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Edgardo Vega Yunqué's fiction, broadly drawn, uses humor, irony, and elements of 

magic to illuminate the lives of Puerto Rican Americans as they bump up against white culture in 

a highly specified subset of the quintessential urban American environment: the East Village 

neighborhood of New York City. In a more extreme fashion than classic and more often 

examined exemplars of the magical realist genre like García Márquez, Morrison, and Vargas 

Llosa, Yunqué's novel The Lamentable Journey of Omaha Bigelow Into The Impenetrable 

Loisaida Jungle explodes its locale out of the realm of setting and pushes it toward the realm of 

character by casting it as an intensely motive force, amping up the typical role assigned to place 

in a novel. While it is certainly plausible to imagine a city literally brought to life in the context 

of a magical realist novel, Yunqué's project is subtler: he blurs the lines between reality and 

fictional characterology, both with his expanded setting function as well as when he inserts 

himself into the novel in character form.1 Embedded squarely in the tension that exists between 

city-as-environment and city-as-character and then again with author-as-character, Yunqué's 

novel twists and expands Walter Benjamin's theory of the flâneur in "Some Motifs on 

Baudelaire," updating it to the specifics of a new century and a different city, as well as to an 

expanded typology of place and person.  

 

                                                
1 Following Yunqué's own convention, I will later refer to his "character" persona as Vega, in an attempt 
to clearly demarcate him from the authorial persona (or narrative voice) who I am calling Yunqué. 
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From Omaha Bigelow's first lines, Yunqué makes it clear that in what follows, he will be 

delineating a very specific narratological relationship to a city: he tells the reader exactly where 

Omaha Bigelow, his eponymous protagonist, is walking, giving a commentary on the buildings, 

streets, and people that get passed, and mapping out when Bigelow turns and when he pauses. 

With his detailed approach, then, Yunqué ultimately makes it possible for a close reader to 

sketch a mental map of the neighborhood that is taking shape within the text. Even in places 

where the landmarks that Yunqué references have been effaced and/or replaced by others as the 

(actual) city evolves, it would be easy for a local (or New York-located) reader to trace the 

fictional walks through a real landscape. Yunqué's intensely close attention to the details that 

complexly differentiate and blur together different sectors of his setting marks the area both in 

the mind of the reader and in the evolving, broader role which I posit that the city takes on.  

For the purposes of specifying a kind of "personality" for his setting, it is noteworthy that 

Yunqué begins the novel by immediately drawing a complex distinction between the East 

Village and the Lower East Side, marking the place on Allen Street where the "East Village 

esthetic" had "seeped" into the neighborhood below Houston Street.2 In doing this, he defines his 

setting geographically and also limits it to a real set of boundaries that can be (at least partially) 

verified and that are actually lived in real-life New York. Yunqué very clearly wants the reader 

to know exactly where she is located within his story, both geographically and culturally (and 

needs her to recognize that she is entering a real set of intertwined neighborhoods at a real 

moment, in both History, capital H, and local, lowercase history). Yunqué lets the reader know 

all this in the first few pages, even before she had a chance to delve into his text.  

                                                
2 Edgardo Vega Yunqué, The Lamentable Journey of Omaha Bigelow into the Impenetrable Loisaida 
Jungle (New York: Overlook Press, 2004), 9. 
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The depth and breadth of Yunqué's descriptions give an immediate signal that this is no 

ordinary setting; the "personality" of the city that is taking shape cannot be easily substituted for 

any other location. Hannah Arendt, in her introduction to Benjamin's Illuminations, connects the 

figure of the flâneur to the Angel of History,3 and Yunqué shores up this comparison: the past is 

everywhere in his depiction of the city, blurring with the present just as past and present do in the 

real East Village. Although certainly other settings in other novels are affected in a similar way 

by the inexorable tension between past and present, Yunqué's foregrounding of the play of 

temporal influences serves as a constituting factor for the setting, laying bare the neighborhood's 

genealogy through its shifting composition.  

