Current discussions of globalization often focus largely or exclusively on
contemporary literature and culture, yet the global penetration of regional
culture is not at all a new phenomenon. As a case in point, I would like to take the
case of literary production in medieval Iceland. [...] As a writer from a peripheral
region of Europe, Snorri [Sturlusson, writer of the Prose Edda (c.1240)] was well
aware that his traditions are in danger of being overwritten by the global
traditions that entered Iceland in Christianity’s wake. As a result, a concern over
cultural memory pervades the Prose Edda

[...]

It is a rare country that develops its own script and its own literature in
fundamental independence from other societies; ancient Egypt and Shiang China
are more the exception than the rule. Most literatures - from Latin and French
and from Hebrew to Icelandic - have been formed with broad systems grounded
in the power of cultural traditions to cross the boundaries of time, space, and
language. Arising within a transcultural context, a local, or national literature
must negotiate a double bind: the new influences that can help shape a people’s
traditions also brings them the threat of the local culture’s absorption into a
broader milieu.

David Damrosch, ‘Global Regionalism’, European Review, Vol. 15, No. 1, 135-143
(2007) '

To the neo-liberal new cosmopolitans, globalisation signifies the
transnationalization of capitalism, the breakdown of national economies, and the
creation of a more interconnected world economic system. It also describes the
emergence of new technologies of communication such as satellite, fax, and e -
mail, which, along with the possibility of rapid intercontinental travel, alter the
relationship of time and space. This spatial compression and temporal
acceleration allow people, ideas, and goods to move with great speed, while also
making it possible for individuals, however far apart, to witness events
simultaneously. ' _ .

Gregory Jusdanis, ‘Culture, culture everywhere: the swell of globalisation theory’,
Diaspora (Vol. 5, no. 1, 1996). ’

It is widely asserted that we live in an era in which the greater part of social life
is determined by global processes, in which national cultures, national
economies and national borders are dissolving. Central to this perception is the
notion of a rapid and recent process of economic globalisation. A truly global
economy is claimed to have emerged or to be in the process of emerging, in
which distinct national economies and, therefore, domestic strategies of national
economic management are increasingly irrelevant. The world economy has
internationalised in its basic dynamics, it is dominated by uncontrollable market
forces, and it has as its principal economic actors and major agents of change
truly transnational corporations, that owe allegiance to no nation state and
locate wherever in the globe market advantage dictates.

Paul Hirst and Grahame Thompson, Globalisation in Question
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_ miles. away and vice versa’ (Giddens 1990, 64) is useful in this fashion. So

“7 Martin Albrow’s observation that ‘globalisation effectively means that
societies now cannot be seen as systems in an environment of other systems,
but as sub-systemns of the larger inclusive world society’ (Albrow 1990, 11);
as is Roland Robertson’s imdetitatiding that ™ ‘Globalization as a concept
refers both to the compression of the world and the intensification of
consciousness of the world as a whole’ (Robertson 1992, 8); and as is David
Held’s attempt to present the manifold aspects of globalization as ‘a process
(or set of processes) which embodies a transformation in their {
organisation of social relations and transactions — assessed in terms of their—
extensity, intensity, velocity and impact ~ generating transcontinental or
interregional flows and networks of activity, interaction, and the exercise

e of power’ (Held et al. 1999, 16). These definition-like attempts to charac-
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terize the nature of the processes (‘intensification’, ‘compression’, ‘transfor-
mation’, at levels of ‘extensity’, ‘intensity’, etc.) denoted by ‘globalization’
are supplemented by numerous succinct attempts at emphasizing the con-
notative content of ‘globalization’. Martin Albrow’s example can serve here

as representative:

GLOBALIZATION

1. Making or being made global:
(a) in individual instances
(i) by the active dissemnination of practices, values, technology and
other human products throughout the globe
(i) when global practices and so on exercise an increasing influence

” over people’s lives
(i) when the globe serves as a focus for, or a premise in shaping, human
* activities
(iv} in the incremental change occasioned by the interaction of any such
instances;

b) seen as the generality of such instances;
() such instances being viewed abstractly.
2. A process of making or being made global in any or all of the senses in (1).
3. The historical transformation constituted by the sum of particular forms and
instances in (1). (Albrow 1996, 88)

The emphasis in the latter is obviously more on the range of meanings
embraced by the term ‘globalization’ than on the description of processes
alluded to by it.

Such definition-like statements give the term’ ‘globalization’ a tractable
and definite quality, without thereby restricting its superlative reach. They
convey the enormity of globalization’s geographical and disciplinary border
crossings and the transgression of different linguistic registers and areas of
application and usage. The elaborations that surround these (and such)
definitions both recognize the enormity of thinking about globalization and
build upon that foundation of tractability and definitiveness that such a
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24 PERSPECTIVES ON GLOBALIZATION

Globalists Sceptics
Globalization Globalization; Globalization

globalization as is a discourse;

causal. internationalization

Method Abstract, general

approach.
Global economy;
integration, open;
free trade.

Economy

Politics Global governance
or neoliberalism;
decline of
nation-state;

loss of national

sovereignty.

Culture Homogenization.

Globalization is
new.

History

Global
governance or
neoliberalism;
end of social
democratic
welfare state,

Globalization

Normative
politics

Future

as effect of other
causes.

Empirical approach.

International
economy; triadic,
regional, unequal:
state intervention
and protectionism.

Nation-states,
regional blocs,
international:
power and
inequality; political
agency passible.

Clashes of culture;
nationalism;
Americanization;
globalization
differentiated.

Internationalization
is old.

Reformist social
democracy and
international
regulation possible,

Nation-state, triad,
conflicts, inequality.

Transformationalists

Global transformations,
but differentiation and
embeddedness.

Qualitative rather than
quantitative approach,

Globally transformed:
new stratification;
globalized but
differentiated,

Politics globatly
transformed:; nation-
states important

but reconstructed;
sovereignty shared

Globally transformed;
hybridization;
complex, differentiated
globalization.

Globalization old
but present forms
unprecedented.

Cosmopolitan
democracy.

™~
Uncertain, agency; left
or right; continued,
stalled or reversed,

empirical evidence or unevenness and

wave theorists try to.distance

what the third wave is actually saying is important to understanding




Susie O’Brien and Imre Szeman

Introduction: The Globalization of Fiction/
the Fiction of Globalization

Tl:le idea for this special issue of the South Atlan-
tic Quarterly emerged out of a question posed by
one of our students: Does it make sense to speak
about a literature of globalization? This question
seems easy enough to answer, or rather, a whole
host of possible answers offer themselves right
away, which may not in fact be the same thing as
coming up with a simple, satisfactory response.
First, one could suggest (as a number of other
scholars do) that though we have discussed it
almost exclusively in national terms, literature
has in fact long been globalized. Writing at one
of the key moments of European nationalism,
Marx and Engels already pointed to the existence
of a world literature produced out of the con-
stant revolutionizing of bourgeois production,
and discussed its spread across national and cul-
tural boundaries.! Without question, one of the
first elites linked globally —materially as much as
imaginatively—was a literary elite able to sample
exotic narrative confections produced outside of
their original national and local contexts? But
glimmers of a “world literature” appeared long
before the explicit formulations of Marx and
Engels or Goethe in the nineteenth century.

The South Atlantic Quarterly 100:3, Summer 2001
Copyright © 2002 by Duke University Press.
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Forms such as the fabliau, Mennipean satire, and autobiography provide evi-
dence of cultural migrations dating as far back as the medieval period; litera-
ture was global, then, before it was ever national * And as Stephen Greenblatt
points out, “English literature was always an unsteady amalgam of Scottish,
Irish, Welsh, Cornish, and other voices of the vanquished, along with the
voices of the dominant English regions, and the English language itself, so
securely and apparently imperturbably at the center of the field, is revealed,
under the pressure of examination, to be a mixed, impure, and constantly
shifting medium.”* It seems reasonable to suggest, then, that literature in
general, and Anglophone literature in particular, is—and perhaps always
has been—globalized.

It should be clear immediately, however, that this response does not
take up the real demand posed by our student’s question, which seeks to
understand a more fundamental entanglement between literature and the
phenomena most commonly associated with globalization—transcultura-
tion, the various forms (from cultural to economic) and periods (from the
time of Columbus to the present) of imperialism and colonialism, the vio-
lent and uneven impact of socio-cultural and economic systems on one
another as they come into contact, the eclipse of traditional ways of life,
the temporal (modernization) and spatial {nationalism-internationalism-
transnationalism) demands of European modernity, the global spread of
capitalism and Western liberalism, and so on. How are these processes ex-
pressed through, facilitated, and/or inhibited by literature? To ask this ques-
- tion is to think not just about how globalization is reflected thematically in
fiction, for example, but also about literature’s role in the narrative construc-
tion of the numerous discourses or “fictions” of globalization. One of the
first things to realize about globalization is that its significance can only be
grasped through its realization in a variety of narrative forms, spanning the
range from accounts of the triumphant coming-into-being of global democ-
racy to laments about the end of nature; literature no doubt has a role to
play in how we produce these often contradictory narratives about global-
ization.* Whether one sees globalization as a contemporary phenomenon
that defines the character of the late twentieth and early twenty-first cen-
tury, or merely as an extension of a process initiated millennia ago, there
can be no doubt that the generation of narratives about globalization has
assumed particular urgency over the last few decades.® While the histori-
cal purview of our student’s question is open to debate, it is clear that the
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question itself could only be asked in the context of contemporary social,
political, and cultural conditions and preoccupations.

Thinking about narratives and their determining contexts highlights
another, less obvious but equally important part of the question: to ask
whether it makes sense to talk about a literature of globalization is to raise
questions not just about globalization, but also about processes and prac-
tices of literary theory and criticism that frame discussions of the literary.
For the most part, the institutions of literary study still have not managed
to develop a life beyond those sites at which the discourses of national cul-
ture and identity are produced and reproduced: the nation has remained
the frame (in the last instance) within which the meaning and significance
of a text are thought to be spatially located. To ask the question of whether
there is a literature of globalization is thus also to ask whether it is possible
to think of literature outside the framework of national literatures, and cor-
respondingly, to try to imagine what critical tools might be used to make
sense of such literatures, and what in turn might be learned from and about
them, in ways that open up new perspectives on the problems and possi-
bilities that we face at the present time. A cursory survey of contemporary
literary critical discourses suggests that some of the tools to address these
issues are ready-to-hand: the (messy, unwieldy, heterogeneous) critical dis-
courses of postcolonialism and postmodernism each address, more or less
explicitly, the relationship between literature and globalization.

Postcolonialism, in particular, has arguably yielded the vocabulary that
enables us to ask questions like the one that prompted this collection, while
speaking to the globalization of (Anglophone) literature in a more substan-
tial way. When Simon Gikandi suggests in his contribution to this volume
that the emergence of postcolonial literature marks the emergence of global
culture, he articulates the widely shared if generally unspoken belief that
postcolonial novels are “novels of globalization.”” If the postcolonial and the
global are not imagined in this way as being one and the same, then the post-
colonial often seems to be the name for the critical practice that precedes
and provides the foundations for global or transnational cultural studies.?
At the same time, globalization denotes what might be described as the
“noncultural logic” of late capitalism that has produced the cultural logic
hitherto named “postmodernism.” Given the ever-increasing interrelation
between the cultural and the economic, it now seems for most critics point-
less not to call this cultural logic “globalization,” too, and to see postmod-
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Kant and the global novel

In “Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose” (1784), Kant drafts the histo-
riographic parameters for a re-conceptualization of a human history narrated from the point
of view of the actualization of freedom in a cosmopolitan political formation that he imagines
as a world-republic (Weltrepublik).! In this crucial essay, Kant articulates the passage from the
conceptual universality of reason to its universal (that is, global) actualization in concrete
cosmopolitan political and economic institutions, inaugurating what [ have called elsewhere
2 “discourse of globalization.” The discursive construction of globalization is a highly ideo-
logical operation that consists of naturalizing an assumed universality of reason that is in fact
the result of a universalization of the cultural particularity of the bourgeoisie. More impor-
tantly, Kant’s discourse of globalization translates the abstract and philosophical concept of
the universal into its concrete geopolitical actualization in a world structured as a totality
of meaning governed by modern reason. Kant’s narrative of the global realization of
bourgeois freedom (soon after perfected by Hegel through the concept of “world history”)
opens up, on the one hand, the interpretative horizon of globalization as the necessary
spatial dimension of the project of modernity and provides, on the other, the epistemological
structure for the economic, political, and military discourses of globalization that surround
us today.

Here I am interested in underscoring, in addition to the cosmopolitical narrative of
Kant's essay, an idea that, to my knowledge, has been overlooked by the many literary critics
interested in the relation between literature and globalization. Towards the end of “Idea for
a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose” Kant suggests that the novel could play an
important role in the production of the discourses of globalization by imagining the world as
a totality mediated by bourgeois culture. He concludes that “it is admittedly a strange and at
first sight absurd proposition to write a history according to an idea of how world events must
develop if they are to conform to certain rational ends; it would seem that only a novel could
result from such premises” (51-52).

What 1 find striking about Kant's admission is his implicit disciplinary comparison
between philosophic and novelistic discourses as he attempts to determine which one is the
more adequate to tell the story of a modern world that should march towards the global
actualization of rational freedom. He seems to be saying that although it might look like the
novel is much better svited 10 accomplish this task it is a philosopher’s job. But even if Kant
considers that it is the philosopher who must conceprualize the process of globalization, his
formulation concedes that the challenge of imagining the world as a reconciled bourgeois
totality of freedom could fll to the novel™—the novel as the cultural formation that, during
the nineteenth na:ﬂ:.v.: renders the historical process of globalization visible; the novel, or at
least the imaginary potential of discourse contingently embodied in the novel form, as that
which makes the process of globalization available so that reading audiences can work through
the transformations they are ‘experiencing at home,

During the second half of the nineteenth century, when bourgeois reason (through its
economic, political, and cultural institutions) was thought to occupy every single region of
the planct, the novel produced privileged and efficient narratives of the global formation of a
bourgeois world. Because the novel was the hegemonic form that bourgeois imagination
adopted in the nineteenth century, and because of the aesthetic and political force of the
social totalities it was capable of constructing, most novels dealing with distant places
produced powerful images of the globalization of bourgeois culture.” This is the specificity of
the relation between the novel and the historical process of globalization vis-a-vis modern
philosaphy: if philosophy conceptualized the transformation of the globe as the realization of
a totality of bourgeois freedom (Kant, Hegel, and Marx), the novel provided this
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philosophical concept with a visual reality, a set of images and imaginaries that elevated the
hetion of bourgeois ubiquity to a foundational myth of modernity.
My goal in this essay is to propose two different byt complementary models with which

to think about the relation between the novel and the discourses of globalization. The first—
the globalization of the novel——works not with particuler textual formations but with the
historical expansion of the novel-form hand-in-hand with the colonial enterprise of Western
Europe. This concept will allow me to review the historical and theoretical parameters that
have been used to study both the historical spread of the novel from Europe to the peripheries
and the constitution, at the end of the nineteenth and throughout the twentieth century, of a
global system of production, reception, and translation of novels.

The second model—the novelization of the global—focuses on the production of images
of a globalized world as they are constructed in specific novels. [ will read these figures,
primarily, in novels by Jules Verne and a novel by Eduardo Ladislao Holmberg. As might be
expected, the kind of images they create of travelers spreading modern bourgeois culture
throughout the world and beyond, EwnE:m even into outer space, are entirely different.
While Verne was a professional novelist working in France and surrounded by imperialist
discourses and a reading public imbedded in its state’s mission civilisatrice, Holmberg was an
amateur writer (whose first occupation was in the natural sciences) living in Buenos Aires, a
targe village (a gran aldea) at the threshold of becoming a city. Verne lived and breathed the
experience of modernity; Holmberg's Latin American context was constituted by a desire for
modernity itself.* The point I try to make is that the particular geopolitical determinations
that marked cach of these writers produced dissimilar imaginaries of the global reach of their
bourgeois characters and plots. In Verne’s novels, omnipotent bourgeois characters (based
on the topos of the bourgeois conquérant) travel adventurously, around the entire world and
beyond: the bottom of the sea, the center of the earth, the moon, Mars, and the sun. In
Holmberg’s Viaje maravilloso del sefior Nic-Nac al planeta Marte (1875), however, the social
position of the Argentine (and Latin American) bourgeoisie within the global economy of the
discourse of adventure allows only for m?._.:c&\maﬁmﬁnz,&\:dmmmsmé\ travel: the body of
Nic-Nac never leaves his home, and only his soul (1) travels to Mars. 1 read these novels,
which take their materials from discourses of adventure, science fiction, and spiritism, in
relation to the hegemonic protocols of realism in order to try to broaden the concept of
representation as it pertains to the world historical globalization of the European bourgeoisie.

Finally, in a coda to the main argument, I connect the interpretative models of the
globalization of the novel and the novelization of the global that I'm putting forth here with the
rentrée of the concept of world literature. Recently re-introduced to academic debate by
Franco Moretti, Pascale Casanova, and David Damrosch, among others, this restored notion
of world literature can be understood as an attempt to conceptualize the global ubiquity of
the novel since the mid-twentieth century. In the final part of the article I analyze what could
be called the cultural politics of world literature and the critical and pedagogical practices
that are derived from this concept. I also examine its underlying claim to address, in academic
practices, cosmopolitan expectations related to the production of a discourse about the world
based on respect for cultural difference. In other words, my question in this closing section
is whether world literature, as a concept and as a practice, is capable of becoming an effective
cosmopolitan discourse.

The globalization of the novel

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the novel traveled from Europe to Latin
America, as well as to other peripheries of the world, through the colonial and postcolonial
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channels of symbolic and material exchange.® Novels were appealing to a Creole class torn by
the contradiction between its cultural and economic attachment to Europe and its desire for
political autonomy. Local elites found in those narratives of subjective freedom the possibility
of imagining and modeling identities independent from the colonial metropolis. Specific to
the Latin American consumption of novels was the opportunity to grasp an experience of
modernity that, for the most part, was not available to the reading Creole class in its everyday
life, despite liberal aspirations that were beginning to be articulated as a political and cultural
project.

Because of the kind of experiences that the novel afforded to the readers of the colonial
and semi-colonial peripheries, Latin American intellectuals immediately realized the impor-
tant role that the consumption, production, and translation of novels could play in the process
of socio-cultural modernization, The Argentine Domingo F. Sarmiento was perhaps the most
prominent writer and politician to propose that novels were an essential instrument for the
modernization of Latin America. In Facundo. Civilizacién y Barbarie (1845) he argued that Latin
America could leave its pre-modern backwardness if it imposed over its barbarian, natural
being civilized/modern (that is, European) cultural practices and institutions. Modernization
was a process of conversion (forced or <OESSJ\E§P in any case, violent) enacted _d‘
reproducing European modernity in Latin America. Immediately after the publication of
Facundo, Sarmiento traveled to Europe, North Africa, and the U.S. Walking through the
streets of Paris, Sarmiento reflects that

Las ideas y modas de Francia, sus hombres y sus novelas, son hoy el modelo yla
pauta de todas las otras naciones; ¥y empiezo a creer que esto que nos seduce por
todas partes, esto que creemos imitacién, no es sino aquella aspiracién de la
indole humana a acercarse a un tipo de perfeccion, que estd en ella misma y se
desenvuelve mas o menos segiin las circunstancias de cada pueblo,

(138-39)¢

The ideas and fashion of France, her men and novels, are today the model and
pattern of all other nations; I am starting to believe that this which seduces us
here and there, this which we think is imitation, is nothing but the inherently
human aspiration to be close to perfection that develops itself according to the
circumstances of each nation.

