
la noche boca arriba analysis

La noche boca arriba is a fascinating short story by the Argentine writer Julio Cort�zar, published in 1956.
This narrative intricately weaves together two distinct yet interconnected realities: that of a modern man
involved in a motorcycle accident and the other of an Aztec warrior captured by the indigenous peoples during
the time of human sacrifices. The story is renowned for its exploration of themes such as reality versus
illusion, the nature of existence, and the intersection of dreams and consciousness. In this analysis, we will
delve into the structure, themes, characters, and the broader implications of la noche boca arriba, revealing
its profound significance in the realm of literature.

Structure and Style

Cort�zar employs a unique narrative structure in la noche boca arriba that alternates between two parallel
storylines. The modern man's experience unfolds in a hospital, while the Aztec warrior's perspective reveals the
brutal realities of his culture's rituals.

Dual Narratives

1. Modern World: The story begins with a contemporary setting where a man lies in a hospital bed. His
experiences are characterized by a sense of disorientation as he grapples with his injuries from a motorcycle
accident.

2. Ancient World: The narrative shifts to the Aztec world, immersing the reader in the life of a captured
warrior facing imminent sacrifice. This juxtaposition creates a stark contrast between the mundane aspects of
modern life and the profound, ritualistic nature of ancient civilizations.

Flow of Time

Cort�zar plays with the concept of time throughout the narrative. The transitions between the two realities
are seamless, often blurring the lines of time and space. The reader is left questioning the nature of time itself
and whether one reality is a dream or a deeper truth.

Thematic Exploration

La noche boca arriba dives deep into several thematic elements that resonate with the reader, leaving a lasting
impact.

Reality vs. Illusion

One of the central themes of the story is the struggle between reality and illusion. The protagonist's
experiences in the hospital appear dreamlike, filled with confusion and uncertainty. In contrast, the Aztec
warrior's life is steeped in a reality that is visceral and immediate.

- Perception of Reality: The modern man perceives his hospital stay as a nightmare, while the warrior’s reality
is one of survival, ritual, and fear.
- Illusions of Control: Both characters grapple with their lack of control over their fates, raising questions
about free will and destiny.



Existentialism

Cort�zar’s narrative delves into existential themes, particularly the search for meaning in a seemingly chaotic
world. The protagonist's plight reflects a broader human struggle for understanding and purpose.

- Absurdity of Existence: The tension between the two worlds highlights the absurdity of human existence,
where individuals are often powerless against larger forces.
- Confrontation with Death: Both characters face death—one in a hospital bed and the other on an
altar—prompting reflections on mortality and the human condition.

Dreams and Consciousness

The interplay between dreams and consciousness in la noche boca arriba challenges the reader's understanding
of both concepts.

- Blurring of Dreams and Reality: The story suggests that dreams may hold deeper truths, as the protagonist's
experiences in the hospital lead him to question the nature of his reality.
- Consciousness and Identity: The shifting identities of the two characters raise questions about the self and
how experiences shape one's understanding of existence.

Character Analysis

Cort�zar's characters, though few in number, are richly developed, providing insight into the thematic depth of
the story.

The Modern Man

The modern protagonist is portrayed as a relatable figure, grappling with pain and confusion. His internal
struggles reflect broader human anxieties about health, identity, and mortality.

- Symbol of Modernity: He embodies the struggles of contemporary life, where technology and advancement
often clash with existential questions.
- Victim of Circumstance: His motorcycle accident serves as a catalyst for the exploration of fate and
chance.

The Aztec Warrior

The Aztec warrior represents a stark contrast to the modern man, symbolizing a world steeped in ritual and
tradition.

- Courage and Fear: His bravery in facing death is juxtaposed with the modern man's fear of mortality,
highlighting different cultural attitudes towards life and death.
- Cultural Significance: The warrior’s experiences offer insights into Aztec culture, emphasizing the significance
of sacrifice and the hero's journey.

Symbolism and Imagery



Cort�zar’s use of symbolism and vivid imagery enhances the story's emotional and thematic depth.

Motifs of Darkness and Light

- Darkness: The hospital symbolizes the unknown, where the protagonist's fears manifest. The darkness of pain
and suffering serves as a backdrop to his journey.
- Light: The Aztec world is depicted with vivid imagery, contrasting the protagonist's sterile hospital
environment. The rituals are filled with color, life, and intensity.

Dreams as Symbols

Dreams serve as crucial symbols in the narrative, representing both escape and entrapment.

- Escape from Reality: For the modern man, dreams provide a temporary escape from pain, yet he remains trapped in
his circumstances.
- Reality of the Aztec World: For the warrior, dreams transform into nightmares as he confronts the grim
reality of his culture’s practices.

Conclusion: The Interplay of Worlds

La noche boca arriba ultimately reveals the intricate interplay between two worlds, challenging the reader to
reconsider their perceptions of reality and existence. Cort�zar’s masterful storytelling invites us to reflect
on the nature of our own realities, the impact of culture on identity, and the universal human experience of
facing death. By intertwining the modern and the ancient, Cort�zar leaves us with lingering questions about the
significance of our experiences and the narratives we construct around them.

In an era where the boundaries between reality and illusion are increasingly blurred through technology and
media, Cort�zar's work remains remarkably relevant. The story serves as a poignant reminder of the
complexities of existence, urging us to explore the depths of our consciousness and the meanings that lie within
our dreams and experiences. Through la noche boca arriba, we are not only entertained but also compelled to
engage with the profound questions that define the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'La noche boca arriba'?

The main themes include the duality of reality and dreams, the conflict between civilization and barbarism, and
the nature of existence and consciousness.

How does the narrative structure of 'La noche boca arriba' enhance the
story?

The alternating narratives of the modern motorcycle accident and the Aztec sacrifice create a sense of
disorientation, allowing readers to experience the protagonist's confusion and the blurring of reality versus
dream.



What role does the setting play in 'La noche boca arriba'?

The setting contrasts the sterile environment of the hospital with the vibrant, brutal world of the Aztecs,
emphasizing the clash between modernity and ancient rituals.

How does the author, Julio Cort�zar, use symbolism in 'La noche boca
arriba'?

Cort�zar uses symbolism, such as the moteca (the Aztec sacrificial victim) and the motorcycle, to represent
the fragility of life and the cyclical nature of existence.

What is the significance of the title 'La noche boca arriba'?

The title, which translates to 'The Night Face Up,' refers to the protagonist's position in both realities and
symbolizes the theme of facing one's fate, whether in life or death.

How does 'La noche boca arriba' address the concept of time?

The story challenges the linear perception of time by intertwining two timelines, suggesting that past and
present can coexist and influence each other.

In what ways does 'La noche boca arriba' reflect existential themes?

The story reflects existential themes by exploring the absurdity of existence, the inevitability of death, and the
protagonist's struggle to find meaning in his experiences.

What is the impact of the story's ending on the overall interpretation of
'La noche boca arriba'?

The ending, which reveals the true nature of the protagonist's reality, forces readers to reconsider their
understanding of the narrative and the thin line between life and death.
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