
BOOKS 

CHRONICLE OF A DEATH 

By Gabriel Garcia Mdrquez 
translated by Gregory Rabassa 
(Alfred A. Knopf; 120 pp.; S10.95) 

FORETOLD 

Samuel liux 

Then’s a “arkable  rhythni to this novella 
that sends one searching through music and 
physics for metaphors to mix. It’s like a 
brief song that se“ to unfold as slowly 
as a symphony, with resonance and it depth 
that time must wait upon. Tlic first scntence 
announce6 that Santiago Nasar will bc (has 
been) killcd. The early chaptcrs tend to 
“rhyme,” so to spcak; onc of them con- 
cludes with They’ve almiidy killed him,’* 
another “‘Thcy’vc killed Santiago Niisar!” 
Then a C U ~ ~ O U S  lull. Finally a quantum leap 
of energy, passion, sadness, cxhilwition, 
md the reader is all of a sudden “somcwherc 
elsc,” m i n l y  no longer in a South Anicr- 
ican village. I’ve had this cxperience of ii 

quantum transport in thc theatre occasion- 
ally-for instance, at thc end of Brendan 
Behm’s The Ho.stup1. when the murdered 
soldier arises and dances a kind of funeral 
jig (“Death, whcrc is thy stingalingaling?”). 
But then: is no upbcat “resurrection” in 
Chronicle. Santiago is dcad. just dcad. 

Over the first t h m  chitptcrs we learn that 
thc killing w c u m d  a quarter-ccntury bc- 
fore; the nmator, strongly suggcstivc of 
Garcia M Q u e z  himself. rcconstructs from 
interviews with villagers thc dcathday of 
his boyhood friend. Practically evcryonc- 
excluding the victim and thosc closest to 
him-had known for an hour or two that 
the murder would takc plxc.  l l ie  killers. 
the Vicario brothers, advertised thcir intcn- 
tions well, obviously wishing to be stopped. 
Alter any one of sevcral cvents and thcy 
would have been. But some villagers wcrc 
hung over from wedding revels; others were 
agitated in anticipation of a visit by the 
bishop (whose boat nierely passes with a 
toot-toot and perfunctory blessings). Con- 
fusion mixed with stumblebum miscues adds 
up to something like fate. 

It’s not until the end of chapter two that 
we learn the reason for the killing. Rayardo 
San Rom4n has wooed and won the resistant 
Angela Vicario. She has no love for him- 
and besides, she’s no virgin. Sincc thcrc 
are no virtue-attesting rcd spots upon thc 
bridal sheets. Bayardo rcturns her to her 
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family on their wetltling night. Who h i d  

dishonored her’? She answcrs, “Santiago 
Nasiu.” IS it true‘! Maybe. Probably not. 
The narrator doesn‘t know. The villagers 
don’t really believe it. And too many details 
suggest it is not true. even though Santiago 
is a good-ole-boy imd grabbcr of girls’ 
crotches. Rut once the accusation is made, 
Angela’s brothcrs must act to save fillliily 
honor. So the hcsitant. awkward ambush of 
their friend by the Vicario brothers. 

After the killing, the niuriitivc lull.You 
leiun what bccamc of thc brothers Vicario. 
You hear of the vigil of Angela, who bcgins 
to low Uayardo once hc’s rejected her de- 
flowered self. In exile from the village, she 
woos him back with 3;cvcntccn years of Ict- 
ter writing-none of  which he reads; hc’s 
nicrcly grown fat and lonely. By the end 
of  chapter four Santiago’s dcnth. which 
we’ve never witnessed. is so very, vcry long 
ago it seems to bclong rather to the villagers 
than to him. Which explains a couple of 
curiosities in a book that is full of them: 
Just befon Santiago is killed outside his 
house, thc maid, who knows thc Vicarios’ 
intcntions without telling, “sces” him enter 
the house in safety. His mother, PlAcida 
Lincro, witnesses his death agony, but in 
her many retellings never remembers that. 
Guilt md pain revise history. 

