On the contrary, the point was to annul the very possibility of defining art.  
155 I am taking this nomination from Camnitzer (2007) who identifies mainstream Conceptual art as the first 
current of Conceptual art which originated in the United States during the mid-1960s by J. Kosuth, S. LeWitt, 
L. Lippard, and others. Camnitzer’s nomination highlights a critical point about the hegemonic role played by 
North American Conceptual Art. This hegemony surfaces whenever other conceptualisms (for instance, Latin 
American conceptualism) are disregarded as merely derivative products by the mainstream conceptual current.  
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fact” (Kosuth as cited in Osborne, 1999, p. 58). Deriving his posture from A. J. Ayer’s 

reading of Kant’s famous distinction between types of statements (analytic and synthetic), 

Kosuth considers that all art after Duchamp, and each individual piece of art, should be 

considered in relation to its conceptual and analytical value. According to Kant, an analytical 

statement is true by definition since the information in the predicates is already contained in 

the subjects (for instance, “Bachelors are unmarried”). Kant considers analytic statements as 

essentially uninformative tautologies. Similarly, Kosuth argues that “a work of art is a 

tautology,” and adds, in a problematic argumentation, that the tautology “is a presentation of 

the artist’s intention, that is, [the artist] is saying that a particular work of art is art which 

means, is a definition of art […] if someone calls it art, it’s art” (Kosuth in Osborne, 1999, p. 

58).156  At this point, Kosuth’s argument loses philosophical value since the analytical value 

of the tautology is not really determined in their own autonomous vocabulary, but by the 

author’s intention of anyone who considers him/herself an artist (Osborne, 1999).  

However, it is not Kosuth’s contradictory mixture of linguistic reduction, 

intentionalism and psychologism that was the most problematic aspect within the artworld 

but instead the notorious limitation when considering the “synthetic”, that is, the value of the 

artwork in relation to the empirical (historical, social, political) by means of observation and 

experience. 

Indeed, during the 1970s, some US and Latin American artists reacted to the 

“limitation they identified in the narrow focus of early Conceptual Art, and turned to the 

social, the political, and the lifeworld” (Shaked, 2017, p. 24). In this respect, Shaked (2017) 

proposes that some conceptualists artists moved “from an analytic art concerned with 

abstractions to synthetic preoccupations with the world outside of art” (p. 113). The 

fundamental point in this evolution from the analytic to the synthetic lies in the integration 

of a number of conceptual strategies within a politically driven art. Thus, Shaked (2017) 

identifies one of the main operations affected by new conceptualisms in US: 

Synthetic conceptualism incorporated the basic investigations of Conceptual Art to 
form a complex method of artmaking that was deconstructive just as it was referential. 

 
156 Based on this conception, if what defines the value of each specific artwork -and art as such - is not the 
physicality of the object or some manual skills of the artist then the value that a particular artist deserves has to 
be measured in terms of the alteration made of a previously established conception of art. In consequence, for 
Kosuth the value of an artist or artwork (after Duchamp) should be defined in relation to the formulations of 
new propositions -or new linguistic definitions- which extends the identity of art (Kosuth in Osborne, 1999). 
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Analytic in its structural interrogation, their work added the synthetic, referring the 
viewer to political subject matter outside the realm of self-referential art. (p. 116).   

 
In the US during the mid 1970s, synthetic conceptualist artists -such as Adrian Piper, 

David Hammons, Sherrie Levine, Robert Grober, René Green, Robert Smithson, among 

others - engaged with anti-war movements (Vietnam), Black Power, Feminism, Minorities, 

and so on. In Latin America, analytic Conceptual Art was strongly criticised and reversed for 

its a-political self-referential formalism (Camnitzer, 2007; Ramírez, 1993; Marchán, 1988). 

Mainstream conceptualist techniques were appropriated by many Latin American artists (A. 

Jaar, G. Díaz, C. Meireles, E. Dittborn, among others) in order to strengthen their critique of 

the socio-political context determined by the fascist regimes which took over most of Latin 

American during the 1960s and 1970s. In this regard, Ramírez (1993) rightly states that: 

Unlike previous models of Latin American political art that relied on the content of 
the art’s “message,”, the politics of this art [Latin American conceptualism] requires 
“unfolding”: deconstructing linguistic and visual codes, subverting meanings, and 
activating spaces in order to impress on the viewer the effects of the mechanism of 
power and ideology (p. 166). 

 

With this statement, Ramírez accurately suggests the difference between the 

formulation of a conceptualist critique of power, based on material experimentation and a 

linguistic deconstruction of meaning, and a more conventional critique of power, based on 

the idea of a transparent political message and direct emotional communication between the 

artist and the public. Returning to Martínez, I will argue that his work represents a brilliant 

case of Latin American conceptualism – which is intrinsically synthetic. The work of 

Martinez transformed the idea of the ready-made into a political, social and, even, 

pedagogical device, without diminishing its conceptual experimentation.  In the following 

section, I will develop in detail the operations by which Martínez transforms the ready-made 

(and other of Duchamp’s works) into a (indirect) device of political and cultural criticism.   

 

3.4 From Duchamp’s Star to the Series of the Chilean Flag    

 

In the case of Tonsure, we can immediately notice that Martínez’s appropriation in La Poesía 

Chilena alters the ‘original’ picture in, at least, two critical details at a formal level: i) the 

head that appears on the cover is not Duchamp’s head nor Martínez’s but supposedly James 
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King’s head, an unknown artist from the Institute of Experimental Art in Dallas, Texas157; ii) 

the star is not shaved on the back but the top of the head and, perhaps more importantly, there 

is no ‘tail’, thus, it is not a ‘comet’ anymore.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.9 “Tonsure” (Duchamp, 1919/1921) [left] & La Poesía Chilena booklet’s front cover (Martínez, 

1978) 

In the case of Fountain, the alteration is evident insofar as the photographed object is 

no longer a urinal but a non-inverted sink.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
157 This strange information appears in the first page of La Poesía Chilena’s booklet, below the Copyright 
inscription. It reads: “Photographs: Cover: James King. Instituto de Arte Experimental, Dallas, Texas.” Hillary 
Bober, archivist from the Dallas Museum of Art, explained to me in August, 2020 that James King was a student 
at Northwood Institute Experimental Contemporary Program, a vangardist art institute located in Dallas, Texas, 
founded in 1968. The Institute is described as having a “peripheral status” because of its location in Texas 
(Dallas Museum of Art, 2013, n.p.). King made some sculptures, photos and performances pieces. It is possible 
to find online some photos taken by King of some exhibitions made at Northwood Institute (See exhibition 
“DallasSites: Charting Contemporary Art, 1963 to Present” [Dallas Museum of Art, 2013]). However, there is 
no further information about the specific photo Martínez attributed to King.  
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Figure 3.10 “Fountain” (Duchamp, 1917) [left] & La Poesía Chilena booklet’s back cover (Martínez, 1978) 
[right] 

 

I would argue that Martínez’s tonsure and sink demonstrate the power of 

appropriation understood as a differential repetition in a Deleuzo-Guattarian sense. It could 

be asked, then, what the transformation intended through these appropriations is and what  

the effect produced by re-contextualization is. 

On one level, it seems that Martínez does not want to appropriate the authorship of 

the images (since it is evident that they are not mirrored copies of Duchamp) but instead to 

de-authorize those already canonised images. Martínez’s appropriations work from an artistic 

context in which Duchamp’s ready-mades are already recognized as (fundamental) artworks 

– therefore, they have lost part of their subversive potential. A successful appropriation, thus, 

requires the actualization of subversive potential. Hence, it is no longer Duchamp’s head but 

a head (from a practically anonymous artist) with a star shaved and not the famous Fountain 

but a blurry image of a random sink. This formal operation of re-making a ready-made does 

not merely attempt to honour the ready-made but to return it to its puzzling questioning, that 

is, to its indiscernible ontological condition in-between an ordinary object and an artistic 

object. In other words, the formal modifications introduced by Martínez intend to reverse the 

institutional recognition of the ready-made as an artwork, that is as an aestheticized object, 

and return them to their original condition as ordinary objects and unremarkable actions – 
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just as an anonymous shaved head and a random sink. In this sense, Martínez made a 

‘reciprocal readymade’ with Duchamp himself, that is, Martínez used the artwork as a simple 

or ordinary object. In Duchamp’s emphatic example: “use a Rembrandt as an ironing board!” 

(1973, p. 142). 

 Although the operation mentioned above makes an exciting and critical statement 

about the relevance of the ready-made within the art world, I argue that what is decisive about 

this appropriation concerns the political, cultural and social effects produced by the re-

contextualization of Duchamp's works. Repeated in the Chilean context, the image of 

Duchamp’s five-pointed star recalls the image of the five-pointed star of the Chilean National 

Flag. As mentioned, the national star is systematically (or compulsively) repeated (at least 

30 times) in the Chilean flags affixed to the empty card catalogue entries in La Poesía 

Chilena. Moreover, an identical Chilean flag appears in the political section of La Nueva 

Novela and also in one page of El Poeta Anónimo, which works as a quotation of La Poesía 

Chilena. In this way, the Chilean flag is a political symbol that crosses and links the three 

major works of Martínez.  

By appropriating Duchamp’s star in the fascist and chauvinist context of the Chilean 

dictatorship, Martínez politicised the ready-made and problematized the construction of 

Chilean national identity. Here, the context of publication (that is, the “synthetic” 

determination of the artwork) is fundamental. In the following I will briefly introduce some 

key aspects of the Chilean context in order to better articulate Martínez’s re-contextualization 

of Duchamp’s star.  

In the Cold War context, Marxism was blamed as directly responsible for the loss of 

the Chilean “National Being”.158 According to the conservative and influential poet Enrique 

Campos Menéndez159, Marxism was a foreign element, an imported “germ” that “corrupted” 

the pure values of Chilean Society, that is, its Catholic, Hispanic and Western inheritance. 

Campos (1974) specified these as: “the sense of authority, the right to property, and legal 

institutionality” (p. 34). Marxism was stigmatised as ‘evil’ and related to the emergence of 

 
158 In original Spanish, “el ser nacional” (Campos, 1974, p. 34). 
159 Enrique Campos Menéndez (1914-2007) was the conservative writer, politician and entrepreneur who wrote 
the Government Cultural Policy (1975) of the Chilean Military Junta. His active support of the dictatorship 
resulted in him being awarded the National Prize for Literature (1986), He was also appointed by Pinochet as 
Director of Libraries, Archives and Museums (1977- 1986). 
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‘sects’. As Campos (1974) notes: “the disturbing action that Marxism has carried out and is 

doing in the field of religious beliefs is clear: it has disturbed the proper Christian Church, 

and promoted the emergence of esoteric sects, all tending to drain religious feelings” (p. 

23).160 Despite the absurd accusation against Marxists made by the dictatorship’s 

intellectuals, it is true that Allende’s government attempted to build a socialist model of 

national identity and a Latin American identity. This socialist model was constructed in 

relation to different values to the neoliberal dictatorship but still characterised by an 

essentialist conception of the working class, indigenous, afro-descendants and mestizo 

population. Certainly, the nationalist discourse of the dictatorship soon showed its internal 

ideological incongruency when it imported Milton Friedman's neoliberal doctrine via the 

Chicago Boys. In this respect, it is important to notice the ideological confusion within the 

military regime at this initial stage (Montealegre, 2014; Vivanco, 2015). 161 

To recover the “National Being”, the dictatorship presented itself as a ‘second 

independence’ (liberating Chile from Marxism in 1973), the first one being the independence 

from Spain in 1810. A fundamental action for the national ‘re-foundation’ was the military’s 

political appropriation of the patriotic symbols such as the National Anthem and, especially, 

the National flag. The political appropriation of the patriotic symbols was evidently a struggle 

for cultural hegemony. In this fashion, Patriotic Symbols (Valencia, 1974) was the very first 

book published by the official national editorial house of the military regime: Editorial 

Nacional Gabriela Mistral (ENGM).162 Unsurprisingly, the main subject of the book was the 

Chilean flag -and its historical transformations- from a military point of view. In the text, the 

flag is conceived of with maximum pride and respect insofar as it is the symbol of national 

 
160 It is interesting to establish a connection between Campos’ absurdist idea and Martínez’s “Eternal Return” 
collage in La Nueva Novela. This collage juxtaposes a picture of Marx with the advertising text “Was Marx a 
Satanist?” 
161 The chauvinist far-right was divided between capitalist and anti-capitalist sections. “Patria y Libertad”, for 
instance, was an influential far-right paramilitary group defined as extreme nationalist and anti-capitalist. They 
practiced an active sabotage against Allende, supported Pinochet, and then, when the dictatorship showed its 
neoliberal project, they were totally excluded. This initial confusion or contradiction will be resolved after 1978 
by adopting an orthodox neoliberal doctrine - to which Martínez replies in El Poeta Anónimo.  
162 ENGM was launched after the closure of Editorial Quimantú (1971-1973). The Editorial Quimantú 
(‘Quimantú’ meaning ‘sun of knowledge’ in Mapudungún) was the largest and most important editorial house 
of the Unidad Popular which published 12 million books in two years. The collection included works of 
Literature, History, Science, comics, and the influential series “Nosotros los Chilenos.” [We, the Chileans] (49 
volumes of 5, .000 copies each). The latter was an inexpensive booklet made to educate the popular sectors 
about Chilean culture.  
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unity which “must be recorded very deeply in the consciousness” (Valencia, 1974, pp. 5-6). 

In this genealogy the flag “was not imposed from above” (Valencia, 1974, pp. 5-6) but has a 

popular and military origin.  

One of the actions committed as a counter-hegemonic tactic by the Chilean extreme 

left group MIR (Revolutionary Left Movement) was the literal appropriation of the original 

(the first) national flag of Chile. In 1980 four armed members of the MIR entered the 

Historical Museum and took possession of the original Chilean flag - the one used in 1818 to 

swear Independence from Spain.163 Some days after the MIR took possession of the flag, 

Andrés Pascal, Salvador Allende’s nephew, admitted responsibility and stated in the media 

that he will return the flag only when the dictatorship ends. The flag was finally returned in 

2004.164 

Returning to Martínez, I argue Martínez’s assemblage of Chilean flags with the star 

of Duchamp introduces the problem of political appropriation. The political appropriation 

corresponds to the symbolic struggle for the ownership of the nation and the national 

territory. Here, the question is who speaks in the name of the nation, who claims to be the 

owner of the territory, and what meanings and functions are attributed to the flag as a 

metonym of the nation and the territory. 

It is illuminating, at this stage, to mention other works that present a similar 

problematisation of the national (or continental) flag by means of a simultaneous aesthetic 

and political appropriation. Among the most famous examples is Jasper Johns’s US Flag 

from 1969, called Moratorium. Following Duchamp, Johns decided to take the US flag as an 

already-designed object and re-make it using different artistic techniques. Johns appropriated 

the US Flag for the first time in 1954 and since then he had made almost a hundred variations 

of it.165 In 1969, Johns made a political version of the US Flag. On this occasion, the image 

 
163 Elvira Hernández suggests this episode in her own Chilean Flag (1991): “The museums preserve the story 
of the Chilean Flag / dispersed anonymous covered up / the eye can apply its blindness to book / frayed / it´s 
already dead history / The Chilean Flag reposes in a glass case / (visits during office hours) (pay your dues) / 
The Chilean Flag escapes down the street swearing to return until the death of her death” (Hernández, 2019, p. 
37). Below I will discuss Hernández’s work further. 
164 Interestingly, the subversive action was inspired by other examples in Latin America such as the M19 
Colombian revolutionary group who took possession of the swords and the spurs of Simón Bolívar in 1964 and 
the Tupamaros, a Uruguayan revolutionary group that, in 1969, took possession of the ‘33 Orientals’ flag dated 
to 1825. 
165 For instance, Johns’ first flag (1954) was made by “combining panels, paint, and encaustic—a mixture of 
pigment and melted wax that captured the paint’s drips, smears, and brushstrokes. Beneath the flag’s familiar 
stripes, we can make out a collage of newspaper scraps whose dates locate this commonplace symbol within a 
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was made to commemorate the anti-war Moratorium Marches (1969) against the Vietnam 

War. Johns made a canvas and a postcard with the image of a US flag with the colour scheme 

inverted (white stars to black stars, the blue to red, red to green) and with a small white orifice 

in the middle.  

This work symbolizes the horrors of the Vietnam war; from the Agent Orange-esque 
coloring of the stars, to the deathly green Army camouflage of the stripes, to the 
singular white bullet hole in the center. Initially a patriotic image, this works subverts 
the power of the American government and encapsulates the political feelings of the 
time (Bloch, 2017, n.p.)166 
 

Another interesting example of appropriation of national (or continental) flags is the 

African-American Flag (1990) made by David Hammons. Like Johns’ Moratorium flag, 

Hammons inverts the colours of the flag to make a political statement. In this case, Hammons 

states the value of the African-American cultural identity:  

[R]eplacing the red, white, and blue of Old Glory with the black, red, and green of 
Marcus Garvey’s Pan-African Flag first adopted by the Universal Negro 
Improvement Association and African Communities League in 1920 […] the three 
Pan-African colors hold specific symbolism, representing the blood, skin tone, and 
the natural resource richness of the African land (Philips, 2021, n.p.) 
 
Reinforcing the political statement of the work, Hammons himself, as a Black 

American artist, raised the African-American Flag at the exhibition Black USA, Overholland 

in 1990 (Philips, 2021).  

 Within the Chilean context, the problem of the appropriation of the flag extended far 

beyond Martínez’s own work. It seems that La Poesía Chilena triggered a whole series of 

Chilean artworks reflecting on the national flag. That is, reflecting on the political 

appropriation of national identity. I would argue, in this respect, that there exists a surprising 

constellation of artworks of different kinds congregated under the problem of the aesthetic 

and political appropriation of the Chilean national flag. These artworks could be read as a 

 
particular moment” (MoMA, 2021, n.p.). The appropriation of the US flag made by Johns posit some aesthetic 
and ontological question regarding the nature of his artwork: should they be considered as real flags, as 
painting/collage/assemblage of flags, or something in-between? Importantly, by appropriating the US flag Johns 
did not originally intend to make a political statement but merely to de-familiarize perception of the national 
flag taken as a very common object, saturated with meaning. However, as I will mention, John’s Moratorium 
(1969) was a significant exception because of its political value. 
166 It is also interesting to note that Johns’ Moratorium consisted of an optical illusion: by focusing on the white 
hole at the centre of the flag for one minute and then looking at a white wall, the spectator sees the original 
colours of the US Flag.  
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kind of collective project but without an organised plan. Interestingly, these artworks 

repeated, in different disciplines, material supports and artistic languages (performance, 

literature, installations, photography, assemblage), the use of the ‘national star’ and the 

Chilean flag. In all cases, they use the flag as a means to problematize national identity and 

to criticise the (political, economic and symbolic) appropriation of the Chilean nation 

orchestrated by Pinochet and the neo-liberal elite. From a Deleuzo-Guattarian perspective I 

would argue they constitute a collective assemblage of enunciation around the problem of 

the flag as a material and symbolic object of aesthetic and political appropriation. In the 

following I will refer specially to two works of this ‘collective’ project. 

A fundamental work in this constellation on the flag is Elvira Hernández’s The 

Chilean Flag [La Bandera de Chile] (2018). Elvira Hernández (1951) is an important Chilean 

poet also related to the neo-avant-garde scene.167 Like Martínez, Hernández cultivated a 

minor or low-profile authorship based on her criticism of the status of the figure of the author 

and, especially, the “cult to the personality of the author” (Hernández, 2019, my interview). 

The Chilean Flag is a brilliant collection of poetry written in 1981, as a poetic response to 

Pinochet dictatorship and, specifically, to Hernández own illegal detention by Pinochet’s 

agents in 1979.168 However, her poetic response is not a testimonial one. According to 

Hernández, the repression that she personally experienced was irrelevant in comparison to 

the collective horror. Hernández’s work, written in third person, presents a poetic reflection 

about the ‘silent’ being of the flag. In Hernández’s poems, the Chilean flag is endowed with 

a certain human agency. The flag is a sensitive matter that performs a series of actions: the 

flag sees, laughs, eats, shuts up, exhibits itself, sways and moves her fabric, flies through the 

air, and so on. However, the flag cannot defend itself nor speak by itself or herself: “The 

Chilean Flag says nothing about herself” (Hernández, 2019, p. 18). Moreover, no one 

attempts to give voice or a “name” to the flag itself: “No one has said a word about the 

Chilean Flag / in its bearing in the fabric / throughout the entire oblong desert / it has not 

 
167 Hernández studied philosophy at the University of Chile, and then literature in the Departamento de Estudios 
Humanísticos at the University of Chile. Here Hernández studied with Ronald Kay (Chilean-German artist and 
translator of Walter Benjamin and Heidegger), Patricio Marchant, Pablo Oyarzún. Elvira Hernández is the pen 
name employed by the author in order to be able to publish without being identified by Pinochet’s police. 
Simultaneously, the denegation to employ her real name expresses Hernández critique of the status of the figure 
of the author, and, especially, “the cult to the personality of the author” (Hernández, 2019, my interview).  
168 Hernández was illegally taken prisoner for five days, surveilled for more than a year and also forced to burn 
the entirety of her previous poetic work (my interview, January 2019). 
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been named / The Chilean Flag / absent” (Hernández, 2019, p. 18). Instead, the very symbol 

of the national flag is used (and abused) as an instrument to declare symbolic power. In a 

sense, both Martínez and Hernández ask -without answering- what the flag would say if it 

could speak by itself instead of being spoken by others, that is, if her political and poetic 

agency was recognized, and she was allowed to speak.  

I argue there is a fundamental link between La Bandera Chilena and La Poesía 

Chilena. Hernández’s La Bandera Chilena develops, in written language, the reflections on 

political appropriation that Martínez’s La Poesía Chilena presents mostly by means of 

images and in its materiality. Like Martínez’s, Hernández’s poems depict the Chilean flag as 

an object and a symbol of political appropriation par excellence. This reflection appears since 

La Bandera de Chile’s opening lines: “The Chilean flag / is not dedicated to anyone / she 

surrenders to whomever / knows how to take it. / THE TAKING OF THE FLAG” 169 

(Hernández, 2019, p. 15).  

Interestingly, Hernández’s Chilean flag has two sides: on the one side it is a gender-

neutral object (translated as “it”), on the other side, a female object (translates as “she”). 

Taken as an “it”, the flag works both as a metonym and a reification of the Chilean nation. 

Taken as a “she”, the appropriation of the Flag refers to the patriarchal appropriation of 

women’s bodies by men and more specifically, the domination and the sexual crimes against 

Chilean women perpetrated by military and police men. This feminized and abused flag 

appears in lines like these:  

The Chilean flag is hanging from two buildings  
her fabric swells up like an ulcerated belly – falls like an old tit  
like a circus tent  
with her legs in the air she has a slit in the middle   
little coochie for the air  
a little hole for the ashes of the General O´Higgins  
an eye for the Avenida General Bulnes   
The Chilean Flag is on her side  
forgotten. (Hernández, 2019, p. 27).  
 

 
169 In original Spanish: “La Bandera de Chile no dice nada sobre sí misma (…) / No se dedica a uno / la bandera 
de Chile / se entrega a cualquiera / que la sepa tomar. LA TOMA DE LA BANDERA”).   
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The construction of the flag as a female entity, incorporates gender-relations as a 

dimension of symbolic power that, I argue, is absent from Martínez’s La Poesía Chilena. 

Also, I would argue Hernández expresses with more precision than Martínez the way in 

which fascism employed national symbols to silence, censor and control the dissident voices: 

“The Chilean Flag / used as a gag / and that’s why surely that’s why / no one says anything” 

(p. 42).170 Whomever criticised the authoritarian regime was considered as a betrayer of the 

nation; an anti-Chilean or un-patriotic person who deserved severe punishment.  

By positing these poetic and political reflections on national identity and the 

appropriation of the patriotic symbols, La Bandera Chilena became an iconic work of the 

Chilean resistance. La Bandera Chilena circulated clandestinely in Xerox copies for several 

years. It was published for the first time in 1991 in Buenos Aires, Argentina.  

Finally, it is important to mention that there is a direct link between Martínez’s 

Chilean flags and Hernández’s book. As Elvira told me in our interview (January, 2019) and 

also told Alec Schumacher (2019), her work was related to the strong impression she had 

when first seeing the Chilean flag included in La Nueva Novela.171 Confirming the link 

between Martínez’s and Hernández’s work, it should be mentioned that Martínez not only 

read La Bandera Chilena but also offered to publish it under Ediciones Archivos (Hernández, 

2019, my interview). 

Another fundamental work in the constellation on the flag is Carlos Leppe’s La 

Acción de la Estrella [Star Action] (1979). Chilean neo-avant-garde artist Carlos Leppe 

(1952-2015) presented this piece of performance art just one year after Martínez published 

La Poesía Chilena (1978). The performance is particularly interesting insofar as Leppe re-

enacts the same interplay between Duchamp's Tonsure and the Chilean flag.172 I would argue, 

in this respect, that Leppe appropriated Martínez’s La Poesía Chilena and transformed it into 

a piece of performance art. However, there are two fundamental differences with Martínez 

and Hernández. In the first place, Leppe employed his own body and biographical material 

 
170 In original Spanish: “La Bandera de Chile es usada de mordaza / y por eso seguramente por eso / no dice 
nada” (p. 70). 
171 In the interview, Elvira Hernández told me she saw a copy of La Nueva Novela in a bookshop. She also saw 
Ronald Kay’s personal copy of La Nueva Novela.  
172 Although there is no information about this, I think Leppe’s performance is clearly an appropriation of 
Martínez’s La Poesía Chilena. Leppe enacts exactly the same juxtaposition of elements: the tonsure of 
Duchamp as the star of the Chilean Flag. Leppe was also a friend of Martínez.  
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as creative supports. In the second place, unlike Martínez, Leppe declared the sources of 

appropriation. As soon as the audience entered into the Cal Art Gallery, they saw the 

following text written on the wall:  

In 1919, Paris, Duchamp tonsured a star in his head as an art action. In 1979, Santiago 
de Chile, Leppe tonsured a star another star, that coincided with the lonely star of [the 
flag of] Chile. Superposition of two references: one cultural, other national, in the 
alive body of the artist (Leppe, 2017, n.p.). 
 

The performance starts with Leppe placing himself on the stage dressed in a white 

work overall with his back to the audience. Then a man enters the stage to shave a star on 

Leppe’s head. Afterwards, Leppe places his star-head behind the square belonging to the 

Chilean national star within a large transparent Chilean flag. In this way, the visual and 

corporal juxtaposition of the star-head and the flag is enacted. Simultaneously, literary and 

art critic Nelly Richard reads aloud a text suggesting the meaning of this singular “corporal 

quotation” (Richard, 1980, p. 45) which transforms the “corporal surface” into a “territorial 

and national surface” (Richard, 1980, p. 45). When Richard finished her reading, Leppe took 

a plastic bag full of white paint and squashed it on his head and body. Afterwards, he 

bandaged his head, covering up the star as if it were a wound.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.11 “Star Action” performance (Leppe, 1979) 
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Following the performance, Richard (1986) argued that [Leppe] questioned the 

“transplantation of information from international art to a new historical and national 

circumstance such that it changes its meaning.” (p. 87). What the “new meaning” is, however, 

is uncertain. More than a specific meaning, what Leppe’s performance affirms is the 

procedure of artistic and cultural appropriation as such and, specifically, the importance of 

appropriation for Chilean and Latin America art. As Richard (1987) puts it, artistic 

appropriation was a strategy to escape from the “phantasm of origins which feeds the 

metaphysics behind the discourse on Latin America” (p. 86). Richard (1987) expands: “to 

break away from the image of Latin America as exotic ‘nature’, is only possible once one 

can grasp what is one’s own, insofar as foreign references can then be twisted on themselves 

and contradicted” (p. 86). 

In sum, a similar problematization of (the appropriation of) the Chilean flag is 

presented by means of assemblage art by Martínez, written poetry by Hernández, and 

performance art by Leppe.173 Importantly, while all three works propose, to a different extent, 

a question about the ownership and the use of the flag (as a symbol for the nation), none of 

them attribute the flag a defined meaning or a content. Martínez’s flag is silent, Hernández’s 

flag is mute, and Leppe’s flag is transparent.  

From a Deleuzo-Guattarian point of view, I would argue that Martínez’s, Hernández’s 

and Leppe’s works, together, compose a trans-semiotic assemblage made of multiple 

‘bodies’ and artistic languages. Certainly, it is the sign of the flag that traverses and connects 

the works in an assemblage. In this way, the machinic or material assemblage is composed 

by Martínez’s 30 tricolour fragile paper flags, Hernández’s verbal flags, and Leppe’s flag 

made of plastic and his own body. What is particularly important about this assemblage, I 

would argue, and something that we might only perceive from a Deleuzo-Guattarian point of 

 
173 Other works composing what I call the collective project of the constellation of the flag, are Victor Hugo 
Codocedo’s “Serie de la bandera” [Flag’s series] (1979) and Elias Adasme’s “A Chile” [To Chile] (1979-1980). 
Codocedo’s “Flag’s Series” is composed of photography, performances and installations. Codocedo’s most 
known action from this series was the “Intervención a la bandera” (1979) [Intervention of the flag]. The work 
consisted of stretching a Chilean flag over the wooden frame of a canvas and then nailing it in place. Through 
his action, Codocedo attempted to transform the flag from being a national banner to a canvas support. The 
nailing symbolized the crucifixion or torture of the flag. The action was meant to be performed in the First 
Encounter of Young Art in Las Condes (1979), but it was censored by the militaries who considered the nailing 
of the flag an offence to the patriotic symbols (Codocedo, 2018).  Elias Adasme’s “A Chile” consisted of five 
panels showing a series of performances and interventions in public spaces made by the artist. Adasme hung 
himself semi-naked upside down nearby Salvador Metro Station (hinting at Salvador Allende). Next to him, he 
placed the map of Chile. Adasme could never show his work in Chile and exiled himself in 1983 in Puerto Rico.  
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view, is that Martínez-Hernández-Leppe’s flag-assemblage does not only produce 

‘meanings’ but it also makes the meaning and the sense of the flag disappear. On the one 

hand, they saturate the flag with meanings or saturate the work with (visual, verbal, corporal) 

flags, and, on the other hand, they dissolve and ‘empty’ the flags of meaning.  

 

3.5 50 Grams of Authentic Chilean Poetry 

 

Finally, I argue that the weight of ‘death’, as the evident subject of La Poesía Chilena, and 

the dramatic emphasis on the politics of the flag, has impeded a humorous and parodic 

consideration of the work. As I will demonstrate below, this humorous and parodic aspect or 

effect is apparent once we analyse the construction of the La Poesía Chilena – especially, in 

relation to the mixing of so many elements that pretend to be ‘authentic’. 

  This parodic and humorous effect of La Poesía Chilena attacks the authenticity, 

originality and the aura of the artwork. Because La Poesía Chilena, as its very title says, is a 

hypostasis of National Identity, the lack of authenticity of La Poesía Chilena (as an artwork) 

implies the (humorous) lack of an ‘authentic’ National Identity.  

 In order to envisage this second effect or aspect, I return to the pieces composing La 

Poesía Chilena’s assemblage: the death certificates of the national poets, the official stamps, 

and the small plastic bag with ‘Chilean earth’. I argue all these elements work as ‘layers’ of 

authenticity; legal, philosophical, artistic and cultural layers. I will focus my attention in two 

key ‘layers’: the National Library Stamps and the Bag with Chilean Earth. 

 The first layer in the construction of authenticity in La Poesía Chilena corresponds 

to the Latin inscription “Ab Imo Pectore”. The inscription appears in the strange dedicatory 

text at the opening of La Poesía Chilena.174 This text ‘explains’ the origin of the work as 

“papers” bestowed to Martínez by his recently dead father. Somehow Martínez’s dead father 

gave his son authenticated papers such as the copies of the official death certificates and the 

card catalogues entries. Both papers incorporate real data, signatures, and official stamps of 

 
174 As I mentioned earlier: “Ab Imo Pectore / There exists a prohibition against crossing a line that is only 
imaginary / (The final possibility of crossing this line is set through violence): / And at that limit, my late father 
bestows these papers upon me” (Martínez, 1978 n.p., translated by Weintraub, 2015, p. 113). 
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the Civil Register and (supposedly) the Chilean National Library – that is, fundamental 

national institutions.  

At this point, it is important mention that Eugène Duchamp (Marcel Duchamp’s 

father) was a French notary to whom Marcel Duchamp (1971) refers comically: “[politicians] 

imagine themselves doing something extraordinary! It´s a little like notaries, like my father 

[…] I remember my father’s legal papers; the language was killingly funny; the lawyers in 

the United States use the same language” (p. 103). Duchamp took from his father the central 

idea of ‘authenticating’ his replicas by using the legal expression “pour copie conforme” and 

by signing them (Joselit, 2008). In this sense, it is fundamental to note that the very 

mechanism frequently employed by Duchamp to transform replicas into originals came from 

a parodic appropriation of a legal procedure into the domain of art. Similarly, it seems that 

Martínez’s relationship with his father works as a hidden appropriation of Duchamp’s 

relationship with his father. Hence, the issue at stake is not primarily related to an emotional, 

biographical or psychological bond between the son and the (dead) father -which would allow 

us to perform some kind of psychoanalysis - but to the appropriation of a peculiar mechanism 

to produce authenticity somehow inherited by or taken from Duchamp’s and Martínez’s 

fathers.   

In this regard, the use of the official stamps of the National Library in La Poesía 

Chilena is fundamental. Official stamps are common institutional and administrative devices 

employed for different purposes, mainly: to certify the authenticity or genuineness of the 

document, to register them in official catalogues of an institution, or to mark the ownership 

or the property of the copy - book, journal, document, etc. In this sense, we could consider 

that the official stamp of an institution works as its impersonal signature - the institution signs 

the document with its official stamp. In the case of the Chilean national library stamps, they 

are used on ‘original’ (not forged) books175 with the main purpose of marking the book as 

property of the library (‘ownership marking’), indicating the classification of the book, and 

tracing the provenance of the book. 

As I have mentioned briefly above, the National Library stamps which appear in La 

Poesía Chilena purport to be genuine, but they are not. They are perfect forgeries of the 

original ones. They display exactly the same words (“Chilean Section – National Library – 

 
175 Or other library items such as journals, magazines, maps and photos – but not artworks.  
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Santiago, Chile”), and identical design, typography and colour. In fact, not even the expert 

national library personnel on registrations and stamps have detected that the ‘official’ stamps 

were, in legal terms, a forgery.  Hence, either Martínez ‘borrowed’ one stamp from the 

National Library, made his own one or asked someone else to do it.176 In any case, there is 

no doubt that the marks of the stamps were not done by the National Library personnel but 

by someone else – the subversive hand of Martínez. Interestingly, although all the copies of 

La Poesía Chilena have the national library stamps, there is only one copy owned by the 

national library. Ironically, the library stamps of this copy (nº 264) were erased with 

correction fluid.177  

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.12 Altered stamp in La Poesía Chilena belonging to the Chilean National Library [left] & stamp 

from my copy of La Poesía Chilena (no 96) [right] 
 

I will now describe and analyse with more precision the issue of the stamps. To my 

knowledge, each one of the 500 copies of La Poesía Chilena incorporates five library 

stamps.178 Each library stamp appears on one of the five filled-in library cards. This is already 

anomalous since library cards do not incorporate official stamps as they are secondary 

material of no major value. Importantly, the stamp marks in La Poesía Chilena were not 

 
176 Up to now, those stamps are strictly controlled by the National Library personnel. In fact, the library policy 
is strict with the use of stamps, requiring that wasted stamps be destroyed – as the person in charge of the library 
stamps told me in an interview (January, 2019).  
177 It is intriguing that the stamps of the only copy of La Poesía Chilena that currently belongs to the National 
Library (nº 264) were carelessly covered with correction fluid. In January 2019, when I asked the library 
personnel about the deletion, they were disconcerted. There is no information whatsoever about the person 
responsible or the reason for that deletion. The only information available is that that copy of La Poesía Chilena 
anonymously donated in 2002. Interestingly, the library staff were (mistakenly) convinced that the erased 
library stamps were originals and stamped by them. I have personally checked more than ten different copies 
of La Poesía Chilena. Thus, I believe the stamps were erased by someone who knew about their fake nature or 
suspect they were a forgery – and, in a failed Platonic gesture, tried to eliminate the simulacra.  
178 While the copies of La Poesía Chilena exhibit differences in number of pages and numbers of flags, all the 
copies I have seen show identical stamps on the same pages of the booklets.  
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printed but they were stamped by hand.179 It is evident, thus, that the stamps are not simply 

administrative devices, but artistic devices strategically employed in the assembling of La 

Poesía Chilena. Interestingly, the use of rubber-stamps as artistic and conceptual devices 

appears in a number of works related to Martínez’s one.180 From a Benjaminian (2008) point 

of view, stamping has been employed since the Greeks as a “way of technologically 

reproducing works of art” (p. 27). 

 “Why would an artist choose, at a given moment, to use rubber-stamps as medium?” 

(p. 33) asked Ulises Carrión (1980) in “Rubber Stamp Theory and Praxis”. I would argue 

that Martínez employed forgeries of the original library stamp in three different but related 

ways.  

In the first place, the forged stamps on the ‘pages’ of La Poesía Chilena simulates 

that the item is property of the National Library. I would propose this could be read as an act 

of symbolic donation – or a symbolic ‘dis-appropriation.’ It is as if Martínez renounced his 

private ownership of his works to give it to the national institution - or to the public domain. 

As I will address in the conclusion of the thesis, I believe Martínez’s philosophy of 

appropriation should go a step further: that is, to allow his works to be freely appropriated. 

Indeed, the ‘becoming’ that the practice of appropriation promotes can only be complete if 

the works made of appropriations can be appropriated and transformed by others.  

In the second place, the stamps perform a self-inscription of La Poesía Chilena as 

part of the National Library collection and archive. Moreover, insofar as the stamp reads 

“Chilean Section”, the inscription emphasised the national and patrimonial value of the work. 

Simultaneously, the inscription contributes to strategically defining the rather undefinable 

 
179 They were stamped by hand, since they appear in a slightly different position of the library card of each 
copy. In this sense, the stamps constitute marks that contribute to the construction of authenticity and originality.  
180 For instance, Alfred Jarry’s Exploits & Opinions of Dr. Faustroll, Pataphysican (1996) incorporates a 
number of printed legal stamps accompanying the legal text that parodies the expulsion of Faustroll from his 
flat in Paris for not paying the rent. Likewise, Fluxus and ‘mail artists’, such as Bill Gaglione and John Held, 
created a number of rubber stamp box sets of multiple editions – closely related to Fluxus Kits. In Latin 
America, artist stamps were also crucial for the development of ‘mail art’ in the 1970s that, as I mentioned in 
the introduction, played an important role in the creation of regional networks of resistance between Latin 
American artists – for instance, the work of Clemente Padín (Uruguay), Paulo Bruscky (Brazil), Edgardo 
Antonio Vigo (Argentina). See the impressive collective journal Our International Stamps / Cancelled Seals. 
Towards a Marginal Creative Parallel Philately (1979 – 1993, 20 issues). In Chile, some works of stamp art 
that should be mentioned are Stamp Book (1989) and the visual poetry journal UNI/Vers (1987-1995, 35 issues) 
by Chilean book-artist Guillermo Deisler. Recently, Chilean writer Matías Celedón stamped the text of The 
Subsidiary (2016), a kind of poetic novel entirely written and produced using typomatic printing and stamps.  
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nature of La Poesía Chilena as a book or an item accepted within the collection of a National 

Library. In this sense, the inscription imposed an interpretation of the identity of the work as 

a literary work of some kind. And yet, as I have shown, La Poesía Chilena is hardly a simple 

librarian item.  

