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Abstract:

The Haitian Revolution won national independence through ardent battle with successive
European colonial powers, simultaneously sparking a wave of slave abolition and aligning with
the most radical sectors of the French Revolution. Against that standard, the states then
detaching from Spain like Bolivar’'s Gran Colombia appear as deeply ambiguous victories,
dangling abolition cynically before the slaves in part to reduce their numbers as cannon fodder,
repressing the persistent attempts at state-formation by the descendents of Inca, and preserving

the economic and political power of a narrow national bourgeoisie.

This dissertation analyzes the role of independence in Latin America, beginning with a close
reading of a key narrative of the region’s genesis, Alejo Carpentier’s El siglo de las luces. |
focus on Carpentier’s concept of Latin American reality as a bridge connecting the elite structure
of the Creole Republics in the 1820s to what ensues: an idiosyncratic mix of endogenous
vanguard movements with unextinguished tracts of pre-colonial ecosystems, and an ethnically
heterodox mestizaje reflecting histories of migration, African chattel slavery, and extant

indigenous nations — all in perennial antagonism under the United States’ regional hegemony.

Aiming to retrieve Carpentier from the staid tomb of a reputation determined by the Yale Lit Crit
of Gonzalez Echevarria, | track the continuity of his fiction, and folkloric studies like La musica
en Cuba, with landmark works on the continent’s liberation struggle like The Black Jacobins and
Las venas abiertas de América latina. Applying the framework of his musicology in the
Caribbean to case studies on Chile and the U.S., the second chapter sketches a genealogy of
national-popular aesthetics in the Americas through artists such as Violeta Parra and Woody

Guthrie.



The Latin American reality that developed out of the colonial and pre-Columbian periods is also
given a surprisingly insightful description in writings by Karl Marx. My third chapter is an

exposition of those little-known texts and their reception by thinkers like Alvaro Garcia Linera. |
argue that the historical materialism of Latin American independence that they articulate finds a

complementary narrative form in Carpentier’s realism.

In these three long-form chapters, | articulate the historical, cultural, and political valences of the
reality represented in Carpentier. Key issues raised include abolition, reification, folklore, the
capitalist unconscious, the indigenous peasantry, ecology and the national-popular. The central
thinkers considered include C.L.R. James, Garcia Linera, Violeta Parra, Marx, Fredric Jameson,

and Eduardo Galeano.
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for Peter Dale Scoft

Resplendent flags of Azov whipped up by the stochastic leaf-blowers’ alarum trumpets,

On the back of someone in from Esparto, nowhere exotic enough to pay this rent

Little campesino towns out there that still know the Delta breeze and tule fog

Where once Alcatraz occupiers hijacked the primate center turned military base

Aztlan murals across their sides like the UNAM, how DQU tribal university could have been
But Governor Reagan sicced his agents to ‘turn indians and mexicans against each other.’
Then the first attack in North America by the Animal Liberation Front,

Impassioned youth burnt down property not people in defense of wild land and animals
Talk of primate torture center | found statistics online once that quickly disappeared’

Legal activism in the main quad passing out whistleblowing photos of vivisection

An industry term from Latin vivus - alive, sectio - cutting

Oh, the things students can discover with the right tools, you will be amazed at the scope
Until Huntingdon Life Sciences consulted to write the 2006 Animal Enterprise Terrorism Act
Goodbye deep ecology wing, Gary Snyder, organic utopians under geodesic domes

Hello laureate paeans to Monsanto whose executives enter the revolving door of admin
Bought again by Bayer, fascist pharma-chemical nexus spawned by indigo colonies, Zyklon B
Like John Pike’s freaky Seurat eyedrops soaking stoic balaclavas in meme-history

UC Pepper Spray,’ the spot now occupied by Popular University for Liberated Palestine,
Demanding, #5, that Chancellor Gary May resign from the board of Leidos,

Who armed Israel’s genocide to the tune of $340k sale of personal stocks on 02/21/2024.*
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Parents stroll quaint ice-cream boutiques, tourguide majors in STEM ‘so | can payoff my loans’
Free taxis for the homeless to a place of our choosing

A glorious superabundance of Covid-19 tests and masks that partially block

Strange pollens on winds from droopy, red-eyed Cowschwitz

Blown across the emaciated topsoil of big ag’s breadbasket.

Good liberals fundraise futile campaigns in Kentucky against senator Rand Paul

Know better than to repeat him asking in 2022 why UC Davis passed funds as middleman
Between USAID and Biosafety Level 4 lab at the Wuhan Institute of Virology (BSL-4)
Ecohealth Alliance, Project Predict, Peter Daszak, we eschew the DOE’s conspiracy theories.$
Those from the Kansas heartlands, who got into Pelican Bay instead, can follow up on

John Philip Nichols,T implicated in the 1981 Cabazon triple-murder, and somehow

General manager of Coca-Cola in Sao Paulo while involved in Allende’s overthrow,?

Writing on 2/15/1983 to DARPA's Tactical Technology Office that, | will send you

“A unique list of agents and production techniques related to biological warfare.

The Stormont Laboratories, Inc... products could be utilized in small countries bordering Albania
Or large countries bordering the Soviet Union. You will be amazed at the scope.”

As in UCD School of Veterinary Medicine and Veterinary Genetics Lab founder Clyde Stormont
Retired emeritus in 1982, with colleagues start in nearby Woodland that Stormont Laboratories

Which within months had U.S. Military plans for viral warfare with espionage firm Wackenhut.”

But | don’t get out there much, would rather do surveys from my room, read forwarded emails,
Teach the next generation on online platforms, letter grades and pre-recorded lectures,
Caught as they are between being stripped of all sense or, I'd tell them once in a while,

From a certain angle between the sky and tree tops, you can still make out what’s coming.

Vii



* Anonymous online source, circa 2014. “The University of California, Davis imprisons over 7600 primates
including rhesus monkeys and titi monkeys. The animals at this facility suffer terribly in experiments which
subject them to infectious diseases, and other highly invasive procedures. These procedures include
confining primates to restraint chairs with heads bolted in place and extended periods of water
deprivation.
The health and well-being of primates at this facility are clearly very bad based on information from UC
Davis primate health care records. Postmortems for 404 primates show 117 diagnoses of colitis, and
inanition — a bodily condition resembling starvation — was diagnosed 108 times. Dehydration is noted 91
times. Treatment records for these animals disclose 403 instances of traumatic injuries, including 143
amputations. There were 387 wounds, 221 bites, 70 abrasions, and 40 fractures.”
T Stanton, Sam and Lambert, Diana. “UC Davis Spent Thousands to Scrub Pepper-Spray References
from Internet.” Sacramento Bee, April 13, 2016.
* Clover, Joshua. “Form, Content, and Palestine.” The California Aggie, May 12, 2024.
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Preface

The Americas hame both one of the globe’s geographic regions, as well as a unique experience
in world history. José Marti’s “Nuestra América,” is one of the best known iterations of a political
and cultural identity bound up with the geographical integrity of North, South, Central America
and the Caribbean. The Cuban revolutionary sang of a common spirit imbued in the land,
people, and history from the Rio Bravo to the Strait of Magellan, in fraught tango with its
northern step-brother. Another Cuban born a few years after Marti’s death, Alejo Carpentier,
may lay claim to the most profound representation of such a shared reality. Narrated across a
set of historical novels, ethnographic and musical writings, what Carpentier labeled Latin
American reality emerges as a nuanced experience sundered in the continents’ colonial history,
indigenous base, new creole and mestizo racial demographics, lush flora and fauna, and
idiosyncratic political and cultural expressions. Carpentier’s personal life was marked by the
necessary universality of the Caribbean islands, a constellation traced through letters, radio,
revolutionary contagion, and periodic exile. The literature that emerged presents a reconception
of the region and forces us to confront aporias such as the conjoining of Latin American reality
with the “non-latino” North. Replacing the prevailing reading of Carpentier, this dissertation aims
to determine how contemporary literature is relevant to the struggles that form the modern

world.

The first chapter grounds Carpentier’s concept of history through a reading of his masterpiece,
El siglo de las luces. The novel gives narrative form to the core events in the making of the
contemporary Americas: the abolition of slavery and the independence of the former colonies.
Assessing the insufficiencies of the leading scholarship on Carpentier, | demonstrate how this

analysis failed to align with his own political commitments and note the importance of



pan-American revolutionary movements to Carpentier’s life and work. Articulating the radical
historical causality at play in the novel’s history of the 19" century Caribbean revolutions, the
chapter draws comparisons with two foundational histories of the region, Eduardo Galeano’s
Las venas abiertas de Ameérica latina and C.L.R. James’ The Black Jacobins. Another chapter
gives an overview of the wars of independence in New Spain that E/ siglo de las luces
foregrounds. From this | reconstruct a vital debate, sparked by an overlooked attack from Karl
Marx on the icon of Simén Bolivar, about the nature of Latin American reality by two leading
theorists, Alvaro Garcia Linera and José Aricd. Carpentier’s literary realism is seen to overlap
with a shrewd political realism regarding the determining logic of the historical process,
underpinned by a vision of communism characterized by its national-popular component. That
last figure is explored in Chapter 2 as a category that binds together the region’s natural,
political, demographic and cultural history. Here, the musical analysis that Carpentier first
applied to Haiti and Cuba is shown to work across the greater region, as he intended,
distinguishing the national-popular from traditional conceptions of the folkloric. That distinction
demonstrates the migratory and universalist principles that lie at the core of his Latin American

reality.

As a dissertation in the field of Comparative Literature, these chapters follow in the tradition of
Fredric Jameson in enlisting Marxist reading strategies, practicing interdisciplinarity, and working
both within and against the conventions of period, linguistic, and area studies. For example, a
materialist reading of El siglo de las luces moves amongst a variety of interpretive levels:
philology on the author’s life, genre comparisons around historical fiction, analysis of the period
spanning the novel’s action and the author’s own, close formal readings of the work, and
discussions on the key themes of independence in the Americas, revolutionary internationalism,

cosmopolitanism and exile.



Chapter One introduces E/ siglo de las luces, examining its critical reception and situating it
within the framework of historical realism articulated by Jameson, Perry Anderson, and Lukacs. |
argue that the core of the work, from which its profundity and effect extend, is a question about
the operation of history itself, with its dwelling on the ambiguity of epochal transformations: first
and foremost the independence of the Americas, the abolition of slavery, and the liberatory
measure of the revolutions in Europe and the New World. In other words, what did

independence accomplish, and what tasks did it leave unfinished?

Chapter Two addresses Carpentier’s critical and aesthetic manifesto, La musica en Cuba, and
situates it as a key moment in the development of his mature worldview. Drawing from
Brennan’s introduction to the work, | emphasize Carpentier’s anti-essentialist politics and his
important leap from negrismo to revolutionary ‘transculturalism’, a concept borrowed from his
predecessor, Fernando Ortiz. Three components are identified in Carpentier’s conception of the
uniqueness of Latin American reality and its aesthetic representations. The first is the
continent’s history of mestizaje, which places a premium on the creolization of the former
slaves, indigenous, and immigrants as a historical process, over and above any nativist
assertions of national, ethnic or identitarian boundaries. The second is the shape, quality, and
biodiversity of the territory itself, what he deems its extant nature that colonialism fell short of
liquidating. The third is a species of endogenous vanguardism that inverts the misconceptions of
surréalisme as a formal radicalism opaque to the masses, instead identifying its futurist and
innovative elements as emerging from the ‘low’ dances and culture of the popular classes.
These categories are then used for an expository reading of two distinct traditions of folk music
in the U.S. and Chile. | demonstrate that Carpentier’s classification works to unveil the
relationship between particular musical developments and their political context. In the U.S., we
consider the effect of sound recording, the production of ‘black’ art for market consumption, and

the pairing of folk art and protest. In Chile, | offer a comprehensive analysis of Violeta Parra’s



largely untranslated work, examining her reinvention of the folkloric vanguard and the role this

played in the national struggle that made Salvador Allende an international icon.

Chapter Three takes up the ambiguous result of the independence movement determined in E/
siglo de las luces. Its implications for Latin American reality are first framed by Karl Marx and
then rejoined by two significant 20" century Marxists: Garcia Linera and José Arico. At the core
of this debate is the class position of the indigenous peasantry and their failed assimilation
under the nation-building project. A framework emerges from these thinkers for grasping the
historical movements animating Carpentier’s novel as essentially two-pronged: an
interpenetrating cycle of causality between the Great Power contests for economic dominance
and the self-determination of civil society. This conflict is presented in a chronology moving
towards the United States’ assumption of the colonial system and its reorganization along new

guidelines, situating the world of Carpentier’s birth and early formation.



Chapter 1.

El siglo de las luces: The Americas in World-History

“The problem for independence was not the change in forms, but the change in spirit.”
- Jose Marti, “Nuestra América”

This chapter considers the history of Latin American reality through an extended reading of
Carpentier’s 1961 novel, El siglo de las luces, which narrates the Caribbean theater of the
French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars. Behind this setting, the novel gives representation to
the most profound historical processes of the epoch: the abolition of slavery and the
independence of the Americas. | build on Perry Anderson’s argument that Carpentier’s elevation
of the Historical Novel genre lies in finding a narrative form adequate to these fundamental
questions about how history is made. This discussion includes a digression through the central
place that history takes in the philosophical system of Fredric Jameson, noting that Jameson
relies as a figure for the complexity of historical causality on the same geographical images
used in Carpentier. The bulk of the chapter demonstrates the affinity and complementarity of
Carpentier’s narrative with the revolutionary tradition of the Caribbean, emblemized by a
comparison to C.L.R. James’ The Black Jacobins. | conclude with a close reading of the
shortcomings of the independence movement, as anticipated in the novel, which are seen to

foreshadow the underdeveloped character of the subsequent creole republics.

Introduction

e In this section, | introduce the novel and evaluate the conclusions of the present

scholarship.



2023 marked the release of a new English translation of Alejo Carpentier’'s masterpiece, E/ siglo
de las luces (Explosion in a Cathedral). The forward by Chilean novelist Alejandro Zambra
contemplates, somewhat inconclusively, what new insights might emerge from readers today
whose world is so different from the one that produced the novel, let alone from the history it
narrates. However, he mentions in passing the central question that the novel asks of readers in
any era, “Is it possible to change history without violence, without thousands of innocent dead?"
Today, when there is little movement towards fully realizing the achievements of independence
and abolition that mark the novel’s horizons, the question is even more to the point: Is it possible

to change history at all?

