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Abstract
To talk of the transnational is to accept that borders – the skipping over them in life and on the page – is a messy business. It’s understandable that writers such as Roberto Bolaño, usually labelled ‘a Chilean exiled to Mexico’, shouldn’t be included in discussions of contemporary European short fiction. Understandable, but not inevitable. Bolaño left Chile at 15, only returning briefly post-Pinochet before ‘co-founding a Surrealist-influenced, anti-status-quo school’ of writers in Mexico. It wasn’t until Bolaño got clean, got married and settled down in Europe (he moved there in 1977) that he produced the prose which is now his legacy. This article argues that aside from the European novellas (Antwerp, Monsieur Pain), there are three key collections which deserve to be included in European literary discussions, having been composed in Europe and having gone on to make Bolaño’s name. They have also served to move the form forward in the continent he made his home: Bolaño was responding largely to a European tradition. He wouldn’t limit himself to one continent – as Kerr puts it, Bolaño had ‘a deep scepticism about national feeling, and it has been said that his work starts to point the way to a kind of post-national fiction’ – but there’s no doubt that for 25 years, Bolaño was essentially a European with a transnational outlook. For these reasons and others, I argue for Bolaño’s inclusion in European short fiction discourse.
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This article seeks to answer two questions. Number one: where does Roberto Bolaño belong? And number two: what is he? Out of respect to the author’s preferred line of attack, let’s start, as Bolaño would do, answering the second question before the first. So what is he? Many things. 

Bolaño is complicated. Bolaño is awkward, difficult. He’s contradiction upon contradiction, digression after digression. He’s subordinate clauses. He’s brackets. He’s ‘Assertion+Qualification=Doubt’, ‘Literature+Illness=Illness’. He’s the words ‘or’, ‘perhaps’, ‘maybe’, a thousand-fold. What else? He’s the Chilean who spent much of his own present in Spain, rewriting his past in Mexico, pursuing his literary future. The short story master who believed he was a poet, but was best known for a fatty 1000-page posthumous novel set all over the globe. (That novel had a number for a title, 2666. A number that did not appear anywhere in the book, but did appear elsewhere in the author’s work.) He’s the detective story with no murderer, no crime solved. He’s the ending without an ending – Bolaño’s characters simply walk off the final phrase and into the next scene of their lives, which readers can’t even glimpse: nothing is fixed or topped and tailed, nothing is neat or coherent or implied – or perhaps it is, but the author goes out of his way to make it appear to the reader that neatness is not possible, not expected, not desired.

Roberto Bolaño is the storyteller who ignored the rules of the form. No epiphanies here, folks, no hint of some far-ahead half-realization for the character, the reader, for anybody. Leave those expectations at the door, please. No word sculpture, no carving out those extraneous adverbs through endless redrafting, not a scrap of respect for the carefully crafted sentence, the you-give-me-fifteen-words-Mr-Carver-and-I’ll-give-you-five-back school of Lish-esque minimalist editorial. Bolaño writes fast and furious. He’s all telling, little showing. Often none. He rejects not only the epiphany in the context of his own stories, but the idea that there could ever be an epiphany, anywhere. How could there be, his characters shrug? How could mere mortals know anything for sure? What are you, crazy? You’ve obviously not spent any time in Mexico.

A first reading of any of Bolaño’s short fiction makes something else immediately clear too – he rejects any kind of identifiable plot arc. It’s jolt after clunk after jolt with Roberto. It’s everything your writing teacher told you reeks of amateurism. He lets you reach out your hand but doesn’t let you touch, or even get close to the truth. In Bolaño, there is no truth. One of his finest short works, ‘Anne Moore’s Life’, is a case in point. Deadpan to the last, it deals exclusively in surface detail – a rush of dry biography, then an unemotional, chronological account of the protagonist’s love life, birth to death. For Anne Moore, relationships form quickly, by chance and disintegrate. Anne keeps walking, in hope, though she cannot succeed in love or in life because, frankly, she has no idea what she’s doing. 

