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CHAPTER I3

French Connections

Dominique Jullien

Introduction: Plots of Globalization

Roberto Bolaio is often described as a global writer, and much of his
success can be explained by the appeal of his cosmopolitan narratives.
Bolafio was an uprooted writer (born in Chile, he spent his formative years
in Mexico and most of his adult life in Spain); his stories and his characters
are wanderers too, whether the four European academics whose paths
intersect in Northern Mexico in their quest of the missing writer
Archimboldi, or the American woman, Anne Moore, who drifts from city
to city, or the Chilean photographer Mauricio “The Eye” Silva, whose
wanderings take him to Mexico, India and Germany. Alexander Beecroft
mentioned 2666 as one example of the new global novel, alongside Amitav
Ghosh’s 7bis trilogy or Gonzdlez [Rdrritu’s film Babel These narratives all
share a pattern of intersecting plots (“Plot of globalization”) which exhibit
an acute awareness of the interconnectedness of the world.” This is also
Héctor Hoyos’s view: the success of The Savage Detectives (which made
Bolaio famous almost overnight) was due, he argues, to its synchronicity
with the image of Latin American literature in conjunction with a sense of
globality after 1989. Jonathan Lethem praised 2666 as “a landmark in
what's possible for the novel as a form in our increasingly, and terrifyingly,
post-national world.” Rebecca Walkowitz also points to a linguistic
particularity of Bolano’s writing: because of his multinational life (from
Chile to Mexico and Spain), his novels combine several regional idioms
and seem translated, a multilingualism that is also communicated narra-
tively in the transnational plot which typically moves across several
continents.*

Beecroft, An Lcolugy of World Literatire, 283 * Hoyos, Beyond Bolaiio, 16.4.
The New York Times Rook Review, November 9, 2008, * Walkowitz, Born Translated, 17-20,
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Given this strong transnational claim, the question of “French” connec-
tions — indeed, of national connections of any kind — may seem contra-
dictory, and perhaps even a misleading way of thinking about Bolafo. It
will quickly become apparent, though, that Bolafio’s affinity for “French”
models of writing has little in common with a cultural identification, a
fondness for the language, culture or history of France. Instead, his many
French “connections” (Baudelaire, Rimbaud, the Surrealists, Marcel
Schwob, Georges Perec, Francois Bon, or Pierre Michon are all important
references, as will be seen) tend to focus on themes thar transcend narional
parameters, such as life writing in connection with chance and destiny, or
the pull towards whar Percc called the “infra-ordinary,” or, for several of
the writers, the theme of illness.

Flaneurs on a Global Scale

While the French intertext is only one among several in Bolaio’s transna-
tional universe (Poe, Kafka, Vallejo and Borges come to mind as key points
of reference; references to both German literature and German history play
a capital role),” French models clearly occupy a place of choice. For
Bolaiio, who thought of himself as a poet rather than a novelist, the first
of these intertextual models is undoubtedly Charles Baudelaire, the iconic
poct of nineteenth-cencury Paris. As the inventor of the term “modernité,”
as the poet who articulated the organic link between the new hybrid form
of the prose poem and the new experience of urban anonymity and
serendipity, as the unlucky, unappreciated poet ravaged by illness and
carried off by an early death, Baudelaire is in many ways a foundational
figure for Bolafio.® If Baudelaire could be crowned first poert of the “capital
of the nineteenth century,” in Walter Benjamin’s famous phrase, it is
because he captured a condition of modern capitalistic societies, in which
the poet occupies an untenable position both as an unproductive outsider
given to leisurely rambles through the frantic city (a flinenr, “on the
threshold of the city as of the bourgeois class”),” and an essentially

See Thomas Beebee's essay on Bolafio's German precursors, Chapter 14 of this volume,

" A rich inzertextual triangulation links Baudelaire o Vallejo; this exceeds the limits of the present
essay. See Efrain Kristal, * Let Hévanss noirs de César Vallejo: entre Rubén Darfo et Lee Flenrs dve mal
d'Eduardo Marquina,” L Parole imposiible, Regards croises antour de hi traduction de Cetar Valleo,
Mrina Tivetaeva er Paul Celan, 1. Brysse-Chaner, I, Salazar & R. Béhar (eds.) (Pasis: Hermann,
2019), 83~98.

W. Benjamin, “Paris capital of the 19th century,” Reffections, 156; sce also Benjamin's well-known
discussion of the connccrions berween Baudelaire's flinenr and Poc’s Man of the Crowd,
Hheminations, 172,

~1
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privileged insider able to convey the lyrical wuth of the city
dweller's experience.

