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Alvaro Mutis and the Ends of History 

Gerald Martin 
University of Pittsburgh 

I must have been 20, or 22, when I first came 
across Maqroll. From that time to this my 
peculiar esteem for him has grown. He almost 
never tells me what I want or expect, which 
may be why I understand and esteem him 
more. 

Franciso Cervantes, 1988' 

He died in exile; like all men, he was born at 
the wrong time. 

Jorge Luis Borges (on Juan CrisOstomo 
Lafinur, in "New Refutation of Time," 1946) 

One of Jorge Luis Borges's shortest pieces is "The Two Kings and 
their Two Labyrinths." It tells how the king of Babylon built a 

labyrinth, which he used to perplex and humiliate other monarchs, 
including a king of the Arabs. ("The labyrinth was a scandal, because 
confusions and marvels are operations proper to God and not to men"). 
With Allah's help the king escaped from the labyrinth and immediately 
began a war against the king of Babylon, which ended in his defeat and 
capture. The Arab king then told his unhappy prisoner that he would 
now show him his own labyrinth, one without stairs, doors or walls. He 
tied the Babylonian to a camel, took him out into the desert and left him 
to die of hunger and thirst-and also, we might say today, of "expo- 
sure" (to reality, perhaps). 

Borges's allegory is especially apposite in thinking about Alvaro 
Mutis, a writer whose most frequently used terms would include the 
words "intricate" and "labyrinth," yet whose fiction is among the most 
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accessible and apparently transparent in contemporary Latin American 
narrative. Mutis is a particularly fascinating phenomenon, because he 
is at once a fairly characteristic "Post-Boom" novelist as this concept 
is commonly understood-direct, accessible, monolinear, "reader- 
friendly," "narrative" and "classical" rather than "structural" or "ba- 
roque"- yet he is a writer whose values and vision of the world stretch 
back beyond the beginnings of modernity and into the medieval, feudal 
and chivalresque period. In that sense he may prove particularly 
instructive as to the possible meaning of the Post-Boom's narrative, 
stylistic and intellectual turn in this disconcerting postmodern era. 

I like to think about Borges's brief allegory more generally when 
I am pondering the great unsolved-and perhaps unsolvable-ques- 
tions of the past three decades confronting those of us interested in 

contemporary Latin American narrative. It suggests a contrast between 
artifice and simplicity, between theory and reality. The message seems 
to be that life is already sufficiently complex and anxiety-ridden 
without men adding their own theories and structures for no reason 
other than personal vanity or self-aggrandisement. My reading of the 
work of Alvaro Mutis would lead to the conclusion that beneath the 
surface multiplicity and relativity of Postmodernity, this writer, like 
many others, perceives a nothingness, an absence of meaning more 
baleful than any of the anguished speculations undertaken by variably 
romantic (that is, "humanist") philosophers and writers since the 
Enlightenment. 

Given that the Latin American Post-Boom is the thematic frame of 
this essay and Alvaro Mutis its central focus, and that Mutis is notable 
for his incisive and elemental view of the world and therefore confronts 
us with the very largest questions, it would seem appropriate to follow 
Borges's indication and to seek clarity here rather than complication. 
Space precludes a detailed analysis of the issues involved, but I would 
like to mention in outline the grand overarching questions that must 
form the conceptual frame for any discussion of literature and culture 
these days, even if our treatment of them must remain partly implicit. 
When was Modernity and what is the relation between Modernity and 
Postmodernity? What is literary Modernism and what is its relation to 
Postmodernism? What is the relation between Latin American narra- 
tive and world narrative as a whole since World War I? What was 
Structuralism and what is its relation to Poststructuralism? And, 
finally, the composite question that draws on all the others: what is the 
relation between Post-Boom, Poststructuralism and Postmodernism (a 
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theoretical question) and what is the relation of all of these to 
Postmodernity (a theoretical question, which is also a historical ques- 
tion)? 

There exists at present a fundamental lack of consensus about such 
issues which makes it more difficult than ever for critics to communi- 
cate with one another. Some of us are hoping that the current confusion 
will be clarified and that we shall return-say, early in the new 
millennium-to a more "normal" level of theoretical debate and 
philosophical perplexity. Borges spoke to this instinct more than half 
a century ago: 

It is hazardous to think that a coordination of words (philosophies 
are nothing else) can have much resemblance to the universe. It is 

also hazardous to think that one of those famous coordinations 
does not resemble it a little more than others.' 

We have to recognize, however, that there is little reason to think 
that even such a skeptical normality will be regained in the near future. 
There is little agreement about the issues outlined above, even among 
the minority of critics remaining these days who believe that it is 

possible to construct meaningful histories of culture in general and of 
literature in particular or who assume that texts can be related in 

coherent and persuasive ways to broad social and historical trends and 
patterns. 

