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Nota de Apresentacao

Dando continuidade ao formato adoptado nas suas ultimas edigoes, o
numero 24 da revista Diacritica - Série Ciéncias da Literatura apresenta
um dossier tematico de abertura dedicado a Literatura Comparada.
Trata-se de um conjunto de onze ensaios que repdem as conferéncias
de reconhecidos investigadores internacionais ao X Coldquio de Outono
Comemorativo das Vanguardas, realizado na Universidade do Minho
entre 6 e 8 de Novembro de 2008, em simultineo com a VI Edi¢do do
Congresso Nacional da Associagio Portuguesa de Literatura Comparada.
Com apresentagio e coordenagao da Professora Ana Gabriela Macedo,
este dossier reflecte a actual abrangéncia dos problemas e dos debates
comparatistas, ao nivel quer dos conceitos quer das praticas, uma abran-
géncia responsavel pela configuragdo mutante e epistemologicamente
fluida deste ‘campo de estudos, mas também, por outro lado, pela sua
manifesta resisténcia a uma extingdo que convertesse o seu programa
humanista em definitivo objecto de nostalgia.

A seccao Viria recolhe a esperada colaboragdo dos investigadores
do CEHUM, bem como colaboragio externa. Alguns dos artigos que
aqui se acolhem foram produzidos no &mbito de um ciclo tematico de
seminarios CEHUM/Literatura dedicado ao Romance; outros ainda
reportam-se a conferéncias de professores e investigadores convidados,
proferidas no contexto de cursos de pos-graduagao.

Inclui-se, por fim, uma nova sec¢do de Entrevistas e o habitual
espago de Recensaes.



Com este numero da Diacritica inicia-se um modelo de revisao
cientifica por pares, cada vez mais importante na credibilizagao cien-
tifica das publicagdes e no acesso a uma indexacdo mais alargada. O
nosso agradecimento a todos os membros da Comissdo Redactorial
desta revista que aceitaram, a nosso pedido, o trabalho de reviséo.

Um agradecimento final a Rita Patricio, Coordenadora-Adjunta da
Linha de Ac¢ao de Ciéncias da Literatura do CEHUM, pela colaboragiao
prestada na preparagdo deste novo nimero.

Eunice Ribeiro
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LITERATURA COMPARADA

Cumplicidades Compatratistas: Origens / Influéncias / Resisténcias

A memoria de Margarida Losa






Introducao

A literatura dd voz ao ser humano no seu foro intimo

(Margarida Losa)

Tendo por base uma selecgdo dos textos apresentados no ambito do
VI Congresso da APLC/ X Coléquio de Outono do Centro de Estudos
Humanisticos, realizado na Universidade do Minho em Novembro de
2008, do qual estdao publicadas as Actas no site do CEHUM, este Dossier
pretende dar expressao e guardar a sua memoria viva nas paginas da
Revista Diacritica.

O referido Coloquio, intitulado Cumplicidades Comparatistas: [Com-
paratist Complicities: Origins/Influences/Resistance], foi na realidade um
evento duplo, ao assinalar e celebrar, por um lado, o centendrio das
Vanguardas historicas, perspectivando o seu alcance em pleno século
XXT e, por outro, ao propor-se reflectir sobre a Literatura Comparada
enquanto “espagco nomada do saber”, problematizando a sua caracteris-
tica amplitude de visdo e a sua peculiar metodologia, fundamentadas no
confronto, e nao na homogeneidade, na analise das tensdes, das diferen-
cas e das resisténcias, em suma, no didlogo interlinguistico e intercultu-
ral dos povos.

Os textos compilados neste Dossier reflectem sobre a diversidade
das cumplicidades comparatistas hoje, os limiares da disciplina, bem
como as resisténcias que se lhe opdem; oferecem um olhar critico
sobre as fronteiras cada vez menos estaveis da disciplina num mundo
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em crescente globalizagdo cultural e econdmica e a sua permanente
auto-interrogacao, aberta a uma constante redefini¢ao de paradigmas
criticos e da propria defini¢do do campo e objecto especificos do lite-
rario. Os novos desafios que a disciplina enfrenta face ao multicultura-
lismo, as novas literaturas emergentes e a rapida falibilidade das teorias
e da crenga em discursos universalistas e homogeneizantes, bem como
a assumida contaminagdo/polinizagao com outras disciplinas, outras
areas do saber, outras artes e outras metodologias hermenéuticas, sio
a tonica das reflexdes que aqui trazemos. Face aos discursos apocalip-
ticos sobre a pretensa “morte anunciada” da disciplina, este conjunto
de textos oferece um olhar critico e atento perante a crescente dester-
ritorializagdo da Literatura Comparada, a ansiedade face a inter e a
multidisciplinaridade, apelando, em contrapartida, a necessidade do
“conhecimento em rede”.

No que diz respeito as Vanguardas, tal como referido, propusemo-
nos no ambito deste Coloquio celebrar particularmente a efeméride
da publicagdo do primeiro Manifesto do Futurismo, no Le Figaro de
Paris, em Fevereiro de 1909, enquanto estética inegavelmente contro-
versa, porém catalisadora dos muitos “-ismos” que se lhe sucederam
ao longo do século XX. Estética que aliou a actividade provocatéria do
canone, a insurrei¢do da palavra; a exuberancia da “performance” artis-
tica e o experimentalismo mais ousado, a politica mais conservadora,
rompendo fronteiras e irrompendo no discurso “nostalgico” da “arte
do passado’, qual “bofetada no gosto ptiblico”, em expressao dos Cubo-
futuristas russos.

Assim sendo, este Dossier congrega uma diversificada, porém repre-
sentativa sumula de conceptualizacdes e analises dos temas que sucinta-
mente enumeramos, permitindo assim ao leitor da Diacritica ter acesso
privilegiado a algumas das mais estimulantes e provocatorias interven-
¢oes que tiveram lugar neste Coloquio que se quis plural.

O nosso reconhecimento aos Professores Manfred Schmeling, da
Universidade de Saarbriicken, a data Presidente da Associagdo Interna-
cional de Literatura Comparada/ International Comparative Literature
Association; Viviana Bosi, da Universidade de S.Paulo, Brasil; Lucia Bol-
drini, do Goldsmith College, Universidade de Londres; Jodo Ferreira
Duarte, da Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de Lisboa; Astradur
Eysteinsson, da University of Iceland; Isabel Capeloa Gil da FCSH,



Introdugao 1

Universidade Catolica Portuguesa; David Jackson, de Yale University,
Estados Unidos; Jean-Luc Joly; Paulo de Medeiros, de Utrecht Univer-
sity, Holanda; Bernard McGuirk, de Nottingham University, Inglaterra;
Eduardo Subirats de New York University.

Quero ainda referir que este Congresso, e como tal as publicagdes
dai resultantes, nao teriam de todo sido possiveis sem a estreita colabo-
ragdo dos membros da sua Comissdo Organizadora, particularmente da
Professora Maria Eduarda Keating, em articulagdo com a Direc¢ao da
APLC, assim como do apoio de todo o staff do CEHUM, funciondrias e
bolseiras, nomeadamente a Anabela Rato e a Andreia Silva.

Por ultimo, uma evocagao do Congresso de Literatura Comparada
organizado no Porto em Maio de 1995, pela entao Presidente da APLC,
Professora Margarida Losa, a cuja memoria este Dossier é dedicado,
pelo seu magistério e paixdo contagiante pela disciplina. Cito as suas
palavras da Nota de Abertura das Actas publicadas do Congresso (Lite-
ratura Comparada: Os Novos Paradigmas, Porto: APLC, 1996):

“Hoje em dia, quando se fala, por um lado, na aldeia global e, por outro,
na multiplicagdo dos conflitos regionais e na desagregacio das nacionalida-
des, a Literatura Comparada assume-se como veiculo privilegiado para a
manutengdo do didlogo entre todos. A cultura, o sonhar dos povos, persiste
para além das fronteiras geogrdficas e politicas. Muitas vezes estas estabe-
lecem-se em fungdo desses imponderdveis que tém a ver com a cultura e o
modo de se estar no mundo e de nos vermos e honrarmos a nés préprios. A
literatura dd voz ao ser humano no seu foro intimo. E uma forma de comu-
nicagdo intersubjectiva que passa pela intimidade do desejado, do temido,
do reprimido, do sacralizado em cada um de nés. (...) Nés somos nds, hoje
e aqui, mais a nossa histéria. Nés somos nds, aqui e agora, mais a nossa
literatura”.

Ana Gabriela Macedo
Directora do CEHUM






Foreword to the Dossier of Comparative Literature

VI NATIONAL CONFERENCE OF THE PORTUGUESE ASSOCIATION OF
COMPARATIVE LITERATURE
X AUTUMN COLLOQUIUM — A COMMEMORATION OF
THE HISTORICAL AVANTGARDE

Universidade do Minho, Braga - 6|8 November 2008

Comparatist Complicities: Origins/Influences/Resistance
Cumplicidades Comparatistas: Origens/Influéncias/Resisténcias

This Dossier published in the journal Diacritica contains a selection of
the major contributions that were offered by the speakers to the trien-
nial APLC Conference which took place at the Universidade do Minho,
in the city of Braga, simultaneously with the Autumn Colloquium which
is annually organised by CEHUM, the Humanities Research Centre at
UM. During this dual event APLC members as well as international
scholars and researchers were invited to join us in a journey of refle-
ction and discussion on a variety of crucial issues within Comparativism
today, alongside a commemoration of the centenary of the Historical
Avantgarde, namely Futurism. The following topics were suggested for
analysis and debate:

1 - Comparatist complicities, the limits and frontiers of the dis-
cipline; the redefinition of new strategies and new approaches in the
context of a growing cultural and economic globalization; the new cha-
llenges and forms of resistance
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the discipline is encountering in the face of e.g., emergent litera-
tures, multiculturalism, the rapid decaying of critical paradigms and the
(dis)belief in totalitarian and homogenising discourses.

2 - Comparative Literature as a discipline open to a permanent self-
interrogation of its field of studies and of its liminal spaces, through the
cross-fertilization with other disciplines and other hermeneutic metho-
dologies.

3 - The announced “death” of the discipline vis-a-vis discourses
of resistance in the context of the growing deterritorialization of criti-
cal thought, multidisciplinarity and the establishment of networks of
knowledge.

The structure of the conference comprehended plenary and sub-
plenary sessions; thematic panels [ a) Comparativism; complicities and
ruptures; b) The Avantgarde in a historical and transnational perspe-
ctive; ¢) Translation and Comparativism; d) Gender/Art/Performance;
e) Post-colonial Studies, Travel Literature and discourses of resistance];
and, finally, roundtables and exhibitions.

We believe this Dossier, though concise, gathers a highly diver-
sified and representative sample of some of the most intellectually
stimulating conceptualizations and analyses of the issues and debates
described above, thus allowing readers of CEHUM’s journal Diacritica
to have a privileged access to this plural Conference and to the diversi-
fied spectrum of “Comparatist Complicities” in today’s world.

We wish to thank warmly all the colleagues and researchers in the
field who generously corresponded to our appeal, who shared with us
their knowledge and expertise and contributed to this publication.

Finally, this Dossier is dedicated to the memory of Professor Marga-
rida Losa, a former President of the Associagdo Portuguesa de Literatura
Comparada, and one of the most passionate devotees of the discipline
and its never ending capacity of renewal.

Ana Gabriela Macedo



La notion de lI'influence et la mémoire (inter)
culturelle

Manfred Schmeling”

Not only literary subjects but categories and methods in literary criticism as
well are in a process of constant development. The term “influence” belongs not
only to the core concepts of deterministic theory in general but it also left its
distinct marks in the field of literary criticism. André Gide, for example, brings
to mind Goethe’s Wahlverwandtschaften in a lecture he gave in 1900 to illus-
trate his notion of the special relation between different cultures and different
authors. The term “influence’, however, proved to be obsolete during the last
decades. It was replaced by seemingly more “objective” terms like reception,
dialogicity, intertextuality or cultural memory.

I assume in this contribution that a text is basically never identical with
itself but always correlates with its precursors, other texts, other cultures and
so on. Modern and postmodern literature reinforces this relativism in its topics
by breaking down ethnological and cultural boundaries and thus creating an
intensive web of intertextual interdependencies. Hence we need new methods
of self-reflection — my considerations focus on the problem of the ‘intercul-
tural memory’ - in order to embrace the literary developments. Among others,
Mario Vargas Llosa’s novel LHomme qui parle (El hablador, 1987) will serve me
as an example.

&

Tout comme les sujets auxquels se référe la littérature, les catégories et

les méthodes des études littéraires sont intégrées a un processus évolutif
o s e .

permanent. La notion d“influence’ fait non seulement partie des termes

importants au sein des théories déterministes en général, il a également

" Professor of Comparative Literature, University Of Saarbriicken, Germany. ICLA President 2007-2010.
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laissé des traces évidentes dans la critique littéraire. Deés 1900, André
Gide évoque ainsi dans le cadre d'une conférence les Wahlverwands-
chaften, les Affinités électives de Goethe, afin d‘illustrer sa conception de
la relation particuliere entre les cultures et entre les auteurs. Je revien-
drai sur ce point. ‘Influence’ sest souvent révélé étre un terme obso-
lete au cours des derniéres décennies. Il a été remplacé par des notions
donnant au moins l'impression détre ‘objectives’: réception, dialogicité,
intertextualité ou mémoire culturelle.

Mes réflexions partent du principe quun texte nest en soi jamais
identique a lui-méme, mais présente toujours des rapports a des précur-
seurs, a dautres textes, a d‘autres cultures etc.. La littérature moderne
et postmoderne force ce relativisme par une ‘ethnologisation’ des the-
mes et par des imbrications intertextuelles intenses. Une nouvelle
auto-réflexion méthodique est ainsi nécessaire pour rendre justice a
I‘évolution littéraire — la problématique de la ‘mémoire interculturelle’
se trouve au centre de mes réflexions. Je prendrai notamment pour
exemple le roman de Mario Vargas Llosa publi¢ en 1987, El Hablador'
(LHomme qui parle, 1989 pour la traduction francaise?).

Jai évoqué le fait quaucun texte nest identique a lui-méme. Cha-
que production textuelle est confrontée a des influences qui transcen-
dent plus ou moins l'espace culturel duquel il est issu. Reconnaitre ce fait
constitue une des bases de toute activité comparatiste, car c'est du fait
que le texte soit placé sous I'influence d'une culture étrangere que l'inter-
prete ou critique acquiert sa légitimation méthodique en tant que com-
paratiste. Les représentants les plus fiables d‘une telle perspective sont
cependant les grands écrivains eux-mémes, qui nous transmettent dans
des discours théoriques ou de maniére implicite dans leur ceuvre fiction-
nelle un concept littéraire déterminé de maniére internationale, dans un
dépassement des frontieres, dans une perspective de littérature univer-
selle. Jirai jusqua affirmer: il n'existe aucune ceuvre uniquement placée
sous le signe d‘influences nationales. Admettre ou non les dépassements
de frontieres se rapporte uniquement a une décision méthodique.

1 Vargas Llosa, Mario: El Hablador, Madrid: Santillana Ediciones Generales, 2008 pour lédition
originale dont sont tirées les citations de cet article.

2 Vargas Llosa, Mario: L'Homme qui parle (trad.: Albert Bensoussan) Paris: Gallimard, 1987 pour
lédition frangaise dont sont tirées les traductions des citations en espagnol de cet article.
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André Gide est un important représentant de cette conception.
Pour commencer, je souhaiterais me référer a I'un de ses discours tenu
a Bruxelles en 1900 - De linfluence en littérature.> qui présente une
apologie de I'influence. “Il nest pas possible a ’homme de se soustraire
aux influences™, observe Gide. Il considere simultanément le phéno-
mene de I'influence comme une constante anthropologique, indépen-
damment de la maniére dont l'influence se présente. Il est intéressant
dans notre contexte que Gide, en-dehors des influences générales liées
notamment a une évolution biologique, au climat ou a I'intégration a un
contexte social, fasse valoir des facteurs individuels d‘influence. Il pense
entre autres au voyageur qui, se trouvant a I'étranger, est confronté a des
situations inhabituelles. Gide lui-méme est un représentant typique de
la curiosité culturelle: “cest la différence qui m’attire”, note-t-il dans son
journal intime. Attirance et intérét se complétent ainsi mutuellement.
Gide cite le roman de Goethe Les Affinités électives pour illustrer le fait
que l'influence poétique suppose aussi toujours une disposition dac-
cueil du coté du récepteur. Goethe avait eu recours, avec l'expression
“Affinités électives”, a une métaphore se rapportant au domaine de la
chimie afin de pouvoir mieux différencier les rapports sociaux entre les
protagonistes de son roman: “Goethes Verwendung des Wortes “Wahl-
verwandschaft’ in anderen Zusammenhidngen lafit darauf schlieflen,
daf3 er auch in seinem Roman mit dem Begriff zunéchst die zwischen-
menschlichen Prozesse der ‘Anziehung’ und ‘AbstofSung’ im Sinne von
Bevorzugung und Benachteiligung im Blick hat™

Gide utilise la méme image pour illustrer la relation entre les écri-
vains. Le poete peut choisir son influence, car “les influences agissent
par ressemblance” En d‘autres termes: il souligne la base dialectique de
sa théorie des influences, qui part simultanément de la ressemblance et
de la résistance productive. La biographie de Goethe serait I'histoire de
ses influences : “nationales avec Go6tz; moyenageuses avec Faust; grec-

3 Gide, André: “De linfluence en littérature” in Essais Critiques, Paris: Gallimard [Bibliothéque
de la Pléiade], 1999, p. 403-417.

Gide: “De l'influence en littérature”, p. 404.

5 Konrad, Susanne: Goethes Wahlverwandschaften und das Dilemma des Logozentrismus, Heidel-
berg: Winter, 1995, p. 248 (“Le fait que Goethe emploie le terme ‘affinité élective’ dans d‘autres
contextes nous laisse conclure qu‘avec cette notion, il a également en vue dans son roman les
processus d“attirance’ et de ‘rejet’ dans le sens de préférence et de répulsion” [Ma traduction]).

6 Gide: “De l'influence en littérature’, p. 406.
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ques avec les Iphigénies, italiennes avec le Tasse, etc.; enfin vers la fin de
sa vie encore, l'influence orientale (...)””

Le phénomeéne ‘Weltliteratur’ — ce n'est pas par hasard que Goethe
a diffusé ce terme - est la conséquence conceptuelle et pratique d‘une
notion de la littérature absorbant consciemment influences et relations.
Ces relations se rapportent notamment chez Gide a une réflexion autour
de la Bible, autour d‘auteurs antiques, autour de Goethe, de Dostojewski,
de Nietzsche etc...

Ce que Gide présente dans ce texte a propos de linfluence de
maniéere plus ou moins explicite, c'est la relation dialectique, c'est-a-
-dire constructive, entre le souvenir et l'oubli compris comme processus
culturel. Selon Gide, méme quand jai profondément enterré un livre ou
un auteur dans mon inconscient, quand je les ai oubliés, je suis soumis
au pouvoir du mot poétique que jai lu. Mais ce pouvoir est diffus, relatif,
jamais absolu. Enfin, Gide engage une réflexion autour du processus de
l‘évolution littéraire et autour des mécanismes et aspects psychologiques
delaccueil et du refus de I'influence. Il me semble particuliérement inté-
ressant qu‘il mette au méme niveau la peur de I‘influence et la faiblesse
poétique, la recherche d‘influences et la grandeur poétique. Cela nous
rappelle - métaphoriquement parlant - le roman familial de Freud avec
la relation pére-fils interprétée comme structure cedipale. Le fait est que
la théorie littéraire s'est laissée inspirer par cette constellation psycholo-
gique du roman familial.

On retrouve cette théorie littéraire par exemple dans l'ouvrage de
Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence. L'histoire littéraire, avec ses
“intra-poetic relationships”, y est en effet considérée comme une “family
romance”®. Peur de linfluence - il sagit de la cause psychologique
déclenchant l'effort poétique qui vise I'autonomie et la force. “Poetic his-
tory (...) is held to be in distinguishable from poetic influence, since
strong poets make that history by misreading one another, so as to clear
imaginative space for themselves.™

On trouve de ce fait chez Bloom une autre position que chez Gide.
Alors que Gide - qui est tout dabord poéte et non théoricien et croit
donc savoir de quoi il parle - considére [‘influence en tant que ferment
7 Gide: “De l'influence en littérature’, p. 411.

8 Bloom, Harold: The Anxiety of Influence, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973, p. 63.
9 Bloom: The Anxiety of Influence, p. 5.
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consciemment appliqué pour le propre processus de création, Bloom
part d'une attitude de rejet du poéte vis-a-vis de prédecesseurs ou de
contemporains; un rejet qu‘il justifie d'un point de vue psychanalyti-
que. Ce qui différencie donc Gide et Bloom, ce sont les conditions sur
lesquelles I‘influence poétique se base. En revanche, ils considérent tous
deux ‘influence comme un processus dialectique, qui de par I'apport du
poete recevant mene a des changements, a quelque chose de nouveau.

Au sein du débat théorique comparatiste, la catégorie de l‘influence
est toutefois rarement encore appliquée, parce quelle réduirait trop sa
perspective a des liens de causalité et & un positivisme pur.'” De nouvel-
les approches méthodiques, de nouveaux termes les ont relayé: on pen-
sera aux notions de “réception” (l'esthétique de la réception allemande
orientée vers le lecteur en était ici responsable), “polyphonie du mot”
(Michail Bachtin), “intertextualité” (Kristeva, Genette notamment) et
finalement “mémoire culturelle” (notion-clé en Allemagne avant tout en
raison des recherches de Jan Assmann).

Ce que je souhaitais suggérer de par ces réflexions préliminaires est
que, d‘un point de vue méthodique, le travail des comparatistes a acquis
en complexité. Mais je ne suis pas davis que la question des influences
ne doive, de ce fait, plus étre abordée. L'influence est une forme de rela-
tion dont l'existence se poursuit dans la littérature actuelle et au sein de
la réflexion interculturelle en général. Elle ‘se dissout’ et est en méme
temps conservé au sens hégélien du terme (“Aufthebung”) dans la caté-
gorie plus générale de la mémoire interculturelle, un terme relationnel
qui, hiérarchiquement parlant, est a établir en amont de notions comme
celles de l'influence, de la réception ou de lintertextualité.

La problématique des rapports entre les sciences culturelles et litté-
raires ont fourni de nouveaux contours a la méthodologie comparatiste
et, au sein de celle-ci, a la question concernant les formes de relation.
Je souhaiterais le démontrer en mappuyant sur un exemple, mais avant
cela encore une remarque fondamentale en quatre points:

Premiérement: les recherches culturelles ont, au cours des deux ou
trois dernieres décennies, beaucoup contribué a l'ouverture méthodique
de la Littérature comparée, au moins en Allemagne. Notre discipline

10 Cf. Moog-Griinewald: “Einflufl- und Rezeptionsforschung” in: Schmeling, Manfred (Ed.):
Vergleichende Literaturwissenschaft, Wiesbaden: Akademische Verlagsgesellschaft Athenaion,
1981, p. 49- 72, p. 50.
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ne devrait cependant pas se laisser trop instrumentaliser par la notion
d“études culturelles”, qui est vague et englobe de multiples aspects, mais
continuer a développer son autonomie, ses propres procédés et ques-
tionnements.

Deuxiemement: le sujet central doit - comme son nom, ‘littérature’
comparée, l'indique - rester la littérature, les textes paralittéraires inclus.
Cela est lié & une réflexion constante autour du statut de la littérature.
Son lien avec le monde extra-littéraire, avec dautres formes de produc-
tion culturelle, avec des développements historico-spirituels comme le
postmodernisme ou des phénomeénes structurels comme la mobilité ou
la globalisation. Troisiemement: la Littérature comparée commence la
ou l'aspect de la médiation littéraire et la dimension esthétique sont pri-
ses au sérieux. Si méme l'ethnologue parle du tournant littéraire dans
son activité dobserver les cultures (on pense ici - comme le fait Clif-
ford Geertz - a l'effort herméneutique, a la subjectivité de I'observateur),
combien plus subjectif, combien plus construit est alors le texte littéraire.
Et finalement, dans un quatriéme temps, le dépassement des frontiéres
culturelles et I'intermédialité doivent rester, du point de vue spécifique
de notre discipline, un critére d‘approche de la littérature.

Je souhaiterais inscrire mon intérét pour des formes littéraires et
esthétiques de médiation littéraire dans l'analyse d‘un exemple ayant ici
valeur d‘introduction (et vous allez constater que le littéraire et le cultu-
rel se recoupent dans ce cas) :

L'écrivain Mario Vargas Llosa, né au Pérou, renommé en Allema-
gne, a publié il y a vingt ans, comme nous lavons évoqué plus haut, le
roman El Hablador. Je me sers de ce roman comme pré-texte — dans le
double sens du mot.

Le roman décrit le voyage dun intellectuel péruvien (le narra-
teur), qui se trouve confronté en Amazonie a la culture de la tribu des
Machiguengas. C'est une exposition photographique a Florence qui lui
a donné Iidée de réaliser ce voyage - I nativi della foresta amazonica
-, qui, a la maniére d‘un roman pictural, raconte la vie des habitants
de la forét vierge. Il existe une autre instance médiatrice: le jeune com-
pagnon détudes du narrateur, Sall, dont les recherches et les récits
sont également theme du roman. Lauteur introduit plusieurs figures
de chercheurs qui viennent a la rencontre de la culture des indigenes:
ethnologues, anthropologues, linguistes et littéraires. Le texte reproduit
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ainsi la vision des scientifiques, mais cette version est simultanément
manipulée par le procédé de la fiction romanesque. Le lecteur avisé se
rend compte que Vargas Llosa est parfaitement au courant des théories
culturelles. La chronologie de I'histoire est sans cesse interrompue par
des évocations mythiques et par des tentatives narratives pour se rap-
procher le plus possible des indigeénes et de leurs meeurs. Ce rapproche-
ment a notammment lieu par I'intermédiaire du personnage de ‘conteur’
de la forét vierge, qui voyage de lieu en lieu et dans qui pouvoir et magie
seraient rassemblés.

La narration d’histoires seffectue ainsi a plusieurs niveaux dans le
roman et se rapporte a plusieurs sujets, de maniere telle qu’il se présente
sous de multiples perspectives et comme processus auto-thématique, en
tant que récit sur le récit. Raconter signifie dans ce cas plus que rappor-
ter des événements et que donner une forme esthétique a un récit de
voyages: il s‘agit véritablement une constante culturelle et pour ainsi dire
‘culturalisante, qui - dans le contexte des conteurs de ’Amazonie - se
présente comme un bien a préserver et protéger.

On observe de ce fait la dimension critique du roman, qui nous
confronte avec différentes oppositions: espace familier et étranger,
culture ancienne et moderne, le pur et I'hybride, global et local. Si jai
parlé d’anthropologie, cest aussi parce que ce roman, dans toute sa joie
narrative et son art de traduire la sensualité sur le plan littéraire - on y
apprend une multitude sur les rituels des tribus, sur la faune et la flore,
sur les états d’ivresse etc. — contient beaucoup de théorie et est abordé de
maniére extrémement constructiviste. Il fait partie de ces romans post-
modernes d’auteurs comme Rushdie, Chamoiseau, Djebar, Ben Jelloun
et bien d’autres, qui traduisent et mettent sur un plan esthétique le débat
sur les conflits intellectuels, culturels et politiques tel qu’il a été mené par
Derrida, Said, Clifford, Bhabba, Glissant etc. Lexcellent ouvrage sur les
Meétissages littéraires publié en 2005 sous la direction d” Yves Clavaron et
Bernard Dieterle" rend d’ailleurs tout a fait compte de cette “intrusion”
de la critique postcoloniale et postmoderne (pour ne pas dire: décons-
tructiviste) dans le domaine du romanesque.

Vargas Llosa provoque un choc entre civilisation européenne et
monde archaique, cela en introduisant tout d'abord le narrateur a la pre-

11 Clavaron, Yves; Dieterle, Bernard: Métissages littéraires: actes du XXXIIe congrés de la SLFGC, Saint-
-Etienne, 8-10 septembre 2004, Saint-Etienne: Publications de I’ Université de Saint-Etienne, 2005.
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miére personne dans 'univers de Dante (le narrateur visite la maison de
Dante a Florence), pour lenvoyer finalement en voyage vers les Machi-
guengas. Il agit a I'intérieur du roman avec des positions ethnologiques,
plus exactement avec des réflexions herméneutiques sur l'approche, la
maniére dapprocher la culture étrangere, par exemple: “Si cuestionaba a
los etnélogos, de quienes lo menos que se podia decir era que, con todas
las miopias que tuvieran, estaban perfectamente conscientes de la nece-
sidad de entender en sus propios términos la manera de ver el mundo de
los indigenas de la selva, 3 qué defendia Mascarita 27!

De ce fait Vargas Llosa souleve le probléme de lauthenticité du
savoir a propos de cultures étrangéres a la maniere d‘un leitmotiv. Ceci
rappelle la discussion dethnologues américains sur “la crise de la repré-
sentation”. Cherméneutique de Vargas Llosa, son concept de laltérité, se
fondent sur des aprioris cognitifs ainsi que sur des limitations : limites
d’une perspective, d’'une interprétation, d’'une transmission. Cest pour
cette raison que lon peut souvent relever le commentaire stéréotypé du
narrateur: “Eso es, al menos, lo que yo he sabido"

En outre, l'auteur met en ceuvre une multitude de formes de représen-
tation — photographie, journal de voyage, essai scientifique, études sur le
terrain, radio et télévision, notes de roman - pour distinguer celles-ci de la
tradition orale du récit d'histoires. Il s‘agit dans tous les cas de souvenir, de
réception et de conservation — se rapportant de ce fait a la dynamique de
la mémoire culturelle. Javais évoqué le fait que, dans L'Homme qui parle,
la mémoire culturelle est transportée entre autres par certains médias. Le
roman lui-méme constitue — en tant que genre littéraire — un médium
du souvenir. Y sont applicables les mémes préjugés épistémologiques et
critiques que pour les récits enchéssés, qui restent en fin de compte liés a
la réception subjective du narrateur: “lo que yo he sabido”.

Comme tout auteur, Vargas Lllosa est non seulement narrateur,
mais aussi lecteur. Sans parler d’ influence, I'intertextualité est facile-
ment repérable dans son oeuvre. Comme de nombreux auteurs, il sest
confronté a Franz Katka — dont l'oeuvre est souvent assimilée au réa-

12 Vargas Llosa: El Hablador, p. 44. (“S‘il mettait en question les ethnologues, dont le moins quon
puisse dire c'est qu'en dépit de toute leur myopie ils étaient parfaitement convaincus de la néces-
sité de comprendre dans leurs propres termes la fagon de voir le monde des indigénes de la
forét, que défendait donc Mascarille?”, p. 43)

13 Vargas Llosa: EI Hablador, p. 209, p. 216, p. 223 etc. (“C'est, du moins, ce que jai appris’, p. 223,
p- 230, etc.).
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lisme magique. Dans le cas présent, Vargas Llosa utilise La Métamor-
phose pour décrire une rencontre — plutot grotesque — entre les cultures.
La métamorphose de Gregor Samsa en scarabée est métamorphosée
de nouveau, dans 1épisode au cours duquel l'auteur transpose ce méme
motif dans la forét vierge, et la présente comme le réve du conteur Tasu-
rinchi. Gregor-Tasurinchi, ainsi nommé apres la métamorphose, incarne
la fusion de deux mondes éloignés d‘un point de vue géographique, lan-
gagier et mental. Le mythe occidental de la métamorphose, véhiculé par
de nombreux auteurs allant de Ovide a Vargas Lllosa est incorporée aux
mythes des aborigénes. La mémoire littéraire est de ce fait enchassée
dans la mémoire culturelle, faisant fusionner une oeuvre de la Weltlite-
ratur avec la tradition du récit oral des Indiens dAmazonie.

Je souhaiterais aborder ici quelques éléments supplémentaires du texte
de Vargas Llosa et les placer dans le contexte d'une Littérature comparée,
comme je la comprends du point de vue de sa méthode et de son contenu.

Culture et texte / culture comme texte

Le texte de Vagas Llosa est, en tant que produit matériel et esthétique, non
seulement l'expression dune et de la “culture”, mais il se rapporte a une
réflexion intense a propos de la culture, c'est-a-dire & une réflexion sur les
rites, les mythes, les médias etc. De méme, il aborde les questions métho-
diques concernant la transmission de la culture, la médiation culturelle.
Le romancier confirme indirectement lopinion actuellement répandue
que la notion de ‘culture] tout comme celle de ‘mémoire; doit étre consi-
dérée comme une construction discursive'. Dautre part, il soutient dans
une certaine mesure la thése de la “culture comme texte”, qui, depuis les
recherches de Stephen Greenblatt et Clifford Geertz instaure une nouvelle
proximité entre les études culturelles et les études littéraires. ‘Compren-
dre’ et décrire la culture signifient dans une certaine mesure que l'ethno-
logue emprunte a la méthode du spécialiste en littérature. Inversement, la
notion de ‘texte’ des études littéraires se trouve ici généralisée, nayant plus
beaucoup a voir avec le concept philologique traditionnel.

La thése de la culture comme texte (qui, en raison des dimensions
rhétoriques de la description est également qualifiée de “linguistic turn”)

14 Voir Niinning, Ansgar; Niinning, Vera (Ed.): Einfiihrung in die Kulturwissenschaften, Stuttgart:
Metzler, 2008, p. 8.
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fait partie des composantes les plus importantes des fondements théori-
ques des études culturelles. Notre exemple de roman peut tout a fait étre
considéré comme miroir, reflet littéraire des théorémes correspondants.
En dautres termes: Le texte constitue, dans un sens traditionnel, une
‘mimesis’ de la pratique culturelle. Lapproche se réalise ici, ainsi que je
ai démontré par mes analyses du text, dans un acte de déchiftrage et
d‘interprétation.

Mais précisons : c'est bien un roman que nous lisons — et non un
essai théorique! Mes réserves vis-a-vis de certaines approches théori-
ques proviennent d’'un paradoxe: On reconnait certes la littérarité des
perspectives ethnologiques ou anthropologiques, mais en revanche on
délaisse souvent la dimension esthétique des textes littéraires, en parti-
culier des textes de fiction. Je dirais quion ne va pas assez loin et que 'on
analyse les textes correspondants avant tout en partant d'un point de
vue thématique, c'est-a-dire en se rapportant a leurs thémes culturels.

Car le romancier peut sautoriser des libertés, par exemple en ce qui
concerne les aspects formels du texte. Alors que la littérarité de 'anthro-
pologue posséde davantage le statut d‘'une métaphore, l'anthropologie du
romancier reste, ne serait-ce que pour des raisons ontologiques, une fic-
tion. En ce qui me concerne, je ne me risquerais pas a prendre un vol pour
IAmérique du Sud, un roman a la main comme seul guide pour chercher
le conteur de la forét vierge. Dautre part, le récit littéraire peut, comme il
prend comme sujet 'homme ou 'humanité tout a fait étre évalué comme
une forme d'expression anthropologique parmi d‘autres. Mais les ouvres
de fiction sont soumis a des conditions particuliéres. Si I'hypothése de la
fictionnalité se confirme pour l'ethnologie ou I'anthropologie, lon consi-
derera le roman de Vargas Llosa comme fiction d‘une fiction.

Et cest la que m'intéressent les critéres esthétiques de cette double
transmission. J'avais déja signalé que Lhomme qui parle est bati sur le
principe de la médiation multiple. Est raconté ce qui est raconté ce qui
est raconté... Il sagit d'un roman vraiment polyphonique. Le narrateur
a la premiére personne reproduit en partie les recits des autres protago-
nistes, des chercheurs en particulier. Cest-a-dire nous avons a faire a des
narrateurs au deuxieme degré. Il déclare a un passage du roman: “inven-
tadas por mi, las voces de los habladores desafinaban”!® Cette problé-
matique de la transmission se rapporte aussi a un probleme méthodique

15 Vargas Llosa: El Hablador, p. 122 (“Inventée par moi, la voix des hommes détonnait”, p. 124).
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dans la maniére d’aborder des textes interculturels dans leur ensemble,
comme je souhaite a présent le soulever.

Mémoire culturelle

Jai parlé d’influence, de réception, de texte culturel. Dans ce contexte
il est utile de faire appel & une autre notion centrale pour la recherches
dans les sciences humaines, celui de la mémoire. Les noms de Maurice
Halbwachs'®, Pierre Nora'’, Jan Assmann'® ou encore Aleida Assmann®
constituent les outils indispensables de toute théorie de la mémoire. Dans
le cadre d‘une approche littéraire, il suffit de mentionner quelques aspects
du sujet. Jan Assmann différencie la mémoire culturelle de la mémoire
communicative. La premiere, donc la mémoire culturelle, fonctionne
de maniére rétrospective et concerne le caractere formé et organisé des
savoirs culturels et de la transmission culturelle. La seconde, cest-a-dire
la mémoire communicative, nait des interactions quotidiennes entre les
individus ou entre les groupes et se rapporte a un horizon temporel qui
évolue sans cesse. Et cest ici que nous revenons a Vargas Llosa. Var-
gas Llosa évoque la mémoire culturelle d'une maniére explicite lorsqu’il
compare les conteurs irlandais, les “Seanchai’, et les conteurs du peuple
Menchiguenga a un niveau structuel et fonctionnel. Je cite le narrateur :
tous deux ont été, dit-il “misteriosamente tocado por la varita magica de
la sabiduria y el arte de contar, de recordar, de reinventar y enriquecer
lo ya contado a los largo de los siglos, un mensajero de los tiempos del
mito y de la magia [...]”* La différence entre I'Irlandais et le conteur de
la forét vierge est la suivante: le premier est un aubergiste ordinaire, que
les hotes écoutent “en el calor humoso de un pub™?, le deuxieme est le
représentant d'une culture menacée d'extinction.

16 Halbwachs, Maurice: Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire, Paris: Alcan, 1925.

17 Nora, Pierre: Les lieux de mémoire, Paris: Gallimard, 2008.

18 Assmann, Jean: Das kulturelle Geddchtnis. Schrift, Erinnerung und politische Identitdt in friithen
Hochkulturen, Miinchen: Beck, 2008.

19 Assmann, Aleida: Erinnerungsrdume. Formen und Wandlungen des kulturellen Geddchtnisses,
Miinchen: Beck, 2006.

20 Vargas Llosa: El Hablador, p. 183 (“mystérieusement touché[s] par la baguette magique et la
sagesse et l'art de raconter, de rappeler, de réinventer et d'enrichir ce qui a déja été conté au cours
des siécles, un messager du temps des mythes et de la magie [...]”, p 189).
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Vargas Llosa: El Hablador, p. 183 (“dans la chaleur enfumée d‘un pub’, p. 189).
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La théorie de la mémoire décrit ce processus dialectique entre
réception et production nouvelle ainsi: Les textes sont d‘une part des
accumulateurs de sens culturel, dautre part également leurs générateurs.
“Das Gedéchtnis ist mithin kein passiver Speicher, sondern ein kom-
plexer Textproduktionsmechanismus.” ** Ceci me rappelle la notion de
Pinfluence dans la définition que Gide avait proposé et qui visait la part
active de lécrivain influencé.

Dans notre contexte concret, il sagit de récits oraux qui font partie
d’une pratique culturelle profondément ancrée dans la vie humaine. Le
récit en général et le récit littéraire en particulier sont eux-mémes des
formes du souvenir. En tant que reconstruction du passé (et ce n'est pas
un hasard si le roman de Vargas Llosa est simultanément une autobio-
graphie fictive), le souvenir est fortement modelé par les moyens for-
mels du récit. On aboutit a des sélections, a des perspectives subjectives,
a des variations rhétoriques. Raconter, c'est un combat contre l'oubli,
voir un combat contre la mort! Le rapport entre loubli et la mort est un
motif littéraire ancien : Lethe est le fleuve de l'oubli...

Mémoire littéraire

Au fil de ma lecture de Vargas Llosa, jai parlé de culture, de narration,
de textes, de mémoire culturelle. J‘ai également souligné la valeur des
médias. Le livre, et par la la littérature, ne constitue qu'un média parmi
tant d’autres. Néanmoins, tant que la discipline des études littéraires exis-
tera, le texte littéraire sera placé au centre de notre attention. Comme le
texte est lobjet de notre désir, la problématique de la mémoire concerne
nécessairement la mémoire littéraire. Genette regroupe cela, comme
nous le savons tous, sous la notion de palimpseste qui, hormis la notion
de stockage, est une des métaphores les plus en vogue dans la vaste méta-
phorique du souvenir. C'est surtout au sein la théorie poststructuraliste
que l'intertextualité est comprise comme la mémoire de la littérature.
(On pensera par exemple a Julia Kristeva en France, a la slaviste Renate
Lachmann en Allemagne) Dans ce contexte, c'est [écrivain qui préserve

22 Lachmann, Renate: “Kultursemiotischer Prospekt, in: Haverkamp, Anselm (Ed.): Memoria.
Erinnern und Vergessen. Poetik und Hermeneutik XV, Miinchen 1993, p. XVII-XXVII, p. XXVII.
(“La mémoire ne se rapporte pas uniquement a un enregistrement passif, mais a un mécanisme
complexe de production textuelle”” [Ma traduction]).
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et transmet la mémoire culturelle. Notre texte de Vargas Llosa séduit
parce quil illustre la théorie de la mémoire de facon exemplaire. Pres-
que tous les médias culturels sont abordés dans ce roman,. Les médias
du domaine littéraires sont fortement différenciés. Sont mentionnés le
journal intime, des notes pour un roman en train de sécrire, le récit oral
etc. De par ces catégories de genres et de discours, cest la littérature en
tant que ‘systéme’ qui est évoquée ici (je pense ici a la notion allemande
de ‘Systemreferenz, comprarable avec le terme de l“architexte’ chez
Genette). Simultanément des reminiscences littéraires concretes appa-
raissent dans le texte: les oeuvres de Dante, Cervantes et Kafka entrent
en concurrence avec des écrits anthropologiques. Ceci est reflété par les
lectures des protagonistes — et donc celles de 'auteur. La rencontre entre
les cultures, lexpérience de l‘altérité culturelle en particulier, se réalisent
par I'intermédiaire des lectures. La confrontation provoque une énergie
propre a engendrer une nouvelle production esthétique. Plus les cultures
sont différentes, plus la tension est forte, dans un sens structurel comme
dans un sens psychologique.

Et cest la que la Littérature comparée prend toute sa place, en tant
que procédé méthodique. Elle vient a la rencontre de la notion de culture
qui, comme comme Claude Lévi-Strauss 1a formulé, “est employée pour
regrouper un ensemble décarts significatifs”>. C'est une chose de mener
une discussion théorique sur Bhabba et sa conception de 'instabilité
fondamentale de la culture - a ['opposé des cultures en tant queentités -,
et c'est une autre chose de se placer face a la réalité interculturelle, cest-
-a-dire de réaliser la différence, lécart entre les cultures. “Trotz ihrer
manifesten Inhomogenitét, Hybriditat und Offenheit beziehen wir uns
in der Praxis weiterhin auf Kulturen als einheitliches Grofigebilde** Je
ne dissimule pas que, personnellement, cette conception de A. Assmann
me convient parfaitement, parce quelle contribue a ce que I'idée de la
différence (avec e — et non pas avec le a a la Derrida!) gagne en profil,
cela donc, dont nous avons justement besoin pour pouvoir “comparer”.
Si Lhomme qui parle de Vargas Llosa présente le paradigme typique
d’un récit postcolonial, du fait que auteur s‘appuie volontier sur ['hybri-

23 Lévi-Strauss, Claude: Anthropologie structurale, Paris: Plon, 1958, p. 325.

24 Assmann, Aleida: Einfithrung in die Kulturwissenschaft, Berlin 2006, p.9 (“Malgré leur hétéro-
généité, leur hybridité et leur ouverture manifeste, nous continuons & nous référer en pratique
a des cultures en tant que grand organisme ordonné” [Ma traduction]).
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dité culturelle, cette hybridisation devient justement possible grace aux
contrastes socio-culturels, aux hiérarchies et aux différences. Et si Var-
gas Llosa opere a un moment donné une fusion de deux personnages, de
Gregor Samsa, européen, et de Tasurinchi, amazonien, pour en faire un
seul protagoniste auquel 'auteur donne le nom Gregor-Tasurinchi, cette
construction synthétique ne se réalise pas par hasard sur un plan pure-
ment orinique. Lécrivain algérien Assia Djebar a tenté dans Les nuits
de Strasbourg (1997)* une symbolique comparable, cela en caractérisant
I'amour interculturel, mais irréalisable entre une femme algérienne et un
Alsacien avec le néologisme hybride “alsagérie”. Nous sommes confron-
tés a des processus semblables dans de nombreux romans postcoloniaux,
par exemple dans le roman Texaco de Patrick Chamoiseau®. La création
de tels compromis langagiers refléte la problématique de I'expérience de
l‘altérité et le déchirement culturel a un niveau esthétique.

Constructivisme esthétique

Pour finir je souhaiterais brievement évoquer un dilemme de I'approche
comparatiste de textes qui traitent de conflits interculturels. Certains spé-
cialistes des études culturelles négligent souvent le potentiel esthétique
de ces textes. Les romans sont souvent uniquement considérés comme
véhicules d'information dans le cadre d‘une action de transfert culturel.
Ce nest pas parce que l'on rappelle le caractére littéraire de textes litté-
raires que l'on doit déja étre considéré comme conservateur. Japprécie
beaucoup les textes postcoloniaux parce quils jaillissent justement de
la pensée et de l'esthétique postmoderne. Dans ces ceuvres, les concepts
d’interculturalité, d’hybridisation et de métissage représentent non seu-
lement des points de vue idéologiques mais prennent forme esthétique-
ment. Une systématisation de I'approche poétique de tels textes — dont le
roman de Vargas Llosa fait partie - me semble utile.
Les objets de recherche sont par exemple:

1) la notion de littérature implicite de lauteur (que l'on peut égale-
ment confronter a des déclarations explicites). I est évident que les textes
qui choisissent une perspective interculturelle ou postcoloniale possédent

25 Djebar, Assia: Les Nuits de Strasbourg, Arles: Actes Sud, 2007.
26 Chamoiseau, Patrick: Texaco, Paris: Gallimard, 1992.
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un arriére-plan théorique ou programmatique for¢ant l'ouverture struc-
turelle de 1écriture. Les passages entre conscience littéraire et conscience
culturelle, entre culture archaique et culture moderne, entre perspective
nationale et internationale déterminent le degré de l'ouverture de la forme
esthétique (On pensera aux Versets Sataniques de Rushdie).

2) I‘attitude narrative comme moyen de médiation entre les cultures.
Plus que par un seul point of view technique des perspectives narratives se
réalisent dans le face-a-face de ce qui est familier ou étranger, de l‘identité
et de l'altérité, de points de vue ethnocentriques ou hybrides. Y est souvent
liée la forme particuliére de la réflexivité du récit ainsi qu‘une mise en ques-
tion critique de la perspective de perception.

3) l'intertextualité transculturelle : ce domaine de poétique intercul-
turelle est particuliérement complexe et se référe a toutes les formes du
transfert de textes au-dela de la frontiére d‘un espace culturel défini. Les
relations intertextuelles reproduisent de maniére emblématiques la fagon
dont les cultures dialoguent les unes avec les autres, fusionnent les unes
avec les autres, et luttent les unes contre les autres.

4) l'intermédialité transculturelle: ce qui est valable pour les textes l'est
aussi pour les médias visuels (pour laisser de c6té la musique). Le roman
de Jorge Semprun La Montagne blanche? constitue l'exemple concret de la
fonction interculturelle des images dans le cadre d'un musée imaginaire. La
dimension paratextuelle des images n'est pas non plus négligeable.

5) la langue étrangere: Le roman de Vargas Llosa ne se contente pas
de traiter encore et encore de la rencontre avec la culture étrangere (les
anthropologues et les linguistes travaillent ensemble), il laisse aussi le lec-
teur prendre part a la langue des indigénes, a leurs productions lyriques et
a leurs chants. Nos protagonistes, cest-a-dire les chercheurs se mettent a
déchiffrer des enregistrements sur bande magnétique : “Opampogyakyena
shinoshinonkarintsi. Me estd mirando la tristeza”?*

6) la perception de 'Autre en relation avec les genres littéraires: lap-
proche littéraire de cultures étrangéres peut aboutir a la constitution de
genres littéraires. Les parcours de vie interculturels mettent ainsi en cause
la forme de la biographie fictive, de l'autobiographie ou du récit de voyages.
On trouve également des traces de la tradition du roman d‘apprentissage
dans la littérature traitant de la migration économique (particuliérement
répandue en Allemagne).

