Borges in Love

Daniel ‘Balderston

for Donald Yates, in memoriam

In 1934,* Borges wrote three love poems in English for a woman whose
identity he would shield later with a series of changes of initials. Two
of those poems were published in 1943 in an edition of his Poemas, and
many years later they were included in El otro, el mismo (1964), in quite a
prominent position: the “Two English Poems” are the second text in that
volume, which includes such important other poems as “Poema conje-
tural,” “La noche ciclica” and “El otro tigre.” The third poem was never
published until just now: Marfa Celeste Martin and I included it, by per-
mission of Andrew Wylie Literary Agency, in the book just released by the
Borges Center, Poemas y prosas breves (71-81). High resolution scans of all
three manuscripts were made available to me in the course of my research
into Borges manuscripts, which began in 2009. I did not study them as
part of my book How Borges Wrote, released in April 2018 by the University

1 The date 1936 appears in some editions but the 1934 date is more common and
much more probable. If the trip to northern Uruguay mentioned in the third (unpub-
lished) poem discussed below is an autobiographical detail, then 1934 is the correct date,
since that is the year that Borges and Enrique Amorim took a long road trip through
northern Uruguay near the Brazilian border.
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of Virginia Press. Instead, I decided to postpone the study of these three
poems, Borges’s only writing in English (one of his two native languag-
es, but one he chose never to write anything in except for a few dictated
works later in his career), until I had time to take stock of a fairly complex
manuscript record.

Several years ago I learned about John Bryant’s program TextLab, a
software program that he developed for the Melville Electronic Library
(MEL) at Hofstra, and about which he published an article in the Revista
Iberoamericana in 2014 in the genetic criticism issue that I edited with
Maria Julia Rossi. At that time, however, I did not learn how to use Text-
Lab myself. John has been singularly generous in guiding me through the
many steps to use TextLab for the transcription and digital edition of these
poems. For some time I have been interested in digital editing, particularly
for genetic criticism of modern manuscripts like these, but this has been
my first prolonged effort to use one of the available tools. As happens in
the digital humanities, the time I have expended to do the digital edition
of the poems, parts of which are included here, has been considerable, but
I think the payback has also been significant, since I have been forced to
consider the precise steps that Borges took as he set down these poems to
papetr, to gauge the changes he made in the manuscript pages in relation
to the two published poems, and to undertake a hypothetical reconstruc-
tion or what I would term an edition of the third, unpublished poem.

The circumstances of the poems are as follows: Borges was probably
in love with a married woman, Sara Diehl de Moreno Hueyo, known as
Pipina.? The poems were written, apparently soon after Diehl had been
widowed; there may even have been wedding plans (Costa Picazo 515).
Perhaps out of respect for her, when Borges published the poems in 1943
he called them “Prose Poems for I.].”

PROSE POEMS FOR 1. J.

2 SaraDiehl de Moreno Hueyo is mentioned frequently in Bioy’s diary Borges. See for
instance pages 130, 138,224, 427,457,460, 634, 657, 770, 966, 1036, 1298, 1438, 1485
and 1522.



These are the same initials he had used in his initial dedication of His-
toria universal de la infamia, which reads: “I inscribe this book to I. J.: Eng-
lish, innumerable and an Angel. Also: I offer her that kernel of myself that
I have saved, somehow—the central heart that deals not in words, traffics
not with dreams and is untouched by time, by joy, by adversities.”

1 snseribe this book to I, J.:
English, innumerable and an
Angel. Also: I offer her that
kernel of myself that I have
saved, somehow — the central
heart that deals mot wn words,
traffics mot with dreams and is
untouched by time, by joy, by
adversities.

The latter part of this dedication, “I offer her that kernel of myself,” is
part of the second English poem, though this poem would not be pub-
lished until eight years later. In the 1954 edition of Historia universal de la
infamia Borges changes the initials to S. D., alluding in all probability to
the real object of his love in the 1930s.

1 inscribe this book to S. D.: English. in-
numerable and an Angel. Also: | offer
her that kernel of myself that | have
saved, somehow — the central heart that
deals not in words, traffics not with
dreams and is untouched by time, by joy.
by adversities.

