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Foreword

That was the origin of what later became the Sympo-
sium (on) Borges and (with) Borges. It was that simple. I
mention it here to answer all those who wonder how difficult
it was to persuade Borges to undertake such a long, hard
trip—to a place not even on the map.

The success of the Symposium was made possible not
only by Borges’ generous, uncomplicated disposition and the
literary traditions of New England, highly appealing to the
Argentine writer/English reader, but by the collaboration of
many other souls who wanted the thing to happen. Though
Borges was hardly a household word in Maine, and my Latin
enthusiasm may have seemed a bit suspicious, the University
administration quickly accepted my proposal. I want to
acknowledge here the help received during the period of plan-
ning and, no less important, of funding, from Paulette
French, Gordon Haaland, Robert Carroll, Ulrich Wicks, Car-
roll Terrell, Burt Hatlen, Stephen Weber, Robert Hunting,
and John Frank, of the University of Maine, and the Arthur
R. Lord Fund and the Patrons for the Fine Arts, as well as
suggestions from colleagues and friends around the country,
Jaime Alazraki, Enrique Anderson Imbert, Emir Rodriquez-
Monegal and Donald Yates.

This book attempts to record faithfully, with minor de-
viations, corrections, omissions, and additions, the event that
was held in those remote, but for many of us unforgettable,
days of April, 1976. .

Immediately after the Symposium, the President of the
University of Maine, Dr. Howard Neville, offered to support
the publication of the proceedings, so the lack of money can-
not be used as an excuse for the long delay in the appearance
of this book. I thought I had found a way to transcend the
need for any excuses, avoiding mention of the unprofessional
recording of fragmentary and occasionally unintelligible re-
marks which somehow had to be turned into sentences faith-
ful to the intention of so many participants. Not all of them
returned their corrected versions on time. Not always did
the editor have time to fulfill his duties, or the fortitude to
preserve his equanimity in the face of almost overwhelming
difficulties. Since we were speaking of Borges, I thought I
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could deny any blame, to myself or to others, by simply re-

calling his refutation of time...

And yet now, as these proceedings go to press (a fact
only possible through the help of my friend Thomas Mont-
gomery, who with monastic devotion has striven to illumi-
nate the sometimes obscure manuscripts), I realize that they
have not aged. On the contrary: they seem still alive, radia-
ting the warmth with which they were written, read, and cor-
rected by people of such different origins and personalities,
all of them fused for one weekend of their lives by their ad-
miration and affection for a man of letters.

If the University Press moves with the desired speed,
these three-year-old words will be “made into a book,” obey-
ing Mallarmé’s dictum, a little before, a little after, or—why
not?—exactly on August 24, 1979, when Borges will be 80
years old. '

The seventies, as King David said and Borges has re-
peated, are the years of the Spirit. May the eighties be for
you, Borges, the years of Happiness, well deserved though
elusive until now. It is the wish of all those who came to the
meeting at Orono, who today offer you this book that you
have so deeply inspired.

Carlos Cortinez

ix
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Jorge Luis Borges

and years later I came upon a sentence not quite so good by
Mallarmé (of course Mallarmé is hardly the man t,? ?‘ope
with Homer) where I read, “Tout aboutit & un livre’”: “All
things lead to a book.” At first, I was rather dazzled by that
sentence, but then I remembered I had read it before in the
Odyssey; except, in the case of Homer, as “joys and mis.for—
tunes happen to man in order that the coming generations
should have a matter for their songs,” of course, it stands for
the spoken epic, while Mallarmé stands for the written book.
But the meaning is the same, except that in the Greek there
is a swing that we don’t get in the too-precise French words,
“Tout aboutit & un livre,” where the whole thing is too
economical to be, let’s say, as stirring as the Greek was.

Now I suppose that the fact that I read those lines. as
they should be read, that I found them fine, but not‘ amazing
(1 found out that they stand for the same thing, said, let us
say, with some thirty centuries’ difference between them)
stems from the fact that I am a man of letters. I suppose
most people would have thought it striking or strange to
think that things happened because they only had to be made
into sounds or made into books. I took that for granted. And
this means that already when I was a boy, when I was twelve
or so, when I was first reading Butcher and Lang’s Odyssey,
[ already felt in a literary way about the words. That is to say I
already thought of things happening because they might be
woven into poems, into tales, into novels, into anything you
like; into the epic, perhaps, into a rather secret poem like
Mallarmé’s poems were. I took that for granted, and this
means that I have always been a man of letters, simply a man
of letters as Dr. Carlos Cortinez has it.

“Simply a man of letters.” Now what does that mean?.

Because I have to do what I can in order to understand what
that thing means. I suppose I know it myself, but I have to
explain it to you. Not what a man of letters is, since of
course there is no such person—every man of letters exists
through himself and in himself—but what being a man of let-
ters means for me. It means the fact that I know that my des-
tiny, my fate, my life has a certain shape, and that fate is a
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literary one. This, of course, does not lead us very far. We
have to find out what that stands for.

I remember reading about two men. Of course they
were very notable writers, and still in a sense I know that
they held to that fate. I think of Milton. Milton, before he
had written a single line, knew that his destiny was to be a
great poet. De Quincey, a very great writer also, knew that
his destiny was to be literary; and I think that Coleridge’
knew the same thing. Naturally, I am not comparing myself
to those men. After all, I am, let us say, a more or less invis-
ible twentieth-century writer, an Argentine writer. How
would I dare compare myself to Milton, to Coleridge or to
De Quincey? I am not at all the same. I know my limits and
perhaps that makes me into a man of letters, but I know that
since there are many kinds of men (there are, for example,
military men, my forefathers; there are men of action, my
forefathers also; there are men of business, not my fore-
fathers); since there are all kinds of men, I happen to be that
particular kind of man. I don’t think that being a man of let--
ters is somehow, let’s say, above the other kinds of men. I
know that I happen to be that particular kind of man. I know
that to be a man of letters is to have a very strange destiny;
but after all, all destinies are strange, especially to a man who
has to undergo them, who has to live through them. But I
know of the strangeness of literary life since I have been liv-
ing it all the time, before I wrote down a single line. And I
have written many books, far too many books, I should say.
I haven’t taken the trouble to count them, but I know, I am
sorry to say, that I have written more than fifty books, most
of them hack work of course, but still fifty books. They
stand for a lifetime’s job. When my collected works came
out, they included the work of half a century; they amount-
ed to some twelve hundred pages, and I left three books out.
Indeed, the chief aim of that book was to leave those books
out, not to include the others in, because I disliked them so
much.

I suppose that if you are a man of letters, there are
many things needful to it. One of the first things (this is not
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Jorge Luis Borges

right words. In English I will quote another fine example,
since after all, I am simply a man of letters, and why should I
not be talking about words? I think the word nightmare is a
fine word. We know, of course, from etymologies, from ety-
mologies in dictionaries, from the shorter Skeat—the shorter
Skeat is oné of my Bibles, I should say—that the word
nightmare came from some words that meant the “demon of
the night.” Or perhaps if another etymology is allowable,
something akin to the German word Mirchen. And then you
had the night mare of the fable of the night. But still night-
mare is a fine word. Shakespeare talks of the ‘“‘nightmare of
the night foal.” And Victor Hugo—quite English, as in every-
thing else, I suppose—gives us a fine metaphor of the night-
mare. He talked of “le cheval noir de la nuit,” ‘‘the black
horse of night.” Or perhaps, if a free translation is allowable,
“the black horse of midnight”; that would be better still.
You see where he got the horse: from nightmare. Then he
gave it blackness and it was night, ‘“le cheval noir de la nuit”;
while in Spanish, you have to put up with pesadilla, which

is no good. And then in French, you have a fine word,

cauchemar, which has nothing to do with English night-
mare. And in German, you have.the word Alb. The word
Alb means nothing to us now but it stood for ‘“‘elf,” and an
elf, an incubus, was supposed to be sitting on the dreamer’s
belly and giving him the nightmare. So you see, the word
nightmare begets the sense of the awful that is to be found
in nightmares; and only in nightmares, not in waking life.

I said a moment ago that a writer had to be aware of
words because after all, words were his tools. And Stevenson
complained of the fact that those tools, words, were after all
more or less like blocks of paints; they were stiff, they were
hardly pliable. And yet, says Stevenson, a painter knows that
he has to paint somehow the insufferable sun with those
colors, and he manages to do it. And poetry is happening all
the time. I do not suppose poetry is something exceptional.
I suppose poetry is happening all the time. I know nothing
whatever of Hungarian; I have no Hungarian; but I know that
were I to learn Hungarian, I would find therein all the things
I find in other poetry, since beauty seems to come to men.

Simply A Man of Letters

It seems to have come to men all the time and all over the
world.

_ When I began studying Old English, I thought of it in
terms of kennings, of metaphors, and so on, and then I was
not long in finding out that Old English literature stood for
very fine elegies and for very fine epic poetry. And those

‘things were there. They were not to be had by translations.

Translations may give you something, a silent version, but
they do not give you the real original. I think that Frost had
it that poetry is what gets lost in translation. That of course
is wrong, since gibberish is untranslatable, but I think that
poetry is translatable, only you have to do something dif-
ferent to it. I will take an example from Chaucer. He had
read in Hippocrates, in a Latin version of the Greek, “ars
longa, vita brevis.” Now “ars longa, vita brevis” has some-
thing far too short about it, like a telegram, in a sense; a
Latin telegram, a Roman telegram. Then he had to work that
into a poem of his, not about medicine, but about, I suppose,
the craft of love or the craft of verse. Why not suppose the
craft of verse? Then he wrote (I will say it in English and
then in my own personal Middle English, which is more or
less guesswork): “the life so short, the craft so long to learn,”
or in Middle English I suppose he would have pronounced it
thus (he won’t be here to set us right): he wrote, “the lief
so short, the craft so long to leerne.” He found the music
for that wistfulness; he found “the lief so short, the craft so
long to leerne.” A

I said that a writer, a man of letters, should be interested
in words, in words for their own sake. He should be interest-'
ed in them all the time. In order to write in a really fine
style, you should be able to speak in a fine prose style. I can-
not do that in English, of course. In Spanish, I do my best,
but of course I don’t always succeed—I am very lazy, very in-
different; but somehow I manage not to run into broken
sentences. I manage to say what I have to say. I remember
many men of letters that I have known. I have thought of the
Andalusian poet Cansinos-Assens, of Capdevila, of [ Alberto]
Gerchunoff the Jewish writer, of Lugones, and they all spoke
in a fine way. I suppose a sentence might have been taken
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Jorge Luis Borges

Then afterwards, when I lost my sight (that was way
back in 1955), I thought the fact of being blind should not
be the end. It should be the beginning. And I had of course
to create my own beginning, and so I said, “I will not think
about blindness; I will think about something else. I have
two great operations in the future for myself. I will think
about the learning of Old English.” And so with a few
friends we began studying Old English. Of course, in the case
of Old English, I had always been attracted to the North. I
thought really of going back, as Spanish goes back to Latin.
I thought of going back through English to the speech of
my forefathers in Northumberland and in Mercia. At first,
Old English was merely to me a kind of strange blend of
German and English, but I was not long in finding out that
since it came before the two languages, it was a language in
itself; and it had a beauty, a harsh beauty of itself. And now
I am going to attempt another adventure, the adventure of
Old Norse, since one always goes from Old English to Old
Norse.

I have been talking about words, about languages. All
those things mean much to a man of letters. And now 1
shall talk about the fact of my writing—of what I think of
my writing. I am not too fond of what I write, but still,
what can I do about it? Writing is my destiny. Of course, I
would prefer to be the writer of, let’s say, Robert Frost’s
poetry, for example. I have to resign myself to the fact of
being the writer of Jorge Luis Borges. After all, I can not do
anything else about it. I have in a sense to be myself. I
know my limits now. I should by this time of life! And I've
been living and writing. When 1 began writing, my father
gave me a very sound piece of advice. He told me, “Read
all you can.” So I played the sedulous ape, as Stevenson has
it (Stevenson is one of my masters), to many writers. Steven-
son plays the sedulous ape to Hazlitt, to Lamb, to Coleridge,
and to Baudelaire. And I played the sedulous ape to Steven-
son, to Whitman, to Browning, to Swinboume, to Quevedo,

to Lugones, to Victor Hugo for a time, to a German Expres-
sionist poet named Johannes R. Becher, as to so many

Simply A Man of Letters

others. But in the end, I found myself. Of course, I was far
beneath them, but after all, what else could I do? Well, I be-
gan writing, and after I had written three books, my father
said,; ‘“Read much, write much, tear up most of what you
have written; and above all, never rush into print.” At the
age of twenty-four, I rushed into print. It was my fourth
book, but it was in a sense my first one. T had mercifully des-
troyed the earlier ones. They were quite bad. I can hardly
remember the titles, and I am ashamed to speak about them.
Well, the book came out. In those days you had no idea
of success or failure. My country in those days was in all re-
spects a better country than what it is today. We never
thought of literature in terms of success or failure. No writer
expected to live by his pen. That was-impossible. Even such
a great writer as Lugones brought out editions of 500 to 600
copies, and they sold very slowly. And the word ‘best-sel-
ler” was happily unknown in those days. So when we pub-
lished, we did what Stevenson had done. He thought of a
book as being a round robin sent to his friends. And this is
what we did. I never thought of sending a book to the news-
papers. I never thought of those secret writings of mine be-
coming known. I never thought of the public in any sense at
all. Of course, I tried to write as finely as I could, but I was
writing for nobody in particular. I can vouch for the truth of
this. This happened in 1923. And when some eight years
afterwards, or ten (Dr. Yates would set me right, but he is
not here at my elbow. He knows my dates; I don’t. I know
nothing about dates. I only know that 1616 is Shakespeare’s
death and that’s that), when some ten years afterwards I
finished what was called, strangely enough, History of Eter-
nity, when I found out to my unspeakable amazement that
thirty-seven copies had been sold in the span of a year, I
thought that was unbelievable. I went home and said to my
mother, “I have sold thirty-seven copies of my book.” Then
she said, “No, that can’t be so.” Then we looked at what the
bookseller had given me, and so it was. Thirty-seven copies!
I wanted to write to all the people who had bought the book.
I wanted to apologize for the mistakes. I wanted to promise
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and the beginning of what I am about to write. So that when
I begin thinking of a tale or a poem, I know the beginning

-and the end, especially the end. I may be rather shaky about
the beginning, but I know those two tips, and I have to find

out for myself what happens in between; what happens be-
tween the first verse and the last, or what happens between
the first sentence and the last one, if the piece be in prose
and not in verse. And there I have to grope my way through
a darkness. I may take a wrong turning; then I have to go
back. I have to imagine everything that happened to the man.
The man is all of us. I have created no characters. What hap-
pens to the man between his birth, the first line, and his lit-
erary death, the last line: those things I have to invent, I have
to discover. After all the words “invention” and “discovery”
stand for the same thing. You know that in Latin, the word
“invent” means “to discover.” This of course goes back to
the Platonic doctrine that all things are there; you merely
have to find them out. Even as a statue is in the marble and
you have to chip off what is needless. Or as Timrod, the
laureate of the Confederate South, said, ‘‘the shaft is in the
stone.” I mean the column was in the stone. It had not yet
been carved, but the thing lay there; the statue lay there.
Well, I have to find out what happens, and therefore I have
to find the setting, the right names for the characters, and all
that. And then, after that, I write it down. When I write it
down, of course, I am very fond of the words.

Ever since poetry was revealed. to me through my fa-
ther, poetry came to me through the English tongue: it came
to me through Shelley, Keats, and Swinbourne, and Fitzger-
ald’s Omar Khayyam. Ever since that time, I have been fond
of words, but I know that now I shouldn’t believe too much
in them, that they may betray me at any moment. So now,
in my time of life, I never go in for purple patches. I try
simply to be straightforward. I try to use no words that may
attract much attention, or that distract attention, though I
am fond of words. I try to write in a very simple style, in a
style that will make the reader think of what I am writing
about, not of the writer himself. I think a writer should be in-
visible, even as God is, I suppose, invisible in the world. God,

Simply A Man of Letters

we think, may be thinking of us all the time, even governing
us, but we are not aware of him, and I do not think that a
reader should be too aware of the writer. This is what is
wrong about many fine writers. It’s not only the use of sym-
bols, but being reminded of symbols all the time. In the case

of Gdngora, one is being reminded of words all the time,"

while in the case of Robert Frost, we are not reminded of
him, but are reminded of what he felt. But in the case, let
us say, of such a fine writer as Sir Thomas Browne, or Que-
vedo in Spanish, or Gdngora or Victor Hugo, we are being
reminded of them all the time. I don’t think that is right. I
think that a story or a poem should have a life of its own.
After all, why remind the reader that somebody wrote it?
Why remind the reader of a certain name and a certain bit of
context? After the story or the poem is written there is no
essential difference between them. The only difference lies
in the expectation of the reader. The reader who is about to
read a poem knows that he will be finding emotion therein,
while the reader who reads prose may think that he will find
reasons, arguments, syllogisms, or information. So, after all,
something may be said for free verse. Even if it is not too
different from prose, the fact that it has been printed like
verse makes the reader feel that he will get something quite
unlike prose, that he will get poetry. I don’t suppose there is
an essential difference between prose and poetry, but I have
an idea when something is being given to me in that myster-
ious way, when I see the two tips of my island, I do not
know whether it will become poetry or prose. That is found
out afterwards. I suppose, essentially, poetry and prose are
the same. I spoke in the beginning about Homer. In the Odys-
sey, in the epic, we see that all literature began by poetry
and then became prose. The Saxons wrote a very clumsy kind
of prose, and yet they wrote fine verse. That is to say, men
began to sing before they knew how to write.

As I was saying, a writer should attempt many things,
and the writer feels somehow that writing is something pre-
cious, since, if all things are to become words, if all things are
to become poems or tales, or parables or dramas or whatever
you want, then all things are needful to him. He should be
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Jorge Luis Borges

for you? And the second part: when you are writing the mid-
dle of your story which you can’t find, is it groping or does it
come clear to you? :

A. Writing should be a pleasure. All things should be a
pleasure, even a toothache, I suppose, if taken the right way.
Now as to groping our way, that is a pleasure also. There is
a pleasure in groping; a pleasure in hesitating—why not?
Those are parts of the game. I accept them. Yes, I always
think of writing as a pleasure. If it’s not done for pleasure, it
can’t be done. It’s not compulsory.

Yates. The answer to the second part is that you do
grope in_the middle for what is going to be the stpry?
A. Yes. I enjoy the groping.

- -Yates. In one story that you wrote, ““The Circular

‘Ruins”, your groping became part of the story since the

_magician or the stranger—whoever—was trying to find a way
to imagine or dream or create another person, and he tried
several things that didn’t work. These were your attempts to
write the story. Is that right? .

A. Yes, of course I was. I am sure I was very clever to
have woven them into a story.

Q. First, do you accept the linking of your name with
Kafka, and second, do you enjoy being linked with Kafka?

A. I think Kafka taught me the way to write two quite
‘bad stories: “The Library of Babel” and “The Lottery of
Babylon”. Of course, I owe a debt to Kafka. Naturally. I
enjoyed that. At the same time, I couldn’t go on reading
Kafka all the time so I left it at that. I only wrote two stories
following the pattern and then I left off. Of course I owe
much to Kafka. I admire him, as I suppose all reasonable men
do.

Yates. In the “Library of Babel” you insert a word
spelled thusly: Qaphga. I think the only way to pronounce
that is Kafka. Did you put that in there to show that you
were aware that you were writing like Kafka?

A. Yes. Of course 1 did.

[{To a question on the influence on Borges of contem-

Simply A Man. of Letters

porary Latin-American writers.]

A. I am not a futurist. I was not aware of Garcia Mdr-
quez and Cortdzar, who came after.

Yates. The response is that Borges went blind for read-
ing purposes in 1955 and simply hasn’t read Cortdzar and
hasn’t read Paz. ‘

A. They came after me. I am not a prophet. I was not
affected by them. They are in the future. We are not affected
by the future.

Yates. Part of the question was: you have been credited
with influencing them. In what way do you think you might
have influenced them? Where do you think Latin American
literature is going in their charge?

A. T hope Latin American literature has escaped my in-
fluence.

Yates. In 1955, you left off writing longish narratives
and when the time came in 1960, when Carlos Frias, your
editor at Emecé, asked you for a book, you said, “I have no
book.” And he said, “Every writer has a book if he digs
around in his drawers and his files and his cabinets, and so
forth,” so you looked around and came up with a book
called El Hacedor—Dreamtigers. They are all short pieces—
apparently short pieces you had written since 1955 when
you had lost your sight and couldn’t write anymore in the
old way. In 1966, after not having written a long story
since “El Fin” in 1953—that’s some 13 years—suddenly
you wrote a long story, “La Intrusa”. What was behind
your change of mind about giving up writing just short
pieces like those of El Hacedor and writing a long story
like “La Intrusa™?

A. 1 had begen rereading my Kipling. I reread Plain
Tales from the Hills, and 1 thought that what a young
man of genius like Kipling did (he was twenty-odd when
he wrote Plain Tales from the Hills), perhaps an old ex-
perienced hand, who is certainly not a man of genius, may
be able to do somehow. I put it down in a way that had
nothing to do with Kafka or Henry James or Melville
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Q. In what ways has Poe influenced you?

A. Well, I suppose Poe taught me how to use my imagi-
nation. He taught me—though I was unaware of it, but I
must have felt it strongly—that one may not be tied down by
mere everyday circumstances; that being tied down to every-
day circumstances stood for poverty, stood for dullness. I
could be everywhere, and I could be, let’s say, in etemnity.
And I suppose Poe taught me that. He taught me the width,
the vastness of freedom. Those were taught to me in the first
stories of his I read, The Tales of the Grotesque and the
Arabesque. Though my style, of course, is far different from
Poe, since Poe wrote in what we may call a pompous style,
and I write in a rather grey, everyday style. But I suppose I
should be thankful to him for his teaching me that writing
could transcend personal experience—or rather, could be
woven out of personal experience transmuted in some strange
way. One should be thankful to Poe; and besides, why not be
thankful to a man who gave us The Adventures of Arthur
Gordon Pym, and who created a genre, something nobody
else has done—who has given us all the many detective books
written since his.time? They all came out of Poe; they were
all begotten by Poe, when he wrote those three stories that
you all know. So, I think I should be thankful to Poe, though
I think of him as a prose writer. I do not like him as a poet.
As for what was wrong with his poetry, I remember Emer-
son’s joke about him. Somebody spoke to Emerson, that
cold intellectual poet, about Poe, and he said, *“Ah, Mr. Poe,
the jingle man.”

Q. What do you admire especially in Stevenson?

A. I admire everything in Stevenson. I admire tpe man, I
admire the work, I admire his courage. I don’t think he wrote
a single indifferent or despicable line. Every line of Stevenson
is fine. And then there is another writer I greatly admire:
Chesterton. And yet Chesterton would not have been what
he was had it not been for Stevenson. For example, if we
read Chesterton’s Father Brown saga, or The Man Who Was
Thursday, or ‘““Man Alive”, we get the same fairy London
that was invented or was dreamt by Stevenson in his New

Simply A Man of Letters

Arabian Nights. 1 suppose I should be thankful to Stevenson.
I'suppose we should all be thankful to Stevenson. I hardly see
why you ask me that. The thing is as obvious as the sun in
heaven.

Q. Why are mirrors a recurring symbol in your writing?

A. Because mirrors are very strange things. Mirrors give
you the sense of the double. They give the Scottish wraith.
When a man sees himself, according to Scottish superstition,
he is about to die. His real self comes to fetch him back.
Then you have in German the Doppelginger, the man who
walks at our side and with ourselves. Those things, of course,
are given to us by the mirror. Then you have (I only know
the Latin, I don’t know Greek) the alter ego, the other I.
Those things also were suggested by the mirror. There is
something strange in the fact of the visual world being repro-
duced in every detail in a piece of glass, in a crystal. When I
was a child I was amazed at it. I find it very strange that there
should be in the world such things as mirrors.

Yates. Can you explain the perception that you have of
two Borgeses? The two Borgeses that you write of in “Borges

‘ y yon?

A. I suppose the perception came originally from the mir-
ror. Because when you look into a mirror, well, there you
are, there you are yourself looking at it, and the image look-
ing at you. As for two Borges, I have been made keenly aware

- of the fact that there are two, because when I think of my-

self, I think, let us say, of a rather secret, of a rather hesitant,
groping man. Somehow, this can hardly be reconciled to the
fact that I seem to be giving lectures all the time and travel-
ling all over the world. So I think of those two men as being
different: the private man and the public man. Or, if you pre-
fer it, why not speak of the private man, the shy man, the
man still wondering at things even as he did when he was a
boy, and the man who publishes books, whose books are an-
alyzed, who has symposiums and that kind of thing happen-
ing to him—why not think of those two as being different? I
do.
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OUTSIDE AND INSIDE THE MIRROR
IN BORGES’ POETRY

Jaime Alazraki
Harvard University

In the Preface to his fifth book of poetry—In Praise of Dark-
ness—Borges writes: ‘“To the mirrors, mazes, and swords
which my resigned reader already foresees, two new themes
have been added: old age and ethics.”! Mirrors are a con-
stant in Borges’ poetry, but long before becoming a major
theme or motif in his works, mirrors had been for Borges
an obsession that goes back to his childhood years. To his
friends he has told that as a child he feared that the images
reflected on his bedroom mirror would stay there even
after darkness had effaced them. For the boy, the images
inhabiting mirrors were like the ghosts haunting the castle
of a gothic novel—constantly lurking and threatening
through ominous darkness.