All readers can do is watch this unfold. We get no access to implied meaning, not a crumb of subtext. We’re left to muse not only on Anne Moore’s life, but on the random coming-togethers and falling-aparts of modern western sexual entanglement, where it’s possible to be in love, or think you are, many times in the same lifetime, without ever being sure. We’re forced to look at the ‘ashen… face of reality’ (Bolaño 2008b: 91), as she is, without being actively manipulated by the writer into a particular response, or even ushered gently towards some kind of conclusion. Reading the story is frustrating. It reads as if the sentences have been thrown together in a rush. But somehow, because of its lack of emotional delivery, it packs a harder emotional punch. And it reminds me of precisely nothing else in European short fiction. 

As Anne Moore is kept at arm’s length from her own truth, Bolaño’s short fiction readers are always kept at arm’s length too. Sometimes Bolaño even tells you that’s what he’s doing, keeping you away, as in ‘Meeting with Enrique Lihn’, a story inspired by the author’s correspondence with the Chilean poet of the same name in the early 1980s, when Bolaño was unknown and wandering Girona in eastern Spain, poverty-stricken and isolated. The story, which might be described as non-fiction (but which is presented amongst his short stories) was originally published in Bolaño’s Spanish-language collection Putas Asesinas, or, Murdering Whores: ‘No comment…’ says a dead Enrique, somehow alive, to Bolaño the narrator, ‘don’t go looking for symbolic meanings – the water, the onion, the slow march of the stars’ (2010a: 195). In that phrasing, I believe I can sense, see, almost hear the author’s eyes rolling at the idea that existence could be anything but random, cruel, senseless. And that something is confirmed in much of his other short work. Just one example is ‘William Burns’, from the collection Llamadas Telefonicas, where the narrator finds himself accidentally kidnapping the dog of the man he’s been spying on: ‘Why did I behave like that?’ he asks himself. ‘I don’t know’ (Bolaño 2010a: 28). What the author means is: that door is shut to you, reader. Forget that door. You never saw it. Then, without drawing attention to itself, the narrative continues without any concession to any possible meaning behind the last act and you’re forced, as a reader, to move on, unknowing of the secret story.

And that’s what I’d like to argue that Bolaño really is: the secret story, the one we’ll never know. The one under the surface, barely hinted at, hardly explored. He’s the stories his readers have not read, the authors they’ve never heard of, but whose names punctuate his fictions as often as breaths. He’s a lifelong reading list. Also, that rare thing: a Chilean in thrall to an Argentinian. He says: go read Borges, my master’s master. Read Nicanor Parra, for God’s sake. What do you mean you haven’t heard of him? Well, at least read Cortazar and Donoso. They’re not as good as me, of course. But you should probably read them anyway.

As the Echevarria-edited[endnoteRef:1] book of Bolaño’s essays, articles and speeches Between Parentheses (2004) shows, many of the writers mentioned in his stories reappear, like characters, right across the spectrum of Bolaño’s fiction and non-fiction, like guiding principles. Parra hangs over everything. Borges hangs over everything. Meanwhile, the writers he despises are shown no pity, no understanding. The only place in Bolaño’s work where you can be sure of anything is when he is taking literary sides. He has clear ideas about who counts and who does not, cannot, could never. And that’s another reason to include Bolaño in critical debate about the European short story. Because so many contemporary writers on our continent are pluralists who believe there are many ways to be, to compose a story, none necessarily ‘better’ than others. We all appreciate different approaches, right? Well, not all of us. In the year before his death, musing on his early days of struggle, Bolaño wrote an introduction to Antwerp for its first edition, composing this in 2002, directly after reading the book for the first time in many years. (It was written in 1981 but not published until shortly before his death.) Of that period in his life, he wrote: [1:  As well as being the editor of this book, Ignacio Echevarria was the executor of Bolaño’s estate, and a close friend.] 


