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In the first decades of the 20th century, 
North American economy experienced an 
increasing expansion. The United States 
were perceived soon in Europe as a new 
international power, especially after its 
intervention in the First World War in 
1917. Moreover, due to the technological 
developments carried out in the States, 
they were considered as the country of the 
future1 The North American metropolis 
(especially New York) became the incar-
nation of such a progress, symbolized by 
the skyscraper as the most representative 
element of a new urban landscape. New 
York turned into the city par excellence of 
the 20th century, being regarded as a world 
capital, a referent in economy, politics and 
culture, and what is more, a modern 
myth. Many European writers, such as 
Paul Morand, Louis-Ferdinand Céline and 
Federico García Lorca represented the city 
in their works, and contributed to the cre-
ation of one of the icons with the largest 
presence in the cultural and collective im-
aginary of the last century and the begin-
ning of the present one.  

New York has been also present in 
Galician literature since the first decades 
of the last century. The city appears pro-
bably for the first time in an avant-garde 
poem composed by Vicente Risco and 
published in the magazine A Nosa Terra in 

                                                 
1  Navarro 2004, 39. 

1920, entitled ‘U... Ju juu...’. Years later, 
during the Francoist regime, two writers 
exiled in New York published some 
poems inspired the metropolis: Luís 
Seoane, who set a couple of poems in New 
York in Fardel de Eisiliado, (1956) and Emi-
lio Guerra da Cal, in poems included in 
Lúa alénmar (1959) and in Río de sonho e 

tempo, 1962). After the dictatorship, in 
1980, Camilo Gonsar published the first 
Galician novel set in New York, Cara 

Times Square. More recently, it could be 
argued that New York has even become a 
fashionable topic within Galician litera-
ture, since between 2005 and 2007 New 
York is present in four books: Xelamonite 
by Luís Paradelo (2005), O home inédito by 
Carlos G. Meixide (2007), New York, New 

York by Inma López Silva (2007) and Ratas 

en Manhattan by Francisco Álvarez Koki 
(2007). 

CARA TIMES SQUARE 

GLOBALIZATION AND THE LOSS 
OF IDENTITY  

Camilo Gonsar’s work has been inscribed 
within the Nova Narrativa Galega (New Ga-

lician Narrative) a movement that, accord-
ing to Camino Noia2, is characterized by 
the wish of breaking off with the previous 
Galician literature. In order to do so, they 
incorporated the literary innovations that 
had been carried out during the last cen-
tury by European authors like Kafka, 
Joyce and Proust, and American ones like 
Faulkner and Dos Passos, to the Galician 
narrative3. As Xosé Luís Franco states, the 
writers of this generation created the mo-
dern Galician literature4. Franco also 
points out that Camilo Gonsar was one of 

                                                 
2  Noia Campo 1992, 36. 
3  Noia Campo 1992, 37. 
4  Franco Grande 1989, 14. 
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the few members of that generation that 
lived abroad (he lived in London and in 
New York). During this experience, Gon-
sar experimented in first person the en-
trance in the globalized world, in which, 
as Franco states, the national barriers 
started to weaken and even disappear5. 
Writers such as Gonsar incorporated this 
new multicultural and globalized reality 
into Galician letters.  

Authors such as Marc Augé have ar-
gued that the homogenisation caused by 
globalization has been responded by a 
defence of local identities, which resist to 
be gobbled up by the concept of global 
village. Similar remarks have been stated 
by Manuel Castells, who argues that 

The age of globalization is also the age of natio-
nalist resurgence, expressed both in the chal-
lenge to established nationstates and in the wi-
despread (re)construction of identity on the ba-
sis of nationality, always affirmed against the 
alien6.  

Such a tension between the local and the 
global is specially reflected in the postmo-
dern metropolis, and particularly in New 
York’s melting pot. In the metropolis, dif-
ferent cultures and languages mix, and 
consequently identities blur: the difficulty 
to define languages and identities moves 
from the borders to the centre of the city. 
As Ian Chambers states: 

There is an emergence at the centre of the pre-
viously peripheral and marginal. For the mod-
ern metropolitan figure is the migrant: she and 
he are the active formulators of metropolitan 
æsthetics and life styles, reinventing the lan-
guages and appropriating the streets of the 

master7  

In Cara a Times Square, Camilo Gonsar 
deals with the questioning of identity and 

                                                 
5  Franco Grande 1989, 13. 
6  Castells 1997, 27. 
7  Chambers 1994, 23. 

the consequences of loosing one’s own 
cultural roots. As a result, the choice of 
New York as scenario is not a coincidence, 
but corresponds with the problems posed 
within the narration.  