The four academic protagonists of Bolafio’s 2666 can be read as con-
temporary versions of the Baudelairian flaneur: marginally integrated into
the productive circuit of the modern economy, they roam the world in
search of a fellow writer (the elusive German author Benno von
Archimboldi) just as their predecessor Baudelaire roamed the streets of
Paris in the throes of Haussmannization, in search of words and poetic
inspiration, “trébuchant sur les mots comme sur les pavés.”® No longer
bounded by national borders, they form a European quartet (one is
French, one English, one Iralian, and one Spanish) whose peripatetic quest
for the missing German writer takes them all the way to the fictional town
of Santa Teresa on the US—Mexican border, where their stories become
entangled with the stories of a Chilean philosopher and an American
journalist. Bolafio conveys the late twentieth-century experience of wan-
dering and transnational flinerie: the experience captured by early
nineteenth-century writers such as Baudelaire (or indeed, even before
him, Balzac) of circulating and getting lost in an anonymous, fluid, urban
landscape, is expanded, in Bolafio’s narratives, to the confines of
the planet.

Another important facet of the Baudelairean legacy is its turning away
from the novel. In this respect, the prose poem, promoted by Baudelaire,
Rimbaud, Mallarmé and other late nineteenth-century French writers,
provides serious competition to the novel as the genre most suited to
modern urban reality, since it is the offspring, as Baudelaire famously
claimed in the preface to his Petits poimes en prose, of the “fréquentation
des villes énormes.”™ As Jonathan Monroe shows in his recent book
Framing Roberto Bolario, Bolaiio, who thought of himself as a poet first
and foremost, had a troubled relationship to the novel, avowedly tying his
choice of the genre to the need to support his family rather than to an
intrinsic aesthetic imperative, The boundary between prose poem and
short story, always blurry, took on a new meaning for Bolafo: generic
ambiguity became essential in his own aesthetic quest. The core of
Bolano’s writing, Monroe argues, is the prose poem, in particular the
prose poem in the tradition of Baudelaire and Rimbaud, with its charac-
teristically generative hybridization of poetry and narrative.”® In Bolafio’s

* Baudelnire, “Le Soleil,” Les Flewrs di mal, 3.
? Baudelaire, Petits poémes en prose, Dédicace a Arséne Houssaye, 22.
' Monroe, framing Roberto Bolario, especially 1-3.
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longer novels, prose poems live on; Monroe points out their fragmentary
construction, the collection of disjointed texts that resemble Baudelaire’s
Petits poémes en prose. (More on the episodic structure of Bolafio’s novels
below.) The Baudelairean DNA and the influence of the Parisian prose
poem speaks to something foundational in Bolafio’s writing process — the
connection to the modern urban experience, of course, and also a choice of
the brief and the fragmentary over the ampler flow and dramaric architec-
ture of the nineteenth-century realist novel.

Surrealists Lost and Found

Bolaio’s allegiance to the serendipitous poetry of big cities also overlaps
with his love of Surrealism. Rimbaud, the Surrealists’ patron saint, tri-
angulates both the practice of worshiping chance encounters as poetic
events, and an extreme view of poetry as a tension towards its own demise.
Living poetry rather than writing it eventually became Rimbaud’s destiny:
same of the same gamble defined the Surrealists (who sought to overcome
the divide between art and life and make their poetry a form of praxis) and
Bolafio, whose complicated love-hate relationship to literature (both his
own writing and that of his fellow writers) was always shot through with
the contrarian wish to “give up” literature at last."’

Actual Surrealists also appear in Bolafia’s texts. In the short story “Last
Evenings on Earth,” Bolafio recounts a melancholy road trip to Acapulco
with his father. The adolescent narrator, “B,” spends most of his time
reading and thinking abour the minor surrealist poet Gui Rosey
(1896-1981). Remarkably, it is not Gui Rosey’s work that fascinates the
young narrator (nor is the reader treated to any Gui Rosey quotes; in fact,
the narrator admits he's not very interested in his poems), bur rather the
mystery of his disappearance. The young man imagines that Gui Rosey,
flecing Nazi-occupied France and finding himself stuck in Marseilles
without a visa, committed suicide or vanished into a forged identity, when
in fact the poer survived the war, moved to Switzerland, and continued
publishing into the seventies. His collected poems were published by José
Corti in 1963, and he produced a handful of warks in collaboration with
Man Ray and René Magritte. The choice of a minor poet whose life shows
some loose ends and a degree of mystery points to the most constant
structuring plot device in Bolafio’s work: the protagonist’s quest for a

11

Bolanio, 2445, 785; quoted in Montae, uing Roberto Bolario, 191. This provides the ritle for his
tenth chapter: “What a relief to give up literature” (173—197),
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minor, dead, or disappeared writer, as many critics have noted. In The
Savage Detectives, the protagonists embark on a search for the elusive poet
Cesdrea Tinajero; in 2666, four European academics follow the erail of
German writer Benno von Archimboldi; other narratives display the same
fixation under various guises, the story pursuing a vanishing photographer
(“Mauricio (‘The Eye’) Silva”), an elusive Belgian writer (“Vagabond in
Erance and Belgium”), or a dying Spanish poet (Monsienr Pain).