… the scorn I felt for so-called official literature was great, though only a little greater than my scorn for marginal literature. But I believed in literature: or rather, I didn’t believe in …opportunism or the whispering of sycophants. I did believe in vain gestures. I did believe in fate. (2011: x) 

Many writers turn their back on the work of their twenty-something selves. Not this one. Once fate had made him famous enough to publish whatever he liked, Bolaño published it, two decades late, claiming a special place for it, as if to reaffirm that the real writer in him was the one who was hard at work before, as Jorge Volpi says, in Monica Maristain’s biography of Bolaño ‘in conversations’, it became ‘easy to say you were a friend of Bolaño’s’ (2014, Chapter 13). In those days, Bolaño had recently left Mexico for Spain. He said he ‘felt equally distant from all the countries in the world.’ A transnational writer, then? Or a no-national, perhaps. But soon that was going to change.

In his fiction, what is Roberto Bolaño? Well, he’s often in there somewhere, an important character, no Hitchcockian cameo this – he’s the unnamed narrator, or he’s given his own name, or he’s Arturo Belano, or B, always an unfinished puzzle. He’s bibliomanic. His stories are bibliomanic. His characters are bibliomanic, something that, for example, the story ‘Photos’ shows better than most. That’s essentially an account about a man called Arturo Belano looking at photos of French-language poets in an anthology from 1973, and it’s just about the most Bolaño-esque a Bolaño short story can ever Bolaño be. Not even a short story, really. For starters, it’s entirely concerned with another artistic form. And it makes no concession to reader expectations when it comes to narrative, characterization, plot. All those tired old things. 

Instead, what do we get? A list of these French-language poets, their publication records, some comments on their appearance, and asides about what the narrator might like to engage in with some of the female ones given half the chance – you can guess. All dressed up in an unashamed literary snobbery. So what is Bolaño? An oversexed literary snob. Though even that is open to debate. The New Yorker’s Giles Harvey famously called him ‘unliterary, anti-literary’ (2012: n.p.); the outsider who chose to ‘live outside literature’ for years on end in a series of menial jobs Orwell might have balked at but whose own works invariably featured obscure books, writing, writers and worlds where every second character is a poet – if he was anti-literary then he was the most literary of that species. The highest praise he could think of was for someone to have read everything, lived everything. That’s how he saw the world.

And the punch line of Bolaño’s writing life? After all this living outside literature? All this wandering? All this belonging nowhere and being ignored by the gatekeepers? He sobered up, got married, settled down in a small tourist village called Blanes – which couldn’t be further from the literary establishment – and became the centre of the Spanish-language literary world, producing the astonishing volume of work in his final decade which made his reputation worldwide just as he was dying, awaiting a liver transplant. Some punch line. Actually, that’s not the real punch line. The punch line is: as a writer he moved from poetry to prose in the 1990s, not out of love but in order to feed his family. To be a responsible father. So perhaps he was a madman. And what of this madman’s stories? What marks them out? Makes them interesting? Relevant to our study of the contemporary short story in Europe? Or in other words: in terms of literary studies, where shall we put him? After all, he has to be put somewhere. 

Bolaño’s stories are difficult to categorize because often they don’t look like fictions at all – they’re autobiographical sketches, memories, or they’re fictionalized musings thrown in the same book as his essays and the speeches (see The Insufferable Gaucho [2008c]) or they’re mini biographies of imaginary writers (see Nazi Literature in the Americas [2008a], a book of short stories disguised as a reference book). They’re sometimes just a man telling you about his dreams (another writing cliché I tell my students to avoid.) Or they’re short novellas, which might be better described as a cluster of scenes, vignettes, or a cycle of prose poems – that’s Antwerp again, the ‘Big Bang’ of his fictional universe, as Echevarria put it, in his introduction to Between Parentheses (2004). Published at the end of his literary life but written at the beginning of it, as we have seen, Antwerp was a poetry book of linked short stories masquerading on the front cover as a novel. Named after a place in Belgium, it was largely set on the Costa Brava. Typical Bolaño. In his final interview, with Monica Maristain in Playboy, he claimed Antwerp to be the only book he’d written that didn’t make him blush. Why? ‘Because it is unintelligible.’