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
SPACE AND IDENTITY 

THE CITY AS EXPRESSION OF 
THE INNER SELF 

The story (divided in four parts), relates 
the walk of two characters across the 
streets of New York: the narrator (whose 
name is never mentioned) and a second 
character that never unveils his real name 
and wants to be addressed using a nick-
name, o Belga (the Belgian).  

The narrator and the Belgian meet by 
chance while the first one is waiting for a 
bus in Greenwich Village, where he had 
been drinking whiskey in a bar. In the first 
pages of the novel, we are provided with 
quite accurate geographical references of 
the city. First, the narrator states that the 
bar where he had been drinking was close 
to West 12th Street8. Then, after a brief con-
versation, the Belgian convinces the nar-
rator not to wait and to walk to Times 
Square with him. As we can see, the be-
ginning of the story establishes an appar-
ently well-defined itinerary through New 
York. However, such an itinerary blurs 
soon. The narrator is not sure about whe-
ther they eventually arrived to Times 
Square, as he says several times along the 
narration: 

Did we arrive to Times Square? I’m not sure 
about that (...) our itinerary had been very irre-
gular, as if we didn’t want to go to any specific 
place 9. [Transl. D. Miranda Barreiro] 

                                                 
8  Gonsar 2002, 13. 
9  Gonsar 2002, 101. 
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Moreover, as the narrator himself points 
out, the itinerary they follow is not 
straight, but irregular and imprecise. The 
metropolis turns into a maze, becomes a 
vague location: 

Even if I had a map of New York in front of me, 
I wouldn’t be able to reproduce the itinerary we 
followed (...) I certainly knew that we had made 
numerous detours10.  

While they are walking, the two charac-
ters start a conversation in which the Bel-
gian questions the validity of several 
matters like History and identity. As we 
have said, the reader knows neither the 
name of the narrator nor the name of the 
Belgian. In fact, the rest of the characters 
of the novel are never called by their na-
mes, but we know them only by nickna-
mes as G, o Estudiante Yemení (the Yemeni 
student), o Amigo Alemán (the German 
friend) and o Amigo Inglés (the English 
friend). As we can see, personal identities 
are obscured and negated. The case of the 
Belgian is specially significant, since he 
denies not only his personal identity but 
also his national one: 

He explained to me that he had been living 
many years as a foreigner. Even more: he 
thought that he could only live as foreigner (...) 
So, don’t ask about my nationality, because I’m 
really from nowhere11. 

We argue that the impreciseness of the iti-
nerary through New York works as a ref-
lection of the uncertain national and per-
sonal identity of the Belgian. Xosé Luís 
Franco points out that the way followed 
by the Belgian is an abstract one: he moves 
but he does not go anywhere. Therefore, 
his movements have an allegorical func-
tion more than a real one12. 

                                                 
10  Gonsar 2002, 38. 
11  Gonsar 2002, 17. 
12  Franco Grande 1989, 29. 

Consequently, we propose that New 
York’s urban scenario plays a symbolical 
role, since the loss of accurate features by 
the city replicates the unclear national de-
finition of this character. 

The issue of identity gains special rele-
vance in the third part of the book. The 
two characters leave New York in a train 
that leads them to another city, whose 
name is never specified. This new urban 
location is a disturbing one. Firstly, they 
arrive to a train station, which is comple-
tely empty: ‘there was nobody there. 
Neither passengers nor station manager 
nor porters. Nobody’13.  