The poems, however, he rededicates (first one in 1954, then both by
1974) to Beatriz Bibiloni Webster de Bullrich, a woman with a ridiculous
name about whom juicy, absurd anecdotes are recounted in the almost
one thousand seven hundred pages of Adolfo Bioy Casares’s diary Borges
in which, for instance, Borges is said to have quoted Bibiloni as saying “Yo
no soy una mujer frivola: a mi lo inico que me interesa es el dinero” [l am
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not a frivolous woman; all that interests me is money] (Borges 134).3 Here
is the footnote to this poem in the 1954 edition of Poemas

1 El primero fué escrito para Beatriz Bibiloni Webster de
Bullrich.

) 143 (
And here is the dedication as it appears in the 1974 Obras completas:

134
TWO ENGLISH POFMS

To Beatriz Bibiloni Webster de Bullvich

Whatever the precise circumstances, it is clear from the poems that
Borges was deeply in love with someone who was an English speaker, and
that the relationship with the object of that love was troubled, even bizarre.

But before I get there perhaps it is worth noting that Borges’s rhetoric
in the various texts he writes when in love is quite odd. In the mid-1940s
he was deeply in love with the writer Estela Canto, yet when he dedicates
the story “El Aleph” to her in 1945 he includes in it a meditation on the
grave of the woman he calls “Beatriz Viterbo” (a code name used by them,
according to Canto in her memoir Borges a contraluz), includes the infor-
mation that Beatriz had engaged in incest with her first cousin Carlos Ar-
gentino Daneri (as Canto is said to have boasted of incestuous relations
with her brother Patricio Canto), and reveals her to be a frivolous society
lady. In real life, outside of literature, if we can make that distinction in
Borges, he writes her postcards that include declarations like “te pienso
continuamente, pero siempre de espaldas o de perfil” (123) [I think con-
stantly about you, but always with your back to me or in profile] or “Vaga-
mente he visto unas casas, bruscamente anuladas por casi intolerables
memorias de un dngulo de tu sonrisa, de la inflexion de tu voz diciendo
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Georgie, de una esquina de Lomas o de La Plata, de los avisos de un bar en
Constitucidn, de mi reloj en tu cartera, de tus dedos rasgando papel” (125)
[Distractedly I have seen some houses, suddenly annihilated by almost

3 There are many other delicious anecdotes about Bibiloni de Webster in the Bioy
diary. See for instance pages 62, 65, 67,79-80, 84, 127,210, 280-81, 283,383,378, 387,
395,400,463, 826,1134



intolerable memories of an angle of your smile, of the tone of your voice

saying ‘Georgie,” of a corner in Lomas de Zamora or in La Plata, of the ad-
vertisements in a bar in Constitucidn, of my watch in your purse, of your
fingers tearing paper]. The English poems were written ten or so years ear-
lier but they include similar displacements of the loved one onto things in

the world, houses, features of a landscape, and as we shall see their rheto-
ric makes quite radical use of these displacements. Borges’s rhetoric in his

declarations of love often includes memories of shared experiences but

also of experiences that he has in isolation: in the case of the English po-
ems, things seen and heard in the empty streets of Buenos Aires or in the

Uruguayan countryside while removed from the beloved, perhaps even

when irremediably cut off from her.

The first English poem can be found easily in editions of Borges, in-
cluding for instance the 1974 Obras completas. It begins: “The useless dawn
finds me in a deserted streetcorner. I have outlived the night. / Nights are
proud waves: darkblue topheavy waves laden with all hues of deep spoil,
laden with things unlikely and desirable” (861). The compound words—

“topheavy,” “streetcorner,” “darkblue”—reveal Borges’s readings at the
time (and his translations) of the poetry of e. e. cummings, and perhaps
also of Gerard Manley Hopkins; the manuscript reveals no hesitation
around these words that are not in the dictionary in these forms (and that
Microsoft Word insistently marks as errors). The half page manuscript
also shows considerable rewriting, though the sequence of lines is the
same as in the published version.
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Some lines are exactly as in the published version: line 3 (“Nights have
a habit of mysterious gifts,” all the way through “Nights act that way, I
tell you”) and the brief line 10 (“Your dark rich life . . .”) are not modi-
fied at all, but even a brief line like “The big wave brought you” reads in
the manuscript “tBut)-suddenty,;tThe big " had brought you,” while
the following line, the one that reads “Words, any words,” goes through
eight stages of revision, which is also the case with the last line. Perhaps it
would be useful to show how TextLab catalogues these revisions. The line
just mentioned looks like this in the manuscript:
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In the first stage of primary editing, one uses TEI (Text Encoding Ini-
tiative) to mark up the text, producing in this case a page and a half of
gibberish which I won’t bother to publish here. The next stage of what
TextLab calls secondary editing involves the reconstruction of the stages