7) les stéréotypes culturels : lanalyse des stéréotypes constitue un
domaine de travail pour soi. La maniére de traiter les stéréotypes ethni-

27 Semprun, Jorge: La Montagne blanche, Paris: Gallimard, 2002.

28 Vargas Llosa: El Hablador, p. 98 (“Opampogyakyena shinoshinonkarintsi. Me regarde la tris-
tesse”, p. 100).
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ques et les constructions imagologiques semblables est toujours soumis a
des stratégies esthétiques. La littérature fictive postcoloniale esquisse par
exemple des formes de distanciation, relativisation et d’ironisation, afin de
rendre justice a sa mission critique. On laisse les protagonistes se précipiter
dans le piege des préjugés pour pouvoir ensuite mieux instruire le lecteur
et éclairer son jugement.

Mon énumération de recherches comparatistes démontre que le tra-
vail de mémoire sur un terrain interculturel est particuliérement com-
plexe. Une Littérature comparée qui élargirait sa notion textuelle dans le
sens qui a été décrit ici, semble la plus @ méme de rendre justice a cette
complexité. Il y a plus d’'un siécle quAndré Gide a évoqué I'importance
des influences individuelles et culturelles. Et il a souligné leur valeur
productive dans l‘évolution de la littérature.

Alépoqueactuelle de mobilité et de globalisation et en tenant compte
des nouvelles théories sur la mémoire, sa conception de l'influence
mérite — ce que nous avons tenté — détre repensée.



Working Across Borders
Reflections on Comparative Literature and
Translation

Astradur Eysteinsson”

This article discusses the place, practice and languages of Comparative Litera-
ture from a number of angels - theoretical, institutional and autobiographical.
The author links the inevitable presence of the concept of world literature in
international, comparative literary scholarship with the various ways in which
Comparative Literature constitutes a scene of translation. Those who pursue
Comparative Literature in their respective vernacular languages are not only
dependent upon translated texts, but are themselves working across borders,
their teaching and writing involving acts of translating ideas, concepts, contexts
into their local culture. While this activity manifests the reciprocity of academic
practice and cultural value (including the value of local languages), it also raises
important questions about the connection between scholarly recognition and
the language of expression/publication.

&

What is Comparative Literature? I have been trying to answer this ques-
tion ever since I was about to complete my BA-degree in German and
English at the University of Iceland more than 30 years ago. I was look-
ing for a way to continue working with both these foreign languages at
graduate level, and found out that there were a couple of British uni-
versities which allowed me to do so under the rubric of “Comparative

Professor of Comparative Literature and Dean of the School of Humanities, University of Ice-
land, Reykjavik, Iceland.
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Literature” So I went on to pursue and complete my MA at the University
of Warwick, and later, following a two-year period of doctoral studies
(in German, English and Nordic literature) at the University of Cologne
in Germany, I finished my doctorate in the Comparative Literature pro-
gramme at the University of Iowa in the United States.

I recall, looking back to those student days, that the simplest con-
versation with anyone outside the narrow confines of literary academia
quickly revealed that I had undertaken to study something unduly
abstruse and murky - a field that might appear like the alchemy of the
humanities. It was probably my wavering, mid-Atlantic accent (then,
and probably still, lost, I guess, somewhere between Iceland and New-
foundland), which lead some, once I had told them what I was study-
ing, to reply: “Competitive Literature?“ — sometimes, it dawns on me in
retrospect, with an inquisitive hopeful glint in their eyes. “Comparative”
may have been a letdown, once the thought of competitiveness had been
stirred, although one would think that you needed comparison to be
competitive.

But then - and in other cases - came the question, that many in
this field are familiar with: “What do you compare?” This gave rise to a
number of hmmss, and aahhhs, and a “well” and “actually” - and then
perhaps: “you see, not necessarily Balzac and Dickens, or Rilke and Eliot,
although that in itself is of course interesting .., and what followed was
a vague description of what would somewhat later be generally called
“literary theory” — by which time in the conversation one had already
lost the full attention of the inquirer, who might have reacted vigorously
had I somehow managed to alight squarely on “Icelandic literature” or
the “American novel’, or another term opening a convenient door for a
culturally minded non-specialist in literary matters.

What do you compare? An interesting answer might have been “lit-
erature and art” or “theory and practice” - but those are the kind of
answers that come to you long after the fact, and might have sounded a
little heavy-handed or highbrow in the circumstances, while they seem
wholly reasonable to someone who has worked in this strange field for
a fair amount of time. In what follows I am inevitably guided or mis-
guided by theories of comparative literature, but I shall try to track its
practice, as it has taken shape in my case and from my point of view.
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Legitimation and Parameters

I was lucky, having completed my PhD, to land in job at my native alma
mater, the University of Iceland, which has a separate section of Com-
parative Literature (or General Literary Studies as it is called there), that
is to say an independent department (not a programme with people
from various “national” departments jointly appointed). It is not a big
department, there are only five full-time faculty members, plus adjunct
faculty, postdocs and doctoral students who also teach. But new units
have emerged out of Comparative Literature: Translation Studies, Film
Studies and Cultural Studies, which from the start have been inter-
disciplinarily linked with Comparative Literature in forming a grow-
ing faculty cluster which is now called “Comparative Cultural Studies”
(together with Art History, General Linguistics and Sign Language).

I'm going to allow myself to discuss this at once in institutional and in
part autobiographical terms, since after twenty years in my department
- including several years as chair — I have for the time being accepted a
new post at my university, a full-time administrative position as Dean of
Humanities, and some of the issues I'd like to raise here today are ones
that I am taking with me from Comparative Literature into this new job
- and not only this job, for I have also been for some time the chair of
the board of University of Iceland Press. (It should emerge later in this
essay how these different tasks of mine relate to one another.)

I did not have to become dean to ask myself: How does one legiti-
mate the field of Comparative Literature? It comes with the territory
— or should I say with the no-man’s land - of Comparative Literature
to tackle that question, in both institutional and cultural terms (for in
practice the two are not always one and the same). What is the mission
of Comparative Literature, its aims and goals, and, indeed, where are
its parameters? ... For it does not have the “natural” borders of literary
scholarship within the languages as they are taught at university level.
Indeed, the field may seem harder to justify than the language depart-
ments. As scholarship looking beyond the language and culture of
national identity and national borders, Comparative Literature is in fact
often seen as an institutional luxury - and therefore by some authori-
ties as “fat” that can be cut. It is true that the freedom one enjoys in a
separate Comparative Literature department can give one quite a ruse,
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and I do not deny that I have enjoyed the freedom of working in such a
department. But, as the saying goes, with freedom comes responsibility,
and there has to be - even more than in other cases - a strong reason
for such a flexible field to exist (at the risk of sounding like a born-again
administrator).

The three basic parameters of the field of Comparative Literature as
I see it, after thirty years as a student, instructor and researcher, are as
follows:

1) World literature. There are times when I have tried to avoid this con-
cept — and it is problematic in many ways — but ultimately there is no way
around it.

2) General literary methodology and scholarship; and, more broadly,
literary theory — not limited to whatever respective native literature and in
fact also constantly opening up into other aesthetic fields and the broad
vistas of Cultural Studies. This parameter is in itself not specific to Com-
parative Literature, but assumes new dimensions in its interplay with the
other two.

3) The local cultural context, including and involving translation in
various senses of that term.

This tripartite scheme is put down in full awareness of the simplifi-
cations involved, and perhaps it needs to be undermined immediately,
for instance in the face of the historical dimensions and criss-crossings
of and between all three parameters (but for precisely that reason I do
not want to pull history, for instance literary history, out as a separate
strand. Moreover, no literary theory stands the test of time - of history
- without the practice of literary analysis. And literary analysis is a basic
element of comparison, not least the inevitable comparison involved in
every act of translation. On the other hand, the idea was not to try to
embrace literary studies in toto, although it is true that no aspect of liter-
ary studies is ultimately excluded from Comparative Literature.

Comparative Literature and the Local Culture

Once I had settled into my job as a teacher within Comparative Lit-
erature, I soon realized that one of the defining elements of my work
was the fact that most of my teaching and that of my colleagues in the
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department took place in Icelandic.! We sometimes have visiting and
part-time lecturers who teach in English, and if we teach courses in col-
laboration with the English department, they are taught in English, but
the primary language of Comparative Literature in Iceland is Icelan-
dic. Thus our courses in foreign literature are mostly taught in Icelan-
dic (again, the courses within Comparative Literature, not the foreign
language departments?®). The reading material is often in translation,
frequently in English translation — but in most cases the instructor will
have access to the original language and feed his knowledge of that lan-
guage and the original texts into what becomes in part a dynamic scene
of translation work (sometimes moving between three languages). The
same is true of the registering of the critical and theoretical material,
much of which is read in a foreign language (in English, the Scandina-
vian languages, occasionally German or French), but discussed and put
into practice in the local language — which also means that it is appro-
priated, rethought, recontextualized. To be sure, a number of important
foreign theoretical texts already exist in Icelandic translation, and others
are in the process of being translated by Icelandic scholars, even by the
students themselves in the final stages of their studies.

This is what I call borderline work, or working across borders. It is
probably a widespread academic practice internationally, to the point
that it may be the strongest argument for the reciprocity and mutual
dependence of translation (and therefore Translation Studies) and
Comparative Literature. This involves translation in various senses of
that term - ranging from terminological translation to the discussion
and analysis of foreign literature in the local language, in which the dis-
cussion itself constitutes both criticism and translation. But this may of
course also entail translation proper, the actual practice of translating
texts from one language to another, or the critical examination of such
transfer. Criticism and translation are hermeneutically related activi-
ties, and a critical scrutiny of how a work moves from one language to
another often opens up the respective work in fascinating ways.

1 Comparative Literature was initiated as an undergraduate programme (toward the BA degree)
at the University of Iceland in 1971; instruction at the graduate level did not start until 1995.

2 There are certainly variations in this system; for instance in the form of collaboration with other
departments (in certain courses, therefore, some students may read works in the original while
others access them in translation).
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Teaching Comparative Literature courses in the vernacular comes
at a certain cost, for as a result one does not get as many foreign stu-
dents as one would like, students that might come if the teaching pro-
gramme were conducted in English. Ultimately this all boils down to
questions of academic and cultural value and ideology; including ques-
tions about the ways in which we perceive our connections to the local
culture — which could be called a native culture, but is in fact a hybrid
culture shaped by its location (geographic, social, historical, and what
not). Hence, a course or seminar in Comparative Literature focusing on
any number of foreign literary works, critical texts and theories, none
of which come out of or refer to Iceland, nonetheless comes to have a
bearing on Icelandic literary culture if it is takes place in Iceland, with
students from the local communities - especially, I would hazard to say,
if it is taught in Icelandic.

Comparative Literature, from this vantage point, is not a no-man’s
land. It is a cross-cultural and transnational way of approaching, enjoy-
ing, and working with literary and other cultural texts (including visual
signs) which link with the local scene wherever it may be. It can even
be seen as a way of infiltrating that culture (it could be characterized
alternately as a border station that systematically lets in goods, and a
wild zone where goods are smuggled across the border). It is a mode
of rereading the local culture through foreign spectacles, while staying
aware of the ways in which the local may bend the “universal’, to express
in the simplest terms the many and complex interactions between the
local and the universal, explored for instance by Claudio Guillén in his
book about Comparative Literature (Guillén, 1993).

The Challenges of Translation

Such borderline work, both as concerns the use of published transla-
tions and the act of teaching Comparative Literature courses in the ver-
nacular, implies a certain faith in translation as a form of cultural and
aesthetic expression. This goes against the grain of much traditional
academic sentiment, for translation has often had a hard life within both
language departments and the departments and programmes of Com-
parative Literature.
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To be sure, within language departments, translation has tradition-
ally been used as a teaching tool, but one that many see as old-fashioned.
And translated literature has generally been considered secondary or even
peripheral in unilinguistic spheres, as is amply manifested in countless
examples of native literary histories in the various languages, where trans-
lated literature — and along with it a significant part of the literary culture
of the respective language and country - has generally been ignored.

Judging by the “state of the art” reports on Comparative Literature as
an academic discipline in the United States (commissioned by the Amer-
ican Comparative Literature Association, first in 1965 and again in 1975
and 1993), translation has traditionally also been seen as a poor relation
in that part of the literary academy. The Levin Report from 1965 has this
benign message: “We need not be too much concerned with the problem
of foreign literature in translation, if we distinguish clearly between such
courses and courses in Comparative Literature; and if the latter courses
include a substantial proportion of work with the originals, it would be
unduly puristic to exclude some reading from the more remote languages
in translation” (in Bernheimer, 1993: 23). The Green Report from 1975
finds that “at the undergraduate level, the most disturbing recent trend
is the association of Comparative Literature with literature in transla-
tion” It goes on to say that the instructor of such problematic courses
needs to have read the respective works in the originals, which sounds
fair enough until we are told that by frequent references to the original
he should make the students reading the translation “aware of the incom-
pleteness of their own reading experience” (in Bernheimer, 1993: 35). If
Comparative Literature can be playfully characterized as the alchemy of
the humanities, translation can apparently be quite seriously categorized
as an alchemical practice that undermines Comparative Literature and
even culture in general. False gold all the way.

But we have come a long way since this was written - in fact, 1975
also saw the publication of a book by a major comparatist, After Babel
by George Steiner, in which translation is prominently placed on the
hermeneutic stage. Steiner was in part inspired by Walter Benjamin’s
key essay, “Die Aufgabe des Ubersetzers” (“The Task of the Translator”),
which has influenced many other scholars in recent decades, includ-
ing Derrida, who pays homage to it in the translation essay “Des Tours
de Babel” (Derrida, 1985). Derrida’s overall contribution to the herme-
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neutic sciences may serve as a reminder of the ways in which incom-
pleteness of the Greene report has been replaced by difference — with the
implication that not only is every act of reading inevitably marked by
incompleteness, but that the “flawed” access to a work through its trans-
lation may lead to new points of contact, facilitating the work’s afterlife
(to pick up a point from Benjamin).

But the study of translation also developed along other routes. The
work of a loosely connected group of scholars, including James Hol-
mes, Itamar Even-Zohar, Gideon Toury, José Lambert, André Lefevere
and Susan Bassnett — focusing on the cultural and literary systems with
which translation overlaps, even as it constitutes a system in its own
right — pointed toward a reconceptualization of Comparative Litera-
ture. The final chapter of Bassnett’s 1993 book, Comparative Literature,
is entitled “From Comparative Literature to Translation Studies’, and
there she states: “Because it draws on different methodologies, transla-
tion studies has become a genuinely interdisciplinary field, and it may
be that a better way to describe it would be to use a term like Intercul-
tural Studies” This field, Bassnett notes, cannot be seen as merely a “sub-
-category” of Comparative Literature (Bassnett, 1993: 158).

But by 1993, notions of Comparative Literature had in fact begun
to shift considerably, not least due to “intercultural” pressures, as can be
seen in the third American Comparative Literature Association report,
“The Bernheimer Report, 1993, which contains the following state-
ment: “While the necessity and unique benefits of a deep knowledge
of foreign languages must continue to be stressed, the old hostilities
toward translation should be mitigated. In fact, translation can well be
seen as a paradigm for larger problems of understanding and interpreta-
tion across different discursive traditions” (in Bernheimer, 1993:44). In
fact, the Bernheimer committee finds that Comparative Literature has
embraced expanded fields of cultural and social discourses to such a
degree “that the term ‘literature’ may no longer adequately describe our
object of study” (in Bernheimer, 1993:42).

Tracing World Literature

Let us hold this last thought for a while, even as it reminds us that trans-
lation of literature is never only a literary practice, for it is an act of
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cultural negotiation and intervention, often involving numerous social
discourses and traditions. But as a literary act, in the broadest sense,
translation is the gateway to world literature, both as an idea and as
material dissemination. World literature is a concept that inevitably goes
beyond any individual’'s knowledge of a limited number of languages,
which may ironically be why some comparatists have been almost as
sceptical of world literature as of translation. But Comparative Litera-
ture is driven in part by the power of - or should I say the search for?
- world literature, even though that concept is itself a forum in which
there is considerable conflict and disagreement.

One of the most significant books to come out of that forum in recent
years is David Damrosch’s What is World Literature? Damrosch initially
notes that he takes “world literature to encompass all literary works that
circulate beyond their culture of origin, either in translation or in their
original language”, and in his conclusion he proposes “a threefold defini-
tion focused on the world, the text, and the reader”. World literature is
“an elliptical refraction of national literatures”; it is “writing that gains
in translation”; and, thirdly, it “is not a set canon of texts but a mode of
reading: a form of detached engagement with worlds beyond our own
place and time” (Damrosch, 2003: 4 and 281).

Damrosch’ s book contains several interesting manifestations of, and
arguments for, this view of world literature. It does not detract from the
value of the book that one may have reservations about the “detached”
engagement, or that one can argue that the emphasis on a mode of read-
ing cannot ultimately be detached from issues of canonicity, in part
because this is also a matter of re-reading, especially in the form of trans-
lation (which is how we read most of our world literature). I agree with
Damrosch that “the study of world literature should embrace translation
far more actively than it has usually done to date”, and I share his view
that while “a text does indeed change” when travelling abroad (or the
work rather, in the form of a new text), this need not lead to reservations.
“In an excellent translation, the result is not the loss of an unmediated
original vision but instead a heightening of the naturally creative interac-
tion of reader and text” (Damrosch, 2003: 289 and 292).

Far from being a inferior auxiliary tool of teaching, translations in
fact offer all sorts of pedagogial, hermeneutic and critical potential to
the teacher and student of literature. More often that not the teacher
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will rely on his knowledge of the original texts in helping his students to
work with translation as moveable feast, in both aesthetic and cultural
terms. This includes getting to know the limitations of using translations
in both teaching and research, but also realizing the values involved in
the hybrid phenomena we call translation — which in itself engages the
reader in the act of working across borders. Frequently, the points of
resistance in a translation: the words, phrases or cultural references tra-
ditionally associated with “untranslatability”, will be the greatest source
of cross-cultural experience. It is true that the emphasis on fluency and
domestication has sometimes led to the ironing-out of such points of
resistance in a translation, but a reader curious about cross-cultural dia-
logues will often find their traces — and thus also find clues as to how
the work has been “manipulated” into a new literary culture (cf. Her-
mans, 1985). Which brings us to the fact that scholars of Comparative
Literature also need to study translations as part of the respective local
literary system (in the “target language”, as it is called); to gauge how
translations contribute to and shape the fabric of the literary culture
- a culture in which many and probably most people read translations
without worrying in the least about the exact wording of the original.
Which does not mean that these readers are untouched by its foreign
elements and origins.

Literature, Translation, and Cultural Studies

Translation is of interest to comparatists not only as the term pertains to
the transfer of writing from one language to another, but also as regards
“intralingual translation”, whereby a text is refashioned within the same
language for whatever cultural purposes, and also “intersemiotic trans-
lation”, by which a work moves from one media to another, for instance
when a novel is adapted into a film.*> These other kinds of translation
may significantly impact the status of a work as a piece of world lit-
erature, that status proving to be a product of a socio-cultural mesh in
which the “literary” is certainly not the only factor. Such insights are in
line with the adventures and hazards of Comparative Literature in the
age of Cultural Studies and globalized intermedia research - to such an

3 Cf. Roman Jakobson’s classic tripartite definition of translation in his “On Linguistic Aspects of
Translation” (Jakobson, 1959).
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extent, to cite the Bernheimer report again, “that the term iterature’
may no longer adequately describe our object of study”

Comparative Literature has benefited in several ways by interdisci-
plinary probings into the cultural systems and social structures which
underlie aesthetic expression - including that which we identify as “litera-
ture”. At the same time, exponents of Cultural Studies can be short-sighted
when it comes to questions of literature, for instance when they claim that
“textual analysis in literary studies carries a history of convictions that
texts are properly understood as wholly self-determined and independent
objects as well as a bias about which kinds of texts are worthy of analysis”
(editors’ introduction in Nelson, Treichler and Grossberg, 1992: 2).

There may be such a tradition of textual analysis within literary stud-
ies, but it is certainly not the only one. There are other critical approaches,
and one of the alternative traditions is in fact literary translation itself.
While it is an aesthetic practice, it is also a form of critical enterprise that
entails textual analysis and interpretation. It is a major cultural tradition
across the globe, a form of communicating and working across borders.
In a time when we have come to question literature as a cultural category,
it may be worth while to ask why we continue to translate literary works
as identifiable textual and cultural entities from one language to another,
seeking to recapture the work in a different language, or rather in a dif-
ferent text that is caught - in its dialogue with the original - in a trans-
formative space between different languages and cultures.

While translation may thus manifest the survival of literary qualities
(changeable as such qualities may be, not least when they cross cultural
borders), my aim here is not to proclaim that we need to turn from
Cultural Studies “back” to literature. Translation, rather, prompts us to
reexplore the cultural powers and subtleties of literary language. Popu-
lar sentiment has it that the subtleties of literary language are precisely
the qualities often lost in translation, but this hardly does justice to the
complex processes involved in the making of a good translation. In fact,
as mentioned above, such points of cultural and/or aesthetic resistance
to translation are frequently the richest sources of meaning in a process
of rewriting that defamiliarizes cultural legacies, large and small. Look-
ing at the workings of translation, one realizes that literature — which
is the art of every language in which it is performed - is also a form of
cultural studies, and a formidable one at that.
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The Languages of Scholarship

Observing literary works as a form of cultural studies, partly involves
looking at literature and the location of culture, studying the ways
in which literary texts create and recreate places, energizing them as
environments of people, communities, events, history. And if cultural
cognizance is the business of both literature and literary studies, they
also share a dependence upon, and duties to, the respective language.
From this point of view, both Comparative Literature and the practice of
translation assume key positions for the humanities and social sciences
(and possibly other fields of scholarship), for both translators and others
comparatists actively work in and with more than one language, more
than one cultural environment.

This is where I hope that some of the threads from my previous
observations and notes come together, including my institutional and
autobiographical concerns as an administrator in the humanities as well
as in a university press. We live in an academic world in which a single
language is assuming an ever increasing position of power. This power
extends, of course, beyond academia, but for academics this decisively
impacts the medium in which they publish their findings. The Thomson
Reuters Web of Science is an enormously influential bibliometric tool
in assessing the quality of research published in scholarly journals in
numerous countries. In a section entitled “Basic Journal Standards”, The
Thomson Reuter website contains the following statement:

English is the universal language of science at this time in history. It
is for this reason that Thomson Reuters focuses on journals that publish
full text in English or at very least, their bibliographic information in
English. There are many journals covered in Web of Science that publish
only their bibliographic information in English with full text in another
language. However, going forward, it is clear that the journals most
important to the international research community will publish full text
in English. This is especially true in the natural sciences. (The Thomson
Reuters Journal Selection Process)

“This is especially true in the natural sciences.” In the ears of peo-
ple working in the humanities this qualification seems to carry within it
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an ominous “but ... Even the awareness that many respected journals
in the humanities (at least European ones) are not included in the Web
of Science, and have never applied to be “admitted” there, the Web of
Science has put the humanities (and some of the social sciences) in an
awkward position when it comes to evaluating standards of research. Not
only because humanists often publish books (or articles in books), rather
than journal articles, but because the basic premises of the Web of Sci-
ence seem to take what the anthropologist Talal Asad once called “the
inequality of languages” (Asad, 1986) to be an inevitable state of affairs.*

English is increasingly used as an international medium of scholarly
as well as general communication - for instance in the present essay,
ironic as that may seem. But English is not the “natural” or native lan-
guage of Comparative Literature. There is a real risk that English will
come to seem stronger than other languages in the realms of literary
scholarship and other hermeneutic sciences. Perhaps this is already the
case in some places. It is an illusion, but it is a powerful illusion that has
the potential of turning itself into actuality. If the work carried out in
Comparative Literature and the other hermeneutic sciences within the
various other languages were gradually brought to a halt, this would lead
to the impoverishment of critical and scholarly forms of expression in
these languages, which in turn would undermine the channels of aes-
thetic expression and ultimately the social vitality of each language.

It has therefore become a pressing issue to create circumstances (or
reinforce them where they exist) in which the humanities can be vigoro-
usly pursued in the numerous languages; where vernacular expression is
convergent with international standards of academic publication. This
is not saying that the local language is a predestined forum for native
matters, for in order to withstand the test of time, the vernacular has
to cope with crosscultural and interlingual phenomena — which is what
Comparative Literature does in every language in which it is practiced.
But in order to do that it needs the presence of translation, the practice
of translating both aesthetic and scholarly texts from the many to the
many different languages.

4 It should be noted that the new European Reference Index for the Humanities (ERTH) provides
abroader and more balanced view of significant humanities journals than the Thomsen Reuters
lists. See http://www.esf.org/research-areas/humanities/erih-european-reference-index-for-
-the-humanities.html, accessed April 2, 2010.
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Intra-Colonialism or ’Animotion Mosaique of the
Black Atlantic

Re(p)tiling Angola in J.E. Agualusa’s

O Vendedor de Passados/The Book of Chameleons

Bernard McGuirk"

In the lineage of Dostoevsky, Katka, Guimardes Rosa and Saramago, José
Eduardo Agualusa deploys protagonists or narrators “prone” to be less porte-
paroles than animots. Jacques Derrida’s “Ecce animot [...] assuming the title
of an autobiographical animal, in the form of a risky, fabulous, or chimeri-
cal response to the question ‘But me, who am I1?” is appropriated in order to
trace the re(p)tiling of history in and on the mosaic of Angolan memory. The
eponymous protagonist of The Book of Chameleons, Félix Ventura (future hap-
piness guaranteed?) “is a man with an unusual occupation. If your lineage isn’t
sufficiently distinguished, he’ll change that for you. If your family isn’t quite as
glorious as youd like, Félix Ventura can make you a new one. Félix Ventura is a
seller of pasts”. But who is watching him? Who is telling his tale? Who, or what,
is on his tail? L animot juste or juste " animot?

There where post-colonialism was - or is — will intra-colonialism be?

" Professor of Spanish, Portuguese & Latin American Studies, University of Nottingham,
Nottingham, England.
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A question of colour

In the canonical lineage of Fyodor Dostoevsky, and Franz Kafka and,
in a swerve towards and away from his own Lusophone literary pre-
cursors, Jodo Guimaraes Rosa and José Saramago, the Angolan novelist
José Eduardo Agualusa deploys in O Vendedor de Passados/The Book of
Chameleons (2004) a narrator-protagonist prone to be less porte-parole
than animot.!

Ecce animot, that is the announcement of which I am (following)
something like a trace, (...) assuming the title of an autobiographical ani-
mal, in the form of a risky, fabulous, or chimerical response to the question
“But me, who am I?,” (Derrida, 2002:2).

Jacques Derrida’s “announcement” is here appropriated — and (fol-
lowing) “an autobiographical animal” will glide across the surface cracks
of my text — in order that I might trace and critically re-contextualize
Agualusa’s re(p)tiling of history in and on the mosaic of Angolan mem-
ory. The eponymous “vendedor”, the albino Félix Ventura (future happi-
ness guaranteed?), “is a man with an unusual occupation. If your lineage
isn't sufficiently distinguished, he’ll change that for you. If your family
isn’t quite as glorious as youd like, Félix Ventura can make you a new
one. Félix Ventura is a seller of pasts”? But who is watching him? Who is
telling his tale? Who, or what, is on his tail? Who, or what, sets the plot
in (ani)motion? Lanimot juste or juste lanimot?

The title of the English translation rather lets the catalyst out of the
bag, though problematically; for in the shift in the title’s emphasis from
narratee to narrator(s), there is also a transmogrification from Agua-
lusa’s original lagartixa or osga/gecko to Daniel Hahn’s suggestive but
translator-traditore shading into the perspectives of ever-traducing cha-
meleons. Il n'y a pas de (mot juste) hors-couleur...

1 For instance, Fyodor Dostoevsky’s mouse (Notes from the Underground), Franz Kafka’s beetle
(Metamorphoses), Jodo Guimardes Rosa’s jaguar (“The Mirror”) and José Saramago’s pachy-
derm (The Elephant’s Journey).

2 This teasing marketing line is provided for the reader of the English translation, The Book of
Chameleons, by the cover-blurb writer of the Arcadia Books edition of the translation by Daniel
Hahn.
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Intra-colonialism

The continued and continuing structuring of political thought and
action in nation states that have gained their independence from former
master powers in reaction to but never free from embedded master-
ing discourses cannot be other than controversial. For what is at stake
in the reading and, more pertinently, or riskily, in the writing of, in,
and from any supposedly post-colonial condition is the danger of slip-
ping into a perilous repetition, even a misreading, understood as ideo-
logical misprision; that is, an anxiety-driven re-representation of, and
still-terrorized swerve away from, the phantom-laden bin of lapsed
imperial histories. If a determined or restless concern to escape from
the discursive straitjacket of the implications, in a post-colonial context,
of Derrida’ s early insight that “we can pronounce not a single destruc-
tive proposition which has not already had to slip into the form, the
logic, and the implicit postulations of precisely what it seeks to contest”
(Derrida, 1978:280), then the challenge for the novelist addressing an
assumedly post-colonial society will be to write supplementarily - in
the sense of both after and within - to the spectral discourses of any
national literary heritage.

The winning of The Independent Foreign Fiction Prize for The Book
of Chameleons, in 2007, has brought for its author a broader attention
that at once highlights both his established reputation in the Lusophone
world and the controversial nature of a writing that confronts the leg-
acies of Portuguese colonial power in a manner not easily subsumed
under the rubrics of the post-colonial. In Brazil, too, such is the symbi-
otic pull of the Atlantic relation with a westward-looking if still ostensi-
bly northward-thinking Angola, there has been a noteworthy detection
in Agualusa’s fiction of pertinent challenges posed in a broader post-
imperial southern hemispheric context.’ Let it be said, however, that it
is not the person of the novelist, the figure who infuriates or provokes
reaction in the Portuguese-speaking world, which will be the subject
of further concern here. Any brouhaha surrounding a writer of grow-
ing international renown or notoriety will no doubt be heeded by those
who grasp more readily at the context than the thorn-text of Agualusa’s

3 Agualusa’s novels have come to feature regularly on the syllabus of the Brazilian pre-university
examination, the vestibular. As to why his Brazilian readers might be trusting the tale and not
the teller, see Agualusa’s provocative meditation on Brazil’s status as colony in footnote 13.
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ever-prickly narrative relation with Angola’s — and Portugal’s and Brazil’s
- discursive histories; whence the option for a Derrida-derived instru-
ment of access to the animotions of The Book of Chameleons. While it is
to the gecko-voicing of the narrator of O Vendedor de Passados — cackler
reincarnate of a dandy literatus - that critical attention will be addressed,
noted already is the sly slippage from an economy of transformed pasts
to the currency of exchanged identities; from the sound of colonizing
coinage to the colours of chameleon disguise in the English title’s ren-
dering for an international market.*

Sic transit gloria (im)mundi as the base looker-on of a reptile/human-
human/reptile sphere of action is exploited and explored. From the debased,
the abject, might a re-forging of Angola’s inheritances be alchemized...
true currency or false; stable narrative or fool’s gold in the selling of an
emergent literature to a world-wide readership.” “Tu mas donné de la boue
et jen ai fait de lor” might be heard as one of the many precursor texts that
Agualusa’s intra-modern narrative echoes whilst the ceiling-seer gecko
performs — a complicit beau de lair - the role of mocking interlocutor-
witness to the infelicitous ventures of the earthbound Félix:

“I don’t believe it — are you laughing?”

The creature’s amazement annoyed me. I was afraid - but I didn't
move, not a muscle. The albino took off his dark glasses, put them away in
the inside pocket of his jacket, took the jacket off — slowly, sadly — and hung
it carefully on the back of a chair (...)

“Popilas!” he exclaimed. “So I see Your Lowness is laughing?! That’s
quite a novelty...” (...) “You're really got terrible skin, you know that? We
must be related..”

4 The lure of translation, in the case of the title of this novel, is one with which the author has

colluded, as seen in his interview with Paulo Polzonoff, Jr. and Anderson Tepper:

PP/AT: “Do you participate in the process of translating your work from Portuguese?”

JA: “It depends a lot on the translator and the language it is being translated into. With the Eng-
lish translations by Daniel Hahn, I do participate a lot. But this collaboration between the writer
and his translator is rare, I think (...) we met twice, and I helped him with a few things. We took
a long time to decide on an English title for the book. But the rest was fairly easy. Daniel Hahn
is an excellent translator, and also a sensitive creator in his own right — and that seems to me to
be the most important quality in this whole process” (Polzonoft and Tepper, 2007:4).

5 BBC Radio 4 Today Programme 4 September 2008: “Luanda is the most expensive capital in
the world for expatriates. In oil revenues, Angola is beginning to rival South Africa in terms of
regional influence’”.

6 The alchemy referred to, and to which I shall return, is the turning of base matter to gold of
“LInvitation au voyage” (Baudelaire, 1961:253-4).
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I've been expecting something like that. It’s like being able to speak. I
would have answered him back. But my vocal abilities extend only to laugh-
ing (...) Until last week the albino had always ignored me. But since he heard
me laughing, he’s started coming home earlier (...) we talk. Or rather, he
talks, I listen. Sometimes I laugh - this seems enough for him. I get the sense
that there’s already a thread of friendship holding us together. On Saturday
nights — but not always - the albino arrives with some girl. Some of them are
scared as they come in (...) trying not to look directly at him, unable to hide
their disgust (...) they look around the bookcases for records.

“Don’t you have any cuduro music, old man?”

And since the albino doesn’t have any cuduro (...) they end up choos-
ing something with a bright cover, which usually means it's some Cuban
rhythm or other. They dance slowly (...) as the shirt buttons come undone,
one by one. That perfect skin, so very black, moist and radiant, against the
albino’s — dry, rough, and pinkish. I watch it all. In this house I'm like a little
night-time God. During the day, I sleep (Agualusa, 2006:4-5).

The thread that is to bind the actantial fabric of the novel is not only
the affective tug of friendship but also the structuring suture of inverse
or inverted perceptions. Félix is seen by the gecko as “the creature”; the
gecko is, in an instant, though it will have to wait for Félix to grant it the
dignity of a proper name, elevated to the sovereign albeit ironized status
of “Your Lowness”, and demeaned by a non-essential but euphemisti-
cally expletive epithet “Pdpilas!”” Bound together in their respectively
perceived defectiveness — lack of colour, lack of speech, and a mutually
acknowledged lack of status — the companions in mockery sardonically
reconstruct the isolated, lonesome, outcast and oft-despised self-iden-
tity of the individual judged and thus situated, in a post-conflict Angola,
according to perceptions of their skin.

Félix inspires disgust, in the series of black and mulata girls and
women who pass — or dance - fleetingly through his LP collection, his
bedroom and his boredom, as albino, as “old man”, and as a cultural
throwback to an era prior to the perceived authenticity of the new-Ango-
lan cuduro,® steeped (blanched?) in an outmoded taste in reading and in

7 “Pépilas! Chissa! Possa! Arre! Porra!”, undeletedly colonial, post-colonial and, no less, intra-
colonial expletives.

8 Cuduro or Kuduro is a dance of relatively recent vintage which has spread from Angola to Portugal,
Brazil and beyond the Lusophone world. Apart from its Afro-rhythms and a characteristic emphasis

» <«

on the movement of the bottom the word plays on the Portuguese “cu” and “duro’, “ass” and “hard”.
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records - gaudily sleeved vestiges of a Cuban “or other” cultural imprint
of the now-to-be-forgotten anti-colonial wars. The voice of the com-
plicit gecko may be heard to perform dialogically yet differently from
those of the itinerant week-end sexual partners that Félix ventures to
bring back to his antique book-seller’s solitude. Its laughter supplements
both Portugal’s silence about the colonial wars (prior) and, for Angola,
the cacophony (post-; in the 1990s boom) referred to by Mark Sabine
as the “potentially therapeutic” and “unprecedented growth in popular
publishing and e-publishing, popular music and theatre, television and
film-making focused on Lusophone Africa, culture and history” (Sab-
ine, 2009, in press). The vision of the gecko may be seen to supplant the
panopticon power of both the colonizing other (Portugal) and the anti-
colonial agency of a subsequent, post-1974 alternative, Marxism, and its
would-be principal instrument of conversion (Cuba).

Sabine’s parallel meditation on Angola’s ever-more-rapid shift away
from colonizing efforts, literary and otherwise, “to configure the white
male in Africa as a transcendental subject’,’ through recent pop-culture
and cinema, is both echoed and subverted in Agualusa’s exploitation of
the albino function. A further inversion of a half-century-old shibbo-
leth text, Franz Fanons Peau noire, masques blancs archiving of white
and black as interdependent terms brought into discursive possibility by
the binarizing moment of “Empire”, underlies the parodic first encoun-
ter of Félix Ventura with a mysterious stranger who presents himself as
an eager comprador de passados, a man in the market for reincarnation.
By-product or craft, Agualusa’s portrayal of a defining male-to-male
exchange will extend as it pastiches standard feminist objections to the
gendering, in Africa, of compliant intra-colonialism as being an exclu-
sive or predominantly female enterprise.'

9 See Mark Sabine on the act of forgetting and reconstructing the recent past in contemporary
Angolan culture. Sabine develops the arguments with respect to Tarzan and the “white hunter”
figure as deployed in Immages and Empires: Visuality in Colonial and Postcolonial Africa (Landau
and Kaspin, 2002).

10 In Peau noire, masques blancs, 1952 (Black Skin, White Masks, 1967), Fanon suggested that the
categories “white” and “black” are interdependent, both emerging as such with Empire and
conquest. He focused primarily on black men; feminist critics in particular have reviled and
revised his depiction of the role of black woman in the apparatus of colony and colonization.
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Reincarnations... and introducing JB

“Félix Ventura. Guarantee your children a better past”. And he laughed. A
silent laugh but not unpleasant. “That would be you, I presume? A friend
of mine gave me your card”

I couldn’t place his accent. He spoke softly, with a mix of different pro-
nunciations, a faint Slavic roughness, tempered by the honeyed softness of
the Portuguese from Brazil. Félix Ventura took a step back:

“And who are you?’ The foreigner closed the door (...) Certain com-
mon friends, he said - his voice becoming even gentler — had given him
this address. They told him of a man who dealt in memories, a man who
sold the past, clandestinely, the way other people deal in cocaine (...)

Félix Ventura gave in. There was a whole class, he explained a whole
new bourgeoisie, who sought him out. They were businessmen, ministers,
landowners, diamond smugglers, generals — people, in other words, whose
futures are secure. What these people lack is a good past, a distinguished
ancestry, diplomas. In sum, a name that resonates with nobility and culture.
He sells them a brand new past. He draws up their family tree. He provides
them with photographs of their grandparents and great-grandparents,
gentlemen of elegant bearing and old-fashioned ladies. The businessmen,
the ministers, would like to have women like that as their aunts, he went
on, pointing to the portraits on the walls — old ladies swathed in fabrics,
authentic bourgeois bessanganas -, they liked to have a grandfather with
the distinguished bearing of a Machado de Assis, of a Cruz e Souza, of an
Alexandre Dumas. And he sells them this simple dream.

“Perfect, perfect”. The foreigner smoothed his moustache. “That’s what
they told me. I require your services. But I'm afraid it may be rather a lot
of work..”

“Work makes you free...” Félix muttered (...)

“And might I know your name?” (...) Félix insisted (...) “You're right. I'm
a photo journalist. I collect images of wars, of hunger and its ghosts, of natu-
ral disasters and terrible misfortunes. You can think of me as a witness” (...)

He needed a new name, authentic official documents that bore out this
identity. The albino listened, horrified:

“No!” he managed to blurt out. “I don’t do things like that. I invent
dreams for people, I'm not a forger... And besides, if you'll pardon my
bluntness, wouldn’t it be a bit difficult to invent a completely African gene-
alogy for you?”

“Indeed! And why is that?!..”

“Well - Sir - ... youre white”.

“And what of it? You're whiter than I am...”
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“White? Me?!” The albino choked. He took a handkerchief from his
pocket and wiped his forehead. “No, no! I'm black. Pure black. I'm a native.
Can’t you tell 'm black?..”

From my usual post at the window I couldn’t help giving a little chuckle
at this point. The foreigner looked upwards as though he was sniffing the
air. Tense — alert:

“Did you hear that? Who laughed just then?” (...)

“It’s a gecko, yes, but a very rare species. See these stripes? It’s a tiger
gecko — a shy creature, we still know very little about them (...) They have
this amazing laugh - doesn’t it sound like a human laugh?” (...)

They spent sometime time discussing me, which I found annoying -
talking as if I weren’t there! — And yet at the same time it felt as though
they were talking not about me but about some alien being, some vague
and distant biological anomaly. Men know almost nothing of the little crea-
tures that share their homes. Mice, bats, ants, ticks, flees, flies, mosquitoes,
spiders, worms, silverfish, termites, weevils, snails, beetles. I decided that I
might as well simply get on with my life (Idem:16-18). (...)

“Angola has rescued me for life” (...)

Félix looked up (...) he had an identity card, a passport, a driver’s
licence, all these documents in the name of José Buchmann, native of
Chibia, 52, professional photographer (Idem:38).

A markedly male bonding wreathes the dialogue (cum trialogue)
that encourages the initially cautious Félix Ventura to peddle his read-
ing — and his role in the re-writing - of modern-day Angola to an urbane
foreign client (soon to be “outed” as José Buchmann). In the post-colo-
nial phase of reconstruction, “a whole new bourgeoisie” must undergo
deconstruction, must be de-binarized, must enter that aporia - instead
of seeking any verifiable past — which will allow the supplementarity of
a falsified story to forge a new Angola. A post-colonial state will play on
that différance whereby no difference might be traced between inside-
outside, intra- and extra-, after-before, pre- and post-, black-white, a
blank page or an excess of history. Its trip — “clandestinely, the way other
people deal in cocaine” (Idem:16) — will consist of a journey into a past-
free and timeless present, the chimera of a future construct-country —
un pays superbe/pays de Cocagne — without ever having to leave home."

11 “Un vrai pays de Cocagne’, in the legerdemain of Félix Venturas artful re-casting of a nation newly-
hooked on its hallucinogen-history, is re-packaged as a true country that can resemble you: “Il est
une contrée qui te ressemble, ol tout est beau, riche, tranquille et honnéte, ot la fantaisie a bati (...)
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Félix thrills and wallows in the “great white trader” role that he plays
behind his neither-white-nor-black mask; his skin. Antiquarian book-
seller that he would be, albeit divested of the apparel of the economi-
cally dominant male of his father’s generation, he traffics still in literary
nostalgia amidst the sub-genre of faux-monnayeur documentation that
has become his daily bread. Ah would some intra-colonial power the gift
but give us to see ourselves as others see us... then might Ventura recog-
nize for what it is his own branqueamento - that peculiar brand of skin-
lightening which translates the past from a colonizing Heart of Darkness
to Félix the albino’s Art of Lightness.'? His re-enactment of “Ulnvitation
au voyage’, as a seller of pasts for myriad upwardly mobile fellow citizens,
updates the exotic trajectory of an unholy trinity of nineteenth-century
littérateurs carefully chosen to accompany the cultural alchemy of a vir-
tual if still Jeanne Duval-fixated Baudelaire — Alexandre Dumas, Mach-
ado de Assis, Cruz e Souza — because of their long-hidden black imprint
on the blank page of a literature of exclusion, the textual apartheid of
French, Brazilian... or any other canonic and colonizing culture."

Cest la qu'il faut aller vivre, cest 1a qu'il faut aller mourir!”. Baudelaire’s exoticism in the prose poem
“Llnvitation au voyage” is played out, it will be recalled, within the confines of “Le Spleen de Paris”
(Baudelaire, 1961:253-4). His “Pays singulier, supérieur aux autres, comme I'Art lest 4 la Nature, ot
celle-ci est réformée par le réve, ou elle est corrigée, embellie, refondue’, is but one of the precursor
tropes to be pastiched by the splenetic fantasy, the Eros-Thanatos risk-taking, of O Vendedor de Pas-
sados.

12 In a recent and seminal meditation on nationalism and identity, Roberto Vecchi begins with
the striking image of “a cartography of horror” and, with particular reference to Lusophone
Africa, addresses the problem of events distant not only historically but also and above all spa-
tially, “transoceanic’, and in some cases with more than an ocean in between. He speaks of an
“elsewhere” of horror that immediately recalls Heart of Darkness. An “elsewhere” in which there
dwell, however, a present and a proximity very close to home, very much our own and in no way
improper or remote (Vecchi, 2008:187).

13 On the implications of the colour of Machado de Assis, Cruz e Souza and, by extension, Alex-
andre Dumas, Agualusa is emphatic: “In my opinion, Brazil is still a country moulded on slav-
ery, the same as Africa. Brazil has an Africa inside itself and at times it pays no attention to it.
Here, as in Angola, for example, there exists the figure of the black nanny who passes from one
generation to another; there is the house boy brought up as if he were a son but, in truth, he
works in the house, without remuneration. Black and poor are conditions which are confused
in Brazil. A black élite has not grown up here, as in Angola. People notice this inequality on
a day-to-day basis, in the relations between individuals, and even in the culture. Today it is
not possible to cite a great black or mestico Brazilian writer. That is incredible because in the
nineteenth-century there were great writers of African descent, such as Machado de Assis and
Cruz e Sousa. What is worse, there is not a single great indigenous author, something that is the
case throughout the Americas. Until it confronts the problem and does not give greater par-
ticipation to black people, Brazil will not have decolonized itself. Brazil is a colony” (Agualusa,
Epoca interview, 2007, my translation).
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Fleetingly on a high in the artificial paradise of his far-from-simple
dream of lineage-and-new-Empire building, Félix soon comes down;
and, mutteringly, he ironizes his own racially doctoring enterprise by
echoing the anti-mot, the obscene lie, the final collusion, of Auschwitz.
No poetry... just confession; and the effect is to trigger in his mysteri-
ous - possibly East European (via-Brazil) - visitor the blurting out of the
identity-bereft role of the mere, but no less guilt-ridden, “photo-journal-
ist”, the collector of “images of war, of hunger and its ghosts, of terrible
misfortunes” Once a witness always a witness, however; and the reader is
teased to anticipate that the self-dispossessed stranger, a burdened bearer
of animages, has come to the new Angola in search of something old
and in remembrance of things past... of some unfinished business no
longer to be hidden from expression, from view, from memory or from
representation.

The discomfited Félix (“Oh, the horror”) is so plunged into the loss
of his self-possession that he momentarily loses, too, the plot of his own
making, his own inventions, his certainty as to his own (perceived) col-
our. “Can’t you tell ’'m black?” says the albino. And from within this
tension the trialogue is rendered overt... via a chuckle; the “amazing”
laughter of identity-deconstruction made manifest. Et homo faber est
- shaper, moulder, image-maker, factor, hacedor... fictionist? But that’s
another’s (short) story; the legacy of one about to be reincarnated. As
author, Agualusa will also create his precursors. '*

Pace animot... for “men know almost nothing of the little creatures
that share their homes”. Self-obsessedly lost in the game of “But me, who
am I?”, they are meanwhile narrated by but one of that infinite series of
autobiographical animals (“mice, bats, ants, ticks, flees, flies, mosquitoes,
spiders, worms, silverfish, termites, weevils, snails, beetles”.. and, here,
why not?, geckopidae) who can say “I might as well simply get on with
my life” whilst tell-tailing the “risky, fabulous or chimerical response”, or
responses, of a felicitous venturer into the company of another re-incar-
nate J(L)B. José. Bookman par excellence; with one “L”” of a difference.

