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            INTRODUCTION

            Juan Emar’s Olympic Games

         

         In a diary entry from his youth, Juan Emar writes that if he had been born in ancient Greece, he would have dedicated his life entirely to art, in a perpetual and delicious solitude interrupted only by ‘the obnoxious Olympic Games’. It seems that, from a very early age, Emar fantasized about a life dedicated to creation. Still, he didn’t want to ‘be a writer’, much less to behave like one. He wanted to write, to give himself over to pure leisure, to the search, fearlessly tuning in to mystery and uncertainty. And this life dedicated to art and introspection is the one that we can intuit for the narrator of Yesterday, who wanders about the fictional city of San Agustín de Tango (Emar’s Macondo or Yoknapatawpha, which in any case would sound familiar to a Chilean ear: San Agustín de Tango) searching for a ‘conclusion’ or illumination that remains always just out of reach. His wanderings, however, take place not in solitude, but in the company of his wife and a rotating cast of characters, including a painter whose love for the colour green is as deep-seated as his hatred for the bourgeoisie; a 8pot-bellied man who is a stand-in for every story under the sun; a poor soul whose generosity gets him beheaded; plus the narrator’s family and the Uruguayan consul.

         Juan Emar (1893–1964) was born Álvaro Yáñez Bianchi but was ‘Pilo’ to his friends, and later, during his years as an art critic, he went by the name Jean Emar: ‘J’en ai marre’, which means ‘I’m fed up’ in French. Indeed, he was a contemporary not of Pindar but of André Breton, and he wasn’t born in the country of Homer but rather that of Vicente Huidobro and Pablo Neruda, to name two poets who were enemies of each other but friends to Emar. Especially Huidobro, to whom, nevertheless, the following phrase is attributed, about as friendly as a knife in the back: ‘Pilo writes with his feet.’ Neruda, on the other hand, wrote a generous prologue in 1971, well after Emar’s death, that began like this: ‘I knew Juan Emar intimately without ever knowing him. He had great friends who were never his friends.’

         Emar published little and late and strangely. In June 1935, at the age of forty-one, he self-published three brilliant novels en bloc: Miltín 1934, Un año (One Year) and, perhaps the best of them, Ayer (Yesterday). Then, in 1937, the Editorial Universitaria published Diez (Ten), which I consider one of the best story collections of Spanish-language literature, though I say that from the future, of course; in Emar’s present, the book found few readers. It failed in much the same way as his novels, which were absolute critical and popular flops. Today it seems a mystery how a millionaire aristocrat, whose father founded a newspaper and was president of the Senate of Chile, could fail so spectacularly. One obvious but insufficient 9explanation is his staunch, dogged avant-gardism, and surely his aversion to literary critics didn’t help, leading him to include in his novel Miltín 1934, for example, a direct attack on the very critic who could have helped to improve his public standing, Alone (that was the absurd pseudonym used by Hernán Díaz Arrieta: Alone, the greatest taste-maker in Chilean literature, later humorously fictionalized by Roberto Bolaño with the name Farewell). His contempt for critics was legendary (‘I don’t want to hear comments from critics and more critics, I don’t want to learn the opinions of beings who turn what they read into a profession to earn a living’) and also extended to the art world. In fact, he would often lay into other critics in his own art reviews (I remember one very funny piece in which he cites the example of a critic who was despondent because he couldn’t figure out whether the fruits he’d seen in a still-life painting were apples or plums).

         Perhaps the books he published in his lifetime were Emar’s Olympic Games. Because after those he swore never to compete again, to publish nothing more, and in fact he transformed non-publication into a kind of personal mission (‘My refuge consisted in not publishing, no, never publishing again, until others whom I didn’t know would publish me while they sat on the steps of my tomb’). As I have already said, he didn’t want to be a writer but to write, and that’s precisely what he did during the last twenty years of his life, which he dedicated entirely to his massive project Umbral (Threshold).

         ‘I’m still writing every day,’ Emar says in a letter in 1959. ‘I’m on page 3,332. When this is published it’ll make for 10an immense number of volumes. When? After I die!!’ The manuscript eventually swelled to over five thousand pages, the first volume appearing in Argentina in 1971, published by Carlos Lohlé. Then, in 1996, thirty-two years after his death, Emar’s monumental work was finally published in its entirety, in five volumes that totalled 4,135 cramped pages (in a normal-sized font it could easily have reached six or seven thousand).