In the third place, I would argue that the forged stamps were paradoxically used to 

produce the ‘authenticity’, ‘originality’ and the ‘aura’ of the artwork. This third aspect is 

subtle but important. Ultimately, Martínez’s forged stamps are not deceptive insofar as (most 

of) his readership knows the stamps lack administrative, legal or institutional value. Instead, 

the visible marks of ownership present on the work have an artistic and ontological purpose: 

they are artistic marks that create an original copy of the artwork. The reason is twofold. 

Firstly, they work as a kind of author’s signature – as said, each one of the 2500 total 

stamps181 were individually stamped on each page by hand.  Thus, there are minor -or ‘infra-

mince’ in the Duchampian sense- variations on the location and the colour of each stamp 

depending on the action of hand-stamping. As mentioned, this closely relates to Duchamp’s 

employment of the “copie conforme” to authenticate copies as “original copies”. Secondly, 

there is a transformative and conceptual use of the stamps – thus, what the marks really state 

is something totally different than what is visually apparent.  

In this sense, I will argue that Martínez’s stamps simulate (in both the common and 

the Deleuzian sense) marks of ownership but actually they work as (paradoxical) marks of 

authenticity and devices to produce an “original copy” and to generate an “artificial” or 

“synthetic” “aura”. In this sense, besides the forgery issue, the stamps of La Poesía Chilena 

are constitutive of the identity of La Poesía Chilena as an artwork. To make the paradoxical 

or pataphysical logic more evident, this is tantamount to saying that a fake or a forged copy 

of La Poesía Chilena would be, in strictum sensum, one that lacks the forged stamps made 

by Martínez. Furthermore, we could even imagine a forged copy of La Poesía Chilena made 

precisely with the original official stamps; an absolute inversion of the original and the copy. 

As I have indicated in the previous chapter, this is precisely the kind of anarchic disruptions 

of the hierarchies of value that the notion of the Deleuzian simulacrum performs.  

 
181 I calculate this number considering 5 stamps per copy multiplied by 500 copies.  
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However, what is singular about this case, is that La Poesía Chilena does not only 

operate within the limits of the artworld in order to challenge the nature of artwork, as in 

Duchamp, or, in this case, to challenge and extend the limits of poetry and the stratified 

conception of the poetic canon. The simulacrum also attacks, by means of a hidden parody, 

the ideological construction of a chauvinist national identity produced by the Chilean 

dictatorship. This acquires an even stronger sense once we notice that the director of the 

National Library between 1977-1986 was Enrique Campos Menéndez, the cultural advisor 

of the Military Junta. As previously mentioned, Campos Menéndez is one of the main actors, 

together with Jaime Guzmán, to articulate the ideological discourse of the dictatorship.  

In this sense, the stamps should be taken as only one (although important) element 

contributing to the overall effect of authenticity composed in conjunction to the other 

elements of the assemblage – the (printed) handwritten text, the incorporation of earth, the 

death certificates and so on.  

The inclusion of death certificates of Pablo Neruda, Gabriela Mistral, Vicente 

Huidobro and Pablo de Rokha makes a critical reference to the core of the Chilean poetic 

canon. These four poets indeed represent the ‘national poets’ and, therefore, embody the idea 

of a robust Chilean poetic tradition in the Romantic sense imposed by Herder and reiterated 

by Heidegger. The poets are considered as the ‘local genius’ and the ‘authentic creators’ of 

the Nation, insofar as they express the essence of the national cultural, that is, they capture 

the essence of the geography, the history, the mother tongue, the national customs, and the 

future of the nation.  

In addition to this, there is also a disruptive and avant-gardist gesture included in the 

incorporation of their death certificates instead of reproducing their poems. The incorporation 

of the death certificates has been interpreted by critics (Ayala 2010; Weintraub 2015; and 

others) as a ‘poetic parricide’ representing Martínez’s rupture with the poetic national 

tradition. This ‘parricide’ interpretation is consistent with a neo-avant-garde spirit clearly 

present in Martínez’s expanded conception of poetry. Additionally, this interpretation aligns 

well with the rejection of the image of the poet as an ‘original genius’.  

Finally, regarding the photocopies of the death certificate we could recognize a sort 

of darkly humorous gesture. Naturally, being just photocopies the documents do not convey 

any true legal value in themselves. Hence, they do not intend to simulate being originals in 
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the legal sense of the word. However, as originals, these legal documents are meant to 

represent a genuine Civil Register, that is, a fact witnessed by the impersonal voice of the 

State (Office Register). As is common within repressive regimes, the Chilean dictatorship 

systemically covered up the crimes of the military and the police by eliminating legal 

evidence or by manipulating legal documents. In this sense, it is interesting that one of the 

official death certificates incorporated by Martínez is suspected of being a fake one. There 

are well-founded doubts about Pablo Neruda’s death which happened on the 23rd of 

September 1973, just twelve days after the coup d’état occurred. Instead of treating Neruda’s 

prostate cancer, the legal investigation indicates that the poet was assassinated by the doctors 

at the Santa María Clinic in Santiago by giving him a poisoned vaccine. As we can read in 

Martínez’s copy, Neruda’s official death cause is identified as “Prostate Cancer – Metastasis” 

(n.p.).182 

As mentioned above, the last card catalogue entry in the booklet uniquely registers 

one piece of information “Text: Earth from Chile’s Central Valley” and incorporates the 

simulated stamp of the National Library. There is no indication of authorship, book, date, 

library location or pages whatsoever. Now, if we consider that the other four library cards 

quote different poems related to death, it follows that Earth from Chile’s Central Valley refers 

to the title of an anonymous poem also related to death.  As mentioned, the second object 

belonging to La Poesía Chilena is a small plastic bag filled with earth and titled Earth from 

Chile’s Central Valley. Consequently, the plastic bag is registered or inscribed in the booklet 

catalogue as a “text” or a “death poem” written by no one or, alternatively, somehow made 

by Martínez’s own father whose death certificate is on top of the library card. It is worth 

mentioning that Martínez’s father was not a poet but a businessman.  

How could a simple plastic bag with earth and an inscription be a poem? And how 

can it be a national poem? What is the poetic and philosophical thought, if any, at issue here? 

Following the general procedure of ready-mades, I would argue that the bag with earth 

 
182 Neruda’s homicide is still under investigation. His body was exhumed in 2013 and to the present day no 
decisive evidence has been found – due also to the absence of any medical records. There is, nonetheless, a 
suspicious similarity between Neruda’s and Eduardo Frei Montalva’s death - the former president of Chile who, 
at that time, criticised Pinochet’s dictatorship. After having a minor surgery (hernia), Frei Montalva died in the 
same Clinic in 1982. Frei Montalva’s body was exhumed in 2006, and after a long investigation, it was proven 
that he was poisoned with mustard gas and thallium in the Clinic. In January 2019 six people were sentenced 
for Frei Montalva’s homicide (two doctors, two pathologists, one member of the secret police, and Frei 
Montalva’s personal driver).  
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constitutes a text (a poem) just because it is named or inscribed as such in the booklet. 

Without the booklet, the bag with Chilean earth would not exist as a poem but just as an 

object – related to a souvenir. Thus, self-inscribed as an ‘official’ national register, the 

booklet recognizes the bag with earth as a poem and, specifically, as a national poem. A 

performative act of self-inscription of one common object within the poetic realm is at stake. 

As a consequence, a critical question about the blurry limits of poetry has been enunciated.  

In order to better understand this enigmatic bag, I would argue that Earth from Chile’s 

Central Valley could be read as an appropriation of Duchamp’s Air de Paris (1919). Air de 

Paris, a famous Duchamp’s ready-made, is a glass ampoule emptied of its original content 

(physiological serum), filled with air and then sealed up again. It was made by a pharmacist 

in Paris upon Duchamp’s request, thus, complicating the traditional notion of authorship. 

This ready-made was conceived as an amusing souvenir and given to Duchamp’s collector, 

W. Arensberg, as a present once Duchamp returned to New York at the end of 1919. Because 

of the work’s fragility, the original Air de Paris broke, and Duchamp ordered the construction 

of many replicas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.13 Air de Paris 50 cc (Duchamp, 1964) [left] & “Earth from Chile’s Central Valley” (Martínez, 

1978) [right] 
 
 

Duchamp’s ready-made souvenir works as a comic satire about Paris as a privileged 

object of desire and as an artistic fetish, especially when considering Paris during the 

historical avant-garde period and from the perspective of the cultural periphery. Jasper Johns, 

for instance, alluded to Air de Paris as “Perfume-the air was to stink of artists’ egos” (Johns, 
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1968, n.p.). Most of Latin American avant-gardist artists183 considered Paris as the “center 

of the (cultural / art) world” (Rama, 1973, p. 60) which provides the “precise formula of the 

avant-gardism, its universal paradigm, equally hated and beloved by the remaining countries 

– that is to say, by the whole universe” (Rama, 1973, p. 61).184 

Part of the joke implicit in Paris Air resides in the absurdity or the impossibility of 

pretending that one idea or one immaterial element (such as the ‘being’ of a city or a 

memorable experience) could be stored and preserved in a material element (being this air, 

earth, water, or human faeces). This comic hypostasis is clearly presented, as a pataphysical 

joke, in “Metaphysics”, one poem from La Nueva Novela. 

How do you represent Being? Does it have feathers in its hair? 
Is Nothingness more perceptible on Sunday than on other days? Do you want to 

 your vacation in it? 
Is Essence blended with objects in the form of dust? Or as a liquid? Or like extremely 
delicate roots immersed in the center of things? (Martínez, 1985, p. 31) 
 
This comical physicalist naivety and fetish character had been stressed by Duchamp 

when he inscribed on the 1964 replica the label “50cc air de Paris”. Likewise, in the 1937 

Air de Paris postcard, he wrote: “ampoule contenant 50 cc d’air de Paris” [Ampule 

Containing 50 cc air of Paris]. The humorous effect of the labelling “50cc air de Paris” 

nonetheless conveys a ‘serious’ element which refers to Duchamp’s artistic thought. “50cc”, 

indeed, is related to Duchamp’s pseudo-scientific preoccupation for measuring (time and 

space) and for creating new artistic tools and new units of measure (as 3 Standard Stoppages). 

“50 cc” refers, in one sense, to a manifold of minor differences between the title and the 

actual object, and between each version of the same object. “50cc”, then, is always slightly 

more or slightly less than 50cc.185 What matters here is the unavoidable existence of minimal 

 
183 The list of Latin American writers who lived in Paris between 1920 and 1970 is long and revealing. As Ángel 
Rama asserts: Vicente Huidobro, César Vallejo, Miguel Ánguel Asturias, Alejo Carpentier, Arturo Uslar Pietri, 
Julio Cortázar, Jorge Luis Borges, Etienne Lero, Damas de la Guyanna, Aimé Césaire, Leopold Senghor, 
Jacques Roumain (Rama, 1973, p. 61). 
184 Original Spanish in its full version: “ese “ombligo del mundo” (así definía Paulo Prado en 1924 a la ciudad 
de París y aún más reductivamente a la “place Clichy” en el prólogo al Manifiesto Pau-Brasil de Oswad de 
Andrade) que proporcionó la fórmula precisa de la vanguardia, su paradigma universal, igualmente execrado y 
adorado en los restantes países, como quien dice en la totalidad del universo.” (Rama, 1973, p. 60-61)  
185 Indeed, no ampoule contains 50cc. Scholars have measured the volumes of different Air de Paris versions, 
concluding that “The Schwarz version measures approximately 123cc; the original and the Roché versions 
appear to be slightly larger in volume and would, therefore, measure more. Even the 300 miniatures of the Boîte 
failed to match their shared name of 50 cc of Paris Air, for their volume measure approx. 35 cc.” (Tout-Fait, 
n.p.). 
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differences in every actual repeated object made from the same mould. Air de Paris, in this 

sense, is an example of the infra-mince: “Infra-minces are diaphanous and sometimes 

transparent / 50 cubic centimetres of Paris air” (Duchamp, 1989, p. 34, my translation).186 In 

this sense, the ‘originality’ and the ‘authenticity’ of each Paris Air relies on its minimal 

manner of differing from its name (as an idea or concept) and from other replicas.  

As mentioned above, in the Surrealist exhibition in the Fine Art Museum (Santiago 

1972), Martínez saw the miniature version of Air de Paris -with the 50cc inscription- within 

the Valise. In addition, Hugo Rivera-Scott assured me in an interview (January, 2019) that 

Martínez had the book Surrealism and Painting (1964) by A. Bréton. It is noteworthy that 

the first page about Duchamp in Breton’s Surrealism and Painting incorporates a photo of 

Air de Paris with the inscription “50 cc. of Paris Air.” (p. 85)  

In sum, there is sufficient evidence to support the possibility of Air de Paris being the 

model appropriated by Martínez in his Earth from Chile’s Central Valley. Also, it seems 

logical (and appealing) to consider Earth from Chile’s Central Valley as an appropriation of 

Air de Paris because it follows the same pattern of appropriation that I have highlighted 

throughout this chapter. The connection between these two ready-mades, I would argue, is 

that Duchamp’s Air de Paris refers to the Paris of the historical avant-garde in a similar 

parodic fashion that Martínez’s Earth from Chile’s Central Valley refers to the Chile of the 

dictatorship. Just as the “50 cc” label does not correspond to the actual content of Paris Air, 

there is also no evidence that the label Earth from Chile’s Central Valley actually refers to 

its content – was the earth really extracted from Chile’s Central Valley? Or is this another 

act of performative inscription?  

Rivera-Scott, for instance, claims that Martínez did not extract the earth from Chile’s 

Central Valleys but the port of Valparaíso. Accordingly, Rivera-Scott believes that La Poesía 

Chilena performs a local vindication of Valparaíso as a fundamental cultural and artistic 

center in Chile. This claim is relevant insofar as Valparaiso (and local regions) have been 

historically ignored within the dominant construction of Chilean art history always centered 

in Santiago. However, Rivera-Scott reads the ‘poem’ as a direct expression of authenticity. 

Thus, he falls prey to the auratic effect and, therefore, he does not perceive the possibility of 

 
186 In original French: “n. 32 Les infra minces sont diaphanes et quelquefois transparents / 50 cent. cubes d’air 
de Paris” (Duchamp, 1989, p. 34). 
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parody or humour. Nonetheless, Rivera-Scott’s point is interesting in the sense that, if right, 

it would prove the inauthenticity of the title. In contrast, Suárez (2013) affirms that “the earth 

within the plastic bag is the earth of the cemetery where the remains of Juan Luis Martínez’s 

father are found” (p. 95, my translation).187 Again, a reading that affirms the authenticity and 

the auratic effect of the work. If Rivera-Scott’s is a territorial claim, Suárez is a biographical 

one. The problem with these readings, I argue, is that they believe that what the label says is 

what the poem is. They trust in the coherence and correspondence between the ‘things’ and 

‘words’ in Martínez’s work. In short, they believe in the appearance, the superficial optical 

effect, of Martínez’s simulacrum. However, after analysing the different artifices employed 

in the construction of La Poesía Chilena, I would argue the ‘Chilean earth’ operates a last 

layer for the production of the effect of authenticity or the production of the auratic effect.  

When arguing that Earth from Chile’s Central Valley is an appropriation of Paris Air, 

the complex inauthenticity of the Chilean earth becomes visible. The Chilean earth, then, is 

no longer the image of a natural and cultural ‘root’ towards which we need to return to dwell 

and build a ‘house’ - in a Heideggerian or Bachelardian sense. Rather, it is a 

‘deterritorialized’ and ‘deterritorializing’ earth (Deleuze, 2015); a becoming as a process of 

reciprocal transformation.  In one direction, the solid earth becomes an ethereal, discursive 

object -on ideological nationalism - as well as a commodity or a simple object of exportation; 

a Chilean souvenir expected to circulate in a globalised market -where Chilean Poetry is a 

fetishized commodity interchangeable with Chilean wines, wood, copper, or salmon. 

Conversely, in the other direction, Air de Paris loses its cynical insubstantiality and its formal 

reference to the French avant-garde in order to be re-territorialized in the local context of the 

Chilean dictatorship. As a consequence, together with Duchamp’s star becoming the National 

flag, the Air obtains a new political and cultural charge.  

I will finish by proposing that there is also an ontological and poetic (or onto-poetic) 

proposal inhabiting the transformation of earth into air. Given the insistence in Duchamp’s 

and Martínez’s works on the materiality, physicality and the “thingness” (Heidegger), an 

approach to a scientific model could be of help. In the following, I will briefly introduce 

some basic aspects of the chemical model of the phase transitions of matter (solid, liquid, 

 
187 It is worth noting that neither Suárez nor Rivera-Scott provide justification for their claims. 
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gas, and plasma). My goal is only to extract certain metaphysical and poetic meanings which 

I envisage as embedded in the physical processes of “sublimation” and “deposition”: 

Sublimation is the transition of a substance directly from the solid phase to the gas 
phase without passing through the intermediate liquid phase. Sublimation is an 
endothermic phase transition that occurs at temperatures and pressures below the 
triple point of a chemical in the phase diagram. The reverse process of sublimation is 
the process of deposition in which some chemicals pass directly from the gas phase 
to the solid phase, again without passing through the intermediate liquid phase 
(Speight, 2017, p. 150).  
 

Thus, sublimation and deposition (or desublimation) correspond to a physical (not 

chemical) transformation of the solid to the gas state produced in relation to the increase or 

decrease of heat– being, therefore, thermodynamic processes. While sublimation requires a 

certain amount of heat to occur; deposition requires the release of heat energy. Some common 

examples of sublimation correspond to dry ice (solid carbon dioxide), snow and ice. Given 

certain degrees of atmospheric pressure and temperature these elements sublime in air. A 

common example of deposition corresponds to the formation of frost (on a leaf or on a 

window): in sub-freezing air, water vapour changes directly to ice (Speight, 2017). 

Regarding this physical description of two phases of transition of matter, I would 

propose a kind of ‘poetic sublimation and deposition’ working in Martínez’s appropriation 

of Duchamp’s Paris Air. In this sense, I envisage the existence of a simultaneous double 

transformation where the Chilean Earth sublimes in Paris Air, meanwhile Paris Air deposits 

in the Chilean Earth. As we know, the movement of becoming in Deleuze does not mean a 

total change, an absolute transformation, but instead an ongoing and never finished 

transformation of becoming other. In this sense, a poetic-metaphysical reading of the physical 

dynamic of ‘sublimation and deposition’ offers a concrete vision of two phases of 

transformation of crystalized matter or, we could say, formed identities. A process of poetic 

sublimation, in this reading, would correspond to the progressive dissolution, 

deterritorialization or de-materialization of a given identity (in this case, a national, collective 

or personal identity); whereas a process of poetic deposition would indicate the moment of 

realisation of the ideal realm, this is, the concrete actualization of a virtual idea into an 

identity which exists in the material and historical realm as an individuated body. Unlike the 

scientific model, I would propose that Martínez’s sublimations and depositions designate two 
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simultaneous, reciprocal and asymmetric phases of a unitarian process of ontological and 

poetic genesis, that is, a process of transformation of poetic substances.  

Indeed, we could consider the previously analysed affaire Martínez/Martinez (and the 

appropriation I will refer to between Martínez and Tardieu in the following chapters) as other 

instantiations of this becoming of earth/air which lies at the core of Martínez’s onto-poetic 

of sublimation/deposition. Whereas in the case of Martínez/Martinez, the appropriation 

worked at the individual level (disturbing the notion of a personal authorship), in the present 

case the being in question corresponds to the National being. 

 There is still another way to elaborate the becoming Chilean Earth / Paris Air -and 

specifically the above-mentioned poetic sublimation of earth- in order to arrive at a profound 

image of Martínez and the Chilean Nation: the earthquakes. From the perspective of Deleuzo-

Guattarian Geo-philosophy (2015), it could be formulated that the bag with Chilean earth is 

precisely a ‘deterritorializing and deterritorialized’ earth. Like the ‘Body without Organs’, 

the ‘Earth’ corresponds to a late formulation of the notion of immanence. As such, “the earth 

relates constantly carries out a movement of deterritorialization on the spot, by which it goes 

beyond any territory: it is deterritorializing and deterritorialized” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2015, 

p. 85). In this sense, I would argue that Martínez’s earth is a deterritorializing and 

deterritorialized earth from the surveilled Chilean Territory (in this case, as the label indicates 

“Chile’s Central Valley” under the dictatorship). The Chilean earth, thus, is one of the 

protagonists of the national simulacrum carefully arranged by Martínez as a perfect 

assemblage of flags, the national poets’ pantheon, and the cultural institution.  

 The ontological and geo-philosophical concept of the ‘deterritorialization of the 

earth’ acquires a vivid incarnation in Martínez’s La Poesía Chilena. The insubstantiality of 

the Chilean earth, or the poetic sublimation of the Chilean earth, achieves a poetic 

determination in the event of the earthquake. Indeed, the permanent threat of earthquakes has 

truly determined Chile, as well as the Pacific coast, as a seismic culture. Martínez’s La Nueva 

Novela’s cover shows two houses without doors falling because of an earthquake.188 

Similarly, “Señales de Ruta”, a documentary on Martínez’s work made by Tevo Díaz (2009), 

opens with images of the mega-quake that occurred in the city of Valdivia (1960) - the 

 
188 The relevance of this image for the idea of the novel becomes apparent when noticing its repetition within 
La Nueva Novela in the section “notas y referencias” [notes and references].   
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strongest recorded earthquake in the history of our planet. Furthermore, the second edition 

of La Nueva Novela (July 1985), the third and last publication made by Martínez during his 

life-time, was published a few months after the devastating earthquake occurred in the region 

of Valparaiso (March, 1985). There is also evidence of Martínez conversations with the 

seismologist Muñoz Ferrada189 (Merino, 2016, p. 289). If there is any symbol able to 

represent Chile in its territory and Chilean politics, especially between the 1960s and 1990s, 

it is precisely the idea of instability, uncertainty, uncontrolled change, fear, and violence 

conveyed by the unpredictable event of physical and metaphysical earthquake. Yet, defining 

the ‘Chilean being’ via the event of the earthquake means to state the difficulty of 

determining a solid ground where a ‘house’ could be built or where man could dwell.190 The 

house is precisely the subject of the following chapters.  

 

3.6 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have demonstrated that La Poesía Chilena is an assemblage of systematic 

appropriations of works and procedures invented by Duchamp: Duchamp’s Tonsure becomes 

Martínez’s Chilean Flag; Duchamp’s Fountain becomes Martínez’s political ready-mades; 

Duchamp’s Air de Paris becomes Martínez’s Chilean earth. As I have shown, an artistic and 

political re-contextualization takes place in each one of Martínez’s appropriations of 

Duchamp. 

Finally, in reference to Martínez’s appropriation of Duchamp’s Valise, or ‘little 

portable museum’, as argued, I believe Duchamp’s ‘little portable museum’ becomes 

Martínez’s ‘little portable national library’. In this sense, La Poesía Chilena could be carried 

along by the user to mount a ‘little national library’ anywhere. Martínez’s ‘little national 

library’ can, even, be transported and mounted in the actual Chilean National Library. 

However, the risk exists that the library personnel will realise about the forged stamps and, 

in a Platonic gesture, try to erase them with correction fluid again. In that case, however, the 

 
189 Muñoz Ferrada (Chile, 1909-2001) was a famous seismologist from Villa Alemana who supposedly used to 
successfully predict earthquakes only by using his home-made equipment. However, Ferrada has been rejected 
by the Chilean scientific community. 
190 As I am writing this, the Chilean news shows another landslide in Valparaíso that made a house fall down 
leaving a family of four dead (August, 13th, 2019).  
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work would not lose its marks of ownership but instead its very marks of ‘fake originality’; 

its ‘synthetic’ aura.  

By re-contextualizing Duchamp’s works in the Chilean context of the 1970s, La 

Poesía Chilena produces two different effects: a vindicatory expression of national identity 

and/or a parody of authenticity – in both the artwork and national identity. The effect, 

certainly, is confusing and, perhaps, paradoxical. But it is real. The interpretations of La 

Poesía Chilena that insist on reading it as an expression of belonging or root -which are the 

large majority- cannot explain the issue of the forged stamps or the absurd saturation with 

nationalistic marks. 

Finally, I will conclude by going back to “Imo Pectore”, one of the poems supposedly 

charged with biographical and ‘authentic’ emotionality in La Poesía Chilena. The poem 

reads: “There exists a prohibition against crossing a line that is only imaginary / (The final 

possibility of crossing this line is set through violence)” (Martínez, 1978 n.p., translated by 

Weintraub, 2015, p. 113). I would argue that this is the ‘prohibition’ of appropriating, without 

authorization, other’s works or devices. The line is ‘imaginary’ because the notion of 

authorship and ownership is ultimately imaginary, social, constructed. The Earth, the Flag, 

Poetry, the Book, Language do not belong to anyone. However, under liberal societies those 

imaginary constructions have become laws that determine the limits between one’s and 

other’s property. Therefore, as Martínez’s father suggests, a certain ‘violence’ is necessary 

to disrupt the limits of (private) property – for instance, by forging stamps.  
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CHAPTER 3: 
LA NUEVA NOVELA AS A LABERINTH-HOUSE ASSEMBLAGE  

 
 

Ts'ui Pên must have said once: I am withdrawing to write a book.  
And another time: I am withdrawing to construct a labyrinth.  

Everyone imagined two works; to no one did it occur that  
the book and the maze were one and the same thing. 

J. L. Borges 
 

[I]t´s a Looking-glass book, of course!  
And, if I hold it up to a glass,  

the words will all go the right way again. 
L. Carroll 

 

There is a recurring problem concerning how to approach, read or ‘enter’ La Nueva Novela. 

The problem begins with the challenge that La Nueva Novela posits to any disciplinary 

reading, that is, any reading that privileges a singular discipline with its corresponding 

approach, methodologies, problems, etc. Necessarily, a disciplinary reading will be 

insufficient to deal with the ‘trans’- and ‘un-disciplinary’ nature of this experimental work. 

The trans-disciplinarity of La Nueva Novela manifests in the excessive inclusion of theories, 

ideas, or problems derived from different disciplines, schools, authors and sources,191 which 

renders this work practically unmanageable. The works’ un-disciplinarity manifests in the 

parodic character of the appropriation, that is, the knowledge extracted or appropriated from 

diverse disciplines is always fragmentary and distorted, producing a comic effect.  In this 

sense, one of the possibilities is to conceive La Nueva Novela as a kind of anti-encyclopaedia 

or a pataphysical encyclopaedia of useless knowledge. However, the problem of entering into 

La Nueva Novela does not only relate to the multiple subjects or to the complexity of its 

formal structure but also to the visuality, physicality and the objecthood of the ‘book’ itself. 

In short, Like La Poesía Chilena, La Nueva Novela is a singular material object which 

disrupts any traditional conception of the book as a form, structure or physical object. Far 

from being a “case of words” (Carrión, 1980, p. 7), La Nueva Novela is “a sequence of 

spaces” and a “sequence of moments” (Carrión, 1980, p. 7) which were carefully constructed 

by assembling visual, verbal and material fragments. For this reason, La Nueva Novela 

 
191 Broadly, the disciplines congregated in the book correspond to philosophy (syllogistic logic, ontology, 
metaphysics, aesthetics, epistemology); poetry (visual poetry, concrete poetry, conceptual poetry, etc.); post-
structural literary theory; visual arts (photography, architecture, design); and science (non-Euclidean geometry, 
set-theory, infinitesimal calculus). 
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should be considered a brilliant example of an artists’ book, book-object or, as I call it, an 

assembled book.  

As I mentioned in the introduction, Deleuze and Guattari (2009) conceive of the 

‘book’ as a singular ontological assemblage, or as a ‘little machine’, whose main feature is 

its capacity to be ‘plugged’ into other ‘machines’ in order to produce new relations among 

signs, events and concepts and, therefore, new destratifying effects. In this sense, I argue La 

Nueva Novela could be read as an artistic and ontological assemblage able to create (internal 

and external) connections between heterogeneous elements and, consequently, to generate 

new thoughts and release desire.  

Reading La Nueva Novela as an assemblage involves two different but simultaneous 

analyses. On one level, it implies a distinction between the ‘stratified’ and the ‘destratified’ 

sides -or dimensions, forces or processes- of the assemblage and an analysis of the 

problematic interaction between them.192 On the other level, it implies analysing the 

constitution of its ‘assemblage of signs’ (made of appropriated words, visual images, 

scientific formulas, and other signs) and its ‘assemblage of bodies’ (made of different kinds 

of paper, metal, binding, plastic, glue, thread, cardboard, ink, etc., and the various 

technologies employed in the books’ fabrication). 193 And, specifically, to map the effects 

(affects, thoughts, and events) produced by the interaction between those two axes of the 

assemblage.  

The main argument underlying this chapter is that La Nueva Novela presents itself as 

the assemblage of a ‘house’ and a ‘labyrinth’. Whereas the image or the concept of the 

‘house’ tends to operate as the stratified (or arborescent) side of La Nueva Novela, the image 

of the ‘labyrinth’ tends to operate as its destratified (or rhizomatic) side. The ‘house’ provides 

(conceptual and visual) ‘images’ of the self and the book as ‘interiority’ or ‘inside spaces’ 

 
192 As I also mentioned in the introduction, this corresponds to the vertical axis of the assemblage, and it relates 
to the consistency of the organisation (or the degree of territorialization) of the assemblage. One side of the 
assemblage (the ‘territorialized’ and ‘stratified’ side) faces the ‘strata’, whereas the other side of the assemblage 
(the ‘destratified’ side) faces the plane of immanence or the body without organs. Subjectivity, in this model, 
is produced by the ‘subjectifying stratum’ belonging to the anthropomorphic or techno-semiological strata 
(Buchanan, 2020). The assemblage, then, is not the strata nor the body without organs, but the ongoing 
(arborescent-rhizomatic) process that, incessantly, connects different layers of solid strata with the body without 
organs, undertaking a fundamental transformation of the strata - a becoming something or someone else. 
193 As I mentioned in the introduction, assemblages of bodies (or ‘machinic assemblages’) and signs (or 
‘collective assemblage of enunciation’) comprise what Deleuze and Guattari (2009) understand as the two 
dimensions of the horizontal axis of the assemblage. 
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and qualifies these ‘inside spaces’ as solid, harmonious, unified, total, familiar and protected 

spaces; a cosmos or an ordered world. The ‘labyrinth’, instead, offers passages to the 

‘outside’ or the plane of immanence. As such, the labyrinth invokes the idea of instability, 

the unconscious, fragmentation, chaos and madness - understood not as the opposite of order 

and reason but, instead, as an excess of order and reason that disturbs from within the 

foundations of the ‘house’ and, thus, the interiority of the self and the interiority of the book. 

In other words, the rhizomatic-labyrinth is immanent to the house and the house is immanent 

to the rhizomatic-labyrinth.  

In this fashion, I argue that what characterises La Nueva Novela as a poetic and 

ontological assemblage is the production of this dynamic, and unresolved, tension between 

La Nueva Novela’s house and La Nueva Novela’s rhizomatic-labyrinth. Whereas the house 

evokes the image of cosmos, the labyrinth invokes the image of chaos. Thus, the internal 

dynamic of La Nueva Novela could be described as ‘chaosmosis’ (chaos and complexity) in 

the Deleuzo-Guattarian sense. I argue, finally, that what distinguishes La Nueva Novela from 

other books, and even artists’ books, is not the presence of conflicting forces between the 

labyrinth and the house, but the way in which this conflict between these uneven forces are 

expressed, simultaneously, on philosophical-conceptual, visual, material, literary and 

geometric levels.  

In terms of structure, I will begin by describing the two axes or dimensions 

constituting La Nueva Novela as a labyrinth-house assemblage. In the first section, I present 

the ‘images’ -or concepts- of the ‘house’ and the ‘labyrinth’ as respectively the stratified and 

destratified sides of the assemblage along its axis of consistency. In the second section, I 

describe the labyrinth-house’s assemblage in terms of its materiality, visuality and 

objecthood. Here, I focus on the interaction between the assemblage of signs and the 

assemblage of bodies constituting its content-expression axis. Methodologically, I base my 

analyses of La Nueva Novela on a number of crucial appropriations (G. Bachelard, J. L. 

Borges, S. Mallarmé, and J. Fresán) which are fundamental to the construction of La Nueva 

Novela. 
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4.1 The Images of the House and the Labyrinth 

  

Regardless of whether La Nueva Novela is read linearly, beginning at the start (or ‘front 

door’) until the end, or rhizomatically, beginning in the middle or opening the book at 

random, the reader arrives at the idea of the house. Indeed, the image of the house is not only 

present on the very cover of La Nueva Novela but repeats throughout the book in multiple 

‘semiotic enunciations’: as visual images of houses, as written poems and fragments about 

the (natal) house or as a spatial and temporal structure for the composition of the book. Many 

poets and commentators have referred to La Nueva Novela as the house of Martínez 

(Hernández, 2015; Merino, 2015; Polanco, 2015); a singular ‘house’ that we have to enter 

through its ‘windows’ (that is, at any page) because, as the image on the cover of La Nueva 

Novela shows, the (collapsing) houses have no doors. In other words, there is no ‘right’ way 

to enter and wander through the pages of La Nueva Novela. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.1. La Nueva Novela cover (Martínez, 1985) 
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Although there are many concepts in dialogue with Martínez’s notion of the house, 

such as Heidegger’s famous conception of language as the ‘house of being’, I argue that there 

are two crucial concepts informing Martínez’s house. The first one applies fundamentally to 

the interiority of the self or the self as interiority. This corresponds to the appropriations and 

modifications made by Martínez of Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space (1958/2014).194 

According to Bachelard (2014), the house “is a privileged entity for a phenomenological 

study of the intimate values of inside space” (p. 25, emphasis added) and it “constitutes a 

body of images that give mankind proofs or illusions of stability” (p. 38). Bachelard’s 

argument insists on the positive and maternal value of the house; namely, the house is seen 

as a home, the family house, a refuge and as a space of permanent, happy and warm memories 

of childhood. For Bachelard, Poetry and ‘daydreams’ play a fundamental role in making 

those images of the house and childhood repeatedly return within the actual. As Bachelard 

(2014) writes: “[t]he places in which we have experienced daydreaming reconstitute 

themselves in a new daydream, and it is because our memories of former dwelling-places are 

relived as daydreams that these dwelling-places of the past remain in us for all time” (p. 28, 

emphasis added).  

The second concept of the house informing La Nueva Novela refers not to the 

interiority of the self but to the interiority of the book or the book as ‘signifying interiority’. 

More specifically, this image of the house indicates the capacity of the book to “internalize 

everything” (knowledge, passions, language, events) into an unitarian, harmonic and organic 

totality or as a ‘cosmic house’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 140). Consequentially, the book 

is conceived as a ‘total book’ or as a ‘micro-cosmos’. There are two main sources of the ‘total 

book’ present in La Nueva Novela: the first one corresponds to the ‘total book’ as a poetic 

cosmos proposed by Mallarmé’s Le Livre and the second to the ‘total book’ as a micro-

cosmos of knowledge found in the model of the Encyclopedia. In the following, I will briefly 

introduce both.  

 
194 As I will demonstrate through my analyses, Bachelard’s The Poetics of the Space has been systematically 
appropriated (without attribution) in several sections of La Nueva Novela. These appropriations correspond to 
ideas, but also to literal translations to Spanish taken from Bachelard’s book. Despite the recognized centrality 
of the image of the house in La Nueva Novela, the pervasive presence of Bachelard’s book has not being 
highlighted by other commentators - with the exception of Vesely (2016) who identified a hidden quotation of 
Bachelard’s in one poem of La Nueva Novela.  
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Mallarmé’s poetic and utopic project consisted in creating a single Book -Le Livre- 

as an ideal, autonomous and cosmic order (Richard, 1961). As Mallarmé (2007) famously 

stated: “everything in the world exists to end up as a book” (p. 226). Mallarmé believed that 

the search for the ‘one true text’ or “bible” is precisely the ideal goal sought by all literary 

epochs:  

All books contain the fusion of a few repeated sayings, few enough to count, or even 
only one – in the world, its law- bible as the nations simulate it. The difference 
 between one book and another constitutes its entry into an immense contest, offering 
its proposed reading of the one true text, sought in vain by all civilized -or literate- 
age (Mallarmé, 2007, p. 209, my emphasis). 
 

Mallarmé’s Book reflected the harmonious order (logos) of the world by means of a 

particular ‘arrangement of fragments’. This arrangement, adds Mallarmé, produces a 

rigorous play of aesthetic correspondences, that is, an arrangement without chance:  

An order innate to the book of verse exists inherently or everywhere, eliminating 
chance; it's also necessary, to eliminate the author: now, any subject is fated to imply, 
among the fragments brought together, a strange certainty about its appropriate place 
in the volume […] Everything is suspended, an arrangement of fragments with 
alternations and confrontations, adding up to a total rhythm, which would be the poem 
stilled, in the blanks; only translated, in a way, by each pendant (Mallarmé, 2007, pp. 
208-209).  
 

In this fashion, the (anonymous) Book should express not the things but the relations 

among everything. Mallarmé (2007) assumes this relation among everything is a harmonic 

one: 

The quality required for such a work, assuredly genius […] don´t stop there, given 
 that the volume entails no signatory, so what it is like? Hymn, harmony, and joy, a 
 pure cluster grouped together in some shining circumstance, tying together the 
 relations among everything. The man charged with divine sight, because of the willed 
 limpidity of the links, has only, before his gaze, the parallelism of pages as model (p.
  226). 

 

In sum, Mallarmé conceives the fragments as composing an ideal unity, which affirms 

order, symmetry, and balance - a poetic cosmos, it could be argued. However, in 

contradiction or, at least, sharp contrast, to the abstract and rather idealist conception of the 

Book I have introduced, Mallarmé also conceived of the Book in materialist terms. Indeed, 

Mallarmé devoted a number of essays, notes and private letters to developing his 
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considerations on the material fabrication of the Book and also proposes a performative mode 

of reading that presupposes the function of chance. The documents specify the number of 

pages and folios of the Book, the number of volumes, the book’s subjects, the binding system, 

the kind of paper (thickness), as well as the typography, the layout, the relation between 

image-text (or the ‘visual syntax’), the folding system, the printing procedure, methods of 

aleatory reading, etc. (Mallarmé, 2007, 1957/2018).  I argue these other considerations of the 

Book could actually be detached from the notion of the ‘total book’ and be used for different 

projects – especially, for a fragmentary artists’ book. As I will show, La Nueva Novela 

incorporates and problematizes both tendencies or images of Mallarmé’s Book: the idealist 

‘total book’ and the materialist, practical and fragmentary book.  

