[John says Vargas's "next novel, El Sueño del Celta, is due out, in its Spanish edition, in November...The title means ‘The Dream of the Celt’ and it is based on the life of Roger Casement."

Mario Llosa Vargas was researching it a year ago in Ballymena where Casement was schooled (at Ballymena Academy) and boarded in his holidays with the Young family at Galgorm Castle and in Ballycastle. 

Rose Young a later Gaelic scholar had a degree of influence over him. She was one of a large number of female Protestant nationalists in the area from big houses. They like Casement were of the non-marrying sort.]
Mario Vargas Llosa: an unclassifiable Nobel winner
Novelist William Boyd pays tribute to 'a great chronicler of the highs and lows of our carnal and passionate adventures as human beings'. - Guardian Review.


· guardian.co.uk, Friday 8 October 2010
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Mario Vargas Llosa meets the press in New York after his Nobel prize for literature victory., Photograph: Mario Tama/Getty Images 

I first met Mario Vargas Llosa in London in 1989, at a dinner party organised by a mutual friend, Nicholas Shakespeare. I had been hired by a Hollywood studio to write a script based on Vargas Llosa's wonderful semi-autobiographical novel Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter and was both very keen and somewhat wary about the prospective encounter. I was very keen because I was an unashamed fan of Vargas Llosa, the writer – it took me a second to accept the Aunt Julia job – but wary because I quickly came to realise that the book was a fantastically difficult challenge to turn into a movie and my Hollywood brief was uncompromising: there was no way the film was going to be placed in its vividly rendered setting in Lima, Peru – Aunt Julia had to be Americanised.

In fact, the meeting couldn't have been more reassuring and agreeable. Vargas Llosa was as enthused as I was about the possible film and unperturbed about its required US location (we ended up with New Orleans, as close to Lima as the US could provide, I calculated). He gave the enterprise his blessing: "Make it a bold adaptation," he said, urging me to take risks. And so, taking him at his word, I did. And I am relieved to report that he liked the eventual film (starring a young Keanu Reeves in the Vargas Llosa role).

And now he has won the Nobel prize for literature. Does it strain interpretation to see in that first meeting some of the factors that might have gained him the prize? Cosmopolitanism, pluralism, conviviality, worldliness, multi-lingualism, audacity, comedy, experimentalism, are all epithets that can be attached to his name and his work. Aunt Julia is probably my favourite novel of his – for obvious reasons – but the body of work that Vargas Llosa has produced since his first novel, The Time of the Hero in 1963, is both prodigious and admirable. The range is remarkable – from the surreal fantasies of the radio soap operas in Aunt Julia to the baroque comedy of Captain Pantoja and the Special Service; from weighty historical epics such as The War at the End of the World and The Feast of the Goat to the whodunit thriller-style of Who Killed Palomero Molero? Vargas Llosa is very hard to classify and pin down as a writer: he has written short novels and very long novels, comic novels and deeply serious novels, straightforward realistic novels and recognisably South American "magic-realist" novels. Perhaps this unclassifiability has been seen as a disadvantage. Indeed, when one compares Vargas Llosa to his great South American literary rival Gabriel García Márquez one is reminded of Archilochus's old fox and hedgehog adage: "The fox knows many things, the hedgehog knows one big thing." Márquez, a hedgehog novelist if there ever was one, received his Nobel in 1982 at the age of 55. Vargas Llosa received his at the age of 74. Almost 30 years later the day of the fox has arrived – it inevitably comes around, even if it takes a little longer.

There is another consideration when it comes to Vargas Llosa. His reputation as a writer is trammelled by the controversial public events in his own life, namely the political voyage he has made from the left of South American politics to the libertarian right. Both reasons perhaps explain why this prize – for which he is routinely considered a contender each year – has been comparatively late in coming. He is a great South American novelist but one who combines that continent's vibrant and malign profusion, its energy and crazy humour, with what might be termed a European intellectual rigour. His scholarly and imaginative interpretation of Flaubert and Madame Bovary, The Perpetual Orgy, perhaps illustrates that capacity of his mind most effectively.

Few novelists today have combined the public man and the private artist so prominently as Vargas Llosa – how many novelists have run for president, as Vargas Llosa did in the 1990 elections in Peru? Perhaps it's fair to say that his political adventures have tended to obscure the very real achievements of his novels and their manifest literary ambition. One of the blessings of winning the Nobel (among its few curses) is that it does focus attention once more on the work, and Vargas Llosa's oeuvre deserves to be reconsidered in its own right. And while it's true that the historical novels, with their forthright and fascinating reinterpretations of South American political upheavals and machinations, seem the most obviously hefty and momentous, my own private celebration will concentrate on other works in the Vargas Llosa canon.