In the actantial sphere of Félix Ventura, of José Buchmann and of
the narrating tiger gecko, the possession of their textual status by the
shades of Jorge Luis Borges will come ever more overtly to haunt the

14 cf “El hecho es que cada escritor crea a sus precursores’/“The fact is that every writer creates
his precursors’, in “Kafka y sus precursores” (Borges, 1995).
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plot of O Vendedor de Passados. Buchmann has the acquired initials of
the blind librarian precursor; “Félix and I share a love (in my case a
hopeless love) for old words” (Idem:25) muses the gecko; and Félix him-
self takes on the mantle of a revenant: “The tightly curled hair, trimmed
down now, glowed around him with a miraculous aura. If someone had
seen him from out on the road, seen him through the window, they
would have thought they were looking at a ghost” (Idem:23). Interviewed
(but trust the tale not the teller; for the text betrays a less restricted, an
uncontrollable, a more infectious re-inhabitation), Agualusa says that
his gecko-“chameleon is a reincarnation of Borges”'* Perhaps:

It’s been nearly fifteen years that my soul has been trapped in this body,
and I am still not used to it. I lived for almost a century in the skin of a man,
and I never managed to feel altogether human either. To this day I have
known some thirty geckos (...) But I'd gladly exchange the company of all
the geckos and lizards for Félix Ventura and his long soliloquies. Yesterday
he confided to me that hed met an amazing woman. Though, he added, the
word “woman” doesn’t quite do her justice.

“Angela Lucia is to women what humankind is to the apes”.

“I ought to be charging you overtime, damn it!. Who do you think I
am - Scheherezade?..” (Idem:40-42) (...)

But excuse my digression - that’s what happens when a gecko starts
philosophizing... So lets get back to José Buchmann. I'm not suggesting
that in a few days a massive butterfly is going to burst out of him, beating his
great multi-coloured wings. The changes I'm referring to are more subtle.
For one thing, his accent is beginning to shift (...) it has a Luandan rhythm
to it now (...) to hear him laugh youd think he was Angolan (Idem:55).

Perhaps not or, at least, not alone.

15 “PP/AT: The Book of Chameleons recalls in many ways the work of the great Argentine writer
Jorge Luis Borges. How important has Latin American literature been to your work? JA: I read
alot of Latin American literature when I was younger, especially Borges. His worlds are similar
to mine. Gabriel Garcia Marquez once said that when he arrived in Luanda, Angola, in 1977, he
saw himself as an African. That part of Africa where he arrived - the old city of Luanda - is a
mixed, creole Africa, not so different from the Latin America where he was born and grew up.
Evidently, there are a lot of Africas, some of them remote and impenetrable. I found out that
I'm a Latin American, too, reading Garcia Marquez and Borges. And I found out that I'm also
Brazilian, reading Jorge Amado as a teenager. PP/AT: The novel unfolds from the point of view
of a chameleon. Why did you choose such a narrator? Does it owe something to Borges’ work?
JA: Yes, the book was written in honor of Borges. The chameleon is a reincarnation of Borges —
all its recollections are related to actual events in Borges’ life” (Polzonoff and Tepper, 2007:1).
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A Borges-like sequence, a pastiched taxonomy not of the fantastic but
of “some alien being([s], some vague and distant biological anomallies]”,
is followed by the narrator’s option for neither the shared lineage of the
ex-human race (of gecko memory) nor the companionship of fellow li-
zards but for the role of silent witness cum laughing animot-interlocutor
of Félix Ventura, of José Buchmann and, not least, of its own alter-ego.
Lagartixa (“e eu”), too, turns maker of fictions: castigat ridendo mores... et
colores. All three, albino-black animus, chrysalis-blanched yet potentially
“multi-coloured” Angolan, and a “terrible skin[ned]” animator, inherit
and re-perform the role of Borges’s El hacedor: artificer, here, of adopted
fictions qua the assumed identities of those who buy into the commerce
of “the seller of pasts” — a currency, an exchange mechanism (and rate)
of memory conceived as coinage and counterfeit bills. All three? Sounds
familiar; there where Hegel was will “ipseity” be? “By means of the chi-
mera of this singular word, the animot, I bring together three heteroge-
neous elements within a single verbal body” (Derrida, 2002:1).

Plus ¢a change... three in one. Amidst the emerging plurality of a
“new” tale of the nation, African, facing West, but resisting the behest
of a too-homogenizing “Black” Atlantic identity of popular jargon and
populist appeal, echoes the heterogeneity of an intra-Angolan actant.
The mixed economy of O Vendedor de Passados underwrites the fiction
that, there where “new bourgeoisie” peoples’ “futures are secure’, it is via
text, including sold “diplomas”, that “a brand new past” will be. It is the
happy venture of fiction that “draws up their family tree”. Subjectivity
is heterogeneity; is attributable to archi-texture. “But me, who am I?”.
Anima? No. Animot:

Autobiography, the writing of the self as living, the trace of the living
for itself, being for itself, being for itself, the auto-affection or auto-infection
as memory or archive of the living would be an immunizing movement
(a movement of safety, of salvage and salvation of the safe, the holy, the
immune, the indemnified, of virginal and intact nudity), but an immuni-
zing movement that is always threatened with becoming auto-immunizing,
as is every autos, every ipseity, every automatic, automobile, autonomous,
auto-referential movement. Nothing risks becoming more poisonous than
an autobiography; poisonous for itself in the first place, auto-infectious for
the presumed signatory who is so auto-affected (Derrida, 2002:1).'

16 Sic “being for itself, being for itself”.



Intra-Colonialism or I’"Animotion Mosaique of the Black Atlantic 57

(0] tempora, o mores... et colores

At this point a teller is permitted to enter the tale. In a dream sequence,
the gecko imagines that Félix confides in him, flick-knife collector and
man of inaction reincarnate; again via the gentlemanly intertexts, a
deux, of JLB, authorizing creator of precursors... and of liars:

“You invented him, this strange José Buchmann, and now he has begun
to invent himself. It’s like a metamorphosis... A reincarnation... Or rather:
a possession”.

My friend looked at me with alarm:

“What do you mean?”

“José Buchmann - surely youre noticed? - He’s taken over the for-
eigner’s body. He becomes more and more lifelike with each day that passes
and that man he used to be, that night-time character who came into our
house eight months ago as though hed come not from another country but
from another time — where is he now?”

“It’s a game. I know it’s a game. We all know that”

He poured himself some tea and took two cubes of sugar, and stirred
it. He drank, his eyes lowered. There we were, two gentlemen, two good
friends, wearing white in an elegant café (...)

“So be it”, I agreed. “Let’s acknowledge that it’s no more than a game.
So who is he?”

I wiped the sweat from my face. I've never distinguished myself by my
valour. Maybe that’s why I've never been attracted (speaking of my other
life, that is) by the stormy destiny of heroes and rogues. I collected flick
knives. And with a pride of which I'm now ashamed I boasted about the
exploits of a grandfather of mine whod been a general. I did befriend some
brave men, but unfortunately that didn’t help me. Courage isn’t contagious;
fear is, of course. Félix smiled as he understood that my terror was greater,
more ancient, than his:

“I have no idea. You?”

He changed the subject. He told me that a few days earlier hed been
at the launch of a new novel by a writer of the Angolan diaspora. He was
an unpleasant sort of character, professionally indignant, whod built up
his whole career abroad, selling our national horrors to European readers.
Misery does ever so well in wealthy countries (...) “In your novels do you
lie deliberately or just out of ignorance?” Laughter. A murmur of approval.
The writer hesitated a few seconds. Then counter-attacked: “I'm a liar by
vocation’, he shouted. “I lie with joy! Literature is the only chance for a true
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liar to attain any sort of social acceptance” Then, more soberly, he added
- his voice lowered - that the principal difference between a dictatorship
and democracy is that in the former there exists only one truth, the truth
as imposed by power, while in free countries everyman has the right to
defend his own version of events. Truth, he said, is a superstition. He -
Félix — was taken with the idea (Idem:67-68).

Ah would some intra-colonial power... It did. JEA as others (his
readers, the critics) see him? “But me, who am I?” “Agualusa and I"?
“Borges y yo’? “I do not know which of the two is writing this page”"”
“Tiger, tiger”? No. “El otro tigre”? Yes... (“a very rare species”) “It’s a
tiger gecko” and “we still know very little about them” [animot italics];'®
“this amazing laugh - doesn't it sound like a human laugh?”, an anxiety-
of-influence, a JLB-echolalic, an other, a nervous, laugh? Laughter that
cannot hide that I, geck(anim)o, am also “destined to perish, definitively,
and only some instant of myself can survive in him. Little by little, I am
giving over everything to him (...) Spinoza knew that all things long
to persist in their being: the stone eternally wants to be stone and the
tiger a tiger. I shall remain in Borges, not in myself (if it is true that I am
someone)” (Borges, 1980:69-70). And the tiger a gecko...? Reincarna-
tion? Or animosity burning bright? Perhaps the funereal dread of the
curse of having to remember? Memory as metamorphosed gecko-echo
of “Funes el memorioso™ “Courage isn’t contagious; fear is, of course.
Félix smiled as he understood that my terror was greater, more ancient,
than his”. Comparationem fingere: “I was numbed by the fear of multi-
plying superfluous ge [cko] stures”."

Behold the son of man; progeny, too, of In principio erat verbum.
An inheritor of transcendental “Colony” swerves towards self-identity
inseparably from the cadences of intra-colonial discourse, that genre of
testimony, in which the apud-Ventura performs. The “me who am I?” of
the post-colony necessitates not the post-theological echo of proselyt-
izing mono-culture — Ecce homo - but the risky, fabulous, or chimerical

17 “No sé cual de los dos escribe esta pagina”/ “I do not know which of the two is writing this page’,
in “Borges y yo~ (Borges, 1980, 69-70). My translations of Borges passim.

18 A tiger gecko? Leopard gecko, panther gecko, yes, but tiger...“a very rare species” indeed; read
between the lines from El hacedor’s “El otro tigre”/“The other tiger” (Borges, 1980).

» «

19 Daprés “me entorpecié el temor de multiplicar ademanes inutiles”, “Funes el memorioso”/
“Funes the Memory Man” (Borges, 1988).
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response Ecce animot. There where dictatorship was will democracy, “by
vocation’, be. Lies must go on. Cest la vie. ..

Just prior to the calculatedly Borges-riddled dream of the differen-
tial nineteenth- and twentieth-century “stormy destiny of heroes and
rogues’, respectively military and literary, in a single-page chapter “My
first death didn’t kill me” — a text that mirrors as it distorts the dou-
bling “Borges y yo” original on which it draws - the other “otro tigre”
gecko confesses to having considered an alternative to the lie that is life
(“woven superstition”), only to be interrupted by the greater lie that is
fiction (not “bad at all”):

Once, when I was in human form, I decided to kill myself (...) [ hoped
that reincarnation, all that stuff, was no more than slowly woven supersti-
tion (...) I thought that the gin in combination with the tedium of a point-
less plot would give me the courage to put the gun to my head and pull the
trigger. But it turned out the book wasn’t bad at all, and I kept reading to
the last page (...) I put the pistol to my head,

and I fell asleep (Idem:63).

The textual gap after the comma is deliberate; the aporia is unavoid-
able in the circular ruins of any and all attempts to think from within the
post- without acknowledgement of the intra-, the impossibility of not
“living”, in the new Angola, to spin the yarn, to bear as animot the tell-
tale tail of witness to that afterlife that is the voice, the voicing, of mocked
and mocking memory. The coda-imperative of “reading to the last page”
is to be the supplement to ever-failing memory as slowly woven fiction
comes to the rescue of all-too-fast and irrecuperable history.

The counter-attack

That “literature [might be] the only chance for a true liar to attain any
sort of social acceptance” is a perception shared by all who require the
services of Félix Ventura; by any who would seek within a post-colonial
life a fictive identity to be appropriated from a preferred colonial mem-
ory. Yet the desire that is staged by individuals is played out at a national
level not only in the arch-defensive attack on the truth-seekers who, affi-
anced to Plato, would expel fiction-makers from the new Republic of
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Angola, wishing for an answer to the (1934 or 1984) provocation - “In
your novels do you lie deliberately or just out of ignorance?” - boutade
of either socialist realist recividism or dystopian dirigisme.?* “One truth”
ideology, confronted with the globalizing falsehood that “everyman has
(...) his own version’, seeks an outlet less transcendental, less religious,
than that “the Truth” be “a superstition” — however “taken with the idea”
might be a nostalgic and disingenuous Félix.

And so to the unfinished business no longer to be hidden from
expression, from view, from memory or from representation. In the
overtime of Scheherezadian deferral, the interweaving of her story with
his story will divulge why “Angela Licia is to women what humankind is
to the apes” not only for Félix but also for the inseparably male plotting
that is the actantial tangle of Ventura, Buchmann and the gecko. Seek
the supplement. Cherchez la fff...fiction.

When Angela and José come together, the seller of pasts, Félix,
prompts in her response to his insouciance a prejudiced reptile-narra-
tor’s apartheid-adjectival, nay, politically correct, interference:

“Do you two know each other”

“No, no!” said Angela, her voice colourless. “I don’t think so”.

José Buchmann was even less certain:

“Oh, but there are so many people I don’t know!”, he said, and laughed
at his own wit. “I've never been so popular” (Idem:73-74).

“I don’t think” therefore I am not who I was. “I don’t know!” there-
fore I resist any populism that would hide behind the identity labels
of instant recognition. Angela presses Buchmann not as to who he has
been but as to “Where?”:

“I've spent the last ten years without any fixed home. Adrift across the
world, taking photographs of wars. Before that I lived in Rio de Janeiro, and
before that in Berlin, and earlier still in Lisbon. I went to Portugal in the
sixties to study law, but I couldn’t stand the climate. It was too cold. Fado,
Fatima, football (...) One day a friend gave me a Canon-1, the one I still

20 The “writer of the Angolan diaspora (...) selling our national horrors to European readers” - be
it in sly reference to Agualusa himself or to any other unveiler of intra-colonial social struc-
tures — will, classically, have to face, and face down, attacks from either post-colonial critics
of an unreconstructed 1934 Soviet Writers Congress bent or Orwellian post-modern gloom-
mongers. Amidst the laughter, the timid murmurs of approval.
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use today, and that’s how I became a photographer. I was in Afghanistan in
1982, with the Soviet troops... in Salvador with the guerrillas... in Peru,
on both sides... in the Falklands, again on both sides... in Iran during the
war against Iraq... in Mexico on the side of the Zapatistas... I've taken a
lot of photos in Israel and Palestine — a lot — there’s never any shortage of
work there”

Angela Lucia smiled, nervous again:

“Enough! I don’t want your memories to pollute this house with
blood...” (...) The two guests remained (...) Neither spoke. The silence
that hung between them was full of murmurings, of shadows, of things
(...) dark and furtive. Or perhaps not (...) and I merely imagined the rest
(Idem:74-75).

“I am not there where I am the plaything” [“le jouet”] of... my cam-
era.”!

“But me, who am I?” Am I but my camera? Mere animage? If
only I could get a shot in sideways... before I am re-narrated, “merely
imagined”, ani(de)moted to my camera-always-lies reputation, the
freeze-frame climate, the bloody pollution, of my photo-reportage, my
unwanted memory. Must [, too, become a bookman reincarnate in order
to persist in my being, to compete with the digressions, the interventions,
the mediations, the mocking testimony, the authority of that benighted
gecko? “Pépilas!” No eyelash! I am aware that its eyes are protected by
a transparent membrane, cleaned of debris by its long tongue. Not a
forked tongue. And when it’s caught, it releases its tail, which twitches
for a while, allowing it to escape capture... no doubt while, later, it will
grow another tale. “Little by little, I am giving over everything to him”.
I don’t even know which of us two is writing this page. Damn Spinoza!
Damned gecko... whatsisname?

No name? Omniscient but anonymous narrator? Perhaps Félix can
help. He sold one to me, “Buchmann”... so why not bequeath an appro-
priate name, now, to a friend, the confidant of his soliloquies, to a gecko
who reincarnates the man who laughs (Who goes there, Victor?). Victor
ludorum? ... “Jouet... Lui, Borges™?

As compassion shades the dream-conversation with the Angolan
seller of pasts of the reptile pining in reincarnation for the youthful ven-

21 cf “Je ne suis pas la o je suis le jouet de ma pensée”/ “I am not there where I am the plaything
of my thought” (Lacan, 1966:136).
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ture to Europe and the dialogical eloquence of its Argentine precursor,
let us listen in:

“Pm a man with no colour’, he said. “And as you know, nature abhors
a vacuum’(...)

I felt sorry for him:

“In cold countries people with light skin aren’t so troubled by the
harshness of the sun. Maybe you ought to think about moving to Switzer-
land. Have you ever been to Geneva? I'd rather like to live in Geneva” (...)

Félix looked at me carefully:

“Sorry to ask - but could you tell me your name?”

“I have no name’, I replied quite frankly. “I am the gecko”

“That’s silly. No-one is a gecko!”

“You're right. No-one€’s a gecko. And you - are you really called Félix
Ventura?”

My questions seemed to offend him (...)

“Is this madness?”

I didn’t know how to answer him (Idem:79-80).

The companionable laughter of His Lowliness, sovereign though
nameless and wordless, convinces Félix of what happens when one
“starts philosophizing” about a nonetheless articulate gecko. In an
Apuleian, Erasmian, Bergsonian and particularly felicitous swerve,
Ventura geckoes a Roland Barthess bon mot; in the animot discourse
of Agualusa’s novel, his chit-chatting interlocutor demands, deserves, a
proper name: “Rire cest lutter pour étre nommé”.”

I, Eulalio

The following night Félix asked Angela Lucia the same question. First,
of course, hed told her that hed dreamed of me again. I've seen Angela
Lucia say very serious things laughing or, on the contrary, adopting a som-
bre expression when joking with her interlocutor. It's not always possible
to tell what she’s thinking. On this occasion she laughed at the anxiety in

22 Jouer, lui? Donc moi aussi. Agualusa’s text is littered with JLB jokes, not least in the chapter enti-
tled “Dream No. 4” in which the dream conversation of the aged Borges of the Geneva period
(1914-1921) provides the intertext for the gecko’s tongue-in-cheek advice to Félix.

23 cf “Lire cest lutter pour nommer”/“To read is to struggle to name” (Barthes, 1974:x1).
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my friend’s eyes, greatly increasing his disquiet, but then right away turned
more serious and asked:

“And his name? So did the guy tell you who he is?”

No one is a name, I thought forcefully...

The reply took Angela Lucia by surprise. Félix too. I watched him look
at her as though looking into an abyss. She was smiling sweetly. She lay her
right hand on the albino’s left arm. She whispered something in his ear, and
he relaxed.

“No’, he whispered back. “I don’t know who he is. But since I'm the one
who dreams about him I think I can give him any name I want, can’t I? I'm
going to call him Euldlio because he’s so well-spoken”

Eulalio?! That seems fine to me. So Eulalio I shall be (Idem:83).

Subjectivity (“eu”) and the speaking voice (“lalio”); whence the artic-
ulator is caught but not captured in the act of becoming... never being a
fixed form, always potential, ever prone to generate a new tale (trust the
tail not the teller?). Euldlio’s tap-tapping — between sleeping watchfully
and his devouring of multiple little animaux — draws Félix into that wis-
est of friendships which is the echolalia of coming (to laugh) together.
Therein, babelic ridere and ride wrinkle inseparably into the laughter
lines, the ageing skin, the wisdom, of mockery; and the infinite ludics
of the mosaic, of tiling, assume the animot form of the re(p)tiling: “It
would not be a matter of “giving speech back” to animals but perhaps
of acceding to a thinking, however fabulous and chimerical it might
be, that thinks the absence of the name and of the word otherwise, as
something other than a privation” (Derrida, 2002:2). Otherwise, I speak
(laugh) therefore I am (not) brackets Félix and Eulalio as one and (not)
the same: Ecce homo et animot factus est.

Out of habit, and out of genetic predisposition (because bright light
bothers me), I sleep during the day, all day. Sometimes, however, something
will wake me up (...) Perhaps I was dreaming about my father. The moment
I awoke I saw the scorpion. He was just a few centimetres away. Motionless.
Closed in a shell of hatred like a medieval warrior in his armour. And then
he fell upon me. I jumped back, climbed the wall, in a flash, until I was up
at the ceiling. I could hear quite clearly the dry tap of the sting against the
floor - I can hear it still.

I remember something my father said once when we were celebrating -
with only pretend joy, I like to think — the death of someone we disliked:
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“He was evil, and he didn’t know it. He didn’t know what evil was. That
is to say, he was pure evil”.

That’s what I felt at precisely the moment as I opened my eyes and the
scorpion was there.

()

After the episode with the scorpion, I wasn't able to get back to sleep.
This meant that I was able to witness the arrival of the Minister. A short,
fat man, ill at ease in his body (...) To watch him youd think hed been
shortened only moments earlier and hadn’t yet become accustomed to his
new height... He was wearing a dark suit, with white stripes, which didn’t
really fit and which troubled him (...) [His] sudden camaraderie irritated
my friend even more (...) [He] went off to fetch the file hedd prepared. He
opened it on the little mahogany table - slowly, theatrically - in a ritual Id
observed so many times. It always worked. The Minister, anxious, held his
breath as my friend revealed his genealogy to him:

“This is your paternal grandfather, Alexandre Torres dos Santos Cor-
reia de Sa e Benevides, a direct descendent of Salvador Correia de Sa e
Benevides, the famous carioca who in 1648 liberated Luanda from the
Dutch...”

“The fellow they named the high school after?”

“That’s the one”

“I thought he was Portuguese! Or a politician from the capital or some
colonial; otherwise why did they change the name of the school to Mutu
Ya Kevela?”

“I suppose it was because they wanted an Angolan hero - in those
days we needed our own heroes like we needed bread to feed us. Though,
if youd rather I can fix up another grandfather for you. I could arrange
documents to show that youre descended from Mutu Ya Kevela himself, or
N’Gola Quiluange, or even Queen Ginga herself. Would you rather that?”

“No, no. I'll keep the Brazilian. Was the fellow rich?”

“Extremely. He was cousin to Estacio de S4, founder of Rio de Janeiro” (...)

The Minister was astonished:

“Fantastic!”

And indignant:

“Damn! Whose stupid idea was it to change the name of the high
school?! A man who expelled the Dutch colonists, an internationalist
fighter of our brother-country, an Afro-antecedent, who gave us one of the
most important families in this country - that is to say, mine. No, old man,
it won’t do. Justice must be restored. I want the high school to go back to
being called Salvador Correia, and T'll fight for it with all my strength, I'll
have a statue of my grandfather cast to put outside the entrance. A really
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big statue, in bronze, on a block of white marble (...) So I'm descended from
Salvador Correia — caramba! - and I never knew it till now. Excellent. My
wife will be ever so pleased” (Idem:105-11).

Following scripture into écriture, the Minister is confronted by an
intra-historical conundrum. “Can a man, merely by taking thought, add
one cubit to his...” statue? Can an Angolan (as he spots a different ani-
mot) change (into) his stripes?

The black-and-white suited politician, ill at ease in his attire but at
home in his skin and in his new-found past (post... post-), has many
an antecedent in his discovery of the extent to which History with a
capital(ist) H inscribes reality with excess... and profit. The sewing into
the fabric of memory of the best-fitting minutiae of “historical facts”
- in the case of the Fascist Portugal of Antonio Salazar - is replicated
in the post-colonial era by an intra-colonialist ploy of writing — or hav-
ing written for him - that fiction which will be called The Real Life of a
Fighter. There where History was will his story be; that is, his lie. “Real’,
“life”, “fighter”, sobriquets all, “The Minister”, “writing his book with
a hired hand - the hand of Félix Ventura” (Idem:127) — is the butt of
Agualusa’s set-piece satire of post-colonial intra-colonialism, namely,
the appropriation not of the past but rather of the power of the past
via mobilized memory. Ventura’s sleight of hand, rendered explicit in
his amorous boast to Angela Licia, will soon further unveil the Ango-
lan author’s unremitting fascination both with Borges as text and with
“Borges y yo. Meanwhile, the white-rabbit that comes out of the inter-
textual hat is more evocative of Lewis Carroll:

“If you ask me, whenever I hear about something completely impos-
sible I believe it at once. And don’t you think José Buchmann is impossible?
Yes, we both do. So he has to be for real” (Idem:116) (...)

“You know, that’s the first time I've kissed an albino”.

When Félix explained to her what he did for a living - “I'm a genealo-
gist” — which is what he always says when he meets strangers, she became
interested at once.

“Seriously? You are the first genealogist I've met” (Idem:117).

Queer egg as he may be perceived to be, the albino’s misprision of
Humpty Dumpty allows him to perform, in a West African wonderland,
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the re-writing of history as fiction, genealogy as ingenious ingenuous-
ness, that representation whereby form is content. Echoing perhaps the
fact that the blind Argentine librarian was once mischievously desig-
nated “Ministro de gallinas y conejos” [“Minister of hens and rabbits”]
by President Juan Perdn, Ventura overtly rewrites Angolan politics as
caricature of the exemplary Buchmann’s legacy. And so, to bed in “The
Minister”... as History beckons:

Félix would sew fiction in with reality dexterously, minutely, in such a
way that historical facts and dates were respected (...) We remember other
people’s memories as though they were our own - even fictional ones.

“It’s like the Castle of Sdo Jorge in Lisbon — Do you know it? It has bat-
tlements, but they’re fake. Anténio de Oliveira Salazar ordered that some
crenellations be added to the castle to make it more authentic. To him there
was something wrong with a castle without crenellations - there was some-
thing monstrous about it — like a camel without humps. So the fake part of
the Castle of Sdo Jorge is today what makes it realistic. Several octogenar-
ian Lisboans I've spoken to are convinced the Castle has always had crenel-
lation. There’s something rather amusing about that that, isn't there? If it
were authentic, no one would believe in it”.

As soon as The Real Life of a Fighter is published, the consistency of
Angolan history will change, there will be even more History (...)

That is the truth that the Minister told Félix. The story Félix had the
man tell in his true History (...) He wanted to give the people our-daily-
bread. And that is exactly what he did (...) In just two years he himself
was named Secretary of State for Economic Transparency and Combating
Corruption (...) Today he is Minister for Bread-Making and Dairy Produce
(Idem:127-9).

Give em this day their daily bread and lead us into temptation — aka
plenty of dough while we milk the system - “driven exclusively by great
and serious patriotic motives” (Ider:129).

Food for thought? Or just meat and drink to the sick transit of
another gravy train africanus. Plus ¢a change here for the next sta-
tion in life on the up-line. “Memory is a landscape watched from the
window of a moving train” (Idem:139). Intra-colonialism would rattle
along, discursive lapses on track, halting not at some recuperable or
necessary past (via a Truth Commission, for example) but forever in
a present which has moved on, re-tracing, re-mapping, that History in
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which rewriting is a norm. Until José Buchmann intervenes. When he
re-emerges, towards the end of the novel, it is to lift the stone of Angola’s
recent past. And out crawls Edmundo Barata dos Reis - fetid embar-
rassment to a post-colonial state that has already forgotten him and his
deeds because of pressing and overwhelming needs: to live the post-
ideological, intra-economic, “new” nation(alism) that is the globalized
(or un-“Black” Atlanticized) actuality of the cuduro... hard-assed, hard-
headed, hard-faced.

When JB appeared tonight he was accompanied by an old man with
a long white beard and wild braids, grey and dishevelled, cascading over
his shoulders. I recognised him at once as the old tramp the photographer
had been pursuing, for weeks on end, showing him - in that extraordinary
image — emerging from a sewer. An ancient, vengeful God, wild-haired,
with suddenly lit-up eyes.

“Id like to introduce to my friend Edmundo Barata dos Reis, an ex-
agent of the Ministry of State Security”

“Not ex-agent, say rather ‘ex-gent’! Ex-exemplary citizen. Exponent
of the excluded, existential excrement, an exiguous and explosive excres-
cence. In a word, a professional layabout. Very pleased to meet you” (...)

“I thought youd enjoy meeting him. This man’s life story could almost
have been made up by you...” (...)

“Im-All-Ears. That's what they used to call me. It was my fighting
name. I liked it. I liked hearing it. And then - in a flash! - the Berlin Wall
collapsed on top of us. Pépilas, old man! Agent one day, ex-gent — ex-per-
son — the next” (...)

Two years in Havana, nine months in Berlin (East Berlin), another six
in Moscow; his steel-tempered, he returned to the solid trenches of social-
ism in Africa (...) “I used to be a communist...” And hed keep yelling out
- “Yes, 'm a communist, I'm really very Marxist-Leninist!” Even at a time
when the official version has begun to deny the country’s socialist past (...)

Edmundo Barata dos Reis shrunk back in his chair. He didn’t remind me
of a God anymore, he didn’t remind me of a warrior — he was a dog, humili-
ated. He stank (...) And instead of replying to Félix’s question he addressed
himself to José Buchmann, pointing at him... “That laugh — when I hear
that laugh, old man, it’s as though I'm face-to-face with someone else, from
long ago. From another time, an old time. Don’t we know each other?” (...)

“And now I wouldn't be able to take it off even if I wanted to. Like a skin
to me - you see? I've got a hammer and sickle tattooed on my chest now.
That won't come oft” (Idem:143-6).
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To lift the lid on the sewer in which (the cockroach) Barata has been
dwelling, ostensibly undetected under the cover of this era of the “offi-
cial version”, restores to animotion but one more of that infinite series
of “autobiographical animals”, the “little creatures that share [men’s]
homes” and of whom they “know almost nothing” (18). Recall, too, that
“nothing risks becoming more poisonous” (Derrida, 2002:1).

“But me, who am I”’... In the late chapter “Love, a crime”, “I, Eulalio”
delights in narrating the new-found bliss of Félix and Angela Lucia:

Félix turned back to Angela, and kissed her on the lips. I saw her - with
some surprise — closing her eyes and accepting his kiss. I heard her moan.
The albino tried to undo her shirt, but she stopped him.

“No. No not that. Don’t do that”

She raised her legs elegantly, and slipped off her shorts. Through the
shirt that clung to her body you could make out the roundness of her
breasts, her smooth belly. Then she turned her body, till she was kneeling
over Félix. Her broad shoulders - lovely swimmers’ shoulders — made her
waist look even slimmer. My friend sighed:

“Your so beautiful..”.

Angela took his head in her hands and kissed him. A long kiss.

It took my breath away.

She takes off the t-shirt. She washes her face, her shoulders, her arm-
pits. I notice a group of dark, round scars on her back, which stick out like
insults on her golden velvet skin. I think I can see - in the mirror - just the
same marks on her breasts and stomach (Idem:153-4).

But... even indirectly, via the mirror of geckobservation, that “auto-
affection” which operates, narratively, “as memory or archive of the living”
and would be “an immunizing movement (a movement of safety, of sal-
vage and salvation of the safe, the holy, the immune, the indemnified, of
virginal and intact nudity) (...) is always threatened” (Derrida, 2002:1):

José Buchmann bursts into the room. There’s a pistol in his right-hand.
He’s trembling. His voice trembles even more:

“Where is the son of a bitch?”

“You’re not coming in!” She explodes: “Pogas! Where the hell did you
come from?”

I can hear the voice of Edmundo Barata dos Reis, shrill, desperate, but
only then do I see him (...)
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“Girl, this creature has appeared from hell! From the past! From the
place the damned come from...” (...)

“Yes, that’s right — I've come from the past! And who am I? Well? Tell
them who I am!..”

All of a sudden he throws himself forward, knocking Angela over while
lunging for Edmundo - he grabs his neck with his left hand and forces him
to his knees. He pushes the end of the pistol-barrel into his neck:

“Tell them who I am!”

“A ghost. A demon...”

“Who am II”

“A counter-revolutionary. A spy. An agent of imperialism...”

“What’s my name?”

“...Gouveia. Pedro Gouveia. I should have killed you back in *77”.

José Buchmann kicks at him. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. (...)
Edmundo doesn’t cry out. He doesn’t even try to avoid the blows. The kicks
find his stomach, his chest, his mouth. The boots turn red.

“Shit! Shit!”

José Buchmann - or Pedro Gouveia, as you prefer — puts the pistol
down on the table (...)

“I never forgot you. I never forgot her either - Marta - young Marta
Martinho - passing for some sort of intellectual - poetess, painter and God
knows what else. She was pregnant, almost at term, a huge belly. Round. So
round. It’s as though I can see her now...”

(...) “It happened a long time ago, didn’t it? During the struggles...” He
gestures towards Angela - “The girl hadn’t even been born. The Revolution
was under threat.

I went off to interrogate the girl. She held out for two days. Then she
gave birth to a little girl (...) When I think about it all I see is blood... And
Mabeco, a mulatto from the South - he died a while ago, a stupid way to
go, stabbed twice in cold blood in a bar in Lisbon, they never found out
who did it - Mabeco cut the umbilical cord with a penknife, then he lit a
cigarette and began to torture the baby, burning it on the back and chest.
And the blood! Masses of blood, and the girl that Marta — her eyes wide
like moons - it pains me to dream about it — and the baby screaming, the
smell of burning flesh. Even today when I lie down to sleep, the spell is still
there, the sound of the child crying..”

“Shut up!”

Félix, a rough shout, a voice I didn’t recognise in him (...)

From where I'm watching, from here on top of the cupboard, I can see
the top of his head lit up in rage (...)
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“Now I'm absolutely certain. It really is you — Gouveia — the factionalist.
The other day your laugh almost gave you away. You used to laugh a lot in
the faction meetings, before the business with the consul, when your own
countrymen handed you over to me. Not in prison, though - you just cried
in prison. You cried all the time - boohoo, like a girl... I watch you crying
now and I see that nobody Gouveia. Revenge - is that what you wanted?

“No, you need passion for that. You need courage! Killing a man, that’s
amans job” And then -

as

in

slow

dance...

Angela crosses the kitchen,
Comes to the table,

her right hand picks up the gun,
her left hand pushes Félix away;,
she points at Edmundo’s chest —
and fires (Idem:157-9).

If revenge — sans animosité - is a dish best eaten cold, then Angela’s
sang froid is still performed in a deferred, a scar-traced, pharmakon-
driven, choreography.

In “Choreographies”, an interview-dance with Christie McDonald,
Derrida responded to her question: “how would you describe woman’s
place?”:

Why should a new “idea” of woman or a new step taken by her neces-
sarily be subjected to the urgency of this topo-economical concern? (...)
This step only constitutes a step on the condition that it challenge a certain
idea of the locus [lieu] and the place [place] (the entire history of the West
and of its metaphysics) and that it dance otherwise (...) The most innocent
of dances would thwart the assignation a résidence, escape those residences
under surveillance; the dance changes place and above all changes women’s
movements, and of some women in particular, has actually brought with
it the chance for a certain risky turbulence in the assigning of places (...) Is
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one then going to start all over again making maps, topographies, etc.? dis-
tributing sexual identity cards? The most serious part of the difficulty is the
necessity to bring the dance and its tempo into tune with the “revolution”
(...) an incessant, daily negotiation - individual or not — sometimes micro-
scopic, sometimes punctuated by a poker-like gamble; always deprived of
insurance, whether it be in private life or within institutions. Each man and
each woman must commit his or her own singularity, the untranslatable
factor of his or her life and death (Derrida and McDonald, 1982:68-9).

It is Angela Lucia, challenging Angola’s urgent topo-economical
concern, in the very market place of private life and institutions where
the nation essays its tentative steps of rewriting history — choreographed
by Félix as seller of pasts and outed as residence under surveillance by
Gouveia alias Buchmann - who makes the decisive move. Pas... pas.
She it is who brings the dance and its tempo into tune with the “revolu-
tion”... and markedly not with the cuduro of intra-colonial compromise.
Angela Lucia, as deprived of insurance in committing her own singu-
larity - her ipseity — as the Archangel Lucifer whose pride her name
echoes and her action reflects, triggers a risky turbulence by taking jus-
tice into her own hands. Truth without reconciliation... and, certainly,
without remedy; but in and with the pharmakon.? Félix is left to bury
“the narrow body” of the barata, latest embodiment of that “pure evil”
so feared by the gecko since his father’s ani-mot juste had alerted him to
the supplementarity of “celebrating — with only pretend joy - the death
of someone we disliked” (Idem:105). There where scorpion was will
cockroach be?

Et mundus regum...

Edmundo [Barata] dos Reis is dead. Long live Angela. Viva Angola. Via
Ventura. Via Euldlio. Via all bookmen and their [intrusive] animots...

“And did you know that Angela was your daughter?”

“Yes, I knew. I left prison in nineteen-eighty (...) That son of a bitch -
Edmundo - had derived great pleasure telling me every time he interrogated
me of how hed killed my wife. He told me theyd murdered the baby too. But

24 “The pharmakon is the movement, the locus, and the play (...) The translation by remedy can
thus be neither accepted nor simply rejected” (Derrida, 1981:127; 99).
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it turned out they hadn’t killed her. Theyd handed her over to Marina, Mar-
ta’s sister, and she had brought her up (...) I became obsessed (...) I thought
that if I killed him I'd be able to look my daughter in the eye (...) I returned
to Luanda (...) on the table of my hotel I found a business card of our friend
Félix Ventura. Give your children a better past (...) Then one evening I waited
for him to leave the sewer where he used to hide out, and I slipped down into
it. And there, in that filthy hole, I found a mattress, dirty clothes, magazines,
Marxist literature and - would you believe it? - a set of archives contain-
ing the State Security reports for dozens of people (...) when all of a sudden
Edmundo appeared (...) knife in hand. He was laughing (...) He said:

The two of us, face to face again, comrade Pedro Gouveia — but this time
I'm going to finish you off... — and he lunged at me (...) The rest you know
(Idem:172-4).

In a pastiche of “and the rest you know” predictability of socialist real-
ist stereotyping presumptions, Agualusa plays with the campaign-poster
typicality of Edmundo Barata dos Reis — “I'm the very last communist
south of the Equator”. His T-shirt is inseparable from his skin, from his
tatooed hammer and sickle (Idem:146). The easy eponymy of a fallen sov-
ereignty interrupted by the animot abjection cockroach of the punning
barata is a cheap shot at a no-less failed Soviet expansionism. Out of the
sewer, with updated notes from the underground, emerges that subverted
Marxist other, demon-creature of cyclically Dostoevskian animation:

If you take, for instance, the antithesis of the normal man (...) it feels
insulted (...) and wants to revenge itself (...) The base and nasty desire to
vent that spite on its assailant rankles (...) the only thing left for it is to
(...) creep ignominiously into its mouse-hole. There in its nasty, stinking,
underground home our insulted, crushed and ridiculed mouse promptly
becomes absorbed in cold, malignant and, above all, everlasting spite (...)
will begin to revenge itself (...) incognito (...) it will suffer a hundred times
more than the one on whom it revenges itself (...) But it is just in that cold,
abominable half despair, half belief, in that conscious burying oneself alive
for grief in the underworld (...) in that acutely recognized and yet partly
doubtful hopelessness of one’s position, in that hell of unsatisfied desires
turned inward, in that fever of oscillations (...) that the savour of that
strange enjoyment of which I have spoken lies (Dostoevsky:57-8).

The depiction of the fallen ideologue’s ends-and-means, criminal,
axial role in the plot of The Book of Chameleons, at micro level, stands



Intra-Colonialism or I’"Animotion Mosaique of the Black Atlantic 73

in contrast to the macro-economic failure of the nation and the success
as fiction-maker and host to Angela as vehicle of justice of “o vendedor
de passados”, Félix. A venture performed, in collusion, via the silences
and the voicings of the albino black and his animot interlocutor... but
one which still requires a woman to commit her own singularity, the
untranslatable factor of her life and death:*

“And what about Angela - did she know you were her father?”

She became a photographer, like me; and, like me, she became a
nomad.

A drowsiness came over me, I wanted to shut my eyes and sleep, but
I resisted it, sure that if I fell asleep moments later I would awake trans-
formed into a gecko.

“Have you had news from Angela?”

“Yes, I hear from her. At this moment she should be going down the
Amazon on a big, lazy, slowboat (...)  hope she’s happy?”(Idem:174-5).

A journey and an escape that Félix and Euldlio already had news of,
too. Via a photograph... and an inscription — “In the margin, Angela
Lucia had written in blue ink: Pldcidas Aguas, Pard” - for, in Brazil now,
she is lost to Félix and Euldlio but for her carte postale... the missive
that, always, may not arrive but that, in this instance, contains a clue
to the framing of an inter-continental, intertextual, movement.” “And
what about Angela?” Her? Gone to Pard... Parergon, as “accessory, for-

25 For recall: “Angela Lucia is to women what humankind is to the apes” (40). Not every critic
has seen the characterization, or its function in Agualusa’s text, as so strongly layered: “Told
in short, ironic scenes, O Vendedor de Passados is consistently taut and witty. Unfortunately,
the novel’s violent conclusion, which re-enacts the gruesome fate of the couple who staged the
1977 coup attempt, does not emerge organically from events in Ventura’s bookshop; the story’s
final twists feel imposed” (Henighan, 2005). Such a reading of the relationship between fact
and fiction, betraying no little animosity towards the mediations that national bookmen bring
to international bookshops, hinges on the novel’s oblique references (José et al) to the events of
27 May 1977 and a MPLA purge after an attempted coup. Nito Alves, José Van Diinem and a
legendarily beautiful Cita (or Sita) Vales were victims of a prison atrocity still raw in the public
conscience of the intra-Angolan national imaginary. Which, pace tale-trusters everywhere, is
not to say that the thorn-text of another José — E A — might not further prick that conscience.

26 Pldcidas Aguas: placid waters whereby “memory or archive of the living would be an immuniz-
ing movement (a movement of safety, of salvage and salvation of the safe, the holy, the immune,
the indemnified, of virginal and intact nudity), but an immunizing movement that is always
threatened with becoming auto-immunizing, as is every autos, every ipseity, every automatic,
automobile, autonomous, auto-referential movement”? Or, a cover story for “a certain risky
turbulence in the assigning of places™?
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eign or secondary object, supplement, aside, remainder. It is what the
principal subject must not become” (Derrida, 1987:54).

After the crime, “the crossing”; Angela has fled, accessory after the
fact, supplement to Angola-Brazil relations, remainder to and reminder
of a mosaic of transatlantic shifts, re-enacting toings and froings, emi-
grations, forced or otherwise, retaking the soundings of an echo cham-
ber of already multiple “crossings”, of past and present enslavements in
selves journeying towards ipseities (becoming only for principal sub-
jects). The “Black” Atlantic still bears her trace (without signature) but
in blue. A binary is diluted, yet an ever-framing Félix still opts for a
pin, “a bright, ludicrous green [one], and fixed the photograph to the
wall”. An ethereally ever blue and green Brazil flags convenient escap-
ism, ostensibly, but Ventura knows, better than most, that any game of
colours masks the difference between searching for identities as distinct
from ipseities. It's what you do... and she has done. His “eyes filled with
tears (...) Tknow you want me to forgive her. I'm so sorry my friend, but
I can’t. I don't think I can do it” (Idem:164). The pardo-ing of the sphere
of action - a shade of grey - is too much for the African albino’s black
and white, entrenched, polarity to withstand. Angela Lucia’s sin of pride,
inseparable from revenge, has lost her, to him, forever.

The Borges-haunted Euldlio - “I imagined myself sinking into that
silence, blindly, like I used to” (Idem:152) — will soon have served, out-
lived, his purpose in Félix’s narrowly superannuated, assigned, resi-
dence. After the explosive dénouement, the anxiety-influenced narrator,
resisting sleep lest he dream, and wake, as a real gecko, settles for his
terminal role of being — and penetrating — the animottled skin of Angola
and the scarred body of national memory. In echo of “Borges y yo’, the
narrator, “Fu” and “l4lia”, wills his own and his other’s oblivion, a release
from the burden of further testimony, from re-narration. “My whole life
was an attempt to escape” (Idem:172-3), ] [L] Buchmann had explained.
I wish I had said that...

You will osga, you will

“Give your children a better past” had been the slogan of the seller of
pasts. Only at the end of the novel, in a newly started diary, does Félix
Ventura address his need of a living interlocutor cum witness to his
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writerly role in the recon/deconstruction or his nation’s plausible story.
Without an echolalic corroborator, his only resort will be to the pain-
tully less-than-dialogical written or pictorial evidence of a diary or of
postcards from afar.

Mythologized sub-Saharan animism will be supplemented by a new
Angola-focussed anim(ot)ism whereby a haunting if not-so-pure evil
catches up with the narrative-for-sale of O Vendedor de Passados. “Scor-
pion” — “T ought to be charging you overtime, damn it!. Who do you
think I am - Scheherezade?..” - is always, mot et parole, already there,
sting in the tale of a past that the osga Eulalio has heard tap-tapping —
and has survived once before. It catches up with (and perishes with, no
Scheherezade, he) the gecko animot that “died in combat, like a hero -
whod never thought of himself as courageous” (Idem:179). He got his
teeth into the “horrible creature” of the past; the ever-present lurking
past and its relationship with the chameleon-coloured laughing witness
of a narrative, a dream, constructed, counterfeited before his very eyes.

This morning I found Eulalio dead. Poor Eulalio. Hed fallen at the
foot of my bed, with an enormous scorpion, a horrible creature, also dead,
clamped between his teeth. I decided to start keeping this diary today, to
maintain the illusion that there’s someone listening to me. I'll never have
another listener like him, though. He was my best friend, I think. I suppose
I'll stop meeting him in my dreams now. And indeed with every passing
day, every passing hour, my memory of him becomes more and more like a
figure made of sand. The memory of a dream. Maybe I dreamed it all: him,
José Buchmann, Edmundo Barata dos Reis.

Pm an animist. 've always been an animist though I've only lately real-
ized it. The same thing happens to the soul as happens to water (...) Eulalio
will always be Eulélio, whether flesh (incarnate) or fish.

I'm reminded of that black and white picture of Martin Luther King
speaking to the crowd: I have a dream... he really should have said “I made
a dream”. If you think about it there’s a difference between having a dream
and making a dream.

Yes, I've made a dream.

Lisbon, February 13, 2004 (Idem:179-80).
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“Finally, I learn to live”, as a writer and cultural critic, as “an auto-
biographical animal”. To write, no less than to read, frees us from our
spectres.”’

Ecce animot - that is what I was saying before this long digression.
Jacques Derrida
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Historia del concepto de “vanguardia” “Vanguardia” y bolchevismo: Malevich.
“Vanguardia” y fascismo: Marinetti. “Vanguardia” e imperialismo: “The Inter-
national Style” Picasso contra la “vanguardia”. Paul Klee contra la “vanguardia”
La estética del expresionismo aleman contra la “dialéctica de las vanguardias”
Huidobro contra la “vanguardia” Movimento Antropofagico contra la “van-
guardia” La rebelion estética contra la modernidad: Rulfo, M. de Andrade,
Arguedas, Roa Bastos. Teleologia, teologia y teosofia de las vanguardias: de
Mondrian al “final de la historia” La ideologia antiartistica y “The American
Way of Life”. Globalizacion cultural y el triunfo de las vanguardias. Vanguardia
como retaguardia administrativa: las estrategias de la cultura global.

&

Cuando se anuncia por todas partes la eliminacion del arte, la anti-es-
tética y el post-art, hablar de vanguardias artisticas resulta paradoéjico.
Quizas sea también una tautologia. Las vanguardias definieron en su dia
una estrategia militar de alta capacidad destructiva. A finales del siglo
XIX el concepto de vanguardias fue retomado por las organizaciones
politicas socialistas, anarquistas y comunistas. Seguia siendo una avan-
zadilla con un objetivo destructivo: el sistema econdémico capitalista.
Las vanguardias artisticas han sido la expresion de una analoga volun-
tad de ruptura y destruccion: de la experiencia artistica y las memorias
culturales, y de las formas de vida a ellas ligadas. Pero, ;qué son esas
vanguardias artisticas?

"New York University
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Los usos de esta palabra tienen una larga historia: desde la sor-
presa que Baudelaire expresé en sus diarios por los poetas que usaban
su camuflaje militar, hasta la homologacién y neutralizacién académica
del término en seminarios y congresos globales. Su concepto estético o
artistico, en cambio, ha tenido una vida breve y leve. Picasso, a quien
la museografia y la historia del arte han instaurado como uno de sus
monumentales pioneros, rechazé este titulo con un gesto rotundo. Para
artistas como Schoenberg o Kandinsky el concepto de vanguardia es
un sinsentido. Klee subrayaba en sus diarios que la idea de progreso, de
la que el concepto de vanguardia es subsidiario, no tiene razén de ser
en la historia del arte. Si de las artes plasticas o la musica pasamos a la
literatura las cosas son todavia peores. ;Kafka vanguardista? ;Pessoa?
;Fueron Guimaraes Rosa o Juan Rulfo alguna vez avant-garde? ;Qué
clase de invencidn es entonces esta “vanguardia artistica™?

El formalismo intrinseco a esta palabra no quiere decir que carezca
de referentes. Por el contrario, existen una serie de importantes casos
particulares de esta universal o global vanguardia, y la eficaz funcién
administrativa de su categoria estd hoy fuera de toda duda. Algunos
ejemplos.

