
who is planning a transport strike 
against the government. Their various 
points of view have cumulative force, 
and the reader senses the division and 
rich complexity of the independent na- 
tion Mphahlele is drawing. Chirundu is 
found guilty of bigamy, ends up in jail, 
and his first wife burns down the house 
in which Chirundu lived with his se- 
cond wife. The plot is thus resolved, but 
not the novel. 

Chirundu is one of the new African 
breed-the men of power who order 
their suits from London tailors and 
drive in long, sleek limousines. We see 
that he is admirable as well as stubborn, 
intelligent as well as avaricious. But his 
fall is a result of the wish to “test” co- 
lonialist British law against tribal 
custom, or the new centralism against 
the traditional regionalism. This is a 
profoundly complex matter, but the 
author does not treat its ramifica- 
tions. As a novelist Mphahlele is under 
no obligation to proselytize, but he 
must resolve what he introduces. 
Merely to leave the reader with a sense 
of these many layers of African society 
is to leave unfinished one’s novelistic 
business. 

Yet, if Mphahlele’s novel seems 
unresolved, it also offers extraordinary 
insights into contemporary African life. 
Mphahlele is writing with a sense of 
command and a strong sensc of his own 
identity. That he should have had to re- 
turn to South Africa to do so may be 
unsettling to some, but it is a fact worth 
reckoning with. As Chirundu himself 
says in the telling of his story, we are 
“forever making choices or failing to 
make them.” We are forever “walking 
the often tight-rope narrow path be- 
tween what is elevating and exciting for 
ourselves as individuals in the acquisi- 
tion of this new power and what is 
beneficial for the community, materi- 
ally and spirtually.” lWVi 

Newly Publlshed 

The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism by 
Michael Novak (Simon and Schuster; 
434 pp.; $17.50). . 

Michael Novak is a Contributing 
Editor of Worldview and is currently 
Resident Scholar in Philosophy, Re- 
ligion and Public Policy at the Ameri- 
can Enterprise Institute in Washington, 
D.C. He is the author of, among other 
works, Belief and Unbelief, The Ex- 
perience of Nothingness, and The Rise of 
the Unmeltable Ethnics. 
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DISTANT RELATIONS 
by Carlos Fuentes 
(Farrar, Straus & Giroux; 225 pp.; 
$1 1.95) 

Peter Rand 

The fiction of the Mexican writer 
Carlos Fuentes is full of narrative ex- 
periment. In his short stories and occa- 
sionally in his novels, technical in- 
genuity serves an urgent storytelling 
purpose. The narrator of “A Pure 
Soul,” for instance, addresses her 
b r o t h e r  i n  t h e  second  pe r son  
throughout and in so doing reveals not 
only her incestuous obsession but the 
cunning crime it has driven her to com- 
mit. It is a chilling, poignant tale told 
with admirable efficiency. Fuentes’s 
most successful novel, in my opinion, is 
The Death of Artemio Cruz, in which he 
employs a variety of narrative devices 
to tell a deathbed story about success 
and failure in the aftermath of the Mex- 
ican revolution. It is one work of 
modern fiction in which flashback is 
truly indispensable to narrative de- 
velopmen t. 

Distant Relations, Fuentes’s latest 
novel, translated by his very able in- 
terpreter, Margaret Sayers Peden, is a 
yarn. Fuentes hosts us to a ghost story 
as told to him by one Comte de Branly, 
a worldly old Frcnchman, over a long 
luncheon at the Automobile Club de 
France in Paris. This method of 
storytelling allows Fuentes to embellish 
Branly’s story with his own observa- 
tions and to tell us a bit about Branly. 
Occasionally he even fills in for Branly. 
This is how a yarn is supposed to work. 
Yarns are elaborately spun-out tales, 
and they may be understood, as 
Fuentes suggests, as open-ended texts 
that grow and change in thc retelling. In 
this instance, however, Fuentes’s narra- 
tive strategy does not serve the urgent 
needs of the story but, rather, is placed 
at the service of some of Fuentes’s no- 
tions about the relationship between 
storytellers and stories and extra- 
phenomenal life. 

I t  is not worth trying to recapitulate 
Branly’s tale here in all its baroque in- 
tricacy. Let me summarize: A Latin 
American archeologist, Hugo Heredia, 
agrees to trade his son Victor Heredia 
to a ghost of the same namc in return 
for his wife and their other son, who 
have died in a plane crash. This transac- 
tion, and indeed most of the story, 
takes place in an .old house outside 

Paris. Branly, at first unwittingly, and 
then with growing concern, acts as 
agent, but by the time he realizes this he 
has become part of the story. His task is 
to survive even if he cannot save the 
boy from a weird fate. All the flesh and 
blood characters in the novel-includ- 
ing, finally, Fuentes-have relation- 
ships to one another that somehow cor- 
respond to relationships between the 
deceased characters, who are them- 
selves in attendance, especially in the 
old house. 

The ghosts already have played out a 
drama of their own in the New World 
during the reign of Napoleon 111. They 
are hungry to replace the living, or re- 
produce themselves through them, and 
thus to escape eternal oblivion. One 
means for doing this is the story itself, 
which is a curse. The narrator is lost, 
consumed by his attendant ghost, when 
the story is retold by his listener; but he 
will be trapped by the story too if he 
does not retell it. Fuentes states the 
problem near the end of the novel, 
when he says: “I didn’t want to be the 
one who ... receives the devil’s gift and 
then cannot rid himself of it. I didn’t 
want to be the one who receives and 
then must spend the rest of his life 
seeking another victim to whom to give 
the gift, the knowing. I did not want to 
be the narrator.” 

