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31 Leuer received from George Steiner, 5 December 1988. Though the point applies
more generally, Steiner was responding specifically to the recent attack of a British
rabbi who had claimed that Steiner neither knew Hebrew nor practiced formal Judaism.
Why, then, the rabbi asked, has Steiner become such an influential voice on Jewish
thought?

32 Inthis respect, Steiner's concern with the relations of literature, history, and politics
long predates the new historicism.

33 George Steiner, Heidegger (Glasgow, 1978), p. 29; hereafier cited in text as H.

34 Said, p. 244; Hassan, p. 332; Terrence Des Pres, “Kulturkritiker,” rev. of Antigones,
by George Steiner, The Nation, 2 Mar. 1985, p. 241; Dickstein, p. 21. Though Dickstein
is negative throughout his review, Hassan is extremely enthusiastic, as is Des Pres in
his assessment of Antigones: “there is no doubt about his brilliance” (241). Said’s view
is more mixed. Steiner, he says, “is without peer in rendering and reflecting on patterns
and motifs in modern, mainly German, culture” (244). “There is much to be learned
from what he says” (246). And After Babel, according to Said, demonstrates “a learning
and insight that are remarkably exhilarating” (245). But Said’s condescension is often
flagrant, as in his claim that “Steiner is . . . a kind of humanistic relic” (246).

35 See especially The Portage to San Cristébal of A.H., “The Long Life of Metaphor,”
and the chapter “A Season in Hell,” in In Bluebeard'’s Castle, pp. 29-56.

36 Elie Wiesel, Night, tr. Stella Rodway (1960; rpt. New York, 1982), pp. 2-3. For
important parallels, see “A Kind of Survivor.”

37 George Steiner, in “The Responsibility of Intellectuals: A Discussion,” Salmagundi,
no. 70~71 (Spring-Summer 1986), 194.

38 Christopher Hampton'’s production of Portage, with Alec McCowen playing Hitler,
was first produced in London during the winter of 1982. It has subsequently been
produced throughout the United States as well,

39 Letter received from George Steiner, 18 January 1988. Compare Steiner’s answer
to an interviewer's question about why he would want to “use a novel to raise the moral
issues canvassed in 'The Portage to San Crist6bal of A.H."": “I believe that a work of
art, like metaphors in language, can ask the most serious, difficult questions in a way
which really makes the readers answer for themselves; that the work of art far more
than an essay or a tract involves the reader, challenges him directly and brings him
into the argument” (NYTBR 13).

40 In Portage Gervinus Réthling says that music is “irreducible to language” (113),
an observation that is played off against the vulgar lyrics of a pop song that both Kulken
and the search party hear on the radio. Hitler is almost desperate to hear music. “Let
me hear the music,” he says. “I haven't heard music” (72). Compare In Bluebeard's Castle:
“In the absence or recession of religious belief, close-linked as it was 10 the classic
primacy of language, music seems to gather, to harvest us to ourselves” (122); “A
Reading Against Shakespeare”: “Outside language lie the imperative spheres of the
transcendental, of aesthetic, ethical and, perhaps, metaphysical awareness. Outside
language, also, lies music, whose expressive, inferential access to these spheres is, pre-
cisely, that denied 1o verbal discourse” (14); “Real Presences™: “It is more than likely
that the performance and personal reception of music are now moving to that cultural
pivot once occupied by the cultivation of discourse and letters. . . . : At decisive points,
ours is today a civilization ‘after the word’ " (6); and the "Introduction” to George Steiner:
A Reader: “Music . . . grows indispensable [to me), as if it had become the elect companion
of identity, the homecoming to that inside oneself which time has in its keeping™ (18).

