Juan Gabriel Vasquez

Fiction as Criticism:
Notes From a Novelist’s Diary

Thursday

I begin taking these notes on the plane to New York, in the middle of
the night, while the other passengers sleep in this gigantic soulless
tube, and only one or two lights in the whole plane give away those
who still have the strange habit of reading paper books. I am usually
one of them, but not today: I am reading Edith Grossman’s translation
of Don Quixote, which I’'m using like a first aid kit to prepare a paper
that T must write. There is no sin in reading it in English: Jorge Luis
Borges used to say that the first time he read Don Quixote, he read it
in English, and then, when he discovered Cervantes’ original, he
thought it was a bad translation.

In the second part of the novel —which Cervantes published in
1615, ten years after the first— the bachelor Samson Carrasco meets
Don Quixote and Sancho. The bachelor has read the first part with
admiration, but he thinks that perhaps the author could have omitted
some of the endless beatings Don Quixote suffers. Sancho disagrees:
“That’s where the truth of the history comes in,” he says. “They also
could have kept quiet about them for the sake of fairness,” replies
Don Quixote, “because the actions that do not change nor alter the
truth of the history do not need to be written, if they belittle the hero.
By my faith, Aeneas was not as pious as Virgil depicts him, or Ulysses
as prudent as Homer describes him.” And the bachelor concludes:
“That s true. But it is one thing to write as a poet and another to write
as a historian: the poet can recount or sing about things not as they
were, but as they should have been, and the historian must write
about them not as they should have been, but as they were, without
adding or subtracting anything from the truth.”

In Samson Carrasco’s words there is a whole system of poetics.
Cervantes expects us to understand that this book, the book of Don
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Quixote’s adventures, belongs to history, not poetry; and he wants,
therefore, to make room for all the life left out by other genres. In this
conversation, fiction becomes aware of itself, discusses its mechanisms,
and begins to consider its place in the world. Cervantes was very clear
about his aims: his critique of books of chivalry was also the desire to
invent a space where real life, life as it is, could be worthy of the sus-
tained attention of readers. A space where he could stage his mistrust
of what he calls, in the opening pages of the novel, the “impossible
absurdities.”

Today, flying in the middle of the night over (I think) the island of
Cuba, it occurs to me that this page is one of the places where the
modern novel is born. A reader has read a book, and comments on it.

The modern novel is born with an act of literary criticism.

Friday

Conversation with Valeria Luiselli in a Jewish restaurant on the Upper
East Side. We discuss her latest novel, Lost Children Archive, in which
a couple whose relationship is in trouble embark on a road trip to the
southern border of the United States, taking their children with them,
and fill the trunk of their car with boxes of documents, as they are
both writers and travel under the pretext of working on their projects.
The novel likes lists; it exhaustively enumerates the books the woman
carries: The Gates of Paradise, by Jerzy Andrzejewski; The Children’s
Crusade, by Marcel Schwob; Belladonna, by Dasa Drndié; Le goat
de larchive, by Arlette Farge; and Elegies for Lost Children, by Ella
Camposanto. The latter is fictional or apocryphal but it serves the
same purpose as the others: to construct meaning. In indirect ways,
all the books the woman carries are a commentary on the facts of this
fiction: they are the critique of the action, just as Don Quixote used
romances to construct his adventures.

The wife, for her part, realises that the husband also carries his box
of books, which “at first glance seems like an all-male compendium
of ‘going on a journey’, conquering and colonizing: Heart of Darkness,
the Cantos, The Waste Land, Lord of the Flies, On the Road, 2666,
the Bible”. I tell Valeria that these choices are also a commentary on
the couple’s conflict, whose personal library is a metaphor for who
they are: their books are a critique of their life. Ricardo Piglia once
said that criticism is a form of autobiography: you write your life
when you think you’re writing about your readings.

In James Wood’s The Nearest Thing to Life the reverse argument is
wonderfully built: the penetration of life in criticism. “Literary evalu-
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ation—deciding whether you like or not a work, how good or bad it is
and why — could not be separated from the general messiness of being
alive.” The essay ends with an evocation of the pianist Alfred Brendel,
who, when giving his lectures on music, used to sit down at the piano
when he wanted to illustrate a particular opinion. “But something re-
markable occurred when he quoted,” Wood writes. “Even to play a
short phrase, he became not a quoter but a performer, not merely a critic
but an artist-critic”. It occurs to me, perhaps excessively, that certain
pages of some of my favourite fictions, when they reflect on literary
matters, are like performances by an artist-critic. This is what happens
in chapter 47 of Don Quixote, when the priest and the canon discuss
the virtues and defects of novels of chivalry; it happens in “Pierre
Ménard, author of Don Quixote”, Borges short story, in which a man
decides to rewrite Cervantes’ novel using the same words, one by one.
This warrants further thought.

