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LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION IN
DELIBES' PARABOLA DEL NAUFRAGO

John W. Kronik
Cornell University

Therefore is the mame of it called
Babel; because the Lord did there con-
found the language of all the earth...

Gen. 11:9

The literary artist's relationship to lan-
cuage has described, frem the past century
to the present, a historical trajectory in
whose trail language has evolved [rom utili-
tarian instrument to esthetic object to philo-
sophical preoceupation. The generations
that grew about Balzac, Dickens, and Galdds,
sensitive as they were, in dilfering degrees,
to the unique qualities that inhere In
language, saw in the word above all a tool for
the artistic communication ef their social con-
cerns and lor the fashioning of scenes that
conveyed them. The pragmatic function eof
their language called for the signified to out-
wetgh the signifier in value and importance.
In riposte to the mimetic approach where
language was subsumed into the act of
projection of the observable, eame the notion
of the work of art’s self-sufficiency, and it
came accompanied by language enthrened.
The sound and the looks of the word, its har-
monious eoexistence with its neighbors, its
identity as metaphor surged to the fore in the
hands of the writers in whom the choeice of
the signifier was determined as much by its
intrinsie attributes as by the signifieds that it
cued. From this conseiousness of art's
esthetie supremacy, it was but a step to an
artistic self-conseiousness, to a process,
within the work ef art itself, of reflection on
art and of art, which in literature brought
quite automatically as its concomitant a focus
on the nature and functioning of the word, an
epistemology of language, spurred by the
waxing interest in modern linguisties. In
more recent years (I am of course referring
to chronological ecurrents that everlap),
having examined and questioned the sub-
stance and the generic forms of his art as well
as the mode of ils conveyanece, the artist,
perhaps in a state of despair over matters
that reach beyond but include his art, turns
on it viciously, with an apparent desire to
destroy what he has created or to destroy

*This essay was written during a residency
at the Bellagio Study and Conference Center
in Bellagio, Italy. I am grateful to the Rocke-
[eller Foundation and to Dr. and Mrs. Wil-
liam €. Olson for the opportunity to enjoy the
Center’s unexcelled working conditions.

2This page number, and all subsequent page
numbers in the text, refer te the manuseript
copy of the English translation of Terra Nos-
lra.

SHistoria de Espana, Gran historia general
de los pueblos hispanos, Tomo III; ed.: D.
Juliin M& Rubio, D. Luis Ulloa Cisneros, D.
Emilio Camps Cazerla, D. Jaime Vieens Vi-
ves (Instituto Gallach de Libreria y Edi-
ciones: Barcelona), 1959, p. 354.

41bid.

9These choices are summarized on pp. 1393-
96.
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through creation. In the literary arts, it is
again the word, the generative constituent of
literature, that must bear the brunt of the
assault all the while that it serves to launch
the altack.

The mature Miguel Delibes of Pardbola del
ndufrago belongs to that group of recent
writers who have discovered that language is
duplicitous --every bit as duplicitous as the
creature that invented it for his own use. The
very title of this novel communicates its
multiplicity of meanings and at the same time
the ambiguity fixed in language, which is one
of the book's meanings. The immediately
apparent duality that derives from the Latin
parabolé/parabola in simplest terms trans-
lates into a simultaneous signal of the novel's
identity --an exemplary narrative-- and its
metaphorie structure --a geometric [ligure.
The latter, concretized only twice in the text,
once in reference to the “paridbola liquida”
produced as Jacinto urinates, traces modern
society’s processes of formulaie reductivism.
However, while it is just that, Pardbola del
naufrago is more than a glimpse into the
likely fate of El camino’s protagonist after his
expulsion into adulthoed and inte the
nightmarish patterns of a technocratic
society styled along Orwellian lines, more
than a Kalkaesque vision of an individual's
programmed dehumanization by an engulling
strueture of symmetries of his own making.
T'his parable whose meral the parabolic arch
deseribes cannot, for its literary shape, do
without language; and while language as a
vehiele is essential te the communieation of a
social and existertial vision, the form
assumed by language in that communicative
funetion causes it to mediate not only that
vision, but its own nature as language. The
reader of Delibes’ novel must reeall that
although the etymology of “parfibola” begins
with the idea of similitude that engenders
both a particular geometric figure and a
partieular kind of narrative comparison
(proverbial tale), the notion ol speech lies at
its eore (note Span. palabra, Eng. “palaver”).
The novel's title insinuates that the word as
subject is central to the concerns of Pardbola
del nbufrago, which, at the same time as it
tells the exemplary tale of a modern-day
shipwreck vietim and at the same time as it
marks the curve of the destruction wrought
by carefully graphed schemes, reeounts the
shipwreck of language.

The degradacion of Jaecinto San José into a
sheep, preceded by Genaro Martin's meta-
morphosis inte Gen, the dog, is paralleled in
the novel by an accompanying degradacion of
language. (Significantly, Spanish has main-
tained more strongly than English the double
meaning of demotion and vilification earried
by the term degradacion.) Delibes' various
narrative devices, whieh shocked reviewers
and continued to disturb and alienate readers
used to the earlier Delibes, funetion to
undercut the traditions on which logic of
language rests. The eonnections between
Parabola del ndufrago’s war on the word and
the still more complicated subversions of
language in Martin-Santos’ Tiempo de
silencio, Goytisolo’s Reivindicacién del conde
Don Julign, and some of the contemporary
Latin Ameriean novels are evident: like :}Lhe‘r
writers of his moment, the Delibes who has
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come of age has found, in what some
erroncously take to be gratuitous experimen-
tation, the textual expression most appropri-
ate to his necds.

On the opening page of the novel (refer-
cnees are to the first edition, Barcelona: Des-
Lino, 1969), alter an introductory paragraph,
Delibes offers a key to the proecedure fol-
lowed on the hall-dozen oceasions where the
narrative turns to Gen and substitutes verbal
signs for punctuation marks ("Tras la verja
coma a la derecha de la eancela coma junto al
aleree coma se hallaba la caseta de Genaro
abrir paréntesis al que ahora llamaban Gen
dos puntos...” p. 10). The need to provide the
key announces the inadequacy of our system
ol signs; at the same time, the key’s utter su-
perfluousness (“igual igual a = / punto = a .
/coma = a,”’ p.9), insofar as it is not neces-
ary to the comprehension of the procedure
and yet is not an aperture to its ready ab-
sorption, renders absurd both the procedure
and its key. In the real-world-turned-surreal
ol Jacinto and Genaro, conventional rules and
stgns ne longer earry any value, and the nar-
rative signals become as absurd as the life
experiences of the characters. The style of
writing, mechanized like dictation to a secre-
tary or to a telegraph operator, destroys
rather than assists ease of comprehension
The reader, in order to decode the text more
readily, tends to suppress the verbalized
punctuation marks in the act of reading
which suggests that the traditional markers
of ecomprehension (, or . or ;) have no value
(Cela applied this eonviction to paragraphing
in Sun Camilo, 1936.) But if the reader sup-
presses through conseious omission the ver-
bal signs that have supplanted the traditiona
typographie indications, then the word as
sign along with the punctuation mark is de-
graded and s wselessness, even its intru-
siveness, dramatized. The character with
whem this particular style is consistently as-
sociated is Genaro, the generic man, a bielog-
ical unit {gen = “gene”), whese degradation
has preceded the opening of the novel. (His
surname, Martin, has evident animal conno-
tations.) Pardbola del n&ufrago is thus
launched with language and the individual al-
reiudy metamorphosed. The pattern for what
subsequently oecurs is preestablished.

