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ABSTRACT

The article discusses the immigrant experience wfedca in The
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wday Junot Diaz and analyses it with
the use of the neobaroque esthetics. The papers seelpresent
neobaroque elements present in the text, such lagdhy and the
tension between the center and the peripheries himw sthat
neobaroque poetics can be successfully employedlkoabout the
experience of exile, the migrant condition andgbarch for identity.
Keywords: immigrant experience; hybridity; Juno@aBi neobaroque;
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao

The concepts often discussed in relation with etiaentities include
hybridity, biculturalism, cultural transition, aigphenated identity —
a term devised by Gustavo Pérez-Firmat. All of thenggest a
combination of different elements belonging to thdture of home
and of the receiving country. John Riofrio in hidicke “Situating

! The analysis of Junot Diaz's text is part of ageigresearch project — a doctoral
dissertation.
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Latin American masculinity: Immigration, empathyda@masculation
in Junot Diaz’'Drown’” focuses on the issue of identity and analyzes it
in the context of immigration. He claims that “imgration produces
categorical shifts in how we experience and alstetstand ourselves
as people? Stuart Hall adds that identity “is never compleibyays
in process, and always constituted within, notidetsrepresentatiof”
and since it is a matter of becoming, it undergaemstant
transformations Hall devotes special attention to Caribbean itiest
and places them in a dialogic relation between &wes, or vectors:
“similarity and continuity; and the vector of difemce and rupture’”
He sees the Caribbean at the margin, belonging tioe “
underdeveloped, the periphery, the ‘Other’ . . that outer edge, the
‘rim’, of the metropolitan world — always ‘Southd someone elseEl
Norte”® Predictably, this peripheral position concerns also the
Caribbean migrants in the United States.

What prevails in the discussions of immigrantsherence is the
sense of hybridity, unbelonging, suspension betwiaenculture of
origin and the new culture, and the continuous cdedor the new
hyphenated identity. Krumrey observes that migrahtsse no
destination, many are nomads, and they “rejecesit@blished borders
and frontiers between and within America and enbriastead the
intermediate, indeterminate space between the resltli They are
never fully American, and they do not belong to téure of origin
either, thus they inhabit the space in-between.

In his analysis of contemporary diasp8rdgor Maver suggests
that the binary constructions employed to disches¢lation between
Us and the Other are no longer valid, and it hasipe difficult to tell

2 Riofrio 2008: 23.

3 Hall 1990: 222.

* Hall 1990: 225

® Hall 1990: 226-227.

® Hall 1990: 228.

" Krumrey 2010: 37-38.

8 The Dominican migration to the United States canrbated as a diaspora.
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one from the othér Therefore there exists a need to introduce new
tools that would embracthe complexity of the new identities and
experiences; | would argue that one of such toslsx@éobaroque.
Consequently, this paper seeks to discuss the irantigxperience of
America with the use of the neobaroque paradigms H®ssay's
argument will develop in three steps. First, theckr will explain the
neobaroque poetics; then it will focus on the neotpae elements in
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wag Junot Diaz; and finally it
will demonstrate how the employment of neobarogometributes to
the articulation of the migrants’ experience of Aita.

Neo-baroque is the return of the Baroque, “a jpernmarked by
contradictory feelings of novelty and belatedné8syet not as a
historical phenomenon, but as certain aesthetingel Ndalianis in
her study of contemporary entertainment claims thebbaroque
esthetics permeates the contemporary mainstreator@tl It has
been employed by different writers, including postaial theorists of
Latin America and the Caribbean, as well as by eropbrary U.S.
Latino/a visual artists.

Neobaroque, however, is not only an esthetic pimemon, since it
also has a political dimension. According to Angllidalianis, it is a
strategy focusing on the minor and the unrepredesutel whose aim
is to challenge the ideology of the dominant cefuas well as to
question the issue of identity, gender and redlifggginton supports
this view and emphasizes neo-baroque’s periphetiginoand its
attempt to “undermine traditional colonial powerustures.** Also
Monika Kaup in her discussion of this neobaroquespect observes
that political instability and violence translatiego cultural, artistic
and literary expressions. Moreover, she arguesnabaroque in the
American republics became a “key, symptomatic esgiom of the

° Maver 2009: x.

