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From saint to traitor, the life of a "gallant gentleman" offers Peru's Nobel laureate a truly grand subject.
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WB Yeats called Roger Casement a "most gallant gentleman". In this extraordinary historical novel, Mario Vargas Llosa peels away Casement's mask to reveal an astonishing, mutating destiny.

Fanatics have always fascinated Vargas Llosa. In The War of the End of the World (1984), it was the mystical, anarchic rebel Conselheiro in Canudos in Brazil. In later novels, these maniacs became the failed, homosexual guerrillero Mayta, the vile Dominican dictator Trujillo, then the self-exiled Gauguin. Bloody-mindedness, ideological dogmatism, a relentless will-to-power, idealism - you name it - lead his dreamers beyond society's norm. Casement was made for Vargas Llosa, and there is a Peruvian connection.

Mario Vargas Llosa came to fame early in 1963 when, aged 27, he won the Premio Biblioteca Breve for La ciudad y los perros (The Time of the Hero). This early novel initiated a remarkably constant fictional outpouring. It revealed how "machismo" is beaten into boys at a military school. They come from all over Peru and its stratified classes and races. The panic was being "different", or worse, a "marica"; the military ensured that effeminacy was defeated.

Vargas Llosa's hallmark from then on, even in erotic and comic veins, was accurate, plain language and dialogue in relation to climate and place, so that you can follow the action on a map. Taken together, his early novels constituted a geographic merging of a fragmented country (desert coast, teeming capital, isolated Andes, jungle). It's only more recently that he has branched beyond Peru and Latin America. So accurate was his first novel that the military symbolically burnt some thousand copies.

Vargas Llosa inherited two traditions. The first was that of concerned, responsible 19th-century realists who wrote earnest novels revealing the hidden, even sordid realities of their cities and lands, from Balzac to Dickens, Galdós and Thomas Mann. The second tradition was more impish and rebellious, close to surrealism and Sartrean existentialism. He teased his readers with narrative tricks or, in his journalism, with outrageous opinions. He was a master at baffling readers' expectations. He has reneged on Sartre and his experimentalism has toned down into supreme control of pace, place, character and plot, rather than submitting his readers to hard work, as it was with La Casa Verde (The Green House) in 1966.

The title of his latest – The Dream of the Celt – refers to an epic poem written by Casement the Irish martyr-traitor, to his nickname and his dream of a free Ireland. But it also hints that only fiction can re-imagine such a raw, contradictory life, beyond biography's maybes and history's reasoned, coherent hypotheses. If at the end Casement's fanatic patriotism blinded his lucidity, for most of the novel the Celt's austere, lone struggle against moral corruption remains admirable.

The novel opens and closes in Pentonville prison in 1916. Casement, stripped of his knighthood and humiliated by the leaking of his "Black Diaries", awaits execution for high treason. Interspersed in alternating chapters are flashbacks to his Protestant Irish family, his beloved Catholic mother and recurring dreams about her, his 20 years in Leopold II's Congo fiefdom and one year in the Putumayo Amazon, where he survived the climate, the diseases and the horror to write detailed reports on shocking abuse of rubber workers.

We learn of Casement's Irish revolutionary activities, especially in wartime Germany, and of his failed attempt to prevent the suicidal Easter Uprising. Had he not plotted to enlist the Kaiser's war-machine to help free Ireland from England, Casement would be a human-rights hero.

Vargas Llosa's epigraph from a Uruguayan thinker evokes the astonishing contrasts in all of us. The angel and the demon are inextricably mixed up in his characters. Casement's inner self reflects a personal war with the Congo Free State and then the Peruvian Amazon Company, and the reality behind their propaganda.

Two details represent Casement's detections: the use of the chicote whip made of hippopotamus hide, and the pillory in the Amazonian jungle. Casement tests evidence directly himself, by travel up the Congo and Amazon rivers, as his explorer heroes had done not long before. But he is also at war with his own physical and mental health and with his hidden homosexuality. Casement was a man of action, forced to review his life, awaiting hanging in a timeless prison cell. The novel creates a strange simultaneity, leaving explanations about human motives ungraspable.

Vargas Llosa's ingenious take on Casement's notorious "Black Diaries", released by the British to stall any petition to save his life, tackles the forgery issue by showing that it was partly true and often pure fantasy. We follow furtive encounters with young native men, but also written compensations for any failures. Instinctual, jungle life taught the monkish Casement that he could be an animal. Casement once fell in love with a male Norwegian, but never had sex, and then the Norwegian betrayed him as a British agent.

Beyond Casement's scandalous escapades, the novel questions colonialism's numbing cruelties. Was it just greed for black gold? Or was it original sin, plain human evil? Vargas Llosa's novel measures his characters' mental life with the nightmare of history, as if individual motivation and psychological identity cannot be isolated from baffling historical circumstances.

