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Exile Revisited: Carlos Cerda’s Morir en Berlín

U. Rose Seifert
University of Cologne

Carlos Cerda was a Chilean writer who went into exile in the GDR in 1973. After 
his return to Chile in 1985, Cerda published a trilogy of novels, all of which deal with 
the memories of exile and the difficult years of Chile’s transition back to democracy. 
This trilogy, as well as his 2005 collection of short stories Escrito con L, addresses a 
polarized national debate on the country’s past and imminent future. Cerda’s literature 
is not only critical of the GDR, the country that accommodated him and his compatriots 
for more than a decade, but also of national attempts to depoliticize public discourses in 
Chile during the years of the democratization. This article focuses on Morir en Berlín, 
the first of Cerda’s three novels, which was published in 1993. In this text, Cerda revisits 
the experience of exile and critically examines the conditions under which Chileans 
lived in the GDR and interacted with East German citizens. As a work of literature, 
Cerda’s Morir en Berlín fictionalizes a historical experience that was collective but also 
controversial. By emphasizing the immediacy and irreversibility of the historical and 
political contexts that shaped the lives of the Chilean immigrants, the novel allows for a 
multi-voiced retelling of a part of Chilean history that was, at the time, largely ignored 
by the general public. My reading of Morir en Berlín attempts to position the novel and 
its sequels within the larger context of Chilean exile literature. 

Carlos Cerda fue un escritor chileno que vivió en el exilio en la RDA en 1973. 
Después de su regreso a Chile en 1985, Cerda publicó una trilogía de novelas sobre 
sus recuerdos del exilio y de los años difíciles de la transición chilena de regreso a la 
democracia. Esta trilogía, así como su colección de cuentos cortos del 2005, Escrito 
con I, trata el debate nacional polarizado en el pasado e inminente futuro del país. La 
literatura de Cerda no es solamente crítica de la RFA, el país que les acogió a él y a 
sus compatriotas por más de una década, sino también de los intentos nacionales de 
despolitizar los discursos públicos en Chile durante los años de la democratización. 
Este artículo se enfoca en Morir en Berlín, la primera de las tres novelas de Cerda, 
que fue publicada en 1993. En este texto, Cerda revisita la experiencia del exilio y 
examina críticamente las condiciones bajo las cuales los chilenos vivieron en la RDA 
e interactuaron con los ciudadanos de Alemania oriental. Como un trabajo literario, 
Morir en Berlín de Cerda,  noveliza la experiencia histórica colectiva y controversial. 
Al enfatizar la inmediatez e irreversibilidad de los contextos históricos y políticos que 
perfilaron las vidas de los inmigrantes chilenos, la novela permite un recuento de voces 
múltiples de una parte de la historia chilena que fue en su tiempo muy ignorada por el 
público en general. Mi lectura de Morir en Berlín trata de posicionar la novela y sus 
secuelas dentro de un contexto mayor de la literatura del exilio chileno. 

iiiiiiiolitical and social life in Chile took a drastic turn for the worse 
iiiiiiiwhen the democratically elected socialist administration of P
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Salvador Allende was overthrown on September 11, 1973 by a military 
coup led by General Augusto Pinochet. In the wake of Pinochet’s coup 
d’état, and in the subsequent seventeen years, thousands of Chileans 
were either displaced, tortured, killed, or “disappeared”. Since Allende’s 
administration had supported and subsidized cultural institutions and 
cultural production in Chile, and since most intellectuals, artists, writers, 
and academics were either part of the Unidad Popular government or 
sympathized with its left-wing ideas, cultural life, and especially the 
national literary production, came to a sudden halt. During the years of 
the dictatorship, from 1973 until the middle of the eighties, a considerable 
part of Chilean literature was written outside of the country by authors 
who had been dispersed all over the world. Those who had fled to other 
Latin American countries or to Spain could at least count on an audience 
that was able to read their literature. Others, especially those who went 
into exile in Europe, were forced to adapt to literary markets that were 
not only unfamiliar to the exiled authors themselves but which left them 
with readers with whom they had almost no basis for communication. 
Nevertheless, as heterogeneous as their living environments and 
working conditions might have been, the two generations of writers 
that survived Pinochet’s junta abroad continued to work and grow while 
the literature they produced documented, reflected on, and fictionalized 
the shared experience of exile and their general concern for Chile, as 
well as the (oftentimes dramatic) ideological changes some of them had 
to undergo during this period. This paper focuses on the work of one of 
these writers, Carlos Cerda, and attempts to position his novels within 
the contexts of both Chilean exile literature and the post-exile narrative 
of the Transition back to democratic government.