In the brief piece entitled ‘“The Draped Mirrors” from
Dreamtigers he reminisces those fears: ‘“As a child, I felt
before large mirrors that same horror of a spectral duplica-
tion or multiplication of reality. Their infallible and contin-
uous functioning, their pursuit of my actions, their cos-
mic pantomine, were uncanny then, whenever it began to
grow dark.” One of my persistent prayers to God and my
guardian angel was that I not dream about mirrors. I know
I watched them with misgivings. Sometimes I feared they
might begin to deviate from reality; other times I was afraid
of seeing there my own face, disfigured by strange calami-

ties” (D. 27).
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verse since our image of the world is just a fabrication of the

human mind. The world as we know it is that illsory image
produced on the mirror of culture, “that artificial unive}'se
in which we live as members of a social group.”2 Mirrors, like
the map within the map, like Don Quixote reader of the
Quixote, and like Hamlet spectator of Hamlet, suggest that
our intellectual version of reality is not different from that
“ungraspable architecture/ reared by every dawn from the
gleam/ of a mirror, by darkness from a dream.” Mirrors and
dreams have for Borges an interchangeable value. In the poem
““Spinoza,” for instance, the lens grinder “dreams up a clear
labyrinth—/ undisturbed by fame, that reflection/ of dr.egms
in the dream of another/ mirror ...”, and more explicitly
in the poem “Sarmiento” where dreaming is tantamount to
“Jooking at a magic crystal.” Borges has pointed out that
“according to the doctrine of the Idealists, the verbs fo live
and fo dream are strictly synonyms” (L.164). A more tran-
scendental significance of mirrors in Borges’ poetry should
emerge, thus, from a syllogistic transposition of t%le terms
life, dream and mirror. If life is a dream Somebody is dzeim—
ing, and dreams are, as stated in the poem “The Dream,’ re-
flections of the shadow/ that daylight deforms in its mir-
rors,” life is, consequently, not less illusory than the images
reflected on the surface of the mirrors. In the poem “The Go-
lem,” the dummy is the dream of a Rabbi who in turn is the
dream of a god who in turn is the dream of another god and
so on ad infinitum as suggested in “The Circular Ruins.”
Yet, it should be noted that the Rabbi’s Golem is described
as “a simulacrum,” as “a distressing son” and as “‘a symbol,”
and that all these terms have been used before in relation to
mirrors. In the Rabbi’s lamentations as he gazes on his im-
perfect son—‘To an infinite series why was it for me/ to add
another symbol? To the vain/ hank that is spun out in Eter-
nity/ another cause and effect, another pain?”’—there is an
inequivocal echo of the “multiplying and abominable power
or mirrors.” On the other hand, in the poem “Everness” the
universe is but the mirror of a total memory: God. God, in
another poem entitled “He,” “is each of the creatures of His

Outside and Inside the Mirror in Borges’ Poetry

strange world:/ the stubborn roots of the profound/ cedar
and the mutations of the moon.” God is, in addition, ‘“‘the
eyes that examine/ a reflection (man) and the mirror’s eyes.”
Also Emanuel Swedenborg knew, according to the poem so
entitled, “like the Greek, that the days/ of time are Eternity’s
mirrors.”

The notion that the whole of Creation is but a reflec-
tion of a Divine power is more clearly defined in the short
stories. In “The Aleph,” for example, Borges writes that
“for the Kabbalah, the Aleph stands for the En Soph, the
pure and boundless godhead; it is also said that it takes the
shape of a man pointing to both heaven and earth, in order
to show that the lower world is the map and mirror of the
higher.” And, in a more condensed manner, in “The Theo-
logians”: “In the Zohar, it is written that the higher world
is a reflection of the lower,” and once again in “the Zahir”:
“The Kabbalists understood that man is a microcosm, a
symbolic mirror of the universe; according to Tennyson,
everything would be.” The pertinence of these quotations
to our subject lies in the value conceded to reality as a re-
flection and the notion that such reflection contains a secret
order inaccessible to men. Our reality, says Borges (our re-
ality as codified by culture), is made of mirror images, ap-
pearances that reflect vaguely the Other, or, more precisely,
as the sect of the Histrionics sustains in ‘“The Theologians™:

To demonstrate that the earth influences heaven they in-
voked Matthew and I Corinthians 13:12 (“for now we see
through a glass, darkly’’) to demonstrate that everything we
see is false. Perhaps contaminated by the Monotones, they
imagined that all men are two men and that the real one is
the other, the one in heaven. They also imagined that our
acts project an inverted reflection, in such a way that if we
are awake, the other sleeps, if we fornicate, the other is
chaste, if we steal, the other is generous. When we die, we
shall join the other and be him. (L.123)

Borges’ short stories and poems are full of characters
and people searching for the other, for the source of the in-
verted reflection. Laprida, in ‘“Conjectural Poem,” ‘“who
longed to be someone else” finds the other “‘in one night’s
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At times in the evening a face

Looks at us out of the depths of a mirror;
Art should be like that mirror

Which reveals to us our own face. (S.P.143)

Of the various significations that mirrors propose
throughout Borges’ poetry this is, beyond any doubt, t'he
most transcending and the richest in suggestions. In a strict
sense, we are dealing with the mirror of poetry as a road of
access to the other, with literature as a bridge between the
visible side of the mirror and the other side which poets
of all times have always tried to reach. There is a mirror that
“melts away, just like a bright silvery mist” so that the poet,
like Lewis Carroll’s Alice, may go through the glass and jump
into the other side—the looking-glass room of fantasy—, and
to such a mirror Borges refers in the poem devoted to Edgar

Allan Poe:
As if on the wrong side of the mirror,
He yielded, solitary, to his rich
Fate of fabricating nightmares. .. (S.P.173)

But the mirror that in the last analysis Borges vindi-
cates as a vehicle of art is the one “which reveals to us our
own face.” In the context of Dreamtiger’s Epilogue it is
clear that the face he alludes to is a symbolic face which, l.ike
a cipher, encodes the destiny of the writer. It is this wr.lter
who “‘shortly before his death discovers that that patten,f
1abyrinth' of lines (his writings) traces the image of his face
(D.93).. .

The poem “Oedipus and the Riddle” also adheres to this
same meaning. Borges had already reviewed the myth of
Oedipus and the Sphinx in The Book of Imaginary Beings.
There he explains:

It is told that the Sphinx depopulated the Theban country-

side asking riddles and making a meal of any man who

could not give the answer. Of Oedipus the Sphinx asked:

‘What has four legs, two legs, and three legs, and the more

legs it has the weaker it is?’ Oedipus answered that it was a

man who as an infant crawls on all four, when he grows up

walks on two legs, and in old age leans on a staff. (B.L.B.

211-212)

i s

« Outside and Inside the MIrror in Borges, Poetry

With these materials Borges makes his poem:

At dawn four-footed, at midday erect,
And wandering on three legs in the deserted
Spaces of afternoon, thus the eternal

Sphinx had envisioned her changing brother
Man, and with afternoon there came a person
Deciphering, appalled at the monstrous other
Presence in the mirror, the reflection

Of his decay and of his destiny.

We are Oedipus; in some eternal way

We are the long and threefold beast as well—
All that we will be, all that we have been.

It would annijhilate us all to see

The huge shape of our being; mercifully

God offers us issue and oblivion.  (S.P.191)

In the monstrous image of the Sphinx, Oedipus recog-
nizes his own destiny and that of all man, and Borges adds:
“It would annihilate us all to see/ the huge shape of our be-
ing.” But the poet inevitably looks for “the shape of his be-
ing,” and his written work is but the mitror where he will
see his face, and in it the total image of his fate. But such
a moment, similar to a revelation, comes “shortly before
death.” One of Borges’ most personal and intense poems,
“In Praise of Darkness,” celebrates old age and darkness as
forms of happiness; in the last lines he returns to the same
idea presented in “Oedipus and the Riddle” but now in or-
der to tell us that if art is “the imminence of a revelation that
is not yet produced” (0.1.4) it is so because that last line to
be traced by a hand stronger than any destiny (Death) is still
missing:

From south and east and west and north,
roads coming together have led me
to my secret center.
These roads were footsteps and echoes,
women, men, agonies, rebirths,

) days and nights,
daydreams and dreams,
each single moment of my yesterdays
and the world’s yesterdays,

the firm sword of the Dane and the moon
of the Persian,
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Ana Maria Barrenechea

Universal history is perhaps the history of a number of
metaphors, (01, 16)

He ends the essay repeating the sentence slightly altered:

Universal history is perhaps the history of the various into-
nation of some metaphors. (OI, 16) (my empbhasis).

That varied intonation is precisely what should be compre-
hended in Borges, “algebra and fire,” (P, 160 and E, 152)
“fire and crystal.” (La Nacion, 1 1-2-75)2

‘One of the recurrent symbols in his work must be point-
ed out as one of the most significant—perhaps the most sig-
nificant of them all—symbolization itself. In “El muerto”
Borges calls himself “the man who interweaves these sym-
bols,” (4, 31) that is to say when he wears the mask of the
writer he wants to show himself enslaved or justified by that
task. Words, signs, figures, numbers, symbolize human acts
and the whole creation; all the universe and the acts of men
are in turn figures, letters, words or symbols of our destiny.

The importance of the symbols in Borges’ texts has been
pointed out by the critics and by the author himself—as a
theorist on literature or as a judge of his own work. In my
first studies I dealt with some of the most significant sym-
bols, with the words that form his code of symbolic value
in itself, and with the creation of fictions centered upon an
event which is the key to the revelation of their destiny.3
Later on I analyzed his narrative style which offers various
levels of reading going from concrete facts to the arche-
‘types.* But I missed something then that I clearly see now:
to get a richer understanding of Borges’ fictions we must bear
in mind not only the various strata but also that the build-
ing of an “artefact” with various levels in tension constitutes
an essential fact in the mapping of its structure.

It may be argued that it is almost a tautology to say
that a work of art is a human event able to move us and a
model of the universe, since that can be said of every great
creation. And yet it is characteristic of Borges to offer a com-
plex construction which, in hidden designs, bears the main
lines of the model he proposes. This model lies on the tension
among the different strata and not on one or more of the
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symbolic values that can be deciphered.

To perceive the various levels of abstraction that organ-
ize Borges’ fictions we only need to take the first stratum as
a standpoint—the stratum of a personal history—the one that
lends support to the rest. In the prologue to El informe de
Brodie Borges says of his stories: “...they are abundant in the
required invention of circumstancial events.” (B, 9) Side by
side with the invention of significant details he points out ob-
livion and also doubts in the knowledge of events. When he
talks of what he considers his “tricks™ as a writer he ennum-
erates the three characteristics noted before: “...to insert in
a story circumstantial traits required by the reader now; to

- feign uncertainty since reality is precise but memory is not;

to narrate events (this I learnt from Kipling and from Ice-

landic saga) as if I did not quite understand them...” (P, 340).

These and other techniques Borges does. not mention,
characterize the development of his narrative which I call *“la-
cunar’—lacunae implicitly or explicitly attributed by the
author to selective omissions or memory gaps. His traits of
make-believe impoverishment refer to the rich reality postu-
lated in the text, but at the same time point to the presence
of other levels of abstraction. To know that not everything
has been said leads us to infer the existence of omitted or un-
recalled facts; to know that there is a conscious or uncon-
scious selection leads us to follow that line of gradual depri-
vation. On the other hand ‘“‘not quite understanding” makes
us believe there is a meaning not yet grasped and also incites
us to decipher it. Many of his stories add explicit manifesta-
tions of the narrative voice to warn us about the existence of
a semantic nucleus the reader should not miss.

Let us take up one of the stories of his latest period, for
example “El duelo.” The level of fake reality, the story, is
the emulation of two women of high society, close friends,
dilettanti in painting, constantly confronted in veiled artis-
tic rivalries. The events are linked together and lead us to the
existence of other levels of comprehension—a fact which is
openly emphasized by the narrator from the very beginning.
Those various layers of interpretation or reading are not al-
ways clear and defined, either in number or meaning. As in
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Multiplicity delivers the infinite liberated from the bounda-
ries of time and space. Suffice it to recall the man who was
offered the Zahir and the Aleph, the immense and unattain-
able task ‘of “El Conreso,” Funes’ vertiginous memory, the
infinite library of Babel, or the infinite sand book; and also
the literature summed up in one word as put forth by
“Undr” or “El espejo y la mascara.” (LA, 109 and 99)

The multiple and the one could be the enticing arche-
type which is surmised as another step on the road of ab-
straction referred to. Thus we reach the limit of some forms
that through repeated metamorphoses in the recurrent mir-
rors of countless stories—always different but essentially the
same—long for a pure form and at the same time are playing
and threatening with the fascination of nothingness.

But now it should be made clear that they are not noth-
ingness because all of them exist as forms in the substance of
a pathetic human adventure, with the complexity such an ad-
venture of man may have in the universe; besides because
they exist not as an isolated and clear form but as a road.
This road leads to a form through the levels of abstraction
that shape different designs, often elusive and superposed. We
should remember what Borges says about the stories of his
latest period:*“I dare not say they are simple; it is not so even
of a single page or word on earth; they all postulate the uni-
verse, whose notorious attribute is complexity.” (B, 7-8)

I mentioned before that his fictions are a human event
able to move us and at the same time a model of the uni-
verse—actually of man in his attempt to understand the uni-
verse. I also said that the model lay on the tension among the
various strata including that of concrete history, and not on
one or more of the symbolic values that could be deciphered.
What would the model itself be? I should suggest it is the
eternal enterprise—always unsuccessful and always renewed—
of the search for a model. Let us remember that in “Otro
poema de los dones” grateful acknowledgement is expressed
for the existence of ‘...reason which will never cease dream-
ing of a plane of the labyrinth.” (P, 285)

Let us pause and reflect on his memorable definition of

Borges and the Symbols

the aesthetic act:

Generalizing the previous case, we could infer that every
form has a virtue in itself and not in ilts conjectural “‘con-
tent.” [. ..] As early as 1877, Pater1 had stated that all
arts aspire towards the condition of music which is nothing
but form. Music, the states of happiness, the faces carved
by time, twilight and certain places want to tell us some-
thing, or they said something we should not have missed, or
they are about to say something; this imminence of a reve-
lation which does not take place is perhaps the aesthetic
act. (0I, 11-12)

We know music! 2 is not an art fundamental to Borges,
the man. Yet we also know that he has found music useful
as an essential metaphor of temporality and the eternization

obtained through time. “Music—he has said—the most docile.-

of the forms of time.” (P, 159) When he wished to present
this symbol within the form of an individualized deed he
chose the strokes of a guitar (a “milonga”, a “tango” as well)
and Brahms’ music. One of his latest poems not yet published
in book form (“A Johannes Brahms’) (La Nacidn, 11-2-
1975) is dedicated to Brahms. This is the last stanza:

My servitude is the word, impure
conjunction of a sense and a sound.

Yours is the river that flows away and lasts,
neither a symbol nor a mirror nor 2 moan.

As I said at the beginning, the “symbol” is one of the re-
current symbols in Borges, and refers to the ambiguous na-
ture of man, his servitude and his greatness. It proclaims his
misery, the certainty that the enterprise undertaken by the
poet is impossible; because neither the mirror, nor the moan,
nor the symbol—i.e. nor art either as mimesis or as expression
or as lamguage——l 3 is able to conform the mystery of the uni-
verse and of our destiny. It not only proclaims his servitude
but also his greatness since art will build other forms (other
drums, other palaces) that will tend incessantly and eternally
to the revelation of that mystery.

Music is one of Borges’ metaphors of that longing for
the absolute. In his first essays he could dream of the lan-
guage of God or of the angels, after St. Thomas, a notion
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music, the art in which the form is the matter...” (OI, 81) Maybe it was
his own interest in problems of language and of signs that led him to
Pater: that is to say, to the inner relation of the signifié and the sig-
nifiant and the external relation of sign with the reference—under the
nexus of literature-reality, word-object. The conception of music as
semiosis sets forth the problems of the referent and the biplanity of the
sign, though neither Pater nor Borges has formulated them under those
names but with traditional ones: matter and form, subject and expres-
sion. In Pater there is yet a use—not always so precise— of matter and
form, in which matter is sometimes the material and sometimes the
theme or the subject. Pater was influenced by some of Baudelaire’s
ideas—which Mallarmé took up later—and also by the problem of
classification of the arts in Lessing, Laocoonte, IV and XVI. Lessing
divided them in arts of space and of time, that is to say, of simultaneity
and of succession, and his proposals were reelaborated by Herbart and
Schasler. For Pater music was the supreme art because it accomplished
the ideal of suppressing the duality. substance-form, matter-form,
whereas, the other arts tended to that'ideal without entirely achieving
the fusion. Cf. W. Pater, “The School of Giorgione,” in The Renais-
sance, London, MacMillan, 1914, esp.- 135,.137-139, 149; also 150
where one can see the appraisal of art tlirough its power to perpetuate
the fugitive instant. R .
12.Borges has also quoted Schopenhauer’s opinion on the various arts,
this opinion differs in that it places music beyond the hierarchy of the
other arts, since it does not express the Platonic idea but will itself.
The forms of space and time are not applied to music, only the general
form of representation is. Borges remembers it in D, 44, because there
he stated that music is ““...as immediate an objectification of the will as
the world is...”” (underlined in the original) and he ends saying “that is
to postulate that music does not need the world.”

13.If instead of these traditional concepts in literary criticism, we want
to use others quite extensively employed in semiotics, they could be
translated with those of Peirce’s art as an icon, or as an index or as a
symbol. Even when not present in Borges they seem useful for estab-
lishing and defining certain categories. And yet I want to recall that in
Peirce’s nomenclature symbol has another meaning different from the
traditional one in literary criticism, which is the one I use in my paper.
In the classification of the signs he establishes according to the relation-
ship of the sign-vehicle with its object: icon is the signal that has a cer-
tain similarity with the object but it does not presuppose its existance
(a plane, a photo), index is the one which has some existential connec-
tion with the object and that, makes it liable to draw attention on it.
(smoke in reference to fire) and symbol is that which is convention-
ally related to the object by habit (the greatest part of the vocabulary
in the natural languages). Actually Peirce believes music is an icon.

Borges-and the Symbol

On this subject see John F. Fitzgerald, Peirce’s Theory of Signs as
Foundation for Pragmatism, The Hague, Mouton, 1966 and Douglas
A. Greenlee, Peirce’s Concept of Sign, The Hague, Mouton, 1973.

14.As to the language of God or of the angels through direct com-
rr}unication, remember: “Evidently, neither this one [Spinoza] with
his geometric metaphysics, nor that one [Lulio] with his alphabet
that can be translated into words and these into sentences could elude
language. Both fed their system on it. Only the angels can shun it, talk
t!lrough intelligible species; that is to say, through direct representa-
tions and with no verbal mystery. What about us the non-angels, the
verbals, those that on this earth’s existence write, those whose inmost
thought is that aspiring to printed letters is the greatest reality of
all experience?” (ID, 26-27). For the concept of divine language as a
code of infinite signs: OI, 122 and “Funes el memorioso.” For the op-
posite notion that it consists of only one word: “Mateo, XXV, 30 (P
159), “La escritura del Dios” (4) and “Undr” or “El espejo y 1;
mascara” (LA). Cf., also A.M. Barrenechea op. cit., chapter on lan-
guage, 103-115, esp. 1-9-111, for angels.

15.To be more precise music is not free from conventions because it
works with codes (scales, clefs, tones, intervals, etc.). What Borges
would like to indicate in his poem is not only the liberation from the
biplanic signs .(signifiant submitted to the existant of signifié) but also

from the referent. As a sign, music would not aimat anything external
to it.
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their quandries in their social context, Borges establishes the
episteme of La Muerte. The geometrical model functions as a
prior structuring element, as an infrastructure of the story
whose work is to order a second set of relationships. The geo-
metrical logic of the Renaissance operates in the story to de-
termine the structure and logic of its plot.

Borges criticism contains copious analyses of La Muerte
y la Brujula, much of it repetitive in discussion of the doub-
les, colors, and three’s and four’s of the text. While I must e-
voke some of this very familiar material I shall keep it to a
minimum and hope that selected bibliographical references
will suffice to cover the larger questions of the text.

“En los libros herméticos estd escrito que lo que hay
abajo es igual a lo que hay arriba, y lo que hay arriba, igual
a lo que hay abajo. . . .”” The apparently Manichean tone of
this line from Los Tedlogos1 points to a characteristic fancy
of Borges for certain historical epistemological dilemmas. The
idea that any quality whatsoever implies by its existence an
opposite or a negative raises a series of ancient questions con-
cerning difference in identity, the infinite in the finite, and
Hermetic theories of coincidentia oppositorum. It forms as
well the basis for much of Borges’ work including the col-
lections El Aleph, Otras Inquisiciones and Ficciones, and
characterizes his indulgence in the anti-scholastic solipsistic
debates of the Hermetist schools during the Renaissance. A
further example of this way of thinking in Borges can be
seen in an ontological variation on the arriba/abajo opposi-
tion also from Los Teblogos; it describes the double nature
of man as conceived by the esoteric heretical sect called His-
triones. “Quiza . . . imaginaron que todo hombre es dos hom-
bres y que el verdadero es el otro, el que estd en el cielo.
También imaginaron que nuestros actos proyectan un reflejo
invertido, de suerte que si velamos, el otro duerme, si fornica-
mos, el otro es casto, si robamos, el otro es generoso. Muer-
tos, nos uniremos a &l y seremos &1.”’ (A, 41)

These human doubles suggestive of Lénnrot and Schar-
lach compare to the conceptual isometry of the first quota-
tion, but it must be noted that while both schemes seem to
postulate a Manichean division, this impression is false. For

Borges and Bruno: The Geometry of Infinity in La Muerte y La Brujula

the contrasting nature of the oppositions actually includes
no negative or conflictive quality or value. Thus, in the con-
text of the ontological example the opposite is, in a sense,
the ame; in both cases an isometric difference implies that
while the opposite might be “other” it is also identical.

Moreover, the schema of these two puzzles demon-
strates that in a sense there is no negative in Borges’ work (a
point which can be extended to many facets of the Borgesian
commentary on time, space, the intellectual world, etc.), and
that opposites can exist without plus and minus values, with-
out good and evil. Borges seems to have little interest in the
comparative values of opposites other than for the purely
generative, or dialectical, potential of oppositional strate-
gies. In an abstract, philosophical sense, they provide an in-
tellectual commodity which is a supreme organizing princi-
ple. With anything less, he would have chaos; with anything
more, ideology. Borges lives and writes in that clean, un-
encumbered world of epistemological operations and se-
quences characteristic of the logician and the geometer, the
world of Blake’s Urizen who divides and organizes inces-
santly.

The characteristic iso-symmetry shaping the rationality
at work in these two citations from Los Teblogos, the first
abstract and qualitative, the second ontological and specula-
tive, undoubtedly recalls numerous other isometrical designs,
such as Kubla Kahn’s dream (OI, 23-25), discussed in the
Borges opus. This essay, however, is concerned expressly with
a parallel symmetry: the geometrical sequence in La Muerte y
la Brijula, and particularly with the episteme which gener-
ates the sequence and its climactic, contingent evolution into
the linear labyrinth.2

The thesis of this essay is that the story La Muerte y la
Brijula is structured by an epistemological strategy whose
provenance is the Hermetist school of the European Renais-
saince, with its interest in the reduction of the many to the
one, the complex to the simple, the location of difference
in identity and, lastly, the relationship of the concepts of
infinity and finitude. Borges seems to delight in the slippery,

€ reversible, tautological schemas of a bouyant pre-classical ra-

nso
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cabalist’s symbol for the name of God in the four letters
JHVH. Lonnrot suddenly realizes that a quadrangular rather
than triangular plan is in operation. Other clues which even-
tually fall into place are, to review for the reader, the decep-
tive three’s of the date of each murder which convert to
four’s when Lonnrot finally discovers in the Philologus
Hebraeo-Graecus that the Hebrew calendar counts days from
sundown to sundown. The patches of the costumes of the
harlequins, the losenges of the windows, the Tetrarch of
Galilee, and the rhomboids of the painter’s shop sign are
other minor signals of the fours and quadrilaterals which

eventually become the limited quantity of the infinite

1abyrinth.7

Likewise, triangles convert to quadrangles; triadic struc-
tures convert to quaternities. But the triadic forms are not
lost; they- are rather assimilated into the quaternity. In the
words of one close reader of La Muerte, L. A. Murillo, “The
rhombuses simultaneously contain the triangles and .are dis-
placeable by them. The ‘‘predicament” of symbolic know-
ledge . . . is that the same figure or symbol can contain two
antithetical orders of meaning, a trinity and a tetragram, a
mystic equilateral triangle and the Tetragrammaton.”8 The
symmetry of the total scheme and the simple integrity of
quadrature are, however, not sufficient responses to the ques-
tions one can put to Borges’ text. The textual clues of
three’s and four’s and of triads and quaternities are merely
superficial; Murillo’s excellent analysis of the story still
does not uncover either the very determinate quality of the
process whereby three must become four or how (or even
why) the linear labyrinth is generated from this context, es-
pecially when the classical labyrinth is conceived as a pair
of lines which cross at one point so that there can be only
one entrance and no egress.

The generational principle behind three becoming four
is often alluded to in Jung, where he discusses triadic and
quaternary structures. He illustrates the natural process
whereby triads move toward quaternities, and may even ex-
plain the significance of Treviranus’ “No hay que buscarle
tres pies al gato” (F, 149): *. . . three should be understood

Borges and Bruno: The Geometry of Infinity in La Muerte Y La Brujula

as a defective quaternity or as a stepping stone towards it.
Empirically, a triad has a trinity opposed to it as a comple-
ment. The complement of quaternity is unity.”9 This passage
from ‘Jung’s Aion proposes an arrangement of forms identical
to that discovered by Lonnrot when he realized that his equi-
lateral triangle should have been a rhombus. In other words,
Lonnrot’s triad of points forming the triangle required a
fourth point which made a quaternity of the triangle and
thus awarded it unity and completeness. As a consequence of
the added point, he created an opposed trinity to the first tri-
ad based upon a shared line; that is, two equildteral triangles
share a single base line to form a rhombus. Jung’s work is to
the point here in demonstrating that the isometric shadow
world must be known to make the pattern complete and uni-
fied, while most people are like Treviranus who, true to his
name, can only see the triangle even though the quaternity
exists before him in a shadow.1? While Borges and Jung share
more than just the first part of this century,!! it is Bruno
who can put even Jung into perspective for us, because Bruno
personified the close of the Gnostic tradition which Jung
elaborates and which .inspires in De la causa its principles
concretely exposed in plane geometry.