The contradiction of Mallarmé’s Book is well-expressed by Martínez (2003), who 

once said that “Mallarmé called a book a ‘Little Practical Cosmogony’” (p. 106, my 

translation). Although the attribution of ‘Little Practical Cosmogony’ to Mallarmé’s Book 

seems to have been invented by Martínez, it is nonetheless very poignant. In this regard, 

Arnar195 told me:  

What strikes me as interesting about the phrase “Little Practical Cosmogony” is that 
it strikes me as in keeping with [Mallarmé’s] thinking. I don’t recall the poet ever 
having used that phrase but the idea of taking something vast and universal (a 
Cosmogony) and coupling with something humble or even utilitarian (little, practical) 
strikes me as very Mallarméan. If you read his little snaps of paper for Le Livre we 
see these kind of vast ambitious metaphysical claims juxtaposed beside his obsession 
over the number of chairs or posters/advertisements for the performance of Le Livre 
(the practical matters) (personal communication, June 9, 2020).  
 
The second image of the ‘total book’ corresponds to the Encyclopedia – and, 

specifically, to the Encyclopédie. The Encyclopédie was not the first encyclopedia196 but 

arguably the most influential one given its massive scope and cultural impact - a symbol of 

the Enlightenment or the “triumph of reason” (Blom, 2004, p. xiii). Edited by Diderot and 

 
195 Arnar is the author of The book as instrument (2011). Arnar’s work is one of the most complete examination 
of Mallarmé’s conception of the book. 
196 Diderot and D’Alembert project were preceded by other Encyclopaedias. Especially important is the British 
Cyclopedia made by Ephraim Chambers in 1728, to which Diderot and D’Alembert referred in their 
Preliminary Discourse to the Encyclopaedia. Both encyclopaedias included illustrations (an important aspect 
for the later genre of encyclopaedic artists’ books) and shared a similar “Enlightened” purpose – to “demystify 
and understand the world of reason and empirical terms” (British Library, n.d., n.p.). However, the fundamental 
difference, which help to explain the bigger impact of the French Encyclopaedia, was that Chambers’ 
Encyclopaedia (2 volumes) was made by himself, whereas Diderot and D’Alembert (26 volumes) was a 
collective project with more than 140 contributors.  



165 
 

D’Alembert, the Encyclopédie consisted of 28 volumes, with more than 70,000 articles 

written by more than 140 contributors (among them Rousseau, Voltaire and Turgot) and 

3,000 illustrations (D’Alembert, 1751/1995). The aim of the Encyclopédie was to establish 

the “order and connection of the parts of human knowledge [and] the general principles that 

form the basis of each science and each art, liberal and mechanical, and [their] most essential 

facts” (D’Alembert, 1995, p. 4). Diderot and D’Alembert took Francis Bacon’s tree to 

formulate their own “encyclopedic tree” whose taxonomy provided the rational organization 

of the Encyclopédie (D’Alembert, 1995, p. 76).197 As D’Alembert (1995) writes, the 

encyclopedic tree allows us to observe the labyrinth of knowledge from a vantage point: 

[T]he encyclopedic arrangement of our knowledge […] consists of collecting 
knowledge into the smallest area possible and of placing the philosopher at a vantage 
point, so to speak, high above this vast labyrinth, whence he can perceive the principal 
sciences and the arts simultaneously. From there he can see at a glance […] the 
general branches of human knowledge; and sometimes he can even glimpse the 
secrets that relate them to one another. It is a kind of world map which is to show the 
principal countries, their position and their mutual dependence, the road that leads 
directly from one to the other. This road is often cut by a thousand obstacles, which 
are known in each country only to the inhabitants or to travelers, and which cannot 
be represented except in individual, highly detailed maps. These individual maps will 
be the different articles of the Encyclopedia and the Tree or Systematic Chart will be 
its world map (p. 47, my emphasis). 
 
In sum, the structure of the Encyclopédie provides an ‘image of knowledge’ -in the 

Deleuzian sense- as a unitarian, rational and arborescent structure composed of the entirety 

of disciplines and subjects. As a physical book (or volumes), the Encyclopédie was conceived 

of as the synthesis of the totality of knowledge in the “smallest area possible” – in short, as 

a micro-cosmos or a house of knowledge. As D’Alembert makes clear in the previous 

quotation, the Encyclopedia gives the image of the “Book as the image of the World” 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 3). Deleuze and Guattari call this kind of book, the ‘World-

Book’ or the ‘Root-Book’ -an image that also applies, to some extent, to Mallarmé’s Book. 

Against this image, Deleuze proposes the image of knowledge, the book and thought as 

 
197 In this case, the “System of Human Knowledge” (D’Alembert, 1995, p. 144-145) is divided into three main 
branches: History, Poetry, and Philosophy, each of them related to a different faculty of understanding 
(respectively, memory, reason and imagination) and sub-divided into further sub-categories. Following the 
second branches of Diderot and D’Alembert tree of knowledge: History divides into Sacred; Civil or Natural. 
Poetry divides in Narrative, Dramatic and Parabolic; and Philosophy or Science divides in Science of God, 
Science of Man and Science of Nature. (D’Alembert, 1995, pp. 144-145). 
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rhizomes or, I would add, ‘chaosmic’ labyrinths. As I will demonstrate, La Nueva Novela 

embodies the tension between the arborescent and the rhizomatic images of knowledge by 

adopting the formal structure and the visuality of a “pataphysical encyclopedia” (Weintraub, 

2015, p. 41)198. 

In sum, I propose that the images of ‘the house’ in La Nueva Novela express, 

differentially, the idea of interiority, solid organisation, and stability. In this way, whereas 

Bachelard’s house refers to the interiority of the self - involving the concept of childhood and 

the family - Mallarmé’s ‘cosmic house’ and the Encyclopedist’s ‘house of knowledge’ refer 

to the interiority of the book understood as a ‘total book’. I argue these different images of 

the house are constitutive of the structure, semiotics and concept of La Nueva Novela and, 

specifically, of the ‘stratified’ or ‘arborescent’ side of La Nueva Novela understood as a 

dynamic assemblage.  

A clear example of parodic gathering of the different meanings of the ‘house’ is the 

poem “A Practical Little Cosmogony”. Martínez’s poem is a verbatim appropriation from 

the Spanish translation of Jean Tardieu’s “Petite Cosmogonie Pratique”, included in Un Mot 

pour un autre (1951).199 The poem reads as a poetic cosmos-genesis of a pataphysical world 

that La Nueva Novela describes in detail. Pataphysics, states Alfred Jarry (1911/1996), is the 

“science of the imaginary solutions” (p. 22), that is, a humoresque, creative and parodic 

alternative to metaphysics and to science.200 As Jarry (1996) defines it: 

Pataphysics is the science of that which is superinduced upon metaphysics, whether 
within or beyond the latter’s limitations, extending as far beyond metaphysics as the 
latter extends beyond physics […] Pataphysics will be, above all, the science of the 
particular, despite the common opinion that the only science is that of the general. 
Pataphysics will examine the laws governing exceptions, and will explain the 

 
198 Weintraub (2010; 2015) develops a deep and nuanced analysis of pataphysics in Martínez’s work.  
199 Eduardo Llanos (2015) discovered this appropriation. Not only this poem but actually the entirety of the 
poems of the first section of La Nueva Novela, “Answers to the problems of Jean Tardieu”, were appropriated 
by Martínez from Hugo Acevedo’s (1967) Spanish translation of Tardieu’s “Petits problèmes et travaux 
pratiques”. “Petits problèmes et travaux pratiques” appeared for the first time in Tardieu’s Un Mot pour un 
autre (1951). Tardieu republished Un mot pour un autre (1951) in a revised and augment version entitled Le 
Professeur Froeppel (1978). Both books were composed of a number of writings (such as pedagogical works) 
attributed to Tardieu’s fictitious author, Professor Froeppel.  
200 In 1948 the “Collège de ‘Pataphysique” was founded in Paris as parodying serious French Collège. Among 
the members of the Collège de ‘Pataphysique were Raymond Queneau, Eugène Ionesco, Marcel Duchamp, 
Man Ray, Max Ernst, François Le Lionnais, and Jean Genet.  
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universe supplementary to this one […]  (p. 21).  

Tardieu posits the following absurdist and pataphysical problem: “Build a coherent 

world beginning from SCRATCH, with the knowledge that: I = YOU and that 

EVERYTHING is POSSIBLE. (MAKE A DRAWING)” (Martínez, 1985, p. 33). Martínez 

appropriates this text and provides two pataphysical answers: “Solution 1” reads “Loss of the 

Libidinal Object / Desire of the “I” to Recuperate the Lost Object / Identification of the “I” 

with the Lost Object / In Memoriam +”. Martínez’s “Solution 2” is: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2 “Solution 2” (Martínez, 1985)  
 
 

Martínez’s solutions are contradictory. “Solution 1” is a text that refers to a kind of 

psychoanalytic formulation related to the identification of the subject with its loss object of 

desire, which produces self-destruction. “Solution 2 (La Nueva Novela)” is an image 

extracted from a comic-book that seems to transmit the same idea presented in “Solution 1” 

but with a totally different ending. Instead of the self-destruction of the subject produced by 

an identification with the lost object of desire, in the image the man destroys the very object 

of desire. Thus, in a humoristic gesture, the man liberates his desire from that pathos. 

 As the poem indicates, La Nueva Novela is the second solution to Tardieu’s 

pataphysical problem. To some extent, the totality of La Nueva Novela could be taken as a 
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strangely ‘coherent world’ constituted by laws governing exceptions and particularities of 

any kind (temporo-spatial, zoological, literary, etc.) and where the identities (of the author 

and the reader, of Martínez and Tardieu) are dissolved or lost - the “I” dissolves into the 

“You” (Martínez, 1985, p. 33). In this sense, the different sections of La Nueva Novela could 

be read as sections of an anti-encyclopaedic describing different disciplines of an invented 

world.201 Likewise, the poems of La Nueva Novela read as entries of such an encyclopaedia 

of useless knowledge.202 Also, there is a rigorous (and labyrinthine) system of cross-

references connecting the poems in multiple ways. This encyclopaedic system is presented 

in the strategic use of footnotes, epigraphs, quotations, and, especially, the section “Notes 

and References”. Like the Encyclopédie, the cross-referencing system of La Nueva Novela 

generates a strange consistency, giving the impression that the reader “can even glimpse the 

secrets that relate [one branch of knowledge] to one another” (D’Alembert, 1995, p. 47). 

However, unlike the Encyclopédie, there is no ‘tree-structure’ underlying the labyrinthic 

connections proposed by the cross-referencing system in La Nueva Novela. 

Comically, by appropriating this poem from Tardieu’s, Martínez’s himself broke the 

rule of absolute originality (building from “scratch”) imposed by Tardieu’s poem. As I have 

argued in Chapter 1, La Nueva Novela (and most of Martínez’s work) is precisely an 

assemblage of appropriations. Therefore, it is exactly the opposite of a creation ex-nihilo or 

a work made from scratch. Interestingly, Tardieu’s himself did not seem have respected that 

rule. Very likely, Tardieu’s poem is also an appropriation of Petite Cosmogonie Portative 

(1950) by his friend Raymond Queneau.203 In sum, this example is particularly telling 

 
201 For other examples of pataphysical encyclopaedias or (visual/literary) encyclopaedias of fictional worlds in 
dialogue with La Nueva Novela see Da Costa Encyclopaedia and Encyclopaedia Acephalica produced by G. 
Bataille and colleagues (1947/1995); Luigi Serafini’s Codex Seraphinianus (1981) and Borges’s “Tlön, Uqbar, 
Orbis Tertius” (1964). Also, for a complete analysis of the employment of the visual encyclopaedia in artists’ 
book see Enciclopedismo em Livros de Artista: um manual de construçao da Enciclopédia Visual (2012) by 
Amir Brito Cadôr. 
202 La Nueva Novela is organized as an anti-encyclopaedia with 9 sections: “Answers to the problems of Jean 
Tardieu”; “Five problems for Jean Tardieu”; “Arithmetic Homework”; “Space and Time”; “Zoology”; 
“Literature”; “Disorder of the Senses”; “Notes and References”; “[…] Politics”. Some of the poems or anti-
encyclopedic entries found in those sections are: “Space”; “Time”; “Space and Time”; “Algebra problem with 
two unknown quantities”; “Psychology”; “Archaeology”; “Geography”; “Logic”; “Astronomy”; “Sincerity”; 
“Language”; “Metaphors”; “Metaphysics”; “Identity”; “Addition”; “Subtraction”; “Multiplication”; 
“Division”; “Proximity”; “The curvature of time”; “Theorem of the Garden”; “Graphology”; “Chinese Poetry”; 
“The hippopotamus”.  
203 Apart from the evident coincidences in the title, both works develop the idea of creating a little and absurdist 
cosmogony. In this fashion, Tardieu’s “Petits problems et travaux pratiques” could be read as little 
encyclopaedic entries of Queneau’s poetic world elaborated in Petite Cosmogonie Portative. Queneau, the 
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because, as I mentioned in the introduction, the original name of La Nueva Novela was La 

Pequeña Cosmogonía Práctica [“A Practical Little Cosmogony”] – a homage Martínez made 

to Mallarmé’s Book.  

On the other side of La Nueva Novela’s assemblage, is the image of the labyrinth. As 

mentioned, the basic function of the labyrinth consists of dismantling the order, harmony and 

interiority of the house. However, Martínez’s labyrinth is not simply the ‘other’ of the house. 

Instead, the labyrinth could be described as a state of the same house. In fact, Martínez’s 

labyrinth operates within the house by exposing the self and the book to the forces of the 

‘outside’ – understood as the ‘outside’ of language, knowledge, subjectivity, and thought, as 

I develop below. In this sense, the labyrinth attacks, from within, the roots of the self – 

especially childhood and the family- and the foundations of scientific and poetic knowledge 

embodied in the model of the ‘total book’ – following the Encyclopaedic project and 

Mallarmé’s Book. Referring to the falling houses in the cover of La Nueva Novela, Martínez 

(2003) commented: “I am an apocalyptic poet. I believe in the end of an era. The solid image 

of the world is lost. The accumulated knowledge has only led to confusion. Our trust in 

language is also lost” (p. 67). 

The figure of the labyrinth has been used by commentators on several occasions to 

refer to La Nueva Novela (for instance, Ayala, 2010; Labraña, 2017; Lihn & Lastra 1987; 

Polanco, 2015; Villavicencio, 2016). In general, references to Martínez’s labyrinth consider 

it as a literary motif or as a metaphorical description of the complex and digressive structure 

of La Nueva Novela. Although those approaches have made a significant analytic 

contribution, I argue neither the concept of the labyrinth itself (as a philosophical, visual, 

physical or textual problem) nor the extent to which La Nueva Novela is a (temporal, visual, 

or literary) labyrinth has been developed further.204 In the following, I will introduce my 

 
father of Oulipo [Ouvroir delittérature potentielle], wrote Petite Cosmogonie Portative as an attempt to 
revitalise poetic cosmogonies and “scientific poetry” [poésie scientifique], a literary genre practiced in France 
in the 16th century by Peletier du Mans and du Bartas (Andrews, 1999, p. 94). According to Queneau, scientific 
poetry “transmutes” scientific subject-matter and scientific language into a poetic subject – without didacticism. 
Queneau’s “transmutation” supposes the deformation and reorganisation of (advance and recent) knowledge 
into poetic structures (Andrews, 1999, p. 94). 
204 A partial exception to the insufficient analysis of Martínez’s labyrinth is Ayala’s work (2010). Recognising 
the complexity of the “semantic labyrinths” of La Nueva Novela, Ayala (2010) proposes a formalist 
methodology based on the distinction of three different series running throughout the book: formal series; series 
of characters and figures; and series of subjects and concepts (p. 169). By doing this, Ayala argues we find an 
“hyper-series” which correspond to the “center” of the labyrinth, defined as a “literary research on problems of 
knowledge, interpretation and reading” (Ayala, 2010, p.169). Although interesting, the problem of this 
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perspective on La Nueva Novela’s labyrinth from a literary (Borgesian) and philosophical 

(Deleuzian) perspective.  

Crucial for the elaboration of the concept of the labyrinth in La Nueva Novela is, 

naturally, Borges’ work. As is widely known, one of Borges’ leitmotivs par excellence was 

the literary and philosophical idea of labyrinth – alongside mirrors, encyclopaedias, libraries 

and the doppelgänger (the ‘other Borges’). The influence of Borges’s concept of the labyrinth 

becomes apparent when considering the cover of Señales de Ruta (1987) [Road Signs] by 

Enrique Lihn and Pedro Lastra - a critical work about La Nueva Novela edited and published 

by Martínez himself. Montes de Oca noted the similarities between Martínez’s labyrinth and 

the labyrinth found in the inside jackets of Bioautobiografía de Jorge Luis Borges (1970) by 

the Argentinian graphic designer and publicist Juan Fresán (1936-2004) (below right) 

(Vasallo, 2017). Fresán employed a number of labyrinths as symbols of Borges’s work. 

Elsewhere, I have demonstrated that Martínez appropriated some other images from 

Bioautobiografía de Jorge Luis Borges (Bazzurro, 2021). Therefore, it is very possible that 

Martínez also took the image of the labyrinth from Fresán’s book, thus making a veiled 

reference to Borges’s work.   

 

 
approach, I argue, is that it imposes a disciplinary centre (a “literary” one) when there are actually a multiplicity 
of disciplines in dialogue and no real centre. Also, the series are somehow immobile: although they can 
intertwine, there is no further problematization of the temporal structure of the labyrinth, which is what gives 
dynamism to the otherwise formalist structure.  
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Figure 4.3 Cover of Señales de Ruta (Lihn & Lastra, 1987) [left] and inside jackets of 
Bioautobiografía de Jorge Luis Borges (Fresán, 1970) [right]  

 

It is important to note that Fresán was not the ‘original creator’ of this labyrinth, in 

the conventional sense, but that he also appropriated it from elsewhere. Interesting, the first 

time this labyrinth was published dates back to the Late Renaissance.205  

There are at least three main characteristics of Borges’ labyrinths directly informing 

Martínez’s own use of the labyrinth in La Nueva Novela. These characteristics could be 

extracted from the array of variations or expansions on the idea of the unicursal labyrinth206 

 
205 Jeff Saward, who specialises in labyrinths, helped me to identify the origin of the image. It corresponds to 
the design of a garden labyrinth published for first time in the IV volume (“Five styles of Buildings,” of the 
Seven Books of Architecture (also known as Tutte le Opere d’Architecttura) published in 1537 (original Italian) 
by the renaissance architect, painter and theorist Sebastian Serlio (1475 – 1555). Serlio’s work is considered 
“the first illustrated treatise on architecture in a popular language (Italian) and the most influential text since 
Vitruvius codified the classical orders in the first century A.D.” (Huxtable, 1975). In this kind of illustrated 
encyclopaedia of architecture, Serlio teaches the theoretical fundamentals of architecture (geometry, 
perspective, materials, etc.), and the methods and styles of building (houses, palaces, doors, labyrinths’ gardens, 
and so on).  
206 The classical or ‘unicursal’ labyrinth has one entry and one winding path (no forked paths or internal choices) 
which inevitably conducts the walker to its unique and hidden centre. After reaching the centre, the walker 
follows the same unicursal path to return to the opening hole which is now the exit. Despite conventional 
associations of the labyrinth with confusion or perplexity, there is no way of either losing the path or being 
trapped within the unicursal labyrinth – unless the labyrinth’s walker becomes exhausted or driven mad due to 
the unbearable monotony of the structure. 
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found in Borges’ narrative and poetry. In this sense, it is perhaps ironic that both Fresán and 

Martínez used the image of a traditional unicursal labyrinth to refer to Borges. 

The first and most obvious characteristic of Borges’s labyrinth is that it has no centre. 

As Borges (1999) proposes in this analysis of Chesterton’s “The Head of Caesar”: “The hero 

observes that nothing is so frightening as a labyrinth with no centre” (p. 259, my emphasis). 

The centre of the labyrinth plays a fundamental role for the traditional labyrinth: it is both its 

telos and its principle of organisation.207 In this sense, the absence of the centre could be 

more frightening than the presence of the Minotaur because, as Derrida (2001) claims, the 

absence of the centre represents the “unthinkable itself” (p. 352). I would argue, in this 

respect, that La Nueva Novela has no centre. Or, if we insist on maintaining the notion of the 

centre, then any poem could act as one. By the same token, there is no single ‘path’ or reading 

which would lead us to an (inexistent) centre or to the exit. In other words, there is not a 

hidden hermeneutic ‘key’, or ‘Ariadne’s thread’, to be discovered. Instead, the path (or the 

reading) has endless bifurcations, many of which arrive at dead ends. And yet, the game of 

Martínez’s labyrinth precisely consists of giving deceptive ‘road markers’, thus, directing the 

reading towards an (inexistent or irrelevant) secret meaning supposedly located in the centre 

or the exit of the labyrinth. 

The second characteristic corresponds to Borges’ singular conception of the labyrinth 

as an ‘open’ and homogeneous space, thus, in contrast to the image of the labyrinth or the 

maze as a closed and complex spatial structure. Borges proposes that worse than having 

multiple deceptive signposting, is the total absence of signposting. For instance, the 

Babylonian King, in “The Two Kings and the Two Labyrinths”, dies in the desert because 

there is no signposting. The desert, thus, presents as an open labyrinth or a labyrinth of 

 
207 From a hermeneutic point of view, the centre of the labyrinth is the place of meaning (Reed Doob, 2019), 
conceived either as a secret, truth or monstrosity (Greek Minotaur) awaiting to be discovered and liberated. 
From an archetypical, symbolic and mystical point of view, the centre is the place of self-discovery and self-
encounter (Kern, 2000) achieved by the treader after an extensive meditation. From an onto-theological 
perspective, especially common in Christian medieval labyrinths, the centre is the place of transcendence and 
connection with God (Kern, 2000; Reed Doob, 2019). According to Derrida (2001), “The function of [a] centre 
was not only to orient, balance, and organise the structure -one cannot in fact conceive of an unorganised 
structure- but above all to make sure that the organising principle of the structure would limit what we might 
call the play of the structure. By orienting and organising the coherence of the system, the centre of a structure 
permits the play of its elements inside the total form” (p. 352). In conclusion, what I would call the ‘image of 
reading’ found in the traditional labyrinth corresponds to a teleological and conventional model. That is, the 
model of a progressive and linear reading which, however confusing, proceeds from the beginning to the end, 
and has its goal to ‘unveil’ some ‘hidden’ meaning(s) located in the (presupposed) centre of the work. 
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sameness.208 The idea of the ‘open’ is crucial for Martínez’s labyrinth. As I have argued, one 

of the functions of Martínez’s labyrinth is to make the self (embodied by the reader, 

characters and the author) disappear or to get lost in the open or the ‘outside’ – which closely 

relates to Deleuze’s concept of immanence.  

The third characteristic is Borges’ (1964) conception of the labyrinth as an “invisible 

labyrinth of time” (p. 113). Here, Borges expands the notion of the labyrinth as only a 

physical one existing in space. Such is the argument developed in Borges’ (1964) story “The 

Garden of Forking Paths”.209 In brief, the protagonist of “The Garden of Forking paths” 

discovers that his ancestor Ts’ui Pên, a philosopher-writer-architect, composed a book that 

was also a maze – as quoted in the epigraph of this chapter. The construction of a ‘book 

maze’, Borges writes, consisted of creating an endless, infinite, book –another image of the 

open labyrinth. As one of Borges’s (1964) characters affirms: 

In contrast to Newton and Schopenhauer, your ancestor did not believe in a uniform, 
absolute time. He believed in an infinite series of times, in a growing, dizzying net of 
divergent, convergent and parallel times. This network of times which approached 
one another, forked, broke off, or were unaware of one another for centuries, 
embraces all possibilities of time (p. 121). 
 

As I will show, temporal labyrinths are not only a subject proposed by La Nueva 

Novela but also an effect produced by the alteration of the temporality and directionality of 

reading.  In sum, I argue Martínez takes from Borges the notion of an a-centred, open, 

multicursal and temporal labyrinth – or, more specifically, a maze.210 However, I would argue 

too that some elements of Martínez’s labyrinth differs from Borges’s in that the latter one 

 
208As Borges writes: “‘O King of time and substance and cipher of the century! In Babylonia didst thou attempt 
to make me lose my way in a labyrinth of brass with many stairways, doors, and walls; now the Powerful One 
has seen fit to allow me to show thee mine, which has no stairways to climb, nor doors to force, nor wearing 
galleries to wander through, nor walls to impede thy passage’. Then he untied the bonds of the king of Babylonia 
and abandoned him in the middle of the desert, where he died of hunger and thirst” (Borges, 1998, p. 263, my 
emphasis). Also, a similar conception of the labyrinth as an open space without a secret centre and with no 
Minotaur appears in the poem “Labyrinth” (Borges, 2010, p. 129). 
209 Borges also wrote a philosophical reflection about this topic in his essay “A new refutation of time” (Borges, 
1998).  
210 In a strict sense, what Borges describes and Martínez appropriates, are not labyrinths but mazes. According 
to Reed Doob (2019), the maze is characterised by its ‘inextricability’ and multicursal pattern. However, for 
simplicity’s sake, I will only employ the term labyrinth - understanding it in terms of a multicursal, a-centred 
and open labyrinth which operates in both spatial and temporal dimensions. It is also worth noticing that only 
English (maze) and German (Irrweg) differentiate between labyrinths and mazes, whereas Spanish and French 
only use the term labyrinth (respectively, laberinto or labyrinthe). Thus, none of the main sources I am using to 
analyse the labyrinth (Borges, Martínez and Deleuze) make the distinction.  
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tends to collapse the notion of (temporal or spatial) openness (or the “divergent [and] 

convergent series of time”) into the idea of totality. The search for totality is evident in 

Borges’ search for “a labyrinth of labyrinths” (Borges, 1964, p. 107) or “the catalogue of 

catalogue” (Borges, 1964, p. 62). Unlike Borges’, I argue Martínez’s labyrinth generates a 

series of visual and temporal divergences and convergences without producing a totality that 

encloses all the simultaneous variations. In other words, I argue Martínez’s labyrinth could 

be read in line with Deleuze’s (2016) conception of the assemblage as a non-totalizable 

whole. That said, it is also true that the constitutive ambiguity of Martínez’s labyrinth, which 

I will refer to in the next chapter, implies Martínez’s labyrinth could intensify the enclosure 

of the ‘house’ conceived as a closed totality. This is precisely the literary game contributing 

to the atmosphere or the overall mood of La Nueva Novela. 

 When seen from a philosophical perspective, I argue Martínez’s labyrinth strongly 

relates to the rhizome as explained by Deleuze and Guattari (2004). Although Martínez does 

not explicitly refer to the idea of the rhizome, there is evidence that he was particularly 

interested in it.211 The connection between the labyrinth and the rhizome has been explicitly 

stated by Eco (1986). According to him, the rhizomatic net represents the third and most 

complex type of labyrinth –the classical labyrinth being the first one and the maze the second 

one. Eco (1986) argues that “the best image of a net is provided by the vegetable metaphor 

of the rhizome suggested by Deleuze and Guattari” (p. 81). One of the main characteristics 

of the rhizome, retaken by Eco to define the “net”, corresponds to its “principle of connection 

and heterogeneity” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2004, p. 7). Unlike the tree or the root which plots 

a point and fixes and order,  

[A]ny point of the rhizome can be connected with anything other, and must be. […] 
semiotic chains of every nature are connected to very diverse mode of coding 
(biological, political, economic, etc.) that bring into play not only different regimes 
of signs but also states of things of different status (Deleuze & Guattari, 2004, p. 7). 
 

 
211 Vasallo (2017) comments: “Juan Luis did not recommend books (different thing is to mention them). That 
is, despite the enormous library he carried with himself, he did not say: you have to read this or that […] 
However, once he did it, and with curious insistence. He asked me if I have a problem reading photocopied 
books. I said no. Some days later, he gave me a binding of a work he considered fundamental. A book he said 
I should read: Kafka, Towards a Minor Literature (1975) by Deleuze and Guattari.” (p. 105). Interestingly, in 
Kafka, Deleuze and Guattari present and develop for the first time the concept of the rhizome and the 
assemblage (agencement). A year later they would publish Rhizome: Introduction (1976).  
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I argue Martínez’s labyrinth follows the connective model of the rhizome because 

any fragment, any poem, and any page of La Nueva Novela can and must be connected with 

any other fragment, poem and page of the book and, actually, with any other of Martínez’s 

works. The connections are both ‘actual’ (that is, already printed and incorporated in the book 

in the form of instructions, quotations, footnotes, explicit and hidden bibliographic 

references) and ‘virtual’ (as acts of appropriation and countless combinatory possibilities to 

be performed by the reader).  

In order to better understand the labyrinthine and connective logic of La Nueva 

Novela, Herrera (2007) proposed to conceive of it as (proto) hypertext and (proto) hyperlinks. 

Ted Nelson defines the hypertext as “non-sequential writing – text that branches and allows 

choices to the reader […] a series of text chunks connected by links which offer the reader 

different pathways” (as cited in Landow, 2006, pp. 2-3). Landow (2006) defines the digital 

hypertext as a “text composed of blocks of words [images, sounds and videos] linked 

electronically by multiple paths, chains, or trails in an open-ended, perpetually unfinished 

textuality described by the terms link, node, network, web, and path” (p. 2). One the main 

antecedents for the hyper-text, argues Landow, is French post-structuralist theory; Derrida’s 

notion of writing and Deleuze’s rhizome.212 Naturally, La Nueva Novela is not (yet) a digital 

or electronic book. For this reason, its connective structure could be described as a kind of 

proto hypertext composed of a number of proto hyperlinks – as Herrera argued (2007). In 

other words, a kind of analogical hypertext that preceded the digital one employed in 

webpages. In this way, the reading of La Nueva Novela would proceed as the ‘activation’ of 

a set of ‘proto’ or ‘analogical’ hyperlinks found in a number of visual and verbal fragments. 

When the readers or the human agents activate the hyperlinks of La Nueva Novela, they are 

directed either to the ‘inside’ or the ‘outside’ of the book. In the first case, the hyperlinks 

connect one fragment or one page of La Nueva Novela to others fragment and pages, similarly 

saturated with analogical hyperlinks, thus, producing an infinite reading. In the second case, 

the hyperlinks lead the readers to the (innumerable) sources that were appropriated, quoted 

 
212 Landow (2006) considered the World Wide Web as a brilliant embodiment of the rhizome. He argues: 
“Certainly, many of the qualities Deleuze and Guattari attribute to the rhizome require hypertext to find their 
first approximation if not their complete answer of fulfilment […] the description [of the rhizome] perfectly 
matches the way clusters or subwebs organize themselves in large, networked hypertext environment, such as 
the World Wide Web” (pp. 58-59). 



176 
 

or alluded to in La Nueva Novela. Likewise, this could potentially trigger an infinite reading. 

As Kosick (2017) stated, to read La Nueva Novela “is to engage with a labyrinthine library 

of other books, ideas, objects, images, and so forth” (p. 858). Nowadays, it involves 

‘plugging’ Martínez’s machine into the internet.213 

In this sense, the connections (or the hyperlinks) of the rhizomatic-labyrinth are both 

internal and external to the book. Whereas the complexity of the internal connections 

produces the image of La Nueva Novela as an autonomous and total book or a cosmic house, 

the external connections dissolve or disseminate the book into a manifold of references, thus, 

disrupting the notion of ‘totality’. This conflict is constitutive of the labyrinth-house as an 

‘chaosmic’ assemblage. However, the meaning of ‘external connections’ requires further 

expansion. There are, at least, two additional ways of understanding them. 

Firstly, it means that the relations between the fragments composing La Nueva Novela 

are ‘relations of exteriority’. That is, the fragments do not have a secret meaning or an essence 

that they systematically communicate to each other in order to generate a global or unitarian 

meaning. Instead, there is no (essential) concept to master the diversity of forces interacting 

(or not interacting) within the poem. The ‘assembled’ poem is precisely a field of power 

composed of contingent forces, changing meanings, and undetermined effects. Whenever the 

fiction of an ‘organic totality’ is produced, it is only because other fragments were necessarily 

ignored or eliminated from the unitarian system. Given the externality of their relations, the 

fragments “may be detached from [their actual assemblage] and plugged into a different 

assemblage in which [their] interactions are different” (DeLanda, 2006, p. 10). 

Secondly, I would argue that the function of the fragment, as well as the poem and 

the book, is precisely to provide moments of connection with the ‘outside’. Here, I would 

distinguish -for analytical purposes- between the concrete and the proper metaphysical 

‘outside’ of the book. In the former case, the ‘outside’ corresponds to the social, political, 

economic, geological, cultural or digital milieu that surrounds the book. The book, then, can 

be ‘plugged’ into other machines existing in the social, political or cultural milieu. Unlike 

the hyperlink mode of reading, in this case it is irrelevant if the book references external 

 
213 A consequence of plugging Martínez’s rhizome into the World Wide Web has led to the discovery of many 
of its eccentric sources (fragments and appropriations without attributions), which have undoubtedly increased 
the comprehension of the different parts constituting Martínez’s web. Yet, La Nueva Novela still resists being 
identified. Many of its parts, especially images, cannot be found on the web nor in any archive. 
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sources. Instead, what matters is how the readers use or appropriate the book in order to 

produce new connections, meanings and deterritorializing effects. In the latter case, the 

‘metaphysical outside’ refers to the ontological realm of the ‘pre-individual’ or the ‘pre-

constituted’ matter, that is, to the plane of immanence or chaos developed by Deleuze and 

Guattari.214 In this and the following chapter, I engage with both conceptions of the ‘outside’ 

in my analysis of La Nueva Novela. 

Although it is not my intention to discuss at length the metaphysical meaning of the 

‘outside’, it is worth mentioning the main points of agreement and disagreement between the 

authors who have further developed the notion of the ‘outside’’: Blanchot, Foucault and 

Deleuze. The ‘outside’ or the “thought of the outside”, as Foucault (1990) calls it, presents 

within a philosophical-literary critique of interiority, that is, a critique of the dominant image 

of philosophy (post-Descartes) that gives primacy to the interiority of the mind or the 

constitution of a Hegelian’s self-consciousness. In this sense, the outside “is not a positive 

presence but an undoing of all interiority” (Saghafi, 1996, p. 84). Although the ‘outside’ is 

not a concept nor is there an image to correspond to it, Blanchot, Foucault and Deleuze 

conceive the ‘outside’ as a kind of transcendental space which is not ‘beyond’ the empirical 

-as a Platonic world of forms- but, instead, is immanent to life and, naturally, to human 

experience.  

The ‘outside’ resists interpretation and it is itself the “non-representable” or what is 

“outside of representation” (Canavera, 2015, p. 427). In this sense, the difficulty of speaking 

about the ‘outside’ is related to the fact that it has no form, no image, no value, no 

signification, no thought and, yet, it is what ontologically precedes and co-exist with the 

formation of any form, image, value, signification and thought. In this sense, the ‘outside’, 

especially for Deleuze and Foucault, is also the ‘unthought’ that co-exists with the already 

individuated ideas and concepts in any field. In short, the paradox of the ‘unthought’ is that 

 
214 I make the distinction from analytical purposes. That is, in order to be able to distinguish between a political-
economic-social-literary-artistic outside and an ontological-metaphysical one. However, from a Deleuzo-
Guattarian point of view, the difference between the ‘concrete’ and the ‘metaphysical-ontological’ ‘outside’ is 
only a difference of degree and not of nature. The ‘concrete’ outside, thus, is merely the world of multiplicities 
or virtualities that has been actualized in a given form. The establishment of a dictatorship, for instance, 
corresponds to the moment of crystallisation of fascist desire that was immanently circulating within the micro-
relations of (totalitarian) power.  
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it is “which cannot be thought and yet must be thought” (Deleuze as cited in de Beistegui, 

2010, p. 18). 

There is, I think, one important difference between Blanchot’s and Foucault’s notion 

of the outside, on the one hand, and Deleuze’s, on the other. Following Blanchot, Foucault 

(1990) reflects about the outside in the following terms:  

[A]n absolute opening through which language endlessly spreads forth, while the 
subject – the “I” who speaks – fragments, disperses, scatters, disappearing in that 
naked space […] In short, it is no longer discourse and the communication of 
meaning, but a spreading forth of language in its raw state, an unfolding of pure 
exteriority. And the subject that speak is less the responsible agent of a discourse […] 
than a non-existence in whose emptiness the unending outpouring of language 
uninterruptedly continues (p. 11, my emphasis). 
 

According to Foucault, the ‘experience’ of the outside is considered as tantamount to 

the experience of ‘void’ or ‘emptiness’.  The ‘outside’ is a kind of “naked space” or “the 

nothingness beyond all being” (Foucault, 1990, p. 16). In contrast, for Deleuze the ‘outside’ 

or the ‘plane of immanence’ is never empty and it differs from the nothingness or non-being. 

For Deleuze (1986/2006; 2016), the ‘outside’ corresponds to the virtual realm of ‘unformed 

matters’ or the realm of the ‘pre-individual’ and ‘pre-subjective’. In this sense, we can never 

‘reach’ the outside but, instead, engage in certain practices that allow us to de-subjectify or 

destratify ourselves temporarily – and, perhaps, trigger a ‘becoming’. In this sense, the 

Deleuzian (2016) ‘outside’ is hardly empty: it is not a ‘naked space’ but a “smooth space” 

(pp. 523-551); there is not only silence and nothingness but an amalgam of silences, noises, 

a-subjective language, and a- or pre-signifying particles. Accordingly, Deleuze (2016) 

differentiates between the “black nothingness [in which] everything is dissolved” (p. 37) and 

the “white nothingness [in which] unconnected determinations [float]” – these 

“determinations” are “like scattered members: a head without a neck, an arm without a 

shoulder, eyes without brows” (p. 37). In Deleuze’s outside there are determinations 

precisely because it is populated by virtual differences. Those determinations, insist Deleuze, 

are real but not actual.  

Going back to Martínez, the ‘outside’ is present within La Nueva Novela through the 

inclusion of a number of references to ‘whiteness’, ‘blank pages’, ‘silences’, and the idea of 
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a language devoid of meaning – and other motifs of Mallarmé.215 As I will show in the next 

chapter, one of the effects of Martínez’s rhizomatic-labyrinth is the destratification or 

disorganization of the self and the book. The ‘interior strata’ (subjectivity, knowledge and 

language), thus, becomes a pure flow of raw trans-semiotic language propelled into an 

exterior space in constant expansion – and without totality or closure.  

 

4.2 Materiality, Visuality and Objecthood of La Nueva Novela 

 

In the previous section, I have introduced the house and the labyrinth as the main images and 

forces corresponding to the territorialized and de-territorialized sides of La Nueva Novela. I 

will now approach Martínez’s labyrinth-house, and its ‘chaosmic’ process, from the point of 

view of its material, semiotic and visual construction. I argue that what makes the book 

singular is not merely the conflict of internal forces nor the immense diversity of anti-

encyclopaedic subjects and combinatorial structures but the manner in which the labyrinth-

house assemblage has been visually, materially and physically realised. 

As Martínez (2003) affirms in a conversation with the poet Guadalupe Santa Cruz, 

the book and the house exhibit a particular “architecture” and a “constructive intention” (p. 