of composition, what John Bryant calls in his writings a “revision narra-
tive.” In this case, this looks like this (omitting a fourth column in which
the editor comments on each individual change, for instance the strike

through of “new”

0 |Initial

[Words, any words, new laughter; you were unwillingly and incessantly
beautiful, we We talked and you have forgotten the words.

1 [1-0047

[Words, any words, irew laughter; you were unwillingly and incessantly
beautiful, we We talked and you have forgotten the words.

> [1-0048

Words, any words, rew your laughter; you were unwillingly and inces-
santly beautiful, we We talked and you have forgotten the words.

3 [1-o144

[Words, any words, irew your laughter; you were unwillingly and inces-
santly beautiful, we We talked and you have forgotten the words.

4 J1-0062

[Words, any words, irew your laughter; yotrwere-and you so unwillingly
and incessantly beautiful, we We talked and you have forgotten the
words.

5 [1-0063

Words, any words, rew your laughter; yotrwere-and you so unwittingty-
andHneessantty-beautiful, we We talked and you have forgotten the

words.

6 [1-0061

[Words, any words, rew your laughter; yotrwere-and you so tnwittingty-
and-incessantly beautiful, incessantly-and-forgetfully b-Welovely+
perfectwe We talked and you have forgotten the words.

7 |1-0068

[Words, any words, irew your laughter; yotrwere-and you so tnwiltingly
andHncessantly beautiful, incessantly-and-forgetfutlty b-Wetovely+
petfectunwillinglyand-unceasingly perfect-we We talked and you have

forgotten the words.

8 [-0118

[Words, any words, irew your laughter; yotrwere-and you so tnwiltingly
andHncessantly beautiful, incessantly-and-forgetfutly b-Wetovely+
petfectunwillingly-and-unceasingly perfectlazily a. incessantly we We

talked and you have forgotten the words.

TextLab will also produce both a “preview” of the final text, which in
this case looks like this: “Words, any words, your laughter; you were and
you so beautiful, unwillingly a. unceasingly perfect. We talked and you
have forgotten the words” and a diplomatic transcription, which in this
case looks like this:
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Words, any words, new your laughter; you were and you so unwillingly

and-incessantly b-Welovely+petfect unwillingly-and-incessantly beauti-
ful, we unwillingly a. unceasingly perfect. incessantly-andforgetfulty We
talked and you have forgotten the words.

It is obvious that some subsequent rearrangement resulted, for in-
stance, in the phrase “and you so lazily and incessantly beautiful,” but it
is also clear that there are other parts of this line, particularly its opening
and its closing, that are fundamentally the same from the beginning to
the end of the process. The exercise makes clear how painstaking Borges
is in his search for a precise formulation of the idea, which results in the
sequence of two adverbs (ultimately “lazily and incessantly”) occupying
parts of four lines of the manuscripts and two more lines in the left mar-
gin: the process is anything but lazy, as he is interested in characterizing
precisely what he thinks about the beloved’s beauty.

The most complex revision in this poem is in the fourth line, which
looks like this:

Bl ][",7”.1/ of /7, Al Ik IMM o WighTs 2T THT ,Jr// gou
N%j%. %g / ih— /// Y 7&«&%%%&7&1—1%4

s - T ki ngam Aun gty bair 7 ey me wu /”,‘

The triangle (Borges frequently uses geometric symbols to mark in-
sertions) takes us to a passage at the top of the page marked with the same
symbol:

S s e 7
S T P smeding of o7 .

MA) sty oy
y

Here the diplomatic transcription gives us:

The night wave, surge, [illegible] wave, resentment + ill will that night, left
me the usual things: the weary friendships, the resigned half-aching an-
tipathies. customary shreds a. odd ends: [ ][] some hated friends to talk me,
to, chat with, music for dreams, and the smoking of bitter ashes.