(my translation)

Sarmiento defends a mimetic path to modernization by arguing that imitation is not the post-
colonial condition of the periphery, but, in a Platonic turn, an inherently human feature. And
he does not hesitate to prescribe precisely what aspects of modern European culture should
be imitated: namely, discourses (ideas and trends) and cultural institutions, with the novel
being the single example that he provides.” The importance of the novel as an effective
modernizing institution has been studied extensively by Alejandra Laera in EI tiempo vacio de
la ficcién, where she quotes a rare journalistic piece by Sarmiento, “Las novelas” (1856), in
which he compares the degree of modernization of a given culture with the number of
novels it consumes: “Caramelos y novelas andan juntos en el mundo, y la civilizacién de los
pueblos se mide por el azicar que consumen y las novelas que leen ;Para qué sirve el aziicar?
Dmmw:wo los pampas que no lo usan” (qtd. in Laera 9; Om:&v‘ and novels go hand-in-hand in the
world, and the culture of a nation can be measured by the amount of sugar they consume and
the novels they read. What is sugar good for? Ask the Pampa Indians who don’t use it; my
translation). Although sweetness, that surplus addition to the natural taste of food, can be
considered a sign of gastronomic refinement, of civilization, its value as an inscription in
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networks of modern consumption becomes especially clear, Sarmiento suggests, when juxta-
posed to the sentimental and political education the novel provides—the novel as a universal
measure of modernity.
Through processes of formal and thematic imitation, importation, translation, and adap-
tation, the institution of the novel grew roots in Latin America during the nineteenth century,
and towards the 1880s novelistic production and consumption had become well established
(the same process takes place, with minor temporal variations, in colonial Africa, Asia, and
Eastern and Southern Europe).’ Due to the global hegemony of modern-bourgeois European
culture (produced and reproduced in its colondal, postcolonial, and neocolonial links with its
peripheries) the novel was the first universal aesthetic form of modernity.® It is important to
bear in mind that the global preeminence of the novel-form among all other discursive genres
cannot be explained as the result of a supposedly universal need for narration: narration and
the novel are in fact incommensurable cultural practices. The universality of the novel-form
was the historical outcome of the formation (through colonialism, trade, and promises of
emancipation) of a world in which bourgeois culture was increasingly hegemonic, if not
forcefully dominant. Wherever one looked for modern desires (desire for self-determina-
tion, for identity, for material development and progress) one found novels. One could thus
define the novel in the periphery as modern desire formally enclosed and regulated.
Was there (indeed, is there), however, a difference between the European novel and the
Latin American novel, the Asian novel, the African novel, and so on? Well, yes and no. Yes,
one could point to the diverse formal and thematic aspects of individual works (something I
do in the next section, in which I conceptualize and analyze the idea of the novelization of the
global), whose difference was informed by, among other things, a geopolitically determined
experience of the process of globalization of modern institutions, practices, and values.
However, if one looks at the globalization of the novel-form as a modern and modernizing
institution, it becomes quite difficult to identify differences in terms of the institutional and
political function of the novel in these different locations. In other words, the world system
of novelistic production, consumption, and translation reinforces the dream of a global
totality of bourgeocis freedom with Hegelian overtones—that is, a totality whose internal
_beterogeneity (the formal and thematic particularity of the Latin American or African or

Asian novel vis-3-vis the European novel) is functional to the identity of the global novel. |
insist that the globality of the novel-form is the result of a historical process of global
hegemony-—the product of the universalization of its bourgeois and European particularity.
In an interesting note in the Prison Notebooks, “Hegemony of Western Culture over the Whole
World Culture,” Gramsci uses the very category he developed to analyze social formations
within national scenarios to consider the processes of globalization as the world history of the
West’s hegemony over its cultural others:

Even if one admits that other cultures have had an importance and a significance
in the process of “hierarchical” unification of world civilization (and this should
certainly be admitted without question), they have had a universal value only in
so far as they have become constituent elements of European culture, which is
the only historically and concretely universal culture—in so far, that is, as they
have contributed to the process of European thought and been assimilated to it

(416)

In this quotation, Gramsci is at his most Hegelian. He affirms that World Culture—the possi-
bility of proposing the existence of a global cultural field—depends on the universal media-
tion of Europe. As global hegemon, European culture recognizes and incorporates the
subaltern aesthetic norms, forms, and practices that are central to the cultures of its others in
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order to form a world cultural field structured around the predominant nuclei that governed
the appropriations that gave it form in the first place—a global cultural field whose univer.
sality and relatively stable homogeneity is the result of the hegemonic mediation of European
or North-Atlantic bourgeois culture. Thus, the periphery does not merely receive and absorb
cultural mandates from the core based on an international division of labor and trade balance
that favors the development of the First World; on the contrary, core/periphery relations
are culturally mediated by a hegemonic production of consent in the margins of globaliza-
tion.'® This hegemonic cultural mediation can be read in the gap between the globalization of
the novel and the novelization of the global—between capitalism’s creation of “a world after
its own image” (Marx and Engels 477) through the global expansion of its aesthetic
and cultural institutions, and the local literary reappropriations and reinscriptions of that
epochal process.

In this sense, and SE:W a cue from the way Gramsci understands rameozv\_ the opera-
tion of universalization that constitutes the discursive basis for the globality of the novel
should not be understood as an instance of the periphery’s cultural subordination to the core.
Not at all. That is why I mention notions of “importation,” “translation,” and “adaptation,”
instead of thinking only in terms of “imitation,” “implantation,” or “imposition.” The ideas of
coercion and consent imbedded in the concept of hegemony presuppose an active agency on
the part of peripheral cultures in the enterprise of the universalization of the novel. That is,
in the nineteenth and carly twentieth century the representation of the particularity of bour-
geois European culture and its institutions as universal was an enterprise shared by intellec-
tuals and practitioners both at the center and at the margins of a global discursive field that
sanctioned the universality of the novel-form.

It would of course be easy to dismiss the universalization of the novel as cultural form
and modern institution simply as a function of colonialism, to see globalization only as a new
name for the same old colonial relations. But I think this would be a mistake. Although both
processes coincide to some extent, the global expansion of modern institutions presupposes
the universal realization of the promise of a political and cultural modernity, and—whether
in the nineteenth century or today—the peripheries of the world have an intense desire for
socio-political and cultural modernization (a desire represented in and by novels). In other
words, the globalization of bourgeois modernity and its institutions in the nineteenth century
implied both the threat of (neo)colonial oppression and the promise of emancipation. Looking
at this aporia through the glass of the deconstructive dictum that Derrida first formulated in
“Plato’s Pharmacy” about the double meaning of pharmakon as medicine and poison, one
could say that globalization is both the condition of possibility and impossibility of modernity
(and of novelistic difference) in the margins of the universal.

The novelization of the global

The model of the globalization of the novel serves the purpose of explaining the role the novel-
form played in the global expansion of modern culture and its institutions during the nine-
teenth century. The crisscrossing trajectories of infinite exchanges, importations, translations,
and adaptations of novels (what I term the global novel as cultural form) make visible the spatial
extension and intensity of the process of globalization. However, this explicatory matrix does
not provide any insights into the different textual devices, strategies, plots, or characters that
can be found in the great variety of novels that gave specific content to the global novel as
cultural form. It is necessary, then, to formulate a hypothesis capable of accounting not only
for the historical spread of a global form but also for the narratives of globalization as a discur-
sive figure produced by a subset of texts usually concerned with lands and peoples far removed
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from Europe. If the globalization of the novel Jooks at the world as a global totality of bourgeois
culture and makes sense of it as a system and as a world-historical process, the novelizarion of
the global—the second and complementary way in which [ am trying to conceptualize the idea
of the global novel—traces the specific imaginaries of universalism that these novelistic texts
forge, putting into circulation effective accounts of the global reach of the bourgeoisie in
terms of the production and reproduction of discourses of universal adventure, exploration,
and colonial profit.

Jules Verne's novels in particular provide a productive case study of the novelization of
the globe. If spatial meaning is discursively produced (an idea Edward W. Said worked
through with the notion o “imaginative geography™), or, to put it bluntly, if fiction is the way
we apprehend, categorize, and represent the world, then Verne’s novels can be said to have
provided some of the most radical imaginaries of the transformation of the planet into a
totality of bourgeois culture and sociability, producing a textual surplus that exceeded what
is usually read as a mere fiction of colonialism." The bourgeois characters in his novels travel
across the five continents, remapping the world in an epistemology of adventure and exoti-
cism (see, for GEBEF Cing semaines en ballon, 1863; Vopages et aventures du Capitaine Hatteras,
1864—65; and Le tour du monde en 80 jours, 1873). Furthermore, Verne even dares to send his
bourgeois men beyond the surface of the earth into the unknown: to the moon (De la terre 4
la June, 1865; Autour de la lune, 1870), to the sun (Hector Sevandac, 1874—76), to the bottom
of the sea (Vingt mille licues sous los mers, 186970}, to the center of the earth (Voyage au centre
de la rerre, 1864). In the closing paragraphs of De la terre & Ja lune, the omniscient narrator
channels the pride and fear J.T. Maston felt for his three friends in space: “ils s’étaient mis en
dehors de ’humanité en franchissant les limites imposées par Dieu aux créatures terrestres”
(243, they had put themselves beyond humanity, surpassing the limits imposed by the Creator
on his earthly creatures; my translation). In Verne’s novels there are no limits for the realiza-
tion of the bourgeois dream of universal freedom: the utmost recondite corners of the
universe expect the arrival of Verne's bourgeois conquérants (see Morazé). Contemporary
readers saw in these novels their own local experience transformed into global adventures
that underscored the intensity and excitement available to those individuals willing to
embrace their bourgeois subjectivity and explore its universalizing potential. As a result,
these narratives have to be read not just as performances of the discourses of globalization but
also as a recreation and reinforcement of the conditions of possibility for the universal adven-
ture of the European bourgeoisie.

The construction of hmages and imaginaries of globality, of the transformation of the
earth by bourgeois desire, is a symbolic challenge that could not be completed in one novel.
Therefore, it has to be reconstructed as a panorama by putting together the pieces found i
many (if not all) of Verne’s novelistic archive. Here are some of the narrative strategies that
opened up the possibility, for novels and their readers, to imagine the carth (in ?wﬁ the
entire universe} as a bourgeois playing field, ready and available for science, profit, and
amusement.

(1) All of Verne's novels involve travels of some sort; in these journeys there is always
at Jeast one instance when the novel takes a step back to capture an image of space as a mean-
ingful cultural totality. Because the eye’s perception of the real is always fragmented, articu-
lating those fragments to create a larger mental image of something we cannot apprehend
except in successive fragments is a complex psychological and intellectual operation that
Kant theorizes conclusively in The Critique of Judgment. Only an imaginative discourse can
produce an image of the earth as a round significant whole that is in fact inaccessible to
empirical perception. In Autour de Ja lune (1870), for example, Michel Ardan, the French
astronaut of a crew of three (the other two are American), looks at the small window of the
rocket and exclaims: “Hein! Mes chers camarades, sera-ce assez curieux d’avoir la Terre pour
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form of postcolonial interpeliation (cf. Bhabha, “Introduction” 7)? How, and in what
specific forms and instances, was magical realism appropriated and re-written? Were the
traces of thesc global appropriations of magical realism obscured, or were they acknowl-
edged in order to produce cosmopolitan forms of affiliation? And, in turn, how did Garcia
Mérquez and other Latin American proponents and practitioners of a magical realist aesthetic
respond to the global echoes (cosmopolitan and postcolonial, but also metropolitan) of their
discourse?*

The twofold idea of the globalization of the novel and the novelization of the global that
Lam putting forth is an attempt to re-inscribe the debate on world literature in relation to
these cosmopolitan goals, while also accounting for the historical universalization of novel-
istic writing, reading, and translation, and for the production of singular images and imagi-
naries of universality that reduplicate in specific texts the global discursive horizon of modern
literary practices. Or to put it in slightly different terms: it is an attempt to apprehend the
hegemonic making of the universality of world literature, while resisting the temptation to
fall back on particularistic reaffirmations of national or regional cultural identities, and in fact
preserving universality as the necessary horizon of cosmopolitan practices with an emancipa-
tory purpose.”

In spite of their methodological differences, the most intelligent interventions in the
debate coincide in thinking of world literature, not as a defined corpus, but as a way of
reading, of making relations and imagining unexpected and non-national contexts that 93\;
illuminate new meanings in certain literary works. While writing this article and thinking
about cosmopolitan discourses, [ came to understand the task of the world literature to come
in terms of the classical Marxist characterization of class as a social relation, that is, to see
world literature precisely as a social relation, a cosmopolitan relation. The model of the
globalization of the novel and the novelization of the global, with its emphasis on historical
processes at a global scale and the production of global imaginaries, allows us to see world
literature as a cosmopolitan social relation, as both a critical discourse and a concrete universal
field of cultural exchanges constituted by structural, asymmetrical forces disputing the
meaning of the global. In other words, the globalization of the novel and the novelization of
the global foregrounds the constitutive tension at the center of the discourse of world litera-
ture: on the one hand, the cosmopolitan drive to represent a diverse globe as a reconciled
maulticultural totality; and, on the other, the equally cosmopolitan mandate to map the asym-
metric interaction of hegemonic and subaltern cultural and economic forces that determine
the unequal making of the globe, as well as the account of its historical Formation. Our chal-
lenge is to acknowledge and re-articulate in our pedagogical practices and in the design of our
research projects these complex cosmopolitan interpellations that point to opposing ways of
symbolizing global differences, assuming that it is impossible to embrace the normative side
of cosmopolitan discourses such as world literature before accounting for the global hegem-
onic relations that shape them. The desires for commodities and discourses “of distant lands
and climes” (Marx and Engels 477) that constitute to this day our cosmopolitan subjectivitics
are at once the symbolic ground on which we hope to inscribe an intellectual emancipatory
practice and a domestication of the world that reproduces the hegemonic relations that world
literature may or may not address.

Notes

1 Eleven years after Kant preseribed the notion of a world-republic in “Idea for a Universal History,”
he opts in “Perpetual Peace. A Philosophical Sketch” (1795) for a federation of nations (Volkerbund)
so as to balance the sovercignty of each singular nation with the ultimate and transcendental location
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of power in the federation as universal and cosmopolitan determination of the global system of inter-
national treaties and agreements.

It has been vcm:nm& out to me that | am «S&n@ Kant :na_.m:v. here, that Kant was not wﬁ.ﬁism to the
novel as a genre, but to the imaginative constructedness of a discourse clearly opposed to philosophy
conceived as a scientific disciplinary discourse, However, Kant did choose to refer to “the novel” as
that which lies on the other end of philosophy and, in any case, invokes the workings of imagination
embodied in the novelistic form as the space where the type of universal history he imagines might
take place.

This is a dimension of the novel mostly overlooked in classical materialist genre theories, which have
studied the novel as the aesthetic product of the rise of the bourgeoisie and the consolidation of the
national state. This critical perspective is historically determined by a concern about the specificity of
national cultures and hegemonic struggles within the context of the nation state (see, for example,
fan Watt or Raymond Williams). Unfortunately, the explanatory power of these theories has blurred
the global dimension of the novel, as well as the possibility of thinking a history of the novel that could
account for the ways in which the process of globalization has been reshaping the world for the past
200 years.

See Lucic Vicente Lopez’s La gran aldea (1884), a costumbrista novel about Buenos Aires in the 1860s
and 1870s, the period immediately after the civil war and before the modernizing explosion of the
mid-1880s and 1890s. That is the Buenos Aires in which Holmberg's novels are set.

Lam referring here to the novel as the aesthetic form historically determined by the rise of the bour-
geoisic and its need to represent its own world view and its place in modern societies. Recently, this
concept of “the rise of the novel” has been criticized in order to point to a longer history of the novel
that extends back to medieval chivalric and courtly narratives, Nevertheless, 1 still believe that the
hypothesis of the novel as cultural artifact determined by bourgeois world views, put forth paradig-
matically by lan Watt in The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (1957), remains
the most convincing description of the historical genesis of the novel form (striero sensu) in Europe and
in its peripheries. Watt's arguments, however, consider the novel as an institution at work only on a
national stage. The point of this essay is to think about the role the novel plays on a larger, indeed
global, scale,

There are many instances in Sarmiento’s narrative of his stay in Paris in which he destabilizes the
notion of France as the privileged location of the universal, He even depicts most of France’s political
lcaders as excessively provincial. However, Sarmiento always restores France’s place in the global
order of modernity as the model to imitate. Thus, although Sarmiento arrogantly plays with the idea
of his own superiority to one or another French intellectual or official, in the end France remains the
center and origin of the modern world t which he aspives.

Although Sarmiento never wrote a novel himself, he used the compositional strategies of the novel to
write Facundo: “We do not read Facundo as a novel (which it is not) but rather as a political use of the
genre. (Facundo is a proto-novel, a novel machine, a museum of the future of the novel)” (Pighia 135).
See, also, Sorensen, Facundo and the Construction of Argentine Culture, especially chapter 2, “The Risks
of Fiction. Facundo and the Parameters of Historical Writing” (41-66).

Laera notes that in the decade from 1880 to 1890 one hundred novels were published in Buenos Aires
alone, whereas in the previous decade the number of novels issued did not exceed two dozen (19).
Franco Moretti even goes as far as deducing “a law of Literary evolution” (58) out of this process of global
expansion of the novel form. Such a law would state that “in cultures that belong to the periphery of
the literary system (which means: almost all cultures, inside and outside Europe), the modern novel
first arises not as an autonomous development but as a compromise between a Western formal influ-
ence (usually French or English) and local materials” (58).

This cultural mediation complements Franco Moretti’s “law of literary evolution” {see note 9) by
contextualizing within a cultural-political (rather than aesthetic) discursive frame his idea that the
novel of the periphery results from a compromise between Western form and local materials.

Given the symbolic power that literary discourse held in Western Europe during the nineteenth
century, the power of Vernc's narratives to promote and reinforce the discourse of m_og:ﬁ:o:
must have been huge. Indecd, the importance of the role of literature and, more generally, the
world of the “arts and entertainment” of the Second Empire cannet be exaggerated; there was 2
very specific need in France to produce and consume images of a colonial world beyond the
borders of the familiar, not only because of the expansive dynamics of bourgeois-modern society, but
also—and most importantly~—becaise of boredom with the economic stability and solidification of =
(recently instituted) traditions in the middle class (se¢ Girardet, Blanchard and Lemaire, and
Compére).




John Galt, Annals of the Parish (1821)

“What happened in my parish was but a type and index to the rest of the world.”
(Ch. XLV, 1804)

1. a) Galt called Annals ‘a kind of local theoretical history’. What kind of
narrative technique does he use to convey this? (see Costain [handout]
text end 1765; end 1779; end 1783; beg 1801). Read also what Bohrer
101 and Esterhammer 174 have to say about the “chronicle” and
“theoretical history” and its narration.

b) What kind of narrator is Balwhidder? You might ask this question
another way: as what kind of narrator does he present himself? (See
opening pages {(and end 1768; 1st para 1776)

2. Why is this a ‘Global Novel’?

a) Three groups, reading opening paragraphs of years 1762; 1763 (first 3pars) &
1765. Try to answer the above question by referring to examples from the
paragraphs that denote (or perhaps delimit) a global condition and/or
perspective. (See also quotes from Gupta from last week’s handout)

b) Chapter XXIX - 1788. Why is this a central chapter of the novel?
¢) Re-read Jusdanis and Hirst and Thompson quotes (last week’s handout). Does

the novel support a negative or positive outlook on global/local change?