Homage to Jorge Luis Borges*

Yves Bonnefoy

E HAVE COME TOGETHER this evening to celebrate the memory

of Jorge Luis Borges, who was one of the great writers of

this century, and who has long been recognized as suc]?. By
the end of the fifties, his fame had begun to spread beyond the circles
of the devotees of difficult literature, and he was soon to know 2 glory
that our era accords but rarely to those whose only.acu.vny is writing.
He has been the object of widespread critical attention in many coun-
tries; the kind of man he was aroused considerable §ympathy; his
death was followed by an uncommon degree of emotion. In short,
the response to Borges has been so gener?l and s0 seemingly attentive
a phenomenon that, as I speak of }nm this evening, I should perhaps
resign myself to the idea that I will be able to do ln.Lle more than to
recall a few of the things that everybody knows, adding to thel:n only
those slight nuances permitted by a necessarily personal reading, or
by the memories I have of the times we met. . "

And yet, this is not at all the way I.feel, and I th.mk, on the
contrary, that Borges has been rather mfsundergood—m Fra.nce at
least—rather harshly deprived of the snmplt:: right to be hlrns'elf,
and that our duty to him therefore, today, is as much reparation
as celebration; and this is what I would like to try to do, but not
without reflecting a little as well upon the causes that have allowed
for this misunderstanding.

Isn't it in fact true that there is, unfortunately, no real' reason to
believe that, whatever the case might be, the: fame of a writer means
that truly serious attention has bec?n paid to h'ls work?.lf anera §ccords
importance to a writer or to a thinker, and if, espec1all)f, this is donf:
without hesitation, it is above all because that era, with all that it
absolutizes or finds fashionable, thinks that it sees ns§]f reflected in
this unexpected mirror. Thus it is to be feared tl}at in order to be
able to continue to contemplate its own image in this way, the era will

* Yves Bonnefoy read his homage to Borges at the Bibliothé¢que nationale in Peris
on October 28, 1986. It was subsequently published in Le Débat, no. 46 (1987), 176—