96). The architectural conception linking the book with the house (or, more accurately, the 

labyrinthine-house) is expressed in a number of aspects, such as the employment of a spatial 

and geometrical thought, the selection of (found) material, the use of a specific method of 

construction, and the attribution of specific functions to each space of the book and the 

labyrinthine-house. The processes involved in the fabrication or assembling of La Nueva 

Novela216 include the selection of paper (different kinds, colours and weights), the design of 

 
215 For instance, “The Stamped Swam” (1985, p. 87) expresses Martínez’s reflections on fundamental elements 
constituting Mallarmé’s poetics, such as Mallarmé’s concept of the Book “(EVOLUTIO LIBRIS)”, the problem 
of whiteness and folding, and the conception of “Plural Writing and Anonymity”.  
216 In her paper, Kosick (2017) presented a similar approach towards La Nueva Novela as a rhizomatic and 
‘assembled’ book. Like Kosick, I also employ Deleuze and Guattari’s two axes of the assemblage to analyse 
La Nueva Novela – which Kosick calls the “sensible” and the “sensical”. Kosick’s analysis of the “material 
poetics” of La Nueva Novela as a “sensible book” is particularly interesting. However, my focus differs from 
Kosick’s in that she has applied the concepts of deterritorialization-territorialization to specific poems of La 
Nueva Novela. I think this procedure does not really illuminate the conceptual structure nor the specific 
functioning of La Nueva Novela. In contrast, I aim to demonstrate how the house-labyrinth assemblage, and the 
problems of the labyrinth, constitute, at once, the philosophical, literary, visual and material structure of La 
Nueva Novela. Also, Kosick does not refer to the dynamic house-labyrinth beyond some metaphorical allusions 
to the labyrinth.  
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the book as a physical volume (for instance, the use of inside jackets), the perforation of the 

pages or the inclusion of objects and images on them (two fish hooks, a plastic sheet, a 

Chinese dictionary’s page, a Chilean Flag, and a blank page). Among the techniques 

employed are cuts-ups, erasures, photomontage, collage, assemblage and appropriation art.  

In the following I will begin by analysing the visuality and objecthood of the 

labyrinth-house assemblage by introducing its enantiomorphic design. Then, I will describe 

a key example of the material construction of the rhizomatic-web in relation to the inclusion 

of actual fish hooks. Finally, I will refer to some mechanisms employed in the construction 

of a temporal labyrinth. All of these aspects inform different but simultaneous mechanisms 

composing the labyrinth-house as a semiotic and material assemblage. 

 

4.2.1 The Enantiomorphic Design of Martínez’s Labyrinth-House 
 

One of the most striking visual aspects of the labyrinthine architecture of La Nueva Novela 

is found in the recurrent use of enantiomorphic or inverted mirror images or structures. The 

word enantiomorph comes from the Greek enantios (opposite) and morphe (form) and refers 

to:  

either of a pair of objects related to each other as the right hand is to the left, that is, 
as mirror images that cannot be reoriented so as to appear identical. An object that 
has a plane of symmetry cannot be an enantiomorph because the object and its mirror 
image are identical (Britannica, 2020, n.p.). 
 

As the definition states, a common example of a pair of enantiomorphs is our own 

pair of hands – and, of course, ears, eyes, feet, etc. When we place our hands together, one 

on top of the other, we see that they do not coincide. But when we place them palm to palm, 

we see that each is a mirror reflection of the other (Gardner, 1964/1999). It is said, then, that 

each hand is enantiomorphic to the other. 217 As I will demonstrate, La Nueva Novela works 

 
217 The human body and most animal bodies are enantiomorphic insofar as they can be divided by one (vertical) 
plane of symmetry in two opposite halves: the right and the left one. A similar phenomenon occurs with some 
crystals and molecules. In art, enantiomorphs have been profusely employed in Western art since antiquity 
(Egyptian art). Gardner (1999) notes that “in Western art, whenever bilateral symmetry is dominant, the patterns 
and shapes almost always have a vertical axis of symmetry” (p. 34), as is the case with La Nueva Novela. In 
sharp contrast to Western art, Japanese art attempts to avoid symmetry: “The Taoist and Zen notion of 
perfection, which so strongly influenced Japanese art, emphasizes dynamic growth, whereas symmetric patterns 
suggest repetition and completeness” (Gardner, 1999, p. 34). 
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similarly: on many occasions, the left pages relate to the right pages as enantiomorphic or 

inverted mirror images – thus, considered in 2D. And on other occasions the left side of the 

book relates to the right side of the book as enantiomorphic structures – thus, considered in 

3D.  

In order to better understand the enantiomorphic structures employed in the semiotic 

and material elaboration of La Nueva Novela it is useful to analyse the operations at stake in 

the production of enantiomorphic figures or structures. To make an enantiomorphic image or 

physical structure involves two basic steps: first, it is necessary to produce a copy of an 

original by using analogical and digital technologies; second, to ‘invert’ the copy in a certain 

way; third, to place the original next to the inverted copy. In the previous chapters, we have 

seen some of the artistic strategies employed by Martínez to copy or appropriate works made 

by others, as well as the philosophical relevance (as simulacrum). Thus, I will not develop 

this issue again. However, the issue of ‘inversions’ requires a careful analysis. Below I 

expand more precisely on the kinds of inversions found in La Nueva Novela and how these 

‘inversions’ produce the labyrinth-house assemblage.  

There are two kinds of semiotic (in a broad sense) inversions found in La Nueva 

Novela: visual inversions and verbal or linguistic inversions. In the case of visual inversions, 

we find two kinds: inversion of the spatial orientation and inversion of colour. The spatial 

orientation is the inversion of the sides of the image. Here, we find two kinds: lateral 

inversions or reversals (when the image is flipped left to right) and vertical inversions (when 

the image is turned upside-down).218 The second kind of visual inversion applies to the 

inversion of colour. La Nueva Novela is almost entirely printed in black and white.219 Thus, 

the colour inversions transform the black into white, and vice versa. Importantly, visual 

inversions (orientation and colour) also apply to written texts. As I mentioned in the 

introduction, this is because Martínez approaches language as a thing (printed matter) or as 

a visual image (i.e. chain of printed characters). 

 
218 Curiously, whereas lateral inversions (or mirror images) are found everywhere, upside-down inversions are 
practically absent from La Nueva Novela.  
219 The use of black and white, as opposites, corresponds aesthetically to the mentioned ‘chaosmotic’ conflict 
between the house and the labyrinth. There is, nonetheless, one crucial exception: one red page (Martínez, 1985, 
p. 141). Later on I will discuss the effect of such exceptions or imperfections in La Nueva Novela.  
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In the case of discursive language, considered now as semantic unities and not as 

printed matter, we find logical inversions or inversions of sense.220 There are, at least, two 

kinds of inversions of sense. The first kind is produced by the inclusion of two texts, vis a 

vis, expressing opposite and contradictory meanings about a similar point. The second kind 

is produced by including graphic signs altering the text (such as crossed out text).221  

In short, I argue that the use of inversions is what characterises Martínez’s house-

labyrinth as a semiotic and material assemblage.222 In order to prove my point, below I will 

analyse a set of examples that show the use of linguistic inversions (‘linguistic’ 

enantiomorphs) and visual inversions (visual enantiomorphs). 

An example of literary and philosophical inversion is “Chinese Poetry” (Martínez, 

1985, p. 97). In this case, there are two haikus on the same page presenting contradictory 

ontological views. As is common in Martínez’s work, these poems are appropriations of 

appropriations.223  

 

The Body is the Bodhi Tree  
The mind like a bright mirror standing  
Take care to wipe it all the time 
And allow no dust to cling 

Shen-hsiu 
 

There never was a Bodhi Tree 
Nor bright mirror standing  
Fundamentally, no one thing exists  
So where is the dust to cling? 

 Hui-neng 224 

 
220 Among the crucial literary sources Martínez took for the creation of contradictions, logical games and 
inversions are absurdist and pataphysical literature (Jean Tardieu and Alfred Jarry), and non-sense verse 
(Edward Lear, Christian Morgenstern, and Lewis Carroll).  
221 For example, as I have mentioned in Chapter One, negation or contradiction imposed on Martínez’s own 
signature: “(Juan Luis Martínez)”. 
222 In the next chapter, I will move to the properly metaphysical or ontological inversions, which I call the 
‘inside-out’ inversions. 
223 The two haikus were appropriated from Grapefruit. A Book of Instruction and Drawings (1964/2000) by 
Yoko Ono. Grapefruit is an experimental, conceptual and a Fluxus artbook. As the title indicates, it gathers 
drawings, poems, instructions, questionnaires, Ono’s sales list, etc. Importantly, Yoko includes “event scores”, 
which proposes simple and de-familiarizing actions to be performed -with variations- by the reader. In this 
sense, there is a strong connection between Ono’s and Martínez’s book as both could be regarded as formal 
experiments that demand a performative reading. 
224 As Rioseco (2016) comments, the poems originally correspond to a Zen competition between Shen-hsiu 
(607-706), an advanced Zen monk, and Hui-neng (638-713), an illiterate woodcutter. In 661, Zen Master 
Hongren called all the monks for a philosophical and poetic competition. The monks had to demonstrate, in 
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Hui-neng’s haiku contradicts Shen-hsiu’s by inverting not the relationship between 

body and mind but the very idea that body and mind exist – which Shen-hsiu takes for 

granted. However, what matters here is not the content of the arguments as much as the form 

they compose when placed together. In this sense, I would propose that the haikus do not 

only address the mirror (as a metaphor for the mind) as a literary or philosophical theme but, 

in placing them together, they compose a kind of inverted mirror structure. That is, each 

haiku works as a kind of inverted mirror image of the other’s content and visual and poetic 

form. Accordingly, I call them ‘linguistic’ or ‘poetic’ enantiomorphs.   

“Reality I” and “Reality II” offer another example of ‘linguistic’ or ‘poetic’ 

enantiomorph. The poems, with identical formal structure,225 are poetic and philosophical 

reflections about the essence of reality. The poems begin with: “What is reality” “Which is 

reality” (Martínez, 1985, n.p.). The respective answers are contradictory. Reality I’s footnote: 

“Nothing is real”, attributed to Sotoba Komachi, versus Reality II’s footnote: “Everything is 

real” attributed to André Breton. However, what is singular about “Reality I” and “Reality 

II” is not only the philosophical contradictions but the materialisation of this difference by 

locating the poems in opposite positions in the book. As we observe, the front inside-jacket 

carries the poem “Reality I” and the back inside jacket “Reality II”.226 In this fashion, the 

sense of contradiction is not only verbally enunciated but generated in the materiality and the 

structure of the book itself. While “Reality I” emphasises the left side of the book -as the 

symbolic place of the beginning, “Reality II” emphasises the right side of the book – as the 

symbolic place of the ending. In sum, here there is simultaneously a kind of poetic-

philosophical and structural enantiomorphism.227 

 

 

 

 
verse, who had the best understanding about the nature of reality. The winner was to become the Sixth Patriarch. 
Hui-neng won the competition. But, because of his humble origins, he had to escape from the monastery. 
Finally, Hui-neng became the Sixth and last Zen Patriarch.  
225 The structure is: A: Question followed by two answers; B: Affirmation; C: Question and Answer; D: Fable. 
(Martínez, 1985, n.p.) 
226 The strategic use of the inside jackets by Martínez could be read as a brilliant materialisation of Mallarmé’s 
notion of the fold. Inside jackets are the most prominent material folds of the book. 
227 Also, as I have mentioned La Nueva Novela’s cover depicts tree falling houses and the back cover alludes 
to the labyrinth – thus, making evident the play of opposites.  
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Figure 4.4 “Reality I” [left] & “Reality II” [right] (Martínez, 1985) 

It is important to notice that in both cases -the two haikus and the two “Realities”- 

Martínez limits himself to presenting the contradiction. There is no evaluation suggesting 

which haiku or which “Reality” makes the best poetic and philosophical argument. In this 

sense, what we observe here is a poetic refutation of logical thought and Aristotle’s principle 

of non-contradiction: “It is impossible for the same thing to belong and not to belong at the 

same time to the same thing and in the same respect” (Aristotle, 1993, 1005b19–23). 

Against Aristotle (and other thinkers who support the principle of non-contradiction), 
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Martínez affirms paradoxical thought and the principle of contradiction. During the 

conversation with Guattari, Martínez quoted a thought of Tardieu’s: “I would devoutly 

embrace in my thought two contradictory terms. I would admit that the same thing, at the 

same and in the same respect, belongs and not belong to the same thing” (Martínez, 2003, p. 

85). Guattari and Martínez discussed the meaning and functioning of contradictions and 

paradoxes. Interestingly, Guattari argued that the assertion of paradoxes implies “a way out 

of the significant and communicative function of language” (Martínez, 2003, p. 86). That is, 

inversions, paradoxes and contradictions work as ‘lines of flight’ to the ‘outside’ of language, 

where we find “pure ‘cantinelas’, rhythms, the music of language, what precedes 

enunciation” (Martínez, 2003, p. 86).228 In line with Guattari, I believe one of the functions 

of verbal contradictions - or, as I call them, linguistic enantiomorphs- found in Martínez’s 

labyrinth is to present an opportunity to escape from the “circle of the tree of language” 

(Martínez, 1985, p. 126).229 For instance, by approaching language as material and visual 

entities. This is particularly the case in the next poem.  

A crucial example of visual and conceptual inversions is found in the two-pages poem 

“THE BACK OF THE PAGE AS POEM” and “MƎOꟼ ƧA ƎƏAꟼ ƎHT ꟻO ꓘƆAꓭ ƎHT” 

(Martínez, 1985, pp. 100-101). As I will show, this pair of poems synthesise a number of 

crucial features of the labyrinth such as the use of duplication and visual inversions 

(enantiomorphism) and references to the ‘anti-encyclopaedia’. 

 
228 In the original Spanish, Guattari stated “La cuestión es llegar a despejar lo que son las cantinelas puras, los 
ritmos, la música de la lengua, lo que autoposiciona la enunciación” (Martínez, 2003, p. 86). 
229 I say one of the functions, because the labyrinth is intrinsically ambiguous. In this sense, paradoxes, 
contradictions, visual-semiotic enantiomorphism could also produce a destructive loss of the self or a 
detrimental destratification.  
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Figure 4.5 “THE BACK OF THE PAGE AS POEM” [left] & “MƎOꟼ ƧA ƎƏAꟼ ƎHT ꟻO ꓘƆAꓭ 

ƎHT” [right] (Martínez, 1985) 

 

As we observe here, there is a relation of visual and geometric symmetry between the 

two pages or the two sides of the same poem. This reflective symmetry is produced by means 

of visual inversions of colour (black and white) and a lateral inversion of the text and the 

images.230 In this way, every visual sign present on one page appears visually ‘inverted’ on 

the other page. Certainly, this procedure closely relates to printmaking techniques and to 

photography technology – specifically, photographic negatives.231 In this sense, the inverted 

mirror images read as a visual reflection on the capacity of technological devices to produce 

new originals. 

 
230 That is, if one section of one page is white, the mirrored section of the other page is black; if one page 
contains conventional or ‘forward’ writing, the other contains ‘backward’ writing; if one side displays an image 
(for instance, the plain) as going towards the left, the other side shows it as going toward the right. 
231 See Valeria de los Rios (2009) for the key role of photography in La Nueva Novela.   
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The opposition between the pages is not simply the opposition between a ‘normal’ 

side and an inverted side because each page is itself a combination of ‘normal’ and inverted 

images and text, as well as a combination of whites and blacks. In this sense, the game 

between the pages has certain resonances with the Taoist principle of Yin Yang or opposite 

complementary forces.232 However, the reflection symmetry is not total. It is imperfect. As 

we observe, the left-page includes an epigraph: “(from a clipping from a German Press)” 

which is not reflected in its enantiomorph.233 Far from being a detail, this difference is an 

important feature of the enantiomorphic design of Martínez’s labyrinth. Indeed, major or 

minor differences appear in most of La Nueva Novela’s pairs of enantiomorphs and also in 

Martínez’s posthumous works. I would argue that the introduction of little differences 

accomplishes an important conceptual role: it disrupts the unity, order and symmetry, thus, 

preventing the labyrinth from becoming a closed and perfect system.234  

I will now turn to analysing the visual reversions of language. As we observe, the title 

and part of the text of the second poem (p. 101), as well as the advertisement (plain, text and 

numbers) are written backwards. To be more precise, they have been flipped or laterally 

inverted. The inversion of the text produces an effect of playful confusion and unfamiliarity: 

we can no longer (or not immediately) decodify the signs or attribute semantic meaning to 

them. The unreadability of the text invites us to focus attention, instead, on the visual features 

of the words (typography, colour, size) and especially on the ‘visual syntax’ of the poem – 

in a clear gesture to Mallarmé235 and, as we will see below, Ezra Pound. Ultimately, the mode 

of visual reading Martínez proposes consists of approaching words -and verbal language- as 

 
232 La Nueva Novela refers to the Tao, in contraposition to Logos: “Tao actually means way. Originally this 
word was used to designate the course of the stars in the sky. It is the fundamental concept of Chinese 
philosophy and is equivalent to, but nevertheless distinct from, the Greek Logos” (Martínez, 1985, p. 96). As 
mentioned in the introduction, Martínez’s later works engage strongly with Chinese Philosophy, and 
particularly with the I-Ching.   
233 Also, the inversion of colour is not total because the background of the page is white on both sides. 
234 Although I am unable to analyse it here due to a lack of space, a disrupting element also appears in the 
otherwise perfect structure of Principio de Incertidumbre. Martínez introduces a certain disorder in the series 
which breaks with the strong unitarian structure of the work based on the I-Ching model (Isava, 2016). 
235 Mallarmé’s famous free verse poem “Un Coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard” [A throw of the dice will 
never abolish chance] (Mallarmé, 2006) gives a remarkable example of ‘visual syntax’. By ‘visual syntax’, I 
mean the spatial arrangement of words and blank spaces on the surface of the page. As Un Coup de dés suggests, 
the blank spaces are not merely secondary elements designed to emphasise the meaning of the word. Instead, 
they have value in themselves and they come to the foreground, working vis-à-vis the words. As words 
progressively vanish, losing their sense and familiar meaning, the specific meaning of the white spaces also 
remains undecidable – in the sense proposed by Derrida (1981).  
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pure signifiers, that is, as pure visual or material signs, devoid of semantic or propositional 

value. In a similar ‘reversed’ poem, Martínez conceptualises this mode of reading as a “flat” 

one, in opposition to the traditional hermeneutic reading that looks for ‘profound’ or deep 

meanings. Martínez writes: 

This page, this side of the page, the obverse or reverse of itself, allows us to view a 
 poem in its most precise and immediate textuality (without distance or translation): 
 an absolutely flat poem, a text with no meaning beyond its own surface. The design 
 of the letters, the physical corpus of its words, the density of the naked signs that  
 emerge here penetrating the slender density of the page, simply inverted into mere 
 writing, destroy any attempt to interpret with regard to a supposed: “Profundity of 
 Literature” (Martínez, 1985, p. 30). 

 
 I will deviate for a moment from the analysis of the current poem to address what I 

think is one of the most striking examples of Martínez’s “flat” approach to verbal language. 

In between the pages 96 and 97 we find a folded page made of fragile paper236 covered in 

Chinese ideograms.237  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
236 In the Colophon of La Nueva Novela, Martínez refers to the inclusion of “an original Chinese print” 
(Martínez, 1985, n.p.). Indeed, the visual and physical appearance of the page simulates or gives the impression 
of being an original one as it was printed on thin and fragile paper, unlike the rest of La Nueva Novela.  
237 Rioseco (2016) demonstrated the page was taken from a Traditional Chinese dictionary, called zhonghua 
zidian from 1915 (p. 274). 
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Figure 4.6 Folded page of Chinese ideograms (Martínez, 1985) 

 

Martínez’s Chinese page and his own material conception of language strongly relate 

to Ezra Pound’s and, especially, to Pound’s own poetic use of Chinese ideograms in The 

Cantos.238 In 1919, Pound edited Ernst Fenollosa’s essay “The Chinese written character as 

a medium for poetry”. In conflict with traditional Sinology, Fenollosa’s approach to Chinese 

was not strictly linguistic but rather poetic. In his essay, Fenollosa stressed the “pictorial 

appeal” of Chinese ideograms, as well as its capacity of creating “spatial relations” and its 

 
238 La Nueva Novela (p. 146) incorporates a copy of the letter sent by Pound to the base censor of US Army 
Disciplinary Training Centre in Pisa, Italy. Pound’s letter explains that the “Chinese Ideograms” found in 
Pound’s The Cantos “at any rate […] contain nothing seditious” (Martínez, 1985, p. 146; Pound & Spoo, 1999, 
p. 177). Due to his fascist propaganda (supporting Mussolini) and his attacks on the U.S. Government on Roma 
Radio, Pound was charged with treason against the United States and imprisoned for 6 months in the 
aforementioned training centre. 
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“astonishing economy of means” (de Campos, 2007, p. 293). Also, Fenollosa proposed a 

conception of translation not as faithful to the original meaning but a “re-creative operation” 

(de Campos, 2007, p. 288). Pound (1934/2010) employed Fenollosa’s “ideogrammic 

method” (p. 26) and re-creative translations in The Cantos. Like Fenollosa, Pound admired 

the concrete quality of Chinese ideograms, which he opposed to the abstract quality of 

Western writing and Western philosophy. In this fashion, Pound (2010) understood Chinese 

ideograms as concrete or “abbreviated picture writing” (p. 20): 

Chinese ideogram does not try to be the picture of a sound, or to be a written sign  
 recalling a sound, but it is still the picture of a thing; of a thing in a given position or 
 relation, or of a combination of things. It means the thing or the action or situation, 
 or quality germane to the several things that it pictures (Pound, 2010, p. 26). 239   

 
Interestingly, Pound celebrated the ability of this friend Gaudier Brzeska, sculptor 

and painter, who “could read a certain amount of Chinese writing without ANY STUDY [sic] 

[because he] was accustomed to looking at the real shape of things” (Pound, 2010, p. 21). 

Like Pound, Martínez includes a Chinese page to challenge the reader to appreciate the 

materiality of language and the materiality of writing. I would argue, in this respect, that it is 

precisely the incapacity to decodify the signs and to understand their meaning which allows 

the Western or, specifically, the non-Chinese reader of La Nueva Novela to appreciate the 

ideograms as pure visual signs or pure signifiers. And to appreciate the aesthetic organisation 

-or the visual syntax- of the ideograms on the page, as well as its materiality.240 Unlike Pound 

and Fenollosa, Martínez is not proposing any kind of creative or conventional translations. 

Instead, his assembling method consists precisely in incorporating blocks of ‘raw text’, that 

is, untranslated texts (of any language) and without any explanation - apart from the allusion 

to Pound who, certainly, only some reader will be able to make sense of.241 In sum, this is 

 
239 Pound’s ideogrammic conception of ‘picture writing’ was later on appropriated and further developed by 
Brazilian Concrete Poets – especially by the Noigandres collective integrated by Augusto de Campos, Haroldo 
de Campos and Décio Pignatari. The Noigrandres group re-synthetized Pound’s work along with the work of 
Joyce, Cage, Boulez, Mallarmé, Duchamp and Cummings. As a result, the Noigandres collective proposed the 
notion of the “concrete poem”, defined as “the tension of word-things in space-time” [tensão de palavras-coisas 
no espaço-tempo] (de Campos et al., 1975, p. 43). Although there is no evidence Martínez was aware of the 
work of Brazilian Concrete Poets the similarities between Martínez’s work and the Noigandres group are 
striking. 
240 Interestingly, the page it is even difficult to understand for current Chinese-speakers. I have shown it to 
Chinese-speaking friends and they struggled to understand it because the text is written in traditional ideograms.  
Rioseco (2016) refers to the difficulty that even a scholar in Chinese language faces in understanding the text. 
241 In El Poeta Anónimo, Martínez will radicalise the incorporation of untranslated text in many languages. 
Again, I think the ‘ideal’ reader -if we want to use that term - is not the multilingual reader, but rather the reader 
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another example of how Martínez shocks the reader, inducing the reader to first laugh, and 

then, think.  

Returning to “THE BACK OF THE PAGE AS POEM” and “MƎOꟼ ƧA ƎƏAꟼ ƎHT 

ꟻO ꓘƆAꓭ ƎHT”, the German text that appears in the upper frames of the poems corresponds 

to the absurdist poem “Der Vergeß” by Christian Morgenstern (1871-1914), the famous 

German absurdist poet and writer. Certainly, the inclusion of an untranslated and 

enantiomorphic version of Morgenstern’s poem is not meant to be read as conventional text 

but as a ‘flat’ surface. However, if we attempt to read it in a conventional way, the meaning 

of the poem actually contributes some extra clues about Martínez’s rhizomatic labyrinth. 

Given the inclusion of various neologisms in German, Morgenstern poem is very difficult to 

translate. In order to give an approximation, it could be read as “The ‘Forgetter’ / He was 

hungry for knowledge, but, / No matter how much he read and ate, / He remained an 

‘incorrigible’ (Unverbeß), / An ‘incorrigible’ (Ein Unver), I say, as a ‘forgetter’ (Vergeß); / 

A sieve of glass, / A net of grass, / A glutton – / But not a retainer” (personal translation).242 

The poem, thus, is a parody of a man who consumes an excessive amount of knowledge but 

is unable to retain or ‘digest’ anything. Instead of being a ‘container’ of knowledge, his mind 

is a “sieve of glass”. I would argue the inclusion of this poem, and its enantiomorphic version, 

works as a parody of the Faustian desire for knowledge, which is also the drive guiding the 

encyclopaedic project, behind its declared belief in universality, progress and reason. In this 

sense, here there is a reference to the rhizomatization of the encyclopaedic model performed 

by La Nueva Novela. Just like Morgenstern’s poem, Martínez mocks the intention of 

abstracting real ‘knowledge’ from La Nueva Novela. This is not possible because La Nueva 

Novela is an encyclopaedia that does not allow the acquisition of knowledge but rather 

produces the dissolution and fragmentation of knowledge.  

Finally, I will explore one last aspect regarding the use of backward writing and the 

notion of the mirror, which are also important in constituting Martínez’s labyrinth-house. 

Backward writing reads as a reference to the Jabberwocky non-sense poem found by Alice 

 
that ‘sight-reads’ the pages and appreciates the materiality of the book -in all its physical and semiotic 
dimensions- as an intrinsic element of the book’s concept.  
242 Jerome Lettvin (1962) analyses possible translations of the poem into English. However, he does not provide 
a definitive translation.  
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after crossing to the other side of the looking-glass.243 When Alice first sees the Jabberwocky 

poem, she believes she does not know the language. Shortly afterwards, she realizes it is 

written backwards and, therefore, there was an easy way to make the poem readable: “[I]t’s 

a Looking-glass book, of course! And, if I hold it up to a glass, the words will all go the right 

way again” (Carroll, 1998, p. 131). In this regard, I would argue that the concept of the mirror 

plays two different roles in La Nueva Novela. Firstly, in a material and performative way, it 

indicates that the reader, like Alice, could actually read the book by using a physical mirror, 

thus, inviting the reader to play with the book. Secondly, La Nueva Novela’s pages 

themselves work as mirror structures. However, the mirror-pages do not reflect the image of 

the reader because the book is not a space for self-recognition or identification. Instead, they 

reflect themselves reciprocally, as a labyrinth of mirrors producing an artificial infinite.244 

To conclude this section, many poems of La Nueva Novela are visually and/or 

linguistically organised as enantiomorphs.245 In this sense, Martínez’s enantiomorphism 

should be considered as linguistic, visual and physical structures employed to produce the 

labyrinth-house. I would argue that the mirror reflections and employment of symmetrical 

figures produce a simulation of an infinite space – like the hexagonal structure of the library 

in Borges’s “The Library of Babel.” The overall effect is intrinsically ambiguous: on the one 

hand, it gives the idea of harmonious order, beauty and playfulness. On the other hand, it 

creates the sensation of an obsessive and schizophrenic order; an ‘infinite’ space saturated 

with deceptive and elusive signs. The signs, in consequence, are repeated and multiplied ad 

 
243 A fundamental reference to Carroll’s Jabberwocky also appears in Martínez’s “Poetry Homework” (1985, 
p. 95). In this poem, Martínez writes a non-sense poem -similar to the Jabberwocky, followed by a number of 
pedagogical and conventional questions to the readers: “What is the central theme or motif”, “What do the 
‘closters’ mean for the author?”, etc. In this fashion, Martínez makes a parody of the conventional hermeneutic 
mode of reading poetry and appreciating art which is commonly taught at school, university and presented at 
museums. 
244 There is an interesting connection between the enantiomorphism employed in La Nueva Novela and Robert 
Smithson’s Enantiomorphic Chambers (1964). Smithson’s works is a sculpture made of two pieces that reflect 
each other enantiomorphically. Each piece has a complex system of mirrors. The sculpture was intended as a 
kind of quasi-instrument: “a machine for seeing, perhaps, as a thing to be seen” (Lunberry, 2008, p. 8). 
Strikingly, “The chambers cancel out one’s reflected image, when one is directly between the two mirrors” 
(Smithson, 1996, p. 39). In this sense, both Martínez and Smithson created enantiomorphic media (book or 
sculptures) as critical devices to explore optical phenomena and dialectics beyond interiority and self-reflection.  
245 Other examples which employ enantiomorphic images and texts, in different ways, are: “GEOGRAPHY” 
(p. 20) and “YHPARGOEG” (p. 21); “THE GRAVEYARD BY THE SEA” (P. 30) and “AƎƧ ƎHT Yꓭ 
ꓷЯAYƎVAЯƏ ƎHT” (p. 31); “PORTRAIT OF A LADY” (p. 140) and “YꓷA⅃ A ꟻO TIAЯTЯOꟼ” (p. 141); 
“Fox Terrier Disappears in the Intersection of Gauss and Lobatchewsky Avenues” (p. 80 and 81) and “Non-
Disappeared Fox Terrier doesn't Reappear in the Non-Intersection of the Non-Avenues (Gauss and 
Lobatchewsky) (pp. 83 – 84).  
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infinitum, making it impossible to attribute a definite meaning to them or decipher the sense 

governing the series. There is no overall ideal, “hidden unity” or “supreme signifier” 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 2004, p. 1330), which could impose a closure to the proliferation of 

simulacra. Instead, what we find everywhere are images of images, quotations of quotations, 

copies of copies, appropriations of appropriations, translations of translations, and so on. 

 

4.2.2 Material Devices for ‘Catching’ the Reader  
 

Another crucial example of the materiality and visuality of Martínez’s labyrinth is the poem 

“Icthys” (p. 75).246 In this case, the poem highlights the idea of the book as a visual, 

multilingual, semiotic and material web without employing enantiomorphism. I will now 

analyse the different dimensions composing this assembled poem. In a linguistic dimension, 

the poem is assembled as a multilingual assemblage. Like Ezra Pound’s The Cantos, the 

poem incorporates (untranslated) fragments in Greek, English, French and Spanish. Still in 

the linguistic realm, but now from a semantic perspective, the poem juxtaposes contrasting 

sources: on the one side it includes references to specific passages of the Bible (to Jesus) and 

to Agustin’s Civitas Dei and, on the other side, references to advertisement of a fishhook and 

fishing sinker. In a mathematical dimension, the poem includes three different systems of 

numerical notations: Roman and Arabic indicating either passages of the Bible or physical 

features of the fishhooks. In a visual dimension, the poem is composed by the alternation of 

a “Quorum” section and another untitled section – repeated three times. Also, there is an 

alternation of text in capital and lowercase letters. One of the key visual and linguistic aspects 

is the advertisement’s text - repeated twice in capital letters: “MORE THAN JUST EYE 

APPEAL… POWERFUL EYE APPEAL” (Martínez, 1985, p. 75). Finally, in a material and 

visual dimension, we find the most distinctive part of the assemblage: the inclusion of two 

actual fish hooks affixed to the top and the bottom of the page.  

 

 
246 Ichthys, meaning fish in Greek, refers to the symbol of Jesus. The first Christians employed the secret symbol 
as a way to recognize each other. 
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Figure 4.7 “Icthys” (Martínez, 1985) 

For the purposes of my argument, I will not attempt to analyse the poem in its entirety. 

Instead, I will focus on the effect produced by the inclusion of fishhooks and the use of 

advertisements – as key resources to disrupt the authority of the biblical and theological 

quotations. I would argue that the inclusion of the fishhooks attempts to shock the reader by 

producing a Mallarméan coup d’oeil. Indeed, the inclusion of the fishhooks is what breaks 

the regime of representation by directly incorporating ‘reality’ into the poem. Also, the 

inclusion of steel fishhooks highlights the haptic quality of this poem and La Nueva Novela 

itself.247 Finally, this visual and haptic shock is reinforced by the inclusion of the 

 
247 There are many other examples of the haptic nature of La Nueva Novela – for instance, the reader is called 
to touch the pages, to cuddle the image of Tania Savichera, to use a mirror to read the book, to draw on it, or to 
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advertisement’s text: “POWERFUL EYE APPEAL”. In turn, the text of the advertisement 

introduces a comic effect.   

I read the fishhooks as the visible part of the ‘invisible’ web or labyrinth -the web of 

connections or the system of references- constituting La Nueva Novela. In this sense, I would 

argue the inclusion of fish hooks are not only as metaphor for the poem as a ‘web’ and the 

reader as the ‘fish’ trapped in the web but also, and most importantly, the poem itself 

produces the web and functions as a web since, through its disruptive visuality and 

materiality, the poem ‘catches’ the readers’ attention in order to pull them into the ‘inside’ 

of the book. Once ‘inside’ of the book, the reader attempts, in vain, to decipher the ‘secret’ 

and ‘sacred meaning’ -or the centre of the labyrinth- supposedly hidden in codified 

bibliographic references to the Bible. However, the sacred references (to Jesus, Cetus, 

Leviathan and Ichthys) are clearly distorted and parodied by the said inclusion of text 

advertising fishhooks (Boy Scouts of America, 1973, p. 56) plus the inclusion of actual fish 

hooks, that is, the advertised products. It is useful, in this respect, to observe the original 

advertisement appropriated by Martínez.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
read the book through a mirror – as I refer to above. Additionally, the incorporation of different kind of papers 
with different textures plus the use of holes in some pages of the book certainly contributes to the physicality 
and the objecthood of La Nueva Novela.  
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Figure 4.8 Advert (Boy Scouts of America, 1973) 248 

A crucial antecedent to contextualise Martínez’s employment of advertisement for 

artistic purposes is Mallarmé.249 Mallarmé was particularly interested in the different kinds 

of publications during the end of the 19th century in France. Interestingly, those publications 

extended beyond the rather conventional edition of books of literature and philosophy, to 

include newspapers, advertisement, magazines, the Livre de Peintre, encyclopaedias, the 

 
248 I discovered the text appropriated by Martínez came from an advertisement found in the popular American 
magazine Boys’ Life (May, 1973), published by the Boy Scouts of America. The magazine incorporates a 
number of advertisements – almost every page includes at least one advertisement of different commodities 
(mostly guns) oriented to a stereotyped masculine audience. Also, it is interesting to note that, in the same issue, 
three other references closely related to Martínez’s work appear. Firstly, the magazine includes the illustrated 
article “Flags of Our Country” (pp. 44-47) - as presented in Chapter Two, this recalls Martínez’s own 
appropriation of the Chilean Flag. Secondly, it has a section on “Stamps & Coins” (pp. 60-61) – as presented 
in Chapter Two, this relates to Martínez’s use of stamps in La Poesía Chilena. Thirdly, one of the commodities 
offered is a “Secret Book Safe” – thus, a fake book made for securing valuable objects inside. The text 
describing “Secret Book Safe” is very suggestive in the context of artists’ books: “Tough under structure is 
covered with simulated leather binding to look just like a real book” (p. 66). Also, it is suggestive in the current 
discussion about the book as totality and interiority: The Secret Book Safe is “securely locked by a combination 
only YOU know – because YOU yourself have set it” [sic] (p. 66).  
249 Following Mallarmé’s example, subsequent avant-gardist (Tzara, Apollinaire, Duchamp, etc.) and neo avant-
gardist (Burrough, Gysin, etc.) artists incorporated (verbal, visual or audio) fragments of newspapers and 
advertisements as a common resource for the composition of poems, collages and assemblages. In Chile, as I 
mentioned in the introduction, a key example was El Quebrantahuesos (1952) by Parra, Lihn, and Jodorowsky. 
In the conclusion of the thesis, I will refer to some examples of political appropriation of newspaper articles by 
Martínez and Soto Román. 
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album, and the feuilleton (Arnar, 2011). What Mallarmé found in these sources were 

innovative uses of space, revolutionary typographies, new printing methods, a diversity of 

structures and materialities employed in books’ fabrication, industrial production and mass 

distribution. Mallarmé’s reflections on these distinctive material aspects were not only 

expressed in his essays -for instance, Divagations- but they were also incorporated within his 

own poetics and poetic production – for instance, in his famous Un Coup de dés. In this 

respect, Benjamin (2008) rightly stated: “Mallarmé, who in the crystalline structure of his 

manifestly traditionalist writing saw the true image of what was to come, was in the Un coup 

de dés the first to incorporate the graphic tensions of the advertisement in the printed page” 

(p. 171). Indeed, Mallarmé’s materialist side is very close to Benjamin’s own position 

regarding technologies of mechanical reproduction. A brilliant and lesser-known example of 

Mallarmé’s engagement with popular culture, reproductive technologies and disguising 

authorship strategies is La Dernière Mode (1874-1875), a women’s fashion magazine run by 

Mallarmé. He was the editor, the designer and, in a very Pessoan gesture, the authors.250 As 

mentioned earlier, it is remarkable the juxtaposition of two apparently contradictory 

perspectives within Mallarmé’s poetics, that is, the idealistic conception of the Book and the 

production and commercialization of frivolous and commercial literature.  

Like Mallarmé, Martínez found in (American) popular magazines, advertisements 

and newspapers not only the visual and verbal language but also the critical material to build 

his own labyrinths of signs.251 Going back to “Ichthys”, it is now clear how deeply 

Mallarméan this assemblage is. Martínez’s startling assembling of disparate elements 

 
250 Interestingly, Mallarmé wrote almost all the texts of La Dernière Mode under a variety of pseudonyms: 
“‘Marguerite de Ponty’ (for fashion, and the theory of fashion); ‘Miss Satin’ (giving news of the fashion houses 
of Paris); ‘Ix’, a male critic (for theatre and books); ‘Le Chef de bouche chez Brébant (for food), etc.” (Furbank 
& Cain, 2004, p. 5). It is surprising, in this regard, how similar Mallarmé’s and Martínez’s projects regarding 
the ‘disappearance of the author’ are. Far from being a metaphysical abstraction, the two of them found a way 
to materialise the idea of the disappearance of the author: Mallarmé in La Dernière Mode and Martínez in his 
simulacrum of the ‘other’ Martinez. Also, the similarities between the images found in La Dernière Mode and 
Martínez’s collage series The language of fashion (1979) are striking. The collage series might in fact be an 
appropriation of Mallarmé. I am not including my analysis of this (likely) appropriation here in order not to 
deviate from the main argument related to the labyrinth in La Nueva Novela. 
251 Other examples of advertisements in La Nueva Novela are the advertisement of Pan-American airlines (p. 
101), and the advertisement of the books Cyclists by Rimbaud (a fictional book) and Was Marx a Satanist? 
(1976) by Rev. Richard Wurmbrand (a real, and I would say a ridiculous, book whose very title parodies itself). 
Martínez also employs a number of advertisement fragments in his collages. In my conclusion I will refer to a 
powerful example of critical use of advertisement employed against the neoliberal-fascist assemblage found in 
El Poeta Anónimo. 
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ultimately debunks all hierarchies of value. Indeed, the poem gives the same treatment to the 

profane and the sacred; ‘low’ and ‘high’ culture; the serious and the comic; the metaphysical 

and the pataphysical; the playful and the paranoid. In sum, it is precisely the neutralisation 

or flattening of differences of value which makes it impossible for the reader to distinguish 

which signs should be taken as ‘road markers’ to guide us through the labyrinth.  