3. Read Franco Moretti’s diagram of the novel’s ‘spatiality’ in his vigorous essay
Graphs, Maps, Trees. Does this strike you as a feasible way to read the novel?

4. Could this novel be written in the same way now, making similar points about
the way that the world changes? Would the plot/outlook be much the same?
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MARTHA BOHRER
White and Mitford privilege the paradigm of a resident’s specialized per-
spective gained by industrious observation over many years. As resident
monographers they find a worthy and complex subject in their immediate
neighborhood. ‘

White marks an early stage and Mitford a later (and more sentimental)
stage of a major shift in epistemological and aesthetic values during the
Romantic period that brings various kinds of rural locales (villages, towns,
coasts, marshes, and other waste places) and a new conception of place as a
specific kind of locality, into the literary landscape. The very term “locality,”
instead of the more ancient British term “parish,” has empirical connotations
designating specific material conditions that usefully differentiate it from
the place as determined by church and state.? In natural-historical writings
from the late eighteenth to the end of the nineteenth century, locality
is synonymous with the less commonly used scientific term “habitat,”
derived from the Latin habitus or babitatio, which arrives in English in the
1790s as botanical guides shift from scholarly Latin to vernacular English.4
Both terms designate the kind of environment where a species commonly
thrives.

Mitford’s suggestion that natural history played a central role in the devel-
opment of the taste for new forms of representations of village life as localities is
demonstrated by three provincial authors’ reliance on the empirical discursive
forms of natural history to achieve the major change in rural perspective and
taste outlined above. This chapter examines Maria Edgeworth’s Castle
Rackrent {1800), George Crabbe’s The Borough (1830), and John Galt’s
Annals of the Parish (written 1813, published 1821) which adopt the scholarly
paradigm of the local parson-scholar and take a provincial locale as their main
subject. These exemplary fictional monographs experiment with form, com-
bining non-fiction conventions from local histories such as White’s with fic-
tional inhabitants or specimens. The texts illustrate how natural history’s quest
for comprehensive knowledge of all forms of life and their economies, its
method of habitual i situ observation, and even its forms for reporting its
findings structured representations of provincial novelistic worlds in provincial
fiction by initiating changes in narrative perspective, persona, and form.
Calling themselves, respectively, a domestic biography, a local history, and
a theoretical history, they imagine a new kind of British rural world, not
chorographic, topographic, or pastoral, but one consisting of diverse
provincial localities, each worthy of study because of their unique environment
and local society. The imagined localities of Edgeworth, Crabbe, and Galt
represent historically situated environments constituted by a particular assem-
blage of inhabitants. Their tales all exhibit a deep interest in the economy of the
locale and in the individual domestic economies of the various inhabitants.
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Thinking locally

The segregation of Crabbe’s work from discussions of fiction because
it is verse, and the usual categorization of Edgeworth’s and Galt’s
earliest fictions as national tales of the Celtic periphery, have isolated
all three texts from critical analysis within the larger context of rural
fiction throughout Britain. Local tales and village anecdotes are not merely
a product of the Celtic periphery, they are part of a very broad range of
variously flavored, but distinctively rural literature in the Romantic
period: didactic tales on the domestic economies of cottage life by
Hannah More, Mary Leadbeater, Elizabeth Hamilton, and Alexander
and John Bethune, didactic morality tales of provincial middle-class
and gentry life by Maria Edgeworth, George Crabbe, and Amelia Opie,
folkloric tales by Robert Bloomfield and James Hogg, and tales for
children by Harriet Martineau. Cross-fertilization between natural history
and fiction, as between rural Ireland, Scotland, and England, produced
more complete and complex descriptions and analyses of rural localities
and their socio-economic systems than are found in eighteenth-century
fiction.

The emergence of these provincial perspectives was due in part to the new
economic power of industrializing provincial towns and the concurrent
growth of provincial intellectual communities that included the Lunar
Society near Birmingham and circles in Bristol, Edinburgh, and around
Manchester near the Warrington Academy for dissenters. These circles of
entrepreneurs, teachers, doctors, and clergy with shared scientific interests
reflect the increased economic and cultural capital of the rapidly industria- -
lizing rural periphery, and begin to diffuse the intellectual dominance of the
southern Oxbridge-London center.

Amidst the variety of rural fiction, Edgeworth’s, Crabbe’s, and Galt’s
rural tales stand out. Like scientific monographs, they are narrowly
focused and clearly exhibit the well-researched basis for the information
that they deliver to a national and largely metropolitan audience, which,
presumably, does not understand the diversity and difficulties of provincial
life in Britain. Their anecdotal narratives capture the reader’s interest
through the characteristic idiosyncrasies and life cycles of specimen inha-
bitanis instead of the mysteries of plot and complications of romance.
Castle Rackrent and Annals of the Parish are widely recognized as the
comedic masterpieces in their authors’ ceuvre. Together with Crabbe’s
unjustly forgotten satiric verse monograph The Borough, they must be
understood as leading examples of a particular kind of British realism
that is rooted in the ability of early nineteenth-century provincial writers
to imagine their local novelistic worlds with the help of the practice and
discourse of natural history.
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Thinking locally

Fences are form’d of Wreck and plac’d around,
(With tenters tipp’d) a strong repulsive bound;
Wide and deep Ditches by the Gardens run,
And there in ambush lie the Trap and Gun®®

In the borough, a highly visible ditch filled with man-traps separates upper
and lower classes. The noxious urban ditch of mingled brine and sewage is
the antithesis of the ha-ha that seamlessly incorporates the sanitized pastoral
scene into the garden view (and the bubbling stream surrounding his corre-
spondent’s country house). In Crabbe’s imagined rural world, upper and
lower classes and nature and society cannot be either invisibly or painlessly
separated or intentionally oblivious of each other.

Writing in 1813 only three years after The Borough was published,
Galt, like Crabbe, also creates an imaginary village in a very specific part
of Britain — Dalmailing in western Scotland. Like Edgeworth, Galt publishes
anonymously and, like both predecessors, he too utilizes a local inhabitant as
a narrative persona: Reverend Micah Balwhidder, originally shunned as an
unwanted outsider to the town that he describes, has earned his right to
narrate its history by fifty years of service as its resident pastor. Unlike the
cunning insider Thady Quirk, whom the reader suspects of withholding
crucial information about his own role in the fall of the Rackrents,
Balwhidder is a mild reactionary, adapting unwillingly to local socio-eco-
nomic pressures, whose account reveals the relations between his locality
and the British economy and empire. Galt offers no editorial apparatus to
create a truth effect. Instead he aligns his authorial point-of-view with his
audience: both are assumed to be more knowledgable and cosmopolitan than
the narrator and therefore able to interpret events (and Balwhidder) within a
broader explanatory historical context than his simplistic providential expla-
nations provide. By 1813, when Annals was written, Galt no longer needs
personae to function as Janus-like characters facing both the city and the
country, or center and periphery, because the readership for provincial
monographs, didactic tales, and memoirs has been thoroughly developed
by White, Edgeworth, Crabbe, and other provincial authors. In addition,
Galt’s social location as an established London writer is quite different from
the provincially located Edgeworth and Crabbe.

Without an editorial apparatus like Edgeworth’s, Galt turns this seemingly
naive account into a sophisticated analysis of a small community’s progress
from a subsistence agricultural economy to a diversified economy based
upon commercial agriculture, mining, and textile manufacture. This
Whiggish history, told through the eyes of a conservative Tory, imagines
the development, not of the wealth of a nation, but of the wealth of a parish
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gained through increasing intercourse with the larger world. Although initi-
ally the parson’s means are limited and his knowledge of the world is quite
circumscribed, over the course of fifty years both his income and his knowl-
edge are enlarged through the influx of energetic entrepreneurial strangers
(including his two wives) and by the export of inhabitants into the merchant
marine, the navy, and the army and their periodic returns. Balwhidder’s
strong Christian beliefs enable an occasional critique of the moral and social
ills that accompany economic development. Except when facing sectarian
competition, Balwhidder has, by the annals’ end, become a conciliatory,
mediating figure between the social classes, helping to ease the transition to
a cash economy for the poor and mediating the rise of impoverished families
such as the Malcolms into the middle class through his contacts with
the aristocracy.*® Galt’s stance with respect to Dalmailing is clearly that
of an outsider casting an affectionate backward glance toward an earlier
time, but ultimately supporting the industrial and social advancements from
the face-to-face village community to a modern socially heterogeneous
industrial town.

Thinking locally

Do these long-vanished local worlds matter as more than a source of nostal-
gic laughter and sighs? They offer ways to think locally in a world increas-
ingly enmeshed in a global economy and culture. In Annals of the Parish,
local worlds do not persist in unchanging isolation from the global; economic
development and social change are intimately tied to exchanges with the
broader world. Dalmailing’s youth leave as sailors and soldiers and return
with the goods of the world: parrots, limes for the pastor’s tropical punch,
and tea, the commodity so vital to the impoverished Malcolm family’s return
to middle-class standing. Emigrants from America and Ireland threaten the
hegemonic church and gentry power structure with their entrepreneurial and
radical activism, but they also enrich the community with their books and
newspapers. Castle Rackrent demonstrates that a class’s refusal to change
old exploitative ways that failed to consider the land and all its inhabitants
leads eventually to its own demise.

In Crabbe’s borough, where the sea’s water, sound, and smell penetrate
every corner, poorer inhabitants are constantly reminded of their human
vulnerability to nature’s powerful forces and to the power of the richer classes.
The Borough insists upon the brutalizing influence of a poor and polluted
environment where “reformers come not” and “Infant-Sailors” pretend to be
Nelsons in the ponds of effluent between cottage “ash heaps.”** In Annals
such middens are the signs of present squalor and instruments of future
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and dialect, credibility of characterisation and the authentic representation
of the repercussions of historical events, led many readers to accept it as the
actual chronicle of a retired minister — and encouraged Galt to perpetuate the
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Dalmailing in several later Uo<mw%mw Annals represents his extended petfor-
mance of a fictional narrator, in this case a conservative but pragmatic elderly
pastor who observes and interprets the history of his parish.

Balwhidder's retrospective narrative and his maturing psyche both work
against the strict linear chronology suggested by the ‘Annals” structure. The
narrative begins proleptically with an introduction in which Balwhidder
quotes his farewell sermon of 1810, before jumping back to begin his history
with the year 1760. In the process of introducing characters for the first time,
he often flashes forward ro anticipate their death or their present state. When
he brings his first wife home, they are accompanied by 'her little brother
Andrew, that died in the East Indies’;"? at the birth of his daughter Janet, he
thinks of her ‘now in the married state [as she] makes a most excellent wife'
{p. 54); when the first Mrs Balwhidder dies, he anticipates the shifting of her
headstone at the time the second Mrs Balwhidder is buried in the same grave,
and then stops himself: But I must not here enter upon an anticipation’ (p.
24). Local temporal disruptions of this kind create a tension between the
chronological order of history and the achronological patterns that emerge
when memory records events in terms of their causes, consequences and
affective associations. Later in the Annals, Balwhidder becomes increas-
ingly aware of the achronological perspective he developed even at the time
events were occurring. He refers increasingly to his ‘prophetic powers’, which
is to say his mature ability to reflect on his observations of parish life and
extrapolate from the local to the global level. This partly recollective, partly
proleptic narrative serves to express Balwhidder's faith in divine providence
as well as Galt’s more secular interest in Scottish Enlightenment concepts of
the progress of civilisation or ‘theoretical history'. 4 /

Galt's more strictly historical novels, those that portray epochs and episodes
in Scottish history, also experiment with different natrative perspectives and
chronologies. These three-volume novels include The Spaewife (1823; about
the early-fifteenth-century assassination of James I of Scotland), Rothelan
(1824; set in the fourteenth century under Edward 111} and Southennan
(1830; depicting the furst four years of the reign of Mary, Queen of Scots),
but the best known of them is Ringan Gilhaize; or, The Covenanters (1823).
Ringan Gilhaize achieves its powerful and disturbing effect from the I-narrator
Ringan, who relates how three generations of his family — his grandfather
Michael, father Sawners and he himself - fought for the Presbyterian cause
during the religious wars in Scotland from 1558 to 1696. Ringan’s heavily
biblical, sectarian idiom betrays his partisan rendering of historical events:
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becoming increasingly fanatical and intolerant as he tells his story, he borders
on being an unreliable narrator. Yet he is also a credible product of the famil-
tal, national and religious history he experiences and recounts. Thus, while
Ringan Gilhaize is a (tragically) sincere narrator, on Galt’s part this historical
novel represents the performance of a psyche formed by indoctrination on
the part of his forefathers, his religious faction and his historical moment.
Even when deliberately imitating a genre — the historical novel in the style
of Scott — because it had proven so successful in the literary marketplace,
Galt did so in an innovative manner. ‘Excellence is his [Sir Walter Scott’s]
characteristic’, Galt commented when comparing one of his own historical
novels to Scott’s, ‘and, if ] may say so, originality is mine, and the approba-
tion of time is required to the just appreciation of that quality’ (Literary Life,
I: p. 262).

Like Ringan Gilhaize, the narrator-protagonist of Bogle Corbet, or The
Emigrants (1831) is the product of performative discourses, particularly eco-
pomic and colonial ones.!¥ The character of Bogle Corbet reflects a good deal
of Galt's own background, from his father’s role in trade with the West Indies
to his own recent experience as (failed) land agent in Canada. Once again,
the novel’s framing devices blur the boundary between truth and fiction: an
epigraph from Thomas Gray's The Bard on the title page of each of Bogle
Corbet's three volumes reads ‘Truth severe by fairy fiction dressed’, and after
its notably inconclusive ending the narrative segues into an appendix consist-
ing of a statistical account of the physical geography of the Upper Canadian
townships. This elision of the novel with a scientific gazetre is evidence of
Galt’s intention to include actual ‘truth severe’ about settlement in Canada
for the information of prospective emigrants. The truth/fiction boundary gets
pushed in the other direction as well: within the novel, Corbet’s decision to
emigrate to Canada is influenced by the advice of Mr Lawrie Todd, ‘a shrewd
Scotchman, recently from America’.! ‘He has since published some account
of himself, and of his adventures and experience as a settler in the woods of
the Genesee Country’ Corbet adds (II: p. 181) - that is to say, Galt’s novel
Lawrie Todd, or The Settlers in the Woods, which appeared the year before with
the same publisher.

Corbet's narrative about his apprenticeship and unsuccessful business
ventures in Glasgow, his trip to the land of his birth, Jamaica, and his return
to Scotland and subsequent emigration to Canada generally lacks plot and
direction; instead, it is loaded with coincidences and with what the narrator
himself calls ‘accidents’. These include actual physical mishaps, such as an
overturned carriage that leaves Corbet with a cut on the forehead. “This acci-
dent coloured the tissue of my subsequent life’, he reports (I: p. 257), because
he is taken into the nearby house of a Mr Ascomy and meets his daughter
Urseline, who will later become the second Mrs Corbet. While ‘accidental
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an actual geographical region and its notable history, ultimately is a region
of the mind. In this region (as in Shakespeare’s Histories) historical fact is at
the service of dramatic imperatives.

Just as Galt’s characters transcend their ‘models’, and his appeal to the
reader’s moral sympathies is dependent upon his effective management of
form, so in his fictional world myth transcends and helps to interpret history.
Galt’s portrait of his age and of the forces that helped to shape it strikes the
reader as accurate not because of his strict adherence to observable fact but
because the myths which order the world of his fiction are, we feel, faithful
imaginative expressions of the antitheses of thought and feeling of a period
of radical change.

Galt’s fictional world is characterised by a tension between opposing myths,
one a myth of progress and the other a pastoral myth. '8 The myth of progress,
the basic terms of which he derived from the Scottish theoretical historians,
expresses the aspirations of the commercial middle class—aspirations which
Galt, a businessman as well as an author, himself shared. His pastoral myth,
presented in Romantic terms, expresses the doubts which Galt the artist felt
about the worthiness of these aspirations. The first of these myths is dynamic
yet essentially amoral; the second moral but static. Galt suggests that it is
possible to reconcile the two.

The basic premise of Galt’s myth of progress, as of the theoretical history,
is that history has an intelligible structure. Peoples, Galt and the theoretical
historians hypothesised, by a process of ‘improvement’ move through a series
: e sake 0 of identifiable stages from simple, primitive origins to a complex, civilised
as parts of a series, one novel Ss&u% ﬁomwwmmwnwwﬁwwwmamwwmﬁwm themati and superior present, though not at the same pace. In the society which Galt
balanced interpretation, ?ﬁoﬂoa aamﬁ EM.\N of ‘that series of fictions 0 -depicts the pace is steady. Tales of the West dramatises the process whereby
development. He writes 1 his Liter n%w ﬁw beginning’ (I, 270), and he di ne form of what M H Abrams calls ‘Christian prospectivism’'® evolves into
manners, of which Annals of the wmnw wm .oM o % the waoH@ until relativel nother—the process by means of which the religious idea of salvation turns
not exclude his novels, SOMo%\%ﬁwmzonwwwm linkage of The Ayrshire Leg nto the secular idea of progress. . o . )
recently ignored by critics o - oduction to the latter Story sugges : N.NS%S: Gilhaize portrays the Reformation as'a liberating series of events
tees with “The U.oms of Guild’ in the :wqﬁm 1830s are extensions Of furth which begin the process of the secularisation of the modern world. The
continuity and in fact the fictions wp. ran: first depicted in his novels 0} Reformation is shown to free the Scottish people from their bondage to a
explorations of the fictional world whic 4 Bogle Corbet (1831), although torrupt medieval church dependent upon arbitrary monarchical authority
the 1820s. Bven Lawrie Todd CmuS& ws No Mr America, may be read: or its continued existence. Ringan and his immediate forebears are guided
their central characters leave mooﬁmwﬁ\ M:_M In these SOS&m“ as in Sir Andr by ﬁrn.anm of salvation but when the state refuses to permit either the
extensions of the earlier Tales of the h est. to find an environment in wh reaching or practice of Ringan’s form of Covenanting Christianity he is

Wylie, the central characters leave home dice. social or political, they milg forced to take political action. Remembering ‘the hero-stirring times of the
unfettered by tradition or by current prejudice, 8 Wallace wight’ (Vol I, Chapter VIII) he confronts the doctrine of ‘the divine
put their talents freely to use. ght of kings’ with his fervent belief in ‘the divine right of resistance’. Claud
alkinshaw of The Entail, who ‘early preferred the history of Whittington
id his Cat to the achievements of Sir William Wallace’ (Vol I, Chapter I) is
more secular figure than Ringan. Ringan thinks in terms of martyrdom and
Selfsacrifice whereas Claud thinks of self-aggrandisement, and follows the
path suggested by the Whittington story in raising himself, by his own efforts,
m peddler to merchant to landowner. Claud, however, is descended from
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the Dalmailing idyll goes on as it always has, not linked in any
intrinsic way to other placeg’.

