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The LIMEN Group, the Madrid Masters Degree in English Studies (MMES) and the Department of English 

Studies at the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid are pleased to announce that the next ISLT will be held at the 

UAM from WED 26 through FRI 28 April 2017. The venue will be the Faculty of Arts (UAM). This will be 

the eighth in a highly successful series of seminars devoted to the topic of liminality: 

 

ISLT1 A Place that is not a Place (March 1999) 

ISLT2 Betwixt-and-Between (April 2001) 

ISLT3 Mapping the Threshold (March 2003) 

ISLT4 The Dynamics of the Threshold (March 2005)  

ISLT5 Liminal Poetics (March 2007) 

ISLT6 The Subject at the Threshold (April 2012) 

ISLT7 Genres, Media, and the Liminal (held at the University of Tromsø, Norway, May 2014) 

 

Participation in the Seminar is by invitation only. English will be the working language. Talks will last up to 

45 minutes. Ample time will be allocated for discussion. We welcome position papers arguing a specific 

point, and discourage survey or generalist approaches as well as routine applications of existing theories to 

‘yet another text’. All sessions will take place in the Faculty of Arts, room 312 in module VI bis. 

 



  

 

LIMINALITY: THE PROJECT 

 

 

 

Over the last sixty years, the hallowed status of canonical literary texts has been repeatedly and 
intensely questioned; as a result, much has been written on ‘marginal’ or ‘marginalized’ literary 
areas such as Gothic novels, Detective and Western fiction, Science-Fiction, women’s writings, 
writings by ethnic and/or national(ist) groups, children’s literature, and so on—fields whose very 
existence and function are defined in terms of canon criteria. For over twenty years an ambitious 
series of research projects (Systemic Analysis of ‘Marginal’ Literatures, Threshold and Text, The 
Northanger Library Project among others) undertaken in the Department of English Studies at the 
UAM has sought to question and redefine the status of texts, genres and other literary systems 
usually labeled “marginal(ized)”. One upshot of the project was the adaptation of the concept of 
“liminality”, as employed in anthropology from Van Gennep to Turner, to the needs of literary 
study. Another, the concomitant opening up of the field of inquiry to other disciplines that deal 
with text, with language, with meaning. A series of working papers (Studies in Liminality and 
Literature, edited by THE GATEWAY PRESS in Madrid) has been publishing many of the results of 
the project (http://www.northangerlibrary.com/gateway.asp). The LIMEN Research Group was set 
up at the UAM in 2007. The website LIMEN & TEXT (http://www.limenandtext.com/index.html) was 
created in 2012. 
 

By “marginal(ized)” we understand any text generated in a zone which borders on discourse but 
is excluded from (and by) it. By “liminal” we understand any text generated between two or more 
discourses, a transition area between two or more universes and which thereby shares in two or 
more poetics. In a second, derived sense, we also apply the term “liminal” to texts, genres or 
representations centered around the notion of the threshold, or whose fundamental theme is the 
idea of a crossover, an entry or a transgression into the unknown, the Other, the Numinous. The 
distinction between “marginal(ized)” and “liminal”, and the corollaries it generates, shape the basis 
for this project, and carry a deep reassessment of both our canonical and our marginalized literary 
systems, as of their teaching. Some of the corollaries are as follows: 
 

a) there exist a multiplicity of literary systems which, if separated by ‘margins’, relate on 
‘thresholds’; or, the margin is an unacknowledged threshold; 
b) it has long been recognized that every canon presupposes an exclusion, and that therefore 
c) the margin is indispensable to the very identity of the canon;  
d) to this we may add that, if we accept that the ‘margin’ is no more than an unacknowledged 
threshold, then the threshold is in itself a ‘territory’ or provides entry to one; 
e) the combination of (c) and (d) yields the proposition that the very identity of the canon is 
bound to the concept of the liminal zone and its transliminal area; 
f) given such interdependence, there can be no ‘pure’ literary systems, canonical or otherwise; 
which leads us to conclude that 
g) the threshold, as contact area between any two literary systems, is of vital importance to 
understanding both; and that, therefore, 
h) the study of thresholds, borders and frontiers becomes our central discipline.                                     