 
4.2.3 The Temporal Labyrinth: The Production of the Endless and the Speed of 
Reading 
 

A last example of the labyrinthine construction of La Nueva Novela is found in the poems 

“Page sixty-one” and “Page ninety-nine” – entitled in this way because they correspond, 

respectively, to the pages 61 and 99 of La Nueva Novela.252  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.9 “Page Sixty-One” [left] & “Page Ninety-Nine” [right] (Martínez, 1985) 

 
252 Another example of two pages generating an intense reciprocal inter-textuality is “The Following Page” 
(Martínez, 1985, p. 58) and “The Previous Page” (Martínez, 1985, p. 59). Although in this case there is no loop, 
Martínez insists on the divergence between the temporality of the reading (the time of picking and leaving the 
book) and the temporality (the speed) of the book’s events. Here Martínez’s point highlights the strange instant 
of encounter (and inversion) between both temporalities.  



199 
 

In this case, the text and images in the poems are employed not to generate a visual 

labyrinth but rather a temporal one. As I will show, the poems are constructed in order to 

disrupt the conventional directionality and the temporality of the act of reading. The former 

refers to the conventional reading that proceeds from the beginning to the end. The latter to 

the rhythm and speed of the act of reading. In the poems, the reader is initially instructed to 

“find” some disappeared people who travel forward and backward through the different 

pages and sections of La Nueva Novela - the sections mentioned are the prologue, page 61, 

page 99, some intermediate pages, and the book’s endnotes. The ‘narrator’ suggests that these 

people are the characters, the author and the readers of La Nueva Novela. In order to find 

these people, the reader is instructed to go, several times, from a specific frame on page 61 

to another specific frame on page 99, and vice-versa. If the reader follows the instructions, a 

number of playful and suggestive situations occur. Firstly, the reader cannot find the people 

because the reader arrives late. Comically, if the reader is unable to find the people, it is 

because the reader is slow and because the reader has not “read this book methodically” (p. 

99). Secondly, the end of the sequence (frame E, page 99) directs the reader back to page 61. 

Thus, the reader is meant to restart the search of people, thus, producing an interesting loop 

between the pages 61 and 99. As it reads: “It was the (author’s) intention to wait for the 

reader in this frame but, as the reader lagged behind in his/her reading, (the author) is already 

back on page 61. Waiting for a subsequent reader who, faster in his/her reading, may manage 

to find him [the author] on this page” (Martínez, 1985, p. 99, my emphasis).  

Two important aspects of the temporal labyrinth of La Nueva Novela could be 

extracted from the interplay between the pages 61 and 99. Firstly, I would argue that the loop 

between pages 61 and 99 defines the temporal labyrinthine of La Nueva Novela as the 

production of an endless reading. Interestingly, the loop between the two chapters resembles 

the alternative ending of Julio Cortázar’s (1966) Hopscotch.253 In the next chapter, I will 

return to the problem of the endless, considered as a dangerous trap for the self.  

 
253 In Hopscotch’s “Table of instructions” Cortázar (1966) writes “In its own way, this book consists of many 
books, but two books above all. The first can be read in a normal fashion [i.e. linear reading] […] The second 
one should be read by following [an alternative] sequence” of chapters (n.p.). If the reader follows the 
alternative reading (jumping forward and backward as indicated), he/she enters, after 155 chapters, a loop 
ending between chapters 58 and 131. As is evident, the experimental and interactive mode of reading of La 
Nueva Novela has a strong relation to Hopscotch. It is interesting, in this respect, that Martínez gave a copy of 
La Nueva Novela to Cortázar. 
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 Secondly, I would argue that pages 61 and 99 establish a distinction between the 

(slow) temporality of the reader (and the reading) and the (frenetic) temporality of the events 

and the people ‘inhabiting’ the book. Provocatively, the slow reader is being told to abandon 

any linear or methodical reading and to accelerate him/her-self to the speed of the poetic or 

literary events composing La Nueva Novela. Before analysing the problem of speed, it is 

worth mentioning that the idea of speed is reiterated on other pages – for instance, page 59. 

There, we observe a photo of a group of cyclists “travelling at an average speed of 40 k.p.h.”, 

followed by these instructions: “b. Calculate how many kilometres they’ve travelled from 

the moment you picked up this book. c. Calculate how many more kilometres they will travel 

until the moment you set this book aside or forget it” (Martínez, 1985, p. 58). 

 In this regard, I would argue that the frenetic speed of the readers, authors and 

characters within Martínez’s book is one of the features of the pataphysical world he 

creates.254 In short, Martínez presents an accelerated world populated by all kinds of entities. 

I would relate Martínez’s speed and the idea of an accelerated world to Deleuze’s 

consideration of the plane of immanence and the rhizomatic-book. As Deleuze and Guattari 

suggest, the plane of immanence is a virtual space populated by ‘a-signifying’ particles 

floating around at infinite speed. The ‘rhizomatic book’ is a book “made of variously formed 

matters, and very different dates and speeds” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2016, p. 4). Acceleration, 

in this regard, is a technique or a procedure to generate a ‘rupture’, or a ‘line of flight’ in the 

self and the book - considered as “interior strata” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2016, p. 4). The 

fixation of “interior strata”, according to Deleuze and Guattari (2016), is characterised by the 

“relative slowness and viscosity” of its lines or components (p. 4). For this reason, Deleuze 

and Guattari (2009) encourage us to “[B]e quick, even when standing still! Line of chance, 

line of hips, line of flight. Don’t bring out the General in you! Don´t have just ideas, just have 

 
254 Neither Martínez’s poetic conception nor Deleuze-Guattari’s ontological conception of speed are, in a strict 
sense, scientific. However, they do relate to scientific theories, and especially, the field of physics. Taking 
Queneau’s conception of ‘scientific poetry’, I would say both Martínez, on the one side, and Deleuze and 
Guattari, on the other side, ‘transmute’ scientific-subject matter to convert it into poetic ontology or 
metaphysical ontology. In the case of Martínez, this is apparent not only relation in to the issue of ‘speed’ but 
also in the references to non-Euclidean geometry and, of course, in his ‘mathematical’ poems where he proposes 
poetic additions, subtractions, multiplications and divisions of words and image – in parallel (Martínez, 1985, 
pp. 46-53). In the case of Deleuze and Guattari, the field of immanence could also be understood as the 
metaphysics of quantum theory.  
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an idea […] Have short-term ideas” (p. 27).255 Similarly, I think there is an anti-hermeneutic 

and pedagogical lesson implicit in Martínez’s poems which might be expressed as: “read 

faster, read in disorder, follow the speed of the fragment”. This is perhaps, one of ways to 

escape being trapped -in a negative way- within Martínez’s labyrinth of time. To ‘read’ 

properly, in this sense, is not to ‘understand’ the meaning or the ‘author’s intention’ but to 

read the book in any order and with the right speed, that is, the speed that avoids fixing 

significations to the events of the book. In short, reading is understood as an act or a 

performance. 

 

4.3 Conclusion 

 
“What the poem says, it does” 

Alan Badiou. 
 

In this chapter I have presented La Nueva Novela as an artistic-ontological assemblage whose 

stratified-arborescent side corresponds to the image of the ‘house’ and whose destratified-

rhizomatic side to the image of the ‘labyrinth’. Each image is also an assemblage of different 

images and structures.  In this way, the ‘house’ is understood as the solid structure protecting 

the interiority of the self (following the image of Bachelard) and the interiority of the book 

(following the images given by Mallarmé’s Book and the Encyclopaedia). The ‘labyrinth’ is 

understood as the contingent structure that disrupts the ‘house’ by ceaselessly generating 

connections among disperse things, concepts and events. Like Borges, Martínez’s labyrinth 

is a-centred, multicursal, open and spatial-temporal. And like Deleuze and Guattari, 

Martínez’s labyrinth works as a rhizome insofar as it not only produces internal connections 

but also connections with the ‘outside’ of the book and the self. 

I have also demonstrated that La Nueva Novela does not simply represent a house or 

a labyrinth but is constructed as a labyrinth-house assemblage in multiple dimensions. One 

dimension corresponds to its enantiomorphic design and the systematic employment of visual 

and logical ‘inversions’. This dimension is mainly visual and material. Enantiomorphism is 

 
255 As an example of liberating acceleration, Deleuze and Guattari (2009) mention: “When Glenn Gould speeds 
up the performance of a piece, he is not just displaying virtuosity, he is transforming the musical points into 
lines, he is making the whole piece proliferate” (p. 9).  
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a key concept to understand the ‘architecture’ of the labyrinth-house: not only the visuality 

but also the objecthood of La Nueva Novela is enantiomorphic to a striking extent. Another 

dimension, also visual and material, corresponds to the (non-enantiomorphic) production of 

the rhizomatic-web. In this case, the inclusion of real objects produces a visual shock that 

traps the readers in the book’s labyrinth. A third dimension, of a temporal kind, refers to the 

production of strange temporalities and non-linear readings. In sum, through an analysis of 

the construction of the labyrinth, I have demonstrated that La Nueva Novela works as both a 

temporal and a spatial labyrinth or, in Borges’s language, as an invisible and visible labyrinth 

or labyrinth-house.   

 After delineating the main structure of La Nueva Novela as an artistic-ontological 

assemblage and having explained some of the ‘inversions’ produced by the labyrinth, I will 

now move to analysing how the conflict between the house and the labyrinth actually works. 

That is, how the conflict determines the notion of the self and the notion of the book. It is at 

this level that Martínez’s labyrinth acquires its real power. As I will demonstrate in the next 

chapter, the most important and complex ‘inversion’ produced by the labyrinth is the ‘inside 

out’ inversion, that is, the reversion of the interiority of the self and the book or an opening 

to the ‘outside’.  

 Finally, I would argue there is a strong and striking convergence and dialogue, on 

many levels, between La Nueva Novela and A Thousand Plateaus. Both books are 

intrinsically rhizomatic. As is widely known, A Thousand Plateaus is not made of chapters 

but plateaus which can be read and combined in any order: “Each plateau can be read starting 

anywhere and can be related to any other plateaus” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 24). 

Additionally, each plateau is itself an assemblage of heterogeneous concepts. A Thousand 

Plateaus (like Derrida’s Margins of Philosophy or Nietzsche’s aphorisms) challenged the 

image of the book of philosophy by proposing a revolutionary method. However, from a 

strict materialist point of view -the book as a physical body and the politics of publication 

and distribution involved- A Thousand Plateaus presents a rather stratified and conventional 

image.256 As Thoburn (2016) points out:  

Despite these materialist conceptual framings, Deleuze and Guattari offer little 
significant insight on bookish materials, on how the specificities of textual matter 

 
256 This limitation seems to have been recognized by Deleuze and Guattari (2016) themselves: “We only know 
of rare successes in [making a rhizomatic book]. We ourselves were unable to do it” (p. 24). 
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might be expressed in the mode of the rhizome-book. This lack of attention to the 
specific materialities of books has the unfortunate effect of allowing the rhizome-
book to appear by default as a rather abstract or metaphorical entity and not something 
with concrete manifestations in the realms of textual matter (p. 137). 
 

In this sense, I would like to conclude by arguing that La Nueva Novela embodies the 

rhizome in an even more powerful manner than A Thousand Plateaus itself. As I have 

demonstrated, not only can La Nueva Novela’s pages be read in any order, with each page 

already an anti-encyclopaedic assemblage of images, concepts, games, etc. But also, its 

enantiomorphic design, use of inversions, visuality, objecthood and radical use of 

appropriation give a concrete and new meaning to the most compelling descriptions of the 

assemblage-book given by Deleuze and Guattari (2009) themselves: “[A] book is made of 

variously formed matters, and very different dates and speeds […] There is no difference 

what the book talks about and how is it made” (p. 4) and, “[t]he ideal for a book would be to 

lay everything out on a plane of exteriority […] on a single page, the same sheet: lived events, 

historical determinations, concepts, individuals, groups, social formations” (p. 10).  
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CHAPTER 4:  
INSIDE AND OUTSIDE THE CIRCLES OF LA NUEVA NOVELA 

 
 

Houses live and die: there is a time for building  
And a time for the wind to break the loosened pane. 

T. S. Eliot. Four Quartets 
 

The house that we shall build tomorrow  
    is already in the past and doesn’t exist.  

J. L. Martínez. La Nueva Novela 
 

In the previous chapter, I introduced the main images, functions and materialities of the house 

and the labyrinth. Now I will proceed to analyse how the ‘chaosmic’ dynamic of the 

labyrinth-house operates in relation to three main components of La Nueva Novela: 

childhood, the family, and the book. Throughout La Nueva Novela, Martínez consistently 

refers to these concepts as “circles”.257 I would specify that they are ‘circles of interiority’ or 

‘interior strata’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 2016). Accordingly, I distinguish between the 

‘subjectifying circles’ and the ‘signifying circle’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 2016). ‘Subjectifying 

circles’ corresponds to childhood and the family, understood as key dispositive to produce -

and capture- subjectivity. I refer to them as the ‘Labyrinth-Houses of the Self’. The 

‘signifying circle’ corresponds to the book, understood as key dispositive to produce 

signification and generate closed semiotic systems. I refer to this as the ‘Labyrinth-House of 

Poetry and Knowledge’.  

As I will show, Martínez’s rhizomatic-labyrinth produces a series of uncanny 

disappearances that erode, from within, the circles of interiority – childhood, the family and 

the book. As I have previously stated in Chapter 1, regarding the ‘disappearance of the 

author’, disappearance constitutes a fundamental element of Martínez’s poetics. In this 

chapter, I argue that Martínez’s notion of disappearance works as a metaphysical and poetic 

concept which designates the passage from the familiar and internal spaces to unknown 

spaces and temporalities – or to the ‘outside’. For this reason, I relate the series of 

 
257 The image of the ‘circle’ is referred to on several occasions in La Nueva Novela and also in Aproximación 
Poética. For instance, “The Circle of the Family” (p. 114, 116); “The Circle of Solitude” (p. 116); “The Little 
Black Circles” (p. 70); “The Circle of the Tree of Language” (p. 126); “Magic Circles” (p. 126); “The concentric 
and empty circles” (p. 116). 
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disappearances found in La Nueva Novela to the Deleuzo-Guattarian concept of the line of 

flight or the line of deterritorialization.  

The ‘circles’ of interiority composing La Nueva Novela (childhood, the family, the 

book) could be described as “heimlichen” circles, that is, homely, familiar, domestic; and 

also, secret, private, and intimate (Freud, 1955). In this sense, the effect of the disappearances 

of each circle reads as an “uncanny” (unheimlich) one (Freud, 1955). As Freud (1955) 

suggests, there is not a real opposition between the heimlich and the unheimlich. Instead of 

merely referring to something strange, new, unknown or alien, the Freudian “unheimlich” 

designates the feeling of strangeness, mystery, fright or fear produced by the introduction of 

the alien within the most familiar, private or intimate, that is, within home.258  

My second overall argument is that the effect of Martínez’s rhizomatic-labyrinth and 

the disappearances it produces are intrinsically ambiguous and problematic. The labyrinth 

indeed destratifies the house by introducing difference and variation and opening the house 

to the ‘outside’. However, the labyrinth could either transform the house into a place of 

confinement, stagnation and confusion - a prison or an asylum - or, instead, into an open and 

creative space of playful experimentation. Likewise, ‘disappearance’ could either be a 

movement of liberation from discursive language, fixed identities, or structures of 

domination (the State, capitalism, patriarchy, art institutions, academia, etc.) or, instead, it 

could perform the psychical or physical destruction of the self or a collective, the extinction 

of an idiom or a species, the devastation of the Earth by the action of similar oppressive 

powers, or even ‘political disappearance’. Moreover, there are multiple modes and degrees 

of disappearance. In this sense, rather than ‘celebrating’ the effect of rhizomatic-labyrinth, 

what is crucial is to distinguish when the destratifications produced by the disappearances 

are affirmative and creative (i.e. producing a ‘becoming’) or when are they negative or self-

destructive (i.e., ‘wild destratification’ producing suicide or real dementia).  

In the following, I will analyse the dynamic of the labyrinth-house in each of the 

circles of interiority: childhood, the family and the book.  

 
258 Also, in psychoanalysis, the uncanny refers to the release of something that was repressed or hidden. 
However, I will not engage with the psychoanalytic conception of uncanny -related to repression- but with the 
literary-artistic reception of the uncanny (Bennet & Royle, 2004). In this line, the uncanny works, to some 
extent, similarly to Viktor Shklovsky’s notion of defamiliarization, which “makes the familiar strange, it 
challenges our beliefs and assumptions about the world and about the nature of ‘reality’” (Bennet & Royle, 
2004, p. 35).  
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5.1 Childhood as the Labyrinth-House of the Self 

 

In the first circle, the (natal) house is closely related to selfhood and subjectivity and, 

especially, to the unconscious and oneiric constitution of the self during childhood. As 

Martínez (2003) suggests: “one always seeks in dreams the [childhood] house” (p. 95). Far 

from being only a physical building that is inhabited, the natal house is permanently 

incorporated into selfhood. In Martínez’s (2003) words: “I have got the impression that man 

is sometimes like a snail with the house on its back wherever it goes. The house is something 

permanently going with it. Even invisibly” (p. 96).  

By relying on psychoanalysis and phenomenology, Bachelard (2014) distinguishes 

between actual childhood, studied by psychology and psychoanalysis and constituted by 

memories and actual experiences, and an imaginary childhood, as a poetic object studied by 

his phenomenology of the imagination and conceived of as an imaginary and permanent 

(“Motionless”) place to which the self can always return when seeking refuge. As he 

suggests: “we travel to the land of Motionless Childhood, motionless the way all immemorial 

things are. Something closed must retain our memories, while leaving them their original 

value as images” (Bachelard, 2014, p. 28).   

In three series of poems related to children (Jean Tardieu, Alice Liddle, and Tanya 

Savicheva) Martínez appropriates and problematizes Bachelard’s conception of childhood. 

The Tardieu series (pp. 36, 64, 65) introduces the notion of a metaphysical disappearance of 

childhood, which takes place in the spaces of the natal house and the book. In this sense, the 

return or the encounter of the self with its own childhood, supposed by Bachelard, is delayed 

or even made impossible. In contrast, the ‘disappearance of childhood’ in the case of Alice 

and Tanya is clearly presented as a destructive, spectral and uncanny process. Alice’s series 

(pp. 86, 105, 128) portrays childhood in a disturbing fashion by introducing the sexualization 

of Alice as a 6-year-old. Similarly, Tanya’s series (pp. 113, 114, 132) shows childhood in a 

catastrophic manner by describing her distressing experience of seeing every member of her 

family disappear, that is, die as a result of the Nazis intervention in Leningrad.259 Below, I 

 
259 Tanya Savichera was a Russian girl whose entire family died as a result of the Nazi siege of Leningrad 
between 8 September 1941 and 27 January 1944 (for example, from starvation). As Martínez’s (1985) poem 
notes, “one day Tania saw her family circle disappear” (p. 114). Tanya’s case became famous because, in a 
similar way to Anne Frank, she registered in her diary the precise moment of the deaths of each one of her nine 
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analyse in detail two of these series of poems related to childhood in La Nueva Novela: 

Tardieu’s series and Alice’s series. 

 

5.1.1 The Assemblage of Tardieu’s Identity 
 

“Identity”, “Dialectics of the Inside and the Outside”, and “Theorem of the Garden” are three 

poems from the series I am referring to as Tardieu’s series. The reader is directed from one 

poem to the next, despite their distinct locations in the book (pp. 36, 64, 65). “Identity” 

problematizes the idea of a coherent and temporally unified self by showing the ‘otherness’ 

of one’s own childhood. “Theorem of the Garden” and “Dialectics of the Inside and the 

Outside” propose the conception of a poetic space in which systematic inversions of inside 

and outside take place. Together, the poems in Tardieu’s series show and problematize the 

main elements constituting the ‘interior strata’: childhood, the father and the family, the 

house and the book. All three poems are written in the second person, addressing a number 

of pataphysical-metaphysical problems to Tardieu himself. In this sense, the reader 

participates as a kind of indirect addressee or as a witness to an imaginary dialogue between 

Martínez and Tardieu.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
family members, until she was completely alone. Tanya was rescued in 1944, but died shortly afterwards aged 
14 (Martínez, 1985, p. 132). On this historical case see Children during the Holocaust (Heberer, 2011, pp. 52-
54).  



208 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.1 “Identity” (Martínez, 1985) 

 

“Identity” depicts a child reading a magazine in a garden. The caption (in French) 

reads: “Jean Tardieu at four” (Martínez, 1985, p. 36). However, the text below the image 

immediately complicates this description by stating: “Tardieu, the child pictured in the 

photograph is not You, but rather your little son, who is missing” (Martínez, 1985, p. 36, 

emphasis added). The reader is invited to imagine the strange situation of Tardieu viewing 

an image of himself as a child without being able to identify with himself.260 Thus, the poem 

immediately produces two effects which de-familiarize the notion of the ‘inner’ child: a 

contradiction (the image is and is not Tardieu as a child) and the problem of disappearance 

(the missing child).  

Later on, the poem demands that Tardieu look for the missing child: “In order to 

determine in which house, street or city you shall find him again, follow in thought or in 

 
260 Interestingly, in 1992 Martínez met Jean Tardieu in his flat in Paris. On the occasion, he gave Tardieu a copy 
of La Nueva Novela. (As stated, Martínez’s book is made up of several appropriations of Tardieu’s works.) 
Martínez noted that Tardieu “was moved when seeing my book, he kissed me on the cheek and gave me a strong 
hug” (Martínez, 2003, p. 74). Their dialogue is described by Armando Uribe and Gustavo Mujica as a rather 
comic and absurdist situation -resembling a scene of a play of theatre of the absurd- since, at the time of their 
encounter, Martínez was very ill and practically mute (he died a year later) and Tardieu was 80 years old and 
practically deaf (Vasallo, 2017, p. 54).   
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memory the garden, which will surely have to be extended beyond the trimmed edges of this 

photograph” (Martínez, 1985, p. 36). Such a strange and playful task will be partially clarified 

several pages later, where, by going beyond the “trimmed edges of the photograph,” the 

reader finds the image of the natal house (Martínez, 1985, p. 64), and the image of the father 

(Martínez, 1985, p. 65). That is, images supposedly evoking symbolic spaces of protection 

for Tardieu’s child.  

I would argue that “Identity” problematizes of the notion of identity and self-identity 

by suggesting a temporal fracture within the self: the self is not a unified nor a continuous 

temporal structure, but a multiplicity of co-existing diverging temporalities – thus, an image 

of the temporal labyrinth. Despite being fundamental for the constitution of the adult self, 

the child who we were does not ‘remain’ within ourselves as an ‘inner child’ but, instead, it 

dissolves in the ‘outside’. This idea is reinforced in the epigraph (without attribution), which 

reads: “The child that I used to be got lost in the forest and now the forest is my age” 

(Martínez, 1985, p. 36). Here, the child merges with the forest, implying that the child did 

not return home (to the self). Instead, the child ‘became’ the forest – as a figure of the 

‘outside’. In this fashion, the image of the child is transformed -or reversed- from a figure of 

interiority into a figure of exteriority. Interestingly, in “L’enfant resté au bord de la route”261 

Tardieu refers to the mistake of having abandoned a child who is and is not himself: “How I 

would like to return to the child! He knew it all in advance – and that's why he was crying” 

[Comme je voudrais retourner vers l’enfant! Il savait tout d’avance – et c’est bien pour cela 

qu’il pleurait] (Tardieu, 1972, p. 191, my translation). In sum, it is within the Tardieu series 

that the first disruption to Bachelard’s (2014) conception of a “motionless” childhood (p. 28) 

- as a place to which we can always return - is introduced. In denying or disrupting the 

traditional and familiar image of childhood as an interior refuge, the very notion of the child 

and childhood are transformed into an open question: “What is a girl?” (Martínez, 1985, p. 

86), reads the epigraph of Alice’s photo. In this sense, the child is no longer conceived of as 

a personal one - based in memories of one’s own childhood. Instead, as I will develop, the 

 
261 Despite not being quoted by Martínez, it seems Martínez’s poem was made specifically in response to this 
text which appears in Tardieu’s La parte d’ombre (1972). Apart from the clear thematic affinities regarding the 
missing child, there is evidence that Martínez has read La parte d’ombre (1972) since it corresponds to one 
section (“La Parte del Hombre”) of El Poeta Anónimo (Martínez, 2013, n.p.). 
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child is transformed into an impersonal force of creativity – in the Nietzschean and Deleuzian 

sense.  

The second poem of the Tardieu series is “Theorem of the Garden”. A portrait of a 

mature man appears on the page. As the epigraph (written backwards) and the caption 

indicate, the person in the image is Jean Tardieu’s father, the painter Victor Tardieu (1870-

1937). “The photograph of the child who appears on page 36 and the photograph of his father, 

which we observe here, only manage to reveal part of that strange relationship that may 

occasionally exist between the space of fiction and the characters of life” (Martínez, 1985, p. 

65). The poem also introduces a puzzling connection between inside (the book) and outside 

(the garden/forest) spaces: “(Let’s suppose that beyond the trimmed edges of the first 

photograph, the outside of the garden is extended here: in the inside of this book)” (Martínez, 

1985, p. 65).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.2 “Theorem of the Garden” (Martínez, 1985) 

 
Finally, the series includes a third poem entitled “Dialectics of the Inside and the 

Outside.” (Martínez, 1985, p. 64). The title of the poem corresponds to a hidden quotation or 

an appropriation, without attribution, of Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space’s chapter 9, 
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similarly called “The Dialectics of Outside and Inside”. The poem also includes a photograph 

of Tardieu’s natal house in Saint-Germain-de-Joux (Ain).262 With this last image Tardieu’s 

series constitutes a visual and conceptual assemblage of the child, the family/father, the book, 

and the house.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 5.3 “Dialectics of the Inside and the Outside” (Martínez, 1985) 

 

The distinction and relation between inside and outside are crucial for the 

metaphysical conception of the poetic space. According to Bachelard (2014), there is a 

singular dialectical relation between inside and outside. As he argues, the terms of the 

dialectics should not be considered in a geometric, logical or ontological perspective263 but, 

instead, as part of a phenomenology of the imagination. In this fashion, inside and outside 

 
262 The caption, written in mirror-writing, reads “Maison Natale à Saint-Germain-de-Joux (Ain)”.  
263 “Philosophers,” accuses Bachelard (2014), automatically interpret the inside and the outside “in terms of 
being and non-being,” and reduce the “open and the closed” to be only “thoughts” – as opposed to experiences 
and images (p. 227). Logicians, on the other hand, do not grasp the dynamic sense of the dialectics of the inside 
and outside, since they merely “draw circles that overlap [thus, determining the ‘inside’] or exclude each other 
[thus, determining the outside], and all their rules immediately become clear” (Bachelard, 2014, p. 228). In this 
way, both philosophers and logicians reduce the inside and the outside to a geometrical fixation, “an implicit 
geometry which confers spatiality upon thought” (Bachelard, 2014, p. 227). 
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corresponds to ‘primitive’ or ‘pre-reflexive’ experiences of the space. Additionally, 

Bachelard (2014) maintains that inside and outside do not form a “dialectic of division” or a 

“dialectics of yes and no, which decides everything” (p. 227). In this sense, there is no real 

contradiction between the terms of the dialects. The ‘opposite sides’ of Bachelard’s dialectics 

cannot contradict nor negate each other because the terms are essentially asymmetrical and 

there is no real reciprocity or accurate point of comparison.264 For instance, “between the 

concrete [as an image for the inside] and the vast [as an image for the outside]”, states 

Bachelard (2014), “the opposition is not a true one. At the slightest touch, asymmetry 

appears” (p. 231). Nonetheless, there is a zone where inside and outside coincide. This is a 

liminal space or a space in-between outside and inside. Here is where the dialectics of outside 

and inside takes place: 

Being is alternately condensation that disperses with a burst, and dispersion that flows 
back to a centre. Outside and inside are both intimate – they are always ready to be 
reversed, to exchange their hostility. If there exists a border-line surface between such 
an inside and outside, this surface is painful on both sides 265 (Bachelard, 2014, p. 
233). 
  
As the text indicates, Bachelard’s singular dialectic does not operate by means of 

reciprocal negation but by means of inversions of the terms: the inside reverses as outside, 

and the outside as inside. Importantly, the ‘inversion’ of perspectives refers to a metaphysical 

and poetic operation performed by the poet, since “contrary to the most ordinary common 

sense, he actually experiences reversal of dimensions or inversions of the perspective of 

inside and outside” (Bachelard, 2014, p. 240).   

I argue Martínez adopts Bachelard dialectics of the inside and the outside, and 

especially, the idea that ‘inside’ spaces reverse as ‘outside’ spaces and vice versa. Indeed, 

 
264 As a result, there is no Hegelian aufheben (‘sublation’) in Bachelard. Similarly, I argue Martínez’s use of 
opposites and contradictions generate no Hegelian aufheben. As I argued in the previous chapter regarding 
‘linguistic’ enantiomorphs, Martínez’s poetics affirms both terms of the contradiction simultaneously. This is a 
way to state the value of paradoxes and the importance of the absurdist principle of contradiction. Deleuze is 
also critical of Hegel’s aufheben and, in general, the notion of negativity and dialectical contradictions insofar 
as they subsume (and deny) Deleuze’s notion of the ontological difference into pre-formed metaphysical 
constructions.  
265 Exactly the same quotation is appropriated by Martínez (1985), without attribution, in another poem titled 
“Adolf Hitler And The Metaphor Of The Square” (p. 113). The poem presents a photo of Hitler within a square 
followed by this text: “In this little frame, the outside: (the white space of the page) and the inside: (the 
photograph) are about to be reversed, to exchange their hostility. If there is a limiting surface between said 
inside and outside, the aforementioned surface is distressing on both sides” (p. 113).  
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‘inside-out’ and ‘outside-in’ inversions are proposed throughout La Nueva Novela. Like 

Bachelard, Martínez’s notion of ‘space’ is poetic and metaphysical. However, unlike 

Bachelard, Martínez’ space is also geometric and visual – as I have shown in the previous 

chapter regarding the enantiomorphic design of La Nueva Novela.  

In Tardieu’s series, Martínez proposes a creative appropriation of Bachelard’s 

dialectics of the inside and the outside. In this case, the garden is conceived of as a threshold 

and an imaginary space connecting two different photographs from two different pages of 

the book (pp. 34 and 65). The reader has to imagine that the child has disappeared from the 

photo which contains him, to reappear in his house with his father. Thus, the task consists of 

imagining the child moving outside of the photo frame, crossing through the “garden 

threshold”, to finally reappear in other photos located on other pages of the book. The child 

moving out of the frame implies, at least, two ways to conceive the ‘outside’ of this 

photograph and of photographic representation in general. Firstly, there is a material outside 

of the photograph, understood as a passage to the white space of the page surrounding the 

photo – in a clear link to Mallarmé. Secondly, there is an imaginary (and unconscious) outside 

of the photograph, understood as a passage to the garden which is absent (out of frame) in 

the photographic shot. In this case, the extension of the garden might refer to the reality and 

events which are not registered within the individual memories of childhood.266 

There is, however, an important poetic and metaphysical difference between 

Bachelard and Martínez’s dialectics of the inside and the outside. In The Poetics of Space, 

Bachelard provides hundreds of poetic analyses with different variations of the dialectics of 

the inside (interior) and the outside (undetermined) space. However, in most of his analyses, 

there is a clear tendency to ultimately interiorize the outside. Bachelard (2014) writes: “Often 

it is from the very fact of concentration in the most restricted intimate space that the dialectics 

of inside and outside draws its strength” (p. 244). In this way, Bachelard believes that “inside 

 
266 From a literary perspective, there seems to be a hidden link to Julio Cortázar’s (2016) Continuity of Parks, 
a famous short story published in 1963. Martínez presents the garden (and, in other poems the window or the 
door) as a threshold space, Cortázar presents the park as a threshold space producing a continuity between 
fiction and reality, or outside and inside. In Cortázar’ story, a man reads a novel while sitting in his green velvet 
armchair in his studio, facing a big window which looks upon an oak park. The novel the man is reading 
describes a couple who meet in a hut in the forest to plan a conspiracy; they plan to murder the husband of the 
woman. The lover rigorously follows the woman’s instructions: he crosses the park, enters the house, enters 
through the studio’s door, and stabs the husband, who is the man reading the novel. Additionally, there is an 
obvious link to Alice Through the Looking- Glass (Carroll, 1998).  
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and outside are both intimate” (p. 233, emphasis added) and proposes that “the exterior [is] 

an old intimacy lost in the shadow of memory” (p. 245, emphasis added). In sum, Bachelard’s 

concept of the ‘outside’ seems to be more an extended version of the ‘inside’, interiority and 

intimacy rather than an expression of the ‘outside’, as such. Furthermore, Bachelard avoids 

the possibility of the dialectics of inside and outside as the dissolution of the self (interiority) 

into the outside. There is no poetic analysis of this possibility in his otherwise beautiful book.  

Unlike Bachelard, Martínez’s dialectics consider the fact that the ‘outside’ is 

dangerous and, I think, proposes to approach it without integrating it as part of a constituted 

self. I propose that the metaphysical elements to modify Bachelard’s phenomenological 

dialectics and his very concept of the ‘outside’ are present in Tardieu’s series. A crucial 

element appears in the epigraph of “Dialectics of the Inside and the Outside”: “how can we 

gain access to a landscape that is no longer the one we see, / but on the contrary the one in 

which we are seen?” (Martínez, 1985, p. 64). Importantly, the question is not a Bachelardian 

one, but literally a Deleuzian one. Indeed, Martínez attributes the epigraph to M. Proust but 

it actually belongs to Proust and Signs by Deleuze (2008, p. 6). The quotation is an incorrect 

or, more accurately, a ‘displaced’ attribution, which is presumably part of Martínez’s playful 

dislocations of authorship. Deleuze’s text invites us to reverse the privileged point of view 

of the human subject (that is, the point of view of interiority, self, consciousness, mind, 

subjectivity, etc.) in order to observe the subject from the point of view of the ‘outside’ (here, 

the landscape). To see oneself from the ‘outside’ naturally does not mean to ‘objectify’ 

oneself by using pre-made social labels of identity. Nor does it mean to go ‘beyond’ one’s 

own body and empirical determination to arrive at a transcendent and ideal realm. Instead, 

following Deleuze and Guattari, it means to experience oneself as an intensive multiplicity, 

that is, a non-constituted organism or a non-subjectified subjectivity, which - as argued in the 

previous chapter - is not the same as experiencing oneself as non-being or as a pure void. The 

experience of the ‘outside’, though, is not harmonious or peaceful, but intrinsically chaotic, 

that is, simultaneously creative and destructive. Deleuze and Guattari propose that in order 

to achieve the experience of the outside it is necessary to experiment with the limits of one’s 

own body, mind, sensations, and capacities. However, Deleuze and Guattari argue that in 

order to experiment with the limits of the subject it is not enough to think about it – by 

reflecting on the limits of reason in the Kantian way. Instead, it is necessary to create a set 
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of practices and techniques.267 La Nueva Novela offers a number of practices and techniques 

invented by Martínez, as I will explore in this chapter.  

 In sum, I would argue that within La Nueva Novela the dialectics of the inside and 

the outside implies a real opening towards the ‘outside’. Contra to Bachelard, La Nueva 

Novela shows that it is not possible to claim a real opening towards the ‘outside’ and hold, 

simultaneously, the primacy of intimacy, order, refuge, security, calm or repose. As Foucault 

(1990) claims, the outside is “open, without intimacy, without protection or retention” (p. 

28). Thus, whoever claims an “intimate outside” or an “intimate immensity”, as Bachelard 

does (2014, pp. 201-226), is not truly practicing the dialectic inversion. There is no real 

attempt to reach the limits of interiority - understood as individual subjectivity or personal 

identity. In contrast, the labyrinth of La Nueva Novela performs a systematic inside-out 

inversion to the figures of interiority (the child, the house, the book, the family, the self), 

affirming that an opening to the ‘outside’ is necessarily an experimental process open to 

radical chaos and chance.  

 

5.1.2 The Assemblage of Alice’s Childhood  
 

There are several references to Alice in Wonderland, Alice through the Looking-Glass and 

other literary works by Lewis Carroll (pseudonym for Charles Dodgson), which inform key 

aspects of La Nueva Novela (Weintraub, 2010). However, the repeated photograph of Alice 

Liddle (pp. 86, 105, 128), which I am calling The Assemblage of Alice’s Childhood or Alice’s 

series, focuses exclusively on Carroll’s lesser-known photographic work. The series presents 

several speculations regarding the capacity of photography as a technology to represent and 

distort reality. Specifically, it questions the role of the photographer in the production of 

 
267 For instance, Deleuze and Guattari (2016) mention Castaneda’s series of books about Don Juan. In Tales of 
Power, Indian shaman Don Juan teaches Castaneda a series of practices (such a peyote or mescaline 
consumption) to carefully break with the “tonal” in order to achieve the “nagual”. According to Deleuze and 
Guattari (2016), the “tonal” is threefold: firstly, it refers to “the organism [and] all that is organised and 
organizing” (p. 179); secondly, it refers to “all that is signifying or signified” (p. 179); thirdly, it refers to “the 
Self [Moi], the subject, the historical, social, or individual person, and the corresponding feelings” (p. 179). 
And the “nagual” refers precisely to the body without organs or the plane of immanence: “Flows of intensity, 
their fluid, their fibres, their continuums and conjunctions of affects, the wind, fine segmentations, 
microperceptions, have replaced the world of the subject” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2016, p. 179). In this sense, 
Castaneda learns to “construct his Body without Organs” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2016, p. 175), that is, he learns 
how to progressively and carefully dismantle parts of his “tonal” in order to connect himself to the anarchic 
plane of immanence.  
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images which sexualize childhood. Below, I contextualise Carroll’s photographic work, I 

then analyse the main features of each poem focusing on the disturbing sexualization of Alice 

and, finally, I introduce Martínez’s appropriation of Blake’s Songs of Innocence and 

Experience (1794/2013). 

