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Nocturnal Traces. A Journey to the Post-dictatorial Clandestinity of Santiago de Chile

On September 11, 1973, a military regime under the command of Augusto Pinochet began in Chile. Until its end, 
the city of Santiago experienced a transformation marked by cultural control, censorship, and terror. The victory 
of the “No” in the 1988 plebiscite and the return to democracy were highly anticipated as a respite for a silenced 
city. In this context, since 1995, the Chilean writer and artist Pedro Lemebel wrote a series of urban chronicles 
that spoke about this period from the viewpoint of marginality, showing an exacerbated class tension with the 
regime. His chronicles explored clandestine landscapes where pleasure was found amid the repression of the 
regime, characterized by experimentation and transgression of linguistic norms. Pedro Lemebel’s chronicles 
became a literary cartography that explored the life of the invisible city of Santiago, challenging borders and 
representing an alternative reality in post-dictatorial Chile.

Nocturnal Traces. A Journey to the Post-dictatorial Clandestinity of Santiago de Chile

L’11 settembre 1973 inizia in Cile un regime militare sotto il comando di Augusto Pinochet. Fino alla sua fine, la città di 
Santiago ha vissuto una trasformazione segnata dal controllo culturale, dalla censura e dal terrore. La vittoria del 
“No” nel plebiscito del 1988 e il ritorno alla democrazia erano molto attesi come una tregua per una città 
ammutolita. In questo contesto, dal 1995, lo scrittore e artista cileno Pedro Lemebel ha scritto una serie di cronache 
urbane che raccontano questo periodo dal punto di vista della marginalità, mostrando una tensione di classe 
esacerbata con il regime. Le sue cronache esploravano paesaggi clandestini in cui il piacere veniva trovato in 
mezzo alla repressione del regime, caratterizzati dalla sperimentazione e dalla trasgressione delle norme 
linguistiche. Le cronache di Pedro Lemebel sono diventate una cartografia letteraria che ha esplorato la vita della 
città invisibile di Santiago, sfidando i confini e rappresentando una realtà alternativa nel Cile post-dittatoriale.

Santiago de Chile, post dictatorship, clandestine, nocturne, chronicle
Santiago del Cile, post-dittatura, clandestinità, notturno, cronaca
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Vesper è una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identificò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, 
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to 
interpret the act of designing through tracing and reveal-
ing the movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified 
in the planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and 
the morning star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names 
to the same star observed in different temporal conditions. 
Vesper thus states a perspective rather than an object, priv-
ileging the condition that defines its status. Rather than the 
sharp light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and prom-
ising a brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to 
have a glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between different languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a 
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into 
sections that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the 
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, 
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary. 
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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A PERIOD
moral and political critique of society. The way to resist the stress of ‘para-
noid neoliberalism’ (Lemebel 1996, p. 78) is in the underground. Language 
becomes the representation of joy. Through ‘synonyms and redundancies; 
deformations and inventions of words; a walk-through hybrid semantic 
fields; ambiguities; jumble of languages’ (Bianchi 2015, p. 330), a bastard 
body of text is embodied, which in its singularity constitutes independ-
ence. In an ironic and, at times, corrosive way, the chronicler’s writing, 
far from being complacent, subverts and transgresses the order of what 
is politically correct. It stops to deconstruct the collective imagination of 
everyday life to foreground the different passions and drives that inhabit 
the city in the post-dictatorial context.