         This is not, however, a Hollywood biopic, or even a Netflix series… And then again, maybe it is. But it’s not over yet, we’re only halfway through, say at the end of the first season. Even today it’s almost absurd to present Emar as a forgotten writer, since he has never been, so to speak, sufficiently remembered. In spite of a few tons of doctoral theses and improved access to digital versions of his books (the Chilean National Library has uploaded almost all his works in some foggy but free PDFs), Emar is still far from occupying the place he deserves in Chilean literature. The matter becomes even more critical if we broaden our scope beyond national borders, since although there have been publications in Argentina and Spain, his work is still a fundamentally Chilean phenomenon or epiphenomenon. As for other languages, so far he has been translated only into French and Portuguese; this is his first book in English (although the Review of Contemporary Fiction did dedicate a special issue to him in 2007 with translations by Daniel Borzutzky). This implies an additional layer of irony, because there are few writers in Chile who had such an international background as Emar, who knew, for example, the twentieth-century French avant-garde like the 11back of his hand, and first-hand at that. Maybe Emar’s scarcity in English translation has to do with the fact that he doesn’t fit the Anglophone idea of a Latin American author, having more in common with European surrealist writers, or Fauvist or Dadaist artists. I have the feeling that English-language readers are willing now to rescue him from the literary seclusion to which he was relegated by his anachronistic internationalism.

         Nevertheless, there are many of us now who grew up reading and admiring him. I was fourteen years old when I first read ‘El pájaro verde’ (‘The Green Bird’), his most famous story, and I couldn’t stop laughing, but it was only in college that I read him seriously and fell in love with him. Though maybe I should talk about polyamory, because there were six or seven of us who loved Juan Emar and had the unexpected pleasure of discovering him together, every Friday, in the long and intense classes given by a specialist in his work who was only a little less young than we were, and who loved Emar with a sweeping and perfectly reasoned madness. Emar’s avant-gardism was, of course, old-fashioned, traditional, and that’s how we read him in part, though his fidelity to avant-garde procedures, tricks and slogans didn’t explain our love for his work then and doesn’t explain it now. His writing didn’t sound old to us, it sounded furious and prematurely contemporary, as perhaps Emar himself expected or presupposed, if one can judge from his constant and bitter reflections about posterity and literary fame, which were present, for example, in Miltín 1934 (‘Why give such importance to gentlemen from the year 2000 and onward? What if they turn out to be a pack 12of cretins?’). I suppose that these days we’ve grown more used to the incursion of unreality in art, and we feel less shocked by – to borrow Lautréamont’s lovely description of beauty so often quoted by surrealists – ‘the chance meeting on a dissecting-table of a sewing-machine and an umbrella’. Emar’s experimentation with form would have been more shocking in his day, a direct refutation of the serious and often boring realism that was the more establishment, criollismo of contemporary prose writers. Today we focus on other things: the first pages of this novel, for example, appear to a Chilean reader as a direct indictment of our country’s conservatism, which unfortunately we still know so well. But it is perhaps his indescribable sense of humour that most attracted us to Emar, a perfectly recognizable humour, though as with all truly good humorists, we often don’t know whether his narrators are speaking seriously or in jest. In this sense, Emar is to prose what Nicanor Parra is to Chilean poetry, and maybe the combination of their influences can explain many particularities of our so often anti-literary Chilean literature.