It's most present in Aunt Julia but it could be argued it is the leitmotif of all his works of fiction: Vargas Llosa has continually celebrated the sexual and amatory electricity between men and women – that ticking clock that animates almost all of us, whether to delightful or disastrous effect, or both. Sometimes it is explicit (in all senses of the word) in a novel such as In Praise of the Stepmother or The Bad Girl, but such a concern runs as a life-enhancing note through almost everything he has written. Intriguingly, in an attempt to derail his presidential bid in 1990, his opponents used to read out the more shocking and sexually candid sections of his novels over the radio in an attempt to encourage voters to shift allegiance. Maybe it worked: certainly Vargas Llosa didn't win. His readers, I suspect, were secretly very grateful – it meant he could continue writing.

Vargas Llosa, in all his multifacetedness, in spite of and as well as his many rare gifts and talents as a novelist, remains fundamentally a great chronicler of the highs and lows of our carnal and passionate adventures as human beings – our many mishaps and shameful duplicities, our rare nobility and rarer moments of pure happiness. His work reveals what the novel does best – in that it "gets" the human condition better than any other art form. Vargas Llosa's novels understand and reproduce the absurd and melancholy tragicomedy of our lives and their occasionally inspiring moments of pure happiness. The Nobel is hugely merited and I suspect Vargas Llosa will be very pleased. But then he'll say to himself: it's only a prize, it's the books that matter. 
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Unclassifiable? How about a well-deserved one?
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I must admit i wasn't familiar with this guy. But i will definitely read something, as i try to read something by ever nobel winner. 

And this :

His reputation as a writer is trammelled by the controversial public events in his own life, namely the political voyage he has made from the left of South American politics to the libertarian right. 

So at least i know he's intellectually honest and has some balls...now i'm even more excited about checking him out. 

Incidentally, they say the reason Borges never won the nobel prize was because of his right leaning political ideology. 

Good on the committee this time for making it about literature and not politics.
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His scholarly and imaginative interpretation of Flaubert and Madame Bovary, The Perpetual Orgy, perhaps illustrates that capacity of his mind most effectively.

thank you William. Few know this
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It is a good thing Vargas Llosa only won the Nobel this late.

The prize is the worst killer of great literature known, other than publishers.

Once writers are crowned like this they nearly always cease to produce significant work. They become established, fat, lazy and complacent. They become bourgeois. The thrust and anger is gone for ever.

Only exceptions produced great works even after the Nobel are very few. In fact I can think of only two: Thomas Mann and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. And even Solzhenitsyn's "Gualg Archipelago" was only finished after the Nobel in 1970; he had done the main work on it well before. 

As for poor Mann, he had no respite after the Nobel spiritually because of the unprecedented horror of Nazism. 

The greatest Latin American writer of all never, thank God, got the inglorious crown of the Nobel: Alejo Carpentier. He had a magic Llosa for all his worth could never reach.
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This comment has been removed by a moderator. Replies may also be deleted.

· 
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8 October 2010 3:49PM

Well done Vargas. I have loved what I've read of him. A fantastic story-teller. I have never thought much about his politics and I should read up about it but I would probably tend to sympathise with him. Personally I consider myself a loyal lefty over in Europe, but where I live now in Latin America I tend to support the conservatives more often than not....

Why do you hate him so much pampasman?
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a Nobel prize hey! 

From a man that invented dynamite who came from a country that exports arms all over the world? Hmmmmmmmm

What a croque of S!
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A prize for literature is about literature. My qualm with the Nobel prize for literature is when they do give it for a political reason and not a literary one. And while this one is debatable in terms of literature, it surely isn't for his politics.

pampasman: Did he steal your girl in school or something, boludo?

Ganpatram: Surely Coetzee wasn't hurt by win?
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He's a great writer. He's been writing many years ago almost since he was a child. I think that this prize is very well deserved....
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It will be interesting to see what he has to write about Roger Casement, who is the subject of his next book.

This year is the 100th anniversary of Casement's epic voyage to the Putumayo valley, where he followed up the reports of enslavement and systematic rape of the natives by the rubber barons of the London Rubber Company, first made public by Werner Hardenburg. 

Llosa had this to say:

"Casement is a character that bothers a lot to the Irish themselves, because there is a controversial legend about alleged gay sexual practices attributed to him, you never know if there a basis in reality or as part of a British intelligence operation to discredit him. " said Vargo Llosa

My understanding is that Llosa has not yet made it to the Public Records Office in Kew to look at those Casement diaries which fell into the hands of MI5 in 1916. Nor has he been to Dublin to look at Casement's German diaries, which did not pass through MI5, and which contain no sexual references at all.
Perhaps on his way to Oslo, he can correct this.

Casement was described as a sexual pariah in the Guardian, and the official historian of MI5 described him as a sexual predator. This obsession with Casement's supposed sexual identity has led to a perversion of the sexual politics of his campaign in the Putumayo. Some modern feminists are more concerned about whether he was a cross dresser, than his work in bringing the murderers and rapists to justice. 