The image depicts the famous Alice Liddle, a bourgeois little girl, dressed as a 

homeless child, posing for the camera in the garden of her parents’ house in Oxford. This 

image was supposedly inspired by “The Beggar Maid” (1842), a poem written by Tennyson 

(The Met, n.d.). Carroll met Alice and her sisters, who were daughters of Henry George 

Liddell, the dean of Christ Church, while Carroll was employed as a professor of logic at 

Christ Church in Oxford. Carroll often visited the Liddell house and took Alice and her two 

sisters for day trips. Alice in Wonderland began as an improvised story told by Carroll to 

Alice and her two sisters during a boat ride on the Thames in 1862. Lesser known than his 

novels, poetry and works on logic and mathematics, is Carroll’s photographic work. He 

became a renowned amateur photographer, specialising in portraits (Gernsheim, 1969). 

Among the subjects photographed by Carroll were his own friends (poets and artists), 

colleagues, bourgeoise families, and, especially, children. At the time, it was a custom for 

aristocratic families to hire private photographers to produce photographic records of their 

children. Also, it was common to disguise children as different characters as part of the 

Victorian staging of childhood (Gernsheim, 1969). Almost half of the 3,000 photographs 

taken by Carroll during his lifetime captured images of children, some of which depicted 

them naked or semi-naked (Willette, 2015, n.p.). Within Carroll’s context these images were 

rather conventional since Victorians conceived of “childhood as a state of grace; even nude 

photographs of children were considered pictures of innocence itself” (Willette, 2015, n.p.). 

During Victorian Romanticism children were predominantly conceived of as angels or as 

“mystical beings, almost supernatural, that is as pure creatures, newcomers from the presence 

of God, uncontaminated and asexual” (Monmany, 1998, p. 25, my translation).  
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Figure 5.4 “Portrait Study of a Lady” [left] & “Study of a Lady” [right] (Martínez, 1985) 

 

A key problematic of Alice’s series is the uncertainty surrounding the production of 

morally ‘problematic’ photography. In this sense, a central question across Alice’s series is 

whether Alice’s disturbing “sensual beauty” (Martínez, 1985, p. 86) has been produced by 

the intervention of the photographer or not: 

The photographer, far from recording reality, provided an image that expresses 
nothing but his personal vision: the world as a little stage for the picture of a young 
girl: and there, behind her: a vine where leaves cover, somewhere in England, the 
whitewash of a wall that no longer exists and which we nonetheless still view as a 
fragile backdrop. As far as the little girl is concerned, we are left with the uncertainty 
if reality was or was not modified by the photographer, either because, on having her 
pose, he himself positioned her in a specific place, or because, with his disquieting 
presence he, too, modified the behavior and expression of his little model (Martínez, 
1985, p. 105). 
 

Here, the poems raise questions about the capacity of photography to modify reality, 

specifically in relation to the photographic gaze, the action of the photographer in arranging 

the setting, and the technological possibilities of the camera.268 However, the issue of how 

 
268 This line of reflection relates to Benjamin’s (2008) concerns about mechanical reproduction, Barthes’s 
(1981) photographic concept of the punctum and, in the Chilean context, to Ronald Kay’s “El Espacio de Acá” 
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Alice is represented in the photograph is not merely technical but also moral. The photograph, 

taken by Carroll in 1858, seems to expose Alice by displaying her body in a problematically 

sensual and even theatrical manner – apart from the pose and her ‘bold’ gaze, her naked chest 

is exposed. A key aspect to understanding the photo is Tennyson’s “The Beggar Maid” 

(Tennyson, 2003, n.p.). Tennyson’s poem, based on the famous 16th-century broadside ballad 

“The King and the Beggar-maid”, speaks about King Cophetua who falls in love at first sight 

with a poor young beggar and proposes marriage to her. The poem reads: “Her arms across 

her breast she laid; / She was more fair than words can say; / Barefooted came the beggar 

maid / Before the king Cophetua. / […] One praised her ankles, one her eyes, / One her dark 

hair and lovesome mien. / […] “That beggar maid shall be my queen!” (Tennyson, 2003, 

n.p.).          

 Apparently, Alice’s costume and posture were arranged as a kind of staging of the 

image of the beggar-maid in the poem: “barefoot, one arm across her middle, ankles in full 

view, and clad in poor attire – yet with ‘so sweet a face, such angel face’” (Winchester, 2011, 

p. 40). In this sense, the picture is a record of an imaginary and erotic game of disguises: 

Carroll, the photographer, playing the King Cophetua, and Alice, the upper-class girl, playing 

the role of her nemesis, a beggar-maid. Pleased with his photo, Carroll showed it to Tennyson 

himself, who declared it was “the most beautiful photograph he had ever seen” (Dodgson 

Collingwood, 1898, p. 79).  

The problematic proposed by Martínez in Alice’s series, then, may partially reflect 

the speculations, since the 1930s, about Carroll’s disturbing fascination with the real Alice 

insofar as she represents ‘an ideal’ and uncorrupted girl.269 For a contemporary viewer, who 

does not share Victorian values, Carroll’s photo could be morally problematic - especially 

when considered as a staging of Tennyson’s poem. The problematic appears not only for the 

sexual perversion that might be present but also for the very game of an upper-class girl 

playing a homeless girl – as if poverty were an innocent fiction. However, Martínez’s 

 
(2009). Likewise, this thread brings us back to Martínez’s reflexive employment of different technologies of 
mechanical reproduction throughout his work - such as the previously mentioned use of rubber stamps in La 
Poesía Chilena, multilith machine or offset printing in La Nueva Novela and Xerox machine in El Poeta 
Anónimo.   
269 Although this is perhaps not relevant for Martínez’s argument, it is worth mentioning that there is no 
evidence or accusation of a sexual abuse or improper behaviour perpetrated by Carroll. However, there is a 
certain consensus about Carroll’s attraction to children which is formulated, in some instances, as repressed 
paedophilic tendencies. See, for instance, the documentary The Secret World of Lewis Carroll (2015).  
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reflections are vague and he avoids addressing Carroll as a real person – he is not mentioned 

as the author of the photograph. Instead, Martínez only speaks about the “photographer”.270 

In this case, the focus is on how the photographer’s role and the photographic technology 

contribute to disrupting the image of childhood as a protected space.   

The last image of Alice’s series further expands this problematization of childhood. 

The visual poem consists of a spatial diagram juxtaposed on the image of Alice. The diagram 

is composed of a series of conceptual oppositions: “Garden” versus “Desert”; “Plenitude” 

versus “Emptiness”; “Childhood and Dawn” versus “Adulthood and Obscurity”; “Spring and 

Rain” versus “Winter and Ocean”; and, outside of the frame, “Paradise versus Hell” 

(Martínez, 1985, p. 128). The outline of the diagram is composed of four major quadrants 

with two circles in the middle. It suggestively corresponds to a spotting scope, commonly 

used for professional photography, hunting, bird watching, or target shooting. Importantly, 

the target points directly to Alice’s genitals.271  

 
270 However, I think Martínez proposes a rather problematic position regarding the appreciation of works made 
by authors involved in morally or politically problematic positions. This problem reappears in Martínez’s 
seemingly uncritical admiration of authors connected with fascism or Nazism, such as Ezra Pound, Louis-
Ferdinand Céline (Martínez, 2003) and, in Chile, Miguel Serrano (Martínez, 1985). Here, Martínez’s belief in 
the total detachment of the work from the author -as a radicalization of the death of the author- shows its 
limitations. As I argued in Chapter 1, there are aspects of the authorship indicating positions of power, which 
should be considered in literary and philosophical analysis and, especially, in the cases of appropriation 
practices. In this sense, I would argue that both to collapse the work and the author or a total detachment of the 
work from the author, are misleading positions. Instead, the point is precisely to analyse the always conflicting 
and problematic relation between the author and the work. 
271 In this regard, it relates to some extent to Duchamp’s Étant donnés. In Duchamp’s installation, the viewer 
sees, through two holes in a wooden door, the body of a naked woman lying on dead twigs and holding a gas 
lamp. In the center of the work are the woman’s genitals.  
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Figure 5.5 “Nota 7.” (Martínez, 1985) 

 

Unlike the previous images, this one depicts Alice’s full body. The horizontal line 

divides Alice in half, proposing the idea of ‘two Alices’ (one is called Alice and the other 

Delia). Whereas Alice’s upper half corresponds to the traditional conception of childhood, 

evoked in said terms of Paradise, Plenitude, Garden, Dawn, Spring and Rain; Alice’s lower 

half (or Delia) introduces an unsettling conception of childhood. In this case, the other side 

of Alice corresponds to Hell, Desert, Obscurity, Winter, Ocean, and Adulthood. Yet, the key 

element to understand the dynamic of the opposition appears in the double arrow symbol 

“⬄”. This symbol reoccurs several times in La Nueva Novela. In line with the 

enantiomorphic design of La Nueva Novela seen in the previous chapter, I propose the 

symbol indicates the reversibility or the inversion of the poles. In this fashion, Martínez refers 

to the co-existence of divergent temporalities -childhood (Alice) and adulthood (Delia)- 

within the same self. However, the self at stake should not be considered as a closed unity 

but as an ontological multiplicity. Also, the symbol “⬄” suggests the fragility of the child 

which could, at any point, invert or reverse into the opposite. And, correspondingly, the 

possibility of the adult to ‘become a child’ or to become other - in the Deleuzian fashion. 
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Although not explicitly mentioned in the text imposed on the photo of Alice, 

dangerous and disruptive forces with disturbing potential to disrupt childhood (including 

sexualization, violence and death) are suggested in other poems. Delia, as the other of Alice, 

is an anagram and the inversion of the word (and the concept) ‘ideal’. Thus, Delia embodies 

a kind of empirical Alice or the negation of the idealised image of Alice. Distressingly, Delia 

appears in other poems represented as a mechanical bride and as a urinal – in a hidden but 

unmistakable reference to the bride in Duchamp’s The Large Glass and Duchamp’s 

Fountain. The poems describe Delia’s wedding and honeymoon. Delia is depicted as a 

submissive wife. During the honeymoon, for instance, “the bride, with academic precision, / 

will dutifully praise / the dimensions and scope of the masculine sex” (Martínez, 1985, p. 

129). After the honeymoon, Delia is objectified and sexually degraded. The visual image in 

the poem depicts a female dog without a head or legs, wearing a BDSM harness. Finally, 

Delia is depicted as an exhibitionist “hooker”. Here, Alice’s image finds its most obvious 

sexualization, making evident Martínez’s de-idealization of childhood: 

[Delia] offers herself to the photographer in a vulgar manner; in other circumstances 
she would even be willing to allow the body to become a Public Urinal, but for the 
time being she will be satisfied with raising her skirts, drawing back the crotch of her 
panties like a delicate curtain, revealing a bit of her most private parts, and then, with 
her hands on her hips, tossing her head back and uttering erotic cries simulating 
pleasure, will she also grind her pelvis and, spreading her legs, will she laugh?: the 
laugh of youthful old hooker! (Martínez, 1985, p. 129). 
 
Although William Blake is not mentioned in La Nueva Novela and, as far as I know, 

his work has never been related to Martínez’s work, his influence is apparent here.272 

Martínez’s poem hides a connection with Blake in the text following Alice’s full body 

portrait. 

Is the horizontal line clock time, the flow of Heraclitus? Is the vertical line the 
presence of the pigeon that descends to time, crossing it? Are the halves above and 
below the biggest circle visions of plenitude and emptiness, respectively? Are the 
halves above and below the smallest circle the world of the garden and the desert, of 
innocence and experience?  (Martínez, 1985, p. 128, emphasis added).  
 

 
272 It is worth mentioning that Blake’s work is an important antecedent for visual poetry and artists’ book 
(Drucker, 2014). Similarly to Martínez, Blake crossed the borders between poetry, painting and engraving, and 
developed a complex semiotic system which connects words, visual images, and objecthood. 
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I would argue Martínez’s poem is a response to Blake’s Songs of Innocence and 

Experience.273 Martínez’s diagram repeats Blake’s conceptual oppositions: Heaven (or 

Paradise) and Hell; and Desert and Garden. The latter opposition appears in the centre of 

Martínez’s diagram and in the beginning of Blake’s “The Little Girl Lost”: “And the desart 

wild [sic] / Becomes a garden mild” (Blake, 2013, p. 817). Blake’s poem speaks about Lyca, 

a “seven summers old” girl who got “lost in desart [sic] wild”.  Lyca’s parents try to find her; 

they “Dream they see their child / Starved in desart wild [sic] / Pale through pathless ways / 

The fancied image strays, / Famished, weeping, weak, / with hollow piteous shriek” (Blake, 

2013, p. 823). Lyca is found sleeping in the desert and taken to a cave by some spirit animals 

(lions and lionesses, leopards and tigers). Finally, the desperate parents are led in their dreams 

by the spirit animals to see “their sleeping child / Among tygers wild” (Blake, 2013, p. 823), 

suggesting that Lyca has died.274  

Interestingly, Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience offers a complex image of 

childhood which is closer to Martínez’s than Bachelard’s insofar as Blake challenges the 

reductive image of childhood as a safe or protected space. Indeed, alongside the ‘purity’, 

‘joy’, and ‘innocence’ with which children are depicted in his Songs, Blake also shows 

suffering, fear, anguish and death as experiences of socio-historically determined childhood 

(including poverty, child labour, slavery, racism). “The Chimney Sweeper” (Blake, 2013, p. 

420), for instance, depicts poor children in the UK sold and forced to work: “When my 

mother died I was very young, / And my father sold me while yet my tongue / Could scarcely 

cry ‘weep! ‘weep! ‘weep! ‘weep!’ / So your chimneys I sweep and in soot I sleep” (Blake, 

2013, p. 395).   

 
273 Blake’ Songs of Innocence and Experience presents six poems about lost and found children: “The Little 
Boy Lost,” (Blake, 2013, p. 426), “The Little Boy Found” (Blake, 2013, p. 428); “The Little Girl Lost” (Blake, 
2013, p. 817); “The Little Girl Found” (Blake, 2013, p. 823); “A Little Boy Lost” (Blake, 2013, p. 865); and 
“A Little Girl Lost” (Blake, 2013, p. 868). 
274 Strangely some commentators, for example Connolly (1989), have read the “Little Girl Got Lost” and “Little 
Girl Got Found” as a metaphor for the sexual maturation of Lyca. Although such an interpretation of the 
sexualization of childhood might support my argument, I think it seems a rather odd interpretation. 
Commentators seem to be avoiding the most obvious interpretation: Lyca did not wake up because she was not 
sleeping but dead, which explains why her parents only can see her while they are sleeping. Also, the last stanza 
reads “To his day [the parent] dwell / In a lonely dell” (Blake, 2013, p. 823, emphasis added), suggesting that 
Lyca did not return home, leaving her parents lonely. Finally, the very beginning of the poem is clear in stating 
the Christian transition from “earth” to “heaven” (which appear across all Blake’s Songs of Innocence and 
Experience): “And the desart wild [sic] / Becomes a garden mild.” (Blake, 2013, p. 817). 
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However, Blake’s Christian beliefs ultimately produced a comforting ending for the 

child and parents in Lyca’s poem by assuring a transcendent realm (that is, the idea of the 

“garden mild”) beyond the material world (that is, the “desert wild”). The soul of the poor 

working children, then, will be redeemed by “an Angel who had a bright key, / And he open’d 

the coffins & set them all free; / Then down a green plain leaping, laughing, they run / And 

wash in a river, and shine in the Sun” (Blake, 2013, p. 422). The “garden mild,” then, restores 

the idea of a Platonic and Christian transcendent ‘refuge’ where children's souls will eternally 

exist in peace and joy. In contrast, Martínez does not assert any transcendent refuge located 

in an ideal, perfect and timeless realm. If there is a transcendental sense in Martínez’s poems, 

this incorporates the notion of chaos, madness, uncertainty and other effects of Martínez’s 

labyrinth.  

In sum, in this section I have demonstrated how the image of childhood is 

problematized in La Nueva Novela. Rather than being a stable and safe ‘house’ of the self, in 

the Bachelardian sense, childhood is instead a ‘labyrinth-house’ of the self. In this sense, the 

labyrinth opens the ‘circle’ of childhood to the (destructive) ‘forces of the outside’. Those 

forces – paedophilia, violence, poverty, fascism, etc.- dismantle the image of childhood as a 

protected space or temporality. However, Martínez’s critique of childhood as a protected 

space of the self does not preclude the emergence of a different conception of childhood. 

This other conception of childhood does not identify childhood with one’s own empirical 

childhood or the personal memories of one’s own childhood. Instead, childhood becomes a 

state of intensity, open to the outside, that liberates and empowers the self. Indeed, far from 

denying the image of childhood and the child, the very reading of La Nueva Novela invites 

the adult reader to ‘become a child’. It is for this reason that Deleuze and Guattari (2016) 

argue for the “strict contemporaneousness of the adult and the child” (p. 182). As I will 

present at the end of this chapter, ‘becoming a child’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 2016) is precisely 

a way to escape from both the dark labyrinth (destructive forces of the outside) and from the 

strata of adulthood. 
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5.2 The Family as the Labyrinth-House of the Self 

  

The intimate connection between the house and the family is present in several verses and 

images depicting natal and childhood houses in La Nueva Novela; again, making a direct 

connection with Bachelard’s poetics. Like the first circle of selfhood, the relationship 

between the house and the family is initially presented in terms of containment or enfolding. 

The family, then, is inside of the house and the house, correspondingly, shapes the formation 

of the family: “family has a close relationship with the house, without a house there is no 

group” (Martínez, 2003, p. 95). Both Bachelard and Martínez pay special attention to the 

different spaces constituting the interior of the house (cellar, attic, stair, kitchen, rooms, etc.) 

and the passages to the outside of the house (doors, windows). Also, by inhabiting the natal 

house, as Bachelard (2014) affirms, we convert it into an imaginary and virtual house that 

remains permanently within the self. In his words: “We are the function of inhabiting that 

particular house [the natal house], and all the other houses are but variations on a fundamental 

theme” (p. 36). 

Below I will analyse Martínez’s construction of the familiar house in “The house of 

breath, almost the (author’s) little house”275 (Martínez, 1985, p. 90) and “Graphology” 

(Martínez, 1985, p. 91). Here, I argue that through the appropriations of Bachelard’s The 

Poetics of the Space, Goyen’s House of Breath and Eliot’s Four Quartets, Martínez 

constructs a temporal image of an intimate and private familiar house. However, unlike 

Bachelard’s and Goyen’s conception, Martínez’s familiar house is not located in the past or 

in a timeless dimension accessible through poetry or daydreams. Instead, following Eliot, 

Martínez’s familiar house is lost in a diffuse and paradoxical temporality composed of 

temporal reversions, spectral remains of the past and the co-existence of past, present and 

future. In other words, the house becomes a temporal labyrinth. 

I then go on to analyse Martínez’s (1985) image of the family and the house in the 

political section of La Nueva Novela: “Epigraphs for a Condemned Book: Politics”, and, 

especially the famous poem “The Disappearance of a Family” (p. 137). This poem is perhaps 

the best example of the transformation of the house into a labyrinth. Here, I show the 

inversion of the figures of the family and the house from a private space and a figure of 

 
275 Henceforth “The house of breath”. 
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intimacy to a public and socio-political space. The series of uncanny ‘disappearances’ no 

longer refer merely to metaphysical processes interior to the self or to the poet but lead us to 

forced disappearances and, more broadly, to the context of the Chilean dictatorship.  

 

5.2.1 The (Little) House of Breath  

 

The link between the house and the family is established at the very beginning of the poem 

“The house of breath”. The poem is dedicated to Isabel Holger Dabadie (Martínez’s mother) 

and Luis Martínez Villablanca (Martínez’s father). The epigraph states: “(To interrogate 

windows about the absolute transparency of the missing panes.)” (p. 90). The body of the 

text is composed by the following three paired of verses plus a footnote:  

 
a. The house that we shall build tomorrow  
    is already in the past and doesn’t exist.  

 
b. In that house which we still don´t know 
    the window that we forgot to shut remains open 
 
c. In that same house, behind that same window, 
    the curtains that we took down still flap. 
 

    “Perhaps a little house in the outskirts 
    Where the past has yet to occur 
    And the future passed long ago”  
    (from T. S. Eliot, almost)   
 
 
The title of Martínez’s poem corresponds to a hidden reference to William Goyen’s 

novel, House of Breath (1950) which is quoted several times in Bachelard’s The Poetics of 

Space (2014). Interestingly, Goyen’s novel presents a sustained reflection and evocation of 

his own childhood house and his family members located in a remote past. The protagonist 

speaks from a position of longing for the house and the family and expresses intense 

emotional homesickness. Goyen himself relates, in an interview, that the idea for his novel’s 

title came to him in a moment of intense anxiety when, serving in an aircraft during the 

Second World War and seeing many of his friends dying, the visualisation of his own breath 
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gave him a strong sense of belonging to his roots and family.276 In this sense, Goyen suggests 

that his house is built as an immaterial, evanescent and poetic evocation of the lost natal 

house. The ‘breath’, thus, is a warm and transient emanation from the poets’ mouth, as he 

attempts (in vain) to contest the emotional and physical coldness in order to (imaginarily) 

recover his roots. 

It is uncertain, however, whether Martínez’s appropriation corresponds directly to 

Goyen’s novel or merely to Bachelard’s quotations of Goyen’s novel. However, this is not 

relevant from the point of view of the ideas expressed, since Goyen and Bachelard share a 

similar image of the house. Indeed, Bachelard considers Goyen’s novel as a brilliant example 

of his phenomenological conception of the house.277 As Bachelard suggests (2014), Goyen’s 

house “hovers on the frontier between reality and unreality.” (p. 80). It is a house created 

“through the co-operation between real and unreal, with the help of the functions of the real 

and the unreal” (p. 79, emphasis added). The following passage from Goyen’s novel is 

included in The Poetics of Space:  

So this is why when often as you came home to it, down the road in a mist of rain, it 
seemed as if the house were founded on the most fragile web of breath and you had 
blown it. Then you thought it might not exist at all as built by carpenter’s hands, nor 
had ever; and that it was only an idea of breath breathed out by you who, with that 
same breath that had blown it, could blow it all away (Bachelard, 2014, pp. 79, 
emphasis added).  
 
 The difference between the real and the unreal, material and incorporeal, or the actual 

and the virtual house, is expressed metaphorically through the contraposed images of the 

house made by “carpenter’s hands” and the house made out of “breath.” Notably, through 

his poems Martínez responds and gives new meaning to both dimensions of the house. 

 
276 In Goyen’s words: “Suddenly—it was out on a deck in the cold—I saw the breath that came from me. And 
I thought that the simplest thing that I know is what I belong to and where I came from and I just called out to 
my family as I stood there that night, and it just . . . I saw this breath come from me and I thought—in that 
breath, in that call, is ‘their’ existence, is their reality . . . and I must shape that, and I must write about them.” 
(Philips, 1984, p. 176). 
277 Indeed, the selection of Goyen’s House of Breath quoted in The Poetics of the Space operates as an almost 
perfect narrative illustration of Bachelard’s conception of the house (as a home, or an enrooted house). The 
quotation reads: “That people could come into the world in a place they could not at first even name and had 
never known before; and that out of a nameless and unknown place they could grow and move around in it until 
its name they knew and called with love, and call it HOME, and put roots there and love others there; so that 
whenever they left this place they would sing homesick songs about it and write poems of yearning for it, like 
a lover…” (Goyen in Bachelard, 2014, p. 78).  
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Bachelard and Goyen’s idea of the real house made by “carpenter’s hands” is 

appropriated in “Graphology” (Martínez, 1985, p. 91). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.6 “Graphology” (Martínez, 1985) 

 

The image depicts a saw in whose teeth Martínez’s name is inscribed. As I have 

shown in Chapter 1, the poem presents a self-parody of both Martínez’s persona (he used to 

stutter), his own name, and his own house. Instead of projecting a prophetic (Neruda-like) 

voice or presenting himself as a romantic genius with a ‘true name’, Martínez barely ‘stutters’ 

his own name. Here there is a comic and light tone which attempts to diminish the power of 

the authorship and the value of the works produced by him. Additionally, Martínez’s self-

ascription as a carpenter of the house refers to Martínez’s roles as the assembler or the 

craftsman of the book – since, as we have seen in the previous chapter, the house and the 

book are one. In this sense, “Graphology” highlights the physicality and objecthood of the 

assembled book.  

If Martínez’s “Graphology” points to the material side of the house and the book, 

Martínez’s “The house of breath”, instead, reads as an elaboration of the imaginary (or the 
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virtual) side of the familial house. In this regard, I would claim the house is not placed in a 

physical or imaginary visual space but rather located in a diffuse temporality. Congruently, 

the ‘images’ of the house are not so much visual as they are temporal.  

As mentioned, “House of Breath” is dedicated to Martínez’s parents and it also evokes 

the image of his own natal house. The poem, then, initially presents itself as a nostalgic 

invocation of the roots and the family located in a remote point in the past – as Goyen and 

Bachelard do. However, a closer look at the poem reveals how deceitful this image is. Instead, 

Martínez’s “House of Breath” proposes a paradoxical and playful temporality which not only 

disrupts the temporality of the natal house, rooted in the past, but also dislocates any linear 

and progressive conception of time. In this sense, I would argue that the familial house is a 

temporal labyrinth.  

At least three different kinds of temporal dislocations can be distinguished in 

Martínez’s “The house of breath”: temporal inversions, the spectrality of time past, and 

temporal simultaneity. Temporal inversions are introduced in verses like: “[T]he house that 

we shall build tomorrow is already in the past and doesn’t exist,” (p. 90)278 and “Perhaps a 

little house in the outskirts / Where the past has yet to occur / And the future passed long ago. 

(from T. S. Eliot, almost)” (p. 90). In these examples, the future is re-located to the position 

of the past and vice-versa. Interestingly, one of the effects of this temporal inversion is the 

creation of a strange new ‘affect’, which I would call ‘nostalgia for the future’, that is, a kind 

of absurd, parodic or maybe ‘anticipated’ nostalgia for the future which will be lost. 

In other verses, the time past is presented as a lasting action which continues to 

happen and cannot be altered by the time present or the time future. In this sense, the time 

past appears as the spectral dimension of the house – which transforms it into a haunted 

house. This is the case with the curtains in the following line: “In that same house, behind 

that same window / the curtains that we took down still flap” (p. 90). The curtains, then, are 

spectral and invisible curtains; they do not properly ‘exist’ in the present as visible objects. 

Instead, they ‘subsist’ in a virtual domain with its own temporality.  

Finally, in other lines Martínez does not reverse time but simultaneously presents the 

past, present and the future of the house in one synthetic proposition. For instance, “In that 

 
278 This verse is repeated with a slight variation later on “The house that you’ll build tomorrow is already in the 
past and doesn’t exist, Anonymous” (Martínez, 1985, p. 121). In this case, Martínez modifies the person (from 
“we” to “you”) and attributes the verse to Anonymous. 
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house which we still don’t know / the window that we forgot to shut remains open” (p. 90). 

As we observe here, the succession of verbs indicates, respectively, a future action (“In that 

house which we still don’t know”); a past action (“the window that we forgot to shut”); and 

a present action “the window […] remains open”. Thus, in one single thought distributed in 

two lines, Martínez produces a puzzling image of time; one that is hardly imaginable by 

means of visual images. Also, the window is an important figure to reflect on the 

immateriality (“the absolute transparency of the missing panes”) and the opening of the 

house to the ‘outside’. As the epigraphs reads: “(to interrogate windows about / the absolute 

transparency / of the missing panes)” (p. 20).  

Interestingly, the temporal simultaneity and the ‘nostalgia for the future’ displayed 

by the above-mentioned verses of Martínez could also be read in relation to the opening lines 

of Eliot’s Four Quartets: 

Time present and time past 
Are both perhaps present in time future, 
and time future contained in time past. 
If all time is eternally present 
All time is unredeemable.  
What might have been is an abstraction 
Remaining a perpetual possibility 
Only in a world of speculation. 
What might have been and what has been 
Point to one end, which is always present. 
Footfalls echo in the memory 
Down the passage which we did not take 
Towards the door we never opened 
into the rose-garden. My words echo 
Thus, in your mind. (Eliot, 2001, p. 3).  
 

Underlying Eliot’s Four Quartet is an extensive poetic and metaphysical meditation 

on the nature of time, heavily influenced by Christianity. Eliot makes a fundamental 

difference between human time and the ‘timeless’. Whereas the former one is a complex 

intertwining of temporalities (past, present and future), the latter one is a metaphysical and 

theological dimension beyond temporal existence which, nonetheless, is attainable for 

moments by saints and poets. As Eliot writes: “Time past and time future / Allow but a little 

consciousness. / To be conscious is not to be in time” (Eliot, 2001, p. 5).  
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Importantly, Eliot’s “Burt Norton” addresses the inversion of temporalities (past and 

future), thus, coinciding with Martínez’s “the house of breath”. Eliot also proposes the image 

of an “eternally present” time, which might have informed the very title (and idea) of 

Martínez’s last book: Anonymous Poet: The eternal present of Juan Luis Martínez. Finally, 

Eliot ascribes a cyclical temporality to the house – the house, thus, is a living organism. Eliot 

(2001) writes: “Houses rise and fall, crumble, are extended, / Are removed, destroyed, 

restored, or in their place / an open field, or a factory, or a by-pass […] Houses live and die: 

there is a time for building / And a time for the wind to break the loosened pane” (p. 13). 

Martínez’s mentioned reference to the “window’s missing panes” seems to be taken from 

Eliot’s (2001) verses. Following Eliot, Martínez’s question about the missing panes reads as 

an interrogation of the disappeared or the ‘rootless house’.   

I would argue that while appropriating Eliot’s notion of time as a cyclical structure, 

Martínez disrupts the Christian and theological influences. In this sense, Martínez 

experiments with different times and temporalities but I would argue, he does not create a 

sacred temporality or a temporality beyond time where mankind would find redemption.  

In sum, the series of appropriations and modifications made in Martínez’s “the house 

of breath” to the image of the familiar house proposed by Bachelard, Goyen and Eliot, 

produce a singular poetic machine where divergent temporal processes occur simultaneously. 

This paradoxical and chaotic temporality complicates the traditional image of the familial 

house as a solid refuge located in the past and accessible through poetry, imagination or 

daydreams. The house, then, becomes a temporal labyrinth where the self gets lost. 

Additionally, the unsettling temporality of Martínez’s house disturbs the traditional affective 

investment of the natal house with nostalgia.   

 

5.2.2 The Missing Family  
 

Whereas Martínez’s “The house of breath” introduces a diffuse temporality into the natal and 

familiar house, “The Disappearance of a family” (p. 137) provides a powerful image of how 

this strange house actually works: as a spectral house in which people disappear. The poem 

tells the story of a series of inexplicable and uncanny disappearances within the familial 

house. Each stanza develops systematically, as a mathematical formula, the disappearance of 

each member of the family: the five-year-old daughter, the ten-year-old son, the pet cats and 
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dog (Sogol, the fox terrier) and, finally, the father. Importantly, the last lines of each stanza 

reiterate the idea of losing the “markers”: “with one false move the markers will be expunged 

/ you’ll forget the markers / you’ll mistake markers / you won’t hear the markers” and, 

therefore, “for the rest of your life you’ll be doomed” (p. 137). Before disappearing, the father 

curses the house: “Now that time has passes by / and space is in deaths throes in my wife’s 

bed, I’d like to tell the next tenants / than in this miserable house / there was never either road 

or marker / so for the rest of my life I was doomed” (p. 137). I would argue the lack of 

Ariadne’s thread, or ‘road markers’, demonstrate the transformation of Martínez’s house into 

Martínez’s rhizomatic-labyrinth.  

Importantly, each member of the family has their own temporal or spatial mode of 

disappearance. Following Borges, I would argue Martínez’s poem describes a temporal and 

spatial labyrinth. The daughter, the son, and the pets disappear at some undetermined 

transitional or ‘in-between’ space: “between the dining room and the kitchen”; “between the 

bathroom and the playroom”; “between the cushions and a porcelain Buddha”. In contrast, 

Sogol disappears in an over-specified point of the space: “on the seventh step of the stairs 

near the 2nd floor”. Similarly, in other poem about the disappearance of Sogol, this happens 

in a “precise and infinitesimal fissure [belonging] to non-Euclidean geometries” (p. 81). 

Finally, the father does not disappear in space but in a diffuse temporal lapse: “between 

breakfast and teatime” (p. 137). Interestingly, the disappearance of the mother is not 

mentioned. As Martínez (2003) suggests, the mother has been substituted by the house, itself, 

which is also in process of disappearing.  

It is crucial to note that all the disappearances occur within familial spaces or common 

temporal lapses. Without explanation, familial spaces or common temporal lapses become 

thresholds that conduct the members from the inside of the house to an unknown space or 

temporality – thus, a figure of the ‘outside’. From a Deleuzian point of view, the infinitesimal 

fissures opened within the house could be taken as ‘lines of flight’ or ‘lines of 

deterritorialization’. As a result, the so-called “miserable” house becomes totally empty, thus 

losing its function as a safe space for dwelling.  

It is illuminating, in this respect, to briefly compare the ways in which Martínez and 

Bachelard conceive the location of the labyrinth in the house. In the Poetics of Space, 

Bachelard (2014) refers to the labyrinth found in Henri Bosco’s L’Antiquaire: “labyrinths of 
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the [four] corridors [as structures of] complicated geometry [where the] “reader gets lost” (p. 

42). However, and this is the key difference with Martínez, if Bachelard considers the 

labyrinth within the cosmic house, he immediately controls it by enclosing it within the 

cellar. The labyrinth, then, is an underground labyrinth defined as: “countless cellars, a 

network of passages, and a group of individual cells with frequently padlocked doors” 

(Bachelard, 2014, p. 43). Locked within the cellar, the labyrinth -the chaotic unconscious- 

has no possibility to invade the rest of Bachelard’s cosmic house and, especially, no 

possibility to affect the attic. According to Bachelard’s topoanalysis of the house, the attic is 

the place where the self connects with the spirit. Unlike Bachelard, Martínez’s labyrinth is 

not enclosed in the cellar nor is it outside of the house, instead it is everywhere and it could 

appear at any time. The labyrinth emerges in the middle of the house. In this sense, I would 

argue the labyrinth is a state of the house. That is, Martínez’s labyrinth is the house itself 

once it stops being a ‘cosmic’ or ‘rooted’ house and, instead, becomes an intensive space of 

experimentation where ambiguous disappearances or ‘lines of flight’ takes place. 

Although “The Disappearance of a Family” gives no clues as to where the missing 

family has gone or what the implications of their disappearance are, the location of the poem 

within La Nueva Novela is significant. The poem appears in Epigraph for a Condemned 

Book: Politics.279 As I will show, this section is clearly political but not in a referential or 

explicit fashion. In this sense, I would argue “The Disappearance of a Family” signposts the 

transition of the image of the house as private, intimate and internal space to the house as a 

political, social and external space. As we know, the immediate ‘outside’ of the poem, in its 

context of publication (1977), was one of the most violent periods of the Chilean dictatorship. 

Following this interpretation, Uribe (1990) argues that “although the author might not have 

conceived it that way, [“The Disappearance of a Family”] is the biggest poem of disappeared 

people in history. The poet always speaks about what is happening, even if he does not know” 

(p. 59). Accordingly, “The Disappearance of a Family” has been read as a reflection and a 

 
279 The title of the section is taken from Baudelaire’s “Épigraphe pour un livre condamné,” the famous preface 
to Fleurs du mal (1857). As is widely known, some poems of Baudelaire’s work were considered an offence 
against public morals and censored by the government of Napoleon III. Through this connection, Martínez was 
clearly hinting at the censorship employed by the dictatorship in Chile. I might also be referring to Martínez’s 
own self-censorship. 
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hidden reference to the people ‘disappeared’ by Pinochet’s secret police (DINA and CNI) 

(Kirkpatrick, 1999; Uribe, 1990; Vesely, 2016).  

Through hidden references, the poem “Epigraph for a Condemned Book: Politics” 

displays Martínez’s political position in relation to the dictatorship. In the poem, Martínez 

establishes a relation between two of the artists he admired most: Tardieu and Picabia, both 

of whom assumed a political position, expressed in their artistic work, against the 

authoritarian power operating in their specific contexts.280 The poem (and the entire section) 

is dedicated to Daniel Theresin, which is the pseudonym that Jean Tardieu created to 

collaborate with the French Resistance’s clandestine agenda during the Nazi occupation.281 

The poem also incorporates some critical lines of Picabia about the Fatherland and the family, 

which I will analyse briefly. In this sense, Martínez appropriated Picabia’s anti-patriotism 

(during WWI) and Theresin’s anti-fascism (during WWII) to relate their struggles to the 

Chilean dictatorship. This re-contextualization is reinforced by the presence of Chilean flag 

attached to the poem “Epigraph for a Condemned Book: Politics” – as I mention in the 

previous chapter, this is the same kind of flag as the one employed by Martínez in La Poesía 

Chilena.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
280 In this respect, the contrast with other Dadaists like Marcel Duchamp is interesting - as I mentioned in 
Chapter 2.   
281 Disguised as Daniel Theresin, Tardieu contributed some political poems to L’Honneur des poètes (1943), a 
fundamental book of the French Resistance organised by Pierre Seghers, Paul Éluard and Jean Lescure. Many 
other famous French poets (Aragon, Eluard, Seghers, Desnos, Ponge, and others) also contributed to the book. 
Interestingly, these authors protected themselves from the Nazi’s repression by using pseudonyms as disguises. 
Martínez demonstrates his admiration for the French resistance against fascism by incorporating several images 
of L’Honneur des poètes in El Poeta Anónimo. In this way, Martínez asserts the importance of poets taking 
clear positions and collectively organizing against any form of fascism, either the Nazis or, in his case, Pinochet.  



234 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.7 “EPIGRAPH FOR A CONDEMNED BOOK: POLITICS” (Martínez, 1985) 

 

The political and repressive conception of the family and the State (as the family 

‘house’) is a key element of the poem “Epigraph for a Condemned Book: Politics”. The 

footnote of the poem reads: “Fathers and mothers do not have the right to kill their children, 

but the Fatherland, our second mother, can sacrifice them as it pleases for the greater glory 

of politicians. Picabia” (Martínez, 1985, p. 245). The quotation belongs to Francis Picabia’s 

book Jesus Christ Rastaquouère, published in 1920. Picabia’s text is part of a short section, 

“Brainwashing is always moral” (Picabia, 2012, p. 245), which not only criticised patriotism 

but also capitalism and the institutionalised and sacralised conception of ‘Art’ - with a capital 

letter. The quotation expresses a typical Dadaist anti-war and anti-patriotic stand. This claim 

is repeated in other moments of the book: “The incredible grotesque spectacle of enthusiasm 

for one’s nationality, for honor […] are for me so many feelings of disgust, accompanied by 

nausea” (Picabia, 2012, p. 227).  

In this fashion, Picabia’s quotation, reused by Martínez, establishes a relationship of 

power between the nuclear family, as a traditional social institution and the authoritarian 

State. The total power of the “Fatherland, our second mother”, which freely disposes of 

children’s bodies and lives, is placed above the already repressive power of the family. The 
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child is considered property and the conflict between the family and the State is actually a 

problem regarding the ownership of the child’s life. Naturally, what is absent here is the 

agency and the freedom of the child to make decisions regarding his/her own life. Considered 

in the historical context of the First World War, and in the literary context of Picabia’s 

Dadaist book, the quotation reads as an ironic criticism against the political use of children 

and young people as ‘cannon fodder’ or expendable soldiers. This idea is strengthened when 

Picabia (2012) refers to Napoleon as the ventriloquist of young soldiers: “Poor souls have 

fallen by the hundreds for the glory of a ventriloquist” (p. 249). 