Since Benjamin's definition of the flâneur, drawn primarily from his readings of 

Baudelaire and Poe, is both complex and intensely well-known, I would like to briefly set out 

selected elements of the flâneur's figuration that are most fitted to interact with the version of 

urbanity in Yunqué's text. The way in which Benjamin delineates the "personality" of the flâneur 

aligns in specificity with Yunqué's initial personalization of the city. Using the aforementioned 

texts as a kind of case study, Benjamin paints a picture of an identifiable character, bracketed as 

upper class – or at least, as Benjamin puts it, "unwilling to forego the life of a gentleman of 

leisure"4 – who is free both physically and economically to move about the city and observe the 

activity of the masses. Mapping this character onto Yunqué's city initially distances it from 

Benjamin's analysis even before allowing Yunqué's narrative space to play with the figure: for 

Manhattan's people-packed streets – and the narrow blocks of the East Village – make it harder 

to keep separate from one's surroundings in the way that seems possible in Baudelaire's Paris or 

Poe's London.  

                                                
3 Hannah Arendt, "Introduction," in Walter Benjamin, Illuminations (New York: Harcourt, 1968),13. 
4 Benjamin, 172. 
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By now you will have noticed, particularly if you have not read Yunqué's novel, that I 

have barely gestured toward what the book is about at all, beyond the very general summary 

with which I began. This is because it isn't comprised of events, in the traditional conception of 

the term, a characteristic that is central to my analysis. The city affects the characters' actions to 

such a degree that without its influence, one could actually accuse this novel of verging on the 

plotless: that is, the events that it does contain are, for the most part, instantiated by locations in 

the city and the characters' interactions with them (and with other characters) rather than by 

monumental events. (Richard Lester's semi-biographical Beatles film A Hard Day's Night is an 

instructive parallel here, at least insofar as it is driven by dialogue and interpersonal chemistry 

rather than momentous "things" – a piling-up of small actions rather than set-pieces.)  

The absence of events is foregrounded by the increased role the city plays in the 

narrative: the characters spend the majority of the book interwoven with the city, whether outside 

in the streets or in the bars and clubs of their neighborhood. This palpable, ebbing and flowing 

absence of action is supported by Yunqué's narrative style – he writes conversationally, letting 

his attention wander away from his immediate purpose by something occurring out of a 

character's eye, or something that occurs to him as narrator (on which more to come). He does 

map out a skeleton plot, giving the reader characters to get to know and elements of their 

situations to unpack that seem as though they might engender an event. Stylistically, then, 

Yunqué lets the reader know what might be on the verge of happening, and then sits back to 

watch, and to comment.  

A brief caveat to all of this is the common difficulty of separating this personalized city 

from the people who live in it. People, after all, literally make up the living fabric of the place in 

which they live: the intensity of Yunqué's description and its preliminary plot function, as I've 
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glossed them above, emphasize the extent to which this is true. A narratological difference, 

though, is that in Yunqué, the trope of the flâneur widens to accommodate more than one 

character, each of whom acts as a flâneur-like focal point as well as a focalizer for the reader. 

Although much of the story is filtered through the titular protagonist's perspective, his vivacious 

and literally magical girlfriend Maruquita Salsipuedes takes over at a quickly increasing rate, 

prompting Yunqué (as narrator) at one point to express incredulity at the extent to which an 

initially secondary character has taken over the narrative.  

Maruquita embodies a secondary aspect of the city's impact on the narration, namely, 

what I would like to call the literalization of motion in the extra importance that Yunqué places 

on where the characters go and how, directionally, they get there. In the several instances when 

Maruquita moves about the city in the guise of a bird, giving the reader a panoramic, pulled-out 

view of her surroundings as she experiences them, she embodies the novel's personification of 

the city itself, moving across personalized space and highlighting, with the help of the narrator, 

the places that mean something to her human self. In this way, Maruquita is of the neighborhood 

in a (familiar) way that Omaha is not, and, in line with my argument above, in Yunqué's hands 

the motion of the characters becomes a quasi-event in itself. 

The character of Omaha Bigelow is similarly sharply sketched, although with a different 

valence of personality. In contrast to the vividity and unmistakableness of the setting in which he 

finds himself, Omaha functions as a cipher-like pivot around which the decidedly more exotic 

characters and locations coalesce within the narrative. The fact that Yunqué has Omaha grow up 

in Kansas and that he names him after a quintessentially middle American city puts even more of 

a focus on the urban neighborhood in which the novel lands him: along the lines of Barthes' 

cultural codes, Yunqué's selections of places with which his (American) readers (at least) will be 
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familiar makes certain oblique comments about the very different setting with which he is 

actually dealing. Yunqué's move also gestures toward certain culturally and geographically-

based assumptions that are literalized in Omaha's visit home, when he brings his Midwestern 

mother in direct and uncomfortable contact with his urban Latina girlfriend.5 (Although I 

recognize that these culturally categorizing terms are loaded, and would with more space 

problematize them, as Yunqué himself does, the basic distinction that he initially draws between 

the two women, via their differing ethnic and cultural backgrounds, still holds).  