Carlos Cerda was one of the lesser known writers of the so-called 
Nueva Narrativa Chilena, who had left Chile in 1973 to go into exile in 
the GDR. In East Germany, he earned a second PhD in Latin-American 
literature and taught at Humboldt University in Berlín. Cerda returned 
to Chile in December of 1984 as a former member of the Communist 
Party who was now transformed in his political beliefs and as a writer. 
While his early literature (short stories, plays, and radio plays) was 
noticeably influenced by his socialist ideals, his outlook on politics and 
his self-image as a writer had altered when he took up novel-writing at 
the beginning of the nineties. Between 1993 and 1999, Cerda published 
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three novels — a trilogy that dealt with and sought to reflect on the 
political turmoil which, during the two previous decades, Chileans had 
to witness inside and outside of the country. For Cerda, as well as for 
most of his fellow writers, there was a time before but never a time after 
exile. The experience of living abroad, and in a country which, initially, 
seemed to share his political views and which had vowed to realize 
what Allende had failed to accomplish or did not have the chance to 
accomplish, namely, to construct a democratic and socialist society, can 
be perceived in all of Cerda’s work. His two latest novels, Una casa 
vacía and Sombras que caminan, published in 1996 and 1999, deal with 
Chile’s fascist past and inquire into the need for a national conscience, 
which he himself saw as a necessary requirement for future processes of 
democratization in the country. In Cerda’s own words, the novels focus 
on the questions of one who returns, who lives in between two worlds 
and attempts to find his way back into a society that he once called 
his own. Morir en Berlín, the first novel in this trilogy, was written in 
Chile after the fall of the Berlín Wall and published in 1993. The book 
narrates the various and conflicting experiences Chileans had to face as 
they held out in East Germany, trying to come to terms with the idea 
that for them there was no real alternative to living in the GDR. 

In this first novel, on which I focus in this article, Cerda assumes the 
plural voice of the Chilean exiles in the GDR, fictionalizing an experience 
that was, from a Chilean perspective, collective as well as marginal. In 
presenting different approaches of how to cope individually with the 
experience of expatriation and ideological conflict, the novel takes up 
the task of writing a part of Chilean history. As a work of fiction, it 
opens up a temporal window into a time which, as the novel’s epigraph 
reads, “…hace mucho tiempo que dejó de existir; y los acontecimientos 
que se relatan resultarían ahora inconcebibles.” (Morir en Berlín 9) In 
what follows, I will be concerned with the nature of this remembered 
reality, and the way in which Cerda conceives of the Chilean presence 
in East Germany, both as a historical episode in his country’s past and 
as a problematic, emotional, and ethically challenging period in his own 
life and that of his compatriots.
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Fictionalizing the Past
As a work of fiction about the GDR and the experience of exile, 

Morir en Berlín stands out in several ways. Unlike other books on this 
subject, Cerda does not present life in the GDR retrospectively from 
the perspective of the fall of the Wall, but the narration deliberately 
precludes the knowledge of the country’s dissolution. As a result of 
this strategy, his recounting of the Chilean experience in East Germany 
conveys a sense of immediacy as it depicts the consequences the political 
events and the decision to seek asylum in the GDR had for the Chilean 
exiles. At the very beginning, the novel evokes the fact that, despite 
the generous offer to accommodate two thousand political refugees 
from Chile, the East German government required a binding formal 
statement of conscience in which Chileans were asked to explain why 
they chose the GDR as their country of exile. Evidently, the external 
constraints that shaped Chilean life in East Germany were meant to 
be reflected from the point of view of the narration and highlighted in 
the book’s title: as a novel, as a literary inquiry into the past, Morir en 
Berlín zooms in on the Chilean perspective on life in the GDR. In so 
doing, Cerda underscores the significance of his memories at the time. 
After the return to Chile, the memories of the past remained present in 
the minds of those who had lived it, and needed to be revisited, to be 
told, to be sorted out, and to be evaluated. 