In “Last Evenings on Earth,” Gui Rosey’s life itself, and the open-ended
questions it raises, also takes the place of the “found object” of which the
Surrealists were so fond. In addition, the obsessive device of the quest for a
missing poet also defeats the rules of the well-constructed plot in favor of a
looser episodic arrangement or stringing together of scenes. The search for
a missing poet, then, is not only a structuring device used over and over
throughout Bolafio’s fiction: it also provides a serviceable image of a quest
for the validation of narrative. The question of what happened to the poet
cchoes the more general question of the purpose of that individual life, and
of life more generally.

Writing Lives

Marcel Schwob occupies an important intertextual place in Bolafio’s work.
Schwob is mentioned in Bolafio’s late text, “Un pasco por la literatura,”
which takes the form of 57 ultra-brief, numbered prose poetic fragments
narrating dream encounters with writers. In fragment 49, the fleeting
vision of Marcel Schwob passing in a coach offers a fitting Enﬂmﬂnxﬂcm,
image of his presence in Bolano’s fictional universe. Many of Bolafio’s
narratives suggest the model of Schwob’s Imaginary Lives, which were to
become so influential for a generation of Latin American writers, most
prominently Jorge Luis Borges. The book is a collection of brict lives of
characters both historical and Rctional. Famous artists (Uccello), writers
(Perronius), princesses (Pacahoneas), pirates (Captain Kidd) and criminals
(Burke & Hare) are next to invented, obscure characters, such as the poor
murdered prostitute “Katherine la Dentelliere” (on whom more _wn_os._.
As S. Jill Levine pointed out, many Latin American writers found in
Marcel Schwob's short book a model that allowed them to pursue inter-
awined ideals of brevity and narratives focused on destiny. Two aesthetic
principles stood out in Schwob's imaginary lives: the biographer's art is an
“art of selection” (a5 Roger Caillois, friend and early translator of Borges,
pur it), and contrary 1o the historian’s task, it requires imagination in the
selection of historical episodes. Borges perfected this rechnique by
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13}

condensing the life of his “infamous” heroes into a characteristically small
number of pivotal episodes.”* More recently, Cristian Crusat describes a
Latin American lineage leading from Schwob to Alfonso Reyes, Borges,
Bolafio and beyond.™ Crusat’s example of choice is the fictional anthology
Nazi Literature in America, perhaps the most explicitly Borgesian of
Bolafio’s books, a collection of biographies of imaginary fascist writers
across the American continent. Written exactly 100 years after Schwob's
Imaginary Lives, it is arguably also the most clearly “Schwobian” of
Bolafio’s books (Crusat 2019, 249). These narrarives reinvent both
Schwob’s artistically inclined criminals and Borges’ lives of infamy, in
which crime and depravity are ironically described in the grand register.
Crime is treated in aesthetic terms: in Schwob’s last story, “Mssrs. Burke
and Hare, Assassins,” which Borges hailed as the most accomplished), the
body-snatchers’ grisly murders are described as the refinements of an
artistic pursuit, Similarly, Bolafio’s Nazi writers think of themselves as
literary geniuses when they are in fact nothing more than criminals.

Tracing its DNA to the ancient tradition of lives of famous men, as well
as the Renaissance tradition of artists’ lives, the modern fictional biography
in the manner of Schwob claims the privilege of fiction by breaking free
from the factual strictures of biography and history,”* while also borrowing
the art of brevity and striking detail from the late nineteenth-century genre
of the prose poem. Such a mix would powerfully appeal to Borges and to
his followers, among them Bolafio.

A Collection of Lives

Crusat hypothesizes that the foundational structure of Bolafio’s novels is
the collection of individual lives (257). In lieu of the more complex
dramatic architecture on which nineteenth-century novels are built, the
collection (or, later, the list) affords a simpler, looser pattern that sidesteps
the requirement for a grand teleological construction or meaningful design.
In this way, the longer texts of Bolafio would seem to solve two problems
at once — on the one hand they allow him to write the novels required by
the publishing world (Bolafio’s rather flippant statement that he only

'* Levine, “A universal tradition: the fictional biography,” 24.