 
 
 
 

http://www.northangerlibrary.com/gateway.asp
http://www.limenandtext.com/index.html


  

When the International Seminar on Liminality and Text began in 1999 we were concerned with 
studying things ‘on the edge’, the unstructured, the unclassifiable, the neglected. Our use of the 
concept of rites of passage left us open to charges of unwarrantedly transferring anthropological 
notions to literary studies. Our handling of terms like “margin”, “threshold”, “border” and so on 
was unwieldy; and we could rely on no existing ‘theory of thresholds’. The history of the ISLT is the 
history of a growing awareness that a theory of thresholds that would implicate not only passages 
but also texts was both a convenient and a necessary tool. 
 

We are, all the same, well aware of (and suitably daunted by) the consequences of this pursuit. 
We face a broadening of the concept of text as urged by, among others, Clifford Geertz, that will 
include not only the literary but equally the oral, performance, ritual, and other types of behaviour 
and sign-use; we face the need to step across the borders of our own disciplines; and so, we face 
the sobering realization that the limen begins ‘at home’. Likewise, we have become aware that 
significant contributions to the study of literature are to be expected from other academic fields: 
anthropology, musicology, aesthetics, and from other cultural domains: painting, film, virtual 
reality, as well as from domains traditionally excluded from the canonical: Afro-American writings, 
crime fiction, Gothic fiction. In the process, the limen has ceased to be identified with the margin, 
and—in the paradoxical vein we are now quite familiar with—will indeed be found to occupy an 
expanding – even perhaps encroaching – centre. 

 

 

 

 



  

LIMINALITY:  THE SEMINAR 
 

AT THE INTERFACE 
 
 
 
 
in-ter-face   n.  1. A surface forming a common boundary between adjacent regions, 
bodies, substances, or phases. 2.  A point at which independent systems or diverse 
groups interact. (American Heritage Dictionary) 

 
 
 
One of the basic premises of all research into liminality is that the threshold exhibits characteristics 
different in kind from those of the spaces that encompass it. It may of course elide itself and be 
thus unnoticed; it may manifest itself as no more than the alternation of two states—as an 
irreducibly binary form; but very often the threshold emerges as a veritable ‘third space’. In graphic 
novels or visual poetry, for instance, the blend of image and text results in a unique interface which 
is neither the one nor the other. One may cross or trespass the line, but ‘liminoid’ individuals may 
dwell on the line for an indefinite period of time. Buffer states may be ephemeral, but may also 
develop into resilient, idiosyncratic political entities. Genres born at the interface between literary 
modes or traditions may acquire a third-space status and display liminal traits. 
 

Interfaces obtain of course in the domain of computers, but we take a much broader view; after 
all, the term began to be used in chemistry over a century ago to designate the common boundary 
between two states, one which enjoys properties different from those of the two media shaping it. 
Interfaces emerge on many levels; at its weakest, “interface” may be synonymous with “threshold”; 
in a stronger sense it may be taken to designate only specific kinds of threshold where two or more 
systems meet and interact.  
 

Participants have been invited to explore the many ways in which the limen may differentiate 
itself from its adjacent spaces or stages and acquire an identity all its own -- an identity which may 
be the result -- or else the negation -- of the bodies or fields that shape it. Such spaces and stages 
are often disturbing or outrageous, often, too, a wondrous field for discovery. 

 
As always, we deal with the broad notion of text, and it has become a hallmark of these seminars 

that they welcome interdisciplinary approaches from such areas as folkloristics, musicology, 
anthropology, linguistics, semiotics, painting, virtual reality and any other fields that have a bearing 
on text and a central concern with the interface in or between textual domains. 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 



  

 

ISLT8 Seminar Programme 

Talks will be held in room VIbis 312 (Department of English Studies Meeting Room). Talks will 
last up to 45 minutes, to be followed by debate for up to 30 minutes. Coffee will be served at 
about 10.00 again around 15.00, and will be available throughout the morning and afternoon. 

