


In a published talk on women'’s writing in Brazil, author
Marina Colasanti reminds us that “[l]iteratura... implica lingua-
gem individual. E linguagem individual é transgressao, ruptu-
ra das normas, questionamento do ja estabelecido” (41). Nélida
Pifion, one of the foremost voices in contempordry Brazilian
narrative, creates her own identity and claims her own authority
in part through transgression. With the use of metafiction,
parody, and other re-workings of traditional genres and
canonical works, she transgresses myriad literary conventions.
Pifion challenges the limitations of socially-accepted sexuality
not only by including in her texts transgressive sexual
expressions like incest and male and female homosexuality, but
also by celebrating disruptive, excessive female sexuality and
by exalting the erotic relationship between the writer and the
text.

By building her 1978 novel, A forca do destino, on the
plot of the Verdi opera of the same name, Pifion is able to focus
on some of her key topics: societal restrictions on a woman’s
ability to realize her full self; the dialectic micro-relationships
of power between men and women, between parents and
children, between employers and servants; and the grand
emotions of opera - love, passion, greed and jealgusy.' Pifion
admits in interviews her lifelong fascination with theater and
the opera, where human emotions are revealed in brute form.
Everything assumes mythic proportions and it is perhaps this
mythic aspect that appeals to Pifion. In stressing her Celtic roots,
Pifion asserts, “Creo mucho en los mitos, en los arcanos. Tal
vez si, tal vez mi interés por la literatura tenga que ver con la
genética cultural. Los celtas eran grandes contadores de
historias, historias sin tiempo que otros proseguidn...” (Riera
46). In A for¢a do destino, Pifion re-writes a story out of time
for, as Leonora herself says, “ndo somos os primeir¢s a contra-
riar as determinagdes paternas e, enquanto ndo venha a eman-
cipagdo feminina, ndo seremos os ultimos a fugir” (10). The






Borges “Borges y yo”, as well as Brazilian literary examples
such as Helena Parente Cunha’s 1985 Mulher no espelho.

The textualized “Nélida” maintains that the destinies of
the young lovers are outside her control, that she is not
responsible “pelo que ha de acontecer neste pétio andaluz... Nao
posso prevenir Leonora dos perigos” (23). Just as she will not in-
terfere with the intended elopement, she will not impede Carlo’s
desire for vengeance. In fact, she realizes that his vengeance
could be what would free her of Leonora and Alvarb: “Pois ndo
quero segui-los por toda a vida. Ou trai-los mais do que suporto.
Um artista ndo é solidario sendo com o que ele inventa” (102). As
an artist, she separates herself from her creations. Like the
inscribed author in Parente Cunha’s Mulher no espelho who
wishes the protagonist would decide what she wants to do with
her life so that the author could be finished with the novel, this
“Nélida” wishes her characters would finish off their story so that
she might move on with her life. When she speaks of her life, it
begs the question as to whether she means her life as a character
or as a writer. If this textualized “Nélida” wants to be free of
these characters in order to write the fictions of ather, more
interesting, characters, then her character moves closer to the site
of the author Nélida Pifion. The positions of characteriand author
seem never to remain distinct.

As a metafictional text that exposes the difficulties of
constructing the text, A forca do destino tells the story of the
telling of a story. “Nélida”, twentieth-century Brazilian author,
appears as a character in the novel alongside Alvarp, Leonora,
the Marqués de Calatrava, Don Carlo, and the other eighteenth-
century characters. In placing the textualized “Nélida”alongside
the characters, Pifion follows the lead of the two operas inspired
by the works of St. Teresa de Avila, Ordo Virtutum (1158) and
Four Saints in Three Acts (1927). Hildegard Von Bingen, the
twelfth-century German mystic nun who created the earlier
work, appears in her own person at the beggining of her work,
while in the latter work the composer Virgil Thomson and
librettist Gertrude Stein appear as the commeére and compére®
In A for¢ca do destino, the fictionalized “Nélida” is there to
witness their words and actions so that she might write their
stories. Pifion sets up her textual counterpart as a cronista, yet
she has that counterpart continually emphasizing the gaps and
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Que ruido é este? Quem ousa interromper o nosso
idilio? Quem serd, Leonora?