The present writer counts himself among these optimistic critics- 
though which of us does not understand the poststructuralist problem- 
atic (one vast aporia)?-and would include among them Donald Shaw 
and Philip Swanson. Shaw's views can be consulted in his Nueva 
narrativa hispanoamericana, "Towards a definition ofthe Post-Boom," 
and "On the New Novel in Spanish America."' Swanson's views are 
expounded in Landmarks in Modern Latin American Fiction, which he 
edited, and "Boom or bust? Latin America, and the not so new novel."4 
Mine appear in Journeys through the Labyrinth: Latin American 
Fiction in the Twentieth Century.5 

In essence, Shaw believes that the Boom is really (or ought to be), 
synonymous and co-terminous with the New Novel, that the New 
Novel emerged in the 1940s and 1950s, and, more tentatively, that 
there really does appear to be a Post-Boom, which is separate from the 
Boom both chronologically and theoretically. Swanson, by contrast, is 

more generally skeptical and believes that the New Novel is "just as 
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... ideologically inconsistent as it is ambiguous" ("Boom or bust?," 79) 
and that any apparent coherence is "largely an invention of literary 
criticism" (90). 

I agree with Swanson about one thing, and this one thing separates 
us both from Shaw: that there is no entirely persuasive definition of the 
shift between the Boom and the supposed "Post-Boom." But I disagree 
with Swanson when he suggests that there is really no such thing as the 
"New Novel" and therefore no way of separating it from a previous, 
"regional" fiction. This probably means that even my agreement with 
him is deceptive: he is able to say that there is no great difference 
between the Boom and the Post-Boom because, at bottom, he does not 
appear to believe in history, or at least, in literary history. In that respect 
I agree with Shaw: there is a Latin American New Novel. But for me 
it begins earlier than he suggests and it continues today. What he calls 
Boom and Post-Boom are for me dominant phases within what I take 
to be a long, "Modern" (and not yet entirely Postmodern) period. 
Swanson sees the difference between Shaw and myself as an "eter- 
nal "one between an emphasis upon "universals" in the one case (Shaw) 
and Latin American "specificities" in the other (Martin). I see this as 
a false distinction, which caricatures both standpoints as a strategy to 
allow Swanson to produce a-still sceptical-synthesis, namely that 
the New Novel's "novelty and fascination lie in an impossible combi- 
nation of Americanist referentiality and literary self-referentiality" 
("Boom or bust?," 90). 

This probably suffices to give a sense of the critical distinctions at 
stake in these debates, whose full importance may become a little 
clearer below. But readers are urged to consult the texts quoted, since 
no critic can be relied upon to summarize fairly the difference between 
his or her own views and those of others. At any rate I would make a 

final comment that the kind of fiction that Latin America has been 
producing since the 1960s has coincided with a brand of international 
literary theory-poststructuralism-designed to outflank almost ev- 
erybody by producing a criticism more apparently radical and more 
fearsomely complex than any of the literary texts published during the 
period. Is it not more easy to read Hopscotch, Paradiso or even 1 the 
Supreme, all famously difficult novels, than, say, Derrida or Lacan, or 
their Latin Americanist disciples? Is it any wonder that fiction has since 
turned from those models to an apparently more transparent mode, now 
that criticism is so illegible and inaccessible? (Compare the situation 
in the 1930s and 1940s, when most literary criticism in Britain and the 
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United States was relatively clearer and more popular-facilitatory- 
than works like Ulysses, The Wasteland and The Waves).6 

Briefly, the following are the presuppositions on which this essay 
is based. The New Latin American Novel and the Boom are not 
synonymous. The New Latin American Novel is best seen as a regional 
variant of European and North American Modernism, whose shape 
became increasingly visible in the 1940s and 1950s but whose origins 
lie in the avant-garde movements of the 1920s and in the early works 
of, above all, Mario de Andrade, Miguel Angel Asturias, Jorge Luis 
Borges and Alejo Carpentier. The Boom is the name that was given- 
at the time-to the intensification and climax of this literary phenom- 
enon in the 1960s. This climax coincided, ironically enough, with 
another substantial shift in literary taste, so that the Boom itself also 
included elements of what would later be called the Post-Boom. But 
because the Post-Boom coincides with the perception of something 
more general called Postmodernism we have made the mistake of 
thinking that the "Post" in "Post-Boom" is the same kind of "Post" as 
the "Post" in "Postmodernism" or "Poststructuralism." I believe that 
many facets ascribed to the Post-Boom are merely signs of the 
"normalization" (bourgeoisification?) of Latin American literature, 
which is why it is now possible for Latin Americans again to write 
simply-Mutis is a classic case in point, another would be Giardinelli- 
or to turn to detective fiction, science fiction or other popular genres, 
whether presented "straight" or parodically. In the end, however, I 

believe that the Post-Boom is merely that which comes after the Boom 
and in no sense that which goes "beyond" the Boom. 

Much more confusing than any of this, I believe that Postmodernity 
is a profoundly damaging misnomer: that the great new age we see all 
around us-the "New Times" (Stuart Hall), at the "End of History" 
(Francis Fukuyama), in which we are thought to live-has been 
misconceived due to the shock brought about by the generalization of 
all the trends and phenomena created by the process of modernity itself. 
No doubt superstitious terrors relating to the imminent end of the 
millennium and thus of the world are adding to the sense of intellectual 
and moral crisis. This Postmodernity, this end of history, coinciding 
conveniently with the end of "actually existing socialism," is perhaps 
better viewed as the globalization of the capitalist system, the perfec- 
tion of the market and the beginning of the last stage of refinement of 
that age of rationality, science, industrialism and liberal individualism 
whose origins we associate with the process from the Renaissance 
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