"’ Crusat quotes Bolaiio’s advice given in Revista Quimera: “lean a Marcel Schwob y de este pasen a
Alfonso Reyes y de ahi a Borges” (“La wadicién hispanoamericana de la ‘vida imagin

" On the non-academic history of the genre, which both Borges and Bolafo would
Crusat (2019, 248-249).
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turned to writing novels in order to support his growing family),"* but on
the other hand, they also allow him to retain the compact, terse form of the
short story, itself shot through with features of the prose poem, as has been
observed. If the individual life story is the basic unit of the longer novel, it
means that the structure can be of the simplest, most basic variety: the
collection, or even less than the collection, the list of stories
strung together. i

Chris Andrews discusses the episodic feature at length in his study,
connecting it among other things to the philosophical question of the
meaning of life. Before returning to this key aspect of the episodic
technique, it seems relevant to contextualize it within a French tradirion
honored by Bolafio, specifically, the works of Oulipian novelist Georges
Perec (1936-1982). His best-known work, published shortly before his
untimely death at the age of 45, is the large, heterogeneous, grab bag titled
Life, A User’s Manual (La Vie mode d'emploi), subtitled “Romans” (novels),
in plural. Perec remained a major figure in Bolafio’s pantheon. The late
collection of dream fragments mentioned earlier, Un paseo por la literatura,
in which Schwob is seen passing in a coach, is framed by references to
Perec in its opening and closing (first and fifty-seventh) fragments.

I will revisit the last dream later, since it speaks to key questions of
writerly genealogy. First, I want to point out the connection that links
Bolano and Perec in terms of narrative structure. Perec’s Life, A User’s
Manual speaks not only to Bolafio’s preoccupation with the telling of lives,
but also to the question of structuring a novel. Perec’s “novels” center quite
literally on a building (the fictional apartment building located at 11 rue
Simon-Crubellier), with each of the chapters zeroing in on the inhabitants
of the different apartments, their occupation at one precise point in time
(June 23, 1975, shortly before 8 p.m.), their surroundings, their pasts,
their stories. In this way, the book manages to be proliferating and infinite,
yet also firmly anchored — or frozen — in one point both spatial and
temporal. This principle of multiplicity-within-unity is also applied in a
large number of the individual chapters where lists of things are numerous,
from Madame Moreau’s hardware catalogs to the recipes in her cookbook,
the ports visited by the peripatetic Bartlebooth, the plagiarized bibliogra-
phy produced by Dr. Lebran-Chastel, the luxury resorts designed by the
tourist conglomerate Marvel Houses International, the junk accumulated
in the Gratiolet basement over the years, the miniature scenes in the
painter Valéne’s unfinished masterpiece, and so many more. The way in

"% Sce Monroe (2020, 45) on Bolaiio’s bitterness at his lack of recognition as a poet.
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which Bolafio’s novel 2666 holds things together while allowing them also
to fall apart is structurally analogous to Perec’s apartment building solu-
tion. All the different lives narrated in the novel’s “parts” converge on a
geographical point, the fictional Mexican city of Santa Teresa. Bolafo’s
novels also make use of the list, a poetic device dear to Borges and Perec, as
a way to suggest the infinite, unencompassable proliferation of life, for
example the catalog of rebuses at the end of The Savage Detectives. Or the
infinite proliferation of death, as the grisly “Part about the Crimes”
chillingly reminds us.

Bolafio owes much to Perec, as his late text Paseo makes clear.
Nevertheless, there are important differences between the two writers.
Unlike Perec, Bolafio is not an Oulipian writer. Perec’s sprawling narrative
is held in place not just by the device of the single building and single point
in time, but by an array of predetermined formal constraints ranging from
the poetic (for example, each chapter must contain a specific number of
items from 42 lists, such as a color, an activity, an emotion, painting,
music, a literary quotation, etc., dictated by a mathematical algorithm) to
the mathematical (for example, the sequencing of rooms-chapters is deter-
mined by a chess algorithm, the knight’s tour, a formula that allows the
knight to occupy all the squares in the chessboard only once). Perec’s Life
brings to a heightened level of complexity his earlier feat in La Disparition
(A Void), a novel entirely written without using the letter e. Naturally,
characters in Life also live, create, and even die by the rule of formal
constraint: Mme Moreau gives color-themed dinners, and the valet Smautf
collects and arranges hotel labels, while his employer, the eccentric mil-
lionaire Percival Bartlebooth devotes his life to painting, then destroying
his series of watercolor seascapes according to a monomaniacally precise
prearranged plan.

