

[image: Cover Image]





Javier Cercas

The Blind Spot

An Essay on the Novel

Translated from the Spanish by Anne McLean

[image: image]




Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Other books by Javier Cercas

Prologue

I The Third Truth

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

II The Blind Spot

III Vargas Llosa’s Question

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

IV The Man Who Says No

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Epilogue: A Weapon of Mass Destruction

Acknowledgements

Notes

Index


First published in the Spanish language as
El punto ciego by Javier Cercas
Penguin Random House Grupo Editorial, S. A. U., in 2016

First published in Great Britain as
A Bill Swainson Book
by
MacLehose Press
An imprint of Quercus Publishing Ltd
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y OSZ

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © 2016, Javier Cercas
English translation copyright © 2018, Anne McLean

The moral right of Javier Cercas to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988. Anne McLean asserts her moral right to be identified as the translator of the work.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

EBOOK ISBN 978 0 85705 655 9

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

www.maclehosepress.com


Other books by Javier Cercas

Soldiers of Salamis

The Tenant and The Motive

The Speed of Light

The Anatomy of a Moment

Outlaws

The Impostor


If forced to choose between searching for truth and finding it, I would choose the search.

G. E. LESSING

The mission of art today is to introduce chaos to order.

T. W. ADORNO


Prologue

This book happened by pure chance. In the summer of 2014 I received a letter from Sally Shuttleworth, Professor of English Literature at Oxford, inviting me to St Anne’s College as Weidenfeld Visiting Professor in Comparative European Literature, a post which included a series of public lectures. When I finished reading the letter I couldn’t help but remember an anecdote my Spanish editor, Miguel Aguilar, had told me. When he was young Miguel played rugby and, one day, one of his teammates received the news that he’d been selected for the Spanish national team. Miguel’s teammate was not a great player, in fact, he was pretty run-of-the-mill, if not one of the worst players on the team, but, after an initial moment of bewilderment, he went into a state of euphoria. He felt that he’d finally been recognised for his talent as a rugby player and had a marvellous weekend, enjoying the unexpected recognition, until Monday when they gave him the bad news: he had not been selected for the national team, it was someone else, there had been a regrettable error, apologies were offered. I try to practise humility, but endeavour to avoid masochism, so, except on really bad days, I don’t consider myself a run-of-the-mill writer; but the truth is, when I saw among my predecessors in this position, people like George Steiner, Mario Vargas Llosa and Umberto Eco, I thought it might all have been a misunderstanding, or maybe a joke. It turned out to be neither, or else no-one got up enough courage to tell me it was during the month and a half I spent in Oxford the following spring; but just in case, I made a great effort so that, if it did, in fact, turn out to be joke or a mistake, it would be noticed as little as possible.

The pages that follow are the result of that effort. The five lectures derive from my experience as a writer; sometimes they derive from my own books, or even seem to revolve around them. I am not one of those who believe that writers are our best critics; what I do believe is that every good writer, whether he or she knows it or not, is a good critic, and that every good critic is a good writer; I also know that some of the best critics I know, from T. S. Eliot to Jorge Luis Borges, are, first and foremost, great writers. Therefore I don’t understand most of the suspicions, especially in some literary traditions, such as the Spanish one, elicited by writers who practise criticism, writers who talk about their own books or about literature in general, or rather, I do understand them but they strike me as bizarre, pusillanimous and impoverishing; I especially understand some of them: suspicions of trying to monopolise the interpretation of one’s own work, or wanting to force a certain interpretation, ignoring or pretending to ignore that the reader is as much the owner of a work as the writer is; suspicions of self-propaganda, of not talking about what you’ve really done but rather what you imagine you’ve done, what you would have liked to do or at least what you’d like not to have done. Taking the best of cases, W. H. Auden put it very well when he said: “The critical opinions of a writer should always be taken with a large grain of salt. For the most part, they are manifestations of his debate with himself as to what he should do next and what he should avoid.” Gabriel Ferrater, a Catalan poet who learned a lot from Auden, was categorical: “The worst injustice you can commit with artists’ theories (including – and maybe especially – those of writers) is to take them seriously as theories.” Maybe so; but what is certainly true is that, as well as being two of the greatest poets in their respective languages, Auden and Ferrater were two of the greatest critics. Furthermore, I don’t see what’s wrong with a writer’s criticism being a manifestation of the debate a writer maintains with himself, as Auden says; or better yet: for me – and I believe also for Auden – this is all for the good. It’s true that, due to its very nature, which is radically individual, necessarily egotistical, this debate can make a writer unable to appreciate the virtues of a work that is not useful to his particular needs or seems already familiar, which in part would explain, for example, Eliot’s scant enthusiasm for the work of his admirer Luis Cernuda – one of the major Spanish poets of the twentieth century, whose work Faber & Faber declined to publish – just as it undoubtedly explains the contempt Borges had for most realist novels.1 It is no less true, however, that literature always advances ahead of literary criticism, for the same reason that the explorer always precedes the cartographer, at the head of the expedition, breaking the trail, and that the very unscrupulous individualism that spurs a writer’s search allows him to detect, in certain works, hidden virtues, or virtues that are forgotten by all but vital to him, to the exploration he’s carrying out with his own work, which would explain, for example, Eliot’s dazzling rereading of the English metaphysical poets – Crashaw, Donne and Herbert – or what Borges did with Don Quixote.