 
 

WEDNESDAY 26 April 

 

10.15-10.25  Manuel Aguirre UAM) 
   Seminar opening 

 
10.30-11.15  Roberta Ann Quance (Queen’s University Belfast) 

 Federico García Lorca Betwixt and Between Poetry and Drawing 

11.15-11.45 Debate (coffee) 
 
11.45-12.30 Nancy Bredendick  (UAM) 

Writing from the Interface: Hemingway’s Insider Perspective on the Bullfight  
in Death in the Afternoon 

12.30-13.00 Debate 
 
 
13.15-15.00 LUNCH 
 
 
15.00-15.45 Ricky O’Rawe (The National University of Ireland, Maynooth) 

The Argentine Neo-Fantastic: A Literature of the Interface 

15.45-16.15 Debate 

 
16.15-17.00 Belén Piqueras Cabrerizo (UAM) 

Digital Literature: Multi-Medial Interfaces and the Reading Experience 

17.00-17.30  Debate 
 
 



  

THURSDAY 27 APRIL 
 

 
9.30-10.15   Mar Gallego  (Universidad de Huelva) 

The Liminal Black Female Body: Healing and Empowerment in  
Contemporary Women Writers 

10.15-10.45 Debate (coffee) 
 
10.45-11.30 David Murray (University of Nottingham) 

Shamans, Spiritualists, the Occult and Liminality 
11.30-12.00 Debate 
 
12.00-12.45 Miriam Mandel (Tel-Aviv University, Israel) 

The Letter and the Vanishing (Deconstructed?) Interface 

12.45-13.15 Debate 

 
 
13.15-15.00  LUNCH 
 
 
15.00-15.45 Andrés Guilló, UAM 
  The Ghost Tale: Legendary Fact or Fictional Literature? An Epistolary Ghost  

Tale as an Example of a Possible Interface Genre 

Trevor Westmoreland, UAM 
Adrift in Virtual Space: Richard Powers’ Plowing the Dark and the ‘Ultimate’ 
Interface 

15.45-16.15 Debate 
 
16.15-17.00 Beatriz Sánchez Santos (UAM) 

Formulaic Devices and Genre Conventions in Gothic Fiction: Creativity in 
the Border between Novel and Folktale 

17-00-17.30 Debate 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

FRIDAY 28 APRIL 
 

 
9.30-10.15 Ana Mª Manzanas Calvo (Universidad de Salamanca) 

At the interface: the border 

10.15-10.45 Debate (coffee) 
 
10.45-11.30 María Álvarez, Melisa Teves, Elena Bermejo, UAM 

From ‘Natural’ to ‘Cultural’, from Outsider to Insider: A Study of Liminality in 
the Figure of the Witch 

11.30-12.00 Debate 
 
12.00-12.45 Isabel Soto (Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia, Spain) 

‘a black modifier against the white body’: Protocols of the Limen in Natasha 
Trethewey’s Thrall 

12.45-13.15 Debate 
 
 
13.15-15.00  LUNCH 
 
 
15.00-15.45 Manuel Aguirre (UAM) 

Gothic Castles and the Rhetoric of Binaries: The Case of Ann Radcliffe’s 
The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne 

15.45-16.15  Debate (Coffee) 
 
16.15-17.15 Speaker (to be announced) 

 ROUND TABLE 
 
17.15  SEMINAR CLOSURE 

 
 

 

To be followed by a ‘tapas’ evening in downtown Madrid. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  

ABSTRACTS 

Manuel Aguirre 
Universidad Autónoma de Madrid 
 

Gothic Castles and the Rhetoric of Binaries:  
The Case of Ann Radcliffe’s The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne 

 
An interface is not a geometrical surface but a thin layer that has properties differing 
from those of the bulk material on either side of the interface (Encyclopaedia 
Britannica). 

 
Gothic fiction has often been discussed in terms of a surface-and-depth model according to which 
Gothic rates only as a ‘superficial’ genre unless the critic plumb its depths for ‘hidden’ values – 
values which are to be extracted mainly through analysis of concealed thematics; we thus reach 
‘deeper meanings … the suppressed erotic and neurotic impulses of society’ (Thompson 1979: 4). 
The argument tends to favour such strategies as the interpretation of vaults, dungeons and other 
subterranean locations as symbolic of the unconscious mind or of the cultural repressed, of ‘the 
less avowable regions of psyche, family and society’ (Botting 2000: 12). 