0 Kaup 2012: 5.

1 Ndalianis 2004: 5.
12 Kaup 2012: 20.

13 Ndalianis 2004: 12.
14 Egginton 2010: 128.
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reigning social and political situation of crisisdacatastrophe” and a
tool suitable to express “discontinuity, politicaisillusionment,
conflict between state authoritarianism and poprgaistance®

The political dimension of neobaroque manifestselif for
instance, in the tension between the center angdhphery. This is
stressed by, among others, William Egginton whoeoles a certain
dynamics, a tension between two strategies idedtifiy him in the
Spanish baroque as “a centrifugal versus a cetdtifpgrce, a major
versus a minor strategy, a molar versus a molegeiztor.™®

Major strategy assumes “the existence of a vedlppfearances, and
then suggest[s] the possibility of a space opeiuisg beyond those
appearances where truth resid€dri other words, it lures the viewer
into believing that whatever they see refers to esamiversal truth
hidden behind the veil. Major strategy “is to assurthat the
coherence of the image is in a representativeioaldb something
that, itself unknown, grounds that relation.” Mirgtrategy, in turn,

does not merely ride out the ‘lines of flight’ limg the imago’s coherence to its

dissolution, its bursting onto the shores of teimeognita; rather, the minor

strategy treats those limits as ends in themselrabthereby cuts off the relations
constitutive of representatith

According to Egginton, minor strategy frequentlgngoys the
elements of the major strategy, yet they are rlditwor taken to
extreme¥’. Minor strategy would point to representationthe seams
that the major strategy is trying to hide. It wilherefore, emphasize
the construction of the text, for instance thropginting to its frames.

This tension between the center and the peripherand
consequently between the minor and major stratggints to another
important feature of neobaroque that is in-betwessn the third
quality, or the third space. According to José bea&ima and Alejo
Carpentier, New World artists used the colonizartsto express their

1S Kaup 2012: 122.

18 Egginton 2010: 71.
17 Egginton 2010: 3.
18 Egginton 2010: 75.
19 Egginton 2010: 76.
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own thoughts, and hence the baroque became theutimsnt not of
the Counter-Reformation but obntraconquistgcounterconquestf®
César Salgado depicted this process as “the surgiv®therness
piggybacking on the unsuspecting signs of Empit&.he encounter
between the two cultures: the imperial and theveator the
culture of the colonizer and the colonized, ondhe hand epitomizes
the tension between the center and the peripherythe other —
emphasizes the emergence of a third culture.

It may be concluded, therefore, that neobaroque hybrid that
originated in the peripheries — occupies the spadeetween and
gives voice to the underrepresented, thus it pasalybrid identities
and, consequently, the immigrant experience of Acaer The
experience of America and the immigrant identity Baquid and so is
neobaroque; it focuses on the process, on becoraim,not on the
final effect. Therefore it seems to be a usefull two explore the
experiences of the immigrants.

The text chosen for the analysis in this artisldunot Diaz'sSThe
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wathe winner of the 2008 Pulitzer
Prize. The novel tells a fragmented story of OsaaBominican kid
living in New Jersey, and it also recounts thediwé Oscar’s family
and friends. The narrator guides the reader thrahghDominican
Republic of the 1940s and the contemporary Ameiacal, therefore
provides insight into the histories and culturedofh countries. The
novel discuses Oscar de Ledn’s experience of Amdocusing on
the life of a boy who does not belong to eitherth two cultures,
who seeks acceptance, and who tries to redefinelémity. His and
his relatives’ struggles and experiences are ptedetiirectly in the
text, but they are also intensified by the emplogtnaf neobaroque.
The elements chosen for the analysis in this articiclude the
presence of minor strategy, the tension betweencémer and the
peripheries, and hybridity. It should be noted, boer, that the

20 Kaup 2012: 5.
21 salgado 1999: 324.
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selected examples do not exhaust the discussest igsir role is to
suggest possible analytical directions.