But in 1788 a cotton-mill is built—nothing like it had been seen
before in our day and generation'—and with it the manufacturing
town of Cayenneville, and the parish’s spatial coordinates are forever
changed. If one compares the first decade of the book with the last,
charted in figure 20, it's impossible to miss the dramatic re-centring
of social life induced by manufacture: the sense of the ‘region’,
so strong a generation earlier—Dalmailing’s daily life, the Irville
where children went to school, the villages where spouses came
from . . —is gone, replaced by a ‘web of commercial reciprocities’
(Cayenneville-Glasgow—Manchester—London), whose ‘every touch

FIGURE 20: John Galt, Annals of the Parish: last decade [1801-10]

Glasgow:

Catholic church opens
cotton mill manager goes to
company buys mifl

Cayenneville [2-3 miles]:

aturtle

bookshop

tondon dailies

Jacobinism

Catholic church opens/closes
workers pay for their own church
company stops payment London:
overseer commits suicide

Manchester:
cotton mill overseer

'English engineer’

Dalmailing: cotton mill manager goes to
parish poet overseer's orphan sent to
irin buys its own chaise

village parade

relaxation of religious discipline
empty seats in church

new habits at funerals
marriages

France
fears of invasion

Year 1801: It is often to me very curious food for meditation, that as the parish increased in popula-

tion, there should have been less cause for matter to record. Things that in former days would have

occasioned great discourse and cogitation, are forgotten, with the day in which they happen . -
John Galt, The Annals of the Parish

concern owns share of Cayenneville
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or stir [is] felt in our corner’ (year 1808). Between Home and the

World, a new spatial reality has wedged itself, subordinating them
both: the national market, whose intermediate distance is traversed

every week, if not day, by those regular novelties—books, newspa-
pers, politics: all plurals—which will keep multiplying throughout
the industrial nineteenth century. From the old Age of Wonders,
only a turtle survives.

. VI

One last collection, German this time. Berthold Auerbach’s Black
Forest Village Stories, written between 1843 and 1853, were among the
great bestsellers of the century, and figure 21 (overleaf) charts about
one third of the Dorfgeschichten collected in Cotta's 1940 ten-volume
edition. Here, too, three spaces interact and compete for attention.
The first is composed by Nordstetten and the other Black Forest vil-
lages, and its features should by now be familiar: narrow geographic
range, daily needs, basic services—all contained within the same cir-
cular pattern we have encountered in Britain. But if the spatial logic
of the idyll is more or less the same everywhere (probably because
of its extreme narrative simplicity), Auerbach’s international space
is already quite different from Mitford’s or Galt's: instead of spo-
radic wonders, we find war memories (Germany as ‘the battlefield
of Europe’, in Thomas Mann’s words), threats of economic com-
petition, and especially the basso continuo of emigration (America,
first of all; then Switzerland, France, Greece, Russia, Spain . . .).
Except for Switzerland, which is very close, the narrative never actu-
ally moves into these foreign countries, but the voices of those who
have left echo in almost every story, as if they were a large, hidden
chorus. Nostalgic, usually; but in the more optimistic moments—
like the letter from ‘Nordstetten on the Ohio’ (‘we'll send for a
parson from Germany. And my fields have just the same names
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“text covers the half century from 1760 to 1810: each year a chapter, ~
where the minister Balwhidder registers the main events in the ,
crowded and often confusing mode of annalistic writing (fires, wed- s
dings, wars, births, portents . . .), of which the first ten years of the
book—charted in figure 19—offer a typical instance. Here, from the
still idyllic daily life of Dalmailing, in the bottom left corner (‘birth,
labour, marriage, death . . .’), we can follow two possible threads w
through the figure’s materials. The first runs through Irville (Irvine),
Glasgow, and Edinburgh, and shows the system of central places at
work: school in Irville, university in Glasgow, lawyers and doctors
in Edinburgh; second-hand news in Irville, and first-hand news in |
Glasgow; celebration dinner, honeymoon, marble headstone . . . As M_
services become more unusual, they move ‘up’ in the urban hier-
archy, and further away from Dalmailing; but since Galt's world *
is still fundamentally one of simple everyday needs, such services
are seldom required, and central places like Edinburgh or London
remain barely visible. :

Norway: expansion
india: a nabob

of coal trade

old pupil becomes advocate

medical consultation
marble headstone

Edinburgh [60 miles]:
man returns from war academy

‘contrivances of French millinery

Londan

Lord Eglesham visits his lands
France
prisoner returns

gypsies

cheese to market [occasionally}

new schoolmistress

brother-in-law goes to college
honeymoon

news (first hand}
many useful things

Various villages [5-10 miles radius] mantua-making

finds first wife

Glasgow [25 miles]:
goes to university

Extremely visible on the other hand are the many ‘novelties’ listed
in the second column from the left, which reach the parish from
the West Indies, the Baltic, and other unspecified places. Behind
them is the British empire, of course, but perhaps even more the
sheer fact of distance: in Dalmailing, a parrot, Rososolus, or a cocker-
nut (Balwhidder’s half-Dutch spelling for coconut) are truly things
from another world. Wonders. Or, more prosaically, luxuries; |
products of long-distance trade which shine for a moment on the m
horizon of the everyday, leaving behind a sense of incommensura- |
ble universes: on the one side birth, labour, marriage, and death; on
the other, coconut, Riga balsam, parrot, and Danzig cordial. Home,
and the World. But since the world does not really change everyday
existence (its wonders are all singular: one donkey, one coconut,
one bottle of this and that), the antithesis is at once radical, and
totally irrelevant: wonders appear, are admired, and then vanish
(except for tea, of course). The world is an astonishing place, but

shipmaster lost at sea

finds second wife
smuggling
seamen

coalpits sink

inn provides celebration dinner

butter to market {regularly]
inn provides chaise

children to school
news [second-hand]

Irville f2~3 miles]:
dancing master
Belfast coal-bark

F1cURrE 19: John Galt, Annals of the Parish: first decade [1760-69]

new names for children

Riga balsam
Rososolus
first Dalmailing sailor

Dalmailing. Novelties
alehouse

t
mantua-making
Dantzick cordial

ea
pear tree
parrot
coconut
donkey

illegitimate children born
twins born

‘natural wonder' [a toad}
haberdasher’s shop opens
king's road mended

pastor’s patron dies
old schoolmaster dies
distillator of herbs dies
schoolmistress dies
burning of the mill

fire on local estate
school closes/reopens

arrival of Mrs Malcolm
smuggling

Dalmailing. Daily life
marriages

arrival of pastor
pastor's wife dies

America: rumours of rebellion
smallpox

“wild Irish seeking work’
twin calves born

ireland
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fewer and less specialized services; around each B-centre there are

six K-centres of the third rank, and so on, until, at the very bottom of
the hierarchy, we encounter . . . Our Village: the ‘central region of the

lowest order’, as Christaller calls it, whose radius (2—3 kilometres) is
exactly the same as one of the book’s country walks. And figure 18,
Christaller-like, visualizes the services offered by Mitford’s village,
and by the other urban centres mentioned in her book.

In the village: shoemaker, blacksmith, carpenter, mason; in London
and the other towns: French teachers, hatters, fashionable tailors,
horse races. Serious daily needs versus frivolous superfluities: this is
Mitford's social geography. Its roots are in one of the most ancient,
and most widespread, of narrative forms: the idyll. ‘Birth, labour,
love, marriage, death’, wrote Bakhtin of this longue durée chronotope:
‘only a few of life’s basic realities . . . a little world . . . sufficient unto
itself, not linked in any intrinsic way with other places.”s Sufficient
unto itself: this is why village stories organize themselves in circular
patterns: a circle is a simple, ‘natural’ form, which maximizes the
proximity of each point to the centre of the ‘little world’, while simul-
taneously sealing it off from the vast universe that lies outside its
perimeter. ‘Sugar and coffee and salt: we wanted nothing else from
the outside world’, declares proudly the protagonist of a German vil-
lage story of the same period, Auerbach’s Brigitta. But the past tense
of that ‘wanted’ is a sign that the days of the idyll are numbered.

v

The changing geography of village narratives is particularly clear in
another book of the 1820s, John Galt's Annals of the Parish (1821).
The parish is Dalmailing, near the west coast of Scotland, and the

5 Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel', 193738,
in The Dialogic Imagination, Austin 1981, p. 225.

F1Gures 18: Mary Mitford, Our Village: spatial division of labour

Town of B~

hatter
- rilitary people
nerant show-woman
‘living skeleton’
theatre
fair

Rosedale
cosmopolitan tenants

Hazelby

apothecary

emigré/teacher Ascot
pub/pool rat-catcher races

pastry shop/library mole-catcher

gypsies v,,,,

; farmers
cottagers

London

partner of 'great house’
fashionable taifor

E ‘talking lady’
workhouse g Mr Moon the conjuror

There are two main methods by which one can distribute goods to the con-
sumer: one can offer them at the central place to which the consumer must
2 miles come, or one can travel with the goods and offer them to the conswmer at his
residence. The former method leads necessarily to the formation of ceniral
places or market places; the latter method, however, does not require ceniral
places. In earlier times, the travelling salesman was far more prevalent than
he is today. The pedlar, the knife-sharpener, the wandering minstrel of the
Middle Ages, and the travelling priest all brought goods to the consumer.
Walter Christaller, Central Places in Southern Germany

In Our Village, the curate, shoemaker, or inn are centripetal services, whereas rat-, mole-
and bird-catcher—who are encountered outside of the village, and whose occupation lies,
practically and symbolically, on the border between the human and the natural world—are
instances of the older type, like the memorable ‘reddleman’ of The Return of the Native. The
village's weak division of labour produces also many all-purpose entities like the ‘multi-
farious bazaar’ of the village shop, the blacksmith who doubles as a constable, or characters
such as John Wilson, ‘a handy fellow, who could do any sort of work—thatcher, carpenter,
bricklayer, painter, gardener, gamekeeper. ..
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reflections, set down without regard for the limitations of the
narrator’s understanding’’—though you never quite know
with ministers. David Craig, on the other hand, objects that
Galt shows ‘no particular attitude to the way of life he
irnitates, no effort of art [in] the selection of events’; ‘because
everything is felt through {the minister’s] mentality, all other
possible life is diminished to his kind of understanding’.?
Galt would have regarded this as the more serious criticism.
He was born into what Hume had called ‘the historical age
and . . . the historical nation’; and he was attempting a new
kind of history on the ancient complementary principles of
instruction and delight.3 My wish, he said, ‘is to be estimated
by the truth of whatever 1 try to represent’; ‘if there is any
merit in any of my sketches it is in the truth of the meta-
physical anatomy of the characters’# The minister himself
acknowledges, with gratitude, the limitations of parish life.
iIf it is true, he says—addressing the third Mrs Balwhidder
in the tones of Sir Thomas Browne—that ‘we live, as it were,
within the narrow circle of ignorance, we are spared from the
pain of knowing many an evil; and, surely, in much knowledge,
there is sadness of heart’. But knowledge of the great world
is not 2 condition of wisdom; and ‘I have; in the afternoon of
life, been enabled to foresee what kings and nations would do,
by the symptoms manifested within the bounds of the society
around me’, ‘for what happened in my parish was but a type
and index to the rest of the world’. The human drama of
Dalmailing had been an index not only—by a familiar and
complacent assumption~to _political and social change:

‘... we had intromitted so much with concerns of trade, that

:

' English Literature 1815-1832 (1063), p. 220. * gp. cit., p. 158.

* Craig rightly associates Galt with the Blackwood group who were concerned
with writing up provincial Scotland and the national character {pp. 156-7, 219,
312-13); but Annels of the Parish is also an expression, at a deeper level, of the
Scottish interest in institutions and social change. See Gladys Bryson, Man and
Sociery : The Scottish Tnquiry of the Eighteenth Century (1945).

+ Literary Life, . 231; letter to Blackwood, 12 April 1826.

SAMES KansiLeY
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INTRODUCTION ix

we were become a part of the great web of commercial recipro-
cities, and felt in our corner and extremity, every touch or
stir that was made on any part of the texture’.!

It is true that social alterations and national events make
strong, simple, irregular impressions on the minister’s mind,
and on that of his parish. The effect may seem superficial to
readers who are accustomed to the much more complex social
novels of the Victorians. But this is just how the recent past

looks to ungophisticated minds in remote places; and events

L i i 20

e

‘are described, alluded to, or ignored, with a near-sighted .
lack of perspective that is curiously realistic’.2 Galt’s first
readers were quite persuaded by his minister’s account of the
half-century they had lived through. Blackwood’s ‘worthy
old mother’ was angry to discover that the Annals was only
a novel, for ‘thus it lost all its charms’. A reviewer in 1821
wanted ‘the faithful Annals of this homely and veracious
Chronicler” added as an appendix to The Stasistical Account
of Scotland. Many ‘thought the old gentleman very silly to
publish’. Galt carried this public reaction into fiction in The
Last of the Lairds: “That silly auld havering creature, Bal-
whidder o’ Dalmailing, got a thousand pounds sterling, doun
on Blackwood’s counter, in red gold, for his clishmaclavers;
and Provost Pawkie’s widow has had twice the dooble o't,
they say, for the Provost’s life.”s

Mr Balwhidder gets a deal of national history as well as
parish events into the Annals: agricultural improvement,

industrialization, domestic econory and rural education, kirk

mmumim,mr,@mowomwo‘mwammwﬁomm?&,@f.wm,,v@w%m;%@,,mvn.«‘.ﬁmmw
rebellion, the American and French wars, ‘democracy’, and
utilitarianism. But a good deal is left out. In the world of
letters, for instance, the work of the Edinburgh ‘literat?’ may

' PP- 137, 175, 180, 197.

* Jennie W. Aberdein, Fahn Galt (1936), p. 103

$ Craig, op. cit., p. 200; Aberdein, op. cit., pp. 104, 107; Galt, Works(1936), ix. 14.

- There is a dig at Blackwood here; Galt got 60 guineas for the Amnals, and £300 for

The Provost, Sir Andrew Wylie, and a number of articles {Craig, op. cit,, p. 2¢7).
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Forms such as the fabliau, Mennipean satire, and autobiography provide evi-
dence of cultural migrations dating as far back as the medieval period; litera-
ture was global, then, before it was ever national’ And as Stephen Greenblatt
points out, “English literature was always an unsteady amalgam of Scottish,
Irish, Welsh, Cornish, and other voices of the vanquished, along with the
voices of the dominant English regions, and the English language itself, so
securely and apparently imperturbably at the center of the field, is revealed,
under the pressure of examination, to be a mixed, impure, and constantly
shifting medium.” It seems reasonable to suggest, then, that literature in
general, and Anglophone literature in particular, is—and perhaps always
has been—globalized.

It should be clear immediately, however, that this response does not
take up the real demand posed by our student’s question, which seeks to
understand a more fundamental entanglement between literature and the
phenomena most commonly associated with globalization—transcultura-
tion, the various forms {from cultural to economic) and periods {from the
time of Columbus to the present) of imperialism and colonialism, the vio-
lent and uneven impact of socio-cultural and economic systems on one
another as they come into contact, the eclipse of traditional ways of life,
the temporal (modernization) and spatial {nationalism-internationalism-
transnationalism) dermands of European modernity, the global spread of
capitalism and Western liberalism, and so on. How are these processes ex-
pressed through, facilitated, and/or inhibited by literature? To ask this ques-

“tion is to think not just about how globalization is reflected thematically in
fiction, for example, but also about literature’s role in the narrative construc-
tion of the numerous discourses or “fictions” of globalization. One of the
first things to realize about globalization is that its significance can only be
grasped through its realization in a variety of narrative forms, spanning the
range from accounts of the triumphant coming-into-being of global democ-
racy to laments about the end of nature; literature no doubt has a role to
play in how we produce these often contradictory narratives about global-
ization.®* Whether one sees globalization as a contemporary phenomenon
that defines the character of the late twentieth and early twenty-first cen-
tury, or merely as an extension of a process initiated millennia ago, there
can be no doubt that the generation of narratives about globalization has
assumed particular urgency over the last few decades.® While the histori-
cal purview of our student’s question is open to debate, it is clear that the
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Halldor Laxness, Independent People (1934-5, trans. 1945)

‘Summerhouses is the world.’ (393)

Questions/Tasks
(Page Numbers are from my edition, Vintage, 1997)

1. Read the opening of ‘The Holding’ (second part of Book |, Ch. |, ‘lcelandic
Pioneer’) from ‘On a knoll in the marshes stands the ruins...in the sunshine of
spring.’ (9-11)

Take 5 mins yourself then 5 with a partner. Think how this locates and
establishes the ‘world’ of the novel. Find and connect elements from this short
passage to the novel in general: look for key themes, issues, similarity with other
episodes, etc.

Connect the opening pages to a section from ‘Evening’, from ‘Free of Debt’,
beginning ‘The little world of humans....Lonely now [ go’ pp. 169-71. Does this
depict a particular attitude that exists throughout the novel? How does it accord
with its material themes (i.e. history/politics/culture, etc.) and formal/stylistic
approach?

2. Is this a realist novel? (It's often mentioned as a classic of Icelandic social
realism.)

3. Is Bjartur a ‘heroic’ character? (Are we to see in him some ‘everyman’
characteristics? Is he particularly ‘Icelandic’ or ultimately an ‘independent’ man?)
* His introduction: ‘The Holding’, 11-13
* His ‘aesthetic’ side: ‘Dreams, 36-37 (He claims later: ‘| don’t believe in
dreams.’ 82)
* He Kills the calf: ‘Great Events’, in ‘Free of Debt’: 225-6
* The reindeer struggle episode: ‘Search’ & ‘Ballad Poetry’, in ‘Icelandic
Pioneer’: 88-99
* His defiance after the sheep slaughter: ‘Conversations With Higher
Powers’; ‘Of the Soul’, in ‘Hard Times: 278-9; 290-1
* His reaction to Asta’s pregnancy: ‘Made of Myri...’; in ‘Hard Times’: 363, ‘It
is I’ ("He struck her across the face...’ 366)



4. How are we to interpret the role and function of the supernatural in the text?
Particularly that of Kolumkilli?

» Opening two pages.

» In Rosa and the sheep killing: ‘September Night’, in ‘lcelandic Pioneeer’
67-75

* Inthe brothers’ conversation: ‘On the Paving’, in ‘Hard Times’: (‘Have you
noticed that when anything happens....a new moon behind the clouds.’
267-8

» The sheep slaughter: ‘Conversations With Higher Powers’ in ‘Hard Times
275-9

« The ghost in the ewe-house: (‘After a while, however.... they were cold.’)
from: ‘To Walk, in ‘Hard Times’: 283-4

» The corpse of the small boy: ‘Spring Days’, in ‘Hard Times’. 348

» ‘ltis the power that rules the world’ (‘Re The Land of Dreams’, in ‘Years of
Prosperity’): 400

5. What is signified by the novel’s title? ‘Shepherds’ Meet, 64-5; ‘The Poetess’,
78: ‘Errands’, 121; End of ‘Conversations With Higher Powers’, 279.