86.
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only focus on certain aspects of the writer’s work at the expense of
others—whereas it was perhaps precisely in the area of the dialectical
relation of all the various elements of his work that the author himself
conducted his own research. Some dimensions of what this research
means thus become the center of attention, while others are cast aside,
censored. And one can even say, sometimes, that there is a kind of
strategy—whether conscious or not—to all this: for how better to
render some cause triumphant than by discerning it at work in one
who, militant neither for this nor for any other cause, and thereby a
free and lucid being, happens, through the very virtues that make
him exceptional, to give credibility to the more abstract theories that
seek to make use of him. Thus it is that great writers often find
themselves the prisoners of ideologies that have nothing in common
with them except a period of history. All that is needed is a moment
of wandering at the end of one path pursued by these eminently rich
minds, a moment of departure from that center point of all their
reflection, that place where the forces in opposition are harmonized.
This is what has happened to Borges. A major intellectual tendency
of our time found itself reflected in his work, and it is the immense
success of this doctrine that unleashed and furthered his renown. And
vet, this philosophy was never really his own. He never did more than
to draw near to it at certain points where he felt its truth. But the
result of this connection is that in many of the interpretations that
have been made of his work, the voice of Borges himself is not allowed
to speak to us. What is this philosophy? It is, obviously, the one that
insists first of all that ideas never coincide with things, since ideas are
as much as anything a function of the other words of the language
in question—from which it follows that all representation is a fiction,
including the idea that we have of ourselves. And there is really no
problem to this point: a story or a poem by Borges would certainly
not suffer from the application of these principles. But those who
build on these premises also often call attention to the fact that these
fictions—which are all we have—are ceaselessly changing, undergoing
metamorphoses, from one moment of history to the next; that they
erase or rewrite their conventions and their codes, though these are
never fully verifiable at the depths of reality. Thus are such readers
above all fascinated by the potentialities of language, in the heart of
which such phenomena are made manifest, and we see them partic-
ularly spellbound by the existence of certain books in which the writer
has delighted in the free play of the fiction, allowing it to change
speeds, to contradict itself, and to disseminate in its own formulations
indeterminacy and even meaninglessness. Are not these texts, they
wonder, the intensification of what takes place in ordinary speech,
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which always says something other, and more, than what the person
speaking thinks he has said? And for this very reason, do thex not
replace the vainly narcissistic image \.Vthh isthe .product of our na.weté
with what is more truly real—that is to say, with the .workmgs in us
of that desire which seeks to make a way for itself in words? The
shattering of all the mirrors—this would be reality, nolonger reflected,
lived. ‘
bu'}"his is, in grossly simplified form, the philosophy of language \vh}ch
has had such an impact on French thought fo'r.l}'le past generation
or so. And without for the moment see}cing to criticize this philosophy,
I will simply note that Borges might in fact have 'seemed o n.u.lke it
his own, but not without opposing to it a totally .dlfferent intuition—
the reminder of which appears to me this evening our most urgent
task. Borges, a partisan of subversion, of deconstruction, of the ﬁs];
suring of discourse by literary endeavor? To be sure, it is easy enoug
to notice that the person in Borges's work who says “I" seems to be
nothing so much as an open field for borrowed personalities, for
fleeting, uncertain identities, for references that always recur, but
always in altered form. For example, when Borges conceives his “Pierre
Menard, Author of the Quixote,” he lets some unknown figure speak
for him, a man who writes “Nimes, 1939,” and this famous reflection
on the “availability” of poems, on the t?’nousand successors that Ehe
same great text spawns, is thus accompanied by the llelCI[ suggestion
that the works signed by Borges have already had all kinds of visitors.
And doesn’t Borges also point out, and as though he "found t}.1e fact
somewhat charming, that on the planet he calls Tlon the ln.u'er.ary
criticism ceaselessly invents new authors from old l.exts? Criticism
chooses, he says, “two dissimilar works—the Tao Te Ching and‘A Thou-
sand and One Nights, say—attribute[s] them to the same writer a.nd
then determine[s] most scrupulously the psychology of this interesting
homme de lettres. . . ' Similarly, he delights in calling attention to—or
rather in inventing—that strange taxonomy of a certain “Chinese
encyclopedia” that classifies the animals mto.fourteen groups, among
which are “suckling pigs,” but also those animals th.at belong to the
emperor” and “those that have just broken the pitcher” and even
“those that are included in the present classification™ a purely verbal
arbitrariness this time, and one that concludes the process 'lhat sep-
arates this perfectly contradictory structure from any Rracucab]e re-
ality, from any possible ground in existence, thus plainly exposing
what Foucault called the non-lieu, or the placelessness, characteristic
of speech. The Borges revealed in such pages‘does.s.eem, precisely,
to be given over to the page, 10 that freedqm in writing that kn(?ws
neither restriction nor remorse and that disrupts all the governing
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codgs, that undermines any dream of mimesis, that sacks ever
tention of the mind to an absolute knowledge. And what seemsy pon
to assume an emblematic stature in the endless bifurcations thamfsl
work suggests, in the distances it would have us go on the out. lt< .
of that reality which some still think of as objective, is surely the lab)s' oth
tgat many of Borges's admirers, inspired, obviously, by some o? Tl:i:
][1 iIe;_jr.nes and by two or three of his titles, evoke when they speak of
'The labyx:inth! This image would seem to sum up his contributi
his modernity. And it would also seem to express an idea that ilsof]’
fact the essence of the philosophy of language: namely that, in ,
meanderings, in the shifting and movement without an (;ardio mi
points, in all the hopeless weariness and toil, what is lost, w)}’mt cea]s]:s
to h’ave meaning, is any personal reality —that feeling of belonging 1
one’s self that is the experience of the person who trusts in xﬁla? Ho
ls]ay§ and in t.he image he has of the world, and who thus does no‘:
\a;§ltate t(():l thmlf of hlmself as real and as the authentic subject of his
t :jc_m.an of his destiny. Speaking out in his work in such a way as
o xs.tmguxsb himself from the flesh and blood person he is in oth
situations (this is the subject of the brief apologue called “Borges ane;
Ih), pointing out that the order of words extends beyond and difcredits
’ its :uord:sre(c)iftthn.)gs, lthe “literary work k.nown as Borges” (as they say)
| notic?ni e o signal the end of a certain anthropology based on the
5 Duons [presence and referentiality. And this explains, of course,
! why this dimension of Borges’s work has been so useful to those in
; [}}']115 century who hane heralded a major shifting of values—though
;v E);[l;z;\'i r:ieone o dwnh the abstracted ardor of the intellect alone.
heaar Xpecte stro!ce_ of good fortune! Borges's stories brought
Arn (; e warmth,.the solidity, the resonance all causes seem to need.
nownl ik);ezoB?rgtes is plerhzfps not all that he appears to be, and I would
lows o tort)l"l to kxsc}») ate in his wgrk that additional component that
o At o 12 that [hg meaning of what it is trying to do is less
o | Infinite plasticity of writing than to contest it, and to
4 against it, in [h.e name of a truth that transcends it.
. we]:ig;lett::e :s a point of deParturg one of those “ideas” of Borges's
ot af ec_:ccu(}:n_auor'l with the-mﬁmte appears—a concern that
e g'a s\o?:ﬁteh in his work with the obsession with labyrinths,
langusge Iy; n:n h_tk(?se processes that emerge from the activity of
g we. o am t dm ing specxf}cally of “Funes the Memorious,” in
the experioe ef rel?;n .of a kind of global recall by memory of all
the youngier & of a lifetime frgm the very moment of birth. Funes,
oo ; om an obscure village of the great plains of Argentina,
ers everything, as you know; but he has also been aware of
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everything. “We, at one glance,” writes Borges, “can perceive three
Jasses on a table; Funes, all the leaves and tendrils and fruit that
make up a grape vine. He knew by heart the forms of the southern
clouds at dawn on the 30th of April, 1882, and could compare them
in his memory with the mottled streaks on a book in Spanish binding
he had only seen once and with the outlines of the foam raised by an
oar in the Rio Negro the night before the Quebracho uprising.”* This
mental prowess is obviously an illusion, however great the potential
we might imagine lodged in memory and the senses. And thus one
might see in Funes a way of shattering the traditional image of the
human person: for, floating in the absolutely limitless spaces provided
by his superhuman brain, how could he ever experience the needs,
the categories of thought, the humble projects of ordinary men who
are limited by finitude and forgetfulness? His material seems clearly
1o be that of an utterly unfettered imagination in its most extravagant
fuctuations—and thus it also reflects the infiniteness of the possibilities
that can surge up in words when they are separated from things.
Yes, but let us also notice that each of the elements that make up
Funes's boundless memory has been a perception he has really lived —
which means that, however infinite their totality, all together they but
reconstitute the form, the traces in historical reality, of a single and
unique life. And to dream that this totality has not had to submit to
the erosion of time, nor suffer from the inevitable limitations of at-
tention and the senses, is this not a way of desiring the infinite? Yes,
certainly, but for this specific existence, precisely, for a particular
person (which is what Funes has been), for this someone who, like
everyone else, has awakened and gone to sleep, has walked the roads,
looked at the sky, the clouds, and thought of death. And furthermore,
language usually plays no role in these perceptions of tendrils or of
mottled streaks—perceptions that defy the power of words. In vain
does Funes master the infinite; he remains but an ordinary mortal
existence, the life that experiences its own presence, which is its be-
ginning and its end. And thus, when all is said and done, Borges’s
musings only signify the desire to invest with a transcendental quality,
I would almost say a divine quality, the “I” that is born from lived
experience —the personal being whose voice the poetics of plurality
in writing no longer wants to hear.