IT it is Delibes’ suggestion that existing
signs are de {rop, he also suggests that they
are inadequate as governors of eommunica-
tion. One device to which he has recourse
throughout is te invent indicators of sound
whenever the text informs the reader that a
sound has been produced. For example:
“Fuera de esto y del chapaleo del arroye,
chuap-chuie, del graznido de las grajetas,
(quiiid, y de los conciertos esporddiecos de mir-
los, chine-chine-chine, y ruiseniores, choqui-
piupiupiupid, el silencio es total” (p. 49). The
narrator's distrust eof his medium is immedi-
ately apparent in his belief that the
deseription is in itself ineapable of transmit-
ting the sound. That fundamental insecurity
1s eompounded, not overcome, by the fact
that existing language is further inadequate
insofar as it has no signs for these sounds,
which have to be reproduced onomatopoeti-
cally. Onee created, they are a failure, for if
reproduction is purportedly superior to des-
cription, reproduction in the text is likewise
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dependent on the word and in the final analy-
sis is more defective yet because the repro-
ductive sign is meaningless in isolation from
its descriptive presentation. What meaning
is conveyed by the signs “zurrur,” “cle-clip,”
“nenennnnn,” “bbb,” ‘“bla-ta-bld,” “trui-
chine-tiit-orr-sib-sab,"” ete.? The sign reduced
to a sensory projection yet constituted of let-
ters of our alphabet is mortally wounded by
the absence of a traditionally determined
meaning. It is a code without a key. But are
these clusters of randomly positioned letters
any more arbitrary than the accustomed
siens of man's language? If, on the other
hand, we agree with the poets that nature
has its own language, then in the text's feeble
attempts to approximate it, Delibes succeeds
in demonstrating yet again the impoteney of
man'’s linguistie system. In the end, without
constituting a new language, “guuec” and
“plum-buum-bitin” and the other such oddities
function as interruptions of the narrative
flow: one more linguistic element fated for
likely suppression by the reader.

Repetition is another avenue of affront to
Janguage's ability to communicate. There is
contant repetition of words, sentences, ideas
in Parabola del naufrago, but even more
notable and ultimately cloying is Delibes’
peppering of the text with parenthetical re-
dundancies purportedly dispensed for great-
er clarity or precision: “Jacinto ... trata de
conformar las ideas con las manos. Le cuesta
mucho elaborarlas (las ideas) y mds aun or-
denarlas (las ideas) y mucho mas aun
evacuarlas (las ideas)” (p. 82); “Jacinto jadea.
Suda (Jaecinto). Jacinto tiembla. Llora
(Jacinto). Jacinto se ase erispadamente a los
bordes del lavabo. Se estremece (Jacinto)”
(p. 212). The narrator who falls into this pat-

_ern (and all the narrative voices in this novel

do) has little trust in his medium and reflects
in his relationship with the reader Jacinto's
fear of not being understood. The ambiguity
of language is underscored to absurdity, for
in this case ambiguity implies not richness,
flexibility, and mystery, but poverty because
a second sign is required to clarify the idea
imperfectly conveyed by the first. An irony
that emerges is that the repetition, a means
of primitivist reduction, in diminishing the
uniqueness and substantiveness of linguistic
expression, reflects the meticulous imper-
sonality of a machine, thereby vitiating the
power structure's assurances that mechani-
zation is no threat to the individual. Most sig-
nificantly, perhaps, the repetition is ulti-
mately counterproductive to the extent that
its burlesque function is not lost upon the
reader who, long before all is said and done,
is led from amusement to impatience to
--again-- rejection of the text’s linguistic con-
stitution.

To the charges that the word is superflu-
ous and deficient are added a series of thrusts
at the meaninglessness of language. Slogans,
for example, take advantage of the ambigu-
ous character of language and lessen its stat-
ure by creating automatized structures de-
void of meaning. This subversion reaches
such extremes that the contradictory compo-
sition of most slogans and their senselessness
oenerally go unnoticed by those who utter
them and by those subjected to them. The
autoeratic social structure in Parabola del

naufrago is dependent on the opiate of the
slogan as an instrument of its survival, and
the pawns of the system --the funcionaries--
have been trained to jump to their feet and to
recite slogans whenever Don Abddn enters.
Their behavior and their language have been
ritualized. The exaggeratedness of the act
and the resulting destruction of both the ver-
bal sign and its signification are represented
typographically through a concatenated sys-
tem that denies the uniqueness of the word
and the integrity of its wholeness: “SU-
MAR -ES -LA -MAS -NO -BLE -AC -TI -VI-
DAD-DEL-HOM-BRE,” “HA-BLAR-DE-
DE-POR-TES-ES-AUN-MAS-SA-LU-DA-
BLE-QUE-PRAC-TI-CAR-LOS,” ete. (p. 20).

Another instance of the [racture of mean-
ing in Delibes’ novel is the confusion between
the cipher zero and the letter O. This inter-
play is likely to strike the reader as the
book's most ludicrous element, especially
since the tracing of zeros, and in time the
thought of zeros, that nauseates Jacinto is
extended to occur even when he shapes
meatballs but not when he forms sixes,
eights, or nines. Initially, Jacinto simply
feels dizzy and ill after having written a cer-
tain number of zeros, and he does not know
why. It is ironic that the doctor whom he con-
sults, a member of the power structure, in-
stead of eflecting a cure or exerting a tran-
quilizing influence, compounds Jacinto's ditfi-
culties by raising the issue of the cipher ver-
sus the letter, applying it even to Jacinto’s
names, which after the medical consultation
Jacinto recognizes as ending in confusion or
in nothing. Of course, the reader can per-
ceive, as Jacinto does not, that the nothing-
ness of existence makes him ill, that what
overcomes him is existential nausea. (Jacinto
is not as perspicacious in his self-analyses as
is Sartre's Roquentin.) The reader sees,
moreover, thatin Jacinto's case the absurdi-
ty of life’s nothingness is projected through
the act of writing, his livelihood and his sole
productive activity. Zero denotes absence; a
letter presumably denotes presence. When
the cipher and the letter are equated, made
indistinguishable, they add up to nothing.
Language equals zero. Ambiguity’s solution
is the ultimate in ambiguity. We detect that a
system of signs, in addition to being mean-
ingless until made to carry given meanings,
is meaningless for its arbitrariness and can
be subverted by a circumstantial equation.
Additionally, the word --and to begin with,
the word's rudimentary unit-- is at the root of
what disturbs Jacinto's equilibrium in a
structure intent on extinguishing his identi-
fying trait as a human being: language,
thought.

The logical response to the existence of a
system of communication that has lost its ex-
pressive power and degenerated into a cata-
lyst for [riction is the substitution of a new
and better scheme. Jacinto, after a brush
with Esperanto, coins “contracto,” a con-
tracted language consisting of apocopated
words which corresponds to Jacinto’s mani-
fest ideal of the reduction of communication
as necessary Lo the health of mankind. (His
voiceless mouthing of songs during the
church service is a step in this direction as
well as a demonstration of his timidity.) The
idea is to eradicate error and conllict by ex-

September, 1975

punging speech. (I recognize that Delibes’
joke can be read as an attack on the rhetori-
cal mode in Spanish letters, but that is not
to the point here.) When Jacinto says to him-
self, “El contracto soy yo” (p. 101), that is an
unmistakable clue to the inseparability ol the
subversion of Jacinto as a man and the con-
current subversion of language. By that to-
ken, with reduction the initial step to sup-
pression, the ultimate limitation of Jacinto's
vocabulary to the bleating of a sheep consti-
Lutes the achievement of an ideal. But il the
failure of Jacinto’s linguistically defined uto-
pia is not already apparent in its characteris-
tie self-immolation, its injection into Parabola
del ndufrago as another narrative device
serves as ironie testimony to its self-wrought
ruin. For one thing, like Esperanto, Jacinto's
“contracto” is built on existing signs. Having
established in connection with the reproduc-
tion of noises that newly invented combina-
tions lack meaning, the text now demon-
strates the absurdity of attempting to create
meaning out of a system where meaning has
been debased. In either case, the invented
character of language dramatizes its false-
ness. More specifically, Jacinto's formula oc-
casions a de-signifying metamorphosis of the
word (reminiscent of some of the vanguard
experiments), for apocopation is equivilent
to amputation or destruction. On top of that,
vestioial significations from the parent lan-
guage obtrude onto the new forms (note es-
pecially the transformation of “Presidente”
into “Preso”). In the end, this substitute lan-
guage is as meaningless as the existing one
whose bondage it never breaks. Its supposed
advantages of greater euphony, economy, vi
tality, and distinctiveness are perverted
when it obfuscates meaning even further,
when its forms are resoundingly arbitrary
and gratuitous, and when the deciphering of
its new code requires an even greater invest-
ment of time. The new scheme, the hoped-for
solution, is yet again a disturbing element
that disrupts the llow of the text.