6. Is this a ‘Global’’World’/Internationalist’ Novel? (‘Of the World, in ‘Free of
Debt’, 195-6; Asta Sollilja goes to the town with her father —to ‘the edge of the
world’); (‘Death in the Spring’, 252 - a ‘sudden expansion of mind’ — visit by
Bailiff’s daughter); (The ‘failure’ of the croft ‘When One Has a Flower’, 341-3);
(‘When Ferdinand was Shot’: The ‘blessed’ war, 373-80); (‘Admission Tickets’ -
the ‘dissolution’ -the vagaries of the banking system, 387-88, also in ‘Interest’,
446-47).

What other ‘global’ themes and issues can you think of to add to trade/economy?
Wool Prices/International economy — 165; (‘The vagaries of the sky were
incalculable. It was their world war, and in this world war of theirs Bjartur issues

commands like a generalissimo...)(45)

Internationalism/Socialist Politics: ‘Day’164-5; ‘Gentry’ 182-3; ‘Of the Soul’ 286;
‘Ideals Fulfilled’ 456-57.

7. The End —is it unremittingly bleak? How do we reconcile it to the novel as a
whole?



Miscellaneous Questions/lssues (and create your own)....
Is it fundamentally about ‘sheep’, as Brad Leithauser claims?

How is landscape/nature represented and presented throughout the novel? See
‘Winter Morning’ 139-140

The role of Asta Sollilja? She gazes at the clouds 240-41; her eventual fate?

Why is the old woman the conscience of the text? 217-8

Modernity/Modernisation is a key theme: 333 — read hand-outs on Iceland’s rapid
modernisation.

In the process, he transformed his country's cultural conception of itself. If his
effect on modern Iceland is something only his countrymen can adequately
assess, the critic Kristjan Karlsson sounds convincing when he writes: "It would
be difficult to guess what our literary situation now would be like without Laxness
but there is much indication that we would be facing an irreparable disruption
between the old and the new." And: "He has created a new novelistic literature
with deep roots in the Icelandic tradition at a time when there was great danger
that our literature might become dissociated from the past." And: "He has
deprived us, a small nation much sinned against by God and men, of the vice of
self-pity."

But Laxness's influence extends beyond his country's borders-and beyond the
expansive terrain he created in his own books. Those who spend time with his
novels henceforth will read his forebears differently. To see Laxness making
fresh and resourceful use of the old Saga themes and conventions (the titanic
feuds and brooding grudges; the offhand credulity toward the supernatural; the
abrupt narrative veerings and dismissals; the terseness and understatement; the
occasional bloodthirstiness and grotesquerie) is to see new nuances in the great
classics-Njal's Saga, Hrafnkel's Saga, Egil's Saga-of Icelandic literature.

Brad Leithauser (from LION material, see module website)
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servant and professor in Copenhagen. Together ‘with another
Icelander he made an exhaustive analysis of the situation in
Iceland, compiled a highly detailed rent roll of the Icelandic
farms, listing their resources and profits, and examined the work
of the courts, ete. But Arni Magnisson was above all a learned
collector of manuscripts who has done more than anyone else to
trace and gather into safekeeping the ancient Icelandic vellums
avhich are the visible result of his forefathers’ literary efforts.
He left his treasure hoard of books and manuscripts to the Uni-
versity of Copenhagen, where they have been kept under the
name of the Arnamagnzan Collection. By a decree, however, of
the Danish Parliament, which was confirmed by the Danish
Supreme Court in 1966, these unique manuscripts are now to be
restored to their land of origin; and thus has been settled, once
and for all, a matter of long and heated dispute between Danes
and Icelanders,

In one of his works of fiction, the trilogy of novels which
began with Islandsklukkan (Iceland’s Bell, 1943), Laxness has
made use of many features drawn from Arni Magntsson’s life
as a patriot and collector of manuscripts, and has brought to
life, with great artistry, the Icelandic world of the times in
which he lived.

In the early nineteenth century liberal movements began to
assert themselves in different parts of Europe; various oppressed
nations and minority groups raised the demand for freedom.
These ideas gave riew life and energy to the Icelandic struggle
for national independence. A few young Icelanders in Copen-
hagen, among them Jénas Hallgrimsson (1807-45), one of Ice-
land’s finest Iyrical poets, became energetic propagandists for
the reestablishment of the alpingi. A forceful spokesman was
found in Jén SigurSsson (1811-79), who for forty years was
Iccland’s leading politician—"Iceland’s shield and sword,” as he
has been called. Thus between 1843 and 1845 the alpingi was
reestablished, but at first only as an advisory body. In 1854 the
last vestiges of the earlier trade monopoly were finally removed,
and the Icelanders were able to establish trade relations where
it best suited them to do so, Thus the ice was broken, both on
the political and the economic level. The hundred years which
followed tell the story of how Iceland gradually advanced to-
wards its long-sought goal of full national autonomy.
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At the thousand-year anniversary of the settlement, which was
celebrated in 1874, King Christian IX visited Iceland—the first
official royal visit to Iceland in the history of the country—and
introduced then a new constitution, which among other things
gave the alpingi joint legislative power with the crown and con-
trol of the country’s finances. Just over twenty-five years later,
in 1903, the special office of Minister for Icelandic Affairs was
established in Reykjavik; and by the Union Act of 1918, finally,
the independence of Iceland was fully recognized. Only the king
of the two countries and the Danish administration of foreign
affairs still remained as reminders of Iceland’s earlier state of
dependence. In 1944 the final step was taken: on June 17—the
anniversary of Jén SigurGsson’s birth and now the country’s
National Day—~Iceland was proclaimed a Republic at Pingvellir,
the meeting place for the alpingi of the ancient Common-
wealth. The country had then had a foreign head of state for
well-nigh seven hundred years.

It is clear that in Islandsklukkan Laxness has been inspired by
political events in Iceland at the time of writing, by the exulta-
tion accompanying the birth of the new Republic—the com-
pletely independent state so eagerly desired for so long, and now
a reality. In his description of a past age, with its sufferings, its
spirit of resistance and the people’s yearning for an indigenous
culture, the novel is sustained by a profound national fervor
with direct appeal to the author’s Icelandic contemporaries, The
work may be seen as a kind of inventory of the native Icelandic
heritage, a magnificent synthesis of what is essential in the Ice-
Jandic character, as the author himself has experienced it.

IIL The Modern Writer's Background

The political liberation of Iceland has run parallel with a
corresponding development in economic and social spheres. The
past fifty years or so have probably meant speedier and more
drastic material changes for Iceland than for most other
European countries. At the turn of the century the built-up
areas or “towns” contained 13 per cent of the island’s total
population, which was then 78,500; and in 1945 the population
of the towns had risen to 55 per cent of a total population of
130,500. In 1900 the capital city of Reykjavik had only 6,500
inhabitants; in 1965 the figure had risen to 78,000, that is, to
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about 40 per cent of a population of almost 194,000 m.momwm.
In Jceland the essential precondition for these changes, which
are so typical of the times, has been the mocmwowsmun.& the
fsheries to a level of large-scale production, and the vigorous
industry and trade which have grown up around them. Iceland
has emerged today as a modern welfare state ir.mor is not strik-
ingly different from the other Scandinavian countries. )
Laxness himself, being more or less a contemporary in age
with the present century, has lived through this revolutionary
development which is also reflected, in_many differ
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direct contrast to.this stands Afdmstidin (The Atom Statiom;
1948), which is set in the same Reykjavik at the end of the
Second World War: a hectic metropolis in a newly created
Republic, placed only a few years earlier in the midst of inter-
national communications and drawn into events of great politi-
cal importance.

In an autobiographical fragment dating from 1924, npmmm
Heiman ek for (From Home I Went) and not published until
much Jater (1952), Laxness has described his mnmbmao?mn. as
he remembers her from the days of his childhood. He emphasizes
strongly the archaic qualities of this old Icelandic woman, M.Hmn
links with the past and with all that is most profoundly native
to Iceland and its people. It is a document of great n&gmm-
historical interest, and merits lengthy quotation in .Emﬂ. it
throws light on how the writer has experienced the situation
in which he finds himself-as an Icelander and modern man of
the twentieth century:

At every opportunity I point out-and always with noble .mnaml
that I knelt at the feet of the eighteenth century to receive my
upbringing. My maternal grandmother was born during that half of
the nineteenth century which carries all the distinctive features of
the previous century, and grew up among those members of the
population who might be described as fragments g.cr.mn from the
rock of distant ages. My grandmother’s foster-mother lived ».F.ocm.r
the fires of Skaftd {the volcanic eruption of Laki in 1783, Iceland’s
most severe eruption in historical times}, and had to lay shoe leather
on the table for her family to eat. A woman who has dealt out shoe
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leather at meals must surely inculecate in her children rules of life
quite different from those encouraged nowadays. My grandmother
brought me up and taught me many rules of life which she had
gleaned from her foster-mother.

My grandmother was an eighteenth-century person and did not
know a thing about what went on in the nineteenth century, either in

politics or science. . . . No wonder, then, that the news of twentieth-
century events seemed as vague, passing fancies in her eyes, and
moved her little. . . . Our telephone was now installed and was

placed in a room next door to hers. But even though this strange
contraption rang noisily and continually in her ear throughout the
remaining years of her life, she died heartily convinced that the
telephone was nothing but humbug. No notice should ever be taken
of news which came from the telephone. If anyone tried to explain
the telephone to her, she simply laughed at his attempts; she just
could not be bothered to waste words on these fantasies, she said,
and began to talk about something else,

It was from this unusual woman that the boy Halldér re-
ceived his first impression of Icelandic saga and song:

But it was my grandmother who brought me up as a child, and I
am proud of my good fortune in having been brought up by a woman
who, of all the women 1 have known, was the least dependent on the
fashions and spirit of the times. She sang me ancient songs before I
could talk, told me stories from heathen times and sang me cradle
songs from the Catholic era . . .

Her speech was pure and strong and never a note false as far as
language was “concemed. I have never known anything more
authentically Icelandic than the language of this old woman, It was
neither generally Nordic in quality like the folk tales, nor tinged with
Latin influence like the writings of the Middle Ages, nor blended
with Danish like the Icelandic in vogue at the time of the Reformation,
It was the language of the culture, eight hundred years old, of the
inland farms. of Iceland, unspoilt and wonderful, imbued with the
indefinable flavor of its origin, like a wild fruit,+

We may suspect that in the interests of gaining his artistic -

effect the writer has given this portrait a rather stronger element
of archaism than his childhood really had. But even if this is
50, the description undoubtedly tells us something of funda-
mental importance, not only about Laxness himself but about
all Icelanders of his generation. It is sometimes sajd that in the
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twentieth century Iceland has made a direct leap from mmum Mid-
dle Ages into modern times. This, of course, is an immense
exaggeration. Implicit in the statement, however, is the un-
deniable truth that the rapid development into a modern society
must have seemed especially dramatic in a small, homogeneous
nation with a cultural tradition as strong and ancient as that of
Iceland. To the Icelander conscious of his culture and its im-
plications the meeting of the old and the new, of the native
and the foreign, was full of problems, and will have monm.m
as an incitement to self-examination, to a stock taking of his
own national values, This situation is to a large extent reflected
in Laxness” years of travel and inquiry as a young man, the
period of orientation in postwar Europe, which found @wﬁm&&
literary expression in the novel Vefarinn mikli fré Kasmir (The
Great Weaver from Kashmir, 1927).

- —
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CHAPTER 2

Life in Europe. The Great

Weaver from Kashmir

I From Hearth to Cloister

m.»bzuom Gudjénsson was born in Reykjavik on April 23,
1902, the son of foreman Gudjén Helgi Helgason and his
wife, Sigribur Halldérsdéttir. He was evidently christened
Halldér after his maternal grandfather; and in accordance with
the ancient Scandinavian system of name giving, which still exists
in Iceland, he was known as GuSjénsson (Son of Gudjén) after
his father. Only'as a grown man did he change this patronymic
for the new family name of Laxness, by which he has become
known. A

When Halldér was three years old, his parents moved into the
country to the farm of Laxnes in the district of Mosfellssveit,
just northeast of Reykjavik, and became farming people. His
father died in 1919 but his mother remained on the farm until
the spring of 1928, when she returned to the capital. The writer-
to-be thus spent a great part of his childhood in the country.
Much later, in letters and elsewhere, he has himself described
the environment of his youth; the portrait of his grandmother,
drawn from his childhood memories, has already been quoted.
He showed rather less enthusiasm for his duties on the farm, if
we may believe his own description:

1 was really rather a “nice boy” at home on the farm. I was a dual
character—an ordinary errand boy and milk collector in the eyes of
human beings, but a far from ordinary philesopher before God. I
was what people call “lazy.” From my earliest childhood I have
loathed physical work, and I wormed my way out of ‘all jobs that
could possibly be avoided. I was just as skillful, too, at getting others

to do the jobs I was supposed to do myself. I was ill-liked by the
, 27
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character and been fitted into a new total view of the subject.
On the first pages of both these novels the settler appears
as a wanderer coming to survey his land. Hamsuns Isak
ends up in secure possession of his world, a well-to-do man;
he could without irony be called the king of his little realm.
Bjartur, on the other hand, finally has to leave everything
which, through thirty years of slavery, first as a farm boy
and then as an “independemt” man, he has worked to ac-
quire; he has to move off in order to begin anew. Isak’s
story develops into an idyll, while Bjartur’s departure from
Sumarhts is veiled in tragedy. There is above all in Laxness’
work a social slant which is not to be found in Markens
Gréde. It is true that Hamsun bitterly criticizes industrial
capitalism, which he contrasts with the life of the farmer—the
life lived according to nature’s laws. But otherwise, Isak
und his little world are described as‘being virtually independent
of society. The mining of copper on his land results in
much commotion and an influx of money. But it is an
episode which passes, and afterwards people manage just
as well as before. In Sidlfstzett f6Ik economic policy and trade
conditions are made to shape the course of the farmer's
Life both perceptibly and imevocably. The fixing of prices
on agricultural products, the trade boom during the First
World War, the Lberally granted or actually forced bank
loans, the fall in prices and the bankruptcies—all these things
are realities which make their presence thoroughly felt, even
in the remote moorland farm of Sumarhiis. Near the end
of the book, when Bjartur happens to fall in with a group
of strikers down in the coastal village, he hears tell of the
poor farmers of Russia who had tired of their masters and
plunderers and joined forces with their comrades, the workers
in the towns, in order to create “a new society in which
no one can profit from other people’s work” (II, 333).

The reference to the Russian Revolution is no accident.
During his time in America Laxness had already talked of
visiting the Soviet Union—“the only one of the great civilized
countries which I have yet to spend some time in,” as
he wrote in a letter from San Francisco in March, 1928
He went to Russia in the autumn of 1932 and stayed there
in October and the greater part of November. He recorded
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his impressions of the visit in the short work I Austurvegi
A.Oomnm East, 1933), an eyewitness account which deals essen-
Hally with agriculture in the Soviet Union. As a farmer’s
son Laxness has always been greatly interested in the work
and living conditions of the Icelandic farmers, and has made
Hm.,m@cmnn critical contributions to the subject. At this particular
time the subject must have engaged his interests more than
usual—partly because a severe agricultural crisis, following
in the wake of the great world depression, was prevailing
in Iceland; and partly because he was then fully occupied
in writing his novel about farmers. It is significant that the
very word “crisis” occurs in the projected title of a hand-
written manuscript dating from 1933: Bék kreppunnar, sagan
um frelsi Dorleifs ]dnatanssonar og heimsstyrisld hans {The
Book of Crisis, the Story of Porleifur Jénatansson’s Free-
dom and his World War). On the same title page we also
find a highly illuminating note, written as a memorandum
for the continued work: “Sharpen the contrasts between the
small and large-scale farmer. Show how the laxge-scale farmer
exploits the small farmer in his scrvice both politically and
economically, and dubs himself a knight at his expense with
promises and fattering gifts—such as roads, a telephone
and building loans—until the large-scale farmer has become
a2 bank manager in Reykjavik and a Cabinet Minister, while
the small farmer has become completely bd@o,\m&mrm.m has
to lirve his farm and joins up with the crowd of mnmE,
ployea in the towns.”*

. This declaration should be placed side by side with the author's
umpressions of his visit to the Soviet Union in the autumn of
1932. The postscript to the second edition of Sidlfstztt {61k in
1952 provides, inter alia, a few glimpses of this decisive phase
in the story of the work's origin. It says that the draft written
in ﬁoﬁbnm&mm in the summer of 1929 was very incomplete.
The writer had early become aware of his inadequate knowledge
of the subject, and it was not until three years later that he
considered he had laid the proper basis for a continued work
.H.rm.uoﬁdav\ to Russia, where collective farming was just then
making its name, seems to have provided him with a new grasp
of the task before him: “In the Soviet people’s realistic view
of the matter, where no Iyrical faddists got an opportunity to
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nlooker's view, 1 soon noticed a few dominant
MMMWMW. wuu@& Mgosm them was the simple but clarifying 509.0&
of grouping farmers according to class: wamm-mo&.n. mmm:mnﬁ B.unw
dle-type farmers, and small farmers. This classification, whic
is afterwards found to be the most obvious one of all, actually
opened the whole problem to Sﬂxuﬁm enabled me to handle
it, fully and clearly, on a sacial basis.” * . o
With the guidance of this comment we may wmﬂ:.\ notice that
in Sidlfstzmer folk Laxness has attempted a social Qumﬁancmaom
of his farmer types, in accordance with the chimmmmm he M.E.
acquired on his visit to the Soviet Union. ﬂmwﬂ:: of HLSE.;
ideas, which are reproduced in I Austurvegi, are clearly .m.a-
cernible in Sjdlfstatt f6lk. Thus Jén & Utiraulsmyri, the waurmw
obviously represents the Icelandic version of the Kulak or S.GH
capitalist” (Icel. landburgeis, sveitaburgeis). Zcow as we should
expect, his son Ing6lfur rises within the mmanﬁ. party to .55
status of member of Parliament, back manager in %w numzm.u.
and Cabinet Minister, just as the author had indicated in
the memorandum, guoted above, for his work on the novel
Between this country-dwelling upper class and the out-and-out
poor farmers, the proletarians of the soil, like w_.mm:m Laxness
places a man like the “mountain king,” the typical “middle-type
farmer” (Icel. miflungsbdndi). In the. travel book we find a
quotation from Stalin: “The middle-type farmer, that is, the man
whio waits and sees, He waits to see who will triumph; he waits
and waits, and only when we have gained the upper hand E‘wm
freed ourselves from the bourgeoisie and the Hmn&osﬁmnmw will
he begin to incline in our direction. He is, after all, a 5&&@.”
type farmer” (57-58). This reminds us strongly of Laxness
characterization of the “mountain king,” who is &iﬁa cautious
and vacillating: “the mountain king who had not, it is true, be-
come a large-scale farmer yet, although he had wormed his way
onto the parish council, but was a middle-type farmer, who for
more than a year had been in agony of mind because of the
merchant and the cooperative society, for c&md. two strong
parties are disputing, it is important to have the patience to wait
d see” (11, 45). .
EmH#mmSmm of wanm up the challenge offered by Hamsun'’s fam-
ous novel about farmers, and of doing so on the ,cmmm. of his
new points of departure, must surely have seemed tempting and
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pressing. to Laxness. By virtue of his experiences and radical
views he had found that the social outlock in Markens Grode
—or rather, perhaps, its lack of any real view of society—showed
an escapist and perhaps dangerously reactionary tendency. In
the years when Sjdlfstztt f6lk was written the Blut-und-Boden
ideology of National Socialism had already had time to place
in an ambiguous light even the essentially harmless concept of
Rousseauism, and the romantic tendency to idealize the farmer’s
life. In July, 1934—before Laxness had seriously set to work
on the second volume of his novel~he published a short article
about farmers, in which he described himself as an “Icelandic
farmer’s son and a member of the Icelandic Agricultural Society”;
it is an ironic “Pakkarivarp” (Speech of Thanks) addressed
to a German Commissioner for Agriculture who on leaving Ice-
land after an official visit had had published a turgidly phrased
message of greeting to the Icelandic farmers.® The idea of roman-
ticizing the Icelandic farmer’s life must surely have appealed
to Laxness less than ever once he had encountered its German

-equivalent as expressed by an envoy of the Third Reich.