Tenemos, en primer lugar, artistas marginales: los dadaistas de Ziirich
y Berlin, los futuristas de Milano. Llamarlos representantes de “movi-
mientos’, como se ha hecho frecuentemente, presupone introducir de
manera subrepticia una dimension trascendente, ya sea histdrica, politica
o civilizatoria, que las expresiones artisticas y las manifestaciones intelec-
tuales de un Marinetti, un Tzara o un Carra no tenian. En las manifesta-
ciones callejeras de Dada-Berlin uno puede ver desesperacion, violencia,
cinismo, y un rechazo brutal de la miseria, la guerra y la corrupcién que
el auge del industrialismo habia traido consigo. Las fachas de Grosz son
la anticipacién desesperada del terror de los fascismos europeos. Es legi-
timo hablar a proposito de estas obras de una ruptura formal, una ruptura
moral y una ruptura politica. Hasta cierto punto, estos artistas represen-
tan incluso una ruptura general con respecto a los valores estéticos y éti-
cos del siglo XIX. Pero sélo hasta cierto punto.

El mas importante de los artistas de Dada-Berlin, segtin Tucholsky,
era Grosz, y Grosz es un discipulo avanzado de las Caprichos y Dispa-
rates de Goya. Los manifiestos de Tzara exponen una vision lucida y
decadente de la crisis europea. Pero nada que pueda catalogarse como
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vanguardia o primera fila, ni brecha ni brega de ninguna clase. De todos
modos, el sentido de sus manifiestos s6lo puede comprenderse a partir
de la tradicién de pasquines y manifiestos revolucionarios del siglo XIX
europeo. Heartfield inaugur6 nuevas formas de comunicacion artistica.
También anticipé los modelos para la industria publicitaria y la propa-
ganda politica del siglo XX.

La poesia, la pintura y la arquitectura futuristas, el Movimiento
Moderno en la arquitectura, o bien su prolongacion en otras corrien-
tes artisticas pioneras de la modernidad europea del siglo XX, como
la que representaban Malevich, Tatlin o Tziga Vertov, arrojan aspectos
mas complejos. En los manifiestos de Marinetti, al contrario que en los
dadaistas de Berlin, advertimos la legitimacion estética de la guerra
industrial, la exaltacién de las masas industriales, la glorificacion de la
produccion industrial, el culto a la racionalidad industrial, y a una este-
tizacion general del industrialismo basada en dos simples categorias:
el “dinamismo” - un dinamismo que abarcaba de un solo golpe a los
transportes motorizados, los lenguajes industriales y las masas urbanas
-y la violencia, una violencia universal, a la vez gramatical, arquitec-
tonica y militar, verdadera anticipacién de la violencia de las vanguar-
dias fascistas europeas. Lo que las realizaciones y programas de Sergei
Eisenstein o Tziga Vertov, o Tatlin o Malevich afiadieron a este proyecto
universal futurista solamente fue una retérica comunista, un lenguaje
formal abstracto y unos productos artisticos programaticamente inte-
grados en el proyecto y el proceso de configuracion de un sistema civili-
zatorio comunista, estilizado como una salvacion de la humanidad, que
acabd naufragando en las paradas militares del totalitarismo corpora-
tivo moderno.

Los ejemplos pueden y deben multiplicarse. En Mondrian la llamada
“dialéctica de las vanguardias” se cumple con transparencia cartesiana.
De un realismo epigénico y banal que nunca fue poseido por las inten-
sidades emocionales de los colores de van Gogh, ni la fuerza mitologica
de la naturaleza de Courbet, el postimpresionista Mondrian descendi6 a
un “cubismo” del que también habia eliminado las intensidades expresio-
nistas picasianas. A partir de este cubismo semidticamente domesticado
Mondrian ascendi6 a su famosa construccién de espacios geométricos y
colores puros. Al igual que los dadaistas y expresionistas de Berlin, y al
igual que los dramadticos manifiestos de Malevich o El Lissitzky, Mon-
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drian levantd una protesta artistica contra una realidad histdrica que
llam¢ “tragica” Lo mismo que ellos asumia esta protesta como final y
muerte del arte en tanto que experiencia y reflexion expresivas de la
realidad. Pero a diferencia de los futuristas y de los constructivistas
rusos su subsiguiente redefinicion del arte se apartaba de las contingen-
cias politicas e histdricas de su tiempo. Mondrian vindicé un concepto
metafisico de arte impregnado de connotaciones platénicas inspiradas
en la teosofia de Helena Blavatsky. Y confirié a la subsiguiente cons-
truccion esencialista de valores abstractos, universales y absolutos un
significado civilizatorio: la creacién ex nihilo de un nuevo orden total
que comprendia desde los colores que debemos ver hasta las calles por
las que tenemos que transitar. Todo debia someterse a una y la misma
estética cartesiana explicitamente identificada con los valores teoldgicos
y tecnolégicos de la produccién industrial.

Estos casos proporcionan las piedras clave para la construccion de
una “dialéctica de la vanguardias” en un sentido riguroso: la invencién
de un progreso estricto que comprende desde la abstraccion del color en
Cezanne a la composicion plastica pura de la ciudad lecorbuseriana; un
progreso desde l'art pour l'art a la obra de arte como produccion indus-
trial; el ascenso de la estética romantica de lo maravilloso a la produc-
cion surrealista de simulacros y del espectaculo. El punto de partida de
esta construccion de un proceso o progreso estéticos de las vanguardia
o de la modernidad estética tout curt es negativo: la supresion del arte
en tanto que experiencia de la realidad - sumariamente confundida con
un concepto naturalista o positivista de realismo. Esta negacién gene-
ral y abstracta ha legitimado y sigue legitimando su “superaciéon” en un
siguiente paso progresivo: la redefinicion del arte como teologia y tec-
nologia de la organizacion industrial de la percepcion de la realidad y de
la interaccién humana. En este sentido el neoplasticismo es un modelo
paradigmatico de racionalizacion de la percepcion visual bajo las limi-
tadas coordenadas espaciales y la pobreza coloristica que sus cuadros
contemplan programaticamente. El racionalismo de la arquitectura
industrial formulado en el Modulor fue el modelo efectivo de planifica-
cion del comportamiento humano a escala industrial en las megal6polis
del siglo XX. Esta superacion tecnocéntrica de la obra de arte se coroné
con una visiéon metafisica de banalizadas connotaciones misticas que ha
coligado los idearios positivistas y socialistas del progreso tecnoldgico
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e industrial con la trascendencia secularizada de un orden cartesiano
universal de angulos rectos, colores puros, espacios planos y materia-
les cristalinos. Mies van der Rohe y Le Corbusier fueron sus maestros
absolutos.

No cabe duda: los surrealistas fueron celebrados en este panorama
global de la modernidad estética como la expresion de una libertad que
Europa no habia vuelto a conocer desde los dias de la Comune. La critica
de la razdn tecnocéntrica, el rechazo de la moral cristiana, la liberacion
de las fantasias del inconsciente, y la integracién de los mitos y la magia
de las culturas colonizadas por la razén occidental en el seno de la razén
occidental misma: ;{Todo eso prometi6 el surrealismo en su primer y
segundo manifiestos, y a lo largo de una amplia serie de expresiones
artisticas y literarias!

Nada de eso impidio, sin embargo, que la “amarga victoria del
surrealismo” significara el triunfo de sus productos degradados, como
en su dia escribié Guy Debord: objetos anagdgicos, deconstruccion y
manipulacién metonimica de los lenguajes, produccién de una realidad
virtual paranoica, apologia mercantil de fetiches y simulacros, la estética
real maravillosa... Bajo el programa general de la produccién de simu-
lacros irracionales Breton y Dali anunciaron un consumo semidtico de
simulacros complementario a la conversion del arte en medio de pro-
duccién industrial de la realidad. La revolucion surrealista anticipé la
sociedad del espectaculo de la misma manera que la teoria de las maqui-
nas de habitar de Le Corbusier anticipaban una planificacién industrial
totalitaria de la vida humana.

La dialéctica de las vanguardias parte del prejuicio numero uno de la
teologia cristiana: la historia como manifestacion del espiritu. Todas las
expresiones vitales del humano, desde las revoluciones cientificas hasta
las revoluciones politicas, serian la expresion de aquel supremo princi-
pio. Asi también el arte. Pero el arte, de acuerdo con la formulacién secu-
larizada de este espiritu del cristianismo y su despliegue en historia no es
“die hochste und absolute Weise dem Geist seine wahrhaften Interessen
zum Bewusstsein zu bringen” - no es el modo superior y absoluto de
traer al espiritu los verdaderos intereses de la conciencia, en palabras de
Hegel. El arte no puede alcanzar los misterios ultimos de nuestra con-
dicién histérica, de acuerdo con esta tradicion ascética que comienza
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con el apdstol Juan y culmina con el “Testamento” de El Lissitzky. Sélo
la concepcion cristiana de la verdad y su encarnacion en la razén capita-
lista son la verdadera expresion de lo absoluto. Y esta manifestacion de
lo absoluto se encontraria en algiin lugar mas alld de la experiencia del
arte y el artista. De ahi la sentencia anti-estética de Hegel y del espiritu
capitalista de nuestro tiempo: “el arte es y permanece un pasado.”

La declaracion de la muerte del arte, la negacion institucionalizada
de la posibilidad del arte, la exaltacion comercial, museal y académica
de la anti-estética no han dejado de propagarse y repetirse a lo largo
de dos siglos bajo modalidades y modulaciones diferentes. Proudhon,
Marx y el socialismo cantaron la misma cancidn sin demasiadas varia-
ciones. No el imperialismo capitalista, sino la revolucién comunista era
la manifestacion superior de la Vernunftbildung y, por consiguiente,
debia celebrarse como la tinica y verdadera expresion objetiva del espi-
ritu. Su triunfo histdrico revelaba el caracter superfluo del arte. Muchos
artistas asociados a la revolucion comunista, de Alexander Block a El
Lissitzky o Tziga Vertov, asumieron esta escatologia antiartistica. En la
medida en que el arte geométrico y la estética del maquinismo integra-
ban en su proceso de creaciéon formal la racionalidad industrial, tam-
bién adquiria una nueva aura metafisica y praxica. Su objeto ya no era
el reino trascendente de la belleza, ni la reflexion tragica sobre nuestra
mala realidad. Su lugar tampoco se encontraba en una esfera sui generis
del sentimiento, ni de la experiencia. De lo que trataba y de lo que se
trata es de la construccion industrial de la realidad, de la organizacién
racional de la realidad y de la constitucién de una nueva realidad total.
La arquitectura se elevo a instrumento de la razén instrumental e indus-
trial. El arte se transfiguré en design y fashion. La antiestética vanguar-
dista se elevd a performance y especticulo. La literatura fue convertida
en ficcion y entertainment. Los mass media sublimaron las experiencias
pioneras del cine en sistema de produccion de identidades individuales
y modelos sociales corporativamente programados.

Las vanguardias han cerrado con ello su ciclo vital. Han suprimido
la autonomia del arte para integrarlo a tiempo completo en la verdad
absoluta de la produccion industrial y el espectdculo capitalista. Por eso
los futuristas defendieron la guerra industrial; por eso Vertov se puso
al servicio de propaganda del estado soviético; por eso Le Corbusier

! Hegel vol. pp. 23, 25.
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subordino la forma arquitectdnica a las necesidades de la produccion y
expansion industriales sobre el Tercer Mundo. Y por eso Henry Russell
Hitchcock y Philip Johnson proclamaron un nuevo internacionalismo
industrial y la igualacion de todos los lenguajes planetarios bajo el con-
cepto formalista y vacio de un nuevo y tnico estilo global.

La dialéctica de las vanguardias culmind en un concepto instrumen-
tal de forma, el llamado funcionalismo, elevado a principio de organi-
zacion total. Cumplia con ello el ideal romantico de obra de arte total a
la vez que invertia su sentido. Su finalidad no era ahora la integracién
de las artes para la consecucion de la expresion artistica de una época,
sino su homologacion bajo una universal sintaxis antiestética. La ultima
consecuencia politica de la dialéctica de las vanguardias es totalitaria.

Todos estos casos sélo justifican en su realidad localizada en el
tiempo y el espacio el concepto globalmente administrado de vanguar-
dia: no justifican la construccién “dialéctica de las vanguardias,” ni el
concepto de “vanguardia” como principio de coercién antiestética uni-
versal a la que deban subsumirse las expresiones artisticas mas impor-
tantes del siglo XX. Picasso rechazd explicitamente la concepciéon de
sus obras como momentos de un proceso. Contra la nomenclatura
vanguardista afirmo la individualidad tnica e irrepetible de toda verda-
dera obra de arte. Paul Klee incorpord al arte occidental las expresiones
artisticas y las concepciones cosmoldgicas de la miniatura hindu o la
ceramica inca. Su concepcion de la naturaleza es oriental. La pintura de
Kandinsky remonta a una espiritualidad de reminiscencias platonicas
y plotinianas, al misticismo de la cabala y a las raices orientales de la
iconologia bizantina. Huidobro se opuso radicalmente a la teleologia
de las vanguardias. La poética de Garcia Lorca no parte de una ruptura
histdrica, sino que hunde sus raices en el misticismo sufi de Al-Andalus.
Schoenberg y Villa Lobos ensalzaban el artesanado musical de las tra-
diciones populares centroeuropeas y de la musica popular brasilera res-
pectivamente. La obra de Beckmann sélo puede comprenderse a partir
de su reflexion sobre las mitologias mediterraneas antiguas. El concepto
de color de Rothko remonta a tradiciones espirituales orientales. Juan
Rulfo y Mario de Andrade hunden sus raices literarias en las mitologia
y concepciones sagradas de la América antigua...

Ninguna de estas dimensiones estéticas, metafisicas y culturales
caben en el disco compacto de esa “dialéctica de las vanguardias.” Nin-
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guna de ellas deja subsumirse bajo una razén histérica capitalista como
expresion del absoluto mas alla del arte en el sentido en que lo definia
Hegel y lo han seguido repitiendo los funcionarios académicos del post-
art. Por el contrario, la concepcién animada del cosmos de Arguedas, la
teoria de la naturaleza creadora, infinita y sagrada de Klee, la captacion
espiritual del color de Rothko, la teoria de la nueva armonia de Schoen-
berg, la arquitectura cristalina de Bruno Taut, la dimensién “espiritual
en el arte” que desarrollé6 Kandinsky, el “matriarcado de Pindorama”
que reivindicé Oswald de Andrade... todo ello apunta a una dimensioén
estética y politica autdnoma ajena a las teleologias y teologias de la razén
en la historia y sus vanguardias politicas y militares o artisticas.

Esta critica de las vanguardias tiene una importante consecuencia
programatica para la filosofia del arte, y para la historiografia y la critica
artisticas de nuestro tiempo que quiero subrayar a titulo de conclusion:
la necesidad de replantear, redefinir y rehacer sus premisas estéticas,
metafisicas y politicas.



Heaviness and the modernist aesthetics of
movement'’

Isabel Capeloa Gil*

Though modernity has been narrated by a cultural discourse of lightness or
weightlessness, that builds on mobility, transience and inconstancy, one that
draws on speed, elusiveness, disengagement, on the breaking of boundaries
and on the destruction of permanence, epitomized in the arts of the late 20th
century, film, and modern dance; heaviness is not simply its downgraded
other, but represents an alternative cultural discourse of modernity. The paper
shall thus first look at the discursive construction of lightness and heaviness
as conflicting and interreferential metaphors of modernity; and then move
on to a discussion of how strategies of weight/heaviness in modern dance and
its literary representation act as alternative strategies of cultural communica-
tion, negotiating meaning among a variety of discourses such as anthropology,
semiotics, sociology, politics and philosophy. Furthermore, by drawing on the
concept of remediation, that in Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusins sense
refers to the anthropomorphic process by which a certain medial representa-
tion improves upon or remedies prior forms of mediation (Grusin & Bolter,
2000: 273), the paper will look at early modern dance aesthetics, namely that
of the Ballet Russes, and discuss the way their influence upon the discourses of
modernity gave way to the birth of particular dance constructs, building on the
metaphor of heaviness. As cases in point of this heavy modernity grounded in
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1 Parts of this paper were presented in a German version at the Akademie der Kiinste in Berlin, as
a plenary lecture within the scope of the colloquium “Tanz als Anthropologie’, the annual con-
ference of the Research Group of the FU Berlin, “Kulturen des Performativen”. I thank Gabriele
Brandstetter and Christoph Wulf for the comments and insights provided.
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dance, I shall then discuss the first exploits in modern dance aesthetics in Por-
tugal, namely the birth of the so-called “Portuguese Ballets” in 1918 within the
scope of the first Portuguese modernism, and particularly due to the efforts of
Almada Negreiros, and his ballet The Princess with the Iron Shoes, to then return
to the future and discuss heaviness as a movement discourse in choreographer
Heddy Maalem’s ethnic and race conscious remediation of Stravinsky’s Sacré du
printemps, from 2004.

Ein Tanz- und Spottlied auf den Geist der
Schwere, meinen allerhdochsten grofmdchtigsten
Teufel, von dem sie sagen, daf3 er, der Herr der Welt’ sei.

E Nietzsche, Also sprach Zarathustra

&

One of the founding myths of the modern experience is its light and
liquid condition. Let us for now forget liquidity and focus on the model
of ‘weightlessness’ reflected in the mobility and inconstancy that char-
acterizes both the modern subject, and the practice of modern life.
Lightness, as other metaphors we use to reflect upon the way we make
sense of the world, works through an implicit binarism, a tension with
its implied opposite, as George Lakoff and Mark Johnson have shown in
the influential Metaphors we live by (1986). Metaphors like high and low,
fat and thin, right and wrong, light and heavy provide a sense of coher-
ence to the world we live in and enable us to make sense of it through
a mechanism of difference. The conceptualization of one opposite is
grounded on the binary tension with its Other, so that high is supported
by low, wrong by the moral pattern of right, and lightness is indeed
anchored in heaviness.?

Having this productive tension in mind, my contention in this paper is
that though modernity has been narrated by a cultural discourse of light-
ness, that builds on mobility, transience and changeability, one that draws

2 In a reference to the blending of mobility and lightness in the modern chronotope, Zygmunt
Baumann wrote that one was clearly dependent on the other, for the ‘lighter we travel the easier
and faster we move’(Baumann, 2000: 2).

3 Read Saussure again: “Units and grammatical facts would not be confused if linguistic signs
were made up of something besides differences. But language being what it is, we shall find
nothing simple in it regardless of our approach; everywhere and always there is the same com-
plex equilibrium of terms that mutually condition each other” (Saussure, 1972: 184).
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on speed, elusiveness, disengagement, on the breaking of boundaries and
on the destruction of permanence, heaviness is not simply its downgraded
other, but represents an alternative cultural discourse that the arts have
appropriated, even that which may be symptomatically referred to as the
lightest of performative arts: dance.* It is then fair to argue that heaviness
becomes the phéanotext of the modern narrative of lightness.

Lightness is probably modernity’s favoured metaphor, presenting
both its misery and splendour. As early as 1848, Karl Marx and Frie-
drich Engels denounced the new era in the Manifesto of the Communist
Party, portraying the modern age as a time when “All that is solid melts
into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face
with sober senses, his real conditions of life, and his relations with his
kind” (Marx & Engels, 1978: 94). For the authors of the manifesto, mod-
ern lightness presented a tricky paradox. On the one side it did away
with the notion of traditional permanence that supported social stasis
and class rigidity, on the other, lightness evoked the fluid elusiveness of
capital. The second half of the sentence, in fact, counterbalances the lit-
eral motion to ‘enlighten’ - i.e. to make lighter all that is solid - and calls
for a new form of solidity, a new materialism, a renewed heaviness to
counterweight the elusive dimension of the lightness metaphor. In this
materialist outlook, lightness becomes the symptom for a dysfunction
that demands a new kind of heaviness, based on renewed bonding.

Zygmunt Baumann, who addresses the productive stress between
the heavy and light metaphors of modernity in Liquid Modernity (2000),
defends that early modernity’s denouncing of heavy social stagnation
was in fact a mode not of doing away all together with weight, but a
motion “to clear the site for new and improved solids” (Bauman, 2000:
3). Marxist Baumann saw dialectical materialism as intent on replac-
ing the inherited set of deficient and defective solids with another set,
which, for those who believed in it, was much improved or “preferably
perfect”.

4 Gabriele Brandstetter in the study Tanz-Lektiiren (1995) has already referred to the
paradigmatic dimension of modern dance as a topos of modernity (Brandstetter, 1995:
38-39). Nijinsky’s Sacre (1913) would introduce an irritation into this paradigm by dis-
rupting the aesthetics of lightness that lay at the root of European dance traditions with
heavy, plump and earthbound movements and gestures. See Brandstetter, 1999:385
and Hewitt 55 ff.
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The modern discourse of the lightness dichotomy was further
anchored in contemporary Kulturkritik. Across the board from Marx-
ism, Nietzsche made use of the lightness/heaviness metaphor in his
critical ontology. For Nietzsche lightness bore the marks of a discourse
of transcendence. It was one way of overcoming what he envisaged as
the spirit of heaviness (Geist der Schwere), the burden of moral tradi-
tion and the inability to transcend the limited boundaries of a decaying
cultural structure. Although this expression became a repeated topos
of a philosophical undertaking that staged a scathing criticism of the
social-cultural system, there is a quote from Die frohliche Wissenschaft,
[Gay Science] where the philosopher presents a rather more complex
portrait of the light/heavy dichotomy. Here the traveller acting as a critic
of modernity says:

Dass man gerade dorthinaus, dorthinauf will, ist vielleicht eine kleine
Tollheit, [...] —: die Frage ist, ob man wirklich dorthinauf kann. Dies mag
an vielfachen Bedingungen hiangen, in der Hauptsache ist es die Frage dar-
nach, wie leicht oder wie schwer wir sind, das Problem unsrer “spezifischen
Schwere”. Man muss sehr leicht sein, um seinen Willen zur Erkenntnis bis
in eine solche Ferne und gleichsam iiber seine Zeit hinaus zu treiben, [...]
(Nietzsche, 2001: 380).°

Reflecting a sense of exhaustion prompted by the overburdening with
a decaying and rigid value system, the excerpt deals with the unsolvable
tension between the pull to transcend and overcome and the despond-
ent materiality of the bloody incision of the discourses of value over the
subject’s heavy body. The pull to move beyond good and evil is indeed
marked by a rhetoric of verticality and lightness. To move beyond, one
has to climb, scale, fly, i.e. abandon the heavy materiality of the body and
its discursive moral incisions. The question is whether the body’s mate-
rial or discursive heaviness may ever be overcome. This is where the phi-

5 “That one wants to go precisely out there, up there, may be a minor madness, a pecu-
liar and unreasonable “you must’—[...] the question is whether one really can get
up there. This may depend on manifold conditions, in the main the question is how
light or heavy we are, the problem of our “specific gravity” One has to be very light to
drive one’s will to knowledge into such a distance and, as it were, beyond one’s time,
to create for oneself eyes to survey millennia and, moreover, clear skies in these eyes!
One must have liberated oneself from many things that oppress, inhibit, hold down,
and make heavy precisely us Europeans today” (Nietzsche, 2001:200)
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losopher posits the question of the “specific gravity”, that individual mark
that will regulate one’s degree of movement beyond, into that Other scene
of existence. If the movement beyond is addressed with the mechanisms
of jumping, scaling, flying, endeavours close to human achievement but
that foreclose the possibility of permanence, so is lightness a transient
state that cannot ever evade the specific weight of both the material and
the discursive bodies. Lightness is thus for Nietzsche a state sought but
never achieved, a project of emancipation foreclosed by the specific gra-
vity of the heavy body and the discursive systems it is loaded with.

The third founding discourse of the light modernity I wish to address
is Baudelaire’s appraisal of Constantine Guy as The Painter of Modern
Life from 1863. The famous quote about modernity is often enough half
quoted. Indeed, the poet writes: “La modernité, cest le transitoire, le
tugitif, le contingent, la moitié¢ de l'art, dont 'autre moitié est Iéternel et
I'immuable” (Baudelaire, 1980: 142) The fleeting lightness of the mod-
ern is but the half of a deeper ground work, one that builds on that other
half, the eternal, heavy and immutable. The dichotomous metaphors of
light and heavy signify the clashing power discourses that pervade the
energies of modernity, namely the pull to secede and the motion to pre-
serve, the will to de-construct but again to rebuild.®

The modern unbearable lightness of being is then both bearable and
embodied, and it is always and already subverted by the underlying semi-
osis of heaviness. Heaviness hence becomes not only a hidden performa-
tive, a discourse that presents the narrative of lightness as grounded on a
law that it must transgress, because it cannot attain absolute transcend-
ence, but it is also productive as a supplemental signifier, in Derrida’s
sense (Derrida, 1967: 24ff.), a representation that lies beyond and simul-
taneously both subverts and supports the project of weightlessness.

Migrating from theoryto art, the modern project of lightness grounded
on heaviness has its performative counterpart in emerging modern dance.
In fact, if the ephemeral fluidity of movement makes modern dance a
metaphor of modernity itself, heaviness acts as its underlying supplement,
that comes through first on the level of theoretical self-reflection, then in

6 The age’s obsession with construction and demolition is epitomized in the Lumiére
Brothers’ film “Démolition d’'un mur” (1895), whose depiction of destruction was
complemented by the projectionists’ improvised playing of the film in reverse so that
it would turn into an anticipation of construction.
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the heavy social political contingencies and powers that frame the per-
formance and third through the dancer’s real material and heavy body.

How then does dance theory at the turn of the 20* century build upon
a vocabulary of heaviness? Strange as it may sound, modern dance had
indeed heavy origins, as it was born from an archive of stone, materialized
in the numerous bas-reliefs from the Greek and Roman antiquity that pro-
vided a catalogue of gesture to the prime movers such as Isadora Duncan,
Ruth St. Denis or Ida Rubinstein.” In fact, early modern dance revival was
a process of remediation, a medial representation improving prior forms
of mediation (Bolter & Grusin, 1999: 273), born from the attics of cultural
memory and written in heavy stone. The famous anecdote about Isadora
Duncan being inspired by the Greek engraving of a Maenad exhibited
at the British Museum is representative of this medial process. A dou-
ble remediation would later occur, when modern dancers themselves
and their performances gave way to new, modern, stone engravings. A
remarkable example is Bourdelle’s “La danse. Isadora et Nijinsky”, a relief
for the Theatre des Champs-Elysées created in 1913, which bears a quota-
tion of the spirit of antiquity, but is ultimately a statement of the desire for
the heavy fixation in stone of the performance’ fleeting transience.

Fig. 1: Antoine Bourdelle, “La danse. Isadora et Nijinsky”, 1913.

7 Gabriele Brandstetter has discussed at length this grounding of modern dance in the
archive of stone. The essay is in this matter indebted to her conclusions. See Brand-
stetter, 1995: 50 ff. As well as Jowitt, 1988: 149.
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In fact, this was already a marker of 19 century dance theory. Carlo
Blasis in his influential Code of Terpsichore, published in London in 1830,
posited not the virtuosity of dance, but rather this heavy incision on the
canvas or on stone as the goal and acme of any dancing performance.
Comparing the art of dance with that of painting, he argues: “ A good
dancer ought always to serve for a model to the sculptor and painter. This
is perhaps the acme of perfection and the goal that all should endeavor
to reach. Throw a sort of abandon into your positions, groups and ara-
besques; let your countenance be animated and expressive.” (Kirstein,
1969: 238) The possibility of framing, enclosing and containing in stone,
photography or in a painting made the fixation of lightness on a heavy
medium a precondition for the modern dance narrative.

On a second level, heaviness is a symbolic marker for the power
discourses that truly traverse the moving body and instrumentalize it
both as embodied performances of hegemony or as subversive strategies
of disruption. I use the term power in the foucauldian sense as a pro-
ductive strategy embedded in knowledge and supporting both repres-
sion and emancipation. Constrained by gymnastics or in other cases
by ballet training, the prime movers, as modern dancers were called,
paved their away by drawing upon earlier training, but tried to emanci-
pate movement from these bio-constrictions (Foucault 185; Mauss 455).
Swaying between training, coercion and virtuosity, modern dance effec-
tively built on the heavy apparatus of dressage to present the motions of
freedom. Whilst Rudolf von Laban claimed that “Every Human Being
could be a dancer’, the fact is that training in any kind of school of
movement became pivotal to the success of the venture. Then again, the
act of dancing or choreographing is always a situated one, historically
contingent and negotiating from the embedded subjectivity of the artist
the motions and emotions of the social, political, sexual, economical or
religious discourses. It is thus always loaded, grounded in history and
burdened with the powers of discourse.

The third mode of conceiving heaviness in modern dance discourse
is truly material, as it dwells on the real materiality of the dancer’s body
as the grim entity that threatens the so hardly sought dream of grace
and transcendence. Vaclav Nijinsky’s grand jetés impressed audiences,
not because of the tremendous energy put into them, but for the sem-
blance of an ethereal body suspended in mid air. In fact, in her memo-
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ries Theatre Street, Tamara Karsavina tells the anecdote of a time when
Nijinsky was asked whether he found it difficult to hold himself up in
the air for so long as he did when he jumped. He is recalled as having
answered: “No! No! Absolutely! One just has to jump up and then, once
youre up there, put in a slight pause.” (Karsawina, 1981: 49) One of the
promises and deceptions of dance, particularly in the mode of the bal-
let délevation, is precisely the semblance of suspending weight, an illu-
sion soon to be dissolved by the touch of the solid ground beneath the
dancer’s feet.

Portuguese philosopher José Gil in an influential reflection on dance,
titled Movimento Total. O Corpo e a Danga (2001), declares that beat-
ing weight seems to be the ultimate aim of the dancer. However, unable
to transcend the heavy materiality of flesh and muscles but trained to
energetically strive at its denial, the dancer is trapped in an unsolvable
paradox. Dancing is fundamentally perceived as a motion of instabil-
ity and difficulty that will disrupt the gravitational balance of the body.
Movement struggles to “ [...] transform weight into pure gravity” (Gil,
2001: 21), so that the dancer, relieved of his real weight, may reach his
“specific virtual weight”. Just as for Nietzsche, the subject’s specific grav-
ity is negotiated with the moral value load, José Gil's “specific virtual
weight” arises from that specific point of negotiation where the dancer’s
concentration, training and emotion are conjoined in a kinesis that will
balance off matter and gravitational pull. Thus the paradox of the heavy
body is solved by the balance of the body-system, that as Susanne Langer
defends is not just physical and mechanical, but also virtual, because
what moves is the “virtual body”, not the mass of flesh and muscles. (27)
Thus perceived, weight needs no longer be a controlled liability, setting
up a system of body prescriptions of slenderness, lightness and elegance,
but it becomes a condition of balance that will break oft that maximum
of instability brought on by movement. For instance, Bill T. Jones™ use
of heavy/fat dancers in his performances, as in the emblematic Still/
Here (1994), is representative of the reconstruction of weight not as a
counter-model to the fluidity of movement, that which forecloses dance
as light jouissance, but as an-Other alternative and centripetal narrative
of motion.

The two case studies I shall deal with next, attempt to show the
productivity of heaviness in different instances of the modern cultural
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narrative of dance. The first mingles the first two levels of systemic heav-
iness mentioned above, namely aesthetic remediation and the weight of
political discourse and recalls the birth of modern dance in Portugal,
within the frame of early modernism, with the first “modern” ballet,
coreographed by José de Almada Negreiros, and symptomatically titled
A Princesa dos Sapatos de Ferro [The Princess with the Iron Shoes] from
1918. The second venture discusses heaviness as a postcolonial reme-
diation strategy in choreographer Heddy Maalem’s Sacré du printemps
(2004). In spite of being almost a century apart, both events perform a
remediation of a founding narrative of modern dance, the aesthetics of
Sergei Diaghilevs Ballet Russes, specially their heavy aesthetics of move-
ment, the concept of dance as a repository of national traditions and of
a sacred return to mythical origins, as Nijinsky’s Sacre clearly exempli-
fied, as well as a medium of putting across a situated ethnic identity.
Maalem’s revisitation, in fact, blends the stress on identity politics with
a cosmopolitan aesthetics, thus presenting a mode of the rooted cosmo-
politanism, Kwame Appiah has referred to.?

1. Translating Power into Dance

In a certain way, Portuguese modernism was born out of the spirit of
dance. The heretical claim rests on the fact that like most of its European
counterparts Portuguese Modernism was extremely prone to histrion-
ics. The first and only futurist journal published in Portugal, Portugal
Futurista had a performative agenda that was set from the start, and in
this the Ballet Russes played no minor role. In fact, the magazine, pub-
lished in November of 1917, opens with a clear roll call to Portuguese
audiences, urging them to experience fully the Ballet Russes’ saison in
Lisbon, which was to start in a few weeks. Written by author/performer/
painter Almada Negreiros, the manifesto-like address “Os Bailados Rus-
sos em Lisboa” (“The Ballet Russes in Lisbon”) begins with a clear inter-
pellation of the reader and is rhetorically modelled after the political
manifestos of the time: “Portuguez, aten¢ao! E a ti-proprio que nos dir-
igimos. Vimos propor-te a tua liberdade! Escuta:” (Portugal Futurista 1)

8 Appiah’s revision of cosmopolitanism is intent on: “[...] construct[ing] a state and
society that take into account the ethics of identity without losing sight of the values
of personal autonomy.” (Appiah, 2004: 268)
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[Portuguese, pay attention! We are addressing you. We come to bring
you your freedom, listen:”]

With contributions by Apollinaire. Almada Negreiros, Fernando
Pessoa, M4ario de S4 Carneiro, Valentine de St. Point, Raul Leal and
painter Amadeo de Souza Cardozo, Portugal Futurista rested profoundly
on Almada’s volition to present art, and literature in particular, as a radi-
cal form of performance. I am willfully using the term in an extrater-
ritorial fashion, slightly across the board from the theatrical audience
centred definition in performance studies theory (Phelan, 1998: 2). By
performance I mean an aesthetic enactement that seeks the fleeting
experience of performative embodiment, even as it addresses the public
through media other than the theatrical.’ In this sense, Almada’s contri-
butions to Portugal Futurista had performative intent. The poem “Mima
Fataxd’, a futurist homage to woman/dancer/prostitute as the absolute
embodiment of the A triangle, presented a remediated erotic dance over
the poem’s surface, where the imaginary dance of the prostitute spread
over the material word perfomance on paper.!” The same performa-
tive intent is clear in Alvaro de Campo’s “Ultimatum” or in Almada’s
“Futurist Ultimatum to the Portuguese Generations of the 20th Cen-
tury” [“Ultimatum Futurista as Geragdes Portuguesas do Século XX”],
which not simply aimed at schocking burgeois audiences, but was actu-
ally performed before a live audience at Theatro Republica, in Lisbon,
on April 14, 1917. Although the performance had already taken place,
by the time Portugal Futurista was published, Almada printed an advert

9 Erika Fischer Lichte presents a comprehensive definition of performance, drawing from Austin’s
pragmatics and shifting it to address any cultural form that seeks embodiment (Fischer-Lichte,
2004: 31), whilst Gabriele Brandstetter and Hans-Friedrich Bormann conceive of performance
as the “very experience of mediality” (Bormann &Brandstetter, 1999: 50).

10 José Saasportes dismisses the performances as amateurish and lacking any consequence, except
to those involved in the venture. He refers to the lack of dance culture, to the existence of uncul-
tivated audiences as far as the latest developments in modern dance were concerned. The critic
further dismisses the influence of the Ballets for the creation of the state subservient Ballets
Verde Gaio (1936), under the influence of Salazar’s propaganda minister Antonio Ferro (Saas-
portes, 1979: 68-73). It is my claim that in fact the Ballet Russes influence extends far beyond the
mere choreographical and artistic, it also bears the traits of the heavy dependence upon politi-
cal or economical power structures was an embedded marker of the troupe. The creation of the
first Portuguese national dance company under Ferro evokes Diaghilev’s influence not so much
in the blending of folklore with nationalism, but rather in the promotion of dance within the
limits of power structures be they economic, as in Diaghilev’s case, or political, as in Ferros.
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to the ‘had been’ event in the journal which carried in the lower part a

compte rendue of the performance by the artist himself (Fig.2).

I. CONFERENCIA FUTURISTA

e ALMADA . .NEGREIROS

Fig.2: Portugal Futurista, 1917.

The play of simulacra was a key component of the modernist agenda
and its drive to épater le bourgeois. Although Almada’s authentic per-
formance at Theatro Republica was mentioned in the Portuguese press,
it did by no means receive the outraged reviews the eccentric artist had
wished for. In fact, it is only in his own review that the scent of scandal
is perceived, as he “invents” the event as having been hugely tumultuous
with the audience booing him as he went on stage. Later reports, how-
ever, contradict this narrative. In fact, painter Sarah Affonso, Almada’s
wife, recalls in her memoirs that there were few people in the room,
most of them members of the futurist movement like Fernando Pessoa
or Santa Rita Pintor. The booing was dim and far from spontaneous, a
mere rhetorical gesture of the futurist programme (Almada Negreiros,
1982: 47)

The saison of the Ballet Russes in Lisbon must rightfully be given
more credit to the development of Portuguese modernism than it has
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been granted so far.'' The modernists were all engaged admirers of
Diaghilevs troupe ever since their first performance in Paris, on May 18
1909. In contrast to other members of the movement, like S4 Carneiro
or the painters Amadeo de Sousa-Cardozo and Santa Rita, who had all
lived for a certain period of time in the city of light and had watched
repeated performances of the Russian company in Paris, or like musi-
cian Ruy Coelho and architect Raul Lino, who had seen the group in
Berlin and were immediately seduced, Almada Negreiros learned about
the Parisian events through his Portuguese expatriate friends and via
the theatre magazines where the performances were discussed, like the
Comoedia, that was regularly sent by Sa Carneiro. His interest increased
with the arrival to Portugal of a famous couple of exiles, fleeing the
war, artists Robert and Sonia Delaunay. Almada was so taken with the
reports that he even planned to write a ballet, dedicated to Madame
Sonia Delaunay-Terk, entitled Ballet Veronese et Bleu, which he never
came to finish.

Rather than enacting any kind of libertarian fantasy, for Almada the
Ballet Russes figured the total expansion of movement, the domain and
manipulation of the body up to distortion and physical impossibility by
dint of discipline. “Having gathered about themselves the extraordinary
achievements of modern art and the marvellous accomplishments of
science, the Ballet Russes have every means of enabling an understand-
ing of the key youthful attitudes needed for this Great Victory of Mod-
ern European Civilization; the maximum of individual discipline and
the absolute domain of personality.” (Portugal Futurista, 2)."> Almada
envisaged the efforts of the ballets, less in view of the recovery of tradi-
tion, or as a return to the motions and emotions of the ritual origins,
but rather as body work, discipline, and in a way a renewed and more

11 “Tendo reunido em si extraordindrias rializagdes da Arte moderna e maravilhosas aplicagdes da
sciencia os BAILADOS RUSSOS dispdem de todas as vantagens para facilitarem a comprehensao
das atitudes syntheses de toda a duragdo da juventude até esta Grande Victoria da Civilizagdo
Moderna Europeia; O méximo da disciplina individual, o dominio absoluto da personalidade.”

12 Almada considered himself the true inventor of modern dance in Portugal: “A expressdo de
Arte BAILADO nio ¢ inteiramente ignorada em Portugal e ndo o é porque nds somos autores
de BAILADOS alguns dos quais ja rializados.” (Portugal Futurista 2). A list of six ballets, sup-
posedly authored by the performer, is then discussed, although this was somewhat of a hoax in
the typical Almada style. They were: A Princesa dos Sapatos de Ferro, 1912; O Sonho da Rosa,
1915; Historia da Carochinha, 1916; Lenda d’Ignez, 1916; and two ballets in preparation, Bailado
da Feira and Joujous. Apart from A Princesa dos Sapatos de Ferro, there is only reliable evidence
as to the performance of O Sonho da Rosa (1916) (Santos, 1993: 11).
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controlled form of pantomimic gymnastics. He would put these values
across in the choreography for the Princess with the Iron Shoes, a ballet
first referred in a footnote to the Ballet Russes’ essay as an example of
Portugal’s modernity as far as the new dance developments were con-
cerned.”

The Princess with the Iron Shoes is mentioned as having been created
and performed in 1915. Composer Ruy Coelho mentions in his works
that the ballet was actually composed in Berlin in 1912, and we know
for sure that it was performed on April 10 1918, at the Theatre S. Carlos
in a venue organized by the “marraines de guerre” a group of socialites
who raised funds to support the troops. Apart from the Ballets Russes’
aesthetic influence, the fact of the matter is that the event was heav-
ily dependent on the contingency of the existing power structures. In
the period between 1912 and 1918, particularly in the annus mirabilis
1917, there was a consistent support among the affluent bourgeoisie and
within certain circles of the nobility for the new forms of bodily expres-
sion, standing as an art of its own and emancipated from its theatri-
cal insertion. At the Palace of the Rose, in Lisbon, Helena da Silveira
de Vasconcelos e Sousa (b.1886), the daughter of the Earls of Castelo
Melhor, hosted numerous artistic events and receptions, amongst which
many sumptuous divertissements and ballets. She not only organized the
events, but provided the stage, the dancers (all members of the nobility,
with no training except gymnastics) and gave the artists an opportunity
to present their art." It is against the backdrop of this class interest that
the Ballet Russes’ recitals in Lisbon must be perceived.

The saison of the Ballets Russes in Portugal may be counted amongst
the poorest the company ever had. Lydia Sokolova (Hilda Munnings),
in her memories Dancing with Diaghilev, recalls the Lisbon perform-
ances as the worse they ever gave. In fact, Diaghilev and his company
had been leading a hand-to-mouth existence since the war broke out.
However, there were also some highlights. During this so called post-
romantic phase of the company, Leonid Massine was trained as a cho-
reographer and Stravinsky and Prokofiev worked on scores that were
presented as ballets as soon as the war was over. Moreover, it was also

13 José Saasportes considers these first ballets as unreal art forms and pure upper class delusions
(Saasportes, 1979: 67).

14 See for instance O Imparcial, 5.12.1917, p.2.
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the time for change into more abstract and cubist dance ventures, epito-
mized in Cocteau’s/Satie’s and Picasso’s collaboration for Parade (1917).
Despite having premiered in May, Parade was not included in any of the
Lisbon performances.

In 1917 after a tour of the United States and Latin America, with
performances in Brazil and Argentina, Diaghilev was having a very hard
time finding engagements in war thorn Europe. Spanish King Alfonso
XIII was an enthusiastic admirer of the company and invited Diaghilev
for a performance in Madrid. The first Spanish season opened on 26
May and in the autumn they returned for new performances, but after
that it was a dead end. Diaghilev eventually managed to arrange for a
season in Lisbon in the dire winter of 1917, and so the company arrived
in the Portuguese capital on December 2 with the performances due to
start on December 6 at the circus theatre, Coliseu dos Recreios. They
were met at the train station by Almada Negreiros and José Pacheko. The
newspapers announced the saison excitedly,"” but the Portuguese public
did not at first attend in overwhelming numbers. This was motivated by
a sense of class, that strongly marked the communicational system of
the theatres in Lisbon (Carvalho, 1993: 143), as the first performances
were held at the coliseum, a circus-like theatre that was mostly attended
by the middle and the more popular classes. The upper middle class and
the nobility would attend the national opera house, the Theatro S. Car-
los that had been closed since the beginning of the war.

There was however another, heavier incident to account for the flop
of the first performances. On Dec. 5 as Massine, Diaghilev and Almada,
who hung around them, headed for the theatre to prepare the next day’s
premiere, they were caught by the motions of the ongoing political
revolution, that lead dictator Sidonio Pais to a short lived dictatorship.
Diaghilev who hated revolutions and revolutionaries, damned them all.
The three had to hurry back to hotel Avenida Palace and entrench them-
selves in the rooms, blocking windows with mattresses for protection
against stray bullets. Almada was forced to stay with the dancers at the

15 “No Coliseu os bailados russos tinham a mesma atmosfera glacial, os mesmos graus negativos
das estepes siberianas. [...]Que frio, minha prima, no palco e bastidores! Thamar exageradva
os gestos apaixonados, para activar a circulagdo. Cledpatra batia os dentes, quando segurava
o queixo voluntarioso, entre as maos cravejadas de pedrarias. As escravas palmejavam com
forga o palco sujo do Coliseu, procurando aquecer-se. E fugia a ilusdo do quente dia egipcio, na
temperatura gélida do teatro. “ (Clarinha , s/a: 15-17)
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hotel during these few days, whilst the guns were raging outside, with
the hotel being hit (Santos 36). Sokolova recalls that there was even a
shortage of food, as no one could leave to gather provisions for the hotel
(Sokolova, 1960: 67). On Dec. 9 the fighting on the streets had ended
but had taken its toll, with 70 dead and over 500 wounded. The Coli-
seum had been bombed, so that when the first performance finally took
place on Dec. 13, there were bullet holes everywhere, the ceiling was half
thorn and it was freezing cold inside. A spectator recalls that in “Cléopa-
tre” a dancer was chattering her teeth, as she was dancing.'® Despite the
mishaps and even though none of the more innovative creations were to
be seen (Nijinsky’s choreographies, Stravinsky scores or even Parade),
the Ballets left a strong impression on the public.

The program of the first eight performances included Les Sylphides
(created in 1909), Cléopdtre (1909), Shéhérazade (1910), Le Spectre de
la Rose (1911), Prince Igor’s War Dance’s (1909), Thamar (1912) and Le
Soleil de la Nuit (1915), danced and choreographed by Massine, and
finally Le Carnaval (1910), which would become a huge inspiration for
Almada, as witnessed by both the sketches he drew of the ballets and in
his later paintings. The newspapers, ignorant in the art of dance criti-
cism, praised the sets, the costumes and of course the dress code of the
audience, but did not understand the true artistic meaning of the event,
although there were some few glimpses as to the importance of the per-
formances for the whole concept of the modern."” However, unhappy
with the Coliseum performances, Diaghilev managed through his
acquaintances in the upper classes a remarkable turn of events, the reo-
pening of the national Opera House for two performances, where apart
from some of the already seen choreographies, the programme included
Massine’s Les femmes de bonne humeur. This event was attended by the
whole of the Lisbon society, as Almada wrote, by the “old blue blood/

16 Apart from critic Manuel de Sousa Pinto’s professional reviews, the newspaper O Imparcial
published the following review by an anonymous author, where the Ballets are truly perceived
as founding a new world Picture: “Mas é agora, e s6 contemporaneamente a nds, que a suprema
expressividade do gesto, da atituide, do movimento corpéreo, ganha féros de verdadeira forma
d’Arte, autonomisando-se por completo das demais. Por sorte que, se poude chamar-se a era da
musica ao XIX século, creio dever chamar-se ao século XX a era da Coreografia” (O Imparcial,
5.12.1917,2).

17 Later on Massine is recalled as naming every Portuguese he met in Paris as Almada (Santos 23).
Dance is in fact an important topos of the repertoire of Portuguese modernism, which it shared
with its European counterparts (Gil, 2001: 580-81).
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born with its biography already made”, and also by the newly arisen dic-
tator Sidonio Pais.

Be as it may, the performances exerted a huge influence on the
group of Portuguese modernists that had extensive contacts with the
members of the company'®. The Princess with the Iron Shoes was born
out of this influence,” and in fact Almada’s choreography was discussed
with both Diaghilev and Massine (Santos, 1993: 3). Taken by the colle-
ctive enthusiasm that led the whole of the Lisbon society to engage in an
amateurish dance folly, believing to be consummate dancers a la Mas-
sine, Tchernicheva or Lobukova, Almada had the opportunity to create
what was later to be hailed by those same fully chauvinistic and ignorant
critics as the Portuguese Ballets.

The point I wish to make is rather that A Princesa dos Sapatos de
Ferro by refiguring Diaghilev’s choreographic inspiration, provides a
case in point of modernist aesthetics otherwise; i.e. the ways in which
the heaviness phenotext worked within the provincial Portuguese con-
text, by joining the epigonal inspiration of the Ballets Russes heavy aes-
thetics of movement with the petty, nationalist and heavy constrictions
of the troubled Portuguese modernity. Almada’s efforts and his connec-
tions within the Castelo Melhor circle were indeed responsible for the
performance of A Princesa dos Sapatos de Ferro together with Bailado
do Encantamento at the Theatro S. Carlos on April 11 1918. The three
performances given were unalienable from the power structures of the
country and from Almadas own connections within the new dictator-
ship’s circle. Without this heavy entourage, the performances would
not come to be, so that their value load was from the outset extremely
heavy, presenting an unsolvable paradox for the poseur and rule break-
ing Almada.

