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			JAVIER CERCAS

			SPANISH WRITER AND PROFESSOR

			
					Born in Ibahernando (Spain) in 1962.

					Literary awards:	Independent Foreign Fiction Prize, 2004 (for Soldiers of Salamis)

	Medal of Extremadura, 2005 (for Soldiers of Salamis)

	Spanish National Literature Prize for Narrative, 2010 (for The Anatomy of a Moment)




					Notable works:	The Speed of Light (2005), novel

	The Anatomy of a Moment (2009), novel

	Outlaws (2012), novel




			

			Javier Cercas was born in Ibahernando, a small town in the province of Cáceres in Extremadura, western Spain. When he was four years old, his family moved to the city of Girona in Catalonia, and Cercas later moved to Barcelona to study Spanish Literature at the Autonomous University of Barcelona. Two years after he graduated in 1985, he began working at the University of Illinois in the USA, where he wrote his first novella, The Motive (1987). In 1989 he became a professor at the University of Girona, and also began writing articles for a variety of newspapers. He soon became a frequent contributor to the Catalan and Sunday editions of the Spanish newspaper El País.

			Cercas’s writing remained relatively unknown in his native Spain until his novel Soldiers of Salamis was published in 2001. The novel was praised by renowned authors such as Mario Vargas Llosa, J.M. Coetzee, Doris Lessing and Susan Sontag, and catapulted Cercas to international fame. The novel’s commercial success allowed Cercas to begin writing full-time, and he resigned from his post as a professor of literature. His next novel, The Speed of Light (2005), reaffirmed his talent as a writer and won several awards. His other novels, including The Anatomy of an Instant (2009), Outlaws (2012) and The Impostor (2014), also attest to Cercas’s keen interest in the Spanish Civil War and the transition to democracy which immediately followed Franco’s regime.

			Cercas’s writing style is characterised by the way it combines fiction and reality, which are blended together so skilfully that it becomes almost impossible for the reader to differentiate between them. According to Cercas, novels should push the limits of what is possible within different genres, and the reader plays an essential role in this experimental process. In one interview, Cercas said that “writing is an adventure on which the reader accompanies you; the reader and I discover things together”1 (Cruz Vázquez, 2012).

			
			
A shaky start


In 2000, an anthology of Spanish writers entitled Páginas amarillas (“Yellow Pages”) was published, but Cercas was still relatively unknown at that point, and was excluded from the list of writers of his generation. Despite this, his friend Roberto Bolaño (Chilean writer, 1953-2003) encouraged him to persevere with his craft, as he believed that Cercas was immensely talented and that his work would receive the acclaim it deserved sooner or later.



			

			
				
					1. This quotation has been translated by BrightSummaries.com.

				

			

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SOLDIERS OF SALAMIS

			THE WRITER’S ROLE IN HISTORY

			
					Genre: historical novel

					Reference edition: Cercas, J. (2004) Soldiers of Salamis. Trans. McLean, A. London: Bloomsbury.

					1st edition: 2001

					Themes: historical memory, heroism, the role of literature

			

			Soldiers of Salamis is a story about the creative process. It centres on the character of Cercas himself, a struggling writer who decides to abandon his craft because he has stopped believing in his own talent and because his difficulties are starting to affect his mental health. However, while he is doing an interview for the newspaper he works for, he stumbles across an astonishing story that dates back 60years to the Spanish Civil War. It is an anecdote involving Rafael Sánchez Mazas (1894-1966), the founder and ideological leader of the Falange (fascist Spanish political movement) who later served as a minister in Franco’s government. Mazas was captured near the French border by a group of Republican soldiers who were fleeing the country and sentenced to death by firing squad, but he managed to escape. One of the Republican soldiers caught him before he managed to get to safety, but decided to spare his life and let him go. The novel constitutes an investigation into this incident and an attempt to clarify exactly what happened, but in some ways it is also a tribute to the creative process of a writer whose belief in his own talent is reaffirmed through his efforts to uncover the truth of this incident.