IIT1 “The Cosmopolitan of the Whole Earth”

Sidlfstaett f6lk confronts the reader with the question of how
it can heppen that a man like Bjartur, with his cunning, his
strength of will, his physical endurance and toughness and the
endless anxiety he suffers on behalf of man and ‘beast, must none-
theless see himself defeated in the struggle for his own and his
family’s livelihood. The author gives a kind of answer to the
question when he comments on Bjarturs departure from
Sumarhus; the passage is a beautiful expression of his humane
passion for social justce:

Once again they had broken down a poor farmer's farm; they are
the same from century to century, and that is because the poor
farmer always remains the same, from century to century. A war
sbroad may strengthen his backbone for a few years, but the help
it brings is merely dlusory: a delusion; through all centuries the poor
farmer never escapes from his state of crisis; he continues to exist in
misery as long as man is not man’s safeguard, but man’s worst enemy.
The life of the poor farmer, the life of the indepéndent man, is of its
very nature a flight from other men who seek to kill him. From one

St
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night lodging to another one still worse. A poor farmers family
moves to a new home, four generations out of those thirty which
have kept up the continuance of life and death in this country for a
thousand years—but for whom?P Not, at least, for themselves and
their children. They resembled nothing so much as fugitives in a
ravaged land, where long-lasting wars have raged, or outlaws
without sanctuary—but In whose country? Not, at least, in their own
country. In foreign books there is a legend about a man who became
perfect through sowing in his enemy’s field for one night. The story
of Bjartur { Sumarhdsum is the story of the man who sowed in his
enemy’s Beld all his life, day and night. Such is the story of the
most independent man in this country (I, 345-46).

In the cyes of their describer, the activities of Bjartur and
his like are hopeless as a solution to the practical problems
of BLife. Their independence, which they uphold with tooth and
claw, is an illusion and a deception, both a self-deception and
a deception on the part of the landowners; we ought, indeed,
to imagine ironic quotation imarks on either side of the book’s
title—Sjdlfstztt folk (Independent People). For his own part
Bjartur cannot, or will not, revise his opinions. But he leaves his
son behind among the strikers in the coastal village, where the
exploited workers who have begun to grow aware of the mech-
anism of society glimpse a solution to the problem in the idea
of joining forces and working together in the struggle for a
better existence.

But once it has been pointed out and established that this
social attitude is adopted in the book, we see at once how in-
adequate it is as an expression of the work’s individual charac-
ter. Considering the great extent to which socially critical view-
points contributed towards the origin of Sjdlfstatt fdlk, it is sur-
prising indeed that this social slant does not thrust itself more
directly forward in the finished work. The chief reason for this
is probably that the social motif has expanded to mythical pro-
portions of universal applicability. The first chapter of Sjdlfstat
f6lk relates the ancient legend of Kélumkilli, a powerful raiser
of spirits and sorcerer of Irish origin, and his woman worship-
er, the housewife Guunvor, who murdered people in order to
drink their blood and suck their marrow. After being exposed
and broken to death this’ woman walked again on her farm
and haunted the place as a ghost to such a degree that it lay
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deserted for many a long year. It is, however, the ve

which under the name of Sumarhis becomes Ocmg.mnnw\a HWMMW
son’s property. Thus his life on the moor is laid from the begin.
ning beneath the spell of supematural and terrifying powers—
even though he refuses to acknowledge them to the very last
K6lumkilli becomes a symbol of what has been inimical to man
from time immemorial. His shadowy fgure melts imperceptibly
together with the invisible enemies in society who are constantly
mmmaﬁ.am Bjartur of the fruit of his work—these “they,” who
are the same, from century to century,” according to the passage
quoted above. These latter seem in their way as irrational, and
as unapproachable for the purposes of honest combat, as Kélum-
killi himself, for it is impossible to wrestle with a bank.

Thus the present is linked together with the distant past in
such a way as to provide a powerful perspective through the
centuries. Despite the fact that we have the First World War
as a landmark in the chronology of the narrative, the story
of Bjartur leaves an impression of bewildering timelessness. Ac-
no&5m to the Marxdst pattern, and perhaps in accordance with
the writer'’s earlier intentions, the poor farmer, who is forced
to leave his farm, ought surely to have been made to join up
with “the crowd of unemployed in the towns.” But the Snal
scenc in Sjdlfsteett folk shows the aging Bjartur, still- unbroken
leaving Sumarhis to start life all over again in a new mémEsm.
place. As a character in the book he has grown away from
the pattern and acts according to his own inherent logic.

.Hm.:wnm. is, however, no reason for trying to challenge the au-
thor's view that his radical and politically social outlook has
rmu.mwm him, in a decisive way, to give artistic form to his ma-
8.5&. A political conviction or belief does not, of course, con-
stitute any guaraniee of esthetic qualities in an imaginative work.
But it Hoowa. as if Laxness” own view of society has contributed
noimﬂm. giving steadiness and dramatic stature to Sjdlfstatt folk
—qualities which are noticeably lacking in the draft of the novel
dating from 1929. But as we have hinted, this theoretical basis
never reveals itself in a crude or obtrusive form. It lies embedded
in &6 narrative’s mass of teeming life and individual human
mmm.ﬂs.“.mm. and plays the part of an invisibly supporting structure.
d:m.m one of the reasons why Laxness’ social outlook—to say
nothing of his Marxist or socialist view of society—here seems

: mm' e
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so universally applicable, so little bound to a definite political
situation, such as the agricultural crisis at the beginning of the
thirties. Commenting later on his work, Laxness has mgwrmmwmmm
very strongly that “the small farmer is a classic, international

type, except in the Soviet Union and in those countries which
have advanced far in socialism”:

. . Bjartur i Sumarhdsum is understood in all countries of the
world: he is the cosmopolitan of Iceland, because he is the cosmo-
politan of the whole earth, And it is not only in the sparsely Uomvcuvnm.&
areas of the countryside that this type of man belongs; he w_mm his
parallel and surprisingly exact equivalent in every man who, with a
similar fnancial position and a corresponding way of thinking, fights for
his own and his family’s life in the cities of the world. I recall that
shortly after Sjdlfstztt félk came out in the United States, [in New
York, 1946] 1 was visited by a gifted American who, to judge from
his manner, was a city dweller. He said that he had interrupted his
journey at the airport here, in order to talk to me about Bjartur
{ Sumarhisum; he told me, among other things, something which
might seem strange to many, although nothing could seem less
surprising to me: that in the very city of New York there were
millions of people who in all essential respects lived more or less
exactly as Bjartur { Sumarhiisum and his family did—net only under
the same economic conditions, but with the same moral principles
and way of thinking.”

IV “Father” and “Daughter”

In Sjdlfstaett félk there are many individualized characters
who deserve closer study as fictional creations. Here, however,
we must concentrate on three characters who, to a higher degree
than others, have been made to crystallize the narrative’s deepest
meaning and pathos: Bjartur, Asta Séllilja, and Bjartur’s
youngest son, Nonni.

Bjartur himself has been given some measure of the Icelandic
sagas’ dimensions, of their heroes’ superhuman toughness and
strength of will. It is not just for amusement’s sake that he
takes comfort from the story of Grettir Asmundarson—Grettir
the Strong—who lived as an outlaw among the Icelandic moun-
tains for nineteen years; his own situation is basically not very
different from Grettic’s." In his characterization of the book's
leading figure Laxness for the first time makes use, in a truly
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M masterly way, of his country’s ancient poetic tradition. Loudly
q singing rimur (rhymed ballads) about the exploits of anciept
warriors, Bjartur forces himself onward, dead tired, against the
snowstorm on the highland moor® In his own old-fashioned
Icelandic poetry, with its intricate rules, he binds his own
thoughts and experiences in rigorous bonds. It is one of his ways
X of molding and mastering his existence, of raising himself above
L it; it is the triumph of his spirit over matter.

; This adventure on the heath shows the writer's art from yet
another angle. We are given here an excellent example of his
capacity for allowing the landscape itself to play a living part
in the description. Bjartur’s fantastic ride on a wild bull reindeer
over the ice-cold and rapidly flowing glacier river has, for
all its palpability, an element of saga and myth about it, “There
came moments, both then and later, when it seemed to Bjartur
as if it were the fiend Kélumkilli himself, and no other, who
had shown himself here” (I, 149). In the storm on the highland
moor the man fights for his life in single combat with the
monsters of the land, the enemies of man. The severity of the
landscape is in harmony with the rimur which he sings about
the legendary warriors of ancient times, and with his own
indomitable will.

Bjartur dominates the narrative and gives it its fundamental
tone. But here as elsewhere Laxness works with strong con-
g trasts and tensions. In Asta Séllilja he has created a contrast
A and complement to her hard-hearted father. If a snowstorm on
the heath seems the natural setting for Bjartur’s struggle for
. existence, the author surrounds Asta Séllilja with the most ethe-
real shades of feeling, with the most spiritual kind of lyricism,
which the Icelandic countryside can inspire. The young girl is
to be allowed, for the first time, to accompany Bjartur to the
market town and “get to know the world from her own experi-
ence” (I, 310). The night before the journey is midsummer
night, when those who bathe in the dew may have a wish,
and Asta Séllilja steals out alone:

A dell by the river. Two inexperienced feet. Hither leads her
curving track in the dewy grass. For a while the birds are silent. She
) sits on the bank and listens. Then she takes off her worn-out, every-
day rags beneath this sky which actually manages to veil in oblivion
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Gabriel Garcia Marquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967, trans 1970)

*Page Numbers are from my 1978 Picador edition (the sections are unnumbered
- T'have given them numbers and call them “chapters” for expediency)

The first page / opening section:

a) Is everything you need to know about the novel embedded in the first
sentence? How? Why?

Compare it to the passage in Chapter 17 (280), beginning “That was how
everything went after the deluge.... lunchtime meatballs in the unbearable
heat of siesta time.”

b) Read the rest of the opening section (from “At that time...containing a
woman’s hair around its neck.”) What aspects of theme, tone, perspective
can you pick out that might give us a way into discussing the novel in
general (or any thread in the novel)? Take a partner and take 10 mins to
do this.

You might want to think about what the section suggests about:

- the role of the gypsies?
- the theme of invention? (the magnets, the telescope, the magnifying glass)
- the setting - in space and time? :
- Jose Arcadio Buendia?
(See Moretti on ‘non-contemporaneity’, from ‘Modern Epic’ excerpt)

Read the opening two pages of Ch3 (38-9): Is this episode comparable to Annals?

Melquiades

What is the role of Melquiades in the novel?

See Ch1, opening page; 12-14: “the whole village was convinced that José had
lost his reason.... under Melqufades’ influence.” (His rapid ageing, his diseases,
storytelling, laboratory, his reversion to ‘youthfulness’); Ch. 3, 46-47 (“At the
beginning of the road into the swamp...”: His resurrection/reappearance, with a
‘cure’ for the memory plague and a camera); Ch4, 65-67 (The new found
harmony was interrupted by the death of Melqufades.... who was not worth
taking seriously.”: his aged behavior, his writing, his death, burial and wake);
Ch10: What does his room signify? (153): “The decisive difference was revealed
in the midst of the war...’Nobody,” Aureliano Segundo said.”; Beginning, Ch. 18,
288-89, Aureliano and Sanskrit.

“The'Magical Real”

- the flying carpet: Ch2 (32-3: “Ursula was barely over her forty days’ rest
when the gypsies returned....into a snake for having disobeyed her
parents.”)

- Opening. Ch. 3: “José Arcadio Buendfa did not have a moment’s rest.
Fascinated by an immediate reality that came to be more fantastic than



the vast universe of his imagination, he lost all interest in the alchemist’s
laboratory.”

. Levitation: The children, Ch. 18 (300); Father Nicanor Ch5 (74, 89);
Aureliano Ch4 (62); Remedios the Beauty Ch12 (195).

- Ghosts throughout the narrative (e.g. “dead people who wandered
through the house after sundown” Ch18, 298)

- The insomnia/memory plague - Ch3.
(See Critical Excerpts from King, Swanson, Moretti)

The Family

Moretti, in his essay in Modern Epic claims that One Hundred Years is a “a family
saga.” What function does the family have as both theme and aesthetic device in
the novel?

Ch. 7, 113-15. The story of Rebeca’s ‘shooting’ of José Arcadio, the trail of blood
to Ursula and the smell of his corpse.

Ch11: 177, the discovery of Don Fernando’s coffin/corpse box (“At first Fernanda
did not talk about her family....like live pearls.”

Ch. 16: 266: Ursula’s decrepitude and ancestral / temporal confusion.
(“Amaranta Ursula and little Aureliano would remember the rains as a happy
time...sown with subtle traps.” Ch. 17: 277: her death (“She had confused him
with her son again...to die in the bedrooms.”

Ch. 19: 311: (The last) Aureliano returns to Macondo and wanders through the
streets..."Although she had not noticed it...”Aureliano could not find anyone who
remembered his family...”

End Ch19, Ch20: What are we to gather from the story of Aureliano and
Amaranta Ursula’s incestuous affair? 320-321 (“It’s alright child...already
tearing at her insides.” 326 (“Gaston has returned to Brussels...they were
awakened by a torrent of carnivorous ants who were ready to eat them alive.");
329, 331 (“many times they were awakened by the traffic of the dead.”)

Aureliano

What is the role and persona of Colonel Aureliano Buendfa? See Opening, Ch. 6;
Ch7: 112 (“That was how the legend of the ubiquitous Aureliano Buendia
began.”); His “pride” 116; Ch8: 123 (“Ten days after a joint communiqué...”); His
extraordinary paternity: Ch. 8: 128-9; Ch. 8: 133: (“He was preserved against
imminent old age by a vitality that had something to do with the coldness of his
insides.”) Ch. 9 140 (“Lost in the solitude of his immense power.”) 143 (“fighting
for his own liberation”) 149-50 (“The failure of his own death.”)Ch. 10: 165: His
retreat and decline; Ch13 215 (“the family finally thought of him as if her were
dead.”); Ch. 13 - What are we to make of the manner of his death? 218-9: (“It's
the circus...")

Why is Transport a central “globalizing” theme?



1. The Galleon: Why is the discovery of the Galleon an interesting symbolic
feature of the novel? Ch. 1: 17-18

2. Compare and Contrast to the relation of José Arcadio Segundo’s Boatline Ch10:
161 )"Things like that, which gave Ursula such consternation...Fernanda del
Carpio.”)

3. The Railway: Ch11: 182-84 (“On the second visit by the sons....to Macondo”)
(See critical excerpt from Conliff)

Ch12 - Read the first four pages and compare to other novels we have /will read.
Is this Macondo’s real “global” moment? Why so? Write down some examples.

The ‘banana plague’: the arrival and impact of the ‘Gringos’

Ch10. 185-90: (“On the other hand, when someone from the town had the
opportunity to test the crude reality of the telephone installed in the railroad
station.... just because we invited a gringo to eat some bananas.””) How is Mr.
Herbert characterized? Why is this, in many ways the centre of the novel? (you
might want to disagree with this reading). (See Moretti on ‘incorporation’, from
‘Modern Epic’, p. 244)

The Strike is central to the narrative, part of “the events that would deal
Macondo its fatal blow.”(Opening, Ch15). Read the story of the strike from Ch15,
and the beginning of Ch. 16. With a couple of partners, pick out a paragraph or
sentence describing an important moment/element, to bring to class discussion
of the events. (See also the subsequent recalls of the “massacre” in Ch17 (282-
83): “convinced as most people were by the official version that nothing had
happened”); The end of Ch17; Ch19 315 (It turns into myth); and by Aureliano in
the final chapter.

(See excerpt from Gene H. Bell-Villada; Denning)

Is the story of Aureliano Segundo’s gluttony allegorically related to the banana
story? See Ch13: 208-10 (“He never looked better, nor had he been loved
more...death was awaiting him.”)

Travel/Exploration: the world out there.

“Science has eliminated distance, Melquiades proclaimed. ‘In a short time,, man
will be able to see what is happening in any place in the world without leaving
his own house.” Ch1.

The trope of the voyage/exploration: José Arcadio Buendia, 16; Ursula, 36-7; José
Arcadio’s travels Ch. 5 80-1;

Why the title?
“solitude” 138, 140, 153, 166, 174, 181-2, 236, 302.

Storytelling

Why is storytelling a formal and thematic feature pervading the novel?

Ch3, 44-45 (during the memory plague: ‘They would gather together to converse
endlessly...in a vicious circle that would last entire nights.”); José Arcadio’s
seafarer’s tales (Ch5, 81: “He had been around the world sixty-five times..."”)



(See Carlos Fuentes, excerpt: ‘Garcfa Marquez: On Second Reading’; Michael Bell
critical excerpt)

Metafiction plays a central role: See Ch10, 154 (Aureliano Segundo in
Melquiades’s room: “Although it had no cover and the title did not appear
anywhere..."); Ch18, 302 (his wrestling and deciphering of the parchments: “He
remained shut up...”) Ch19, 316 (the parchments and their relation to the “facts”
of the worker’s fate); The End: how do you interpret it? (334-6)

Miscellaneous:

What to make of....

The story of the Pianola? (Ch4, 56-8)
The Gold Fish?

The role of the Magistrate?
The ‘Ice’?