Tracing this performance, however, comes as a rather archeologi-
cal task as no notations were left, Almada never wrote any additional
notes or remarks on the event, his choreography has disappeared and
the reviews in the newspapers were utterly impressionistic, praising the
fabulous setting and paying more attention to the heavy political and

18 This may be the case, even though, as already mentioned, the score may have been composed
earlier by Ruy Coelho

19 The influence of the Russian Ballets wasn'’t left unnoticed. The newspaper Iustragao Portuguesa
writes that the ballet was directly influenced by the Ballet Russes (Ilustragdo Portuguesa,13.5.1918,
366).
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social weight of the attendees than to the performance itself. We have
only the score, the programme of the performance and the private recol-
lections of some of the dancers. The effort to retrace the displacement
and disappearance of the event is in fact a task that presents the very
aporia of performance studies, as Heidi Gilpin very shrewdly puts it:
“The fundamental fact of performance is that it is enabled by its vanish-
ing, that it exists only through its disappearance, that it is made possible
by its very impossibility (Gilpin, 1996: 115). Either we repeat the per-
formance of absence or recollect the disappearance of the performance””
I am recollecting the disappearance.

In a keen resemblance with the argument of The Red Shoes, the
ballet The Princess with the Iron Shoes, based on a popular tale, was a
dreamlike extravaganza, with a musical score by Ruy Coelho, sets and
costumes designed by José Pacheko and choreographed by Almada
Negreiros.”® The plot is simple and naive. It tells the tale of a little vain
princess, admiring her locks in the mirror when she is confronted by
an evil witch who asks her to let her comb her hair. When the request is
denied, the witch damns the princess, telling her she will have to dance
with the devil in hell every night until she wears out seven pairs of iron
shoes. That very same night whilst sleeping, the princess is snatched
away by the devil. Almada danced the parts of the witch and the devil
and was “unforgettable” as one critic put it (Santos, 1993: 3). He is said
to have leaped on stage and to have danced frenetically in this one and
only venture into ballet. A relative recalls he was truly frustrated with
what he envisaged as the unskillfulness and lack of training, that made
him into an amateur in this art (Almada Negreiros, 1982: 45). After la
grande illusion of the Russian Ballets, which represented for Almada the
ultimate performance, this was a traumatic reality check, proving that

20 The list of choreographers who have ventured into a reenactement of the piece is naturally long
and the list below is by no means comprehensive. Let us recall, for instance, Martha Graham
(1930), Aurel Miloss(1941), Yvonne Georgi (1953), Mary Wigman (1957), Maurice Béjart (1959),
Hans van Manen (1974), Pina Bausch (1975), Hans Kresnik (1982), Mats Ek (1984), Min Tanaka
(1989) and Marie Chouinard (1995). Born in Batna, Algeria, of an Algerian father and French
mother, Maalem discovered dance after having practiced box and aikido for a long time. Having
as his only certitude the absolute trust in his body, in an embodied and inverted cartesianism, he
went on a patient but determined quest as to the possibilities of his own movement. In 1990 he
founded the Ivoire dance company and within the next few years established himself as a choreog-
rapher in search of essences. Transport Phenomena (1991), Corridors (1992) and Trois vues sur la
douce paresse (1994) were some of the pieces that established him in the French milieu and further
led to the refounding of the earlier troupe in the Heddy Maalem Company, based in Toulouse.
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his sought for goal, excellence in all the arts, could not be so readily
achieved and that dancing was for this artist no place of grace.

Be as it may, the ballet presented the unsolvable paradox of the
modern, the demonization of movement, clearly portrayed in the argu-
ment of the ballet and epitomised in the heavy iron shoes, and the will
to move, transcend and be light, even if the artistic result probably was
not to be regarded as of a very high level. Limited by a backward social-
cultural system, in a society that sought for rigidity instead of rhythm,
Almada’s efforts were nonetheless the embryo of what may be rightfully
called modern Portuguese dance culture, a performative venture into a
realm that had been a trope for Portuguese modernists from the outset.
It was certainly heavily loaded with power constrictions, unskillfullness
and amateurism, but it was through these heavy means that a substan-
tial cultural model was introduced and spread within the Portuguese
milieu, that eventually led to the widespread growth of professional
dancing from the 1920’s onwards.

2. Remediating heavy origins

Algerian born choreographer Heddy Maalem is perhaps the latest to
venture into a remediation of one of the most influential dance cho-
reographies of the 20" century, Vaclav Nijinsky’s Sacre du printemps
(1913), perhaps the epitome of the heaviness model in dance aesthet-
ics. As Modris Eksteins wrote in Rites of Spring, Nijinsky’s choreogra-
phy was shocking because there was not one single mark in sight of
what had made him the embodiment of modern lightness, not one jeté,
pirouette or arabesque, rather the overall movement of the dancers was
characterized by heavy two legged jerks, walking or stomping (Fig. 3),
with disgruntled, but highly controlled, gestures of inward bound feet
(Eksteins, 1990: 87).
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Fig. 3: Le Sacre du Printemps, 1913, Original still.

Stepping in line with a tradition of remarkable post-Nijinsky chore-
ographies of Stravinsky’s piece recalled in Millicent Hodson’s Nijinsky’s
Crime Against Grace,”" Maalem brings the Sacre to Africa, perceived as
the berth of the world, the berth of movement and the cradle of a cul-
tural gesture born out of the violence of sacrifice and death. Le sacre du
printemps (2004) is the third and final part of a trilogy begun in 2000
within an ambitious project that sought to unveil through movement
the recurrent issue of identity. He thus gathered a group of black dancers
born in France, as well as Nigerian and Senegalese dancers, and sought
to disclose the violence of origins, the violence of existence - epitomised
in war - and the vilification of the individual before conflicting forces.
The first part of the trilogy Black Spring (2000) exposed the clichés asso-
ciated with the representation of blacks. He voyeuristically displayed the

21 The list of choreographers who have ventured into a reenactement of the piece is naturally
long and the list below is by no means comprehensive. Let us recall, for instance, Martha Gra-
ham (1930), Aurel Miloss(1941), Yvonne Georgi (1953), Mary Wigman (1957), Maurice Béjart
(1959), Hans van Manen (1974), Pina Bausch (1975), Hans Kresnik (1982), Mats Ek (1984),
Min Tanaka (1989) and Marie Chouinard (1995). Born in Batna, Algeria, of an Algerian father
and French mother, Maalem discovered dance after having practiced box and aikido for a long
time. Having as his only certitude the absolute trust in his body, in an embodied and inverted
cartesianism, he went on a patient but determined quest as to the possibilities of his own move-
ment. In 1990 he founded the Ivoire dance company and within the next few years established
himself as a choreographer in search of essences. Transport Phenomena (1991), Corridors
(1992) and Trois vues sur la douce paresse (1994) were some of the pieces that established
him in the French milieu and further led to the refounding of the earlier troupe in the Heddy
Maalem Company, based in Toulouse.
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heavy muscled and sweaty black bodies as material instances of appro-
priation by the Western gaze, mingling the lingering sensuality with the
racist topos of the black’s naiveté and blind obedience to the Western
master. In the double focus of cliché and violence, he sought to displace
through grotesque movements the appropriation of the black’s body by
the Western imaginary, recalling in a sense Frantz Fanon’s cry in Les
damnés de la terre for the reappropriation of the body by black subje-
ctivities.

The second part of the trilogy, LOrdre de la bataille (2002) depicts
the state of war that disrupts the South and presents the chaotic march
of Africans towards the West with unstoppable imageries of violence
enacted over a vibrant cinematic projection on the stage. Either stomp-
ing their feet as an ordered army marching into battle or with strong
body jerks that portray the violence enacted on the body, Maalem still
figures a possibility of redemption in a hesitant and fleeting pas de deux
portraying the possibility of renewal. With Stravinsky’s Sacre Maalem
inscribes the pattern presented in the previous choreographies within the
narrative of Western modernity, and simultaneously displaces it, seeking
to make ends meet and present after the end of the battle from the previ-
ous piece, the violence of the beginning. In an interview from June 2003,
Maalem recalls that, while in Lagos working on Black Spring, he started
listening to the rhythms of Stravinsky’s Sacre. The venture into this new
project presents itself as a new rewriting of the origins. He says:

We are busy in the strange task of recognizing the forces that unite the
bodies: to dance... In the same chord, united in the strongest disharmony
to celebrate another Sacre. [...] And Africa: a whole continent contained
in the space that separates the day that ends from the one that begins: a
new dawn. The end and the beginning of the world. [...] A continent not
heard and a promise at the same time: the deep anguish of Spring. A land
that supports the huge impulse of the universe, the strength of the bursting
tomorrow. The last kingdom to walk. (Maalem, 2003: 2)

With fourteen dancers from Mali, Nigeria, Senegal, Benim and
Guadalupe, Maalem refounds the ritual of origins in Africa, endowing
the movement on stage with the earth-bound gestures of African tradi-
tional dances. As in Nijinsky’s original piece, there are no high leaps, just
downward movements, dragged feet and stomping, the ritual motion
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of African dance. In a minimalist setting, substituting the black box
stage with a white cube, the dancer’s body is only slightly covered, and
his/her blackness highly enhanced. There is no grace here, just energy.
The heavy bodies are strategies in a communal movement that hails for
rebirth. However, Maalem does not refrain from addressing challenging
issues of the African experience and so, the chosen one from Nijin-
sky’s piece becomes the victim of a collective rape, that does not bring
renewal but rather critically presents the violent founding of the com-
munal upon domination and sexual servitude, and the relation between
the sexes as death. Maalem’s approach is a contemporary enactement of
the discourse of heaviness based on a perception of the moving body
as loaded and situated, inscribed with the necessary burden of ethnic
identity, sex, class, location.

Although they are almost a century apart, both Almada’s dance ven-
ture and Heddy Maalem’s Sacre present heaviness as a counter-discourse
to the modern and late modern narrative of lightness whilst at the same
time remediating, under different cultural and socio-historical condi-
tions, a crucial performative event of European modernism, the Ballets
Russes. Differing in politics and style from Almada’s amateurish epigo-
nal performance, Maalem’s Sacré steals Diaghilev’s heaviness of yore and
in a catachrestic gesture, appropriates the European tradition, stripping
it and dressing it in a heavily embodied postcolonial setting. He thus
presents a new rooted and cosmopolitan heavy aesthetics for the fluid
elusiveness of our late reflexive modernity.
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Une seconde musique du hasard :
Georges Perec et Paul Auster’

Jean-Luc Joly

Dans les études perecquiennes se développe actuellement un courant compara-
tiste ou il s'agit principalement d'étudier la réception ou la diffraction de I'ceu-
vre de Perec par la création contemporaine. Il est vrai qu'une sorte de galaxie
littéraire se constitue aujourd'hui autour de cette ceuvre en voie de mythisation,
galaxie dans laquelle la conjonction austérienne se révéle singuliere parce qu'a
la fois ménagée par la contemporanéité historique (Perec et Auster appartien-
nent tous deux a une époque qu'on pourrait sommairement qualifier de sortie
del'ére du soupgon ou de I'ére du vide — méme si leur univers reste marqué par
la dysphorie), et par un rapport désormais épidictique de 'ceuvre de Paul Aus-
ter a celle de son ainé, c'est-a-dire un rapport largement marqué par des signes
d'influence, des allusions conscientes, un dialogue avéré. L'ceuvre de Patrick
Modiano ou celle du plasticien Christian Boltanski par exemple entrent en réso-
nance avec l'ceuvre perecquienne d'une maniére assez semblable (confluente
puis influente), définissant pour celle-ci une sorte de statut de matrice de la
«néo-modernité » (celle qui, ne se reconnaissant ni dans l'optimisme classique
ou post-classique, ni dans le nihilisme déconstructeur, cherche a renouer avec
un projet heuristique). Loin de se limiter cependant a 'hommage d'une époque

1 Ce travail fait suite & un article sur le méme sujet (Jean-Luc Joly : « Georges Perec et Paul Auster :
une musique du hasard », Romanic Review, Columbia University, New-York, Jan-Mar 2004, vol.
95,n° 1-2, p. 99-134) ot il s'est agi tout d'abord, aprés un historique rapide des relations avérées
ou fortement conjecturables entre Paul Auster et I'ceuvre de Perec, de comparer la conception
intertextuelle que ces deux auteurs se font de la littérature, moyen d'un gain progressif vers une
totalité de I'ceuvre, elle-méme reflet d'une unité de la littérature et du monde (conception qui,
en quelque sorte, prédispose ces auteurs l'un a l'autre, dessinant un emboitement du puzzle),
puis d'étudier la maniére dont la récriture de I'histoire de Bartlebooth dans Le Livre des illusions
de Paul Auster (The Book of Illusions, Henry Holt Publishing, New York, 2002) permet de lire
d'une maniére euphorique la fin de La Vie mode d'emploi.
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en recherche de « repéres », cette résonance autorise surtout a relire l'ceuvre
perecquienne dans des sens peut-étre laissés jusqu'ici en jachére et dans I'éclai-
rage d'une histoire littéraire en cours de constitution.

La conjonction Perec-Auster est tout d'abord formée par certaines confluences
objectives : les deux auteurs, pratiquement contemporains méme si Perec se situe
légérement en amont, sont d'origine juive polonaise et leur histoire familiale est
semblablement marquée par un exil ot I'lle d'Ellis Island joue un role historique
ou symbolique particuliérement fort; ensuite, tous deux originent leur entreprise
d'écriture dans la mort d'un proche (le pére pour Paul Auster ; le pére et surtout
la meére pour Georges Perec). A cet égard, un travail de superposition de W et le
souvenir d'enfance et de L'Invention de la solitude s'avérerait particuliérement
fécond. On se limitera pour l'instant a deux citations « programmatiques » voi-
sines : « leur souvenir est mort a I'écriture ; 'écriture est le souvenir de leur mort
et l'affirmation de ma vie » (W, explicit du chapitre VIII) ; « Cela fut. Ce ne sera
jamais plus. Se souvenir » (explicit de L'Invention de la solitude).

Cette conjonction résulte ensuite de points de contacts effectifs. S'il est peu vrai-
semblable que Perec ait lu Paul Auster, la question se pose en revanche de savoir
a partir de quand, précisément, Paul Auster cesse d'étre « tangentiel » a Perec
pour franchement croiser son chemin — ce qui ouvre alors la voie a I'étude des
diverses mentions (articles consacrés a Perec) et allusions de plus en plus expli-
cites que contiennent les livres d'Auster, de la litanie des « Il se souvient » qui
clot presque L'Invention de la solitude (1982) a l'apparition du nom d'Orlowska
dans la reproduction en fac-similé d'une page d'annuaire polonais dans La Nuit
de l'oracle (2003), en passant par exemple par les repas monochromes que la
plasticienne Maria, inspirée de Sophie Calle (autre perecquienne notable) s'im-
pose dans Léviathan (1992) et qui paraissent bien étre le souvenir de ceux que
Madame Moreau fait servir a ses invités de marque dans La Vie mode d'emploi.
Surtout, le rapprochement Auster-Perec prend tout son sens littéraire dans une
thématique transversale aux deux ceuvres. Diverses figures peuvent étre convo-
quées, mais c'est la notion de contrainte existentielle et l'actualisation qu'en
réalise ce que Bernard Magné appelle I'« itinéraire réglé », qui principalement
nous retiendront.

&

Un fort courant comparatiste se développe actuellement dans les étu-
des perecquiennes ou il s'agit principalement d'étudier la réception ou
la diffraction des textes de Perec par la création contemporaine. Dans
l'intertextualité qui caractérise largement cette ceuvre, ces travaux s'atta-
chent a éclairer une relation hypotexuelle (quand les précédents avaient
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surtout privilégié la relation hypertextuelle) et constituent un signe assez
manifeste d'une mythisation en cours?.

En effet, une sorte de galaxie littéraire et méme plus généralement
artistique se constitue aujourd'hui autour de Perec, galaxie dans laquelle
la conjonction austérienne se révele singuliere parce qu'a la fois ména-
gée par la contemporanéité historique (Perec et Auster appartiennent
tous deux a une époque qu'on pourrait sommairement qualifier de sor-
tie de l'ére du soupgon ou de l'ére du vide — méme si leur univers reste
marqué par la dysphorie), et par un rapport désormais épidictique de
I'ceuvre de Paul Auster a celle de son ainé, c'est-a-dire un rapport lar-
gement marqué par un « dialogue » avéré. L'ceuvre littéraire de Patrick
Modiano ou celle du plasticien Christian Boltanski par exemple entrent
en résonance avec l'ceuvre perecquienne d'une maniere assez semblable
(confluente puis « dialogique »), définissant pour celle-ci une sorte de
statut posthume de matrice de la « néo-modernité » (peut-étre celle qui,
ne se reconnaissant ni dans l'optimisme classique ou post-classique, ni
dans le nihilisme déconstructionniste, cherche a renouer avec un projet
heuristique). Loin de se limiter cependant a 'hommage d'une époque en
recherche de « repéres », cette résonance autorise surtout a relire I'ceuvre
perecquienne dans des sens peut-étre laissés jusqu'ici en jachere et dans
I'éclairage d'une histoire littéraire en cours de constitution. En d'autres
termes, approcher l'ceuvre perecquienne par ses reflets dans la création
contemporaine est peut-étre la voie d'une critique renouvelée.

Mise en relation

La conjonction Perec-Auster est tout d'abord formée par certaines
confluences objectives® : les deux auteurs, pratiquement contemporains
méme si Perec se situe légérement en amont, sont d'origine juive polo-

2 Entre autres exemples, lors d'un colloque international consacré & Perec, organisé par
1'Université de Cluj en Roumanie (actes parus sous le titre : Georges Perec : inventivité, postérité,
Yvonne Goga et Mireille Ribiére éds., Cluj-Napoca, Casa Cartii de Stiinta, 2006), figuraient au
programme diverses études comparatistes a orientation hypotextuelle : Perec et Jean Echenoz
(Isabelle Dangy), Perec et Martin Winckler (Marc Lapprand), Perec et Frangois Bon (Manet
Van Montfrans). Deux numéros des Cahiers Georges Perec actuellement en cours vont étre con-
sacrés a l'hypotextualité perecquienne, I'un chez les plasticiens contemporains du monde entier,
l'autre chez les écrivains frangais contemporains.

3 Pour une étude détaillée de ce point, je renvoie au premier volet de ce travail (loc. cit).
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naise et leur histoire familiale est semblablement marquée par un exil
ou l'ilot d'Ellis Island joue un role historique ou symbolique particulie-
rement fort ; ensuite, tous deux « originent » leur entreprise d'écriture
dans la mort d'un proche (le pére pour Paul Auster ; le pére et surtout la
mere pour Georges Perec). A cet égard, un travail de superposition de
W et le souvenir d'enfance et de L'Invention de la solitude s'avererait par-
ticulierement fécond. On se limitera ici, pour l'ouvrir, a deux citations
« programmatiques » voisines : « leur souvenir est mort a I'écriture ;
I'écriture est le souvenir de leur mort et 'affirmation de ma vie » (W, fin
du chapitre VIII*) ; « Cela fut. Ce ne sera jamais plus. Se souvenir » (fin
de L'Invention de la solitude®).

Cette conjonction résulte ensuite de points de contacts effectifs. S'il
est peu vraisemblable que Perec ait lu Paul Auster, la question se pose
en revanche de savoir a partir de quand, précisément, Paul Auster cesse
d'étre « tangentiel » & Perec pour franchement croiser son chemin — ce
qui ouvre alors la voie a I'étude des diverses mentions (articles consacrés
a Perec notamment) et allusions de plus en plus explicites que contien-
nent les livres d'Auster, de la litanie des « Il se souvient » qui clot pres-
que L'Invention de la solitude (1982) — ou il est cependant difficile de
déméler si c'est Perec ou Joe Brainard qui est « imité »® — a l'apparition
du nom polonais d'Orlowska (déja présent dans La Vie mode d'emploi)
dans la reproduction en fac-similé d'une page d'annuaire dans La Nuit
de l'oracle (20037), en passant par exemple par les repas monochromes
que la plasticienne Maria, inspirée de Sophie Calle (autre perecquienne
notable), simpose dans Léviathan (1992)* et qui semblent bien étre le

Paris, Denoél, 1994 [1975], p. 59.

5 The Invention of Solitude, New York, Sun, 1982 ; traduit de I'américain par Christine Le Beeuf,
Arles, Actes Sud, 1988.

6 Paul Auster est l'auteur d'une préface a I Remember de Joe Brainard, 1'« inventeur » de la « for-
mule » Je me souviens...

7 New-York, Henry Holt and company, 2003 ; traduction francaise par Christine Le Beeuf, Arles,
Actes Sud, 2004.

8 New York, Viking Penguin Inc., 1992 ; traduction frangaise par Christine Le Beeuf, Arles, Actes
Sud, 1993. 1l est en outre possible que Paul Auster s'inspire de La Vie mode d'emploi pour décrire
dans ce livre le roman supposé écrit par le personnage principal de I'histoire, Benjamin Sachs
(« Les folies Bartlebooth », 'article de critique littéraire que Paul Auster publie dans The New York
Review of Books le 15 novembre 1987 a l'occasion de la parution de la traduction de La Vie mode
d'emploi en anglais par David Bellos, montre de fagon certaine qu'il a lu le « romans » perecquien
au moment ou il rédige Léviathan). Le roman de Benjamin Sachs, intitulé Le Nouveau Colosse,
est en effet un montage d'éléments empruntés a la réalité historique et surtout a d'autres romans
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souvenir de ceux que Madame Moreau fait servir a ses invités de marque
dans La Vie mode d'emplo?’, etc.

Contraintes existentielles

Sur le plan thématique, 'un des indéniables traits d'union entre I'ccuvre
de Georges Perec et celle de Paul Auster est I'importance qu'y acquieé-
rent les contraintes existentielles. Il y a naturellement beaucoup d'autres
points communs, des plus vastes ou des plus fondamentaux et struc-
turels (la question de la totalité, les coincidences et le role du hasard,
la relation dialectique entre vide et plein, le vacillement identitaire...)
aux plus circonscrits ou anecdotiques (la référence au roman policier,
l'espace de la chambre, le gott du jeu...) ; mais la question des contrain-
tes existentielles posséde le mérite de mettre en exergue ce qui se joue
dans ces deux ceuvres quant au probleme du sens, source de leur posi-
tion singuliere dans la modernité puisque a rebours d'une doxa de 1'a-

(p. 70) 5 « (...) Sachs désarconne sans cesse le lecteur en mélant dans la conduite de son récit tant
de genres et de styles que le livre finit par ressembler a un jeu électronique, une de ces fabuleuses
machines avec des lumiéres clignotantes et quatre-vingt-dix-huit effets sonores différents. D'un
chapitre a l'autre, il saute de la narration traditionnelle, rédigée 4 la troisi¢me personne, aux pages
de journal intime et aux lettres, des tableaux chronologiques aux petites anecdotes, des articles
de journaux aux essais ou aux dialogues dramatiques » (p. 71) ; enfin, dans la critique qu'il fait
de ce texte, le narrateur souligne qu'« il y a des endroits o1 le roman parait trop construit, trop
meécanique dans l'orchestration des événements, et les personnages n'atteignent que rarement a
une vie véritable » (p. 74). On notera que le livre de Sachs comporte quatre-vingt-dix-huit chapi-
tres, soit le méme nombre que La Vie mode d'emploi en tenant compte d'un inévitable clinamen,
et que la métaphore pour le désigner se référe probablement au « billard électrique » (ou flipper),
« machine » notablement perecquienne en méme temps qu'austérienne.

9 Paris, Hachette, 1994 [1978], p. 423-425. La encore, je renvoie, pour plus de détails, au premier
volet de ce travail (loc. cit.). J'ajoute cet élément nouveau porté & ma connaissance par Gilles
Esposito-Farese : dans « Le visiteur du soir » de Paul Fournel, extrait des Moments oulipiens (Paris,
Le Castor Astral, 2004, p. 58), on peut lire : « Un aprés-midi ol nous nous préparions a lire des
textes oulipiens a 1'Université de New York, nous avons vu arriver, pendant notre réception, un
beau jeune homme sombre vétu de noir. Il nous a demandé l'autorisation de lire une page de
Georges Perec avec nous. Il nous a dit toute 'admiration qu'il avait pour lui, toute 'importance
que cette oeuvre avait dans sa vie et tout ce qu'il attachait a la possibilité de lui rendre publique-
ment hommage avec nous. Son frangais était impeccable et son désir bien grand, nous n'avions
aucune raison de lui refuser ce plaisir. Il lut donc avec nous. Il se nommait Paul Auster et révait de
faire traduire en frangais un roman sur New York qu'il venait de publier. » Interrogé par mes soins,
Paul Fournel a confirmé l'authenticité de I'anecdote ; selon Marcel Bénabou, secrétaire général de
1'Oulipo, elle s'est déroulée a I'occasion de 1'Oulipo Colloquium organisé par Lanie Goodman a la
City University of New York en octobre 1983. Gilles Esposito-Farése remarque que Cité de verre,
le « roman sur New york » que Paul Auster mentionne dans sa rencontre avec les Oulipiens, n'a
été publié qu'en 1985 ; peut-étre fallait-il alors comprendre : « qu'il venait d'écrire ».
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signifiance, Georges Perec et Paul Auster semblent plutot appartenir a
cette ére de I'épilogue, de I'aprés-mot, que George Steiner définit dans
Réelles Présences comme un temps postérieur a la déconstruction nihi-
liste contemporaine ou il s'agit pour l'essentiel de refonder le sens par la
recherche et l'affirmation d'un sens du sens qui ne céde par ailleurs rien
de la lucidité sémiologique acquise™.

Pour définir ce que peut étre une contrainte existentielle, le mieux
est sans nul doute de dresser un parallele avec la contrainte d'écriture.
Tout comme la contrainte d'écriture impose de restreindre le champ
des possibles linguistiques, de choisir, dans la multiplicité des potentiels
du langage ou de l'écriture, ceux qui répondent a une définition préa-
lablement imposée, qu'elle soit arbitraire ou motivée, diminuant ainsi
la surface du domaine de référence et permettant méme parfois son
épuisement, la contrainte d'existence impose de choisir, dans la multi-
plicité des possibles d'un acte de vie, généralement « infra-ordinaire »
(se déplacer, manger, avoir des activités quotidiennes...), ceux qui ont
été « définis » au préalable (ne manger que des aliments d'une couleur
donnée ; se déplacer en fonction d'itinéraires réglés non par l'utile ou la
nécessité, voire la pure et simple fantaisie ou l'inconscient urbain de la
dérive, mais bel et bien conformément a une contrainte — comme dans
l'idéal perecquien de parvenir a traverser Paris en empruntant des rues
dans l'ordre alphabétique par exemple).

La contrainte existentielle possede un socle anthropologique ou
psychique évident. Les enfants paraissent la connaitre spontanément
et ludiquement lorsqu'ils s'imposent certains rites comportementaux
(comme de grimper un escalier en comptant scrupuleusement le nom-
bre de marches ou de se déplacer sur un pavement en posant les pieds
exclusivement sur les joints, etc.). Les adultes ne l'ignorent pas non plus :
sous des formes légeres (étre fidele a un restaurant sur un trajet donné ;
manger des raviolis le lundi), elle constitue un repere, un point fixe de
la vie qu'elle aide ainsi a se structurer et peut-étre a signifier. Car, de
magma hasardeux ou tout est indifférent ou réversible, fondamentale-
ment immotivé, le quotidien devient alors espace rythmé, orthonormé ;
s'imposer des contraintes de vie, en dehors de toute notion de discipline
sociale ou hygiénique naturellement, c'est en quelque sorte devancer

10 Réelles présences. Les arts du sens, Paris, Gallimard, coll. « NRF Essais », 1991 (rééd. Coll. « Folio
essais », 2002) ; traduit de I'anglais par Michel R. de Pauw.



Une seconde musique du hasard : Georges Perec et Paul Auster 117

l'appel du sens, présupposer un formatage certes crypté ou secret du
réel mais néanmoins présent. D'oti, naturellement, I'importance que les
comportements systémiques, réglés ou non par des contraintes ésotéri-
ques, acquiérent dans les pratiques religieuses ; d'ot, encore, la relation
patente qui unit contrainte existentielle et recherche d'exhaustion ou de
totalité, le respect scrupuleux et intégral d'un « programme » étant seul
capable de le rendre probant, éventuellement efficace. Sous des formes
déréglées et névrotiques, de telles contraintes aboutissent aux trou-
bles obsessionnels du comportement par lesquels 1'individu, fortement
culpabilisé, angoissé ou craignant la punition, soumet son quotidien a
d'épuisantes cérémonies, d'éreintantes obligations qui sont autant de
tentatives désespérées de conférer un sens a ce qui n'en a pas ou ne doit
pas forcément en avoir. Bref, quel que soit son degré ou sa forme, la
contrainte existentielle est fondamentalement liée a la question du sens ;
d'ou le caractere révélateur de sa présence chez de nombreux créateurs
contemporains'' et tout particuliérement chez Georges Perec et Paul
Auster.

Les contraintes existentielles abondent effectivement dans l'ceuvre
de ces deux auteurs, a travers des programmes, rituels ou protocoles
de vie auxquels se vouent ponctuellement ou durablement certains per-
sonnages. Pour se limiter ici a un exemple pour chaque auteur, on peut
mentionner, chez Perec, la contrainte existentielle fictionnelle complexe
élaborée par Bartlebooth dans La Vie mode d'emploi et chez Paul Aus-
ter, les expériences artistiques du personnage de Maria dans Léviathan
(nous avons déja mentionné les repas monochromes mais il y en a beau-
coup d'autres car ce personnage vit « sa vie en fonction d'un ensem-

11 On pourrait d'ailleurs distinguer, dans la création contemporaine, une famille de « plasticiens »
dont l'ceuvre et sporadiquement la vie sont réglées par de telles contraintes existentielles : outre
Sophie Calle et Christian Boltanski déja mentionnés, Roman Opalka par exemple, qui a entrepris
de peindre, selon un programme ritualisé tres précis, la suite des nombres, de zéro vers l'infini. Il
semble que le développement et la mise & disposition de nouveaux media, tel internet, ait encou-
ragé ce type de production ot la contrainte existentielle est mesure et enregistrement signifiant
du temps : citons ici l'exemple de plasticiens qui publient chaque jour une photo d'eux-mémes sur
leur site et rappelons que dans Smoke, un film dont le scénario est de Paul Auster, le personnage
principal prend tous les jours, & la méme heure et selon le méme angle, une photographie du
méme lieu urbain (Arles, Actes Sud, traduction de Christine Le Beeuf et Marie-Catherine Vacher,
1995, p. 72). Du c6té de la littérature, les Poémes de métro de 1'Oulipien Jacques Jouet fournissent
un excellent exemple de contrainte existentielle qui soit en méme temps une contrainte d'écriture
(l'idéal du systéme étant 1a aussi « garanti » ou fourni par un projet d'exhaustion possible : parcou-
rir I'ensemble du métro parisien en une journée avec un minimum de répétitions par stations).
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ble de rites bizarres et personnels'? » ; par exemple : conservation des
cadeaux d'anniversaire encore emballés et diners d'anniversaire ou le
nombre de convives correspond a 1'age — rite venant de Sophie Calle).
En ce qui concerne Perec, nous pourrions ajouter a ses personnages
l'auteur lui-méme dans certaines des plus célébres de ses expériences
infra-ordinaires (Carrefour Mabillon, Tentative d'épuisement d'un lieu
parisien ou surtout Lieux) ou dans des projets exposés au gré des pages
d'Espéces d'espaces®, de Perec/rinations', ou bien encore dans certains
textes comme « Approches de quoi » (recueilli dans L'ITnfra-ordinaire®),
ou « Quelques unes des choses qu'il faudrait tout de méme que je fasse
avant de mourir » (recueilli dans Je suis né'). Car |'écriture de l'infra-or-
dinaire est fréquemment une tentative pour révéler par l'imitation cer-
taines contraintes existentielles inapercues des hommes (d'ou la vertu
supposée déconditionnante de cette écriture).

Une telle homologie ou proximité entre écriture et vie nous invite
a ne pas nous limiter a voir dans ces contraintes existentielles d'aima-
bles excentricités, des marques de snobisme, des canulars, des indices
de névrose obsessionnelle ou des fables a portée strictement symboli-
que (ce qu'elles peuvent cependant étre également en partie). Leur mise
en application dans la vie de Perec, ne fiit-ce que le temps d'une expé-
rience d'écriture un peu semblable a une « performance » littéraire, est
en quelque sorte garante de leur portée voire de leur portance artisti-
que ; et non seulement ce prolongement autobiographique d'ailleurs,
mais aussi, comme nous l'avons vu, la contemporanéité ou la postérité

12 Op. cit., p. 105.

13 Par exemple : « Décrire les opérations que l'on effectue lorsque 1'on prend le métro avec la méme
minutie que Baedeker pour le métro de Londres en 1907 » (Paris, Galilée, 1974, p. 91) ; « On
pourrait s'imposer de suivre une latitude donnée (Jules Verne, Les Enfants du Capitaine Grant),
ou parcourir les Etats-Unis d'Amérique en respectant l'ordre alphabétique (Jules Verne, Le tes-
tament d'un excentrique) ou en liant le passage d'un état  un autre a I'existence de deux villes
homonymes (Michel Butor, Mobiles) » (idem, p. 103) ; « Jouer avec les distances : préparer un
voyage qui vous permettra de visiter ou de parcourir tous les lieux se trouvant a 314,60 km de
votre domicile ; / Regarder sur des plans, sur des cartes d'état-major le chemin que l'on a par-
couru » (ibid.., p. 114) ; voir aussi le projet de Lieux ous j'ai dormi (exposé p. 31-35), les « Choses
que, de temps a autre, on devrait faire systématiquement » (p. 62-63), les « Travaux pratiques »
sur la rue proposés p. 70-74 et qui préludent aux expériences de Mabillon et de Saint Sulpice.

14 Titre sous lequel Bernard Magné a réuni les jeux sur les arrondissements de Paris composés par
Perec pour 'hebdomadaire Télérama au cours des années 1980 et 1981 (Paris, Zulma, 1997).

15 Paris, Seuil, « La Librairie du XXe siécle », 1989, p. 9-13.

16 Paris, Seuil, « La Librairie du XXe siécle », p. 105-109.
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de telles pratiques dans le domaine des arts plastiques par exemple qui
lui conférent une signification historique (voir a cet égard les travaux du
plasticien américain d'origine japonaise On Kawara ou les contraintes
existentielles forment 1'ceuvre — comme de noter chaque soir sur un
plan ses itinéraires de la journée par exemple, ou de faire tout aussi quo-
tidiennement la liste des personnes que 1'on a rencontrées, de ce qu'on
alu, etc.).

En ce qui concerne Paul Auster, on peut considérer que la tenue, par
I'écrivain, d'un « petit carnet rouge » ot il s'agit de consigner toutes les
coincidences extraordinaires arrivées a soi-méme ou des récits de telles
conjonctions authentiques ressortit en partie a la catégorie de contrainte
existentielle qu'on pourrait qualifier de réelle'” (par opposition a celle de
contrainte existentielle fictionnelle).

Naturellement, le débordement du domaine de la fiction dans celui
de la vie se fait ici par l'entremise de l'expérience de I'écriture car, en
dehors de toute approche a teneur psychologique ou psychanalytique,
c'est uniquement cette derniére qui nous intéresse ici (et la question
d'un éventuel développement, par Georges Perec ou Paul Auster, de
certains comportements obsessionnels privés n'est évidemment pas
du domaine de notre interrogation dans ce travail'®). Le point le plus
important demeure néanmoins, dans cette proximité artistico-existen-
tielle, I'enjeu vital de l'écriture : la contrainte existentielle, avons-nous
dit, est un moyen oblique de donner sens ; or, c'est précisément I'écri-
ture qui, chez Perec comme chez Auster, est la meilleure médiation de
cette production de sens. Ceci n'implique pas vraiment, comme l'avance
souvent Bernard Magné, qu'il n'y a au fond que des contraintes d'écri-
ture chez Perec (car Lieux, par exemple, a bel et bien donné voie & un

17 Dans un va-et-vient complexe entre vie, édition et fiction, ce petit carnet rouge (sur lequel nous
allons revenir) fait une apparition romanesque dans divers textes de Paul Auster (dont Moon
Palace [Viking Penguin Inc., 1989 ; traduit en francais par Christine Le Beeuf, Arles, Actes Sud,
1990] ot le narrateur ambitionne d'écrire un ouvrage sur les coincidences — et ressemble donc
en cela a l'auteur), puis se trouve lui-méme publié (The Red Notebook, London, Faber and faber,
1995 ; traduit de I'américain par Christine Le Beeuf, Arles, Actes Sud, 1993).

18 En ce qui concerne les itinéraires réglés, on peut néanmoins, pour Perec, signaler ce fait, rap-
porté par son biographe : « L'analyse commenga un peu avant la mi-juin 1956 et se poursuivit
pendant une bonne année. Trois fois par semaine, Perec empruntait I'un ou l'autre de ses iti-
néraires méticuleusement repérés sur la carte, passant soit par Montparnasse, soit par la place
d'Ttalie pour se rendre a pied villa Seurat, ot de M'Uzan avait son cabinet de consultation (...) »
(David Bellos, Georges Perec. Une vie dans les mots, Paris, Seuil, 1993 [traduit de I'anglais par
Frangoise Cartano et l'auteur], p. 172).
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programme éprouvé dans l'ici et le maintenant d'une vie), mais qu'en
dernier ressort, c'est I'écriture qui constitue le meilleur moyen d'ordon-
nancer le réel et sa vie : ainsi, la traversée totalisante de Paris cherche a se
faire dans 'ordre alphabétique et seul le genre de I'inventaire permet de
contenir le désordre et I'entassement descriptifs de Carrefour Mabillon ;
Maria, dans Léviathan, s'impose de vivre certaines journées sous « le
signe du b, du c ou du w "*».

Les itinéraires réglés

Dans l'ensemble des contraintes existentielles développées fictionnelle-
ment ou réellement par Georges Perec et Paul Auster, nous allons nous
arréter plus longuement a celle des « itinéraires réglés ». Nous emprun-
tons cette derniére expression (en germe chez Perec) a Bernard Magné
qui écrit dans sa préface a Perec/rinations® que les itinéraires réglés
« sont a la géographie parisienne ce que (l)es textes a contraintes sont a
la littérature », comme par exemple les « parcours tautogrammatiques
(les noms de rues doivent commencer par la méme lettre) ou mono-
thématiques (rues a noms d'oiseaux, de villes, de musiciens) » ou bien
encore ce trajet alphabétique idéal qui permettrait de parcourir Paris
en empruntant successivement des rues dans l'ordre alphabétique.
Perec lui-méme, dans le dialogue qui suit sa conférence « A propos de
la description », explique que dans cette démarche « [il] essaie de com-
poser des itinéraires sous contrainte. C'est-a-dire qu'[il] demande a des
gens de faire un itinéraire qui passe par les rues commengant par les
lettres A, B, C, D, E, E... ou bien commencant toutes par les lettres M,
etc. Ceci pour les déconditionner. C'est un peu un exercice oulipien, de
la méme maniére que I'on demande a des gens d'écrire sans “r, ou sans
“e, ou sans “f%, ou sans quoi que ce soit, pour les habituer a une cer-
taine pression, & une certaine perte de sens : alors que les gens vont de
la Bastille a la Nation toujours en prenant le faubourg Saint-Antoine,
la, [il] leur propose, [il] les invite, [il] les oblige, s'ils veulent bien [le]

19 Op. cit., p. 107.
20 Op. cit., p. 5-6.
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suivre, a prendre des itinéraires trés compliqués qui vont simplement
les faire dériver (...)*».

Chez Paul Auster, l'itinéraire réglé trouve vraisemblablement sa
source dans un passage du « Livre de la mémoire », la seconde partie de
L'invention de la solitude, ou une réflexion sur la déambulation urbaine
amene au constat d'une signifiance inapergue dont la maitrise implique
peut-étre que cette déambulation au départ apparemment hasardeuse
soit refaite en sens inverse, soit alors suscitée, de maniére a espérer en
voir apparaitre les lois : « (...) de méme qu'un pas entraine immanqua-
blement le pas suivant, une pensée est la conséquence inévitable de la
précédente et dans le cas ol une pensée en engendrerait plus d'une autre
(disons deux ou trois, équivalentes quant a toutes leurs implications), il
sera non seulement nécessaire de suivre la premiére jusqu'a sa conclu-
sion mais aussi de revenir sur ses pas jusqu'a son point d'origine, de
maniére a reprendre la deuxiéme de bout en bout, puis la troisiéme, et
ainsi de suite, et si l'on devait essayer de se figurer mentalement I'image
de ce processus, on verrait apparaitre un réseau de sentiers, telle la repré-
sentation de l'appareil circulatoire humain (cceur, arteres, veines, capil-
laires), ou telle une carte (le plan des rues d'une ville, une grande ville
de préférence, ou méme une carte routiére, comme celles des stations-
service, ou les routes s'allongent, se croisent et tracent des méandres a
travers un continent entier), de sorte qu'en réalité, ce qu'on fait quand
on marche dans une ville, c'est penser, et on pense de telle facon que nos
réflexions composent un parcours, parcours qui n'est ni plus ni moins
que les pas accomplis, si bien qu'a la fin on pourrait sans risque affirmer
avoir voyagé et, méme sil'on ne quitte pas sa chambre, il s'agit bien d'un
voyage, on pourrait sans risque affirmer avoir été quelque part, méme si
on ne sait pas ou*.»

Comme toute chose ou presque dans l'univers fréquemment duel
des ceuvres de Georges Perec et de Paul Auster, l'itinéraire réglé possede
un double négatif, d'ailleurs lui-méme divisible : d'une part I'errance ou
la dérive, qui sont, au contraire de l'itinéraire réglé, des parcours sans
itinéraire précongu ou formalisable avant coup ; d'autre part, le laby-

21 Cette conférence fut prononcée au colloque d'Albi Espace et représentation des 20-24 juillet
1981 ; premiére publication dans les actes de ce colloque, Paris, Editions de la Villette, 1982 ;
repris dans : Dominique Bertelli et Mireille Ribiére éds., Georges Perec. Entretiens et conférences,
vol. II, Nantes, Joseph K., 2003, p. 227-243 (citation p. 242).

22 Op. cit., [rééd. coll. « Babel, 1992], p. 191-192.
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rinthe qui est généralement un itinéraire réglé imposé par un « tiers »
dont la forme et le sens échappent a toute perception et a toute maitrise.
Cette derniére figure, capitale chez Paul Auster mais relativement rare
chez Perec, mériterait un autre article a soi seule ; disons simplement ici
que l'itinéraire réglé peut en maintes occasions apparaitre comme une
tentative de conjuration du labyrinthe, une maniere de régler un sens
dans ce qui semble en avoir mais se dérobe sans cesse a sa poursuite :
notre réel le plus quotidien, I'Histoire dans sa marche, le monde dans
son fonctionnement détaillé.

Cartographie perecquienne

La figure de l'itinéraire réglé apparait en bien des points de l'ccuvre de
Georges Perec, dont elle peut finalement presque apparaitre comme
une métaphore obsédante. Déja dans Les Barques, une nouvelle écrite
en 1954% qui constitue le premier texte connu écrit par l'auteur, 1'im-
portance du theme se révele avec évidence car le début du deuxiéme
paragraphe dit précisément la familiarité et la certitude de l'itinéraire,
figure de stabilité fondatrice dans l'univers perecquien : « Pourtant je
connais mon chemin dans ses moindres détails. Je l'observe, je le disse-
que. A force d'y passer, c'est un peu comme si j'en étais devenu proprié-
taire. Il m'absorbe au moins vingt minutes par jour, dix a l'aller, dix au
retour. J'en connais les palissades et les affiches, les magasins, les cafés.
Je connais le rythme des feux rouges. J'en sais toutes les pierres. Il a ses
étapes journaliéres : le bureau de tabac (il est fermé le mercredi mais il y
en a un autre de l'autre c6té du pont) la papeterie ol je m'arréte un ins-
tant pour voir les manchettes des journaux ». Un peu plus tard, dans une
note pour Le Portulan, un projet inabouti du début des années soixante,
Perec décrit ainsi son entreprise :

Clest d'abord une histoire trés simple. Deux individus se promeénent
dans Paris, de 6 h du soir a 6 h du matin. Cette simple proposition oblige
aussitot a déterminer un certain nombre de choses, chacune ensuite se
développant et visant peut-étre a donner les cadres principaux du livre.

23 Tapuscrit inédit de 3 feuilles ; premiere feuille reproduite en fac-similé dans : Mireille Ribiére éd.,
Parcours Perec, Colloque de Londres (mars 1988), Lyon, Presses Universitaires de Lyon, 1990, p. 18.
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On peut, en essayant déja de hiérarchiser, indiquer les différents tenants et
aboutissants de la proposition initiale.

- L'itinéraire suivi : c'est-a-dire, en gros, le spectacle extérieur, tout
ce qui frappe la sensibilité : les lumiéres, les lettres (affiches lumineuses
et autres, les manchettes de journaux, les indications topographiques),
les monuments, les habitations, les lieux (cafés, bouches de métro, coins
de rues), les gens rencontrés (voisins de tables, garcons, passants, flics,
etc...)*

Tout comme les événements narratifs, ] Histoire concomitante, les
personnages (autres éléments d'organisation ou d'exploitation de la
situation de base envisagés par Perec dans son projet), l'itinéraire est
donc une figure organisatrice de la multiplicité, un moyen d'explorer
et de comprendre le réel proliférant ; d'ailleurs, Perec décrit plus loin
son livre comme un « chemin du fragmentaire au général, de la sensi-
bilité la plus immédiate a la compréhension de ce que le paysage impli-
que, des signes a ce qu'ils recouvrent, des événements a ce qui les fait et
défait, les amene et les pousse » ; et conclut : « Si la réalité est mystifiante,
est anarchique, elle peut se découvrir. Soi-méme itou. Les autres avec.
Il suffit des lignes de force, des chemins tracés, visibles de haut et pas
d'en bas®. » Naturellement, il ne s'agit pas encore, ni dans Les Barques
ni dans Le Portulan, d'itinéraires réglés ; mais plutot de I'étude de ce
qui régle inconsciemment des itinéraires donnés ou de I'exploitation
scripturale du caractere architectonique de ceux-ci. Semblablement,
dans Les Choses, Perec mentionne les parcours préférés de ses personna-
ges dans Paris pour en extraire un enseignement sociologique, tirer des
constantes sinon des lois de ce qui est ordinairement délaissé par I'étude
comme purement hasardeux. Il se peut d'ailleurs qu'un des catalyseurs
de ce gotit cartographique perecquien soit l'intérét situationniste pour
I'« urbanisme unitaire » et les « cartes de vie »%.

L'évolution du theme, chez Perec, le fera ensuite passer de l'étude de
ces réglages réels a la définition de réglages préalables susceptibles de

24 Fonds Georges Perec, Association Georges Perec, Bibliothéque de 1'Arsenal, Paris ; document
microfilmé 119, 21, 22.

25 119, 21, 27.

26 Voir dans le numéro 1 d'Internationale Situationniste la reproduction (p. 28) d'une carte « relevé
de tous les trajets effectués en un an par une étudiante habitant le XVIe arrondissement. Publié
par Chombart de Lauwe dans “Paris et 'agglomération parisienne®. (P.U.E) ». (Plus précisément,
pour cette derniére référence : coll. « Bibliotheque de sociologie contemporaine », 1952.)
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reconstituer de fagon expérimentale ce que la réalité parait spontané-
ment fournir : des déplacements signifiants, révélateurs de lois du réel
infra-ordinaire, c'est-a-dire des itinéraires, des trajets ou des parcours et
non de simples agitations humaines dépourvues de formes et purement
contingentes. Cette évolution est paralléle a ou incluse dans un schéma
général de développement du réalisme perecquien qui, de I'étude immé-
diate et toujours difficile du réel donné (dans Les Choses par exemple),
c'est-a-dire d'une étude toujours insuffisamment totalisante, passe a la
reconstitution, dans le laboratoire littéraire, d'un réel médiatisé dont
les éléments constitutifs sont déterminés au préalable, listés, combinés,
comme dans une sorte de « soupe primitive » dont on attend de voir
ensuite ce que la reproduction miniaturisée du réel qu'elle offre don-
nera, produira ou révélera (La Vie mode d'emploi).