If he does make it to Kew, he may be surprised to find that parts of Casement's diaries have been given a crude coating of polyvinyl acetate, which caused forensic examination of those pages to be broken off in 2002. 
The forensic research carried out in 2002 on the diaries at Goldsmiths College was submitted to peer review at the time. The reviewer concluded that the evidence presented to support the conclusions was inadequate, and that he would not recommend the work for publication.

Llosa should remember that he is joining William Butler Yeats as a Nobel laureate. Yeats called on all decent people to tell the truth about Casement. Llosa has some work to do if he wants to do that...

I SAY that Roger Casement
Did what he had to do.
He died upon the gallows,
But that is nothing new.

...

Come Tom and Dick, come all the troop
That cried it far and wide,
Come from the forger and his desk,
Desert the perjurer's side;

Come speak your bit in public
That some amends be made
To this most gallant gentleman
That is in quicklime laid.
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One of my friends today wrote on Facebook "Another Noble Prize assigned... but not at Philip Roth, the greatest living author of this century".
What can I say? I think he's right. WHY not Roth?
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ISTUTIUS:

I have never been able to take Coetzee very seriously. To me he seems the acme of a modern phenomenon, thre derivative academic writer, the kind who lecture at universities in the US on how to write, gnawing on the literary meat killed by adventuring in the great world by incomparably more virile and hands-on earlier generations: a scribbler in the margins of Dostoevsky, Kafka.. 

It is one of Vargas Llosa’s great merits that he is not blinded by his puerile political emotions from recognising literary genius when he comes across it. Even at the height of his ludicrously juvenile political campaign against Garcia Marquez (so what if Marquez supports Castro? Borges supported Pinochet; Dostoevsky supported the most repressive of Tsars, as, did the early Tolstoy) Vargas Llosa accepted Marquez' artistic magic.

Similarly, Vargas Llosa has written in awe of the greatness of Alejo Carpentier, admitting that he has read the latter's epochal novel about the Haitian slave uprisings, "The Kingdom of This World", at least three times, and speaking of its "incredible technical achievement". This is generous, given that Carpentier was in the last two decades of his life a faithful functionary of the Castro regime.
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Wonderful to have another great South American novelist after Carpentier and Garcia Marquez, to whatever politicaly tendency they belong. ."Humour and Humanity"(R.Mc Crum) comes together with strength, passion for Life, for man and woman electricity ! 
Vargas Llosa has been a great novelist for years,unknown to Europe and the whole world, the Nobel sometimes is a happy solution.
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I'm also looking forward to reading his book about Casement. It will be interesting to see how a writer from Peru deals with this subject.
Colm Tóibín wrote about Casement in his nice anthology, Love in a Dark Time.
In ten years time, Tóibín will get the prize, hopefully! 

Maybe Pamuk was a bit too young to get the price? For me, his latest novel, The Museum of Innocense, was a bit disappointing.

I admit I've had some weird prejudice against Vargas Llosa, I don't know why. Maybe he seems too "established", handsome, rich and successful. There's nothing vulnerable about him, something I appreciate in writers. But I definitely want to read him, maybe some of his earlier books.
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Maybe this is a "pension prize" after all. I do wish that out of the thousands of writers in the 200 plus countries that they could have found someone else - oh how about those on their short list! It reminds me of the Vatican when there was going to be an African Pope and then... oh they unleash instead the rottweiller. I wonder what he will do with the prize money - build a swimming pool like A.S. Byatt did? Today when we are faced with the disintegration of numerous values, when war has become a pornography, the environment protection, a hedge fund - should we allow the fate of the indigenous people to become a bumper sticker? I for one think that those with a "voice" and an "influence" should do something about the increasing encroachment of the vestiges of their land - all those interests which Vargas Llosa so eloquently backs, the ones that are supported by us through our continued consumption of products that have blood on their packaging. I remember receiving years back a book which was published by Time Life I believe, it was illustrated with lots of pictures of the Americas - it seemed a fecund, exotic and beautiful locus - a place for the imagination - little did I know about the truth - the horrific history, and I am sure today we know very little about all the terrible things going on in South America - but for me the awarding of the prize to Llosa seems an act of complicity in the deeds. Maybe it is an exaggeration, maybe he deserves the prize because he writes wonderfully about...his continent. But I think one cannot let it go. We have a habit of moving on to the next topic very quickly, as if the holocaust was a snicker bar. If the laureate was to articulate clearly support for the indigenous peoples and to donate some of his prize money to their cause - I think such a gesture, now, while he is in the limelight, could influence a lot of people to change their opinion for the good.
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His writing skills are not in doubt. On his reactionary politics, in addition to his odious views on South American indigenous populations, he also applies his hispano-supremacist ideology in the context of Spain as well. He is closely identified with the extreme Spanish nationalist school of thought. He is a visceral opponent of linguistic diversity and has regular opinion pieces in far right (and some mainstream) publications attacking the use of Basque, Catalan and Galician. According to him and his political articles, the only valid culture and language are Castilian.

While his views should not in themselves preclude the receipt of awards, neither should they be ignored.

Top writer, vile man.
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