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Introduction


J. M. Coetzee’s ‘Jesus’ trilogy begins with the arrival of two displaced persons—a young boy and his adult companion and protector—at the resettlement camp of a city called Novilla.1 Neither remembers their lives prior to the sea voyage to this new land during which they met; like every other inhabitant of it,2 their memories have been wiped clean of their personal history, although they remember having had such histories, and so know that there is something they don’t or can’t remember about themselves. At the end of their voyage, they were deposited at a coastal town called Belstar, and held at a reception camp for several weeks, during which they were assigned names (David and Simón, respectively) and approximate official ages (five and forty-five, respectively), and were taught Spanish (the language of their new country). When they arrive at Novilla, seeking a place to live and a means of earning a living, Simón describes himself as David’s father, although there is no biological or legal relationship between them; and he quickly embarks on another quest—to find David’s mother, or more precisely, to find a mother for David. Neither of them knows the name of David’s real mother, or even whether she has also travelled to this land—a letter belonging to David that might have held answers to these questions was lost on board their ship; but Simón is convinced that he or David will recognize her immediately when they see her. And soon after establishing themselves in Novilla, they encounter a woman who stirs an obscure sense of familiarity in Simón when she offers David a friendly greeting. He at once arranges a meeting with her, and asks her to take David as her son; and after a startlingly brief period of reflection, she (Inés) agrees to do so. Their shared task of caring for and educating David—first in Novilla and then for a longer period of time in another, more remote town called Estrella—constitutes the core of the ensuing narrative.

This combination of collective memory loss and the construction of a family on the basis of intuition and sheer will hardly sounds like the premise of an exercise in fictional realism; and as we shall see, other aspects of the basic shape and finer details of life in this land that are disclosed as David’s newly constituted ‘family’ settle into it diverge equally sharply from those governing our everyday existence. That said, we shouldn’t deny the clear (if non-linear) correspondences between this fictional world of displaced people, resettlement camps, and erased personal history and the treatment of migrants in our contemporary world (in Australia, where Coetzee currently lives, but also on the Mediterranean borders of Europe, the southern borders of the United States, the south coast of the United Kingdom, and elsewhere).3 And there is a difference between categorizing a text as a generic exercise in literary realism and claiming it as one composed in what one might call a realistic spirit—in which a relation to literary realism is maintained by radically interrogating its generic conventions. This is the subject of an explicit discussion in one of Coetzee’s earlier fictions, Elizabeth Costello;4 and in earlier work of mine on that text, I underlined the fact that that discussion develops an understanding of realism that pivots on a distinction between embedding and embodying, around which Costello (herself a novelist) and her narrator organize their thinking about how the realistic impulse finds expression in modernist literature.5 Because this commentary grows out of that earlier work, and assumes a significant degree of continuity of concerns between Elizabeth Costello and the ‘Jesus’ trilogy, a brief recounting of the main elements of that understanding of realism might provide the reader with some helpful preliminary orientation.6

In the first chapter or lesson of Elizabeth Costello, the protagonist’s son John objects to her earlier use of the category of realism in a lecture, which began by proclaiming the death of realism as a viable literary enterprise and yet claimed as an exemplary exercise in realism Kafka’s short story about an ape named Red Peter, who delivers a report to an academy about his experiences as an animal forcibly inducted into Western European society.

‘When I think of realism’, he goes on, ‘I think of peasants frozen in blocks of ice. I think of Norwegians in smelly underwear…people picking their noses. You don’t write about that kind of thing. Kafka didn’t write about it.’