A second particularity of the novel is the implied plurality of the 
narrative voice. An impersonal “nosotros” frames and narrates the 
collective experience of Chilean exile in the GDR. “Nosotros” represents 
the community of Chilean exiles that lived in the so-called “ghetto,” 
that is, in housing especially reserved for the visitors from overseas. 
While the ghetto helped to maintain a sense of group identity, as an 
administrative measure, it was also intended to impose state control. 
State control on behalf of the East German government and self-control, 
as exercised by the Chileans themselves, is represented by “la oficina.” 
As the functional center of the ghetto, “la oficina” is described as the 
agency destined to handle all kinds of formalities and applications on 
behalf of the Chileans. As such, its purpose is to serve the interests 
of the exiles while at the same time enforcing East German law. The 
anonymity of the “nosotros,” the “ghetto,” and “la oficina” emphasizes 
the collective nature of Chilean exile. However, at the same time it 
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also conveys the impression that there were, at least implicitly, a shared 
number of experiences and a shared attitude with regard to the executive 
power of the East German government and the legal status Chilean 
exiles held in the country. From the beginning, Cerda’s novel focuses on 
the conflicts that resulted from clashes between a repressive system on 
the one side and, on the other, the needs of a group of exiles who were 
both privileged and controlled, socially as well as ideologically. From 
this perspective, Chilean exile is presented as a constant double bind in 
which communication only went one way in the form of requests, and 
replies were given by way of impersonal official statements. 

In analyzing and evaluating the memories of the past, Cerda inquires 
into the material reality of daily life. That which merely seemed to be ‘a 
situation’ defined by the political circumstances of the time and the status 
of the exile was perceived as a jail, a society that ignored the reasoning 
behind daily decisions, personal motivations, and systems of belief. In 
short, Cerda presents the GDR as a state that ignored the individual. 
The purpose of Cerda’s literary effort was, then, to retrospectively fill 
in the blanks by doing what had been neglected in the past, namely to 
sort out and juxtapose the personal and the official, the implicit and the 
explicit, the words and the thoughts. 

The individual storylines of Cerda’s protagonists illuminate and 
respond to, as one character puts it, “el mundo que nos tocó vivir” 
(Morir en Berlín 74). In Cerda’s book, the phrase exerts a sense of 
passive acceptance as it comments – in a succinct and somewhat 
lapidary fashion – on the way in which life in the GDR was perceived 
by East Germans and Chileans alike. Interestingly, variations of the 
phrase “el mundo que nos tocó vivir” reappear in the literature of various 
Chilean writers. Hernán Valdés, for example, speaks of “las situaciones 
que nos tocó vivir” to refer to the political events that shook Chile at 
the beginning of the seventies (Cit. in Jofré 18). In Valdés, the phrase 
references the context of the dictatorship, a situation that he as a writer 
had to denounce, and which forced him to accept other, professionally 
difficult working conditions outside of the country. Antonio Skármeta, 
a friend and fellow writer of Cerda who had installed himself in the 
western part of Berlín, emphasizes the effect the new surroundings and 
the political turmoil had on the type of literature produced by Chilean 
exile writers. He notes the following:
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 A nosotros nos tocó vivir en el terreno de los hechos. Vivimos desde 
la crecida de la esperanza, pasando por los tormentos de las grandes 
contradicciones, hasta el dolor de los pueblos masacrados, muertos, 
torturados. Esta inmediatez de la experiencia se nos cruza con lo que se 
podría llamar la tendencia lúdica, irrealista, fantástica, que es nuestra 
herencia, el boom. Nuestra vocación aparece seriamente interrumpida; 
hay un cortocircuito metafísico que nos obliga a ocuparnos de la 
inmediatez (Cit. in Jofré, 21).
 

For Skármeta, “el cortocircuito metafísico” of the coup resulted in a 
literature that was mainly concerned with portraying the emotional 
distress caused by the experience of exile, as opposed to analyzing 
the reasons that led to Pinochet’s rise to power. At the same time, his 
metaphor of the metaphysical short circuit captures the disillusionment 
with which Chilean writers reacted to the new and changed situation 
of the dictatorship and their exile. In all of these quotes, ‘the world we 
had to live in’ is perceived as the product of a sudden, surprising turn in 
history, as a twist of fate. 