The most significant Cuban novelist of the 20" Century, Carpentier (1904-1980) is often cited
alongside Borges and Asturias as the forerunners of the Latin American literary boom. Widely
educated and well-traveled, he was born to a French man and Russian woman, and lived much
of his youth in France. He wrote broadly across disciplines, was a radio pioneer, a trained
musician, a political dissident, and, after 1959, a member of the Communist Party government
of Cuba. His two most celebrated literary contributions are the early elaboration of /o real
maravilloso, and the later exposition of the baroque spirit of the Americas.? A comprehensive
study of Carpentier in English written by Roberto Gonzalez-Echevarria was once celebrated by
Angel Rama as “the best work to date on Carpentier.”® Rama applauds the situating of
Carpentier alongside Neruda, Picasso, and Asturias in the 1930s “double vanguard” that fused
aesthetic and political concerns; while his primary censure is for expanding Echevarria’s
account to grapple more completely with the difficult later novels. Echevarria is the institution

when it comes to Carpentier studies, although the ubiquitous references to his authority include

' Forward to Carpentier, Alejo. Explosion in a Cathedral. Penguin Random House, 2023.

2 Carpentier, Alejo. “Lo barroco y lo real maravilloso.” La novela latinoamericana en visperas de un nuevo
siglo, Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1981.

® Rama, Angel. “Los productivos afios setentas de Alejo Carpentier.” Latin American Research Review,
Vol. 16, No. 2, 1981.



critical comments. Frances Wyers wrote the opening salvo of dissent in a review of Echevarria’s
book, which, he says,

leads away from the historical and ideological formations that Carpentier’s later

novels evoke and toward a criticism that denies any reality beyond the text, ‘as in

Kabbalistic thought, writing is the world’. Thus, the spiraling dialectic is restricted

to ‘the constitution of the text itself,” and revolutionary writing is that which shifts

perpetually ‘around an absent source’... Carpentier, a declared Marxist, is made

out to be a model Latin American deconstructor.*
Indeed, Echevarria’s antipathy towards the Cuban Revolution and Communist Party stands in
stark contrast with the fidelity of Carpentier’s commitment. This would suggest that an
alternative analysis enriched by an affinal standpoint is long overdue, especially in the case of E/
siglo de las luces that treats so directly the issue of political commitment, where even the failed

revolutionary Victor Hugues is redeemed by inspiring the participation of his protogées in the

1808 Madrid uprising.

How Carpentier’s political motivations nourish his literature can be best disclosed by reviewing a
third development in his work: what he called Latin American reality. In Chapter 2 of this
dissertation, | identify the three defining characteristics of this concept as follows: a) The
predominant experience of mestizaje that entails the mixing of colonial, indigenous and
immigrant populations, emphasizing the transcultural passage of Africans in the New World
above indigenous nativism. b) The large swaths of nature, land and water, containing extant
flora and fauna that the colonial process failed to extinguish. And, ¢) an endogenous vanguard

with aesthetic and political formations proper to and reflecting the first two categories.®> These

* Wyers, Frances. “Review of Alejo Carpentier: The Pilgrim at Home.” Modern Philology, Vol. 77, No. 4,
1980. Wyers’ terminology of Marxism versus poststructuralism is based in the ‘80s theory wars that
Jameson often sought to overcome. Echevarria’s expertise over the material is commanding, but it does
position Carpentier as inward facing, hence his ‘spiral dialectic’ where the meaning is the text itself.
Rather, | read him as facing outward and locate the meaning of the text in external reality.

5 The Cuban Revolution of 1959 figures centrally in Carpentier’s life as a veritable before and after for his
standing vis-a-vis that nation. His unequivocal support for the pariah state would hurt his literary reception
in the West, with the covert support once offered from Venezuela manifesting afterwards as a significant
international ambassador. In 1964, he returned to Cuba from a tour through the Socialist and Third
Worlds to revise his original essay on lo real maravilloso, celebrating a newfound realism in the practice
of internationalism cutting across China, India, the Islamic World, the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia.



themes are strongly featured in the widely read novels of his ‘American Cycle’: El reino de este
mundo, Los pasos perdidos, and El siglo de las luces, but are also expanded upon in essays
following the author’s return to post-revolutionary Cuba.® The dissertation as a whole examines
the historical, political and cultural valences of the concept, and argues that Carpentier should
be read in conversation with the region’s major revolutionary works. In this chapter, | explore the
historicism of Latin American reality, locating at its foundation the incomplete struggle for

abolition and independence narrated in E/ siglo de las luces.

Prior to its composition in the late 1950s, according to Echevarria, Carpentier “aimed at a
convergence or correspondence between the natural world of Spanish America and its history.”
In resolving this tension, El siglo de las luces provided “a model of how to write fiction in Latin
America that is based on the history of the New World.” Echevarria readily acknowledges the
merit of the novel’s interweaving of natural and social history in the Americas, and this claim is
justified with an exhaustive analysis of its formal features. Yet, the binding element of this
narrative formula is lacking. In his sustained study of Carpentier, Timothy Brennan posits the
work as a critique of bourgeois ideologies — of revolution, enlightenment philosophy, and
democracy — that represents the feelings and praxis that impel a revolutionary movement to
realize the universal program carried in the womb of the Enlightenment. Brennan’s attention to
the work’s historical context and the broad intellectual currents that inform its political
motivations offer a useful correction to the “spiral-shaped” direction of Echevarria’s

inward-facing study. In another outward-facing approach, Perry Anderson places the novel in a

Appending his original essay on lo real maravilloso to the end of that global overview, he concludes that
the realism he had earlier assigned to the Americas was found to emanate from various sources in the
international scene, among their nature, social organizations and cultural heritage. See Carpentier, Algjo.
Carpentier. “De lo real maravilloso americano.” Tientos y diferencias, Montevideo: Arca, 1967.

And Alexis Marquez Rodriguez’s Prologue to Carpentier, Alejo. Los pasos recobrados: ensayos de teoria
y critica literaria, Caracas: Biblioteca Ayacucho, 2003.

6 Carpentier explored the themes of ‘Americanidad’ in light of the Cuban Revolution in a series of lectures
collected as La cultura en Cuba y en el mundo (2003) and excellently reviewed by Dianelkys Martinez
Rodriguez in “Americanidad y Cubanidad en Alejo Carpentier.” Cuadernos Inter.c.a.mbio sobre
Centroameérica y el Caribe, Vol. 19, No. 2, 2022.



genre study that locates its meaning in the concrete history of the French Revolution and its

vicissitudes.

Many have noted that E/ siglo de las luces narrates a pre-history of the early independence
movements in the Americas, but this is not considered to be its central conceit. It is true that
Carpentier avoided the movement’s obvious protagonists like Toussaint and Bolivar, instead
helping to rescue the memory of Hugues’ relatively minor figure. Similarly, the main events it
represents are peripheral to the independence struggle. However, the novel’s coda in the
Spanish Revolution is a moment of decisive importance for the wars that then break out across
the Americas, and the fact of it occurring on European soil only underscores Carpentier’s notion
of its global stakes and significance. Therefore, if Carpentier has combined some of the more
intrinsic and geographically disparate moments of independence, it makes up a narrative that
spiritually aligns itself with the concatenating logic that drives revolution. For the sake of
unfamiliar readers, a brief overview of the novel’s storyline traces the telos of its historical

events.

In late 18" century Havana, three youths, Carlos, Sofia, and their cousin Esteban, inherit the
estate of their late father. They live there free from parental authority until which time they make
the acquaintance of the merchant and adventurer Victor Hugues who piques their wonder with
knowledge of the vast world beyond the island. This halcyon state is suddenly pierced when
Victor and his associate, the black doctor Ogé, are outed as Freemasons in league with a
revolutionary conspiracy emanating from France. The group escapes arrest and makes it to
Port-au-Prince only to see the city razed by revolting slaves, an episode known to history as the
Ogé Rebellion for the brother of Victor’s companion. Bringing his tryst with Sofia to a halt, Victor
absconds back to France with only Esteban in tow, arriving in time to participate in the heady

days of Robespierre and the Mountain’s rise, thus furthering the youth’s sentimental education.



While Victor’s star in the vanguard rises, Esteban becomes instrumental for his ability as a
scribe and publishes revolutionary propaganda against the Spanish Crown in that country,
whose conditions he soon finds more putrid than ripe. (Historical record confirms that late 1794
saw a defeat for Spain to France leading to the forfeiture of its San Domingo territory, and while

territories like the Basque sided with France, the rising never came.)

Esteban then escapes the suffocating anti-French repression that descends as Victor recalls
him to accompany a ship bound for the Caribbean, with orders aboard to abolish slavery. As the
new governor of Guadeloupe, Victor achieves huge victories for the revolution, but in Esteban’s
eyes has corrupted and compromised his youthful idealism. The piracy in the Caribbean and
geo-political conflicts encircling Victor’s reign in Guadeloupe are some of the novel’s richest
sections, both in terms of prose and the teeming complexity of the forces in flux. Victor is later
relocated to the prison colony of French Guiana, where amidst the miserable prevailing
conditions the former Jacobins have revived the slavery system. After Esteban finds a way
home to reunite with Sofia, she is shocked by his cynical appraisal of their former hero, she and
Carlos having become devout Jacobins over the intervening years. Making her way to Guyane
to reunite with the lover who had set her life on a course of meaning and revolution, she too
eventually succumbs to disenchantment with Victor’s myriad justifications and vacillations to
maintain allegiance to the Revolution. The novel's coda follows Carlos years later, as he gathers
traces of Sofia and Esteban’s final movements in Spain where she launches them into the

eruptions of a new, spontaneous revolution there.

The work’s dramatic force surrounds the disillusioning of Victor’s revolutionary principles, from

the early pages’ inspirational élan to the desperate compromises struck in the mortifying

Guianese swamp. That tension finds a productive resolution in the coda where the revolutionary

10



contagion reassembles itself on new terrain as a radical sovereignty movement, showing a “way

out” of the disenchantment.

The Historical Novel

e This section places El siglo de las luces in the tradition of historical realism, identifying
the launch of national independence as the bridge of meaning that connects the subject

of the French Revolution with its own context of the Cuban Revolution.

For Perry Anderson, the backdrop of the Napoleonic wars links E/ siglo de las luces genetically
to the great historical novels of the 19" Century. In a 2011 genealogy of the Historical Novel,
Anderson assigns Carpentier a unique position within that genre. Its arc of development begins,
in Lukacs’ foundational account, in the early 19" century with Walter Scott's Waverley.”
Anderson identifies an initial highpoint of the form in the various national literatures that
materialized after 1815 in response to the Napoleonic Wars. These emerged out of romantic
movements nominally mobilized in defense of the ancién regime, but which in practice took on
the final sloughing off of absolutism. If the European war’s multiple theaters gave a singular,
world-uniting cause to the reactions, the individually distinct conditions of the national
construction projects that resulted produced a flourishing of difference. “If the historical novel
began as a nation-building exercise in the backwash of romantic reaction to the French
Revolution and Napoleonic expansion, the results varied according to context.” While the
Caribbean is a seemingly far-flung site of this process, it is an extreme case that proves the rule,
as Carpentier narrates the admixture of the Americas’ enduring pre-colonial temporality with the
revolutionary agent of modernity. For Anderson in fact, the 20" century rebirth of the Historical
Novel is above all a Latin American affair (this being the literary Boom that Carpentier and

Bolafio bookend): “There is little doubt where meta-historical fiction began. It was born in the

" Anderson, Perry. “From Progress to Catastrophe.” London Review of Books, Vol. 33, No. 15, July, 2011.
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Caribbean with Alejo Carpentier’s El reino de este mundo (The Kingdom of This World), which
appeared in 1949, followed by his Siglo de las luces (Explosion in a Cathedral) of 1962.” E/
reino de este mundo is known above all for inaugurating the widely imitated genre known as
magical realism. Carpentier’s introduction to the novel was in fact a short essay coining the term
“Lo real maravilloso,” to which it is not an exact corollary in English.2 Meanwhile, it is commonly
held that magical realism is born with the 1967 publication of Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s Cien
anos de soledad, the most famous work of the Latin Boom. Such periodizations inevitably lead
to category disputes: while Roberto Bolafio (1953-2003) is sometimes seen as the final Boom
figure, since his death there has been a swell of interest in another another Chilean, Alejandro
Zambra; meanwhile a key original Boom author like Mario Vargas Llosa has continued to
publish serious work as recently as 2019’s Tiempos recios. However, easily missed in
Anderson’s broad sweep is the standard of historical realism used to tie Carpentier to the likes

of Galdés and Balzac.

The remainder of his comments on Carpentier and the region largely regard the slide from the
utopian horizon of the early ‘60s to the bloody repression and foreclosure of possibilities that
marked the ‘70s. That turn accompanied an aesthetic shift typified by the cluster of dictator
novels to which Carpentier contributed E/ recurso del metodo (1974). In linking Carpentier with
the genre’s earlier focus on the Napoleonic catalyst of new national constructions, Anderson
thereby draws attention to the difference in Cuba’s post-revolutionary nation building: the
promise of completing the amputated struggles for independence and abolition. This, we are
told, distinguishes Carpentier from his contemporaries, whose postmodern Historical Novels are
backdropped by “not the emergence of the nation, but the ravages of empire; not progress as

emancipation, but impending or consummated catastrophe.” We might add that in E/ siglo de las

8 See Neil Larsen’s excellent account of the slippage from Carpentier’s lo real maravilloso to Marquez’s
magical realism in Determinations, Routledge, 2001.
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luces we find in equal measures the utopian and the catastrophe of progress; both the promise
and unfulfilment of emancipation. This layering is in part one of temporalities (the ancient,
pre-colonial Americas; the timeless present of colonialism; the revolutionary futurism of
modernity), which in turn is complemented by the spatial diversity of the Antilles and the sea.
The “lurid diversity of forms” taken by the ocean and archipelago in the novel refract figures of
each era: The interconnected and interspecie nature of the pre-colonial continent; the sea as a
figure of the colonial mode of accumulation and expansion; and in the trans-national theater of
naval wargames, the coming globalization of capitalism. Taken together, this constitutes “the
tragic collision between historically distinct times and their characteristic social forms — what
Bloch would later call Ungleichzeitigkeit,” which Anderson praises in Scott and Tolstoy’s Hadji
Murad, but finds lacking in War and Peace. That the slaves, campesinos, mulattoes and natives
in El siglo de las luces register as contending historical forces is a reminder that the mestizaje
component of Carpentier’s Latin American reality is much closer to this simultaneity of
non-synchronous worlds than it is to run-of-the-mill ethnic or national pluralism. Such ideological
romanticism is for Anderson the fault with War and Peace, which projects the Russian peasantry
into “a continuous present” with “little sense of the passage of historical time,” redeemed only by
Tolstoy’s “rationalist dissection of motive and feeling” that is “the Enlightenment antidote

controlling and redeeming the melodrama of national salvation.”

How can we distinguish Carpentier’s matrix of historical realism from “entertainment literature”
about similar periods, as Anderson brands works like Patrick O’Brien’s? If Anderson decidedly
avoids the self-referential void of Echevarria’s raft where the novel is entirely adrift from history,
he also argues that events of historical importance and decision must be complemented and
tempered by a grasp on the causality and relations between the moving parts in process.
Otherwise we are left with the bevy of entertainment literature that, in subject and style only,

follows the realist formula. Anderson seems to eschew Jameson’s suggestion that popular

13



responses to historical narratives awaken Lacanian desire for the real, contrasting best-sellers
like Dumas with ignored or overlooked achievements like Lampedusa’s The Leopard, Joseph

Roth’s Radetzky March, and Mahfouz’'s Cairene Trilogy.