And this is perhaps the moment to note that all of Borges’s work,
the essays as well as the narratives, is lined with an extraordinary
profusion of proper nouns—which bears witness to an almost com-
pulsive need to refer to beings who have existed in just the way I
described, and most often in places and situations that are not in the
least glamorous, and who leave us with only the enigma that they have
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existed, and that they exist no more. These beings who have names,

these beings who each were “what never will be seen twice,” as Vigny

would say®*—Borges is not unaware of what is impermanent, unreaj,
about them. Thisis, in fact, the whole point of the admirable dedication
of the book he entitles E! Hacedor,* in which he comes with his new
work to the home of the great poet Leopoldo Lugones,® whom he has
always greatly admired and who is shown welcoming him in his office,
Yet Lugones has been dead for quite some time, and it is only memory
and nostalgia that preserve the image of him. And yet, while he knows
that Lugones, or Macedonio Fernandez, or some other of his friends,
or some gaucho whose story he has heard, are, and will always be,
but “futile forms of matter,” he also affirms that they are the only
reality that matters, pushing the logic of his suffering to the point of
sometimes raising, for brief moments, the anachronistic problem of
the soul, that kernel of being that exists perhaps—who can say?>—
beneath the light mist of appearances. I am thinking, in this connec-
tion, of another page that he dedicated to another person who dis-
appeared, to Delia Elena San Marco, whom he saw for the last time
when he waved to her from across a noisy street which thus became
without his yet realizing it “the funereal Acheron that cannot be

crossed.” “Last night,” he writes after her death, “I read that the soul

may escape when the flesh dies.” And then he adds: “Someday, Delia,
on the banks of I know not what river, we will renew our broken talks,
and we will ask ourselves if it really was us—the one who was Delia,
the one who was Borges."”