Saturday

For Baudelaire, there is no artist of value who is not at the same time
a critic. In “What is Criticism For?” he goes even further: “Just as a
beautiful painting is nature reflected by an artist, the best criticism will
be that same painting, reflected by an intelligent and sensitive spirit.
Thus, the best chronicle of a painting could be a sonnet or an elegy.”
Is this true? In a brilliant essay on Kafka, George Steiner says: “There
is a sense in which works of the imagination of sufficient seriousness
and density always enact a reflection on themselves ... Incomparably,
our truest analyst of drama is Shakespeare, Cézanne’s paintings enforce
a persistent consideration, unrivalled in depth and economy, of the
nature and modalities of pictorial representation.”

In the century of Don Quixote, European arts become strangely
disposed to self-reflection: Hamlet reflects on theatre; Velazquez’s
Meninas reflects on painting; in a lighter mood, almost insolently,
Lope de Vega writes a sonnet whose only subject is the writing of the
sonnet itself. The novel, when it was not yet called a novel because
the word designated other genres, reflects on itself from its very first
pages, and does so through criticism of the genre that precedes it. When
I say that the modern novel is born with an act of criticism, I am also
thinking about the obvious: Cervantes interrogates the romance of
chivalry that has dominated prose fiction for decades, and he finds in
it something insufficient.

Don Quixote is not only a critique of chivalric romances, of course,
but it is that first and foremost: its origin is the essential concern for
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a man who cannot distinguish between reality and romances. Don
Quixote is not a critic: he is not someone who discriminates. He could
have been a writer; we are even told that several times he wanted to
“take up his pen” and try his hand at the unfinished romance Don
Belianis de Grecia, “and no doubt he would have done so, and even
published it, if other greater and more persistent thoughts had not
prevented him from doing so.” Don Quixote is not an author, then; he
prefers to be an actor: the protagonist of a non-existent story. When
he goes on his first adventure, he imagines the wise man who will one
day write them, and goes so far as to compose the beginning in his
head: “No sooner had the rubicund Apollo spread over the face of the
wide and spacious earth the Golden strands of his beauteous hair, no
sooner had diminutive and bright-hued birds with dulcet tongues
greeted in sweet, mellifluous harmony the advent of rosy dawn ...”
These are the worn-out formulas and commonplaces of epic tales. In
Don Quixote, criticism often takes the form of parody.

But more importantly, we see him reading the book of his adven-
tures: reading, in his present actions, the future book that a wise man
will write about him. In short: we see him reading the book of himself.
I write these words and think: where have I read them before? And
suddenly I seem to remember: aren’t they in Hamlet, in the scene
where we see him walking with his nose in a book, just before a de-
lirious conversation with Polonius? I decide that Hamlet will be my
airplane reading — my airplane re-reading — for the flight back home.

Sunday

Another red-eye, another night crossing over the dark sea.

Hamler has always given me the strange impression of being a novel
that hadn’t found the right form. Sometimes I like to imagine that
Shakespeare doesn’t die in 1616, but that he lives long enough to know
the translation of the second part of Don Quixote that Thomas Shelton
published four years later. What would have happened? Perhaps noth-
ing, because the spirit of Cervantes’ is one of irony and comedy, and
tragedy only enters the novel a couple of centuries later: with Stendhal
and Flaubert and Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky. But it’s still interesting
to think about.

What book is Hamlet reading when Polonius comes to meet him?
We don’t know: “Words, words, words,” he says when he’s asked. 1,
on the other hand, can’t seem to find those words, the words I vaguely
remember: a reference to Hamlet reading his own book, perhaps by
Polonius, perhaps by the kings who see him enter the room. Where
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do they come from? I remember a passage from Time Regained —
which I read again last year, in the days when readers of Marcel
Proust were silently (or otherwise) commemorating the anniversary
of his death. Marcel reflects on the novelist, who is not a creator, he
says, but a translator: since we all carry a book inside us, the novelist’s
task is not to invent it, but to translate it. Elsewhere he says, if I remem-
ber correctly, that a novel is like an optical instrument that helps us
to see what we have not been able to see. But each reader, he says, is
the reader of himself.