Therefore, Anderson’s Marxist or materialist typology of the Historical Novel helps us to arrange
a tripartite structure for the temporal referents in Carpentier’s work. 1) The past referent to the
Napoleonic era that makes up the historical content, what Oswaldo Zavala (glossing
Echevarria) calls the verifiable archive. 2) the present experience that constitutes the context
lived and intervened in by the author, an obvious example of being, in Carpentier’s case, the
milieu of the Cuban Revolution. 3) And finally where “we look, not at the sources or themes of
this literature, but at its forms,” its formal dynamism, which according to Lukacs can represent
embryonic forces and unresolved, future-oriented contradictions between classes or modes of
production. The formal elasticity of narrative can represent the individual’s contact with the
awesome forces of history, “the interlocking of historical and existential registers that for Lukacs
and Jameson defines the [Historical Novel] form.” In El siglo de las luces this occurs in the
person of Victor Hugues who forstands, up to a point, the withering contradictions of his role in

bestowing and then partially retracting the abolition of slavery in the Americas.

Indeed, the world-historical stakes of the movements for abolition and the independence of New
Spain are underscored by the anti-romantic treatment of their tragic ends. In the novel’s coda,
that revolutionary energy instead swings against France in the form of Spain’s national defense,
nominally in favor of restoration amidst the clash of 1808. In a preface to Ronald Fraser’s
prosopography of those battleforces, Anderson’s eye is drawn to the same concerns with new
and embryonic historical forms, posing the Peninsular War as a conflict between pre-modern
Spain and the modern French army. Spain was still the holder of the largest colonial empire in

the world at the time, despite 150 years of decline, and the political reaction of the Inquisition

14



persisted. Its backward state of development lacked any “social basis among local elites for
modern post-feudal administration,” with little homegrown support for “the enlightened side of
Napoleonic rule.” The French army, on the other hand, with its rapid, dispersed command,
heavily exploited Spanish peasants for their provisions. This deepened their enmity for the
invaders and resulted in the appearance of the ‘guerrillas’ as a popular expression. “The tragic
paradox at the centre of Napoleon’s Cursed War, is the heroism of so many of the common
people in defence of a political and ideological order — a stagnant absolutism and benighted
church — which had always given them so little, and then paid them back with vicious post-war
reaction.” Forces like tragedy and irony, their cyclical patterns and their sudden ruptures, catch
the eye of the historian and critic alike as they trace the ruse of history that escapes any

algorithmic or formulaic condensation.

We are wont to name representations that grasp that cunning of history as “realist,” a term that
confusingly can also refer to a genre. Depending on its use therefore, Realism sometimes
signifies an achieved representation of reality, and other times a genre or style vulnerable to
reproducing stick-figure or surface impressions that lack the messy idiosyncrasy and depth of
the real. This was a cornerstone of the famous ‘Realism Debate’ between Lukacs and Adorno,
which Anderson edited and wrote a much admired introduction to years before “From Progress
to Catastrophe.” In the latter, he relies on Lukacs and Jameson for their value assessments of
Scott, judging that the early Historical Novel was initially only “a precursor of the great realistic
novel of the 19" century.” For Anderson, that realism is embodied by Balzac, who first adapts
the historical novel’s techniques and vision of the world to the present rather than the past.
However, perhaps in response, Jameson would later write that the operation is in fact reversed,
in that Realism is itself a dynamically historical technique, essentially historicizing the present by

representing its various points of contention, moving parts, and utopian or nascent elements of

® Fraser, Ronald. Napoleon’s Cursed War, London: Verso, 2023.
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futurity.'® Realism is a central concept for literary analysis whether for the Marxist Frankfurt
School or non-Marxist registers such as Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis, where it figures as the
category for narrative’s mimetic reflection of humanist or social truth. It distinguishes a plebeian
aesthetic capable of and demanding analysis from a static one that shuns any articulation of its

social meaning.

For our purposes, it suffices to note the distinction between the 19" century genre of the realist
novel, and the standard sought by Lukacs of a work whose formal dynamism captures the social
order’s underlying mechanism. Building on Lukacs, Jameson preserves the nuance in the
tension between realist representation and historical fact. The author’s present reality is the
product of history’s sediment, yet Jameson resists the vulgar degradation that a novel can only
reflect the author’s own present, or that it presents a photographic verisimilitude of the past.™
Anderson’s emphasis on philology flirts with the first of these where he associates Carpentier’s
major novels with the Chinese and Cuban revolutions successively. In fact, the historical rupture
providing the source for El reino de este mundo (1949), according to Carpentier, is more

complex and closer to home.

In his famous introduction to the work, lo real maravilloso is first disassociated from two
erroneous tendencies Carpentier diagnoses in the European vanguards: the macabre
fascination with the marvelous as something bizarre and out of place on one hand, and then a
return to the quotidian or banal politics that are merely real and nothing more. These are the
practices of artists and poets who “laud Sadism without practicing it, who admire

hyper-masculinity out of impotence.” The real and marvelous in the Americas, importantly

1 Jameson, Fredric. Antinomies of Realism, London: Verso, 2015.

" This preoccupation in many of Jameson'’s writings on narrative goes back to the distinction made in The
Political Unconscious between a text symbolizing the narrow political horizon of a particular era, and ‘the
historical’ in a broad sense that enlarges the analytical frame to a period’s organizing structure; ie. the
mode of production.
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unified without opposition in his term, are seen as yet to be worn away by the depravities and
weakening of experience in Europe. Rather, they are abundant in the persistence of black and
native mestizaje, collective dances that remain in touch with ritual practices, in the faith
practiced by the Haitian revolutionaries, in the medicines underfoot and the riches the land
offered beyond the limitations of slavery. Lo real maravilloso is in this way at once futurist,
traditional, and modernist as evinced by the “magic of the tropical vegetation, the naked
Creation of Forms” portrayed in the panoramic

canvases of the Cuban painter Wifredo Lam.'?

Lam’s strikingly advanced work, like Carpentier’s, is
emblematic of the paradox underscoring the liberal
nationalism that was in march in Cuba during the first
half of the 20™ century. While radical aesthetic
production was spurred by the far-reaching
internationalist currents humming through the island’s

cultural life, this was contrasted by the stark political

unfreedom granted under its status as a neo-colony of
the U.S.. As Brennan has shown, both Lam and Carpentier were swept up in the clash between
the elite and popular-folk cultures, as radical rural and mestizo ideas quickly transversed the
archipelago through radio and letters. That centrality of the Caribbean world for Carpentier’s
production extols the truth in Anderson’s philology, in that the milieu of E/ siglo de las luces is

indelibly the 1959 Cuban Revolution.

'2 Image: Mofumbe, Wifredo Lam, 1943, Hodes Collection, Chicago.
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In an essay detailing Carpentier’s travels during the novel’s composition, Luisa Campuzano
reconstructs that it is simultaneously a pre- and post-revolutionary work." The primary material
on Victor Hugues is composed from Barbados and Caracas between 1956-'58; however, Victor
and Sofia’s relationship would be significantly revised in Havana after the revolution.
Furthermore, library research and oral accounts of Hugues’ popularity in Guadeloupe contrast
with a conservative written record in French Guiana. This evidence calls for seeking in the novel
an intersection between the French and Cuban Revolutions, the two events that separate its
subject from its moment of writing. Holding those events together reveals the incompleteness of
the formal independence gained during the first period, the ‘bourgeois’ revolution, in that the
raison d’étre of 1959 became the universal realization of this principle’s radical basis.
Opponents of the revolutions point to their failures and pyrrhic victories. In one sense the novel
concurs, preserving both the inspirational elan of Guadeloupe amidst the process of abolition,
but also the disillusion that follows slavery’s reestablishment in the French Guiana. That
conservative implacability, finally, is the amoral twist in Anderson’s criteria, celebrated for
example in the prodigious series of novels by Galdoés, which reflect the afterlives of Spain’s
Liberal Revolution: its nominal opposition to the First Empire sublimating many of the French

Revolution’s aspirations.

All of this supports the assertion of the Antilles archipelago as a privileged site for the
confluence of ideas and revolutionary contagion, and thus contextualizing Carpentier with the
region’s remarkable internationalists like Aimé Césaire. In this sense, the story of Victor Hugues’
revolution in the Caribbean grows into a story about the liberation of the entire Americas. It is
the sort of world-changing event, a revolution in fact composed of many revolutions, that has at

its center a koan, a riddle in which its posing is part of the problem and yet leads to its own

8 Campuzano. “Dos finales para El siglo de las luces: de «Le roman de Sophie» al triunfo de Goya.”
Revista Casa de las Américas, No. 295, April-June, 2019.
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unfolding. In one of the great moments of cinematic realism, Gillo Pontecorvo’s Queimada
(1969) captures the contradictions and universality of the Caribbean revolutions against slavery,
where a character resembling Toussaint L'Ouverture is offered his freedom by a young soldier
tasked with guarding the captured revolutionary. “Don’t you want to escape?” he asks. “No.
Freedom is not something that can be given. You must only take it. Do you understand? [shakes
head] No... That is okay. Because you have begun to ask the question. And once a question is
posed it works its way towards an answer.”™ The interaction captures the tragedy and promise
of the Haitian revolution, which, failing in a limited sense, sparked an example that could not but
find responses across the Caribbean and indeed in the abolition of slavery across the continent
by the end of the century, with Brazil officially yielding to international and internal pressures in
1888."° If the question is how history is made, the answer is: Through the manifold causes of

revolution.

Jacobins at Sea

e This section ventures a close formal reading of El siglo de las luces. | argue, against
Echevarria, that its use of the baroque is necessarily political. Noting the disparate
elements and levels operating in the novel, | conclude that they are bound together
formally within the physical descriptions of the Antillian sea, shorelines, and the
pathways between its bio-regions. The rich particularity of the ocean works figurally to

ground the narrative’s concerns with the complexity of historical causality, the

4 Toussaint’s actual words are distinct, but it is the gift of cinema to render their reality through artifice. He
said to the frigate captain in the harbour of Le Cap upon his deportation to France, “In overthrowing me,
you have cut down in San Domingo only the trunk of the tree of liberty. It will spring up again by the roots
for they are numerous and deep.”

'® For Walter Rodney, “slavery ended when it did in the West Indies mainly because of having exhausted
itself politically and economically in terms of the system of international exchange,” not primarily because
of the rebellions. From A History of the Guyanese Working People, 1881-1905, where this context for the
slave rebellions’ success is articulated in the interest of determining propitious contemporary conditions
for a proletarian victory.
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transubstantiation of revolt, internationalism, and the liberation of the Americas.

Perhaps as a nod to Pontecorvo’s influence on screenwriter Oliver Stone, Scarface (1983)
features one of the low-level traffickers talking about making a cameo as an extra on
Queimada’s set. The acknowledgement allows us a momentary reflection on the narco-narrative
inaugurated by Scarface, which has dominated the Caribbean in the years since Carpentier’s
death.’® Oswaldo Zavala, the most trenchant critic of the Spanish language narco-narrativa,
distinguishes from the typical glorifications of narco culture those realist exceptions like Bolafio’s
2666 that posit sensational violence as subordinate to the hidden hand of the state. In the
Caribbean, the genre’s highpoint is Marlon James’ epic of Jamaican history, A Brief History of
Seven Killings, which unveils the CIA’s hand in manipulating shantytown kingpins like Lester
Coke as part of its grand Cold War strategy. In his 1988 Comments on the Society of the
Spectacle, Guy Debord reflects on the seemingly perverse rise of organized crime in tandem
with the democratic rules-based order. His insight there, complementing Zavala’s, is the
usefulness and pliability of criminals to intelligence agencies, both in carrying out state terrorism
and also as a bogey-man to justify defense spending. Often overlooked in these discussions is
the crucial role the Cuban Revolution had on the metastasis of organized crime after it was
purged from the island, spurring the integration of exiles like Carilles Posada and Félix
Rodriguez into the CIA's nexus of drug trafficking and political terrorism. Scarface’s backdrop of
the 1980 Mariel boatlift of Cuban 'undesirables’ and Tony Montana’s self-aware posing as a
‘product of the system’ suggest that the political underside of this Hollywood blockbuster has
largely been eclipsed by its iconic depiction of the drug-lord. His final downfall comes about by

the slim act of humanism in defying the cartel assassination of the children of a socialist

'® The film’s precedents, like The French Connection (1971/°75) and The Godfather (1972/'74), not to
mention Hawkes’ Scarface (1932), contain only hints of the drug-lord matrix described by Zavala.
Furthermore, if Dirty Harry (1971) marked the change-over to crime films from the Western, Heimlich
convincingly identifies the neo-Western backdrop of the narco world typified by Breaking Bad.
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journalist reporting on the Bolivian government’s middle-man role between US officials and

cocaine smugglers.

Why do the narco-narratives that follow Scarface seem to delineate such a transformed
Caribbean from the one inhabited by Carpentier? One could begin fusing the two worlds by
looking at the region’s timeless association with contraband smuggling. In the colonial period,
the dominant sugar, tobacco and coffee crops were indeed narcotic agents whose economic
power descended from altering states of consciousness. But placing this to the side, it was
especially indigo that “was most closely identified with international contraband,” due to its high
profitability and necessity to the booming textile manufacture of the industrial revolution." It
must be remembered, furthermore, that indigo cultivation gave way to synthetic dye production,
genetically providing their chemical formulas, and it being Bayer and IG Farben that inherit this
power as they launch the modern pharmaceutical and chemical industry. If our recent memory
of the drug trade begins with the Opium Wars and has its most recent chapter in Purdue
Pharma’s opioid epidemic, it is difficult to ignore the realization that the criminal drug trade is

adjacent with a longer process of colonialism and the expansion of markets.

Most pertinent to the present discussion is the genre’s aesthetics. Zavala notes that the battles
over smuggling routes, gang hierarchies, and their role in the region’s economic development
offer audiences an entertaining vessel for the consumption of world history. Where these
elements combine to create works of realism, we see a skilled deployment of local color serving
to demonstrate how particular actors come up against systemic limits like state repression, class
immobility, and exclusions to the national project. For example, 7 Killings’ cinematic voicing of

Jamaican patois and the lyrical interweaving of Bob Marley’s verses (the book’s precipitating

7 Garrigus, John. “Blue and Brown: Contraband Indigo and the Rise of a Free Colored Planter Class in
French Saint Domingue.” The Americas, Vol. 50, No. 2, October, 1993.
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event is the failed 1976 assassination attempt on the reggae star) attract us into the scene of
the shantytown gang-hierarchy, from which, like in detective fiction, we begin navigating out to
the global level of CIA involvement, Cuban arms training, Colombia-to-Miami cocaine shipping
lines, and the Cold War alliances of presidential candidates. Hunger for authentic accents,
music, cooking, dance and fashion have seen a potent revival of local color as a stamp of
realism, evinced by the acclaimed trend of casting local youths in The Wire (1999-2005), Cidade
de Deus (2002), and recently Ya no estoy aqui (2019)."® Chris Chitty, glossing Benjamin’s theory
of cinema, notes how the isolated idyll of laptop streaming, social media, and on-demand porn
provokes viewers’ desire for the hyper-reality of gritty streets, exotic suffering, and lawlessness.
Today, the Netflix business model finds in the narco-narrative a winning formula for Al
scriptwriting that can be rebooted ad nauseam across its international studios while indulging in

the timeless clichés of local color."

