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Abstract Abstract 
In pursuing the relation of Sea of Lentils (1979) to the Spanish American literary canon, I argue that while 
Benítez-Rojo's novel did not fall into the category of the already canonized—and therefore was spared a 
parricidal gesture of the Post-Boom writers—neither did it belong amidst the previously marginalized 
texts. I suggest that Sea of Lentils concentrates its internal critique of language and representation 
around the process of remembering in a manner that is radically at odds not only with the "traditional" 
historical novel, but with the official voice of the ascendant testimonio as well. Moreover, the notion of 
memory as unpredictable "turbulent flow" and the breaking down of a globalizing grand récit into "fractal" 
petites histoires lead us toward chaos theory and Postmodernism. I conclude that while Sea of Lentils 
prefigured a variety of concerns that were to become dominant in the 1980s, it essentially failed to satisfy 
the more immediate expectations of invention on the part of "technocratic" critics, on one hand, and, on 
the other, of "culturalists" longing for a genuinely Latin American and "authentic" discourse. 
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Literary Invention and Critical Fashion: 
Missing the Boat in the Sea of Lentils.* 

Elzbieta Sklodowska 
Washington University 

If I were to choose a single important novel that, regrettably, 
became the critics' blind spot in the receding horizon of the Spanish 
American narrative Boom (and in the looming horizon of what we 
customarily call the Post-Boom), I would name Antonio Benitez 
Rojo's Sea of Lentils (1979).' In pursuing the relation of Sea of Lentils 
to the Spanish American literary canon, one could argue that of many 
causes for this text's long neglect by critics, far and away the most 
powerful were political pressures and historical contingencies.' My 
concern, however, lies elsewhere, and I realize that because of my 
specific focus, Benitez Rojo's novel will be treated in an unduly narrow 
way. What I want to explore, following Murray Krieger's lead, is the 
linkage between literary invention and critical fashion. According to 
Krieger, we can look at the history of theoretical fashion since the 
American New Criticism as a series of movements: 

Each movement, as a would-be empire, can be seen as deriving its 
force for change more from the kind of literary culture it wishes to 
bring into being than from its commitment to advance its internally 
directed argument toward theoretical truth. It is thus related to 
literary change as the latter stimulates the rise and fall of literary 
fashions, with a subservient literary criticism anxious to defend 
and expand the influence of a particular brand of literary inven- 
tion. (184) 

*I wish to thank the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences of Washington 
University in Saint Louis for the Faculty Research Grant that enabled me to 
research and write this essay. 
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The study of Spanish American literary criticism proves to be no 
exception to Krieger's model. In a recent article, Hernan Vidal ar- 
gues-albeit in a somewhat schematic way-that over the last three 
decades the field of Latin American criticism has been plagued by an 
ideological split between the "technocratic" criticism and the "culture- 
oriented" criticism. Whereas the first trend draws inspiration from 
many imported theories that ignore the social problems of the cultures 
being studied, says Vidal, the second one "sets as its goal direct 
contributions to the cultures from which its material for study comes, 
addressing itself to the academic establishment only as a very second- 
ary interlocutor" (115). Throughout his article Vidal makes an indict- 
ment of the first trend, which he perceives as obsessed with endless 
innovation for innovation's sake and concerned only with its own 
perpetuation rather than with "Latin American social needs" (116 
passim). 

Even though a basic knowledge of the Spanish American novel's 
trajectory and its corresponding criticism will be assumed throughout 
this paper, as part of the background it may be useful to recall that Sea 
of Lentils was first published in 1979 in the wake of the Boom, among 
the debris of magical realist and self-referential artifacts. If we were to 
combine Krieger's and Vidal's terminologies, we could say that in the 
late 1970s the critical empire of "technocratic deviations" (Vidal) 
entered its third stage, that "of the empire in decline" (Krieger). At the 
same time, the burgeoning development of "culture-oriented" studies 
signalled the first stage of the empire-to-be, which, in my opinion, 
defined its turf in the intellectual marketplace by focusing on the 
testimonial narrative.' We can catch a glimpse of this phenomenon in 
Seymour Menton's comment, where he underscores the importance of 
this new genre in the 1970s and early 1980s: "The only novelistic genre 
capable of competing with the New Historical Novel is the testimonial 
or nonfictional novel" (190). As he points to the decline of testimonial 
production in the 1980s, "paralleling the decline of the revolutionary 
guerrilla movements throughout Latin America," Menton makes an 
important value judgement concerning testimonio: 