The idea of sterility imparted by Jacinto's
man-made language reverberates in the
echoes that are an important ingredient of
Parabola del ndufrago. Echoes are a degra-
dation of language because, the primary
source of the sound notwithstanding, they
are articulations by objeets incapable of
speech and of apprehending meaning. When
the power of speech is accorded to a well or a
ralley, the stature of language as a sovereign
trait of man is diminished. Through echoes,
too, a new language is created, again a trun-
cated, imperfect language with a series ol
signs devoid of meaning (“orro,” “ero,”
“itos,” “brid,” “stir"). Neither chance, as in
the case of nature's echoes, nor design, as in
Jacinto's efforts, is more capable of fathering
meaning. As Jacinto succumbs to the anguish
of his encirclement by the hedge, echoes are
given progressively greater weight in the
novel, and the book ends with an echo. We
are led to conclude that words and their
cehoes ave equally lacking in substance; that
man's cries for help go unheard and unheeded
because they are as vain and empty as the re-
flection of them that is returned to him; that
communication is merely an endless redupli-
cation of itself. If anything, the echo that the
valley emits is an insensitive sneer in the lace
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of Jacinto's tormented state. At the end of
the novel, Jacinto’s potential for communica-
tion through speech is exactly at the level of
the apocopated neologism of “contracto,” the
chance sound in nature, or the echo of a bleat.

In other ways, too, the text devalues lan-
guage at the same time as it recounts the
progressive diminution of man’s prominence.
The narrator frequently exhibits a taste for
puns. These allow him to play with the dou-
ble meaning of a word or an expression; to
undercut a serious utterance with a comical
inference that emanates from the exact same
word structure; or to alter meaning through
the simple transposition of a letter (¢trepando>
reptando). The introduction of neologisms ac-
complishes with one stroke a slap at language
for its poverty and for its inscrutability. Ge-
naro's innocent questioning of a policy matter
is followed immediately by a typographical
mutation in his name: “Genaro Martin” >
“genaro martin” >*“genaromartfn” (which has
a plural: “genaromartines”). The formal
transfiguration of the linguistic sign that con-
tains his identity precedes and betokens the
reduction of his physical form and being. Ja-
cinto, late in the novel (p. 228), suffers the
same device, which erodes the individual's
identifying tag by making it the designation
of an object or, worse yet, a class of objects.
In order to apprehend this textual maneuver,
it is necessary, as in concrete poetry, to see
the word. The word functions as image. That
is, its role as signifier no longer evolves on a
verbal plane. The signification of the word is
not carried by the sign through the meaning
conferred by tradition on its particular se-
quence of letters, but rather by a permuta-
tion in its physical shape. This strictly visual
process can be regarded as an extirpation of
language’s pristine mission (though the writ-
er of concrete poetry and others might view
this as an enrichment). The name of Don Ab-
don, the matriarchal patriarch of the “tech-
nocracy,” is a composite of the social order’s
title of respect (Don) and the alphabetical or-
der’s source (A,B). No downgrading of Don
Abdén’'s name is required, for it is in itself a
downgrading instrument. The absurdly repe-
titious ring of the name sets up its bearer as
an object of satire, not only for the reader but
also for the characters in the book, who make
a game of the fact that it is an imperfect pal-
indrome. (Further games are possible: the
“don” repetitions are the limbs of a parabolic
arch that forms an A; Don Abdon’s henchman
and overseer is Dario Esteban, whose name
is an alphabetical extension of Don Abdén’s
--A,B-D,E-- and in whose name “Don Abdén
is anagrammatically contained.) In short,
Don Abdén, unlike the Galdosian character
who is defined onomastically, is destroyed by
the linguistic sign that designates him. The
narration of César Fuentes’ castration con-
sists of two sentences that run for two-and-
one-half pages (pp. 313-33). The abuse of the
polysyndetic construction stands in ironic
contrast to the emasculation of Fuentes
(whose Christian and family names are an
equally ironic commentary on his state).
There is in Pardbola del ndufrago a general
tendency to string out sentences with
phrases and clauses piled upon one another.
This stylistic feature has the effect of in-
creasing the possibility of confusion and loss

of meaning as antecedents and referents:
grow distant and murky and chaos replaces
order. The chaos of the concatenated sen-
tence fragments is redoubled by the absence
of chapter or section divisions, even of
spaces, despite frequent breaks in time, set-
ting, and sequence. Occasionally, a transi-
tion is effected by the double use of a word of
whose ambiguity the narrator has taken
advantage (see, e.g., barrera on p. 134), in
which case the existence of a link on an exclu-
sively linguistie, non-rational level accentu-
ates the fortuitousness of man’s system of
communication.

While Parabola del néufrago is in its vari-
ous manifestations a parable of the decompo-
sition of language, the text does not divorce
the chaotic state of language from man'’s con-
dition in general; and if language is shown to
be an intrinsically defective instrument, man
must at the same time shoulder responsibili-
ty for striking the word impotent. It cannot
go unnoticed that the founder of the “Por la
Mudez a la Paz" movement --Jacinto-- is by
profession a copyist, an adder, a calligrapher,
and that one of its adherents is Eutilio Cres-
po, a scribe. True, that all-powerful adminis-
tration organization is at fault insofar as it al-
lows no questioning, and close as he is to the
act of writing, Jacinto is forced to function at
total remove from meaning. Although it is
clear that, like the acquiescent victims of the
concentration camp atrocities that Delibes’
book evokes, Jacinto is doomed whichever
path he chooses --protest or submission-- as
the initiator of the muteness movement, he
collaborates in his execution. On the one
hand, he undermines his livelihood; on the
other, he lays the groundwork for his debase-
ment. Jacinte’s voluntary isolation from
others through the suppression of language is
exactly parallel to his planting and watering
of the seeds that Don Abdon gave him and
Dario Esteban ordered him to sow. He is ful-
ly responsible for scattering the seeds of his
own alienation in two directions, and in nei-
ther case does he do so with an awareness of
the consequences; but whereas he plants the
prodigiously proliferating hedge in blind obe-
dience, his fight against language is a con-
scious, active campaign. “‘Para mi, las pala-
bras estin de m4s’” (p. 97), proclaims Jacinto
as he avoids the company of others, leaves
his transistor radio disconnected, and invites
the entry in his dossier that runs: “Desconfia
de la palabra” (p. 76). His distrust of the
word appears to stem from the dual convie-
tion that language confuses and language
destroys.