         In his 1971 prologue to Diez, Neruda pretty haphazardly compares Emar to Kafka, thus generating an instant blurb that is a little unfair, because Emar was not the Chilean Kafka, just as Neruda himself wasn’t the Chilean Whitman. Chileans my age were lucky enough to read Emar without needing to apply that kind of comparison, though I do understand the impulse. I remember we spent one class arguing over whether Emar was superior to Cortázar, who at the time, in the mid-1990s, was unanimously considered to be the paradigm of the super-writer, valued in equal 13measure by aesthetes, essentialists, vitalists and speculators. We never reached a conclusion, but I remember that someone – it wasn’t the professor, who was unusually reserved that day, limiting himself to semi-silently savouring his victory because in a matter of weeks he had managed to turn us into Juan Emar fanatics – proclaimed that in the future no one would read Cortázar any more, and in that future Emar’s work would be at the centre of the canon, and we were all more or less in agreement. It was a reckless and clearly nationalist idea, and a stupid one, because why did we even need to force a competition between two writers we adored? But it was the 1990s, a horrible time when at least we could give ourselves the luxury of pretending to be Harold Bloom during discussions that tended to end in explosions of lysergic laughter.

         Juan Emar, ahead of his time, was no doubt writing for readers of the future, and it’s as arrogant as it is exciting to suppose that those readers of the future are us, those who were born fifteen or twenty years after his death, in a world very different from and in many ways worse than the one he knew. But maybe we are not his intended readers. On rereading, for example, some passages of Umbral, or the fantastic, fantastical and beautifully ‘quantum’ ending of Yesterday, I get the impression that Juan Emar wasn’t even writing for us. Yes, we can read him and enjoy him and think we understand, but deep down we know his books will be read and enjoyed and understood better by readers in a time yet to come.

         alejandro zambra, mexico city, 2021
Chilean poet, short-story writer and novelist

      

   


   
      
         
15
            Yesterday

         

      

   


   
      
         16

         
            [image: ]

         

         San Agustín de Tango: city of the Republic of Chile, on the banks of the Santa Barbara River, 32 degrees latitude south and 73 degrees longitude east; 622,708 inhabitants. Cathedral, basilica and archbishop. Manganese mines in the surroundings.
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         Yesterday morning, here in the city of San Agustín de Tango, I saw at long last the spectacle I had so yearned to see: a beheading. The victim was Rudecindo Malleco, poor fool, who was thrown in jail six months ago yesterday for what was judged to be an unpardonable crime.

         Behold, his crime.

         Rudecindo Malleco was a man like any other. And like all men, one fine day he got married. He chose as his mate the woman who today is his disconsolate widow, the sorrowful Matilde Atacama. On that very first night, Rudecindo Malleco received a most enjoyable surprise. He already knew from his friends that the whole matter would culminate in a quite remarkable pleasure, but never did he imagine such extremes. He found it all so delightful that he had to struggle to wrench himself from his wife’s side, and when the lustful rascal walked down the street thinking of his Matilde, his smile was so lascivious that many a chaste young girl blushed in shame.

         But you see, the years passed for poor Rudecindo with the same inexorable speed as they do for all the citizens of this city or any other, and, as is natural, the good man began to feel his strength affected. 18

         In the beginning, Delight had smiled on him non-stop. After a time, however, he found it necessary to invoke Lady Delight’s name less often. Later, he had to resign himself to the fact that Delight – ever more arrogant a lady – would visit when she, and not he, thought it best. And at last, he found that, except for the first and fifteenth days of each month, the great lady was doubtless occupied on other errands, for she did not come knocking at his door.

         I believe it goes without saying that as the good man’s impotence increased, so too did his sadness. Our good Malleco became melancholy, his character turned black, and many are those who claim to have caught him weeping to himself. Had things continued in this vein, I don’t doubt that Rudecindo’s name would be yet another on the list of suicides. But no. His very sadness saved him. True, one might say it also led him to the ultimate punishment, but even so, it did save him from suicide and grant him several more years of intense pleasure.

         One night, our neurasthenic hero found himself drinking a beer alone in a corner of the Barefoot Tavern. It was the second day of the month and so he saw stretched out before him a long, sad wait. Suddenly, an old friend not seen in years.

         (I should state a point in Malleco’s favour: never, throughout the whole process, did he reveal the identity of this friend, thus making it impossible for the authorities to nab his accomplice.)