Even at its height, the testimonial novel never attained the high 
productivity, the great variety, and the outstanding artistic quality 
of the New Historical Novel. As a possible indication that the 
testimonial novel is being replaced by the NHN, Elena Poniatowska 
published the historical novel entitled Tinisima, based on the life 
of Tina Modotti, in late July 1992. (190-91) 
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To take up where Menton leaves off, I would argue that by the early 
1980s testimonio was canonized as a super-genre of sorts that was seen 
to have changed for ever the paradigm of subaltern (under)representation 
in Latin America. Unlike the metacritical or interpretive trends so 
characteristic of the "new novel" associated with the Boom, the 
approach that appears to have prevailed in testimonio criticism until the 
late eighties opted for seeing testimonial writing "as an authentic 
narrative," where "truth is summoned in the cause of denouncing a 
present situation of exploitation and oppression or in exorcising and 
setting aright official history" (Yudice 17). The long procession of 
testimonio 's interpreters who fostered the view that, unlike any other 
discourse, testimonio 's truth claims are not captives of the prisonhouse 
of language, includes Juan Ramon Duchesne, Rene Jara, Renato Prada 
Oropeza, Ileana Rodriguez, Hernan Vidal and George Yildice. Widely 
differing as their works are, at the initial stage of the genre's consoli- 
dation they seem to share one feature: an uneasy relationship with the 
most obvious fissures between the warp and the woof of the testimonial 
texts, including those, we may add, that read suspiciously like novels. 

This seems a fitting moment to mention that all this was happening 
at a time when two disciplines which bear "family resemblance" to 
testimonio-history and anthropology-had long been involved in an 
intense process of self-questioning. In the early seventies, Clifford 
Geertz and Hayden White pointed out respectively that the 
ethnographer's and historian's activities consist in producing dis- 
courses and that textual analysis should therefore take precedence over 
traditional claims to objectivity and truth. It is understandable, of 
course, that reading testimonial texts against the grain ofthe subaltern's 
voice or in the light of Derridean negation of "outside the text" could 
have been perceived as destabilizing the political underpinnings of the 
genre. Nonetheless, there was something disconcerting in making truth 
claims without taking into consideration the post-structuralist wisdom 
of the textuality of "truth." Even though a number of critical works 
published since the late eighties appear to have modified the presuppo- 
sition that revealing testimonio 's rhetorical ploys or even outright lies 
will convict it politically, there are still few attempts to find a critically 
productive ground between those critics who focus on exploring 
textual resistance and those who would rather not disturb the surface 
of a coherent meaning. We are well into the third stage of testimonio 
trajectory, with its textual productivity in decline and critical enterprise 
still divided between rival claims to have captured testimonio 's "true" 
identity. 
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For better or worse, Sea of Lentils was published during the first 
stage of this new critical empire built around testimonio. According to 
Krieger, this stage is always extremely vigorous, radical and incautious 
in its exclusions (186). The critics' priority mission at that time 
consisted in opening up room in the Latin American canon to accom- 
modate-in addition to testimonio-womens' texts, subaltern autobi- 
ography, non-Western experience and other areas ofwriting heretofore 
unrecognized or considered non-literary. Benitez Rojo's novel did not 
fall into the category of the already canonized-and therefore was 
spared a parricidal gesture so often displayed by the Post-Boom writers 
towards their "stellar" predecessors-but neither did it belong amidst 
the previously marginalized texts, now suddenly brought to center 
stage. Another important issue to keep in mind, as we look at Sea of 
Lentils' curious destiny, is its relationship to the kind of novels that we 
had all become familiar with since the 1960s and whose hallmark was 
all-pervading invention. Among the most suggestive lessons to be 
learned from Jacques Derrida, the one concerning the connotations of 
the word "invention" should be helpful in bringing this particular point 
in focus: 

within an area of discourse that has been fairly stabilized since the 
end of the seventeenth century in Europe, there are only two major 
types of authorized examples for invention. On the one hand, 
people invent stories (fictional or fabulous), and on the other hand 
they invent machines, technical devices or mechanisms, in the 
broadest sense of the word. Someone may invent by fabulation, by 
producing narratives to which there is no corresponding reality 
outside the narrative (an alibi, for example), or else one may invent 
by producing a new operational possibility (such as printing or 
nuclear weaponry). (32) 

As we look at the few comments specifically devoted to Sea of 
Lentils, we realize that the novel did not satisfy the critics' expectations 
as to a new "operational possibility." In his ground-breaking Latin 
America 's New Historical Novel, Seymour Menton, while recognizing 
Benitez Rojo's role in the process of shaping up the "new historical 
novel,' places it at the more "traditional" end of the narrative 
spectrum: 
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