			Soldiers of Salamis was Javier Cercas’s first bestselling novel, with over one million copies sold during its first four years in print. It remains popular throughout the world today, and has been translated into over 20 languages to date.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			A FAILED WRITER TURNED INVESTIGATOR

			Javier Cercas has given up on his literary ambitions and asked the newspaper he used to work at to give him his old job back. He has been dealt three emotional blows recently: his father has died, his wife has left him and, after five financially and psychologically difficult years during which he has started and abandoned three novels, he has had to face up to the fact that he will never become a great writer.

			Cercas is relegated to the newspaper’s cultural section, and immediately begins writing articles and doing interviews. One of his most difficult interviews is with Rafael Sánchez Ferlosio, who constantly gets sidetracked instead of answering his questions directly. However, one of Sánchez’s offhand remarks puts him on the trail of a story which becomes his obsession for over two years: the attempted execution of Sánchez Ferlosio’s father, Rafael Sánchez Mazas, one of the founders and ideological leaders of the fascist Falange movement.

			In late January 1939, barely two months before the end of the Spanish Civil War, a group of Francoist prisoners were executed by firing squad in Collell near the French border. Their captors and executioners were Republican soldiers who knew that they had lost the war and that Franco’s supporters were hot on their heels, and who had therefore decided to flee the country and go into exile, killing as many fascists as possible along the way. However, since the chosen method of execution was a chaotic mass shooting, Sánchez Mazas was able to escape and hide in the dense forest surrounding them. The Republicans went looking for him, so he hid in a hole in order to avoid being spotted. However, one of the Republican soldiers found him and looked directly at him for several moments before moving on. Sánchez Mazas spent several days in the forest and only survived thanks to a group of young people from the nearby town of Cornellà de Terri, whom he called the “forest friends”, who protected him and fed him until the Francoists arrived. But who was the soldier who let him escape, and why did he spare his life? What was Sánchez Mazas really like? Is this anecdote really a true story?

			Cercas becomes increasingly obsessed with this story. One day, one of his coworkers at the newspaper suggests that they should write an article commemorating the tragic death of the poet Antonio Machado in January 1939 for the 60th anniversary of the end of the Civil War. Cercas starts writing the article, which initially seems fairly mundane, but the more he reads about Machado, who fled from Barcelona to Collioure in France with his mother and his brother José, only to die shortly after arriving, the more he is reminded of Sánchez Mazas, who was fighting his own battle for survival elsewhere along the French border at around the same time. He realises that the parallels and contrasts between the two stories could significantly enrich the article, giving new meaning to a story that has already been told and retold on countless occasions and making the commemoration more special. To his surprise, after he writes the article he receives three letters, the most interesting of which is from a historian called Miguel Aguirre. In the letter, Aguirre says that he has been researching the shooting for several years, and that Sánchez Mazas was not the only survivor. In fact, Jesús Pascual Aguilar was another survivor, and went on to write a book about the incident entitled I Was Murdered by the Reds. At this point, Cercas starts conducting a real investigation into the incident.

			Thanks to Aguirre, Cercas manages to get in touch with key sources who can corroborate the main points of Rafael Sánchez Mazas’s story and through whom he is able to uncover some additional hidden details. Cercas starts his investigation by visiting the Catalonian film archives, where he finds a video of Sánchez Mazas giving an interview on one of the most important news channels of the postwar period in which he tells the story of how he was almost executed. He then talks to the writer Andrés Trapiello, who edited Sánchez Mazas’s poetry and wrote articles about him. As Cercas’s investigation gains momentum, he realises that he desperately wants to tell this story, and almost ten years after abandoning his career as an author, he decides to try his hand at writing a novel one last time. This time, he would be basing the plot on a true story, featuring characters who really existed and events which really took place, focusing on the shooting that Sánchez Mazas survived and the circumstances leading up to the attempted execution that had brought Sánchez Mazas to that point. In order to complete the novel, he has to rely a great deal on his girlfriend, Conchi.