If the world presented in the novel is consideadthmed structure,
then each time the narrator addresses the read@e arharacters in
the novel, he points to the text's frames and pierthem. This, in
turn, emphasizes the fictionality of the text aricbets the reader’s
attention towards the neobaroque notion of reptaten. The
narrator addresses the readers on multiple oceasion instance
when he discusses the history of the Dominican Rlépun the
following way: “You didn’t know we were occupied itve in the
twentieth century? Don’t worry, when you have kidsy won't know
the U.S. occupied Iraq eithe””’Another example may be Yunior's
comment on the political situation in the Dominidaepublic:

It's true. The Gangster’s wife was — drumroll, glea- Truijillo’s fucking sister!

Did you really think some street punk from Sama& @oing to reach the upper

echelons of the Truijillato on hard work alone? Negriease — this ain’t a fucking
comic book! BWLOW138)

As far as addressing other characters in the nswsgncerned, one
may focus on the description of Beli's, Oscar’'s haots, behavior
narrated in the following way: “I wish | could saljfferent but I've
got it right here on tape. La Inca told you you hadeave the country
and you laughed BWLOW160).

The focus on the superficiality of the text, inrtuis probably best
visible in the remarks the narrator makes aboutwhi#ng process.
When the narrator recalls Beli's youth, he menti@amana. The
footnote, however, contains the following explanati

In my first draft, Samana was actually Jarabacaathen my girl Leonie, resident

expert in all things Domo, pointed out that there ao beaches in Jarabacoa.
Beautiful rivers but no beaches. Leonie was alsootiee who informed me that

the perrito (see first paragraphs of chapter o@hettoNerd at the End of the

World”) wasn't popularized until the late eightiesrly nineties, but that was one
detail | couldn’t change, just liked the image toach. Forgive me, historians of

popular dance, forgive meB{YWLOW132)

22 Diaz, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wedew York: Riverhead Books, 2007),
19. Hereafter cited in the text BVLOW
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The above-mentioned examples illustrate how tkiegeints to the
frames to highlight its fictionality, hence emplogi the minor
strategy. Moreover, it sanctions the neobaroqudimgaof the novel.
The complexity of the neobaroque esthetics inwiéisrent analytical
approaches and focal points that examine the ntigsgrerience.

The discussion of the migrant’'s experience of Ag®ercannot
disregard the tension between the center and thiphpeies. The
analysis may adopt different angles, yet the papkrfocus on the
geographical and social aspect, as well as orettits constructiofy.

If one focuses on the direction of the diaspor@& Bominican
Republic may be treated as a periphery — the Da@anRepublic is
the country that people leave in order to get ® Wmited States and
look for a better life. Also, in terms of importanand wealth, the
Dominican Republic may be considered peripheralth® United
States. This, in turn, translates into the Domimgtafeeling of
interiority. It manifests itself, for instance, tine way Oscar welcomed
Yunior in the dorm: “Hail, Dog of God, was how heleomed me my
first day in Demarest. Took a week before | figuced what the hell
he meant. God. Domini. Dog. Canis. Hail, DominisdniBWLOW
171).

It should be noted, however, that although the Daran Republic
and Dominicans seem to be peripheral, they arentlia protagonists
of the story. What is more, the meaning of the Dvoasin Republic
for Oscar upsets this simple center — peripherysidin. The reader
learns about Oscar’s feelings towards the DominiRapublic from
the following fragments: “In Santo Domingo, the dare Loved Best
(what Oscar, at the end, would call the Ground Zefrdhe New
World)” (BWLOW1), and “Santo Domingo will always be there. It
was there in the beginning and it will be therahat end” BWLOW

23 The author has conducted an in-depth analysiefélations between the center
and the peripheries in the article “Rola i znaczer@pgyferii w powiéci Junota Diaza
Krotki i niezwykhzywot Oscara Wab(Inne B:bny: Rénica i niezgoda w literaturze i
kulturze amerykéskiej UMCS, 2013).
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210). These quotations amply illustrate the impurga of the
Dominican Republic for Oscar.