In La Nueva Novela, Martínez not only depicts the family as a socio-political 

institution but also suggests that the family works as a fundamental dispositive to control and 

discipline society or to impose a highly hierarchical and stratified order. As has been widely 

established, different authoritarian regimes, such as German Nazism, Italian Fascism and 

Russian Stalinism, have strengthened the power of the nuclear family in order to ensure the 

domination of the population (Annas, 1976). In Chile, the military regime instituted the 

family as “the fundamental nucleus of society”. This phrase is the first article of the Political 

Constitution (1980), still in force, written by Jaime Guzmán, the head of Pinochet’s 

intelligentsia (Cristi, 2011). The Chilean fascist’s concept of the family was constructed by 

assembling patriarchal, catholic, nationalist, and neoliberal elements. Its main objective 

consisted of de-politicizing society by severely restricting social and public life to the private 

dimension of the house. Simultaneously, the family discourse was employed to naturalize the 

sexual division of labour and gender inequality – women determined as mother and wives, 

and men as producer or income providers. Thus, the family discourse was employed to 

reassure the reproduction of the population (children) for the sake of the neoliberal economic 

project. 

Ultimately, under the Chilean dictatorship, the family and the house revealed 

themselves as oppressive dispositive of (individual and political) subjectification against 

which Martínez suggests we should rebel: “It’s possible that a bit of purity in rebellion against 

the order of house and family persists perhaps in the instinct that drives more virile children 
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to steal the eggs and destroy the nests that they discover. Georges Blin” (Martínez, 1985, p. 

72).282 

 However, in a rather sceptical and nihilistic fashion, Martínez did not propose to 

construct a ‘new family’ or a ‘new house’ – apart from some exceptions I mention later. 

Certainly, Martínez’s scepticism is explained by the dramatic context in which he had to live. 

However, the current Chilean context is different. As I will highlight in the conclusion, Chile 

has recently entered into a new political phase and a new political constitution (a new 

‘house’) is going to be written by a democratically elected group of Chilean people.  

 

5.3 The Book as the Labyrinth-House of Poetry and Knowledge 

 

The question of the specific relationship between the concept of the book and the 

concept of the house is crucial for La Nueva Novela. Of the various different answers to this 

question that Martínez provides, there is one that is particularly important; the concept of the 

book as, what I call a ‘house of books’ or, in a Borgean formulation, the book as a library in 

itself. By this, I mean the idea of a book made of fragments of other books and other media 

too. I will call this the ‘house function’ of the book.283 As Martínez (2003) declared, “I have 

spent my life searching and trying to order some books in one book” (p. 100, my emphasis). 

Martínez alluded to this ‘house function’ of the book in the concept of “The Book in the 

Book” (Martínez, 2003), one of his poetic principles proposed in Principio de 

Incertidumbre.284  

 
282 Although it is not elaborated in La Nueva Novela, I would add that it was possible to conceive of the family 
as a place of political resistance in the context of the Dictatorship. This is especially the case with the 
Association of Families of the Detained-Disappeared [AFDD]. Chilean mothers, wives and sisters of the 
disappeared people have played a crucial role in denouncing the crimes of the Dictatorship and demanding truth 
and justice. Since 1974, they have been working as an organised group (AFDD), under the banner “¿Dónde 
están? [“Where are they?”], demanding information about those who disappeared. The Chilean AFDD works 
in collaboration with Argentinian, Uruguayan and other political organisations for disappeared people’s 
relatives under the context of Latin-American Dictatorships. In this way, the construction of the family as a 
private and a-political space intended by the Chilean dictatorship was resisted and, in many cases, totally 
inverted. 
283 The ‘house function’ appears in different ways in a number of Martínez’s works. For example, I defined La 
Poesía Chilena as a ‘little national library’ - thus, as a container of references to the Chilean poetic canon. 
Likewise, El Poeta Anónimo is conceived of as a poetic house inhabited by a multiplicity of other works, 
authors, images and events. Finally, the enigmatic Principio de Incertidumbre presents as a visual and total 
system synthesising the entirety of Martínez’s own work.  
284 From a more practical point of view, we could also refer to the importance of Martínez’s personal library - 
located in his home (Nordenflycht, 2001). As Eliana Rodríguez (Martínez’s widow) states, Martínez’s library 
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The radicalisation of the image of the book as a ‘house of books’ leads us to the idea 

of La Nueva Novela as a ‘total book’ or as Leibniz’s monad. That is, the book as an ‘infinite’ 

or a ‘cosmic house’ that integrates an indefinite number of trans-disciplinary fragments 

within its own closed system of perfectly organised internal references. Considered as a ‘total 

book’ each fragment of La Nueva Novela plays a specific and predetermined role in the 

book’s architecture: fragments are part of an unitarian whole or an organic unity. In this 

fashion, the ‘ideal’ reading of La Nueva Novela would be the assembling of all the fragments 

as pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Additionally, taken as a ‘total book’, the ‘interiority’ of La 

Nueva Novela is constituted by the inclusion of its own interpretations and reflections about 

the problems presented, thus, as meta-poetry or meta-literature. In sum, considered as a ‘total 

book’, La Nueva Novela is completed and finished. Naturally, it is always possible to provide 

new interpretations but those interpretations cannot transform the book’s meaning or 

functioning. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the notion of La Nueva Novela as a ‘total 

book’ is informed by dissimilar sources such as Mallarmé’s Book and the Encyclopédie. 

Although radically different, these literary and scientific projects conceive of the book as, 

respectively, a poetic totality (a poetic logos) and a totality of knowledge (or a scientific 

logos). In short, I would say, the ‘total book’ is the image of the book as a ‘cosmic house’ or 

‘cosmos-book’. 

As I have shown, the function of the rhizomatic-labyrinth is to introduce chaos (as 

excessive order) into the ‘cosmic house’ or the ‘cosmos-book’. In this sense, the basic 

function of the labyrinth is to disrupt the organic totality and internal closure of the book. 

However, as several of the examples of disappearances I have analysed show, the final effect 

of the rhizomatic-labyrinth is ultimately ambiguous. The initial destratification could evolve 

in opposite directions: the labyrinth could either intensify the ‘closure’ and the ‘interiority’ 

of the book (or the house) or produce moments of liberatory rupture of any closed totality.  

In the first case, the fragments are considered as pieces of a secret puzzle that a 

paranoid reader has to assemble. The reader, thus, has to discover phantasmic meanings and 

hidden connections. In this case, the (deceptive) labyrinth reinforces the reading of La Nueva 

 
encompasses more than 5,000 books (Yañez, 2016, n.p.). For an appropriationist poet, the library is not only a 
personal archive but also a workshop, a place of experimentation. As Martínez (2003) declares “Like Borges, I 
think I won't be anyone without my library” (p. 73). On this subject, see Nordenflycht’s (2001) analysis of 
Martínez’s poetics of the library.  
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Novela as a ‘total book’, that is, a ‘total book’ where everything is perfectly connected 

through chaotic (or hyper-reflexive) links. Following Deleuze and Guattari, this would 

correspond to the image of the ‘radicle-book’, a variation of the ‘cosmos-book’.285 As an 

example of this reading, consider the ‘annotations’ included in the fourth edition of La Nueva 

Novela. The annotations indicate that La Nueva Novela ‘centres’ can be discovered through 

a numerological reading: “7, 17, 27, 37, 45, 57, 67, 77, 87, 97, 107, 117, 127, 137, 147 in 

these pages are the knots of the NN [La Nueva Novela]” (Martínez, 2017, p. 17). 286 In this 

sense, taken as philosophical (abstract) propositions, the ‘annotations’ construct the idea of 

La Nueva Novela as a completed unity with a secret structure. 

In the second case, the labyrinth produces connections to the ‘outside’ of La Nueva 

Novela. The ‘outside’ refers to both the social, political, historical, economic, literary milieus 

surrounding the book and, metaphysically, to the plane of immanence. In this case, the 

fragments have value qua fragments – beyond their role in an organic totality. 

Correspondingly, they can be juxtaposed in any order since there is no secret unity or hidden 

‘centres’ to be discovered. The poem, thus, is no longer considered as a signifying totality 

but instead as an assemblage of fragments that do not need to be ‘interpreted’ in the 

hermeneutic sense but has to be performed in a musical or theatrical sense. In this case, what 

matters is not the book itself as a ‘cosmos-book’ or ‘radicle-book’ but the event that the book 

could trigger in the world. In other words, the question is no longer what the book means, 

but what can we (or anyone) do with the book. I will elaborate this possibility further below 

in terms of a ‘becoming child’ and ‘becoming bird’. In the conclusion of the thesis, I will 

 
285 Whereas the ‘cosmos-book’ openly declares its intention to be constituted as a total image of the World (for 
instance, consider the encyclopaedic tree), the ‘radicle-book’ seems to criticise the notion of unity, roots and 
totality. However, they do totally the opposite. That is, they use visual or verbal fragments to construct “a secret 
unity or an even more extensive totality” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 6). In consequence, “a strange 
mystification [is produced]: a book all the more total for being fragmented” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 6). 
286 As I mentioned in the introduction, the annotated version corresponds to the fourth edition of La Nueva 
Novela. As Weintraub (2017) has shown, the annotations do not seem to be made by Martínez himself, but by 
Ricardo Cárcamo. Cárcamo was a friend of Martínez’s and student of literature who, obsessed with La Nueva 
Novela, believed that he had ‘discovered’ its secret centers. As Cárcamo comments: “Juan Luis lent me a copy 
that I photocopied and upon which I began working, staging one of the rooms of the apartment as a kind of art 
exposition. I put all of The New Novel up on the four walls of the room. This must have been towards the end 
of 1984. I sat down and started to look for relationships. Juan Luis gave me some tips: ‘In The New Novel you 
must always relate a given page with the one before it and the one after it, going from one page to the next’. I 
quickly began to understand it after six months of reading and taking notes daily” (Weintraub, 2017, n.p.).  
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also present a recent (2020) political appropriation of Martínez’s labyrinth to illustrate this 

point.287 

Importantly, there are not two different rhizomatic-labyrinths but one labyrinth with 

different modes and different effects. It is the same rhizomatic-labyrinth that leads either 

towards a paranoid interiority or towards a liberatory exteriority. I would argue that this is, 

ultimately, the key ‘cosmogonic’ problem of La Nueva Novela: the problem is not simply the 

distinction and interaction between ‘order’ and ‘chaos’ (the house and the labyrinth) but the 

distinction between modes of chaos (or experimentation and disappearance) that are creative 

and modes of chaos that are destructive or paralysing.  

One of the most evident ways to visualise the ambiguous effect of the labyrinth 

appears in the case of the ‘invisible’ labyrinths of time, in a Borgean sense. As I have 

demonstrated, a crucial effect of Martínez’s labyrinth of time is the production of the 

timeless, the endless, or the infinite. Far from being a simple game, there is real danger in 

experimenting with the endless or the ‘infinite work’. To illustrate this danger, I will briefly 

refer to what Roberto Doniez, a Chilean poet and mathematician, told me about his encounter 

with Martínez. At some moment during the 1970s, Roberto met Martínez to ask for his artistic 

advice regarding his (Roberto’s) work with labyrinths and mazes. Roberto made a deck of 

140 large cards related to images and texts of labyrinths.288 Roberto wrote to me:  

[I]t was in that search that a poet and philosopher friend took me to the Gandhi 
Bookshop, where Juan Luis Martínez sometimes spent time [Martínez and Eliana, his 
wife, owned and worked in the Gandhi Bookshop]. I told him about my work, and he 
suggested that I should stop, put an end to my work, since it would result in me facing 
an infinite work […] No doubts, Martínez knew what “the labyrinthine” was and he 
wanted to warn me (as a good father?). In a friendly gesture, I gave him a copy of my 

 
287 Returning to the example of the annotated version, I would now argue that, in sharp contrast to their 
propositional value, the materiality of the handwritten annotations also deny the conception of the book as a 
signifying totality. The superimposition of these visual marks on the page, made of blue pen, produce a physical 
and visual alteration of the original version – regardless of the content of the visual marks. The paradox, then, 
is produced by the annotations: the more the content conveyed by the annotations affirm the conception of La 
Nueva Novela as a closed system or monadic unity, the more the materiality of the annotations deny that the 
book, as a material and visual object, is a closed system or monadic unity. In short, the inclusion of these blue 
marks alters the visual aspect of the original version introducing a productive chaos regarding the authenticity 
of the work and, more importantly, the value of authenticity as such. 
288 As Roberto told me, the idea of creating a deck of cards of labyrinths came from the connection between the 
word ‘mazo’, deck in Spanish, and the maze. Interestingly, in Spanish there is no word to refer to a ‘maze’. 
Roberto’s mazos incorporated a variety of techniques, such as collage, ink drawing, and others. 
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labyrinth’s deck […] and he gave me a copy of La Nueva Novela (personal 
communication, May 18, 2020, my translation).289   
 
When we get lost in the endless, the liberatory effect of ‘disappearing’ becomes its 

opposite: the reader/the author/the researcher is captured and paralyzed by the infinite work. 

Instead of releasing the self from the fiction of conceiving time as a linear process, the 

labyrinth ultimately traps the self in the interiority of the book or imprisons the self within 

its own interiority. In this case, the rhizome produces a pathological disappearance or a 

destructive ‘loss’ of the self. In this sense, the exposure to the hyper-connectivity of the 

labyrinth’s rhizome and its schizophrenic logic, prevents any Deleuzian becoming. As a 

result, the process of ‘disappearance’ exhibits an ambiguous character. To ‘disappear’, thus, 

could be a mode of affirmative becoming290, a mode of paralysing stratification or, even 

worse, a schizophrenic destratification.  

Recognizing the ambiguous effect of deterritorialization or destratification, Deleuze 

and Guattari (2014) state:   

Staying stratified -organized, signified, subjected- is not the worse that can happen; 
the worst that can happen is if you throw the strata into demented or suicidal 
collapse291, which brings them back down on us heavier than ever (p. 178).  
 

For this reason, Deleuze and Guattari refer, on several occasions, to the dangers of 

excessive experimentation and wild destratifications. As they propose: 

You invent self-destructions that have nothing to do with the death-drive. Dismantling 
the organism has never meant killing yourself, but rather opening the body to 
connections that presuppose an entire assemblage, circuits, conjunctions, levels and 
thresholds, passages, and distribution of intensity, and territories and 

 
289 A similar fear of the endless work is expressed by Martínez during his dialogue with Guattari. On this 
occasion, Martínez subject was El Poeta Anónimo, a book that he did not publish during his lifetime: “I am on 
this work which I am explaining to you, I do not know if I am finishing it, because the encounter has been 
produced with a work that could be endless, what implies a great risk. Thus, it is necessary to have the will for 
establishing a cutting, to close or finish anywhere” (Martínez, 2003, p. 82).  
290 For instance, in the case of Martínez becoming the ‘other’ Martínez, I analysed in Chapter 1. Here, the 
‘disappearance of the author’ is a process of voluntary alienation – “a falling in line at will” in which the poet 
converts himself in an “instrument of language” (Martínez, 2003, p. 81). Also, the ‘disappearance of the author’ 
is a device of de-subjectification to avoid being captured by creative desire produced by mechanisms of 
institutional recognition.   
291 Suicide, however, is not necessarily the product of an excessive destratification or fixation. It could also be 
an affirmative act of life, especially when life has become unbearable for physical, political, social or other 
reasons. This is perhaps the meaning of Deleuze’s suicide. Affected by severe respiratory problems which 
impeded his breathing, Deleuze killed himself when he was 70 years old.  
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deterritorializations measured with the craft of a surveyor (Deleuze & Guattari 2014, 
p. 177).  
 
 In order to avoid ‘wild destratifications’, Deleuze and Guattari (2014) warn that it is 

fundamental to develop an “art of dosages”: the “dose is a rule immanent to experimentation: 

injections of caution” (p. 177). In this sense, a liberatory reading of La Nueva Novela -or any 

work- requires discovering the right individual doses; doses that enable the reader to avoid 

permanent madness by creating an escape route and always keeping the subjective strata to 

a minimum. It is interesting to note that this very idea is present on the back cover of La 

Nueva Novela. The poem demands the reader “Draw an outline of each room, including doors 

and windows. Mark two escape routes for each member of your family” (Martínez, 1985). 

The book, then, compels the reader to “draw” a new house (strata) which includes its own 

“escape routes” (lines of flight).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.8 La Nueva Novela back cover (Martínez, 1985) 

 

In order to ‘build’ La Nueva Novela, Martínez himself temporarily entered into a kind 

of schizophrenic mode or a ‘becoming mad’. As he commented to Guattari that he “did not 

control” the process, he “was dragged by the book itself” (Martínez, 2003, p. 81). As he 

states, “I was in a very particular psychic situation at that time. It is a rather unconscious 
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book, but there is, at the same time, a vigilance, not on the structure, which I did not care so 

much about, but on an operation [funcionamiento] (Martínez, 2003, p. 81, my translation). 

Nonetheless, Martínez managed to finish and publish La Nueva Novela, even if he could have 

been expanded it ad infinitum - as the never completed Le Livre. As Martínez (2003) 

comments, La Nueva Novela “was written in a state of constant fear. It was a huge flight; 

when I finished, I put it down on the earth again” (p. 104). In this way, Martínez managed to 

escape from his own labyrinth of time. La Nueva Novela was then exposed to the forces of 

the outside where it began its own ‘becoming’, that is, the transformation of a work made of 

appropriations to be an object of appropriation (political, academic, poetic, etc.). 

To finish, I would propose that within La Nueva Novela there are many suggested 

exits to, simultaneously, escape from fixing stratifications (in certain identities or modes of 

desire, for instance) and avoid destructive destratifications. In other words, paths to perform 

an affirmative disappearance, a disappearance that allows the free flow of desire. Those ‘lines 

of flight’ are a set of unconventional practices and heterodox modes of reading. When 

activated, they have the power to trigger certain affirmative becomings. One way out that I 

have been suggesting during the chapter is the ‘becoming child’ or, as Deleuze (2016; 2020) 

puts it the ‘becoming a child’. To ‘become a child’ we do not need to invoke our own 

childhood’s memories, explore the representations of another’s childhood or search for the 

‘inner child’, somehow hidden in the deepest layer of the subjectivity – as Bachelard believes. 

Instead, the ‘child’, each child, has to be made. As Nietzsche states, the child is the image of 

pure creativity. The reader (and the author) of La Nueva Novela becomes a child by playing 

with the book, that is, by assembling and dissembling the book; reading it with a mirror; 

touching and manipulating it; drawing and writing in the (photocopies of) the book; replying 

to the absurdist questions and pataphysical problems; proposing new serial readings; finding 

new visual-logical-literary mechanisms; creating their own rules to play the game; and, 

finally, proposing their own variations of Martínez’s games. In sum, by learning how to 

interact with the book as a semiotic and material assemblage and how to appropriate the 

book. Indeed, the ‘becoming child’ is a mode of appropriation par excellence. The reader 

should not be trapped, therefore, in the necessity of understanding the meaning of the 

multiple references or deciphering the sense of the schizophrenic logic of La Nueva Novela. 

The reader should be even less concerned with assembling La Nueva Novela as if it was a 
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‘total book’. Similarly, the critic or researcher should not convert La Nueva Novela into a 

reified object of knowledge; even if it is poetic, philosophical or literary knowledge. As 

Martínez (2003) said: “Honestly, I believe that one should understand that one should not 

understand that much” (p. 105). In sum, a ‘becoming child’ happens when a playful mode of 

reading releases affirmative desire and affects: joy, curiosity, surprise, perplexity and, very 

importantly, humour. Those are the affects which will allow the reader to break an undesired 

stratification (in his/her adulthood) and to avoid a destructive destratification.  

Another way out of the ‘linguistic strata’ or ‘tree of language’ is introduced with the 

figure of the animal. The Zoology section incorporates many references to animals (swans, 

cats, dogs, rats, hippopotamus, fish, etc.) and reflects on some ‘animal languages’ – for 

instance, the “Animalphabet” (p. 73). Two poems (p. 89 and p. 126) articulate the idea of the 

“birdistic” [pajarístico], a kind of “transparent language devoid of words” (p. 89). 

“OBSERVATIONS RELATING TO THE EXUBERANT ACTIVITY OF THE 
“PHONETIC CONFABULATION” OR “LANGUAGE OF BIRDS” IN THE WORKS OF 
J. P. BRISSET, R. ROUSSEL, M. DUCHAMP AND OTHERS” (p. 89)  
 

a. Through their song birds 
communicate a communication 
in which they say that they don’t say anything. 

 
b. Bird language 

is a language of transparent signs 
in search of the dispersed transparency of some meaning 
 

c. Birds enclose the meaning of their own song 
in the mesh of an empty language; 
mesh that it at once transparent and unbreakable. 
 
(…) 
 
Note: 
Birds sing in birdese, 
but we hear them in Spanish. 
(Spanish is an opaque language, 
with an inordinate number of phantom words; 
birdese is a transparent language devoid of words.) 

 
The poem introduces the conception of an “empty” or a “transparent” language; a 

language not composed by words and meanings but, in a Mallarméan manner, by sounds, 

silences and other a- or pre-significant signs. Also, ‘birdese’ is a language that does not 
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communicate a ‘message’ but only communicates itself. Yet, Martínez is not attempting to 

describe, as an ornithologist, the actual functioning of the language of birds. Nor is he 

proposing some system of transcription of bird signing. Although he does incorporate that 

possibility – but as a rather comic and fanciful one.292 We cannot hear “birdese” but an 

immediate translation into a human language. Nonetheless, humans can approach certain 

mechanisms proper of the birds’ chant: “Through the chant of birds, the human spirit is 

capable of giving to itself an infinite number of plays on meaning, verbal and voiced 

combinations that could suggest all kinds of physical sensations or emotions vis-à-vis 

infinity” (p. 129). In this sense, Martínez (1985) proposes a zone of indeterminacy between 

the language of birds and a literary language:  

The language of Birds of Phonetic Confabulation is an inarticulate language by means 
 of which almost all birds and some writers express themselves in the most irrational 
manner possible, that is to say, through silence. Phonetic Confabulation is nothing but 
the counterpart of silence (p. 126).  
 

Naturally, among the writers who express themselves in “birdese” we should count 

Martínez himself.  

I would argue Martínez’s poetic machines produce a unique language. A language 

based on silence, voids, images and heterogeneous signs. I would propose that “birdese” 

could be understood in relation to a Deleuzian ‘becoming animal’. In this sense, Martínez’s 

“birdese” does not attempt to imitate an ‘animal language’ but instead to treat human 

language (in this case, Spanish) as sequences of silences, noises, more or less articulated 

melodies, more or less real intervals, counterpoints and cacophonies, that is, as we, human 

beings, hear a flock of birds singing. In this sense, “birdese” is an operation effectuated in 

any human language in order to, first, break the syntax and dissociate signifier from signified 

and, then, re-assemble the signifiers in all possible ways and multiple structures. The goal, 

thus, is to produce a new effect that mobilises affects. In this fashion, “birdese” connects 

language with its own ‘body without organs’ or plane of immanence: 

 
292 For instance, this would be the case of the violin imitating bird songs in Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons. Also, 
next to “Birdese” there is an image of Kircher’s Musurgia Universalis (1650) [The Universal Musical Art]. In 
the image there are musical transcriptions to different bird’s singing - rooster, hen, chick, quail and cuckoo 
(http://earreader.nl/archives/329). Kircher believed that all birds sign in musical intervals. Interestingly, Kircher 
is considered as the creator of the first musical encyclopaedia. 
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Birds seek to escape from the circle of the tree of language – a prodigious 
undertaking, all the more dangerous, the more success they achieve in it. If they 
manage to escape, they withdraw from tree and language. They withdraw from silence 
and themselves. They’re unaware that they withdraw and comprehend nothing unless 
it’s ineffable. They don’t hear silence. They don’t hear themselves. They don’t want 
to hear the ear which may have hear them at some time: (birds don’t chant: birds are 
chanted by their chant: unbirdening itself of its birds the chant dis-en-chants itself: 
the birds re-enter silence: memory reconstructs “The Bird Chant” in the opposite 
direction: birds chant outside in) (Martínez, 1985, p. 126). 

 
In sum, “birdese” is overall a pragmatic language which provides routes or ‘lines of 

flight’ to escape from the ‘tree of language’ and to avoid the paranoid labyrinth of hidden 

significations and secret meanings.  

To conclude, I would suggest that two of the escape routes we are requested to “draw” 

on the back cover of La Nueva Novela in order to escape or disappear from its labyrinth-

house are ‘becoming child’ and ‘becoming bird’. The becoming child and the becoming bird 

have the power to temporarily open the circles of the family, childhood, selfhood, the book, 

authorship, national identity, discursive language, sexual identity, or, any form of 

stratification. Instead of eternally spinning around within the circles of interiority, La Nueva 

Novela challenges us to open them by performing a systematic but careful inside-out 

inversion of each circle. When, and if, the inversion happens, we no longer know what those 

circles are. Then, we begin to explore what a book, a family, a child, a nation, a people, a 

self, a house, a body, a language could be. In sum, I would argue this exploration is the heart 

of Martínez’s poetics: poetry is an exploration of the ‘outside space’ and the poet-reader, in 

consequence, is an ‘astronaut’ (Martínez, 2010, n.p.).293  

 
293 The astronaut is one of the 10 basic images composing Aproximación del Principio de Incertidumbre a un 
Proyecto Poético (2010). The image of the astronaut appears ten times. The basic image (included below) is 
juxtaposed with nine other images. Those are: a violin; a stone mill; a spider; a cadaver; an image of Rimbaud; 
a hyper-cube; a circle of transformation of matter; a diagram of spatialized I-Ching hexagrams; and, a circle 
composed by nine poetic concepts which corresponds to Martínez’s poetics.  
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Figure 5.9 Astronaut (Martínez, 2010) 

 

5.4 Conclusion 

 

Since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020 the ‘house’ lost its 

metaphorical meaning. For many people across the world, the house has become both a 

refuge and a prison. It can no longer be differentiated. The ‘house’, thus, became a space 

that, simultaneously, protects us from the unknown forces of the ‘outside’, where the virus 

keeps infecting and killing people and confines us to a disembodied and virtual life. The 

public, collective and political space, has been reduced to the private, familiar and intimate 

space of the house and the family. Simultaneously, the internet, as a labyrinth-rhizome, has 

provided us some ways of escaping from the refuge-prison house. However, these are 

disembodied and partial ways. In sum, it feels as if Martínez’s labyrinth-house assemblage 

has been (tragically) actualized beyond La Nueva Novela.  

Building on my analysis in Chapter 3, in this chapter, I have demonstrated that La 

Nueva Novela works as a labyrinth-house assemblage. As I have shown, there are three main 

circles of interiority constituting La Nueva Novela: childhood, the family and the book. 

Whereas childhood and the family operate as the labyrinth-house of the self, the book 

operates as the labyrinth-house of poetry and knowledge.  
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In each circle a conflict between the house, as the territorializing movement, and the 

labyrinth, as the deterritorializing movement, takes place. In the circle of childhood, the 

rhizomatic-labyrinth attacks the stratified conception of childhood as an idealised ‘inner’ 

child or a “motionless space” (as proposed by Bachelard). The effect of the rhizomatic-

labyrinth, however, is ambiguous: it could either lead to the negative disappearance of 

childhood (by means of opening towards destructive forces) or it could trigger a ‘becoming 

a child’ in adult readers. In the circle of the family, the rhizomatic-labyrinth attacks the 

conception of the family and the familial house as private, protected and intimate spaces. The 

rhizomatic-labyrinth, in this case, makes the family members uncannily disappear into 

political horror or, instead, it suggests possibilities of building a ‘new family’ open to the 

‘outside’. A ‘new family’, in the political and cultural sense, could be materialised by 

redefining Chile as a plurinational State – thus, recognizing Indigenous populations as 

different nations within the same ‘house’. Finally, the rhizomatic-labyrinth attacks the notion 

of the book, La Nueva Novela, as an interiority, closed-totality or a micro-cosmos. However, 

whereas the internal connections could increase the ‘closure’ of the book, some external 

connections could open the book to a ‘becoming’, that is, plugging the book into other 

‘machines’ and affecting the world. Appropriation, as I have argued, is a key strategy to 

generate an affirmative ‘becoming’ of the book.  

Because there is no certainty about the liberatory or destructive effect of rhizomatic-

labyrinth, I have suggested that it is necessary to ‘consume’ Martínez’s books in controlled 

‘doses’; doses that allow affirmative modes of disappearances (‘becomings’) and avoid 

negative or destructive modes of disappearance (suicidal and pathological). Finally, I have 

proposed, at least, two modes of potential affirmative disappearances or ‘lines of flight’: 

‘becoming a bird’ and ‘becoming a child’.  

Finally, I would argue that it is only when considering simultaneously the series of 

‘inside out’ metaphysical inversions produced by Martínez’s rhizomatic-labyrinth and the 

series of visual, logical, physical, poetic inversions seen in the previous chapter, that it is 

possible to get a sense of how La Nueva Novela really works. I would propose, in this regard, 

that Martínez has assembled a poetic machine that produces inversions of all kinds and at the 

same time. In this fashion, an ‘inside-out’ inversion could be triggered by visual inversions 

(enantiomorphic): for instance, whenever the adult reader plays with book and proposes new 
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pataphysical problems or when the reader ‘plugs’ the book into a political or a social machine 

that charges the labyrinth with a new meaning. Ultimately, this is why La Nueva Novela is 

an artistic and ontological assemblage because the labyrinth-house is simultaneously an 

artistic assemblage - a semiotic, conceptual and material assemblage- and an ontological 

assemblage - insofar as it is always constructing and undoing itself.  
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CONCLUSION 

 
 
In order to bring together the key arguments I have advanced in this thesis, the conclusion is 

organised in four sections. Whereas the two first sections attempt to synthesise the main ideas 

of the thesis, the two final sections are further discussions and elaborations of Martínez’s 

work.  In the first section I present the re-formulation of the notion of the author and the 

reader in Martínez’s work as a whole. In the second section, I refer to the conception of 

Martínez’s work as an artistic and ontological assemblage of appropriations. In the third 

section, I discuss one of the limitations I have observed in Martínez’s use of appropriation. 

In the final section, I develop a fruitful avenue opened up by Martínez’s posthumous work, 

in relation to the political use of appropriation, which has been taken up by other Chilean 

poets.   

 

6.1 The Death of the ‘Original Author’ and the Birth of the ‘Assembler’ Reader  

 

As I have demonstrated extensively through the analysis of different works of Martínez’s, 

the role of the author is to select found material of any kind, re-organize it in different 

manners (form, structure, visuality, etc.) and re-contextualize it. The intended effect of the 

assembled work consists in disrupting certain stratified ‘habits’ of thinking, feeling, 

perceiving and reading. Relatedly, Martínez’s work creates a new way of reading or 

‘assembling’ Martínez’s books. Given the rhizomatic structure of Martínez’s work, there are 

countless possibilities to re-organize and re-contextualize the material in order to give them 

new sense.  

In this regard, I would like to conclude by arguing that Martínez’s artbooks are not 

only mesmerising works of appropriation or expanded poetry but that they also teach the 

reader to become an appropriationist poet, that is, to become a (minimal and minor) author. 

Indeed, the several ‘problems’, ‘solutions’ and, ‘examples’ given in La Nueva Novela (and 

also in El Poeta Anónimo) are not only parts of a humorous and parodic pataphysical anti-

encyclopaedia but also, and most importantly, part of a pedagogical method that teaches to 

read differently. In other words, they are not only ‘interactive’ devices but true mechanisms 
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to overcome the (conventional) hermeneutic reader and to create a ‘new’ reader. Like the 

(minimal) author, the ‘new’ reader is also an assembler of found materials of any kind.  

As Barthes (1977) famously argued: “the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the 

death of the Author” (p. 148). I argue that Martínez created a concrete method that makes the 

birth of a new reader possible. However, Martínez’s poetry is hardly didactic or pedagogical 

in a conventional sense. Instead, what he offers is a ‘contra’ or an ‘anti’ pedagogy because it 

is intrinsically horizontal and anti-authoritarian, and it was produced outside of the 

institutional apparatus - the Academy, the State, the literary market and the art market. Also, 

it is a contra-pedagogy because the reader-student does not learn ‘proper’ or ‘legitimised’ 

knowledge but rather ‘un-disciplinary’ and trans-disciplinary knowledge. Nor are there 

‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers to Martínez’s pataphysical problems and, more specifically, the 

‘right’ answer is not achieved through ‘correctly’ identifying the author’s intention, the 

feelings expressed in the poem or the meaning of the poem. Instead, what Martínez’s reader-

student can learn is the appropriationist method. In this sense, what Martínez’s reader-student 

does is to produce new assemblages of appropriations – made of Martínez’s own works or 

others.294 Depending on how powerfully those assemblages deterritorialise certain social, 

political, artistic or subjective strata, they could release more or less social desire or trigger 

affirmative ‘becomings’. Once the reader has learned to read rhizomatically and to produce 

his or her own assemblages of appropriations, then a veritable Deleuzo-Guattarian 

‘becoming’ has taken place. The reader becomes the author and, simultaneously, the author 

becomes the reader. There is no longer a clear difference between the author and the reader. 

In sum, it is this social and contra-pedagogical function of Martínez’s work that explains the 

impact of his work for his contemporaries (including R. Zurita, E. Hernández, S. Fariña, R. 

Doniez, etc.) and for current neo-conceptualist Chilean poets (including C. Soto-Román, F. 

Cussen, M. Gubbins, etc.). 295 

 

 

 

 

 
294 However, the possibilities of appropriating Martínez’s actual works (and not the method) are limited by a 
narrow or one-sided conception of appropriation practice which I refer to below. 
295 About Chilean Neo-conceptualism see Neoconceptualismo. Ensayos by Cussen, Almonte and Meller (2014). 



251 
 

6.2 Martínez’s Work as an Artistic and Ontological Assemblage of Appropriations 

  

Throughout this thesis, I have demonstrated that Martínez’s work can be seen as an artistic 

and ontological assemblage of appropriations. This synthesised formulation involves three 

simultaneous claims. In the first place, it means that Martínez’s works are indeed artistic 

assemblages. In the second place, it means that Martínez’s works are ontological assemblages 

[agencement]. In the third place, it means that Martínez’s works were predominantly made 

through an appropriation method. Below I expand on these three claims.  

Firstly, I claim that Martínez’s works are works of assemblage art. As I have shown, 

La Poesía Chilena (Chapter 2) and La Nueva Novela (Chapters 3 and 4) should be taken as 

‘assembled book’ or artists’ books – an indeterminable artistic genre in-between literature, 

philosophy and visual arts. Accordingly, I have highlighted not only the role of linguistic 

discourse (poetic or philosophical) but also the role of visuality, materiality and the 

objecthood of the book itself. The ‘assembled book’, in this sense, is precisely an assemblage 

of (discursive and non-discourse) signs and a material assemblage of bodies. Because La 

Poesía Chilena was composed as an assemblage of appropriated library catalogue cards with 

(real) bibliographic information and (simulated) stamps from the Chilean National Library, 

I have proposed to read it as a ‘little national library’. That is, a miniaturised and portable 

‘authentic’ national library whose artistic concept strongly corresponds to Duchamp’s Box in 

Valise. In the case of La Nueva Novela, I have demonstrated that its structure, as well as its 

visuality and materiality, correspond to the assemblage of a labyrinth and a house. The 

‘house’ side is itself a structural assemblage of Mallarmé’s Book and the Encyclopaedia and 

the ‘labyrinth’ side is an assemblage of Borges’ labyrinth appropriated from Fresán’s 

Bioautobiografía de Borges. The semiotic, visuality, and objecthood of La Nueva Novela is 

demonstrated by in its enantiomorphic design and the inclusion of real objects within the 

book. Both of these aspects highlight the materiality of its rhizomatic-labyrinth. 

Secondly, I claim that Martínez’s works are ontological assemblages [agencement]. 

As I have shown, La Poesía Chilena is constructed as a Deleuzian simulacrum, or as a poetic 

machine that produces ‘authenticity’. Insofar as it works as an ontological assemblage, La 

Poesía Chilena parodies and attacks the strata of the artwork and the strata of national 

identity. In the former case, La Poesía Chilena challenges the authority of the artwork 
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understood as ‘authentic’ and ‘original’. In the latter case, La Poesía Chilena destratifies 

dangerous discourses of ‘national identity’, and, especially, counter-acts the fascist 

crystallisation of nationalistic identity as ‘authenticity’ and ‘purity’.  

In the case of La Nueva Novela, I have shown the ‘chaosmic’ dynamic of the ‘house’ 

(as the stratified side) and the ‘labyrinth’ (as the destratified side). The destratifying effect of 

the rhizomatic-labyrinth operates in the circles of interiority presented in La Nueva Novela – 

childhood, family and the book. By proposing a series of ‘disappearances’, La Nueva Novela 

reverses all figures of interiority and proposes passages to the ‘outside’ of the subject, 

knowledge, language, and thought. Here, the ‘outside’ has two basic meanings: on the one 

hand it refers to the social, political, cultural, geological milieu surrounding the work and the 

self and, on the other hand, to the plane of immanence or the body without organs.296 

However, depending on the intensity of exposure to the ‘outside’, the rhizomatic-labyrinth 

could either liberate the subject and the book or imprison them in even heavier stratification.  

 In the third place, I have extensively demonstrated that Martínez’s work is 

fundamentally made of appropriations - some of which I have discovered during my research. 

The material appropriated by Martínez are heterogenous fragments taken from philosophical, 

literary, scientific and artistic works, as well as commercial, mediatic, ludic and popular 

works. Additionally, as I have indicated, a number of Martínez’s appropriations were done 

without attribution or without authorization. In this sense, it is clear that Martínez not only 

challenges the notion of the ‘original genius’ and conventional ‘originality’ but also the 

notion of artwork as privately owned. Indeed, the radicality of Martínez’s own practice of 

appropriation and rejection of his own individual authorship ultimately leads us to the 

subversive idea that artworks should not have private ownership or, at least, that the 

circulation of artworks should not be restricted by author’s rights and copyright restrictions.  

 In sum, through my analyses of La Poesía Chilena and La Nueva Novela, and my 

comments on other Martínez’s works, I have demonstrated that Martínez’s works should be 

considered as simultaneously an artistic and ontological assemblage of appropriations.  

Through this claim, I have attempted to emphasise the intimate relationship between 

the conceptual, semiotic, philosophical, visual and material dimensions of each of Martínez’s 

 
296 However, as I argued, both sides are part of the same world and the same reality. The difference relates to 
the extent to which chaotic ontological ‘virtualities’ or ‘multiplicities’ (i.e. pure ontological differences) have 
been actualized and organised in social-psychological-political-artistic strata. 
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assembled books. However, this does not mean that Martínez’s assembled books are fixed in 

their current forms – both material and conceptual. In treating them as ‘artists’ books’ there 

is a certain risk of fetishizing the materiality of the works until converting them into ‘cult’ 

objects (in the sense proposed by Benjamin), thus, reinforcing a conventional notion of the 

‘original’ and the ‘authentic’ work which is contradictory to Martínez’s poetics.  