This helps us to distinguish the use of local color in Carpentier’s prose and its relation to the
baroque. This latter term for Carpentier is a protean spirit that “arises where there is
transformation, mutation, or innovation,” and occuring in an expansive phase of vibrant
civilization or as the premonition of a new social order.?’ Not meant to mark any specific period
or style, Carpentier defines the baroque as an architectural revolt against the symmetry of
empty spaces without ornamentation typified by the classicism of the Parthenon. Rather, the
baroque is constituted by “decorative elements that completely fill the space of construction,
motifs that contain their own expansive energy, that launch or project forms centrifugally.” He

uses the adjectives ‘fullest’ and ‘juicy’ to define the baroque in the context of Rabelais’ use and

'8 | am indebted to Neil Larsen’s reading of Borges’ stories such as “Sur” and “Funes, el memorioso,” for
this notion of local color (translated from Borges’ criollo). See Larsen, “Borges as Realist,” forthcoming.
' These comments have the benefit of being a reader for Corey Heimlich’s dissertation project on
narco-narratives at the University of Lausanne. See also Zavala, Oswaldo. La modernidad insufrible,
University of North Carolma Press, 2016. And Chltty, Christopher. “The Antlnomles of Sexual Dlscourse

0 Carpentler “The Baroque and the Marvelous Real ? aglcal Rea/:sm Lois Parklnson Zamora and
Wendy B. Faris, Eds., Duke University Press, 1995.
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exploitation of the French language, “An inventor of words, and enricher of the language who,
when he lacked verbs, gave himself the luxury of inventing them, and when he did not have
adverbs, invented those as well.” That inventiveness is found in India, Moscow, and especially
the “American continent of symbiosis, mutations, vibrations, mestizaje.” Unlike the magical
realism that lusts for the surreal but avoids “concrete political agendas” and revolutionary
criticism, the marvelous baroque is found in reality itself, whether the images of social life in
Teotihuacan and the Popul Vuh, or the miraculous guerrilla wars of Benito Juarez and Juana de
Azurduy. Local color then (the criollo that propounds in the Americas) for Carpentier takes on a
fullness without kitsch where it engages with its “concrete social agendas.” Its richness radiates

outwards, from the diversity of forms to the altering of world history.

Carpentier’s baroque account of social life among the various Caribbean ethnicities and
nationalities identifies one of the richest aspects of the prose in El siglo de las luces, as the
geo-political developments remain narrated in passing as a backdrop for the foreground of
various page-long descriptions of the lurid Caribbean world. This achieves the standard he
admired that Unamuno elaborated thus: to conjure “the universal from deep within a local,
circumscribed, eternal reality.”?' The vivid minutiae of the island chain (which Carpentier boasted
of knowing better than few others alive) similarly amount for Zambra to a “cult of the specific
that... still manages not to compete with the story.”?? This material detail constitutes a
celebration of difference that incarnates the relatively abstract ideals motivating the French
dissolution of the ancien régime. On the level of the sentence, his style exhibits a wide, learned
vocabulary that engages its subjects measuredly without slipping into pastiche or cliché. It is
expansive and its shifts in modes are both subtle and cataclysmic. Those changing registers

mark off different nodes in the novel’s structure: the exciting voice that emerges for Esteban in

21 Carpentier. “The Latin American Novel.” New Left Review, Vol |, No. 154, Nov/Dec, 1985.
22 Zambra. Forward to Explosion in a Cathedral. Op. cit.
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France, the panoramic of the Guadelupe period, the ‘primordial’ passage of the Arawak from the
continent that evokes Asturias either as an improvement upon or an unflattering imitation of, and
the nervous desire and unflinching resolve of Victor’s betrayal with Sofia. The command and
range of Carpentier’s aureate lexicon, resembling the German of Thomas Mann or Heinrich
Heine,? reaches its stride mid-novel with the action of the revolution underway. These lengthy
indulgences often take a list-like form, pacing and spacing out the action, creating tapestries in
the mold of Bosch or Goya (whose Disasters of War is cited regularly for chapter epigraphs) of

the myriad trans-Atlantic world.

Echevarria attends closely to this aspect, observing the transformative spirit of the baroque
behind Esteban’s use of hyphenated neologisms. “Sofia is reaching into the Confusion of
Features, of marks, searching out in the back of the letters their secret meaning which is not
apparent on the visible surface. What Sofia is looking for is the ‘de-forming’ by which Roman art
becomes Byzantine art, the ‘mis-shaping’ at the core of the Latin American Baroque. This
process of changing something into something else appears to Esteban as characteristic of the
Caribbean. The proliferation of shapes changing constantly into something other forces the
language to hyphenate words in order to be able to designate the continuous act of changing, of
being transformed.”* The examples he goes on to cite, “una fantastica zoologia de
peces-perros, peces-bueyes, peces-tigres,” not surprisingly draw their forms above all from the
sea. For Echevarria, this is because Carpentier’s secret meaning is that all history is cyclical:

“The text of the novel, like a ritualistic object, has its own value as a system of symbols, as

2 Heine, like Carpentier, developed his style through essays on the countryside, ‘lower’ literatures, and
wily satires. George Handley sees a comparison to Faulkner’s English, a speech not meant to mimic the
past world so much as place us within the contours of a collective, Homeresque dream. Nabokov would
be another parallel, although Carpentier’s Spanish showed French traces from his youth in Paris and he
was raised bi-lingual, rather than learning it later in life. In an obscure preface to Mann’s Der Zauberberg,
Carpentier highlights the Brazilian branch of Mann’s family line and praises the work’s assault on
bourgeois morality. Published by the Instituto Cubano del Libro in 1973, the spanish translation is
reproduced alongside Lukacs’ essay “En busca del hombre burgués.”

24 Gonzalez Echevarria, Roberto. “Socrates among the Weeds: Blacks and History in Carpentier's
Explosion in a Cathedral." The Massachusetts Review, Vol. 24, No. 3, Autumn, 1983.
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access to an arcane gnosis wherein its complicated numerology and emblematic quality are
more important than the ebb and flow of concepts.” This is persuasive, especially when the
linguistic acts he cites — peces-perros, etc — result from feats of the physical world itself.
However, does this materialist quality really downplay the importance of the work’s political and
ideological concepts? Above the ebb and flow, abolition and independence leave their own
high-water mark on the ambitions of human liberation. Brennan also notes the prose’s “sheer
delight in thingliness,” where “sensuality and crisis go hand in hand” among the emporium of
objects coursing through Old Havana — “La Manca cheeses, barbers’ instruments, green
parasols, and Andean blankets from Maracaibo.”® These heterogeneous temporalities rather
drive forward the epic of historico-political forces like capital and empire, which derive their

power from what they seek to overcome. Hardly a work of pure formalism or post-structuralism,

Carpentier’s prose thrives on interweaving the dueling realities of nature and politics.

In the early chapters of El siglo de las luces, the stagnancy and inequality of 20" Century Cuba
that Carpentier knew from the small farm of his childhood in “El Lucero” outside of Havana is
reflected back onto the city’s 18" Century, depicting a timeless childhood free from ruptures,
where essentially anything is possible for those with means (and domestic employees).
Echevarria adeptly notes that “the scenes of the bustling Havana port with vessels from various
nations at the docks” and the family’s “general store replete with stock from all over the world”
are faithful to the class dynamics and economic tumult of a period marked by the rise of a
commercial bourgeoisie dependent on foreign trade and the international price of sugar.?® He
might have added that the Hugues family were silk traders, a business that then tied the old

China route of the Pacific Galleon trade to the new Atlantic trade where newer products like

indigo and tobacco, powered by slavery, grew in dominance. This is important because it shows

% Brennan, Timothy. Introduction to Explosion in a Cathedral. University of Minnesota Press, 2001.
% Gonzalez Echevarria, Roberto. The Pilgrim at Home, Cornell University Press, 1977, pp. 227.
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Carpentier beginning to narrate the Americas as a chapter of world-history, with Spain and
Portugal’s sugar plantations in Cape Verde and the Canaries by the 1480s already expanding
the Mediterranean’s western edge towards the Caribbean.?’ To the youths who become the
acolytes and emissaries of Victor’s radical project, the world overseas above all holds meaning
and first captures their imaginations, eventually breaking up the halcyon reverie. That
fascination and hunger with the beyond strongly recalls the balms Carpentier advocated for the
Machado dictatoriship’s neo-colonial isolation: an international, transcultural, and intellectual

philandering.

The novel’s stylistic energy matures just as its political and philosophical scope comes into view,
as Esteban has been inducted into Freemasonry and the Jacobin club, and we leave the front
with him, so to speak, to his downtime spent with the Parisian prostitutes.?® These revolutionary
damiselas flaunt a Weimaresque sexual advancement, with pronounced characters and
nationalities, furthered in their agency by the rich and colorful roles they wear and discard —
living all of history at once in a passionate theater that puts payment to the calendrier

républicain.

This passage is shortly followed by the details of Victor's embarkment from France, bound
ultimately for the Antilles. We are reminded here of the potent capacity of language for naming
things, as the nautical has done for Melville and so many others, or with Cormac McCarthy’s
formidable vocabulary for ornate equestrianism, carpentry, and alchemy. For this military voyage

immediately impresses us with its variation on an otherwise worn-in theme of the Atlantic

2 The Christian world became smitten with the ‘al-zucar’ that had been discovered and confiscated from
the Islamic world during the Crusades, occupying the profitable plantations in Africa that were back under
Muslim control by the 1600s. Charles Mann notes that this conflict, and the sparse lands with the
necessary humidity for cane bolstered the expansion across the Atlantic.

28 Carpentier, Alejo. El siglo de las luces, Barcelona: Seix Barral, 1965, pp. 124. This edition used for all
citations unless otherwise noted. Translations are my own.

26



voyage: whether Spanish colonization, refugees fleeing from Marseille, the enslaved of the
Amistad, even the promise of exploration for Eric the Red, the blissful sublime of bourgeois
escape in Henry James or upon the Titanic. Rather, the scene is quietly charged with the
affirmative possibilities of the revolutionary project, granting the characters and crew an
overwhelming protagonicity utterly impossible in the alternatives just listed (for the promise of
combating the genocidal implications otherwise always present), reaching its trembling
summation as Victor breaks through the British blockade and confides in Esteban, intimately
amidst disciplinary easing, that he carries on board the Decree of 16 Pluviése declaring the

abolition of slavery in the Americas.

The implications of that order are not fictionalized. They are merely accounted across the
events of the novel in all their tragedy and cynical unfulfillment. Their potential is explored
through formalizing into language the Americas’ rich soil for freedom that was the decree’s
intended destination. As the breakdown of Jacobin discipline gives way to the guerrilla
filibusterism of Victor’s corsair fleet (producing the fantastic historical fact of Pointe-a-Pitre as
the richest city in all of the Americas for those years), cosmopolitanism and utopianism
converge in the variety of nationalities that compose the privateers’ cabin crews. Here is the
place to mention that despite the marvelous realities accounted for in the earlier El reino de este
mundo, El siglo de las luces proves definitely Carpentier’s distinction from the European
surrealists in never stooping to fetishize the islanders as noble savages. Esteban’s downtime
amidst his literary subversions with the corsairs reads like a melting away of European ennui
before the marvelous flora and fauna of the Caribbean. Entire pages are dedicated to the
subtleties of tropical rains, of his methods for climbing trees, for swimming, for observing the
vacillations of the vast maritime and celestial temperaments. The novel’s political logic is bound

up in this arresting command over narrative temporality.
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The lurid scenic changes reach a pharmacological peak in evoking the local flavors of
autochthonous cuisines, as a mouth-watering wild-boar roast gives way to a Dionysiac orgy and
brawl between libertine conscripts and their cargo of legally-freed Africans. | think the
near-absence of psychedelics or intoxicants in the novel supplants the fantastical access to
Vudu herbalism found in El reino de este mundo, suggesting an interpretation of the
contemporary narco-narrative as somehow standing in for or masking the older, dormant world’s
more dynamic and rationalized relationship to ethnobotany. More importantly, we are tracking
how the boundless nature of the Antilles is for Carpentier recuperated into a narrative of
disciplined historical and political realism, accomplished by his strict adherence to its actual time

and place vis-a-vis the physical world.

The Guadeloupe chapters’ ludic energies then give way to Esteban’s, and the narrator’s,
apprehension of the topographical subtleties themselves, in the full passage cited below.
“Beyond this, the Antillian world fascinated the youngster, with its prismatic sequence of lights
playing over diverse forms, prodigiously diverse, inside the unity of a common climate and

vegetation.”® Taken in sum, the ‘prodigious diversity’ of the landscape is celebrated as an

2 [translation mine] Original passage: “Por lo demas, el mundo de las Antillas fascinaba al joven, con su
perpetuo tornasol de luces en juego sobre formas diversas, portentosamente diversas, dentro de la
unidad de un clima y de una vegetacion comun. Amaba la montafiosa Dominica, de profundos verdores,
con sus pueblos llamados Bataille, Massacre, en recuerdo de sucesos escalofriantes, mal narrados por la
historia. Conocia las nubes de Nevis, tan mansamente recostadas sobre sus colinas que el Gran
Almirante, al verlas, las habia tomado por imposibles heleros. Sofiaba con ascender alguna vez hasta la
cima del puntiagudo picacho de Santa Lucia, cuya mole, plantada en el mar, se divisaba en la distancia
como un faro edificado por ingenieros ignotos, en espera de las naves que alguna vez traerian el Arbol
de la Cruz en la trabazén de sus mastiles. Suaves y abrazadas al hombre cuando se las abordaba por el
Sur, las islas de este inacabable archipiélago se hacian abruptas, fragosas, desgastadas por altas olas
quebradas en espumas, en sus costas erguidas contra los vientos del Norte. Toda una mitologia de
naufragios, tesoros perdidos, sepulturas sin epitafio, luces engafiosas encendidas en noches de
tormenta, nacimientos predestinados —el de Madame de Maintenon, el de un taumaturgo sefardita, el de
una amazona que llegd a ser reina de Constantinopla— se unia a estas tierras cuyos nombres repetiase
Esteban en voz baja, para gozarse de la eufonia de las palabras: Tértola, Santa Ursula, Virgen Gorda,
Anegada, Granaditas, Jerusalem Caida... Ciertas mafianas el mar amanecia tan quieto y silencioso que
los crujidos isécronos de las cuerdas —mas agudas de tono cuanto mas cortas fueran; mas graves
cuanto mas largas— se combinaban de tal suerte que, de popa a proa eran anacrusas y tiempos fuertes,
appoggiaturas y notas picadas, con el bronco calderén salido de un arpa de tensos calabrotes, de pronto
pulsada por un alisio. Pero en la navegaciéon que hoy se llevaba, los vientos leves se habian hinchado
repentinamente, impulsando olas cada vez mas alzadas y densas. El mar verde-claro se habia
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instantiation of the vast differences in existence at a single moment. The passage is a highpoint
of the work’s linguistic marvels, and it can be both linked and contrasted to the creation myth at
the waters of the Dragon’s Mouth that is told after Esteban’s flight from Paramirabo — the work’s
most distinct rupture of form. As is often the case, this formal break reveals both what the text is

striving for and what it fails to attain.