During one of his monologues before his
mirror, Jacinto affirms that not only does
language hold no solution to man's problems,
but is the basis of man’s confusion (pp. 81-81).
If a zero is indistinguishable from the letter
0, is it surprising that words should befuddle
and that everyone should give a different
meaning to the same word? If man is not
clever enough to invent two distinet signs for
the letter and the cipher 0, then confusion is
rampant and inescapable. This is one of the
most direct statements in the book about the
insufficiency of language and about the dis-
turbing multiplicity of signifieds for each sig-
nifier. Subsequently, the eryptic nature of
the word is aligned with the hypocrisy in hu-
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man behavior (for example, the display of
adulation for Don Abddn contrasts with the
epithets assigned him behind his back). If
two-faced man uses two-faced words, how is
it possible to reach understanding? Neither
connotation of understanding --comprehen-
sion or harmony-- appears to be realizable in
language: “'La palabra no sb6lo es voluble sino
un instrumento de agresién’” (p. 84), con-
cludes Jacinto. So, the word should be des-
troyed because the word is destructive. Con-
centrating his whole philosophy on the one
word “entendamonos,” which he is convinced
can be expressed without being pronounced,
he founds the “Por la Mudez a la Paz” move-
ment and conceives its manifesto:

a/ No es racional que al hombre se

le vaya toda la fuerza por la boca.

b/ La palabra, hasta el dia, ape-

nas ha servido sino como instru-

mento de agresion o exponente de

necedad. ¢/ Con las palabras se

construyen paraisos inaccesibles

para las piernas y d/ y ultima,

cuantas menos palabras pronun-

ciemos y mas breves sean éstas,

menos y mas breves seran la

agresividad y la estupidez flotan-

te del mundo.
(pp. 99-100)

A universal language like Esperanto, de-
cides Jacinto, is no solution to the world's
doleful state because the more its leaders
talk, the greater its upheavals. A situation
where one-half the world could dialogue with
the other half would be disastrous: “si se ha-
bla, se discute; si se discute, se odia; si se
odia, se mata” (p. 97). On an individual level,
the word, with its characteristic ambiguity,
had already caused Genaro's downfall: “‘Ya
ves para lo que sirven las palabras, genaro
martin, para embrollarte y hacerte decir lo
que no has dicho' " (p. 87). Clearly, communi-
cation with werds eroded through use and
abuse is more deleterious than silence: “Ja-
cinto... pensaba que una mirada o una mueca
comportaban mayores posibilidades expresi-
vas y constitufan un vehfculo de comunicacién
més sincero que un torrente de palabras,
puesto que las palabras se habfan vuelto her-
méticas, ambiguas o vacias al perder su virgi-
nidad” (p. 112). Acting upon this conviction in
his creation of an apocopated system, Jacinto
teeters between a hatred for existing lan-
guage and a hatred for language as such. At
one instant, he leans towards a language of
virgin words that would be free of ambiguity
and would suggest the same ideas to all
minds, a solution against which the very na-
ture of language militates (the first organiza-
tional meeting of the proponents of Jacinto's
new language of greater harmony degener-
ates into a wild disagreement); at the next
moment, he opts for total silence, maintain-
ing that with his muteness he says no less
than those about him who shout and argue.
However, the pitfall of his ideal does not
elude Jacinto, since he realizes that speech is
man's distinguishing trait as an animal and
that he must speak even if in speaking he
fails to make sense and deceives: “necesita (el
hombre) decir cosas aunque no las razone,
precisa (el hombre) descongestionarse, simu-
lar que razona (el hombre) aunque sea par-
tiendo de premisas falaces, y cuanto mejor lo
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simule (que razona) mds satisfecho queda (el
hombre) de si mismo, aunque sea a costa de
desportillar, difamar o engafiar al projimo,
que esto es secundario, puesto que lo esencial
es descongestionarse” (pp. 164-65).

Jacinto's bitter final experience is proof,
first, of this need for oral expression and,
second, of its futility. As an enemy of lan-
guage, Jacinto i1s an enemy of himself. Dis-
trustful of the word as communication, he
draws himself into a state of frightening iso-
lation whose silence (ideal silence?) threatens
and torments him as much as did the outside
world of human contact and discourse. That
muteness and withdrawal (whether imposed
or voluntary or effected through suggestion)
are not the answer to man's dilemma is dem-
onstrated by the frenzy that overtakes Jacin-
to when he finds himself shut off. When the
monstrous hedge overpowers the fragile and
sensitive hyacinth, Jacinto in his despair falls
back, first orally, then in writing, on the in-
strument he rejected. The proponent of
muteness shouts at the birds and at the
hedge, and this articulation of his fear and
anger in his condition of agonizing sequestra-
tion dramatizes the inanity of language. As
his terror mounts, he challenges his own
echo, an act that carries to extreme absurdi-
ty the senselessness of dialogue at the same
time as it suggests that all dialogue is mono-
logue (as are Jacinto's perorations before the
mirror). In a moment of tranquil introspeec-
tion, Jacinto recognizes (as he had earlier)
that his voicing of pointless speech is a point-
less aet: “es indtil dar voces, Jacinto, convén-
cete, porque el mundo estd sordo y ciego, Ja-
cinto, nadie te escucha, ;oyes?” (p. 211).
When Jacinto perceives in the mirror the
metamorphosis he is undergoing, the words

he addresses to his image are that metamor-
phosis: “--iTe han suicidado, jacinto!” (p.
228). As 1t turns out, Jacinto is happiest
when, as capable of thought and as incapable
of speech as Kafka's beetle Gregor Samsa,
his articulators are no longer shaped to pro-
duce words: when, in short, he is no longer
human. Quite unlike Samsa, he has through
muteness arrived at peace.

But at what price? If Jacinto now finds
nourishment in the leaves of the hedge that
had imprisoned him, the reader can draw
little satisfaction from Jacinto's transmogrifi-
cation. The system has divested the individu-
al of his power to question. It debases man,
makes him lose his dignity, and frightens him
into muteness. It wills away the word; it de-
means. Literally or figuratively, 1t accom-
plishes pacification through emasculation.
Like the orator’s gibberish at the end of
Ionesco's  Les Chaises, the final
“iBeeeeeeeeed! in Pardbola del ndufrago re-
presents the castration of language.

With language degraded both within the
narration and by the narration, the relation-
ship between man and language as depicted
in Pardbola del ndufrago takes on three im-
plications. When language is debased, so too
is man. In order to debase or destroy man, it
is necessary to destroy language. Man, at-
tempting to communicate with language al-
ready debased, is easily the victim of debase-
ment.

The narrator of Parabola del ndufrago,
master of the word as Don Abdon is of Jacin-
to, indulges in the game of divesting lan-
guage of its (already lost) dignity in order to
demonstrate its intrinsic insufficiency. How-
ever, although neither the essence of nature
nor of meaning can be properly transcribed
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with the word, man must suffer the word as
mediator of nature and meaning. Conse-
quently, atop all the ironies that Delibes has
woven sits the pervasive irony that he could
not have wrought without language the des-
truction of language. The degradation of the
word is thus the novel’s ultimate exaltation.
Goytisolo in Reivindicacion del conde Don Ju-
lidn paves the way for a new invasion of
Spain through the destruction of the myth of
Spain. Pardbola del ndufrago, too (even if it is
read as a satire of the techniques of the anti-
novel), builds something out of the ashes of
what it has helped to destroy. When lan-
guage is destroyed --or when an attempt to
do so is made-- its unique power is enacted in
the process. When man deprived of the word
is metamorphosed into a lower form, the ne-
cessity and supremacy of the word have been
affirmed. If the word fails to communicate a
designated meaning, it does not follow that
the word fails to communicate. The ship-
wreck of the word is the salvation of Pardbola
del ndufrago. In this subversion of his own
subversion lies the artistry of Delibes’ novel.
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LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION IN
DELIBES' PARABOLA DEL NAUFRAGQ

John W. Kronik
Cornell University

Therefore s the mame of it called
Babel: because the Lord did there con-
Jound the language of all the earth...