And here’s another thing. John Updike confessed in an interview that he’d given his first interview at the age of fifty; maybe he was exaggerating, but the fact is that these days part of any professional writer’s time goes, whether he likes it or not, to giving interviews and participating in launches or discussions of his work. This has a negative, if not grotesque side, and it’s that a writer might privately feel at times like a huckster of himself; but, if one chooses to make a virtue of necessity, it can also have a positive side. Talking about a book while you’re still writing it strikes me as a bad idea, in part because if you do that, as Hemingway said, something essential vanishes – after all, why am I going to write a book if I can already describe it before writing it – and in part because, while the book is being written, it is still pure (or almost pure) liberty and belongs exclusively (or almost exclusively) to the author, the way a child belongs only (or almost only) to her mother while growing inside the womb. All this changes when the book is published and is no longer liberty but only (or almost only) necessity and belongs to the reader as much as to the writer. Then, distanced from the now written book, the umbilical cord cut, the author can, or should, begin the debate to which Auden alluded, the debate with himself and with his own work as to what he’s done well and what he’s done badly, as to what he should do in the future and what he should avoid, as to where and how to situate this work in relation to the rest of his work, to the work of his contemporaries and to that of his predecessors. If the writer is the least bit honest, this debate can be so much more interesting and fruitful, for himself and for everyone else, insofar as no-one knows his own work better than he does; if the writer is the least bit serious, the least bit ambitious, this debate will not be just a debate about his own literature but about the literature with which he is in dialogue more or less consciously and which, in his case, cannot only be the literature of his own tradition, or that of his contemporaries, but rather literature itself.

Most of what I’m going to say in these lectures arises from the dialogue I’ve carried on in public with myself in recent years. They deal with different subjects, but are all related to the nature of the novel, in particular the twenty-first-century novel, as well as the novelist’s role: sooner or later, however, all these subjects end up converging in one central idea; this idea entails a theory of the novel (and in a certain way also of the novelist): the theory of the blind spot. The origin of the expression comes from the anatomy of the eye. As the physicist Edme Mariotte surmised in the seventeenth century and as was later empirically demonstrated, our eyes have a blind spot, a place – elusive, lateral and not easily located – situated in the optic disc, that lacks light detectors and through which, therefore, nothing can be seen; if we don’t notice the existence of this minimal visual deficit, of this zone of darkness, it is for two reasons: in the first place, because we see with two eyes, and the blind spots of both of them do not coincide, so one eye sees what the other does not, and vice versa; and, in the second place, because our visual system fills in the void of the blind spot with the available information: because the brain supplies what the eye does not see. Blindspot novels operate in a different way, although ultimately maybe not so much. This is about a modern tradition of novels, which includes the oldest of them up to the most recent, from the most magnificent – Don Quixote, Moby Dick or The Trial – to the most humble: those I’ve written, for example, without going any further. At the centre of these novels there is always a blind spot, a point through which it’s impossible to see anything. That said – and here lies its constituent paradox – it is precisely that blind spot through which, in practice, these novels see; it is precisely this darkness through which these novels illuminate; it is precisely that silence through which these novels become eloquent.

We could put it another way. In a way, the mechanism that governs blind-spot novels is very similar, if not identical: at the beginning of them all, or at their heart, there is a question, and the whole novel consists of a search for an answer to this central question; when this search is finished, however, the answer is that there is no answer, that is, the answer is the search itself, the question itself, the book itself. In other words: in the end there is no clear, unequivocal, emphatic answer; only an ambiguous, equivocal, contradictory, essentially ironic answer, which doesn’t even resemble an answer and that only the reader can give. That’s why I say that the eye’s blind spot and the blind spot of these novels doesn’t work in such a dissimilar way: just as our brains fill in the eye’s blind spot, allowing us to see where we do not actually see, the reader fills in the novel’s blind spot, allowing it to know what it does not actually know, to get further than, on its own, the novel could ever reach.

Those answers of blind-spot novels – those answers without answer, or without a clear answer – are for me the only true literary answers, or at least the only ones that good novels offer. The novel is not the genre of answers, but that of questions: writing a novel consists of posing a complex question in order to formulate it in the most complex way possible, not to answer it, or not to answer it in a clear and unequivocal way; it consists of immersing oneself in an enigma to render it insoluble, not to decipher it (unless rendering it insoluble is, precisely, the only way to decipher it). That enigma is the blind spot, and the best things these novels have to say they say by way of it: by way of that silence bursting with meaning, that visionary blindness, that radiant darkness, that ambiguity without solution. That blind spot is what we are.
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