Afterwards, they enter the city, which 
seems to be a prolongation of the station, 
since it is as uninhabited as the previous 
place: ‘there were no people, not even a 
lonely nightly tramp (...). Suddenly I rea-
lized that there wasn’t even road traffic’. 
Later on, the two characters go into a mu-
seum. Once inside the building, the nar-
rator and the Belgian walk through an ex-
hibition, whose works of art are characte-
rized by the same impreciseness as the 
city: 

We walked through the exhibition, every pain-
ting. To tell the truth, they were all the same 
one, variations on the same theme. But I don’t 
know which theme. They didn’t represent any 
real object. They were obscure forms, whose 
meanings I was not able to understand. If I had 
to explain the impression that they left in me, I 
would say that they were like symbols of the 
spirit of that city 14 

Hence, the action has been moved to a city 
without identity, with a lack of Historical 
and cultural references (as the paintings in 
the Museum show) and where all the 
streets look the same, as the narrator states 
a few pages later: 

                                                 
13  Gonsar 2002, 107. 
14  Gonsar 2002, 109. 
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I walked the central part of the city and I prob-
ably walked more than once through the same 
street, since they were very similar. All of them 
could be represented by a long, straight and de-
sert line, an endless succession of streetlights15. 

This urban scenario reminds of Marc 
Augé’s theory of non-place. As Augé sta-
tes, since place is defined as a space where 
identity and History can be read, those 
spaces where such a reading is not pos-
sible are non-places16. The new location 
where the characters move to is a city that 
cannot be understood, where observation 
of the external world is not useful any-
more. As we can see, the exterior reality is 
blurred and questioned. Hence, there is a 
move from the outside to the inside, from 
the urban space to the inner world of the 
characters. What really matters is not the 
physical itinerary, but the inner one: it is a 
journey of internal discovery, and the ur-
ban landscape is just an expression of the 
character’s self. Consequently, following 
Pablo Juarez, the novel narrates a journey 
of initiation17. 

Earlier on, during their promenade 
through New York, the Belgian had pro-
claimed his distrust of external impres-
sions. He relates that one morning: ‘I had 
the unequivocal feeling that everything 
that surrounded me was not real’18. He 
also questions his own history: ‘my own 
past was also an illusion and alien to 
me’19. Furthermore, in the first part of the 
book the Belgian had already declared his 
disbelief in History: 

What about if the whole History was fake?, the 
Belgian asked me. He was not referring to the 
different interpretations of History given by the 

                                                 
15  Ibid., 108 
16  Augé 1993, 83. 
17  Juárez Morena 2005, 78. 
18  Gonsar 2002, 95. 
19  Gonsar 2002, 95. 

historians, but to the historical events them-
selves’20.  

As we can see, the relation between space 
and the inner self of the Belgian that we 
have already proposed in relation to New 
York reaches its climax in this new loca-
tion. This new city seems to be not only a 
false and unreal impression, but also a 
reflection of the Belgian’s distrust in real-
ity and what is more, of his lack of iden-
tity.  

Hence, since the Belgian rejects his 
identity, the urban space (that in the novel 
works as a counterpart of the inner self of 
the character) is also dispossessed of any 
Historical and identitarian features. To 
put it in a nutshell, the city possesses no 
identity and no History just as the Belgian 
rejects to be related to any nationality and 
thus to any identity.  

THE DISCOVERY OF IDENTITY 

The ending of the third part of the book 
provides an unexpected twist to the rea-
der. Suddenly, the impersonal city is gi-
ven a surprising feature: it is located by 
the sea. As the narrator says:  

I made an amazing discovery. I hadn’t imagi-
ned that the city could be on the coast (...). I 
hadn’t perceived any symptom that could had 
been interpreted as a premonition of the sea. 
And suddenly, I saw it. I couldn’t see it prop-
erly because of the darkness of the night, but I 
saw the red signs of a lighthouse, shining from 

time to time in the distance 21. 

We argue that this new characteristic 
breaks (at least for a Galician reader – and 
the novel is address to a Galician au-
dience) with the unfamiliarity in which 
the city has been depicted until this point, 
since by including the sea and the light-

                                                 
20  Gonsar 2002, 31. 
21  Gonsar 2002, 119. 
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house within the landscape, the place re-
minds now of a Galician seaside town. 
Furthermore, few pages later, the narrator 
discovers another astonishing fact. He is a 
bit hungry, and asks the Belgian if he 
would like to have something to eat. The 
Belgian answers that he would like to 
have ‘pulpo’ (octopus)22. The narrator 
quickly remarks that: ‘one of the more ty-
pical characteristics among my fellow citi-
zens is that of considering octopus as one 
of the most delicious dishes’23. Therefore, 
he concludes that ‘the eccentric foreigner 
was in fact one of my fellow citizens that 
had also ended up in New York City’24.  