The break comes as an account of the continent’s pre-history, tying together the written
historical model that is the basis for the Napoleonic period with the oral and mythic histories that
descend from the pre-Columbian world’s radically different experience of time and space. A
‘materialist’ account of the myths, the quest begins in the 13" Century after long centuries of
development, with the collective dream of spreading across the Mayan Empire of the north. This
journey starts from deep in the Amazon and rises north as a warrior people, who there craft
naval vessels and then slaughter the Taino non-warriors, those peaceful agrarians and
fishermen. In this they resemble the Austronesian advance across the South Pacific that we
know occurred in concurrent years, crossing out the ‘little people’ who knew secrets beyond the
conquest of war, and which was also still in process when it was met by the European invasion.
Thus, Carpentier narrates Spanish contact from the perspective of the competing tribes: Carib
warriors from the South American mainland who had not yet wiped out the original Taino. In
sum, the passage revives the faint trace of Carpentier’s life-long appreciation for Miguel Angel
Asturias’s project of transliterating a lost Mayan worldview; but it also demonstrates that as a
whole the novel had left that influence behind and moved on to narrate world history itself in the

Americas.

transformado en un mar verde-de-yedra, opaco, cada vez mas levantisco, que de verde-tinta pasaba al
verde-humo. Los marineros de colmillo husmeaban las rafagas, sabiendo que olian distinto, con ese
negror de sombra que se les atropellaba por encima y esos bruscos aquietamientos, cortados por lluvias
tibias, de gotas tan pesadas que parecian de mercurio.” El siglo de las luces, op. Cit.

29



The movement from the Orinoco’s upper reaches to the sea also reflects a maturation beyond
the cyclical irony and symmetry of Los pasos perdidos. The Goya-like quality of the prose that
delights in listing and naming the variations of the sea also constrains the action to its specific
time and place, rather than drifting into the endless associations the marvelous real throws up. It
is a claim to the concrete that defends against a symbolic reading vulnerable to the numerology
that steers Echevarria’s chapter on El siglo off-course. The novel aims towards adamant
restraint even in the face of the most intriguing permutations of its historical conjunction: Might
Esteban’s name recall that first African in the Americas, Esteban the Moor, Cabeza de Vaca's
companion who was taken up as a medicine man and disappeared among the Pueblo peoples
(therefore the first maroon)? Was Hippdlito Bouchard in Guadelupe after the Saint-Domingue
expedition, before becoming the Argentine privateer who would attack Spain’s missions in
California?*® The anarchist imaginary of the Caribbean’s pirate utopias has been a powerful
narcotic for British historians and Chicago surrealists, but Carpentier’s sober discipline resists
swerving from the unromantic course of an inevitably flawed, even morose journey towards
liberation. The work is provocative of such connections, but the development it charts is guided
above all by a realist approach to the question of liberation in the Americas, its causes and

limits.

If our focus on the novel’'s geography excludes analysis of some of its powerful symbols, such
as the ‘Explosion in a Cathedral’ oil painting, or the unveiling of the guillotine in Guadeloupe, it
still attempts to encompass something unitary in its underlying logic. For example, in examining

the novel’s coda in the Spanish Revolution, one can arguably determine aspects that would also

30 Were there adequate space, it would be useful to note the synchronicity of the novel's coda with the
real-life revolutionaries who, dismayed with France’s volte-face, don the coats of Spain’s revolting
colonies. Sofia’s participation in the Madrid revolt is an ellipsis to the full-circle taken by Hippdlito
Bouchard and other international members of the independence struggle. Merely the most exemplary and
‘marvelously real’ of his comrades, the globe-spanning pirate Hippdlito survived France’s ruinous
Saint-domingue expedition and realigned as a fighter for the United Provinces of South America,
miraculously planting the Argentine flag over a California harbor in 1818. See Appendix A.
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be lodged in the razor-image of the executioner's blade. The latter is at once rational, horrific,
and a sleek whisper of a world being born; its ambiguity is deeply embedded in the progressive
and reactionary emporium that composed the theaters of the French Revolution. That ambiguity
also underlies the translocation of what is arguably the Lacanian “Real” of the revolution, its
popular and liberatory energy, which abandons France as a vessel sometime after the
Thermidor and reappears in the independent republics of the Americas and anti-French
insurgents on the Iberian peninsula. The unflinching representation of that ambiguity without
moral recrimination places the act of revolution at the heart of the work’s meaning. Its historical
conditions are rendered for aesthetic interpretation, but in itself it is inexorable and unavoidable.
In contrast to the direction taken by Echevarria, its meaning should be sought in the contested
space of the external world, beyond any closed symbolic order, such as in its shared
commitments with the continent’s revolutionary literature. That canon includes Walter Rodney
and Eduardo Galeano, whose conception of Latin American reality is probably the most widely
purveyed, and especially the other most famous work on the Haitian Revolution, The Black

Jacobins.?'

To review, we began by noting where E/ siglo de las luces stands vis-a-vis the Historical Novel
genre, identifying the launch of national independence as the bridge of meaning that connects
its subject of the French Revolution with its own context of the Cuban Revolution. Taking stock
of the leading critical responses to the novel, | shift the polarity of Echevarria’s arguments to

conclude that Carpentier’s use of the baroque is a political operation that forces us to confront

the historical conjunction of independence in the Americas. Distinct from kitsch deployments of

3! Frantz Fanon would be the obvious exception here, but much more than for Rodney, Africa eclipsed his
attention to the Americas. In “Caribbean Masks: Frantz Fanon and Alejo Carpentier,” the Canadian author
Stephen Henighan has written a comparison favoring Fanon to Carpentier, noting their shared influence
by Césaire. More compellingly, for Neil Larsen, El siglo de las luces reflects the revolutionary truth that
Fanon expresses thus: “The bourgeois phase of history in underdeveloped countries is useless... Nothing
new has happened since independence.”
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local color, the novel indulges in a material etiology of the revolutionary process. That close
attention to physical detail, in style and method, guides us first through Havana’s plantation
capitalism, the ideal of internationalist action, the radicalism of the French masses, and the
achievement of abolition, then linking Latin American reality to its position within the history of
the globe. Finally, hewing unswervingly to a materialist causality, the novel's commitment to the
anti-romantic goal of liberation is sundered in a sober reckoning with the independence project’s
tragic consequences. Far from an elliptical treatise on the self-referentiality of history, the novel’s
spirit and subject judge that it be read in conversation with its contemporary Caribbean

proponents of world revolution.

In Comparison with The Black Jacobins

e This section first engages with Carpentier’s account of the Haitian Revolution and what
he contributes to its historicism. Secondly, we distinguish his approach to the
representational challenges posed by world-history from that of James. Third, we see the
embryonic rise of the U.S. hegemon and its recuperation of the revolution’s universal
goals, noting the overlap of Carpentier’s concept of Latin American reality with that found

in Galeano’s Las venas abiertas de América Latina.

All of this dictates that we investigate how Carpentier represents abolition and the radical events
of the Haitian Revolution in E/ reino de este mundo and then E/ siglo de las luces, seeking to
determine the relationship between that history and his narrative. Both works pursued the
non-subordinate position of the Caribbean vis-a-vis Europe, what at its most mature we can
name as his transcultural internationalism — that is, the cross-pollination of revolutionary theory
between these two, and other, hemispheres. C.L.R. James’ The Black Jacobins, too, is deeply

concerned with the French impact on the events, and its alternatingly progressive and
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reactionary role.* In comparing the two, we can distinguish their approaches to this ideological
transposition. Additionally, having established that the narration of history (and the lessons
drawn from it) are central to Carpentier’s operation, the comparison will distinguish where his
literary approach overlaps with that of the historian as well as how this fits in his wider order of

meaning.

The Trinidad-born James published his history of the Haitian Revolution in 1938 just before
Carpentier’s return home led to a deepened engagement with Haiti, the politics of negrismo, and
the beginning of the American cycle. In his 20s, Carpentier wrote extensively for left-wing
publications and was part of the milieu that launched the first Communist Party of Cuba with
Soviet backing. In 1927, he was arrested for signing a manifesto against the Machado
dictatorship, which led to his first major literary effort from jail, jEcue-Yamba-O!, a class-based
anthropology of Afro-Cuban folklore. Fleeing political repression and arriving in Paris, Carpentier
dismayed at the regime’s shameless efforts to keep the island cut off from broader regional
currents and the arts in general, spurring his research to recover the suppressed and scorned

richness of African and indigenous cultures.

If Carpentier spent most of the ‘30s in France looking back favorably to the Caribbean, James
too was abroad, in England, and more deeply involved in his home region’s swell of labor and
emancipatory organizing. James saw emancipation in the Caribbean as crucial to the worldwide
struggle underfoot: Ethiopia’s beacon for revolutionary pan-Africanism, the situation in Moscow’s
bearing on the fate of the international workers’ movement, the rise of European fascism, and
the novel racial exploitation coalescing in the U.S.. Both men sympathized with Republican
Spain and were radicalized by its defeat. But they would take distinct approaches in how to

subvert the French historiography of the Haitian Revolution. Like Carpentier, James’ study of

32 James, C.L.R.. The Black Jacobins, Vintage, 1963.
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Toussaint L'Ouverture helped clarify historical questions such as the character of the French
Revolution in the Caribbean, the fate of abolition in the West Indies, and the class position of the

indigenous peasants vis-a-vis the former slaves.®

El reino de este mundo may for a time have been the most widely read book on the Haitian
Revolution, especially during the late 20" Century fascination with World Literature and its
association with Magical Realism. But today, following the explosion of interest in the Black
Radical Tradition, The Black Jacobins can surely claim a wider readership.3* In the only
sustained attempt at comparing the two works, Victor Figueroa argues that each uses Haitian
self-consciousness to destabilize Eurocentric subjectivity, and that Carpentier somewhat better
posits Voodoo, rather than any assimilation of French revolutionary ideation, as the common
principle for solidarity among the aggregate former slaves.*® Figueroa rejects the justification
given by Carpentier for emphasizing Christophe to the exclusion of Toussaint: “tenia el defecto
de ser ya un personaje demasiado conocido, en mi opinion, que ya habia sido objeto de una
serie de poemas, de estudios, hasta de dramas e incluso novelas. Ha sido tratado varias veces,
el personaje de Toussaint.”® Figueroa inexplicably doubts that Carpentier knew of James’ work
in spite of evidence that James’ production of The Black Jacobins is the most likely drama about
Toussaint that Carpentier would be referencing.®” Be that as it may, Carpentier’s exclusion of the
Catholic Toussaint, who outlawed Voodoo, clarifies the complementarity of the two texts: James’

centering of Toussaint emphasizes the inescapable path of development through which the

3 Just as James recognized that the San Domingo plantation workers were tethered to the land like
peasants but organized in a factory like proletarians, Rodney argues against labeling as peasants those
rural laborers that after slavery became bound or free wage-earners, important in the context of Guyana
where the capitalist class chose to import an indentured population to secure “planter control over the
entire labor process.”

3 Amazon book sales in 2022 reflect approximately ten times the magnitude of readers for The Black
Jacobins.

3% Figueroa, Victor. “The Kingdom of Black Jacobins.” Afro-Hispanic Review, Vol. 25, No. 2, Fall, 2006.

% From a 1963 interview with Radio Televisidn Francesa. Carpentier, Alejo. Entrevistas. Ed. Virgilio Lopez
Lemus. Havana: Editorial Letras Cubanas, 1985.

37 Carpentier’s “hasta de dramas” makes it almost impossible to believe that he did not know James’ text,
which had been highly publicized and performed on stage in London in 1936 by Paul Robeson.
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revolution must run, while the subaltern in Carpentier nourishes his representation of the

island’s totality.

To wit, James is writing history, however well narrated, while Carpentier is writing historical
fiction, however grounded in real events. That tension is evident in some of the events that
overlap in their accounts, such as the early Mackandal rebellion. Here is the unembellished tone
of James’ description:

Mackandal was an orator|...] He was fearless and, though one-handed from an
accident, had a fortitude of spirit which he knew how to preserve in the midst of
the most cruel tortures|...] he himself ranged from plantation to plantation to
make converts, stimulate his followers, and perfect his great plan for the
destruction of white civilisation in San Domingo|...] For six years he built up his
organisation, he and his followers poisoning not only whites but disobedient
members of their own band. Then he arranged that on a particular day the water
of every house in the capital of the province was to be poisoned, and the general
attack made on the whites while they were in the convulsions and anguish of
deathl...] His temerity was the cause of his downfall. He went one day to a
plantation, got drunk and was betrayed, and being captured was burnt alive.

An even-handed account without undue adulation. In 1803, the children and grandchildren of
the Mackandal rebellion would fight France to preserve their recent manumission from slavery.
James testifies to their unspeakable valor on the gallows.

Why do you burn everything? asked a French officer of a prisoner. We have a
right to burn what we cultivate because a man has a right to dispose of his own
labour, was the reply of this unknown anarchist. And far from being intimidated,
the civil population met the terror with such courage and firmness as frightened
the terrorists. Three blacks were condemned to be burnt alive. A huge crowd
stood round while two of them were consumed, uttering horrible cries. But the
third, a boy of 19, bound so that he could not see the other two, called to them in
creole, “You do not know how to die. See how to die.” By a great effort he twisted
his body in his bonds, sat down and, placing his feet in the flames, let them burn
without uttering a groan... When Chevalier, a black chief, hesitated at the sight of
the scaffold, his wife shamed him. “You do not know how sweet it is to die for
liberty!” And refusing to allow herself to be hanged by the executioner, she took
the rope and hanged herself.

A remarkable passage, in which the opening Prodhonian thesis is taken to the logical extreme

by the former slaves exercising the use/abuse value of their personhood. In Carpentier’s prose,
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el manco Mackandal gathers wild plants and mushrooms with sensitivity from the lush
woodlands, receiving instructions for Voodoo potions from a priestess in a mountain cave. His
comrades attribute his omnipresence during the uprising to a magical capacity for
shape-changing into the island’s animal inhabitants, until he finally returns to be captured. Here,
the valor seen in the second passage seems to mix with the Mackandal legend, using fiction
and /o maravilloso to depict the event as not an ending but a fertilizing moment at the beginning
of a long rebellion.