However, contrary to Perec, for whom formal constraint is a major
generating force of the creative process, and in whose narratives characters
and episodes are not significant by themselves, but fit in a pre-arranged
Qulipian structure that gives them meaning, Bolafio’s individual lives are
more haphazard, and their arrangement within the framework of the story
more random. Despite his admiration for Perec, in his rewriting of Perec,
Bolafio comes down strongly on the side of serendipity, and as such his
world appears to be the product of a darker, more pessimistic outlook. And
yet this too, perhaps, owes something to Perec, and to the inherent tension
in Perec’s fictional world between chance and constraint. Perec’s own
reflections on our attempts to order reality are developed in various essays,
collected in Penser/Classer, Espéces d'espaces, or Tentative dépuisement dun
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lien parisien: any organizational principle, ultimately, is as good as any
other, suggesting the existential reversibility of order and disorder.’® One
character from Life sums up this tension particularly well: Smautf,
Bartlebooth’s valer, an obsessive collector of resort labels, who despairs of
ever finding the perfect system for classifying his collection. Ultimarely,
any attempt to find order in the collection is deemed useless: “En laissant
les ériquettes en vrac et en choisissant deux au hasard, on peut étre sir
qu'elles auront roujours au moins trois points communs.”’” Constraint
and chance, order and chaos, shape and shapelessness, meaning and
meaninglessness, appear to be two sides of the same coin, set by Bolafio
in Borgesian reversibility, albeit without Perec’s signature playfulness.

Infra-ordinary and Visceral Realism

A combination of random occurrences, unexceptional lives and unremark-
able narratives may not seem very promising from a literary point of view.
Yet it links Bolafio to some of the most important contemporary French
writers: in particular Frangois Bon or Pierre Michon alongside Georges
Perec. While these writers are formally and stylistically quite different from
one another, they share an interest in the notion of the everyday, and the
recording of daily activities: a certain take on the literary tradition of
realistic ficrion, on the reimagining of the notions of hero and the heroic,
and on the place of documents in fiction. All these questions are refracted
in turn in Bolafio’s writing, anchoring it firmly in this widespread
cultural trend.

Trained as a sociologist, Georges Perec, whose friendship with sociolo-
gist Henri Lefebvre was impactful in his early days as a writer, never lost his
penchant for the recording of what he termed the “endotic” (the antonym
of exotic) — or the “infra-ordinary" (the opposite of the extraordinary),'®
Chronicling in exhaustive detail the comings and goings of pedestrians,
pigeons and vehicles and other micro-events on the Place Saint-Sulpice in
central Paris, the short book Tenrative d'épuisement d'un lieu parisien offers
autobiographical evidence for such an interest in ordinariness for its own
sake,”” as does DPerec’s oddly impersonal memoir Je me souviens
(I remember) with its focus on the shared and mundane memories, on
the “petits morceaux de quotidien” (little pieces of everydayness: back
cover) of a generation. Many of his fictional characters are similarly

'“ Alison James, Constraining Chance, 221-224. "7 La Vie mode demploi, 56.

*® Sheringham (2006, 250-251). ' Perec, Tentative d'éprisement d'un liew parisien, 1995 [1975).

French Connections 151

ordinary: the young couple, Jéréme and Sylvie, the unheroic heroes of his
carly novel Les Choses, hold degrees in sociology and land uneventful jobs
polling consumers on their yoghurt preferences or their views on vacuum
cleaners. Much of this infra-ordinary realism still informs the later novel
Life a User’s Manual, which can also be read as an example of “fictions of
the daily” in seventies Paris. Perec’s experimental interest in recording “ce
qui se passe quand il ne se passe rien” (1995, 12), what goes on when there
is nothing going on, carried over into the later novel Life, A User’s Manual.
Much of what goes on in the fictional building of the rue Simon-
Crubellier is mundane, just as the lists of objects in the various rooms or
found in the stairs over the years are ordinary, yet recorded in scrupulously
exhaustive detail. Bolafio’s “visceral realism” is close to this aesthetics of the
everyday: the short story “Vagabond in France and Belgium” registers
rundown hotels, small towns, the characters’ clothes, a prostitute’s wig,
an old magazine, the young woman's apartment — all recorded by the eye
of the passive yet meticulous protagonist, B.

Another representarive of the factual turn in fiction is Francois Bon,
whose narratives push against the boundary that traditionally separates
fiction from reporting. Bon’s texts — hybrids of journalism and novels —
take to its limits the idea of literature as document. Daewoo, published in
2002, documents the closure of three Daewoo factories in the Lorraine
region of Eastern France. The text combines elements of narrative, jour-
nalistic research, and actual or imagined interviews, that together testify to
the real damage done to people caught in the multi-national economic
squeeze. Much of the narrative is organized as a series of inquiries into the
suicide of Sylvie, one of the factory workers lefc unemployed by the
economic downturn. After the narrator visits her now-empty apartment,
the book concludes with a re-affirmation of documentary transparency
that takes precedence over the novelist’s voice: “Ex laisser toute question
ouverte. Ne rien présenter que 'enquéte” (and leave every question open.
Present only the inquiry, nothing more).