C'est, semble-t-il, dans Un homme qui dort, publié en 1967, deux ans
apres Les Choses, que cette évolution significative se marque. En outre,
Un homme qui dort présente la particularité d'offrir ce theme de l'itiné-
raire réglé d'une part de maniére répétitive et d'autre part en situation
d'insertion dans un réseau qui aide a en faire percevoir le sens. C'est
pourquoi ce texte va retenir désormais toute notre attention.

Un homme qui dort

Le troisieme roman publié de Perec, bien loin de se limiter a n'étre qu'un
roman de la dépression, est sans nul doute tout autant voire avant tout
le récit d'une recherche de sens. Dans l'expérience de la vie et du réel
que fait 'homme qui dort, il y a tout d'abord le rejet d'une multiplicité
inacceptable car impensable :

Cette chaudiére, cette fournaise, ce gril qu'est la vie, ces milliards de
sommations, d'incitations, de mises en garde, d'exaltations, de désespoirs,
ce bain de contraintes qui n'en finit jamais, cette éternelle machine a pro-
duire, a broyer, a engloutir, a triompher des embiiches, a recommencer
encore et sans cesse, cette douce terreur qui veut régir chaque jour, chaque
heure de ta mince existence®.

27 Un homme qui dort, Denoél, 1967 ; rééd. Gallimard, coll. « Folio », p. 43.
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Face a l'inextricable multiplicité du monde, la question fonda-
mentale que pose alors le personnage est la suivante : « Quel fil ?
Quelle Loi* ? » ; autrement dit : peut-on accepter du réel qu'il nous
échappe, méme et surtout dans ses aspects insignifiants ? Le héros
en vient alors a s'interroger sur les lois du multiple d'une maniere
assez semblable a celle qui guidera Perec, plus tard, lorsqu'il se
postera dans un café de la place Saint Sulpice :

Des dépanneurs passent en trombe, appelés pour quelles urgences ? Tu
ne sais rien des lois qui font se rassembler ces gens qui ne se connaissent
pas, que tu ne connais pas, dans cette rue ol tu viens pour la premiére fois
de ta vie, et oll tu n'as rien a faire, sinon regarder cette foule qui va et vient,
se précipite, s'arréte : ces pieds sur les trottoirs, ces roues sur les chaussées,
que font-ils tous ? Ou vont-ils tous ? Qui les appelle ? Qui les fait revenir ?
(...) Des milliers d'actions inutiles se rassemblent au méme instant dans le
champ trop étroit de ton regard presque neutre®.

Une premieére tentative de réaction suit ce constat pessimiste : sans
doute convient-il, pour dépasser ce stade angoissant d'incompréhension
du réel, d'enrichir notre langage de nouvelles catégories susceptibles de
mieux le décrire ou de faire varier 'angle d'approche :

Tu traines. Tu imagines un classement des rues, des quartiers, des
immeubles : les quartiers fous, les quartiers morts, les rues-marché, les
rues-dortoir, les rues cimetiére, les facades pelées, les facades rongées, les
facades rouillées, les fagades masquées™.

Mais surtout, pour résoudre cette « névrose » de la multiplicité,
«névrose » ontologique tout autant qu'esthétique (la liste ou la descrip-
tion exhaustive constituant par exemple une réponse stylistique possible
de I'écriture a ce probleme), 'homme qui dort entreprend également de
limiter et de contraindre sa vie :

28 Idem, p. 32.
29 Ibid., p. 58.
30 Ibid., p. 59. La encore, la démarche est nettement d'inspiration situationniste.
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« Limiter : car ce qu'on a souvent pris pour une pathologie de I'indiffé-
rence et du repliement (en s'appuyant, il est vrai, sur certaines déclara-
tions de l'auteur) n'est peut-étre, au fond, qu'une tentative de résolution
d'un « complexe du sens » par I'épure de sa propre existence :

Ce sera devant toi, au fil du temps, une vie immobile, sans crise, sans
désordre : nulle aspérité, nul déséquilibre. Minute apreés minute, heure
aprés heure, jour apres jour, saison apres saison, quelque chose va com-
mencer qui n'aura jamais de fin : ta vie végétale, ta vie annulée®..

« Contraindre : car, bien loin de n'étre que des indices névrotiques, des
marques d'absurdité, les comportements systématiques de 'homme qui
dort sont peut-étre eux aussi, une fois replacés dans cette problématique
de la multiplicité, des vecteurs de maitrise, des moyens du sens. A coté
de la lecture extensive (du Monde ou des cartes de visite affichées a la
devanture d'un graveur), une des grandes catégories de ces contraintes
existentielles est cartographique ; en d'autres termes, il s'agit alors pour
le personnage du roman (et un peu a l'inverse de la dérive situationniste,
que Perec a par ailleurs également pratiquée, et qui est, comme son nom
l'indique, une pratique libératoire et déconditionnante par I'abandon au
hasard ou a l'inconscient™), il s'agit donc pour 'homme qui dort de se
déplacer dans la ville comme sur un plan, forme de réel dominé par la
topologie :

Tu inventes des périples compliqués, hérissés d'interdits qui t'obligent
a de longs détours. Tu vas voir les monuments. Tu dénombres les églises,
les statues équestres, les pissotieres, les restaurants russes®.

31 Ibid., p. 52.

32 Dans Espéces d'espaces, Perec évoque cependant comme équivalents ces deux modes d'étre d
la ville (comme on est au monde), puisque l'un et l'autre visent & découpler le marcheur d'ha-
bitudes ou le sens n'apparait pas pour des pratiques ou il peut éventuellement prendre place :
« J'aime marcher dans Paris. Parfois pendant tout un aprés-midi, sans but précis, pas vraiment
au hasard, ni a I'aventure, mais en essayant de me laisser porter. Parfois en prenant le premier
autobus qui s'arréte (on ne peut plus prendre les autobus au vol). Ou bien en préparant soigneu-
sement, systématiquement, un itinéraire. Si j'en avais le temps, j'aimerais concevoir et résoudre
des problémes analogues a celui des ponts de Keenigsberg, ou, par exemple, trouver un trajet
qui, traversant Paris de part en part, n'emprunterait que des rues commengant par la lettre C »
(op. cit., p. 87).

33 Ibid., p. 69.
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Et plus loin, peut-étre pour mieux répondre a l'indifférence quia cru
dans sa vie, le narrateur renchérit en avangant la pratique de l'itinéraire
réglé :

Tu regles ta vie comme une montre, comme si le meilleur moyen de
ne pas te perdre, de ne pas sombrer tout a fait, était de te livrer a des taches
dérisoires, de tout décider a 'avance, de ne rien laisser au hasard. Que ta
vie soit close, lisse, ronde comme un ceuf, que tes gestes soient fixés par un
ordre immuable qui décide tout pour toi, qui te protége malgré toi.

Avec une rigueur louable, tu régles tes itinéraires. Tu explores Paris
rue par rue, du parc Montsouris aux Buttes-Chaumont, du Palais de la
Défense au Ministére de la Guerre, de la Tour Eiffel aux Catacombes. Tu
manges chaque jour, & la méme heure, le méme repas. Tu visites les gares,
les musées. Tu bois ton café dans le méme café. Tu lis le Monde de cinq a

sept™.

Si bien qu'au bout du compte, un certain soulagement advient par-
fois : a la sensation d'étre écrasé par le réel informe et multiple succede le
sentiment d'une maitrise de ses manifestations les plus énigmatiques :

Parfois, maitre du temps, maitre du monde, petite araignée attentive
au centre de la toile, tu régnes sur Paris : tu gouvernes le nord par l'ave-
nue de I'Opéra, le sud par les guichets du Louvre, 'est et l'ouest par la
rue Saint-Honoré® (...).

Tentative d'épuisement d'un lieu parisien

On peut, pour mieux les comprendre encore, comparer sur ce point
explicatif, sur le soubassement cognitif de la pratique de l'itinéraire
réglé, Un homme qui dort avec certains textes ou Perec a pratiqué ou
interrogé lui-méme, a titre de performance scripturale, ce mode d'étre
a la ville, comme Tentative d'épuisement d'un lieu parisien. Le texte de
Tentative d'épuisement laisse lui aussi tout d'abord apparaitre un méme
désarroi face a la multiplicité du réel :

34 Ibid., p. 120-121.
35 Ibid., p. 53.
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(...) pourquoi compter les autobus ? sans doute parce qu'ils sont
reconnaissables et réguliers : ils découpent le temps, ils rythment le bruit
de fond ; a la limite ils sont prévisibles.

Le reste semble aléatoire, improbable, anarchique ; les autobus passent
parce qu'ils doivent passer, mais rien ne veut qu'une voiture fasse marche
arriére, ou qu'un homme ait un sac marqué du grand “M“ de Monoprix, ou
qu'une voiture soit bleue ou vert pomme, ou qu'un consommateur com-
mande un café plutdt qu'un demi®...

Ces interrogations sur la possibilité de sens du réel multiple de
l'infra-ordinaire (car, méme si le constat est négatif, il révele en creux
l'attente perecquienne) n'empéchent toutefois pas l'auteur de tenter de
décrire cette multiplicité et cette complexité (parfois en la classant, par-
fois en s'abandonnant aux hasards du regard), sans doute avec l'espoir
que de cette tentative d'épuisement (c'est-a-dire de saisie de la totalité)
surgira un début de compréhension :

(...) plusieurs dizaines, plusieurs centaines d'actions simultanées, de
micro-événements dont chacun implique des postures, des actes moteurs,
des dépenses d'énergie spécifiques :

discussions a deux, discussions a trois, discussions a plusieurs : le
mouvement des levres, les gestes, les mimiques expressives

modes de locomotion : marche, véhicule a deux roues (sans moteur,
a moteur), automobiles (voitures privées, voitures de firmes, voitures de
louage, auto-école), véhicules utilitaires, services publics, transports en
communs, cars de touristes® (...)

Ainsi, dans ce déluge descriptif surgissent régulierement des
moments de stabilité, des points fixes, certes dérisoires, mais non moins
révélateurs, eux aussi, du sens de cette tentative (l'auteur voultt-il le plus
souvent ramener ses textes de l'infra-ordinaire a de la sociologie des-
criptive quand ils sont le plus souvent une tentative — inavouable dans
son ambition ? — de sauvetage de portions du réel abandonnées au non-
sens ou a l'impossibilité du sens) :

36 Paris, Christian Bourgois, 1990 [1975], p. 34.
37 Idem, p. 18-19.
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Beaucoup de choses n'ont pas changé, n'ont apparemment pas bougé
(les lettres, les symboles, la fontaine, le terre-plein, les bancs, 1'église, etc.);
moi-méme je me suis assis a la méme table.

Les cars de touristes n'adoptent pas tous la méme stratégie : tous vien-
nent du Luxembourg par la rue Bonaparte ; certains continuent dans la
rue Bonaparte ; d'autres tournent dans la rue du Vieux-Colombier : cette
différence ne correspond pas toujours a la nationalité des touristes.

D'une fagon purement abstraite, on pourrait proposer le théoréme sui-
vant : en un méme laps de temps, davantage d'individus marchent dans la
direction Saint-Sulpice / rue de Rennes que dans la direction rue de Rennes
/ Saint-Sulpice.

(...) rareté des accalmies totales : il y a toujours un passant au loin,
ou une voiture qui passe*.

Poétique perecquienne de l'itinéraire réglé

Que déduire de la présence de cette contrainte existentielle de 1'itiné-
raire réglé dans les textes de fiction de Perec et dans ses pratiques infra-
ordinaires ? D'une part qu'elle est I'expression d'un projet de maitrise du
réel®, lui-méme relié a une volonté de donner sens : en n'abandonnant
pas au hasard ses déplacements mais en tentant d'en régler certains (et
naturellement pas tous), sans doute s'agit-il, d'une maniere échantillon-
naire et provisoirement satisfaisante, de donner voie a cette ambition
ou a ce fantasme de controle de l'insignifiant, du multiple, de mesurer
ce qui habituellement ne se mesure pas, demeure inconnu, non su, non
repéré pour éventuellement y trouver du sens®. On peut d'ailleurs dire

38 Ibid, p. 40, p. 43, p. 47 et p. 60.

39 Dont une premiére expression se trouve déja clairement affichée dans les articles de I'époque
de La Ligne générale, méme si elle a alors une coloration lukdcsienne dont il est devenu habituel
de se défier sous prétexte qu'elle reléverait d'un marxisme naif et potentiellement totalitaire
(quand ce n'est sans doute qu'une premiére actualisation dans l'ceuvre d'une « volonté de tota-
lité » générale, perecquienne donc et non seulement marxisante) ; par exemple, dans « Pour une
littérature réaliste » : « Le réalisme est, d'abord, la volonté de maitriser le réel, de le comprendre
et de l'expliquer » (premiére publication dans Partisans, n°® 4, avril-mai 1962, p. 121-130 ; repris
dans L.G., Paris, Seuil, « La Librairie du XXe siécle », 1992, p. 47-66 ; cirtation p. 53).

40 Nouvelle conjonction entre Perec et la création contemporaine : on rapprochera sur ce point la
tentative perecquienne du projet de Philippe Vasset, dans Un livre blanc (Paris, Fayard, 2007) ou
le narrateur se donne pour projet d'explorer systématiquement les blancs d'une carte de Paris
et de sa banlieue : « Qu'y a-t-il dans ces lieux théoriquement vides ? Quels phénomenes ont été
jugés trop vagues ou trop complexes pour étre représentés sur une carte ? Pourquoi ces occulta-
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que c'est toute la pratique de l'infra-ordinaire qui est, chez Perec, traver-
sée par cette attente ; ou que cette attente se retrouve dans sa perception
de l'espace (par exemple dans Espéces d'espaces). D'autre part, que cette
pratique perecquienne, naturellement incompatible avec les lois com-
munes de la vie, qui supposent 'abandon au hasard ou a l'ignorance de
certaines « lois » du réel, qui obligent a une part d'oubli ou d'incomplé-
tude (sauf a tomber dans une névrose mélancolique), est l'expression
d'une ambition constitutive de 'humain qui nous fait réguliérement
vouloir dénombrer ou connaitre en totalité ou qui nous fait réguliére-
ment vouloir trouver des lois au réel, méme lorsque aucune application
concrete n'est impliquée. Aussi peut-on dire en ce sens que l'écriture
perecquienne est fondamentalement scientifique, car elle participe de
cette dynamique heuristique qui caractérise toute étude du réel. Une
bonne partie de l'efficacité pragmatique des textes de Perec (y compris,
voire surtout, de ceux qui défient la lecture) vient peut-étre d'ailleurs
de 1a : en nous rappelant ces ambitions fondamentales de l'espece dans
des formes infra-ordinaires, c'est-a-dire éprouvées et observables par
tous, Perec nous place dans une situation de reconnaissance plaisante,
comme si nous apercevions la des images de nous oubliées ou enfouies.
Se conjuguent alors, dans ce plaisir lectoral, un sentiment de familiarité
(Perec ne parle jamais que de notre environnement immédiat ou simple
et en partant de désirs qui nous constituent ou nous ont constitués)
et d'étrangeté (car il faut une patience immense, un inlassable effort de
systématisation, pour construire ce sens du multiple ; il faut méme, pour
l'exprimer autrement que par la fable ou la désignation, commencer a
le faire exister en étendue, effectivement déployé dans sa réalisation —
songeons ici aux textes ol Perec, se donnant une combinatoire comme
moyen d'atteinte d'une exhaustivité, en parcourt toutes les combinai-
sons : « Deux cent quarante-trois cartes postales en couleurs véritables »
par exemple, dans L Infra-ordinaire, ou « 81 fiches-cuisine a l'usage des

tions suspectes ? Autant de questions nécessitant un examen approfondi. Pendant un an, j'ai donc
entrepris d'explorer la cinquantaine de zones blanches figurant sur la carte n° 2314 OT de I'Institut
géographique national, qui couvre Paris et sa banlieue. Au cours de cette quéte, j'espérais, comme
les héros de mes livres d'enfant, mettre au jour le double fond qui manquait 8 mon monde » (p.
7). Ou bien de celle de Thomas Clerc, dans Paris, musée du XXle siécle (Paris, Gallimard, 2007),
ou l'auteur a pour ambition d'explorer méthodiquement, rue par rue, chaque arrondissement de
Paris, en commengant, dans ce premier volume, par le Xe arrondissement ot il habite.

41 Se reporter par exemple au programme de l'infra-ordinaire tel qu'il est exposé dans « Appro-
ches de quoi », le texte qui ouvre L'Infra-ordinaire (op. cit., p. 9-13).
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débutants » dans Penser / Classer, mais aussi, d'une certaine maniére,
Alphabets).

Cette ambition est naturellement assortie de son double ironique,
hygiénique, sans quoi Perec eut probablement basculé dans quelque
forme de folie : savoir tout d'abord que la totalité est inaccessible (ce
qui n'amene pas pour autant a s'accommoder du fragmentaire, I'exhaus-
tivité, forme de totalité partielle, étant comme un reflet perceptible et
accessible, une effectuation de 1'idée de totalité totale — conférer le pro-
gramme de Bartlebooth dans La Vie mode d'emploi®) ; savoir ensuite
que s'il est impossible de ne pas tendre vers la totalité ou la connaissance
des lois, la vie, le monde ou le réel outrepassent toujours cette connais-
sance ou ces lois — ce qui, d'une certaine fagon, garantit d'ailleurs le
mouvement, |'avancement, la recherche, la curiosité, au fond la vie elle-
méme. Perec résume ainsi pour Frank Venaille a la fois son ambition et
son hygiene littéraires :

De toute fagon, je sais que si je classe, si jinventorie, quelque part
ailleurs il y aura des événements qui vont intervenir et brouiller cet ordre.
(...) Cela fait partie de cette opposition entre la vie et le mode d'emploi,
entre la régle du jeu que l'on se donne et le paroxysme de la vie réelle qui
submerge, qui détruit continuellement ce travail de mise en ordre, et heu-
reusement d'ailleurs®.

Le travail perecquien de classement ou d'inventaire de portions
délimitées du réel n'est pas qu'une pratique critique ou ironique pour
autant ; sinon, comment justifier non seulement la patience et I'obstina-
tion de l'auteur mais méme nombre de ses déclarations « optimistes » ?
D'ailleurs, n'allons pas trop vite imaginer que Perec séparait parfaitement
la littérature du réel, réservant a I'espace fictionnel des programmes ou
des ambitions sans effet sur 'espace réel ; car sinon, comment compren-
dre par exemple que cette contrainte existentielle de l'itinéraire réglé soit
si facilement passée de la fiction a la performance existentielle et particu-

42 Ou il est question « de saisir, de décrire, d'épuiser, non la totalité du monde — projet que
son seul énoncé suffit & ruiner — mais un fragment constitué de celui-ci : face a I'inextricable
incohérence du monde, il s'agira alors d'accomplir jusqu'au bout un programme, restreint sans
doute, mais entier, intact, irréductible » (La Vie mode d'emploi, chapitre XXVI).

43 « Le travail de la mémoire. Entretien avec Frank Venaille », repris dans Je suis né, op. cit., p.
90-91 (premiere publication sous le titre « Perec le contraire de I'oubli » dans Monsieur Bloom,
n° 3, mars 1979, p. 72-75).
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lierement a la performance existentielle a forte résonance autobiographi-
que (comme dans Lieux par exemple, projet en grande partie sous-tendu
par un programme d'itinéraires réels réglés sur douze ans) ?

Ecriture austérienne de la marche

Comment l'apparition et le traitement du theme de l'itinéraire réglé chez
Paul Auster confirment-il la lecture que nous venons d'en faire chez
Perec ?

Cité de verre, le premier récit de la Trilogie new-yorkaise*, présente
un épisode ol apparait cette figure de l'itinéraire réglé que nous avons
choisie comme exemple de la catégorie plus générale des contraintes
existentielles chez les deux écrivains®. Dans ce texte, a la suite d'une
erreur téléphonique, un auteur de romans policiers du nom de Quinn
endosse par jeu l'identité d'un détective nommé Paul Auster et en vient
méme a se charger de la filature d'un certain Peter Stillman, vieillard
apparemment dément qui a tenu son fils enfermé dans une chambre
pendant des années a seule fin de lui faire retrouver la langue originelle,
la langue du divin, et qui, pour cela, a été condamné. Craignant que
le vieillard, dont la sortie de prison est imminente, ne s'en prenne de
nouveau a son fils, la femme de ce dernier a engagé Quinn / Auster
pour surveiller son beau-pere. Tout le début de la filature est consacré a
suivre le vieillard dans d'immenses pérégrinations new-yorkaises, appa-
remment sans but ni itinéraire précis et au cours desquelles Stillman
ramasse inlassablement des objets cassés ou des rebuts de la vie citadine
qu'il rameéne ensuite a son hotel et prend des notes dans un petit carnet
rouge. Coincidence qui n'en est pas tout a fait une, Quinn prend lui-
méme des notes sur le comportement de Stillman dans un petit carnet
rouge, notes tout d'abord éparses et maigres puis bient6t plus abondan-

44 The New York Trilogy, London, Faber and Faber, 1987 ; Trilogie new-yorkaise, traduit de 'amé-
ricain par Christine Le Beeuf, Arles, Actes Sud, 1988.

45 Ce n'en est bien siir pas la seule occurrence ; on trouve par exemple, dans Moon Palace, un per-
sonnage nommé Effing (un vieil homme riche, excentrique et aveugle — assez semblable, donc,
au Bartlebooth de La Vie mode d'emploi) qui, entre autres choses, accorde aux itinéraires réglés
une grande importance (voir par exemple le passage ou il décrit minutieusement au narrateur,
qu'il a engagé comme factotum et lecteur, le parcours qu'il devra effectuer en métro pour aller
de chez lui & un musée de Brooklyn [op. cit., p. 210 sqq. ; p. 216, ce parcours est décrit comme
un voyage « élaboré »]).
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tes et suivies, ce journal de filature aidant Quinn a supporter patiem-
ment les déambulations erratiques du vieillard :

Au lieu de se contenter d'y inscrire quelques commentaires détachés,
comme il l'avait fait les premiers jours, il décida d'enregistrer autant de
détails concernant Stillman qu'il lui était possible de noter. A l'aide du
stylo qu'il avait acheté au sourd-muet, il se mit a ce travail avec zéle. Ne se
contentant pas de relever chaque geste de Stillman, de décrire tout objet
qu'il choisissait pour son sac ou qu'il rejetait, de consigner 'heure exacte
de chaque événement, il coucha aussi sur le papier avec un soin méticuleux
l'itinéraire exact des errances de Stillman, marquant toute rue suivie, tout
changement de direction, toute pause effectuée®.

Nonobstant l'utilité policiere de I'exercice, mais en considérant éga-
lement ces deux faits que d'une part Quinn est écrivain et non policier et
d'autre part que sa pratique va bien au-dela de l'utilitaire de I'enquéte, on
ne peut manquer de songer ici aux pratiques infra-ordinaire de Perec.
D'ailleurs, la justification profonde apportée plus loin a la démarche,
quoique toujours marquée par le contexte policier, se superpose aisé-
ment elle aussi aux explications perecquiennes :

I1 (Quinn) s'était toujours imaginé que la clé d'un bon travail de détec-
tive était une observation minutieuse des détails. Plus l'examen était précis,
plus les résultats seraient probants. L'hypothése sous-jacente était que le
comportement humain devait étre accessible a l'entendement, que sous la
facade infinie des gestes, des tics et des silences, il y avait en fin de compte
une cohérence, un ordre, une source de motivation®.

Or, cest précisément au moment ol Quinn désespére de jamais
comprendre Stillman par ce recours a la consignation de son infra-
ordinaire que la vérité apparait. En effet, grace a ce détour par I'écrit,
Quinn ne tarde pas a remarquer que les déplacements de Stillman ne
sont pas tout a fait livrés au hasard, que ses itinéraires ont un sens. En
les reportant sur une carte, apparaissent bientdt des lettres qui ne tar-
dent pas a reconstituer une expression : The Tower of Babel. Ainsi, ce
qui paraissait ne pas avoir de loi, se révele étre en fin de compte une

46 Cité de verre, dans Trilogie new-yorkaise, Actes Sud, coll. « Babel », 1991, p. 94.
47 Idem, p. 99.
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écriture vivante, une écriture de la marche, une inscription par le corps
donnant voie au sens, une domestication du hasard. Nous n'entrerons
pas ici dans le détail de la « métaphysique » de Stillman exposée par le
personnage au narrateur quelques pages plus loin ; remarquons cepen-
dant que, quoique présentée comme pensée d'un dément, certaines de
ses composantes ne sont pas sans rappeler le soubassement théorisable
des pratiques scripturales austériennes ou perecquiennes, notamment
les questions de la fragmentation et de I'unité, du sens et du non-sens, de
l'infra-ordinaire, de la maitrise du langage ou de I'abandon aux caprices
de l'inspiration :

Voyez-vous, le monde est en fragments, monsieur. Non seulement
nous avons perdu la capacité de vouloir atteindre quelque chose, mais nous
avons aussi perdu le langage nous permettant d'en parler. Il s'agit certes
la de probleémes spirituels, mais ils ont leur contrepartie, dans le monde
matériel. Mon coup de génie a consisté a me limiter aux choses physiques,
alimmédiat et au tangible. Mes motivations sont élevées, mais mon travail
a lieu maintenant dans le champ du quotidien*.

Voyez-vous, je suis en train d'inventer un nouveau langage. (...) Car les
mots que nous employons ne correspondent plus au monde. Lorsque les cho-
ses avaient encore leur intégrité, nous ne doutions pas que nos mots puissent
les exprimer. Mais, petit & petit, ces choses se sont cassées, fragmentées, elles
ont sombré dans le chaos. Et malgré cela nos mots sont restés les mémes. Ils
ne se sont pas adaptés a la nouvelle réalité®.

Mon travail est trés simple. Je suis venu & New York parce que c'est le
plus désespéré, le plus abandonné de tous les lieux, le plus abject. Ici tout
est cassé et le désarroi est universel. Il suffit d'ouvrir les yeux pour voir tout
cela. Les gens brisés, les choses brisées, les pensées brisées. Toute la ville
n'est qu'un vaste dépotoir. Et cela me sert a merveille. Je trouve que les
rues sont une mine infinie de matériaux, un réservoir inépuisable de cho-
ses cassées. Chaque jour je sors avec mon sac et je recueille les objets qui
me semblent mériter d'étre étudiés. Mes échantillons se comptent a présent
par centaines — des ébréchés aux fracassés, des cabossés aux écrasés, des
pulvérisés aux putréfiés.

— Que faites-vous de ces objets ?

48 Ibid., p. 112-113.
49 Ibid., p. 113.
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— Je leur donne un nom™.

(...) la clé de notre salut : c'est de devenir les maitres des mots que nous
pronongons, de forcer le langage a répondre a nos besoins®'.

Quoi qu'il en soit de cette philosophie ou de cette religion, retenons
que c'est la figure de l'itinéraire réglé qui actualise ici, tout comme chez
Perec, une volonté de donner sens en donnant lettre ou en donnant mot
a ce qui jusqu'alors en était privé dans un réel pourtant quotidien ou
infra-ordinaire. La question qui se pose alors est bien entendu celle de
la lisibilité de ce langage, de sa réception, de sa pragmatique. Car pour
qui Stillman écrit-il sur le cadastre de la ville ? Le roman de Paul Auster
propose une amorce de réponse :

Les pensées de Quinn s'envolérent fugitivement vers les derniéres pages
du récit de Poe, Les Aventures d'Arthur Gordon Pym, et vers la découverte
des étranges hiéroglyphes sur le mur intérieur du gouffre — des lettres ins-
crites dans la terre méme comme si elles essayaient de dire quelque chose
qui ne pouvait plus étre compris. Mais, en y repensant, cette comparaison
boitait. Car Stillman n'avait laissé de message nulle part. Il avait certes créé
les lettres par le mouvement de ses pas, mais elles n'avaient pas été inscrites
quelque part. C'était comme dessiner dans l'air avec un doigt. L'image dis-
parait au fur et 8 mesure qu'on la constitue. Il n'y a pas de résultat, pas de
trace qui marque ce qu'on a fait.

Pourtant les dessins existaient : pas dans les rues ot ils avaient été exé-
cutés mais dans le cahier rouge de Quinn®.

Cette proposition peut tout d'abord nous frapper par sa « prudence »
: la pratique de Stillman n'a d'équivalent premier que dans une fiction
fantastique, ce qui nous renvoie bien évidemment au statut fictionnel
du texte lui-méme. Par ailleurs, le narrateur semble poser la question
suivante : le sens des déplacements de Stillman est-il encore un sens s'il
n'est destiné a personne ou s'il n'est percu par personne ? On peut natu-
rellement objecter que Stillman a finalement raison de faire ce qu'il fait,
que sa pratique n'est pas absurde puisqu'elle finit par trouver en Quinn

50 Ibid., p. 115.
51 Ibid., p. 119.
52 Ibid., p. 105.
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son destinataire (méme hasardeux), voire que le sens est indépendant
de sa réception (vieille question philosophique que Paul Auster aborde
a propos de l'ceuvre d'art dans Le Livre des illusions) ; mais la encore, le
texte semble nous mettre en garde contre toute tentation d'actualiser
la fable, de la faire passer de « l'espace fictionnel » (pour reprendre les
termes de Perec) symbolisé par le cahier rouge de Quinn, a l'espace réel.
Autrement dit : ce qui existe par I'écriture n'est pas le réel. D'ailleurs,
Cité de verre est un récit sans fin, comme souvent chez Paul Auster, sans
élucidation conclusive, Stillman et les personnages qui lui sont liés dis-
paraissant a un moment du récit sans qu'il soit vraiment possible de
construire leur histoire. Il ne s'agit donc pas de fournir ici quelque secret
qui pourrait éventuellement devenir efficace dans le domaine du réel, de
prétendre instaurer une nouvelle religion ou de révéler quoi que ce soit.
Mais la vertu de cette histoire, justement, est de se constituer en interro-
gation, non d'apporter un sens : I'écriture a-t-elle des pouvoirs ? I'écri-
vain peut-il se constituer en herméneute ? Question certainement peu
moderne, au point de ne pouvoir se poser, dans un contexte « moderne »
hostile a la transcendance artistique, que de maniére particulierement
oblique, mais question difficile & ne pas poser a la lecture de sembla-
bles lignes. Or si, dans Cité de verre, la diégese ne débouche sur rien de
compréhensible, un sens symbolique se fait tout de méme voie : de cette
aventure énigmatique procede une vocation renouvelée d'écrivain pour
Quinn. Et c'est évidemment cette mission qui fait sens.
Cela commence avec un nouvel usage du cahier rouge :

Pour la premiere fois depuis qu'il avait acheté le cahier rouge, ce qu'il
écrivit ce jour-la n'avait rien a voir avec l'affaire Stillman. Au lieu de cela, il
se concentra sur ce qu'il avait vu en marchant. Il ne s'arréta pas pour réflé-
chir a ce qu'il faisait, il n'analysa pas non plus les implications possibles de
cette action inhabituelle. Il sentait en lui I'envie de noter certains faits, il
voulait les coucher sur papier avant de les avoir oubliés™.

Ce nouvel écrivain que devient Quinn est ce qu'il faut bien appeler
un écrivain de l'infra-ordinaire qui note ce qui se passe pour ne pas
oublier — et sans s'interroger d'emblée sur le sens de sa pratique™.

53 Ibid., p. 152.

54 On pourrait naturellement se rappeler ici a propos les dernieres lignes du texte « Approches
de quoi » qui ouvre L'Infra-ordinaire de Perec : « Ce qu'il s'agit d'interroger, c'est la brique, le
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Puis, c'est toute la vie de Quinn qui se retrouve dédiée a cette recherche
de signes devant éclairer le sens de l'informe, du hasard, a cette étude
exhaustive de l'insignifiant dont on ignore encore les lois. Parfois, les
projets de I'écrivain sont pour ainsi dire réalistes, infra-ordinaires juste-
ment, comme ['observation des nuages :

Il passa de nombreuses heures a regarder le ciel. (...) Il remarqua sur-
tout que le ciel n'était jamais immobile. Méme les jours sans nuages, lors-
que le bleu semblait étre partout, d'incessants changements avaient lieu, des
déréglements progressifs lorsque le ciel s'amincissait ou s'alourdissait, 1'in-
trusion soudaine du blanc des avions, des oiseaux, des papiers flottant dans
l'air. Les nuages compliquaient la situation et Quinn passa bien des apres-
midi a les étudier, s'efforcant d'apprendre leur fagon d'étre, essayant de pré-
dire ce qu'ils allaient devenir. Il se familiarisa avec les cirrus, les cumulus,
les stratus, les nimbus et toutes leurs combinaisons, observant tour a tour
chacune d'entre elles et remarquant la facon dont le ciel changeait sous leur
influence. Les nuages introduisaient aussi la question de la couleur et c'était
tout un domaine a maitriser, depuis le blanc jusqu'au noir en passant par une
infinité de gris. Il fallait toutes les examiner, les mesurer, les déchiffrer™.

Parfois, Quinn se laisse aller tout au contraire a quelque réverie uto-

pique de la totalité d'inspiration nettement borgésienne mais que Perec
n'eut sans doute pas désavouée :

II chercha & quoi ressemblait la carte retragant tous les pas qu'il avait

faits au cours de sa vie et quel serait le mot qu'elle dessinerait®.

55
56

béton, le verre, nos maniéres de table, nos ustensiles, nos outils, nos emplois du temps, nos
rythmes. Interroger ce qui semble avoir cessé a jamais de nous étonner. Nous vivons, certes,
nous respirons, certes ; nous marchons, nous ouvrons des portes, nous descendons des esca-
liers, nous nous asseyons a une table pour manger, nous nous couchons dans un lit pour dormir.
Comment ? Ol ? Quand ? Pourquoi ? (...) / Il m'importe peu que ces questions soient, ici, frag-
mentaires, a peine indicatives d'une méthode, tout au plus d'un projet. Il m'importe beaucoup
qu'elles semblent triviales et futiles : c'est précisément ce qui les rend tout aussi, sinon plus,
essentielles que tant d'autres au travers desquelles nous avons vainement tenté de capter notre
vérité » (op. cit., p. 12-13).

Cité de verre, op. cit., p. 166.

Idem, p. 183. On peut penser ici, en effet, a la fin du court texte de Borges intitulé « Epilogue »
(dans L'Auteur, un recueil de 1960 — (Euvres compleétes, tome II, Gallimard, « Bibliotheque de
la Pléiade », p. 61) : « Un homme se fixe la tiche de dessiner le monde. Tout au long des années,
il peuple l'espace d'images de provinces, de royaumes, de montagnes, de golfes, de vaisseaux, de
maisons, d'instruments, d'astres, de chevaux et de personnes. Peu avant de mourir il découvre
que ce patient labyrinthe de lignes trace I'image de son visage. »
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Enfin, l'écriture de Quinn s'autonomise, s'objective et devient élé-
ment du réel tout comme n'importe quel objet ou vivant (position qui
la rapproche alors de la conception de la littérature que se fait Perec
dans sa conférence de Warwick et qui justifie la pratique du « réalisme
citationnel »¥) :

Cette affaire [Stillman] avait servi de pont vers un autre lieu de sa vie,
et maintenant qu'il l'avait franchi Quinn en avait aussi perdu le sens. Il ne
s'intéressait d'ailleurs plus a lui-méme. Il parlait des étoiles, de la terre, de
ses espérances pour I'humanité. Il avait l'impression que ses mots avaient
été détachés de lui et qu'ils appartenaient maintenant au monde en général,
qu'ils étaient aussi réels et spécifiques qu'une pierre, un lac, une fleur. Ils
n'avaient plus rien a faire avec lui®.

On pourra arguer que tout ceci est de l'ordre de la fable, de l'ar-
rangement fictionnel et qu'il serait malvenu de sortir de cet espace du
livre pour imaginer quelque prolongement existentiel ou pragmatique
aux pratiques de Stillman. Certes, un personnage d'écrivain portant le
nom de Paul Auster existe bien dans Cité de verre, a coté du Paul Auster
détective a I'origine de l'aventure de Quinn, mais le surcroit d'ambiguité
narrative que ce fait introduit dans la fiction parait davantage destiné a
nous mettre en garde contre des rapprochements hatifs ou hasardeux
qu'a indiquer un prolongement autobiographique de I'histoire. Pour-
tant, ce dernier existe bel et bien, attesté non par I'homologie onomas-
tique, mais par cet autre Cahier rouge de Paul Auster ou ce dernier a
consigné les coincidences extraordinaires qui lui sont arrivées ou dont il
a eu connaissance autour de lui®.

57 Conférence donnée le 5 mai 1967 a I'université de Warwick, « Pouvoirs et limites du romancier
francgais contemporain », et ot Perec avance que la littérature fait partie intégrante du réel :
« Si entre le langage et le monde il y a la culture, c'est que pour parler, enfin, pour écrire, il faut
passer par quelque chose qui est culturel. Et par une espéce de métaphore, j'en arrive a ceci que
tout ce que les écrivains ont produit fait partie du réel, de la méme maniére que le réel. Si vous
voulez, quand on dit “le réel”, on appelle “réels" les objets qui nous entourent. On n'appelle pas
réel un livre : un livre, on I'appelle culture. Mais néanmoins, lorsque j'écris, tous les sentiments
que j'éprouve, toutes les idées que j'ai ont déja été broyés, ont déja été passés, ont déja été tra-
versés par des expressions, par des formes qui, elles, viennent de la culture du passé » (Mireille
Ribiére éd., Parcours Perec, op. cit., p. 35).

58 Cité de verre, op. cit., p. 184.

59 L'édition a part de ce texte (publiée en 1993, a tirage limité, chez Actes Sud) précise sur la qua-
triéme de couverture : « Le carnet rouge existe bel et bien. Depuis des années, Paul Auster y
consigne des événements bizarres, coincidences, étrangetés et autres invraisemblances dont il fut
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Ainsi, tout comme l'infra-ordinaire est pour Perec a la fois une pra-
tique scripturale et un exercice existentiel, le cahier rouge est un mode
d'interrogation du sens du hasard dans la fiction et dans la vie de Paul
Auster. Et chez ces deux écrivains, la figure commune de l'itinéraire
réglé apparait finalement comme une tentative d'interprétation par
I'écriture de parts encore inconnues du réel parce que non consignées,
non décrites ou non répertoriées dans leur totalité. Du sens latent est
contenu dans les plus humbles de nos comportements journaliers, les
plus modestes de nos activités quotidiennes, les plus dérisoires en appa-
rences de nos comportements ordinaires, infra-ordinaires, comme le fait
de se déplacer, et ce sens figure peut-étre la « chambre dérobée » (autre
figure commune aux deux auteurs) ol l'une ou l'autre clef du mystere
attend patiemment qu'on vienne la trouver. Régler un itinéraire, c'est
tenter de reproduire ce sens échappé dans le laboratoire de la « per-
formance » littéraire, d'en modéliser le fonctionnement pour espérer
mieux en comprendre les manifestations spontanées. Avec la prescience
qui le caractérise souvent, Perec a proposé tres tot dans l'histoire une
pratique qui n'a pu se théoriser que plus tard, chez d'autres, et notam-
ment chez Paul Auster, dessinant ainsi l'une de ces contiguités du puzzle
de la- littérature qui tenait tant a l'auteur de La Vie mode d'emploi. On
peut alors lire ces lignes du « Livre de la mémoire », dans L'Invention
de la solitude, comme un commentaire en apparence involontaire mais
en réalité « rimé » de cette singuliére conjonction que l'itinéraire réglé
trace entre les ceuvres de Georges Perec et Paul Auster : « Le langage
n'est pas la vérité. Il est notre maniére d'exister dans I'univers. Jouer avec
les mots c'est simplement examiner les modes de fonctionnement de
l'esprit, refléter une particule de ['univers telle que l'esprit la pergoit. De
méme, 'univers n'est pas seulement la somme de ce qu'il contient. Il est
le réseau infiniment complexe des relations entre les choses. De méme
que les mots, les choses ne prennent un sens que les unes par rapport

un jour victime, confident ou témoin. » Naturellement, Le Cahier rouge n'est pas le seul texte de
Paul Auster ou les singularités du hasard jouent un réle important (par exemple, Le Livre de la
mémoire, deuxieme partie de L'Tnvention de la solitude, consigne lui aussi les coincidences extra-
ordinaires, et ces derniéres jouent un réle important dans la plupart des grands romans de Paul
Auster, 8 commencer, naturellement, par La Musique du hasard) mais son intérét tient ici a son
appartenance au genre autobiographique. Perec s'intéressait lui aussi a ces partitions de la « musi-
que du hasard » dans sa vie et son ceuvre. Sur ce point, je renvoie a : Jean-Luc Joly, « Pieges de sens.
Contrainte et révélation dans I'ceuvre de Georges Perec », dans : Christelle Reggiani et Bernard
Magné éds., Ecrire I'énigme, Paris, Presses de 1'Université Paris-Sorbonne, 2007, p. 289-304.
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aux autres. (...) De méme que deux objets matériels, si on les rapproche
l'un de l'autre, dégagent des forces électromagnétiques qui affectent non
seulement la structure moléculaire de chacun mais aussi l'espace entre
eux, modifiant, pourrait-on dire, jusqu'a l'environnement, ainsi la rime
advenue entre deux (ou plusieurs) événements établit un contact dans
l'univers, uns synapse de plus a acheminer dans le grand plein de l'expé-
rience. / De telles connexions sont monnaie courante en littérature (...)
mais on a tendance a ne pas les voir dans la réalité — car celle-ci est trop
vaste et nos vies sont trop étriquées. Ce n'est qu'en ces rares instants
ou on a la chance d'apercevoir une rime dans l'univers que l'esprit peut
s'évader de lui-méme, jeter comme une passerelle a travers le temps et
l'espace, le regard et la mémoire. Mais il ne s'agit pas seulement de rime.
La grammaire de |'existence comporte tous les aspects du langage : com-
paraison, métaphore, métonymie, synecdoque — de sorte que tout ce
que l'on peut rencontrer dans le monde est en réalité multiple et cede
a son tour la place a de multiples autres choses, cela dépend de ce dont
celles-ci sont proches, ou éloignées, ou de ce qui les contient®. »

60 Op. cit., p. 254-255.



The Narrator in the Contact Zone:
Transculturation and Dialogism in Things Fall Apart

Jodo Ferreira Duarte”

Things Fall Apart can be read — and has indeed been read - as a fictional rep-
resentation of the colonial encounter and thereby the scenario where the sto-
ries of Achebe’s characters are played out becomes, with the first arrival of the
colonizers, a contact zone. While Mary Louise Pratt’s famous concept has been
applied mostly to the interpretation of travel literature, it is my contention that
it may likewise be used to shed productive light on fictional works.

In this paper I will start out from her definition of the concept as it is spelled
out on the first pages of Imperial Eyes and argue for its the relevance to account
for what goes on in Parts Two and Three of Things Fall Apart. 1 will follow Mary
Louis Pratt further into the concept of transculturation, which she considers a
phenomenon of the contact zone and defines as the process by which “subordi-
nated or marginal groups select and invent from materials transmitted to them
by a dominant or metropolitan culture”

My main argument in this context is that Things Fall Apart is a transcultural
artefact through and through, the product of Achebe’s reinvention of the novel
form appropriated from the colonizer’s culture and used for the purposes of
Igbo self-representation (what Mary Louise Pratt calls autoethnography). The
genre is particularly apt to engage with the expression of the new hybrid post-
colonial subjectivity, since it allows for — in fact entails - the undermining of
single-voice, monologic points of view. I will finally attempt to show how the
Bakhtinian concept of dialogism can help us grasp the role of the narrator in
negotiating the complex set of representations that the colonial encounter trig-
gers off.

" Professor at Faculdade de Letras, Universidade de Lisboa, Portugal.
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In Chapter 15 of Things Fall Apart, the white man makes his first appear-
ance in the region of Igboland which serves as scenario for the detailed
portrayal (occupying around two thirds of the novel) of the life of a pre-
colonial, agricultural society. In the generous account of Diana Akers
Rhoads (1993: 61), this society achieved what most people today search
for: democracy, tolerance, balance of male and female principles, adapt-
ability to changing circumstances, redistribution of wealth, effective
systems of morality and justice, and memorable poetry and art. Why
this complex, tightly organized community could not resist the onset
of Western colonialism and was bound to fall apart is the subject of the
striking events narrated in the last third of the book.

The white man appears firstly as character in “a strange and ter-
rible story” (Achebe, 2001: 101) told by Obierika to his exiled friend
Okonkwo, the novel’s protagonist. He relates how a white man had
come to the village of Abame not long before riding an iron horse
and causing general commotion among people who could only con-
ceive of whites as albinos. They ended up killing him on the strength
of the Oracle’s prophecy that he and other white men would bring
destruction to the clan - as in fact soon happened: an armed expedi-
tion arrived in the village on a market day and massacred most of
the natives in an act of pure retaliation. The scene is thus set for a
colonial encounter, whose fictional representation is based on a real,
historical event that took place in 1905 in the Igbo village of Ahi-
ara. As might perhaps be expected, the contours of the encounter are
marked by violence, not only physical but also symbolic, as the subse-
quent unfolding of the plot makes clear. Furthermore, the two violent
and concurrent actions do not obviously occur on the same level as
regards motives and consequences. While the natives’ killing of the
white man is due to their perception of a threat to the survival of the
community brought about by the Oracle’s prophecy, that is, totally in
tune with their culture’s age-old modes of coping with real-life situ-
ations, the colonizers’ out-of-proportion reprisal follows a different
logic. It is geared towards the display of the naked power of annihila-
tion with which European colonization managed to subdue all recal-
citrant opposition to occupation and which will certainly feature in
the history of the Lower Niger to be written by District Commissioner
under the heading “pacification”
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Admittedly this episode constitutes one of several ethical cruxes in
the novel with which readers must come to grips; however I am not
going to deal with it here from this point of view. I want rather to focus
on the greatly uneven power relations involved in the encounter, and in
so doing, explore one key aspect of Things Fall Apart which, to my knowl-
edge, has not so far received the critical attention it calls for, namely
the novel’s depiction - and its far-reaching implications — of what Mary
Louise Pratt famously called contact zone. In the Introduction to Impe-
rial Eyes, she describes contact zones firstly as “social spaces where dis-
parate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in highly
asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination” (1992: 4), and
a few pages later as the spaces of colonial encounters “in which peoples
geographically and historically separated come into contact with each
other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of
coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict” (Idem: 6).

As she fleshes out the concept, two processes intrinsic to the dynam-
ics of contact zones stand out: firstly, the re-construction of indigenous
subjects according to the ideological and practical needs of imperial-
ism; and, secondly, the creation of cultural artefacts by means of which,
rather than just mimicking metropolitan modes of representation, sub-
ordinated subjects appropriate them for their own purposes of inter-
vention and self-expression. It is something akin to what Bertolt Brecht
called Umfunktionierung but which Mary Louise Pratt terms “transcul-
turation” after its use in ethnography.

For her transculturation is a phenomenon of the contact zone, the
outcome of negotiations that involve radically different systems of mean-
ing and social status linked by relations of centre and periphery, author-
ity and subjection. In a 1994 essay, she looks closely at a neat example
of transcultural production from colonial Peru, the manuscript of La
primera nueva coronica y buen gouierno, dated 1613 and signed by one
Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala, an Inca native from the Andean city
of Cuzco. The work is in fact a letter addressed to King Philip III of
Spain, written in a mixture of Quechua and broken Spanish and made
up of eight hundred pages of text and four hundred line drawings with
captions. In her reading of this amazing text, Mary Louise Pratt empha-
sizes the fact that it appropriates the genre of the “chronicle”, which
shaped the official Spanish historiography of the American conquest
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but through which the author aims at constructing, as she puts it, “a
new picture of the world, a picture of a Christian world with Andean
rather than European peoples at the centre of it” (1994: 27). The letter
ends with a revisionist version of the Spanish conquest which illustrates,
in her words, “a conquered subject using the conqueror’s language to
construct a parodic, oppositional representation of the conqueror’s own
speech” (Idem: 29).