(Claro que é o pai, seu bobo. Até parece que nédo
sabe decifrar uma carta militar, com seus sobres-
saltos e enigmas conhecidos. Bom pretendente te-
nho eu.) Nao sei, amado. (24-25)

In the parenthetical aside, Leonora shows her 1ntelligence,
impatience and independence, her metafictional awareness of the
artificiality of the scene she is playing. The words spoken to Alva-
ro (those given her by the male playwright) completely contradict
her inner thoughts (as imagined by the female novelist).

The title, as well as the seventeen referencesg to destiny
that appear in the course of the novel, underscore destiny as a
central theme of Pifion’s novel.® Like Parente Cunha’s Mulher
no espelho, A forca do destino highlights the difficult question
of who is in control of the text, who has the authority to deter-
mine the characters’destinies — the characters themselves or
“Nélida”. That Pifion’s text is based on an earlier text
complicates the issue further in that Giuseppe Verdi has also
made decisions about the characters’ destinies in writing his
opera. That Verdi based his opera on an earlier piece further
muddles both the origin-ality of the piece and the gquestion of
who determines the actions of the characters, who is it who
controls their destinies.

The textualized “Nélida” highlights this issue of authorial
control by explicity referring to certain aspects of the story as
outside her control, already determined by Verdi. The
fictionality of her claim is underscored by the other aspects of
her text that differ greatly from the Verdi opera. Following
Adrienne Rich’s definition of “re-vision” as the part of feminist
literary criticism that includes “the act of looking back, of seeing
with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical
direction”(90), one could say that Pifion’s greatest re-vision of
the Verdi opera lies in the portrayal of the female characters,
particularly Leonora. Leonora goes from hapless, helpless victim
in Verdi’s opera to a strong-minded woman in Pifion’s novel.

Giuseppe Verdi, working with the librettist Francisco
Maria Piave, used as a foundation for his opera the Duque de
Rivas’ Don Alvaro o la fuerza del sino, a “médico de su honra”
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Statements about the condition of women - in opera, in
eighteenth-century Spain - abound in Pifion’s text. The
characters are metafictionally aware of the literary and operatic
traditions that underlie their roles and undermine their
independence. Leonora elopes with Alvaro because “nestes tem-
pos de dois séculos atrds, ndo pode a mulher fazer outra coisa
sendo contrariar a vontade paterna fugindo com o noivo” (8).
Similarly, she obeys him “como as mulheres da minha nagdo
nesta época submetem-se” (20). But she does not see why her
brother should be the only heir to the family fortune, “sé por-
que nasceu dotado de um pauzmho mindsculo entre as per-
nas” (93). Alvaro is described as “carnivoro, aprecia carne crua
e sofrida”, and as one who “usou as mulheres das Indias com
tradicional desrespeito” (83). These statements do not fit in a
“médico de su honra” Spanish drama, in which it is not the
woman’s place to comment on her role in society nor on the
behavior of the men around her. Neither do the statements
correspond to a Verdi opera, but they definitely fit within a
Pifon text that trangresses the limits of those earlier traditions.
With Leonora’s self-conscious statements on the role of women
in eighteenth-century Spain, Pifion is again writing beyond the
ending, using her narrative to make critical statements about
the psychosexual and sociocultural construction of women.

The language of Pifion’s novel trangresses the linguistic
and socio-linguistic limits of a Verdi opera. The spoken language
of the young lovers shatters social hierarchies. In parodying a
genre considered elitist, artificial and foreign, Pifion puts
contemporary Brazilian slang into the mouths of these operatic
European figures of an earlier century. Alvaro refers to “Nélida”
as a “macaca velha”, a term then explained in the parenthetical
aside as “expressdo que se vai usar em duzentos anos, € sé
esperar para ver, nao sabe vocé que a lingua é um fenémeno
da moda” (10). Stressing the transitory fashions of speech
undercuts language’s authority to impose meaning and identity.

The operatic discourse is further disrupted by terms in
English that refer to twentieth-century realities: “traveller’s
checks” (24), “crayon” (59), and the ubiquitous “OK” (8). These
misplaced terms emphasize both the artificiality and foreignness
of the operatic text and the wrinkles in time created by Pifion’s
text. The terms manage, paradoxically, both to erase and to
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Diana Hamer similarly asserts that “lesbianism... suggests a
much more fluid and flexible relationship to the positions
around which desire is organized” (147). Pifion’s narratives
present an organization of desire that is fluid and flexible,
continually refuse any fixity of identity, blur the boundaries
around individual subjects and revel in a disruptive, excessive
female sexuality that often threatens the confines of her texts.