Gen. 11:9

The literary . artist's relationship to lan-
gungre has described, from the past century
lo the present, a historical trajectory in
whose trail language has evolved from utili-
Larian instrument to esthetic object to philo-
sophical preoeccupation.®* The generations
that prew about Balzae, Dickens, and Galdds,
sensitive as they were, in diflering degrees,
to Lhe unique_ qualities that inhere in
language, saw in the word above all a tool for
the artistiec communication of Ltheir soeial con-
cerns and lor the fashioning of scenes that
conveyed them. The pragmatic function of
their language called for the signified to out-
weigh Lhe signilier in value and mmportance.
In riposte to the mimetic appreoaeh where
language was subsumed into the aet of
projection of the observable, eame the notion
of the work of art's sell-sufficieney, and it
came accompanied by language enthroned.
The sound and the looks of the word, its har-
monious coexistence with s neighbors, its
identity as metaphor surged to Lhe fore in the
hands of the writers in whom the choice of
the signilier was determined as much by is
intrinsie attributes as by the signifieds that it
cued. From this coosciousness eof art's
esthetiec supremacy, it was but a step to an
artistic seli-conseiousness, to a process,
within the work of art itself, of reflection on
art and of art, which in literature breught
guite automatically as its conecomitant a foeus
on the nature and funetioning of the word, an
epistemology of language, spurred by the
waxing interest in modern hnguisties. In
more recent years (I am of course referring
to chrenological eurrents that overlap),
having examined and questioned the sub-
stanee and the generic lorms of his art as well
as the mode of its conveyanee, the artist,
perhaps in a state ol despair over matters
that reach beyond but include his art, turns
on it viciously, with an appuarent desire to
destroy what he has ereated or to destroy

*This-essay was wrilten during a residency
at the Bellagio Study and Conference Center
in Bellagio, ftdf} . I am grateful to the Rocke-
feller Foundation and to Dr. and Mrs. Wil
liam C. Olson [or the opportunity to enjoy the
Center's unexcelled working conditions.

oncversudad e Winns -

Lthrough ereation. In the literary arts, it is
agaun Lthe word, the generative constituent of
literature, that must bear the brunt of the
assault all the while that it serves to launch
the attack.

The mature Miguel Delibes of Pardbola del

nfufrago belongs to that group of recent.

writers who have discovered that language is
duplicitous --every bit as duplicitous as the
creature that invented it for his own use. The
very title ol this novel communicates its
multiplicity of meanings and at the same time
the ambiguity fixed in language, which is one
of the bock's meanings. The immediately
apparent duality that derives from the Latin
parabole/parabola in simplest terms trans-
lates mmto a simultaneous signai of the novel's
identity --an exempliary narrative-- and its
metaphoric structure --a geometric figure.
The latter, coneretized only t wice in the text,
onee in reference to the “pardbola liquida”
produced as Jacinto urinates, traces modern
soctety's processes of [ormulaic reductivism.
However, while it is just that, Purdbola det
nawfrage is more than a glimpse into the
likely [ate of El camino’s protagonist after his
expulsion inte adulthoed and inte the
mghimarish paiterns of a technocratic
society styled along Orwellian lines, more
than a Kafkaesque vision of an individual's
programmed dehumanization by an engulfing
structure of symmetries of his own making.
This parable whose meoral the parabolie areh
deseribes cinnot, for its lderary shape, deo
without language; and while langvage as a
vehiele is essential te the ecommunication of a
socral and existertial vision, the form
assumed by lapguage in that eemmunicative
funetion causes it to mediate not enly that
vision, bul s ewn nature as language. The
reader of Delibes’ novel must recall that
although the etymology of “paribola™ begins
with the idea of similitude that engenders
both a particular geemetric figure and a
particular kind of parrative eomparison
{preverbial tale), the notion ol speech lies at
its core (note Span. pelabra, Eng. “palaver™).
The novet's title insinuates that the word as
subject is eentral to the coneerns of Pardbola
el néwfrago, which, at the same time as it
tefls the exemplary tale of a modern-day
shipwreck vietim and at the same time as it
marks the curve of the destruetion wrousht
by carelully graphed schemes, recounts the
shipwreck of Iancuage,

The degracducion of Jacinto San José into a
sheep, preceded by Genaro Martin's meta-
morphosis inte Gen, the dog, is paralleled in
the novel by an aceompanyiny degradacion ol
language. (Significantly, Spanish has main-
tained more strongly than English the double
meaning of demotion and vilification carried
by the term degradacion.) Delibes' various
narriative devices, which shocked reviewers
and continued to disturb and alienate readers
used to the earlier Delibes, funetion to
undercut the traditions en u‘hit:ﬁ:hgir of
laneunee between
war on the word and
the stil more complieated subversions of
lingunge in

The eonnections
Parahole del m‘m!r.zgn

rests.

Martin-Santos’ Tiempo de
stlencio, Goytisolo's Reivindicacion del conde
Don Julidn, and some of the contemporary
like other

writers of his moment, the Delitbes who has

Latin Ameriean novels are evident:
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come of age has found, in what some
crroncously take to be gratuitous experimen-
tation, the textual expression most appropri-
ate to his necds.

On the opening page of the povel (refer-
enees are to the first edition, Darcelona: Des.
Lina, 1969), after an inlroductory paragraph,
Delibes offers a key to the procedure fol-
lowed on the half-dozen occasions where Lhe
narrative turns to Gen and substitutes verbal
sigrns for punctuation marks ("Tras la verja
coma a la derecha de Ja cancela coma junto al
aleree coma se hallaba la caseta de Genaro
abrir paréntesis al que ahora Hamaban Gen
dos puntos...” p. 10}. The need to provide the
kev announees the inadequaey of our system
of stens; at the same time, the key's utter su-
perfluousness (“ienalicnal a = / punto = a |

= a, p.9) insefar as it is not neces-
ary to the comprehension of the procedure
and vet s net an aperture to its ready ab-
sorntion, renders absurd both the procedure
aret its keyv. In the real-world-turned-surreal
ol Jacinto and Genaro, eonventional rules and
sieps po loneer earry any vildue, and the nar-
rative sicnals become as absurd as the life
expericnees of the eharacters. The style of
writine, mechanized like dictation te a seere-
tary or to a telegraph operator, destrovs
rathier than assists ease of comprehension
The reader, in order to decode the text more
readily, tends to suppress the verbalized
punetuation marks in the act of reading,
which siersests that the traditional markers
of compreliension ( or . or ) have no value
H el upplied this eenvicltion to paragraphing
m Sean Capsto, 1956.) But il the reader sup-
presses throveh conseious omission the ver-
bal siens that have supplanted the traditiona
tvpoeraphie indications, then the word
sion alone with the punctuation mark is de-
and is pselessness, even its intru-
eramatized. The character with
whem this partientar style is consistently as-
soriated s Genaro, the veneric man, a biolog-
weal unit tgep = “genc”), whese degradation
has preceded the opening of the navel. (His
has evident antmal eonno-
tattons.) Paribola del nénfrage is thus
Liunehod with lanvsuace and the individual al-
ready metamorphosed. The pattern for what
subseguent Iy oecurs is preestablished.