In contrast, in his novel, Cerda scrutinizes the ways in which Chilean 
exiles dealt with this sudden turn in history and how they learned to 
cope with a political system that repressed individual decision-making 
as well as self-determined action. In fact, the book’s general line of 
inquiry is directed towards the realm of the ethical as it attempts to 
expose the degree to which the different characters struggle with 
and succumb to the emotional repercussions of exile and ideological 
conundrums. There is don Carlos, a long-time member of the Chilean 
Communist Party, who is the acting chair of ‘la oficina.’ Although he 
is familiar with the daily life of Chilean exiles and knows, more than 
others, the conflictive and contradictory reality of the East German 
bureaucracy, in his daily work he decides to remain loyal to the country 
that accommodated him and his compatriots. Don Carlos, himself 
disadvantaged by the decisions of the East German government, opts 
to “equivocar[s]e con la Oficina, antes de que tener la razón contra la 
Oficina” (Morir en Berlín 15). Mario, another leading character, is a 
young academic who, unlike many of his fellow exiles, is privileged 
enough to be able to continue working in his professional environment. 
Mario is presented as an opportunist, someone who embraces his new 
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life in the GDR and is willing to integrate himself in East German 
society. He leaves his Chilean wife and his two children for the daughter 
of a high-level government official, Eva, with whom he lives outside of 
the ghetto. Mario’s determination to move beyond his pre-exile past 
is strong enough to push aside his memories of home, of his paralytic 
father, of his family, and his responsibilities as a parent. The resolution 
with which he pursues his new life in the GDR, outside the ghetto, is 
synthesized in the description of one of his daydreams:

 
Imaginó entonces una charla en la que sería el protagonista, una 
maravillada aceptación de su ingenio y luego la firma del contrato, por 
una suma que le permitiría dedicarse definitivamente a escribir. La firma 
estaría, por supuesto, precedida de una o varias copas de champagne y 
luego de firmar anunciaría que pensaba destinar una parte de ese dinero 
a la solidaridad con Chile. Lo que no imaginó fue que no habría tal 
contrato. Se trataba sólo de un proyecto y todos sabíamos cuán largo 
era el vía crucis de los proyectos y sabíamos también que casi siempre 
terminaban coronados de espinas y decepciones (Morir en Berlín 127).

 
In this passage, Mario and his fantasies of success and fame become 
the object of irony. His aspirations are presented as mere pipe dreams 
without any basis in fact. Here, as in numerous other cases, it is the 
narrative voice of the Chilean ghetto that assumes the function of a 
collective alter ego and that provides a more realistic account of life in 
the GDR.

Most important in this passage, however, is the cynicism with 
which Cerda describes the Chilean solidarity movement in the GDR. 
While Mario, in his daydreams, can see himself donating money to 
the community of exiles, in daily life he actively distances himself 
from everything Chilean. This attitude parallels the East German 
government’s lack of interest in the fate of the exiles. Venceremos – 
Solidaridad con Chile was the slogan with which the GDR, in 1973, 
announced its solidarity with Chile. However, this promise quickly 
gave way to an administrative program of accommodation which, as 
the novel repeatedly demonstrates, more often than not ignored the 
needs of the exiles. The narration is quick to comment, for example, on 
the government-mandated move of don Carlos into a housing complex 
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outside of the ghetto, “en el cual todos los departamentos eran de un 
ambiente, todos fueron entregados a personas mayores de sesenta y 
cinco años … que… tenían en común no sólo la calidad de ser ancianos 
sino la común condición de ser viudos recientes” (Morir en Berlín 12). 
The decision to transfer don Carlos, an older Chilean who lives alone 
and does not speak the German language, to a housing unit where he 
would end up even more isolated and lonely than before, is described 
as “estupidez con capacidad resolutiva” (Morir en Berlín 12). An even 
more exemplary case of the willful ignorance with which the GDR 
treated those who did not fit into its system is that of Lorena, Mario’s 
estranged wife. After her separation, Lorena decides to move to Mexico 
with her two children, where she pictures herself surrounded by friends 
and in a culture similar to her own. When her visa application is denied, 
Lorena writes a letter of complaint to the East German government as 
a consequence of which she (but not her children) is expelled from the 
country. At the end of the novel, Lorena lives in West Berlín with a 
permit that allows her to temporally visit her children, who now live 
with her former husband and his girlfriend on the other side of the 
Wall.