Bolafio pracriced a similar form of documentary writing in 2666: his
collaboration with journalist Sergio Gonzilez Rodriguez,* whose inquiry
into the serial femicides of Ciudad Judrez was published in 2002 as Huesos
en el desierto, became the basis for the fourth section of the novel, “The
Part about the Crimes,” where the fictional account of the murders in
Santa Teresa, except for changes in the names and a few particulars,

*® See Gonzdlez Rodriguez’s interview with Francesc Relea, “México se ha degradado completamente,”
Babelia, February 17, 2006.
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follows very closely Gonzdlez Rodriguez’s journalistic account, as Chris
Andrews has demonstrated in his Appendix, which charts the real and
fictional cases side by side.*'

The stories of Daewoo, the female factory workers™ broken lives, while
they are heartbreakingly sad, are of course nowhere near the horrors
endured by the Mexican factory workers, which are described with relent-
less brutality in Bolafio’s 2666. Yet they rely on a similar technique (the
conflation of fiction and documentary nonfiction), and they raise similar
questions, at the intersection of aesthetics and ethics. How engaged should
the writer be? How should the account conclude? The formal question of
the ending is intertwined with the ethical question of the writer’s involve-
ment. “This kind of story doesn’t have an end,” Bolafo’s statement in his
posthumous fragment “The Secret of Evil,” reinforces the open-ended
conclusion of the novel 2666.** It also parallels Francois Bon’s decision
to leave questions open and let the inquiry speak for itself. At the end of
Daewoo, we are not given a conclusion to the story of Sylvie, but we are left
with another story: the discovery of celtic graves, exposed by construction
of the TGV train tracks in the area, as if to put in very long perspective the
story of human pain and death. A story that leaves a gap filled in part by
another story: this is an apposite ending for a story without an ending, or a
mystery without a solution, like the mystery of evil.

Minuscule Lives: The Biographical Imperative as Anti-teleology

The mundane life, the life lived by an unheroic, insignificant, unmemor-
able individual, is also the challenge taken up by Pierre Michon (born in
1945), another French writer admired by Bolafio.*® Published in 1984,
Michon’s first novel, Vies minuscules (Small Lives), propelled him to fame
almost overnight, in ironic contradiction with the obscurity of the people
his book attempted to resurrect. The gamble Michon set for himself was
twofold: to write about his ancestors who had lived “small,” inconsequen-
tial lives in an unremarkable area of rural France, and to redeem the
insufhiciency of those forgotten lives in his writing, precisely because they
were so forgettable. The characters in Small Lives have little agency over
their stories, which curtails opportunities and tethers them to an

" Gonzilez Rodriguez is also a character in 2666, further blending fiction and reality.

** Andrews (2014, 169-170).

*? He refers to readers of Pierre Michon in 2666, 136. The admiration was mutual: Michon praises
Bolafio and Faulkner together: sec Vila-Matas, “Decirlo Todo,” El Pais, January 12, 2008.
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unforgiving land and a stunted existence. Even those who try to leave fail:
the opening story is devoted to André Dufourneau, whose attempt to seek
fortune in colonial Africa ended in the void of an unexplained disappear-
ance (although Michon chooses to go with the exotic fiction dreamed up
by his grandmother, according to whom Dufourneau was murdered by
angry Black employees.) Another son, in the third story, “Vies d'Eugeéne et
de Clara,” leaves the family home after a quarrel with his father and is
never seen again, as wildly conflicting tales about his whereabouts and
destiny, some infamous, others brilliant, all unverified, slowly eat away at
his parents’ sanity.

Bolafio’s stories too are lost in the sand of forgetting, ignorance and
indifference. People disappear never to be seen again, and in the case of the
women of Santa Teresa, indifference to their fate is an active part of their
inconsequential lives. Bleakness, smallness — both Francois Bon’s unem-
ployed factory workers and Pierre Michon's struggling farmers are one step
beyond Georges Perec’s infra-ordinary characters, and one step closer to
the unrelenting sadness of Bolafio’s life stories. What these stories have in
common is a certain aimlessness, an anti-teleological principle undermin-
ing the storytelling. These lives, in their open-endedness, are non-
destinies: in this too, Schwob provided a model, for alongside his famous
poets and flamboyant pirates, he also made room for failed, minor lives,
such as “Katherine la Dentelliére” who falls into prostitution when lace-
making can’t support her, and ends up murdered in a ditch by a client.>*