“The one who was Borges.” He too, in the “literary work known as
Borges,” is obviously one of those beings “on the far shore.” And if
the river of time carries him off like all the others, he is nonetheless
the object of the same kind of sympathy and affirmation that propels
the other Borges, the writer, toward all those mortal beings whose
pathetic richness is in his eyes the absolute.

“What will die with me?” he wonders. And he answers in the most
sublime fashion: “The voice of Macedonio Fernindez? The image of
a roan horse on the vacant lot at Serrano and Charcas® A bar of
sulphur in the drawer of a mahogany desk?”® In truth, if he seems
attimes in his narratives to go out of his way to give to his own presence
an image that is contradictory, ambiguous, and elusive, it is in order
to leave more freely in relation to its absolute the being he feels he
is, and that he experiences in a necessarily incommunicable way. What
is transcends every fiction. And all fiction, since it tends to forget this,
is culpable. I think that Borges, far from valorizing fiction, never

ceased denouncing it, never ceased being scandalized by it, and never
ceased trying to turn the modern writer away from it.
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This, in any case, is what seems to me the meaning, “?‘E thGeail(;zge;f
, i s story, e
rable and deservedly famou
v, o j i is this: A spy learns that he has
i ” The subject, briefly, is this: A spy
Forkdng e e i he will die. He has a secret
d that in a few hours he . .
e e o he name of a place—and in
i the enemy however—the ' lace-
o e v i tion of his chief, who
is v fic name to the attentio ;
er to get this very speci . vho
:)l;ﬁ learngof his execution the next day in the newspape;§, heri:f s
[2) kill some person who has the same name just beforhe is azs to. He
looks in the telephone book, finds what Il1e lr.'antsliI t e:llagohas > the
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Zaying that what neither his chief, nor anyone else, will never
infini i d lassitude.”
is “my infinite consternation an : -
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denying the reality of other people, neglecting really to interrogate
it, is yet obsessed by this reality, but without being able to enter into
true dialogue with it—and who thus sees it as closed off, as reflecting,
as meaning only its own solitude: so that he thus runs the risk of
madness. Borges, who has seen the Zahir, knows that he could become
mad from it. But he also knows, having learned it from an obscure
theological treatise, that “the Zahir is the shadow of the Rose and the
Rending of the Veil.”?

And what is more, he says, and these are the last words of the story:
“Perhaps behind the coin I shall find God” (164). He knows, in other
words, that though madness lies in waiting when we give in to the
lure of words, when we allow them to escape from the order of lived
experience, there are still some things that can save us. In El Hacedor,
which I cite once again as perhaps the most central text, it is, for
instance, “A Yellow Rose.” The great poet, the illustrious Giambattista
Marino, famous author of The Adonis, is within days of his death. And
from his bed he sees a woman on a nearby balcony put a yellow rose
in a goblet. And so he murmurs a few lines from a poem on the rose
he himself has written. But then, all at once, the revelation takes place:
“Marino,” writes Borges, “saw the rose as Adam might have seen it in
Paradise, and he thought that the rose was to be found in its own
eternity and not in his words . . . . and that the tall, proud volumes
casting a golden shadow in the corner were not . . . a mirror of the
world, but rather one more thing added to the world”—and certainly
less important.’® Now this same vision, this same endpoint of human
thought is also expressed in “The Moon,” a poem in which Borges
speaks this time in his own name. How many artists have sought to
capture the moon in the play of their writing, to make of it the signifier
that might enrich their words with new images—but all the while,
despite the “laborious exertions” of literature, “At the turn of a corner
I could see / The celestial moon of every day,”!! which is therefore to
say that it is as though the person writing always forgets the real things
around him. The moon, the rose, this is the real—the absolute as
much as the ineffable real, the divine in our midst, the Being that the
Zahir imbued with malefice and shadow only because this absolute