A medieval source for Bruno’s inspirations was the
Spaniard Ramoén Lull, from whose mnemonic works were de-
rived the Nolan’s. Lull is also paraphrased by Borges in Nota
sobre (hacia) Bernard Shaw (OI, 218). Frances Yates, known
especially for her remarkable work on Bruno,! 2 has also writ-
ten on the symbolism inherent in Lull’s works, which we may
compare with that of Bruno, who was directly influenced by
the Spaniard.! 3 Professor Yates, having discussed the mysti-
cal or divine triangle and the quarternity which names the
four elements of the universe, writes: “The geometry of the
elemental structures of the world of nature combines with
the divine structure of its issue out of the Divine Names [Di-
vine Attributes] to form the universal Art [of Memory]
which can be used on all subjects because the mind works
through it with a logic which is patterned 'on the universe.”!4
Professor Yates insists not only on the constant symbolism
of the Trinity and the four elements, but also on the logic,
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angle', he creates a new world, the world in which his linear 14
?abyrmth would make him the victor—not victim of the crim- '
inal. l.iobert Gillespie writes an excellent explanation of this 3
behefwor in Borges himself; one need only substitute Lop-
m:ot S 1.1ame. for Borges’. Comparing Borges to Father Brown
Gillespie writes: “It is Jjust the reverse in Borges, whose s mt, L
anc} reason both are thwarted by physical impec’liments }P;or- 7
ges wa}y of solving the mystery presented by these im’pedi-
ments is to construct a world that is analogous to them |
from which the only outs are joking or death.”22 This anz'll. :
gous v'vorld is a projection of the real, and a kind of isometr(i) ,
opposue‘, created by placing a single point at some distant lo(-:
cus relative to, i.e., based upon, the real. He thus creates, in a

gesture strongly Suggestive of Romantic thinking in Borges, fE:
a second not quite believable world. This second world isa’ .
- and a straight line and concludes with his demonstration that

reasonable” or “rational’ alternative to the not qQuite de- 3

pendable real world that is always prepared to thwart man’s B

rc;lasqn and intellec.t. It could also be termed idealistic, meta-
g ysmz’al, or hallucinatory after various Borgesian infe;ences
orges’ characters stand in a tantalizing posture of games:

manship between the ideal world of limited human intellj- B

gence but. of unlimited and extravagant hope, and the al
world which scoffs at the evasions of intellect ’This isomerfri
cal world of.Borges’ sceptical dialectic LOnnrot. inhabits ]
"+ dIn thf: 1c,iea1 world, th.at is, in Lonnrot’s projected v;'orld
:1‘. e_tectlve S tes{ament 1s not only the intellectual, Brum'ar;
::n;l:gon 'to the sm;p]est figure imaginablé, the line or ex-
fonded point, but his reversal in the process—at least in his
ensive analogous world—of his assassin’s goals. In that
g:l;(e)r ava;la.r proposed by Loénnrot before he dies S'charlaczlll
mes his victim. Borges allows Lo wi

physically speaking, but only in that ot}r:::(xoi'(l’d wfl:r’ h?:fff-

fers like any genius the physiological limits of his vulnerable 3

g:tdty and the materf'al world. However, Lonnrot still has the

be eg part, self-sacrifice or not, for he moves toward his goal

Bocrzzsl?gr ttc;1 Bruno’s principle of simplification adopted by
€ process of his story: uando I’j

vuol comprendere Iessenzia di a cosa. v SappLco
1a di una cosa, va simpji

> T'es , plificando

quanto pud, voglio dire, dalla composizione e moltitudine

-se ritira rigittando gli accidenti corrottibili, le dimensioni, i
segni, le figure, a quello che sottogiace a queste cose.”23 This
it is a goal characteristic of Borges himself, as Carter K. Whee-
j- = lock discusses in his chapter on the epistemological character
i of Borges’ writing. “Carried to a higher plane, the form of an
¢ jdea becomes the form of a whole hierarchy of knowledge. A
.. system, said Borges, is the subordination of all aspects of the

22 universe to any one of them.”

In “Dialogo Quinto,” Bruno begins his geometrical

b proofs by arguing that the universe is one, infinite, and im-
¥ mobile, and that it comprehends all contradictions. In the
g fourth argument of this dialogue, he proposes signs through

. which to conclude that contraries coincide in unity and from
=~ which he can infer, in the Hermetic tradition, that all things
... are one. Bruno begins with the difference between a circle

as an arc increases it approximates more and more a straight
line. From Nicolas de Cusa’s elaboration of the ultimate in-
difference of the minimum arc and the minimum chord, Bru-
no extrapolates that in the maximum there is no difference
between an infinite circle and an infinite line.25 Therefore,
in the maximums and minimums contraries coincide as one
and undifferentiated. This demonstration begins the process
of simplification which Borges will further, and which gives

order to the geometrical progressions of La Muerte y la Brii-
jula..

Or quanto a segni. Ditemi che cosa € pill dissimile alla lin-
ea retta, che il circolo? che cosa € pii contrario al retto
che il curvo? pure nel principio, e minimo, concordano. At-
teso che (come divinamente noto il Cusano inventor di pit
bei secreti di geometria) qual differenza trovarai tu tra il
minimo arco, e la minima corda? Oltre nel massimo, che
differenza trovarai tra il circolo infinito e la linea retta?
Non vedete come il circolo quanto € piu grande, tanto pit
con il suo arco si va approssimando alla rettitudine? chi é
si cieco che non veda qualmente 1’arco BB per esser pit
grande che I'arco AA; e I'arco CC pit grande che ’arco
BB; e I'arco DD piu che gli altri tre: riguardano ad esser
parte di maggior circolo, e con questo piu e pii avicinarsi
alla rettitudine della linea infinita del circolo infinito sig-
nificata per. 1K?26
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spin his modern web in a fashion and place which one may
w have come to expect—in the infinite world. Lonnrot’s
inking, as opposed to Scharlach’s, is not based upon his-
tory, with the exception of his bow to Zeno, which is a mis-
ading clue throwing off the reader. His thinking operates in
sthe world barely hypothesized by Bruno, the relativistic a-his-
forical world of time, space and movement which has been
nsecrated by the twentieth century. Lonnrot’s speculation
a break with history and Scharlach’s world, just as Bruno’s
as 2 break with the history of his own. Unfortunately for
nnrot, his creative wisdom was bounded by both history
d material reality. His labyrinth is a projection of thought
uing from that projected isometric world which opposes
‘ihe real world in the same fashion that the fourth point
ojected a second, equilateral triangle. From Lt_)imrot’s
.analogous world, the world of intellect deprived of produc-
ion and efficacity, arrives a metaphysical transendence
hich eludes the trap of Scharlach’s rationality but cannot
elude his reality.

Erich Lonnrot and Red Scharlach in the critical litera-
ture are regularly characterized as doubles because of the
likeness of their names which each refer twice to shades of
the color red. Yet this reference is as incomplete an inter-
pretation as would be an interpretation of Lonnrot’s labyr-
inth merely as a Zenonian paradox. Lonnrot and Scharlach
;. are 'less doubles than they are enemy brothers. In their
' names and in their actions, they work out the epistemologi-
. cal theme of the story, that of difference in identity - of re-
ciprocal difference. But more importantly, because of the
¥ different worlds in which they apply their rationality, they
also symbolize the predominant model of difference and
identity at work in the story, which is the presence of the
finite explicit in the infinite and the infinite implicit in the
finite. Lonnrot represents the infinite scale because of his
projection of a labyrinth into a non-historical, speculative
and infinite world of another avatar. Scharlach is concrete,
historical, vengeful and finite; he is also successful, which is
a Borgesian opinion on the world of the intellect. Lonnrot,

who does not pursue the criminal with the worldly incentive

necessary purely and

route t ey simply because it is

nite, and without the j
: : ei
labyrinth. Jung’s statement that quaterni:lyﬁ

:::grdinates. that is used almost instinctive]
ind arranging a chaotic multiplicity’>30 d i
Yy to the labyrinthine strategies of Scharl

byrinthine pretensions of Lonnrot The qua

nite there is g
ces
‘is a system
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to infinite progressions toward a point and is thus tanta-
smount to motionlessness. Borges’ “El movimento es impos-
ble (arguye Zendn) . . .” (O, 150), recalls Bruno’s “E dum-
ue Puniverso uno, infinito, inmobile. . 7
3 Borges has it both ways. He maintains the figure of
’ uaternity and the map articulating its four points.34 He
ithus maintains the infinite within the four points while
S reducing a complex proposition to the most simple one by
capitalizing on the features of Eleatic paradox. The line
ndergoes infinite segmentation between C and D as pro-
gress by halves proceeds in fashion similar to the procedure
y which the square and rhomb can be infinitely divided
and still remain true to their form. The infinitely divisible
traight line labyrinth retains these necessary characteristics,
and yet adds an additional Eleatic paradox which would trick
Scharlach, the vengeful pursuer. In a most subtle fashion, the
paradox reveals once again the common Borgesian bow in the
& direction of Oedipus. In a second reversal of roles in the last
= minute, Scharlach becomes the pursuer pursued, exchanging
roles with Lonnrot, who was pursued from the start and vic-
/" timized by the person he pursued. The exchange creates an
isometric pattern of doubling and alternation of roles be-
tween the two. These doubles differ in their identity; Lon-
-~ nrot and Scharlach are like Bruno’s overlaid lines that can be
both differentiated and undifferentiated. Like the double be-
ing from Los Teoblogos which began this essay, dead, they
will be united and one will be the other. “Muertos nos unire-
mos 2 él y seremos él.”” In another avatar, or quiza—dead,
Lonnrot could be master. Like Tlon, Lonnrot’s straight line
erd un laberinto . . . destinado a que lo descifren los hom-

bres” (F, 34).

ll'wmator}" metaphysics of the idealist and at the same ti
gives to him al9ne the victory of the intellect. “Admita;msl
:ln‘f ;odos los idealistas admiten: el cardcter alucinatorio de
mon lo. Hagamos lo que ningun idealista ha hecho: busqg ;
S 1rreahdade§ que confirmen ese cardcter. Las hallarem
;reo, en las antinomias de Kant y en la dialéctica de Zenén,
orges goes on to quote Novalis in this regard and in such 3
way as to c'ondemn Lonnrot. “El mayor hechicero ser'i(; .
que se hechizara hz!sta el punto de tomar sus propias fantas
magoilas por apariciones auténomas. No serla dse nues
caso?” Borges concludes: “Yo conjeturo que asies. N
Eros (la indivisa divinidad que opera en nosotros) hs. ;
nado el mundo” (01, 156). » emes
fama 'li“:xet g:traggﬁf;ﬂ ostc]?:rma oi‘ this superficially Eleatic en: &3
quaternities, Lonnrot’s idealisti
one refuses cloture at the fourth point, th i :
classic labyrinth. While Scharlach w e to snctono i X
zlsstpect.intg }%Onnrot within the rhomatf ?}iz;ot;:;lﬁ:ttgte :lhé" 3
last point, he will never catch him in th i i
inth pro.posed by his victim. In the nexil:\?;f:rn }i,fnt;v:tlibyr.
suagfad Irony were to inflict itself upon life L(;nnrot WOI:lld
;ull’vwe based upon the principle that by’ proceeding by
wa;t\}/;s], ri(lz]g'n;ir(l)afcllllobegintnifllf1 at point B could never arrivé'v
nnrot. The dreamer is one of the few who 3
‘r‘emembers Zeno’s first paradox, for accordin to . ¢
cgiaesl ;ag;elrec.uerda el gue lo [the second pafadox?o;rglgs,
e ot atplsta—. ... T}¥e mechanism is well known: “e]
o Seb a c;‘fwesar el medio para llegar al fin, y antes
redlo d¢ (gle ;(;,Oy antes el medio del medio del medio y an-
. by o f,“l ; ). Once ‘the halving begins on a line termin-
Fie. 1 then :}sl two projected crimes, at points A and :
Bl e progr.e.ss to point D is impossible; but the
no further claboration. What s fitesses rrrs P 0d nects
2 erent from and more im-i
jr;oclit;ac;l;sht;l: fthan Zefno s paradox is that the postulateﬁle Ililnne’
ary o the 1o}l:r l'aomts. nect?ssary to express qualities neces-
e a yfmth, infinity and unity. After the fourt
is reached in Lonnrot’s schema, progress breaks downs

'NOTES

1. Quotations from Borges’ works are taken from Obras Completas, 3
volumes (Buenos Aires: Emecé Editores, 1965). This edition merely
sews together the separate volumes, with their individual pagination,
_known separately and collectively as the Obras Completas. It con-
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the substance of all Being their Opposition the condition of all Exig;;
tence, or Being manifested; and every Thing or Phaenomenon is the B
ponent of a Synthesis as long as the opposite energies are 'retaine ’
that Synthesis.” The Collected Works of S.T.C., ed. Barbara E. Roo| é‘~
vol. 4 pt. I (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969) p. 94. S¢
also pp. 115-119 for further discussion of Coleridge on Bruno and
vpl. 4, pt. II, pp. 80-82. Of particular interest see A. D. Snyder “’C :
ridge on Bruno” MLN, XLII (1927) 427-436, and more rccehtly
Barry Wood “Coleridge’s Dialectical Method and the Strategy :of
Emerson’s Nature” PMLA, 91 (1976) 385-397. -

FORKING NARRATIVES

Ronald Christ
SRutgers University

-, Isaw in an alternate vision, as if life’s
rse constantly branched
Humbert Humbert in Lolita

ooking at the relations between North American and Latin
nerican literature during the past thirty years, rather than
t those literatures themselves, I would say that the most im-
ortant date is 1967. In that year John Barth published his
essay “The Literature of Exhaustion” in The Atlantic Month-
-y and reversed the course of literary relations in our hemis-
here.
* Until the publication of Barth’s essay, the custom for
- critics in both parts of the hemisphere was to examine the
¢ literature of Latin America and to find there the influence of
portant North American writers. For example, we have Ri-
cardo Alegria’s well-known study of the influence of Whit-
an on South American letters and we have the brilliant
:study by James Irby of Faulkner’s influence on Latin Ameri-
:can novelists. The implication of these studies was clear: Lat-
American writers often looked north for inspiration and
«for solutions to esthetic problems; North American writers
g seldom, if ever, looked south.
; “The Literature of Exhaustion” signaled an end to this
-period of one-sided literary relations by ‘being the first full-
;. fledged admission of a Latin American writer, Jorge Luis
orges, to influence on a major North American writer. Ar-
r;puing that literature has used up the forms and possibilities
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otation of time. Coover even goes so far as to give two con-
usions to the story: one in which the parents come home to
pietly sleeping children and a house that has been tidied up,
d another in which the mother is informed that her chil-
n have been murdered, her husband run off, a corpse
und in the bathtub and the house wrecked. Almost need-
Jess to say—almost—it is this latter, catastrophic conclusion
at terminates the story—typographically terminates it, that

excluded on the true/false basis of this-happened-so-that-:
couldn’t-have happened, but on the multiple, no-choice bas
of all-of-the-above-happened—corresponds to the historic
studies that consider, once it is known what “did happen
what “history” would have been had some events not haps
pened. (A wonderful example of this type of inquiry, know.
as counterfactual history, is R. W. Fogel’s study of how the?
United States would have been settled if there had been n
railroads.) In literature, on the other hand, alternate plotting?
is found, to cite one example, in Robert Coover’s collection'
of short stories entitled Pricksongs and Descants. o
The subtitle of Coover’s collection is “Fictions,” which
immediately announces his development from Borges’ ow
work, a development further indicated when Coover alludests
to the “literature of exhaustion,” the title of Barth’s semin
essay. Beyond that, the connection between Coover and Bo:
ges is as deep as Coover’s language, which at times can soun
like the English translation of Borges. I am thinking of phras:
es like “my peculiar and unprincipled penchant for logogriph‘-‘;
ics” and “a night that seemed infinite in its innumerable dj-
mensions.” But more significantly, in stories like “The Magi
Poker,” “The Babysitter,” and “The Elevator” Coover write:
fiction that lives up to Herbert Quain’s plan, although on
smaller scale. ;
In “The Babysitter,” Coover narrates what at first seem
to be a simple story of a teenager taking care of two children
and a baby in the house of a couple who have gone to a par

One way to read “The Babysitter” is to break it up into
nstituent sequences. (Such a reading would be practiced, I
ppose, by people who unscramble their eggs before eating
em.) Another way to read the story is to hear all the fic-
nal possibilities as exactly that—fictional—and therefore
t contradictory to anything at all: a kind of linear fugue
mparable to the linear labyrinth alluded to at the end of
Borges’ “Death and the Compass.”’

Coover’s “The Elevator” is even more schematic in pre-
ting an alternate plot of the kind sketched by Herbert
uain. This story begins with a sentence that is repeated sev-
s eral times in the course of a narrative divided into fifteen or
¥ perhaps sixteen sections—even that seemingly simple datum
B2 ,is variable within Coover’s scheme. The sentence reads: “Ev-

ery morning without exception and without so much as re-
flecting upon it, Martin takes the self-service elevator to the
rteenth floor where hef works.” As the plot progresses,

ke events are presented. For example, in some paragraphs, Mar-
in is early in arriving at work and he has the elevator all to
= himself, while in other paragraphs there are people in the car
g with him. This is no simple matter of Martin being in the car
carefully, precisely narrated in sequences of separated sec.-Aiflg:dt different times, as Coover makes clear, because no matter
tions—all asserted with the same seamless narrative authority, i ow contradictory to what has just occurred in the story,
many containing contradictory data. For example, no event g each event or description is keyed with phrases like “Every

is distinguished from any other by being presented as a “pos- i

imorning and without exception,” “Always the same,” or
sibility.” All the narrated events share co-equal narrative va- 4§ “usual”’—phrases that imply a continuum of time and custom
lidity, and Coover rejects no sequence in favor of any other,

t-precluding antithetical events or remarks. Most notably, near
even though the reader may yearn to discredit some segments

e end of the story, in section fifteen, we read about the
in favor of others, especially those beginning with a specifie

happened and what might have happened. Each possibility is

ash of Martin’s elevator: “They plunge, their damp bodies
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another way as a double or coordinate sequence where the
latter half is hallucination counterpointing the physical ac-
tions, so too can we view Performance with everything up to
the character’s escape corresponding to the literal action and
éverything after as either literal action or, alternatively but
not exclusively, as hallucination in Chas’s mind, which would
then be the setting of the film’s second half.

+  Like the story, the film orders the alternate structure
with a clever system of “‘inlaid” details predicting subsequent
events and scenes. In the story, for example, Dahlman is
struck first in the head while running upstairs and then later,
in the hospital, he is stabbed in the arm with a hypodermic
needle; in the second half, he is struck in the head with a
pellet of dough and later stabbed in the duel. In the film, dur-
ing the first half, one of the thugs is seen reading Borges® Per-
sonal Anthology; in the second half, one of the characters
reads from that anthology—reads, in fact, precisely from
“The South”—and when that character is shot, we follow the
dizzying path of the bullet through his cranium, only to dis-
gover the face of Borges, in the book jacket’s photograph, re-
turning our gaze. Other details proliferate: in the first half,
has, played by James Fox, smokes Lark cigarettes and in
the second he lives a terrifying parody of a lark; in the open-
g sequences, we see Fox doing an isometric exercise where-
by he locks the fingers of his left hand in those of his right
and pulls, while in the second half, this physical tug of war be-
tween the self and itself is rendered in psychological images
% 2s when Fox tries desperately to get a photograph of himself
3 that will not look like him. Ip“fact, as the predominantly
- physical first part of the film {s translated into the predomi-

essay ‘“Narrative Art and Magic.” This theory of plotting d
mands symmetries in the story-telling whereby what Borges:
calls “inlaid” details of the text correspond to other details
and therefore, in a certain sense, predict or predetermine su
sequent events, just as in Voodoo, as Borges says, a pin inse
ed into a doll in one location kills a person in another. Suc
plotting eliminates the vagaries of psychology, which Borges*
has always tried to suppress in his fiction, and calls into relief
the premediated quality of the fiction, emphasizing the auth
or’s patterning of events and objects. One of the best exam-’
ples of the fulfillment of this theory is “The South,” where
the story line is really a coordinate of two parallel lines, the 24
first corresponding to the plot up to Dahlman’s release from :
the hospital and the second from that same point to the?
scene in which he is killed in a duel. Since the inlaid details i
the first part predetermine the details in the second, you ca
see that while parallel or even contradictory actions are being*
maintained in the plot there is still an esthetic or “magic” co-
hesion, a unifying factor binding the apparently disparate ele--
ments. In other words: while alternate plotting creates a nar.
rative situation comparable to a labyrinth, narrative “magic
gives us the thread by which to find our way out. '

Few writers besides Borges have employed this tec
nique of narrative magic. There are some resemblances to 3
in Robert Coover’s story “The Magic Poker,” and, of course, i
as Borges himself pointed out, Adolfo Bioy Casares’ The In-
vention of Morel is an epitome of the theory in practice. In-
terestingly for English-language readers, Bioy-Casares’ novel®
served as Renais’ armature for Last Year at Marienbad since’
the best example of narrative “magic” in English is the Br
tish film Performance, written by Douglas Cammell and di- "3
rected by Cammell and Nicolas Roeg. The film presents th
story of a London thug who violates the rules established by
his gang and turns the tables on the hoodlums sent to do him"
in by escaping and subsequently distinguishing himself and -
working his way into the weird household of a recluse rock
star, Turner Purple, where he is fed a hallucinogenic mush-
room. If Borges’ “The South” can be read as a linear se-*
quence in which all the events actually take place and i

the movie goes beyond the fiction, however, is in the inser-
tion of scenes from the parallel hallucinatory sequence—the
shot of Mick Jagger’s arm painting a red wall black in refer-
nce to the Rolling Stones’ song “Paint It Black,”—into the
initial physical sequence before the viewer can be aware of
2 the counterpointing nature of the film. (Borrowed from the
andering Rocks” chapter of Ulysses—and one is entitled to
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you realize that the script has shown how identity is plural,
multiple—as in the case of Fox and Jagger being doubles ¢
each other—as well as fractional—as in the case of Fox being
different in the two halves of the film. Performance, like th
obra of Borges, is clearly not a case for autobiography, bu
precisely, autobiographies. Realizing that, you see, why the.
one Borges’ text to be shown in the film itself is necessar
ily Borges’ Personal Anthology. :
In many ways, then, the film is a Borgesian medltatlonﬁ
on personality by means of persona, performance. (Both P
andello and Bergman begin to creep in at this point.) (
course the film is very unlike Borges in its detailed and shoc
ing attention to sex and physical violence as well as to thez
specific activities of the underworld. Cammell complicates
the theme of the plural personality by presenting Fox as a bi-
sexual who is at one point-confronted with this accusatio
“Your relations with Joey was double personal, right?” But:
Cammell goes even beyond this, extending the double per:i3
sonal formula further than anything in Borges and clearly;

marks the film’s development away from Borges and is given
added dimension by the manijpulation of words in a contin-
ally on “I” so perhaps one brief excerpt will show how Per-
formance doubles the texture of its dialogue by creating al-
‘ternative interpretations through puns. The scene occurs
hen Fox, in the hallucinatory section of the film, comes to
about the use of the telephone. What you must under-
stand is that he has washed red paint out of his hair since he
was last seen by the others and that the dialogue turns on
the changed color and contour of his hair and the possible

se of a hand dryer (or “blower”) to accomplish this change:

—Has anyone got a sixpence for the phone? Can I use the
blower up here?

—We haven’t got a blower up here.

—Hah! What in God’s name has he done to his hair?

—He’s blown it.

—Yeah, Well, that’s it dear.

—I rather fancied the red.

—No, no. The red was dyed.

preparing the way for Roeg’s even more complex film, ‘“The :g::i: Red.

Man who Fell to Earth.” 2 —Dyed it. Dead.
The principal activities of the gang for whom Fox worl —Red, red.

is the taking over of 'small businesses. As John D. Rockefi —Van Gogh, eh?

ler, an altogether unwitting precursor of Borges and Cam-.
mell, remarked: “The day of combination is here to stay. I
dividualism has gone never to return,” so the gang’s leader
says: “United we stand, divided we’re numbered.” In this
way, the negation of the individual is extended from the per-
sonal to the economic and social so that a lawyer arguing a
case in which his client is being a fall-guy for the gang leader’
ys: “This admittedly bold although in no way unethical
merger. 1 say merger, not take-over. Words still have mean--
ing!” The merger in question is a business one, but it implies
all the other “mergers” in the film, including the racial one
that is hinted at again and again as Black actors lurk in the
background of the film’s action and one character complains:
“You’re bleeding me white.” :
This extension and variation on the theme of the
double, a theme that is at the core of all Borges® writing

Nowhere in Borges do we find such elaborate punning creat-
ing a textual equivalent to the theme of the doubled charac-
ter who does not know he’s dead. In such passages as thls we
are, I think, not in the presence of self-indulgent wit and cer-
tainly not in the face of meaningless dialogue as so many
critics have argued. Rather, we are witnessing high mimesis.

Thus, in the more or less official line of succession de-
pending from Borges through Barth ould insert the mak-
ers of Performance as genuine pretenders. But there is no
way nor should there be, to end|that line, and besides Roeg’s
other films we have Antonioni’s The Passenger . Instead of the
free invention based on Cortadzar that we saw in Blow-Up,
The Passenger offers a digested presentation of the thematics
of both Argentine authors. When the character in that movie
is about to exchange his persona for that of another man, the
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wholes.” Let us always keep in mind that Borges is a poet
and a metaphysician, first and foremost.