For all the resemblances, however, there are also key differences in the
treatment of all these small lives. Michon’s lyrical, glorious writing elevates
his small people to a grand poetic level, sublimating their bleak lives by the
beauty of poetry and the power of fiction that fills in the gaps of oblivion.
Fabulation gives dignity, enhances the prosaic failures of these human
lives, so much so that the book performs a grand ritual of anamnesis
(Schwob 1993, 31).*° In Perec’s narratives, lives may be small or unac-
complished, but they are held together by the formal constraints that give
them a place and a meaning in the novel’s structure; Perec’s empatheric,
capacious fictional building, capable of accommodating “ordinary minds
on an ordinary day,”* is itself a testimonial against destruction, oblivion,
disappearance. And Bon’s narrative, despite the serendipitous,

** Schwob, Vies imaginaires, 93.

* This is amplified even further in the almost mystical invocations at the book’s conclusion
(248-249).

* Virginia Woolf, “Modetn Fiction,” The Common Reader, 149.
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unaccomplished character of life in Daewoo, emphasizes the human quality
of the lives destroyed by the factory closure: the failure of these individual
lives is entirely due to outside causes, not a tragic flaw or personal
insufficiency. “Les visages et les voix [...] appellent le récit,” Bon
announces (Dacwoo, 14): literature here works as a powerful
symbolic compensation.

The theme of failure is potentially contained in the theme of small/
ordinary lives. But Bolafio takes it to a brutal extreme. Deprived of
aesthetic redemption, faced with a neutral, unemotional writing, a bluntly
factual report of these small lives, the reader is unbuffered from the radical
bitterness of Bolafo's world. In his characters’ failure, there is no redeem-
ing feature, just the unaccomplished potential of an existence losing itself
in the sands of time. The mini-story of the nameless Salvadoran immigrant
in 2666 is a case in point: he is entangled by chance in the series of
femicides, wrongly jailed as a suspect, and his small life is destroyed in
the process (392). In Bolano’s failed lives there is nothing exemplary,
therefore no lesson to be learned. In contrast to what some critics (most
recently Alexandre Gefen) have analyzed as a (conflicted) return to exem-
plarity in contemporary literature, Bolaio’s characters seem rather buffeted
by chance, their failures serendipitous and unredeemed: they are “person-
nages balloteés dans I'insignifiance,”” who could make theirs the nameless
character’s nihilistic self-assessment in Beckett’s Texss for Nothing: “no
need of a story, a story is not compulsory, just a life, that's the mistake
[ made, one of the mistakes, to have wanted a story for myself, whereas life
alone is enough.”**

Not a story, just a life: Chris Andrews has commented extensively on
the aimlessness of so many of Bolafio’s characters, on their drifting,
unstructured lives, Bolafio’s characters, he observes, “are rarely inclined
to fashion selves through storytelling or to live their lives in a narrative
mode” (Chris Andrews, Roberto Bolasio’s Fiction: An Expanding Universe,
2014, 95), adding that “Bolafio has a marked preference for drifting,
discontinuous, and inconclusive narrative forms” (100). Bolafio’s short
stories exacerbate the anti-teleological drift: “Anne Moore’s Life” is an
unfinished story about a woman who drifts aimlessly from one failed
relationship to the next. The epitome of an episodic, deconstructed
narrative, it is “deeply sad” (Andrews 2014, 104), “a way of living

*7 Catherine Grall, “Rhérorique des fictions bréves: quid de la wradition exemplaire?” in A. Gefen, ed.,
Littévatare ev exemy
** Beckett, Srories and Texts for Noshing, Text #4.
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episodically that is intrinsically dysphoric” (105). “Mauricio (‘The Eye’)
Silva” is similarly meandering, dysphoric and open-ended; Silva’s wander-
ings through India and Europe, the death of his adopted children, leave
him sobbing in the night, without providing him or us with any kind of
closure, narrative or emotional. Similarly, the protagonist B’s quest for the
dead writer Henri Lefebvre in “Vagabond in France and Belgium” leads
nowhere, and the story is suspended, not concluded. Bolafio’s protagonists
tend to grapple with failed quests, unresolved efforts, life in the margins;
they seem metatextually to verify Lotte’s description of her brother
Archimboldi’s writing: “The writing was clear and sometimes even trans-
parent, but the way the stories followed one after another didn’t lead
anywhere” (2666, 887).