 
But what would happen if instead of looking at underground vaults we were to focus on the 

totality of the castle, on the building itself? And what should we say to two castles? Or to the 
relation between them? A move away from underground spaces and towards the surface of the 
text – its buildings and, beyond these, the language which gives them what existence they have – 
might paradoxically reveal things concealed from the gaze of the delving critic too eager to ‘get to 
the bottom’ of the castle and the psyche. My argument both builds on and goes beyond Sedgwick’s 
1981 concept of an “imagery of the surface”. 

 
By way of challenging the depth-approach, this talk will first of all lay out the structure and 

significance of a peculiar Gothic rhetoric which relies on lexicon, syntax, sentence structure – a 
technique ‘of the surface’, yet one which in many ways can be shown actually to shape the 
semantics of the genre. Through a detailed examination of Ann Radcliffe’s first novel (1789), the 
talk will illustrate how this rhetoric both deploys a poetics of wholeness and balance and generates 
a system of interfaces which compromise, when not destroy, the balance and wholeness thus 
intimated. The analysis will try to show that castles, landscapes, psychology or emotion in Gothic 
can be seen as phenomena ‘of the surface’ and as embodiments of rhetoric. 

 
WORKS CITED:  
Fred Botting, ‘In Gothic Darkly: Heterotopia, History, Culture’, in A Companion to the Gothic (ed. D. Punter). 
Oxford: Blackwell 2000, 3-14.  
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “The Character in the Veil: Imagery of the Surface in the Gothic Novel”, in PMLA 96:2 
(1981), 255-70. 
G. Richard Thompson (ed.), Romantic Gothic Tales, 1790-1840. New York: Harper & Row, 1979. 

 



  

María Álvarez,  
Melisa Teves,  
Elena Bermejo  
Universidad Autónoma de Madrid 
 

From ‘Natural’ to ‘Cultural’, from Outsider to Insider:  
A Study of Liminality in the Figure of the Witch  
 

 
From its traditional representation, deeply rooted in Folklore, to its more modern depictions in 
literary and cultural productions, the characterization of witchesin fictioncan be claimed to have 
been subject to change. The stages of this gradual transformation may have been several, but it 
may be possible to postulate that at least one intermediate step– an interface– is necessary in 
order to account for the evolution from the traditional depiction of the witch and the current one. 
The aim of this essay is to argue for the existence of such an interface based on a study of 20th and 
21st century western, literary and cinematic sources.  

 
The starting point of this paper will be anthropologist Sherry Ortner's article "Is Female to Male 

as Nature Is to Culture?" (1974). Ortner studies an inherent duality, traditionally attributed to 
women, that originates from a conflict between women’s assumed close bond with nature and 
their social role as part of a cultural community. This dual identity is concomitant with the 
segregation of women throughout history. It is this same condition of inherent duality that has 
caused most cultural systems to attach to women - and by extension, to witches - a considerable 
degree of liminality. The liminality of witches, however, stems from several other sources: heir 
status as supernatural beings, the position they occupy between the known and the unknown, the 
feared and the beneficial, the magical and the rational.  

 
Our aim is to argue for an evolution in the figure of the witch from outsider to insider, one that 

has brought about a transition in the liminality of the witch. During the last century, the status of 
outlander attributed to the traditional witch has been shifting, as a new type of witch is arising—
the witch that occupies a place close to the centre of the cultural system. The examples of witches 
undergoing said process of transition allow us to speculate about the existence of an interface, in 
which this “transitional witch” occupies a privileged position.  

 
Finally, to facilitate the illustration of this progression, the body of this essay will be divided in 

three different sections, each of which will provide an in-depth, individual analysis of one stage: 1) 
the traditional witch, 2) the modern, witch and 3) the “transitional witch” belonging to the 
interface. 1) and 2) will be explained first and will be given as factual, with the purpose of 
facilitating the final focus on 3), that will deal with what made such a transition possible in the first 
place. The first stage will allow us to talk about what is considered the prototypical witch, a figure 
of chaos that uses her enormous powers for her own benefit and with the purpose of causing harm. 
The second stage will argue that in more recent, modern depictions, the witch is a fully integrated 
member of society who uses her knowledge to benefit her peers. Finally, the third stage will argue 
for the existence of a “transitional witch”, one that shares certain characteristics with her 
predecessor and successor, but which belongs to a space of her own, an interface. In such space, 
the “transitional witch” will continue to be defined as one that remains in isolation from society, yet 
whose benevolent and altruistic magic, evolving in nature and purpose, is performed to assist and 
help others, rather than to injure. The paper will end with a reflection on the precise liminal status 
of the contemporary witch, and a reflection on Ortner’s insight. 