This is hardly the time to go into Eliot’s theories regar
ing the fading of the associative sensibility into what he called
the dissociation of sensibility, ending, as you will recall
in a refinement of language accompanied by a dimunition o
sensibility toward the end of the 19th century. But I do
think that it is worth noting the fact that, if we make a quick.
survey of the main tendencies of Spanish American Litera
ture before Borges, even including the extraordinary achieve-.
ments of such a poet as Rubén Darlo, the seesaw between .
literature and life, between consciousness and reality was just ;34
that, a seesaw, with little fusion between the poetic imagina- ;3
tion and the impositions of social and political realities. At
times, the imperious demands of local political situations in-
vaded the writer’s and the poet’s consciousness to such a de-
gree that the literature of that consciousness was more re-:
lated to a mimetic reflection of that reality than an abstract-
ive consideration or transfiguration of that reality. The imag-
ination was severely circumscribed, imprisoned by an ethic of
sincerity and close identification with the fate of a race, a
class, a nation. It has often been said that the classic litera:
ture of Spanish America was a literature that insisted upon:
the primacy of testimony, and this held and still does hold,
as the differing cases of the work of Asturias and Neruda show.
One must remember that, historically, there was no such.
thing as a genteel tradition in Spanish American letters, and literature that came before it. Let us begin by saying that the
that no such philosophy as Transcendentalism ever had any /#lk best way to get to the bottom of Borges’ evident distaste for
lasting effect on its major writers. In the 19th and the early -~" i realistic practice is to approach him obliquely, through a
20th centuries, literature was often combative or reductive—in i scrutiny of his tastes, readings, likes and dislikes, but not
the case of the battle between man and Nature, Nature won, & 3 through the stories themselves. They have their own rights,
As Carlos Fuentes put it, Nature was the devouring enemy, 73 and one of them I suppose is to be let alone, going on their
destructor of will, the protagonist which reduced man and his own crafty and fable-like way without dismantling them
possible consciousness to nil. This realist/naturalist view led . into a parade of symbolic parables or near-allegories. His crit-
to a destructive implosion of reality against the imagination. .3 ‘icism, on the other hand, might be revealing more clearly of a

On the other hand, toward the end of the 19th century, @ whole literary aesthetic, one that was surely new to Latin
there appeared such a poet as Rubén Dario, who sought imag- . ;. American literature in the mid twenties and thirties, but not
inative solace and projective fantasy in a world variously - at all new to readers of Hawthorne, Melville, Kafka, Chester-
gleaned from readings in the French Parnassian and Symbolist } .- ton, Wilde, Wells or C. S. Lewis, just to take a few names who

schools, not to mention the work of Poe as transmitted
through Baudelaire. In this sense, we might consider Dario’s
@ achievement as the only understandably evasive solution
@ available to him against the subjection of literature to reality.
% So, if on the one hand the Spanish American novel and short
% story were plagued by the Tainian imponderables of Race,
Milieu and Moment until well into the twentieth century,
Latin American poetry and some of its short story writers of-
n took easy shortcuts to beauty and insight, and avoided
the finite and the restrictive. They flew off into azure realms
: all too readily, seeking solace in an Apollonian vision of cul-
= ture. In both cases, however, there was no tensive balance be-
> tween the varying allegiances between the imagination and re-
ality, between which an artist must mediate.

I bring up these matters, the one relating to the associa-
tion of sensibility in Borges and the other relating to the dis-
sociation inherent in the life of letters in Spanish America,
all to suggest the following: The tensive equation established
by Borges between literature and life related directly to the
function of the imagination in his literature, and affects the
ways in which his work has altered the possibilities and prac-
ice of literature in all of Latin America.

This leads us to the apparently inexhaustible question of
the nature of so-called fantastic literature, and its distinction,
if any can be made, between that kind of literature and the
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the principles of Romance can we understand how Borges
and Bioy achieved that tensive balance in their literary sensi-
pilities. 1 mean, in a word, a yision that is not continually bi-
futcated between reality versus fantasy, or fantasy versus re-
dity, or fantasy unleashed from reality, or reality crushing
fantasy. 1 mean an absolute fusion of the two, the invisible
. imbedded into the very structure of all that we think of as

hich marks an easy confluence of the imagin-

al, literature W i
ive world an the real world, to useé Borges’ own descrip-,

& tion of the work of Hawthorne.

. §

Bioy Casares and Silvina Ocam
po compo in
g:rti:giogiy :ft Fantastic: Literature, the proll:)gsfed ofl‘nwllligcjlo un
Sideraﬁongoa; ur}e1 of Bnoy Casares, is a clarion call to a re;:o
sideration thw at.htt_erature should be all about, in opposi--
The o ogus enfre{gnmg leftovers of realism and naturalism :
The p agaﬁl . :)h Efuoy make:s a few fundamental points
A el idea of mimesis. Among other things B,io
S oo ez;; y p!otted' stories with a luxuriance of ’ghoslt,-
v ambiane ,W<1)1 lein 1ns?rt1ng one unbelievable event into a-
T e et o
; ed an
fsc;rgte;esa;i telsewhere, all Fhe details in a sto(:;ess‘ggglczjw;; ?13
csy the o ;icr)rr]ne. RS.UCh literature may make ample usepof
e oo e, T1ddles, Qreamed Characters and strange
even Hell, andsihey h;i, Sttc?:i;ms len ightthtake P anyWhefe
. on i :
ity and the metaphysical in gener:l. Theiigg;zeoixgnc;it;l-’
S '

and ruined castles is
. not only acceptabl .. 2

postscript d . ptable but invited. In a- 7 i . . ;
pt dated 1965, Bioy confessed that many of th': : to their own past. Character is more jmportant than action

declarations of 1940 ' and plot. B the R following distantly th

; were caused b ; . i and plot. BY contrast, the omance, following jstantly the

the desire to attack the idea of literat}; sectanﬁn zeal, and of medieval example, feels free to render reality in less volume

of types, legends, object re as a “‘verbose record _and detail. It tends to prefer action to character, and the ac-
, objects, and representative of this or that - ‘ ,

folklore, or sim g . . h .
’ ply of a plunderin . , tion will be freer 1n 2 romance than in a novel, encountering,
”. g of the dicti e y . . .

onyms.” As a cure-all to mimetic excesses, ‘1?\:'20::3;1{1312- | e ety g o committe?

d 1h as it were, less resis
© e fantastic story,” ; : the novel, the ro-

ry,”’ says Bioy, obvi . : . ’
Borges too. y, obviously speaking for . mance will more freely veer toward the mythic, allegorical

All of this brings us to the term Romance. I submit that * and symbolist forms.” Most authors of Romances in the 19th

in attempting to re-establi . . ] S d with that arch romancer Edgar Allan Poe
umph, of the imaginatiol:lsﬁnt};tesprn;n%cy’ if not the total tri- 4% when he called realism “pitiable stuff, the depiction of de-
readings instinctively led him to t}f alt(x'on to reality, Borges' % cayed cheeses.” Romancers were less interested in every
that in English and in North Amee:ic deiOf prose literature © man’s particular humor than they were with human destiny
known as Romance, as opposed toanth terary criticism is “in general. Borges’ extraordinary interest in the work of the
known as the Novel. Now, th e genre popularly © American romancer, not novelist, Nathaniel Hawthome is a
’ e word Romance or Romance fa Critic, Hawthome,s be-

(sp.) does not now exi in poi
. exist as a concept of criticism i . good case 1n point. In the words O
or Spanish American literature, Wﬁerezscztlg::]‘( ;“aS?::;Sh jongs to a literature of “ambiguity, irony, and paradox strong-
a.

mental differentiation in critical discourse in English. In E y inclined 12 allegory an® parable”'0 introverts gt
. n-

glish, one can and does distinguish between Novel and R e e i perfecy opaqtie minds
0.

: rinthine designs
o ?::n Igr;‘ tSpIamsh, .all long prose works are novelas, and this e exprost o e 0f
. I submit that only through an understa;nding of-

The term Romance, as we know, includes not only a
jous narrative in

@ chivalric tale in verse, but in general a fictit
Y £ prose of which the scene and incidents are remote from those
B of ordinary life. In North American literature; as Richard

“the novel renders reality

3 ?;,closely and in comprehensive detail; the people are in explic-
- able relation to nature and to each other, to their social class,

& Chase has made the distinction,

expecting representations of life o
~ tions from works of art.” In the prologue to The House of
i Seven Gables, Hawthorme reminded his readers that the novel
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i TOPOGRAPHIES OF MEMORY

Eugenio Donato
University of California at Irvine

E: For L.T.

A man dreamt that he was asked some-
one’s name, but could not think of'it. He
himself explained that what this meant was
. that ‘he would never dream of such a thing.’

Freud in The Interpretation of Dreams

{ 2 1. Pre-Tex;!

It

If a literary text is by necessity a representation, then all
theories of literature, whether they postulate the function of
literature to be the mimetic representation of a non-textual
reality or, within the broader context of intertextuality, the
repetition, displacement, or reinscription of purely ‘textual’
entities, necessarily associate with each text a ‘memory.’ The
representative function of the text is essentially bound to
such a ‘memory,” which the text is supposed to imitate, re-
produce, or transcribe. Each theory of the text views the re-
lationship of a text to its ‘memory’ differently, but what re-
mains constant is the postulation of the necessary relation-
ship of a text to a memory. Again, it does not matter wheth-
. er this ‘memory’ is taken to be a metatextual ‘reality,’ a tex-
tual world—such as the medieval Book of Nature, or the Bor-
gesian Library, which as the first sentence of The Library in-
dicates is equivalent to the Universe—or a composite amalga-
mation of other texts, a textual archive. If the function of a
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text is assumed to be in any way re-presentatipnal, then to
every text there correspond one or more particular memo-
ries.

In fact, it hardly seems relevant any longer to oppose
mimetic conceptions of literature, which assign to th.e text
the task of imitating an ‘outside reality,” to non-mimetic con-
ceptions, which characterize texts as unable', because of their
representational nature, ever to reach anything beyond a tex-
tual horizon. If every text begins as repetition or representa-
tion—and after Derrida and Said this can be considered a set-
tled point—it necessarily inscribes within itself, in n? ma'tte{
how derived, secondary, or inessential a fashion, a reahty:
After Derrida, we can of course take it for granted that this
reality is necessarily textual, or more precisely, re;.)re.sen'ta-
tional, and that this ‘textual reality’—the oxymoron is signifi-
cant—appears always as the presence within the text of a
non-textual reality situated outside of it. It isin fact_the pri-
macy of a representational inscription which determines the
‘textual nature’ of any ‘reality’ with respect either to percep-
tion or to Ianguage.2

That which inscribes itself with respect to a text as the
non-textual metaphysical presence, derived, secondary and
constructed though it may be, appears as the original exter-
jority of the text. The function of a text can hence always !Je
read as the presentation, the rendering of a metatextual priv-

“ileged origin. My concern in what follows will not be to re-

view, from Nietzsche to Derrida and now to Said, what by
now is a well-established critical commonplace, ngmely, fhat
the privileged ‘real’ origins of texts are necessanl.y .denved
metaphysical illusions that every text constructs in ifs very
inscription. I wish rather to attempt, through some: random
examples, to read a few of the metaphors by which some
texts have tried to emblematize the relationship they main-
tain to the metaphorical memory they inscribe within them-
selves, and which seem to act as their original ‘pre-text.’

Let us then take for granted that every text stages a
pre-text which acts as, or takes the place of, th.at which the
text is supposed to represent or repeat. Here again let us state

" Topographies of Memory

for the record that the representational play of the text is
triggered by the fact that the origin as origin—that which Nie-
tzsche indicated as ‘the thing-in-itself,” or Derrida after Aris-
totle points to as the ‘Sun’ or, in a more philosophical vein,
alludes to as the differance with an a—cannot be named or
represented, and that it is the inevitable attempt to represent
the unrepresentable, name the unnamable, conceptualize the
inconceivable, that determines the primary metaphoricity of
any text. Texts are, above all, metaphors, which in their at-
tempts to metaphysically ‘name’ the real trigger an open-
ended, non-centered play of metaphorical textual displace-
ments. It is this metaphoricity of texts which determines the
temporal and spatial relations they maintain with an ‘Other
text.” Temporally, to use Derrida’s expression, texts ‘always
already’ refer to an ‘Other Text’ which they display as their
presumed metaphysical ground, or, to use De Man’s more tra-
ditional expression, texts are always allegorical.3 The exigen-
cies of representation make for the fact that temporally,
the ‘now’ of a text necessarily refers to the ‘always already’
of an ‘Other Text.’ Spatially, texts do not present themselves
in an absolute fashion either; the spatial characteristics of a
text are necessarily cleaved; the ‘here’ of a text always refers
to a ‘there’ which apparently controls it. Again, in De Man’s
vocabulary, a text is necessarily ironic. Such a distinction be-
tween temporal and spatial characteristics of the text are ar-
tificial anyway; what every text lacks is an absolute ‘Here’
and ‘Now,’ and it is the play of a non-origin which makes for
the pseudo-difference between space and time, since neither
term is readable without the other.

From the preceding remarks it should be clear that a
text necessarily always stages a metaphorical memory in the
form of a ‘pre-text’ which, though generated by the text, al-
ways seems to precede it, and from ‘another’ place appears to
control the strategic presentation of the text. Rather than
speaking of mimetic or non-mimetic theories of the text, one
could more profitably examine the presumed or staged rela-
tionship that a text bears to its ‘memory,’ that is, discover
whether a text attempts to give itself as a faithfully adequate
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rendition of its memory or attempts on the contrary to sub-
vert, deconstruct, and molest the memory that it proposes,
and in either case, analyze the ways in which a text emblem-
atizes its particular fashion of staging its relationship to
its inscribed memory.

Nl. The Pyramid

To start with a well-known example and a useful landmark-
let us turn to Derrida’s reading of Hegel’s semiology. If a
sign represents—and hence by extension if a text represents—
if a sign wills something to signification, for Hegel this process
is not determined by a simple arbitrary mimetic correspond-
ence, eventually representationally uncritical, between a
‘thing’ and a ‘sound.’ If a sign represents, that which is repre-
sented has to be inscribed somehow in the sign and to appear
therefore as a memory which the sign wills again to presence,
re-presents. As Derrida has shown, Hegel assumed an original
internalization of the world which would function as the
memory of representation, and which he metaphorized in the -y
image of a dark, unconscious well. In this dark well, in Der- -

rida’s words,

. . . intelligence keeps these images in reserve buried at the
bottom of a very dark shelter like the water of a nocturnal
well (nachtliche Schacht) or an unconscious well (bewus-
stlose Schacht) or rather like a precious vein at the bottom
of a mine.

It is out of elements taken from such a well, a shelter or
a mine that the sign will eventually constitute itself for Heg-
el—and hence every sign will inscribe the well, the shelter, or
the mine as a privileged spatial form of its ‘memory.” When
constituted, the sign will not refer to the object but to its
sublated memory. Since every emblematization of the rela-
tion of a sign or text to its memory has to account for the
hollow, dark, empty form the latter assumes spatially, the
constituted sign will be metaphorically comparable to a tomb
or a pyramid; again, in Derrida’s words,

Hegel knew that the proper and animated body of the signi-

fier was also a tomb. The association séma/séma is also at

work, in this semiology and it is not surprising. The tomb is
the life of the body as sign of death, the body as different
from the soul, of the animated psyche of the living breath

The sign, monument-of-life-in-death, monument of
death in life, . . . the hagd text of stones covered with in-
scriptions is the pyramid.

For Hegel, then, if every sign has embedded within itself a
spatial memory, this memory is in fact spatially absent. The
memory of the sign represents itself by an absence, an empty
hollowness. Curiously, then, what the pyramid emblematizes
is the fact that the original memory of the sign is represented

i by a non-representation, an absence, a hollowness, a-void.

This empty space in turn becomes the center of the represen-
tational memory of the Sign/Pyramid as it manifests itself as
an exteriorism. In other words, between the sign and its mem-
ory—or the pyramid and its origin—stands a hollow emptiness

" which disrupts any direct immediate relationship between the

two. The relationship between the memory and its outward
representation passes necessarily through the non-represent-

] able.

Hegel’s Pyramid is adjacent to a Labyrinth. To ask
“what is the symbolical form of art,” which, as we have
just seen, is equivalent to questioning the nature of the em-
blem of any form of representation, is to question a pyramid.
In the same fashion that for the narrator of Borges’ The Im-
mortal “pyramids and towers” are adjacent to an “exiguous
and nitid labyrinth,” for Hegel the pyramids that one has to
question exist in a single landscape with labyrinths and hiero-
glyphs. In Hegel’s words, to find an answer to the original
question “we have to look for it in the chief structures built
by the Egyptians,” and what we encounter is

_..a double architecture...labyrinths under the soil, mag-

nificent vast excavations, passages half a mile long, chambers

adorned with hieroglyphics, everything worked out with the
maximum of care; then above ground there are built in ad-

dition those amazing constructions amongst which the Pyra-
mids are to be counted the chief.

Hegel thus neglects the labyrinth in favor of the pyramid. His
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choice is easy to understand, since the pyramid offers him an
absent center inside a man-made, totally sealed enclosure
which has the appearance of a natural product. The artifacts
of architecture, pyramids for Hegel, resemble natural crystals:

. . . the Pyramids put before our eyes the simple prototype
of symbolic art itself; they are prodigious crystals which
conceal in themselves an inner meaning and, as external
shapes produced by art, they so envelop that meaning that
it is obvious that they are there for this inner meaning sep-
arated from pure nature and only in relation to this mean-

mg.

1. The Labyrinth

In a first moment the labyrinth could be considered a variant
of the pyramid, for like the pyramid the labyrinth is char-
acterized by an absent center in a spatial artifact. Neverthe-
less, the labyrinth differs from the pyramid in at least one im-
portant respect. If the center of the labyrinth is also absent,
its absence is not represented by a hollowness, but by a dis-
persion. A labyrinth is not so much characterized by the fact
that it does not have a center as by the fact that any
point of the labyrinth can be a center. This characteristic of a
labyrinth is of course due to the fact that, again in opposition
to the pyramid, a labyrinth is boundless. It has neither a be-
ginning nor an end, neither an Arché not a Telos. It is this
double constraint of dispersion and boundlessness that allows
Borges to describe the Library ironically by the very meta-
phor with which the middle ages described God, the auth-
or of the Book of Nature: “The Library is a sphere whose
exact center is any one of its hexagons and whose circumfer-
ence is inaccessible.”® If the Library, then, has to function as
the metaphor of an Arch-Memory that includes any textual
representation which might possibly be conceivable—*. .. the
Library is total . . . its shelves register all the possible com-
binations of the twenty-odd orthographical symbols. . ..” (p.
54)—such a memory is unable to act in any privileged fash-
ion. The metaphor of the Book, on the contrary, may do so,
as Borges argues in “In the Cult of Books.”? A book has an
absolute beginning, an absolute end, and a privileged author-
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ial voice, all of which the Library lacks.

If the metaphor of the Labyrinth is so pervasive in
the Borgesian canon, it is due to the fact that literary repre-
sentation systematically emblematizes its own representa-
tional memory as diffuse, non-ordered, without origin
and without end. Labyrinths have a characteristic property
regarding any displacement within them which is cru-
cial to their use as a metaphor to describe a non-privileged
type of memory which a text might inscribe. A labyrinth
forces anyone who travels within it to an originless, endless,
centerless displacement; nevertheless, such a movement need
not be threatening as long as one recognizes a given point if
he crosses it twice. What is threatening in a labyrinth is the
possibility of not recognizing the same, of mistaking the same
for the other. If to move in a labyrinth is, by definition, to
err, nevertheless an errance can determine a form as long as
one is capable of re-cognizing a point that has already been
c.rossed in the past. In this respect the labyrinth emblema-
n.zes a form of memory where any point can act as a begin-
ning, a pseudo-origin, as long as the identity of that point is
qetermined by a return or a repetition. The principle of iden-
tltY. in a labyrinth is a principle of repetition. Every textual
beginning of necessity establishes its non-primary originality
by inscribing a principle of repetition, which does not privi-
lege any anteriority, since all a beginning does—as Said has
so eloquently and complexly argued in Beginnings—is repeat
1ts§1f as beginning. If Borges, then, in his early fiction in-
scribes time and again the labyrinth as a specific form of tex-
tual memory, the spatial emblem would seem to determine
a form of memory in which a text could begin anywhere and
?nd anywhere—“Like all men of the Library, I have traveled
In my youth... I am preparing to die just a few leagues from
the hexagon in which I was born” (p. 52)—where the memory
is unable to determine for the text either a privileged origin
or a pre-determined end. All the memory can do is reveal ev-
ery excursion in the labyrinth to be the repetition of a path
already crossed. The presence of the text is generated by a

g;r)lstant repetition: ““To speak is to fall into tautology” (p.
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At first, then, it would seem that a labyrinthine memory
does not so much cleave ar problematize the relationship of
memory to textual representation, as in the case of the Pyra-
mid, as much as deny any privilege to the latter by systemati-
cally reinscribing it, in a repetitive movement, into the do-
main of the already said or already written.

I should like to turn now to one specific labyrinth re-
ferred to by Borges to suggest, through a textual detour, that
the topography of the labyrinth as the emblem of textual
representation is, in fact, perhaps more complex, or at least
not as homogeneous as it might appear in a first characteriza-
tion.

In the poem entitled ‘“Ariosto y los Arabes” in El Hace-
dor, Borges writes;

Nadie puede escribir un libro. Para.
Que un libro sea verdaderamente,

Se requieren la aurora y el poniente,
Siglos, armas y el mar que une y separa.

Asi lo pensd Ariosto, . .........

..............................

Como los ilusorios esplendores

Que al Indostdn deja-entrever el opio,
Pasan por el Furioso los amores

En un desorden de calidoscopio.

Ni el amor ignord ni la ironia

Y sond asi, de pudoroso modo,
El singular castillo en el que todo
Es (como en esta vida) una falsia,

...............................

Escoria de los suenos, indistinto
Limo que el Nilo de los suenos deja,
Con ellos fue tejida la madeja

De ese resplandeciente laberinto.

...............................

...............................

[No one can write a book.
For a book truly to exist

Would require East and West
Centuries, arms, and the sea that unites and divides.

So thought Ariosto ...

Like the illusory splendors

Opium allows one to glimpse in Hindustan,
Loves pass throughout the Furioso

In a kaleidoscopic disorder.

He knew both love and irony

And thus dreamed, in a bashful fashion
That singular castle in which everything
Is (as in this life) a ruse.

Scum of dreams, indistinct

Silt that the Nile of dreams leaves behind,
From these was woven the skein

Of this resplendent labyrinth

Europe was completely lost in it.]

Ariosto’s poem, then, is not a Book, inasmuch as a Book rep-
resents a totality with an absolute end, an authorial voice,
and a metaphysical ‘reality’ which the Book mimetically rep-
resents. Ariosto weaves a text which is a labyrinth, in which
future texts will lose themselves, describing within the space
of the Orlando Furioso their own trajectories and their own
figures. Ariosto has also defined the narrative space in which
his characters move as a labyrinth. His heroes and heroines
are condemned to err indefinitely through the ‘“‘torta via de
Pintricata selva” [twisted road of the intricate woods], the
“labirinto . . . di stretti calli’’ [labyrinth ... of narrow paths],
the “boscherecci labirinti” [wooded labyrinths].! 0 I have ar-
gued elsewhere that the Ariostean labyrinth is the labyrinth
of fictional narrative, that Ariosto’s poem is constructed of
previous narratives which, throughout the Furioso, place at
its center fiction as its genetic memory.l 1 Borges singles out
a particular place in Ariosto’s labyrinthine text which any
reader of the Furioso will easily identify as Atlante’s palace,
in which the characters err helplessly, chasing mirages which
they believe to be the objects they are pursuing throughout
the poem:

E mentre or quinci or quindi invano il passo.
movea, pien di travaglio e di pensieri,
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Ferrdu, Brandimarte e il re Gradasso,
re Sacripante et altri cavallieri

vi ritrovo, ch’andavano alto e basso,
né men facean di lui vani sentieri;

e si remaricavan del malvagio
invisibil signor di quel palagio.

Tutti cercando il van, tutti gli danno

colpa di furto alcun che lor fatt’abbia:

del destrier chegli ha tolto, altri & in affanno;
ch’abbia perduta altri la donna, arrabbia;
altri d’altro I’accusa: e cosi stanno,

che non si san partir di quella gabbia;

e vi son molti, a questo inganno presi,

stati le settimane intiere e i mesi.

Una voce medesma, una persona

che paruta ere Angelica ad Orlando,
parve a Ruggier 1a donna di Dordona,
che lo tenea di sé medesmo in bando.
Se con Gradasso o con alcun ragiona

di quei ch’andavan nel palazzo errando,
a tutti par che quella cosa sia,

che piu ciascun per sé brama e desia.

[This while, as here and there in fruitless pain,

He moves, oppressed with thought and trouble sore,
Gradasso, Brandimart, and him of Spain,

Ferrau, he finds, with Sacripant anc} more;

Who ever toiling, like himself, in vain

Above, that building, and beneath explore,

And as they wander, curse with one accord

The malice of the castle’s viewless lord.

All in pursuit of the offender speed,

And upon him some charge of robbery lay.;

One knight complains that he has stolen his steed,
One that he has purloined his lady gay.

Other accuses him of other deed;

And thus within the enchanted cage they stay,
Nor can depart; while in the palace pent,

Many have weeks and months together spent.