Sad Flesh

Ampurtated of their teleological energy, the stories are set adrift; whether
that comes from Bolafio’s rejection of a fictional convention or because the
protagonists tend to be products of exile and rootlessness, rather like
Bolafio himself (Andrews 2014, 100). Perhaps there is another cause:
illness. Illness is the chance event that tends to cut short a life, providing
an abrupt ending in lieu of a conclusion. It also opposes a brutal denial to
the teleological attempt to fashion a story out of a life. With the exceprion
of Michon and Bon, the French writers Bolafio admired and emulated
(Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Schwob, Perec — along with Kafka and César
Vallejo, of course)™ were all affected by illness that brought them untimely
death and consigned them to a posthumous destiny. Bolafo’s deathbed
essay, “Illness + Literature = Tllness,” engages deeply with French poets,
beginning with Mallarmé’s melancholy sonnert on the sadness of all flesh,
which he interprets as a poem about illness (“Yo creo que Mallarmé estd
hablando de la enfermedad”). Meditating on Baudelaire’s well-known
poem “Le Voyage,” which equates life with a voyage toward death,
Bolafio adds a third term, illness.?® As a third term, illness ensures the
merging of life and writing: the essay ends with a meditative paragraph on
Kafka, who understood when he began coughing blood that henceforth
nothing separated him from his writing. This of course is even more

* 8ee Monroe's chapter on “Poetry as Symprom and Cure” in Framing Roberta Bolario, 316-49:
Monsienr Painis a pivoral novel in Bolafios oeuvre; it focuses on the search for a dying César Vallejo
in Paris, 1938, by a protagonist named “pain,” who is ill himself,

Baudelaire, "Le Voyage,” Les Flewrs el mal, 169-177. The powerful line "Une oasis d'hotreur dans
un désert d’ennui” (section vii, p. 176) was used as an epigraph to 2665,
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applicable to Bolafio himself, whose literary output increased dramatically
in the last ten years of his short life, when he knew he was racing against
death, and the awareness of illness revealed the convergence of life and
writing as the only road left to him.

Perhaps we could be justified in contextualizing Bolafio’s work in the
twenty-first-century literature that actempts to “heal the world,” according
to Alexandre Gefen, who mentions Pierre Michon and Francois Bon as
examples of the “therapeutic paradigm” (spiritual as much as medical) of
contemporary literature.”' If Bolafio’s fiction can be said to be healing, it is
only with the understanding that it strips us from any complacency or
delusion about its powers to heal or even to achieve teleological wholeness,
instead offering harsh uncertainty, just as Monsieur Pain feels insecure
about his ability to cure Vallejo, “the poet-patient whose illness can’t be
cured” (Monroe, Framing Roberto Bolafio, 2020, 47). Returning to
Bolano’s Paseo por la literatura, we find that it ends as it began, with a
dream encounter in which Bolafio, comforting a sobbing Perec, rewrites
the dream-memory Perec recounts of himself at the age of three, in his
autobiography Wow le souvenir d'enfance, surrounded by loving adults who
praise him for having correctly identified a Hebrew letter in a newspaper.’*
No matter that it is most likely a fantasy or a fake memory, as Perec
subsequently tells us: it is a myth of origin for the orphaned child of the
Shoah, and a validation of his destiny as a writer. Reversing the genealogy
and the direction of influence, Bolafo’s dream makes him a “precursor,” in
a Borgesian sense, of Perec: vowing to protect him, to take him “home.”
And yet what begins as a scene of comfort and healing abandons the reader
with a characteristically abrupt reversal that leaves us stranded in unknown
territory — “;Pero dénde estaba nuestra casa?” the final sentence asks; where
are these two souls going, who have no more home?

How can writing heal anyone??”> The essay’s stark title (Illness +
Literature = Illness) seems to eliminate literature from the equation and
bluntly deny its healing powers. As we reread Bolano, a sick writer, in the
context of today’s global pandemic, we may wish to revisit Alexander

Y Réparer le monde. La littérature frangaise face au XXle siecle (Paris: Edirions Corti, 20717).

' Perec (1975, 22-23).

"% Perhaps Bolafio is torn bemwveen his belonging in a vase contemporary movement that aligns
liccracure with a healing praject, and his contrary allegiance to a more “ascetic” and “autorelic”

(Le Discours amourenx, quoted by Gefen, Réparer le mande, 163.
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Beecroft’s “plot of globalization,” born of 1989 (the end of the Cold War)
and 9/11 (the iconic symptom of globalized terrorism.) Those were
cardinal points in Bolafio’s fictional world. It is tempting to wonder what
the writer, whose life was cut short and whose work was shaped by disease,
would have made of Covid-19, had he been fortunate to survive his liver
disease and live until 2019, when a pandemic, born of a hyperglobalized
world, put an end to our fluid, transnational, globalized life.