 



  

Nancy Bredendick 
Universidad Autónoma de Madrid 
 

Writing from the Interface: 
Hemingway’s Insider Perspective on the Bullfight in Death in the Afternoon 
 
My starting point is that Hemingway’s Death in the Afternoon  is a purposefully innovative work 
that pushes literary and cultural boundaries in order to break away from inherited language and 
attitudes on bullfighting and go beyond what had been said--beyond what, acceptably, could be 
said--to an English-speaking audience.  

 
Writing from the interface, he draws on two non-congruent traditions of bullfight writing: 

travel literature in English, with its familiar historico-ethnological approach peculiar to the traveler-
adventurer-historian writing for the people back home and, in privileged contraposition to it, an 
insider approach peculiar to the specialized writing by aficionados for aficionados known as 
“literatura taurina.” The arte de ver toros, a rulebook for novice aficionados, is—as I shall argue 
here—the principal taurine genre Hemingway draws on to construct his insider stance. Its aesthetic 
perspective on bullfighting, its pedagogical approach, and its unquestioning acceptance of violent 
death as the culmination of the spectacle control the discourse in DIA and give rise to its most 
compelling images.  

 
Outsider and insider culture divide the grid in different ways with respect to binaries such as 

civilization-barbarity, modernity-primitiveness, art-nature, order-chaos. Not simply turning his back 
on what was in English before, Hemingway uses the discourse of the aficionado subculture to 
create a provocative, oppositional guide to it, putting before readers an existing but alien 
cognitive/ethical context in which to put the bullfight.  
 
 
 

Mar Gallego 
Centro de Investigación en Migraciones, Universidad de Huelva 

 

The Liminal Black Female Body:  
Healing and Empowerment in Contemporary Women Writers 
 
Since slavery times, black female bodies have captured the Western mind as liminal entities, 
dehumanized and brutalized by the infamous slave codes. The victimized body of black women 
became inscribed by both patriarchal and colonial violence, commodified and fragmented at its 
convenience. However, women writers from the African diaspora have not only resisted the 
dominant discourse of their victimization and subsequent social and cultural ostracism, but have 
also devised new and productive ways to develop a healing discourse that has fostered the 
necessary empowerment of black women. In so doing, these writers have facilitated the 
formulation of alternative and more holistic views about black female bodies as powerful 
correctives to the historical denigration to which they have been submitted, claiming their right to 
sexual pleasure and fulfilment away from confining racist and sexist parameters. Drawing from 
body and feminist studies, I intend to focus on the transgressive work of two well-known women 
writers, concretely on two groundbreaking novels -Gloria Naylor’s Bailey’s Café (1992) and Toni 
Morrison’s A Mercy (2008)-, as these texts challenge the demeaning and liminal legacy of black 
female bodies and contest conventional notions of race, gender and sexuality.  



  

Andrés Guilló Seuthe 
Universidad Autónoma de Madrid 

 
The Ghost Tale: Legendary Fact or Fictional Literature? 
An Epistolary Ghost Tale as an Example of a Possible Interface Genre. 
 

The Ghost Tale represents a form of narrative in which the encounter between living and non-living 
entities is given a position of central thematic concern. This type of story has made its presence felt 
in a wide range of narrative genres, first emerging in oral-based genres such as folk-tales or 
legends, and eventually working its way into Gothic via fictional literary genres such as short stories 
or novels. The transition of the Ghost Tale from folk narratives towards “more refined” literary texts 
(as numerous scholars would argue) might very well have given birth to intermediate or rather 
“interface” genres. Since in their origins Ghost Tales were often presented as factual narratives (as 
in the case of popular legends dealing with apparitions of ghosts), the distinction between fact and 
fiction has often acquired a significant degree of importance. At what point did the transition from 
allegedly factual Ghost Tales towards admittedly fictional literary Ghost Tales take place? Might 
there be any examples of Ghost Tales which share traits with genres claimed to be factual –such as 
legends− and concurrently display features typical of fictional literary genres? The present paper 
seeks to provide an affirmative answer to the second question, through an analysis of a narrative 
enclosed in a genuine letter addressed to the 17th-18th century scholar Richard Bentley. This 
analysis is embedded in a broader research concerning the characteristics of the Ghost Tale, carried 
out by a research group in the department of English Studies at the Universidad Autónoma de 
Madrid. 