Inevitably, Joseph Conrad appears in relation to Casement's defence of European values. Here Vargas Llosa enriches the colonialism debates. Conrad admitted that "you've deflowered me Casement", yet refused to sign the petition to save him. Was it a disagreement about colonialism? For Conrad, Africa turned Europeans into barbarians; for Casement, it was Europeans who brought barbarity with them.

Vargas Llosa's literary realism seems so natural, with no lyrical outbursts, no pointless cleverness. His research is meticulous, whether through travel – Iquitos had already appeared in his fiction, but not the Congo, nor Ireland – or through libraries. But it is always embodied in plot and character. Most impressive is how he structures Casement's bifurcating paths, from the voice of conscience to the moving dialogues with the governor in Pentonville and with the Irish historian Alice Stopford Green. The narrator is self-effacing in the best Flaubertian tradition.

Could Vargas Llosa mimic Flaubert and say "Casement, c'est moi"? Is the writer a fanatic who partially identifies with other fanatics? This stimulating biographical novel, written with fiction's best freedoms, refuses to answer such questions. Edith Grossman's translation helps, for the novel seems written in English. Certainly, Casement's fate will touch English-speaking readers more than Spanish ones. Had Vargas Llosa not won the Nobel the month this novel appeared in Spanish, it may have won the prize for him.

Jason Wilson's books include 'The Andes: a cultural history' (Signal)
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The man who dared to dream

ALISON RIBEIRO DE MENEZES

FICTION: Mario Vargas Llosa’s semi-fictionalised life of Roger Casement is a romantic exploration of a tragic hero

The Dream of the Celt by Mario Vargas Llosa, translated by Edith Grossmann Faber and Faber, 404pp. £12.99 

FOR THE PERUVIAN Nobel laureate Mario Vargas Llosa, contemporary western civilisation is little more than a “civilisation of the spectacle”. Thus reads the title of his latest volume of essays, La Civilización del Espectáculo. In the opening essay, Vargas Llosa cites as a defining image of our age the reported frenzy of paparazzi in New York in September 2008, scanning the skies, on the day Lehman Brothers failed, for suicide jumpers. This grotesque notion evokes not only the 1929 Wall Street crash but also the collapse of the World Trade Centre and Don DeLillo’s “falling man”.

These are very different crises, of course, and Vargas Llosa’s criticism goes further than a mere indictment of media voyeurism. Our civilisation is imperilled not only by a consumerist mentality, which in itself is serious, as it impedes the development of individual judgment and reflection, but by a sense that everything in life is to be judged in terms of the entertainment it provides. If, for Vargas Llosa, the democratisation of culture was born of altruism (a point one might want to debate), then it has simply resulted in banality and frivolity. The scandals at News International are but an example of this broader phenomenon.

These arguments illuminate Vargas Llosa’s semifictionalised biography of Roger Casement in The Dream of the Celt, for one begins to see what may have attracted the Peruvian to the story of one of Ireland’s more contentious national heroes. In a world where ethics is reduced to enjoyment, and popular heroes are the designers of technological devices, the example of Casement’s dedication to revealing colonial abuses in the Congo and Amazon rubber trades, as well as his efforts in support of Irish independence, serve to flag up nothing less, for Vargas Llosa, than the erosion of our own humanity. This may sound exaggerated, but The Dream of the Celt is ultimately a eulogy to those who dare to dream a better world, beyond the bounds of political, social and cultural commodification.

Vargas Llosa’s title, of course, echoes Casement’s own epic poem of the same title. There are various dreams in this story of “the Celt”: of a more equitable global order, of Irish independence, of unattainable love. There is also the idealistic and impossible dream of a natural world untouched by human destruction, be it the rugged beauty of Murlough Bay, on the Antrim Coast, near Galgorm Castle, where Casement spent summers as a schoolboy, or the lush and rather threatening vegetation of the Congolese and Amazonian jungles. Finally, there is Casement’s mourning for his mother, who died when he was nine and whose memory haunts him as he embraces Catholicism at the end of his life.

Vargas Llosa has divided Casement’s life into three sections, each reflecting one of his political and social dreams: the Congo, the Amazon and Ireland. Chapters alternate between those in which Casement reflects on his life as he awaits execution in Pentonville Prison, in London, in 1916, and those in which he investigates colonial abuses in Africa and South America, or negotiates arms from the kaiser’s Germany to assist in the Easter Rising. There are obvious echoes of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, as well as specifically Latin American resonances, from the Cuban Alejo Carpentier’s The Lost Steps and the Argentinian Manuel Puig’s Kiss of the Spider Woman.