But back to bibliomania, that obsession with reading which also marks out Bolaño from so many of his late twentieth-century contemporaries. Bolaño appears to accept in his stories that books ‘aren’t enough to make a whole life’ (2010a: 7), but to him, books are everything, then they’re nothing – they’re ridiculous, a joke, essential, a waste of time. He slides between laughing with, and at, the characters who live their lives through them, who escape into books to avoid the world or try and understand it – and especially those who lose perspective because their lives become entirely book-dominated. For this reason, The New York Times called Bolaño a literary outlaw. 

Perhaps that’s true, but an outlaw from where? In an article titled ‘The triumph of Roberto Bolaño’, in the New York Times Book Review in 2008, there was a piece which for the first time helped me understand his approach to nationality: Sarah Kerr called him ‘the first transnational writer’ (2008). I wasn’t sure I agreed with that assertion – after all, there have been many great writers in the short story form – Joyce and Trevor come immediately to mind – who made literary careers in different countries to the one where they were raised. But certainly Bolaño’s identity was especially slippery, his nationality determinedly many-sided, his work actively embracing the multinational. The not quite belonging anywhere, but having been everywhere. Though if he was still alive, no doubt Bolaño would remind us that perhaps he’s not any of these things at all. Perhaps these are illusions. Perhaps all things, all thoughts, feelings and emotions, are illusions. The woman Bolaño was in a relationship with at the time of his death (not his wife) said he created his own myth. She remains unnamed. Which adds to the myth. But more than anything, more than any of the above, even in this ocean of doubt you can at least say one thing for certain: reading Roberto Bolaño is a literary game. A game of chance, a playful game of possibility, of half-roads, of endless rhetorical questions and turning the rules inside out. So let’s play a quick game then. And see where it takes us.

It’s a game that starts with a story. The story wanders. It has plot lines that go nowhere. It begins in Chile in 1953 and leaves there in 1968, when young Roberto is just 15, a mere two years before the Marxist Salvador Allende comes to power and Chile, briefly, becomes the centre of the political world. When that happens, in 1973, he’s in Mexico, he’s 20, with all that comes along with that. Poetry. Romance. Sexual obsession. Despair. An Olympic amount of masturbation. If you believe the rumour, Bolaño returns to Chile to spend a handful of days in prison after Pinochet’s coup, until an old school friend, now a policeman, recognizes him and sets him free, after which he starts his marginalized literary life in Mexico.[endnoteRef:2] When the man in this story leaves Mexico for Europe in 1977, he never goes back. He doesn’t go back to Chile for 30 years either, by which time he is being hailed as a writer of international importance, by now known in Spain and the Spanish-language literary world, corresponding with Catalonian and Spanish writers, in a Spain that he felt had rejected him as a writer, ensured he remained an outsider. Much of his literary output was set there, or in France, where he had also lived, or elsewhere in Europe or the United States. Which makes him a European, doesn’t it? At least in part? If not, why not? Surely it’s worth asking ourselves: who counts? What matters: where you’re born? Where you work? Where you die?  [2:  Fictionalized of course, but those interested in this part of the Bolaño myth might search out his story ‘Detectives’, a dialogue-exclusive piece available in English in The Return which discusses these events from the perspective of the policemen who, many years later, are remembering when they found a long-haired Belano in prison, unable to look at his reflection.] 


Bolaño died in 2003. But let us imagine, just for the purposes of this game, that he’s alive, banging on the doors of a conference in Dublin concerned with transnationalism, demanding entry to the House of the European Short Story. He was, after all, ever so slightly obsessed with recognition – that received by others, and of course, himself. (For evidence of this, see his journalistic columns.) According the English-language translators of all his short stories, Chris Andrews, Bolaño was largely ignored by the Spanish literary establishment as an irrelevance throughout nearly all his time there. Also, the author himself rejected this idea of a divide between his continent of birth and his adopted continent. According to Andrews:

Bolano said in interviews (rough and ready translation), ‘I don’t go in for this division between Latin Americans and Spaniards. We all live in the same language. At least I feel that I cross those borders. In my generation, there’s a core of writers in which Latin Americans and Spaniards are mixed, inextricably,’ and he goes on to talk about mutual cross-Atlantic influences, and mentions Rodrigo Rey Rosa, Juan Villoro, Javier Marías, Enrique Vila-Matas, Belén Gopegui, Victoria de Stefano. (2015: n.p.)