 
 
 
Miriam Mandel   
Tel-Aviv University, Israel 
 

The Letter and the Vanishing (Deconstructed?) Interface 

My presentation at the Eighth International Seminar on Liminality and Text, 26-28 April 2017, 
derives from the violence that occurred when Manuel Aguirre’s phrase, “At the Interface” crashed 
into the Project I am currently working on, which is called The Letters of Ernest Hemingway 
(Cambridge University Press), for which seventeen hardcover volumes are projected. I (and others) 
have been working on this for a number of years, and my feeling was that we were doing very 
precise, detailed, and solid work: finding, collecting, transcribing, perfecting, annotating, 
illustrating, indexing, and publishing the letters written by Ernest Hemingway. As a person who has 
always lived in the interface and interstices between languages, cultures, countries, and identities, 
it was comforting to think that I had come, at long last, into something as solid, graspable, and 
concrete as this: a letter, a clearly defined object to be worked with. When this project and this 
feeling confronted Aguirre’s theme, “At the Interface,” all solidity dissolved. The letter – clearly and 
obviously interface between one individual and another, “a common boundary or interconnection 
between systems, equipment, concepts, or human beings” 
(http://www.dictionary.com/browse/interface) – became ungraspable, undefinable, unlocatable.  
What, then, is a letter?  And what, then, is an interface?  

 

http://www.dictionary.com/browse/interface


  

Ana Mª Manzanas Calvo 
Universidad de Salamanca, Spain 

 

At the interface: the border 
 
The definition of in-ter-face, a surface forming a common boundary between adjacent regions, 
bodies, substances, or phases; a point at which independent systems or diverse groups interact, 
seems to accurately depict the border as a liminal space. At the border, spaces and bodies get into 
contact and interact in different ways, for the boundary may be a formality for some, but an 
unsurmountable obstacle for others. The talk interrogates the spatial morphology of the border as 
it describes the different discourses that crisscross this liminal space, from abjection to hospitality 
theory. Finally the talk addresses González Iñárritu’s film Babel and examines two interfaces, the 
Moroccan desert and the US-Mexican borderlands. 

 
David Murray 
University of Nottingham, U.K. 
 

Shamans, Spiritualists, the Occult and Liminality 
 
One of the most fundamental impulses of the Enlightenment was to separate itself from magic and 
superstition in the name of  rationality and science, but the division has never been so clear, and 
interest in the irrational and occult has continued, in a complex and even symbiotic relation to 
modernity and the enlightenment project. By looking at some accounts of shamanic and occult 
experiences from the 18th century to the present, I hope to show just how inextricably linked 
transparency and mystery, truth and fraud have been, and how ideas of liminality are fundamental 
to both the experiences and their representations, which have often crossed the lines of 
anthropology and literature, as well as science and religion. 

 
 
Ricky O’Rawe 
The National University of Ireland, Maynooth 
 

The Argentine Neo-Fantastic: A Literature of the Interface 
 
In each of its iterations—as genre, mode, or aesthetic—the Fantastic operates as a ‘discourse of the 
limit’ (Armitt) by destabilising the cause and effect relationships assumed to form the basis of 
reality. In the Neo-Fantastic works of argentine authors like Borges, Cortázar, or Bioy Casares, the 
reader often enters a tale in media res, in the aftermath of the fantastic event, and thus does not 
directly encounter the drama of the ‘crack’ (Callois) or ‘hesitation’ (Todorov) that was central to the 
19th century tales that established the mode. Instead, the reader discovers a world that grants 
‘equal validity and verisimilitude on both orders’ (Alazraki). This coexistence does not, however, 
entail harmony and the unease created by the interface of the real and the fantastic in these tales is 
of no lesser import. This paper aims to explore this interface, which is the very essence of the 
Fantastic, in terms of liminality. By exploring the ‘subjunctive mood’ (Turner) that emerges in the 
space of the event, this paper proposes to retrospectively uncover its cause and significance 
(Zizek).  Proponents of the 20th century argentine fantastic were drawn to the mode because of its  
suitability for seeking an ineffable secret order in the real (Alazraki). This paper argues that it is the 
interfacing of conflicting paradigms and the attendant liminality that grants the Fantastic the power 
to express such a secret order, or at least to suggest it. It will show, therefore, that liminality is 
central to the philosophical potential of the Fantastic. 