If it is Delibes’ suveestton that existing
siens ire e Lrop, he dlse suorests that they

rritedeyd
SIVETOSS,

»
surname, Martin,

are mivdequale as governors of communica-
tion. One deviee to which he has recourse
throurhout is to invent indicators of sound
whenever the text informs the reader that a
sound has been produced. For example:
“"Fuera de esto y del ehapaleo del arrevo,
chuap-chuae, del graznido de las grajetas,
quiiia, y de los conciertos esporddieos de mir-
los, chinc-chine-chine, y ruisenores, chequi-
piupiupiupid, el silencio es total™ (p. 49). The
narrator’s distrust of his medium is immedi-
ately apparent in  his belief that the
deseription 1s in itself incapable of transmit-
tingr the sound. That fundamental insecurnty
is compounded, not overeome, by the fact
that existing language is lurther inadequats
msoliar as it has no signs for these sounid
which have to be reproduced onomaloposts
cally. Onee ereated, they are a failur
reproduction 1s purportedly superior
cription, reproduetion in the text is Lo
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dependent on the word and in the final analy-
sis is more defective yet because the repro-
ductive sign is meaningless in isolation [rom
its desceriptive presentation. What meaning
is conveyed by the signs “zurrur,” “cle-clip,”
“nenennnnn,”  “bbb,” “bla-ta-bla,” “trui-
chine-tiit-orr-sib-sab,” ete.? The sign reduced
to a sensory projection yet constituted of let-
ters of our alphabet is mortally wounded by
the absence of a traditionally determined
meaning. It is a code without a key. But are
these clusters of randomly positioned letters
any more arbitrary than the accustomed
signs of man's language? If, on the other
hand, we agree with the poets that nature
has its own language, then in the text’s feeble
attempts to approximate it, Delibes succeeds
in demonstrating yet again the impotency of
man’s linguistic system. In the end, without
constituting a new language, “guuec” and
“plum-buum-bidn" and the other such oddities
function as interruptions of the narrative
flow: one more linguistic element fated for
likely suppression by the reader.

Repetition is another avenue of affront to
language's ability to communicate. There is
congant repetition of words, sentences, ideas
in Pardbola del naufrago, but even more
notable and ultimately cloying is Delibes’
peppering of the text with parenthetical re-
dundancies purportedly dispensed for great-
er clarity or precision: “Jacinto ... trata de
conformar las ideas con las manos. Le cuesta
mucho elaborarlas (las ideas) y mds aun or-
denarlas (las ideas) y mucho mas aun
evacuarlas (las ideas)” (p. 82); "Jacinto jadea.
Suda (Jacinto). Jacinto tiembla. Llora
(Jacinto). Jacinto se ase crispadamente a los
hordes del lavabo. Se estremece (Jacinto)”
(p. 212). The narrator who falls into this pat-
ern (and all the narrative voices in this novel
do) has little trust in his medium and rellects
in his relationship with the reader Jacinto's
[car of not being understood. The ambiguity
of language is underscored to absurdity, lor
in this case ambiguity implies not richness,
flexibility, and mystery, but poverty because
a second sign is required to clarify the idea
imperfectly conveyed by the first. An irony
that emerges is that the repetition, a means
of primitivist reduction, in diminishing the
uniqueness and substantiveness ot linguistic
cxpression, reflects the meticulous imper-
sonality of a machine, thereby vitiating the
power structure's assurances that mechani-
zation is no threat to the individual.
nificantly, perhaps, the repetition is ulti-
l‘nu[tl_‘_.' muntx:rpr--slm-tix'e to the extent that
its burlesque function is not lost upon the
reader who, long before all is said and done,
is led from amusement to impatience to
-aain-- rejection of the text's linguistic con-
stitution.

To the eharees that the word is supertlu-
ous and deficient are added a series of thrusts
at the meaninelessness of language. Slogans,

Most s1o-

for example, take advantage of the ambigu-
ous character of lanvuave and lessen its stat-
ure by creating automatized structures de-
void of meaning., This subversion reaches
stich extremes that the contradietory compo-
~ition of most -!tlt;'-'ilu*- dand Lhetr senseiessness
cenerally go unnoticed by those who utter
them and by those subjected to them. The
autoceratic soeial strueture in Parabola del

MD
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ndufrago is dependent on the opiate of the
slocan as an instrument of its survival, and
the pawns of the system --the fundonaries--
have been trained to jump to their feet and to
recite slozans whenever Don Abddn enters.
Their behavior and their language have been
ritualized. The exaggeratedness of the act
and the resulting destruction of both the ver-
bal sien and its signification are represented
typographically through a concatenated sys-
tem that denies the uniqueness of the word
and the integrity of its wholeness: “SU-
MAR -ES -LA -MAS -NO -BLE -AC -TI -VI-
DAD-DEL-HOM-BRE,” “HA-BLAR-DE-
DE-POR-TES-ES-AUN-MAS-SA-LU-DA-
BLE-QUE-PRAC-TI-CAR-LOS," ete. (p. 20).

Another instance of the fracture of mean-
ine in Delibes' novel is the confusion between
the cipher zero and the letter O. This inter-
play is likely to strike the reader as the
hook's most ludicrous element, especially
since the tracing of zeros, and in time the
thought of zeros, that nauseates Jacinto 1s
extended to occur even when he shapes
meatballs but not when he forms sixes,
ecights, or nines. Initially, Jacinto simply
feels dizzy and ill after having written a cer-
tain number of zeros, and he does not know
why. It is ironic that the doctor whom he con-
sults, a member of the power structure, in-
stead of effecting a cure or exerting a tran-
quilizing influence, compounds Jacinto's diffi-
culties by raising the issue of the eipher ver-
sus the letter, applying it even to Jacinto's
name, which after the medical consultation
Jacinto recognizes as ending in confusion or
in nothing. Of course, the reader can per-
ceive, as Jaecinto does not, that the nothing-
ness of existence makes him ill, that what
overcomes him is existential nausea. (Jacinto
is not as perspicacious in his self-analyses as
is Sartre's Roquentin.) The reader sees,
moreover, that in Jacinto's case the absurdi-
tv of life's nothingness is projected through
the act of writing, his livelihood and his sole
productive activity. Zero denotes absence; a
letter presumably denotes presence. When
the cipher and the letter are equated, made
indistinguishable, they add up to nothing.
Lancuage equals zero. Ambiguity’s solution
is the ultimate in ambiguity. We detect that a
system of signs, in addition to being mean-
ineless until made to earry given meanings,
is meanineless for its arbitrariness and can
he subverted by a circumstantial equation.
Additionally, the word --and to begin with,
the word’s rudimentary unit-- is at the root of
what disturbs Jacinto's equilibrium in a
structure intent on extinguishing his identi-
{ying trait as a human being: language,
thought.

The logical response to the existence of a
system of communication that has lost Iits ex-
pressive power and degenerated into a cata-
lyst for friction is the substitution of a new
and better scheme. Jacinto, alter a brush
with Esperanto, coins “contracto,” a con-
tracted lanvuage consisting of apocopated
words which corresponds to Jacinto's niani-
fest ideal of the reduction of communication
ds lecessary Lo the health of mankind. (lis
voleeloss mouthing ol songs  during  the
chureh service is a step in this direction as
well as a demonstration of his timidity.) The

o is Lo eradicate ervor and contlict by ex-
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punging speech. (I recognize that Delibes
joke can be read as an attack on the rhetori-
cal mode in Spanish letters, but that is not
Lo the point here.) When Jacinto says (o him-
self, “El contracto soy yo" (p. 101), that is an
unmistakable clue to the inseparability of the
subversion of Jacinto as a man and the con-
cnrrent subversion of language. By that to-
ken, with reduction the initial step to sup-
pression, the vltimate limitation of Jacinto’s
vocabulary to ihe bleating of a sheep consti-
Lutes the achievement of an ideal. But if the
(milure of Jacinto's linguistically defined uto-
pia is not already apparent in its characteris-
lie self-immolation, its injection into Parabola
del ndufrago as another narrative device
serves as ironie testimony to its self-wrought
ruin. For one thing, like Esperanto, Jacinto's
“contracto” is built on existing signs. Having
established in connection with the reproduc-
tion of noises that newly invented combina-
tions lack meaning, the text now demon-
strates the absurdity of attempting to create
meaning out of a system where meaning has
heen debased. In either case, the invented
character of language dramatizes its false-
ness. More specifically, Jacinto's [ormula oc-
casions a de-signifying metamorphosis of the
word (reminiscent of some of the vanguard
experiments), for apocopation 1s equivalent
to amputation or destruction. On top of that,
vestioial significations from the parent lan-
ouage obtrude onto the new forms (note es-
pecially the transformation of “Presidente”
into “Preso”). In the end, this substitute Lin-
puage is as meaningless as the existing one
whose bondage it never breaks. Its supposed
advantages of greater euphony, economy, vi-
tality, and distinetiveness are perverted
when it obfuscates meaning even further,
when its forms are resoundingly arbitrary
and gratuitous, and when the deciphering of
its new code requires an even greater invest-
ment of time. The new scheme, the hoped-for
solution, is vet again a disturbing element
that disrupts the low of the text.