         Well. They sat down together, the beer flowed, their tongues untied and good Rudecindo thought it opportune to confide his misfortunes in the hope of some sound advice. 19And confide he did. He believed his friend would pity him, but to his surprise, this friend didn’t see Malleco’s weakness as a disgrace. Quite the opposite, in fact: the friend assured him things were actually much better just as they were, and that the whole problem could be resolved simply by replacing quantity with quality. And it seems that until very late that night he advised Malleco, instructed him, explaining things in such a wealth of detail that Rudecindo left that tavern happy as could be and convinced, utterly convinced, that with intelligence, with cunning, with shrewdness, with refinement – let us cut to the chase: that with their minds participating in the act, Rudecindo and Matilde would reach unsuspected pleasures, so intense and long-lasting they would easily fill the icy half-month of waiting.

         That very night Rudecindo told Matilde his new ideas, and as of that precise moment they began to anticipate – brimming, overflowing with sensuality – the fifteenth of that month.

         The fifteenth came. Their wait was crowned with success. Both minds participated wildly, and Rudecindo and Matilde reached the very pinnacle of all delight.

         From that moment on they lived starry-eyed with pleasure. Their very lives became remembrance and evocation.

         But Rudecindo Malleco was, first and foremost, a good person. Never had selfishness taken root in his soul. Believing himself in possession of the secret of love, Rudecindo Malleco wanted to share it with others like him. He began straight away to freely tell anyone who would listen that the pleasures of love exist in the mind and not outside it. Big mistake, friends, big mistake! 20  

         While it’s true that many people thought the idea was good and adopted it for their own personal use, it’s also true that for others the advice went in one ear and out the other, and it’s no less true that to many, many people the thing seemed scandalous, they thought it went against nature, they judged the idea to be diabolical. And so it was that very soon an evil whisper began to surround poor Rudecindo. There was gossip and old ladies peeked out of their windows when the man walked down the street. People spoke in low voices about corruption, excess and dark degradations. Public opinion entered the fray and allusions were made between newspaper lines. In the end, the murmurings and discontent were such that the law thought it necessary to take a stand on the issue.

         One morning, two guards appeared at poor Rudecindo’s home and begged him to be so kind as to accompany them.

         The doors of the prison closed behind good Rudecindo Malleco.

         One can imagine the formidable scandal this produced.

         The enemies of love’s celebration rejoiced and sang hallelujah, but the friends of love cried foul to the heavens above. And in response to the voices of the first, who clamoured for vice to be punished, the second decried this violation of individual rights. Soon, this second group collected enough money to hire a first-rate lawyer for the hapless Malleco: the young and talented Felipe de Tarapacá.

         No sooner did this man take over poor Rudecindo’s defence than things began to turn in his favour.

         Tarapacá contended: ‘Why has Citizen Rudecindo Malleco been arrested and jailed? Of what crime is he 21accused? Is it the case that lascivious thoughts are crimes that should be punished? I ask the honourable court to cite one single article of our law or that of any civilized nation that entitles the authorities to intrude into the thoughts of a citizen during his legitimate coitus! Justice exercises its power over actions, nothing more than actions. Only when there is an action that falls under its claws can it cast its eyes upon the thoughts that motivated it. I give you the example of premeditation: premeditation is an aggravating circumstance only if an action later validates it. If the action does not happen, the circumstance is neither here nor there. Which of us or even of you, Honourable Judges, has not said to himself, upon seeing an enemy go by: “May lightning strike him down!” But since we all, yourselves included, continue on our way without provoking a flash of any kind, the law does not intervene. I ask you, of what act is Citizen Rudecindo Malleco guilty? Is there indisputable proof that my client has ever had relations with any woman besides the one given to him by law? If such had been the case, the law could intervene under the adultery statute. But not even then could a case be built around the more or less obscene thoughts that the culprit may have had before, during or after the act. And so I ask, Chief Justice, why is he being held in prison?’

         In any case, Tarapacá’s statement went something like that; clearly, it was all said with an eloquence and depth of knowledge that I will not for an instant attempt to reproduce here. What I mean to say is that the judges felt the whole thing becoming quite a pickle; that no one could justify the unhappy man’s imprisonment, that Malleco’s 22friends were shouting their theories ever louder, that the opinion of the indifferent masses was turning in his favour as his enemies fell silent, feeling they had no legal basis on which to oppose him. In sum, long story short, the prison doors were going to open for Citizen Rudecindo Malleco.

         But here arose another voice, vibrant and incensed: the imposing voice of the Archbishop of San Agustín de Tango.