(The things . . .) a bitter ashen taste in my mouth The things my hungry
heart has no use for.



The preview version reads: “The surge, that night, left me the custom-
ary shreds a[nd] odd ends: some hated friends to chat with, music for
dreams, and the smoking of bitter ashes. The things my hungry heart has
no use for,” the same as the published version except for the abbreviation
of “and” as “a.”

The second English poem is a bit longer than the first, and the man-
uscript situation is much more complex. The poem begins: “What can I
hold you with?” and continues with eight lines that begin “I offer you”
(streets, sunsets, the moon, bitterness, my ancestors, books, loyalty, mem-
ories, explanations) before concluding: “I can give you my loneliness, my
darkness, the hunger of my heart; I am trying to bribe you with uncer-
tainty, with danger, with defeat” (861-62).

As in the previous poem, there are insertions, one set in line 7—“and
is untouched”—marked with a number sign, and another marked with a
psi—“authentic and surprising news of yourself.” A significant feature of
this second manuscript is the numbering of the verses in the left margin,
including a long squiggle below the number 7 to show that that verse—
the one that becomes the dedication to Historia universal de la infamia—is
asingle verse,but one that will need to be recomposed from elements that
are scattered on the page (this is where “and is untouched” from the top
margin is to be inserted).

The manuscript looks like this:
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When I worked with TextLab on this poem, John Bryant’s program
turned out to anticipate a (hidden) maximum of revision sequences in a
single line, and line 7 turns out to consists of 28 steps, so that in order
to do the secondary editing of it I had to divide it into three segments.
The other feature of this poem that caused great travail in the secondary
editing is the fact that the lines numbered 3 and 8—ultimately the third
line of the poem—include a series of variants that go back and forth in
a dizzying way: “I offer you” becomes “I can give you” becomes “I offer
you” becomes “I can give you,” while “weariness” becomes “bitterness”
becomes “bitterness” and then returns to “weariness.” In the final poem a
strong anaphoric structure is established—eight out of the ten lines begin

“I offer you,” while the tenth and last one chooses the other form, “I can
give you.” Also of note is the fact that the line numbered 10, the next-to-
last on the manuscript, will become the last line of the poem, indicated by
the renumbering of 9 and 10; note also the two variants of line 6, marked
6*and 62, by the mathematically minded Borges.

The strangest parts of this poem are precisely the line about “that ker-
nel of myself” (the one that forms part of the epigraph of Historia universal
de la infamia) and the last two lines of the poem, the ones in which the
speaker proposes “explanations of yourself, theories about yourself, au-
thentic and surprising news of yourself,” and offers to win her over with

“my loneliness, my darkness, the hunger of my heart” and with “uncertain-
ty, with danger, with defeat.” I suppose there are other love poems where
the loneliness and insecurity of the speaker are mustered as part of the
words of entreaty, but I cannot think of others in which the speaker offers
explanations, theories and news of the other as a way of winning him or
her over. The speaker also defines himself as a writer— “I offer you what-
ever beauty-wdomnsight my books may hold”—and musters things of his
world—bits of family history, the streets of the city, memories (of a yel-
low rose before she was born). On the manuscript page, it is notable that
some revision sequences—“quiet” changed to “mean” and then to “lean,”

“ragged” replaced by “jagged,”—including alternatives that are semanti-
cally very different but that have similar orthography, like the replacement
of “tilt” with “lilt” in the previous poem.
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Another oddity of this poem is the speaker’s knowledge of the be-
loved’s selfhood, said to be superior to her own. He writes: “I offer you
explanations of yourself, theories about yourself, tidings-of yourself” and
then adds “authentic and surprising news of yourself.”
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This was to be the last line of the poem, but was later moved to the
next-to-last position with the renumbering of this as line 9 and the previ-
ous verse as line 10. In any case, the excessively intellectual approach to
love—the promise of the speaker’s books, his knowledge of the beloved’s
inner self—may account for some of the poem’s celebrity, since
Borges’s often cerebral approach to emotional life is perhaps nowhere
more strongly expressed than here.