One voice, one shape, which to Anglantes’ peer
Seemed his Angelica, beseeching aid,

Seemed to Rogero Dordogne’s lady dear

Who him a truant to himself had made;

If with Gradasso, or with other near
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He spake, of those who through the palace strayed,
To all of them the vision seen apart,

Seemed that which each had singly most at heart.] 12 (12, X1, XII)

The textual labyrinth of the poem thus contains within it a
second labyrinth, in which the characters err without ever
being able to find a principle of identity, where repetition
does not define identity, and where the characters chase pure
representations which do not remain identical to themselves
either. The second labyrinth, emblematic of the first, is thus
a threatening one which does not permit the principle of re-
petitive identities to delineate a stable narrative or textual
form.

Italo Calvino, in his Castello dei Destini Inerociati, in
his own quest for the emblem of fiction, like Borges will turn
to Ariosto’s labyrinthine forest and the castle at its center.

Calvino’s narrator is an Ariostean character who, after
crossing a textual forest composed of Ariostean reminiscen-
ces, finds himself with a number of other characters in a cas-
tle—on a helpless journey through representation, symbo-

lized in this case by narrative patterns determined by tarot
cards. In the words of Calvino’s narrator,

“d’ogni avvenire sembravamo svuotati, sosperi in un viaggio
ne terminato ni da terminare” [of every future we seemed

emptied, suspended in a journey neither ended nor termina-
ble]. 3

What is at the center of this second labyrinth, of this
labyrinth within a labyrinth and therefore second-degree em-
blematic memory, is not the homogeneous textual space of
the Borgesian library but a chaotic, undifferentiated, barren,
empty horizon. Calvino’s narrator encounters Ariosto’s Or-

lando, for whom the descent into the labyrinth corresponds
to a descent into the

“cuore caotico delle cose, al centro del quadrato de dei
tarocchi e del mondo, al punto d’intersezione di tutti gli
ordini possibili” [chaotic heart of things, at the center of
the square of the tarots and of the world, at the point of
intersection of all possible orders].

It is, in fact, out of this chaotic undifferentiated center that
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fictions and representations come forth or, more exactly, fic-
tion and representation inscribe as their mimetic memory the
labyrinth. They inscribe within this labyrinth, however, a
second-degree memory which, characterized as chaos and un-
differentiation, is stricto sensu unrepresentable. Representa-
tion, then, inscribes within itself its absolutely unrepresenta-
ble otherness as its original memory. To the question of

whether Astolfo, in quest of Orlando’s sanity, will find the
totality of narrative representation—

_ ¢i dira se & vero che essa [la luna]contiene il rimario
universale delle parole e delle cose . . .

[ ...he will tell us if it is true that it (the Moon) contains
the universal anthology of words and of things . . . ]

—the answer is

No, la luna é un deserto . . . da questa sfera arrida parte og-
ni discorso e ogni poema; e ogni viaggio attraverso foreste
battaglie tesori banchetti alcove ci riporta qui, al centro
d’un ‘orizzonte vuoto. :

[No, the Moon is a desert . . . from that arid sphere comes
forth every discourse and every poem; and every journey
through forests, battles, treasures, banquets, alcoves brings
us back here, at the center.of an empty horizon.]

V. The Well: (again, briefly)

Let us return to Borges. The Library of Babel is usually taken
as the archetype for a textual representational memory which
contains in its shelves all possible textual fictions; neverthe-
less, even the library which wishes itself an infinite sphere is
not a perfect homogeneous totality. The sphere is pierced by
an infinity of empty wells—and in the light of Hegel’s meta-
phoric well we should be attentive to this motif—the empty
wells in turn contain the decaying, perpetually decomposing
bodies of the inhabitants of the library—‘my body will sink
endlessly and decay and dissolve in the wind generated by the
fall” (p. 52)—and it is the eternally decomposing cadavers,

eternally inhabiting the library, that the books on its shelves
will never be able to represent.

The library contains other centers of unrcpresentable

disorder, such as the sect of individuals who «would hide in
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On the surface the story is rigorously faithful to the logic of
the labyrinth: given enough time, someone, hypothetically,
should be able to identify each point with space by repeating
its original inscription:

Homer composed the Odyssey; if we postulate an infinite

period of time, with infinite circumstances and changes, the

impossible thing is not to compose the Odyssey, at least

once. No one is anyone, one single immortal man is all men.

(pp. 114-5)
Given enough time, then, anybody and everybody could rein-
scribe a complete and total memory. Nevertheless, such a to-
talization brings the narrator of the Immortal face to face
with the City of the Immortals. To have access to the City,
he has to traverse a labyrinth. The crossing of the labyrinth
is unproblematic; after all, a labyrinth is only “a structure
compounded to confuse men; its architecture, rich in symme-
tries, is subordinated to that end” (p. 110). The interesting
thing here is that the space of the labyrinth is an artificial
construct that we create to stand between our representa-
tions and the City of the Immortals. The City of the Immor-
tals is an unrepresentable chaos; even a teratological language
could only give an idea of it, but not represent it—

... a chaos of heterogeneous words, the body of a tiger or
a bull in which teeth, organs and heads monstrously pullu-
late in mutual conjunction and hatred can (perhaps) be ap-
proximate images. (p. 111)

As 1 suggested before, it is very important that the City of
the Immortals should not be representable—any more than
the Company—even in the form of a linguistic monster. The
City is, again, an otherness which cannot be treated as a con-
cept, nor can it have a representational ontology. The City is
and is not, or rather, it does not matter whether it is or is
not—*‘I do not know if all the examples 1 have enumerated
are literal; I know that for many years they infested my
nightmares” (p. 111).

The most interesting detail of the story is, of course,
that the City of the Immortals has a temporal as well as a spa-
tial inscription. The City was once razed, then rebuilt. The
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present unrepresentable chaos itself is therefore desired
and constructed, and stands literally as well as metaphorically

in lieu of the transcendent ordered origin that always once

was. What stands as the unrepresentable center of representa-
tion, as the non-original beginning, always replaces the lost
privileged transcendental ordered origin. To this temporality
of the City corresponds the temporality of the gods that built
it. In a first moment, the narrator states, “This place is a fab-
rication of the gods,” then corrects himself: “The gods who
built it have died,” and finally: “The gods who built it were
mad” (p. 110). And this temporal deployment of the gods
corresponds, perhaps, to the three moments which historical-
ly have conditioned the ideologies governing our perception
of the original center which is supposed to order representa-
tion. At first a divine order governed by a divine origin, then
the metaphorics of nostalgia in the face of a lost absent ori-
gin, and finally, the necessity of coming to terms with an ir-
rational irrepresentable force which governs representation
without ever allowing itself to be inscribed, to be made read-
able, or to be mastered in any form whatsoever:

This City . . . is so horrible that its mere existence and per-

durance, though in the midst of a secret desert, contami-

nates the past and the future and in some way even jeopar-

dizes the stars. As long as it lasts, no one in the world can
be strong or happy. (p. 111)

If Nietzsche imposed the necessity of thinking the problem
of representation in the temporality of God’s death, perhaps
the lesson that it remains for us to learn from Borges is to
think of the problem of representation in a space where the
gods have gone mad.
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IDENTITY AS DISCOURSE AND IMAGE
_ INTHE POETRY OF BORGES

Zunilda Gertel

University of Wisconsin, Madison

The elucidation of the problem of identity—as a unity, and as
a plurality of being—is a constant in the trajectory of Borges’
production, which extends from the days of “ultraism” to his
most recent creation, La rosa profunda (The Deep Rose). In
one of his first critical essays—“Ultraism”—which dates back
to 1921, Borges already presents the foundations of the basic
theme in his poetic credo: the metaphysical unrest of man’s
being, and the pantheistic vision of personality. At that time
he remarked: “personality is a broad collective denomination
which comprises all states in man’s consciousness. Any new
state that joins the others becomes an essential part of the /
and is an expression of it.””! This conception of the individ-
ual / asan all-encompassing I, in which the subjective and the
objective, singularity and plurality are fused, is reinforced
and amplified, as a poetic theory, in the preface to Fervor de
Buenos Aires, published in 1923.

If in the following pages there is some successful verse or
other, may the reader forgive me the audacity of having
written it before him. We are all one: our inconsequential
minds are much alike, and circumstances SO influence us
that it is something of an accident that you are the reader
and I the writer—the unsure, ardent writer— of my verses.

For Borges identity means, therefore, the unity of many
beings within the same objective frame of reference, which
can be represented in one concept. The poet should thus
identify himself with the reader, since both integrate the
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circle of participation in the poetic phenomenon and consti-
tute a unity. The reader on re-creating the poetic reality, en-
ters into the work as a subject, fills the empty space created
by the grammatical person, and becomes as much an author
as the one who wrote the poem. Let us emphasize the use of
the verbs “to write” and “to cast into words” (redactor),
since in Borges’ estimation ‘“poets are the amanuenses of a
god that animates them against their will, as the magnet ani-
mates a series of iron rings.”3 This concept of creativity ex-
plains the two-fold aspect of the idea of identity, since in the
rationale of Borges’ metaphysics, in the poet’s original intui-
tion, the essence of being is Nothingness. In appearance, itis
a unity (singularity and plurality) and in essence, a void, an
absence. For this reason it is possible to consider the author-
reader unity as a nothingness; however, since the two of them
constitute the integration of the poetic phenomenon, they
are everything as well. The irony of opposites—the being
which.is one as well as miscellaneous beings repeating them-
selves, in contrast to the skeptical notion of reducing the re-
ality of being to a total non-existence—is handled effective-
ly by Borges: “God is the primordial nothingness of the cre-
atio-ex-nihilo, the abyss where first the archetypes and then
the concrete beings were engendered. He is nothing and no-
body; those who imagined Him thus did so in the belief that
it was more than being a Who more than being a What.””

Borges concludes that perhaps existing entities are merely

forms, forms that repeat themselves, empty spaces that are

filled with the continuous process of dissolution and incarna-

tion of the 1.5

These concepts, which according to Borges himself are

just aesthetic games, constitute a philosophical theory of the
dialectics of contradiction and furthermore embody the very

corpus of the writing and the creative discourse of his works.

In this paper I intend to show how the concern with identity

creates a discourse as well as a poetic function in Borges’ poe-

try, evolving from the depersonalization of the poetic subject

found in his early ultraist poems to a true inter-subjectivity

of the I, as shown by his latest work La rosa profunda.

i a0

"

Identity as Discourse and Image in the Poetry of Borges

In studying this evolution, it is not amiss to present
some brief considerations in regard to the theory of discourse,
as expressed by Emile Benveniste in Problems in General Lin-
guistics.® If we accept discourse as an act of “parole” through
which a grammatical person re-organizes language, then, ac-
cording to Benveniste’s concept, of the three grammatical
persons, the first (/), is the active creator of the discourse. In-
sofar as language is a system of different but inter-related
signs, the discourse is an actualization of language, that is,
language put into action and necessarily between partners.
The personal pronouns escape the norms which govern the
other signs of language; they are exclusively indicators of per-
son, grammatical forms that do not denominate any lexical
entity. The reality to which they refer is the reality of the
discourse in relation to the first person. J is a unique sign, on-
ly a form devoid of content, but it achieves a semantic value
when one calls himself 1.7 In the relationship between the
first and the second person (7 - you) the 7, as an incomplete
form of being, projects itself into the other, its complement
and opposite. - you are the two opposites which cannot be-
come realities except on the basis of the opposition which
differentiates one from the other. I - you is the reversible and
dialectic relationship which represents the principle of inter-
subjectivity of language. There is no you without 7, and every
I addresses you. The third person, on the other hand, as the
Araba believe, is ‘“‘the absent one,” the outsider who has
been, therefore, suppressed as a person capable of “actualiz-
ing” the discourse. He is literally a “non-person,” which
neither exists nor has a character of its own, éxcept by refer-
ring to the subjective I - you relationship. The establishment
of “subjectivity” in language creates the category of person.®

One should bear in mind that the domain of subjectivity
in the discourse is mainly related to the expression of temp-
orality. This, in spite of the distinction of grammatical tenses,
is always a reference to the present: ‘“The coincidence of the
event described with the instance of discourse that describes
it.”? According to Benveniste, the act of the discourse always
fixes a temporal present, “‘a re-creation of an original act.”” As
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in Benveniste’s theory, in Borges’ poetry I—the archetype of
identity—is the crucial point at which temporal differences
meet. )

Identity is always a fascinating equivocation sharing uni-
ty and contradiction. Borges affirms in Historia de la eterni-
dad (History of Eternity), “I am I and all those who said /
before me,"lo in other words, / is a changing form that may
be repeated and recreated ad infinitum. Identity has, in the
Borgesian discourse, all the validity of a poetic function, as
conceived by Roman Jakobson, by means of establishing the
unification of successive temporality—the paradigmatic—in
the contiguity of the spatial—the syntagmatic.!!

There is, moreover, a clear evolution of the function of
identity in the trajectory of Borges’ poetry. In the early ul-
traist verses of Fervor de Buenos Aires, the attempt to estab-
lish identity can be observed as a tendency to depersonalize
the poetic object, making it an alien to the speaker. In the
poem “El truco”, in the magic reality created by the world
of gambling, “identity” emerges as a poetic function unify-
ing the diachronic act of distant men with the identical rit-
ual of players in a present game.

Cuarenta naipes han desplazado la vida.
Amuletos de carton pintado
conjuran en placentero exorcismo

la maciza realidad primordial.

En los lindes de 1a mesa

el vivir comin se detiene.

Adentro hay otro pais:

las aventuras del envido y del quiero,
los jugadores en fervor presente
copian remotas bazas:

hecho que inmortaliza un poco,
apenas,

a los_compaﬂeros muertos que callan.12
The remote past converges into the simultaneity of the pres-
ent as a repeated act. This ritual survives in the gamblers
themselves who have transmuted their individuality into a de-

personalized identity: “los compafieros muertos”. The speak-

er, nevertheless, is an outsider who does not share the magic
of gambling, nor does he feel involved in the poetic discourse.
In another ultraist poem, “Inscripcion en cualquier sep-

ulcro” (“Inscription on Any Tomb”), the impersonal subject
also predominates:

Ciegamente reclama duracidn el alma arbitraria
cuando la tiene asegurada en vidas ajenas,
cuando td mismo eres la continuacion realizada
de quienes no alcanzaron tu tiempo

y otros serdn (y son) tu inmortalidad en la tierra.

Although the poem culminates with an appeal to you (1i),
this you is just one more sign in the concatenation of sub-
jects, the actual “continuation” of the beings that preceded
him. This you is a void sign that will survive only in the iden-
tity of others. In “Remordimiento por cualquier defuncién”
(“Remorse for Any Death’”) the poetic object is alien to the
speaker. He is “death,” the absent person whose identity has
been transmuted into the objective form of other beings.
Libre de la memoria y de la esperanza,

ilimitado, abstracto, casi futuro,
el muerto no es un muerto, es la muerte

13

¢l muerto ubicuamente ajeno

no es sino la perdicion y ausencia del mundo

Todo se lo robamos,

no le dejamos ni un color ni una silaba.1 4

As we have suggested, in Borges’ ultraist verses the poe-

tic persona does not feel involved in the subjectivity of the
discourse, rather, the speaker addresses the poetic object only
as a referential, depersonalized entity. In the poems of ElMis-
mo, El Otro (The Self and the Other), however, one may per-
ceive a remarkable change in the attitude of the speaker.
“Poema conjetural” (“‘Conjectural Poem’’), whichisakey-work
in Borges’ poetic evolution, may illustrate this change by
showing the participation of an expressive L '

Vencen los barbaros, 1os gauchos vencen.

Yo, que estudié lasleyesy los canones,

yo, Francisco Narciso de Laprida,

cuya voz declaro la independencia
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de estas crueles provincias, derrotado,

de sangre y de sudor manchado el rostro,
sin esperanza ni temor, perdido,

. P1gs 15
huyo hacia el Sur por arrabales ultimos.

In the manner of Robert Browning’s monologues, the speaker
defines his individual voice and makes a final confession. The
protagonist—Francisco Narciso Laprida—the Argentine pa-
triot facing death in the imminent charge of the Barbarians’
army, is the J who feels himself to be a repeated identity.

Como aquel capitdin del Purgatorio

que, huyendo a pie y ensangrentando el llano,

fue cegado y tumbado por la muerte

donde un oscuro rli é) pierde el nombre,

agf habré de caer. :
Although the identification is not fully unified as a simultan-
eous image, since the dual relationship is established by way
of the comparative term como, it is evident that the meta-
phorical interplay I - the Other is a repetition of fate. Lapri-
da, like the Captain Buoconte, a character in The Divine
Comedy, confronts the same destiny: the freedom to exist,
in the face of defeat and death. I and the Other, as opposite
and reversible metaphors, complement each other in a sym-
bolic sameness—identical circles in the unity of a unique lab-
yrinth. Thus, as we read the poem, its lyrical beauty resides
primarily in the expressive I of the discourse, which is its fo-
cal point. Even the identification with the Other is realized
because the I recreates him.

In another significant Borgesian poem, “El poema de los
dones” (The Poem of the Gifts), the search for identity em-
bodies a fundamental question in the last three stanzas. Here,
in an ambiguous interaction of subjects which transmits its
inter-subjectivity to the poetic process, Borges, the blind pro-
tagonist, incarnates the same attributes as Paul Groussac, the
blind librarian who, years before, walked the same halls of
the National Library of Buenos Aires.

Al errar por las lentas galerias

Suelo sentir con vago horror sagrado -
Que soy el otro, el muerto, que habra dado

Los mismos pasos en los mismos dias.

Identity as Discourse and Image in the Poetry of Borges

It is unquestionable that recognizing one’s identity in the
Other functions in these verses as a more intimate and direct
revelation than in ‘“Poema conjetural.” The lines two and
three affirm the reversible identity: / am the Other; the Other
is I, which establishes an ambiguous metaphoric double sub-
ject:

Cual de los dos escribe este poema

De un yo plural y de una sola sombra?

Qué importa la palabra que me nombra
Si es indiviso y uno el anatema?

The above interrogative opens a fluctuating, semantic space,
which the I seeks to share with the Other, his complement
and opposite. The plural I stated in the poem refers implicitly
to two persons (I - the Other), who have become inter-sub-
jectified by the I. This shift, a dramatic act involving the
double identity, the plural I (we), and its unity: one single
shadow, suggests a void that should be filled by the discourse.
The final stanza reads:

Groussac o Borges, miro este querido
Mundo que se deforma y que se apaga
En un palida ceniza vaga

Que se parece al suefio y al olvido.!?

The verb “‘miro’ —a first person singular—identifies both sub-
jects actualizing identity as a primordial act. Borges and
Groussac are the same [/ sharing a vanishing, visual image of
the world.

In the poems of Elogio de la sombra (In Praise of Dark-
ness) the fluctuating metaphor of the poetic persona achieves
the unity of duality (obverse and reverse) within a dynamic,
and simultaneous image. In ‘‘Heraclitus” the first thirteen
verses seem to be an enunciation from without. The speaker,
who contemplates the temporal cycle of twilights (succession
- simultaneity) captures it referentially, as if it were an alien
entity. However, from verse fourteen on—in which the rela-
tionship “‘time-river” is established—a sudden unrest is ex-

pressed through an interrogative which conveys contradiction
and doubt.

- Qu trama es ésta
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del serd, del esy del fue?

Qué rio es éste

por el cudl corre ¢l Ganges?

Qus rio es éste

cuya fuente es inconceible?

Qué rio es éste

que arrastra mitologias y espadas‘!20
Although the poetic persona is still unrevealed, he seems to
be involved in the process of the discourse and may be iden-
tified with Heraclitus himself. Unexpectedly, in the last sev-
en verses of the poem he discloses his real identity as a first
person singular.

El rio me arrebata y soy ese rio;

De una materia deleznable fui hecho, de misterioso tiempo.
Acaso el manantial estd en mi.

Acaso de mi sombra

Surgen, fatales e ilusorios, los dias.2!

As in Benveniste’s theory of the discourse, in Borges’ poem
the first person singular re-creates the discourse and takes
over all the resources of language for his own behalf.22 In
the poem the speaker unifies both signifiers—river and I—
within a dynamically simultaneous image of two different en-
tities that acquire the function of an oxymoric metaphor.
The second of these signifiers—/ _reorganizes inversely the se-
mantic elements of the poem. The subjectivity of the dis-
course projects its contradiction and doubt by means of repe-
tition of the adverb “acaso” (perhaps) and the enjambement
“sombra/surgen’’. This process of contradicting reality, aris-
ing as it does in the poet’s perception, establishes truth as an
intimate revelation. The subject [ illuminates a new, inner
world with the light of the oxymoric image, which binds to-
gether the dynamic difference of opposites. The revelation
nevertheless suggests a frustration, since it is not attainable
as an absolute, definitive truth. This procedure, which rein-
tegrates the semantic of the poem through the sudden ap-
pearance of the speaker’s revelation in the discourse, is sig-
nificant in the sonnets of Elogio de la sombra (In Praise of
Darkness) and El oro de los tigres (The Gold of the Tigers).
Borges’ sonnets, most of them structured in Shakespearean

manner, convey a dynamically simultaneous image in the fi-
nal couplet. In “New England, 1967 the poet’s new vision
of America is expressed through an ambiguous interplay of
dream and reality. Even though in the first stanza one is a-
ware of the presence of /, what predominates is a referential
depiction of an American landscape. In the fourth quatrain,
however, temporality takes on the appearance of something
attainable.

Pronto (nos dicen) llegard la nieve

y América me espera en cada esquina,

pero siento en la tarde que declina 5
el hoy tan lento y el ayer tan breve.

The frustration inherent in the temporal significance of the
two last verses of this quatrain is developed in the contradic-
tory revelation of the final couplet of the sonnet, with a new
image in which the J counteracts the logic of the preceding
verses.

Buenos Aires, yo sigo caminando

por tus esquinas, sin por qué ni cuando.24

This dynamic image, endowed with the function of an oxy-
moron, identifies two different entities—New England and
Buenos Aires. For the speaker New England, temporally and
spatially, is Buenos Aires. The poetic persona creates the sub-
jectivity of the discourse in an active and permanent present,
establishing an original and perpetual' image of Buenos Aires.
This is thus, the eternally “present” moment which can only
be internal to the discourse.?

In “Acevedo’”, “my grandparents’ fields” appear as the
poet’s inner contemplation. Moreover, he captures lyrically
the fields of Acevedo when he ijdentifies them with those in
the South, those in Iowa or Galilee.

La llanura es ubicua. Los he visto
En Iowa, en el Sur, en tierra hebrea,
En aquel saucedal de Galilea :
Que hollaron los humanos pies de Cristo.26

Once again, in the final couplet, the subjective I reorganizes
the poetic reality, and the fields of Acevedo, never seen con-
cretely by the poet, become his intimate possession in the in-
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ner vision of an original present.

No los perdi. Son mios. los poseg
En el olvido, en un casual deseo.27

In the poems of Elogio de la Sombra, as we have seen,
identity is the simultaneity of differences expressed in the
oxymoric image that unifies two opposite signs in a reversible
identification. The poetic persona I, by conferring subjectiv-
ity to the discourse, creates the oxymoric image as an aesthe-
tic revelation, as a new visible presence of something that has
been invisible within the intimate reality of the self. In La
rosa profunda, which represents the culmination of Borges’
lyric search for identity, the poetic persona operates in the
discourse as the mediator of differences in a constant process
of dissolution and reincarnation into the Other or Others.
The I acts as an identity that is reflected by ever-changing en-
tities, always different and reversible in the recurring repeti-
tion and transmutation.

It is significant that in the verses of Elogio de la sombra
and El oro de los tigres the oxymoron, as an image, generally
condenses the unity of different entities, as in Borges’ famous
story “El Aleph,” that is, as a center of cosmic confluence
which reflects the total universe. In La rosa profunda, on the
other hand, the oxymoric image seems to recreate poetically
the interpolated verse of Asrar Nama (The Book of Things
Unknown) by Attar, which Borges inserts in his story “The
Zahir’: “‘He who has seen the Zahir will soon see the Rose:
““the Zahir is the shadow of the Rose and the rending of the
Veil.”28 The I, like the Zahir—which means the visible—is
the identity that encloses the microcosmic entity: the visi-
ble form of the invisible.

In the first sonnet of La rosa profunda, significantly en-
titled “Yo,” the first quatrain expresses a chaotic juxtaposi-
tion of objects by combining concrete and metaphorical re-
ality.

La calavera, el corazon secreto,
Los caminos de sangre que no veo,

Los tuneles del sueno, ese Proteo,
Las visceras, 1a nuca, el esqueleto.

Saoiiiai o

Identity as Discourse and Image in the Poetry of Borges

While the two middle verses suggest dream and transmu-
tation, the fourth one closes the quatrain with concrete
_nouns by establishing a dynamic chiasmus with the first verse

(calvera-esqueleto/ corazon-visceras). In the second quatrain
the I suddenly appears endowing the object with subjectivity :
I am the things which are myself, that is the things that be-
come I.

Soy esas cosas, Increiblemente
Soy también la memoria de una espada
Y la de un solitario sol poniente

Que se dispersa en oro, en sombra, en nada.?’0

In this reversible transmutation the intersubjectivity of the
discourse emerges from the expressive intimacy transmitted
by the lyric persona. The anaphora of the verb soy and the
insistent iambic pentameter suggest the flight and return of
the I in its progression from concreteness to total abstraction
(en oro, en sombra, en nada). The poetic persona (), remain-
ing as a fluctuating metaphor in the third quatrain (soy -el;
soy-los) achieves the grammatical semantic inversion in the
final couplet.

