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Fiction Chronicle: Non-State Actors

Sam Sacks reviews "At Night We Walk in Circles," by Daniel Alarcón, "The Valley of Amazement," by Amy Tan, and "Seiobo There Below," by László Krasznahorkai.





Absurdist theater is the backdrop of Daniel Alarcón's "At Night We Walk in Circles" (Riverhead, 374 pages, $27.95), but its pleasurable story is as stagy and nakedly sentimental as an old-fashioned radio drama. In 2001, Diciembre, an activist theater troupe in an unnamed South American country, arranges to tour the mountainous interior performing their most famous production, a Beckettian satire called "The Idiot President." Fifteen years earlier, when the country—it resembles Peru—was under the sway of a military dictatorship, Henry Nunez was imprisoned for writing the play. Since the transition to democracy, Henry's dissidence has become the stuff of legend, but he remains scarred by his incarceration. He hopes that the revival, which he stages with his longtime colleague, Patalarga, and a wide-eyed 22-year-old, Nelson, will offer a "way to close off the past, to make peace with it."

The grass-roots tour is charmingly improvisational. Nelson, who emerges as the novel's centerpiece, describes how "successful shows might be performed before fifteen or twenty spectators, in ad hoc venues where the very concept of 'a full house' didn't apply. How, for example, does one 'sell out' a windswept field at the edge of town?"

But the U-turn into tragedy is as abrupt as it is far-fetched. In one village, the birthplace of a man from Henry's past, a drug trafficker waylays the actors and forces Nelson to move in with his senile mother, who has mistaken him for her dead firstborn son. Nelson's unwilling new acting assignment triggers a strange sequence of mishaps that resurrects the play's cursed history rather than buries it.

Mr. Alarcón produces a storytelling podcast called Radio Ambulante and puts to good effect the confessional tone and surprise twists that define such documentary-style programs. He heightens suspense by tightly weaving parallel events into fast-unfolding scenes (a superb one switches back and forth between the actors performing "The Idiot President" and the drug dealer coming to town to determine their fates), and he has a taste for cliff-hanging chapter endings. ("Though they didn't know it yet, Diciembre's first tour in fifteen years was over.") The novel's narrator, moreover, is a distant acquaintance of Nelson's who pieces together his story from interviews, journal entries and personal memories. At times the book reads like an especially engrossing episode of "This American Life."

Unfortunately, the airbrushed, precious qualities of that popular broadcast also find their way into the writing. Mr. Alarcón is too reliant on serendipity, and his grace notes are often cloying (Nelson's pregnant love interest, Ixta, "placed a hand on her beautiful, swollen belly to remind herself she was not alone in this world"). The author seems determined to make all his characters blameless and lovable, but their winsome innocence makes them feel a little less than human. A story told with such gusto and emotion can afford to be less dainty with its reader's sensibilities.

Amy Tan's newest historical soap opera,"The Valley of Amazement" (Ecco, 589 pages, $29.99), revolves around Violet Minturn, a Chinese-American courtesan in early-1900s Shanghai. One chapter, narrated by Violet's mentor, is an etiquette guide to this difficult trade. Among its tips—which romantic songs to learn, how to avoid cheapskates and sadists—is a warning not to confuse feelings for your patrons with true love.

The warning is lost on Violet, who becomes attached to a queue of suitors. One named Loyalty Fang purchases her "defloration" when she turns 15 and regales her with sweet nothings: "When I saw you here, the memory of desire returned, the power of yearning, excitement rippled through me." American Edward Ivory III, who can also turn a pretty phrase—"I want us to love each other so deeply we ache with the fullness of it"—proposes marriage, but then comes the Spanish flu epidemic . . .

You can guess what happens. Actually, if you know any of Ms. Tan's five previous novels, you can predict almost every page of this book, which makes the task of reading it soothingly redundant. As in "The Joy Luck Club" (1989) and "The Bonesetter's Daughter" (2001), large portions of "The Valley of Amazement" turn on Violet's troubled relationship with her mother. Ms. Tan's repeat performances in her fiction assure readers the kind of nurturing reliability her heroines crave.

"Seiobo There Below" (New Directions, 452 pages, $17.95), by the Hungarian genius László Krasznahorkai, opens with an image of a great white heron poised above the turbulent Kamo River in contemporary Kyoto. The bird is the sole point of stillness in "the spinning churning world of movement." It is a symbol of numinous beauty and, because it is in the act of hunting, of fearsome, deadly power. And it is the motif of this remarkable meditation on the overlooked presence of holiness amid the frenzy of the ordinary.

The chapters, which roam across time and continents, take up variations on this theme. One portrays a day in the life of a virtuoso maker of masks for Japanese Noh theater; another, the modern restoration of a Kyoto monastery's ancient statue of the Amida Buddha. One winds through the labyrinthine halls of the Alhambra, in Spain; another imagines its way into the Renaissance workshop of Raphael's teacher, the painter Pietro Perugino. One stunning chapter, resonant of Thomas Mann's "Death in Venice," is about a modern man's obsession with an obscure Renaissance painting of the crucifixion hung in the San Rocco: "Christ's hair, shining gold, fell in curling locks onto his slender shoulders, and again and again that terrible docility and resignation because—and he had discovered this first—in contrast to all the tranquility and peace, a profound desolation inexpressible in words was upon that face, and the whole image shone forth from a darkness, like gold against the deepest night."

Like all of Mr. Krasznahorkai's sentences, that one continues for multiple pages. The stylistic idiosyncrasy seems daunting, but the author (brilliantly abetted by translator Ottilie Mulzet) shows such mastery at conveying the fluid motions of thought while sustaining grammatical coherence that his hypnotic sentences unfurl with sunstruck clarity. Each is itself an object of wonder.