Fucntes’s ideas about narrative and 
its relation to the actual life process are 
interesting. I like to imagine, as Fuentes 
suggests may be the case, that we have 
spectral or parallel narrations that run 
alongside our lives as alternative possi- 
bilities. This,  Branly suggests to 
Fuentes, is one way to dude  the devil’s 
trap, since our lives are contiguous with 
what-might-have-been and not nec- . 
essarily prey to a single fate. A life is 
not simply one open-ended text. 

The past grotesquely trying to assert 
itself over the present is one of 
Fuentes’s favorite themes. He is elo- 
quent and moving when he writes 
about victims of this voracious past in 
his more realistic fiction, the real living 
dead of “The Mandarin” and “These 
Were Palaces,” stories to be found in 
his recent collection, Burnt Water. In hi3 
novella, Aura, and stories like “In a 
Flemish Garden,” $e works in the tra- 
dition of Poe as he evokes the mystery 
of haunted houses in Mexico City. 
Now, in Distant Relations, Fuentes 
seems to want to go beyond the mys- 
tery of the supernatural, to manifest his 
ghosts as surreal presences in the way 



that Luis Bunuel, to whom this novel is 
dedicated, might do in one of his 
movies. 

Senor Fuentes, however, doesn't 
seem to have his heart in the imagina- 
tive effort required to make his fourth 
dimension convincing. Perhaps this 
trick has to be performed with a 
camera. Luis Bunuel explores alterna- 
tive narrative possibilities in Phanrijme 
de la Liberre, which is a masterpiece of 
surrealist humor. In any case, the prac- 
titioner of surrealism, like the magician, 
m'ust be able to wink. While Bunuel is 
delighted by the comic potential of sur- 
realism, Fuentes takes i t  all very 
seriously. His yarning is absolutely in 
earnest. He elaborately and often 
elegantly tries to involve us in his ghost 
story even as he works the wires that 
makes his ideas jump. Such hocus- 
pocus would make prime source 
material for the satirical genius of 
Bunuel. LW-W 

THE PORTAOE TO SAN 
CRISTOBAL OF A.H. 

by Omorgo Stelnor 
(Simon and Schuster; 170 pp.; S13.50) 

Mlchael Firzgerald 

Any literary critic venturing to write 
fiction faces real perils. Lying in am- 
bush are rival critics, previously dis- 
paraged authors, and a lay readership 
chary of anything squibbed from the 
pen of a person of letters. Only intrepid 
critics embark on a journey so fraught 
with hazards. Those who do, such as 
Edmund Wilson or Harold Bloom, 
generally return to the safer shores of 
criticism. 

It is therefore noteworthy when an 
eminent critic of international repu- 
tation sets out on the high seas of 
fiction. George Steiner of Churchill Col- 
lege, Cambridge, and of the University 
of Geneva has launched an astonishing 
little vessel under the title The Porrage 
IO San Crisrdbal of A.H. The novel 
astonishes in several ways. First, it 
adopts as its premise a notion that is 
seemingly better suited to mass-market 
paperbacks than to the highbrow 
efforts of the lirrPrareirr. The story-line 
is wonderfully obvious: A team of 
Nazi-hunters has found Hitler, aged but 
very much alive, in the hinterlands of 
the Amazonian jungle and must then 
transport him to an anxious world, 

where the sovereign powers have 
already begun to jockey for custody. Se- 
cond, the novel invites us to consider 
the possibility that Hitler's crimes 
possess a justification. Small wonder 
that the book provoked outspoken reac- 
tion when it appeared in England. 

The audacity of the suggestion that 
Hitler's ideological program, including 
the etiiigiilrige Liisung, was legitimate, 
doubtless forms part of Steiner's 
authorial strategy. It is designed to 
awaken us to historical possibilities 
slumbering in the bowers of received 
opinion. Not, I think, to the possibility 
that genocide is justifiable; rather, to 
the possibility that the human race is ir- 
retrievably lost in history's labyrinth. 
Lost, because the thread that would 
lead us out of the maze is the tenuous 
one spun by human language. 

The promises and perils of human 
discourse have long occupied Steiner. 
As the principal component and valida- 
tion of our self-awareness, language ar- 
ticulates our presence. It is also the 
fabric out of which we weave the world. 
Or, to ape the formulation of Heidegger 
(on whom Steiner has contributed a 
volume to the Modern Masters series), 
human language is being that has be- 
come aware of itself quo being. 

In the essays collected in Language 
and Silence and in the sustained argu- 
ments found in After Babel, Steiner ex- 
plored the consequences of the differ- 
ent uses of language. Included therein 
is the dark side of human speech, 
what in Porruge is colled the "Bram- 
mar of hell." 

The notion that language can be ad- 
versative to humanity was formulated 

A HISTORY OF 
RELIGIOUS IDEAS 
V O h M  2: From Gaurania Birddliu 10 rile Triiwipli of Chrisrianiry 
Mircea Eliade 
Translated by Willard Trask 
With this volume, Eliade continues his progress through A History of 
Religious Idem-a projected three-volume work envisioned as the 
culminating statement of his career. The iniiial volume of this project 
received wide critical acclaim. setting a standard of scholarship and 
insight that promises to result in  a completed work that will stand as 
the definitive treatment ofthe subject for at least a generation. 
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THE CULT OF THE SAINTS 
11s Rise utid Fitticrioti it1 Lurk Chrisriutii/.v 
Peter Brown 
"Brown has an international reputiitiotl for his fine style, a style he 
here turns on to illuminate the cult ofthe saints. Christianity was born 
without such a cult; i t  took risc and that rise needs chronicling. Brown 
has a gift for thc mcniorablc phraw and secs what the paswsby have 
often ovcrlookcd. An eye-opener on an important but neglected phase 
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