JOHN KING

His world was always that of the “realist” novel, the modern novel out of
Flaubert and Faulkner. In this he shared the critical realist interests revealed
in the early novels of Gabriel Garcia Marquez, though he would remark in
his studies of that writer, that from the publication of the novel La #ala
hora (In Evil Hour) and the stories of Los funerales de la Mamd Grande
(Big Mama’s Funeral), both of 1962, Garcia Marquez’s fictions began to
be centered around a space, Macondo, and would use narrative voices that
showed no surprise at the introduction of “magic” or the extraordinary.
These are the seeds of Cien afios de soledad (x 967), the novel that many
critics see as the central moment of the Boom. In his recent autobiogra-
phy, Garcia Marquez constantly refers to the world of his childhood, in
Aracataca, a remote northern Caribbean coastal town of Colombia, and his
life with his grandparents: his grandmother, whose storytelling introduced
him to the narratives of rural popular culture, and his grandfather, a former
Liberal soldier, whose stories were full of recent history, civil wars, and the
stifling power of North American capital in the region. These memories and
modes of narration would become part of the texture of Cien anos, help-
ing in particular the discovery of a storytelling voice that could weave the
natural and the supernatural, the mundane and the marvelous, into a
seamless whole. |

Cien afios is analyzed in detail elsewhere in this volume, so here we need
briefly to summarize its historical moment. The novel has been labeled as
“magical realist” and it became so popular wordwide that the term almost
became synonymous with Latin American narrative. A useful definition of
magical realism is offered in William Rowe and Vivian Schelling’s work on
Latin American popular culture, which points out that from the t 950s, cer-
tain writers like Rulfo, Asturias, and Garcia Marquez wrote about native
and popular cultures as valid forms of knowledge rather than as folklore,
contrasting Western forms of rationalism and progress with other, “pre-
modern,” “magical” ways of seeing and thinking.*¢ Magical realism, in
these terms, is the creative tension caused by the juxtaposition of the avant-
garde and the non-modern, Western thought and popular beliefs, Borges and
Garcia Marquez’s grandmother. Cien afios finds a voice to express these con-
cerns shared by other writers of the sixties, to narrate afresh the experience of
modernity, the problems of underdevelopment, the nature of heterogeneous
cultures, the tension between the written word — the novel as a “European”
form — and orality. It also expresses the hope that the new generation both
inside the novel and outside it — the character who finally deciphers the enig-
matic parchments, the “real” history of Macondo, Aureliano Babilonia, has
a close friend called Gabriel - can do away with the solitude and inhumanity
of one hundred years, or more, of Latin American history.
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Modern Epic

of Henri Christophe . ./ And during his stay in Haiti, Carpentier reflects
critically upon the experience of the European avant garde:

[The] exhausting attempt to invoke the marvellous which has charac-
terized certain European literatures of the last thirty years. The
marvellous pursued in old prints [. . ] The marvellous, pathetically
evoked in the skills and deformities of fairground characters [. . .] The
marvellous, produced by means of conjuring tricks, bringing together
objects which would never normally meet .

In the long run, Carpentier concludes, this wish achieves the opposite
effect: ‘the miracle workers turn into bureaucrats’. Whereas, in Haiti:

I found myself in daily contact with something which might be called
marvellous reality. 1 was treading on land where thousands of men anx-
jous for freedom had believed in the lycanthropic powers of Macandal,
to the point where this collective faith produced a miracle on the day
of his execution [. . .] I had breathed the atmosphere created by Henri
Christophe, 2 monarch of incredible exploits, far more astonishing
than all the cruel kings invented by the surrealists [. . .] At every step I
encountered this marvellous reality .

The Kingdom of This World, ‘Prologue’

Lo real maravilloso. Not magical realism, as it has unfortunately been trans-
lated (and as it will inevitably continue to be called), but marvellous
reality. Not a poetics — a state of affairs. In Haiti, Carpentier writes, sur-

_realism isin the things themselves. It is an everyday, collective fact ﬁgnr

...... gabl, Ytk

restores reality to modernist techniques: which takes the avant garde,

s s v .
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Fd sets its feet back on the ground. Does Ulysses separate polyphony
from any concretely recognizable ‘voice’ whatsoever? Well, in Midnight’s
Children the opposite happens, and polyphony is re-motivated: there are
many languages in the novel, because India is divided into many cultures,
and Saleem, with his extraordinary hearing, manages to hear them all. The
technical complexity remains, but it is naturalized (and also, if the truth be
told, somewhat attenuated). In The Death of Artemio Cruz, to take another
example, the stream of consciousness is motivated: its confusion is attrib-
uted to Cruz’s dying (and is clarified, moreover, by copious narrative
accounts). In Three Trapped Tigers, it is the turn of pumns, and intertextu-
ality: presented as the nocturnal pastime — halfway between Hollywood
and Finnegans Wake — of three young Cuban intellectuals. Cortazar’s

One Hundred Years of Solitude

Hopscotch naturalizes the category of possibility, presenting it as the sign of
a bohemian lifestyle; Conversation in the Cathedral naturalizes montage,
motivating it with a long, disjointed chat in a bar.

Other examples could be added. But the tendency is clear. Magical
realism restores the link that Joyce’s generation had severed: technique —
and anthropocentrism. I am thinking of Artemio Cruz, or Saleem Sina,
whose life gradually replicates the modernization of an entire country.
And I am thinking, of course, of Aureliano Buendia:

Colonel Aureliano Buendia organized thirty-two armed uprisings and
he lost them all. He had seventeen male children by seventeen differ-
ent women and they were exterminated one after the other on a single
night before the oldest one had reached the age of thirty-five. He sur-
vived fourteen attempts on his life, seventy-three ambushes, and a
firing squad. He lived through a dose of strychnine in his coffee .

Nothing abstract here. No ‘objective’ reason for wars. Everything springs

from a ncb..nﬂnﬁm flesh-and-blood, subject, cﬁmwwmm@@ Hﬂummﬁoa at %m

ey 2o RPSRE ptatsindiod

‘beginning of nine consecutive long sentences. Is it a Eﬁgo& way of

S £ e

“explaining events, as Karl Popper so often said of Homer’s gods? Yes, cer-
tainly. But it is an explanation. And after half'a century of enigmas, there

g =

g

is always a great need for explanations.

Set modernism’s feet back on the ground. And then, heal ‘the great
divide’ (Adorno) between modernism and mass culture. It is the ‘return
of narrative’, as people would say in the sixties of One Hundred Years of
Solitude: an avant-garde work, but with a gripping story. It is the product
of a literary evolution different from that of Europe. For many reasons, of
course, but perhaps above all because, more than three centuries ago, the
Inquisition decided to forbid the sale of European novels in Latin
America. An act of censorship with very clear intentions — and very
strange consequences. Because, once the novel was eliminated, the result
(other things being equal) was a literary system that, far from being
poorer, was miuch richer than its European counterpart. An absurd result, at
first sight: a subtraction producing an increase. But a bit less absurd if you

)

' G. Garcia Mirquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude, translated by Gregory Rabassa,
Avon, New York 1970, p. 104.
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character in Melquiades’s narrative who will disappear with the final words
of the novel.

This foregrounding of the fictional obviously accounts, at one level, for
what is often referred to as the ‘magical realist’ style of the novel, for, if this
is not reality, then the introduction of fantasy is perfectly acceptable. Yet
magical realism is also about rethinking rather than negating reality. The
Cuban Alejo Carpentier’s original notion of lo real maravilloso (the ‘mar-
vellous real’) was based on the idea of rediscovering Latin American reality,
and, in an echo of Carpentier, Garcfa Marquez has commented that his
encounter with the larger-than-life world of Colombia’s Caribbean region
taught him to perceive reality in a new way, in which the fantastic was
part of everyday life.# A standard line on Garciamarquian magical realism
became that its perspective (in which ice, films, false teeth and phonographs
are presented as bizarre, while levitating priests, rains of butterflies and
girls ascending into heaven are presented as normal) is striking a blow for
authenticity and Latin Americanness by inscribing events from the perspec-
tive of a remote rural community. This would allow for a political reading in
which a ‘developing world® perspective is privileged from within the impli-
citly “First World’ form of the novel and in which the reader is being invited
to exercise his or her imagination in order to invent an alternative and more
just reality for the continent. :

So far, so good. However, the founding father also introduces his chil-
dren to the most dazzling and beautiful diamond on earth — actually, it
turns out, the previously unknown substance ice. Magical realism in action
perhaps — but the reader knows that the beautiful diamond is only ice and
must inevitably be engaged in a relationship of ironic complicity with the
implied narrator. Thus implied reader and narrator are, if anything, posited
as First World. The exoticness of Latin America is assumed as much as it
is problematised. Just as the character Gabriel (surname Marquez) leaves
Macondo to go to Europe, so too does the magical-realist experiment seem
to be departing Latin America at the very moment of projecting its own
Latin Americanness. Indeed, the young Gabriel leaves for Paris (like his real-
life namesake), on the advice of a ‘wise’ (‘sabio’) European bookseller, who
has lost his ‘marvellous sense of unreality’ (‘su maravilloso sentido de irre-
alidad’) and who encourages his literary protegés to abandon the fantastic
world of Macondo.s

The argument can be twisted in another direction, though. Myth and
magic are associated with the falsification of reality by an establishment cul-
ture that leads ordinary Latin Americans to internalise an essentially unreal
version of their own history and identity as dictated by, say, Europe and
North America and its clients in Latin America. Critics have often linked the
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Omne Hundred Years of Solitude

apparent pattern of repetition and the supposedly circular structure of the
novel with myth, magic and timelessness. However, while the novel’s char-
acters constantly talk about the confusing and circular nature of history and
reality, and while the account of Melquiades’s manuscripts is willfully com-
plex and obfuscatory, the (complicit?) narrator and reader actually enjoy
what is really an essentially clear and largely linear narrative. If anything,
One Hundred Years of Solitude breaks with the structural impenetrability
typical of the New Novel and marks a turn to accessible and, if suggestive,
relatively clearly readable narrative. In other words, Latin Americans — like
the character Gabriel who is advised by the ‘wise’ man to leave the mar-
vellously unreal world of Macondo — are being encouraged to see through
the myth-making and to take a grip of reality on their own terms. Hence -
in two very different but complementary readings of the ending — Edwin
Williamson interprets the destruction of Macondo as a punishment for the
final Buendia’s immersion into the mythical reality of the manuscripts, while
Gerald Martin interprets it as a moment of revolutionary change in that
the final Buendia not only has proletarian roots but is also the only one to
believe in the historical reality of the massacre of striking banana workers, a
cruth which has been turned into a fanciful myth by official documents that
suppress the facts of this massive scandal and replace them with a false his-
tory. Fictitious or unreliable ‘official’ versions of social reality must be ques-
tioned, then, and, despite all the talk of ‘the marvellous® or ‘lo maravilloso’,
it is vital that truth will out. Even so, a positive political reading of the end-
ing is difficult to reconcile with the last survivor’s withdrawal from society,
his incestuous romping, which leads to the fulfillment of the long-predicted
curse of the birth of a child with a pig’s tail, the generally apocalyptic tone
of destruction and the final implication of the fundamental fictionality of a
text which cannot be taken as a reflection of reality.

Nonetheless, no amount of scepticism can undermine the impression that
this novel is very much about Colombian and Latin American history, and
the Too-year span of the action effectively corresponds to the story of ‘Latin’
America from ‘discovery’ to the modern day. In a sense, what the novel
does is to offer an account of Latin American history from the perspective
of the privileged and popular classes, so that history becomes a process
of facts replaced by myths and myths turned into facts” The founding of
Macondo echoes the chronicles of the ‘discovery’ and colonisation of the
“New World’, and the plague of forgetfulness the loss of historical memory
regarding the indigenous inheritance, while the rise of the Buendias paral-
lels the emergence of a powerful landowning oligarchy (alluding to the twin
myths of the European heritage and of Independence {the latter often seen
as merely cementing the interests of a small white creole elite}). The myths
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PHILIP SWANSON

of ‘civilisation” 4 la Sarmiento and democracy are explored after the arrival
of the corrupting influence of central government, while the myth of pro-
gress is played out by the foreign banana company’s transformation of the
town into a locus of modern economic colonialism.? The banana company
is modelled on the notorious North American United Fruit Company, an
unverified number of whose workers were shot by Colombian troops dur-
ing a strike in Ciénaga, Magdalena, in 1928 (another true event shrouded
in the mists of mystery and disinformation). The key moment in the novel’s
political narrative is this massacre of striking banana workers by client gov-
ernment troops and the official repression of the facts as truth is turned into
a wacky conspiracy theory. This emblematic portrait of suppressed memory
and historical truth took on an even greater significance, of course, for read-
ers of the novel in the decades immediately after its publication in the light
of the officially denied plight of the disappeared in Latin America’s Southern
Cone.

Yet, in a notorious passage, this key episode also becomes the fulcrum
of the debate concerning tensions between politics, metaphysics, literature
and ambiguity. When, years later, the last of the clan, Aureliano Babilonia,
the only believer in the truth of the massacre and the possible embodiment
of proletarian revolution, asks the town’s main source of knowledge and
authority, the parish priest, if he believes in the veracity of the massacre, he
receives the world-weary reply: ‘Oh dear, my son, ... it would be enough
for me to be able to believe that you and I exist at this moment. This is a
remarkable introduction of radical doubt at a key moment, and it casts the
entire narrative in a state of existential uncertainty. Unsurprisingly, many
critics have noticed a pervasive undercurrent of death and hopelessness
in the novel, reinforced by a biblical framework that inverts conventional
positive belief systems and brackets human experience within the param-
eters of negative myths such as the Fall, the Great Flood, Plagues and the
Apocalypse.™ The political hero of the novel, for instance, the civil-war
legend Colonel Aureliano Buendia, ends up cruel and alienated, spending
the rest of his life in the futile circular process of endlessly making little fish
from gold, only to melt them down and make the fish again and again.™ He
dies a sad and forlorn figure, pissing against the tree that the mad and disil-
lusioned town founder was once bound to. As he expires, a colourful circus
draws into town, but then leaves him behind, the memory gone, an empty
and desolate landscape all that remains. No brave new world is imagined
here — this is simply the grim reality of emptiness and death or the failure of
knowledge and understanding.

One final motif which brings out One Hundred Years of Solitude’s see-
sawing pull between reality and fantasy or optimism and despair is the
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One Hundred Years of Solitude

much-commented-on theme of incest. The Buendfa dynasty in Macondo is
founded on an Original Sin (echoing another biblical myth) — that of incest.
The married couple, José Arcadio and Ursula, are cousins, and their families
are terrified that they will engender a cursed child with a pig’s tail. Ursula’s
fear of such a less-than-immaculate conception leads her to deny herself to
her husband, and this in turn provokes rumours about his alleged impo-
tence. His public ridicule leads to the violation of Ursula and his murder of
his main taunter. However, the subsequent haunting by the victim’s ghost
compels them to flee their village, and they set off for a new world where
they build a town on the spot revealed to José Arcadio in a premonitory
dream. Of course, the trek through ‘that paradise ... prior to original sin’
leads to the inevitable Fall. Not only does José Arcadio’s obsession with
learning and science lead to madness (he is eventually bound, raving, to a
tree, a sort of inverse Tree of Knowledge), but progress, of course, ultimately
brings chaos and destruction to Macondo, and the curse of the birth of the
child with a pig’s tail is fulfilled just as the shattered town is about to be
wiped off the face of the earth by a biblical hurricane.

This all sounds rather grim, but the meaning of incest in One Hundred
Years of Solitude is really very unclear. It has obvious (but contradictory)
social and political connotations. The curse of the original sin is repeated from
generation to generation in a series of incestuous or pseudo-incestuous rela-
tionships, while some family members’ deformities of physique or character
are said to echo the monstrosity of the pig’s tail. The inward-looking nature of
incest relates to the notion of a dynastic oligarchy. The much-mentioned ‘sino
solitario’ or ‘solitary fate’ of the Buendias, then, is the cause and consequence
of the selfishness of an entire class or caste: it represents the opposite of social
solidarity. Hence, the dynastic reign of too years of ‘solitude’ is wiped out by a
revolutionary wind that may usher in a new regime (possibly even a reference
to the hope for a new socialist era inspired by the Cuban Revolution).

Incest can also be associated with repression, of course. Martin connects
Ursula’s paralysing fear of the curse with a mixture of religion and bio-
logical determinism reflecting both the inheritance of Catholic Spanish colo-
nialism, on the one hand, and, on the other, European Positivism and the
cult of progress after Independence; Williamson meantime links it to the tor-
por of introspection, dream, myth and subservience to non-historical time.*
At the same time, though, incest is therefore a form of rebellion (a rejection
of the anxiously conservative values embodied in Ursula or the sleepy tie
to unquestioned traditional beliefs). The fact is that many of the incestuous
relationships in the novel are profoundly healthy ones and often described
with an engagingly ribald sense of fun. Moreover, the last-born child, though
with a pig’s tail, has the appearance of one ‘predisposed to begin the race
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Modern Epic

the revolution might instead have taken very different paths. ‘All the
doors open’, reflects Santiago Zavala in Conversation in the Cathedral, *— at
what moment did they begin to close, and why?’

Non-contemporaneity. I1

In his fine analysis of One Hundred Years of Solitude, Vargas Llosa describes

the basic narrative cell of the novel as follows:

1. At the start of an episode, the main fact in the narrative unit is men-
tioned: it is usually the last, in chronological terms. In other words, the
episode begins with a leap towards the future [ . . .] ‘Many years later,
as he faced the firing squad . . 7 [ . ]

2. The narrative then jumps to the remotest past of the fact men-
tioned, whence it follows a linear chronological account of events,
until it reaches the future fact that has been displaced and reported at
the start of the episode: in this way the circle is closed, and the episode
ends where it began, just as it had begun where it would end.’

Future, past, future. It is an interplay of prolepsis and flashback that
endows the novel with its peculiarly unforgettable quality: announcing a
fact long before it takes place, and then recalling it long afterwards — like
the Leitmotiv in the Ring, or in Ulysses — endows it with a truly epic
grandeur. But there is more. Cesare Segre:

' These wide or narrow turns of the wheel of time have the primary
_~ function of pointing, at the start of a cycle of life, to its conclusion, so
m that the present is also already perceived in the past perspective that will
i give it its future.®
A mammwmﬁ pursued by the future, which drives it towards the past . . . A
‘strange’ present: unstable, overdetermined. It is yet another version of
non-contemporaneity — with a tremendous novelty, as compared with
Faust and Ulysses. moH in Bmmwn& HnwrmB nro rmﬂmnomﬂaﬂ@ om Emnoﬁomp

7 M. Vargas Llosa, Garcla Mdrquez: historia de un deicidio, Barral Editores, Barcelona

1971, p. 549.
8 C. Segre, I segni e la critica, Einaudi, Turin 1969, p. 253.
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time is also, for the first time, narmtively interesting: it produces plot, sus-

S o e Ay e e s

pense. Tt is not just the sign of a complex, stratified History: it 1§ 355 the”
“symptom of a history in progress. At the precise moment when Nehru pro-
claims the independence of India, and solemnly announces an irreversible
break with the past — ‘A moment comes [. . .] when we step out from the
old to the new; when an age ends . . . (Midnight’s Children, “Tick, tock’) —
at that precise moment the demon of non-contemporaneity, to compli-
cate an excessively linear path, gives birth to a thousand and one babies
endowed with magical powers. And who will eventually prevail: the
modern state, or the children of magic? And the same in Macondo. A
small, peaceful town: but the gypsies arrive, cﬁnr Eswnao:m &,&n seem to

&»,Omvxw.nmmw nmmvm.ﬁmﬁmnwem OQ\ Womwﬂm no Hﬁﬂ

But the gypsies arrive . . . As always, the interweaving of different times
is actually an interweaving of different spaces: Dutch telescopes, Asian
parchments, British sextants, ice from somewhere or other . . . Read in
this light, One Hundred Years of Solitude — like Faust — tells the story of an
‘incorporation’: of an isolated community that is caught up in the mod-

ern world-system, which subjects it to an unexpected, extremely violent
acceleration. It is the novel of uneven and combined development: the
marvellous reality, indeed, in which a prophecy in Samskrit coexists with
photography, and South American phantasms with Italian mechanical
pianolas.