Irish readers will be familiar with Vargas Llosa’s reiteration of the heroic nationalist vision of the 1916 rebels – curious, given the author’s strident criticism of nationalism in other writings. However, his emphasis on the English liberal heritage as regards human rights and his treatment of the infamous Black Diaries may prove more thought-provoking.

Much attention is paid in The Dream of the Celt to stressing not only colonial abuses but also Casement’s role as an agent of the British crown in investigating them. With his strong links to London figures such as the anti-slavery campaigner ED Morel, Casement’s life reveals not only the stereotypical “heart of darkness” of colonialism but also the opposition to it right at the centre of the British Empire. This is significant, for at a time when the role and nature of empire are being re-examined, Vargas Llosa’s novel does not allow for an easy divide between colonisers and colonised, the Irish case included.

Vargas Llosa’s novel is also interesting for its treatment of Casement’s sexuality and the controversial Black Diaries. Rather than judging these to be wholly false, and so a matter of English propaganda, or wholly true, Vargas Llosa (perhaps, as a novelist, closely attuned to the interplay between fiction and reality) reads them as a mixture of factual diary and escapist fantasy. In this sense, they reflect the profound loneliness that the prison chapters in The Dream of the Celt convey so movingly. At the end of the novel the author remarks: “Roger Casement wrote the famous diaries but did not live them, at least not integrally There is in them a good deal of exaggeration and fiction.”

This underscores the imaginative leap that Vargas Llosa himself has made in seeking to narrate Casement’s life, particularly his final weeks in prison, with profound empathy and understanding. Admittedly, this limits the narrative perspective, inhibiting any truly searching critique of Casement’s contradictory positions or of his unthinking mixing of human rights with nationalism (Vargas Llosa’s Casement seems curiously impervious to the differences between colonial abuses in Congo or the Amazon, and in Ireland). But for a writer disturbed by a lack of ethical concern in our contemporary world, it permits a romantic exploration of Casement as a tragic hero who, despite his own evident failures, dared to dream.



Alison Ribeiro de Menezes lectures in Spanish and Portuguese at University College Dublin. She is writing a book on war and dictatorship memories in contemporary Spain

Mario Vargas Llosa is in conversation at Dublin Writers Festival tomorrow week at 3pm, at the Gate Theatre; dublinwritersfestival.com
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Execution: Roger Casement is escorted to the gallows of Pentonville Prison in London

Be the first to comment
For decades after his execution for treason in 1916, there was a great silence in Ireland about the life, death and legacy of Roger Casement. He was justifiably celebrated while alive as one of the great humanitarians of his age due to his work in the British diplomatic service to expose the barbaric treatment and exploitation of natives in the Congo and Amazon by European imperial powers.

But despite being knighted in 1911, he devoted himself to Irish republican endeavour, attempted to recruit an Irish brigade from prisoners of war in Germany to fight against the British empire, and was arrested after landing from a German submarine on the Irish coast, on his way to persuade those organising the 1916 Rising to hold off until more support could be arranged.

After his petition for clemency was rejected by the British government he was hanged at Pentonville Prison and his body was not returned to his native Ireland until 1965, where he received full honours as a patriot.

The discovery after his arrest of his Black Diaries, containing graphic information on rampant homosexual encounters, allowed a smear campaign that undermined his status and appeals for clemency.

For years, it was maintained they were forged in order to blacken his name, but now they are accepted by most, though not all, as genuine.

The diaries undoubtedly created awkwardness about how he was remembered which meant that until the 1960s his legacy remained somewhere in limbo. But by the time of the golden jubilee of the Rising in 1966, with his body back in Dublin and an improvement in Anglo-Irish relations, the balance had swung back in his favour.

In writing this book, translated from Spanish, the challenge for Llosa, the Peruvian novelist who was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 2010, was to make sense of the public and private worlds of Casement and to imagine his hopes, fears, torments and internal dialogue.

To an extent he succeeds, but the balance is not always struck. At times Llosa is so keen to include the historical research he has conducted that it breaks the flow of the narrative. He includes too much detail and if he had decided to allow Llosa the novelist rather than Llosa the aspiring historian to dominate, the book would be shorter and more powerful. That does not mean this is a bad book; there is much to admire here and most of it is absorbing.

The narrative device is effective; Casement is in his cell in Pentonville Prison, reflecting on the extent to which "his life had been a permanent contradiction".

He is awaiting news of his fate and reflects on his life and career from his birth in Dublin in 1864 to his entry into the British colonial service in 1892 and beyond.

There is exhaustive detail on his successful, though tortuous, quest to highlight the atrocities in the Belgian Congo and the Amazon.