  

Belén Piqueras Cabrerizo 
Universidad Autónoma de Madrid 

 

Digital Literature:  
Multi-Medial Interfaces and the Reading Experience 
 

According to the French culture critic Jean Baudrillard, “Digitality is with us. It is that which haunts 
all the messages, all the signs of our societies” (Simulations, New York: Semiotext (e), 1983, 115). 
Needless to say that it has haunted our literature, giving way to new textual forms that have 
radically changed the way we relate to the text; digital or electronic literature incorporates other 
media, which opens new and often unexpected realms of expression,  presenting thus new 
challenges to reading, writing and understanding textuality. 

When literature leaps from one medium to another, a “third space” emerges, one that 
embraces the new medium’s specific traits while still maintaining some of the original medium’s 
conventions. This is the case of electronic literature, where the experience of image, sound and 
performance on the screen interacts with the semantic determination of verbally configured texts. 

This paper will analyse a selection of digital literary texts by authors like Dan Waber, YHCHI, 
William Poundstone and Talan Memmott in order to illustrate how the interaction between multi-
medial and textual devices has originated a new domain for poetic expression, an interface of 
heterogeneous codes where reading becomes an event that is purely and essentially liminal. 

 
 
Roberta Ann Quance 
Queen’s University Belfast, Northern Ireland, U.K. 

 

The Poet in-Between:  

Two Takes on Poet in New York by Federico García Lorca 
 
‘I have said “a poet in New York” but I ought to have said, “New York in a poet,”’ explained Lorca, at 
a 1932 recital of Poet in New York. Lorca invited listeners to consider that his status as a poet had 
been affected by what he had experienced and that this dimension was a feature of his texts. How 
did the experience of New York—a metonym for modernity—affect him? 

The book follows the poet through the recognition of loss of voice and confusion to the 
reaffirmation of a symbolic order, in which his voice is restored. The first poem offers the poet’s 
depiction of the middle state and sets forth the series of binary oppositions in between which he 
stands. Somewhere between loss and recovery the poet is in a liminal state, where he has neither 
his old status nor a new one.  By analysing his position on a battleground we see what values are at 
stake and at what price they might be redeemed. 

Around the same time that Lorca wrote his poems, he also executed drawings based on his 
New York experience, at least one of which complements the verbal text. Although the drawings 
have been analysed in terms of the personal problems the poet confronted (a falling out with Dali 
and Buñuel, an unhappy love-affair), the drawing suggests a different dimension of social protest. 
Once again the figure of the poet is trapped in a no man’s land of liminality, between nature and 
culture. But the different medium, which discourages narrative, stops at metaphor. Using 
techniques of child art —which had been prized and imitated by the avant-garde—, Lorca suggests 
his predicament is that of a defenceless child who resists incorporation into a corrupt world.  
Through schooling (becoming numerate and literate) the child is rendered a subject and there is no 
exit —no return or advance— possible.   
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Formulaic Devices and Genre Conventions in Gothic Fiction:  
Creativity in the Border between Novel and Folktale 
 
 
A Gothic novel, in its use of repetition – from iteration to over-patterning, stereotyping or formulaic 
expression – presents a complex interface between text and reader, one which can be said to work 
as a meaning-generating system that relies heavily on reader’s expectations and fields of reference. 
By carefully examining this interface, we intend to explore the dynamics of genre recognition, 
originality and didacticism, and the limitations of criticism that does not recognise the “third space” 
that Gothic fiction inhabits, that is, the hybridity of a genre that reflects social conventions of its 
time while remaining faithful to forms and rhetoric of the folktale.  

