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Fantasy fiction has exercised an enduring power to entertain and
astound in Hispanic literature. This power to affect a broad spectrum of
readers is itself indicative of the variety of emotional needs such fiction
satisfies. As Bruno Bettelheim has stated in The Uses of Enchantment,!
fantasy in literature supplies children with much needed emotional armor to
buttress their system of defenses as they mature. According to Bettelheim,
young people seek mirror images of their circumstances in order to deal with
eternal themes in life such as survival, self-sacrifice, and death. Also among
these themes are the existence of pain as an ingredient of growth and change,
the arbitrariness of fortune, and the need to take risks as a means to survive,

Such themes become the stock in trade of literature for all age groups, as
Dr. Eric Berne has amply demonstrated in his classic Games People Play.?
Rather than cast off the stuff of childhood fantasy, adults also need the system
of defenses which the realm of fairy tales provides. Having been nurtured on
fables of life-and-death struggles, adults mentally require fantasy stories in the
form of “life scripts”, as Berne has termed them, and they make significant use
of the enchantment of their early years to continue through life.

Fantasy and the supernatural occupy a central position within the
modernist aesthetic, whose broad concerns went far beyond the question of
formal innovations in poetry. Modernist writers such as Manuel Gutiérrez
Néjera, Rubén Dario, and Leopoldo Lugones stitched together the patches of
tantasy which writings from the early days of Spanish American literature
had cut out. But using their sense of syncretism, the modernists made of this
fabric a whole garment, a vestment to express their awe and adoration of the
Unknown.?

While the modernists made a religion of fantasy, they were ever mindful
of the fact that the context of their fiction was indeed the literary tradition of
fairy tales, as well as it was the experimentation in the Occult which ran rife in
the world around them. Modernism was the first generation of Spanish
American writers to be self-conscious about the literary rather than the
political context of literature. Modernist fiction is a literature about

67