Bibliography:
Bianchi S., Del Neobarrocho o La Inestabilidad Del Taco Alto (¿un Neobarroco 
Chilensis?), in “Revista Chilena de Literatura”, no. 89, 2015, pp. 323-333 
| Butler J., El Género En Disputa, Paidós, Barcelona 2007 | Contardo Ó., 
Guerriero L., Loca Fuerte: Retrato de Pedro Lemebel, Ediciones Universidad 
Diego Portales, Santiago de Chile 2022 | de Certeau M., The Writing of 
History, Columbia University Press, New York 1988 | Deleuze G., Guattari 
F., Anti-Oedipus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia, University of Minnesota 
Press, Minneapolis 1985 | Errázuriz L.H., Quijada G.L., El Golpe Estético. 
Dictadura Militar En Chile, 1973-1989, Ocho Libros, Santiago de Chile 
2012 | Gelpí J., Sujeto y cultura urbana (Octavio Paz, Elena Poniatowska y Jose 
Joaquin Blanco), in “Revista de Crítica Cultural”, no. 14, 1997, pp. 52-57 | 
Gómez A., Pedro Lemebel, Escritor y Artista Visual. ‘Es Necesario Liberar Algunas 
Perversiones’, in “La Tercera”, no. 21, September 1997 | Guattari F., Rolnik S., 
Molecular Revolution in Brazil, Semiotext(e), Los Angeles 2008 | Kulawik K., 
Travestir Para Reclamar Espacios. La Siulación Sex-/Text-Ual de Pedro Lemebel 
y Francisco Casas En La Urbe Chilena, in “Alpha: Revista de Artes, Letras 
y Filosofía”, no. 26, 2008, pp. 101-107 | Lemebel P., Loco Afán. Crónicas de 
Sidario, Lom, Santiago de Chile 1996 | Lemebel P., Zanjón de La Aguada, Seix 
Barral, Santiago de Chile 2003 | Lemebel P., La Esquina Es Mi Corazón, Seix 
Barral, Santiago de Chile 2004 | Mateo del Pino Á., Una Loca Geografia o Las 
Crónicas de Pedro Lemebel, in “Hispamérica”, nos. 80-81, August-December 
1998, pp. 17-28 | Mateo Del Pino Á, Galván González V., A contracultura. 
Insurrectos, subversivos, insumisos, Aduana Vieja, Valencia 2009 | Monsiváis 
C., A Ustedes Les Consta. Antología de La Crónica En México, Era, Ciudad de 
México 2003 | Ostrov A., Las Crónicas de Pedro Lemebel. Un Mapa de Las 
Diferencias, in Manzoni C. (ed.), La Fugitiva Contemporaneidad. Narrativa 
Latinoamericana (1990-2000), Corregidor, Buenos Aires 2003, pp. 99-119.

(Lemebel 1996, p. 55) and the shadows offer a space for enjoyment and 
pleasure. With the figure of ‘la loca’ (the faggot), presented in his first 
book, he distorts his first name to take the form of a character that rep-
resents a group. ‘La loca’ transgresses the forms of enunciation ‘with an 
experimental language and ambiguous transvestite characters, disturb-
ing the aesthetic order established by the neoliberal-bourgeois canon and 
its normative discourse’ (Kulawik 2008, p. 102). It is therefore necessary 
to reconstruct the images of a historical period, through the viewpoint 
of literature, establishing a cartography where relations of power and 
pleasure are articulated in parallel, to stop at those spaces that house 
prohibited actions and uninhibited bodies. Through the chronicle, these 
anonymous bodies, hidden in darkness, become intelligible.

Lemebel’s voice takes the literary form of the chronicle to tell his story 
of oppression without the linguistic rules accepted by scholarly literary 
spheres. In the prologue to Anthology of the Chronicle in Mexico, the writ-
er Carlos Monsiváis gives us a definition of chronicle and characterizes it 
as ‘a literary reconstruction of events or figures, a genre where the formal 
commitment dominates the informative urgencies’ (Monsiváis 2003, p. 
16). Monsiváis adds that the literary game uses the first person or freely 
narrates the events as seen from a foreign interiority. Told in the first per-
son and from a free literary approach, Lemebel’s chronicles unfold in the 
spatial setting of post-dictatorial Chile. Furthermore, it is worth remem-
bering that in Latin American literature, the chronicle is closely related to 
the discovery of the land. The Crónica de Indias (Chronicles of the Indies) con-
stitute the first body of writing referring to America after the conquest by 
the Europeans, writing that ‘its objective is to inform the crown about the 
characteristics of the “new” territories and the events of which they are 
the scene’ (Ostrov 2003, p. 99). From this perspective, the narrative of the 
chronicle is always associated with situated and spatialised knowledge.

The chronicles become synonymous with breaking and crossing the 
border. In this displacement, official rhetoric is challenged, magnifying 
the transgressions that the writer exerts on the writing of an imagined 
reality. The first border blurred by the writer lies in his generic choice: the 
literary chronicle, which is par excellence a displacement of discursive bor-
ders, and above all a place of intersection of hybridity and heterogeneity. If 
we accept, as Michel de Certeau says, that not only does every journey pre-
supposes a space on which it is carried out, but also that this same journey 
produces a space to the extent that it travels through it (de Certeau 1988, p. 
101), in the chronicles of Pedro Lemebel the writing of the city reconstructs 
the urban space, reconfiguring the map of the city at the same time as it 

On October 5, 1988, a historical milestone in Chile marked the end of 
the military regime that had begun in 1973. After the coup d’état, the city 
was transformed through a ‘process of installation, dismantling and cul-
tural control’ (Errázuriz, Quijada 2012, p. 14), which began with ‘oper-
ación limpieza’ (operation cleanup), imposing a system of political and 
social control through mechanisms of censorship and terror. With the 
victory of the ‘No’ in the 1988 plebiscite and the return of democracy, it 
was expected that the suffocated city of Santiago de Chile would regain 
its breath. ‘You have to let go of some perversions to survive’, so that the 
city can breathe; stated the writer and artist Pedro Lemebel in an inter-
view conducted for the newspaper “La Tercera” in the mid 1990s, almost 
ten years after this milestone (Gómez 1997, p. 44). This statement invites 
us to explore a period in which the city seemed suffocated, finding its 
breath in the clandestine spaces that challenged the repression inherit-
ed from the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet. This brief essay navigates 
the exotic and erotic Eden that comes to life in Lemebel’s chronicles as 
he walks the streets of Santiago de Chile in the early 1990s.