As Prößler correctly observes, Cerda’s scrutinizing analysis of the 
mentalities forged by life in the GDR and the experience of exile, does 
not lack empathy in the way he presents his characters. Although all of 
the novel’s protagonists fail, in one way or another, in their efforts to 
reorganize their personal lives, the book seems to be more interested 
in the question of how they managed to stay true to themselves in the 
process. As the following examples show, Cerda regularly lets the 
leading characters of his book experience situations in which they decide 
or are forced to act contrary to their conscience or better knowledge. 
In each case, it is always a feeling of false loyalty to the GDR or to 
ingrained personal or ideological beliefs that directs the thoughts and 
actions of the protagonists. Don Carlos, for example, who had denied 
numerous Chilean visa applications, passes away alone in a Berlín 
hospital after desperately trying to obtain a visa for himself so he could 
die at home in Chile. Mario has to realize that the privileges his new 
life and his relationship with Eva seem to offer are nothing in a country 
governed by officialdom and an ideology that is out of touch with the 



105Exile Revisited: Carlos Cerda’s Morir en Berlín

lives it has promised to protect. In the end, all of his attempts to prevent 
Lorena’s expulsion fail. What is more, due to his status as an exile and 
as a divorced foreigner, Mario is left with no hopes to one day make his 
relationship with Eva official. Lorena, despite the courage with which 
she fights for her family and her right to determine the future of her 
own life and that of her children, is unable to admit to her parents that 
her marriage has failed. In a very telling scene, after celebrating her 
fateful letter to the East German government and her decision to leave 
the GDR, Lorena suddenly finds herself thrown back in the cage of the 
“mustn’ts” that continue to control her thoughts and make her punish 
herself for the desire to want to free her life from existing constraints.

A diferencia del gradual avance de las caricias y de la creciente plenitud 
de los sentidos, lo indebido llega de la manera inesperada e instantánea. 
Es un corte del machete en la caña, el cuchillo en el cuello del cordero, un 
relámpago al revés que lo oscurece todo. ... las mil caras de lo indebido 
titilando en la oscuridad; todas las voces llamándola, culpándola, 
anunciando el castigo; todos los fuegos que habían calentado su cuerpo, 
concentrando ahora en su alma, quemándola (Morir en Berlín 73).

 
The “mustn’ts” – “lo indebido” – that come to haunt Lorena in this 
scene are the representation of a divided conscience that returns to 
exercise self-control just at the moment when she is about to regain a 
sense of identity, self-determination, and individuality. In this light, it 
seems that, for Cerda, the most prominent problem Chilean exiles faced 
was that of too much compromise and of too much commitment. In the 
attempt to integrate themselves into GDR society, his protagonists are 
struggling to balance their own needs with the loyalty they feel towards 
the GDR as well as towards the community of exiles to which they 
belong. 

Representing Historical Experience
The first chapter of Cerda’s novel ends with what could be described 

as a second, retrospective statement of conscience by the Chilean exiles. 
In this interlude, which is written in italics and set apart from the rest 
of the narration, the narrative voice of the ghetto gets to the root of the 
moral conflict that defined Chilean life in the GDR from the moment 
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the offer of exile was accepted. The passage begins with the words 
“Éramos pecadores” – “We were sinners” (Morir en Berlín 30). In what 
follows, the impersonal “nosotros” paints the feelings of shame and 
guilt the exiles developed as a consequence of the constant accusation 
of cowardice that was expressed – always implicitly and indirectly – 
by GDR officials. Their collective guilt, as exiles, was to have saved 
themselves while others, the martyrs, continued to fight and to sacrifice 
their lives back home in Chile. 

Llegamos al ghetto con la mancha original marcada en la frente: nos 
habíamos asilado. Abandonamos el combate en su momento culminante 
y aunque nos alegraba haber sobrevivido, luego del primer informe se 
fue imponiendo la convicción de que todos éramos culpables.... Cuando 
en las ceremonías llamadas a levantar nuestras alas caídas se hablaba con 
ardor de las víctimas y de los mártires, escuchábamos en sordina, como 
una réplica que entraba sibilinamente por nuestros oídos, una sentencia 
que nunca nadie formuló, pero que todos creíamos escuchar: eres lo 
contrario del mártir; eres culpable. ... Y como terminamos creyendo en 
este pecado original, terminamos también olvidando nuestro verdadero 
orígen” (Morir en Berlín, 30-31).

When writing Morir en Berlín, Cerda’s purpose was not only to work 
through his own memories of the GDR but rather to integrate them into 
the larger context of Chilean history. The conflicting feelings of guilt 
and of loyalty were crucial to the way in which Cerda remembered 
this period of his life, which is to say, crucial to what and how he 
remembered. Therefore, in his book, exile in East Germany is presented 
as a collective, historical experience that was shared by everyone who 
entered the GDR as a political refugee and who had to write the before-
mentioned report stating “…en qué condiciones se asiló, mediante qué 
contactos y en qué Embajada” (Morir en Berlín 29). 