         Monsignor contended: ‘While it is true that the impious Tarapacá has contemplated the no less impious Malleco’s case from the point of view of the laws fashioned by men here below, and has not found in them any charge that would impute guilt, it is even more true that man is not only the law that he himself fashions, he is also divine law, he is this law made flesh, he is the very reflection of the law of Our Father who art in heaven. And those who drag us through the muck of impiety and ignorance know full well that not only might acts be sinful, but also our consciences should be pure, and pure should our hearts be. And so it is that any immoral thoughts, desires or intentions, hidden though they may be from the eyes of man, are offensive to Our Father and glorify Lucifer. And I ask you, my brothers, is it possible to set a man free because he did not directly offend his peers, when he has, instead, offended God? Is this not to proclaim and affirm that man, vile worm, is superior to He who gave him life? And I wonder even further: if one of you offends his own aged father, is this not an offence against all of your brothers? Would any one of you allow a brother to offend your father? This, however, is the sad, regrettable spectacle that the law of man would offer us: to accept from this vile worm the most abominable offences to 23our Common Father, our Eternal Father. My brothers, we must all unite and plead for the impious and sinful Malleco to remain in prison, that he may be judged and punished!’

         I have to give the same caveat here as I did for Tarapacá. Monsignor spoke with an eloquence and depth of knowledge that I would try in vain to reproduce. But, in the end, the sense of his words was more or less what I have recorded here.

         The case returned, then, to court and the public waited in excitement. Half the city applauded; half the city protested.

         Well, the court did not allow its arm to be twisted. It held fast within a fortress of legal codes, demonstrated that its mission could not diverge from the dictates of those laws, and confirmed the imprisoned citizen’s freedom.

         One radiant morning, the prison doors opened and there on the threshold, exultant, appeared the good Rudecindo Malleco. But scarcely had he taken three free steps down the street towards his adored Matilde than he was approached by two sextons, who handcuffed him and begged him to be so kind as to accompany them.

         And so it was that five minutes after the doors of the Legal Prison of San Agustín de Tango had opened before him, the doors of the same city’s Catholic Prison were closed behind him.

         And the second trial began.

         His defender was Father Benito del Crucifijo. I’ll be brief: this trial did not and could not have many possible outcomes. The accusers’ authority was crushing for sweet Father Benito. He himself, deep down, believed the hapless 24Malleco to be guilty. The accusers numbered everyone minus one, and this one, as I have said, also thought him guilty. Thus the defence was limited to a prayer asking God to have mercy on this fallen, sinful man and, once the prayer was finished, Rudecindo Malleco was unanimously declared guilty.

         But here, before proceeding to the punishment, a council had to be formed. A matter was in need of deliberation. What would the culprit’s penalty be? It seems, according to the rumours that spread through the city, that since for every bishop there was a different opinion, they could reach no agreement. Finally, they found themselves forced to seek enlightenment from outside the council, and here indeed all were content to go and ask the holiest, the purest, the wisest in the entire Church: the Pious Reverend Carbuncle the All-Knowing.

         Reverend Carbuncle the All-Knowing heard the bishops in silence. Then he smiled beatifically. Then he crossed himself. Finally, lowering his gaze, he recited: ‘And if thy right eye offend thee, pluck it out and cast it from thee, for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish and not that thy whole body should be cast into Hell. And if thy right hand offend thee, cut it off and cast it from thee, for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish and not that thy whole body should be cast into Hell.’

         The bishops reconvened. After the words of the wise Reverend All-Knowing, no doubt remained: the sinner must be amputated from the member that had occasioned his fall from grace. 25  

         Yes! Very good! But which member was this?

         The council debated for another week. Finally, they opted to put it to a vote. There were eighty-eight voters. Those who voted that the head was the direct cause of the crime, forty-five. They based their vote on the fact that, from the start, the archbishop’s words had implied that actions themselves were not the purview of the Church, as these had been taken over – seized, more accurately – by the justice of man; instead, the thoughts giving rise to said actions were the Church’s jurisdiction. In any case, forty-five was one more than half, so there was nothing further to discuss.

         Rudecindo Malleco would lose his head in the public square.