Soy el que ve la proas desde el puerto;

Soy los contados libros, los cantados
Grabados por el tiempo fatigados;

Soy el que envidia a los que ya se han muerto.
Mas raro es ser el hombre que en%elaza
Palabras en el cuarto de una casa. 1

In the two final lines the speaker refers to himself as “‘el hom-
bre que entrelaza/palabras”. He is now more impersonal than
things are, as suggested by the use of the third person (the ne-
glected part of the discourse) and by the enjambement “‘en-
trelaza/palabras” which accentuates the unexpected final af-
firmation. There is evident a reversible process of intersub-
jectivity: the personification of the object, and the objectiva-
tion of the poetic persona, a true Proteus of the Borgesian
discourse. The establishment of subjectivity in language af-
firms the category of person, and the basis of the intersub-
jectivity depends on the exercise of the discourse. The polar-
ity of person is the fundamental condition of language. It is
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a polarity, moreover, very peculiar in itself, as it offers a type
of opposition whose equivalent is encountered nowhere else
outside of language.”32

In the poem “Proteo” (Proteus), the identity is a con-
stant process of dissolution and reincarnation into the Other
and Others.

Urgido por las gentes asumia

La forma de un leon o de una hoguera
O de drbol que da sombra a la ribera
O de agua que en el agua se perdia.
De Proteo el egipcio no te asombres,

Tu, que eres uno y eres muchos hombres.3 3

The dynamic transfer of the I into “the Other” or
“QOthers” (ledn, hoguera; arbol, agua) operating as an ever-
changing metaphor (I - He-You) alters the logical discourse
and creates a new semantic space, which functions as a meta-
image. This rhetoric figure resulting from a spatial and tem-
poral operation, unifies the metaphoric, paradigmatic dif-
ference of I - the Other in a dynamic, syntagmatic identifica-
tion whose semantic is to be found in both its unity and its
contradiction. Identity as a meta-image is neither 7, you or
he, but the simultaneity in. which differences meet becoming
a ultimate, aesthetic revelation.

The ever-changing identity occupies thus a new place in
the discourse, a place that implies a void to be filled with
language. The transmutation of identity is, at the same time,
a “delusion”, that is, the impossibility of identity as an abso-
lute. The sign is always the deferred presence of the thing,
the presence of an absence. Just as in the already quoted ver-
ses, ““The Zahir is the shadow of the Rose and the rending of
the Veil,” the ultimate significance of the Protean image in
Borges’ poetry, is a revelation that does not take place.

In the poem ‘“The Unending Rose” Borges’ voice gives
‘the definitive message:

. . .Cada cosa
es infinitas cosas. Eres musica,
Firmamentos, palacios, rios dngeles,
Rosa profunda, ilimitada, intima

Que el Sehor mostrara a mis ojos muertos. >4

s e sl

In conclusion, the /—as a unity and as a plurality of be-
ing—incarnates both the poetic discourse and image in Bor-
ges’ poetry. The Protean, ever-changing identity by establish-
ing the subjectivity of the discourse embodies itself every
entity—there is always a Zahir, there is always an [ in search
of incarnation, all of which nevertheless, suggest the ultimate
impossibility of a true, unique revelation.
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24. “Buenos Aires, yours are the streets that I go on walking without a
why or when.” Ibid.
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220.
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BORGES AND METAFICTION

Burton Hatlen
University of Maine at Orono

That the writings of Jorge Luis Borges have helped to open
up a new set of possibilities for fiction is by now a 'critical
commonplace. We might, with John Barth and John O.
Stark, describe this new fictional mode as a “literature of ex-
haustion”!; for, as this label implies, in the writings of Bor-
ges something is coming to an end. But the works of Borges
and his younger disciples (including, in America, Barth and
Coover) represent not only the last gasp of a dying tradition
but also the beginning of something new, and therefore I find
the “literature of exhaustion” label unsatisfactory. A more
appropriate term for this group of writers might be a word in-
vented (or reinvented) by Robert Scholes, who has described
certain contemporary writers as “fabulators.””? Scholes ap-
plies this term specifically to Lawrence Durrell, Kurt Vonne-
gut, John Hawkes, Iris Murdoch, and John Barth; but that de-
light in “fabulation” as an end in itself which Scholes detects
in these writers is also apparent in Borges. Nevertheless, I pre-
fer another word popularized by Scholes to describe the new
fictional mode exemplified by works like “Tlén, Ugbar, and
Orbis Tertius” and “The Aleph.” This term is “metafiction.”
Apparently the word was coined by William H. Gass, who ap-
plied it to the works of some of his contemporaries:

There are metatheorems in mathematics and logic, ethics
has its linguistic oversoul, everywhere lingos to converse
about lingos are being contrived, and the case is no differ-
ent in the novel. I don’t mean merely those drearily pre-
dictable pieces about writers who are writing about what
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they are writing, but those, like some of the work of Bor-
ges, Barth, and Flann O’Brien, for example, in which the
forms of fiction serve as the material upon which further
forms can be imposed. Indeed, many of the so-called anti-
novels are really metafictions.

The word “metafiction” was next taken up by Robert Schol-
es, in an essay of 1970 titled simply “Metafiction.” “Metafic-
tion,” says Scholes, “assimilates ail the perspectives of criti-
cism into the fictional process itself.”4 Since Scholes’s essay,
the term “metafiction” has been adopted by several critics.
An example is Margaret Heckard, who in her recent essay on
Robert Coover defines “metafiction” as follows:
The shifting of gears, the widening of frames, the expand-

ing of consciousness, this is what metafiction does to reader

and writer alike; this is where its value lies. It paints a land-

scape for the reader and encourages him to include himself

in the painting and stand back to view himself, It affirms

Beckett’s notion that at the core of the individual is only

the self perceiving the self, Such selfconscious moments can

be cause for both despair and exhilaration.

By this definition, the works of Jorge Luis Borges must in-
deed be regarded as examples of metafiction; and Heckard in-
cludes Borges in her list of “metafictionists” (along with
Beckett, Barth, Barthelme, Nabokov, Gass, Pynchon and
Coover himself). There is, then, some precedent for my be-
lief that the works of Borges and his disciples can accurately
be labelled as “metafictions.” Criticism has, however, scarce-
ly begun to elucidate either the nature or the significance
of the metafictional mode, and no critic has sought to ex-
plain in detail why, in our time, traditional fiction has so
largely given way to metafiction. Accordingly I shall in the
next section of this essay offer my own definition of “meta-
fiction.” In the second section of this essay, I shall turn to
some specific works by Borges, for this great Argentine wri-
ter is, in my judgment, the principal progenitor of this new
literary mode. Finally, in the third section I shall attempt to
elucidate the broader social and cultural significance of the
shift from fiction to metafiction initiated by Borges and his
followers. My speculations on this matter must of necessity
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be tentative. But any criticism which is content to describe
rather than to explain cultural phenomena seems to me inad-
equate, and therefore I shall here conclude with a provisional
theory of metafiction.

I

A metafiction is by my definition a fiction which forces
us to become conscious of the nature and significance of the
“fictioning” process itself. This self-reflexivity makes proble-
matic the reality of the text, of the author, and of the read-
er, and thereby opens up the possibility of a new kind of rela-
tionship between the reader and the writer. In these respects
metafiction is analogous to certain other kinds of “meta-phe-
nomena.” A case in point is “metalanguage,” which Roman
Jakobsen explains as follows:

A distinction has been made in modem logic between two
Ievels of language, “object language” speaking of objects
and “metalanguage” speaking of language. But metalan-
guage is not only a necessary scientific tool utilized by logi-
cians and linguists; it plays also an important role in our ey-
ery day language. Like Moliére’s Jourdain who used prose
without knowing it, we Practice metalanguage without re-
alizing the metalingual character of our operations, When-
ever the addresser and/for the addressee need to check up
whether they use the same code, speech is focused on the
CODE: it performs a METALINGUAL (i.e., glossing) func-
tion. “I don’t follow you—what do you mean?” asks the ad-
dressee, or in Shakespearean diction, “What is’t thou
say’st?”

In the arts, such self-reflexive moments are probably most

common in drama. The plays of Pirandello, for exaiple, fall
almost without exception into the category of “metadrama.”
But metadramatic moments are also common in the works
of earlier dramatists, including Shakespeare. Several of
Shakespeare’s plays, as Lionel Abel and James Calderwood
have suggested, explore Systematically the nature and signifi-
cance of dramatic invention.” Abel, for example, sees Hamiet
as a play about four playwrights: Claudius, the Ghost, Polon-
ius, and Hamlet. The question which the play raises. Abel ar-
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will and the egotist, both futilely struggling to impose their
wills on history? Or of Caesar, the victim who lies bleeding
on the stage? What is the historical significance of my de-
cision to come to a theater and watch this event re-enacted?
Will my own “real” actions within history be changed by my
watching these “illusory” events in the theater? These are at
least a few of the questions that Shakespeare, by shifting
from a dramatic to a metadramatic perspective at this mo-
ment in the play, forces me to confront.

“Meta-artistic’” moments can occur in any art form, and
the metadramatic moment in Julius Caesar which I have here
described can serve as a model of all such moments. At a
“meta-artistic’’ moment, we are forced to become conscious
of the artifice of art. Our impulse to grant the artist a will-
ing suspension of disbelief is here thwarted. Instead the ar-
tist forces us to become conscious of the process of suspen-
sion of disbelief, to watch ourselves assuming an “as if,” a
“make-believe” posture. The anthropologist Gregory Bateson
has suggested that the very possibility of play among humans
or animals depends upon our capacity to communicate, along
with our actions (the nips which a mother dog gives her pup-
. pies, for example), a secondary message (‘‘this is play—these
aren’t real bites, but play bites’”).? Art is, it is useful to re-
member, a form of play—a game. (The double meaning of our
word ‘“‘play” preserves the connection between the artistic
and the athletic performance.) Games, unlike wars, demand

that all participants agree to abide by certain rules. The play-
ers and umpires in a baseball game all agree to call any ball
that falls inside the foul line a ““fair ball,” and any ball that
falls outside this line a “foul ball.”” There is no “objective”
reason for locating the foul line at one place.rather than an-
other. But the batter whose hit falls a few feet outside the
foul line never complains that the location of the foul line
is arbitrary. Instead the location of the foul line is a “‘given,”
a convention of the game; and the participants agree to ac-
cept this convention because they know that it is only their
acceptance of the rules of the game that makes the game pos-
sible. Yet the placement of the foul line is arbitrary; it can
be changed, by a mutual agreement of all participants. In-
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deed, from time to time the rules even of baseball are changed—
cf., for example, the creation of the designated hitter rule.
(When we temporarily suspend play so that we can discuss—
and perhaps revise—the rules of the game, we have entered,
Bateson suggests, the realm of “metaplay.”) In a game, it
would thus appear, rules are simultaneously constitutive and
contingent. Without rules there is no game; but the rules
themselves are, not objective ““facts,”” but social conventions
which come into being only through a tacit agreement among
the participants in the game. Artistic events too, like athletic
events, demand that we accept as binding certain conventions
which are in fact arbitrary. As the lights dim in the theater,
we agree to believe that an area of varnished boards walled by
cardboard columns is “really” the Forum in Rome, that an
aging, narcissistic alcoholic from Cleveland is “really” Julius
Caesar, etc. This suspension of disbelief results from a tacit
collusion between playwright, actor, and audience. Yet the
rules of the theatrical enterprise, like the rules of any other
game, are in fact arbitrary and subject to change. Indeed, it
is the very contingency of these rules that makes art “‘art”—
rather than “life.” In “‘normal” art, the “fictionality” is
assumed, a given; secure in the knowledge that we all know
that this is just a game, we surrender ourselves to this illusion
of “reality.” At “meta-moments,” however, the artist forces
us to become conscious of the rules of the game, and to
recognize that these rules are contingent; and at these mo-
ments our attention is focussed on the rules themselves, and
on the possibility that the current rules might well give way
to a new set of rules.

Basically, artists can create a ‘“‘meta-artistic’’ conscious-
ness in one of two ways. Perhaps the most common is the
“play-within-a-play” technique. By having the characters
within a play watch a play, or by having a character in a fic-
tion create a fiction of his own, or by painting a picture of a
painter painting a picture, the artist reminds us that the work
of art itself is not a natural phenomenon, but something
made by a human being, who might well have decided to
make it differently. By this means too, the artist enables us
to realize our own role in the artistic process; for we must
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collaborate in the creation of the rules of the game or there is
no game, and without a tacit collusion between artist and
audience there can be no work of art. If we cease to agree on
the rules, moreover, play must immediately be suspended;
and the play-within-a-play is in some respects a conference
between playwright and audience to re-establish the rules of
the game, so the game can continue. Meta-artistic effects can
also be achieved by bringing the playwright on stage, by hav-
ing him (or the actors) move out among the audience, or by
permitting the members of the audience to participate in the
shaping of the drama. At this point “art” dissolves into the
“happening.” Both the play-within-a-play and the happening
force us to revise our usual expectations about the relation-
ship between ‘“‘art” and “life.”” In general,” we expect the
work of art to have a frame around it: the covers of the
book, the proscenium arch of the theater stage, the wooden
frame surrounding the painting. But in meta-art we are pre-
vented from making such an easy separation of art and life.
In the happening, the frame is simply destroyed. In the play-
within-a-play, our attention is directed toward the frame, and
we are reminded of the contingent status of the frame: the
decision (a co-operative decision, I should remind you) to es-
tablish these rules rather than some others, to place the frame
at this spot rather than another, to agree that this sort of
thing should happen within the frame—all these decisions are
contingent. If cultural, social and economic conditions had
been different, we realize, then the frame would have been
different. But both the play-within-a-play and the happening
issue in the same result: they evoke in us a consciousness of
the contingency of the artistic structure, and it is this aware-
ness of contingency which seems to me the primary differ-
ence between meta-art and more “normal’ kinds of art. The
first great epoch of meta-art was the period from 1550 to
1650, and I believe we are currently in another such epoch
today. In the plays of Shakespeare and Caldéron, the drama-
tist repeatedly confers with his audience about the rules of
the game. Neither the playwright nor the audience assumes
that the rules are simply given, but they are both committed
to the notion that the game must go on. The same could be
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said, I believe, of the writings of Borges, Nabokov, Barth,
Coover, etc. One of the major cultural forms of the last
three centuries has been fiction in general and the novel in
particular. But the rules of the fiction game have become in-
creasingly problematic in the last half-century. Apparently
the time has come to revise the rules—or perhaps even to
abandon this game and devise a new set of rules, which will
define a new kind of game. Rather than simply turning out
novels in the assumption that we are in a business-as-usual sit-
uation, writers like Borges have urgently invited us to confer
with them about the rules of the game. They do so through
the medium of metafiction, and it is to the achievements of
Borges as a creator of metafiction that I shall now turn.

I

Just as the metadramatic moment evokes in us an aware-
ness of the problematic relationship between the audience
and the dramatic event, so the metafiction of Jorge Luis Bor-
ges gives us a new awareness of the rules of- the ““fiction
game.” The great social realists of the 19th century—Stendhal
and Flaubert, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky—claimed to offer us
“reality.” To maintain an illusion of life, they painstakingly
labored to conceal their art. In contrast, Borges ostentatious-
ly refuses to give us “reality.” Rather he offers us made up
things—*ficciones.” And he demands that we recognize them
as such—that we see the artist’s hand at work upon his mater-
ials. It is also significant that Borges refuses to write novels—
before his time the supreme form of fiction. From Balzac to
Joyce, the novel grew vaster and vaster, as it frantically
sought to encompass all of reality. But Borges ironically dem-
onstrates for us the futility of the novelistic enterprise by cre-
ating carefully crafted mini-fictions which seek infinity, not
by expansion, but by contraction toward the Aleph, that sin-
gle point which includes all space. Finally, and most signifi-
cantly, Borges is a metafictionist in his persistent concern
with the problematic relationship between essence and exis-
tence, between the world as known by (or re-created in) the
mind and “reality” as it exists (if it exists) apart from any
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knowing subject. Borges’s concern with such recondite mat-
ters may seem to justify Robert Alter’s suggestion that he is
more a creator of metaphysical puzzles than a writer of fic-
tion.10 But art, especially literature, is to Borges the primary
way in which consciousness gives form to itself, and so all
of Borges’s explorations of the relationship between con-
sciousness and ‘‘reality” are also, by .implication at least,
attempts to elucidate the relationship between art and “re-
ality.”” Thus the problems at issue even in Borges’s most eso-
teric stories are not only metaphysical but also metafictional.

A good case in point is “Funes the Memorious.” This
story invites us to contemplate the idea of a mind that knows
everything and can forget nothing, a mind that is co-extensive
with the world:

Locke, in the seventeenth century, postulated (and reject-
ed) an impossible language in which each individual thing,
each stone, each bird and each branch, would have its own
name; Funes once projected an analogous language, but dis-
carded it because it seemed too general to him, too ambig-
uous. In fact, Funes remembered not only every leaf of ev-
ery tree of every wood, but also every one of the times he
had perceived or imagined it.

Initially, Funes seems to us an object of envy: he has carried
to its limit one of our human potentialities. He has trans-
formed all that exists into a green thought in a green shade—
or perhaps a grey thought in a grey shade. By so doing, he has
made “‘reality’”’ a redundant excrescence, and he has achieved
for himself a God-like autonomy. On the metafictional level
we might see Funes as the supreme novelist. For the mind of
Funes has achieved the goal toward which all realistic fiction
aspires—it is (to borrow Stendhal’s metaphor) a mirror walk-
ing down a road, but a mirror so vast that it is able to reflect,
at an instant, all that exists. But gradually, as the story pro-
ceeds, Borges reveals to us the horror of total awareness. The
mind of Funes, indeed, is no crystal mirror; rather it is a “gar-
bage heap,” and the multitudinous weight of existence in the
end crushes not only the mind but also the life of Funes:

With no effort, he had learned English, French, Portuguese
and Latin. I suspect, however, that he was not very capable
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of thought. To think is to forget differences, generalize,

make abstractions. In the teeming world of Funes, there

were only details, almost immediate in their presence (Lab-

yrinths, p. 66).

Overwhelmed by the immediacy of the world, Funes dies, ap-
propriately of “congestion.” What the story of Funes offers
us is an ironic acceptance of our limits, a realization that it is
precisely the failure of our attempts to encompass the world
within our heads—or within our fictions—that makes our ex-
istence endurable. Those who desire to “‘expand” their con-
sciousness should take this warning to heart. For it may be
that we are most human in those moments when we accept
our limits—when rather than seeking to draw the world into
our heads, we refuse to know, and instead offer to the multi-
farious splendor of What Is the homage of our ignorance.

In “The Library of Babel” Borges develops a similar
theme, as he directs our attention to the hubris that is im-
plicit in the act of creating a book—any book. For a book,
by its very nature, seeks to be the world, and in this story
Borges reveals to us how oppressive a world made solely of
words would be. “The universe (which others call the Li-
brary) . . .° (Labyrinths, p. 51)—so begins this memorable
story, and immediately we find ourselves in a territory where
the tension between word and world has vanished. Rather
the verbal universe has become the only universe, and “re-
ality” is the sum total of all possible verbal combinations:

_ .. the Library is total and . . . its shelves register all the
possible combinations of the twenty-odd orthographical
symbols (a number which, though extremely vast, is not in-
finite): in other words, all that is given to express, in all
languages. Everything: the minutely detailed history of the
future, the archangels’ autobiographies, the faithful cata-
logue of the Library, thousands and thousands of false cat-
alogues, the demonstration of the fallacy of those cata-
logues, the Gnostic gospel of Basilides, the commentary on
that gospel, the commentary on the commentary on that
gospel, the true story of your death, the translation of ev-
ery book in all languages, the interpolations of every book
in all books (Labyrinths, p. 54). i

This universe is governed by rules: the “laws’ of grammar.
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But simply because the verbal world has here become the
only world, any possibility of recognizing these rules as con-
tingent has vanished. If we cease to play the game by the
rules, then the universe itself will disappear. (Or, more pre-
cisely, the very questioning of the rules, because it must take
place in language, merely confirms the inescapability of these
rules.) Again Borges’s aim seems to me ironic. The sub-sub-li-
brarian who narrates this story is trapped within a labyrinth,
but a reading of this story forces us toward a recognition of
our own freedom. We remain trapped within the structure of
language (or of any other cultural form) only as long as we
see this structure as inevitable and eternal. By reducing fo
nightmare the human desire to substitute a verbal for a “‘real”
world, Borges evokes in us a sense that the cultural worlds in
which we must all, perforce, live are as much prisons as habi-
tations. But the very realization that we live in such a man-
made world permits us to see the structure of this world as
contingent. That is, as soon as we see this structure as some-
thing which we have, collectively, made, then we also realize
that we can (if only collectively) change it; and at this mo-
ment we are, if not liberated from the labyrinth, at least lib-
erated fo make it our home.

But Borges’s supreme metafiction is surely “Tlon, Uqg-
bar, and Orbis Tertius”: for no text of our times has done
more to illuminate the problematic inter-relationship be-
tween the writer and the text, between the reader and the
text, and between the writer and the reader. The story
begins by invoking, in the first sentence, a mirror (which
should once again remind us of Steindhal’s definition of the
novel) and an encyclopedia (the very model of the book that
seeks to encompass the world). Between the mirror and the
encyclopedia, Borges and Bioy Casares are, appropriately
enough, discussing “the composition of a novel” (Labyrinths,
p. 3). As the night proceeds Borges and Bioy Casares discover
that mirrors.‘‘have something monstrous about them”; and
as the story proceeds, we learn that encyclopedias also are
monstrous. For encyclopedias, while claiming to assemble
all truth, in fact lie, and they have the disquieting power to
spawn other encyclopedias. (The encyclopedia on Borges’s
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shelf “‘is fallaciously called The Anglo-American Cyclopaedia
(New York, 1917) and is a literal but delinquent reprint of
the Encyclopedia Britannica of 1902” (Labyrinths, p. 3)). In
the course of the story, as everyone knows, this same pirated
encyclopedia gives birth to a verbal fragment (the article on
Ugbar in Bioy Casares’s copy of the encyclopedia) which
gradually takes over all “reality.” The subject of Borges’s
story is thus the struggle between the text and the world, a
struggle which Borges’s own text dramatizes in a variety of
ways. In the story, the text (the Encyclopedia) wins; but
Borges himself refuses to claim for his own text a similar vic-
tory, and therein lies the power and grace of this remarkable
story. One way Borges here brings home to us the problemat-
ic status of the text is by creating an infinite regression of
texts within texts: in Borges’s text we find an encyclopedia
which contains Uqbar; and Uqbar, itself a fantasy world,
has a literature which ‘“‘never [refers] to reality, but to the
two imaginary regions of Mlejnas and Tlon® (Labyrinths,
p. 5). As for Tlon itself, two qualities of its civilization es-
pecially deserve our attention. First, in it “reality” is ex-
plicitly created by language: some inhabitants of Tl6n speak
a language composed wholly of nouns, while others speak a
language of verbs, and these two groups obviously inhabit
different “realities.” Second, on TIon all modes of thought
are fictions; every philosophy is “by definition a dialectical
game, a Philosophie Des Als Ob . . ..” (Labyrinths, p. 10).
These details force us to reflect on the status of Borges’s own
text, which we now see as, not a “reflection” of “reality,”
but an act which creates a new ‘‘reality.” We (and Borges)
learn about Tlon from the Encyclopedia of Tlon, which in
the course of the story gradually supplants the ‘“‘real’”” world.
In his description of the development of this encyclopedia,
Borges once again brings home to us the insatiable desire of
the human imagination (and specifically of language) to in-
corporate into itself all that exists. Soon, the narrator pro-
phesies on the last page, “The world will be Tién” (Lab-
yrinths, p. 18). But this nightmare vision is, for us, a libera-
tion. Borges’s text, we may be confident, wil never impose
itself upon us the way the Encyclopedia of Tién imposed
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itself on the world. Moreover, by evoking, ironically, this per-
il, Borges has innoculated us against all future threats of
“creeping textualism.” Can we, after reading this story, ever
again naively surrender ourselves to a novelist’s vision of re-

ality? I think not. For Borges has taught us to see the text"

(his texts, and all texts), not as something fixed, immoveable,
“real,” but as a made object, as something we have helped
make—as, in short, contingent.

For a final example of Borgesian metafiction, I would
like to turn to “The Aleph,” a story which not only examines
once again the problematics of consciousness, but also offers
us specifically a problematique of the literary text. The
Aleph itself, a point in space that contains within itself all
space, is a symbol of the mind—that ‘‘ocean” in which each
(material) thing “straight its own (immaterial) resemblance
finds.”!3 Asin “Funes the Memorious,” the weight of all the
world is here a potentially crushing burden; but in the Aleph
the “unimaginable universe” becomes a wondrous mystery.
Including as it does everything within itself, the Aleph neces-
sarily includes itself, and Borges himself, the text he is cre-
ating, and the reader of that text. ‘I saw the Aleph from ev-
ery point and angle,” the narrator tells the reader, “and in
the Aleph I saw the earth and in the earth the Aleph and in
the Aleph the earth; I saw my own face and my own bowels;
I saw your face . . . .14 But as a symbol of the mind, the Al-
eph also necessarily represents all those concrete forms, inclu-
ding the literary text, in which the mind gives form to it-
self. Indeed, Borges implies, every literary text aspires to be-
come an Aleph. Carlos Argentino Daneri, the poet who tells
Borges of the Aleph and finally permits him to see it, derives
his poetic inspriation from the Aleph. Daneri is at work on a
monstrous poem titled, simply, The Earth. In this poem,
Daneri is creating, with the assistance of the Aleph, nothing
less than a poetic description of the entire planet. Neces-
sarily, this work remains fragmentary :

Daneri had in mind to set to verse the entire face of the
planet, and, by 1941, had already displaced a number of
acres of the State of Queensland, nearly a mile of the
course run by the River Ob, a gasworks to the north of
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Veracruz, the leading shops in the Buenos Aires parish of

Concepcion, the villa of Mariana Cambaceres de Alvear in

the Belgrano section of the Argentine capital, and a Turkish

baths establishment not far from the well-known Brighton

Aquarium (The Aleph, p. 7).
If completed, we realize, such a poem would necessarily be as
large as the earth itself; and thus Borges once again forces
upon us an ironic realization that the verbal and the “real”
universes are incommensurable. But there is more than one
kind of irony at work in this story. Another set of ironies re-
volves around the narrator of the story. This narrator, a fic-
tional “Borges,” is a pseudo-Dante who has developed a senti-
mental cult around the dead Beatriz Viterbo, a cousin of
Daneri. “Borges” has only contempt for Daneri’s poetic ef-
forts, but “Borges” himself is also clearly incapable of creat-
ing his own verbal cosmos, his divine or secular comedy. And
by the end of the story we suspect that Daneri, despite his
inadequacies, is probably a better writer than “Borges.” Dan-
eri’s ability to create a verbal universe (even a fragmentary
one) may manifest a certain crude, even obtuse dimension to
his character. But if the alternative is the feeble aestheticism
and petty spitefulness of “Borges,” we are likely to choose
Daneri. The story thus defines for us two equally “impos-
sible” literary alternatives. The vast poem that Daneri is
creating, seeking as it does to encompass all reality, is a fu-
tile dream. Daneri is, perhaps, a kind of Argentine Tolstoy,
a superrealist, and as we watch Daneri’s artistic struggles
(and his ultimate degeneration into a creator of patriotic
myths) we perceive the futility of artistic ‘‘realism.” But the
mini-fictions of Borges, including “The Aleph” itself, are
equally inadequate to the splendor or the Great I Am-as
Borges reveals by his ironic undercutting of “Borges,” the
fictional narrator, who writes Borgesian books with titles like
The Sharper’s Cards. Thus once again we are left with the
sense that all our efforts to give final form to the world must
end in failure, simply because all the structures of conscious-
ness are contingent.