Llosa spares no detail in describing the difficulties of working in such colonial regions; the heat, malarial fevers, feverish sleeping, psychological exhaustion, the hostility he faced and the chronic ill-health he suffered as a result.

As well as lengthy passages on the beauty of the jungle and its creatures -- "a compensation for the moral ugliness they discovered at every turn" -- the full horrors of the treatment of the natives are laid bare; the mutilation and torture inflicted by those running the companies that profited from the harvesting of rubber.

One sadistic officer would "raise them with a chain, tied to a tall tree, and then release them to see how their heads split open and their bones broke or their teeth severed their tongues when they fell to the ground".

But while at times powerfully atmospheric, there is too much repetitive detail on the various missions Casement undertook.

Llosa deals with his homosexual encounters subtly and sensitively, signposting his preoccupation with adolescent boys, and suggests that many of the diary entries in relation to sexual encounters were imagined rather than real, "writing what he hadn't experienced in order to pretend he had".

Such sexual encounters as occurred were commercial transactions, and involved "pure sex, hurried and animal".

He traces Casement's growing abhorrence of colonialism to the point where he had to ask himself in relation to his evolving Irish republicanism, "am I turning into a fanatic?"

His devotion to political action became total, but was undermined by the humiliation of his failure to persuade enough Irish prisoners in Germany to follow him ("how naïve and foolish I was").

Llosa also dwells on his struggles with religion, conversion to Catholicism and fears about how God will judge his sexual encounters.

Llosa includes a non-fiction epilogue in which he makes clear his admiration for Casement, but he does not sentimentalise or simplify this complex, intriguing character, concluding: "It's not a bad thing that a climate of uncertainty hovers over Casement as proof that it is impossible to know definitively a human being."

He succeeds in painting a sensitive portrait of the uncertainties Casement had about himself, alongside his considerable courage.

Diarmaid Ferriter is Professor of Modern Irish History at UCD. Mario Vargas Llosa will be in conversation at the Gate Theatre on Sunday, June 10, at 3pm as part of the Dublin Writers Festival.
The Dream of the Celt by Mario Vargas Llosa: review

Mario Vargas Llosa's 'The Dream of the Celt' is a passionate reimagining of a maligned anti-Imperialist 
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Sir Roger Casement, the subject of Mario Vargas Llosa's 'The Dream of the Celt' Photo: PA

By Ian Thomson

Sunday Telegraph 
31 May 2012

"Exterminate all the brutes!” exclaims the European trader, Mr Kurtz, in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Conrad set his story in the ivory-rich Congo Free State, created in 1885 by King Leopold II of Belgium. In the name of elephant tusks and rubber exportation, African land was forcibly cleared and the Congolese herded into swamps and flogged. 

The killings provoked an international outcry. Among those who vigorously denounced them was the Irish-born diplomat Roger Casement, who served as British consul to the African colony. Tirelessly, Casement gathered data on the atrocities and arraigned an army of Kurtz-like businessmen on charges of genocide. To his horror, Belgian militia routinely cut the hands off “lazy” slaves and bagged them as hunting trophies. (A sliced-off penis was proof that a Congolese had been killed.) It was thanks largely to Casement’s efforts that the killings eventually ceased. 

Mario Vargas Llosa’s semi-fictionalised account of Casement’s life portrays a heroic, if ultimately tragic champion of oppressed peoples. In 1916, in spite of a petition for clemency signed by, among others, George Bernard Shaw, Casement was hanged in London for high treason. With German help, he had plotted to restore Irish independence and overthrow Ireland’s colonial administration. 

The novel opens in Pentonville Prison on the eve of the hanging. Dublin is reeling from the failed 1916 Easter Rising, while Casement has been caught on Irish soil after landing from a German U-boat. Vargas Llosa recreates Casement’s Congo days and subsequent diplomatic posting to Brazil, where he similarly denounced the cruelty of rubber barons. 

While the novel is often absorbing, its shifts in chronology are at times laboured, and the dialogue correspondingly creaky (“Branded like animals? Can that really be true?”). The subject of Casement’s homosexuality is delicately handled, however, as Vargas Llosa seeks to cast doubt on the authenticity of the so-called “Black Diaries”, in which Casement supposedly chronicled his furtive gay encounters. Even today an air of disapproval hangs over Sir Roger Casement; this passionate if occasionally patchy novel will help to rehabilitate a maligned man. 
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The charge of genocide was not laid against King Leopold's Congo Free State. The regime was cruel but probably no more than that of the French in their Congo colony across the river, while immeasurably less severe than were the Germans in South West Africa.

What Casement investigated in Peru (not Brazil) along the Putumayo river was the destruction of Indian tribes through forced labour and casual murder. That could be called genocide. 