 ‘No, Kafka didn’t write about people picking their noses. But Kafka had time to wonder where and how his poor educated ape was going to find a mate. And what it was going to be like when he was left in the dark with the bewildered, half-tamed female that his keepers eventually produced for his use. Kafka’s ape is embedded in life. It is the embeddedness that is important, not the life itself. His ape is embedded as we are embedded, you in me, I in you. That ape is followed through to the end, to the bitter, unsayable end, whether or not there are traces left on the page. Kafka stays awake during the gaps when we are sleeping, that is where Kafka fits in.’ (EC, 32)

Kafka’s ape is not in a realistic situation; no real ape has been, or (we think) could possibly be educated to the cultural level of an average European. Nevertheless, having embedded his ape in European culture, Kafka develops its consequences with a rigorous attention to the real nature of the ape and of the culture he (impossibly) inhabits. A real ape will have sexual and emotional needs; real human beings would try to satisfy them, in order to maintain their profits, and would care little about the sanity of the mate they procure, or the potentially monstrous consequences of their congress. Costello is in effect arguing that even a tale which takes its starting point from a sheer impossibility (beyond anything to be encountered in reality) might nevertheless count as a contribution to the project of literary realism, insofar as the development of that tale can be seen as a logically and emotionally rigorous unfolding of the consequences of that unintelligible origin—an unsentimental articulation of what the impossible embedding of one reality into another might reveal about both.

Costello’s notion of embedding is itself embedded in a context that associates it with two other notions, which together impart a reflexive aspect to the discussion—confirming our sense that, as her son’s question presupposes, her description of Kafka’s realism is also a self-description. First, she compares Red Peter’s embeddedness in life with her son’s embeddedness in her and hers in her son. The familiar comparison of literary creativity with human procreation is thereby given a particular twist: for insofar as both Costello and her son function as the term analogous to life on the ape side of the metaphorical equation, it suggests that the fictional creation endows its creator with life as much as the creator her creation. But when viewed from the vantage point of the ‘Jesus’ trilogy and its co-created unreal family, a further implication becomes salient: that both children and parents constitute the primary structures of reality for each other, and in that sense embed each other in life.

The second notion Costello associates with realism is that of Kafka as staying awake when we are sleeping. This partly specifies her sense of the realist author as having a commitment to the real and its ineluctable consequences that most human beings most of the time can neither desire nor bear; but it also invokes a canonical cultural image of philosophy—that of Socrates still awake, when all the other winers and diners have collapsed into unconsciousness, as dawn breaks at the end of Plato’s Symposium. As we shall see, Costello’s sense of literature’s uncanny intimacy with philosophy, sharing its interest in moral edification and in a genuine apprehension of the real (as the format of a lesson, with its suggestion of taking instruction, already implies), finds a strong and persistent echo in the ‘Jesus’ trilogy, and not solely because of Plato’s insistent presence within it.

By linking together or constellating these three notions (embedding, pro/creativity, and wakefulness), Costello offers us a way of understanding her own most famous fiction as an expression of what I would call modernist realism. That fiction is entitled The House on Eccles Street, and amounts to a recreation of Joyce’s Molly Bloom; and Costello declares that her attempt to make something new from the material left over from Joyce’s prodigal inventiveness was itself conditioned by a desire to relocate Molly from Joyce’s realistically imagined bedroom (‘with the bed with the creaking springs’) to the real sights and smells of the streets of Dublin in 1904, as well as the particular cultural possibilities actually open to Molly and Leopold alike at that historical moment. Otherwise put: she showed how Joyce’s liberation of the sensual reality of women from its prior literary confinement was itself confined, that Molly could ‘equally well be an intelligent woman with an interest in music and a circle of friends of her own and a daughter with whom she shared confidences’ (EC, 14).

One might, therefore, say that Costello plays off one kind of embeddedness against another: by exploiting the indebtedness of any literary creation to its antecedents, she tries to embed the wholly fictional and yet vitally real Molly more deeply into non-fictional human reality. She tries to stay awake during the gaps when Joyce was sleeping—or rather, she brings us to see his apparently seamless creation (its successful creation of an impression of real femaleness in his Molly) as actually having gaps in the light of her own, apparently more successful, fictional representation of real femaleness. Insofar as a prior fictional representation has any reality to it—insofar as it aspires to, or anyway succeeds in, apprehending something about reality—then attending properly to it in all its fictionality, even if that process takes the form of creating another fiction, may nevertheless bring us closer to what is real.