Mackandal estaba ya adosado al poste de torturas... El fuego comenzé a subir

hacia el manco, sollamandole las piernas. En ese momento, Mackandal agit6 su

muion que no habian podido atar, en un gesto conminatorio que no por

menguado era menos terrible, aullando conjuros desconocidos y echando

violentamente el torso hacia adelante. Sus ataduras cayeron, y el cuerpo del

negro se espigod en el aire, volando por sobre las cabezas, ante de hundirse en

las ondas negras de la masa de esclavos. Un solo grito llend la plaza.

—Mackandal sauvé!

Y fue la confusion y el estruendo. Los guardias se lanzaron, a culatazos, sobre la

negrada aullante[...] Y a tanto llegd el estrépito y la grita y la turbamulta, que

muy pocos vieron que Mackandal, agarrado por diez soldados, era metido en el

fuego, y que una llama crecida por el pelo encendido ahogaba su ultimo grito.%
Certain elements separated temporally in James’ work are crafted together by Carpentier in a
way that preserves both the victory and unceremonious destruction of the Haitian rebels.
Recognizing the distinct representational strategies of James and Carpentier allow us, as Susan
Gillman proposes in her treatment of the two, to sidestep ritual academic comparison and draw
historical implications from them directly as collaborators with a common purpose.* For
example, The Black Jacobins makes explicit its concerns with the ‘world-historical’ questions
that we identified in El siglo de las luces; namely, the abolition of slavery and the independence
of the Americas. To James’ credit, these victories of humanity are tempered by a shrewd eye to

their cynical employment by capitalist interests: Abolition of the slave trade being trumpeted by

the British who would continue to benefit from lucrative slave labor in colonies like Jamaica;

3% Carpentier, Alejo. El reino de este mundo, Alianza Editorial, 2004.
% Gillman, Susan. “Black Jacobins and New World Mediterraneans,” in eds. Peter Hulme, Owen
Robinson, et al, Surveying the American Tropics, (Liverpool University Press: 2013).
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Independence meanwhile being demanded by the planter class to secure stability for their slave

economy from turbulence in the metropole. Let us examine each of these examples in depth.

James begins by describing the class composition of colonial slavery. Immediately, race
complicates the divisive struggle between the three great classes representing land, labor, and
capital. The racial factions are composed of the black slaves who are the overwhelming
majority, the big and small whites (plantation owners and poor citizens), and the mulattos,
whose rights to own property are levied by the second group to the disadvantage of the first,
and with whom the few freed blacks sometimes align. Toussaint is able for a brief but significant
period to balance these interests in a functional interracial cooperation, but is superseded by
another contradiction altogether, the purse-strings of the colonial powers. So productive were
the sugar plantations of Hispaniola that it became a contested prize in the long 18" Century war
between Britain and France for maritime dominance, if not to possess its riches than to deprive
them from their rival. British-held Jamaica close by has its fate closely tied to the outcome of
Saint-Domingue with former slaves from each colony sharing revolutionary developments and

resources.

This ultimately determining instance of the economic runs both ways: as revolutionary France
tilts towards abolition, the Saint-Domingue planter class calls for independence in order to
preserve their system of slavery. Independence actually protecting the institution of slavery for a
class of creole elites whose productive capital has outstripped their reliance on the colonial
metropole: the inflection upon the ambiguous War of Independence by the 13 colonies of New
England is inescapable. Indeed in El siglo de las luces, the U.S. vessel The Arrow is a
ubiquitous herald of the prosperous and progressive local power: its jocular Capitan Dexter

aiding Victor’s privateering in a laissez-faire that sails above all under the banner of commerce.
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In The Black Jacobins, any assistance or temperance offered by the United States is betrayed

by its embargo on Haiti, which is only lifted out of interest prior to the 1812 war with England.

However, as author Christian Parenti argues in Radical Hamilton, the libertarian ideology of the
newborn United States was not merely facetious. He sees its novel system of tax collection for
public infrastructure to break the largess of the reactionary plantation owners as a cornerstone
of the progressive ‘science’ for nation-building and the welfare of social equality. Parenti’s
argument parallels James, who admires Toussaint’s remarkable acts of social construction
under the barrage of constant naval incursions, blockades, embargos and the legacy of slavery.
Those nigh-insurmountable challenges see James almost excusing Toussaint’s military
dictatorship.*® Yet, by severing the synchronic bond between the former slave and his base
among the people, it incurs James’ partial blame for the collapse of Haiti’s prosperity in 1804, for

the last time.

The Dominican Republic’s path is instructive of the bitter fruit born from Haitian independence.
Dessalines routs the French from the island in 1805 and shortly after in 1806 is overthrown by
Pétion and Christophe, who rule the south and north respectively. Each govern until their
deaths, after which Pétion’s successor Boyer reunites the island in 1822. By then, Spanish
Hispaniola had been severed from Haiti since 1808 under French, then Spanish hands.
Independence from Spain was proposed first through annexation by the new Republic of Gran
Colombia and then in actuality under Haiti, which abolished slavery there for a second time. The

DR then seceded in 1844. Gran Colombia is significant here in recalling the regressive slant

40 Toussaint’s revolutionary discipline is applauded for among other things razing the contraband trade, an
impressive achievement given the region’s long struggle against smuggling. One of Fidel and Che’s first
tasks was to eject the mafia from Cuba, restoring our attention to the longer continuity between the
capitalist empires and the trafficking cartels.
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taken by independence (its loss of Panama being the emblematic case), where Bolivar’s dream

of a regional bloc falls before the rapacious interest of the aptly named United States.

Haiti’s early development and lasting destruction resembled the fate of Paraguay 60 years later
in the War of the Triple Alliance, which provided the basis of Eduardo Galeano’s influential call
for independent development (echoing James) in Las venas abiertas de américa latina.
Galeano drew from these lessons a conception of Latin American reality predicated on its
incomplete independence, alongside an affirmative national-popular character similar to that
articulated by Carpentier (I explore this in Chapter 2). The denial of national independence is
evident in that the loot of the war on Paraguay ended up “in the pockets of British merchants,
bankers, and industrialists,” Galeano writes. “The invasion was financed from start to finish by
the Bank of London, Baring Brothers, and the Rothschild bank, in loans at exorbitant interest
rates which mortgaged the fate of the victorious countries.™' For Galeano, it is Paraguay’s
insulation from foreign capital that set it on the path of self-sustained development and, like
Toussaint, “breaks the internal power of the landlords and merchants” through a fierce military
dictatorship (whose tearful critics like Neruda, he derides, dutifully suffer “the optical distortions
imposed by liberalism.”) But above all Galeano seizes the opportunity to describe the sort of
development possible in the Americas following liberation:

Begging, hunger, and stealing were unknown; travelers of the period found an

oasis of tranquility amid areas convulsed by continuous wars... In 1845, there

was no child who could not read and write... When the invaders appeared on the

horizon in 1865, Paraguay had telegraphs, a railroad, and numerous factories

manufacturing construction materials, textiles, linens, ponchos, paper and ink,

crockery, and gunpowder.
This picture is rounded out by strong trade surpluses, a state-owned steel industry, a stable

currency, great public works, and the employment of hundreds of foreign technicians. With

soaring admiration, the section titled “How the War against Paraguay Wrecked the only

“! Galeano, Eduardo. Open Veins of Latin America, Trans. Cedric Belfrage, Monthly Review Press, 1997.
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Successful Attempt at Independent Development” depicts the social prosperity that the Triple
Alliance massacred, with the bulk of the ranks violently recruited by Brazil, where again

manumission and land were dangled as incentives before the plantation slaves of Bahia.*

Paraguay’s example of progressive nation-building was of the sort that James foresaw for Haiti
on Toussaint’s path, which was gaining in strength and stability until being drowned in the crib
by Napoleon. A fateful letter from Bonaparte to Toussaint in March of 1801 promising peace and
a mutually beneficial military pact is to James the bitter end of a road not taken. For, Napoleon
aims again to oust Britain from India, this time in league with a Russian land invasion, until
England discovers the plot and arranges Tsar Paul’s assassination with his successor
Alexander. At that point Napoleon retrieves the letter never read by Toussaint and prepares
Leclerc for the Saint Domingue expedition that seals Haiti’s fate. These are the capricious,
course-altering ‘what-ifs?’ of the Napoleonic Wars dramatized by the great fabulist Alexander
Dumas, his family history a case in point: Dumas’ father, born a slave in San Domingo, rose to
unprecedented heights in the French military, but the animosity and betrayals suffered for his
color inspired his son’s narratives of imperial intrigue, revenge, and stolen destiny. With a good
eye for drama himself, James grasps the poison pill of LeClerc’s secret order, unknown even to
his second Rochambeau, to reinstate slavery. The thrilling tension attending the embarkment of
Victor’s order of abolition in E/ siglo de las luces finds its inverted match here in the

unsensational rationale with which the freedom of millions is snatched away.

42 Gimlette, John. At the Tomb of the Inflatable Pig: Travels through Paraguay, London: Hutchinson, 2003.
The anarchist geographer Elisée Reclus also marveled at the revolutionary quality of Paraguayan society
and its bioregionalism, depicting the Triple Alliance as a tropical version of the Second Empire of
Napoleon Ill from which he took exile. Hervé Théry et Sébastien Velut. “Elisée Reclus et la guerre du
Paraguay.” Terra Brasilis (Nova Série), December, 2016.
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Recalling Carpentier’s decision to foreswear Toussaint in favor of the Antillian baroque and
plebeian, Galeano grasps the marvelous tragedy of Paraguay’s entwined processes of
underdevelopment and genocide. Prior to the Triple Alliance’s slaughter and depopulation of the
Guarani people, first the Jesuits and then the national development of the Lépez family
incorporated the indigenous peasantry as a means of breaking the power of the oligarchy.
Whereas, The Black Jacobins’ 400 pages make no mention of the Taino Arawaks native to
Hispaniola: only a two page prologue narrates how the peaceful ‘Red Indians’ were wiped out
by the Spanish and eventually replaced as forced laborers by the import of African slaves. So
complete is the erasure that there are scarce moments where a reader might ponder the
indigenous question, and only then obliquely, as with the mention of subaltern brigands and
maroons who resist Toussaint’s authority and are hunted down by Dessalines. These groups
worship Voodoo in spite of Toussaint’s Catholicism, and their lifestyles and fighting techniques
reveal a close communion with the land. The association is confirmed by the historian Charles
Mann, who writes that the Taino’s DNA was preserved in the maroons of San Domingo in which

there had been interbreeding between the natives and escaped slaves.*?

In fact, the French war on Haiti narrated by James reveals striking overlaps with the island’s first
European war, with Spain (the one recounted briefly, from the Taino perspective, in El siglo de
las luces). Here, in Mann’s description, the historical role played by the natives resembles that
taken on later by the mestizo maroons and ex-slaves,

A loose alliance of four Taino groups faced off against the Spaniards and one

Taino group that had thrown its lot in with the foreigners. The Taino, who had no

metal, could not withstand assaults with steel weapons. But they made the fight

costly for the Spaniards. In an early form of chemical warfare, the Indians threw
gourds stuffed with ashes and ground hot peppers at their attackers, unleashing

4 Mann, Charles. 1493: Uncovering the New World Columbus Created, Vintage, 2012.

Furthermore in Cuba, free indians possessed territories prior to 1850 that somewhat paralleled the
pueblos of California, then escaping white settlers from the sugar boom to remote hideouts over the
mountains. Barreiro, José. “Indigenous Cuba: Hidden in Plain Sight.” National Museum of the American
Indian, Vol. 18, No. 4, Winter, 2017.
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clouds of choking, blinding smoke. Protective bandannas over their faces, they
charged through the tear gas, killing Spaniards. Their intent was to push out the
foreigners— an unthinkable course to Coldn, who had staked everything on the
voyage. When the Spaniards counterattacked, the Taino retreated
scorched-earth style, destroying their own homes and gardens in the belief,
Colén wrote scornfully, ‘that hunger would drive us from the land.’ Neither side
could win. The Taino alliance could not eject the Spaniards from Hispaniola. But
the Spaniards were waging war on the people who provided their food supply;
total victory would be a total disaster. They won skirmish after skirmish, killing
countless natives. Meanwhile, starvation, sickness, and exhaustion filled the
cemetery in La Isabela.

Humiliated by the calamity, the admiral set off for Spain on March 10, 1496, to
beg the king and queen for more money and supplies. When he returned two
years later— the third of what would become four voyages across the Atlantic— so
little was left of La Isabela that he landed on the opposite side of the island...

Several parallels arise, such as the use of scorched earth, the retreat to Europe, the Europeans’
flirting with genocide but recoiling for economic rather than moral purposes, and their seeming
manipulation of cyclical inter-tribal competition; but also the natives’ closeness to the land, use
of territorial knowledge, greater casualities in battle, and the diseases that wreck the invaders as
the seasons pass. The use of local wonders like hot peppers reminds one of the war games
recounted in the Popul Vuh or the cahokia sporting ceremonies of the Black Drink, violent
certainly, but also surrounded by contests of valor, wit, and ingenuity that obey taboos against
total conquest. While this world is long gone by the Haitian Revolution, 300 years after that early
war, the land persists in James’ account as the shelter of its human stewards, as if the old
Duppy still springs from the bowels of physical reality at propitious junctions, echoing the

people’s heroes that Galeano sees as the demi-gods of the national-popular.**

4 The overlapping of sport, war, mythology and politics have forever linked James’ writing on cricket with
Galeano’s book on soccer, perhaps to the detriment of the connection emphasized here on independent
development or ‘self-determination’. Several failed attempts at doing the same for baseball, including one
by Echevarria, have fallen short of Galeano’s and James’s achievement. For Roberto Schwarz, soccer is,
alongside popular music, “the cultural expression closest to the Brazilian heart.” James also contributed a
valuable analysis of the national-popular in the Caribbean and wider Americas, the topic of an excellent
study by Frank Rosengarten. Rodney, for his part, packaged ludic and popular energy into a series of
internationally-themed children’s books. See the links made between the national-popular and children’s
pedagogy in Chapter 2.
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One effect of rescuing the place of indigeneity in Haiti is to re-suture the commonality of
mestizaje in the Americas beyond the divisions of French, Spanish, Portuguese, or English
spheres. By refocusing on the longer continental history gestured at in E/ siglo de las luces,
several patterns that persist across the pre- and post-Colombian worlds become visible. The
perspective of linguistics is telling, in that the celebrated idiosyncrasies of each latino country’s
Spanish are infused with surviving indigenous vocabularies; famous examples being the
Nahuatl word popote/popdt! to mean straw in México or the onomatopoetic guagua for baby in
Quechua. Less common is noting this same tendency in North American English, where
Chinook words in the lexicon like ‘skookum’ and big ‘muckety muck’ remain especially in
purchase in the Pacific Northwest. These linguistics would then disclose the persistence of
deeper cultural and political formations whose active suppression becomes much more clear,
whether the determination across centuries to prevent the re-establishment of an Incan state in
Peru and Bolivia, or the repeated thwarting of Nicaragua’s centrality to a united front with its
neighbors, such as the short-lived United Central American Provinces or the 1927 Sandino

rebellion.