Another angle that could be adopted in the disonssf the center
and the peripheries is the social one. Oscar —r@dsand a weirdo
weighing 307 pound@8WLOW173) — is rejected blgoth Dominicans
and Americans, hence becomes a periphery. Thersekeden:

Oscar was a social introvert who trembled with fearing gym class and

watched nerd British shows likgoctor WhoandBlake’s 7 and could tell you the

difference between a Veritech fighter and a Zewtiragalker, and he used a lot of

huge sounding nerd words likedefatigable and ubiquitous when talking to
niggers who would barely graduate from high sch@WLOW22)

What is more, he is neither Dominican nor Amerieaough, and he
does not belong to either of the groups becaudsaisofntelligence,
interests, or skin color. The narrator states that

[tlhe white kids looked at his black skin and hisoaand treated him with

inhuman cheeriness. The kids of color, upon heaning speak and seeing him
move his body, shook their heads. You're not Dogani And he said, over and

over again, But | am. Soy dominicano. Dominicano. $8yWLOWA49)

Despite this rejection, Oscar becomes the centratacter and the
focal point of the novel.

The peripheries and the center may be also arthtyzé¢he level of
the construction of the text, for instance in tleé&tion between the
main body of the text and the footnotes. The capiootnotes may be
treated as a periphery because of their locatidombthe main text;
yet the footnotes containing valuable pieces afrimiation concerning
the history and culture of the Dominican Republicnt out to be
essential for the novel. Moreover, the footnotesdistinguished from
the main text, which attaches importance to thechtence upsets the
assumed center-periphery division.

The examples mentioned above demonstrate thaetiter and the
peripheries elude easy divisions and classificatitimey are not fixed
but they constantly renegotiate their positionsisTdonstant process
of renegotiation may further emphasize the immitg'aexperience of
America and the struggle of tH@ominican Americans to find their
own place and develop the new identity.
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Another feature that characterizes both neobarognd the
immigrant identity is hybridity. It occurs when kast two systems
(cultures, languages or traditions) meet. Simbe Brief Wondrous
Life of Oscar Waas a story about Dominican Americans, it offers a
whole array of examples. Hybridity is best visilde the linguistic
level (and it is typical of the works of most immagt writers). The
author frequently combines English and Spanishcéxitems, for
example: “Abuela snorted. Guapa soy yo. Your mothas a diosa.
But so cabeza duraBWLOW?75). Regarding the language, one may
also investigate the erudite phrases coexistingh vifte simple
language or profanities introduced to a regulaglmge.

Hybridity in Diaz's novel is also achieved througthe
incorporation of science fictional elements thah dze found on
different levels: tropes, characters, imagery, afl &s direct science
fiction references. The latter can be seen in tllewing fragment
discussing Oscar’s interests:

Oscar had always been a young nerd — the kinddofvkio read Tom Swift, who
loved comic books and watchéttraman— but by high school his commitment
to the Genres had become absolute ... he was gongimggelf on a steady stream
of Lovecraft, Wells, Burroughs, Howard, Alexandegrbkert, Asimov, Bova, and
Heinlein, and even the Old Ones who were alreadynipéng to fade — E. E.
“Doc” Smith, Stapledon, and the guy who wrote &k tDoc Savage books —
moving hungrily from book to book, author to authage to age. (It was his good
fortune that the libraries of Paterson were so tfndded that they still kept a lot
of the previous generation’s nerdery in circulafjoviou couldn’t have torn him
away from any movie or TV show or cartoon wherergheere monsters or
spaceships or mutants or doomsday devices or @sstin magic or evil villains.
(BWLOW20-21)

