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I. OVERVIEW & SIGNIFICANCE 

Published in 1894, Manuel Zeno Gandía’s La Charca is the cornerstone of Puerto Rican 
naturalism and the most critically acclaimed novel of his Crónicas de un mundo enfermo 
(Chronicles of a Sick World) series. Set against the backdrop of 19th-century coffee 
plantations during the twilight of Spanish colonial rule, the text employs a rigorous 
deterministic lens to dissect the pathologies of a rural society crippled by economic 
exploitation, moral decay, and systemic inertia. 
Unlike romantic or idealized costumbrista portrayals of the peasantry, Zeno Gandía—a 
physician and autonomist politician—applies a clinical, scientific gaze to the jíbaro 
(Puerto Rican peasant). The eponymous "charca" (stagnant pool) serves as a 
devastating metaphor for a society where progress is halted, and human capital is 
corrupted by environmental and hereditary forces. This kit facilitates an advanced 
exploration of Latin American naturalism, the intersections of medicine and literature, 
and the sociopolitical critiques of colonialism and class stratification in the Caribbean. 

II. CONTEXT & CRITICAL APPROACHES  

This volume provides a rich framework for exploring the adaptation of European 
naturalism to the Caribbean, the medicalization of social issues, and the agrarian crisis 
of the late 19th century. 

Naturalism and Geographic Determinism: 

• Analyze Zeno Gandía’s adaptation of Émile Zola’s naturalism. How does the 
oppressive tropical environment (the heat, the isolation of the mountains) function 
not merely as a setting, but as an active deterministic force that dictates the 
characters' psychological and physical degradation? 

• Examine the central metaphor of "la charca." How does the stagnant water reflect 
both the socioeconomic immobility of the coffee plantation and the inescapable 
cyclical nature of poverty and violence? 

The Medical Gaze and Social Pathology: 

• Discuss the influence of Zeno Gandía’s medical background on the narrative 
voice. How does the novel diagnose societal ailments—such as alcoholism, 
promiscuity, and violence—as clinical symptoms of a broader systemic "disease" 
rather than individual moral failures? 

• Evaluate the juxtaposition between the educated, bourgeois characters (Juan del 
Salto, Dr. Pintado) who diagnose the social ills, and the peasants who suffer 
them. Why do the theoretical solutions proposed by the elite consistently fail 
when applied to reality? 

 



 

 

Gender, Exploitation, and the Rural Patriarchy: 

• Analyze the trajectories of female characters like Silvina and Leandra. How does 
the agrarian capitalist structure intersect with a brutal patriarchy to enforce the 
double victimization of the peasant woman? 

III. ADVANCED DISCUSSION & RESEARCH PROMPTS  

These prompts encourage deep engagement with the text, critical thinking, and research 
into historical, biographical, and literary contexts. 

The Illusion of Free Will vs. Biological Heredity:  

• Evaluate the tension between individual agency and determinism in Silvina’s 
tragic arc. To what extent does the novel suggest that her attempts to escape her 
environment (such as her romance with Ciro) are biologically and socially 
doomed from the start? 

The Inefficacy of the Letrados:  

• Investigate the role of Juan del Salto as a representative of the liberal, educated 
elite. Does Zeno Gandía use him as a mouthpiece for his own political 
frustrations, or as a critique of the Puerto Rican intelligentsia's inability to enact 
practical agrarian reform? 

Colonialism and the "Sick World":  

• Contextualize the novel within the political climate of Puerto Rico in the 1890s, 
shortly before the U.S. invasion. How does the overarching decay of the 
plantation society serve as an allegory for the exhaustion of the Spanish colonial 
project? 

Costumbrismo vs. Naturalism:  

• Compare Zeno Gandía’s bleak, clinical portrayal of the jíbaro with earlier, more 
romanticized costumbrista literature in Latin America. How does the shift to 
naturalism redefine the national subject and the purpose of national literature? 

IV. SUGGESTED FURTHER READINGS & BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Primary Text: 
• Zeno Gandía, Manuel. La Charca. SpanishBookPress. (TK ORDER: 044) 

Key Secondary Scholarship & Context: 
• Beauchamp, José Juan. Zeno Gandía y la novela puertorriqueña. 
• Zola, Émile. The Experimental Novel (Le Roman expérimental). (For context on 

naturalist theory). 
• López-Baralt, Mercedes. Literatura y sociedad en La charca de Manuel Zeno 

Gandía. 
• González, José Emilio. El naturalismo en Puerto Rico. 

Additional Resources: 
• Historical studies on the 19th-century Puerto Rican coffee economy and the 

libreta system (the notebook system used to control peasant labor). 
• Critical essays on the broader Crónicas de un mundo enfermo cycle. 



 

 

V. RELATED STOCKCERO RESOURCES  

From Costumbrismo to Naturalism: 6-Book Bundle.  

Other titles in the bundle: Sin rumbo, A fuego lento, Música sentimental, Eugenio Díaz 
Castro: Realismo y Socialismo en Manuela, El pozo del Yocci. 
 
 

Browse Collection 

Interested in adopting this text for your course? 

Request an Evaluation Copy 

or 

Browse our Full Catalog 

 

https://www.spanishbookpress.com/marketing/LP/Costumbrismo_Naturalism_Bundle_LP.html
https://www.spanishbookpress.com/add-to-cart/eval/103
https://www.spanishbookpress.com/books/grid
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