In Yunqué's hands, then, Omaha Bigelow is purposely blank and verging on boring, 

outflanked in interest by the unexpected convergence of his first and last names, which evoke an 

out-of-the ordinariness that falsely signals (and only superficially could even denote) an 

attention-grabbing individual. Omaha is not particularly interesting and only pedantically 

articulate (as when he corrects Maruquita's English grammar errors). His blandness and 

chameleon-like malleability is visually marked by the fact that he has to dye his hair when he 

moves into the projects,6 in order to blend in. Neither is he ambitious, talented, or handsome 

enough to justify the extreme interest that he inspires among the women of the East Village as 

Yunqué writes them. Taken on its own, this latter phenomenon could be written off as an 

expression of (some sort of) narrative irony, but Yunqué both simplifies and complicates it by 

tracing it across racial and cultural lines. Simply put, this boring white boy is of supreme interest 

to the (actually fascinating) white and Latina females who populate the novel. In this sense, 

Omaha's function as an object of affection for all of them makes him a uniting factor in line with 

the neighborhood itself; everyone wants to connect to him, for reasons that Yunqué 

unapologetically casts as sexual. Omaha gives the lie, ultimately, to the intriguing promises of 

                                                
5 Yunqué, 145-6. 
6 Yunqué, 158. 
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the title, unless we take the adjective "lamentable" to be a commentary on his blandness, in 

contrast with the more interesting situations of other characters.  

Boring attributes aside, Omaha Bigelow is still useful in himself to Yunqué's project, as a 

new kind of flâneur. He wanders as part of his daily routine (a necessity for many – or most – 

city-dwellers, to be sure), yet the primary difference from Benjamin's figure is that Yunqué puts 

the focus more on what happens to Omaha rather than what he does, emphasizing his stand-in 

blandness in yet another way, and circling back to the "event-free" nature of this text. More by 

being who he is than by virtue of anything that he does, then, Omaha actually unites and divides 

simultaneously, complicating my above assertion – he is a shared object of desire who engenders 

animosity within a relatively closely-knit social group. Although Yunqué seems to indicate that 

his protagonist is never fully aware of the impact or implications of his actions, Omaha links 

Loisaida, the original Latino neighborhood of the East Village, with the newer gentrifying one 

west of Avenue A (in his historical moment, the dividing line past which the neighborhood's 

largely white and upper class residents rarely ventured). Ultimately and not without some 

contradiction, as I've described, Omaha serves as a connector through both his shifting identity 

and through his dueling romantic relationships, one with Maruquita, very clearly a Latina, and 

one with a very obviously white (and definitely stereotypical) blueblood, Winnifred Buckley.  

The way in which Benjamin describes the flâneur imbricates it in the particulars of 

certain time periods, but more important for my analysis, within a certain class and a certain 

culture. The primary representative of the upper class in Yunqué's novel is the aforementioned 

Ms. Buckley – who is, perhaps without accident, also the novel's primary representation of 

whiteness other than Omaha himself. Winnifred, referred to often by her narrator as a WASP, 

comes from old New England money and presents a very direct challenge to the Latina women 
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who also covet Omaha: she is both interpersonally abrasive and willing to be one of several 

women in a way that the more possessive Maruquita is not. The differences in their 

socioeconomic statuses are almost constantly foregrounded. In this, Yunqué makes it clear that 

his sympathies lie much more with Maruquita than with Winnifred, yet he shies away from 

casting her completely as a villain in multiple ways, including the bestowal of a parallel magical 

power on Winnifred as well as Maruquita. 