With this in mind, it’s difficult to know how Bolaño wanted to be seen. Whether he wanted to be counted as a European at all. But I’m arguing that though, yes, he’s right, there are deep links between Latin American exiled writers of this period, he has still made a contribution which should be recognized in our own continent’s literary debates, something which, largely, has simply not happened as yet. To talk of the transnational is to accept that borders – the skipping over them in life and on the page – is a messy business. Not everyone will fit neatly into the literary box. And so it’s understandable that writers such as Bolaño, usually labelled ‘a Chilean exiled to Mexico’, shouldn’t be included in discussions of contemporary European short fiction. But every writer’s story is complicated, multifarious, full of identities. And, those of us who specialize in short fiction are used to complications, are we not? So it’s understandable, but not inevitable, that so far Bolaño should be excluded from the intellectual conversation. Still, I’d like that to change. 

Despite his ambivalence about that continent, he has so far been claimed by Latin America, as if writers are statues and Garcia Marquez gave birth to Bolaño himself. (Ironic, given how scathing Bolaño was about the writers of the Boom, and Garcia Marquez in particular.) Despite being ignored in Chile during his lifetime, how much he dismayed the Chilean literary establishment, Chile has got him in death, that nation of writers portraited into the desert hills with stones – the nation of Nobel winners and Chilean heroes Pablo Neruda, Gabriela Mistral, and now, perhaps, someone else? That would make a nice neat literary line. If that’s what’s to come then I’d like to argue that this is not only a shame for European fiction, but more than that – I believe his influence is such in Spanish, also Italian, German and English translation, also minor European languages, that no discussion of worldwide short fiction in our era is complete without him. Meanwhile, those who influenced him and who he influenced are on this continent. Those who make his work live on after his death are here. 

His first interesting literary act may have been ‘co-founding a Surrealist-influenced, anti-status-quo school’ of writers in Mexico, sure. No one is doubting that, nor the importance of his breakthrough novel The Savage Detectives (Bolaño, 2007) which documented that period of the author’s life. Yet in Mexico in the 1970s Bolaño was unknown, exclusively a poet, and almost certainly a bad one. (As we’ve seen, you can never be quite sure with Bolaño.) This period produced source material to draw upon in later life – material he later called ‘a love letter to my generation’ – but it wasn’t until finding a home in Europe that he produced the prose which is now his legacy. And amongst that, the essential short fiction. So, 1977–2003 a European. 26 years. He lived for 50 – so that’s a majority then. Nearly all his adult life. And on that maths alone I think Bolaño should qualify. Not exclusively as a European, but as a writer who deserves to be included in European discourse. Still, there’s more than just maths here.

Aside from the European novellas (Antwerp, Monsieur Pain, The Skating Rink), there are five key story collections which deserve to be included in European literary discourse – not only were the stories in Last Evenings on Earth (2008b), Nazi Literature in the Americas (2008a), The Insufferable Gaucho (2008c), The Return (2010) and The Secret of Evil (2012) the works which helped make him a well-known short fiction writer (he initially struggled by on competition wins – see ‘Sensini’ for that), not only were they mostly composed in Europe, have European concerns, European characters and themes, but they have also served to move the form forward here. 

Bolaño was responding largely to a European tradition (Novillo-Corvalan 2013). He believed the greatest writer of the twentieth century to be Kafka, the nineteenth, Baudelaire. By contrast, he wrote to Enrique Lihn that, with one or two exceptions, Chilean literature was, and I quote, ‘shit’. He wouldn’t limit himself to one continent entirely – as Kerr reminds us, Bolaño had ‘a deep scepticism about national feeling, and it has been said that his work starts to point the way to a kind of post-national fiction’ (2008: n.p.) – but I’d like to posit that Bolaño was essentially a European with a transnational outlook. Whenever invited to include himself in a Latin American tradition he rejected it. Also, Europe was responsible for his reputation. It was Enrique Vilas-Matas, at 2014’s Edinburgh Book Festival, who argued Bolaño would already be forgotten without the support and encouragement of his Spanish publishers Editorial Anagrama. Even the most cursory look at his bibliography shows this to be true. 