How do the racial distinctions of The Black Jacobins appear in Carpentier? In E/ siglo de las
luces, Victor Hugues is merely a French forastero ostensibly from a creole family of Saint
Domingue merchants.* But James says outright that Hugues was a mulatto. Also mulatto in
James’ work is the intriguing historical figure Vincent Ogé, the younger brother (with whom he is
often confused) of the Dr. Ogé that Carpentier skillfully situates as Victor’'s compatriot and
co-conspirator in the days preceding the late 1790 rebellion in Saint-Domingue in which both

brothers perish.*® That Dr. Ogé is described by Carpentier as alternately mestizo, negro, and de

48 Carpentier’s postface historical note reads that, “hasta hay motivos para creer que tuviese alguna
lejana ascendencia negra, aunque esto no seria facil de demostrar.” El siglo de las luces. Op. cit.

6 Stephen Henighan makes the spurious claim that Ogé’s brother is Carpentier’s invention. “Carpentier
has endowed Vincent Ogé, the historical leader of a 1791 slave uprising, with a fictional brother.” His
citation for this claim is “F. R. Augier, S. C. Gordon, D. G. Hall and M. Reckord, The Making of the West
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color quebrado, in the book’s early sections when Victor’'s romantic anti-racism and
revolutionary passion inspires Sofia and Esteban to become filantropos and Jacobins.
According to Marcus Rainsford, Vincent named two of his brothers his lieutenants, one of whom
we can assume is the homonymous Jacques Vincent (also their father’'s name), alongside
Jean-Baptiste Chavannes, who Rainsford calls “another mulatto, a ferocious character named
Mark Chavane (sic).”*” James is excellent on Chavannes, whom he distinguishes as to the left
of his superior, the talented but flawed Ogé that brought the Friends of the Negro in Paris to
launch the rebellion with secret support from the British abolitionist Thomas Clarkson, but then
flinched at striking the hot iron with a call for immediate abolition. Chavannes, on the other
hand, a mulatto who fought in the Continental Army against the British in 1778, wanted to free
the slaves immediately, and remained steeled and unbowed under gruesome tortures by the
French colonists. Their torturing of Ogé, according to James, is a crucial spark of outrage for the
Paris masses in 1791, and the twin revolutionary movements between Paris and Haiti begin
quickly afterwards to complement and co-fertilize each other. With Toussaint and the former
slaves’ rise and consolidation of power in 1794, in confluence with the election of the National
Convention soon led by Robsepierre and the Mountain, this form of representation is the closest

approximation to direct command being exercised by the masses and sansculoftes.

We have noted the cynical uses of ‘independence’ and ‘abolition’ by the great powers in their
geo-political maneuvers; in doing so adumbrating the same with ‘revolution’ itself. If spectacular
history associates the American Revolutionary War with free blacks like Chavannes and
liberators like Francisco de Miranda, William Hogeland writes that the majority of black

participation in reality took the British side, given the belief that the Somerset decision spelled

Indies (Harlow: Longman, 1960), 113,” which contains only a cursory reference to the Ogé rebellion.
Rainsford’s account here is authoritative.

47 Marcus Rainsford’s 1805 book, An Historical Account of the Black Empire of Hayti, republished by Duke
University Press in 2013.
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pro-abolition policies and a rumored path of freedom from Nova Scotia to England.*® As with
Henri Christophe’s neo-slavist indentured labor in El reino de este mundo (the black king himself
born into slavery and conscripted as a child soldier for the Continental Army), and the Jacobin
slavers of Guyane in El siglo de las luces, Carpentier shows abolition cajoling a desperate
population into marching as foot soldiers. Yet, even for Esteban whose disillusionment
embodies this cynical lesson, he returns in the novel's coda to act for the liberation of Spain

against La révolution instrumentalized by Napoleon.

The revolution in Haiti is world-historically significant for James because of the codification of
abolition in the Constitution — and, as he details in the Afterward, the unfulfilled path of
self-determination (independent development) it proposed. The ramifications of these lessons
were destined to explode in future revolutions: African decolonization at the time of publishing in
1938, and the dissemination of Cuban cadres across the West Indies during the 1962 Afterward.
If James is unrestrained in his admiration for the person of Toussaint (the text is filled with
glowing encomiums to his tender humanity: we see him once stop to adopt an orphan child), it
evinces his Leninist line that the masses throw up the most adequate and capable leadership at
decisive moments. Toussaint is seen to flank left and right, here a Royalist, there a sovereign,
but always with the central purpose of making the revolution for abolition successful. James
honors Toussaint’s cunning in service to abolition, and equally that of the brigand maroons who
represent a subaltern multitude beneath and often against Toussaint’s authority: each allies
unrepentantly with a colonial enemy at given points under the greater sign of defending their

freedom to the last. This is the Leninist inflection of the Haitian Revolution.

James at this time was engaged in a series of meetings with Trotsky and the SWP militant

Charles Curtiss over “Self-Determination for the American Negro” and building “A Negro

48 Hogeland, William. Founding Finance, University of Texas Press, 2012.
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Organization” (as their notes were titled).*® These conversations show the colonial categories
being applied to the contemporary U.S. empire and its african-american subjects, grasping
Garveyite Independence as subordinate to a necessarily internationalist proletarian rising that
will have to confront the U.S. capitalist class. In their own words, “The socialist society will not
be built upon subjugated people, but from a free people. The reactionary or progressive
character of self-determination is determined by whether or not it will advance the social
revolution. That is the criterion.” This influenced how The Black Jacobins would dispel the mist
surrounding independence, ie. self-determination, to grasp the essence of liberation within the
context of great power conflicts that necessitate mediating between the masses and the state.
James draws a direct line between the barbarism of the colonial powers towards Haiti and the
attacks on Blacks and Jews by the fascists during WWII. Trotsky tells him that a fascist victory
inside the U.S. would above all target black subjugation. The exchange demonstrates that
James was writing a critical history of the present’s looming political impasse: the logic of that
many-tentacled counter-revolution we euphemistically call U.S. ‘foreign policy’ has its origin in

the 1806 U.S. embargo of the newborn nation of former slaves.

Finally, if Toussaint is the world-historical individual of the great abolitionist victory (“no individual
other than Napoleon at the time could count such breadth”), James also shows that his downfall
results from diverging from the line of the masses who are the revolution’s real engine.
Sometimes called sansculottes as well, they were perhaps best known as ‘barefoot’ with all the
lived experience on the land and nakedness before the elements that this conveys. James’
telling can only be imperfect here. On one side, he has to correct the disparaging record against
Toussaint and show the extraordinary gifts and heights risen to by individuals who lead and

represent revolutionary masses. On the other side, gaps in the record prevent a perfect picture

49 “Documents on the Negro Struggle.” Bulletin of Marxist Studies No. 4, New York: Pioneer Publishers,
1962. Transcription: Marxists Internet Archive.
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of where Toussaint’s limits are outstripped by the unnamed militants, town-criers, and matriarchs
who bend with the current of the revolution like water in the river. James is at his best in giving
his class structure the necessary slack to allow for the radicalism of those undocumented by
history: “Those whose boldness of spirit found slavery intolerable and refused to evade it by
committing suicide, would fly to the woods and mountains and form bands of free men—
maroons. They fortified their fastnesses with palisades and ditches. Women followed them.
They reproduced themselves. And for a hundred years before 1789 the maroons were a source
of danger to the colony.” Faithful to his task of showing the world-historical achievement of the
Haitian Revolution, James cannot but side with Toussaint as the best available representative of

that tale.®

Bridging that gap is the job of narrative, whose magical abilities include letting out the line of the
imagination into the unknown, and reeling back the narrative closure within the structure of a
historical framing. The plant knowledge practiced by Mackandal, the decadent sexualization of
blacks by Pauline Bonaparte and her husband Leclerc’s ironic succumbing to the Voodoo he
disparaged, Ti Noel’s collapse beneath Christophe’s regime of servitude, the role of the drums

and the elliptical Voodoo chants; the arc from Sofia and Esteban’s induction into revolutionary

%0 One of the comparisons with the French Revolution that makes this work so extraordinary is found for
just this dilemma of the absent role adumbrated by the maroons in Haiti: “It is in Georges Lefebvre, the
great contemporary historian of the French Revolution, who on occasion after occasion exhaustively
examines all the available evidence and repeats that we do not know and will never know who were the
real leaders of the French Revolution, nameless, obscure men, far removed from the legislators and the
public orators. G. Lefebvre, La Fuite du Roi, p. 187 (mimeographed lectures): «lt is wrong to attach too
much importance to any opinion that the Girondins or Robespierre might have on what needed to be
done. That is not the way to approach the question. We must pay more attention to the obscure leaders
and the people who listened to them in stores and the little workshops and dark streets of old Paris. It was
on them that the business depended and for the moment, evidently, they followed the Girondins ....

Who then are these leaders to whom the people listened? We know some. Nevertheless, as in all the
decisive days of the revolution, what we most would like to know is forever out of our reach; we would like
to have the diary of the most obscure of these popular leaders; we would then be able to grasp, in the act
so to speak, how one of these great revolutionary days began; we do not have it.»” The Black Jacobins,
Op. cit. William Hogeland makes a similar case in The Whiskey Rebellion, albeit more prosaically, that
prior to the American Revolution the revolutionary scribes like Samuel Adams who agitated in
Pennsylvania and took over Massachusetts with the aim of making it a ‘Christian Sparta’ worked tirelessly
under the cloak of anonymity.
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thought by Victor to their strained rejection of France entirely; all this fiction huddles us into the
essence and indiscernible grooves of the era. We have seen that at the crux of the epoch
dissected by Carpentier and James lies the liberatory horizon of abolition and independence,
behind which lurks the rapidly modernizing capitalist system. In the formal analysis of E/l siglo de
las luces (‘Jacobins at Sea’), the heart of the novel was found to mirror this ambiguous outcome

of the abolition and independence movements.

In Anderson and Jameson’s exchange over the powers of historical narrative, they echo Lukacs’
contention that historical realism can detect even embryonic elements of the era before they
become emergent. In the distance between the Haitian and Cuban revolutions, we note the
transformation of the U.S. from an emerging power to a world hegemon. Hindsight teaches that
the era’s crucible was defined by this progressive brand of capital, the ‘anti-empire’ that between
Carpentier and James is seen to here-support-and-there-repress the slave rebellion, as
whimsically as the fluttering of the stock index. The clash between the revolution and its
instrumentalization: the central visual figure enlisted by each author to address this

representational problem reveals their deep complementarity.

There is a triangular causality at work in James’ Marxist analysis of the internal class conflict on
the island between planters, the big and small whites, and the various shades of Mulattoes
deprived of human rights. This extends to the Great Power rivalry between Britain and France,
who waged war intermittently all through the 18" Century, and whose carving up of spoils was
disrupted by revolution in the colonies. As Le Peretse voyaged around the world, news of
events could sometimes take years to cross the sea, confusing the fates of sailors lost on South
Pacific islands who could not be rescued if they were still official enemies. The fate of enslaved
peoples was more fickle still, as James’ wit captures the depths of cynical revolutionary

posturing: “With tears rolling down their cheeks for the poor suffering blacks, those British
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bourgeois who had no West Indian interests set up a great howl for the abolition of the
slave-trade.” This is the bitter irony of the Jacobins enslaving the Guyanese in El siglo de las

luces.

Marxism has long been sought as the scalpel for cutting through such pretenses. In the Italian
historical novel Q, the Wu Ming collective narrates the anarchist revolt of Thomas Munster’s
peasant armies against the high priests of Rome, unknowingly being played in a power game by
the German princes in league with Martin Luther.®" Each vertice of this triangle is seen to have
agency, but falls short of what we now call class consciousness, which inoculates against being
manipulated as the agent of another interest.* Histories of the French Revolution like Erich
Hobsbawm’s Age of Revolutions and Jurgen Habermas'’s Structural Transformation of the Public
Sphere give perhaps the cardinal example: In the triangular conflict among the Church, the
Monarchy, and the plebeians, the bourgeoisie is revolutionary in its rousing of the rabble,
banking on its future leadership. James sees the French and Haitian masses as forming one
powerful bloc which can only be defeated by the combined camps of the Haitian planters, the
French State, and international finance. Such determinations, qua the method of Historical
Materialism, are immanent to both the patterns and permutations of the contending historical

forces themselves.

If the triangular struggle among ally-competitors is the central figure in The Black Jacobins for
the complexity of historical causality, we have seen that in El siglo de las luces the sea itself is

the visual image representing the commingled strands of historical becoming. Recall that (in

51 Carrie Gibson argues that Luther prefigures much of the dynamic that would prevail between colonists
and creoles seeking autonomy from the papacy and Holy See, as the Reformation spread disorder in the
colonies around the authority over questions like, for example, the right to enslave. Gibson, Carrie. E/
Norte: The Epic and Forgotten Story of Hispanic North America, Grove Atlantic, 2019.

%2 Closer to today, both Brecht's St. Joan of the Stockyards and Raymundo Gleyzer’s Los traidores (1973)
seize on this problematic in the guise of the ‘astroturf’ strike called by management at phases of
over-supply, inserting union and party bosses as the dubious middle figure between labor and capital.
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‘Jacobins at Sea’) the text’s formal elements were bracketed under a celebration of difference,
with the investigation into the tragic heights of revolution and historical transformation being
subtended by the geographical particularity of the archipelago — the island chains themselves

provoking the novel’'s most sustained and descriptive sections.

In the comparison with James, we have adumbrated the novel’s affinity with the underlying spirit
of the independence period — adhering not to a verisimilitude of historical facts, so much as to
decisive points in the process and determinations of causality as evinced by James’ political
realism. But now we want to return to that expansive orientation of Carpentier, because his very
different aesthetic formula discloses its object to be not a successful Haitian revolution at all, but
rather an entirely inconclusive alteration in the world system marked by Spain’s ejection from
the Americas. An effect, furthermore, of Carpentier’s diffuse and layered narration is to push
against the limits of the era, registering at the fulcrum of independence a decidedly international
significance. This recalls the already cited quote by Fanon, drawing the incisive distinction
between independence and decolonization. Therefore, that just-mentioned formal feature of the
novel, indeed of the entire American cycle — the immersive detailing of the flora, fauna, geology
and geography of the Americas — has the effect of widening the contextual scope used to

interpret this chapter of world-history.