These two poems have caught a lot of critical attention but perhaps
more smoke than light. They have been translated numerous times into
Spanish, and there has been a fair amount of speculation about the iden-
tity of the beloved. The study of these two manuscripts provide important
insight into their process of composition, insight that proves very useful,
as it turns out, when dealing with the third, unpublished poem. This one
is explicitly located in a place, near Saucedo in northern Uruguay, making



it fairly easy to date also, since Borges went with the Uruguayan writer En-
rique Amorim, the husband of his first cousin Esther Haedo, to this area
in 1934. It is longer than either of the others, stretching over a page and
a half of manuscript, with a notable number of variants and only a single
deletion, making it hard to edit into a final version, except I think with the
tools provided by TEI markup and a program like TextLab that causes one
to focus closely on revision sequences. In Poemas y prosas breves I propose
an edition of this poem, and reproduce the two page manuscript (with a

. . , , . 143
“typographical transcription” by Marfa Celeste Martin). I refer interested
readers to that edition.
The poem begins with a description of a river of “great” or “wide” or
€ im 1P @p e . . . (3]
blind” water, soon to become “A river of brown waters, blind and tireless 3
s » . » —
or “incessant” or “unceasing”: o
)
1 wi de naw flows ob
{A rivae af erRT waTirs (s o 'rfm/::y/{ is lllawinj }/;Tv{u" us j avan when T 4/'1[:, 8
Uind weTir Soleiot T iTs /M
LT flnw: suu'f/vwnrJ,{A_’_ A rivac of (o w«‘r.rf Ulnel ) 7v'rl/l/14,. now jralbu his
Haows + Tails unietasngy
way i us 5 aven MMI.M:?,,I:},’ ,ij,t“,, ‘;,‘nIAv.u’mJ.’Z e B

{A river of great V% waters, brown and tireless, is flowing o fovs!
ind water,

between us; even when I sleep, it flows southwards. + A river of brown

water®, blind and tireless, "= mnow gropes his its way between us;
. unceasing,

even as I sleep, it goes ovs* s southward.}

The first line, numbered I in a first sequence of numbering in Roman
numerals (then crossed out in a single vertical stroke down the whole of
the first page) and also 1 in Arabic numerals, is written out once, then
Borges inserts a plus sign (a frequent sign he uses to indicate manuscript
alternatives), then copies the verse again, then inserts brackets around the
whole of the two alternatives. The evocation of the wide, brown, blind riv-
er—the River Plate, the wide estuary that separates Uruguay from Argen-
tina—serves to mark the speaker’s distance from the beloved (the river

“gropes its way between us,” like an intruder in their relationship).

The next line in the manuscript version (though ultimately it was to
become the fourth line according to the renumbering scheme in the left
margin) contains one of the strangest elements in a love poem:
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{At sundown, I saw the red knife of the gaucho ripping the living belly
of the sheep; afterwards, I saw the seagreen entrails pulled out, innocent
and astounding. + gaucho thrust his quick knife into the living belly of a
sheep; blood spurted from the rib, I saw the seagreen entrails pulled out,
evilsmelling and delicate.

At sundown, I saw the gaucho thrust his quick knife into the living throb-
bing belly of a sheep; blood spurted from the rent, I saw the seagreen bow-
els pulled dragged out, evilsmelling and delicate.}

Again, Borges writes two successive versions of this line, then num-
bers it Roman numeral III, then Arabic numeral 4. Rhetorically it serves to
situate him emphatically in a rural setting, and one that is marked by an
atavistic or primitive human society. What was perhaps a matter-of-fact
part of rural life in nineteenth-century Argentina and Uruguay (and one
could think, for example, of the scene that Borges’s English grandmother
is said to have witnessed in the later story “Historia del guerrero y de la
cautiva,” in which Fanny Haslam sees an English captive among the Indi-
ans bend down and drink the spurt of blood from the throat of a sheep)
here is rendered as an event that is at once repugnant and fascinating, bru-
tal and delicate.