Where Costello chooses the term ‘embedding’, her narrator ultimately arrives at the term ‘embodying’, at least when discussing the discomfort created for literary realism by ideas—a challenge that is even more pertinent for the ‘Jesus’ trilogy (with its unending sequences of conversations about how best to comprehend everything from human waste to the music of the spheres) than it is for Elizabeth Costello. More precisely, Coetzee’s narrator talks twice of the relation between his enterprise and more familiar modes of realism, with the first such disquisition setting the stage for the second’s focus on embodiment. This initial stage-setting comes after a paragraph which describes Costello’s appearance in the kind of pared-down way that will become (sometimes wearyingly) familiar to any reader of the ‘Jesus’ trilogy:

The blue costume, the greasy hair, are details, signs of a moderate realism. Supply the particulars, allow the significations to emerge of themselves. A procedure pioneered by Daniel Defoe. Robinson Crusoe, cast up on the beach, looks around for his shipmates. But there are none. ‘I never saw them afterwards, or any sign of them,’ says he, ‘except three of their hats, one cap, and two shoes that were not fellows.’ Two shoes, not fellows: by not being fellows, the shoes have ceased to be footwear and become proofs of death, torn by the foaming seas off the feet of drowning men and tossed ashore. No large words, no despair, just hats and caps and shoes. (EC, 4)

On the one hand, Coetzee is associating his enterprise with that of Defoe’s plainly denotative realism: supply some small and plain particulars and the significations will emerge by themselves. On the other hand, he is also dissociating himself from Defoe’s prolixity—his sense that an unending profusion of such plain particulars is essential if the illusion of reality is to be successfully created. For where Robinson Crusoe’s life is conjured from a vast terrain of textual detail concerning his life on the island, Elizabeth Costello comes to life for us (if she does) from a comparatively meagre diet: the colour of her clothes and the greasiness of her hair constitute Coetzee’s entire expenditure of particularity upon her. This idea of moderation would seem exiguous even to Defoe’s Puritanism of prose.

Moreover, the text in which or from which Costello emerges is further attenuated by a series of interruptions. One kind is introduced by making reference to scenes that take place in the world of the story, but which are not simply omitted but positively skipped, by means of a sentence which describes the speech act it is performing: ‘There is a scene in the restaurant, mainly dialogue, which we will skip. We resume back at the hotel…’ (EC, 7). Another involves the creation of a gap in the narrative, which is represented not by a literal gap but by the insertion of the words themselves (‘A gap’ [EC, 27, 28]) between two sentences that are straightforwardly part of the narrative. As we shall see, this idea of gaps or breaks, cracks or holes, in an account will recur in the ‘Jesus’ trilogy; but in Elizabeth Costello their occurrence never succeeds in dissolving our interest in Costello and her vicissitudes. We might well wonder what kind of havoc an author has to create to stop us receiving and retaining an impression of reality, from which other literary effects can then be generated.

In the specific case of Defoe, for example, even his exemplary restriction of his prose to the barest of bare denotation does not prevent the efflorescence of figurative significance. For when (in the passage Coetzee’s narrator cites) he says that the two shoes were not fellows, he means that they do not form a pair with each other, but he also thereby invokes the two distinct fellow human beings from whom those shoes were torn. His meaning outruns its literal bounds, and thereby exemplifies language’s refusal to restrict itself to the purely or absolutely literal—its revelation of the true emptiness or irreality of any such notion of literality. And by choosing just these particulars from Defoe’s text, Coetzee appears to endorse Costello’s claim that realism of the familiar, Defoe-like kind has itself suffered shipwreck—that individual elements of its textual constructions might be reclaimed and embodied in new reconstructions, but the central illusion on which it is based has been shattered, and so can only survive in a radically revised form (such as Kafka’s, such as Costello’s, such as Coetzee’s). And yet, readers continue to believe in the drowning men and the foaming seas, in the novelist and her son arguing about literature; even when these lines from Crusoe are quoted in another story altogether, the lost sailors revive in our imaginations, just as Costello takes life through the perfunctory notation of her blue dress and greasy hair. Even here, then, we have not yet reached a conventional minimum below which the impression of reality simply will not be conveyed, will cease to take on form and body in our minds.