The narrative strategy of placing the stories of single individuals 
within a broader historical and cultural setting is also characteristic 
of Cerda’s later literature. In Una casa vacia, the second novel of 
his trilogy, the crimes of Pinochet’s junta are not presented indirectly 
through a fictional character, but directly by way of the descriptions 
of torture that were transcribed, collected, and later published by the 
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Vicaría de la Solidaridad in Santiago de Chile. In this way, Cerda’s 
novel not only fictionalizes but also documents the experiences of the 
larger Chilean public and the efforts of all of those who took the time 
and pain to collect these reports. In Sombras que caminan, Cerda’s 
third novel in the trilogy about a dissident Chilean actor, the narration 
is accompanied by a series of interludes dispersed throughout the text, 
which trace the figure of the dissident actor – the trouble-maker and 
political outcast – in the history of Western theatre. This literary practice 
of combining instances of the private and the public in fictionalizing 
the memories of the Chilean past is indicative, as I argue in this final 
section of my paper, of Cerda’s strong interest in a national discourse 
and a national debate on the recent history of his country. Moreover, 
Cerda’s approach to writing the past seems to depart from the idea that 
history (and national history, in particular) is the product of a multi-
discursive process of collective remembering. Before expanding on 
the significance of collective memory in his literature, in what follows, 
Cerda’s work will be positioned within national discourses on exile in 
order to highlight the differences that exist between Chilean literature 
of exile and the post-exile narrative.

As a literary work, then, Morir en Berlín can be seen as an attempt to 
write a part of Chilean as well as a part of German history, even though 
in Germany, the 1996 translation of the novel was not well received. 
Töpferwein, for example, found that Cerda’s representation of the East 
German government was flawed in that it was not critical enough. As 
a historical novel, she argues, the book is too “superficial” because 
it does not explain the ideological failures of the main characters. 
Polster, who did a more comprehensive study of Chilean exile writers 
in East Germany, had little to say about Morir en Berlín, discarding 
the book as Cerda’s personal attempt to find closure. “Morir en Berlín 
is Cerda’s attempt to settle a score with the past, however – his pathos 
and enthusiasm as a member of the antifascist resistance he left in the 
GDR.” What both of these critics have in common is an all too German-
centered perspective. Apart from expecting a more realistic account of 
what they, particularly Töpferwein, perceived life in the GDR to have 
been, both critics seem unaware of the trauma of Chilean exile. Contrary 
to Töpferwein and Polster, I would maintain that Cerda’s book is less 
about the GDR than about the Chilean experience of exile in the GDR. 
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To the extent that the book is not about the GDR, it is all about Chileans 
and, as the “nosotros” of the ghetto painfully observes, the question 
of their origin and identity. And it is precisely the question of Chilean 
identity, both national and cultural, which is so differently connoted, 
addressed, and problematized in the literatures of exile that were written 
during the dictatorship, and those that were published during the years 
of the Transition. 

As was pointed out earlier, the shock and disbelief most exile 
writers felt with regard to Pinochet’s rise to power was reflected in a 
literature which, at the time, primarily reacted to the political events in 
the home country by voicing general protest and describing the shared 
experience of exile and expatriation. Skármeta’s No pasó nada is a 
typical example of this type of literature as it focuses on, as the book’s 
cover announces, “el drama del exilio para un chileno de catorce años.” 
As opposed to Cerda’s Morir en Berlín, which makes an explicit effort 
to present varying forms of living and coping with exile in the GDR, 
Skármeta’s book channels the woes of the Chilean exiles into the first-
person narrative of a fourteen-year-old adolescent boy. Compared to 
Morir en Berlín, where all of the leading characters are adults, the age 
of Skármeta’s protagonist can be seen as an important detail that gives 
additional meaning to the novel. No pasó nada, which is placed in West 
Berlín, ends on a hopeful and optimistic note as it underscores the boy’s 
willingness to integrate himself in this new society, a society which is 
not only interested in the fate of his country but also supportive of the 
Chilean efforts to end the political crisis in Chile:

Hablamos de esto y de lo otro y me preguntó si había algo que él podía 
hacer para joder a Pinochet. El papi le dio el teléfono de Urs, y a la 
semana Michael apareció en una reunión del Chile Comité. Cuando 
mi papi lo vio entrar, me quedó mirando y me dijo que yo era un 
‘proselitista.’ Esa es otra palabra que tuve que buscar en el diccionario 
(No pasó nada 88).