In contrast, I believe that some alterations -or appropriations- of the materiality of the 

book could be affirmative of a ‘becoming’. For instance, I envisage a new version of La 

Nueva Novela as digital poetry. I imagine a collective digital book or a webpage where any 

Martínez’s reader could collaborate and post their own discoveries, thus transforming the 

‘analogical’ or ‘proto-hyperlinks’ I mentioned in Chapter Three, into digital hyperlinks. 

Certainly, this would produce a change of materiality. However, I would argue that this 

would be a transformation rather than a rejection of the book’s materiality. Likewise, I 

imagine an appropriation of La Nueva Novela as an art exhibition. To transform La Nueva 

Novela into material for an art exhibition would involve unbinding its pages, copying and 

printing them on a larger scale and mounting them on the walls. Certainly, there are many 

other possibilities for appropriating and transforming Martínez’s work. However, all of them 

are limited by the ironic fact that Martínez’s work is copyrighted.297  

 

6.3 From Appropriation to Disappropriation 

 

Saint-Amour (2003) analyses the conflict between the proponents and opponents of 

copyrights regulations, in particular, the (short or long term) duration of post-mortem 

copyrights.298 In Chile, as in the European Union law, current copyright legislation protects 

the work for up to 70 years following the author’s death.299 It is key to consider the conflicting 

 
297 Martínez’s copyright reads: “The total or partial reproduction of this book in identical or modified form, 
typewritten or reproduced by the multilith system, ‘mimeógrafo’, printed, photocopied, etc., not authorized by 
the author, violates his rights. Any use must be previously requested” (Martínez 1985). 
298 Saint-Amour presents the debate in the context of the Bono Act (1998), a crucial document in US copyright 
legislation. The Bono Act extended the duration of copyrights by an additional 20 years, from 50 years to 70 
years after the death of the author.  
299 As the author explains, proponents of long-term copyrights argue that “[T]hey would help to stimulate 
investment by rightsholders in the preservation, restoration, and dissemination of more durably lucrative 
intellectual property. They would improve copyright’s incentive for creative people by allowing at least two 
generations of an author’s heirs to defend and benefit from that person’s intellectual property. (Saint-Amour, 
2003, p. 123). On the other side, opponents to long-term copyrights argue that: “The rhetoric of individual 
incentives and inheritable intellectual property estates, however tempting, masked the more relevant function 
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views regarding the value of the public domain. Whereas for the proponents of long-term -

or even “perpetual”- copyrights, the entering of the work into the public domain enacts a kind 

of legal theft of the author’s property, for the opponents the entering of the work into the 

public domain “not only increases the general accessibility of works but also provides sources 

materials essential for fresh creation” (Saint-Amour, 2003, p. 123-124). For the opponents, 

“long term copyrights impoverishes the public domain in order to fortify private estates that 

too often ‘protect’ works by restricting their circulation and censoring their use” (Saint-

Amour, 2003, p. 123).  

 Interestingly, the debate on post-mortem copyrights is also the debate between the 

rights of the dead and the living. The ‘death of the author’, thus, frames the questions on who 

is to benefit from the author’s work. Should they be protected for the sake of honouring the 

memory of the deceased authors, or should they be liberated for the use and appropriation of 

the living? As Thomas Jefferson stated, the term of copyright should be justified in “the 

principle, that the earth belongs to the living, and not to the dead.” (Saint-Amour, 2003, p. 

125). The living are precisely the ones who, through the appropriation of the legacy of the 

dead, produce a “better afterlife on dead creators, enabling their work to live on in a more 

meaningful and generative way […] as a legacy enjoyed and renewed by the whole culture” 

(Saint-Amour, 2003, p. 124). 

Following Derrida hauntology, Saint-Amour (2003) deconstructs the poles of these 

oppositions in order to show the mutual contamination between the private logic of 

copyrights and public domain understood as Derrida’s ‘gift economy’. As he argues:  

 The public domain […] haunts copyright through the category of fair use, which  
 gives the commodity a foreglimpse of its eventual death into a public gift economy. 
 Copyright, reciprocally, haunts the public domain through the possibility that  
 unprotected works might continue to function as scarce, embattled, commodified  
 resources in a cultural-capital economies long after they have themselves ceased to 
 be private intellectual property (Saint-Amour, 2003, p. 130). 

 

Returning to Martínez, I would argue that the conflict between private property and 

the public domain, as well as the relationship between the dead and the living, is 

problematised throughout his work. For instance, through the inclusion of death certificates 

 
of the [Bono] act: to prolong the life of valuable corporate-held copyrights […] And they warned that repeated 
extensions to copyright terms could eventually result in the extinction of the public domain altogether” (Saint-
Amour, 2003, p. 123). 
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in La Poesía Chilena, the several references to famous’ dead poets in El Poeta Anónimo, and 

Martínez’s own complicated afterlife. Following Saint-Amour’s (2003) argument, 

Martínez’s own systematic appropriations –without authorisation- of dead authors’ works 

(text, images, ideas) could be read as expressions of the unfinished (spectral) community 

between the dead and the living. The living, through appropriation practices, give the dead a 

new life. The dead authors, through their works, haunt or temporarily possess the mind and 

body of the living. Literature, art and philosophy, for Martínez, thus, are produced by a 

community composed of both dead and living authors.  

In sum, without the material created by the dead there is no possibility of generating 

something ‘new’ – understood as a significant variation in a Deleuzo-Guattarian sense. 

Without the generative actions of the living, the dead authors are forgotten, disappearing 

from culture. It is for this reason that I believe that exclusive (and long-term) post-mortem 

copyright is a problem. Excessive and long-term restrictions over the access and circulation 

of the works impose unnecessary obstacles to the dialogue between the dead and the living.  

I would propose, in this sense, that Martínez’s ethics of appropriation should be 

extended. If, indeed, I am right in proposing that the author is a ‘minor’, a ‘minimal’ and an 

‘unoriginal’ author who does not create from scratch but instead selects, arranges and re-

contextualises fragments already made by others, then, I would argue these new artworks, 

born out of appropriation, should not be considered as exclusive private property. Therefore, 

they should not be protected by restrictive copyright – that is, ‘all rights reserved’. In this 

regard, the copyright inscription of Martínez’s work is a limitation and a contradiction.300 

Restrictive copyrights undermine the intrinsic capacity of Martínez’s work to creating ‘new’ 

 
300 As I mentioned earlier, Chilean philosopher Jorge Polanco, author of Juan Luis Martínez. Poeta 
Apocalíptico. [Juan Luis Martínez. Apocalyptic Poet] (2019) is currently being sued by the Martínez Foundation 
for violation of author rights. Polanco’s book has already been taken out of circulation. Currently, Polanco and 
his editor are facing up to two years of prison for having published the images without authorisation. It is true 
that the book included a number of images of Martínez’s without authorisation. However, the inexpensive book 
(£9) made Martínez’s visual poems accessible to a larger audience. The book also provides an excellent literary 
and philosophical analysis of Martínez’s work. Besides the inclusion of non-authorized images, the Martínez 
Foundation argued the original poems were distorted since there were some modifications of size, and, in one 
case, colour. As the owners and ‘protectors’ of Martínez’s work, the position of the Foundation is 
understandable. However, I think the Foundation’s argument not only misinterprets the ethics of appropriation 
-as I have shown extensively, Martínez himself appropriated a number of images and texts without authorisation 
or attribution- but also the role of materiality in Martínez’s books. As I have mentioned above, I propose that 
the materiality of the book is not fixed. Instead, it can (and should be) change(d).  



256 
 

readers-author. In this regard, I believe they should have an open licence that allows a no 

profit and creative appropriation with or without authorisation of property right’s holders.  

I would argue that the liberatory and subversive effect of appropriation is notoriously 

reinforced when a work made of appropriations is itself re-appropriated by others and the 

‘new’ appropriated work then re-appropriated by others, and so on. It is in the movement 

from appropriation to dis-appropriation that the author and artwork clearly challenge the 

capitalistic-liberal strata of the artwork or the book, that is, the notion of the book or the 

artwork as private property and as individual vehicles for symbolic recognition.  

 One limitation of appropriation art and appropriation poetry is that it has focused 

predominantly on the importance of appropriating from others to make one’s own work, 

instead of asking about the effect of dis-appropriating one’s own work. It is, therefore, 

important to ask what the potential effects of disappropriative literary/artistic practices would 

be. Rivera Garza (2020) believes that deidentification and disappropriation transforms the 

artwork from individual to common property. By doing this, disappropriation reintegrates 

the work into its social or public domain. The ethics of disappropriation, thus, is the 

affirmation of the communitarian value over the individual value of one’s work. As Rivera 

Garza (2020) states: “writing with and through others, […] writing as a practice of 

disappropriation, is writing in communality” (p. 47). Certainly, it is necessary to further 

discuss what “communality” means, particularly as it is applied to the concept of writing. 

Rivera Garza (2020) oscillates between philosophical notions of communality (Blanchot and 

Nancy) as well as Mesoamerican Indigenous models of communitarian labour. In any case, 

what matters primarily is to “participate in ending the dominion of what-is-one’s-own” by 

sharing one’s own work and by “imped[ing] the text from circulating (often in book form) 

within the economic and cultural cycles of global capitalism” (Rivera Garza, 2020, p. 48).  

 I would argue that the ethics of disappropriation is not only beneficial for society but 

also has a liberatory effect for the self. To disappropriate one’s own work not only challenges 

one’s own ownership of the work and copyrights but could also neutralise the desire and 

subsequent struggle for individual recognition as a ‘unique’ author – the spectre of the 

original genius.  I would add, in this regard, that this is particularly important in our current 

intellectual, artistic and economic context where, as Foucault (2008) argues, we have to be 

“entrepreneurs of [our]selves” (p. 226). Instead of investing desire in being recognized and 
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making one’s own name and work visible, to disappropriate implies treating one’s own work 

as an anonymous contribution to an ongoing artistic, social, intellectual and political process 

that no one owns or controls. I believe Martínez’s works, as well as many other 

appropriationist works, would be much more powerful if they completed the process or 

movement of appropriation. To appropriate from others is only the first step. To 

disappropriate one’s own work is the second and, key, step. In sum, I would argue that to 

disappropriate is what allows the ‘becoming’ of art to take place because the disappropriated 

work is actually an artwork potentially appropriable by someone else - with or without legal 

authorization.301  

 

6.4 Political Appropriation   

 

Finally, I would like to conclude by reflecting on the potentiality of political re-appropriation 

as deployed in Martínez’s posthumous work and the work of poets who have appropriated 

and radicalised Martínez’s appropriative method and works. As I have shown with regard to 

the appropriation of the Chilean flag in La Poesía Chilena and La Nueva Novela, Martínez 

employed artistic appropriations as a means to indirectly address political issues - such as the 

chauvinist construction of national identity imposed by Pinochet’s dictatorship. Additionally, 

as I have shown in Chapter 4, the poem “The Disappearance of a Family” can be read as 

alluding to the politically disappeared. However, the connection between the disappeared 

members of the family and the politically disappeared is rather abstract and unspecified. 

Although powerful and suggestive, Martínez’s poem could be read as a reflection on a 

disappearance of any kind. Also, and more importantly, the poem does not problematize the 

difference between the metaphysical or poetic notion of disappearance (in a Mallarmé 

fashion) and the strictly political one (as a technology of power). 

In this regard, I would argue that El Poeta Anónimo, one of Martínez’s posthumous 

works, proposes a new, more explicit and much stronger articulation of the political use of 

 
301 Naturally, I am not advocating here for a ‘wild destratification’ that could transform the work into a 
commodity. That is, an easy target for marketing and commercialisation of the work. A possible solution, in 
this regard, might be re-registering Martínez’s works with a Creative Commons Licence – especially 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike: “This licence lets others remix, adapt, and build upon your work non-
commercially, as long as they credit you and licence their new creations under the identical terms” (Creative 
Commons, n.d., n.p.).  
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appropriation art. In this sense, here I identify a different direction within Martínez’s work –

a stronger and decisively political, situated and historical dimension. However, this does not 

imply that Martínez renounced his metaphysical poetics in order to do political poetry in the 

conventional sense (for example, such as testimonial or propaganda). Instead, it means that 

Martínez achieved a much stronger assemblage between a politically-historically situated 

poetry and a metaphysical poetry. In this sense, Martínez did not renounce Mallarmé’s 

‘white’, ‘silences’, ‘absence’, and ‘disappearance’ but instead showed how strongly political 

the use of the white, silence, erasures, and other poetic resources and forms can be. In the 

following, I will analyse a couple of examples taken from El Poeta Anónimo to illustrate my 

point.   

There are two visual poems, located at the very beginning of El Poeta Anónimo, which 

are particularly instructive for my point. The poems are entitled with the same name: “Los 

Durmientes del Valle (Lonquén)” [The Sleepers in the Valley (Lonquén)] (Martínez, 2013, 

n.p.).302 

 

Figure 6.1: “Los Durmientes del Valle (Lonquén)” [The Sleepers in the Valley (Lonquén)] (Martínez, 2013) 

 

 
302 The poems are located at the very beginning of El Poeta Anónimo, that is, on the pages after the cover and 
before the index. This location means that they work as a visual dedication, therefore, implying that the whole 
book is addressed to the murdered peasants.  



259 
 

 To begin with, the title of Martínez’s poem “Los Durmientes del Valle” is a reference 

to Rimbaud’s sonnet “Le dormeur du val” [Asleep in the Valley], originally published in 

1888. Some lines of Rimbaud’s (2000) poem read:  

A small green valley where a slow stream runs 
And leaves long strands of silver on the bright 
Grass; from the mountaintop stream the sun’s 
Rays; they fill the hollow full of light.  
 
A soldier, very young, lies open-mouthed,  
A pillow made of ferns beneath his head, 
Asleep; stretched in the heavy undergrowth, 
Pale in his warm, green, sun-soaked bed. 
 
His feet among the flowers, he sleeps. His smile 
Is like an infant’s - gentle, without guile. 
Ah, Nature, keep him warm; he may catch cold. 
 
The humming insects don’t disturb his rest;  
He sleeps in sunlight, one hand on his breast, 
At peace. In his side there are two red holes. (p. 62)  
 

Rimbaud’s sonnet tells the story of a soldier who appears to be peacefully sleeping 

on the grass next to a river in a rural area but who is actually dead – presumably murdered, 

because of the two red holes in his side.  

The images employed in Martínez’s poems seem to be drawings of some kind of 

animal bodies (they appear to be lambs), in an inverted position and a suggestive black 

colour.303 As is widely known, in the Bible the lamb refers to the figure of the sacrificed 

innocent, specifically to Jesus, “The Lamb of God” (John 1: 29). Interestingly, in the 

apocalypse the lamb is no longer the “sacrificial lamb [but] the horned Messianic, triumphant 

lamb” (Hillyer, 1967, p. 229). On the left of the poem, there are 14 identical ‘bodies’ 

distributed in four groups of 4 – 4 – 3 – 3. In this sense, they follow the structure of a sonnet 

(a-b-b-a / a-b-b-a / c-b-c / b-c-b). In this case, they compose a visual sonnet (a-b-a-b / a-b-a-

b / a-b-a / b-a-b).304 On the right page, there are 19 bodies of different sizes scattered across 

 
303 The drawings of inverted lamb are also apparently appropriations. In El Poeta Anónimo it reads “drawings 
by H. Bishop” (Martínez, 2013, n.p.). 
304 If we observe carefully there are two different kinds of ‘inverted lambs’. One has three legs visible (which I 
call ‘a’) and the other has four legs visible (which I call ‘b’). The visual sonnet’s structure is formed from the 
alternation of ‘a’ and ‘b’. 
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the page. Also, in front of each pair of ‘a’ and ‘b’ lambs there is the sign “P4”. The contrast 

between the two pages is evident and recalls Martínez’s use of the house (order) and the 

labyrinth (chaos) in La Nueva Novela. A key to interpreting the poem appears in the subtitle: 

“Lonquén, Chile”, which directly inscribes the poem in the political and historical realm.  

“Lonquén” refers to a horrifying massacre which occurred in Lonquén, a rural town 

near Santiago. On the 7th of October 1973, 15 peasants’ men between 17 and 51 years old, 

considered to be trade union leaders, were kidnapped and murdered by the police. After 

beating them to death, the police officers threw their bodies into the abandoned limestone 

kilns of Lonquén (Pacheco, 1980). Once the crime was discovered in 1978, the police carried 

out raids on the houses of the disappeared people’s relatives to destroy any trace of them – 

including any photographs or documents. Then, in 1980 the limestone kilns of Lonquén were 

bombed. Finally, just after the autopsies, and whilst the relatives were waiting for the bodies 

in the cemetery to give their loved ones a proper burial, the police entered the Forensic 

Medical Service via the back door and stole the bodies, throwing them, again, into a single 

pit in Isla de Maipo. The bodies remained there for another 26 years, only receiving proper 

and individual burials in 2008.  

The shocking case of ‘Los hornos de Lonquén’ (Limestone kilns of Lonquén) marked 

a significant turn in the dark history of the dictatorship. Up until 1978, the military regime 

emphatically and publicly denied that any violation of human rights had been committed. 

Instead, they argued that torture, murders, kidnappings, and ‘disappearances’ were lies 

invented by Marxists and anti-patriots. The case of Lonquén was the first case to appear in 

the newspapers, demonstrating that political disappearances were real. In this sense, the 

Lonquén case marked the beginning of the notion of disappeared people (‘detenidos 

desaparecidos’) in Chile, as it is understood up to now.305 Also, this tragic event is related to 

 
305 As we see in this case, ‘political disappearance’ does not only imply (in the majority of the cases) the murder 
of political prisoners but it specifically refers to the elimination of their corpses. This criminal action was 
accomplished by a number of procedures, including: throwing them into the ocean or rivers; burying them in 
the desert; destroying their remains; or burying several bodies together in unlocalizable mass graves. Finally, it 
involves the destruction of any information or trace which would allow for the personal identification of 
political prisoners (either alive or dead). Finally, the perpetrators agreed to a pact of silence. In this sense, 
‘political disappearance’ could be understood as a Foucauldian technology of power or the last stage in a chain 
of clandestine procedures and elaborated techniques (illegal detentions, household raids, torture, rape, and 
murder) employed by the Chilean militaries and by Chilean secret police in order to traumatize and discipline 
society. 
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the dissolution of Pinochet’s first secret police (DINA) and the beginning of the CNI - a 

political strategy to clean up their public image. 

Martínez’s situated poetics is not only expressed by the subtitle of the poem 

“Lonquén” but also by the inclusion of a number of appropriated newspapers articles 

referring to a series of massacres committed by the Chilean Police – specifically, they refer 

to the massacres of Laja (1973) and Yumbel (1973), little towns located in Chile’s rural areas. 

Returning to the poems, I would propose that they are not only an homage to and a 

political recognition of the disappeared peasants but also a symbolic burial of their bodies. 

Specifically, I propose that the left poem gives the peasants a symbolic tomb or a place to 

rest - the place that the police and the militaries cruelly denied them.306 The right poem, 

instead, depicts the bodies chaotically distributed on the page. I propose that this poem 

alludes to the way the remains of the bodies were found in the limestone kilns. Also, I propose 

that the inscription “P4” is a codified reference to Pinochet, as the one who was politically 

responsible for the crime.307  

I would argue that what Martínez’s poems show here is the possibility of using 

appropriation methods and poetic resources for specific, concrete and situated political 

purposes. That is, Martínez re-contextualized the content, as well as the form of Rimbaud’s 

poem, in a specific political manner: Rimbaud’s dead soldier became the dead Chilean 

peasants308 and Rimbaud’s verbal sonnet became a visual sonnet where each line works as 

an individual tomb for the peasants. In this regard, it is illustrative to observe another visual 

sonnet in El Poeta Anónimo in dialogue with “Los durmientes del Valle (Lonquén)” 

 
306 Also, it is important to mention that Martínez died in 1993, many years before the remains of Lonquén’s 
peasant were finally buried in 2008. 
307 I think the sign is a code for Pinochet. Pinochet was popularly known as ‘Pinocho’. ‘Ocho’ means eight in 
Spanish. Thus, “P4” located just before the pair of inverted lambs works as a kind of multiplication: P4 x 2 = 
P8, that is, ‘Pinocho’. It is worth mentioning that codification and ‘multiplication of words’ appear in La Nueva 
Novela (Martínez, 1985, p. 51).  
308 Additionally, there is another element worth mentioning. As I said, Rimbaud’s soldier had two holes in the 
side, suggesting he was shot. I think this is also a reference to Lonquén’s case. Police agents involved in the 
murdered argued there was shooting between them and the peasants. As a result of the shooting, Police said, all 
the peasants died. The police’s alibi, supported by Pinochet and right-wing media, was proved false by justice 
Adolfo Bañados. No police were injured during the supposed shooting, and no holes were found in the corpse 
of the peasants. In this sense, the soldier’s hole in Rimbaud’s poem is actualized as the (inexistent) peasant’s 
hole – that is, a lie of the dictatorship’s agents to disguise their crimes.  
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Figure 6.2 Visual sonnet (Martínez, 2013) 

 

As we observe, the two-upper white rectangles compose the sonnet octave, and the 

two-lower white rectangle the sestet. Whereas in “Lonquén”, the ‘lines’ of the sonnet 

(inverted lambs) were black and the background white, here the ‘stanzas’ are white, and the 

background is black. As I will show below, the visual syntax between white and black, as 

well as the potential meanings of their interaction suggesting presence and absence, plays a 

central role in the construction of conceptual poetry of a political kind.  

There is a second example of political employment of appropriation method in El 

Poeta Anónimo. In this case, it corresponds to the strategic appropriation of advertisements 

of Credit Suisse’s bank. As we read in the image below: “Credit Suisse is the bank that speaks 

your language”, since Credit Suisse is everywhere (Buenos Aires, Sao Paulo, Cairo, Toronto, 

and so on). Language barriers, suggests the advertisement, are not an issue since the language 

of Capital is ‘universal’. In this sense, the image captures the Chilean introduction into the 

global world market, as well as the introduction of the neoliberal system by the dictatorship.  
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Figure 6.3 Credit Suisse poem (Martínez, 1985) 
 

Martínez’s poem juxtaposes the image of the bank Suisse advertisement (that is, the 

Capital) and the image of the inverted lambs (the disappeared). In other words, it is a visual 

collage made through appropriation practices that sharply describes the main effect of the 

dictatorship’s machine; the imposition of neoliberalism for “successful people” implanted 

over the murdered bodies of the disappeared, or, by extension, the Chilean people309. 

Certainly, this is a tragic but far-sighted image that speaks to the situation in Chilean society 

up to now.  

In sum, I would like to conclude that El Poeta Anónimo proposed a different, 

explicitly political, approach to the appropriation method and to certain poetic forms and 

techniques – such as visual sonnets. Among the poets who have appropriated Martínez’s 

method and further expanded its political potentiality is Chilean neoconceptual poet, 

translator and pharmacist Carlos Soto Román. If Martínez was an as ‘assembler of 

 
309 For another visual poetic work about Lonquén see Díaz (2017).  
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appropriations’, some of them potentially political, I would argue that Soto Román is an 

‘assembler of political appropriations’.  

For instance, Chilean Project: [Re-Classified] (2013) is an object-book made of 45 

sheets appropriated from declassified CIA documents published in 2000 about the economic 

and political intervention of the United States in Chile during the dictatorship.310 The 

declassified documents were meant to supposedly reveal a political secret. However, the 

notorious delay in the publication of the declassified documents made them politically 

ineffective. Also, most of the documents were released with black erasures (redactions) of 

official censorship. Soto Román intervention in the documents precisely attacks the 

contradiction of ‘liberating’ documents that are useless and censored. Instead of trying to 

decipher what the black erasures are trying to hide, Soto Román’s intervention consisted of 

intensifying the censorship by erasing the few texts left by the CIA with white correction 

fluid. Therefore, what we observe is simultaneously an aesthetic procedure (white and black 

erasures) and a productive use of censorship.  

 

 

 
310 Soto Román notes that he downloaded about 100 documents from The National Security Archive at The 
George Washington University (Pérez Villalón, 2015). The CIA’s declassified files about Chile and South 
America amount to more than 50000 pages. Among the subject referred to by the documents are the operation 
organized by the CIA to overturn Allende’s government (1970-1973); the assassination of diplomat and 
politician Orlando Letelier in the United States (1976); the economic sponsorship of right-wing newspaper El 
Mercurio; and ‘Operation Condor’, an international state terror network orchestrated by the United States 
government that intervened in Argentina, Chile, Bolivia, Ecuador, Uruguay, Paraguay, Brazil, and Peru. 
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Figure 6.4 ‘Reclassified’ CIA documents (Soto Román, 2013) 

 

As we observe, Soto Román’s white erasures ‘censor’ (or counter-censor) the 

supposedly revelatory information about Pinochet’s basic aims. For this reason, the 

appropriated and intervened CIA documents are no longer ‘declassified’ but ‘reclassified’. 

Ultimately, Soto Román’s poetic erasures reveal the “machinery of the bureaucratic and 

impersonal language behind these dreadful historical facts” (Pérez Villalón, 2015, n.p.). Each 

one of the pages explores and resolves, in different ways, the game between the visible and 

the invisible, the readable and the illegible or presence and absence.  

Like Martínez, Deisler, Vicuña and other Chilean book artists, Soto Román considers 

the objecthood as fundamental to the conception of the book. For this reason, the 

‘reclassified’ sheets, held together by a metal clip, are placed inside of a black and silver 

folder made of cardboard that appropriates the objecthood of a bureaucratic and 

administrative folder. Finally, Chile Project was published on the 11th September 2013, 40 

years after the Chilean coup d’état.   
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Figure 6.5 Outer folder of Chile Project (Soto Román, 2013) 

  

11 (2017) is so far Soto Román’s major work. Like the tragic 9/11 for the United 

States, there is a previous 9/11 in Chile which corresponds to the day of the coup d’ état. 

Soto Román’s book is a fragmentary ‘narration’ of some crucial events constituting the 

military regime. Like Martínez’s works (especially El Poeta Anónimo) practically the whole 

of 11 was made of appropriated and rearranged (political) documents.311 Among the 

techniques or resources employed by Román we find erasures (of names and images), 

repetitions, blank spaces, calligrams, lists of words (naming places or torture’s procedure), 

blank pages, word search puzzles, etc. Perhaps one of the most brilliant and terrible examples 

of political appropriation is Román’s use of the testimonies of people who were tortured.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
311 The sources employed are indicated by Soto Román at the end of his book. Among the sources appropriated 
were the Political Constitution (1980); the National Commission for Truth and Reconciliation Report (1991); 
“Los Archivos del Cardenal” [The Archives of the Archbishop], which is a T.V. series, a webpage and a book 
documenting famous cases of Human Rights violation during the dictatorship; newspapers and magazines of 
the time, documentaries, and a number of official documents of the Chilean Army.  
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Figure 6. 6 Page from 11 (Soto Román, 2017)312 

 

 As we can see, Soto Román erases the final words from each sentence taken from an 

(unattributed) testimony. The sinister role of the reader is to complete the sentence. By doing 

this, the reader imagines and re-creates the torture session in his or her mind. What is 

particularly interesting about this poem is how strongly it exemplifies the power of what is 

not said. Through appropriation and poetic resources, thus, what Soto Román intends is not 

to aestheticize suffering, but to sensibilize the reader. However, in order to sensibilize the 

reader it is first necessary to de-familiarize him or her by intervening in the documents in 

painfully creative ways.313 The contemporary Chilean subject is desensitized because the 

language and the images expressing human suffering (including torture) have been 

incessantly repeated in numerous documentaries, reports and books describing in detail the 

horrifying process. Thus, appropriation and other poetic techniques are a key resource not 

only to re-contextualize source material but to re-invest language with affective power. In 

this regard, it is important to mention that one of the sources consulted by Soto Román during 

 
312Retrieved from: https://www.asymptotejournal.com/blog/2019/01/03/narrating-the-other-9-11-the-poetics-
of-carlos-soto-roman/ (Weintraub, 2019).  
313 Alternative Set of Procedures (2014) is also an example of political and creative appropriation. In this book-
object or poetic-object Soto Román appropriated the procedures of torture employed by the CIA during their 
interrogation. The title is from Bush’s speech (in 2006) on the CIA’s secret detention program. Bush referred 
to an “alternative set of [interrogation] procedures,” that is, to simultaneously recognize and deny the existence 
and employment of those methods of torture (Human Rights Watch, 2006, n.p.). The poetic-object presents 
itself as adopting the aesthetic of a CIA folder and its structure, the chapters and subsections correspond to a 
poetic arrangement of sections such as: “The theory of Coercion, Arrest, Detention, Deprivation of Sensory 
Stimuli, Threats and Fear, Debility, Pain, Narcosis, Interrogator’s check list, Index)”. 
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the process of assembling 11 was Holocaust (1975) by Charles Reznikoff.314 Thus, Soto 

Román’s ‘whites’, ‘silences’, and ‘erasures’ become charged not only with a metaphysical 

but also a political meaning. In sum, I argue that Soto Román appropriated Martínez’s 

appropriationist method (not his work) and expanded the political uses of appropriation, 

which was implicit in La Poesía Chilena and La Nueva Novela and explicit in El Poeta 

Anónimo, much further.315 

 Finally, I would like to conclude the thesis with an example of a political 

appropriation of Martínez’s work (not method) that is particularly illustrative. However, 

before I present it, it is necessary to briefly contextualise the current situation in Chile. 

 Since October 2019, Chilean society has undergone a dramatic shift. What began as 

a subversive act of protest against the increase of the metro fare by students, evolved into 

massive riots and protests supported by a large portion of the population. Naturally, people 

were not protesting against the increased metro fare but against the dramatic social inequality 

produced by the neoliberal system – including in relation to basic and higher education, the 

health system, the pension system, income distribution, access to culture, health, water, 

electricity, housing, transportation, and so on. Unable to listen to or understand people’s rage 

and their demands for social justice, the right-wing president Piñera responded to the riots by 

declaring a State of Emergency and imposing daily curfews across most of the country. On 

the 20th October 2019, he declared that “Chile was at war” [Estamos en guerra]. 

Subsequently, Piñera sent thousands of soldiers and policemen to the streets and authorised 

them to use bullets to stop what he has called mere acts of vandalism. Thousands of violations 

of human rights have occurred since then. More than 400 people have been shot in the eyes, 

many of them partially or totally losing their sight (Amnesty International, 2020). Hundreds 

 
314 Reznikoff’s work was entirely made by using the Nuremberg and Eichmann trials as found material. 
Reznikoff transformed the testimonies of both victims and perpetrators into sources of poetic material with the 
aim of making a critical and political point. As Soto Román indicates, in Holocaust Reznikoff eliminates the 
names of the people from the appropriated testimonies in order to leave the language itself to give the testimony 
of the event. Soto Román has recently translated Reznikoff’s Holocaust into Spanish (2020). 
315 Luz Sciolla’s Retratos Hablados (2016) is another example of a Chilean work made through political 
appropriations. Sciolla worked for 30 years on her massive work of collage (663 pages). The book is 
predominately made of appropriated and re-arranged newspaper articles about distressing political events, 
published during the dictatorship. As Luz told me personally (January 2018), this was her manner of resistance. 
At some point during the 1980s, Luz met Martínez to discuss her work. As she told me, Martínez gave her 
advice on how to assemble and give a structure to the book. Luz is another example of a ‘minor’ author and an 
author who is an assembler of appropriations. To see more about the book: https://vimeo.com/172349038.  
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of protestors have been taken prisoner without evidence. Two years later (Oct 2022) many 

of them are still in prison. Many others were beaten, threatened, raped, and abused. However, 

history is not to repeat itself.  

 One of the demands of the Chilean people was to change the constitution, 

illegitimately written and imposed in 1980 by the dictatorship’s intelligentsia. The social and 

political pressure did not diminish as a result of Covid-19, but merely adapted to the new 

conditions imposed by the virus. Given the constant pressure, Piñera was forced to begin the 

process to change the current constitution. On 26th October 2020 a first referendum was held. 

The first question was if Chilean people wanted to change the constitution or not. Seventy-

eight percent of the population voted for changing Pinochet’s neoliberal constitution. The 

second question was about the mechanism: a ‘mixed assembly’ [convención mixta], 

composed by current members of the parliament and popularly elected citizens or a 

‘constitutional assembly’ [convención constitucional], entirely composed by popularly 

elected citizens – that is, outside of official political system. Seventy-nine percent of the 

population voted for a ‘constitutional assembly’. Also, the constitutional (or citizen) 

assembly was established with gender parity and representation for indigenous people.  The 

second referendum took place on the 15th and 16th May 2021. People voted to elect the 

citizens who are going to write the new constitution. Piñera allowed the constituent process 

to proceed with the inclusion of a rule (or a trap). Any proposal needed 2/3 of approval in 

order to be written into the new constitution. Therefore, right-wing candidates only required 

1/3 of representation in order to block the process. Conservatives and right-wing parties lost 

dramatically, obtaining around twenty percent of the vote. Left-wing and independents 

together obtained around eighty percent. The new constitution, thus, is going to be written 

by people representing the real diversity of Chilean society. Among the aims of the new 

constitution are to secure social rights, recognize indigenous population by declaring Chile 

as a pluri-national State and promote a feminist agenda.  

  In this new context of protest and social change, art and appropriation have played a 

key role. One example that directly connects to discussion of La Poesía Chilena in Chapter 

Two, is the emergence of a new Chilean flag.  
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Figure 6.7 New Chilean flag (Tudela, 2020) 

 

Detached from its red, blue and white, the new Chilean flag is black. It has no division 

but only a star outlined in white. The black Chilean flag was popularly adopted as a symbol 

of the new resistance. It expresses, at once, the pain and the suffering produced by police 

repression and, in general, the neoliberal system, as well as the image of national symbol of 

unity in a common struggle against the status quo. When seen in relation to the series of 

appropriation and variations on the Chilean flag I analysed in Chapter 2, this example is 

particularly interesting and powerful. Regardless of who invented the new design,316 the new 

Chilean flag has been strongly appropriated not by one individualised artist but by the people 

themselves. I argue this is a strong expression of the power of a simultaneous artistic-political 

appropriation. Thanks to this collective appropriation, the authoritarian and chauvinist 

resonances of the old flag have disappeared, along with its colours, to become a new flag 

with a paradoxical star of collective hope.  

 Two days before the first referendum to change the constitution took place, 

Martínez’s labyrinth erupted in the centre of the Chilean political struggle. On the 24th of 

October 2020 the labyrinth’s design that Martínez appropriated from Fresán, and Fresán from 

Serlio, was projected in the re-named ‘Dignity Square’ by Delight Lab.317 Since the October 

 
316 Supposedly the black Flag was designed by Martín Gubbins, another of Martínez’s followers, in 2016.  
However, Gubbins himself understood his individual authorship was irrelevant and did not attempt to obtain 
recognition for his creation. Gubbins declared: “The feelings that originated this symbol were so deep and real 
that for sure some else would have invented it if I had not done it” (Espinoza, 2021, n.p.).  
317 “Delight Lab is a study of audiovisual design and experimentation around the video, light and space. 
Established since 2009, covering a variety of projects such as large-scale videomapping projections on 
architecture, museology audiovisual installations, audiovisual stage design for performing arts, audiovisual 
content for commercial events, and audioreactive visuals for live shows among other things.” (Delight Lab, 
n.d., n.p.).  
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2019 protests, Dignity Square has been the epicentre of both the symbolic and physical 

struggle between Chilean people and the police, the military and Piñera’s government.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.8 Projection of Martínez’s labyrinth image in ‘Dignity Square’ (2020)318 
 

 

 The transformative appropriation of Martínez’s labyrinth by Delight Lab is striking. 

To begin with, the materiality of Martínez’s labyrinth has been powerfully transformed. 

While keeping the same design, Martínez’s labyrinth was no longer made of ink and paper 

but instead of light waves. Indeed, the appropriation took Martínez’s labyrinth out of the 

book and projected it in the middle of the most symbolic and material place of socio-political 

struggle in Chile. Before the Covid-19 pandemic, Dignity Square was taken over, 

appropriated, every day by protesters. And everyday State forces attempted to re-appropriate 

the space. In sum, I doubt there is a better example to exemplify the ‘passage’ to the outside 

I insisted upon when analysing the effect of the labyrinth in La Nueva Novela in Chapters 

Three and Four. Martínez’s labyrinth, thus, stopped being the labyrinth of Borges, Fresán or 

Serlio to become a subversive political labyrinth or, I would argue, a labyrinth of power.  

As an immaterial light projection, Martínez’s labyrinth was rather difficult to control 

or censor. As the videos show,319 Police attempted to censor it by using powerful light bulbs. 

The result was a light battle that staged the symbolic dimension of the political struggle 

between Chilean people and the State forces. Like in Soto Román, this was a ‘white’ battle 

 
318 Screenshot from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TABPaLt2gj0 
319 For the video see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TABPaLt2gj0 (Galería Cima, 2020). The police 
began censorship at minute 32.  
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since both Delight Lab’s bulb and the Police’s bulb projected an intense white light. Along 

with the labyrinth, Sogol and some lines from La Nueva Novela were projected. The lines 

were “Problem to accede to a square. Given five points: A, B, C, D and E CUSTODYING 

THE PERIMETER OF A SQUARE. How to get inside avoiding A, B, C, D, and E?”320 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.9 Projection of Martínez’s poem in ‘Dignity Square’ (2020)321 
 

Police’s censorship impeded that projection of the ‘solution’ to the proposed problem. 

The solution was: “Sogol goes through the labyrinth and reaches the centre of the square”.322 

Projected in the middle of the symbolic and material site of political struggle, Martínez’s 

political labyrinth obtained a totally new meaning. It was an image to think about artistic and 

political strategies to change the system. The questions, thus, were how not to be trapped in 

or fooled by the labyrinth of power? And how to find the way to its centre and from there, 

de-activate its mechanism? As I mentioned, two days later people voted to change the 

constitution, that is, to begin a process of building a ‘new house’ and a ‘new family’. 

 
320 In Original Spanish-language: “PROBLEMA PARA ACCEDER A UNA PLAZA. Dados cinco puntos: A, 
B, C, D y E CUSTODIANDO EL PERÍMETRO DE UNA PLAZA. ¿Cómo hacer para llegar al interior sin que 
A, B, C, D y E lo eviten?” (Bazzurro, 2021). It is worth noticing that Delight Lab’s lines are also a modified 
appropriation from “Space” (Martínez, 1985, p. 11) or “Algebra Problem with Two Unknown Quantities” 
(Martínez, 1985, p.15). Martínez’s poem were themselves appropriations from Acevedo’s (1967) translations 
of Jean Tardieu’s poems (1978, pp. 154 - 157). Delight Lab’s appropriation was authorised by the Martínez 
Foundation. 
321 Screenshot from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TABPaLt2gj0 
322 In original Spanish: “Sogol atraviesa el laberinto y llega al centro de la Plaza” (Bazzurro, 2021).  
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Doubtless, that is one major or ‘molar’ strategy to change the system – in the Deleuzo-

Guattarian sense. I believe other important ones can be developed through the (further) 

cultivation of practices of political and artistic appropriation and dis-appropriation, such as I 

have outlined in this thesis.  
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