The second disquisition about realism picks up and inflects this idea of embodiment, just after the narrator’s account of a conversation between John and another character named Wheatley about the notion of literary merit:

Realism has never been comfortable with ideas. It could not be otherwise: realism is premised on the idea that ideas have no autonomous existence, can exist only in things. So when it needs to debate ideas, as here, realism is driven to invent situations—walks in the countryside, conversations—in which characters give voice to contending ideas and thereby in a certain sense embody them. The notion of embodying turns out to be pivotal. In such debates ideas do not and indeed cannot float free: they are tied to the speakers by whom they are enounced, and generated from the matrix of individual interests out of which their speakers act in the world—for instance, the son’s concern that his mother not be treated as a Mickey Mouse post-colonial writer, or Wheatley’s concern not to seem an old-fashioned absolutist. (EC, 9)

Where Costello sees embeddedness as pivotal for realism after the shipwreck of realism, Coetzee’s narrator privileges embodiedness. Coetzee takes the premise that ideas cannot float free from the individuals who articulate them (a premise that Plato’s choice of dialogue form appears to acknowledge, even if so many of his dialogues variously aspire to reorient our attention to a realm of pure ideas or forms), and then pushes it further, by emphasizing their rootedness in the animality of the human animal, its flesh and blood and all that it generates or engenders. He literalizes the realist idea of embodiedness—sees the concrete reality of living human bodies and freights images of the human body in all its concreteness with a range of more or less abstract, obscure, and ultimately unsynthesized significations. And he claims that this is how realism can and must accommodate ideas—that this is what it is to treat them in a realistic spirit.

That is not the same as being comfortable with them: but perhaps discomfort with ideas is precisely what their real nature demands. For Coetzee’s point is precisely that ideas discomfort us: they demand a degree of abstraction from reality which challenges us, although in a way that we—as genuinely rational animals—cannot dismiss; and their fleshly origins—their rootedness in the particularities of individual cultures, minds, and bodies—revolt us, as they revolted Plato and continue to revolt the philosopher in every rational animal, at least some of the time. Accordingly, any mode of realism that engages with ideas must do so in a way that embodies that very discomfort, and so transmits it to its readers. It accordingly cannot avoid running the risk of formal shipwreck—in the case of this text, by radically attenuating concrete descriptive detail, leaving gaps and skipping scenes, and interrupting itself with reflections on these aspects of itself. It thereby embodies a mode of evaluating ideas that runs contrary to our sense that such evaluation can only take the form of impersonal, internally coherent lines of argument and criticism that result in definitive conclusions of universal application.

That there are such arguments, and that they are worthy of respect, is not to be denied; but all such arguments are also embedded or embodied in a variety of ways to which they should not be reduced, but by which they are significantly conditioned, and often in tangled, mutually conflicting ways which complicate evaluation to the point of putting definitive conclusions beyond our reach—asking of us a willingness to contemplate or suffer the difficulty rather than attempting to solve or resolve it. To deny the relevance of such embeddedness to any assessment of the significance of lines of reasoning and the ideas they support would be as unrealistic as to reduce such assessment to an exclusive concern with their various embodiments. It is not hard to see why such a conclusion is one with which philosophy might well be discomfited.

I said earlier that this lesson from Elizabeth Costello pivots on a distinction between ‘embedding’ and ‘embodying’; but a properly realistic treatment of their role in that text would have to acknowledge their relatedness as well as their separateness. In the terms the text itself provides, a realistic treatment of these ideas of embedding and embodying must certainly acknowledge their ties to the speakers who enounce them, which means acknowledging the specific differences between Costello’s matrix of individual interests and that of her narrator. But it must also allow room for the revelatory possibilities of impossible conjunctions; and that means accepting not only that a character in a fiction and the narrator of that fiction might nevertheless converse with one another (for example about realism) but that their interlocutory perspectives on that topic might be convergent, each enriching the other’s grasp on its subject.