A comparison of Skármeta’s No pasó nada and Cerda’s Morir en Berlín 
is fruitful in that it makes apparent the divide that exists between these 
two texts; that is, between the different historical contexts in which 
they were produced (exile in West Berlín as opposed to exile in East 
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Germany) and the different discursive frameworks they belong to. 
Where Cerda’s Balcones con banderas, a passionate narrative about 

the first days of Pinochet’s government, does in some ways compare 
to Skármeta’s committed novel, Morir en Berlín no longer presents a 
reaction to current living circumstances. Rather, it offers a retrospective 
account of the past as it attempts to sort out, reflect on, and evaluate 
its memories. After all, writing about exile in 1985 cannot be likened 
to writing about exile in 1993, because the literary intentions behind 
these texts, audiences, and cultural discourses had shifted, given 
the major political changes during these years in both Germany and 
Chile. Skármeta’s No pasó nada and Cerda’s Balcones con banderas 
addressed a readership of political resistance which, despite ideological 
differences, adhered to and fought for a common cause, namely, to end 
Pinochet’s rule. On the contrary, Morir en Berlín, as well as Ampuero’s 
¿Quién mató a Cristián Kustermann?, published in the same year, 
were written during a period that has been termed “the Chile of the 
Transition,” a time of intense political and cultural differences (Richard, 
4). These differences grew out of the coexistence of opposing political 
and cultural forces struggling to negotiate the terms in which the 
memory and the recovery of the past was to be addressed and carried 
out. As Richard has pointed out,

 
[t]he Chilean slogan of recuperation and normalization of a democratic 
order sought to exorcise the ghost of multiple fissures and dislocations 
produced during the dictatorship, making the formula of the 
consensus responsible for neutralizing differentiating counterpoints, 
antagonistic stances, and polemical demarcations of contrary meanings 
through an institutional pluralism that obliged diversity to become 
‘noncontradictory.’ … But also, and above all, it eliminated historical 
memory from the sociopolitical consensus, that is, the memory of a past 
judged inconvenient by the interpretive wars it continues to unleash 
between truths and unsettled opinions in conflict (16).

Exile is one of the recurrent figures in postdictatorial Chilean literature 
because it is employed with the intent of unsettling organized processes 
of remembering and normalization. In the literature of recent decades, 
it is used as a discursive roadblock that works against a premature 
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reconciliation with the past. Its effectiveness owes much to the fact that 
the cultural and historical value of the experience of exile cannot be 
labeled or defined because it is private, it is individual, and it constitutes 
(unless expressed) a silent, latent presence. 

As Cerda’s Morir en Berlín shows, the process of grieving, the 
assignation of guilt, and a true recovery of the past can only be initiated 
when these experiences are publicly addressed and confronted. In 
a similar vein as Cerda’s novel, Ampuero’s ¿Quién mató a Cristián 
Kustermann?, brings up the complicated issue of Chilean exile. In the 
guise of an intriguing detective story, the book explores the long-term 
repercussions of Chilean exile as it traces the international dimensions 
of the political consequences that Pinochet’s dictatorship had on Chile. 
The novel thereby insists on the lingering presence of political realities 
in the country, realities which, purportedly, lie in the past and have been 
overcome. Cayetanó Brulé’s faith in the newly installed democratic 
government, repeated throughout the novel, seems unrealistic and almost 
desperate at a time when the political enemies of the past continue to 
be active, be they Chilean right-wing conservatives, Pinochet’s former 
Secret Service, or the ultra-leftist militia. No wonder, then, that it is 
a private detective of Cuban descent and with an American passport 
who is asked to resolve a murder case of a political and ideological 
complexity that the Chilean state police are unable to understand. The 
ironic innocence of Ampuero’s detective points to the incapacity or 
unwillingness of the newly democratic Chile to entirely grasp and truly 
recover from its past.

