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A note on translation and quotations

I have used Gregory Rabassa’s familiar and effective trans-
lation of One Hundred Years of Solitude whenever 1 could,
which was most of the time. Where it wasn’t accurate or
didn’t reflect the point I was after in the Spanish, I have either
adapted it or offered my own wording entirely. Quotations
are identified on the page, Spanish text first, e.g. [216:231].
References are to the readily available editions by Editorial
Sudamericana, 1967 and Avon, 1971.
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Chapter 1

Contexts

We wish (0 learn from our c::tics, but it is hard for us even
to recover from them. Randall Jarrell

The boom

Latin American literature existed before the conquest of the
continent, although it wasn't Latin and didn’t call itself
American. But it has a way of repeatedly seeming very re-
cent, =t discovered, and not only to outsiders. There are all
kinds of gaps in its history, patches of darkness or stasis, and
the Chilean José Donoso has suggested that the so-called
Boom in contemporary Latin American fiction, the surge of
vivid and challenging new writing which appeared some twen-
ty years ago, was the product of authe-s who had grand-
fathers but no fathers. The literary tradition failed to offer an
iminediate exaniple, a preferred patl; but this failure, once
absorbed, became a spectacular opportunity.

~The Boom s id-ntified by the English word in Spanist,
which lends a slightly exotic flavour to the enterprise, and the
hint of a drum-oll: E/ ‘Boom’. The phenomenon has been
much quarrelled about: scen as an invention of the media, the
phantom child of French and American publishers; as the
outiet of a liter..y mafia, a cor. piracy of pals promoting each
others’ work; as th= mark of a dazzling renaissance, or even
just a naissance, the first arrival of this literature at indepen-
dent life. The te m itself has been found vulgar and in-
appropriate. an insult tn art; yet it seems to me perfecu if we
don’t take it too seriously. It evokes the clumsy, excitement of
the discovery of new wriiers, and 1t asefully implies that these
writers had struck oil and go: rich in the territory of the

i



2 ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF SOLITUDE

imagination. One Hundred Years of Solitude is the chief and
most enduring landmark in this Boom country.

The names most frequently associated with the Boom are
those of Julio Cortdzar, Carlos Fuentes, Guillermo Cabrera
Infante, Gabriel Garcia Mdrquez and Mario Vargos Llosa,
although plenty of other writers drop in and out of the coin-
pany. The nationalities behind those names already tell an
interesting story: an Argentinian, a Mexican, a Cuban, a
Colombian, a Peruvian. There have been pan-continental
literary movements before, but not many, and there is a clear
sense of new allegiances here: not to individual countries but
to Latin America, to the Spanish language, to modern
literature, to certain views of the relation between fiction and
the world. If we add that these fatherless figures had some
distinguished and much-read foreign uncles — Joyce, Kafka,
Hemingway, Faulkner — and that they seem to have spent
their lives at the movies, an image begins to form. We need
to think too of impressive native uncles like Borges and
Carpentier and Onetti, although it would take a whole theory
of literary history to say why they are uncles, not fathers; why
they suggest chances but don’t make a lineage.

The Boom was not big enough to be a renaissance, and
wasn’t a movement, if by 8 movement we mean a school with
a concerted programme. But it was an occasion of some im-
portance in Latin America, not a cultural confection or a
freakish accident. It was an assertion of self-confident moder-
nity, it put an end to provincialism and apologies, and it can
quite preperly be called a movement in another definition,
since it reflected the meeting of particular forces at a par-
ticular time. The time was the 1960s — perhaps the last novel
which really belongs to the Boom is Donoso’s Obscene Bird
of Night, 1970 — and the forces were chiefly literary i impa-
tience and political despair.

The impatiente is clear. Foreign influences on these writers,
she fantastic and sentimental ingredients of loved movies, the
garic and haunting provocations of Borges, Carpeatier and
Ouetti all helped to pravide « fund of story-telling techniques
just waiting to be tried out; invited a mingling of irony
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and affection; conjured up a deep suspicion of professed
realism, both in and out of fiction. Carpentier spoke of the
marvels of Latin American reality, ‘lo real maravilloso’,
which a dutiful realism necessarily misses, and the critical cat-
chphrase magical realism, although full of muddle, does sug-
gest a significant shift in literary perspective. There are con-
siderable philosophical and historical complications here, and
perhaps it will be sufficient for the momept to say that the
writers of the Boom discovered, as if for the first time and all
at once, that the world is a fabrication and full of delirious
improbabilities but, alas, still real enough; that the imagina-
tion is nearly always right, either because someone has
already done what you have only imagined or because you
have imagined a fitting metaphor for someone’s need; and
that fiction in these circumstances is both a playground and
a battlefield, the place where a culture’s central quarrels may
be fought out and seen to be fought out.

In one sense this rich and rather nervous impatience is quite
old. Skipping the gaps, going back even beyond the grand-
fathers, we can put together an intermittent Spanish
American tradition — only retrospectively, it is true, but how
else do we usually put traditions together? The baroque, for
example, persisted in Latin America long after it had faded
in Europe, and this curious fact points us very precisely to
certain features of the writing of the Boom.

The persistence was not mere backwardness or under-
development — it can’t have been in writers of the
stature of Sor Juana and Juan Ruiz de Alarc6n — but the
reflection, I want to suggest, of a particular, ongoing in-
timacy with trickery and elaboration and bewilderment. One
of Sor Juana’s most famous poems begins ‘Verde embeleso
de la vida humana’, which Samuel Beckett translates as ‘Green
enravishment of human life’. It is worth noting that embeleso
means fascination and charm, and may be related to the
English embezzlement. The poem ends with a grotesque and
witty scheme for the avoidance of such green deceptions. The
‘poet will take her two eyes into both hands, she says, and will
not see anything unless she can touch it: ‘solamente lo que