The iconic, also transcultural component of the manuscript is like-
wise culled from the European visual culture of the time; adapting its
representational language, Guaman Poma portrays scenes from the
Bible as well as acts of repression and brutality committed by the Span-
ish invaders. But most importantly, some of the drawings are created
using the specific system of Andean spatial symbolism rather than
conforming to Western conventions of representation particularly as
regards religious subjects. Figure 1, for example, depicts Adam and Eve
at the beginning of the world.

ELPRIMERMVINDO

Figura 1
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Here is Mary Louise Pratt’s explanation of the meaning of the arrange-
ment of elements in the picture:

“Read” according to the Andean spatial order, Adam’s digging stick (an
Andean, not a biblical, allusion) divides the drawing along a rough diago-
nal one side of which is masculine, containing Adam, the rooster, the sun,
and the other feminine, containing Eve, her babies, the hen and the moon.
On the vertical axis, Adam stands above Eve (as in the Bible), the sun-deity
above Adam, and the moon above Eve. While the subject matter of the
picture is biblical and Christian, its iconography and spatial organization
are Andean. (Idem: 37)

One may take this drawing as representative sample of the whole
book and the book itself as exemplary of a major strand in postcolonial
writing, if we understand “postcolonial’, in the extended sense put for-
ward by Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, “to cover all the culture affected
by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present
day (2002: 2). To sum up, I mean cultural products that borrow materi-
als from the colonizer’s repertoire in order to express the subjected peo-
ple’s identity and resistance, a process that has been variously labelled in
postcolonial studies as hybridization or syncretism.

You may wonder at this point what the connection is between Mary
Louise Pratt’s theoretical apparatus and case study, and Achebe’s novel
under scrutiny. In this respect, the assumption I will pursue in this
paper is that Things Fall Apart can be fruitfully and coherently read, in
analogy with Guaman Poma’s Peruvian manuscript, as a transcultural
object, functioning in a similar manner for purposes of self-expression.
The question then arises as to what gets appropriated from the Euro-
pean cultural setup and reinvented in the historical context of mid-
twentieth-century Africa. My contention is that it is the novel form itself.
But before setting out on this argumentative track, let us go back to the
scene of violence.

While Okonkwo was serving his seven-year exile in his mother’s vil-
lage of Mbanta, the colonizers arrived bringing as usual in the frontline
the missionaries to spread God’s word among the heathens and civilize
the primitives. As soon as they set foot in the village, they started preach-
ing such staples of evangelization as the difference between the true God
and the false gods of the natives, salvation and damnation, and so on.
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Eventually they built a church and began attracting converts mainly
amongst the lowest strata of outcasts and misfits. They had arrived also
in Okonkwo’s home village of Umuofia, and this event is summarized in
the novel as follows:

When nearly two years later Obierika paid another visit to his friend
in exile the circumstances were less happy. The missionaries had come to
Umuofia. They had built their church there, won a handful of converts and
were already sending evangelists to the surrounding towns and villages.
That was a source of great sorrow to the leaders of the clan; but many of
them believed that the strange faith and the white man’s god would not last.
(2001: 105)

There are a few important lessons to learn from this apparently
straightforward descriptive passage. Firstly, the position of the nar-
rator as a third person, omniscient voice which stands outside of the
facts related is adumbrated by the use of concepts such as “missionar-
ies”, “church’, “converts”, and “evangelists”, which the natives could not
possibly have grasped at this point in the storyline. But, secondly, in the
last sentence and without any transitional move, the narrator suspends
objectivity and seems to take sides with the leaders of the clan by allow-
ing their own perspective to come to the fore in phrases such as “strange
faith” and “the white man’s god”

What Isidore Okpewho calls the narrator’s objective distance in
Things Fall Apart (2003: 30-31) has been often commented upon and
constitutes, to my mind, a source of persistent misunderstandings.
David Carroll, for instance, refuses to even acknowledge the existence
of an omniscient narrator; instead he unwarrantedly identifies the nar-
rating voice as “a wise and sympathetic elder of the tribe” (1980: 31).
Similarly Abdul Janmohamed speaks of a “neutral, mythic voice” (1998:
103), C. L. Innes, of the “recreation of the persona which is heard in
tales, history, proverbs and poetry belonging to an oral tradition” (1978:
111), Zohreh Sullivan, of “the narrative stance ... of the African bard”
(1991: 103), and, on a different frame of reference, Neil ten Kortenaar
claims that the narrator “occasionally lapses into the knowing tone of an
anthropologist” (2003: 132). Angela Smith, in turn, sums up these views
into a binary opposition of perspectives shifting “between the timeless
tones of the story-teller in the oral tradition” and “the cold detachment
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of the anthropological observer”, going as far as referring to “the nar-
rator’s almost schizophrenic voice” (1998: 23-24). In the same vein but
less dramatically, Simon Gikandi remarks that “the narrator’s position,
identity, and perspective change often in the novel” (1991: 30)

The most puzzling statement on this topic, however, is to be found
in the recently published Reader’s Guide to Things Fall Apart by Ode
Ogede. The anxiety, even annoyance clearly displayed by the author
towards what he terms “the elusive indeterminacy of the narrator’s
identity” can be gauged from the statement that “readers have difficulty
determining who is manipulating events and actions” and the question
concerning who is the subject through which readers perceive stories
and characters in the novel. According to Ogede, “In the absence of a
clearly identified narrator, what readers have a right to demand to know
is from whose state of mind or perspective people, events, actions and
places are constructed; who is the mediating intelligence of the story”
(2007: 18-20). But do readers have actually rights that can impinge upon
the aesthetic options of authors? Are readers in a position to demand
that literary works should be fashioned in response to their expecta-
tions? Or to what extent can a critic presume to act as spokesman for an
anonymous, collective audience?

In fact, the quest for the narrator’s subjectivity, the exigency of a
concrete, flesh-and-blood identity that can body forth an individual
standpoint strikes me as a totally wrong approach to the novel, perhaps
stemming from a failure in reading it as the transcultural object that
it is. So, in order to attempt to elucidate what is really at stake in the
distant, objective, absent, neutral position of the narrator in Things Fall
Apart, T must now return to the previous assertion that it is the novel
form that Achebe appropriates from European culture. As it stands, this
statement cannot claim any right to originality; among others, Abiola
Irele shrewdly remarked that Achebe adopted “the tone of objective
narrative ... derived from the western convention of literate discourse”
(2001: 138). I just want to go a bit further along the same argumentative
line to add that what Achebe appropriated was not only the novel form
per se but the particular sub-genre of novelistic prose that I would like
to call post-Flaubert realism.

Let me try to make this point clearer. At the end of his 1967 path-
breaking essay “Literary History as a Challenge to Literary Theory”, Hans
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Robert Jauss presents a sort of abridged case study to illustrate the fact
that a new aesthetic device which at first failed to be understood as such
by the public eventually came to bring about a change in the readers’
horizon of expectations and became accepted as canonical convention.
I am referring to the famous trial of Flaubert in the wake of the publi-
cation of Madame Bovary in 1857, in which the prosecution based its
case on the allegation that the novel glorified adultery and was therefore
morally offensive on the strength of a confusion between objective rep-
resentation of the main characters’ thoughts and subjective value judge-
ments by the narrator. Jauss argues that, rather than bringing out moral
issues, the novel introduces a revolutionary technique for telling stories
which both the court and the prosecutors were not prepared to recog-
nize. This is the principle of impersonal narration by an uninvolved nar-
rator, which, in conjunction with the use of free indirect speech, allows
for the illusion of transparency, as if both physical and psychological
facts told themselves in their stark, photographic immediacy. Here is
one example among many, taken from the point in the novel’s plot when
Okonkwo starts to recover his usual self-assured frame of mind after the
killing of Ikemefuna:

For the first time in three nights, Okonkwo slept. He woke up once in
the middle of the night and his mind went back to the past three days with-
out making him feel uneasy. He began to wonder why he had felt uneasy
at all. It was like a man wondering in broad daylight why a dream had
appeared so terrible to him at night. He stretched himself and scratched his
thigh where a mosquito had bitten him as he slept. Another one was wail-
ing near his right ear. He slapped the ear and hoped he had killed it. Why
do they always go for one’s ears? (2001: 55)

One can appreciate how the narration alternates smoothly from
description of objective facts about the character to conveying his
innermost thoughts without any interference of a narrating conscious-
ness. Indeed, when it is rightly proclaimed the pioneer status of Things
Fall Apart in representing the pre-colonial Africans from their point of
view or in their own terms rather than filtered through the ideological
lenses of Western imperialism, this is first and foremost due to Achebe’s
masterful command of the apparatus of European realism. Particularly
relevant in this respect is internal focalization of characters by means of
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free indirect speech, which works to generate the impression that the
reader is gaining non-mediated access to the characters’ mindset: their
desires, fears, doubts, memories, ideas. As against Ogede’s apparent call
for guidance from the narrator, readers are, in fact, left to themselves in
that they are given all possible leeway to construe their own interpreta-
tion and come up with their own moral standpoint.

Another important outcome of Achebe’s skilful deployment of the
realist machinery is what might be called the anthropology eftect, so
often foregrounded by scholars of his work and inviting a reading of
most of the novel as a fictional ethnographic account of the material and
spiritual culture of an African native tribe. Readers are thus offered the
imaginary result of the fieldwork of a distant observer of Igbo commu-
nity life, whose scrupulous report goes as far as inserting the so-called
ethno-text, that is, proverbs, folktales and other materials of the oral
tradition.

But while it is no wonder that this should turn out to be so in the
novel, since anthropology and realism stem from the same positivistic
paradigm, on the other hand we reach here the limits of the realist model
of narration. As has been noticed before by critics such as Eugene McCa-
rthy (1985) and particularly Abdul Janmohamed (1998), realism is inex-
tricably intertwined with the rhythms of oral storytelling, based upon
episodic plots, paratactic additions and repetitions, so that the whole
narrative seems to grow out of a kind of “double consciousness’, as Jan-
mohamed puts it, and become thereby a clear-cut instance of hybridity,
to use a familiar concept in postcolonial studies. In this context, then,
the anthropology effect in Things Fall Apart must be reread likewise in a
double mode: both the inevitable product of realist style and - to draw
again on Mary Louise Pratt’s theoretical toolkit — the typical transcultural
practice of autoethnography. She describes autoethnography as those
cultural formations in which “colonized subjects undertake to represent
themselves in ways that engage with the colonizer’s own terms” (1992:
7); in other words, autoethnographic texts are not authentic documents
such as indigenous myths or folktales of the kind Achebe reproduces in
the Things Fall Apart, but rather involve collaboration with the colonizers’
repertoire of genres and idioms and, most importantly, tend to address
a mixed audience of “metropolitan readers and ... literate sectors of the
speaker’s owns social group” (Ibidem).
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Although I will return to this topic later, I would like to stress now
that for Mary Louise Pratt autoethnographic texts are often bilingual
and dialogic (Ibidem), a remark that allows me to move my argumenta-
tion forward by claiming that, in appropriating the novel form, Achebe
was bound to engage with heteroglossia, that is, the multiplicity of socio-
ideological discourses making up the life of language in society that
constitutes for Mikhail Bakhtin the distinctive trait of the genre:

The novel can be defined as a diversity of social speech types (some-
times even diversity of languages) and a diversity of individual voices, artis-
tically organized. The internal stratification of any single national language
into social dialects, characteristic group behaviour, professional jargons,
generic languages, languages of generations and age groups, tendentious
languages, languages of the authorities, of various circles and of passing
fashions, languages that serve the specific socio-political purposes of the
day, even of the hour (...) - this internal stratification in every language at
any given moment of its historical existence is the indispensable prerequi-
site for the novel as a genre. (1981: 263)

This is the celebrated definition put forward by Bakhtin in his long
essay “Discourse in the Novel”. And as the passage winds up to a logical
conclusion a few lines later, he makes it clear that by being grounded in
social heteroglossia, the novel acquires its “basic distinguishing feature”:
dialogism.

Bakhtin’s most concise account of dialogism is, as is widely known,
double-voiced discourse, utterances in which, without breaking the
formal unity of the narrator’s speech, another perspective, another
intention, another set of values are inserted which therefore enter into
relations of dialogue or conflict with the ruling speech centre. He calls
this process internal dialogization or hybridization, that is, “the mix-
ing of two social languages within the limits of a single utterance, an
encounter, within the arena of an utterance, between two different lin-
guistic consciousnesses” (1981: 358).

Let us look at a few examples of dialogic discourse in Things Fall
Apart:

The next morning the crazy men actually began to clear a part of the
forest and to build their house. (2001: 110)
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The clan was worried, but not overmuch. If a gang of efulefu decided to
live in the Evil Forest it was their own affair. When one came to think of it,
the Evil Forest was a fit home for such undesirable people. (Idem: 114)

Umuofia had indeed changed during the seven years Okonkwo had
been in exile. The church had come and led many astray. Not only the low-
born and the outcast but sometimes a worthy man had joined it. Such a
man was Ogbuefi Ugonna, who had taken two cities and who like a mad-
man had cut the anklet of his titles and cast it away to join the Christians
(..0).

But apart from the church, the white men had also brought a govern-
ment. They had built a court where the District Commissioner judged cases
in ignorance. (Idem: 127)

I want to focus on phrases such as “the crazy men”, “undesirable
people”, “led many astray”, “like a madman’, and “in ignorance”. Clearly
they constitute value judgements that issue from the collective voice
of the people whose way of life is undergoing major disruption rather
than expressing the supposedly neutral stance of an impersonal narra-
tor, detachedly recording reality. What runs the risk of being silenced
into “otherness” is here making itself heard as (inter)subjectivity, thus
undermining the authority of single-voice descriptions while reminding
us that in contact zones there is no neutral viewpoint above the clash of
interests and positions.

Abiola Irele hinted precisely at the dialogic nature of Things Fall
Apart when he mentions the novel’s ambivalence as a result of express-
ing different perspectives, which he attributes to “the critical conscious-
ness inherent in Achebe’s recourse to the novel as a narrative genre”
(2001: 142). Likewise Zohreh Sullivan makes the general point that
“because the novel is a decentralized, centrifugal, and dialogic genre,
it works against the cultural norms of society rather than with them”
(1991: 105). If we are allowed to translate “critical consciousness” and
“working against cultural norms” into the relativizing effect brought
about by the double-voiced discourse of passages such as those that I
have just quoted, then both critics are accurate in their analysis. What
Bakhtin, who worked solely within the Western context and tradition
of the novel, could not have anticipated was that the dialogic imagina-
tion would be aesthetically as well as politically successful in represent-
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ing the transcultural state of affairs coming out of the totally different
framework of a colonial encounter.

To sum up before introducing the last interpretative move in this
paper: the novel form provided Achebe with the stylist apparatus - real-
ism and dialogism - for his project of Igbo autoethnographic self-rep-
resentation. Furthermore, it is plausible to assume that Achebe is doing
in the mid-twentieth century for the Igbo people pretty much what the
Peruvian Guaman Poma did in the seventeenth-century for the Andean
peoples living under Spanish rule, namely, among other things, rewriting
their respective histories. The difference is that Guaman Poma appropri-
ated a historiographic genre for the purpose while Achebe did it through
autoethnografic fiction; at any rate, both texts, regardless of their wide
dissimilarities, could very well be labelled “counterhistory” or “adver-
sarial history”, terms by means of which scholars have pinpointed the
historical hub of Things Fall Apart (Aizenberg, 1991; Begam, 2002: 7)

The reading that historicizes the novel relies basically on the oft
quoted passage that brings the book to a close. It is worth quoting it
again in full:

The Commissioner went away, taking three or four of the soldiers with
him. In the many years in which he had toiled to bring civilization to dif-
ferent parts of Africa he had learnt a number of things. One of them was
that a District Commissioner must never attend to such undignified details
as cutting down a dead man from the tree. Such attention would give the
natives a poor opinion of him. In the book which he planned to write he
would stress that point. As he walked back to the court he thought about
that book. Every day brought him some new material. The story of this
man who had killed a messenger and hanged himself would make interest-
ing reading. One could almost write a whole chapter on him. Perhaps not a
whole chapter but a reasonable paragraph, at any rate. There was so much
else to include, and one must be firm in cutting out details. He had already
chosen the title of the book, after much thought: The Pacification of the
Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger. (2001: 151-152)

As scholars have observed, this remarkable passage, juxtaposing
the historical temporality of writing to the time sequence of the plot,
compels us to reread the novel backwards as documenting the history
of the Igbo people, indeed the first record of the transition from pre-
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history to historicity (Irele, 2001: 149). But by the same token, the novel
must then be read forwards, anticipating and responding to the DC’s
future account of how the primitive tribes had been pacified. And read-
ers are finally made aware of how irreducible the clash of cultures really
is, regardless of the signs of adaptability of the Igbo society, as Harold
Scheub convincingly argues (2003: 98), through Achebe’s adroit manip-
ulation of the dialogic resources of novelistic art.

In the first sentence the impersonal narrator introduces one of those
referential details that is apparently geared towards the production of a
“reality effect”, as Roland Barthes once put it (1986) — although his reli-
ability seems to be surprisingly affected by his doubts about whether the
DC took “three or four soldiers”. It is only when we read further that
we realize that impersonality is already under the influence of the thor-
oughly dialogized discourse that follows. Here the narrator surrenders
his autonomy to the DC’s speech, in which the ideology of imperialism
is sketched out in a nutshell, starting with the cliché of the white man’s
burden, toiling for many years to bring civilization to the primitives
and ending with the typical “othering” of the natives reduced to a dead
object of knowledge and power for the Empire.

The narrator in the contact zone functions as an eyewitness: he was
there, he saw everything and is able to report the facts and portray the
people in such an artful way that readers, while submitting to the illusion
of direct access to the inner life of characters, can also perceive the forces
and events that are re-shaping the history of the society beyond recov-
ery. Mary Louise Pratt points out that in recent times autoethnography
has been involved in recreating the contact zone in the form of testimo-
nio (1994: 29). Indeed, Things Fall Apart, may be seen, following Robert
Wren (1991: 39), as a testimonial novel, giving evidence, first and fore-
most — and thereby shifting from realism to allegory - that the colonial
encounter was a shattering experience to a people subject to invasion, a
whole way of life crumbling away under the impact of foreign rule.

The DC’s musings and plans make us vividly conscious of how
incommensurate both worlds were, and this is why I must take issue
with those scholars who argue that the nine-village community was
already imploding long before the arrival of the colonialists (Okhamafe,
2002: 125). They sustain that there were “weaknesses”, moral blind spots
(Jabbi, 2003: 207), “inadequacies’, “contradictions” (Irele, 2001: 142),
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and “internal cleavages” (Osei-Nyame, 1999: 150), which had already
undermined Umuofia’s social cohesion and which the colonizers were
quick to explore; in other words, things had begun to fall apart even
before the colonial encounter speeded the process up. But the first ques-
tion this interpretation raises is for how long were the so-called con-
tradictions going on in the society? And why did they not bring social
breakdown much earlier in the absence of outside interference? Further,
can they rightfully be referred to as contradictions rather than customs,
traditions, rituals or whatever? Are we not just projecting onto the Igbo
social structure conceptual tools that we have culled from Western
philosophy, ethics and political science? Of course there is no point in
rewriting history, even fictional history, in the conditional mode, as it
does not improve much with being reread as teleology. Ultimately, even
if they represent the past, transcultural texts are written in the present,
from the present, for present purposes of resistance and critique; it is my
belief that bearing this in mind will help us acquire a fuller appreciation
of what is perhaps the greatest masterpiece of postcolonial literature.
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Entre Culturas:
A Vanguarda entre o Brasil e a Europa

K. David Jackson®

A vanguarda brasileira, cujo maximo empenho era aproveitar-se do nacio-
nalismo folclérico, da linguagem coloquial e da vida cotidiana como novos
temas literarios e artisticos, mantinha sempre um didlogo com artistas estran-
geiros no Brasil e ganhava projegdo através da presenca de artistas brasileiros
na Europa. De acordo com a teoria de Silviano Santiago, o intelectual de van-
guarda ocupava um espago “no meio’, ou seja “entre culturas” Para comple-
tar uma interpretagdo da vanguarda, seria essencial enfocar a necessidade e a
constante presenca do didlogo com a Europa, como nucleo de projetos para a
internacionaliza¢do da cultura brasileira.

&

No periodo das vanguardas histdricas, a posi¢ao “entre culturas” dos
intelectuais brasileiros emanava de uma espécie de conjugag¢io do salao
e da selva, para citar o “Manifesto da Poesia Pau Brasil” de Oswald de
Andrade (1890-1954), motivada pelo projeto da criagdo e internacio-
nalizacao de uma realidade brasileira enraizada no interior, primitiva
e folclorica. A defini¢do cultural brasileira nao poderia mais se apoiar
exclusivamente nas referéncias roménticas da Natureza ou no India-
nismo. No modernismo de 1922 ha uma intensa a¢do reciproca entre
as diversas componentes internacionais e o vasto interior, este sendo a
fonte de um nacionalismo folcldrico, de linguagem popular e primiti-
vismo indigena, muito valorizado:

* Professor de literatura portuguesa e brasileira naYale University, USA.
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Se por um lado os modernistas se aliaram com as vanguardas artisti-
cas e culturais europeias, por outro lado o desejo de formar uma cultura
moderna e nacional levou-os a buscar a nova “originalidade” Assim, com
um olho na Europa e outro no Brasil, os modernistas seguem passo a passo
o que se fazia nos grandes centros metropolitanos, mas procurando sem-
pre privilegiar o “carter nacional” presente na etnia mesti¢a influenciada
por culturas primitivas (africanas e amerindias). (Atik, 2000, p.176)

Entraram nesse mundo pela abertura para o primitivismo das van-
guardas ocidentais e pela chamada a pesquisa estética de Mario de
Andrade, no livro-ensaio A Escrava que ndo é Isaura (1925). No “Mani-
festo da Poesia Pau Brasil” (1924), Oswald de Andrade encontrou uma
poesia na vivéncia cotidiana - “Como falamos. Como somos.” - e nas
fontes de cultura popular e folcldrica - “o vatapa, o ouro e a danga” —
com as quais identificou e defendeu a originalidade brasileira diante da
Europa. As primeiras expressdes do encontro cultural chegaram antes
na musica:

O Brasil, pais contendo um vasto e inexplorado “folclore”, apresentava
para os jovens compositores a oportunidade de trabalhar materiais, nos
quais se interpenetravam os aportes europeus, africanos e indigenas, que
por si s6 conferiam um forte selo de originalidade para quem os utilizasse”
(Correa do Lago, 2005, p. 36).

Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959) compde as pegas para orquestra
“Amazonas’ e “Uirapuru” em 1916, com ritmos e sons que imitam a
flora e fauna selvaticas. Em todas as artes, é a dinAmica entre culturas,
a brasileira e a europeia, que caracteriza a formagio e o dinamismo do
modernismo brasileiro, a oscilagdo entre os saldes parisienses e as selvas
tropicais. Se a época é marcada pelas constantes viagens transatlanti-
cas entre o Brasil e a Europa, principalmente a Franga, mesmo assim o
estado entre-culturas ndo representa simplesmente a alternancia entre
uma e outra, mas uma mistura que pertence a ambas, uma interdepen-
déncia e sintese dialdgica em vez de um encontro. Entre-culturas signi-
fica a co-existéncia de qualidades dessas culturas numa nova identidade
miscigenada, caracterizada por uma diferenca alienada de suas origens,
comparavel no nivel da cultura a crioulizagdo lingiiistica. As linguas
crioulas asiaticas, por exemplo, sendo sintese do portugués com as lin-
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guas de contato, sdo linguas nativas dos descendentes mesti¢os de por-
tugueses e comuns através do antigo império maritimo.

Num ensaio publicado pela primeira vez em inglés em 1973, o escri-
tor e ensaista Silviano Santiago definiu a cultura brasileira moderna atra-
vés do conceito de um “entre-lugar”, ou espago do meio entre o Brasil
e a Europa, sendo a conseqiiéncia de uma conjuntura complexa e sutil
do autdctone com o europeu que estabelece “como unico valor critico a
diferenga...reflexo de uma assimila¢ao inquieta e insubordinada, antro-
pofaga... (Santiago, 1978, pp. 21-22). Posicionados nesse “entre-lugar’,
os modernistas procuraram dirigir a descoloniza¢do definitiva do pais
por um processo de inversao, caro as vanguardas, cujo propdsito era
descaracterizar o caminho histérico dos colonizadores, através de ope-
ragdes de sabotagem aos codigos ou sistemas europeus implantados
depois da chegada e colonizagdo do territorio:

“O texto segundo se organiza a partir de uma meditac¢éo silenciosa e
traicoeira sobre o primeiro texto, e o leitor, transformado em autor, tenta
surpreender o modelo original nas suas limitagdes, nas suas fraquezas,
nas suas lacunas, desarticula-o e o rearticula de acordo com as suas inten-
¢des..” (Santiago, 1978: 22).

Os poemas de Pau Brasil, publicado em Paris em 1925 por Oswald
de Andrade, ilustram exemplarmente a inversdo de recortes de croni-
cas de descobrimento, lidos satiricamente sob o titulo retrospectivo de
“Histéria do Brasil” Se a operagdo do “redescobrimento do Brasil” é
o tema principal de uma sociologia historicista, nas obras de Gilberto
Freyre (1900-1987), Caio Prado, Jr. (1907-1990) e Sérgio Buarque de
Holanda (1902-1982), é preciso entender por que Santiago descreve o
espago intermediario entre o Brasil e a Europa como aparentemente
vazio e clandestino: deve-se a uma estratégia de subversdo sobre um
texto prévio. O romancista José Saramago talvez proponha imaginati-
vamente que esse espaco esteja localizado no meio do Atlantico, numa
jangada de pedra brasileira, isto ¢, numa massa geografica que se sepa-
raria do continente sul-americano e andaria até o meio da carreira
maritima. Existiria uma ilha mais utdpica, depois de séculos de viagens,
onde brasileiros e europeus viveriam juntos numa cultura poliglota e
miscigenada, assimilando caracteristicas de ambos os lados? E como se
os modernistas ja habitassem essa ilha mitica de “canibalismo amoroso”,
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tdo ausente geograficamente dos roteiros quanto a camoniana, prati-
cando o desvio da norma com que a libido artistica brasileira balancava
entre a assimilagdo e negagao de uma fecundagao europeia.

O Brasil tem um papel histérico de anfitrido de culturas e povos.
Como capital de império, o Rio de Janeiro depois de 1808 ocupava uma
posicdo paralela a da Europa, porém andémala, nem centro nem perife-
ria, ou centro e periferia a0 mesmo tempo. Indianistas e antropo6logos
europeus vieram documentar o espago polivalente. Entre o universal e
o local, ha uma polarizagdo de visdo contrastando o oceanico, nos cami-
nhos maritimos do império, com o telurico, no sertao e nas selvas. O
etnografo Theodor Koch-Griinberg (1872-1924), numa expedigdo aos
rios Roraima e Orenoco de 1911-13, ndo podia saber que a sua cole¢ao
de crengas folcléricas das tribos Taulipang e Arekuna seria aproveitada
para um dos maiores romances brasileiros do século, Macunaima, de
Mario de Andrade (1893-1945). Um caso diferente de transculturagédo
é aquele dos europeus que vieram para ficar. Curt Nimuendaji Unkel
(1883-1942), um colecionador de narrativas indigenas nas linguas Ge,
cerca de 1914, mudou o sobrenome do aleméo e decidiu ficar na regiao
amazonica. O seu mapa lingiiistico das linguas amazonicas é ainda refe-
réncia imprescindivel. E na Bahia, a partir dos anos 40, o fotégrafo e
etnografo Pierre “Fatumbi” Verger (1902-1996), cuja pesquisa sobre o
candomblé foi comemorada num filme narrado por Gilberto Gil, dei-
xou no Brasil uma fundagéo e arquivo com mais de 65.000 fotografias
originais.

Da mesma maneira, o estilo moderno brasileiro nas artes e arquite-
tura descende diretamente da visita de Le Corbusier (1887-1965) ao Bra-
sil e dos seus desenhos para a modernizagdo da cidade do Rio de Janeiro,
influentes nos arquitetos Oscar Niemeyer e Lucio Costa (1902-1998). A
primeira “casa modernista” exibida em Sao Paulo em 1930 é desenho de
Gregor Warchavshik (1896-1972), que chegou ao Brasil vindo da Rus-
sia e Itdlia, em 1923. Durante esse periodo, o Brasil se torna quase ima
para artistas europeus e empresarios, caso exemplificado pelo tournée
de Anténio Ferro (1895-1956) em 1922 e outro de auto-promogio de
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti (1876-1944) em 1926. Artistas, musicos
e escritores célebres vieram da Europa para incorporar materiais bra-
sileiros nas suas obras, incluindo Blaise Cendrars (1887-1961), Otto-
rino Respighi (1879-1936), Paul Claudel (1868-1955), Darius Milhaud
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(1892-1974) e Benjamin Péret (1899-1959). Até o primeiro romance da
escritora inglesa Virginia Woolf (1882-1941), The Voyage Out, passa no
Brasil, sem ela conhecer o pais.

O caso mais influente de aculturagao cruzada entre a Europa e o
Brasil nos anos 30 ¢ sem duvida aquele do antropdlogo francés Claude
Lévi-Strauss, que chegou a S. Paulo em 1935. Lévy-Strauss examinou a
cidade com os olhos de parisiense, declarando que tais cidades do Novo
Mundo eram sempre ou novas ou decadentes, mas nunca velhas, e que
os tropicos eram menos exoticos do que fora-de-moda (1955, p. 82).
O seu contato com tribos do interior se tornou matéria para um dos
classicos do século, Tristes Tropiques. Outros franceses chegaram a Sao
Paulo como professores na recém-criada universidade, onde Roger Bas-
tide (1898-1974) desenvolveu estudos sobre a cultura afro-brasileira que
ainda sdo referéncia obrigatéria. O maior poeta italiano do século, Giu-
seppe Ungaretti (1888-1970), gravou imagens do Brasil na sua poesia.

Os europeus nao deixariam de ir ao Brasil. No livro-catalogo Bra-
sil 1920-1950, Da antropofagia a Brasilia que acompanha a exposigdo
internacional, ha uma segao inteira dedicada a “Presengas Estrangeiras’,
apresentadas no ensaio introdutdrio como “tradutores de Brasil” Seja
Claudel, Milhaud, Cendrars, Marinetti, Le Corbusier, Peret, Ungaretti,
Lévi-Strauss, Georges Beranos (1888-1948), Stefan Zweig (1881-1942),
Orson Welles (1916-1985), Alfonso Reyes (1889-1959), Gabriela Mistral
(1889-1957), Vieira da Silva, Arpad Szenes (1897-1985), Verger, ou Eli-
zabeth Bishop (1911-1979), todos testemunharam a “irredutivel experi-
éncia brasileira” a qual contribuiram com a sua presenca e as suas obras
nessas décadas. Para os europeus, a rebeldia brasileira de vanguarda
era bem-vinda porque provava que a Europa ainda importava como
referéncia, era um relacionamento refor¢ado pela resisténcia. Nos dois
lados, havia canibais amorosos. Em alguns casos, os europeus deixaram
impressao maior no Brasil do que levaram ao partir, como a passagem
do Conde Hermann Keyserling (1880-1946) em 1929, visita retratada
no romance Parque Industrial, de Patricia Galvao (1910-1962), ou
Albert Camus (1913-1960) em 1949, recebido por Oswald de Andrade,
ou Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) e Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986), em
1959, aos cuidados de Jorge Amado (1912-2001). Outros, talvez menos
conhecidos, vieram para ficar e criaram notavel impacto. Na literatura,
o austriaco Otto Maria Carpeaux (1900-1978) e o huingaro Paulo Rénai
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(1907-1992) se tornaram estudiosos respeitados da literatura brasileira.
Stefan Zweig, outro austriaco, escreveu um livro influente sobre o Brasil
como “pais do futuro’, langando um titulo que ecoou na historiogra-
fia contemporanea. Dois ucranianos mudaram o Brasil: Pedro Bloch
(1914-2004), dramaturgo e empresario da média e televisdo, e Clarice
Lispector (1920-1977), hoje um dos grandes nomes da literatura mun-
dial. E muitos portugueses eminentes, como o poeta e critico Adolfo
Casais Monteiro (1908-1972), imigraram para o Brasil em meados do
século e ai deixaram impacto intelectual duradouro, tema estudado por
Rui Moreira Leite.

A produgdo modernista refletia a dicotomia Brasil-Europa. Se o
Brasil uma vez foi chamado “La France Antarctique”, entdo a Franca
poderia ter sido chamada “le Brésil Arctique” O diplomata pernambu-
cano Joaquim Nabuco (1849-1910) confessava uma “atragdo do mundo”
que o levava a Europa, onde queria que o Brasil fosse recebido em pé de
igualdade, cultural e politicamente. Em conversagdo com o embaixador
portugués, Nabuco descrevia a preferéncia brasileira pela Franga:

“Entre Portugal e Brasil a diferenga é maior. O Brasil nada sabe do
seu pais; o que elle 1, é o que a Franga produz. Elle é pela intelligencia e
pelo espirito cidaddo francez; nasceu parisiense, em que lugar de Paris eu
ignoro, vé tudo como pode ver um parisiense desterrado de Paris. Ndo ha
um brasileiro talvez, que tenha pensado meia hora sobre coisas portugue-
zas. Nos fallamos a mesma lingua, mas de que serve, se ndo vemos o por-
tuguez. Para dizer a verdade, estamo-nos tornando um povo polyglotta”
(Nabuco, 1939: 44).

Para os modernistas, Paris sempre fora uma paixdo para onde via-
jaram constantemente durante os anos 20. Sérgio Milliet (1898-1966),
caracterizado como “homem-ponte” por Antonio Candido (citado em
Atik, 2005, p. 51), e Oswald de Andrade divulgaram o novo esfor¢o
artistico de 1922, na conferéncia de Oswald na Sorbonne, e Milliet num
artigo que descreve a Semana de 22 e comenta a participagdo de escri-
tores e artistas. Entre 1923-24 Milliet escreve a coluna “Cartas de Paris”
para a revista Ariel, com comentdrios sobre as artes parisienses (Atik,
2005, p. 52). No seu “Manifesto da Poesia Pau Brasil” Oswald quis inver-
ter o impacto do fluxo cultural entre o Brasil e a Europa: “ndo a impor-
tacdo mas a exportacdo de cultura” Armados com esse novo principio
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cultural e comercial, os modernistas comegaram a pesquisar no pro-
prio pais bens culturais para exportagdo. Havia apenas dois lados no seu
mapa mundi, 0 Amazonas de um e o Sena do outro, onde iam expor as
suas mercadorias. Foi em Paris que Pau Brasil (1925) saiu no Au Sans
Pareil, dedicado a Blaise Cendrars e Tarsila do Amaral (1886-1973) pri-
meiramente exibiu os seus quadros na Galerie Percier em 1926. O artista
Vicente do Rego Monteiro (1899-1970) ilustrou o belo volume sobre a
mitologia indigena de Pierre-Louis Duchartre, Legendes, Croyances et
Talismans des Indiens de 'Amazonie (1923), enquanto de volta ao Brasil,
Oswald de Andrade iria codificar a degluti¢do da cultura europeia no
“Manifesto Antropofago” de 1928, justificada por sua brilhante apro-
priagdo e apoteose do primitivismo filoséfico, via a Europa.

O objetivo era substituir o velho mundo pelo novo, no que os
manifestos reforcam um americanismo generalizado, apresentando
um argumento parecido ao do escritor anglo-americano Henry James
(1843-1916):

Nascemos americanos - il faut prendre son parti. Parece-me uma
grande bonanga; e penso que ser americano é excelente preparagio cul-
tural. Possuimos raras qualidades como raca e me parece que estamos
na frente das ragas europeias pelo fato de que, mais que qualquer delas,
podemos tratar livremente com formas de civilizagdo diferentes da nossa,
escolher da melhor e assimilar e, resumindo (esteticamente, etc.) encon-
trar propriedade nossa onde quer que a encontremos. Ndo possuir marca
nacional até agora tem sido considerado defeito e prejuizo, mas acho néo
improvavel que escritores americanos possam ainda provar que uma vasta
fusdo intelectual e sintese das vdrias tendéncias nacionais do mundo ¢é a
condi¢do de conquistas mais importantes do que aquelas que tenhamos
visto antes. (1986:1)!

Diferente da visdo do James, porém, os brasileiros colocaram uma
marca nacional no ato de assimilagdo e fusdo de povos e de culturas

1 [Weare American born - Il faut en prendre son parti. 1 look upon it as a great blessing; and I think
that to be an American is an excellent preparation for culture. We have exquisite qualities as a race,
and it seems to me that we are ahead of the European races in the fact that more than either of
them we can deal freely with forms of civilization not our own, can pick and choose and assimilate
and in short (aesthetically, etc.) claim our property wherever we find it. To have no national stamp
has hitherto been a defect and a drawback, but I think it now unlikely that American writers may
yet indicate that a vast intellectual fusion and synthesis of the various National tendencies of the
world is the condition of more important achievements than we may have seen.]
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mundiais. E essa modalidade que mais separa o esfor¢o intelectual brasi-
leiro das vanguardas europeias, para as quais o primitivismo fazia parte
de um cosmopolitismo maior, uma sintese intelectual de matérias de
todas as culturas, que passam a ser propriedade comum, como explica
Fernando Pessoa (1888-1935):

Criar uma arte cosmopolita no tempo e no espago. A nossa época é
aquela em que todos os paises, mais materialmente do que nunca, e pela
primeira vez intelectualmente, existem todos dentro de cada um, que a
Asia, a América, a Africa e a Oceania sdo a Europa, e existem todos na
Europa. Basta qualquer cais europeu-mesmo aquele cais de Alcantara-
para ter ali toda a terra em comprimido (...) Por isso a verdadeira arte
moderna tem que ser maximamente desnacionalizada—acumular dentro
de si todas as partes do mundo. S6 assim sera tipicamente moderna (...) E
feita esta fusdo espontaneamente, resultard uma arte-todas-as-artes, uma
inspiragdo espontaneamente complexa. (1966, pp. 113-14)

A arte brasileira traz esse intercambio e encontro cultural no
modernismo, mas com o proposito de criar uma brasilidade feita ima,
sinal telegrafico ou canto de sereia. Tais intercimbios e fecundagao cru-
zada nao significam, portanto, que os europeus sempre ficam abrasi-
leirados, ou os brasileiros europeizados. O conceito entre-culturas nos
leva a comunidades hibridas, povos miscigenados e culturas maritimas
criadas por viagens e imigragoes. Através dos séculos, o espago hibrido
criado no Brasil pelos portugueses virou uma realidade outra, ao alcance
de quem 14 fosse. Haveria alguém mais “100% brasileiro” do que Blaise
Cendrars, tao gentilmente recebido ao desembarcar em Santos em 1924,
ou mais parisiense do que Santos Dummont (1873-1932), que voou o
seu dirigivel aos restaurantes da cidade. A tese em questdo afirma que a
cultura brasileira apdia uma identidade sempre consciente de sua his-
toria atlantica, de sua posigdo extra-continental, o do seu espago nem
periferia nem centro. Os modernistas habitam uma jangada de pedra,
o nem ca nem la do Gongalves Dias (1823-1864), o espag¢o hibrido do
entre-lugar.

Com a modernidade, os sistemas europeu e brasileiro, entre outros,
se imiscuiram mais intensamente. “Sou um Tupi tangendo um alatade!”
proclamava Mario de Andrade no poema “O Trovador”, de Paulicéia
Desvairada de 1922, referindo-se ao instrumento de cordas que chegou
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a Europa renascentista da Pérsia e das Arabias. Enquanto passeavam de
Cadillac a Ouro Preto, ou de Lloyd Brasileiro a Manaus, a procura de
um paraiso topografico interior, os vanguardistas estavam com os olhos
num Brasil ainda atldntico e europeu. O personagem Jorge, no romance
A Escada Vermelha, publicado em 1934 por Oswald de Andrade, escon-
dido no exilio de uma ilha selvagem perto de Santos, observava as che-
gadas e saidas continuas dos grandes navios transatlanticos, simbolos
da viagem utdpica. No desfecho de Pau Brasil, o autor chega de navio
a Santos trazendo de contrabanda “uma saudade feliz de Paris.” Para
os modernistas, os grandes transatlanticos ainda afirmaram a “pater-
nidade transoceanica’, cujo vestigio mais duradouro é certamente o
cartdo postal do Brasil ao mundo, a estatua no Corcovado, no Rio de
Janeiro, com os bragos estendidos sobre a cidade e o pais, o trabalho
de um escultor francés, Paul Landowsky (1875-1961), inaugurado no
morro carioca em 1931.

“O Atlantico, nossa vida atlantica, tdo dependente do velho oci-
dente”, lamentava e exultava a célebre escritora e rebelde Patricia
Galvao em 1946, quando viu que “Os livros europeus ainda ndo come-
caram a chegar. Uma ou outra dessas preciosas raridades... O cordao
de isolamento entre a Europa e a América permanece, portanto intacto
(Galvao, 1946). As perspectivas oceanicas de Pagu servem igualmente
para a histéria intelectual do Brasil, que assistia a chegada de euro-
peus no Brasil e de brasileiros na Europa, atenta sobretudo quando
as visitas reciprocas tratavam de educagio, livros, musica ou obras de
arte. Seja de breves visitas ou de conexdes profundas, o intercimbio
Brasil-Europa preparou a jangada de pedra modernista, equidistante
de continentes e de culturas. Esse lugar no meio do Atlantico, o “entre-
lugar” na teorizagdo do Silviano Santiago, ou de “cultures croisées” de
Mario Carelli em francés, é o espago entre culturas da vanguarda his-
torica brasileira. Examinaremos trés casos de didlogos entre culturas,
na musica, nas artes plasticas e na literatura, como exemplos de cruza-
mento e intercAmbio.

Villa-Lobos ha guardato il tempo negli occhi e I'ha scolpito in musica.
Didrio Brasiliano, Ruggero Jacobbi
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A Musica

Em 1917 o compositor francés Darius Milhaud esta no Rio de Janeiro, na
legagao francesa com Paul Claudel e em 1918 o pianista Arthur Rubens-
tein (1887-1982) e a cantora Vera Janacopoulos (1892-1955) chegam
para uma temporada de concertos,época em que Rubenstein conhece a
musica de Villa-Lobos. A vida musical nessa época é muito intensa, com
a atuagdo dos Ballets Russes de Sergei Diaghilev (1872-1929) e Vaslav
Nijinsky (1889-1950), a presenga do Ernst Ansermet (1883-1969) e uma
verdadeira invasdo de musica francesa dos debussistas, que abriram o
estilo para varias escolas nacionais. Em 28/VI/1918 ouve-se em casa do
compositor Oswaldo Guerra (1892-1980) e da pianista Nininha Ledo
Veloso Guerra (1895-1921) duas pegas de Stravinsky, a Sagragdo da Pri-
mavera e O Pdssaro de Fogo, a quatro maos, numa noite comentada por
Rubenstein:

(...) Milhaud me apresentou a uma familia extremamente musical, com
quem costumavamos tocar o Sacre du Printemps e outras obras a 4 maos.
A filha da casa era uma pianista excelente e ela e Darius nos deram belas
apresentacdes de Sonatas para piano e violino, inclusive uma Sonata muito
bonita de sua autoria (1980:42, citado em Correa do Lago, 2005: 66).

De volta a Paris desde 1919, Darius Milhaud sente falta do calido
ambiente carioca e confessa o seu desencanto numa carta aos Guerra:

Eu me esforgo a me re-habituar a Paris sem consegui-lo e me sinto
como um estranho em meu apartamento [...]. A cada dia eu sinto mais
falta do Rio e penso o tempo todo no belo sol, com as grandes palmeiras e,
sobretudo, as boas sessdes de musica [20/11/1919].

[...] Aquiavida éimpossivel e estipida [...] Em Paris, vive-se numa agi-
tagao tdo ilusoria (factice). Parecemos um motor de avido ou uma méaquina
de costura. A vida se parece com a técnica pianistica de Rudge Miller, isto
¢, tdo rapida, burra e sem interesse [...] Desde a minha chegada na Franca
eu ainda ndo compus nada. Serd que a minha musica teria ficado no Brasil?
(Lago, 2005: 207-208).

Em 1920 consegue trazer o casal Guerra a Paris, com o proposito
de integra-los a vida musica de vanguarda (Lago, 213). Em 29/X1/20
Nininha participa no “Premier Concert donné par le Groupe des Six”
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na “Galerie Montaigne”, tocando a primeira audigdio mundial de qua-
tro pecas das Saudades do Brazil (Lago, 104). A sua participa¢ao com
o Grupo dos Seis acaba abruptamente quando adoece e morre no ano
seguinte. Heitor Villa-Lobos levou a sua musica para a Franca gragas ao
pianista Arthur Rubenstein, que estreara “A Prole do Bebé&” no Rio de
Janeiro em Julho de 1922. Em Paris comegou os 14 choros (1924-29)
que misturariam elementos tematicos indigenas com técnicas de com-
posi¢do da musica cldssica europeia. A estréia do Choro 10 criou um
tumulto, como se mudasse a propria natureza da musica [Le Monde
musicale 12, a 31 Dec. 1927, citado por Wright, 1922].

o 7 o » 'S AR R L pR

.
’
A;ixﬁﬁit" 28 2 g8 3 ig 2 £ g ¥ 2
. Vi
-
"4 3= ! 3 1= 3 F
1114
P=—3a g 51 — 3 * —
= 5 ¢
S
LB
'AL’ = § I & ; ™ -
o L B 3 ; 7 g —
o
.):8 - 3 & 4 = 3 = 3 =
;} - - -
&2 s #
.
.
! A o
TR ES
. il -
-
b0 13 B ) 3 = —
i 3% f—t¢ P [T

Choros No. 10 (reducdo para piano) mm. 23-30

Os poemas para orquestra “Amazonas” e “Uirapuru” foram tocados
por primeira vez em Paris em 1929 e 1935, respectivamente. Sdo as flau-
tas que contam a histéria do passaro Uirapuru, sobre o ritmo sincopado
do oboé, xilofone, piano e contrabaixos:
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“Uirapuru”: Melodia india

Extremamente variado e improvisado, Villa-Lobos incorporava
can¢Oes de rua, dangas, musica carnavalesca, melodias populares e
infantis. Desenvolve, numa sintese vigorosa com a musica europeia,
o conselho que Milhaud oferece aos compositores brasileiros a res-

. . . . . « 1» .
peito do nacionalismo musical no artigo “Brasil”, na Revue Musicale
de 1920:

Seria desejavel que os compositores brasileiros entendessem a impor-
tancia dos compositores de tangos, maxixes, sambas e cateretés, como
Tupinamba ou o genial Nazareth. A riqueza ritmica, a fantasia constan-
temente renovada, a verve, a animag¢do e uma imaginagio prodigiosa na
invenc¢do melddica, que se encontram em cada obra desses dois mestres,
fazem deles a gléria e a joia da arte brasileira. Nazaré e Tupinamba estdo a
frente da musica de seu pais assim como aquelas duas grandes estrelas do
céu austral (Centauro e Alfa do Centauro) precedem os cinco diamantes
do Cruzeiro do Sul. (In Lago, 239)

A série de “Bachianas Brasileiras” continua hoje como um exemplo
maximo da conjuga¢do de temas folcléricos brasileiros com estilos de
composicdo europeus, com referéncia especial ao contraponto de Bach.
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Artes Plasticas

O pintor Vicente do Rego Monteiro alternou quase a vida inteira entre o
Brasil e Paris. Participou no Salon des Indépendants em 1913, voltando
para se exibir no Recife, Rio de Janeiro e Sdo Paulo. Estuda a arte mara-
joara e realiza no Teatro Trianon do Rio em 1921 o espetaculo “Len-
das, Crengas e Talismas dos Indios do Amazonas” Em 1923, em Paris,
inventa mascaras e figurinos para o balé do mesmo titulo, apoiado pelo
grupo de “LEffort Moderne” e ilustra o livro, raridade bibliogréfica, cuja
capa mostra a influéncia marajoara e layout com uma visao indigena. Na
sua qualidade de binacional, funda uma editora, La Presse a Bras, para
poesias brasileira e francesa, e promove saloes e congressos de poesia.

LEGENDES
CROYAYNCES

TALISMANS
DES INDIENS

L'AMAZONE

Legendes, Croyances et Talismans
des indiens de 'Amazone. Paris, 1923.