After decades as the most marginal of writers, it was Editorial Anagrama which encouraged Bolaño to produce more prose. They were first publisher to show commitment to his writing, no matter what he produced next. Which is freedom. So an argument can be made that it was Spanish editors who have gifted readers the famous splurge of the dozen and more books Bolaño produced in his final decade.[endnoteRef:3] Why exactly should Chile get the credit for that? [3:  Some of this has spilled out in a glut of publications across the forms since Bolaño’s death in 2003. And, aside from serving to complicate his legacy by producing works which referred to other works, which sometimes even entered into and distorted other works (Woes of the True Policeman, a novel, ‘incorporates material from Llamadas Telefonicas’), this only serves to make Bolaño’s claim stronger. Editorial Anagrama, is responsible for the production and publication of many of Bolaño’s greatest works, certainly his short fiction.] 


The issue of ownership of writers is a complex one, and it’s increasingly caught up with that ugly word, tourism. In Denmark in 2006, Hans Christian Andersen appeared on the side of Coke bottles. For the so-called ‘Homecoming’ year in Scotland in 2009, Robert Burns appeared in Andersen’s place, also on the side of buses and on vast billboards. These writers have become their nation, or might as well have, as far as governments are concerned. They’re long dead: so it’s easier. But in our modern world, is such a thing even possible anymore? After all, what is it that makes a story ‘European’? Setting? Nationality? Language? What if these are multiple? What if the characters – as in Bolaño’s ‘Snow’ – are born in Chile, emigrate to Russia, and settle in Barcelona? What if, as in ‘Police Rat’, the characters are literally rats and weasels, and the setting is a sewer? What if the writer is influenced by several conflicting, overlapping traditions from different continents? In our twenty-first century, does a writer really have to be associated with a single nation? What if they can’t be? Bolaño’s complications are a necessary reminder to us Europeans that our tradition is not the only one. It’s something we forget at our peril. Bolaño, a true European writer, is also many other things. And that’s fine.

A short postscript: Bolaño was fond of postscripts and asides

While writing this article I found many examples of Bolano’s attitudes to borders, many of them relating to prose forms. But I can’t help it: my favourite is in reference to a Chilean debate about a Chilean poem which parodies another Chilean poem. Not neatly European then. 

Bolaño wrote an excellent piece entitled ‘Literature and Exile’, collected in Between Parentheses (2004), which I picked up in a bookshop in Santiago a couple of years ago. I didn’t know the poem, and at that time, I didn’t know the writers yet. I’d just arrived in Chile for the first time. So anyway there’s this debate in Chile about who the four great Chilean poets are. Five names are often mentioned: Gabriela Mistral, Pablo Neruda, Vicente Huidobro, Pablo de Rokha and Nicanor Parra. For some reason there are always five chairs and four poets, when the logical thing, as Bolaño puts it, ‘would be to talk of the five great poets of Chile’. Anyway, Nicanor Parra writes a poem about this debate in which he argues that Chile’s great poets are in fact Alonso de Arcilla and Ruben Dario; one Spanish soldier who wrote Chile’s ‘foundational fiction’, La Araucana; and the second being Dario, the creator of modernism and one of the most important Spanish-language poets of the twentieth century. Dario was Nicaraguan, but he came to Chile at the end of the nineteenth century and suffered the racist prejudices of the Chilean ruling class who boasted being 100 per cent descended from whites. Despite towering over the ‘five’, he’s not included. Bolaño makes his case about nationality in a subtle but effective way: he shows us how easy it is to unpack simplistic ideas of nationality, who belongs where – and shows our debates about borders to be as ridiculous as they really are, using the example of the five Chilean poets and the four chairs. It’s these chairs I try to keep in mind whenever I find myself lapsing into the same desire for neat narratives. Which, of course, do not exist in literature. They only appear to, sometimes. Which sounds very much like the Bolaño way.
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