Such an unexpected discovery shows 
once more the relationship between the 
urban space and the inner self of the Bel-
gian. During the most part of the novel, 
the reader is unaware of the Belgian’s na-
tionality. Just a few moments after the city 
is slightly portrayed as a Galician town, 
the character’s national identity is unvei-
led. The Belgian, that in the beginning of 
the book had been portrayed as a stateless 
person, a character that rejected to be as-
cribed to any nationality, a product of the 
globalised world and specially represent-
ative of New York’s melting pot, turns out 
to be a Galician. What is more, the Belgian 
belongs to the same generation as the nar-
rator, which implies that he has ‘probably 
the same approach to the problems of our 
country and our time’25. The importance of 
the question of identity within the novel is 
now absolutely confirmed, since ‘the 
problems of our country’ are precisely 
those related to this matter. The narrator 
states: ‘why were you so reluctant to talk 

                                                 
22  Gonsar 2002, 127. 
23  Gonsar 2002, 128. 
24  Gonsar 2002, 128. 
25  Gonsar 2002, 130. 

about our nationalities? Certainly, because 
somehow you understood that they were 
the only nationalities you care for – and 
I’m not talking about legal nationalities – 
so this issue was not unimportant for us’26. 

Hence, the conversation after the disco-
very of the Belgian’s nationality raises 
now a discussion about the Galician iden-
tity in opposition to the Spanish one. The 
narrator argues that ‘there are negative 
countries, that force you to use negative 
terms in order to describe them. So our 
country, negates the guitars, the bloody 
fiesta, art, dogmas, landscape, etc. of the 
dominant countries of our Peninsula’27. 

However, the problematic of Galician 
identity posed in the novel overcomes the 
dichotomy Galicia-Spain, since Galician 
identity is also disturbed by the impact 
caused by globalisation. As Inmaculada 
Otero points out, the danger nowadays 
would not come only from the Spanish 
State, but from the culture of globaliza-
tion28. In fact, the Belgian insists in the re-
jection of his cultural roots: ‘I left that 
country when I was 21 years old, and ne-
ver had the wish to go back and live with 
that kind of people (...) The country were I 
was born does not mean anything to me’29. 
The allegory embodied in the character 
denominated as the Belgian is thus now 
clarified. The Belgian is a symbol of the 
threat provoked by globalisation to mino-
rity cultures.  

The ending of the relationship between 
the two characters is as surprising as the 
discovery of the Belgian’s nationality. Af-
ter a brief argument, the narrator pushes 
the Belgian from the dock where they are 

                                                 
26  Gonsar 2002, 130. 
27  Gonsar 2002, 132. 
28  Otero Valera 2005, 94. 
29  Otero Valera 2005, 134. 



David Miranda Barreiro, New York in Galician Literature 

SymCity 2 (2008) 6

to the bottom of the sea. The latter falls 
and disappears in the darkness of the 
night. Despite the murder he has just 
committed, the narrator is calm. As he 
says, it seems that nothing has happened. 
The calmness that follows to the Belgian’s 
death reassures the symbolical nature of 
the character. Was he a real person or 
maybe just a projection of the narrator’s 
subconscious? Did the story really happen 
or was it only a dream or a hallucination? 
Is the narration perhaps related through a 
symbolical character whose schizophrenia 
represents the struggle suffered by Gali-
cian identity? The writer refuses to give a 
clear answer, and all these questions are 
left open to interpretation.  

 
In the fourth and last part of the book, the 
narrator is still in New York. The city has 
recovered now its real appearance. The 
metropolis is defined as ‘an immeasurable 
universe’30but now (since the Belgian has 
disappeared of the narration) the geogra-
phical references given to the reader are 
accurate again. When describing his daily 
routine in New York, the narrator descri-
bes a clear itinerary: 

First, I used to have a good breakfast in 
any cafe of Broadway. After that, I walked 
towards Riverside Park and sat down in 
the fresh air for more or less and hour, 
while I contemplated the Hudson, and 
heard the traffic of Henry Hudson Park-
way 31. 
This fact shows, once more, the connection 
between the Belgian’s subjectivity and the 
urban landscape of the city, a symbolical 
relationship that, as we have already ar-
gued, specially highlights the questions 
about identity posed in the novel.  

                                                 
30  Gonsar 2002, 150. 
31  Gonsar 2002, 150. 
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