Stories like “The Aleph’ seem designed to self-destruct.
Apparently they establish a formal structure only to explode
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it. Nevertheless we cannot escape the suspicion that this and
the other stories here discussed also offer us, however ironi-
cally, a new kind of structure: a “metastructure,” a struc-
ture of consciousness which contains within itself its own ne-
gation. And the creation of such metastructures is, I would
again assert, the artistic enterprise that has chiefly engaged
Borges throughout his career. Nor is Borges alone among
modern writers in his devotion to the metafictional mode.
For the stories by Borges I have here discussed, I could easily
have substituted other examples of metafiction by writers
like Barth, Pynchon, Barthelme, and Gass from America,
Landolfi and Calvino from Italy, Robbe-Grillet and Butor
from France, Garcia M4rquez and Cortdzor from Latin Amer-
ica—and, I suspect, innumerable writers whose works I have
not read. Among older writers, I should add, the work of
such august figures as Gide, Broch, and even Kafka also
points forward, at least occasionally, to the practice of con-
temporary metafictionists. The work of all these writers
lends credence to my contention that metafiction is the char-
acteristic literary mode of our time. Why do these writers im-
pose upon us their labyrinthine, sometimes willfully perverse
metafictions? Why are they unwilling or unable to write or-
dinary novels? It is to these broader questions that I wish,
now, to turn.

I

To understand the broader implications of the shift
from “normal” fiction to metafiction, we must be willing to
recognize the ways in which the history of literature is re-
lated to the history of society as a whole. In the western

world fiction was from the late 17th century to the 20th cen-

tury essentially a commodity; and the emergence of metafic-
tion as a dominant mode augers, I believe, the impending end
of fiction writing as a form of commodity production. In
the bourgeois epoch, all the arts have been integrated into the
commodity system of production, some more perfectly than
others. Poetry was never more than partly integrated into

145



146

Burton Hatlen

the commodity system; but Defoe and his successors early
demonstrated that fiction-writing could be a commercialiy
viable enterprise. Ever since; novelists have generally seen
themselves, and have usually been regarded by other people,
as manufacturers of commodities. The reader, in turn, has
been essentially a consumer. The reader’s role, the economics
of literature has assumed, is passive. He influences the fiction
market by the consumer choices he is theoretically free to
make; but the novelist has been the sole owner and proprie-
tor of his fictional world. Indeed, it has been precisely that
world which the consumer has, generally, been “buying.”
This notion that the primary function of the novelist is to
create an alternative world has been clearly articulated by
Wellek and Warren, in their Theory of Literature:

But the novelist offersless a . . . character or event . . . than
a world. The great novelists all have such a‘'world—recogniz-
able as overlapping the empirical world but distinct in its
self-coherent intelligibility. Sometimes it is a world which
can be mapped out in some area of the globe—like Trol-
lope’s counties and cathedral towns, Hardy’s Wessex; but
sometimes—as with Poe—it is not: Poet’s horrendous cas-
tles are not in Germany or Virginia but in the soul, Dick-
ens’ world can be identified with London; Kafka’s with old
Prague: but both worlds are so “projected,” so creative and
created and hereafter recognized in the empirical world as
Dickens characters and Kafka situations that the identifica-
tion seems rather irrelevant.

* * * * * »

This world or Kosmos of a novelist—this pattern or struc-
ture or organism, which includes plot, characters, setting,
world-view, “tone”—is what we must scrutinize when we at-
tempt to compare a novel with life or to judge, ethically or
socially, a novelist’s work. The truth to life, or “reality,” is
no more to be judged by the factual accuracy of this or that
detail than the moral judgment is to be passed, as Boston
censors pass it, on whether specific sexual or blasphemous
words occur within a novel. The soundly critical appeal is
to the whole fictional world in comparison with our own
experienced and imagined world, commonly less integrated
than that of the novelist. We are content to call a novelist
great when his world, though not Ppatterned or scaled like
our own, is comprehensive of all the elements which we
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find necessary to catholic scope or, though narrow in scope,

selects for inclusion the deep and central, and when the

scale or hierarchy of elements seems to us such as a mature

man can entertain.

What makes the work of Borges and his successors revolution-
ary is their refusal to construct such self-contained worlds.
They reject the idea that the novelist’s job is to offer a self-
contained world to a passive world-consumer, and thereby
they have opened up the possibility of a radically new kind
of relationship between the writer and the reader.

If, after reading Borges, we attempt again to read tra-
ditional fiction, we begin to realize that the surrender to il-
lusion demanded by writers like Flaubert was a profoundly
alienated and alienating experience. The traditional novel of-
fered us perhaps the most richly saturated mode of language
ever devised, but it also established a sharper distinction be-
tween the status of the “wordsmith” and that of the reader
than any other literary form. We can enter the novelist’s
world, but it remains his world. We are not participants in
but passive spectators of his creative act. And that act itself
is a creation ex nihilo;like God, the novelist summons an en-
tire world into being, and he then becomes a deus abscondi-
tus as he disappears behind his creation. But if the realistic
novelist takes on quasi-divine (or quasi-satanic) powers, the
reader of realistic fiction becomes merely an anonymous
member of a mass public. The new artist caste which emerged
at the beginning of the bourgeois epoch sought to seize con-
trol over the words of passion and precision and in general it
succeeded. When we read Tolstoy or Flaubert or James, it is
the novelist who speaks, while we listen. Insofar as we identi-
fy with the author, we may not directly experience our alien-
ation while we are reading a novel. But the moment we
awaken from the verbal dream, we are again overwhelmed by
a sense of solitude and powerlessness. We sit alone, the
closed book in our hands, and we cannot talk back—except,
perhaps, by writing critical articles. For this reason I would
describe novelists like Tolstoy and Flaubert and Joyce as
“imperialists of the imagination.” Each of these writers in-
sists that Ais reality will be our reality—and each succeeds in
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imposing his vision of things upon us. For many men and
women of the last one hundred years (including myself), the
worlds created by these writers—the worlds inhabited by
Emma Bovary and Pierre Bezuhov and Leopold Bloom—have
seemed more “real’”’ than my own world. But the metafic-

‘tionists have revealed that fiction need not necessarily de-

mand that we deny the reality of our own lives to enter into
these supremely “real” fictional worlds. “Who am 1, a Bor-
ges modestly asks us, “to impose my world on you? After
all, we are in the labyrinth together, and my perceptions of
the labyrinth are in no sense privileged. They are no better
than yours.” This kind of authorial diffidence augers, I would
propose, the end of the “‘imperial imagination,” and thus an
end to alienation. In refusing to create alternative worlds for
us, Borges and his disciples are implicitly declaring that all
worlds (the reader’s along with the writer’s) are limited,
contingent, “broken.” At this point writer and reader be-
come—perhaps for the first time in the history of literature—
truly equal.

If fictional realism has in our time arrived at its limits,
one reason is that the great writers of the Eighteenth, Nine-
teenth, and early Twentieth Centuries worked through (or,
if you like, “‘exhausted”) the possibilities of traditional fic-
tion. As we move from Richardson to Balzac, we see the
novel struggling to encompass within itself ever larger di-
mensions of the world. La Comédie Humaine marks the cli-
max—and in some respects the end—of the effort to create
a fictional structure as large and as various as life itself. Some
later novelists—Tolstoy, Zola, Romains, Dos Passos—sought
to emulate Balzac. However, in the mid-nineteenth century
Flaubert defined another alternative; for our sense that Mad-
ame Bovary gives us a ‘“complete” world derives, not pri-
marily from the scope of the novel, but from its formal per-
fection. Nevertheless the disciples both of Balzac and of Flau-
bert were pursuing the same goal: the creation of a fictional
universe so complete that it would rival (and, indeed, perhaps
replace) the “real” world. This sort of artistic imperialism
reaches its climax in the books of a refugee from colonial
Ireland, James Joyce. In Finnegans Wake, Joyce has quite
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literally attempted to absorb into a single linguistic act the
totality of all that ever was or ever will be. With Joyce the ul-
timate limits of language also become clear. For while Fin-
negans Wake may absorb into itself more of existence than
any other book ever written, the book itself becomes, ul-
timately, as enigmatic as the world. No-one, quite literally,
can read Finnegans Wake. Instead we can only walk around
it, poking it here and there, as we do the world. But we can-
not enter into the book, nor can the book enter into us. If
the function of language is to render the world intelligible,
then the example of Finnegans Wake suggests that the closer
language approximates to the total richness of existence, the
more unintelligible language itself must become. Language, it
is clear, cannot absorb being into itself; the book cannot sup-
plant the world. Thus with Finnegans Wake, the great dream
of a purely verbal world—the dream which had sustained the
novel throughout its history—dissolves into nightmare. Where,
after Joyce, can the novel go? Critics liked to ask this ques-
tion in the 1930’s and 1940’s; and today it is clear that these
critics were pointing to a real problem, and that the often-
proclaimed “death of the novel” has in fact occurred. But
today the answer to this question is also clear. After Joyce
dramatized the ultimate inability of language to encompass
the world, the only direction in which fiction could move
was to turn back upon itself, to become self-reflexive, to ex-
plore the significance of the fictive act itself—and, more
broadly, to illuminate the meaning of the “supreme fiction,”
the labyrinth within which we all live, language itself. And
this is the task to which Borges and his disciples have com-
mitted themselves.

The rise of metafiction can be in part explained as re-
sulting from an exhaustion of the possibilities of realistic
fiction, but the emergence of this new artistic tendency also
seems to have some broader social implication. The great
epochs of meta-art—i.e., the period from (roughly) 1580 to
1650, and the period from 1930 until now—have been times

of rapid social and cultural change. In times of relative social
stability, we can generally accept cultural forms as a given.
We dwell contentedly inside these forms, and we experience
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them as fully adequate habitations of human consciousness,
But when the social and economic bases of human life begin
to shift, cultural forms (and in. this category I include such in-
stitutions as “the theater) are also likely to become proble-
matic. Such periods demand a good deal of metatalk, as we
work at revising the rules of the various games (social, politi-
cal, artistic) in terms of which we live our lives. The contem-
porary popularity of meta-art thus is symptomatic of a gen-
eral social and cultural crisis. More specifically, the emer-
gence of metafiction suggests that the novel, a cultural form
which we once took for granted, has become problematic.
And if we see the novel not only as an artistic form but as a
social institution, it becomes apparent that the movement of
the novel from the status of the “given” to the status of the
“problematic” reflects some profound structural changes in
our society as a whole. As Ian Watt argued several years ago,
the novel is a distinctively bourgeois literary form.16 It
comes into being at the beginning of the bourgeois epoch,
and it embodies bourgeois modes of thought and perception.

Furthermore, the “‘economics of the novel” follows, as I -

have previously suggested, the normal pattern of entrepre-
neurial capitalism. The novelist packages his “world” and
offers it for sale in the marketplace. The customer there buys
this “world”” and takes it home to consume it, privately, in a
comfortable chair beside the fireplace. Given the distinctive-
ly bourgeois character of the novel, it is not surprising that
the great age of the novel coincided with the most vigorous
period of entrepreneurial capitalism. The great fictional
world-builders of the 19th century found their counterparts
in the powerfully energetic industrial world-builders of the
same period—Carnegie, Rhodes, etc. But in the last fifty
years the industrial “baron” has become an archaic phenom-
enon, as entrepreneurial capitalism has given way to the “or-
ganizational society.” I use this phrase, rather than the term
“monopoly capitalism,” because this new social form’ does
not seem distinctively capitalist in nature. Whether a modern
institution is “‘public” (like a university) or “private” (like

- an oil or auto company) seems relatively unimporrant. For all

large organizations place more emphasis on “team-play.”
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internal co-operation, than on aggressively competitive beha-
vior. This new emphasis on structure, organization, and co-
operation marks, I believe, the end of the bourgeois epoch.
That the characteristic literary form of this epoch (the novel)
should also be dying seems natural, even inevitable. The im-
perialist of the imagination, like his cousin the economic em-
pire-builder, is disappearing from the stage of history. (The
last American novelist to aspire to this role was Norman
Mailer, and his troubled career illustrates how difficult it has
become for any novelist to claim the imperial crown.) Instead
we seem to be entering (however gropingly) an epoch of co-
operative art. Hereafter, if we are to have any art at all, we
will have an art that we make together, rather than an art
that is offered to us as a commodity to be consumed. The
new art still manifests itself primarily in negative forms, as
successive waves of the avant-garde hack away at the vestiges
of traditional art forms. Both implicit in the refusal of the
Living Theater troupe to “make plays,” or the refusal of John
Cage to ‘“‘make music,” or the refusal of Borges to “make a
world” is a hidden invitation: an invitation to begin, co-op-
eratively, to make a new world—a world that will be, not Ib-
sen’s or Wagner’s or Tolstoy’s, but our own.

Borges and the other metafictionists will not let us re-
main passive spectators of their artistic performances. Instead
they insist that we recognize the contingency of their worlds;
and as we watch them make their (tentative, crumbling)
worlds we learn to recognize the ways in which all of us, all
the time, are making our own worlds (worlds that are, if we
are wise are also, tentative). We can’t simply “read” Borges. In-
stead we must become his collaborator. Thus by refusing to
assume the privileged stance of the traditional novelist Bor-
ges and his disciples force us to recognize our own freedom
and our own responsibility to join in the collective, continu-
ous act of world creation which constitutes the history of
consciousness. In the work of Borges and other recent meta-
fictionalists, dialogue begins to emerge within that linguistic
medium~i.e., the printed text—which has heretofore most
vigorously repressed any sense of language as a reciprocal ex-
change between equals. If the work of these writers testifies

151



152

Burton Hatlen

to the “death of the novel,” then, it also affirms the cox}tin-
ued vitality of the word, and it points us toward new territor-
ies of linguistic experience which we have as yet scarcely be-
gun to explore. The works of these writers open out new pos-
sibilities of fiction as collaboration between reader and v_vn-
ter. They also evoke, however dimly, the prospect that h.ve,
vigorous, creative language—the words of power and precis—
jon will someday leave the printed page and become oper-
ative within our lives, SO that we will all be artists. At this
moment art will disappear, as all life becomes art. Thus got
only does the work of the metafictionist tell us something
about the future of literature, but it also suggest§ some-
thing about where our civilization itself may be moving. 111:\-
plicit in the Borgesian enterprise is a vision of a world m
which every speech act will be implicitly self-reflexive, and in
which all our actions will be permeated by a sense of the con-
tingency of the formal structures within which we liye our
lives. It might seem that the end result of this enterprise c.an
only be a debilitating relativism—that this sen.se of conu‘n-
gency will in the end so paralyze us that we will becgmc? in-
capable of any sort of action. But I believe the o.ppOS{te isin
fact true: once we arc liberated from the dogmatic belief that
one picture of the universe is “right” and all the oth.ers
“wrong,’ Wwe are free to discover our common humanity.
Truth exists, we can now recognize, not in this set of stgte-
ments or in that, but in an ongoing discourse; and the realiza-
tion tl)at our primary commitment is to the process of the
search for truth and that truth itself exists only within what
this process offers us, I believe, a new freedom. ”l:he discov?ry
that “reality” is something that we are, collectively, ?akmg
is dizzyi t freedom is always dizzying. The metafictions
Lsf dl;fazrgar;gérgudesigned to make us dizzy; but they al§o offer
us the gift of freedom, if we have the courage to take it.
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tionship of the microcosm to the*macrocosm, the relationship of the
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do), the author opens our minds to a vertigo, to a proble-
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SOME NOTES ON “PIERRE MENARD”

James E. Irby
Princeton University

One of the Borges texts that has always perplexed me the
most, that has drawn me back to it most often and most
often insinuated itself into other readings, is *‘Pierre iMenard ,
Author of the Quixote™. Its force was especially strong when
I worked my way repeatedly through Roland Barthes’ S/Z,
which now seems to me a set of Menardian “writings”of Bal-
zac’s tale, and it was also strong when I pieced together for
myself one of the common pretexts for Barthes and other
post-structuralists: the drafts and fragments of Nietzsche
known as The Will to Power. What I offer now are some
notes on “‘Pierre Menard...,” in the light of those readings and
rereadings. Though I cite the word at one point, I am not
talking about “influence.” I have no conclusions; eventually,
my notes will just stop.

“Pierre Menard...” sets forth the paradox that Menard,
a French Symbolist, has written (not transcribed, but pro-
duced independently) some fragments of Don Quixote which
are identical in wording to Cervantes’ text and yet totally dif-
ferent and much richer in meaning. How are we to under-
stand this? The simplest way would be to replace the verb
“write” with ‘“read”: Pierre Menard reads the Quixote so
carefully, so resourcefully, that he leaves every word in place
but accounts for it according to his Symbolist way of think-
ing, hence the simultaneous “‘sameness’’ and ‘difference.”
This would domesticate some of the strangeness and, in the
process, generally and plausibly assimilate this text to the
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current post-structuralist view that reading and writing are
aspects of the same activity: to write a text is to offer a read-
ing of one or more previous texts, to read a text is to write or
trace in mind and memory one or more subsequent texts,
neither aspect being separable from an ongoing universal net-
work—or textwork—of signs which traverse both readers and
writers and are always ‘“‘already there” and other than them-
selves. See, for example, Barthes’ statement in S/Z that *I
write my reading” and the whole section—entitled “Reading,
Forgetting’—where it is found.

But such a replacement of verbs only transposes the
strangeness (to this post-structuralist view as well as to the
Menardian writing one could apply what Borges once said
about the idealism of Berkeley: ‘“to understand it is easy;
what is difficult is to think within its limits””) and, besides,
it neglects the surprising strategy with which Borges unfolds
his text. Cast in the guise of a commentary, ‘‘Pierre Menard
...”" thoroughly confounds the premises of all traditional com-
mentary: that the author has authority and priority, that the
reader’s status is subsequent and subservient, and that a text
has distinct boundaries and consistency and an ultimately
representational—i.e., truthful—nature. Menard’s commenta-
tor suggests in his last paragraph that Menard’s Don Quixote
is perhaps unintentionally a reading, as if he—the commenta-
tor—were adding an afterthought and as if the super-lucid
Menard had not always calculated the furthest consequences
of his moves: a suggestion reminiscent of the closing remark
of “Examination of the Work of Herbert Quain,” about of-
fering the vain and absent-minded reader deliberately imper-
fect plots, so he can think he invented them. Who is the vain
reader here, Menard’s commentator or us? The commentator
certainly begins as one, opening with his pedantic, bigoted
and racist claims to possess the only truth about Menard’s
work. But what happens along the way, where has our snob
gone by the end, when his commentary calmly and ecumen-
ically proposes we read the De imitatione Christi as if it had
been written by the anti-Semite Céline or the renegade Cath-
olic Joyce? This, then, would be the “truth” of Menard’s
work: the truth of the ‘“deliberate anachronism and the
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erroneous attribution...whose applications are infinite,” the
truth of the reversible commentary and commentator (like
Menard’s article on chess, like his opinion of Valéry and—
possibly—of the dear Countess of Bagnoregio as well), the
truth of identical yet totally different passages on truth
laid side by side, the truth of “reconstructing” Menard’s
destroyed notebooks (an abyss that might be no deeper than
the gaps between each word of Don Quixote that Menard
reasoned together), the truth of any reading—any text—we
can devise with these elements, instantly other, instantly
given over to an endless play of permutations. This is more
than perplexity, more than strangeness, and a dire correct-
ive for academic note takers. '

Another question: why the combination of a French
Symbolist and Don Quixote? As for a sense of the Symbol-

ist, consider Valéry’s “Lettre sur Mallarme” the pursuit of
the totally significant text, calculated and revised and re-
revised in every detail, seeking to make each poem ‘‘a mar-
vel of reciprocal combinations,” ‘‘a balance of intrinsic
forces,” and moving toward the formulation of the princi-
ples of all texts, of all systems of ideas; the rigorous avoid-
ance of all facility, all readymade solutions, valuing the re-
lentless effort and lucidity of the writer as martyr more than
the work itself, which may exist only negatively amid endless
drafts and in an ideal of unattainable perfection (‘“‘an atro-
cious and dangerous idea for Literature,” Valéry casually ob-
serves). To be sure, Menard signifies not only an extreme in-
stance of these endeavors but also their parody: such efforts
to disappear into a few fragments of an existing and alien
text! The catalogue of his “visible’’ work exhibits the same
ambiguity, the same instability. On the one hand, we see in
it his repeated study of the most general systems of permuta-
bility, of translation in the broadest sense (projects for
universal languages, Boole’s symbolic logic, Leibniz’s Char-
acteristica universalis, LIull's Ars magna generalis, the theory
of chess, the other than logical patterns governing prose,
and the perennially variable arguments against Zeno’s para-
dox, which negates all progressions by endlessly expanding
them). On the other hand, we see in the catalogue Menard’s
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undoing of one of Symbolism’s most cherished and arduous
products by turning against it its own method (Valéry strove
to make his Cimitiére marin a necessary elaboration of the
underdeveloped decasyllable, ‘‘to raise this Ten to the power
of Twelve,” and weave into its texture with equal necessity
and elaboration *“‘the most constant themes of my emotional
and intellectual life”; Menard perversely transposes it all into
alexandrines). And, finally, we also see in the catalogue Me-
nard’s undoing of his own “visible” work into invisibility: the
literal translation of Quevedo’s literal translation of St. Fran-
cis of Sales, so “literal” that it can’t be found. What cata-
logue can survive items like that?

Now, why Don Quixote and how alien is it? It is a nov-
el, of course, and we know what Valéry said about novels; it
is also a vast sprawling novel in mingled styles, completely at
variance with Symbolist tenets of congision, unity and deco-
rum. In that sense it is like a random piece of reality, a chaotic
donnée, to be passed through Symbolist grids and given order
and “necessity.” But, again, even though the Symbolists were
fond of challenges, what a monstrously parodistic notion: the
total organization of Don Quixote, down to the last word,
after the fashion of a poem by Mallarmé!

Menard sees the Quixote as “‘contingent,” as “unneces-

sary;” therefore, he can write it without “falling into a tau-
tology.” At the same time, it “interests him deeply,” though
he doesn’t say why. Would this be precisely because of its
contingency or because the Quixote is also a permutation of
texts, a parodistic translation and extension of other novels, a
compendium and critique, a book of books? But, after asking
these questions, I suspect that, in “Pierre Menard....,” Cervan-
tes’ novel cannot be exclusively one thing or another, any
,more than the commentator’s discourse can. At one point, it
'is said that Menard did not look at the chapters he “wrote”
and, at another point, that he used them to control his vari-
ants. This indeterminacy, by the way, seems not unlike that
of Barthes’ definition, in S/Z, of “writerly”” and “readerly”
texts, to which I will return in a moment.

It is interesting to note, however, which chapters Men-
ard “essayed.” All are in the first part: chapter nine, where
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the story is broken off, while Cide Hamete Benengeli’s manu-
script is found and translated; chapter thirty-eight, the dis-
course on arms and letters; and a fragment—we don’t know
which—of twenty-two, the incident with the galley slaves. All
involve translation of some kind: the debate on arms and let-
ters coordinates two arguments, two languages, precisely in
order to favor one over the other, and the galley slaves’ jar-
gon must be explained to Don Quixote. All involve as well
some interruption of narrative: in chapter twenty-two, Ginés
de Pasamonte says his autobiographical novel isn’t finished
yet because his life isn’t finished, an ironic parallel to Menard
and his fragmentary writing, for the completion of which he
claimed he should merely need to be immortal. More than a
direct correspondence between Menard’s “visible” work and
Don Quixote, these parallels imply an analogy of process, a
set of variations or chain of readings in Don Quixote being
continued by Menard, according to a productive rather than
a mimetic model. But it is well to note a further paradox:
Menard’s writing of Don Quixote tends toward a totalization
of its meaning, a multiple accounting for its every detail, an
intensification of its status as a book, and yet, at the same
time, it destroys the book as book and as narrative, not just
because only a few fragments were done, but because the
multiplicity of reasoning disperses even the smallest units
in different directions. Consider just the commentator's
gloss on Menard’s version of the brief lines concerning “truth,
whose mother is history” etc., which breaks them into both
pragmatist and anti-pragmatist segments. Consider also how
the commentator finds in another chapter never written by
Menard echoes of his “style” and ‘‘voice,” thus momentarily
suggesting a virtual sense of completion in his fragments. But
the reminiscence immediately finds another such echo in a
line by Shakespeare, another author, another book: the pro-
cess has no boundaries. In this perspective, there are no au-
thors, no books. I am reminded of that remark in Derrida’s De
la grammatologie about how what he calls the “‘aphoristic”
power of writing, of écriture (which is “reading” as well),
disrupts and ultimately destroys the idea of the book as a
natural totality. And, to return to my earlier point of
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departure, I am also reminded of Barthes’ insistence,.in S/Z,
that there is no totality of a text with respect to which any
of our readings can be pertinent Of impertinent, “right” or
«“wrong’ ; the validity of a reading lies in its systematlc'c?ar-
acter, which, as Barthes says and “Pierre Menard...” v1v1d}y
demonstrates, has no terminus. And, besides, we too—that 1s,
our consciousness, our jdentity—are textually defined by the
unknown and unknowable sum of all our readings and the:re-
fore we cannot stand outside the textual process and put lim-
its on it: it has no origins either in us or elsewhere. Barthes
states: “This ‘T’ which approaches the text is already itself a
plurality of other texts, of codes which are infinite or, more
precisely, lost (whose origin is 1ost).” This would be”another
way of understanding Menard’s catalogue of “visible worlfs:
his “identity” is a list of texts on texts, shading off into “‘in-
visibility.”