Time Regained is one of the great works of criticism I’ve ever read.

Perhaps I’'m confused; perhaps my memory is attaching Marcel’s
words to the scene in Hamlet. Another sentence from Borges’s short
story comes to mind. “Menard has enriched, by means of a new tech-
nique, the arrested and rudimentary art of reading”, Borges writes:
“the technique of deliberate anachronism and erroneous attributions”.
And then, just when I am giving up, I suddenly remember: I remember
the words I was looking for, their origin and even the title of the book
where I read them, which appears to me as if written in fire on the
black background of the night sky.

Monday

Early in the morning, at my apartment in Bogota, I reach for my copy
of Joyce’s Ulysses, a novel that can be read entirely as an intricate act of
literary criticism: not only because each chapter evokes an episode of
The Odyssey, but also because its proceedings are often a parody of the
styles of English literature, just as Don Quixote parodied novels of
chivalry. The episode Oxen of the Sun, as Don Gifford and Robert
Seidman inform us in their annotations to the novel, is built exclusively
with parodies. There is the Anglo-Saxon alliterative prose: “Before
born babe bliss had. Within womb won he worship”. There are the
Arthurian legends: “This meanwhile this good sister stood by the
door and begged them at the reverence of Jesu”. There’s Jonathan
Swift: “An Irish bull in an English china shop”. The rest of the para-
graphs are parodies of Laurence Sterne, of Charles Dickens, of Walter
Pater, of Thomas Carlyle.

In the chapter we know as “Scylla and Charybdis”, Stephen Dedalus
has arrived at the National Library, and we catch him in the middle of
a conversation about Goethe’s Wilbelm Meister. “And we have, have
we not, those priceless pages”, says the Quaker librarian. The pages he
refers to are those in which Wilhelm, after translating Hamlet, stages
his own version of the play; Goethe’s readers tend to assume that the
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passage is not as fictional as it seems, that Goethe uses Wilhelm to write
his own piece of criticism about Shakespeare. “A great poet on a great
brother poet”, says the librarian. The conversation continues; a couple
of pages later, a man called Mr. Best, who turns out to be the Deputy
Director of the Library, recalls a poem by Mallarmé, Hamlet and
Fortinbras, in which the poet describes a staging of Shakespeare’s play
in a village in France. The impresario subtitles it Le Distrait, the poem
says, because he understands that no one else matters in this play:
there is only a hero, surrounded by extras. Mr. Best recalls a line from
the poem: il se proméne, lisant au livre de lui-méme. He walks about,
reading the book of himself.

Stephen then begins to expound his personal theses on Hamlet.
His point of departure is what we may call his theory of ghosts: “What
is a ghost?”, he asks. “One who has faded into impalpability through
death, through absence, through change of manners.” An then he asks:
“Who is king Hamlet?” He then recalls the premiere of the play, in
which Shakespeare played the role of the king and the prince was
played by the great Richard Burbage. And Stephen wonders: “Is it
possible that that player Shakespeare, a ghost by absence, and in the
vesture of buried Denmark, a ghost by death, speaking his own words
to his own son’s name (had Hamnet Shakespeare lived, he would have
been prince Hamlet’s twin), is it possible, I want to know, or probable
that he did not draw or foresee the logical conclusion of those premises:
you are the dispossessed son: I am the murdered father: your mother
is the guilty queen, Anne Shakespeare, born Hathaway?”

In other words: Shakespeare uses Hamlet to accuse his wife of
adultery. Stephen’s biographical criticism meets some resistance when
the others censure him for prying into Shakespeare’s life. But he insists:
Anne Hathaway’s betrayal was so painful for Shakespeare that his
plays can be interpreted as a lifelong attempt to erase that suffering.
Then comes his final theory: Anne Hathaway’s lovers, he argues,
were none other than Shakespeare’s brothers, Richard and Edmund. Is
it perhaps a mere accident that these are two of the most loathsome
characters in all of Shakespeare’s work (in Richard Il and King Lear)?
Is it not too much of a coincidence that Richard seduces a widow
named Ann, and ends up keeping her?

Stephen the critic has finished presenting his argument. He has
identified the victim of the crime, the accused and the accomplices,
and has determined who the culprits are. And suddenly I remember:
the word “critic” comes from the Greek krités, meaning judge.