We should therefore think of ‘embedding’ and ‘embodying’ as inflections of each other: as close as the spellings of the words embodying these ideas, as different as the speakers into whose actions they are embedded. And we might then consider picturing the general relation between ideas and reality in the terms provided by the impossible conjunction of these particular ideas—namely, as a matter of embedding-as-embodiment, or embodiment-as-embedding. For if ideas must be embodied in things, and yet can also be embedded in other things (call them contexts), then they must be capable of being extracted from any of their particular embodiments; so every embodiment of an idea is an embedding of it, which means that no idea is fully absorbed into any of its possible embodiments, and no embodiment is reducible to its ability to incorporate a given (range of) ideas. This would be a realistic acknowledgement of the discomforting way in which ideas and reality depend upon, and are independent of, each other.

Since texts are one kind of context, and ‘embodying as embedding’ is the conjunction of two specific ideas, it would only be realistic to acknowledge that they too can be extracted from the particular text in which we first encounter them and embedded in other texts (particularly those created later by the same author). But it would be unrealistic to expect them simply to reappear in their original guise in those later texts—even when such a text is also concerned with ideas and their relation to reality, and so with philosophy and its relation to literature. For each new context will inflect those ideas differently, bringing out previously occluded aspects or dimensions of their significance and occluding previously salient ones, and thereby enriching their meaning as well as displaying meaning in general as always-already-to-be-unfolded. And the claim around which this reading of the ‘Jesus’ trilogy will pivot is that the idea around which it pivots, and which constitutes its primary line of continuity with Elizabeth Costello’s pivotal idea(s), is that of ‘translation’. In other words, ‘translation’ is what becomes of ‘embodying as embedding’ when it is embedded into and embodied by the ‘Jesus’ trilogy. ‘Translation’ is another word for ‘embodying as embedding’; it is what results when ‘embodying as embedding’ is translated from its original discursive context into the discursive context of these three fictions. And this act of translation (Coetzee’s, and the three attempts to characterize its nature that I just formulated and ordered) brings out particular aspects or dimensions of the significance of all three ideas, as well as of the broader discursive fields which are thereby brought into conjunction.

The task of supplying a more substantial and detailed grounding for this claim will occupy me later; but a few sketched-in points will, I hope, suffice to give it some initial plausibility. To begin with, Simón and David—like most of the inhabitants of their new land—have to learn Spanish before they can be resettled; and this fundamental fact about their exiled state, as well as their progress in meeting the challenge it poses, is underlined by the persistent appearance in the text of untranslated Spanish words and phrases (which reproduce for anglophone monolingual readers a very minimal version of the discomfort felt by the narrative’s protagonists). Two short passages of German poetry, recited by David, also crop up early and late in the narrative: no explanation for their presence is offered, but they are also untranslated, and (for those equipped to recognize this) significantly distorted from their originals.

The specifically artistic dimension of this traffic between languages, cultures, and historical eras is epitomized in the sole piece of literature David and Simón encounter during their residence: a copy of Cervantes’ Don Quixote, but in an illustrated children’s edition (hence presumably both abridged and bowdlerized, and certainly as subject to distortion as the German texts). Given its Spanish provenance, our encounters with extended quotations from that text forcefully remind the reader that the whole of life in this land is conducted in that language, and so leave us uncertain exactly how much of the fiction we are reading is to be understood as a translation into English (if that is the case with the Cervantes adaptation, then it will be true of much of the reported speech, and might even be true of increasing portions of the text’s reports of Simón’s interior monologues).

But the relation between the Cervantes adaptation and its original merely exemplifies the fact that translation is an ontological principle of this fictional world more generally. Most obviously, it characterizes the relation between the old life of those who travel to this land and their new life in it: to call them displaced or resettled is just another way of saying that they have been translated from one life to another. Despite having their memories of their past life wiped away, they know that they had another life, and they know that the new life they currently lead is nevertheless led by the same person who led that old life. In this respect, their identity or integrity as individuals has mysteriously but undeniably survived their displacement from one mode or kind of existence to another—just as Don Quixote lives on in the children’s edition of Cervantes’ work, and the sense of Cervantes’ words is held to survive its transposition into languages other than his original Spanish.

Conjoining questions about identity of linguistic meaning (and its distinctive modes of distortion, attenuation, or loss) with questions about identity of fictional characters and real persons (each with their distinctive forms of failure) might seem unduly forced.
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