A circle that goes from the future to the past to the future, Vargas
Llosa wrote of One Hundred Years of Solitude. True: and a circle, we can
now add, often triggered by an external geographical reality. The twofold
prolepsis that opens the novel is due to the gypsies’ trading, and to the
army of a distant capital. And so on: the history of Zmnosao is con-
QHENEN intersected and deflected by ot oIl LH«V@: ess at
@mmg in mg.omw and in Asia, in- .OoHonbgm Latin America, the United
mnmﬂam A far cry from Mann’s Liibeck, or De Roberto’s Catania. This,
again, is the geography of the world text: broad, heterogeneous, complex.
With respect to Faust, however, the perspective has been reversed. We no

EA Sl

longer see things from the core of the QOHEIM%%@!,\EM from the_
“periphery. And from this new viewpoint, epic digressions become
something else. Interferences: weighty events, with long-lasting conse-
quences. In The Forty-Second Parallel, the story of United Fruit is a brief

parenthesis abroad; in One Hundred Years of Solitude, it is the turning-point
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from which Macondo will never manage to recover. A single fact, and
two different outcomes. A single world-system ~ and two different
histories.

One Hundred Years of Solitude as the story of an incorporation, then. And
in this overall process, three phases, and three quite distinct geographies.

e, S o s ST T AT s

The first half of the novel 3§ the moment of simple trading relations: in

an irregular, creative medley, objects and mmoEm flow into Macondo
from every part of the world. It is the moment of combined develop-
ment, in the most striking sense of the term: the telescope, and
Melquiades’ dead language; Father Nicanor’s levitations, and the ebul-
lient French whores. Great confusion, of course — the semi-madness of
the first of the Buendias, in which the old and the new clash most
dramatically — but nothing worse. The encounter with the world-system
produces freaks, but no irreversible consequence. In this first phase,

indeed, interference enriches the life of Macondo: it makes it more varied,

more open. It is the moment in which 5@ key word of modernism ~

possibility — mm?m@mm every page of the mno&\ It is the hour, as it were, of
white.magic. T .

~ This first section also encloses the second: the phase (to simplify
somewhat) of Aureliano’s wars. Here, the space of the story changes
nowdﬁﬁn@ Aureliano leaves gmnobmo the network of international
exchanges unravels. The very small and the very large recede into the
background, while the foreground is occupied by a third geographical
entity, of intermediate dimensions, which has inmmm& :m&m between the
small isolated town and the world-system: the nation state. A centralized
reality, and one that demands the monopoly of violence.

The state wins, the war ends, and Macondo comes back into contact

with the outside world. With the world? Not any more. With only part of

it: the United States. And, at this point, what was at stake in the civil war

msmmms? becomes clear: Macondo’s nowm 5 %o international division of
F@ocn >.w&wﬁ<&< indépendent &mﬁbomgwsn — or a banana republic. On
“the one hand, the productive imbalance of the semi-periphery: the sense
of possibility, and sometimes of real prosperity, that accompanies the
@m:&\ stages of mmﬁ&owagn On the other (just as in Men of ,NSE.Nm 3

other-directed role. Not even Aureliano had E‘imanoom it. And by Em
time the reader does so, it is too late.
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All the doors open, said the character in Vargas Llosa: at what moment
did they begin to close, and why? When the pressure of the world-system,

answers One Hundred Years of Solitude, forces your country into a more

complete — and hencé more rigid — integration. A thousand and one pos-

sibilities then :me\ do become a thousand and one dead ends: the
multiplicity of possible developments, a set route. It is the hour of black

Pasini s

magic: an ‘incredible’ that is no longer bound to a whirlpool of bizarre

ey

combinations, but to the enormity of the crimes committed. It is the
train loaded with corpses, which vanishes from the collective memory as

IS T

though it had never been. And in Midnight’s Children:

Shaheed and I saw many things which were not true, which were not
possible, because our boys would not could not have behaved so badly;
we saw men in spectacles with heads like eggs being shot in side-
streets, we saw the intelligentsia of the city being massacred by the
hundred, but it was not true because it could not have been true .

; Midnight’s Children, ‘Sam and the Tiger

Rhetoric of innocence. II

‘Colonel Aureliano Buendia organized thirty-two armed uprisings and
he lost them all’ Subject, verb, predicate, conjunction, subject, verb,
predicate . . . It is a sentence that would be impossible in the twenties,
when the plane of enunciation is a terrain of radical experiments. But
Ore Hundred Years of Solitude is not bothered about that: it is to the story,
and its internal ramifications, that it seeks to bind us. “When’ must be by

v e .

far the most common word in the novel — which begins,. indeed, with

nrm wrgmm “ZmE\ years later . "And then, in 2 real bombardment of
4 time markers: At that time, As soon as, Even then, But one day, Shortly
_vmmog The next night, During the time, Until the day, From that
, | moment, Years later, There was at that time, While waiting, This time,
" Later, As long as .

A really strange Emmn Macondo. A city of madmen, where nobody has
anything in common with anybody else. But where language is the same for
mcaQ\ﬁﬁ% ‘While you are reading, you pay no attention to it — it is all so
[ovely. But if you reopen the novel with a little detachment, you find that
&o narrator’s Hﬁmwnmonwjxognn covers more or wwm,.m ninety-five per cent of
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132 Gene H. Bell-Villada

Garcia Mirquez did read Asturias in the 1950s and early 1960s, quite
possibly in order to learn from the elder writer’s mistakes. It's well worth
noting that, in all the Banana OoBmwan_,n_m:na episodes in One Hundred
Years of Solitude, there is but a single occasion in which an American charac-
ter is directly quoted, and that rare utterance is relayed to us secondband,
via an unreliable source. I am referring to the moéSann.m mnoﬁmawaou
that, following assurances that the strike had been peacefully settled, cites
Mr. Brown as affirming that labor negotiations will resume “When the
rain stops. As long as the rain lasts we're suspending all activities” (287).!!
The truth is that the rain will fall for almost a half decade and heap ruin on
Macondo.

In his numerous interviews and journalistic writings, Garcia Marquez
always demonstrates an excellent knowledge of United States history and
culture. Moreover, he lived in New York in 1960 and 1961, and then, en
route to Mexico, he traveled through the southern states (where, owing to
Jim Crow laws, he and his family manznnnna some difficulty in finding
hotel rooms). And yet he has never presumed to know the more inti-
mately m&\nwowomwnur existential aspect of American life. Nevertheless,
the Colombian novelist was to make the most out of his small-town
Caribbean point of view, transforming this perspective into 2 narrative
strength and casting the mold for the satirical vision he at last articulates

toward that most classic of U.S. agribusiness firms.

The Banana episodes themselves benefit from the author’s formal and

narrative genius—for example, the humor in the reference to Virginia
hams and in the useless nommmn,no_onm pills that the children rip off for
use as bingo markers. Moreover, in contrast to Asturias’s amorphous and
rambling prolixity, Garcia Miérquez’s myriad symmetries and repetitions
keep any loose ends carefully under control. The sudden arrival of Ameri-
cans in Macondo is the second such intrusion by outsiders, the first having
been that of the Conservatives; in the wake of the gringos we find once
again the sextet of opportunistic lawyers dressed in black; and, in the same
way that José Arcadio Buendia and Colonel Aureliano Buendia had been
prime leaders in the anti-Conservative resistance, José Arcadio Segundo
now becomes a prominent agitator in the struggle against the Banana
Company. And, finally, instead of allowing himself to be carried away by
the sensationalism of the massacre, Garcfa Mérquez goes well Um%onm
it, steers our attention away from it with his wild fantasies of Orwellian
oblivion and five-year rains, the work, nnmmnnﬂ?mwv\. of the Government
and the Company. In all, it is a panoramic sociopolitical subplot con-
structed with utmost craftsmanship and imagination.

Banana Strike and Military Massacre 133

THE BANANA COMTPANY CHAPTERS in Garcla Mirquez's book
adhere quite closely to the actual facts of the great strike of 1928 (the year
also of the novelist’s birth in Aracataca).'? The historical record of the
United Fruit Company’s operation in Colombia furnishes a textbook case
of overseas imperialism and colonialism, a story vividly suggestive of a
novel by Conrad, Foster, Graham Greene—or Garcfa Mirquez. From
what were comparatively modest holdings around 1900. United's domin-
jons in the northern, coastal portions of Colombia expanded rapidly to be-
come a state-within-a-state and the de facto power in that region. In addi-
tion to the best lands, United had its own railroads, general stores, and
telegraph system; with its network of canals it monopolized Wammno:." and
its water practices violated Colombia’s Civil Code.!? Its labor policies left
much to be desired, and already in 1918 United Fruit had responded to
protests over low wages with a promise to consult with Company head-
quarters in Boston. The premise came to nothing.!

By 1925 a number of anarchist and communist labor unions were for-
mulating strike plans and preparing organizers.! On 6 October 1928, the
strike leadership confronted management with its list of &nawsmm.,,;m
first and most basic of these was that the Company mnwuo;.\,_mmwm ‘the fact
that it had employees, inasmuch as its labor recruitment method had been
one of relying solely on subcontractors who rounded up workers for
United, a tactic whereby the firm had successfully evaded national laws re-
garding employee safety and security.!® The strike organizers also de-
manded “hygienic dwelling places,” “social hygiene,” “a day of rest in
seven,” and “the establishment of hospitals in sufficient numbers.”!7 Last
but not least, they wanted an end to the system of paying the worker in
Q”m&ﬂ slips, with which he had been obligated to purchase his provisions, at
high prices, in Company comissaries. With this practice the firm had T.:-
ther reduced its labor costs and also steered clientele away from local mer-
chants, who, not surprisingly, felt no love for United Fruit.'8

Meanwhile, tensions had been mounting, and the ﬂo‘EmmE\ manager

Thomas Bradshaw feigned absence from Santa Marta. But, accordin mno

congressional testimony by the union leader Alberto ﬁum:.m_an “the MB:

ple truth is that he was merely trying to evade any nnmoam:o%m whatso-~
ever with the workers and their demands. After several days’ search

he was casually found . . . while arranging the purchase of an wc"o.a.o.

bile, and he absolutely refused to deal with the workers, and in a rath ‘

.m:l% voice he declared them legally incompetent for :n. otiations of iy

kind, given that the Company had no workers.” 19 s PO

With the talks at an impasse, the thirty-two thousand workers went



148 Brian Conniff

Segundo has already organized the workers in a strike against the Banana
Company, and he has already been “pointed out as the agent of an interna-
tional conspiracy against public order” (276). Fernanda’s two rides on the
train are opposite in direction, but tell of a single effect: “civilization,”
modernization, and progress are finally assured, even in Macondo—if not
with “proper” manners and gold chamberpots, then with guns.

" The ﬂw»m...xm, if anything, even more symbolic of this “progress” in
Colombia than it is in Macondo. Under the dictatorship of General Rafael
Reyes (1904-1909), “British capital was, for the first time, invested in Colom-
bian railways in substantial amounts” (Safford 232). Not surprisingly, this
period saw the completion of the railway between Bogota and the Mag-
dalena River; “Macondo” was irreversibly linked to the “outside world.”
But, of course, that was only the start: “As the transportation improve-
ments of 1904 to 1940 began to knit together a national market, significant
innovations occurred in other economic sectors,” and it was the national-
ization of Colombia’s railways that made many such “innovations” possible
(Safford 232-234). In the period of the strikes against the United Fruit Com-
pany, in particular, reorganization of the railroads was a central issue of
American diplomacy in Colombia. The National City Bank and the First
National Bank of Boston refused to extend short-term credits until a rail-
road bill was passed. By 1931, they demanded, in their negotiations with the
Colombian government, an even greater control: “that the railroad system
be taken out of the hands of the government and placed under the direction
of professional management” (Randall 64). In his description of the banana
strike, Garcia Marquez makes the implications obvious: the same trains that
send bananas and profits to the north transport the murdered bodies to the
sea. There—both the government and the “professional management”

hope—they will disappear, even from history.

The repeated follies of José Arcadio—like the name and hereditary
stubbornness of his great-grandson, like Ursula's pronouncements, like
the end of the novel—are attempts on the part of Garcia Mdrquez to assert
that history is, in some sense, circular, The “primitive” past of Latin
America, like that of Macondo, might have provided countless omens of
Colombia’s future, if anyone had paid attention—that is, if anyone had
avoided the delirium of progress. From the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the combination of foreigners and trains was devastating, in Ar-
gentina, in Chile, in Guatemala, in Mexico, and in Uruguay. With their
public services, especially the railroads, controlled by foreigners, or by gov-
ernments serving foreigners—first from Paraguay, then principally from
Britain, then principally from the United States—these countries faced ex-

Dark Side of Magical Realism 149

traordinary military expenditures, "a frenzied increase in imports,” and
growing debts, subject to inflationary manipulation. In Galeano’s ,“coH%
they mortgaged their futures in advance, moving away from mnOdc_,E.m.
freedom and political sovereignty” ANHTNEV. Later, in Colombia, the ten-
awsn% to see railroads as “forerunners of progress” would be just one more
failure to remember. For Garcia Marquez, such an assertion of history's cir-
cularity is not merely a matter of philosophical speculation; it is a calcu-
lated attempt to make the outrages of oppression, ancient and recent, visi-
ble again; itis an attemnpt to make Colombian history credible. “

After the massacre, when the train from which he has escaped slips off

into the night, “with its nocturnal and stealthy velocity,” on its way to
dump more than three thousand murdered bodies into the ocean, José Ar-
cadio Segundo cannot see it in the darkness; the last things he sees are “the
dark shapes of the soldiers with their emplaced machine guns” (285).7 Per-
haps José Arcadio Segundo came to understand such progress as his great-
grandfather could not, and perhaps that is why the government’s search
um:.mm could not see him. For men indoctrinated by such a government, op-
posttion must not exist. ‘ :

For such men, the past must disappear. That is why they seem so im-
probable, and so real. That is why a “resource” like :wdmmwn& realism” is
needed to depict them. And that is why the novel’s famous “apocalyptic
closure” is not only credible but also anticlimactic. Apocalypse is merely
the darkest side of “magical realism,” in which the “magic” and the “real-
ism” are most completely fused, in which the most unimaginable event is
the most inevitable. The “biblical hurricane” that “exiles” Macondo “from
m.:w memory of men” is “full of voices from the past, the murmurs of an-
nwmsﬁ geraniums, sighs of disenchantment that preceded the most tena-
cious nostalgia” (383). The ceaseless repetitions of the novel lead to this
final conviction that apocalypse is only one more “scientific possibility,”
which the “primitive world” understands only after it is too late. >v0n%,
lypse is only the logical consequence of tmperialist oppression, supported
by science. The “events” that bring about the end of Macondo were actu-
ally determined much earlier, even before the trains came. The end began
the first time the gypsies appeared with their foreign discoveries.

Notes

I Gabriel Garcia Mérquez, in “The Solitude of Latin America: Nobel Address
1982, describes Latin American history as such a fount (208). Gerald Martin pro-
vides a detailed and critical summary of this criticism in his essay.
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To be sure, One Hundred Years of Solitude draws more evxdently on the
folk imagination for its mediation of biblical motifs, but that mediation
too is through explicitly literary means: Cervantes’s signature device of the
foreign historian. The final discovery that the chronicle has already been
written by Melquiades gives the whole narrative a Proustian doubleness
requiring us to reread its story of lost time in the light of this knowledge. But
the significance of the doubled text is already cunningly implanted within
it, for another Proustian dimension of the narration is its local distraction
of the reader when major links are being forged so that what seems on first
reading to be a randomly associative process proves on the second to have
a tautly constructed logic. A major episode in the story of Macondo is the
memory sickness which may be thought of as the moment in which the
communal memory becomes dependent on writing. The townsfolk initially
seek to stay the loss of memory by the mechanical means of putting name
labels and instructions on everyday items, and then they start to produce an
‘imaginary reality, one invented by themselves, which was less practical for
them, but more comforting’.*® After these rather desperate veerings between
mechanical records and flights of imagination, José Arcadio starts to con-
struct a memory machine: a wheel turning thousands of cards reminiscent of
a 1960s computer. But just as José Arcadio has written some 14,000 cards it
is rendered redundant by the arrival of a mysterious, decrepit old man who
eventually proves to be Melquiades. The focus veers in mid-sentence, and
the memory machine itself quickly fades from the memory of most readers
as the narrative goes on to tell how Melquiades cures the memory sickness
with his magic potion.

Only at the end of the novel does the conjunction of Melqufades and
the memory machine become significant. For Melquiades’s true remedy for
the memory sickness is the written narrative he produces in the timeless
zone of the chamber to which he retires. The timeless room figures both
a Nietzschean superhistoricism, the capacity to escape ‘presentist’ illusions
and the traditional ‘Once upon a time’ of fiction.® So too, within the world
of the novel, Melquiades’s manuscript may be seen as a chronicle, the sim-
plest and most factual form of history, yet within the novel which we read as
a novel, it is the purest fiction. As an internal image of the novel itself, there-
fore, it preserves all the ambiguities signalled at the moment of its birth.
If the novel itself is a memory machine, how should this be understood?
Is it a reductive image of the genre, exposing its limitations, or is it a con-
trastive image suggesting how it transcends the mechanical dimension of its
medium? The chronicle within the novel is an image of the novel’s ambigu-
ous status as history and fiction in which its considerable power as each
is inseparable from the other. Most notably, the memory of the massacre,
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Magical realism and world literature

echoing the memory sickness, disappears from the official history, and even
from collective memory, but is revived, in a more mythic than historically
accurate form, by virtue of Garcia Marquez’s fiction. Fiction need not be a
deviation from history but a concentration of it as meaning. As such, it may
not be transparent, and interpretation, or a lived experience of history, may
be necessary before its meaning can be appreciated. In that respect, the final
deciphering only when the experience has been lived is a resonant symbol,
in Michael Wood’s words, of what literature knows.* It knows in a mode
of the open secret, both transparent and opaque. In this respect, the popu-
list literary charm of the book is itself part of the seductive illusion from
which the Buendias need to awake in their sleepwalking through history.
Literary formal self-consciousness is the figure, and the means, of historical
awareness.

At this point, we may recollect, too, that the memory sickness, in its con-
junction of insomnia and amnesia, is effectively a reworking of Borges’s
philosophical fable ‘Funes, the Memorious’ (‘Funes el memorioso’), which
also exalts the oneiric transformations of literature over any merely literal or
mechanical recall, however stupendous that may be.** Thomas Mann once
saw the twentieth century under the gaze of a Don Quixote with Nietzsche’s
features.”> Unlike Mann, Garcfa Marquez does not think creatively through
discursive or philosophical reflection: his imagination expresses itself through
the elusive concreteness of characterisation, action, iconic images and genea-
logical connections. But Borges had provided for Garcia Mérquez’s gener-
ation a highly suggestive assimilation of a Nietzschean outlook into literary
images that were formally teasing, imaginatively compelling and regionally
specific. Borges, for example, speaks of the Cervantean vertigo created by
the play within the play in Hamlet. In truth, The Murder of Gonzago, unlike
comparable moments in The Tempest, is a fully embedded and motivated
plot device that hardly arouses the metafictional and metaphysical response
Borges rather forces upon it unless one puts it beside Nietzsche’s remarks
in The Birth of Tragedy on Hamlet as the Dionysian hero who feels, with
superhistorical insight, the nausea of existence behind the phenomenal
world of appearances in which the action of the play takes place.” Such a
Nietzschean/Borgesian implication is enacted in the metafictional exposure
of Melquiades’s manuscript at the end of One Hundred Years of Solitude.
The personal illusions of the characters, and of the Buendias collectively,
may be understood within a more encompassing sense of the presentist illu-
sions that make up history at any time. For all three, the difficult art is to
live not without illusion but within it, while in Garcia Marquez’s case the
fictional enclosure also suggests the national and regional condition from
which the characters must escape.
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