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Roland Barthes, among others, suggests that narratives can be viewed as
expanded sentences with distinctive grammatical rules and structures. In this
light, Manuel Puig's Kiss of the Spiderwoman, with its suppressed narrator,
lengthy footnotes, and foreign dramatic and legalistic genre elements,seems an
expression of syntactical anarchy. Yet, despite the novel's apparently radical
form, Puig can be seen to conform to some of the most traditional modes of
realist narration. In his book, Imagining the Penitentiary, John Bender
associates the principle of narrative underlying the modern penitentiary idea of
prisoner reform with the narrative strategies of realist fiction. The penitentiary
sentence of confinement and the expanded sentence of realist narrative intend
similar re-formations of subjectivityin their respectiveobjects,the prisoner and
the fictional character. Both assume the transparency of these objects'
consciousnesses,that inner and outer selves are mutually expressive.This view
of realist narrative comfortably accommodates Kiss of the Spiderwoman and
lends the novel a surprisingly conservative inflection. Just as the narrative
masks traditional elements of realism in unconventional forms, it transposes
the reformist and, I might add, conformist designs of the penitentiary into an
altogether different realm. In Kiss of the Spiderwoman popular culture at large
supplants the penitentiary as the force that normalizes subjectivity,modulating
potentially deviant social and literary behavior into conventional modes of
expression.

The novel's apparent subversions of realist conventionsbegin on the first
page. Two uncontextualized voices, without orienting references to setting,
names or pasts, are discussing a woman sketching a panther in its cage at a
zoo. We learn only gradually and from seemingly incidental dialogue that this
zoo scene comes from a movie, that such "movie-telling" constitutes the main
diversion for the two voices, and these voices belong to prison inmates named
Molina, a homosexual guilty of corrupting minors, and Valentin, a political
radical. This scattershot method of disbursing information directs our reading
attention at once both backwards and forwards and repeatedly revises our
understanding of what we have read A series of nine extended footnotes
punctuates the story, eight of which explore various theoretical views of
homosexuality, and attending to them moves us into and out of the story, as
well as back and forth in the text. These techniques mark a signal departure
from the linear, chronologicallycoherent reading experience that characterizes
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