Known for his urban chronicles, Pedro Lemebel, through his writings, 
built a window to approach marginality. In 1995 he published his first book 
The Corner Is My Heart whose texts ‘trace a stark journey of that dark part 
of reality that good consciences avoid’ (ibid. 1997, p. 44). Subsequently, he 
wrote six more books, the last published in 2012, completing 305 short 
chronicles. His writing makes diversity, multiplicity, and difference visi-
ble, ‘in the face of the levelling forces that tend to suppress or domesticate 
it’ (Gelpí 1997, p. 56). His narratives are about the city, television during 
the dictatorship, Salvador Allende’s Unidad Popular government, and the 
AIDS epidemic, seen through the spectator’s eye that ‘a homosexual narra-
tor does from the marginality he inhabits, showing his readers what is hid-
den in certain common and everyday spaces’ (Contardo, Guerriero 2022, p. 
226), highlighting a constant class tension that is part of his own history. 
‘I borrow a voice; I do ventriloquism with those characters. But it is also 
me: I am poor, homosexual, I have become a woman and I let it flow in my 
writing’ (Gómez 1997, p. 44). Writing is the voice that Lemebel embraces 
to come out from the silence to which poverty plunges him.

The relation of his literary work with the edges of the invisible city of 
Santiago is here presented as a space of exploration, in which the ignored 
actors and forgotten stories of Chilean society meet during the period of 
dictatorship and the first years after the return of democracy. ‘In a city 
wired with prejudices, stiffened, monitored, desire mocks surveillance’ 

is written. He then constitutes an operation of specialisation through the 
writing, outlining another map, which draws another, unofficial, cartogra-
phy of the citizen space fuelled by the desire for Eden.

Lemebel takes part in the ethnographic discourse by elaborating his 
descriptions through the orality of the marginal Chilean people, introduc-
ing into the story the popular voice that becomes audible through the desire 
to be heard. Given its unique record, the chronicler makes use of the literary 
image that could be described as ‘historiographic’ (ibid.), since it transmits 
the event in its material and physical, but also sensory, especially, accounting 
for sound qualities, olfactory, plastic, and visual characteristics. As a genera-
tor of worlds, desire offers the possibility of drawing other images and rep-
resentations in a heterogeneous way, without restrictions or univocal views, 
far from all existing systems of representation. Desire, understood as the will 
to power and producer of reality (Deleuze, Guattari 1985, p. 26). 

In Molecular Revolution in Brazil, Félix Guattari expresses that desire cross-
es every social field. ‘I propose to denominate as desire all forms of the will 
to live, the will to create, the will to love, the will to invent another society, 
another perception of the world, and other value systems’ (Guattari, Rolnik 
2008, p. 318). Conceived as a life machine of creative energy and action, 
desire is also a tireless motor, generator of new proposals for society and new 
intersubjective relationships. Lemebel is part of an exercise in the displace-
ment of symbolic borders, installing in the imagination of writing urban 
landscapes that are reviled or suppressed from discourse, making visible the 
bodies that do not matter (Butler 2007). With his chronicles, these bodies are 
installed at the centre of their writing, making them intelligible and, being 
situated in a material context (the city), they are traceable and relatable in 
spatial terms. Here we speculate on the points and trajectories that would 
make up a map woven with clandestine actions that, before these chroni-
cles, remained hidden.

In Lemebel we see a constant drive of chaos, an uncomfortable excess 
that seems to disappear in urbanity, but that remains latent, always ready to 
explode. Facing his writing is ‘attending a kind of catharsis through which 
the narrator releases the “demons” that civilised, and politically correct soci-
ety has relegated to ostracism’ (Mateo del Pino 2009, p. 25). These demons, 
converted into images and urban places, define the drifts of his wanderings. 
In the face of the forgetting techniques promoted during the dictatorship 
such as ‘operation clean-up’, Lemebel’s writing refuses collective amnesia.

In Lemebel’s eyes, the narrator, uncovers the city through the text, trans-
forming it into a cartography of fantasy. A discourse that bets on the sub-
versive power of the subject that runs through the margins of Santiago, as a 

Claudia Oliva Saavedra, Four scenarios from Pedro Lemebel’s chronicles:  
the park, the city, the Turkish bath and the drag queen circus, 2023.

Claudia Oliva Saavedra, Urban cartography of Santiago de Chile 
from the seven books of chronicles by Pedro Lemebel, 2023.
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