The idea of sterility imparted by Jacinto's
man-made language reverberates in the
echoes that are an important ingredient ol
Parabola del ndufrago. Echoes are a degra-
dation of language because, the primary
source of the sound notwithstanding, they
are articulations by objects incapable of
speech and of apprehending meaning. When
the power of speech is aceorded to a well or a
valley, the stature of language as a sovereign
trait of man is diminished. Through echoes,
too, a new language is created, again a trun-
cated, imperfect language with a series of
sions devoid of meaning (‘orro,” “ero,”
“itos,” “brid,"” “stir"). Neither chance, as In
the ease of nature's echoes, nor design, as in
Jacinto's efforts, is more capable of fathering
meanine. As Jacinto succumbs to the anguish
ol his encirelement by the hedge, echoes are
viven progressively greater weight in the
novel, and the book ends with an echo. We
are led to conclude that eir

words and t
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cchoes are equally lacking in substance;

f
man’s cries for help go unheard and unhecded

because they are as vain and empty as the re-
Heetion of them that is returned toghitiadiiad
l‘l-lJHHLl!H{‘.‘tI]l.t[l i*- i'i]t'!‘l'E_‘f all GO S 1,.--'...5,.-'.;
cation of itsell. If anvthing, the ethothat tiie

valley emits is an insensitive sneet in the aee
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of Jacinto's tormented state. At the end of
the novel, Jacinto’s potential for communica-
tion through speech is exactly at the level of
the apocopated neologism of “contracto,” the
chance sound in nature, or the echo of a bleat.

In other ways, too, the text devalues lan-
guage at the same time as it recounts the
progressive diminution of man’s prominence.
The narrator frequently exhibits a taste for
puns. These allow him to play with the dou-
ble meaning of a word or an expression; to
undercut a serious utterance with a comical
inference that emanates from the exact same
word structure; or to alter meaning through
the simple transposition of a letter (trepando>
reptando). The introduction of neologisms ac-
complishes with one stroke a slap at language
for its poverty and for its inscrutability. Ge-
naro's innocent questioning of a policy matter
is followed immediately by a typographical
mutation in his name: “Genaro Martin" >
“genaro martin” >"genaromartfn” (which has
a plural: “genaromartines”). The formal
transfiguration of the linguistic sign that con-
tains his identity precedes and betokens the
reduction of his physical form and being. Ja-
cinto, late in the novel (p. 228), suffers the
same device, which erodes the individual's
identifying tag by making it the designation
of an object or, worse yet, a class of objects.
In order to apprehend this textual maneuver,
it is necessary, as in concrete poetry, to see
the word. The word functions as image. That
is, its role as signifier no longer evolves on a
verbal plane. The signification of the word is
not carried by the sign through the meaning
conferred by tradition on its particular se-
quence of letters, but rather by a permuta-
tion in its physical shape. This strictly visual
process can be regarded as an extirpation of
language's pristine mission (though the writ-
er of concrete poetry and others might view
this as an enrichment). The name of Don Ab-
ddn, the matriarchal patriarch of the “tech-
nocracy,” is a composite of the social order’s
title of respect (Don) and the alphabetical or-
der's source (A,B). No downgrading of Don
Abddn’s name is required, for it is in itself a
downgrading instrument. The absurdly repe-
titious ring of the name sets up its bearer as
an object of satire, not only for the reader but
“also for the characters in the book, who make
a game of the fact that it is an imperfect pal-
indrome. (Further games are possible: the
“don" repetitions are the limbs of a parabolic
arch that forms an A; Don Abdon’s henchman
and overseer is Darfo Esteban, whose name
is an alphabetical extension of Don Abddn’s
--A,B-D,E-- and in whose name “Don Abddn
is anagrammatically contained.) In short,
Don Abddn, unlike the Galdosian character
who is defined onomastically, is destroyed by
the linguistic sign that designates him. The
narration of César Fuentes' castration con-
sists of two sentences that run for two-and-
one-half pages (pp. 31 -33). The abuse of the
polysyndetic construction stands in ironic
contrast to the emasculation of Fuentes
(whose Christian and family names are an
equally ironic commentary on his state).
There is in Pardbola del ndufrago a general
tendency to sentences with
phrases and clauses piled upon one another.
This stylistic feature has the effect of in-
creasing the possibility of confusion and loss
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of meaning as antecedents and referents
orow distant and murky and chaos replaces
order. The chaos of the concatenated sen-
tence fragments is redoubled by the absence
of chapter or section divisions, even of
spaces, despite frequent breaks in time, set-
ting, and sequence. Occasionally, a transi-
tion is effected by the double use of a word of
whose ambiguity the narrator has taken
advantage (see, e.g., barrera on p. 134), in
which case the existence of a link on an exclu-
sively linguistic, non-rational level accentu-
ates the fortuitousness of man's system of
communication.

While Pardbola del ndufrago is in its vari-
ous manifestations a parable of the decompo-
sition of language, the text does not divorce
the chaotic state of language from man'’s con-
dition in general; and if language is shown to
be an intrinsically defective instrument, man
must at the same time shoulder responsibili-
ty for striking the word impotent. It cannot
go unnoticed that the founder of the "Por la
Mudez a la Paz” movement --Jacinto-- is by
profession a copyist, an adder, a calligrapher,
and that one of its adherents is Eutilio Cres-
po, a scribe. True, that all-powerful adminis-
trative organization is at fault insofar as it al-
lows no questioning, and close as he is to the
act of writing, Jacinto is forced to function at
total remove from meaning. Although it is
clear that, like the acquiescent victims of the
concentration camp atrocities that Delibes'’
book evokes, Jacinto is doomed whichever
path he chooses --protest or submission-- as
the initiator of the muteness movement, he
collaborates in his execution. On the one
hand, he undermines his livelihood; on the
other, he lays the groundwork for his debase-
ment. Jacinto’s voluntary isolation from
others through the suppression of language is
exactly parallel to his planting and watering
of the seeds that Don Abdén gave him and
Darfo Esteban ordered him to sow. He is ful-
ly responsible for scattering the seeds of his
own alienation in two directions, and in nei-
ther case does he do so with an awareness of
the consequences; but whereas he plants the
prodigiously proliferating hedge in blind obe-
dience, his fight against language is a con-
scious, active campaign. “‘Para mi, las pala-
bras est4n de m4s'"” (p. 97), proclaims Jacinto
as he avoids the company of others, leaves
his transistor radio disconnected, and invites
the entry in his dossier that runs: “Desconfia
de la palabra” (p. 76). His distrust of the
word appears to stem from the dual convie-
tion that language confuses and language
destroys:

During one of his monologues before his
mirror, Jacinto affirms that not only does
language hold no solution to man’s problems,
but is the basis of man’s confusion (pp. 81-81).
If a zero is indistinguishable from the letter
0O, is it surprising that words should befuddle
and that everyone should give a different
meaning to the same word? If man is not
clever enough to invent two distinet signs for
the letter and the cipher 0, then confusion is
rampant and inescapable. This is one of the
most direct statements in the book about the
insufficiency of language and about the dis-
turbing multiplicity of signifieds for each sig-
nifier. Subsequently, the cryptic nature of
the word is aligned with the hypocrisy in hu-
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man behavior (for example, the display of
adulation for Don Abdén contrasts with the
epithets assigned him behind his back). If
two-faced man uses two-faced words, how is
it possible to reach understanding? Neither
connotation of understanding --comprehen-
sion or harmony-- appears to be realizable in
language: *‘La palabra no solo es voluble sino
un instrumento de agresién'” (p. 84), con-
cludes Jacinto. So, the word should be des-
troyed because the word is destructive. Con-
centrating his whole philosophy on the one
word “entendamonos,” which he is convinced
can be expressed without being pronounced,
he founds the “Por la Mudez a la Paz” move-
ment and conceives its manifesto:
a/ No es racional que al hombre se
le vaya toda la fuerza por la boca.
b/ La palabra, hasta el dia, ape-
nas ha servido sino como instru-
mento de agresion o exponente de
necedad. ¢/ Con las palabras se
construyen paraisos inaccesibles
para las piernas y d/ y dultima,
cuantas menos palabras pronun-
ciemos y mis breves sean éstas,
menos y mas breves seran la
agresividad y la estupidez flotan-
te del mundo. _
(pp. 99-100)

A universal language like Esperanto, de-
cides Jacinto, is no solution to the world's
doleful state because the more its leaders
talk, the greater its upheavals. A situation
where one-half the world could dialogue with
the other half weould be disastrous: “si se ha-
bla, se discute; si se discute, se odia; si se
odia, se mata” (p. 97). On an individual level,
the word, with its characteristic ambiguity,
had already caused Genaro's downiall: “"Ya

ves para lo que sirven las palabras, genaro

martin, para embrollarte y hacerte decir lo
que no has dicho'” (p. 87). Clearly, communi-
cation with words eroded through use and
abuse is more deleterious than silence: “Ja-
cinto... pensaba que una mirada o una mueca
comportaban mayores posibilidades expresi-
vas y constituian un vehfculo de comunicacién
més sincero que un torrente de palabras,
puesto que las palabras se habfan vuelto her-
méticas, ambiguas o vacias al perder su virgi-
nidad” (p. 112). Acting upon this conviction in
his ereation of an apocopated system, Jacint

teeters between a hatred for existing lan-
guage and a hatred for language as such. A

one instant, he leans towards a language of
virgin words that would be free of ambiguity
and would suggest the same ideas to al
minds, a solution against which the very na
ture of language militates (the first organiza
tional meeting of the proponents of Jacinto's
new language of greater harmony degener
ates into a wild disagreement); at the next
moment, he opts for total silence, maintain
ing that with his muteness he says no les:
than those about him who shout and argue
However, the pitfall of his ideal does not
elude Jacinto, since he realizes that speech i
man's distinguishing trait as an animal ant
that he must speak even if in speaking he
fails to make sense and deceives: “necesita (¢
hombre) decir cosas aunque no las razorne
precisa (el hombre) descongestionadrse, siniu
lar que razona (el hombre) aupque sea par
tiendo de premisas falaces, y cuanto mejor i
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simule (que razona) mds satisfecho queda (el
hombre) de s{ mismo, aunque sea a costa de
desportillar, difamar o enganar al prﬁjimn,
que esto es secundario, puesto que lo esencial
es descongestionarse” (pp. 164-65).
Jacinto's bitter final experience is proof,
first, of this need for oral expression and,
second, of its futility. As an enemy of lan-
guage, Jacinto is an enemy of himself. Dis-
trustful of the word as communication, he
draws himself into a state of frightening iso-
lation whose silence (ideal silence?) threatens
and torments him as much as did the outside
world of human contact and discourse. That
muteness and withdrawal (whether imposed
or voluntary or effected through suggestion)
are not the answer to man'’s dilemma is dem-
onstrated by the frenzy that overtakes Jacin-
to when he finds himself shut off. When the
monstrous hedge overpowers the fragile and
sensitive hyacinth, Jacinto in his despair falls
back, first orally, then in writing, on the in-
strument he rejected. The proponent of
muteness shouts at the birds and at the
hedge, and this articulation of his fear and

anger in his condition of agonizing sequestra- -

tion dramatizes the inanity of language. As
his terror mounts, he challenges his own
echo, an act that carries to extreme absurdi-
ty the senselessness of dialogue at the same
time as it suggests that all dialogue is mono-
logue (as are Jacinto's perorations before the
mirror). In a moment of tranquil introspec-
tion, Jacinto recognizes (as he had earlier)
that his voicing of pointless speech is a point-
less act: “es infitil dar voces, Jacinto, convén-
cete, porque el mundo estd sordo y ciego, Ja-
cinto, nadie te escucha, ;oyes?” (p. 211).
When Jacinto perceives in the mirror the
metamorphosis he is undergoing, the words
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he addresses to his image are that metamor-
phosis: “--iTe han suicidado, jacinto!” (p.
998). As it turns out, Jacinto is happiest
when, as capable of thought and as incapable
of speech as Kafka's beetle Gregor Samsa,
his articulators are no longer shaped to pro-
duce words: when, in short, he is no longer
human. Quite unlike Samsa, he has through
muteness arrived at peace.

But at what price? If Jacinto now finds
nourishment in the leaves of the hedge that
had imprisoned him, the reader can draw
little satisfaction from Jacinto's transmogrifi-
cation. The system has divested the individu-
al of his power to question. It debases man,
makes him lose his dignity, and frightens him
into muteness. It wills away the word; it de-
means. Literaily or figuratively, it accom-
plishes pacification through emasculation.
Like the orator’s gibberish at the end of
Ionesco’s Les Chaises, the final
“iBeceeeeeced! in Pardbola del ndufrago re-
presents the castration of language.

With language degraded both within the
narration and by the narration, the relation-
ship between man and language as depicted
in Pardbola del ndufrago takes on three im-
plications. When language is debased, so 0o
is man. In order to debase or destroy man, it
is necessary to destroy language. Man, at-
tempting to communicate with language al-
ready debased, is easily the victim of debase-
ment.

The narrator of Parabola del ndufrago,
master of the word as Don Abdén is of Jacin-
to, indulges in the game of divesting lan-
guage of its (already lost) dignity in order to
demonstrate its intrinsie insufficiency. How-
ever, although neither the essence of nature
nor of meaning can be properly transcribed
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with the word, man must suffer the word as
mediator of nature and meaning. Conse-
quently, atop all the ironies that Delibes has
woven sits the pervasive irony that he could
not have wrought without language the des-
truction of language. The degradation of the
word is thus the novel’s ultimate exaltation.
Goytisolo in Reivindicacion del conde Don Ju-
lién paves the way for a new invasion of
Spain through the destruction of the myth of
Spain. Pardbola del ndufrago, too (evenifit is
read as a satire of the techniques of the anti-
novel), builds something out of the ashes of
what it has helped to destroy. When lan-
guage is destroyed --or when an attempt to
do so is made-- its unique power is enacted in
the process. When man deprived of the word
is metamorphosed into a lower form, the ne-
cessity and supremacy of the word have been
affirmed. If the word fails to communicate a
designated meaning, it does not follow that
the word fails to communicate. The ship-
wreck of the word is the salvation of Pardbola
del ndufrago. In this subversion of his own
subversion lies the artistry of Delibes’ novel.
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