The possible nature of Menard’s destroyed notes and
drafts is suggested by this remark attributed to him:

My solitary game is governed by two polar laws. The first
permits me to essay variations of a formal or psycho}og_ical
type; the second obliges me to sacrifice those variations
to the “original” text and reason out this annihilation in an
irrefutable manner...

Hijs worksheets, then, “lead” ‘(o1 “return’”) to the words in
the novel by some process of permutation, a process either
implied by a set of drafts or made explicit in the forrp of a
transformational argument (remember that the universal
languages studied by Menard, such as Leibniz’s Characteris-
tica universalis, offer the means of translating any idea, any
text, into any other). If such drafts or arguments were super-
imposed upon, or interpolated into, Cervantes’ text, the re-
sult would resemble S/Z: the text of Balzac with Barthes’ dis-
cussion interrupting it constantly, sometimes at every word,
to show what sequence of reasoning, what code,” accounts
for this word, this sentence, this segment of discourse: how

does one get from “this” to that,” why is this different, .

why is that the same, why does this repeat? This is what
Barthes calls a text in “slow motion” or what, in the language;
of mechanical drawings, could also be called an “exploded
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text: a text opened up at many points, read back and forth
so as to deny its naturalness, to draw it out of its internal
(and external) chronology and thereby to interpret it, which
in Barthes’ usage (I will mention another usage in a moment)
does not mean giving the text some meaning or other but
rather finding what kind of plurality it is made of. And this
is what, on a small scale, we see in the scrutiny of Cervantes’
and Menard’s “identical” fragments on truth and history, the
second “almost infinitely richer” than the first because of be-
ing “slowed down” and anachronistically read, rotating the
key words “‘truth” and “history”” this way and that.

Barthes postulates two extremes of permutability in lit-
erary texts: the “writerly” (le scriptible), which is that of to-
tal plurality, and the “readerly” (le lisible), which is that of
total fixity. Two extremes that only exist in theory: in prac-
tice all texts are more or less one and the other. (At times,
however, Barthes seems to suggest that texts are not ‘“‘writ-
erly”’ or ‘“‘readerly” by virtue of inherent traits but rather by
virtue of the way in which they are read: this is the indeter-
minacy T referred to earlier and can only mention now in pass-
ing.) Balzac’s story “Sarrasine’’ has a limited plurality: the
details and small segments of its text signify in terms of sev-
eral alternating or simultaneous codes, but, predominantly,
these are used to maintain certain conventions of representa-
tional—or ‘‘realistic”’—sequentiality. Barthes repeatedly re-
fers to the story’s deceptively “natural” flow, to the devices
used to make its discourse seem much more homogeneous
than it really is.

By comparison, the text of “Pierre Menard...” is highly
discursive, discontinuous and ridden with ellipses and shifts
of perspective, small and large, one of the largest of which, as
I pointed out earlier, is the reversible nature of the commen-
tary itself. Perhaps, for Barthes, a highly plural text would be
like Mallarmé’s Un coup de dés. “Pierre Menard...” is not as
“exploded” as that, but its plurality is great. One of its plu-
ralizing features would be its play of metacommentary, which
is not found even in S/Z itself. There is, furthermore, a deep
gap or absence in “Pierre Menard...”: the obliterated text(s)
of Menard’s drafts and notebooks, the nature of which is
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only implied tangentially or metonymically, in terms of pro-
ductive models. The notebooks, perhaps approaching the
pure activity of variation that Barthes calls the triumphantly
plural text, cannot be represented: they suggest endless con-
jectures. Barthes says that such a plural work “‘demolishes
any criticism, which, as soon as it is produced, mingles with
it.” I think this is a good way of indicating what one feels in
trying to write about ‘Pierre Menard...”: it seems to antici-
pate and mock one’s every move.

Now, in this fable of reading and writing called ‘Pierre
Menard...,” along with the paradoxes, the parody, the rever-
sals and the absurd humor I've mentioned, there is to me
something else that I can only name as pathos: a painful lu-
cid determination to write with the force of exact coherence,
in the face of death and annihilation, but only to have one’s
writing ground up in the universal machine of textfuality, and
no one knows to what end. This is a very frequent tone or
quality in Borges, which does not appear, I think, in Derrida
or Barthes, whatever the affinities between their thought and
his, and not just because he is a “narrator” and they “phi-
losophers™ or “critics” (“Pierre Menard...” alone is sufficient
to show how dubious those distinctions are), but it is found
in what I called earlier a common pretext of theirs, Nietz-
sche, whose name, it so happens, appears in the text of “Pi-
erre Menard....” And so I'd like to end my notes with a few
remarks on that name, that citation, and a few contexts that
it suggests.

When the commentator compares Menard’s version of
chapter thirty-eight with Cervantes’, he mentions four pos-
sible interpretations for this Symbolist’s surprising exaltation
of arms over letters, the third of which (ascribed to the intri-
guing Baroness of Bacourt) is “the influence of Nie-tzsche,”
an opinion the commentator judges to be “irrefutable,”
though he modestly adds as the fourth interpretation that we
should not forget how inclined Menard was to state ideas op-
posite to those he preferred. The layers of irony are so inex-
tricable here (what possible meaning could the word “irrefut-
able” have in this text:) that it may seem senseless to single
out a mere name for scrutiny. But let’s try. Let’s discard the
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simple, all-too-simple notions of Nietzsche as vitalist or as
self-contradictor. Let’s trace a modestly Menardian graph (af-
ter all, Menard wrote on graph paper), using ‘“Nietzsche” as
one of its points (though I realize that no name, no word, is
a single point). Another point would be the nearby noun
“interpretation,” so charged with Nietzschean connotations,
and another, a page later, the adjective “nihilistic,” similarly
charged and also prominently placed, as follows:

Fame is a form of incomprehension, perhaps the worst.
There is nothing new in these nihilistic verifications; what
is singular is the determination Menard derived from them.

And yet another point would be not a word but the last of
the statements attributed to Menard:

Every man should be capable of all ideas and I understand
that in the future this will be the case.

In certain fragments of The Will to Power (especially
nos. 481, 556, 600, and 604), Nietzsche outlines his theory
that there are no facts, no things, no values, but only inter-
pretations in flux; not even the self or subjectivity exist, since
they are only further interpretations devised by the activity
of interpretation, a form of the will to power in constant be-
coming, in a world whose disturbing and enigmatic character
can never be interpreted away. In other fragments (notably at
the beginning of the collection) he recommends that nihilism
as disbelief be intensified to a total denial of truth in order
possibly to accede to a “divine way of thinking” (no. 15), to
a total command of all ideas as interpretations. Parallel to
these passages is the one called “On Self Overcoming” in
Thus Spake Zarathustra, where the prophet exhorts ‘“‘those
who are wisest” to know their will as “a will to the think-
ability of all beings, ...to make all being thinkable.” and this,
with its relentless thrust toward the future, bears the mark of
Nietzsche’s crucible of the Eternal Return—the test of reliv-
ing and willing every detail of our lives, over and over again—,
so vividly evoked by Borges in Historia de la eternidad as a
nightmarish approximation of immortality, of selflessness.
Borges’ later story “The Immortal” is clearly a meditation on
such Nietzschean lucidities and ordeals; I suggest that “Pierre
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Menard...” implies a similar meditation, which serves to ex-
tend even further the already extreme Symbolist method it
cites.

“Pierre Menard...” begins parodistically as a claim to
preserve the true memory of a dead writer; by its end it has
stated that all fame is misunderstanding and proposed a total
freedom of interpretation; the experiment it outlines bears
upon Don Quixote, the novel of reading novels, so long all
but unread in any rigorous sense, here to be totally, minute-
ly, systematically mis-read. Nietzsche has been one. of the
most grossly misrepresented writers in recent history; not
long after writing “Pierre Menard....” Borges devoted two
brief articles, still uncollected in any of his books, to vindi-
cating him with textual arguments. The first article, “Algunos
pareceres de Nietzsche,” published in February 1940, refutes
the vulgar image of Nietzsche as racist and proto-Nazi by
quoting from his posthumously published notebooks, which,
Borges observes, justify with impartial theories his tenden-
tious publications, the most notorious and equivocal of
which is Zarathustra. The second article, “E] propdsito de
Zarathustra,” published in October 1944, attempts to ac-
count for this book’s excesses and obscurity by claiming
that it was fashioned after the model of prophetic scriptures
of the Orient as a deliberately overbearing and contradictory
text for successive generations of future exegetes to discuss,
vindicate and enrich, line by line. Borges states: ‘“Nietzsche
condescended to a book poorer than himself; he anticipated
that others would supply what he left unsaid,” a strategy
complementary to Menard’s—the contingent text already im-
plying its infinite enrichment...and annihilation—, with the
difference, of course, that teh apochryphal and selfless Me-
nard never has, even for an instant, a book of his own, and ex-
ists only as a limitless activity (our activity, and yet never
really ours, either) that destroys and extends all texts, sacred,
classic and trivial.

This is where my notes stop.

BORGES IN SEARCH OF THE FATHERLAND
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Both national and cosmopolitan incentives have endowed
the works of Jorge Luis Borges with their own distinctive tex-
ture and configuration. Just as there is one Borges who medi-
tates on metaphysical problems, conjures up uncanny worlds
and elaborates vast readings of foreign authors, there is
another Borges who has his roots deeply planted in a region
centered in Buenos Aires, who incorporates in his creation
fl rich familiar and historical heritage, and who seeks his place
in .the literary tradition of Argentina through contacts with
major national writers such as José Hernandez, Domingo
Faust?no Sarmjento, and Leopoldo Lugones. Borges is fully
conscious of this underlying tension in his work, and consid-

e.rs it inherent to both North American and Latin American
literatures: )

Whether from the Northern or the Southern hemisphere
Fhe man born in the Americas is an exile from Europe who,
is no longer a European; nostalgia for the land of his fore-
fathers takes him back to Europe, but in those lands of his
blood the homesickness for America makes him restless.

Therefore it is only after these two partial and complemen-
tary faces of Borges—the Argentine and the cosmopolitan—
are superimposed that we can perceive his true literary pro-
F%le. A chronological reading of his poetry reveals an emo-
tional search of his fatherland which, in turn, illuminates a
lesser-known facet of Borges’ work—the poet as patriot.
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The passionate quest for the essence of the fatherland,
typical of writers in young countries, connects Borges with a
succession of intellectuals who since the Argentine nation
first came into being have attempted to decipher its essence,
its character and its destiny. During the nineteenth century
several of them formulated, in different ways, the questions
that Sarmiento was asking in 1858: “Who are we? Where are
we going? Are we a race? Who are our ancestors? Are we a
nation? Where are our borders?”’? Around 1910, during the
centennial celebrations of the May Revolution, such intellec-
tuals delved again into the Argentine soul which, many felt,
was threatened by the avalanche of foreign immigrants. And
after the political crisis of 1930 Borges joined other contem-
porary authors—Ezequiel Martinez Estrada, Raul Scalabrini
Ortiz, Eduardo Mallea—in a searching analysis which became
more intense during the forties and early fifties under the dic-
tatorship of Juan Domingo Perdn. However, Borges’ explora-
tion, which had begun instinctively in his early poetry, was
not sociopolitical in nature, but sentimental and personal, Pa-
triotism, he would later write, is “the least discerning of all
thfa passions” (F, 117)3; and throughout his poetry one per-
ceives clearly his attempt to determine intuitively what his
fatherland is and what it represents for him as a man and as
a writer.

A vision of the fatherland implies a concept of the area
it encompasses and of its peculiar features. Both elements al-
ready appear in the poems of Borges’ first book, Fervor de
Buenos Aires (1923), which communicates the enthusiastic
rediscovery of his native city after a prolonged residence in
Europe. In this early work Borges delimits for himself a small
poetic world, one he could cover thoroughly during his cus-

tomary evening strolls. In the prologue he cautions the read-
er:

My fatherland—Buenos Aires is not -the extended geograph- .
ic myth alluded to by these two words; ft is rather my own
home, the friendly quarters and—together with the streets
a.nd secluded places to which I have lovingly devoted my
time—all that which I have learned in them about love, sor-
row, and doubt. (FBA, n. p.)

Borges in Search of the Fatherland

Starting from the quaint outskirts of Buenos Aires, Borges
enlarges in ever-widening circles the limits of his favorite geog-
raphy until its borders embrace the areas surrounding the Ar-
gentine capital—the Southwestern pampas and, to the North
and East, the lands of Entre Rios and Uruguay. This territory
*has for him a special meaning; for it is here, where his ances-
tors labored, fought, and died, where the mythical gaucho
showed his serene courage, that Borges finds the symbols
which speak for his fatherland.

In the mid-twenties, after abandoning the avant-garde
tenets of ultraismo, he sets out to compose poetry which has
“the flavor of our fatherland” (I, 19). And in fact most of his
poems written between 1925 and 1930 reveal that he'is in-
deed acting on this self imposed patriotic task. “My father-
land,” he declares in Luna de enfrente (1925), *“‘is the strain
of a guitar, the promise in the dark eyes of a girl, |/ the mani-
fest prayer of the willows in the evening” (LE, 17). In Cua-
derno San Martin (1929) he speaks of “the fatherland pared
down to its essence: a fig tree and a patio well” (CSM, 44).
And years later he refers to having perceived his fatherland
“in jasmine flowers / or in an old sword” (SP, 203). In Bor-
ges’ preference for simple symbols there is a strong rejection
of “the clumsy imitations of the professional patriots” (OI,
169), a desire to find the essence of the fatherland “beyond
the pomp and ashes of the anniversaries” (OP, 27), because
one’s fatherland is ultimately ‘‘a bitter and loving mythol-
ogy” (F, 118) that each one creates for and by himself. This
is evident in, among other poems, “The Mythical Founding
of Buenos Aires” in which a possessive adjective underlines
his personal perspective:

And was it along this torpid muddy river
that the prows came to found my fatherland?

....................................

Hard to believe Buenos Aires had any beginning.
I feel it to be as eternal as air and water. (SP, 49-5 l)4
Besides sensing the presence of his fatherland through
these modest symbols which evoke in him an emotional re-
sponse—guitar, creole girl, willow trees, patio well, fig tree,
jasmine blossoms, old sword—Borges continues his search by
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evoking his ancestors. From his early poems he reveals a vivid
consciousness of having descended directly from men who
played a role in the conquest, the colonization, and in the
revolutionary and civil wars of that region of South America.
For this reason, he views the heroes and the events of his
country’s history as part of the tradition of his own family.”
This epic heritage is one of the gifts with which he anxiously
tries to retain his lover in “Two English Poems” (1934):
What can I hold you with?

1 offer you lean streets, desperate sunsets, the
moon of the ragged suburbs.

........................

I offer you my ancestors, my dead men, the ghosts

that living men have honoured in marble: my father’s

father killed in the frontier of Buenos Aires, two

bullets through his lungs, bearded and dead, wrapped

by his soldiers on the hide of a cow; my mother’s

grandfather—just twenty four—heading a charge of

three hundred men in Peru, now ghosts on vanished

horses. (SP, 77)
At the same time Borges attempts to discern the impulses
which motivated other historical figures, such as Facundo
Quiroga and Sarmiento, in whom he perceives typical fea-
tures of the Argentine character. Listening to the “‘inner
voice” that speaks from his blood (DBR, 104), he continues
to create throughout his career a poetic gallery of heroes
whose courage and epic destiny he both envies and admires.

In the 1930’s Borges’ ardent criollismo gives way to a

more complex art in which universal concemns and national
elements are integrated naturally. His admirable poem “The
Cyclical Night” (1940) reveals this evolution. Once again
there appear interwoven the three fundamental motifs on
which his concept of the fatherland is based—the territorial,
the historical and the familiar. In the first stanzas Borges
speculates on the doctrine of eternal return, and then applies
it to his own situation:

This, here, is Buenos Aires. Time, which brings

either love or money to men, hands on to me

only this withered rose, this empty tracery
of streets with names recurring from the past

Borges in Search of the Fatherland

inmy blood: Laprida, Cabrera, Soler, Suarez...

Names in which secret bugle calls are sounding,

invoking republics, cavalry, and mornings,

joyful victories, men dying in action. (SP, 79)
In this fashion Borges’ meditative strolls through the streets
of his hometown also become moving pilgrimages through
the living past of his family and his country.

During the fascism in Europe, and the resulting World
War, a marked ideological change occurs in the political cli-
mate of Argentina. This ominous trend toward totalitarian-
ism which precedes and accompanies the military coup of
1943 leads Borges to experience a new and bitter dimension
of his fatherland. His almost prophetic “Conjectural Poem”
(1943) foretells the beginning of an ordeal for him and for
the nation. In this poem Borges, guided by his ancestor La-
prida, descends to the hell of national reality; and as he sen-
ses the advance of violent forces at home and abroad, he re-
alizes that he too has come “face to face” with his “South
American destiny” (SP, 83). But it is his painful experience
under the regime of Perdn (1946-55) that deepens Borges’
understanding of the fatherland. The years of frustration
and humiliations familiarize him with the hemispheres of
light and darkness, courage and barbarism, which coexist
throughout Argentine history. He also comes to understand
the oracular dimension of such essential books as Sarmiento’s
Facundo, or Hernindez’ Martin Fierro whose fatal knife
duel, says he, “unfortunately for the Argentines, is read with
indulgence or admiration, and not with horror”” (MF, 32).6
The memory of his military forefathers becomes more than a
pretext to evoke a glorious and irretrievable past; this mem-
ory now becomes an incentive to resist the oppression of his
fatherland. The “Page to Commemorate Colonel Suérez, Vic-
tor at Junin” (1953) closes with these verses alluding to Ar-
gentina’s contemporary political circumstances:

His great-grandson is writing these lines,
and a silent voice comes to him out of the past,
out of the blood:

“What does my battle at Junin matter if it is only
a glorious memory, or a date learned by rote
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for an examination, or a place in the atlas?

The battle is everlasting and. can do without

the pomp of actual armies and of trumpets.

Junin is two civilians cursing a tyrant

on a street corner,

or an unknown man somewhere, dying in prison.” (SP, 91)

Borges’ long search culminates with two remarkable
poems which express the final and moving encounter with
his fatherland. In his “Ode Composed in 1960,” celebrat-
ing the sesquicentennial of Argentina’s move toward inde-
pendence, the poet establishes an intimate dialog with his
“necessary and dear fatherland” (OP, 203). Destiny, he says,
has determined that ““I, a mere drop of water, should speak
to you, the river, / that I, a mere moment, should talk to
you, time itself.””? Borges recognizes that his fatherland
has had years of “glory” and of “infamy,” which he accepts
as unavoidable. He then enumerates a series of symbols which
evoke it:

O fatherland, I have sensed you in the decaying
sunsets of the sprawling suburbs

and in the thistle flower that the Southern wind
brings to my door and in the patient rain

and in the slow customs of the stars

and in the hand tuning a guitar

and in the gravitation of the plains

to which even from afar our blood responds.
You are more than your Iengthy territory

and more than the unending days of your time,
more than the inconceivable sum

of your generations. (OP, 204)

The fatherland is rather a Platonic ideal which can not be pre-
cisely defined; and yet

for that face barely seen
we live and die and long for,
o inseparable and mysterious homeland.

A few years later, in his “Ode Written in 1966 com-
memorating the sesquicentennial of Argentina’s Declaration
of Independence, Borges takes up again the subject. “No one
is the homeland” (SP, 205), he admonishes: neither its

Cattindes 410

b Coriiiae 4

Borges in Search of the Fatherland

heroes, nor its writers, nor its faceless crowds; not even its
tumultuous history or its vast territory ‘‘stretching into the
dawn and the sunset.” “The homeland, my friends,” he says,
“is a continuous act,” a shared dream in whose realization all
should participate. He then concludes:

No one is the homeland—it is all of us,
May that clear, mysterious fire burn
without ceasing, in my breast and yours. (SP, 207)

The passionate tone of these poems sets them apart
from most of his essays and fictions in which—even though
there are clear references to Argentine subjects—the predom-
inant perspective is conjectural or skeptical. This is because
Borges cannot be detached or ironic regarding an entity
which he values highly. For that reason, when in 1972 Argen-
tina was about to enter anew into a period of turbulence and
repression, Borges called again upon his ancestors and cou-
rageously raised his voice:

I am already blind, and have passed my 70th year;

I am not Francisco Borges, the Uruguayan
who died with two bullets in his chest,

..............................

and yet the Fatherland, now desecrated, wishes
that I, with my dim grammarian’s pen
well-versed in academic technicalities

but inexperienced in the actions of the sword,
assemble the harsh-sounding epic

and claim my place. I do it now. (RP, 107)

After a long search the poet has come to find the es-
sence of his fatherland in that “glorious burden bequeathed”
by his ancestors (SP, 207), and in the sum of his own most
poignant memories. He has also found in the protection of
these treasured values one justification for his own existence.
It has been argued that Borges’ vision tends more toward an
archetypal Argentine past, than toward its problematic pres-
ent or its projected destiny.® But on a continent where so
much of the patriotism expressed in poetry has seldom been
more than a rhetorical exercise, the vigor and depth of the
poems Borges has written on this and other national themes—
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his “bitter and loving mythology’’—mark him as one of Ar-
gentina’s most genuine patriotic poets.

NOTES

1. Borges, Prologue to Mariana Grondona, Mds alld de mi rio (Buenos
Aires: Emecg, 1971), p. 10. Ernesto Sabato has discussed from another
angle this essential duality of Borges. See his essay ‘“Sobre los dos Bor-
ges” in Tres aproximaciones a la literatura de nuestro tiempo: Robbe-
Grillet, Borges, Sartre (Santiago de Chile: Editorial Universitaria, 1968),
pp. 32-62.

2. Quoted by Roberto Rodriguez Bustamante, Los intelectuales argen-
tinos y su sociedad (Buenos Aires: Libera, 1967), p. 116.

3. 1 insert in the text the reference to the book of Borges and to the
page from which I quote, using the following abbreviations: CSM=Cua-
derno San Martin (Buenos Aires: Cuadernos del Plata, 1929); DBR=
Doctor Brodie’s Report, tr. by Norman Thomas di Giovanni (New York:
E. P. Dutton, 1972); F=Ficciones, ed. by Anthony Kerrigan (New
York: Grove Press, 1962); FBA=Fervor de Buenos Aires (Buenos Aires:
Serantes, 1923); I=Inquisiciones (Buenos Aires: Proa, 1925); MF=El

. “Martin Fierro,” in collaboration with Margarita Guerrero (Buenos

Aires: Columba, 1953); OI=Otras inquisiciones, tr. by Ruth L. C.
Simms (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1968); OP=0bra poética, 1923-
1967 (Buenos Aires: Emecé, 1975): SP=Selected Poems, 1923-1967,
ed. by N. T. di Giovanni (New York: Delacorte Press, 1972). All trans-
lations from works not available in English version are mine.

4. In the last words of the 2nd. verse quoted I offer an English rendi-
tion which is closer to the Spanish original: “vinieron a fundarme la
patria?”’

5. In “The final creole: Borges’ view of Argentine history,” Triquarter-
ly, 25 (Fall, 1972), pp. 149-171, I have studied the reflection of this
familiar tradition and of Argentine political change on his works.

6. 1 have analyzed Borges’ ambivalence toward Martin Fierro, and his
commentaries on gauchesco poetry, in “Borges frente a la poesia
gauchesca: critica y creacion,” Revista Iberoamericana, 40 (1974), 321-
336.

7. The poetic vision and the structure of this ode suggest some possible
contacts with the poem *“La Suave Patria” composed by the Mexican
writer Ramdn Lopez Velarde (1888-1921). Adolfo Bioy Casares attests
that Lopez Velarde’s poem was one of the subjects he discussed at
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length with Borges. (See Bioy Casares’ essay ‘“‘Lettres et amitiés,”
L’Herne, Paris, 1964, p. 17.) In addition to a few lexical coincidences—
the metaphor of the river, for example—both poems include an enumer-
ation of significant features of the fatherland which have a deep senti-
mental value for the poet. Lopez Velarde favors domestic or subtly
ironic images, but Borges is more concise while tending to employ the
epic tone.

8. Although Borges has not been indifferent to what he considers his
moral and civic duties, he has refused to allow ideological concerns to
interfere with his aesthetic work. Replying to some of his critics, he
wrote: “I am not, nor have been, what used to be called a preacher of
parables or a fabulist and is now known as a committed writer, [...] T
have never kept my opinions hidden, not even in trying times, but
neither have I ever allowed them to find their way into my literary
work, except once when I was buoyed up in exultation over the Six-
Day War., The art of writing is mysterious; the opinions we hold are
ephemeral” (DBR, 9-10).
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