The next line of the poem (later renumbered Roman numeral II and
Arabic numeral 3) reads:

fraaTier af IScesil

I = J
3 {AT sundawn in e resecolowrid _pul parfe. ThaT ovirlooks The Brazilica Jron i,

I have draok cshe con piTenge wiTh The Trapires. 4 AT surdowo o ~ rosicolourid
sh,
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{At sundown, in a rosecoloured pulperia that overlooks the Brazilian fron-
tier, frontier of Brazil, I have drunk cafa con pitanga with the troperos. + At
sundown, in a rosecoloured pulperia ***" that overlooks the borderline of
Brazil, I have drunk cafia con pitanga with the troperos.}

The insistent underlining of words in a poem in English again em-
phasizes the otherness of the scene, in this case a linguistically complex
otherness since most of the words underlined (cafa, con, troperos, pulp-
erfa) are Spanish but pitanga is an indigenous word used in both Spanish
and Portuguese, confirming that this line evokes life on the border region
between southern Brazil and northern Uruguay: an area that Borges will
later evoke on numerous occasions as a region that he associates with
shifting identities, criminality and contraband. The insertion (in a darker
ink) of “shanty” above pulperia is of particular interest, since that change
reduces the cultural specificity of the general store and bar of the River
Plate region to a more generic English term for a modest house. In the first
version, “a rosecoloured pulperfa,” Borges evokes the setting of the story
he wrote about the same time, “Hombre de la esquina rosada,” though
the latter takes place in Buenos Aires, not in the countryside. In any
case, “rosecoloured pulperfas” are associated frequently in Borges with
violence and illicit love; this poem, then, is inscribed in the series of texts
that Borges wrote about gauchos and compadritos that are set in places
like this.

The next line of the poem concerns Borges’s reading of a Chinese
novel, which would seem by the brief description to be Luo Guanzhong’s
Romance of the Three Kingdoms, translated into English in 1925 as a whole
(after some partial translations earlier). We know that Borges read the

“four classical Chinese novels,” and refers most frequently to the Dream
of the Red Chamber or Story of a Stone and to Monkey or Journey to the West.
The Three Kingdoms would fit better the brief description given here, since
it concerns men who fight and love, or love and fight, or die and love. The
line reads:

"
= e, e i T of e e e s
i 4 ] -

+ighT and love {eranccns,
paval concirning wmin who lave «nd JighT i Chine. 4= Tn lozy avining,, wirhin
J ,:Z-./ T 7/ ] i
aight of dark meo an hargiback, T have caad a puiu

concicniny man wha lovs

wd lave

and fight i China]
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{In the long ©°' evenings, within sight of dark men on horseback, I have
read a novel concerning men who love and fight fet=rdlvein China. + In
lazy evenings, ®ms within sight of dark men on horseback, I have read
anovel concerning men " threughacertainnevel ... yh o Jove die and fight die andlove
in China.}

Again, two alternatives are given, both stressing the sharp contrast be-
tween distant “dark men on horseback,” the gauchos of the previous vers-
es,and the Chinese warriors in the novel that Borges is reading. This verse
was renumbered IV, then 5, in the successive rearrangements of the poem.

The next line again gives two main alternatives:

S5 J 5 maT in
’
G s s o Jshg pelel o 1 Tp ol
space LT in 7"»7;,71 ool 1 m.,).“ ity s 77 . J i J ’ 2 1
avmeTawa,

iTlm.k Tar Ao mmin g back To my eiTy.

I walk among tall trees; I swim every morning in a long pool; I try to ™"
think T am swimming back to my city., - spacebutintimelfecllam...cly.

There are eight steps involved in this revision, an important line in
that it is the first time that Borges refers to a desire to return to the beloved,
even in a fantasy of swimming down the river (presumably the Uruguay
River, which forms the boundary between Uruguay and Argentina and
then flows into the River Plate). This epic swim is thought to happen “not
in space but in time.”

The final line on the first page of the manuscript, numbered 7 in both
sequences, reads:

Pl Jo o Jendly aTaneio oo The plains 1 hear Theough The radie The chcks o
o wman af Hacliv iy Jorever singing and
Laniday e jmm})hm recard  The vman of Harlew am ferever awanring el

Jy;uj,
et =

In a lonely estancia on the plains I hear through the radio the clocks of

London; in a gramophone record the men of Harlem are forever swearing
and @man of Harlem is forever singing and praying. dying.