 
It has been argued that the proliferation of titles following a certain “formula” has direct 

effects on the readers’ enjoyment of a particular instance of the genre, postulating a fundamental 
difference between mimetic literature and “formulaic literature”. Both the definition of “formula” 
and the binary opposition in these arguments would find difficulty accounting for the intricacies 
and the creative potential of the border. It is possible, however, to find a place of ongoing 
negotiation of meaning and convention in novels whose didacticism allows for and necessitates a 
certain appeal to the audience’s reality, but whose rhetorical devices and characterization are 
often, in effect, metafictional. The wealth of references generated by repetition and formulaic 
language invites us to consider genre conventions as a process unfolding with each reading, tending 
towards stability but also towards complexity. 
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“a black modifier against the white body”:  
Protocols of the Limen in Natasha Trethewey’s Thrall 
 
 
The 30 poems in Thrall (2012) by the former United States poet laureate Natasha Trethewey 
explore, engage and re-present the terrain of the limen. Many of the pieces are verbal simulacra of 
casta paintings, a genre that was widespread in the Spanish-speaking Americas, especially Colonial 
Mexico or New Spain in the eighteenth century. Such works typically portray family groups—
mother, father and child—of mixed race in various African, indigenous and white permutations, and 
establish racial taxonomies such as “mulatto-turning-backwards” or “hold-yourself-in-midair” (“The 
Book of Castas”, 24).  Thrall mobilizes and pays rapt attention to the question, “what do you 
call/that space between/the dark geographies of sex?/Call it the taint – as in/T’aint one and t’aint 
the other-” (25). 

 
Historically, the hailing of the visual through the verbal, itself a liminalist endeavour, has 

produced such expressive strategies as visual poetry. While Thrall is certainly animated by a 
“complication of words and images” (http://csmt.uchicago.edu/glossary2004/ekphrasis.htm), a 
more appropriate term to describe Trethewey’s method might be ekphrasis, which can be traced to 
the ancient Greek rhetorical practice of “bringing the experience of an object to a listener or reader 
through highly detailed descriptive writing” (ibid). In Thrall the cognitive and the sensual are placed 
at the service of the experiential (Tretheway is herself mixed race), the history of race-making in the 
western world and aesthetic meditation. If, at the racial interface we find the Negro torna atrás or 
the tente en el aire, themselves liminoid taxonomies, Trethewey uses that very interface to imagine 
other ‘complications’, as in “Kitchen Maid with Supper at Emmaus; or, The Mulatta”, after the well-
known Velázquez painting. Trethewey’s Mulatta is at the centre of a swirl of mergers, a constant 
becoming-other or becoming-both where, through the repeated “She is…”, the maid acquires 
commensurability with the surrounding domestic objects that are invested not so much with 
presence as immanence. The amalgamated objects and histories contemplated and re-presented by  
Trethewey make of Thrall a work that is neither simply visually- nor verbally driven but one that is 
constantly “passing through to somewhere else” (“Geography”, 45). 
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Adrift in Virtual Space:  
Richard Powers’ Plowing the Dark and the ‘Ultimate’ Interface 

 

This paper will examine Richard Powers’ 2000 novel Plowing the Dark as a multi-faceted exploration 
of the existential ramifications of the human technological drive towards the creation of a 
completely immersive virtual reality. I will first attempt to assure our understanding of the relevant 
idea that every human interaction necessarily creates a ‘third space’ of communication, as well as 
its logical extensions, and then briefly discuss the historical trajectory towards ever-complexifying 
virtual interfaces – veritable ‘third spaces’ that bring a previously abstract concept into the 
experienceable realm. Then, in an analysis concentrating on the spatial play of the novel, I will 
attempt to demonstrate how Powers’ use of two very different rooms – one a developing VR room, 
the other the site of a prisoner held in solitary confinement for five years – raises important 
questions regarding the consequences of this ultimate expansion of the “third space” of the 
imagination (and therefore art) into the perceptually tangible. Powers envisions both the inward 
journey of the solitary prisoner and the ‘outward’ one of the VR developer team as leading towards 
the same space – one where the human is finally fully unhooked from the tangle of physical reality 
and the necessary human connections that go with it. In other words, we are discussing, as one 
character puts it, “the defeat of time and space. The final victory of the imagination” (159). The 
question around which the essay will center and which remains open for debate is, of course, 
whether or not we are prepared for this victory.  