withdraws into itself, becomes the occasion for vertigo, when perceived
quickly and in passing from the kingdom of words. And thus it is that
there is something outside the labyrinth—one has only to leave it.
And how does Borges think that we can escape from the labyrinth?
By naming the moon, he says in this same poem, by calling it by its
name, in a direct way, without defiling it (this is his word) with any
pointless metaphor: which is to say by living, simply, by leading one’s
life in the daily sphere, where, from birth to death, few things will
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; but these things are, for this very reason, of such importance
e d sorrows, for what we projector for what we remember,
-e can establish no distance to speak of the.m—whlch Ehus keeps

o . ds we use, the simplest words, in the light of their enigma.
o “lorui notice ,for the time has come to make the point, lha.t when
A who as 'I said writes mainly apologues and not ﬁ_cuons, is
the idea of telling™a story Wll!‘l characters, 1t 1s usual}y
bout gauchos or workers on the great plams—.those who hz}ve or; y
thei ﬂg k, a knife, a bit of sky, and “the laborious strumming of a
it "OEI'l’xese are ’men, in fact, who throw their entire destiny into
gm:;ct they commit, whether good or evil, and thus 'the).' see things
Z?cthey are when we look at them at close range—wllmllch 1_sn t:)h?:z::aa's
divine. And Borges, the author, is in turn able to see }t] elin (1) 1 Lhis w [)(;
as though from over their shoul.der, provxded' that he :ere_‘vhkh
remain on the level of the fully incarnated beings they ;1 e whict
he succeeds in doing by recalling, ;s _alwtays, [heil[r l;la::n‘;zi r: tgll; i hgim:
ir origi efore recounting their story as ’ im:
;llrlxziri?:;glsr;:,bfrom the exteriogr, and without ever allowing }?:);g:"}l]gt
of his own being to invade ther.n. Wl}at a great epic po}f-t osta]g ia
have been, had his society permlu.ed it! Which expl?igsh is n d.edgirl
for Martin Fierro and his interest in Old Saxon, whu:l bl(? sctlu“ Il d in

the last years of his life, when he was almost completely blind.

asked myself,” he says in a poem,

appear;
for our Joys an

Borges,
tempted by

what reasons
moved me to study, while my night' came down,
without particular hope of satisfaction, .
the language of the blunt-tongued Anglo-Saxons.
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i ctivities, had, as he wou y ;
i‘(figs :::iptl:naor twenty metaphors—which allowed its ba'ryds tot 6':‘,(:;;
things, simply, and not to dream ab9ut t'hem? The czjea}u\lg f:n;'.i o
in writing. It is in giving to eac!l thn'ng its name, and in lis g
the mystery of being reverberatmg, m<.ieﬁn§te]y, |r;_ lt]:l Lbvsinths of
Borges? He is not, for me, th.e ironic builder of t é:he_l y inths of
writing, but rather the poet as Klerke'g:flard understoo c;rr;_, ¢ man
obsessed by the ethical and the rehglfms.swges, sens? har in h
distance of the path of life. Moderr} he is, since he know ls) lt at v reong
is a fact that no pious wishing can dispel. But if he reselm hes séor:ra[es
in our times, it is perhaps above all Lev Shestov, who fe It t fa;] c; rates,
and Job, have in themselves alone more reality than all o the a ;_iem
nature, and who thus demanded of God that He overturn the an
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Fatum and even that He rewrite history so that Socrates not be con-
demned to death and so that Job’s dead children be restored to him,
Doubtless Borges knew nothing of Shestov, and yet, in the story en.
titled “The Other Death,” we see him dreaming like Shestov: for Gog
hears a dying man and agrees to change the course of an entjre
moment of the past. God is an author, isn’t He, since He writes history,
page after page? And as in “The Garden of Forking Paths,” many,
among those He loves, are made to perish for this—which explains
what doubtless must be His own infinite “lassitude” and “consterna-
tion.” But He at least, is He not able to knock down the walls of the
labyrinth?

The heart of Borges is, it seems to me, this question, which is to
say, this dream. And since “le réve n'est pas,"'® as Mallarmé has said,
since the dream is what does not exist, Borges was also suffering and
regret. This is what I wanted to recall about him, in order to recall
what literature is as well. And to say what makes it possible, even
today, to see in literature something other than the rule of language.

CoLLEGE DE FRANCE
(Translated by John T. Naughton)
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