All of Cerda’s post-exile literature, as well as Ampuero’s book, are 
representative of what Cánovas called, “la novela chilena de las nuevas 
generaciones” (31). In this article, Cánovas observes that “el estigma 
de la Dictadura” was the common referent of Chilean novels produced 
in the last decades of the old century. While the authors discussed in his 
essay are limited to those born between 1950 and 1964, there is no doubt 
that Cerda’s work, just like Ampuero’s, voices the same skepticism with 
regard to the unifying and reconciliatory capacities of contemporary 
Chilean society. As opposed to the hopeful end of Skármeta’s novel, in 
the case of Cerda and Ampuero, the leading characters of their novels 
seem doubtful and wary of democratizing processes in Chile. For this 
reason, not just Morir en Berlín, but all of Cerda’s work written in the 
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nineties repeatedly brings up the figure of exile in order to flush out and 
activate the memories of the dictatorial past which reside, suppressed, 
in the minds of those members of contemporary society who survived 
it. In tapping the residual experiences of a normalized modern society, 
Cerda and Ampuero deliberately upset what Richard called “the 
satisfied smile of complacency through which reality is permanently 
reconciled with itself” (12). At the end of Una casa vacía, Cerda’s 
second novel, Sergio stages the complacent smile of post-dictatorship 
Chile when he reassuringly reminds his brother that, in Chile, “[a]
vanzamos. Económicamente el país está major que nunca. ¿Leíste los 
diarios? ¿No? Esas cifras son verdaderas...” (Una casa vacía 305). 
Nevertheless, Andrés remains unconvinced of the positive picture his 
brother is painting of the new and transformed Chile. He decides to 
leave the country, again, this time not as a political refugee, but as a 
former exile who feels estranged from his country and from his family: 
“Sólo quedaba el lado de allá. La espera siguiente, otra partida, recaer 
en las distancias” (308). The figure of exile returns in the figures of 
loss and escape, which direct the thoughts and actions of the novel’s 
protagonist. Symbolically, Andrés’ encounter with the Pinochet past in 
the Chile of the Transition precludes a final return to his home country. 
In this novel, the figure of exile is linked to the experience of distance, 
both emotional and physical, which continues to disturb social and 
cultural interactions in the country.

In Morir in Berlín and ¿Quién mató a Cristián Kustermann?, 
apparently, the experience of exile only affects a marginal group of 
political refugees and left-wing activists, and does not seem to concern 
the large majority of the Chilean public. In Una casa vacía, however, 
the collective cover-up of a family’s passive involvement in Pinochet’s 
practices of torture produces insurmountable cracks in the family’s 
relationships. Clearly, the image of the empty house epitomizes the idea 
of a house that has lost the ability to provide shelter and to be a home 
to present and future generations. The broken ties of Andrés’ family 
represent the broken ties of an ideal Chilean society, of a national and 
cultural community. Andrés, the former exile, has to leave because the 
home that he came back for no longer exists and cannot be recovered. 
As late as 1999, in Sombras que caminan, Cerda still feels the need to 
return to the topic of exile and to spell out its significance for Chilean 
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society as a whole. In the last years of Pinochet’s government, the 
novel’s protagonist, a dissident actor, explores the idea of bringing to 
the national stage a reading of a series of letters exchanged between 
Pasternak, Rilke, and Marina Tsvetayeva in the summer of 1926. While 
the personal lives of the three poets have little in common with life in 
Chile in the nineteen-eighties, it is the political context of the letters that 
carries symbolic meaning for Horacio Ortega. In defending his idea, he 
points out that even though “[e]sas cartas nos hablan de un exilio, de 
una dictadura y de unos sufrimientos que ocurren en 1926 y tienen que 
ver con el régimen de Stalin... cuando tú leas esas cartes, o cuando las 
escuchen... será imposible que el público deje de pensar en lo que nos ha 
pasado y lo que nos sigue pasando a nosotros...” (Sombras que caminan 
54). Despite its significance for the development of the plot, the meaning 
of this passage clearly transcends the story of Cerda’s last novel. Exile 
and dictatorship, loss and repression are closely linked experiences that 
recur in the history of the 20th century and that are echoed in its literature. 
In spite of its historicity, the experience of exile and displacement 
is presented as independent of time and place, as a form of life and 
a mentality defined by its fatal dependence on arbitrary historical 
circumstances. Irrespective of the particular national and historical 
setting, a true reconciliation with the past would mean to account for 
the individual memories of all members of society and integrate them 
in the collective history of a national and cultural community. In this 
way, the skepticism of contemporary Chilean literature can be seen as 
a unifying element because it claims the experiences of the dictatorship 
to be part of a present which, so far, has not been sufficiently actualized. 
In his literature, then, Cerda kept clinging to the experience of exile 
with the hope to father a new generation of readers that would be (if not 
reconciled with) at least educated about its country’s past.
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