Interestingly, also Oscar himself is referred tgarence fiction terms;
the narrator, for instance, says that Oscar hawlffi repaired his ion
drive; the evil planet Gordo was pulling him back Behold our
cosmic explorer: eyes wide, lashed to his acceteratouch, hand
over his mutant heartBWLOW?271). Moreover, at one point he is
called a planet: “Look, Mom, that guy’s taking hpkanet out for a
run” (BWLOW177). Apart from the introduction of hybridity,aHact
that Oscar is described 8tifi terms may serve as a comment upon
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the situation of the minorities who are treatedlans, as the Other. It
may be concluded that science fiction, apart fresncontribution to
hybridity, serves to articulate the strange expergeof exile and the
migrant condition that are impossible to articulatany other way.

What cannot be overlooked in the discussion ofriditly is the
issue of intertextuality that seems to be omnipresethe novel. The
first reference to another text is found alreadytha title that bears
resemblance toThe Short Happy Life of Francis Macombby
Hemingway Also the two mottos introduce intertextuality — thirest
has been taken from the comic bodbke Fantastic Foyrand the
second from Walcott's “The Schooner Flight.” Howevthe entire
text is peppered with references to other textscufure, books,
movies, computer games, TV series, includinthe Bible
Miracleman Matrix, Doctor Who Zardoz In the Time of the
ButterfliesandThe Sound of MusiGSome of the references are direct,
for instance:

I know I've thrown a lot of fantasy and sci-fi imet mix but this is supposed to be
a true account of the Brief Wondrous Life of Oscamd/MCan't we believe that an
Ybon can exist and that a brother like Oscar mightdue a little luck after
twenty-three years? This is your chance. If bldk gdntinue. If red pill, return to
the Matrix” BWLOW285)

Other references are less obvious, like the alhssioThe Lord of the
Ringsthat require some in-depth knowledge of Tolkiemi®gy, for
example “his Witchking of AngmarBWLOW120).

The novel incorporates also different genres, iftstance the
definition of mongoose that resembles an encyclepettry and
reads as follows:

The Mongoose, one of the great unstable partidiéseoUniverse and also one of
its greatest travelers. Accompanied humanity outAbfca and after a long
furlough in India jumped ship to the other Indigk.a. the Caribbean. Since its
earliest appearance in the written record — 675 B,GrEa nameless scribe’s
letter to Ashurbanipal’s father, Esarhaddon — thenlybose has proven itself to
be an enemy of kingly chariots, chains, and hidiasc Believed to be an ally of
Man. Many Watchers suspect that the Mongoose arriee our world from
another, but to date no evidence of such a migratias been unearthed.
(BWLOW151)
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The reader encounters also fragments of lettersssprclippings,

fragments of diaries and many more. The articlersfmerely a small
selection of examples, yet they illustrate the scopthe references
from both cultures and traditions that Diaz incogped into his novel.
The references perform also another function — thay be read as
the reflections of the migrant condition: the imtwation of the well-

known cultural elements brings the text closer e teader; the
inclusion of foreign words and cultural elementswhver, evokes the
feeling of defamiliarization. Such a strategy ispdmged to emphasize
the confusion and exclusion experienced by the ritias in the new

country.

The neobaroque elements discussed above congiitlytea mere
fraction of what the novel offers. | would arguewever, that such a
selection is sufficient to present neobaroque @stant tool for the
discussion of the migrants’ experience of the UhB¢ates. Migrants’
hybrid identities that constitute a mixture of cuis and languages
find their reflection in the neobaroque estheticseebaroque is just
like the immigrant experience of America; it eml@sdybridity, in-
betweenness, focuses on the process, not on tieefiect, it crosses
social and geographical borders, and gives voidbdcsilent groups.
The employment of neobaroque strengthens the inamigrxperience
and allows for the articulation of what cannot bacalated in any
other way. Moreover, the analytical tool offeredtliis article can be
applied not only to the works of writers from therBinican Republic
or the Caribbean, but to a large body of immigiaetature.
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