Here the alternatives are fewer than in the previous verses, revolving
around whether the voice on the record is singular or plural. Once again,
though, as with the reading of the Chinese novel, there is an element of
dissonance between the speaker’s cultural frame and the local culture



around him: he is listening to BBC on the radio and to spirituals from
Harlem, his mind elsewhere, or at least partly elsewhere.
The first line on the next page reads:

dowa flung
el Tl deavs - Tha apen ; T Treh i e davwy of = bawk hog

1luwn across ozl
passed aver The Tendle ilear sy o e Mo

(e ) '

[ have smelt the dawn in the open; the transient “*""¢ shadow of a hawk
has passed over o*n*essthe hand that sets ' down these lines.

Here again, in the alternative “downflung” to “transient,” there is a
touch of the influence of cummings or Hopkins, though surely here more
Hopkins (“The Windhover”) than cummings. This line is numbered 2 in
the left margin, the most radical rearrangement in the poem. It is a verse
that establishes his presence in the natural scene: he is “in the open,” the
hawk’s shadow passes over his hand, the hand that writes (jots or sets
down).

The next line reads:

}laak an The carly
8 {In a“ lead a{ xd §Teers f.n:/ wnrJllf_{' AorAAmxnl s -l:‘)( m7 17;,1 e The
avening mmaan

/“,’J‘ ,lv;..,’,,J m“n}TL(T' o T‘n Aemys  in ~ll l‘.nJA ; T/u ,aw Aunca/cung/

meoan

AR w: Aew in B Airys ﬁ};T‘xr_.’,_ Iq This uunTnI knewn T2 ».7 ou/ in

rs IAhJ a/ nq’ S Taar 4 *nJ w.,rJ’:sS l‘nr/u»un' T ook ~on The larly Nun'nj

. onen
e TheT i T e el e 5 Tkl Aun;a/mna’ maan wi Aaw
Aew

in Bwna,j A:'rM}T-JgT‘Ar_

. T

{In aland of red steers and wordless horsemen, I {fix my eyes on the flookon
theearly Jarge evening moon “erinémeen} that is the same in all lands; the low
suncoloured XXXXXX* ™" we saw in B. Aires together. + In this country
known to my blood, in a land of red steers and wordless horsemen, I look
on the early evening moon that is the same in all lands; — the low sunco-
loured moon we saw {°"* in Buenos Aires ***} together.

Again, as with the first verses of the poem, two long alternatives are
set out in series; this will be the eighth verse of the poem. The fact that the

4 Itlooks like Borges has started to write “sun” here, getting confused with the
previous word “suncoloured.”
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speaker remembers—from the very different space where he is now—a
moment of shared experience with the beloved, back in Buenos Aires, is
significant for establishing the yearning that, as he suggested a few lines
before, is not just in space but in time.

The verse that is numbered 9, the next-to-last one in the poem, is a
bit chaotic on the page, with “By ...road” in the left margin, then the two
alternatives “I have made friends with a particular tree; I stroke it as I pass
and I think of you” and the fragmentary “In the way that leads to Saucedo
I have...”

T ST T A L

B.,«.r-AJ)q( In 7he wey Ther 1 dde T xuresidar s have v
L bave made friends WiTh « parTicalar Tem 5 1 ATroke iT ag 1 pas

and I Think of you.

By...roadx

9 In the way that leads to Saucedo I have...

I have made friends with a particular tree; I stroke it as I pass and I think
of you.

The presence of ellipses in both the second alternative and the mar-
ginal reference signifies a process of composition that loops around itself.
At the same time, the obvious sexual connotation of “I stroke it” situates
the speaker’s yearning as one that suggests not just “friends[hip] with a
particular tree” but something more, the “surge” that he described in the
first of the English poems.

The tenth and final verse is written once and for all, but the writer’s
certainty about it only serves to confirm the fundamental strangeness of
his relation to his love:

10 I| Thag, fo“r‘f are nn"r‘in‘,.]_ When »-.] i Tl you e ! 'T‘H‘nj,i e e

man may  dny T o dind  women ?

These facts are nothing. When may I tell you the real things a dead man
may say to a dead woman?