			Cercas’s attempts to put the information he has gathered thus far into chronological order and to understand Sánchez Mazas’s personality and circumstances as fully as possible become something of an obsession and his primary motivation for writing. He starts rereading Sánchez Mazas’s books and newspaper articles about him, scavenges through libraries and archives for any scraps of information he can find, and even travels to Madrid and Barcelona to talk to experts and people who knew Sánchez Mazas (or people who knew people who knew him), and so on. However, the most interesting moment during this quest is perhaps when he meets Jaume Figueras, the son of one of the “forest friends”. Jaume gives him an old green notebook: the diary Sánchez Mazas carried during his time in the forest while waiting for the Francoists. Figueras also puts him in contact with Joaquim Figueras and Daniel Angelats, two of the three “forest friends”, and with Maria Ferré, the first person who protected Sánchez Mazas. Although all three of them are now over 80years old, they remember these events well. While their accounts of the incident differ, they are not contradictory; they simply complement each other like different pieces of the puzzle of Sánchez Mazas’s adventure. In the end, Angelats gives Cercas the final push he needs when he asks if Cercas knows whether or not Sánchez Mazas ever wrote the book he was planning to write about the incident. Since he never did, Cercas decides to do so, and to use the same title Sánchez Mazas had chosen for his own book: Soldiers of Salamis.

			THE MISSING PIECE OF THE PUZZLE

			Cercas finishes writing Soldiers of Salamis much more quickly than he had expected. However, the euphoria which had bolstered him while he was writing turns to disappointment the first time he reads through it. The book is not bad, but it feels incomplete, like a piece is missing. Cercas rewrites the beginning, the ending and a number of other scenes, and even shuffles the order of events, but this missing piece never appears. While he was writing it, Cercas did not realise that the book was taking on a life of its own and that, although his research into Sánchez Mazas’s life was going to form the heart of the novel, he would have to stop using his investigative work as a crutch, because “a writer never writes about what he knows, but precisely about what he does not know” (p.138).

			At this point, he meets a writer who will go on to become one of the most important names in Latin American literature: the Chilean author Roberto Bolaño, who tells him a story that sets the novel on a totally different path. Bolaño says that while working one of the odd jobs he took to make ends meet, he met Antoni Miralles, who had fought for the Republican army and had fled across the border into France in 1939 to escape the Francoists, and who had therefore been in the area around Collell at roughly the same time as the shooting. It is a strange coincidence, and Cercas views it as a kind of revelation – what if Miralles is the missing piece he has been looking for? What if he was the soldier? Cercas starts putting all his effort into looking for Miralles, and manages to track him down. The two men meet and spend an entire day talking. While Cercas is on his way home, he realises that the missing piece he has been looking for was lurking in the back of his mind the whole time, and that all that is left for him to do is write the novel – which is the very novel the reader has in their hands.

			
			
A war of words


Cercas’s method of blending fiction and reality has drawn criticism from other authors. In 2003, the writer and journalist Gregorio Morán (born in 1947) called the veracity of the events depicted in Soldiers of Salamis into question in an article titled “Soldadito de plomo en Salamina” (“A little tin solider in Salamis”), which was published in the Spanish newspaper La Vanguardia. Cercas responded by writing an article of his own, titled “La falsificación de la history” (“The falsification of history”), in which he accused Morán of directing groundless criticisms at the novel and branding it as “historical falsification” just to prove a point, given that Morán had published an article several years previously in which he argued that that Sánchez Mazas had invented the story about the shooting. However, the evidence suggested that Morán, who had not cited a single primary or secondary source in his article, was the one who was mistaken. Cercas also used his response to defend the role of the writer by noting that, unlike journalists and historians, writers can permit themselves to use some creative licence. However, he also argued that, in this particular case, any such creative licence was only taken after an extremely thorough investigation.
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