Various passages from A for¢a do destino eroticize the
relationship between “Nélida” and her text, between “Nélida”
and the Brazilian language. “Nélida” secures the role of cronis-
ta by selling herself to Alvaro as the only one (capable of
memorializing the two lovers in Portuguese. She characterizes
Portuguese as “um feudo forte e lirico a0 mesmo tempo” (13),
as a ship that travels the Atlantic, now consoling Portugal, now
pertubing Brazil, a maritime language that “entende bem os
impropérios do vento, mais que qualquer outra se deixa levar
pelos sentimentos” (14). Portuguese is presented as a passionate
language which has gained force and ardency from the African
laments that have entered into the Brazilian tongue. Brazilian
Portuguese is given an eroticized physical body with the
characterization “de rosto e sexo ardentes” (14). In this way,
“Nélida” herself becomes a lover, with the personified Brazilian
Portuguese as her beloved.

In considering, in The pleasure of the text, the erotic
relationships between the writer and the text as well as between
the reader and the text, Roland Barthes affirms that writers of
pleasure accept the letter as their pleasure and are obsessed
with language (21). Pifion’s obsession with Brazilian Portuguese
can be noted throughout her fictions and confirmed in her
interviews. Barthes further suggests that the mother tongue is
an object of constant pleasure for the writer, defining the writer
as “someone who plays with his mother’s body” (37). Barthes’s
proposition that the text is an anagram of an erotic human body
(17) corresponds to the eroticized relationship between “Nélida”
and her text suggested in A forca do destino.

“Nélida” writes “[n]a volipia de devotar-me aos perso-
nagens com a paixdo unicamente consentida pelo verbo” (99).
In these passages, she enters the text not as disinterested
observer, but as eroticized female body. She warns Al¢aro, when
they enter into their agreement, “serei uma pele de temperatu-
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who to transform the operatic stage into a playground for their
own pleasure.

Terry Castle’s essay on Brigitte Fassbaender explores the
long tradition of “sapphic” diva-worship in opera. Brigid Brophy
has argued that a great diva’s appeal is intrinsically erotic; her
feats of breath control and muscular exertion can be easily
reinterpreted as “metaphors of virtuoso performance in bed”
(qtd. in Castle 21). As Castle puts it, “[flor female fans, the
implication is obvious: to enthuse the voice is, if only
subliminally, to fancy plumping down in bed with its owner”
(21). The ardor female fans feel for their favorite divas is,
implicitly or explicitly, charged with homoeroticism.

Sam Abel argues that to enter into the world of opera -
as Pifion does in creating her novel and as textualized “Nélida”
does within that novel - is to “engage in abnormal, excessive
sexuality” in a world that is distinct from mainstream desire.
He refers to operatic desire as “bigger, more passionate,
shameless, brazen” and less controlled that what is considered
“normal” sexuality. He goes on to assert,

Even more queerly opera aims its desire
ambiguously and indiscriminately, refusing to
differentiate between acceptable and unacceptable,
male and female, single or multiple objects of desire,
merrily blurring the lines between the possibilities.
(66)

That ambiguous and indiscriminate aiming of desire is
characteristic of A for¢a do destino.

In “Sapphonics”, the third chapter of Queering the pitch,
Elizabeth Wood employs her title term to refer to “a way of
describing a space of lesbian possibility, for a range or erotic
and emotional relationships among women who sing and
women who listen” (27). This Sapphonic voice resonates in a
sonic space as lesbian difference and desire. Wood's description
of the Sapphonic voice - its flexible negotiation and integration
of an exceptional range of registers crosses boundaries... to
challenge polarities of both gender and sexuality... Its refusal of
categories and the transgressive risks it takes act seductively
on a lesbian listener (28) - also resonates with the descriptions
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a youth in which she “vivia para admirarlos” (Rierg 47). Pifion’s
youthful capacity to lose herself in admiration of the performers
is echoed by Sam Abel, in his Opera in the flesh: sexuality in
operatic performance, when he marvels at how opera makes him
lose himself, how it consumes him in a way matched only by
sexual desire. He dedicates a chapter to “Operatic orgasms”,
claiming that every “climactic note, in an aria, in an assemble,
even in an overture”, takes on the character of a sexual climax
in the “sensually heightened” space of the opera house (88).
Abel ponders the paradoxical tensions in opera, especially those
in the realm of sexuality:

Why, for example, do the most masculine roles in
nineteenth-century opera belong to tenors, men
with voices closest to the female range; and before
that, to castrated men, sometimes with voices
higher than the heroines? Why do women in ope-
ra play men'’s roles so often... And how can opera
get away with staging sexual transgressions such
as adultery and incest with so little protest from
the audience, even during... the Victorian era? How
does opera manage to be entirely sexual underneath
a face of complete chastity, thoroughly subversive
in its eroticism behind a mask of sexual normalcy?
(11-12)

For Abel, opera can be termed “queer” under Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick’s use of that term in 7endencies. “the open
mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and
resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when the constituent
elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made
(or can’tbe made) to signify monolithically” (8). Opera is a lure
towards “the illicit and the atypical” (Abel 26), one that tempts
with every kind of physical and emotional excess, one that asks
us so much to identify with, but rather to lose ourselves in
desire for all these gorgeously dressed, exotically placed, heroic
and romantic characters with strong and beautiful voices." It is
this open mesh of possibilities, the sexual subversiveness and
the erotic transgressions of opera that entice the textualized
“Nélida” into the text of A forca do destino.
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force of destiny, but also the force of desire, of languiage and of
the creative versatility of Nélida Pifion.

NOTES

' See Naomi Hoki Moniz’s book, p. 126.

2 Melibea, like Pifion’s version of Leonora, can be seen as a strong female character
who celebrates pleasure and independence. For a feminist reading of La Celestina,
see Diane Hartunian’s La Celestina: a feminist reading of the carpe diem.

* Pettorelli, p. 27.

4 Naomi Haoki Moniz refers to this metanarrative text as “uma reflexdo irénica
na forma de um jogo de espelhos” (114).

* For more on these operas, see Blackmer and Smith, p. 6-7.

¢ Emma Bovary, for example, is seduced by the tenor in the Act I finale of Lucia
di Lammermoor, sure that the tenor is singing directly to her (264-265).

7 Moniz asserts that soliloquies add to “o sabor da oralidade e a musicalidade”
of Pifion’s work (123).

¥ The italicized title is repeated on pages 45, 48 and 122. The word “destino”
itself appears on pages 33, 36, 46, 47, 54, 70, 76, 78, 79, 92, 96, 97, 108, 118, 122,
123, and 125.

 This character, already present in the Duque de Rivas’ play, has a name
traditionally used in Spanish literature to designate a gypsy girl or young woman.
In Miguel de Cervantes’ Novelas ejemplares, for example, “La gitanilla” is named
Preciosilla. The introduction of such a character adds a costumbrista touch.

1 #[S]em me ceder explicagdes” implies that Verdi should have prgvided Nélida
with an explanation, that when writing his opera, he already knew of Nélida’s
existence. As historical figures, Verdi and Pifion are separated by many years;
however, in her text, Pifion has the power to bring them together on the same
plane.

" Tborrow this term from Rachel Blau DuPlessis’ text of the same name, Writing
beyond the ending: narrative strategies of twientieth-century women writers.
DuPleiss deals with authors writing in English, but many of her observations
can be useful in studying texts by women writing in other languages and
traditions.

2 Paul Griffiths, “The song of the Sheik”, qtd. in En travesti (90).

3 For more on the eroticism in the relationship between the diva and the female
spectator, see Blackmer and Smith.

14 Abel insists that opera, “through its physical excesses, music, and staging
devices, actively encourages me to respond erotically to the spectacle rather than
to read the narrative in psychological terms. As an alternative to chasing after
elusive and shifting identities, the pleasures of erotic abandonment are much
more attractive” (39).

'S Leonora’s brother Carlos also acknowledges the power of words to incite sexu-
al desire and advocates abstinence from such verbal expression: “certas palavras
correm o risco de incendiar o corpo. Ndo ha que pronuncia-las” (40).

16 Lispector’s novel is constructed, in large part, of dialogue between Loreley
and Ulysses. It is an explanatory conversation that has no limits or boundaries:
the novel begins with a comma followed by a first word that is not ¢apitalized; it
ends with a colon. Thus, the beggining and ending are shown to be arbitrary.
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