         
             

         

         Hardly did I hear the sentence than I set out to traverse the city and call on my friends and acquaintances. After a thousand comings and goings, I managed to get two tickets to attend the execution. And so it was that yesterday, very early, very early indeed, my wife and I left our house and made our way to the place of punishment.

         Here I should mention a few fairly curious observations. Or perhaps they are curious only to me, because of my previous state of ignorance. In any case, here goes.

         When the bishops said ‘public square’, I imagined it would be exactly that, as when one says, for example, Chasuble Square here, or Puerta del Sol in Madrid, or Trafalgar Square in London and so on. It’s true that in France they use the same expression, and in Paris, at least, the square is a boulevard, Boulevard Arago if I remember 26correctly. I should have realized that, in these matters, square could mean anywhere. But I did not, and so I was surprised to find that the deed would be done in a place very much like an outdoor circus: there was a short, circular barricade and, inside that barricade, a ring of sawdust. The only appreciable difference from a classic circus was that the ring, instead of being round, was long and oval.

         We quickly found our seats, settled in comfortably and continued to examine the place. On the right side of the ring there was a wall, in the middle of which was a low, narrow doorway, through which a stone staircase was visible. Of this staircase I could see some eight or nine steps from my seat, no more. The lintel hid the rest from view. I don’t know what was to the left; it didn’t occur to me to look that way, or if I did – and I now think this is more likely – I didn’t pay much attention to it. In any case, I can say for certain that that side of the arena was much darker than the rest. In the ring, next to the door and at the foot of the staircase, they had placed the guillotine. I had always imagined guillotines – perhaps because of the terror they inspire in me – to be of gigantic proportions. Not so. At least, the one they’d set up there in the ring was quite small. Another thing I observed, which seemed to show great consideration for poor Rudecindo, was that the four or five lamps that lit the place had been covered with black crêpe.

         We must have been there no more than fifteen minutes when a murmur among the spectators warned me that the hour of the gory deed drew near. I looked towards the staircase. On it, descending, a soldier’s boots appeared. 27The boots paused, one next to the other on the steps, and at their side landed the butt of a rifle. ‘Surely,’ I thought, ‘the soldier is here to hold back the crowd that will rush to go up the stairs to see Rudecindo.’ I was correct. A second later, on the step below the boots, two thick shoes with hobnail soles appeared; then some patent-leather ankle boots; then some tennis shoes; then some small shoes with towering heels; then… oh, I give up! A whole crowd. And we continued waiting in silence, until I heard the screech of a spring suddenly set in motion. We all looked above the door, where we saw a tiny window, and once the screeching sound reached its highest note, the two shutters flew open and smacked against the stones of the wall. A little wooden bird appeared and cried: ‘Cuckoo!’ and disappeared again.

         This was the exact moment of Rudecindo Malleco’s entrance. He wore a white shirt and black trousers and his hands were tied behind his back. Following him, the executioner, dressed in the same way, gently pushed him with the index finger of his left hand. At Rudecindo’s side was a small friar, all in black, lively, sprightly, who talked and talked to the condemned man. I recognized sweet Father Benito del Crucifijo, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. My wife couldn’t hear either. They reached the miniature guillotine – I call it so, for I cannot believe there are no larger ones – and poor Rudecindo fell flat on his face.

         And here, please allow me another observation: the way things occur in reality is very different from the way they are generally said to happen. We believed that next to that infernal device there would be a solemn man in frock coat and top hat who would pull a lever with a decisive 28gesture, the way it’s always said to happen. None of that. It was the executioner himself who with his own hands took up the knife and dealt a ferocious downward blow to the poor devil’s neck. His body fell to one side, and to my great stupefaction I saw that it continued breathing, breathing hard, like an athlete after strenuous exercise. Meanwhile, the head had rolled away. The blow had not been masterful; quite the contrary. For the knife, though it had penetrated at the base of the cranium, had exited just above the eyes, which therefore remained in the victim’s possession. Or perhaps this was due to the sentence itself, which called for the amputation of the sinful part and nothing more – in this instance, of the thinking matter. If that was the case, we should congratulate the executioner on his extreme artistry.
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