Mas é o livro Quelques visages de Paris, de 1925, que imprime o novo
mundo das florestas virgens por sobre os monumentos de Paris. Na
dedicatoria, um mapa do continente americano, dentro de um circulo,
deita-se em cima do Arc de Triomphe.
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Como se invertendo o ensaio de Montaigne, que descreve um indio
brasileiro que conheceu em termos positivos, comentados num estudo
de Luciana Stegagno Piccho (1920-2008) sobre o suposto canibalismo,
Rego Monteiro apresenta dez desenhos de monumentos da cidade,
sendo as impressdes de um cacique durante uma curta visita a Paris,
confiados ao pintor por sorte durante um encontro no interior do Ama-
zonas. Acrescenta que o amazonense ja reunira os croquis sob o titulo
“Quelques Visages de Paris” Com esse livro, Rego Monteiro prepara
um verdadeiro “Manifesto Antropdfago” as avessas. Nao é o canibal
que deglute a arte europeia quando chega ao Brasil, mas o selvagem ele
mesmo, de visita de turista a Paris, quem devora os principais monu-
mentos das cidade, sujeitando-os a re-interpretagdo segundo uma lei-
tura grafica e simbolica indigena. Os monumentos de Paris adquirem
significados amazonenses e estdo acrescidos ao arquivo de arte indi-
gena, guardadas as imagens no livro do chefe marajoara.

8 ()
B —
i

Simbolos da linguagem icénica
indigena usados em Paris

Para contrapor a imagem de assimilagdo culindria no manifesto de
1928, ha aqui um artista primitivista que impde a sua visdo por sobre
os icones mais cléssicos da identidade parisiense. A Torre Eiffel se torna
passaro ou borboleta voando sobre a dgua:
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A Torre Eiffel, aos olhos do chefe marajoara

Mais do que uma radicalizagao dos quadros primitivos do douanier
Henri Rousseau (1844-1910), as imagens do Rego Monteiro viraram a
mesa do primitivismo francés, mudando o significado e a estrutura dos
monumentos da capital francesa de acordo com uma leitura primitiva
amazonense:

Quelques visages... tem um formato diferenciado: é uma espécie de
diario de viagem imagindrio de um chefe indigena a Paris que, na melhor
tradicdo dos viajantes e talvez com a finalidade de parodia-los, ilustra com
dez belissimos desenhos locais turisticos cldssicos, numa mistura de um
art déco geométrico, aliado a um traco estilizado de inspiragdo marajoara.
O olhar esponténeo do cacique amazonense que visita pela primeira vez o
Velho Mundo contrapde-se a tipografia gética na descrigdo da paisagem e
da arquitetura. (Schwartz, 2005)

Essas impressoes incluem Notre Dame, Tour Eiffel, Trocadéro, Via-
duc D’Austerlitz, Pont de Passy, Sacré-Coeur, Concorde, Louvre, Jardin
des Plantes, e Arc de Triomphe. Em todos, o artista-selvagem forma as
impressdes por juntar simbolos graficos, que representam moradias,
arvores, agua e construgdes a beira dagua. Esses servem de codigo e
chave de leitura para as dez estampas em branco e preto que seguem.
A interpretagdo do visitante a cada monumento esta registrada, sempre
em letra gética, no verso dos subtitulos, em forma de poema.

O formato complementar escolhido para a reedi¢do fac-similar de
Légendes... e de Quelques visages... sugere um movimento unidirecional: do
Brasil para a Franca, do primitivo para o civilizado, da Floresta Amazonica
para a Cidade luz, do imagindrio mitoldgico para a ratio cartesiana, ou, nas
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palavras de Lévi-Strauss, do cru para o cozido. Quais as motivacdes dessa
luxuosa “producio brasileira” em Paris e em francés?... Rego Monteiro foi
um auténtico cidaddo bi cultural e bilingue, com sdlidas raizes em Recife
e em Paris, para onde se mudou aos 11 anos de idade, acompanhando a
familia. Artista precoce, expde em Paris, dois anos mis tarde, no Salon des
Indépendants de 1913... (Schwartz, 2005)

Esse livro de arte foi reeditado em Sao Paulo em 1925, na caixa Do
Amazonas a Paris. O editor, Jorge Schwartz, comenta o movimento
inverso Brasil-Franca, codificado no Brasil no “Manifesto da Poesia Pau
Brasil”

A Literatura

“Fugitivos de uma civilizagdo que estamos comendo... Peste dos cha-
mados povos cultos e cristianizados, é contra ela que estamos agindo.
Antropoéfagos”, reza o “Manifesto Antropofago” de 1928, de Oswald de
Andrade. Armado com a metafora da degluticdo, o intelectual de van-
guarda despe a roupa e inverte os valores da sua formagdo, declaran-
do-se a favor de uma assimilag¢do culinaria e primitiva de matéria prima
estrangeira. Adotando um nacionalismo indigena, o manifesto apoia
a metamorfose dos intelectuais modernistas em canibais tupinambas,
para subverter o legado europeu no pais tropical. A sua leitura, depois
de 80 anos, ainda impressiona pela exuberancia e pela originalidade
da sintese. A metafora de digestdo nao deixa de ser uma estratégia, um
modo de incorporar o alienigena ao indigena, o cozido ao cru, enquanto
a resisténcia aos modos europeus é convertida em jogo e humor. Apro-
veita-se, a0 mesmo tempo, de uma antropologia incipiente, presente no
livro de Sir James George Frazer (1854-1941), The Golden Bough [1890],
que confunde o observador com o seu outro, o antropéfago, sujeito e
alvo de suas teorias, e procura na sua imagem um principio de iden-
tidade e unificagdo nacional. Sera possivel o escritor transformar-se
no tupinamba que conhecia apenas em livros e quadros, ou forjar uma
nova identidade nacional a base de uma abstra¢ao primitivista? E, mais
importante ainda, qual o futuro do artista que se divide entre Paris e
Pindorama?
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A aparente rejei¢do da cultura europeia é o espago negativo no
coragao da antropofagia, pois define o canibal por tudo que a Europa
ndo seja. A cultura utdpica indigena é invocada apenas como resposta
as crengas e tradigdes europeias, enquanto o pouco que se conhece do
antropofago vem da narrativa de Hans Staden (1525-1579) sobre o seu
cativeiro pelos tupinambds, de 1557, texto republicado em alemao em
1925 e em inglés em 1928. Repete os principais temas com que a Europa
definia as sociedades do Novo Mundo a partir do século 16, o caniba-
lismo, a Utopia e o amor livre (Orgel, 41). O manifesto, ao se opor ao
racionalismo com a declaracio “Mas nunca admitimos o nascimento
daldgica entre nos”, repete a mesma hipdtese encontrada na introdugao
a obra de Julien Lévy-Bruhl (1857-1939), parodiada no manifesto: ..
on constaté chez les primitifs une aversion décidée pour le raisonne-
ment.” Embora concorde que os primitivos ndo tém nem logica nem
lei, Oswald de Andrade tenta transformar a critica em qualidade e o
defeito em virtude, ao proclamar a Utopia selvagem, que teria prece-
dido os futuros codigos legais e religiosos. Por acaso, também precedia
a existéncia do Brasil, criando uma pré-histéria nacional, antes da vinda
de uma consciéncia europeia e da civiliza¢ao ocidental, toda uma for-
magdo que o seu manifesto ousa negar e rejeitar, enquanto se aproveita
do contraste, numa das invengdes mais festivas da vanguardas. Repara
Jorge Schwartz que o manifesto “redime o conceito de ‘barbaro’ e lhe tira
a carga preconceituosa pejorativa cristalizada no pensamento ocidental.
A floresta opde-se a escola e o carnaval serve de contraponto para a
musica classica..” (citado in Castro-Klarén, 2000).

Num ensaio sobre a antropofagia, de 1981, Haroldo de Campos
(1929-2003) define os brasileiros como os novos “barbaros alexandri-
nos” que mudaram a relagio Europa/América Latina pela transcultu-
ragdo e diferenga: “..um sentido agudo dessa necessidade de pensar o
nacional em relacionamento dialdgico e dialético com o universal...
segundo o ponto de vista desabusado do ‘mau selvagem;, devorador de
brancos, antropo6fago” (Campos, 1992, p. 234). Esses novos “canibais’,
os “novos barbaros” que assustaram a Europa com o signo da devo-
ragdo, ocupavam um espago cultural entre o Brasil e a Europa. A sua
etnografia, apenas lida, exprime o desafio que o pensamento europeu
dirigiu aos alicerces de sua cultura, com raizes em Friedrich Nietzsche
(1844-1900) e Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), da Genealogia da Moral, de
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1887, ao Totem e Tabu, de 1913. Ao se aliar aos tupinambas, o intelec-
tual-antropofago se deu o propdsito de assimilar as boas qualidades dos
europeus, no banquete canibal, e livrar-se dos conflitos e das repres-
soes associados a civilizagdo colonial importada. A guisa de canibal, o
intelectual procurava voltar a um estado primordial de moralidade e
de felicidade, para se opor ao legado colonial. Quanto ao primitivismo,
observa Antonio Candido que “No Brasil as culturas primitivas se mis-
turava a vida cotidiana...As terriveis ousadias de um Picasso, um Bran-
cusi...um Tristan Tzara, eram, no fundo, mais coerentes a nossa heranga
cultural do que com a deles” (Candido, 1973:121). Embora tenham
apropriado a cultura indigena como expressao nacional, os modernistas
tiveram pouco conhecimento etnografico e menos contato com o leque
de culturas no vasto interior, situagdo que torna discutivel a observagiao
de Candido sobre a coeréncia do seu programa. Adotando uma pers-
pectiva entre-culturas, “em que ja nao é possivel distinguir o organismo
assimilador das matérias assimiladas” (frase do critico Augusto Meyer
sobre Machado de Assis), o canibalismo do manifesto substitui toda a
aculturacio indigena historica, enquanto cruza os primeiros contatos,
ao reimprimir as conhecidas xilogravuras da “histéria verdadeira” de
Hans Staden com o quadro contemporéneo primitivista de Tarsila do
Amaral, “O abaporu”, de 11 de janeiro de 1928.

Xilogravura da Warhaftige Historia de Hans Staden (Marpurg, 1557)
e 0 Abaporu (1928) da artista brasileira Tarsila do Amaral
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Os “novos barbaros” queriam criar uma diferen¢a que provocasse e
desafiasse a Europa, alegando uma superioridade brasileira em todas as
areas da cultura: “Uma nova idéia de tradi¢do (antitradi¢do), a operar
como contravolug¢do, como contracorrente, oposta ao canon prestigiado
e glorioso” (Campos, 1992, p. 237). Funda-se com os antropdgafos
modernistas a literatura e o pensamento do ex-céntrico, da desconstru-
¢ao e da re-escritura.

Conclusao: O entre-lugar

A orquestragdo e politonalidade da selva amazonense nas composi¢cdes
de Villa-Lobos, a tradugao plastica de monumentos parisienses em sim-
bolos de leitura indigena por Rego Monteiro e a transculturagdo do pen-
samento europeu no “Manifesto Antropofago” de Oswald de Andrade
representam trés expressdes do entre-lugar, resultados da fusdo criativa
de realidades e linguagens culturais diferentes. Ndo nos parece o mate-
rial folclérico, resultado de pesquisa etnografica, nem o carater nacio-
nal como fontes da originalidade dessas obras, mas o cruzamento de
conceitos e suas representagdes, fusao que subverte o mito da unidade
e pureza monolitica das culturas e dos povos através de uma expressio
miscigenada, uma crioulistica de leituras e de linguagens culturais.
Qual foi a fortuna da nova identidade entre-culturas para os inte-
lectuais de vanguarda e para a proje¢do internacional de sua cultura?
O momento da “alma brasileira’, no titulo genial de Villa-Lobos, como
entre-lugar brilhou com o breve mas intenso contato e intercimbio entre
intelectuais e artistas modernistas brasileiros e europeus, mas nao con-
seguiu substituir uma leitura dialética ou apenas diferenciada, em que
as duas culturas apenas se tocaram, como o encontro das aguas, sem se
misturarem, ou em obras que mantiveram uma distin¢ao palpavel entre
suas varias camadas e conteudos. Uma identidade entre-culturas, seja
cultural, linguistica ou racial, ainda hoje ndo encontra aceitagdio num
mundo ainda estruturado por nacionalismos, mesmo que “unidos.” Sao
os “Quelques visages”, sejam do chefe amazonense em Paris ou do antro-
pélogo francés em Mato Grosso, que retratam o momento da leitura da
civilizagdo pelo selvagem, ou da selvagem pelo civilizado, e que pelas
suas visoes cruzadas renovam e transformam as possibilidades de sig-
nificagio e leitura. E a miscigenagio em todos os niveis que prepara um
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caminho do colonialismo ao cosmopolitismo, e que transforma a vigem
etnografica em experiéncia democratica de autocritica.

Mas o momento do entre-lugar durou pouco. A que se atribui a
instabilidade da chamada antropéfaga no seu momento histérico? Até
os antropo6fagos eram nacionalistas e eram poucos os artistas que tran-
sitaram entre culturas. Representaram uma vanguarda de idéias e de
técnicas que ndo eram culturalmente nem europeias nem brasileiras,
trabalharam exclusivamente na esfera das artes, expressaram-se pela
sintese ladica e humoristica e, com o pano de fundo da festa de Rouen,
montaram a sua performance nos centros urbanos diante de um publico
intelectual. Por ser um movimento de vanguarda, talvez fosse necessa-
riamente de duragao limitada, e por ser expressdo na esfera das letras e
artes, o seu impacto fosse apenas estético. Mas mesmo durando pouco,
a degluti¢do das herangas culturais ja estava langada, do escritor devo-
rador de livros, do artista impuro e disperso que 1é e mastiga a tradi-
¢do para dar inicio a “polifonica civilizagdo planetaria’, no conceito de
Haroldo de Campos.

Sempre chegava a hora inexplicavel de voltar. Por que o Caramuru
deixou Moema e suas ninfas no reconcavo baiano para se casar em
Paris? Por que Nabuco abandonou a sua noiva Eufrasia em Paris para
se casar no Brasil? Por que os marinheiros camonianos deixaram a Ilha
dos Amores? Foi por falta de convite, de desejo, de convic¢ao ou de
fortuna? Ao deixar a Europa ou o Brasil na viagem de regresso, a das
saudades felizes, os modernistas, artistas e intelectuais, se encontrariam
no paraiso perdido da sua jangada de pedra, onde, na frase de Haroldo
de Campos, “tudo pode coexistir com tudo” (Campos, 1992: 251).
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Comparative literature and translation, historical
breaks and continuing debates: Can the past teach
us something about the future?
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When in 1993 Susan Bassnett declared that “Today, comparative literature in
one sense is dead”, she saw it destined to be subsumed within translations stud-
ies.! More recently, Bassnett has admitted that her prediction has shown itself
to have been flawed: “translations studies has not developed very far at all over
the last three decades and comparison remains at the heart of much transla-
tions studies scholarship”* Bassnett’s death knoll for comparative literature 15
years ago, like Spivak’s more recent one,* are the consequences of the perceived
Eurocentrism of the discipline, and the strong sense that the practices and the
ideologies that sustain it require to be radically revised - if not even rejected —
in the contemporary, more fluid, post-colonial, globalised world.

Haun Saussy’s recent diagnosis that comparative literature “has won its battles”
may sound rather more positive, but it also contains a stark warning about the
discipline’s institutional low status and its risk of dispersion among other more
established subjects to which it has contributed methods and an openness of
the syllabus that was unthinkable until not very long ago.
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Even before Bassnett had time to revise her earlier prediction, Stanley Corngold
had queried the notion of the close relationship between comparative literature
and translation studies, remarking instead on their essential difference: while
translation means carrying over a piece of foreign language into on€’s own,
“comparison” means being momentarily without one’s language, not needing
to translate precisely because of one’s ability to translate, and thus respecting
the otherness of languages and cultures.®

Emily Apter’s recent The Translation Zone: A New Comparative Literature® pro-
poses a mediation of these positions. In her excellent study, translation emerges
as the fulcrum of a new vision of comparative literature able to expand towards
- to take up Spivak’s terminology - a genuine planetary criticism by pursuing
unexpected links between as disparate issues as philology, globalization, war
and peace, the web, the genetic code. Two opposite theses mark the two poles
of Apter’s argument: nothing is translatable, and everything is translatable; at
one end, the radical incommensurability of different languages and of cultural,
political, aesthetic systems, at the other, the human(ist) will to find common
roots, interests, concerns, and the search for codes that can translate one lan-
guage into another.

It is these lively debates over the relationship between comparative literature
and translation on the one hand, and over the present and future of compara-
tive literature on the other, that will form the context and the background of my
paper, which proposes to reconsider these positions from different but related
angles. What can a historical perspective contribute to our understanding of
the relationship between comparative literature and translation in their present
predicaments? For example, how can the assumptions of (un)translatability,
the relationships between culture/knowledge and power, between translation
and imperialism be illuminated by a renewed awareness of the link between
translatio studii and translatio imperii as it was formulated in the middle ages
and early modern period to describe the transferral of culture and of power
from east to west — (from the Middle East to Greece, from here to Rome, and
later from Rome to the Holy Roman Empire, or to the Anglo-Norman court
of Britain)? How can the question of the flattening effect of a global form of
English be not only reconsidered in the light of the lingua franca of Latin in the
medieval world, but also informed by a reflection on the heritage of the medi-
eval mediation of human knowledge through the linguistic sciences of the artes
sermocinales, which ensured a form of universal translatability of the known?
How have later recoveries of these perspectives, such as Eliot’s rather debatable

5 Stanley Corngold, “Comparative Literature: The Delay in Translation’, in Sandra Berman and
Michael Wood eds, Nation, Language, and the Ethics of Translation (Princeton and Oxford:
Princeton University Press, 2005), pp. 139-145, p. 141.

6 Princeton, NJ, and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2006.
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statement on the easy translatability, and thus the superiority, of a Dante who
writes in a recognisable common language because of its proximity to Latin,
continued to inform, and to an extent deform, our sense of the human values at
the heart of the enterprise of comparing and translating?

It will be impossible to give definitive and expansive answers to all these ques-
tions in the short time of the presentation, and the aim of the paper is to suggest
the widening of the debate on these issues to a broader historical and conceptual
framework, and trace some possible directions that this opening up may take.
Finally, I would like to raise another question to which it may also be difficult
to find concrete and pragmatic answers, but which must nevertheless be asked:
what practical steps would it be useful for us as comparatists to take in order
to continue to promote this “discipline” that continues to be declared dead, or
flawed, if not even pernicious for the ideological heritage that it carries within
itself, but which somehow carries on, evolves, and continues to fascinate us and
push us towards the encounter of the other as equal, but not as same?

&

When in 1993 Susan Bassnett declared that “Today, comparative litera-
ture in one sense is dead” (Bassnett, 1993: 47), she saw it destined to
be subsumed within translation studies (Idem, 138-161). More recently,
Bassnett has acknowledged that her earlier, deliberately provocative
prediction has shown itself to have been flawed: “translation studies has
not developed very far at all over the last three decades and comparison
remains at the heart of much translation studies scholarship” (Bassnett,
2006: 6). Bassnett’s death knoll for comparative literature 16 years ago,
like Spivak’s more recent one (Spivak 2003), are the consequences of
the perceived Eurocentrism and Western bias of the discipline, and the
strong sense that the practices and ideologies which sustain it require to
be radically revised - if not even rejected - in the contemporary, more
fluid, post-colonial, globalised world. Haun Saussy’s recent diagnosis, in
his ten-yearly report to the American Comparative Literature Associa-
tion, that comparative literature “has, in a sense, won its battles” (Saussy,
2006: 3) may sound rather more positive, but it also contains a stark
warning about the discipline’s institutional low status and its risk of dis-
persion among other more established subjects to which it has contrib-
uted methods, theoretical approaches, and an openness of the syllabus
that was unthinkable until not very long ago.
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Even before Bassnett had time to revise her earlier prediction, Stanley
Corngold had queried the notion of the close relationship between com-
parative literature and translation studies, remarking instead on their
essential difference: while translation means carrying over a piece of
foreign language into one’s own, “comparison” means being momentar-
ily without one’s language, not needing to translate precisely because
of one’s ability to translate, to step into the other’s language without
carrying it across, and thus respecting the otherness of languages and
cultures (Corngold, 2005: 141). Emily Apter’s The Translation Zone:
A New Comparative Literature (2006) proposes a mediation of these
positions. In this comprehensive, enlightening and thought-provoking
study, translation emerges as the fulcrum of a new vision of comparative
literature that seeks to achieve a genuine planetary (to use Spivaks ter-
minology) criticism by pursuing unexpected links between as disparate
issues as philology, globalization, war and peace, the web, the genetic
code. Apter’s argument tries to mediate two opposite theses: nothing
is translatable, and everything is translatable; at one end, the radical
incommensurability of different languages and of cultural, political, aes-
thetic systems; at the other, the human(ist) will to find common roots
and values, and the search for codes that can translate one language into
another. As Apter argues responding to Alain Badiou’s suspicion of the
universalism of comparative literature and to his emphasis on poetic
singularity, the challenge of comparative literature in the contemporary
world is to find a way to reconcile untranslatable alterity with the need
to translate nevertheless, rejecting both the false pieties of not want-
ing to mistranslate the other, which result in monolingualism, and the
opposite globalism that “translates everything without ever traveling
anywhere” (Apter, 2006: 91).

It is these lively debates over the relationship between compara-
tive literature and translation on the one hand, and over the present
and future of comparative literature in the global world on the other,
that will form the context and the background of the following reflec-
tions. A number of questions have arisen for me in reading some of
these interventions, sometimes prompted by slightly puzzling details in
larger, thoroughly absorbing arguments. I shall explain forthwith what
some of these “details” are, and how they have led to further, broader
considerations; the main guiding questions, however, may be framed
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thus: what can the consideration of a historical perspective contribute
to our understanding of the relationship and the status of comparative
literature and translation in their present condition, what forms can or
should this perspective take, and what are the implications of choosing
one historical perspective over another?

One of the “puzzling details” which combined to prompt these reflec-
tions is what I perceive as a tendency to curtail the history of comparative
literature in some accounts that identify its “founding” moment in the
arrival of European émigré scholars, such as Auerbach, Spitzer, Wellek,
in the United States on the ashes of the disaster of European national-
isms (see for example Apter, 2006: 10, 41; Spivak 2003: 3). Of course
the study of comparative and general literature was deeply transformed
by these events, though the depoliticised Eurocentrism it continued to
place at the heart of the discipline could only postpone the moment in
which this Eurocentrism - inevitably seen as political from outside the
West — would have to be confronted. But comparative literature studies
did after all already exist in the USA before the war: a chair of compara-
tive literature was established art Harvard in 1890, while general and
comparative literature had been taught at Cornell since 1871 (Bassnett,
1993: 22), and the subject had achieved institutional status in Europe
well before the Second World War.” Promoting an idea of the discipline
as being founded on the ruins of nationalism risks obscuring the very
close link between the evolution of a Romantic idea of national litera-
tures and the concept of comparative literature in the early nineteenth
century, its role within Empire — but also the history of an explicit notion
of Weltliteratur. Obscuring this history risks skewing our understanding
of how these mutually implicated aspects have informed the concept
of humanism, how they continue to underwrite postcolonial “language
wars’, how they have contributed to shaping the concept and the “trans-
lation zone” of Europe itself. It is precisely because Apter discusses, in
very insightful and enlightening ways, the tradition of humanism in
comparative literature, and Spivak critiques the Western bias of it, that
this foreshortening of history appears to slightly puzzling. It is almost as
if there were a submerged desire to distance ourselves (our discipline)
from that nationalist history of which we are at the same time unable to

7 Claudio Guillén’s short chapter “The American Hour” (in Guillén, 1993: 60-62) is a balanced
and illuminating account of this moment of development of the discipline.
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ignore the consequences and implications — which, in fact, we want and
need to study and criticise.

Another historical break and point of origin, in another recent book,
quite impressive in the comprehensive and detailed quality of its forceful
arguments, prompted for me some comparable questions. Pascale Casa-
nova’s The World Republic of Letters (2004) places the origins of what the
author calls “the world literary system” - a system of tension and mutual
implication between nationalism and internationalism - in the sixteenth
century: “International literary space was formed in the sixteenth cen-
tury at the very moment when literature began to figure as a source of
contention in Europe” (Casanova, 2004: 11). “The specifically literary
defense of vernaculars by the great figures of the world of letters dur-
ing the Renaissance, which very quickly assumed the form of a rivalry
among these ‘new’ languages [...] was to be advanced equally by literary
and political means.” This anticipates what would happen again promi-
nently in the Romantic period: “Similarly, with the spread of nation-
alist ideas in the nineteenth century and the creation of new nations,
political authority served as a foundation for emergent literary spaces”
(Idem, 2004: 35). Joachim du Bellay’s The Defense and Illustration of the
French Language (1549) is the text that inaugurates this world literary
space (Idem, 2004: 46). Casanova chooses this date over, for example,
the much earlier one of Dante’s De vulgari eloquentia at the very begin-
ning of the fourteenth century, because the Renaissance Humanists’
definition of linguistic and literary prestige was explicitly established in
antagonistic relation not only with Latin but also with other languages,
so that the value of one’s national language is asserted in the context of
an international literary space; this supremacy clearly resided with Italy
at the time, thanks to the work of Dante, Boccaccio and Petrarca, and it
is in relation to this that du Bellay “defends and illustrates” the French
language. I fully recognise the force of Casanovas argument about the
links between the modern state and its national language and literature,
but I am left with some doubts about this founding moment. It is pre-
cisely this linguistic awareness of the link between nation and language
that move Dante in the De vulgari eloquentia, to the point that, for him,
the language would become the foundation of the unified nation, and its
superiority as an Italian language is demonstrated through comparisons
with French and Provengal. At the other end of the fourteenth century,
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in A Treatise on the Astrolabe, dating to the 1390s, Chaucer, after point-
ing out how each people expresses (or translates) knowledge in their
language (“Grekes [...] in Grek; [...] Arabiens in Arabik; [...] Jewes in
Ebrew, and [...] Latyn folk in Latyn; whiche Latyn folk had hem first out
of othere dyverse langages, and writen hem in her own tunge, that is to
seyn, in Latyn”), and thus establishing the right of vernacular English to
similarly express (translate) such knowledge, then proceeds to point out
the link between language, king and country: “And preie God save the
king, that is lord of this langage” (Chaucer, 1987: 662, 1l. 30-36, 56-57).
That the Renaissance represented a critical moment of evolution and
transformation of European political structures and thought (and this
includes of course thought about language and literature) is undeniable;
at the same time, insisting on a particular moment as an originating event
carries with it the risk of missing other links of continuity with the past,
maybe even the risk of buying into the implicit assumption, not only
of a sharp break between the medieval and early modern periods (an
assumption introduced by the Renaissance in its self-definition and per-
petuated ever since, and indeed still widespread despite the many recent
critical interventions that suggest otherwise), but also that the Middle
Ages lacked an advanced, sophisticated literary-theoretical interest that
informed much of the thought of later centuries, in effect making invis-
ible the preoccupations that already existed in the Middle Ages with
issues that still concern us today. We tend to forget for example that
the European Middle Ages mediated all human knowledge through the
linguistic sciences of the artes sermocinales (grammar, rhetoric, logic:
the arts of the trivium), and these ensured a form of universal transla-
tability of the known, something which, as encapsulated in the phrase
“the linguistic turn”, seems to be a crucial aspect of the contemporary
theoretical reflection on knowledge too. More specifically, as European
languages evolved in the Middle Ages, through complex changes and
exchanges, towards “national” tongues (though never quite as mono-
logic as the concept of “national” would imply), linguistic choices always
required selection between different possibilities, all of them charged
with social and political as well as poetic and literary value; the theoreti-
cal reflection on language and translation was thus extremely lively. The
linguistic alternative was rarely a simple one of Latin or vernacular. In
Italy for example writers could choose between Latin and several differ-
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ent vernacular forms of Italian, but some turned to the more polished
French (Brunetto Latini wrote his rhetorical treatise Tresor in French,
and a shorter version in Italian, the Tesoretto); while in England - or
in London, to be more precise — the choice was between Latin, Anglo-
Norman French and Anglo-Saxon English. The examples of tightrope
walking are many, one of the most striking perhaps being Dante’s cham-
pioning of the vernacular in his Latin treatise De vulgari eloquentia, and
praising of Latin in his vernacular treatise Convivio. Bi- or multi-lingual
texts also abound, such as compilations from many sources, Latin texts
glossed in vernacular, or texts predominantly written in one language
with interpolations in another; Gower, who also wrote in French (Mir-
our de ’homme, 1378) and in Latin (Vox Clamantis, c. 1386), justifies
his choice of English in Confessio Amantis (c. 1390-93) for the sake of
England herself - “And for that fewe men endite / In oure Englissh, I
thence make / a bok for Engelondes sake, / the yer sextenthe of kyng
Richard” (Wogan-Browne et al, 175) - but includes passages in Latin
at the beginning of the Prologue and of chapters. The majority of medi-
eval writers was indeed bilingual or polyglot, and a large body of medi-
eval writing exists that explicitly addresses such questions of multi- or
inter-lingualism, and vernacular writers often defined their language of
choice in relation to other languages. The medieval context is also use-
ful to consider the role of translation in what Even-Zohar has called
the “literary polysystem” (Even-Zohar, 1990). When the literary tradi-
tion was for the most part Latin, and vernaculars were still languages
“in progress”, open to various influences and able to appropriate mate-
rials for their own expansion, writing in the vernacular was in effect
an inter- or trans-linguistic practice based on programmatic translation
and inventio(n), on hybridisation and neologism. Medieval vernacular
literatures might thus be said to be experimental and avant-gardist by
definition. All this should suggest that the medieval literary, linguistic
and translative condition should offer a rather tantalising field for the
comparatist, the translator, and the literary theorist, allowing us to go
further back than the “original’, “founding moments” of comparative
literature or international systems identified above.

A related issue that has been impossible to avoid in recent discus-
sions of comparative literature, translation and world literature is that
of linguistic globalisation - significantly, the latest ACLA report and
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related responses are published under the title Comparative Literature in
an Age of Globalization (Saussy, 2006). Because of the power and extent
of the British Empire since the seventeenth century, and later of Ameri-
can cultural and economic imperialism, English has in effect become the
language of globalisation, positing itself as the universal means of trans-
lation and communication. Correspondingly, English is seen as a lan-
guage that, precisely because of its power, reduces or crushes diversity,
at best absorbing, in a kind of touristy exoticism, words and expressions
that give it “local colour”; Apter calls this “CNN Creole’, the language
of international tourism and journalism (Apter, 2006: 161); Michael
Cronin refers to the English of boardrooms and instruction manuals,
global while “localised” for marketing purposes (Cronin, 2003).

All this leads me to other questions that deserve further considera-
tion. How can the assumptions of (un)translatability, the relationships
between culture/knowledge and power, between translation and imperi-
alism be illuminated by a renewed awareness of the link between trans-
latio studii and translatio imperii as it was formulated in the Middle Ages
to describe the transferral of culture and of power from east to west?
Eric Cheyfitz’s The Poetics of Imperialism: Translation and Colonization
from The Tempest to Tarzan (1997 [1991]) is probably the first book that
consistently examines the impact of translation in the project of modern
imperialism, describing the ways in which the imperialist drive relies
on classical-to-early modern tropes such as that of translatio studii et
imperii in order to translate the “savages” into the more civilized lan-
guage and values of the conqueror. Cheyfitz’s analysis is acute, detailed
and persuasive — and, as I shall indicate below, it does trace the topos of
translatio studii et imperii back through its pre-modern developments. I
would however like to consider it again from the perspective oftered by
the cluster of issues outlined above, and in particular in relation to the
global power of English — which leads to the next question.

How can the position of Latin as the lingua franca of the Western
medieval world, in its various relationships with the local, vernacular
languages, help us reconsider the question of the reductive, flattening
effect of a global form of English?

But, also crucially, and to avoid a too easy identification of the medi-
eval as a model and another point of origin (which would only call for
yet another regression into the classical, and so forth), how have various
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recoveries of these medieval perspectives, such as Eliot’s rather debat-
able statement on the easy translatability, and thus the superiority, of
a Dante who writes in a recognisable common language because of its
proximity to Latin, continued to inform, and to an extent deform, our
sense of the human values at the heart of the enterprise of comparing
and translating? The Romantics had also turned to the Middle Ages in
search for their own national(ist) origins — and the romantic period is
generally given as the point of origin of comparative literature (see e.g.
Guillén, 1993: 24-32; Bassnett, 1993: 13-17). How do we negotiate these
historical regressions and repeated (re)assertions of origins?

These questions are far too complex to be followed through in all
their implications and ramifications, especially in a paper of this length.
My aim here is rather to suggest the widening of the debate on these
issues to a broader historical and conceptual framework, and trace
some possible directions that this opening up of historical horizons may
take.

Comparatists and literary historians know full well that boundaries are
convenient to delimit and define our field of study, and indeed necessary
if we do not want each time to retrace the roots and development of any
phenomenon back to the earliest archaeological traces. We also know
that most human boundaries are artificial, and some healthy scepticism
is required in their deployment. If we accept that the break between the
middle ages and modernity is a myth - a convenient and useful one,
but nevertheless a myth - insofar as the period preceding “modernity”
was already much richer than the myth of modernity allows, equally
we need to accept that the time that follows is not quite as unified as
the myth implies, and in particular, quite as linguistically and literarily
stable. Alessandro Manzoni still felt, in the nineteenth century, that a
literary Italian, able to appeal and be comprehended by all Italians, had
yet to be established, and in revising his masterpiece I promessi sposi for
the 1840-42 edition, he decided that this Italian should be the Tuscan
variety, the language that had been raised to illustriousness by the Tre-
cento masters Dante, Boccaccio, Petrarca.® Manzoni’s decision reignited
the controversy about the feasibility, advisability and choice of an Italian
unitarian language, and the “questione della lingua” was again renewed

8 The expression Manzoni used was that he was “rinsing” the “sheets” of his manuscript in Flo-
rence in the waters of the river Arno (Manzoni, 1970: I, 438).
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by political unification (1861), and continued well into the twentieth
century. Italy did not achieve national unification until the second half
of the nineteenth century, and it may thus be objected that the ongoing
debate over the national language is directly dependent on this political
circumstance. But in Britain too - certainly a much more stable and suc-
cessful political entity than Italy in the centuries that follow the Middle
Ages — debates around the language continued for centuries. In 1712
Jonathan Swift published his Proposal for Correcting, Improving and
Ascertaining the English Tongue, much preoccupied with the decline of
the language. To address this, Swift — along with others such as Dryden,
Addison and Defoe - advocated the establishing of an Academy. Sam-
uel Johnson also worried about linguistic decline, and in his 1755 Pref-
ace to the Dictionary claimed that “tongues, like governments, have a
natural tendency to degeneration; we have long preserved our consti-
tution, let us make some struggles for our language” (Crowley, 1996:
55-56; 60); but he opposed the idea of an Academy. The French had the
Académie Frangaise (founded in 1635 following the establishment of
the Italian Accademia della Crusca in 1582-83), and establishing one in
Britain smacked too much of Francophilia: the French might like to be
told what to do and how to speak by law, but the English are more free
thinking and independent than that, objected Thomas Sheridan (Idem,
62). The language needs protection from decay, but what duties should
members of the Academy have, if one were established at all? “Let them,
instead of compiling grammars and dictionaries, endeavour, with all
their influence, to stop the licence of translators, whose influence and
ignorance, if it be suffered to proceed, will reduce us to babble a dia-
lect of France”, wrote Johnson in the Preface (Idem, 63). The language
must be protected, but must not be stabilised through dictionaries and
grammars (and this from the author of a dictionary), and translation
and contamination from the outside must be rejected. The relationship
between language and nationalism is complex and variable; its discus-
sion continues well beyond the late medieval emergence of a hegemonic
national language - a language produced precisely by that translative
effort that Johnson now rebuffs — and it engages intellectuals from well
before the Romantic period. What appears from the above debate is
that the national (sometimes nationalist) thinking about the language
repeatedly returns to confronting the language’s perceived instability,
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threatened or enriched by its historical evolution and its encounters
with other languages, and it thus needs constantly to re-negotiate both
the fruitfulness and the anxieties that this instability creates.

Let us stay for a moment longer with the question of the stability of
language, or lack thereof, but this time let us fast forward to the future
- say Britain in the year 2809. Let’s imagine ourselves as language stu-
dents: will we be learning American and New Zealander as foreign lan-
guages? In our Anglic philology class (what would it be called?) would
we learn that modern languages such as Canadian, Australian, British,
Irish, etc. (let’s us call them this, and not worry about other varieties,
evolved names, or further subdivisions) all branched off the tree of that
old language, English, of which numerous documents exist and record
the quaintness of its structures and pronunciation, such as the televised
coronation of Queen Elizabeth II on 2 June 1953? (Would such anti-
quated technology have survived?)

If we think of how Francesco Petrarca and the early Humanists
defined medieval Latin as barbarous (i.e. the barbarians are not the
foreigners but those who have let the language “rot”), and took Cicero
and classical Latin as their model, we can easily imagine how interna-
tional English will soon likewise be called barbarous - it is already seen
as basic, simplified, less elegant, less expressive. One can already hear
the purist inviting us to go back to studying classical, proper English
- meaning perhaps the English of Pope, or perhaps that of Queen Eliza-
beth II - while English dies on the internet, in boardrooms, in airports
and guidebooks, while it “rots” in Nigeria, in India, in the Caribbean
(the reference is of course to Ken Saro Wiwas 1985 Sozaboy: A Novel
in Rotten English). Just as it happened for Latin, the assumption of the
language as a lingua franca, due to its extent and prestige but inevitably
requiring a simplification, goes hand in hand with its increasing dif-
ferentiation; as it is superimposed on previous and resistant linguistic
strata and is subjected to further superimpositions and contaminations
through invasions, colonisation and exchanges, the unitary, hegemonic
language is increasingly transformed into local and evolving vernacu-
lars whose number and variety is directly proportional to the extent of
the language’s global reach. The dismay at the decadence of the language
as it encounters its moment of maximum expansion — which ultimately
spells its imminent demise — may therefore provide us with another
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quite intriguing parallel with the later Middle Ages and with the stand-
ing of Latin as it is challenged by the ferment of new languages acquir-
ing their own higher status.

This brings me back to the topos of translatio studii et imperii. Cur-
tius explains that the concept is founded on the belief in the universality
of Empire and is associated with the civilising mission of the Greeks
first, the Romans later, the Holy Roman Empire thereafter (Curtius,
1953: 29). Eric Cheyfitz shows how the same idea was then exploited
in modern Western Empires through a conflation of the topos with the
construction of the legitimacy of empire through its civilizing mission:

The translatio, then, is inseparably connected with a “civilizing” mis-
sion, the bearing of Christianity and Western letters to the barbarians, liter-
ally, as we have noted, those who do not speak the language of the empire.
From its beginnings the imperialist mission is, in short, one of translation:
the translation of the “other” into the terms of the empire, the prime term
of which is “barbarian”, or one of its variations such as “savage”, which,
ironically, but not without a precise politics, also alienates the other from
the empire. (Cheyfitz, 1997: 112)

Cheyfitz convincingly shows how this ideological use of translation
has its roots in the medieval expressions of the concept. Charlemagne’s
construction of the notion already involved “transporting” (trans-lat-
ing) Alcuin from England to France in order to build a Carolingian
empire that founds its Christian re-construction of the now decayed
Roman Empire on the acquisition and fostering of knowledge and cul-
ture. In showing how the imperial project was thus already inscribed
in this establishment of a seat of learning, Cheyfitz follows this process
further back: rhetoric is the main form of instruction and the basis of
knowledge, and Alcuin’s rhetoric, written to instruct Charlemagne, is a
thoroughly Ciceronian project that starts “by telling Charlemagne the
story of the orator who translates a savage humanity into civilization
through the power of his eloquence” (Cheyfitz, 1997: 112-13). Trans-
lation thus appears as an integral part of any imperial project, and
the notion of translatio studii already carries with it that of translatio
imperii. Given what I have argued above about the dangers implicit in
establishing historical boundaries and moments of origin, I especially
appreciate the way Cheyfitz traces the use of the topos beyond its adop-
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tion by modern imperialism. I would suggest nevertheless that there
may also be another way of reading the topos, one which, I believe, has
the potential for disrupting the self-legitimating rhetoric of empire that
Cheyfitz is right to highlight. The transferral of power and knowledge
from east to west, from empire to empire, is deployed in the Middle
Ages not only in order to justify the conquest of a territory or a people,
but to claim power for oneself at the moment when a stronger but by
now declining power is breaking up (or has already broken up), so that
it is the previously “barbaric”, “savage”, “inferior” people who can now
claim for themselves the authority of that power. (Similarly, the Romans
had claimed power for themselves from the culturally superior Greeks.)
Adopting the topos of translatio studii et imperii requires that the claim-
ants prove that they are worthy of their newly acquired power. This is
achieved, amongst other things, through the activity of imitation and
translation, transformative activities that, while suggesting fidelity to an
original, are at the same time underpinned by an agonistic structure, a
relationship of rivalry from which the claimant emerges victor (on this,
see Copeland, 1991).

This pattern of a challenge to the established power (cultural and/
or political) and the claim of superiority through acts of self-creation
that rely on the activity of translation (the complement and counter-
part to the pattern of translation of the inferior into one’s superior sys-
tem identified by Cheyfitz) can thus offer quite a different model in
the context of decolonization and of a global power deriving from a
long-established but now disgregating empire, whose cultural imperial-
ism still continues, like that of Latin continued well beyond the end of
the Roman Empire, but whose eventual collapse can be seen as just as
inevitable, and is brought about, as I have pointed out above, by that
same translative process that would attest to the language’s superiority.
In other words, the structure of the topos involves not only the acquisi-
tion of hegemony, but its subsequent loss. The empowering potential for
the (previously) colonised can be quite strong, and it is in this potential
that the linguistic hybridity of a Rushdie, or the “rotten” English of a Ken
Saro-Wiwa, invest in.

There is of course a danger implicit in simple identifications and
appropriations of models from the past in order to propose a solution
for the present. We can find examples of such dangers in Eliot’s and
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Pound’s turning to the Middle Ages in order to find a ready-made,
healing model for the ills of the present. In his essay “Dante” (1929),
Eliot presented Dante’s idiom as a universal “common language” of easy
imitability and translatability because of its proximity to Latin and its
pre-modern integrity (Eliot, 1951: 239-40, 252), the clearest expression
of what in the 1919 essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (Idem,
13-22) he had called the unified “mind of Europe”. This united medieval
system of thought came to an end with the nefarious “dissociation of
sensibility” that, as he explains in “The Metaphysical Poets”, occurred in
the seventeenth century (Idem, 281-291). In making such claims, Eliot
ignores the widespread and vivacious medieval debates on the nature of
language and on linguistic relationships, overlooking the existence of
linguistic alternatives (whose different cultural, intellectual and political
purchase writers were well and often explicitly aware of), and revers-
ing the more traditional association of “common speech” with the ver-
nacular - an association developed by Dante himself in the De vulgari
eloquentia. The construction of medieval language as a homogeneous,
coherent whole that can be carried over (trans-lated) into modernity
with little or no adaptation is one of the foundations of Eliot’s desire for
a transcendent universality that can redress the collapse of European
civilization, and that originated especially in the twin ills of the sev-
enteenth-century “dissociation of sensibility” and of Romantic nation-
alisms, of which the First World War was the culmination. In various
writings and especially in The Spirit of Romance (1910), Pound, unlike
Eliot, seemed to champion the vivacity and originality of vernacular and
popular languages; underneath, however, his aim is similar to Eliot’s:
the renovatio of modernity takes the form of a cure, and the medicine is
not the unity of Latin but the heteroglossia of the medieval vernaculars,
interpreted through a Pentecostal reading which thus re-introduces uni-
versality and transcends difference (see esp. Pound, 1952: 7). Ultimately,
both Eliot and Pound construct “the medieval” as a coherent intellec-
tual unity to be adopted as a healing model for our divided modernity.’
Perhaps what is most ironic in both Eliot’s and Pound’s cases is their
declared anti-Romanticism - I call it ironic because of the Romantic
craze for the Middle Ages, to a large extent based on the desire to find a

9 Thave discussed at more length these and other questions raised by modernist “translations” of
the Middle Ages in Boldrini, 2003.
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founding origin for the modern nation, and to recover an organic sense
of society from before the “fall” of modernity and of the scientific and
industrial revolutions. In a lecture delivered in 1949 in the U.S. for the
Goethe Bicentennial Convocation, Ernst Robert Curtius indicates that
Eliot’s view of Dante, typical of the American cult of the medieval poet,
is essentially a romantic one:

If the story of the American conquest of the Middle Ages were told, it
would have to dwell on the study and the cult of Dante which flowered in
New England and which again flowered in T. S. Eliot. To the mind of the
Bostonians in the 1880%, Dante was not merely one of the world greatest
poets. They were of the opinion [...] that the world had been going to the
dogs ever since the time of Dante. Dante, to them, appeared as the perfect
expression of a perfect state of society. It was a romantic vision of the same
kind as that which set the German romantic poets of 1800 dreaming about
the ideal Middle Ages. (Curtius, 1953: 587-8)

Curtius’ view avoids such romanticising, but in his seminal Euro-
pdische Literature und lateinisches Mittelalter, published in 1948 in the
aftermath of Nazism and the Second World War (though elaborated
through these times), Curtius’ concern emerges as similar to Eliot’s in
many ways, in that it also looks to a unified European tradition that
disowns the nationalism that brought the twentieth century to its catas-
trophe, and which was rooted in the nineteenth century. Both Eliot’s
and Curtius’ interest is in the continuity of the Middle Ages with clas-
sical Latinity, found in the rhetorical tradition of topoi for Curtius, in
the notion of “tradition” itself for Eliot; both look to vernacular poets
and writers as heir to that tradition, and in asserting this emphasis, they
downplay (neglect, in Eliot’s case) the assertiveness of vernacular writers
in the creation of new rival languages and cultures. The temporality is
different, but the underlying point is comparable: for Eliot decline is
sanctioned by the seventeenth century, for Curtius the “last European”
is Goethe, who is thus not seen, as he often is today, as the first compa-
ratist but as the last exponent of the sense of an undivided civilization:
“The founding hero [...] of European literature is Homer. Its last uni-
versal author is Goethe” (Curtius, 1953: 16); “To see European literature
as a whole is possible only when one has acquired citizenship in every
period from Homer to Goethe” (Idem, 12).
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To close a circle, we may finally point out that the spirit of Cur-
tius’ philological reconstruction of the roots of European civilization,
like that of Eliot’s “tradition” (inspired to a good extent by Irving Bab-
bitt’s comparative literary teachings at Harvard, and as Curtius points
out, by the “cult” of Dante in New England), is, in many ways, also
the philological impulse that motivates the European émigré scholars
who, in the accounts of many contemporary American commentators,
(re?)“founded” comparative literature in the U.S. (“Leo Spitzer’s philo-
logical credo of linguistics and literary history was crucial to defining
the discipline of comparative literature in the postwar period” (Apter,
2003: 10).)

Every search for continuity finds — naturally - its moments of his-
torical break too. In choosing a historical moment of origin or end for
any particular phenomenon, we neglect the continuities that stretch
before and after. This is inevitable. In expanding to the Middle Ages the
historical span of the considerations made above, I have myself inevita-
bly neglected the many and obvious differences between medieval and
modern theories and practices, I have largely treated the Middle Ages
as a definite period different from the classical, I have glossed over the
differences between, for example, German and English Romanticism.
It is thus not to criticise anyone’s readings that I write this, but to make
two larger points. The first is that the debates about comparative litera-
ture and its (recurrent) crises are healthy: by forcing us to constantly
re-interrogate our critical readings it keeps our vigilance over our
own practices high, and our complacent sense of having “the” answer
low(er). Comparative literature is critical, in all senses of the word. The
second point is that if history teaches us anything, it is that we always
use the past in order to justify our present perspectives. Thus I am not
calling for easy adoptions of the past as a model, which is always the
result of an interested construction, but for a use of the past which is
aware, or trying to be aware of its own agendas and its own moves; a
historical awareness that accepts the need for historical and cultural
boundaries, studies their construction, but is able constantly to undo
them; that looks for continuities, but is aware of transformations and
departures. Looking for boundaries and transcending them, mediating
between continuity and difference: what comparatists as well as trans-
lators are good at.
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