But .in the final chapter. in a meticulous 
rcconstruction of his final minutcs, Garcia 
Miirqucz gives the dcath back to the one to 
whom it belongs-iand i n  a very moving 
way; it stunned me as much :is a funeral jig 
by a dcad man: Santiago gathers up his 
entrails. daintily flicks the dust away, and 
walks toward his housc; hc’s got a couple 
minutes of life left. Across a strcarn the 
nmator’s Aunt Wcncfrida Mirqucz sees 
and shouts, “Santiago. my son.. .what has 
happencd to you?”-“ “They’vc killed me, 
Wene child.’ hc said.” 

It’s n o  small thing-this thiit the novella 
was moving toward all along-to allow a 
charactcr to place his own pcriod, to com- 
ment upon and thereby claim possession of 
his own passing. “It’s thc lcast onc can do 
for him,” one thinks to oncsclf4hc sort of 
thing one says bcforc attending a funeral. 

G x h  Mhqucz must tire of always being 
explained as a Latin American writcr. 
Faulkner was Mississippian. Oncc you’ve 
ilbsorbcd thc significance of thiit, ho,w as- 
tonishingly relevant docs it rcmain? It re- 
mains relevant only if we read iis insistent 

sociologues, literary geographcrs. sifting 
texts for spccilicity ol time itrid place. But 
the bcst artists. no matter how “lwutctl“ 
their work, have always pursued the clc- 
riicntal thcmcs-and pcrfoniicd the clc- 
mental functions. Onc o f  these is to he the 
sustainer of riccimury illusions. Some ol 
us say wc’d likc to die in  our slccp. I doubt 
it. I think we’d likc t l~c chii1icc to .sil j  soinc- 
thing. staunp the moriicnt with our own style. 
to own i t .  Scholwi who‘d prove that Goettic 
didn’t expire saying “More light! More 
light!“ or Henry Jar~les saying “It’s hcrc, 
that distinguished thing“ arc ciitls. And if 
wc can’t stamp the ~iwmcnt. it‘s nice IC) 

think that someone will. As litcri:ry an- 
thropology, this is probiibly dclusion; hut I 
prctcnd to bclicvc that the lirst p)c111 oc- 
curred bcsidc ii gravc whcrc il friend chanted 
(maybe lying), ”And thc last thing he said 
was . . . . ’ I  w v  

SOUTH OF NOWHERE 
by Antonio Lobo Antunes 
translated by Elizabeth Lowe 
(Random Housc: 160 pp.; SI 1 .OS) 

Gcorgc O ~ ~ C I I ’ S  I CM short stoiy “~~iootiiig 
iin Elcphant” is the classical lictional state- 
ment of thc dilcmrria of a colonial power 
sccking to save itsell‘ lroni C I W ~ ~ I V C I I I C ~ ~  by 
thosc it hiis subjugated. A Ilritish police 
ofliccr in a Burmcsc town in the h y s  o f  
the Raj niust protect thc community lrorii 
a rampaging clcph;int. I t  is a viIl1iiihlc an- 
imal that probably can bc s;ivcd. but hc- 
cause the local 1X)puliicc C X ~ C C ~ S  liiiii  to 

destroy it, hc must do s o  or suffer ii loss of 
face. In a sudden realization “of’ thc real 
nature of  iiiiperialisrii.” Orwell Iwrccivcs 
“that when a whitc man turns tyriuit. i t  is 
his OWII freedom thiiI he tlestroys.” 

Modcrn dcmcxr;icics with rnisguidctl 
conceptions of‘ sell-interest niay also dc- 
stroy themselves in seeking to lrcc othcrs 
from what is seen iis bondape. Versions of 
this theme are often repcated in Aoicriciai 
books on Victnam. Onc of the bcst of  thcsc, 
Michael Herr’s IXTpmches. is a journ;ilist’s 
evocation of the mad carnage visited on 
those who arc to bc mirde free, and whose 
suffering, in turn, corrupts and tlcmoralizcs 
the socicty of thcir slaughtering wcll-wish- 
crs. 

Here Antonio Lobo Antunes takes us to 
Africa, whcrc hc vcrifics the thcnie again 
in fiery images of the fourtccn-ycar Angolan 
war for indcpcndence and of thc incipicnt 
and finally successful revolution it set off  