Figures of the World-Historical

e Returning to the novel’'s oceanic narrative form as a figure for its meditation on historical
causality. Placing class struggle within the geological durée. Independence as the effect

of a defeat.
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The epic treatment of the Haitian Revolution and independence of Spanish America conveys a
tectonic view of the continent’s main events within the lens of the longue durée. Such a list
might include the creation of the Atlantic Ocean and division of Pangaea, the Chicxulub asteroid
impact in Yucatan, the population of the Americas by homo sapiens, collapse of megafauna,
exchanges with Asia and Oceana, neolithic and Bronze advancements, coupled with the advent
of writing, cosmology, and agriculture, the waning of empires like the Maya or Chaco, Incan and
Aztec expansions, the post-Columbian conquest, and perhaps abolition and independence.
Does all of this suggest that human history can be described as a georgic dynamic of
technological and social development haunted by the problem of liberation? As argued in
Valences of the Dialectic, Jameson’s treatment of Braudel’s massive history of the
Mediterranean world under Philip 1l (we could equally substitute Jean-Pierre Chrétien’s The
Great Lakes of Africa), all human struggles and dynamics have taken form within the shaped
grooves and ruts of a particular landmass. The roads and paths therein are the casting mold for
millennia of not just human history but plant, animal, and fungal kingdoms as well, reminiscent
of the combination of sciences like linguistics, archeology, and anthropology that are required for
penetrating the oldest known cuneiform texts. The life sciences seem to confirm aspects of this
account, such as the discovery by mycologist David Arora that mushrooms and wildflowers are
most prolific along edges, whether of trails, slopes, thoroughfares or transitional zones.*?
Provocatively, Arora likens the ethnobotanical recognition involved in interspecies identification
to the most mnemonic mediums of connectivity, such as the processing of human facial
expressions and vocal intonations. Indeed, one of Jameson’s arguments in Valences is that we
need the subjective categories from Aristotle’s poetics, among which recognition is central, to
properly narrate the history of the globe. Note the recurrence of physical and geographical
shapes in this passage of just such global-historical events as Jameson describes ‘the fog of

history’:

%3 Arora, David. All That Rain Promises and More, Berkeley: Ten Speed Press, 1991.
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[O]nly gradually do world-historical events and the institutions they leave behind
them begin slowly to emerge, in shadowy outline...For world history is itself
imaginary: it is the distant horizon of legendary events unfolding beyond the
immemorial daily life and rounds of peasants whose time is incompatible with it. It
is a distant frieze of events with a time of its own, some distant privileged time
that flows uninterrupted on and on, as in that magnificent passage from Hebel
which Walter Benjamin so admired:

«In the meantime the city of Lisbon was destroyed by an earthquake, and
the Seven Years’ War came and went, and Emperor Francis | died, and the
Jesuit Order was abolished, and Poland was partitioned, and Empress
Maria-Theresa died, and Struensee was executed. America became
independent, and the united French and Spanish forces were unable to capture
Gibraltar. The Turks locked up General Stein in the Veteraner Cave in Hungary,
and Emperor Joseph died also. King Gustavus of Sweden conquered Russian
Finland, and the French Revolution and the long war began and Emperor
Leopold Il went to his grave too. Napoleon captured Prussia, and the English
bombarded Copenhagen, and the peasants sowed and harvested. The millers
ground, the smiths hammered, and the miners dug for veins of ore in their
underground workshops.»**

Given, furthermore, that Aristotle’s anagnorisis was recognition of the heart of a situation or a
given reality’s determining conditions, one sees two dominant layers of historical causality in
Hebel’'s snapshot: Above, a chain of interdependent wars among states — no Bolivarian
Republics without U.S. Independence, no United States without the Seven Years War, and so
on; below, the unmappable millions of workers toiling a land itself in flux due to earthquakes and
climatic shifts. For Joshua Clover, “Anagnorisis designates the disclosure of the real (which is to
say, productive) content concealed behind the surface of political form,” and this formulation
would rule decidedly that it is the proletariat that is productive of the reality whose surface and
form is capitalism.® But as we will see in Chapter 3, it is Marx’s writings on pre-capitalism that
are the key to grasping the class whose vitality is excluded from the independence movement,
which renders it a merely formal change of appearances. It is from that critical perspective that
the tides of independence in El siglo de las luces |lap against the shores of the world-historical,
linking the early cracking of the colony to the milieu of the Cuban Revolution that in substance

releases the island from immurement. How this comes about, and the new contradictions it

% Jameson, Fredric. “The Fog of History.” London Review of Books, Vol. 44, No. 6, 2022.
% Clover, Joshua. “Genres of the Dialectic.” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 43, No. 2, 2017.
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births, are part and parcel the problem being addressed by Carpentier’s concept of Latin
American reality: the historical experience of the creole republics — formally independent states
but within which significant aboriginal and colonial components remain unincorporated — then
maintained in underdevelopment by the local hegemon of the United States, where the winning
formula for post-colonial capitalism has taken seat. The natural world then is somehow specific
to the narrative matrix that drives his representation of the causes and conditions of

independence.

Why estrange this story in the medium of natural description? In Carpentier, the physical
descriptions that at times produce the marvelous real may be meant to reproduce true
phenomena that stand vis-a-vis the European surreal and absurdist as a vital original to an inert
copy, but their effect on the reader is the displacement of the political content to be benign and
unperplexing. That is to say, the story narrated by way of metaphor or allusions is not therefore
less real. For Freud, the subject’s difficulty in recognizing causes can stem from a disgust at
envisioning the primal scene, which is therefore more likely to appear disguised in the
associative and imagistic syntax of dreams. In this way, the long passages of natural wonder
experienced especially by Esteban during the height of Victor’s revolution in the Caribbean
allow the reader to indulge in an otherwise irrational pursuit of the era’s utopian content,
necessarily brutal machinations, and the geopolitical maneuvering capable of overthrowing the

dominant order.

This emphasis on causality recalls Benjamin’s contrast between Historicism and Historical
Materialism, where the latter finds surprise meanings and links towards redemptive ends from
out of the empty, linear time composed of past names and dates. The Historical Note on the real
life of Victor Hugues appended to the end of the novel is indeed a reminder that the work is in

its own right a contribution to rectifying the oversight by historians of this fateful ‘Robespierre of
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the tropics’. Yet, | have argued that the effect of its literary rendering is to bring the reader into
contact with the structure of social conditions underlying the event of independence in the
Americas, and out of which can be sounded potential associations and lessons about the logic
of liberation. Such an analysis presupposes the approach taken to musical composition,
Carpentier’s trained profession that bears upon all of his literary output (such as the novel E/
acoso, which takes its form from Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony). Accordingly, our attention is
drawn to El siglo de las luces’ multiple endings or crestings, with Esteban’s various stops along
the maturation process, the odd re-working of his earlier infatuation with Asturias now into a
materialist account of the Americas on the eve of European contact, and the wrestling with
disillusion that returns the insurgents to a new battlefield this time under an altered sign and

uniform.

From Valences of the Dialectic onward, Jameson argues that as much as narrative form
discloses about a given historical process, the limits of representation are indicative of impasses
with regard to the ‘broadly historical’ register of the mode of production. A common foil in these
writings is the experience of war that defies and limits allegory, even as that limit provokes
extraordinary feats of aesthetic innovation for conveying the human species stripped of all its
pretensions. Because war in this sense is a collective more than individual act, it constitutes a
moment of decision not unlike the intrigues of plots, putsches, and revolutionary overthrows of a
given order, offering a privileged glimpse into the totality of the epoch and its determining forces.
The endurance of narrative as a source for social recognition makes it appear in Jameson as an
almost transhistorical container of meaning. But his focus on allegory ultimately places the
emphasis on the critical or pedagogical apprehension of historical truth, a justification | take for
the ‘outward-facing’ inversion of Echevarria. Jameson stretches conventional conceptions of the
recit as the homeseat of narrative in a long essay on Mahler’s history-telling symphonies, and in

a public lecture on the utopian content dwelling within the current world-system, where the U.S.
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Military is taken allegorically to demonstrate the potential for universal health-care, full
employment and socially useful international relief.*® Some of the better critical responses to this
work have noted that the breadth of Jameson’s discoveries is frequently produced by his own
representational style, which uses Lefebvre’s spatial categories to animate the shrewd

Marxo-Freudian aesthetic critique of the Frankfurt School.*’

The Mahler essay in particular enlists an exceptional visual metaphor on the final pages that
brings together many of the ocean’s allegorical uses already noted here, (including the odyssey
of war, the Mediterranean world-system, the empire on which the sun never set) above all under
a radical conception of material causality. Mahler’s audible histories evoke for the listener a
maritime figure that scrambles the vectors between culture and wilderness typical to
ecocriticism. Jameson cites a science-based account of oceanic currents, their sub-visible but
overwhelming interconnectivity with the global climate, jet-streams, atmospheric pressure,
temperature, chemical components, and finally, a spatial figure of radical dimensionality
(conjuring the adjacent resonance and ‘strange’ relationality of Brian Greene’s superstring
theory) in which the depth currents spanning the world’s oceans are composed of tiny molecules
all interacting to create a multitude of phenomenal categories contained within the massive web
of interconnected currents. That image of vertiginous interrelationality complements the
preceding 40 pages on Mahler’s narrative form, illustrating the historical field as a heightened

permeation of past causes, contingencies, and new combinations.

As such, the ‘prodigious diversity of forms’ taken by the sea in E/ siglo de las luces complement

and sharpen the reader’s movement amidst the labyrinthian causes determining the historical

%6 Jameson, Fredric. Allegory and Ideology, Verso, 2019. For the CUNY lecture, see Jameson. An
American Utopia. Verso, 2016.

57 Michael Wood, “Report from the Interior.” London Review of Books, Jan., 2014, a review of Antinomies
of Realism; Terry Eagleton, “Jameson and Form.” New Left Review, Vol. I, No. 59, Sept. 2009.
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events of abolition and independence. Furthermore, that prodigious diversity underscores a
baroque experience of Latin American reality — its extant nature, mestizaje and endogenous
aesthetics at once archaic and vanguardist — that is both cause and result of the amputated
movement towards liberation depicted in its pages. In this way, its narrative experience is
singularly expansive, guiding readers through both the supporting conditions of independence

and its furthest-reaching effects, which are demonstrated in the concluding section.

The Way Back

e Here | reconstruct the wars of independence in the wider context of world-history, noting
along the way how the novel leads into and relies on this global geography for its
signification. This radiograph of the history that forms the novel’s exo-skeleton lays the
groundwork for examining the debate over Latin American independence that is carried

out in Chapter 3.

As Freud incomparably showed, the etiology of a process, historical or psychological, requires a
stoic and remorseless gaze when faced with its horrors, detours, and deceptions. The close
reading of the ‘Jacobins at Sea’ section noted how E/ siglo de las luces withstands the Jacobin
terror unflinchingly and thus uniquely witnesses the fruits it produced; a stance mirrored, we
might say, in Carpentier’s pre-revolutionary nationalism that is later preserved as unbending
support for any Napoleonic aspects of Castro’s government. Through this morally neutral
posture, in the mold of Balzac, the novel captures the ambiguous achievements sitting at the
fulcrum of reality in the Americas: the struggle for independence and the abolition of slavery.
Considering the legacy of the Monroe Doctrine and Cuba’s oppression under the Yankee boot,
independence was indeed a victory cleft of its universal realization. | have argued that the novel
posits this ambiguous independence as a component of Latin American reality above all in its

transposition of the Caribbean revolution that ends with the Spanish uprising, a new beginning.
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We must now penetrate more fully into the mystery of independence, reading it simultaneously
from the two levels of its liberatory impulses and its machination under the Great Power
contest.®® This will involve a shift in registers: recalling the citation of Hebel on the Seven Years
War, let us brush against the grain on the official historicism of the victors in order to grasp its

monad of meaning from the perspective of historical materialism.>°

%8 Peter Weiss's Marat/Sade (1963) captures how the masses’ assertion of their historical role through
tyrannicide during the French Revolution provoked the ruling class’s self-defense in the reasoned
language of historicism. Here is Marat’s rejoinder to that dialectic between those above and below:
“Our country is in danger

We talk about France

but who is France for

you will never shake off the past
you'll never understand
the great upheaval in which you find yourselves

You'll never stop talking of the people

as a rough and formless mass

Why

Because you live apart from them

You let yourselves be dragged into the Revolution

knowing nothing about its principles

What we need now is a true deputy of the people

one who's incorruptible

one we can trust

Things are breaking down things are chaotic

that is good

that's the first step

Now we must take the next step

and choose a man

who will rule for you”

% In “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” Benjamin distinguishes the two forms of historiography as
such: “Historicism rightly culminates in universal history. It may be that materialist historiography differs
in method more clearly from universal history than from any other kind. Universal history has no
theoretical armature. Its procedure is additive: it musters a mass of data to fill the homogeneous, empty
time. Materialist historiography, on the other hand, is based on a constructive principle. Thinking
involves not only the movement of thoughts, but their arrest as well. Where thinking suddenly comes to a
stop in a constellation saturated with tensions, it gives that constellation a shock, by which thinking is
crystallized as a monad. The historical materialist approaches a historical object only where it confronts
him as a monad. In this structure he recognizes the sign of a messianic arrest of happening, or (to put it
differently) a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past. He takes cognizance of it in order to
blast a specific era out of the homogeneous course of history; thus, he blasts a specific life out of the era,
a specific work out of the lifework. As a result of this method, the lifework is both preserved and sublated
in the work, the era in the lifework, and the entire course of history in the era. The nourishing fruit of what
is historically understood contains time in its interior as a precious but tasteless seed.”
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The American Revolutionary War between the 13 Colonies and Britain runs from 1775 to 1783.
The action of El siglo de las luces begins following U.S. independence, and although the war’s
effects are felt, it is not mentioned. In 1780, the Spanish treasure of Potosi in Upper Peru is
threatened by the uprising of the indigenous leaders Tupac Amaru Il, Thomas Katari, Tupac
Katari and Bertolina Sisi, being put down with the help of the creoles in 1783.%° In 1788, the
British seize the great uncolonized continent of the Dutch South Asian Sea territory. More
advanced by centuries than the advent of American colonization, in the midst of sustained
great-power maritime contests, the conquest of Australia is swift, savage, and modern in its
public relations, anticipating eugenics in its successful branding of the aboriginal population
brought back to Europe as spectacles of “the most primitive people on earth.”' The events and
impacts of the French Revolution fill the succeeding years (including the Haitian Revolution and
the entirety of the novel’s action) until 1810, at which point several regions of New Spain witness
the first declarations of autonomy. The wars of independence then rage until 1826, when the last
Royalist holdouts are ousted in the Chilean isle of Chiloé and Callao, Peru by Bolivar.
Metternich’s designs for great-power alliance at the Vienna Congress see Spain allowed to
retain the remnants of its empire in Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam and the Philippines until the

Spanish-American War in 1898.52

The Spanish Empire entered the years of the Napoleonic Wars already in long decline, eclipsed
above all by Britain. Spain’s West Florida and Cuban colonies offer covert support to the 13
Colonies’ war against its British rival, only to see that ally extirpate the Spanish and French

footholds in the North American mainland by 1803. The United States, not yet a world-power,
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