Yunqué (as narrator) is open with the vector of his narrative project, saying "We're left 

now with a triangular plot in which Maruquita Salsipuedes and Winnifred Buckley will vie for 

the affection and control of Omaha Bigelow. There is no need to try to figure out what these 

three characters represent. I don't even think they're archetypes for anything, unless you want to 

drive yourself nuts trying to attach symbolism to them."7 These types of phrases are 

characteristic of Yunqué's style: he very often directly addresses the reader, and almost as often 

comments on the reader's own interpretive experience in a way that could either be meant to 

discourage or to satirize it, as above. I am primarily interested in a comment like this as it bumps 

up against his appearance as Vega, as he calls himself in his character role, and how the 

combination fits in with the fictionality of the city that he is creating. Yunqué's use of himself as 

material for his own text fills in the gaps where an evental plotline is absent, as I argued earlier; 

he puts himself in the action less directly than a writer like Philip Roth tends to do, instead 

letting his narratorly interjections and his characterological appearances speak for themselves.  

With his first reference to himself as Ed Vega,8 Yunqué inserts himself directly into his 

own narrative on two levels, the first via direct, first-person address, in which he straddles the 

line between narrator and character, as in the following remark to the reader: "I'm not a mean-

                                                
7 Yunqué, 228. 
8 Yunqué, 45. 
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spirited person who will leave things unanswered and make readers search all over trying to find 

significance and symbolism in narrative."9 He continues this thought by saying, "But I don't want 

to be accused of using the novel as a political platform and of pamphleteering or of some sort of 

diluted form of socialist realism. Well, maybe."10 The obliqueness of these entrances into the 

narrative gets sharpened in the several places where Yunqué does make his commentary explicit.  

This is particularly interesting as part of a novel that treats a rapidly changing – and, 

more specifically, rapidly gentrifying – neighborhood, and Yunqué is not shy about expressing 

his distaste for them, as when he comments, "By the way, the East Village grows more staid and 

conservative as more and more rich people invade the neighborhood to live a pseudoexciting 

bohemian life."11 Such opinions, with their left-wing glosses, put another, finer point on 

Yunqué's use of a white and interloping protagonist. By virtue of class and economic birthright, 

Omaha Bigelow is a gentrifier too, literally changing the city around him just by being there. The 

other function of the insertion of authorial opinion in the way that Yunqué performs it is to shape 

the reader's perception of the city through Yunqué's own experience of it. His political comments 

come, after all, from his own experience of the neighborhood about which he is writing. He thus 

broadens the city's function in yet another way, using it as a way in which to enter the politics of 

class and race, and, however oblique in tone, exhorting his readers to involve themselves in it. 

Yunqué also inserts himself into the text on the level of actual presence, as a fictive 

creation also named Ed Vega who interacts directly with other characters, for instance, the two 

places in the text when he carries on phone conversations with Maruquita.12 The complication 

here, which makes my separable naming convention of Vega and Yunqué difficult to defend, is 

                                                
9 Ibid., 156. 
10 Ibid., 156. 
11 Ibid., 239. 
12 Ibid., 265-271 and 340-7. 
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that even as a character, Vega is still performing as the narrator/creator figure in relation to the 

other characters, and they know it. In this respect, his own fictionality as a character is 

problematized and problematic. His interactions with his characters are all that definitively 

prevents him from being part of the real in this moment – and yet it is an open question whether 

(again as with Philip Roth) the biography of a writer from a certain neighborhood who then 

writes about that neighborhood should play a larger role in any interpretation of the work. By 

fictionalizing himself, at least, Yunqué implicitly invites the reader to examine what she knows 

of his authorial self. In this respect, he himself could be considered a flâneur, wandering as he 

does through the fictional text as a melded narrator/author/character figure. As such, in this text, 

he's always already Edgardo Vega Yunqué, no matter how he or I might refer to him – a 

combination of writer and character. 

Although the city as portrayed in The Lamentable Journey of Omaha Bigelow Into The 

Impenetrable Loisaida Jungle derives a great deal of additional force from its author's structure 

and plot (or lack of plot) choices, it turns out that the author himself is just as intriguing a figure 

as the version of the flâneur that his protagonist or his location enacts. The degree to which the 

combination of his incarnations shapes the text aligns him even more closely with his text's 

version of the flâneur, distinct from Benjamin's original form. In contrast to Benjamin's emphasis 

on the category of "the masses" in Baudelaire,13 Yunqué gives a smaller, more personal look at a 

city for both the characters and the reader to move about in. He interweaves his own persona 

with the fiction he creates, and pulls out social and political elements in an evasive yet direct way 

that manages to avoid hewing itself too closely to fictional convention and keeps his narrative 

voice unique even among the more well-known members of his magical realist cohort. 

 
                                                
13 Benjamin, 167. 