The poem was to remain unpublished, and there is no way of knowing
whether Sara Diehl (or whoever was the object of this strange devotion)
would have thought of this particular, and peculiar, tribute. The “facts”
that are said to be insignificant are the things described in the whole rest



of the poem, the things of the world that surround the speaker but also
his reading, what he is listening to, the yearning he feels, his memories. In
pronouncing both himself and the beloved dead he obliterates the pos-
sibility of a relation: what indeed could a dead man say to a dead woman?

This poem differs from the previous two not only in the fact of its never
having been published but also in that there are very few strikethroughs
in it: the variants are posited on a fairly equal basis except in those cases
where a verse is repeated (usually after a plus sign) in a version that incor-
porates one of the alternatives entertained earlier. A careful examination of
Borges’s practices here, in tandem with the knowledge of how the drafts
of the other two poems relate to the published versions, makes it possible
to propose a version of the third English poem, something like this:

1 A river of brown waters, blind and unceasing, now gropes its way be-
tween us; even as I sleep, it toils southward.

2T have smelt the dawn in the open; the downflung shadow of a hawk has
flown across the hand that jots down these lines.

3 At sundown, in a rosecoloured shanty that overlooks the borderline of
Brazil, I have drunk cafia con pitanga with the troperos.}

4 At sundown, I saw the gaucho thrust his quick knife into the throbbing
belly of a sheep; blood spurted from the rent, I saw the seagreen bowels
dragged out, evilsmelling and delicate.

5 In lazy forenoons, within sight of dark men on horseback, I have read
through a certain novel concerning men who die and love in China.

6 I walk among tall trees, I swim every morning in a long pool; not in
space but in time, I feel I am swimming back to my city.

7 In a lonely estancia on the plains I hear through the radio the clocks of
London; in a gramophone record a man of Harlem is forever singing and
dying.

8 In this country known to my blood, in a land of red steers and wordless
horsemen, I look on the early evening moon that is the same in all lands—
the low suncoloured moon we once saw in Buenos Aires together.

9 By the road that leads to Saucedo I have made friends with a particular
tree; I stroke it as I pass and I think of you.
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10 These facts are nothing. When may I tell you the real things a dead man
may say to a dead woman?

But this is not Borges’s poem: it is one that is constructed by the critic
out of the many alternatives. All that is certain about this process is that
Borges wrote a love poem that ends in an impossibility, a situation em-
blematic of his difficulties in love. His final English composition remains
unpublished, I think, because it could not be shared with the beloved, and
therefore could not be published. Sara Diehl, if she was the object of his de-
votion, would live until 1976, and become the president of Proarte, an arts
association in Buenos Aires. Her name erased by shifting initials, she—or
whoever was the one that Borges yearned for in the poems—was, perhaps,

“English, innumerable and an Angel.” “Innumerable,” the negative adjec-
tive that is crucial here, occurs elsewhere in Borges, always in relation to
something that is beyond reach, beyond expression. The rhetoric of love
in these poems hinges on that idea of the impossibility of the relation and
of its expression; the haunting nature of these poems bespeaks Borges’s
strange ways of being in love. The question that opens the second English
poem—“What can I hold you with?”—is a question that turns back on
the subject itself: love for Borges is to be evoked through the things of
the world, but would seem to be nothing in itself, the desire for a relation
between two subjects that are themselves inexpressible.

Daniel Balderston
University of Pittsburgh



WORKS CITED

Bioy Casares, Adolfo. Borges. Ed. Daniel Martino. Buenos Aires: Destino,
2006.

Borges, Jorge Luis. Historia universal de la infamia. Buenos Aires: Editorial
Tor, 1935.
—. Obras completas. Buenos Aires: Emecé, 1974.
—. Poemas. 1922-43. Buenos Aires: Emecé, 1943. 15
—. Poemas. 1923-1953. Buenos Aires: Emecé, 1954.

—. Poemas y prosas breves. Ed. Daniel Balderston and Maria Celeste Martin.
Pittsburgh: Borges Center, 2018.

Canto, Estela. Borges a contraluz. Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1989.

Borges in Love

Costa Picazo, Rolando. “Note on the English poems”. Jorge Luis Borges.
Obras completas: Edicion critica. Buenos Aires: Emecé, 2010. 2: 514-17.





